
        
            
                
            
        

    Seeing to the heart of things, Enher is sent on a mission to find out who is stealing souls and get them back.
 
 
Her life as a recruiter has taken Enher-Dahl to places that she had not imagined, but when the Citadel lends her out to the Sector Guard for a spying mission, she is a little confused to be the only choice. She has no skills in espionage and even less tact.
Her contact is a mystery until she meets an Enjel on a tour who seems to know a bit about her. Ulises is a Guardian in search of the same things she is...perhaps.
Confronting a broken world, a kidnapped Enjel and hostages in soul form used as a power supply is way above her pay grade.
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Chapter One
 
 
Enher-Dahl made notes on the last of the candidates. Someone entered her office and cleared their throat.
“Recruiter Dahl?”
Enher didn’t bother to correct the man with her full name. It didn’t matter. She turned and raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”
“I am Com Officer Trakka, and I have been sent to bring you in for a secure call.”
Enher ran a hand through her hair. “Right now?”
“They were fairly urgent about it. I was to bring you immediately without using internal coms.”
Enher got to her feet and winced as she towered over Trakka. “Lead the way.”
The Pfhalli were a charming people who were just beginning to notice the talents in their midst. Enher followed him through the halls just barely tall enough for her height and through a guarded door, into the secure com unit.
“The headset is on the table. Knock when you are done and we will release you.” Trakka waved her to the headset and the desk in the centre of the room.
He left the room, and she was alone. With care, she took a seat on the small chair, and she adjusted the headset so it would fit on her skull and the mouthpiece would be in position. She sighed and set it on her head. A moment later, her mind spun out and she was standing in a room with three very concerned members of the Sector Guard and the Nyal Guardians. The uniforms gave them away.
“Recruiter Enher-Dahl, thank you for taking this call.” A woman seated in a chair with a face-framing headset smiled. “I am Relay. This is Breanik and Tesh, Guardians of Lurutek.”
“Pleased to meet you all. What do you need?”
Breanik put his hand on Tesh’s shoulder. “Tesh’s sister went on vacation to Nurmegar, and two days after she came back, she fell into a coma.”
He took a deep breath and Enher let him talk.
“Her body’s life signs are good, but her mind is blank. There is no cognitive brain activity. Her soul is gone.”
Enher leaned forward. “You have my attention.”
Tesh was tense, but he didn’t speak.
“I looked into it to see if there was a pathogen involved, and while there are others who have fallen ill the same way, I cannot find the link between them aside from Nurmegar.”
She winced. “And you cannot ask the fallen because their minds are no longer there. Even a Reader wouldn’t have anything to hang on to.”
“Correct. We don’t know what happened, and it seems only to infect half a percent of those who go to the vacation world. I have found fifteen hundred victims so far.”
Enher’s eyes were wide. “That many and no one noticed?”
Breanik shrugged. “All different walks of life, all different worlds. The only thing they have in common is—”
“Nurmegar. Got it. So, why did you call me?”
Relay lifted her hand. “It was our recommendation. We had our people look into the best operative to find out what was going on, and your name kept coming up over and over.”
“Operative? I am a recruiter. All I do is assessments on different species.”
Relay nodded. “And that is what is needed here. We would like you to go undercover and find out what is happening to these people, and if possible, we want you to get their souls back.”
Enher rubbed the back of her arms. “I am not an undercover operative. I have no training.”
Relay nodded. “We have a data burst for that, tailored to your peculiar mental structure.”
“Why me in particular?”
Tesh looked like he wanted to say something, but his partner held him back.
Relay smiled. “Reedamani are rare, even on your world, but your kind are also known as gamblers, and Nurmegar is known for its casinos. You will be part of the crowd and exotic at the same time. It is the ideal setup for going undercover.”
Enher nodded. “Will I be on my own?”
“No, we have an agent meeting you there. It will appear that you have begun a relationship while on vacation.”
She groaned. “I am very, very bad at relationships. I hope that whomever you send has a thick skin. This is not going to go smoothly.”
Breanik chuckled. “He has a thick skin. Do not worry.”
She rubbed the backs of her arms again. “How do I get there?”
“I am sending you information on where to go and how to arrange things. If you take these steps, you will be there within the week.” Relay got up and circled her desk, coming up to the projection of Enher and placing her hands on either side of her skull.
Enher got clear directions on how to get to Nurmegar and how to do it, including wardrobe. She was in the perfect place for the beginning of her trip with the perfect cover story. A burned-out teacher from Yarcuth, which is what she had been before she joined the Citadel. The last two years recruiting were gone as if they never were. She was simply going on vacation away from home for the first time. She would be allowed to make social gaffes and be a little conspicuous.
When Relay backed off, the woman smiled. “Just relax and learn what you can. Only report when you have left the surface or if you have solved the problem. We do not wish you to put yourself in more danger than you will already be in.”
“Right. Can I know more about the woman I am looking for? I can identify a soul better if I have a name.”
Relay nodded. “It will be included in the data burst, as well as another dozen easily identifiable minds.”
“Good. That will be sent to me in general correspondence?”
“It is already waiting on the data pad in your office. I take it that you are willing to go.”
Enher sighed. “I am. As soon as I am off this call, I will be on my way.”
Breanik inclined his head. “Thank you for your assistance. If we knew more about the situation, we would feel better, but if you can do anything, it will earn our undying gratitude.”
“I will try.” She smiled and removed her headset, staggering as her senses righted themselves.
She put the set down and walked to the door, knocking briskly.
Trakka opened the door with a scowl. “Was there something you needed?”
“The call is concluded. I will return to my offices.”
“But you just got in there.”
Enher smiled brightly. “It was a short call.”
She passed Trakka and made her way back to her office. She had a data flash to administer to herself.
 
Two days later, she was wearing a comfortable travelling outfit and waiting in the customs area of Gremal Station. The shuttle to her jump ship was boarding, and other holiday travellers lined up with her.
She had two duffels on her shoulders and everything she would need for a one-month stay at the pleasure world. When the crowd loosened, she moved forward, and though she was shoved a few times, she kept her balance and extended her wrist for the scan.
The ship’s officer smiled. “You look like you can use a vacation.”
She grimaced. “Is it that obvious?”
He chuckled. “Only when you have been doing this as long as I have. Welcome onboard. We depart in ten minutes.”
Enher nodded and headed for the interior of the ship, stowing her bag in her assigned luggage space, removing the luggage that was inside already.
A woman a few rows ahead watched her. “Those are my bags.”
“Yup. And this is the space I paid for. Your bags will have to find a new home, possibly in a space that you paid for.” She smiled brightly and moved toward her seat. There was a young man sitting next to an older woman, and he gave her a calf-eyed look.
The woman smiled. “I wanted to sit next to my pet, and I am sure you don’t care where you sit. He was back in the economy class.”
Enher-Dahl let her aura surround her as she leaned in toward the woman. “In case you missed it, this is the seat that I paid for. You can reconnect with your toy later, or you can take his seat in the back. Either way, his ass is moving or I will drop him and remove him myself.”
The older woman looked terrified, but a male clearing his throat behind her got her attention. Enher looked at the man who had checked her in. “Yes?”
“Please come with me, miss. There is a space in first class. Is this your storage area?”
Enher nodded and let the aura of hostility fade.
The woman looked up. “First class? I was told there wasn’t anything available.”
The crewman smiled. “There isn’t. This was the last seat.”
He led Enher through another segment of the shuttle and helped her settle in the very comfortable seat with an entertainment vid already showing all the possible activities she could engage in when she landed on Nurmegar.
He stowed her bags next to her and inclined his head. “Have a very pleasant trip, Enher-Dahl. We will be at the ship in six hours.”
“Thank you. What was your name?”
He grinned. “Names are of no importance. Making sure that clients such as yourself get the relaxation you require is all the acknowledgement I need. Teacher?”
She nodded. “Yes, language and protocol. I have put this vacation off for far too long.”
He nodded. “Let me know if there is anything I can get for you.”
“I will consider my options when we have launched.”
He got to his feet and walked away. Enher couldn’t help it, she watched him until his tautly muscled backside disappeared around the edge of her personal cocoon.
Perhaps this assignment wasn’t going to be so bad after all. She eyed the entertainment options and selected a few that looked appealing while she stifled a smirk.
Relay’s instructions were clear. Enher was to let her Reedamani blood show at every opportunity. Strong emotions formed colours that radiated from her skin. The irritations of travel brought the emotions to the fore, and all she had to do was relax her control. Easy. She just had to forget everything she had learned from the Citadel instructors.
 



