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CHAPTER 1
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The man across the aisle looked familiar, though she wasn’t sure why. There wasn’t anything remarkable about him, nor did it appear he shouldn’t be on the plane. For that matter, he hadn’t looked at her even once. Still, the feeling she knew him wouldn’t leave.

The man seated on her immediate right, on the other hand, seemed to draw her attention. He hadn’t made any moves in her direction either, but it was as if some force compelled her to look there. He was exceedingly handsome, black hair of moderate length, broad shoulders, a trim waist, and given his clothing, especially his wristwatch, a man of considerable means. He was young though, only a few years older than her, which made her wonder if he was smart and had earned his money through super-intelligence or if it was family money. 

He looked up from his tablet, not quite smiling, and she caught her breath. His eyes were the most magnificent turquoise, as if you’d bottled the Caribbean Sea. Behind them though, the moment passing, he held faint sadness.

Wasn’t her business what put it there, but a man as lovely as him shouldn’t be that way.

She offered a friendly glance, one hand on her distended waistline. Her baby, now six months along, gave a forceful kick. She rubbed gently and wished she didn’t have to pee ... again. “I’m afraid I have to make another apology,” she said. “I should never have drunk an entire bottle of water before getting on the plane.”

Struggling to her feet, she looked past him at the aisle. He stood and stepped out of the way, but try as hard as she might, she couldn’t avoid making some sort of contact. The brush was light, and he made no remark on it. However, the shock that sparked from it threw her back a few feet. Catching hold of an empty plane seat, she prevented her fall, wide-eyed, staring at him as hard as he stared at her.

What was that? Static electricity?

Her bladder squeezed again and the urgency of reaching the bathroom spun her around. Upon exiting afterward, the passengers appeared as before, her seatmate in place, a stewardess smiling from the front of the plane.

The man across the aisle stood and aimed in her direction. Unlike the man in her row, however, he made no effort to give her space.

Familiar. The image of his features jabbed at her again.

Things focused. She’d seen him in her apartment building lobby when she left. He’d gotten up from the visitor’s chairs as if to follow her, but the doorman and a couple other residents had come between them. What was he doing here?

She had only a second to contemplate it because the man she’d sat beside, at that instant, dusted his fingers across the back of her pursuer’s wrist, and his legs folding, his eyes rolling into his head, her pursuer crumpled to the floor.

The passengers shrieked. Two stewardesses rushed down the aisle. “Sir? Sir?” one called, patting his cheeks. She glanced up at the other stewardess. “He’s not breathing. Inform the captain we have an emergency.”

The girl wobbled in place unsure how to react, then spotted the man she’d sat beside gazing back at her. The same force that’d drawn her toward him before practically hurled her ahead. 

He shifted over a seat, giving her his spot on the aisle, and she heard the chaos around her:  the passengers’ speculations, the stewardess’s efforts at CPR, the captain’s announcement they were diverting to the Orlando airport. But what captured her attention were tiny golden drops pearled on the man’s upper lip.

“You’re bleeding,” she said. Unthinking, she stretched out one hand and blotted the drops with her fingertips. A rush of heat washed over her frame, her pulse doubled, and high on some strange form of bliss, she drooped. 

“Sir? Is your wife okay? I know the man’s death is startling ...” A stewardess leaned overhead.

Death? He’d died? The thoughts flitted through her brain, though she couldn’t respond to them.

“Maybe, when we arrive at the airport, she should be looked at,” the man said.

“Of course. I’ll inform the captain. We’ll be landing in ten minutes.”

He nodded, and the stewardess hastened away.

Wife? Why had he lied? She didn’t know him. Then again, somehow she did. She couldn’t explain that, and he didn’t reply. Instead, he tipped her chin toward him and kissed her. It was light, barely a brush, but the sticky substance on his skin pasted between them. 

Lemons. It tasted like lemons. Seconds later, she saw nothing at all, but fell fast asleep.
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The doctor, an overweight, underpaid emergency physician, who appeared to be in his forty-eighth hour on call, shifted his ice-gray gaze over the top of a pair of wire-rimmed glasses. “You the father?” One hand in the pocket of his lab coat, he shuffled his feet, seemingly eager to continue his rounds. And probably go home and, from the looks of him, drink a fifth of Scotch.

