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	For Shannon

You know why —

The reasons are too numerous to mention here.
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				Chapter One

				Abilene Miller, sitting cross-legged on the floor, squinted at the rolls of gauze on the shelf in front of her through the fringe of her lashes. When the gauze blended into something resembling a snow-covered mountain, she sighed with satisfaction and leaned her head back against the wall behind her. The supply closet was the coolest place in the hospital, and with this little trick, she could almost fool herself into thinking she was not in the God-forsaken Mojave Desert.

				“Southern California, you lying bitch,” she murmured as she took a vehement bite from her peanut butter and jelly sandwich.

				Dreams of rolling ocean waves, vibrant night life, and Disneyland had quickly given way to the reality that was Needles, California: a small town of 4,000 outside of the Mojave National Preserve.

				Of course, the two military recruiters who had come to her hometown of Aspen, Colorado, right after med school to convince her to come work in their “cutting edge” research facility had played up those very tourist attractions in a way that merited a court martial for perjury. If that was even a thing that could happen. She didn’t know. Military I am not, she thought in amusement as she set aside her sandwich for a baggie of Oreos.

				She sighed again, this time in disgust. Top 5 percent of my class at Duke University Medical School, and I get duped. She hadn’t even begun her residency, and these guys had wanted her. Really, really wanted her. Enough to throw an obscene amount of money at her, making “no” an impossibility. And if she had thought it was suspicious that they wanted to hire her before she had even seen the facility, the pull of finally being on her own had overshadowed the oddity.

				She snorted. “On her own” was proving to be an elusive concept. In fact, she felt as though every step she took was measured. She lived in a military dormitory with the four other women who worked in the labs. They all carpooled to work each morning, and the head of the hospital, Major Taylor, seemed to lurk around every corner, as aware of her movements as her overbearing parents.

				Abilene knew she’d made a mistake in taking this job. She just so badly needed to prove herself. What was that old adage? If it sounds too good to be true, don’t effing move into a military compound?

				“Abilene, you in here?”

				She gave an unfeminine grunt in response and returned her attention to her Oreos. The door edged open, and Dahlia looked in.

				“Oh, Abi, hon, are you fantasizing that the gauze is snow again?”

				“Among other things,” Abilene replied.

				Dahlia shut the door behind her and sank down to the floor beside Abilene, reaching over and snagging an Oreo from the baggie. She turned her warm caramel-colored eyes toward Abilene.

				“Tough day?”

				Abilene met her friend’s gaze. “Dahlia, how many patients have you seen today?”

				Understanding lit in her friend’s eyes. Dahlia had been at the facility longer than Abilene. She had been recruited straight out of the University of Pennsylvania, also before her residency, and had been working here for nearly ten months. From their talks, Abilene knew it had been a long ten months.

				“Abi, I haven’t seen any patients today. You know that.”

				Abilene nodded. Both women had come to this hospital in part because they believed in the cause. According to the military recruitment team that had visited each of them, the government was conducting an experiment in which they planned to refurbish small, abandoned military buildings in rural areas. These facilities would be for the local population as well as for the processing of the armed forces’ medical tests. The facilities would employ civilian doctors, but they would be funded by the government and sanctioned by the military.

				It was nice in theory; however, the largely Native American population in Needles viewed any help from the government with suspicion, understandably so, and avoided the new hospital as though they still used plague-ridden blankets — a reaction the government had to have expected, which lead Abilene to wonder what the real purpose of this facility was. It was hard to believe she and the other women were here just to run labs.

				“What are we doing here?” Abilene pushed a hand through her short blonde curls in frustration. “Damn it, I want to see patients. I want to save lives. I want to do something.” Dahlia broke eye contact and looked at the floor.

				Abilene blew out a breath. “Sorry.” She offered a smile. She’d gotten carried away again. “Jeez, I’m sorry, Dahlia. I know you’re frustrated, too.”

				Dahlia gave Abilene’s knee a squeeze. “Hey,” she shrugged, “the government is paying us to run labs and make friends. What’s to complain about?” She rose to her feet in effortless grace, turning to offer Abilene a hand up. “Come on. Treat you to a Diet Coke from the vending machine?”

				This was turning into a tradition among the women at the hospital. Whenever one of them had a meltdown, it always ended with Diet Coke, which, personally, Abilene loathed. The other women sucked it down like ambrosia.

				“Oh baby, you know just what I like,” Abilene said in a breathy voice, grasping Dahlia’s proffered hand while shoving thoughts of her disappointing career aside. She rose to her feet, much less gracefully than Dahlia. “You and your weird Swan Lake moves suck, you know,” she grumbled.

				Dahlia chuckled and glided out into the hall.

				• • •

				Awareness flooded his senses so quickly he choked on his gasp of air. For several moments all he could do was gulp as his body took over in its need for oxygen. His lungs burned. He could hear his ragged breaths echoing around him, bouncing around an empty cavern.

				Where am I? 

				His instinct urged him to take in any details he could. He heard a measured beep. His frantic mind wouldn’t place it. In fact, he couldn’t seem to concentrate on anything but that hysterical pull of air. Panic crept into the edges of his consciousness, causing his heart rate to thump.

				Where was he? What was happening? Why was he … afraid?

				God, not fear.

				His mind clamped down on him. Fear was dangerous.

				Regulate breathing. Determine surroundings. He clenched his teeth behind closed lips. Slowly, steadily, he drew a measured breath through his nose. The debilitating fear in his chest abated. Again, an internal voice whispered.

				He pulled another breath through flared nostrils, this time blowing it out between parted, parched lips. As the panic receded, he noticed the incessant beeping slowed. In an instant, he discerned the beeping: his own heart rate.

				A medical facility.

				I’m hurt? He took mental inventory of his body. The sudden awareness of his limbs brought an onrush of pain. His bones felt crushed, agony knifed through him, and he groaned in the back of his throat.

				Pain. Familiar pain. He was not a stranger to this anguish. He eased his eyes open. An involuntary moan escaped his lips, and he squeezed his eyes shut against the bright lights.

				“1457, subject is stirring. Shows signs of light-related visual pain.”

				Intense, animal fear arose at the sound of the clinical voice above his head. At the alarming reference to a subject.

				As in test subject? Ah, God … 

				He held his breath as he processed this new information, what the presence of that voice meant.

				I’m not alone. 

				For some reason, instead of calming him, this revelation ratcheted the terror tighter, to the snapping point. The inner voice whispered urgently: This man is dangerous.

				A lock fell from a hidden cache of information in his brain. He recognized the voice that whispered to him. The Voice had been his constant companion since this nightmare had begun. Now, the Voice whispered the identity of the other person in the room: The Tormentor. The beep above his left shoulder sped up as panic rushed in again. The muscles in his arms and legs clamped down as his mind scrambled over fight-or-flight.

				This involuntary movement caused more pain to slice through him, and he just stopped another moan from rising out of his chest. He could not let himself make any sounds of distress. Another revelation from that hidden instinct: Hide your suffering. He loves it.

				Oh, God. How did he know that? There was no doubt in his mind that he knew that from personal experience. This newest revelation solved his fight-or-flight dilemma: flight.

				He moved his left arm infinitesimally to determine how much pain he would be dealing with when he fled. He became aware of the cold, cutting metal impeding further movement.

				A new flare of panic. Oh, no. Not that. He moved his arm again and met the same immovable restraint. He tried to move his feet. He was shackled. The sharp edges of the metal binding his wrists and ankles bit into his skin, adding to the buffet of pain, but his terror would not allow him to cease his struggles.

				His mind screamed at him, urging his body to do the impossible.

				“1500, subject is showing usual onset of panic at regained consciousness. Thrashing has opened wounds at the sites where he is restrained.”

				The last of his confusion melted away. He remembered. He remembered everything, and knew he was lost. There would be no escape, just as there had been no escape for the past eight years. He’d been through this before. The panicked awakening. The fierce pain swamping every corner of his existence. The dawning horror of remembered tortures.

				When he forced his eyes open, ignoring the sting of the bright operating room lights, a familiar figure approached.

				“Always such a fuss, hmm, Eli?” The Tormentor tsked. Eli recoiled. His name was not safe with that man. He never heard it without being reminded that he had no control over himself or his situation.

				His struggles against the metal restraints now resulted in a rather satisfying cacophony, but still only caused blood to drip down his arms and pool beneath his feet. The Tormentor approached, eyeing the damage Eli had done to himself with a sadistic leer that turned Eli’s stomach.

				“Blood is strength, you know.” The Tormentor shook his head in mock-sorrow. “What a pity that you seem to hold it in such low regard.”

				A feral growl resonated in Eli’s chest, and he punched his head up from the stretcher to glare into the Tormentor’s eyes. “I’m going to kill you. I’m going to make sure everyone knows what you’ve done here, and then,” he paused to ensure the Tormenter was looking at him, “I’m going to kill you.”

				The Tormentor cocked an eyebrow and raised a recording device to chin level. “0817, subject is displaying the symptoms of aggression that have heretofore been associated with memory recollection. Has threatened death. Again.” He clicked off the recording device and slipped it into the pocket of his scrubs.

				“‘What I’ve done here,’ hmm?” He leaned down until his face almost touched Eli’s. “What I’ve done here is what you signed up for, soldier. Nothing more, nothing less.” He straightened with a sneer and turned toward the door.

				One of the two guards on the other side of the see-through barrier keyed a code into the door, and the hiss of released pressure and a grinding of gears announced that the door was unlocked. The Tormentor paused with his hand on the handle and turned to announce over his shoulder, “Number 140 begins in four hours. Perhaps you should use this time to gather your strength instead of waste it.” He twisted the handle and left the room.

				Four hours.

				In just four hours they were going to conduct their one hundred fortieth experiment.

				Number 14: gunshot wound to the chest. The cold feel of steel pushed against his sternum. The force of the bullet driving his body into the unforgiving metal at his back. Gunpowder stinging his nostrils as his teeth chattered from the cold caused by his bleeding out.

				Number 58: asphyxiation by smothering. Excruciating burning in his lungs. The flailing of his limbs as he fought the restraints in a need to knock the oppressive hand from his mouth and nose. Stars dotting his vision as his brain fought the lack of oxygen.

				His heart rate sped up to match his ragged breathing. Number 100: dismemberment. He couldn’t stifle the moan that memory dredged up, hearing in his mind the buzz of the bone saw, feeling the heat of whirring metal on flesh. His Tormentor had informed him that they had wanted to make the one hundredth “special.”

				He was panting like an animal now. Four hours. In four hours, they were going to kill him.

				For the one hundred fortieth time.

	
				Chapter Two

				The heavy thump of men’s dress shoes brought all five women’s heads up from their lab work. Lisa and Mary exchanged an almost girly giggle as the door swung open and Major Taylor poked his blond head in.

				Major Taylor slipped into the room. The overhead lights gleamed off his clean-cut good looks. One dimple formed as he smiled hello. All of the females seemed to melt into the stools surrounding the black slab table. Major Taylor noticed, a cocky grin appearing in response. Abilene fought a groan of annoyance. They were single-handedly setting back women’s rights by about fifty years.

				“Ah, ladies, you’re all here.”

				Okay, Abilene had to admit he did have a pretty sigh-worthy voice. It was smooth and deep and resonant. Lisa and Mary practically fanned themselves with their lab coats, and Dahlia exchanged a wink with Olive. Abilene couldn’t restrain the smile their antics brought and bent her head to her petri dish to keep it from the advancing Major.

				“Everything okay in here?” he asked, coming to rest beside Abilene’s stool. His broad shoulders, paired with his height, blocked out her light, and she squinted up at his haloed silhouette.

				He surveyed her work with an approving crinkle of his dark eyes, not once gazing at the others’ labs. His obvious partiality made Abilene squirm in her seat.

				Her coworkers were accomplished women. Lisa and Olive had been in the same class at Johns Hopkins. Dahlia came from the University of Pennsylvania, and Mary was top of her class at Harvard. In comparison, Abilene was the dregs of the group, yet Major Taylor doted on her. Abilene wasn’t even trying anymore, and she still won his approval. Too bad his approval was not fulfilling.

				“Um, yes, sir, everything’s great.” From across the table Dahlia gave her an encouraging smile.

				“What are we working on today?”

				Her mind went blank as she scrambled for an answer. What was she working on? Ah, jeez. She gazed frantically at the dish in her hand and waited for lightening to strike. Suddenly the answer was there, and she blurted out her findings as soon as her mind grasped them.

				“It looks like Private Alvarez has gonorrhea.” She cringed. “Sir,” her voice cracked mid-word.

				Shit.

				She winced as she met Dahlia’s wide eyes and saw Olive cover her mouth. Lisa and Mary’s mouths were slack in disbelief.

				A half dozen other diagnoses in front of me, and I report that one.

				“Ah, yes, well.” Major Taylor cleared his throat and took a measured step back from Abilene and the offending petri dish. “Poor Private Alvarez.” He moved to the end of the table and used his best grin on each of the women.

				“Well, ladies, we have another drill scheduled for 1200, so when you leave for lunch, go ahead and take the rest of the day off.” He threw a wink in Lisa and Mary’s direction, “Have a little fun.”

				Abilene frowned, and the women met each other’s eyes. They’d had a drill three weeks ago when she first came to the hospital. In all of that time Abilene had seen exactly zero patients, spending her days running tedious labs and mailing results out to military bases. Who could they be running drills for?

				There’s no one here.

