
        
            
                
            
        

    
A woman with a talent for destruction is 
partnered with a Guardsman with a flair for 
bringing things to life. 
Winera showed her talent as a Scorcher in a 
spectacular first display of heat and destruction. 
The Citadel welcomed her with open arms. 
Years after joining the Citadel, she is finally a 
full-fledged Scorcher and ready for her first 
official mission with a member of the Sector 
Guard. She had no idea that she was getting more 
than just a partner when a bundle of feathery fluff 
claims her as his own, much to her new partner’s 
amusement. 
Hyl has been waiting for the matchmaker to 
find him a partner that he can do more than go 
into battle with. One look at Winera and he knows 
that this fiery woman could set his senses ablaze. 
Smudge is a Yaluthu who has been patiently 
waiting for his person. When he sees the woman 
of fire, he knows she is the one that he is destined 
to be with, and he flings himself into her arms. 
Let’s not talk about the ship. She has too much 
attitude. 
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Chapter One 
inera Eckerhart stood in line with the others 
W who were here to interview for admission 
into the Citadel. 
Her heart sank when she noticed that a power 
sensor was in use. He was tall and well-formed, 
but his scaly skin glittered with all the softness of 
sapphire. 
One by one, the people ahead of her placed 
their hands in the grip of the power sensor. One 
by one, he shook his head and dismissed them. 
Winera swallowed hard and pulled at her 
collar. The neckline of her tunic made her feel hot, 
but everyone was wearing their best. A chance at a 
full Alliance education, a job and an opportunity 
to see the universe was in that sensor’s hands. 
Loshosh wasn’t so much a poor world, as 
unutterably dull. There were two ways off. You 
could wait until either you had acquired enough 
money to travel or you could be chosen for the 
Citadel. There were no other ways out. 
Winera stepped forward another position. One 
of the men ahead of her got the nod, and he was 
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allowed to go to the left instead of the right. She 
felt flushed and crossed her fingers that she had a 
dormant talent inside. The power sensor would 
know and he would tell her whether she was 
acceptable or not. 
No one in Winera’s family ever got the nod but 
everyone still tried. It was the nature of the 
population of Loshosh; they were both optimistic 
and realistic at the same time. 
There were three people between her and the 
sensor. With each slide of skin against scale, her 
heart pounded until she was facing him and he 
extended his hands to her. 
“Please place your hands on mine, palms 
down.” 
Winera extended her hands to him, slowly 
lowering her palms to his. She heard a sizzle a 
moment before he shouted, “Containment!” 
A woman broke from the conversation she had 
been having with the organizer and was at 
Winera’s side in an instant. 
The hug was surprising, but the pull of the 
woman’s arms broke the contact with the sensor. 
Another robed Citadel member rushed to his 
side and placed their hands over his. 
“Calm down, miss. I am going to walk you to 
the edge of the grounds. You can send out a pulse 
from there.” 
“A what?” Winera was confused. Did I pass or 

fail and why is she holding me? 
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“Oh dear. Well, we are going to take a walk and 
I am going to explain a few things to you. My 
designation is Container Nehad. You can call me 
Needy.” The woman chuckled but kept walking 
with her arms around Winera. 
“Well, Needy. I appreciate meeting new people, 
but why are you hugging me?” 
“You have a talent that just woke up under the 
stress of the determination. Based on the smell, 
you burned the sensor. Don’t worry. We keep a 
healer with us for just such occasions.” 
“So, I am a talent but I just assaulted the power 
sensor. Where does that leave me?” 
They swayed together as they made it to the 
edge of the property. 
“Well, you need training. Heat talents are 
always needed for many different applications. 
You will be a wealthy woman by the end of your 
career.” 
They exited through the door in the fence and 
Needy tugged her to one side, with her own back 
to the wall. 
“What precisely is it that you are doing, 
Needy?” 
“Well, my talent shields me from yours, but we 
need the stone wall at our backs to protect all the 
people at the selection event. With the amount of 
heat you put out during a handshake, you would 
not be good for their health.” Needy settled herself 
and slowly lowered her arms. 
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Winera was nervous. “What do I do?” 
“Step away from me until the heat returns, and 
when it does, because it will, it will course out of 
you. Aim it at the mountains and away from any 
buildings in the distance. You might be more 
powerful than you think, so pick the safest spot 
you can.” 
Winera took a few steps and looked back at 
Needy. The woman’s birdlike features and 
feathered skin and beaked nose were surprisingly 
comforting. Her dark brown eyes were kind as she 
waved Winera off. 
At twenty paces from Needy, Winera felt the 
rising heat once again. She let it come. 
She shivered on the ground, kneeling on a 
scorched piece of earth. Needy was at her side in a 
moment, clucking in comfort and covering her 
with the Citadel robes that she had been wearing. 
“It’s all right, child. You will be fine. We have you 
now. You are joining the Citadel. What is your 
name by the way?” 
“Winera. Winera Eckerhart.” She huddled in 
the warmth of the robes. 
“How old are you, Winera?” The soft hand 
stroked her forehead and calmed her. 
“Twelve, Container Nehad. I just turned 
twelve.” She dozed against the feathered touch 
and didn’t look around as she was lifted and 
carried to the shuttle. 
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“Mr. and Mrs. Eckerhart, your daughter Winera 
is one of the strongest Scorchers that I have ever 
seen.” Power Sensor Riskin was trying to break 
things gently to the couple. 
The couple were clinging to each other and 
looking around them with wide eyes. 
Mrs. Eckerhart spoke up, “Where is my 
daughter?” 
“I will be frank. Do you see that dark mark on 
the hillside below?” 
It was a three-mile-wide span of scorched earth 
and vegetation that had flashed from living to 
crisp in seconds. 
“Your daughter’s power manifested during the 
power sensing. She got nervous and this is what 
happened. Now that she has activated, there is no 
way that you will be able to train and contain 
her.” 
Her mother straightened her shoulders. “What 
do we need to do to make sure that she is safe?” 
“Sign this contract and authorize the Citadel to 
make all decisions regarding her training and 
employment.” 
Riskin handed them the data pad and the father 
grabbed for it while the mother slapped his hands. 
“Can we visit her?” the mother was 
determined. 
“No, but she can come on visits that will be 
charged against her future earnings.” 
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“Can we call her?” 
“All communications will be charged against 
her future earnings.” 
“Fine. We can send her money when we are 
able to. I want to know that I will still be able to 
talk to my little girl.” The mother crossed her arms 
and looked at him through narrowed dark eyes. 
Riskin nodded and turned the contract, adding 
in a clause with quick taps of his claws. He turned 
it back toward the mother. “Open contact has been 
authorized. Sign here.” 
Mrs. Erilina Eckerhart signed her name with a 
flourish. Drewn Eckerhart signed after her. 
Winera Eckerhart was now a ward of the 
Citadel, and as soon as they woke her from her 
coma, she was going to get to work. 
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Chapter Two 
itadel Thoola Education Centre had been her 
C home for ten years, but Winera was ready to 
strike out on proper Citadel assignments and 
forge her own path. 
The farewell party was quite the raucous event. 
Winera didn’t drink, so she had invited her pupils 
and they were having quite an entertaining time 
mixing with their teachers and headmistress. 
In a quiet corner, Winera sipped at her punch 
and watched the women around her laughing and 
having fun. 
Headmistress Wadara came over and sighed. 
“First Syrella and now you. We are losing our best 
teachers.” 
Winera smiled, “You will just miss me because I 
can spot weld with my fingers.” 
“And your amazing touch with bread. I swear it 
rises the moment you touch it.” 
“That is because it does, Headmistress.” 
“Wadara now. You are an official Scorcher at 
long last, Winera.” 
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“Well, I am glad it is official. I was beginning to 
worry about my account balance.” 
They both paused and laughed. 
It was an open secret that Winera’s earnings 
had well exceeded any of the students at Thoola. 
Scorchers were paid every time they touched 
down to bring the fire. 
She visited her family once a year and shared 
the non-classified portions of her job with them as 
well as showed off her growing skills. 
One of her youngest brothers had showed signs 
of a talent, and he was being sent to a Citadel 
school at her expense. He had a talent for applying 
pressure and speeding up mechanical movement. 
It was a focussed type of telekinesis that had the 
Citadel buzzing. Loshosh was suddenly under a 
lot of scrutiny, and the Eckerharts were at the 
centre of it. 
Her mother had told her that the Citadel had 
requested and volunteered to support any 
additional children that they might produce. 
Apparently, Winera was something special and 
her brother was extraordinary. They wanted to see 
what other beings the Eckerharts could gift the 
universe with. 
“It’s a nice party.” Winera grinned as the 
dancing began; all the students in their robes were 
trying to get the instructors to join in. 
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“I am glad that we can leave you with such a 
positive impression. So, you are heading to 
Citadel Lowel?” 
“I am going to be based out of Lowel, but I 
don’t know how much time I will be spending 
there. The first official assignment is already on 
the books. I have to take care of a fifteen-mile 
radius to kill an insect vector.” 
“Natural phenomenon?” 
“No, escape from a biological research firm. 
They are environmentally specific, so it shouldn’t 
be too difficult. I just have to remove their 
environment.” She shrugged. 
Wadara shuddered. “I don’t know how you can 
do it. That much destruction is mindboggling to 
me.” 
“It isn’t destruction. I leave behind carbon; I 
cleanse the surface, clear away the diseased and 
make room for life. Scorchers have everything to 
do with life and rebirth. The burning is part of that 
cycle.” Winera drank her watered juice and 
toasted the headmistress. 
Water was as important to Scorchers as air was 
to aquatic species. Too much would render them 
ineffective, but just enough was essential. It was 
her version of wine, but only the headmistress and 
the one Scorcher student were aware of it. Getting 
drunk on water made her particular physiology 
rare and very annoying. The juice reduced the 
effect. 
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“You really do have a grasp on your personal 
identity, don’t you?” 
She chuckled, “Someone has to, and at an all-
girls school, self-awareness is the most action I am 
going to see.” 
Wadara spluttered as she tried to stop the 
spewing of her tea across the room. 
The room at large continued the party and 
Winera slipped away toward dawn, climbing into 
the shuttle with her kit bags and joining the 
guards assigned to her. 
“Good morning, gentlemen.” 
“Good morning, Scorcher.” They spoke in 
unison, but as they were a long-standing couple, it 
wasn’t nearly as creepy as it had been the first 
time. Bonded mates were always a little hard to be 
around for any single person with extra senses. 
“You can call me Winera, guys.” 
“We know.” They turned and smiled at her 
with their expressions matching and their 
colouring the only indicator that they were 
separate beings. 
Winera belted into her seat and nodded. “Get 
me to that exchange, boys. It is time for the 
handoff to my permanent handler.” 
“To Balen it is then. Hold on tight, this is going 
to be a snug launch.” 
Winera gripped the edges of her armrests and 
closed her eyes. Give her a flesh-eating pathogen 
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any day over space travel. At least facing disease 
didn’t make her want to hurl. 
It was going to be a rough twelve hours. 
She was green and wobbling by the time they 
landed at the Balen Sector Guard Base. 
“Why didn’t we land at the Balen Citadel?” 
“Your new partner is an active member of the 
Guard. You will have to leave the shuttle to find 
out. We have other people to transport, Winera.” 
“Fine, fine. Just because you don’t need to 
sleep, doesn’t mean that other folks don’t.” 
Yawning, she unbuckled and got up, snagging her 
bags from storage before hopping out of the hatch. 
She heard it seal behind her, and she sprinted 
for the buildings while her ride turned around and 
launched again. 
Sighing, she headed for the office, and a figure 
came out to greet her. The man wore the very 
elegant bodysuit style that the Sector Guard was 
known for. 
“Scorcher Eckerhart?” 
“That’s me.” 
“I am to be your escort. My name is Hyl.” He 
extended his hand. 
“No fancy name?” 
He grinned; his green features and dark hair 
were pleasant to look at. The pattern on his suit 
imitated falling leaves on a dark brown 
background. 
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“I don’t agree with fancy names for my kind of 
work. I am merely here to make sure that you 
survive your assignments. My focus is life and 
there is no need to disguise it.” 
Their hands connected in a greeting, and she 
saw a puff of vapour from the point of contact. 
“Sorry about that. I just came from an all-night 
party followed by a twelve-hour trip with two 
men who gossip only with themselves, silently. I 
am a little fatigued.” 
“We are scheduled to leave immediately, but 
we have a living shuttle set up. You can rest on the 
way to your first assignment.” 
She didn’t disabuse him of the notion that she 
already had experience under her belt, so to speak. 
“We have a parcel for you from Morganti, and 
there is someone inside who has been waiting to 
meet you.” Hyl smiled and offered her his arm. 
She slid her arm through his, and her robes 
rustled against their legs as he walked her into the 
dark confines of the hangar. 
“Who is waiting for me?” 
A shadow from under one of the worktables 
opened wide eyes and hopped over to her, 
rubbing against her leg and making the most 
extraordinary noise. 
She released her grip on Hyl and picked the 
creature up, cuddling it. It purred and cuddled 
against her, and she felt a small and curious touch 
on her thoughts. 
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“It’s telepathic. What is it?” 
“Empathic. They are a species called the 
Yaluthu. They tend to pick people that they can 
create a long-term bond with. This one has been 
waiting for you. Whenever someone tries to pick it 
up, they get an image of fire and they put it down 
immediately.” 
“Aww. This little smudge wouldn’t harm 
anyone.” 
Hyl chuckled. “I hope not. He or she is coming 
with us.” 
“You don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl?” 
“Not really.” 
“Aw, Smudge is all man, aren’t you, darling?” 
She purred and cuddled the creature in her arms. 
Affection poured through the link that was getting 
wider every moment. 
Smudge nuzzled her cheek, happy with his 
name. 
“What do I feed him?” 
“Well, I have heard that he will tell you, but in 
case he doesn’t, there are special supplies for him 
on the ship.” Hyl was amused and leaning against 
one of the worktables. 
He reached out to touch Smudge, and the 
creature turned away and grumped. 
Chuckling, Winera hefted the cuddly creature 
in her arms. “This is going to make it hard to do 
my job.” 
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Hyl laughed. “He will remain on the ship when 
you are working. Morganti Base has even 
supplied a case just for his protection.” 
“They thought of everything.” 
“Oh, he has refused to go with any of the other 
talents who tried to lure him in. He dreamed of 
fire and he waited for you. It was love across the 
stars. Have you had a pet before?” 
She looked into his dark green eyes. “I grew up 
on a farm. I have held dozens of animals in my 
arms, but since my talent woke, they haven’t come 
near me. This heals something in me.” 
“That is what they were designed for. They are 
healers, mutated from a cute species into 
something much larger.” 
“Do I have to sign you out or something before 
we get going?” With Smudge in her arms, she had 
a little more energy and felt a lot less queasy. 
“No. Everything has been filed. I will get 
takeoff clearance and we can be on our way to 
Rastusha. Those bugs won’t destroy themselves. I 
mean, if they did, you would be out of a job.” 
She giggled and settled Smudge more firmly in 
her arms while balancing her bags. “Right. Now. 
Where is our transport? I have things to burn.” 
“A woman of business. That I can respect. This 
way.” He jerked his head and walked through the 
workshop. 
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The ship that he led her to was sleek, elegant 
and had a mirror finish that had her wincing at 
her hairdo. It had not lasted the night. 
“Welcome aboard the Green Archer out of 
Citadel Lowel. Archer, this is our new Scorcher.” 
“It is a living ship?” 
Hyl grinned. “No, it has a basic logic unit, but I 
have been travelling in it for a while. It has made it 
easier to imagine it as a living creature.” 
“So, you have travelled alone for a long time?” 
“A few months. You are the first partner that 
has come up. We have complimentary uses as far 
as the Citadel and the Sector Guard are 
concerned.” 
He opened the door to the shuttle with a few 
flicks of his fingers and a set of stairs descended, 
inviting her in. 
“After you, Scorcher Eckerhart.” 
“I told you, call me Winera.” 
Smudge chortled in her arms. He was excited. 
“I thought it would be nice to be formal for our 
first trip. Shall I take your bags?” 
“Please. I don’t think I can manage it with 
Smudge in my arms.” 
She set her new companion down for a moment 
and handed her bags to Hyl. While he was settling 
the bags over one shoulder, Smudge chortled from 
the top of the steps. 
Winera stared. “How did he do that?” 
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“Oh, the Yaluthu are ingenious, and they turn 
up in the oddest places. Never count him out. He 
has a number of skills that he will show you as 
time progresses.” 
She shrugged and climbed the stairs, 
unencumbered. It was better that she wasn’t 
carrying anything. Her robes tended to tangle 
around her legs if she wasn’t careful. 
The inside of the ship certainly didn’t seem to 
have been lived in for months. The Green Archer

