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Chapter One

Angie stared morosely at the wedge of
view she could see beyond the window without really seeing it, or
at least not registering what she was looking at.

Not that it had ever offered an
attractive or inspiring view.

And that hadn’t changed …
yet.

The apartment where she sat was on the
twenty seventh floor and faced the building beside it that was just
as tall.

And pretty much as derelict.

She couldn’t decide if she was more
depressed or terrified.

Because she’d wept until she had closed
herself off from her emotions.

Grown numb--mostly.

Jamie, seated on her lap in the shelter
of one arm, whined and wiggled, drawing her attention.

He didn’t want the food she’d been
trying to coax him to eat, though.

Not that she could blame him. It didn’t
look or smell particularly appetizing.

Sighing, she unearthed one breast and
offered it to him.

He pounced on it, tugging furiously at
the nipple until she felt her breast fill with milk.

She wasn’t making much for him … now.
Or maybe it just wasn’t nutritious enough to fill his
needs?

He always seemed to be hungry and yet
he looked like he was losing weight no matter how hard she worked
to feed him and that worried her until she could barely
sleep.

They hardly had anything left to
eat--partly because they were afraid to go out--but it was almost
not worth the danger to go anyway. It was nearly impossible to find
anything. The store shelves, not surprisingly, had been cleaned out
first and very quickly after order began to break down and people
dashed in and fought for things, grabbed them without paying, and
ran before someone could beat them down and take it from
them.

She stared at her baby’s tiny
face.

He was so beautiful, she
thought.

He was going to be as handsome as his
father was--had been.

“Maybe even more
handsome,” she murmured, stroking her hand over the fine, blond
curls that covered his head.

He opened his eyes when she did, the
perfect arch of his blond brows descending to form an indignant
frown at the distraction while he was trying to eat.

She uttered a half chuckle, half sob at
the lie she’d told herself.

He would never grow into a
man.

She knew that.

But no matter how many times she told
herself that, she just couldn’t accept it.

Even when she thought she
had.

Like when she’d seen the aliens take
off with the last group of people they’d saved and realized they
wouldn’t be coming back and she’d missed her chance.

She’d known
before that that she’d
lost her chance.

The pickups had lost all order. Each
time they returned, it got worse--the fighting--the number of
people making it through the throng of rioters fewer.

She couldn’t even get close to the
gates.

She was afraid to take the baby into
the seething mass of mindless animals, knew she couldn’t protect
him.

But she’d still hoped.

As long as she went, someone would see
her and they would help her save her little Jamie.

At least him.

Maybe not her.

She didn’t want to give him up, but she
wanted him to have a chance to grow up.

They hadn’t been back,
though.

She watched for them, still hoping,
until it was born in upon her that there was no hope and then she’d
cried, grieving for the future they wouldn’t have, until her soul
was empty and there were no more tears.

Even as she stood staring dully at the
wedge of sky beyond the building next door, though, she spied …
something--dark and moving fast.

Her heart leapt into her throat and
tried to choke her.

She had jumped to her feet before her
brain really processed what she was looking at. Whirling, she
charged toward the apartment door with her baby clutched tightly to
her chest.

The women who shared the apartment with
her--Shara, Dawn, Bri, and Missy--pelted her with questions as she
did that she hardly heard and couldn’t process as she raced to the
door.

She couldn’t wait. She couldn’t stop.
They were coming!

Her friends were stoned anyway. She’d
stopped listening to anything they babbled. They had decided that
would be the best way to go out--so stoned they just didn’t
care.

She’d wavered--wondering if they were
right--but in the end, she knew she couldn’t take the ‘easy’
way.

Jamie needed her.

And she couldn’t bear the thought of
taking him with her.

She began to think she might pass out
before she managed to get up the stairs to the roof. Dark spots
were dancing in her eyes when she had, and she had to stop a moment
to catch her breath and chase the darkness back.

It was them, she saw with a great leap
of her pulse once she’d pushed away from the wall surrounding the
stairs and stepped outside onto the roof! They’d come back! There
was still a chance for Jamie!

She could see the craft zipping back
and forth, pausing to shoot some sort of beam at the crowd below
them, and then zipping away again as the lunatics on the ground
fired at them and the people below screamed.

“Here!” she screamed,
racing across the roof, waving frantically with her free arm. “Help
me! Please! Take my Jamie!”

When she stopped to catch her breath
they were closer, and she could make out what the people below were
screaming.

“They took my baby! Kill
them! They took my baby! They took my child!”

Hope lurched in Angie’s chest. “Yes!”
she screamed, bouncing up and down and waving. “Take mine! Take my
baby!”

