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Chapter One

Dior Cannon came face to face with the
barrel of a gun as she swung her door open to leave for work. Shock
jolted through her, freezing all motor function and most of her
brain function.

“In,” the stranger
growled, moving the barrel to her forehead and pressing it against
her.

“Now,” snarled the man
behind him. “Keep us standing out here and we’ll blow your fucking
head off and just use your sister.”

Dior didn’t digest one word out of
three.

She wasn’t aware of it, at any
rate.

She fell back because of the gun being
pressed to her forehead, yielding to the pressure and stumbling
blindly backwards.

Behind her, she heard a scream—cut off
abruptly—as her sister, Dionne, apparently spotted the
men.

The second man, she realized, had
surged around the first and her, although she hadn’t registered it
until then, and leapt to grab her sister and silence
her.

Dior cut her eyes in that direction,
moving her head slightly in a search to check on her younger
sister, Dionne.

The man that had greeted her at the
door grabbed her in a chokehold and shuffled her toward the living
room where she discovered the second man had forced her sister to
the floor and was tying her up.

“What’s … what is this?”
Dior gasped, struggling to make sense of something that was beyond
her comprehension. “What’s going on?”

Her captor drew his gun back to hit
her with it—the first she even realized he’d let go of her as soon
as he’d hustled her into the living room.

“Not the
face, you stupid fuck!
She can’t get in looking like she’s been beat up. They’ll
know something’s
up.”

He aborted the movement. Instead, he
shoved her toward the couch. She slammed her shin into the coffee
table on the way and fell half on and half off the couch. Unable to
right herself or to find a hold to break her fall, she fell off
onto the floor, hitting her cheekbone on the coffee table in the
process.

The man on the floor with her sister
gave her a deadly look—as if she’d done it on purpose—and then
flicked a glance at the first man.

“Go watch the street from
the front,” he growled after a pregnant moment. “You—Get your
scrawny ass off the floor and come sit beside your
sister.”

Since he was looking directly at her,
Dior bobbed her head and crawled around the coffee table, meeting
Dionne’s gaze for a handful of seconds.

Dionne’s eyes were as full of terror
as hers no doubt were, but blank with confusion.

She was confused herself.

She and her sister weren’t living in
poverty, but they could see it from where they stood. They were
close enough it wouldn’t take a big bump to send then sliding the
rest of the way and hitting bottom.

Dionne had been through a
god awful divorce and ended up with pretty much
nothing—before the plague hit.

And she and her boyfriend
had split up less than two years later and she had ended up with nothing
because they weren’t married.

Because it never seemed to be a good
time to get married from Brandon’s viewpoint.

Or to have a baby.

And they hadn’t actually acquired
anything of value in the decade they were together that constituted
‘assets’.

So they had pretty much nothing
valuable enough to attract thieves.

Both she and Dionne had passed thirty,
so neither of them were ‘young’ and or sexy, and that made it hard
to fathom sex as a motive.

They didn’t do drugs. She couldn’t
imagine the men waving guns at them for laxative, vitamins, and
aspirin.

Why target them?

And how did they know Dionne was her
sister?

That suggested research and research
suggested targeted.

Sure they shared a strong familial
resemblance, but the comment was made before they’d gotten inside
for a good look at Dionne.

No answer presented itself as she
settled as close to Dionne as she could, surreptitiously reaching a
hand out to make contact. It was the best she could do to derive
comfort or give it.

She began to feel physical discomfort
almost immediately—from the hard floor, from her position on it,
from the soreness and bruising from the way the man had gripped her
and slammed her around—but that also made her realize the minutes
were ticking past and nothing more had happened.

Some of the tension eased from
her.

Why hadn’t they done anything
else?

They were waiting for someone else—or
something?

Who did they expect? Or
what?

Her mind produced no clue, couldn’t
yield a single damned possibility to help her understand and try to
survive.

She couldn’t help Dionne if she
couldn’t help herself.

She should try to talk to him, she
told herself, try to establish some kind of rapport—try to make him
see them as people, not objects.

Try to find out what the attack was
all about so she’d know if there was any way to talk them out of
whatever they planned.

She couldn’t do it.

