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Chapter One

There was something in the darkness, something terrifying.
Emerald could feel its presence and her heart began to pound
with the fear that grew in her along with the certainty that if she
didn't find a way to escape it, the evil thing would catch her.
She glanced away, searching for some place to run to, some
place to hide, but there was a thick fog rolling around her that
obscured her surroundings.

It didn't matter, she told herself. She just needed to get away,
to put some distance between herself and the threat and then
she would find a place to hide. Not even the fear seemed to
lend her the strength she needed to flee, though. Every muscle
in her body strained with effort and she still found she could
barely move. Her heart thundered faster the harder she



struggled until she hardly breathe for fear tightening her chest.

It was coming. She could feel it coming. Her fear sharpened

when she felt it directly behind her. She struggled to scream

and came awake with a jolt that echoed throughout her body
as if she'd fallen and landed hard.

Sucking in a sharp breath, trying to calm her racing heart, she
lay for several moments with her eyes closed, reassuring
herself that it had been nothing but a dream and at the same
time struggling to recapture the nightmare and figure out what
had scared her so much. The little she remembered began to
fade almost immediately, though, far faster than the effects it
had had on her. Realizing after a few moments that sleep had
escaped her and that she really didn't want to go back to
sleep for fear the dream would resume, she opened her eyes.

She almost thought when she had that she was still asleep
and dreaming. The wall she found herself staring at didn't look
the least bit familiar. Frowning, struggling now to recall her last
memories before she'd fallen asleep, she scanned everything
within view and finally turned her head to search further.

Her heart, which had barely begun to regain its natural rhythm,
leapt with alarm when she saw the two men-the two beings-
standing between her and the door. She would've leapt from
the bed except she discovered she was bound to it.

The taller of the two moved a little closer. "Don't be alarmed.
You're safe."



He spoke English? It threw her. For several moments she
wondered if something was wrong with her eyes or her mind,
or if it was purely aniillusion of light and shadows, but even
though she blinked rapidly, the being still looked alien-almost
human, but different enough there was no doubt in her mind
that he wasn't.

She stared at him hard, trying to will the strangeness to
vanish, searching his features. The sharp angles and planes
that made up his face might have been human. His nose was
long and narrow, the nostrils slanted upward in a sharp angle
that almost bordered a sneer and yet there was nothing else
about his expression to suggest contempt. It was merely the
natural slant, she was certain, and it gave him an almost regal,
superior appearance. His mouth was little more than a slash,
the lips hard and thin. The deep set eyes above the prominent
cheekbones were the least human-looking feature.
Surrounded by long, heavy lashes, they were slanted far more
than human eyes, large and heavy lidded. A thick pelt of pale
hair, cut in layers and groomed in a style that was almost
familiar framed his face and brushed his shoulders.

His skin and hair tones were almost the most human-like
features he possessed.

Overall, the impression was almost that of a predatory bird-the
angular face and beak of a nose almost hawk-like-attractive
enough in a strangely exotic way, and still unhuman-like
enough to make her belly stir with uneasiness.

She scanned down his length, her gaze flickering over his



hands, his long legs and torso, clothed in some strange
metallic-looking material in a style that seemed as exotic as
his physical appearance and yet oddly familiar, and finally
returning to his face. He was the height of a tall human male,
his build almost as angular as his face, but still very human-
like in his proportions and shape, his hips and waist narrow
and V'ing upward to form a wide chest and broad shoulders,
not merely humanoid.

"Where am I?" she asked finally, alarmed to discover speech
was a great effort, her voice hoarse as if with disuse.

Something flickered in his eyes. "Earth."

Emerald felt her heart begin to pound again, although she
couldn't decide why that would frighten her. Maybe because
she didn't believe him? "You're not ... human. What are you?"

The other being moved up beside him. He was taller than the
first by several inches, and far broader, less angular. Oddly
enough, the 'predatory bird' impression persisted with him,
however, for his face was also hard and angular, despite the
fact that he clearly had more muscle mass. His hair was
longer and almost black. "I'm sure you have many questions.
Rest. We'll talk later."

Anger flickered through Emerald despite her lingering alarm
at her discovery that she'd woken among aliens. "Rest? Tied
down?" she asked tightly.

The two men exchanged a long look. The first man spoke



again. "The restraints were only for your safety, to keep you
falling while you were unconscious. | can remove them now
that you're awake."

Emerald was suddenly uncertain of whether she wanted him
that close to her. On the other hand, being tied down was
certainly no comfort. She swallowed a little convulsively,
struggling to dredge up an attempt to be cordial when she felt
more threatened as time progressed. "Please."

He seemed to hesitate, as if trying to decide whether she was
mentally stable enough to make her request reasonable and
finally moved closer. The other man remained where he was,
which was some relief until it occurred to her that it might be
more a matter of precaution rather than for her comfort. He
was closer to the door and positioned in a way that would
make escape unlikely even if the first man was distracted
enough for her to elude him.

The man who'd approached went to a small console beside
the narrow bed where she lay and touched several buttons.
The restraints across her chest and hips released and
retracted. Her attention caught by the movement, her gaze
followed instinctively, and she saw she wasn't lying on a bed at
all, but rather inside some sort of coffin-like capsule. The part
she was lying on had the look of a narrow bunk or hospital
bed, but above her was a clear, lozenge shaped top that she
knew, somehow, had enclosed her until very recently. Alarm
fluttered through her again. Struggling with it, she scanned the
contraption, trying to decide what it was and what its purpose



might be.

"Do you feel strong enough to walk? If so, we'll escort you to
... @ more comfortable room."

Emerald jerked a quick glance toward the one who'd spoken-
the dark one-searching her mind for some reason she might
not be strong enough to walk. Nothing came to her. In fact, her
mind was strangely bereft of memories and that alarmed her
even more. "Why wouldn't | be?"

His dark brows rose questioningly, but she could see
something flicker in his eyes and the suspicion arose that he
not only knew exactly what she was asking, he knew why she
might be weak. She dismissed the question for the moment
since it seemed clear that neither of them meant to tell her
anything and a sense of self-preservation made her reluctant
to let them know she couldn't remember anything.

In any case, panic began to claw at her the moment she
realized just how empty her mind was of memories. It wasn't
just that she still couldn't remember what had happened just
before she fell asleep. She couldn't summon any sort of
memories from before she'd fallen asleep. The effort to
capture something-anything-made sharp pains stab at her
brain. The suspicion instantly arose that they might not only
know why, but might be responsible for the memory loss. More
importantly at the moment, though, she knew her survival
might well depend on keeping her wits about her. She couldn't
afford to yield to the hysteria trying to gain a hold on her.



Her body, she discovered, responded sluggishly to the internal
command to rise. She sat up with an effort, a conscious
command of her muscles rather than the automatic response
it should have been. Dizziness instantly assailed her. She
closed her eyes, struggling against it and felt hands settle on
her shoulders. When her eyes popped open in response, she
discovered the fair haired alien had caught her.

Her heart sped up, palpitating in a jerky way that further
unnerved her as she found herself staring into his eyes, felt her
senses expand instantly to encompass him. Despite the fact
that his appearance was lean, she discovered that it was
misleading. It was his height that made him seem slender. The
hands gripping her shoulders were large and powerful, his
chest far broader than she'd realized. Unconsciously, she
sucked in a deep breath, inhaling his scent.

It was oddly reassuring when he didn't look human to discover
that his scent was comfortingly familiar-even appealing to her
senses-not alien. "I'm alright," she said a little stiltedly.

He seemed reluctant to release her, but she became certain
that it wasn't merely concern for her dizziness. For a moment
longer, he held her, staring at her face, and then he seemed to
come to himself. He released his hold and allowed his arms to
drop to his sides.

Emerald made a new, unpleasant discovery, when she tossed
aside the sheet that had covered her.

She was naked.



Her gaze flew upward with a mixture of alarm and accusation
from her bare breasts and groin to the man standing over her.
She saw anger flicker in his eyes briefly. Instead of saying
anything, however, he picked up the sheet that had dropped
from her and held it up in offering. Emerald snatched it from
him and struggled to wrap it around herself, sliding her legs
over the side of the platform she'd been lying on and inching
her buttocks toward the edge. The floor was further than she'd
expected. Her bare feet met icy metal when she slipped from
the bed to the floor, landing with an impact that sent stinging
sensation through the soles of her feet. Her ankles and knees
jolted and nearly gave out. He curled his hand around one
arm, steadied her, and released her.

