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Chapter One

Emmaline Babet heard them
coming.

Terror seized her the moment she did.
She realized that she’d been listening for the sound, expecting it,
and it still sent a knee weakening shaft of adrenaline through
her.

Leonard had gone into the village to
sell his ore and get supplies.

Maybe it was her they were
after?

Maybe they knew, or at least
suspected, she was there alone?

Maybe not.

It wouldn’t make a difference either
way, she realized.

They were coming.

If they caught her, being dead quickly
was very likely the only thing she could hope for.

She shot to her feet before she
thought better of it and then bent nearly double when she spotted
specks on the distant horizon and closing fast. Slipping one arm
under her burgeoning belly to support it, she ran as fast as she
could toward the tiny cabin the brothers had built--Zeke and
Leonard Loeffler.

The two miners who’d bought her as a
domestic slave at the slave market--to cook and clean and spread
her legs for them.

The weapon Leonard had left with her
to defend herself in case of an attack while he was gone was
standing against the wall by the door. She grabbed it, considered
using it for a handful seconds, and then dashed to the root cellar
to hide when it hit her that there were at least three of
them.

She knew how to fire the
weapon, but she wasn’t good with it when she wasn’t scared shitless--not good
enough to take out three men with weapons and more experience using
them.

“I’ll be ok if they think
I went with Leonard,” she muttered to herself as she frantically
shuffled the clutter on the floor around so that she could get to
the hidden door.

She could hear the pounding of their
beasts’ hooves on the ground, getting louder and louder as she
strained to pull the hatch door up, finally lifted it high enough
to squeeze through and then half fell through the opening as her
weight shifted and she slipped down the ladder-like stairs, barking
her shin.

Biting her lip to contain the cry of
pain that leapt into her throat, fighting to hold on to her wits,
she fumbled for the latch on the inside, settled her hip on a step,
and grasped the leather strap ‘lock’ secured to the back of the
door, ready to throw all of her weight on it if they discovered the
door to the cellar.

Because the lock Leonard had made had
broken off the first time he tested it and she had nothing but the
weight of her body to try to keep them out if they found her hiding
place.

She didn’t know who was coming, but
there was no doubt in her mind that it was a threat.

No one would arrive with so many,
charge up to an outlying homestead without calling out, if they had
anything on their minds beyond robbing, raping, and
pillaging.

Maybe trying to burn the place down if
they could get no other satisfaction.

It might be men that knew
Leonard--people Leonard knew--but not friends.

It was better to be safe than sorry,
she thought.

Zeke had been sorry.

They’d buried him out behind the cabin
after the last raid.

* * * *

Cami was not ‘the one’.

Raphael had tried his best to convince
himself that she was, but the truth was that he had never felt the
way ‘it’ had been described to him--the knowing--and he simply had
not been able to dismiss the doubts that she was and accept that he
was just mistaken. Hopeful.

He realized after a
time--acknowledged--that she was not the one and decided he did not
care.

He knew he desired her.

He had had no problem convincing
himself of that, but, if he was truthful, it was not actually
unusual for him to meet up with a woman, or to see a woman in the
distance, that he was not interested in fucking.

He was a soldier. He was not around
women--any woman--enough to get his fill.

And, consequently, his cock was not
nearly as discerning as he would have liked--or prone to moping if
he could not get the woman he particularly wanted to get hold
of.

And, unlike Kade, he was not inclined
to think he was in love every time his cock saluted.

Regardless, it was hard to watch what
he considered his last best chance at finding a mate disappearing
over the horizon objectively--hard not to take it personally even
though she had made it clear almost from the start that she was
already ‘taken’ and she had no interest in any other
man.

What he did not get was that she had
agreed to go to Mordal at all if she was that focused on the man.
She had had the chance to return to Earth when they had shut down
the pirate operation.

She had not taken it, he finally
realized, because she expected to be delivered to the destination
she had left Earth for.

The man she had left Earth
for.

That had always been the
plan.

He was willing to bet she had not made
that known to command when asked, either--when they had gathered up
the victims of the pirates and made a decision on what to do with
them.

