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Angel and the Flying Warhorses

Olandian medical ship
Dandrovia moon
434 year s after the colonization of Olandia

Angeni Traek looked out the Sanctuary’s porthole window into the night and waited.
She'd heard a man’s shout of frustration and pain. Telepathically.

Her head still ached with the sound echoes.
“Missing the children, Prime Healer ?”
Angeni jumped, startled by the voice from behind her.

Sheturned to see Sidra, the medical ship’s new-tech, humanoid office robot. Sidra
referred to her work with genetically injured children.

“Always,” shesaid. Why trouble Sidra with the whole truth, that she'd heard a
wounded man’s shout. That she knew he was on hisway to them now.

“I'm surethelittle ones arein good handson Olandia.” Sidratook pridein knowing
the details of the staff’ s lives.

“Yes, they'refine. Fine. | check in by holovid often.”
“Excellent.”
“ A world without children haslittle hopefor the future,” Angeni mused.

Sidra’ s gaze followed hers outward. “ Dandrovia moon was chosen for its convenient
nexusin Alliance space. An efficient port for Sanctuary. Not it’shopefor the future.”

“True,” Angeni agreed. Thetemporary hometo their hospital ship was stark, a
landscape of rocks and little more.
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“Theduration of your volunteering on the Sanctuary nearsan end. You will befreeto
return home.”

[1] Y%_”
“You must rest now.”

Angeni shook her head slowly. “No. A rescue shuttlejust flew into port.” Deep under
the moon’ s surface, weretracksfor launching and landing hyper speed ships.
Dandrovia’ s beaconslit the entries cut in therocksjust enough that she could seethe
shuttle.

Sidra'seyesflashed alarm. “ You are positive?”
“Themarkingswere clear—"

“Your replacement should be here. You are much too tired for more work tonight. |
will find...” Sidra rushed down the corridor, her movements quick and agitated.
Angeni turned to watch her leave.

Alert sirensblared. Just as Angeni expected. And dreaded. She closed her eyesa
moment. Deter mined, she faced the entrance squarely, her white robes floated about
her legs as she turned.

The door s swooshed open. A medical robot with angular features, older technology
than Sidra, stepped through the door. No attempt at human looks had been made with
him. He moved with an awkward and lumbering gait. An integrated medical stretcher
cantilevered behind him.

I sak, a young technician, rode a platform at therear. Lightsindicated the machine
wor ked to stabilize an unconscious patient.

Theman she'd heard.

“Thisone sbad, Prime Healer Angeni, real bad,” Isak said, his expression tense and
pained. “Won't makeit.” Helifted hisgazeto hers, his eyes darkened by sadness.
“He s Alliance Guard.”

She glanced sharply to I sak, then back to the patient. She checked the proneman’s
vitals, recalibrating therobot just to be sure. Her fingersflew over the control pad.
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Fatigue was for gotten as adrenaline flooded her bloodstream. The wounded man’s
dark hair was matted, his handsome face abraded and cut.

“Alliance Guard? How—"

“ A special operationsteam chasing smugglersin the swamps of Gandostonight.”

The Sanctuary did not treat many of the Guard. M or e often their opposition.

“We owethe Guard a great debt,” shewhispered.

“Suredo,” Isak said with great admiration. He automatically adjusted the angle of the
gurney. “Guard dlipsin and out most anywher e unnoticed. Keep the bad guys under
control.”

“Yes.”

“He' stoo still and pale,” 1sak said.

“Internal bleeding. What time did this happen?’ But she knew. She'd looked at her
chronometer when she'd first heard this man’s shout.

Isak gave her the approximate time. Right. She calculated how much time she had to
find the bleeding and stop it. She must hurry.

“Almost didn’t find him. The swamp mud would’ ve sucked him down soon. Then even
this pretty chunk of deplex here couldn’t have dragged him out.” The tech gave a flat-
handed pat to the machine.

“Did hefall?” she asked.

“Judging from the position of his one-man floater—crashed to bitsagainst a rock ledge
above him, |I’d say—yes.”

“Can weraisethetourniquet pressure?”’ She could well imagine the damage the newest
illegal weapons the smugglersused could cause, even without a direct hit. “ The damage
must bereversed.”

“Sure.”
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“Quick. I'll dothechest. You thelegs.”

Thetech rushed to do as she asked. She watched his actions and duplicated them.
Usually best to leave the machinesto the tech, but she could not afford the courtesy
today.

Her patient was large size with proud bearing. Shetouched hisarm, feeling for his
pulse. Against all odds, at the pressure of her hand, his eyesflashed open. Hejerked,
pulling against therestraints holding him to the gurney. He twisted his hand from her
grasp and grabbed her forearm. The heat of histouch flowed through her.

Who ... areyou?

Angeni gasped at the wor ds, not spoken in the conventional way. The broken sentence
in arumbling masculine voice lingered in her mind. The same voice she heard earlier.
She glanced over to thetech to be sure. Busy at histask, I sak showed no sign of hearing
anything.

The man on the gurney looked down to where he held her arm in histight grasp. Her
handstrembled.

Pretty as an angel. Golden hair and amber eyes.

The power of his penetrating masculine gaze shocked her. Slowly, histhick-lashed,
dark blue eyes closed once again. His hand dropped from her arm.

Shetried for an answering telepathic message. She struggled to find a pathway to
reach histhoughts again.

Hang on for me. “Hang on,” she whispered aloud.

May the Founder’s Saints help her, she'd only communicated thisway with animals.
Hisbrain waves ... infrasonic waves or whatever shereceived, werejagged, more
complex and threadier than any she' d ever experienced. No doubt the axons carrying
the brain impulses from neuron to neuron wer e stretched by the trauma of concussion,
garbling the messages yet making them mor e intense.

You spoke in my head, Angel. Hiswords held a measur e of natural disbelief.
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Never mind that now.

Dying.

Just hang on to your life a little longer. Please. So we can help you. She continued to
struggle to communicate, | sense your strength. You must tell me where you're hurt. You
can doit. She made an effort to pour strength and energy to him along the psychic
pathway. She'd heard legends of primitive practitionerswho used telepathy to heal and
to ease pain. To her surprise, shefelt adrain. Her mind was on fire now. Sherubbed
her painful temples.

Can’t. Don’t know how. Hetried to smile.

She smoothed the man’s forehead, brushing back the long black hair, being careful to
avoid his cuts. You must.

The tech was observing her behavior with a wary look.

With thereturn of her touch, the guard’s pulse grew steadier on the monitor. Good.
Shefelt the urgeto pat the ugly machine herself as | sak had done seconds ago. I n all
ways, the machine was better at thiswork than a fallible healer, especially one with too
little sleep. Time. Time was their enemy.

However, many thingstherobot could not do. Angeni’s stomach grew tight as she felt
uncertainty and doubt swamp her, thelike of which she had not felt sincethe early
days of medical training.

“Doyour job, PrimeHealer,” she said aloud, clasping her own hand at hiswrist to stop
itstremor.

“The guardsman’s good as gone, ma’am,” thetech said. “ Even my robot buddy here
can’t save him now. Look at the vitalsdrop. Blasted shame, terrible waste. Nuisance
smugglers.”

Angeni shook her head again. “No,” she growled. Hang on, Guardsman. Can you hear
me? You cannot die. No. By the Founders God above us... | won’t allow it. “I won’t
allow it,” shewhispered.

“Yes, ma'am,” the tech answered, his puzzlement showing on hisface.
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Asif at her words, the guard’svital signsimproved. Angeni stiffened her posture. She
could keep talking to him in thisfashion if needed. Anything to keep him alive.

Sheleaned close. “1 will not let you go.”
My heart. He answered her question at last. Something damn big isleaking, Angel.

Angeni exhaled a sigh of great relief. He'd just made her job easier, possible even.
Thank you. You’ ve helped more than you can know.

This man would not see real angelstonight, if she could prevent it.

Chapter Two

PrevigTop |Next

Four hourslater, Angeni completed the last fine sutures. All sources of the
guardsman’s bleeding had been dealt with. She placed both hands on the gurney and
leaned in for momentary support, then dropped her head.

Her replacement, Healer Froton Warrick, a man of more brag than healing skills
stared at her from acrosstherobotic table.

“I must admit you gave thisman a chance at life, Angeni,” he said with grudging
stiffness.

Shecringed at hisuse of her first namein such a familiar way.
Warrick patted hisfine blonde hair into place.

“I must say, | wasimpressed when you went right for hisheart,” he went on, not at all
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bothered that she had not spoken. “ This barbarian’s extreme fitness masked the leak.
Most physicians would not have suspected. If any of us havethe true mystical powers
of a primitive healer, it might be you.”

“Thank you, Healer Warrick.” She knew hewasnot sincerein hisrare praise.

Shetook the controls of the gurney robot once again.

“Call atech,” Warrick said in disgust, his hand stilling her arm, the pressure of his
fingershurt. Shejerked away and kept going.

“You waste your time,” he called after her.
As she came through the doors, I sak, who had apparently waited by Sidra’s desk,
turned and started toward her. “How ishe, Healer ? How’ sour guard?” He looked

down to the patient. “ They're saying you saved him.”

“He' sstablefor now, Isak.” Shegrinned at him tiredly. “1 thank you for the help of
your gurney bot. You keep thismachinein superior order.” She swayed a bit.

“Let mehelp you, ma’am. I'll settle him in hisroom.”
“Yes, thank you. I'll go with you.”
Heraised a brow, then nodded.

Sidrajoined them, striding along behind, fussing. “You must rest, Prime Healer. Y ou
are paleand weak.”

“Thank you for your concern. Could you have a slegping cot brought to hisroom for
me?”

Thebot stopped and shook her head. “Highly irregular.”

“Yes, it isindeed, but you can doit, correct?’” Angeni tried for her best bossy tone and
stare.

Sidrainclined her head formally, looking oddly wounded that her sound advice was
ignored. “Healer Warrick will complain.”
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“Let him.”
“Isak, we'll take him to the room with the atrium windows and garden.”

Sidra stopped again. “ Oh, but that room isreserved for influential people, Alliance
chancellors, dignitaries,” she said.

“An Alliance guardsman isinfluential enough to keep usall alive,” Angeni snapped.

“Of course heis, Prime Healer. Of course. Asyou say.” Sidra agreed, humoring her no
doubt.

In thelargeroom, she and I sak shifted their patient to the bed with alifting help from
the bot. The hospital bed was much larger, but matched I sak’srobot in many ways.
The footboard was an integrated life-support monitor. The bed foam would keep his
circulation at peak. The next twenty-four hourswould belong onesfor the guardsman.
Providing theillusion of a garden, a holo display was accented with a smattering of real
plants and flowers.

* k% k% %

A few hourslater, slegping lightly on the cot, Angeni was awakened by the
guardsman’srestless motion. In spite of hisrestraints, he systematically tried to free
himself of histubes and leads.

“Stop. You must not dothat.” He persisted. Desper ate, shetried a mental
communication. No. You cannot do that. You will harm yourself. “ Y ou will undo all my
hard work,” shewhispered. At her words, herelaxed and fell back to sleep.

After thethird repetition of therestlessness and her reassurance, she simply moved
from her cot and lay down beside him and held him close. He must stay quiet. The
fragile equipment would not withstand hisrelentless assaults. She'd never experienced
a patient so deter mined to escape.

“Your first timein a hospital, hmmm?”’ she whispered beforefalling asleep again. She
thought she heard, ever so faint in her mind. Angel.

*k*
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Two days later, Angeni stood by the guardsman’s hospital bed as he slept. The monitor
lights wer e steady and normal now. Therestraints at his armswere more comfortable
than the ones on the gurney. He tested them all the same.

You must be still.

The man tolerated hispain well. Her heart twisted and she smiled. He did not even
moan in hissleep. Hemerely tried to evade therestraints and medical equipment with
persistent deter mination.

Even now, he flexed hisarms. And hislegs wer e often moving, even in sleep. She
stepped closer and covered his hand with her own. Just ason thefirst night and every
time since, her presence and mental communications soothed him when pain medsdid
not.

Shetook hislarge hand in hers. I’'m here with you, Garek. Captain Sahnjun. Sleep. She
knew hisname now. She'd read it from the identification infor mation on a records
device.

He seemed to go quiet and breathe easier, listening.

Not even his Alliance team had been in to see him. Therumor wasthey wer e still
fighting desperately in the swamps.

Her heart told their telepathic connection meant something earth shaking. Her
practical nature urged sensible caution.

“Loveistruest, when known at first sight,” she whispered, quoting the scholar
Venforin, who lived over one hundred years after the loss of Olandia’s ship. She smiled
at her whimsy, settling into the chair across from him to watch the steady rise and fall
of hischest.

Reassured he waswell, Angeni began to go over her files.

“Get somerest, Healer.” The masculine voice pulled her attention from the records.
Sheraised her eyesto the man in the bed across from her. Heavens, he'd turned his
head and was staring at her. Hisalert blue-eyed gaze was a power ful thing to see, like

the blueice on the Snow Mountains of Clarine.

“Every timel’ve awakened, you' ve been here. Do you not sleep?” He paused and
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frowned thoughtfully. “Or, was| dreaming?”

She dropped her eyes and fussed with thework in her lap, embarrassed to be found
out. “No, you weren’t dreaming, Captain. | did not realize you were awake during the
past two days.”

“Garek, call me Garek. | wasawake at times. Barely. In and out. Many detailsareless
than clear.”

“How do you feel?”

“Soreashéll,” he answered, his gaze still fiercely watching her.

She smiled. “1’m sure you under state the matter.”

“I do,” headmitted with aflashing grin of white, even teeth. He sucked in a breath asif
the movement of the smile wastoo much. He kicked the sheet off hislegin frustration,

then groaned in pain.

Stubborn-headed male. A handsome leg it was, all muscled and sprinkled nicely with
masculine hair. She looked away.

“You must be still.”

“I figured that out.”

Tearsof joy gathered behind her eyesat the knowledge he was well enough to speak to
her at last. M ore—she was overjoyed his words made good sense, no memory |oss.
Therewere no lingering problems from hishead injury.

“Did you sing to me, Angel?” he asked softly, hiseyespiercing her.

Her cheeksflushed. “Um ... yes, well, alittle...”

“Beautiful. Haunting. Brought to mind pastures and water, soothing places.” He
looked embarrassed to haverevealed as much.

Shetouched her throat with afluttering hand. “ Yes, well ... good then.” She brought
her handsto her lap and clasped them together. The Aldorian healing chants her
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mother taught her were not a part of the normal repertoirefor an Olandian scientist
and physician. If he mentioned thisto the staff, it might lead to uncomfortable
guestions.

“What isyour real name?’ he asked.
“Angeni,” she answered automatically.
He chuckled. Then winced in pain.

“If I am not mistaken, Angeni means angel in some language. So, your parents sensed
your truenatureas| did, hmmm, Angel?”

Shejust stared for a moment, helpless, fascinated. “ Yes. The original language of the
nameislost in history, but not the meaning. Celestial, guardian being.” It suddenly
struck her that she missed hearing histhoughtstoday. Would he bring up the subject
of their mental communication? Would he even remember it?

His voice sounded every bit the same as the telepathic communication they’d shared.
She would have recognized it anywhere. She'd known she could not have imagined
such awonderfully masculine attribute. She should not be so surprised itstimbre
car essed her body when he laughed. Or, that it matched the onein her mind so
perfectly, but she was surprised and overjoyed.

“Whereareyou from, Captain?’ She made a desperate effort toreturn her mind toa
professional footing. His steely gaze caught hersand held as a pause lengthened. She
wondered if he'd answer her.

“Clothoes planet. One of the ancients, an ocean planet.”

He' d pronounced it Klotoes.

“A natural planet then?”

He smiled a weak and lop-sided grin. “ All too natural at times, I’'m afraid, Healer. Far
different from your sterile and climate-controlled Olandia. Ceremonies on hor seback.
Feudal domains. Cave-dwellings. Ancient swords, leather leggings. The primitive

wor ks.”

Her pride smarted some at the designation of Olandia as sterile, but it wasthe truth.
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“Clothoeshasa glorious history, I'm sure. | shall try to remember from my school
days. Clothoesis matriarchal in political structure, isit not?”

Helifted hishead. “ Right, women rule Clothoes. Being a woman, the women ruling the
world part would interest you.” He smiled with the words.

“ A fascinating adaptive development to be sure,” she said. “ The women hold all official
positions?”

“Not all. Most.” He grinned before continuing, “Men control thedirty jobslike
security and sanitation.”

“That seemsunfair.”
Heinclined his head in agreement with her statement. “Clothoesisfar from modern.”

“Clothoesiswealthy because of the frugal nature of her women.” He dropped his head
to the wedge-shaped, adjustable pillow. “ Saints, I’'m tired.”

“Yes, the effort of speaking hastired you. It’senough to start. We'll get you up and
around tomorrow. You will befinenow.” Relief flooded her and she smiled.

Like it when you smile, he communicated as he closed his eyes.

Chapter Three

PrevigTop |Next

A few dayslater, Garek rested in the atrium. He ached from a grueling physical
therapy session just completed.
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A tech walked in, a man with the build of youth.
“How areyou, Captain?’ he asked.
“Good, thanks.” No need to trouble the man with alist of hisachesand pains.

“Name’'s|sak.” Theother man offered hishand. Hetook it. The younger man’s
handshake was firm and confident.

“I brought you in, sir. Just wanted to check on you. First timel’ve been back to
Dandroviain days.”

“Good to meet you, Isak. The staff told me about you. Said no one else could have
dragged me out of there. Said the improvements you’ ve made to your gurney bot
played a big part. You'realegend here.”

“They exaggerate.” Thekid looked down at his shoes.

Garek laughed harshly. “1 wasthere, remember?”

“Indeed, you were, sir.” Isak laughed with him and folded his hands behind hisback in
aformal stance. “| surethought you wer e gone, Captain. Still can’t say how Prime
Healer Traek managed to bring you back to theliving. Good thing her replacement
was late and she was still on duty that night.” He grinned sheepishly. “ 1t waslike she

was waiting for you.”

Garek pondered that. Could the paranormal link they shared cause her to anticipate
hisdire need? Not much would surprise him now.

“I’'m sureyou saw the condition of my floater ?” he asked, changing the subject. He
didn’t want to think about hisunusual connection to the healer right now.

“Not much left of it, sir.”
“Not surprising. Blasted it out from under me with a Zoni laser.”
Thetech gasped. “New tech. That explainsa lot. Damn wonder you'realive, sir.”

13 Y$.”
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“They say the healer still watches out for you.”

Garek grimaced. He suspected the kid had half a crush on Angeni, judging from the
light in hiseyes. “Nags meto rest. Then she nags meto keep moving with the same
single-mindedness of a Blemian turtle headed for the sea.”

Isak laughed. “1 suppose shedoes.” He looked around him. “ Never been in thisatrium
before. It’snice. Makes a person feel alive.

“Yes”

“Thehealer insisted we settle you in the room off the atrium.”
“Against therulesfor just anyone?”

“Yessir, afew ruleswerebent to put you in here.”

“I wondered how | earned such a prime spot.”

“Thehealer says Olandia makes a good trade with the Alliance, med services for
protection. She appreciates your value as a Guardsman.”

Garek nodded, not sure he wanted the woman’s gratitude.
“What do you know of the Alliance' s progress on Gandos, | sak?”

“They’'re nearing completion of the mission, | hear. Making legends of themselves,
fighting back a triad of Aldorian warlords.”

“Aldorian?” Garek sat up straighter in hischair. He pictured the ship he'd gotten a
glimpse of that night, an artist’srendering of three white horses, in hitch, on the side.
An old mother earth symbol, for a Triad alliance. His head injury must have wiped it
from hismemory until now.

“Right.”

“Too far from their usual territory. Aldorian involvement explains why smugglers
would have expensive laser weapons.”
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“Not normal smugglers. | guessthe Alliance knows better now. The Aldoriansfight
among themselves these days. For women and resour ces, like wild dogs for scraps. Old
blood-alliances ar e br oken, new onesforming. ThisTriad isa new link. They say the
young Reihl Samarasis one of thethree.”

“1’ve heard of him.”

At that moment, Sidra bustled in, fussing and posturing at Garek’s being distur bed.
Garek noticed therobot was strangely pretty. Something did not ring right to his
Alliance guard instincts. She bent to set down atray and he saw it. A pulse beat at her
neck.

“You will not disturb the Captain, Isak,” she ordered, her tone stern.

Garek shook hishead. The bot, the woman, rather, meant well. Hard to keep it in mind
at timeslikethis. “Isak’sjust keeping me company. No harm done.” Why a human
would hide as a bot wasa mystery, but it would not bethefirst timehe' d heard of the
deception. He would have the Alliance investigatorslook into her history.

“You still need your rest.”

Angeni camethrough the atrium’sarch, her robesfloating with her graceful steps.
“She'sright, Captain. Don’'t overdoit, Isak. It’s so good to see you.”

Garek thought the healer looked especially lovely today, different from the polished
look of Sidra. To him, shewas more sexual and earthy. Just to histaste.

She carried hersalf with an elegance that could not be taught. The flowing white robes
with gold braid added to the effect.

Sunlight bounced and played in her golden hair. A flyer’shell, he wasthinking like a
poet. He loved to watch her asthe day progressed. First a few tendrilsof her hair
would escape, then they became curling coils by shift’s end. She hardly noticed as she
caught them behind her ears.

He must guard histhoughts. Her gift for telepathy could reveal to her the fact that he
saw her asmorethan hishealer.

“Prime Healer. Good to seeyou t0o.” 1sak nodded in deference.
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“Our patient iswell, ishenot?” she asked.

“It'samazing he madeit at all, ma’am. Amazing,” I1sak agreed, smiling broadly.
“You'reatalented healer, | admit.”

Aslsak and Angeni chatted, and Sidra fussed about tidying the atrium of dropped
leaves, Gar ek thought about what |sak said of the Triad. One Aldorian warlord was
vicious but threein an alliance could be deadly. The presence of an Alliance officer on

the Sanctuary would be alureto any warlord trying to earn arespected kill. It was
timefor him to move on. He would not jeopardize the healer’slife. Or anyone else's.

* * * %

The next morning, Garek hurriedly gathered hisfew possessions. Sidra paced the
room, berating him for leaving too soon.

Hesighed in frustration. “Robot wouldn’t need a chrono.”

That got her attention. She stared at him for a moment, expression blank, then she
looked to the timepiece she had on her wrist, carefully hidden with her sleeve.

Hewent on, “There' susually a display behind a bot’s eye.”

“That could prove most handy.”

He watched her. “Why do you hide?’

She shrugged. “ Aldorian males are too plentiful,” she said, not bothering tolie.

He nodded hisunderstanding. “In order to outnumber their enemy, they’ ve selected
for malebirthsfor years. Finally realizing women arethin on the ground, hmmm?”

“1 have no wish to beawarbride.”

“Isak tellsme Aldorians fight each other—near here. Led by the prince, Reihl
Samaras.”

Her hand went to her throat. All pretence of mechanical movements gone now. Her
eyesturned fierce. “You werefighting Aldorians and not smugglers?”
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“Yes, apparently. Didn’t get a good look at them.”
“Samarasisherefor me,” shewhispered.
“Or me”

“Yes. He ... they will comefor both of us. You’'reright; you must go quickly. And |
shall leaveright away. The hospital will be safer without ushere.”

“I hear Healer Traek goes back to Olandia soon. Go with her. You can hide safely
there. Guard her.”

“I wouldn’t endanger her?”

“Even Aldoriansrespect Olandia Colony. Most of thetime. You’ll both be safer there.”
Thebuzzer at hisdoor interrupted.

“It would befor the best,” she agreed.

“Enter,” hesaid in answer to the polite knock at the door.

Angeni threw open the door and strodein. “ Thisismadness—,” shesaid. “You are not
ready to leave.”

“Good morning, PrimeHealer. | will leave you to speak to your patient,” Sidra said.
Angeni gasped through her teeth. Garek wasin a full-dress Alliance uniform. Heavens,
he was a handsome man with hisdark hair and gorgeous blue eyes. And strong, broad

shouldersand muscled hips and legs. Hisfacial featureswere most compelling of all.

Sheforced her wayward concentration away from the man. “ Sidra what isthe
matter?” Angeni asked. “You look troubled. Isthere an emergency?”

“No. I'm trying to talk the captain out of leaving. That’sall. | will leave you to speak to
him.”

When the door closed behind Sidra, Angeni said, “| always forget she’sa machine.”
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“She'svery life-like,” he agreed.

“ She seems agitated.”

“You'revery insightful, Healer. All isnot asit sscemswith Sidra.”
Sheinclined her head. “1 will keep that in mind.”

“Good.”

“Astoyou, you mustn’t leave here. It’sonly one week after surgery and you’'re up and
around, walking much better than should be expected but...”

He nodded.

“The Guard officials have shown an uncommon interest in your condition. There have
been many queriesin recent days.”

“I regret |'ve caused you extrawork,” he said.

“I did not mean that. Besides, ther e have been few other patientsin the past days, and
none with battleinjuries. Whatever you and your team did in that swamp has
lightened the wor kload of the Sanctuary consider ably.”

Heglanced at her. “Good to hear it.”

“You are deter mined to go today?”

Her strong attraction to him had yet to diminish asshe’d hoped it would. If anything, it
had deepened. Her crazy heart hurt that he could leave her.

Hisonly response to her question now was finally a brief nod of acknowledgement.
She must face the fact that he did not reciprocate the deep attachment shefelt for him.
In the past few days, he'd treated her with respectful distance and cool eyes. She

admired his courage and work ethicin facing hisfirst painful walk about the hospital.

Now shewaited for him to speak. Helifted hishead from thetask of collecting his
meager belongings, the clothing the Alliance Guard had sent him. He turned, pinned
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her with his deep blue eyes.
“I would stop you if | could,” Angeni spoke, with too much truth.
“Ma’am?’ he asked, soft and firm with a bit of a growl in thewords.

Heavens, she could hate it when he spoke so formally. She looked down to her toes,
unableto hold hisbold, questioning stare. Then she stuck her chin out and tried again,
with mor e success. Angeni sear ched his eyes, and then waved a hand in search of
reason. Her body was alive with her need of him. Most distracting and unprofessional.
Even painful.

“Healer—”
“Captain—"
They spoke at once.

“Perhaps you do not realize how severe your injurieswere?”

Shelooked at hisrecords device, which she held in her hand. “ Y ou may feel fine now.
But you will need monthsto recover, | assureyou. At least another week under the
carewe can provide here.” She could call security and seeto it they made him go back
to bed. Even asthethought formed, she knew she could not do that to hismale pride.

“I’veinvested too much in you. Too much ... work,” shesaid briskly.

Sheforced herself togoon, “In surgery, | repaired both of your kidneys, patched up
your stomach in too many small spotsto count. So much trauma.” She sought
calmness, hoping to make him seereason. “ All the while fighting time and blood loss.”
She'd called on every healing technique she knew. Even the ancient Aldorian prayer
chants her mother had taught her, so many year s ago, that she barely remembered
them. And to her surprisethe chantshad assisted her. Somehow.

“So Isak, and everyone else, tellsme,” heagreed. “I wasin the by-blast of a Zoni laser,

| realize | would not be aliveif not for your excellent skillsasa physician of the
Olandian Prime Order.”
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She stared, wondering what happened to the man who had talked to her in soft
whispersasshe’'d sat in the chair by hisbed.

She spoke past alump formingin her throat, “Your injuriescould pull free of the
nanotube stitching matrix and bleed with too much movement.”

His expression was grim as he sought her eyeswith his. “Healer, | appreciate all you've
donefor me. Please thank your staff.”

“You could thank them your self,” she snapped.

His eyessought hers. “| regret | do not have the timeto thank them all.”

“I have not completed the adjustment on your kneejoint. It takestimeto tweak,” she
continued, not waiting for aresponse, trying again to make him seethelogic of the
issue. That’swhat a good healer should do. Not scream in frustration, or stamp her
foot in disgust. She brushed back her hair. Garek was not listening to her. Angry and
at the edge of desperation, for thefirst timein days, shetried for a telepathic message.
You must not leave.

“I’ll get the adjustments done later.”

“Your injury will cause you chronic pain if you don’t.”

“Look, Healer, | don’t mean to appear ungrateful for all you’ve donefor me,” he said.
Hereached out a hand to her, but dropped it back to hisside abruptly. “1’m awar e you

saved my life.”

She closed her eyes, relishing that he had called her by her name. “In some culturesa
life saved isalife owned,” she whispered. Heavens, she had not meant to say that.

Hestared at her, hard. Hiseyes burned into hers. “Would you want to own aman? In
some worlds men are owned by their women.”

Her faceflushed. “Yes, well ... no. | mean, no, | would not own a man.” She was unable
to hold hisstare.

Garek exhaled, gathering hisjagged thoughts. His heart pounded so hard in this
woman’s presence, that he had no blood in hisbrain. Herubbed the bridge of hisnose.
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By the Firein space, it wasthere again. The feeling of being pulled into her orbit.
Her lovely face haunted him.
Her feminine scent drew him.

The force between them sparked and crackled each time they weretogether. Every day
it grew stronger. Heimagined he could seeit, wor se, fedl it like a living, gossamer flame
against his most sensitive skin.

Somehow he knew the shape of her body, asif he' d reached out and touched her,
pulling her to him and holding her closein the night. At thethought of it, his hands
shook and hisheart thudded in an alarming rhythm.

From thefirst moment, he'd felt thiswoman’s essencein his gut, curling around his
insides, making a home.

Her words, flashing through his head, from the moment he' d encountered her as he
was dying, added to hisunease and searing awar eness of her asa woman. He had no
timeto try to understand it all. Not with Aldorian warlords hovering near by.

Hell, shewasright; he hurt all over from hiswounds. He wanted nothing mor e than to
fall back intothe bed. But he had to leave this place, thiswoman. Now, or he sensed he
never would.

Besidesthe danger he could bring down upon her if he stayed one more day, he
suspected he could never return to the fiancée his clan expected and needed him to wed
if he stayed another day. He winced.

“What isit? You'rein pain?’ she asked.

He shook hishead and gritted histeeth. “ Nothing.”

She paced before him, restless and watchful. Angry with him. He couldn’t get her scent

from hismind. Control. He fought for control. He was not fool enough to think another
healer could’ ve saved him. He suspected she was as much mystical healer as physician.

“You must allow meto assist you back to the bed.” She stepped closer. “Now.” She
took hisarm and the fire of her touch caused an instant masculine reaction.
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He clenched hisfists. Hisrightsweretied to hishome world and his people. A reluctant
fiancée waited for him there.

Garek drew in adeep breath. Hereached out to stroke the woman’s puzzled face. She
closed her lovely eyes and leaned into his palm. That small movement stopped his
breathing. He stroked the shell of her dainty ear. Amazingly soft. She moaned softly.
He spread his hand at the back of her head and drew her closer.

Eyeson her lips.

Shetook another step to him.

A good sign.

Hetouched her lipswith his. Just a taste, he promised himself.

Shethrew her armsaround him and kissed him back. He grinned against her lips. She
had mor e enthusiasm than skill. He liked that. She was much too busy for regular

lovers, no doubt. Slow heat engulfed him and shot straight to the center of hisdesire.

She pressed to him and he enfolded her tighter against the length of him. Then inched
her toward the bed, sinking down with her still in hisembrace.

“You will hurt yourself.” Her startled eyestold him she was beginning to think too
much.

“Worth it.”

Herolled her under him and kissed her again, long and deep, exploring the welcome of
her lips. Her fingersplayed in hishair, inciting him to more.

Her warm hands moved inside his shirt, fast and urgent. He gasped. She'd dealt with
his buttons, pushing aside the fabric. His breathing sped and his control wasin great
danger of dipping away. “ Geni,” he whispered hoar sely. She moaned and arched her
neck. He couldn’t resist theinvitation, kissing her there.

He was awed by the perfect fit of their bodies, by the melting sensation in his bones.

He leaned back to look at her.
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She opened her eyes. “Don’t go.”
“I have a fiancée awaiting my return,” he whispered, hollowly.

She said nothing. Her eyes asked questions he could not allow himself to answer. She
seemed shocked, shaking her head in denial now.

“My body burnsfor yours, but | have no timeto explor e this heated sexual attraction
between us,” herasped, forcing hisvoiceto steady, making the attraction seem less
important than it really wasto him.

She went stiff, lifting her stubborn chin proudly. “1 have not asked you to.”

He could not prevent a grin. Not in words, he thought, but her yielding body language
had spoken for her, telling him exactly what she wanted. The woman had a fierce,
natural look. All golden hair, loose about her shoulders, ruffled from hishands—more
lioness than heavenly spirit right now. Large, sparkling, amber eyes dared him to leave
her so soon after they had found each other. The glossy, por celain white of her skin
fascinated him.

“Will your homeworld fall if you do not return to marry her?” she asked, sitting up on
the bed.

“My world could fall back to the anarchy of civil warsamong the clansif the laws are
not observed, yes,” he said.

He got up off the bed, taking her with him, ignoring the pain from the action. She
pulled away and blocked his exit.

He stepped to her and took hold of her upper arms. So soft. He smoothed over her skin
just alight-second, then helifted her. The surprisein her eyesalmost made him laugh.
Against his better judgment, and hiswill, he brought her close again and held her,
absor bing her feminine warmth and the dizzying scent of her.

With awhimper, she melted into him. Asif madeto bejust there.

He hugged her close a light-second, then made himself set her aside. Out of hispath.

Shelooked away asif she would hide her face from him.
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Garek forced himself to ignor e the strange lurch of hisheart. Thiswoman almost
brought him to his knees before her.

Sheturned back to face him. “You areimportant to your people then?”

“I am the oldest grandson of the Jona of my clan—the ruling official. She needsa
female child to replace her.”

“I see” Heread hurt in her eyes. He felt empty disappointment himself.

Hislast few pacesto the door seemed measured in soul-rending years. Best to leave her
behind while he still could.

Therewerenoreal flames between them when they touched, Garek understood physics
well. Thiswas hormones or pheromones, a sexual need stronger than anything he'd
ever experienced. The pull of her had alogical biochemical explanation.

By the hardest effort, he strodethrough the door. Asit was closing between them, he
smiled and tried to send her a mind message, insane asit wasto do so. But he could not
resist.

Goodbye, Angel.

On the other side of the closed door, Angeni gasped.

Chapter Four

PrevigTop |Next

One year later
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Angeni stood by the window of the conference room. Several stories below, a security
guard strode with military straightness, reminding her of her captain. Over ayear had
passed, and yet she thought of Garek at odd times. With hope hewould return to her,
at first. But now with the sad fondness of an enjoyed dream. Her heart still raced a bit
at the memory of their kissesthelast day. Thefeel of hisembrace. Her mind still

sear ched for him in order to continue thetelepathic connection. But there was only
silence now. He'd left her. Perhapsit had all been an illusion—or, mor e accur ately—a
delusion.

L ove could not run a person down in that fashion. Like an avalanche.

He would be matebonded to the fiancée by now, perhapsthefather of thelittlegirl his
family needed.

The sound of a small gong brought Angeni’ sthoughtsto the present. “ By authority of
the Founding Families, | call you to attention.”

Prime Healer Reva Notah, walked into the room. Reva was the Chair of the Olandian
Council, a distinguished scientist, and a respected member of the Alliance Science
Commission. Silencefell asHealer Notah stepped to her place at the head of the table
and began to speak. Angeni took her seat with the others.

All stood in respect, then returned to their seats around a white granite formal
conference table. The chairsautomatically adjusted to height needs, male or female,
short or tall.

“Fellow Council members, we meet today to discuss further thetopic of introducing
the Alliance human genetic base into our population.”

“Councilman Froton Warrick stood. “Who givesthe ASC theright to interferein the
affairs of Olandia Colony?” Anger laced histone. The watchful expression in hiseyes
made a per son think of evil.

Angeni did not respect the man. Never had. Serving with him on Dandrovia outpost
had reinforced her negative opinion.

“Yes, | also would likethe answer to this question,” Councilman Gornan Fitzmahue
added with some hesitation, rubbing histhin mustache in nervous movements.

A man of low self-esteem, Fitzmahue was easily led by Warrick’sstronger, more
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domineering, personality. Angeni empathized with hisneed to fit in. Hewasahard
worker, not altogether unredeemable.

Reva held up a hand. “ Gentlemen.” Shelooked exasperated. “ Y ou expressed
your selves at our last meeting quite well.” She gestured toward the window. “ Changeis
troubling. Try to understand the sincer e concer n of the Alliance.”

“Such concern,” spat Warrick.

“Thefact isour isolated population hasreached a danger ous genetic bottleneck,” Reva
said.

Warrick remained standing. “ The Alliance would have our young people mated with
randomly mixed offworlders.”

“And receive our healing skillsin the bargain,” Councilman Fitzmahue added. He
looked to Warrick for guidance and not Reva.

Warrick nodded and went on, “We could lose our women to Vandor colony, Clothoes
planet, even our wor st enemy, Aldor, may insist on participating. There, our young
healers could bereduced to preternatural practices, herbal medicines, acupuncture, or
the Founder’s Saints prevent it, healing chants. Aldor’s complaintsled the Allianceto
decree all doctorsbereferred to ashealers. In concession to their primitive beliefs.
“You know Aldor left the Alliance years ago,” Reva said.

“Thismay bring them back.”

Shetapped a gavel for order. “Weare all Earthan by our roots.”

“An old argument. Little proof of that.”

“Little proof the Aldorians ar ose out of their second moon, asthey believe, either,”
Angeni interjected.

“Ahem.” Reva suppressed a smile at her comment, but her eyestwinkled. “ At any rate,
the ASC has modified itsoriginal proposal to accommodate theresistance it met in our
society among our young people. Therewill only be a small, control trial at first. No
one will be coer ced into participating. The ASC will call it The Cultural Exchange.”
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“Bah, euphemism,” came from Warrick.

“Yes. Perhaps,” sheallowed. “We ask for volunteers.” Reva paused for discussion from
the floor.

She went on when there were none, “ The participants will be females, in view of our
colony’srelative abundance of women.” The chairwoman spokein afirm, brisk voice.

Angeni bit her lower lip, struggling to suppress a smile. Thiswas a serious matter, but
Warrick’sthwarted expression struck her as humorous. He flopped to his seat, angry.

She'd missed the last meeting, participating in an Alliance resear ch conference on the
topic of stopping illegal genetic experiments. At the most recent meeting she'd
attended, this Cultural Exchange plan had been only in itsformative stages.

Warrick so strenuously objected to this plan, because it would end hislobby to
reinstate the old practice of polygamy, his solution to the imbalance of malesto females
on Olandia. She'd noticed he had an eye on her as a second wife, a choice influenced,
no doubt, by her father’s position as Chancellor of Olandia Colony.

“The Alliance of Coloniesis surprised by the resistance mounted by some of our fellow
citizens. Thereisnewsof protests at the healing arts schools and resear ch facilities.
Violent conflict must be avoided,” Reva said. “We propose that at least one council
member participatein The Exchange. We must show leader ship. We have only four
member s eligible. Councilwomen, Cane, Michaels, Stolle, and Collins.” Revaraised her
gaze from her notesto her audience.

“Five. We have five unbonded members. | will volunteer,” Angeni said.

She noticed the shocked silence and was somewhat surprised herself aswell. Was she
SO desper ate to escape the amorous plans of Healer Warrick?

Chairwoman Notah stared at her. She saw approval blossom on the other woman’s
face. “ Of course, a perfect solution—"

“No. Out of the question,” Froton Warrick interrupted, coming to hisfeet. “ Chancellor
Saxton Traek’s daughter and a physician of the Prime Order cannot participatein this
pointless exercise. A waste. If we must succumb, use half-schooled students.” He

punctuated his statement by pounding hisbony fist against the large table. His face was
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turning a furious crimson.
“Healer Warrick, you know we do not refer to ourselves as physician any longer.”

“Of course not, it would offend the sensibilities of the savages we must serve,” he
replied sarcastically. “No oneisfooled. Thereisnothing mystical about our work, but
plain, hard science.”

Reva sighed. “We have heard you before on this, Healer.” She emphasized the word.
“Who would be better than the Chancellor’s daughter to garner support for The
Commission’s plan?” Revareasoned. “We owethe Alliance for our security.”

What could Warrick say to refutethis? Angeni could seeit on hisface; he knew he
needed to regroup.

Shetried toremain calm in the storm of her inner anticipation. The entire council
murmured among themselvesin excitement. It wastrue. Volunteering was admir able,
the way a Chancellor’s daughter should act. An honor able sacrifice. Only she could see
thetruth in her own soul. Know the secretsthat propelled her actions.

* % * %

“See me, Healer Angeni? I’m steering by myself,” said Ama.

No one knew her exact birth date, but Angeni guessed she neared five. The precious
girl, with dark skin and stark white hair, rode with confidence. She steered her black
and tan mount, of six-legged bovine species, to theinside of the circleand around a
dower rider. Thelittleanimal’s six legs paced in perfect harmony of gate.

“Wonderful, Ama!” Angeni said. “You’ve made so much improvement.” The child
smiled and puffed out her chest proudly. Sheloved seeing thejoy on their small faces
as freedom of movement retur ned—or, in some cases, was enjoyed for thefirst time.

Three weeks had passed since the Council meeting, Angeni stood in the center of a
small arena with soft sandy footing. Over two hundred year s ago, the domed hall over
her head served to shelter a passenger concour se and gate area in a network of

under ground tunnelsthat provided shelter from Olandia’ s hot sun and desert
environment. Now the historic site hosted her riding ther apy classes.

Music echoed cheerfully in the background in a one-two tempo. It relaxed the children
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and rated the pace of the animalsthey rode.

Angeni smiled. Eight riderstoday. All the product of illegal experiments, the children’s
small bodies carried morethan one set of genetic codes, like naturally occurring
chimeratwins.

Theriderbeastiesvaried, three green large dragolizards with lar ge blue, rotating eyes,
threelarge birds, staying close together, the largest flying low, looping up and down
and two small bovine, who plodded along slow and easy. They looked like a living
carousel.

“They improve,” Sidra said as she stepped intothecircle.

Sidra and Isak left Dandrovia when she had. They helped her with the classes. Isak’s
skillswith machinery werein great demand on Olandia. He'd quickly earned a nest
egg. Hisfinancial generosity to her therapy program amazed her.

He' d cometo her as she packed to leave the Sanctuary saying Sidra was going to be
disengaged and abandoned to save freight costs.

He'd suggested thelittle bot would be useful to her. Sidra had simply said, “May | help
with your little patients?” She'd seemed worried, much more aware of her fate than
one expected of a mechanical. Angeni had often remembered Garek’swarning to her
about Sidra and realized he’d known Sidra was human. In the year since, Angeni had
found no reason not to trust her completely. She was a bit of a loner, but warm and
kind.

Some of the beasties had been used in mining industries and wer e painfully grateful for
this new, lighter work. They needed to be special little animalsto work with the
children—quiet natured and kind. The oneswith flying skills had to exer cise special
manners and control. Only the most skilled ridersflew, giving an incentive for the
children to progress along the stages steadily.

She knew her assistantswould do a wonderful job with the children after sheleft. Her
decision to leave wasfinal. Sheintended to send for the orphaned children when she
settled somewhere. The few with family would happily remain on Olandia.

Manzia, a girl of about six years, recently joined the program and had not been fitted
with a prosthetic to replace her missing leg yet, aleg that had been denied her by a
failed attempt to control bone length and growth speed. She wasn’t sure what the
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lawless, greedy fiends had planned her to be, but in the end they’d discarded the child.

“Scary, but fun,” thetiny little girl announced. Sherode the second bovine, Dono,
miniaturein size with long, white wool, which provided handy handholds. The coarse
curls squeezed through the child’s small fingers.

“Evan, rideby Manzia, please,” Angeni said. The more advanced student on the flying
bird nodded and rode alongside her in case emer gency help was needed. The dark-
haired boy looked to Angeni for approval of hisskills as he guarded the other child.
She smiled her appreciation for him.

“How am | doing, Healer Angeni? Can | fly soon?” asked Aslen, another older student
astride atwo-meter-tall blue-and-green bird with magnificent trailing tail feathers.

“Soon, Adlen, soon. Just a little more work on keeping your legs under your upper
body for best balance. Can’t have you topple of backwards.”

The child doubled hiseffort. The concentration on his sweet face so amusing. “1’ll get
it.”

Yes, thislittle oneis close to flying with me, came to Angeni telepathically from the wise,
old bird, Zakee. The bird was more articulate with telepathy than she was. No one but
the animals—and her lost guardsman—knew she could speak telepathically with them.
A secret she kept from her people.

Engrossed in watching the class, Angeni did not notice the approach of Councilman
Froton Warrick through thecylindrical corridor connecting to the airlifts.

“PrimeHealer, | havelooked for you everywhere. | left a message on your holovid
asking you to call me.”

“Oh, did you?” She was not above feigning ignorance to avoid him. “What did you
want, Healer Warrick?”

He looked toward the children. “You need to spend moretime at the hospital, instead
of down herein the gloomy under ground with these smelly animals and the mutant
children.” He dusted at hisimmaculate pants' legs asthough he weretoo superior to
bear alittle of the fine sand.

“Wedo not call the children mutants. They prefer transgenic or M uscovan transgen.”
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“I’ve heard the political rhetoric.”

“It givesthem a sense of belonging to each other.”

“Of nointerest to me. I’'m thinking of the cost of your time ... the missed income.”
“Income?”

“You are credited nothing for the therapy work you do with these ... er, ah,

M uscovans, wher eas, one or two extra healing procedures. I’'m sureyou see my
meaning. Moreimportant clients bring more prestige.”

“I understand you well.”

Warrick missed the sarcasm in her voice.

“Good. | want you to attend the reception this evening with my wife and me.”
Suddenly, the child, Manzia, squealed in alarm. Angeni’s gaze followed the sound. She
had dlid to one side. Hanging on, barely. Dono, her furry little bovine mount, cameto
an immediate halt. Sidra rushed to help the child adjust safely.

Good boy.

Treat? he asked eagerly.

Angeni smiled. He looked toward her, hisflat nose wrinkled and wiggled in
anticipation. You'll have your treat. You deserve it.

“Areyou listening to me?” Warrick demanded.
Patience. “ Yes, of course, Healer.”

He cleared histhroat in hisannoying, superior way. “| said | want you to attend the
reception with Milla and me.”

Warrick knew he was running out of time. And wastrying to establish them asa
couple. Or triangle, whatever he, she and hislong-suffering wife would be.
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“I’m committed to The Cultural Exchange. | must decline.”
“Foolish woman! You will leavethese muta ... ah ... Muscovan children behind?”

“Theprogram iswell-established,” she said, calmly. “ It will function without me. Sidra
and | sak—"

“You assume funding will continue,” heinterrupted.

“If you will excuse me, Healer Warrick, | must speak with my team.”

“What of thisevening?’ Helooked down hisnose at her.

What a thick skin hehad. “No. | will be hosting with my father and DeAndra.”

“Wewill speak later,” Warrick hissed as heturned and marched away.

Chapter Five

PrevigTop |Next

Garek winced as pain from isbad knee nagged at him. “Why not put shuttle ports at
entrance level?” he asked. “Too many steps here,” he grumbled.

“Don’t know, sir,” Hismilitary escort, a green, young Alliance Guardsman said. Gar ek
had been summoned to the offices of hisfriend, Coyle Oside.

He should have listened to Angeni and had more work done on hisknee. Hell, he
missed the woman and longed to hold her again. He'd made his choice and he'd lived
with it over thelong year.
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You must not leave. If she'd added the word, me. He could not have gone.
Theold capitol before him wasarare Founders' structure, dating back four hundred
yearsto thetimethe Olandian Science Colony first lost contact with Earth. The old
capitol’ s age-weather ed plasticrete walls wer e sheltered by a moder n office tower
telescoping a thousand metersinto the clouds above.
“Don’t suppose you'll tell me what this summonsis about?”
“No gir, Captain.”

“That’swhat | thought.”

They reached the building’ s massive entry doors. Each Alliance district was
represented by an animal likeness, woven into the door’s sted filigree.

The younger man stepped back and motioned for him to proceed.
Garek stepped up to the double door s, and touched a car efully concealed sensor screen.
The shar p-eyed kid tested him. Not everyone knew how to find it. A series of

mechanical beeps followed. Hisfacial features appeared on the imbedded holoscreen.

He matched his palm over theimage of his previoudly recorded subcutaneous vein
pattern. Flashing lights verified the match.

A cheerful mechanical voice said, “ Your security codeisrecognized. Good morning,
Captain Sahnjun.” The massiveiron door s swung inward.

“Have a good day, sir.” Thekid turned and marched away.

As Garek strode through the hallway, he glanced up at the high ceilings above him,
and the statues of the founding fathersand mothers standing in ar chitectural alcoves.

He became awar e of curious stares. Theleather leggings worn flying a one-man floater,
wer e not normal in the capitol offices.

Hane, Coyle’s M uscovan bodyguard manned the Chancellor’s outer door with

watchful stillness. Thethin man stood threeinchestaller than Garek. He looked
nor mal enough—Earthan human—except the unusual gray skin overlappingin
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denticulate layers. And otherworldly silver eyes. Coyle had saved him from a for ced
death match fight on Aldor. Hane had been locked in battle with two aggressive
Aldorian males, holding his own. But doomed to die without help.

Garek nodded a greeting. The Muscovan nodded back.
Behind hisdesk, Coyle stood at his approach.

“What’s going on? Why am | here?”

“Good to seeyou, Garek.” Coyleindicated a floating chair.

“I'll stand. What’s so urgent you sent security ordersto pull meout of retirement?”
Garek noticed hisfriend’s blonde hair had grown past itsusual length.

“I know how you’ve felt about your privacy thispast year. | wouldn’t risk my hide
bringing you hereif it were not highest Alliance priority,” Coyle smiled now but it
didn’t reach his serious brown eyes.

“High priority?” Garek’sblood chilled and his annoyance faded. Not many missions
met that ranking. He sank into the new-high tech chair. “Let’s haveit then.”

Coyletwirled hisown chair around to look out the window and then swung it back.
“What do you know of the science colony on theterraformed planet Olandia?”

“Some. A former volcanic world with good air. Settled by alost science colony from the
blue planet Earth. They built this structure before moving on to Olandia. That’s about
it. I’'m thinking you're about to tell mealot more.”

“Right. The science colony is dedicated to accelerated genetic resear ch. Population
isolation, a genetic bottleneck, led them to become fixated on establishing a
homogeneous gene pool. Near twins, all of them. Your mission concernstheir lack of
genetic diversity. It’sgreat for organ transplants, but too similar for a good birthrate
numbers. With their shortage of males, it growsworse.”

Garek gaveacurt nod. “1 heard rumorsthe Alliance plansto intervene in some way.
Ironic that we' ve lear ned enough science from Olandia in a few generations of contact
to meddlein their business now.”

