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Harvest hunt


Ashlin has spent her life trying to move beyond her status as a throwback. Unlike all of the population around her, she has to fight for respect on a daily basis. When being Hunt Master is taken from her once again, she resolves to avoid the hunt, but looking into the eyes of the beast to be hunted, she knows she cannot ignore the intelligence in those silver eyes. Leaving her home before dawn, she waits for the beast to catch up to her and manages to help him transform back into Rumble of the Sector Guard. In that moment her fate is sealed and her life in the stars begins.
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Chapter One

Ashlin Offrey wiped the counter of her family shop. The door swung open and a very excited best friend burst into Ashlin's quiet and orderly world. Winda Kekko was a whirlwind of energy and good will, but she was a little much to take.

"Ashlin, they are going to announce the hunt master today. Are you excited?"

Winda smiled and Ashlin tried to keep her expression bright. Every five years, a hunt master was selected and since Ashlin was by far the best hunter her town had, most of the women felt that the honour should go to her. This would be the third time since she turned fourteen that she would be turned down for the honour.

"I am really excited. I can hardly wait for the announcement." Ashlin folded up the rag she had been using and placed it next to the till.

"Oh, come on. It has to be this year. Everyone knows that you are the best that the planet has to offer."

She sighed and tried to remain calm. "And everyone knows that being hunt master goes to the best male hunter. No female has ever been the hunt master. Never. Not one in the history of Endin. No female has ever run the harvest hunt."

"This year it will be different. The council has a special creature and will release it tomorrow at dawn. Everyone is excited."

"I will be in the hunt, like I am every year and every harvest hunt, but I am not expecting to be acknowledged in any way. The honour will probably go to Bollik. He has kissed enough ass to get him into the spotlight of the council."

Winda deflated. "Are you sure?"

"I am positive. My gear is ready, I will join the hunt tomorrow but I know it will be as a standard participant." She drummed her fingers against the counter.

"How can you be so calm about this? You are the best, fair and square." Winda looked her square in the eye.

Ashlin sighed and went to put an arm around her friend. "I am also not a full-breed Endin. You know that it makes me a second-class citizen at the best, an alien among them at the worst."

Winda looked up at her. Ashlin knew what she was seeing, instead of being small, pale and grey with black hair, Ashlin was tall, gold skinned with green eyes and pointed ears coming out of her brown hair. Being a throwback to a Wyoran in her ancestry was peculiar, but the print and the video records were clear. Five generations ago, her ancestor fell in love while travelling the stars. He returned to Endin with the child of his union with a Wyoran woman who had rejected not only his offer of marriage but their daughter.

The Wyoran genes had gone dormant with a bit of Endin encouragement, but when Ashlin's father met his match, everyone thought that traces of the other race were gone. Yikil's little daughter proved them wrong.

"Winda, I am very aware of my place in this community. Folks like me, but I am still Yikil and Ahla's freaky daughter. My enhanced senses don't come in handy unless I am hunting someone or something. Then, I am useful. Otherwise, I am simply the clerk at my family's stationary store. Nothing special, nothing amazing. Just someone who looks like an alien working with her family."

This was not the first, nor the hundredth time, that she had told her best friend the exact same thing, but Winda had an unconquerable optimism that became tiring after a while.

Her friend looked as if she was going to argue but instead, she asked, "Isn't it time to close up shop and get ready for the council meeting? They already closed down the spaceport. No more aliens in until after the hunt."

Ashlin sighed and wandered around the shop, locking up. The council meeting would include a potluck, but she wasn't very hungry.

Her plain clothing was a contrast to the vibrant colours of the women on the street. They may have grey skin, but the colour palette was in wide use on Endin. Ashlin preferred to wear the colours of the forest that surrounded their city.

No matter how advanced their tech, if the Endin wanted to keep their planet in operation, they had to maintain a heavy forest cover. The heat was pervasive, but it was the heat of living, growing things.

It was Ashlin's home, no matter what the folk thought of her. Her blood was Endin, though her body was Wyoran, this was the place she knew with every fibre of her being.

As they passed other citizens on the walk, folk nodded to her and smiled. One or two asked her if she was excited. "The harvest hunt is always an exciting time."

The answer was vague enough that they were satisfied and everyone continued on into the main meeting hall.

The scents of dinner were wafting through the air and the folks stirred restlessly, waiting to see what the prey would be for the five-year hunt.

Smaller hunts were held every year, but every fifth year marked an eclipse year and a heavy migration of animals that otherwise stayed away from the city. The city needed power for the repulsion field and the largest reduction in surrounding forest that was possible. The harvest was needed to keep the citizens fed and healthy while the animals passed in their two-month migration.

The tension in the air was unmistakable. An exceptional hunt animal had been promised by the council and tonight they would get to see it.

Getting a dangerous predator from off world was a tradition as well, to show respect for the planet and its natural inhabitants. Only male animals were selected and only one at a time. They were always captured and killed during the hunt. It was an ancient ritual that had its roots in a civilization that had left almost no traces behind.

Ashlin took a spot near the back of the room, her greater height gave her an advantage in viewing no matter where she stood or sat.

In under an hour, the room was full of small grey bodies, everyone eager to find out what kind of animal their hunters would chase through the forests the following day.

The council head stood and raised his hands to get their attention. "Ladies and gentlemen, we are gathered tonight to celebrate the three days before we lock ourselves into our city for two months.

"Our best and brightest hunters have been entered into a lottery to be hunt master and I am proud to announce that the hunt master for this harvest hunt is…"

Several folk looked to her and smiled, but she was unable to smile in return.

"Bollik Gessar."

Several folks boo'd the appointment, but Bollik's family applauded frantically as he took the podium. The councilman looked flustered, but he quickly raised his hand to the display screen.

"Here is the beast that we will track tomorrow and possibly be tracked by in return. It is such a fantastic event that we found the most dangerous creature that could be sold to us and brought it here for the hunt. If it survives the three days, we may even return it to its home as a gesture of respect."

The offer to save the animal was always given, but few if any animals had ever escaped the hunt. It was the one time that her people gave way to their baser instincts and let the riot mentality run amok.

Ashlin looked at the displayed animal, pacing in his pen and roaring his frustration to the walls, displaying long, elegant teeth and a great deal of intelligence in those silvery eyes of his.

She lifted her wrist unit and copied the feed so she could examine it at home.

The crowd was gasping and murmuring at the savagery displayed by the beast. Ashlin slipped out of the council hall and down to the holding pen. Something on the display had caught her attention and she had to ratify her guess with what she thought she saw.

"Tomos, may I see the beast for tomorrow's hunt?"

The small, elderly man grinned up at her. "I heard about the hunt-master status. You aren't going to do anything to the beast to ruin the hunt are you?"

She frowned seriously. "You may think little of me, but I would never defy my people and tradition for the price of a stupid beast."

He flushed a deep grey. "Of course not. This way."

They walked down the hall and he turned back and asked, "You won't tell anyone I let you see it, will you?"

"No, and you won't tell anyone I was here?"

"Done. Your father raised a good girl, even if you are…what you are."

She patted the old man on the shoulder. "Thank you. It means a lot."

Inside the holding chamber, she walked to the edge of the animal's cage. She opened her senses, inhaling a musky male scent, the scent of wildness and a metallic tang that should not have been there. There was also the tiniest bit of electrical flavour in the air.

The animal rushed the cage and roared at her, but she remained in her kneeling position. When it shook its gold and black head, she cocked her head and tasted the electricity once again. Something was not right with this animal and the eyes were beseeching her for help.

"I will look into this, beast. You are not what you seem to be and I cannot let them kill you. When you are released, run east as fast as you can. I will follow and help in any way that I can." She got to her feet and left the room, her wrist unit full of the scans she had taken.

"Thank you, Tomos. Mother and Father are expecting you for the feast on the final day of the hunt."

"Your mother is an excellent cook."

Ashlin smiled and patted his shoulder again. "Too bad that wasn't hereditary."

Without a look back, she returned to her home to do research and figure out what the hell the council had bought to try and hunt.




Chapter Two

Kalorda was the only thing that she could think of when she looked at that magnificent beast in her recordings. The fur, the fangs and the intelligence in those huge silver eyes.

If he was a shifter trapped in his feline body, it would explain the tiny electrodes that were visible on her scans. Someone had locked him into his shifted shape and sold him to a certain death on Endin.

She set her alarm and prepared her hunt garb for the morning. She also packed a med kit and as much higher-tech healing units as she could fit in it. Rations, maps and water locations are all readied and she quickly let herself sleep for a precious two hours.

She woke easily, years of training in action. She dressed, booted and geared herself up, creeping along the walls and slipping due east.

Ashlin ran through the woods and let her true nature show. Her nails lengthened to claws, her teeth sharpened, ears grew more pointed and nose grew wider to increase sensitivity. She tore at the back of her trousers to remove the basting stitch her mother put in place every time Ashlin hunted.

Her tail was long and helped her balance on the long jumps across brooks, her eyes let her see in the dark and the claws braced her on every curve. She twitched her whiskers in anticipation of the incoming male. If the beast was smart, he would follow her.

A bubbling laugh escaped from behind her teeth as she ripped through the pre-dawn forest. In a sense, the folk of Endin were soon to be hunting her.

Running full out in the dark was dangerous, but with her senses turned up to the maximum, she was miles away from the city by dawn. She paused in the reddish light to drink her fill at one of the many streams, then settled back against a rock with her senses wide. Every tiny motion in the woods would register in her ears, her whiskers catching every vibration.

