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Yohwen enjoys her life, but when the Citadel comes knocking she has to face change, danger and a man whose touch can set her on fire.
Yohwen has finally reached the pinnacle of her art. She is the Master Haunt and during the festival week, she wakes the dead for their friends and families for one night only.
The next day she is invited to help the Citadel on a world where the entire population died without a whimper. They were Ysheer, the same species as Yohwen. She can talk to them and let them talk to others in a way that no other being can manage. When her assistant asks to go, there is no choice. She has to go.
Scorcher Orkill was not expecting the lovely creature to agree, but when she did, his heart raced and his body heated in a way he was only used to when his talent was in overdrive.
She is here to do a job, and he is here to help, but once the work is over he has every intention of pursuing her. Unfortunately, something goes horribly wrong.
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Chapter One
Yohwen sat in her quarters and stared into the mirror as her assistant and best friend prepared her hair for the first day of the celebrations. “Uh, are you getting a little too much height there? I don’t want them to see me from space.”
“This is the current fashion, and you are walking the most prestigious path on Wedderal. Nothing but the best for you today, Yoh.” Niisa chuckled and teased her hair even more.
“How many Haunts were beaten out for this position?” She bit her lip and stared into her own amber eyes.
“Thirty-two applied for this spot, but you were the one who was chosen. You are the Master Haunt this year and that is something to be proud of. I never would have dreamed that you would have come this far.”
Yohwen smiled. “Me neither. Having this gift or curse is hard enough, but going through life without you would have been the truly difficult part.”
“Then, shut up and let me finish your makeup. It’s almost nightfall, and you need to get into position.” Niisa completed her hair and touched up her makeup with deft moves.
Every Haunt had an assistant to lead them to their path and to help them get home again. Niisa changed things up by being Yohwen’s agent and her hair and makeup artist.
Yoh was pretty sure that her pristine and stylish appearance was what had landed her this year’s designation as Master Haunt.
“Okay, you are as pretty as I can make you. Get up, and let’s have a look at you.” Niisa removed the white sheet that she had been using to protect Yoh’s clothing, and she flapped her hands for a good look.
Yohwen got to her feet, and the corseted jacket kept her back straight while the long, lacy skirt gave her a minimal silhouette. “Well?”
“You look good, Yoh. I would be proud to call you my sister if I liked my sister.” Niisa winked. She gestured for her to turn.
Yohwen pivoted on her toes and then settled back on her heels.
Niisa tugged on the back of the jacket to smooth the line. “There. Perfect. Now, let’s go before they come to get you. It would lack dignity.”
Yohwen wrinkled her nose, and they started on their way. “I have never been much for dignity.”
“I know. That is why I offered to be your assistant.” Niisa took up a low murmur as they passed other visitors to the first party of the holiday.
Two guards allowed her to enter the staging area, and Niisa followed, whispering, “There is the crowd. There are the dignitaries. Looks like a good gathering.”
Yohwen heard her dimly, her senses were tuning to the graves surrounding her and the minds that were coming from the stars to visit their resting places.
The gong shimmered in the silence, and the viewers on the podium three hundred yards to her left tensed in anticipation. They were aliens here for the holiday, and they were expecting a show. It was Yohwen’s job to bring the dead to life to celebrate the beginning of the festival, and after today, the other Haunts would be doing the same thing around the globe.
She stood on the first stone, and Niisa quickly removed Yohwen’s shoes before stepping aside. The path was laid out ahead of her, and it snaked through the family sites chosen by lottery.
The gong rang again, and the speaker called for silence and for the families of the dearly departed to prepare.
Yohwen kept her features calm, and she had to admit that the makeup helped. The heavy mask on her face kept her lips from curving in a smile as the light dimmed and the energy changed.
“Thank you, Master Haunt, for bringing us this day.” The announcer inclined her head toward Yohwen, and it was show time.
The final gong rang, and Yohwen started to walk. The first step on the smooth sand tingled through her and she made herself a conduit between the energy of the dead and their living relations. As she slowly paced, paused and paced again, she kept herself focused on letting the dead speak and move through her. The moment she drew even with the first burial site, the glowing figures solidified and were ceremonially embraced by their relatives. She felt a surge of relief and pride that she would not disgrace her temporary title.
The light sprang up around her, and she heard murmurs of surprise as she continued her slow and deliberate pace. Her mind joined the song that the dead brought from the stars. She gave herself up to them, pulling power from the ground beneath her to offer them visible form. Yoh heard chattering, excited sobs, and she kept moving on the sand path laid out just for her.
There was one moment, a few hours in, when an excited child stumbled into her and the light dimmed at the contact with the living. She turned her head, and the child stared up at her in shock before her dead grandmother came up to her and shepherded her back to the family with apologies to the Haunt.
She silently wished the young girl a peaceful transition into activity.
Bemused at the contact with a Haunt in her young stage, it took Yoh a bit of effort to get back into the pacing trance that continued for three more hours.
Niisa was waiting for her at the end with a stool, her shoes, and a soft brush to remove the sand. Yoh sat and let her assistant take care of her. She got to her feet and looked over the largest cemetery in the world. Lights of souls were still there, still active.
“Let them go, Yoh. You have done more than enough.”
“When you miss the ones you love, there is never time enough.” She smiled sadly, and as the dawn began to rise, she let the ghosts fade. The souls returned to the stars, and those left behind smiled with watery eyes.
The conclusion and dissipation of the souls was marked with another gong, and Yohwen was free to return to her quarters, change and get the hell out of the capital city.
On their way back to her staging room, she leaned on her friend. “That was tiring.”
“I can imagine. You lit up far more sites than expected.”
“How many?”
Niisa laughed softly. “I am thinking…all of them. As people started noticing, they called everyone nearby into the city so that they could all participate. You might be getting a bonus for this.”
“Does the bonus take the form of a nap?”
Her friend giggled. “No, I don’t think it does.”
“Then, I am not interested. Back to the room, change of clothing and out of this makeup. I don’t want anyone to recognize me by sight when we leave.”
“Fine. You start scrubbing, I will get the chisel.”
Despite her fatigue, her numb mind and her aching feet, Yohwen laughed. “What about the dress?”
“Bolt cutters.”
They both giggled their way back to the preparation room, and in fifteen minutes, two hooded women slipped away in the early dawn, heads bowed together in conversation.
* * * *
“What do you mean, she left the city?” Scorcher Orkill frowned at his partner.
Healer Debarren grinned, “I mean, she and her assistant snuck out at dawn, leaving the trappings of last night behind. She has her fee, so there was nothing holding her here.”
“Do you know where she is?”
“Of course I do. She has a private Haunt office in Teeger province. I am guessing after last night that she will need to rest.”
Orkill scowled, “She can rest on the ship. We need her, and she is the most powerful Haunt we have seen. I didn’t even know that this talent existed a week ago, and now, I find that there is a whole planet that hosts them.”
“They are one in a hundred thousand, Orkill. The fact that you got their government to agree to part with one doesn’t mean that she will come with us, especially if you annoy her by destroying her rest. Our patients are not in any danger.”
“I hate this political crap. Why did we have to wait for that little display last night?”
Debarren shook his head. “It is the beginning of their largest holiday. Last night, not only did our target wake her intended souls, she woke up the whole cemetery.”
“That wasn’t supposed to happen?”
“Um…no. She was supposed to wake the souls whose resting places were along that path. Anything else was extra, and she provided thousands with an unexpected joy. Tonight, in cemeteries across the planet, more Haunts will walk, and they will bring the local souls down to speak with their loved ones. It is a beautiful holiday.”
Orkill twisted his lips and nodded tersely. “For those who have souls that remain available, sure. For other species, it is just another day.”
“You are too cynical for me, Orkill. Get some rest, and we will call Yohwen Dahl in the afternoon. We will all benefit from a little rest.”
Debarren sighed, and Orkill knew he was being cranky. “Fine. A little rest, but then, we speak to her and convince her to come with us.”
“What about her assistant?”
“She is your problem.”
Orkill didn’t miss Debarren suddenly perking up, but he stomped off to the guest room he had been assigned to and flung himself on the bed. Sure, Debarren got the normal-looking one. Orkill got the woman who looked like a startled sculpture. Life wasn’t fair.





Chapter Two
Yoh rose from her bed, brushed her teeth, washed her face and got dressed for an evening at work. While many Haunts were busy with the festival of remembrance, her duties were done for the year.
Thanks to Niisa, all her clothes were tailored to give her a precise silhouette that radiated control. Her fitted trousers were tucked into knee-high boots, her silk shell of a top was concealed by the snug jacket in a moss green that made her hair look like a river of spilled blood. It helped her clients in some way to see her dressed to match the cemetery colours.
She frowned at the mirror and swiped at a tiny fleck of remaining eyeliner. The formal makeup hadn’t come off willingly. It hadn’t quite been bonded to her face, but it didn’t want to leave.
She brushed at her hair, getting the last of the backcombing out and turning her hair into her familiar crimson wave. Now that it wasn’t covered with the gold glitter and teased apart, it was far darker than it had appeared while she walked the cemetery last night.
Ready to face Niisa and whatever the evening would bring, she exited her private quarters and headed down the stairs to their offices. The building she had purchased used to be a bakery, and the ancient, comforting scent of bread and flour was still in each beam and wall.
She heard low voices and straightened her shoulders. It seemed they had some sort of client.
Niisa came and greeted her in the hallway with a quick look from head to toe. “Caf and a roll with cheese, coming up.”
“Who are they?”
“Citadel reps. They need your assistance in determining what happened to a world before it was cleansed by Scorchers.”
“What was the species?”
“It was another Ysheer colony, so their souls should be in holding.” Niisa said it all quietly as they walked toward the office proper.
“Anything else?”
“Yeah, they are both kinda cute. I will get that caf.” Niisa patted her arm and sent her on her way.
Trying to keep the smirk off her lips, Yohwen entered her office and slid into her chair before looking at her guests. “Good evening, gentlemen. May I know the nature of your business?”
One of the men was grinning, and his robes marked him as a Citadel Healer. The other man wore the red-and-smoke trimmed robes of a Scorcher. The Scorcher was staring at her with a startled expression in his deep red eyes. “You are the Master Haunt?”
She grinned. “Yes. I have to tell you, the formal wear required is very uncomfortable and the makeup is ridiculous, but it is a celebration, and tradition must be upheld. Now, what can I do for you?”
The Scorcher leaned forward. “We need you.”
Niisa was approaching the desk with the caf and the roll. She paused and bit her lip to keep herself from laughing. The man in Healer’s robes rolled his eyes.
The Scorcher’s deep grey skin darkened. “I mean, we need your services as a Haunt to find out details of a world destroyed.”
The Healer leaned forward as Niisa set down the caf and the small plate. “A world settled by your people has been ravaged by a plague. The Scorchers have destroyed all flesh on the world, but there is no indication as to what started the disease. We need to know how it started.”