Otherwise they would have parked her
ass on the transport heading back to Earth.

The pirate problem was a human
problem.

They had only gotten involved because the pirates were running
their sex trade operation disguised as a mail order bride service
too close to their borders for their peace of mind.

“I did not like to say
it,” Blaine said, breaking into Raphael’s thoughts, “but I was not
sold on Cami any of the time.”

They were on the bridge, headed toward
‘Paradise’ with their last remaining female--Cami--having already
rendezvoused with the humans and delivered all of the other women
that had decided to decline the invitation to become colonists of
the Cyborg Nation--and mates of the many lonely cyborgs still
searching for one--‘the one’, or close enough.

Raphael slid a narrow eyed glance at
his second, Blaine. “You did not say that,” he said
dryly.

Blaine frowned, as if
trying to recall that and finally shrugged. He had certainly
thought it a lot, and
possibly that was why he had recalled it as done rather than merely
considered? “Part of it was the name.”

“Exactly!” Rowan agreed.
“Gave me the shivers.”

Raphael swiveled around
and fixed him with a mixture of outrage and disbelief. “Her
name?”

Rowan stared at him, clearly trying to
work out what the anger was about.

“The hunters? Do not tell
me you have not noticed that they were given flower names? Cami?
From Camellia, I am thinking? I suspect irony there,” Blaine said
thoughtfully.

Raphael’s lips tightened. “My
biological father was a hunter,” he said coldly. Actually, his
mother, Amy, as well--although she was human and the truth was most
of the cyborgs were a little, or a lot, uneasy about considering
the hunters as life partners.

They had been created to kill cyborgs
after all.

Blaine’s face heated with
discomfort. He gaped at Raphael for a long moment. “That is
different. I would not be fucking him--or any male hunter. I think I would have
difficulty sleeping beside a huntress even if I could get my dick to stand up and
perform without fainting.”

That was so inarguable, Raphael
dismissed his pique.

Just as he had dismissed
his uneasiness about the suggestion that Cami might be a hunter.

She wasn’t.

They had discovered when scans had
been run to search for injuries that she was completely human, but
he had to admit, to himself, at least, that he had not been able to
entirely dismiss it from his mind--however illogical it
was.

It seemed disloyal to his father,
Reese, that he would feel any reluctance at all to entertain
co-habitation with another cyborg based on the fact that they had
been created as a hunter, but he was by no means alone in his
prejudice.

She was built like a huntress--which
was to say that she was almost as close to perfection as any of
them--and another thing that suggested ‘huntress’. She was tall and
lithe and toned. And, while he was not inclined to think of her as
a great beauty, her face was certainly appealing.

Physically, she was highly tempting to
him. There was no doubt in his mind that he would enjoy fucking
her.

Unfortunately, it had not smote him at
any point that she was ‘the one’, but he had not met ‘the one’ and
he had decided it was not likely he was going to either. That was
just bullshit the haves had made up to make the have-nots feel even
more like shit because they had not found a woman of their
own.

He had not detected that special
chemical scent that said ‘mate’ that he was assured was the only
way a cyborg could truly know ‘the one’ that was made for them, but
then again, he had not actually gotten close enough to her to
detect it if it was there or not.

Or if she was as pleasant as she
appeared to be, for that matter--because he had been on duty off
planet most of the time since she was rescued.

And he was not going to get the
fucking chance to, either.

They had been tasked to take the women
who had decided they did not want to stay on Mordal and become
citizens to a rendezvous point with a human military transport that
had been sent to collect them.

He had offered to take Cami to the
colony she had been traveling to since it was no great distance
from the rendezvous where they would leave the others.

And she had asked him to.

And he had thought it might give them
time to dissuade her from returning to her own people.

Because he was just that damned
pigheaded, he thought in disgust.

She had barely left her cabin to
eat.

“You think she has locked
herself in because she is worried that we will try to sex her?”
Kade asked.

Discomfort flickered through Raphael
since that had been a significant part of the campaign he had
thought he might wage before he conceded defeat.