Two hours later, she jolted awake. Something was approaching rapidly and it was moving at a speed far beyond that of an Endin.

Flat paws were thudding against the loam of the forest floor and she waited quietly, hiding in the shadows until the beast ran past her, stopped and returned to her.

"Will you accept my help, Kalorda?"

He nodded violently and let her lead him at a rapid pace to a nearby cave system.

She led him deep into a cavern, around corners and past all the regular places that an Endin would think to look.

"We should have four hours before they find us so we will have to be quick." She struck a series of long-burning flares and placed them around the small chamber she had stopped in. It was cool, dry and the light would not be seen by any casual hunters.

"Lie down here. You have electrodes in your head and I need to pull them." She unfurled the med kit and took a look at her patient. He was still standing up and he was staring at her body.

"Is my changed appearance a problem? I am a little different from most Endin. I have Wyoran blood way back and it came roaring to the fore with an extra talent or two in me. My name is Ashlin and I will be performing your brain surgery today."

He snorted and lay down. She brought a light stick to him and nestled it in his mane, spreading the gold with the black tips until she could see his scalp. She worked for hours, slowly sliding the four probes out and healing the breech, one at a time. There was no opportunity to sedate him, so she could only imagine the self-control it took not to bite her.

When the last one was out and healed, she slumped down on his back in exhaustion, inhaling deeply of the scent on his mane. Realizing that he might not be comfortable, she dismounted from his broad back and settled near him, watching him as he watched her.

Her tail lashed impatiently and she could have sworn that he smiled. After what seemed to be an eternity, he started to shimmer and with a few false starts, he regained his natural form, complete with a deep gold uniform.

He gasped and she handed him a canteen. He drank eagerly and then looked at her with those molten silver eyes. "Thank you."

She nodded and retracted her teeth. "You are welcome. How are you feeling?"

"A little peculiar. I have never been stuck in my animal form that long." He looked at her plaintively. "I don't suppose you have any food?"

She smiled. "What kind of host would I be if I did not have food with me? I hope that it matches your needs."

Ashlin rummaged around in her bag and handed him her dry hunting rations. He devoured them with enough vigour that she had to ask, "How long since you have eaten?"

"Four days, since I was caught and the electrodes were wired in. How did you know that I wasn't simply a beast?"

She blushed, "It was a look in your eyes. I could see pain, but also determination. Those are not qualities that are normally seen in a vicious predator."

She sat back and tried to estimate the time they had and the next stop for them. "Can you travel?"

"I can, but I have to ask, you didn't question my uniform when you saw it."

She chuckled. "I don't see many alien races here. It could be your actual hide for all I know. It is a uniform?"

"Yes, of the Sector Guard. My call sign is Rumble and I am an agent out of Station 13." He stretched and she had to admit that in either form, he had a muscular grace that took her breath away.

"Why were you captured?"

He grinned. "It was quite clever really. I was on the orbital station around Endin, waiting for the moment when I could land on the planet, when I was jumped and the implants forced me into my lion form."

"Why was it clever?"

"There is a death sentence on anyone interfering with the Sector Guard. By having the folk of Endin kill me in the hunt, it was the perfect way of disposing of my body."

She nodded, "Because the Endin would burn your corpse in celebration of the hunt."

"Exactly."

"Why were you waiting to come down? This isn't a big stop on anyone's route."

"I was told to evaluate a candidate for the Sector Guard outpost on Station 13 and here you are. Out of all the population, only you were smart enough to see the man behind the beast. You also match the description for the woman I was to investigate. Well, aside from certain enhancements."

She sat back in surprise. "Me? I am simply a hunter of Endin."

"You are a little more than that. Your kin on Wyora has kept an eye on your family and when you were old enough, they applied to have you brought there for psychic training. The application was denied and in the meantime, you were beginning to grow into your talent."

"I was."

"So, as you have not married and have no steady romantic attachments, it was decided that now was the time to offer you a chance to roam the stars, hunting with a greater purpose." His words rang in the small cavern and she blinked at the thought process that it started.

To leave Endin, to live a life hunting folks as missions instead of chasing squirrels around the forest for her own entertainment and letting them go.

"How would lift off of Endin be accomplished? The planet is on lockdown until the hunt is over, one way or another."

"The Guardian Echo is nearby, waiting for my signal. They are unaware of my detour, but should still be on standby."

She nodded. "Okay, a com station is our next goal then. Can you walk?"

He stood and after a little swaying, he nodded. "I can. Not too fast at first though. I have to get used to two legs again."

She smiled and collected all the traces of their visit, including the probes. With nothing left behind except a tuft or two of fur, she led the way out of the caverns using one of the flares to guide their way.

For two hours, Ashlin led Rumble through the darkness, his hand snug around hers when they went through the blackest of caverns.

"You are very good at this, Ashlin, was it?"

"Yes, Ashlin Offrey. This is my life. I live to hunt and find, seek and capture. I am a catch and release hunter and that is probably why I was not given the position of hunt master this year. With all of my captures, it should have been me."

"Lucky me that it wasn't." There was a smile in his tone, but even her keen eyesight could not determine if his face matched it.

The gleam of sunlight flirted with them as they passed through the rock at a steady pace. A minor fracture in the stone above them let light flick through.

"We are almost to the relay point. Taking you there underground was the safest way. Do you have means to communicate with your people?"

He might have nodded, but she stopped short when she heard, "This is Rumble calling the Guardian Echo. I need an emergency extraction and I need it fast."

She paused, unbelieving that he hadn't called immediately for assistance. When a female voice responded, "Well, it's about time, Rumble. Guardian Echo locking on your signal. We will have to pop their barrier so watch for us."

"You could have done that hours ago." Ashlin knew her voice was flat.

"I could have, but then I would not have been able to watch your skills in action. It was quite impressive to watch you move through the stone with such ease." He was amused again.

"I can smell the trail of the fresh air, if you are feline, you probably can, too." She resumed their walk toward the trail of open air, free of any Endin taint. "Let me go first."

She retracted her tail and shrank her features back to their normal appearance. If there were any of her people around, she didn't want to frighten them into firing. It was bad enough that her body held many of the same colours as the beast they thought they were chasing. She didn't want to risk Rumble's body when her own was so much faster.

The crevice they were going to use as an exit was covered by a green cluster of shrubs. Ashlin eased past the greens and scented the air again. They were all clear. The faintest trace of Endin was coming from the west, but they were hours away. If Rumble could get his pickup in the next hour, he would be free and clear.

She heard a whisper behind her.

"ETA on the pickup?"

"We will be there in fifteen. Try to find an open area." The feminine voice was very matter-of-fact.

"Will do. Thanks, Moira."

Ashlin turned and scowled at the man who was right behind her, "You suck at the whole stay-put thing."

"You didn't tell me to stay put. You told me to let you go first. Big difference." His chuckle resembled the cough of the large cat.

"Back in the cavern, I need to check something on the map." She moved past him into an alcove large enough to shelter them both. Ashlin retrieved one of the glow sticks and a map, quickly finding what she needed.

"It is a bit of a sprint, but how are you fixed for running? The nearest clearing is about a half-hour walk, but we could run there in about ten."

"Do you mind if I shift?"

"As long as you are watching out for hunters, you can do whatever you like." She folded the map and stowed everything in her pack.

"Will do. When do we go?"

She didn't answer, simply shifted back into her wilderness shape and bolted from cover. In less than thirty seconds, the beast was at her side and together, they moved soundlessly through the forest, avoiding the hunters and the temptation of the small beasts in the process.

The sound of the incoming shuttle alerted them and with a final burst of speed, they reached the clearing as the ship came down, the wind shifted and her eyes grew wide as a group hunters burst from cover.

Flipping over Rumble, Ashlin got between him and the hunters during the final sprint. The door to the shuttle opened and Ashlin shrieked at the searing pain of a blaster impact.

Almost to the doorway, Rumble stopped, turned and slammed his paws against the ground sending a shockwave through the clearing and knocking the hunters off their feet.

Ashlin knelt and panted, "Off you go, Rumble. Your people have you now." Spots were streaking through her vision, but she could see another male in the doorway, beckoning to the beast.

Rumble grabbed her by her collar and hauled her like a kitten into the shuttlecraft. Ashlin knew that she left a trail of blood behind her, but once in the shuttle, she didn't care.

The pilot lifted off and in moments, they popped out of the global shielding that was designed to keep out exactly this kind of intrusion.

Rumble shifted shapes and started to work on her with a medical kit. She chuckled. "Turnabout is fair play."

His laugh was a strained noise and the woman piloting turned to ask, "How is she?"

"Bleeding like mad. The blast had an anticoagulant in it."

The other male came to help and with both of the men's intervention, she was soon strapped to a bunk with a regenerator aimed at her back.

Moira asked, "Where to?"

"Teklan. She needs Reset. This regenerator is only able to slow the blood loss." The unknown male was checking her vitals while Rumble held her hand.

Rumble was sitting on the floor, his hands on hers while Moira flew them toward their destination.

She was a little dizzy, but she managed a question, "Where the hell are we going?"




Chapter Three

Teklan base was a fairly sparse affair, but the moment that they landed, Ashlin was surrounded.

She was not feeling very intelligent by this point, so when a cloud of mist gathered her up and carried her into the base, she giggled. "It tickles."

Rumble was looking at the mist with a glare, but as she was flying along on her belly, she waved at him as she was brought into the base, down the halls and to medical.

