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Even when a person can see something, it doesn’t necessarily mean he should look…

Celina Wilton is technically blind, but, given the alternative of being dead instead, she’s learned how to adapt to a condition she finds far from ideal.

Leader of a community of psychics, Stefan Kronos is often asked by the police to help out on special cases where his unique abilities assist with investigations. When he’s called upon to consult on a case, Celina falls squarely on his radar. For a long time, he’s wanted to get to know Celina better, and the only reason he’s gotten as far as he has around her walls is by proceeding in unusual ways. He’s had to cautiously watch his every step…and now, in order to protect her, he has to watch hers as well.

But, to unravel the threads tangling their lives with a vicious killer, Celina will need to trust Stefan enough to let him inside her barriers.

This stalker is like none other Stefan has encountered. Before long, he realizes he’s not the only one with eyes into Celina’s soul…
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Until he meets a woman he can’t have but can’t forget. Software developer, Tesla lost her brother in combat and has no intention of getting close to someone else in the military. Determined to save other US soldiers from a similar fate, she’s created a program that could save lives. But other countries know about the program, and they won’t stop until they get it – and get her.
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Chapter 1
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Let me see.

No. Celina Wilton shook her head, then immediately stopped. He couldn’t see her. And no movement was going to stop the voice in her head. The cruel, cunning voice of a predator. One who’d found his prey. And like most predators, he loved to torment his victim.

It was unthinkable. She – a ghost-whisperer of today – herself now haunted in the very worst of ways.

Let me see.

No. She refused to give him what he wanted.

I won’t go away. You know that.

And I won’t let you see. No matter how long it takes.

Soft, mocking laughter filled Celina’s head. She trembled. Who was this evil soul? Why was he doing this? She’d asked, but he hadn’t yet answered. He had something else on his mind. Plans. She desperately wanted to know what they were, but didn’t dare give him the satisfaction.

It will take forever…and I have more time than you.

Not if I have anything to say about this. But did she?

She hoped so. But she hadn’t found a way to change the situation yet. She needed someone to help her. Only there wasn’t anyone in this world that could. She’d been caught in a web of her own making, thinking she knew what she was doing – until this evil found her. And taught her a major lesson – that she really knew nothing. That being able to see a ghost or two did not make her a pro. That she was an innocent in a world she thought was safe and easy, only to find predators lurking in the shadows. It was a sign of her own naiveté that she hadn’t known predators could exist in this ghost world.

She wished she could turn back time to when she’d seen her first ghost and ignore him. If only she’d treated him as the fantasy figure her friends had all said he’d been.

Except then she’d have missed communicating with Caslo, her childhood friend. Her dead best friend.

She felt so alone.

Like she’d always been alone.

Right now she was surrounded by people as the orchestra broke up for the last practice before the new show opened. Chairs were shuffled back and cases opened, voices raised in laughter.

Celina waited for the noise to die down.

“Celina, are you coming out for a drink?” Jacob Coburn, friend extraordinaire, asked from beside her.

“I was thinking that an evening at home would be better. I could use a good night’s sleep before the big performance.” She reached for her purse behind her chair and double checked the clasp, her hands sound and sure. She’d been living without her eyesight for so long that this was normal. Natural. She stopped just short of thinking comfortable. There was nothing comfy about this.

There also wasn’t anything natural about people’s responses to finding out she was blind, the pity in their voices.

She was blind. Not deaf, regardless of the often hushed whispers, nor dumb, even though many friends instinctively jumped up to answer for her. Being used to others’ behavior didn’t make it easier.

And Celina hated being called disabled or worse – differently abled. That was not her. Would never be her. Her condition was a stumbling block on the pathway of life and for – her – a handicap. She was handicapped regardless of politically correct terms. Besides, she wasn’t completely blind.

She could see shadows sometimes, but not always and only if she strained her eyes.

“Come on. One drink won’t make a difference, surely.” He hesitated then added, “Besides, I want you to meet a friend of mine. He’s planning on joining us.”

She paused, closing her violin case before choosing her words carefully. “Where are you going?”

“To Chico’s.”

She stilled. Why there? It had to be a coincidence. They couldn’t know. She didn’t dare tell them. Their sympathy would be more than she could stand.

“I’ll drive you home afterwards. Just one drink to celebrate all of our hard work,” he said in a coaxing tone.

She could hear the smile in his voice. Jacob knew her too well. Knew how to get her cooperation.

“Opening night is tomorrow, and after that we won’t have a chance for weeks,” he said. “We’ve got this. But it took tons of effort – team effort – and the team wants to celebrate…”

“And I’m part of the team,” she finished for him. There was no arguing the logic. And one drink wouldn’t hurt her. In fact, it might just ease her tension for the coming night. Then again, all nights were tough these days. But why Chico’s? Any place but there.

As if hearing her thoughts Jacob added, “Chico is putting on a special deal for us. He’s expecting us.”

Crap. Of course he was. That old man was generous to a fault.

“Fine. One drink,” she said, giving in with a gentle smile.

Bruce walked past, clanging metal to metal. “A big drink then, if it’s only one.” More metal clanged, letting her know he was busy collecting the music stands to carry off to one side. Bruce played the drums and could have played with the best rock bands in the world, but the classics had stolen his heart.