“How else would we court
her?” Blaine asked blankly. “You cannot mate without
fucking.”

“There is another way?”
Rowan asked almost in sync.

Raphael shared a speaking
look with Kade as if to say, naturally, that would be uppermost in
the minds of the made cyborgs.

Not that he had not thought it would
be worth a try himself ….

“I think,” Raphael
admitted uncomfortably, “that she has made it very clear that she
is not fond of the cyborg way.”

“She said that?” Kade
demanded with a mixture dismay and outrage.

Raphael gave him a look. “Yes. When
she went in to her cabin and locked the door. At least … I thought
that was a definite no. We are on approach. Go and offer to sex her
if you think she might be willing.”

Kade glared at him, instantly certain
Raphael thought to make him look and feel like a
jackass.

Because he was the newest, youngest
member of the squad and that meant, in general, all of the shit
details.

“I will ask,” Rowan said,
getting up from his console and striding purposefully toward the
cabin where she was staying.

He was back in a few moments, his face
a deep red--from rage or discomfort or possibly a
combination.

“What did she say?”
Raphael asked curiously.

“Fuck off.”

Raphael studied him in fascination for
a long moment. “What did you say?”

Rowan shrugged, settled in his seat,
and hunched over his console. “I told her we were almost there and
asked if she would like to fuck before we arrived.”

Blaine, Raphael, and Kade exchanged a
long look and then focused on landing procedures. “Well that’s a
surprise and a disappointment,” Raphael muttered.

The space port reflected a colony that
was raw. It was barely more than a hard pack dirt landing pad with
a ramshackle cabin beside it for supply storage.

Raphael wasn’t surprised to discover
that ‘Paradise’ wasn’t as idyllic as the name suggested. It was a
frontier colony and they tended to look as if the colonists were
hanging on by their fingernails--because--generally--they
were.

The majority of the colonists had been
drawn by the possibility of riches--but those riches had to be
pried out of the ground and that left little time or energy to
devote to smoothing the rough edges. Beyond that, it was primarily
men who had come--and nest building was up to women--who were
conspicuous by their absence.

Cami was surprised.

And not happily so.

She looked dismayed and doubtful for
the first time when they had all disembarked and looked
around.

“You have directions to
the hab of your mate?” Raphael asked coolly.

She whipped a look at him
that he found difficult to decipher. “My husband,” she responded with just a
faint edge to her voice. “Homestead. Maybe I could ask at the
mercantile?”

Raphael surveyed the village. He did
not denote ‘vibes’ that suggested hostility or a great deal of fear
and distrust. But there was no friendly interest either.

“We will see if we can
discover where it is and take you. I am required to hand you over
to someone that will insure your safety.”

She seemed to ‘deflate’ with relief.
“Zeke said it wasn’t too far from the village. Maybe ten
miles?”

Raphael and Blaine exchanged a long
look.

On a place like Paradise, that was
far.

Especially for transporting a tiny,
fragile human female.

“We will see if there is
transport to be had,” Raphael said doubtfully. He saw no reason
that ten miles would be particularly taxing for them--they had
gathered their weapons before they had left the ship--but he
thought it very unlikely that Cami could make such a trek in under
a measure of days. And that was only if the trek was fairly
comfortable for walking and there was nothing deadly between the
village and the homestead.

Which he did not think
likely.

They headed to the corral at the edge
of town and spoke to the owner about hiring beasts for transport
since they discovered, without surprise, that that was all that was
available.

The fee the proprietor was
asking was high, but that was no surprise either and, in fact,
Raphael had encountered much higher fees--everything on the colony worlds was
expensive. They haggled briefly, and then they agreed on a price,
paid, and managed to obtain general directions for the
homestead/mine of the Loeffler brothers.

It was already nearly midday when they
set out, but they were assured they could reach the property well
before dark and they set out immediately since Cami not only did
not object, but showed the most enthusiasm she had displayed at any
time previously.