was pristine. 
She winced at the thought of living with a clean 
freak until she saw a bot scrubbing at the 
baseboards. 
Smudge went after it and poked at it a little, 
getting squirted with water for the trouble. 
Smudge flapped his stubby wings and came 
running back to her side. She picked it up and 
cuddled him for comfort. 
Hyl laughed, “I have been assured that he will 
grow less obsessed with you over time. The first 
few days away from home will be difficult for 
him.” 
Hyl moved past her and down the hall. The 
door sealed behind them, and she could hear the 
whir of the staircase as it retracted. “This is your 
room; there is a small bed for Smudge as well.” 
Winera put him down again and let him hop 
around their room on curious feet. 
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Hyl nodded at her. “I am across the hall. There 
is a second floor to the ship, but it only deploys 
when we are out of standard gravity. If you are 
ready, we can be on our way.” 
She took it as a hint to get her butt into the 
navigator station and strap in. When he settled 
into the pilot’s seat and called the tower for 
clearance, she knew she was right. 
The moment that the engines warmed, Smudge 
came running and he hopped into her lap. The 
distance from the floor to her thighs should have 
made him pause, but he launched himself without 
any difficulty. 
The moment they were in contact, she knew 
that he didn’t want comfort. He wanted to be on 
the command deck when they flew. One of his 
siblings had shown him images, and this was 
Smudge’s turn to be in the prime seat and flying 
through space. 
Hyl got the clearance and the Green Archer lifted 
off. Their weird little bunch had a mission to fulfill 
and it was time to see how they worked together. 
17 

