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The Seer and the Shield

When The Natural Order’s focus shifts from evangelism
to a grab for world dominance, the outcome of the Dragon Horse War
depends on two unlikely heroines—an anti-social quartermaster and a
reticent seer.

Lt. Antonia only trusts a neat row of figures or a
complete inventory list. So when she suddenly finds herself
responsible for a group of hostages kidnapped by the dangerous
cult, she’s reluctant to give any credence to the visions of Maya,
a beautiful seer. The two women struggle to trust in each other’s
abilities, but still are inexplicably drawn together by an
attraction that burns hotter than dragon breath.
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The Dragon Horse War

More than a hundred years ago, the great religions
became so twisted by human interpretation that a great war pitting
Christianity against Islam ultimately wiped all faiths and
nationalism from the earth.

Born from that war’s ashes was a world government
and The Collective thought that valued diversity and championed
worldwide sharing of food and educational resources. While some
elements of human nature remained unchanged, the people worked in
harmony to restore their environment and provide for all. Their
minds unshackled from superstitions, the people discovered that
some were genetically gifted empaths, telepaths, pyros, and
more.

Peace reigned for more than a hundred years until a
series of weather disasters threatened the world’s food supplies
and gave rise to a cult that believed only the strongest should
survive and prosper. The Natural Order, led by a madman, grew in
number as it preyed on the people’s fears to take control of the
world’s diminished food and medical supplies. In response, an elite
army of pyro-gifted warriors mounted on winged dragon horses was
activated to hunt and destroy the cult’s leaders.

The dragon-horse army’s cause is righteous, but even
they have lessons to learn from the mantra they defend:

We are stronger together.


Prologue

The transport sped down a long dark road to a remote
airstrip and stopped next to a sleek silver jet. After a moment,
Xavier stepped out, clutching the empath Nicole against his chest,
and pressing his gun against her ribs.

Azar, red dragon eyes pulsing and blue flame
spurting from his nostrils, swooped down from the night sky,
abruptly landed, and rattled his huge bat-like wings in warning as
Apollo, Phyrrhos, Potawatomi, and Bero—more dragon horses of The
Guard—touched down behind him. Kyle slid from her perch on
Phyrrhos, immediately missing the warmth of pressing against Tan’s
back. She joined Third Warrior Furcho as he dismounted from Azar
and stalked toward Xavier.

Furcho’s face was a mask of fury. “If you do
anything to hurt her or my child that she carries, I will burn you
so slowly you will feel every layer of your skin blister and char
black.”

“Protective, are we?” The headlights of the
transport switched off, and Xavier’s mocking smile was a flash of
white teeth in the night’s pitch black.

Darkest before dawn, Kyle noted. They didn’t have
much time before the dragon horses would transform to their daytime
forms as regular horses. The hatch to the plane opened, and
automated stairs hummed down, activating the plane’s ground lights
and illuminating their confrontation.

“We have you surrounded,” Furcho said. “It will be
simple for us to disable your plane. Let your hostages go and meet
your judgment like a trueborn.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, dragon boy. The way I
see it, I hold all the cards.” He turned his head and raised his
voice without taking his gaze from Furcho. “Juan.” Another man
stepped out of the transport, holding a gun to the temple of a
petite young woman and dragging her by the arm when she stumbled.
Maya cried as the hard tarmac scraped the skin from her knees.

Kyle surged forward at the sight of her younger
sister. “You bastard.”

Furcho’s upraised hand stopped Kyle’s charge. A
second guard appeared in the doorway of the plane, roughly holding
Toni, Nicole’s shield, by her collar. Xavier smiled again and
gestured to Toni. “If you touch my plane, I’ll shoot that girl.” He
shrugged and pointed at Maya. “Next will be Cyrus’s daughter. We
still have the wife to keep him in line.” He narrowed his eyes, and
Nicole flinched as he grabbed her hand and shoved the gun’s barrel
against her knuckles. “Then for every minute you continue to delay
our departure, I will shoot off a piece of your girlfriend,
starting with her pretty hand.”

Nicole’s eyes were wide with fear, and Furcho
cursed.

Maya swayed, her eyes blank and unseeing. Her guard
grabbed her around the waist to hold her up. “What the dung is
this?”

“Maya?” Not now. Kyle had to think fast. “It’s a
medical condition, probably all the excitement.”

Maya straightened, her pupils pinpoints in pools of
iridescent green. Her voice was high and wispy as she spoke.
“Moon’s magic, sun’s fire, Gandhi’s heart, and Odin’s sword. But
first a trade, same heart, two souls will pay a debt long owed.”
Maya’s pupils expanded, and she seemed to return to awareness. She
looked directly at Furcho. “Do not be afraid. The shield will
protect. Everything is as it should be for now.” Furcho held her
gaze for a long moment, then touched his ear to activate his
communicator. He murmured instructions for the army to
withdraw.

“Furcho, no.” Kyle was stunned. “Maya.” But Maya’s
eyes were closed now, and she slumped against the guard as he half
carried, half dragged her toward the plane. Others departed the
transport to board the plane. Several men carried Kyle’s mother,
still bound, while her father followed meekly. Cyrus seemed to be a
confused shadow of the man who’d started this uprising.

