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Chapter One 

Western Khandarken was beautiful in late summer, the early morning sun still low over the hills in the east. The buildings of this territorial capital stood out starkly against the pale blue sky, new construction, new development. Nearly everything in the west was fresh, having just begun to recover from the economic slump after the Last War. Most structures had been destroyed during the constant bombing and explosions that had finally ended the conflict between the Emperor and the rebel forces. The rebels had won. New countries arose out of the debris.

Chief Constable Cownden Lanser of Khandarken shuffled the papers on his lap into a rough pile and stuffed them into the case at his feet. He leaned back against the flexible seat of the police transport and gazed out the front window at the busy intersection. They had flown into Moreshead from the City this morning, and his appointment with Sherman Suchet, Governor of the Coal Lick Territory, was scheduled for shortly after they landed. It was agony spending so much time travelling for someone who was more comfortable being physically active.

He glanced at Anatoliy. Good man, his aide always got him where he needed to be with time to spare. He never had to turn his mind to details such as transportation, personal arrangements or security. Anatoliy took care of everything. The transport that followed close behind carried his two guards. Tukka had been with him since the beginning, when he was first appointed Chief. Jake had been brought in shortly after. He was seldom without his escort.

Moreshead was a tough little city. A lot of rangers and border people lived in this part of the country. Cownden always noticed the difference in dress, primarily leather jackets and coats, even chaps and pants. Governor Suchet kept the area under some semblance of control. Suchet was a short stout man, big in personality, who had fought in the Last War under General Paulo Regiment before it ended, and knew what a rough and ready place could take and what it wouldn’t.

Cownden’s meeting today was a briefing on how the needs of the local Constables had changed since the army had been seconded to the northern border to meet Emperor Carlton’s forces there. When the Old Emperor Aqatain died and his son Carlton took over the band of Emperor’s men, Khandarken had been on a state of high alert. Now Emperor Carlton had sent his men down through the northern border from Legitamia to try to gain a foothold in the northern Khandarken territories.

Forceful threats were being thrown and heavy negotiations conducted with both the Emperor and Goodnight Barrington, the ruler of Legitamia. No one was deceived into thinking this situation was going to resolve itself any time soon. As Chief Constable, he didn’t intend to let the policing within Khandarken borders get out of control, leading to further chaos.

As he glanced down the street to where it curved up the hill toward the Governor’s offices, he spotted her. There she was, walking toward him down the sidewalk on the other side of the strand. He stared and his heart lurched in his chest.

He motioned sharply to Anatoliy. “Pull over here. Stop the transport.”

Anatoliy pulled in to the curb and braked, not even twitching a hair. Cownden wondered what he ate for breakfast that kept him so calm. Looking back, he saw the second transport follow them in.

Selanna. He’d been searching for her for weeks, months. He didn’t pose personal questions of those around him and it was no one’s business but his own that he was trying to find her. He wasn’t about to ask his investigators, he wouldn’t have rumours flying around the force about his private life.

Some of the territories had a lot of their information on secure infolink files, and it was fairly easy to locate specific individuals, find where they worked or lived. But there had been huge gaps in the data, created by the constant fighting and for remote areas of the country, including Coal Lick, the system was still in the dark ages in terms of organization and information.

He’d kept his eyes and ears open, nudging conversations in different directions in the hopes of learning something. It had taken an agonizingly long time to find her.

He recognized her instantly. It wasn’t just the long curly hair, light brown like flowing summer honey. Nor was it the pretty, slightly exotic looking face, although that certainly caught his attention every time he laid eyes on her. It was the way she moved. That swaying walk, almost like she was dancing, made a man imagine her loose-limbed and moving against him like that when he wrapped an arm around her hips. He hastily stepped out of the transport and leaned back through the window to speak to his aide.

“Wait here, I won’t be long.”

“Your appointment’s in twenty-two minutes.” Anatoliy was nothing if not precise, which was why he was so good at what he did.

“Got it.” He slammed the door, waved to Tukka and turned to see where she’d gone. She slowed in front of a tea shop across the way and hitched her bag higher on her shoulder. It was a warm day and she wore no coat, but the delicate filmy blouse with tucked stitching across the bodice, and calf length gathered skirt didn’t show him nearly as much as he wanted to see of her shape. Would she recognize him?
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Chapter Two

Cownden started across the strand, dodging traffic as he went. Buses and hydro trucks roared by with trykes, pedestrians, mule teams and wagons finding their own path in between a few goats and sheep that wandered aimlessly along without the benefit of herders. By the time he reached the other side she’d disappeared inside the shop. He jogged the few steps to pass a couple of border businessmen in leather vests heading that way and pulled the door open, walking into the dim aromatic interior.