She searched her mind a little
frantically for something, anything, that she could say. Her throat
felt as if it was stuck together. “I have almost a hundred dollars
in my pocketbook,” she finally croaked hoarsely. “You can have it.
Take it!”

He punched her in the chest so hard it
knocked the breath out of her. She slammed into the coffee table
behind her and it was as if the blow had shoved the pain all the
way through.

“Shut the fuck up,” he
growled. “If you open your mouth again, I’m going to shove the
barrel of this pistol down your throat and pull the trigger. Got
that?”

Dior nodded jerkily and gave up the
effort to right herself, laying heavily across her
sister.

The urge to cry from pain and fear hit
her, but if there had ever been a worse time to yield to tears she
had never experienced it.

Ditto the urge to sit up. He wasn’t
looking directly at her. She was afraid if she moved a hair, he’d
whip around and shoot her. Maybe Dionne, too.

But they wanted
her for something, she
realized when the terror level subsided a little.

One of them had said he would blow her
head off and use her sister instead.

What use could he have
for her?

She was a lab assistant.

She thought of her job as an important
one, but it wasn’t valuable to just any thug off the street. They
weren’t designing drugs. They didn’t have anything in the lab these
men could sell on the street or use to get high. They just tested
various substances for various properties for the more important
scientists.

But maybe they thought she had access
to drugs?

Or that she made way more money than
she actually did?

She was still rambling through
disjointed thoughts, trying to bring them to order, when the thug
watching her and her sister abruptly tensed.

She tensed in expectation when he
did.

She strained to hear whatever it was
he’d heard.

A vehicle had pulled up outside, she
thought. The sound was loud enough she thought it must have pulled
up the drive.

“Show time. Up!” he
growled.

Dior was slow to react because her
brain was still shocked and in slow-mo.

He surged toward her, grabbed her arm
and nearly yanked it out of the socket when he jerked her to her
feet. She scrambled to get her feet under her and walk as he hauled
her toward the door. He stopped and punched her in the belly with
his fist hard enough to make her double over. “You’re getting on my
last nerve, bitch! Get up and fucking walk.”

Struggling for breath, Dior did her
best to straighten up and find her equilibrium while she had the
chance. She was still stumbling as he dragged her outside, though,
because he was moving too fast for her—especially in her current
condition.

A car was idling on her drive beside
the six foot privacy fence that divided her yard from the next
house over.

The man dragged her around to the
passenger side of the car, opened the door, and shoved her
inside.

While she was trying to get her
seatbelt situated, he slammed the car door and walked around to the
driver.

Who, she discovered, was a
co-worker.

She recognized him.

She frowned, trying to recall his
name, but it escaped her at the moment.

The thug flicked a glance at her from
the window before he focused on the driver. “We straight on the
plan?” he growled.

The driver nodded jerkily. “I get the
specimens. She brings them out. We bring them to you.”

“That’s the deal. If you
fuck up—either of you—you’re gonna find a body when you get back
and then you’re gonna join them.”

When the driver had pulled down the
drive to the street Dior looked at him. “What specimens?” she asked
blankly.

“We’re under electronic
surveillance,” he responded tightly.

Dior gaped at him, glanced around the
car, and finally settled back, even though she hadn’t seen
anything.

She’d seen the two bastards that had
broken in to their home, though. They hadn’t made any attempt to
disguise their appearance and she didn’t believe letting them live
was any part of their plan. Dionne might be still alive when she
got back with whatever they wanted and she might not be.

She thought probably not, but she
couldn’t let herself fall apart over the
possibility—likelihood—even though she thought for a couple of
moments she would as soon as that occurred to her. She’d be dead,
too.

If she managed to save herself, she
might be able to save Dionne, too.

She just couldn’t imagine how she
could possibly manage that when it appeared she was still under
surveillance.

The thought prompted a ray of hope,
though.

Maybe, she thought a little hopefully,
all of her neighbors hadn’t already left for work and there was a
witness who had noticed and would call the cops?

If ever there was a good time and
place for nosey neighbors, this was certainly it!

* * * *

Adrian flicked a look up the wall to
the top, surveyed the wire mesh netting that covered the entire
yard, and the razor wire adorning the top of the wall for a long
moment before he slid his gaze towards the watch tower without
moving his head. He doubted they would believe for a moment that he
was staring at the sky, but it was worth a shot.