A woman with pale skin, dark blue hair and the reddest lips Ashlin had ever seen, bent down to greet her as she was flown into the office. "Hello, Ashlin. I am Reset. I will be touching your injury and it may hurt…a lot."

"Okey dokey. Try the puffy cloud, it tickles."

The woman smiled at her. "I know. He is my mate, Mist. Now, simply hold still and grab the edges of the table if you need to."

Ashlin didn't see what could be so bad until Reset's hands pressed her wound and fire spilled out from the contact. She gripped the edges of the table and her claws came out and squeaked as they scraped the metal.

She breathed air in through her mouth and out through her nose, her shifting completely beyond her control. Her tail appeared and disappeared, claws grew and retracted and sounds bombarded her and then became tolerable.

Finally, the pain ended and she slumped flat on the table.

Reset pulled up a chair and sat next to her. "That was really something."

Ashlin sat up and croaked. "I'll say."

Taking inventory of her body, she noted the cooler air touching her spine and reached back to determine exactly how much of her clothing was missing. "Okay, how big was the hole?"

Reset leaned back in her chair and ran her hands through her hair. "You had about a six-inch circumference missing over your spine."

"It didn't really hurt that much after the initial sting." Her hands kept smoothing over the skin as if confirming that it was there.

"That is because you suffered spinal damage. If Rumble hadn't dragged you in, you would have died within an hour or so."

"Oh. Where is he?" She tried to put a casual query into her tone, but Reset grinned.

"He is speaking with Might. Would you like to get some fresh clothing? We have a full selection of nondescript bodysuits available."

Apparently, her face said it all as Reset got up and wandered over to the cupboard. She thumbed through a few selections and then brought out a suit in a brown and green camouflage pattern. "This should fit you."

Ashlin peeled out of her damaged clothing just as Rumble came through the door. He stopped short at her nudity, but she put the new suit on with care, smoothing each inch as it went on. When the closures were completely fastened, she turned to him and smiled. "How does it look?"

He opened and closed his mouth before clearing his throat and saying, "Might would like to speak with you."

She nodded and shifted her nose. "I will find him."

"You don't know where you are going."

"I can follow your scent anywhere." She blushed but pushed past him and into the hall after that small confession.

He was the first male that she had met anywhere near her own size and the fact that his scent made her dizzy and happy every time she caught a whiff of it was going to get her into trouble. She followed his scent down the hall to an office where another masculine scent mingled with Rumble's.

The Dhemon looked up and smiled as she entered his office. "Ashlin Offrey?"

"Yes, you are Might?"

"Or Brodin to those who know me. Please, have a seat."

She took the chair across from him that Rumble had recently occupied. She mentally wrapped the wild scent around her and tried to pay attention to what the Dhemon had to say.

"Let me be blunt. Are you willing to join the Sector Guard? If the answer is no, your relations on Wyora are eager to take you in."

She blinked. "I thought I could just return home."

"Not with the scene we caused removing Rumble. You are being blamed for ruining whatever the harvest hunt is. There is a price on your head, dear lady."

She frowned and rubbed at her forehead. "How can you know that?"

He sighed. "Let me be completely frank. Your father and mother contacted us months ago and suggested you for the post of Guardsman. They sent us as many specifics as they knew about your talent, but your bloodlines alone almost guarantee you as an ideal candidate."

Ashlin's head was spinning. "Bloodlines?"

"Yes, your Wyoran relatives have an amazing history. When your father sent us your information, we contacted the Wyoran consulate and requested the family history. Talent runs deep in your veins, Ashlin."

She wasn't sure what to make of it. "What kind of talents?"

"Links, metamorphs, telekinetics, you name it and your bloodline has it."

"I didn't know that. Hell, I didn't know I had relatives that knew who I was off Endin."

"There was a solid line of descendants from your original grandmother. Each had their own power to bring to the table." He inclined his head and light flashed on his horns.

"I see. Can I speak with my parents?"

"Not yet. They are still in the lockdown required by the Endin traditions. You can speak to them in two days."

She nodded. That sounded right, though she had no idea how long she had been in the shuttle, hovering just beyond death's reach. "I will agree to be a Guardsman on a trial basis. If I find that I am not suited for this work, I will need to find a place to call home."

The decision to find out if Rumble was a Kalorda had been her tipping point. From then on, she had been on her own as far as Endin society was concerned. Wrecking the harvest hunt, their biggest tradition, was her moment of separation from the people who had raised her. His life or their tradition. It hadn't been a contest and that made her realization all the more easy. She had made her choice.

"A trial is acceptable. Welcome to the Sector Guard. Will you mind partnering with Rumble?"

She bit her lip. "Is there someone else I can partner with?"

Brodin looked shocked. "What?"

"I feel that dealing with Rumble on a daily basis will be…awkward."

Brodin blinked and rubbed the back of his neck, a silly grin coming to his lips. "Well, I understand that distraction in the face of duty can be awkward, but trust me when I say that Rumble is the partner for you. Your shifting and senses combined with his will make a very effective combination."

She shifted in her chair. "Are you sure?"

Rumble's voice sounded from behind her. "He's sure. I am more than willing to deal with you in any situation, Ashlin. After all, it isn't many women who would jump astride a beast and trust him not to move or bite."

She blushed at his frank gaze. There was something behind his eyes and part of her mind pushed toward him to find out. When he jolted, she pulled her mind back as she had every time that she had done it in the past. The moment her prey had realized she was seeking them with her mind, she had always pulled back.

"Did you just…"

"No. I did nothing."

He scowled and then looked to Might. "Reset has given me a clean bill of health. Apparently, Hunter here did a better job patching me up than I did for her. We are cleared to return to Station 13."

Might nodded. "Then you are dismissed and give Haunt my best. I hear that Tears of the Star is ready to move back to Balen. The base will get under way in the next few months. It is a good time to be joining the group, Hunter. I hope you enjoy your trial period."

He dismissed them with a grin and waved them off. It was the interspecies sign for run along.

Bemused, Ashlin got to her feet and joined Rumble in the hallway. "Why did you call me Hunter?"

"We all have a name that we use in uniform and one that we keep for private moments. Hunter will be your public name and you can keep Ashlin Offrey for those you are close to."

They were heading toward the tarmac. Despite being wrapped in Rumble's scent, she could smell the particular fluids and gasses associated with shuttle refuelling.

"Back to the Guardian Echo?"

"Yes. They will take us to Station 13 and then continue on their way."

"Are they Guardsmen?"

"Alzor and Moira? No. They are experimental shuttle pilots. Apparently, his family takes care of their children, which allows them to roam far and wide."

"They have children? They don't look like the same species."

"Moira is a Terran. They have…flexible genes that allow for many interbreeding possibilities. From your file, even one of your third cousins is married to one."

"Alzor is like you?"

"Kalordan. Yes. He's from the ruling family."

"They didn't take second names?"

He laughed. "Listen to them bicker long enough and you will hear them call each other all sorts of things."

The air of Teklan tasted peculiar to Ashlin. The sun was in the very air and she wasn't used to the lack of humidity.

"It tastes funny here. Like lizards."

They were almost to the shuttle and her words were answered as a dragon flew overhead with a female on his back. He landed on the tarmac and shifted into a smaller form. A bipedal male with wings.

"Is that a Guardsman?"

"It is. One of the Drai. There are two of them here on Teklan. It is probably why you scent lizard."

She didn't like the scent in the air and as quickly as she could, she got onto the ship.

Moira was sitting in Alzor's lap, but as Ashlin and Rumble came aboard, she lazily took over the pilot's seat and hooked up a halo.

"Ladies and gentlemen, welcome aboard the Guardian Echo. We know you have a choice when you fly with the Sector Guard and we thank you for flying Echo Air." Moira was obviously having a good time, because she burst into giggles.

Blinking and confused by the joke, Ashlin strapped into one of the seats while the pilots ran the pre-flight checks.

Rumble sat next to her and as the ship started to rise, he took her hand in his own. She clutched at it in reflex as they took off. The interior of the ship was too tight, smelled of metal and arousal. Moira may seem calm, but there was a layer of heat beneath her surface that was obvious to anyone with senses to pick it up.

Moira's mate was radiating pheromones as well, but they didn't have the same effect on Ashlin that Rumble's did. To mask her senses from the onslaught, she sat up and gave Rumble a quick nuzzle on the neck. He froze in place but let her use his scent to cover the others. It seemed that he knew what she was doing. It was either that or he welcomed the contact.

With her sense of smell filled with Rumble's musk, she sat back and relaxed into the rhythm of the shuttle rising through the atmosphere.

It was going to be quite the journey, but eventually, she would find a new home.




Chapter Four

Watching the pilots do their work was fascinating. Though Ashlin had been off planet when she was young, she hadn't been in space since and the feeling was exceptionally peculiar. She attempted to distract herself by asking, "Where is Balen located?"

"Not too far from Endin. About six hours via a single jump." Rumble smiled at her. "If you want to visit your home, you can arrange some time off."

She sighed. "That wasn't really my thought. I just have no spatial orientation. I have no idea if that is close, far or right next door."

He chuckled. "Good to know. I will put it on your orientation list. Every Guardsman needs at least a passing familiarity with shuttlecraft."

"Is there much else I need to know?"

"Well, there are the rights and ranks of every Guardsman. We hold the same rank as most minor nobility and a military rank of general."

She frowned. "What does that mean?"

"They have to listen when we speak."