Yoh sipped at her caf and sighed in relief as she woke up by increments. “If you have destroyed the bodies, there is nothing to attach the souls to.”
The Healer sat back and cocked his head. “We have been told that you are the one person who could possibly help us. Out of all the Haunts here, you are the one that was pointed out to us by our Seer, so you are the one we need.”
Sundown was coming, and she could feel the prickle along her mind. Her grandmother was on the way. She tried to wrap this up. “I am sorry, but I don’t think I can help you. I have never been off my home world, and I don’t intend to start now.”
The Healer frowned and looked as if he would argue, but the Scorcher held up his hand to quiet him. “There is another plague that has been released, and we think it is the same one. We need your help to let us talk to the physicians who first identified the pathogen. Their records have been destroyed, but if they can still speak, they will help us save millions of lives.” The Scorcher leaned toward her. “I don’t want to burn anymore dead if I don’t have to.”
Blinking rapidly, she met his smoked red gaze with her blazing orange one. “How long will we be gone?”
Niisa pressed a hand to her shoulder, “Yes, how long will we be gone?”
Relief flooded Yohwen as she realised that Niisa would not let her head off with strangers. Her grandmother emerged next to her from the floor. “Keep warm, sweetie. I will be here when you return.”
The Citadel reps were sitting back in their chairs, staring at the glowing form of Yinway Dahl.
“Gentlemen, this is my grandmother, Yinway Dahl. Gran, these men are representatives of the Citadel.”
The Scorcher stood up and bowed. “I am Scorcher Orkill, this is Healer Debarren. We are pleased to greet you on behalf of the Citadel.”
Yinway bowed low, her body flickering as she moved.
Healer Debarren asked, “Are you buried nearby, madam?”
“Why, Healer, I haven’t been flirted with in ages.” Yinway floated through the desk and over to his side. “No, I am not buried nearby. When my granddaughter moved to Teeger, she offered me a chance to come with her, so I said sure. She anchors me to her, and I keep her company when Niisa is off on the business of promotion. I also deal with souls who are not happy to be pulled from their stellar rotation.”
Yinway was smug, and it made Yohwen smile. Her grandmother did enjoy showing off. “You will be safe at home for the rest of the celebrations while I go off on whatever this is. I promise to return home as quickly as I can so that you can celebrate Minway’s first birthday with her family.”
“Of course, my treasure. But if you don’t make it back, I am sure that they will hire a local Haunt to bring me home. Just let them know if they might need to. I won’t be as strong as when you bring me, but I am sure that it will be fine.” Yinway smiled and drifted back to Yohwen where she brushed a kiss against her cheek. Sparks flew as the power worked against Yoh.
Scorcher Orkill sat down and cocked his head. “What was that?”
Yohwen opened her hands wide. “My power against my skin. Because she is blood, I can hold her together and pull her tight to my side as well as let her project as much of herself as she wishes.”
Healer Debarren smiled and crossed his arms, “Can other Haunts do that?”
Yinway stood up proudly. “My granddaughter is the only one on Wedderal who can hold a soul like this. Her birth may have been unfortunate, but her power is the strongest I have ever encountered.”
Both of the visitors tactfully ignored the mention of her birth. Scorcher Orkill asked, “When can you leave?”
“How long will we be gone?”
“Six days, perhaps ten.” He shrugged.
Yohwen turned to her friend. “Niisa?”
Niisa winked at the Healer and went into her office, closing the door. She started cancelling appearances and moving appointments.
“Niisa will be coming with us.”
The two men looked at each other in shock.
Orkill asked, “Why?”
“She is my handler. When I am using my talent, I lose contact with the world around me. She keeps me fed, watered and rested so that I can maintain control of my skills.”
Debarren cocked his head, “I can do that.”
Niisa returned to the office. “Yoh, you need water.”
The glass was placed within reach of her hand, and Yohwen drank.
“Niisa is a high-level diagnostic talent, but she chose to spend her time as my assistant. She will be coming with us, because she has always dreamed of seeing the stars.”
Niisa perked up, her midnight blue eyes sparkling with excitement. “I get to go with you?”
“Of course.” Yohwen smiled. “Can you prep bags for each of us for two weeks while I hammer out some details with these two gentlemen?”
Niisa winked at her and disappeared.
Yinway rounded on the two men quickly. “What are you going to offer my granddaughter for her assistance?”
Yohwen put her booted feet up on her desk as her grandmother put her skills as a Negotiator into high gear. Niisa may have been excellent at dealing with Ysheer traditions, but no one took aliens to task like Yinway Dahl, ex-armoured Negotiator.
Yinway had served her people in a metal suit for ten years, negotiating with other races and keeping foreigners from their soil. There were others doing the job now, but no one had the skills that Yinway had exhibited.
Her skills had made her the head of her family. The Dahls took a step up in the world. Now, her granddaughter was watching as her spectre went through contract terms with the Citadel representatives until she was satisfied.
Yohwen smirked when she saw that the Scorcher was sweating. “Would you like a glass of water?”
He nodded. “Please. I tend to overheat in stressful situations.”
Yoh got to her feet and went around the corner to the water dispenser. She filled two glasses and handed one to each of her visitors.
They thanked her quietly, and the moment the glasses were empty, Yinway cleared her throat. “Call it in, please.”
Orkill pressed a small button on the collar of his suit. “Did you get all that, Relay?”
A female voice came through, “You mean you getting your ass handed to you? Oh yeah. I got it. The agreement will be waiting on your shuttle.”
“Exactly as dictated?” Yinway was persistent.
“Yes, madam. Exactly as dictated.” The voice was even and secure.
“Good. My granddaughter is in the hands of the Citadel and Sector Guard. I want her back within two weeks or the Ysheer will disrupt all traffic through this sector.”
“I understand, madam. She will be back.”
Debarren said, “You know that your government did allow us to take one Haunt from your world.”
Yinway frowned. “I don’t care what they said. She is my descendant, and I want her back.”
The men nodded in unison, “Yes, madam.”
Yohwen reached into her desk and brought out some weshkin wine. “Grandmother, thank you. I think you have scared them enough for one night.”
Yinway chuckled and sat in her favourite chair in the corner, rocking back and forth though the chair didn’t move.
Debarren extended his glass for the wine, and she uncorked it with a pop. “Gran was an off-world Negotiator in her day. She still remembers a few things from the old days.”
Yinway smiled brightly and kept rocking.
Orkill looked over at her grandmother and extended his glass. “Please.”
Yoh smiled in sympathy and poured a hefty slug of the wine into it. It was all she could offer to offset the trauma they had just suffered at the hands of a senior who had been dead for twenty years.





Chapter Three
Niisa brought in the luggage, and Yohwen smiled. “When will you gentlemen be ready to leave?”
“We are ready now. Our shuttle is standing by. Do you have anything you need to do before you leave?”
Yoh looked at Niisa. “Are we good?”
“Well, my mother is mad that I will be missing the celebration, but I promised her a private haunt, if you don’t mind, when we return.” Niisa winked. “She can’t pass up an opportunity to have me see the stars.”
“Excellent. Grandma, do you mind?” Yohwen looked at the glowing figure in the corner.
“Sigh. I suppose I will return to the sky and wait for my turn to visit with the new baby.” Yinway grimaced. “Hurry home, Yohwen. I don’t enjoy spending time with that idiot half-brother of yours.”
Yinway floated up and dissipated into the ceiling.
Yohwen corked her wine and tucked it back in her desk. “So, shall we get going?”
“Why do you keep that in your desk?” Orkill looked at her in surprise, setting his empty glass on her desk.
She smiled and finished tidying her workspace. “Not everyone is sanguine about contacting the dead. Even my people think twice before they get an honest answer from their ancestors or deceased spouses.”
Niisa whisked the dishes away and quickly scrubbed them, putting them on the drain board.
Yohwen recognized the sounds as she got to her feet and stretched. “What is the weather like where we are going?”
Debarren smiled, “You will be wearing protective suits. You will be insulated from the environment.”
Yohwen blinked. “You don’t know how my talent works, do you?”
He frowned and shook his head. “No, I assumed that you simply drew the energy from the air.”
“No, I pull it from the ground. My feet have to touch the surface of whatever world I am haunting. My feet will be exposed. I thought you guys watched the ritual last night.”
Debarren winced. “We did not realise the significance of your lack of footwear. What is the importance of the sand?”
“It is a conductor. It helps separate the energy into tendrils that reach through the ground to call the dead. I match the dead to the energy above. They know who they are, but a Haunt calls them to their home where their family is waiting.”
He blinked. “I don’t know how we are going to do this.”
Orkill burst into laughter. “Masuo. No wonder they insisted we swing by Morganti. Relay gave us a box of emergency equipment and there is a pair of Masuo in it. I thought it was weird, but now, it makes sense.”
Yohwen frowned. “What makes sense?”
Scorcher Orkill explained, “Masuo are durable plants that develop a symbiotic relationship with their host. They can be transformed into clothing, belts or footwear. They will extend and retract as needed.”
“What if I don’t want it after this mission?” Yoh wasn’t sure how she felt about having something in symbiosis with her. Niisa was bad enough at times.
“It can be transformed into an ankle cuff that is barely visible. It won’t be a problem.” Orkill was sure of it. She could hear it in his voice.
“Well, if it will save lives, fine. Let’s go.” She grabbed her bag and headed for the door. She waited outside while the two Citadel reps and Niisa caught up with her. She fished her key out of her cleavage and locked up the office. “There. Now, I can go with a clear mind.”
The vehicle that the reps had brought took their baggage easily. They sat quietly on the way to the capital, and it was novel for Yohwen to have her palm and irises scanned for departure by a customs agent.
Niisa giggled as they did the same with her, and then, the vehicle was moving toward a parking pad near a shuttle.
The vehicle was huge. Nine city transports could be put end to end and they still might not pass the length of the shuttle.
She carried her pack over one shoulder, Debarren helped them up the steps of the shuttle and showed them where to stow their luggage. “You will be able to retrieve it if you need anything. The galley is here, and it has rations provided that are compatible with Ysheer biology.”
Yoh laughed. “Oh good. I was afraid that something would contrast with my biology.”
He ignored her and showed Yoh and Niisa how to work the lav, how to fold down a bunk and where the data pads were for the Citadel version of in-flight entertainment.
“The Scorcher is the pilot?” Yohwen was nervous as she squirmed in the seat she had been assigned.
Debarren grinned. “Of course. It is his ship.”
Yohwen sighed. “Of course it is.”
She settled back and waited with the excited Niisa, who was trembling with bookish eagerness as she ravaged her data pad. Niisa loved the entire idea of life beyond Wedderal, but she also wanted to stay home. She was conflicted.
“Niisa, do you mind if I take a nap?”
“Huh? Oh, no, go ahead. You look tired.”
