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Return of the Nine


Knowing

Signy Alora, ‘Ziggy,’ was shocked when she was abducted by the Tokkel from her home on the human colony world of Gaia. She was appalled when experimentation was scheduled for her day, and relieved when someone attacked the ship of the invaders. Ziggy used her talent to absorb the information she needed to escape and in the process she managed to help a batch of aliens who had also been slated for torture at the hands of the troll-like Tokkel. She takes knowledge of his language, his ability to fly a starship, and a kiss that renders him senseless.

Five years later, Ziggy thought that she had made a clean getaway and hidden her involvement in the first crash of the invading ship, but when military men collect her for the anniversary of the initial attack she realises that her time of hiding what she did was at an end.

Ziggy had no idea that someone had been looking for her. The moment she spots the shifter that she kissed all those years ago, her time of hiding what she is is over and he couldn’t be happier.

Accepting

Life on Gaia is predictable, boring, and just what Tiera needs to keep herself calm. When she is arrested and forced to visit her friend Ziggy and Ziggy’s new shapeshifting husband, the last thing on her mind is making a new friend in an alien Fairy who looks like he works out.

Tonos has flirted his way through the universe and now that he has met this Gaian, his mind has changed from flirting to making sure that Tiera does not make a run for home. With the power of her will, he might just find his way to love.
Hiding

Daphne has spent her adult life since the Tokkel invasion fighting for jobs to support herself. With her parents dead, her family consists of one. Desperate to earn some income she takes a position as wait staff at the reception for the Gaian, Tiera MacKenzie and her husband, Tonos of the Nine.

Daphne is trained to be invisible to the members of the Nine who are attending this first cross-planetary event held on Gaia.

After the reception she is desperate for rest but a peculiar interview by the personnel coordinator of the Nine drives her into the woods and a collision with destiny.

Apolan has accepted a position as Ambassador of the Nine on Gaia. The embassy is underway and all he needs now is an assistant. He has just the Gaian in mind if she will simply stop hiding and allow him to offer her all he can.

Guiding

Teyha enjoys being a historian and educating the next generation of Gaia on how they arrived. Her weekends and time off is spent exploring the new home for humanity, bringing back information and tales of the abandoned cities of the previous civilisations.

Two Shadow Folk come to ask for her help as a guide, and with a little convincing, she agrees to head to the ancient city that their people had once thrived in.

On the way to the city, she finds that she is not taking two men on a pilgrimage, she is leading a rescue party. With one shadow keeping secrets and the other too close for comfort, she does what she was asked to do. She guides them in, and she gets them all out.

Collecting

Emharo has spent her time collecting biological samples from the world around her and giving them to her family for analysis. She can find anything you need—you just have to ask.

Rivvin is a member of the Water Folk, and from the first time he saw this woman in his element, he knew that she was far more than she appeared to be and far more vulnerable than she pretended to be. She will be a challenging mate and a feisty partner if he can only convince her that she needs to add him to her collection.
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Hunting

Niika has a love for the land that goes bone deep. Even damaged by an old injury, she seeks out prey in the form of plants, animals and missing persons. Nik’s life revolves around her taking groups on tours of the wild and teaching them to live off the land that offers so much. Taking a group of aliens is a definite first.

The Nine need fresh supplies if they are to remain as a defence and an assisting partner to the people of Gaia. They also wish to know where their own people used to live and how. Cavos is a historian in search of the city of the Stone Folk, and he is quite surprised to find his mind turning from the past to the future when he meets the Gaian huntress who is leading him to his heart’s desire.

Designing

Ula has hidden from her own people in an effort to cease pressure from local government to create weapons against the Nine. When a man with wings comes knocking, she slams the door in his face.

Deniir has gotten as much information on the designer as he can, but seeing her taming some of the wild flying predators out back eases her rude dismissal of his presence. She is as wild as the beasts she uses to get airborne, and he sees the means to get her to follow him to the stars.

Offer her complete freedom and she will follow him wherever he leads...
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Seeing

Vida has been looking for her parents since the Tokkel took them six years ago. Her sister has given up on her obsession and removed herself from the pain of her twin’s hunt.

When Vida has a breakthrough and gets transported to the mother ship, she is one step closer to achieving her quest, until her own body betrays her.

S’rin is a member of the Balance, and his help enables her to recover, as well as find a way to locate those who have been lost. He needs to strike a balance between seduction and companionship; it is harder than he would imagine.

Tracking

Ianka has spent years blocking out her sister’s mind and the obsession with finding their parents who had been swept into space by the Tokkel. Finally, Vida has located them and summoned Ianka to help her launch the search.

Ianka heads to the mother ship and meets those who will help her gather a group to go out and seek the star and moon base where Vida saw their parents. To her surprise, Vida has found a mate in one of the Nine and is recovering from her childhood frailty with amazing speed. Ianka is the warrior and she will track their parents.

Derion is assigned to her as her escort around the ship, but while their friendship meets all the strictures of the Nine protocols, Ianka is a temptation that he dares not give in to.
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Chapter One
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Ziggy struggled against the bonds that held her down. The Tokkel were working on another captured human and the screaming was getting to her. One of the four armed beasts was about to mark the interior of her ankle with a glyph similar to the ones on the restrained humans around her.

As the needle started to buzz, she kicked wildly, causing the creature to snarl at her and call for another to hold her down.

With two of the Tokkel working on her she tried to scream behind her gag, but only muffled whines emerged. Closing her eyes at the pain, she focussed on the hands holding her down.

The contact gave her the chance she needed. Every other alien had been wearing a glove-like membrane but the male holding her had bare hands. She used their physical connection to reach into his mind and pull out all the information she could.

He blinked and shook his head violently, trying to clear it. She held her breath, but he spoke to his companion and in seconds, she could understand what he said.

“That was weird. We must have dipped into the atmosphere for a moment.”

The tattoo artist looked up. “Why?”

“Didn’t you feel that? The whole ship rocked.” He was holding her leg with two clawed hands.

“I didn’t feel anything.”

He had made a few passes with the needle when the entire ship shuddered.

Ziggy held perfectly still as a disembodied voice blared out, “Intruder alert. All hands to battle stations.”

Her persecutors immediately left her and the rest of the humans for their battle stations.

Ziggy bent her arm as far as she could and caressed the switch that would release her. It took three tries and she knew that she would be bruised for weeks, but a hiss sounded and the restraints retracted to free her limbs.

She hopped to her feet and unbuckled her gag. Looking around she saw four Gaians who had been captured with her and she released them from their restraints. “Keep quiet.”

