
        
            
                
            
        

    An Enjel who lost her wings and everything else learns that there is more to life than a past that can’t be changed.
 
 
Minerva loses her wings when her home is attacked. She takes control of a mech and walks the bot into battle. When she is removed from the wreckage, it is determined that the bot ceased to work two days earlier and her latent talent has risen.
She is taken to Morganti Base to heal from her injuries and train her new talent. From there, it is on to Ohkhan Citadel and a day-to-day existence until she meets a man who wants nothing, asks for nothing and offers a lot.
Astien is an Enjel crossbreed who is fascinated by the woman who has all the mannerisms of one of his kind but no wings. His fascination turns to affection, and from there, a friendship deepens until he needs to know everything about the woman who will not talk about herself.
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Chapter One
 
 
“Cut them off.”
The doctor froze as he tried to set the shattered bones in her wings. They had been smashed to dust.
“Minny, that is a little drastic.”
“Cut them off, seal the wounds and I can get back into the fight.”
As if pinpointing her statement, an explosion rocked the field hospital.
“Minny, you are young. We can put you in a tank and regenerate your wings.”
“Wonderful. I can have it done later. Now, Doctor, cut them off.”
“What will your mother say?”
Minerva took a deep breath. “I will ask her in the afterlife. Now, get the wings off so I can get back in this fight.”
He nodded to the nurse and Minerva inhaled the gas, hoping that she would wake up and the pain in her body would eclipse the hole in her soul.
 
She could still hear Dr. Mizoko screaming that she wasn’t well enough to return to the fight. With her uniform on and her back bandaged, she headed for the mech deployment area. Most of the mechs were designed to function with wings, but three were not. They had not gotten their retrofit before the attacks.
The Enjel colony of Decla was sitting on a mineral deposit worth billions of credits. They enjoyed a relatively simple life and had left the deposit where it was. Now, a mining consortium had decided that taking the entire area by force was a legitimate business move and the colonists were on the defensive.
All of the ten mechs had been mobilised, but three of them had never been fitted with the wing relays that allowed for greater precision of movement.
She sprinted for the pits where the mechs were stored and saw her favourite gleaming in the dimness. One of the mechanics came running toward her, his wings fluttering.
“Cadet Nhu, what are you doing here?”
“I need the Arcit 2 warmed up, loaded and rations for three days, Sergeant Klasko.”
He paused. “Where is the Commander?”
“Next to the mark my wings made when the wall crushed us.”
Klasko looked her in the eye and nodded. “I will get it ready. When do you want to take it?”
“Five days ago.”
He turned and his team started to swarm the Arcit 2 from above and below. Minerva extended her arm and leaned against the wall while she waited for the systems to warm up.
A nervous private came up to her with a pouch, and she checked it, nodding at the rations inside. “Thank you.”
With her essentials taken care of, she headed for the walkway that led into the centre of the mech’s chest. The skin that the doc had grafted on her back was holding, but it made her feel light and heavy at the same time.
The interior was lit, and she could see the systems come on line as the mechanics finished their work. Klasko hovered in the open door of the chest plate as she settled into the grip of the machine.
“It is a lot stronger than the Lovixes you are used to driving, Cadet.”
“Thank you for the warning, Sergeant. I plan on taking it out of the city as fast as I can.”
He swallowed. “Good luck.”
She nodded and he sealed her in. She waited for ten minutes, gaining familiarity with the positions of all the displays, waiting for the magic words.
“Arcit 2, you are good for departure.”
She kept her vision trained on the sky as the elevator lifted the hundred-foot robot out of the depths of the mechanics’ pit and into the grey and smoky daylight. The giant bot rose up, but the moment she could she lifted one leg, she planted her foot on the edge of the approaching paved road, and she pushed the bot up and into the light as quickly as she could.
Her back burned, but she moved her feet and her hands as she walked from the armoury out of the city.
The moment she was clear of inhabited areas, she started shooting at every mining tank and infiltration vessel that she could see. Being in a city that was suffering under annihilation bombing had been a week of psychological torture. When she asked for them to cut her wings, she hadn’t been thinking straight, but if she hadn’t done it, being out in this vehicle would not have been possible.
She crossed her world with long strides, destroying all mining company vehicles in the way. Silence began to fall in her wake.
On the third day, she faced the main camp for the invading forces. Fire took care of their dwellings, and as the ground forces fired rocket after rocket at her, she waited them out. Ammunition did not last forever when you were blindly aggressive.
Minerva took careful aim with the last of her rockets, and she destroyed the attack vehicles, the power systems and the water supply.
After she had expended everything the suit had to give, she waited for them to find a way to destroy her.
Welders climbed the suit and she brushed them off.
Imagine her surprise when Sector Guard ships began to arrive and they requested that she leave her bot.
She croaked in the com, “I would love to, by my blood has firmly grafted me to my harness. I would be amenable to medical assistance.”
“Then you shall have it.” There was a pause. “How old are you?”
“Twenty-three.”
“You are an Enjel?”
“I was. I don’t think I qualify anymore.” She was tired, exhausted, but for her, there was literally no way out of this on her own.
“We will clean this up here, and when they are gone, we will have a full medical team standing by. Can you last an hour?”
“I can last. I made it this far.”
 
It took four medics to ease her out of the mech. Her graft had grown exponentially and was incorporating the mech into her body.
“A twenty-three-year-old Enjel woman isn’t usually left to enter combat.”
“The women had to, all the men were dead. They went out to negotiate with the mining consortium, and none of them came back.” She was being carried on a gurney, face down.
“What happened?”
“The bombs started falling, people started dying, so the mechs were called into action. They got most of the aircraft out of the sky and drove the assault vehicles back from the city gates, but they don’t work if their pilot is shot, and the transparent heart of those models made the Enjel inside a perfect target. The Arcit 2 is a much better design, but it isn’t built for wings.”
“What happened to your wings?”
“My mother and I were evacuating a building that had been previously hit, and it was hit while we were inside. She is still trapped under that wall, but I was pinned by my wings. They had been smashed to pulp, so I had them cut them off. If I ever get the money, I will consider regeneration.”
She heard voices muttering around her and a cooling pressure covered the wounds in her back.
“Rest easy, miss. We have you now.”
She felt a hand on her head so much like her mother’s touch that tears dripped from her eyes and soaked the gurney beneath her. The hand stroked her hair and sobs broke free.
They sedated her and her grief got some rest.
 
Minerva woke, floating in a tank in what felt like a spacecraft. She was breathing oxygenated liquid and her hair wasn’t floating around her in its normal halo. She tried to move her shoulders, but they were stiff.
A medic must have been watching her closely, because he came running to the side of the tank the moment that she woke.
He touched the tank. “You are recovering, but your body defies our healing. All we can do is seal you up and hope for the best.”
“My people?” She mouthed the words, but he nodded as if he could hear her.
“Jela has sent a crew of colonists and an armed detachment to assist the survivors. There were many that were hidden or trapped in the city, and many more in the care of your able doctors.”
She closed her eyes and sank to the bottom of the tank.
“I am sorry, miss. Your hair was grafted into your flesh in places. We had to crop it.”
Minerva blinked and her eyes burned briefly before the soothing solution she was in whisked her tears away.
She nodded and swallowed, working out one more question. “Where are you taking me?”
“Sector Guard Base Teklan. If anyone has a chance of regenerating your wings, it is Reset.”
She blinked and shook her head. “No.”
The medic leaned back in surprise and then touched the tank again. “No?”
“I don’t want them back. They were the same wings that my mother wore and I will keep them off me in memory.”
“What if you change your mind?”
“If I do, I am sure that I can beg this Reset to help me. For now, I want to feel their loss.”
Another staff member came in, but his clothing was a darker hue with striping on it. The medic moved quickly to the newcomer and recounted their conversation.
The man moved toward her, and she took in his grace and his easy motions as he pressed his hand to the tank. “Good day, miss.”
She straightened her shoulders and said, “Good day.”
“I understand you do not want your wings back.”
She swallowed and tried to explain. She enunciated clearly so he could read her lips. “My wings are gone. Broken. Smashed beyond all recognition. I need to accept that. When I have moved beyond it, I will contact someone and look for help.”
He cocked his head and he smiled, his bronze skin glowing and his dark eyes smiling. “I understand. You wish to grieve and the loss is a physical reminder.”
She nodded. “How long must I remain in the tank?”
“We are delivering you to Morganti tomorrow, and you can remain in it until landing if you like. It is closer than Teklan anyway.”
She nodded. “My name is, Minerva—”
He completed her declaration, “Minerva Nhu. Daughter of Commander and General Nhu, heads of the defence force on Decla.”
She smiled weakly. “Last survivor of the Nhu line off Jela.”
“But not the last Enjel in the universe. You are not alone.”
She sighed and pressed both of her palms to the plexi. “But I am the last Nhu of the Decla colony. If I go to Jela, I will be locked in the Aerie and I will have to seek a mate blindly. My family left their home world to give the women in our line freedom, and it dies out in one generation.”
“You are not dead, Minerva Nhu.”
She couldn’t say the words in her heart, that she wasn’t alive anymore either. Her state was limbo, and the coldness in her soul was spreading. It was not a good diagnosis.
 



