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Chapter One

 


TEN YEARS EARLIER

 


Erin had doubts. They fluttered at the
back of his mind, creating uneasiness he couldn’t afford to deal
with at that moment.

Fear clawed at his belly.

There would be no coming back from
what they planned.

What he had planned.

It was bad enough
that his life
hung in the balance.

A thousand times worse
that the younger brothers who had always looked up to him, depended
upon him--that their lives hung in the balance, too.

He shook those thoughts, dismissed his
qualms.

He had sought knowledge from those of
the cosmic well.

He had weighed everything
carefully.

Truthfully, he knew there had never
been a choice--not from the time the men took them.

It was only a matter of time before
they were done with them and ready to dispose of the ‘strange
ones’. It had been their fate from the time they were
taken.

They could count themselves lucky that
they hadn’t decided to dispose of them earlier--when they’d been
less capable of defending themselves.

He glanced at his youngest
brother, Dallas, as they reached the door to the
stairs. Stun him. We need the keys. We
can’t afford a fight here.

Nodding, Dallas shoved the flat metal
bar that had been part of a desk into the crevice of the door and
pried at the door until the lock gave way with a cracking sound
that filled the small space like the report of a high caliber gun.
The lights in the stairwell flickered on when Erin snatched the
door open before Dallas had even withdrawn the metal bar and Dallas
leapt through the opening. Landing on the last stair of the first
flight, he vaulted over the railing and dropped to the basement
floor.

It was hardly a soundless entry, but
it was quiet enough and fast enough that the man on guard wasn’t
convinced there was a threat.

Until it was too late to do
anything.

Dallas raised his hand and hit the man
with a hard gust of wind that lifted him off of his feet and shot
him toward the block wall behind him hard enough there was a
sickening crunch when he landed.

He was still breathing, though, when
Dallas tore his keys off of the security chain at his waist and
leapt toward the door to the cell he’d been guarding.

It’s us, Ash,
Erin alerted his younger brother just before
Dallas opened the door to his confinement cell.

Ash leapt out, aborting the summoning
of fire.

Let’s go. Quickly
now.

They bounded up the two flights of
stairs to the ground floor and charged down the corridor toward the
exit Erin had determined would give them the best shot at
freedom.

And skidded through a puddle on the
floor that shouldn’t have been there.

Ash assimilated the origins before
either Erin or Dallas, whipped a quick survey of the area and
spotted Ian--frozen in the grips of horror. Dashing toward his
twin, he struck his shoulder to jerk him out of his state and then
grabbed his arm and dragged Ian with him as he followed Erin and
Dallas out of the facility.

Dallas summoned the wind to carry them
over the twenty foot wall and deposit them near the
woods.

They managed to cross the clearing and
enter the woods before Ian bent double and puked.

By that time everyone was high on
adrenaline and too anxious to stop.

Erin hesitated--torn between his
anxiety about his young brother, Ian, and the need pounding in his
veins to put as much distance between himself and the chambers of
horror as he could as fast as he could. “We have to go,” he
growled. “If they catch us, we’re dead.”

“It’ll be better if we
split up and meet up at another place,” Ash responded tightly.
“I’ll hang back and help Ian … until he gets a grip.”

“I’m ok,” Ian managed to
say. “I didn’t mean to do that. I swear I didn’t.”

“Forget it,” Erin
responded angrily. “They would’ve killed you. They meant to kill
all of us. Don’t feel bad for the bastards.”

“I didn’t mean to hurt
them, though,” Ian said plaintively, shuddering.

“We didn’t do
nothing to deserve this
shit,” Erin said bracingly. “You have the right to live whether
they think so or not. We all do. Let it go. We need to move or we
aren’t going to make it.”

* * * *

PRESENT DAY

 


It was the strangest experience Erin
had ever had--and he had had some very strange experiences in his
time--mostly because they had discovered they really and truly did
not fit in to the human world. Even though they’d been convinced
when they managed to escape that they would--could blend right in
and ‘hide’ among them.

But, then again, despite the many
things that told them they weren’t human, he hadn’t actually
believed that, and that was why it came as such a shock to him to
discover it was all too painfully true.

He had convinced himself that he was
just a little different.

He didn’t suppose any of them had
believed they weren’t.

Because, he realized in that moment,
as he watched Gillian climb the stairs and drift slowly closer to
him that he had been waiting … for her … most of his
life.

He hadn’t wanted to accept that there
might be no one for him--for his brothers.

The fear that he was wrong had been
steadily gaining ground over the years, though.

And yet--the moment he
saw her time
seemed to elongate, hold its breath--as if he’d inadvertently
stepped through a portal where time wasn’t just slower. It didn’t
exist at all.

For a handful of thundering
heartbeats, he felt as if he had been swallowed away from
existence, cocooned from that state, a spectator only.

And then everything snapped back
abruptly, crushing his lungs in his chest, shattering his
mind.

He lost any ability to experience
anything through his own senses.

He felt
her, was drowning in
her.

Warnings were screaming all over his
system when he finally managed to collect himself.

