

    
            Chapter One





			Many nights Makayla Odin was so exhausted she didn’t dream at all. There were other nights when she dreamed of returning to the enclave she hadn’t seen in two years. And on this night, she dreamed of a nameless woman with flawless skin and an alluring shape. Seductive curves that melded into her own gentle contours. Hungry lips that captured her mouth—held it hostage. And ultimately, expert touches that skillfully sculpted exquisite ecstasy from heartache. Heartache she was ready to leave behind as she headed home to Aurora. 

			Makayla had finally drifted into those dreams as the barely breaking dawn penetrated three dust-coated windows situated fifteen feet up the wall in the aged warehouse where she slipped in and out of fitful slumber.

			Now midmorning, full illumination reached the spot where Makayla lay sprawled on a pad unrolled over the hard concrete floor. Her head, chest, and arms were free of the insulation offered by the worn blanket she’d spread to create a barrier to the drafty warehouse chill. 

			Her most recent buzzcut had been achieved with an end-of-life straight razor Makayla had found a few weeks ago at a stopover that had followed her escape, and her hair had grown out a little more than a quarter of an inch since that shaving. 

			Two soft swells beneath the shirt that covered her unbound chest were the only visual clues that promised she was a lithe young woman and not a slender boy-man. Thoracic emancipation was a rare liberty that Makayla only took in isolated environments, and last night she’d felt safe removing the constrictive leather vest she wore as protection against both physical injury and being recognized for the female she was. 

			At the periphery of Makayla’s reach sat an inverted wooden crate that served as an improvised bedside table. On the top surface of thinly sawn slats, the corner of a box of matches touched the base of the squat candle that she’d used for light the previous night—rare finds from a different overnight stay. The oval sticker adhered to the bottom of her wax light source read Made in China, a place Makayla knew no longer existed as a recognized country with a centralized government that exported products to the West. Not in 2073, after the perfect storm of catastrophic events coalesced into an insurmountable prescription for world change. 

			A white lace-edged doily left by a prior visitor was also present on the night table. On top of that doily rested a perfect little pendant with negligible utility. Makayla had discovered it in her late-night rummaging through a box of trinkets. It was gold in composition and heart-shaped in configuration. She’d saved the heart because it had reminded her of the love she’d once known in the world. Love she hoped to know again. 

			When Makayla was finally fully awake, the clear definition of the warehouse interior verified that the day was rapidly progressing. She searched for another hour and discovered several additional discards that had been overlooked in a trash heap in a far back corner—a rain poncho, some freeze-dried meal kits in an air-tight container, a ball of cotton string, a few tea bags, and a handful of rags that might prove useful.

			“Lipton.” Makayla read a faded tea label. Then she examined the freeze-dried food packets. “Gourmet kale and grains. Savory beef and potatoes.” Gourmet. Savory. She couldn’t suppress a snort as she loaded the items into the large backpack that she’d escaped with in the chaos of her flight from the battlegrounds. Then her mood saddened. 

			This was food she wouldn’t share with her grandfather. She’d lost him three days ago on the thousand-mile trek home when his moist, rumbling cough had escalated to fatal pneumonia. After she’d said her final goodbyes, a passing regional patrol of friendly rebels had agreed to perform his burial—but not before Makayla had collected his slip-on moccasins. She’d worried one of the patrol members would scavenge them.

			“I don’t want some stranger walking in your shoes, Gramps,” she’d told her grandfather’s memory. No one could fill those shoes—or that place in her heart that missed him. 

			Her grandfather had lost so much weight before he’d passed that Makayla was hopeful that the patrol wouldn’t identify him. There was no advantage to the world’s premature awareness that Shep Odin, commander of the enclave Aurora, was gone along with her father and brother. Homecoming would be bittersweet.

			At twenty-five, Makayla would now be in contention to step into the commander role at Aurora—if that was the will of the consultation council, whose members should be the first informed of recent events. If her enclave even still existed. 

			She gathered her belongings into her pack and then also dropped in the tiny gold heart that stood for love. After a moment’s consideration, she added the doily. That doily—of little use, but a touch of beauty that she couldn’t leave behind. 

			Makayla took one last look around last night’s accommodations, then she donned her protective vest, her light brown jacket, and a sheathed machete. She hefted the loaded backpack onto her shoulders, then slipped out into the early autumn afternoon to the last leg of this two-year ordeal—an ordeal where she’d toured hell. But now, she was going home to where her heart was. 

			
        
          
            [image: scene separator]
          

        

        * * *

      

			Not more than a dozen feet from the warehouse door, a young raven swooped down from above in a descent aimed directly for Makayla. She didn’t flinch. Instead, she laughed and offered a low whistle. She extended her arm and the bird landed. 

			“Good afternoon, Al. Did you have a good night?” Al cast her an affable obsidian gaze and returned a welcoming croak as a similar raven glided to the ground and hopped along in front of her. She couldn’t help but smile at them. 