“True, acertainirony in that.” Coyle steepled hishands.
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“They also passon their ancestors' scientific giftson to the offspring. They're almost
all medical professionals and resear ch scientists. A few are Healers of the Prime
Order.” Thememory of his Olandian healer, in the darkness of night, curling golden
hair falling about her face, striking amber eyes daring him to die, challenging him to
fight for hisown life, filled in hismind.

Coyle nodded. “Rareto find a misfit Olandian who pursues another field.”

Coyle steepled hishands. “ The Alliance Science Commission studied this matter at
length. They believe Olandia is headed for long-range problems dueto a new virus
which mutatesfast and in ingenious ways. It’ssimilar to Morland’s Virus, the Earth
strain traced to the original colony, to a crewman named Morland.”

“They’ll think of something to handle the disease resistance.”

“ Science Commission believes we oweit to them to help.”

“Alright. Why not loan them eggs from our family labs?”

“We suggested it. Promptly vetoed.”

“Sureit was. Too fast and easy,” Garek said with sarcasm.

“Theplan isto add fresh genesin themore natural way.” Hischeeksflushed. “That’s
whereyou comein with your ... er ... knowledge of animal genetic matching.”

Garek jumped up from the chair, the for ce sent the thing flying into the nearest wall.
“You can’t be serious! You would turn my livestock station into a human breeding
farm?”

Coyle closed hiseyes. “ A small trial at first.”

“Let meguess. Olandia wantsto evaluate the offspring of their purebredsand our
common, primitive humans before committing to more.”

Hane stepped into the office, a war ning expression on his face, no doubt having heard
the chair hit thewall. Garek saw Coyle send his guard a shake of his head.
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He was not altogether relieved when the big man stepped back out. A brawl with the
two of them might feel good right now. “1’m leaving now.”

Coyle held up hishand. “ Stop.”
Hisfriend had just stepped into hisformer role of Alliance Guard commander.

“I want no part of this, Commander.” With thetitle, Garek signaled his awar eness of
the changein their footing.

“What of the possibility of interplanetary war? Any interruption in resour cesfor their
labs could be disastrousto Olandia. They could become extinct in a generation.”

“We've had occasional fights break out, but nothing inter planetary in many years.”

“You'd know about those occasional skirmishes, considering Gandos swamp. You did
well there.”

Heinclined hishead. “1 had some help.” After a pause, Garek continued, “You never
told methereal reason our team went to Gandos.”

Coyleleaned back in hischair and sighed heavily, looking guilty as hell. “What makes
you think another reason existed?”

“Something | heard in the hospital contradicted the official Alliance explanation.
Thought you'd tell methetruth sooner or later. It’slater.”

“What did you hear?”

“That Aldorian triads gathered in the area.”
Coyle'seyesnarrowed. “Yes, they did. Who told you?”
“Do you need to know?”

“Funny. Yes. It’simportant.”

“An Aldorian girl hiding in plain sight asa robot. Sidra. Said they hunted wives.”
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Coyle' seyesdarkened asif the name meant something to him. “What does she look
like?”

“Black hair, pretty in an exotic way, average height. Don’t remember her eye color.”
Garek waited. “You have no moreto say?”

“Your sourcewas accur ate. No Aldorian woman in the area was safe at thetime. They
wer e watched and followed. | planned to tell you everything as soon as|’m freeto do
s0.”

“It’songoing then?”

“Back to Olandia’s genetic problems,” Coyle said without answering.

Garek threw up hishands. “Fine.”

“The Alliance believes the science colony’ s supply lines are vulnerable.”

“Do you have reason to expect trade route sabotage?”

“Nothing specific.” Coyle'seyesdid not quite meet his. “L ook Garek, maybe The
Cultural Exchangeiswrong. Maybeit can’t be done. By the Founders Spirits, | don’t
know. But the necessary genetic data has been kept for hundreds of years.”

Gar ek searched the ceiling for answers. Who was he kidding? He'd do whatever the
Alliance asked of him. But hedidn’t haveto likeit. “Humans are very different from

animals, Commander.”

Coyleignored his statement of the obvious. “ Y our computerswill adapt to human
genetics easily and facilitate finding the ideal counter parts—"

“Counterparts? Hah! Breeding pairsyou mean.”

“—to maximize dilution of each Olandian woman’s genetic makeup,” Coyle said with
stubborn deter mination, hisjaw set now, his eyes blazing anger.

An idea occurred to him. “Maybe you and | should volunteer. You know the ASC has

mandated a five-year moratorium on the use of uterinereplicatorsin all the districts
dueto over-population worries.”
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“Right. Thedecision isunfair to Clothoes. We have no excess population. Too many
early wars, too few births.”

“We might never find a woman willing to take on childbirth without the incubation
provided by the artificial womb. Especially not an independent Clothoeswoman. If we
wait until the greater population gets back to an acceptable quota, you and | might be
too old to raise kids.”

“Asan Aldorian male, | would not be encouraged to take a wife from my adopted
wor ld anyway.”

“An Aldorian wife would not happen either,” Garek said

“I realizethat,” Coyle snapped back. “No Aldorian woman would accept me because |
wasraised in another culture. Too few of them anyway.”

Deep sadness washed over hisfriend’ sface. Hell. He'd pushed the other man too far
thistime. “I didn't mean that the way it sounded. Maybe an Olandian woman brave, or
crazy enough to sign up for this misguided plan would take you on?”

“Real funny,” Coyle answered. “ But thereis some common sense behind your
comments.”

“Clothoes has enough of its own restrictions on matebonding.”
“At any rate, | have more pressingworriesright now. You'retheideal person to
coordinatethefirst phase of The Cultural Exchange. You havethe skills—and Alliance

special forcestraining—and thetop level security clearances.”

“Why do you need someone with Alliance Security clearance? Expecting violent
resistanceto thisplan?”

“We have word of protests among Olandian students. They resent it and say they’ll
lose their advantage in the medical sciences.”

“They'reright.”

Taking along, deep breath, Coyle said, “ Your participation has been requested by
Olandia.” Hisfriend waited for hisreaction.
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The Chancellor just played hisbest card. Garek wondered if he'd given away any hint
of hisinterest in the Olandian Healer who'd saved hislifelast year.

“We both know | owe Olandia.” He decided to push back some and see how far it got
him. He inspected hisfingernails, drawing out the moment. “1’ll consider this project if
the Alliance suppliesa PRAX dlingship.” He named the most cutting-edge hyper speed
flying machine available. The PRAX flew the moving pathways in space better than
any other machine, safer in the chaotic loops.

Coyle jumped to hisfeet, sending his chair flying backward. “ Do you have any idea
what that would cost?” Coyle' schair folded to a neat package and slid under his desk.

Thiswould send them after some other fool. He folded hisarmsat his chest.
“Wedon’'t expect that much resistance,” Coyle continued.

“Your choice. Takeit or leaveit.” Garek stood and started walking to the door.

“We could force your compliance.”

Heturned and searched hisfriend’sexpression. “You're bluffing. That goes against
everything the Alliance standsfor. Freedom of choice and equality—He waved a

sear ching hand. “—all the good stuff.”

“I do not bluff!”

Garek’smood improved by the light second. He laughed.

Coyletossed hispen acrossthe desk in front of him. “Will you agreeto help Olandia?”

“l agreetotry.”

Coyle alwaystightly controlled histemper, no small feat, considering his aggressive
Aldorian blood.

“Good. Angeni Traek personally requested your involvement.”

Garek felt the smile wash from hisface.
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Chapter Six

PrevigTop |Next

“Angeni, my sweet child, reconsider thismadness.” Her father, Saxton Traek, spokein
a hushed and insistent tone. They stood alone in hishome' s ballroom awaiting the
arrival of their guests. On a stage at the other end of thelong room, musicians fussed
with their instruments. Tonight they would celebrate the launch of The Cultural
Exchange.

“I’ve made my decision.”
“I know you support the Alliance plan, but thereisno need to become personally
involved. DeAndra and | want you to change your mind.” Her father turned to her,

taking her handsin his.

“Father, | loveyou and DeAndra and | do not relish causing you worry, but | must do
this. Supporting your political position is not my only motive, Father.”

His graying blonde brows drew together in a puzzled frown. She squeezed his hand to
reassure him. “1 have no real future on Olandia. | never have, you know. Werarely
speak of my mother. But, Father, you of all people know | cannot forget that she was
Aldorian.”

“Oh, by the Saints, no,” The Chancellor breathed a rasping sigh. “Isthat the reason
for this?”

Shegaveabrief nod. “Itis... part of it, yes.”

“Thereispain in your words.”
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“Yes. It’s painful to speak of.”

“It makesit very real for both of us. “You look so likeyour mother tonight. Her true
identity has been safe for almost thirty years. It will remain so.”

She shook her head. “1’m not tolerating a life without the sunlight aswell as she did.
The vitamin supplements are not enough.”

“| see.” Hetook a heavy breath. “ Perhapswe can try—"

Shetouched her father’sarm. “Wearenot freeto speak. Froton Warrick iscoming.”
Shelooked to a point beyond her father’s shoulder. Froton wasindeed cutting through
the crush of people gathering in the outer room.

“Chancellor Traek, you will intervenein this Alliance stupidity at once.” Warrick
stepped forward with no preliminary courtesies.

Angeni knew her father was distracted by her disclosure, but trying to focus on
Councilman Warrick’sangry words. Her parent was going through the pain of fully
realizing the burden shecarried. Her heart hurt for him. He was a good man. She
knew in her soul, he would have spared her thisif he could.

“Will the entanglement of your daughter in this Saints for saken scheme make you do
something?” Warrick pushed onward, stepping too closeto her father. Her father held
hisground. “ This Cultural Exchangeisa sham to cover thedilution of a proud and
purerace of people.”

“Enough! Councilman Warrick, you over-step your bounds.”

Angeni spoke, “Some argue our Old Mother Earth culturewith higher tech is
overwhelming other bloodlines and cultures.”

“Nonsense. Someone must intercede,” Warrick spat. “The ASC will not stop with the
trial group. You must prevent your foolish, foolish daughter from leading this
travesty,” Warrick continued, hisvoicerising to a near-hysterical pitch, hisface
blotchy with his growing anger. “ She legitimizesit.”

“That’stheidea.” She clenched her fists. He spoke as though she were not well within
hearing range. The man was as devious asa Vandorian parasite. Just likethelittle
transgenic parasites, Warrick wasvery hard to control, to guide towar d beneficial
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affects.

“Warrick, the changing adaptive physiology of Morland’svirusthreatens—" The
Chancellor spoke with a firm voice, his saddened eyes watching his daughter.

Warrick gavearudesnort. “Thethreat of Morland’svirusisyearsin thefuture. In
terms of significant statistical lossesto our population, | assureyou of this.”

“What of lives?” Angeni demanded.

Heignored her. “We must consider the moreimmediate threat to our economic
stability.”

“Economic stability?” Her father asked.

“You see The Cultural Exchangein terms of the shared medical skills, asit impacts our
natural competitive edgein thefield?” she asked.

“Of course.” Warrick waved impatiently. “ The offworlderswill gain the capability to
train their youth in the ways of the healing sciences. They will know our secrets, have
their own physicians. We must not allow that to happen.”

“Warrick, we do not cultivate a total monopoly on the healing sciences,” her father
said. “ The Aldorians have strong natural healersamong their peo—"

“Nonsense!l”

The Chancellor pressed on. “1’m familiar with your disdain for the primitive healing
arts. Asfor my daughter’sinvolvement, sheistwenty-eight yearsold and very much
used to making her own choices.” He nodded in respect toward hisdaughter. “1’'m

proud of her willingnessto lead her people on thisunusual journey into the future.”

“She will beleading her peopleto certain disaster,” Warrick said, the sharpness and
volume of hisvoice startling those around them.

Her father smiled at the crowd, which trickled forward now.

“Think, Healer Warrick,” Angeni said. “ Think of the potential for medical
advancementswith the aid of the children of thisexperiment. It may savethe lives of
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your pure and undiluted descendants.”
“Ridiculous. It will never cometo that,” Warrick hissed.
“We cannot be so sure,” she said.

“What then of the Clothoesian primitive who comesto take the women, including your
daughter, away?’” Warrick continued. “What do you know of the man?”

“I know that my daughter recommends him most highly.” The Chancellor glanced
toward Angeni.

“Clothoesisa society with Aldorian warring rootsin their past. Much too aggr essive.,
Far too primitive for our women. Not much better than transgenic mutants.”

Angeni gasped. “Warrick, you go too far!”

“My daughter iscorrect,” the Chancellor said.

“The security escort for tomorrow is Alliance Captain Garek Sahnjun, an unbonded
Clothoesian,” Warrick persisted. “What if he abductsall five women for his own uses?
His people are only a couple of hundred year s out of the cliff dwellings of the Clothoes
red mountains.” Warrick stated thiswith obvious disgust in hisvoice.

“Councilman Warrick, | think you judge Garek Sahnjun by your own standards and
moral codes,” Angeni spoke with swift anger. Thiswastoo much. It wasWarrick who
wanted multiple wives.

“So, Chancellor, your mind will not be changed, | takeit?”

“No, Warrick it will not,” her father answer ed.

Warrick’sonly response wasto turn and leave the ballr oom.

“What of hiswords about the escort? You recommended the man. You trust him?”

“Yes,” shesaid without hesitation. “No matter his primitive upbringing, Garek isan
honorable man. | came to know him well in just a few weeks.”
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“I trust your instincts.”

Two hourslater, the sound of running feet approached from behind the closed
ballroom doors. Thelow rumble of happy voices stopped as member s of the Olandian
Security Servicerushed in.

“Chancellor Traek, there has been an explosion. The ship that wasto carry the women
to Clothoes. ... Two of our best men lost in the blast.”

* % * %

As steaming water ran over his soapy shoulders, Garek shook hishead to get his hair
out of hiseyes.

He was back home now on Clothoes now. He lived alone in a new house set against a
wooded cliffside. He'd built it just after hisarranged fiancée had opted out and bonded
with his brother, a few months ago.

Don’t leave me. Garek sucked in a deegp breath and closed his eyes. Who was he
kidding? Those haunting mind-wor ds were the main reason he'd agreed to Coyle's
request.

His pulse sped like a distance runner as he remembered the her soft body close to his
thelast day. Her lips soft and pliant under his. Desire shot through him now. The soft
sounds as she'd kissed him, remembered well.

With rough swipes, herinsed the soap off. Attraction aside, his debt to Angeni carried
as much weight as hisloyalty to hisfriend Coyle. He owed the woman hislife, and his
ability to walk. Even though the movement wasn’t pain free, it was walking
nonetheless. If he' d allowed her the adjustments she wanted to make befor e he left
Dandrovia, he would no doubt be even better condition.

Befor e the advent of slingship streaming, he would not have lived long enough to make
it tothetrauma center. In the early days, men spent lifetimesin transit and burned
through enough fuel tolight stars. He was a lucky man.

His gut told him something else was going on. More at stake for Coylethan he
admitted. Hewas sureof it. Just a matter of lear ning what.

He would see her while he wasthere. He would find some excuse. Couldn’t pass up the
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chanceto explorethe heat hefelt from the woman. He'd known he built this house for
her. Maybe a complaint about the kneejoint she'd replaced for him would providethe
excuse he needed. The bad knee could use an updated lubrication system.

Maybe she' d found another man by now. His stomach lurched at the thought.

Stepping out of the shower, he'd moved into the drying chamber when he heard the
bell on the holovid. The shrill sound emitted from the small white box was the ur gent
frequency, reserved for emergenciesonly. He hastily wrapped a heavy towel around his
waist and strode out into his slegping ar ea.

“ A cross-colony message coming from Olandia. Urgent,” the computer voice stated.
“Yes, go ahead.” Theimage of Angeni Traek materialized from histhoughts and
dreamsto the holovid. He sat down on the large bed. She was morelovely than in his

dreams.

“Captain Sahnjun. Do you remember me? | helped you on Dandrovia moon, repair ed
your knee.” Her soft, feminine voice spoke from the machine.

“I remember you.” At least a thousand times a day, Garek thought. His body was
immediately on alert. Her voice sounded unsteady, worried.

“Areyou hurt?” heasked. “Tell me.” He saw her take a deep breath and compose
her self.

“I understand the Alliance Science Commission has asked you to escort usto your
home.”

Befor e he could answer, she continued, “ Ther e has been sabotage aboard the public
transport slingship that was being prepared for our travel. Garek jerked in responseto
thisinformation. Us. She'd said, ‘us!’

“Areyou sureit wasn’t an accident?”

“ An investigative team has been over the wreckage. They found evidence of an
explosive device and the remains of two men suspected of setting it off.”

“Any ideas about who would do this? Any witnesses before the blast?”
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“Therewas enough evidence for the team to glean volumes of infor mation on the
mer cenary men who carried it out, but nothing of who hired them. If they had not
miscalculated in their timing, we ... my traveling companionsand | ... would have
been on that ship.”

“What do you mean your traveling companions? Why are you coming along?” He
asked the question with car eful precision.

She paused. “1 volunteered. I’m representing the Olandian Council and the
Chancellor, my father.” Shewaved a hand. His eyes followed the motion. “ To support
... to diffuse resistance among our young peopleto The Cultural Exchange,” she said
in answer . “1t’sa sound plan.” Shelifted her chin.

“Wouldn't a political liaison function best at home, Healer ?”

As Angeni watched, Garek’s expression darkened, his shocked ook was changingto a
hard anger. Anger directed at her. Her indignation flared. Heavens above, he looked
good. His shoulderswere bare and hisupper chest. As much as she could see of it.
Perhaps he had just showered. The display on thevid said it was evening, bedtime
there.

Sheforced herself to speak again, “1I’'m not acting asa public relationsliaison. I’'m to
be a participant.”

After amoment, he demanded, “Whose idea was that? Someidiot at the ASC?”

Angeni folded her handsin her lap and clenched her jaw. How dar e he question her
thisway? She' d thought him so polite and well-mannered. “I’'m afraid I’'m theidiot
you speak of.” Hurt and anger at his migudgment of the situation, she pressed on into
the silence anyway. “ Captain Sahnjun, we need you her e as soon as possible. We need
to leave Olandia befor e other acts of sabotage can occur. | need your help to protect
my people.”

“Héell in space!” hesaid, raking a hand through hishair. She noticed it was wet.
Shower . Definitely, he'd been in the shower. Her imagination supplied distracting
images.

“Hell.” Hisvoice softened, perhapsin response to the barely veiled fear in her own
voice. “ Call it off.”
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Shelifted a hand to her aching temple. “1 believein what we aretrying to do. To make
my people healthier,” shereplied firmly, but felt a betraying quiver of her lips. Holovid
screens wer e too lar ge, too personal.

He adjusted the dlipping towel at hiswaist. She followed the movement, fascinated,
amazed the attraction she’'d had for him survived. How could she go to another man,
even when hedid not want her?

“I'll leave as soon as possible. Bethere by sunrise.”
“Thank you.”

Garek disconnected thecall. He'd bethere or dietrying, hethought. He sought calm.
The echo of fear in her voiceripped through him as he hurriedly grabbed clothes and
pressed the key code that summoned his shuttle from the garage.

* % % %

Just over an hour later, flying fast with cool efficiency, Garek tried toignorethe
unaccustomed panic dogging him. His mind centered on what might be happening on
Olandiaright now. Before he could get there. He'd been notified his new ship had
dlipped into a port slot. He' snosed his shuttleinto port parking and headed for the
PRAX.

Histhoughtstold him the next logical phase of the sabotage plan might beto take the
Chancellor’s daughter hostage. Or attempt to assassinate her. He clenched hisjar to
keep from crying out in rage.

Hetried the new, portable communication device hidden behind in hisright ear,
designed to connect him with the com onboard the ship. The Alliance had sent it by
currier today.

“PRAX A.C.-9280. Oside here”

He stopped walking. “ Coyle, what are you doing there? Thought you'd bein your
office at the capitol,” hesaid. “Little unusual for a man of your importance to pilot

these days.”

“I was notified of the explosion on Olandia. I’ m officially on vacation. Unofficially, |
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thought you might need a second to fly her.

Suspicion needled him. Coyle had gotten to the ship fast, even for someone with his
I esour ces.

“What isyour status on the count? How long until launch?”
“Suppliesand crew are aboard. We leavein one-half hour with or without you—*
“I’'m nearby,” Garek replied as he pushed the button to ter minate the conver sation.

Heignored the curious stares of the other travelersalong the walkway and increased
hisstride.

After taking theairlift tube down, Gar ek walked out at the underground level and
hailed a subsurface taxi. He handed the pilot a several folded billsand told him to take
the police lane.

“You with traffic police?” The man took off his cap and scratched his head, then
settled the cap back in place.

“No. The Guard.”

“Yes, sir.” Theman nodded and sped up.

Adrenaline surged asthe shuttle bolted forward through the artificial brightness.

He could not fathom Angeni’s participation in this saving her people fiasco. How had
she becomeinvolved in the ASC’s Cultural Exchange? Histhoughtsroiled. What kind
of an animal tried to kill women?

He was not surprised she'd refused to back off at the introduction of danger into the
mix. Incredible. What was she thinking? He' d long ago given up trying to under stand

females. A thought rocked through hisbrain. Could he protect her, and then stand by
while another man claimed her?
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Chapter Seven

PrevigTop |Next

When thetaxi landed, Garek left it at arun. He saw the PRAX. The sleek, blade-
shaped slingship was already lower ed onto the runway tracks. Engines screamed. Hell
of a sound.

Hetouched hisfingertip to the security screen on theentry. Hisimage and palm
pattern flashed back at him. The doorsdlid open.

Coylesat in the pilot’s seat. Hane stood sentinel a few feet to Coyle sright, manning
the space state monitor. The auto pilot drone was inactive—still and silent.

In the months since their meeting at the capitol, the man he' d grown up with had made
a good start on growing hishair long, in the custom of an Aldorian warrior. The flaxen
hair fell about his shoulders. Troubled eyes sear ched the lights on the console asiif
looking for answer s and finding few.

“What’swrong?” Garek demanded.

“The PRAX may betoo bloody heavy. Prep engineers miscalculated.”

“Don’t assumeit wasan error. We'reresponding to an act of sabotage.”

Coyleflashed him a quick glance, then gave a sharp nod. “Right.”

“ Anything heavy we don’t need?” Garek asked, joining Coyle at the com.

“Gun. Theaft Zoni gun.”

“Get rid of it. We'll hope we get shot at from the other sides. How are the propulsion
strips? | don’t want our microwaved remainsto be scattered around the univer se if

thisthing goes unstablein hyperspeed.” Garek said, talking of the fusion heads strung
in a complex helix along the bottom of the ship. The propulsion stripsweren’t needed
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after they werein the stream but they were crucial to obtaining hyperflight.

“Brand new,” Coyle answered. “New tachyon linking system, too. Flux approaches
zero. Everything that could have wear or damage has been replaced as a precaution.”
Heleft the pilot’s seat.

“Good.” Garek strapped himself in the Captain’s seat. More evidence of the Alliance's
commitment to this project. Fresh fusion propulsion strips did not come cheap.

Hyper speed travel took advantage of the fact that the univer se was stuck together in
many placeslike a deflated balloon, but the engineering was still tricky. And there
wer eissues of unpredictable chaotic turbulence due to the water-like rush and flow of
the channelsthat lead to other worlds. Pilots had to be skilled.

“When the Zoni is off-loaded, we launch,” he ordered.

Minuteslater Coyle spoke, “ The aft gun has been detached and off-loaded and all
essential personnel arein their life support cubes. Traffic sayswe're cleared for the top
security stream to Olandia.”

Gar ek pushed the countdown button on the console of the craft’s computer. The voice
of began the count. At zero, the craft surged forward into the first of several
revolutions on the runway track. Secondslater, the slingship broke free of Clothoes.

* % * %

In three hourstime, the ship had attained orbit around Olandia colony. They hover ed
in the atmospher e awaiting an underground port slot to open. Back thrustersrumbled
to holding speed.

“Havel read somewherethat all District Chancellors have guest houses on Olandia? A
courtesy.”

“Yes, in case of illness or injury toa Chancellor or hisfamily,” Coyle answered. “Mine
isa Founders era mausoleum called, Blackford Hall. Never useit. I’'m only thirty-five,
too young for my own convalescent center.”

“Yeah, sure.” Garek grinned, but was distracted by histhoughtsthat he'd betoo late
to help Angeni.

“Theplaceis staffed with a full-time healer and all the necessary support personnel.
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The healer’snameisFroton Warrick, | believe. He sa distinguished member of the
Olandian council. Or so helikesto tell me. Other than holovid, I’ ve only met him once
or twice.”

Garek nodded.
Coyle' sdark eyes narrowed. “Why do you ask?”

“When wereach jump range, | could use an antigrav suit and get down to your place
there. Borrow your shuttle, sneak in and get the women with minimal attention drawn
tous.”

“Good idea. Keep the PRAX up here, ready to leave fast. Get your suit on. I'll call the
Space Traffic Central, get you cleared. And Gar ek, be careful of the shuttle. The
machineisold. Neuro-link tech.”

“No clearance, Coyle.” A part of Garek’s concentration registered the comment about
the shuttle. “I hate neuro-link.”

“What do you mean, no clearance? Areyou losing it, man? | f their Security doesn’t
blast you out of theair, you’ll be overrun by an out going ship. Thismission isn’t worth
your life.”

“| disagree.” He stood. Takethe helm back.”

“You'rethe onewho cameinto thisthing kicking and screaming, remember?” Coyle
said as he dipped back to the Captain’s seat.

“Right, Chancellor, but the stakes have changed. And you know it. Angeni Traek could
be dead in afew hours. Not to mention, the authority of the Alliance could be shot to
hell. I’ve got you and your loyal sidekick over thereto watch my back.”

In record time, Garek returned in ametallic gray antigravity suit with two small,
shielded rotary prop rocket engines mounted on the back.

“You haveto have clearance, man.” Coyle struck up a conversation with Olandian
Space Traffic Central. “They do not haveto know it’syou they’rewatching out for. If |
can create enough confusion, they’ll miss one small human-sized blip on their screens.”

The genuine concern in hisfriend’ s expression made him feel guilty for hisearlier
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suspicion. “Likethetrick you used to get uson Gandoslast year?”
“The same. Other than your unfortunate crash, it was a perfect mission.”
Garek grinned and adjusted his safety straps. “ Sorry to ruin your spotlessrecord.”

“I can’t help much with the outgoing traffic. You'll haveto dodgeit. But | can keep
them from shooting you out of the sky.”

In an awful approximation of an elderly female voice, Coyle said, “ Space Traffic
Central, thisisshuttle... S-1-T ... ah, let me see, yes, 38954.”

“If thefemale leaders of Clothoes witnessed this performance, they would shun you for
the stereotype.”

Coyleglared at him for quiet, before proceeding, “ Could you be so kind asto assist us?
My husband istaking meto my optical appointment and I’'m afraid heis not himself
today. He'shad much too much in theway of Trilliabeverageand just, er ... well, |
mean ... fell asleep at the console, poor dear. | just can’t remember exactly how to pilot
one of thesethings, it’s been ever so long since my mandatory shuttle lessons. These
things do change so much, you know, every few years. Oh, me, we seem to be dropping
out of our skyway.”

Coyle' sloyal guard was shaking his head and smiling, well, almost smiling. Without
mor e wasted time Gar ek stepped through the exit into the clouds.

Minutes afterward, safely down, Garek cameto ground in theirrigated gar dens of
Blackford Hall. The planet that supported Olandia colony wastoo hot and dry to
support morethan cacti and succulent plantlife. He removed the antigravity suit and
stashed it.

He soon found shuttlecraft docking port, its cylindrical shape outlined against the
evening sky. Using a key card Coyle gave him, he dipped inside.

After Coyle'swarning, Garek expected the wor st in terms of transportation. At home,
he had one of thefirst neuro-links ever built, atrueclassic. I1t'd been hisfather’s. Nice
tolook at, but he seldom flew it. The neuro-link crafts were just too temperamental to
be safe, especially in the full-sky traffic of a modern city.
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The vehicle hefound inside, as best as he could see, having stifled the automatic
lighting, was a recent model shuttle. At closer inspection, he found it had a couple of
well-hidden Zoni laser guns. Not standard equipment for a personal flyer.

He had no keycard for the new shuttle, but alittle creativity got him inside and
airborne,

* k% * %

Saxton Traek paced hislibrary, in front of histrusted adviser and hisdaughter. “We
will stop The Cultural Exchange now. | won’t have my daughter endangered.” They
wer e dressed formally for a dinner with an Alliance ambassador .

“Father—”
“Tabra, get the ASC on the holovid for me. Hurry!”
“Yes, Chancellor.” The man rushed to do hisbidding.

“You must realize we can’t back out of thisnow,” Angeni said with quiet
deter mination.

“Of coursewe can,” heinsisted. “ Of course we can.”

She smiled sadly. “No. It’stoo late. When those mer cenaries put the explosives on that
ship it became even more critical | go than before. If we change our plans now, the
credibility and authority of the Alliance will bein jeopardy. The Allianceismore
important than | am. Without them, safe passenger travel food supply routesto
outlying colonies would be lost.”

“Other people s safety meanslittle to mein comparison to my daughter,” hisvoice
vibrated with sincerity.

She shook her head. “ You do not mean that. Think of the genetically damaged
children. The people behind those experiments steal genetic material from wherever
the opportunity arises. Without the Alliance, they would flourish openly.”

Her father stilled. “I’ve seen you with theinjured children. What they do, how they
treat the human results of their failed experiments, angers me aswell. |’ m outraged
that they abandon their victimson the streets. Still...your safety...”
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“Father, we must do everything we can to protect the Alliance,” she pressed. “Have
you forgotten the stories of the days before the Alliance? Our people nearly starved.
The Guard stands between us and social chaos’

He father drew himself up. “1 haven’t forgotten. I’m an Alliance Chancellor. You do
not have to convince me of the great need of the Alliance of Colonies. Tabra, have you
reached the ASC?”

“Yes, dir, the head of the ASC ison holovid screen.” The Chancellor’ s assistant replied,
gesturing toward the screen three.

Angeni reached for her father’sarm, detaining his movetoward the screen. “ Y ou must
realize, by the time any formal announcement of my withdrawal is made, | could be
dead anyway.”

“What are you saying?”

“I heard a couple of security officerstalking minutes ago. They said if whoever is
behind thisreally wantsto stop The Cultural Exchange, the next step would be an
attempt to abduct me or kill me.”

“No!”

“We must trust Garek Sahnjun and the Guard to handle the situation.”

“Doyou think he can, Angeni?’ The Chancellor asked thiswith a soft voice, his eyes
sad. “ The potential cost is so high.”

“If anyone can, Captain Sahnjun can. He'sthe most deter mined, stubborn-headed
male you can imagine.” She smiled. “ Theinjuriesthe Sanctuary team treated on
Dandrovia should have killed him. And when he survived surgical repair,” shemadea
sweeping gesture with her hand, “1 was sure the post-op pain would Kkill him. It wasn’t
just non-Olandian vigor that kept him going, but sheer strength of will.”

“| appreciatethe vote of confidence, Prime Healer,” Garek Sahnjun said as he stepped
through the open doors.

Angeni’sheart jJumped to her throat.
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“How did you get in here?” asked Chancellor Traek.
Garek turned hiseyeson the other man. “ Chancellor, we'll sit down with your security
team and talk about how I got in here when we make it safely through thismess. At
that timeyou can tell mewhy you let thislittle scrap of a woman talk you into allowing
her to become mixed up in the ASC’s Cultural Exchange garbagein thefirst place.”

“Charming, Captain Sahnjun,” Angeni said. “| assureyou my father allows me my
own decisions at my age.”

“You'll find her gifted at irrefutable arguments, Captain.” Her father chuckled.
Garek stepped closer and looked down into Angeni’s shining gold eyes. She stepped
away, her expression distant and formal. He sensed she was blocking any telepathic

communication with him.

“We need to get the other women and leave—" He was interrupted by a buzz coming
from hisear.

“Garek?’ Coylesaid. “Whereareyou?”
“I heard your calls,” he said, not taking his gaze from Angeni.

Coyle' ssigh of relief wasaudible. “Why didn’t you answer? | thought | was calling a
dead man.”

“I'm ... we'refine”

“Could betrouble at the Traek estate. Scans show human-shaped masses of heat
around the grounds.”

“Not Olandian Security?”

“No, all accounted for. | would advise you to put off going in until you know if they're
friendly or not.”

“I'm already in.” Turning his eyesaway from Angeni, he asked, “ Chancellor, do you
have a special security team in the bushes?”
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“Uh ... no, I’'m afraid not. I'm unaware—"

Unease sitting in Garek’s stomach tightened to a steel fist. He was responsible for
othersin this, not just Angeni. Time was the enemy. Taking a deep breath he asked
calmly, “Where aretherest of the passengers? The other women?”

“In ahotel near the subsurface launching port, awaiting the slingship’sarrival,”
Angeni answer ed.

Herelayed the messageto Coyle.
“WEe'll get tothem. Go now. Take care of yourself and Healer Traek!”
“Right,” he answered.

“Chancellor, get methe construction plansfor thisplace. We need a safer way out. A
fast way.”

Angeni spoke, “We could use the exit tunnelsunder the building. | know them well.”

“Yes, of course,” her father agreed. “Hurry! Not much time.” After a quick hug for
Angeni, the Chancellor left theroom, eager to do hispart in stalling theintruders.

“Show methetunnels.” Garek said, motioning with hishand for her tolead on. “Are
there basic suppliesthere?’ he asked asthey walked.

“Yes, food, medical suppliesand artificial lights.”

Thiswas not exactly the woman he remembered. She was far colder to him.

“You can’t travel efficiently in that fancy, blue dressthing and those shoes with shiny
stones all over them,” Garek said asthey continued out the door way and down the hall
to an airlift elevator.

“There snotimeto change. I'll befine. | won’t slow you down.”

“Good.” Great, he couldn’t take hiseyes off her in that sexy dress, so different from
the concealing robes he'd seen her wear before.
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Angeni stopped moving forward. “What about the safety of my father and
stepmother ?”

“My guessisthe strike team outside is planning to waylay you when you leave the
grounds, not storming the Chancellor’s door s and tangling with hisguard force.”

She nodded, reassur ed.

When they reached the privacy of the security shelter below the Chancellor’s home,
they collected a few items.

Garek threw a backpack over onearm, trying not to stare at the way Angeni’sdress
hugged her curves.

“Lead on,” hesaid, hisvoice a bit low and hoar se. Her fragrance wafted over his
senses, distracting him mer cilessly. Who would protect her from him?

Angeni turned to see him, puzzled as she continued, slipping the dress from one
shoulder. “What do you mean?”

Nothing. He gestured in the direction of the door, not wanting to explain himself. In her
rush to get them out of here, the woman seemed unawar e she read his mind asthough
conversing. It hadn’t taken long for it to start again. Thefeel of her voicein hismind
heated his blood, so sexy.

Per haps histhoughts of sex wer e as potent aslife and death struggled in triggering the
phenomenon between them. He watched her, trying not to think.

Have to be able to run. Suddenly, shelifted the hem of her dress, tearing it into strips.
Then she set to work tying itslength in knots between her legs, tying the thing up out of
her way some. Her barelegs wer e beautiful.

Angel, you’ re destroying my ability to think.

| am? Shelooked down at the dress. Oh, forgive me. | realize you come from a modest
society, Captain. Ordinarily, | would respect that without question, but asyou said, timeis
important ... the circumstances unusual. The sooner | can move freely and get out of
here, the safer my family will be.

“Speak aloud,” he ordered.
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What? “ Oh, heavens! | see. I’'m sosorry. | didn’t realize. Too intimate, of cour se.
You'reright.”

“Hell, Angel.” Garek regretted snapping at her over the telepathy. “Do what you have
todo. Let’sget moving.” He held his breath. He was awar e of her, heavily aroused. He
could’ve turned hisback. A more honorable man would have.

She went back to work to finish tying the blue dressup. He longed to help her with the
task. It would go faster if hedid, but he must keep a safe distance or he'd grab the
woman and tumble her down to the ground.

“Could you look for a medical supplieskit, please? Red and white box.”
“Kit’sright here. Seen them a few times before.”

With a soft smile, sheturned toward him. “Being in the Alliance Guard, | suppose you
have.”

Butterflies dive-bombed his stomach. Why in a blind walk through hell did thiswoman
stir hisblood as no other had? He was shaking, finetremorsall over. An unsettling
thing. He could not allow himself to pull her into hisarmsas hisbody ached to do.

“Enough!” heyelled. She jumped, startled by his harsh command. Perhapsthe
Clothoes myths about the male of the species uncontrollable urges were not asfar-
fetched as he believed. He took two deep breaths. “ Enough supplies,” he improvised.

“Yes, enough supplies. You'reright, we should go.” Angeni turned to face him. She
wasn’t ready to explorethetelepathic link they’'d shared either. Or the sexy masculine
glances he'd sent her as she dispensed with the tails of her cumber some gown. She
raised the barriersin her mind and slammed them tightly shut again. After steadying
her self a moment, shetried to smile, to behave casually. “ Do you have family, Captain
Sahnjun?” Shewanted to know about the fiancée he'd left her for.

“Why do you ask?”

“I won’t endanger a matebonded man.”

“I don’t have awife. Or children.” Helooked away.
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The earcom sounded.
“What isit?”

“Thefiveother lady passengersare all aboard your ship, but we wer e followed.
Someone knows we're here. Same crew of mercenaries from the Chancellor’sbushesis
my guess.”

“Hellfirel” Garek exclaimed. Now, finally, at least hismind wasjolted back to the
work at hand.

“It gets wor se. Scans show moving war m bodies swarming all over your ride.”
“I left that shuttle three blocks away from here.”

“Yes, well, they must be tracking us somehow. That’sthe only explanation. They’'ve
been just a few steps behind usall theway. More bad news, sensors show another
PRAX on the launching accelerator in the second revolution. Has at least partial
military capabilities. Dammit, | hatethisbut | have to leave without you two for now.”

“Go. Can’'t be helped. Get in touch with the Alliance. See what you can find out. If
their budget allows PRAX dlingshipsand Zoni weaponry, we're dealing with more
than afew angry students. I'll guard Angeni. Go!”

“Agreed. Seeyou in about twenty-four hours.”

“You don’t think the students are behind this?” Angeni asked, grasping hisarm. He
looked down. Her touch was accompanied by warmth, a most pleasant sensation,
radiating up hisarm. She was beautiful with her amber eyeslooking so worried.

Sexual awar eness crossed her face. Maybe she wasn’t as unaffected by his proximity as
she portrayed. Removing her hand from hisarm, hetook it into his. A wavy, little
shakein her small fingers came bolting through his, resonating through his entire body
like a shock wave, threatening hisall too tenuous hold on arousal recovery. A flashing
image of being rendered naked, weak and helplessin her bed, roared through his
brain. Ruthlessly he forced himself to drop her soft hand from his.

“Studentsmust be afront,” heforced himself to answer. “ They might have pooled
their resourcesfor hiring the sloppy mercenaries. But the monetary clout and
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connectionsto purchase a new PRAX dlingship armed with Zoni gunsisafar different
league.”

“Why did your friend say twenty-four hours? | thought the round trip would take only
eight hours.”

“You'reright, but that would be taking two different public ships. Wecan't risk it
after the one exploded. PRAX are hard to comeby in a hurry. Need to do maintenance
on ours. How did you hear so well?”

Puzzled, Angeni didn’t know what to say. I n spite of working hard at filtering, she'd
heard partsof hisconversation with his ship on some other psychic pathway. A strange
one, like an untuned radio. He looked at her now with an odd, questioning expression
on hisface.

“Well? Answer me, Healer.”

Her anger fired at his brusgue tone. Shethrew up her hands and turned her back to
him. “Your portablecom. I’'m not surehow. | can’t tell you.” At thetime, shehadn’t
thought to question why she was hearing both sides of his com device. “ Perhapsthe
adrenalin of worry.” Her talent for telepathy had never gone to eavesdr opping before.
Shethought a minute. The other voice had not been Garek’s, of this she was certain.

His puzzled expression seemed to say we will find out later when we have moretime.
Shedrew in an anxious breath. “1’m glad they have the other women safe.”

“Yes.” Hewaswatchful, but apparently willing to drop the subject of her supernatural
hearing for now.

Her head ached. Everything was moving so fast. She was alone in the company of the
one male who had the power to confuse and confound her. He had alock of hair falling
over isleft eye. Founders Saints help her, she wanted to touch that strand of hair.
“What about my father’s Security staff then? Do you believe they’reinvolved in this?”

“ A possibility to consider.” Histone vibrated with professional control now. Hiswhole
being seemed to be on alert, his blue eyes laser focused. Had she been mistaken about
the desirein hiseyes moment's ago? Per haps. Best if she had.

“If someone on the Chancellor’s security staff isinvolved, our lives are not worth—
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worth very little,” herevised.

“I can’t believe any of them would do this. They’'re proud of their serviceto Olandia.”
“Still. Wewon't trust them too far.”

“You'reasuspicious man.”

“It’skept mealive.”

“With the shuttle discover ed, where will we go from here?”

“You know Olandia far better than | do. If wewerein thered mountains of Clothoes
or thecloud forests of Vandor, | could come up with a few good hiding spots.”

Thoughtful, she said, “We may have something just as good. Forests and plants....”

“My father’s property boarders Olandia’ s botanical preservesat the farthest edge,”
she continued.

“I'veread of Olandia’ spreserve,” he said. “For med supplies?”

“Yes. Medicinal plantsareapriority.”

“Far?”

“Too far towalk.”

“What about transportation, Healer ?”

“Stop calling methat.” Thelook on her face spoke of suppressed irritation. “I respect
what you aretrying to do. Maintaining a distance between us. | know you must be

remembering my silly attachment to you in the hospital. | assureyou | am no schoolgir|
with a crush.”

She squared her shouldersand continued, “ Can you ride ariderbeast, Captain
Sahnjun?’

“Captain Sahnjun, again, hmmm?” Garek couldn’t resist pointing out she was as
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formal as he, which royally annoyed her, judging from the frown and the flash of fire
in her eyes. He missed the war mth of her fingerslaced through hisearlier.

“I can ride. Depends on what species of riding beast you have.”
“Good then. | keegp some mountsin the preserve stables.”
“I"veread of your riding classeswith theinjured children.”
She nodded.

“I trust it won’t be alarge yellow bird.”

“Horses”

“Horsesarerare.”

“Yes, they are”

Chapter Eight

PrevigTop |Next

Minutes later, Angeni exited the underground tunnel to the surrounding terrain,
Garek walked at her back, hisweapon drawn. The soil beneath their feet was black
sand, littered with dark, pitted volcanic rocks of varying sizes. The evening was well lit
by Olandia’sthree moons. The most distant one was Dandrovia.

He put away hisweapon asthey closed on the stable. They walked therest of the way
side by side. “You'retall for an Olandian woman aren’t you?”
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Her eyesjerked to his. “You'reobservant.” Shewas so car eful to avoid bringing
attention to her height. No high-heeled shoes. Even the jewel-studded sandals she wore
now wer e flat. Hewas staring at her nude toes. She wiggled them.

Hegrinned. “ Observation has kept me alive. Sand in your shoes?”

“A little.”

Other than afew flashesin his eyes, he'd not shown one bit of personal interest in her.
She should not belooking for hisinterest. She'd given up on having this man for

her self. She was committed to The Cultural Exchange now. She sped up, leaving him
behind for a moment.

“How well do you know Chancellor Oside?” she asked, changing the subject.

“We areagebrothers.” He caught up with her quickly and gave her atolerant look. A
look that seemed to promise areturn of the discussion of her height later. Hewas a
very suspicious man. Hewould ferret out the secretsof her blood, if shelet him.

“What do you mean by age brothers?”

“My peopletend to associate and form allegiances by age groups. All people do. But
it’s planned, encouraged in my culture. Coyleand | areclosein age.”

“I’veread that Chancellor Osideis Aldorian.” She held her breath awaiting his
answer . She never spoke of Aldor, her mother’shome.

His blue eyes sear ched her face. “ Yes, heis Aldorian. Coyle cameto live with my
family asa young boy. His mother abandoned him. Some are said to be telepaths or
empaths, sixth-sense hearing.” Hewatched for her reaction. “ Coyle saysit’sall ancient
mythology, posturing to frighten their enemies.”

Angeni held her breath, tension radiated through her. “1’'m sure he’sright.”

Heraised a brow, then continued walking, watching her like a bird of prey.
“Coyleand | served in the Guard together. And—" he paused, averting his eyes. “—he

helped get my brother, by blood, out of a hostage situation a few yearsago. | trust him
with my life. Why do you ask how well I know him?”
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“Oh, it’snothing.” She waved a hand. “Maybe nothing.”

“Nothing?’ He prompted.

“There ve been vague rumors of misuse of Chancellor Oside’sguest privileges here.”
“How so?”

“They say he spends moretime here, resting than on the dutiesfor thedistrict.”

Beside her, Gar ek stopped, took her arm and turned her to face him.

“Goon.”

Shetugged her elbow away and frowned at him in war ning.

“Froton Warrick, Oside s appointed healer, claimsto be overworked and under staffed
dueto the constant demands made upon him by the Chancellor and his people. Says he
must spend a lot of histime at Blackford Hall, Oside’'s Olandian residence. It'sa
beautiful place.”

“Have you seen Coyle here on Olandia yourself?” he asked.

She thought about it a moment. “No...lI haven’'t. I'’ve never met the man. He must be a
very private person. He has not attended any event at our home since histerm began.”

“Strange. In fact, Coyle says he's never here. Claims he' stoo young yet for hisown
convalescent home.”

“| see. That isvery surprisingin light of Froton Warrick’sreports.”
“IsWarrick the kind of man who would lie?”

She grasped for the tact and diplomacy required of a Chancellor’s daughter. “If it
served his purposes, yes.”

“Good to know.”

When they reached the barn, she preceded Garek down the aisleway. On both sides
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wererows of plasticrete stalls, without bars, so the animals could put their heads out
and enjoy thefresh air. At their approach, the horsesperked up their earsin interest
and snorted greetings.

“If I'd anticipated riding,” Garek said, “1 would have worn traditional Clothoesriding
attire.”

He would have looked magnificent. She'd seen paintings and sculpture pieces depicting
the primitive Clothoes malein riding attire, flowing robes of rich colors and natural
fabric. In the past year she had done a bit of research.

Her stallion, snorted and then arched his neck and postured, warning Garek away
from hismistress. “ Aren’t they handsome? They’re named Nethe and Aza.”

Garek stepped closeto the stallion and stared a long time, ignoring her question.
“These are not normal horses, are they?”

Shelooked at him, surprised by hisuncanny perception.
“They arewinged,” he said.
She gasped.

“Aldorian flying warhorses. Troie or trogon, they're called. Supposed to be extinct. Or
myth.” He spoke the wordswith solemn tones.

“Yes, they aretrogon. Troieisthe Aldorian provincein which they’re said to have
been bred years ago. Most people cannot seethewings. How isit you can?”

Thelittle mare nudged Angeni. Her foxy earsflicked back and forth, curious, hungry.

“Yes, they’'re Aldorian war hor seswith fully mature wings. Both have true black
coloring. Very rare.”

“ Apparently not extinct.”
“No, not yet.”

“Wheredid you find them?”
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“I found them at asalein aremoteregion.”

“A legal, Alliance-sanctioned sale?’

“Legal, yes, of course.” Sheglared at him. “1 am no black marketeer. An elderly man
bred them on aremote colony in secret for many years. | learned he died shortly after |
purchased the pair. | knew they wer e special, but thought they were horses. When |
bought them their wingswerein juvenile form, much closer to their shouldersand
withersthan now. Impossible to see without close inspection.”

“Werethereothers?”

“ A handful of other equine species, yes, mistars, and dragoponies.”

“So, therewill beafew very surprised owners.”

“Not necessarily. The man never knew they wer e flying war hor ses. They did not show
him their wings. | assumed they would hide them from you aswell. It has been their
normal responseto strangers. | don’t understand it.”

He nodded. “ So, the owner s might never know.”

“Exactly.”

“Good. We should havethe Alliance investigate.”

“No!” She grabbed hisarm. “No, please, they might experiment on them.”

Hegaveacurt nod. “I will wait, for now.”

“Y ou can imagine my sur prise when they turned out to be something morethan |
expected.”

She'd also been shocked, to say the least, by their first telepathic communication, but
she so no reason to confidethat to Garek, yet. She'd known of the myths of telepathic

traitsof Aldorians, of course, but had never believed it true, not before she acquired
the warhorses. And her encounter with Garek reinforced the truth of the legends.

Garek stepped nearer, reaching out to stroke the soft fur of the mare’swing. Thewing
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quivered in response as though hisfingerswere an annoying fly. Aza curved her
elegant neck to see the hand on her wing, curious.

Nethereared and plunged in his stall, shaking his head fiercely. The breeze off his
wings sent her hair into disarray.

“Careful, heispossessive of hismate,” she said, hoping Nethe would not break his door.
Garek laughed. “ And rightly so.” Hewaslooking at her now. Shelooked away,
unwilling to hold his gaze, wanting to tell him he'd lost his chance with her by leaving

her behind.

“Amazing,” he said as he stroked the feathered wing. “ Humans have always sought
flying mounts of various sorts. You could name your price.”

“I don’t fly them. | have no desireto draw attention to them.” She sifted themare's
long, silken mane through her fingers. “ The preserve employees and volunteers mind
their own business, but riding legendary Aldorian war hor ses around the preserve
forestswould makethe news.” She smiled. “ They look like normal horses ... if they
keep their wings close enough to their sides.”

“| can seethat. An element of magic to them, | suspect.”

“No,” sheargued.

“Magic doesnot exist.”

“What about healing chants?”

“I can’t say,” she answered stubbornly.

Helaughed asif heremembered the chants she'd used to save him, but let it drop.
“Legends say they’'re mute.”

“Yes. It’strue. A wuffling noise or soft snortsthey can manage, but not neighing like
true horses.”

He frowned. “ They have a deeply chiseled face, and a wild look in the eyes. Better to
frighten the enemy.”
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“Yes. They're spirited, bold. And, independent and freedom loving. They prefer to
roam theforest. | had them brought inside after the explosion.”

Angeni put asimple Aldorian war bridle on Nethe, along cord of soft cotton, then led
him from his stall. “ They’re not easy to subdue or train, but loyal to therider.”

“Theright rider,” he said.
“Yes. For theright rider.”

With quick efficiency, she saddled the stallion, lengthening the stirrup leathersto the
last hole and hoping they would be long enough for Garek. She often rode the stallion,
allowing the pretty mareto follow along with them. But Garek’s height demanded the
extra size provided by Nethe' s natural difference from the mare.