				What were they hiding when the civilians cleared the building? Weapons?

				Major Taylor seemed to sense the direction of her thoughts.

				“It’s for the military personnel here at the hospital. No need for you to be worried,” he said. Ah, this she was used to. Her short crop of blond curls, big blue eyes, and freckled nose often elicited this don’t-worry-your-pretty-little-head response from macho men. God, she hated that. But at least it ensured that they underestimated her ninety percent of the time.

				Not that she’d ever proved to them that they had underestimated her. But there was always a first time. She just knew it.

				“Of course not,” she assured in her best big-girl voice, which only made Major Taylor’s smile soften even more.

				“Okay, I’ll let you all get back to what you’re doing.” He eyed the petri dish still balanced in the palm of Abilene’s hand. “Keep up the good work.” He strode through the door, closing it behind him.

				One … two . . .

				“Oh, Abilene,” Olive burst out as Lisa and Mary started laughing, “you’re my hero.”

				“Yay,” Abilene mumbled under her breath as she finally set down her petri dish.

				“I’m starting a fan club right now. Ladies,” Olive turned to Lisa, Mary, and Dahlia, “care to join? Dues are only drinks at lunch.”

				“Honey,” Dahlia interjected as she made her way to Abilene’s side, “I’ve already founded that club. You can pay the dues to me.” She squeezed Abilene’s shoulder as she whispered for her ears only, “It’s okay. You were cute.”

				“Yeah, that’s going to get me far in the medical field.” She turned to the others. “How soon do you think we can leave for lunch?”

				Dahlia looked at the clock on the wall. “An hour. Come on,” she tugged at Abilene’s arm. “Diet Coke?” Olive, Mary, and Lisa clapped their hands in enthusiasm and jumped up and down like little kids. Abilene felt her lips tug up in a reluctant smile, recognizing their Valley-girl act as an attempt to cheer her up.

				“Diet Coke can’t solve every problem, you know,” she felt obliged to point out.

				Lisa gasped as Mary dramatically whispered, “Blasphemy!”

				“Hey, Duke, I thought you were supposed to be smart,” accused Olive.

				A genuine chuckle burst from Abilene’s lips. “You’re right. I don’t know what I was thinking.” As she headed out the door she said, “Diet Cokes on me, girls.”

				• • •

				The rasp of a razor bounced off the unfinished stone walls as an orderly shaved Eli’s chin and cheeks. That his lower face had to be hairless for whatever was going to occur made Eli’s stomach twist in anxiety.

				What was it to be this time? The Tormentor relished suspense, saving the revelation of what was to kill him until the very last possible moment. He played a sick version of Twenty Questions with Eli, revealing symptom after symptom that he was soon to experience until Eli could either guess what was coming or — the Tormentor’s favorite — the focus of the experiment was whispered into Eli’s ear.

				A smooth jaw meant one thing: they needed something to seal over his mouth or both his mouth and nose. Ingestion. He felt himself relax by a degree. If he had to swallow something, then that meant he could fight it. Never mind that his efforts had always been overcome in the past; he was a man, damn it, and a trained one at that. He would fight with all the strength in his body if it were the only victory allowed him in this hellish place.

				The door’s hiss and whir announced the Tormentor’s entrance into the room.

				“It’s a beautiful day today, Eli. Bright blue skies, gentle breeze.” He flicked a negligent glance over the orderly’s progress and returned his gaze to the clipboard he was carrying. “I might head toward the coast for a bit.” He paused, enjoying his captive audience. “After.”

				Eli jerked his arms in his restraints. Hell, what he wouldn’t give to pound that smirk from the Tormentor’s horrid face. “Yuk it up, Doc,” he growled. “How long do you think this can continue?” You’re a pathetic man who gets his rocks off on keeping another man at his mercy. You’ll slip up. Someday you’ll make a mistake, and when you do,” he bared his teeth, “you’re mine.”

				The Tormentor showed no reaction. “Any idea of what we have planned for you today?”

				“Fuck you.”

				The Tormentor chuckled, “No? Come now. Smart one like you, you must have some clue.” He circled around Eli’s stretcher, maintaining eye contact all the while. “There’s the prep from the orderly … . ”

				Eli refused to give an inch in this battle of wills. He glared into the Tormentor’s eyes and ground his jaw, a muscle ticking in his cheek.

				The Tormentor tsked. “That’s okay, I’m feeling sporting today. How about a clue, hmm?” He made the circuit to Eli’s head and leaned over him. “Two to three hours.” He cocked his head like an animal to better gauge any telltale flickers of realization on Eli’s face.

				Fuck.

				Poison. He’d known that had to be it when he’d figured out the ingestion part. He steeled his features, revealing nothing, but his chin jerked up in defiance and the Tormentor noticed.

				“Ah, we’re getting warmer, I see,” he cajoled.

				Eli’s brain was scrambling. Two to three hours was pretty damn fast for a poison he would have to swallow. In just this moment he could think of maybe three poisons that would fit the bill. Cyanide, lye —

				The Tormentor leaned closer and whispered, “Convulsions.”

				Strychnine. Eli’s mouth went dry.

				“Well, well,” the Tormentor straightened in disappointment. “That wasn’t so difficult, was it?”

				Oh, God, Eli’s heart stuttered in his chest. Strychnine was a horrible way to die. The victim literally convulsed to death, his body contorting painfully as his muscles fought oncoming doom. And the best part? He’d be aware the whole time, completely cognizant of his surroundings, of his agony, until his body finally gave out.

				The snap of latex gloves ricocheted off the walls like a shot, and the Tormentor impatiently beckoned the orderly carrying a tray to come forward. “Since there’s no more fun to be had in that little game, we may as well begin directly.”

				Eli refused to crane his head around to watch the preparations. He’d learned that early on. Knowing every detail about what was to come only made it worse. It was bad enough that he now knew Number 140 was Strychnine poisoning; he wouldn’t threaten his tenuous control with more knowledge.

				“1200, proceeding with experiment Number 140: Strychnine poisoning. Prepping patient for introduction of toxin.” The Tormentor moved to one side of Eli’s head and motioned the orderly to the other side, “Open his mouth.”

				A warm, latex-covered hand gripped Eli’s chin while another covered his nose while grasping his cheeks. Eli gritted his mouth closed. When the burning in his lungs grew too great, he puffed air through his clenched teeth and parted lips, but he refused to open his mouth. The orderly grew more aggressive, covering his nose and mouth now, cutting off even that small amount of oxygen.

				Eli thrashed he head, but he was unable to shake the orderly from him. The burning in his lungs grew. And grew. His whole body jerked in protest, and his head kicked back as he gasped against the latex covering his mouth. In that second of surrender, the orderly removed his hand, and the Tormentor thrust clear plastic tubing into the side of Eli’s mouth and all the way to the back of his throat while the orderly worked a splint between his teeth. The hard scrape of the tubing against the roof of his mouth caused him to gag.

				“Uh-uh,” the Tormentor scolded as the orderly taped the tubing into place. “None of that.” He returned to his recorder, “1204, administering the toxin.”

				The Tormentor lifted the open ending of the tubing to shoulder height and flourished a beaker filled with cloudy liquid past Eli’s face. “It’s a grand way to die, you know,” he said. “According to legend, it’s what got Alexander the Great. You could do much worse than to share something this intimate with such an accomplished ruler.”

				The orderly eyed the Tormentor over Eli’s head. Eli was not the only one who noticed the unholy delight the Tormentor took in these actions. Weak prey always seemed to know when a dangerous predator was nearby.

				The orderlies quit and had to be replaced often. It didn’t take long for the lies the Tormenter told them about Eli’s past to become less-appalling to them than the Tormentor’s own actions.

				Eli had no idea what happened to those who quit, but he couldn’t imagine the Tormentor ever letting them go.

				The Tormentor grimaced at the orderly’s scrutiny and moved the lip of the beaker to the tubing. Eli’s eyes followed the movement of liquid from beaker to tube and down toward his mouth with alarm. The tubing ensured fighting would be unsuccessful. Why hadn’t he foreseen this possibility?

				The moment the liquid hit the back of Eli’s mouth he gagged anew, this time at the taste. It was bitter. Metallic. If death could have a taste, this would be it.

				The orderly covered Eli’s nose again, and he knew he was screwed. He would swallow it; his body would demand its own doom in a quest for life-giving air.

				Even knowing this, Eli struggled until his throat gulped convulsively. The poison burned all the way into his gut, and his hacking coughs rang out over the snick of the recorder being turned on.

				“1208, toxin administered successfully.” The Tormentor settled on a utilitarian stool at Eli’s shoulder and eyed him expectantly as the orderly removed the splint and tubing. “Now,” he sighed, “we wait.”

	
				Chapter Three

				Eli’s back bowed off of the stretcher, the entire weight of his jerking body resting on his shoulders and heels. His facial muscles tightened in a soundless scream as his toes curled under his feet.

				The convulsions had begun just five minutes after he’d swallowed the poison, starting in his neck and face. Over the last two hours they’d increased in intensity and frequency until he was suffering episodes like this. Excruciating stretches of agony that caused him to wish for death as soon as they ended.

				This one was lasting longer than he thought he could survive. Oh, God, let it end. Let this be it. He was finally able to wrench his mouth open, and his scream rent the air, increasing in volume as the convulsion grew more intense.

				And in that second, it happened.

				His brain was so nearly mush that he almost missed it, but at the height of his body’s arc, as his arms thrashed, he felt the restraints give.

				Time seemed to stop.

				That can’t have happened. You must have imagined it.

				He felt the restraints give a second time. His mind scrambled to make sense of it. They must not have anticipated the increased strength his body’s convulsions would generate.

				Time resumed and then sped up as he realized what this meant. This is your chance! His pain spurred him on, giving him inhuman strength, and he gathered it into the core of his being. Bellowing with all of his might he flexed his biceps and pulled. The groan of straining metal brought the Tormentor’s head up from his clipboard.

				“Good God,” screeched the Tormentor, vaulting to his feet. “Put him out, man!” he yelled at the orderly. “Put him out!” The orderly scrambled toward the tray, trying to fill a syringe with sedative while the Tormentor whirled to the door. “Guards! Get in here!” They both snapped to order. One hastily keyed the code into the door, and the other removed the gun from his holster.

				The Tormentor swung back around just as Eli overpowered the restraints with a primal yell. He held the Tormentor’s alarmed gaze as the orderly approached from behind with the sedative. Without looking, Eli grabbed the orderly by his throat and wrenched him around to hold against his chest. Eli tore the syringe from the orderly’s grasp and stabbed it into the man’s jugular. As Eli growled low in his chest, never breaking eye contact with the Tormentor, his thumb depressed the plunger. The orderly sank to the floor.

				With one hand he reached for the restraints at his ankles, keeping an eye on the guards at the door. The door hissed, and the guard with the gun rushed into the room, aiming at Eli’s chest. With only one leg free, Eli grabbed the Tormentor to use as a human shield just as the guard pulled the trigger. The Tormentor’s body jerked in his hands, and he heard the guard swear and fumble to reload his gun as the other guard pulled his own weapon.

				Reload? 

				Tranq gun. They were shooting tranquilizers. Eli dropped the Tormentor and gazed in wonder at the bright floral marker of a tranquilizing dart protruding from his shield’s chest.

				Jesus, I might actually make it out of here! 

				Eli reached for his other ankle restraint as the guard who had already fired yelled, “Don’t waste your shot! Make sure you can hit him or we’re fucked!”

				“You already are,” Eli informed them as he moved to a crouch on the stretcher and waited for one of the idiots to take a shot. He knew he was due for another convulsion any moment, and it could be his last. He had to get far away from here so he could find someplace safe to die.

				It took only a second before the guard to the left decided to take a shot, and Eli leapt to the side as the tranquilizing dart sailed past. Eli reached him in three strides and wrapped his arm around the guard’s head. A quick twist and the satisfying crack seemed to freeze the remaining guard in horror.

				The dead guard’s body fell to the floor with a muffled thud. Eli crooked his finger at the other guard who now knew, with absolute certainty, that he was dead.

				“P-please,” the guard stuttered. “I never did anything to you!”

				Eli lifted the corner of his lips in a cruel smile. “You’re right.” He stalked closer. “You’re worse.” He stopped right in front of the guard and snarled, “You. Watched.”

				Eli sprang forward, punching the guard in the throat hard enough to crush his larynx. The sick voyeur would never draw breath again.

				Eli didn’t stay to watch the guard drop to his knees and struggle in vain for breath. He felt the beginning twinges of another convulsion and knew he was out of time. Outside and to the right of the lab a staircase rose, ending in a solid wall.

				Eli didn’t understand this, but, with no other exit, began to climb. He only made it halfway up before the convulsion was on him. His muscles spasmed, throwing him forward onto the stairs.

				Don’t give up! You’ll never get this chance again!

				He shrieked as the spasms threw him from his front to his back. His spine ground into the edge of the stairs, ratcheting the pain to new levels.

				Move, damn it! His mind and body were screaming, and he used all of that energy to roll himself over again.

				He was able to pull himself to his hands and knees. With strength he did not know he possessed, he crept up the remaining stairs until he reached the top. His forehead bumped the wall that topped the stairs and, because he had no other choice, he stopped.

				He banged his head in frustration against the only remaining barrier to his freedom and was shocked as it gave way. The entire wall began to swing away from him, revealing a room filled with medical equipment.

