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Chapter One

Gillian came awake slowly with a sense
of wellbeing that intensified the more alert she became. She was
almost completely awake when she realized why she felt so …
fabulous and that was when the feeling took a nosedive and then
vanished.

Opening her eyes, she stared at the
unfamiliar ceiling above her for long, long moments, trying to sort
memories and absently collecting details of her surroundings with
her senses.

She was sore enough all over that she
felt like she’d been in a bar fight and lost.

Here and there she felt a little
twinge that reminded her of the delight, but mostly it was from the
flight--first in a stolen/’borrowed’ military vehicle and then in a
stolen/’borrowed’ van on roads that barely deserved the
name.

Ian was gone.

She was in the bed alone.

She didn’t have to feel around to
verify that.

She felt it with every
sense.

Melancholia settled over her,
replacing her happiness of before.

She’d been abandoned--used and
discarded.

She knew it, felt it in every fiber of
her being.

He wasn’t just up and about some
business.

Ian had coaxed her into a confession,
screwed her brains out, and then decamped before she woke up--just
like every chicken shit male she’d ever been stupid enough to
believe.

Finally, she gathered herself and sat
up, shoving her hair out of face.

Ian’s ‘evil’ twin, Ash, she
discovered, was lying in the bed across from the one she was
occupying, examining her with unabashed interest.

She jolted all over at the discovery
and grabbed herself--which was how she discovered that she was not
only stark naked. She didn’t even have so much as a sheet draped
around her.

It flickered through her mind to
wonder how long she’d lain, fully exposed, and how long he’d been
awake and studying her.

She scrambled a little frantically to
find something and finally managed drag the sheet out from under
her ass to cover herself--which answered at least part of the
question in her mind.

Ash was giving her a sardonic look
when she’d managed to get the sheet around herself and she glared
at him.

As if she’d
meant to flash the
bastard!

But of course there was no point at
all in disclaiming something she hadn’t been accused of in the
first place--except by that look.

Unfortunately, the reviving anger
didn’t last long before depression replaced it.

She fought a round with her emotions
then.

When she’d mastered the urge to cry,
she glanced at Ash again. “Where’s the …? Is there a
bathroom?”

A flicker of amusement shown in his
eyes. “Outhouse out back. Shower beside it.”

She almost lost her grip on her
emotions at that cool announcement. The only thing that prevented
it was the certainty that Ash expected it.

Sniffing, she struggled for a moment
to get out of the bed fully covered and finally abandoned the
attempt a little defiantly.

She just wasn’t up to fighting to
preserve her modesty and what was the damn point anyway?

He’d left no doubt in her mind that
he’d had plenty of time to study everything before she woke
up.

It wasn’t hard to find the backdoor
considering how tiny and basic the cabin was or the outhouse, which
stood only a few yards from the back door.

There was no sign of the
van.

She wondered if they’d gone to return
it, or ditch it, and decided that seemed reasonable. If they’d
borrowed/stolen it, then it wouldn’t be a good idea to keep it very
long. And they certainly wouldn’t want to get caught with
it.

Especially when there were so few
vehicles period--enough to clog the narrow ‘city’ streets--but few
enough, she thought, to make it way easy to spot a particular
vehicle. Especially one that stood out like the old van.

She didn’t get why all of them went,
but she supposed they’d had a good reason.

Ash was still sprawled in the bed when
she came back in, but there was a glass of water beside it that she
hadn’t noticed before.

Consternation filled her immediately
despite the uncharitable thoughts she’d had about him before. “I
would’ve gotten that for you.”

“Thanks. I need to get up
and move around as much as I can,” he muttered after a long pause,
leaving her just enough time to decide he must have dozed
off.

She knew that.

She didn’t know how he knew that,
though.

He was young and healthy--looked
it.

And she found it really hard to digest
the possibility that he’d been as seriously injured before as he
was now--recovering from a bullet wound.

When she’d searched and located her
clothing and collected it, she went into the other room to get
dressed.

Ash studied her curiously when she
came back in. “What did you do that for?”

She stared at him blankly.
“What?”

Amusement gleamed in his eyes. “There
isn’t much I missed, I’m thinking. Too late to hide.”

Her face heated.

There was a flicker of more than just
discomfort, though, and that disconcerted her. “I’m not used to
being watched while I dress,” she said dryly.

He uttered a sound that wasn’t
entirely a chuckle, but it suggested amusement.

Leaving him in solitary splendor in
the bedroom, she went to the living room and paced for a while,
listening for the guys’ return.

Finally, she decided they couldn’t
have been gone long when she woke up because it was barely daylight
when she’d gone out to the ‘facilities’.

She supposed they would have wanted to
take the van far enough away that it wouldn’t instantly be
connected to them when found.

Maybe there was a town fairly close
and they’d taken it there?

Tiring of the pacing fairly quickly,
she settled on the couch Ash had vacated in favor of the bed at
some point.

It was cool enough she thought he must
have abandoned it sometime during the night--certainly a few hours
earlier.

So maybe that was when all of the
others got up and left?

It seemed to her that it would’ve just
been common courtesy for Ian to let her know he was leaving and
give her some idea of when he might be back. But maybe he’d thought
she might be mad if he woke her up?

