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Chapter One

Rafe stared at the small beast
roasting over their meager fire with a mixture of anger and
anticipation--anger that they had not managed to catch more than
the one--anticipation because he would get a share and his stomach
was rumbling with hunger.

They had run out of the
supplies they had brought with them for the hunt and there was
little to be found on the small asises that dotted the area nearest
the known villages where a woman might be found.

Lifting up the rounded
tuber they’d dug near the spring, he examined it for dirt, rubbed
it on his sera (loin cloth) and checked it again. Shrugging when he saw
there was still debris stuck to it, he took a bite, ignoring the
grains of sand that still clung to it.

“I am thinking we will
have to accept defeat,” Bard said tiredly. “We have been on the
mate hunt for …. I am not certain. Months? And not a sign of a
woman of breeding age … or even close. They have all been taken--or
they are hidden.”

Kane shrugged and popped the last bite
of his last tuber into his mouth. “Or maybe they have already left
for the winter hunting grounds? If we do not go back, they will
know we failed anyway.”

“We all lose if we go back
empty handed,” Rafe growled. “Not just our triad. Our entire
tribe.”

“What is left of it,” Bard
muttered.

Rafe’s lips tightened into a thin
line. Before he could give vent to his own anger and frustration,
however, he caught a glint of something in the sky and whipped a
look in that direction.

It was … a rock.

A large space rock.

And it was getting larger by the
moment.

“Run!” he bellowed as he
leapt to his feet and charged off at a tangent from the thing the
sky demons had thrown at them.

They had reached the edge
of the asis when
the thing slammed into the ground and he was not certain afterwards
if they had leapt into the dunes beyond their little island
‘paradise’ or been thrown there by the concussion of the thing that
had chased them off.

When nothing else happened beyond a
good deal of hissing, he and his triad mates got slowly to their
feet and stretched to their full height, even to craning their
necks, for a look at it.

Rafe frowned thoughtfully. “It does
not look like a sky rock.”

Granted, it was glowing with the heat
rocks always brought with them, but it was more evenly rounded than
those rocks generally were. It had not cracked or created a great
hole--meaning it had fallen slowly--and there was some sort of
markings on it.

And it appeared to be
smooth.

“That is not a sky rock,”
Kane said with conviction.

Rafe lifted his head, tilting it
upwards, and looked around. When he did, he saw bright streaks in
the sky--perhaps a dozen. Maybe more.

“A meteor strike?” Bard,
who was staring up at the sky, as well, guessed.

After a long moment of indecision,
Rafe unfurled his wings and launched himself upward for a closer
look at the thing.

It was certainly not a sky
rock.

It had … eyes--looked like strange
eyes.

“This fucking thing has
fallen directly on our gods damned supper!” he snarled after
circling it and studying it from every angle, landing as close as
he could to the thing given the waves of heat wafting off of it and
peering at the eyes.

Kane and Bard landed close beside
him.

“It is not dead!” Rafe
cautioned them when he detected movement inside. “Grab the weapons,
Bard!”

Bard whipped a look around and then
sent Rafe a look of dismay. “It has fallen on top of our weapons,
as well!”

“Find something!” Rafe snarled. “There is
something moving in there.”

“Inside?” Kane echoed
blankly. “It has swallowed
something? I do not see a mouth.”

Rafe frowned. “It is a thing of the
sky gods, I think. Maybe the demons. But assuredly not of our
world. We cannot make such things any more--have not been able to
since the demons first came.” He paused, considering it. “Unless
….” He dismissed it after a moment. There had been nothing of
theirs that had fallen from the sky since the grandfather’s
time.

“Shit?” Kane
guessed.

Irritation flickered through Rafe.
“Does this look like shit to you?”

Embarrassed, Kane shrugged. “The only
thing I ever saw the sky gods drop was a ball of shit. And,
clearly, they are giants. It was a giant ball of shit.” He frowned.
“Not as big as this.”

“Exactly, and it does not
smell like shit, I might add.”

Bard returned with a large rock and
two sticks.

Rafe stared blankly at his
‘haul’ for several moments before anger erupted inside of him.
“That is all that
you could find? What are we supposed to do with that?”