				A false wall. Leading into a…supply closet? His strength was at its end, and his vision flickered and then went black. The poison had robbed him of his sight, one of the markings of the end.

				It’s over. He hadn’t made it, and he would never get free now. Well, he’d be damned if he died one more time in that fucking room.

				Moving by feel alone, he dragged his body over the threshold and into the closet. His legs were useless, and the numbness was creeping up his thighs toward his torso. The absence of feeling was a relief as it meant the end to at least some of his pain.

				He heard the wall swing back into place and shuddered as it clicked shut. To finally die alone, even if he would awaken shackled to a stretcher again, filled him with peace.

				He drew in what he knew was to be his last breath and jolted at what his brain latched on to. Peanut butter and jelly. The warm, yeasty smell of bread and the earthy aroma of chocolate. And … woman?

				Fresh sunlight mixed with fabric softener and another scent that he couldn’t quite place, but knew was unique to just her.

				His body revolted, trying in vain to reject the death that was only a moment away. He had to live. He had to fight.

				She was his, and she was in trouble. She needed him, but even beyond that —

				I need her.

				His heart stopped beating.

				• • •

				Abilene stared in bemusement at the retreating taillights.

				“Bye, suckah!” Olive crowed from the backseat window as the car jumped the curb in its haste to be gone. Abilene shook her head. Sometimes, they really were just a bunch of kids.

				She twisted the hem of her Princess Bride T-shirt and pondered, one more time, the pressing feeling she had that she was supposed to be here right now. She turned toward the hospital entrance.

				Common sense dictated she should be in that car right now, headed toward an afternoon of napping and old Dexter episodes. Instead, she was here “to run labs” if she believed the excuse she’d given her co-workers.

				She didn’t.

				Her Converses squeaked as she stomped in frustration down the hallway. There was nothing she would do today that couldn’t wait until tomorrow. They didn’t exactly have deadlines here at the hospital God forgot.

				She passed the supply closet. Stopped. Turned around.

				An overwhelming feeling of loss bowled her over. She looked toward the ceiling as wetness seeped into her eyes. Homesickness. Though, that didn’t feel quite right. This was much more intense. Much worse.

				She shuffled to the door and leaned forward until her forehead was pressed against the wood. Her hand crept up to be placed at heart level. She ached to be on the other side of that door. Her labs could wait. She twisted the knob and pushed the door inward … it met resistance. Had something fallen from the shelves to block the door? She pushed harder, pressing her shoulder against the door. Whatever it was, it was freaking heavy. She glanced down to check if she could see the problem, only to light upon the curled fingers of a man’s hand.

				“Oh my God!” she breathed, renewing her struggle with the door in earnest. It edged forward, but she was able to get it open enough for her to squeeze through. She froze to the spot.

				“Holy… ” naked man. In her usual spot across from the supply shelves, sprawled on his abdomen, was the biggest man she’d ever seen. His face was pressed against the wall, his arm stretched forward as though reaching for something.

				She was stunned as she took him in. He was flawless. Physical perfection. Muscle carved elegant lines through his body. Broad shoulders tapered down to narrow hips. His exquisite unclad backside snagged her gaze, and her lips parted in an inaudible, “Oh.”

				Heat transfused her cheeks, and she jerked her gaze to the wall. Talk about unprofessional. This man lay here in medical peril, and she was ogling him like the headliner in Thunder Down Under.

				“Oh my God, I’m really sorry!” she blurted, struggling to keep her eyes away from that life-changing ass.

				Jeez, you are such a lech, Abilene Lynn Miller. She straightened as she realized his body wasn’t moving with the regular rise and fall of respiration.

				It spurred her into action as nothing else could. She dropped to her knees by his side.

				“Sir?” She placed her hand on his head of thick, mocha-colored hair. Please respond. Please!

				No response.

				“Oh, shit,” she muttered. “Okay,” her brain scrambled for her next step. “Okay, what?!” she brought a trembling hand to her temple. Think. Think!

				One of her few strengths in her chosen field was efficiency in an emergency, but she had lost her shit at the sight of this unconscious man. There was a reason doctors weren’t allowed to treat family members, and this was it. But this man was an utter stranger to her.

				No. He isn’t.

				She laid her hand on his massive shoulder and gave a tug in an attempt to roll him over. He barely budged. She used her other hand, heaved, and he turned over. It threw her off balance, and she caught herself with a hand to his chest. She pulled it back as though burned.

				He had the face of an angel, his dark lashes lay in spikes against his high cheekbones.

				He is yours. Save him.

				She leaned forward, all hesitancy lost. “I will fix this,” she promised.

				Her fingers went to his neck in search of a pulse. Nothing.

				He didn’t have a pulse, and he wasn’t breathing. She gripped his jaw and tilted his head back.

				“You stay with me!” she ordered as she pried his mouth open, sweeping her finger over his tongue and the back of his throat in search of an obstruction. When she found none, she bent forward and covered his mouth with her own to puff air into his lungs.

				She recoiled, spitting. The taste. His mouth was bitter.

				“Someone poisoned you?!” she screeched. She had never felt so angry in her life. As though, without any compunction whatsoever, she could tear this person, who had dared to harm him, to shreds with her bare hands.

				She suddenly worried that she wouldn’t be able to fix this. He wasn’t breathing, had no heartbeat, and had been poisoned. She had no idea how long he’d been without oxygen, but a little voice of doubt was already whispering a possibility she refused to believe: He’s dead.

				“No!” There was still one more thing she could try. She snatched the crash cart toward herself. She grabbed both paddles of the defibrillator with one hand and the gel with the other. She squeezed gel onto his left side and right pectoral, set the defibrillator at 200 joules, and placed the paddles.

				She shocked him, and his body jerked under the paddles. She tossed them aside and felt for a pulse. When she found none, she set the defibrillator charge to 360 joules and began CPR for the two minutes she had to wait until she could shock him again.

				She went through the motions of compressions and breaths as her brain skimmed through her med school knowledge. She had to admit that she could only shock him one more time. Just once more, and then she would have to — call it.

				She halted compressions and grasped the paddles once more, placed them, and checked to make sure the defibrillator was charged before shocking him.

				His big body jerked once more, and she set aside the paddles to reach for his pulse.

				Nothing.

				She heard a whimper and was shocked to realize that she had made it as she grasped his wrist, checking for his pulse there.

				His body was still. Cooling to the touch. Lifeless. Dead.

				She clutched the arm she held between her breasts and began to rock back and forth, making a keening noise that frightened her. Why do I feel as though I am the one who has died?

				“I’m sorry,” she moaned, pressing a kiss to his palm. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry — ” Tears gathered in her eyes and slipped out of her closed lids.

				Minutes passed as she kept vigil, rocking, her sobs filling the tight space —

				His arm jerked.

				She looked at his face, and her heart kicked as he took a huge gulp of air. Several rattling breaths followed, and he began to panic, scissoring his legs and arms as though fleeing an unseen foe. She moved to shush him, to assure him that he was safe, when the hand she was holding clutched her shirt, pulling her forward with inhuman strength.

				She face-planted in his chest and instantly moved to pull back, sure that physical contact with a stranger would only increase his panic.

				But he stilled.

				His breath left him in a sigh; the hand she wasn’t holding moved to cup the back of her head, and he secured her face against his chest. His body shuddered in what she could only describe as … relief?

				Something warm filled her chest. “Shhh,” she murmured, stroking his hand with her thumb. “You’re okay. Everything is okay now.” As she rubbed her cheek against his chest, she was surprised to realize that it was.

				• • •

				Something was different. Eli could sense it. It has started the same way it always did. The black void interrupted by a flash of light, a gasp of breath. Panic had followed, and he’d struggled, jerking his arms and legs, his hands grasping, one of them finding purchase and tugging something toward him.

				And then, his world had slowed down. His left hand moving, fingers burying in the softest thing he had ever felt. His right hand was being stroked in gentling circles, and he lay still to better absorb the sensations.

				He was supposed to be afraid, wasn’t he? He struggled to remember, everything was so murky, but he was certain that in the past, at this point, he always felt fear.

				A low, feminine voice was murmuring soothing sounds to him, and he relaxed completely. There was nothing to fear here. In fact, for the first time since he could remember, he felt complete. Fulfilled.

				He extricated his right hand and swept his arm out to haul a warm bundle of curves to his side. He felt her stiffen, and then she relaxed against him. He brought his face to where his left hand was nestled and inhaled.

				Sunshine.

				Some distant memory pinged in his brain. He knew this smell. It was important to him, but why? His arm tightened.

				She began to struggle again, and he rolled over her, pinning her movements with the weight of his body. She pushed against his chest, small sounds of distress escaping her lips, and he grabbed each wrist and hauled her arms over her head, burying his face in her neck and inhaling once again.

				It’s her. She’s the One.

				His eyes opened in shock, and he found himself staring at a delicate ear surrounded by blonde curls. He lifted his head.

				Wide, frightened, unbelievably blue eyes met his searching gaze.

				“A-are you going to hurt me?” she stuttered.

				Hurt her? He could never hurt her. How could she not know that?

				He shook his head in confusion. Panicked breaths puffed out of her parted lips and fanned across his neck.

				“It’s you,” he said. Her eyes widened in question. “You’re here,” he whispered, awe lighting his face. His vision focused on her lips once again. All he could see, all his world was focused on, was her mouth. It was so lush. A full bottom lip. Fuller, sensuously curved upper lip. Straight, white teeth. The tip of her tongue darting out to lick her lips.

				His groin tightened at the sight, and he groaned. He had to taste her. It was imperative. He began to lower his head, never breaking his focus on her lips.

				His head snapped up, and he sniffed at the air.

				Something was wrong.

				A hand seized his ankle.

	
				Chapter Four

				Abilene’s eyes widened in shock. He was going to …kiss her? She was equal parts titillated and horrified. This situation was outside of the normal care dictated by the Hippocratic oath.

				His size had been much less daunting when he lay prone and unconscious on the floor. Now, pressed against her from knee to chest, his enormous weight pinning her to the floor, he was pretty damn scary.

				Okay, and he was the most attractive man she had ever seen. The fact that he was naked rushed back in, and she bit her lip to keep from embarrassing herself with a moan.

				His gaze narrowed further on her mouth, his head lowered, and her stomach fluttered. Just as his lips nearly brushed hers, he jerked his head up; he sniffed the air like an animal.

				His body was wrenched down hers, his hands scrambled for purchase on the linoleum floor, and Abilene couldn’t comprehend what she was seeing.

				The wall of shelving she viewed each day had swung into the closet, revealing … a hidden door? Beyond, she could see the top of a blond head. The man’s hand was wrapped around the ankle of her patient, and he was tugging.

				Her patient drew his free leg back and kicked the blond head sharply, causing the unidentified man to drop his hold. She heard his gasp of pain.

				The last half hour had held too many surprises for Abilene, and she feared she was not handling it well. She heard herself hyperventilating as her patient grasped her by the shoulders and pushed her into the wall, shielding her against the blond man with his own body.

				“Shhh, you’re okay,” he muttered, an echo of her earlier assurances to him. “I won’t let you get hurt.” Yet, even as he promised her protection, he shook his head as though dizzy, and Abilene was reminded that just twenty minutes ago, he had been dead.

				Her mind halted. Wait a minute. He couldn’t have been dead. People didn’t come back to life after they died.

				Her hyperventilating worsened, and the closet around her swirled. She looked at the blond man again.

				“M-major Taylor?” she stammered, confused even more.

				Her patient recoiled as though struck. His eyes snapped to her face and demanded explanation.

				 “My boss,” she clarified.

				His shoulders slumped. “No,” he whispered. His eyes flooded with rage, and the bottom fell out of Abilene’s stomach. “Then you’ll pay first,” he growled.

				He launched to his feet, pulling her up with him, all prior tenderness evaporating like mist. He swung her to his front, pulling her back against his chest. One arm clenched her around the waist, the other snaked around her neck, tightening and cutting off her air. No longer was he shielding her with his body. She now stood between him and Major Taylor, who aimed a rather scary-looking gun right at her chest.

				She watched Major Taylor’s smirk fade into a frown. “No,” he whispered. His gun hand fell to the floor with a clunk, and his eyes rolled back into his head. “Abilene.” Her name slipped out of his lips as he fell unconscious, his face hitting the floor with an audible smack.

				At the sound of Abilene’s name on Major Taylor’s lips, her patient’s arms jerked, as though the reminder of their familiarity with each other was horrifying to him. The arm around her throat tightened even more, and black dots crowded her vision.

				“Oh, yes,” he laughed without humor, “you will pay.”

				Her world went black.

				• • •

				She was a part of it. Eli looked at the man who had ruined him forever and then at the unconscious woman who, for a few seconds, had made him feel hope. For the first time in years.

				She was just like everyone else he’d ever encountered: a betrayer.

				A part of him still refused to belief that this woman slumped in his arms had any connection to the Tormentor. It was too cruel. Just as he had found her, to discover this?

				Found her? He frowned. What the hell was that supposed to mean? He hadn’t been searching for her.

				She’s a stranger. She’s nothing to you.

				The Voice countered: The One.

				He groaned as he heaved her dead weight onto his shoulder in a fireman’s hold. To hell with that!

				His eyes scanned the closet and lit upon a pile of scrubs. With one hand he grabbed a pair of pants and pulled them on, securing the woman’s weight to his shoulder with his other hand pressed firmly to her backside. The pants were tight on his thighs, and the hems hit him just below his calves. He looked like some caveman-like character out of Lil’ Abner, complete with woman over shoulder, but it could not be helped.