Chapter Two
 
 
Her bags were carried for her, and to her surprise, her first-class cabin went along with the shuttle passage.
“Are you sure that this won’t cost me any extra?”
The man from the shuttle smiled as he showed her the amenities of her cabin. “No, this upgrade was authorised because it is better for us to show all of our first-class cabins occupied. It looks better for the ship’s records.”
If Enher didn’t know what was happening, she would be exceptionally pleased. The methods that were used to get the victims into vulnerable positions were becoming clear. Her treatment was being upgraded, and while there was a declaration of no billing, she would receive a large demand halfway through her vacation. Her last two weeks would be spent scrambling for food, water and money to gain her passage back on the ship. That was the standard treatment. It was left to her to find out what would actually happen next. The crewman was fascinated by her species, so it was obvious that she was the correct choice for this assignment.
She giggled and flopped back on the bed. The vid cameras that recorded her every move probably thought that she was simply enjoying her good luck.
“Well, you seem to be settling in. Meals are available to order, or you can go to the dining hall. If you choose the hall, make a reservation for one.”
She nodded. “Thank you for all your help.”
“If you need anything, just call me.” He smiled and disappeared through the doorway.
Enher nodded, and she unpacked her bags for the three-day journey through space. She kept her public persona at the front of her mind and took a shower before leafing through the offerings of the ship.
Shopping, spas and expensive liqueur were all part and parcel of the trip. Enher had no interest in having anyone touch her in any way, she had enough clothing to last her for two years and she didn’t drink intoxicants. Well, she drank them, but they had no effect. What was the point?
Enher slipped a gauzy robe over her shoulders and keyed on the vids. Each vid had an underlying theme of excess and frivolity.
She smiled and reclined on the couch, watching the vids and the subliminal messaging they were pumping into the forefront of her mind. If her brain hadn’t been structured the way it was, she would have been summoning room service and shopping online.
The nautilus structure of her brain was a curiosity, even for the Citadel. Her mind expanded outward from her core in a Fibonacci sequence of segments that each held an individual purpose.
Her outer layer was the largest and was a bright and cheerful outlook on the world. Under that layer was job stress. Those were the two layers that were most often scanned by those with empathy or telepathy. She had been touched twice since boarding the shuttle and was fairly sure that her structure was the reason she had been chosen.
She flicked through the vids and saw a number of them that would drive her to seek out sexual services. She covered her mouth while she laughed and kept flipping through the stations. Sex was not often on the Reedamani menu; they were rare for a reason.
Dinner was going to have to be her extravagance. She was not particularly hungry, but someone who had just won a first-class ticket would enjoy it.
Enher grumbled and got to her feet after three hours of nothing. She called for a reservation for two hours away and set about finding suitable clothing that was just a little too daring for the occasion.
It was time to eat, drink and be merry, because she had no idea what was going to happen when she hit the planet.
 
By the time she disembarked, she was unsure as to what was actually going on. Her account balance had not been touched and no record of her first-class expenditures was accessible.
She had finally taken advantage of the spa services and gotten groomers to enamel her nails.
It was beginning to feel like a vacation, and she was starting to relax.
Enher-Dahl left the customs area with her bags over her shoulders, and she found public transport to take her to the peninsula where her hotel was located. She had arrived near sundown, and the bright lights and sparkle of the peninsula were visible from half an hour away. They grew bigger and bigger in her view until she finally saw the city built for tourists, perched on the edge of the ocean.
Xabba City was where her arrangements were, and her senses were on the alert, her skin glowing a soft yellow with anticipation. Some of the other passengers eyed her in surprise, but she ignored it and kept her gaze out the window as the glitter and sparkle of the tourist trap embraced them.
She checked her itinerary and got the name of her hotel. When the transport landed, she headed to the public terminal and got a driverless conveyance. She scanned her hotel’s location and the vehicle pulled away from the curb.
Ads for the services were playing on the screens inside the vehicle until it pulled up in a covered dock for her to disembark. She swiped her payment band and exited the transport.
The clerk at the front desk greeted her by name and had a porter take her bags to her suite for the extended stay.
“Extended stay?”
“Yes, madam. We have you down for two months. Your stay was upgraded.”
“Oh. Dear. I didn’t have someone watch my house for that long.”
The clerk smiled. “It is not a problem. You may make any calls you wish to make your stay here pleasant and care free.”
Enher nodded. “Very well. I may need to leave earlier.”
“Just call down to the front desk and we will make all the arrangements for you.”
“Very well. What room am I in?”
“Twelve fourteen. Enjoy your stay, Madam Enher-Dahl. Thank you for choosing the Fire Arms.”
A scan of her palm later, she was on her way up to her room. The strange silence between her and the folk around her didn’t seem unusual until she realised that she couldn’t hear anything on her normal psychic frequency. As she got out of the lift, a smile crept over her features. She did love a challenge.
Now, she just needed to weed her new partner out of the people around her while she engaged in what she would normally do on a vacation. Surf gliding was not a popular occupation, but she was really quite good at it. Her imaginary companion would have to keep up.
Enher did a quick personal assessment when she got to her room. She was awake, alert and in the mood to see the sights. She went to the entertainment centre and keyed in options for the day.
She flicked through the more adult tours that involved sex or nudity and opted for a tour of the local coastline complete with animal observation and a light dinner. That seemed to be right about her speed, and since the whole idea was that she behave normally, she made her selection and got the directions to the door where a vehicle would be waiting. A swipe of her hotel code would deliver her to the tour site, and from there, she would be off on her adventure.
Enher wore a loose tunic and trousers, both sashed tightly at the waist. With comfortable shoes and a container of water, she headed down to the lobby to meet her transport.
Hopefully, her partner would make contact soon, but in the meantime, she was going to have some fun.
 
There were eight other aliens on her tour, and each one was from a different world, including an Enjel. She had never seen one of his kind in person before, and he was just as intriguing as she had been taught.
They each got a seat at the edge of their skimmer, and the views were spectacular. Enher-Dahl watched the world beneath her, itching to put her feet on the soil.
“You look restless, miss.”
She was startled out of her absorption with the landscape by the voice next to her. She turned her head, and the Enjel had taken the empty seat across from her.
The Nyal woman who had initially been sitting there had moved up to the front with a dazed expression on her face.
“I am not used to so much time away from the ground. I am better when I am on my feet.” She sighed and extended her hand to him. “Enher-Dahl.”
“Ulises Argato.” He took her hand in his and bowed over it, his wings flexing and shifting restlessly.
She chuckled. “It seems you are as eager to be out of here as I am.”
He grinned. “I do better with specifically designed seats, it is true. You are on vacation?”
Enher nodded. “I am. It was either run away and release some stress or explode in front of my students.”
“You are a teacher?”
“I am.” She smiled. “And do you have an occupation, or do women just throw themselves in front of you to support you?”
He gave her a startled look. “Um, no. I mean I do security work for traders. This is a chance to run loose without having to take orders.”
She nodded. “I can definitely understand that. I am looking forward to not having to micro manage everyone around me.”
Their skimmer settled and the tour guide smiled. “Welcome to the Akuran coast. The wide variety of wildlife is used to the incursion of visitors, but I suggest that you allow them to come to you. They can bite if pursued.”
The tourists left the skimmer in an orderly manner and gathered around the guide as she explained the wildlife and its part in the ecosystem of Nurmegar.
“Centuries ago, we were struck by a meteor shower that broke huge gaps into the crust of our planet. The plants and animals settled into their new roles in the changed system and became much friendlier to the locals and visitors. We now have a thriving tourist community that numbers in the millions at any given time, all over the globe.
“The animals enjoy the tourists, but again, be sure that you don’t pursue the creatures of Nurmegar. They tolerate a lot but do not like being threatened.”
The tourists seemed eager, but Ulises cleared his throat. “Am I cleared to fly here?”
The guide nodded. “It is perfectly safe.”
He didn’t need any prompting. He stepped away from the crowd and launched himself skyward.
The huge black wings propelled him up and toward the puffy clouds. Enher smiled and turned toward the walk that would lead her down to the water’s edge.
“We have two hours here before we are on to the aerie, so enjoy the sights, the shops and meet me back at the skimmer in two hours.”
The crowd parted, but Enher was already halfway down the steps. The boardwalks extended out into the sea, and the beasts that swam in the water came up to the edge of the walkways and frolicked for the watchers.
She followed the pull to one of the less-occupied walkways, and she knelt at the edge. A whiskered face with huge black eyes stared out of the water and eased up toward her.
Enher felt the pull of the beast and extended her hand toward it, stopping a few inches from the surface.
The creature rose out of the water and pressed its head against her palm. She smiled and stroked the cool, soft, wet fur. “Good afternoon, darling.”
The beast let out a small huffing sound, and soon, other silvery heads were rising from the water, each jostling for position to have her touch them. When fights broke out, she pulled her hand back and stood up.
A crowd was gathered behind her, and they restricted her ability to move, but she pushed through them and made her way to the shore.
Each beast had a hunger in it, and her touch had fulfilled that hunger for a moment. The moment she stopped touching them, the hunger roared back.
Enher rubbed her hands together and washed them in the fountain set aside for sea-bathers.
A commotion on the beach behind her made her turn, dreading what she was going to see. The awkward and slowly moving aquatic beasts were coming toward her.
Enher pulled her focus together and closed her mind off from the incoming beasts. They paused and shook their heads in confusion before slowly returning to the water.
She exhaled and walked up the stairs toward the shops. Enher’s control was shaken. She had wanted to give her mind to those beasts and enjoy the affection that they took from her.
She had suddenly gained an insight into what might have happened to all those tourists in comas all over the galaxy.
 



