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Chapter 1

Old things weren’t always useless. Take the Swiss watch Peter Blackstone wore. Tired leather strap, scratched face, older than most mortals. He had taken it off the wrist of an enemy, a dying Wehrmacht captain, in the icy forest of northern France in retaliation for the captain shooting Peter in the arm. Call it a souvenir turned taunting, old, reliable companion.

Not that the damned watch helped the traffic. A cold mist slowed the cars on I-84 outside La Grande, Oregon. Steep, pine-rich mountains rose on either side, funneling bumper-to-bumper vehicles into the narrow canyon. No gritting of Peter’s teeth or clenching of the steering wheel could stop that interminable timepiece from tick, tick, ticking down like a demolition bomb timer, reminding him how late he would be and the likely outcome of his tardiness.

His final assignment. He hoped.

Damn endless existence. He needed to complete this last assignment, the Meaningful Kill. Finally put an end to the monster he’d become.

His gut knotted. Being late for his assignment created too much attention. Better to stay inconspicuous. Hell, he wore a seat belt only so police wouldn’t have a reason to ticket him. Too much to explain.

The semi ten inches from his front bumper flashed its brakes. Peter slowed and negotiated one of the curves on the stretch of road. He rubbed his jaw and glanced again at the watch.

Hell, even now, he could smell the sweet-sharp scent of snow and blood and hear the moans from the not-yet-dead as bodies littered the forest that ugly night in the Ardennes. Men crying out for their mothers in English and German, the sounds blending into a nightmare of suffering, as they were frozen alive.

He glanced in the rearview mirror out of habit. Even after all these years, his dark brown hair would never turn gray, no matter how much he wished to age. It was the curse of the Indebted.

Screeching tires jolted him back to reality. Hell. He swerved and barely missed the braking semi. The driver behind him wasn’t as quick, and the pickup plowed into the back of Peter’s SUV, propelling it into the concrete barrier. Air whooshed out of his lungs as he jerked against the seat belt. His neck snapped forward as a ripping sensation seared pain into the base of his skull.

His SUV ramped the barrier, the undercarriage screaming against wet concrete. Peter’s entire world inverted, sky beneath him and rocks above, with only a thin casing of metal standing between his head and the scraping rocks. Not good. He threw his hands over his head and pushed against the charcoal upholstery in time for the airbag to erupt from the steering wheel. His ribcage exploded in sharp, hot agony that sent fireworks of light bursting in his vision.

After that, it was as if his own car waged a personal assault on him. But the blade would be no match against the airborne missiles of glass piercing his face. To make things even more interesting, the SUV righted itself but then jolted halfway down the mountain slope.

Peter’s head snapped forward and back, and a loud crack reverberated from his lower back, out of tune with the groans and screeches emanating from the nearly obliterated vehicle.

An eternity later—he didn’t use the term lightly—the crumpled metal death trap came to rest at the bottom of a muddy embankment, the yellow hazard lights flashing, horn blaring … and upside down.

Stunned, Peter dangled from the seat belt. His ears rang. His skull throbbed. His left arm had bent into an unnatural angle against the door handle. Not good at all. A normal human would be dead by now. Unfortunately, he still lived.

Hell. He was most definitely going to be late for that appointment.

The knife strapped to his lower leg pulsed, warming up in hungry anticipation for the assignment. That damned, cursed weapon tied to his damned, cursed existence.

The sky and ground continued to spin in his vision. Over the hum of his ringing ears, liquid drizzled onto the fabric ceiling, a constant tapping sound in the sudden silence. One touch to his head revealed a chunk of skin partially detached from his skull.

Steam hissed from the engine as the tangy-sweet scent of antifreeze mixed with burnt oil. Taking a deep breath, he dragged fumes into his burning lungs. From far away, voices drifted down to him.

Pain lanced through his neck when he tried to see out the window. He had to fix that broken arm.

Damn, this is going to hurt.

With his right hand, he grabbed his left wrist and pulled. His guttural howl echoed in the destroyed car as he forced arm bones back into place, grinding the broken ends against each other. He squeezed his hand over the injury. The arm had started to knit, but he needed the bones to heal even faster. His body would repair the life-threatening injuries first and his head and broken bones second, but it would take way too much time.

The whine of his car’s smoking engine and drone of the horn muffled the shouts of bystanders scrambling down the hill.

Have to get out of here.