			“Hi, Ed. I’m so glad to see you. Where is that third member of your not-so-unkindness?” Makayla knew several terms to describe a group of ravens: a rave, a treachery, a conspiracy, an unkindness. Such negative labels, but these birds had only been kind to her—they were her avian family. Family like Gramps. 

			She’d loved them from the time she’d discovered them in the woods near the edge of one of the southern battlegrounds where she’d been taken. The young chicks, prematurely independent, had flourished under her care over the past year and become her not-so-unkindness.

			Makayla proceeded along a worn dirt path, comfortable in her own well-being because her escorts would have warned her if she wasn’t safe. As she walked, the other member of the triplet of ravens welcomed her out into the daylight with the drop of an acorn and a friendly clicking sound.

			“Well, it’s about time, Poe.” She felt a flood of relief at the confirmation that all three of them were accounted for. 

			With their accompaniment, Makayla picked up speed. She was closing the distance on Aurora. Her enclave was on the Pacific Coast of WestLand in the area once known as northern Oregon. The former contiguous United States now had three informally recognized regions: WestLand, MidLand, and EastLand. 

			The failed invasion of the former San Diego area’s deep harbor by the MidLanders had been an attempt to gain a well-positioned stronghold for better nautical access to coastal trade. In need of reinforcements, they had ventured north two years ago to capture and transport males down to their front lines in stolen sailboats, as well as females for labor—or worse. That had included Makayla.

			As she walked, Makayla thought about her father’s fear for her welfare when they’d been taken. “You need to go by Mak, but spell it M-a-c if anyone asks,” he’d said. “And I want to cut off your hair with my pocketknife.” She’d agreed. Then disguised and accepted as a male, she’d ended up in the conflict but avoided the mistreatment often endured by captured females.

			The MidLand army had eventually given up when they couldn’t sustain the large numbers of casualties suffered at the hands of local fighters, casualties that had included Makayla’s father and brother. She didn’t want to dwell on the magnitude of her losses, but the passing of her grandfather was still too recent not to cause her moments of severe grief.

			With the MidLand soldiers’ defeat, Makayla had set a pace home that her grandfather could maintain in their weeks of travel back north, and she’d slowed as his condition deteriorated. The birds had advised them of danger as they’d journeyed together. 

			Now, while the three ravens traveled ahead and circled back, Makayla continued northward at a rapid pace along the dusty, rutted path. After they’d passed a disintegrating storefront, they arrived at a hand water pump. From a nearby post, a Steller’s jay tried to scare off her threesome with the mimicked call of a hawk.

			“I’ve got to admire your brazen efforts,” she told the jay as she offered the well handle a few seesaw swings of her arm. To her surprise and delight, water flowed from the spigot. Like a heart pumping lifeblood, the conduit of this pump reached deep into a groundwater aquifer and bled clear, cool liquid out onto the ground at Makayla’s feet. 

			“Maybe it’s our lucky day.” Her traveling companions agreed as she leaned into the stream and hummed to herself. Makayla washed her face before she submerged her entire head and rinsed the short cap of hair that protruded from her scalp. And finally, refreshed, Makayla filled the four metal bottles she had in her possession before she moved on. 

			It was three miles beyond the remains of the defunct town when Poe flew back in a highly agitated state. Al and Ed followed him with repeated shrill calls that warned of trouble ahead. Makayla touched her sheathed machete in an action that assured she had easy access. She advanced covertly through the trees as she cautiously approached a ravine where her ravens sounded the alarm. 

			She saw that a dead oak tree located on the slope of the ravine had lost its tenuous hold on the damp earth. Mid-incline and now above the ground, the tangled root system was suspended like a tentacled Medusa. The textured trunk traversed downhill until it met the floor of the gulch where it burst into an extended mass of leafless limbs. 

			Oh, sweet Sappho. After coming closer, Makayla realized there was a body trapped beneath a large branch at the bottom of the gorge and scattered out across several feet were a backpack, a crossbow, and arrows.

			Makayla carefully descended and moved toward the form, pinned in place across the mid-torso by a large branch of the felled tree. Her winged not-so-unkindness circled and settled on higher limbs in the downed oak, and then all three offered her their excited opinions. 

			She cautiously surveyed the scene. 

			Through the dead limbs and twigs, she could make out an unconscious man positioned flat on his stomach with the branch extended across his back. He appeared toned and slim in tight sepia-colored pants tucked into brown leather mid-calf boots. 

			A hint of a sepia-colored shirt rimmed his umber jacket collar and peeked through a thick mane of layered hair—the clothing likely colored with walnut-stain dyes. Makayla could discern the up-and-down movement of his upper torso with each respiration. However, it was only the back of his head, covered in that dense mass of dark locks, that remained completely visible without obstruction by vegetation.

			Once Makayla verified that he was breathing, she removed her pack, extracted the machete from its sheath at her waist, and began to hack the large limb that held the captive to the ground. It took almost twenty minutes to remove the offending bough. He didn’t move the entire time. When the task of freeing the man was complete, she carefully rolled him over. Her eyes grew wide and she gasped. 

			“Holy fuck, just slay me now.” The ravens laughed at Makayla’s profane exclamation. They’d obviously sensed the truth when they’d discovered the tree-trapped hostage. 