“Take me instead of Maya,” Kyle said desperately.
“She’ll be more trouble than you want for a hostage.”

Xavier eyed her. “How gallant. But no.”

Furcho’s hand closed around her forearm, his fingers
digging into her skin to silence her. He held Nicole’s tearful
gaze. “Trust Maya, Nic. Keep her and Toni close.”

Nicole nodded, offering a small smile. “We’ll be
fine. I love you.”

Xavier backed away from them, feeling his way up the
boarding steps so Nicole was always between him and The Guard.

Kyle had never felt so helpless. Where were they
taking Nicole, Toni, Maya, and her mother? Simon, her father’s
sinister second-in-command, had to be behind all this. She should
have roasted all of him, not just his weapon hand, when she had the
chance earlier. Kyle shook off Furcho’s grip and stepped forward.
She had to try again. “Don’t you know who I am?” Her shout rang out
above the hum of the plane’s engine gearing up.

Xavier stopped in the doorway of the plane. “Should
I know you?”

A calm filled her, so deadly she felt as if she
could shoot lasers from her eyes to his. “I am the eldest born to
Cyrus, the man you call The Prophet.”

Xavier curled his lip and shook his head. “It seems
I don’t have a big enough plane for all his whelps.” He pushed
Nicole inside and reached for the door to close.

“Simon knows me,” Kyle shouted.

Xavier hesitated.

“I am Kyle.” She raised her hands and palmed two
blue-white-hot spheres of flame. “You tell Simon that Kyle is
coming for him.”


Chapter One

Toni sat next to Nicole, who curled into a window
seat and sniffled as she held Furcho’s gaze through the portal
until the last possible moment. When the plane lifted off, tears
began to roll down Nicole’s cheeks, and her shoulders shook with
choked sobs. Toni was at a loss. Should she hold her hand? Rub her
back? She didn’t have a great deal of experience with women,
especially opposite-oriented women. Nicole wiped at her tears with
her sleeve. Stars. She didn’t even have a tissue to offer.

“There’s a clean handkerchief in the pocket of my
skirt. I can’t reach it, but you can get it for her.”

Toni turned toward the low, soothing voice and
stared into blue eyes.

Laine smiled from the seat across from Toni. “I got
in the habit of carrying one when Kyle was young. She had a lot of
childhood allergies and was always wiping her nose on her
sleeve.”

Toni hesitated. “You’re Kyle’s mom?” It made sense.
They had the same dark hair, blue eyes, and angular profile. But
Kyle’s eyes were an intense cobalt laser blue. Laine’s were a soft
summer sky.

“Yes.” Laine inclined her head toward the young
woman who slumped in the seat next to her. “That’s my other
daughter, Kyle’s younger sister, Maya. Their father, Cyrus, is in
the seat behind us.”

Unlike her tall, dark-haired mother and sister,
Maya’s hair was a rich brown and fell in waves past her shoulders.
The resemblance to Kyle’s sculpted features was obvious, but Toni
found Maya’s more rounded features softer, decidedly beautiful,
and, well, angelic.

Toni peeked around the back of her seat to stare at
Cyrus. He bent forward to rest his forearms on his thighs and
clasped his hands together as he rocked slightly and mumbled to
himself. Was he praying? She didn’t think so. She couldn’t make out
all the words, but she could discern an occasional “I am The One.”
This was the man they called The Prophet? The man who started this
misguided uprising? He didn’t look that imposing, but they said
he’d cut off a young boy’s hand as a message to the First Warrior.
He glanced up, and Toni was startled by the glazed, scary, wild
look in his eyes. He was clearly delusional. Laine seemed to read
her thoughts.

“He’s ill and needs medical care. I feel responsible
for not making sure he was properly monitored,” Laine said. She
shifted in her seat and nodded toward her hip. “The handkerchief’s
in that pocket.”

“Oh, right.” Toni glanced back at Nicole, who was
now hunched over and covering her face with her hands as she
cried.

Toni mentally shook herself. She needed to organize
a plan. She was the only soldier here and the only shield available
to protect these three innocents. Nicole, who was usually calm, was
coming apart. Must be baby hormones. Toni had heard lots of stories
about how they affected women. Maya’s petite frame and feminine
dress didn’t scream warrior, so Toni doubted she could expect help
from her. And, though Laine had Kyle’s athletic body, she looked a
bit beat up after her tussle with the guards that had prompted them
to tie her hands and feet while they left the rest of them loose.
She’d have to get them all out of the clutches of their kidnapper.
Cyrus, she decided, could fend for himself.

The plane was an old fuel-based commercial commuter
model that had been converted to solar power. The front of the
plane had been gutted and refurbished with comfortable lounges, but
the hostages had been herded to the rear, where the original
seating was close and the aisle between them narrow.

A row of empty seats separated them from their burly
guard. But all Toni could see of him were his legs stretched across
the aisle, which meant he couldn’t see her either. She reached
across and retrieved the handkerchief from Laine’s pocket.
“Thanks.”