Chapter Three
 
 
“That was quite the sight. I could see beasts swimming in from all directions.” Ulises stood next to her on the upper deck.
Enher rubbed her forehead. “I could feel them coming in.”
“You are psychic?”
She looked at her green-glowing skin. “I am. There is a strong degree of empathy in my bloodline, and my mood is displayed on my skin.”
“I am guessing you are not feeling quite yourself right now.”
She looked at him, the pale violet of his eyes framed by the dark, sooty lashes that she would kill for, straight brows and a rich chestnut tumble of hair that ended at his jawline. The wings were the same deep black as his lashes. It was the skin that was surprising. He was pale with a tinge of blue in his colouring. Normally, she associated the idea of the Enjel with glowing, golden beings.
“I am not. How long have you been on Nurmegar?”
He grinned. “About a week, but I have been sticking to the entertainments of the city until now. I was desperate for the outdoors, and this tour aligned perfectly. When did you get in?”
“Three hours ago. I needed to get myself into a new routine on this world, and seeing its nature in action was the best idea I could come up with. Now, I am thinking that it might have been a mistake.”
“I will be with you at the aerie if that will make you feel better. Birds have a tendency to steer clear of larger predators. I promise to act fierce.” He fluffed his wings up.
She laughed, her colour changing to a pinky-orange. “Thanks for that. I might take you up on it.”
“I will keep an eye on you and swoop in in case you are in distress.” There was an intensity to his gaze.
“If you are trying to make a move on me, you are probably wasting your time. My people rarely breed out of season and even more rarely enter season. If you are with me, you are strictly in the friend zone.” She smiled as she used the term that she had once heard a Terran use.
He inclined his head. “It will be a nice change, though I cannot swear to my urge to expand out of that zone.”
“Take your cues from my skin. You are looking for lavender or hot pink. I hope you are not colour blind, because red does not mean I am in the mood.”
He laughed and offered her his arm to return to the skimmer. They paused along the way for some refreshments and leaned against their craft while they waited for the tour guide and the rest of the guests to rejoin them.
“Is that your natural hair colour?” He smiled as he gestured to her lavender locks.
She chuckled. “Yes. It was my father’s colour before me, and he was not appreciative of how pretty it made him look.”
Ulises chuckled. “What is the name of your species?”
“I am a citizen of Yarcuth, of the genetic subset, Reedamani.” She smiled and watched a flicker of acknowledgement go through his gaze.
“I have never been to Yarcuth, but I hear good things about the curiosity of your people.” He inclined his head.
“Speaking of curiosity, why did you choose Nurmegar to vacation?”
“It was recommended by the sister of a co-worker.” His look spoke volumes, and she finally clued into the fact that she had found her partner.
“For me, it was a friend of a friend.” She nodded and relief flickered in his gaze.
“Well, we are both here now. When we get to the aerie, would you care to go flying with me?”
She nodded again. “I really would. The view from above must be one that never gets tiring.”
“It is truly a sight that I wish I could share with everyone.” He winked as the rest of the tour rejoined them.
They filed back into the skimmer and were off into the sky in a matter of moments.
 
Enher was regretting her agreement to let Ulises fly with her in his arms. Her clothing wasn’t suitable for the high speeds, and she was forced to curl against him for warmth.
The raptors followed them, diving and swooping in a dizzying pattern, but they stayed out of the wingspan that Ulises had possession of, so it didn’t get frightening. They seemed to know when he was going to turn and how hard he would do it.
They banked and flew over the mountain ranges, the lift of the thermals in the valleys propelled them up, and Enher was glad that Ulises was not inclined to lose his grip.
“You are here at the behest of the Guardians?” His question was quiet in the roaring of the wind.
She nodded. “I am, well, at the behest of an associate. I am aware of what is going on here and am picking up a few clues as to what that could be.”
“Care to share?”
“Not with the birds so close. I have to retract the knowledge before anything else occurs or I expose myself.”
He nodded and slowly curled around, heading back to the observation decks covered with stands for the birds to rest on.
While they descended, she put the enjoyment of the flight into her forward mind and tucked the growing knowledge of a celestial presence into her inner core.
He set them down on an unoccupied deck. “Did you enjoy the flight?”
She grinned. “I did. Wait, incoming.”
He looked up, and to her astonishment, he did not set her down but, rather, knelt and shielded her with his wings while the variety of predators landed on perches and stands around them.
She felt the pressure of the air as the mass of birds settled near them, and she tucked herself as close to Ulises as she could.
When the animals settled, he slowly stood straight, but he kept her in his embrace. He folded his wings against his back and whistled softly.
Enher looked around at all the avian faces staring at her, and she was very glad that she was being held.
“Would you care to pet them? They seem eager and patient. They are all on their proper perches with no shoving.” He chuckled.
She swallowed. “I suppose it won’t hurt.”
Enher moved to the edge of the perches near the stairs and reached out to stroke the first of the birds. It held its head high and made a wonderful cooing sound as she stroked it. Enher smiled at the small trill of pleasure, and she moved on to the next beast, stroking it as well.
They had an hour to spend observing the birds, and she was able to stroke all of the animals twice before they returned to the skimmer.
The sun was setting as they took to the skies once again. Enher felt the irritated looks from the other tourists, but she couldn’t do anything about it.
The tour guide spoke up. “Ladies and gentlemen, some folks resonate more profoundly with the beasts of Nurmegar than others. Enjoy that your tour mate brings them in close and have your own experiences.”
They looked back at Enher, and she shrugged helplessly. With the matter out in the open, they headed for their final stop, the glowing night birds of Arenil and their dinner.
Instead of being off to one side, the group gathered around Enher and Ulises while they had dinner, and one by one, the night birds came into the circle for a visit.
The birds were small, phosphorescent and exceedingly friendly when Enher stroked them, as well as when the other tourists offered them approved food.
It went from being a tense moment to a magical event shared by all.
At the end of the night, Enher was exhausted and only too happy to be dropped off at her hotel. She shared her room data with Ulises if he cared to join her on the following day for an outing in the city. He smiled and wished her a night of fascinating dreams.
Enher-Dahl entered her room and headed for the shower. Somehow, she didn’t feel that dreams were going to elude her. She had enough fodder from the day to last a lifetime.
 
Her in-room com rang as she finished brushing her hair. Breakfast was a good way to meet new people, and she had just been on her way down.
“Hello?” she didn’t flick on the video.
“Good morning, Enher-Dahl. Would you care to join me downstairs for breakfast?”
She chuckled. “Of course, Ulises. I was just on my way down.”
Enher checked her reflection, made a face and headed down to breakfast.
Ulises was waiting near the lifts. “You are a vision.”
He offered her his arm, and instead of heading for the hotel restaurant, he led her out into the soft morning daylight.
“We aren’t eating at the hotel?”
“I am sure it is nutritious, but there is a lovely spot just down the street, and it will give you a solid impression of the locals.” He smiled.
Too handsome for words. That was the best way to describe him. She might be Reedamani, but she could appreciate beauty when it was in front of her.
The small café was indeed an excellent place to watch the locals. Enher and Ulises crammed into a small booth, and then, he went off to bring them a meal.
The pastries he returned with were flaky and crowned with a cluster of gooey fresh fruit that she enjoyed. A small pie had a portion of meat, and a series of tiny globes were filled with fresh cream, topped with more berries.
The caf was a rich, dark mix that she had never tasted before.
Silence reigned at their table while they ate, and Enher listened to all the conversations around her. The locals who worked at the hotels were inside and talking about some of the tourists, but it was all light gossip. There was nothing mean-spirited about the conversations and no signs of resentment at being in a tourist-run economy.
Enher finished her meal and looked to Ulises. “Is there a local museum of natural history?”
He finished his third meat pie and licked pastry from his lips. “On the outskirts. I can fly us there if you would like to go.”
She sipped at the last of her caf and sighed. “One more cup and then we can go. That was damned good.”
He grinned. “I will be right back.”
She watched him move through the crowd and admitted that he had an advantage. No one got in his way, the wings gently but firmly kept his path clear.
When she thought about being in the air with him once again, she shivered. It was best that she kept in mind the sheer difference in location that would kick in the moment they left Nurmegar. She worked in the Alliance, he worked in the Imperium, and they were quite the distance apart. It was best that she kept it in mind. Even if she chose him to father her one child, she would never be able to make the commute before her short season was over. This was a one-time thing.
When he returned with the caf, he paused. “What is that expression?”
She smiled and took the cup from him. “Just filing a few things in their proper places.”
Enher sipped at the caf and all traces of soft pink vanished from her skin.
 



