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Chapter One

Candice was in trouble.

She was hot, exhausted, hungry,
thirsty, and scared. Deep down scared.

Because she was alone in the
wilderness and she had no clue of how to survive.

She’d told herself probably five times
a day every day since she’d started her quest that she was fine.
Everything was going as expected even though her supplies were
already running low and she could still see the damned city dome
after walking until she was ready to drop. She was making progress.
She’d be there—somewhere safe—and settled comfortably long before
the baby arrived.

It began to trickle into her, though,
that she wasn’t making nearly as much progress as she’d thought she
would.

Mostly that was because, she supposed,
she just wasn’t used to walking so much.

She certainly wasn’t used to walking
carrying a backpack that weighed damned near half her
weight—because of all of the ‘essentials’ she’d packed.

But when it came right down to it,
water was the big issue.

It weighed too damn much to carry a
lot of it.

She’d stumbled upon a … lake, she
supposed, when she’d managed to find her way out of the city after
literally weeks of creeping through the sewers.

Actually, she’d thought when she’d
first found her way down that she’d found shelter and she could
just live down there. When all was said and done, it wasn’t a lot
worse than the horrible apartment she’d had before she’d gotten
thrown out.

And it was a damned sight
roomier.

But it wasn’t better. It was just
different.

The only real ‘better’ about it was
she could escape the government watchdogs, but she didn’t want to
have her baby down there—by herself. She got to thinking that,
maybe, nature wouldn’t just take its course and leave her and the
baby just fine. She might run into some kind of problem and then
what would happen to the baby?

Nothing had been terribly well thought
out, she finally acknowledged.

Not that there had
actually been a
plan.

She damn sure hadn’t planned an
unsanctioned pregnancy.

No one in their right mind took on the
government single handedly.

It had ‘just happened’ because, like
an idiot, she’d let her boyfriend talk her into unprotected
sex—because the bastard had lied to her and told her he couldn’t
get her pregnant. And then, ‘bam’ she was.

And that bastard had taken off and
left her to deal with it on her own.

She’d struggled for weeks trying to
make a decision about what to do. When she thought she was just
going to lose her mind with the fear and worry, she’d shuttled the
decision far to the back of her mind and buried it for a while,
focusing on just getting by.

Hoping something would just ‘pop
up’.

But, naturally enough, ‘the problem’
kept circling around again and again and finally she realized she
hadn’t turned herself in because she was afraid they would find the
baby genetically inferior and abort it.

Because it wasn’t just
that she hadn’t
been tested to determine whether she was an acceptable breeder or
not. The father hadn’t been. He might not be up to their
standards.

Hell, she might not be! And if she wasn’t
it wouldn’t matter if he was or not. They’d still abort
it.

And then she’d still do jail time for
‘the accident’ and she’d be fined money she didn’t have which would
mean more jail time.

But it was hers, damn it! She didn’t
want them to take it away from her or abort it. She wanted the
little thing even if it wasn’t perfect.

And she couldn’t convince herself that
it wouldn’t be.

When she’d reached a point of absolute
desperation, she’d been distracted by the news—which wasn’t about a
new natural disaster for a change, but about Bio-H Tech losing an
entire platoon of cyborg super soldiers.

Not that they’d admitted it right
after the disaster at their plant.

Well, at all, but there
had been swarms of soldiers and police and company security running
all over everywhere hunting something, and since that was their
main product—manufacturing cyborg super soldiers for the
military—it really hadn’t taken long for it to get out that that
was what had actually happened.

Especially since there’d been
witnesses to almost all of the battles waged on the city streets
between the super soldiers and the
government—company—police.

She had seen one of them—a battle—seen a lot more than she’d
wanted to because she was pinned down by the gunfire—by the
government and the cops—and didn’t dare come out until everyone
left.

The so-called ‘rogue’ cyborgs hadn’t
even had weapons, poor things.