Even as she ran towards the outer wall
of the building trying to capture their attention, she heard an
explosion of sound close by that jolted her. Something struck the
roof virtually at her feet. She didn’t think she would’ve realized
what it was if not for that--and the pebbles that flew up and
peppered her lower legs. Screaming in terror, she whirled and raced
back toward the walls that surrounded the stairwell.

She didn’t know where the bastard
was!

She thought he must be on the sister
building, but there were other buildings ….

Abruptly, while she was still trying to
convince herself it had been accidental and she wouldn’t be shot if
she tried again, the alien craft appeared. She gaped at it, trying
to assimilate that they seemed to have heard her or maybe saw her.
Even as she held Jamie out to them, an opening appeared in the side
of the ship and a black haired giant leapt from it, charging
directly toward her. “Save him!” she gasped. “Take him.
Please!”

He scooped her and the baby both up,
whirled on his heel, and charged back to the ship.

Bullets whizzed past his
head.

One slammed into his shoulder--although
she didn’t realize it in that moment, didn’t interpret the buffet
or the sound he made when it struck him. He didn’t check, didn’t
hesitate. He kept racing toward the ship. He paused just below it,
crouched slightly, and then leapt upward and through the open hatch
with her and Jamie.

The man--the alien--didn’t put them
down. He carried them from the area where they had entered down a
narrow hallway and into a vast room filled with screaming, crying
children. And then he settled on a bench with her on his lap and
examined her and Jamie carefully. “Are you injured, little
one?”

Angie gaped at him, uncertain if he was
asking about her or Jamie, but the question prompted an internal
examination. She couldn’t detect any injury, but that transferred
her focus to the baby and she searched him a little frantically.
“He’s ok,” she said, shaky with relief, abruptly feeling like she
would completely lose control.

He caught her chin with a
hand that was almost as big as her head, tilting her head so that
she had to meet his gaze. “You, little one. Are you
hurt?”

“I don’t think so,” she
murmured, fighting against the darkness that swelled around her and
then abruptly swallowed her up.

Pluto studied her pale face and finally
lifted one hand and searched for a pulse. Relieved when he found
it, he shifted her to study her better.

The infant, he discovered, had rooted
around until he had found a breast and soothed himself to sleep
suckling it.

He could see nothing to indicate that
either was injured, but he was not convinced. When they reached the
colony hanger, he carried the two of them to the med center to be
examined. Both had awakened by that time, but he thought it could
not hurt to have them checked.

That insane bastard had tried to shoot
them after all.

He might have succeeded in injuring one
or both.

Although he was almost certain the
infant had merely exhausted himself.

“No wounds,” the doctor
told him when he had examined her. “Signs of borderline
starvation--malnutrition and dehydration. I’ll keep her and the
infant for a couple of days if you are agreeable? Treat the
dehydration--get her on a drip feed and pump her up with some good
stuff--and then run a few more tests to make certain she doesn’t
have any issues we need to know about--on both of them.”

Pluto was about to tell him that they
were not his. Instead, he paused and glanced across the emergency
room at them and then nodded. “Yes. I would like to be certain. I
will check on them later.”

* * * *

Angie felt like she was hallucinating
when she woke up.

She was in a small room that was so
bright it almost hurt her eyes.

It wasn’t actually the lighting
itself.

It was the fact that the walls, floor,
and ceiling were all varying shades of white and the illumination
from the light bouncing off of it was next door to
blinding.

Her eyes hadn’t completely adjusted to
it when she heard a faint sound that drew her attention
instantly.

There was a small bed beside hers--not
a crib or a bassinette--somewhere between the two in size, and
similarly designed.

Jamie was staring up at the ceiling
when she shifted onto her elbow.

The movement caught his attention and
he went from completely calm to distress in a matter of
heartbeats.

“Hey you,” Angie said in a
singsong voice that diverted the baby from meltdown. His crinkled,
distressed face was replaced almost instantly with a blank look of
surprise and then a tentative smile. He began flapping his arms and
legs--as if he meant to take flight.

Chuckling, Angie moved closer,
struggled a moment with the tubes and cords attached to her and
finally managed to get close enough to pick him up. He wasn’t
really all that heavy, but the angle was awkward. By the time she
managed to settle him he was distressed all over again. “Is my
precious little man hungry?” she cooed at him while she worked to
unearth one painfully full breast to feed him.

He began to nuzzle all
over her a little frantically and finally found the nipple,
clamping down on it and suckling. Pain shot through her when he
did. She squeezed her eyes tightly until the pain eased and then
looked down at him lovingly. “Poor baby,” she murmured. “You
were hungry! Good thing
for you, I have plenty this time.”

It was so plentiful, in fact, that the
milk came down in the other breast and began to leak. Gathering up
the paper-like gown someone had dressed her in, she clamped it
tightly to the leak, waiting a little impatiently for Jamie to
drain the breast he was working on so that she could get some
relief from the twin.