Chapter Four
 
 
Going to the museum might have seemed boring, but Ulises made it fun. It wasn’t he precisely, but the expressions on the women’s faces as he moved through the museum and pointed to the different displays.
His enthusiasm for history was contagious. She trailed after him and watched him play the enthralled tourist while she enjoyed the spectacle.
The meteor strike was particularly interesting. The vid records were blurred, but the energy discharge in the oceans, the mountains and the plains was obvious. Power had broken, and if it was a large-enough chunk to leave ten-kilometre-wide craters, it might have been a piece of a broken sentient world or even a star.
To her surprise, the outbreak of coma patients then began on Nurmegar. They had a record of the outbreak and a note on the memorial that the patients aged to death and their physical forms passed on.
She stared at the records, and a sick horror ran through her as she realised that twenty thousand local lives had been given to this strange power and no one had done anything. It had spanned generations, but now, there were only two hospitals dedicated to the maintenance of those who had been taken from their bodies. Five hundred locals were slowly dying and no one had found a cure. As far as the reports indicated, no one was even looking for a cure.
Ulises was onto the next display while Enher’s mind whirled. The souls were not removed at once. There had to be a connection that allowed whatever was using them to grab them after the fact.
“Enher, come see this. It is a record of the first tourist attraction on Nurmegar.” He grinned and beckoned her over.
She wandered over, and he pulled her against his side, putting his wing over her back. “What was it?”
“The first attraction was a brothel, but they soon replaced it with a casino, and after that, it was the nature tours.” He smiled, but his eyes were conveying that this information was important.
“So, lust then excitement and finally relaxed enjoyment. It was quite the evolution in tourism.” She nodded; she looked up at him. “I wonder what it would take to stop the loss of souls.”
He grimaced. “I am wondering the same thing.”
They walked together through the memorial walls that were reflections of the memorials all over the world. Entire villages had been lost to this outbreak of theft, and no one had bothered looking for the thief. That was the mystery here. They had a killer among them, and no one was looking for it.
It was a conspiracy of secrecy, and they were paving the road with strangers who were only coming for fun, sex or relaxation. If it was a hunger, it needed to be satisfied; if it was lonely, volunteers could be acquired.
Enher knew that there was a fit volunteer for any project. She was the perfect example, and those who were injured or in agony would welcome the opportunity to leave their bodies behind.
Taking those who did not wish to die in such a way was cruel to them and their families. Pleasure was not a fair trade.
Enher paused and turned back to the original display of the meteors. The three sites that they had visited the previous day were in the strike zones.
There were nine others, and Enher knew she needed to see them all.
She returned to Ulises’s side, and they walked through the rest of the museum, including modern fashion, ancient fashion and the development of propulsion through the ages.
When they finished their tour, bought their souvenirs and gotten a snack, they walked through the city and enjoyed the companionship.
Enher asked him idly, “Did you notice what was missing?”
“I don’t know. You tell me.”
She chuckled and moved in close to his body so that it looked like she was cuddling. “I think first contact is a rather noteworthy event in a planet’s history. I know my world recorded it with deep reverence. It is a moment when we are assured we are not alone in the universe. I wonder what happened to the first landing teams.”
He nodded. “Good question. Do you think the answer is on one of those other nine sites?”
“I think so or, at least, a chunk of rock large enough to question.”
“We are too late today to book a cross-continental tour. It will have to be the day after tomorrow. How about tomorrow we head to the casino and we can work on you giving me a kiss for luck?”
She snorted. “Follow my lead and you won’t need luck. Reedamani are excellent gamblers.”
“You don’t have sex and you are excellent gamblers. Where do you leave things to chance in your life?”
Enher smirked. “When I walk with a strange Enjel through alien cities as dusk is taking over. That is a pretty good chance.”
He inclined his head. “I stand corrected. You do have a spirit of adventure and risk.”
She grinned. “It comes and goes. Now, where should we get dinner?”
He steered her through the streets to a noodle place a few blocks from her hotel. The broths were rich, the meat was well cooked and separated easily from the bone, and the noodles had just enough bounce to make them fun to slurp.
When she returned to her hotel room, it was hard to fight the grin that wanted to stay on her features. It had been a really fun day of espionage and noodle fighting. Though, she was in desperate need of another shower. Her hair had two noodles stuck to it and her shirt was a lost cause. Ulises was deadly with the eating sticks. She would get her revenge tomorrow when they were at the casino. He would never be able to match her game for game.
 
“Wedging in like that has to be uncomfortable.” She sipped at her caf and flicked her fingers at his wings.
He shrugged. “When you travel away from home, you get used to it. The tendons and bones have a certain amount of flex that lets me get comfortable anywhere.”
“That is handy.”
“I think so.” Ulises smiled. “So, casino today?”
“I believe it is a logical step. I have to go see them sometime.” She smiled.
He inclined his head. “Well, today is that day.”
They finished their breakfast and walked down the streets arm in arm. The nearest casino was in the city centre and walking distance from all the hotels.
Two pairs of greeters flanked the entryway. Each pair was a stunning example of Nurmegar beauty of each gender. The couples welcomed them in with friendly smiles and invited them in to play the games offered at the casino.
Enher blinked as the man leaned in and kissed her lips. It was an intrusion that got him a hand to the chest and shoved backward by the flick of one of Ulises’s wings.
Enher pressed a hand to her lips. “I do not kiss.”
The greeter paled as Ulises snarled at him.
“Apologies. It is our custom to give a kiss for luck. I was unaware of the cultural dissimilarities until you mentioned it.” The greeter remained back, and the woman next to him cleared her throat.
“Sir, you had no problem with my kiss.”
He looked at her with laser focus. “I did not, but you kissed my cheek.”
She blinked. “You are correct. He did not?”
Enher shook her head. “He did not aim for the cheek. It is fine, Ulises. We will simply go inside and see what luck has been given.”
She grabbed Ulises’s arm and shoved him bodily away from the greeters.
He looked down at her with surprise. “You are extremely strong.”
She snorted. “It comes with the genes.”
“What are the other effects?”
She chuckled. “If you are still speaking to me at the end of the day, I will let you know.”
“Why would I not be?”
“Some men don’t like to be outstripped when it comes to making money.” She winked and headed for the dim interior with its bright lights. She went to the token kiosk and got a few thousand credits to play with. Ulises did the same, and he took his chit to the machines that sang happily to all around them.
She followed him for a moment and said, “I will meet you back here in three hours. Enjoy.”
She headed for the card, dice and other games of chance. By the time she was ready to stop, she had accumulated four hundred thousand credits and had been asked to leave all the tables she had played at.
Enher looked around for Ulises and found him surrounded by a group of females who were admiring the win that was still accumulating on the machine.
He must have noticed her, because he extended one wing and cleared a path for her. To her surprise, he pulled her in and settled her across his lap.
She watched the numbers ticking over and laughed. “I think you have me beat.”
“Did you play any of the games?”
She shook her head. “I prefer to play against people. It adds to the fun for me.”
He inclined his head.
She looked over his shoulder, and the crowd of admirers was thinning out. Only those who were interested in the final payout remained.
She spotted a game behind him and to the left that glowed with promise of paying out. She cleared her throat. “Excuse me for a moment.”
He looked surprised. “Where are you going?”
“To test a theory. I will be right behind you.”
Enher eased from his lap and looked at the machines. They all glowed with different intensities, but the one she was focused on flared and flickered like it was about to blow.
She sat at the machine, put her card in, set it to maximum bet and watched the images of half-naked Oefric scrolling around and around until they settled and an alarm went off.
Enher’s vision had been right. She won the progressive, the full jackpot, and all funds were loaded into her credit chit. As fun as it would have been to watch the accumulation, she hit the buttons and ejected her slip. The machine’s aura was now a subdued glow.
She returned to Ulises’s side and watched as he continued to play. She chuckled. “Well, I am done. Shall I meet you on the tour tomorrow?”
He ejected his credit slip and turned to her. “I think we have earned a well-deserved lunch.”
She laughed, and they went to the kiosk, uploading their winnings to their personal accounts.
Enher walked with him, back toward her hotel. “I think we will skip noodles today. I found one fused to my pillow this morning.”
He grinned. “You started it.”
“My sticks slipped. You didn’t have to fight back.” She gave him a dark look.
Ulises laughed. “My instincts kicked in.”
She snorted.
“I promise that today’s lunch will be much more sedate. The shop specializes in finger sandwiches.”
They entered the shop, and the women waited on them, bringing tea, tall trays of sandwiches and a matching tray of desserts.
Enher gave Ulises a sober look. “Where did you learn about this place?”
“I asked at my hotel. The concierge is very helpful when it comes to finding places for ladies to lunch.”
It was a suitable answer, but the energy that was embedded in him was pulsing in a way it had not been doing the day before. Enher could see the change, but she didn’t know what had brought it on.
It was time to focus on her tea party. The alteration in energy could be dealt with later. Tomorrow, they had trips to the craters planned, and she could investigate the changes then.
Desserts were waiting.
 