Emerald felt as heavy as if she'd just climbed out of a pool of
water after being buoyed by it for hours. Striving to ignore the
heaviness and at the same time pretend it wasn't so lest they
perceive her weakness, she focused on adjusting the length of
fabric to allow herself a few moments to gather defenses.

The room they were in, she discovered from her new
perspective, was empty except for the contraption she'd
climbed out of. It shouldn't have been a surprise considering
how small the room was, and yet it seemed to speak
somehow more of a lab setting than a medical treatment
room. She wasn't certain why unless it was the thing that had
contained her itself-which didn't rule out the possibility that it
was, in fact, a medical facility. She might've been confined in it
for any number of medical reasons. Unfortunately, no firm



sense of 'why' occurred to her.

The dark one studied her with patent interest as she moved
toward him. He waited until she'd halted in front of him
questioningly-several moments past that, in point of fact-
before he turned and led the way to the door. It slid open
silently, disappearing into the wall beside it and Emerald saw
a corridor outside. Rather than directional light, the walls,
ceiling, and floor seemed to glow, although the light wasn't
phosphorescent but white. Emerald looked around curiously
as they left the room, but there was not only nothing to see,
there was nothing the least bit familiar about it to jog
memories.

The two men fell into step alongside her. She glanced up at
them and discovered they were taller than she'd thought,
closer to seven feet than the average six of a human, for she
wasn't a short woman even though she wasn't particularly tall
for her own species. She felt short beside them-dainty, in fact.
She couldn't decide whether she liked the feeling or not, but
she was inclined to think not. If they'd been attractive human
males-maybe-but she wasn't sure she would've liked it even
then. In her current situation, it only seemed to emphasize her
disadvantage.

Thankfully, the trek wasn't a long one. She'd felt weak and
heavy and awkward from the moment she'd gotten up. She
was tired to the point of dizziness by the time they halted at
another door. When it opened, she saw a room almost as
stark as the one they'd left. It contained a real bunk, however,



and a table and two easy chairs. Ignoring the bed, she
headed to the closest chair and plopped into it weakly.

"Do you remember your name?"

Emerald sent a sharp look at the dark haired alien. "Why
wouldn't I?" she asked tautly.

He frowned and sent a wry look at the other man. "I'm Tarig."
"My name is Koryn."

Emerald glanced from Tariq, the dark one, to Koryn, the fair
'slender' male, wondering at her reluctance even to tell them
her name. What was the sense of 'wrong' nagging at her, as if
she was supposed to keep everything about herself 'secret'?
Shaking it after a moment because it seemed more
imperative to convince them that she had her memories, she
responded, "Emerald."

Both of them looked surprised. "This is the name of stone
considered precious, correct?"

Emerald felt her face heat. "It's still my name," she said stiffly.
"For the color of your eyes?" Koryn asked.

Emerald glanced at him, searching her mind. It was dismaying
that she didn't know. She hadn't even known her eyes were
green. She glanced down at the question, though, and stared
at the lock of hair across her shoulder. It was red, a dark wine



red. How could she know that, know what wine was and the
color red, when she couldn't seem to remember anything at
all? "I'm Irish," she said, the words tumbling from some deep
recess of her mind without any attempt to draw them forth. "Of
Irish descent, anyway. If's a trait of my Irish heritage-the green
eyes and the red hair."

Tariq tilted his head curiously. "What else do you remember?"

Nothing! Instead of yielding to the panic, she took the
offensive position. "l don't remember how | got here and | don't
know why I'm here! Am |l a ... prisoner?"

The men exchanged a look she found hard to decipher. "No,"
Koryn said tightly after a prolonged moment.

"Then | can leave?"
"Where would you go?"

Emerald threw a frightened look at Tariq at the question. His
expression tightened but she had the sense that he was more
annoyed with himself than her.

"You've been ... asleep for a long time. We're just trying to
discover what you remember," Koryn said soothingly.

Emerald swallowed a little convulsively, her mind taking flight
at that and scrambling madly again for memories that weren't
there. The suggestion, it seemed to her, was that she'd been
in a coma and that suggested something awful had happened



to her. She looked down at her lap, trying to remember if she'd
noticed any scars when she'd seen she was naked. Nothing
jumped out at her, but then she'd been too unnerved by her
nakedness to really search for healing scars. Still, she didn't
feel anything that suggested healing wounds or even the
tightness of a scar, or muscle that didn't work quite right. She
lifted a hand to her face.

"There are no scars," Tariq said, his voice almost harsh.

She flicked a glance at him, relieved, but still dumbfounded. "
don't understand. Why was | asleep so long?" She frowned,
thinking. "Was | in stasis for some reason? Traveling in
space? Is that  how | got here? This is a ship, isn't it?"

"We're on Earth. We found you here."

Why couldn't she remember being found then? "You? You
mean you and Koryn?"

He seemed to hesitate. "The ... androids."

He'd meant to say something else. She stared at him, trying to
figure out what he'd almost said, but she came up empty.
"Why are you here ... on Earth?" If that was actually where
they were and she found that they'd been elusive enough in
their answers that she didn't trust either one. She didn't feel as
threatened as she had at first. They didn't seem to mean her
any harm, but that didn't necessarily mean they didn't.

The men exchanged a look she found impossible to interpret.



"There are some things that it will be better for you to take
your time and remember on your own. We've no desire to
influence you, when the end result, perhaps, would be the
development of false memories due to suggestion,” Koryn
answered finally.

It disturbed her that they knew she had amnesia, but what he'd
said seemed to suggest they weren't responsible. Could she
trust that, though? "So you're saying you can't, or won't, tell me
why you're here?"

"You don't mean to rest until you have some answers, do you?
" Tariq asked wryly, glancing at Koryn. It wasn't actually the sort
of look that asked permission, but it was something like that,
as if he was consulting Koryn.

It occurred to her abruptly, that Koryn must be something like a
medic. Tariq seemed to defer to him primarily when the
answer to a question might upset her. What would that make
Tariq, then?

"She should have food, anyway," Koryn said decisively
moving to a panel on one wall. When he'd depressed the
button, he spoke into it in a language that was so clearly not
Earthly in origins that it shot a fresh jolt of adrenaline through
Emerald's system.

"We are of the Anunnaki," Tariq said. "Does that mean
anything to you?"

Emerald stared at him, blinking while she tried to access a
memory that seemed to tickle her mind, just out of reach. She



frowned, straining harder to grasp it and finally gave up. "It
almost seems ... familiar somehow. Why is that? Are our
people ... allies?"

Tariq frowned. After a moment, he crossed the small room and
settled on the bunk Emerald had decided to ignore. "lt's
curious that you used that particular word. It suggests a
military alliance. Are you a politician? Or a soldier?"

Emerald felt the color leave her face and return with a
vengeance. She bit her lower lip in frustration. There really
didn't seem much point in trying to support the pretense that
she had memories, though, when they clearly knew she didn't.
"l don't know."

Koryn settled in the other chair. "It's alright," he said soothingly.
"I think you'll find it easier if you don't work too hard to
remember."

"I had a head injury," Emerald said abruptly.
"Did you?"

There was enough curiosity in the question that it undermined
Emerald's certainty that that was what had happened to her.
Wouldn't they know if they'd treated her? "What else would
explain the fact that | can't remember things?" she asked, an
edge to her voice that was more fear than anger. What weren't
they telling her?

Koryn sent a tightlipped look in Tarig's direction. Tariq



shrugged, but she wasn't certain if it was a dismissal of
Koryn's concern or her question. His next statement seemed
to imply the latter. "There are other things that might account
for the lack."

"Like what?"

He smiled abruptly. Emerald felt her belly quiver, but she didn't
have to search for the reason behind it. His smile was as
beautiful as he was, making it instantly, abundantly clear why
they seemed alien when they looked so human. They were
flawlessly perfect-both of them-and it wasn't just the perfectly
white, perfectly straight teeth he displayed. His mouth curled in
a perfectly uniform smile and displayed two perfectly shaped
and identical dimples, one in either cheek-in the exact same
spot.

In nature, at least human nature, there was no such thing as
perfect symmetry. "You aren't ... at all like | expected you
would be."

Emerald frowned slightly. It actually sounded like it was
intended as a compliment, but it made her wonder how he'd
expected her to be-and why he'd had any expectations at all.

Because he'd been studying her when she was unconscious
and wulnerable.

She had mixed feelings about that that she couldn't unravel or
understand beyond the fact that she was flattered and
dismayed at the same time.



"liness ... other trauma," Koryn answered her question
instead of Tariq.

She performed an internal inventory, but although she felt
weak, that suggestion to account for her lack of memories
didn't seem closer than an accident. Maybe they'd zapped her
with something that had caused the amnesia?