			This was a fit woman who lay prostrate on the ground, that sepia shirtfront unbuttoned far enough to reveal an ample cleavage with a slightly paler skin tone than the light bronze of her face. Makayla judged her to be about forty. She was a compelling figure, resplendent and regal. 

			She had high cheekbones under her sun-kissed skin, a narrow nose, lush full lips, long lashes that curled out from her closed lids, and a faint scar to the side of her right eyebrow. But the most striking feature, by far, was the swathe of hair at the front of her dark, trimmed tresses—a distinctive golden forelock. That startling stroke of light—painted onto the canvas of coffee-hued hair glazed with touches of burnt umber and burnt sienna—created a unique female image that rivaled those that Makayla had once seen in a salvaged tome. 

			It was also that distinctive slash of gold at the front of her short dark mane that triggered the truth of this woman’s identity. The light forelock was almost as legendary as the woman. Makayla had only seen her from a distance about five years ago when her grandfather and father had met with her just outside the entry to Aurora’s compound. She and her entourage of fellow riders had returned the body of a fleeing thief who had suffered an unfortunate demise on her land, and Makayla hadn’t forgotten. 

			This was the feared leader of Raptare, Aurora’s southern neighboring WestLand enclave whose name was derived from the Latin word for seizure or ravage and also associated with raptors. She was infamous for her fierce devotion to her rebel holdings, to her people, and to her own power.

			“Warrior woman.” Makayla swallowed hard before she uttered another word. “Drakaina.”

			Some called her a drakaina, or dragon woman, while others related her to a bird of prey. Stories were rampant of past ruthless acts of aggression, bloodshed, and even murders that the commander of Raptare had committed in the acquisition and defense of what she held dear—for the preservation of her enclave, or in accord with her reputation, her den or nest. This woman was Talon. Makayla thought the name was fitting: a sharp-hooked claw. Not just Talon—she was Talon the Heartless, Talon the Brutal. But she was most notorious as Talon the Terrible. 

			“Talon of the earth…Talon de LaTerre.” The woman’s official name escaped from Makayla’s mouth in a whisper. Heartless, brutal, terrible—those were all warnings Makayla had heard for as long as she could remember. Words assigned to this stunning woman’s renown.

			The inborn response of fight-or-flight seized Makayla. She inhaled deeply and then let out the air slowly as she seriously contemplated the flight option and an escape from any further engagement with the infamous leader. She’d not been seen. She’d freed the Raptare commander. What more did she owe this woman? 

			However, Makayla’s grandfather had ingrained the simple notion that doing the honorable thing was important. And now here she was, caught in the consideration of an offer of assistance to the injured female. Makayla shook her head in disgust at her hesitation to leave, then took in the scene on the ground before her. The drakaina, Talon de LaTerre, lay recumbent and injured, clothed in her sepias and umbers, merely another patch of fertile terrain blending into the landscape. 

			As Makayla studied the commander more closely, the image of a beautiful red-tailed hawk, momentarily stunned and supine on the ground, came to mind. She pushed the memory away. This was just a woman. Flesh and blood. Bone and sinew. But there was something more—a physical presentation that wasn’t just the gossip and legends that surrounded her public image. She was a striking woman who, even in her current incognizant state, conveyed an imposing aura. Makayla lectured herself—as fascinating as she found the recumbent leader, she should really move on and reach Aurora. But she didn’t change course. 

			After she noted that the sheathed long blade attached at Talon’s waist extended at an angle across her lower body and pressed into her inner thigh, Makayla reached to adjust it and make the woman more comfortable. 

			Suddenly, a slender, but powerful hand shot up and captured Makayla tightly by the wrist. She felt the chill of glacial blue eyes lock with her own. Azure ice. A burst of shock streaked up Makayla’s arm and detonated in her chest—captured like prey. She could have sworn her heart arrested for a moment. Makayla fought not to look away. Not to reveal her panic. Not to show a shred of weakness.

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			Saturday evening, after the dinner crowd had cleared and people had started to gather for the scheduled Saturday night entertainment, Makayla entered the mess hall. She’d been busy in her room fussing with her curly hair and selecting a tighter top than her normal looser shirts, a top that clung to her upper torso and showcased her shape. The fabric in the slacks she’d chosen hugged her hips and ass in a way that she hoped left no doubt that she was out to impress Talon.

			Music mixed with the buzz of an energized crowd. Makayla looked around and saw that the interior of the mess hall had been rearranged. The wooden tables and chairs that were usually scattered throughout the room now haloed the perimeter of three sides of a central floor area open for dancing. On the fourth side of the large room, in front of the normal serving area with the kitchen behind it, an elevated platform had been constructed for the event. 

			Three fiddlers, a banjo player, and a guitarist stroked their stringed instruments and offered vocals to produce the heartbeat of the room, while the chatter and laughter of the attendees created a steady background accompaniment that transformed the normally more subdued mess hall into a symphony of celebration. 