She chuckled. "That's something I believe I am looking forward to."

"It is rather refreshing when you are used to being the odd man out or odd woman out as in your case."

Ashlin felt a strange tingling in her limbs and she clutched at Rumble's arm. She turned to ask him what was going on and the next thing she knew, her head was spinning and they were outside an orbital station.

Rumble was monitoring her vital signs and scowling. His face cleared when she met his gaze. "What was that?"

"An extended jump. Moira didn't think to warn me and completely forgot that you wouldn't have experience with jumps."

"I am sorry!" The feminine voice from the pilot's seat was remorseful.

Ashlin tried to sit up, but Rumble held her down with one hand. "Stay put while we dock with the Station. Your vitals are still a little wild for my taste."

She scowled. "What are you, a doctor?"

He grinned. "Something like that. I am a genetic researcher."

"Oh."

His hand was warm but firm on her collarbone. "Indeed. I have enough medical training to know that something is wrong with you and enough sensitivity to your body that confirms what the sensors are saying."

While her mind was content with staying put, her body was struggling. She continued to gasp and twist while he held her down until more strange faces came into her field of vision and whisked her away into a medical centre.

Her body continued to twist and shift as it struggled. "What is going on?"

An Azon doctor stood with Rumble and they watched both her and the displays in turn. They conferred while a woman came to Ashlin's side and held her hand. The brief contact sent a long shudder through her.

"Hey, Ashlin. I am Kaylee. How are you doing?"

"Not too well. What is going on?"

Kaylee looked to the Azon and he nodded. "Well, from what the sensors are showing us, your body is developing a third alternate form. The first jump started the process and the second one gave you the power boost your body needed to write a new body pattern. It is apparently trying to decide what to do."

Another long shudder ran through Ashlin and Rumble took her other hand.

"Rumble, how long do you think this will take?" She spoke through clenched teeth as her body arched on the medical bed.

"We are home now, you can call me Ecros." He smoothed her hair from her face and she grunted as wave after wave of power started to wash over her.

Kaylee and Ecros kept their grips on her hands, holding her down and soothing her as her body ripped through its transformation.

"How long ago did your first change come upon you, Ashlin?" Ecros's voice was low in her ear.

"When I was just a child. It came on gradually, each part growing in as it was needed. The last thing to come was the tail." She hissed more than spoke the words, but he nodded in understanding.

"So, the eyes, the claws, even the ears came in as needed?"

"Yes." The hiss was unstoppable.

Kaylee asked, "This is very important. When were you last in a shuttle?"

Her vision was spiking everyone with bright halos, but she managed to focus. "I was ten or eleven. We went to visit the orbital station and visit some of my aunts and uncles."

"Did anything happen?"

"No. I was just very happy to be back at home afterward. I didn't feel right in space."

"Okay, that is good to know." Kaylee smiled at her. It was a strained smile, but the emotion behind it was genuine.

As Ashlin focussed on the people around her, they all took on colours. Most in her vicinity showed traces of orange and brilliant yellow. Signs of alarm. Ecros had a swirling pattern within him that was unique to him. It was some of the pale lavender worry that the others had slivers of, but a deep red-amethyst spun inside him every time he looked at her.

She tried to look at her hands and body, but they held her down. Kaylee changed her emotions until she formed an ocean blue. Calm was now radiating from her and she nodded to Ecros to step back.

They released her limbs and Ashlin sat up, looking down at her body. Her legs felt rigid, but she could flex her feet. There were angles under the uniform, running down her limbs, but when she reached to touch her legs a startled squeak came from her throat. "What the hell?"

She held up her hands and their hard translucence with stars under her skin flexed as she opened and closed her hands. "What the hell?"

Ashlin could hear the machines bleeping and chirping in the background. Her heart wasn't pounding in her chest, she was simply alive.

The Azon physician turned toward her. "Your metamorphosis is complete. How are you feeling?"

She could still see all of the emotions in the people around her, but now, they had faces to go with the swirls of colour. "Fine. Different. I am still having aftershocks of power or something, but I feel better."

Touching her face was the next step and her fingers and cheeks registered the pressure, but the texture of her flesh was gone. "It is like pushing against hardened gel."

The doctor nodded and lifted a small implement, bringing it down sharply on her leg. It sliced through the body suit and shattered against her skin. "Your skin is a little harder than it used to be. Apparently, your body was only susceptible to space once and then it created a form to deal with the environment."

"I was in a shuttle."

"Your senses expanded beyond the shuttle and when they struck space, they came up with a plan of defence. It may be a response to your recent injury, but we really don't know. You are the first Endin-Wyoran blend that we have ever seen."

She raised one finger and frowned at the hard translucency of her digit. "I am the only one of my kind that there will ever be. Endins and Wyorans aren't supposed to be compatible. And as for that. I am a throwback, not a blend."

The doctor smiled kindly. "Understood. I am Doc or Dirven if you prefer. We have placed a call to Morganti to get a custom suit for you that will shift when you do."

"Um, when did you do that?" She rubbed at the camouflage but stopped when it started to shred under her touch.

Ecros smiled and laid a hand on her shoulder. She could smell the blood on his hand and realized that both he and Kaylee had been cut when her hands shifted.

He answered her. "I asked Might to call when I noticed that the bodysuit you were given did not allow for your tail. Fixer does most of the customization and when we can't go to her, she comes to us."

Kaylee cleared her throat. "Would you like to see what you look like?"

Ashlin brightened, "Sure."

Doc used a few keystrokes to bring up a hologram a few feet away from the medical bed. A woman in a body suit that matched Ashlin's was hovering there, rotating slowly.

"Wow." Ashlin swung her legs over the edge of the bed and stared. The figure was made of starlight and space. She could make out her own features and pointed ears, but all of her colouring was off and there was a transparency to her flesh that made it look as if the stars were suspended under her skin. "This is the most camouflage I have ever worn. Can we run some tests on this shape before I go back to normal?"

Doc looked surprised and Ecros frowned. "What do you mean?"

She grinned. "I am guessing that I can now survive in little to no atmospheric environment. As soon as my body is settled, it will resume my normal physical condition if I remember correctly."

Kaylee seemed curious and her body seemed to fade in place. "How long do you have until you settle?"

"Hours, minutes? I never timed it. If I am still in a situation where I need the change, it will stay active. I was once stuck up a tree for three hours." She grinned and imagined that in her current state, it was slightly off-putting. She touched her teeth and found them sharp.

"What a lovely smile you have." Ecros grinned.

Kaylee giggled. "You have been in the fairy tales again, Ecros."

He grinned and crossed his arms. "I like the ones with the shifters."

Kaylee's body became more solid and she frowned. "Red Riding Hood did not involve a shifter."

He snorted, "Then how did the wolf manage to get dressed and talk?"

Ashlin was confused. "Can we just run the tests and you can argue later? I don't know how to trigger this condition yet so will need a little practice at it."

Doc nodded. "Come this way. We have a stress chamber that should enable us to remove the atmosphere and see what you can do aside from shredding your clothing."

She hopped off the table, held up her hand to forestall any assistance and took a few steps. Her body was so sharp that she shredded the uniform under her feet as she moved. "I hope that the uniform specialist gets here soon, or I will be translucent and naked."

Ecros grinned. "I wouldn't mind."

She gave him a look that promised him pain. "I could hug you and turn you into raw meat, Rumble. Don't tease."

Doc coughed and turned his head while Kaylee walked ahead of them and drifted through the heavy plexi of the chamber and waved at her.

"Did she just…"

"Yes, she is also known as Haunt, our base commander. She experienced an incident on this base and now she can walk through walls." Ecros murmured it in her ear.

Doc snorted. "Walls, showers. No place is safe from the experience of Haunt. She can even drift out into space if she isn't careful."

Ashlin was staring at Kaylee as she lifted her middle finger toward Doc. She stepped to one side and opened a speaker. "You love it and you know it. Stop playing coy."

Doc grinned and opened the door to the chamber. "Yes, love. Anything you say, love."

Ashlin blinked as she realized that they were a couple. An odd couple to be sure but a couple nonetheless.

The image in her mind of being in a shower while Haunt came in startled her into laughter. She finally got the joke.

She entered the chamber and nodded to Kaylee. Doc's voice came through the systems and he told her. "I will gradually evacuate the environment and when you are completely on your own, we will give you three minutes before we turn the systems back on. Will that be enough time?"

She walked to the internal speaker. "Will that be enough for you to run the scans?"

"More than enough."

"Then get your mate out of here and start sucking." She sniggered at the expression on his face, but Kaylee drifted out of the chamber and was soon facing her from the other side of the plexi, grinning with both thumbs up.




Chapter Five

Ashlin felt the change in her body as the atmospheric pressure eased. Her skin became smoother, harder and less sharp. She knew that she was only breathing to speak, so she simply stopped trying to suck air in to propel sound she did not need.

She paced, flipped in place a few times and then stood, watching the digital display of air pressure until there was no effect on her at all. Ecros held up three fingers and after she had done a lap or two of light jogging around the room, he held up two, so she began to run while not breathing with any detectable heartbeat.

When she had first gained her hunting form, it had come in stages, but this one had come upon her in a rush and it was a lot to get used to.

The temperature display indicated that she should be frozen solid, but she was able to continue with her sprints, flips and twists.

At the point at which Ecros lowered his final finger, she twisted, touching her toes and lunged. She had full dexterity and mobility though she still didn't need to breathe. Whatever force was keeping her alive had transformed her into a being that could survive the rigors of space.