It wasn’t busy. A few tables by the window were occupied by ladies having tea, and a large table toward the back seated five men who had broken out a deck of cards.

She was at the counter ahead of him, the counterman pouring her a cup. The server said something as he set it down and she smiled, that wonderful movement of lips curling upward.

Cownden stepped up behind her feeling a little breathless.

“I’ll have the same,” he said. “My turn to buy.” When she turned to look at him, he smiled down into her eyes. “I’m sure it’s my turn, you got it last time.”

She laughed in surprise, her eyes widening and he relaxed, motioning to the counterman to hurry up. He took the proffered bowl, slapped some money in the dish and headed over to the condiments table behind her.

“I don’t mean to be rude,” he said. “But I’ve seen you before and didn’t know how I was going to meet you. So here we are.” He offered his hand. “My name’s Cownden.”

She set her bowl down and shook his hand, her eyes assessing but openly interested. “Nice to meet you, Cownden. I think I’d remember if I bought last time.”

He chuckled and motioned to an empty table. “Will you sit with me for a minute?”

Bowing her head graciously, she moved across to the empty chair. “Thank you, this is kind.”

“You didn’t tell me your name.”

“Sorry. It’s Selanna.” Smart girl, she didn’t give her last name although he already knew it was Nettles.

Settling across from her, he took a sip of tea. “Ah, spice caf. Is that your favourite?”

“This week.” Her eyes twinkled as she sniffed her bowl. “You mean you didn’t know what you were going to get when you ordered it?”

“It was a chance worth taking.” He raised his brows at her.

She giggled. “What do you usually have?”

“Well, that would be telling.” He grinned, enjoying the teasing, and watched the colour wash her cheeks. Her eyes were pale blue and tilted slightly, giving her face a mysterious look. Her lips curled upward at the corners as she smiled at him. He grew warm.

Clearing his throat, he added, “This is good. I’ve been watching for you.”

“Have you?” She gave him a sideways glance. “How do you mean?”

“I saw you some months ago but we didn't get to meet, and I’ve been looking for you since then.”

“I see.” She openly appraised him, taking in his linen dress jacket, tailored shirt and silk tie. “Where did we meet?”

“In the City, about six months ago at the Governors conference. Listen, Selanna. I’m sorry, but I have an important meeting starting in a few minutes that I must attend. Can I possibly see you here tomorrow, at the same time? I’m only in Moreshead a couple of days, but I’d have more time tomorrow.”

“Do you live in Moreshead? Where are you from, Cownden?”

“The City. But I get out to the territories often.” He felt awkward but wasn’t sure what else to say. He didn’t have a lot of experience with women.

They were a rare commodity in Khandarken and heavily protected. A science experiment had gone wrong years ago and the birth rate had been permanently skewed. Now more male babies were born than had been normal even twenty years ago. It was what had been needed at the time, with the constant battles and wars taking a heavy toll on the number of men, but it became irreversible.

Then the female viruses attacked, often when women were weakest at puberty or childbirth. The result was a chronic shortage of women in the population.

Selanna seemed to assess him for a minute and then bowed her head again in that graceful way he’d noticed. “That would be nice. I’ll see you tomorrow. Then I leave town as well.”

The air left his lungs in a breath of relief. “Thank you. I’ll look forward to that.” He took her hand in his and raised it to his lips to kiss the backs of her fingers. “Till tomorrow.” He felt her gaze rest lightly between his shoulder blades as he left his tea on the table and walked out the door.

He took a deep breath and let it out. He’d done it! He’d found her and she’d agreed to see him. He straightened his jacket, glancing around for his men.

The transports were parked across the way. Anatoliy, backed by Tukka’s large presence, looked totally unperturbed as a local merchant harassed him for blocking the parking in front of his store with the large official vehicles. Cownden knew from experience how stubborn his aide could be. He’d seen him repeat himself over and over in a perfectly reasonable voice until he felt he’d been heard.

This time though, Anatoliy looked relieved when he saw his passenger approach from across the strand. He nodded at the store owner while pointing in Cownden’s direction. Then he got behind the wheel of the frontboard and unlocked the passenger door. Tukka jumped in his own transport where Jake was at the wheel.