“I’ll be done here in a moment. Mind if I catch a ride with you two?” Bruce asked, his voice fading slightly as he walked away. “I’ll take a cab home afterward.”

“Sure thing,” Jacob said to Bruce, and to Celina, “I’ll go lock up your harp.”

“Thanks.” Chico’s? Well if she had to… she could do this, like she’d done so much before. With a deep breath, she put on her sweater, grabbed her purse, walking stick and stood. Bruce snagged the chair as she left it. “Don’t sit back down. There’s no chair any longer.”

“As always.” She smiled. “You’re always stealing the chair out from under me.”

“I wait for you to stand,” he protested, but the smile in his voice was that of a young boy playing tricks. Still his words reminded her that he was always careful to tell her when he took her chair.

“You do. Barely,” she teased.

“Complain, complain, complain. Good thing you’re so beautiful, with alabaster skin, that jet black hair. And those eyes…” He gave an exaggerated swooning sigh then added, “Not to mention having a voice like an angel, otherwise we might not put up with you.” Bruce walked back toward her, his shoes echoing in the almost empty hall. He laughed. “Who am I kidding? With just one of those qualities we’d still be hanging around like smitten puppies.”

Celina snickered. “As if. You all have the women sniffing around you now. There’s a different woman in your bed every night. Just because I’m blind doesn’t mean I can’t see.”

“How the hell you do that I don’t know.” Jacob protested, his voice moving closer to them. At her side again, he added, “Besides, I don’t have a different woman in my bed.”

Celina leaned closer and whispered, “That’s because it’s a different guy instead.”

Jacob gasped, an embarrassed pause filling the air. He whispered in a shocked voice, “How the hell would you know?”

“The different men’s aftershave that clings to you. Men usually stick to one kind. And you’re often surrounded by different ones.”

“Damn, really?” His voice full of chagrin as he said, “I shower every day.”

“Yeah. Those goodbye kisses must be dynamite.”

Jacob’s lusty laughter rolled through the almost empty music hall. “Oh, they are – they are.”

“Besides,” she added because she couldn’t resist. “Your voice also deepens when you’re around an attractive male.”

“Oh no.” Bashfulness colored his voice. “I had no idea.”

“Most people wouldn’t notice,” she reassured him. “But my senses are sharper than most people’s.”

“Ugh,” Jacob grumbled. “Still, it’s a little unnerving to consider anyone being able to notice such mannerisms.”

A heavier footstep walked toward them. Jacob leaned closer and whispered, “You won’t tell anyone, will you?”

“I haven’t yet.” She reached out a hand and patted his shoulder, hitting him somewhere around the collarbone. “The world is a little more accepting now…”

“But the music world is very small. And not that accepting.”

“I won’t say anything,” she promised. “Of course, my silence might require a drink to seal it.”

“Blackmailing me, are you?” His voice was overly hearty as Bruce walked over.

“What’s she blackmailing you for?” Bruce asked. “Maybe I can get in on this deal.”

Celina’s laugh tinkled freely across the spacious room. “Go find your own deal to make. This one is mine.” With that she walked toward the exit.

“Wait for us,” Jacob called out, the clipped sound of his footsteps echoing as he raced to catch up.

She put out a hand to grab the large square handle on the big double doors when Jacob said, “I’ve got it.” The heavy door whooshed open. Cooler air hit her in the face as she walked through the small entrance room to the exit. She waited, a small smile on her face, for Jacob to open the exterior door for her.

The fresh air rushed to greet her. She tilted her face slightly into the breeze, loving the wash of coolness. Portland street sounds and smells greeted her. Gasoline. Car engines, people joking and laughing. The hum of an everyday evening.

She tilted her head, straining her senses, searching for something, anything other than what was on the surface. A habit she couldn’t break since her accident.

And found nothing. Thank heavens. She had no idea what she’d do if she ever did – it hadn’t happened yet.

“Are you all right?”

She started, then relaxed. “I’m fine. It looks like a beautiful night out.”

“It is, but how you could know that I’ll never understand.”

With a smirk his way she stepped out into the night.
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The bar was hopping. Celina didn’t need to get any closer than the curb to hear the music flowing out of the pub in front of her. Lights flashed and bounded behind her eyelids as she faced the building. “Surely they don’t have an old disco ball in there, do they?” She laughed as the colors flashed her way again.

Jacob approached from the right, his steps tired, heavier on the weaker left leg, his laughter bright regardless of his obvious fatigue. Excited. Almost too excited. She tucked that away inside.

“They do indeed. This place hops all the time. Come on, let’s go find the others.” Jacob grasped her elbow gently and tugged her toward the noise. She couldn’t explain the instinct to pull back. Jacob’s touch? Or the destination? She’d been to many a pub over the years and several of those same ones since her accident and subsequent eye surgery.

At this time of night the pub was loud, as in it was possibly too much of a good thing. She’d prefer a glass of white wine in the corner by a fireplace listening to live music. This felt like tequila shots being egged on by everyone in the room.

She sighed inwardly. She only had to stay for one drink, and hers wouldn’t be a shot of anything. She’d have a Baileys and coffee if she could. Although caffeine wasn’t the best thing at this time of night either.

“Just one drink, then I’ll take you home.” Jacob said quietly from her side, as if understanding her reticence.