The shuttle started to move, and Yoh held onto the arms of her chair. The rumbling stopped, and they were sailing with the tug of gravity low in their bellies. They were off the ground, and it wasn’t as bad as Yoh had anticipated.
Niisa looked like an excited five-year-old as she stared out the windows and then back at the data pad in her hands. This was a dream come true for her, and Yoh was happy to be the method by which she got to live it.
“You’re the bastard.” The little girl came up to Yohwen where she played alone on the swings.
“Yeah, so what?”
“What is your name? Mine is Niisa.”
“Yohwen Dahl.”
Niisa sat on the swing next to her. “My mom said that you weren’t a member of the Dahl family.”
“My grandma officially made me a family member.” She jerked her chin high. “I may be a bastard, but I am a Dahl, and there is nothing my dad can do about it.”
Niisa smiled and stuck out her hand. “Pleased to meet you.”
Yohwen blinked and frowned in concentration. “You want to be my friend?”
“Yup. I like your hair.” The smile was guileless and held none of the hidden emotion that Yohwen was used to around strangers.
Yohwen cautiously extended her hand, and Niisa took it.
The dark-haired girl beamed. “We are going to be friends forever. I just know it.”
Yohwen felt something in her life shift. “I think you might be right.”
The rest of the school year passed in a strange haze of Niisa always being at her side. The next year, when new classes and teachers had separated them, Niisa held a protest in the hallway until she was allowed to return to Yohwen’s side. She hadn’t left since.
Healer Debarren touched her shoulder. “Orkill would like to speak to you.”
She sighed and got to her feet. She had been lost in her thoughts for a while. She made her way through the snug halls to the cockpit where Orkill was waiting.
Debarren helped her into the navigator seat, and he left them alone. Yohwen looked out at the stars, and she sucked in a deep breath.
“Oh my.” Until this moment when she looked at the sky, she had seen the energy of the souls of Ysheer. The beauty of the stars and the visible nebulas had escaped her.
Orkill pivoted his seat to face her, and she got nervous. “Don’t you need your eyes on the road or whatever?”
“We are traveling two systems over. The ship has been given our destination and will get us there as quickly as possible. I don’t need to steer.” He smiled for the first time.
Yohwen suddenly recognized that he had been tense on an unfamiliar world, possibly nervous about getting her cooperation.
He lifted a data pad and extended it to her. “This is the contract your grandmother negotiated. Sign it with a thumb and iris scan, please.”
She lifted the pad, and when she got to the amount of funds that had been listed, she coughed in shock. “Wow. Way to go, Grandma.”
Orkill laughed. “You weren’t paying attention?”
Yohwen answered absently, “Naw, when she does her thing, I tune her out.”
He snorted. “How can you tune her out?”
“Years of practice.” When she got to the mention of her return to Wedderal, she sighed in relief and signed.
She handed the pad back to him.
He flicked the screen. “I am registering it at the Citadel mainframe.”
She nodded and stared out at the stars. “Excellent. Wow, do you see this all the time?”
He grinned. “When I am not on active duty. What do I need to know about how you work to make this easier?”
Yohwen looked at him, really looked at him and read the sincerity in his expression. “I umm…it has to be dark or you won’t be able to see those who have come to speak. I need my feet exposed to the ground, and if I am working within a building, I will need a few hands full of local dirt under my feet as a conduit.”
He cocked his head, “Why the dirt or the sand?”
She smiled at the opportunity to educate him. “We are all made of the same stuff as the world we walk on. To draw the soul back from its two-hundred-year orbit, I need a connection to what it once was. In a cemetery, the families are the ties, not the body that has disappeared into dust. With no family, I will use the world itself to call them back, and hopefully, I will call the right one. Any personal effects or identifiers that you can offer me would be most helpful.”
“Fair enough. Why are your eyes orange? Most eyes on Wedderal were dark.”
“Haunts are marked this way by genes of our ancestors. The eyes turn in childhood, and the training begins after they pull their first haunt. It is usually a family member that they bring out, and some do it in a moment of trauma.”
“What was it for you?”
She quirked her lips. “My grandma’s funeral and my half-brother beating me up.”
“Why?”
“For daring to attend. No one was expecting me to summon my grandma, and she tore a strip off him for attacking me. My birth was not of my doing. I had done nothing wrong, and she made sure that the family, and my father, knew it. When her will was read, she put the point home.”
He tilted his head, “How?”
“I am her sole heir. She gave me everything and my father was not very happy with that, so my mother and I bought a nice house in Teeger province, where we lived until she passed way five years ago. I sold it and bought my office.” She smiled. “Thanks to Grandma, I don’t need to work, but it keeps me busy.”
“How did your father take it?”
“Not well. There is a reason we had to move. He’s a real bastard.” She smiled at the memory of his shocked face. Even though she was a child at the time, she had felt the thrill of triumph.
“Sounds messy.”
“It was, but we managed.”
“I know it is none of my business, but how did your mother meet your father?”
She snorted. “They were introduced by one of her friends who did not know that he was engaged. Apparently, he didn’t bother telling anyone that he was marrying to increase the family money.”
“Ouch. So, I am guessing he didn’t greet your arrival with paternal joy.”
“He did not. I was the eldest grandchild by four weeks. Grandma was delighted, and my father was humiliated. I don’t think his wife ever let him forget it.” Her grim amusement made its way over to him.
“What did he do when you were identified as a Haunt?”
“I am pretty sure he threw up. Knowing that I had a built-in means of support in addition to inheriting my grandmother’s money was more than he could deal with. The funeral was the last time I saw him. Why the questions?”
“I am just trying to understand the social structure of your race. It is very complicated. There is a matriarchy but sons can inherit, a direct heir can be skipped in favour of another and Haunts are both desired and pariahs. It is most confusing.” His interest was genuine.
“Ah, perhaps I can explain. In my grandmother’s case, she was made matriarch of her family, head of her family, because of her service to our world. She was made the prime member when it came to financial matters, and she helped all members of the family when they asked. She was queen of the Dahls.” She chuckled.
Yoh explained, “Most families have either a patriarch or matriarch depending on who is the strongest at the time. They can help or hinder any member of their family at will. My father could have been the inheritor and the patriarch when his mother died, but he was a spineless twit who thought only of himself.”
He winced at her harsh assessment of her biological contributor. “That seems a little extreme.”
She smirked, “The first six years of my life my mother had to work three jobs to keep body and soul together. If my father had asked Grandma for support, she would have given it gladly. It wasn’t until she was dying that she and my mother conspired to link me to the Dahl family for my own safety.”
“Why then?”
“School is expensive, and my mother sensed that I would be a Haunt. Educating a Haunt is extremely costly, and she couldn’t do more than she already was.”
“You didn’t get to spend much time with her?”
Yoh chuckled. “I spent every evening with her as she did the books for one company after another. I brought her water, tea and cookies, and we had tea parties on scheduled breaks. It wasn’t the standard upbringing, but we got by, and once the money arrived, she still worked but it was because she wanted to, not because she had to. It was a good lesson.”
“What was?”
“If everything was taken from us, we could start over together and still make a go of it. We could build from nothing, because we never forgot how to work.”
He went silent as he digested what she had said, and he turned back to the stars that elongated as they passed.
Shrugging, Yohwen did the same and admitted that it was a view worth looking at.





Chapter Four
“They named it Raven Touch.” Orkill showed her the world as they glided toward the glowing clouds that surrounded it.
Yoh felt the waves of energy being put out by the exterior shell of the world. “Definitely Ysheer here. There are a lot of them.”
Tears started to trickle down her face, and she turned away from Orkill’s curious gaze.
“What is it?”
“So many children. I am not used to feeling so many children.” She got up and moved to the back of the shuttle.
“Where are you going?”
“I am getting ready to find someone who can tell us what happened here.” She exited the cockpit and headed for Healer Debarren.
He looked up from his deep conversation with Niisa. “Can I help you?”
“Show me those boots.”
He jerked and got to his feet.
Niisa frowned. “What is it, Yoh?”
“Kids, Niis. Thousands of kids.”
Niisa paled and got up to follow her.
Debarren opened the storage box, and he pulled out a parcel marked in case of emergency apply feet. He snorted and opened the package, careful not to touch the objects inside.
“Here. Sit, remove your boots and put these on.”
The boots in question were lovely but not practical for running around in the kind of job described to her. “These are…”
Debarren chuckled. “Just slide them on. They will do the rest.”
Yohwen settled on a nearby box of supplies. She tugged off her boots and reluctantly reached for the Masuo. The right boot went on, and she felt a peculiar clasping and release as the surface conformed to her leg. “Weird.”
Debarren smiled, “Now, the other one.”
The second boot went on, and to her surprise, they shifted into replicas of the boots she had just been wearing.
She wriggled her toes, and the Masuo moved with her.
Niisa watched and smiled slightly. “I want some.”
Debarren inclined his head. “I will see what I can do.”
Yoh looked at her friend in surprise. It seemed a courtship of sorts had begun. It was about time. Niisa couldn’t put her life on hold because of Yohwen. She needed a little love in her life. Yoh had her gran and the souls she pulled in. Niisa needed more.
Yoh loved having her best friend with her, but all things had to come to an end sometime. Mind you, a relationship with a man who spent his time in the stars would probably not go over well with Niisa’s mother.
Yohwen got to her feet and imagined contact with the deck plates. The cool metal was touching her an instant later. “Excellent. These will work fine.”
Debarren peeled off his Healer robes and grabbed a suit with its own air supply. “This suit will protect you from anything airborne. The greatest danger is that the pathogen was designed for your race. That will mean that a simple puncture might have you sharing their fate. You need to be careful, and you ladies need to stay safe. The suits can only do half the work, you have to not be stupid.”
Yohwen laughed. “That is very succinct. Don’t be stupid. Excellent. Do the suits go on over our clothes?”
“They do, but not over that jacket.” He held the suit patiently while she took her jacket off, exposing the lacy top underneath.
She folded the jacket and put it on the box next to her then looked at the boots in consternation. “What do I do with the boots?”
As she asked the question, they moved and formed fitted half-socks over her feet. Smiling in delight, she stepped into the thick suit and started to tug it up her body while Niisa got into her own with Debarren’s help.
“We are entering the atmosphere. Grab hold of something.” Orkill’s voice came through the sides of Debarren’s collar.
Yohwen grabbed a strap in the cargo area.
Niisa grabbed Debarren, much to his surprise and delight.
Debarren gripped a strap, and the ship shuddered as it dropped into the atmosphere of Raven Touch.
Niisa seemed content to use him as a balance point as the ship shuddered through the different layers of the sky.
Yoh rocked and twisted with each shift of the metal beneath her. The helmet on the back of her suit smacked her during a few violent shifts, but then, the motion evened out and they were making progress through silent skies.