To a degree.

Sufficiently to realize he couldn’t
give in the nearly irresistible urge to move closer to her, touch
her, inhale her scent--explore the softness of her.

He couldn’t
take her as badly as he
wanted to. He had to win
her acceptance.

He had to fight the beast inside of
him that was threatening to escape--that had no familiarity with
logic, reason, civilized behavior.

He had to maintain the façade of
possessing all of those things.

Or he would frighten her away and then
he would never be able to capture her.

He still felt like a prowling
beast--wary, struggling to contain himself from the moment he had
captured the tantalizing scent of her.

He wasn’t alone.

He knew without dragging his gaze from
her that the others felt as he did. He could feel their
struggle.

Luckily, Ian had arrived with enough
of his wits to run interference for the mindless lot of
them.

It was bizarre, but even
when he had regained enough self-control to ‘act normal’, it
was an act.

He almost felt more as if he was
watching himself go through the motions of ‘normal’ than
experiencing it.

And it was all he could do to maintain
it--that show--because, inwardly, madness reigned.

Because, as desperately as he finally
acknowledged that he wanted her, he felt a sense of
threat.

It was almost as if the bastards that
had tormented them for years had located the one woman that could
bring about their downfall.

Because he was almost half way there
already and he had only just met her.

It wasn’t just his life on the line,
though.

It was his brothers’ and it was his
job to protect them from harm--still--always would be because he
was tribal chief of their little clan.

Fortunately for all concerned, he felt
a slight shift in the vortex when Ian gathered her close and
introduced her to all of them, felt his focus shift from burgeoning
obsession of her as an object to … the empathy of a true mate as
his other half.

Because the scent of her fear was
strong in his nostrils, he finally realized.

He wrestled with that, certain one
moment that guilt inspired it, that she had come to betray them
and, in the next, that the desire she sensed in all of them was
overwhelming.

Very likely would have been if there
had been only one of them present.

Because they weren’t human and he
thought she must sense that.

If they didn’t back off, she would
run--as far and as fast as she could, and they might never catch
her--coax her into accepting them.

And she was ‘the one’ he knew they had
been searching for--waiting for.

Even if they hadn’t realized it until
they found her.

Until Ian found her and brought her
home to them.

* * * *

Erin thought it wise to keep his
distance until he had had a chance to collect his wits and
determine whether Gillian was a threat to them or not--if she had
an agenda that would wreak havoc with their little band even if it
transpired that she had no connection to their hunters.

That was behind his decision to split
up--a good part of it, at any rate--and give everyone the chance to
get to know her--to form a bond if they were so inclined and
could.

But then again it hadn’t taken long at
all to discover she’d thrown all of them off kilter without even
trying.

Because he--he thought all of
them--could feel her interest, knew the attraction was mutual and
powerful.

And that she was afraid of them in
spite of it, seemed more inclined to run like hell than intrigued
enough to test the waters.

He wanted to plumb her depths--so
badly he couldn’t think straight, couldn’t drag his mind from the
hungry clamor of his body for hers long enough to catch his
breath.

He thought he was too
eager for her--all of them were--behaving as if they’d never had a
woman in their lives--feeling
as if they hadn’t.

He knew he was feeling the strain in
no time flat.

Because he’d felt what Ian had that
first night with her--as if he was there himself.

Not quite, but close enough to torment
him with the memory while he stood back and let the others claim
her.

He couldn’t even figure out why and
how he’d felt that.

He never had before.

Maybe he just hadn’t tried
before?

He didn’t think that was it, though.
It would almost have been a comfort, would have been, if he
could’ve made himself believe that.

He thought, though, that he’d made a
connection with her on some level he hadn’t been aware of
before.

Because sometimes he could hear her
mind speak and he knew she didn’t have that capability. And it
wasn’t the same as when he spoke with his brothers. It was just
enough to tease him--like a thought he couldn’t quite pin
down.

Butterfly wings.

But it was like … a light caress. So
faint he could almost convince himself it was completely
imagination.

And maybe it was, but it was slowly
driving him insane.

Because even after he’d convinced
himself he had been completely wrong about her, had misjudged her,
the plan was already set in motion and he couldn’t change it just
to suit his needs. The others wanted her just as badly. They’d been
told they would have the chance to woo her. He couldn’t take that
away from them.

But the wait was more tortuous than
anything he’d dealt with before.

Which, he supposed with disgust, was
why he’d tripped and fallen on his face, screwed up so bad the very
night she was supposed to be his that he’d had to spend it treading
water and trying to mend the breach.

Left with stomach churning doubts
about whether or not he could convince her to forgive
him.

* * * *

Gillian didn’t want to wake up. As
long as she was skimming the edges of complete nothingness, she
felt warm, safe, comfortable. But the moment her awareness rose
higher she began to feel things not so pleasant. She flitted in an
out of bizarre dreams of bobbing along on a boat, and then a
merry-go-round. And sometimes just on the air, but every time one
of those dreams flitted through her mind, discomfort followed,
nausea, and then she began to think she was going to
puke.
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