Nicole didn’t speak or look up when Toni gently
tugged on her forearm to lay the handkerchief in her hand. She
simply unfolded it and buried her face in the cloth as she
sobbed.

Toni put her hand on Nicole’s back. “Furcho and
Captain Tan will get us out of this. And, until they come, I
promise to keep you and the baby safe.” But her reassurance only
seemed to make Nicole cry harder. “Nicole…” Toni twisted in her
seat when sudden thumping sounded behind them.

Cyrus was trying to stand but didn’t seem to
comprehend that he must release his seat restraint first. The more
he tried, the harder he struggled, banging his arms and head
against the back of Laine’s seat. The guard stood and looked back
at them, frowning.

“Release me.” Cyrus’s mumbling was evolving into
angry words. “Infidels. You will regret this. I am The Prophet.
Have you not yet seen the consequence of your sins?”

The guard walked back to glare at Cyrus. “I’d shut
up and sit quietly before Xavier tells me to slit your
trouble-making throat.”

Cyrus flushed, and he sprang from his seat as his
fingers finally found the release on the seat restraint. “I am
anointed. The One and I are the same.” He slammed his palms
repeatedly against the chest of the guard, pushing him backward
down the aisle to the front of the plane, where Xavier and four
other men lounged in the more-comfortable seating. They stood as
Cyrus pushed his startled guard to the floor. “Where is Simon?”

Xavier eyed him. “You’ll see him soon enough.”

“That is not an answer.” Cyrus’s roar filled the
plane. He began to pace. “Why are we running from the infidels? The
One would have given us protection. We should have stood and
fought. We had more than a thousand Believers, most of them armed,
and the unnatural army numbered fewer than a hundred.” Spittle ran
down his chin. “I am surrounded by cowards.”

Xavier flicked his hand toward Cyrus and spoke to
the two men flanking him. “Tie him in his seat if necessary.”

Two of the guards grabbed Cyrus and manhandled him
to the rear of the plane. Toni ducked to avoid catching an elbow in
the ear as they struggled past her.

“Your souls will perish in hellfire. I am The One.”
Cyrus’s screams filled the plane. “I am The One.”

His loud rant seemed too much for Nicole. Her sobs
became desperate wails. Toni wanted to cover her ears, but she
tried to console Nicole. “Nic, you’ve got to shield him out. He’s
mentally unstable and you’re absorbing his distress.” She could put
up a physical shield but not a mental one. Nicole would have to do
that for herself. Toni cupped Nicole’s face in her hands and forced
her to look up. “Nic, please. You have to calm down.” Nicole froze
for a second, her eyes holding Toni’s like a lifeline. Then she
doubled over and wailed again.

Xavier stomped to the back of the plane. “Knock him
out if necessary. Just shut him up.”

“Wait. Don’t hurt him. I can calm him if you just
untie me,” Laine said.

Toni turned back to them. If Laine could calm Cyrus,
then maybe Nicole would settle. This couldn’t be good for the baby.
It was worth a try.

Xavier made a dismissive sound. “You’ve already
assaulted my men in an attempt to escape.”

“Where would we go?” Toni said. “We’re in a plane,
for star’s sake, thousands of meters high in the sky. You think
four women and a crazy man can overpower you and all your armed
guards to hijack the plane? This Simon guy might not like it if you
damage his mouthpiece.”

One of the guards struggling with Cyrus crumpled as
a knee connected with his crotch. Xavier grimaced and drew a
switchblade from his pocket. He flicked it open. Sun and stars.
Toni didn’t like Cyrus, but her hands itched with the instinct to
throw up a shield to protect him. She relaxed a bit when Xavier
knelt instead and sliced through the bindings around Laine’s feet,
then yanked her forward to cut the twine tying her hands behind her
back.

Laine shot out of her seat just as the second guard
connected a bone-crunching right hook to Cyrus’s jaw. The guard’s
angry expression dissolved into one of disbelief when the punch
appeared to have no effect on Cyrus.

“I am The One.” Cyrus’s manic screech triggered
another loud wail from Nicole.

Laine wrapped an arm around him from behind, placing
one hand in the middle of his chest and the other along his temple.
“Cyrus, stop. It’s okay. Everything is okay. There’s been a
misunderstanding. These men are taking us to the City of Light.”
Though Laine matched him in height, she was much leaner in frame,
and Toni marveled that she appeared to easily restrain him though
two large men had not.

“I am The Prophet.” His vehemence gone, he sounded
more like an impudent child.

“Yes. And we’re going to the City of Light. So, you
must rest now.” Laine guided him back to his row of seats, nudging
him over so she could sit with him. Keeping one hand on his chest,
she spoke in a soothing tone. “There will be much work for you when
we arrive.”

“I’m so tired,” he said, quiet now.

Laine drew him down, cradling his head and shoulders
in her lap. “Rest now. I’ll keep watch and wake you when we
arrive.”

He closed his eyes.