Chapter Five
 
 
After lunch, they walked through the commercial sector, and she did some shopping for friends and family.
“How much did you end up winning?” Ulises asked her as she bought an expensive piece of jewelry for her dispatcher.
“Just over a million credits. The games are not nearly as fun as people, but I do win a lot faster.”
He blinked. “I thought you said I had won more than you had.”
“Oh, you had, but I saw a machine ready to pay out, so I played it and won.”
He stared at her. “You can see them?”
She shrugged. “Energy patterns are energy patterns. I can see them in living beings and in the world around me. It is the blessing of my kind, if you can consider it a blessing. I think the strength came to defend those who tell people about what they see. Not everyone needs to know that you can see their spouse is cheating on them or that they are cheating on their spouse.”
He cocked his head. “Does your species break bonds with its mates?”
“My species does, my genetic grouping doesn’t. False information makes us sick to the stomach. It isn’t sexy to be puking on our mates because we know they have lied to us.”
“So, when you said your kind only go into season rarely...”
“It is when we feel completely secure with our mate. Until then, there is only manipulation and uncertainty.” She lifted a l’nal silk scarf and smiled. “This is pretty.”
Ulises nodded in dawning understanding. “So, your chromatic display is to give your mate a chance at understanding what you are thinking.”
Enher laughed. “I suppose that is accurate.”
“Does your species ever find a mate in their own kind?”
She was holding the scarf against her skin and trying to imagine how it would look on her cousin. She glanced at him. “No. Our Reedamani parent is the only one with any interest in us. We are wired too differently to maintain actual relationships. We are born, given to our gene parent and they raise us, explaining our mental makeup as it develops.”
“Isn’t that a solitary way to live?”
“I spent time with my cousins, my mother and my grandparents. I just knew that the only person who truly understood how my mind worked was back at home.” She didn’t add that she had skills far beyond the average person with her bloodline. If he knew where she had come from, he knew that she saw more than the average member of her kind.
“It does seem unusual.”
“It is the way things are done.” She smiled and nodded at the shop assistant who was waiting respectfully nearby.
The woman came forward and folded the scarf into a soft rectangle, slipping it into packaging and waiting for Enher to finish her shopping.
She did a final tour of the silks in the shop, and she could not imagine any of it for herself. She concluded her shopping and paid for the purchase. It would be sent to her hotel.
Enher looked at her companion. “So, I suppose we have run all the options for today.”
“Would you care to see a show this evening?” He offered his arm as they walked out of the shop.
“I think I would like a quiet night in. I am here to relax after all.”
Ulises nodded. “Understandable. Would you like company?”
“Sure, we can order room service and watch a comedy vid. That is all I am really in the mood for.”
He grinned. “It sounds wonderful.”
“Well, then, let’s go. I have had an urge to get room service. It is a private vice of mine.” She smiled and her skin glowed hot orange in anticipation.
Arm in arm, they headed back to her place, and it was to her surprise that she found a message on her com.
A familiar voice said, “Whatever you are doing, keep it up. One hundred and ninety-three are free and two hundred more are stirring.”
The call ended there.
Enher nodded, and she had a slight smile as she turned toward Ulises. “So, that just begs the question, why are you letting them go?”
He looked at her with astonishment that lasted three seconds. He grimaced and crossed his arms. “How long have you known?”
“I suspected at the beginning of the tour, but it was the museum when it was confirmed for me. Your eyes glowed when we read about the meteor drop. Enjel eyes can’t glow.”
Enher moved sideways and settled in the conversation area. She gestured for him to sit. “Please.”
He made himself comfortable and propped his head on his fist while resting his elbow on the back of the couch. “How long have you known that I was not Ulises?”
“Since I had never met him, I had no idea what to expect, but I have read about Enjel protocols, and you definitely missed a few steps.”
He cocked his head. “How so?”
“They court their mates with gifts. All interactions take place under strict rules. If he felt I was safe to touch, he would have pursued sex. He didn’t, well, you didn’t. Who are you?”
The lavender eyes glowed. “I am what remains of the planet Kiot. I was not expecting that so much of me would end up on a world inhabited by sentient beings.”
“Honoured to meet you, Kiot. I do have a question for you.”
“You wish to know about those who sleep.”
“Yes, and when did you grab Ulises?”
“I asked him if I may walk in his skin, and he understood what I needed. He agreed as a Guardian and a protector of the Imperium.”
“What did you offer him?”
“A cessation to my acquiring of new minds to assist in my survival. He gives me full access to his power and his mind and that is enough for me.” Kiot smiled.
“Why have you been around me then?”
“Your mind is wonderful. I put myself into every man, woman and beast on this world, and they are all attracted to the strength of your thoughts. I want you to join with me, with us.”
She swallowed. “Why did you free the ones that you did?”
“Your touch gave energy and joy to the animals. That feeds me, and it enabled me to cut off the draw from the souls of those who have shared my joy before.”
“So, it is enjoyment that you seek.”
He shrugged. “Pleasure, laughter, joy, excitement. They all make me stronger and keep me alive. My power scattered across Nurmegar. I had to find a way to bind myself back into a sentient being. Lives were sacrificed, but I made sure that the families of those who gave their souls to me were compensated. They had the best harvests, the best profits and the brightest children. I gave what I could to honour the sacrifice.”
“So, you have bought their population.” She frowned.
He shrugged. “When your survival is at stake, you would be amazed at what you can and will do to ensure it.”
“May I speak with Ulises?”
He frowned. “No. Not yet. I want to make sure that you know I did not intend harm, but time passes for you much more rapidly than I anticipated, and before I could return the borrowed souls to their bodies, the bodies were gone.”
Enher closed her eyes. She had met two Avatars in her life, and each of them had expressed their marvelling at how quickly time passed for the children of their soil.
“You seem upset.”
She opened her eyes to see his concerned face close to hers. “Not upset, just resigned. Let the off-worlders go. Their families don’t know what is going on, and they have lives to lead, children, parents and siblings who need them.”
“I have released as many as I could. When you go on that tour tomorrow, if you give more of yourself, I will release what I able to then.”
She made a face. “Have you released the woman from Lurutek?”
He cocked his head. “Is that what brought you here?”
She sighed. “Yes, as you well know if Ulises is a Guardian.”
“He is not speaking to me. He feels his offer was made under duress.”
She snickered. “That sounds more like the Enjel I have heard of. A little bit arrogant and rather pompous.”
As she watched, the eyes flickered from lavender to deep amber. She inclined her head. “Hello, Guardian.”
He nodded his head before the eyes snapped back to lavender. “Amazing. One insult and he rose.”
“I did tell you. The Enjel are ruled by ego. They are attracted to beauty and possession. He must have been outraged that you were paying attention to me. My greatest asset is simply power.”
“You do glow.” He smiled.
She sighed at the handsome image he presented. She could almost imagine that it was an actual male sitting with her, one that had an interest in her personally.
“I think that we have taken this conversation as far as we can today. Pardon me, but if we are still going through with the charade and visiting the meteor sites tomorrow, I need my sleep.”
“You have not yet eaten.” There was concern on his features.
“I can manage to order something, but I believe that our interaction is done for the day. Please leave.” She inclined her head, and he got to his feet.
“Thank you for hearing me out.” He bowed and left her in her suite.
She followed him to the door, locked it behind him and sprinted to the com unit. She needed to get a second opinion, fast.
 
Relay answered immediately. “This isn’t a secure call.”
“It is no longer an information-gathering situation. The being absorbing the souls is a remnant of a dead world, and my contact has already been compromised. He has offered the consciousness his body but is apparently trying to rescind the offer.”
Relay whistled. “Right. Are you in danger?”
Enher cocked her head. “No. Kiot seems relieved to have someone to talk with, and I have seen that Ulises’s mind is intact within the body.”
“Is he in danger?”
“No. If Kiot finds a more amenable host, he will surrender the Enjel.”
Relay drummed her fingers against the table. “What does he want from you?”
Enher twisted her lips before saying, “I think he wants me for my mind. If I had to guess, I am in line to get the job offer to be his Avatar.”
“Keep me posted.”
“I will. Kiot’s eyes are lavender, by the way. Just in case I call again and I don’t seem like myself.”
“Good to know. Thanks for the update. I will look into Kiot and see what I can find. Check in in two days.”
“I will. Have a good day.” Enher disconnected the call and went to change into a loose robe before debating her meal.
The delivery slot chimed, and she wandered over. A hot meal of mixed greens, thinly sliced meat, nuts and a cascade of light dressing was the central platter. A small note was on the tray.
You need to keep your strength up.
She sighed and ate her meal, scooped the frozen berry dessert out of the small bowl and sipped at the cup of tea.
She started yawning halfway through the tea. The damned stuff was a sedative.
Enher stumbled to her bed and pulled the covers over her after setting the alarm for an hour before dawn. That man was going to get a piece of her mind, and he wasn’t going to enjoy it.
 