			Several people were dancing in the open space. Younger kids moved freely to the music as they pursued their own solo performances. Some adults performed choreographed steps and turns in lines, while others danced as couples, rocking in companionable union and then stepping apart in twirling gyrations with only a hand-to-hand connection before they returned to more intimate proximity. As some of the dancing couples strutted and nodded and extended their arms, Makayla thought of the courtship dances of so many bird species. Humans weren’t that different, she thought to herself—everyone just looking for love.

			Makayla spotted Nina, Derrick, and Joe at a table and headed in their direction. Ash and Ivy were one of the couples out on the dance floor. Joe stood and collected an empty chair for her. 

			“Can I get you a drink? There’s plum wine, apple juice, and water.” Joe offered Makayla a nod as he looked her up and down. “And I can probably wrangle you some hard cider if you want.” 

			Nope. Makayla fought to keep her thoughts to herself. She wanted to remain polite, so she forced a smile. She wasn’t good at balancing social situations like this, at juggling her attraction to women with the attraction males had for her. A declaration that clarified her sexual identity might be something she’d soon need to do, but it wasn’t going to be in this crowded room tonight. She’d just be careful to do some congenial talking and a little dancing, but she’d make no moves that could be misconstrued as more than friendly interaction appropriate to a community dance. At least she hoped she could pull it off. 

			“Thanks for the seat. I can head over and get myself a little water in a bit. I’m not much of an imbiber and don’t want to embarrass myself tonight.” Joe’s face fell at her words. 

			Makayla accepted an invitation from Ash when Ivy decided she needed a break from the dance floor, and then Derrick made an attempt to engage her on the dance floor as well. She did a quick number with him and hoped that after that, she could turn him down without hurting his feelings.

			She was grateful that none of the music included songs that would require close dancing. Joe just sat and watched, but didn’t try to recruit her to the dance floor after she’d turned down his drink offer. She knew, like males across many species, that tonight’s event put males in competition with each other. She’d spent two years maneuvering through the intricacies of the male ego, especially the unsettled ones, and she felt no real need to do so anymore. 

			Derrick and Joe finally joined Nina in the line dancing. After she’d observed for a while, Makayla gravitated to the line dancing too and slipped in between Nina and Joe. There was an unencumbering ease to moving in synchrony with a dozen other people who had made no social commitment to a designated partner. Nina smiled and Joe gave her a reserved nod.

			Makayla spent more time at the table as the evening wore on, listening to the conversation of her tablemates and joining on occasion. She enjoyed Ivy’s friendly chatter, and Nina knew a lot about several books. She scanned the room for Talon, and when she didn’t see her, she kept an eye on the door. Nina’s boss, Calvin, head of the enclave’s training and education, came over to the table and requested a dance with Nina before he insisted that Makayla dance with him. Makayla didn’t want to join him, but Nina gave her an imploring look that made it obvious she wanted Makayla to appease him and free her up. 

			“Thanks,” Nina said when Makayla finally managed to escape Calvin after a dance. “I owe you. He’s my boss and I don’t want to rock the boat, but I don’t want to encourage him either. He’s not my type if you get my drift. And even if he was, he’s a creep.” 

			Makayla smiled. “Not my type either. If you get my drift.” Nina nodded. From what Talon had indicated, Nina liked women too. 

			“It looks like you’re waiting for someone,” Nina said. 

			“Talon.” Makayla was worn out from all the navigating she’d done so far that evening and decided to just enlighten Nina. 

			Makayla worried that maybe even the one word had been too much when Nina’s eyebrows rose and her eyes widened as realization seemed to dawn. She’d hoped that if anyone would understand, it would be Nina. Then Nina’s eyebrows lowered and she studied Makayla before offering her a ghost of a nod in understanding. “Good luck. She’s skittish as hell.” 

			Nina’s willingness to respond emboldened Makayla to confirm what she pretty much already knew. “So, you’re a lesbian?”

			“I am,” Nina replied. Then a blush infused her cheeks. “But Talon was a long time ago. And only once.” She stuttered the clarification. 

			“Skittish as hell.” Makayla repeated Nina’s declaration. “What’s that about?” Makayla had thought she might feel some jealousy, but the “long time ago” seemed to save her from those feelings. She knew Talon had a past. And Talon hadn’t chosen Nina for anything more than a night.

			“I don’t know exactly why she’s so skittish, but something to do with her past.” 

			“Thanks.” Makayla considered this as she left the table to get something to drink. She didn’t shift her attention from the door.

			Makayla began to wonder if Talon was even going to show up as the evening progressed and she nursed a mug of apple cider. Not hard apple cider. She wanted to be sober, so she could handle her elation or disappointment without the haze of alcohol coursing through her veins and addling her brain. Makayla had no doubt that they’d agreed on the last dance—the only dance Makayla cared about that night.

			Finally, it was toward the end of the last band set of the gathering when Makayla saw Talon slip into the room. She watched Talon head toward the musicians, then lean in to speak to one of the fiddle players as the song ended. 