Chapter Two
 
 
Morganti Base was clean, neat, well organized and surprisingly busy. The base physician met her at the shuttle and helped her out of the tank and into the building.
He kept his arm low so as not to stress her shoulders as they walked the halls. “Well, this is Sector Guard Base Morganti. We are honoured to have you here. My name is Dr. Nywyn, but you can call me Effin.”
“Minerva Nhu, but you can call me Minny.” Her voice was hoarse from coughing out the tank fluid.
“Well, Minny, when you declined Teklan, they asked to bring you here for an assessment. They want to determine if you have an underlying psychic talent that you have not been aware of.”
They were walking slowly, and a line of children went giggling through the hallway with one of the little girls flicking in and out of view.
“There are children here?”
“Yes, the Sector Guard encourages the teams to be made up of mated partners. There is an inevitable result from that interaction if the species are genetically compatible.” He smiled. “And they like to play tag in the corridor.”
Minny wanted to run down the hall and play with them. She was only two years out of the schoolroom herself. Her introduction to adulthood had been rather aggressive and sudden. One moment she was a cadet, and the next, she was climbing into a mech.
Effin eased her into the Medical bay and settled her carefully on a bed that had a gel surface to support her back with cool gentleness.
“Do you get a lot of folk with intensive damage to tissue?”
“Being a Guardsman is dangerous work. Reset is a great asset to the team, but she can’t be everywhere at the same time. She is only used for large repairs when no other option is available.”
He talked and moved around her, setting up a bevy of machines.
“The Sector Guard bases try and take care of their people.”
She smiled slightly. “It must be nice. When my family joined the colonists leaving Jela, it was to start a new life in a society where women and men could live in harmony. This was achieved by only having mated couples on the journey. The children born there were educated in equality, but we always knew that there was another way to do things, and one day, it might land on our heads. The attack from the miners was not anticipated.”
“My sympathies for the loss of your family.”
She swallowed heavily. “Thank you.”
He patted her hand. “The units here will move and operate on their own. Please feel free to breathe and move as necessary.”
“Do I need to be quiet?”
“No, if you have questions, ask them.”
The machines began to move over her, lights hummed from the gel bed itself.
It took Minerva a while to formulate the question that was running around her mind, but she asked it with as much control as she could muster. “What happens to me now?”
Effin paused and stood as close to her as he could. “You go on, you get better and you find a new way to live.”
She nodded and the scans continued.
 
“Well, I don’t know what your talent is, but your wings are trying to regrow. There is something going on, but I cannot pin it down.”
“Can you stop my wings?”
Effin paused. “What?”
“Can you stop them from regrowing?” She swallowed.
“Why?”
“I was raised at Decla colony. I am not an Enjel and don’t fit in on Jela. I don’t want to be an Enjel anymore.” She sounded like a petulant child, even to her own ears.
He paused next to her and helped her to sit up. “You are an Enjel and always will be, at the genetic level. Your wings or lack thereof has no bearing on it.”
“I don’t want anyone to look at them and comment. I am not what I was two weeks ago.”
He eased her to the side so she could dangle her legs over the edge of the bed. “I am going to bring in a consultant, and we will see if we can halt the progress that your body wants to make.”
The words were enigmatic, and she sat with her legs dangling until a small girl brushed against her foot. There was a hiss from nearby and another girl became visible. The two stood and scowled at each other, having a rapid conversation in a weird short hand.
One of the girls turned and smiled. “You don’t look good.”
The other elbowed her. “You aren’t supposed to say that.”
Minerva smiled softly. “I don’t feel good.”
One hissed and shoved her sister to the side. “I told you so, dummy. She is in Medical and wearing a gown. She isn’t a Guard yet.”
“I am not here to be a Guard.” She shifted and her body ached.
One of the little girls put her hand on Minerva’s leg, and she held on. “I hope you feel better.”
The other girl chirped, “Why are you here?”
“Because my parents are dead and I was injured. There is nowhere else for me to go.”
The little girls must have had more than their fair share of empathy, because they wrapped their arms around her legs and sobbed.
Effin came in and a woman with dark rainbow hair followed him. She sighed, and the moment she took hold of the children, the resemblance was more than apparent. “Come on, girls. You are getting Minerva all wet.”
The little girls turned and clung to their mother. Babbling out how Minerva didn’t have parents and she needed to stay with them.
“Enough. Isala, Mabi, go to your nanny. He is looking all over for you, but since Medical is not in your allowed zones, he didn’t look here. Go and set his mind at ease. Junior is worried about you.”
The girls bobbed quick curtsies to Minerva and left Medical.
The mother smiled. “I apologize. I am Mala, or Fixer if you prefer. Effin has told me about the regeneration with your wings, and I have to say, I have been dying to try something temporal. Your wings will come back. Based on the scans there is no doubt of the regeneration. But, I can delay it.”
“You can?”
Mala’s expression was kind. “I hope I can. Effin will guide me while I work, but halting the growth in the base of your wings should be possible. Will you let me try?”
Minerva stared into the rainbow eyes of Fixer. The solemn determination was more bracing than any pity. “Please. Do what you can.”
Effin was moving around in the background, and soon, Minerva was face down on a surgical table with the two prodding the scars on her back, analyzing the tissue damage.
She was given a shot and everything faded to black.
 
“Mechanical! That is it; you control any object you are in touch with.” Mala was reading the display and checking the data from the initial medical team.
Minerva was sitting in her new suit with the heavy metal banding around her waist and back. Her hair was in a shiny cut that swung when she moved, and she was feeling a lot better.
“What about my skin growing like that?”
“The body is a machine. It was trying to bond you to anything touching your muscles, since you had an open wound, it was a dangerous situation.”
“Why would you think I had a leaning toward mechanical control?”
Mala turned toward her and sighed. “Well, as you don’t seem to know, a blast to your mech turned it into a large chunk of scrap metal six hours after you first got into it. It was you and you alone that kept the mech moving and operating even after it had run out of ammunition. That was all you.”
Minerva blinked. “Great. How would we test it?”
Mala slowly rotated the chair to look around her workshop. “Aha! That should do.”
“What?”
“It is a jumper harness that I made to help regular-gravity species on heavy grav worlds. It is designed to propel folks upward. I haven’t installed a power system. I keep getting interrupted.”
Minerva tried to flex her wings, but the pressure of the metal against her back reminded her that they weren’t there anymore.
Mala must have seen something in her face. “How are you adapting?”
“I am doing better today. I have only tried to move them three times today.”
Mala made a sympathetic face and then smiled. “Well, you will be flying in a sort of way if you can get the harness moving.”
The straps were odd, the harness confining, but Minerva stood in the exoskeleton and slowly lifted her arms. Mala stood in front of her and waved for her to approach.
Minerva took one step and then another. The thudding of the harness was echoing inside the workshop.
The spring in the steps was increasing, propelling her with more force. “I am going to need to get this outside soon.”
Mala stepped to one side. “Take it for a run and then bring it back.”
Minerva kept the bouncing to a minimum until she made it past the door, and she headed down the tarmac, getting as high as she could with each step. When she reached the far end, she sprinted around the edge until she was aimed toward Fixer’s workshop once again.
 
* * * *
 
Effin called Mala on the com. “How is she doing?”
Mala looked at him. “She is doing well. The growth is arrested and has not recurred. She should be able to travel soon.”
“Relay has contacted Citadel Balen. Minerva will be welcome there until she finishes her recovery, and then, she will be sent on to Citadel Ohkhan for training and permanent assignment.”
Mala glanced out and watched Minerva bounding around in the distance. “Why the double transfer?”
“From what Balen has said, there is someone who wishes to meet with Minerva.”
Mala scowled. “I don’t like her being shifted around. If she is being sent to Ohkhan, I want her to go straight there.”
“I will have Relay make the arrangements. I don’t know if anyone has ever mailed one of them before, but Minerva is a special circumstance.”
Mala looked up as Minerva tried to still the bouncing of the harness. “She will remain here for a few more days; I need to complete her suits.”
“Are you going through with it?”
“If she needs them, she will have them. I don’t care what she says right now, flying is part of her life.” Mala could sense it; she knew what it was like to have lost a beloved parent, and to lose two and her wings in the course of a few hours had dented Minerva’s sense of her personal reality.
Mala had had her mother to focus on, but Minerva had nothing. Everything familiar was gone. She needed a new purpose as quickly as she could find one.
Citadel Ohkhan had an excellent reputation for training; they were going to earn another star talent for their team if they could get Minerva under control and seeking a future.
For Minerva’s species, she was barely out of her teens. A new adult, she had just been learning her path on her world when it had been shattered beneath her. Now, she was something new, and it would take others who could help her gain a grip on the changes to get her to accept what she had become.
Mala was eager to see where Minerva’s career would take her.
 



Chapter Three
 
 
Minerva was nervous as she put in the coordinates for Citadel Ohkhan, but the ship she had been given was Fixer’s gift to her. It was one of a kind, and it was all adaptable for form and function.
Two days of flight training in a shuttle made her nervous, but the comforting pressure of her suit eased some of the tension. Being out on her own was just what she needed.
When the ship’s controls took over, she put her gloved hands over her eyes and sobbed until she was dizzy, her throat was raw and her soul matched it.
She got to her feet and staggered to the galley, getting a pot of tea and looking back toward the present that Mala had added to her pile of equipment. She could not imagine the circumstances that would drive her to that extreme, but she had not been able to imagine any of the events in her life that had led to her being alone on a ship and heading for a new world that she was bound to call home.
She pressed a cool compress to her eyes and cheeks.
Oh, she missed them. She missed everyone on Decla, for that matter. What use could she be to the Citadel if she was no longer what she was born to be? Mala had tried to cheer her up, but without the relentless efforts aimed at her, Minerva felt the hollowness creep in.
Leaning back in a chair was an odd feeling. The support that it offered was surprising. Enjel chairs were designed with narrow backs that settled between the wings. It was more for looks than support. Actual backs on the chairs were rather interesting, as was the act of lounging.
She poured herself another cup of tea, and she returned to the controls. Watching the stars go by was a far better option than sitting and reflecting on all the changes she had just been through.
It was a two-day journey in silence, and she would have plenty of time to grieve on the way. The stars were alone and they would sympathize. It was better to be alone in company, sometimes. This was one of those times.
 
