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Chapter One

Annabel had had to borrow Richard’s
car to get to work. She wasn’t comfortable about it—partly because
she’d only been on three dates with Richard and it seemed like too
much too quickly, however badly she’d needed a rescue. Like she was
putting herself under obligation to him that she didn’t want. And
partly because she had to pick him up at the facility where he
worked—which was a research and development center on the military
base. And going through a military checkpoint just made her uneasy,
period.

It was like going through a
roadblock—on steroids.

She always felt like she was going to
be arrested—for something—even if she had all of her
paperwork.

After a little consideration, she
revised her analysis of her situation with Richard.

They didn’t click.

She’d made it to date three and felt
like she was obligated to have sex with him. Because she hated to
hurt his feelings and convinced herself she needed to just give it
one more chance.

And it had been less than
thrilling.

In fact, she was convinced even before
they got to the ‘sticking’ point that she didn’t want anything to
do with intimacy with him. She’d gone through with it because she’d
let him get her all the way to naked before she’d decided it was a
‘no’.

It had seemed ‘safer’ to go through
with it at that point—even though she’d realized she definitely
wasn’t about to have fun.

Of course, in a perfect world, a woman
should have the right to call a halt at any point, but that was
reckoning without the depth of rage men could feel about being
disappointed.

She’d seen him angry.

She didn’t want to find out if she
could get out of it alive if she pissed him off.

The chances might be in her favor that
she could walk out, but there was just enough doubt that she
decided to endure.

Afterwards, she’d already known it was
a mistake and she didn’t want to repeat it.

The relationship was going nowhere and
she didn’t want to take it any further.

So it really pissed her off to get out
to her car and discover it wasn’t going anywhere.

It had two flat tires.

The suspicion instantly arose in her
mind that it was no accident, but she couldn’t think of any way
Richard could have managed it and she couldn’t imagine anyone else
doing it.

So—paranoia?

She wasn’t especially happy when
Richard offered to let her take his car home so she could get to
work the next day and told her he’d get her tires fixed and they
could swap cars after work.

Because then she became suspicious all
over again that it was an attempt to manipulate her and make her
feel obligated to continue their relationship when she’d already
decided she wasn’t going to.

She would have and should have just
called a ride, she thought, if he hadn’t insisted, and she hadn’t
been too broke to hold on to her principles.

A ride to work and home again would
eat up most of the day’s pay, though—and then she would still have
to do something about the tires. That was the kind of unexpected
expense that could put just about anybody in the hole and it was
certainly no little thing to her on her income.

She hadn’t really felt like she had a
choice—whether Richard was manipulating her or not—and she had a
hard time convincing herself that he was, despite the suspicion
that rose to her mind.

It was just such bizarre behavior to
even contemplate as a ruse he’d come up with to make sure she
didn’t go home until he wanted her to, or that he was making sure
she felt obligation to see him again.

Thankfully, she got off work before he
did—with time enough to spare to race out to the base, switch cars,
and disappear before she had any kind of encounter with
Richard.

Then she could text him a break
up.

Or maybe try the ‘brush off’ first?
Just not return calls and that sort of thing? Block him? Change her
status from ‘I’m with’ to ‘single’ on her web presence?

It wasn’t just that break ups were so
uncomfortable these days.

They could be downright
dangerous.

She didn’t think Richard was a
stalker, but what the hell did she know? She was pretty convinced
he was manipulative and he clearly had OCD.

People always tried to be at their
best in every way when they were trying to get a relationship
going. And if they were dedicated to living a lie, it wasn’t hard
to maintain a false front for short periods of time.

She should know if anybody did. She’d
been suckered into a relationship before and didn’t find out he was
a total control freak until she’d moved in with him.

There was the real test—trying to live
with someone.

But she didn’t need to to know that
she needed to put Richard in her rearview.

Despite her nervousness that had her
checking the time repeatedly, she made it through the checkpoint
without a ripple.

Relief still filled her when she
spotted her car. She didn’t realize until then she’d more than half
feared she would discover Richard hadn’t done anything about the
tires and her car was still parked at his place.

Mildly irritated that the only free
space she could find was halfway across the parking lot, she pulled
into it carefully, set the gear in park, and shut the engine
off.

Even as she grabbed her purse and
turned to get out, something above her in the sky caught her
attention.