Not that they hadn’t done a hell of a
job with the cans of food they’d used as missiles—which was just
sad.

They were cyborgs—half human and half
robot. Actually, supposed to be only a quarter biological, she
thought—less than half, certainly, because that would make them
humans with cybernetic enhancements, not cyborgs if they were half
or more. But because they were part biological, they needed food
just like humans did for energy and to maintain the biological
part.

So it seemed pretty clear to her that
they’d just been trying to get food when the government bastards
had attacked them.

And then they
actually had disappeared.

Everybody thought they’d left until it
got out that they’d taken to the sewers.

Which was what had
given her the
idea.

Of course, she hadn’t been able to
implement that plan until all the shooting and dying was over.
Nobody could get near the ‘crime scenes’ until the cops were done
‘investigating’—which, she was sure, meant clean up/cover
up.

She thought she’d had some kind of
half-baked idea that she might find them down there, even though
everyone was convinced they’d left the city entirely.

Not that it wasn’t scary to think
about, but she’d heard the prime directive for the super soldiers
was to protect women and children and she was pregnant so
….

She was barely showing, of course, so
they might not believe it, but she couldn’t afford to hang around
until she was really showing.

Which would be soon, she was
sure.

She was at least half way through, she
thought.

She wasn’t a hundred percent sure of
when she’d gotten pregnant, unfortunately. And she didn’t have a
clear idea of how long it took to make a baby either, but she’d
reached the point where she’d started growing ‘out’ a lot faster
when, early on, she’d done just about as much spreading as poking
out.

And the ‘little flutters’
she’d felt first that she’d thought
were baby movements were actually pretty hard at
times—hard enough she wasn’t in any doubt anymore that there was a
separate entity inside of her trying to beat its way
out.

It felt like it at times,
anyway.

To her vast disappointment—contrarily
since she’d been almost as afraid of meeting up with the cyborgs as
she had been eager to look to them for help—there wasn’t a sign of
them once she managed to make it into the sewers and then into the
old subway system.

She told herself she was better
off.

A growing sense of desperation had
prompted her to see the cyborgs as hope of safety when she wasn’t
at all convinced it wouldn’t be worse to turn herself over to them
than turning herself over to the government ‘repopulation’
program.

She was safer being alone.

There was no one down there to bother
her at all and she managed to sneak a good hoard of food down to
the bathroom she took over as an ‘apartment’.

She had light. She had food. She had
running water. And she had made the place pretty
comfortable.

She thought, maybe, she was down in
the subway for around a month before she realized she just couldn’t
stay down there alone and that she was so far along at that point
that she was, basically, trapped. If she went up, she’d be
identified as pregnant and then they’d take her in and check her
status and they’d know it was an unsanctioned pregnancy.

And what about after the baby was
born? Saying she stayed. She couldn’t go up into the city with an
infant without being stopped.

She had to get out of the city, she
decided. She had to find a better situation for herself and the
baby while she was still able to travel—before she had the baby and
risked something going terribly wrong for both of them.

But with the best resolve in the
world, it took a very long time to make it out. She had no idea
where she was, at first, and just wandered around lost. Finally,
she realized she was going to die in the damned sewers.

Then she’d just stumbled upon an
egress—broken and crumbling but still useable. She’d waited until
it was dark and she’d sneaked out and made her way through the
nearly deserted city streets, hiding in the shadows, disguising
herself as an old fat woman.

Because she was ‘fat’ by that time
with baby. She’d lost any chance of disguising the lump any other
way.

And when she’d finally gotten to the
outer wall of the city, she’d gone down to the sewers again armed
with a good flashlight and she’d found her way out.

She didn’t know why it hadn’t occurred
to her that ‘outside’ would be staggeringly vast, but she supposed
she just hadn’t given it the thought she should have.

But, by the time she’d been traveling
for days and hadn’t seen another living soul and she’d begun to run
low on supplies, she knew she was in trouble.

Seriously deep do-do.

