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Chapter One
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Gabriel Black Hawk ignored the first scream even though it went through him like a knife.  It wasn’t his problem and he wasn’t in any position to do anything about it even if it had been.  He was alone, and right in the middle of territory belonging to and controlled by his enemies.  As few survivors as there were, he was still outnumbered astronomically and only a complete fool would buck that kind of odds.

He was no fool.  

Insane more like, but then desperation had a way of making completely rational people do completely irrational things.

Besides, his location almost certainly insured that the woman was one of his enemies, too, and he certainly had no intention of dying over a Saitren woman.  

The second scream was so filled with terror that it lifted the fine hairs on the back of his neck.  Moisture broke from the pores on his forehead.  He ground his teeth together, fighting the insane urge to respond.

For all he knew, the damned Saitren knew he was hiding nearby and the screams were no more than a ploy to draw him out into the open.  

The third scream was cut short and Gabriel was on his feet and moving before he even realized his intention.  It was probably too late to do anything about the woman anyway, he told himself, but he kept moving, pausing now and then to listen for the faint sounds of a scuffle he could hear somewhere close by.  

‘Close by’ turned out to be not so close.  He’d negotiated half a city block before he reached the end of his cover and realized the sounds of fighting were coming from what had once been a wide parking area on the other side.  Stealing himself, he eased up to the corner of the building and took a quick look.

When he ducked back, his heart was hammering in his chest. Closing his eyes, he summoned the image from his memory, counting four Saitren in direct contact with the ‘victim’, unless he’d misinterpreted the wiggling thing in the middle of the knot.  He was almost certain he’d seen at least six others rifling through the contents of a fairly large air ship.  

Wreckers, he realized grimly—the worst of the lot.

What made it worse than that was that he couldn’t be absolutely certain that the ship wasn’t one of their own.  It was unlikely.  It was much more probable that the ship belonged to a Saitren or some of the alien vultures that frequented their planet in search of anything useful to steal.  

But it was also possible that, like him, some of his own people had decided it was worth the risk to see if there was anything worth salvaging in the land of the Saitren.

There were at least ten of them.  Ten to one were damned poor odds and those odds were liable to climb drastically if he showed his face.  The wreckers didn’t really have an opinion of the aliens beyond the realization that they were probably carrying a lot more useful things than they were apt to find scavenging on their own world, Nadryl.  

They hated the Anjels, however, almost as much as the Anjels hated them.

He would live longer if he just kept on ignoring the woman’s cries.  She was the next thing to dead already—not that he thought the Saitren would kill her on purpose, but there were ten of them and the chances were good that somewhere in the rounds of killing each other over the prize, she was going to get dead, too.

Instead of leaving the way he’d come, though, he glanced up at the building at his back.  Like most of the buildings in the city, it was gutted.  Turning, he slipped inside and made his way up what remained of the stairs.  From a window on the second floor, he got his first good look at the woman.

One of the men, either their leader or one feared by the others, had decided to claim the prize for himself.  Apparently, he hadn’t found anything to his liking in the ship.  When Gabriel glanced out the window opening, it was just in time to see the man charge the four bent over the woman, flailing his sword wildly.  The four men scattered in four different directions.  

Satisfied that he’d cowed them, the man grabbed the woman by a handful of her hair and dragged her up.  The moment he did, she flew at him like a fanged devil, proving she wasn’t any where near dead, screaming and swiping at him with fingers curled into claws.

It stunned Gabriel almost as much as it did the man she attacked.  

What stunned him far more, though, was the woman herself.  Her clothing had been virtually shredded.  Blood liberally spattered what was left of her clothes and the skin beneath.

She wasn’t Saitren.  She was Anjel, like himself.  Her hair and skin pigmentation were evidence enough of that.  His stomach roiled, threatening to empty itself.

They’d maimed her, the red devils!  They’d hacked her wings off!

Rage filled him, driving away reason.  

Even as the Saitren cuffed the woman, sending her sprawling, Gabriel leapt to the window sill and dove from it, opening his wings wide to catch the air and control his fall as he spiraled downward.  He took the head off of the Saitren standing over the woman before the man even saw him coming.

The woman, he saw when he turned to her, was gaping at him in shock.  “Come!  Now!  If you want to live,” he ordered sharply, holding his free arm out to her.

She leapt at him, her arms outstretched, colliding with him hard enough he staggered back a step before he caught his balance.  Tightening his arm around her waist as she looped her arms tightly around his neck, he lifted her from the ground, took a running start and launched himself into the air.