Her ship wobbled as it landed, but she followed the directions from ground control and settled in her assigned zone.
“Whew.” She wanted polite applause, but she settled for standing up and getting her bag of light armour and clothing.
She made sure that all systems were set to passive mode, and she disembarked into the highly floral air of Ohkhan.
An arrangement of buildings clumped together until they culminated in a tower was her destination. From the brief information pack she had studied, it was the hallmark of every Citadel, no matter the architecture.
A man approached her, and he raised his eyebrows as she drew near. “Minerva Nhu?”
She nodded. “I am.”
“I am Master Kibor. I will be your instructor while you are in training. Novice Minerva, or would you prefer Novice Nhu?”
“Novice Minerva, please.” She swallowed as the sound of her family name sent a pang through her.
“Please, come this way. Your quarters will be in the Specialists’ quarters. We have been assured that you already have a grasp of your talent, so the title of Novice is mere formality.”
“I believe that Guardsman Fixer has overestimated my skills.”
“I do not believe that is the case; however, that is what we will discover. After I show you to your quarters, we shall have lunch and you can tell me what your goals are for your education.”
He offered her his arm and she took it, his kindly features reminded her of an image of her great grandfather.
Kibor chatted to her as they walked through the courts, and she learned of the tradition of the Citadel Ohkhan, the history of the designs in the robes that the students and instructors wore, as well as the variety of species that were quartered on the grounds.
Her room was on the ninth floor of the Specialist building, and she looked out of her window at the view of open spaces with a soft sigh.
She swallowed and Master Kibor extended his hand. “Come with me. We have much to discuss. This is your future at stake.”
Minerva made a face. “Shouldn’t I check in with Medical or something?”
“In good time. For now, you look a little pale. How was your journey?”
She paused. She had cried, screamed and wailed to the stars.
“It was fine.”
He nodded. “Of course.”
They travelled down the lift to the main floor and across the grounds to the food court.
Kibor directed her to food suitable for her species, and they rejoined each other, finding a table away from the groups of folks in laughing conversation.
“Being at a Citadel is a social experience, and you will have your share of classes with other Specialists and Novices.”
She looked around and then at herself. “I am not wearing a robe.”
He chuckled. “No, you are not. The clothing that Fixer designed for you are distinctive enough that we won’t soon forget who you are or what you are.”
She sipped at her tea and prodded at her plate. “Does everyone know?”
“That you are a wingless Enjel? Yes. Only myself and the administrator know why. Everyone else will simply assume you were born that way.”
She swallowed. “Good. How about the metal corset I have to wear?”
“You were injured in the attack on your people. No other details are needed.”
Minerva nodded. “Right.”
Kibor ate and chatted, “What do you want to learn?”
“Languages, medical treatment, battle tactics, how to use any and all grades of weaponry. I don’t want to be clueless in the face of the enemy again.”
Kibor nodded. “I see.”
She let out a weak chuckle. “You must have seen many things in all your years.”
“I don’t have as many as you would think. Unlike your species, mine ages rapidly. I have one decade more than you do. I will reach our maximum age in the next five years. I could pop off at any moment.”
Minerva blinked. She was facing a life span of two hundred years. To be cut off at less than five decades was unthinkable. “I am so sorry.”
He tilted his head back and laughed. A few of the other diners looked at him and smiled, but no one interrupted his mirth.
He reached out and took her hand. “Despite your misery, you could still feel sorry for me. That leads me to believe that you are not as numb as you pretend to be.”
She smiled and finished her meal. “You mean I am not so far gone that I can’t be saved?”
“Something like that.”
He handed her a data cuff from a fold inside his robe. “We normally use data pads, but Fixer warned us that your biology might not blend well with the direct contact of working technology. She sent this on ahead for your use.”
Minerva inclined her head and fastened the cuff on her arm. She used her right hand to touch the screen, and it came to life at her light caress.
“Huh. We have been trying to get it to work. It was being stubborn.”
She smiled. “I am powering it. Part of my talent. Fixer had me flicking devices on and off for over a week.”
“Well, that leads me to the next question. Are you tired or are you able to give a demonstration? We have arranged a series of devices for you to demonstrate your talent on.”
“Oh. All right.” She finished her tea and smiled. “Ready when you are.”
He finished his meal and drank his tea. “Let us be on our way. There may be a few folk who want to watch, but the crowd shouldn’t get in the way.”
“That will be fine. My talent doesn’t involve me getting naked, so that will be fine.”
She got to her feet, took care of their trays and followed her instructor to the testing ground.
 
Mechanisms were arranged around the wide chamber, and each and every one was powerless, right down to the lights.
Kibor waited until the last viewer filed in and took a position against the wall before he stated, “The goal here is to operate as many of these devices as you can, and keep them running, if possible.”
Minerva nodded. “When do I start?”
He flicked off the only illumination in the room. “Now.”
She stepped toward the first light stand, and she started the light. The next machine seemed to have farming application and had never been designed to move on its own, but she got it huffing and churning. A saw blade whirred as she caressed the cutting unit; another grinding unit began to thud and crunch as she touched it. She moved around and around the room, keeping all the objects doing whatever they had been designed to do.
“Thank you, Specialist Minerva. It was an excellent display.”
The objects went quiet.
The title he was addressing her by proved that she had mastered her talent, even if she wasn’t quite sure what it was.
Mala had guessed that it was an energy projection, but Carella had called her a poltergeist or the ghost in the machine. It was an amusing idea that she could be in two places at once. Astral possession was another theory. Hopefully, Kibor could sort it out.
She swayed but her suit kept her upright. It was another gift from the Fixer. She could be exhausted and still have amazing posture.
“Do you have a diagnosis, Master Kibor?”
“Yes, get some sleep. I will call on you in the morning with the plan for your continuing education.”
She couldn’t fight his assessment of her fatigue. “Good afternoon, Master Kibor. I will see you tomorrow.”
Minerva staggered back to her quarters, and she leaned on the wall of the lift as it headed up to the ninth floor. She was drained, but her soul was exhilarated. She had performed in front of a crowd of spectators. It was not something that she could have imagined being able to do.
When the lift arrived and she stumbled down the hall to her quarters, there was a message light on the door. She ignored it and entered the room, removing her gloves and settling in at the com station to pull off her boots.
A small squeak got her attention, and the small grey figure that barreled toward her stopped when it reached her leg, rubbing its small head along her calf.
“What are you? Some kind of weird rat?”
The com light was flashing. She flicked the machine and a voice filled the room. “Hello, by now you have met the Yaluthu provided to you at its insistence. It is an empathic healer. It will be your constant companion from now on, and if you listen, it will tell you its name. They communicate through images and sound. The full care and feeding manual is attached to this file. Enjoy its presence in your life. If it has demanded to be with you, there is a reason for it.”
The message ended.
The creature was looking up at her with huge grey-blue eyes, and its hair was a scruffy blend of greys. When she leaned over and picked it up, the body wriggled in her hands.
Enjel didn’t have this kind of pet. It just wasn’t done.
The inquisitive chirp came again, and this time, when Minerva met its wide-eyed gaze, she fell into those eyes as the small beast took her measure. The warmth and affection that poured through her took her by surprise. Poppy was doing a full assessment of her emotional and physical state.
When the Yaluthu was done with her, Minerva lifted her and set her on the bed, removing her clothing for sleep. She was unsurprised that Poppy climbed up next to her and cuddled in. They settled in for a bonding sleep.
 