“And I’m going to hold you to that,” she muttered as Bruce opened the door and she was hit by the full blast of music and people spilling into the entranceway. Jacob tightened his grip on her arm and half-led, half-dragged her forward through the ruckus.

“Celina’s here!”

A cry went up to her left as Jacob nudged her into the large group.

The fun was infectious, loud – and, as it included her, irresistible. She was grabbed and hugged, her cheeks bussed as people talked to her, over her and around her.

She recognized most of the people by their voices, some by their hugs and others that just felt the need to keep a hand on her.

That was another thing she didn’t understand. Once she became blind, so many people seemed to feel that her ability to recognize them would be enhanced by physical contact – at least she assumed that was the cause. They were right, but not in any way that they’d understand. With her eyes closed and her sight gone, she couldn’t see the bright colors that filled the pub. They were still there, she knew – she’d seen enough of them over the last several decades – and to a certain extent she still saw a pale ghost of them now.

The bright colors were one of the things she missed most about not being able to see. The vibrant, moving ribbons of sound – especially when she played. They used to fill her eyes with tears; then she realized that she was the only one who could see them. It was such a disappointment to have lost the brilliance of those colors with the loss of her eyesight. That she could see them at all now was wonderful, but… it wasn’t the same. She’d thought of herself as both a musician and an artist, controlling the colors as they danced to the notes she played. She made artistic creations in the air while her music was art for the ears.

It hadn’t taken her long to accept that the visual art was a gift even if she was the only one who could see it – and was still a gift in faded form.

And with so few gifts in her life, she’d been happy to have what little there were. Although she’d had a few low spots in her life, she’d also been blessed.

She needed to remember that.

“What took you guys so long?” Cindy asked beside her. Cindy played a wicked trombone and couldn’t sing a note, much to her chagrin.

“Just cleaning up behind you,” Bruce teased. “Everyone raced out so fast no one took the time to clean up.”

“Ah, well. What would we do without you?” Cindy moved something that tinkled – ice in a tall glass – past Celina. “Here, the first drink is on me as thanks!”

Jacob laughed. “Well, in that case…” He took a long drink. Celina could hear him swallowing. He was that close to her.

“Celina, what will you have?”

She started at Cindy’s question, the word nothing on the tip of her tongue. Bruce spoke up before she could and said, “She’d like a glass of white wine.”

“I do, do I? Maybe I want something else,” she said. The instant spark of anger felt odd inside. She didn’t want to be here and really didn’t want people answering questions for her – even if they were decent answers.

What was wrong with her today? She shouldn’t be so waspish. He was only trying to make it easy on her. Like everyone tried to make everything easy on her. There was just no making this…easy.

I can make it easy. Just let me see.

No. Never.

I can do it without you, but it would be more fun with you.

No. Killing people is not fun.

Oh, it so is.

That dry dusty chuckle reverberated inside her head. She trembled.

Especially when no one knows who I am, the nasty voice whispered. Or what I can do.

I don’t even know what you can do. I don’t want to know, she cried silently in her mind. How had her life come to this?

That’s easy. You wanted me here You wanted to have your eyesight back – so I stepped in to help you.

No. No. She shook her head.

Oh yes. See, you still don’t believe me. Or understand why. That’s funny. I’m so going to enjoy your reaction when you do find out about me. He laughed. Maybe a little proof is needed.

What? No. She shook her head, not caring if other people stared at her strangely. She knew she’d become odd this last year, but who could blame her? She’d lost her fiancé a year ago from an aneurysm. She’d been involved in a serious car accident three weeks later. And it had been bad enough she’d ended up with several busted ribs and a head injury, with her eyesight compromised by the trauma that even surgery hadn’t been able to fix. Then to top it all off, she had somehow collected a vengeful ghost. One who wanted her to believe he could do so much.

She was being haunted. If such a thing were possible.

No proof. Please, she whispered in her head. I believe you.

No. I don’t think you do. So give me a moment. I’ve been planning something like this for a while. It’s the perfect time. This way you’ll know for sure.

The weird blackness left her mind. Thank heavens. She needed help. Someone who could understand what she was going through. But it wasn’t exactly something she could go to a doctor for. And a psychologist would have a heyday inside her head. Weren’t there enough people in there already?

Bruce lifted his glass beside her, the ice smaller, softer, clinking softly along the glass. “Another. I want a couple of tequila shooters,” he cried. His suggestions brought on screams for shooters.

Celina sank back into the booth beside Jacob. She wanted to leave. She didn’t know what kind of proof this evil thing inside of her was going to offer, but she wanted no part of it.

“Are you okay, Celina? You look ill.”

“I’m not feeling well. Please, I know I haven’t finished my wine.” In fact, she hadn’t touched it. “But I’d really like to go home.”

Cheers broke out beside her. Instinctively she turned. “What are they doing now?” she asked.

“Just tequila shots.” The tone of his voice sounded slightly odd. She stilled, her mind racing to turn the suspicions and fear squeezing her chest into something calming. She had to get out of here. Now. Urgency had her lurching to her feet. She struggled to find the entrance to the pub. She stumbled into one person and bounced off another. “Sorry,” she said. “Sorry, I’m sorry. I’m just trying to get some fresh air.”

“Celina, wait.”

But she couldn’t. An inner drive propelled her forward to the entranceway, only she was jostled from one side to the other with no room for her walking stick. And the entranceway was no longer where it should have been. She hit a wall. Hands out, she scrambled back as far as she could down that wall.