The wind currents near the ground made take off at that level difficult at the best of times.  Burdened with the woman’s weight—small though she was—he was sweating profusely with effort by the time he managed to climb high enough to catch a current strong enough to give him lift.  The sluggishness of the climb gave the Saitren all the time they needed to recover from their stunned surprise and give chase.  

The woman screamed, deafening him momentarily in one ear.  It acted on him like a goose in the ass, however, and he shot skyward, instinctively seeking the altitude he needed to lose the Saitren behind him.

It was the only real advantage the Anjels had over the Saitren, the ability to fly at altitudes the Saitren couldn’t manage because their own wings were smooth and leathery, not feathered to catch the faintest of currents.    

Despite the few moments the surprise attack had earned him, the woman’s weight was a severe hindrance.  The Saitren, not similarly burdened, continued to gain on him.  Realizing he wasn’t going to manage to get the altitude he needed before they caught up to him and that he couldn’t fight with the woman clutched in one arm, he did the only thing he could, evasive maneuvers.  

She screamed like she was being tortured, wrapping her legs around his hips and tightening her arms around his neck until he began to think he might black out from lack of blood flow to his brain.  “Cease, woman!” he growled.  “I can not hear for your screeching.”

He also couldn’t fight, for she was wrapped around him like a serpent, could barely fly for the added weight, and he was growing light headed from the chokehold she had around his neck.  

He was sorely tempted to drop her, but then that wasn’t really an option.  The Saitren would have his head lobbed from his shoulders before he could peel her loose.   

She stopped screaming.  He might have thought she’d passed out from blood loss except that she continued to cling to him—and there was no sign of weakening in her grip.

Despite her hampering, he managed to outmaneuver the Saitren closest on his heels and climbed until they began to fall away.  His teeth began to chatter from the cold at the higher altitude.  The woman was shaking, as well.  He banked in a slow turn to gauge the distance he’d put between himself and his enemies.  They were mere specks below and behind him, but he knew if he could see them, they could still see him.

He tightened his hold on the woman when he felt her loosening her grip at last.  “Only a little longer and I will find a place to land and see to your wounds,” he said soothingly.

She didn’t respond.  He peered down at her.  Her eyes were closed, but not squeezed tightly shut as before.  He couldn’t tell whether she’d fainted or if she was simply still too frightened to look around.

When he was certain he had left the pack of wreckers behind, he began a slow descent.  In the distance, he could see the faint outline of his homeland, Henven.  A mixture of relief and irritation filled him. 

He’d left with little and returned with—excess baggage—almost gotten himself killed for a woman who would probably die anyway—and certainly wish she was dead once she realized how horribly maimed she was.  Worse, she would be easy prey without the ability to fly, and his homeland was very little safer now than the land he’d just left behind—no safer, truth be known except that the Saitren would not follow him here. 

Exhaling in disgust, he headed for the distant shoreline.

* * * *
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It was instinct to prevent herself from falling that made it possible for Layla’s muscles to lock around the alien man that was flying away with her.  Conscious thought didn’t enter into it.  In point of fact, Layla was scarcely aware of what she was doing or even what he was doing.  Her shocked, traumatized brain was operating in a loop, replaying the horrific images it had captured over and over again in disjointed bits and pieces so that she was hardly even aware of what it was that she was ‘watching’.

She supposed, later, that her brain was simply struggling to assimilate and identify what it had collected that bore no resemblance to any previous experiences in her life.

That was a good thing, she decided later.

She didn’t believe she could’ve maintained the death grip on her savior otherwise—if her muscles hadn’t simply locked in place.

She was certain she didn’t actually have the strength for it—no reserve she could have drawn from.

As it was even when he began to whip back and forth, up and down, almost as if he was trying to shake her lose, she not only maintained her grip, it seemed to freeze her muscles harder in place.  And even the frigid cold that began to seep into her a little after that didn’t register anything but the cold that penetrated until she was shaking until her teeth were rattling together.

The horrific images she realized after a time, were her last glimpse of her colleagues as the demon-looking savage aliens took them apart.

As ... obscene as that was, it made it worse that they’d been so thrilled to arrive at last at the planet-alien civilization they’d come so far to make contact with and to study and learn from.

They were making first contact.

They were making history.

They would have such wonders to carry back with them.

Home.

Now she was never going to see home again, she realized with a fresh wave of horror.

They’d found hell.