Stryke hesitated, unsure of the proper response, then nodded. He was not the father, but was incredibly worried that the girl meant to be his mate was already expecting. There was, of course, no way to explain that to anyone, not the doctor and not the stewardess who’d also assumed it. Besides, if he said no outright, he’d cut himself off from the minimal information he had now. Which reminded him of why he’d not gone into emergency care. Too many instant decisions to make.

The doctor snagged a passing nurse and jerked his chin in Stryke’s direction. “See that Mister ...” He paused, his mouth pressed tight.

“Dawkins,” Stryke supplied, “and it’s ‘Doctor’ Dawkins.”

The doctor stared at him a second longer. “See that Doctor Dawkins is kept apprised of his wife’s condition.” He didn’t bother to ask anything else, but shuffled off, shouting instructions to a passing orderly. 

The nurse motioned Stryke into the adjoining examination room. She halted a fair distance from the girl and lowered her voice. “Sorry about that. He’s curt on a good day.” She glanced toward the bed. “Since you’re a doctor yourself, I’ll spare you the patient talk.”

Stepping forward, she tugged the blue dividing curtain out further.

“We want to watch your wife for twenty-four hours to make sure everything with her pregnancy is going well. But I stress, it’s just a precaution. By the looks of things, she’s a healthy six months. In three more, you’ll have forgotten all about this.”

He made no response. In three months, he would be married if the timing of his brother’s unions were any example. But what he’d do about raising another man’s child left him at a loss.

The nurse shuffled in reverse. “I’ll check back. You take a seat.” 

She was gone in a breath, and he faced the girl, his heart thudding. He crossed the room and sank into the bedside chair, the seat cushion releasing a whoosh. The bustle of the busy hospital slowly faded to a metallic drone. 

Whoever the girl was, she was beautiful, but then, his brothers’ wives were all attractive, and this was their sister. Plus, he knew his mom had only created perfect physical specimens. Looking deeper than that, though, when they’d touched on the plane, he’d felt the pull meant to bring them together, an almost insatiable need to be with her. She must’ve sensed it too, given her expression and the reaction she’d had, falling backward like that.

She hadn’t been affected by the poison on his skin either. Another sign. He’d worked hard to keep his secretions under control, yet the more his system declined, the less control he had. It’d only ever be rectified by union with her and the eventual birth of their child. Except ... his gaze crossed the mound of her belly ... her current pregnancy stood in the way. Three months until her child was born, then two months until she could conceive again. If she was willing. If he could wait that long.

She stirred, her lips puckering, and turned her head slightly, causing a lock of dark brown hair to flutter across her cheek. His thoughts continued to churn.

He’d been easily incited lately, his superhuman abilities relatively unmanageable. That gave him a great deal of concern because the slightest brush on his skin from anyone beside this girl or his brother, Dagger, would result in probable death. When he was younger, the effect had been much milder, more like a bee sting. It’d turned lethal over time. For that reason, he’d been kept isolated for much of his existence, attaining his medical degree through a series of highly paid tutors. Not until he’d needed actual clinic experience had he been allowed out for any length of time, and then he’d had to dress protectively, long sleeves, latex gloves.

Going into skin care had seemed like the obvious choice. He could open a private clinic, see clients on his own schedule, and concentrate most of his time toward solving the mystery of the poison beneath his skin.

The girl stirred again, once more interrupting his thoughts, her fingers restive, her eyelids twitching. It seemed she dreamed, and he’d bet whatever she saw wasn’t good. In her next breath, she gasped and sat up, one hand going automatically to her waist. Seeing nothing at first, she trembled, then her gaze traveled around the room and things apparently fell into place.

She lay back in bed, and her gaze met his. Golden eyes like the sweetest nectar. “Who are you?” she asked.
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She foamed with questions, who he was at the forefront, but also what had happened on the plane. He’d touched that man; she’d seen it. Next thing she knew, he was dead. There was also whatever had happened when she came into contact with his skin. What was that substance, and why did it affect her? “Affect” was the wrong word. It was more like being body slammed, her heart coming out of her chest. Sweat, yet not sweat, thick like honey, and the scent strangely stimulating.

Who was he? But more importantly, what kind of man was he?

He leaned forward, his elbows propped on his knees. “My name’s Stryke Dawkins,” he said. “I’m a medical doctor specializing in skincare research.”

Skincare? That turned her attention to his lips, but right then, she saw nothing. “You kissed me ....” She meant to say more than that, to describe how it’d made her feel, but his expression stopped her. He appeared almost apologetic.