Under all the loud music and laughing a roar built. No one appeared to notice. She tilted her head, listening as the sound rapidly grew.

In the background, as if in a movie on slow motion, she heard the first screams. Then more.

Then the sound of a huge roar. A crash. Panicked cries. Glass shattering, sprinkling down on everything and everyone.

Finally silence. The horrible, deafening silence.

Celina waited, shock, fear, terror holding her locked in place. She couldn’t see. She could only hear. She bowed her head. Fatalistically, she turned ever so slowly to stare blindly at the blank chaos in front of her. She could only imagine the scene.

A woman screamed. And screamed. A man groaned. Then another one off to the side started to cry.

“Help me,” a woman whispered close to Celina. “Please help me.”

Celina reached out a hand in her general direction and was jerked forward as the woman clutched at her and tried to pull. “I’m here. But I don’t know what happened.”

“I don’t know.” The woman started to sob. “Help me, please. I’m hurt.”

Instinctively Celina crouched at the injured woman’s side, patting her hand gently. There wasn’t much she could say, but she knew comforting sounds were coming from her mouth.

People moved slowly amidst the cries of pain and the weeping. Something dreadful had happened but she had no idea what could have taken place.

A man in front and off to the left of her said, “A large truck drove into the front of the pub. He’s halfway inside the damn room. He’s hit dozens and probably killed half of those.”

Oh no. Her heart seized as she turned to face the chaos. “Jacob? Bruce? Are you okay?”

There was no answer.

“Jacob!” she screamed. “Where are you?”

She couldn’t hear any response over the building noise as people cried out for help and still others wept for their friends and family.

She tried to control her panic. Oh God. No. Please, not my friends.

She didn’t dare try to find them in the mess. She gazed in the direction of the injured woman, her hand gently patting her on the shoulder. She’d never felt so helpless. How had this just happened? And why? And did the predator have anything to do with it? Her heart pounded in her chest and she could barely breathe. And that’s when she heard something else.

Silence – from the woman whose hand she held. Silence, where moments before there’d been raspy breath. Silence, where moments before there’d been broken weeping. Celina stroked up the woman’s arm to her throat and pressed two fingers against her sticky skin.

And bowed her head. The woman was dead.

No, her heart screamed in denial. This couldn’t be happening. They’d just come for a fun hour of celebration. Not this life-changing disaster.

She’d already survived one of those. She wouldn’t wish anything like that on anyone. And never twice.

Underneath her sorrow and budding grief, she heard that hateful laugh inside her head.

What do you think? Was that enough proof?

She froze. Oh God. No!

Oh yes. Do you believe me now?


Chapter 2
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Stefan Kronos bolted awake and out of bed. He was halfway across the room before he realized it. Panicked, he spun, searching for the danger. And stilled.

He was alone.

In his own room.

He rested in place, his heart slowing, listening. Reassured that there was no immediate danger, he ran his fingers through his rumpled hair and growled, “Now what?”

He’d barely slept an hour. And not for a lack of trying.

But as was so often the case, his wants weren’t important.

Timing was.

The more he tried to force the information of what was wrong, the further back the elusive knowledge in his conscience slipped. Out of sight. Out of his mind. Out of his reach.

He strode to the tall floor-to-ceiling windows and stared out into the night. What the hell had woken him this time?

Instinctively he sent out a silent probe searching for the direction of the distress. He knew it was a cry for help. But it was one he didn’t recognize. At least not in this form. It came raw, terrified, and coated in other energies.

Unless it was another psychic like those that had been filling his house and cluttering up his life lately. He loved them all, but there was no doubt that the landscape of his life was very different than it had been a decade ago.

Then he’d been alone and unknown. Now the opposite – in both cases – was true.

He stared out into the dark sky, watching as the clouds played peek-a-boo with the moon. Something was wrong somewhere. Then again, something was wrong somewhere every minute of the day. Unfortunately. He dropped his forehead against the glass, relaxed his guard and sank deeper into his soul to let his senses roam free.

His energy slipped outward, upward into the midnight of the sky, looking, tasting, feeling the wrongness. Behind him the television turned on. He stilled but didn’t turn around. He’d sent out energy in all directions with too much force again. Some of it had turned on his electronics. Not unexpected. Not normal, though. And better than what could have happened; he often fried the electronics.

“We bring you breaking news. A full-size truck has driven into the popular nightclub Chico’s downtown on Robstown Street. Reports are still coming in. There are ambulances on the scene. We do have a report that several members of the Portland Orchestra were in attendance celebrating their new season.” The newscaster paused. Stefan slowly turned. He stared, his heart frozen, his energy thinning as it swirled in shock.

Celina.

“This just in…we have established that several members of the orchestra have been injured,” the newscaster continued. “Two fatalities are confirmed. We’ll bring you more as we get the details.”

Stefan collapsed to his knees. Oh dear God. Please, not Celina.

Surely he’d have known if she were dead. Then he remembered the cry that had woken him from a deep sleep. Could it have been her? He should have recognized it if it had been, although the distress signal had been coming from the same general direction.