Viola Grace 






Chapter Three 
aving Smudge with her took away her space 
H sickness and made the experience far more 
enjoyable than any trip she had had before. 
“You seem to be having a good time.” Hyl 
glanced over at her and smiled. 
“I usually feel green when I fly.” 
“I always feel green.” 
She winced and giggled in embarrassment. 
“Sorry. I feel queasy when I fly. It makes my 
colouring a little on the grey-green side.” 
“I found it delightful.” He winked. 
“You and I are working from different species 
standards. For me, green is bad. What colour do 
you turn when you aren’t feeling well?” 
“Purple.” 
“I will be on the lookout for it in the course of 
our duties.” 
Smudge was bouncing up and down on her lap. 
He was making small squealing noises as they 
passed Station 13 and headed deeper into space. 
“Having a good time, Smudge?” 
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He looked up at her and chirped happily. 
Hyl smiled, “Feel free to take some rest. You 
looked a little fatigued when you first came out of 
the shuttle. You are looking a little perky now, but 
I am guessing that it is Smudge’s doing.” 
“Why don’t you have a Yaluthu?” 
“They do the choosing, Scorcher. We only have 
to welcome them.” 
She winced. “Sorry. I didn’t know you weren’t 
chosen.” 
“It is fine. When one appears that is my match, 
it will let someone know to call me. I will be on the 
next shuttle over.” 
Smudge wiggled against her and sighed 
happily with his gaze fixed on the stars. 
Winera sat back, “I think I need to sit with him 
for a while. He is enjoying himself.” 
“Then, tell me how you came to be at the 
Citadel and I will tell you my story in turn.” 
He was steering them toward the nearest jump 
site, and once the coordinates were set, he turned 
and smiled at her. “So? How did your story 
begin?” 
She stroked the fur-feather combination of 
Smudge’s silky black hide and thought back. “I 
was twelve years old and I had crept out of the 
house for the annual Citadel recruitment. Well, 
now it is annual. I have no idea how close the 
previous one had been. I only know that they kept 
up the recruitment afterward.” 
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“Twelve? Wow. I think I was busy trying to get 
up the nerve to talk to a girl in class when I was 
that age.” 
“Well, I was advanced for my age and I got in 
line with everyone else. I felt sort of hot as I 
waited. My good shirt was scratchy around my 
collar and I was hot but not sweating. The line 
moved forward bit by bit and everything in the 
world got brighter as I approached the power 
sensor. I was so excited when I got to the front of 
the line that I put my hands onto the sensor’s. 
There was a flash of steam as my power surged 
out. He didn’t scream in pain, but he yelled for a 
Container. The Container—Needy—put her arms 
around me and walked me to the far side of the 
stone wall. She explained what was happening as 
we walked, and once we had a surface at our 
backs that wouldn’t burn, she powered up her 
containment field and urged me to walk forward 
and aim my fire at the mountains. 
“I walked forward, step by step, and the 
moment that I broke free of the containment field, 
my shoes began to burn and a ring of black 
followed my every step. When I got fifty feet from 
the Container, I couldn’t hold it in anymore. I 
burned in a flare of fire and energy; I pulled heat 
from the world around me and channelled it for 
what seemed like forever. 
“When my first burn was over, I was naked and 
kneeling in a field of scorched earth three miles 
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wide. Needy ran to me and wrapped me in her 
robes. I was carried to the Citadel shuttle and put 
into a gel pod, lulled into stasis with cold air and 
chemicals.” 
“They gassed you?” 
“Having an untrained Scorcher on a spaceship 
is not a good idea. There are nine incidences of 
Citadel recruits of different talents taking down 
ships. Risking the lives of the crew and recruiters 
is never a good idea.” 
“Right. Wow. That is way better than my first 
story.” 
She stroked Smudge’s fur. She decided it felt 
like fur. “Well, what is your story?” 
“I was sixteen; I went with my father to the 
local horticultural centre and I made everything 
bloom out of season. My talent does not normally 
occur outside of the female gender, but there I was 
with green and growing things everywhere. Of 
course, having the plants bloom out of season 
killed the more delicate of them. It taught me a 
lesson about life cycles. After that, I went for 
Citadel training at the local education centre, and 
when the Sector Guard was looking for 
candidates, I put my name forward. They brought 
me on board six months ago.” 
Smudge began to chirp earnestly, his small 
beak clacking and his wide deep brown eyes 
making contact with hers. 
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“Uh, Smudge knew that he had to come to me 
when he was still small, just out of the shell. He 
knew he wanted to be with fire. Fire would be his 
friend. His brothers and sisters laughed, but he 
waited for me. He is happy to have found me. I 
have more hair than he thought I would.” She 
shrugged as she finished translating for him. 
Hyl blinked, “He really said all that? I know 
they are smart, but I have not heard of them 
engaging in direct conversation like that.” 
“I think he is exceptional. He seems 
exceptional.” She stifled a yawn. Despite her 
energy boost, she was running on empty. 
“And I think you should get some sleep. You 
are drained. You need rest.” 
She sighed. “Sorry, Smudge. You are going to 
have to continue to sightsee alone.” 
Winera unclipped her harness and got to her 
feet, putting her warm companion on her 
unoccupied seat. The attachment to the creature 
was sudden, but she didn’t fight it. Sometimes you 
simply knew when something was meant to 
happen. This was one of those times. 
“Good night, Hyl. Wake me up if you need 
me.” 
“I will. Good night, Winera. Get some sleep.” 
She walked back to her quarters, glad that it 
was a short trip. Her door closed behind her, and 
she removed her outer robe, hanging it on a hook. 
The bodysuit peeled away from her skin, and she 
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wriggled with enjoyment. It was hard living all 
wrapped up in the bodysuits all the time. She 
never quite knew when it was safe to remove it. 
The first few years with the Citadel, her body 
would use the energy of those around her and 
burst into flame. It was strange, but instead of 
using her own body heat, her talent pulled inward 
first and then went out. Once she gained complete 
control of the triggers, she had been able to join in 
regular classes. 
Sleeping had been her weakness. Her mind 
roamed and processed while she slept and fire 
could start in the darkness. Keeping her mind 
under control at all times with meditation and 
focus was the key. She didn’t let stress get her 
down and kept a positive outlook. When she 
wasn’t angry, the fire didn’t flare up without 
control. Control was key. 
Winera took a quick sonic shower, brushed out 
her hair and headed for bed. She crawled between 
the sheets with a happy sigh and settled on the 
surprisingly comfortable bunk. She was exhausted 
enough to feel sleep coming over her and idly 
wondered how Smudge and Hyl were getting 
along. 


* * * * 
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Hyl sat warily as Smudge hopped into his lap. 
“So, you like to sit a little higher, do you? I think I 
can manage to rig you your own chair.” 
Smudge didn’t deign to answer him. He sat 
with his eyes fixed on the starlight of the changing 
constellations. 
“So, not a big talker. Right. Two guys sitting in 
silence. Can you relax those claws a little?” 
Smudge shifted and settled again on a less 
painful area. 
Hyl sighed. It was going to be a long and quiet 
night. 


* * * * 
Winera woke up for a moment when Smudge 
entered her room. To her surprise, the door 
opened and closed for him without him touching 
the pad. It must be the mind of the Green Archer, 
because Hyl didn’t seem the type to act as 
doorman to a cuddly bit of fluff. 
Smudge bounded over to her bunk, and he 
popped right up, snuggling against her chest and 
looking at her through lowered lashes. His eyes 
were surprisingly luminous as they blinked 
sleepily. She curled her arm around him, turned 
on her side and let his rhythmic breathing carry 
her off. 
It seemed she had a sleeping companion. He 
was warm, friendly and didn’t talk back. Besides, 
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he thought she was pretty. What more could a 
woman want in a bedmate? 
Her lips curled in a smile, and she surrendered 
to sleep once again. 
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Chapter Four 
inera made two cups of tea and a cup of caf. 
W Hyl was rubbing the back of his neck. “Is 
one of those for me?” 
“I didn’t know which you liked and you 
stocked both, so I erred on the side of caution.” 
She smiled and picked up the tray of food from 
the heater, settling everything on the large table. 
Smudge was already seated on a bench, eating 
his preferred food, which appeared to be some 
kind of compressed grains and dried fruits. His 
beak nipped at the cup of water she had poured 
for him, and he enjoyed his breakfast. 
Hyl slid into the seat across from her and he 
grabbed the caf. She made a mental note as she 
sipped at her tea. It was hotter than most folks 
could stand, but it went down easily. 
“We have done three of our jumps and you are 
looking refreshed. If you can manage the controls 
for a few hours, we will be at our destination and 
you can begin your official career.” 
“How far is Rastusha?” 
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“We are in the system. It will take us eight 
hours until we land, I should be up in six.” 
“Not a problem. Go get some sleep. I can 
manage the controls for a few hours.” 
He grabbed one slice of toast, winked and 
headed off to his room. Smudge took a few seeds 
from his bowl and put them down next to her. 
“Aw. Thank you. I only need one, but thank 
you very much.” She nibbled at the single seed 
and stroked his back, sending him her gratitude. 
He acknowledged her thanks and took the 
other seeds back. 
They sat together, and she ate her meal while he 
ate his. When she put her dishes in the recycler, he 
picked up his dish with his beak and waddled 
over, pressing it against her leg. 
Grinning, she put it in the recycler as well. 
“Thank you, Smudge. At least one of you can 
clean up after themselves. Shall we go and take 
our turn in the pilot’s chair?” 
He bounced up and down with enthusiasm and 
preceded her down the hall. The moment she 
settled into the pilot’s chair, he was up and in her 
lap. 
She settled in and kept an eye on the gauges. 
“Hello, Green Archer.” 
“Hello, Scorcher Eckerhart.” 
Smudge dug his claws in when Winera jumped. 
“I was not expecting a reply.” 
“Then why did you speak?” 
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“Because I thought it was only polite to address 
you directly. I was informed that you were not 
directly sentient.” 
“Guardsman Hyl thought it would be best if 
you did not think I was aware immediately. I 
believe he imagined that you would be disturbed 
to be within a thinking being.” 
Winera stroked Smudge and smiled. “That is 
because he is also under the misapprehension that 
this is my first time out of Thoola. I am sure you 
are aware that it is not.” 
“I am aware of a portion of your history, 
Scorcher. You have an impressive record.” 
“What are you, precisely?” 
“Evolved projected consciousness. I am a 
genetic reproduction of a talent who lived and 
died over a thousand years ago. It is a wonderful 
story, really.” 
Smudge settled against her and stared out at 
the stars. 
“Tell me about it. We have the time. Do you 
have a name other than your ship designation?” 
“Oh, not yet. I am only a few cells right now. 
My source was a woman named Irkehedra. She 
was recorded as being the greatest navigator of 
her age. She was also thought to be immortal.” 
Winera was fascinated. “So, how did you come 
to be inside a ship?” 
“The Sector Guard project. They needed more 
ships, and the tech to do jumps can be bulky and 
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difficult to control. The Alliance Archive donated 
the cells to the project. There was enough to 
generate minds for three ships. I am one of them. 
My two sisters are in the far reaches of Alliance 
space. The Light Archer and Dark Archer.” 
“I sense a theme.” 
“Well, we are all outfitted with protective 
weaponry as well as a series of neat items that fall 
in with our particular skill set. With Hyl as my 
first pilot, I have been outfitted with green and 
growing components. I even operate as an 
irrigation system if the situation arises.” 
“Opposite to my talents.” Winera grinned. 
“I am guessing that that is why we have been 
grouped together. Smudge and I have met on the 
psychic plane, but I think my voice startled him.” 
“That explains the claws in my thighs.” 
“Apologies, Scorcher. It was not my intent to 
startle you. You spoke to me, so I returned the 
favour.” 
Winera chuckled. “Call me Winera or Winnie.” 
“I will try. I only have a few cells so far. It will 
take a bit of concentration to remember that 
abbreviation.” 
“Why do you only have a few cells if you have 
been up and running for months?” 
Winera got a mental image of the ship pulling a 
face. 
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“They put me in a restrictor field so I won’t 
outgrow the ship too soon. I am growing a body 
on a ten-year plan.” 
“Wow.” 
“At least I get to skip puberty and go straight to 
adulthood. The cell culture was taken from an 
adult so that is what I will become, or so I have 
been told.” The ship’s speakers let out a snort. “Of 
course, I still don’t have a nose, so I can’t really 
take their word for it. I will see what happens 
when I am ready.” 
“Do you have room to grow?” 
“Yes, I am in a gel pack right now, but I can 
expand to the full height of my previous body.” 
“Do you have the memories of your previous 
body?” 
“Not yet. They might come, they might not.” 
“Green Archer, what do you think immortality 
means?” 
“That is a heavy topic for this time of night.” 
Winera grinned. “This is space, it is always 
night.” 
Laughter spilled through the speakers. 
“Excellent point. Well, put your feet up. This is a 
long one.” 
Winera settled in and had an in-depth 
philosophical conversation with a spaceship. It 
had the feeling of the first of many to come. 
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Archer had assured her that she could land her 
own body just fine, so Winera headed to the belly 
of the ship to wake Hyl. She knocked on his door 
and waited. 
Undressed with his hair wild, he opened the 
door to her. “Are we landing?” 
She put on her best panicked expression. “Oh 
stars! The ship is going down and I don’t know 
what to do.” 
He blinked his huge dark eyes. “There 
isn’t…you can just ask…damn!” 
She snickered as he turned and grabbed his 
bodysuit in one hand, running for the pilot’s seat, 
stark naked. 
He glanced back at her, and when he tried to sit 
in the seat, Smudge bit him in the ass. 
Winera howled with laughter as she swept 
Smudge up in her arms. 
Hyl was flicking buttons and controls but 
nothing was changing their trajectory. They were 
heading nose first toward the atmosphere. 
Winera had to sit in the navigator station. He 
was actually panicking now and she was laughing 
so hard she couldn’t breathe. 
Tears were running down her cheeks, and it 
was the sizzle against her skin that sobered her a 
little. “Let him off the hook, Archer.” 
The ship evened out and a giggle ran through 
the ship. “Hyl, you should see your face.” 
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He blinked and ran his hand through his hair. 
“This was a joke?” 
Winera nodded. “And revenge for not telling 
me about the ship being sentient. The Green Archer