The plane was silent except for Nicole’s hitched
breath and occasional sniffs. Toni slid her hand into Nicole’s and
sighed in relief. Sun and stars. She’d been ready to start
screaming if the racket hadn’t stopped.

“She’s one of those degenerates. A witch,” a guard
said, eyeing Laine. “We should tie her and that idiot Cyrus
up.”

“I’m not a threat,” Laine said. “My gift is simply a
form of healing.”

Xavier studied her. “No restraints, but I’m making
you responsible for keeping everyone quiet back here. A guard will
watch you at all times. If anyone makes the least bit of trouble,
we will tie all of you.”

“Understood,” Laine said.

Toni watched the men as they returned to the
lounges, their guard settling this time about five rows away.

“Oh.” Nicole doubled over, and her hand tightened
around Toni’s. “Oh, no.” Her tears started again as she gasped. “My
baby.”

“What? What’s happening?” Toni’s thoughts raced,
tumbling, jumbling, tangling as she panicked. She worked in a
hospital but didn’t know anything about healing. She kept inventory
and ordered supplies, for star’s sake. “Nicole, no. You can’t do
this now.” She had the same first-aid field training every soldier
received, and it didn’t include delivering babies. She didn’t need
to be a healer to know it was much too soon. Furcho, Alyssa,
everybody was counting on her, and she was going to let Nicole lose
this baby. Safe. She was supposed to keep— A hand on her arm
stopped her mid-thought. She twisted to look down into warm green
eyes.

“Maybe Mom and I can help.” Weariness still etched
Maya’s soft features, but she’d left her seat and was kneeling in
the aisle next to Toni.

“You’re a healer, like your mother?”

Maya lowered her gaze, her smile fading. “No. I
don’t share my mother’s gift, but I’m able to act as a conduit for
her. She shouldn’t leave my father right now, so I’ll need to be
her hands to help your friend.”

Maya raised her eyes again, and Toni was suddenly
lost in the swirl of green, flecks of gold and hint of blue.
“Nicole’s pregnant.”

Maya’s smile returned, soft but a bit
patronizing.

Toni’s ears heated with embarrassment. Duh. Nicole’s
baby bump, though not huge, was evident. Maya must think she was an
idiot. She groped for something to redeem herself. Then she
remembered that Kyle said Furcho was from her hometown. “Furcho is
the baby’s father.”

Maya’s face lit up, and Toni had never seen a more
beautiful woman…ever…anywhere. “Furcho! He’s a close family friend.
Mom, did you hear? We must help.”

Laine smiled from her seat, where Cyrus still slept
with his head in her lap. “Yes.” She cocked her head. “But she is
gifted, isn’t she?”

Toni nodded. “Nicole’s an empath. She’s usually
strong, but…”

“Being pregnant, kidnapped, and absorbing Cyrus’s
strong emotions must have been too much for her,” Laine said
softly. “Maya, can you reach my hand if you sit next to
Nicole?”

Maya stood and gestured to where Toni was sitting.
“May I sit there?”

Toni squeezed Nicole’s hand again. “I’ll be two
steps away, okay?” Nicole didn’t seem to hear, grasping her belly
and gasping as another spasm gripped her, so Toni quickly slipped
from her seat and let Maya settle in her place. “You need to
hurry.”

Maya reached back to grasp Laine’s hand, then laid
her other hand on Nicole’s belly and closed her eyes. When Laine
closed her eyes, too, the air warmed around them. Nicole’s spasm
seemed to lessen. Then she cried out, and Maya jerked her hand
away, her eyes wide.

“Maya?” Laine’s puzzled expression worried Toni.
Maybe these people didn’t really know what they were doing. She was
supposed to be shielding Nicole from danger. Was she opening the
door and inviting it instead?

Maya opened and closed her mouth a few times before
she finally spoke. “The baby is strong. Very strong. She’s refusing
my unfamiliar touch.”

Nicole began to sob softly, and Maya rose to let
Toni retake the seat. Toni didn’t hesitate as she settled next to
Nicole and stroked her back. “I told Furcho I’d make sure nothing
happened to you and his baby, and I swear to the stars I won’t let
you down.”

Nicole nodded and reached for Toni’s hand. She
spoke, her voice choked with pain and tears, for the first time
since their captors had dragged them onto the plane. “You’ve always
been dependable.”

“Toni, would you lay your hand on Nicole’s stomach?
Perhaps the baby would accept your touch.” Maya squatted next to
Toni’s seat and held out her hand. “Then hold mine and try to clear
your thoughts. We need to convince her to stay where she is for at
least another few months.”

“Me?” Toni coughed to cover the embarrassing squeak
in her voice. “I’ve never done anything like this. I’m not gifted
like you guys—”

“Please, Toni. Try?” Nicole grimaced and rubbed at
her side. “I’m still trying to master handling my emotions and
hers, and shielding feelings from other people.” She grabbed Toni’s
hand and pressed it to the bulge of her belly.

Toni jumped. “She moved!”

Laine chuckled. “It was more likely gas. It’s too
early in Nicole’s pregnancy to be the baby.”