"But you think Il remember?"

"We have great hope that you will remember at least some
things."

llWhyf?ll
Tariq lifted his brows but something flickered in his eyes.

"I know why | want to remember. I'm just curious that it seems
important to you."

"lt's important to your peace of mind," Tariq responded
smoothly. "That's sufficient, surely?"

It was and it wasn't. She needed it, but she had the sense that
they needed or wanted her memories as much as she did and
maybe that explained why they weren't willing to give her
'suggestions' that might produce those 'false memories' Koryn
had mentioned? She might have pursued that except that the
door opened and a third man entered. He was clearly of the
same race even though he looked a good bit shorter-at least
a half a head shorter, although still tall compared to a human



male-and, unlike them, his hair was close cropped to his
head. Military, her mind supplied, although she had no idea
where the thought had come from.

He brought a tray in, set it on the small table between the
chairs, bowed and departed.

Emerald stared at him until the door closed. "He doesn't
speak English?" she guessed.

"He wasn't programmed to, no."

Emerald glanced at Tariq sharply, considering that. "You're
saying ...?"

"He's an android. They are both biological-externally, anyway-
and mechanical. They serve us."

Emerald frowned doubtfully, going over what she'd seenin her
mind, but she couldn't think of anything that suggested he was
a machine. "He didn't look like a machine ... or act like one."

Tariq shrugged. "Nevertheless, he was 'born'ina lab."
"Do they have names?" she asked curiously.
"That was my assistant-Roth," Koryn responded.

Assistant? Did that imply they worked in a lab? It didn't seem
like the sort of term one would use in a medical sense. He
would've said nurse, wouldn't he? "He's not a soldier, then?



What does he assist you with?"

This time it was Koryn who smiled and made her belly
shimmy. He spread his hands wide in a gesture. "In whatever
way | require assistance."

"What made you think he might be a soldier?" Tariq asked
curiously.

Emerald frowned. "The hair. It looks like a military cut."

Koryn removed the cover over the tray and set it on the floor.
"Eat ... while it's hot."

Emerald's stomach growled as soon as the aroma hit her, but
she wasn't particularly thrilled to see it looked like nothing but
broth of some kind. Chicken, maybe?

How could she know so many things and not remember
anything about herself beyond her name, she wondered with
sudden frustration? What sort of brain damage could she
have that would allow her to talk and think, to identify what
most everything around her was-even to know about things
she had no reason to know about?

Trusting the thoughts aside after a moment, she ignored the
spoon and picked the small cup-like bowl up, taking a careful
sip. She knew as soon as the hot liquid cascaded over her
tongue and down her throat that it was chicken soup as she'd
thought, or at least something very like it. "When can | have
real food?"



Koryn chuckled as if pleased. "We'll get there."

Emerald nodded a little distractedly, trying to figure out how
she'd known that she had to start with clear liquids and work
toward solid food. How would she know that? Did it mean she
had a medical background herself? Or was it because she'd
been hurt badly enough before to discover it?

"You never told me why you're here," she said after a moment,
realizing they'd actually told her very little at all. it seemed they
had a question for every question she asked.

Tariq studied her for a long moment and stood up, clearly
intending to leave. "In a very real sense, we are ... allies of
your race. We've been to Earth many times in the past-though
it's been a quite a while since we last visited."

* k k %

"What do you think?"

They'd left Emerald to rest and retired to Tarig's quarters to
discuss her condition where they could speak openly since
Tariq insured his privacy with a daily sweep for any sort
recording devices. Tariq, who'd sprawled in a chair and
stretched his long legs out before him to study his boots
frowning, glanced up at Koryn's question. He thought she was
breathtaking. He thought they'd made a serious error in
judgment when they'd decided to seek perfection. Nature had
made Emerald beautiful despite the many tiny imperfections



his own people had obsessed over.

Of course, no one was disputing that they'd made far too
many mistakes-not anymore.

Somehow, he didn't think that Koryn's thoughts were running in
the same direction as his own, however. He shrugged. "I'm not
the scientist."

Koryn frowned. "This isn't my area of expertise," he pointed
out tightly.

"This isn't anyone's area of expertise," Tariq said angrily,
shoving to his feet and crossing his cabin to his beverage
dispenser. "I'm having nizsum? You?"

Koryn's brows rose. Tariq rarely indulged in fermented drinks,
particularly not anything as strong as nizsum. "I'm not sure
that's a good idea."

"She'll sleep a while. You've time for the effects to wear off."
"A small one, then."

Tariq took the two drinking vessels the dispenser produced,
which were roughly the size and length of his index finger and
crossed to hand one to him. When he'd settled in his chair
again, he merely studied the dark liquid in the transparent
vessel, however. "l think she's the strongest one we've found
... and I'm still not certain | want to risk it. In fact, | damned well
know I don't. She's too ...." He broke off, his mind straying to



her again as he struggled to find the word he was looking for.

"Precious," Koryn finished when Tariq didn', lifting his vessel
and downing the contents. "There is not another like her in the
universe and never will be again if we aren't damned careful
with her."

"No two are ever entirely the same," Tariq said dryly. "But
you're right. | don't want to risk losing her. Even the mission
isn't worth that. We'll keep digging."

"So ... you're saying we should implant memories to guard
her sanity?"

Tariq stared at him for a long moment, struggling with the
angry denunciation that instantly rose to mind. "l don't know,"
he growled finally and downed his own draught of nizsum.

Koryn tilted his head, frowning at Tariq curiously. It wasn't like
Tariq at all to be so indecisive. "We only have two options," he
reminded him. "We can wait and see if she remembers
anything of use to us, or we can manipulate her memories."

The memories would change her, though, Tariq thought angrily,
and he didn't want anything about her altered-not by so much
as a hair. She would be someone else, because she would
have some else's memories. Unfortunately, his orders were
clear cut and not open to interpretation. "Prepare the implant,”
he said tightly. "That way it'll be ready if we see it's necessary.
In the mean time, we'll keep her under close observation."



"What do you suggest?" Koryn asked slowly.

Tariq glanced at him sharply, feeling his belly tighten with
reluctance. He swallowed with an effort against the knot that
rose in his throat, a mixture of frustration and disgust and
anger. "What the hell happened here?" he growled.

It was a rhetorical question Koryn made no attempt to answer.
None of them knew what had happened, had so much as an
inkling. They'd been trying to find answers to their questions
since they'd arrived weeks earlier to find a garden of Eden
bereft of the children left in her care.

"Study her personality and try to work up something as close
as you can," Tariq said tiredly. "l think there's a good chance
that she had a military background and, if that's true, she's the
first we've recovered that might have some of the answers
we're looking for."

* Kk ok *

Emerald was so sleepy when she finished drinking the soup
that she immediately suspected they'd laced it with something
to knock her out. She discarded the thought after a few
moments' reflection. She hadn't noticed anything 'strange’
about the taste and she felt sure she would have if there'd
been any sort of drug added.

For a while, she resisted the pull, too unnerved by her situation
to feel safe to sleep, but it was a losing battle. Finally, she got
up, climbed into the bunk and yielded. She had no idea how



long she slept, but she woke feeling far more alert than before
and not nearly as weak. Deciding the soup and the nap had
been beneficial, she got up and explored her cabin. There
wasn't much to explore, unfortunately, but she did discover that
there was a private facility that included a shower attached to
the small cabin.

The long, hot shower sapped a good bit of the energy she'd
woken up with, unfortunately, even while it seemed to ease
some of the soreness from her muscles and invigorate her.
Wrapping up in the sheet again when she'd dried off, she
returned to the main room and settled in a chair to think.

She'd had another nightmare. Unfortunately, from the moment
she woke it was just as elusive as the one before except that it
left her with the sense, right or wrong, that it wasn't just a
'generic' nightmare. She struggled with her memory for a little
while and finally gave up. She couldn't be certain the
nightmare had any basis in reality at all. It might, as she
suspected, be the result of something she'd experienced, but
she had no way of determining that even if she could
remember the details of the dream.

She didn't know what to think about her situation. It just
seemed too pat that aliens had come to visit the Earth and run
across her and decided to rescue her even if not for the fact
that she could tell they were withholding a great deal from her.
It was possible, she supposed, that the Anunnaki were a
benevolent race and such things were commonplace to them-
assisting others-and yet she couldn't imagine that they would



travel so far merely to 'visit'. They would almost certainly have
an agenda. She just couldn't figure out what that might be.

She knew, though, that they'd traveled a tremendous distance.
Even if not for the fact that that 'felt' true, they'd implied it
themselves.