Maybe he’d left her a note, she
thought abruptly?

Surging up from the couch, she headed
into the bedroom, moving quietly to keep from waking the
invalid.

There wasn’t actually a nightstand,
she saw--only a rickety table.

Where Ash had set his
glass.

She glanced at him, studied him for a
long moment and finally tiptoed over to the table to see if there
was a scrap of paper anywhere around it, or underneath it--maybe
shoved off when Ash had planted his glass of water
there?

She didn’t see anything in the dimness
and finally got down on her hands and knees to look--thinking maybe
it had fluttered away on air currents and landed under one of the
beds.

Ash grabbed her when she gave up and
sat up on her heels, dragging her up on the bed and plunking her
down beside him.

She uttered a squeak of fright when he
did, a grunt when she landed, and another when he landed on top of
her, grabbing her arms and pinning her to the bed.

She blinked up at him in shocked
surprise.

He spoke before she could gather her
wits and demand to be released and to know why he’d grabbed
her.

“What are you looking
for?” he asked coolly although his eyes were filled with suspicion
and his face was tight with suppressed anger.

Gillian gaped at him. “A note,” she
finally responded.

He frowned. “A note?” he
echoed.

Her face reddened. She cleared her
throat. “I thought Ian might have left me a note to say when he’d
be back,” she responded uncomfortably.

He looked perfectly blank--actually
startled. Slowly disbelief joined the suspicion of before. “Why
would he do that?”

Gillian’s discomfort deepened. The
certainty abruptly settled in her that she’d been right to begin
with. He’d tapped that thing, dropped that load, and he was done.
“Well .. I … uh …. It just didn’t seem like he would leave without
saying anything … to me.”

He was confused. She could see he was.
Disbelief still threaded the doubt, though.

Finally, he released her, reaching to
grab his injured arm with the opposite hand and, she thought,
applying pressure.

Which indicated the move
had resurrected the pain even though he hadn’t behaved as if
he was in pain or
that his arm was injured.

“This was something you
expected?” he asked curiously.

Gillian felt the blood leave her
face.

She’d told herself that it had just
been a line to get her in his bed, that he hadn’t really meant
anything he’d said the way she’d thought, and she’d still believed
it, been hopeful. “He …,” she said and then stopped, trying to
regain control of the emotions that threatened to spill over. Her
throat was so clogged with the pain, it hurt when she tried to
swallow.

Finally, she sat up and moved
carefully to the edge of the bed, gathered herself and stood and
then she left the bedroom and went outside.

Unlike the cabin the brothers had been
living in, this one didn’t even have a small stoop--just a step up
to the threshold.

She felt … drained, she
decided.

She wanted to walk to distance herself
from her pain, but she just didn’t have the energy. After a brief
hesitation, she turned to examine the step and then sat down,
staring at nothing in particular.

She should have known better than to
swallow Ian’s bullshit, she thought with a flicker of anger--mostly
directed at herself.

She was older than him,
wiser.

Right.

Her arrogance had just made her play
right into his hands.

Young he might be--they,
the twins, all four of the staggeringly handsome brothers--but they
were … just stunningly attractive. She knew they were just too good to be
true! Knew they had so much more experience than she did that she
might as well be a flighty teenager.

Because she’d acted like
one.

She wasn’t a moron.

She was just posing as one.

And he’d led her around by the
shorthairs--because she’d let him--and now … they were stuck with
her unless or until they dumped her somewhere.

She didn’t really and truly know what
they were involved in, but she was pretty sure everybody with a gun
in South America was looking for them--and her because she was with
them.

And now he’d burst her bubble and she
didn’t even have love as an excuse for throwing her life
away.

The life she’d had.

Maybe life, period.

She couldn’t even cry.

She hurt so badly, she’d fled the
house to give vent, but discovered it was just trapped--the pain in
her chest.

She just needed to get a grip before
Ian saw her devastation, she told herself.

She didn’t know how he might feel
about it, but she had her pride--wanted to preserve it.

What was left of it.

After a while she got up and went back
inside to look for food.

Not that she was hungry, but she
needed to try to pick herself up and go on and that was a
step.

It occurred to her that
Ash had been shot when they’d escaped the Federaldies--just the day before. He
certainly hadn’t recovered enough, despite his argument, to be
taking care of himself.

And it still took an effort to
overcome her reluctance to face him after her meltdown.

She stiffened her spine, though, and
went to the room.

To her surprise, he was
awake.

But then again, he’d slept pretty much
around the clock from the time he was treated for his wound. “You
hungry?”

Something flickered in his eyes. “I
could eat.”

She nodded. “I thought I’d look for
something. I can fix for two as easily as for one.”

Turning away, she went into the
cooking area and got down one of the camping lamps to dispel the
gloom so that she could see what was available.

She went back to the bedroom when
she’d done the inventory. “Powdered scrambled eggs and dehydrated
bacon bits? Or pancakes and syrup?”

Amusement flickered in his eyes. “You
know how to make pancakes from scratch?”

She uttered an amused snort. “It’s
just flour and water. And y’all have both. Yeah, I think I can
handle it.”

He looked doubtful, but he shrugged.
“I’m good with whatever you feel like fixing.”

OEBPS/cover.jpg