				He strode to the prone form of Major Taylor — he could now call him by his true name — and kicked him in the face. He considered ending him right now, but his desire to see the Tormentor’s fear as he realized Eli was going to kill him prevented him.

				“I’m coming back for you, you son of a bitch,” he promised, then walked through the closet door and out into the hall.

				This could get tricky. Staff members were sure to walk the hallways, and the sight of a half-naked man toting an unconscious woman was going to raise some red flags.

				He craned his neck to the side, his ears taking in all sounds, even those a normal human could not hear. He could hear the air circulating in the vents. A fly buzzing down the hall to his left. The refrigeration unit in the vending machine to his right kicking on. Even water dripping in what he assumed was a bathroom on the floor above. He heard not one sound that would indicate human presence in the building.

				He grimaced, unnerved. His enhanced hearing capabilities had not failed him in the eight years since he’d tasted that damned —

				She stirred, moaning. He adjusted his load and steeled his nerves. He would just proceed as though trouble lurked around every corner; then his assessment of the facility being empty, right or wrong, mattered not.

				He moved forward, scanning each door, finding only empty rooms on the other side of the little rectangular windows.

				What kind of a research facility had no staff?

				A front. That’s what kind of operation would be devoid of patients and staff. This building was here to hide him.

				He increased his pace, certain now that no one was here to stop his escape.

				His cargo moved again, more conscious now. He tightened his grip.

				“Let me go!”

				He snorted. “How do we get out of here?”

				She wriggled, causing him to have to readjust his grip.

				“I’m not going anywhere with you!” She began to pound his back with her fists and aimed a kick at him. He grunted at the kick and dropped her to her feet. She staggered back and blinked up into his face.

				He leaned forward. “You’re coming with me. Now, you can come easily, or I can put you out. You decide.”

				She swayed where she stood. “Please,” she whimpered. “Please, don’t do this.” One tear traced down her cheek. Her knees crumpled, and he caught her as she lost consciousness again.

				His gut clenched. Her plea was identical to what the Tormentor had elicited from him over and over.

				The Voice whispered again, The One.

				He gritted his teeth. One thing was for certain: her involvement in his repeated torture deserved punishment. And he was going to mete it out.

				He spotted the front exit.

				He made the choice for Abilene. “We’re outta here.”

				• • •

				Abilene became aware of the constant hum of a car’s engine. Before she could utter a sound, she began to remember. Saving a stranger who did not feel like a stranger. His miraculous recovery. His weight on top of her. His head lowering to brush his lips against hers.

				She shivered. Delicious.

				She stiffened, remembering what had come after.

				Sick fear made her sit up straight. The man who had abducted her was watching her out of the corner of his eye. “Who are you?” she blurted.

				“You know who I am.” His tone was scathing. “You probably know more about me than I know about myself.”

				“I think there must be some mistake,” she began. “Who exactly do you think I am?”

				“Not gonna work, Abilene,” he gritted, using her name like a blow.

				“How do you — ”

				He cut her off. “I heard him say it, remember?” The car bounced as he pulled off onto a side road, then onto the shoulder. The bouncing intensified off road. He stopped the car. “Just after you admitted to me that he is your boss.” He looked at her as though he were waiting for her to confess to something.

				She shrugged, at a loss. “I’m sorry. I don’t understand — I don’t even know what you were doing there — ”

				He got out of the car, slamming the door behind him. He came around to her side, opened her door, and offered her a hand out. She stared at it in bemusement, and he jerked it behind his back, a look of chagrin crossing his face. Without saying a word, he turned on his heel and moved to the bushes, twisting branches off and gathering them into his arms.

				What the hell was that? Manners?

				She got out of the car on her own power and scanned their location, seeing a tight cluster of houses about half a mile away.

				He seemed to pluck the thought from her head. “Don’t even try it.” He spoke without turning to look at her, continuing to collect branches as he walked. “I’ll catch you before you make it a hundred feet.”

				He returned to the car with his arms full, and began placing the branches around the vehicle. Right before her eyes the car seemed to melt into the landscape. She gulped. If she had to be kidnapped, she much preferred an inexperienced idiot, not G.I. Joe.

				He finished his blind, then moved to her, grabbing her hand and setting off in the direction of the houses. She dug in her heels.

				“Where are we going?”

				“Home.”

	
				Chapter Five

				After grabbing her hand, her kidnapper had dragged her through a neighborhood that had fallen prey to foreclosures — no-trespassing signs dotting every window — before picking this dilapidated home in the middle of a cul-de-sac. Now, they sat in awkward silence against opposite walls of an empty, but filthy, living room as the setting sun leaked light. The man was getting antsier by the second, his gaze growing sharper and more uncomfortable.

				Abilene tore her eyes from his to survey the room, noting with distaste the evidence that an animal had made, and then abandoned, a nest in one of the corners. She couldn’t prevent a shudder. It was bad enough that she’d passed out twice in front of him today, but in a very short time — Abilene eyed the sun’s shadows — it was going to be dark in here. He was bound to hear her sobs and notice that she was curled in a fetal position. People rarely missed that.

				She had to break the silence. “What’s your na — ”

				 “How about a bedtime story?” he demanded.

				 “Um — ” she faltered. “Okay?”

				“You tell it.”

				She swallowed, apprehension tickling the back of her throat.

				“In fact,” he continued, “I have a request.” He tapped his chin in pretend contemplation. “Oh yes,” he looked at her again. “The Garden of Eden.”

				She jerked her head back at the unexpected words. “A Bible story?” Oh God, was he some kind of religious zealot?

				That muscle in his jaw ticked again. “I’ll even get you started,” he paused. “Once upon a time … .”

				Her mind knotted. She wasn’t even sure she remembered any stories having to do with the Garden of Eden. And she was pretty sure she had never heard a Bible story begin with Once upon a time. He cleared his throat, his glare hostile. Ignoring his bizarre request was not an option right now.

				“O-once upon a time,” she paused, rubbing her damp palms against her jeans. She started again, “Once upon a time, Adam and Eve lived in the Garden of Eden.” She shot him a glance. He waved her on impatiently.

				Okay, so far, so good. She scanned her mind for what came next. “Um, they had a lot of pets and got all of their food from an apple tree?” The inflection of her voice rose at the end, turning her latest statement into a question. She winced.

				He snorted. “How many apple trees you ever seen in a desert?”

				Desert? Any picture books she’d ever seen had always shown the Garden of Eden as a lush, green paradise.

				“I don’t know the story!” she retorted. Chills were creeping up her arms, leaving goose bumps in their wake. Her mind was whispering at her to pay attention. That this was important — to them both. She took a shaky breath and looked at him from the corners of her eyes.

				His face was a mask of anger. “Try again. There were two trees. What were their names?”

				A spark fired in her mind. Okay, yes. She remembered this part. She could appease him and maybe bring down the intensity. “In the garden were two trees. The Tree of Eternal Life … .” The other’s name was just out of reach — “And the Tree of Good and Evil,” she finished in a rush. She looked at him, again, unsure of what his reaction would be, praying it wouldn’t be violence. Why this story was affecting him so much, she didn’t know, but she sensed she should tread cautiously.

				He grunted. “Close ‘nough.” He waved her on. She hesitated. He sighed. “These trees came with rules, yeah? What were they?”

				She frowned. His intensity had increased. He was getting more and more aggravated as the story progressed. She couldn’t help feeling she was one slip-up away from retribution. But, retribution for what?

				He clapped his hands once to get her attention again. “They could eat from the Tree of Life as long as — ”

				“I don’t know — ” Oh God, please don’t hurt me.

				He growled in frustration, his hand swiping the air to erase her words, “As long as they promised not to — ” A beat of silence. He snapped his fingers at her.

				She jumped. “Not to eat from the Tree of Good and Evil.” He leaned forward in a crouch, for all the world looking as though he were prepared to spring.

				“And what did the Tree of Life do, Abilene?” His voice had gotten quiet. Low. It was so much worse than screaming in her face, and she was afraid of him. She drew her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them.

				“M-made them live f-forever,” she stammered, flinching at the fear in her tone. Her voice was so soft there was no chance he had heard it from his spot across the room, but his body relaxed in response to her words, fight seeming to drain out of him in a rush.

				He leaned his head back, and it hit the wall with a thud. She could see his Adam’s apple bob up and down as he struggled to control his emotions. She refused to look away from him, waiting for what he would do next. Would he fly across the room and hit her? Break down and cry? Scream in rage?

				He shoved a hand through his hair and exhaled. Looking at her with baleful eyes he spoke without tone. “Go to sleep. It’ll be dark soon.”

				She watched as he stretched out on the floor and draped one arm over his eyes. His chest continued to rise and fall with his shuddering breaths.

				He’s not well. Her hand rose to her throat, and she could feel her heartbeat fluttering beneath her fingers. She looked to the window as the sun sank below the horizon.

				She had to get away from him. The last few minutes had confirmed that beyond a shadow of a doubt. Even now, she could see him struggling to regain control, and she knew the only reason she wasn’t dead right now was simple luck of the draw.

				She had seen murder in his eyes, and she had been the target.

				• • •

				That had not gone as he’d hoped. As he’d planned. Eli lay on the floor with the coolness of his forearm pressed to his eyes. He was so sure he’d been about to trip her up. No ordinary person could have made it through that story without revealing what they knew. That is, if they knew anything to start with.

				Doubt aimed at himself, crept through him like a plague.

				What if you’re wrong about her, it whispered to him. Oh God, how he wanted to be wrong. He needed her to be innocent of the crimes he suspected. Crimes against his own body. His soul.

				Even with the need for vengeance roiling through him since learning of Abilene’s connection to the Tormentor, he’d been beating back an insatiable hunger for her as a woman. As a lover. Even, God help him, as a friend.

				Eli liked her. His time in the car with her had revealed glimpses of the type of personality he’d always gone weak in the knees for when he had been younger — and free. Growing up as he had in the South, he’d been surrounded by strong, sassy women, and this tiny, angelic-looking creature would have been able to hold her own against any of them.

				He knew he scared her; he’d seen fear flash across her expressive eyes several times today. But more than once when that had happened, she’d belted him one. A verbal check that only helped along the admiration he was fighting back as though his life depended on it.

				And his life may very well depend on it. He’d been lulled into a sense of trust before. The Tormentor had talked to him often in the beginning. Assured him that he was helping his country. That the information they were getting from the experiments could save lives, could mean the difference between winning and losing the stalemate in the Middle East.

				That he would do anything in his power to make sure Eli’s pain was minimal. Necessary.

				Eli snorted. The death of that trust had been more painful than the physical deaths that had wrought it. That Eli had allowed himself to trust, even knowing trust only led to betrayal, was something Eli would never forgive himself for.

				Or repeat.

				He heard a noise from Abilene’s side of the room. It sounded like she was fighting against the urge to cry.

				Know the feeling, he thought, as he felt his anger at her soften even more. He resisted as long as he could.

				He cleared his throat. “Abilene?”

				She gasped, and he could hear her struggle to become even quieter. She didn’t want him to know she was upset. Against his will, that admiration he’d been fighting warmed his chest.

				“What’s wrong?” he whispered, immediately cringing. What’s wrong? Besides being attacked at gunpoint, being kidnapped, and then being held hostage by a stranger who demanded cryptic bedtime stories?

				Guilt joined the admiration.

				Oh, great. That’s just…great. He sighed and began to crawl over to her tiny, shadowed form. He huddled over her, careful not to touch her in any way.

				“Hey — ” he began. What was he doing? Was he going to comfort her? That would be counterproductive. And if he were in her shoes — which he had been — he wouldn’t accept comfort from his captor anyway. He was at a loss.

				“It’s s-so dark,” she moaned, curling tighter.

				His nostrils flared. She’s afraid of the dark? He eyed her incredulously. Well, that’s… disarming.

				Damn it, it was fucking endearing was what it was. A force inside him fought to offer her protection, to reward her instead of punish her for revealing this weakness to him.

				“Okay,” he wracked his brain for a way to accomplish that without alarming her further. “It’s okay.” Maybe she would feel better if she knew she wasn’t alone? He moved closer to her to sit cross-legged at her back. He edged forward until his knee grazed her spine.

				She stiffened, and he cursed, moving away at once. You’re an idiot, he told himself. The last thing she would want to be reminded of in the dark was that he was there.

				But once his knee was no longer in contact, she gasped and clutched at him over her shoulder.

				“No!” she cried. “It’s better.” She shuddered and continued in a wavering voice. “It was better for that second.”

				He inhaled, completely out of his element. This was powerful stuff. That what he was offering was working, that he had made it better, even for a second — he exhaled and edged forward again.

				When he made contact with her once more, she breathed out her relief and edged even closer to him until his thigh was pressed flush against her back. His breath caught in his throat.

				“Eli,” he whispered.

				She stiffened.

				“My name is Eli.”

				She breathed his name from between parted lips, and Eli felt his heart skip a beat, then quickly make up time.

				Holy God, she was … consuming. He couldn’t look away from her now-relaxed face and moonlit curls.

				“Sleep,” he murmured to her. “I’ll make sure you stay safe.”

				She curled her hands beneath her chin in answer. He stared in rapt attention as her breathing slowed.

				And he was still guarding her when she slipped deeply into slumber.