“He was getting irate,” Anatoliy mentioned calmly as Cownden climbed in. “I didn’t want to pull rank. Not if I don’t have to.”

“Good man, let’s go. I have a small job for you. There’s a young woman in that shop, about twenty-three or twenty-four years old, long curly light brown hair. Her name is Selanna Nettles. She’s having tea now but will be leaving there soon. I need to know where she goes and what she does.”
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Chapter Three

Flanked by his guards, Cownden got out of the transport in front of Governor Suchet’s impressive offices and left Anatoliy working steadily on his voicelink. He had no intention of losing Selanna again.

By the time his aide joined them, he and Suchet were ensconced in the inner office drinking Chilean tea and organizing maps on the boardroom table. Suchet’s assistant stood when Anatoliy entered, got him a bowl and found him a chair.

The overview briefing began. Suchet was well versed in his duties and his assistant was more than competent. It became clearer as they talked that any problems in Coal Lick were going to be coming, as usual, from the western Khandarken border adjacent to Jiran. Nothing much had changed in the territory since the Young Emperor’s invasion from the north, other than a heightened sense of alarm and foreboding. There were continuous reports from the residents of insurgent sightings, usually alarmist rather than factual.

The northern territories were most at risk. The south was in capable hands, bordering Adar Silva with its complementary culture and values. The troubles here were strictly regional, as he’d suspected they would be. With the loosely knit and uncommitted region of Jiran on the other side of the western mountains, anything could happen.

“We do hear rumours of gatherings along the Jirani border,” Suchet continued. “It would be just like them to seize an opportunity like this to cause problems or aggravate the situation by creating disturbances through the mountains.”

“Just because they can,” his assistant muttered under his breath and the men laughed. It was true that relations between Khandarken and Jiran had never been good and frequently took a turn for the worse. This was possibly one of those times and all ears were to the ground listening for signs of unrest.

Cownden let Anatoliy take notes and ask questions as his mind puzzled over the issue of Selanna. He’d first met the young woman six months before when she’d been in Suchet’s entourage at the annual Governor meetings held in the City.

Cownden had begun those meetings a few years before, shortly after he was appointed Chief Constable, reasoning that they all met with similar challenges in the outlying regions and perhaps there were similar solutions they could explore. Most of the Governors were ex-military. Certainly Frank Maude from the south as well as Suchet had been active in the Last War. On the other hand, just about any man over the age of thirty-five anywhere in Khandarken who was still alive had fought in the battles.

When the Governors had arrived in the City from all across the country, Anatoliy and his crew settled everyone into the Learmonth Hotel, one of the finest establishments to be found there. The ball-room was set aside for their meetings, each Territory Governor with his aides, assistants and lead Constables in attendance. It was a challenging business organizing the different groups but a lot of good had come from it. They worked more closely together now, the cooperation level across the country had moved ahead dramatically, and Cownden had seen Selanna.

He remembered the moment he first set eyes on her. Suchet was shaking his hand and signalling his aide to come forward with some document for him to look at, when Selanna had peeked around the man’s broad back and waved at someone across the floor. The room seemed to fall silent. He forgot he was holding Suchet’s square, blunt fingered hand in his, instantly focussed on that beautiful face with its impish expression and merry twinkle in the up-tilted pale blue eyes.

He remembered turning around to see who she was waving at and then back again to watch her expression, his purpose momentarily forgotten. By the time he realized what he was doing, Suchet had fallen silent and was giving him a strange look. Cownden had cleared his throat, looked down with blind purpose at the document being held out and endeavoured to restart the conversation.

Suchet had brought her with him as his organizer. It was Anatoliy who’d discovered that. He’d assigned his aide to get him a list of everyone in the entourage of each of the Governors and what their roles were. It was useful information to have when trying to make the right contact and secure communication was needed quickly, and it gave him information about her. Selanna had been listed as organizer. Anatoliy clarified all that with Suchet’s aide. Her last name was Nettles and she worked for the Governor on contract, special occasions only. Otherwise she was self-employed.

Doing what, Cownden wanted to know. But he didn’t ask. There was only so much he’d give away about himself and his interests. He was a private man and there was no reason to change that now. All secrets were best kept close to the chest.

