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Chapter 1
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“Okay Tia. It’s now or never.”

“Never.” That was her vote. Besides, what was she saying? She always voted with her feet. Who needed to talk things over? It made no difference. She pushed the long strands of hair back off her face and stared out the window over the sink.

“You’re at a crossroads.” Simone stood up from the kitchen table and walked over to Tia. Her long arms reached out to grasp Tia’s crossed arms. “You can’t keep going like this.”

“Sure I can,” Tia muttered. “I always have.”

“But you’re not sixteen anymore. In fact, in the last decade you were supposed to have learned something,” Simone said in exasperation.

“And I have,” Tia replied, turning to face her. “But one thing that never changes is that instinct that says go. Run. Hide. It’s kept me alive all these years.”

Simone, a fine dusting of gray hair at her temples, nodded. “I understand. I’d always hoped something in your life would break and you’d be free of him.” Her tone turned sad. “In a different way than my Mandy is now free.”

Tia couldn’t help the wince. Mandy hadn’t survived childhood after being struck down with a rare cancer. “Never going to happen. Once he realized what I could do – I was done.”

“But you’ve been safe for a long time now. How did he find you? What changed?”

Tia turned to stare out the window again, the ageless sheers hanging cheerfully off to the side. What could she say? She had no idea what had changed. She was tired of this. More tired than she ever had been. She might have to take the one step she had avoided all these years. And accept the help from the one person who cared. Who’d offered to help years ago.

She had no real reason for not accepting Stefan Kronos’ help. She couldn’t even formulate an answer as to why she hadn’t accepted his offer – except an ingrained fear of not knowing who to trust and trusting the wrong person.

She liked to think she was capable of doing this without help. She was independent. Stiff-necked stubborn more likely. She could handle this. She’d been handling it since forever.

Until now.

Until enough years had gone by and she’d let that hard edge of awareness dull down to something much more comfortable to wear. She slept at night again. Could stop and enjoy a cup of tea without seeing bad guys behind the bushes and villains in the woods.

She’d softened. Become more accepting. She’d become complacent.

She sighed and slowly rotated her head, trying to ease the tension. What she’d done was become stupid.

And that had to stop. Before this asshole stopped her.

She knew what he wanted. Knew what he’d hoped to get from her. She couldn’t let him learn her energy techniques. She didn’t know if he could imitate them or not, but she didn’t dare let him try. The world was so not ready for that. She stared at the thin bracelet one of her fellow inmates had given her a long time ago. She’d kept it all these years as a reminder of how being a captive had defined who she was today. That she was in charge of who she was going to be from here on in. And of a memory of someone special now lost to her.

But as she stared down the long lean years of hiding, the years that had formed her early adulthood, the loneliness, the pain, she didn’t think she could go back to the person she’d been. She couldn’t go back to that lifestyle. She’d let that go when she finally found herself safe for the first time.

No…she couldn’t go back to that stage of her life, she wouldn’t. It wasn’t possible.

Neither was it required.

She reached for the phone.

Without giving the other person a chance to respond, she said, “Stefan, I need help.”
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The dusk had settled, giving an odd light to the various pedestrians walking down the sidewalk. But there was no mistaking the woman across the street. There she was. Finally within his grasp. Tia. He smiled. Time had been a blessing in many ways. She was stunning. Good. And she wouldn’t recognize him. Too bad. She’d doted on him back then. Of course she didn’t know who he really was. She’d always called the boss The Bastard. And he was. But that boss was the old bastard. Now he was the New Bastard.

He grinned. He wasn’t really one of course. His family had very high connections. His birth was well documented. Maybe he deserved the name for other reasons. But his reasons had always been to benefit Tia and the others. To help them be the best they could be.

A homeless man, curled up on the newspaper in the corner, whimpered. The New Bastard turned to face the homeless man. “Leave. Now.”

The homeless man’s gaze widened. He opened his mouth as if to say something then snapped it shut. He nodded meekly. Grabbing up his sparse belongings, he scurried backward down the alley.

Run, little mouse, run.

The Bastard turned and stared across the street where Tia leaned so casually. As if there wasn’t a care in the world. His mood darkened. Bitch. Princess. All she’d put him through. All she’d cost him. He’d been searching for her for years. But finally, she’d come home. Well, it was time for her to pay up. They’d tried all sorts of things to make her do what they wanted her to do. Tried everything they could think of.

Kept her isolated at the end. But when he’d gone back for her…somehow she’d escaped.

Now look at her. She was so defiant. Independent. Stubborn. Always had been. Too bad for her. He needed something she had. And he was going to get it.

Tonight.