	
				Chapter Six

				Abilene was delectably warm and cozy. She hummed in satisfaction and snuggled deeper into the source of heat at her back. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this rested. This secure.

				Complete awareness still hovered outside of her mind’s reach, but she felt as though this moment was incongruous with what the situation called for.

				She mentally shrugged. Enjoy it. It’s too good to pass up. She sighed.

				An answering and very male sigh sounded right behind her ear. She froze.

				Her mind, sounding much too like her mother, screamed, Oh my God, Abilene, what have you done?

				She was in bed with someone? She’d never, in all of her life, been in bed with a man, and that she was now was disconcerting, especially since she couldn’t remember how she got here.

				No, not in bed. The surface beneath her left hip was hard. Unyielding. It felt suspiciously like a floor.

				She clenched her eyes tighter, forced herself to calm down, and began to take stock. A man’s arm was curled beneath her cheek as a pillow. A firm thigh was nudged between her own. An arm curved over her side; a hand possessively cupped her breast. Something hard prodded her lower back and warm breaths puffed in her hair, ruffling her curls.

				She wasn’t just with a man as she’d first thought. She was surrounded by one. He invaded her space completely.

				Eli.

				Everything rushed back in, and she began to extricate herself.

				At her first movement, Eli’s arm tightened in reflex, urging her closer. He burrowed his face in her hair and rocked his hips, gently thrusting against her. Her eyes flew open, and she pushed herself away from him.

				“Whoa!” His morning voice was gravelly and deep. He watched as she scrambled back and jerked to her feet, eyeing him suspiciously. She pressed her back against the wall, trying to get as far from him as possible.

				He turned from her slightly and raised a knee, shielding his erection from her view as he rubbed his face and shook his head as if to clear the cobwebs. Her mouth went dry with conflicting emotions, remembering the exciting feel of him against her, the terrible rage in his eyes last night.

				 “Uhh…I must have fallen asleep.” He brought his eyes up to a point over Abilene’s shoulder. “It must have been scary waking up like that — ” He broke off with an embarrassed grimace, then tried again. “After yesterday … I mean — Aw, hell.” He shoved his hand through his hair and rose to his feet. “I would never hurt a woman like that. You don’t have to fear that. Ever. That’s not what this,” he gestured between them while taking several steps toward her, “is about.”

				Abilene shrank farther into the wall. “Then what is this about?” she asked with as much grit as she could muster.

				He stopped before her. “This is about making you pay for what you’ve done.” The words were low and dangerous and teleported Abilene straight back to the previous night when Eli was all coiled strength ready to strike.

				This morning, however, her nerves were shot, and her body was tightly wound from her alarming wake-up call. She could no longer play the wilting flower. “I’ve done nothing to you!” she shouted into his face.

				She may as well have slapped him. He flinched, then charged her, closing the gap between them in one giant stride. He crowded her against the wall and placed two fists on either side of her face. “You will not lie to me,” he growled.

				Oh, God. She’d pulled the damn tiger’s tail. She squeezed her eyes shut, and her hands flew to his chest to push him away, but he didn’t budge. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

				The muscles below her palms shivered, and her eyes flew back to his face.

				Unidentifiable emotion raged in his eyes, but Abilene was almost positive that it was no longer anger.

				“Don’t touch me.” His voice shook, and Abilene jerked her hands back as blood flooded her cheeks.

				“I wasn’t — I….”

				A slight tremor shook his shoulders, and Abilene’s words drifted off. Her palms burned from their contact with his body, and she curled her hands, trying to ignore the sensation.

				“I can still feel your hands.” He swore. “I can still feel your body from when we woke up.”

				Abilene licked her lips, and his gaze zeroed in on the movement. His brows drew together. He made a noise of distress.

				“I’m sorry for what I’m about to do,” he whispered just before his lips settled over hers.

	
				Chapter Seven

				His kiss was brutal. A punishment. Their teeth clashed together, and he pressed Abilene more firmly against the wall as he ground every inch of his tensed body into hers.

				His lips were a brand; tingles spread like fire throughout her. She gasped, caught off guard, and he plunged his tongue into her mouth, invading her.

				It was the most wonderful thing she’d ever felt.

				Her tension drained in a flash, and she leaned into him with a plaintive moan. His flat blue eyes were sparking. A flush painted his cheeks, and his lips were parted. Harried breaths caressed her kiss-moistened lips. She’d never seen the face of a man lost in passion, but every feminine instinct she possessed was screaming at her that he was utterly lost — in her.

				His erection prodded her belly. At the thought of that part of his body hard and unforgiving, something primal swept through her.

				He is yours. Her lust exploded in response.

				He’s the One. Show him. Allow him to show you.

				Show him. The directive caused an ache to settle low in her belly, a rush of moisture to pool between her legs. Yes. She needed to show him — in the most basic of ways — that she was his. She groaned at the intoxicating thought. Oh God, that he was hers.

				His body responded to her groan, hardening even more, and she couldn’t prevent an inexperienced squirm against him. He immediately rocked his hips into hers, then he bit off a curse as though he were trying desperately not to do it again.

				But Abilene was already moving against him, wanting more. His firm thrust had been magnificent. She was dying for him to do it again.

				“Eli,” she pleaded, rubbing her face against his arm where it stretched by her head to clasp her wrists.

				He hissed in a breath. “God … Abilene.” His brows drew together. “You want this?”

				Want. Oh, she most certainly wanted. Her entire body, her existence, was flooded with the feeling. If he didn’t do something soon, she would unravel at the seams.

				In frustration, she nipped at his arm with her teeth. “Please.” She punctuated the whispered entreaty with another frenzied movement of her hips.

				The groan that tore from his lips was long and low. “Holy God.” He dropped her wrists to grasp her face with both hands, tipping her head far back until all she could see was his enthralled expression. Eli’s vivid eyes held her gaze. “Look at you.”

				His thumb stroked the seam of her lips, and she parted them in response. Her tongue darted out to taste the saltiness of his skin. Her eyes slid shut in bliss.

				He grunted as though in pain. “Abilene … . ” He pushed his thumb further between her lips, and something wicked inside her urged her to suckle it. He swallowed noisily, and she could feel him hold his breath.

				“Baby, let me kiss you again.” His voice was fervent. Worshipful. “I won’t take it any farther, but …please. I’ve got to taste you.”

				Her body thrummed. Her hands fisted in his shirt, pulling him forward. It was all the invitation he needed.

				His lips settled over hers, the brutal anger of earlier absent from his every movement. Instead, she could feel him humming with intent and controlled hunger.

				His tongue brushed her lower lip, asking permission this time before demanding entrance. She opened for him, and his tongue swept over her teeth, rubbing her own tongue in slow, sensuous caresses.

				This was nothing like the awkward, pawing interactions Abilene had experienced in the past. Eli was an exquisite kisser. His every movement caused her gut to tighten, her fists to clench harder in his shirt.

				She followed his lead and gently sucked on his tongue, and she knew his control had slipped as he groaned harshly into her mouth. His hands fell from her face. One arm wound around her lower back, hauling her against him. The other hand tunneled through her hair, cupping the back of her head to hold her still for a new onslaught of kisses.

				She was no longer pressed against the wall, but held in his arms. Her weight straddled his firm thigh. The increased pressure at the apex of her thighs sent mouth-watering sensations bounding through her. She gave an experimental rock back and forth and was shocked when she cried out from the pleasure.

				He growled in encouragement. “Yes. Oh …Abilene …God. Use me.” His hand fell heavily to her ass, cupping her and urging her body to repeat the rocking movement. Her head fell back in awe, and she moaned in abandon.

				As he rocked his own hips into her, he muttered a low curse and bit at her lips “I promised I wouldn’t take it further, but you sound like you could… ” he stopped to groan as she made another passionate noise, “… come from this.”

				His words shocked her, even frightened her. The situation had spiraled out of control, and she didn’t know if she should pull away or grind harder into the flexing muscles of his leg.

				Then his mouth was on hers once more, but this kiss was different. Instead of languid strokes, Eli thrust his tongue in and out of her mouth, mimicking the pace she was setting with her hips, and she knew she wouldn’t be able to pull away from him, now or ever.

				Her now-constant groan rent the air, and it got louder and louder with each of the writhing movements she made against him. Eli was making rough, primitive noises low in his throat as he ground his erection into her belly.

				His demanding handling of her was causing a spring to wind tighter and tighter inside her. She was a doctor; she knew what was coming. What was barreling toward her like a freight train. And, damn, she couldn’t wait to experience it. For him to experience it with her.

				His hand slid from her hair to drift over her shoulder and collarbone. When she sensed its direction, she arched into him, thrusting her breast into his seeking hand. He snatched his lips from hers to gaze into her eyes. His look held challenge as he deliberately pinched her nipple.

				And it was over.

				Her orgasm flooded through her, throwing her head back with its force. She cried out loud and long, her hands twisting his shirt as she pulled him to her, needing to be as near to him as she could possibly be.

				“Abilene,” he groaned, burying his face in her neck and squeezing her even closer. He thrust roughly against her one more time and then shuddered as he began to come with her. She could feel wave after wave of pleasure roll through him as he moaned into the moist skin of her neck, biting her gently and then licking away the sting.

				When the violent tremors of her release began to abate, she sagged, boneless in his arms, feeling completely sated. Secure in a way that frightened her.

				She drew her head back and looked at him, her eyes filling with trepidation and humiliation as she realized what she had just done — and whom she had done it with.

				He wore a shell-shocked expression, but as he reached out a still-shaking hand to brush a curl from her forehead, his eyes filled with a warm light. “God, you’re beautiful,” he whispered.

				She burst into tears.

				• • •

				Eli stepped back, dropping his hands from her and trying to appear as non-threatening as possible. Any afterglow faded into the wall.

				Abilene curled in on herself, crossed her arms over her front in a self-hug, and just cried. Big tears rolled down her cheeks; wracking sobs shook her slight frame.

				This was not good. He hadn’t had a ton of encounters with women, but he’d never gotten this reaction after sex.

				His head snapped up. Holy shit. They hadn’t even gotten to the actual sex part. He hadn’t touched her bare skin or seen her lush naked body, and he’d come harder than he had in any of his other full-blown, no-holds-barred experiences.

				He’d come inside his pants like some idiot high school kid. Eli’s cheeks flamed with embarrassment. His only consolation was that it had been unavoidable. The moment their lips had touched, the pleasure had been too great, her wanton responses too stimulating. Hell, he’d do it again in a heartbeat, embarrassment or not.

				Abilene’s sobs pulled him back to reality. His gut clenched at the sight of her anguished face. He felt her pain. His stomach hurt for her, and he was compelled to slay her dragons.

				Unfortunately, the smart man’s gamble said that Abilene’s dragons right now were none other than Eli himself. And so, not only did he feel like he wanted to cry with and for her, but he was appalled with his actions. Ashamed of himself.

				He lifted a hand to brush her shoulder or touch her hair — he wasn’t sure which — but he caught himself and let his arm fall back to his side. He cursed.

				“Ah, Abilene — ” He shoved a hand through his hair. “I’m sorry.” He fought himself with all of his strength to keep from touching her again. She looked so forlorn and small. “Please — don’t cry. Yell at me; hit me, if you want to. God knows I deserve it.”

				She raised flooded eyes to his face, multiple emotions roiling warring with each other. “I-it was just so wonderful … and you’re s-so,” she hiccupped as she searched for a word, “horrible.”

				She was right. He’d just gotten done promising her he would never hurt her this way, and then he’d done it.

				“Why? Why would you do that? You don’t even like me.” she whispered.

				His shoulders slumped. He shook his head, disgusted with himself for so many reasons, the main one being he shouldn’t like her. He wasn’t sure that was the case.

				“Okay, we need to hash a few things out,” he finally muttered as he gestured for her to take a seat on the floor. No more dancing around. His fishing last night had gotten him nowhere. It was time to come out with it.

				Abilene slid down the wall and clutched her knees to her chest. Eli took several steps back to give her space, then slowly sank to the floor himself, trying to look as unintimidating as possible.

				“Last night you asked me what I was doing in your hospital,” he began.

				• • •

				Abilene tilted her head. She wasn’t sure she was ready for serious conversation, but this sounded promising. Maybe she would finally find out why he had taken her. “That’s right — my hospital. I work there.”

				He seemed to consider this a moment, and then, “Well, you must have worked there a long time, then.”

				She sighed. “Three weeks,” she mumbled. She clutched her knees closer to her body, hoping to still the tremors that were still racing through her limbs.

				He sucked in a breath. His expression was … relieved? She frowned.

				“That long, huh?” he asked quietly.

				She felt compelled to explain. For some reason, she couldn’t stand the idea that he would think her incompetent or unprofessional, and the rest was sure to come out at some point, anyway. “I’m a real doctor. I just …uh … haven’t been one for very long.”

				“How long?” His question was urgent.

				She brought her eyes to his and hesitated at their intensity. “Three weeks,” she whispered.

				Something in his eyes flickered. “You’re not lying to me?”

				Abilene’s frustration crowded back in, obscuring her embarrassment. “Yes, Eli, I’m lying to you. When asked about my professional experience, I lied by picking the most unimpressive span of time imaginable.”

				All of his air left him in a whoosh. “That’s...not what I expected.” He closed his eyes and seemed to draw into himself.

				Abilene waited several minutes for him to continue before she couldn’t wait anymore. “Now that we’ve established what I was doing there. What were you doing there?” She straightened as she remembered another detail. “And why in hell had you been poisoned?”