Toni nodded. How would Laine know details like that
since they’d just met when they were all kidnapped together? But
she’d worry about that later. She tightened her hold on Maya’s hand
and closed her eyes. “Okay. Let’s do this.” She tried to clear her
mind, but her genetic need to protect kicked in when heat spread up
her arm from the hand Maya held.

Again, Maya opened her eyes wide, this time focused
on Toni. “You are gifted. You’re shielding her.”

Toni glanced nervously toward the front of the
plane. Maya had spoken softly, but she didn’t know how well the
guard could hear from his seat. “I don’t know what you’re talking
about.”

“Maya.” Laine’s voice was soft, too.

Maya glanced back at her mother. Great. Now they
apparently both knew.

“We won’t hurt her, Toni. You have our word.” Maya’s
eyes were a sun-warmed meadow dotted with wildflowers.

Toni wanted to trust her. She really did. “How do I
know that? How do you know you won’t hurt her?” Toni
asked.

Maya searched Toni’s eyes, until Nicole’s whimper of
pain broke through their standoff. “Because I have a gift, too,
that I don’t let a lot of people know about.” She sighed. “I’m a
seer. Everything I see doesn’t come to pass, because the future is
not as set in stone as people would like to believe. But in my
brief touch with the baby a moment ago, I saw a future for her. It
was only a flash, so I can’t recall specifics, but I can tell you
she has a future if we help her now.”

“She’s being truthful, Toni. I can feel it.”

Toni winced at the pain in Nicole’s voice. She
didn’t need an empath to decipher the honesty in Maya’s gaze. She
took Maya’s hand again and closed her eyes. This time, she welcomed
the warmth that spread up her arm and drifted in the wondrous river
of calm that flowed through her to the hand she pressed against
Nicole’s belly. She blinked when something seemed to press back.
Why did she think it was a tiny hand? The image of a young
dark-haired, golden-skinned warrior formed in her mind. Stars. She
must be delirious from stress. Or maybe she was glimpsing the
future because she was acting as a conduit for Maya. Nicole’s sobs
quieted. She began to draw deep breaths and finally sighed.

When Maya withdrew and broke their connection, Toni
felt hollow. She had to remind herself that what had filled her
came entirely from Laine. Or did it? The connection had felt
unsettlingly intimate. She’d met these people little more than an
hour ago. But this wasn’t about her. It was to help Nicole.

“Thank you.” Nicole sat back and rolled her
shoulders. “I’m having a little trouble handling both my emotions
and the baby’s. So, I wasn’t prepared to shield out what Cyrus was
broadcasting. Being an empath sucks sometimes.”

“Mom has him under control for now.”

Nicole turned in her seat to study Maya kneeling in
the aisle. “Is she an empath or a psychic healer?”

Maya shrugged. “I’m not sure. None of our labels fit
her gifts.”

“But you are a seer?”

Maya bowed her head and dropped her gaze to her lap,
where she nervously traced the pattern on her skirt. Her next words
were so soft Toni and Nicole leaned closer to hear. “Yes. But
please don’t tell anybody. What I see doesn’t always come true. The
choices we make can change the future, and most of the time, it’s
dangerous for people to know what might happen.”

The tortured vulnerability in Maya’s huge green eyes
when she looked up made Toni’s heart clench. She laid her hand on
Maya’s cheek. So soft. “Your secret is safe with us.” She savored
the brush of fingers against the hand she rested on Maya’s face.
“And I would ask that you keep my gift secret, too. I was assigned
to guard Nicole, and now all three of you, if possible. If they
know I can shield you from weapons, they’ll try to separate me from
you. I’d rather wait until we’re on the ground and have escape
options.”

“I will,” Maya said, squeezing Toni’s hand before
standing and sliding into the seat across the aisle.

“I like your strategy, Lieutenant Toni,” Laine said
from one row back, keeping her voice low.

Toni twisted, her eyes falling on the man sleeping
in Laine’s lap. She frowned.

“Don’t worry,” Laine said. “He’s out cold. I’d be
able to tell if he was pretending to sleep.”

“You are Kyle’s mother.” Not a question this time,
but an accusation. Hadn’t Kyle told Laine what Cyrus had done to
her before she escaped and found her way to join The Collective’s
warriors? They’d been together for at least a week after Kyle
returned to the cult as a Collective spy.

Laine nodded, clearly understanding Toni’s
implication. She moved her hand from Cyrus’s chest to caress the
strong line of his jaw. “And this is her father. He suffers from a
chemical imbalance that causes mental instability. The disease has
grown as he’s aged. But I have medication that will bring him back
into balance if I’m allowed to give it to him.”

“So, he doesn’t really believe the dung he’s been
spreading that started all this mess?” That was a bitter pill to
swallow. She had lost people she valued to this war—Jael and Uri.
And though she had few friends in their camp, the many pyres of the
recruits who were killed when attempting to bond with a wild dragon
horse still affected her, as had the death of the warriors at the
horrible battle in Brasília. She—and everybody else—needed someone
to blame.