Chapter Four
 
 
Waking to a pair of huge eyes staring at her jolted her back with a shout. Poppy blinked, chortled happily and waddled up to her, unperturbed by her vocalization.
“What are you so happy about?”
Poppy wiggled her body against Minerva until Minerva was forced to hold her. The softness of the little body made her smile despite her grim mood. The covering of the beast was a strange combination of feathers and fur. Enthusiasm rippled through every muscle of the small body. It was hard to stay grumpy when Poppy just wanted her to begin her day.
She got up with the cheerful ball of fluff in her arms. Images of a seed packet glowed in her mind. “Right. Your breakfast first.”
With the creature in her embrace, she crossed her quarters and looked into the supplies that had come with Poppy. The seed packets were plentiful and very small.
A small chest in her entertainment area had enough packets in it for a year. A travel pack was set next to it with a note that said, place in your shuttle.
“So, you are going to travel with me?”
Poppy chortled and pecked at the food packet.
“Breakfast first. Got it.”
Unsure of what else to do, Minerva put Poppy on the table and put the seeds in her hand, lifting it up to the rounded beak.
Poppy ate quickly and chuckled happily the entire time. Her request for water was direct as well, so Minerva fetched her a cup and held it while the beak dipped delicately in and out of the glass vessel.
Once Poppy was settled, Minerva used the in-room dispenser for a quick breakfast. Poppy stayed within arm’s reach the whole time and followed her into the lav after the meal.
“No, Poppy. You are not waiting in here with me.”
She turned from brushing her teeth and Poppy was up on the dressing table. “You heard me. Out.”
To Minerva’s amazement, Poppy dug her claws into the thick plexi she was sitting on and narrowed her eyes as she chirped her insistence at remaining where she was.
“Whoa.”
Blinking, Minerva stepped into the solar shower and got herself clean. When she emerged, Poppy followed her into the main room.
She got dressed and strapped the wide metal cuff around her belly, feeling the rise of it up her back. Poppy hopped over and pecked at the corset, apparently liking the noise it made when she smacked her beak against it.
“I am not a toy, Poppy.”
Poppy chirped in disagreement and pinged her again.
It was a relief when there was a knock at her door. She scooped Poppy up in a weird reflex and set her on her shoulder. The display next to the door showed Kibor smiling at her.
She opened the door and greeted her instructor. “Did I miss your call?”
He blinked in surprise. “You are awake and dressed? I had not thought that you would manage it on your first day.”
“I had help. Poppy, this is Master Kibor. Master Kibor, this is Poppy.”
Master Kibor smiled and inclined his head. “I knew it had arrived, but I was not sure that they would bring her to you.”
An image of Poppy pecking her way through a door and hopping down hallways came to Minerva.
“I think they didn’t have a choice. She is tremendously stubborn.” Minerva stroked the soft, fluffy fur and smiled. She felt calm and relaxed.
Waking up relaxed and continuing that way for an hour made her jolt.
“This pet is very cute and all, but why did she come to me?”
“Come downstairs and we can have tea. I will explain the purpose of the Yaluthu to you.”
“She does something beyond cuddling with me?”
He offered her his arm. “They do. One person to one Yaluthu.”
They walked the hall and entered the lift.
In the reflective surface, Minerva saw Poppy extend her stubby wings as they descended. It reminded her of flying with her parents. They would hold her tight and she extended her wings as they descended, catching air and working her muscles. The memory made her smile.
“Yaluthu were a natural species that were modified to increase in size and intelligence. They are natural empaths. They are also healers. They go to those who need help and bond to them, their minds linking to those they choose. A Yaluthu can still heal someone else, but it will always seek out its chosen partner.”
Poppy chirped in agreement then chortled and snuggled against the side of Minerva’s head.
“She is very chatty.”
“They don’t really have genders. They are asexual and are born pregnant. When Poppy decides that you can be a good grandmother, it will mature and turn into a raptor-style creature. She will have her wings.”
That struck deep. “Wings?”
“When she is ready, she will sprout wings. First, she will shed her fluff, then she will sprout her wings and have her babies. The going theory is that they use the wings for greater foraging and finding their own territories. Then, they fly their little ones to their new home. In the Citadel, they mature rapidly, but in the wild, they wait ten years or so to go from the little fluff ball into something more dangerous and far more powerful.”
Poppy nuzzled her again, and the idea of something more powerful sitting on her shoulder made Minerva uneasy. Poppy chuckled again, and the sound eased Minerva’s nerves.
They went to the common room, and Minerva had a seat while Kibor went to get them some tea.
Minerva sat in a comfortable chair and Poppy climbed down to her lap using her beak and stubby toes.
Kibor brought the tray in and settled it on the small table between the chairs. He poured and handed her her cup.
“You have a fair grasp of your talent, Minerva, so I am going to encourage you to seek out whatever interests you. You have had very little entertainment recently, and some crafting courses or musical classes might suit you for the afternoons after I run your mind through its paces.”
She blinked. “I thought I needed combat instruction.”
“Oh, you do, but I think you will need to adapt to your new companion first. Give it a few weeks and you will be worked off your feet.” His smile was considering.
“That doesn’t sound right. I should be exercising daily.”
Kibor looked like he was debating something, and finally, he said, “You are not cleared for physical duty. Psychic duty, yes. Physical, no. You cannot go out on your own quite yet. The stability in your back has not been confirmed.”
She scowled. “In that case, I had better get to Medical and have them clear me. I need to be doing something.”
Kibor sipped at his tea. “Then, take a course.”
Poppy chortled in agreement.
Sighing with her brows drawn together, she set her tea down and started her wrist unit up. The schedule for classes displayed, and she flicked through them until she found an afternoon class that was to her liking. Psychic clay shaping followed by making the mundane useful. They looked like interesting classes, and she made the indication that she would attend, linking them to her calendar.
“May I ask what you chose?”
She picked up her cup and tickled Poppy under the chin. “Some sort of clay class and another on household improvisation.”
Kibor smiled and nodded. “Good. Today, we will have you scanned in Medical and begin to work on expanding your talent.”
“What kind of expansion?”
“I am here to tax you to your limits, to see what you can withstand. Making sure that you are physically stable is the first step, and working you to exhaustion is the second. Your afternoon events should help you decompress.”
She finished her tea and set the cup down on the tray. “It sounds like a plan. Ready when you are.”
He smiled. “You are a glutton for punishment.”
“I am eager to do something. Fixer understood it.”
“Of course she did. Her own father was taken in an act of violence and she had to hide her mother from those who would have sought them out and killed them.”
“Is that common knowledge?”
“No, but I have met Fixer before, and her husband is a bit of a talker when he is bragging about his wife. That is the only point in which Shadow is a little chatty.” He chuckled.
“His wife?”
“And his children, but only with authorized Citadel or Sector Guard personnel.”
She chuckled. “He is sensible and very pretty.”
“Indeed. He is a rare one.”
Kibor finished his tea and rose to his feet. “Shall we?”
She stood and tucked Poppy back on her shoulder. Minerva picked up the tray and brought it back to the dispenser.
After a clear scan at Medical, Kibor took her through the public pathways to a workshop where an arrangement of wires was all she could see.
“What is this?”
“A test. Around the facility, machines have been stationed. I wish to see if you can set them off without seeing them.”
Poppy chirped enthusiastically.
“Oh no. Not with you on me. I don’t want to take anything from you while I do this, Poppy.”
She lifted her little buddy and put her down on a chair in the corner of the workshop.
“So, what do I do?”
“Whatever you can to figure out the machine and set it off.”
The challenge was down, and she picked up the first cable.
 
One hour later, she finally figured out how to send a signal down and have it bounce back again. Once she could feel what she was aiming at, she pulled the pin, loosened the cog and set a windmill spinning.
Poppy chirped in triumph, and Minerva made her way through the collection of cables, idly watching the lights on the wall turn on.
“What are those?”
“Acknowledgements. Anyone who sees the machine operating is to push the button that activates the light.”
She nodded and kept working. When all twelve had been activated, she just had to wait.
Kibor was feeding a cookie to Poppy when the last light flicked on.
“Bravo, Minerva. I am impressed. I have never seen anyone try to lick the power into anything.”
She sighed and walked to crouch next to the chair where Poppy was delicately munching away. “It was harder than it looked.”
“And yet, you managed it. Tomorrow, we will begin speed drills.”
“Why not today?”
“Because I have checked your schedule and you have enough time to eat and no more before you head off to your clay class.”
“Oh.” She smirked. “Am I dismissed?”
“You are. This will be your classroom while you are here at the base. Come in to practice anytime you wish.”
“Just for me?” she looked around.
“Yes. The tech talents will resituate the machines this afternoon. You should have a new challenge every day.”
She blinked. “That sounds like you are amusing yourself at my expense.”
“Nothing of the kind. I am simply trying to keep your talent limber and ready for action.”
Minerva snorted, stood and put Poppy back on her shoulder. “Sure you are.”
He grinned. “Go to lunch, Specialist Minerva. You have earned some peace and quiet.”
She bowed, one hand going up to steady Poppy, and she left the workroom.
The sun of Ohkhan was bright on her skin. Poppy lifted her head up and they walked off in the sunlight in search of lunch.
 