They didn’t need to be told twice, they kept darting frightened looks toward the door.

Ziggy’s thoughts ran through the stolen knowledge and she nodded. “There are escape pods just outside the door. I can launch you.”

One of the wounded was holding a flap of skin to his side. “Just show us where to go.”

She shuddered at the pain in his expression but paused to slap a wide bandage from a nearby storage cabinet across his side. “That should hold you.”

He looked at her with glazed eyes. “How do you know this stuff?”

She shrugged. “Just a hunch, now let’s get you back to the surface. Hopefully the attack will have ceased by now.”

The other subjects were looking at each other but they seemed as eager to get off the ship as she was.

Ziggy opened the door with the passcode and she slid around the corner to the station with the four emergency pods for this wing of the ship. The Gaians each took a pod and waited nervously.

They were nowhere as nervous as Ziggy was. Once she launched these pods three security officers would come running. She was going to have to get to somewhere safe awfully quickly, but given her mental situation she had a far better chance than her fellow captives.

The wounded man smiled. “We are trusting you because you are human.”

She shook her head. “You are trusting me because I am offering you a way out, now hush and hang on. This is probably not going to be a smooth ride.”

She closed the pods, keyed in the coordinates for Hestia, the capitol of Gaia, and punched the release.

The tubes shot the pods out of the ship and hopefully into the atmosphere.

Ziggy was basing her targeting on the experimenting officer’s thoughts that they were still in orbit.

With her companions launched, Ziggy ran down the hall toward the secondary holding area.

She typed in the pass code and slipped behind the door just as the thunder of boots ran past her.

“Who are you?” The masculine voice shook her to her toes.

Carefully, she turned to see four men hanging from the wall. She looked a little more closely. They weren’t men. Well they were of the masculine gender, but they weren’t human.

“I am a prisoner from Gaia. Who are you?”

“Warriors of the Nine. Can you release us?”

She blinked and walked forward. The other three men were looking at her, but the one who was speaking stared into her very soul.

His skin was a dusky brown, his eyes catlike and tawny and his hair deep brown and tangled. He was huge and his ears were decidedly pointed.

“I can. Why should I?”

“Because we belong to the ships that are attacking this Tokkel vessel. If we get back to our people, this attack will end.”

“May I touch you?”

He looked at her and while exhaustion rode his features, curiosity was there as well. “Yes.”

She ran her hand along his chest and rummaged through his knowledge. Her talent only allowed her to access conscious thoughts of a technical bent. She could pick up languages easily, but wading through this man’s knowledge base was harder than most. The language that he thought in was musical and very old.

He didn’t have any connection to the Tokkel aside from being their prisoner. The men with him were under his command and they had been taken from their ship with only the battle with the Gaians keeping them from being executed or tortured for information.

Ziggy nodded and pulled her hand back. There was a tingle in her skin from where she had touched him. A pleasurable burn pulsed up her arm. “Fine. I will let you guys go. There is a set of escape pods down the hall on the left.”

He stared at her in shock. “You speak the language of the Nine?”

She blinked. It suddenly occurred to her that he had been speaking in Tokkel until now. “I suppose I do, now.”

Ziggy pressed the releases and all four men collapsed to the floor in heaps.

“Do you know why they attacked Gaia?”

Her conversational partner helped his men stand. “Is that what you call it? We called it Underhill.”

She froze. “What do you mean?”

“We left that world eons ago. It changes those upon it.” He stood and his men nodded silently to him. “We are ready to leave.”

She smiled. “I hate a mystery, but you all look like you need to be somewhere else.”

He inclined his head formally. “I look forward to finding you again when this is all over. You seem to be a woman with mysteries of her own.”

She chortled. “You have no idea.”

They didn’t need to be told to be silent. She led them to the pods and the male she had been speaking to calmly keyed in the destination coordinates.

She helped one of his men into the pod.

He paused. “There are only four pods.”

“I know. I have a plan.” She kept her features calm. Her plan involved taking the entire ship into the Northern Ocean.

“I will not allow you to risk your life to save ours.”

Ziggy sighed and leaned up to kiss him. As her lips met his she heard a low rumble and hands on her waist. Using the direct contact to his mind via the kiss, she made him sleep. He staggered and she used all her strength to put him in the pod. With a sad smile she punched the release and launched the four to safety.

Moving as quickly as she could, she hid in a storage alcove as three troopers came stampeding to the pod station.

Ziggy sat quietly and waited for her chance. Her moment would come and she would do what she could.

Her planet was at stake after all.

Chapter Two
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Five years later . . . 

Ziggy stood in her mother’s flower shop and watched the news footage that they had been replaying for the last week.

“As you can see here, the first Tokkel ship destroyed by the Nine has been recovered. With the joint efforts of the Nine and Gaian ships, the first warship that was brought down has now been lifted from the depths of the Northern Ocean.

“The recovery efforts will bring the ship to the surface just in time for the five year anniversary of the triumph over the Tokkel. Survivors of the raids are being invited to the Nine mother ship for a gala event.”

Leara smiled and worked at an arrangement. “That’s nice. So many folks were affected by those raids.”

Ziggy remembered the terror of being hunted and getting caught in the grav beam with a dozen other men and women. Only five of them managed to survive the exams that the Tokkel engaged in.

When Ziggy had gotten the officers of the Nine away from the ship she had waited and then cut the lines to life support with cutters she found in the storage closet.

She knocked out two troopers from behind and stole their weapons, shooting everything that moved. She wounded one of the pilots and took his grasp of the workings of the ship.

Ziggy piloted the ship in a circle, spinning it in the centre of the flight of warships, firing wildly.

Her death spiral continued until the ship started breaking up in the upper atmosphere. There was a set of emergency pods near the bridge and she programmed one to drop her near her home town before she locked in.

The ship had an auto eject for occupied pods when it was in danger. It popped her out a mile over the ocean and the pod jetted to her landing site.

The moment that she landed, she stumbled free of the pod and hid for hours, slowly making her way back home.

It had taken her two days to get back into shape to pretend that nothing had happened, and while the men and women she had released from the experiment station remembered her, the woman that they created via a sketch artist was far more attractive than Ziggy made any claim to be.

The clatter of a set of pots against the table as her mother moved things around brought Ziggy out of her memory.

“They were. They deserve a holiday in their honour. In one way, they brought the Nine back to the area. Back home.”

“You are right, Signy. I know that you were upset during the invasion, but isn’t it great that we survived it with minimal losses?”