To find out for sure he needed to get to the scene. To the hospital. Where he could find her. Help her. Locating her wouldn’t be a problem. He already sensed her thin, wispy energy from here. He’d visited her enough on the etheric level to be able to find her anywhere in the world. But he wasn’t sure he could stand the thought of finding out she was injured and in need of something beyond his capabilities. Of all his friends Dr. Maddy was the only one that might be able to help if she was seriously injured.

And we need to find that out first. Don’t panic until we know. Dr. Maddy’s warm, compassionate voice slipped into his mind. I’ll make the calls. You wait for me. Don’t rush down there. You aren’t family or friends, and you won’t be allowed in to see her. Think, Stefan. She doesn’t even know you.

Stefan tilted his head back to stare up at the massive glass dome above his head. No, she didn’t know him. Not who he was now at least.

Dr. Maddy slipped out of his mind, for once leaving him feeling bereft. He’d been blessed to have so many talented friends to call on.

And there’d always been her. The love of his life. And now that life may have been cut down before he had a chance to see her in person.

He knew his thoughts made him sound like a madman. And he’d done a lot to keep the others in the traditional world from finding out about his crazy mind. He’d spent time in a place where he was supposed to get help. Oh, he’d gotten help, all right – just not the kind he’d needed. Thankfully he’d quickly learned to keep his mouth shut. He’d left there as fast as he could and had never looked back.

Dr. Maddy spoke quietly inside his head. She’s injured, but not badly. Cuts from glass as she was trying to help the victims. She’s already been checked over. She’s emotionally traumatized but not physically. She will be fine.

Thank you, he whispered in a prayer-like voice. Thank you so much for finding out.

Now rest. She has a lot to deal with. Send her some loving energy, but don’t go to the hospital – you’ll only be in the way.

Understood.

And she left.

Stefan stood up, ran his fingers through his hair again and tried to take stock. He was still shaky inside. He wondered if that had been her fear he’d felt earlier. There’d been no reason for her to call out to him. She didn’t know him. Or had she been transmitting blindly to anyone who’d listen? She’d have to be a strong transmitter for that to happen. Due to her blindness, Celina’s other senses would likely have become stronger to compensate. She might have picked up on his energy and sent out a call for help. He’d love to think it had been on purpose, but he had no reason to go there.

He’d been the one checking in on her, not the other way around.

It had always been Stefan peeking into her life to make sure she was doing okay, to connect in the only way he could. Still, he should have been able to recognize her energy if she had been the one calling out to him – at least he thought he would have. But context was everything. In a traumatic setting she’d have called out for anyone. The energy pathways he’d forged would have made it easier to get her message. And depending on her psychic abilities, she might have been coated in bits and pieces of those she cared about, completely changing the look and feel of her energy.

There’d been a sense of violence surrounding that cry. Like an attack of some kind.

He mulled over the accident. Could the fear have been one last cry from the driver of the truck before he’d smashed into the pub? Had he survived the crash? If so, Stefan wanted to talk to him. He would have to wait and see. As his senses returned to normal and he got a clearer understanding of why he’d been pulled awake, he realized there’d been some movement in the universal energy. A tear in the structure of life. A violence done on the etheric level.

He frowned, his senses stirring. As everything was connected, so too was this connected to the fabric of their lives. Everyone’s lives. There was evil out there. He’d seen the proof of it. Once he’d known, there’d been no going back. Innocence was no longer an option.

The boogeyman did exist and in his world, he lived on many different planes of existence.

Stefan walked over to his computer and turned it on. Still dressed in his pj bottoms he sat down to check the news. Maybe they would provide the clues he was looking for. He knew one thing for sure: there was no going back to sleep tonight.
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Samantha Blair gasped, then groaned as she burst through the vision. That was all her newly learned control would allow. Her intentions were simple. Sink into the vision, grab the information she needed – if any – to help the dying person to let go and step out. Easy, right? It was when Stefan had explained it. In practice? Not so much.

Be in control, Stefan had said to her during one of their training sessions. Remember, Sam, this is your energy. Don’t let fear stop you from controlling it as you are meant to control it.

Consciousness broke through and Sam’s eyes opened. She shuddered, a film of sweat forming on her skin. So much better with a bit of control, and yet so much worse – she still couldn’t do anything about these visions.

A warm arm slipped across her ribs and tugged her up close to a familiar broad chest.

That was one thing that was so much better. Brandt Sutherland. She’d been alone for so long. Now…she had a man who loved her. He understood what she went through on a regular basis with her crazy psychic abilities. Who could possibly want to connect with victims while they were being murdered?

A cold nose nudged her cheek.

“Hey, Soldier. I’m okay, boy,” she murmured softly, reaching out a hand to stroke the huge dog’s muzzle. Moses, her other dog, stood at Soldier’s side and whimpered in the back of his throat.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you guys up.”

“What about me?” Brandt’s warm voice drifted hot against her neck. “Did you mean to wake me up?”

His lips trailed up her throat before drifting over to explore her ear. Sam smiled, love welling up from deep inside.

“I’m always happy to wake you up, my love.”

His arms clenched around her. She rolled toward him and reached up to meet his lips with a deep, soul-stirring kiss of her own.

God, she loved this man.
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Celina sat in a daze. The hospital bustled around her, the noise overwhelming her. The pain. The suffering. The grief. She tried to block out the shouts, cries, and incessant weeping. She understood. She really did, but there was no way to survive the onslaught of pain without closing herself off. No way to find the peaceful core she so desperately needed to keep oriented in her physical space. People who could see didn’t understand how hard it was to be blind and upset.