Chapter Five
 
 
Several members of the Citadel came over to meet Poppy, and it was a busy lunch until her wrist link chimed and she had to attend her class.
The map on her wrist took her out of the commissary and to another satellite building around the huge tower.
She introduced herself to the only other person in the room, and when Poppy chortled, she threw in that introduction as well.
“Hello, I am Minerva. This is Poppy.”
The man standing in the shadows stepped forward, and she stifled a gasp. He was her fantasy and nightmare come to life.
“I am Astien Akhiera. I will be instructing you on psychic sculpture.” His wings rustled as he approached, and he smiled.
She couldn’t stop staring at the black wings and midnight skin. He had the skin tone of a Selna and the wings of an Enjel. It was not a common blend. The sapphire blue eyes added to the magical nature of his appearance.
“Is there anyone else?”
He chuckled. “No. You are my only pupil for this class. It is simply something that I like to play with and enjoy teaching others how to do. This is my third time with a pupil. It is best taught one on one or the clay gets a little crazy.”
To her surprise, he inclined his head. “I am pleased to meet you, Poppy.”
Minerva laughed as her new friend fluffed herself and posed for Astien. She caught images of focus on the silky black feathers of his wings.
“Oh goodness. She is coveting your wings, Instructor Astien.”
“Just Astien. I will have to help direct your mind and that doesn’t leave much space for formality.”
He beckoned her to follow him further into the room where a large box was on the centre of the table and a halo was waiting for her.
“Put on the halo and reach out for the clay, carving, squeezing and twisting it in any way you want. This isn’t about a reasonable product; this is about experimentation and stress relief.”
A ring of chairs surrounded the table so that is where Poppy was settled.
Once her friend was set, Minerva put the halo on and it sprang to life.
“Wow. That is fast. I usually have to turn them on.”
She sighed. “Apparently, things turn on when they touch me.”
He grinned and came up behind her to help her focus. “I would have to agree with that statement.”
Minerva concentrated and tried to take a strip of clay off the block. A minute curl twisted away and fell to the table.
“May I touch your head?”
She blinked and nodded.
He leaned in close and he murmured. “Focus on the image you want to pull out of the clay. Picture it and stare at the clay to see what needs to be removed or added to the structure.”
She could smell the warm, spicy scent of his wings and his skin. She tried to focus on the clay, but it was difficult.
To her surprise, the clay took shape, twisting upward into an image of an Enjel woman in a long gown holding a laughing baby with stubby wings.
Astien removed his hands from her head, and he stepped back as she filled in the details of her mother’s smile.
“You have a natural knack for this. It is a beautiful sculpture.”
She stared at the clay as her mind filled in the details. “Yes, she was very beautiful.”
Tears streaked down her face as she watched her memories sculpt her mother. She whispered, “Can I have another block of clay, please?”
Astien moved around and he shifted another block of clay next to the statue. Without his help, she carved and pulled it into the strong and caring figure of her father. His wings swept out to protect both his wife and child. He got more and more handsome the more she worked on his face until, finally, he was the image of the man she remembered and her family was complete.
“That is amazing for your first time. Did you know them?”
She nodded and swallowed, removing the halo. “I did. They died on Decla.”
“I am sorry for your loss.”
She got the feeling that he meant it. “Thank you. They were amazing people, and they could have had so much more life ahead of them if not for that mining consortium.”
She wiped at her cheeks and smiled weakly. “What happens to it now?”
He looked from her to the sculpture and back again. “If you like, I can have it altered to a more solid form and delivered to your quarters.”
The statues were four feet tall. “Can you make them smaller?”
Astien smiled. “Yes; yes, I can.”
He reached out and touched the base of the clay. The statues shrank and formed into a glittering white gathering.
“Is that your talent?” She was surprised.
“One of them. I just shrank the statues and increased the density. They are still the same weight, but they are much smaller.” He chuckled. “I have never seen someone take to psychic sculpture as well as you have.”
She wrinkled her nose and lifted Poppy onto her shoulder. “I used to be good at finger painting.”
He brushed his hands off and smiled. “Well, I hate to rush you, but I have another class I have to teach.”
Minerva blinked. “Oh. Well, thank you. That was very refreshing. My mind feels clearer, cleaner.”
“Good. That is the purpose of this sort of artwork. You think of what you want to create and you keep working on it until you see what is in your mind.”
She nodded and hesitated. “Can I do this again?”
“You don’t need me to be here, but yes. This is an art space. A quick check on the schedule can tell you if it is available.”
Poppy chirped and her wrist com pinged. Minerva was flustered. “Well, thank you, Astien. It was a good experience.”
She nodded and followed the map’s instructions on how to find her next class.
Poppy was surprisingly quiet as they travelled through the base. When Minerva checked on her, her mind was humming happily and enjoying the sun.
The second course was in a small auditorium, and there were six other students in the class. All female.
The women waved at her to come down and sit closer to them, so she did. Introductions were made and everyone was excited to see Poppy.
One of the other women commented. “It isn’t like him to be late. The instructor is normally very prompt.”
Another one sighed. “And fun to look at.”
A shadow emerged from one side of the small stage with some small bots trundling along with a variety of targets. This was going to get interesting.
“Good afternoon, class. I see we have a new face in the…hello, Minerva.” Master Astien inclined his head.
She blinked. “I am sorry. I didn’t know that you were teaching this course as well.”
He waved it away, and the other women looked from her to him and back again.
“Now, I am here to teach you how to use everyday objects for self-defence. On many worlds, you are restricted in the type of weapons that are allowed on the streets as well as on your person. Being a Citadel Specialist will get you some preferential treatment, but you still have to be able to defend yourself using what is around you.”
He began the demonstration, taking small objects out of a case and expanding them to normal size. He demonstrated attacks with a rolling pin, a rasp, a saw and the devastation of a hammer.
“Now, I would like a volunteer to demonstrate some of these attacks.”
Three of the women raised their hands, but Poppy chirped frantically with her little wings flapping to get Astien’s attention.
He smiled. “Minerva, I believe you have been volunteered.”
She sighed and got to her feet, walking to the stage and putting Poppy safely out of the way on a countertop. Her little feet crunched into the marble and she crouched with her eyes wide.
Minerva stood in front of Astien with the other women watching. “What would you like me to demonstrate?”
“Pick a weapon and attack the target.”
She nodded and lifted a thin skewer and a hammer. With her left hand, she pinned the target, and with her right, she destroyed the place where the head had been.
One hard swing snapped the target and broke the hammer.
She dropped the broken handle and turned to Astien, bowing slightly. “Anything else?”
He gave her a considering look. “What would you use on an opponent you wanted to disable but not kill?”
“Frying pan.”
His lips twitched. “What about binding? Tying up an opponent.”
“They would have to buy me dinner first.”
The group laughed.
“I would use that tape and twist it into a rope instead of using it flat. From there, I would tie up whatever I needed to tie.”
He smiled. “So, what I am guessing is that you don’t need this class.”
She shrugged. “Apparently, my education was more thorough than I thought.”
He grinned, “Your parents must be very proud.”
Her polite smile froze. “I hope so. Excuse me.”
Poppy rubbed against her hand as she lifted her to her shoulder. Her wrist com chirped, and she excused herself again to take the call.
Kibor’s face was on the screen, and he scowled at her, but the look in his eyes said it wasn’t directed at her. “Specialist Minerva, I have had a request for your ship, and since you are the registered pilot, you will need to go with it.”
“My ship?”
“It was given to you by Fixer. You are the only authorized pilot for that equipment. Get your gear and get to your ship. You have a mission to go on.”
“You are not in favour of this?”
“You are in recovery and you have just bonded to your Yaluthu. I am not sure that you are in the most stable position to be going out on a mission.”
“Thank you for your concern, Master Kibor, but if we wait for me to be stable, we are going to be waiting for a very long time.”
“Right. Well, data has been sent to your ship. Your cargo will meet you there within the hour.”
“Thank you, Master Kibor.” She nodded her head and turned off the active display.
She started walking toward the Specialist tower at a brisk clip. “Well, Poppy, at least we are keeping busy.”
Poppy chirped and hung on as Minerva went to her quarters, grabbed a bag, the travel pack for Poppy, then she sprinted to the shuttle port.
Her ship was out and ready for action.
With only a few adjustments to the cockpit, a shelf for Poppy was arranged next to the pilot’s seat.
Minerva was in the middle of her preflight checks when her passenger arrived.
“Hello, your berth is on the right, so feel free to stow your bags.”
A familiar voice answered her. “This is a strange coincidence. If I didn’t know better, I would say that you were stalking me, but since I requested this trip, I don’t think it applies.”
She cleared her throat and rallied. “Astien. Good afternoon. As I said earlier, stow it.”
She heard the snort and focused on reading the location that she was flying him to. Her blood went cold when she saw that it was Jela.
 