Because she’d managed to walk far
enough she couldn’t see the city dome anymore and she couldn’t
figure out which direction it was.

Fear was already starting
to gain ground inside of her, despite her best efforts to beat it
back, when she discovered she wasn’t alone and that was even
worse.

In fact, it was terrifying.

* * * *

Con didn’t actually have to give the
surveillance his full attention. He kept his eyes on the ground far
below him and his ears cocked for any sound that was ‘out of
place’, knowing he would ‘automatically’ register anything he
needed to. So he allowed his mind to wander at will. The sky was
and always had been pretty much the only place where he could find
peace from turmoil and he needed it at this point far more than he
ever had before.

He was not what he had
been told he was—what he had believed he was.

In a sense, he just couldn’t accept
it.

But he couldn’t entirely dismiss the
information either.

He’d had something taken from him that
was vital to who and what he’d thought he was and he felt …
betrayed, lost, and afraid for the first time in his
life.

He wasn’t a super soldier—wasn’t a
soldier at all anymore. And that alone would’ve been enough to
create havoc—had been.

But it had just fallen brick by
brick—his life—until he’d had nothing at all to cling
to.

Anger flickered through him. It had
come at him in waves—between the waves of confusion and the sense
of having become unmoored since he’d discovered that the company
that had … developed him, had lied. He was no cyborg.

He was a monster—part human and part
‘other’—animal.

Abruptly, though, something ‘beeped’
on his instinct radar, drawing his entire focus at once.

Movement below him.

Not his squad.

They were all still in the vehicle
they’d ‘confiscated’ from the military. He could see it when he cut
an arc in the sky and dropped lower to get a better look at the
movement he’d detected and to identify it—and dismiss it or attack
if necessary.

It was a bear, he realized.

He was about to dismiss it when he
realized it was stalking something. He might still have simply
dismissed it except he caught a whiff of a scent that he instantly
identified as human—female.

She was crouched in the brush, he
saw—and directly in the path of the bear.

Even as he watched, debating what the
best action would be, she screamed, ear piercingly, surged to her
feet, and took off. The bear uttered a bellow and charged after
her.

Con ran out of decision
time.

Uttering a bellow of his own that rang
out across the plain, he dove—straight toward the bear—plummeting
so fast he just barely managed to pull up in time to avoid a full
on collision. Instead, he swerved at the last moment, skimming the
top of the bear’s head and shot toward the running female. Grabbing
her, he jerked her tightly against him, flapped his wings and shot
upwards again.

Kodo and Panther had bailed from the
transport at his roar of anger or the woman’s scream, he saw, and
charged the bear.

The bear reared up when it saw the
pair running toward it full out. At the last moment, though, he
apparently thought better of countering the attack and dropped to
all fours and took off.

They stopped to watch until they were
certain it wouldn’t circle around and then turned and jogged back
to the transport, arriving just about the time Con landed with his
captive.

Con released her when he’d
landed.

He thought she was going to run for a
split second.

Candice promptly whirled around and
threw herself at her rescuer, trying to climb up him. “It’s … it’s
a bear!” she exclaimed tearfully, still so shaken at the near miss
she was totally in shock.

Con stared down at the top of her head
in bemusement—not the least because his body and mind had instantly
responded to the ‘embrace’ as ‘willing’ and the desire stirred by
her scent skyrocketed.

Unfortunately, a good bit of the
confusion was over whether or not the female was a woman or a
child. She was so small he thought ‘child’, but he was feeling a
lot of things he shouldn’t if it was—and that included a pair of
large breasts.

He hesitated and finally lifted a hand
and smoothed it over her head in an effort to soothe and reassure.
“It’s gone. You’re safe.”

She lifted her head to look up at him
then, and he felt the strangest sensation when he met her
gaze—almost as if he had stepped out of his body and into a chasm.
It rolled over him in a wave that left him frozen.

“You’re sure?” she asked
anxiously.