Bard reddened. “This is a
small asis. There
are no large trees and very few rocks that are big enough to cause
damage but small enough to lift.”

Rafe rolled his eyes. “It is a gods
damn miracle the thing has not already come out and bitten my head
off. Give me the fucking rock and go back and get more.”

“We could just leave,”
Kane said.

Rafe sent him a look he had difficulty
translating and then launched himself into the air.

“I am not leaving,” he
growled. “I do not want this fucking thing tracking me when I go!
Whatever it is.”

After circling the thing twice, he
settled on a target eye, hovered over it to take aim and finally
dropped it. The rock smashed into the eye he had aimed at with a
surprising amount of noise.

And something inside
screamed.

It startled the shit out of Rafe. He
jumped back reflexively and then had to beat his wings frantically
in an effort to maintain altitude.

Unsuccessfully, as it
transpired.

He could not get any lift.

He slammed onto the thing face
first.

Several things happened at
once.

There was another scream from
inside.

Something commenced to hammering on
the eye his face was pressed against, sending waves of pain through
him.

And every part of his anatomy that was
plastered against the thing began to detect the heat still coming
off of it.

He managed to shove himself up high
enough to roll off and hit the ground.

Grunting, Rafe heaved himself upwards
and finally got to his feet.

His cheek, chest, belly, palms and
thighs felt like they were on fire--even his cock, which had been
covered by his leathers. Turning, he raced to the spring and dove
into the icy water. Thankfully, that cooled the burning skin. He
surfaced when he was forced to by the need for air and ducked under
again, over and over, until he surfaced and discovered the heat had
left his skin.

Weary, he struggled out, lifted his
wings and shook them, sloughed the water from his face and body
with his hands. Then he stalked back to the thing and tackled it,
pressing his face to the eye again.

A jolt went through him when he
finally saw what was moving around inside.

And he fell off again.

There were very large, soft globes on
its chest that bounced and swayed every time it threw something at
him.

He was so stunned it took his mind
many minutes to interpret what he had seen and identify
it.

Kane grasped his shoulders. “What is
it? What did you see?” he gasped sharply.

Rafe’s gaze finally
focused. He blinked a couple of times, trying to jumpstart brain
function and then glanced around at the terrain surrounding
the asis without
really seeing it.

What he saw in his mind’s eye were
streaks across the sky.

More of
these, he was abruptly
certain.

“What we were sent to
search for. New blood,” he said finally, grinning shakily,
struggling with dizziness. “The fates have smiled upon us at last!
It is raining women. They have dropped one to us.”

“Almost right in our
laps,” Kane said neutrally.

* * * *

Ena roused to sounds that created a
flutter of panic.

Or maybe it was just an extension of
the panic she’d felt when she’d leapt into her escape pod and
launched it?

She’d been instructed to get into the
hiber-pod when the computer had done a survey and discovered that
the closest habitable planet at the best speed they could manage
was months away.

The strain on her mental health aside,
there weren’t enough supplies in the escape pod to last for that
length of time … unless she was in stasis.

And, truth to tell, she was barely
hanging onto her mental acuity even without that stark prophecy
looming over her--a livable but less than optimal planet months
away from where their ship had blown up.

With everything they needed to
establish a colony inside of it.

Gone!

She’d saved her embryos though, by
god!

Tucked all four of them into her womb
for ‘safekeeping’.

Proof positive that she’d
been a blithering idiot before
she’d leapt into her pod and shot herself off
into endless space.

Slowly but surely the drone of the AIs
voice penetrated the dregs of hiber-sleep, penetrated her ears,
still clogged with suspension fluids, and her brain began to
interpret the sounds. She began to struggle to get up when the pod
opened. Weak from suspension and lack of gravity--despite the pods’
stimulation of her muscles to prevent them from atrophying--it was
all she could do to climb out and when she did she just sort of
jelly-fished as a blob on the floor.

She lay panting for breath for some
minutes afterwards into lungs that had emptied of fluids,
struggling to draw strength.

And then she heard … something from
outside.

Fear shot adrenaline through her,
giving her muscles enough of a jolt to get her up on her feet with
no recollection of getting there.

Something slammed into one of the
portholes hard enough to create a hairline crack and knocked a
scream of sheer terror out of her before it occurred to her that
she shouldn’t make a sound.