Chapter Six
 
 
She was dressed in practical shoes, loose trousers and a tunic with flowing sleeves that let the breezes in and kept the sunlight out.
Enher waited at the dock for her vehicle, and she was surprised when Kiot pulled up in an exotic-looking skimmer.
He got out and opened her access point with a flourish. “It will be faster to take our own vehicle. I know where I am going.”
She settled in and put on the safety harness. “Fine, though you could have told me yesterday.”
Her plan to spike his mind took a detour when he took the controls and they were on their way. There was never a good time to strike your pilot.
“Why did you drug me last night?” She asked it as casually as she could.
“What?”
“The tea. I passed out halfway through the cup of tea.”
He scowled. “For most, it is a mild relaxant. The Nurmegar drink it after dinner to aid in digestion.”
“My biology is not like most.”
“I apologise. My intent was only to relax you. You had a stressful evening.”
They were streaking through the sky, and she could see the curvature of the world under them. They were nearing the first of the craters.
“I did, but that is no reason for you to concern yourself. As Ulises, you had no say in my life, as Kiot you have even less.”
His lips thinned as he pressed them together. “I wish to have a say in your life.”
“That is too bad. You will need to be very convincing to get me to continue on with this charade.”
“What about the minds I need to survive? Have you forgotten about them?”
She wrinkled her nose. “I did for a moment. Bravo. You have reminded me of why I am here.”
He looked like he wanted to speak, but he pressed his lips together and began the descent into the first crater.
She could see the dispersal pattern in the soil and rock around the impact point. As they settled near the crater, she unlatched her harness and jumped free the moment that forward momentum had ceased.
Enher heard him hiss behind her, but she ignored him. If irritating him was what it would take to have a conversation with Ulises, she was going to be downright obnoxious. It was not her best thought-out plan, but she was going to have to improvise.
She scrambled over the edge of the crater and headed to the central point where Kiot had first struck the soil.
The energy pattern was strong here, but she could feel that it was just the residue of dispersal. Something with immense power had landed, and it had been scattered across the surface in search of other parts of itself.
“This site was struck in the bright light of day. The largest part of me hit here.”
Enher looked at him, and the overlapping glow that had marked him the first time she had seen him now made complete sense. She had not seen this particular kind of mixing before. Avatars blended with their planets. Kiot was simply riding along in Ulises’s body with the Guardian pushed aside.
“I can see it. I can see the pattern of power as the solid bit of stone shattered and atomized, setting you free. I am guessing you went flailing around in search of your other parts and ran into the locals, using them as a bridge.”
“How do you know that?” Kiot looked uncomfortable.
“You didn’t fall all at once, so you had to draw psychic energy from somewhere to survive until the rest of you came down.”
The eyes flickered again. Kiot didn’t like being called on his desperation. Ulises surfaced. “You are a perceptive woman.”
She inclined her head. “Pleased to meet you.”
“He is waiting to see what we speak of.” Ulises took her hand and kissed the back of her knuckles. It was one of the Enjel greetings that she had been watching for.
“Well, I am glad you are here and alive. Are you under duress?”
“No, I volunteered to let him take me provided that when there was enough power, others could go free. I had no idea that you were the power I was referring to.”
Enher chuckled. “It is not a bad thing to be wanted for your mind.”
His eyes grew intense, “But you have so much else to offer.” He reached out and stroked her cheek, but the moment he made contact, Kiot took over and pulled his hand back.
She sighed. “Well, that was fun while it lasted.”
He blinked. “You are attracted to him?”
She looked down at the pink hue to her skin. “Apparently. It is a handsome body, and he is a charming man.”
The eyes flicked again. “Kiot is jealous of your appreciation.”
The lavender was back. “I am not. I was just...I did not think that your species was into physicality.”
“Normally, no, but when we are in season, of course we would prefer an attractive mate.”
His eyes grew wide. “You are in season?”
“Oh, no. It was just a hypothetical. This is definitely not a stable situation.” Enher picked up a small piece of glowing rock. She held it up next to Kiot. “You can see how he might be more attractive a choice than a piece of lifeless stone.”
She had hurt him with those words. She wanted to take them back, but she needed to keep a distance between his mind and hers.
A moment later, that thought was gone. A small creature hopped into the crater and continued until it was at her feet. Behind it, a trail of small beasts followed.
She couldn’t resist. She leaned down and extended her hand; it moved toward her, and the softest thing she had ever felt was rubbing against her hand.
The long, graceful ears quivered as she stroked them, and soon, a wall of warm, fluffy beasts who wanted her to touch them surrounded her. They tumbled and she laughed. She shared her joy with them, and Kiot began to glow.
“You can stop looking so smug, Kiot. I could no more send these creatures away than I could disappoint a child.”
“I am not smug. I am enjoying the link I feel with you.”
She jerked her head up and noted the sincerity in his gaze. “So, when you pulled Ulises’s hand away...”
He blushed. “I am unsure as to what I am feeling. He says I am jealous, but how can I be when I am not even of your species?”
Enher raised her brows and kept cuddling the little ones until she shivered with the chill in the air. “Okay, back to the skimmer.”
He blinked. “I wish you to stay here.”
“Tough. I am going back to the skimmer. It is cool here, and I am not dressed for it.”
She stomped around the fluffy creatures that looked at her with huge, dark eyes. They were now glowing with her energy, and she knew why she was getting so cold. The more she gave, the less she had to run her own body. Hopefully, they would get through the next few sites without anything wanting her attention.
Enher-Dahl knew that she just wasn’t that lucky.
 
He held her in his arms, and a cool compress was being stroked across her forehead.
“Enher, what is wrong? You are so pale.”
She struggled to sit up, but it was more of a feeble flopping. “I need a good meal and a good night’s sleep for a few days. You have drained me, Kiot.”
“It isn’t Kiot.” He chuckled and shifted her higher in his lap. “He disappeared the moment that you fainted. What happened?”
“Kiot is consuming me, via my joy, my affection and my pleasure. The more fun I have, the more he takes.” She was babbling, but she had to make him understand. “That is why he needs complete souls and not just psychic energy. He needs their joy to sustain him.”
“Well, your illness has frightened him. On the plus side, all off-worlder souls that were held by him have now been released. He does not need them for cohesion anymore.”
She slumped against his shoulder and sighed. “That is something at least.”
“That is amazing. You have done something that no one has been able to figure out for the last five centuries.” He chuckled. “What do you do for the Citadel?”
She yawned. “Recruitment. I can see energy patterns and judge control and strength. I know what they need to become exceptional, and I tell the Citadel so that they can be placed in the right training or teaching centre.”
“Well, you have been able to determine the situation here.”
“When will Kiot let you go?” She rubbed her eyes.
“He won’t. I have agreed to be his permanent Avatar. He needs a voice and a means to interact with the world around him, and I can do that.” Ulises was practical.
“What about your other life?”
“I can be a Guardian here as well as anywhere else in the Imperium. The question is what will you do?”
“What do you mean?”
“If you have given everything to Kiot, what is left?”
She stared into his eyes, and there was a lavender swirl where amber had been. She scowled and leaned away. “I will recover. And now, I think I had better sit in my own seat.”
Enher heaved herself into the seat next to Kiot’s and buckled in, though it took all of her energy. “Please tell me we are heading back to the city.”
“I am taking you to the hospital for an examination. You were unconscious for twenty minutes.”
She hissed. “I was asleep. It was natural. I was exhausted.”
“You are in my care, and I will make sure that you are fine.”
“You may as well change course. They won’t be able to see what is wrong with me if they haven’t figured out that you removed the souls of their ancestors.”
“Who said that they hadn’t figured it out? They are very relieved that they can speak to me directly now.” He smiled brightly.
She rolled her eyes. “I can imagine. They are still unfamiliar with my biology. I am telling you that I am fine.”
He waved that off. “You are getting a scan.”
Enher gripped the arms of her seat and power crackled around her. “No. I am not.”
Fuelling herself with rage took on a new meaning when it came to her power. White-hot electricity crackled around her limbs, and her skin turned black.
“Take me back to the city, or I take us both down and you will have to find a new body to play with.” Her voice was low and guttural, but she knew her gaze was steady.
He looked at her, nodded and changed their heading.
“Enher, is that normal?”
“When someone tries to put me in a position I don’t want to be in, yes, it is.” She sat next to him with her skin radiating black and crackling with power.
When he touched her, he pulled his hand back with a hiss.
“This particular energy is not palatable, Kiot. You might not want to try that again.”
He nodded, and they flew back to the city in silence.
She snickered silently at managing to cow him. As he brought the vehicle near her hotel, she let the rage go and resumed her pale colouration.
“I will make arrangements to return home in the morning.”
He opened and closed his jaws with a snap. He nodded and let her go.
Once in her room, she updated Relay and headed to bed. Her dispenser chimed, but she ignored it. She was in no mood to play with whatever Kiot thought she needed. What she needed was to resume her life and stop being used as a battery.
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
Waking before dawn let her head down to the restaurant and have the food that she felt comfortable with. The caf wasn’t nearly as good as at the café down the street, but she didn’t have to leave the hotel, so it came out even.
After breakfast, she returned to her room and contacted Relay again.
“Enher-Dahl, you look much better today. What can I do for you?”
“Well, all of the coma patients are released, the souls are free and Ulises has agreed to be Kiot’s Avatar, so I am done here. How do I make arrangements to go home?” She bit her lip.
Relay winced. “Well, there has been a change since last night. Kiot has decided that for balance, he requires duality. He has asked us to assign you as his second Avatar, but we have told him that it is impossible. We do not give our people away like that.”
She nodded. “Right, so why is there a problem?”
“Until we can get a Guardian outpost to send a representative, you can’t leave. Kiot has locked your travel documents and identification. You are unable to leave Nurmegar, and we are not allowed to come and get you.”
“I am going to pluck out every one of his feathers.” She grimaced.
Relay nodded. “I will keep trying to get a Guardian ship to come for you, but they don’t like to leave their home worlds. They also don’t consider life as an Avatar to be a sacrifice.”
“This consciousness has been jerking me around since I got here. I am tired of it, and I just want to go home.”
Relay laughed. “It sounds like a bad date.”
Enher blinked and leaned back. “I suppose it has been. It hasn’t been all bad, but when I see those lavender eyes, I just want to smack the hell out of his smug face.”
“Keep me posted on your emotional attachment. I will keep working, and if I can find a ride for you, I will let you know.” Relay nodded.
“Thank you. Goodbye.” She disconnected the call and sat back, thinking about her options. Either she could mope in her room, or she could hit Nurmegar where it hurt. She was going to the casino.
 