Her thoughts switched again. “That man, he died ...”

“I poisoned him.”

Startled, she pulled herself more upright. “Poisoned him how? You didn’t tell anyone.” When he did it, she meant ... if he was sincere. But why would he lie about that? For that matter, why didn’t it make her afraid? 

“He was after you, so I stopped him. He meant to drug you.”

Drug her? Why? And how? She hadn’t seen anything in his hands.

Stryke tilted his gaze. “Where’s the father?”

She moistened her lips. That explanation wasn’t easy to give. “I don’t know where, and I don’t know who.”

This brought his brow upward, fine horizontal lines forming, and it struck her he’d misunderstood. Her calm manner shattered. “But I wasn’t ...” The word stuck on her tongue. “... you know, taken a-against my will. It was a program. I volunteered to be implanted. The doctor used my egg and some unknown guy’s genetic material ... I ... I wanted a baby.” Her words blended together in a rush. Inhaling deep, she hushed. 

They’d said they were perfecting genetic science, and admittedly, she’d found that frightening. But without a boyfriend or any prospect of one, she’d thought it worth the effort. It hadn’t taken but one visit to do. Afterward, they’d paid for all her wellness exams. She’d only had to promise to submit to tests once the baby was born.

“You were headed south,” he said.

This didn’t seem to be related, but she saw no harm in answering. “I won a vacation to Miami, some sweepstakes I must’ve forgotten I entered. The caller told me where to go to pick up the tickets. I admit I was skeptical, but everything checked out, so I thought ... I thought it’d be best to go now before I get too big to enjoy it.”

“It was a trick,” he said. “Somewhere between your home and Miami, he would have applied the drug, and you would have miscarried.”

Horrified, she wrapped her hands around herself. Tears filled her eyes. “Why? What have I done to anyone?” And how was it this man knew all that? It implied forethought and planning, which scared her even worse.

He stared at her for a moment, then stood and pressed his lips to hers. He made no attempt to deepen it, nor did it seem like a sexual overture. When he reversed, however, her lips were numb. As before, the substance on his skin smeared between them. Sugary sweet, this time the drops were flavored like caramel. They clung to her tongue, coated her throat, and heightened her senses, as if she fell from a great height, though in fact, she hadn’t moved at all.

“What you’ve touched, what you’ve tasted, is deadly to everyone else.”

He was completely serious, and though her mind screamed disbelief at her, her heart totally accepted it. 

“You are my mate,” he continued. “We’re meant to be together and cannot fight it. That’s the draw you felt.” He paused. “The complete story is long and tiresome. I will tell it, over time, but first, you’re safe with me.”

“And my baby?” she asked.

“And your baby,” he replied. “You can trust me to take care of everything.”

Weariness took hold, and her eyelids slid shut. She gave into it, but on the edge of sleep, mumbled her name. “Margot Fischer.”
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Stryke slipped out of the room into the hallway, but stood sentry by the door. His cell in one hand, he dialed his brother, Crowne, his thoughts spinning, tornadic. Fischer? How could her last name be Fischer? Yet another coincidence that didn’t make sense.

He’d always known his mother kept secrets, and of all his brothers, he knew more of them than anyone else. Nevertheless, there were still things she never told anyone. She was an intensely private person, a trait he’d definitely inherited. His idea of privacy was for his own peace of mind though, whereas hers was generally for selfish purposes. Knowing this about her didn’t stop him from doing whatever she asked, but in this instance, it did keep him from calling her.

He’d not met Crowne yet, only hearing what Dagger and Kaos had said about him. According to them, he was a leader, the one the others turned to when they needed help. The organization he ran, the Underground, gave him access to sensitive information. Finding out what there was to know about Margot Fischer would be easier for him, though he was aware their mother would have hidden much of it.

Nothing that appeared to be happenstance, when it came to their mates, had been happenstance at all, which made him question her pregnancy. She’d volunteered for a program. What program? Chances were his mother was involved, but to what extent? She’d been the reason he’d boarded the plane. He owned his own aircraft and had no such need.

The voice that answered his brother’s phone was female and sounded out of breath. He realized why when she scolded a toddler immediately afterward. Phoebe, Crowne’s wife, he’d heard good things about. 

“Is this Stryke?” she asked, seeming to gather herself. Not waiting on him to answer, she continued. “Crowne’s ... well, how to say it nicely? Indisposed?”
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