			That moth-to-the-flame fluttering in Makayla’s chest had become a wild, full-feathered creature that caught the climbing currents and floated on air. Makayla closed her eyes and took a deep calming breath. The fiddle player smiled and turned to converse with the rest of the band. 

			“Last call for a dance this evening.” The guitarist made the announcement as he watched Talon cross to Makayla. “And we’ve had a special request to make it a slow one.” He winked at the crowd.

			“I believe this dance belongs to me.” Talon held out her hand and pulled Makayla from her chair as the slow dance commenced. The eyes of everyone in the room went to Talon, and that included Ash, Joe, and Derrick’s. Nina and Ivy were paying attention too. Realization played across their faces as Talon led Makayla out onto the dance floor. 

			With her arms placed over Makayla’s shoulders and her hands locked around the back of Makayla’s neck, Talon pulled her close until there was no space between their two bodies. They swayed in unison under Talon’s lead as the slow strains of the melody escaped the strings of the instruments and filled the room. Talon was a bit taller, but their bodies fit perfectly together, front to front; the topography of hills and valleys, dips and swells, juxtaposed so that two melded into one. 

			“I guess I’ve been outed now.” Makayla chuckled, her mouth against Talon’s throat. 

			Talon tilted her head down to offer a warm whisper into Makayla’s ear. “I believe this dance is on your dance card, Mak, and you seemed to be looking forward to it based on the sway of your ass as you exited my office yesterday.” Talon exhaled against the side of Makayla’s head and her heated breath warmed Makayla’s ear.

			“You were looking at my ass? I’m shocked,” Makayla gasped as if she were taken aback. Then she added, “I’ve never hidden who I am, except when I’ve had to for survival. I don’t think those at Aurora have much doubt, so I see no reason that all of Raptare shouldn’t know.”

			Talon nodded toward the table where Makayla had been sitting. “I get the impression that a few of your admirers might be disappointed.” 

			“I’ve never led them on. I’ve known who I want for quite a while now.” Makayla mirrored the movement of Talon’s form while Talon slowly moved to the music as she held Makayla as closely as possible. 

			“And what would it be that you wanted?” Talon leaned back and gently lifted Makayla’s chin, earnestly locking sapphire eyes directly with Makayla’s.

			“You.”

			“We’re from two different enclaves. We’re two different ages. Two different temperaments. And we have two different histories. As I said before, I’m not good for you.” 

			Makayla wasn’t ready to capitulate. “I thought you were Talon the Tenacious. Are you giving up already?”

			Talon shook her head and chuckled. “Insulting me, cheeky little charmer?”

			“Is it working?” 

			“The insult, or the charm?” Talon pulled her back in so their bodies were pressed tightly together. 

			Makayla returned her face to Talon’s neck and inhaled that signature scent—so intoxicating. “Whichever one gets me what I want.” 

			The song had ended and Talon continued to hold Makayla close, hesitant with her response. 

			“I can’t make you any promises.” Talon finally spoke into Makayla’s hair. Then she lowered her voice to a level that sounded more like she was talking to herself than to Makayla. “I’m damaged goods.” 

			What had hurt her so deeply? “Then don’t make me any promises. One day at a time.”

			“Crap,” Talon swore. “Easy to say. But what happens when there isn’t another day? When you’re left holding a shattered heart?” Talon leaned back and studied her. “Smashed into a million pieces.” Makayla surmised that Talon was talking about herself. A rare unguarded disclosure. Who had shattered Talon’s heart? 

			What would happen if there wasn’t another day? There was no easy answer as to how Makayla would be able to go on. The deaths of her father, her brother, and her grandfather had broken her heart—cracked, but still beating. Even with a profound ache in her chest, Makayla had kept going. 

			But she already couldn’t imagine a life without Talon. Even one limited to the business-only relationship that Talon had imposed these past weeks had been bearable. She’d been existing on hope. So how would she go on if Talon turned that hope into heaven, and then walked away? She didn’t know that she’d be able to survive the resulting despair—shattered beyond repair.

			“Will you talk to me, Talon?” They were still on the dance floor, but people had begun to move the furniture back for breakfast in the morning. The dance was over. Makayla took Talon’s hand and led her out through the mess hall door into the night.

			“Talking won’t help. I don’t want to hurt you. It would be so easy to take you home for the night.” Desire emanated from Talon’s husky response. “I haven’t slept with anyone since our night together,” Talon softly murmured. 

			Makayla tried not to grin at the admission, but she couldn’t suppress her elation. She hoped Talon couldn’t see her jubilation in the low light. Talon hadn’t been busy having one-night stands since their dark and stormy night several months ago.

			Talon growled. A low sexy growl. “I didn’t intend to say that. Wipe that shit-eating grin off your face.” 

			“No wonder you’re so grouchy.” Makayla laughed. 

			“Ribbons, fledgling. Ribbons.” Talon pulled Makayla around the corner of the building and out of sight of any onlookers before pushing her up against the exterior mess hall wall, her own body holding Makayla in place—signature move. Makayla felt the clench of arousal between her legs, the flood of need. 