Two.

Two here,
Dante responded.

Three on west
tower, Bain reported.

Two on East tower,
Calen said.

They had not changed that—yet. Still
nine guards. Who would fire the moment they realized their
specimens were trying to escape—nine men with weapons firing at
them from four directions.

Escape was going to be a cake walk, he
thought dryly.

Shrugging inwardly, Adrian began to
walk, to ‘exercise’ as the humans referred to the two one hour
intervals they were allowed ‘outside’ their prison cell each day in
the yard.

They didn’t refer to it as a prison cell. They called it a ‘dorm’.
But that was what it was. Prison.

They had had more freedom at the place
the humans called Area Thirteen, Adrian thought with a flicker of
unaccustomed anger—even though they hadn’t actually been allowed
‘outside’.

The security was tighter there,
though—miles deep—and they’d been unequipped for an attempt at
escape even if not for the security. They’d been developed there,
grown to full maturity there—but kept so isolated much time passed
before it even occurred to them that there was a world outside of
their tiny island of existence.

Even when they’d begun to
understand, used their keen senses to expand their awareness of the
world beyond their cell, they had struggled to comprehend the
things they heard and smelled—because they could not
see anything that was
referenced. That made it impossible to link the names with the
objects and begin to understand.

They had a better chance of finding
freedom, here, he thought—was certain of it.

Because these people did
not know who or what they
were and had no clue of their capabilities—beyond
the fact that they were of alien origins.

Here they had been able to access far
more than they had at the desert facility.

Here they had been able to begin to
connect the dots and understand.

He had dismissed that assessment when
he had first made it.

It just seemed … incomprehensible to
him, completely illogical.

It seemed the developers would have
passed the information they had collected along, but then these
beings liked their secrets (all of them) and, beyond that, they
were jealous and competitive.

The ‘project’ had been removed from
the power of the original developers because they had failed to
make the progress their government hoped for.

In response, for the sake of petty
revenge, perhaps, they had failed to share … important
information.

It still hung over
them—the possibility that they,
their new tormenters, would discover it before they
could escape. It … frustrated him, but they had not been fully
developed in any way during the time they had spent at Area
Thirteen. They had not had the understanding they had needed to
protect themselves—to find their way in the alien world if
they had escaped.

They had believed cooperation was
necessary to their survival when, in fact, the opposite was the
truth.

Because they had had a limited
understanding as younglings and even mature beings because they
were so isolated.

Their understanding of the aliens and
their world was still dangerously limited, but now the choice
wasn’t to go or stay. It was to live or be terminated.

He shrugged it off.

Hindsight.

Dante fell into step beside him after
a few moments. Behind them, Calen and Bain fell in, walking two
abreast.

In precise military formation they
were hardly aware of, they made several circuits of the enclosure
and finally stopped at the equipment provided for ‘fitness’ and
went through the motions of exercise, pretending the weights they
were provided with were a challenge when they weren’t.

Adrian had not been able
to figure that out—whether it was an indication of the strength of
their enemy or they just didn’t want to give them heavier ‘missiles’—in case they
decided to use them for that.

The latter seemed unlikely when they
had been at pains to convince their captors that they weren’t
particularly strong despite the fact that they were far larger,
physically, than their captors.

This would still be my
primary choice for an escape point when we are ready,
Adrian informed them.

Because they could
actually see outside from this point—were close to freedom. From their
dorm, the facility appeared as a maze where they might race around
and around and still not find the opening they needed to get to the
outside world.

Unless we encounter
resistance, Dante agreed.

Very likely we
will, Adrian said sourly.
I cannot honestly conceive that it would be
otherwise when they have held us these many years.

We will escape regardless
of which direction we settle upon, Bain
said grimly. I am sick to death of the
captivity even more than the tests. I do not care what it
takes.

Exactly,
Calen agreed, which
means we may as well take this one since it would be most
advantageous to us. It faces the sea and there is a constant,
strong wind toward the mainland. Either or both of those factors
could be an advantage for us.

It faces the sea on all
sides, Bain said testily.
It is clearly an island, although it boggles my
mind that they believed that would matter to us.