He fingered the small balls in his pocket as he watched her. He’d done everything he could to make her show her true self and she’d always resisted. Well, no more.

Several people walked by staring at her, but she ignored them.

Typical of her.

Still, she was hardly someone anyone could ignore. Not the way she stood out. With her chameleon abilities, she didn’t have to stand out right now. She could blend right in if she wanted to.

So she wanted to be seen.

Therefore, she was waiting for someone.

He’d have to wait. See who it was.

But energy vibrated through his fingers. Anger. Hate. He had a lot of reasons for not liking this stage of his life. Especially knowing the answer – the ability to fix all that had gone wrong – was right across the street.

Only he didn’t want to wait. He wanted action. Now.

He turned his head and stared back toward the alley. And smiled.
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Tia, her leather jacket tugged up high on her neck, her long hair pulled into a high ponytail, leaned against the brick wall at the city park. She hadn’t been back in Portland in years, and this area was new to her. She wasn’t afraid but found it hard to settle comfortably into her surroundings. She didn’t fear the night or the others in the world, just the one man and the organization that pandered to his every whim. Combined they were a deadly force. One she’d like nothing to do with ever again.

As far as she could see, she was alone. A cop walked the other side of the street. A few single women scurried through the almost empty area. A couple of men strode confidently along. The profile of one caught her eye, but she couldn’t get a clear glimpse of him. She kept an eye on him but he walked past. She didn’t feel safe but neither did she sense imminent danger.

That spidey sense of hers was not accurate in all situations and she hadn’t figured out why, but the thought that the predator might have a new tool to help knock her spidey sense out of commission had kept her senses turned on and humming in the background – for years.

Now…such a different life.

Her ribs ached, the old faded scars quivering with long submerged memories of life before her escape. She’d survived those long years, barely. And only because of Simone.

Simone hadn’t been able to turn Tia away.

Thank God.

From such things great friendships were born.

She owed Simone her life. And her very sanity. She’d seen things when working on Tia that no one had ever seen. That no one would ever know or suspect were possible. And she’d kept quiet, protecting her.

Tia knew that damn asshole still wanted her, still searched for her to take her back to his lab. Rat that he was.

And she’d do a lot to avoid his cage.

A couple strolled by, holding hands, heads together wrapped up in an aura of new love. Behind them, slower and not as wrapped up, was an older couple strolling by, still holding hands after decades of marriage, still in love.

The thought made her smile. Then she remembered where she was and why. How anyone could stay innocent of the evil in the world she had no idea.

Still, like a movie on the big screen, it was a nice bit of fantasy.

The sky was eerie in the moonlight with the clouds drifting in and out. She thought she recognized a man across the street. As he stepped into the lamplight, she realized it was a stranger.

She leaned her head back and closed her eyes. She’d promised Simone she’d return to her house at ten if her meeting didn’t happen.

Stefan had better show. She needed him.

The street light across the road flickered.

She tensed.

And closed her eyes. She reached out with her spidey sense to see what was disturbing the energy of the lamp.

And found…nothing.

She frowned. It could have just been a flicker in the power grid from the city center. Dirty power being an issue in many cities. But here? Not so much. At least it hadn’t been a problem ten years ago. She’d left soon after and was surprised at the sprawling mess the city had become. Either it had grown or her memories had shrunk. Either way it wasn’t great.

She’d become a small town girl. There, she could be who she wanted to be and ditch the personas she had to create every time she picked up and started over.

And if she told herself that often enough she might believe it, because in truth it sucked. You had to remember the lies that were the flavor of the week and over time the lies grew and had to be built upon until you started to believe some of them yourself. After all there wasn’t much of a choice once you started down that path.

It was also lonely. She always had to play a part. She could never be herself. Only with Simone. But it was dangerous to stay close to her. And she’d do anything to keep her safe. She was the only person in Tia’s life who cared about her.

At least until she’d ended up at Land’s Edge, a small town close to the Canadian border. She’d figured that if she was found there, she might be able to slip across the border and get lost in the northern wilderness. Instead, she’d found a place to call home. At least temporarily.

It was a place of misfits. Travelers. People who’d arrived in the town and ended up staying, putting down roots. Probably thinking along the same lines she had.

Tia had parents somewhere, but when her talents had shown up they had taken her from doctor to doctor to “fix” her.

Only there’d never been anything wrong, nothing to “fix.”

Her parents had taken a hard line and their actions at that point forever divided her from them. Her baby brother had arrived soon after. Her parents, wanting the taint to stay contained with her, isolated her from him while they tried to deal with Tia’s problems.

Of course the problem never was resolved so she never got a chance to get to know her little brother. A decade younger than her, she wouldn’t be surprised if her parents had erased her existence from his memory. An easy thing to do in one so young. Especially after they put her in that program.