He attempted to exit the car, leaning against the mangled door, but his numb legs wouldn’t move. They’d lodged between the pedals pushed in by the crumpled engine block and the steering column. Instinctive fear rose up. Trapped again. He forced himself to relax while suspended upside down. In the distance sirens wailed.

So much for being inconspicuous.

Damn it. He needed to stash the knife before anyone saw it.

Reaching his unbroken arm down—no, up—to the pinned, insensate leg, Peter unclasped the top strap of the holster. One more strap. As he strained against the seat belt, pain erupted in his lower back, but now he could touch the lower clasp.

The voices of his rescuers drew closer, urging him to work faster. Frantic, he brushed the buckle with this fingertips and opened the clasp. Fresh sweat beaded his brow, and his jaw ached from clenching.

The strap slid free of the buckle, and the knife fell to the roof with a dull thunk, landing in pooled blood. The physical agony of separation from the weapon hit him like a punch to his gut. The yearning to connect with the blade burned with a searing inferno in his chest.

Focus.

Stretching, he grabbed the knife and shoved it into the seam of the passenger seat.

He gritted his teeth as another wave of pain swamped him.

• • •

It had been one month and twelve days since her last vision.

Allison La Croix pulled her hair from the jacket collar, straightened her scrubs, and closed the car door. Hefting her overnight bag onto her shoulder, she paused and inhaled the cold, early spring air. Could she do it today? Could she walk through the doors of Grande Ronde Hospital’s emergency department?

Every day when she passed through those sliding glass doors, apprehension mounted like a needle tip poised just above her skin. Her right hand still throbbed with residual echoes of electrical fire on her fingertips from her last connection. How long could she avoid touching anyone skin to skin? How long could she avoid triggering her twisted gift? The intervals between her visions were growing shorter, but she had no idea why. How many more could she handle?

With a determined breath, she entered the ER at 7:55 a.m., right on time. Ambulance bays vacant? Check. No screaming family members outside the ER door? Check. No whump, whump of chopper blades coming in for a landing? Double check.

Maybe today will be a good day.

She twisted her long hair into a clip as the familiar flowery scent of chemical disinfectant wafted over her. As Allison reached the registration desk, she waved at a plump, smiling, older woman.

“Morning, Doctor Al,” the woman said.

“Hi, Marcie. How’s it been so far?”

The receptionist held up the latest bestselling medical thriller. “Real calm. I’ve had time to catch up on some reading.”

Allison smiled at her choice of words. Doctors and staff never said the “Q” word when they came onto shift. Merely thinking the word “quiet” seemed to magically attract multi-victim traumas, drug-seekers, and large quantities of cardiac arrests.

“You think it’s going to rain today?” Allison asked.

She averted her gaze as Marcie changed the computer screen from a shopping website to the hospital registration system.

“Hope so. Maybe light rain later. The Wallowas look good. Might get more snow next weekend.”

To the east, powdery snow covered the 9,000-foot peaks of the Wallowa Mountains. She’d give anything to be up there right now, surrounded by the mellow scent of pine, serenaded by the burble of clear water running down the valleys. Hiking or snowshoeing, it didn’t matter; either was like aloe on a burn to Allison’s soul.

Walking to the back of the ER, she dropped her overnight bag on an empty chair in the doctor’s work area. She waited until her graying counterpart, Dr. Buddy Clark, finished a dictation, his voice gravelly. His shoulders sagged from the twenty-four-hour shift, which had also deepened the circles beneath his kind eyes. She thanked her thirty-two-year-old body for its youth; at least she recovered much faster than her sixty-something colleague.

“Anything I can take care of for you?” she asked.

“Not this morning. Last night was pretty tame, long may it last.” He made the sign of a cross, merrily kissed his fingers, and raised them as his eyes twinkled. Buddy, cheerful even when tired, was nothing if not consistent with his superstitions.

“Don’t jinx me.” She patted him on the back, careful not to touch his skin.

“Hey, Al, did you consider my offer to set you up with that physical therapist?” He leaned back in his chair and rubbed his stubbled jowls. “He’d be a perfect match. Educated, outdoorsy, probably a good family guy. Cute, but not too metrosexual. Ruggedly handsome.”

She cringed. A family guy? God, no. Too many risks. The possibility of another vision of a loved one filled her with cold terror. She couldn’t trust herself to invest in a relationship when all she would think about was when that next vision of death would arrive. No, thank you. She wasn’t putting herself through that pain ever again.