Ziggy sighed. “Any lives lost were too many. Do you have the display ready for the Markaqay wedding?”

Leara nodded. “Yes. The delivery van will be here at six.”

Ziggy smiled. “Excellent. Well, I am off for the night. I am just going to have coffee with some friends.”

Ziggy put on her jacket but turned to see the clients who rang the bell as they entered the shop.

Two men in military uniforms walked in.

“Good evening, sirs, we were just about to close but how can we help you?”

The men looked down at data pads and then back up at her. “We are looking for Signy Alora.”

Leara blinked. “That is my daughter’s name, but what do you want with her?”

The men snapped into a sharp salute. “We have orders to bring her in to attend the celebration on the Nine mother ship.”

“Why? She has never been involved with the Nine. Have you, Ziggy?”

Ziggy winced. Her mother hated her nickname. For her to be using it she had to be stressed.

“Not that I am aware of, Mom. Can you let Dad know that nothing is wrong, but he will need to be here for the delivery van tomorrow morning?”

Leara bit her lip. “If you are sure that you want to go with them.”

She sighed. “Mom, I don’t think that I have any choice.”

“Ma’am, we have orders to bring her in. We also have confirming video that she is the woman we are looking for.”

Ziggy smiled and patted her mother’s hand. “It’s fine. Everything will be fine.”

Leara squeezed her hand. “If you are sure. Keep us posted on what is going on.”

Ziggy laughed. “As soon as I figure it out, you will know.”

The two men saluted again and escorted her out of her mother’s flower shop and into a wide bodied skimmer. The flying unit was technology of the Nine. They had been very generous to the settlers on their old world.

She settled on the passenger seat and in seconds they had lifted off the street and were a hundred feet over the city. Crowds were watching them fly away, and Ziggy waved to a few familiar faces.

“Where are we going?”

“The launch area. You will travel to the mother ship via shuttle in the custody of the Nine.”

She nodded. There was nothing else to do. She had chosen her options and while she had never expected to be found out, she had prepared herself for the eventuality.

She left custody of the Gaian military and walked across the tarmac to the shuttle where three officers of the Nine were waiting.

The officers she was facing were of the Giant, Dwarf, and Fairy persuasion. Three of the nine branches of the Nine.

They saluted and helped her up the stairs, settling her in her seat before lifting off. She knotted her fingers together. The light touch of the Giant’s hand had given her basic information on how to fly the shuttle as well as where all of the emergency supplies were.

Since her time on the ship, she picked information out of people much more easily. It almost flowed out of them at her lightest touch.

She sat back and watched the men who had been asked to pick her up. It had come as a shock that the ship found back on Earth two hundred years ago had been a ship of the Nine. When the colonists piled aboard, it took them back to its home.

Ziggy was a third-generation Gaian. From the Nine archives, the very soil of Gaia or Underhill created a genetic potential that would soon begin to occur in the humans now living there.

She was one of those new humans. Born with the ability to gain knowledge from those around her, she found the knowing was the hardest thing to deal with when you got information you didn’t want.

She waited. While the males sent her friendly glances, they didn’t offer to engage her in conversation. She idly wondered what kind of trouble she was in and how bad it actually was.

The feeling of leaving the planet’s surface wasn’t nearly the jarring sensation of her previous capture. The giant piloting the ship moved them smoothly through the layers of atmosphere and to the mother ship beyond.

Ziggy watched the huge silvery bulk get closer and closer before she had the thought that she had been fighting since she saw the men in her mother’s flower shop.

How did they find me?


Chapter Three
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The Fairy held his hand out to her and assisted her from her seat. Ziggy was a little wobbly but her talent surged up and did a rapid reading of the man holding her hand. He was a medic and he was studying human physiology.

He found her fascinating.

She blinked and tried not to show her nervousness. Despite the folded wings and pointed ears he looked as far from the minute flitting creatures of Earth myth as he could be. He looked more like a professional wrestler with wings.

Ziggy stood and gently withdrew her hand from his.

Instead of being offended, his lips quirked in amusement. “Please follow me, Ms. Alora.”

She inclined her head and walked down the steps and followed his wings through a shuttle bay and into the ship itself.

Behind her, the dwarf from the ship followed them as they walked to an internal monorail. A pod was waiting for them, a glowing crystal banded with metal. It looked to seat around six people, but no one entered but their triad.

She took the seat that the Fairy showed her to and waited with her fingers knotted in her lap. The dwarf sat next to her and with a chime the pod on the monorail sealed shut and they started to move.

When the pod shifted around a corner, Ziggy swayed and the dwarf reached out to help her. He was a navigator and had a wife and two little ones here on the ship.

From his mind she saw star charts and calculations for travelling to planets she had never even imagined.

“Thank you. I wasn’t expecting the turn.” Her voice was soft but the Fairy turned to smile at her.

He frowned as he noted the dwarf’s hand on her shoulder. “Makinaw, what are you doing?”

“Steadying her. It wouldn’t do for her to get a concussion before she sees the council.”

She swallowed. “The council?”

The dwarf nodded. “Yes. Tomorrow morning, before the ceremony you will meet with the council of the Nine.”

“Why?”

“We are not aware of why you have been called to the ship, we only know that if the councillors want to speak with you, we have to bring you.”

“What am I supposed to do until tomorrow?”

The pod rocked and shimmied as it passed through the ship’s common areas, the vistas of the interior of the huge ship were lost on her as her stomach knotted with nerves.

The Fairy grinned. “We have been ordered to take you to VIP quarters. The other humans are simply being brought in for the event tomorrow, but the quarters have been booked for you for at least a week.”

“Tonos! Need to know.” The dwarf growled.

The Fairy scowled at him. “Mak, you think she doesn’t need to know that?”

“Gentlemen, please. If it is a problem, I will just wait until tomorrow.”

The pod slid to a halt and the door opened.

Makinaw extended his hand and helped her to her feet. They left the pod and he led her past two guards, both of the tree clan of the Nine.

“You will remain in your quarters until someone comes for you tomorrow morning. Appropriate attire has been selected and will be delivered.” Makinaw patted her hand lightly.

The doors were framed with ornate carvings and as Tonos pressed the lock to open one of the rooms she noticed that the elegance continued within. She passed the Fairy with a slight nod and he gave her an appreciative leer.

Makinaw punched him in the ribs and the door closed. The pale light panel next to it went from white to red and Ziggy knew she was locked in.