She finished sealing the suit and waited while Debarren went over the specifics of working the atmospheric filters on the costume she had been given.
“Touching down. The Guardsmen are waiting.”
Orkill spoke through Debarren’s suit again.
Yoh asked, “Doesn’t that get annoying?”
Debarren chuckled. “No worse than him being here in person.”
“I can hear you, Debarren.” Orkill’s voice was wry.
“I know, Orkill. Are we down?”
“Yes. Seal up, I will be there in a moment.”
Healer Debarren sealed Yohwen’s helmet first, and she took a few deep breaths before nodding to Niisa.
Her friend let the Healer seal her up, and he quickly grabbed another helmet that sealed itself to his bodysuit without an additional layer. Yohwen looked at him accusingly and he grinned. “The bonus of being with the Citadel.”
She wanted to snort, but she was in a bubble and wasn’t in the mood to stare at anything that would fly out of her head if she did.
Orkill arrived, and he put on his own helmet that sealed itself to the formfitting bodysuit that was all he was wearing.
Yohwen tried to keep her appraisal of him unemotional, but she had to admit, there was no room for underwear in that suit, but he had packed in plenty of muscle. Looking at him with admiration was unavoidable, but she kept it to herself and only peeked when he turned away.
“What are we waiting for?” She asked.
“The Sector Guard. Stellar Storm is outside, and she is setting up an air lock. That will keep this shuttle from being contaminated.”
“Ah.” She nodded. “Makes sense.”
The sound of a fist banging on the hull got their attention.
Debarren walked to the door. “I think we are ready.”
The door opened with a hiss, and they walked out to a plexi room attached with accordion seals. A woman was seated with a pleasant expression on her face. “Welcome to Raven Touch.”
Scorcher Orkill made the introductions. “Stellar Storm, this is the Haunt we hired. Yohwen Dahl and her assistant Niisa Tehart. They are here to help us question the dead.”
Stellar Storm nodded and got to her feet. “Pleased to meet you, ladies. I don’t know how you are going to question the dead, but Scorcher Orkill says it can be done, and I am willing to suspend disbelief.”
“Thank you for your faith in my abilities. When does the sun set?”
Stellar Storm frowned and looked up. “About an hour. Why?”
“Because, I need to get where you want me to bring the dead. They will be visible in the darkness, and you will be able to hear them, but I need to be in the correct area, or I will haunt several hundred minds at a time and you will have to pick through them. That will take a while.”
Stellar Storm blinked. “Well, we have identified the location of a research facility. Someone there may have an idea of what happened.”
Orkill asked, “Has it been cleansed?”
“I believe so. We can check when we arrive.”
Yohwen said, “Then, we should get where we are going to stage before sundown, so we have the most time with the dead.”
Stellar Storm led the way. Their party loaded onto a standing skimmer, and the entire flying platform lifted off and zipped along the surface at a nauseating speed.
Yohwen kept an eye on the light in the distance and felt the pressure of the population of an entire world that wanted to be heard. She could bring them down one by one or even by the dozen, but there was no way she could let them all speak.
On Wedderal, the ancestors stayed for about two hundred years, educated the current generation and left knowing that they had done what they could. After that, the souls joined the rings of the fifth planet in the system, Sodderal, and bonded into one mind that sang to the cosmos. No Ysheer truly died, they merely evolved into an energy being that could hear and join the songs of the stars.
Stellar Storm parked the skimmer in the centre of a city marked by fire.
Yohwen looked to Orkill, “Your handiwork?”
“Possibly. I burned two cities, but this one does not look familiar.” He shrugged.
Yoh turned to Stellar Storm. “Is there anywhere a little more remote than this?”
“This was the main research facility. The clues will be here if you can truly bring the victims back.”
Yoh winced. “This is going to hurt.”
Niisa stood at her side. “I will be here for you.”
“Thanks, but there are about to be a lot of people here really fast. The sun is coming down.”
Yohwen stepped away from her group, and the Masuo thinned to let her feet feel the stone and pavement under her. She had worked through pavement before, but it took more out of her. She looked around and found a space that had once been green and now was charred black. It would do.
Her body sighed in relief when contact with the planet was established. The fading light winked into light darkness, and she looked up and called the soul of Raven Touch home.





Chapter Five
Niisa had to explain to the Alliance personnel how to speak to the Ysheer. Once they had the idea, they pursued the inquiries with surprising skill.
Stellar Storm came to stand beside Yoh, and she nodded. “Now, I get it. This is your talent.”
Yoh answered quietly, “One in a hundred thousand on my world can do this, all with varying degrees of success.”
“Does it take a lot of concentration?”
“Not once it has begun. The concentration comes with starting it up.” Yoh watched the lines of spectres waiting their turns to speak to Orkill and Debarren.
“How long can you keep it up?”
“Hours. Why?”
“I am summoning other researchers, and they will want to learn what the doctors here have to offer them. That means you will have to keep this up for at least an hour.”
“I can hold it until dawn. Call a freaking warship for all I care. Just do it, because I will have to sleep the day away.” Yohwen stared out and watched the expanding arrival of Ysheer who all waited their turn to speak to the two Citadel staffers and Niisa.
It was the beginning of a very long night.
When Niisa finally gripped her arm and said, “Enough. You have brought enough for today. Tomorrow, we will start again. Come on.”
She was shepherded into the skimmer and returned to the airlock, and after a cleansing blast of light and air, she was allowed into the shuttle.
Orkill moved ahead of her, and he showed her a guestroom with two bunks.
Niisa helped her out of the biohazard suit and tucked her into a bunk. She kept Yohwen awake until she had consumed a glass of water and some ration crackers.
Exhaustion took over, and Yohwen was down for the count.
* * * *
Niisa rubbed the back of her neck as she left Yohwen to sleep off the efforts of the night.
Debarren looked at her features, and he scowled. “You look exhausted.”
“Oh, I am, but I am well rested compared to her. I will get some dry rations and water to set by her bedside and then get some rest so I can beat her to rising.”
“Why? Why do you work for her?” He followed her as she rummaged through the small galley.
“Because, she sees things that I don’t, and she is a friend. She needs me and that has always been the driving desire of my own personality. I love to be needed.” Niisa chuckled as she brought out more ration crackers and a few bags of water.
“There is more to it than that.” He leaned against the edge of the galley as she arranged the tray.
She grinned up at him. “Of course there is. Yohwen is the most caring, loyal and devoted friend you could have once you move past the needs of her status as Haunt. She has called my relatives for every family party she has attended and asked nothing in return. Let me tell you, the Haunts on Wedderal do not come cheap. She didn’t even think to ask for compensation.”
“Is that worth a lifetime of service?”
Niisa laughed at him. “Do you really think it is service? I enjoy bossing her around, and we enjoy spending time together. Living a life where I can spend every day with my best friend is a blessing. I choose when she works and how she works. She may have the talent, but I decide where she uses it.”
“Doesn’t she mind?”
“Nope. She just wants to help re-join families when she can. Hers was shattered before she even arrived. Her greatest desire is to bring joy and peace.”
Debarren pulled out a piece of fruit and gnawed on it. “Why did she agree to come to a dead world then?”
Niisa laughed. “You really haven’t gotten it, have you? She came here for me. It is my dream to see the stars. She couldn’t care less.”
With the Healer staring at her backside, she moved back down the hall and set the tray on the desk near Yohwen’s head. She smoothed the riot of red hair from her friend’s forehead and crept out of the room.
Orkill had given her the next set of quarters, and she entered the room, setting her chronometer for six hours of sleep. She smiled at the expression on Debarren’s face when she had told him that Yohwen came to the stars for her and not of her own volition. She didn’t think shock could have looked more attractive on anyone else.
Chuckling, she stripped out of her clothing and folded it neatly at the side of her bed in the order she would need to get dressed in a hurry.
* * * *
Debarren confronted Orkill as he made the daily report to Relay.
“She performed beyond expectation. The dead actually came to us and spoke. They knew what had been going on and pointed toward an underground facility off all of our records.”
Relay’s voice came through the com. “Do you think she will be interested in joining the Citadel?”
Debarren tapped him on the shoulder and shook his head.
“I will get back to you on that, Relay. For now, we are making progress.” Orkill quickly wrapped up the call and then turned to face Debarren.
“What was that about, Debarren?”
“It isn’t Yohwen you have to convince, it is Niisa. Convince Niisa and Yohwen will follow.”
Orkill scrubbed at his face. “You are kidding.”
“I am not. Yohwen has no urge for adventure. She wants to keep her friend happy. Frankly, Niisa is the only family she has, and Niisa, herself, has tons of family, so she won’t leave Wedderal gladly. We need to consider the outpost option.”
Orkill grinned. “It is a nice world. Bright, friendly people, and they do have a small outpost waiting for us. It would shave time off our transit when we get a call as well. Could you live there?”
Debarren grinned in return. “There are certain attractions that will outweigh inconvenience for me.”
“It is like that, is it?”
“Whether she admits it or not, she is a powerful diagnostic talent. Nothing I like more than a girl who can list everything that is wrong with me and mean it.” He chuckled.
Orkill snorted. “Now that she isn’t in that peculiar costume, I have to admit that Yohwen is a very striking young woman, and the power she wields is amazing. She is also the colour of flame, and you know how much I enjoy a good blaze.”
Debarren laughed. “As a set, they are better than any option that the Citadel has been able to come up with, but I don’t know how easy it will be to get on Yohwen’s good side. She doesn’t seem to have one.”
Orkill remembered the Haunt’s face as she tried not to watch the souls of children join their parents in the city as she called them all. “I don’t think she is unfeeling, I just think her motivations are different. She does what she does because of how it makes others feel and that gives her her centre. Niisa anchors her to the rest of the world, so we have her to convince.”
“I will work on that.” Debarren grinned.
“I bet you will. We have a lead on the source of introduction, by the way. There is a research facility on Raven Touch that isn’t on our maps. It is deep underground, and they are known to do viral and bacterial research. It is quite likely that this was the source of the initial exposure.”
“I will look into it with the other medical teams. Are you taking Yohwen there tonight?” Debarren raised his eyebrows.
“I am. I am heading there this afternoon to scorch it so you can bring both ladies there at sunset.”
Orkill watched the Healer laugh.
“You know, Orkill, no wonder you have such a problem finding women when this is your ideal of an evening out.”
“Dating and flirtation can come later, Debarren. Right now, we have to find the source of this infection and determine if any of it is left on Raven Touch. This is a species killer in the right hands.”
Debarren sobered. “You are correct. I will have them at your location by sunset.”
“Good. One less thing that I have to worry about. Make sure that they are careful with their containment. There is a real risk of contamination for them, and they are both the target species of this deadly pathogen. Remember that, Debarren. If they get infected, you may not have time to fix what is wrong with them.”
His friend and partner of three years froze for a moment before he nodded. “Understood. Sealing protocols will be in action, but the Haunt will still need contact with the ground. What are you going to do?”