At least working in the hospital allowed some semblance of purpose, an opportunity to perform penance. Here she could make a difference, atone for the devastating knowledge her ability yielded. If she had the power to randomly see the death of people she touched, at least the medical training gave her the ability to save other peoples’ lives. Saving someone—anyone—made up for the inevitable deaths she predicted. Her gift might have been easier to manage if she got images when she touched every person, or if she knew which people would trigger her visions, but no, she received sudden, random pain instead. The nasty surprises never got easier, even after years of avoiding hugs, declining to brush her niece’s hair, and refusing to kiss her own sister’s cheek at her wedding. Allison only risked direct touch when she had no other choice. She only risked touch when she felt emotionally braced, and that wasn’t often.

“Aw, thanks for thinking of me, Buddy, but I’ve got enough on my plate right now. Why don’t you get on home? Enjoy your day off.”

• • •

A few hours later, an ambulance pulled up to the entrance of the Grande Ronde ER, lights flashing and sirens blaring. Allison raced out of the warm ER into the crisp air, her body heated by zips of adrenaline. Already gloved up, she met the patient as the EMTs called for help to unload his gurney from the ambulance. The patient moaned and strained against the backboard straps, then lapsed into unconsciousness. Her five-second assessment as they rolled him into the ER was grim: facial trauma, bleeding flap of scalp that was thankfully still attached, loss of consciousness.

“Are there more victims?” she asked an EMT.

The EMT maneuvered the gurney into the small trauma room. “No, just this lucky guy. His car launched over the interstate barrier and down the embankment. He almost went into the creek.”

She breathed a sigh of relief. At least she could focus on one patient. “Do we know anything about this guy? Name? Age? Any medical problems?”

The EMT shrugged. “State troopers told us to get him to the hospital and they’d look for ID later.”

Then she’d have to work blind. “Let’s get a cross-table C-spine stat. And a trauma panel.”

Nurses and EMTs carefully transferred the patient, who lay still and silent, secured on the backboard, to the ER bed. The staff unstrapped the man and quickly cut away his bloodstained T-shirt and faded jeans. An empty knife holster on his lower leg gave her pause, but her curiosity disappeared with the rest of his clothing. At last, they had him draped in a hospital gown and covered with a starched hospital sheet.

Allison placed the bell of her stethoscope over the man’s broad chest. Normal heart rate. Lungs clear. Pressing on his ribcage dusted with dark hair and his flat abdomen, she found no crepitus or rigidity. She inhaled deeply.

A nurse raised an eyebrow. “Anything?”

“No trace of alcohol or drugs.” All she smelled was the metallic scent of blood and a typical male essence like almonds and very faint cologne.

With the Velcro straps off, the staff carefully logrolled him to one side, a maneuver that kept his neck, spine, and hips in safe alignment so she could evaluate his back for injuries. Once the staff rolled him back onto the backboard and re-secured the wide straps, radiology personnel shot a quick neck x-ray.

A final assessment of his muscled extremities completed the exam. She felt oddly flushed, like his skin radiated too much heat. Strange.

When she touched him, a vibration flowed through her gloved hands. She had never gotten a vision through gloves. Then again, she’d never gotten a warning signal, either. What the hell was going on here? The vibration jolted up her arms.

Oh God, not now. Please wait until I finish treating this man. Please.

“Do we have a set of vitals?” she asked.

Her patient breathed on his own, unlabored. An old, scratched watch with a dried leather band was fastened around his thick, tanned wrist. Despite the horrific bruises over his body, only his head injury needed intervention. Damn it, she had to examine his wound. She shook her hand, hesitated, then took a deep breath and braced herself. When she lifted the palm-sized flap of scalp, it bled into his dark hair until she taped the gauze back down. She could repair the wound after the CT scan. Jerking her hand away from the buzzing sensation, she pulled off her gloves and replaced them with a clean pair.

She stepped away from her patient and relaxed. Maybe this man’s injuries weren’t as life threatening as she had initially thought.

The EMT frowned. “Blood pressure is one thirty over ninety, pulse eighty, respiration sixteen, temperature … 107?”

“Okay.” She stared at the EMT. “Wait. What? Could you retake that temperature, please? That can’t be right.”

“Ma’am, I already rechecked it with a different machine. It’s 107.3 to be exact.”

With her heart thudding, she searched the unconscious man for obvious signs of infection or malignant hyperthermia from drug use, anything to explain the temperature reading.