The rooms were huge. An entertaining room was the first that she walked into and the bedroom was just beyond through another ornate archway.

She rifled through the dwarf’s knowledge and picked out the instructions for using the entertainment unit. Seeing as how she was basically under arrest, she spent her evening watching the entertainment options offered by the mother ship of the Nine.

As she watched the images appear on the wall across from the couch she flipped through the options and though she was curious, she steered clear of the sexual programming. There were only so many traumas she was willing to endure in a day and watching members of the Nine having sex was far beyond her tolerance for weirdness.
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Councillor Rothaway smiled as the request for entertainment vids came up on the screen. “Do you believe me now?”

He had tried to explain to his people that he had met a Gaian with the ability to speak the language of the Nine. While his survival and that of the rest of his team had proved that someone else had a hand in their escape from the Tokkel ship, it was only in the past week when the salvaged vessel was dredged from the ocean that he was able prove his experience was not just a hallucination born of torture.

“Yes, fine. You are right. She knows our language. I am still not sure what it means.” Lyneer brought up the scans of the human and blinked rapidly.

“How long have you been out of the tanks?” Rothaway scowled.

“I have the humidity turned up in my chambers, I am just surprised at how easily she moves in our environment. What have you been able to learn?”

Rothaway sat back and stared at the images of Signy Alora on his screens. “She is third-generation Gaian. There were no reports of her being taken and none of the survivors could recall precisely what the woman looked like. They only know that she released them and sent them all home. Aside from that they were not very concerned with what she looked like.”

“What about satellite scans?”

He grinned. “None of the satellites were operational in the area where the escape pod was found.”

Lyneer blinked again. “How could she know where to land?”

Rothaway smiled. “That is the mystery that I want to solve. Her knowledge base is far beyond anyone from her world.”

He didn’t mention that her lips were soft, she smelled like roses and he wanted to feel the silky skin of her hips under his hands again. She woke every shifter instinct that he had and that alone had shaken him to his core. When he recovered, he did so with the realisation that his mate was down on the planet below and he simply needed to find her.

The issue of finding her had seemed simple until the images of the crashed ship began to stream over the Gaian news reports. His confusion had stemmed from the sense that she was alive and well.

Signy Alora would face the council tomorrow and when the footage from the Tokkel ship was displayed she would have to explain what it was that she did and how precisely she did it.

Chapter Four

––––––––
[image: ]


Ziggy jerked awake at the knock on the bedroom wall. She rolled over and blinked sleepily, trying to bring the newcomer into focus. “Hello?”

“Please excuse the intrusion, Ms. Alara. I have your clothing for the meeting and the official reception.” The male was distinctly green, even to Ziggy’s exhausted gaze.

“Oh. Hello.” She sat up and looked down at herself, sighing in relief when she noted that she had slept in her clothes.

The male was leaning in her doorway and he had a silky wave of blue fabric over his arm.

“I have your clothing for the event today. Your breakfast is waiting. Please prepare and join me in the outer room.”

He stepped forward and put the gown on the edge of her bed. She simply watched him drop it off and as he walked out she stared after him with her eyes wide.

When he was in the outer room she shifted and grabbed the dress while easing into the lavatory. She leaned against the closed door and blinked rapidly. “Whew.”

With an eye toward speed she stripped and left her clothing in a pile, entering what her mind told her was the cleansing unit.

The shower was peculiar. She stood on the depressions that were meant for feet and pressed the only button in the area while she closed her eyes.

Light and wind struck her, startling a yelp out of her. It was exactly as the memories had shown her. Her body tingled but she was squeaky clean.

Ziggy bit her lip as she held up the dress. It was long, elegant, and would not be appreciative of underwear. The fabric would cling tightly where it touched and she didn’t want to destroy the line of the garment, but she was not keen on going commando.

She slithered into the gown and admired the fit in the long mirror. It certainly was flattering, and the deep blue made her midnight eyes bright and mysterious at the same time.

Her long brown hair was hanging straight, the side effect of the cleansing unit. It removed all oil and dirt but it acted as a flat iron.

The rumble of her stomach drove her out of the bathroom after she had attended to all other morning matters including a peculiar toothbrush.

She peeked around the corner of her bedroom, watching him at the dining table. “Are there shoes to go with this gown?”

The male turned slowly and smiled. “Of course. By the door. Now, come and have something to eat. Our cooks made an effort to provide you with something familiar.”

She sniffed appreciatively as he lifted the lid on the tray. Eggs, toast, meat and a side of an unusual fruit were a charming way to start the day.

Eating out of reflex was the only way she could keep from staring at the man across from her. The gill slits on his neck were obvious even though she kept her head aimed at her food.

“The councillors are excited to meet you.”

She almost choked on a piece of succulent fruit that crossed the line between berry and melon.

“What? How many people know about me?” She looked up and met his black gaze.

He chortled and there was a wicked gleam in his eyes. “You have been a creature of myth and legend for the last five years. The survivors spoke of you, but since you were never reported abducted there were no records to tie you to the Tokkel ship.”

“What is your name?”

“I am Commander Lyneer, personal assistant and bodyguard to the shifter councillor.”

She blinked. “But you are a mer. Why would you work for a shifter?”

He tilted his head. “All questions will be answered in time. But the mother ship of the Nine mixes species whenever it can to relieve racial tensions.”

She swallowed and took a sip of the water on her tray. “Well, I suppose that we should get going.”

He smiled. “You are correct. I should have been earlier but I was ordered to let you sleep in.”

Ziggy didn’t ask who had given the order. She wasn’t sure that she wanted to know.

It was comforting to know that the men in the life pods had survived. Launching an escape pod during a firefight was never a good idea, but there had been little choice.

She got to her feet and checked her gown for crumbs. Coming out clean, she turned and looked for the shoes.

Satin pumps with an ankle strap were in the same shade as her gown. The heels were sturdy but she would be three inches taller. Ziggy stepped into the shoes and then bent double to buckle them into place.

When she looked back at an upside down Lyneer, he was staring at her backside in a most appreciative manner. “Take a picture because this is the only time you are going to see this view.”

Standing upright she took a few careful steps and nodded. “Ready when you are.”

She noticed that he was fighting a grin as he took her arm and escorted her out of the guestroom, past the guards and through the ship.

“How far are we from where you are taking me?”

“About ten minutes. May I say, your accent for the language of the Nine is quite captivating.”

She blushed. “Thank you, I don’t know where I picked it up.”

She almost missed his muttered, “I have a fairly good idea.”