She got turned around, misjudged distances, and misunderstood certain sounds. She needed to be grounded to do anything and even more so to take a trip. One more reason why she didn’t travel as much as she could.

She also didn’t have a guide dog, although many friends had suggested it. But getting one meant accepting that her condition was permanent. And she couldn’t do that. Wouldn’t do that.

Her doctor also wouldn’t sign off on her condition. As far as he was concerned she should be able to see. He’d done everything right. It was only Celina that wasn’t doing what she needed to be doing.

And he was so right about that. She didn’t dare do what she needed to do.

Plus, there was no way she could explain why.

“Celina, are you doing okay? Are you sure you want to be here and not resting at home?” Gordon, the ex-manager of the Myrtle Auditorium, home to the orchestra – and a very good friend – stood in front of her. “Let me call a cab and get you home.” His hand brushed down her cheeks, the warmth of his palm and fingers sending off sparks. “Please, Celina. You can’t do anything. The doctors are working as hard as they can to help our friends.”

“I feel like I need to be here,” she whispered. “I know I can’t help, but if there is anything I can do in any way then please let me know.”

Gordon’s voice deepened, a long heavy sigh escaping before he said, “I will, but I wish you’d go home.”

She smiled up at him. He was such a good man. She might not be able to see much, but she could see a color with everyone and Gordon’s pale blues were lovely. That said a lot about him. “I know you do. But I’ll sit here quietly for a little while. If you hear anything let me know.”

“Will do.” She listened to hear if his footsteps faded away. But a large noisy group of people moved past, making it impossible to separate all the sounds. There was no plausible reason for her continued stubbornness in staying here. She’d been offered several chances to go home but she hadn’t been able to leave. Cindy was dead. Bruce was dead. Jacob was fighting for his life and was currently in surgery. How could she leave him to fight alone?

People walked past her in a continuous wave. She had no idea if they were friends or family of the injured or if they were here for unrelated events. She was so tired, but she couldn’t let go of the fear that whispered through her veins, flowing on the river of her blood, making every breath that much harder to get out.

Her fingers clutched the soothing rock she’d hung onto for years. It felt right in her hand. Held special meaning in her heart. And had become her comfort in times of great stress. She carried it everywhere, all the time.

“Are you okay?” A quiet, deep and – oh God – smooth-as-chocolate voice spoke from beside her. She’d been so lost in all the traffic she’d disappeared into the quiet of her mind and hadn’t noticed the stranger sitting down beside her.

Her nostrils flared at the man’s cologne. She’d never smelled it before. She was sure of it. There was nothing about it she recognized, but…there was something familiar. The answer darted into her mind then disappeared before she could grasp it.

She was losing it. Confused. Disoriented. It had to be from the chaos she’d been through tonight. This was not a good place for her to be. Not that she’d tell him that. “Yes,” she said quietly. “I’m okay.”

“You looked to be having a little trouble,” that rich voice said with a gentleness that touched her. Except she didn’t need his pity. Or anyone else’s.

She tilted her lips at the corner politely and straightened. “I’m fine.” She firmed her voice and added some strength to the tone. Maybe he’d believe her this time and leave her alone.

“Good.”

He slumped down in the chair, his knee accidently brushing her as it slid past. Sparks leapt between them. She jumped. He leaned forward. “I’m sorry. Did I scare you?”

She tilted her head, letting that smooth, silky voice wash over her. God, it was magnetic. Making her want something…something more than what she had. “No, you just surprised me. I’m a little jumpy, that’s all.”

“No wonder. If you were in this tragedy at the pub then you have good reason.”

She winced. Her instinct said to keep her mouth shut. This man could be a reporter. He could be an insurance investigator. She had no idea. He was a stranger…and yet not a stranger. And that “not a stranger” part disturbed her more.

“No. I wasn’t.” She offered the white lie without a qualm then settled back and closed her eyes. “Now if you don’t mind I’m going to rest a bit.”

And she shut him out.
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“Stefan, are you at the hospital?” Brandt asked.

Stefan frowned into his cell phone. Damn psychics. Was there no privacy? “Why,” he snapped, “would you ask such a question?”

Brandt laughed. “Because everyone knows how attached you are to Celina. And the psychic grapevine tells me she’s been in an accident. How is she?”

“How would I know?” Stefan said moodily as he stared at the dark beauty beside him who had already shut him out. She appeared to be fine, maybe shaken up a little. He wanted to talk to her but couldn’t find an opening. Talk about frustrating.

He stood and walked a few steps away so he wouldn’t disturb her. Why he’d come down here he didn’t know. He was obsessed with her. And damned if that didn’t make him angry. Though he knew she was his natural mate, it didn’t make a damn bit of difference if she didn’t acknowledge it. At the rate they were going she wasn’t going to let him close enough to acknowledge anything.

That was the problem with his psychic knowledge. He knew too much at times. Waiting for Celina to find him, to know him and really see him had been hard, but now that the time was getting closer… it was almost impossible.

He was doing what he could to help breach the gap between them, letting her get used to his energy. Sitting beside her, so close – and yet there might as well have been oceans between them. Except he could see tiny energy flares flicking his way. Easing down his own guard, he let her energy flares mingle with his, tentative, then interested, questing but reserved. Always reserved.