“Start him on IV fluids and get a cooling blanket hooked up.”

Screw those visions, she had to touch him again. She needed to figure out what was wrong with this patient before his brain fried.

She eased his eyes open and flashed her penlight. Normal pupillary responses. The deep brown, almost black color of his eyes surprised her with their darkness. His open eye locked onto hers and focused, at the same time a blast of vibration drilled from his face through her hand.

The depth of that gaze pulled her like a particle into a black hole. Her heart expanded then contracted, and her breath caught. Vertigo washed over her. She grabbed the IV pole for balance. The rush of vision took hold, blocking out all sound, like voices obscured by a stiff wind. Faces swam too quickly to make out details. Far in the distance of her mind’s eye, the focus sharpened onto a man. She could see—

A radiology tech tapped her on the arm. “Doc? Doc?”

Allison moved her hand away. The patient’s eye fell closed, and the vortex sensation ebbed.

For the space of two breaths, she felt like a woman surfacing from under water. “Yes?”

“C-spine x-ray is here for your review, and CT is warmed up and ready if this guy’s okay to go.” The tech passed her a plastic film.

The nurses turned on the water-cooling blanket now draped over the man. Allison could run him through the scanner with the blanket on top of him. But damn it, why was his temperature so high? Broken neck? Head injury?

She lifted the film to the light. No obvious vertebral fracture, so it was safe to move the patient. “Sure thing. I’ll go with you.”

Once they arrived in the CT room, the staff transferred the man’s backboard into the scanner, handling the man with ease, though to look at him, he must have been 200 pounds of solid muscle. This guy gave Captain America a run for his money.

The machine whirred and hummed. Images of his head, thorax, and abdomen slowly downloaded onto the computer screen. Allison leaned forward. No obvious internal bleeding or spinal injuries. No chest or abdomen damage. The overview scan revealed callus formation on his skull, forearm, and ribs, no doubt from old, healed fractures. A few minutes later, the standard scan images appeared. Where she’d noted callus formations before, now there were none. These new scans belonged to a man with no previous fractures. But how?

She glanced between the crash victim and his inconsistent scans. How did a man crash at fifty-five miles per hour and destroy his vehicle without so much as a hairline fracture? And what would explain the hyperthermia?

Allison rubbed her tight neck muscles. “What do you think? I’m not a radiologist, but it looks good to me.”

The tech gave the okay sign and put a finger to his lips. “I’ll have the radiologist call in a few minutes with the official word. This guy was lucky.”

“Yeah, lucky.” She stared at the screen and then back to the enigma on the other side of the lead glass window.

When the staff moved him back to the trauma room, his feet hung over the end of the gurney. He had to be well over six feet tall, maybe mid-thirties, probably a healthy guy. So why the temperature? Why the ghosts on the CT scan?

She reviewed the labs. White cell count was normal. Okay, so no infection. Drug screen negative. And the CT was negative, so the hyperthermia wasn’t due to brain damage. Her pulse sped up as she called for the nurse to start cooled IV fluids. She had to try something to help this man, but damned if she knew what the hell she was treating. Shivers skittered up and down her neck, part frustration and part fear for this man’s life.

When things don’t add up in the ER, people end up dead.

Marcie poked her head into the doctor’s work area. “Teleradiology’s on the phone.” Allison picked up the line, ready for her colleague to shed light on the mystery of this patient.

“Hi, Al, it’s Becca Lawson in Baker City.”

“What do you see?”

“Nothing much. What was the mechanism of injury?”

“Car went down the bank off the interstate, rolled a couple times. Restrained passenger, stable in the ER, with a head lac that I’ll sew up in a few.” She paused. “Oh, and a temperature reading of 107. I can’t find any reason for that. He should at least be sweating and seizing by now, with markers of muscle breakdown. Yet there’s nothing on lab. You see anything to explain it on your side?”

“No, his head is fine. There’s some swelling near the head wound and some facial bruises. I presume he’s black and blue?”

“Uh-huh.”

“His neck and spine are clear, no swelling, no fracture. Abdomen and chest are clear.” She whistled low. “Are you sure you’ve got the right patient? I’d say this guy cheated death.”

“It’s the right guy. Anything to explain the hyperthermia? Maybe something in the midbrain?”

“Hmm.” Taps and mouse clicks transmitted through the phone. “Nothing. No blood, no swelling. Did you check your thermometer?”