She was learning from him as they walked, her knowledge of the tank and humidity system that he required for daily function was becoming extensive.

It wasn’t the first time that she had wished that her talent let her learn more emotional information, but technical seemed to be her area of extraction.

She could learn how to rebuild engines, program computers and create the perfect hybrid roses, but she couldn’t find out what folks had done on their summer vacations.

The block to her learning curve frustrated the hell out of her.

She tried to keep her mind calm and she accepted the information that Lyneer offered her. He may not have known that he was offering it, but she was learning about the structure and coordination of the ship as they made their way into the heart of the vessel.

The slow flow of other pedestrians indicated their path, so Ziggy was confused when Lyneer steered her into a side hallway that snaked around the main area. “Where are we going?”

“You have a meeting to attend before the ceremony.”

The way he said it gave her a shiver of unease. “What kind of meeting?”

He opened the door and shoved her through. “Think of it as a reunion.”

The room was circular, and a long conference table snaked around it. The only break in the circle was the small path that she took.

Lyneer whispered. “Stand on the central podium and answer what is asked.”

Ziggy was nervous, there was no correlation for this procedure with any of the minds she had touched. She was in a situation that none of her knowledge donors had experienced. Shadows covered the people at the table, but she could make out nine silhouettes.

“Signy Alora, you have been brought here to answer a few questions that only you can answer.”

An image hovered in front of her. She saw a human woman watching the Tokkel near her with suspicion and licking her lips lightly as one touched her skin.

A deep voice that resonated in her mind spoke from the shadows. “Do you recognise this image, Ms. Alora?”

She shook her head. “I do not.”

“Can you guess where this image was captured?”

“It looks like a Tokkel experimental bay.” She tried to look away, but everywhere she looked, the image remained in front of her eyes.

“How do you come to be familiar with the Tokkel experimental facilities?”

She paused. “I saw news reels after the battles.”

“Do you recognise the woman in the image?” The deep voice continued.

“No, should I?” She swallowed.

“Usually, folk can recognise themselves in an image, Ms. Alora.”

She paled.

“What about this image?”

Ziggy watched the image of herself speak to the people in the room and shepherd them out into the hall and to the pods.

“I have never seen that image before.” It was the truth. She had been in it, not watching it.

A chuckle ran through the room around her.

The voice said, “We are aware that you have not seen those images, do you recognise yourself in that image?”

She sighed and her shoulders slumped. “I do.”

“What about these events?”

Clips started and ran of her sprinting down the hall with her ankle clearly showing the black mark where they had started to tag her. They showed her entering the room where the captives of the Nine were held and emerging with them minutes later.

“Please explain the following image.”

She blushed to the roots of her hair as the image of her holding her handsome alien and kissing him was played over and over until she held up her hands. “Enough. I was trying to knock him out and the only way I know to do it is to drain his current memory. So, I kissed him, stunned him, and wedged him into the pod.”

The image of her closing the pod with tears in her eyes was unmistakable.

“I didn’t want to keep any of them from getting home. They had a place in the fight and I didn’t. They needed to be back with their troops.”

She waited.

“How did you know that these were military men?”

Ziggy looked around the room, her own face superseded over the shadowed figures. “I learned it from their minds.”

A murmur ran through those assembled.

“Describe the process.”

She wondered at the curiosity she could feel swirling in the room. “I touch someone and I am able to copy their technical knowledge to my mind.”

“This includes languages?”

She shifted from foot to foot. “It does.”

A woman’s voice asked. “Does the information fade over time?”

She bit her lip, unsure of how to answer the Shadows. “It goes from immediately accessible knowledge to a dim memory.”

“How many of our languages do you know?” The woman tapped her fingers and there was a distinctly wooden sound.

She paused and counted, “Four racial dialects and the common language of the Nine.”

The masculine voice spoke again. “Why was it a kiss, Ms. Alora?”

“Pardon?”

“When you incapacitated the officer in the pod, why was it a kiss? You could have gotten a similar reaction from contact if you had tried.”

She opened and closed her mouth as she tried to think of a reason. “It seemed like the best thing to do. It was instinct.”

Low murmurs filled the room and she was suddenly unsure. They were blocking her audio input somehow. She couldn’t make out any of the words and it scared her.

She wove her fingers together in an effort to stop them from trembling.

Her fate was in their hands and she couldn’t even see them.
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––––––––
[image: ]


Just as suddenly as they had become incomprehensible, she could understand them again.

The deep voice spoke directly to her and she felt that they were the only two people in the room. “Ms. Alara, thank you for coming to this meeting of the Nine Council. We understand a little more about what happened that day. Please follow Lyneer and he will take you to the ceremonies.”

The Shadows faded from the table and Ziggy was left in the centre of an empty room.

Lyneer came to her and took her hand. “This way, Signy.”

“Please, call me Ziggy. Everyone does.” She stepped down and let him lead her to the ceremonies.

The flow of traffic had ceased and Lyneer tightened his grip on her hand as they went through the doorway. A coliseum worth of people were already seated. Ziggy had no idea where she was going to find a seat.

The Gaian area was full, several of the military officers were wearing their uniforms and their chests were puffed with pride.

Heads turned to look as she was paraded across the VIP section until she had passed nine dignitaries representing their races and she was seated in the tenth seat on the podium.

The surprised looks from members of her own race embarrassed her, but she sat with her head high and her eyes watching the podium. Lyneer was standing behind her and a quick glance showed her that each person in her row had an attendant in the same pose.

A female from the Tree Folk stood and raised her hands for silence. “Welcome one and all to this celebration of cooperation and unity.

“The Nine races began on the world below, evolving our characteristics to match the area that we lived in. We left when our destiny took us to the stars and set up colonies on dozens of different worlds. When the humans arrived, they began the same metamorphosis that our race went through thousands of years ago. They are changing, evolving to meet the challenges that Gaia is giving them.”

She smiled to the assembled folk as the translators caught up with her, repeating all of her words in Gaian.

“As we are all aware, the first attacks of the Tokkel were devastating to the Gaian people. They struck without warning and took dozens of the citizens for examination and experimentation to see how they would best use the rest of you. The ships of the Nine were fighting their way through the horde, but we could not reach the Tokkel harvesters in time. Warriors of the Nine were captured and held by our enemies on the same ships as your people.”

She raised her hand and the image of the Tokkel ship diving into the North Ocean filled a glowing sphere in the centre of the event. Gaians cheered as the ship slammed into and disappeared under the waves.

“What you may not know was that less than four hours earlier, a Gaian made this happen.”