and I had a long conversation last night.” 
“Did you talk about me?” 
“Only in passing. We talked about her and her 
prospects for the future.” 
He stood there, blinking and still naked with 
his suit in his hand. 
She reached behind her head into the cubby 
and handed him a cup of caf. “Drink this and put 
your clothing on. We will be having company 
soon, or rather, we will be the company.” 
He looked down and his cheeks darkened. 
“Right. Clothing.” 
“In your hand.” 
“Right.” 
She sighed. “Drink the caf, it is cool enough.” 
He slugged down the caf, handed her the cup 
and sat to pull on his bodysuit. The caffeine 
worked on him immediately. Even his hair 
seemed more awake. 
When he had worked the suit to his waist, 
Winera sighed quietly in disappointment. It had 
truly been an inspiring view. 
“There is a parcel for you in your quarters. A 
new suit to suit your station, so to speak.” 
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“Really?” Winera loved new clothing. She 
rarely indulged herself; she preferred to keep her 
funds where they would do the most good. 
She put Smudge down and scampered off to 
her quarters. The bodysuit was amazing. It had a 
small card with it. Designed by Udell, Made by 

Morganti. 

Grinning, Winera put the suit on. The upper 
body was blocked checks in black and white, the 
rest of the suit was in a vibrant purple that was 
both fireproof and flattering. 
She felt the change in angle of descent and 
smoothed the seals closed. Working with quick 
motions, she pulled her hair up into a tail on top 
of her head. The waves cascaded down to her 
shoulders, and she made a face at herself in the 
mirror. 
With Smudge at her heels, she returned to the 
command deck and she settled into her seat. 
“Your suit has com units and it has been 
specially treated to withstand the heat that you 
produce. You look lovely.” 
“Thank you, but I prefer striking. Flowers are 
lovely but they are rarely useful in everyday life.” 
He grinned and settled his hands on the 
controls. “You have been hanging out with the 
wrong flowers.” 
Winera had no idea how to respond to that. 
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Chapter Five 
er first steps on Ratusha were tentative, but 
H as the gates of the nearby city opened and a 
slow vehicle approached, Winera thought that 
they might just be in the right place. 
The Green Archer opened a side panel to display 
an open conference room in which to greet the 
approaching figures. 
The tumble of people was the right mix for the 
project she had been summoned for. Several 
scientists and the obligatory politician or public 
relations officer came forward. 
The small beings with orange skin and green 
hair were in a tizzy. The researchers were native to 
Ratusha and something in their development had 
to have provided their striking colouration. 
Hyl stepped forward and nodded to those 
assembled. “Good afternoon. I am Guardsman 
Hyl and this is Scorcher Eckerhart. We are here to 
work on your problem.” 
The public relations officer walked toward 
them with a tense posture. “Just the two of you?” 
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“That is all you get in an emergency. Now, we 
need the specifications and the location of the 
insects in question. Please, come into our situation 
room.” Hyl waved his hand toward the ship. 
Winera had to admit that it was effective. It put 
them squarely in control of the situation, which 
seemed to relieve the researchers. 
The insects had been altered to consume pollen 
in allergen-rich areas, but they escaped when a 
student removed a restrictor bar that kept the 
royal beetles in place. He didn’t know what it was, 
so he simply pulled it off while he was feeding the 
beetles. They were out of the facility and in their 
natural habitat in two hours. 
The genetic alterations had increased their size 
and appetites by tenfold. They would eat 
themselves out of their original meadow and into 
the countryside in a matter of hours if they 
weren’t stopped. 
Winera wrinkled her nose at the image of the 
beetles. They were huge. Each was the size of her 
palm and they had pincers and pollen collectors 
that looked vicious. What fun. 

She checked out the physical tolerances with 
two of the scientists and nodded. “I will get to 
work if no one else minds.” 
“Go ahead, Scorcher. Keep in touch in case 
anything goes wrong.” 
Winera went to the back of what had been their 
cargo area and now was a situation room. She got 
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the standing skimmer and carried it out to the 
edge of the ship. With a wink at Smudge, hiding 
under the table, she headed off to the meadow and 
stream just two kilometres away. 
The addition of the water was a tricky thing. 
She would have to work on localizing the bugs 
first and corralling them in before they could get 
into the stream. 
She wasn’t sure that she would know the spot 
until she came over a hill and saw it. “Oh, yes. 
That’s it.” 
Their pollen consumption had driven them to 
ravenous hunger. They had eaten nearly 
everything in the hollow, and she was lucky that 
she had timed it the way she had. 
Winera parked the skimmer, walked to the 
edge of the consumed area and sent a wall of heat 
around the insects, pushing them into the centre. 
As quickly as she could, she flashed heat and they 
expired and then exploded, one by one. 
The smell of scorched bug was not something 
she was going to treasure, but as she let the fire 
consume the insects, she did feel a wave of 
remorse. They didn’t want to be destroyers, they 
just wanted to eat and make little beetles. 
With the surface bugs destroyed, it was time to 
work on the colony holes. Breathing deeply, she 
poured fire through the holes and another wave of 
beetles came running to the surface. The royal 
beetles squealed and carried their eggs as they 
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tried to get to safety. The basic instinct of 
anything, genetically engineered or not, was to 
protect the next generation. They did try, but she 
burned them all. 
Once there was no sign of life, she went for a 
walk through the ashes and carapaces. She flashed 
heat at every fragment until there was nothing left 
but dust. 
Winera stood in the centre of the devastation 
and opened her mind to the heat signatures in the 
area. Bugs were hot but there was nothing. She 
had taken care of the error and left ashes in its 
wake. 
In a final triple check, she poured heat into the 
ground under her and killed all plants, roots and 
bacteria to a ten-foot depth. 
Her job was done. 
Hyl spoke from behind her. “If you are done 
with your job, I will begin mine.” 
She raised her eyebrows. “Good. I am very 
curious.” 
She walked out of the burn site and sat next to 
her skimmer at the top of the hill. 
Hyl made his way to the edge of the scorched 
earth and he plunged his fingers into the greenery 
just on the edge. 
Winera watched as the green spread down 
toward the stream, covering the proof of the insect 
massacre with native species. Flowers bloomed in 
a riot of colour, and when the hollow was 
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seamlessly green once again, he pulled his fingers 
from the ground. 
Winera slowly applauded as he returned to her 
side. “That is impressive. I destroy it and you 
rebuilt it. Very nice.” 
He was sweating. “You did a very good job of 
killing everything in the area. I had to reach quite 
a bit to find the correct species.” 
“I am excellent at my job.” 
“You certainly are. Well, we should head back 
to the ship. Smudge was anxious when you went 
off without him.” 
“He will have to get used to it. I have no idea 
what the locals would make of him, but I don’t 
want him to end up in their labs. I don’t really 
trust them after what I just had to do.” 
“Fair enough.” He smiled weakly. “Job well 
done.” 
“Wow, you look like hell. I think you are 
turning purple. Let’s get you back to the ship.” 
Winera coaxed him onto his skimmer and 
remained close to him while he flew back to the 
ship. 
He confirmed the destruction of the insects 
with images of Winera’s scorch, with a few strokes 
on a keypad. 
One of the scientists asked, “How deep did you 
take the burn?” 
“Ten feet. There were no heat indicators 
remaining for eggs, beetles or larva.” 
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The scientists sighed in relief. 
The public relations officer looked around. 
“That is all you had to do?” 
Winera grinned, “If you think that it is easy, 
you do it.” 
He blinked. “What?” 
“If you think that it is so easy, you can do it 
next time. We can put Ratusha on a do-not-
respond list and you can handle your own screw 
ups.” She was always a little terse after a scorch. 
The footage of her scorch was over, and now, 
the feed shifted to Hyl’s replanting of the hollow. 
“Do that on your own. I dare you.” She 
snickered, and Smudge hopped over to rub 
against her legs. 
One of the scientists stared at Smudge with a 
calculating eye. “What is that?” 
“Smudge. He is a sentient companion and 
consultant. Touch him and you will be pulling 
back a scorched stump.” 
Hyl was sipping a cup of caf and looking better. 
“Scorcher Eckerhart, I can take it from here. You 
go on and get some refreshment.” 
She scooped up Smudge and headed through 
the splayed-open cargo bay and into the ship. The 
galley was indeed full of welcome treats, so she 
indulged a little. 
She brewed a pot of herbal tea and offered 
Smudge his pick of the cookies. Once her little tea 
party was ready, she sat with him on her lap and 
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dunked the cookies one by one, offering them to 
him to nibble before she ate the rest. 
Having a pet had been something that she had 
missed. It was more than the companionship; it 
was the contact with a warm, living being that 
trusted her not to turn it into a torch. She had 
missed that feeling. Even at Thoola, there was 
always the risk of overheating her companions. 
She had to be on guard all the time. 
Archer spoke quietly. “Congratulations on the 
successful scorch. Too bad that they have another 
batch of those beetles in the research facility.” 
“Wow. They are that stupid?” 
“Apparently. They hatched the eggs that were 
in the lab. I have been running through their 
laboratory records. It makes for some very creepy 
reading.” 
Winera rubbed the back of her neck. “Let me 
know if there is anything to be concerned about.” 
“Nothing immediate, but this isn’t the last time 
we will be called out here. They are a disaster 
waiting to happen.” 
“Thanks for the update. Did you want a proper 
name?” 
“Green Archer is fine.” 
“And yet it lacks a certain something. You 
sound like a Gwenda to me. What do you think?” 
“I don’t know. Gwenda. It has a feminine ring 
to it.” 
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She chuckled and scratched Smudge’s head. 
“That it does. My third sister is named Gwenda.” 
“You named me after your sister?” 
“Well, yes and no. I would consider you to be 
Gwenda Archer. Gwenda is a favoured girl’s 
name on Loshosh. I grew up with a lot of 
Gwendas that I was not related to.” 
“I will think it over.” 
“Do that. Calling you Green is out of the 
question.” 
A low chuckle ran through the ship. “Fair 
enough.” 
Winera drank her tea and ate her biscuits with 
only a little attention to the world around her. The 
fatigue of the after-burn was setting in and she 
could only pretend to be perky for so long. 
She snapped out of her doze when the ship 
shifted around her. 
“Sorry, Winera. I just got a new order for you, 
so we need to get under way. It is two systems 
over and lives are at stake.” 
The sounds were the ship contracting back into 
a sealed vessel. 
Hyl appeared in the doorway and nodded, 
“You had better strap in. We have an in-system 
jump authorization. We have to move.” 
Smudge hopped to the floor and Winera settled 
the cups and plates in the recycler. They made 
their way to the cockpit, and the moment that 
Winera strapped in, the Green Archer took off. 
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Smudge jumped onto her lap, and she held him 
as the ship levitated and then jetted off, forcing 
them back into their seats. 
They really were in a hurry. 
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Chapter Six 
mudge needs his own seat.” 
“S “I agree. The designers who included space 
for him in your room never counted on him 
joining you in the flight centre.” Hyl sighed in 
relief as they exited the atmosphere. 
“I am guessing not.” She stroked Smudge, and 
he huffed lightly as the weight of the gravity press 
was lifted from him. 
“I will send a note to Udell. They will arrange 
something for him.” 
“Good. He is part of this crew now. Any 
decision on the name yet?” She lifted her head and 
addressed the last portion to the air. 
“Let’s get you down in time to save the poor 
buggers freezing to death. I can always find a 
name later.” 
Winera blinked. “Buggers?” 
Hyl chuckled. “She spent a lot of time with 
Stellar Storm. She has a particularly odd turn of 
phrase.” 
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“Stellar Storm has a perfectly direct turn of 
phrase. I like it. You never have to guess what she 
is thinking.” The ship spoke in a completely prim 
and proper tone. 
Hyl grinned and threw Winera a wink. 
“We have one hour of travel and then we are 
going to jump. I am just putting distance between 
myself and the sun.” The Green Archer was acting 
all snooty. 
Winera leaned back and watched the stars 
change position relative to the ship as they zipped 
along. “Do we have a file?” 
“We have a request and the news vids.” 
“Put them up. I need to know why it was us 
that got the call.” She settled in as the front screen 
polarized and the news vids began to play. 
A nervous administrator was featured below, 
sweating and swallowing in agitation. “This is a 
distress call sent to the Sector Guard. We have 
twenty students encapsulated by a glacier and no 
way to get them out without killing them. They 
are freezing to death and we can’t get in to them.” 
The images above the administrator were 
chilling, to say the least. A crumpled mass of ice 
half a kilometre long led into a solid sheet of 
frozen water. Vid crews were hovering around, 
and it led Winera to ask one vital question. “Hyl? 
If I am going to be on news vids, I really need to 
know, how is my hair?” 
44 