She shifted restlessly as the evening cooled down. The bricks were uncomfortable on her back. She deliberately removed some of the energy from her shoulder blades, minimizing their ability to scream in pain.

The lights flickered again.

Shit.

She tensed and slid a little further down the wall. Deeper into the shadows.

He’d found her.

No, she argued silently. He couldn’t have. No one knew. Just Stefan, and he’d never tell. Not the Stefan she’d heard so much about. He had almost a cult-like following. People loved him.

But that didn’t mean he didn’t accidentally tell someone.

Maybe his phone line was bugged.

Maybe his own security had been breached.

All things were possible.

But not likely.

She closed her eyes as pain suddenly slammed into her heart. There was only one other person who’d known where she was coming and when.

Simone.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

Had something happened to her? She slid her cell phone out of her pocket, and shielding the light from the screen, she checked for messages.

There was one from Simone. Someone broke in tonight. Run.

The hair on her skin rose up straight and her breath caught up in her chest.

Her instinct said to pick up her feet and go. And keep running. She took a deep breath and fought against the urge. She’d been at this point too many times in her life. No more. When would this ever stop?

She texted Simone. Protect yourself.

The danger, whatever it was and whatever form it was taking, approached from the left. She slipped her phone into her pocket, closed her eyes and went still. Very still.

As in sinking her bony frame into the hard bricks. As in letting the sensation of her feet sinking into cracked cement become real. Becoming one with her surroundings. Being one with the universe. Old energy at her feet. Newer energy at her back. Fresh energy in front of her from those who passed by in the last day. This was an old area. She frowned, hating the fear that spiked. Had she been set up?

Old energy was one thing. Ancient energy was something else altogether. She couldn’t do ancient. Yet inside she knew she should be able to. Energy was energy, supposedly. It could be used for good and bad. That rule at least applied to most energy.

As she stood still sinking in sensation, her foot trembled. She shuddered.

No, this couldn’t be happening. It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

It couldn’t be.

She tried to lift her foot, tried to step away, but tentacles, faint tendrils of energy lifting and sliding up over her shoe stopped her. She couldn’t move it.

She hadn’t had time to react. But knew inside it didn’t matter. This force of the ancient earth had already taken place. She’d felt it before, once.

She’d escaped that energy – once.

The energy moved up her ankle.

She was caught.

Damn right you’re caught, bitch.

She shuddered as panic overwhelmed her. This shouldn’t be happening. She couldn’t be imprisoned like this. She wouldn’t be. Her life couldn’t happen in this way. Not again.

She needed help.

She’d never be a lab rat again.

Never be a test subject for them to work on.

She’d die first.

And if that happened now, at this moment, fine. She had no life worth missing. No friends to love. Nobody to miss her if she were gone. Only Simone. And if this asshole had hurt Simone…

Death was the best answer.

But instinct just didn’t give way to passive nothing. Her will to live didn’t just roll over and wait for death.

Her body still fought for survival, still fought to survive this horrible scenario.

She couldn’t go out this way.

How completely undignified.

How completely ironic that she who dealt in energy was going to die by an older and more skilled energy.

A cosmic joke.

Go.

A new voice slammed into her brain, making her groan out loud. She had no idea where it came from or who it was.

Still, she tried to fight the restraints on her feet. She struggled, hearing a horrible laughter in front of her. She didn’t know who was laughing.

Now. I said go.

Damn it, I can’t, she screamed at the intruder in her head. I’m caught. But they obviously didn’t understand what was going on. She couldn’t “go” anywhere. Who are you?

Stefan. And you are not caught. You can’t be caught.

I am a prisoner. My feet are stuck. She trembled with panic as the binds holding her fast to the ground climbed higher and higher up her legs. Her feet were cold and numb, but the leading edge of that horrible energy burned hot, scalding her with the heat of its moment. I’m chained to the earth, I can’t get free.

The volume of the voice rose to the point it pounded at a pitch she couldn’t stand.

Go, I said, he roared. Now!

She screamed back. I can’t.

Of course she can’t, she’s mine now. I don’t know who the hell you are, but get lost.

Tia froze, the bile rising up her throat, and she knew she was done. This was it. There was only a small ball of regret. For the things she hadn’t done. For the pet she hadn’t been able to have. The friends she’d never know. The family she could never have.

Do you want a future? Stefan asked. Or do you want to give up and die?

Damn it, she cried out. I don’t have a choice, can’t you see that?

I see an exquisitely powerful woman who has no idea what she can do and right now, if she doesn’t do something, she’s going to die. Or worse. Stefan’s voice hardened. She’s going to wish she were dead.