“The old religions have always fascinated Cyrus, so
I can’t say he doesn’t believe some part of what he’s saying. But I
respect his right to believe whatever he wants as long as those
convictions don’t harm others who don’t share them.”

“Yet The Natural Order has harmed others,” Nicole
said quietly. “They are hoarding food and medicine, while others
are starving and dying from disease that the medicine could treat
or cure. The First Warrior was killed, and it has devastated her
bond mate, who is one of my closest friends. Another Advocate, a
gentle giant of a man and a colleague of mine, was murdered in the
street by a sniper as he protected my fiancé from The Natural
Order.”

Laine closed her eyes and swallowed hard as she
stroked her husband’s hair. “Oh, Cyrus. I feel so responsible. I
should have paid more attention to you.” Tears dripped from the
corners of her eyes, and she swallowed again. Maya stood and
stepped close to lay a hand on her mother’s shoulder. Laine opened
her eyes and looked up at her daughter. “You tried to warn me. I
should have listened.”

“You’ve never sought what’s about to be thrust upon
you, but our world will fall into chaos if you continue to refuse
to use your gifts,” Maya said. “I saw this three times in three
moons, then every seventh full moon since I was a child. It’s the
one vision of which I’m certain.”

Laine held out her hand and Maya took it, lacing
their fingers together. Laine appeared physically strong like Kyle,
but she seemed to draw on her younger daughter’s emotional
strength. After a moment, Laine nodded. “I don’t know how I can
face the First Warrior’s bond mate or the rest of The Collective’s
army and see, hear the loved ones they sacrificed,” she said,
resting her head against the back of her seat and looking from Maya
to Toni and Nicole.

Was Laine also a necromancer? Did she see souls not
attached to a physical body?

“We’ve all made mistakes we’d like to erase,” Nicole
said.

Sadness flickered over Laine’s features. She
appeared to know and understand the guilt Nicole carried like a
heavy yoke. The young Advocate felt responsible because she’d asked
Uri to bring her beloved Furcho home safe, and Uri had thrown
himself between Furcho and the sniper’s deadly bullet to keep his
promise to her. Cyrus stirred, and Laine stroked her hand down his
chest, then rested her palm over his heart. He quieted again into a
sound slumber. The lights dimmed to conserve the plane’s batteries,
and the shadowed interior accentuated the fine lines of weariness
etched into Laine’s classic features. “Maya had warned me of the
consequences. You had no idea the result of your request.”

“If not Father, some other catalyst would bring what
is to come. I feel sure of it. Everything is as it should be.”

Laine didn’t appear convinced by Maya’s assurance,
and lamenting what couldn’t be changed wasn’t an efficient way to
use their time. Toni hated inefficiency.

“We can’t erase our mistakes, but we can stop the
rest of the dominos from falling,” she said. “First we need to
figure out a way to get out of this mess and back to safety.”

Laine smiled slightly. “Kyle told me a little about
her new friends. She said you were an organizer.”

Toni stood but raised her arms and twisted back and
forth as if stretching when the guard sat straighter and stared.
She smiled at him and made a show of rubbing her lower back and
executing a couple of standing lunges before she refocused on
Laine. “I realize that, except for Maya, I’m probably the youngest
person here. But I’m the only soldier, and all of you are my
responsibility.”

With a serious expression, Laine quickly bowed her
head to acknowledge Toni as their leader. “What would you
recommend?”

Toni bent forward over one leg as if she was
stretching a cramp out of her hamstring. “We lifted off near dawn,
so the dragon horses can’t immediately follow us. We need to find a
way to stall this plane to give them time to catch up. Can you or
Maya drain their electric cells or shatter their solar
screens?”

“Of course not.” Maya’s sweet face transformed into
a dark cloud Toni would have never thought possible. “Maybe your
gifts are suited for war, but our talents are only positive. We
never use them to harm anyone.”

Toni scowled. “Our warriors, and your sister, use
their gifts to protect The Collective. I was talking about causing
enough of a problem that they’d have to land to do repairs or wait
until the batteries recharge. You think I want to crash and kill us
all?”

“Isn’t that what warrior-types want? To go out in a
blaze of glory?”

Anger crawled up Toni’s spine and heated her neck.
She leaned close, nose to nose with Maya, and spoke through
clenched teeth to keep her voice low. “You obviously know nothing
about warriors. It would be a coward’s way out to kill yourself and
everyone else because you let the person you’re supposed to be
guarding get captured.”

Maya didn’t reply. Her gaze dropped to Toni’s mouth,
and Toni self-consciously swiped her tongue over her teeth and
lips. Dung. Did she have something stuck in her teeth? Maybe Maya
was about to fall out again with another vision of the future. But
Maya blinked, her cheeks flushing an attractive shade of dark pink,
and then her lashes fluttered as the spell seemed to recede and her
gaze found Toni’s again.

“Maya?” Laine appeared puzzled by her daughter’s
response.

“I’m so sorry.” Maya backed away, dropping her chin
and covering her eyes with one hand. She looked up, her gaze
meeting Toni’s and flicking away, her cheeks flaring from pink to a
deep rose. Had she seen something in Toni’s future? Her next words
were so soft, Toni strained to hear. “The stress of our situation
has me on edge. Please forgive my rudeness.”