Garek did the same with Aza, talking to her in a soft, get-acquainted, voice. She
playfully arched a wing out over him protectively. Angeni smiled, satisfied. He had the
natural instincts of a herdsman. She need not worry for hissafety riding the more
headstrong stallion. He would not make the mistake of initiating a battle of willswith
Nethe.

“I under stand the horses on Clothoes ar e the size of small elephants?” she asked,
curious.

He nodded in acknowledgement. “ Those small elephants can carry a decent sized
parade saddle instead of these small scraps of leather you’re putting on. In the year s of
war ring between the clans, they could pull a munitionscart to hell and back.”

As he straightened away from the mare’sleg, hisface clouded with something like
sadness. In amore serioustone headded, “My people are not many gener ations from
using their animalsin territorial struggles. That much we havein common with the
Aldorian breeders of thesetrogon.”

“I see”

“We'realso suspiciousand don’t trust easily.” Garek turned and led the mareto a set
of tiesfurther down the aisle way.

She watched him a moment. “ The ancestor s of the trogon wer e used to fly away with
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other people streasures.”

Garek found himself laughing at Angeni’s statement with surprised enjoyment. Their
lives werein danger. She was his charge to guard and to protect. Thiswas not a social
visit.

Hereminded himself that he didn’t know thiswoman aswell as hefelt hedid. He'd
been fooled into thinking a woman’sintentions were good in the past.

Trust no one but your comrades until the battleis over.

Now shelooked puzzled. Hurt clouded her pretty eyes. She'd heard.
| ve given you no reason not to trust me.

“Thought we weren’t doing the telepathy thing,” he said.

“Weshouldn’t. It won’t happen again.”

Chapter Nine

PrevigTop |Next

On their way to the preserve, they rode the trogon through a glazed conservatory that
arched high over them, an extra measureto protect the climate domes. Normally, she
would not ride them here, but it wasthe shortest route. Overhead, colorful birds of all
sizesflew from canopy to canopy. The air was alive with tropical floral scents. In
places, thriving green plants edged acr oss the sand path.

“Isn’t it lovely and peaceful here?”
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“Yes.” Garek sounded asif hewere humoring her.

She suspected their surroundingsfelt forced and confining to him. Small when
compared to the vast open spaces of a natural planet like his Clothoes. To a woman
brought up on thisotherwise barren sphere, it was a sanctuary.

“Will you missyour home when you give your self to the Alliance?”

“You put it crudely.” Aza pranced, sensing Angeni’s sudden unease. Sheresented the
pain he'd caused her with the question.

“You'reright. | did. Your arranged mating isnone of my business.”
“You arecorrect. It isnot.”
Thefirst dome shimmered like a mirage up ahead.

“How do wetravel from one of the domesto another?” She shifted around in the
saddle to see him. His cold eyes observed her.

“ All the dome surfaceswill open for us. Like mist. At any point of approach. It’san
amazing thing.”

“What stopsthem from opening for the plantsasthey grow?”

“The sensors are programmed to recognize specific body temper ature, also size and
mass density. You'll see when wereach the first dome segment. It’slessthan a
kilometer ahead.”

Suddenly, Azareared off the ground. Noise, danger! Angeni stopped breathing at the
trogon’s mental warning. She turned Aza around to face Garek and Nethe. The trogon
mar € s long flowing mane flashed and billowed as she tossed her head and pranced.
Angeni wonder ed how much she could explain thisto Garek without giving him more
to mistrust about her.

Flying machine. This came from the more analytical Nethe.

“ A shuttleisapproaching,” shesaid. “We should makearun for thefirst dome. We'll
clear thebarrier. Shuttleswill not. The glazing above us breakable.”
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“Makes sense.” He seemed watchful, unconvinced and puzzled. But he gathered the
reins of the stallion in preparation to gallop.

“Hurry, Garek, we must hurry!” She squeezed the sides of the sleek mare with her
calves and they surged forward.

Garek urged the stallion to follow Angeni.

Heleaned close over Nethe' s neck, urging the strong animal forward. He could feel the
wind on hisface and the wings flexing beneath hisknees. The warhor se yearned to be
airborne, but wastoo well behaved to defy histraining.

Only seconds later, Garek heard the unmistakable whine of a shuttle at top speed,
getting closer, just above them. A quick glance over hisshoulder asthe stallion made
another surge forward told him the shuttle had a Zoni gun down. By the looks of it, the
gun was aimed at thelovely, yellow-haired woman up ahead and left of him. He
constricted his calves around thetrogon. The sensitive animal responded with an
amazing burst of forward—and upward energy.

Hell. He'd for gotten the flying part. In air, wings surging up and down, his mount
caught Angeni’sin seconds. Managing to balance, he leaned outward and circled her
waist with one arm and transferred her upward and in front of him on the stallion, just
asheheard a burst of firefrom the shuttle. Turningit’s head sharply, heforced the
power ful stallion to veer from their course. For alight second, they were sidewaysin
theair.

A tree caught fire and began to smolder from ajagged, unnatural hole. Shards of
glazing fell around them. Thelittle mare followed a short distance behind, without the
constraint of arider, looping and diving to evade thefire.

They neared the dome. The shuttle closed fast, blasting another holein the fragile
greenhouse. At thevisible mist barrier of the dome s membrane, Nethe hesitated.
Garek squeezed him again with his calves and Nethe broke through the mist. Themare
followed just inches behind him.

The shuttle made hard contact with the membrane and car eened backward with
explosive for ce. Within seconds, the machine wobbled and crashed to the ground,
breaking apart. Thefirefrom the burning craft reflected off the moisture laden
membrane rendering the arching dome visible above them.
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The stallion cameto ground, hisfront legsfirst.

“Guessthey were unawar e that shuttlesare not allowed in the preserve,” Garek said.
His breath was coming fast and hard. Pain scor ched through his shoulder. Wood
splinter or glass had hit him. He knew he held Angeni too tight, squeezing her lung
capacity, but hewas so glad shelived. Heforced himself torelax hisarms. It felt right,
so good, to hold her against his chest. He did not want to release her.

The musclesin hisforearms constricted and moved in rhythm with their breathing.
For amoment he allowed himself to relax, to just hold her. He'd saved her lifethis
time. He brushed his chin against her soft hair.

“Themareislimping,” shesaid. “Release me. | must check her.” Shedid from his
grasp, jumping to the ground. Her movement caused pain to explode through his
shoulder. He suppressed a groan.

“I don’t think shewashit,” Garek offered. “ Angel, what about you? Areyou all right?
Areyou wounded?” Hisvoice carried the urgency hefelt.

“I'm fine. | just need to check the mare.” Sheran her hands over the animal’slegs. She
sighed inrelief. “You'reright. It’snot serious.”

As Angeni turned to look up to him, relief for the trogon mare waned. She saw a
spreading stain of blood at his shoulder. “You're hurt.”

“It’snothing.”

“Why didn’t you say something? Yell, ouch. Groan. Something.” Stubborn male. She
ran toward him. By the blood of the Saints! How were you holding me so tight with a
wound like that? she asked telepathically. To blazes with her vow not to use the unusual
method of communication. “L et me see. Now,” she demanded. He winced, no doubt
fighting the pain with everything he had. He fought not to lose consciousness. She
needed him awake.

“Not yet. We'd better find cover. Put some distance between the shuttle wreckage and
us. The crash gave us sometime. But, if they survived, they may find a way to comein
after us.”

“Yes, right. There'sa hugerock overhang and heavier tree cover near here. Hurry,
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please. You could lose a lot of blood very fast.” He offered his good hand. Angeni
vaulted onto Nethe' s back, thistime behind Garek instead of in front. She leaned back,
car eful to put no strain on his shoulder.

“It’snot bad, Healer. Only a graze. Skin deep. Bleeding shoulder wounds look worse
than they are. |I’ve seen Guard hold a weapon and fight with thiskind of wound.”

“Harrumph. I'm not surprised.” Angeni felt a cold dread. She wastrying with only
moder ate successto stifle her fear for him. She hoped the weapon that injured him had
not carried toxic chemicals. She'd caught a brief glimpse of along, dark, cylindrical
thing sticking out of a cockpit window. She was no weapons expert, but long, thin
shafts usually propelled something.

Angeni directed Garek down atrail into aravine. Aza followed behind, flying now to
protect her injured limb.

We fly. | was not to fly before.
Yes, Aza, from now on we fly, Angeni replied telepathically.
Loveto fly.

To Garek’s astonishment, he heard the exchange between the trogon and Angeni. Hell.
It was moreimages, like a child’s storybook, than true words.

They soon reached the shelter of therock. Garek showed no sign of chemical
intoxication. The weapon hadn’t been poisoned. Thetelltale symptomswould have
presented by now.

After hedismounted, she said, “ Sit. Rest.”

He stretched hislong legs out, and bending one leg at the knee, reclined against a tree.
Quickly, shetore away his seeve. Using disinfectant from the med kit, she cleaned the
wound. He observed her actionsin silence with only a wince or two.

“Takethese. For the pain.” She handed him a packet of pain meds.

“What kind of weapon did they use?”
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Angeni continued cleaning and dressing his wound with supplies from the med kit.
“Zoni laser weaponry leaves no blood,” she said, as she poured a cauterizing liquid
over hisgash.

“They often leave no body.”

“Yes well ... ,” shereplied, trying to control her rebelling stomach. Her trainingin the
healing sciences had not prepared her for the black horror of imagining this man of
her heart vaporized by alaser. No being for that matter.

“I would say it was old style. My guess, a hunting weapon of sometype aimed at one of
theanimals.”

“Hunting is not per mitted here.”

He smiled a handsome, tolerant smile, leaning his head back against thetreetrunk.
“Admirable policy.”

She smiled back. “1 know, | know. They wouldn’t abide by our laws.”

“This meansthe people behind this action would liketo capture you alive. But it is not
high on their list of priorities.”

“Why do you say that?” she asked, not quite seeing the connection.

“If they cared more about capturing you than stopping you, they could have waited for
closer contact and used a short-range stunner. If they’d wanted to be dead sur e of
stopping us, they would have used the Zoni laser mounted out the belly of the shuttle.”
“| see.” Her stomach lurched again. “1’'m relieved they failed to kill you. And Aza.”

“Untrained bastardswere not smart enough to see how harmful it could be to shoot the
animal out from under you. Or causethat treethey blasted to Hadesto fall on you.”

“Bestill. You'll start bleeding again.”
“Why isit so cold?”

“It’scold becausethisisafacsimile of Old Mother Earth temperate climatein late fall
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season. Thefact that you’ve lost some blood compounds the cold.”

“Wdll, let’sthank heavenswe did not enter the frozen arctic tundra dome.” His mouth
quirked even as he shivered.

“Yes,” shereplied, serious, trying her best to smile. “We can camp here. Usethe
thermal sleeping wrapstied to the saddle cantles. Combine them into one and sleep
closeto conserve warmth,” she suggested. She freed one of the blankets and wrapped it
around him as she spoke. Theterror of the past minutes swamped her. She sat and
looked at him for along moment.

He must haveread her feelings, because he said, “ Come here, Angel.” Without over-
thinking the matter, she moved to him. Hecircled her with hisgood arm and held her
close.

“That’sit,” hepraised. Let me hold you. You can be angry with me later.

She came close, then hesitated. “ Y ou will hurt your shoulder.”

Heran alargehand over her hair. Her pulse surged.

She snuggled into hisgood arm.

Hisvoice rumbled near her ear, singing one of her healing chants. She smiled and
joined him.

Garek relished her warmth, her feminine form. It was a joyous gift to hold her this
way. He must release her. He would do so. Now... soon. His pain was for gotten.

He marveled at her courage and determination. A man could get too used to thislady’s
nearness. He could feel her smiling, nestled against his shoulder. She belonged there, he
thought with an aggr essive sur ge of possessive certainty.

Hetightened hishold. He began to under stand the motivation of maleswho turned to
evil in the pursuit of a female s affection.

Sheleaned back. Her frown of worry for his safety wasintoxicating.

“Wecan't stay here,” heforced himself to say. “We'll have to keep moving until Coyle
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returns.” Garek tried hard to suppressthe sexual fantasy stimulated by Angeni in his
arms. He would explore her ribcage, trace a path along her waist, and acrossthe
hollow at the base of her spine. Take histimetasting her breasts.

He closed his eyes, tor menting himself with the fantasy.

“That could be another twenty hoursor so,” she said, interrupting his pleasant
thoughts.

“Hmmm? Yes. A longtimeto run and hide.”

“Garek, with your injury, wecan't just keep moving all that time.”

“It’sjust agraze. Heal in aday.”

“ Still.”

“A moving target is harder to spot.” He stroked her hair, sifted it through hisfingers.
“I"d liketo spend time at Blackford Hall going through the computersfor some
answers.”

Angeni relished this stolen contact with him. She fought to be still and keep her hands
to herself. He smelled so good. She struggled to hide from him her thoughts of

lovemaking. Thefeel of his muscled legs against herswas all she could think of.

Sheforced her thoughtsto their options. “We could go back underground, near here
are other entrances.”

“People?”

“Only afew ever go down in the safety tunnels. We can takethetrogon in and ride
them there. They’'reused toit.”

“Why would you choose to exer cise them underground with a forest nearby?” He gave
her a suspicious look.

She shrugged, moving away from him. He pulled her back.

“You see... er ... the semi-darkness helpsimprove my balance,” Angeni improvised,
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trying to cover. She'd become good at not quite lying over the years. She might not
need to keep her mother’strue ancestry a secret from this man, but years of habit
made it second naturefor now.

She could not reveal that she must avoid the sun because she was half Aldorian. The
sun would tan her skin darker than the pale color of Olandians.

“You arenot telling methetruth.”

Shelooked away. “ Some things are private.”

He stiffened. “| see.”

“Thermo scans would not be as effective underground,” she said, changing the subject.
“You'reright.”

Angeni sighed and laid her head on hisshoulder again. He was accepting her story for
now. Shewanted to cling to him like thisforever. Why had this same attraction not
happened with any other man? Ever. How could that be adaptive? A woman might
never meet theright man and never passon her genes.

Garek was looking at her, waiting. How long had she been thoughtful, fantasizing that
he would make love to her hereon the cold ground? She forced her self to smile back

with as much calm as she could manage.

“Let’sget tothe safety tunnelsthen. Find the nearest entry. My balance on these flying
creatures could use somerefinement.”

Shelaughed and said, “You'rea skilled rider.” Her cheeksflushed, thinking of
something else entirely.

“Arethereany preserve personnel down there?”

“Yes. A few security guards are stationed near the city, noregular patrols.” Angeni
forced her thoughtsto theissue at hand and continued, “ Something else...,” She began
and then hesitated. “We could use the passages to reach the city again and check
Blackford Hall.”

Garek set her aside and pulled himsalf up. “Good.”
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* % * %

“You lost them, mercenary?” Steel-cold eyes bored into him. They wereon a PRAX
ship in routeto Olandia.

“Ahem,” hecleared histhroat, “yes.”

“First, your men blew the transport, murdering the Olandian guards and killing
themselves, when | needed only a minor delay until | could get travel there. Now this.
Idiots. Mindlessidiots.”

He edged toward the door. The man across from him had a commanding presence that
bred fear. Hissurvival instincts screamed for retreat. Thelegendsand rumorsof the
other man’sruthlessnessreplayed in histhoughts. Oside was an Aldorian warlord.
Once an Alphalord. Theyounger man, Reihl Samaras, had recently won Oside' s place.
Some said Samar as had demanded a bride from Oside s clan as battle spails, in
exchangefor letting Oside live.

“What went wrong on Olandia thistime?” Oside asked. “ Their security forceis
nothing. No crimeto deal with. No need to fight the other dogsfor scraps. Security
guards are mostly pensionersfrom the forces of other colonies. Getting a few women
out of there should have been easy. Swift and clean. Even on the second try. Whereis
she now?”

“Uh ... someone got to her before we could, sir. Took her out an underground exit
tunnel into a nature preserve. My men crashed a shuttle against a climate dome.
Followed them into thetunnels. They’ll check in soon with good news, | assureyou.”

“Who took her?” Oside’ sfierce eyeswererelentless. Hetook a step back and came up
against the entry door.

“Don’t know, sir. Our informant said Coyle Oside took the other women. Maybe he got
the Chancellor’s daughter too.”

The steel eyesflashed molten. “ So, my estranged son interferesin my affairsagain. If
I’d found him while he was still a child, things would be different. He would work at
my side. Follow my orders.” Heraked a hand through his silver and black hair and
began to pace hisquarters.
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“Yesgr.”

“Sahnjun took the girl. Or, Hane that Muscovan demon from Hades that guards my
son. Yes, Sahnjun, | wager. Hane would stick with my offspring.”

The mercenary was puzzled by therevelations, not following the family details. He
worried about his own escape from the room at the moment. He reassured himself by
finding the door release.

“Perhaps you and your men are not so stupid, mercenary. Just over-faced by the
caliber of your opposition.”

The eyes cooled to shards of ice again.
“In the old days, a man could find enough men with hungry children to build an

excellent army. Now, thanksto the meddlesome Alliance, it’s a challenge indeed. Get
out. And tell LuciusLendow to explain hisown failuresin the future.”

Chapter Ten

PrevigTop |Next

The unfinished subways felt cool and damp like caves, but bore the unmistakable
materials of civilized architecture, advanced plasticrete. The ceiling gave off a
phosphor escent glow. Gentle, re-circulated air brushed the skin. Functional cargo lifts
wer e already installed in strategic locations. Only the muffled clip-clop of thetrogon’s
hooves and the occasional sound of some small creature moving in the semi-darkness
disturbed the silence.

As Angeni led the way, she wondered what Garek was thinking. He'd maintained an
intr ospective silence for some time now. No doubt he wondered how she’d known that
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shuttle was coming. Her telepathic gift was hard enough for her to understand. No
wonder he was suspicious. She did not blame him. It made some sense, she had to
admit. Therewas no way to allay his concernswithout telling him her entire story. She
didn’t fedl like doing so. The man had left her. He hadn’t trusted in their bond then.
Why should he now.

“No civiliansvisited you on the Sanctuary,” she said. “I assumed it was the distance.”

“Right.” Garek stopped Nethe and reached for Aza'sbridle bringing her to a halt too.
He looked danger ous as though he would rather not answer and wasintent on
discouraging mor e questions. “ My grandmother and parentsweretoo far away for a
visit. But my younger brother came once. Damned angry with me at thetime. Still is.”

“I didn’t know of hisvisit.”

“It wasbrief.”

“What happened between to cause anger between you?” Angeni asked.
“Rehneworked for acommercial transport company a few years after PRAX tech
began. Just out of an Alliance engineering school, very young. One of only a handful of
peopletrained in the new tech.”

“| see,” she prompted.

“Much too young for the kind of pressure he faced. Wasn’t accustomed to thelifestyle
he could buy for himself with the money he made. He was duped into carrying

contraband cargo. Some of it turned out to be high-jacked genetics. Founders' DNA.”

She gasped. “ Oh, heavens, not the Founders.” She could tell he saw her disgusted shock
befor e she could hideit.

He looked away, embarrassed by his brother’s mistakes, she knew, not meeting her
eyes.

“Rehne came to his senses and wanted out. But he wasn’t working with amateurs. The
smuggler boss, a young Aldorian making a name for himself, refused to let him leave.
My brother managed to get a messageto me.”

“He cameto you for help? That’s good.”
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He nodded. “Coyleand | talked the Security Serviceinto letting usgo in after him as
an official Alliance covert operation.” He paused.

“Things got complicated fast. Ambush.”

“But you succeeded?”

“Wedid.” He softened hishold on thereins allowing Nethe to walk again. Aza followed.
“Why isyour brother angry with you then?” she asked, indignant for him.

“I made a deal to keep him out of a prison colony. They assigned him to mein a
guardianship for afive-year period. | control hisassets. Rehne claimed he'd prefer the

prison.” Hissmilereflected theirony. “ And my fiancée preferred Rehne.”

She gasped. Garek looked bemused that he shared so much. His cheeksflushed a
charmingred.

“Conniving woman!”

“ She was caught in a situation not of her making.”

“I'm surehedid not really mean hewould prefer jail. How unreasonable for him to
hold you responsible for his problems. Perhaps he' sjealous of hiswife. Er...rather of
your former relationship to hiswife. Insecure, uncertain of her affection,” she said,

waving her hand in search of answers.

Heinclined hishead in thoughtful agreement. “Rehne and | might have worked things
out. The personal matter made things wor se. Much wor se.”

“I"'m sure.” Angeni was curious for more details. But felt she'd prodded as much as she
dared. It appeared hispride was still wounded by hisformer fiancée. Her own

uncertainty of where she stood with him, even wher e she wanted to stand with him,
resur faced.

“Thereisvery little brother-to-brother affection left. It has been a difficult year.”

Guiding her trogon closer, shetouched hisarm. “Hewill cometo understand you
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helped him.”
Helooked down at her hand. “Maybe he will. Someday.”

“Yes. For your sake, | hope so. Thisisunfinished business. Families cannot afford
unfinished business.”

“Yes,” heagreed.

Themarejerked her head up. Human. Near. Theimage came through less garbled this
time, less urgent than with the approach of the shuttle. The ears of both were pricked
forward, alert with healthy, everyday caution.

“Someone’ s coming. Could be a preserveranger.”

“How do you know this?” Garek interrupted. “I hear nothing, Angeni, no echo of
footsteps. Nothing.”

She held up a hand. “Wait, please. You will hear. Soon. They know me here, but we
can't risk letting them seeyou. A lift. There,” she gestured toward a bank of cargo
elevatorsahead. “Hidein there. Go. Be quick. Please!” As Angeni urged him toward
the double steel doors, she noticed he had pulled a lethal-looking hand weapon out of
his belt.

“And put your weapon away. I’'m sure | know the person coming. He will not harm
me.”

Garek’s expression was filled with stubborn puzzlement. He was clearly reluctant to
seek shelter on her word.

She gathered her reinsup tighter and took the stallion’s. “| cometo the preserve often.
| know most of the personnel,” she offered in explanation. “Please get off and go into
thelift. With the door s open, you can see well from there, but he cannot seeyou. If any
violent actions are needed...”

Garek hesitated, but finally moved to do asthe lady asked. He jumped to the ground
and gave her onelast look. Hislioness was back, in force. She could put that pleading
look in those beautiful, tawny-brown eyes, and he would jump into flamesfor her.

A few minuteslater, an older man wearing a dark blue uniform with a silver pocket
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badge appear ed in the dimness of the passage up ahead of them. Garek closed his hand
over hisweapon.

“Who'sthere?” A man called, dight quaveringin hisvoice. It wasa fair indication he
posed no threat to her. Garek relaxed some.

“Healer Traek, Officer Colin.”

She did know the man. As she' d guessed, he was a preser ve official.

“Exercising your horse beasties areyou, ma'am? What pretty thingsthey are. L ook
almost magical, all black and fierce, standing on either side of you there, like your
royal bodyguards.” He chuckled and came closer to rub the mare’'s muzzle. Aza
wuffled a greeting and made a brief and less than subtle sear ch of the man’s pockets
for treats.

Garek returned hisweapon to safety.

“Yes, in fact I'm going to keep them out all night in the tunnels,” Angeni said. “ Get
them used to doing without the comforts of home, you see.”

Good lie, Garek thought. It was a plausible enough explanation for her presencein the
preserve so late.

“Now, you might want to change your mind about that, ma’am. Security Service hasa
sear ch on for a man who stole a shuttle.” Heremoved hisuniform cap to scratch his
scalp.

“What isgoing on?” Angeni asked, steady calm in her voice.

Thelady was cool under pressure.

“Don’t want to frighten you, but | heard mercenary thugs blew up atransport, then a
little while ago crashed a shuttleinto the temperate dome membrane. Word isthe
shuttle survivor s entered the preserve on foot. Armed and dangerous.”

“Heavens.”

“Yes, the Founder’s Saints would be shocked by it all. Wedon't get that kind of thing
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her e on the science colony. Figured the bad guys wouldn’t know about these subways
right away, so I’'m headed home thisway. L et the Chancellor’s Security tangle with the
lunatics, | say. They’remoretrained for that, you know? I’d go on back to the surface
if | wereyou. | would. Your father will worry.”

“Thank you for your concern,” she said.

“Heard something about you taking part in something. What’d they call it? Cultural
exchange or something. Thewife saysit’sa bravethingto do. Welost a grandchild to
the geneticillness, you know.” The elder man looked sad, remembering. He swiped a
tear from hiseye.

“I didn’t know. I'm sorry.”

“Never mind that.” He smiled weakly. “We don’t speak of it often. We will missyou
for surehereat the preserve. But we haveto help thelittle ones. Couldn’t afford the

treatment for ours.”

“Yes, you, too, Officer Colin. And thank you for the advice. Say helloto Mrs. Colin for
me.

“Will do.”

“Arethey surethe mercenariesfrom the shuttle cameinto the preserve? I sthe Security
Service surethey weren’t killed in the crash?”

Garek wasimpressed with her tone, which conveyed the thought had just occurred to
her.

“They say the scans showed no remains of life. No bone. No skin.”

“Any debrisfrom cybernetic mechanicals?”

“Hmmm? Oh, you mean a bot pilot. No, none. Ther € ve been some questionable colors
on preserve heat sensor screens. Could bethem. Or you and your horseseven. Hard to
tell for sure.”

“Yes, | suppose so.”

Good, Garek thought, just what they needed for their own safety.

file:///C//DOWNLOADS/BENTLEY %20Jacki%20-%20A ngel %20and%20the%20Fying%20Warhorses¥%20(NCP).html (85 of 280)29/10/2006 20:51:17



Angel and the Flying Warhorses

“You hurry on home, now. Turn your beastiesloosein the preserve. They’ll bejust
fine. I'll seethey’refed for you.”

When the older man set off down the passageway, Angeni leaned against the wall.
Home. Theidea of going home is appealing to a woman hiding two winged horsesand a
very tall, very broad-shouldered man from only the Saints knew whom. Very appealing.
Her own bed, a warm drink of kindo bean cocoa.

From hishiding spot, Garek grinned at her thoughts. “You said there were no patrols
down here,” hesaid, stepping out.

She stiffened and fisted her small hands at hiswords.

Hell. He couldn’t communicate clearly with her even with the telepathic connection
they shared.

Suspicious of my motives again? | grow tired of it. | have given you no reason not to trust
me.

Garek winced asthe mental message forced itsway into his head. Hell in space, the
telepathy could be used as a weapon. Until now, Angeni must have muted it. He'd
quickly learned from her, the methods of erecting basic barriersin his mind, but she
was angry now and the stop-gates wer e open.

“Sorry, | shouldn’t have donethat,” she admitted. But her eyes sparkled with anger.

“Mistrust isnot always a reasonable feeling,” he growled. “ Y ou are a woman with
secrets. | feel it.”

“Those secrets are not mineto share.”

He stepped toward her and took hold of her upper arms. “ Fair enough. Aslong asthey
do not get uskilled!”

Driven, heleaned in, a breath away from her lips. When she closed her eyes and moved
to meet him, he grasped her chin and took control of her face. He molded her lipswith
his. She degpened the kiss. Fire drovethrough his body, shaking him, nearly buckling
hisknees.
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After amoment, shejerked her mouth away, then swiped her hand acrossit asif to
remove histouch. The hurt of that action exploded through him. She was angry with
him for leaving her a year ago.

Hereleased her. “What was the officer saying?” Heforced himself to ask. “I couldn’t
hear everythingin that lift,” helied. For some fool reason, he needed to test her, to
learn how much she would tell him.

“Mr. Colin just thought it safer to go through the passageways on histrip home.
Nothing more complicated than that. No secret messages wer e exchanged.”

“Héell. | didn't say therewere.”

“You did not need to,” she spat back.

“I'm sorry,” he said, then took her arm and tried to pull her back into hisarms. She
resisted at first, surprising him with her strength. But suddenly sherelented and
stepped to him. With feminine power and grace, shetook control. She kissed histhroat,
lathing it with her soft tongue, then nipping with her teeth. He sucked in a deep,
unsteady breath. He braced hislegsto remain standing.

“Garek, what do you do to me?” she demanded to know.

He laughed. “Not me. You cause the magic, woman.”

Her small hands kneaded his back muscles, going lower and lower.

He toyed with the edges of her dress, diding up, teasing the soft skin beneath with his
fingers. She welcomed histouch, leaning into his questing fingers.

“Public place. Can’t do thishere,” herasped.

She jumped away from him. Theties of thedressfell apart, loosened by hishands. The
unraveled strips wer e sexy as hell, even more so than when tied up.

“Of coursenot. You'reright,” sheagreed. Shelooked around, her cheeksflushed a
glorious pink.

Heraked a hand through hishair, frustrated. He missed her warmth against his body.
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He strodetoward her.
She shrank away.
“Just going to help you up on thetrogon,” he said.

“Oh, no, don’t. Please don’t touch me again. | can makeit.” And shewasup in one
athletic movement. Shewouldn’t look at him. It caused a chilling pain near his heart.

“You should know. Officer Collin said no bodieswerefound at the crash site,” she said
stiffly. “ The climate dome acted as a buffer, saving them.

“Thesurvivors could be close behind us,” he said.
“Security Servicethinksthe shuttle you used was involved.”
“Olandian Security thinkswhoever took that shuttleis one of the mercenaries.”

“Yes,” Angeni replied. “1’'m sure my father will make them under stand the truth soon.
But in the meanwhile, you'rein moredanger. If | could talk to him....”

“Wecan't risk trying to contact the chancellor. The coms down here could be
monitored.”

“ Any message might beinter cepted then?”
“Right. We have no shuttle now. We're safer down herethan on the surface. They can
only approach from one or the other end of thetunnel. If they use thelift, we'll hear

the air discharges and guessat their nearness by the sound. We'll travel deeper in for a
while longer, then set up for the night.”

“Fine.”

* k% % %

Garek unrolled the slegping wraps, spreading them on the hard plasticrete floor.
Olandia got cold at night. They needed to sleep together for warmth. With the two
trogon close by, the grouping would offer a confusing image to any scanning equipment.
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Hell. How was he going to keep his hands off her? Especially after thekissearlier. An
honor able man would not take advantage of their circumstances. The stress of running
for their liveshad no doubt heightened his sexual awar eness. Asif he needed the added
push to find her appealing. He already found her mor e attractive than any other
woman he' d ever encountered.

He vowed to claim her as his. Somehow. He swiped a hand across hisface. A primitive
thought. Stallions claimed their females, men were chosen by the female. It wasthe
civilized order of things.

The Clothoes Matrimonial Law! Blazes, how could he have forgotten? By Clothoes law,
Angeni would be hiswife if they stayed together tonight. He glanced toward her as she
fed the trogon.

Maybe he need not tell her? No one would know but him. Hedidn’t need to bother
Angeni with hisworld’s archaic laws. He could protect her from all that by his silence.
But the Clothoes matrimonial law could make her his, a small mental voice whispered
enticingly. Might be the only chance he had to steal her away from the Alliance’s
Cultural Exchange.

Her kisses were sweet. Worth any cost.

“What do we haveto eat?”

Sherummaged through the pack he brought now.

Torn, Garek drew in a deep breath ad knelt donewith her. “1 need to tell you—
something.”

Shelooked up from her task. “Yes.”

“There sanother consideration in our current situation,” he spoke quickly.

“Goon.”

“On my world, aman and woman are married by law, if they spend a night together.”
Her pretty eyes went wide with surprise.

“Dates back to ancient customs. To atime when desper ate measur es wer e needed to
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quell the warring nature of my people. Stealing the daughter s and wives of the enemy
had become sport. Too often they wer e abandoned afterward.”

“| see. If aman and woman make love, they’'re married by Clothoesian law? We
stopped just in timethen.”

“| said, spending the night together. | meant inhabiting, without a certified Clothoesian
Jona council chaperone, the same premises.”

“You sound asif you quote the law exactly.”

“Yes, close. To keep things simple and straight forward, making love together is
assumed.”

Shewaited. She narrowed her eyes. “You don’t seem amused.”

“I’m not amused by this, trust me.”

“You'reserious—" Shethrew up her arms. “ Saints, what a ridiculous, oppressive idea.
Especially for extraordinary circumstances such asthese. There are nameless, faceless
people who want to capture us.”

“Stop. Yes, true.”

“Can’t you appeal? You're too honor able to take advantage of a situation likethis.
Your people must know that.” Her eyes pleaded. She was pacing back and forth now,
agitated. Her dender hands expressed the emotion in her words. Oddly, he noticed her
nail coloring matched her gar ment.

“I appreciate your confidencein me,” Garek said, humbled that she trusted him when
he still withheld hiscompletetrust in her. He planned to take every advantage. His
conscience was somewhat appeased by informing her ahead of time. Hisfirst thought

had been to keep it from her in case she circumvented their night together somehow.

“Well, | er ... enjoyed our ... ah ... kissing. You didn’t force me. Arethere exceptions
made?”

“No exceptionsare granted,” he continued. “ 1t would be unheard of.”
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“I could dleep in the elevator.”
“Personalities and circumstances are not considered. Only proximity. Too few females
for too many years. Our cultureisvery protective of women and children. They are
revered. A few generations ago, the men of my ancestor s wor shiped female deities.”

“Female deities, hmm?”

Thelady’sindignant expression was amazing. “ Thisisa practical way to protect our
females.”

“I knew women held a lot of power in your society but | find theidea of forced
marriages, well...primitive.”

“Wedo not publicizethelaw.”
“So, we're matebonded by Clothoes law if we share a bed?” Shelooked disgusted again.

“What’swrong?” Suddenly angered he said, “What do you find so distasteful? How is
that so different from what you’ ve volunteered for ?”

There was a pause befor e she answered. “ The Cultural Exchangeisdifferent.”
“It i1s?” Hewas doubtful.

“Yes. | believeitis.” Her pretty little chin stuck out, but heread doubt in her
expression.

“It seemsto meyou’rein thissituation because you want to find a husband, right?”
Garek ignored her wince. Hewas angry. “Did you picture some pretty, polished, fancy-
manner ed, modern man as a mate? Another Prime Healer, perhaps?’

“Garek, do not mistake my meaning. It isnot that | would object to you as a mate, not
at all,” shesaid. Yes, | volunteered for The Cultural Exchange,” she continued.
“Heavens, who knows how this affects my participation in the exchange?’

“Did you think this Cultural Exchange meant you would tour museums with the mate
chosen for you?”
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Angry, she stamped a foot, startling the trogon who dozed near by. “ Of course not. It’s
theidea of forced marriage| rebel against. You would be forced to bond with me.
Against your will—"

“Or isyour motivation your father’spolitical career?” Garek interrupted.
“You'renot listening to me. You're so blasted accepting of it all.”

“ Angeni—"

“You deserve better.”

Heraked a hand through hishair. “1’m sorry about all this. But | had to make you
awar e of the situation with Clothoes law—L et you know you could end up with two
husbands from thisadventure.” He laughed harshly.

“You and a mate from the Alliance' s Cultural Exchange. | get it. Not funny.”

“Coyle could have sent a third person to protect you tonight. | should have anticipated
this.”

“How? He had to go get the others,” shesaid. “1 would never hold you to this,” she
whisper ed.

Damn it all, her eyesheld such feminine compassion.

He nodded curtly. Hedid not tell her that if shereleased him, it would end hislast
chance at marriage and family. He had been regected once before. He'd lost valuable
timewith the long, stalling betrothal to a woman who had wanted his brother instead.
In the Clothoes marital ritual, a man was not afforded a third chance. Too many other
men waited for atry.

“We need to get somerest now,” hesaid abruptly. “1’m going to take a look around
while you preparefor sleep.”

* % * %

Hourslater, Garek was wide-awake and lying rigid next to a warm and sweet-smelling
Angeni. Hetugged at the thin blanket wraps. The warhor seswere nearby. The mare
was lying down and the stallion stood guard over her.
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“I know how you fedl, friend,” Garek whispered to the stallion. “We have to watch out
for our ladies.”

Hislook around had been part security and part excuse to avoid the intimacy of getting
in the wraps while she was awake. Sharing a bed with her and not touching her was
punishment. Combining their slegping wrapswas the best protection from scans, no
guestion. When he'd finally joined her at last, she'd been restless and shiveringin her
deep. He'd felt a selfish bastard for denying her hiswarmth.

Now, with aresigned sigh, Garek drew her to him, molding her back to hisfront. She
wiggled into him in her sleep, mumbling happily, as though she had done so a thousand
times before. Her warmth seemed to burn through hisclothing. He closed hiseyesin
pain. “What happened to us, Geni?” Garek whispered the question in a hoar se voice.
She murmured something unintelligible.

You feel so good in my arms, he awkwar dly sent a mental message.

She snuggled impossibly closer, asif she heard.

Garek felt heat for the woman spread through hisbeing, afire of deep sexual need. He
closed hisarms around her waist and softly kissed the top of her head.

Chapter Eleven

PrevigTop |Next

The next morning, Angeni awoke with a start. She turned and found Garek’s nose only
an inch from hers. Her heart skipped a beat. His har sh masculine features were
softened by sleep. Helplessly she reached out to smooth histousled hair, winding a curl
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around her finger. She could not resist it.

Shefelt a wave of guilt. Thiswas not thefirst timethey’d slept thisway. Close enough
to feel hisbreath. Now that she knew more of his culture staboos, she knew he would
be shocked. She'd held him still through the wor st of his post-oper ative days. She
frowned. By his peopl€’ s bizarre matrimonial law, they’d been married for a year now.
He had not mentioned love. Pain of having her heart’sdesireso close ... but so
contorted pierced her heart. Shedidn’t want him to owe her a marriage of duty? She
would be no different than hisformer fiancée? A tear dropped from her eye.

Shetraced therelaxed crease of one of hisdimpleswith her fingertip. Hegrumbled a
word or two that she could not under stand. Clothoes native language, maybe, rather
than the chosen language of the Alliance.

A year ago, when he'd torn at his medical hardwar e, delirious from inhuman pain,
per haps she should’ ve ordered heavier strapsto keep him still and left him alone with
Sidrato watch him. She had not.

Their second meeting was disorienting to her peace of mind.

He moved in hissleep, throwing an arm over her, sheltering her. She closed her eyes
and savor ed the contact a while. Her body responded. His arm tightened, pulling her
against him, hard. She held her breath.

Angel? His eyes wer e closed.

I’m here, she answer ed.

Herelaxed in her arms. He was a beautiful man, with broad shoulders and muscling.
Even hishands wer e attractiveto her. Large with long, taper ed fingers. She reached
out to caressthelight smattering of dark hair on thetop of hishand asit rested on her
breast. He stirred.

Shelooked up to find his eyes open and staring at her. Heavens.

“Angeni?”’ Sheleaned to him and pressed her lipsto his. Hereturned her light kiss
with wonderful pressure. He captured her bottom lip with a gentle clamp of histeeth.

She whimpered and sucked in alabored breath.

The depth of hisbody’sresponse to her tentativetouch surprised and pleased her. His
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armstugged her closer, aligning her perfectly to hisharder frame, then stroking her
hips. She gasped, arching into him helplessly. He devoured her neck, her ears. And
next the baretops of her breasts, lathing them in turn with histongue. The sensations
rocked through her and she moaned against his soft hair.

“Garek.”

Garek rolled away from Angeni with startled wakefulness, wincing as hisrapid
movement tore at hisinjured shoulder. “1’'m sorry,” hesaid. “| must have been
dreaming. Didn’t mean to grab you.”

“No, it was...”
“Won't happen again. Get up. We'd better get moving soon.”

Angeni watched Garek’srapid retreat from the makeshift bed with painful
disappointment. He looked guilty. Heavens above, she'd madethe grab for him, not the
other way round.

Hungry, food? Nethe demanded, interrupting her thoughts and dragging her mind
from the lovely haze of sexual arousal.

Flying soon? Aza asked. They looked rested and too cheerful.
“Thetrogon are hungry,” shesaid to Garek. “| need to feed them.”

Garek struggled to regain control of hisbreathing, his mind, his hands, hiswhole
flocking body. His heart pounded. His hands shook. She was histo protect and not take
advantage of. He could jeopardize any chance at a future with her if he madeloveto
her too soon.

Something clicked in place, nudging through the fog of his sexual need. How wasit she
was so in tuneto the trogon anyway? Aldorian legends spoke of mental communication
with the flying horses. It had taken him long enough to make the connection. Could
Angeni be an Aldorian telepath? The warhor ses existed after all and she was a natur al
telepath. The piecesfit and explained her knowledge of the approaching shuttle, the
preserve officer. If shewasan Aldorian telepath, she could not be Olandian. But why
not tell him thetruth? She might be an imposter. His soft and sexy bed partner might
be collaborating in some elabor ate political scheme.
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No! The sharp word pounded into hismind. Shelooked at him with firein her eyes.

He was unsure what to say. A man’s crazy thoughts should remain private, Angel, he
said along a mental path. A suspicious mind—

| know, | know, your suspicions have kept you alive.

Now she was clothed again in the ragged dress and stor ming away. She looked back
over her shoulder. By theway, | kissed you first.

* % % %

“WEe'll haveto wait hereuntil the PRAX returns,” Garek said, when they'd reached
thelift exit nearest Blackford Hall, Coyle Oside' s guesthouse on Olandia. He'd pushed
them hard to makeit there.

“He'sduein lessthan three hours?”

“Yes. I'll takeyour trogon up and turn them loosein the preserve. They’ll find their
way back to the stables.”

“No. No,” Angeni protested aloud. Sherealized she was over-reacting and continued
mor e calmly. “No, we must keep them with us.” Shetried to think of an explanation for
her unwillingnessto leave them behind.

Hefolded hisarmsat his chest, looking unwilling to comply. “Why?” he asked.

Sheforced herself toignorethe effect he had on her pulserate. He looked forceful and
too attractive.

“We need them.” Should shereveal to Garek the truth of her bloodlines and the bond
with thetrogon? She clenched her fists. He'd walked away from her. Could shetrust
him with her secret? For yearsshe' d resented the legacies from her Aldorian mother,
and the differences from her Olandian people. Her telepathic bond with the trogon and
with Garek fell solidly into that category—solidly Aldorian.

Now shefound, for thefirst timein her life, she needed her primitive heritage. The
watchful trogon had helped keep them safe.
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“Dammit, you can trust mewith the truth. Y ou want the trogon close so you can use
them astelepathic watchdogs.”

After along silence, shelifted her chin and stared back. “Yes. That’strue.”
“You can hear their thoughts?”

“Yes”

“| thought so. I’'m getting some pictures from them, too.”

“You are? You weretesting methen.”

He walked up close and softly captured her chin. “ Never lieto me, Angel.” Hisanger
seemed to cool at once. Hisfingersstroked her chin, then hispalm cupped her cheek.

“A lifetime ssecretsare hard to let go,” she whispered.
“I know,” hesaid, then brushed a quick kissacross her lips.

Shedrew back from him. “But | did not lieto you. | smply saw no reason to tell you
everything.”

He smiled and kissed her again, asif a casual, everyday occurrence between them, then
he went on speaking, his breath heavenly warm. * Stay here. I’m going aboveground to
check out the security measures.” He kissed her deeply, finishing what he'd started,
setting her away from him reluctantly.

“Can you use one of these?” He handed her a weapon. Alliance issue blaster laser.
“No,” shereplied but shetook it. He showed her the basics of operating it. The thing fit
the hand perfectly, she noticed. It was clearly made of dense deplex fiber, the colors
and symbols of the Alliance emblazoned on it. He programmed it for stun, with a
sequence of buttons and pushing forward atiny, flattened switch.

“Takethetrogon into the cargo lift cabin and tie them. |f anyone comes along—I don’t
careif it isone of the preserve guards—you go in with them and stay.”

“But—" she began.
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“No arguments.”

Exasperated by histone, Angeni fumed. “Yes, Captain Sahnjun, sir,” she snapped. “1’ll
try not to stun my foot with your fancy little hand gun.”

Garek smiled his magnificent smile, shaking his head and melting her anger at once.

“I’ve been called wor se than Captain, Prime Healer, but your toneisnot wasted on
me.” He came close and kissed her gently on the forehead.

He waited long seconds.

Shetilted her chin up and stared at him.

“Please?” He said.

Shewaved a hand. “ Fine, fing,” she said, giving him her grudging agr eement.

* % % %

Humans coming. Strange humans. We should fly. Thistime there was more than
caution, therewas atouch of primal fear in the thought coming from Nethe. Thetime
since Garek had left her had dragged mercilessly. She was almost relieved for this
interruption of the monotony. The stallion lifted hiswingsin automatic flight response,
front legs coming off the ground. His hooves clattered and slipped on the surface of the
cargo lift. Aza shied and stepped closer to hisside.

Easy, Nethe.

Your mate would want usto fly.

He' s not my mate. She stopped, realizing the absurdity of arguing with atrogon.

Garek had been gone exactly two hours. Angeni sat, her legs crossed, on therolled up
sleeping wrap. The gray steel doors of thelift cabin hiding the trogon wer e open behind
her. She picked up the sleep wraps and dlipped into a small utility recessin the subway

wall next to thelift, so that she still had a view of the subway.

Sheflattened her slender form to the cold surface. Perhaps not exactly what Garek had
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had in mind when he'd said stay put. She couldn’t hide and do nothing. She needed to
know what had spooked the war hor ses. Angeni’ sfinger stouched the weapon Gar ek
had given her.

Minuteslater, she heard voicesin passageway.

A man said, “Walking our legs off through these cold tunnelsis pointless. Why would
they wander around down here? They’relong gone by now.”

“Aw, shut up, Taynor, |'m tired of your whining. You heard L endow say the woman
was often down in these fuming subways. Just keep moving. Our ordersareto stop
them before they get to Blackford Hall. Lendow wantsthem kept away from there. |
don’t know what’sin that place, but it must be important. Just keep thinking about the
Alliance currency we'll get for killing Sahnjun and delivering the woman to L endow.”
Angeni stepped from the wall, facing the approaching men. With cold decisiveness, she
fingered the switch and reset the gun to full power, broadening the beam to include
both men. A definite tech advantage.

“Stop!” She demanded.

“What the hell! Who'sthere?”

Thewords came from the leader.

“Remove your weapons.” When too much time passed and they did not comply,
Angeni lifted the angle of her laser a degree and fired. A shower of rock and debris
from the opposite wall sprayed on the two men. She noticed the one man was now
prone. Unconscious. Likely concussed. Good, she thought, with savagery. She steadied
her hand on the weapon. “| said remove your weapons, all weapons.”

“Areyou a mental case, woman?

“Doit, and you might live, mercenary.”

“You'll bring this bleeding subway down on us.”

He unbuckled a shoulder harness of a weapon much like the one Angeni held in her
hand. Hethrew it to the ground.
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“Who areyou?’ he asked.
“Y our companion needs help.”
“You must bethe healer. You can help him.”

“Doasl said!” A savage part of her wanted to shout that shewas Aldorian first and
Prime Healer second.

We attack, Hippiatra? The trogon stallion advanced from thelift, hisbridle’ sleft rein
torn away. Anticipating her need for hishelp, he pawed the ground, striking with rapid
succession one front leg then the other. Like a dance, but faster. The noise alone
frightening.

The mercenary got a good look at the war hor se and shrank back, losing his confidence.
“What the hell isthat thing?”

Nethe's hoof struck close by him, causing him to drop a second weapon he'd pulled
from some secr et place. He recognized his defeat and held up hishandsin surrender.

“L ook, we can split our fee with you. Whatever you say? Just let usgo.”
13 Quid.”
Nethetossed hishead at her tone.

The dainty Aza stepped forward to help if needed, not looking so petite as she snorted
menacingly through her delicate nostrils.

Garek’ s degp, masculine voice came from near by, “What’s going on here, Angel?” He
approached from the shadows behind the intruders, speaking in a low, soothing voice.

Her heart leapt. “ These men were hired to kill you.” Shedid not allow her eyesto leave
her captives.

“| see. Let me have the weapon back now. I’ll takeit from here. Call Nethe down
before hekills someone.”

“No. If wetrade places, they could try something.”
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“Geni.”

She swung the weapon toward the lead mercenary. “You search their clothing. L ook
for other weapons, small explosives ... I'm fine. I'll try my best not to kill him.” She
attempted a weak, reassuring smile. “1 promiseyou. | won’t allow Netheto end his
worthlesslife with his hooves either.”

Garek realized she wastalking to her enemy. He did as she demanded, but continued
talking to her.

“Best warriorsin the known universe, maleor female, are Aldorian.”
She nodded sharply. “So I’ve heard.”

“My friend, Coyle, carrieshiswarring Aldorian blood well. Creativein a fight. Some
say he cheats. No one better to have at your back.”

“I see”

“You look amazing, Angel.” Helooked up at her ashetied the taller man. Shewas
glorious, standing, legs spread in an aggressive stancein front of him. The soft breeze
ruffling her blue dress. He'd read accounts of Angeni’swork with injured transgenic
children. It would surprisethe hell out of him if she'd had the time to become a soldier
by training. By nature, but not by training and practice. She had not even known how
to handle the weapon until he'd shown her.

It must be natural talent, a danger oustalent. Whatever sheis, she belongsto me now,
and | mean to have answers.

Her eyes cut from the mercenariesto him, her shock clear.

He had not guarded histhoughts. “Now is probably not the timeto seek the answers|
need, hmmm?”’ he admitted with a glimmer of humor.

She shook her head.
“Start walking down the passage,” he said to the men. The second merc was coming to

consciousness. He bound hishandsaswell. “Help you partner up. | need a minute of
privacy to talk thelady out of killing you,” he continued.
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“Guard, Nethe,” he commanded thetrogon stallion, asif hewere an Alliance security
dog. Nethetrotted forward toward the men, apparently just fine with that. Aza
pranced along too. When they were out of hearing range he said, “tell them to stop
there.”

Far enough Nethe, Angeni ordered telepathically.

Hell, he heard that. Garek rubbed a temple. Should surprise him he could hear her
messages to the animals more clearly now. It did not.

Thetrogon stopped and held the prisoners, their wings stretched out in a show of
power .

Heturned back to Angeni. He opened hisarms. She cametoward him in arush of
forward movement, a bundle of shaking relief.

“| wanted them dead, Garek,” shewhispered into hisshirt, her small, warm hands
fisted in thecloth. “Not just tied up,” shewent on. “No longer breathing.”

Now she was looking around him toward her prisoners.

“They would havekilled you ... for money.”

She shook with the remnants of her rage. He enfolded her closer.

“Shhh, Angel,” he soothed her, rubbing her back. “1 believe they would have upped the
asking feeif they’ d expected to be dealing with awarrior queen and her loyal
warhorses,” he said with alaugh.

“Ungrateful pig,” shewhispered, but squeezed him tighter.