			Talon stepped back enough to be able to reach between their two bodies and grasp Makayla’s shirt, to tug and free it from her pants. Makayla leaned forward and skimmed Talon’s lips with her own. Her now familiar essence caused Makayla to savor her fragrance and escalate the kiss—to explore Talon’s mouth with her tongue as she grabbed the waistband of Talon’s slacks. 

			“What are you doing to me?” Talon shook her head as she rolled her hips forward and pressed into Makayla while she moved her hands to Makayla’s ass. Makayla was certain that she was aware of the physical effect she had on her—Talon knew so much more about carnal pleasure. She was the queen of sexual encounters, or at least that had been the rumor. A master of seduction and one-night stands. 

			But “What are you doing to me?” was an admission that Talon’s heart was involved—that Talon felt the awakening of caring, maybe even the need to get off her perch and catch those rising currents of an emotional connection too. And that made Makayla even more determined not to give up on her. Talon the Tormented. 

			They were on a course that neither one seemed able to wield any control over. No matter how much Makayla wanted it to continue, or how ill-advised Talon professed it to be, this was pure explosive chemistry that coursed through both of them. Makayla considered that only an interruption could interfere and calculated that if she suggested that they head to a bedroom, the disruption might be enough to cause Talon to reconsider the path they were on. Makayla was at war—drowning in glorious sensation while trying to contemplate how to get them to a more comfortable location.

			Then she decided there was no reason that taking this to fruition against the wall of the mess hall wasn’t a memory in the making, out here under the stars in the moonlight. She would worry about a bed next time. These thoughts raced through Makayla’s mind and fed the pulsing through her veins, the throbbing at her core. They nurtured that growing emotion that resided in her chest, inflated her lungs, and beat its wings against the walls of her heart. And then the sound of approaching shoes on gravel imploded the entire erotic encounter. 

			Brock cleared his throat in an effort to offer Talon a warning. “I’m sorry, Talon. There’s been another incident. Vandalism.” 

			And that was all it took for the best evening of Makayla’s life to come to an end. Well, she admitted to herself, the second best—it came in behind their night in the storm. Not that it hadn’t been headed toward the best night of her life. Fuck.

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			After she created some space between Makayla and herself, Talon tucked in her shirt. Then Talon turned to address Brock, back in full Commander de LaTerre persona. 

			“Tell me what happened.” Talon’s full attention was on him now. 

			“It was in the last few minutes since the dance let out. Inside the compound this time. A fire was set in the barn. Loose straw was placed in a pile and set on fire in the open space just inside the barn before you reach the corridor to the stalls. No way was it an accident.” Brock rubbed his temple in obvious agitation. “Luckily, we had all our planned patrols on duty during the dance, so while not as many people were out and about, it was caught early. It could have spread and burned the barn down. Nobody on patrol claims to have seen anything suspicious before the smoke and flames alerted them.”

			Talon closed her eyes for a moment as she clearly struggled to control her rage. The fire-breather was defending her den. “I’ll kill the bastard myself, once we have him.” She snarled her initial reaction before she managed to regain command of her emotions. Makayla had no doubt that Talon recognized that there was a time for fury, but now wasn’t the moment. “First, we have to catch him. Come with me to the barn, Brock, and let’s have a look.” It was evident Talon had started to shift her focus to thinking it through—to consideration of a more measured response and investigation.

			She squeezed Makayla’s shoulder. Then Talon signaled for Ash, who stood behind his father, to escort Makayla back to her room in the residence hall before she turned to leave with Brock. 

			“I’m going with you,” Makayla told her. 

			“This is my job, Mak. I want Ash to take you to your room. You’ll be out of harm’s way there. Less to worry about.” Talon’s tone left no doubt that she was taking charge and didn’t welcome resistance to her orders. 

			“But I need to know that my ravens are safe. They sleep in the barn, Tal. They would have been there.” Makayla could hear the strain in her own voice as she worried for her not-so-unkindness.

			“Brock and I will go to the barn. Too many people and too much chaos won’t help the situation. The first thing I’ll do is give orders to try to locate the birds.” Talon’s tone softened as she tried to reassure Makayla that she would make Ed, Al, and Poe a priority. 

			Makayla frowned, but Talon clearly didn’t want to take the time to argue. “I promise,” she said gently, speaking solely to Makayla. “I know you love them.”

			Makayla nodded. Talon might be difficult, might be temperamental, might even be an ass at times, but she trusted Talon to care for her birds. Talon knew how much she’d already lost. And she’d seen evidence that the ravens were important to Talon too. “How will I hear?” 

			Talon looked at Makayla as she obviously registered her distress. “Go collect Betty. He’s in my bedroom. Ash can take you there.” She took a key out of her pocket and handed it to Ash. “You take Betty back to your room, Mak, and make sure he’s safe. I’ll follow through on your birds. Either I, or someone I send, will come to update you. Okay?” 

			There was a gathering crowd of patrollers now watching them, both men and women because there was no gender division of duties when it came to the protection of the compound. Makayla didn’t care who observed their interaction, but she thought that Talon might. She didn’t want to compromise Talon’s leadership authority or make her look soft. “Okay, Commander.” Tears overwhelmed Makayla and streamed down her cheeks. 