This morning, after the meeting with Suchet and his assistant finished, Cownden instructed Anatoliy to find them accommodations for the night, as they would be staying over in Moreshead rather than moving on to the Southern Territory as originally planned. Anatoliy didn’t twitch a muscle at the new instructions, simply got busy on his voicelink to arrange their hotel.
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Chapter Four

In the tea shop Selanna finished her drink and gathered her things together. Damian hadn’t shown. Again. She sighed in frustration and drew the strap of her bag over her shoulder. So like her brother. So unreliable. Da always had such high hopes for his son, she hated to tell him he hadn’t appeared for their meeting. She hoped Da was doing okay at home by himself. She’d be back there tomorrow but till then he managed about the little house without help.

She set off down the sidewalk to the sookie office situated in an older services building near the transit yard. Business hours were about to begin and she was on the schedule for the first shift. She’d only been a fully licensed sookie for a year but was very proud of her achievements. Da hadn’t been as enthusiastic, but Mother had been a folk sookie when she was alive, not licenced but trained in the folk methods of muscle release and bone alignment. She’d been particularly talented at relieving pain and her patients swore by her treatments.

Selanna hurried her steps. She hated being late, it threw her off stride and made her feel frustrated and harassed. The total opposite of what a good sookie should be – which was calm, efficient and effective. She took a deep breath, tried to still her racing pulse and stepped through the door of the office.

Terra was already there. Her sweater and bag hung in the change room beside Selanna’s own hook. Quickly she stripped down and pulled on her stretchsuit, lacing it up the front. The suit covered her from throat to calf and down to her wrists, and had been Peck’s invention. It was designed to give extra force to the sookie’s movements as the treatment was conducted. After her mother died, Peck became her sookie mentor. He’d encouraged her, found her a principal who was willing to take her on for the practicum, even if she was a woman.

Selanna moved methodically through her warm-up – stretches, tension and hold exercises that toned her muscles and helped her to become focussed and ready to work. Then she entered the treatment room. Terra smiled a greeting, her plain face always cheerful, and continued arranging the sheet on the treatment table for their first patient.

“What’s the schedule like, do you know?” Selanna asked as she grabbed the other side of the covering and tugged it into place. “Are we booked?”

“Pretty much.” Terra nodded and shrugged. “Not as busy as last week, though.”

“Good. It was a killer week. I don’t want to do that every time.”

Terra grinned. “Our first client is the old soldier.”

“Okay.” Selanna returned her smile. She liked the old soldier. He came because his back bothered him. His lower back and hip were constantly out of place and she worked diligently to help the muscles relax, the tendons to release and allow the bones to move into their proper positions. The goal was for them to remain there.

The primary reason they didn’t was because he carried a thick folder in his back pocket and it pushed his spine crooked when he sat. She’d talked to him many times about changing his ways. She'd suggested he move the folder to the pocket on the other side, carry fewer papers in it, or better yet not carry the folder at all. He always listened gravely, watching her intently from beneath his heavy brows, nodded and lumbered off. Two weeks later he’d be back.

“We all know people don’t often change,” Terra chirped. “On the other hand, you do look good in that stretchsuit, and maybe that’s his only thrill of the month.”

Selanna laughed and made a grab for her but Terra darted out of the way. “Watch yourself,” her helper warned. “If I get hold of that suit and give a good tug...” The suits had been known to catch on sharp corners and give a nasty snap against the skin when released.

“Okay, bring him in. We’d better get started.”

Two hours later, Selanna gave a final force massage to the trapezius of a young woman lying face down on the table. She inserted three fine needles and ran her fingers lightly up and down the inside of the client’s arm as the needles did their work loosening the muscle and desensitizing the nerves that kept them tight.

Terra held the woman’s little baby and the patient glanced up sharply as she heard a gurgling coo from the infant. The woman’s back immediately tensed.

“You carry a lot of tension in these shoulders,” Selanna said. “And that baby doesn’t need your care at the moment, Terra is a natural with infants.”

The patient gave a low laugh. “I can’t seem to help it. Whenever he makes a noise I feel I need to do something for him. Babies are so much work.”

Selanna deftly removed the needles and helped her patient sit up. “There you go. That should feel better. But you do have to find a way to help those muscles relax. Lie on the floor with baby if you like. You can see he’s fine at the same time as you train your muscles to let go.”

She left Terra to help the woman dress and slipped into her office. There was cold lemon water waiting and she gratefully took a drink.

She loved her work. This practice in Moreshead was only part of what she did but it went a long way toward paying the bills and Da was in no condition to help out with that. Where was Damian, anyway?