And with his plans lying in the dust,
it had occurred to Raphael pretty forcefully that he might be
looking at trouble for taking the long way back to base. That being
the case, he thought it likely in his best interests to conclude
his business as quickly as possible and hit for home.

They actually made the trek without
any problems, which Raphael considered with astonishment--which was
not to say that it ended without incident.

They were nearing the homestead when
they heard the unmistakable sounds of an attack in the near
distance.

They drew their beasts to a halt to
consider the situation since it sounded like something that might
draw them into the middle of human affairs they were strongly
advised not to interfere in.

“What are you doing?” Cami
gasped. “They’re being attacked! Do
something!”

Raphael and his squad turned to study
her. Before Raphael could decide how to respond to her demand that
they offer themselves up to take a few holes in the interests of
returning her to her man, a man ran out from the wooded area
nearby, startling the beasts they were riding.

Moron.

Fortunately for him, Raphael
entertained doubt that it was an attack--since the moron was not
carrying a weapon--and, therefore, did not draw his sword and
skewer him.

“Cami!” the stranger
exclaimed with shocked disbelief and every appearance of dawning
joy.

“Leonard!” Cami screamed,
launching herself from the beast and racing to fling herself at
him.

Raphael and his squad relaxed and
exchanged confused looks while Cami and Leonard hugged and
kissed.

“This is your man?”
Raphael asked when they finally came up for air. “I thought that
you had said you husband was named Zeke?”

“Yes!” Cami exclaimed
happily and then looked a little guilty and self-conscious “Oh.
This is my dear brother-in-law, Leonard.”

The man turned his full attention to
them when she did.

“Raiders!” Leonard said,
still holding Cami tightly to him. “I was on my way back from the
village when I saw them and took cover. I was outnumbered. I was
trying to figure out how I might find an advantage in dealing with
them. Or if it was best to just wait them out.”

Raphael sent Blaine a questioning
look. “This is outside of our orders,” he said coolly. On the other
hand, they had spent just enough time in transporting their charges
to become antsy with boredom.

And they weren’t inclined to go the
other way when they came upon a fight.

Blaine, Kade, and Rowan considered the
question briefly and finally shrugged, pulled their weapons and
bellowed their battle challenge, launching their beasts into a
charge.

The invaders, who’d been running
around the outside of the small cabin, and racing in and out of the
structure collecting booty, stopped abruptly in their tracks,
lifting their heads in alert. After staring at the squad of men
charging toward them for a handful of stunned seconds, they
abruptly threw down their spoils. Racing to their own beasts, they
leapt into the saddles and then took off in the opposite direction
as fast as they could convince their beasts to run. By the time
Raphael, Blaine, Kade and Rowan reached the cabin, the men were
disappearing into the woods on the other side.

Irritation flickered through Raphael,
but after a long moment, he tamped the urge to give chase. A good
fight would have gone a long way toward expelling his frustrations,
but clearly, the bastards were not going to give them a good
fight--any fight.

His men, looking as dissatisfied with
the lack of resistance as he felt, lowered their weapons and, after
a moment, secured them.

Dismounting, they tied their beasts
up, looked around the outside of the cabin and finally went inside
to check the damage and look for the other brother--the husband,
Zeke.

The search was a short one.

They only detected one heat
signature.

But it did not belong to the
brother.

There was a very small, very pregnant
tiny human woman attached to a cord hanging from the door Raphael
snatched open--off.

He stared at her in stunned
appreciation.

Her mouth was formed in an almost
perfect ‘O’ of shocked surprise when she met his gaze, her eyes
rounded with horror so that the whites were visible all the way
around the stunning gold/green/brown irises.

Raphael met her gaze and felt a
shockwave roll over him that was as substantial as a bomb
explosion. It instantly threw him into a state of complete
disorder.

Catatonia.

He was too dazed by the impact to be
capable of feeling or thinking anything at all for many
moments.


Chapter Two

Surprise did not cross Raphael’s mind.
He was not certain, later, that anything did.

Until he saw her little heart shaped
face crimp with insipient tears of terror.