Panting for breath, her ears pricked,
now, for any other sounds that might indicate a threat, she sank
down on the lounge, searching the portholes for some clue of what
was out there.

The urge to move closer for a better
look smote her, but she had no trouble ignoring it.

The thing--whatever it was--landed on
the porthole again, this time staring down at her.

Screaming, she looked around
frantically for a weapon of any kind and finally snatched up her
helmet and started beating on the window with it.

It disappeared again and she settled
back, shaking all over, trying to think.

Something … bird-like, she
decided.

Monstrous! It was bigger than a
man.

Frowning, she tried to construct the
thing from the flicker of quick images she’d captured and finally
realized it wasn’t actually shaped like a bird even though it had
wings.

And could fly--obviously.

It was hard to tell anything about the
face--pressed to the outside of the window--maybe misshapen because
of that?

Maybe not.

It had appeared to be humanoid--even
distorted.

Very long hair--mostly dark, but …
sort of striped.

Not a woman, though, she didn’t think.
There weren’t any mammary glands and they hadn’t found any mammals
that didn’t have them.

But it had wings.

Bats had wings and they were
mammals.

She shuddered but it damn sure hadn’t
looked like a bat.

Although … it seemed the wings were
sort of bat-like.

Unless it was something like a kite?
Some sort of primitive gliding contraption?

It was … curious, she realized, trying
to figure out where she was or at least the escape pod.

Nowhere that higher life forms had
been detected, she didn’t think.

Because they hadn’t actually found any
evidence of any with their instruments.

Possibly intelligent.

Well, intelligent. But on a level with
humans? Close? Or lower order?

It was alien. She didn’t think she
could determine just from its appearance.

She realized she couldn’t
count on it not looking at her as food, though, even if it
was intelligent.

Because it was alien.

He.

She’d tried really hard not to
notice--but he’d plastered himself against the portal and stared at
her with an expression she could only interpret as hunger. And he
definitely had erectile tissue in the region of his
groin.

So he was really excited at the
prospect of eating her.

Or ….

They spoke to her--she
thought.

There were three of them as far as she
could tell, climbing all over the outside of the pod and peering in
at her. They might only have been speaking to one another, but it
seemed clear enough that they had the capability of vocal
communications--maybe very primitive. Maybe not.

Unfortunately, it took her a little
bit to gather her wits enough to consider that it was a tool that
might save her.

Sooner would certainly have been
better, but she told the AI to record and analyze the sounds to see
if it could translate anything useful.

Maybe it would help her to
communicate?

Maybe it would allow her to discover
what they intended and if they meant to harm her?

The pod wasn’t stocked
well enough to sustain her long. She was going to
have to leave it very
soon.

Or return to the hiber-pod and there
wasn’t even much in the way of supplies to sustain her in the
hiber-pod.

Beyond the fact that she was around
her mid point or maybe past her mid point in her
pregnancy--carrying four--and getting less capable of defending
herself as time went on or trying to find a situation that would
allow her and her babies to survive.

Time was on their side--whatever their
intensions, not hers.


Chapter Two

“Come out, my love,” Rafe
said cajolingly. “This is not a good thing to stay in there,
sweetheart. No one will hurt you. I give you my word!”

Kane landed on the next ‘eye’ over,
dropped to his knees and then his belly, cupping his arms around
his head to banish the glare that made it difficult to see inside
the ‘egg’ the sky people had dropped. She was staring up at Rafe,
but when he’d shielded his eyes from the glare, she transferred her
attention to him. “Hello, my beautiful woman! Will you come out
today? We will take you home, baby! We will take good care of you!
We are good hunters. We have built a comfortable hab for a
family.”

Rafe lifted his head and sent him a
sour look. “And we have brought something to take care of her
needs?” he growled irritably.

Kane raised his head and
stared at him. “There is nothing on this fucking
asis. There was nothing
beyond the few roots we gathered and the rodent we killed
before the egg
landed.”

“So you are saying that
you have lied to
my woman to get her to come out?” Rafe growled. “You think she will
not notice that at once when she comes out? And then we will have
no trust! She will not accept us as mates if she has no trust, gods damn
it!”