Scorched Heat 






The news vids hadn’t done the collapse justice. 
It was amazing that anyone had survived at all. 
Hyl had agreed on her course of action. It 
would be the easiest method to extract everyone 
safely without risking another collapse. It was 
dangerous, but Winera was sure she could 
manage it. 
She buckled the wrapped pack designed to 
travel with her. She hoped that it would take the 
heat, because she was going to have to pour it on. 
She was going to have to dangle from the 
shuttle over the crowds for a few minutes to 
gather what heat she could. Winera had stowed 
what she could from the entry into the 
atmosphere. If she didn’t have enough energy 
banked, it was going to come from her, so she 
really hoped that she had sufficient power to burn 
through the ice. 
“I solved your power problem. How do you 
feel about being dangled over an active volcano?” 
The ship was curious. 
“I am more enthusiastic about that than about 
cruising over a crowd. I will shout when I am hot 
enough and you can drop me at the designated 
coordinates. Right?” 
“Affirmative. Be safe. We are approaching now. 
Please get into position.” 
The winch that she was attached to would 
slowly lower her to a distance of half a mile. It 
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would let the ship remain safe while she got what 
she could to power phase two. 
Winera walked to the hatch and opened it. She 
braced herself in the opening and looked down. It 
was quite the distance. This was the only part of 
the process she hated, though it had never been 
this extreme before. 
The wide crater smouldered and she felt the 
waves of heat. 
“Exit the craft, Scorcher Eckerhart. We have 
you.” 
Smudge chirped in encouragement and flapped 
his stubby wings. 
With a shaking inhalation, Winera stepped out 
of the ship only to be brought up short by the 
cable linked to the belt around her waist. 
She swung under the belly of the Green Archer

as the cable extended her to the desired distance. 
All the air around her made her feel a little sick. 
The sickness retreated the moment that they 
shifted her over the venting heat of the volcano. 
Winera knew she was grinning as she let her 
body take in all the heat it could hold. Every cell in 
her body tingled. She shouted, “Now!” 
The ship flew toward the glacier collapse, and 
Winera watched the timing light on the bottom of 
the ship. The moment that the ship halted, she 
continued swinging forward. 
46 

Scorched Heat 






At the apex of her swing, she pulled the release, 
wrapped herself in a column of heat and she fell 
through the ice in a gradually slowing arc. 
The heat wore off rapidly as she fell down and 
down, into a tunnel of her own making. She let 
out a little scream when she exited the ice and 
skidded across a stone floor, in front of twenty 
shocked students. 
“Ow, ow. Ow.” Winera got to her feet and 
spoke through her com. “Green Archer, this is 
Scorcher Eckerhart. I have located the students.” 
“We are sending down the first round of 
ropes.” 
Winera turned and smiled at the pale and 
frightened survivors. “Hello.” 
One of the students smiled wanly. “Hello.” 
“My name is Scorcher Eckerhart and I am here 
to get you out. What do you need?” She 
unbuckled her pack and set it down, opening the 
ration packs and water bags for them. 
They didn’t rush forward, the student nearest 
her took the packs and handed them back into the 
crowd. Their skin was bluish and they were 
shaking. 
“Would you like it warmer?” 
One of the young women looked at her as if she 
was crazy but another one nodded. “Please, 
Scorcher.” 
With concentration, she raised the temperature 
by ten degrees. Humming to herself, she created a 
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ball of energy and set it on the stone to effect a 
radiant heater. 
She heard the tumble of the rope a moment 
before it arrived. She reached into her pack again 
and nodded toward the hole she had made. “Who 
is going first?” 
It was unanimous. The smallest, thinnest 
student stood up slowly, shivering violently. 
Winera helped her into the harness, and when the 
rope appeared, she fastened the clip to the harness 
and showed the young woman how to hold it. 
“Wrap your arm like this and hold on. They 
will pull you out and the worst thing that would 
happen is you would slide back in here and they 
would have to try again.” 
The young woman nodded nervously. 
Winera settled her in the slide and spoke to her 
com. “Take her up, send down some more 
harnesses when she is clear.” 
“Yes, Scorcher. Commencing the tow.” 
The woman’s eyes went wide as she was pulled 
upward at a slight angle that grew steeper. 
“Are we all going up that way?” One man ran 
his hands through his hair with short movements. 
“We had to come up with a way that wouldn’t 
risk another collapse. I could get us all out of here 
now, but we might be crushed if I melted the ice 
too quickly. This was the best option.” She 
crouched near the warming globe. “Who is going 
up next?” 
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The young man swallowed, “I don’t know if I 
can go up that way.” 
“Look up. Hold onto the rope and look up. You 
will see daylight ten metres around the corner, 
and from there, it is a short hop out of the tunnel.” 
The others drew closer to her, and she realized 
that she was still radiating warmth. 
From her com sounded, “First one is up and 
safe. Medical teams are standing by for the rest.” 
She mentally sighed in relief. With effort, she 
kept herself businesslike as if she had never had 
any doubt. 
“Eat up. You will be out of here in no time. 
Here comes the next rope.” She smiled and 
nudged the packs toward them. 
They split the remaining packs up, and she 
stood next to the tunnel. The sound was mixed. It 
was part rope and part bundle of something. She 
didn’t want whatever it was shooting across the 
floor and hurting someone. 
The shadow preceded the chirp and Smudge hit 
her square in the chest, knocking her on her ass. 
A ball of harnesses was right behind him, and it 
did indeed roll right toward the students. 
Smudge nuzzled her for a moment and then 
hopped over to the students and rubbed up 
against them. They increased in colour and perked 
up immediately. 
Hyl was a very clever man. 
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The rope appeared, and she unwrapped a 
harness from the ball. “Here we go. You.” She 
pointed at the nervous man and crooked her 
fingers. 
He finished petting Smudge and stepped into 
the harness. She snugged it around his crotch so 
that nothing would twist on the way and linked 
the rope to it. 
She settled him in the tunnel and said, “Second 
passenger, on the way.” 
He looked at her nervously. “Just look up?” 
“Just look up.” 
The voice came through the com. “Hauling 
away.” 
He began to move and held tight to the rope as 
it dragged him along and then up. 
Winera returned to her group and smiled. “It 
looks like everything is going according to plan.” 
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Chapter Seven 
t took three hours to get all the students out of 
I the cavern. The final girl clung to Smudge 
tightly. “Can I hold him on the way out?” 
Winera stroked him and read his consent. 
“Keep him from licking the ice. I don’t want his 
tongue sticking to it.” 
The young woman nodded eagerly and settled 
in the chute. 
“Final student coming up. She is carrying 
Smudge, so don’t haul too hard.” 
“Understood. You are next up.” 
The student and Smudge disappeared from 
view, leaving Winera on her own. 
First thing was first. She went to the lav that she 
had carved in the ice and incinerated the contents. 
Then she cleaned up the wrappers from the 
rations and water bags. 
Walking from one end to the other, she put on 
her pack and checked her belt again. When the 
rope slithered down, she latched herself in and 
settled into the chute. 
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“Ready to go.” 
“Up you come then.” 
She felt the tugging and let herself be dragged 
through the tunnel she had made hours earlier. 
The night sky was above her, and she focussed 
on it as it got nearer and nearer. The cold was 
coming in and she was starting to shake a little 
herself now that she didn’t have to be stalwart for 
the victims of the collapse. 
She wanted a hot cup of tea and dinner. She 
twirled slightly as they pulled her up and out. 
Landing on the rim of the hole like a landed fish 
lacked dignity, but when Hyl helped her to her 
feet and Smudge ran to her, she grinned in 
triumph. “How’s my hair?” 
Smudge hopped and she met him halfway, 
catching him against her chest. Warmth began 
where they were touching and her shaking 
stopped. 
They were standing on top of the glacier and 
the winch was next to them, a skimmer with a 
small platform was waiting. The ship was at the 
base of the ice, away from the medical vehicles 
and news transports. 
“Your hair looks great, mind you, you always 
look good to me.” 
She laughed and followed his lead to the small 
skimmer. He lifted the winch and put it next to her 
on the platform. 
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“How could I always look great? You have 
known me for two days.” 
“In those two days, you looked great. As we are 
together longer, I will expand my average.” Hyl 
winked and got behind the controls, moving the 
small platform carefully down the icy expanse and 
toward the Green Archer. 