* * * *
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It was Gabriel’s habit to glide in a sweeping circle and look carefully for possible threat before he landed on the roof of the building he’d made his home for the past several months.  He deviated from that precaution by flying directly to the building and landing.  

The woman was a danger to both of them, severely hampering the possibility of protecting either himself or her so long as he was airborne.  Moreover, she was hurt.  He needed to tend her wounds if she was to have any chance of surviving.

To his surprise and irritation, he discovered even after he’d landed that she continued to cling to him, tightening her arms when he tried to peel her loose.  “Are we on the ground?”

He frowned at her strange speech and accent.  It sounded much like his own, but also different in a way that made it necessary for him to repeat the sounds she’d made in his mind to fully grasp what she’d said.  “We are on a building.”

She opened one eye and peered around and finally turned her head to look, as if she thought he was lying to her.  Finally, she unlocked her legs and settled her feet on the surface of the roof.  The minute she released her grip on his neck, however, her knees buckled and she sprawled out flat of her back.

He stared down at her for several stunned moments, trying not to notice that she was—or had been—a beautiful woman.  Sheathing his sword finally, he squatted down beside her and carefully scooped her into his arms.  “You are hurt, but you will be better when I have attended your wounds.”

She looped her arms around his neck again as he lifted her, though thankfully this time it wasn’t the stranglehold she’d had before.  “You aren’t going to fly off again?”

He lifted his head and glanced around at the sky.  “I hope that won’t be necessary.  It depends upon whether we were seen or not.”

Her eyes rounded with fear.  “Those—things.  Those horrible creatures—they’re here, too?”

He shook his head, turning toward the roof access door and striding quickly across the roof.  “The Saitren?” he asked in surprise.   “They wouldn’t dare come to Henven.  We may be few in numbers now—our own lands may be in chaos—but we would still unite to repel our enemies.”

She fell silent as he stepped into the cool dimness of the building and made his way down two flights of stairs to the floor where his apartment lay.  He set her on her feet just outside the door, steadied her, and pulled his sword.  “Wait here until I have checked for intruders,” he said quietly.

Layla felt her eyes round with renewed terror.  She nodded jerkily, though, deciding that at least if anything happened she would have room to run.  

He was back in a few moments.  Grasping her arm, he drew her inside and carefully barricaded the door.

Layla’s stomach jumped with nerves as she watched him.

“I have medicines,” he told her when he turned to see that she was standing in the middle of the room watching him.  “Sit there.  I will get them.”

Layla frowned.  “Actually, I’m not really hurt.  And to be truthful, I’m a little leery of using medicines that might or might not be harmful to humans.”

The man, who reminded her of nothing so much as an ancient depiction of an angel, tilted his head to one side, studying her.  “It is shock.  I do not wish to alarm you, but you are hurt far worse than you realize.”

She shook her head.  “The blood isn’t mine—well, maybe a little.”  A shudder went through her and she wrapped her arms around herself.  After glancing around a little dazedly, she moved to the ragged couch that stood along one wall and flopped down on it weakly.  “I think it’s—Dr. Cline’s blood.  They killed him right in front of me.”

Her chin wobbled.

Gabriel felt his gut clench.  The screaming had been bad enough.  If she started to cry he was going to have to leave.

Resisting the urge to flee with an effort, Gabriel crossed the room and knelt in front of her, grasping her arms.  “I must treat your wounds.  You have been—they cut off your wings.”

Layla gaped at him.  Slowly, it filtered through her stunned mind that he hadn’t realized, yet, that she wasn’t from his world at all.

Her belly clenched in instinctual reaction to a threat she hadn’t consciously acknowledged.

He’d risked his life to save a woman he must have thought was one of their own.

* * * *
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Layla moistened her dry lips, struggling to gather her wits, trying to decide—first and of foremost importance—if he would react violently to the discovery or not.

He certainly wasn’t going to be delighted to realize he’d risked death for her.

And she didn’t try to debate that conclusion—even for her own comfort.

There’d been nearly a dozen of the red devils—all of them armed to the teeth with hacking weapons.

He’d said they were enemies of his people, she recalled abruptly.

Maybe that was why they’d been attacked, she wondered?  Their skin tones made them look more like his people?

The lack of wings were going to be a dead giveaway, though.

Unless she could convince him she’d been born that way?  

Would freak be received better, though?

She thought it likely that a birth defect would be perceived with revulsion—particularly since he was such a magnificent specimen himself.