When she decided he’d been nursing at
least five minutes, she broke his lip lock on that nipple using her
finger and then switched him to the other breast before he could
get really wound up.

It was as she switched sides that she
caught a glimpse of a figure standing in a doorway she hadn’t even
noticed before.

As if he had only been awaiting an
acknowledgement of his presence, he moved deeper into the room,
stopping at the foot of the bed where she lay while she adjusted
Jamie for comfort--his and hers.

Her heart tripped over itself, but
she’d gotten good at protecting herself by pretending she wasn’t
startled or surprised or frightened easily.

She was--all three--but it
was the nature of the beast to pounce if their victim acknowledged
a fear of them. Just as importantly, it helped her
be calm--pretending--and
allowed her to think.

Being calm might or might not help, but
being hysterical sure as shit didn’t help.

“You are better
today.”

It sounded more like a statement than a
question and Angie dragged her attention from the baby and studied
the man. The calm and presence of mind she’d achieved, briefly,
deserted her when she gave him her full attention. A shockwave
rolled over her, deadening her senses momentarily.

He was … handsome enough to send a jolt
of stunned surprise through her.

As awareness expanded again, the size
of the man hit her almost as an aftershock of the first.

He was a big man--well above average
height--medium to large build to go with the height and well above
average fitness--muscular like an athlete--somewhere between
completely natural and ‘cut’ like a weightlifter.

His face made her …
breathless.

It went so far beyond ‘nice’,
‘attractive’, or ‘handsome’ she couldn’t find her tongue--or her
wits for many moments.

She looked down at the baby and managed
to collect herself, frowned as she tumbled the statement around in
her mind. “Have I been here long?” she asked finally.

He was frowning when she flicked a
glance at him. “One Earth day,” he responded finally. “You do not
remember?”

She didn’t remember her damned name
after she’d looked at him!

Surely he was accustomed to the effect
he had on people? Women?

It seemed … important to maintain the
lie that she wasn’t impressed with his so beautiful self! “Bits and
pieces,” she responded finally. “I ran up to the roof because I
heard the alien ships returning--thought I did. I thought I might
still have a chance to save my Jamie. And then … someone shot at me
and I had to run for cover. Just when I thought I’d have to go back
one of the alien ships appeared and then … someone leapt out of it
and ran to me ….” She stopped and looked at him, feeling her belly
tighten. It was him. She knew it was even though, at the time,
she’d been in too much trauma to really ‘record’ much.

He didn’t admit that it was him and
doubts flickered through her mind as to whether she remembered it
correctly or not.

“And then we were here.
That’s … It’s a blur. After I was taken onto the ship.”

He studied her for a long
moment--seemed to. “You are safe and the infant is safe. That is
all that matters.”

Granted it
was the most important
thing to her, but there was a hell of a lot besides that that
mattered. “What’s … what’s next?”

His gaze scanned her face. “You are
Angela Morrison, yes?”

A jolt went through her.
Her mind went chaotic. It wasn’t just that she’d been identified. It
worried her what purpose they had in identifying her.

Was there any point in trying to lie,
though?

Especially when she knew damned well
she hadn’t done anything wrong that she needed to worry
about.

“Yes.”

“You have not attained the
legal age of adult. You are a juvenile. You will be fostered until
it has been determined that you are mature enough and responsible
enough to be allowed independence.”

Angie gaped at him in disbelief. “My
mother kicked me out when got pregnant. I’ve been taking care of
myself for a while now,” she responded tightly.

She didn’t know if the look he gave her
was judgmental or if it was just her awareness of her own
shortcomings that made her feel it was, but it set her back
up.

“This is the colony. Some
of the rules of the old world may apply, but there are others that
apply to the colony that were designed specifically to benefit the
majority and to maintain a careful balance to ensure that everyone
flourishes. We made every effort to exclude people who had
displayed predatory behavior, but we cannot be certain that we have
none.

“In fact I am entirely
convinced that the opposite is true.

“The fostering is intended
to protect you. It is not merely a desire to restrict your freedom.
Beyond that, there is a very finite limit to the resources
available--including housing. We expect that the vast majority of
the juveniles that we have rescued--all of the young we have
taken--will become a part of already established households both
now and later--when they attain full maturity.”

Feeling her anger fizzle,
Angie swallowed with an effort. “What about Jamie?” she asked,
trying to prevent herself from blubbering at the hint that she
would be separated from him. She had fully intended to give him up
if that was what it took to save him, but she didn’t
want to--never
had.

Some of the tension left his face. “He
is your child?”

She swallowed with an effort and
nodded.

“You will not be separated
from your child, little one,” he said gently. “It is as much for
his protection as yours that we have decided to foster you. We will
be your guardians and mentors until you are ready to choose your
path and fully capable of making the right choices.”