“I under stand too well what you’re going through right now. The after effects of
combat can be a powerful forcein the blood.” Hetried for a comforting tone and failed
completely. “ Stubborn woman.” He'd heard her usetheword for him often enough.
Seemed appropriateto the circumstances. | told you to hide, not to engage the enemy, he

said telepathically.

Shelifted her eyesto his, not speaking telepathically or verbally. She did not haveto.
Heread her expression well. Shewas angry with him.
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“ Angeni, you could have avoided all this by staying out of sight. Why the hell didn’t
you stay put as| told you? L et them walk on by?” They might havekilled you.”

But you would live, she thought in response. Shetook a swipe at thetearsin her eyes.
“Angel—" Hewas awed that she had put his safety fir st.
“You'reright,” sheadmitted, grudgingly.

He could see she hated the fact. He pulled the weapon from her white-knuckled fingers.
Heturned it off and stuck it in a pocket. Then he framed her face with hishands.

Shemet and held hislipswith hers. Angeni traced hismouth with hersin afierceness
that approached desperation.

Angel.

Shelaid her cheek against hisjaw line. “ Garek put your armsaround me,” she
demanded. Then appar ently thought better of the demand and softened to a plea,
“Please?”

Hedid as she asked. You are mine.

“You just said | am yours,” she whispered against his chest.

“No, Angel, | thought it,” he admitted, smiling. “A man’s primitive thoughts should not
be held against him.”

At that moment, an insistent vibration from the ear com sounded. “PRAX to Sahnjun.
Areyou there, Garek?”

Chapter Twelve
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“You'reearly.” Garek stated the obvious.

“Didn’t makeit all theway home. Had to detour to Triastra Colony,” Coyle said.
“I trust you had a good reason to fly through the wor st streamsin space?”

“Only way to evade the ship chased us. How isthe Chancellor’s daughter ?”
“Sheisfine”

“Good to hear that,” Coyleanswered. “We'll get you out of there. Scanscan’t find you.
Where areyou?’

“We'rein theunderground system, beneath the nature preserve.”
“We'll bring down a shuttle.”

“The climate domes are hell on a shuttle.”

“You'll have to come out to meet usthen,” Coyle said.

“Hold there. Give usan hour. | want to have alook around Blackford.”

“Not today, my friend. Our scans show the placeiscrawling with men. We haveto get
the woman out.”

“Fine. And Coyle, send down a livestock box. Make it lar ge enough for two Aldorian
war hor ses, wings and all.”

Angeni gave him a smile of pleased relief.
“What did you say?”

“They belong to Angeni. Just do it, Coyle,” Garek said.
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“Aldorian warhorsesdon’t exist.”
“These do.”

“Wings?’

“Yes, wings.”

“Assuming thisisn’'t a warped joke and they do exist, do we want them up here? The
legends say they’re magical, and danger ous.”

“They'rewell-trained. Drop thelargest floater cargo box you have. They’'re a mated
pair. They’ll want toride up together.” Coyle seemed oddly resistant to theidea of the
legendary animals.

“Alright, I'll get a box down there.”

“We also have two human prisonersto transport. Can't leave them behind. Might have
to facethem again later if wedo.”

“Understood.”

After they’d madetheir way to the surface, they received a signal that the ship’s shuttle
was descending to them. A distant whine became aroar and red landing lights flashed
abovether heads asthe shuttle settled down with a fan of dust and small particles of
plant debris.

Nethe and Aza snorted and stepped back, pulling to the end of their reinsin, protesting
being so close to the frightening machine. The pilot exited and floated the remaining
distance on a cargo platform.

“Hello, Garek,” aman’svoice said as he opened the platform’s doors and stepped to
the ground. Garek stiffened as he recognized hisbrother’svoice. He dreaded seeing
hatred in Rehne's eyes. When they faced each other, he saw only concern.

“Brother?”

“Good to seeyou're safe.” Hisbrother slapped him on the back with genuine
enthusiasm.
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Garek relaxed hisstance, relieved hisbrother’s attitude toward him had changed for
the better sincethelast timethey’d met.

“Angeni, I'd like you to meet my brother, Rehne.”

“I’'m pleased to meet you.” She offered her hand politely.

“Ma am.” Rehnetook her hand.

“Thefamily resemblanceisclear,” she said, smiling.

“How did you get involved in thismission?” Garek asked.

“I wason Triastra Colony when Coyle asked permission to land the PRAX.” He
continued, “ Increasing the female population with healersisadream cometruefor our
grandmother. The Alliance’ s Cultural Exchange may be high-jacked by Clothoes.”

“I can guessit is.”

“She'streating them likeroyalty,” Rehne said with a smile.

* k% * %

Within minutes, Rehne had flown them up and away and dsipped the cargo shuttlein
the ship’slargest bay. Angeni took timeto assure herself of the safety of the war hor ses
in the cargo bay’sanimal life support cubicles. They were curious, but unworried,
demanding food.

When shefelt confident Rehne and the cargo crew could carefor them, she and Gar ek
walked toward the ship’s cockpit.

Asthey neared the front of the ship, shetouched her temples. Her head ached from
some sort of telepathic interference, like static on a com-link. She'd heard nothing
from the Trogon since they boar ded.

The closest she'd ever encountered was with animals new to her. Thisfeedback felt like
herds of them all sending at once. A herd of Vendor elephants had once been similar.
Her head buzzed in painful resonance. Garek shielded from her, but some of his
thoughtsleaked to her, cool and soothing in their sympathetic vibrations, compared to
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the new sounds.
“What’swrong, Angeni?”

Sheflashed her gazeto his. “1 wish | knew,” she answered, taking a firmer grip on her
throbbing temples.

“Tell me. You are hurting?”

“I’'m fine. Fine—just strangetelepathic feedback. Something...”

Garek grabbed her by the elbow, halting her forward motion. She rounded on him,
waiting, watching. “ Shetried for a normal fagade, striving to ignore her aching senses.
Tears of physical pain gathered behind her eyes.

Angeni? What isit? “What’swrong? You're pain scares me.”

Open your thoughtsto me. Please. | need it. It’s soothing. She hated asking this of him.

Heimmediately released the mental barriershe' d likely worked hard to build. The
blessed relief waslike breathing again. The painful echoes subsided to a dull ache.

Better? He pulled her into hisarms.

She nodded. Telepathic feedback.

| feel it now. It’s sharp, angry. Something in the ship? Someone?

Don’t know.

Thefusion stripslose a lot of heat energy.

He started them moving again. Asthey made their way through the narrow corridors,
shelooked at the dingship, watching for anything that could cause telepathic noise. She
knew a spacecr aft such asthis onewas designed with two identical cockpits. To
eliminateturning in the dipstream. But she had not expected the military equipment
she saw on the PRAX. She'd expected civilian fittings. Instead, it had surveillance

microelectronics along the walls, reinfor ced compartment doors and gunner turret
cubicles.

file:///C//DOWNL OADS/BENTLEY %20Jacki%20-%20A ngel %20and%20the%20Fying%20Warhorses%20(NCP).html (107 of 280)29/10/2006 20:51:17



Angel and the Flying Warhorses

“Isthisawarship? Alliance-owned?” she asked.

“No. Mine,” Garek answered. “ Thered, white and black paint everywhere givesthe
impression of Alliance ownership. A littleinside joke from Coyle.”

“What do you do with it? | mean in normal circumstances?”

He paused again along their path. “Cargo transport. Haven't had it long. The ship was
incentive for meto take on thisescort project. To overcome my natural reluctance, you
might say.” Garek laughed without much genuine humor.

“Y ou made them pay you to help us?”

Helooked at her. “Hell. It soundsbad, doesn’t it? | was a bit hesitant to become
involved at first. That’sall. Before | knew your safety wasat risk.”

She gestured to thelaser cubicles. “ Y ou expect a gun battle?”

“Some upgrades, likethe fire-proof armoring, are a surprise even to me, too. This
mission isimportant to the Alliance. L atest shields. New tech, even for a military ship,
much lessa cargo PRAX vessel. We had to leave off a Zoni gun to lighten theload a bit.
Theturret you just saw isempty, but we have othersfully functional.” He motioned to
the one nearest their position.

Suddenly the telepathic feedback she' d been fighting melded into words.

By the gods, it’s good to have them aboard. At the harsh message, Angeni stumbled.
Garek caught her.

“What the hell?” he asked. Angeni?

She stopped still. Her head ached again. A male. Not Garek. The words from the other
seemed to float, tense and biting in her mind. She dammed her handsto her temples,
seeking support. Garek turned tolook at her, worried.

Tell me. He demanded. He offered a steadying hand.

“Bad headache. Wordsthistime. Rage. Pain.”

file:///C//DOWNL OADS/BENTLEY %20Jacki%20-%20A ngel %20and%20the%20Fying%20Warhorses%20(NCP).html (108 of 280)29/10/2006 20:51:17



Angel and the Flying Warhorses

“Telepathy? My wor ds?”

“No, no, not your words. Not soothing wordslike yours. Troubled, steeped in old
anger. Pain. Human. A very intense human.”

“Hell, hell, hell.”

She breathed hard and fast for a few seconds, and then the throbbing began to recede.
The telepathic message was a different pathway than with Garek. A weapon. More
than that, the words, the language of the words was—Oh, heavens, it's Aldorian. She
had not spoken Aldorian with anyone but her mother, and that wasyearsago asa
young child.

“Aldorian?” Garek whispered, closing his hand tighter on her arm. “Let’sget tothe
helm.” Herushed her along therest of the way.

The doorsto the pilot’s cabin, with the unity symbols of the Alliance, did open. The
cockpit was shaped like a triangle. The pilot and co-pilot’s seats at the narrowest point,
and two navigator’s chairsat the far corner of the base. The door took up the other
corner.

Angeni saw a strikingly handsome man in front of the control computer. He looked to
bein hisearly thirties. Hislong blonde hair was drawn sleekly back and held with a
narrow leather strap, theremainders of the braided strapping following the hair. The
stranger stood and turned at their entry. He made her think of legendary warriors
striding through villages of the dark past.

The stranger stared at her with puzzled brown eyes. On thefar side of him wasavery
tall, painfully thin man, equally imposing in his own way. He barely looked up,
engrossed in monitoring the complex circuitry in front of him. A full view of him was
obscured from her by the hardware of wall reinforcements near the far navigation
console.

Garek moved to a position of protection, half in front of her. “Healer Traek, | would
like you to meet the Chancellor of District Fourteen, the Clothoes District, Coyle Oside.
And the Chancellor’s Chief Guard, Hane.”

Sigter.

She put her handsto her earslike a child. The one Aldorian word danced along her
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mind, painful and sad.
“What the hell?” Garek asked.
Angeni gasped and bent double.

“Dammit, Coyle, if you're sending her telepathic messages, dial it back. It’s hurting
her!” He covered her with hisbulk asthough to physically stop her pain.

“What the hell do you mean?”

“ Soften your thoughts, dammit. Think of the Blemian Sea, fishing, some scene of
peace.”

“Tranglate your thoughtsto the language of the Alliance. Not Aldorian. Please,”
Angeni requested.

“You aretelling meyou hear my thoughts. In Aldorian?”

“Yes,” shesaid.

Hane looked up at that, hissilver eyes curious.

“Thereistruth in thetelepathy legends?’ Coyle asked. “When you wer e little, |
thought | heard some of your thoughts. Heard ... or felt ... whatever the hell it was.

Y ou wer e too small to remember. It was my duty to protect you.”

“Sister?” Angeni questioned, dazed.

“Angeni, | may call you Angeni?” Coyle asked.

“Yes, fine.” Shewaved an impatient hand for him to go on. At the moment, she was too
disturbed for the civilities of name etiquette. “Who areyou?” she demanded. “1 don’t
mean your name. How can you claim to be my brother?”

“I did not mean for you to learn of our kinship so abruptly. | did not plan to tell you at

all. | wanted only to protect you. But | cause you pain.” Hisbrown eyeslooked deeply
troubled.
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“Shield your thoughts,” Garek said again. “ Think of physical barriers.”

Coylerubbed histemples, closed his eyes, and then nodded. “ Those stories about
Aldorians having the ability to read their warhorses thoughts?”

“True. Apparently,” Garek said.

“Thelegendsclaim it’srareto receive messages from another human.” Heran a hand
through hishair. “ A mate. A blood relative. Supposed to be smple legends, stories for
the children.”

Shefelt he spokefor hisown benefit.

Who are you to me? She dared a mental connection.

Coyle grimaced. Your mother’solder child. “1’m your half-brother,” he answered aloud.

“Oh, heavens,” she breathed, instinctively reaching for Garek. Her fingersclinched
around the cloth of hissleeve.

He moved closer to her, offering his support.
Hear him out. He does not lie. Not normally anyway.
She nodded, grateful for hisreassurance.

Coylelooked puzzled. “ Sahnjun how do you know so much about shielding telepathic
messages?”

“Long story. What isgoing on here, Coyle?” Garek demanded. “ Do you know how
Angeni cameto be posing asan Olandian?” Garek’s stancewasrigid, prepared for the
wor st.

“I am Olandian. I’'m not posing.”

“SheisOlandian,” Coyle echoed. “Half Olandian anyway. She wasraised and
educated Olandian. If shewantsto tell you morethan that, it’sfor her to decide.”

Coyle seyesfocused on hisfriend, half-pleading, half-demanding Gar ek not push the
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issue. “Your part in thismission has not changed,” he snapped.
“Likeblazing hell from the sKkies, it hasn’t.”

Point taken, Coyle answer ed along Angeni’s mental pathway.

Chapter Thirteen

PrevigTop |Next

“Dammit, don’t do that!” Garek shouted.

“Just alittletest. I'm assuming you heard.”

“Stop testing me.”

Angeni watched the byplay. “ Do you mean you heard him too?”

“Yes, unfortunately | did,” Garek admitted. “I don’t likeit. Tell me how thisson of a
Listor Frog cameto beyour brother?”

“I’'m not sure.”

She owed him an explanation. She gathered her strength.

“My father ... my father and mother met off Olandia planet.” She paused, then began
again. “They met at an outpost, an Olandian med ship like the Sanctuary. She was

workingin a position much like Sidra’s.

Garek nodded hisunder standing.
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“They developed an agreeablerelationship and married.” Angeni drew in a breath.
Thewords of a secret long guarded stuck in her throat.

“My mother was Aldorian,” she blurted, lifting her chin.

“I"m not surprised.”

“Asafair-skinned blonde with hazel eyesand ... she hid asan Olandian. Her first
husband, a vicious Aldorian warrior searched for her relentlessly. Hewas said to be
fierce and ruthless even by Aldorian standards.”

“Chahl Oside,” Coyleoffered. “My father.”

Angeni glanced at Coyle. He learned fast to moder ate histhoughts. Deep feelingswere
there, all mixed and roiling through his mind, but the sharp edges wer e gone now.

“Yes?” Garek encouraged her to continue.

Shewent on, “My mother told methesethings. But | had noidea therewas another
child.” She shook her head. “No wonder Mother’seyeswere so sad.”

“Secrets,” Garek said.

Coyle gave a dlight nod of acknowledgement. “1 missed you. And her. | understood her
motives, but it hurt.” He swiped a hand across his face.

“You knew me.”

“| watched over you.”

“S0, Saxton Traek knows heisnot my father?”
“Hemust. Yes.”

“Goon, Angel,” Garek prompted again.

They stole a brother from me, this holovid drama family of mine. The thought echoed
from her heart.
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| know, love, Gar ek answered.

Coyle heard.

Sheread it in hiseyes, a flash of awar eness.

He smiled a sad smile.

Thiswas different, strange, this communication with her sibling.

“She cared for my father, I’'m sure she did, but Saxton Traek’s primary role wasto
provide a cover for her, ashield.” She organized her words and seek some way to
soften her mother’sactions. After her encounter with the mer cenaries, she under stood

all too well protecting someone you loved.

Her heart lurched. She did love Garek, despite the frequent exasperation he caused
her. Despite telling her self she was over him all the past year.

“Mother never expected Saxton Traek to become a Chancellor and be under such close
public scrutiny. The strain of hiding her trueidentity took atoll. She kept to herself as
much as possible. She had few close friends. She could not afford therisk. Father says
sheworried about her first husband’s spies. | know sheworried for his career aswell.
The official explanation for her reclusive behavior wasill health.”

“Was she discovered?” Garek asked.

“No.”

“Areyou sure?’ Coyle asked.

She shook her head. “Not that we knew.”

“If her identity had become known, the scandal would have been damaging for
Chancellor Traek,” Coyle added helpfully.

“Yes.” Shesmiled her gratitude. “ To complicate matters, she had more melanin in her
skin than Olandians, so she could not spend much time outside. Olandia was a prison
for my mother. Piloting her shuttle was her only escape.”
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“ S0, that explains why you're so comfortable in the darkness of the escape tunnel at the
Chancellor’s palace and the underground in the Preserve.” Garek exhaled the words.
“You haveto avoid the sun as your mother did.”

Her eyesflashed to Garek’s. “Yes, even more so,” she admitted.

Thetall man, Hane, stepped from the shadow and spoke, his voice deep and rumbling,
“Coyle, security cameras show a man approaches. Through the outer corridor in this
direction.”

The voice was amazing. Too much sound and tone for such athin man. He defined
unobtrusive, as quiet and watchful as a cat.

Angeni caught a brief glimpse of hisface as he stepped closer to them. She saw the
armored skin covering the beautifully sculpted masculine cheekbones.

“Oh, what have they doneto you?” she asked. Without thought, Angeni crossed the
short distance, and her hand touched his shoulder, turning him toward her. The
stiffened posture of a man already too rigid told her of her mistake. He faced her,
looking down with the starkest eyes she'd ever seen.

The man hated pity. Dreaded it wor se than pain. She should have known. She always
managed to control her reactionsto transgenics, but her emotions were so closeto the
surface today, too close. Thiswasthe most thorough, the most successful transgen
she’'d ever seen. Astonishing. His skin was more reptile, or fish than human.

His makerswould belooking for him. His position as a chancellor’s guard offered
some protection.

“I thought you would be used to my kind, Prime Healer ?”

“I'm sosorry. | ask you to forgive my bluntness, Officer...?”

“I’'m sorry to say, | have no last nameto exchangein introductions. Awkward. Petri
dishesdon’t passon asurname, I'm afraid.” He paused, hissilver eyesglinting with
shardsof fireand ice.

“Nonsense, you have genetic par ents somewhere.”

Angeni, Garek warned telepathically.
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Hane edged aside to escape the touch of her hand. “1’veread of your therapeutic work
with genetically damaged children.” Some of the bitternessthat marred hisvoice had
faded now.

“Yes”

“| salute you. Normals do not want us around, much lessto teach our kind. You share
your brother’s sense of humanity.” He gave her a curt saluting nod, then busied his
hands with work.

“I am honored todo it,” shesaid. “I’'m rewarded for my work with the children’s
smilesand laughter.”

At that moment, the doorway dlid open. Her nemesis, an angry and pur poseful Froton
Warrick stepped into thetight cockpit.

Hane moved forward to meet him. “You weretold to stay in your quartersuntil we
reached our destination.”

“I am herein my capacity as an Olandian Council of Healers emissary. This ship has
not left port yet. No harm will cometo me at thisstage,” Warrick declared. “My
concern for Angeni’s safety brings me here.”

Angeni sighed. “How did you come to be aboard this ship?”

“| was at the hotel wherethe women gathered, of course.” Helooked asif he resented
answering. “Watching out for them.”

“Of course.” Angeni’stone was laced with sarcasm.

“Naturally, | offered my servicesto over see their voyage. Violent nauseais not
uncommon on theserapid travels. Humans are not meant to travel so fast.” Warrick’s
smile was condescending.

“Nonsense,” Coyle said.

“Does Chancellor Traek know of your thoughtful intervention, Warrick?” Garek
demanded, advancing toward Warrick with menacing strides. The smaller man
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stepped back, intimidated.

Garek continued, “We have no need of your services. | remember you from Dandrovia.
Y ou allowed Angeni to carry most of your work responsibilities.”

Warrick jutted hischin. “Saxton Traek would have no objection to his daughter being
accompanied by her future husband,” Warrick said.

“Husband!” Angeni exclaimed.

“Why you ambitious bastard,” Garek growled through clenched teeth as helifted
Warrick off the ground by the loose collar s of hisrobes.

Angeni noticed Coyle and his Security Chief shared alook of surprised amusement at
the uneven match the two made.

“Primitive barbarian,” Warrick spat at him.

“Listen, Warrick, thelast thing she needsis another prospect for her husband. Sheis
bound to me as husband for now.”

The man looked to Angeni. “What is hetalking about? Has this mutated savage
touched you?” Warrick looked down toward hisfeet asthough only just noticing the
precarious nature of his suspended position. His expression reflected the realization
that name-calling was not a prudent strategy at the moment.

Garek! Release him.

| am not your warhorses to be commanded, he growled telepathically.

Of course not. Please.

Hereleased him. Warrick stumbled backward into Hane.

“Garek ismy husband. By Clothoeslaw.” Garek turned hishead parallel to his
shoulder to stare at her. He seemed as sur prised as anyone that she was going along

with his statement. She would never hold him to the insane law.

“Husband?” Coyle asked.
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Shewent on, “You have awife, Warrick. You must see polygamous marriagesare a
luxury Olandia can not afford asa people.” Shetried for a diplomatic tone.

Warrick snorted rudely. “Bah. Asl’ve said before, Olandiaisin no immediate
jeopardy.”

Hane spoke, “ Councilman Warrick, we arefinishing our sling lapsand ready to fly
hyper speed. Life support islimited to four humansin the pilot area. Extra per sonnel
could jeopardizeall our lives. | will escort you to your quartersand seal your travel
locks.”

Hane' s cord-thin fingerswrapped around the smaller man’s elbow and walked a
sputtering Warrick to the doorway.

Warrick didn’t try to hide hisdistaste. “ Take your hand from me, mutant.”
With steel-control, Haneignored the man’sinsult.

Angeni noticed Coyle had sagged against the console, his head now propped on his
arm, elbow on the console. The telepathic messages were now a blur of fatigue.

“Garek, can you pilot thiscraft?” Angeni asked.

“1 can.”

“I think you should relieve ... my ... ah, my brother. He' s past exhaustion.”
“She'sright Garek. Takeover. It’satough routeto fly.”

“| should have suggested it myself,” Garek said, then turned his attention back to
Angeni. “ The streams have a tendency to loop out and go chaotic like turbulent water .
A pilot must be alert every second. It’s mentally draining.”

“We had some flux damageto the propulsion strips. Rehne rewor ked them before we
started thereturn trip,” Coyle said. “Watch out for Triastra’'s space parasols. Tend to

shift around to maximize the protection of the planet surface from her suns.”

“Got it. You up to watching the space state? Angeni can help you. Her reflexes are fadt,
she should be good at it.”
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“I’'m pretty wrung out. No sleep lately.” Coylerubbed long finger s along the bridge of
hisnose. “But | can watch for chaotic loops, no problem.”

“Show mewhat to look for,” Angeni said.

“Little Sisand | can get reacquainted,” Coyle said.

“Right. Thetwo of you need to talk. Tell her all you know of her family.”
“I"d likethat,” Angeni said.

“And she can tell me how you cameto bein theline of men wanting to be her
husband.” He slapped Garek on the shoulder. “ The Clothoes chaper one law!”

“Right.”

Under her feet, Angeni felt thetimbre of the engines change, and increasein vibe
frequency. Shelooked down toward the sour ce of the sound.

“Theship just reached full power. Timefor launch,” Garek said.

Hane dlipped back in thedoorsjust in time.

Chapter Fourteen

PrevigTop |Next

“Takethe co-pilot seat, Hane,” Garek ordered.

Hane nodded and moved to the seat next to Garek.
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“Thenonverbal communication isstrange, isn’'t it?” Coyle whispered to Angeni.
Acrosstheroom, Garek and Hane concentrated on their consoles, absorbed in the
flight details. The space state monitorsin front of her and Coyle were quiet and normal.
“Yes,” sheagreed.

“Must have been quite an advantage for our aggressive ancestors. No wonder they’ve
succeeded in conquering so many worlds,” he said.

“You should rest,” shetold him.”
“Thisisresting compared to flying the PRAX through a chaotic loop.” He leaned back
into the high back of hisseat. “We have alot of yearsto catch up on. You want to ask

me a question.”

“Yes. Tell mewhy our mother ran from your father?” Angeni needed to know the
answer .

He shrugged. “ Some people build. Othersdestroy. My father hasbuilt afortune
thriving on wars, coupsand tribal rivalries. Always careful not to get his handstoo
soiled.” Hegrimaced. “Hethinksif he doesn’t take advantage of situations someone
elsewill.”

Coyle paused for a moment, looking about theroom asif for answers.

“Chahl Osideis a handsome man and charming,” he said.

“Hisnameis Chahl?” He'd pronounced it Kall.

“Your names—"

He nodded. “ Are nearly the same. Mineisthe Clothoes pronunciation. The only
difference.”

“Tell meabout them.” She clinched her hands on the chair arms.

“ She was young when he found her. From two different warring clans. | suspect she
was abducted.”
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She brought her hand to her mouth in horror. “Oh, no!”

Angeni?

I’m fine, Garek.

You’'rethoughts are troubled.

I"'m sorry, | will block them.

No. It'sfine. No need to shield from me.

Alright. Thank you.

Beside her, Coyle closed hiseyesin thought. “ Thelife our mother lived is shocking, but
it’stheway on Aldoria. Chahl recently lost hisstatus as an Alpha warlord, but still
wields a great deal of tainted power and influence even as an aging man.”

“You see him?”

“ At times. He speaksto the Alliance and the outside wor ld only through me. He calls
me, The Offspring.” Therewasno humor in his eyes now, she noticed.

“Asthough | wereadisease. Or awart on theend of hisnose.” Hetriesto use meto
carry out his schemes.

Angeni gasped at the force of anger per meating the wor ds, the turmaoil of histhoughts
was nearing painful again. She worked hard not to let him see her pain.

He laughed cynically. “Had you not wondered why I’'m an Alliance Chancellor at so
early an age, Sister ? It'smy reputed ability to buffer my father’s power.” He paused.

“Surely you are modest.”

“Some say control him but, believe me, it isnot so. | could never control him. Not if
he's still alive. | hold him off at best.”

“What kind of father washeto you? Do you remember?” Angeni asked the question
with fatalistic curiosity. She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear what he might say, this
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brother she had not known a few hours ago, but already loved with her every instinct
for family. He was a good man.

“Thank the gods, he was gone a lot when we werethere, but | remember him asfun to
be around,” heanswered in stark tones.

“Of course. You werehis child.”

“Our mother arranged for meto grow up on Clothoes. She guessed Chahl would never
look in the camp of his strongest enemiesfor his son. Perhaps| would be like him—or
at least more easily deceived by him—if | had lived in the same home.”

She shook her head. “No, no, you would not have been like him. | sense goodnessin
you. | think a person like that hasto be born with a strong streak of darkness.” But he
might have destroyed your soul, she thought with heartfelt insight.

He nodded, then smiled. “ Thank you, littlesister. I’'m reassured. | would hate
becoming like him.”

“You'rewelcome.” She smiled.

“Please don’t think unkindly of our mother,” he said. “Chahl wasrabid to find her,
searching for her all these years has done much to defuse my father’sfocus. Maybe she
knew that would bethe case. | prefer tothink it. Asl liketo think that wasthe reason
she left me behind and never attempted contact. Chahl has not yet given up the search
for her. Not even when hereceived the disc record of her death ten yearsago.”

She sat straighter. “Hereceived a holovid disc record of her death?”
“Yes, shemust have arranged in advance for it to be sent. How else would he have
received it? It said only that she died in a flying accident. Wher e she had been all those

year swas not mentioned.”

He' d answer ed enough about Chahl. She changed the direction of their talk, “ Tell me
about Clothoes and your yearstherewith Garek’s family.

“They were happy years.”

“I'm glad.” Shewasrelieved. She knew it was not always so with displaced children.
They could be tormented by theloss of their parents.
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“I went through aresentful stage. But Clothoesisa great place for a child.”

“I imagineit would be. I’veread it has magnificent eroded mountain ranges, oceans as
clean and blue asthe sky.” Her voice showed her awe.

“Yes. | supposel takeit for granted.”
“Tell me about Clothoes history?”

Hegrinned. “Most of the early colonists were male. Women were scarce. Thereare
legendsit was an artificial shortage.” He shrugged. “1 don’t know.”

“Artificial?”

“According to the old stories, theindigenous women wer e eliminated by the Aldorian
female settlers.”

“They killed them?”

“I have shocked you.”

Angeni? What disturbs you? The message came from Garek.
It’snothing, I'm fine, shereassured him.

Coyletellsyou troubling stories of my people?

| asked. Concentrate on your work. Don’t worry about me.
“Yes, I'm abit shocked, Coyle, but go on.”

“Whatever thetruth, the shortage of women hasled to a culture of great reverence for
women.

“It evolved into a matriarchal society.”

“Wewill change the subject. Garek isgiving me a strange look. He senses your unease
at the savagery of Aldor. You will enjoy Garek’s station. It haslands set aside for
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exotic species.”

“Wonderful, | look forward to seeing them.”
“Your warhorseswill make a great addition.”
“You love Clothoes?” she said.

“Yes. On Clothoes, children form strong groups by age. Not criminal gangs or
anything like that.”

“You are‘agebrothers, Garek called it,” she prompted, watchful.

After amoment’s pause, he continued. “ Right, groups of afew kids. Tribal tradition. It
used to be necessary to survival. Young malesleave homeearly. Tolearn.”

“Tell memore of your friendship with Garek.”

“Garek took responsibility for mein the same ways any sibling might a younger child,
even though we were nearly the same age.”

“I can seeit now.” Shelaughed. Theimage of thisgrown man as a trouble-making
younger version cameto her easily. She could also imagine an exasper ated young
Garek trying to keep him out of trouble.

“Garek let metake much of my frustration and anger out on him. He never really
fought back. Well, almost never. It wasa minor miracle hedid not throw me out of the
family. The other children at school were afraid of me.” Helaughed hollowly. “I was
different; an outcast in many ways, but Garek was always my friend.”

Shesighed. “Good. I'm glad.”

“Do you know Gar ek wasthefirst male from Clothoesto leave the planet for space?”
She noticed atouch of pridefor hisfriend in hisvoice.

She supported her cheek with a hand, watching him. “No. | did not know.”

“Clothoesmen aren’t expected to serve the mandatory enlistment in Alliance Security
Service. But Garek left Clothoeswith mewhen | volunteered.”
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“Yes, of course hewould. He went to watch out for you.”

“Interesting,” hesaid, laughing. “You’'reright, of course. I’ve never thought it
through. Alwaystheresponsible big brother, hmmm?”

“Yes. That would be my diagnosis.”

Herubbed a hand over hiseyes. “His grandmother has not forgiven him for joining
The Alliance Guard. Then the episode with the arranged fiancée only reinfor ced old
hurts—"

“The fiancée who became his brother’swife?”

“Yes. I'm surprised hetold you.”

“I don’t believe hetold methewhole story. You should rest now.”

“| should. The computer will let you know of anything to worry about.” He grinned.
Just let Garek know through your telepathy.

“I will.”

With that her brother closed hiseyesto sleep. “May be needed in the pilot’s seat later,”
he mumbled.

Two hourslater, an alarm sounded on the space state monitor on front of her.
Garek, she war ned.
| seetheloop.

Coyle sat up. “We'rejumping through the unpredictable part of the stream now.
Garek wasright, you’'rea natural at nav.”

“Reassuring.”

Hippiatra, another metal bird follows us. The mental communication from Nethe
interrupted.
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Garek!

| heard. Another ship. Right behind us. Too close.

Chapter Fifteen

PrevigTop |Next

Garek and Hane worked at stabilizing of the slingship’s forward cour se when Nethe
and Angeni’swar ning came. Garek saw no ship on the screen, but he asked the engines
for more speed just in case.

A few seconds later, Hane said, “ Thereit is. Another PRAX, closing fast. Too fast.” His
statement echoed harsh and urgent in the small cabin.

Garek saw theimage on hismonitor at the same second. Therewasroom for one ship
at atimein a dipstream. Traffic wastightly controlled for that reason. The other ship
approached at extreme speed, rolling and tossing, nearing an out-of-control state. They
felt turbulence asthe other ship bounced back and forth off the boundaries of the
stream. Coyle strode over to hover behind him.

Thank the heavensfor the early warning. He'd wager Nethe and Aza had sensed
something. Good thing she brought them along after all.

“If theother crew doesn’t get that godfor saken ship under control before the stream
narrowsto a string pathway, they’ll destroy usaswell,” Hane said.

There' sanother loop ahead, Angeni said. Soon. Not much time.

“She’sright,” Coylesaid. “ Can you pilot at more speed?”
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Garek pushed the enginesfor more. So much more, hefelt a hint of the heat from the
fusion beneath hisfeet. All hisconcentration wasriveted to holding their PRAX steady
and balanced, center on, in the stream. Hisinjured shoulder stretched and torein
protest at the rapid movements of his hands over the con. Suddenly he felt Angeni fill
his mind with psychic ener gy, boosting histhought process and relieving hispain all at
once.

“Theother ship’screating chaosto close ground. Rather than relying on engines,”
Garek said.

Coyle swore a savage cursein Aldorian. “Fools. They won't last.”
“No they won'’t. We have to keep them from taking uswith them,” Garek said.

“Frozen hell,” said Hane. Hisarms also strained and flexed from holding the speeding
ship on cour se.

“They’'re getting into position to try to leap-frog over us!” Garek shouted.
“Knocking usout into still space. To save themselves,” Hane agr eed.

“Wewill not allow it,” Garek said.

The ship’sengines screamed in protest. Angeni felt an ominous shudder along the
hulls, a grating groan followed. Small itemsfell to the floor around them, asthey
seemed to lurch forward at double speed. Coyle was tense, standing behind the other
two men.

She watched the space state monitor, not that they could decelerate for aloop now.

Shewasa pilot herself. Not as skilled as her mother had been, but good enough to
know not to panicin theair.

The ship gave another aching moan befor e speeding forward at an even faster rate.
Coyle' seyesflashed fierce and angry now. All pretence of normalcy gone from his
expression, helooked back to her. “| sincerely hope we do not get you killed on your

first hyperspeed flight, little sister.”

Again the ship flexed from a shock it received from a chaotic loop. Angeni caught a
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glass globe map of Clothoes beforeit fell. “ Garek will get usthrough it,” she said with
confidence.

For fourteen long minutesthe struggle continued.

The other bird hasfallen, came from Nethe.

Our enemies are gone, Aza whispered solemnly.

“Your horsessaysthe other ship islost?” Coyle asked.

“You hear thetrogon?”

“Héell yes, apparently | can.”

Angeni felt the backward surge of the ship asit slowed its speed.
“We've safely resumed gliding speed,” Garek announced.

She left her chair and went to hisside.

“You’'rebleeding.”

“Damn,” Garek looked to the blood trickling from hisreopened wound onto the
computer visuals. “ A good way to screw up expensive technology.”

“L et me see your wound hasreopened,” Angeni cried. “You must have been moving it
non-stop. Coyle, take over whilel tend to hisarm.”

Shelocated thefirst-aid supplies and led Garek to her nav seat.

Exhausted and uncharacteristically compliant, he went with her without a word of
protest.

Coyletook the pilot’s chair and began the delicate maneuvering around thefirst layer
of Triastra’'s parasol complex.

“Oww,” Garek complained as Angeni worked on hiswound.
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“Theother ship in the stream behind us—,” she began.

Garek took a breath as she used a cauterizing cream.

“—had guns.”

“Yes, | read the dischargeson the space state,” Angeni said. “Who were they?”

“ Same ship that dogged Coylein the launch port back yesterday would be my guess.
Pilot panicked.”

“Survivors?’

“| scanned for gected life-support cubes. None.”

* % * %

“So, Lucius, you have cometo me your self thistime,” Chahl Oside stated.

“You requested it.” Lendow supposed he should feel fear. But he had felt nothing at all
for along time now.

“My spiestell meyou have more bad news for me.”

“ A few mistakes have been made,” Lendow answer ed blankly.

“Mistakes? By the gods of Aldor, you lost a PRAX ship thistime! Small crafts by space
travel standards, but costly. Harder to lose than a handful of mercenaries, a ground
shuttle and a small woman, I’'d say.”

“Uh, yesdir, | supposeso.” Lendow stared at his employer.

Oside s voice went lower, colder. “ Kalon was aboard. One of my best men.” Regret
crossed hisface. “With mein the beginning. Damn few of them left. | did not build the
kind of capitol resources| have by losing.”

L endow thought better of speaking. He alone knew he was not in thisfor money only.

“Tell mewhat happened to the ship?”
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“They followed Coyle Oside through the stream to Triastra. Flew apart on a chaotic
loop.”

“Why go to that hot, purple wasteland?”

“Don’t know. Warrick couldn’t tell us, just gave us hislocation. He has aroused their
suspicion and is having mor e difficulty getting communicationsto us.”

“Thereisnothing on Triastra Colony.”

“Could bethey knew our people followed and sought refuge.”

“And your idiotsfollowed them in. What did the fools plan to do in chaotic space?”
“The pilot was somewhat inexperienced. Hard to lure them away from commer cial
transport or mail platoon pay for thiskind of, er ... riskier ... endeavor. They know
the stakes are high. If caught, the Alliance will restrain their liberty.”
“Inexperienced. More like incompetent. Kalon should not have stepped aboard.”
“You paid him well. His mad daughter, Sidra, will be a wealthy woman now.”

“Enough! Sheisnow theleader of hisclan and hiswarriorsand isowed your respect.”

“Of course, sir.” Lendow barely refrained from saying he was Olandian and owed no
Aldorian hisrespect.

“Weshall arrangeit so our quarry comesto us,” Oside said. He opened the top drawer
of hisdesk and took out a flatvid news photo. “What does the woman care about? That
Isthe question we must ask.”

L endow came closer to the desk. Theimage he showed a young woman smiling at a
child. A genetically injured child astride a colorful riderbeast.

“Find another team of mercenaries. A more advanced caliber thistime, if you will. And
hire a better PRAX pilot. Up the offer. Pay what you must.”

“Yes, Sir.”
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Chapter Sixteen

PrevigTop |Next

Angeni’s male guardians, Hane, Coyle, Garek and his brother, Rehne, formed four -
sided human walls around her asthey walked from the launch port into a bright,
thickly glazed bridgeway and walked toward a near by cluster of buildings. So much
shorter, she could barely see out. Hane alter nated walking forward, then backward,
scanning the surroundings with sharp eyes, and an evil-looking weapon at the ready.
Angeni smiled at hisexpression, so serious. The men took their duties as her
bodyguardsfar too seriously. Garek walked between her and the most direct rays of
Triastra’ssuns. Heraised an eyebrow at her smile.

“What amuses you, Healer ?” he asked.

“That you four treat me asa porcelain princess.”

“You arefemale. An honor able man protects a woman.”

“| see. Too helplessto protect herself, isshe?” Shegrinned.

“On thecontrary. Still.”

“Thisport seems out-of-date, old-style transport technology?” she asked.

“It is. Barely workable for the PRAX ship. Trafficisthin in thissolar system. Supply
and mail shipsare about the extent of thevisitors.”

Angeni lifted a hand to shade her eyes. Theintense glare of the Colony’s suns defied
their space parasols. And the protective glasses they all wore. The cloudy white glazing
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of the sheltered walkway also offered protection. I n spite of all that and Garek’s
standing over her likea small tree, her tender skin, unused to sunlight, heated and
prickled. Even through her clothing. Sherubbed her shouldersto relievethe burn.

Garek noticed her discomfort. He stopped and took a gar ment from his pack and
spread it over her shoulders. The cool material was heaven to her hot skin.

“Lessthan three percent of the heat from each of the two most distant sunsreaches
Triastra,” hesaid. “ But added to theraysof the strong mother star, it’stoo much. The
nightsarejust asextremein their cold temperatures.”

“A desert. Why do we colonize every remote space rock no matter how unsuitable?”
she asked. Her whole body responded to the temperature, perspiration trickled down
her neck and along her spine.

“Ownership,” Garek answered without hesitation.

Rehne offered, “No. It’sthe search itself. The gamble of it. The hunt.”
“Thought you trained in engineering, not economics, Brother ?”
Theyounger man laughed. “1’'m broadly schooled,” he said.

“You’'reboth dead wrong,” Coyle chimed in, waving an expansive hand outward. “We
travel because we're compelled to. To seek education isour nature. We expand
through the universeto expand the minds of our children.”

“Very philosophical and pretty,” Garek argued, “But you're both talking about
owner ship. Mapping new worlds amountsto widening theterritory.”

Angeni looked from oneto the other, smiling happily at the good-natured argument.
The men were magnificent. All of them. Similar in height and bearing. She had to
stretch to match her stridesto theirs, and she knew they wer e shortening theirsto help

her keep up.

She noticed Hane' s gaze shifted from one man to another. So far, he'd watched and
listened, remaining silent.

“Knowledgeisthe ultimate possession.” He contributed at last, startling her, hisvoice
deep and rumbling. “No one can steal it away.”
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“Another philosopher among us,” she said.

“Of course you would agree with Oside.” Garek looked to Hane. “Ownership isthe
only reason peoplelive at ninety degreesnorth latitude on one of the hottest, semi-
survivable planets known to mankind.”

“You think your Jona lives here because she ownsit?” Angeni asked, still grinning,
challenging him with her eyes. She might be seeing another kind of ownership in his
look, a male-female kind.

“Yes. Why else? Nothing to look at but kilometers of red-leaved plants scor ched into
submission?”

“There' salso the matter of thetimewarp legend,” Coyle offered. “If true, it provides
her afew more yearsto wait for you wastrel grandsonsto produce a great-
granddaughter.”

Rehne looked away, troubled.

“It'sonly alegend. But still ownership of atype,” Garek repeated, his eyes sharp.
“Garek, you'reahugecynic,” Angeni said, laughter bubbling up.

“Arealist,” hecountered.

Asthey closed upon the settlement, beautiful, glowing ar chitectural structures came
into clear view.

Angeni stopped walking. “What isthe white stone on the buildings?” she asked.

“Shells. Crushed shellsfrom the planet’s sea-life. Mined from the beaches,” Garek
answer ed.

“Coylesaid therearefish here”

“Ultraviolet rays are absor bed by the water. Plant lifeis plentiful, but it’sall classtwo
vegetation, not good for building material. The cost of freighting building materialsin
is prohibitive.”
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A tall dender woman stepped from the most prominent and impressive of the castle-
like buildings. “ Rehne, you havereturned,” she spoke, addressing Garek’s younger
brother. “| have been watching for your approach. They tell meyou bring another of
the healersfrom Olandia?’ The woman’s aged, but piercing blue eyes focused on
Angeni.

Garek answered in spite of the question being asked of hisyounger brother, “Yes, this
iIsHealer Angeni Traek, a healer of Primelevel. Sheisalso the daughter of Olandia’'s
Chancellor, Saxton Traek.”

Angeni nodded a greeting cautiously, unsure of Clothoes customs, trying to remember
the lessons on human culturesfrom her early school years.

“Angeni, thisisour grandmother, Alda Sahnjun, the Jona of the Archon clan of
Mervist Village, Clothoes,” he said.

“| am pleased to meet you, Jona of Archon.” She offered a hand, palm up.

The Jona nodded, her look approving. The older woman seemed pleased she knew the
correct greeting. The Jona placed her palm over hersfor a moment.

“You will escort Angeni to her quarterswith the other women.” Again the older
woman addressed her commentsto Rehne, her eyesdirected at her youngest grandson,
shunning Garek. “I’'m sure she needsto rest and timeto recover from the stress of
hyper speed travel. And thewalk in our sunstoday.”

“I will stay with Garek. | trust him to seeto my safety,” Angeni said simply. A
respectful awareness came over the Jona's face. She saw a dawning of respect that she
had stood up for Garek. Good.

“I see. Very well then.”

Garek observed theinteraction of the two women. Angeni amazed him by the moment.
She'd held a grudge against the mer cenariesfor wanting him dead. He could not deny
liking the idea she cared that helived. And now she defended him with the Jona. He
smiled.

“ Angeni will not be staying with the others,” he said. “ By Clothoes matrimonial law,
sheisto be my wife. If shewill have me.” His eyes sought Angeni’s. “ She will stay in
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the room next to mine.”

After a moment of shocked silence, hisgrandmother said, “Weéll, you’vejoined the
fallible mortals, eh, Grandson?” A fierce anger burned in her eyes. Then it was
replaced by alook of hope, the second expression just as quickly masked asthefirst.

“Your woman is strong-willed and passionate, Garek. She dares me to shun you for
past failures.” Shedrew herself up tall and proud. “Shewill help you in the Challenge.”

“The Challenge?” Angeni asked.
“The matrimonial ceremony of my people,” Garek answer ed.

The Jona added, “ The Challengeisatime of learning to trust for a new couple. They
return for three daysto the primitive ways of our people.” Her eyes speared Garek.

“How primitive?” Angeni asked.

“Theman must prove heis capable of protecting hiswife and any future offspring, of
course. Just as hisancestorsdid. Without the aid of civilized tools. If hefailsthis, the
marriageisforfeited,” the Jona said, serioudly.

Garek took Angeni’shand. Her small fingerswrapped through his.

“You can use my humblelittle colony of course,” hissly grandmother continued.
Garek laughed. “ Should Angeni agreeto thisthing, | want a fighting chance. The only
living beings that can survive out there are Squarond snakes, Lister frogs and too

many species of scorpions.”

His grandmother laughed again. Things werelooking up for the Jona’sreign. A part of
Garek enjoyed giving her thisrenewed hope.

“The prestige of a success on thisoutpost might be worth the extra effort grandson.”
“Her lifeistoo precious.”

She nodded in acknowledgement. “ Of course, you are correct. Male pride must not
outweigh your carefor the woman.”
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She'd tested him and he had passed. “ The Ritual will have to wait,” Garek said.
“Why s0?” the Jona demanded.

“We havetorelocate the Olandian women first. They arein danger.”

The Jona held up an imperious hand, “ Clothoeslaw isclear. There can be no delays.
We cannot risk the birth of an unsanctioned female child. The Archon clan cannot

afford it.”

Garek sgueezed Angeni’s hand lightly. He did not want her frightened by hisclan’s
urgent need for afutureleader.

“| seenoreason to hurry the healers departurefrom Triastra.” The Jona’'s eyes
narrowed. “ Their rights must be observed. It isour duty asa member of the Alliance
to assist in this. | have summoned a delegation of Clothosiansto welcome—"

“No doubt thefinest studsyou can find will be among the delegation,” Garek said.
Disapproval etched the Jona' sface. “You are coarseto speak so!” Her eyesturned to
thethird man by theentry. “1 seeyou till travel with thisinsolent Aldorian pup. He's
a bad influence on you.” The Jona spoke asthough her train of thought had just led
her to Coyle. But her tone had lost all its venom.

“You arejust as sweet and charming as ever, Grandmother Jona.” Coyle stepped
forward and lifted Alda Sahnjun off the ground, kissing her cheek with a loud
smacking sound. “You can’t shun me. |’'m adopted into your prestigious clan.”

“Perhaps| can find you a bride aswell. You would thrive on The Challenge.”

“It’sbeen too long, my lavender cactusflower.” Coyle had not left the ship the last
landing. “ Are you well and happy on this purple sphere?”

“Set me on my feet. You make medizzy.”
“Angeni ismy sister, Grandmother Jona,” Coyle whispered as he put her down.

The older woman touched her throat. Tearscameto her eyes. “1 hoped you would find
her.”
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“You knew hehad a sister?” Garek demanded.

Shewaved a hand. “| wasn’t sure. | knew hethought he had a sister. | thought it the
remnants of a child’sdream. Forgive me, Coyle.”

“Forgiven,” hesaid. “Not your fault.”

Sheturned to Angeni, primly and pointedly removing Angeni’s hand from Garek’s.
“Well, my dear, such ajoy to know you are family already. The Archon clan stands
behind whatever choice you make.”

“Thank you.”

“Wehavework todo,” Garek said. “Angeni and | will bein the computer room.”
Angeni looked up at him with empathy in her beautiful eyes.

He escorted Angeni through the arched doorway.
Family causes the deepest pain, she said telepathically.
We have other matters more urgent to deal with.

“I will send food for thetwo of you, Garek,” came from the Jona. Surprised by the
kind tone, he turned and nodded.

Chapter Seventeen

PrevigTop |Next

“What will we belooking for in mating matches?” Angeni asked later, as she began to
sort the genetic infor mation.
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“We need to search the gene pool of each Alliance district. Any colony planet, except
Olandia.”

“Of course.”
“From those, we'll draw a smaller random sample.”
“| see. Good.”

Garek’sdevilish grin flashed again. “ Next, we have to match the superior intelligence
you Olandian ladies have. Wouldn’t want the women bored.”

Angeni laughed. “If the candidates have smilesyours, a gap in intelligence level will go
unnoticed.”

Hekissed her, quick and hard for that.

“We havetowork,” shemurmured. Shewould support Garek in thisforced marriage
for now, but her heart dreaded the moment she freed him and he would surely walk
away from her again. “Mates should come from communitiesin need of healers,” she
went on, missing the heat of hislips against hers. He could have kissed her a bit longer,
in spite of her reminder of work.

“Every colony in every district.”

“Yes,” shenodded, awar e he spoke the truth. “ Olandia has been selfish with her
healing secr ets.”

“She has.”
“What can | doto help?”

Helooked at her a moment. “ Simple. Our goal isto get asfar away from Olandia’s
bloodlines as possible.”

“Asdonewith Galvordian racing dogs a few hundred year s ago? Bringing in ancient
lines?” she asked.
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He nodded. “ Exactly. When we' ve compiled theinitial list of men, they will be notified
and given an opportunity to decline to participate. The volunteerswill have psych
profile evaluations done.”

“Of course,” she agreed.

“And, at the top of the stack, we have Alliance Commander, Coyle Oside.

She gasped. “You wouldn’t.” Turning from her monitor she sought hisface. Was he
joking?

“I would. Asa matter of fact, it was part of the original deal | made with him. Before |
accepted my rolein this—" Hewaved a hand. “ This Cultural Exchange.”

“Likethe PRAX?”
11 Y%_”
Shetook a deep breath. “Your reasonsfor being reluctant were?”

Helaughed cynically. “The project isinsane, Angeni. | wager it’sdoomed from the
start. People have free will. They can’t be bred like livestock.”

Sheraised a brow. “ Of course not, but thisisa peculiar exception, rare circumstances.”
“Perhaps.”

“Olandiansare more at risk than was thought. How does Coylefit thecriteria?” she
asked as he scanned the data before him.

Helooked at her. “ Do you want meto back off? L eave your half-brother out of this?”
“You would do that? At my request?”
“Beno fun, but | would.” He grinned.