Chapter Six
 
 
She held her distrust of Jela to herself and kept her focus on the flight. Poppy was enjoying the view as they lifted off Ohkhan and darted into the sky.
“Are you going home for the holidays?” She said it as pleasantly as she could.
“No. My brother is getting married, and he wished for me to be at the formal ceremony after the leap of faith.”
Minerva clenched her teeth at the thought of the female having her wings tied before leaping off a cliff and trusting that her mate was going to catch her. Women died on their way down when their mates were not on time or were delayed by other means. Whether he was there or not, there were attendants to make sure that she went over the cliff.
“I am sure you are eager to take part in the festivities. When will you need a ride back to Ohkhan? I am sure they can send someone for you.”
He looked at her with surprise in his bright blue eyes. “Oh, no, you will be staying. Check your assignment. You are designated as my plus one to the celebration. It is a reminder to my family that I am no longer theirs for finding a match for.”
“What?”
“Haven’t you taken etiquette classes yet? I am sure you will be fine at the party.”
She cleared her throat. “I only arrived at Ohkhan two days ago. Before that, I was in recovery at Morganti. I haven’t done anything but move from Novice to Specialist.”
“You did that in two days?”
She shrugged and plotted course for Jela. “Apparently. You have eighteen hours. What do I need to know?”
Poppy gave her a chiding chirp as if telling her off for not being forthright with Astien.
She stroked Poppy’s chest to calm her.
“Well, I didn’t ask for you specifically. I simply requested a female pilot to throw my family off the scent.”
That made her slightly more relaxed. “There wasn’t another one available?”
“The two other female pilots are on assignments and you were the only one left. It is not that I mean to be insulting, but that was the case.”
She nodded. “What is the etiquette?”
He looked her over. “Do you have a dress?”
Minerva twisted her lips. “More or less.”
“Well, most Enjel women wear gowns; the back is arranged around the wings. Women are generally separated from the men during daily life, but in an event such as a wedding, the females accompany their selected male or a member of their family.”
She knew the answer but she asked, “Why?”
“Because women on Jela are fair game if they are not mated. That is why the unmarried women are kept in an Aerie. Our men are savages when they are competing for a mate.”
That he would be so direct was refreshing. “I don’t think I have to worry. I am not an Enjel, after all.”
“We mate with anything compatible. My mother is wingless and my father bought her, installed her in the Aerie and courted her relentlessly until she chose him. For Selna women, it is socially acceptable to be owned. But, why am I telling you this? Decla was an Enjel colony, wasn’t it?”
“You don’t know about Decla?”
“No, it has never come up in dispatches. What was the issue with the colony?”
She stifled a snarl and double checked the destination information. “A splinter group of Enjel decided to form a colony where men and women could live together as equals. Women were taught to fight from a young age and the men respected their ability to hold their own. They were only into their first natural generation when the miners attacked.”
“They lived and worked together?”
“They did and then some arrogant and greedy off-worlders landed and killed eighty percent of the colony in a matter of a week.”
He shook his head. “I didn’t know.”
“No one knows. The Sector Guard couldn’t get to the colony fast enough and they had minimal defences. They only had mechs that had been cobbled together from the landing craft two decades earlier.”
He blinked. “Mechs? Enjels in mechs?”
“Special units that had been designed to use the wing nerves for attack mechanisms. There were three standard biped mechs as well.” She smiled tightly. “I am going to get some tea. We have a while before the next jump point.”
She held out her hand and Poppy stepped onto her wrist, sidestepping up to her shoulder.
“How long have you had that Yaluthu?” He smiled and gestured for her to precede him to the galley.
“Two days. Poppy was here before I arrived. She was waiting for me in my quarters.” She reached up and ruffled her fingers across Poppy’s chest. Poppy squeaked happily and rubbed against her hand.
“What species are you, Minerva? You have characteristics that are very familiar, but I have never seen them in a body like yours.”
He moved easily around the galley, using the dispenser to bring up a pot of tea and some snacks.
Minerva had lost track of what time it was as they sat at the meal.
“You did not answer me, Minerva.”
“It was an impolite question.”
“I only ask it because all of the furnishings here are suited to my wings.”
She made a face as he moved around the room with ease. He wasn’t wrong. If Minerva ever decided to get her wings back, the ship was ready for it.
“I was born on Decla; it is a normal set of furniture for me, and Fixer wanted me to feel at home.”
He nodded and served her first from all the snacks on the tray.
She looked at the smooth motions and smiled. “Trained by your mother?”
“And the etiquette officer. She broke me of all my bad habits.” He smiled.
She took the pot of tea and poured two precise cups before reaching into her top and pulling out a pack of seeds for Poppy. She sipped at her tea while her companion munched from her hand.
“You are bonded to her for life?”
Minerva smiled at the warmth that Poppy sent to her. “Apparently. I didn’t have a choice in the matter either. She linked to me and started to heal the damage I had suffered.”
“Damage?”
“The Yaluthu are healers. There isn’t one person who has one that doesn’t need stabilization in some way. They like it because they get to travel and meet people and see things their siblings do not.”
She had answered him without answering him. It was still too soon for her to explain the nature of her injuries to a stranger.
“Your uniform isn’t standard for a Specialist.”
He was prodding again.
“I know. It was designed for me to accommodate my medical brace.” She tapped her corset with the cup of tea. “Before you ask, I suffered damage to my back and this harness keeps me stable.”
“Do you require it all the time?”
“No, just most of the time.”
He nodded and nibbled at the tiny sandwich in his fingers.
“Why did you join the Citadel?”
“Because life as a trader did not appeal to me and the Jela standing army is not a lot of fun for a man who wants to see other worlds and species in a manner that isn’t predatory.”
“You wanted to help people.” She smiled as he focused on his food.
“I suppose I did.”
He ruffled his feathers, and Poppy finished her food, hopping to the table and flapping her wings as she walked up to him.
He eyed her warily. “What is she doing?”
“She likes your wings. She has dreams of flying.”
He flexed his wing forward, and Poppy hopped to the edge of the table, nibbling gently at his feathers before burying her face in the black silky stuff.
The small, happy noises that came from her were obviously amusing Astien. “I think I may be a rival for her affections.”
Minerva grinned. “Not really, but she may crawl between your wings when you sleep. I would watch it; she is stronger than she looks.”
Poppy hopped back to Minerva and up to her shoulder again. She rubbed her soft head against Minerva’s and shared the feeling of the feathers and the sense of loss that Minerva was trying to ignore.
“What did your family do on Decla?”
He refreshed her tea.
“They assisted in the administration of the colony, and my father was involved in defence. He was on the first line when the attack came.”
“How was your colony so undefended?”
She bristled with hostility. “Because we had no funding, no equipment and only what the colonists had put together from the ships. Decla was not a supported colony; it was a social banishment from Jela. No communication, no support, no supplies. Nothing was there that didn’t arrive with the colonists. They had the good sense to put their city on an energy source, but it was that energy that the miners wanted.”
He blinked and leaned back. “Who did you lose?”
“Everyone. I lost my friends, my family and my world.” She wrapped her hands around her cup while Poppy rubbed her head against her cheek.
“And you were injured in the process.”
“And that.”
“How did you survive?” He cocked his head.
She blinked and took a deep breath. “I used one of the mechs and destroyed the invaders, their ships and their base.”
He blinked and sat back. “So you already had experience with using what was around you.”
“Yes. I was just a cadet, but I managed to get the mech moving.”
She swallowed her tea and refilled and refreshed both their cups. “Why are you interested?”
He shrugged. “I have no idea. You just seem like so much more than you appear to be on the surface.”
“Everyone is. After the attacks, Decla finally got support from Jela, but I have no idea what form it took. I was already gone.”
“Would you like to find out?”
She gave him a look, and his blue eyes were earnest and sympathetic.
“I would. The survivors were friends of mine. Most of them.” She was hopeful. “You could find out?”
“I can and will.” He reached out and put his hand over hers. “You survived and took action. I am sure that no locals resent you for it.”
He was right. None of her friends or the other colonists would resent her for her survival, but they would pity her and that was worse. If he asked the questions, no one would know the origin.
Her com unit chirped and she got to her feet. “Excuse me. We are nearing a jump point.”
It wasn’t a graceful exit but Poppy didn’t judge her. Minerva got behind the controls and propelled them from one point in space to another via a lined-up point marked with a beacon.
The first jump was complete in seconds and she confirmed coordinates to the second. Poppy yawned and blinked sleepily, a hint that Minerva couldn’t ignore. She set the feedback and stats to run through her wrist com, said good night to Astien and headed for her room.
In eight hours, she would be woken to take them through the next jump point.
She removed her clothing and crawled between the sheets with Poppy cuddled next to her. At least she was getting paid to ferry Astien around and Fixer had provided her with clothing for all occasions.
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
Jela was a world that Minerva had heard of since she was a child and the terrifying society had haunted her dreams as she had gone from child to woman.
“When is the ceremony?” Minerva gained landing permission and settled in on the assigned path.
“This evening. They were waiting for all members of the family to be in attendance.” He settled in the second seat with his wide-legged formal trousers flaring and his wrap shirt gleaming a soft grey against his skin. The small silver loops he had put in his pointed ears were adorable.
“Shall I get into my gown now?”
“Before we leave the ship, yes. I will carry you to the event centre.”
She blinked. “Carry me?”
“It is traditional. We have skimmers and such, but for short distances, we fly.”
“And as I have no wings, you have to carry me.” She sighed.
“Correct.”
Poppy sat up and flapped her wings excitedly.
“Well, it seems that one of us is thrilled about it.” Minerva smiled and followed the instrument readings as she glided the ship into the atmosphere.
When they were in the assigned space, she got to her feet. “I will be right back.”
Poppy came along, hopping to the floor and following as Minerva went to her quarters and pulled out the gown in flame and black. She unclasped her corset, removed her clothing and slipped the gown on, fastening it in place with the corset once again. Her back ached slightly, but her scan at Medical had shown her that her wings were only buds. If she kept them down, they would not regrow with the kind of speed they were attempting. The restriction that Fixer and Effin had worked on would not last forever.
Her personal regeneration was something she was going to have to deal with another time.
The gown floated and flowed around her as she moved, the sleeves fluttered and drifted when she turned. Her hair needed a quick brushing, and when it was done, she slipped on some sandals and strapped them in place.
A final look, front and back, confirmed that she had created smooth lines with the gown and that her corset came up her back and protected the scars.
She checked her wrist com, and it didn’t clash with her dress too badly. Poppy chirped appreciation and fluffed herself up.
“You are lovely, too, Poppy. Come on up.”
She reached down and helped her companion up and onto her shoulder, grabbing two bags of seed and tucking them under the bottom of her corset. They were held in place by the snug fit.
“All right. I think we are ready.”
She exited her quarters and Astien stood straight. He had been leaning against the wall across from her, and the moment she came into view, he straightened his shoulders and quickly looked her over.
“You are lovely. I will be proud to have you with me.”
“And I will pretend that we are actually together.”
He quirked a smile. “I think that I will have a fight on my hands regardless.”
Minerva felt a blush on her cheeks moving down her neck. “We should get going.”
“You are correct. Poppy, you are looking stunning as well.” He bowed shortly before following her out of the ship.
Smiling, she pulled her power out of the propulsion systems of the ship, locking it in a very effective way. The ship could be moved around manually, but no one was getting inside without a torch.
He cleared his throat. “May I lift you now?”
She nodded. “Yes.”
He carefully slid his arms behind her shoulders, catching her knees and holding her against his chest. Poppy slid down onto her chest, and Minerva held her carefully.
Astien bent his knees and launched them into the air as his wings beat with familiar thuds.
The standing takeoff was the most difficult, and it was one that Minerva had never been able to manage. She had always run and flapped to take off. Her mother had said it was hilarious to watch, but once in the air, no one could match her speed and power.
Learning about her regeneration talent was a bit of a surprise. She had always healed well, but it hadn’t occurred to her that there was anything odd about it.
She shivered and curled more tightly against Astien as the city passed underneath them.
He pressed his lips to her ear. “Half an hour more and we will be at the villa. I apologize for the cool of the flight. I wish to keep up and away from the more dense fly zones below.”
She nodded and kept her face turned toward his neck. She was breathing in the warm, spicy scent that she had noticed the first time they met and could now understand the popularity of his interactive course on weaponry.
Her great-grandmother was said to have been wingless, and Minerva could sympathize with the strange frustration of being unable to fly on a world with nothing but fliers. You had to stay where they put you and go where they took you.
When they began to drop altitude, she looked around and Poppy chirped excitedly. Astien was right; there were many more Enjel down a few dozen meters above the ground. He sliced through the crowds with her, and his wings belled wide as he cruised in for a landing.
A wingless woman raced out toward them, her hands outstretched. The moment that Astien set her down, Minerva backed out of the way.
“Astien, you made it!”
The woman was a Selna, and her skin was the same midnight velvet as that of her son’s.
Mother and son hugged, and it was only when Astien pulled away that his mother let go.
“Mother, this is Specialist Minerva. Minerva, this is my mother, Lady Libriat Akhiera. Mother, this is Minerva’s Yaluthu, Poppy. Poppy, my mother.”
Poppy flapped her wings and chirped. Minerva tucked her back up to her shoulder, and she inclined her head toward the woman. “It is an honour to be amongst your family on such a blessed day.”
The woman gave her a suspicious look. “If you are a Specialist, you are with the Citadel?”
“Yes, madam. Citadel Ohkhan.”
“Have you been chasing after my son?” Libriat raised her dark brow.
Astien was going to speak, but Minerva put her hand on his arm.
“Madam, he was not running.”
His mother paused and then hooted with laughter. “Come in, child. You too, Astien. The festivities are about to start, and we don’t want to miss anything. I will introduce you to my other children, dear one.”
The endearments were common when a Selna woman was trying to build up value to her son.
Astien offered an arm to each of them, and he escorted them into the villa where a party was just getting underway. Minerva braced herself for anything.
 