“Have you been in contact with the 
administrator that sent the distress call?” 
“Yes, his daughter was the last one out. He is 
very grateful.” 
“I am glad. They were all so cold when I 
arrived. I am glad you packed those rations and 
that they survived. I have rarely carried so much 
heat at one time.” 
“Do you get dangled over a volcano often?” 
She laughed and held onto Smudge. He made 
soothing noises and showed her images of the 
reunion between father and daughter. 
The news crews converged on their ship as they 
made their way down the final ridge. There must 
have been quite the expression on Hyl’s face, 
because they backed off the moment that they 
parked the vehicle. 
It wasn’t a Sector Guard skimmer unit, nor was 
the winch. They got out and she tried not to wince 
at the lights that were flashed in her face. 
She was news and she was going to have to get 
used to it. 
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Hot tea and a hot dinner were waiting for her 
inside the Green Archer. “Thanks, Gwenda.” 
“I have decided on a name and it is not 
Gwenda. Flourish Sparks is my name; I have 
registered it with the Sector Guard and the 
Alliance Archive.” 
“Flourish Sparks? It’s a good name. I like it. 
Well, Flourish, thank you.” 
“You are welcome. Your vital signs are all over 
the place. Do you need medical care?” 
Hyl came in and gave her a concerned look. 
“Do you?” 
“No. I just need some hot tea and dinner, both 
of which Flourish has thoughtfully provided.” 
He settled in across from her. “Ah, so she told 
you her new name.” 
“Of course I did. We are a team, Hyl. No 
secrets.” Flourish was acting prim again. 
With Smudge pressed against her, she was able 
to drink the first cup of tea and get to work on her 
dinner of stew and bread designed for her species. 
As her body began to break down the meal, her 
pulse slowed into the normal range and her body 
was able to control its temperature without 
Smudge pressing against her. The moment her 
body didn’t need to seek out food, it decided that 
she needed sleep. Yawning was immediate and 
not subtle. 
Hyl chuckled. “It seems every time I see you 
after a mission, you are exhausted.” 
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“As you know, using our talents drains us. Just 
because our minds and bodies are triggering the 
reaction doesn’t mean that we aren’t putting wear 
and tear on our nerves and organs. When I burn, 
my reaction is proportional to the temperature I 
use and how much I had to consume from my 
own system to power the heat. Fortunately, today, 
I had all the heat I needed until well after the first 
six were out.” 
Hyl frowned. “What happened then?” 
“At that point, I used my own body heat to 
keep the room warm enough to stop them from 
succumbing to hypothermia. They had good 
instincts. They clumped together and were taking 
turns being on the outside of the pile.” 
She finished her meal, and to her surprise, Hyl 
put her dishes in the recycler and he poured her 
another cup of tea. 
“Why do you always drink tea? Why don’t you 
drink water?” He was genuinely curious. 
Winera twisted her lips and debated on 
whether to tell him or not. 
Flourish piped up. “No secrets, Winera.” 
“Fine. Plain water gets me drunk. The purer the 
water, the worse the intoxication.” She shrugged. 
“It can be a little embarrassing, but there it is.” 
“What about wine or spirits?” 
She grinned. “No effect. My talent kicks into 
high gear but that is it.” 
“Why the water effect?” 
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“I don’t know. It could be a side effect of fire 
combined with Loshosh physiology, or it could be 
something particular to Scorchers. I have met a 
few who have the same response to it. I guess that 
since we can’t burn it, our bodies don’t know what 
to do.” 
“Interesting. I find it invigorating.” 
Winera laughed. “Of course. You are growth 
and growth depends on water. Fire doesn’t.” 
“Why is the tea different?” 
“It is contaminated water. My body can deal 
with that. It also embraces the heat. I usually drink 
tea that others can’t even pick up and bolt it right 
down.” 
She put words into action and slugged down 
the tea he had just put down. The heat was very 
welcome. 
Shivers tried to break out again, and she sat 
motionless through them. 
“Why are you still shivering?” 
“Because, like any other living being stuck in a 
freezer for hours, I got colder than my body could 
easily deal with.” 
“What would you do normally?” 
“Hot bath. Direct physical contact with another 
warm being? Smudge is working pretty well at 
stabilizing my reactions, but I don’t want to drain 
his body heat. He is so teeny.” 
Smudge harrumphed at that. 
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Hyl pulled her to her feet and kissed her. His 
skin was hot and her body was greedy. She pulled 
heat from his body into hers until he dropped two 
degrees in temperature. 
With reluctant hands, she pushed at his 
shoulders and pulled away. He pursued her, 
leaning her back over the table. 
Unsure of what to do, she improvised. She bit 
him. 
It broke whatever spell he was under and he 
leaned back, breathing heavily. “Was that 
enough?” 
She patted him on the shoulder. “It was more 
than enough. When do we take off again?” 
“We are scheduled to check in at Citadel Lowel 
next. Flourish can take off at any time.” 
The ship chuckled. “We are already leaving 
orbit. I was able to ease myself out while you two 
were in a clinch.” 
Winera blinked. “So, the ground really did 
move under me. I thought it was just the kiss.” 
She and Hyl stared at each other and started 
laughing. 
Flourish was adamant. “Neither of you have 
slept in the last day. I have nine hours to fly before 
we reach the jump point. Go to bed. I promise to 
wake you if anything happens that requires your 
attention.” 
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Smudge bumped into her legs and insisted on 
her motion. Winera took the hint and headed for 
her quarters. 
Her hands were shaking when she opened the 
closure of her suit, but the tremor had nothing to 
do with cold. She had just had her first kiss, and it 
had started a fire inside her that warmed her from 
belly to fingertips. 
A quick sonic shower took off the oil of the day, 
and she crawled between the sheets with a sigh of 
relief. The suit was comfortable, but it pressed on 
her skin, and she found it distracting when she 
was not active. It was meant to be reassuring, but 
she would rather have Smudge with her than be 
hugged by a suit. 
It was a restless sleep that plagued her. Her lips 
felt swollen and her body ached as she tossed and 
turned. In the end, she got up, got dressed and 
went to the bridge to talk to Flourish. 
58 

Scorched Heat 






Chapter Eight 
id you see—” 
“D “Of course I saw it. I see everything. In this 
craft, there is no corner that I do not see.” 
Winera winced. “So, privacy in the shower is 
out.” 
“You only step in there for a few seconds 
anyway. You have no flaws; you are normally 
shaped for one of your species. What is the 
concern?” 
“I don’t know. I suppose I should be used to 
minimal privacy by now.” She sighed and sat in 
the navigator station, her feet propped up on the 
console with Smudge in her lap. 
“You should. So, you are awake because of the 
kiss?” 
“How do you know that?” 
Flourish snorted. “Elevated hormonal levels. 
Plant compounds in your bloodstream. You did 
more than absorb his heat. You absorbed him. 
Well, part of him. He enjoyed it, too, I will have 
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you know. Just in case you think it was one-
sided.” 
Winera sighed. “That makes it a little better. It 
just feels so odd. It was my first kiss and I don’t 
know what I was expecting, but it shot off in a 
completely different direction.” 
“Bad or good?” 
“Good, I think. It was strange and he smelled 
good.” She sighed and gave Smudge a squeeze. 
He chirped and wiggled to be let down. He 
hopped out of her arms and down the hall. 
She was alone with her thoughts and her 
unsympathetic ship. 
“How does Citadel Lowel pick partners?” It 
was the only question running through her mind. 
The thought that she had distracted Hyl from a 
love back home was preying on her. 
“Citadel Lowel doesn’t really pick partners. 
That was Guard Base Udell. Both parties need to 
be unattached, suitable in power and intellect and 
physically compatible. After that, nature will take 
its course or not.” 
Hyl cleared his throat from the hall to announce 
his presence. “Cooped up in high-tension 
situations with an attractive member of the 
opposite sex who knows who and what you are 
and doesn’t care, it usually does.” 
Winera jerked her feet off the console and 
turned to look at him. “Couldn’t sleep?” 
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“No. You?” He threw himself into the pilot’s 
seat. He was wearing a leaf-green soft leather skirt 
for modesty purposes. It didn’t do much to hide 
the strangely compelling arrangement of muscle 
under his skin. 
“Restless night.” She was wearing a 
comfortable bodysuit and nothing under it. 
“Do you sleep in that?” 
She laughed. “No. I don’t wear anything to bed. 
My skin needs air when it can get it.” 
“Mine too. See? Compatible species.” He 
laughed and reached out a hand to her. 
She extended her hand to his and slid her 
fingers along his before they simply held hands 
and watched space slip by. 
Flourish finally said, “Are you just going to sit 
here and be quiet? This is my office. Go be quiet 
together somewhere else.” 
Winera raised her brows. “Dismissed, I 
suppose.” 
Hyl smiled. “Your place or mine?” 
“I think yours. Mine has a Yaluthu in it.” 
She was swaying with fatigue, and he put his 
arm around her as they walked to his quarters. 
Without thinking about it, she removed her 
bodysuit and crawled between his sheets. 
He discarded his own clothing and did the 
same, curling his body around hers. 
She leaned into him and breathed in his scent 
and his heat and smiled as fatigue overtook her. 
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He didn’t do anything to make her uncomfortable; 
he just held her snugly and took up a pattern of 
slow, even breathing. 
She felt him fall asleep, and she grinned as the 
same wave of exhaustion came over her. A good 
night’s sleep was worth a dozen missions. 