Ziggy gripped the arms of her chair as her image filled the screen. The images had been cropped so that her bruised and partially exposed limbs were not shown, but one of the angles zoomed in on her ankle and its partially completed mark.

She pressed her lips together as all blood left her face leaving her clammy and cold. The Gaians watched her stuffing the warrior of the Nine into the pod after she had kissed him senseless. A few of them muttered at that, but they stared with shock as she disabled the Tokkel one by one.

Her expression in the image was so cold, she could barely recognise herself, but after she had programmed the ship and locked herself in the pod, the memories were all too clear.

From the interior cameras of the ship she saw her death grip on the interior of the pod, the violent shudders and finally the emergency eject that had taken her back home.

Silence filled the room as the reality of the situation kicked in and the Gaians and several of the Nine turned to stare at her.

“The woman who save not only her own people, but citizens of the Nine, is with us here today. Signy Alora, please come forward. There is a matter of equality to attend to.”

The woman made to resemble wood and leaves smiled encouragingly.

Lyneer helped her to her feet and steadied her as she approached the podium. A slow wave of applause began and Ziggy winced when she realised that the Gaians were not participating.

The wooden woman extended her hand and reluctantly, Ziggy took it. Images of special ships, detailed birthing plans and medical procedures that made her blink all filled her mind at the woman’s touch.

“I am Ravencourt of the People of the Trees. I greet you, Signy Alora, emissary of the Gaians, and welcome you to the mother ship of the Nine.” The woman’s green eyes were kind and her hand was smooth and surprisingly warm.

“Thank you Ravencourt. I am not an emissary, merely an average citizen.” Her voice boomed and to her surprise she heard the translator working on her words. She had spoken in the wrong language.

“You are far more than you want to admit. Now for the matter of equality.”

Ravencourt released her hand, gripped her shoulders and turned her toward the tall and exceptionally familiar male coming toward her.

Reflex made her try to move away, but she was held fast as the entire assembly watched the shifter stride toward her. There was an intense gleam in his eyes that sent Ziggy’s heart into a stuttering beat.

He didn’t stop when he got to her, but reached out and took her in his arms, sweeping her into a kiss that was shown on the image sphere and gained the vocal admiration of the crowd.

Ziggy held on to him, his lips were hot, his tongue was insistent and a pulse low in her belly pulsed with every stroke in her mouth. She was surrounded by him, he wrapped her in his arms and held her tight as his hands roamed her spine and cupped her hips in turn.

She was plastered against him from the front and the way he was groping her backside, he had a knowledge of her anatomy that her doctor would envy.

After he seemed satisfied with the length of the kiss and she was speculating at the length pressed against her belly, he leaned back and grinned down at her. “It seems that you are just as stunned as I was.”

The voice was familiar and he had a wicked gleam in his eyes.

Laughter and applause filled the assembly.

She ran through the information she had caught at the tail end of the kiss and jerked back in his grip. “That was sneaky.”

“I told you I would get to the bottom of your mysteries. Claiming you in front of all the races is a fairly effective way to do it.” He grinned down at her and she realised that she didn’t know who he was.

“What is your name?” Her voice was a low whisper, but it was translated anyway and the words caused a cascade of mirth throughout those assembled.

“Councillor Rothaway, formerly Commander Rothaway, now representative for the shifter people.” He kept one hand on her arm and she could read in his body that he didn’t want to let go and was afraid that she would run.

He turned and addressed the crowd. “This woman sent me home to my people knowing that she would have to make it to the bridge to achieve the final escape pod. She risked her life not only for my people, but for those of her people who had been captured and marked by the Tokkel. Her victory over the collector ship deserves the sole credit to her genes and her upbringing. She is a Gaian of the newest evolution and she will be honoured here as such.”

The people of the Nine stood up and applauded. A child came forward and offered Ziggy a bouquet of exotic blooms, grinning and showing sharp teeth as she did so.

“Congratulations on your claiming, Signy Alora. Councillor Rothaway’s family is honoured to have you joining them.” The little girl bounced away after making that announcement.

Signy looked up at the bronze skin, hard jaw, slightly full lips still shiny from their kiss, sharp nose, high cheekbones and dark wing-like brows. “Claiming?”

She used his grip to allow her to reach into his mind and she sought regulations for claiming. Everything that she found gave her a sinking feeling.

Ziggy had just gotten engaged and she hadn’t even known his name.
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The celebration and medals of honour were distributed, but Ziggy was being escorted down the halls by her tall, dark and handsome companion.

“Where are you taking me?”

His laugh was low and deep. “We will get to that later. For now, you need to be scanned and your talent recorded so that your species will gain protected status with the Nine.”

“I don’t understand.”

He slowed his pace and caressed the back of her hand with his thumb. “We followed the Tokkel because they said that they were coming for a race with potential. We didn’t want to stop them so much as observe what they found.”

Ziggy’s jaw opened in amazement. “You never meant to help?”

“It was a reaction to their attacks on our scouting ships. If they had not acted first we would not have intervened in their attack on your world.”

“Why not?”

“Because our involvement brought even more attention from the Tokkel to your world. Unless we find a way to gain commitment from our citizens, we will soon leave Gaia to fend for itself.”

She blinked. “Fine. What did you mean by potential?”

He slowed even more and the Nine marks for medical started to appear on the doors they passed. They entered the main medical bay and a woman in the red tunic and black trousers of a nine medical officer came to greet them.

“This is the one?” She was a giant but her voice was pleasantly feminine.

“Yes, Dr. Meevin. This is Signy Alora of Gaia. Third-generation colonist.”

The giant smiled pleasantly at Ziggy. “Greetings, warrior. Councillor Rothaway has spoken very highly of you. Would you come with me please?”

She looked up at the woman and smiled. “Of course.”

Councillor Rothaway followed them and Ziggy could feel him at her back while she followed the seven foot woman. She still didn’t have an answer for her question and she wasn’t going to leave the mother ship until she had one.

“We have a full-body scanner here and you will need to relax while we take a baseline reading. It will not hurt and you need to remain relaxed and passive while the scan is in progress.”

“Fine. Can I go in like this?” She gestured to her clothing.

“Of course. This is for a biology baseline and a passive brain activity scan.” Dr. Meevin smiled brightly.

Similar to a circular shower enclosure it had a gel backing and withdrawn doors. It was a fairly narrow column and Ziggy stepped into it, turning to face her observers. The door closed and the unit started to tilt, sending her back into the embrace of the gel bed.