Kaylee gave her two thumbs up once again as she stilled and tried not to trash her uniform any more than necessary. The fans kicked on and an atmospheric blend streamed into the room while the temperature came up to normal.

The moment it was habitable, Haunt floated through and grinned at her. "That was amazing. My specialty is in inter-dimensional transport, but I still know an impressive adaptation when I see one."

Ashlin took in a few heavy breaths, filling her lungs and enabling her speech. "I didn't feel a damned thing. I wonder what my time limit would be in that situation."

As she relaxed, she felt her skin become more sensitive to heat and touch. Kaylee stared at her in amazement and blinked. "Well, I am glad we did that early. You seem to have resumed your more normal appearance."

She looked down at her hands and exhaled in relief. "Thank goodness. I like the new skin, but this outfit isn't up to it."

Kaylee chuckled and put an arm around her shoulders. "Come on. We will get you another suit and then have some dinner. If you are anything like the other shifters I have known, meals are an important occurrence."

Ecros smiled at them. "I will meet you lovely ladies in the dining hall."

Doc was staring at the stats scrolling over his display. Kaylee shoved him. "Time for you to eat as well, smartass."

He muttered, "Yes, dear," but kept working on his data.

Kaylee left Ashlin for a moment and stepped between Doc and his data. She leaned forward and whispered into his ear, her hands sliding over his chest and arms.

The scent of overheated Azon reached Ashlin just as Doc reached for Haunt. She slipped through his hands and waved at Ashlin to follow her.

Bemused, she followed the base commander and only once turned back to see the frustrated spouse putting his data away.

Out in the hall, Kaylee resumed her tangibility. "I hate to do that to him, but he has to eat. He would be nothing but grumpy and bones if I didn't nag him."

"You have a good relationship with him?"

"Not like the other Guardsmen teams, but we do fine. Dirven and I met years ago at a conference. We were both studying the same types of phenomenon but were on slightly different approaches. When I was assigned to Station 13, I managed to prove my theory, but it rendered me intangible and I floated in the station for months. He was the scientist sent to see why all the staff evacuated under the theory that the station was haunted.

"He knew that it was the last place I was seen and what my research was all about. After I informed him that I was still on the station in the most direct way I knew how…" Kaylee's grin took on a lascivious ting. "He helped complete my project and my body was reconstituted. Apparently, my molecules like to frolic, so I can still move around and through objects."

"So, that is why you are called Haunt."

"Yup. I was informed that you are Hunter."

"Apparently." She mimicked Kaylee's speech pattern.

"Here we go. We have a quartermaster and he should be able to help you with an interim uniform." Kaylee went with her into a room marked Quartermaster.

"Strobe, this is Rumble's new partner. She doesn't have a custom fit yet, so could you find something in her size?" Kaylee startled the man from his reading. He blinked rapidly and his eyes glowed for a moment before they resumed a normal deep blue colour.

"Pleased to meet you, Strobe. I am Ashlin or Hunter." She shrugged and smiled.

He stared at her and nodded, leaving the room for a storeroom behind them.

"Don't mind him, he is waiting for his own partner and can be a little surly."

"Did his eyes…"

"Yes. His talent is an ocular light display. He also has excellent spatial awareness and took your measurements with his eyes."

The object of their discussion returned with several folded uniforms in his hand as well as a pair of boots.

"Here you are, Hunter. Welcome to the Sector Guard." His smile was polite, but there was a pang of loneliness behind it. She knew that smile, had seen it in the mirror for years.

"Thank you. I would enjoy it more if I knew what the hell was going on." She winked at him and he blinked rapidly.

He laughed in surprise and grinned. "I know that feeling well indeed. Welcome to the team." He extended his hand and she took it in the common gesture of friendship.

Kaylee looked from one of them to the other and sighed. "Thank you, Strobe."

Ashlin grinned and showed her sharp teeth. "Thank you, Strobe. I have to tell you, I am dying for some food."

He released her hand with a jolt and returned to his desk.

Shrugging to Kaylee, "Where can I change?"

The base commander smiled and led the way down the hall. "You and Ecros have adjoining rooms. It will give you some time alone between assignments if you want it. We also have full access to every communications system known to the Alliance. You are welcome to call home as much as you wish."

"Moira and her spouse, they are not Guardsmen?"

"No, they are our test pilots. Their favourite ship is the Guardian Echo, so Fixer let them keep the original. They work for us when needed and do some emergency retrievals when they are in the area."

"So, there are a lot of couples in the Guard." She was hinting at what she wanted answered, but Endins didn't ask questions about relationships.

Kaylee gave her a peculiar look. "No one explained this?"

"Nope."

She sighed and pointed at some doors. "Those are your quarters. Let me give you a quick orientation."

Inside the door was a room that took Ashlin's breath away. There was a lovely bed with soft gold sheets and a deep bronze comforter. A desk, the open door to a private lav and a small entertainment unit.

"Station 13 was originally designed as a research station, but I had it retrofitted to create a more pleasant space." Kaylee took a seat in the lounge area and smiled. "Now, time for the facts of life of the Sector Guard."

Ashlin stripped off her shredded bodysuit and took one of the new, clean uniforms in her hands. "You can talk. Oh, I should have asked if your people have nudity taboos."

"They do, I don't. Medical training does wonders for the prude in you. Anyway, as I was saying. When most folks see their first Guardsman, it is usually a set of two. One male, one female."

The suit was unrelieved black, but it felt nice and snug without being confining. It closed up with only a little pressure and as Ashlin twisted, it stayed sealed and in place. She sat to tug on her boots. "So, recruitment occurs in teams?"

"No, recruitment is opportunistic, but the most stable teams are one male and one female, a mated pair."

Finally, all of the couples she had seen, including the dragon and his female, came to her in a rush. "Oh. Oh!"

"Yeah, Ecros is a good match for you. I'll tell you, it took some doing for him to convince Doc to put the implants in his brain to lock him in his feline form. It took even more for Alzor and Moira to sell him on the station above Endin. Might's wife, Echo in Time, saw what would be needed for Ecros to meet you in the optimal situation. Out of all of the scenarios she envisioned, this was by far the best and least bloody."

Ashlin started laughing. "He set himself up to be murdered in the most horrific manner…to meet a woman?"

"Not just any woman. The Kalorda are even fussier about mates than the standard Guardsman. He had to find a woman who matched him and if not, you would still save him and help him get back to the Guardian Echo."

With her boots in place and a surprisingly good fit, she stood and walked over to rummage in the lav. She returned to Kaylee's side and sat as she brushed out her hair.

"So, what you are telling me was that the whole rescue event was an audition not only for the Sector Guard but also for a position as Ecros's mate."

"Pretty much."

"That he had his brain spiked with electrodes and trusted me to remove them, all to start a courtship?"

"Exactly."

"He isn't ugly, quite the opposite. Why does he need to trap a mate?" She was genuinely perplexed by it.

Kaylee rubbed the back of her neck. "He didn't need to trap one, but Kalorda men like women with a bit of fight in them. That includes women who can rescue a beast in need."

Ashlin started to pursue that line of questioning, but her stomach rumbled alarmingly.

"And that is our cue to get going. We will be lucky if they don't throttle us." Kaylee didn't look concerned as she got to her feet and led the way through the station to the dining hall.

Dirven and Ecros were sitting at a table and rose as the ladies approached. "Welcome back. We were afraid you had gotten lost."

Kaylee kissed Dirven in a most detailed manner and leaned back. "Wherever I go, I come back to you."

"That's sweet, but you are still getting your own meal." Dirven turned her toward the buffet area and smacked her on the butt.

"Insubordination to a superior officer. Failure to feed your wife…you are really racking up the negative points today." With a jerk of her head, the base commander escorted Ashlin to the food.

Loading up took a while as Kaylee insisted on introducing her to every staff member. She smiled brightly and nodded while trying to remember the names of everyone she met.

She returned to the table where Ecros waited and kept her smile screwed on her face. "That was fun. I am pretty sure that the female dispensing salad is from a race that used to eat Endins." She kept her smile on and the men and Kaylee laughed at her.

Dirven inclined his head. "In the past, a few centuries back, the Groth may have eaten Endins but not since they suffered a massive bout of parasites and were forced to become vegetarians."

"Ah, that sets my mind at ease. She seemed so nice otherwise." She dug into her dessert and then proceeded with her meal.

Dirven laughed. "Do you always eat dessert first?"

She waved lettuce from her salad on her fork. "I have been called out to hunt more missing children and livestock than I care to remember and it always happens at mealtimes. A lot of missed desserts happened with those rescues and I made up my mind years ago that I will never miss dessert again."

Ecros looked at her as if she had just spoken the most profound words he had ever heard. Immediately, he grabbed his dessert and tucked in with a muttered, "I know a good idea when I hear it."

Dirven and Kaylee laughed and grabbed their own desserts.

They were sharing tales of the best desserts they ever had when two Guardsmen that she hadn't met entered the dining hall. Kaylee raised her arm and waved them over.

Both the man and woman had the most startling, glowing eyes that Ashlin had ever seen and without a doubt, she knew she was in the presence of avatars.




Chapter Six

"Zenina-Balen, Rolland-Saru, this is our newest recruit, Ashlin also known as Hunter. She will be requesting a position on Balen Base when the facility is ready." Kaylee grinned as she made the introductions.