			“Oh, bullocks.” Talon swore under her breath as she leaned in and used her shirt cuff to wipe the tears away before she planted a kiss on Makayla’s forehead. “Thanks for trusting me, fledgling.” Then Talon turned and was gone into the night, the gathered patrollers following on her heels.
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        * * *

      

			Ash led Makayla through the compound to a small building on the perimeter of several other similar structures. “This is Talon’s place.” He used the key Talon had given him to open the door and told her to wait while he lit some candles. Once he’d accomplished that, Makayla could see that the place was solar-powered, but with limited salvaged storage batteries in the compound, everyone was in the habit of conserving energy when they could. 

			She peered around Ash into a small common area with a wood fireplace, some chairs, and a drop-down dining counter with two stools. A small kitchen area extended off the end of the room near the dining counter. A doorway that revealed the foot of a bed in Talon’s sleeping room was located on the far side of one of the chairs. Talon’s living quarters were compact but neat.

			They moved into the common area, and Betty exited the bedroom and walked over to brush against Makayla’s legs. The loud rumble of his welcoming purr filled the chamber. Betty rubbed the entire length of his body against her shins, then did a reversal and side-swiped his other side for a classic feline, full-body caress. 

			Makayla bent down and lifted the well-fleshed boy. “Good to see you too, Betty. Let’s grab a couple of bowls for water and your food—you’re going to be my roommate for the night.” It dawned on Makayla as she talked to Betty that Talon’s entire purpose in having her collect the cat was to offer her comfort and a distraction while she waited for word on her birds. 

			Ash carried the bowls and the cat food while Makayla hugged Betty close as they headed to her residence hall room. Makayla thanked Ash for his help, then he left to join the patrols. Makayla and the tomcat settled on her bed. She tried to doze but didn’t have much success. Betty had no such issues. 

			It was over an hour later that there was a knock at Makayla’s door. 

			“Who is it?” Makayla called.

			“It’s Calvin. I’ve news about the fire.” The door muffled his voice. 

			Makayla opened the door a crack, just enough to converse with him. He put his hand in the crack and tested it with some pressure, but her foot held the door in place. She knew what Nina had indicated about her boss, and Makayla wasn’t about to let him in.

			“The entire barn has been searched and the birds aren’t there. Talon’s assumption is that they’d headed out to find an alternative sleeping spot when the fire was set,” Calvin said. “You look worried. Maybe I should come in and keep you company.” 

			Makayla didn’t want Calvin’s company. Maybe he was harmless, but she didn’t trust him. He was too friendly. It felt like he wasn’t interested in what he could do for her, but in what she could do for him—and there was nothing she could do for him.

			“Thanks, I’m fine. I appreciate that you brought me the message.” Makayla pushed her door shut, locked it, and stretched out on her bed. The news didn’t prevent Makayla from worrying. She wouldn’t rest well until she’d seen that the ravens were unharmed. 

			She didn’t hear any more from Talon during the course of the night, but she hadn’t expected that she would. Talon was occupied with the repercussions of the vandalism.

			After tossing and turning until the first light of dawn, Makayla finally gave up. She left Betty asleep in her blankets and headed out to see if she could make contact with her ravens. As she walked from her quarters toward the barn, Ed flew in and landed on Makayla’s arm. He offered her his special welcoming croak. Al and Poe were not far behind and landed on the ground near her feet. Makayla had a hard time containing her relief as the upset birds shared their disgust at the situation. She stood and let them vent until Talon appeared in the early morning light outside the barn. 

			“I was coming to tell you that it seems they moved to the orchards last night and are now back and full of opinions.” Poe flew up and landed on Talon’s outstretched arm. He let Talon stroke his head. “They’re mad, but not as furious as I am.” She looked more exhausted than enraged after the long night.

			“Any idea who did it?” 

			“None, at this point.” Talon’s tone expressed just as much disgust as the ravens. “I bet your birds have the answer though. They don’t miss much.” 

			“It’s a long shot, but there’s a guy named Bull Puckett who’s been upset with the Aurora leadership, and now the enclave alliance we’re working on. He’s in his mid-forties and a hothead. He wants more power. I’m not sure what he might do.” Makayla imparted some of the information she’d learned at Aurora. 

			“Thanks, Mak. I’ll see if I can’t send someone to Aurora to check out his whereabouts. It’s time to update the members of Aurora’s contingent on our efforts at meeting with the other enclaves about the NATO progress, and how you’re doing as well. We can write an update summary on our treaty efforts for both our consultation councils too, after our meetings this next week. Do you want to go to Aurora with whomever we send?”

			Makayla shook her head. “I’ll stay here and work with you. It’s not like I still have any family there to visit.”

			“I’m glad your birds are all right.” Talon made an effort at a smile—a tired smile. “I’ve been up all night, so I’m heading back to my place. Why don’t you go get something to eat? I’m going to get some sleep, and then I’ll be meeting with Brock and Willow today before the enclave leaders from Sylvan and Eden arrive. Can you keep Betty with you for now?” 