The pit bosses had asked her to leave the gaming tables, so Enher spent her time selecting machines that were about to pay out.
When she was heartily amused at the panic that accompanied her presence, she had the funds transferred to her account and she went in search of the next casino.
In eighteen hours, she managed to get herself banned from four different casinos in the city and that meant only one thing...she needed to pack her bags and get travelling.
She packed her things, found the next largest city and rented a skimmer. She took off with the night sky lit by four small moons.
It was a beautiful night for a flight, and she enjoyed the moment until she noticed her skin was glowing a blush pink. She hoped that it was just a weird refraction of the moons. This was not the time for her to go into season. She was neither overly mature nor secure enough to feel that this was a good place for a child.
She debated finding a willing Nurmegar to fill the need if there was one, and she discarded that idea immediately. They were willing to sell their own for profit and social elevation. That wasn’t what she wanted in a mate. Maybe she should find a nice tourist on an adventure tour.
She was laughing to herself when she landed at her new hotel and handed the control chip to the parking attendant. Her bags were brought up to her suite, and she was treated with extreme deference.
 
It was the first night in a cycle that took her around the world in thirty days. No one would take her off Nurmegar, no matter how much she was willing to pay.
 
She glided over the treetops, the silent canopy above her let her control the descent as she curled over and around the ancient temples that had belonged to gods whose names were lost to time.
As she touched down, she saw a familiar figure. She was shocked it had taken him this long.
“Kiot, I am guessing you aren’t here for the flight class.”
“Enher-Dahl, you are looking well, better than well. You look lovely.” His eyes were a blend of lavender and amber.
“Pardon me, Ulises-Kiot. Thank you.” She uncoupled from the wing and set it nose down so as not to have it lift off with a random gust.
“We have become one, and it was pointed out to me that I had treated you abominably. I did not make my intentions or my identity clear and that lead to resentment and mistrust.”
She stripped out of her harness. “You could say that. I have seen that you are making yourself publically known and are working with local governments when it comes to changing the ecosystems in damaged areas.”
“It is the least I can do.” He looked at a loss for what to say next.
She heaved the harness over one shoulder and raised her eyebrows. “Perhaps you came here to tell me that my grounding is over and I am now free to leave?”
“No. I mean that if that is what you truly wish, yes, of course, you can go, but I would like it very much if you would consider living here. With me. With us.” He ran his hand through his hair and his wings flexed in agitation.
“I have won enough to allow me to live very comfortably for the rest of my life. I do not need your charity.”
He sighed and the eyes shifted to amber. “He is not speaking well. He and I both want you, for our very different and yet similar reasons. You must feel something or you would have bought that spacecraft you were looking into.”
She blushed. “You noticed that.”
“We felt a flicker of hope when you did not leave just because you could. We would like to become a stable triad, each adding in to support the other. Without the hope of you, I would have left Kiot when he offered me the opportunity.”
Enher blinked. “He would have let you go?”
“Something you said sunk into him. He gave me a choice if I could find a replacement. I refused on the condition that we would begin again with you, as if the first few days never happened. Will you accept that?”
She quirked her lips. “You want to start over?”
“We do. We have come to a point of balance, and from there, we can stretch out into the Imperium. If you do not wish to remain here all the time, you can engage in recruiting duties for the Guardians. I am sure that they would be only too happy to have your assistance when it comes down to selecting replacements for those who fall or retire.”
Enher narrowed her eyes. “That sounds like fun; it also sounds like a bribe.”
He held up his hands in surrender. “I am attempting to find an inducement to make life with me palatable.”
She laughed. “Interesting technique. Now, can you read ancient Nurmegar? I want to know what is written on the inside of the temple.”
He laughed and offered her his arm. “It will be my pleasure to translate.”
They climbed up the steps, and she left the flight harness outside the temple. The interior was dim and dust piled in the corners, but the engravings were still bright.
“What do they say?”
“They tell of the march of the stars in the sky. The bright flash that heralded the death of one of their bright lead stars and the death of the god that was associated with it.” He was amused. “Why did I never come here before?”
She looked at him. “Death of a star? Was that you?”
“Kiot was their lodestone. They navigated and told time by my position in the heavens. This was thousands of years ago. It took me that long to hurtle here after my death. I knew there was a reason I felt so at home here.”
She watched the wave of emotion run over him and reached out to touch his cheek. His startled look made her blush again, so she pulled her hand back.
“So, this is a temple to Kiot?”
“To a dozen sky gods. Kiot was just one of them.”
Enher looked around the rest of the temple and found the passageway that led below. She thought of small, chubby felines and walked into the darkness by the glow of her own skin.
She heard his steps behind her and led the way into the lower temple where holes in the ceiling, that were not visible from above, pointed toward the areas in the sky where the stars were to do their march.
“That is wonderful. They could watch you day after day or, rather, night after night.” She turned, and the glow of Kiot’s eyes was the only other point of light.
“That was the past. I am more interested in the future.” He stepped toward her in the shadowed darkness, and he kissed her.
She blinked in surprise for a moment before she leaned into the intriguing pressure.
It was romantic to be in an ancient temple with the small pinholes in the ceiling, and his eyes as well as the pink of her skin. Damn.
She backed away quickly, opened her mouth, closed it and ran up the stairs. She was out of the temple and wrestling into her glide harness when he emerged and stretched his wings.
“Was it something I did?”
She shook her head while her hands fumbled with the buckles. “No. I just don’t want my own biology forcing me into a situation I can’t back away from.”
He nodded as if he understood. She had explained to both entities in his body, so he actually might understand it.
“You are staying in Jarlo Province tonight?”
She nodded in surprise. “I am.”
“Would you go to dinner with me? I promise...no noodles.”
Enher snickered. “I will meet you at my hotel. I assume you know which one it is.”
He shrugged. “What I do not know, I can find out. See you there.”
She returned to her glide wing, used the small propulsion unit to lift her off the ground and turned toward Jarlo Province. She could see Ulises dipping and swooping in front of her, and if she wasn’t sure it was impossible, she would say he was showing off for her.
She gained altitude and glided in silence, the world around her filled with sounds from the rustling of growing trees to the shrieks and chortles of animals. She heard it all from her vantage point and wondered if this was what all Enjels felt when they flew. If it was, it explained some of their arrogance. How could you hear something that no one else noticed and not feel pride in the moment?
She loved the feeling of gliding silently through the air, and if she joined with Ulises-Kiot, she was going to see what could be done to make flight her new reality. As she realised it was more of a certainty than what if, she began to set up a bargaining strategy. She had a few items on her list already and two hours of silent flying with occasional propulsion bursts to make up her mind on the details.
This was going to be one helluva dinner.
 



Chapter Eight
 
 
She put on a black suit that she had bought on one of her spending sprees after being banned from her thirtieth casino. It flattered her figure and made her hair glow.
The black gauntlets covered her from bicep to knuckles. A band around her breasts held them securely, and it was attached to a wide strip of fabric that connected it to the fabric around her hips. She felt powerful in this outfit. She was completely covered and just a bit sexy.
She clenched her hands and nearly smacked herself in the face. Her receptive time was coming up quickly, and it was trying to manipulate her reactions. She never even considered herself as a sexual being, but now, it was rearing its ugly head.
A chime on her com warned her that her dinner date was on his way up.
The knock on her door came a moment later. Apparently, he was faster than the front desk was.
She opened the door and smiled. “Good evening.”
Kiot was in control, and he bowed gracefully. “Good evening, Enher-Dahl. You look wonderful.”
“You look splendid yourself.”
“Shall we get going?” He offered her his arm.
She took his arm, and he covered her back with his wing as they walked to the private lift that operated on her floor.
“So, where are we off to this evening?”
He smiled. “I have arranged something special.”
The lift went up instead of down.
The penthouse was a wide-open space, and he led her out onto a wide balcony where servants were standing by and a table was set for two.
Enher had to admit that it was romantic.
She didn’t ask Kiot where Ulises was. He was trying very hard, and she appreciated the effort.
She was settled at the table, and she looked out over the gleaming jewel of the city. It was gorgeous, and the view took her breath away. The mountains in the distance were shadows against the rising moons.
“It is beautiful, Kiot.”
“I am glad. Ulises has been giving me clues on romantic behaviour, but since this is between me and you, he has decided to remain in the background unless I panic and call him.”
She giggled. “Good strategy. I consider this evening a high-powered negotiation, and what I want from you and what I want from him are different things.”
“What do you want from me?”
She grinned. “Let’s wait for the first course and get some wine. This is going to get really complicated.”
He laughed. “Excellent. It shows that you are giving it thought.”
They waited while the wine was poured, and after she had had a sip, she took a deep breath. “I want to be able to fly. That is the big one.”
He blinked. “That is easy. What else?”
She regrouped. “I want to leave on recruiting missions for the Guardians. I need to see others and see new worlds.”
“Done.”
The first course was served, and she tossed out the sticking point. “I want my child.”
That sent Kiot into a spin. “What?”
“I only have a finite amount of chances to have offspring, and if I don’t have a child, my seasons will continue to accumulate in intensity until I go insane. It was how our genes manage to keep going with the low sex drive.”
That comment sent a riot of colour through his eyes and the skin on his cheekbones.
“Um. I will have to ponder that. It would mean that we would not be completely fused until after the child was born.” He scowled.
“Why is that an issue?”
“I was hoping to blend us all sooner rather than later.”
She took his hand on the tabletop. “You have said that we live too quickly as walking beings. I want to remember what it is to have a life, a family and to plant the seed of the next generation.”
“Would your child remain here?”
Enher laughed. “Of course. The child would live with me and you until it was old enough to be on its own.”
Kiot blinked. “I have never had a child before, but Ulises is very excited about the idea.”
She grinned. “Well, that is settled.”
She looked down to where he was clenching her hand. “Still nervous at the prospect?”
“I do not have much power to share with a third person.”
Enher sighed, “This child is to live its own life. It will live, have its own children, grow old and die. I know this, and I am prepared for that eventuality. It will hurt, and I will grieve, but there will be its children and grandchildren to trail into the future, and we will be there to guard their path.”
He blinked. “A future family?”
“One of your own. Yours to guide and guard.” She quirked her lips.
“I thought it was to be your family.”
“My body wants to pass on the genes, I am indifferent to the need, but it will not be denied. It is a fact of life for me.” She shrugged.
He was silent, and they each ate with one hand clinging to the other.
“What else?”
“I want my family to visit, so I will need a place to house and welcome them. The endless rounds of hotels get a little old after a while. I will need a home.”
“Done.” He smiled and ran his thumb across her palm.
She chuckled. “Now, what do you want?”
Kiot smiled. “You. I want access to the first third of your mind, but I want you to remain the core. You have a sense of who you are that will not be shaken by power or time. I need that. I want that.”
“It isn’t really that much of an effort. I was raised to know what I am, accept it and embrace it. My father and grandparents get the credit more than I do.”
“You have carried their teachings forward. It is quite the execution of theory to have made a life using what you are to help those who are unsure.”
Enher blushed. “It seemed like the right thing to do.”
He smiled at his ability to throw her off balance. She wanted to pinch him, but he was entitled to his smugness. She had been pushing him back into his place since she met him; it was time for him to set her in hers.
 