Maybe an instinctive reaction to strangers? Maybe a reaction to him?

He hoped not. The road ahead was already turbulent.

“I need help. And you need something else to focus on.” Brandt’s voice turned brisk and businesslike. “If you’re at the hospital we’re close. If you can meet me outside, I’ll swing by on the way home.”

Stefan frowned. “I’m not sure I’m recovered enough to be much help.” He ran his fingers through his longish hair. Time for a cut again. Where did the weeks ago? Oh yes, that last case with a psychic killer – yet another one – had wiped him out.

In spite of himself Stefan felt his flagging spirits lift. What did that say about him that a series of cases, probably death and destruction, interested him? He’d been doing this work for too long. He needed a break.

A real rest.

He turned to stare at Celina. As if aware, she turned those blind eyes his way. He’d already sent out a probe to see if he could touch her aura. She’d rebuffed him immediately. That wasn’t good. She needed to let him in.

But then, since she didn’t know him, why would she let him in? Then again, she rebuffed his energy like a pro – and how did that work? Was she psychic? He’d often assumed any partner of his would be, but had contemplated the joys of one that wasn’t. He had enough upsetting nights, edginess with energy flares and disturbed dreams for several people. Being around non-psychic people was calming, soothing in a way. At the same time they didn’t understand him or his work or what he could be going through at any given moment.

“Hey Stefan, snap out of it, will you? Sam’s going through some weird stuff. I’ve done some research but I could use your take on it to help sort through this mess. Can we meet or not?”

“Fine. I need to go home too.” He stared at his watch in disbelief. He hadn’t once considered the time when he’d thrown on clothes and rushed down here to be with her. “Can’t believe it’s after two in the morning already.”

“Meet me in the parking lot in five.” Brandt hung up.

Stefan stared at the horrible pastel walls, hearing the muted sobs in the background. He hated hospitals normally and wouldn’t come willingly. Had actually shored up his own defenses to come in. As the foreign energies buffeted him on all sides he realized it was past time to leave.

With a last lingering look at Celina he started to walk away when he felt something odd. He spun around, but the hospital waiting room was empty other than Celina and… a few ghosts. She sat in the same place, her head now resting back and her eyes closed. A simple fog of energy floated toward him. From her? From someone else? He reached out a hand and the fog retreated. He stepped forward and the fog dissipated. Instantly.

The hairs on the back of his neck lifted. He stared at Celina but she never shifted.

Instinctively he backed up a step and then another. What the hell – or who the hell – was that?

He glanced around the room a second time, reassured himself that the ghostly visitor was no longer there, and turned around and left. Sometimes he saw too much.

[image: *]*

He shuddered, the weakness spreading throughout his being. He didn’t know where he was. Who he was. Or maybe what he was. That was a better way to say it. His existence had spread so thin, his mind so weak, his strength so nonexistent.

It was getting harder to keep his thoughts together. But clarity was elusive. There and gone again. Solid then vaporous. And always worse after he focused everything he had and managed to execute one more step in his plan. The massive effort draining his reserves, as if the shock was too much for his system and he needed to reboot.

He needed to grab onto something – someone – and focus again. Likely, onto her. She made a great target. He could do more. Say more – be more when he was with her. But after he left it was as if he closed in on himself – worse off than before. As if the effort to be there in that form took more out of him than anything else. This reaction was lessening the stronger he became, but there was still a weakening of his senses when he left her. As if she were taking something from him.

Which added to his hatred.

This existence was not what he’d wanted. Not what he’d thought would happen to him. It was good and it was really horrible. How could he survive with so many fragments of reality? How could he pull this disjointed existence into something stronger? More coherent? He desperately needed to. This couldn’t last. He couldn’t last. But now, more than ever he wanted to. There was something he needed to do. Someone who needed to pay. He had to survive long enough to see his plans through.

This life was empty and yet overflowing at the same time.

He was dying. One little bit at a time. Not like death in the normal way, but a strange, slow, drifting way.

There had to be a way to cut off the deadwood pulling him in all directions – and faster than the slow-ass method he’d been employing. It was taking too long given the weakness and lassitude in his mind.

If only he could think clearly.

There were moments of clarity when he could speak out. Then times when the world was so muffled any action was impossible. Even as he worried on the issue, an answer drifted closer then drifted away. But he’d seen just enough to remember the plan. The plan he’d already been undertaking.

Now he knew what to do.

He hoped.


Chapter 3
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“Celina, do you know who that man was?” Gordon asked, walking into the small waiting room, his voice odd, muted.

Celina opened her eyes, a reflexive habit, and said, “No.”

“Hmmm.” Gordon didn’t sound convinced. “He was looking at you pretty intently.”

“He was just being friendly. Whoever he is he got a phone call and left.”

“As long as he wasn’t bothering you. I came to tell you that Jacob came through the surgery just fine. He’s lost a lot of blood and they will keep a close eye on him overnight in the ICU, but they’re optimistic about his chances for a full recovery.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful news.” She jumped to her feet, her hand instinctively going to her chest. She beamed up at him. “Is there any chance of seeing him?”

“No, not tonight.” The relief in his voice shaded her disappointment. “He needs to rest. Come on, let’s get you a cab.”