She fingered the small statue on her desk. Peck had given it to her when she graduated.

“I’m not a sookie yet,” she’d protested. “I still need to complete my practicum.”

“But you will be,” he’d answered. “And a good one. 

Her practice at home in Bereford was a different thing altogether. There she dealt with the broken bodies from the back-breaking work in the mine. There lived the families without enough income to get medical help. Back home was the heart of her practice, her Da.

She shook herself and took another long swallow of water as she thought about the man who’d approached her in the tea shop this morning. She smiled. He’d surprised her, buying her tea and flirting with her. He was a good-looking man, not as tall as Damian but thick in the arms and chest, broad shouldered and lean. He had a bold masculine face, the large dark eyes shadowed under slanting brows, the nose strong and blunt. His wide mouth had attracted her the most, lips that were full and firm.

He wore his hair longer and brushed back from his forehead to tuck behind his ears the way the Constables and men in the military often did. His sideburns were neatly clipped along his jaw. He reminded her of someone, his appearance seemed familiar. There was a definite look about him though, that said don’t mess with me.

She laughed softly at her whims, excited by the idea of meeting someone new. She’d always been fanciful that way, imagining things about people she met. Peck, her mentor, said it was a gift. Da said she had an over-active imagination.

So he wanted to meet her tomorrow, this man Cownden who’d tried to pick her up in a tea shop. She wasn’t naïve but she was definitely enticed. He had an attractive physical presence that a woman couldn’t help but notice and react to. She’d have to be careful though, especially around Damian.

Terra poked her head through the door. Her next client was waiting.
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Chapter Five

Next morning, excited at the prospect of seeing Cownden again and wondering eagerly where this encounter might lead, Selanna dressed carefully in her best pleated skirt. The blouse she chose just graced her throat at the front but was cut low and hooked tightly up the back.

When she opened the door to the tea shop it was busier than it had been the day before but Cownden was already waiting. He’d secured a table by the window and rose when she entered, a smile giving a slight tilt to that wide expressive mouth. He held the chair as she slid into it. There was already a bowl of spice caf tea waiting for her and a plate of pastries sat on the table between them. He was prepared, she’d give him that.

When she glanced up, his eyes were focussed on her mouth. Did she have something on her face? Self-consciously she raised her hand and gave a hasty swipe to her chin.

“Good morning.” His voice was smooth, flowed like syrup over her nerve endings, making them tingle.

“Good morning,” she replied.

“How are you this morning?” Oh my, he really did have charm. Was that a politician’s practiced tone she heard?

“I’m fine. It’s a glorious day.”

He glanced briefly at the window, his smile growing. “Yes, it is. No rain today.” When he looked back she saw he was laughing.

“Is that funny?” She began to get prickly. Da always warned her about that. She took affront easily, rather than letting it roll off her like water off a duck’s back. She squinted at him.

“No, not funny. But amusing that we start by talking about the weather.” His smile disappeared and a serious look took its place. “I want to get to know you, Selanna. I leave today, so I was hoping to make arrangements to meet you again. Do you come to the City? If not, I can return here. I’d like to take you to dinner.”

“Goodness.” She straightened her skirt, then took a sip of tea. “You are in a hurry.”

“Sorry.” Dark colour washed his cheeks. “I don’t mean to pressure you. Let’s begin again. Good morning, Selanna.”

She giggled and watched his eyes soften. “What do you do, Cownden, that you live in the City and travel to Coal Lick Territory?”

“Not just to Coal Lick,” he replied. “I go all over the country, to all the territories. Do you know we have seven territories in Khandarken and only three of them, the Southern, Western and Northern, are named after their direction from the country’s capital?”

“I know. Who decided that?”

He laughed, a rich wholesome sound that reverberated in her belly. She watched the way it transformed his face. His look now said something entirely different, much more like come play with me. She grew overwarm at the thought and loosened her shawl to let it slide down her arms.

“Good question,” he said, still chuckling. “They must have been overworked after the end of the conflict, coming up with new names for all the different areas, towns and cities. Although a few of them kept their Empire names, common sense had to prevail somewhere. Luckily they didn’t get carried away and...” His voice trailed off as his attention seemed to be caught and held by something going on behind her.

Selanna turned her head to see what had him so distracted, and gasped. Her brother Damian had finally arrived, and he wasn’t happy. His angry aggressive stance and belligerent glare were directed squarely at Cownden. She hurried to rise. Always best to stop Damian before he said or did something he’d be sorry for later, but Cownden motioned her to sit.