Orkill shut off the com centre and got to his feet. “I am going to take a nap and then get a shovel.”





Chapter Six
Yohwen smiled at the tray Niisa had left for her. She grabbed the water pouch and nibbled at the ration biscuits. Her body told her she had had enough sleep, so she went in search of the minute lav, and once she had done what was necessary, she used the bright flash of the solar shower to cleanse her skin.
Her bag was next to her bed, and she tugged on a second pair of fitted clothes, knowing now that they would be wedged under the environmental suit. Then, she was about to reach for thick socks when the Masuo covered her feet, making her jump. She had forgotten all about them. They formed a pair of tight boots that moved up her legs to form rather flattering leathery leg coverings that reached to mid-thigh. Her mother would have been equal parts appalled and delighted. Gran would just be delighted.
Yoh brushed out her hair and braided it tightly against her skull, the tail wound down her back and would easily wrap up and tuck into her suit.
She munched on another ration cracker and sipped water as she tidied up. When she was done, the room was set to rights, her previous day’s clothing were in the refresher and she was ready to take on whatever the Citadel personnel had lined up for her.
Yohwen walked down to the galley and put a meal in the heater. She was about to let out a huge sigh, but she stifled it when she noticed Orkill slumped over in the corner, wrapped in his robes and snoring lightly.
She balanced her hot tray and utensils and sat at the table, eating as silently as she could. It seemed she was the only one up and about during this particular moment of the day.
The food was geared to be nutritious and tasty, but it lacked several things that Ysheer found necessary. Spice was one of those things. Yohwen moved to the cabinet as silently as she could, and when she heard a voice, she jumped.
“Spices are on the top shelf.” Orkill shifted and sat up, rolling his shoulders a little.
“How did you know?”
“I could smell your dinner, and there is only one reason to leave a hot meal when you are tired. You needed something more, and from what we learned of the Ysheer, a spicier meal would be a good guess.” He rubbed at the back of his neck.
“Where is everyone else?”
“Sleeping.”
“Why are you here? Why aren’t you in one of the chambers?”
“There are only three. I gave you my room, Niisa is in the guest room and Debarren is in his quarters.”
She felt bad. “I am so sorry. If I had known, Niisa and I could have shared space. After a haunt, I can sleep on a floor if I have to.”
He chuckled. “There are emergency bunks if I really needed to crash, but I am blessed with being able to live on minimal sleep. I get my energy from the fire.”
“I would like to see that one day. I have only heard vague tales of Scorchers and the destruction that lets life begin again.” She found a pack of spices that made her tongue tingle, so she brought it with her back to the table.
“It isn’t really something that can be observed from the ground.” He lifted one hand, and it wreathed with flame.
She stared at the fire until it burned out. “That is beautiful.”
“Thank you, but your own colouration is just as lovely. You seem to be made of flame, though the first time I saw you, your fashion sense, I have to admit, threw me off.”
She laughed. “The formal clothing is a little peculiar. It was designed to create a specific silhouette, and it manages to do it quite handily.”
He groaned as he got to his feet, and he came over to sit across from her while she spiced up her rapidly cooling food. It was some kind of stew next to some kind of starch, and they both needed the help that the spices provided.
“Wait a moment.” He held his hands near her tray and heated her food back to a steaming temperature.
“Thank you.”
“My pleasure. I am also nice to have around on cold winter nights.” He grinned, and she could see a peculiar gleam in his eyes.
“Well, if you are on Wedderal in winter, I will make a note of it.” She returned to her meal and sipped at the water pack.
“Well, what if there was a Citadel outpost on Wedderal? You could join and have full access to our libraries, courses, information and, of course, additional assignments that would take Niisa back to the stars.”
She finished her meal and looked at him with amusement. “You have been paying attention, haven’t you?”
He shrugged. “It seemed sensible. There is no one with your particular talent in the Citadel, and twenty-nine Ysheer worlds that may need your help one day.”
“Haunts aren’t exclusive to Wedderal.”
“Aren’t they? I don’t know if you are aware, but no other Ysheer world has born a haunt in two generations. The ones that they have are slowly aging into the wave of souls.”
Yohwen put her tray in the recycler and returned to the table with a cup of caf. “This is news to me, but we don’t have a lot of contact between colonies.”
“You can check it on any of the newsfeeds that the Citadel has listed, and Relay can even give you a census report of the colonies if you like.”
She raised her hand. “That isn’t necessary. I just didn’t realise that we were getting scarce. Well, everywhere but Wedderal. Do you think it could be environmental or something in the solar radiation?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. We were simply told that if we wanted to find a Haunt, Wedderal was the world to go to. It appears that our sources were right.”
“So, what were you saying about a Citadel outpost on Wedderal?” She sipped at her caf and watched his eyes as he thought of how to answer her.
“Well, if there was a small gathering of agents or specialists at Wedderal, it would necessitate a small outpost that would allow for easier dispatch to this sector of space. Your government has already built one in the hopes of getting some of the grant money offered to those who house the Citadel specialists.”
“What makes someone a specialist?”
“A talent with single purpose or incarnation.” He got up and obtained his own cup of caf. “So, would you be interested in joining the Citadel?”
Yoh laughed, “Not really, but if Niisa wants to continue traveling, I will. It will only take me further from the little home I have.”
“What about if Niisa finds a mate and starts a family?” His words were quiet and his coal-coloured eyes were sympathetic.
“I suppose I will have to get along on my own and visit when I am allowed to.” She shrugged. It was the stuff of her nightmares, but she had confronted the reality long ago. Niisa’s family was pushing for her to get married, but she was putting it off so that she could enjoy the freedom of traveling the world. As much as she wanted it, Yoh was too practical to know that their eternal present couldn’t last much longer.
“It is very early to say it, but I would like you to consider me as a suitor.”
That made her blink. “For Niisa? Sure. I mean, she is a little brighter than you, but it could work.”
He stared at her in shock, then he snorted and rubbed the back of his neck. “I am making a hash of this. I would like you to consider me as a suitor for you. I have been assured that you are a good match for me, but until I met you, I wasn’t sure how this would work.”
She blinked rapidly again. “Me? Why would anyone want me?”
The words said far more than she meant to expose, and her heart thudded in her chest as sympathy filled his expression. “Because, you are worth winning. You are funny, intelligent, beautiful, and have a self-possession that I have rarely seen though I have been to dozens of worlds.”
Yoh felt a grin creeping up on her. “Don’t you usually just drop in and scorch the dead.”
He waved that away. “That isn’t the point.”
She laughed. “I am going to have to talk this over with Niisa. She is my sounding board.”
“Her alarm just went off. She is in the room to the left of yours or toward the cockpit if you will.” He took her hand and ran his thumb over her knuckles. “Think about it.”
She tried to hide the shiver that went through her at the heat of his hand. No one touched Haunts, ever. It was thought that it would interfere with the summoning process, but it had never been proven. She blinked rapidly. “I will think about it.”
He released her hand, but as she walked down the hall, she could still feel the heat from his grip.
She opened Niisa’s door quietly, stared and sealed the door again. “Well. That’s…uh.”
She returned to the galley and got another cup of caf.
Orkill cocked his head. “Why didn’t you speak to Niisa?”
“She was busy.” She slugged back the hot liquid and went for another cup.
“Doing what?”
She sat back and cupped the mug between her hands. “Who would be a more accurate question. You didn’t need to give up your bed for the night. Debarren’s was empty.”
His eyes widened in surprise, and then, he started laughing.
Yoh sipped at the caf and tried to remove the image from her thoughts.
The door down the hall opened again, and a hastily dressed Niisa appeared, her cheeks bright. Debarren’s hair was mussed, and his suit was slightly open at the collar.
“Yoh, I am so sorry that you walked in on…us.”
Orkill continued to laugh. He was snickering against the wall, and Yoh shuddered.
Yohwen asked Orkill, “Can you burn an image out of my mind?”
He wiped his eyes and shook his head. “No, but I can help you replace it with something else.”
She didn’t have a chance to ask what he meant by that. The com unit beeped, and they were off to the new site.





Chapter Seven
“I worked here yesterday to prepare the site as you described. I hope it will suit your needs.” Orkill spoke calmly in the dark of the underground facility.
Yohwen could feel the sun going down outside, but it didn’t matter. She pressed her feet into the soil and called those whose bodies had been on this floor hours earlier.
Debarren was standing with a gathering of other Citadel and Sector Guard personnel. The moment the scientists of the centre appeared, they spread out with recorders to start asking questions.
Niisa stood next to Yohwen and nervously said, “I am so sorry you came in on that.”
“I didn’t know you had a tattoo in the shape of a shooting star on your butt.” Yoh said it absently. Her mind was focused on keeping the people strong so that they had full cognition.
“Oh, right. I got it the night before my cousin’s wedding. You know, I have always loved the stars.”
Yoh smiled slightly. “You have always loved the stars. Will you keep Debarren?”
“I think so. We fit very well together.”
A soul was avoiding the folk with the clipboards, and he sidled up to Yohwen. “You are a Haunt, aren’t you?”
She inclined her head. “I am.”
“We haven’t had them here for so long. It took years to silence that gene. I never thought to see one of your kind again.”
“Silencing the genes that make Haunts?”
“Yes! We finally did it, and then, this struck. We never should have tried to distribute the sample to the other colonies.”
She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “You deliberately expunged Haunts from your population?”
“Of course. It is an old religion that creates a system of ancestor worship. We are more intelligent than that. What are you doing here?”
She focused, holding the others in the room in place was taxing her. “I am here to find out where the plague came from.”
The bright light frowned. “How far did it spread? We had containment. It shouldn’t have left our facility.”
“I am here, because there is no one left on your world to tell us the story.” She was honest. There was no profit to be had in lying to the dead.
He staggered back. “No. It wasn’t supposed to leave the facility. I did what they said. It was supposed to kill us and die here.”
“Why the secrecy?”
“They wanted the Haunts to disappear. The virus moves through the air and damages the genes that would trigger a Haunt.”
“Who are they?”
“The Barkenan. They are similar to us, but they don’t like the idea of dead being around.” He rubbed the back of his neck.
Niisa said softly, “Were there any other genes tampered with?”
“Well, there was some movement on the immune-system front. We had to make a hole for the virus to be introduced.”
Yohwen looked down and saw the recorder in Niisa’s palm. “How was the virus spread?”
“Oh, it was airborne. We set it up as a passive release when our trading ships lifted off the surface of a world. The visible gas would be lost in the vapour trail. We managed it on four worlds before the first sign of illness here in the base. We thought it was the last set of tissue samples we got from off world. Could it have been our own creation?”
Yohwen swayed, it was hard for her to talk and Haunt at the same time.
Niisa quickly asked a series of pointed questions that showed she had a far greater grasp of these things than Yohwen did.