Thoroughly caught it.

Because when she looked up she saw
something she’d never seen before and it was the scariest thing
she’d ever seen in her life.

It looked like … a tear in the sky as
if it had just cracked wide open. She could see strangely colored,
spinning clouds around the crack, and blackness with stars—like
night or space—in the middle of it.

And some kind of burning debris
spilling out of it.

She had no idea she’d frozen in shock
until, abruptly, Richard blocked her view. Snatching the door open
that she was holding on to—pulling her out in the process—he gave
her a shove toward the pavement and leapt into the seat he’d just
dragged her out of.

She still had the keys in her
hand.

Discovering that, he leapt out,
snatched them away from her and dove into the car again.

“Run!” he yelled when he
grabbed door. “Don’t go home. They’ll be looking for
you!”

Annabel gaped at him in
incomprehension.

She’d heard what he said, she just
couldn’t make sense of it.

When he started the car and gunned the
engine, though, her instinct for survival kicked in. She scrambled
to her feet before he could run over her when he tore out of the
parking space backwards. He slammed into the car behind him,
switched to drive and shot off, nearly clipping the car she was
standing beside.

Stunned, unable to react at all, she
stared at the taillights of his car as he shot out of the parking
lot.

It was a sound she’d never heard
before that jerked her out of her shock. Feeling her ‘hackles’
rise, she whipped a frightened look around for the
source.

When she saw it—them—she almost wilted
into a puddle.

Dragons. It looked like
dragons.

“Oh my god!” she
gasped.

* * * *

There was no question about the exact
moment the drop ship entered the planet’s atmosphere. The drop-ship
began to shimmy. The vibrations increased exponentially as they
dropped lower until it reached a point where it felt like it would
liquefy flesh, bones, and teeth, and everything around them would
disintegrate. Then the transport began to buck wildly. Abruptly,
there was an explosion directly beside them that ripped a hole in
the hull behind them. Ga-el felt the air sucked from his lungs as
he, Regan and Egin, still bound to their seats by their ‘safety’
harnesses, were sucked out of it.

Something unexpected happened when
they flew out of the hole and went into freefall. Ga-el felt a
weird sensation wash over him. Almost as if an electrical current
was moving through him, his skin prickled all over, stinging as if
ants were crawling over him in a blitz attack. Time seemed to slow
to a crawl, almost as if holding its breath, or as if it was a
wheel, slowing to a halt so that it could be set into reverse. He
knew that the hull breach, the flying shrapnel and their abrupt
extraction occurred almost simultaneously. He also knew that his
brain was quick enough to record all of those nearly instantaneous
occurrences and that the most likely explanation for why it seemed
strange was shock.

It didn’t feel like shock,
though.

He wasn’t certain what
it did feel like,
but not that.

Beyond the fact that he had
been trained to deal with it and should not have reacted with shock like
those who hadn’t been prepared as he was, he was genetically engineered to
resist the kickback effect of shock.

Not that either training or genetic
enhancements could completely eliminate basic animal reaction to
threat, but they should have eliminated the inability to assess the
situation and act.

And he felt frozen in time in a way he
shouldn’t have.

For what seemed like an endless time,
he stared blankly at space above them—the sky—without assimilating
any of it—the thin oxygen, the freefall—imminent threat.

Then he heard a strange roaring sound
in his head.

Abruptly, he felt the electrical surge
again, this time painful—unmistakable. His heart rate shot upward
and he felt his body tingle with cold and then heat. It felt as if
something inside of him stirred, something separate from himself.
And then time and his motor functions seemed to abruptly right
themselves, and everything was happening simultaneously around
him.

Instead of feeling as if he was
floating separate from his body and looking down at it, he felt as
if he had two—separate but distinct.

And one was angry.

Deep inside he felt a vibration,
almost like a low growl.

A sense of alarm washed
over him. Something was happening to him. He didn’t know what it
was, but he was afraid of it, afraid of the sheer power of it and
the sense of anger and barely leashed violence that seemed to be
trying to escape his control. He strained against his safety
harness—not him.

The thing.

The beast trying to break
free.

And then, suddenly, it did.

The roar that burst from his chest
almost felt like it was his flesh exploding. Pain engulfed him like
fire. And then he was tearing at his harness with his talons,
shredding them. In a moment, he was free of the restraints, free of
his seat, freefalling.