Two hours into the celebrations, Libriat took her by the hand and hauled her across the room. “Minerva, you must meet this woman; I swear you two could be related.”
A cold swirl began in Minerva’s belly as the crowd parted and she saw the woman that Libriat was referring to.
“I do not wish to interrupt her conversation.”
Poppy caught on to her nervousness and sent calming waves.
The woman turned with a slight smile as she caught sight of Libriat. “Lady Akhiera, is this the young woman that you were mentioning?”
“It is. Lady Deanra Nhu, this is Citadel Specialist Minerva.”
Minerva curtsied gracefully. “Lady Nhu.”
Fingers touched her chin and lifted her head. “You seem familiar, child. How long have you been with the Citadel?”
“I just attained Specialist status recently.”
Poppy chirped quizzically.
“What is that creature?” Lady Nhu extended her hand to Poppy.
The gesture was so like the one her father had used when he touched her mother’s face, Minerva fought tears. “It is a Yaluthu. A bonded companion.”
“I see. How old are you, child?”
“Twenty-four, madam.”
The older woman with raven hair smiled slightly as she stroked Poppy. “I have a granddaughter your age. Or I believe I did. She was recorded on the roles of the critically wounded and no one will tell us what happened to her.”
Lady Akhiera gasped, “I had no idea, Lady Nhu.”
“My son was one of the Decla colonists along with his wife. He did it for her, so that she could live in a world without fear, and look what happened.” Her eyes darkened with pain and she forced a smile. “Pardon, lady. I did not mean to dampen your festivities.”
Minerva was struggling with the urge to run. “Ladies, please excuse me.”
She bowed shortly to each of them and headed out onto one of the numerous balconies where folk were landing and taking off constantly.
The happy couple were inside, enjoying the adoration of friends and family. They had already had their time together after the leap of faith and were now basking in the glory of secure love.
Minerva looked around at all the couples that had come together after lengthy courtship. Some men had worked on it for days, some weeks and some months, but they had all eventually found a woman who would take them. Mating based on a system of ritualized begging didn’t make sense to Minerva. She wanted to find a man to stand beside, to laugh with, who would treasure what she brought to the relationship because she offered it, not because he lured her into trust with a series of gifts.
Her parents had shared her mindset, and their annual evaluation of their relationship had become a time of celebration. They had done what was best for the family, even if it wasn’t best for their partner at the time, and one day a year, they thanked their mate for acting according to their conscience, even if they had not enjoyed it at the time.
Minerva smiled; the night had usually ended with her spending the night in her tree house and her parents shaking the foundations of their home.
Once she understood what was going on, she stayed further away after she had done the dishes.
Laughter had played a big part in her family life. She wanted to tell Lady Nhu who she was, that her son had laughed and loved until his final day, but that would mean showing the woman who had raised her father that her granddaughter was a mutilated creature. Enjels were funny about wings. Breaking wings and leaving them to set crooked was a punishment for many serious crimes.
“Who let you out here all alone?” A blond man with bright grey eyes leaned over the edge of the balcony, his snow-white wings gleaming in the setting sun.
“No one, I just came out for some air.”
He reached out and stroked her arm, running his finger up until he neared her shoulder. Poppy snapped at him.
She shifted back, away from his casual reach. “I did not give you permission to touch me.”
His hand snapped out and he gripped her arm. “I did not ask.”
She took her free hand and snapped her palm upward, breaking his nose with a crunch. He staggered back and she grabbed Poppy, putting her on the floor out of harm’s way before facing off against the creep.
He looked at her, sneered and jumped off the balcony with his wings spread. She sighed and turned to return to the party. Hands gripped her and pulled her off the balcony and up into the sky.
Blood dripped on her hands and he glared at her.
“Bring me back to the party.”
He looked at her in astonishment and kept climbing. This wasn’t a game of catch and release. He was either going to make her pass out or terrify her. The other option was just stupid.
“Alien bitch.” He dropped her.
One point for stupid.
 



Chapter Eight
 
 
Don’t panic, don’t panic. She calmly moved her fingers on the corset and the bands opened, shifted and reformed.
Her eyes teared and her gown snapped wildly as she rapidly plunged through the sky. The corset finished its reformation and the metal wings that Fixer had provided her with snapped open, to ease her descent. She stroked upward, the muscles of her back knowing what to do.
Her attacker was watching as she approached, and he seemed astonished as she bypassed him, moved behind him and dropped onto his back squarely between his wings.
His wings snapped backward, and one dislocated from the weight of her body and the speed of her attack.
His scream was gratifying, but she grabbed the base of the good wing and a handful of his hair and surfed down through the winds, back to the party with him under her and her metal wings scooping the air and keeping control.
A crowd was gathered when she dropped him to the smooth stone and she dismounted from her position on his spine.
She closed her wings and had them resume their corset shape. She smoothed her hair with her fingers and smiled at the approach of the squawking and flapping Poppy.
Minerva cuddled her friend and soothed her panic.
Astien walked up to her cautiously.
“Minerva, are you all right?”
“I am fine.”
He looked around and whispered, “Correct me if I am wrong, but it looks like you have flown before.”
She looked into his serious blue eyes. “Once or twice.”
“How do you know the Kirios Manoeuvre?”
“What?”
“That move that you just carried out. Only two Enjel have ever been able to manage it. One was Yamora Kirios, but she went to Decla with her husband. The other was her daughter.”
Minerva blinked. “How would you know that?”
“The information exchange on Decla was not all one way. They reported to Jela and refused the added support for their social experiment, but they did report on the development of the new generation.”
“Fascinating. I am guessing that the daughter of Yamora Kirios would have been an Enjel?”
He scowled. “Yes.”
She shrugged. “No wings on me.”
“You know, that is very odd. Those metal wings seemed perfectly suited to you.”
“They were made by Fixer.”
His expression was exasperated. “I suppose that would explain it.”
One of the men in the crowd came forward and nodded his head in respect, “Specialist, we were told you were on Decla when it came under attack?”
She swallowed and nodded. “I was.”
“My daughter, Uriana Tems, was there and she is amongst the dead. Do you know what happened?”
Minerva swayed at the memory of the school principal etched in her mind. She swayed. “I do know that she died protecting the children of the colony when the first attack targeted the school.”
Astien took her arm and Poppy rubbed at her cheek. “I think you need to sit down.”
“That might not be a bad idea.”
Astien supported her as she walked through the gathering. A few curious glances were directed at her and then flitted away.
“I do not mean to disrupt the proceedings, but he came to me while I was thinking and I simply reacted.”
“Do not worry. A celebration without a brawl of some variety is simply a cocktail hour. You are not telling me something.”
She blinked. “You could say that. I will say that I have never thought to set foot on Jela.”
His hand stiffened, but he continued to support her until they reached a quiet study. He guided her into a chair, and he murmured something about refreshments before he left her alone.
A man came in and sat next to her, his wings flaring out behind the back of the split chair he occupied. “My son has asked me to keep the crowds from you, Specialist.”
“Thank you, Lord Akhiera.”
Astien’s father had dark brown hair, amused eyes and the same features as his son, down to the midnight wings.
“My question is why do you need to be kept away if you were just another visitor to the Decla colony?”
“I lived there.”
He tsked and tilted his head. “You and I know that there were no aliens on Decla at the time of settlement, and the only way you could have been born there was if you were one of the original colonists’ children. You are an Enjel.”
Poppy was vibrating with tension on her shoulder.
Minerva looked at him. “Who are you going to tell?”
He shrugged. “No one. I was there when the roster was created and the colonists were tested. You have your father’s smile and your mother’s ability to think on her feet.”
He stood and bowed, “Welcome to Jela, Lady Nhu.”
She blinked as he settled back down. “The lack of wings didn’t confuse you?”
“Yes, but I have checked into the medical reports of the battle. There was an amputation of both wings performed on a young woman who left against medical advice and bullied her way into a mech.”
She looked into the fire. “I didn’t bully.”
“Why were there mechs designed for regular bipeds?”
“The Tival had a small settlement outside our gates. They were the first to die.” She kept herself cold. She could get through this.
“The records and witnesses said that you left the colony with the mech and kept it moving until help arrived.”
She snorted and looked at him with eyes that didn’t see him. “Help for them. I would have destroyed them all if the Guard hadn’t arrived. How have you seen those reports?”
“I am a minister of the exterior. It is my business to know about our people in the stars. I am sorry for your loss.”
She nodded and swallowed. “Thank you, but many others were lost that day.”
“You are an interesting young woman. I can see why Astien is interested in you.”
Minerva was surprised. “He is interested in many women, or they are interested in him. There is always a crowd around when he is out in the open from what I have observed.”
“He has his father’s good looks.”
She was surprised into laughing.
“And his mother’s pheromones. Women might chase him, but you are the first he has not run from, and yes, I know that disguising you as his lover was his way to stop his mother from giving him hints as to which women he should begin courting.”
Minerva inclined her head. “He is very pretty, but it has only been weeks since I saw my family killed, nearly died and then went on a rampage. I need time.”
“He will give it to you, but do not mistake his lack of aggression for a lack of persistence.”
It was the best advice she had been given in her life.
 
Their trip back to Ohkhan was quiet. Poppy kept her calm when the memories of the attack had her waking up in a cold sweat.
When they returned to the base, Astien kissed her hand and smiled. “Keep working on the sculpture. I will be in and out of the base for the next few months and don’t want you to lose the progress you have made.”
He left her, and she took Poppy back to her quarters where the statues of her family had been placed, on the side table where the sun gleamed on them.
She touched the faces of her parents, and she sobbed. Time might heal all wounds but it did not hurry.
 
The days took on a pattern. Mornings with Kibor, and afternoons with everything that took her fancy. She spent one day a week with the psychic sculpture, learned clothing design, cooking for survival and a few other random skills.
When Astien was in the Citadel, they met and had lunch, talking about her learning experiences, and when he was gone, she finally wrote her account of the attack on Decla and sent it in.
She went on assignments as pilot and animator but always returned to her new home with a sense of relief.
Months passed and Poppy got a little taller, but she didn’t make a move toward her own wings, which was the signal that Minerva was waiting for.
The sessions with Kibor came to an end when there was nothing more he could teach her about how to react to her talent.
One morning Kibor called her. “I was wondering if you would allow Poppy to take part in a little assessment.”
“Will she be in danger?”
“No, she will be perfectly safe.” Kibor winked. “I hope.”
Minerva silently asked Poppy if she wanted to do it and the response was enthusiastic.
“We are all yours.”
He grinned, and he gave her the details of where they were to meet.
 