She closed her eyes again at his words, her body buffeted by a weird sensation. That creeping feeling of having been caught in a spider’s web. That horrible sensation of being spun into a cocoon saved for a better day.

Only there were two people here.

Who was the spider and who was her rescuer?

Or were they both out to get her?

She couldn’t tell friend from foe.

Of course not, you don’t know me, Stefan said in her head. But what are you going to do about it. Will you believe me when the vehicle pulls up and they throw you, now fully paralyzed into it? Or will you have to wake in a padded room, tied down to a metal bedpost to realize what’s happened?

She groaned, her body trembling in fear, that horrible burning edge of paralysis climbing higher and higher. I can’t live that way again. She pulled at her legs desperately to lift them, desperate to get away.

That’s your future if you don’t move, Stefan urged. Now.

I’m trying, she cried out. I can’t. The energy is too strong. Too old. Don’t you get it? I’m not stuck here by any normal energy, this is ancient energy. I can’t…move.

Stefan gave a heavy sigh. Die then.

There was a horrible sound, a burning in her gut, then a horrible flash of heat as her spine turned to burning ash.

What’s happening she screamed. She twisted and twisted but couldn’t escape from the pain. She was going to die. I’m so sorry, she sobbed. I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve this but if there is anything – anything I can do to get away then help me. Please.

Damn it. Stefan’s voice whispered through her.

She almost laughed then cried. Stefan hadn’t left her.

Sure he has. You’re all alone. You’ve always been all alone. That hated evilness twisted through her mind, its poisonous tone dominating her thoughts.

“Miss, are you okay?” A strange voice penetrated through the mess in her head, his voice dark mysterious. “Can I help you?”

She groaned. No, please not an innocent bystander. He wouldn’t understand. “No,” she whispered. “Run or you’ll get hurt too.”

“What?”

In the background there was more noise. The stranger spoke to someone. Dimly she understood he was calling for an ambulance. Oh Lord, he was going to get hurt. She couldn’t have another death on her conscience.

But overriding the worry of the stranger wove the hated voice of her nightmares. Too Late. You were promised to me years ago. It might have taken this long to corner you, but I’m not going to lose out on my best test subject. I’ve waited a long time to have you come back to me. He laughed. But don’t worry, I’ll make sure you live a long and healthy life.

“No,” she cried out loud. “I’d rather die.”

Yes. Stefan spoke up again. That’s exactly right, finally. Do it. Die.

“Whoa,” the stranger crouched beside her called out. “Take it easy. Help is coming.”

The help was too late for her. It had always been too late for her.

And it’s too late for him. This innocent stranger you’ve sucked into this mess. I’m going to kill him too.

She couldn’t let that happen. She reached out to save the man trying to help her. He needed to disconnect from her. From this. Or he’d be lost.

Only she couldn’t feel him. Or see him, but she was connected…somehow. She reached out a hand and drove a bolt of energy at him, trying to cut him loose. To push him away from her. To remove his hand on her wrist. Then it was too late. Too late to wonder…to worry. She finally gave up on it and gave into the paralysis, the pain, the torment and she relaxed her grip on her life.

And passed peacefully. Screams from her tormentor echoed No in her head as she slowly, one tiny fragment at a time – died.

Free from him at last.


Chapter 2
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Tia opened her eyes. White blinding light hit her, forcing her to slam them back closed again. She whimpered in pain. What happened? Her memories were dim, fuzzy. She couldn’t remember anything.

She lay quiet while the back of her eyeballs adjusted to the aftershock of so much white.

She’d never seen anything like it.

Then it hit her. Please no. But she had to consider it. She’d said she’d never be taken alive. And the pain, the panic rippled through her as memories – as faded and dim as roses past their prime, but still there – rolled ever onward.

She’d been found out. Caught.

Maybe even betrayed. And she’d let go. Of the struggle. Of everything she’d ever known. Of life.

Then what the hell was she doing here? And where was here?

Unless she truly was…dead…and this is what came after?

Shit. Okay, breathe girl, breathe.

She was dead. There. Okay, she’d said it. So what? Apparently she could still think – or rather panic. Her breath was coming out in tiny puffs, her chest rising and falling in tiny increments. As if she was unable to do more. But her blood pulsed deep inside, clouding her hearing so there was only that steady boom boom going on inside.

That wouldn’t happen if she was dead.

Right?

She splayed out her fingers. She could move them and her arms. Slowly, carefully, she took stock of her body, feet, legs. They were all functioning. The sheet on top of her was normal cotton. Not the silkiest on her skin, but not the worst she’d ever experienced.

Her right wrist felt odd. Bare.