“I’ll look after it,” he said. His don’t mess with me look was firmly back in place as he got to his feet. He certainly looked like he could handle whatever was about to happen. She shuddered. She didn’t want it to be her brother, nor did she want Damian to beat up her new interest.

Her brother stopped a few feet away and swung his gaze to his sister. “By the graves, what do you think you’re doing, Selanna?”

His voice held such menace that it caught her by surprise. “Damian, what is wrong with you?”

Cownden took a step forward and Damian switched his glare to nail him in the chest with it. “How are you, Chief Constable, and what are you doing with my sister?”

She fell back in her chair in surprise as she turned to peer at Cownden. “Chief Constable?” she muttered.

As he stared at Damian, Cownden’s face grew hard.

“Oh no.” She covered her mouth with a shaky hand as the import of what she’d done sank in. She was having tea with the Chief Constable of Khandarken when her brother was a border crook.
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Chapter Six

Cownden clambered into the aircart and impatiently yanked his harness on for the flight.

He seldom got out of sorts, realizing most of the time with steady rational thought that it accomplished little. If things went sideways, he’d study the situation and assess how best to fix it. If it couldn’t be fixed, he would at least attempt to massage events to move them in a more advantageous direction. If even that wasn’t possible, he’d take what he could from the situation in the way of lessons learned and write it off.

However there was no massaging this and he wasn’t about to write it off.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” he’d bellowed at Anatoliy. Standing in the aircart runway, he held the report on Selanna in his hand. Tukka and Jake had ranged themselves behind him. “Her brother’s a crook?”

“I didn’t realize you needed the report so early this morning.” Anatoliy looked completely unruffled, if Cownden ignored the uncharacteristically high colour in his cheeks. “It’s not complete.”

“I understand.” Cownden forcefully repressed his rage and leafed through the onionskin document again. “What does the brother do?”

“We haven’t pinpointed that precisely. Probably a bit of everything. We know he’s involved with a gambling ring. That’s not exactly illegal, but the betting is heavy and looks as if it’s fixed. He’s certainly not the ring-leader, probably an enforcer. He’s also been seen on the race tracks a lot. Likely the same betting group operating there.”

Cownden grunted and skimmed the rest of the words. They barely sank in, his vision clouded with rage. In the tea shop Selanna had clearly been horrified to discover who he was and now he understood why. At the time he’d been too busy trying to divert what looked like an attack on a woman he was courting.

He winced. He had planned on courting her, that was the bald truth. And now this. She had hurried out of the shop like her heels were on fire and he’d been left facing down her ruffian brother. He’d barely warned Tukka against storming the shop and taking the brother down after she fled.

His guards clambered into the rear seats and Anatoliy silently buckled up beside him as Cownden glanced at the pages.

Selanna lived in the mountain mining town of Bereford with her father, a retired medical doctor. Her brother lived nearby, although he had moved out of the family home some years before. Her mother had died, drowned it appeared, when she was a teenager. Selanna was trained as a sookie.

“A sookie? I thought they were men.”

Anatoliy nodded, then shrugged. “Most of them are. I’ve never met a woman sookie.”

He read further as the pilot closed the door. She also worked in Moreshead. That’s why he’d been able to find her there. Was she a sookie for the Governor? He flipped the page over but there was no further information. He glanced at his aide.

“Is there more to be found?”

“I’m sure there is. We’ve barely scratched the surface.”

“Hmm.” Cownden settled into his seat and stretched his neck to ease the grinding tension. He glanced sideways at his aide. “Sorry, Toll, I lost my temper there.”

Anatoliy’s mouth quirked. “Yes sir.”

“I’m apologizing.” He tugged irritably at his sleeve and straightened his tie with a jerking movement. “I’m usually a bit calmer about things.”

There was a definite smile on Anatoliy’s face now. “Apology accepted.”

He blew out a frustrated breath. “I didn’t realize but of course you wouldn’t have a complete picture this quickly. I just expected her to lead an ordinary life working as an organizer for the Governor, not to have criminals in the family and pursue a profession that’s primarily populated by men.”

“Yes, sir.”

As the aircart lifted silently off the ground and began its climb, Cownden stared out the plexi at the trees receding into the distance below. Now he had to form a different plan. She’d run, obviously afraid of what it would mean to become involved with the Chief Constable. Probably terrified of what effect his attention might have on her brother. Most likely it meant she wouldn’t accept his attentions, given his position. So what was the alternative?