Allison blew an exasperated breath. “Yes, it’s reading correctly.”

“Don’t know.” Dr. Lawson chuckled. “This is why I have the computer screen and not a stethoscope.”

“Ugh. Thanks, Becca.” She set down the phone and pressed her fingers to the bridge of her nose.

A nurse’s scream shattered the silence.


Chapter 2

“Stop it!” Allison stepped into the fray. “Stop it!” she shouted at the man.

He froze.

Her patient, fully awake now, had sat up while still attached to the backboard—now in two pieces. She’d never seen anyone break a board before. She hadn’t even thought such an act was humanly possible. The Velcro straps should have torn first.

Nurses hung on as the man struggled to free his arms, his muscles bulging. One IV line had ripped out. Dark blood dripped from his arm to the floor until a nurse pressed four-by-four gauze pads onto the IV site.

“Get. Me. Out. Of. Here,” he ground out, his strong jaw immobilized by the cervical collar.

“Okay, cool it.”

He followed her every move with a dark brown gaze fixed on her.

She gulped. “First of all, your CT scan is clear. So if you calm down for a second, we can get you out of the collar and off of what’s left of our backboard.”

He tensed briefly and then relaxed as the nurses took the collar and backboard on their way out the door. When he swung both legs around to the side of the bed, his feet touched the floor. He stared at Allison to the point where heat crawled up her neck onto her face. Even covered in blood, bandaged up, and bruised, this handsome man oozed intensity. A flutter in her belly reminded her to stay professional.

“Okay, Mister … ?”

He paused, brows furrowed for a long moment, then met her gaze with an astonished expression. His handsome face lit up as if he remembered something important.

Her mouth went dry.

“Blackstone. Peter Blackstone.” His rumbling, low voice ran right though her, and Allison suppressed the urge to shiver.

“All right, Mr. Blackstone, since you’re awake, let me ask you a few questions—”

With a slash of his hand, he cut her off. “I need you to answer some questions. Where am I? What happened? Who are you? What did I say to you people earlier?” He rubbed his hand over the knot on his forehead.

She took a deep breath. “Okay, then. You’re in La Grande, Oregon. The EMTs extracted you from your SUV, which rolled down an embankment. You and your demolished vehicle almost ended up in the river. You haven’t said a word since you got here, on account of being unconscious. And I’d say you’re pretty lucky you can move and talk after that bad of an accident. As for who I am? I’m Dr. La Croix, the doctor who is trying to help you.” Some thanks.

She turned toward the counter and snapped on a pair of gloves. When she glanced over her shoulder, the stark, lost expression on his hard features made her pause. Her tone softened. “Now, I’d like to keep patching you back together. So if you don’t mind, I need to take care of that cut on your head. Would you please lie back?”

He stared at her.

Her pulse pounded in her ears.

Finally, he complied, scowling at her until the hairs rose on her arms. His eyebrows quirked as if he wanted to ask a question. Tension radiated from bunched muscles as he lay stiffly, his substantial frame nearly covering the entire bed. While she unwrapped the bandages and examined his scalp, he stared at the ceiling. A nurse returned and held up the Xylocaine so Allison could draw it up into a syringe.

After she irrigated the wound, the flap wasn’t bleeding as much as when he’d first entered the ER. Actually, most of the area that had been pouring out blood earlier had healed, leaving a simple laceration to repair. Bizarre. Scalp wounds often appeared worse than they actually were. Maybe that was the case here.

When she injected the Xylocaine, she had to double check that Peter was conscious, because he didn’t flinch when she inserted the needle. She brought the skin edges together, the squeak and click of the skin stapler uncomfortably loud in the trauma bay. Heat poured off his skin, and that strange vibration traveled through her gloves. Although she surreptitiously shook her hand out and used instruments to manipulate his wound edges, the vibration continued, like her hand hovered a millimeter above a high-voltage power line.

Damn it. Not again.

She threw the gloves into the trash and rubbed her hands on her scrub pants, praying her fingertips would stop buzzing. She scooted the stool around to the side of the bed while a nurse removed the laceration repair tray.

“All done,” Allison said.

Peter sat on the side of the bed, the hospital gown covering most of his thighs. His large hands rested on his knees above long, muscular lower legs dusted with dark hair. His corded forearms flexed as he leaned forward.

Her heart skipped a beat when he locked those dark eyes onto her.