So, they were here for a reason. Did she have anything to do
with that reason, she wondered? Or had they come across her
purely by accident?

It seemed to her that she could safely discard the suspicion
that they were enemies of the people of Earth. What would be
the point in taking care of her if they were? They'd said she
wasn't a prisoner-or Koryn had, although there'd been
something about Tarig's manner that made her questionit.
They certainly hadn't treated her like one.

She was naked, though, and Tariq's question had unnerved
her when she'd asked if she was free to leave. 'Where would
she go?' Somehow, she thought it wasn't a reference to the
fact that she couldn't remember where she belonged. It had
seemed ... ominous somehow.

Shaking the thought and the sick feeling that began to churnin
her belly, she got up decisively to test whether or not she was
a prisoner. The door opened the moment she approached it.
Gathering the sheet more tightly around herself, she stepped
into the corridor and looked around. Since she hadn't seen
anything the way they'd come when they'd left the treatment
room-or whatever it was-she headed off in the opposite



direction.

The corridor seemed endless. It was a while before she
noticed that there were doors leading off of the corridor.
Closed, they formed a nearly invisible seam against the
surrounding walls. She hesitated when she reached the next,
but since it occurred to her that it was quite possibly
someone's private quarters, she decided not to test the
theory.

She'd been moving along the corridor for perhaps twenty to
thirty minutes when it abruptly dawned on her that she had no
idea how to get back to the room where they'd taken her.
Dismayed, she stopped, turning to look back in the direction
she'd come from. A very little consideration convinced her that
she was committed to her quest. She really had no choice at
this point but to continue to look if for no other reason than she
was lost.

She reached a branch in the corridor a few minutes later and
debated whether to stay with the corridor she'd been following
or try the one that branched off at a tangent. She saw what
appeared to be a row of windows further along the branch,
however, and that decided the matter.

Moving a little more quickly, she hurried along the corridor until
she reached the first and discovered it was just as she'd
suspected, a view port. A wave of shock and horror swept
over her when she saw the view, however.

She was too shocked for many minutes to actually assimilate



what she was looking at and too distressed even when she
had to throw off her shock. The first indication she had that
she was no longer alone was when a hand settled on her
shoulder. Jumping, she whirled instinctively, clamping a hand
on the wrist attached to the hand on her shoulder and
whipping his arm behind his back. She didn't get the chance
to finish executing the maneuver that should have put him on
the floor. He followed, flowing easily with her movements and
using her grip on his wrist to jerk her against his length and
bind her in an unbreakable hold.

"So ... you are military."

Emerald twisted her head around to look up and back at her
captor. There was no relief in discovering it was Tariqg. "Let me
go," she said through teeth clenched to hide just how shaken
she was.

His brows rose at the demand, but his grip slackened.
Emerald whirled away from him immediately, bending to
snatch up the sheet she'd dropped and whipping it around
herself shakily before she confronted him. "That isn't Earth!"
she said angrily, pointing a shaking finger toward the window.
"We aren't on Earth! | don't know where the hell we are, but
thatisn't Earth!"

?



Chapter Two

Tariq eyed her assessingly. "It isn't the Earth you once knew,
butitis Earth," he said finally.

It wasn't! He was lying, damn him! She knew he had to be.
Without another word, she whipped around, intent on racing
down the corridor in search of a route of escape. He caught
up to her before she'd even managed to accelerate to an all
out run, snagging her around the waist. She whirled on him,
her survival instincts at the fore, intent upon fighting her way to
freedom if necessary.

Unfortunately, she'd already given away her hand in the
previous encounter. He was ready for her and he was not only
far bigger and stronger, he was amazingly fast for a being that
was big enough he should have been slow and clumsy. He
caught her wrists and when she tried to break free and run
again, he merely twirled her in a tight circle and used her own
arms to bind her against him. "Calm down! Now!" he growled
through his teeth.

"You said | wasn't a prisoner! That was a lie, too!"

"We didn't go through the effort of regenerating you just to



allow you to destroy yourself," he said tightly.

His comment took the fight completely out of her. She twisted
her head to look up at him in disbelief. "Regenerated?" she
gasped, so horrified at the implication that her mind had gone
completely chaotic.

Several emotions flickered across his face in quick
succession-anger and self-disgust among them. Finally, a
look of resignation and purposefulness settled on his hard
features. "Come with me and I'll explain what I can," he said
decisively.

Emerald was in no mental state to either agree or object. He
took her silence as acquiescence and eased his hold on her.
Settling an arm around her shoulders, he led her back in the
direction she'd come. When they reached the connecting
corridor, he turned left and hurried her along it, stopping after
only a few moments before a door. It opened, revealing an
apartment far more elegant than the one she'd been taken to
before and at least three times as big.

It was still much the same layout, she saw, an apartment in the
sense that it was divided between a lounging area, a work
area, and a rest area, but not spartanly appointed.

He led her to a chair and gently pushed her down on the seat.
She stared at his back blankly as he moved away. In a few
moments, he returned, crouched in front of her and held out a
tiny vessel that looked more like a test tube than anything else.
Emerald stared blankly at it and then looked at him.



"Drink it."

She took it like a sleepwalker, put the edge against her lips,
and tipped it up. The liquid that spilled into her mouth burned
like fire all the way down. She coughed, struggling to catch her
breath, but she felt the effects almost instantly. The liquid hit
her belly and started a blaze that swept through her and wiped
out her equilibrium even as it spread warmth through her to
chase the chill of fear.

She discovered he was smiling faintly when she managed to
open her eyes and blink the tears from them enough to bring
his face into focus.

"Better?"

She blinked at him a little owlishly, dismayed to realize she
was tipsy with no more than a sip of the stuff. "l don't know."

He studied her face for a long moment, seemed to wrestle
with himself and abruptly caught her chin. She had no clue he
meant to kiss her until her eyes lost focus as he zoomed in.
She tensed as his mouth settled over hers, but it was as far
from unpleasant as it was possible to be. More heat poured
through her as they connected and she felt his heat and his
taste invade her. He lifted his lips from hers after little more
than a brief connection, seemed to hesitate in debate as to
whether to pull away or sample more and then slipped his
hand to the base of her skull and pulled her close again,
sealing his mouth more firmly over hers and breaching the



barrier of her lips with his tongue in almost the same motion.
The effects of the liquor she'd gulped didn't hold a candle to
the affect he had on her.

She felt for several moments as if she would either float away
or meltinto a puddle. It took a tremendous effort to lift her
eyelids when he broke the kiss and withdrew. She saw when
she had that he hadn't withdrawn far. He was studying her face
with an intensity that made everything inside her go liquid with
want.

"Not wise," he said distractedly, his voice husky in a way that
sent a shiver through her. "Not when | want you naked in my
bed badly enough | can taste it ... and you're already naked."

It flickered through her mind to wonder why he would even
struggle with the desire. It wasn't as if she had a hope in hell of
stopping him. She wasn't even certain at that moment that she
would want to put up a fight with the lure of promised pleasure
was still pounding through her.

He straightened abruptly, placing her eye to eye with as
impressive an erection as she'd ever seen. Before she could
study it as thoroughly as she wanted to, he turned away,
surreptitiously adjusted himself, and disappeared into another
room off the main room. When he returned, he held out a
folded garment.

"It won't fit," he muttered when she took it, "but at least it won't
fall off if | breathe on it."



Emerald discovered the moment she'd unfolded it that it
wasn't his. It was far too small, she was sure, for him to getin
to.

Smaller than Koryn.

Small enough the certainty settled inside her that it belonged
to a woman.

She didn't want to examine the unpleasant feeling that
tightened her belly at the realization. Instead, she focused on
trying to figure out how to get it on. He took it from her after a
moment and showed her that the front simply parted when he
ran his hand down it. Curiosity flickered through her, but she
dismissed it, unwilling to emphasize her ignorance.
Discarding the sheet she'd been clinging to, she stood up and
stepped into it, pulling it up over her shoulders. He was right. It
was far too big.

Tariq turned her to face him when she'd struggled with the front
for a moment, sealing the edges, and then rolled the sleeves
up until her hands were free. He left again when she sat down
to roll a cuff along the bottom of the suit legs, returning a
moment later with a pair of boots.

The sick feeling tightened in Emerald's belly again, but she
took the boots wordlessly and slipped one on each foot,
wondering even as she did if she'd be able to walk in them
without falling on her face. Especially since she was still
feeling the effects of the drink he'd given her ... and still weak
from his kiss.