Her bracelet was gone. She frowned, not bothered about the loss. Why was that?

And where the hell was she? Instinctively she smoothed her hand over her belly. She had on clothing of some kind. She always slept in her undies. This was so not her underwear.

Taking a deep breath she opened her eyes to slits, enough to try and see without being blinded.

White everywhere.

The walls and ceiling. The light fixture and lamp. Her sheet. Her bed. Carefully sitting up in case of a headache from the movement, she tried to search out anything in the room that would explain where she was.

Then she glanced down at her left wrist and the plastic band encircling it, a white hospital band.

Crap. She turned to look again around the room. It was the oddest hospital room she’d ever seen. She pinched the name tag and turned it.

Jane Doe.

All senses alert, she slipped out of bed, gasping as her bare toes hit the cool floor. A draft slipped down her bare back, and she shuddered. Yep, a hospital gown with the damn ties at her neck. Gross.

Still, it confirmed where she might be.

She checked out the machines beside her. As she wasn’t connected, she wasn’t bothered. But there was redness on her wrist and a bandage to say she might have been hooked up at one time.

The small room had a door on the left and a door on the right. She moved to the door with a window and snuck up on it from the side. She peered out. There was a type of grid work in the glass but not bars. She studied them then shrugged. If she had to she could break it, but the hole wasn’t big enough for her to squeeze through – even as skinny as she was.

And damn if she didn’t feel as gaunt as a prisoner from a war camp. How long had she been here?

Outside the window was another white wall. Everywhere she looked were white walls.

Bending, she slipped under the glass to the other side and checked out that view. A hallway. And a man standing outside waiting. He had no white coat of a doctor and didn’t appear to be wearing a uniform of any kind. So not likely staff.

A cop? A guard? An observer? Waiting for someone. Waiting to see someone?

The possibilities ripped through her mind as she considered the threat factor.

He wasn’t looking her way, didn’t appear to care if she was there or not.

She frowned.

For the moment, she’d lower the danger factor his presence would normally garner. As there was no one else, no signs or exits showing outside her door, she turned her attention to the rest of the room. The second door was a washroom. She used the facilities and washed her hands, keeping the door open so she could hear if anyone came in. Done, she walked to the window, half hidden by curtains, and stared out. Light evening with darkness quickly falling. In the half light she could see beautiful lawns and gardens below. Dozens of lights shone around the area, but more as soft atmospheric lighting than keeping the area safe from predators type of lighting.

Neither could she see much in the distance. A city skyline but not one she recognized.

What kind of hospital was this?

A private hospital? Surely a government run one didn’t have this kind of money. She could barely see the corner of a parking lot off to the side. Yet a bright light shone on a Jaguar and what looked like the latest in Porsches parked close to the building. She frowned.

That didn’t make sense in her world.

Sure doctors made good money, but this kind of money?

She turned to stare at the rest of the room. There had to be something here to help identify her surroundings.

Moving swiftly, she opened the few cupboards, delighted to see her clothing hanging inside the first one. The rest of the room appeared to be empty.

Voices sounded outside her door. Making a fast decision, she ran back to her bed and slipped under the covers. Giving into instinct, she rolled over and pretended to be asleep while keeping her eyes open barely enough to see.

A woman in a bright fushcia pink uniform walked in.

The pink was almost as hard to handle as all the white.

The sound of the woman’s footsteps was quiet. No clipping, just a slight squeak of a rubber tread.

She waited, pretending to be asleep, but her nostrils flared at the smell. It wasn’t perfume. But…

“I’m sorry you’re still asleep. These are beautiful. I’ll just put them on the side here. You’ll see them when you wake up.”

The woman’s cheerful voice kept up a running stream of chit chat as if the sound of her voice would make Tia rest easier.

It was comforting.

Until she stopped talking.

The squeak came closer and closer. She tensed. She didn’t know what the woman was looking for or planning to do, but Tia wasn’t having any drugs or tests of any kind.

After a moment she heard the door open.

“She’s still asleep. Keep an eye on her but there doesn’t appear to be any change.”

In the background she heard a deep rumbling voice. “Will do.”

So that was a guard.

That’s all the confirmation she needed. A guard had to guard something. That meant she was a prisoner. She was out of here.
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Dean Walker leaned back against the hallway wall. Why did the extra shifts he’d picked up have to be at the hospital? Didn’t anyone understand – people died here.

Too many of them.

Besides, this place was a little too close to home. He’d been seeing a shrink himself for the last month. Dr. John Loring was on the departmental payroll and had been keeping an eye on Dean since he’d started to slide so badly.