Adrian
frowned. That may be a weakness in us—the
tendency to overestimate them. I am not certain it had anything to
do with the choice.

We have to work with what
we have, Dante pointed out.

I would like it better if
we had a more concrete plan to execute once we
escape, Calen said tightly.
Other than run very fast.

I do not like it any more
than any of the rest of you, but that cannot be done when we have
not been able to collect enough Intel on the world beyond our cages
to develop a plan, Adrian pointed
out. Or able to make contact.
We will have to rely upon our instincts and the
genetic programming to guide us.

We have listened to them
many years now. They chatter about nothing the least bit useful to
us—or very little of any use. And I
thought we had confirmed that they were about to shut the program
down. What are we waiting for? Bain
demanded.

Adrian paused, lifting his
head and sniffing the air. Her.

They would already have made their bid
for freedom if they had not discovered her.

But she was ‘the one’ and freedom
without her was not life. It was merely existing and they had had
quite enough of merely existing already.

* * * *

Dior was of the opinion that the time
to act was when they had parked the car and left it to take the
ferry to the island.

She’d had time to emerge from deep
shock, however, to thaw so that, little by little, her brain began
to function again at a more normal capacity.

And it had dawned upon her just about
the time she considered talking to her co-worker about trying to
make some kind of plan that there was something about Hilliard that
just wasn’t adding up in her mind, something that made her
wary.

She couldn’t put her finger on
it—because she was dealing with a situation so far outside of her
norm that it just didn’t make sense to her.

And also because she didn’t actually
know the man she was riding with—not even peripherally. She knew
him to recognize him and she knew his name, had remembered it, but
he didn’t work in the same department that she did.

She wasn’t certain what
department he did work in. She just knew it was a higher security level than
hers—which was virtually rock bottom of the hierarchy.

As they got out of the car, he moved
around to the passenger side and prevented her from leaving while
he looked her over critically.

“Straighten your hair and
clothes,” he said tightly.

Dior sent him a look of surprise but
turned and bent down to look at her hair in the side view
mirror.

It had broken free of the stretch tie
she used to secure it in a ponytail at the back of her neck and she
pulled it the rest of the way out, raked her fingers through her
hair, and then bundled it in the stretch band again.

Her clothing was rumpled.

She put her lab coat on. She didn’t
bother to button it. The coat covered most of her
clothing.

When she turned around, Hilliard
looked her over critically and nodded.

They turned then and hurried down to
the dock since the ferry had already arrived.

And it struck her, finally, as they
stepped onto the ferry and looked around for seats what it was
about the bastard that had made her wary.

He was tense and she thought his
nerves were on edge.

But he didn’t seem to be afraid or
worried like she was.

Because, she thought, he was one of
them.

Nothing else made sense.

True, they could and probably did have
both of them under surveillance the whole time they were in the
car. And it was certainly true of her that she had someone dear to
her that would pay for any mistakes she made.

But what about him?

Of course, she didn’t know
him.

He might be all tore up about someone
he loved in spite of the fact that he struck her as too arrogant to
care about anyone but himself.

But they couldn’t be under watch now,
could they?

And he just didn’t strike her as
anyone laboring under duress.

Tense, yes. Maybe even a little scared
and worried about his own hide.

She could be completely
wrong, she decided, but she suspected he was connected and she
realized she couldn’t afford to act on anything else but the
assumption that she was right. She had to accept that, quite
possibly, she was still within range of somebody that could end her
if she tried anything.

She had to try something, though, she told
herself.

She could just play along and hope for
the best, but she didn’t think that was going to happen—best case
scenario. She thought she was going to do exactly what they wanted
and then they were going to take her back to her place and kill her
and Dionne—if they hadn’t killed her sister already.

* * * *

An attempt had been made by the beings
who held them to prevent a predictable pattern from emerging, but
apparently it was just against their nature to prevent themselves
from establishing a pattern.

Granted, their efforts had
confounded Adrian for a while, but, in the end, there
was a pattern. It just
took them a while to circle back and begin to repeat themselves …
almost too late to help them out.

Potentially.

Not that Adrian had considered, even
for a moment, that there was any way they could escape without
creating panic within the ranks of their jailors, but he had hoped
it would be possible—at least—to minimize the damage—perhaps to
slip out so that they had a little bit of a head start.