He reached for her then, detaching her
from the thing she held, gathering her to him with one arm and then
dropping the door he had ripped off. “Do not cry. You are safe,
sweet heart. We mean you no harm.”

She gaped up at him at that--either
because of the soothing comments or the fact that he’d dragged her
into his embrace.

And Raphael realized abruptly that he
felt ‘it’ as he drank in the face staring back at him--that one
thing he had begun to believe simply did not exist.

“Who in the
hell is that woman?”
Cami demanded, piercing everyone’s shock as hers broke.

Raphael turned to look at her in
surprise, because he realized he had been so enthralled with his
little rescue that he’d barely been aware of Cami when he heard her
and her man enter the cabin.

Or given any thought to them since
he’d left them on the ridge.

One look at his men verified that they
had been equally oblivious--as focused on their tiny woman as he
was.

They had all been dangerously
distracted.

Not that they had not already
‘secured’ the area before he had found her, but the arrival of Cami
and her ‘dear’ brother-in-law was … not comforting.

Leonard gaped at Cami and then gaped
at the woman Raphael was holding as if he’d never set eyes on her
before. “She … uh …. Zeke bought her at the slave market. I told
him not to … that you wouldn’t like it.”

Cami’s eyes narrowed on his
face.

Clearly, she detected lies.

Just as clearly, she wasn’t certain
what to do or say.

Dismissing the pair, Raphael moved
away from the hole he had found the woman in, looked around for a
place to put her and finally carried her outside and set her
carefully on her feet. “Are you hurt, dearling?” he asked in a
rusty sounding voice he hardly recognized as his own.

She gaped at him speechlessly and then
glanced around at the other men in his squad--who were staring at
her with vacuous expressions that made Raphael exquisitely
uncomfortable … and also pissed him off.

She sniffed. Then her face crumpled
and tears ran down her cheeks. She wrestled with her emotions,
though, and beat back the urge to yield to hysterics. “I’m … ok. I
hid.”

“I left you a weapon to
protect yourself,” Leonard said tightly from the doorway of the
cabin as he emerged to challenge the men who’d taken
her.

She looked at him, but she didn’t say
anything.

Raphael glared at him,
struggling to tamp the urge to pound him into the ground as outrage
poured through him. “There were three men,” he growled.
“You hid in the
woods. You think the little thing could protect herself from
that?”

“Why wasn’t Zeke here if
he isn’t with you?” Cami demanded, emerging from the cabin on his
heels, as if she’d just noticed her husband was absent.

And very likely
had just noticed since
it was the first she’d shown any interest in him.

Leonard’s expression hardened. “He was
killed by raiders maybe six months ago.”

Cami stared at him in shock and then
promptly collapsed in tears.

Leonard looked down at her
uncomfortably for a moment and finally scooped her up and took her
back inside and settled her on a pallet near the hearth.

Raphael frowned and then led the woman
a little further from the racket Cami was making. “What is your
name, angel?”

Her face reddened. “Emmaline
Babet.”

“Is what that man said
true? His brother bought you on the slave market?” Blaine growled,
clearly struggling with outrage.

Her color fluctuated. “Yes,” she said
finally. “He and his brother--Leonard and Zeke.”

“You are from Earth,
sweetheart?” Kade asked.

She gasped hopefully. “Yes! Pirates
captured the ship I was traveling in.”

The men shared tight looks. “It is
against the laws of your people to buy or sell slaves,” Raphael
growled angrily.

She studied him uneasily. “Yeah. It
is--unless nobody’s around to enforce it.”

“We will take you away
from here,” Raphael said decisively. “If you wish to come with
us.”

“Like hell you will!”
Leonard growled from the doorway, stepping out of the cabin with a
rifle and aiming it at them. “Em--get your ass over
here.”

Emma stared at him and backed a little
closer to the men she’d been talking to, clutching at Blaine as he
coiled an arm around her and pulled her protectively
closer.

Raphael reached him in one lunge,
almost before he could point the weapon, and snatched the rifle
from his grip.

And then bent it in half.
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