In the end, it was clear. The people of Raven Touch had orchestrated their own demise, and it had only taken one small bacterial and viral sample to set off the entire deadly course of action.
The question remained, who the hell were the Barkenan?
At the end of the night, she staggered away with Niisa supporting her. Niisa’s recorder was being listened to, and men and women in sealed suits were sorting through the wreckage of the base, looking for anything that would tell them what the samples were or which worlds had been infected.
All Ysheer worlds were being contacted and asked to search for the virus that was identified in the tissue of the dead. The search was also on for the Barkenan.
Yohwen didn’t care anymore. She was exhausted beyond her ability to reason.
“I need to talk this over with Debarren, but Orkill will help get you to sleep. Is that all right?” Niisa was earnest, but her features were serious. There was going to be no funny business today until questions were taken care of.
Orkill supported her into her quarters, which were his quarters. He helped her out of her sealed suit and eased her vest and trousers from her body with matter-of-fact motions. Her Masuo formed flat filigree anklets, so she was wearing her undergarments and nothing else when he tucked her into bed and kissed her on her forehead. “You did well, Yohwen. You have likely saved millions of lives.”
She smiled slightly and turned over, letting sleep overtake her without another thought.
* * * *
Orkill stared at the tumble of blood-red hair on his pillow and reluctantly left, picking up her biohazard suit on the way. He lifted it and a flicker of light caught his attention. There was a hole in her suit.
He shook her shoulder, but she didn’t wake. He lifted one eyelid and only saw solid white.
He left his room and immediately went to find Debarren. The Healers and Niisa were in the plexi room on the side of the shuttle.
“Her suit was torn.” He lifted the fabric in one hand. “Is there still an active virus on Raven Touch?”
Niisa paled. “Is she all right?”
“She is asleep. I couldn’t wake her, but I didn’t try very hard.”
Niisa chuckled, but she took Debarren’s hand. “It wouldn’t matter if you blew up a small device next to her. After a Haunt, she sleeps until she is recovered, and last night was extremely difficult for her.”
One of the Healers asked, “What was different about last night?”
“The researcher wanted to talk to her, so she had to talk back. It is hard to keep the other souls in place while speaking. It is like sharing the same part of the brain or something.” Niisa shrugged. “Are you sure she is all right?”
“I have no idea. That is why I am here.”
Debarren disentangled his hand and got to his feet. “I will do a check. Do you think she will notice if I draw blood?”
Niisa shook her head. “She shouldn’t. She is so still when she sleeps, I sometimes confirm that she is breathing.”
Debarren lifted a med pack up and headed inside the shuttle.
Orkill paced up and down, gaining a few amused glares from the Healers who were going over the information that Yohwen and Niisa had obtained.
Debarren returned in ten minutes, and he looked to Niisa. “You were not kidding.”
Orkill chuckled at Niisa’s knowing expression, as she said, “No, I was not kidding.”
“Well, there is no obvious sign of infection by a pathogen, and from what I can see, she has a very aggressive immune system.”
Niisa sighed in relief. “Most of us on Wedderal have experienced spring pox. If you survive that, you survive everything.”
Orkill grinned as Debarren looked at Niisa with the intense interest of a physician. “Can I get a blood sample, Niisa? I would love to compare your immune responses.”
She started to roll up her sleeve. “You say the sweetest things.”
Debarren froze as he looked at her skin. “What is that?”
She looked down, and Orkill came over. A raised bruise-like pattern in a brilliant violet was on her arm. “I haven’t seen that before.”
Debarren took a blood sample and a skin swab. As the horrified gathering of Healers watched, the mark expanded down her arm until it almost reached her wrist.
Orkill watched helplessly as Debarren stood in shock, unmoving.
* * * *
“Healers, can someone please do something?” Niisa was nervous. If this was the plague, it was going to happen fast.
One of the Healers reached out and touched her skin. The swollen bruise mark receded, but it didn’t disappear.
“How could I be infected? I wore my suit and am in a sealed environment.”
Debarren scowled. “We will figure this out. I am going to check your blood. I have the equipment in the shuttle. I will be right back. Don’t panic.”
Niisa kept breathing evenly, and the Healer to her left touched her arm anytime the bruise grew bigger than a thumbprint. It seemed forever until Debarren came out of the shuttle with a grim expression.
“Did you ever have that spring pox?”
She pursed her lips. “No. My mother didn’t take the chance with any of her kids when it was around. Why?”
“Because the antibodies that Yohwen has protect her, but you don’t have them.”
She winced. “Can you use her blood to make a cure or give me the antibodies?”
He scowled. “It will take quite a bit of blood.”
“I will ask her then.”
Niisa headed inside the shuttle before they could stop her. She opened Yohwen’s door and immediately headed for her feet. One thing could get Yohwen up, and it was to have her feet touched.
She flipped the covers away from the vulnerable area and drew her knuckle sharply up Yohwen’s arch. The Masuo immediately snapped down into a thick sock to cover her foot, but it was too late. Yoh was awake.
“Niisa? What is it?” Yoh was rubbing her eyes and not too focused.
“I have come down with the plague, and I need you to agree to provide antibodies for me.” Niisa looked to where Debarren was standing in the doorway.
“What? Of course. Debarren, take what you need. Niisa, how are you feeling?”
Niisa looked at the mark on her arm, which was down to her wrist again. “I have felt better.”
Yoh sat up and tried to get to her feet, but she swayed alarmingly. “Debarren, now. She isn’t getting any better.”
He was at her side in a moment, and the blood donation was underway. He took nine vials from her, and she was asleep on Niisa’s shoulder before he was done.
“You weren’t kidding. She really does sleep through anything.”
“Only when she has been haunting. Any other time, she is the lightest sleeper you could imagine. Creepy, really.”
“I have what I need. Can you tuck her in?”
Niisa nodded and helped move Yohwen back under the covers. Orkill had been circumspect and left her in her underwear, but Yoh wouldn’t be impressed when she got up. She loved her black lace but hated to sleep in it. Orkill had gotten an eyeful, and hopefully, it would make him a little more aggressive with his attentions.
Niisa looked at the spreading plague splotch with worry. How the hell had she gotten infected in the first place?





Chapter Eight
Yoh’s sleep tank filled up, and she popped out of bed the moment she was rested. Niisa had the plague. “Damn it.”
She took a quick solar shower and wrinkled her nose at the red marks left by her underclothing. She dressed and grabbed water and a meal, joining the rest in the makeshift medical bay.
Niisa was covered with dark marks, and her breathing was laboured.
Debarren had sweat on his brow, and two healers were working to keep Niisa stable. Yohwen walked up to Orkill and pressed herself against his side. Everyone was doing what they could, so there was nothing for her to do.
Orkill put his arm around her shoulders and pressed an absent kiss to her head. “She will be fine. Debarren is about to administer the antibodies. After that, we wait.”
She nodded and watched as Debarren injected Niisa on one of the few clear points on her neck.
“Orkill, have you and Debarren walked around during the day without breather gear?”
“Once it was made clear that our species were not at risk, yes. Why?”
She blinked. “I will tell you later.”
Niisa gasped as her back arched and the two Healers worked to fight her body’s response to the foreign antibodies. Niisa twitched, thrashed and finally lay still.
Yohwen gasped and moved forward to Niisa’s side as the Healers stepped away. The violent colouration beneath her skin was fading and bright colour was coming instead.
Laughter bubbled up, and Niisa glared at her. “Why are you laughing at me, I am dying.”
“You are not dying, you have spring pox. The antibodies are doing their work.” She stroked Niisa’s dark hair away from her face.
Debarren looked stressed and exhausted. “Is it dangerous?”
“Keep her hydrated and keep her from scratching. She will be fine. She is not a child, she will survive it easily.”
“You shouldn’t laugh at me, Yoh. I have seen you in your underwear.”
Yoh snorted. “Big deal. Thanks to your influence, it matches.”
“I know.” Niisa giggled softly. “Can I rest now?”
“Sure. Rest when you can. I will see if anyone can rig some mittens so you don’t scratch holes in your skin.” She chuckled and winked.
“You are having too much fun with this.”
“Of course I am. You are going to live. You will be itchy for a week, but you will live. That is worth smiling about.” She pressed a kiss to Niisa’s heating forehead as the pox drove out the plague.
It was truly a moment of the lesser of two evils being the more desirable turnout.
Debarren smiled and took hold of Niisa’s hand.
“Debarren, do you have any of those antibodies left?”
He nodded. “Of course.”
“Then, give yourself a shot before touching or talking to another Ysheer. I am pretty sure that you were the source of infection.”
He blinked in shock, and another Healer immediately took a blood sample, running it for analysis. “She’s right. It isn’t airborne, but you are a carrier.”
He stumbled away from Niisa in horror. “Oh gods.”
Yohwen waved him down. “Calm down. I am pretty sure that this is how it was designed. We just need to inoculate everyone here with Wedderal spring pox and that should do it.”
The female Healer with the dark green hair smiled, “How much blood are you willing to part with?”
“Whatever is needed. Take what you need, but leave me enough to live.”
Orkill came in with a tray full of snacks and water packs along with three cups of caf. “Sit her down, and I will keep her hydrated. I need that shot too.”
Knowing what they needed precisely, the blood taken was less than a litre. It was enough to make her dizzy and lightheaded but not enough to kill her. She leaned heavily on Orkill as he walked back to her quarters with her. He had gotten one of the first shots, and he was in early stage of spring pox.
He needed a nap, and there was no danger of anything peculiar going on. He simply wasn’t up to it.
She stripped her clothing off and crawled into bed while he was in the lav. She turned her back to him and pulled the blanket over her shoulder.
He crawled into bed beside her, a blaze of heat against her spine. He pulled her tightly against him, and despite his interest, he didn’t do anything more than nuzzle her hair and start breathing deeply.
He was asleep, and the even breathing of his body took her with him.
Yoh woke up and felt a little dry. She jolted when the arms around her waist tightened and lips trailed against her shoulder.
“You have skin like a child. Sun has never scorched you, has it?”
She licked her lips and croaked, “No, I was always studying. There wasn’t time for the beach or lake.”
He should be wracked with pain right now, unable to focus. As his hands moved over her, focusing wasn’t a problem for him, but it was becoming one for her.
She squirmed. “I don’t want to upset you, but I don’t engage in this kind of thing very often. Well, never. Yes, never is a good word. So, if you let me just get out of here, you can do whatever you like, and I will go check on Niisa.”
He sighed and released her. “I promise to go slow. It was just too tempting.”
She blinked and sat up. “You should be either sleeping or struggling to focus. What happened?”
“Oh, I burn off viruses. It is a Scorcher thing. We don’t get sick for long, even when directly exposed. Unfortunately, our systems are not suitable for donation.”
“Ah, I see.”
He laughed and slid his hand to the back of her neck. “Let me show you.”