"Where are we going?" she asked when he'd led her out of
his quarters and into the corridor again.

"Out," he said curtly.

Emerald's bellyimmediately clenched with reluctance. She
didn't know why he'd suddenly become determined to take her
outside, but if he meant to set her 'free' in that ... jungle ....
She didn't know what she'd do. Scream? Beg? Cling?

She didn't want to go out at all! Not after what she'd seen. She
felt her throat close with emotion, struggled with the urge to
beg him to take her back to her quarters as some unnamed
terror clawed at the back of her mind. She was so distressed,
she didn't realize they'd gone in an entirely different direction
than before until Tariq halted in front of what she could see
was a wide cargo door. He paused as he reached for the
control, studying her. "l'll be with you, Emerald. I'l keep you
safe.”

She searched his face and felt a modicum of calm settle over
her. Nodding a little jerkily, she turned her head as the door
began to open, staring at the view that was slowly revealed.
The door halted when it was barely high enough for her to walk
beneath it and she saw a gang plank extend toward the
ground.

Settling a hand along her waist, Tariq urged her through the
opening, bending to duck beneath it, and then pausing to
close it behind them before he walked her down. The sights



and sounds of a primitive world had pelted Emerald even as
the doors had opened. Smells joined the riot to her senses,
the musky smell of earth, and crushed and rotting vegetation.
A wide swath had been cut from the jungle at the foot of the
gangplank.

Emerald knew immediately that it led to the crumbling ruins
she'd seen from the port and the fear she'd refused to
acknowledge pumped her heart a little faster as Tariq guided
her along the rough path. It disturbed Emerald no end to
discover that much of the vegetation seemed familiar to her,
eliminating any comfort she might have felt that there was
almost as much that wasn't.

None of it should have familiar-and yet it was and she realized
that could only mean that she'd seen it before.

She struggled to search for another explanation. Was it some
sort of trick to make her feel as if she was as mad as a
hatter?

It seemed far too elaborate for that-unless they'd found a world
very similar to Earth?

It looked like Earth and at the same time it didn't seem
familiar at all. What had he meant by saying they'd
regenerated her? What had he meant when he'd told her it
wasn't the Earth she'd known?

She was very afraid she was beginning to understand and yet
she refused to allow the thoughts to take hold of her, pushing



them to the back of her mind.

She was developing blisters from the slipping boots before
the first crumbling wall came into view. She halted abruptly,
staring at the fading colors she could see where climbing
vines had been ripped away to reveal parts of what had once
been a building of some sort. Tariq stopped and turned to look
at her questioningly.

Swallowing a little convulsively when she recognized the
symbols on the wall, she looked at Tariq a little beseechingly.
"l don't want to see this."

His gaze moved over her face. "You wanted to know."

She swallowed with an effort around the knot in her throat. "l
don't think | want to anymore."

He returned to her, settling his hands lightly on her shoulders.
"You're strong, Emerald. You can do this."

She looked up at him mournfully. "Do what?"
"Face what you must to learn the truth."
"I'm ... afraid," she admitted.

He pulled her closer, settling his arms lightly around her. "I
know, child, but | also know that you are brave and strong. If |
didn't believe you had the strength to face it, | wouldn't have
brought you."



Emerald settled her cheek against his chest, feeling like the
child he'd called her, and yet comforted by his embrace. The
sense of security vanished almost as soon as he pulled away
and doubts rose again, but she allowed him to lead her
deeper into what had once been a great city.

Emerald felt her flesh creep as they walked, felt as if the
gaping holes in the crumbling walls were eyes staring down at
her, almost as if they were accusing her. After a few moments,
they reached an intersection and she discovered the source
of some of the noises she'd been hearing growing steadily
louder.

Approximately a block from the intersection, she saw people
laboring. She glanced at Tarig questioningly, but he was
focused on the activity ahead of them.

"What are they doing?" she asked curiously.
"Excavating," Tariq responded shortly.

She could see that. She just didn't understand what they were
looking for. "For what?"

His gaze flickered over her briefly before he looked away
again. "Answers." He halted when they reached the dig,
looked around, and finally walked her to a low stone wall and
told her to sit. Abandoning her there, he strode purposefully
toward the hole in the ground and halted at the edge, his legs
slightly apart, his hands on his hips. In a few moments,
Emerald saw a figure she thought she recognized. As he



neared Tariq, she became certain it was Koryn.

"We found two more!" he said, excitement threading his
voice. The look of pleasure vanished and an expression of
shock washed across his features as he glanced in her
direction and spied her. "What is she doing here?"

Tariq turned to look at her. "She decided to explore on her
own and find her answers."

"So you brought her here?" Koryn asked, his voice tight with
angry disbelief.

Tarig's expression tightened. He didn't say anything. His
expression was sufficient to silence any further objection
Koryn might have made.

Koryn nodded stiffly, wrestled with himself, and plunged
onward. "You said she was too ... important to our mission to
risk. Her mind is too fragile right now."

"l underestimated her determination and her ingenuity," Tariq
responded coolly. "She found her way to the observation
deck-undeterred by the fact that she had no clothing. So much
for your certainty that she wasn't likely to attempt anything
when she felt vulnerable and exposed! She'd already seen the
dig site by the time Ilocated her."

"She wasn't under guard?"

Tariq studied Koryn in stony silence for a long moment. "You



presume too much on our friendship, Koryn," he said coldly
instead of reminding Koryn that the majority of the ship's
personnel was at the dig.

Koryn reddened. "My apologies, my lord! But the mission ...."
"If we fail, it's my ass, not yours."

Koryn wrestled with himself. "It isn't just the mission, Tariq! You
know we've found damned little to go on at all and half of that
is useless! | thought we'd agreed that she was far too ...
special to take unnecessary risks with her!"

"I do agree," Tariq responded grimly. "Completely. | would've
prevented the situation if | could have, but she was asleep the
last I checked on her-She should've slept a full cycle. She
didn't and she decided to test her boundaries. Beyond that, as
... keen as my interest in her is, | have responsibilities that
take precedence over my personal desires. If she hadn't
forced my hand, | would've put this off as long as possible, but
she did. Now we have to deal with it."

Koryn swallowed his anger with an effort and nodded. "How is
she doing?"

"Surprisingly well, frightened, but that's to be expected.”
Koryn relaxed fractionally. "How much have you told her?"

Tariq shrugged. "Enough for her to begin to understand.”



"I'd like to assess her mental state myself."

Tariq nodded. "l thought you would. Where did you locate the
remains? 'm assuming from the way you announced it that
you feel like there's a good chance of extracting sufficient
DNA for our needs?"

Koryn shifted uncomfortably. "l won't know until I get them back
to the lab. I think so, though. They're remarkably well
preserved."

"Male or female?"
"One of each," Koryn said, grinning abruptly.

"Two females and three males," Tariq said dryly. "We make
progress."

Koryn sobered. "This couldn't have happened more than a
hundred years ago ... if that much."

"If you managed to narrow the time line, we have made
progress. Any idea of the race?"

Koryn shook his head. "l won't be able to determine that
without tests. There wasn't enough. Any word from the others?

"Nothing and more nothing." Tariq frowned, narrowing his
eyes against the sunlight as he surveyed the dig. "Humans-
and their forbearers-survived several extinctions that we know



of. Considering the condition of the planet, it seems damned
unlikely this was the results of any kind of natural disaster.”

"We don't know, for certain, that there aren't any survivors,"
Koryn pointed out. "The search parties have barely scratched
the surface."

Tariq grunted noncommittally. "This area seems fertile enough
to support them. There's plenty of everything else."

"We don't know what it was like then, however."

"True." He turned to study Emerald. "Maybe she'll remember
something."

Koryn turned his head to study her, as well. "Maybe."

* k k %

Strain though she might, Emerald was only able to catch a few
snatches of the conversation between Koryn and Tariq. It was
enough to fire her curiosity, but not enough to appease it,
particularly when they switched to their own language shortly
after they'd begun talking.

The only thing that she had managed to grasp-she thought-
was that they were arguing about her. Koryn was angry that
Tariq had brought her and Tariq was both defensive about his
actions and angry because he felt defensive and resented
Koryn questioning his decision.



It seemed to indicate that she was of some importance to
them, but that was as unnerving as it was comforting. If she
could've counted on her importance as protection, she
wouldn't have felt uneasy at all, but she wasn't convinced that
she could when she didn't understand how she was important
to them.

After a few minutes, Tariq left Koryn, following the path Koryn
had traced to reach him, and Koryn approached her. She
looked up at him questioningly when he settled on the wall
beside her and looked her over piercingly. "We'll have to get
some clothes made for you that fit better," he commented after
a long moment.