Getting to his feet, he leapt from the
top of the egg, landing on the uneven ground where the remains of
their campsite lay. Kane followed him after a few moments. “We must
have something to persuade her to come out,” Rafe said decisively.
“Or to break the egg to get her out if we cannot coax her. She will
die in that thing otherwise. I am thinking she is too frightened of
us to come out.”

Dismay flickered through Kane. He
glanced at Bard, wondering what he thought of Rafe’s
comment.

“We are strange looking to
her?” Bard asked unhappily.

Rafe rolled his eyes. “She is not one
of our women,” he said pointedly. “She will think we are strange
looking because of that. And also because she has no wings as we
do.”

Bard frowned. “I think she is
beautiful. Why would she think we were not?”

“Because you are an ugly
bastard?” Rafe retorted sourly.

Bard glared at him. “My plumage is far
more handsome than yours,” he growled, stalking over to Rafe and
punching him in the face.

Well, swinging at him.

Rafe feinted to the right and slung
his fist, catching Bard on the nose and sending blinding pain
through that sensitive appendage.

Bard grabbed his nose and
then lifted his hand to study it. Rage boiled through him when he
discovered blood dripping from his nose, and his hand, as well.
Uttering a snarl, he swung at Rafe and clocked him on his jaw. In a
few moments, the two of them were dancing over the
asis, trading insults
and blows.

Kane folded his arms over his chest,
leaning back against the egg to watch. “I do not see how the two of
you can find the energy to waste on that. I have not eaten more
than a few roots in days.”

Bard and Rafe paused to catch their
breath.

Rafe sent him a narrow
eyed look. “That would be a better use of our time and energy,” he
said coolly. “You and Bard need to return to the village for
weapons and supplies. The other triads should be told, in any case,
or they will not get the chance to rescue brides for themselves.”
He frowned, thinking. “Our lovely cannot fly. One of you should
bring the weapons and supplies for two days quickly and the other
should bring gnarlies with supplies to carry our woman back to the village. I think
you should bring the things to fashion a travy. She is female and delicate.
She will not want anything hard between her legs. I will stay to
guard our prize until you have brought what we need.”

Bard and Kane shared a speaking look
and uttered snorts of laughter.

“I have a hard I am
certain she will like to ride,” Kane said.

“I am certain I wish to
share it, at any rate,” Bard seconded him.

Ignoring their suggestive comments
with an effort, Rafe narrowed a glare at them. He was the gods damn
alpha! He was the strongest, most skilled warrior. If he had
nothing but his wits and his hands to defend their claim, he was
more likely to succeed than either of the others and they were in
need of too much to send only one of them to return with
it.

After studying him for several
moments, they apparently conceded that he was in no humor at the
moment to appreciate their wit. Both of them raced a short
distance, spread their wings and took to the air.

When Rafe returned to the eye to try
again to charm their woman from the pod, he saw that she was
standing on something so that she could watch Bard and Kane fly
away.

Her eyes widened like saucers when she
discovered he was standing not a yard from her, watching her. He
dropped to a crouch, studying her face clearly for the first time.
A faint smile curled his lips. “My eyes have deceived me. You are
not merely acceptable. You are a beautiful creature. I will be
greatly disappointed if it transpires that you are not a female as
my senses have been telling me.” He chuckled. “I may decide to mate
with you regardless. I am that eager to find a home for my
cock.”

He frowned with a mixture of
thoughtfulness and anger when she ducked back to hide.

He understood that she would be
afraid, but they were both--all--in a precarious position and he
needed to find a way to resolve the situation before both of them
had regrets.

The anger wasn’t hard to
pinpoint.

He had spent many seasons searching
for a mate … with disintegrating patience and rising
frustration.

He had found one at long last. He did
not want to lose her--especially when he had not had so much as a
taste of what it would be like to have one.

They were in an indefensible position,
however--fully exposed and he had no weapons at all. If he was
forced, now, to fight for his right to her and there were more than
three, he would be dead, very likely, since he had had almost
nothing to eat in days and was weak from it, and she would belong
to someone else.

Perhaps someone who would cherish her
as he was certain she deserved.

But, just as likely, someone who would
not appreciate the opportunity as he and his brothers did who might
be the death of her. Or, perhaps worse, make her sorry that they
had taken her alive.