If sheasked him to leave her brother out, hewould. Her heart filled with war mth. But
she shook her head. “1 will not interferein your prior agreement. He seemslonely.”
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Garek spoke, “He' san ideal candidate. Livingin an area in desperate need of healers.
No problem there. His permanent residence is on Clothoes. Plenty genetic variability.
No problem there, thanksto hisancestor’slong history of conquering and taking the
lady spoils back home. DNA surprisingly closeto yo—"

“You'reseriousaren’'t you?” Sheforced a casual toneto her voice. “ The Aldorian
people made a habit of kidnapping women?” She stopped and looked at him, curious.
Ready to defend her native people.

Garek face held sympathy. He moved close and kissed her again, then went back to
work. Her mouth burned from the touch. She soothed it with her fingers.

“There' struth towhat | said.”
“Ownership,” shewhispered.

His handsome blue eyes sought hers. “ Areyou offended | speak of your people,
Aldorians, thisway?”

Shelifted her chin. “1 have no logical reason to be offended. Coyle' slevel of intelligence
iswell above the acceptable range for the mating trial,” she said.

“Perhaps not as high as he thinks, but not bad.”
“That’smy new sibling you'r e casting asper sions upon.”
“You fedl protective of your brother?”

“Yes,” shesaid. Her words wer e fierce with no pause for thought. “One can never have
too many relatives. A new brother isa miracle of akind.”

“Can’t havetoo many relatives? Wait until you attend a Clothoes clan festival,” he
said, hisvoice touched with sarcasm, he shook his head.

“Large crowds?”
“Yes. It was a shock for you, meeting your brother?”

“A niceshock. He' sa nice man.”
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Garek’sexpression turned serious now. “He'sa good man. Nice—I wouldn’t go that
far.”

“I could look at the karyotypesfor serious genetic disorders,” she suggested. “If we
play Creator, we may aswell do afull job of it.”

He casually touched her knee causing a disturbing surge of awarenessthrough her
body. Shetook a deep breath to steady her pulse.

“That’sthe spirit. We'll get the computer started doing the tedious sorting, and we'll
sit back and interferein people' slives.”

“We also could look at temperament too. You offworlder malesdon’t seem to havethe
even tempered nature of Olandian men.”

He gave her another of hishandsome smiles and laughed. “ Y ou’ve made that scientific
observation have you?”

Heleaned toward her, taking some of her hair in hisfingers, stroking it between thumb
and forefinger. Shefelt a sharp achingin her feminine core. He pulled her even closer.
She could feel hisbreath now, hot and coming faster.

“A little aggression in a male hasits benefits,” he said.

| see. It'sa good thing?

Itis. Very good.

Hetouched hismouth to hers, retreated to look at her. Then he plundered her mouth
with his own. Long moments of leisurely exploration later, hereleased her with
apparent reluctance, moving back to hiswork. You hypnotize me, Angel.

Shetraced her lipswith her tongue, tasting him on her lips. He saw and groaned.

Per haps they were not doomed to alwayswork against each other. She dared to hope

for a futurewith this man sheloved above all others.

“ Perhaps we should look at flatvid images also. | could offer the women’s per spective
on the aesthetic aspect.”
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“Geneticsfirst. Pretty, symmetrical features do not rate much priority.”

Garek watched her. He experienced an overwhelming feeling of tendernessfor her.
Assheturned her attention back to her work, hefelt hissmile dlide away.

Maybe she would find a fancy face in the machine that met her tastes better than his.
Theburn of jealousy and uncertainty flooded his system. He fought hard to control it.
He wasa civilized man after all. If shewerereally his. ...

“How will the participants meet?” she asked.

He brought histhoughts back from images of them making love. “ The Alliance plansto
throw areception. Get them all in the same room, make formal introductions.”

“| can seeit now. Vidcardson the tables marking the seating for future bondmates.”
“Therewill no doubt be kinksto work out.”

“Do you think Coyle will follow through with his agreement to volunteer?” She faced
him again, her amber eyes sear ching his.

“You can count on it. He has a pathological need to keep hisword. Trying to live down
thelegacy of hisfather.”

“Yes, hisfather isadark legend.”

Garek stopped and took one of her small, warm handsin his. Asfast asthetouch, he
was aroused for her.

“Concern for you may have been the motive for hisinvolvement in thefirst place.”

13 NO.H

“And | did not know Coyle was protecting you when | maneuvered him into this
agreement. | guessed the importance of the situation to him. But had no way to know
his exact reason. He wanted meinvolved in escorting that slingship away from

Olandia. | wasdamned angry hewasn'’t telling me the wholetruth.” He paused,
sear ching for theright words. “I don’t like being used, even for a good cause.”
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“I understand. Perfectly natural.” Her expression was sympathetic.
“Coyle avoids a per manent relationship with a woman like a plague.”
“He does?”
“He spoke of a woman once. Said hewasn’t sureif shewasreal or adream.”
Her eyeslit. “Yes, | sensed someonein histhoughts. Theimages were from dreams.
Shelooked familiar. | could not place her.” Her eyeslit. “Oh, my heavens, Sidra! It
was Sidra.”
“Puzzling. Why would he dream of Sidra? Asfar as| know, he hasnot met her.”

“I don’t know. Maybe hisdream woman just lookslike her. Strange.”

“Don’t worry, Geni. We'll lineup areplacement for Coyle. At thelast possible minute,
we'll offer him an escape. Until then, I'll enjoy seeing him do some squirming.”

“You don’t fool me. You'retrying to help him,” Angeni declared. “With hisromance
issues. | begin to seethe situation. You're playing big brother again.”

Acrossfrom her, Garek looked startled, then thoughtful. “ Perhapsit could be. He
should damn well forget the dream woman. |'d like to see him settled with a family,
happy. He deservesthat.”

“You see awife and family asa meansto happiness?’” She held her breath, awaiting his
response.

“A man could want no more.”

Shefound herself very pleased with hisanswer. Perhapstherereally was hopefor the
two of them after all.

Their conversation was interrupted by a beeping sound from the com.
“Sahnjun, here,” Garek answered.

“Warrick istrying to get in thereto help you two,” Coyle said. “ Can’t stall the flocking
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bastard much longer. He sinvoking Olandian law.”

Garek laughed. “ Must be making himself a pain to get distasteful wordsout of a
Clothoes-schooled male like you, Age Brother.”

“Very funny. Can you handle him there? He thinks you can’t do without him.”

“No. We do not need hisbrand of help here. Tell him we'redonefor theday. I'll be
right thereto help you get rid of him.”

“ Angeni, can you shut things down here when you’'re finished?”
“Of course.” shenodded. Just athing or two to finish.

* % * %

Sometime later, lost in her work, Angeni looked up at the noise of a buzz from the
outer door. Sheleft her seat and opened it. Hane stood ther e, towering over her and
looking asdark asa great, rolling thunder cloud.

“You should have activated the security panel and let it go through its check routine.”
“Um, sorry.”

“Did Sahnjun not explain it to you well enough?”

“Hedid mention it, yes.”

“You had no idea who was on the other side of thisdoor before openingit. You have no
guard, no weapons. Your man isnot protecting you as you deserve.”

She sighed and smiled. “ Heavens save me from overly protective males. You'reright,
of course, Hane. I'll remember in the future. | promise. Tight security measuresare
new tome, I'm afraid.” Shewaved a hand. “Not much crime on Olandia.”

“Yes, well—" He seemed somewhat mollified by that fact. “ Sahnjun sent meto escort
you to your room.”

“I'm surehedid,” shesaid, annoyed. Surely she could have made it a few door s safely
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on her own.

“Our current situation warrants extra caution.”

“It does,” shenodded.

He nodded back, more a sharp salute than truly a nod. She smiled at hisfor mality.

“Just one moment to finish. Then | will bewith you.” Shereturned to the computersas
she spoke.

He followed, then stood watching over her shoulder for long minutes.

“What arethoseline pictureson the screen?” he asked.

“They’re genetic profiles. We'relooking at the gene maps, karyotypes, of potential
male participantsin the cultural experiment. They tell uswhat each person islike. Skin
color, eye color, other features. [lInesses now and future. We can ssimulate the person
on the screen.” She pushed a few keys, and a flatvid photo image appear ed, of the man
whose genetic material was on screen, a few more strokes brought a holovid image as
well.

“You can study illnessthisway?”

“YS_”

“What do you need to get one of these karyotypes?”

“Hmmm?” she asked, not following. “ Oh, you mean for a sample? We need the
person’srecords, of course.”

“No records.”

Shelooked at him. “No records? Then we would need a sample of tissue from the
individual. Blood, skin or—"

Hedrew along, very sharp looking knife from his belt. The silver blade flashed in the
bright, artificial light.
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She sucked in a breath.

Herolled up a sleeve of hisblack and white Alliance uniform and sliced a thin section
of skin from hisforearm. Blood seeped.

Damnation. For a moment she'd thought she’d need to fight another man in this
adventure.

“Enough for a karyotype, Prime Healer ?”

Shelooked at the bleeding skin still on hisknife blade. “Mor e than enough, |'m sure.”
Shereached for a clean dide set before the preciousliquid fell to thetile floor and was
lost.

“You would like meto map your genetic material?”

“Yes.

“You want to participatein The Cultural Exchange?’ She made a stabbing, wild guess.

The man looked taken aback at the thought, shaking his head violently. “No. By God,
no. | want... | need my health checked.”

“Doyou fedl ill?” she asked, searching for an explanation to his behavior.

“No. But | know my labmates, the children born of my group, areall dead. | have
outlived thelast by morethan oneyear.”

Now, she understood hisurgency. Hisserious silver eyesreflected terrible pain when
he spoke of the others. It was brief, but unmistakable hurt for the lost friends who
surely had been hisonly family.

She called on her professional side, setting about preserving the sample. After a shaky
moment to collect her thoughts she said, “ You're positive you arethe last of your study
then?”

“Thelast.”

“We must work fast,” she said.
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“Yes. The side effects wor sen. Thank you, Healer.” Heturned, shoulders back and
stiff, and went to stand at military attention by the door.

She would get help from her friend and colleague, L exa Stolle. L exa specialized in
genetic disease. A brilliant protégéin her schooling days, starting higher learning while
still a child. Angeni often consulted with her on issues concer ning treatmentsfor the
genetically injured children. Luckily, L exa was one of the women who'd volunteer ed
for The Cultural Exchange.

Warrick had fumed about that as much as he had on the subject of Angeni’s own
participation. He knew a side benefit for L exa would be having the freedom to follow
her own interests, rather than the Olandian resear ch agenda.

If anyone could help Hane, it would be L exa.

Chapter Eighteen

PrevigTop |Next

That evening, delicate music from an instrument Angeni had never heard before, filled
alarge dancing hall. Theroom wasin the home of the Jona. The music soothed her.
The notes seemed to flow across her skin. It was hauntingly lovely.

Angeni’sfriends among the ladies from Olandia seemed awed by the splendor. Dressed
in colorful finery provided by their hostess, they basked in all the unaccustomed
attention. They worked hard at home and had little time to socialize.

Most of the other guests were elders of Clothoeswho lived on Triastra, friends of the
Jona.

The Jona told them the ladies would be delighted by the unspoiled wilder ness of the
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rock planet, Clothoes. Why did they need to look farther than Clothoesfor the
potential males needed to bring fresh blood for Olandia? She also mentioned that
Clothoeswasthe oldest culturein the Alliance, having the oldest human genes, next
only to Aldor, a non-Alliance world. The Jona presented argumentsto back up her
offer. Not the least of which was her own people’'s population dynamics with more men
than women, the opposite situation from Olandia.

“It would solve mor e than one Alliance problem,” she said now, as Garek and Angeni
approached.

“She'slobbying again,” Garek whispered.
Angeni grinned.
When they reached the Jona, Garek kept a hand at Angeni’swaist.

“You can be assured Clothoes will be represented fairly in this, but you cannot high-
jack all the entirefirst wave of women.”

The elegant lady laughed dyly, and changed the subject. “Whereis Rehne?”

“Supervising the ship’srefitting. We leave as soon asthe ship isprepared for sling
launch.”

“I see,” the Jona said stiffly. She accompanied the words with a commanding and regal
tilt of her aristocratic head.

Angeni searched for cluesto the other woman’sthinkingin her eyes. The plan for a
hasty departure did not please the Jona.

“We must separate the Olandian women as soon as possible,” Garek explained. “ If
they remain together, they’re more vulnerable. At greater risk of kidnapping.”

“Perhaps| could help with that,” the Jona offer ed, looking thoughtful.
“I"m sureyou can.” Garek spoke with sarcasm loading his voice.

Angeni gave a war ning squeeze to his bicep.
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“How so, Jona?” sheinterjected.

“By providing the Olandian women with Clothoes citizenship. A perfect solution.”
“That would help. They could travel with Clothoes passports and legal protections?”
“Yes”

“I’'m surethey would be grateful to you,” he acknowledged. “ Therightsand privileges
Clothoes women have would help keep them safe.”

“Rights you under mine with your offworld adventures, my grandson,” the Jona
snapped.

“We can arguethat point another time.”

“Yes. The women would have control of their children and property. The benefit to a
male from Clothoes wor |d would be clear.”

“Theright to ensnarethe Clothoes male of their choice, you mean,” Garek said in a
tone laced with annoyance.

Angeni’sheart turned cold. Was he thinking of their situation? She’'d told him she
planned to set him free. That she had no interest in forcing him towed her.

Helooked at her now with concern, having read something of her thoughts.

“What do you think of theidea, Healer Traek?” the Jona asked.

“I"'m suremy people will thank you for your generosity.” She smiled, a tactful smile,
she hoped. “But shouldn’t children be shared by their parents? And not controlled by

one or the other?” She couldn’t resist adding.

The Jonaraised an expressive brow. “When you have the young ones with my
grandson, you will find control of the babes an illusivething, | promiseyou.”

The Jona knew they spoke of a different type of control. The mention of children, with
Garek, had a startling affect on her stomach.
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“Don’t frighten her away,” Garek said coolly.

“My son was not aswillful as Garek,” the Jona went onward. “ The only time hisfather
defied hisfamily, the most critical of all. He married a scientist, a modern woman.”
The Jona moved her hand and the formal jewels adorning her hand flashed and
gparkled. “Having a daughter was not a high priority to hiswife. She spent most of her
child bearing year s studying prehensile-tailed skunks.”

“Skinks, Jona. A lizard.” Garek corrected with atouch of humor crinkling the corners
of hiseyes.

“Whatever. Shewas much too ... casual with her husband and sons. Carrying the boys
all over Clothoeswildernessin search of fossils and those disgusting little creatures.”

“Disgusting? Those little creatur es wer e some of my best childhood friends. We loved
it.”

“You did indeed,” the Jona agr eed.

Angeni could see a glimmer of therelationship these two could have had before their
conflicts split them.

“ She exposed her sonsand Coyleto the adult world at will,” the Jona continued,

war ming to her complaint. “ Against the spirit of our laws. Laws, mind you, which have
served usvery well for thousands of years. Sera kept the boyswith her longer than
males stay with their parents.”

Good for her, Angeni thought, deliber ately opening the telepathic pathway to Gar ek
now.

Angel, we cannot afford to make an enemy of the Jona just now.
Sheisa very pushy and judgmental woman.
| cannot argue with that fact.

The Jona paused, watching them, alert and suspicious befor e she continued, “ Said she
forgot. Imagineit. Sera knew very well what she was about.”
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The older woman ignored Gar ek’s comment, spearing him with her gaze. “ All this
freedom led to all sortsof alien ideas.”

Angeni’stemper rose a notch.
Angel?
Angeni could not remain quiet. “ Surely new ideas lead to improvements.”

“Yes, but Sera allowed too much of the suppressed blood of Garek’sforefathersto
surface.”

Garek’s attention was caught by movement across the room. “1f you will excuse us?
Coyleis motioning urgently for ustojoin him.”

“Go. Angeni will stay with me a moment longer.”

“Yes, | will join you in a moment.”

Garek turned and left.

Angeni faced the Jona with grim deter mination. Thiswoman could be as dangerousto
Garek asthe mercenariesin the underground. Wor se per haps, she could take his
dreams. Shefelt the surge of protective instincts.

She must step cautiously. Cooperation with Clothoes could be important to The
Cultural Exchange. She need not push so hard asto remind the Jona that the women
from Olandia would be morelike her son’sindependent wife. But she had no desireto

back off altogether.

“Garek istoo much like his grandfather, your mate?” Angeni asked, guessing. “ Strong
and proud. Independent.”

Sadness darkened the older woman’s eyes.

Around them thejoyful melody still flowed, the voicesraised and lowered in
conver sation.

“You arevery perceptive, my dear. If you will excuse me, | must check the progress of
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the meal,” wasthe Jona’s only answer before sheturned in her elegant tracks and
mar ched from the room.

As she watched theretreating figure of the Jona, she was approached by L exa Stolle,
the woman she hoped could help Hane.

“Angeni, Angeni, isit true?’ Lexa asked in an excited voice, adjusting her glasses.
“Iswhat true?”
Her friend laughed. “I must slow down. Forgive me.”

With her friend’s studious hair style and color less, shapeless clothing and no-nonsense
others saw L exa as unattractive. Angeni suspected was a car efully cultivated image

“Isit true? You wer e kidnapped by a mutant savage and brutally dragged through the
subway tunnels on Olandia? | hear you were held over night! You do not look
injured....” Her eyes moved over Angeni, seeking evidence of harm. “You don’t look at
all worsefor thewear.”

Angeni laughed. “ Y ou seem almost disappointed.”

“No...no, of course not.”

“What makesyou say | was kidnapped?”

“Y ou mean you wer e not stolen by a mutant?” Lexa whispered.

Warrick.

L exa’'sexcitement level fell. The serious scientist approached playfulnessin her
enthusiasm for the possibility of a kidnapping fantasy and adventure. L exawas

spending too much timein her labs,

“No, Lexa, | most certainly was not kidnapped. Thereisno mutant savage. Well, not
exactly.”

“But, Healer Warrick said you wer e taken away against your will. Herushed into the
lobby of our hotel on Olandia, shouting about evil abductors and mutants, urging usto
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leave with him at once.”
She stepped closer, like a conspirator.

“Then before we could follow him away,” Lexa lowered her voice even more. “ Two of
the most gorgeous men |’ve ever seen, came through the hotel lobby right behind
Warrick. A tall man with long blonde hair and beautiful brown eyes. Not a
combination one often sees. He had the most ... themost,” her voice became even
lower, “indescribable mutant human with him. Transgenic, | suspect. Therewasthe
clear, but subtle influence from another species. He had silver-gray, sandpaper skin—
overlapping like the scales of an ancient fish—but the most beautiful male bone
structure beneath it all. And tall, with amazing posture.”

“Coyleand Hane””

“Yes, Hane. His face reminds me of someone |’ ve seen before. Hislong legs seem to
float above the ground. Not possible, | know. Just a natural grace of movement. That
wonder ful skin would provide protection in hostile climates ... sandstorms. And the
applications under water would be limitless.”

Angeni laughed, “What happened at the hotel ?”

“Oh, yes, the hotel. It wastoo late to leave with Warrick. Coyle and Hane brought us
all here, then left in their PRAX again. They were very courteous. Most unlike one
would expect of a kidnapping.”

Angeni smiled at her friend. The other woman had a unique spirit. She saw and felt
things others missed.

“No, I’'m sorry to say, you wer e not kidnapped either.”

“Warrick said not to trust them.” She grinned. “But then, asyou know, I’ve never
trusted Warrick,” shewhispered urgently. “Werethey telling usthetruth?” Sheran
out of breath.

Angeni laughed again at L exa’s enthusiasm for the adventure. She was an intelligent
woman, but no doubt Lexa’slife experiences had been limited to isolated laboratory
resear ch. Shewasvirtually the only scientist in her particular narrow field of specialty
and highly overworked. Wher e other s followed money and fame, L exa looked for
challenging and worthy humanitarian causes. Rumor was she had an independent
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sour ce of funds from an inventor parent.

“Yes, you can trust Coyle and Hane to speak the truth.” Angeni inclined her head,
wishing she could sharethat Coylewas her lost brother. Later. She'd known him
brother and Hane only a number of hours, but she was confident they were honorable
men. “You are being guarded for your protection only.”

“Good. Good. We were almost sure.”

“I fear your instincts about Froton Warrick’s motives are sound. Captain Sahnjun
protected me as an official escort and did not abduct me. Warrick’splansare
threatened by the ASC’s Cultural Exchange.”

“I knew it,” Lexawhispered. Shelooked asif shewished to know more. “1 shouldn’t
speak of it. That istosay ... |, Oh, darn it, Angeni I’'ve heard Warrick isto marry you.
Therumors. Well.”

“Yes, | can guesswhat the rumorsentail.”
“What isthisall about? Why did we stop at this strange planet?”

“Thereare mercenary soldierstryingto interfere with the Alliance. Were you not told
about the explosion onboard the PRAX dlingship we wereto travel on? Lives of two of
our security forcewerelost.”

“Yes, they told us, but Froton saysit isalieto insureour cooperation.”

“Froton has been busy, hashe not? Y ou can reassurethe othersthat you’re not
kidnapped.” Angeni lowered her voice. “ The Jona proposed Clothoes citizenship for
our volunteers. Whatever happens, the entire group will be taken to public
transportation center so you can separate and drop out of sight until we contact you.
The mercenaries behind the explosion won’t know about the Clothoes citizenship.
Warrick must not know. Not until it istoo lateto interfere.”

The other woman’s eyeslit with speculation. “ Do you think Warrick hired the
mer cenaries?’

“I would not put it beyond him.”

“Do we get to keep our Clothoes citizenship later ?”
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Angeni had space for a brief nod.

“Of course, wewon't tell Warrick,” Lexa said. “All theladies| traveled with arevery
serious about thisproject. We' ve bonded.” Shetouched Angeni’ssleeve. “ Do you
realize what it meansto be a woman with Clothoes citizenship?”

Too much Angeni thought.

“They’'retopsat protecting therights of their females. And they have a gigantic public
trust account aswell.”

“Yes. And their children.”
L exa’'seyeswere alight with enthusiasm and something deeper, something like hope.
“ A husband can never take away a child with a false grievance against the mother.”

Her friend’ stone of voice saddened and she looked off, asif into aremembered world.

Suddenly Angeni saw the Jona’'s earlier statement in a new light. “ Areyou alright,
L exa?”

Her eyesblinked. “Fine. I’'m fine.”

“You looked sad for a moment.”

“Aldor allowsthe maleto own the children.”
Angeni wondered what L exa knew of Aldor.

“I examined Clothoes as a special project in a psych class once. Did you know they
have a unique marriage law?

“Sol’'veheard.”
“ A male must wed any woman he has taken advantage of. An irony, since Clothoes
men never harm awoman, statistically, | mean.” Lexa gasped. “You were alone with a

Clothoes male over night. Saints. He must become your bondmate?”

“1t seems so. But | can release him.”
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“Oh, yes, of courseyou can ... but it would be adisgracefor him. A terriblefailure.”
“Hedid not tell methat.”

“If you carefor thisman, you must not make a decision in haste, not in front of the
Jona council.”

“Thank you Lexa, | will proceed with caution.”
L exa turned to leave.

“Beforeyou go ... | understand you rarely have a break such asthis, but could you
look at a genetic samplefor me?” It’surgent.”

“Of course.”

“It’'sfor Hane.”

“His genetic recoding isfailing, isn’t it?”
“Hislab matesaredead.”

“Oh, no,” Lexa gasped and went pale.

* k% * %

“What’sgoing on?” Garek asked of Coyle when hejoined him in a secluded spot at the
edge of the room.

“Mail ships camein. Brought a message for us.” Coyle handed him areader with a
brief noteon it.

“Individualsidentifying themselves as Olandian students say they’ll attack Angeni’s
school if shedoesn’t return home.”

“Damn it all to aflyer’shell. We're not dealing with a few militant students.”

“I know.”
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“Ill bet Warrick iscommunicating with them.” Garek forced the wor dsthrough
gritted teeth.

“I think you'reright.”
“If wetip him off, could speed up the next move.”

“We need to keep him where we can see him,” Coyle agreed. “He snot clever enough
to do thisalone. We haveto find Warrick’s boss, fast.”

“If those bastar ds harm thelittle ones, it will destroy Angeni. She'll blame her self.”
Coyle nodded sharply. “You'reright, of course.”

“We also heard from the Alliance,” Coyle continued. “ Security swept Clothoes with
long-range scanners. They say it’s safeto land at any public port. My contact with
Security suggests we go back with the mail ship platoon for extra safety.”

“Can you trust your contact?”

“Yes,” Coylesaid.

“| say wetake a security officer pretending to be Angeni back to Olandia,” Garek
suggested.

“That might work. Be safer for my sister.”
“No,” Angeni said from close behind them.
“It'sareasonable plan,” Garek said.

“No. | will doit.”

“She will bewithout your natural blood thirst and instinctive fighting abilities.” Garek
stopped speaking as he saw the sparks of firein her eyesturn to pain.

“Garek,” Coyle cautioned, angered.

“Yes, well ... that may be,” shesaid.
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That wasalow blow ... and unfair, he communicated.

Fair enough. It'strue.

Angdl, I'm—At that moment, Garek saw a crossroad. At thefierce frown on her
stubborn face, he'd realized he loved her. With all hissoul. It was humbling. He would

never bethe sameif helost her.

“They want mein tradefor the children. | won’t risk tricking them.” Angeni drew
her self up, daring him to contradict her choice.

“They don’t have the children yet,” Coyleinterjected.

“Wecan't let them get to them,” she said.

“I have another plan,” Coyle offered. “I sent Hane back to Olandia in a shuttle craft.”
“Why?" Garek asked.

“For the Aldorian woman, Sidra.”

“To protect her or arrest her? Angeni demanded.

“Angeni—" Coyle began.

“She has been loyal to methispast year.”

“Y ou knew shewas not arobot?”

“Yes, Garek knew and told meto keep my eyes open.”

“At any rate, it’seasy to inform Hane that hismission has changed.”
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Chapter Nineteen

PrevigTop |Next

“Garek you must complete the Challenge Ritual,” the Jona demanded.

Garek’sship sat in the center of a caravan of mail ships, preparing for launch. As
employees|loaded the shipswith Triastra mail and unloaded supplies, the Jona strode
back and forth on the loading dock.

“Your commitment began with your night on Olandia. Y ou are honor bound to
complete the marriage as soon as possible.”

Garek looked at hisgrandmother and returned hisattention from entering
information into an Alliance computer.

“What areyou trying to tell me, Jona?”

Shetilted her head, arrogancein thejut of her chin. “You will not receive my signature
on those citizenship paper s until you and Angeni complete The Challenge Ritual. And
the bonds of your union are sealed.”

“I don’t have time to negotiate with you. What’sin thisfor you, Jona? Do you enjoy
manipulating the lives of othersto thisextent?” He'd worked fast and furioudy to
finish hiswork and hewastired and hungry.

“ A great-granddaughter,” she whispered ssmply.

She'd never said the wordsto him before. He had not expected them now. She'd often
talked of roots, family, tradition, their heritage and a hundred other damn things.

“I’m an aging woman.”
“Rehneand Illana will give you a granddaughter.”

Shedrew in asigh, asif in agony. “1t seems Rehne can have no children.”
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“I didn’t know,” Garek said. Hefelt pain for hisbrother. “Medical intervention has
failed?” he asked.

“No hope. It was not meant to be for them.

“I"'m sorry to hear it.”

“You must cement your marriage beforeyou leave here. You must do your duty.”
“I did my duty to Clothoes once before.”

Her face seemed to grow still and old. Hetook a deep breath.

“We can't afford a delay. Those children mean alot to Angeni. Can’t.”

“They say the M uscovan has goneto guard thelittle ones,” she argued.

He lowered hisvoiceto a harsh whisper, “1 need timeto get the woman to come to me
willingly, without other people and other worlds on our shoulders.”

“If you delay, there will be no citizenship for the Alliance ladies,” she stated with
deter mination.

“Doyou think it ethical to make the offer, then pull back?”
“No. | donot,” she admitted.

Satisfied with her honesty he said, “ Just put your palm on thisdamned screen and
authorize the papers. All these women will be easy targetsif you don’t.”

“| see no reason you cannot fulfill the first phase of the matrimonial requirementson
the ship between here and Clothoes,” sheinsisted.

“On the PRAX?”
Her eyeswere alight now. “Yes, | will come along, of course. | will seethat theritual is

performed correctly. Then you can stop three daysin the Clothoes M ountains. Only
three daysdelay. | insist. | cannot live forever, Grandson.” Her eyes were sad.
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* * * %

“Damn.” Garek removed a swath of silk draping cloth out of hisway. The cloth, with
fine silver ador nments, covered too much of the console screen. Hetossed it aside. His
grandmother’s army of minionswas everywhere. They had a very unhealthy disregard
for life-support quotas along the ship. If atomic smear didn’t get them, he would.

Even asthey flew through space with the mail ships, the marital ceremony phase was
on schedule. His grandmother’s schedule.

Angeni appeared to be cooperating completely. Damned if he under stood why. No one
to blamefor all thisbut himself. He'd started it all. He could have kept his mouth shut
about Clothoes' customs.

Thetieswould soon be tightened.

“I thought | would find you here. What ties?” Angeni said, as she swept through the
doorstothebridge.

“Nothing. | forgot to shield my thoughts.”

“You’'ve gotten far too good at blocking our telepathic communications. Thingswould
be much simpler if | could read your thoughts at times now,” she said, looking down at
her lovely hands.

“Don’t,” hesaid.

Shelifted her troubled amber eyes. “Wewouldn’t have to dance around, blindly
groping to an under standing of motives.

“Theintimacy of the telepathy troublesme,” he admitted.

“I know. Oh, what an exquisite piece of art,” she declared, distracted by the discarded
wedding cloth. She bent to pick it up, caressing the luxurious material. “The Jonais
enjoying herself.”

“The Jonaisout of control.”

“You don’t haveto go through with thisfarce.”
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She stepped toward him, urgency clouding her expression. “ A farce? Garek, |’ve done
somereadingin theship’slibrary. Thisisvery real to Clothoes.” She began pacing the
small confines of the cockpit, unconsciously crunching the fancy cloth in her hands.
Her facereflected anger. “ Thethingsyour grandmother isteaching me, you wouldn’t
believe. She calls them male management skills.”

He smiled at her righteousindignation. “Oh, I’ve heard rumors. The usual bitsand
pieces passed down from generation to generation.”

“Y ou seem much too complacent about this. The Jonaistrying to teach me methods of
control. Asthough you were an animal | must train. The things we humans can accept
becauseit’sthe way of our parents—”

“True.”

“It amountsto hypnosis. Or dream influence.”

“I could never manipulateyou likethat.”

Her expression was sad. What a passionate woman she was. He hoped all that passion
would carry over to her marriage bed. His body responded, hot and hard, to the
thought. He turned back to the console, pretending to work, hoping not to do real
damageto any systems. How would helet her go once he'd had her in hisbed and
made loveto her fully?

“ She's even teaching me the rudiments of mental telepathy.”

Helaughed. “ Y ou appreciatetheirony, no doubt.”

“She said she noticed weread each other well.”

“Wedo.”

“I"'m supposed to think of the color pink when | want to calm you during lovemaking.”
Garek chocked and struggled to control erotic thoughts and the blood beating through
hisbody just from her words. “ Our women must be protected from males who would

usetheir size asaweapon. The men of Clothoes understand the need for these
methods.”
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“Should Clothoes sacrificeits sonsto protect its daughters?”

He glanced at her but gave her no answer. Hedidn’t have one. He could only think of
how glorious shewasin her anger. Of wanting to claim her right here and right now.

“It'scloseto timefor the ceremony, isn’t it?” Angeni asked, once again stroking the
discarded silk draping. “ Thisisfar too beautiful for the floor.”

“Dolan cloth ismade the same way as centuries ago. It issymbolic of the female
softening Clothoes.”

“Hah,” she grumbled.
“Thewedding phase, The Joining, will be completed at the first mail stop. Coyle will
attend aswitnessfor your clan. Thetrial phase, The Challenge, will take place when we

reach Clothoes.” Hewaited. The silence stretched.

“Tell mewnhat isinvolved, what is expected of me.” Her expression was clouded with
uncertainty.

Heran a hand through his hair, forming hiswords. “ The Challengeisa marriage
consummation ritual with originsasfar back as my people have kept written works.”
He paused, searching for the correct words. “Part sex and part survival,” he said, his
voice mor e harsh than he meant. “ A Clothoes marriage ceremony isnot the flowers
and pretty words of Old Mother Earth tradition.”

Her eyesgrew round.

He forced himself to continuein a softer tone. “1t’srooted in thousands of years of
primitive practice. It has served my people well.”

“| see. You should be proud of along tradition.”
“However odd?”
“Yes, well, however unique.”

He laughed. She was so beautiful to him. He ached to hold her. “ The Challenge tests
the man’s ability to provide physical protection for the woman. And the children they
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will have later.”

“If the malefails, the marriageis dissolved beforeit begins?” she asked, now fisting
her small hands at her side.

“Right. We will spend two nights and three daysin the mountains of Clothoes. | have
the duty to make sure we stay alive long enough to find food and begin a family. That’s
thetheory. These daysthere arefew real risksto thelives of the couplesinvolved.”
“Asahealer, | must insist on com devicesfor emergencies.”

He nodded. “ A sound suggestion. Shouldn’t be a problem.”

Shefolded her armsbeneath her breasts, unknowingly enhancing their lovely shape.
“Garek, I'velittle experience of making love. | suppose| thought thiswould be
pretence but the Jona says we must,” she whispered. “ Of cour se, a couple has sex to
have children. It’sinevitable. Even so.”

He forced himself to adopt a waiting expression rather than remind her of her
commitment to the ASC genetictrial. Her thoughtswere a bit jumbled at the moment,
but he sensed she'd anticipated a longer timeto get used to her faceless Alliance mate.
She continued, “Well, you may not know, Olandians ... when they come to university
age, pairings are arranged by families, a mating partner, isfound, then they begin their
life away from home.”

He was unsure of her meaning.

“Many form bondsfor life,” she said.

11 Y $?”

She pressed on. “Weéll, you should know my assigned mate preferred another girl.” She
paused, her expression serious, pained.

He stiffened as the meaning of her words sank in. “Barbaric custom to arbitrarily pair
up the young people.”
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“You makeafair point.”
“I shouldn’t have said that. Continue.”

“Later,” she paused, then rushed on, “Later, | wassoinvolved in post study and
research. Timegoessofast. | can’t say why, really ... but |'ve, er, not been attracted...”

“There has been no one?”
“No, not before...” Her cheeksflushed.

Beautiful. He allowed hisexpression to tell her he knew that she meant him. Founder’s
God help him. His body ached with renewed urgency now.

Heremembered their first kisses and his certainty she'd been too busy for alover. He
smiled, relishing the fact.

He nodded, unable to move, to speak. Or he might make a grab for her.

“You do not seem concerned.” Shetook arelieved breath. “You're not looking at me as
defective.”

Hisheart melted. “ Comehere, love,” he said.

She stepped into hisarms, ashe' d asked. A man could be humbled by such ready
obedience. Again, he found himself wondering how this sort of thing would translate to
her marriage bed. And his pulserate shot upward. He might not survive this moment.

Shefelt good in hisarms, warm and soft.

“On Clothoes, we are exiled from women at age fourteen,” he whispered into her
fragrant hair. He could not resist stroking the soft strands.

Angeni snuggled into Garek’s masculine warmth, her body alive with sensation.
“Yes?” sheasked, encouraging him onward.

“We are given hormonal suppressant implants at that time. Reputed to be a civilizing
measure.”

“Likethecolor pink?”
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Helaughed. “ Another part of the Ritual | need to explain. The wife hasthe honor of
—" Not faring much better with this discussion than she had, hetook a break to

or ganize histhoughts befor e he continued, “ Theright of removing the implants from
the mate' s left bicep during the ceremony. The hor mone suppressant drug is another
precaution for our women. Theincidence of premarital sex isreduced.”

“Left bicep?” She mumbled into hischest. She drew away dlightly. “Oh, my Saints,
Garek I've already removed it.”

He gasped and tightened hisarmsaround her.

“No one could tell mewhat purposethe implant served. Your arm was severely
injured. It wasin my way ... | didn’t haveit analyzed. Careless of me, really. Time was
critical, your arm,—"

Garek stepped away, looking shocked speechless. Then he began to laugh and shake his
head.

“—your muscle was badly lacerated. Scar tissue might have trapped the implant under
the skin permanently.” She made a gestur e of exasperation. “We need a manual for
these cultural anomalies.”

“That would explain a great deal,” he said, still laughing with relieved enjoyment.
“Yes, it explains many small differences. Explains the passionate night dreams that
featured the beautiful, amber-eyed lady.”

Shefelt her cheeksflush with color. Of cour se, thefirst woman he' d seen after the
removal of theimplant. Thefirst he held. Her heart lurched with insecurity and doubt
about hisattraction to her. Wastheir bond as natural as she'd once believed?

“Should have guessed,” he said. “ So, we Clothoes males must not be quite the animals
we'rereported to be when it comesto matters of sex.”

“What do you mean?”

“We'reled to believe we would attack any female blocking our path without those
implants. Damn, thismay be another Clothoesfirst to my credit. Thefirst unattached
male to roam about without the hormone suppressing implant.”
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Hethrew back hishead and laughed, his blue eyes sparkled. He was so clearly pleased,
she laughed with him. The extent of the har sh treatment of Clothoes males was stark,
yet he was content, even proudly embraced his culture.

Just as she loved Olandia, in spite of its faults.

She moved back into the circle of hisarms, took hisbicep in her hand, looking for the
finescarring. Shetraced along it. “With the implant gone, my holding you in the
hospital could have kicked your subconsciouslibido into hyper drive,” shewhispered,
paying no attention to what she had just revealed.

“You held me?”

“I dept with you.”

Heraised a brow.

“Please let me explain fully. You wererestless. | couldn’t be surethe machines would
stand up to your assaults on them. My presence, my thoughts, calmed you.”

“No wonder | recognized thefeel of you in my arms.” Suddenly Garek wasjealous.
“Do you sleep with many of your patients, Healer ?”

“Of course not. A ridiculous question.”

He dragged a hand through his already mussed hair. “Yes. My apologies. | do not seem
to be areasonable man today.”

“I would never do such athing. Never.”
11 Na/er?”

“Well, only the once.” Shefought unshed tears, blinking them away. “I admit |
shouldn’t have even in your case. It was unusual for a Prime Healer, any healer. You
wer e soothed by my presence and no other. | didn’t know of the science behind the
implant. | should havetested it. | assumed it was Alliance Guard, only disease
protection as Olandians useimplants. | didn’t understand your social taboos. Saints,
I’'m a healer, not an anthropologist. No excuse.”

“Stop,” hesaid. Hisblue eyesbored into hers.
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“How can Clothoesbe so cruel toitssons?” Thetearsfell down her cheeks. She swiped
at them, impatient with her salf.

Oh, God. Suddenly Garek grabbed histemplesasif to steady the sudden achein his
head. “You arethinking of the future of your own sons. | can feel the anxiety in your
thoughts.”

Garek could not stand feeling her pain.

It's so unfair.

He winced asthe words bombarded him.

| know, love, he answer ed softly, trying to sooth her, awkwardly rubbing her back.

| forgot our mental bond for a moment. I nexcusable.

But, understandable, my angel. You are human after all.

Angeni stepped back, working harder at shielding her private thoughts from him now.
Her heart ached at the new possibility she pondered. That the solereason for his
interest in her at all was her clumsy blundering through his customs. Thelack of an
implant. She couldn’t bear it to be so. She pulled away.

“Garek,” shewhispered.

| will kissyou now. He took her hand and drew her back to him, matching hiswordsto
actions, holding her lips captive with his, and drawing out the meeting of their mouths.

That’sit, love, hold on tight.

He spread his stance and with hands at her waist he drew her hips between hislegs.
Heaven.

Garek, thisisvery intimate.

Yes, it's sweet torture. He kissed thetip of her nose, ran aline of kissesalong her jaw to
her neck.
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She sucked in atrembling breath and closed her eyes, savoring him. His hands
skimmed upward along her ribsto her breasts. She held her breath, then cried out at
histouch.

He smiled hisjoy. Finding the closuresto her garment, he followed with hislips, then
with lathing strokes. Her skim heated.

Suddenly a chiming sound war ned the door would open, interrupting their moment of
closeness.

Reluctantly, Garek set Angeni apart from him and shielded her from view. He could
feel her movements behind hisback as she hastily refastened her dress.

The doorsto the control center did open. A man of indeter minate age swept in, a heavy
wool carpet rolled and bent downward over one of hisfrail shoulders.

Paying them no mind, and unabashed at intruding, the elderly gentleman, a loyal
friend of hisgrandmother, took the swath of silk Angeni still held in her hand.

“I'll takethat, Madam Healer.” Hislong bony fingersreverently clasped the material,

smoothing out the wrinkles. “ Sacred cloth must not be crushed. The grand lady wants

everything finished right away. The ceremony must begin soon.”

“Obak, | warned you about thelife supports.” Garek was as much frustrated with the

man as concer ned. “If we go through a chaotic loop as you open that door, your atomic
structure might not makeit through in tact. Do you under stand me?”

What? He asked when Angeni laughed.

Your Clothoes accent is sweet.

Sweet, you say? Garek demanded telepathically.

Charming? Better?

Go back to shielding your thoughts from me now.

Shelaughed.
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Obak cleared histhroat, giving them a knowing look and smile. “| under stand your
ship’stechnology very well, Jonason,” Obak said. “| also doubt the dreaded experience
could compete with the grand lady in a temper. Being busted up into bitsand particles
for eternity might bearelief in comparison, m’boy.”

Garek chuckled. “You're probably right.”

Chapter Twenty

PrevigTop |Next

Garek and Angeni stood side-by-side, dressed in formal Clothoes wedding attire. Her
flowing gown was a feminine rose pink. Sheradiated beauty, with sprinklings of mixed
flowersin lavender shadesin her hair. Hetook a deep breath, allowing himself to
believe shereally wasthere.

A black cloak with awhitelining, hung heavy about his shoulders, the weight of the
cloth designed to remind him of the heavy responsibilities he assumed. The small ship’s
bridge carried as many decor ations as any Clothoes wedding cave.

Hereached out and took Angeni’strembling hand in his. Open touching was not
tradition, and the Jona showed her disapproval with a censuring frown, but said
nothing. Obak smiled in approval and swiped away atear droplet from hisaging eyes.
The promise ceremony was always a small event with few in attendance. Only the Jona,
Obak, and Coylejoined them and stood quietly by.

The Jona moved to light the sacred candles. As soon asthey caught fire and blazed
steadily, she said, “ The marriage ceremony will begin. Does any clan have claim
against thisman?”

“None, Madam Jona,” Obak said, his voice solemn. “ This man has no other woman.
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And no other children.”

Garek glanced at Angeni who looked awed by the ssmple service. He should not have
demanded this of her.

She gave him a tentative smile.

It seemsto me, | got you involved first. She whispered the wordsinto his mind.
True. Try not to distract me with your seductive mind words, Angel.

She answered him with a surprised laugh. The Jona looked disapproving now.
Garek winked conspiratorially at Angeni.

“Thewould-be groom will speak,” the Jona said, looking asif she suspected she was
missing some sort of interplay.

Garek looked deep into Angeni’samber eyes, holding her gaze. Shereturned the look
steadily. “I promiseto guard you, as my wife, with my life,” Garek said. “1 will find the
water and food our children will need to live and grow. Angeni Traek of Olandia, sister
to Coyle Oside, will you allow me the honor of proving thisto you?”

Without hesitation, shereplied, “ Garek Sahnjun, | will grant you thetime allotted by
Clothoeslaw to prove your sincerity and your abilities.”

Angeni spoke the ancient Clothoes words of theritual with accuracy and a solid,
unwavering voice. Hearing the words, his heart swelled with pride. She had had so
littletimeto learn them. Hefelt invisible stringswrap around his heart.

Her small fingersturned his hand palm down, a symbolic gestur e to assur e the woman
therewas no other ring on his hand. Gar ek leaned forward, as she placed a gold ring
on a silver chain around hisneck. Thering would go on his hand if he completed the
Challenge Ritual. In that moment, he thought it a shame the woman was not requir ed
towear hisring aswell.

Thank you, Angel, he whispered into her thoughts. Garek kissed her forehead in a
chaste gesture.
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“Ahem,” the Jona cleared her throat loudly, asa signal he had gone too far with the
contact. He could not resist giving his grandparent a broad smile.

He sensed Angeni’s confusion and indecision. He knew she had doubts and had always
planned to free him of the obligation as soon as possible. He could not let that happen.

“By the authority of the clan council, | say the Challenge phase will begin in three
days.” The Jona decreed.

* % * %

The Challenge phase would begin soon. Angeni walked along a clearing through a row
of elderly, gnarled trees. It was early summer on Clothoes planet. A soft wind rustled
through thetall green grassand and the bright yellow grain fields on Garek’s station.

Behind her, theroad led back to hishome and offices, just visiblein the distance. The
lar ge building was gray and constructed of natural materials. She'd left him thereto
catch up with neglected work.

In the distance, robotic machinesworked thefields. On a horizon filled with an endless
straight line of fencing, they moved forward toward the station complex. “*They're
efficient aslong asthey can go straight. We haveto send in a human crew for any
cornering. Tanglethemselves easily,”” Garek had said of the machines. Something
struck her asbeautiful about the smple non-humanoid mechanicals. The rhythm of
their movements, the hydraulic swooshing sound of their joints.

Angeni would never forget stepping from the underground spaceport to the surface, it
felt like coming home. The planet was all flat plainsand great stretches of deep soil
along therivers. Heavily eroded red mountains hovered like an orangewall in the
distant west. The sky above, a degp shade of blue and spotted with fluffy clouds,
seemed to stretch on forever. And Clothoes, with itsabundant plants offered the
freshest air she'd experienced. She'd quickly fallen in love with thiswondrous new
world, almost as quickly asshefell for its citizen, Gar ek.

Thefragrance of wild flowersfloated to her, causing her a wistful sigh, regretting she
had no time at present to enjoy her hobby of searching the landscape for medicinal
plants.

She hadn’t had a moment to dwell on the backward way she and Garek were moving
forward with their deep attraction to each other. She smiled, remembering the
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tender ness of hishand asit held hersthe day of the wedding aboard ship. She'd
allowed herself to pretend he stood by her by choice, and was not bound by his culture
to say those wor ds.

She knew with all her feminineinstinctsthat Garek would be a good mate and a good
father. He did not need to proveit to her. He already had.

Garek seemed distant now, distracted. He'd answered all her questions about the
animal breeding operations here, alwaystreating her with formal hospitality. He'd said
the near station worked with over forty varieties of domesticated animals. And there
was a sanctuary for exotic wildlife deep in the mountains.

Threatened animal speciesfrom other worldswere brought to there and bred to safer
population levels.

The dangerous species, like large cats, wore tranquilizer implants whilein captivity.
Theimplants could be activated in an emergency. This allowed the animalsmore
freedom of awild existence.

They’d avoided the more pressing subject, the coming Challenge.

Thelow rumble of a ground shuttle interrupted her thoughts.

Sheturned as Gar ek stopped the vehicle, hovered, and then landed it behind her. The
soft breeze from the engine simpellersswirled her red silk skirt against her legs and
dislodged a few leaves from thetrees.

Garek seemed to take along moment just looking at her.

Her cheeksflushed under hisgaze.

“Hello, Angel” hesaid. “I looked for you. | wasworried. Wondered if you'd decided to
escape all this.” He smiled, but his eyeslooked serious. “ Thought maybe you'd cometo
your senses and declined to go through with thisbizarre Clothoes tradition. Or, wor se,
perhapsyou believed Healer Warrick’s claims about me.”

“Warrick’s hateful words do not concern me.”

He came closer then and took her hand in his.
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Her heart thrummed heavily.

He looked morerelaxed than in recent days.

Shelooked down to their joined hands. Perhaps she represented responsibility to him,
mer e duty. She wished for more. Emotions flooded her, but she forced them deep in

her mind so he would not feel them, or hear them expressed in telepathic words,

“You walked farther than | expected,” he continued. “ The marriage challenge begins
tonight.”

“ At night? | thought it would begin tomorrow morning.”
“Therearecavernsin thefoothills,” Garek said. “Wewill find shelter there.”
“We seem destined to visit caves and tunnels,” she said in answer.

“Thereismuch to be done yet today. We will have help from my employees and
Grandmother’s minions, but we need to find shelter before darkness.”

“We will take the trogon with us. Hor ses would have been available thousands of years
ago. Arethey permitted in the Challenge?”

He seemed to search her face before heanswered. “ Yes, in fact hor ses wer e the means
of transportation. Thinking you might need the edge provided by telepathic, flying
war hor ses, Angel ?”

Shelifted her chin. “Yes. | supposel do.” She gave him a half-smile and bravely
stepped closer to him. “Our unknown foe...” She noticed he looked away from her to
the horizon. His eyes clouded. His smile faded away.

Shewent on, “I know Aza and Nethe. | understand how they interpret their
surroundings.”

He dropped her hand from his.
“Of course,” heagreed.

“It could take along timefor meto adjust to the wavelengths and language of Clothoes
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hor ses. | could form a connection with enough time, but we don’t have...”

“You'reright, of course. We do not have that luxury. Once begun, the Ritual must
proceed. We'll take Nethe and Aza if it makes you feel more secure,” he said. “ But you
missthe whole point of theritual, Angel. It’smy job to protect you—not yoursto
protect me.”

In hiseyesa momentary fierce anger flashed and as quickly disappeared.

“Itisnot that | don’t think you could keep us safe.”

Heraised a brow. “No?”

“I want to contribute. After all, it isbecause of my people, the Olandian people, that
you aretying yourself to astranger.” Deny it, please, she wished, willing him to hear
her thoughts. In the past hours, hismind had been even more shielded than ever
befor e. Perhapsthe Clothoes atmosphereinterfered. Tell methat you don't feel we are
strangers, shetried again. Her head ached with the effort of focusing her thoughts.

He laughed harshly. “We will never be strangers, Angel.”

Chapter Twenty-One

PrevigTop |Next

As Garek loaded suppliesin packs and quickly onto Nethe' sand Aza’s backs, Angeni
smiled at their indignant expressions asthey curled their necks back to see the process.
The Jona wasthere, along with Obak. Her brother had gone back to the ship.

“Have you finished rolling up the sleeping blankets?” the Jona asked of Obak. The
older woman was meticulousin cross-referencing the supplies against a list written on
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ancient paper. The stiff old paper crinkled and rustled in thelight breeze. The contrast
to the high-tech reader Obak fussed with was striking.