After the surprise of the tilt, she pressed her hands flat to the bed. Ziggy tried to relax and not to think.

A whir started and then a light sparked across her body, illuminating her in a golden glow. A bright ring of paler pink lights started to hum and rotate and she closed her eyes to keep from getting dizzy.

She didn’t know how long she had been in the scanner, but when it finally started to tilt upright again, she fought a yawn.

“We need to observe your abilities in action. Would you allow me to attach this monitor?” Dr. Meevin smiled hopefully.

“Of course.” She stepped out of the scanner and smiled politely. “Where would you like me?”

The doctor showed her a station with the same comfort gel and after she settled, a halo of wires was carefully attached to her head.

Councillor Rothaway, the man who had announced his intentions toward her was staring at her as the contacts were pressed to her skin.

“Now, Signy, I need you to use your talent.”

Ziggy focussed on Dr. Meevin and extended her hand. “Put your hand in mine and it will start.”

Bemused the woman did as she asked and Ziggy let her mind do the rest.

Formal regulations for medical examination of xeno-original species ran through Ziggy’s mind. Dr. Meevin wasn’t just a physician, she was an alien specialist.

The Giants had a very specific hierarchy and their rituals and formalities were extensive. Ziggy would never need them all but the sheer complexity of etiquette was fascinating.

The doctor released her hand and stared at the readout. “Well, Signy Alora of Gaia, your species definitely has potential.”

The giant turned to Rothaway, “I will file the reports with the councils immediately. I don’t know how well the Gaians will accept the news, but they are definitely changing.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. What does potential mean?” She lifted the gear off her head.

Dr. Meevin looked at her and tilted her head. “You know that our races developed on the planet beneath us, correct?”

“I do.”

“We developed the way we did due to a subtle emanation of the planet that soaked into the soil and the plant life, working its way through the eco system. It changed us from our parent species into the nine separate races we have today.

“Your people have been on the surface long enough for three generations to breed and grow. Your parent species had the potential to develop extraordinary traits and if you are a good example of your people’s genes, you will be eligible to join the Nine in one more generation. For now, having potential means that we will guard your world from the Tokkel.”

She blinked in surprise. “It is that simple?”

Rothaway moved from his stationary position and came to help her from the exam seat. “It is not quite that simple, but it is a start, and it will keep us here.”

Ziggy stood and looked at where their hands were connected. His skin was rough and smooth at the same time, sending prickles of sensation through her. The same warm pulse that she remembered from five years earlier ran up her arm.

His voice rumbled over her and through her soul. “Do you want me here?”

She parted her lips to answer when Dr. Meevin cleared her throat. “Councillor Rothaway, you are overdue for your medication.”

He turned to the woman and bared his teeth. “I will take it tomorrow.”

“Sir, your levels are already dangerously low.”

Ziggy tugged on his hands to return his gaze to her and get him to stop glaring at the doctor. “What medication, what levels?”

He scowled at the doctor. “I had hoped for a more private setting for this conversation.”

“You are exuding quite a lot of pheromones, normal for a shifter in rut. You have been militant about taking your meds for the last five years, so this is a sudden change in attitude and physiology, councillor.” The doctor crossed her arms. “Your kind can be dangerous in that situation and I believe that our young miss needs to be informed before she gets any closer to you.”

Rothaway tightened his hands on hers. “I have already declared my claim in front of the entire assembly. She isn’t getting out of this now.”

Meevin gave him a half smile. “Congratulations. How brave to be declaring on behalf of an untested species.”

“I knew what she was when she first touched me. It simply took a while before I was able to find her again. My rut started with her touch, intensified with her kiss and has been idling in my bloodstream for five years. Enough is enough.”

The doctor paused. “You are serious? She is the one who triggered you?”

The question was phrased toward Rothaway, but Ziggy knew it was meant for her. “I am not sure what triggering entails, but I did touch and kiss him on a Tokkel ship five years ago.”

The doctor nodded sharply and checked medical reports once again. “It should work. You will have to work out the details with her at your leisure.”

The words gave Ziggy a frisson of unease but the sensations that she was experiencing were starting to override her judgement.

Nothing else was said. Rothaway tugged her by her hands and led her out of medical.

He placed an arm around her waist and they returned to the assembly. He walked her to her seat and then glared at the representative next to her.

A chain reaction occurred when the shifter rep got up with a grin. He inclined his head to Rothaway and repeated the gesture toward Ziggy. The representatives all got up and moved over one until the empty seat in the centre was taken up and the seat next to Ziggy was empty.

Rothaway took the seat and while the medals were still being awarded near the podium, they were drawing more of an audience as he reached out to take her hand.

They sat side by side and watched the remainder of the ceremonies, his hand loosely clasping hers but she felt every ridge and callous on his skin. Her entire being was focussed on his hand and it was only when the rules of a Wilder bonding ceremony started to creep into her mind that she noticed that he was feeding her what he wanted her to know.
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Three hours later, the ceremonies were concluded. Councillor Rothaway was given a medal of discovery and Ziggy had a heavy star dangling on a ribbon around her neck. It was a civilian medal of honour and it impressed the hell out of the audience of the Nine.

Ziggy was in a daze when the music swelled and the assembly broke up. Rothaway’s hand held her in place and she waited with him and the other representatives in their row as the humans and others filed past them. The members of the nine races smiled at her, giving her friendly winks and frank looks as they passed her.

She leaned over to Rothaway, “Why are they staring?”

“You have been recorded as the first of your species to have shown potential. Our mother ship has been seeking other species for generations in hopes that one would show potential for the development of psychic or physical evolution. That the Tokkel found you first was a source of distress and embarrassment.” He murmured it softly but there was an undertone to his voice that sent her nerves into sensory overdrive.

She checked the information that she had pulled out of Meevin, but the effect she was experiencing was not in the doctor’s information.

She whispered again. “Why do we have to sit here?”

He nodded to a few of his own race. “So that each race is represented from beginning to end of the ceremonies.”

“Your people are the Wilder?”

“We are. We are aware that your folk call us shifters, but now that you are here, you should know the proper name for those you will be surrounded by.”

She swallowed as the final folk went past. “You are speaking as if I am going to be locked into the mother ship.”

“Not locked in, but to keep us in defensive orbit you will need to remain as an example of why we are here.”

Ziggy blinked. “But, you have been here for the last five years without anyone acting as the potential.”

Rothaway caressed her hand with his thumb. “My mind was laid open and it was confirmed that not only were you gifted, you were Gaian. It was in our best interest to find the Tokkel ship to determine your identity.”