* * * * 
He had been exhausted enough to just fall asleep 
with the hottest woman he had ever seen next to 
him. Literally. Her skin radiated heat with every 
breath and motion. It would take some getting 
used to, but he was willing to put the time for 
adaptation in. 
Only listening to her speaking calmly and 
directly to the students and keeping hope in them 
as well as encouraging them to take the trip back 
up to the light had broken the hours on the 
surface. 
The administrators had shown him the footage 
before the collapse. The tunnel had been created to 
allow the geologists and climatologists first-hand 
knowledge of the glacier. No one had counted on 
the collapse, and it had only been strange fortune 
that had them standing next to the solid bulk of 
the glacier when the collapse happened. 
Unseasonable heat had cracked the ice, and it had 
gone from solid to a tumbling mass in seconds. 
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Their tunnel had never been properly 
reinforced. There was no way to support a solid 
and expanding structure with mere metal and 
wood. 
The only thing that had saved the students was 
their communicators. They had called the outside 
world and confirmed that they were alive and that 
one communication had thrown things into 
motion. 
Hyl smiled at the images that Flourish had 
recorded. Winera had glowed white-hot and 
slipped through the ice without any hesitation. He 
didn’t know many women who would dangle 
from a ship over a volcano and then launch 
themselves into a pile of jagged ice without 
balking. She hadn’t paused. She had gone from 
playing with Smudge to jumping out of the ship, 
trusting the tech and her partners. It was 
humbling to think that she had put her life in their 
hands and that it was only her faith in them that 
let her do what she had to. 
Hyl cuddled her more closely against him. If 
she was going to trust him with her life, he was 
going to earn that trust every day. 
She had already convinced the ship that she 
needed a proper name. That was more than Hyl 
had been able to manage in six months. 
As he dozed off, he smiled. Things move 
quickly around Scorchers. They shifted like wild 
fire. 
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* * * * 
She woke refreshed and relaxed. Her body felt as 
if it had been reset, and when she rolled over, she 
was alone in bed. 
She moved quickly, rolling free of the bed and 
slipping into her suit before creeping out of his 
room and across the hall. 
A shower and use of the lav were on her list, 
and the moment she was presentable and there 
were no demands on her attention, she put on a 
clean suit, draped her Scorcher robes over it and 
went in search of breakfast. 
There was something about lying naked in 
Hyl’s arms that made her want to cover up, just to 
see if he was still interested in looking. 
It was petty, but she needed to know if he was 
interested in her as more than a partner. She had 
seen couples, triads, quads, every possible 
permutation and combination of joinings, and 
now, she was facing a partnership herself and it 
had thrown her off balance. 
“Good morning, Winera. Stop stalling. He is in 
the galley getting Smudge something to eat.” 
“Stalling?” 
“You have brushed your hair three times. It is 
as untangled as it is going to get. Go and have a 
meal. You are hungry.” There was amusement in 
Flourish’s tone. 
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She wasn’t wrong. With squared shoulders, 
Winera headed out of her quarters and down to 
the galley with her robes swinging. 
Smudge looked up from his breakfast and 
chirped happily. 
Hyl turned toward her and smiled. “You look 
better.” 
She looked him over from head to toe. He was 
wearing that loose wrap on his hips and nothing 
else. “You look greener.” 
He waved her to sit. “It is a side effect of being 
in a hothouse all night. I just had to get up to drink 
some water, and Smudge had his bowl in his beak. 
I took the hint.” 
She settled next to Smudge, and Hyl set her 
breakfast in front of her. Two cups of tea, toast 
and eggs with a serving of fruit. 
“Thank you.” 
He grinned. “You are welcome.” 
He settled across from her with his own meal, 
but before he ate, he asked, “May I touch your 
hand?” 
She had an idea what he was looking for. She 
extended her hand to his, and he turned it, 
running his thumb along the inside of her wrist. 
She subdued the shiver that the light touch 
caused. 
“You are cool.” He was surprised. 
She snickered. “I am normal. Once I have 
balanced myself out, this is my normal 
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temperature. I only run hot when I am out of 
whack.” 
“So, cool is healthy, hot is not.” He nodded. 
“Yes, you can check with Flourish. She has been 
keeping watch on my vitals since I got here.” 
“Only when they were outside the norm, 
Winera.” Flourish’s voice was amused. 
Winera ate her breakfast and drank one cup of 
tea. “So, why did you kiss me?” 
Hyl grinned. “It seemed the best way to get my 
heat into you.” 
“Lie.” 
“Fine, I wanted the excuse to hold you.” 
She blushed. 
Flourish’s voice broke the mood. “Oh dear. Do I 
have that to look forward to? All that passive 
sentiment. Shudder.” 
Hyl kept his smile on his lips. “We were 
matched by Morganti’s Commander and Pilot, if 
that makes a difference.” 
Winera knew those names. Commander had 
been the first Sector Guard Base coordinator and 
Pilot was his mate. In addition to his skills as an 
organizer of the talented, he had a peculiar talent 
for romantic foresight. He was a matchmaker on 
the psychic plane. 
“It does make things easier. It takes us from 
first meeting to fifth in seconds.” She chuckled 
and her blush remained in place. 
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He brought her hand to his lips and placed a 
kiss in her palm while maintaining contact with 
her stunned gaze. 
This was going to get very complicated, very 
quickly, and she didn’t think she actually objected. 
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Chapter Nine 
ne didn’t simply land at Citadel Lowel; you 
O landed at Udell Base and took a zip transport 
over to the Citadel. That meant you had to go 
through the high security of the base to cross over. 
Winera smiled at the security officer as they 
walked through the halls. A base guard was ahead 
of them and behind them. Smudge was tucked up 
in her left arm and her bags weighed down her 
right. She couldn’t have mounted an attack if she 
wanted to. 
Hyl was at her back, and he chatted 
companionably with the base guard behind them. 
The walls of the sealed base were unrelenting 
grey with only the occasional flash of blue or 
green visible through the windows. The 
atmosphere of Udell was unbreathable to most 
species, so the lockdown was a safety measure as 
well as a security control. 
The zip transport to Lowel was new to the 
Alliance. It was being tested between the two 
facilities on the two different orbital bodies. If they 
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could make it three years without an incident, it 
would be viable to use on sister worlds for cheap 
and effective transfer from one to the other. 
Hyl had given her the briefing on the flight in. 
Flourish was already chatting with Tech about 
what her new partners needed. Winera was the 
only one who had no idea what was going to 
happen next. She was on uncertain ground. 
The zip was a small pod that would hold them 
with no room for extras. She tucked her bags 
around her feet, held Smudge on her lap and, 
when Hyl climbed in behind her, the guards 
sealed the pod. 
“Hang on. This gets weird.” Hyl’s voice 
suddenly got distant as they accelerated out of the 
seal and toward the stars. 
She held on to Smudge, and he stared wide-
eyed as they cruised toward a huge and nearly 
empty world. The small projectile they were in 
zipped along until it approached the one large 
building on Lowel and they passed through an 
oxygen barrier, entering Citadel space. 
Winera was blinking in surprise. “That was 
fast.” 
Hyl laughed. “That is the idea. The release will 
pop up for you the moment we are parked.” 
He was right. The moment that they skidded 
into a station the mirror image of the Udell Base 
zip launch, a release button came toward her on 
the interior. It was sound planning that it hadn’t 
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appeared earlier. A panicked rider might try to 
open it in mid-zip. 
She pressed it and the hatch opened just as a 
couple in Citadel robes appeared in the doorway. 
As Smudge exited the pod, the woman smiled 
and knelt down. “Hello. We were told you were 
coming.” 
He formally introduced himself and rubbed 
against her hand. 
Hyl left the pod and greeted the male while 
Winera hauled her bags out of the tiny transport. 
Finally on solid ground, she absently picked up 
Smudge as he chortled back to her. 
The woman came forward and smiled. 
“Welcome to Lowel. I am Wiali and this is 
Braenar.” 
Hyl came to her and said, “Or Starborn and 
Comet if you are speaking to anyone outside of 
Lowel.” 
Wiali waved that away, “Fine, or that.” 
“Scorcher Winera Eckerhart, at your service.” 
She managed a polite bow. “This is Smudge, and I 
am guessing that you have met Hyl.” 
Wiali grinned. “We have indeed met him while 
on assignment. When we heard he was getting 
posted to Lowel, we were curious. I will say that 
having you here is an honour that we cannot 
properly express.” 
Winera chuckled. “Why? Do you have some 
spot welding you need doing?” 
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Braenar shook his head, “No, but we do need 
an instructor with your people skills. Wiali is a 
good teacher, but we get called on a lot of urgent 
events. We need backup. That’s you.” 
Winera’s eyes widened. “Right. Teacher. With 
your attachment to Udell, I hadn’t thought that 
you would be an active Citadel.” 
Wiali grinned and linked arms with her. “Come 
with me and I will show you how active we will 
be.” 
Hyl snagged her bags and winked. “I know 
where we are quartered. I am sure that the tour 
will take you there eventually.” 
The tour began in the gardens or what would 
eventually become the gardens. For the moment, it 
was just a growing green patch that provided 
oxygen to the facility. 
“Very clever. An oxygen farm. I am guessing 
that I won’t be working here.” She chuckled. 
Wiali smiled. “No, this is not your lab. I am 
guessing that Hyl and some of the others will be 
able to make this into something grand.” 
The gardens, which were fields, stretched as far 
as the eye could see under the dome. “What do 
you do with the excess oxygen?” 
“We harvest it for your lab.” Wiali turned and 
walked around to an exterior door and led her 
back inside. 
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They took a tour of the compressors, and 
Smudge gambolled around the new environment 
with glee. 
“He is part of that new species, isn’t he?” Wiali 
was watching his antics with a smile on her lips. 
“Apparently. I was merely told that he had 
been waiting for me, and once I touched him, he 
and I connected. There was very little 
consideration of what he was or what I was. We 
just clicked.” 
He paused and flapped his inky wings at her, 
chirping proudly before letting out a rumbling 
purr-like sound. 
“Yes, dear. You are also lovely and far more 
attractive than Hyl.” Winera grinned. 
“You understood that?” 
“We are linked, he and I. He can crawl around a 
dozen people and I still know that he and I are 
connected. It is odd, but then, this whole lifestyle 
is rather odd. On my world, we dream of getting 
away, and now, I am away and I tend to dream of 
home.” 
Wiali nodded. “I understand. I dream of home 
frequently, but at least I can visit the soul of my 
home even though the body is now different.” 
“Is it true that your father was the Avatar of a 
star and your mother the Avatar of a planet?” 
“Braenar and I are the last of a kind. The Hirn 
are long gone, but I live in hope that a few will 
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eventually pop up again, random genetics 
breaking through.” She sighed. 
Silence ran between them for a moment and 
then Wiali straightened. “Right, sorry, on with the 
tour.” 
They left the compressor room and headed for 
the kitchens. Wiali commented, “If you like 
cooking, you are welcome to use the equipment 
instead of the dispenser. I am sure that Hyl will 
soon be busy frolicking in the gardens.” 
“We will see. I have a limited repertoire when it 
comes to cooking. If he grows something I don’t 
recognize, you are on your own.” She chortled. 
Her tour guide laughed. “Come on. I will show 
you the real reason you are so welcome.” 
They walked through marble-tiled halls and 
entered the lecture hall. A huge skylight was 
above the podium in the enormous room. Wiali 
led her to the centre and pointed upward; a beam 
of light streamed from her hand and illuminated a 
silvery object high in the sky above Lowel. 
“That is Lowel Station. Yup. We rate our own 
orbital station. It will screen and check all 
personnel and vehicles landing on Lowel and 
entering the Citadel. As a teaching station, we will 
be called upon to give lectures on dealing with 
talents, dealing with less-evolved cultures and 
children who exhibit dangerous talents. We are 
going to host these lectures, the guest speakers 
and the students. We have several members of 
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Lowel already, but they are off on assignment. We 
need a tight core of rotational members to act as 
hosts and guides, as well as keep an eye on 
security. I think you and Hyl would be an 
excellent team when it comes down to it.” 
“We are a very good team, but we are 
incomplete.” 
“Oh?” 
“Our ship is a vital part of our team. Even after 
only two assignments together, I cannot imagine 
working without the Green Archer. Flourish is a 
developing personality and she needs the stimuli 
that going on missions can provide. I need it, too, 
frankly. I feel I have so much more to offer on a 
mission than as a host.” 
Wiali sighed. “It was worth a try. Will you act 
as security and instructor while you are here?” 
“I will. That is not an issue. I have just come to 
grips with being part of an odd foursome and it 
feels very right, if that makes sense.” 
Wiali opened her arms and light dazzled and 
sparked around her. “It all makes perfect sense to 
me. Family is where you find it, and you have 
found yours.” 
Winera realized that Starborn was speaking the 
truth. “You know, I think I have.” A slow smile 
spread across her face, and Smudge came running 
for a hug. 
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Chapter Ten 
joint set of quarters? So they are expecting 
“A us to be more than just partners.” Winera 
looked around and saw that her clothing was 
hanging next to his in the closet and three more 
reinforced suits had been designed and delivered 
to her. 
Hyl was showing Smudge his new bed. 
Smudge was turning around and around, 
adjusting the stuffing and getting comfortable. The 
soft noises that he was making were enough to put 
a smile on Winera’s face. 
“I had a conversation with Wiali. She asked me 
to lock in as a permanent member of the Citadel 
who didn’t go on missions. I had to decline.” 
Hyl looked at her with a smile, “I said the same 
to Braenar. We are only getting started. Flourish 
needs us to keep going with her.” 
“Yes, she does. How long were you two going 
to keep me waiting before you called me?” 
Flourish’s voice came through the com, strident 
and irritated. 
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Winera laughed. “I didn’t know you were 
waiting for us.” 
“Of course I was. Tech has been fiddling with 
my bits all afternoon. Smudge now has his own 
seat on the command deck, and he can stare at the 
stars all he likes.” 
Hyl grinned. “What else did she do to you?” 
“You now have a larger room, Hyl. Your bed 
can now hold both of you without you piling on 
top of each other. I hear that that is important for 
mated pairs. You need room to move.” 
Winera blushed and went to the drink 
dispenser against the wall. It had an alcohol 
setting, and she nearly wept with relief. Getting 
alcohol was against the rules for women on many 
worlds, but when she was truly thirsty, nothing 
worked better. 
She ordered up a litre of wine, and when a 
beaker was presented, she tipped it back with 
relief. “Any other changes, Flourish?” 
“There is a more expansive beverage selection. 
One of the local Scorchers gave Udell Base a 
lecture on the care and feeding of a Scorcher. 
Apparently, they have been a little remiss.” 
Hyl was watching her guzzle down the wine. 
“So I see.” 
She finished it and grinned. “That was lovely.” 
Winera continued her exploration and found a 
bathing room. It had an actual tub and everything. 
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“Oh my. If I had known about this, I might have 
been willing to lock in.” 
From the bedroom, she heard, “I heard that!” 
Laughing, she returned to the bedroom. “And 
yet, I am delighted to be one of the team on the 