				His eyelids rose as though made of lead, and he stared at her for several heartbeats. Just when she was sure he would never answer her, he said, “What I was doing in the facility? Abilene, I was a prisoner in that building. I’ve been a prisoner for eight years. And I was sure,” he spat the word, “that you were involved in keeping me there.”

				She blinked. “A … .” prisoner? Unbidden, memories bombarded her mind: a hidden door behind the shelving, a medical facility without patients, suspicious drills.

				Poison.

				She shoved the memories aside, and took a deep breath. Okay, there was definitely something going on here, but to allege that he’d been in prison for eight years? The facility hadn’t even been functioning for eight years. His story didn’t ring true.

				Then she remembered that the facility was slated to become a PTSD treatment center. Her pulse kicked.

				He could be a patient. This could explain the drills. Were they bringing in PTSD patients under the cover of the drills to keep them secret for now? She evaluated Eli with a doctor’s eye. To want to keep this man secret, he must have been involved in classified or black operations. There’s no way they would let a recently graduated medical student have access to his treatment.

				Unless I prove that I can cut it.

				Her eyes roved over Eli again, now seeing in him the possibility of securing her future career. This was it — her opportunity. She would treat him for PTSD, return him to Needles, and snag a position at the top of the newly turned research facility.

				Her stomach twisted at the memory of all of those days running labs. She could do this. She had to. “Okay, Eli, I’m listening,” she told him, her voice smooth and professional.

				His head snapped in her direction, his eyes narrowing in suspicion, and she mentally kicked herself. Her behavior could not drastically change; he would notice — as he just had — and distrust would stop the treatment before it began.

				She decided to change tactics. “Why did you think I was involved?”

				Eli’s eyes lost their light. “You said he was your boss.”

				He?

				Puzzle pieces fell into place. Major Taylor. In Eli’s mind, Major Taylor was some kind jailor keeping Eli at the facility against his will.

				She had to make Eli feel like she was on his side, not Major Taylor’s. “Well, I’m not involved. I didn’t even know you were there, Eli. I would have done something if I had.” Like begin your treatment sooner.

				He nodded. “I believe you. I’m sorry.”

				She blinked at the grossly underwhelming olive branch. She had been through hell in the last twenty-four hours. Before she could stop it, the fuse on Abilene’s temper went off. “You’re sorry? For kidnapping me. You’re sorry.”

				He nodded again. For the first time since this whole nightmare began, he looked properly shamed. Unbelievable.

				“Well, since Hallmark doesn’t make a card for that, I have a better idea for how you can apologize.” She leaned forward. “Take. Me. Back.”

				He clicked his tongue. “See, here’s the thing. You are involved. It may not be in the way I first suspected, but your presence in that building was not an accident. I can’t let you go.”

				She bristled, ready to rip him a new one, but he wasn’t done yet.

				“Besides,” he’d adopted that too-casual tone again, “something has been … whispering at me since the moment I sensed your presence in that closet.” He eyed her. “It’s been saying that you belong to me. That you’re ‘the One.’”

				He ran his fingers through his hair. She waited with dread for the next shoe to drop.

				“Abilene, even if I wanted let you go, I don’t think I’d be able to.”

				• • •

				“I’m not alone here, am I?” he whispered.

				She shook her head once. “I-it said that? That I’m ‘the One’?”

				He nodded. “Sound familiar?”

				“In the…I thought I heard — ” She swallowed. “I’ve heard it, too.” She paused.

				“What does it mean?”

				“Hell if I know,” he said. His eyes narrowed on her.

				She flinched. “It’s not my fault!”

				He glowered, angry all over again that she was invading his thoughts, taking over his senses. “You sure about that?”

				Her grit returned in a flash. “Oh, this is just great! Yes, let’s add this to the growing list of ‘Ways Abilene is Ruining Eli’s Life,’” she made air quotes with her fingers. “It starts with how I forced you to kidnap me, and ends, for the time being, with me somehow compelling you to keep me with you. I’m sure some new hardship will crop up momentarily, and then we can add it to the list, too.”

				Now he flinched. Keep your cool, man. Play nice. Get her on your side. She had a point. Well, he sure as hell wasn’t going to admit that.

				For some reason, she had believed him, or at least pretended to believe him, when he had told her he’d been a prisoner in the facility. He hadn’t expected that. Apart from some initial doubt, she had swallowed his story whole.

				Of course she believed you; you gave her the believable version of everything, the Voice scolded.

				True. If he had told her the nature of the experiments. The reason why he couldn’t die and stay dead … .

				Well, suffice it to say, the outcome of their conversation would have been vastly different.

				She opened her mouth to say something else, but a noise from outside brought Eli to full alert.

				In less than a second, Eli had Abilene flat on the ground beneath him, covering her with as much of his body as possible. She struggled for breath, and he knew he’d knocked the wind out of her. He gazed down apologetically, and his gut wrenched when he noticed her blue eyes were filled with fear.

				She gasped in a breath when her diaphragm unfroze, but Eli placed his fingers gently over her lips, shaking his head once and mouthing a silent shhhh.

				Just then a clatter sounded from two houses down. Abilene’s eyes grew wide, and she nodded to let him know she understood. He was embarrassed at how relieved he felt to see her fear vanish.

				He bent down further and put his mouth directly against her ear. “We have to move,” he breathed.

				He didn’t wait for her acknowledgment before scooping her up with him and pulling her toward the back door he’d scouted out the night before. He walked hunched over and noticed with approval that Abilene was following suite.

				Eli didn’t know if the noises from outside were from squatters or someone who meant Eli harm, but he wasn’t going to wait around to find out. Whoever it was had already moved to the house right beside theirs.

				Eli stuck his head out the back door and quickly ascertained that no one was in the backyards adjacent to this one. There was thick brush dead ahead, and Eli tugged Abilene toward it.

				As soon as they were hidden among the foliage, a local policeman rounded the corner and entered the back yard, his gun held at the ready. Eli pulled Abilene farther into the brush just as the policeman noticed the house’s open back door.

				The man straightened and jerked out his walkie-talkie. “I think I’ve found them,” he whispered into the device. “Send back-up!”

				The walkie-talkie squawked once, and then Major Taylor’s voice crackled through, “Hold your ground. Do not go in until I get there!”

				Abilene stiffened beside him just as Eli’s stomach dropped. The car. They had to have found the car.

				“Damn it,” Eli whispered. He wasn’t free.

				Yet.

				Eli continued to pull Abilene through the brush until they reached another backyard. A quick visual scan told him there were no officers nearby, and he took off at a silent sprint, tugging Abilene behind him.

				When they were out of hearing range, Abilene gasped out, “They came after you. With guns!”

				The horror in her voice brought Eli to a skidding halt, but one look at her face, and he could tell she was appalled with the officers and Major Taylor, not with the fact that she had been abducted by someone who merited an armed man-search.

				Progress.

				“Yeah, I noticed that,” he said with a quick smile. “We’ve gotta get out of here, darlin’. They’re not going to stop once they find we’ve bugged out.”

				He scanned their surroundings. This neighborhood hadn’t been struck as badly as the abandoned one. Signs of life dotted several of the houses and yards. A few houses over, Eli spotted wash out on the line that might actually fit him. He headed toward it, Abilene’s hand still tucked inside his, and pulled a t-shirt and pair of jeans from the line. He didn’t stop to put them on just yet, but continued to the street, remembering he’d seen a convenience store nearby when he’d been driving last night.

				A few minutes later, Eli was punching out the window of the convenience store with his t-shirt-covered fist while Abilene glared at him.

				“Do you have to break in?” she asked.

				“They’re not open,” he said as he reached past the jagged glass and disengaged the lock. He opened the door wide for Abilene to proceed ahead of him. She sniffed at him, but then walked into the dark interior.

				The door chimed behind him. “Why don’t you find some breakfast while I change clothes?” he asked, reaching for the drawstring of his scrubs. Abilene spun away with a gasp.

				“Okay,” she whispered. He could tell she was blushing, even without being able to see her face, and grinned to himself.

				She was fun to tease.

				While Abilene roamed the aisles, he quickly pulled on the jeans and t-shirt. Both were a little tight on him, but they were way less-conspicuous than his ill-fitting scrubs and bare chest. He glanced at Abilene to make sure she wasn’t watching before moving to the cash register. The cash drawer key winked at him in the light, and Eli shook his head at small-town life.

				It’s almost like home, he thought as he relieved the register of its cash, guilt nibbling at his conscience.

				And just like that, Eli had a plan.

				Home.

				He had to go home.

				He would never be free until Major Taylor was no longer a threat, and Eli knew of only one man who could make that happen: Sergeant Collins.

				Eli glanced at the cash in his hand. Enough for a cross-country trip.

				A feminine ahem caught his attention, and Eli looked up to find Abilene staring at his handful of ill-gotten gain.

				“I’ll pay it back,” slipped out of his lips before he could stop it.

				She didn’t buy it, but she didn’t tell him to put it back either, and he wondered again what part she had to play in all of this.

				He couldn’t very well let her go now; she could tell the authorities about him. And he would not pay attention to the warm feeling in his chest at the thought of taking her home to Georgia with him.

				He couldn’t afford any distractions.

				But distraction or not, he really had no choice….

				“We need to go to Georgia,” he blurted out.

				She raised both of her eyebrows and examined him for several long moments. Finally, “Okay.”

				Eli waited for the catch.

				It didn’t come.

				“Okay?” he repeated.

				She took a deep breath and brushed her curls back. “Look, something is going on here, and I want to know what it is. Besides that, I’m not going to fool myself into thinking I have a choice as to whether or not I go with you anyway. And you will let me go once we have everything figured out?” She paused.

				He nodded dumbly, unsure of why this was going his way.

				“Well, then…okay,” she finished with a shrug.

				They looked at each other.

				She shifted her weight and raised an eyebrow. “Sooo…are we going to go or what?”

				Eli forced himself to move, stomping out of the convenience store without waiting to see if Abilene followed.

				She confused him at every turn. And for some reason, though he’d gotten his way, he felt like he had just lost a very important battle.

				He mentally slapped his cheeks and avoided looking at Abilene’s slight form where it had stopped beside him. It was time to act.

				Step one: steal a car.

	
				Chapter Eight

				Abilene was the first to wake the next morning. She blinked in the early morning light and surveyed the dingy hotel room in whatever God-forsaken hole Eli had finally stopped in after twelve solid hours on the road.

				This was officially the most awkward road trip of her existence. She had been ecstatic that he’d given her an excuse to stay with him yesterday. She needed to stay with him to make him better, and he did not belong back at the facility. They were coming after him with guns? She was a baby in the medical field, but even she knew that would set him back, perhaps permanently, if he was suffering from PTSD.

				But now, she wasn’t sure the possibility of heading up a medical facility was worth the torture of being strapped to the side of her silent, brooding patient for the amount of time it would take to make headway with him. He hadn’t talked to her once, even when she’d tried to start conversation.

				Granted, her conversation starters were pretty glaring diagnosis tactics….

				Her eyes sought him out across the room. He lay flat on his back in the other double bed. He’d lost his shirt sometime in the night, and his bare chest gleamed as it rose and fell with his breathing.

				Abilene’s mouth went dry.

				She was in trouble. Every time she looked at him, she had very unprofessional feelings. And, God, when he touched her, Abilene burned. Sensation after sensation plowed through her until mere kissing and touching were not enough. She wanted them naked. Straining.

				Maybe she was lucky that her medical school schedule had kept her from dating. She would have gotten nothing done if she was this easily distracted by a handsome face and hard body.

				Flawless body, her mind corrected.

				Time to move, before he woke up and caught her staring at him and drooling. That would be hard to explain. She extricated herself from bed only to stub her toe on the night stand. She swore before she could stop herself. Her eyes flew to Eli. His breathing hitched, but he rolled to his side and continued sleeping.

				She dared to brush the hair from his face. With his face relaxed, he looked young. Gone were all traces of the intensity he’d portrayed since she’d first seen him. He looked maybe 25 or 26. Her age, 27, at the most.

				Funny, she would have sworn he was much older than that. He had a hardness to him that denoted experience and a tough life.

				He sighed in his sleep and turned his face into her hand. She jerked it away.

				When he made a contented noise and snuggled deeper into the pillow, she looked at the room again. Her eyes drifted to the open bathroom door, and a different kind of longing filled her.

				Shower.

				She gave a groan of pure anticipation and tripped over her own feet as she scrambled into the bathroom, closed the door, and leaned against it to eyeball the simple shower/bathtub combo with unadulterated lust.

				“Hello, gorgeous. Where have you been all my life?” She tore her clothes off and reached beyond the shower curtain to turn on the water, flipping the dial to the hottest setting. She barely waited long enough for the water temperature to warm before snagging her panties from the clothes pile on the floor and hopping in.

				Abilene drizzled shampoo on her underwear as makeshift laundry detergent, rinsed them, and then flung them over the shower curtain. She may have to put her dirty clothes back on after this shower, but a girl could face anything with a clean pair of chonies.

				That chore handled, Abilene turned to the feeble spray, raising her face worshipfully. The water cascaded down her back, soothing her aching shoulders, scalding her skin clean.

				Her skin began to tingle where the water hit her. She looked down at her body questioningly. Well, that’s new. It was the strangest thing, but the tingles spread until they encompassed every square inch of her skin.

				And it was uncomfortable.