He still felt the fury that had threatened to overcome him in the tea shop at the way her brother had talked to her. Damian Stuke had seemed angry and overbearing, as if demanding that Selanna do as he bid. Cownden shifted his shoulders against the seat. That didn’t sit well with him. Her own brother shouldn’t be posing a threat. Instead he should be protecting her, or at least making sure she was safe. He’d find out more about that situation.

But what about Selanna? He felt a powerful attraction there. How could he get her to spend time with him? There must be a way.

“Keep looking, Anatoliy. Find out what Stuke does with his time, where he gets his money. And dig deeper on the girl. I need more information.”

He needed more information all right, because he intended to court her and then marry her. He stared blindly at the river winding far below as they headed south. When had he decided that? He didn’t even know her, not really. He’d seen her in the City that one time for the two days of meetings, watched her work with Suchet and his assistant and barely exchanged a word with her.

And he’d almost had tea with her today. Until her brother interrupted them. He needed to pull back a little, reconsider his position. For now he’d do his best to find a way to be with her and see where it led.

Meanwhile he had more meetings in the Southern Territory regarding problems in the Constable ranks, and more concerns waiting for him back at headquarters in the City. What would Duncan, his Assistant Chief Constable, discover in his investigations into the loyalty of the men on the force? Who would be shown as loyal and who would be shown as a liability?
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Chapter Seven

In the Constabulary Headquarters, Duncan ambled down to the supplies department and stuck his head through the door. The young fellow at the supplies desk was new and looked about twelve years old. Where did they find these fellows? His apple red cheeks blushed a dark hue as Duncan openly scrutinized him.

“Good morning, Assistant Chief.”

Duncan came through the doorway and leaned casually on the desk top. “I have a favour to ask. There are several Constables working undercover for me and they each need their own voicelink. Can you fetch me a couple from the vault?” All the Constable gear, including voicelinks, wristlinks, and other communicators were kept under lock and key. Their communications had to be secure and a great deal of effort had been put into the system to ensure that.

“What names should I put on them, sir?” The fresh recruit gave him an admiring look.

“Just put them under my name,” he barked. “How long have you been here? Didn’t you get any training?”

Those apple red cheeks went duskier. “Yes. sir. I’ll just fetch them for you.”

Duncan grinned to himself. It always put them back on their heels when he queried their training. Fewer questions got asked and fewer needed to be answered. Picking up the two voicelinks, he shoved them in his uniform pocket and sauntered back through the door. He was off to meet Fimmel, his assistant, at a nearby restaurant for lunch. Fimmel was working on a report that the Chief Constable had requested a few weeks ago regarding the length of service and loyalty measurement of the staff, and he wanted Duncan’s help.

He was happy to help. This was exactly the kind of research that would keep the Chief Constable and even Paulo Regiment, General of the Khandarken military, off his trail.

Later that afternoon he left his office and took an official police transport into the centre of the City. Old Towne, which bordered the river, was quaint and dated but dominated the original City site. The buildings were old-fashioned but charming, the public squares inviting. The driver started round the transport. “Wait here,” he instructed. The driver nodded, closed his door and climbed behind the frontboard to wait.

Duncan strolled through the park, following the paths in a meandering route down to the banks of the Violetta River. Finding a vacant bench under a huge oak, he took a seat. The branches above his head soared high into the air, and all around him shrubs and leaves baffled the sound. It would be very hard for anyone to pick up signals in such a location.

He pulled one of the new devices out of his pocket and thumbed in the particulars for Constable Bramadat. Bram answered after a few seconds, his tone cautious, probably confused by the unknown particulars on the call.

Duncan took a breath. “Bram, it’s Duncan. These are my new particulars for the next few weeks. It’s getting too tight down here and I’ll have to change devices occasionally. I still have my official unit for work communications. How are things going?”

Bram’s voice seemed to relax. “Thank you, sir. I wondered who was calling me. It's progressing better than I had hoped. We’ve got two houses set up already. The women from beyond Jiran are a bigger novelty in the north near Legitamia so we’re concentrating on getting these going soonest. Best to work out all the glitches with the first lot before we spread ourselves too thin.”

“Good thinking. Where are you right now?”

“I’m in a small community. It doesn’t really have a name but it’s near Discovery, which is where I’ve been posted for the moment. There’s a beer shop with a large back room that they've offered for our use. It's accessible from the premises and from the yard outside, ideal for our purposes. We’re just working out the details of our working contract before we start doing renovations on the room.”