“We chased it off,”
Panther and Kodo offered almost in unison.

Candice whipped a look toward them,
stared at them for a long, long moment and then returned her
attention to the ‘man’ she was plastered against.

The wings were hard to
miss.

Now.

She blinked at them a few times before
she met his gaze.

His lips curled up at one corner, but
it was more of a grimace of acknowledgement than a
smile.

Still, it transformed his hard face in
a way that made Candy’s belly tremble—and not entirely in a bad
way.

In fact, she wasn’t actually aware of
the fear just at first. She wasn’t really aware of much besides
surprise.

Because she knew immediately that
she’d found some of the super soldiers just from the things she’d
heard and the way they looked.

But nobody had said they were so
handsome.

She hadn’t expected that.

She’d hoped to feel
safe—to be safe.

It would never have occurred to her in
her wildest imaginings that she’d feel … warmth, interest on a
purely feminine level.

But then, she hadn’t actually gotten a
look at them before even though she’d seen them fight the cops off.
They’d been shielding themselves with whatever was handy and she’d
been trying to keep from getting her head shot off.

“Thank you,” she managed
finally, struggling with tears of relief as the adrenaline boost
from her terror waned. “Thank you so much! I thought I was a goner
for sure.”

“Just an FYI,” said a
growly voice from somewhere behind her. “It’s usually better to
play dead if a bear’s after you. Screaming and running only
convinces them to chase you.”

Candice turned toward the voice and
discovered a … really massive man had gotten out of the
vehicle.

“That’s Griz,” the winged
man said with obvious amusement. “Short for Grizzly. That’s ‘Kodo’
our Komodo and that’s Panther. I’m Condor.”

A shiver of uneasiness went through
Candice as it was finally born in upon her that she was surrounded
by some very massive, very dangerous cyborg/men/hybrids. She
offered them a tremulous smile. “I’m Candice.” She bit her lip, but
then shrugged inwardly. “But my friends call me Candy.”

Something flickered in the winged
man’s eyes. “My friends call me Con.”

“When they aren’t calling
you boss,” Komodo put in.

“Or bad ass,” Griz
added.

Con grinned abruptly.

Candy almost felt like her heart
stopped. It lit her right up.

When it did, his gaze sharpened on her
with a predatory glint that threw her into total
disorder.

Then, when she looked away
in discomfort, she discovered all
of them were looking at her with ‘I could eat you
up’ stares and she couldn’t decide what to think about that.
Because they were supposed to be cyborgs and she couldn’t imagine
cyborgs would look at her … like that.

Con dragged his gaze from her,
struggling to get his desire under control.

He thought he had—until he’d detected
the scent of arousal—that was coming from her.

It threw him—right into a
tailspin.

Most especially because fear chased
it.

He cleared his throat. “What are you
doing out here—alone?”

Briefly, Candy debated whether to
claim she wasn’t alone, but that could create all sorts of problems
she was certain—even though she couldn’t bring enough order to her
thoughts to make a list at that moment.

She hesitated to confess
all.

She was—basically—a fugitive from the
law. And she had a bad feeling they had enough trouble already not
to want to deal with her problems.

And they were bound to see the baby as
a huge problem.

She’d heard their prime directive was
to protect women and children, though, and she didn’t actually need
to tell them about the baby if that was true.

On the other hand, they were bound to
notice.

At some point, she was sure, no matter
what she tried to do to hide the bump.

And it might be extra incentive for
them.

Shrugging inwardly, she lifted the
voluminous top she’d been wearing to help disguise her belly and
unwrapped the light binding she’d used to help support it and …
well, to keep it from being quite as noticeable.

If she’d revealed a serpent, she
didn’t think it would’ve had the effect on them the ‘basketball’
did. They literally jumped back.

“Holy shit!”

“Is that …? Is that what
it looks like?”

“What the fuck is
that?”

“Woman! What in the
fuck are you doing out
here with that?” Con growled.
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