It was the last thing Emerald had expected and she looked
down at herself self-consciously. "l thought | was naked
because Iwas being treated. | didn't have clothes when you
found me?"

Koryn cleared his throat uncomfortably. "No."

Emerald frowned. "Why would | be naked?" she wondered out
loud.

"Nothing comes to mind?" Koryn prompted. "You haven't
remembered anything?"

He knew something he wasn't telling her. Emerald was certain
of it. "Not really, no," she responded after a moment, turning to
study the work in progress. "This can't be Earth."



"Why do you say that?"

Emerald glanced at him in disbelief. "This ... place shouldn't
be here!"

"So you do remember something?"

Emerald looked down at her hands, trying to figure out how to
explain something she didn't understand herself. "It isn't really
memories. I's ... the feeling that this is wrong, out of place. It's
like writing something and then looking at the word you've
written and knowing it isn't right, that you've spelled it wrong,
even though you don't know how it should be spelled or even
how you know that the pattern doesn't look right."

Koryn nodded. "And yet things like this don't remain the same.
Time changes them. The man-made structures deteriorate
with age and vegetation begins to grow over everything when
there's no one to cut it back."

Emerald nodded and turned to look at the city again. "What
happened here?"

"We don't know. That's what we're trying to discover."

Emerald wrestled with her thoughts. In a way, she was afraid
to ask the questions burning to be asked, afraid of the
answers, and yet the need to know warred with that fear and
doubt nibbled at her certainties. "Tariq also suggested that a
lot of time had passed since | saw Earth and that was why this
doesn't look familiar. Have | ...? Was | in stasis for some



reason?"

A frown of reluctance drew Koryn's brows together. "Not that
we've determined.”

"But you're saying this is Earth and a lot of time passed and
that's why it doesn't look familiar? Was | in a coma?" She

lifted her head to study the ruins again, trying to decide how
much time it would take to change a thriving city into a
crumbling ruin that looked like some ancient relic of the distant
past. They hadn't built like the ancients, though. Ancient cities
had survived because the people who built them had meant
for them to last. In her time, no one had wanted or expected
anything to last long. They'd wanted to recycle and rebuild
because it provided work and promoted a healthy economy.

Koryn startled her out of her thoughts by taking her hand. She
glanced searchingly at his face and then down at her hand in
his. Her belly fluttered. The contrast was far more startling than
she'd realized. It wasn't that his hand looked alien next to her
own. lt looked just as human as hers did-except that it
engulfed her hand.

He seemed as fascinated with her hand as she was with his,
studying it intently as he explored the width and length of her
palm and each digit. "What feels like the truth to you, child?"

Emerald sent him a startled look, distracted by the fact that
he'd called her 'child' just as Tarig had. In a way, it almost
sounded like affection the way they'd used it, and yet it carried
some unnerving connotations. "Why would you call me a



child?"

He sent her a startled look, seemed to debate a moment, and
finally gave her a penetrating look. "Because you are in every
sense of the word beyond the fact that you have the body of a
fully matured adult. You are aninfant.”

Emerald searched his face for some clue of his age. Beyond
the fact that he appeared to be a fully mature adult male,
however, she discovered no foundation to base a guess of his
actual age. "You're ... older than me?"

He grinned abruptly, making her belly shimmy in that strange
way that was both unnerving and exciting. "Vastly, child ... in
every sense of the word."

Emerald looked away, mulling over everything they'd said, had
hinted at without actually telling her anything specific. A horrific
thought emerged, grew to be a certainty despite every effort to
discount it. "l was dead," she said finally, turning to search
Koryn's face again. "You pulled me out of this pit. That's what
Tarig meant."

He didn't have to answer. She saw the truth in his eyes.
Despite the fact that she'd put the idea together herself from
the things they'd hinted at, though, acceptance didn't come.
She felt the 'sense’ that it was the truth and still couldn't make
herself believe. "That's why | don't remember anything. There
aren't any memories. 'mnot ... real. 'm a clone."

Koryn's hand tightened on hers when she would've snatched it



away. His expression was hard when she glanced at him
angrily and she felt her own anger fade in the face of his. "You
are as real as | am-as any natural born thing in this universe!
The method of your birth and development didn't change who
and what you are. | merely took the seeds of life and planted
them in fertile soil to grow-accelerated, of course-we needed
mature adults, but the memories are yours-and they will return
to you. They're just as much a part of your DNA as the color of
your eyes and hair!"

He looked away. "That's a part of the mystery here. You should
remember. You should all remember and no one does."

Emerald's heart leapt jerkily. "There are others?" she gasped,
setting aside his other strange comment for the moment.

He shrugged. "You are the first woman. | regenerated two
males before you. They also had no memories to speak of-
only the most basic, just as you have-and their instincts, of
course."

"But ... they're alive? And they're ... humans from my time?"
He studied her face. "As far as we can determine-yes."

"But ... they might remember me! If I'm familiar to them, |
might trigger memories or they might trigger mine!"

His gaze slid away. "Not likely."

"Why? You said | should have my memories! | don't



understand. | thought all memory was stored in the brain, but if
that's true then maybe | only need to see someone familiar to
begin to remember."

His lips tightened. "It's entirely possible that in your time
scientists didn't know how to turn on that part of the DNA
strand or even that it existed or what it was, but much if not all
of the memory is 'backed up' in the DNA, very like a
secondary recording device. This isn't ordinary memory loss,
Emerald. If it was, then familiar things might trigger the return,
but we found you here and you've remembered nothing."

"That's not true! It looks familiar! It's just ... changed beyond
true recognition. If | knew the men, though ...."

"l had to implant false memories in their minds," he confessed
explosively. "The ... void was too disturbing for them. They
began exhibiting signs of onset psychosis. It was either that or
keep them sedated and possibly do more damage. The
chances are slim, now, that they'll recall anything about their
past lives."

Emerald stared at him in dismay. "You ... put false memories
in their minds?" she gasped, horrified. "But ... you changed
who they were!"

"There was no other option! If | hadn't, they would've been
completely useless to us!"

Emerald felt her jaw go slack. Fear chased the shock in rapid
succession. "Useless? What use to you have for us?" she



asked faintly.

He sent her a look she found hard to decipher and looked
away. An expression of relief flickered over his features.
Following the direction of his gaze, Emerald saw that Tariq
was striding briskly toward them. Koryn stood up abruptly. "I
have to get back."

Tariq's gaze flickered over her face and then he glanced at
Koryn's retreating back. When he met Emerald's gaze again,
there was wariness and speculation in his eyes.

"He suggested we might be useless to the Anunnaki,"
Emerald said, her voice quavering with unnamed fears. "What
did he mean?"

Tariq rolled his eyes. "Imbecile," he muttered.
Emerald jolted to her feet. "What did he mean?"

His lips tightened, but after a moment he seemed to force the
anger back. "We mean you no harm, child. Surely you have
had time to understand that much?"

Emerald swallowed a little convulsively, feeling her alarm
waver. How much could she believe of what she'd been told,
though? "What did he mean, then? And why do both of you call
me a child when I'm not?"

Tariq smiled faintly, lifting his hands and settling one on each
of her shoulders. "You find that insulting? It isn't meant to be, |



assure you. lt's a term of endearment.”

Warmth fluttered through her, but doubt, too. Why would they
feel any affection for her? Because she was their prize
experiment?

"You are human-a child of the Anunnaki."

Emerald blinked at him. "A child ...? You're saying we're the
same?"

Tariq glanced around and then led her to a place to settle that
was out of the direct sunlight. "l promised to explain what |
could," he said when they'd settled. "My people found this
world long ago. The humanoids that inhabited it then were
barely more than animals. In the beginning, they were merely
considered handy for experiments." He shrugged at her
expression. "l promised the truth. | can paint a prettier picture
if you like. 'm not particularly proud of my ancestors in that
sense, but then again, | wasn't their keeper. | had nothing to do
with what they did."

"I'd rather have the truth," Emerald said stiffly.

He nodded. "We were just exploring genetics then. They were
close enough to our own species to make them ideal for the
experiments-and simple enough to make them malleable. We
re-engineered them in our own image, altered their DNA until
it matched our own-more or less. This wasn't a swift process.
It took generations of humans to perfect the strain." He
paused again, seemed to wrestle with something, and finally



shrugged. "Part of the reason was that, in the beginning, it
didn't occur to them to try. They were far more interested in
seeing what the limitations were and beginning to understand
genetics better. There were ... other medical experiments, as
well. Transplantations, hybridizations of two or more species.
This world was little more than an enormous lab to build our
own understanding of the sciences.