				Abilene reached through the curtain to grab the rough washcloth from the sink, and set to scrubbing her skin to get the irritant off. Her attempt didn’t lessen the itching feeling. The only real result of the scrubbing was red, angry skin.

				She shut off the water and exited the shower, her eyes taking in her dirty clothes pile with foreboding. Maybe she had picked up something in the road dust. Well, she would delay putting them back on as long as possible. Maybe it would give her skin a rest. She shook the clothes out over the bathtub, brushing them down with the damp washcloth.

				Then she plucked the cheap hair dryer from its nest in the wall and set to drying her dripping panties. She’d gotten them down to the point of being damp when a knock on the bathroom startled her. She projected her voice through the door, “What’s up?”

				“Breakfast is served,” Eli called through the door. “We need to hit the road soon, so be as quick as you can. I want a shower, too.”

				Images of Eli in the shower flowed through her mind before she could stop them, and she scratched another itch where it had cropped up behind her ear.

				She gritted her teeth against the clammy feeling of her damp underwear as she pulled them up her legs. She pulled on the rest of her clothes, hoping to warm her underwear through incubation. She opened the door to find Eli sitting on his bed, bags from McDonald’s spread around him, a sheepish smile on his face.

				“I assumed breakfast at McDonald’s held as much draw as supper,” he offered. Abilene smiled at the gesture. She knew from his face last night when she’d requested the fast food chain that he was not a Ronald fan, and it warmed her that he would suffer through another greasy meal for her.

				She ducked her head in acknowledgment of his guess and reached out to take the hot coffee he extended toward her. Another infernal itch protested from the back of her thigh, and she rubbed it through her jeans. She opened her mouth to ask him if he was experiencing similar rash-like symptoms — maybe they could figure out the problem by comparing notes — when she became aware that he was looking at her with an expression that resembled … liking her or something. His eyes were soft. He wore a half-smile. He wasn’t being horrible.

				Maybe it had been better when he was a jerk. His current expression was doing funny things to her insides. She thought back to yesterday. He hadn’t been that angry man who’d snatched her from the supply closet since finding out she’d been a doctor for only three weeks, and therefore, not a participant in his imprisonment.

				Which didn’t mean he wasn’t bat-shit crazy. She needed to sit down and have a serious talk with her libido. Something along the lines of We will not be jumping the bones of anyone who kidnaps us, drags us to the Bible belt, and thinks he’s Frankenstein’s monster. 

				He reached forward and wrapped one of her damp curls around his finger, then moved his hand from her hair to trail down the side of her face. She shivered and scratched her itching stomach. She pulled away from his touch and stepped back to put distance between them. It was one of the hardest things she’d ever done.

				The uncomfortable itchy feeling spread to cover her whole body. She frowned and looked at Eli again, making a connection between him and the rash-like feeling that alarmed her.

				His face grew bemused at her scrutiny. “Um, I’ll go ahead and hop into the shower, okay?” He backed away carefully, and she wondered what she must look like to have him treating her so delicately. “Can we be ready to go in about five minutes?”

				She nodded, her thoughts embroiled in her hypothesis. She didn’t even notice when he closed himself into the bathroom. Her mind was flipping through case studies she’d gone through in her classes.

				Case studies about addiction and withdrawal.

				Smokers often exhibited a nervous, twitchy itchiness as they struggled not to smoke. She felt an itchy feeling when she longed for Eli. When Eli was near her. When she pulled from his touch.

				Damn, damn, damn!

				She was going through withdrawal. From Eli! Was she addicted to him? Her mind returned to the case studies. She’d never come across any studies concerning addiction to another person. It sounded far-fetched and unlikely. For her to become addicted to him, he would have to be producing something — a hormone or chemical — that could cause dependency. Pheromones were powerful, but she’d never heard of someone becoming addicted to them, despite what cologne commercials claimed.

				Was Eli addicted to her, too?

				The shower shut off and a moment later, he emerged from the steamy bathroom. The scent of clean man wafted to her, and she clenched her fists against the urge to scratch her neck.

				His damp hair dripped onto the shoulders of his t-shirt, and the material of his clothes clung to the moisture on his body. She nearly groaned at the mouthwatering sight, but she remembered to look at his face, to check for any sort of sign he was being affected similarly.

				The damn man looked cool as a cucumber.

				Not fair.

				“You ready?” When she nodded, Eli moved to the bedside table and pulled the drawer open. He made a small victorious sound, and then pulled the Gideon Bible from the drawer and closed it.

				She looked at him, but he ignored the obvious question in her eyes. He collected the bags containing their breakfast and led the way out of the motel room. He marched to the truck he’d stolen yesterday — she was still miffed about that — went to the driver’s side, and opened the door for her.

				“You’re driving,” he said.

				Her mouth worked like a fish. “Me?”

				“Yup. I plan to lie down in the seat. Anyone looking will only see a woman, by herself.” He smiled at her. “Go ahead. Fawn over my genius.”

				He looked so adorable with his wet, spiky hair and wide grin. Abilene moved her hand to her mouth, covering her smile. It just so happened that Abilene had no problem with this plan. She loved to drive.

				“Works for me,” she told him as she slipped past him and into the driver’s seat.

				He handed her the seatbelt, a look of mock-sorrow on his face. “Your fawning needs some serious work, darlin’.”

				He shut her door. Her eyes devoured his broad shoulders and flat stomach as he walked around the hood of the car to his side. He tossed open the door, hopped in, and slid across the bench seat quicker than her eyes could follow. Without any warning, he pulled her to him with a hand to her nape and pressed a firm kiss to her lips. His tongue plunged into her mouth, probing every inch in a few breathless seconds.

				Just as always happened when Eli touched her, heat flashed through her entire body. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, couldn’t do anything but focus on where their lips met. She was about to beg him for more when he pulled away.

				“No eye-raping without consequences, darlin’.” His breath was coming in short bursts, and Abilene could tell by the look in his eyes that the kiss had gotten away from him. He pulled himself away.

				Abilene jumped when Eli stretched his body out on the seat and placed his head in her lap. Her stomach dropped, and then coiled in desire. Parts of her body that she usually wasn’t aware of were ordering her to pick up where the kiss left off. Her hands clenched the steering wheel. The itch became nearly unbearable.

				“What are you doing?” she squealed.

				He opened the Bible he’d taken from the motel room. “Research.”

				Research? She watched as he flipped through the Bible, stopped at a place toward the beginning, and began to read. She watched him for several moments before he tilted his head back to look up in her eyes.

				“What’s the hold up?”

				“Um, nothing?” Her voice squeaked as she twisted the key. The engine turned over, and she pulled out of the motel parking lot and headed toward the freeway.

				His piercing gaze stayed on her for a few more moments, his eyes telling her that he knew she was avoiding something, but then he turned back to his “research,” and she focused on the road.

				She rolled her head on her neck, straining not to scratch one of the many places that prickled with awareness due to Eli’s close proximity.

				Oh, lord.

				It was going to be a long day.

	
				Chapter Nine

				Eli shut the Bible and rested it on his chest with a satisfied air. He’d found some answers, and it made him confident that they could figure this situation out. It seemed to be growing more and more … intricate each moment.

				He was making the right decision in traveling home. Sergeant Collins would put a stop to this. There was no way Major Taylor had permission to do what he was doing. The risk alone to the government if he was found out….

				No, Taylor had definitely gone rogue. And Collins had enough high-up connections to put the Tormentor away for the rest of his life.

				He craned his head back on Abilene’s thigh to look up into her face. She was refusing to look at him, which was just fine with him; it gave him a chance to observe her uninterrupted. It hadn’t escaped his notice that she seemed twitchy today, scratching nervously whenever he was near.

				He’d only noticed because he’d woken up in the same uncomfortable situation this morning. Well, not the same situation, exactly. Given what he’d observed in her throughout the car ride today, Eli had been much worse off this morning than Abilene was now.

				He’d wakened fully erect, needing Abilene as he’d never merely wanted a woman before. And, God, his skin had been crawling. Not having her, then and there, had been a torture so severe it had rivaled all of the years Eli had spent in the lab.

				Abilene had been in the bathroom taking a shower. The sounds of her splashing around had taken him to the point of physical pain. He’d resisted as long as he could, but within seconds, one of his hands had found its way into his jeans.

				Red had crept up his neck and cheeks, embarrassment tightening his chest, but even the risk of Abilene coming out of the bathroom and finding him … taking matters into his own hands had not deterred him. In the end, getting caught was a nonexistent possibility, anyway. He’d lasted thirty seconds. Tops.

				The relief he’d felt as he came had been so much more than physical gratification. The tingles that had been rippling over the surface of his skin faded into oblivion. He’d still wanted Abilene with an ache — his own hand was, after all, a very poor substitute for the petite blonde who made him stupid with lust — but being with her became an imperative that could be delayed a bit.

				Now, just a few hours later, the tingles had already returned, causing him to lose his grip on the anger that kept him from her.

				Abilene’s lap was a luscious pillow. He felt surrounded by her, cocooned in her warmth, and he was enjoying every second.

				Eli just resisted rubbing his face like a cat against Abilene’s thigh. She’d been a tightly strung wire since he’d plopped his head in her lap this morning, and he wasn’t ready to make her bolt. He wanted her to stay close.

				It was time to face facts. Something almost … supernatural was occurring between them. Eli felt a biological compunction to be around Abilene. To protect her. To develop a relationship with her. To bury himself between her thighs.

				And he loved it.

				Abilene was incredible. He admired almost everything about her. She was funny. Smart. She put him in his place. She was sexy as hell.

				Eli had no idea small, blonde women were his type. He’d always been interested in tall, stacked brunettes. But, damn, Abilene’s sweet curves, her tiny stature, her blonde ringlets …they just did it for him.

				Eli could tell they were both getting to the point where avoidance of one another was painful — emotionally and physically — and if peace needed to be made, Eli was going to have to be the one to make it. He had, after all, kidnapped the woman and held her against her will. Not the best first date.

				They’d been on the road for a few hours, so he felt it was safe enough to sit up. Truth be told, he’d lain in Abilene’s lap far longer than necessary.

				When he straightened and moved over to the passenger side of the truck’s cab, Abilene relaxed, although she did scratch at the spot on her thigh that had supported his head.

				“So, how’re you doing? You need a break? Want to switch?” Eli asked.

				“I’m fine.”

				Eli squinted out the front windshield, searching for some indication of where they were. He’d been in his own little world since they’d set out, and she could have taken them to Canada for all he knew.

				“Where are we?”

				“Somewhere in Oklahoma.”

				Eli recognized their location and gestured to the approaching exit. “Take this one. I need to stretch my legs.”

	
				Chapter Ten

				Abilene craned her head back. And back. She brought her right hand up to shield her eyes, and was finally able to make out the facial features of the twelve-foot tall statue of a Native American before her.

				She flicked her eyes sideways and caught Eli’s form in her peripheral vision. He was waiting for her to say something, bouncing around on the balls of his feet.

				“Wow,” she said. “That’s really — ” She paused to clear her throat. “He’s really something.” What else could she say? The statue was so far from politically correct it redefined boundaries.

				Eli hadn’t noticed her cautious tone, thank goodness, and bounced once more before settling back on his heels. “Isn’t he? Trust me, he’s even more impressive when you’re nine.”

				“You’ve been here before?” Abilene asked.

				Eli nodded. “When I was a kid….” He drifted off, then cleared his throat. “Come on, let’s check out the trading post. We can get lunch.” Eli walked back to her, grabbed her hand without ceremony, and tugged her toward the dilapidated shop behind the statue.

				The smell of animal skins bowled her over as they strode into the trading post. She skidded to a stop. The trading post was filled with wall-to-wall souvenirs, each marked with a sign reading “Authentic.” She smiled at Eli’s obvious excitement. This trading post was no more “authentic” than Lucille Ball’s trademark red hair.

				He nudged her with his shoulder. “Go on. Look around.” Where his shoulder had innocently touched her, she burned. Throughout the day, the tingles of this morning had morphed into something much more serious. Every contact ended in physical pain. It was not the contact itself that was painful; it was the withdrawal that nearly did her in.

				This realization caused her to clutch at his hand when he dropped her own. He looked at her when he noticed as she grimaced against the uncomfortable sensations coursing through her.

				“I’m fine,” she assured him through gritted teeth. His expression said he didn’t believe her, but he gave her some space anyway, walking away from her to look at some tomahawks. She exhaled in relief. It was just unfair that touch seemed to affect him so little.

				She continued to watch him as he moved throughout the shop, finding more joy in observing his child-like reactions than she would find in her own window shopping. He had to trail his fingers over everything as he walked. Abilene found herself irrationally jealous of a pile of rabbit pelts, a box of arrowheads, a bow and arrow set. When she found herself envying a stuffed beaver, she knew it was time to snap out of it.

				She walked over to a display of turquoise jewelry. She became enthralled with the depth and beauty of the stones as her thoughts turned inward.

				Today, things were different. Eli was treating her differently. He’d always been polite and considerate, even when she’d been nothing but a kidnapping victim to him, but today, he was kind. She wasn’t an idiot; she could tell he’d turned on the charm, but why he had decided to charm her was still a mystery. Abilene just hoped it wasn’t for the sole purpose of getting into her pants, because, God help her, she could barely resist him as it was, even knowing she had to remain professional.