"Pleased to meet you." She inclined her head and both glowing gazes focussed on her. She had the feeling that they were taking her measure, but their smiles were friendly.

"We are glad to meet you. May we join you?"

No one else answered, so Ashlin said, "Of course. Please."

They grinned and got their food with economical movements.

Ecros leaned in. "The etiquette is that when their eyes are glowing, they are greeted by both names and when not, simply their first names. The last name for each is the name of the celestial body that they host."

"Thank you. I was wondering. I have heard the name Balen before but was unsure in how the planet could speak to anyone."

Zenina-Balen sat next to her and smiled. "We get that question a lot from those who haven't dealt with a sentient planet before."

"No avatars have ever set foot on Endin."

The avatar smiled. "Not all planets have a mind within them. Just as not all planets have sentient species. It takes a special mind to take on a planet. Not all races have even one candidate suitable."

Zenina-Balen ate her meal and they had a polite conversation about the base location down on the planet's surface.

Rolland-Saru was the newer avatar. He had a charming smile behind his glowing eyes.

"Pardon my rudeness, but what is Saru?"

"The star that heats this system. Zenina is the product of the previous planet's avatar and that of my star. They lived, they loved, she died and Olaris is now working on Balen's surface to help with the preparations for the base."

"So, the star shifted from one avatar to the next?"

"Of course. We measure our lives in millions of years or more. We cannot die when our avatars die, but we mourn them and go on. Balen mourned for years before Zenina was born. Olaris and Saru kept the baby safe until she could survive off the station she was born on and they sent her to Balen to grow into her own."

Zenina's eyes had faded to a normal shade. "And here I am. Call me Zen, Ashlin."

"Zen then. Pleased to meet you." She extended her hand in greeting and the moment that the avatar made contact, her hand transformed into glossy midnight with stars under the skin. "Oh darn."

Zenina looked down at the hand that released hers and blinked. "What was that?"

"I am guessing you and your husband have larger-than-normal quantities of radiation."

"We do, but it is all passive."

"Apparently, enough to set off my talent. Don't worry, it will fade soon." Ashlin noticed a lot of folk in the dining hall turning to stare, so she took a deep breath and concentrated on shifting her body into its hunting configuration, sans tail.

When her hand turned soft gold with long claws, she grinned. "It worked. Nice."

Dirven and Ecros were watching her raptly, but Kaylee just smiled and kept eating.

When dinner was over and Zenina got Ashlin's promise to see the surface as soon as she was able, the newest Sector Guard recruit was exhausted.

She bid everyone good night and followed her own scent back to her rooms. Ecros had offered to accompany her, but she had not wanted him to stop his conversation with Rolland.

Bone-deep exhaustion was running in her veins and her room was a welcome haven from the constant barrage of the new and dangerous.

She took a shower and lay down in the comfortable bedding. Her brain whirled with everything that had occurred since the night before the hunt. She was ticking through every bizarre event when sleep overcame her and bore her under.

Ashlin woke pressed up against something warm and purring. "Ecros, this is really a little much."

The huge, rough tongue licked her from collarbone to cheek in one swipe. He continued to purr.

The bed was barely big enough for the both of them. His transformed body was close to eight feet in length and she couldn't hazard a guess as to his weight, the mattress was dipping alarmingly.

"I am awake, now shoo." She tugged the fabric of the sheet up higher, but it was stuck under his weight. Grumbling, she flipped out from under the bedding and went into the lav for another quick shower and the call of nature.

When she emerged, he was in his other form but still lounging on her bed. "Fixer is waiting for you in Haunt's office."

She nodded and tugged on her uniform. "I will head right out. Are you coming with me?"

"If I recall correctly, the fitting can get fairly invasive. I will gather a tray from the dining hall and bring you a breakfast, then go for a workout. The exercise centre here is the only one I have been to that can withstand talented strength."

He smiled brilliantly as he watched her naked skin disappear under the constriction of the fabric.

"Do you have a problem with my undressed state?"

He shifted slightly and she noticed a bulge beneath his suit. She stifled a snicker as she pulled on her boots. Their attraction was undeniable, but until he acted on it, she wasn't going to make the first move.

"No. I have simply never met a woman who was so confident in her body."

She chuckled. "When you can change your shape and no one on your planet was ever interested in you to begin with, you lose the modesty that everyone says you should have. The Endin engage in public nudity in the baths and after a while, I got used to the stares." She sent her mind toward him to gauge his true reaction to her, but the moment he sensed her touch, something peculiar happened.

"Your body is worth staring at." He stood and approached her, then stopped in his tracks. "What are you doing?"

She tried to tug her mind free. "I am stuck."

"What do you mean stuck?"

"I mean, my mind is hooked to yours. Oops, nope, there it goes." With relief, her probe snapped back into her own mind.

"That is the second time you have touched my mind. How are you doing that?" His earlier intensity faded as curiosity rose in his gaze.

"Apparently, it is a Wyoran trait. My mind seeks another one to link to, but I use the momentary clarity to sense the boundaries of my environment. I don't understand why my mind keeps clinging to yours." She rubbed her forehead and smiled. "Haunt's office you say?"

"Yes, but this isn't the end of this conversation. I want to learn more about how your mind works." He reached for her and gave her a quick hug.

She leaned up and nuzzled his neck, inhaling the scent that was Ecros alone. When she leaned back, he released her slowly.

"Why do you do that?" He kept an arm around her as they approached the door.

"Because I like to. I can use your scent to block all of the dozens of folk on this station. I can remember your scent all day and it relaxes me. Is that enough reason?"

His foolish grin was all the answer she needed.

With Haunt's scent throughout the station, it took Ashlin an extra five minutes to find her office. A few of the trails had led into walls and Ashlin had simply grimaced and ploughed on to the next trail.

Arriving at the base commander's office, she knocked gently.

A woman with brilliant dark rainbow hair opened the door and smiled widely. "Hunter, please come in. You can call me Fixer or Mala."

"Ashlin, please."

"Ashlin then. Now, Kaylee has told me that you have a shape that has quite the abrasive surface. Can I see it?" Mala's eager and pleasant face was calming.

There was a small dais on the floor in the room and Ashlin stepped onto it as it was the only uninterrupted space in the room. She didn't need to worry about slicing anyone by accident.

"This may take a moment." She sent her mind out, touched a number of Guards and staffers, then enjoyed the vastness of space. The moment her senses touched space, she could feel her body shift.

Mala was standing directly in front of her and she grinned. "Now comes the fun part. I am going to overlay your uniform with metals and crystals. Let me know if you are going to shift back."

"I might not have much warning. Unless I keep contact with space or something radioactive, I don't know how long I can hold it."

"Fair enough." Mala got to work, placing plates of metal on Ashlin's chest and asking her to try shredding it with her crystalline hand.

It took nineteen swatches before Mala had success and grinned. "Okay, you can be the normal you again now."

With relief, she let her body shift back to its normal form. "What metal worked?"

Mala chuckled. "You are lucky that Balen is supporting this station and footing the bill for the base. You have to be coated in diamond."

"Wow. Is that expensive?" She bit her lip. Life on Endin hadn't exactly given her a healthy credit balance.

"Not really, it will just take a lot of material. I will send for a mineral selection, or we could go to the surface with Balen's permission and get our hands on the materials there. But, either we will haul along three days of food just for one meal for me, or the minerals can be shipped up here and the kitchen will have to keep a steady supply of snacks coming in for me."

Haunt appeared from within the wall.

"Have you been in there the whole time?"

"Yes. I thought to give you the illusion of privacy. Mala, what do you need?"

Ashlin stood on the dais and watched Mala rattle off a list that even surprised Kaylee. She shrugged and pressed a button on her uniform, passing the request to Zenina-Balen.

"We will head down to the surface immediately. There is a cavern of crystals that should contain many if not all of the items." The voice was coming from Haunt's collarbone.

"Excellent. Thank you." Haunt turned back to the women in her office, "There. All done."

Trying to be polite, Ashlin called out before Haunt's hand left her tab. "Thank you, Zen."

A chuckle came through the speaker. "You are welcome, Ashlin."

Mala was fiddling with the details of the uniform and under her hands, the colour shifted from matte black to a deep gold camouflage.

"Wow, how do you do that?"

Mala grinned, "Well, it all starts with a sandwich…"




Chapter Seven

Zenina and Rolland returned within seven hours. By which point, Ashlin had found an intriguing scent. There was a library on the station and it contained actual books.

Each language had its own section and a mass translation was available at the central unit, so while she wanted to read the actual books, she made do with the digital translations.

The fairy tales that she had heard Kaylee and Ecros mention were fascinating. They examined human behaviour in an exaggerated manner and ended with a morality tale. Some ended happily and others ended violently. The story of Red Riding Hood was amusing until the wolf was gutted and the grandmother was released by the woodsman.

Ashlin had to admit that she had been cheering for the wolf. Hunting was in her blood. The only thing stopping her from gutting her prey was the social stigma of murdering the soft and fluffy.

She raised her head when Ecros entered the library. She could smell him from across the room. "You might want to shower after your workout next time."

His skin darkened in a blush. "Sorry."

She laughed and met his gaze. "It doesn't bother me, I kind of like it. It just might be a little much for the other folks on the station."

"Mala said she had called you and you didn't answer, so I came looking for you."

"Oh, sorry, I wanted to finish the book of fairy tales before I returned."

He grinned. "I have it on my data pad. You can read it later. Come on and get suited up."

She sighed and turned off the display. "Fine. But I am already suited up, I need to get armoured."