He kissed her, and his mouth tasted of caf and berries. She sighed and he flicked his tongue against hers, and she could definitely feel the heat. Yoh cuddled close to him, the bedding trapped between them.
He swept his hand down her spine and urged her closer.
She stroked his cheek and cupped the thick cords of his neck as she moved until she was plastered against him.
She shifted as heat ran from the touch of his lips against hers, down her throat, through her chest and arrowed to her belly.
Yoh moaned slightly and pushed against him, breaking the kiss with a sigh of regret. “I have to check on Niisa.”
“I am sure she is fine.” He kissed the side of her neck and worked his way across one shoulder.
She chuckled and pushed away, letting the fabric fall away. Nudity wasn’t one of her hang-ups, so she left his stunned silence and headed for the lav.
A quick solar shower didn’t do much to ease the heat he had woken in her body. Just to make sure, she checked her body front and back looking for any kind of discolouration. She was clear of blemish and as pale as the day she had been made.
Leaving the lav, she tugged on her underthings while Orkill watched.
He swallowed heavily. “You certainly have a taste for undergarments. Are they entirely lace?”
She looked down. “They are both lined with flesh-coloured fabric. They make me feel pretty.”
He shook his head as if trying to clear it. “Well, you look beautiful, but I guess you know that.”
She was suddenly shy. “I actually don’t. I know I look like my mother, and she was beautiful, but I have my father’s colouring, so I was never sure how the combination went together.”
“It was a good combination, even if the match wasn’t sound, if that makes sense.”
She blushed, “It does. Thank you.” She pulled on a vest and a snug pair of trousers. Her Masuo tucked themselves over the legs of her trousers and held her calves securely.
She felt she needed to say something to the naked man lounging on his side, his dark hair spilling over one eye. “Have a nice rest. I will see you later.”
He grinned as she escaped the room.
She leaned against the closed door and breathed deeply. Well, if that was how Debarren had come on to Niisa, she was pretty sure that the naked romp was well deserved. Only Yoh’s inexperience kept her from trying to figure out if he could burn any hotter in her arms.
It was a matter that was going to require some study.





Chapter Nine
“Quarantine? What do you mean, we have to go into quarantine?” Yohwen asked the voice of Relay.
“A member of your party has been infected with a world-killing pathogen. We need to make sure that you will not pass that on to any other planets or species. There is a medical ship on its way, and you will remain in quarantine for seven days while a full scrub of the ship is completed to confirm that you are safe to travel.”
“Why do I have to be there?”
“You may be immune, but your clothing and possessions need to be completely scrubbed. You don’t have the facilities on Raven Touch to do the job.”
Yohwen was grumpy. “Fine. I will sit there while Niisa and Debarren make out.”
Relay’s voice was amused. “So, they have made their match? Commander thought they would.”
“Who is Commander?”
“A matchmaker. Well, he used to be commander of Morganti Base, but now, he and his wife Pilot travel from base to base, Citadel to Citadel, and steer folks toward their matches. Debarren and Orkill got their matches on record, but they were a little surprised when they were steered toward Wedderal.”
“Tell me about it. Wedderal is a dead end for most things.” She sighed. “Well, I am glad Niisa is happy.”
“Has Orkill begun a courtship? I know it is odd. Matchmaking takes the spontaneity out of it, but Commander is never wrong. Orkill was given the peculiar description of the Master Haunt, but I am hoping he figured it out by now.”
“He knew he was coming for me?”
“He knew he was coming for the Master Haunt. He had no idea it was you.”
She chuckled softly. “Well, that explains his relief.”
Relay was amused. “He told you that much? Good. It means that things are on the way. Now, we have arranged for the Citadel outpost to be located on Wedderal. It is on Creesarth Mountain. Do you know the place?”
It was near her father’s family. The Dahls would not be pleased. “It is rather remote.”
“That is the idea.”
Yoh thought it over. “Can I offer to build a new outpost?”
“If you like, but we do have a place ready for you to move into when you return home.”
“Whoa. I have not signed on to the Citadel yet. Niisa got the plague before we could talk it over.”
“Well, talk it over and get back to me. The Citadel is exceedingly eager to have a Haunt on board. There are any number of races who believe that the souls of their dead remain in orbit or on the ground. Someone of your skills could name your price.”
Yoh chuckled. “That is Niisa’s job.”
“Fair enough. So, ask your friend and join the Citadel. You will have another rank to enjoy. Specialist Dahl, Master Haunt, it sounds good, doesn’t it?”
“You are a horrible salesman, Relay.”
The woman sighed. “I know. I have warned the other Ysheer colonies, and they are on the alert for any Raven Touch vehicles. The antibodies you have provided are why the Wedderal haven’t been affected. Even though there was a Raven Touch landing, the people nearest the spaceport all have up-to-date immune systems or have taken the spring pox inoculation. Isn’t it amazing to be saved by a disease?”
Yohwen shook her head. “You have no idea.”
“Well, I will leave you to your deliberations. I will talk with you soon, Yohwen Dahl.”
“Good day to you, Relay.”
Yohwen disconnected the com and sat back. There was no decision, she was joining the Citadel. She couldn’t make Niisa responsible for her life anymore. When Niisa moved on, Yoh would have a plan in place. A new life to lead.
Yoh sipped at the water pack and got up to leave.
Orkill was standing in the doorway. “You are still undecided?”
“Well—” She didn’t have a chance to say anything else. He wrapped his arms around her and pressed her to the wall, his body hot against hers. His kiss was very convincing.
She grabbed hold of him, dropping her water to the deck. She returned his kiss, slide for slide, as she learned how to interact with a male on this level.
She broke the kiss and leaned back. “There is an Alliance vessel en route. We have to go into quarantine for a week.”
He grinned and nibbled at her neck. “An entire week? That might be time to convince you I mean business.”
She chuckled. “I was hoping it was personal not business.”
He sighed and kissed her again before he lifted his head. “You know what I meant.”
She sighed and nipped his lips. “I know. I have to check on Niisa.”
“She is doing well. Debarren accelerated her pox, and now she is recovering.”
“Accelerating?”
“That is how he heals. He makes your own body move faster. It is why he didn’t try to help when she was showing the plague. It wouldn’t have ended well.” He slowly let her stand on her feet once again.
She smiled and traced his jawline with her fingers. “It seems, you have a week to entice me into joining the Citadel.”
He nipped her fingers with his teeth. “So, it is all up to me?”
“Indeed. I hope you are very convincing.”
The challenge rose in his eyes, and he gave her a slow smile full of promise. “A week?”
“A week. What can you do in a week?” She crossed her arms and stood by her challenge. She knew he would do her proud.
One week later, she was pronounced virus free and limp as a rag. A week in close quarters with a bored Orkill brought out all his creative impulses, and on two occasions, Niisa had been treated to a view that Yohwen felt was true revenge, rather than an embarrassment.
Their trip back to Wedderal was surprisingly quick. The medical transport had taken them into their own system, and a simple shuttle trip brought them back home.
Yohwen directed Orkill to the site that the port authority dispatched them to. It was high in the mountains but an open plateau with a large compound built on top of it.
It looked fine, but the proximity to her father irritated her.
During the confinement, she had signed up with the Citadel, and the bonus she received for being the only Haunt on their books was more than enough to buy another facility. Somewhere more hospitable.
Niisa had told her that she wouldn’t have to work for four lifetimes with what she had saved, and Orkill made a joke about marrying her for her money. She knew from what Debarren had said that Orkill’s family was well off in their own right. His shuttle wasn’t just assigned to him, it was his outright.
Jamark Orkill was the third child in his family, enjoyed writing poetry when not using his skills as a Scorcher and was an amazing dancer. They had spent several hours with him teaching her how to move with him, trusting him not to lead her into a wall.
It came down to trust with him. The sex was fun, but it was the slow motion of body against body in dancing that increased their intimacy.
She wished that there were more frequent public events where they could dance together, but even if there were, she wouldn’t be invited. Not in this county.
Orkill dropped the shuttle neatly onto the landing pad. “I know this is not where you want to be, but it will be home until something else can be arranged.”
Yoh jerked her head in agreement. “It is a personal irritation. I will get over it, or I will have another home built. Either one is fine with me.”
He grinned. “Can I contribute to the design?”
“You can, but I think my gran will have something to say about it.”
He winced. “Can you wait a day before you summon her?”
She laughed. “I can, but you will have to explain it to her when I bring her here.”
“I have to ask, why her, why not your mother or your other grandmother?”
Yoh sighed as she got to her feet. “My mother is content to visit every month or so, but she was tired, and she is enjoying her time with the other souls. My other grandmother is still alive, but because I am a bastard, she will not have anything to do with me. My mother was only welcomed by her own people in death.”
His arms came around her from behind. “I am sorry. I didn’t know.”
She smiled at the warmth that went beyond body heat and seeped into her soul. “I know you didn’t. Don’t be sorry. My mother loved me, my gran loved me, I turned out all right and I have a few friends beyond Niisa, though she is usually enough. I have a good life, and you are just making it better.”
He kissed the side of her neck. “I am glad I can contribute.”
“Every time I think my life is full, you wedge it open and show me something else that I have room for, it is quite the contribution for a man I have known less than three weeks.” She sighed as he walked with her to get her bag and his from the storage area.
Stepping out of the shuttle, the air of Wedderal was blessedly familiar if a little cool. She inhaled and exhaled, getting back into the rhythm of her home.
When she couldn’t put it off anymore, she joined the others entering their new home.
The base was utilitarian in the extreme and lacked any kind of flare or personal touches.
“Okay, Niisa. You have an unlimited budget to make this place friendly and comfortable. Enjoy.”
Niisa grinned, arm in arm with Debarren. “I can see potential, but you will want something closer to the spaceport or the capital. It is a hard thing to decide.”
“You can also look for something over a hundred acres with a good water table. Once we secure the land, I will set you on the zoning.”
Niisa chuckled. “So, we will be moving then?”
“It may take two years to get a new outpost set up, but we will definitely be moving. No budget. You know my accounts.”
Debarren hauled Niisa off on a tour of the second floor while Yohwen checked out the kitchen. The cupboards were bare, so there was a trip into town on her list of things to do. Niisa was a hopeless shopper when it came to food, so Yohwen would be on her own.
“Do you cook?” Orkill was surprised.
“Of course I cook. Niisa is hopeless, and my mother worked a lot, so it was a matter of necessity.” She checked the amount of storage space and made sure that the appliances worked.
The chiller was cold and the stove got hot. It was a solid start.
She verified the sink and the faucets.
“You are fairly thorough.”
“Not really, I would like to check the caf machine, but there is no caf. Shopping looms rapidly in my future. Come on, there should be a garage.”
The small vehicle storage contained six sleek personal gliders. Each had a wide platform that supported the business side of the vehicle and would do fine for a first shopping round.