At Obak’snod, the Jona said, “We move on to the food itemsthen.”

“These supplies are exact replications of those in everyday use by my ancestral people
some three thousand year s ago, my dear,” the Jona said to Angeni.

“I see,” Angeni said, politely. She apparently had no task in the proceedings and wasto
stand around like a queen, decked out in her soft and colorful cotton garment. She
flexed her fingersin the cloth. Once again she would beridingin adress.

Thebridles on the trogon wer e one-piece leather straps, similar to the Aldorian

war bridles she used herself. The only difference was an exotic silver bit, its concentric
circles attached to very short shanks. Nethe and Aza had accepted the strange bits and
bridlesat her guidance. There were no saddles, only jagged-edged fragments of white
fleece. Shereached out to feel the material.

Now rolled and strapped on at each trogon’swither wer e sleek hide blankets of shining
brown fur. Aza and Nethe seemed changed by the garb. They wererestless, ssamping
their hooves and flexing their wings. Obak stepped away, wary of them. Even the Jona
moved away a timeor two at their posturing and the snuffling noisesthey blew
through their nostrils,

We will fly soon, Hippiatra? Aza asked, still unused to her new freedom.

Not today. We must not frighten our new friends too much. She glanced at Garek, he
seemed changed as well.

She could almost believe he' d transfor med into the savage Froton Warrick had called
him. Warrick would be intimidated indeed if he wereto see the man before her now.
His shoulders seemed even broader. His thighs mor e power ful.

Suddenly Garek’s eyesjerked to hers. Heavens above, he'd heard her thought. He
smiled a slashing, sexy smile, melting her off at the kneesthen turned back to histasks.

Shecrossed her armsat her chest and stared her fill of him. He wor e suede chaps
covering thick cotton britches. A bow and arrow quiver slung loosely over one of his
shoulders, and a silver knife stuck through the clan belt he wore. A rampant eagle was
etched on its shining surface.
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An unreasonable touch of fear washed over her and Angeni trembled. Shetried
without successto suppressthefear, fear of the man and the circumstance in which she
found her salf.

Your feelings are part anticipation. Nothing to worry about. Garek’s deep voice soothed
her. The softness of it so different from his powerful body language. She nodded
sharply in answer, trying to believe him, and then looked into the distance at thered
mountains.

Itistime. We will ride into those mountains, take shelter for the night, and the marriage
bond will begin. “It istime, Angeni,” Garek said aloud as heturned to face her. A
primitive fier ceness still burned in his eyes. He held out a hand, beckoning.

She held back.

He stiffened and hiseyes narrowed. “ The Challenge begins. Say now if you will stay or
go.”

With sharp feminineinsight, sherealized it cost him to make the offer. His face was
rigid. Shereturned his gaze with a confidence her trembling legs did not back up.

He cametoward her with purposeful strides, leading Aza.

“Ready?”

The Jona and Obak had dipped away.

“I’'m ready,” shesaid.

“Wegothen.”

“Yes,” shesaid softly.

He picked her up. A tremor swept her whole body. Histight grasp took her breath.
Effortlessly helifted her up and astride thelittle mare. Angeni was mesmerized by the

look of her cotton and leather-trimmed skirts draped across his muscular forearm.

He stroked her upper thigh. Her body clenched at thetouch. “ Thistimewe arein my
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territory, healer.”

Heturned and swung himself onto Nethe's back.

As Garek grasped thereins, the stallion’ s front legs came high off the ground, his
wings unfurled in protest of the pressure of the unfamiliar thong bridle. Garek put his
hands forward immediately, relaxing hishold. Herubbed the stallion’sneck in
reassurance. At hissignal, Nethe surged forward and upward.

Bossy males, hmm, Aza? Angeni said as she watched Garek’s sexy back asit followed
the stallions' undulating movement.

The mare pranced about. Do we fly now, Hippiatra? We must catch them.
Yes. It appears so, she answer ed with a happy laugh.
Themaretrotted in acircle, her wingsflowing out at her sides.

| have not flown with your weight. Hold tight. The mare left the ground in a burst.
Angeni relished the upward surge of the power ful little trogon.

| have not lost you.
No. And | appreciate that. Angeni laughed.
Fun? Hippiatra, fun?

Angeni leaned low over Aza' swithersand neck, a signal for more speed. Great fun,
Aza. Thelittle maretossed her head and squealed, doubling the flap of her wings.

Ahead of them the two males, man and trogon, turned to watch them. The two males
moved elegantly, asthough they danced to music. Two of akind. Garek’s hair shone as
dark as Nethe' s glossy coat, a lock or two fell over hisblue eyes. Heavens. Admiring
Garek’sregal form, shethought helooked very much in charge of the situation they
found themselvesin.

Asthey flew on, Garek twisted around to check on her at intervals. Now he slowed his

stallion, allowing her smaller mareto fly along side. Appar ently he was satisfied they
wer e safe from a frontal ambush now.
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He offered her his hand. She smiled tentatively and took it.

The warhorses adjusted their paceto each other asthey continued along asif a hitched
team. They traveled on toward the red mountains until they cameto a grove of trees
and a small lake for watering the animals.

“We'll stop herefor water and rest.” Garek let go of her hand with alingering squeeze
of her fingers.

When Nethe touched down, Gar ek shifted to the left ssde and jumped off the
war horse'sback. Heremoved the blanket. After her own mount landed, Angeni
remained on Aza and studied Garek.

Heunrolled thethick blanket and placed it on the ground beneath a lar ge sheltering
tree with strange over -lapping leaves, greater than the size of a man’s hand.

“Thissametree has sheltered Clothoes herding animalsfor over a hundred years. We
will be comfortabletorest herefor awhile”

Holding eye contact with Gar ek, she dismounted. “ The water is safe?”

“Yes.”

Go. Drink. She communicated to thetrogon, as she walked toward Gar ek.

At once the animalstook to the air again, banking out over the pond, swooping down to
splash and play just above the crystal surface, enjoying their freedom, befor e settling
to the bank to drink.

“It’s close enough to walk,” she said, laughing. “ They’ll get our supplieswet.”

Gar ek followed them with his gaze. “Be hell to catch if they decide to take off.”

“Yes, they would. But they will not leave us.”

Join me. Heindicated the blanket.

From hisexpression, he knew he' d surprised her with the mental message.
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At her hesitation, he said, Do | frighten you, Angeni? Does the Challenge cause you
uncertainty? His brow furrowed.

Sheread puzzlement in his eyes aswell as something primitive and powerful, nearly
out of control. A chill went through her. To a woman with little experience regarding
males, that look was a little worrying.

Do not beworried. | will seeto your security. Therewas masculine pridein the words.
He broadened his stance and waited for her.

Shewondered if he planned to make love to her here by thewater. For a wild moment,
her basic instinctsurged her to run. She knew he would follow her. Enjoy chasing her.
Catching her.

What are you thinking, Angel? What gives you that look?

Far from running, she found herself slowly covering the ground between them, coming
to a stop where he stood. When she reached his side, he encircled her wrist with his
fingers, smoothing it with histhumb.

It isnot too late to change your mind.

Her heart pounded. It wastoo late for me a year ago, she thought, desper ately
guarding the thought from him, uncertain he wasready to hear it. Certain she was not
ready to say it.

She knew she was safe with him physically.

It was her poor, damaged heart he threatened.

“Did you think thiswould be the civilized joining of your people?’

She shook her head.

“That our lovemaking would be a polite, mannerly mimic of a dance on a ballroom
floor? | offered you a way out. You choseto join meon thisadventure. You are mine

for now. My wife. The Challenge begins.”

Shefrowned. “You are a possessive male.”
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He closed the remaining inches between them. He bent and touched hislipsto hers. He
deepened the kiss, then withdrew to gauge her participation. Can you deny you want
this?
Garek.
Shefelt bereft at the loss of hiswarm lips against herswhen he took a breath.

Cometo me.

“Do | frighten you today?” Helowered hisvoiceto arough growl, and smiled a dare.
His blue eyes blazed.

“I do not frighten easily,” she said, after her prideroseto the challenge. “It isjust that
| thought ourswould be amarriagein nameonly. For atime....”

Names. You will yell minein passion. And | will groan yours.

Hetook thelobe of her ear between histeeth. He held her up when her knees weakened
and shedlid. “Mmmm,” she moaned. “More,” she demanded.

“The dreams of a woman singing to mein foreign words are coming back to me.” She
pressed against his naked chest at hiswords. “No wonder it seemed soreal.”

“It was. Aldorian healing chants my mother taught me.”

“Join meon the ancient marriage blanket,” heinvited.

“Yes,” shewhispered.

“You still wear your clothes,” he said, pulling her to him and taking her down.

Angeni was mesmerized by thelook of him, theraw desirein hisflashing eyes. He was
magnificently male. So beautiful, lying beneath her now. She was helplessly driven to
touch him. She stroked him until his breathing sped.

Angeni.

Sheloved thefedl of hiswarm breath against her cheek. Sheleaned into him, yearning
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for him to touch her. Touch me more, she communicated.
He smiled the smile that always caused a strange ache low in her stomach. His hands
sought the bindings of her dress. My pleasure. When they fell loose, he lovingly opened
thetop and pushed it from her shoulders.
“Beautiful.”
He cupped the back of her neck, drawing back to him.
“Closer,” he coaxed.
Sheleaned in. He smelled glorious, of masculine soap and the clean, primitive clothing.
Hetouched hislipsto hers. She wrapped her arms around his neck, which hetook as
indication she wanted to deepen the kiss. He was so right, she did. She cupped hisjaw

lineswith her palms, enjoying the masculine feel of hisbeard stubble.

Hekissed her, long and so sweet. When hereleased her mouth, he stilled, hiseyes
softened as helooked at her. “You're beautiful. So beautiful.”

Hisdark fingerscontrasted with the paleness of her breastsasthey dlid over theridge
of her collarbone and down toward the peaks. She closed her eyesin anticipation.

“ So soft,” hewhispered. “Your body knowsyou’'re mine. Do you seeitsresponse? Do
you feel it?" He grasped thetip of her breast with nicely callused fingers. They splayed
to cup her. She moaned.

“Yes,” shewhispered. She could think of nothing but the feel of therigid flesh of his
arousal along her thigh. And her own emptiness that needed filling.

He pulled her tighter to him. “Do you fear me now?”
“Yes, er ... no... maybealittle”

He laughed hoar sely, his breath hot and rapid against her neck. “You’'re an honest
woman, Angel.” | promiseyou | will never deliberately hurt you.

Hold me, Garek, she pleaded helplessly.
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Garek gently lowered her to her back. The fur blanket was luxurious and so soft
against the feverishly warm skin of her bare spine. He found the hemline of her glove-
suede skirt and traveled upward along her inner thigh to the satin under gar ment at the
apex of her legs.

“Garek,” she gasped, whispering desperately, her fingerskneading his shoulders..
“Oh, sweet heaven, Angeni,” Garek groaned into her shoulder, inhaling the warm
fragrance of her. “| want to go slow. Not hurt you.” He slipped hishandsunder her
bottom and lifted her hipsagainst his. “I’m not surel can sow down, love....” You
have lost some of your fear?

“I’m disoriented and excited beyond belief. But not fearful. Not now.”

Shefelt him tremble above her, at her words. A hot shaking took over as her own body
and she arched up seeking his power. “Yes, my uneaseis subsiding,” she said, grinning.
“Don’t worry.” Sheloved him, for now that was all she cared about.

Hetugged at her underwear. “ Thisfabricistoo frivolousfor my fingers,” he groaned.

She helped him remove the offending gar ment. Then with her fingers, she followed the
sculpted muscles of hisabdomen lower .

“Slowly, Geni, love.” He breathed thewords.

She moved her head back and forth on the velvet blanket. She nipped the flesh of his
shoulder. He groaned, appar ently under standing her signal to increase the pace. She
smiled.

He answered her appeal by brushing her dressup to her waist.

Garek.

Bringing her to him, he sank into her warmth, filling her welcoming channel
glorioudly. Her fine feminine muscles greedily clasped around him.

“Garek,” she screamed his name, just as he promised she would.

Angel. Heanswered. “Hold me,” he groaned, closing his eyes and clinching hisjaw.
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Shereveled in the masculine strength moving through her now. Slowly and deeper
within her. “ Garek,” she pleaded, reaching for the completion that approached, but
sheinstinctively knew would proveillusive without his help. Love me.

He seemed to know exactly how to answer her. He drew away. She brought her hands
to hismuscled backside, and in response, and he surged back into her. She met himin
theair above the blankets.

“I should have guessed you would fight for this, too, my love,” herasped.

She shook her head. Not fighting.

Helaughed and kissed her more deeply as heretreated and returned, his arousal heavy
and powerful.

She caught his mouth with hers, seeking entry.
He answer ed with a demanding, pillaging kiss.

With soft whispers and breathless moans, she urged him onward. Her fingersroved
over every inch of hisback and shoulders.

She knew hewasdriven to prolong her enticement aslong as he could. She moved her
legs restlessly on histhighs, loving the rasp of hismasculine hair, the weight of hislarge
thighs.

Garek, now!

Heincreased his pace at her words, drivinginto her fiercely. Suddenly the crashing,
pounding waves of completion washed through the aching cor e of her femininity and
radiated through her whole body. She threw back her head in ecstasy. Finetremors
shook her. Garek!

Shegloried in the harsh groan as hejoined her in completion.

Angeni. “ Angeni. Angeni”

He spoke her name aloud at the last, the sensual sound of hisvoice echoed through her
body. She smiled happily aslanguor swept over her. But shefelt atwingein theregion
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of her heart as shelonged for words of love they might have spoken in different
circumstances. She closed her eyes.

Ashiswoman fell asleep in the circle of hisarms, Garek ground histeeth reliving every
moment of the sweet torture of their lovemaking. Her awkward, sweet fingers holding
his manhood as she sought his mouth with hershad almost been the early ruin of him.
He closed hiseyesasif in pain. She moved in her sleep, sensing histhoughts through
her sslumber. He kissed her forehead and she snuggled closer.

Garek?

I’'m here. He thought of how the heart of her femininity accepted him as a glove,
cradled him, and held him to her with fierce womanly power .

Hetook a deep breath, restraining histhoughts or he would surely pull her to him

again. If he could manage to hold thiswoman, he would be the luckiest man alive.
Unfortunately, troubling obstaclesremained in their path.

* * k% %

Angeni awakened from a warm cocoon of sleep to find Garek had covered her with the
other blanket. She smiled softly as she watched him sleep.

She could stay herelikethisforever, in hisarms, she thought, resenting that something
had woken her. Then sherealized what it was.

Nethe and Aza looked off to the eastern horizon, stamping and rearing. Nervous. Their
eyeswereriveted in the direction from which they had traveled earlier.

Intruders, they warned impatiently, asif they sensed her lack of attention.

Shejerked up. Someone's coming.

Beside her, Garek cameto alertness, his gaze followed hers. Heimmediately began
gathering their clothing. Stepping into his pants, he tossed Angeni her dress, which she
quickly put on.

“I’ve lear ned when you expect trouble, it will come,” he said, resigned. Just then,
sever al one-man floaterstopped a distant riseto the east.
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“On Aza. Now,” Garek ordered, giving her aleg up. He grabbed the blankets and
threw them over Nethe' sback. When on the stallion himself, he said, “1f wetakethe
trogon straight over therock wall there, we just might makeit high in the mountains
before they catch us.”

Angeni quickly mounted her trogon. “ That’s a safety wall. There's a two-hundr ed-foot
drop on the other side of that rock wall.”

“They fly, Angel.”
She shook her head. “I realize. Not the same. It’sjust not the same.”

He searched her face, surprised. “You fear of thecliff isreal. Don’t think of it. Don’'t
look down. No timeto argue. Our friendsup thereare not carrying wedding gifts.”

| realizeit’san irrational fear, but | can’t do this.

Herode close and took her hand. “ Y ou stayed with mejust now in the lovemaking.
You trusted me.” Hisvoice was soft, reassuring. “I know you can go over that cliff.
We'll do thistogether. Just grab afist full of Aza’smane, and hang on.”

Fine. She nodded her permission. “I’ll doit.”

“We'll besafe. Your warhorseswon’t be hurt,” he said, sensing part of theroot of her
fear.

Ashe said thewords, hetook Aza' sreinsand urged both trogon to gallop toward the
cliff'sedge. At thelast moment, helet go of her reins and both trogon basculed
beautifully over therock wall and into open air, soaring high over the deep canyon
below.

At their riders urging, thetrogon flew fast, covering as much area as quickly as
possible, wings dipping and flowing.

Itisalong way down. Angeni sent a mental message.
Stop looking down, Angel, Gar ek ordered harshly.

Sheknew hewasright. She must not let the animals sense her unease.

file:///C//DOWNL OADS/BENTLEY %20Jacki%20-%20A ngel %20and%20the%20Fying%20Warhorses%20(NCP).html (186 of 280)29/10/2006 20:51:18



Angel and the Flying Warhorses

Floaters are just seconds behind us.

Sherisked a quick look behind them. Hewasright. The narrow profiles of six
menacing, black one-man floater s swooped over therock wall.

Chapter Twenty-Two

PrevigTop |Next

“Lendow, you have more newsfor me?” Theslver-haired man said. Oside' sresigned
tone cloaked a low-bailing rage.

“Welost track of the Olandian women, sir,” he admitted.

“The one woman we seek?”

“We know where sheis. Keeping tabson her.”

“Through luck, not skill, | suspect.” Thewarlord’'s eyeswere cold.

“We sent a pack of one-man floater sinto the mountains of Clothoesto find her.”

Osiderubbed hisjaw. “ So they’'rein no hurry to meet my deadline for the safety of the
children. Do we havethe children?”

“No. Unfortunately, they were not where they were supposed to be. Said the tall one,
the transgen mutant took them away.”

He laughed coldly. “ Somehow | am not surprised.”

He continued, “ Gone on. What happened with the floater s? Any left operational ?”
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“They search the mountains as we speak.”

L endow cleared histhroat and took a step backward. “ Thereis something else, sir....”
Thewarlord closed the space between them. Lendow felt the door against his back.

11 Y %?H

“Thewoman ... and Sahnjun rode away on some kind of flying hor ses. Black. And
hard to see. Likethey are cloaked with magic.”

A long pause followed hisdisclosure. Thewarlord thought it over, frowning.
“By Sasson’s ghost,” Oside finally whispered.

Into the thoughtful silence, Lendow continued, trying to salvage the situation, “Went
right over a steep drop to a canyon.”

“They arecreatures of theold wars,” thewarlord growled. “ Extinct. Destroyed by our
enemies.” He put a hand to histemple. “ Thought to be extinct. And a hippa...what was
theword? My grandmother spoke of them and used it often. Theword isancient
Earthan. Aha...Hippiatra. The chosen oneswho fly with the hippas. The onesthey
reveal their wingsfor, fly for and cloak for. L egends mention atelepathic link.” He
chopped the air with a hand. “Hmmm. Telepathy isa child’sstory. Thelegends say the
bond between animal and rider degpenswith the stresses of battle.” He laughed
harshly. “1f your report provestrue, we strengthen our foeswith each parry, Lucius.”

Amazed at the warlord’sready acceptance of flying horses while denying telepathy,
L endow decided keeping quiet at a moment such asthiswould be to hisbenefit. His
spine crawled with worry that hiswell-laid plans crumbled befor e his eyes. He must
rush to plan his emergency escape. He would be charged a murderer if caught.

“Could it bethegirl and Sahnjun formed an Aldorian mating pair? No. He has diluted
blood and sheisonly a half-blood. Impossible,” the warlord mused.

“Yes, gr.”

“A true, mated pair enhancesthe symbiosis between the trogon and the hippiatra who
guidethem. Very power ful combination. Great magic.”
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“Yes, sir. Uh, I...” Lendow hesitated, taking another step backward, not following the
spin of the conver sation.

“See what you can arrange, Lendow.”
11 Sir?H

“Think of something. Use the sympathy of the woman and Sahnjun for animals against
them.”

“Right. Of course, sir.” Relieved, Lendow nodded.
“And, Lendow—"

He halted with a hand on the door .

“Another failurewill beyour quota.”

Not asking for clarification, and not caring about the troublesome woman’strue
origins, Lendow hastened out of the room.

* % * %

Drawing air into their nostrilsin gulps, the winded trogon reached the rocks of the
foothills as complete darkness closed over the mountains. Under cover of the massive
rock formations, their ridersclosed their fingerslightly on thereins, asking for a
slower pace. Thetrogon settled to the earth, tired and drooping. The whine of the
floater engines continued to close distance.

Well done friends, Angeni praised them.

We are honored to carry you, Hippiatra, came from the stallion.

We will stand guard while you sleep, Aza offer ed.

“Thetrogon have given you a name.”

“Yes. An ancient word, theroot approximates ‘caretaker’, | think. Theword in the
accent thetrogon used reminded her of the chanting prayers her mother taught her.
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Garek watched her. “Untie your blanket and wrap it around you asa cloak,” Garek
said. “Thedark trogon are camouflaged, but that golden hair of yourswill reflect
whatever moonlight thereistonight.”

The clatter of the trogon’s hooves on the stone echoed around them. Their heaving
sidesreturned to a near normal rhythm asthey climbed higher through the crevicesin
the mountains

“Damn, that wastoo close,” Garek said. “| can’'t believe my stupidity.” Hetwisted on
Nethe' sback to face her. “I couldn’t wait a few mor e hoursto mate with you. | thought
| would explodeif | waited even a few more minutes. Then likea fool | allowed usto
fall aslegp. Of all the unthinking stunts. | could have gotten you killed, woman. | could
have lost the Challenge beforeit began.”

Shelifted her chin. “*Mate with’ isa strange choice of words.”

“But accurate.”

“Not the point.” Disappointed and unsure what she'd preferred he say, or hoped he'd
say, Angeni shook her head.

“Thefact is| madean error in judgment that could’ve cost our lives.”
“Nonsense. Theidiotson those evil looking floaters areto blame.”

“For now we keep moving,” Garek said, concentrating on picking a path for them
through therocks. Thelook of self-disgust still in hisexpression.

“What? No more mating?”

Hejerked his gaze back to her. “You torment mefor sport.”
“To makea point.”

“Your point is?”

“That thereweretwo of uson that blanket.”

“I noticed.” Heturned hisattention back to the darkened path.
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They fell silent for along while asthey made their way along the cir cuitous mountain
route.

A long while later she asked, “ Gar ek, what will we eat?” She was hungry, starving.
He stopped Nethe. “Werest a moment. We'll eat what our ancestor s would have eaten.
We'renear alakefed by the mountain streams. When the floater s give up and go

away, we'll do some fishing.”

“For now, if you’'re hungry, we have bread and dried foodsin our packs.” Hetook his
reinsin one hand and tapped the bundle behind him.

She gave him a nod of relief that the small matter of food was solved.

The noise of the floater engineswas still echoing around them. I ntense light beams on
the front of the machinesraked circular swaths, ever closer.

“They’ve split up into pairsand are combing therocks,” he said.

“I'm relieved they’re not blasting the mountainside with laser fire. They must still
want us alive.”

“Protecting you from danger during the Challenge has become a lot morethan the
typical mock effort I’d expected.”

“How do you think they found us so soon?”
“Could be one of the Olandian women isinvolved.”

“No. | don’t want to believe any one of them betrayed us.” Sheleaned forward over
Aza's shouldersto help her navigate a rough spot.

“Damned doppy to assume none of them wereinvolved on the wrong side of this.”
“We should warn Coyle.”
“He' s scheduled to check in with usin the morning. Your brother isan Alliance-

trained soldier. He and Hane will befine.” Garek looked at his new wife as she
trustingly followed him along the path. She was so soft on the bridlereins, giving the
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delicate little war hor se assistance with balance on the tricky rocks. She was so
beautiful and good. Her sweetness overwhelmed him. Hewould keep her. Somehow.

“Thank you for your reassurance,” she said formally.

Heled them higher into the mountains and along the rocky cliff’s edge. A warm breeze
blew. He knew the sure-footed trogon had excellent night vision. Their alert ears
signaled they sensed the significant drop below them. The smells associated with a
living planet—plants, soil, water—wer e all around them. A good place for familiesto
grow and prosper.

Asthey approached the ancient dwelling he searched for, they felt the cool air spilling
from its mouth.

“A cave?” Angeni noticed an entrance ahead of them on thetrail.

“A cavern with arear exit,” heanswered. He hadn’t been sure he'd find the well-
concealed cavern in the darkness. As heled the way, the narrow mouth, barely tall
enough for trogon and their riders, spread wideto high cellingsinside. Garek tilted his
head down to be sure. The soft, sandy surface of the cavern floor depressed under the
trogon’s hooves, echoing a soft clop. Along with a cooler temperature, theair had a
stillness, different from the breeze along therock path.

Garek spoke. “Angdl, | regret that we will do without the warmth of a fire tonight.
Can’t risk it. The mercenaries may be near enough to find it with their sensors.” As
Garek dismounted, Nethe shook vigorously to relieve his muscles.

“You will keep mewarm.” Angeni stayed on her mare, patting her long neck gently.
Themare curved her head around her in a near embrace, wings puffed and flar ed.

He smiled and watched, amazed once again at the bond she shared with Nethe and Aza.

Dim light reflected by a diver of moon, illuminated shapesin the cavern around them.
He could only imagine what she must think of the place.

She sear ched the shadows, her expression curious.

If he could build afire, the cave wall drawings of his people would beilluminated.
About the space, the angles of the stone had been long ago rounded and formed. Heavy
stones served as chamber dividers. Benches and tables had been chiseled from the
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natural formations.

“It feelslike a cave, but seems like something different,” she said.

“Different?”

“Reminds me of theinside of a building.”

“Asclose asthe ancestors had. Their homeswerelike thisone.”

“Yes, of course.”

He moved to her and helped her down.

A natural spring bubbled in the center of the room-like space with a pleasant sound.
Water safe? Hiding place safe? Thetired mare moved to sniff the surface of the poaol.
“Yes,” Garek answered aloud.

Angeni’s eyesflashed to him, wondering, no doubt, if he knew what he'd just done.
Hell in space. He' s answer ed the animal’ s thoughts.

We have served you, Hippiatra? You will remove the saddle and bridle now? Nethe asked
—rather demanded—shaking hishead in their direction, alittle cranky after thelong
trek.

Garek stepped to her, looking up from where he stood below her on the sand floor.
“They grow more adept at communicating with us. From a child-like speech and
images to full sentences.”

“Yes” Shefrowned. “I don’t know why. Perhapsthe bond of battle,” she guessed.
“Do the legends speak of this?”

Shewaved a hand. “It’snot something |'ve had the chance to study in depth.”

“No books on thetopic, | suppose. The Aldorians are not big on books.”
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“No. Oral storiesonly.” Angeni absently lifted Aza’s mane, patting her neck. You both
served uswell, indeed. | thank you, she praised.

Both animals sighed asif in relief and shook again. Great all over body shakes, to
unwind their tension.

Garek suddenly found himself envious of the touches and attention she paid them.
“Thisplaceislovely in itsway.”

“Itsprimitiveway.” Hegrinned. “ You can better appreciate its uniquenesstomorrow
in the full morning light.”

“Yes, I'm sureit isquite unique. Interesting. Even in the bare moonlight, | can tell as
much.”

Hetook her arm and gently coaxed her to him. He bent his head and kissed her,
lingering over her sweet lipsa moment.

“Thebed istoyour right,” he said as he drew away, gesturing the way. “ Spread the fur
blankets. | will settlethe trogon.”

With that he moved to leave, leading the trogon on through therear of the cavern.
They followed him with their reins over their necks, no urging needed.

Yes, my master, Angeni sassed telepathically.
He cast a dark look back in her direction.
She smiled, not alarmed at all.

Garek frowned. The woman confused him. Sometimes she appreciated hisorders,
other times she argued.

He saw to the animals safety and food, surprised to find himself happy, humming a
strange tune. He stopped short in histracks, recognizing it as one of her songs. The
ones she sang for him as he healed a year ago.

From hislocation, he could just manage to see Angeni doing as he’'d asked, preparing
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the skinsover a smoothly molded rock bed. Then she lay back, throwing her arms
behind her head, testing the comfort of the spot.

Shesat up and took her hair out of its binding. M esmerized, he watched the flowing
halo of her golden hair.

Driven, he crossed the distance between them, then dropped to one knee.
Surprised, sheturned her faceto his.

He closed hisfingersaround a few strands of her sun-kissed hair. Could not help
himself. He allowed it to sift through hisfingers.

Her breathing changed.

Herubbed the locks gently between histhumb and hisforefinger. It felt like the finest
Vandor cloth, other-worldly soft. He captured the nape of her neck and drew her to
him. She allowed it.

Beautiful, he whispered into her thoughts. You're so very beautiful. In thelight of the
ancient lamps she'd brought to lifejust now, it was hard to be sure thiswas not
another of hisdreams.

Hefelt her soft breath on hishand where hetouched her hair, then her lipsagainst his
fingers. Hisheart lurched. Angel. His groin tightened and throbbed as she kissed his
fingers.

“Thisisfar better than adream,” she said.

Had he mentioned the dreams aloud? No. He'd dropped all his mental guards. He
sighed. He didn’t have the energy to fight her hold on him tonight.

“Reality, thrilling, blood-pounding, and urgent,” she whispered seductively.

“You weaken me,” he said. He splayed one of hishands at her breastsand felt her
heart beating. He sucked in a deep breath.

She shook her head. “ Never.”
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“I will makethe lovemaking perfect thistime,” he promised.
“It was perfect thefirst time.”

Angeni observed Garek’sreverence as hetouched her. Shefelt the sameforce of
emotion she'd felt earlier. It surged through her like wildfire, heating her, constricting
her throat and nearly stopping her breathing.

Sheloved thefedl of hishand on her breast. She arched to encourage mor e car esses.

He whispered near her ear, accenting the words with soft kisses, he said, “We're safe
now, love, no one can harm us here.”

Angeni’s handsroamed his chest and back, enjoying the feel of the hard muscle under
the suede gar ment he wor e, reassuring herself hereally was so close and real.

Shewould feel the cold of hisloss later when she allowed him hisfreedom. But he was

hersfor now. And she' d loved him so long; she could not resist relishing this stolen
timewith him. She helped him torid himself of his shirt.

“Angel,” hewhispered, smiling tolerantly.

Shetraced the eagle symbol, which had been etched in hisbelt by an ancient
craftsman. With trembling fingers, she found the clasp and released it. When her
fingerstouched hisskin, hedrew in a deep breath. She enjoyed hisresponse. Slowly,
she pushed the soft suede britches from his hips, loving the smooth tactile pleasur e of
them. Shelooked up from her task to see alook of near-painful concentration on his
face. Heavens.

Suddenly, Garek wrapped her in hisstrong armsasif starved for her. Shecried out as
the bare skin of her breaststouched his chest.

| felt your small cry in my heart, Angeni. It incitesmeto alevel of passion | had not
imagined possible. His breathing camein rasped rhythms.

When your soft hands touch me, | could go over the edge of passion, she said.

“Your words honor me, love.” Hedrew her to him. She allowed her nailsto drag with
excruciating tender ness acr oss the flesh of hisback, adding heat to the flame that
caught and swept through them both. He sucked in a rasping breath and moved
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against her softness. “Angeni,” he said on a gasp.

She pushed the pantstherest of the way from hishipsin a savage move. “You're
greedy, love.” With one hand, he caught her hands and held them above her head. “|
want to savor our mating thistime. Please?”

Mating, hmm? Daring passionate fire glowed in her eyes.

“Oh, hell.” He said as he covered her body with his. Sherained soft kisses all over his
neck and shoulders, teeth nipping at intervals. He closed hiseyesasif he wished for

mercy.

“I cannot hold out much longer.” She demanded with her beckoning hips, and he sank
into her in onelong stroke.

She sighed with pleasure, opening her legs out wider for him.
He sucked on a harsh breath at the pure pleasure of it. Sharp and intense.

He groaned and succumbed to hisrelease, falling boneless by her side when she
followed close behind him.

You still call it only mating?
Sleep now, he said.
Shelaughed.

“Perhaps my words sound too much like an order?”

Chapter Twenty-Three

PrevigTop |Next
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The next morning, Angeni awoke, startled by her surroundings. Then she saw Gar ek
looking at her. Those gor geous blue eyes held the sparks of a banked fire. She looked
up at him from her resting placein the curve of hisshoulder.

You arejust where you belong. “ Good mor ning, my wife.”

Heavens, he smiled that all-too-male smile again. It melted her skeletal structureinto
mush. She smiled back, shaking her head dlightly.

“Angeni, you're a woman of many gifts,” Garek whispered ashislipscovered hers. He
kissed her deeply, raising a hand to sift through her hair.

“Thank you. | think.”

“Have | offended you, Angel?”

You speak asif I'm a sex artist.

He laughed. The designation should not offend you.
No?

Heinspected a strand of her hair. “You learn fast. | thought of you often in the past
year. Thereality ismorethan | dreamed.”

Why did you leave me? She shielded the thought from him. It pleased her that he'd
wanted to see her again after all. Perhaps he hadn’t longed for her as much asshe'd
longed for him, but it was something.

“I had many dreamsthat we finished what we started on that bed the day you left me,”
she whisper ed.

Hetouched her cheek with the back of hishand. “ Y ou held your self distant, with
professional manners until that day. Then you caught firein my arms.”

“I did?”
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“You did.”

“Oh, Garek,” Angeni whispered. “It frightened me when you left Dandroviatoo early.”
“Angel, you will give up your participation in the Alliance Cultural Exchange
madness.” The changein histone, from loving to demanding, shocked and annoyed
her. “Oh, should 1?” She pulled away from him.

He drew away too, hiding histhoughts from her now.

She held out a hand. “You left me behind.”

He was silent.

“Would you have abandoned your commitmentsfor me a year ago?’ He washed his
hand over hisface, then closed his eyes.

“No. Your answer isno,” sheanswered for him.
He jumped to hisfeet. “ Y ou seek revenge then?”
She stood and stepped toward him with her hand out, horrified he saw it that way.

“We should not make a hasty decision. There must be a way to meet my commitment
to the Alliance.”

“| see no way but your marriageto another.” He grasped her shoulders and kissed her,
hard and brief. When he drew away he said, “Enough talk. You are mine for now,
Angel. It issettled.”

Heturned hisback to her and gathered sometooals.

She planted her hands on her waist, angered by his single-mindedness. Men.

The point exactly. Men. | do not care that Olandia sanctions group marriages. | won’t
share you with another man.

“1 made a commitment earlier, to the Olandian council—I need timeto—"
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“The council bedamned,” heinterrupted.

—think of a solution.”

“You arenot even Olandian.”

Without another word he strode to the cave entrance and stood with hisback to her.
“That wasunfair,” shewhispered. “ True, but unfair...”

Garek to observe her from the distance separating them, then left without another
word. Angeni realized she'd cast Garek in therole of her matein the Alliance's

Cultural Exchange days ago.

She needed timeto arrangeit with the Olandian council and the ASC. Meanwhile, she
wanted Garek’sblind trust and hislove. Not his decree and orders.

She put her handsto her temples. Sherealized she had lost the mental bond with him.
No.

You are hurt? Hippiatra? Nethe answer ed.

We will cometo your side, Aza said.

Shetook a steadying breath. No, no, my friends, I'm fine. There is no threat to my safety.
“Just my peace of mind,” she said aloud.

Angeni took timeto explore her surroundings after Garek left. On a closer look, she
saw fine chip markswherethe cold stone of the cave had been altered by the ancient
humans. The sculpted furniturereminded her of museum quality artwork. So
beautiful. The dwelling was mor e a castle, or a home, than temporary shelter from
stormsor predators. Colorful and subtle jewelsand lesser precious stoneswere
imbedded in the stones. The ancient paintings on the wall amazed her, the color s still
vibrant. She followed a scene with her fingertips, careful not to touch.

Every surface of the furnishings had been lovingly formed into beautiful shapes, some

wer e floral, some geometric, some animal, but all with great attention to detail.
Garek’sancestor s had cut curving slopesin what must have been their idea head and
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neck support. The padding provided by the fleece blanket had saved the stone bed
from hardness. A great hearth wasthe center piece of one wall.

An hour later, Garek had returned and roasted a rabbit on a pit in that hearth. Angeni
usually did not eat more meat than was necessary to maintain her health, but the smell
was very appealing today. “ Garek—* she began, only to be cut off by abrupt words.
“Uh ... shouldn’t you dressin, er, morethan that loin cloth thing?” she asked. What
happened to the man she had shocked by tying up her skirt in front of him on Olandia?
“Who elseisgoing to see me? Therules of civilization no longer apply in these
mountains.” Hewas still angry and frustrated with her, every nuance of hisposture
proclaimed the fact.

He' d become a primitive hunter. She smiled at him, challenging him.

“Your eyesarelikethose of a defending lioness. | need a damned whip and a chair.”

“I don’t think so,” shedared in afirm voice.

Helaughed at her sass. “You'rehard to stay angry with, lady.”

The buzz of the earcom interrupted. Larger than the discreet com-link Garek had used
before, it sat on a stone table.

“Yes?” Garek replied.
“You two all right?” Coyle asked.

“Fine. Had visitorslast night though. A pack of six floaters. Military armoring. No
mor e noise from them since the early morning.”

“How could they find you?”

“Could be one of the women gave information to Warrick. And he passed on our
location. See what you can find out.”

“Right. Thischangesthings.”

“Yes, it does.” Garek looked to Angeni.
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“Right.” Garek silenced the earcom.

“Coyle' svoice was very distant. It sounded very like it doesfrom the slingship in
transit,” Angeni commented with a questioning suspicion in her tone.

Garek leapt to hisfeet. “Damn it to a thousand hells, you're not telepathic, you have
preternatural hearing.”

“Asa matter of fact, | have atheory about that. | nfrasonic waves, trandated from
brain waves might bewhat | pick up.” After athoughtful pause, she continued, “The
external structure of my earsisabit unusual. Perhapstheinner mechanismsare odd
aswell.” She narrowed her eyes. “ You’'re evading my question. Was my brother
leaving Clothoes?”

Hedidn't answer.

She mar ched over to where he stood by the hearth, not daunted hisimposing size or
even hisloincloth.

“You do not need to know.”

“Oh. No.” She guessed. “ Garek, you tricked me. Tell meyou and Coylearenot in the
process of sending an Alliance Guardswoman to Olandia to imper sonate me.” She
paused, allowing her angry brain to processthewords. “ Call him and tell him to turn
the PRAX around.”

“No,” Garek said, histoneflat and final. Yet hiseyeswere strangely pleading. “1’m the
leader in thisplace, love. What | say, iswhat we do.”

“Hah! Well, excuse me.” She placed her hands at her hips. “I did not know who | was
dealing with then. | thought you were still the warm, considerate man | dept with last
night. A partner. Not a dictator.”

He held up a hand to stop her words. “Geni,” he voiced the shortened version of her
name with atouch of pleading—only a small touch.

Thefirein her eyeswasaraging flame. Garek felt himself staring helplessly for along
moment. He hands wer e planted on her hipsagain, her posture deter mined.
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“Com him.”

“No,” he said again, making histone even harder thistime. “ Therules of the Challenge
do not permit usto make contact with the outside world. The Challenge would be
forfeit. We know the children are safe with Hane for now.”

She sighed. “Coyle can call in, but we can’t call out ... | see. Perfect sensein that.”

“It’sdifficult to align old customs with new tech. Some gray areas.” Hereached for her
and loosely folded her stiff and resistant form in hisarms.

With a small sigh, she allowed her body to mold to his.

“That’sit, sweetheart. Stop fighting me. Wework better asateam.” He sifted his
fingersthrough her silken hair, grasping a gentle handful and tilting her face upward.

“Sofar, it has been you who forgetsthat fact,” she said.

He smoothed her cheek, and then gave her a quick kisson thelips. “Angel, we alr eady
know you can take car e of your self.”

“I know you can keep me safe aswell,” she said.
“I haveto proveit to my people.”

“Comewith me, wife.” Theflash of anger between them had created a need to reaffirm
their closeness. Garek led her to the bed, their meal for gotten for the moment.

“I will help you burn away some of that sparkling passion, my love.”
Garek jerked in startled reaction, as she reached out to stroke his manhood, to cup him.

Shesmiled at him. “I realize | am lacking in subtlety. I’m unpracticed in the
preliminaries.”

“I’m sureyour can judge from my reactions, your instinctsare good. Very good.” He
winced as she continued to touch him.

“A man could lose his mind with those kinds of forward leapsin practice, love’
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“Oh, Garek, thefedl of you ... | can’t describeit. You’'re satin and stone at the same
time.”

“Yes, love. Our wantsarethe same.” Helifted her to him with tender firmness. She
gasped as he surged into her, answering her need. Laughing with joy, shegloried in
their loving.

Garek smiled with masculine satisfaction. He loved to see thelook in her eyes when she
was completely his. Last night he had been too wild for complete, lucid awar eness.

“I love the sounds you make,” hewhispered. “ The deep in your throat, feline sounds.
Those are a bonus, something | had not known a man could expect.”

She smiled, secretively. “1’m glad | please you.”

Hekissed her neck. “Last night, | wastoo out of control to besure,” hetold her. “I
thought you were with me. Now | know.”

“Yes, | was. | am with you, very much with you.”
He prolonged their sweet agony aslong as he could bareit. Then surrendered to the
for ce of the powerful waves of release. Shejoined him in fulfillment immediately,

calling hisname.

“Garek.”

Chapter Twenty-Four

PrevigTop |Next

On the second mor ning of the Challenge, Garek and Angeni left the cavern in the cliff.

file:///C[/DOWNLOADS/BENTLEY %20Jacki%20-%20A ngel %620and%20the%620Flying%20Warhorses%20(NCP).html (204 of 280)29/10/2006 20:51:18



Angel and the Flying Warhorses

They planned to bathe in the mountain waterfall that fed the small lake at the mouth of
a canyon.

Garek stood by in amused silence as she explored the beautiful spot, a dream place, all
crystal water and sparkling sunlight. Sheturned to him.

“You look asthough you invented thiswaterfall your self.”

“Just for you, Angeni, mine,” he said with indulgent humor. “1 have another surprise
for you.” He held up a small oval bar of soap.

“Soap?”’ she questioned, reaching for it with greedy fingers. Shelifted it to her nose as
soon as hereleased it. Perfumed soap. Jasmine. “ This delicate soap was around three
thousand years ago?”

He said nothing.

“Oh, my Saints, you cheated,” she guessed. “ You risked the Challenge, the successful
completion of the Challenge for a beauty bar.”

He shrugged. “Women like these things. Even angel warriors, correct?”

She laughed with joy. “ Yes, they most certainly do.” She narrowed her eyes. “1’'m sure
it fitsthe spirit of theritual. Your thoughtfulness pleases me.”

She quickly removed her clothing and dropped them to a near by rock. Taking her
small treasure with her, she stepped under the water. Garek settled to the ground by
her clothes and watched. She found her eyeswere drawn back to his compelling gaze
often. She could only do minimal justice to her shower with his eyesfollowing her,
scanning her body and heating her blood.

When shefinished, she car efully rewrapped the soap in itsleather covering. With that
done, she bent to where he sat and rewar ded histhoughtfulnesswith along kiss. He
pulled her into hisarms and tugged her down to him.

“Talk tome,” shewhispered closeto hisear. “ Tell me what happened after you walked
away from Dandrovia? Why did you betray our bond?”

“Geni, love, | failed to seethe bond asyou did. For that I’'m deeply sorry.”
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“That’sastart. All of it. | want to know everything. | must decideif | will forgiveyou.”

He groaned in protest. “Witch. Talk. Talk, isanother thing women arefond of.” He
leaned back putting his hands behind hishead. “What do you want to know?”

“Discussing your personal life does not come easy?” she asked.

“You will have to be more specificin your questions.”

“That means some thingsyou will not offer freely.”

“Yes.”

“When ... when you left the med ship—"

“l had to leave.”

“Tell me. Please.”

Damn, damn, damn.

Shegrinned at hearing swearing in histhoughts.

“With your eyes pleading for meto stay, it wasthe hardest choice of my life.”

Angeni felt selfish that she needed to go over all this. But shereally wanted to
under stand.

After along, long pause, he seemed to for ce himself to speak. “When | reached the age
year of marriage, asoldest Jonason, the Jona arranged a marriage for me.”

“Your grandmother, your leader, arranged the fiancée for you?” Her anger boiled
now, closeto the surface. Shealmost liked it better when she'd believed he loved the
other woman.

He looked away. “ She was from an equally strong clan. Very prestigious coup for the
Jona.”

“Was she pretty?”
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He narrowed hiseyes. “Her lookswereirrelevant. But, yes, in her way, lllanaisa
beautiful woman.” He laughed. “1n the way of ice hanging from a roof in winter.”

“Goon,” sheinvited. God of the Founders, she should not feel so threatened by the
other woman.

Helaughed again, “ A part of my heart enjoysthejealouslook on your face, my angel.”
Embarrassed, shelooked away. “| do not find thismatter at all humorous.”

Hetook her chin with hishand, asking her to face him again.

“We went through the ceremony of words.”

Angeni stiffened and drew herself away and up tall. “ The same ceremony you and |
went through on board your ship? Shewasyour wifeto that degree?”

He drew a hand through his hair, clearly reluctant to say so. “ Yes. The same ceremony.
But not the same at all. We did not spend a night together. Illana declined to remove
theimplant. The marriage ended beforeit began.”

Therélief flooding her wasasirrational as her earlier jealousy.

He gave her a self-deprecating smile. “ The Ritual wasover. And | admit | was
relieved.”

“What happened?”
“Illanatold the Jona’s council that she preferred my brother.”

She gasped. “ Part of the something more personal you mentioned that came between
you and Rehne.”

“Yes,” heanswered. “Theonly way out for her wasto declarel’d failed to impress
her.” Hewaved a hand. “ Said | had not gained her trust and confidence. Sherequested
my brother asforfeit.”

“ Selfish, selfish girl,” she said.
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He gave her a seriousgrin and another shrug. She' d bet he struggled hard to keep his
thoughts from her, which angered her, but at the same time she wished she’'d been
thereto offer him comfort.

“It nolonger matters.”

“Why did thislllana woman not just say she wanted your brother in thefirst place?
Why go through with all that?”

“That’sthe way you would have handled it, isit not? Y ou would have stormed into the
Jona council and told them you wanted another man.”

“Yes, | would have,” she said.

Hekissed her forehead. “ It would have shamed her clan. Doing that and facing the
costs of it all would have taken mor e cour age than she possessed, my angel warrior.”
He shook hishead. “You would not under stand such cowardice.”

“Hrmph.” Hisfull smile was back. Distracted by its masculine beauty, she forgot the
silly lllana.

Shekissed histhroat, then asked, “ Garek, do you believein love at first sight?”
She had not meant to say that. Not so abruptly. Not so soon. But it was out now and she

looked at her fingers, waiting anxiously for his answer, unsure what to do with her
hands. What could he say?

“No, Angeni, | donot,” he answered, hisvoice so soft it hurt to hear it. “1’'m not surel
believe in the man-and-woman kind of love at all. Attraction. Attachment, yes.”

“Like my attachment to the war hor ses?”
| believe in the commitment and loyalty of the marriage bond. Absolutely.” He stilled
her hands by covering them with hisown. “ Two people see the good and accept the bad

over time.”

She pulled her handsback. “ Yes. You believein ownership, possession, but not love?”
She whispered the wordswith her heart aching.

“Lovesureashel had nothing to do with Illana’s wanting my brother. Perhaps she
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saw him asan easier man to manipulate.”
His answer was certainly not what Angeni hoped to hear.

Sheresented that he'd compare her, and the bond she knew they shared, to the selfish
former fianceée,

To hide her disappointment and pain, she turned with haste to the task of gathering
her clothing and dressing.

She'd been talking about herself and Garek, not the unknown Illana and his brother.
Shewould not clarify it for him. She'd asked him about the woman, after all. She'd
directed the conversation. He thought she had the courage of an Aldorian warrior
coursing through her blood. If she had such courage, it did not extend to matters of
love.

As Garek watched, Angeni fumbled, and snatched up her scattered clothing. She was
So quiet, subdued, but beautiful all the same, in her feminine outrage and r uffled
feathers. He'd noticed a glimmer of moisturein her pretty eyesassheturned away. It
hurt him to see her tears. He sifted some sand between hisfingers as he observed her.
She confused him.

Did shethink less of him because another woman rejected him?
A native Clothoes woman would. He didn’t know how to ask her.

He did not want to influence her with the fact that Clothoes males wer e allowed only
two triesat marriage. And thiswas hislast chance.

* % * %

The next morning, Angeni sat by thelake, watching as Gar ek fished, magnificent in his
near-nude state, with only the scrap of cloth covering hisgroin. Hisdark hair was
ruffled by the breeze. Standing spread-legged, knee-deep in the water, his
concentration focused on histask. He waited and watched for the next fish. He used no
tools. To her astonishment, he' d already caught one fish with his hands.

He'd given her a broad, teasing smile and explained hislearning of the ancient skill.
“Thereislittlefor ateen boy to do without the distraction of teen girls, so the elder
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Clothoes men taught usto fish.’”

Thelake began asa narrow stream, which grew larger, forming a tear drop-shaped
lake cradled by high canyon walls on three sides, carex rushes grew along the curves of
the water, their grass-like leaves elegantly bunched. Angeni could see Nethe and Aza
grazing in contentment in the distance.

Suddenly, the stallion shied sideways. He thrust his magnificent head up, histail
flagged and hetrotted a small circle. Hisnostrils flared as he snorted and sniffed the
air. Then hereared high, bolted into a gallop, and burst high in theair, turning to face
the direction of the danger, heading back toward Garek and Angeni all the while.

Her pulseracing, Angeni stood to her feet. “Netheisterrified,” she said. “No telepathic
message fully forming from him.” She sensed only hisstark fear. Suddenly, she
received an image from hismind. “ A clawing beast on his back. A big cat.” Now the
little mar e caught Nethe' sterror and launched herself into the air from a foursquare
standstill.

“Garek, something swrong, very wrong!”

Secondslater, the unmistakable sound of a large cat echoed against the ridges around
them, a tremendous growling roar .

“One of the exotic cats has escaped.” Garek waded from the water in huge, splashing
strides and stepped in front of Angeni asif to protect her. He grabbed his breeches and
stuck hislegsinto them. His eyes scanned the canyon floor around them. Then hetook
aquick look to the sky.

Following his eyes, she gasped. They werethere, above them in the distance, the black
floaters, idling in hover abovetherim of the canyon walls, seven men astride them.

Angeni felt a cold sweat. Her heart began a heavy thud. Garek tried again to shove her
behind him.