			“Sure,” Makayla replied. “And, Talon?”

			“What?” Exhaustion came through in the tone of Talon’s question. 

			“Thanks for the last dance.”

			Talon now gave her a full smile. “Hell of a dance.” Then she shook her head. “As I keep telling myself, you’re dangerous.” 

			Makayla became serious. “I’d never hurt you.” 

			“Sometimes it’s not on purpose. But me, I can’t give you a long-term relationship. I can’t give you what you need, and that will hurt you.” 

			“Then like I asked before, just give me one day at a time.” Makayla hoped she wasn’t making a mistake, but she’d decided that she wanted to see if Talon would change her mind about their relationship. She was sure that Talon had feelings for her. Hatching, brooding feelings.

			Talon closed her eyes in a prolonged blink, then opened them and looked at Makayla. “Thanks for watching Betty.” She turned and headed toward her quarters, and Makayla watched her walk away until she was out of sight. 

			The ravens flew back into the barn to check it out. Makayla looked in after them before she headed to Sunday morning breakfast in the mess hall. The buzz was focused on the barn fire, and she was relieved that as she entered, no one paid any particular attention to her after it had become obvious at the dance that her relationship with Talon might be more than commander to commander. 

			Makayla collected some tea and fruit, waved into the kitchen where she could see Joe working, then headed toward a table where Nina, Ivy, and Derrick were eating breakfast. Nina signaled for her to sit as they stopped their conversation. Ivy smiled while the other two studied her. Joe came from the kitchen and joined them for a moment, but didn’t take a seat.

			“So, you and Talon, huh?” Ivy cut to the chase, a hint of awe in her voice.

			“We’ve been working together on the defense alliance, and on Friday she told me she’d come to the dance and for me to save one for her.” Makayla downplayed her interactions with Talon, but couldn’t help the blush that she could feel infuse her face. 

			“It’s rather obvious she has a soft spot for you,” Nina said. Then she added, “Watch your heart, Mak. She’s damaged goods.” 

			Makayla wondered again exactly what had happened between Talon and Nina—Talon had indicated there’d been no long-term attachments. So was it more of a one-sided torch that Nina carried for her, and Nina’s heart had been impacted? She certainly acted like she’d been burned. 

			“Talon’s untouchable, or a one-and-done.” Nina made her declaration and then focused back on her plate of eggs and fruit. 

			Well, it didn’t appear to have been a romantic relationship. At least not on Talon’s part. Makayla concluded that it must have been just that, a one-and-done, which was obviously not what Nina had wanted. 

			“So, I guess your rejection of us guys is more than just the fact that you’re here temporarily and busy with your commander duties.” While Derrick added his disgruntled assessment, Joe watched the exchange. 

			“Hey, guys, cut Makayla a break,” Ivy said. “It’s her business.” 

			Makayla offered Ivy a smile. She felt a bit nervous, but it was time to make the fact that she was a lesbian clear to this group. “Thanks, Ivy. The truth is that besides the fact that I’m here on commander business, I also like women.” 

			“Well, how convenient for Talon.” Nina’s sarcastic tone certainly indicated she wasn’t pleased.

			“Shush.” Ivy kicked her under the table. 

			“It doesn’t mean we can’t be friends.” Makayla ignored the interplay between Ivy and Nina and spoke to the entire group. “I’d like to get to know you all better.” 

			They nodded, spent a few minutes eating in silence, and then the conversation turned to the barn fire and the worry about the safety of the entire compound. 

			“Do they have any idea who did it?” Derrick leaned back and waited for her answer. 

			“Not as far as I know,” Makayla said. “I’m just glad my birds are all right.”

			“So am I,” Ivy replied. “I hope the culprit’s caught.” 

			Everyone had finished their breakfast, so they cleared their table. As Makayla and Nina headed out together from the mess hall, Calvin came up to them and asked Nina about some furniture in her classroom, but the entire time that he was talking to Nina, Calvin was glancing at Makayla.

			“Watch out for Calvin.” Nina warned Makayla again about her boss as they moved past him and across the compound toward the residence halls. “He thinks he’s a lady-killer, no matter your orientation, and he doesn’t like taking no for an answer. I suspect he sees you as fresh meat.” 

			“You work with him. Does he try to cross the line with you?” Makayla asked. 

			“Not anymore. Calvin’s got an ego, but Talon intervened when I asked her to—she told him I wasn’t interested in him, and he’d better get lost if he knew what was good for him.” Nina’s mouth quirked up at the memory. “He was pissed, but since then, he hasn’t bothered me in the same way he had before.” 

			“Good to know.” Makayla considered that she was already wary of Calvin, but Nina’s disclosure put her on even higher alert. 

			Makayla wished her a good day and headed back to her room to spend several hours buried in the book Nina had loaned her, in the company of Betty.

			By midafternoon, she and Betty were restless, so Makayla grabbed the cat and headed out to get some exercise and fresh air. She stopped by the barn, but because the ravens were out somewhere else, she decided to head to the gardens on the perimeter of the compound
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