He fought the rush of air to unfurl
his great wings to slow his fall.

For a handful of seconds, he thought
the air would tear them off his back, but he managed to pull them
into a position where they would slow him without the painful
pressure.

When he looked around, he saw to his
relief that Egin and Regan, the other members of his squad, had
also torn free.

For a split second, the other him,
hidden now, was unnerved when he realized they were dragons, but he
quickly dismissed it.

They were free now—bigger,
stronger.

Not strong enough to prevent
themselves from being sucked in by the strange hole that appeared
near their transport, but then he didn’t really try to fight it
once he saw that the rest of the platoon was disappearing into
it.

They’d barely crossed the threshold
when it almost felt like something slammed into him. Whatever it
was, it snatched the light away.

The sounds of battle were raging
around him when he came to. Shaking the darkness, he opened his
eyes and discovered the ground was rushing up to meet him. Gritting
his teeth, he managed to tilt his wings just enough to carry him
upward.

And he still touched the ground with
his feet before he could slow his momentum, swoop upward, skimming
so low to the ground that he stepped on heads trying to gain
altitude.

Something, he realized when he’d
circled the battle, wasn’t right.

A lot of something besides the fact
that his beast had broken free—his genetic enhancements had taken
over the shell of humanity he’d clung to so desperately.

The sky was fading … toward sunset,
when, if it was changing at all, it should have been growing light
with dawn—because they’d dropped on the night side of the
planet.

And the surface he’d walked
on when he’d nearly crashed did not
feel like ice or even hard packed snow, and it
should have because Xeno-12 was an ice world.

Galvanized by the ferocity of the
firefight to worry about what was right and what was weird later,
he flew higher to survey the situation as soon as he managed to
catch his breath.

Nothing looked as he’d
expected it to look, the way he knew it should have. There was no snow, no
alien landscape surrounding him, no alien sky above, no alien army
drawing down on them.

Very distinctly, he saw the ‘enemy’
bombarding them, throwing everything they had at them, were wearing
the uniforms and emblems of the U.S. military.

What the fuck?

They were
part of the
military.

They were GEFUs—Genetically Engineered
Fighting Units, designed specifically for the government war
machine.

Enraged about being attacked, he
sucked in a deep breath and expelled it as a natural flame thrower.
Below him, men began to scream and run around in circles, trying to
escape the flames.

On the ground, he saw members of their
platoon charging toward their enemies, wolf packs, the great cats,
the griffons. Around him, he saw the Hawks, Eagles, and Condors—the
angel troops as their handlers called them—circled and dipped,
looking for weak points to attack.

A conflicting mixture of
satisfaction and surprise and anger went through him when he saw
the enemy troops abruptly break and run. They followed and attacked
anyway, savaging the men who’d rained bullets and mortars down upon
them. In the midst of the carnage, though, a spark of sanity
finally returned. These were still fellow soldiers. He didn’t
understand why they’d turned on them and attacked them, but that
didn’t alter the fact that they were supposed to be on the same
side.

He broke off the attack abruptly and
called to his men to retreat from the field. Spying a base complex
in the distance, he headed for the cover potential where they could
catch their breaths and assess the situation.

Where they might be able to figure out
how the fuck they’d jumped off of a drop-ship toward a frozen
planet half way across the universe from home and landed on
Earth.

He was nearing his goal when he
spotted a struggle on the ground below. Recognizing that one was a
man and it was a woman he’d thrown to ground, he dove toward the
scuffle, enraged.

Before he could rescue the damsel in
distress, however, she scrambled to her feet, looked around and saw
him and then tore off across the parking lot.

He skimmed the tops of the vehicles
and landed behind her just as she reached a vehicle, snatched the
door open and tried to leap in.

Sending Egin and Regan a signal over
the roof to get in, he ‘helped’ her across the seat by grabbing her
ass and then climbed in behind her.

Partly.

He discovered he had to rip the seat
loose and shove it back more than a hair to accommodate him—in his
human form.

She encountered Egin when he opened
the door on the passenger side, shoved that side back, and slid
into the seat.

“We need to leave before
they start shooting at us. How does this operate?”

Annabel felt her scalp prickle as if
her hair was trying to stand on end.

Balked of escape, she turned to stare
in shocked surprise at the man behind the steering
wheel.
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