				“Hey,” Eli said at her shoulder, startling her from her revelry and causing her to jump. “Whoa, sorry,” he offered as he casually brushed her lower back with the flat of his palm. He’d meant the gesture to be comforting, but as his hand dropped back to his side, Abilene couldn’t prevent a groan as intense pinpricks bordering on torture swamped her.

				The next second, Eli was in her face. “Are you in pain?” he asked, his voice intense. The force of the question took Abilene aback. “I’m fine,” she whispered, finding it impossible to put enough emotion behind her words to convince him. “I’m just going to go use the restroom. Meet you back in the truck?”

				Eli opened his mouth as if to argue, but then snapped it shut. He gave her a curt nod, and Abilene turned from him and all-but-fled to the ladies’ restroom.

				As the swinging door thumped behind her, she caught her reflection in the mirror. Her eyes were wide. Panicked. And pain still laced up and down her spine where Eli’s hand had rested just seconds ago.

				She was in trouble.

				She had a feeling that the unpleasant sensations would continue to gain in intensity until … what exactly? She frowned into the mirror, deep lines appearing in her brow.

				Unfortunately, the only time the pain got better was when Eli was touching her, and wasn’t that just wonderful. If things got much worse, she might even resort to begging him for his touch, and after her little freak-out session yesterday morning in the abandoned house, she doubted he’d be excited by the idea.

				“He’s my patient. He’s my patient,” she chanted at her reflection. She splashed cool water on her face before heading back out into the Oklahoma sunshine.

				Eli was leaning against the passenger side door of the truck with his arms crossed over his chest. It caused his t-shirt to pull across his pecs and biceps, and her mouth watered.

				Damn, damn, damn!

				“I’ll drive for a while,” he said gently. His tone was one he would use with a cornered animal, and Abilene knew that her behavior today was making her appear weak. Vulnerable. She hated that.

				Eli opened the door for her with a pointed look, and Abilene made her way toward him, her feet dragging in the dirt parking lot. She couldn’t stop herself from brushing against him as she got into her car. As her shoulder grazed across his chest, she shivered from the relief the action brought, then gritted her teeth as the pain came again while she settled into the seat.

				Eli, of course, noticed. He swore in a low voice, but shut the door and made his way to the driver’s seat. He sat still for a few seconds, his hands gripping the steering wheel.

				“I, um, got something for you,” he said. He sounded embarrassed and shy, a tantalizing combination Abilene realized regretfully seemed to be another thing that she couldn’t resist in a man.

				Eli dug his hand into his left hip pocket. It emerged a second later, and he extended it toward her. His fingers were clenched over something, and he turned his palm up and revealed what he held. Cradled in the palm of his hand was the turquoise bracelet Abilene had been staring at when Eli startled her earlier.

				Abilene gasped. She reached out to brush her fingers over the stone, but Eli evaded her, turning his hand over to dangle the bracelet from his fingers. The move allowed her to take possession of the gift without having to touch him.

				She didn’t know if she was relieved or embarrassed to know he’d noticed her pain was touch-related. Maybe a bit of both. She gave him a wobbly smile as she slid the bracelet onto her wrist.

				“It comes with a condition,” Eli continued. She looked at him again. “Take these?” He now held a travel-sized portion of painkillers in one hand and, of all things, a Yoo-hoo in the other. Abilene felt herself fight tears as his thoughtfulness overwhelmed her. She freaking loved Yoo-hoo. “I know it’s a kid’s drink, but it always makes me feel better,” he explained.

				And Abilene felt herself fall a little bit for Eli.

				“Shit,” she whispered. He heard her.

				“Um, I can get you something else to take the pills with, if you want,” he said.

				She snatched the bottle from him. “This is fine,” she snapped. Undone by a bottle of Yoo-hoo. Oh, how the mighty have fallen.

				Pain hit Abilene hard as her fingers brushed his, and she began to moan. She wrapped her arms around herself and doubled over as though she’d been punched in the gut.

				• • •

				Eli cursed frantically, his hands hovering over her shuddering form, even as he felt faint echoes of pain himself. He felt so helpless. He couldn’t make this better. Touching would only make it worse.

				You’ll only make it worse if you stop touching her once you’ve started.

				“Okay,” he said in as calming a voice as he could manage, ignoring the Voice for now.

				“Okay, Abilene, I’ll get you to a bed as soon as I can. I promise,” he said as he started the truck and peeled out.

				“I want to sleep,” she protested. “I just need to sleep. Please don’t make me move again.”

				Hell, that was easy. He would drive until they ran out of road if that was all she wanted. “Shhh,” he soothed. “You can do that. I won’t stop for the night unless you give me the go-ahead, okay?”

				She exhaled and curled into the window. Her breath fogged the glass in short bursts. Eli kept one anxious eye on her and one on the road until he noticed that her breaths had evened. She was already asleep.

				Or had passed out. His muscles tightened even more. This was not okay. Abilene in pain was not okay.

				He knew he’d promised her that he wouldn’t touch her, but these were extenuating circumstances. Eli knew, just knew, the only reason he wasn’t in as much pain as Abilene was because he had orgasmed this morning.

				He couldn’t just watch her suffer. He knew how to make it stop; he had to act. He kept anxious vigil over her as he pondered his next steps.

				She began to stir about three hours later, and Eli held his breath as he waited to see what condition she was in after sleeping like the dead for the last couple hundred miles.

				When she didn’t begin moaning again, Eli took heart. Perhaps the pain had stopped.

				“How are you feeling, baby?” he asked in a soft whisper, for some reason thinking his volume could prevent her further suffering.

				Her head rolled on her shoulders until she was looking at him. Her hurt flashed in her eyes, and Eli’s stomach dropped. So, the pain’s not gone, then.

				She offered him a weak smile. “It’s not as bad as it was,” she muttered, embarrassed to be discussing this with him. He was sure she’d prefer if he pretended he didn’t know what was going on.

				Yeah, well, that’s not gonna happen, darlin’.

				“Um,” she licked dry lips, “is the offer of a bed still good?”

				Eli was so relieved that she was offering him another way to help her that he took the first exit he could before even checking if they were in a town with a hotel. Fortunately, they had just pulled in to Ozark, Arkansas, and Eli saw the glowing sign for a Day’s Inn as soon as he got to the bottom of the exit ramp.

				“Almost there, darlin’,” he told her as he pulled closer to the hotel. “Do you need anything to eat?”

				She looked like she felt ill at the question. “Oh, God,” she groaned, “no food.”

				“Shhh, okay, no food.” He parked in the lot of the Day’s Inn and tore out of the truck like a man possessed. He made it to the lobby in record time, and the desk clerk looked up warily as Eli barreled toward him.

				Eli forced himself to calm down as he went about the business of securing a room for the night, but the clerk seemed to move as though he were stuck in a vat of molasses. As soon as Eli had the key in hand, he raced out of the lobby at a dead run. He knew he should be keeping a low profile, and his current behavior was anything but inconspicuous, but Abilene had given him something to do. He was damn well going to do it.

				When he got back to the truck, Abilene was already leaning against the rear fender waiting for him. He’d missed getting to help her out of the car. What help could you have been? Maybe it was better for both of them that he hadn’t been here to stand impotently by as she struggled against new onrushes of soreness.

				“Alright, Abi, we’re on the ground floor close to the lobby.” He nodded in the direction from which he’d come, and Abilene began a painful shuffle to their door. Eli followed on her heels, pondering what he would do if she tripped. Fell. He hated it that he didn’t have a ready answer. He resorted to a prayer-like repetition of just make it to the door, make it to the door in the absence of anything better to do.

				When they arrived at their room, he fumbled with the key, his anxiousness causing his hands to shake, before throwing the door open, and allowing Abilene to continue into the room. She made her way to the closest bed and began to lower herself to the cheap duvet.

				She lost her balance.

				Everything went into slow motion. Abilene began to fall. She reflexively reached out to Eli just as he was doing the same toward her. Their hands grasped one another as Abilene crashed into the mattress, pulling Eli down with her. His weight crushed her as he fell onto her, their bodies pressed chest to thigh.

				They both froze.

				Oh, no, Eli’s panicked mind raved at him. He should have been more careful. Should have stood further away. He was riddled with guilt, but the guilt was heaviest in the part of his mind that was rejoicing that he could feel every lush curve of her body pressed against him.

				“Don’t pull away,” she moaned. “Please.” Tears filled her eyes. “It hurts so bad when you pull away.” Her breath was shaky. One lone tear rolled down her cheek.

				“God, baby, no,” his voice was so rough, he wondered if he was fighting his own tears. She was wrecking him. “I won’t pull away.” Ever.

				He was touching her. The effect on them both had been instantaneous. Abilene’s brow had smoothed in the absence of her pain. The tiny aches Eli had been feeling condensed and rushed to his groin.

				The damage was done. By a lucky mistake, he was touching her and wasn’t allowed to stop. He knew he should just hold still; this was enough to keep the pain away. But no amount of reasoning could stop his hand from moving to her forehead to brush over her brow. His fingers traveled into her hair, and he wrapped one of her curls around his index finger.

				She sighed in relief and turned into his palm. The feel of her beneath him was sweet torture. Her breasts felt exquisite. Her belly kept expanding and contracting with her breaths, and the feel of it surging and retreating against his own abdomen was driving him crazy. He wanted to feel it skin to skin.

				Eli was harder than he’d ever been, and he was riding the razor’s edge of control. He was cursing that promise he’d made her yesterday. He was able to stop her pain with just the simple touching they were currently doing. He couldn’t in good conscience take this any further. As clichéd as it sounded, he respected her too much for that.

				He never should have looked into her eyes. As soon as he did, she nibbled on her bottom lip, and that warm gaze dropped to his mouth.

				Eli squeezed his eyes shut. Damn, he couldn’t un-see that.

				Just one kiss. You can stop at just one kiss.

				It was all the convincing Eli needed.

				He lowered his head slowly, giving her plenty of time to turn away, but he saw her nostrils flare and her eyes flash. She wanted it, too.

				He meant the kiss to be gentle, but as soon as he got his lips on hers, something inside of him snapped. His kiss became crushing. He would have worried that he was hurting her if she hadn’t been returning his kiss just as fiercely. Her arms worked their way around him. One hand was threading fingers through his hair, and the fingernails of the other were digging into his back between his shoulder blades. The bite from that sensation spurred him on even more.

				He angled his head, and Abilene knew where he was headed before he had to ask. She opened her lips for him, and he plunged into her warm mouth. She tasted better than ever; it was almost as if her passion had a flavor, and it was his new favorite. He groaned harshly at the taste, and thoughts of stripping off her jeans and panties and plunging into her bombarded him so violently that he tore his lips from hers, striving to put some space between them before he violated his promise to her. He immediately regretted the decision.

				Abilene’s eyes were dilated; only a thin ring of blue surrounded her pupils. Both Eli and Abilene were panting. He wanted so badly to just continue from where they’d stopped, but he knew better. He had no self-control where Abilene was concerned.

				Abilene closed her eyes and began shaking. “Eli,” she whispered brokenly, “I can feel it. The pain, it’s coming back.” Her eyes snapped back open.

				What? “But we’re touching,” he objected dumbly. They were still pressed together; she should be fine. Right on cue, Eli felt the beginning echoes of his own pain, and damn, it was stronger than he’d ever felt it.

				This was bad. Abilene’s pain would be stronger than his if it followed the pattern it had all day. Eli bit back a grunt as what felt like a sucker punch landed in his lower back.

				Abilene cried out. “Eli, it’s worse!” Tears were trekking from the corners of her eyes into the blonde curls at her temples.

				“Abi,” he began. He had to stop when a fresh wave of pain traveled up his spine, stealing his breath. “I’m sorry, baby. This is my fault. I shouldn’t have kissed you.”

				Her reply was a sob. “It h-hurts,” she whimpered.

				Damn it! The guilt was almost more intense than the pain. “Abilene,” he hesitated. “I …know how to make the pain go away.” He winced, both from the pain and from the words. Yup, they sounded as sleazy as he thought they would. “But … I made you a promise — ” He didn’t have the chance to finish his sentence before Abilene grabbed his shirt with both hands and jerked him toward her with surprising strength.

				“Please,” she begged, her eyes wide. “I don’t care about that, just make it go away!” New pain wracked her, causing her back to bow. Her face twisted into a grimace, and her breaths became short and labored.

				Promise be damned.

				Eli shifted his weight until he was lying beside Abilene instead of on top of her. The movement caused her to panic. “Don’t leave me!” she groaned.

				Eli’s gut twisted. “I’m not going anywhere, darlin’,” he assured her. As if I could walk away from this. He’d wanted her so badly. Had his mind somehow known to stand too close to her, to kiss her, to pull away and guarantee that she would need him in the way he so desperately wanted to be needed?

				“I’m a virgin,” she moaned through gritted teeth.

				He sucked in air. “What?” Please let me have mis-heard that.

				“Just…seems like a …good time to…tell you,” she said as more tears leaked out of the corners of her eyes.

				He groaned toward the ceiling. A virgin? Ah, God, why did he love that? But he couldn’t take her virginity, especially like this.

				She would never forgive him.

				And that really mattered to him.

				An idea popped into his head; there were other options — ways Eli could satisfy her and not … .

				Eli moved one hand to the button of Abilene’s jeans. He noticed that his hand was shaking, he was so damned nervous. He’d never had any complaints from his previous partners, but Eli realized with sudden clarity that they hadn’t mattered. His hand was on Abilene now. His woman.
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