“Wait, I have to grab my purse.” She turned back and bent to the floor for her larger-than-any-purse-should-be tote and straightened. “Now I’m good to go.”

“I can’t imagine what you carry inside that thing. It’s big enough for you to almost crawl inside and have a nap.”

“That’s my secret to staying alert all day.” She stumbled and righted herself. “Sorry,” she muttered. “I hadn’t realized how tired I am.”

“Comes from sitting here all night while still in shock yourself. A good night’s sleep will help.”

“I’m fin–” A big yawn caught her by surprise. She moaned lightly when her mouth finally closed. “Sorry, that one almost hurt.”

“Like I said.”

She walked at his side, grateful that she could follow his colors since she hated being led around. Jacob had always ignored that preference, telling her she was being stubborn and too independent. She sighed. At least Jacob was going to be okay. She’d known him for a long time. More than a friendship, they shared music in their soul. Like any creative person, finding someone else to whom the expression of that art meant the same thing was like finding a soul mate without all the highs and lows of a sexual relationship. Yet in a way it was creation at its best. Supported and shared. The lead ball of fear in her stomach broke into small pieces and started to dissolve – finally. She walked taller, straighter, as the weight of this horrific night slipped off her shoulders. She couldn’t help her dead friends, but if there was anything she could do for the others she would be there for them. So what if she was blind? She wasn’t helpless. However, as she collapsed into the back of the cab, she realized how exhausted she really was. A decent night’s sleep and she’d be just fine.

Not likely.

She stiffened, her defenses that she’d let slip in her fatigue slamming back into place. Go away.

Why would I do that? This is the fun part. The aftermath. All the angst and remorse. See, you could have prevented this.

She gasped.

“What’s the matter?”

A rush of air brushed past her cheek. Was Gordon that close?

“Did you forget something?” He asked from right in front of her as if leaning in close.

“No,” she said quickly. “Sorry, I was just thinking of some things I needed to take care of earlier.” Like hell, but she didn’t dare let on what was happening. Besides, who would believe her?

“Tomorrow is another day. You’ll have lots of downtime now. The show is cancelled until further notice.” He added as he backed away, “Go home and rest.”

She closed the door and the cab slowly pulled away.

She hadn’t considered that. To lose the show wasn’t such an issue, but to not play – that was a big deal. It was her healing. Her outlet. Stress release was what some would call it. A connection to the rest of the world in ways she couldn’t explain.

A friend of hers had once suggested her music was so powerful it was magic. She’d laughed at the time, but had often wondered at the joy that coursed through her soul when she played. It healed her. She didn’t think anyone else received the same benefit though. Too bad.

The cab pulled up to the front of her secured apartment building. She opened her door. “Thank you so much for the ride.”

“Do you need a hand in?” the driver asked.

“No, thank you though. I’ll be fine.”

“Well, if you’re sure,” he said doubtfully.

She dredged up a confident smile and said, “I’ll be okay. Thank you.”

And she turned and faced her apartment building. Of course she’d be fine. What else could go wrong this night?
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Stefan walked outside into the clear, sparkling night and stopped for a moment to stare up at the twinkling lights. It was truly beautiful and so mysterious. Like so much of the world. He took several deep breaths of fresh air, waiting for the tension and soreness along his back to ease. A holiday would be good. Except when he took a break his damn ghosts went with him too.

He continued to the parking lot and reached his vehicle as Brandt arrived. He waited for his friend to get out. “You should be home with Sam, not here working on more crazy cases.”

“Sam is waiting for me now. If I’d never been called out you couldn’t have pried me from her arms.” Brandt grinned, leaving Stefan no doubt how loving those arms would be. “But as long as we’re both here…”

Stefan smiled slowly. He loved to see his many psychic friends partner up and grow and mature into the type of loving relationships everyone dreams of having. Sam had been one of the most tormented psychics he’d ever met. And one of the most talented.

“How are her lessons going?” Stefan leaned against his car, the light from the lamppost shining on his face.

“She’s doing really well.” Brandt’s face lit up until he caught sight of Stefan’s face. His smile fell away. “What’s wrong? You don’t look so good.”

Stefan shrugged. “Life has been a little rough lately.”

“And yet life has been pretty smooth and easy these last few days – until tonight.”

“Maybe too smooth.” Stefan’s lips quirked. “Too easy.”

Brandt’s gaze sharpened. “Is something stirring?”

“Always,” Stefan responded. “More than usual? Maybe. It’s a little too early to say.”

Brandt crossed his arms and rocked on his heels. “Then I’m glad I brought this file. These are cases possibly connected to Sam’s current visions. She’s having weird attacks but isn’t ready to talk about it yet. She says she’s not connected to any person at this time – thank God – but she said something weird.”

Stefan leaned forward. Anytime Sam had something weird to say he wanted to hear it.

Brandt continued, “She said someone is walking in between.”

Stefan frowned. “I may have to call her about that. There have been more tears in the energy fields. I don’t have a cause for them.”

“Big tears?” Brandt asked carefully. “As in something evil coming across to raise some major hell?”

“I don’t know,” Stefan said. “It’s strong, it’s focused, but they are all small events. I can’t even say they are connected. But the more of them there are the more concerned I get.”

“Right. If you’re concerned you know I’m terrified. Keep me posted, and please do call Sam. She needs her rest. Maybe talking to you will help.”
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   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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