Green Archer.” 
“Oh, we changed my call sign. I am now the 

Flourish Sparks.  It suits me, don’t you think?” 
“I think it does. Well, Flourish, I promise to call 
you tomorrow morning or sooner if we get an 
assignment. For now, I am going to have my first 
hot soak in two years.” 
Hyl raised his eyebrows. “May I join you?” 
“Certainly, but I do like it a little hot.” 
“I can take the heat.” He smiled, and there was 
a wealth of suggestion in that smile. 
Flourish sighed, “Fine. Leave me with no other 
ships to talk to. Oh, wait, there are only two, and 
they are out doing exciting and fun things. I guess 
I am stuck with my down time.” 
Winera rolled her eyes at the self-pitying 
attitude of her ship. “Wait until you have a body, 
Flourish. You will see things a little differently.” 
“Nine years, three months and four days. I can 
hardly wait. Talk to you tomorrow.” 
The com light blinked out and Winera sighed. 
“I am glad she is fine, but now, I feel guilty about 
enjoying a bath.” 
Hyl sauntered up to her and pressed a soft kiss 
on her lips. “No guilt. She is experimenting with 
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emotion. You have created an attachment for her, 
and she is testing it.” 
Winera smiled and leaned up to kiss him with 
the same whispery touch he had used on her. 
“Experimenting. I rather light that idea.” 
She took his hand and pulled him into the 
bathing room. Experimenting sounded like a lot of 
fun. 
They had been soaking for ten minutes with 
kisses and touches intermittent when the com in 
Hyl’s suit called to them. 
He sloshed out of the water, and his skin 
simply absorbed it. He picked up his suit. “Hyl 
here.” 
The moment that Winera heard the details of 
the assignment, she got out of the water with 
regret and walked into the bedroom, drying as she 
went. A sapphire blue-bottomed suit matched her 
mood, and she grabbed the ruby one and stuffed it 
into a go-bag with her robes and a sleeping wrap. 
She wriggled her way into the bodysuit and 
sealed it, tapping the tiny button that activated her 
com. “Flourish, did you hear?” 
“I did. Are you on your way?” 
“We are. Get to a dock and wait for us. We are 
heading to the pod.” 
“Oh goody. I can hardly wait.” 
Winera had the mental image of the ship 
rubbing her hands together in anticipation. With 
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the sapphire suit on, she looked down, and 
Smudge was waiting to be picked up. She scooped 
him up and waited for Hyl. He was having some 
trouble tucking his more interesting bits into the 
suit. 
When he managed it, she was leaning against 
the wall and watching the show. Somehow, he 
was more interesting partially clothed than 
unclothed. 
The moment he grabbed his own bag, they 
were on their way out the door. 
Wiali and Braenar were out in the garden. 
Winera quickly trotted over to them. “We are 
on the way out. We got a call.” 
Wiali smiled in her mate’s arms. “Understood. 
Thanks for telling us. Good luck and burn bright.” 
Winera smiled and bowed as she responded 
with the formal reply, “May your embers never 
fade.” 
Hyl blinked and Smudge waved goodbye as 
they turned and headed out. 
“That sounded very formal.” 
“What do botanist talents say?” 
“Grow strong and face the light.” He grinned. 
“Ah. Got it.” 
They piled back into the pod, and this time, 
Winera managed to pull the lid shut with a snap. 
“Are you ready for this?” 
“The pod or the assignment?” She chuckled and 
glanced behind her. 
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The pod started to move and picked up speed 
once again. 
“Both.” He laughed. 
“This one is more you than me. If the size of the 
burn is accurate, it should be a two-day burn-a-
thon for me. I have no idea how long it will take 
you to fix my damage.” 
“If you do swaths, I can go along behind you 
and work as you do. We might finish up at close 
to the same time.” 
She chuckled as the pod zipped through space 
toward Udell. “Finishing together, isn’t that the 
goal of every couple?” 
The choking noise from behind her might have 
been laughter, or he might have been sobbing. 
Either way, she would find out soon enough. 
Cleaning up after a chemical spill was bad 
enough, but knowing that the clock was ticking 
for the crops to be replaced was a lot of pressure. 
The burn had to go six feet deep, but she was 
able to begin with a wedge that gave Hyl space to 
start behind her as she cleared half-mile swaths 
through the toxic field. 
It was ironic that a chemical that was beneficial 
to the plants when diluted was so toxic in 
concentrated form. It burned purple as she sent 
waves of heat out to ignite it. 
She was going to manage six hours and half the 
spill on the first day, but keeping her body in a 
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state of readiness for the next day meant that she 
had to spend the night alone, sleeping on a pile of 
hot rocks. It wasn’t comfortable, but it would keep 
her energy topped up for more burning the 
following day. 
Hyl had his own rituals. He needed a forest to 
pull life from, so he was sleeping in the trees. 
Smudge was staying with him. Winera didn’t 
want him close to her with his flammable fur. 
Flourish was open as a command centre, and 
volunteers were bringing food and tea to Winera 
at regular intervals. It was a community effort, 
and for the moment, the Citadel team was part of 
their community. 
As she burned another swath of chemical-laden 
soil, Winera grinned to herself. She wouldn’t want 
to be anywhere else with any other team. They 
had gotten it just right. 
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Author’s Note 
At last, we are back to Tales of the Citadel. Yay! 
You know that I had to bring the Yaluthu back, 
and, of course, Alliance space needed their own 
version of the sentient ships. 

Creating Harmony will be the next tale up and an 
acolyte with a talent for serenity meets her match 
in a man who can freeze conflict in time. 
It sounds like fun. I wonder what happens. 
Thanks for reading, 
Viola Grace 
viola@violagrace.com 
www.violagrace.com 



About the Author 
Viola Grace was born in Manitoba, Canada where 
she still resides today. She really likes it there. She 
has no pets and can barely keep sea monkeys alive 
for a reasonable amount of time. Her line of day 
job tends to be analytical which leaves her mind 
hopping to weave stories. No co-worker is safe 
from her character analysis. In keeping with busy 
hands are happy hands, her hobbies have 
included cross-stitch, needlepoint, quilting, 
costuming, cake decorating, baking, cooking, 
metal work, beading, sculpting, painting, doll 
making, henna tattoos, chain mail, and a few 
others that have been forgotten. It is quite often 
that these hobbies make their way into her tales. 
Viola’s fetishes include boots and corsetry, and 
her greatest weakness is her uncontrollable blush. 
Her writing actively pursues the Happily Ever 
After that so rarely occurs in nature. It is an 
admirable thing and something that we should all 
strive for. To find one that we truly like, as well as 
love. 




Document Outline
 
	Chapter One
	Chapter Two
	Chapter Three
	Chapter Four
	Chapter Five
	Chapter Six
	Chapter Seven
	Chapter Eight
	Chapter Nine
	Chapter Ten
	Author’s Note
	About the Author




Table of Contents
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Author’s Note
About the Author


cover.jpeg





images/00003.jpg
it

%

RCHED S,

- VIDLA
GRACE