"Eventually, however, we managed to produce a pure species
identical to our own from the native population and, once we
had, we realized the true value of them. They were our
insurance of the continuance of our own species. They-you-
became our baseline when we began to manipulate our own
DNA in our quest for perfection. For many years, we were
guardians of this world and then, as our children 'grew up’ we
came less and less often, checking from time to time to make
certain we still had our insurance in case of need, testing to
make certain the strain was still pure enough to use as a
baseline, but leaving the Earth primarily in the hands of our
children.

"The reason | thought the name might be familiar to you is that
the ancients of this world considered our people gods-
because we told them we were. It made it ... easier to gain
their trust and their cooperation. And because they believed
we were gods and worshipped us, we became part of the
history they recorded for future generations.

"It wouldn't have been necessary except that we needed to
test their learning capabilities and behavioral modifications as



part of the process. The alternative, however-to cage them or
enslave them with our superior strength and technology-wasn't
considered ... conducive to our experiments. We needed to
keep them in a more or less natural setting to get accurate
data."

When he ceased to speak, Emerald mulled over what he'd
told her, trying to consider it objectively. It wasn't easy to
ignore the churning sense of betrayal and yet it was that very
thing that made it feel like the truth. "That's what Koryn meant
about us being of use to the Anunnaki?"

Anger transformed Tarig's face into a frightening mask. She
was relieved when she discovered that anger wasn't,
apparently, directed at her.

"Yes," he growled. "We came to take our children home ...
only to discover that something had befallen our nursery and
apparently destroyed what we'd come to consider our
insurance of the continuance of our species."

?



Chapter Three

A wave of nausea rolled through Emerald. Despite the fact
that she'd been skeptical about just how important she was to
them and the seemingly affectionate nature of their attitude
toward her, she realized nothing even close to the truth had
occurred to her.

The Anunnaki had returned to collect their guinea pigs and
discovered some predator had apparently gotten into the
‘cage' and wiped them out. So they were very busily digging
for remains to try to resurrect the species because they'd
finally reached a point where they had need of them.

And she still didn't know what purpose they were supposed to
serve.

The Anunnaki were neither allies nor enemies of the human
race. They didn't consider them significant enough to see
them in either light.

"I think I'd like to go back to the ship now, ifit's alright?"

Tariq sent her a keen look, but he merely nodded and rose to
escort her.

The truth was, she didn't want to go back to the ship at all. She
wanted to escape, but as Tariq had pointed out-to where?
This place might truly be Earth, and yet it was as alien to her



as if it was another world. It might as well be one. Beyond that,
both of them had told her there weren't any humans left to run
to.

She wasn't sure she believed that-or much that they'd told her,
for that matter, but she had eyes in her head. This city had
been abandoned long ago and if it had, it seemed to her that,
regardless of how far or how fast she ran, she would only find
more of the same. It wasn't reasonable to think otherwise.

Her head was throbbing with the endless round of conflicting
thoughts and emotions by the time they reached the ship
again. She was also limping, although she did her best to hide
it-from pride, she supposed. Her feet had begun to feel sticky,
though, and she was fairly certain the boots had rubbed
blisters and then rubbed the skin off.

Koryn, she discovered, had beaten them back to the ship. As
they approached, he and several other men were directing
some sort of robotic cart up the gangplank. Her stomach
lurched. It didn't take much imagination to figure out what it
was beneath the tarp that was so valuable to them.

She stopped abruptly, unwilling to move any closer. Tariq sent
her a curious look, but returned his speculative gaze to the
cart almost at once. When they'd entered the ship, he took her
arm and walked her up the gangplank.

He was frowning when they reached the corridor, scanning her
speculatively. "You're limping."



"The boots are too big," Emerald said evenly. "It's hard to walk
inthem."

"Take them off. You don't need them now."

Reluctance flickered through her. Too big or not, the boots
were some protection for her feet and if she gave them up she
wouldn't have anything if she decided to take her chances and
flee the tender mercies of the Anunnaki. "I'm used to them
now," she lied.

His lips tightened. "Remove them."

Rebellion flickered through her, but she bent down and pulled
them off, returning her borrowed boots ungraciously by
throwing them down. "l suppose you want the suit, too?" she
asked tightly.

"Don't pretend to misunderstand me," he growled. "Why the
fuck didn't you say anything? Your feet are raw and this is not
the sort of place you want to pick up an infection! The micro
organisms have had generations to outstrip any immunities
you might have!"

Snatching her off her feet, he swept her up into his arms as if
she was no more than the child he referred to her as. Emerald
would've tried to thwart him if he hadn't pounced on her too
fast for her to grasp his intentions. "Put me down! | can walk!"

"You aren't going to, though," he growled, striding so swiftly
down the corridor that the stir of air whipped her hair around



her face.

As little as she liked to admit it, even to herself, the man was
intimidating beyond his size, as if that wasn't intimidation
enough! She felt as if she was being hauled away by a giant
and the really unnerving part was that that wasn't all that far
from the truth. She had only to look at his face at such close
range, the 'wall' of his chest, and the size of the arms and
hands coiled around her to feel like a pigmy. She was far
enough from the floor in his arms for her belly to quiver with a
fear of heights she hadn't even realized she had.

It went way beyond being made to feel 'dainty and feminine’,
maybe mostly because there was nothing at all lover-like
about his hold or his manner. His attitude was more like an
angry parent furious with childish stupidity that had resulted in
aninjury.

It cowed her, wilted the brief flare of rebellion. Even that
analogy wasn't accurate, she realized with dismay, because
parent and child implied affection and concern and his only
concern was that she'd damaged one of the guinea pigs
they'd worked so hard to resurrect. She wasn't at all surprised
when they arrived at his destination and she discovered it was
a med-center. He spoke to the man who seemed to be in
charge and then plunked her down on a gurney
unceremoniously.

The man, who was clearly a doctor, lifted her feet one by one
and examined the raw spots with an expression tight with
disqust. Feeling chastised when he flicked a glance at her



face and moved away, Emerald didn't attempt to object when
he returned with a small basin to catch the fluids he pored
over her feet. Whatever it was stung like fire on the raw,
bleeding patches, though, and it took all she could do to
maintain a fagade of stoicism. The pain brought tears to her
eyes and a knot to her throat. When he'd finished torturing her
with the fluid fire, he dabbed some sort of pasty goop on the
spots and then wrapped her feet with something similar to
gauze. She braced herself when he left and returned with
something that looked a lot like a syringe, but discovered that,
at least, wasn't painful. It felt more like a puff of air when he
pressed it to her arm than a shot.

Tariq listened in grim silence as the doctor spoke to him in
their language and then scooped her up again. She had to
suppose his anger had worn itself out since he didn't seem to
be in nearly as much of a hurry to return her to her cabin as
he'd been before, and she simply didn't believe he'd beenina
such a rush to get her to a medic over nothing more 'life
threatening' than blisters, raw or not. Anger had set the pace.

She would've almost preferred it as they left again. She
wanted to be alone and the sooner the better. She was tired
and she felt battered and emotional from the things she'd
learned, Tarig's anger, and the doctor's complete disregard
for whatever pain he might be inflicting. It seemed to
emphasize her status as an experimental animal rather than a
person and that thought plunged her spirits to lowest ebb.

To her dismay, he didn't return her to the cabin where they'd



first put her. Instead, he carried her to his own. She held out
some hope for a few moments that he'd only done so to
appropriate the clothing he'd loaned her, but he disabused her
of that notion as soon as she'd stripped and handed it back.

"Consider yourself a prisoner of the Anunnaki," he said tightly.
"You'll stay here. If 'm not here, there'll be a guard outside."

"Where would | go even if |wanted to escape?" she
demanded plaintively.

His gaze flickered over her face. "You are too hardheaded for
your own good. | admire your spirit, but I've no intention of
allowing it to overcome your good sense ... or my admiration
mine."

Emerald swallowed convulsively. "You could imprison me in
the other cabin just as easily and | wouldn't be around to
bother you!"

He moved closer, capturing her face in one hand and tilting
her head back so that she had to look at him. "It won't bother
me, Emerald. | can assure you of that."

The implication in the way he looked at her if not what he'd
said should have frightened her. Instead, it only suffocated her
spirits further. She didn't feel up to the challenge of trying to
protect herself. She felt as weak, and lost, and afraid as the
child they called her. Tears welled in her eyes in spite of all she
could do. "Why didn't you just leave me in peace?"