She sniffed her tears back.
“Really?”

“Yes.”

She frowned, thinking back over what
he’d said. “What did you mean when you said ‘we’ decided to foster
you?”

“My quad.”

She stared at him. “What’s a
quad?”

“We have chosen to form a
mating unit as our birth regulation method.”

Angie gaped at him, slack jawed. “Of …
uh … four? Or is it four including the mate?”

His lips tightened, but there was
amusement in his gaze. “It is precisely because juveniles can be so
easily persuaded into experimentation that they must be
fostered--one very important part of it, at any rate. We must keep
our environment in balance and that means very strict birth
control. You will be instructed on the rules when you begin
orientation.”

A rush of fury filled
Angie at what she saw as a judgment of her. “I wasn’t
experimenting,” she
spat. “I was raped. I don’t give a damn what it says in the reports
you rounded up about me.”

The bald, furious statement sent Pluto
into disorder--as very few things that he had experienced in his
existence, or discovered, ever had.

There was nothing--not so much as a
hint in anything that had been recorded about her--suggesting the
child was the result of rape.

Disbelief immediately
followed.

He had watched her with the
child.

It was clear she absolutely adored
him--and it seemed equally evident that he must have the look of
his sire because he certainly did not look like his
mother.

It seemed far more likely, logical, to
him that she would either be ambivalent about her feelings for the
child, or hate him because of what his father had done to her--if,
indeed, the babe was the product of a rape.

Not that that was the least bit
reasonable or logical, but it was a common human trait to transfer
their feelings for one person to another by association.

Well, not altogether illogical, he
amended. Traits were genetic and children were as likely to inherit
personality traits as physical ones from their genetic
donors.

The question was--did her obvious
affection for the child reflect positive feelings for the sire
regardless of her claim? Or was it a lie she had made up to protect
herself and or the father from an unauthorized
pregnancy?

He supposed that depended upon whether
or not she had identified the father to anyone in
authority.

On the other hand, genetics did not
lie.

If the man she had claimed fathered the
child had, then the child would have his genetics.

And they had managed to collect a
significant amount of the accumulated knowledge of
humans--including their genetic records--even if they had failed to
collect all of the humans.

Not that it mattered to him if it had
no bearing on his life.

It only mattered if the bastard had so
traumatized her that she would not welcome any man into her
life--would not trust--would not share the joy of her affection as
easily with a mate as she did with the child. He wanted that. He
was certain that the others did.


Chapter Two

Angie hadn’t slept well after she’d met
Pluto.

She didn’t think she would have slept
at all except they slipped something to her in her IV.

Because she could think of nothing else
after he left.

Pluto wasn’t human.

He looked human except for the fact
that he was way too perfect physically to be one--not just an
excellent physical example, not just extraordinarily handsome--too
perfect to be anything out of nature.

At least human nature.

So he either wasn’t natural or the
aliens ‘played’ with their genetics.

She thought she sensed it--the alien
part--even though he appeared to be human except for
that.

And the fact that he was a giant
compared to the average human male--and not in the way of anyone
afflicted with gigantism--perfectly proportioned, just well above
average height.

She didn’t think she had imagined that
just because she was lying on a bed and he was standing.

He was really that big.

Beyond the fact that he didn’t display
any sort of emotions, though, he spoke English with perfect
diction--not the way humans spoke their own language.

And he’d been on the alien ship that
everyone knew, absolutely, belonged to aliens the moment they saw
it.

As impressed as she was with his
perfection--drawn to it--she couldn’t convince herself that she was
safe or that her baby was.

They’d been rescued from the horror
that was bearing down on Earth and they were being taken …
somewhere.

But she didn’t feel safe.

She didn’t entirely trust her
rescuers.

Fear quivered deep down inside of her,
like a deep chill, despite her efforts to maintain a façade of
calm.

Jamie was fussy and she thought it
might be because he sensed her disquiet.

Maybe he noticed tension in her touch?
Or in her voice?

She’d never understood how he could be
so sensitive to such things when he was so little, but there was no
getting around the results. If she was upset or worried, he reacted
to it. She had to focus on calming herself to calm him--because he
wasn’t actually old enough to understand the language yet--making a
‘discussion’ impossible.

Despite the restless night she’d had,
she’d just managed to regain her equilibrium when a member of the
hospital staff arrived with a wheelchair bot to escort her out.
“Ready to go home?” the woman asked cheerfully.

Angie’s belly knotted immediately. “I …
don’t have a home anymore,” she said unhappily.

Not that she’d ever really gotten used
to thinking about the apartment she’d shared with four other women
as ‘home’.

Something flickered across the woman’s
features. “Of course you do!” she said briskly. “Your new home.
Pluto and Janus came to collect you and your son. They’re going to
take you home with them and take the very best care of
you.”
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