Ziggy sighed and rubbed her forehead with her free hand. “So that is why the Nine participated in the salvage of the Tokkel ship.”

“You did quite the job on the tracking systems and you landed it in a mineral heavy area. It was buried quite deep.” There was admiration in his tone.

“My friend Tiera’s brother was a sea miner. I remembered the location from his conversation.”

He scowled. “You have feelings for this male?”

He had gone from being cuddly and seductive to bristling with rage in a moment. It shocked Ziggy when she realised that his hair was actually elevating and standing on edge.

“Only insomuch as he is Tiera’s brother. He is like family.”

Ziggy gave in to the urge to stroke his arm to calm him. “I think we can go now.”

He looked up and the representatives on the other side of them were watching him cautiously.

Lyneer made himself known as he cleared his throat. “Perhaps this discussion would best be held in privacy, councillor.”

Rothaway shook his head as if to clear it and nodded his head with a jerk. “I apologise I am degrading a little more rapidly than I thought.”

She didn’t have a chance to ask about what precisely was degrading, he gently lifted her to her feet, and they left the podium and the relieved councillors behind.

Lyneer walked in front of them, deflecting the people who tried to approach her. She tried to ask Rothaway what was going on, but his face bore a frightening intensity that told her to hold questions until later.

He seemed to have grown by a few inches and his hair was fluffed out she could swear that she saw his ears twitch as they passed other males. The Wilders that they approached took one look at him and flattened themselves to the walls to get out of his way.

She scrambled in her mind for the information as to what was going on, but there was nothing specific to Wilders in the information Meevin had surrendered. There was nothing coming from Rothaway right now either. This was an emotional matter and she couldn’t hack through to the logic of it.

Silently she let Lyneer lead them through the halls until they entered a huge garden in the centre of the ship.

There was an attendant to one side and Lyneer moved to speak with her quietly. She nodded and handed him a triangle that had a slight glow.

Lyneer held the triangle out and walked down a barely visible path, the object brightened and continued to increase in luminosity as they progressed.

The green man paused next to a stone obelisk and pressed the triangle into the rock.

Rothaway tugged her past the stone and Lyneer smiled in encouragement. “It will be fine, Signy. No harm will come to you.”

With that alarming statement, a barrier sprang up between them crackling with energy. Lyneer waved at her and kept his smile in place as she was hauled along.

Now that privacy was assured, she was irritated. “What the hell is going on, Rothaway?”

He looked down at her and she flinched back, the whites of his eyes were crimson and fangs were showing at the edge of his lips. “I will explain when we get there.”

“Holy heck. What is that about?” She tried to dig her heels in but he gave her arm a yank and she stumbled forward.

She should have been feeling fear, but nothing that he had done was violent and it seemed that his situation was understood by those who had seen him in the halls. It was something they were familiar with so it obviously occurred enough to be recognised.

Green and lavender grass and flowers were all around them, filling the air with a heady perfume that gave her a heavy feeling in her limbs.

She stumbled as he kept forging forward and he turned swiftly to lift her in his arms. “It is the flowers. They will relax you and keep me calm.”

His words were rumbling out of his chest and she bit her lip as the vibrations ran right through her to pool in her lower abdomen and between her thighs.

She breathed in deep for self-control and more of the floral scent ran into her bloodstream.

He stopped in front of a rocky altar that had the hilt of a knife sticking out of it.

He set her on her feet and stood in front of her, his teeth were shorter and he looked less wild.

“Signy, five years ago you started this when you kissed me. My people have a strict no contact policy when it comes to the opposite sex for just this reason.”

“What is going on?”

He dragged in a deep breath and held her hands. “When you kissed me I was in a susceptible state and I keyed to your genetic code. Only you were able to be my match from that day forward.”

“What?” Her voice came out on a husky whisper.

“I was with an all-male crew because we needed all ships in the air and I was entering a receptive phase. If I had been trapped with a female of the Nine, I may have fought for her with my crew and that would not have been a good thing. As it was, when you touched me I knew that I was doomed and despite the effect of your kiss I was elated at the same time.”

She blinked up at him. “I don’t understand.”

“Wilders hunt their mates by scent and opportunity. If we don’t find a mate before we reach a critical age, we go into the rut and seek our mate with aggressive fixation.” He paused to inhale. “I was lucky enough to have a powerful female find me instead of running from me.”

She blinked. “Me?”

“Indeed. Now, to end the rut we need to engage in one of two events. One, is to have sex right here.”

Her mouth opened in shock.

He chuckled, his fangs flashing.

“The second option is to share blood. That will pause the effects for a few days and allow us to get to know each other.”

“Option B.”

He laughed. “Remove the knife from the stone. Females don’t have the fangs so we have built in the assistance to make things easier.”

“Seriously? I have to take a knife to you?”

He held out his hand. “Wrist to wrist.”

She tugged the knife out of the stone and wondered if it would make her queen of the ancient land of England. With a giggle, she held the knife awkwardly and raised it toward him. “What now?”

He pressed the knife against his wrist and wrapped his hand around hers, pulling it sharply until his blood welled.

She gasped and jerked her hand back but his grip was tight. He raised her wrist to his lips, the blood trailing down the blade still in her fist. She winced at the flare of pain as he bit into her, but the moment he broke her skin he released her wrist and moved it to press against his own open wound.

Her mind opened wide as his blood seeped into her arm and hers moved into his. Her hand maintained the grip on the dagger as she took all of his knowledge into her including his emotions and the personal details of his life.

Ziggy’s breath came out of her on a moan, and her knees buckled. She took them both to the ground and she collapsed under the burn of pain mixed with the knowledge of a lifetime that was not hers.

She leaned forward and he mimicked her, their foreheads leaning together, their breath mingling as they completed the bonding that he needed to still the fire in his veins.

In less than one day she had gone from being Ziggy, to being Signy Alora Rothaway Vaddos, and it was quite the alteration.
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“Why don’t you use your last names?”

He raised his head slowly and focussed on her. Rothaway’s eyes were no longer crimson. “They are clan names and we only use them for formal occasions and documents. How do you know about the other name?”

She winced. Busted. “Your knowledge came to me in your blood.”

Rothaway looked at where their wrists were still pressed together. “I did not receive that effect.”

She blinked. “Do you think it could have something to do with my potential?”

“What precisely did you gain?”

She touched his knee with her free hand. “You have a scar here from when you were ten, climbed a tree and got attacked by another
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