Duncan pondered that. “How many are working with you? And what is the arrangement with the owners?”

There was a muffled shout and some banging going on in the background, then Bram came back on. “I have to call you back, sir. There’s a bit of a ruckus between a couple of the men. I’ll get back to you on your new device as soon as I can.”

Voicelink lying idle in his hand, Duncan stared at the water flowing past, debris from the warehouses floating in clumps here and there on the water. It was peaceful. With Chief Constable Cownden Lanser out of the City on a tour visiting all the territory Governors, he had more freedom to pursue his own interests.

Was Bramadat up to the challenge? He was a good officer, in the force eight years now, originally from up near Sturridge. He’d proved loyal and willing to do Duncan's bidding. Hopefully he was making good decisions in the north.
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Chapter Eight

Selanna inserted the key into the lock and twisted. The scooter engine whined and coughed to life, only to stall. She turned it off, waited a minute and twisted again. This time it stuttered and settled down to an unsteady rattle. She stowed her overnight bag in the rear compartment and climbed on the seat, placing her feet carefully on the rotted footboards. Damian had said he’d replace those but it hadn’t happened yet. Soon, she hoped.

She felt colour rush to her face. She’d betrayed him, her own brother. She’d been spending time with a Constable. Not just any Constable, the Chief Constable. She shook her head in disbelief and put the scooter in gear. As she steered up the hill out of Moreshead, she wondered what Lanser had been after. It wasn’t as if she didn’t already have business connections with the Governor, who was the manager of the Constables in the territory. But Suchet wasn’t police himself, just the authority over them. There was a difference, and she could explain that to Damian if he’d ever sit down with her and listen.

The scooter struggled over the top of the hill and started down the other side. It was a three hour ride to Bereford, she’d be there by lunch time. She hoped Da had been eating properly. Sometimes when she was away he didn’t look after himself very well. Often the meals she’d left for him were still in the cooler, untouched, when she returned from Moreshead. It was a worry.

Just as she settled into a steady pace along the dusty road, she heard the roar of a throaty engine coming up from behind. Pulling to the side, she tried to keep well out of the way of any larger vehicles approaching. The sound grew louder but the vehicle stayed on a steady beat behind her. Wobbling on her two wheels, she cautiously turned her head to see who was there. Then she drew to a stop at the side of the track in irritation.

“Damian!” she shouted. “Do you have to scare the living daylights out of me?”

Her brother throttled down his aerial scooter, bringing it to a stop. “Thought you’d never turn around,” he smirked.

She sighed in exasperation. He acted like a child half the time. It drove her crazy. “What are you doing?”

“I wanted to talk to you.”

“Well, here I am. You don’t have to try to run me off the road.”

Her tone must have been sharp because the colour rushed up his neck and his cheeks grew red. He planted the stand and got off his scooter.

Tugging the heavy gloves off his hands, he walked toward her. “What were you doing with the Chief Constable?”

“I was having tea with him. What did it look like?” She hated having Damian looking over her shoulder all the time. The last thing he needed to know was the Chief Constable had asked her out for dinner.

“No one just has tea with the Chief.” The frown was heavy on his brow.

“I do.” She planted her fists on her hips and glared up at him. “You didn’t have to make a big scene. It’s embarrassing. And you were supposed to meet me yesterday, not this morning. You didn’t even have the courtesy to show up.”

“I was busy.”

“Were you?” She let the sarcasm drip from her tongue. “So was I. My time isn’t worth anything? You were supposed to be home looking after Da last night. You promised me.”

“Yah, well.” He looked uncomfortably past her up the road the way they’d come. “He does okay on his own. You don’t have to be so protective of him. He can feed himself, you know.”

“He needs someone to help him out. You know how bad his arthritis is now. He can’t pump water himself, he needs your help. He’s your father, spend a little time looking out for him.”

Damian muttered something under his breath and swung around to face her. “What was he asking you about?”

“Who?” She knew who, but wasn’t going to cooperate with this investigation.

“The Chief Constable.” He almost spat the title.

“He was asking about me.”

“Huh.” He scrutinized her face closely. “I’ll bet he was. Did he mention my name?”

“Damian, you are too much,” she said in exasperation. “It’s always all about you. No, he didn’t mention your name, and he didn’t ask me about you. Get over it.” She climbed onto her scooter, turning her back on him.
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