Actually, the monsters had been.  The horns and red skin aside, they’d been pretty damn impressive physically—tall, muscular, and pleasingly proportioned compared to human proportions.

But the violence?

Was he more or less likely to kill her the moment he realized she was alien?  Or believed she was one of his own people but defective?

And could she convince him of the latter if she tried?

She was still debating the matter when he returned loaded with bandages and medicines.  Dropping to one knee in front of her, he settled his burdens on the floor within reach, grasped her shoulders and made her lay face down on the couch while she was still wrestling mentally with her dilemma.

She didn’t yield, but neither did she attempt to resist.  She was too focused on whether to pretend she was a native or not.

While she was struggling with her sluggish cognitive abilities, he grasped her shirt and tore it in half, exposing her back fully.

He froze, staring at her back.

She didn’t have to see him to grasp that mental image.

Because his breath seemed suspended in his chest.

After a long, long moment, he grasped her shoulder nearest to him and lifted her up again.  Catching her jaw with one hand, he scanned her face, his expression perfectly blank.  “You are not Anjel,” he said coldly.  “What are you?”
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Chapter Two
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All things considered—the barely controlled anger in his voice—Layla immediately discarded the notion of trying to convince him she actually was a native—just with birth defect.

She was still hesitant to just baldly state her actual status.

“A visitor,” she managed to say in a voice that squeaked with uneasiness.

His lips tightened.  His gaze roamed her form again, but this time with no admiration and no empathy.  “A scavenger,” he spat and then snarled, “I should have left you to them.”

Despite her fear, and her suspicion that he wouldn’t take it well when he found out she was alien, she gaped at him at his vehemence.  

She was scared, though, and unfortunately that took the form of anger.  “Look asshole!  I didn’t ask you to help me!  I didn’t even know you were there!  And it just so happens we don’t need to fucking scavenge!  We brought everything we needed with us!”

The last statement captured his attention.  He sent her an arrested look, though skepticism laced it pretty liberally.  “Brought from where?  And why?  You want me to believe you came to help?  No fucking body has come to help!  They have swarmed like carrion feeders to take the little we have left!” he ground out.

As outraged as Layla was, that penetrated her defensive anger pretty effectively.  “When we left Earth, this was a thriving civilization.  We only brought what we needed for ourselves for the trip, but we only came to ... visit, to learn about your civilization.  It was a scientific endeavor to gather—to share knowledge—nothing else!”

He didn’t believe her.  She could see that.

“Fine!  I’ll leave!  Thank you for helping.  I’ll just find a way to contact my people and get a pick up.”

He curled a giant hand around her upper arm as she shot to her feet and yanked her toward him, pushing his face into hers threateningly until they were almost nose to nose.  “I risked my life for yours.  You are mine, now.  I have no woman.  You will do.”

He was scary when he was angry—not beautiful—just scary.

She was made of stern stuff, however.  She narrowed her eyes back at him.  “I’m a scientist!  I’m not paying for your service on my back!”

Not that she would’ve particularly minded if he wasn’t a total asshole, because he wasn’t hard on the eyes at all.  

“Then you are welcome to lay on your front.  I do not have to ask for what I want.  I can take it.”

Ok, so he had a point and she couldn’t beat him up.

She would’ve liked to have been able to do that just at that moment, but she hadn’t lost her mind completely just because she was scared and pissed off.

“Fine!  As long as I don’t have to look at you,” she snarled back at him.  “But I still need to contact my people to be picked up.  We can pay you for helping with some of our supplies.  Considering those red bastards wiped out half of our team, we can spare some.  Then we’re even.”

He shook her slightly and released her—flung her arm away.

She staggered but caught herself.

It was enough to make it clear that she hadn’t underestimated the damage he was capable of.

Not that she’d had any doubts—but there was denial.

She wasn’t at home.

There was no AI overseeing security that would instantly alert the cops that she was in trouble.

If the red bastards that had attacked her hadn’t managed to drum that home, she might just be mentally impaired by her trauma.

She stood staring at him for several moments, trying to decide if he meant to ‘take’ right away or if he meant to let her anticipate for a while.  Finally, she moved back to the couch and collapsed on it weakly, absently rubbing her throbbing arm where he’d gripped it and trying to gather her wits to her.

She probably shouldn’t have told him about the ship in orbit, she thought, especially the part about supplies.

Clearly they were desperate for everything and there was nothing onboard the ship to stop him from taking all they had.  Old men.  Poor Tessa.  

Not that he could fly to space and catch the ship—unless they still had
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