She got to her feet and joined him, leading the way back to Haunt's office.

"We aren't going to Kaylee's office. We are heading to shuttle bay six." Ecros took her by the arm and led her down a hall that smelled of metal and mechanical fluids.

Mala and Kaylee were waiting with Zenina and Rolland. Mala waved them over. "Ecros, we need your help here, I need your talent to shatter some of these crystals."

He nodded and entered the shuttle, bringing out a chunk of glittering rock.

"Is that diamond?" Ashlin was surprised. It seemed fairly innocuous. It was clear and about the size of her head.

Ecros held it between his hands and concentrated. The other four moved away, but when the rock shattered, she winced as tiny particles went flying.

"What did you just do?"

"Harmonic resonance. I found the stress points in the rock and it blew."

Mala was moving around the space and vacuuming up the dust with a small handheld unit. She was whistling and the moment she was done, she approached Ashlin. "Now, just hold still. This may take a while."

As Mala worked on her, Ashlin stood with her arms and legs apart. "So, Ecros, your talent is…"

"Sonic vibrations via my hands or paws while I am in my other form. Hence the name, Rumble."

A shadow on the far side of the shuttle bay moved and shifted into a man in a Sector Guard uniform. "Mala, when did you last eat?"

"It's been a while, sweetie."

Just as the man turned to the door, a parade of carts laden with food came through the hallway.

Mala stopped in her process of coating Ashlin with diamond dust and replenished her stores. When she returned, she ran her hands over the suit and blended the dust into the fibre of the suit.

It took over three hours from start to finish, but when Mala finally sat on her ass, she said. "Okay, it will take me a while to make a replacement suit, but you have a working suit for assignments for now."

The dark man helped Mala to her feet with a smile. "That is a gorgeous design. Did you give her the accessories?"

"Oh hell. I completely forgot."

The dark man shoved Mala toward Ecros and walked to one of the sleek shuttles in the bay. He darted inside and then emerged with several belts, all of which had a number of pockets and nodules on them.

Mala was leaning lightly on Ecros and she lifted the first belt. It had leg straps for stabilisation. "This is your flight belt. If you end up floating in space, for whatever reason, you can use this to manoeuvre your way to a ship or safety.

"This is your hunt belt. It has two stunners, some gas spray in case you find something nasty and two emergency knives as well as skin sealant.

"The final belt combines the two. It is good for travelling to and from your assignment, just in case."

Her eyes pricked with tears. "Thank you. That is exceptionally thoughtful."

Mala's companion took her back and laughed. "Well, we know that Ecros can't carry anything."

"I am Ashlin, who would you be?"

"I am Isabi, also Shade, also Mala's husband. Rumble, can you make some more of that powder so that we can get going? The twins have been getting aggressively mobile lately." He hoisted his wife and placed her in front of the food carts.

Rumble pulverized the remaining three rocks, each chunk exploding into minute particles under his focus.

Isabi used the suction tool to collect the dust and by the time the area was clean, Mala had consumed the entire contents of the food carts.

Ashlin was amazed. "How did she do that?"

"She is an amazing woman and her talent is molecular manipulation of inanimate objects."

Ecros nodded as he helped Ashlin put on one of the belts. "And she can manipulate Shade without any trouble at all."

The other male scowled at him, but Shade gave a rueful shrug.

Zenina and Rolland had watched the entire process with amused smiles. Zenina came up to Ashlin and took her by the hand. "You look lovely and dangerous. A wonderful combination."

She felt her skin harden again at the contact with the planet's avatar. "Now, how do I look?"

Ecros finished with the belts and grinned up at her. "Amazing."

She gave Zenina and Rolland hugs, thanking them for the materials. Mala got the same squeeze while Isabi received a cautious handshake. It was time for dinner and unlike Mala, she hadn't had time to eat.

As a group, without Mala and Isabi, they returned to the dining hall and they were halfway through dessert when Kaylee got a call.

"Yes, Tobar, what is it?"

"We have had a distress call from Endin."

She smiled at the people around her and spoke through the com unit built into her suit. "Well, we have filed our personnel request with them. They know we have her and have dropped the charges."

"It isn't Hunter. They have lost a party of hunters and had to wait until the communication ban was over. The migration is starting and there is a group of five who disappeared on the second day of their hunt."

A cold fear ran through Ashlin. She whispered to Ecros. "They don't have long to live if the migration has started."

Haunt was all business as she heard the particulars and got the contact names. Ashlin winced as the name of Bollik was mentioned.

"We will dispatch Hunter and Rumble. They will be there within twelve hours."

Rumble got to his feet and Hunter mimicked him. She looked down at her tray and smiled. "See? Eating dessert first is never a bad idea."

The table laughed and Haunt got to her feet, leading them to shuttle bay one. "The Dawning Saru is prepped and ready. You will go to Endin, meet with Bollik and then mount a rescue. After you find the missing men, in whatever condition you find them, you return them to the city and get your butts back here. Are we clear?"

Hunter nodded, "Yes, Haunt."

Rumble nodded, "Yes, Haunt."

"Then go, have a good rescue and bring me back a t-shirt." Haunt waved them to the shuttle and dropped through the floor, no more than a memory and a scent in the air.




Chapter Eight

Going home was surreal. In only a few short days, her life had turned upside down and inside out. Rumble had had to do the flying. She had paid attention to his instruction but was glad that he was available for the task.

When they landed in the spaceport of the city, a group of hunters were waiting for them.

She was still in her stellar mode when she exited the shuttle and walked toward Bollik with Rumble behind her.

"You sent out a distress call?"

He bowed to her, his grey skin paler than normal. "Yes, Guardsman. We have lost five hunters in the forest and with the migration starting, we need some help finding them. Four men and a boy went into the forest two days ago and we lost contact with them."

Her body wanted to revert, but she held the stellar colouration. "Do you know which direction they went and what they were following?"

"A simple hunting party, Guardsman. They went due east."

She looked around and watched their expressions as she resumed her normal appearance. "We will find them, Bollik."

"Ashlin Offrey, we thought you were gone." He seemed to have forgotten that he shot her in the back. It was likely that with his penchant for target fixation that he hadn't even seen her.

She gestured to her clothing. "I am gone. I am no longer an occupant of Endin. Call me Hunter, because that is why I am here. This is Rumble. You may recognize his other shape. How did the hunt go?"

She started to walk and she could feel Rumble's amusement behind her.

"It was successful."

"Really? It must have picked up after I rescued the Kalordan and got shot in the back by you."

He felt sick. "That was you?"

"And Rumble. You might want to apologize for trying to kill him."

The flurry of apologies rained over Rumble as they walked to the eastern gate.

"We need some water packs and a med kit. I also need shirts worn by every man and child missing."

One of Bollik's followers sprinted off and met them at the gate.

"Who led the hunting party?"

"Nev."

She closed her eyes. Of course it was Bollik's cousin Nev. No one else would be dumb enough to look for an animal in the place where a shuttle had rescued it. Wait a moment.

"You didn't tell anyone about the shuttle, did you?" She turned and lifted Bollik in the air with one hand. She had always been afraid to show her strength to them before, but her people could not stop her now.

One of his followers looked at her in confusion. "What do you mean, Ashlin?"

Rumble corrected him, "Hunter."

She held Bollik by his neck and his feet were kicking in mid-air. "I mean that Bollik and his party saw a shuttle come down and lift off the beast that he was hunting and the whiney bugger shot me in the back with a needler in the process. If not for the medical team and the emergency care I received, I would be dead or paralyzed now.

"If he had told Nev or anyone else that the beast had escaped, the hunt would have been cancelled, so that leaves me wondering, what did he kill and pass off as the beast?"

"Hunter!" Rumble's tone was sharp.

Sighing, she dropped Bollik to his ass on the ground and took the shirts from the runner. "Thank you."

She inhaled, memorizing each scent and passed the shirts to Rumble.

He finished scenting the shirts and handed them back to the men, "When I shift, get on my back. We will move faster that way."

"Right." She strapped the water bags and the med kit across her body. "Okay, open the gate. Give us a day and then call the Sector Guard if we don't show."

Two of the men were interrogating Bollik and the men in his hunting party were edging away from the gathering.

Hunter stretched and prepared herself. This was not going to be fun.

Rumble shifted into the form of the giant lion and she clambered up onto his back. "Open the gate, Syril. And let us in when we get back."

"Will do, Ashlin. Go find them."

She wove her hands into the mane of her partner and reached to him with her mind. This time, they stuck and tangled but communication began immediately. Any time you are ready, Rumble.

You can speak this way?

Since we are partners, I have decided that a mental link is not a bad thing. The barrier is coming down, now go.

Hang on. My gait will be a little rough.

He wasn't exaggerating. Giant leaps through the foliage and the scents of wilderness that she knew so well. The scent of Endin was thick in the air but not the ones they needed.

Her teeth were jolted until she learned to rock on him as he moved. The sexual suggestions kept flickering through her mind and after several minutes, she realized that he was sending the lewd images into her head.

Mind on the job, Rumble.

Spoilsport.

You know it. Their scent leads to the left.

How do you know that?

I have enhanced my nose for this purpose. I can smell everything including that herd of Vsar beasts coming toward us. We have two hours before they get here, so let's not tarry.

Tarry, what a fancy word for dragging your ass, I get it, put on the speed. He increased his speed and they were soon zeroing in on the trail.

There. Nev and his brethren went…underground. She groaned. They must have backtracked her path through the caverns.