“They should not have found us so soon. Go! Hide behind thefalls,” Garek ordered.

She hesitated to do as he said. She could not leave him. “What ar e you going to do,
Garek?”

“Haveto stop the damned cat beforeit getsto you. Bastards have tortured him or
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pumped drugsinto him.”
He grabbed her shoulders, hard. “ Go into the waterfall. Now, Angeni.”

She shook his hands off and backed toward the falls, compelled by the urgency in his
Voice.

Garek started toward Nethe at arun, he grabbed mane and launched himself up on the
trogon’s back, then galloped toward the floaters as they began to drop altitude.

“I need aweapon,” Angeni said. “Thebow.” She could get the Challenge Ritual bow
from the cave. Make their enemy earn thekill. She headed for the cave entrance
instead of the waterfall.

Onceinside, she found the ancient weapon standing against the hearthstone where
Garek had left it. Her hands closed around the polished wood, and the weight of it felt
right in her hands.

I n seconds, sheran back out of the cave and raced in the direction Garek had taken.
He had only a knife at hiswaist, little help against a wild cat.

She noticed a storm rolled in, darkening the sky. It seemed to storm once a day in these
mountains, beautiful crashing light shows.

As she neared the clearing, Aza camerunning to her. A few meters away, she saw
Garek. He and Nethe had reached the cat, a beautiful white tiger. He dismounted and
crouched down, talking in soothing, quiet tonesto the agitated animal. Thetiger’'s
sharp criesof rage and pain filled the air around them. Nethe looked wary.

The desperate look in the poor cat’seyesincreased Angeni’salready rapid pulse.
Gloriousin itsfierce way, with unusually long fur and stark white teeth, it limped back
and forth in front of Garek and Nethe.

“ Angeni, what are you doing here?’

She saw the abrasions with blood-soaked clumps of fur hanging from them on the cat.

“What happened to him? Can we help him?” Shetried to whisper, but the words came
out as a hoar se croak.
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“They must have half-dragged it here. No need to induce anger with chemicals, the
tiger isout of hismind with pain and fear.”

“Y%.”
Thefloaters closed in. Angeni lifted the bow and spread itsleather thong with a sharp
stone- tipped arrow, aiming at the threatening cat. Her heart ached at what she

considered.

Wait. “ Give me a few mor e minutes befor e you shoot.” Histone carried the same
mesmerizing smoothness as befor e, but a firm command was unmistakable.

“Thefloaterswatch uslikecarrion birds.”

Garek held up awarning hand. “| should have known you would not hide.” Take Nethe
and Aza and get back to the cave.

Garek, | cannot leave you hereto face this alone.

Garek glanced over hisshoulder and laughed a fatalistic laugh. “ A waste of energy
trying to reason with you. We'll discussthe matter later.”

Shetilted her chin proudly, expressing her feelings at histone.
“I'f you will not run, then follow my lead.”
“Fine,” she agreed.

Garek looked to the sky. “Damned hard for a man to protect his mate—ancient ritual
or not—if shewill not stay put in the cave he provided.”

She watched the floater s creeping closer, surrounding them in a circle formation.

“I will not stand back anymorethan | would run for my life. | can’t believe you would
ask it of me. I’vesaid | will stay with you.” Her words carried her pain and betrayal.

“No. | suppose not.” The cat sank to the ground and growled, earsflattened to his

skull, teeth showing. Garek softened histone again as herealized hisvoice had lost its
soothing quality.
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“I guessyou’ll have your way, Healer. Too lateto run, they arein weapon range now.”
His gaze turned back to thefloaters. Hersfollowed. The machines solidified their
circular formation, just a meter off the ground now.

In full battle stance, Nethe and Aza wer e calm now, resigned to put up afight rather
than flee. Side-by-side, wings fully extended, they stood, tossing their heads up and
down in warning, large black eyesangry and fierce.

We await your command, Hippiatra, Nethe offered, snorting loudly.

Angeni’seyesriveted to a man with silver-black hair and Coyle Oside’ sface. Coyle's
father, the Aldorian warlord, Chahl Oside. More lines etched hisface. Thisman lived
with a certain amount of daily stress. And she saw theillnessthere, the pallor of his
skin. Theresult of an oxygen-starved heart. Without medical help, hewould have little
time. He stared at her, hisbrilliant gaze unwavering.

Thefloater on hisleft side carried a blonde man with a pale, sparse mustache. Thisone
had the greedy, desperate eyes of a mad man, a cornered man out of chances. Shefelt a
shiver of dread coursethrough her at the sight of him.

And hewas Olandian. She knew it.

Angeni’s handstightened on the bow. Oside and the pale man were dressed in civilian
garments. The other men were dressed in an assortment of old military clothing. None
in Alliance colors.

To Chahl Oside' sright, a huge man sat astride hisfloater. Variousrobotic parts made
him more machine than human. His severe, hawk-like featur es caused her to think of
great hunting birds, thekind that ruled the night.

Angeni heard all of Garek’sthoughts now. He was not filtering. He'd guessed it could
be an advantage for them. He'd gonerigid with the force and flow of adrenaline. Every
muscle in hisbody contracted. Stiff.

It'sworse than | guessed, Angel. Better hired gunsthistime.

“You'reusually more particular about the sideyou fly for, Macaluso,” Garek
addressed the bioengineered man. Garek’s even tone betrayed none of histurmail.
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Oside looked to each of hismen, appearing less confident after Garek’swords. Angeni
noticed he hid it fast. No doubt, he had not counted on Garek knowing the mercenary
on hisright side.

We will survive this, he communicated to Angeni. Both of us. There will not be the heroic
sacrifice you consider at this moment, he warned her.

Mac leaned back on hisfloater and folded hisarms. “ Sahnjun, it's been along time
since we fought together, side-by-side as green young men.”

“You should have stayed with the Alliance.”
“Not in some office. Not for me.”
“Why areyou here?’

“Just helping the man herereclaim his step-daughter from the renegade Clothoes
savage.”

Mac grinned at the last.

“ Seemed simple enough. My guessis he neglected to mention a few pertinent details.
Y ou the savage he mentioned?”

“Yes. No doubt, hefailed to inform you that the lady is my wife.”

Chapter Twenty-Five

PrevigTop |Next

“A wifeisto be protected,” Macaluso nodded in respect.
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“ A man who drags an animal acr oss the rocks would not have many more scruplesin
hisdealings with humans,” Garek said.

Mac acknowledged his statement with a sharp nod. “I assureyou it was not on my
order.”

Garek’seyesturned to Oside. “Too bad you didn’t hire Mac for the job of sabotaging
the commercial slingship, Oside. Could have saved those security men their lives. And
saved you money in the end.”

“True, Sahnjun. An expensive endeavor |I’'ve undertaken here. A lot at stake.” He
shifted hisattention to Angeni. “You’ve been quiteillusive, girl.”

“What do you want from me?” she demanded.

“You choseto ignore my invitation to join me on your home world. Put down that
weapon so we can talk. Those old bows ar e fast and deadly.”

Shedid not lower her weapon.

“You owe me,” hisvoice grated, angrier. He squeezed the throttle of hisfloater,
keeping it aloft. “ Y ou owe meyour father’sdebt. Hetook my woman. You must pay
the obligations of your mother and father.” He emphasized the wor ds by smacking his
chest with a closed fist.

“I oweyou nothing. L eave this place now, while you still can.”

He laughed roughly. “You mistake my meaning. Yes, | think you will do, woman.
Brave. By the gods, like a full-blooded Aldorian female. Your mother would be proud.”
He laughed again, the sound not entirely sane.

“Do not speak of my mother.”

Hislaughter soured. “1 abducted your mother from an ancient and proud clan. Indeed,
you will be a useful asset for me.” He looked pleased. “ I’ m thinking these days of

holding my empiretogether after my death, you see.”

Garek spoke, “Shewill play no part in your schemes, Oside.”
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“You will take your half-brother’splace. An honor.”

“Tojoin your organization isno honor,” Garek argued. The big cat snarled and
whipped itstail in agitation.

Oside shrugged. “1 need her asa bargaining tool.”

Macaluso spoke, “ Oside, | think it’stime we escort you and your friend, Mr. Lendow
safely away from this place. The woman is debating which oneto shoot between the
eyes, meor the berserker cat.”

Thebig cat held its crouched position in the center of thecircle, growling and hissing,
but growing weaker .

The other men laughed at theidea of the girl using the primitive bow, but the serious
expression on Macaluso’s stony face made them realize their error of judgment. At his
hand signal, hismen reversed their floaters, pulling back and upward, awaiting further
orders. “ And Sahnjun is considering throwing the cat into the belly engine of my
floater,” he continued. “ The only thing you can think of, eh, my friend?”

“Now you’reamind reader. |'d hatelike hell todo it.”
Mac smiled grimly and tipped his head. “Oside, I'll give you my professional
evaluation. The woman is not being held under duress. I n fact, she’swell protected.

Our contract isvoid.”

Oside' s eyesflashed with anger. “ All the same, you must remember my deadline, girl.
Thetime of your muto children runs short.”

“They areguarded well. | will stay here.”
“Only a matter of timeuntil | find them.”
“You bluff, Oside,” she said simply.

Oside s gaze shifted to Garek. “ You have done well to gain such loyalty from a woman
with Aldorian blood.”

“If by some chance you get past Hane and harm those children, there will be no place
in the Alliance and beyond you can hide,” Garek war ned.
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Osidereversed hisfloater toward Mac and hismen. “We leave now, Lucius.” He spoke
to the desperate looking Olandian.

But Lendow held his spot.

Angeni watched in horror asthetraitor pulled a small weapon from hisjacket and
aimed at her. Not enough time to move.

Garek yelled, “No!” Hedovetoward her, shoving her hard. Simultaneously, she heard
the weapon fire and saw blood dampen Garek’sleg at his bad knee.

Even pushed aside and to her knees by Garek’s shove, Angeni did not lower the bow.
Adrenaline thundered through her veins,

Shefired into the belly engine of Lendow’ sfloater. The machine groaned and
screamed. With itslargest and primary navigational engine damaged, it veered and
lunged wildly. Lendow leapt from the crashing machine, landing half-running, half-
stumbling.

Placing another arrow in the bow, Angeni sighted L endow just as M ac swooped down
and Lendow grabbed onto the back of Mac'sfloater. They shot up and out of range.

Shelooked to Garek and the big cat.

With one hand, Garek massaged the trang implant he’'d told her all the exotic animals
carried, spreading therelease of any medication left there. The cat was nearly
unconscious allowing him to do so. With the other hand he held pressure on hisown
knee.

Going to him, Angeni whispered, “Oh, Garek.” Sheripped a leather thong from the
arrow quiver. Hiskneewastorn and bleeding. Shetied the cord above hisinjury to
stop the flow of blood.

“Your pain toleranceisas strong asyour sense of responsibility for others, animals and
humans,” she fussed.

Angeni took Garek’s communication device. “1 must hail the slingship.”

file:///C//DOWNL OADS/BENTLEY %20Jacki%20-%20A ngel %20and%20the%20Fying%20Warhorses%20(NCP).html (217 of 280)29/10/2006 20:51:18



Angel and the Flying Warhorses

“No.” Regret covered hisface as he shook hishead. “ The Challenge Ritual will end.”
“I know. | know. But you will live. PRAX ship AC-9280,” she called.

“| failed to make you my wife,” he whisper ed.

The familiar, “*Oside here,
distance.

came from the small device dimmed only some by the

“Coyle get usout of here. Garek ishurt.”

“Bethereassoon as| can. Twenty minutes.”

“To makeit that fast, he must’ve been on hisway back,” Garek observed.
“Yes.

“Haveto subduethe cat. Can’t let him hurt you.”

Angeni dropped the bow from her hand.

“There'sadowned tree over there,” hesaid. “ Go. Gather branches. We need some
kind of makeshift—"

“Garek, you must be still and stop expending your strength with directionsfor me.”
“—cage. We can use the canyon wall and the rock outcropping for two, maybethree
sides, if we choose theright spot. The wood doesn’t haveto belargein diameter, bring
anything you can carry or drag.” With long sweeping motions he rubbed the large cat.
He gasped air into hislungs asthe waves of pain began to assault him.

Angeni hurt for him,

Shethrew up her handsin defeat. “ Alright, alright, 1’1l get the branches, but first |
want you to lie down and get your leg above your heart.”

“I'll seetoit you rest and take care of that knee thistime,” she promised.
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“Yes, I'm sureyou will.”

She hesitated.

“Go. Thecat isquiet. The bleeding has slowed. Nethe will help me guard him.”

Soon she had the cat as confined as possible under the circumstances. The fencing was
crude, woven from tree branches and vines, and propped in the stone. Angeni did as
much of the work as possible, to force Garek to save hisstrength. Thetired cat, still
stunned and nervous, rested now.

“It'sa damned shame,” Garek said. “Poor devil’sin pain.”

“He' snot the only one. We will reward him for not eating uswith a good home,” she
said.

Nethe and Aza eyed the whole process warily and from a distance, wings still out.

“At least he'salive,” she said.

“At least we'reall alive,” Garek said, turning his head so that hiseyes met hers. “Come
here, my angel. Let me hold you. | need to know you'rereally all right. That fool,

L endow planned to kill you.”

Angeni did as he asked, sinking to her knees on the rain dampened grass, moving into
his arms, car eful to avoid bumping his kneejoint.

Therobotic components saved him from bleeding out.

She stayed in hisarms aslong as she dared, befor e pulling gently away. It wastimeto
loosen histourniquet. Each time she did so, she pressed both handsto the femor al
artery just enough to slow the flow. She wastense and shaky. Sherelied on rote skills.
He was so pale, his skin cold and moist. The early stages of shock, poor capillary fill,
pulse slow, erratic....

“I thought Macaluso the greatest threat.” Sherubbed her brow with the back of her
hand.

“A good call.”
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“Not good enough.”

“Lendow behaved irrationally. Hard to predict. Mac will not bother us again. But we
have not seen thelast of Oside and the Olandian traitor.”

You read me well, Garek, she communicated telepathically, meaning his knowledge of
her reliving what she could have done better.

Yes, | do. It'sthismagical, mind-speaking thing. He tried to smile. | admit it was exciting
knowing all your thoughts as we faced those men. Removed uncertainty. Hell of a battle
advantage. The Aldorians will want this skill back.

“Yes, unfortunately, they will. We must keep it secret from them. Rest now,” she
ordered. She pressed a kissto hisforehead and smoothed back his hair.

Through thetelepathic link, Angeni felt pain slash through him in throbbing waves as
hisnatural endor phinsfaded. She closed her eyes and tried with all that wasin her to
block some of his pain psychically. To shareit. Shefelt an energy drain. He seemed to
calm. Maybe she had some skillsas a natural healer after all. She was grateful.
“Would’'ve been a shametokill Mac,” Garek mumbled.

“Y ou would have killed him too?”

“Yes. To protect you,” he said without hesitation. “But it would have been hard to live
with afterward.”

His head fell to her shoulder, and she stroked his brow. She checked his pulse.
Garek tried to make a comment and stopped on a rasping breath.

“You must rest,” sheurged.

“Talk tome. Mind words or aloud. Helpsthe pain. Somehow.”

You believe Macaluso took no part in angering the cat?

No. Disgusted him. Saw it in his eyes. Not Oside’s style of operation either. He's—a white-
collar criminal. Most of the time, doesn’t even have to go outside the law. Too fastidious
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for the kind of vulgarity it took to drag the cat. Lendow' s twisted plan, | bet, the malicious
bastard.”

But kidnapping is fine with Oside?

Cleaner, More his style.

“Lendow isOlandian. He made a promiseto heal,” she whispered.

“How do you know Lendow isfrom Olandia?”

“1’ve seen him somewhere. At one of my father’sparties, perhaps. I've also heard the
name before. In the subway tunnel on Olandia, the mercenaries said L endow promised
to pay them the bounty for your life.”

“| see,” hisvoice weakened now.

“You must not fight so hard to stay awake.”

“Haveto. For you.” Singto me again, Angel.

Shedid ashe asked. Her voice softly singing the chant, filled the air around them.
Befor e she'd finished and could begin another, the PRAX dlingship’s shuttle dropped
over the canyon rim.

Coyleishere.

Tell him ... tell him ... everything. Garek allowed himself to dlip into unconsciousness at
last. Angeni felt the full weight of hishead fall to her lap.

Chapter Twenty-Six

PrevigTop |Next
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During surgery in Garek’s PRAX ship, Angeni successfully repaired Garek’skneea
second timein just over ayear.

Fatigued and drained, she would have wished for another healer, but if she'd hesitated,
he would have lost the [imb altogether.

Garek had insisted on sending help for the wounded cat befor e he submitted to the
surgery. The poor animal was being cared for at the quarantine station’s veterinary
facility.

Shetouched his shoulder. He stirred. “How are you?’ she whispered, but he did not
answer .

The ship dliced through space at maximum hyper speed. There was urgency. Hane had
not checked in for hours.

“Thechildren aremissing, my love. | need you,” she said quietly. They werein the
ship’sinfirmary. Rehne had just left. The younger brother seemed asworried as any
good sibling. Coyle manned the dingship’s helm.

Garek opened his beautiful, thick-lashed blue eyes, reminding her of thefirst time she
saw him. Angel?

Yes, she answered him telepathically.
The children? Hane?
“No word from him.”

“Theremight be some explanation. He'sgood,” he spoke aloud, his voice weak but
audible.

“Yes.” Inavery chilled corner of her heart Angeni feared the children would become a
part of Chahl Oside' s plan after all.

Coylefeared it too. He hadn’t said anything. He didn’t haveto say anything. Shefelt it
from the sibling bond they shared.
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She also felt hissmall spark of renewed disappointment in hisfather, therealization
that Chahl Oside was capable of even deeper evil than he had known. ‘We will not turn
you over to him, sister,” he'd sworn to her.

Asshelooked down at Garek from the side of hisrecovery surround, suddenly, the
ship lurched. A disturbing jerk to the senses occurred at the same moment. Angeni
grabbed hold of the table frame upon which the surround rested.

“Coyle, what’sgoing on?” She spoke into the ship’s com-link.

“Just a large chaotic loop. Been pushing the speed. It’sover for now. We're ahead of it.
How arethings back there? You still working?”

“No.”

“Good. IsGarek all right? Did the ship’slurch harm him?”

“Only a bit of disorientation from the disruption. Garek isunharmed.”

Garek lay on theinfirmary bed. Hismind seemed to be healing faster than hisbody.
He needed to be in the bridge wor king out the details of their next move. He was damn
tired of defensive strategies. He wanted on the other end of this. He flexed hislegs.
Damn restraints. Why did healersfeel the need to tiea man up all thetime? Angeni?

If he could just get water, maybe he could get hisvocal cordsto function. He hadn’t felt
like this since the morning after he stopped in at a port bar on Rhodia several years

ago.

I"'m here. Angeni moved from the window. Almost immediately, he came fully
conscious.

“ Saints, anyone else would be out for hoursyet,” shesaid. “You arefighting the
sedation.” Angeni was watchful as he moved restlessly in the confines of the sleek med
surround monitoring his status.

Get me out of these damned straps, he demanded. We need to plan.

She moved immediately to do as he asked.
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Where are we, Angel?

In the PRAX, above Olandia. “| wasjust looking out the window. My home that has
never really been my home,” she said thiswith a sad smile.

Hereached up with hisfreed hand and touched her cheek.

“Qur orbit isroutine and peaceful, awaiting a port slot,” she continued.
“Peaceisgood for a change,” he whispered.

Garek tried to cut through a post-anesthetic haze. She watched him as he moved
restlessly in the confines of the sleek med equipment, which monitored his status and
insides.

“Get metothebridge, Prime Healer.”

“Don’t call me Prime Healer likethat.” But her smiletook the bite from the words.

* * * %

“You wanted the cat to kill them, didn’t you Lendow?” Chahl Oside demanded,
forcing a calm tone. He had not gained his consider able power and status by allowing
histemper to burn out of control. Dammit, the Olandian bastard could cost him
everything. All he had built over theyears.

“Of coursenot, sir. The squirming thing slipped. It almost took my floater down. My
skill level with thosethingsisnot ashigh asyoursis, sir, I'm afraid.”

“You wanted the girl dead and you set out to make it happen. You’'re being paid to
sabotage my plans.” He stepped closer, menacing. “ Who bought you, L endow?”

“Noone. | assureyou. My loyalty isyours.”
“| paid you morethan you earned in ten years.”
“Of course, sir. And you have my appreciation. | only wanted to help.”

“My truce with my enemy must be cemented. Thegirl ismy property, Lendow. No one
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will be allowed to stop me.”
“No, sir.”

“When my step-daughter matebondswith Samaras, the new Triad leader, my
influence will be solidified. Enough influence to gain complete control before my death.
Thethree-warlord pyramid offersthe only hopeto avoid the strong arm of the
Alliance.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“All the old easy waysto gain wealth will be abolished. Can’t let it happen. | may even
jockey my provinceinto position to retake one of thetriad leader ship spots,” he said.
“Possibly one or both of the current seconds areinterfering, I’ll wager. Who else could
it be? Speak to me. Say which one hired you.”

“You are mistaken, Oside, | swear it.”

“No? You have been tryingto arrangethe girl’sdeath every step of theway. You're
getting desperate now. Your failuresfilter back to your secondary employer? He can’t
be too impressed.”

“1 have not failed.”

“Go back to the mining colony, Lendow. You are of no useto me. | will provide an
escort.”

“You can’t do this!” The man surged forward.
Oside summoned his guards.

They stepped in and forcibly removed the Olandian. Lendow left kicking and cursing.
Osideturned back to hiswindow to contemplate the peaceful desert of Olandia below
him.

* % * %

In the cockpit of the PRAX, Coyle discussed plansfor the next movein finding the
children and taking them to their new home on Clothoes. Garek, at Angeni’sinsistence,
sat with hisleg immobile and supported on a chair arm. Angeni stood by hisside. They
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still wore the clothing of the Challenge Ritual. The contrast to the high-tech cockpit
was amazing.

Not taking his eyesfrom the console, Coyle said, “We'll go in asthough nothing
unusual has happened. First prioritiesto make sureyou’ve been removed from the
most wanted lists.”

“I appreciateit,” Garek agreed with sarcastic humor. Angeni and Coyle claimed to
need hisinput, but seemed to have everything worked out and under way.

He watched her. She was a beautiful woman, but more, there was a peace about her
that soothed him.

That peaceful quality was dipping right now. In a quiet corner of her mind, she

wor ked through thereality of her imminent return to Olandia. She was the one who
had lived in caves. An existence of pretence and shadows. Under standing the choices
her mother made had not made year s of secrecy more bearable.

Garek looked down at primitive clothing. He enjoyed the fedl of them, the smooth
brush of the material. He' d always be the man of these clothes. Perhaps he always had
been lessthan the civilized man he'd thought himself to be.

You are civilized, sheinsisted telepathically.

| do not fedl so.

It was a heady feeling to play the part of the primitive man, to know that | fulfilled my
woman. That part of him would be forever changed, degpened, only temporarily sated.

Her eyes sparked as sheread histhoughts. Her cheeksflushed. Garek, don't...
Helaughed. Coyle stared at them puzzled.

“I know, don’t tell me. You're speaking with your minds.”

“Right,” Garek admitted.

“Glad my bloody mind-filters are working today,” Coyle said, laughing.
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“Will we get back to Clothoes soon?” she asked, changing the subject, seeking Garek’s
eyeswith her gaze.

“Yes” heanswered simply. His sweet Aldorian warrior queen needed his

encour agement just as she had when they’d flown out over the canyon rim on the
trogon.

Thismission should be simple by heroic standards. Safely rescue eight or so children of
various ages and various physical disabilities. And one big, gray-skinned, M uscovan
bodyguard. No problem, sweetheart. No problem at all for the primitive male. For
now, he settled for atry at areassuring smile.

Hewouldn’t liketo face her pain in the event he couldn’t avert the disaster lurking
crouched ahead of them, astreacherously asthat godforsaken tiger on Clothoes.

“How isthe ship holding up, Coyle?” Garek asked, as much to deflect hisown
thoughts, asareal need to know.

“Better than predicted.”

“Your brother mentioned an article for the Alliance’ s Journal of Engineering out of
this,” Angeni said to Garek.

“No one hasrisked this many continuousrunsin the new PRAX before,” he agreed.
“Coyle shouldn’t have.”

“Therewas much at stake,” Coyle said. “Well worth the minimal risk.”

“The same stakes as on Gandos?” Garek demanded. He' d bided histimeto get back to
this question.

Coylelooked over hisshoulder. “Yes.”
“What are you two hiding from me?” Angeni demanded.

“That my coming into your emergency room was no coincidence, Geni. The Alliance
cameto Gandosto protect you from Aldorian warlordsin the neighborhood.”

“Isthat true, Coyle?” sheasked, turning to her brother.

file:///C//DOWNL OADS/BENTLEY %20Jacki%20-%20A ngel %20and%20the%20Fying%20Warhorses%20(NCP).html (227 of 280)29/10/2006 20:51:18



Angel and the Flying Warhorses

“Yes, dammit,” he said. He dragged a hand through his hair.
“Y ou should have contacted mefirst,” she whispered.

“No need for you to know the warlords sought Aldorian females. And that they knew
you wer e one of them.”

“I needed to know. | needed to know about you. You will haveto give up this
protection by deception when you find your mate,” she snapped.

Coyle changed the subject. “We'll line up another slingship on Olandia. Turn thisone
over to maintenance.”

“Good idea,” Garek agreed with a sharp nod. Hewould like to handle the details of the
overhaul himself. But he and Angeni needed to be visible. Bait for thetrap they were
setting to catch Chahl Oside. “ Y ou can handle that while we attend the reception
Angeni’sfather isplanning for usasa bonded couple.”

Men. She sent telepathically, disdain for their switch in subject laced through her tone.
Garek smiled. She was not happy with her brother.

For some time, you have known warlords pursued me, Garek? You might have told me as
well. How will we berid of them?

We will find a way.

“When you line up a new ship, go over it with scanners,” Garek said to Coyle. “We
don’t need a bomb on board.”

Coyle faced him and nodded. “We'll maintain secrecy about which port we claim, until
the last possible moment.”

Gar ek assessed the other man now. Coyle’'s motives had proved clean in all this, a
brother protecting hissister. He could not deny hisréelief. Their lives had been on the
line before, in their Guard days. But Angeni’s had not.

She stared out the slingship’sarrow shaped cockpit windows with absor bed
fascination. As helooked on, perhaps she sensed his gaze, her expression became one of
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grim determination. Her stubborn streak reactivated.

“What will be our part in all this? Will welook for the children or wait till weare
contacted?” she asked.

“WEe'll try to reestablish communication with Hane when we're on the ground. He may
bein hiding, unwilling to risk sending. If we hear nothing, we'll seeif he'sturned up
anywhere.”

“Dead, you mean?” Angeni asked.

“Yes. Therecan only be one or two explanationsfor hisfailureto report,” Garek
answer ed, hisvoice grim.

“Thefirst?”

“That they’'re close to finding him. That Haneisusing hisfighting savvy, hiding out,
staying on the move with the children. To decrease the odds they are found by our
enemy.”

“Garek’sright, Angeni. Hane'ssmart.”

* k% % %

The garden behind her father’shome was a beautiful place, artificially cultivated to
formal elegance, topiary hedges and miniatureflorals, all well kept. A collection of
downsized trees and shrubs graced the east wall, creating theillusion of more space
than actually existed there.

Chancellor Traek’sfriendsand colleagues milled about, congratulating Angeni and
Garek on their new bond. The Olandians' surprise, and—in a few cases—thinly
shrouded distaste for the offworlder among them, was obvious.

Warrick dared to attend the celebration, strutting about.

The man appears confident for one who should be worried his schemes unravel around
him.

Angeni touched Garek’sarm.
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True.

Garek’svoicein her mind reassured her. Tonight, he wor e the sexy formal black and
white Clothoes wedding clothing from the ship. And she the beautiful rose colored
dress.

She wished this could be a normal wedding celebration with nothing more to face than
their future, and the family they would have together. If only he’'d returned to her on
his own. She would have known he loved her.

But there wereother children to think of at the moment.

“Lookslikewe'reabout to find out what has cheered Warrick up,” Garek whispered.

“Good evening to you, Angeni. Er, Sahnjun,” Warrick said, clearly begrudging the
need to include Garek in hisformal greeting.

“What’son your mind, Warrick?” Garek demanded, ignoring the civilities.
Angeni tightened her hand on hisarm.

Warrick looked momentarily taken aback, a memory of his confrontation with Garek
and the outcomereflected in his expression. She smiled as she also remembered.

“Yes, uh, I merely find it necessary to inform your bondmate the funding for her
therapy classes has been terminated,” he pressed on.

Angeni gasped befor e she caught herself. Garek patted her fingersreassuringly.
“Council regsrequirethedirector of the program bein residence, I’'m afraid,”
Warrick said. Hedid not try to keep the triumph from hisvoice. “ No one stepped

forward to replace you.”

“I suppose you reminded them of the technicality, Warrick?” Angeni asked. “Even
discouraged my replacement?”

He waved a dismissing hand in theaair. “Who reminded them of their obligationsis

irrelevant. You must removethose little mutants from the hospital grounds as soon as
possible, asyour underground facilities are to be taken over for inventory storage for
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the waterwor ks crews. No one seemsto know wher e the children are at the moment.
| nexcusable.”

“We'reherefor the children, Healer Warrick, and | think you know the situation
exactly,” Angeni said, hinting at hisinvolvement.

Garek squeezed her arm again, thistime bondmate shorthand for, ‘enough’. Easy,
Angel. We do not want to tip him off.

She nodded in agreement.

“ Angeni, you must see by now you have made a mistake in going with this, thisman.”
Garek looked down on Warrick menacingly. “ You will bedamned lucky if you end up
working on afloater pallet on Dandrovia when the Alliance has dealt with you,” Garek

said, taking a step toward the man, his postur e threatening.

Angeni curled her fingersa bit moretightly around hisinner elbow. He stopped short
and looked down at her small fingers. | thought we were not going to tip him off?

He goestoo far.

“Yes, Froton,” Angeni began, speaking softly to diffuse the situation now. “Weare
herefor the children, aswell asto visit with my father and my step-mother. The
funding really makesvery little difference.”

“You realize, Prime Healer Traek, you areforfeiting not only your funding but most of
your rights of Olandian citizenship aswell? The same appliesto any children you and

this Clothoes bar barian mutant may have.”

Angeni tried to hang on to her temper. “Actually,” she began, “the natural mutation
that occurson Clothoes and other colonies about the Allianceis morethenorm.”

“I seeyou arelost to us,” Warrick spat.
“We do not know what changesthe future holds,” Angeni replied calmly.

“This debate assumes your offspring survive the primitive childbirth process,”
Warrick continued. His narrow-eyed gaze measured Angeni’sreaction.
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“What areyou trying to say, Warrick?’ she asked with aresigned sigh. Word battles
wer e a specialty of Warrick’s. At the best of times, he could be vague. Destructive
insinuation and implication wer e underhanded talents of his, which he used against
even hisfriends.

“Curiosity about your case hasled meto do a bit of research. Asyou know, the
communities wher e high-tech uterinereplicators are prohibited, or not yet in use,
report a much higher infant mortality rate.”

“Of course,” she agreed.

“I"m sure your new husband explained all aspects of the current temporary ban to
you.” Hewaited for impact of hiswords.

Angeni looked to Garek. He looked stunned.

Angeni.

“Therearealsorare cases of maternal death aswell,” Warrick continued, with the
malicious gleam in hiseyes. I n fact, considering what |1’ ve learned, |’ ve encour aged the
Council to prohibit any more participation in The Cultural Exchange altogether.”

| could enjoy killing this vindictive, poisonous little bastard. Garek communicated.
“You will want to void thismarriage bond immediately, I’'m sure,” Warrick stated.
“By Clothoeslaw, it isyour choice. That ismy adviceto you, Angeni. I’'m surethe
Olandian Council could arelease for you within afew days. I'll speak to legal counsel
on your behalf.” He puffed out his chest a bit, enjoying hisrole as benevolent advisor.
“Therewill benorelease,” Garek stated flatly before Angeni spoke.

“Of course not,” she agreed, looking into Garek’s eyes.

Froton Warrick cleared histhroat for attention.

“If you will excuse us, Healer Warrick, my husband and | must visit with my father’s
other guests. We have othersto speak with beforeretiring. We are newly wed. You

understand.” Angeni flexed her knuckles; they’d grown stiff from the tense pressur e of
Garek’shicep. Sheled areuctant Garek away from Warrick.
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“Well, he enjoyed hisrevelation, didn’t he?” Angeni asked asthey put distance
between themselves and Warrick.

“Hedid.” Garek looked at her strangely, sadly resigned.

“The dimy, slimy swamp worm. | should have let you kill him. | should have asked you
to kill him. I should have begged you to kill him!” She allowed her temper rein now
that they were past the true danger of confrontation between the two men.

| may yet, if you like, my angel.

She smiled at that. Angeni did not know what Warrick’srevelation meant to their
fragile new marriage bond. Had Gar ek never meant to have children with her? And,
therefore, theinformation she'd just learned wasirrelevant. “When were you planning
to tell me about thisreplicator issue, Garek?”

The noise of the celebration continued around them.

“Or wereyou?”

Hiseyeswereserious. “| meant to tell you,” he admitted. “ You are not required by
Clothoes law to have my children.” Therefore, the Alliance suspension of replicator use
is of no concern to you, no threat to your health.

| may already be pregnant.

Garek’sgazejerked from hissurroundingsto her eyes. He stopped and turned to face
her squarely. She saw and felt that her mind-words had torn like a jagged blade
through him.

“Damn, | assumed you’d taken measuresto prevent pregnancy thisearly in our union.
My fault. Never make assumptions. A critical Guard training tenant,” he said, looking
very angry with himself.

“No, no, | did not... use anything,” she whispered.

“Areyou telling me the Jona did not cover birth control in your Challenge
preparations?” A frown darkened his expression.
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“Not aword. I’'m a grown woman. It was my responsibility. | should have prepared
myself.”

“No, it was her duty to give you the methods sanctioned by The Ritual. | thought she
did.”

“But wasn't a child her primary motivein pushing you into marriage?”’ she said with a
tolerant sigh. “ The Jona desper ately wants a successor.”

He put a hand on hisforehead. “Yes. Damn it to aflyer’scold hell. | begin to see how
desperately.”

“I imagine she fought thisuterinereplicator ban tooth and nail?” Angeni asked.
“Tooth and nail,” he confirmed, hisfrown deepened. “ She still fightsit.”

Angeni was stunned, numb. The significance of the problem began to settleinto her
mind and heart.

Her dreams of a family had always had a time-honored, boxy uterinereplicator in
them. And frequent early visits after the embryo had been transplanted to watch the
baby grow and develop. She'd expected many sleepless nights staying with the
replicator, watching the baby near the end of itsterm. But this. No. Thiswas unusual,
unexpected.

“Arethere many babieslost? Did he speak thetruth?” she asked in a quiet, serious
voice. She knew the answer, but she hoped.

“Warrick exaggerates. Hetried to frighten you, manipulate you. There are problems,
yes. The natural birth process can’t compete with the efficiency and safety of the
replicatorsfor the mother. The child, however, is marginally better off with the natural
process. Most couplesin thedistrict are waiting out the ban. That wasthe Alliance
Science Commission’s goal, slowing the growth of the population.”

“I thought Clothoes was not densely populated?” she asked.
“It isnot. Too many wars. But the majority of the coloniesthat surround her are.”

Angeni wonder ed if shewould have the courageto have a child without a uterine
replicator. If shewas already pregnant, the choice wastaken from her.
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Ashe observed hislady’sreaction, Garek was scared stiff. He sear ched her expression
closely for disgust, distaste, or anger. His ability to hear the woman’s thoughtsfailed
him badly now, when he needed it most.

Damn, he should’ ve guessed the measur es his grandmother would take. He could think
of no solutions. Angeni could be pregnant now. His heart surged with joy. But the
thought of Angeni in the painful struggle of childbirth held fear for him. Perhaps an
exception to the ban could be made. He would seeto it right away. The timing of
transfer wascritical. It might already betoo late.

She offered her small hand. Helooked at it for along time, then took it.

Her stepmother’svoice cameto them. “ Angeni, child, | saw you become upset after
Healer Warrick spoke with you?” DeAndra and Saxton met them mid way acrossthe
room. “What happened? Isit more Alliance business we can not yet know the details
of ?”

DeAndra was a sweet woman and a fine Olandian scientist in her own right. Angeni
smiled and kissed her cheek. DeAndra had a healthy curiosity and might relish a
retelling of the adventure later, when they werefreeto shareit with her. “1’m afraid
your perception of eventsiscorrect.” Angeni said.

“Yes, we could not help but see you are disturbed, my dear, and cometo you at once,”
her father said. Helooked at Garek asif gauging his guilt in the situation.

“Thisisnot Garek’sfault, Father.”
Her parent relaxed and smiled. “I will take your word for it.”
“Thank you, sir,” Garek offered.

“Angeni, | realize Garek brought you back to us safely. DeAndra and | will not for get
that fact,” he said. “But—"

DeAndranodded her agreement. “Yes, our gratitudeisboundless. But, your father is
trying to say you always have a home with us.” She patted Angeni’s hand.

Saxton continued, “ It isnot everyday | relinquish my daughter to another man in
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marriage. Angeni has explained to usthat you arein atrial phase asfar asyour people
are concerned. We wish you the best.”

Garek inclined hishead in a brief salute.

Her father slapped Garek on the back in comradery. “| will seetoit Warrick isasked
to leave the celebration at once.” Helifted a hand to summon security.

Garek put a hand on her father’sarm. “ Chancellor, we cannot afford the luxury, as
satisfying asthat action would be,” Garek said. “Warrick isa suspect in the Alliance
investigation of recent matters.”

“Héell in space you say?’ The chancellor clenched hisfists. He looked thoughtful. It
doesnot surprise me Warrick isinvolved. A sound assumption, given hisbehavior in
the past.” Hiseyesflashed. “ Theidea an Olandian citizen sabotaged The Cultural
Exchange makes me furious. Warrick isalazy man. Laziness often leadstoa man’s
downfall.”

“We have been so concerned he would blackmail our Angeni into marriage, Garek,”
DeAndra said. She waved a delicate hand. “ Using her mother’s secretsagainst her. He
isaterrible, terrible man and the way he looks down upon thelittle onesin Angeni’s
programsisinexcusable.”

“Yes, inexcusable,” Garek agreed.

“Did not bode well for futurefather material. Indeed, weworried, but did not think he
dared thisdegree of betrayal of Olandia.”

“Weareindeed relieved to be hosting you tonight, Gar ek, rather than Warrick,”
DeAndra said with a smile.

“Thank you,” Garek offered politely, unsurewhat to say.

The evening continued asthough Garek’sworld had not been hit by another ground
rift by therevelation of the Alliance ban on uterinereplicators.

Asthetime passed, well-wishers came forward and retreated in a steady flow. The

Chancellor and hiswife stood close for the remainder of the celebration, on guard
against anyone else upsetting Angeni.
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Garek wished thething over so he could have Angeni to himself a while. At least she
had not stormed out on him.

Chapter Twenty-Seven

PrevigTop |Next

That night, Angeni and Garek shared the guest quartersin her father’shome. Garek
shifted again for the thousandth time. The bed wastoo damned soft after the firm
supportive stone beds on Clothoes, but that wasn’t the only thing keeping him awake.
Angeni slept soundly. She sought contact with him by pressing her silken feet against
hisleg. He smiled. Tonight’slovemaking replayed in histhoughts. She moved him
mor e than he'd ever dreamed.

He left the bed and dressed in all black. His movements wer e silent and economical,
but she sensed them. Garek? “What isit? Can’'t leep?’ she asked, blinking her eyes.

“No, but do not let medisturb yours.”

Angeni forced her sleepy eyesto focuson her husband’sdark outline, his obviously
fully clothed outline.

“Wait. I’'m going with you.” Shethrew back the blankets.
“No, dammit, you arenot.”

Shewas already in her shoes. “Where arewe going?’ Curiosity and excitement flooded
her being.

Garek framed her face with hishands. “1’'m going to seeif | can find some answers.

file:///C[/DOWNLOADS/BENTLEY %20Jacki%20-%20A ngel %620and%20the%620Flying%20Warhorses%20(NCP).html (237 of 280)29/10/2006 20:51:18



Angel and the Flying Warhorses

Starting at Coyle' sguesthouse. When | dropped down to Olandia thefirst time, he
mentioned an old-style shuttlein the skyport. Instead, | found a brand new model with
some after-market military options, exactly like the onethat followed usthefirst day.
That alone makesthe Blackford Hall thelogical placeto start looking for those
answers.”

She continued dressing, deter mined, and hoping he would not put up a strong
argument. He was exasper ated, but with a hand raked with masculine helplessness
through hishandsome hair, Garek relented. Hell. All right. Come with me.

Resigned, he waited for her to finish dressing.

* % % %

An hour later, Lendow led three men cloaked in black onto the guestroom’s patio.
They had attacked and disabled the Olandian security guards posted near by. At his
signal, one of the othersbroke thelock on the glassterrace doors. They found the room
previously occupied by the newly bonded couple empty.

The hair on the back of hisneck stood and he ground histeeth. “Why would they not
be here, asleep like normal humans?”

On the bed table was a belt with the eagle symbol of Clothoesinscribed on it. Hisanger
rose. In frustration, he picked up the formal belt and threw it violently acrossthe
room. Thiswas becoming morethan ajob of work for the money. It was now about the
need to win.

“Sear ch the place!” He calmed himsealf, seeking to hide from his men the fact that his
car efully executed plans had gone awry once again.

* k% * %

Thistimethe key plate Coyle gave him did not work.

“Thelock has been changed since my first visit,” Garek said. He glanced back to

Angeni, who stood right behind him, using a high-tech, Alliance issued tool he finessed
hisway past the lock mechanism and into the skyport of Blackford Hall. Asheled the
way through the darkness, Angeni followed closely, watching and listening for trouble.

“Y ou scan the surroundings with mor e natural efficiency than most Alliance guards
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I’ve worked with.”

“I am Aldorian, it seems,” she said, with a smilein her tone.
“I"ve noticed.”

“Something is definitely not right here.”

“They came back to cover their tracks, hmm? Put things back in place as Coyle would
expect them?”

“It would appear s0,” heagreed, folding thelittle tool and putting it back in his pocket.
Asthe door swooshed fully open, they found a disc flyer. Itsonce bright red hull tiles
wer e now faded and chipped. The small, round machine sat slightly askew on its

support foundation.

“So, thereisan old-styleflyer in here. | supposethey thought it wiseto return it after |
borrowed their modern model,” Garek said.

Angeni touched the old flyer’sred-painted sidereverently. “ Beautiful. It’san XK-
Hummingbird Commuter.”

“It'saclassic.”

“I had onejust likeit.”

“Damn,” Garek growled as he cameto stand under the open lift door, located center
on in therounded saucer. Shewaslost in looking over the old machine. In hismind, he
could see her as she' d been then. “A young warrior angel among the pacifists, the
healers, a blossoming bird of prey among the geese,” he said.

“I flew high enough not threaten other air traffic,” Angeni assured him.

“High and fast, I'll wager.”

She made no denial, fingering the control panel now.

Garek folded himself through the small door. “ Y our father should have bought you a
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safer machine. Can you activate the flyer’s computer ?” She was already sitting in the
cockpit, checking its systems.

“Sure,” she answered with casual confidence, not looking up from her task. “ Two short
flights, very recently. Nothing more. Not in along time.”

“Arethereany house security coderecordsin there?” Heleaned in closefor a better
look. Tight cockpit. The curving walls closed in on him some. Angeni seemed not to
notice the tightness of the space.

“Most of these old flyersweretoo easy to accessto leave that kind of information in the
ship’scomputer,” she explained, but checked. “No, nothing.”

“Figures. That would make our work too easy. We'll have to crack the house security
system and get inside.”

“We could bring in an official investigation team from Father’s security people. Or the
Alliance.”

“No. Not yet. My guessisit wouldn’t do any good. The bad guyswill get wind of it and
clear everything off their computers. Maybe they already have.”

“| supposeyou’'reright.”

He stepped away from the saucer. “ Geni, climb out of there and let’s get started.”
She smiled, distracted. She wasreluctant to leave the old flyer, but did as he asked.
With ease, Garek got them through Blackford Hall’s security system and into the
house without a sound. Theinvisible mesh-field had been a surprise and a challenge,

but he had breached it with time and patience.

Minutes later, they located and gained accessto the mansion’s computer system.
Angeni guarded the door of the opulent office as Garek sat behind the desk.

“Someone’ s been using this place as a base of operations, all right. Illegal biogenetics
resear ch data. That’sdamned ironic.”

“Who?” Her voice was urgent, and angry. “We must find out who has been behind this
evil.”
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“I don’t know yet. Just invoice codes from the central hospital complex hereon
Olandia. I'm getting closer to a name.”

“What isinvolved?”

“Themain revenueistransgens. Olandian healersare dealing in stolen genetic tech
and services.”

“No.” Angeni forgot her post and started toward the computer to seefor her self.
He moved hischair back so she could read.

“The Muscovan project? It can’t have been Olandians behind that horriblework,” she
insisted.

He knew she saw the evidencein front of her. She sat abruptly in the nearest floater
chair. Hewould protect her from thispain if he had the power.

“The Alliance has suspected Olandian involvement for years. But no proof,” he said.
“Who better than a healer to overseethe science of it?”

“Tofind our technologies being used for unethical purposes, for financial gain, is
repugnant. To produce slave labor ...soldiers...harming the children.”

Ashewatched her, Angeni scanned the numberson the screen. Terminology of the
trade, with the unmistakable signs of monetary transactionsin neighboring columns.

On a heavy, trembling sigh, she spoke again, “ They wer e confident of secrecy, over-
confident. The flocking flesh traders. They’ve not put much effort into brushing away
their tracks’

Hegrinned at her use of theworst of Aldorian swear words. “ Right. It’sall there.” He
stroked her shoulder, trying to sooth her. And to offer comfort in her pain and anger at
the depths of man’s greed.

She faced him straight on. “ Garek, can you send thisinformation to the Alliance?

These people must be stopped. Now. They could be starting human cultures somewhere
already...”
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Garek recognized the growing ragein her tone.
“Yes, my angel warrior, | can contact the Alliance from here. We'll stop them.”

“We' ve made such progressfor the good, using the same science. We can’t let thisgo
on any longer.”

“May never stop it all,” hefelt compelled to warn.

“We have to do what we can.”

He placed hishand on hersasit rested on the corner of the desk.

Yes. We will stop them, Angel.

She nodded, acknowledging histelepathic message.

After a few more minutes of silent perusal of the information, Garek sworein disgust.
“What isit?” she asked, having taken up a post by the door again.

“The sabotaged ship. Looks like the ladies of The Cultural Exchangeweren’t the only
car go scheduled to leave Olandia that day,” he said thoughtfully.

“What do you mean?”

“We have two different things going on here. Lendow’snameis beginning to turn up
often. Has himself knee-deep in a conflict of interest. Seems he was paid to stop his own
shipment.”

“He meant to blow it up early?”

“I believe hedid. The documentation isclear. Didn’t give a damn about blowing up his
hired hands and the security men with it.”

“He sinsanethen.”

11 YSIH
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“Was hethe healer involved in selling genetics?”
“One of them.”

“There are others?”

“Yes”

“Who?”

“Therearethreenameshere. Warrick.”

“Of course. That doesnot surprise meat all.

One of them isyours, Geni. He'd used the mental pathway, hating the idea of speaking

the fact aloud into the room.

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Previo

Top

Next

Angeni was shocked. “My name? My nameisthere? | would never beinvolved in this.”

“Theserecords makeit look asthough you're up to your pretty behind.”

Angeni’s heart pounded now. She watched him, took a step toward him. Could he

believethis of her?

Sheinhaled deeply. She should be mor e concer ned with what the Alliance authorities
involved would believe than what her lover thought of her. Shewasn’t. Sherealized in
a blinding moment of revelation that without this man’slove, trust, and respect, she
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would have little else of value.

A sound from outside interrupted. The drone of a descending shuttle. The noise from
itsreverse engines vibrated the windows—much too close for standard safety. A
window overlooking the small garden beyond the office popped and flexed before
crashingtothefloor. Garden debrisflew about.

Threearmed men, dressed in military garb, jumped down from the craft before it
stopped and ran toward the building. Asthe shuttle cameto a full halt, L ucius L endow
exited the machine.

“Out the back,” Angeni said, drawing her weapon. “We might makeit to the old disc.”
“It might be damned smarter to stand and fight than try to fly that thing,” Garek
answer ed but grasped Angeni by the hand and, with hislonger strides, half-dragged

her toward theflyer.

Asthey brokethrough the door of the skyport, they saw the men following them out
through the back of the house, weapons drawn.

“They knew we were here. Had to.”
“Yes,” shenodded, breathing hard from the sprint.

Quickly, Angeni threw herself into the pilot seat, slipping her handsinto the neuro-link
gloves. No question of the thingsfitting Garek’slarger hands.

Covering her hand with his, he sank into the seat beside her.
“Thisthingisold, Angel. The neuro-interface may not be a good match to you.”

“It will be. It hasto be, or they will capture us. | am not ready to take a second
husband,” shesaid, referringtothe Triad leader Oside schemed for her to wed.

“Technically, it might be your third commitment in all this. If you includethe ASC’s
Cultural Exchange.”

Sheglared at him. “ Funny.”
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He grasped her chin as she began strapping on her headgear . “ Promise me, if you
begin to feel pain or confused, disoriented, you will pull out of thelink and land this
thing.”

“Promise.”

With only atoken protest or two, theold bird sputtered, and then rumbled to life.
Angeni piloted it to a perfect hover immediately.

Hell in space, you are gifted, Angel.
Sherewarded him with a smile.

Asthey started their spiral spin, up and out of the port shield cone, they heard the
engines of the enemy’s shuttlefiringto life outside.

After clearing the port roof’s openingin no time, Angeni drove the small flyer straight
upwar d steep and fast, leaving the newer shuttle far below.

Asthey leveled off into a marked, night skyway channel, the lighted guide strips
cascaded behind them.

Thefaster shuttle covered the distance between them rapidly.

A red light flashed on the pilot’s console. “Warning, warning.” The computer’swords
wereinside her mind, not unlike the telepathy. It had taken only secondsto begin
hearing the machine perfectly. “You are being targeted. Take evasive action now.
Adjust left,” the old computer suggested.

Garek stiffened by her side and she guessed he could hear the computer’svoice aswell,
through histelepathic link to her.

Angeni veered left. A beam of intense light and near-blinding fire passed them on the
right.

“Zoni,” hesaid.