The dinner was cleared away, and the traces of sweetness were still on Enher’s tongue when the music started.
Kiot rose to his feet and extended his hand. “Would you dance with me?”
She got to her feet and went into his arms.
Kiot moved slowly, formally with her. “Ulises is frantically coaching me right now.”
She giggled. “I see. Well, you are following direction wonderfully.”
They swayed around the open deck of the penthouse as light landed in columns all around them.
“So, you agree to all my terms?” She licked her lips nervously.
“I do. And you agree to accept me as a mind within your mind and Ulises as the body next to yours.” His eyes swirled with streaks of gold in them.
“I do.”
“Then, I do not wish to waste a moment.”
He bent toward her, and she felt his kiss a moment before light struck her from the inside out.
 
Enher came to herself, hovering in a lavender cocoon above the decking of the penthouse. She felt Kiot in her body, but he was keeping separate from her conscious mind. He was drawing her extra power and humming happily.
Ulises was watching her closely. “You are going to have to get yourself down.”
She drew a deep breath and pulled the light into her via her joints and the chromatophores on her skin. She was stronger the moment that the light finished making its way into her body. She was also the same bright lavender as her hair.
“Okay, so that is going to get annoying.”
He laughed. “Kiot assures me that you will soon learn to control it.”
She was standing on her feet again, so progress was being made. “I need some food...again.”
“Breakfast is here. The caf is nearly as good as the one we had on our first day out. The pies and pastries are better.” He held his hand out to her and smiled. “I have to say it is quite the relief that I am not bearing the weight of Kiot alone.”
“It is my pleasure. I am going to have to call Relay, though. She is going to need an update. Wait, what colour are my eyes?”
He grinned. “A rich and vibrant blue.”
She blinked. “That’s new.”
“They used to be brown, did they not?”
Enher shrugged. “They could change with my aura, but blue was outside my scope.”
“Well, nothing is outside of your reach now.”
They sat, and the servers brought a breakfast that did indeed rival that first breakfast at the café, though the caf was lacking.
She wanted to jump, to run and to stay very still so that no bit of power leaked out. Her skin was too tight, and her heart was pounding as Kiot sunk into her inch by inch.
“You are handling this much better than I did.” He smiled.
“What did you do?”
“I took to the skies and flew until I was exhausted then crashed into the mountains, and he rebuilt me.”
She licked crumbs off her finger. “So, it wasn’t a leisurely stroll around the world until I got here.”
He shook his head. “Panicked flight.”
She looked down and watched the pattern of energy on her skin. “The colours are wrong.”
The server collected the empty dishes, and the knowledge of the origin of the pattern became clear.
She bolted to her feet and took to the skies. The instinct to fly was powerful, but the urge to vent the tension was an inexorable wave.
Enher-Dahl flew a mile above the city, and she let the energy loose. Generations of souls were set free with no bodies to bind them. They had been bound to the power of Kiot, and the energy of the Nurmegar did not mix with that of a Reedamani.
She opened herself to the power and let the souls go. Kiot was shaking with relief. His drive for fresh minds, fresh power had not known how to release those who could no longer offer their support. Enher knew what to do. She let it all go and kept only what was hers and Kiot’s.
She felt better immediately, but too much power had been expended. Enher began a slow descent toward the city, but she could no longer fly.
Ulises caught her and flew upward with steady beats of his wings. “That was impressive.”
She smiled weakly and chuckled. “Nice catch.”
“The leap of faith is usually a bit more formal, but I believe we satisfied the necessities for my people. By Enjel tradition, we are now legally wed.” He grinned.
“That is a messed up tradition.”
“When you are born with wings, you have to keep things interesting.” He winked.
Kiot was inside them both, sighing with relief and brimming with joy. He had what he needed, solid Avatars who would take him with them as they lived their lives.
Enher didn’t ask where they were going; she didn’t care. Her body was coming back under her own control once again, and she was close to feeling normal. Her season was about to kick off, and she wanted to be herself when it happened.
 



Epilogue
 
 
Sparks of moonlight danced around the party as Enher and Ulises watched their youngest and her husband make their way around the dance floor.
“She looks so happy.” Enher sighed.
“Moli-Dahl is the brightest mark of your training and my stellar genetics.” Ulises laughed.
“Yaski, Loria and Morked are also prime examples.”
He chuckled. “And yet they are all settled with children of their own. It is apparently hardest to see your youngest married off.”
“She is in good hands. I trust Nokil to keep her safe. If not, I know how to track him.” She grinned and rubbed her hands together.
“My dearest, would you care to dance?” He looked at her, and Kiot was an equal partner to the question.
Enher smiled. “I would. Is there room for three of us on the dance floor?”
She opened her mind to Kiot, and he fed off her joy at this event. They wandered to the floor with her other children and relatives. They laughed with the new in-laws, and the conglomeration of wings jostled for space on the dance floor.
It was quite the party.
 
“Forty years, love.” Ulises stood at the edge of the balcony with his arms around her, as usual.
“Yup. I would say time has flown, but I was the one flying. You made a surprisingly good father.”
He chuckled. “I would not be averse to trying it again.”
She looked up at him. “Are you a glutton for punishment?”
“I love each of your children. They are part of you and part of me. How they all managed to breed true is a peculiar event that still has us fending off geneticists.”
Reedamani with wings was new, and the Imperium nobility was stumbling over itself to get in line for any available offspring. The early attempts to kidnap the children had resulted in Ulises stepping up as the official Nurmegar Guardian with the right to kill in defense of his offspring. The attempts had soon ceased.
“I don’t know if I want to do it all over again. I thought we could relax and enjoy the incoming grandchildren.” She kept her arms over his around her waist.
“Ah, but there is nothing like holding a little one of your very own. You are still young, I am still young...”
She laughed. “Because Kiot keeps us from aging. He just likes to sit back and watch what we do with all this time on our hands.”
Those hands started shifting over her hips. “We have gotten creative now and then.”
“Do you seriously want another child?”
“I want a dozen more if you would provide them. Each child of yours is a beautiful jewel that gleams brightly in the darkness.”
“Your genes are in there, too.”
“And yet, when I see our girls and boy, you are all that I see.”
She sighed. “I will have Kiot give me three months of normalcy. If I change colour, we can pursue that particular avenue. It isn’t fair that I am getting older than you are with every pregnancy.”
He stroked his hand over her waist and hip. “My kind live over a hundred years longer than yours do, love. I would always look younger than you do, but you don’t look a day over the way you looked the day we met.”
Enher sighed. Decades of travel, of Guardians found, friends and family lost, and so much love. Four children, pictures on the walls, teaching them to fly, holding them when they sobbed about their differences and getting them to accept themselves.
They were parents, about to be grandparents, Guardians and Avatars. There was room in their lives for being husband and wife, but it had to be tucked into the crevices around the others. This was their time to be alone, but alone had less appeal than another new life and a whole new start.
She turned and looked up at her husband, watching her reflection in his golden eyes. He was smiling down at her with smug amusement.
She sighed. “I am changing colour right before your eyes.”
“And it is truly a beautiful sight.”
His wings flexed, and he took them up to their private aerie. A spot forbidden to all and guarded by an energy curtain and several raptors. Even Avatars had to hide from their children now and then. This was definitely one of those times.
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