You had better get on two feet for this, Rumble. It is going to be less fun than the last time.

Last time you gave me brain surgery.

Exactly.

He shuddered and she was astride Rumble. He was breathing heavily but otherwise fine.

The cavern that she had entered a lifetime ago beckoned and the scent of frightened Endin was heavy near the door. "They didn't want to go in here."

"Something chased or forced them." Rumble nodded and examined the tracks. "Something very large. What kind of predators do you have?"

"The worst ones are sky-born predators following the herds. They shouldn't have arrived early though." This was beyond confusing.

She looked around and noted a claw mark on the stone, "This isn't right."

"We can rescue first and figure it out later."

He moved to enter the cave and she stopped him.

"Perhaps you don't want to be the first one through the door. They were hunting you after all."

He grimaced and waved for her to precede him. "Why are we speaking out loud when your mind is still in mine?"

"Because if you were hunting something and had been chased into the dark by a large predator, would you shoot at something large coming through the darkness?"

"Excellent point. After you, Hunter."

She followed the scent for an hour and finally smelled the stink of fear and urine that marked the gathering of hunters.

"Nev! Nev, are you there?"

She waited then called again. "Nev, are you there? Are any of the men with you injured?"

Finally, a child's voice came through the darkness, "They are all asleep."

"Tonyo, it's Ashlin Offrey. I have been sent to get you home."

The sobbing from the child was genuine, but something seemed off. She waved at Rumble to stay back and went toward the voice with her night vision on high. Stay here in case this is an ambush.

You really think they could do that?

No, but I didn't think Bollik would shoot me in the back either.

Good point. Staying back.

She found the lad sitting next to his father and a quick close-quarters sniff told her why the men were out cold. "Tonyo, did they eat berries?"

"Yes, but father said I was too young. They went to sleep and stayed that way."

She groaned. Come on out. We need to start slapping these idiots or dragging them to the entrance, but they can't walk out of here on their own.

Why not?

They are stoned. It's a berry that ripens in time with the migration. Nev is a huge fan of it, but again, the berries shouldn't have been ripe yet. The council is going to have to look into this.

Why?

If the avians are arriving early and the berries are ripe early, then something is up on Endin. Planets shift.

True.

"Okay, Tonyo. We are going to lead you out of here and we will bring your father and his buddies as well. Once we are in the first chamber, we will figure out what to do."

She could see him groping around and was surprised when he hugged her. "Thank you."

When he backed off, she handed him the water skin. "Take what you need."

He sipped slowly and closed the bag as he handed it back. She shifted her tail out and was relieved that her armoured suit allowed the tail to emerge.

She slapped at the boy's father, shaking him until he woke. "Get on your feet. We are getting you out of here."

He nodded blearily and got to his feet, swaying in place. The other three, including Nev did the same.

"Hunter, lead the way and let me bring up the rear. I can catch them if they fall."

"The berries make them obedient and sluggish."

"Excellent. I will take full advantage of it and drive them like sheep." He chuckled.

Tonyo asked, "Who is that?"

"He is my partner, Rumble."

"That is a weird name."

"He is a weird guy." She chuckled. "Now for the odd part. Tonyo, take my tail and hold it tight. Your dad will put his hand on your shoulder and we will walk in a little train out of the cavern."

"What about the monster? There was a flying monster."

"It is gone and I am more than a match for any monster." She smiled that the child didn't question her having a tail. Everyone in the city knew she was different, but it was a little odd to learn that children expected anything from her.

Rumble organized the men and created the living chain by tying their belts together in a link. Each tied to the man in front of him.

She led the way through the rocks with Tonyo tugging at her tail and she sharpened her hearing when a light whistling came to her attention. It was coming from the men and only signalled when they moved.

She asked Rumble. Do you hear that?

Barely, but it is there. What is it?

Check the men. It only goes off when we move.

Rumble announced that they were having a break. With twenty meters left to go, she stood with Tonyo while Rumble examined the men by having them stumble back and forth. It's on Nev.

"Nev, did anyone give you any new equipment for the hunt?"

The man grinned foolishly. "Bollik gave me a new gun and a light, but the light doesn't work."

It came to her in a rush. "Nev, are you still engaged to Mini?"

"Yup, we get married next week. Bollik gave me a bunch of berries for celebration. Do you want one? I think I still have some."

She sighed. "No, I don't need any of the berries. They don't work on me anyway."

"Oh, right. You are a little unusual."

She was impressed that he could string together a sentence, but that was why Mini was marrying Nev and not Bollik. And why the hunt master had tried to kill his cousin.

"Nev, show Rumble the light that doesn't work, would you?"

She waited and as Rumble took the box, the sound rang out again, beyond Endin hearing. A predator screeched at the entrance and the men froze.

"Bollik's gift is calling the predator off its flight path. Rumble will destroy it and we will be on our way."

Rumble, can you repel a predator?

I have never used it as beast repellent, but there is a first time for everything.

He moved around the men and went to the entrance of the cavern. She felt the pulse and heard the squawk of the bird and then Rumble returned. She could see the white expanse of his teeth in the darkness.

Yes, I can repel a beasty. I will add it to my resume.

Bravo. My hero. Now, let's round up these drunks and force march them through the forest.

We don't need to do that. We can call the shuttle via the remote.

What remote?

The one I slipped into your kit belt. It has one big button and will bring the ship to the largest landable area in our vicinity.

You could have told me.

Then it wouldn't have been a surprise.

She groped around in her belt until she found the small box with one button. She pressed it and a reassuring chirp and flashing light went off.

The nearest landing site is northbound about five hundred metres.

Okay, the shuttle should be here within ten minutes. Let's get walking.

Rumble organized the men again, Hunter handed her tail to Tonyo and with his father holding his shoulders, they marched out into the light.

She blinked rapidly to adjust her eyes and smiled down at Tonyo who turned in fear and clung to his father. Her claws, ears, slitted eyes and flared nose were still part of her and she sighed, leading the way with her body, no longer by touch.

I think you look beautiful.

Thank you. But I thought I had made a friend.

With all of the Guardsmen eating out of the palm of your hand, you have enough friends for now. Pace yourself.

She smiled and set out leading the men to the most likely landing site with her tail lashing and her suit gleaming in the sun.

A growl got her attention and she turned toward the beast approaching her. Six legs, scales, poisoned fangs and a lashing tongue, the Uro was angry at their presence when so many herds were out in the woods.

Let me take it.

It is poisonous. I know what to do. She removed the two palm stunners and ran toward the creature, bouncing off the neighbouring trees to place herself precisely on his back.

Rumble was moving the living train through the woods as she held onto the bucking Uro. When it lowered its head, she struck, jamming the stunners into it where the scales were thinnest. The lizard jerked and went down heavily, rolling slightly. She leapt free just in time to keep her leg from getting pinned under the beast.

You would think you had done that before.

Once or twice. Are the men ready?

Yes, and we can see the shuttle. I promise to wait.

She chuckled and ran, bounding and swinging her way through the thick vegetation. As she arrived in the clearing, the Dawning Saru was setting down and she could hear the approaching herd.

A full sprint had her inside the shuttle before the door was fully open and she waited in the navigator seat for Rumble to herd the men and boy into the ship. The moment that they were all in, she sealed the door and charged up the thrusters, lifting them off the surface in time to allow the herd free rein underneath them.

"I got us up. You are going to have to get us back to the city. This is all I know." She shrugged and grinned as he took in the expansive herd of huge animals trampling everything in their path.

"I knew you mentioned the herds, but I never imagined…"

"Yeah, they are big bastards. Now, back to the city so we can get Bollik on charges of attempted murder."

He chuckled and turned the shuttle toward the city, the rescued men huddling on the floor and dozing the moment they stopped moving.

As they flew over the herds and the forest shook beneath them. She smiled at the view of the planet that she loved and may never walk on again.

Looking to her partner, she concluded that it was a trade she was willing to make for a life of adventure and the possibility of true happiness with the beast she had rescued by virtue of his eyes alone.




Epilogue

Their courtship took on a peculiar tone, but with every assignment they went on, Rumble presented her with a small present from the planet of their adventure.

Eventually, she had to throttle down her instincts and make the first move.

Ecros kept the door between their rooms open and she dressed in nothing more than her long hair to crawl into his bed.

He seemed surprised by her appearance in his bed, but when she started to nuzzle and bite, he flipped her to her back and moved over her without hesitation.

After two months of foreplay, she was more than ready for him and with every rocking thrust, their mind bond wove stronger until she could no longer determine which body was doing what to whom.

They rested and tried it again, shifting position several times until they shuddered together. He rested his chin on her spine and gave a gusty sigh. "Thank you. I was turning blue and not from oxygen deprivation."

"I was going a little buggy myself. Thankfully, the wait is over." She enjoyed the novelty of the overpowering scent they created together. Wrinkling her nose, she suggested, "Perhaps we should take a turn in the lav before round two."

"Round two? More like round four."

She thought about it and counted on her fingers. "You are correct, sir, I owe you an apology."

"I will take it out of your hide." He nipped at her spine and took her hand, hauling her to her feet.

They were halfway to his lav when Haunt came up through the floor. "You have an assignment. You have to find a lost research party in the woods of W'ndl." Haunt grinned. "And may I add…about fucking time."

As their commander faded through the floor. Ashlin looked to her partner. She kept her face straight for three whole seconds before she let out a joyous laugh. "See? Eat dessert first."
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