He shook his head. He’d been a cop for a decade, and now that he had his little boy to think of, extra money was required, especially with his current health issue. He squashed that thought and the insidious fear inside waiting to strike at his hard won control. But nighttime? At a hospital? Good thing Grandma had Jeremy at her house for a sleepover. Then again, Jeremy loved his grandmother almost as much as he loved his dad.

Thank heavens.

A few staff members walked down the hallway. One talking to another and the third muttering over something on his tablet.

Nothing major and nothing unusual.

Not here on the psych ward. Not that it was officially called that – except among the staff – and the cops. He hated that even worse. It was one thing to have a thing about hospitals where people died, but on this side of the building the patients were bat-shit crazy.

Especially the beautiful woman he was here to protect. At least according to her team of doctors. Sure they had fancy names for her condition, but that was the bottom line.

She wasn’t big enough to fight anyone off should it come to that and appeared to be sick enough that she might not survive whatever happened to her to begin with. She was thin, long and lean. Her features waxy, lax.

He hated to think she was dying, but he hadn’t seen any sign of life since he’d been on his shift tonight.

And why was he here again? Right, because Stefan Kronos had asked. And was apparently footing the bill.

So far the woman hadn’t even had a visitor. Did no one care?

Then again, the couple of times he’d looked in on her, she’d been sleeping, or maybe unconscious might be the better term. It could be that she had no family or no one knew she was here, or maybe they were waiting for her to wake up before they came to visit.

He crossed his arms over his chest. It was past one in the morning. He was here for another hour then would be replaced by Greg – another cop he knew. Sad that so many of them needed the extra money these days. But the facts were the facts and bills had to be paid – one way or another. He studied the pure white hallway, wondering at the color choice. He understood it was light and made the small rooms look bigger, but surely something other than institutional white was more cheerful.

At a quarter past he walked into her room and took a look to make sure all was well, as he did every quarter hour. She slept soundly.

Good. He wasn’t sure what he’d do if she woke up and started doing something weird. Although if she did wake up, the machines she was hooked up to would likely go nuts. How appropriate. He looked closer and realized somewhere along the line the machines had been turned off. And she’d been disconnected.

So maybe she was doing better. Good for her.

Or maybe that was bad. He wasn’t sure.

This place was enough to give him the creeps.

He turned to leave when the hair on the back of his head rose. Instinctively, he spun around, his hand to the gun holstered at his side. “Who’s there?”

Silence. Taking a deep breath he checked the room to make sure nothing had changed. It was small. His gaze slipped past the bed, then hit the brakes and jammed into reverse.

The bed was empty.

What the hell?

He spun around in a panic. Where was she? She had just been there. He raced to the bathroom, the door was ajar but he pushed it wide, not taking his gaze off the bedroom. He glanced inside the bathroom. It was empty. He could see the shower and the door flattened to the wall. She wasn’t in either hiding spot.

With narrowed eyes and his hand already pulling out his cell phone, he did a quick sweep of the room, under the bed, opening all closets.

But the room was empty.

She’d disappeared.

Where the hell had she gone? And how?
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The Bastard walked into the hospital and smiled at the night admissions clerk. Harried from too much work and long days, the woman barely gave him a glance.

Perfect. He’d been counting on that. Now to find out where the bitch was staying. And who was paying the horrific bill. That’s who he wanted.

Someone was backing her. Someone was protecting her. Without that assistance he’d have caught his prey a long time ago.

The elevator was up ahead. What he needed was a distraction to get into the computer system and find out what bed she was in.

As he walked toward the elevator, it opened in front of him and an obese male, his loose shirttails flapping in the wind, raced out to the front counter and snapped at the poor woman at the desk, “This isn’t acceptable. She needs better food here. She –”

He didn’t bother to listen to the rest. He probably wouldn’t get a better chance. He opened the door leading into the offices and stopped at the first computer that was on. Bringing up the registration, he typed in her name.

Nothing.

He frowned. Why? If not her name, then what name? He tried several variations and still came up blank. He heard loud voices coming toward him. There was no time. He’d just have to walk through the damn hospital and find her himself.

In order to do that, he’d have to change into something slightly less…obvious.


Chapter 3
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Tia studied the man in front of her. He’d gone from relaxed guard to cop instantly. Shit. A guard she could get past – no problem. Most were lazy shifty eyed guys looking for an easy buck.

This guy? Hell no. He’d gone from slightly stiff and unhappy, but aware, to cop mode as soon as he’d realized she’d disappeared. Was he a damn cop?

His glance had gone over her, intent, assessing, but not seeing her. When she realized that, she’d relaxed slightly. He couldn’t see energy. Perfect. Now to make sure no one else around her could either.

“Stefan, she’s gone.” Cold and abrupt. The guard made no excuses. “I turned around and she’d disappeared.”