That was before he
saw her,
though.

Breathed her essence.

And almost completely lost his
mind.

A fairly significant length of time
passed after he had crashed into that wall of desire before he
began to get an inkling of what it was that had happened to
him.

The call to mate.

It warred with the sense of
self-preservation that had set him on the course of plotting escape
when he knew of no place to escape to—and no means of escape—when
he began to pick up tidbits of information here and there that made
it clear they were winding the ‘project’ down, would be terminating
it.

And them.

Not that they had said
that—precisely.

They would not be freed, though. He
knew that. They would not be allowed to live because the humans who
had developed them believed they were dangerous
entities.

When the project was terminated, they
would be.

And yet—as dire as the situation
was—he had felt the call, had been distracted by his
biology.

He had not recognized that call, at
first, because he had only experienced it once before when he
reached physical maturity and the first time he had, he had
experienced the total disruption of his entire system. There had
actually been no female to direct his needs toward then, however,
which was why it had taken him so long to understand the change in
him—well, most of it. It had raged for a time anyway, almost more
than he could control, a hunger he thought would eat him alive,
but, eventually, he had tamed it, gained control of it.

And he had still run off the rails
when he had caught a glimpse, a faint whiff of a chemically
compatible female.

It did not matter, he told himself.
They would take her with them.

And when they found a place where it
was safe to indulge their needs, they would—they would court her
and mate with her—and learn what it was like to live rather than to
merely exist.

Granted, they had never been beyond
the confines of their jail cell except for the routine exercise in
the outdoor pen. There might be any number of females beyond their
prison that he would find himself compatible with—even though he
had found only her within his proximity.

Might be.

And might not since he was not of this
world.

While he was debating how he might
find her on the fly a security detail of eight entered the ‘dorm’
where ‘the subjects’—they—were kept. The soldiers were armed to the
teeth and wearing riot gear.

“Get up,” the leader
growled.

‘The subjects’ met his
gaze for a long moment and then exchanged questioning
glances.

Termination time,
Dante wondered?

Not yet,
Adrian responded. They
have not collected the specimens they will need to replicate what
they have already done.

“All of you! Now! Move!
You three—over there. Little—chain that one.”

That explained why there were eight of
them, Dante thought as he watched. Two worked together to chain
them up for transport while the rest held the ‘free’ ones at bay
with their weapons.

Believed
they were.

In general, they only took ‘the
subjects’ one at the time and they obviously figured four guards
were enough for that.

The deviation to a schedule that was
unendingly the same made him—all four of the subjects—tense. They
didn’t exchange another look.

No expression crossed their
faces.

No emotion shown in their nearly
identical, eerily pale blue eyes.

The scientists that studied them had
always referred to them as Subject A, Subject B, Subject C, and
Subject D.

The staff had entertained themselves
by assigning names to them even though they had never, once, spoken
directly to any of the subjects in the time since they’d been
removed to the new lab from the one where they had been
developed—the original lab at Area 13—A for Adrian, B for Bain, C
for Calen, and D for Dante. He had decided Dante suited
him.

All males, which made the
staff wonder, discuss out loud, even though it was forbidden to do
so, what the hell the scientists had been thinking since they had
no clue of the origins of the DNA—perhaps did not even know that
there had been
DNA.

But he supposed they could scarcely
produce females when there had been no female DNA
present.

The soldiers/guards/security teams
referred to them as the Four Horsemen.

Or sometimes the zombies.

They were about to find out that the
former was probably closer to the truth, he thought grimly, if they
thought they could stop them when they were ready to
leave.







Chapter Two

“What are we doing?” Dior
hissed at Hilliard as he dragged her into an empty lab and locked
the door behind them. She was still so shaky from being processed
by security that she felt weak, borderline hysterical, and vaguely
nauseated—and desperate to know what the hell she was involved
in.

“Get undressed,” he said
tightly.

A shockwave rolled over her. Dior felt
her jaw slide to half mast. “What?”

He gritted his teeth at her, grabbed
the front of her lab coat, and shook her hard enough to rock her
head back and forth on the stem of her neck. “Now!”
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