Subterfuge, he thought
abruptly.

They had not tried that.

Because he was certain, even if she
found them frightening, that she would come out because she had
to.

The egg thing was small--even for a
tiny being as she was. And he could see many things had been
crammed inside of it. There would not have been much room for
necessary supplies, he was convinced.

Apparently, she had enough to hold her
a little while, however.

She had watched as Bard and Kane left,
he mused.

She was clever. She would know by now
that they were three. If he left, as well, and she saw that he had
….

While he was pondering that, he heard
… silence.

Until that moment, he had tuned out
the faint noise emanating from the egg, but, as soon as it stopped,
he realized something had changed about her shelter.

Something she had done?

Or the machine?

He waited for a while,
listening.

The noise did not start up
again.

But neither did she leave the
egg.

She was standing at one of
the eyes, peering at him, he discovered when he got to his feet. It
took an effort not to freeze, to pretend he hadn’t noticed her.
After a long moment, though, he stretched his wings, flapped them a
couple of times to be certain he had eased the stiffness of muscles
that had ‘rested’ far too long and then he raced upward to the
highest point of the asis
and lifted off from it. It was a struggle to get
airborne even so. The winds were light so close to the ground.
Finally, however, he caught a draft hard enough to lift him away
and he began to climb.

Because there was actually
no-fucking-where to hide and no other way to convince her that he
was gone--following Bard and Kane.

It was risky, he knew, and he divided
his attention between watching to see if she would fall for his
ploy and watching the sky and the distant terrain for any sign of
trouble coming his way. When he had gotten high enough the asis
itself had diminished to little more than a dot of rocks and
vegetation, he decided to widen his circle. He did not think she
could see him so high up, but if she could she would certainly not
come out.

She leapt out of the thing--actually
fell out--because it was lying on its side or she was in just too
much of a rush to be careful, shouting … something.

A jolt of fear stabbed him in his
chest when he saw that, but he was too far away to prevent it and
even as he changed directions, he saw she was getting
up.

She looked around, grabbed up the
things that she had tossed out before she climbed out--and finally
looked up and searched the sky.

He knew the very moment she spotted
him.

She screamed, threw everything she was
holding up in the air and began struggling to run across the
shifting sands.

He dove for her as soon as he had
placed himself between her and the egg--in case she decided to try
to run back inside.

Not that he thought she could when she
had had so much difficulty climbing down, but he was of no mind to
allow her to elude him now.

He dove so fast, he had to fight to
slow his momentum when he saw he was closing in on her.

He was sweating rivers when he managed
it and he still slammed into her hard enough she ricocheted off of
him and nearly flattened on the ground before he could capture
her.

He tightened his grip on her,
struggling for a moment to balance himself and her.

She didn’t fight.

She was huffing for breath and almost
as soon as he grabbed her she just sort of melted in his
hold.

Weakness, he was almost certain, not
at attempt to escape.

He could hear her little heart
pounding frantically in her chest. “Shh, shh, shh,” he crooned at
her soothingly. “I’m not going to hurt you, little one. I’m going
to love you like you never been loved before--take the best care of
my darling.”

She twisted her head around in an
effort to look at him then.

His first clear look at her face
stunned him with pleasure.

He had been predisposed to think of
her as beautiful--purely for the joy he hoped to reap from her. He
had not expected or even considered the possibility that he might
find her physically appealing to his senses.

But she was.

And then some.

He was captivated as he studied her
small face, caressed each feature with his gaze and then her face
as a whole. Turning her finally, he grasped her shoulders and
allowed his gaze to explore her length.

The mound between them was a
shock.

He stared at it for a long moment and
finally dismissed it.

She was plump.

That was a good thing, he assured
himself.

She had enough meat he would not have
to fear she would die before he could feed her.

When he had explored her thoroughly
with his gaze, he dragged her up tightly against him and staked his
claim, capturing her mouth and infusing her with his mating
essence.

Hers hit him so hard almost the moment
he gathered her softness to him and explored her mouth that he
reeled, lost all touch with their surroundings.

He was not completely certain that he
would have regained awareness beyond his woman then except, when he
had carried her to the ground and plastered himself against her,
something low between them began to--buffet his belly and
abdomen.
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