Crap. He was working with Stefan. And who knew where Stefan stood? She didn’t know him, only what she’d heard, and considering the last memory she could access, she didn’t trust him. She sidled up to the door and peered around it. It was closed and she could hardly open it in front of him. But there was no way she was going to stay here and wait for Stefan to show up.

Stefan would be able to see her.

“No. I saw her then turned around and the bed was empty.” He shook his head, listening to something Stefan said. “The door hasn’t opened since I entered and it’s closed now.”

Double shit.

Still holding the phone to his ear, he spun around. “No, she’s not hiding in the room,” he said in exasperation. “I’ve done this a time or two. When I say the room is empty and she’s gone – I mean the damn room is empty and she is gone!”

Tia snickered. And damn if he didn’t spin around and stare right at her. Oh shit. She froze and gazed back at him, terrified to breathe in case he heard it. He still held the phone in his hand as he studied the area where she stood.

But there was no awareness in his eyes. Nothing to say he understood she was there.

“No. I’ll be here.” He nodded a couple of times, his face hard and cold. “Absolutely.”

He closed his phone and put it away then walked to the doorway, crossed his arms in front of his chest and stood in front of the closed door.

Blocking her exit.

She slid back around the corner of the wall and took a deep breath. What was she going to do now? Damn it, Stefan. What was he up to?

Was she a prisoner?

If so, why?

She slid back over to the bed and stood undecided. She had to do this at the right moment – or else.

Only the guard never closed his damn eyes.

Hard footsteps walked down the hallway toward them. She groaned. His gaze swiveled in her direction. She glared at him. How could he hear her? That was something she hadn’t expected. No one did that. Why did he have super spidey hearing? Like how freaking inconvenient for her.

The guard turned to look out the small window in the door. Perfect. She slid under the covers and curled up in a ball, sleeping.

Or at least pretending to sleep.

The door opened.

“Stefan,” the guard said, relief pouring through his voice. “Am I glad to see you.”

“I was in the hospital already, so good timing. Now let’s see what we have here, Dean.”

“Right.” The cop’s voice turned businesslike. “I haven’t left the door like you asked. I was outside. Came in, did my check, and before I was done, she was gone. I swear the door was closed. But somehow she’s gone missing. See, the bedding –”

He stopped. Then exploded. “What the hell?” She couldn’t see him from her position but mentally she could picture him standing and pointing in her direction. At least now she knew his name. Dean.

“I swear she wasn’t there a few minutes ago. Until you came up the hallway this bed was empty.” He groaned. “Honest. I feel like I’m losing my mind.”

She held her laughter back in. Served him right.

“That’s all right, I feel that way a lot.” Stefan’s voice was threaded with humor. “And I believe you.”
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Dean’s disbelieving gaze went from the full bed with a sleeping woman to the man at his side. He needed to see Dr. Loring again. Maybe the psychologist would believe him now. Or he’d have Dean committed. “How can you possibly believe me? I don’t believe me?”

Stefan’s laughter boomed freely around the room. “I can see things a little differently.”

“Right. And what the hell is there to see now that there wasn’t a little while ago.”

“Her.” Stefan walked to the bed while Dean watched. “Tia, enough pretending. You’re going to give Dean nightmares.”

Dean watched in shock as Tia sat up straight in the bed, her expression aggressive, her legs already swinging over the side ready to bolt.

“What? She wasn’t sleeping? She wasn’t out of this bed?”

“Oh, she was,” Stefan said quietly. “She was planning to run, weren’t you, Tia?”

“I want to leave – now!” The slender woman in the bed glared at him. “What happened and why am I here? And where is here?”

The questions and words slid out so fast Dean had trouble understanding what she was saying.

“Where were you when I was in here earlier?” he asked.

“You never left so there was no earlier,” she snapped, still glaring up at Stefan. “And you haven’t answered my questions.”

Stefan sat down on the side of the bed and reached for her hand. “You’re in a hospital. In the psych ward for examinations.”

Her gaze widened in shock. She searched the room frantically as if looking for a way out.

And that’s when Dean noticed she was fully dressed.

“When the hell did you get clothes on and from where?” he growled. Damn he’d been played the fool by this slip of a girl, and it was pissing him off. How the hell had she done that?

“Easy.” Stefan restrained Tia. “You need to stay here for a little bit.”

“Hell no.” She twisted out of his grasp and rolled to the opposite side of the bed and bolted off before either man could get to her.

Dean grinned. He liked the spitfire for her spirit but she’d made a fool of him once. Like hell she was going to do it again. He stepped in front of her and reached out to grab her.

Only she wasn’t there.