Some of the ruthless aggression left his face. For a moment,
she almost thought he would kiss her again and her belly
fluttered with anticipation. Instead, his face hardened again. "If
I had, you wouldn't be of any use to me," he said coldly.

She wanted to fling herself down on his bunk and cry her heart
out when he'd left her. Instead, she pulled the coverlet from the
bed, wrapped it around herself, and curled up in one of the
chairs on the opposite side of the room. Her chest ached with
the tightness of unshed tears she refused to give into. Her
thoughts were no comfort and did nothing to ease the ache.

Everyone couldn't be gone! She couldn't accept that. She
thought she had to accept that she was, in truth, on Earth and
that the Anunnaki had resurrected her from a speck of DNA
left behind. And if she accepted that, then she had to accept
that a great deal of time had passed since whatever it was
that had happened, but she couldn't believe the human race
was extinct! Somewhere out there, there were survivors.
There had to be! They'd existed for thousands of years, fought
everything Mother Nature could throw at them, and survived-
despite the odds against them. Whatever had happened,
there would've been some with the cunning, determination,
and luck to make it and, in the time that had passed, they
would've multiplied.

Even supposing she could escape, though, how would she
ever find them?

Or were they only hiding from the aliens? The Anunnaki?



She should've trusted her instincts, she thought with a sudden
flicker of reviving anger! They weren't benevolent! They had
their own agenda and she was simply a pawn they meant to
keep!

* % k %

It was Koryn that woke Emerald several hours later when he
entered the room carrying a tray like the one she'd been
brought the night before. She roused enough to study him
before he spied her, long enough to see the consternation on
his face when he discovered she wasn't in the bed where he'd
apparently expected to find her. Relief flickered in his eyes
when he saw her, but his face tightened with irritation.

No doubt it had given him a nasty turn to think she might have
escaped!

"I brought you something to eat," he said after settling the tray
he'd brought on the table near the chair.

"Thank you," Emerald said neutrally, wondering why he'd
brought it instead of sending an android with it.

Grabbing another chair, he dragged it up in front of hers. "l
wanted to have a look at those abrasions."

Emerald eyed him with irritation. "It's just a couple of blisters."

"I'd still like to look."



Sighing, Emerald uncurled and extended a leg. He cupped a
hand beneath her leg just above the ankle to support her foot
and slowly removed the bandaging. Emerald studied his face
while he studied her foot with frowning intensity, wondering
what their world was like and why humans had suddenly
become of so much importance to them when they'd
apparently grown weary of 'playing' with them and pretty much
ignored their existence for years.

"What happened to the Anunnaki?"

He flicked a quick look at her and returned his attention to her
foot, but his expression had hardened. "This seems to be
responding well. I think we can dismiss any anxiety about
infection.”

He wrapped the bandage again and held out his hand
imperiously. Anger flickered through Emerald that time and the
urge to kick him rather than merely meekly extending her foot
for him to examine. She quashed the impulse and held out her
other foot. When he'd examined that foot to his satisfaction
and wrapped it again, she tucked her foot beneath her once
more.

"Why can't | have something to wear? You aren't worried [l
thwart you and catch my death from exposure?"

A mixture of amusement and anger flickered in his eyes.
"You'll have to talk to Tariq about that."

Which, apparently, was a waste of time! "Why?"



"Because he's claimed you," he said tightly.

Emerald's heart skipped a beat. She frowned at him. "What
does that mean?"

"It means he has the power to do so and he's exerted it."

"I still don't understand," she managed to say after a moment.
"Ithought ... lunderstood that I'd been resurrected for
experiments."

He looked startled and then irritated. "What the hell made you
think that?"

"lt's what Tariq said-that the Anunnaki had experimented on
humans since they'd first discovered them."

He glanced toward the untouched tray and reached over to
remove the lid. Picking up a bowl much like the one the night
before, he handed it to her. She saw without a lot of
enthusiasm that she'd graduated to thicker broth. Taking it
from him obediently, she sipped at it, discovering it tasted like
cream of mushroom soup. She frowned. "Why is it that
everything you've given me is so familiar?"

"Because most of the foods in your diet originated on our
world. We didn't just experiment on the humans," he said dryly.

"But ... you aren't going to use me for experiments now?"

He looked at her, his gaze flickering over her face. "You



belong to Lord Tariq now. He'll tell you what he wants you to
know."

She looked down at the cup in her hand to keep from giving
her thoughts away as resentment swelled inside of her. Just
like that? He decided and it was so?

Why was she surprised when she'd already deduced that she
was either a prisoner or a lab rat or both? And maybe she still
was? He hadn't explained what it meant that Tariq had
claimed her.

Except she had her suspicions that he had plans that included
having her naked in his bed. He'd said as much, after all. She
didn't see any reason to doubt it, but she discovered
acknowledging it unnerved the hell out of her. "Lord Tarig?"
she asked in a suffocated voice. "If he's so important, why
was he sent here to collect the lab animals?"

"He wasn't sent."

Emerald sent a startled look toward the door where his voice
had emanated and discovered Tariq was standing in the
portal. She felt her face heat.

Koryn pushed his chair back abruptly and rose. "I had a look
at the abrasions. They're responding satisfactorily to the
medications."

Tariq met his gaze for a long moment and then glanced at
Emerald. He sauntered into the room, allowing the door to



close behind him. "Just so that there are no
misunderstandings," he murmured, "she's off-limits until I've
bred her."

Shock rolled over Emerald. She gaped at him, wondering a
little wildly if she'd misheard him.

"Gods damn it, Tariq! She's barely two days out of the pod!
You know damned well she's still too fragile and weak for
breeding! You'll end up killing her and your babe with her!"
Koryn growled, switching abruptly to their own language.

Tariq's face hardened. "Have | ever given you reason to
believe I'm deficient in understanding?"

Koryn blushed. "I'm not questioning your intelligence or your
judgment-in any other matter! Don't talk to me as if I'm
mentally deficient! Do you think | didn't notice you could barely
contain yourself until she was fully developed and ready to be
released from the growth pod?"

Tariq flushed. "How the fuck did you manage to notice
anything when you've been hovering over her pod yourself?"

"lwas doing my job!" Koryn responded tightly.

"Tell that to someone who doesn't know you as well as | do!"
Tariq said derisively.

Koryn stared at him angrily for several moments. "lwon't deny
I desire her."



"Good! Because you'd be wasting your fucking breath!" Tariq
snarled, striding to the beverage dispenser. He hesitated over
selecting nizsum and finally settled on a mild wine, annoyed
that he'd even considered the nizsum. Then again, Koryn was
right. From the moment he'd first seen Emerald, he'd thought
of little else besides possessing her. Abstinence was hellish
enough without having a desirable woman close enough to
smell her scent and not being able to do anything about it.

"She isn't ready, Tariq."

Tariq turned to study him for a long moment before he focused
on Emerald. "l know that," he said almost mildly. "I just wanted
to make sure that you understood our friendship won't save
you if you touch her before I've bred her." He met Koryn's gaze
for a long moment.

"And after you've bred her? Will you give her to me?"

Tariq's face hardened. He looked away, struggling to get his
temper under control. Reminding himself that a pretense of
indifference was the only way he was likely to pull off what he
wanted didn't help. He didn't feel fucking indifferent! He
wanted to choke the life out of Koryn for touching her at all. "['ll
let you fuck her."

"You mean to keep her? She's human. You know, regardless
of the circumstances-or your position-the council would never
allow you to take her as a concubine."

Tarig sent him a startled look since it hadn't occurred to him



even to consider taking her as a concubine and then glanced
at Emerald. She might be a pureblood and a desirable
woman, but she was human, not Anunnaki. Granted, some of
the old ones had, but that was long, long ago and the main
reason it was frowned upon now. They were simple creatures,
however desirable, and hadn't acclimated well to their world or
their customs and beyond that, their own women had been
outraged and made such a fuss that the council had reversed
their stance on taking Earth women as concubines. They
hadn't outlawed it, but they'd made it damned difficult on those
who had, and no one had even tried it for years.

The only possible explanation for Koryn's assumption as far
as he could see was that it had occurred to him, which didn't
improve his mood and deepened his suspicion that Koryn's
guilty start when he'd come in arose from what he'd been
thinking about doing, even if he hadn't acted oniit. "That and
the fact that you're my best friend is the only reason [l allow
you to fuck her at all," Tariq growled.

"When you tire of her, then?"

Tariq flicked a hard glance at him and finally shrugged. "I've no
heirs," he said dryly, studying the wine in his glass. "Il want to

breed more than one on her."

"So what you're saying is t