Toni took Maya’s hand in both of hers. She’d never
had the confidence to initiate physical contact with another
person, unless it was to push them away or slug them for ridiculing
her relatively short stature among an army of tall warriors. Her
hand always felt too small for the tools in the stable’s smithy or
child-like any time she greeted another adult with a handshake. But
Maya’s hand—not smaller, just more finely boned—fit hers perfectly.
“Nothing to forgive. We’re all a bit tense, but we need to pull
together.” She couldn’t lie to herself. The fiery side of Maya was
beyond enticing. She didn’t have Alyssa’s red hair, but Maya’s eyes
held the same flame of temper as the First Advocate’s, Toni’s
mentor and friend. Maybe that’s why she was letting Maya off the
hook so easily. She felt drawn to Maya, probably because she was a
lot like Alyssa. Her body wasn’t convinced. She flushed with a new
heat, and something fluttered low in her belly. That never happened
around Alyssa. She gently withdrew her hands from Maya’s.

“How far can you project your shield?” Laine asked,
dissolving the moment between Toni and Maya.

Toni glanced over her shoulder to make sure the
guard wasn’t listening. Since they’d dimmed the lights, most of the
men had stretched out on the lounges up front to nap. The door to
the cockpit was closed. Even their guard was nodding off. Toni
turned back to Laine and shrugged. “I’ve never tested it.”

Laine looked out of the window next to their seats.
“The sky has turned overcast. That’s why they dimmed the lights.
They’re probably supplementing the solar power with batteries. If
you can block all the sunlight from reaching the solar panels, then
the plane will drain its batteries and have to land. That will buy
us some time for our rescuers to catch up.”

“Holy dung. It probably has panels from nose to
tail. I’d have to shield the entire plane.”

“From weak sunbeams. You can do that, can’t you?”
Maya asked. Ouch. The sarcastic Maya was back. What was it with
women? One minute they’re going all googly eyed over you, and the
next they’re cutting your legs out from under you.

“The panels start at the wings, extend along each,
then part of the way toward the tail,” Laine said. “Kyle and I
share a fascination with flying, and when we went to an airshow
once, we saw one of these models that had just been converted from
fuel to solar.” She drew a T-figure in the air with her finger.
“So, not the entire plane.”

Toni eyed her skeptically. She’d never purposefully
shielded anybody. It would just happen when she was in a tight
spot. She’d throw up her hands, adrenaline would kick in, and the
shield happen. What if she couldn’t generate a shield without
imminent danger? She gestured toward the front of the plane. “I
can’t just stand in the aisle with my arms over my head, looking
like a fool without one of those guys noticing.”

“Are you refusing to even try?” Maya’s hard stare
was challenging, and her words felt like an accusation.

Son of a dung eater. Why didn’t Maya just check in
with the future and see if they got out of this mess and how they
did it? A hand on her back stopped the childish retort before it
left her mouth.

“Sometimes Toni thinks aloud when she’s planning
details,” Nicole said. “Let’s give her a few minutes to work it
out. She’s always resourceful. That’s why she’s been promoted so
fast.” Nicole slid her hand up Toni’s back to clasp her shoulder
and squeeze. “That’s why Furcho trusts her to keep me safe.”

The confidence in Nicole’s eyes reminded Toni that
her early planning and record-keeping had prevented an epidemic of
influenza from destroying the dragon-horse army. Reminded her that
the First Warrior had personally promoted her to be the First
Advocate’s top admin officer in the camp clinic. She pushed back
old childhood feelings of inadequacy and being the odd duck.

She looked up at the ceiling. She could do this. Sun
rays are just another form of energy. If she could block flame, she
could easily block sunlight. Could she push a shield outside of the
plane’s shell? Well, she’d stood behind Kyle when she deflected
flame directed at her. What would the guards think when she raised
her hands above her head? Wait. She’d already done that before,
when she pretended to stretch. But this would take much longer.


Chapter Two

Toni stared at the floor for a minute, then looked
up to scan the faces of the three women watching her. Nicole looked
hopeful, Laine curious, and Maya skeptical. The last expression
made her decide what to do. She straightened her shoulders and
crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not guaranteeing this will
work, but it’s better than doing nothing.” She glanced over her
shoulder. “I have this, uh, thing I can do with my back. Even if it
sounds awful, don’t panic. Just go with however I act, okay?”

Nicole smiled and nodded. Toni didn’t doubt she
would play her part well. Nicole had conspired with several of
Toni’s infamous pranks around camp—some good-natured, others with a
touch of revenge for those who thought she was an easy target for
teasing.

Laine watched Nicole’s reaction, then added her
pledge. “I’m in.”

Maya’s expression turned from skeptical to
concerned. “You won’t do anything to hurt yourself, will you? We
can find another way.”

Toni blinked. Not even a bipolar person could ping
back and forth like this woman. Every time Maya spoke to her was
like picking off another petal of a daisy. I like you. I like you
not. I like you. I like you not.