Theenemy tried to gain a better vantage point for targeting the brightly colored old
machine. Angeni knew time was running out, they could not evade the faster machine
long.
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“They’'ll fireagain. Soon.” Garek stated in a deadly calm tone.

Angeni dropped altitude abruptly, ending up under the shuttle and low enough to the
arid brown earth to seeit with the old flyer’sonboard lights. In a maneuver from her
teens, she spun the saucer around a power grid, throttling it forward on the other side
in a surge of speed. The newer shuttlefired, blazing the spot they’'d just vacated.
Within moments, the shuttle compensated, flying too low, and fired upon them again.
The computer’svoice articulated, “ The third engine of your Hummingbird ison fire.

| solating nav control to the other two.”

“Take measuresto seal damaged section,” Angeni ordered.

“Recommend gjection of pilot and passenger cubicle immediately,” the voicereturned.
Angeni found the appropriate controls and initiated the order s the machine suggested.
“Eject mechanisms malfunctioning,” came from the voice.

A crisp swear word came from Garek. “Can you keep us flying much longer ?”

Sheglanced in hisdirection. “1’m losing responsiveness. A water reservoir isnear here.
I"1l ditch the Hummingbird there. Hang on.”

He slashed a smilefor her. You can do it.

He had every confidence she could crash land the darn thing safely.

Maybe she could. She smiled back.

You can.

Just knowing he thought so, propelled her confidence level upward. “With the neuro-
link, my night vision is better than anything installed in the new shuttle,” she said,

hoping she wasright, hoping she wasn’t too rusty with thelink.

You'refine. Steady. Just a bit longer.

file:///C//DOWNL OADS/BENTLEY %20Jacki%20-%20A ngel %20and%20the%20Fying%20Warhorses%20(NCP).html (246 of 280)29/10/2006 20:51:18



Angel and the Flying Warhorses

Hiswords added to her concentration, helped her focus on controlling the old machine,
drain what power it had left in it.

They dipped over a small ridge. Thereservoir cameinto sight. The other shuttle was
flying full speed right in their back pocket. With alast burst of reckless forward speed,
Angeni let the Hummingbird drop, front edgefirst to thewater. Its shape was
naturally water friendly, so theflyer could float. At the last possible margin of safety,
she altered attitudeto just kissthe surface of the water, barely avoiding hard impact.

The enemy pilot failed to see the earthen dam looming in front of him, until it wastoo
late. The newer shuttle crashed against the dam and exploded into flames and flying
deplex composite fragmentslike breaking crystal.

“That was beautiful flying, my angel.” Garek carefully pulled her hands out of the
gloves. Hisheart jerked back to life. He wanted her detached quickly and out of the old
disc beforeit sank to the bottom of the lake.

* % * %

After answering questions about the high-speed air chase and unauthorized fouling of
the water reservoir with a machine, Angeni and Garek were back in their guestroom at
the Chancellor’s home.

During the questioning, Gar ek had carefully skirted theincriminating evidence they’d
found on Angeni in the computer files, for which she was grateful.

“Do you believe the evidence against me?” Angeni looked out the windows of their
bedroom now, without seeing the stark landscape beyond therear terrace.

Garek cameto her and placed hislarge hands on her shoulders. Heturned her to face
him, hishandswarm and flexing on her skin.

“No, of coursel do not. | should be angry with you for asking. Considering the day
you’ve had, I'll display some husbandly under standing.”

She searched his expression. No hint of suspicion or caution clouded his eyes tonight.
Just the war mth of trust. Relief washed over her. Shethrew her armsaround his neck
and held him tightly.

“You will give up The Cultural Exchange nonsense, Angeni,” herasped against her
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temple where hislipsrested.

The stark order took her by surprise. So much for husbandly under standing.
She stiffened and took a half-step back.

Again? You ask methisagain?

Garek raked arestless hand through hishair. | should not have brought it up. “ Not
spoken with such a cold demand.”

“I won't let you control me any morethan | would seek to control you.”

His blue eyes darkened, and hiseyes narrowed. “1 can control your body, lady,” the
wor ds seemed for ced through clenched teeth.

Angeni gasped. “Yes, you can. | cannot deny the truth of that arrogant statement.”
Helifted a hand in plea, asthough realizing he'd gone too far. Men.

“That would not solve theissue at hand, would it?” Angeni knew she should be angry
with him for tryingto use hissensual pull in thisargument. And shewas. “We need to
talk thisout once and for all. | realize you have no use for The Exchange.”

“Later. Wewill talk later.” Helifted her into hisarmsand carried her to the bed.

His breath came hot against her cheek. “ Tell me you want to be with me. Tell meyou
want me.”

“Yes. | want you, Garek. So much,” she answered into his mouth, helplessly. She closed
her eyesand allowed her body to show him.

Garek groaned. Tonight, she wore a gar ment from The Challenge Ritual, soft, red silk
thistime, the soft fabric sensual against her heated skin. Aching, he covered her mouth
with his, found his clan crest, the eagle symbol, at the hem with hishand, and began a

slow journey upward.

Thiskisswasfull of all they’d been through earlier in the day. The all encompassing
joy of making it through together safely.
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He strapped a possessive leg about her upper thigh and said, “ Tell methat no other
man will ever have you.”

“| want no other man.”

Her legstangled with his, moving restlessly, pressing closer in silent demand for his
attentions.

He answered her request immediately, power fully, pinning her beneath him and
entering her in onelong stroke.

“That’sall | need, my love,” herasped.
“I need you,” she whispered.

He smothered her wordswith kisses and playful tongue, moving to lick the hollow of
her ear.

With their loving, they were communicating deeper than any wordsaloud or in
thoughts could achieve.

She moaned her pleasure and arched to meet him, encour aging him, holding him to
her, trapping him with her legs.

He broke the kissesto laugh.

“I want all of you,” she demanded, her voice throaty and low.

Heincreased the pace, until shecried out with thejoy of it.

Hejoined her in the echoing release a light-second later .

“Get somedeep,” heordered.

“You enjoy giving meorders,” she said, exhausted. If shewere not so tired, she' d stay
awake just to let him know hewouldn’t alwayswin with her. Not as completely as he

had tonight. Her eyesblinked back open. She noticed he was putting back on the black
pants again.
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“ Areyou going somewhere?’ She stirred a bit to ask, realizing he planned to leave her
behind again for her own good.

“No, I’'m not going anywhere. | intend to stay awake awhile.”

“You expect more visitorstonight?” She spoke of theintrudersto their room while
they were out. The broken Clothoes belt was clear evidence.

“A real possibility. We've seen too much incriminating evidence today? Rest while you
can.”

“All right,” sheanswered, falling asleep as she spoke. Piloting the old flyer had taken a
toll. She' d felt a draining sadness when the machine sank into the dark water, asif it
really had been a part of her. Maybe the officials had been right to ban production of
the neuro-link vehicles. Too many unknownsin the human brain, she thought as she
allowed slumber to take her. Shefelt secure and safe with Gar ek guarding while she
sought healing sleep.

Garek sat awake for several hoursin a position that allowed him to seetheterrace and
theinterior doorway. The place crawled with Alliance Guard, having taken over the
duties of the injured men from Olandian security. Still.

Asthe minutes slowly ticked away, he combated the need to sleep himself by sorting
through his problem with Angeni. He wanted her to abandon The Cultural Exchange
for him. He could not consider their marriage safe until shedid so. Thefelt the
uncertainty of her commitment, the division of her loyalty. Asif she waited for
something.

Hefound hewanted it all. I n spite of denouncing love, he found he badly wanted an old-
fashioned, primitive declaration of everlasting love from hiswife. He'd wished for it
right in the middle of making love tonight. He dwelled on the fantasy a while now.

Minutes later, hearing sounds from theterrace beyond the window, Garek came out of
his chair. The unmistakable soft pad of stealthy footsteps sounded. The snap of a twig
blown in by a storm earlier. A seeping man would not have heard. Garek flexed his
palm about the small laser weapon.

Wher e wer e the damned Alliance guards? Why no alarms? They’d expected an inside
job...so heand Coyle had brought in an army.
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He crept to the bed where Angeni lay peacefully. He placed his mouth over hers,
pressing hislipsto hers. It seemed a sure enough way to wake her without causing
movement or sound. This, they hadn’t taught him n Alliance Security training.

Wake up, my angel.

When her eyesflew open, he forced himself to release her sweet mouth. He motioned
for her to follow him.

Quiet.

Asthey rolled from the bed, Gar ek searched for Angeni’sdress. He tossed the sexy
thing to her. Obediently, sleepily, she quickly squirmed into it.

Intruders. Garek led her out the door and down the hall to an empty bedroom. So little
time. He hated trying thiswith her along. No choice. The bedrooms shared theterrace
garden. We'll go around, get behind them.

With that quickly and quietly accomplished, Angeni clasped to hisside, Garek called
out with deadly menace, “ Drop your weapons.”

The clink of deplex dropping to the ground quickly followed Garek’s order.
Therewerefour of them dressed in dark clothing, some covering draping their heads.
“Planning a little surprise, Warrick?” Garek demanded. Hedidn't know for sureit
was Froton Warrick. He could not be sure. Guard intuition. Someone who could get by
the guardswith official looking papers. His guess proved accurate when Warrick’s

familiar voice echoed in the silence of the evening.

“Yes, Sahnjun. It would seem | failed. Y ou watched for us, | takeit?” Warrick asked,
unableto completely hidethe startled fear in hisvoice.

“I had some suspicions. With Lendow dead in the shuttle crash, | thought you’d show
your hand sooner or later.”

Warrick laughed darkly. “Lucius Lendow isa dlippery individual. | would not count
him dead befor e seeing hisremainsin the morgue, werel you.”
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Garek nodded in acknowledgement. “We agree on something at last.”
“What are you doing here, Warrick?” Angeni demanded.

“All in good time, my dear. Be patient. But that isnot avirtue you can claim, isit?’ He
smiled hatefully.

“I didn’t expect you to get past the upgraded security. I'll admit | felt pretty safein the
Chanceéllor’shome.”

“I have a few connectionsin the Chancellor’s staff.”

“No doubt.” Sotherewasatraitor insidethe Chancellor’sfold. They would be found
and dealt with as soon asthey madeit through this. Warrick wasn’t a steady as he
portrayed, desperation lurked in hiseyes. Warrick had planned to catch them slegping,
to be the one holding the weapon at the moment. Gar ek closed his hand reassuringly
around Angeni’s.

“You used Angeni’s name and codesto protect your involvement in Lucius Lendow’s
illegal transgen schemes, didn’t you?” Garek demanded.

“It suited my purposes. The Chancellor would not prosecute his own daughter.”
Angeni!

Garek heard the one-wor d thought, meant for hiswife, as soon asshedid. His eyes
never left Warrick’s. But in hisperipheral vision, he observed Angeni’s expression
flood with worry and fear for her half-brother.

Coyle.

Yes. Near by. Under stress.

The urgent communication of her name was digointed, fragmented with rage and
frustration, once again as painful in itsintensity astheir first experience with his

thoughts.

Garek’smind joined with Angeni’sto soothe him and control the telepathic noise.
Garek’sown level of stressnotched up. Coyle Osidewasvery angry and very closeto
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beingirrationally out of control.

Angeni. Her name solidified. The only clear word getting through.

We're here. Safe, she answered her brother.

Chahl Oside' svoicerang out, “ Sahnjun, | suggest you drop your weapon to the floor
with the others. | have a new tech X-29 nerver very near my offspring’s spinal column.
My belief isthe two of you care morefor hiswelfarethan | do.”

Angeni gripped Garek’sarm tightly, her hand shook.

A sad fate for father and son.

Angeni gave a startled gasp and winced, realizing thisthought was steeped in sadness
and regret. Had the thought come from Coyle?

Not Coyle, Garek supplied.

Chahl Oside himself? Her eyeswidened, and she stared at the older man. Yes, it had
come from him. She saw agreement in Garek’s expression. Different in tone and
timbre, somehow mor e staccato, edgier, it had been a weak telepathic signal resonated
with no refinement. No control because he had no idea he'd sent a message. She
realized the man bluffed. Shetook a deep, steadying breath. However, they could not
afford to take a chance hishand would slip on the evil weapon.

“I’ve often observed that caring for the welfar e of others can make people vulnerable,”
Oside continued. “ A very useful theory for me so far.”

Angeni noticed the calm and reasoning tonewas at great odds with his turbulent
thoughts. Suddenly shefelt Garek was about to do something. She had to stop him.
Please don’t.

What, Angel? Hell, the man isright. With apparent reluctance, slowly, Garek did as he
was asked, dropping the weapon to the terrace stone.

Angeni knew hisanger burned and he hated giving in to the demand. He did not want
to let go of the upper hand.
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We will get through thislove. Shetried to reassure him. What good would our lives be if
they come at the expense of my brother, your friend? she asked telepathically.

You'reright, of course. His meddling is the reason we met.

Don’t count me as dead yet, Sahnjun. Coyle said, telepathically. We will think of
something. We have this telepathic link thing to our advantage.

Better start thinking. Garek answer ed.
The mercenaries moved in, taking them captive.

“Move,” Warrick said, motioning outward toward the grounds, clearly enjoying the
moment.

After along walk, they stopped at one of the mor e remote Security Guard Houses, the
farthest from the preserve. By thetimethey reached their destination, theearly
mor ning sun rose and the dew simulation machines came on.

The men shoved Angeni and Garek into a small, dark room and locked the heavy door.

Garek prowled every centimeter, carefully looking for a means of escape. At least they
had not separated them in confinement. Angeni sat quietly, watching, talking to him.
She was speaking to calm him, as he had done for thetiger on Clothoes.

Beforethey had timeto formulate a viable plan of exit, the thick metal door swung
open and four men entered theroom. Garek stood in front of Angeni.

The men were dressed in blue Olandian preserve police uniforms, the same as Angeni’s
acquaintance had worn days earlier in the subway. But they were not Olandian. They
were Aldorian,

“Osideisready. We came for thewoman,” one said, coming forward, sidestepping
Garek to grasp Angeni’sforearm.

Garek threw him against thewall. Two othersmet with the same fate, sliding to the

floor. Thefourth, and smartest of the group, thought to use hisweapon on stun,
knocking Garek down to his knees, then he collapsed forward.
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Angeni sank to her knees by Garek’sside. She had only a second to turn him to his
back and check Garek’s pulse beforethe men continued with their plan, pulling her
away from him.

Garek would awaken in a couple of hourswith no residual harm, she knew this, but
still shefelt a crawling fear for him. Those two hours of semi-conscious paralysiswould
be a small hell. If she could just inject a muscle stimulant, she could rever se the stun.
Shejerked her arm from the fourth man. “ Get me a med-kit,” she demanded.

“Get up, woman. He'll live. Be awake in a couple of hours. If you don’t come with us
peacefully, I'll kill him now. Be glad todo it,” he said, dragging her up and shoving her

toward the door.

Struggling to keep her balance, Angeni turned on him. “1f he has any complications,
anything, I'll seethe color of your insides.”

The man stopped in histracks, shock and a flash of fear covered hisface. He knew she
meant what she said. Good.

“By the gods, you are an Aldorian girl!”
Angeni squared her shouldersand walked on in thedirection he’'d pointed.
Asthey stepped out into the hall, she came face-to-face with the slimy Froton Warrick.

“You may aswell come along peacefully, my dear. It isa pity you did not accept my
kind offer to wed you.”

Angeni struggled not to spit in hisface. It was beneath her station asa Prime Healer to
do such athing.

* * k% %

Garek was alone. Hefelt the strange emptiness he associated with the loss of Angeni’s
presence and their telepathic communication. The sameloss he'd felt during the year
after hisinjury when hedid not see her. The same need to find her. Now, fighting
grogginess, he struggled to remember why he felt the overwhelming certainty Angeni
faced danger and he must help her. Now. No time.
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Why couldn’t he move his hands, hisfeet. Anything?

If he could get one muscle to move the damned otherswould follow. Becoming more
awar e, herecognized the muddled feeling of a weapon stun.

He'd felt something like thisbefore. In the swamp on Gandos. At least hewasin adry
gpot thistime. No numbing wet cold to drain hisstrength.

He thought of the new prosthetic knee. The artificial moving parts might not be
blocked by the stun. Perhaps he could make the damned thing move. He concentr ated
all hiswill on that.

Chapter Twenty-Nine

PrevigTop |Next

Chahl Oside stood by a dust-covered desk in aroom used for holding and interrogating
plantlife poachers. The warlord eyed his estranged son, who stood on the other side of
the desk. The offspring reminded him of a younger version of hisown father. Thelook
about the eyes was unmistakable. He had sons by two other wives, but this onewasthe
closest to hisgrandsire of them all. The blonde hair was from the boy’s mother. The
woman who'd cheated him of so much.

“You try to stop me, Offspring? You look for opportunity even now. | seeit in your
eyes. You located thegirl. Your half-sister,” Chahl continued. “How?"

Silence.
“No doubt, the sameway | did. Or, maybe your spiesamong my own peopletold you.

They think you’ll take over someday. Marry one of the other clan’swomen and rule all
the feuding triads. Hah! Fools! You and | know differently. You disdain all that isour
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Aldor.” He eased himsalf down into a chair.

“You have the disgusting good nature of your sweet mother, yet my strength. It has
proved a formidable combination for you. The Offspring’s eyes flashed fire. If looks
could destroy. But you can’t claim to have my experience or the wealth and resour ces.”

“And you fight, with no rest, to keep your money.”

He laughed without true humor. “ Your and my battles are uneven. And about to
become even more so. Your mother’s good has disadvantages, Offspring. It comes with
a conscience. Will limit your strength, get you killed.”

Coyle spat angrily, “I would rather die than fight dishonorably, asyou do. Or live off
the property of others.”

“Yes, | know, Coyle.” Chahl smiled a dark smile, almost paternal, and continued, “1'm
sureyou mean that.” Directed to hismen at the door, “Have they brought the girl?
What keepsthem?”

Just then, she stormed through the doorway, followed closely by Froton Warrick and
the Aldorian guards. Her gold hair wasin disarray about her face. Shethrew it back
with impatience, eyeing him fiercely and closely.

As Angeni entered theroom, she noticed her brother’sthoughtswere a firestorm of
fearsfor her, in spite of his outward show of calm strength. And terrible guilt that he
had betrayed Sidrain an attempt to direct these men from finding Angeni. An innocent

woman he'd never met. Hetried hard and failed miserably to cloak histhoughts from
her.

She sent a calming message to him. Steady, Brother. We will use the telepathic
communication. We will protect Sidra. | know you meant her no harm.

| told them to go after her, instead of you. A coward’s choice.
No! A human’s choice. She stepped to Coyle' sside and touched hisarm.

Sheturned to face Chahl. “ The Crusher of Aldor can not hurt me, Brother. Death has
already taken hissoul.”

Angeni, use caution. Came from her brother.
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“You will speak to meonly!” Oside declared. With a pass of hishand, heraked the few
items on the desk to thefloor. A small cloud of dust rose. “1 promised you in tradeto a
new member of theLead Triad. An Aldorian warrior needs hismate to hold his sanity
after battle.”

“That does not concern me. | have no interest in your plansfor me. | need a med kit,”
she demanded of Chahl Oside, stepping closer to the desk front. She placed her hands
on the desk to hide their shaking. Sheinstinctively knew she must show no weaknessto
thisman. “Your hired goons stunned Garek. Get med suppliesfor meso | can reverse
the stun.”

The man was silent, a look of surprise and shock on hisface. “Your friend will recover
soon enough, girl.”

“Yes, but he struggles through the confusion of nothingness meanwhile. | want him
gpared that agony. Hedoesn't deserveit. Heisno criminal. If you want to continue
these senseless negotiations with me, you will provide what | ask.”

Chahl Oside shook his head, laughing now, a humorless sound. “ Flocking hell, you are
not what | expected. Dominant Aldorian blood flows through you, girl. You may not be
so soothing to my enemy after all. He may not thank me.”

Suddenly, from the hallway came loud noises, shouts, and the sound of scuffling and
bodies being thrown against the corridor walls. Then the broad door s flew open,
slamming to the walls at each side with resounding, reverberating thuds.

Garek strode through the door, breathing hard. Angeni could see the unconscious
bodies of battered guardsin the hallway behind him. All the guards were down. Gar ek
pointed an Aldorian weapon, taken from a guard, at Chahl Oside' s head. She noticed
Garek leaned hard against the door frame. Fighting the stun was taking superhuman
strength. He was glorious, an avenging alpha male warrior who'd cometo rescue his
woman.

“Go ahead and comeright in, Sahnjun,” Chahl Oside said, resigned.

Careful, friend, came from Coyle, his eyes dashed toward Warrick who was delving
into his pocket.

“Don’t try it, Warrick,” Garek ordered befor e shifting his eyes back to Oside, his
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primary enemy. Warrick dropped his bony hands back to a safe distance from his
weapon, not much fight in him.

“Untie Coyle, Angeni.”

She went to work on the bindings.

“Y ou have the advantage now Sahnjun, but | swear by my ancestor’sbones, I'll follow
you. You won’t keep her long. | need thiswoman. Sheispromised.” Oside pounded his
fist on the desk. “ It appealsto my sense of vengeance to use the daughter of my former
wife...and another man to protect my empire. | will follow you. Any humanity that
givesyou sanctuary, will suffer.”

Angeni spoke. “You will search for usasyou did for Mother, then? It won’t work. You
can haunt our lives, but it won’t stop your ghosts. All your possessions can’t help you
now.”

“Shut up, girl. Just shut up,” he said.

Garek’sfingersflexed on the weapon. Taking advantage of Oside' sfrustration, he left
his position by the door and took possession of hisenemy’slaser. And then Angeni’s

arm. Hetugged nonetoo gently toward the door .

Sheresisted. “Thisisnot over, Garek. Let mefinish talking to him. We must rid our
lives of thisthreat now.”

“Damn, damn, damn,” Garek swore, but the wordswereresigned. If a man facing the
possible threat of an enemy’sreinforcements could beresigned. L ooking at her with
some annoyance, he gave a grudging nod and took up a guard position to keep an eye
on the prone and still men in the hall.

“Thank you,”

“Get on with it. Makeit quick,” he snapped.

“You expected meto be more malleable and manageable.”

Chahl Oside stared at her with shocked intensity burning in his gaze.
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“You nearly destroyed my mother. Perhapsyou did not plan to.” Shewaved a hand.
“It wasyour nature. And the career path you chose.” Angeni turned to smile
reassuringly at Coyle. Her brother agreed with Garek. He distracted her with
telepathic messages color fully spattered with self-directed cursesfor getting them all in
thismess.

Slowly, Brother. If we are to work together as telepaths we must have absolute control.
Assuming we leave here tonight alive, her brother answered, aggravated with her now.
But he controlled histelepathic pathway.

That’s much better. I’ m getting most of what you are sending, including the swearing, she
teased.

“Therearetimeswhen cursing the universe and everything in it seems appropriate,
baby sister. I’m glad you can find humor in thisbleeding mess,” Coyle said with heavy
sar casm. Garek, do something, he order ed.

Don’t look to me. Garek communicated, never taking his eyes off the hallway and their
means of escape. “Your sister may get usvaporized, my friend, but wewon’t be bored
to death by—"

“Talk to me, girl, not to thesetwo idiots,” Oside interrupted, furious now, hisface
flushed. “1 am your focus.”

“Coyleisyour son, Oside. The one you made great plansfor,” Angeni said softly. “Isn’t
it so? Different plansthan the normal father, | suppose.” Shefelt tearsflood her eyes,
but she knew she could not afford empathy.

New anger flashed as he seemed to read her expression. “ Perhaps! Perhaps! Don't pity
megirl. It was over thirty yearsago. Why don’t you fear me, Angeni?’

Histone was different now, thoughtful. He'd used her namefor thefirst timein this
battle of wills.

“Your mother feared me. | saw the resemblance between you in the flatvid photos and
on Clothoes. That’show | found you. A media strip about your physical therapy for
the genetically injured. Ironic. Some of them my doing perhaps. I ndirectly, of course.
Exactly the kind of thing your mother would have enjoyed, helping the less fortunate.
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Undoing my evil, she would have pronounced it. No matter how much treasurel
brought her, she only saw the sacrificesmade.” Herubbed a hand acrossthe desk. “I
kept it from her aslong as| could. Inevitably ... shelearned thetruth.”

Angeni smiled a sad smile of agreement. “Yes, you understood her well.”

“When | saw you, | knew | could make use of you. A formidable bargaining tool. |
planned to rescue you, befriend you, have you under my influence before you knew
who | was. The offspring and thisdamned interfering Clothoes M ountain Barbarian
have ruined those plans.”

“Glad todoit,” Garek said.

“Failing to gain my trust, you wanted meto fear you. You know how to use a person’s
fearsagainst them, don’t you. You thought the Olandian blood would make me timid.”

“By thegods, girl, | had theright to expect it.”
Angeni saw thelook of recognition in hiscold, silver-blue eyes.

“No, | don’t fear you. | feel pity for you, a deep sadnessfor what might have been for
you and my mother.”

He hit the desk with hisfist.

“You fedl the need to consolidate your spoils because your timeisrunning out.”
“Enough!” Oside’ shouted, lamming his hand to the desk again, disregarding Garek’s
weapon. Now Coyle had joined Garek, and they were on either side of Angeni, edging
her toward the door.

“You lieto yourself in saying you have no conscience.”

His browsdrew together. “Yes, damn you.”

Angeni continued, knowing she was gambling she could stop him here. Today. Thiswas

a battle she had to win. “My mother found the courage to run when she under stood
your plansfor your son’sfuture.”
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Angeni, that’s enough, let’s go. Now, Garek spokein her mind, softly, coaxing at first,
but by thetime he cameto thelast word, it wasa command.

“When she was with you, you had a few moments of light.” Now the man just stared at
her with shocked resignation and something like morbid fascination on hisface. “Waell,
I’'m damned to a soldier’s hell. You really are an Aldorian telepath. You read my own
thoughts,” he said at last, laughing now.

Angeni simply nodded. “ The old legends have truth in them apparently.”

Coyle stared in stunned disbelief.

Garek sighed heavily. | should have guessed. | should have known from Angeni’s DNA,
when | saw it on Triastra. Too close to yours Coyle, for half-siblings.

Not a surprise to me. Let’s get her out of here. Fast.

Angeni had realized the reason she could read Oside sthoughts was that she was not
Saxton Traek’s daughter asshe' d been told. Shewasthe Crusher of Aldor’sdaughter.
Garek hurt for her.

“It'sso needlessly sad,” she said. “Lovewasted on greed.”

“Stop, damn you! Please, just stop.” Chahl turned to Coyle. “Coyle, for the love of fire
and stone, take her away from here.”

“Yes. No problem,” Coyle agreed.

“Y ou have what you want, Angeni, | will leave you alone,” the older man said.
It'sover, Angeni. You’ve done all you can to stop him. Garek communicated.
Galvanized, Coyle and Garek wasted no timein doing just asthe man asked.

Angeni wasready to leave now and moved willingly with them, but stopped and turned
at thedoor.

“Where arethechildren?” shedemanded.
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“I don’t know, girl.” The man dragged his hand through the silver-black hair and
looked up at her. He laughed without mirth. “We could not find them to steal from
you.”

Garek could almost feel sorry for the defeated warlord.

“He' stelling thetruth,” Angeni said. “Hane,” she added, simply.

Yes. Garek tugged gently on her arm again to remind her of their retreat.

Hane has them hidden somewhere as we hoped. She breathed a thankful sigh of relief
and buried her facein Garek’s shirt.

Garek held her tight a moment. We owe him.

“Let’sget her out of here before he rememberswho heisand changes hisflocking
mind, dammit,” Coyle said.

“Right,” Garek replied, moved to action, leading them around the tied guards.
When they had gone, Chahl Oside dropped his head into his hands, defeated in a way
that no enemy had ever accomplished before. His great-grandmother had heard the

thoughts of othersalong a shared family pathway. The girl was his own daughter.

The obnoxious sound of approaching Olandian Security sirensfilled the air.

Chapter Thirty

PrevigTop |Next

Angeni, Garek and Coyle stood at the entrance to the preserve subway. Aza and Nethe
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stood guard near by, coached by Angeni to hide their wings from the passer shy. A
warm, dry wind was stirring the air. She impatiently swiped a wayward lock of hair
from her brow.

“The children arefine. Hane said as much when he broke silence,” Garek reassur ed
her.

“I know. | just can’t relax until | seethem. They’re so young. So small and fragile. |
never dreamed | would be endangering them.”

At that moment, the happy sounds of children filtered from the under ground opening.

The sounds wer e soon followed by eight lively little ones. M ost of them were astride the
small riderbeasts, but thelast and smallest, atiny littlegirl with red hair and a robotic
leg was per ched high on Hane' s broad shoulders, laughing in joy and blessedly alive.

Sidra and | sak weretheretoo, each shepherding members of thelittle group.

“I'm still hungry, Mr. Hane.” Thelittle girl held double handfuls of his abundant,
coar se black hair for balance.

He smiled upward in the general direction of hissmall burden. Angeni realized Hane

had quite a handsome smile. “1 know you are, sweetheart girl,” he answered, hisvoice
deep and rumbling. “Maybe these kind folks will take pity on our littletroop and feed
us.”

Thelittle one looked up from the thick hair she held captive. Her face lit with surprise.
“Healer Angeni,” she squealed.

“Héllo, darling.”

Once again Hanereminded her of someone. Suddenly it cameto her, The Founder.
The captain of thefirst Olandian science ship. Of course! She saw hisface every day on
the currency. They would not dare use The Founder’s DNA?

Sure they would. They would find it humorous. Garek answer ed.

| agree, came from Coyle.

Should we tell him? Angeni asked.
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No, Coyle answered quickly.
Garek nodded. Not until we learn more. Garek agr eed.

Coyle closed his eyes. The Founder’s bloodline has been studied extensively. Thiswill
help us save him?

Yes.

He' sagood friend. Therewas great relief in Coyle' stelepathic words.

Just then, thelittle one rushed into speech. “Healer Angeni, we waited and waited for
hours and hoursfor you to send a message that it wastime to come back. Did you catch
those bad men? We saw them, asking questions about usand Mr. Hane helped usrun
and hide, ‘cause he says sometimesit’s better to run than fight.”

Angeni stretched out her arms, and thelittle girl dlid from her perch into her embrace.

She hugged her close. “ Yes, baby, sometimesit’sfar better to run than fight,” Angeni
said, her voice muffled by tearsand soft red curlswith sweet baby smell.

“Thank you, Hane,” she said. He nodded and grinned. He looked happy.

“Donoissooo hungry.” Thelittle one pointed a small finger behind them to the fat
little animal.

Am hungry, Dono agreed.

The other children crowded around as close asthe size of their riderbeasts would
allow, laughing and all talking at once.

“I'll havetorun ageneprofileto seeif you're Aldorian,” Angeni laughed, suspecting
thelittle girl wasreading animals thoughts as she had at the same age. “ Can we go
home, now?” Angeni asked, turning her face up to Garek.

“You sound much the same asthelittlegirl,” he said and kissed her long and deep then
nuzzled her hair, not thinking of the people around them.

He pulled away reluctantly. “Yes, Geni, we'll take our little clan hometo Clothoes,” he
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answer ed.

* k% * %

When their borrowed PRAX dlingship had closed the distance back to Clothoes,
Angeni and Gar ek learned the Jona had moved ahead in their absence. She and her
minions used the genetic profilesthey’d prepared earlier, sending out invitationsto the
candidates.

Angeni smiled as she thought of it. Now, a month later, the ladies of The Cultural
Exchange gathered for an event dubbed, “ The Choosing”. The Jona thought the name
fitting, asit called to mind the mating customs of her people. The ladies wer e Clothoes
citizens now and should use Clothoes terms and customs, she r easoned.

In aformal ceremony tonight, the women wer e to name the man they chose for the
marriage bond. The event was being hosted at Garek’s home.

The Jona enjoyed nothing mor e than hosting a lar ge party.

Angeni badly needed a break from thetiring festivities. So now she walked out to visit
the Nethe and Azain the stable a short distance from the house. She wor e an Olandian
gown, much likethe one she’d escaped with Garek in in those early days. The same
rich blue with matching jewel-incrusted shoes. The heels made walking the stone
pathway tricky. The Jona had frowned on her choice of attire, of course, but Angeni
felt thereminder of Olandia important. Besides, Garek loved the dress on her and she
needed every advantage.

Nethe and Aza had settled in nicely to the private paddocks near the house. They
thrived in the healthy sunlight of Clothoes, and seemed to feel the same sense of
homecoming here as she had.

She suspected the healthy planet had led to a pregnancy for Aza. If her suspicion
proved true, it would be a happy event indeed.

You loveit here, don’t you? she asked, rubbing the stallion’s neck.
Yes, Hippiatra, we do.

“Heshould,” Garek said, as he stepped through the evening shadows of the barn. “ Aza
isalways by hisside.”
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And plenty of delicious pasture grass, the mare agreed. Sleeping in the sun, resting in the
shade of ancient trees. Flying for fun. Good exercise.

Will we have a foal, Aza? Garek patted her arched neck. He alwaysrode Nethe, but
Angeni sensed thelittle mare was hisfavorite.

Too early to tell, hard to hold them long enough to be born. Too many are twins, don’t live
long. But thisoneisalone. And is meaner than the others.

Mean?Angeni asked.

Determined. Tough, Nethe clarified for Aza.

Hungry now, Aza said. Thetrogon wander ed off to graze.
Angeni’sthoughtsturned to the child she already carried her self.

“The Choosing approaches,” Garek said asthey watched the peaceful sight of the
animals eating.

“Isn’t it interesting that most of the relationships being formed have little to do with
the genetic profiles we matched?”

“Yes, I’ve noticed the phenomenon. We thought it might be so.”
“Theoneswe put together all show signs of selecting other mates.”

“It doesn’t matter. They are all within acceptable parameters of genetic distanceto
save the Olandian bloodlinesfor the future.”

“Yes,” sheagreed.
“Have you noticed the way L exa Stolle chases Hane?”
“I’ve noticed,” she said with a smile.

“And he'sdefinitely not interested,” he added.
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“Itisn’t that smple.”
[1] NO?H
“No. Hane believes he will die soon.”

“A logical conclusion, given hisorigins. Does makeit hard to plan. Any progresson his
problem?”

“Lexaworksnight and day to find a solution, going backwar d through the process that
created him, looking for away to help him. We now know hisoriginal genetic parent is
The Founder, so | think shecan doit.”

Sometimes love can yield solutions when all other avenues are exhausted. She
deliberately used telepathy.

Garek stuck hishandsin hispockets. He held her eyeswith his.

She waited, and then sighed.

You seem to expect me to say something to that.

Sheraised a brow.

“ Angeni, for thelast time, say you will give up this Cultural Exchange beforeit istoo
late.” Garek winced at her angry expression, but continued, “ From the look on your
face—that sure as hell was not what you wanted to hear. You are disappointed, hurt.

Your beautiful smileisgone.”

Shelooked away. “I must return and socialize with the others,” she said, her voice
lifeless. Sheturned her back and began walking away.

No! Do not go.
She kept walking.

“Doyou believein loveat first sight?” he called after her, raising hisvoice since she
was almost out of sight.
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Angeni’s heart stopped, and then jerked back to life. She'd asked him the same
guestion during the Challenge Ritual.

Yes, love, and | gave you the wrong answer.

Sheturned back. “Yes...oh, yes, | believe,” she answered, her voice louder thistime,
but cautious. She moved a few steps, then paused and waited.

Angeni?

“| learned about love at first sight a year ago. When you stormed into my emer gency
room and my life. So near death | thought you weretoo latefor us. | wasirrationally
angry you weretoo late. Then, worse—" Shethrew up her hands. “—you left me
behind. Alone. You walked away without looking back.” There was accusation in the
last. She closed the distance between them.

Oh, believe me | looked back. He held out hisarmsto her. She stepped into them. “I’'m
sorry, Angel,” hewhispered. “I wasafool.” He put hisarmsaround her and kissed her
now, urgent Kisses.

“No. You wer e needed by Clothoes. Thewarlords hunted Sidra. Thefianceée...”

“If Coyle had told methe bastards also looked for you—"

“You did not know. If you had, you would have gotten your self killed leading them
away.”

“I had littleidea what the feelings between us were, but | wanted you safe.” He pulled
her tighter to him, too rough, holding her asif she would escape. He forced himself to
loosen her.

“I know.”
“Now you will give up The Cultural Exchange?”

Shetook hisbicepsin her hands and shook him. She shocked him stiff. “You are so
stubborn, Captain Garek Sahnjun.”

“I loveyou,” hewhispered, hiseyes serious.
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Oh, heavens. Angeni knew she could not deny this man anything.
| loveyou. | love you. Therumble of histelepathic wordsignited her passion.
So what that he hadn’t come back for her, she did love him. | love you, too.

| was coming back to you. | talked Illana into asking for my brother. She wanted him, but
had no courage, he communicated.

You were coming back to me? Tearsfilled her eyes, and her doubt evaporated.
As soon as possible!

Well, that makes all the difference to me.She laughed with joy

He unbuttoned her blouse.

She stilled hishands at her breast. She must make him see that he could participatein
the Alliance Cultural Exchange with her. Her adopted people needed them.

Shetouched hisface. Will you trust me tonight? As| did not trust you to return to me?
She pleaded.

Yes.

Ashekissed a path to her breasts, shelost her train of thought. Garek.

She knew he meant to have her here now. The doors had solid locks and they’d often
made use of the large, comfortable sofa in theliving quartersand the privacy afforded

in the past month.

“Areyou against The Cultural Exchange? You still believeit wrong?” Hedistracted
her with hiswonderful, masculine hands.

“No. No. | didn’t liketheidea at first, but the damned Exchangeisworking. The
Olandian resistance faded with a recent outbreak of Morland’sillness.”

111 Y$.”

file:///C//DOWNL OADS/BENTLEY %20Jacki%20-%20A ngel %20and%20the%20Fying%20Warhorses%20(NCP).html (270 of 280)29/10/2006 20:51:18



Angel and the Flying Warhorses

“I worried therisk to your life continued aslong as you participated in The Exchange.”
He framed her face with hishands. “And | could not bear the thought of you and
another man. You're mine. And it’smorethan that. | loveyou. | want only you. Every
day since | awokein the hospital ship at Dandrovia.”

“Oh, Garek, that’s so sweet, so wonderful.” Tearsfell.

“Sweet, hmmm? Just theimage a retired Alliance Guardsman wantsto cultivate.”
Garek laughed, relieved things wer e going hisway for now.

She stood before him completely nude now, working on removing his shirt, adding fire
to hisalready over heated body.

“No, | will not giveup The Exchange.”

Shocked, he searched her expression. “Just what in a cold hell do you mean?”

“Hear meout, Garek.” | will choose you as my mate, as| have planned to do all along.
After a silence, Garek laughed with joy. Then he sighed with relief and devoured her
soft neck. “Damn. I’ ve been so blinded by thoughts of you with another man, |
overlooked the obvious solution to our problem.”

“Yes, blind isasgood aword as stubborn, | suppose.”

“You toy with me.”

“Some. A little.”

“I will never be bored with you.”

“So, what isyour answer ?”

Heinclined hishead. “1 would be honored by your choice. Happy to give you the
children you need to save Olandia.” He smiled his beautiful smile. He drew her down
to the earth-toned sofa and covered her with his strength, filling her with one fluid

stroke.

13 Y$.”
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“Tell meagain,” hedemanded, “| need to hear you say it again.”

“Yes, | will be happy to. Anytime.”

Now.

She smiled. Helooked so fier ce and demanding, hisbody so primitively hard against
hers. “I love you, my heart,” she whispered, enjoying the length of hisarousal inside

her.

Asif toreward her correct response, he continued moving, taking them higher asthey
sought the completion of their loving.

And when it came, it wasthe best lovemaking they’d shared. Much richer for the
wor ds of love.

L ater asthey lay sated, Garek gloried in thefeel of her in hisarms, the satin war mth of
her skin. “I will go tothe ASC personally and convince them to allow an exception for
the uterinereplicator ban.”

“My heart, it isalready too late for that.”

“What do you mean?’ Garek felt an icicle of fear at the back of hisneck. Was she
saying she would have no children? Heraked a hand through his hair, shocked that the
possibility of not having babeswith her could frighten him almost, but not quite, as
much asthe thought of losing her outright. He touched her lovely hair, smoothing it.

“You want children?” she asked.

“Have | neglected to say how much? If it isnot to be, we will always have the
genetically injured children.”

“Yes, wedo.” Shekissed him lovingly. “But, as| suspected, I’'m already pregnant, my
love.” Her hand went to her stomach in a gesture of protection asold aswomankind.

A shard of cold steel spread to Garek’s soul, hesat up. “It’searly, can you be sure?”

“Yes, it'searly, love. But | know.” Angeni caught her breath and smiled, her joy in his
trust unbelievable. Shetrembled, her heart pounded. Shereached up to touch hisjaw
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line.

“You can hear the child’sthoughts.”

Shelaughed that he guessed so quickly. “Not clearly yet.”

“Wewill transfer the embryo,” he said.

“No! Too much risk to the child.”

Angeni took hisfacein her hands. Stop. Stop thinking these things. He thought of the
legends, the tales of how childbirth had been for the women. He could not let her go
through that. Jagged pain flowed through histhoughts.

“You know the state of our medical knowledge approaches perfection. Few errors.”

“By the Saints, you lived asan Olandian. You're a healer. You know the negative
possibilities better than |.”

She stroked the pulse at hisneck. “Yes, | know therisksall too well. Therisks of
moving the baby thislate are many morethan natural childbirthisto me. Losing the
little one is an unacceptable cost. She'stoo important. It’sall right. You must not
worry. It won't be so bad. We will see thisthrough together. You can sihg methe
chants of Aldor.”

He smiled that beautiful smile, then pressed her to hisside again, kissing her. “Yes, we
will seeit through together. We'reateam, my angel.”

She? he asked.
Angeni’slaughter rang out at hisstunned expression. Our baby is a she, yes.

* k% * %

Before The Choosing ceremonies began, Garek stood by an open doorway watching the
Jona. Shewas very much the clan leader tonight. Her loyal, drones and minionsrushed
to do her bidding, to make everything perfect.

Assheturned, her regal stridescarried her to another corner of theroom needingto
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be shaped into her particular brand of acceptable, Garek blocked her path.

“You would risk my woman’slifefor your successor?” Not very tactful, but his
frustration often cost him diplomacy with the Jona. Knowing for sure Angeni was
pregnant, he must stand his ground wher e his new family was concerned. Hisfirst
loyalty was to hiswife and child.

“You carefor thewoman then. Good. It makesthings better.”

“Easier for her to usethe skillsyou taught her ?”

“Yes,” hisgrandmother answered with a shrug.

Helaughed darkly at her honest response. “ You deliberately neglected to tell her she
could protect herself from conceiving during the Challenge.”

“Yes.” Her eyes held no apology. “ The legends exagger ate the pain and danger of
natural childbirth.”

“How can you know that?” he demanded, hisvoice harsh with anger.
“There have always been those who have not used the machine. Secretly.”
“You?’ Heguessed.

“Y es, while my husband was alive, we lived in the mountain cliffs exclusively. He did
not acknowledge the Jona Council. The Challenge never ended for us.”

“I did not know.”

“Of course not. It was year s beforeyour birth ... | should say before you wereremoved
from the machine. Onething about the replicators—you can tell the strong-willed
children early. Prepareyourself. Your little one will be strong-headed.” She smiled
with atwinklein her eyes.

“You will help her preparefor the birth.” Garek’swordswere cold and clipped, more
demand than request.

“Of course, | will. I would not jeopardize my successor.” She smiled in turn, and
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almost appeared hurt he would think she would do otherwise.

She gave what was meant to be areassuring smile, but it seemed predatory. The Jona
was not good at reassur ance.

“There are people who have skills, special women who help usin thismost important
matter,” she continued. “Women who have been through it...and even believein the
merit of the old birth process. They will teach her breathing techniques. We will find
them.”

“Good.”

“Not that a woman with the courageto take on the Jona Council and win will need
much help,” she said cryptically.

“What do you mean?”

“ She had your Challenge declared valid. Said you proved to her that you could protect
and providefor her in extraordinary circumstances. M or e than once. Time spent was
of no meaning. Claimed that nothing mor e should be required. The Council agreed.
Sheisyour wifeto Clothoes.”

Garek stared along moment, stunned. “1 am pleased and honor ed beyond words.”

“You should be.” Shelaughed and patted his hand befor e going back to her work.

* % * %

When Angeni stepped to theraised platform that night, Garek’sheart pounded. The
elegant skirts of the beautiful blue dresshe'd relished helping her back into, after their
loving, fell softly about her ankles. As shewalked the jewels of her shoes caught the
light. At her side, her own father, Saxton Traek, acted as her clan representative this
time. Coyle, Hane and the children stood near by asweéll, to fill out her family.

“I choose Gar ek Sahnjun of the Archon clan as my bondmate,” she said in afirm and
clear voice.

Garek stepped forward. His grandmother walked by hisside.

The Jona beamed and spokein formal tones, “ The family of Archon assuresyou that
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you will not regret your choice.”

As Angeni and Garek stood close together facing the large crowd, shereached for his
hand. The Jona caught her eye with a disapproving frown. Angeni smiled in response.

“Thereweremany surprisesduring The Choosing.” Angeni said minuteslater asthey
watched the closing of the festivities.

“Y es, the women selected bondmates for reasons known only to them,” Garek agreed.
“Perhapsthey areled by instinct.”

“Or, an unknown sense of perception. Similar to telepathy?”

She laughed happily. “Or love at first sight,” shewhispered in hisear.

“Whatever the reasons, the Alliance Science Commission achieved itsgoal for thefirst
wave.”

“Who was the beautiful woman who asked for Coyle Osidetojoin her in The
Choosing,” he said.

“Reva Notah.” Shefrowned fiercely. “You think Reva is beautiful ?”
Hethrew up hishandsin mock surrender. “In the academic sense only.”
“Revareplaced the woman who was Warrick’sinformant in the group.”

“The Alliance investigation of the entire matter goeswell. Warrick is supplying details
of Lendow’s smuggling operation in return for leniency.”

“Any word of Chahl Oside?”

“No, he still eludes capture. Hewas not involved in the genetic smuggling or the
murders.”

“Coyle accepted Reva when she asked him to join her in The Exchange,” Angeni said.

“Yes, asurprise.”
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“Therewas sadnessin her eyeswhen L exa Stolle declined to choose anyone, saying she
needed moretime. And she watched Hane as she said it.”

“I noticed asmuch,” he agreed. Don’t worry, they will work it out.

| hope so.

Epilogue

PrevigTop

Six months later, Angeni lay on a blanket by the lake in the mountains. Garek was next
to her, so close she felt his breath against her cheek. The noises of the busy station
provided pleasant background.

Her eyeswerefixed on their newborn child, cuddled in the small space between the two
parents. Thelittle one made contented whispers, soft humming noises asit nursed from
itsmother’sbreast. Its small pink fingerswerecurled in tight fists. Onetiny fist was
locked around her father’slarge forefinger.

“1 didn’t think it would matter,” Garek murmured.

She smiled warmly, puzzled as she shifted her attention from the child to her husband.
“Matter?” she prompted.

“Tobethefirst to sireadaughter to my clan in two generations. | never felt theneed to
produce a female child to justify my existence. | thought | would be just as proud to
have a son. | fooled myself. Perhaps| waswrong.” The pridereflected in hisstrong
features was unmistakable.

“Given your culture, and the time your grandmother waited for a successor, pridein
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your daughter isnormal. But you would love a son just asmuch. | assureyou.”

With careful touches, he stroked the child’s small fingers. “ The influence of a thousand
or so yearsof ancestry isstrong. My family hastheright to use the clan surname again.
| would liketo name her Acana. Acana Sahnjun-Archon.”

Her eyesfilled and she was unable to speak.

“What do you think?”

“It isClothoeslanguage for ‘eagle’ ?”

“Yes. Our little eagle. She will have a seat on the Jona Council by birthright. She might
even become the Prime Minister of the Alliance.”

Angeni smiled, both awed and amused at his pride and little Acana. “Our Acana will
be a wonderful Prime Minister, I'm sure. But she might prefer tojoin the Alliance
Guard like her father.”

Helaughed. “1I'll try to leave the decisionsto her.”

“Wise. Such beautiful dark hair she has,” Angeni mused, lifting the fine strands.
Luxuriousdark curlsframed the baby’s small face, so soft to the touch.

“My dark hair and your amber eyes, an unusual combination.
“Yes. Have you noticed the difference in the Jona?”

“Yes, she's pleased, to say the least.”

“ At peace with herself at last.”

“And, thank the Saints, with me,” he said, laughing a hearty chuckle, before going on
mor e soberly, “| did not enjoy disappointing her.”

“Responsibility isimportant to you. I'm glad the Jona didn’t get her way in the matter
of your first fiancée. It worked out far the best for my purposes.” She caressed hisjaw.

“Yes, it turned out well.” Garek kissed thetip of her nose. The gaping empty spot in my
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soul isfull now. Thank you, my angel.
Thewordstouched her mind in soft waves. My pleasure.

“If you feel recovered enough from the birth, tomorrow, we will go see the new school
for the children,” hesaid.

“| feel great, fully recovered.”
“Scared the hell out of me, but it wasajoy to experience. Once.”

Poor love, the birth had worn on him. She patted hislarge hand. “I can’t wait to see
the schooal. | sthat where Hane has gone?”

“Of course, that’swhy | pushed construction to an early finish. Hishovering has
limited my opportunitiesto love my wife.”

Shelaughed with joy at hisremembered annoyance. The baby stopped feeding and
grinned in reply to her mother’sjoy. “Heisgood at his bodyguard work.”

“He promised your brother hewould help guard your safety. He meant to keep that
promise.”

“Yes, hesmothered us,” she agreed.

“I think Coyle knew what he was doing when he told Hane we needed his services more
than hedid.”

“ Per haps Coyle wanted some privacy for awhile...”

“And Hane needsto be here, by the water, near the children who accept him.”
“They’'rehisfamily now. Lexaisstill turning away every eligible possibility your
computer findsfor her.” Angeni shifted her position. Acana gave a disgruntled cry at
being dislodged. She stroked thelittle ones back.

“Hmmm,” he agreed, watching the baby with open fascination in his blue eyes.

“I'm sure Lexawill ask for Hanein the next Choosing.”
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“Hewill never allow her tolove him.”
“He may not have a choicein the matter,” she said.

“Yes, loveisastrong force,” heagreed. Solemnly he went on, “ Every man should have
the good fortuneto be loved by a warm-hearted, sexy woman.”

“Weéll, | doloveyou, Captain Sahnjun.”

“And | loveyou. With everything in my heart and my soul.”

The End
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