“Enough of this poking around. We can live out of the shuttle for at least two months. You need some rest.” His expression was hopeful.
She laughed and swayed up to him. “Do I?”
“Yes, yes, you do. I need some rest. We could save sheets and do it together.”
Yohwen went up on her toes to kiss him. “That sounds horribly sensible. Race you upstairs.”
She was off, and his heavier footfalls were right behind her. It wasn’t the worst way to spend a first night in a new house.





Chapter Ten
Yohwen brought in the few items she had been able to obtain before her brother had been told that she was in town. After that, things had gone downhill quickly.
Niisa looked at the few bags that she had and cocked her head. “I thought you were laying in supplies.”
Yoh dragged in a calming breath. “You three will have to do all the shopping. No one in town will serve me.”
Orkill had been speaking quietly with Debarren, and he looked up in shock. “What?”
“I told you this was close to my family’s holdings. They locked down the shopping by the simple expedient of calling all the vendors in town. I can’t buy anything there.” She tried to look like it didn’t hurt as she put the few meals’ worth of food into cupboards and cold storage. At least she had gotten caf, but there were no cups to pour it in.
Orkill pressed his hands on her shoulders. “Come with me.”
Tears clogged her eyes. She was struggling to keep calm in a place where no one wanted her.
He tugged her, and Debarren and Niisa walked with them to the shuttle. She sat down in the rear of the ship and wallowed in her misery.
Niisa sat next to her with a grim expression on her face. The shuttle lifted off, and Niisa held her hand.
Numbly, Yoh asked, “Where are we going?”
“To end this once and for all.”
In her misery, she couldn’t understand what was going on until Orkill walked out of the shuttle ahead of her and the Dahl family home was displayed past his shoulders.
Figures came out of the home and walked toward them, smiles on faces and pride in their bearing.
“Welcome to the Dahl family home, Citadel reps. You are welcome to all we have.” Her brother was magnanimous, and she recognized his voice.
She wrinkled her nose at the offer but remained silent, trying to figure out what Orkill was up to.
“That is lovely. It seems you have an issue with one of our reps and that is causing us a problem. We certainly don’t want it to cause you a problem.” He stepped aside, and for the first time since she was a child, she stood face to face with her brother.
His pleasant features twisted into a sneer. “What is that bastard doing here?”
The slap to her emotions hurt.
Orkill reached back and pulled her to stand next to him. “You mean Specialist Dahl, Master Haunt of Wedderal? She has agreed to join the Citadel and has already used her talent to save millions of lives.”
His sneer stuttered. “What?”
“I believe that you heard me. Is that your lady wife and your lovely daughter?”
The woman standing behind him stepped forward with her child on her hip. She stepped past her husband and extended her hand to Yohwen. “I am glad to meet my husband’s only sister.”
“And I am happy to meet my niece, Minway. Yinway is waiting to spend time with her.”
Orway was standing there, horrified and bemused by his wife’s actions. “Teelya. What are you doing?”
“I am greeting the only blood relative you have left. I am sorry, Orway, but your father was not a good, kind or sensible man. Instead of living up to his obligations, he called her mother a whore and ignored his own actions. A daughter fell into that crevice. If someone was treating Minway as you have treated Yohwen, would you stand idly by?”
He was confused. His frown showed it. “Of course not. I would defend my child.”
Teelya used her grip on Yoh’s hand to pull her close. “Who was there to defend her when her parent turned against her? Your father taught you to hate and resent her, but it was his own behaviour that he was talking about. She would never have been in this situation if he hadn’t lied to her mother and tried to have one last fling before marrying your mother.”
Orway backed up a little as his wife used a flat tone on him. “My father said…”
Yohwen spoke calmly. “My mother was a student, working nights at a café. He came in and flirted with her for three nights straight before she went out with him. Her friends and previous boss confirmed it. They had no idea he was engaged. I looked into it after the boss died and had no reason to lie.”
Orway ran his hand through the same scarlet hair that Yohwen wore. “Can you bring him here tonight?”
Yohwen frowned. “What do you mean?”
Teelya solemnly said, “He died a week ago.”
Orkill’s arm shot around her waist as Yohwen collapsed.
She woke up in a cool, blue room, and Orkill had a compress on her head. Niisa and Debarren were standing by, and Minway was sitting on her feet.
“What happened?”
Orkill smiled and removed the compress. “You just found out your father was dead. Then, you fainted. And I caught you.”
She struggled upright. “You get a cookie, as soon as I can find someone to sell me ingredients.”
“I am sorry about that. I overreacted when the town gossips started calling to tell me you were swanning in.” Orway was sitting in a chair just behind Debarren. “It was a conditioned response when I heard that my father’s bast—that you were in town. It is going to take time to loosen that hold on me.”
Teelya was sitting and holding his hand, but Minway wasn’t hesitant. She crawled up Yoh’s body until she was staring at her, eye to eye. There was an orange flare around her pupil that appeared and faded just as quickly. “Uh oh.”
Teelya sat up. “What is it?”
“Could be nothing, could have been a reflection of my eyes in hers or could have been a Haunt flare.”
The baby giggled and drooled, showing two teeth in her lower gum line.
“Hello, Minway. Your great grandma is eager to see you.”
The girl turned and settled against her chest, giving Yoh no option but to wrap her arms around her. Yoh looked over to her brother. “How long until sunset?”
He frowned. “Two hours.”
She grimaced. “Can you draw the curtains? We can get to the bottom of this right now.”
“We can? I thought it had to be dark.”
“It does. Draw the curtains.”
The baby started sucking on her finger and gnawing with her stubby little teeth.
The rest of the Citadel reps stood by and let her run her show. They had broken the ice. It was up to Yoh and Orway to swim out of it.
Orway and Teelya closed the curtains until they were all standing in the dimness. Yoh called Yinway first.
“Hiya, Gran. How have you been keeping?”
“In the ether. Now, who is this young lady?” Gran was bending over and wiggling her spectral fingers at Minway.
“This is Orway’s daughter, Minway. We are here for a reconciliation or a truce of sorts, and I thought that it would be nice to have you here for it before I call on your son.”
Her grandmother walked around the room, smiling at those she had met before their trip and pausing in front of Orway and Teelya. “So, you were the young woman gullible enough to marry my grandson?”
Teelya blinked and smiled. “I am. He is not as bad as all that. He just got some awkward information early on, and we have been working to determine falsehood from reality. It is an ongoing process, but Minway deserves the truth.”
Yoh laughed as the spectral Yinway hugged Teelya. It was a strange feeling that most folk never experienced.
Orway was the next one hugged. Gran said, “You are getting that one on credit. I need to see proof that you didn’t turn into your father.”
Right. Father. “Okay, I am calling him.”
She looked for him, and for the first time, she felt a soul resist her. She set her jaw and yanked him back to face his family. “Greetings. Welcome back to Wedderal.”
He flexed his jaw and scowled. “Why did you let that bitch in our house, Orway?”
Orway got to his feet. “She isn’t a bitch, and her being a bastard is your fault not hers. Why did you treat your own child that way?”
Her father looked from one to the other. “You poisoned my son, you bastard.”
Teelya got to her feet. “Why do you hate her?”
“She is an embarrassment. Her mother should never have brought her to term, but she wouldn’t listen to me. So, I told her family, and they threw her out. At that point, I was sure that she would end the pregnancy, but she didn’t.” His light and shadow features curled in disgust.
Carefully balancing Minway, Yoh got to her feet. “And because you had gone to her family to tell them about the pregnancy, there was no way you could deny paternity. It was only because my mother left her family and yours without any support that you stopped stalking us.”
“You couldn’t be raised near my son. Think of the humiliation.” He sighed, and Orway looked at him with dawning sickness.
“You were embarrassed by your child or by your lack of self-control?”
He looked at Orway. “She was proof, and your mother never stopped asking me about her. I had to make sure that she couldn’t get work here to raise the child close to you. I had to make sure they went away. If my bitch of a mother hadn’t kept track of them, you would be the heir to the Dahl fortune not her.”
Orway blinked and put his arm around his wife. “I am doing well, my family is doing well. I don’t need the Dahl money.”
“Yes, but my life would have been better if you had been the sole heir.”
From across the room, Yinway laughed. “And there you have the crux of the matter. I raised a selfish boy who turned into a selfish man. It was my sin that made him this way and that is why I corrected it in the only way that Yohwen could accept. I gave her everything I had, because my son had taken almost everything she needed.”
Yohwen smiled down at Minway with tears tracking down her face. “I know, Gran. Now, we need to plan for this little one, so how about we set up an education fund for her?”
Her father lunged at her. “Get away from my granddaughter. She is not yours.”
He passed through them both.
Yoh turned to face him, soothing the confused baby. “She will be a Haunt, just as I was a Haunt. She will have a talent built into her very genes that will let her talk to you any time she wishes, or she can banish you with a thought. You might want to think about how you want her to view you. It is your choice, Father.”
His mouth opened and closed silently.
She smiled. “We will talk again when you finally come to grips with the fact that you not only wanted to destroy your own blood, but then you tried to starve it to death. Think about it for a while. I will pull you back one day soon, and I will know if you are ready to talk.”
He disappeared, and gran exhaled heavily. “Well, that was fascinating, but I have never been a fan of this house. Call me when you get to the base, Yoh.”
“You know I am at the base?”
Yinway laughed, “Of course. I ordered it built twenty-five years ago. I had a vision that you would live there, and it seems we are in the early stages of it being a reality.”
“I will talk you later, Gran.” She turned her cheek for a spectral kiss, crackling with energy.
Minway turned up her chubby cheek, and Yinway repeated the caress.
Gran hugged Orway and Teelya, kissed Niisa’s cheek and the men were treated to a pat on their behinds by the hands of the energy form.
“Goodbye, Gran.” Laughing, Yoh sent her back to the outer sphere.
Debarren opened the curtains, and they all stood around staring at each other.
Minway was pulling on Yoh’s hair.
Yoh walked over to Orway and extended her hand. “Hello, brother. Are you interested in a fresh start?”
He smiled and gripped her hand. “It won’t be fresh, but we can set the past aside and go forward. I don’t think that Teelya will let us do anything else, and Minway seems attached to you.”
Teelya grinned. “I don’t know about anyone else, but I need a drink. Shall we adjourn to the dining room?”
“Hell yes.” Orkill put his arm around her waist, and the other couples did the same. With her niece in her arms, Yoh felt a frisson of hope.
Her life had been solitary up until this point, but now, she was surrounded. If she could get used to this, she could get used to flying across the stars at a moment’s notice. She chuckled and shifted the baby as she realised that the second option was far less jarring to her sense of self. It seemed she had her own adjusting to do. After all, life was short and then you did spectral laps through the sky over the living friends you left behind.
There were worse fates than constantly being surrounded by the ones you love and have loved.
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