“I can pop a vertebra in my back in and out with an
awful crunching sound. It’s painful if it gets stuck, but that’s
only happened once, and I’ve done it a hundred times to fool
people. So, just trust me, okay?”

“I’ve seen her do it,” Nicole said. “It’s creepy,
but really okay.”

Maya chewed on her lip.

“I need everybody behind me on this,” Toni said,
realizing she could stare into Maya’s beautiful eyes for hours if
that’s how long it took for her to answer. She didn’t know why, but
it was important that Maya agree.

“Okay.”

Maya’s consent was tentative, but Toni held her gaze
and smiled. “Thank you,” she said softly. “Having you on my team
makes all the difference.”

Maya blushed and ducked her head to hide the smile
that transformed her lovely face to radiant. Toni’s own face heated
when Nicole playfully nudged her. But Toni had no idea where this
new brazen-warrior-like flirting was coming from, other than Maya
seemed to draw it out of her. She shook herself mentally. “Anybody
have bottled water?”

They all shook their heads.

“Good.” She sat in the aisle seat and coughed. After
a few seconds, she coughed again, accompanied by a strangling
noise, then furious coughing.

Cyrus mumbled loudly in his sleep, and Laine laid
her hands on his forehead and chest and sang quietly, drawing the
guard’s attention to her measures to quiet him. She couldn’t have
played it better.

Toni took the cue and stood. She coughed loudly as
she stumbled toward the front of the plane. Their guard rose from
his seat to block her path. “Where do you think you’re going?”

Toni put her hand to her throat. “Water. Do you have
some water?” She choked out her words between coughs. She took a
few more steps.

“Stop.” Only a few rows of seats away now, he raised
his gun and pointed it at her chest. “I’ve seen you pyros melt a
gun, so you’re not getting close enough to grab mine.”

Toni wanted to roll her eyes. If she’d been a pyro,
he and the rest of their abductors would be ashes by now. But at
least he was playing right into her hands. She did her best to look
terrified and shot her hands upward, coughing at the same instant
she twisted her shoulders in the way she knew would pop that
vertebra in and out. The crack of bone shifting was loud in the
confined space of the solar plane, and she screamed. She scrunched
her eyes closed and whimpered through a suppressed cough.

“What’s going on?” The man Xavier had called Juan
approached and peered at Toni over the guard’s shoulder.

“She was coughing and asked for some water. But she
was coming too close, and I don’t trust these deviants. I pointed
my gun to keep her back, and when she raised her hands like an
idiot, there was a popping noise. I didn’t touch her, but I think
she maybe hurt herself.”

Juan shook his head in disgust. “We don’t even need
this one. If we weren’t flying so high, I’d open a door and push
her out.” He jerked his chin toward where the other hostages sat.
“Take her back to her seat. I’ll get some bottles of water for
them.”

“Please. Can I just stand here for a few minutes? A
vertebra in my back misaligns sometimes. As soon as the spasm
relaxes, I can pop it back in place.”

The guard scowled. “How long will that take?”

Toni closed her eyes. She couldn’t concentrate on
forming a shield while she talked to this buffoon. “Sometimes a
minute or two. Sometimes an hour or more. It depends on how tense I
am, and you staring at me isn’t helping me relax.”

Juan returned with the water. “Why is she still
here?”

“She wants to stand still until…” He waved his hand
in front of her. “Until things go back into place.”

Toni glanced sideways without moving her head.
Actually, she was a few seats forward of where she should ideally
stand. It was already getting hard to hold her arms up.

“Enough. Put your arms down and go back to your
seat.” Juan grabbed one of Toni’s arms and tugged. She screamed,
and he jerked his hand back.

“Punta. You do not want to wake Xavier.” Juan
snatched the guard’s gun from him and pressed the tip of the barrel
to Toni’s forehead. “Maybe I should just put you out of your
misery, and I’ll be rid of this noisy problem.”

“Imbecile.”

Juan and the guard froze at the sound of Xavier
behind them.

“You can’t fire a projectile weapon in a pressurized
cabin. You’ll crash the plane and kill us all.” Xavier glared at
them. “Stuff something in her mouth so we don’t have to listen to
her scream and haul her back to her seat.”

“Wait.”

Toni closed her eyes against the sweat dripping into
them. Dung. Maya was standing behind her.

“Give me the bottles of water, and I’ll help her
walk slowly back to where Mother can help her. If you get her
screaming, the noise will rile Father again. You don’t want that,
do you?” Maya raised an eyebrow at the men when they hesitated.

Xavier’s teeth flashed white in the dim light. “I
like her.” He gestured to the guard. “Give her the water.” He
watched as the bottles were passed around Toni, and Maya dropped
one into each pocket of her skirt, then tucked one in the pocket of
Toni’s pants. He cocked his head, eyes gleaming in the dim light as
he stared at Maya. “Maybe I’ll see more of you after we settle in
at our destination.” Without waiting for a response, he returned to
the front of the plane with Juan on his heels.

The guard frowned at them uncertainly, then went
back to his post, sitting
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