She’d disappeared right in front of his eyes. As in here one moment and gone the next. Like, what the hell?


Chapter 4
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Tia stepped sideways out of Dean’s grasp and slid toward the door. She was almost there. Almost free. Once out in the hallway she could make a run for it. Get away. She’d done it before. She could do it again.

The door slammed shut just as she reached out, and it clicked locked.

Shit. She yanked on the handle and tried to turn the lock. It wouldn’t budge. Returning her energy back to normal, she spun around and glared at Stefan. “Not fair.”

But he sat on the bed where he’d been and raised an eyebrow, his gaze only slightly amused. “If you’re going to play with energy, then I will too.”

She stomped past the guard and threw herself onto the bed, showing herself again. She couldn’t afford to waste energy. “I don’t have to do whatever you want me to do.”

“What? Stay alive?” Now there was real amusement in his tone. “All I want to do is help you. I thought we understood that already.”

“That was before you set me up.”

“How did I do that?” he asked curiously. “I planned to meet you as arranged, and when I got there you were under attack. I thought I helped then.”

She stared at him. “You didn’t send the assassin?”

“No.” His eyebrows shot up and his gaze sharpened. “Were you targeted? As in this wasn’t a random attack?”

“There was nothing random about that man. He, or one of his cohorts, has been after me for years. A decade by now. I figured you’d betrayed me.”

“Did you consider your attacker might have been tracking your phone?” Dean asked. “Your money and movements.”

She turned to stare at the man she’d outfoxed twice. “No money and no phone until recently.”

She felt his startled response but was already turning back to Stefan, her gaze locking on his, wishing she could read him. She’d never seen him before, but he was a legend. She knew others had insight into his character, but it wasn’t the same as knowing for sure herself.

“I didn’t betray you,” Stefan said quietly. “I wouldn’t.”

And damn if his energy didn’t match his words. Strong, clean, unwavering in a beautiful white. He was sincere. Her shoulders slumped. “If not you, who?”

He reached over and picked up her hand. “Anyone know where you were going to be?”

“Simone. She helped me set up the meet. But she wouldn’t have betrayed me. She couldn’t. But…” she turned a horrified gasp to Stefan, “someone might have coerced her. She told me there’d been an intruder and to run.” Her lower lip trembled. “The only way that information would have left Simone’s lips is if she couldn’t hold out any longer. That would mean she’s dead.”

“Call her.” Stefan held out her cell phone. “Find out if she’s okay.”

Hating to use her phone again if it was bugged, she said, “Let me use your phone, just in case.”

He held it out. She snatched it up and quickly dialed. After several rings she realized there wasn’t going to be a response. “No answer.” She stared at the phone then hopped off the bed on the side away from Stefan, only to find him still holding her hand. She tried to tug it free. “I have to go. See if she’s okay.”

“You can’t,” Stefan said.

“You don’t understand. Simone is all I have in this world. If that bastard got a hold of her, there’s no knowing what he’d do.”

“I’ll have someone check on her,” he said calmly. “You will stay here where you are safe.”

“What? Are you nuts?” She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “How can I be safe here?”

“Because I’ve got the room under surveillance,” he said. “Woven in energy strands. You will be safe here.”

“Your watchdog got in, so why couldn’t this other guy? He works energy too,” she said scornfully. “Or did you think just anyone could take me down?”

“Not at all. But he has his weakness too.”

Stefan stood up. “Rest. Sleep. Recharge. I’ll call you on your cell phone when I have news about Simone.”

“Take me with you, damn it.”

“No.” He walked through the doorway and she raced after him.

Until she reached the opened doorway and hit some kind of force field. There were shocks and little blasts of light and she bounced back.

“Shit,” she cried out. “That hurt.”

Stefan already several steps away turned to smile at her. “That’s okay. Now that you know, you won’t do it again.”

He motioned to Dean to walk through. “I need to speak with you.”
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Dean hadn’t seen anything like that invisible wall the woman had slammed into, but then he hadn’t ever seen a woman go invisible. And just for thinking this, he needed another mental health check-up himself.

He still wasn’t sure what he’d seen, but he knew the man waiting for him had the answers. At least he hoped he did.

Taking a deep breath, reminding himself he trusted the man who’d saved his son, he walked through the doorway. He felt nothing. Frowning, he turned back to see Tia standing on the other side glaring at him as if he were to blame. She rubbed her arms for a long moment before her shoulders took a downward slide and she turned back to her bed.

He hated to see her spirit take a beating like that. She’d been a spitfire up to now. Except someone she cared about was in trouble, she was a prisoner and someone apparently had the upper hand in this business. He’d bet on Stefan any day. In fact, he already had.
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   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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