The sonar talent moved well through the maze with the explosive charges creating interference. When Yllin had Poppy, Minerva smiled at the excitement that was coming through the link.
Her companion’s body was wiggling with excitement as she was carried through the mock battle. As Yllin tumbled over the finish line, Poppy squealed and flapped her wings in delight.
“How are you doing, Poppy?”
Yllin stroked Poppy before letting her go.
“Well, Master Kibor, how did I do?”
Minerva looked down to where Poppy was butting her fluffy head against her calf. She scooped her up and put her on her regular perch.
“You are a disappointing student, Yllin.”
Minerva could see the woman’s heart sink. “What do you mean?”
He smiled slowly. “Usually, I get to teach for at least three months and I get to chastise my students along the way. You were far too eager to learn. Congratulations, Specialist Yllin Gerocard.”
Yllin’s shoulders slumped with relief.
“Now, you need to continue your combat training, but your instructors have given you a survivalist grade, so you are free to go on missions whenever you gain an assignment.”
Minerva grinned and adjusted Poppy on her shoulder. “That is high praise. It took me six months to get through his training.”
Kibor grinned. “You were a hard case in another way. You had no motivation to succeed, so we had to work on that. Poppy did a wonderful job there.”
Poppy lifted her fluffy head and chirped proudly.
Minerva laughed. “Well, I am glad I stopped by today. Citadel Ohkhan is my home, but I haven’t been back in a while, so I thought a visit with Kibor was in order. I had no idea that Poppy was going to volunteer to be a living target.”
Poppy settled on her chubby toes and wiggled her stubby wings. She was obviously sticking by her decision.
“How sentient is she?” Yllin looked at the creature she had so recently been holding.
Minerva grinned. “Pretty smart. She has the emotional drives of a child about eight years old. She is concerned for my emotional and physical welfare, but when I am safe, she does what she likes. Today was just fun for her.”
“I am glad; it was rather hair-raising for me.” Yllin grinned.
Master Kibor straightened. “Well, I have sent a list of items for the quartermaster to your pad. Specialist Yllin, it is time to gather your kit and be prepared for your first assignment.”
Hopeful, she looked away from the Yaluthu at the instructor. Minerva knew that look. “You think I will go out soon?”
“You never know; so be ready when it happens.”
Yllin shook her hand, bowed to Poppy and gripped Kibor’s arm. “Same time tomorrow?”
“Of course. You are going to need to train with the equipment list I gave you. Now, get going. Minerva is taking me for tea.”
Minerva grinned and put her arm around his shoulders. “Come along, Ancient One, you need to get some hot tea in you to warm those bones.”
He smacked her in the arm and they laughed while Yllin packed up.
Minerva walked slowly with him, aware of his rapid aging and what it meant. He wasn’t long for this world.
“Have you heard from Astien?” he asked her bluntly.
“No. Have you?”
He chuckled. “No, but I am not the woman that he writes sonnets to or draws when he thinks no one is looking.”
She blushed and changed the subject. “Do I have you to thank for the common knowledge of me being a wingless Enjel?”
He shook his head. “No, the report that you filed was made public as the mining consortium was caught in another attack on a minimally populated world.”
She winced. “That would explain it. I have a meeting with the administrator today. I think I am being transferred.”
“Not without your consent.”
She smiled. “I know. Let’s get some tea and talk about something less depressing. How is your love live?”
He cackled. “Talk about depressing!”
They laughed and spent an hour talking and reminiscing before she had to face the next step in a very bad year.
 



Chapter Nine
 
 
“Specialist Minerva, I have asked you here to consider a permanent posting on a colony world as its Guardian.”
She sipped at the tea and paused. “A what?”
“A Guardian. A single defender of the population and the worlds in the immediate vicinity.”
“Why me?”
The administrator tented his fingers and gave her a long look before answering. “Each assignment we have had you on has been a remarkable success. Dispatcher Nearing has rarely had such glowing comments about a Specialist. This world requires a special knowledge that you possess and a commitment that you can offer.”
“I don’t understand.”
“We are asking you to go to Decla.”
Her polite smile froze. “What?”
“Decla colony is being repopulated with additional Enjel, and this time, they want a Guardian in place to step into action with an immediate response. You have already demonstrated that you are willing to give your all to your people, now they want you to come back.”
“What?”
“The people of Decla have signed a petition to have you come home.” The administrator lifted a cylinder and handed it to her.
Minerva slid a tube of parchment that smelled of herbs out of the cylinder and unrolled it.
The crackling of the parchment beneath her fingers was familiar. She read her name and the words Please come home.
The signatures filled the page and far beyond. Folk that she had assumed dead had signed and some had included notes that she read through blurry eyes.
To her surprise, Astien Akhiera had added his signature.
“Astien?”
“He is one of the rebuilders that we sent to help the colony. They were a successful social experiment that Jela wanted to expand, but they had to thrive on their own. The attack pointed out that asking a handful of defenders to keep organized military at bay was unrealistic. No one thought that it would happen.”
She wiped at her tears. “And one Guardian?”
“Well, we will have a team of four, eventually. For now, it will be you, Astien and nineteen mech shells. Kibor assures us that you can animate them into defences until help can arrive.”
She chuckled and hiccupped. “I can.”
“Will you?”
She took a deep breath, put one hand on Poppy and nodded. “I will.”
 
Landing on her home world sent shivers through her.
“Poppy. I want to introduce you to my home. Our home now, I suppose. If you do have babies they will be Endecla.”
Poppy nuzzled her cheek as she prepared to step out.
A winged crowd was gathering, and when she stepped out, there was cheering.
Familiar faces surrounded her, and she felt hugs, touches and handshakes from those she had known all her life.
“You made it, excellent. Come on, Minerva, there is a party waiting for you.” Astien used his wings to scoop out space, and he put his arm around her as he steered her through the crowd.
“So, Guardians, huh?” She gave him a sideways glance.
“It seemed the best way to be close to you while being useful to your people.”
Tears pricked her eyes, and he looked at her with concern. “What? What is wrong?”
“You said precisely the right thing.” She laughed and wrapped her arms around him, holding him tight as they walked.
He seemed startled but pleased as they made their way to the city centre.
She looked around and the broken buildings and torn streets were gone. The nightmare was over and the Endecla had woken up and rebuilt with a little help.
Poppy sighed and rubbed her head, nibbling at her hair.
One of the little girls came up and asked, “Miss Nhu?”
“Yes, Timya?”
“Guardian Astien said that your clothing turned into wings. Does it?”
Timya’s mother came over. “You should call her Guardian Minerva, now.”
“It is fine, Lekra. Everyone here knows me. I don’t have to hide who I am.”
They were seated at the place of honour, the table that looked out over all the others filling the public square.
“Do you really know everyone here?” Astien held her hand on the table in full view of the crowd.
“I think so. There are empty tables and that is a little odd. We don’t save space for the dead.”
Astien nodded and the foreman of the power plant raised his fist. Forty Enjel flew in from the surrounding buildings and settled at the tables. They grinned and inclined their heads toward the head table.
Lord and Lady Nhu were there as well as what had to be her mother’s family, Lord and Lady Kirios.
The foreman made welcoming speeches to one and all, asking for an official welcome for the new Guardians.
Astien stood and he tugged Minerva upright.
“I was not born on Decla, but I have felt welcome here during the rebuilding. I will not say that I came to this place out of a sense of duty but rather curiosity. I had met Minerva and heard her censored recounting of the damage here and wished to see the people she had sprung from. Imagine my surprise when I found out more than I had imagined regarding the end of the attack; that the reason for your survival is standing next to me. You all are her family, and it was you she stepped out to defend and avenge, and now, she is here to guard you. I give you, Guardian Minerva.”
The crowd hooted and howled, wings flapping in enthusiasm.
Minerva started speaking and everyone went silent. “I didn’t think I would live, and when I did, I had to do what I could. Timya asked me a question about my clothing. Just so that you are aware, I do have wings.”
She ran her hand down her corset and stepped away from the table as her wings unfurled. The crowd gasped with the exception of the new Enjel. They had seen her or heard of the wings before.
“These wings were made by a master of the mechanical arts. They look pretty, they are functional and they can also do this.” Minerva stepped toward the edge of the table and her wing sliced through the wood with ease.
The crowd gasped.
“Also, this is Poppy. She is a Yaluthu, a healer. When I was taken from here, I was damaged; she has kept me going while I have dealt with what occurred. She kept me in the moment until I wanted to see a glimpse of the future. Looking around today, I see faces that I want to watch grow and learn and reach far into the distance.”
She flexed her wings and then closed them, returning them to the corset form that was now so familiar.
“Each day that Decla survives and moves forward is a triumph. This place was where my parents chose to live a new life, work to create an equitable society where gender no longer caused a portion of the population to be hidden away, contributions to their people never to be known. Today, we look forward to a widespread population where all can contribute what they have inside them and those around them will help bring it out.”
The crowd applauded wildly and Minerva smiled. “Now, is there any harvu cake?”
Laughter took over and Minerva sat back down with Astien beside her.
He smiled. “Good speech.”
She inclined her head. “Thank you. It was true. First, I started looking one day ahead then another and another. It was when I was waiting for you to come back to the Citadel.”
He lifted her hand to his lips. “Those were the right words.”
She laughed and Poppy chortled happily.
Luncheon was served and so was the cake.
Minerva listened to the music start up and dancing soon began. Poppy hopped to the table, and to Minerva’s surprise, she started pecking at flecks of meat left over on the plate.
Minerva turned to Astien and smiled. “Those were the right words for her, too. Now, will you kiss me so we can get this courtship started?”
 
And because he was a very obliging Enjel, he did.
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