With the room now empty of staff, the silence crackled like someone had flipped a switch to that same high-voltage power line. She cleared her throat to talk, but he interrupted her.

“Can I leave now?”

She sputtered. “Excuse me? No, you have a head injury.”

He snorted.

“You need to stay overnight for observation.”

“Not going to happen.” He stood, towering over her.

She instinctively reached out to steady her patient.

Electric fire coursed through her hand where she touched Peter’s naked forearm. Her hand ached, burned, and froze all at the same time. Terrible pain smothered her in an unending, red-hot haze.

Her gift—randomly seeing the death of the person she touched—went haywire. She’d never seen annihilation of human beings like this before. Too much, too quickly. She couldn’t filter the images, couldn’t control the rate of input into her mind.

Images jammed into her head. Blazing agony was the frame upon which this vision took shape. Blurs of activity and roars of sound coalesced into specific people and objects. Fields were littered with bodies … soldiers? But the uniforms weren’t right. It looked like an army hospital, but the equipment seemed older, much older. In a blink, there was a flash of light and a scalding ache in her arm.

Then the image shifted to a woman’s face … her sweet smile … then she shriveled into herself and became a living skeleton with eyes sunken deep into her face. The woman’s pitiful sobs hit Allison like a punch to the abdomen. Then a man appeared, his features obscured in dark smoke except for a malicious smirk. Instinctively, Allison recoiled from the waves of evil emanating from the man. How did she know that he was evil? She mentally shrugged. In whatever manner she experienced this vision, she simply knew for a fact—could feel—that this man promised nothing but horror to anyone around him.

A familiar large, tanned hand reached out as if it came from within her body and shook the evil man’s smoking hand. Relief washed over Allison, along with hope ...

Then a terrible realization.

Horror iced her veins and settled like a frozen fist clenched inside her chest. By some twist of her already warped powers, she had moved inside Peter’s mind. The only question: did these visions represent his imagination or real experiences?

Unable to control the visions, her mind’s eye was forced in a different direction. She saw the skeletal woman again, this time her round face full of life, with a doting young man by her side and a baby on her hip. Bittersweet happiness turned to pain as it lanced through Allison’s chest and then the image disappeared, only to be replaced by more visions.

Piercing screams, hands reaching for her but only grasping air, bulging eyes staring at the end of their lives, painful gasps—her vision presented a parade of horror that had no end.

For what felt like an eternity, she simply watched people die. Asian men in green uniforms, then dark-haired, olive-skinned men. People died from the hands that seemed to be a part of her. Blood spurted from knife wounds coming from one specific weapon, a blade about a foot long and glowing green. People collapsed as the tanned hands released from around reddened necks. In her vision, she heard reports of gunfire, but always the vision returned to the eerie knife.

Another jolt of power and hope washed over her, followed by crushing, deep despair. After the hands let go of a neck, the knife plunged into a body. Again, she felt a burst of hope and then despair.

This connection with the visions had never happened before. She had no idea why, but the texture of her usual visions had changed in such a way that she was actually experiencing killing people. Never before had she been the cause of the pain. Never had she felt her own hand push a weapon and rend bone and flesh.

So much death, so much suffering—like a superheated vase in a kiln, Allison’s soul began to crack. Trapped in the vision, she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t call for help. The pressure in her mind threatened to tear her apart. She’d seen death before, but never in this vicious way. Never this real, this immediate. Never was she the killer.

Suddenly, she was lying on the hospital bed. Peter’s black stare filled her sight.

• • •

Peter’s life seemed to stop and start the instant the gentle doctor touched his arm. The emotions reflected in her lovely emerald eyes shifted from concern to unrelenting agony as her pale lips pressed together and blood drained from her face. Physically connected as they were, he caused her suffering, and he hated himself for it. But, oh, he did love that rush of raw power that flowed from her hand into his body. He’d never felt anything like that electric power before. Did the voltage surge have to do with this woman, or had his inhuman state suddenly changed? The flow of power had to be from the woman now curled on the floor.

According to his blasted, ever ticking watch, the experience had lasted mere seconds in real time, but to him it was an eternity of blissful freedom.

Somehow, her contact had lifted the weight from his long-suffering soul. Everything was gone: the guilt after each kill, the disappointment that he would have to continue killing, the pain from his ultimate sacrifice too many years ago. The succor was like sunlight and fresh air in his stale lungs. Standing this close, she even smelled of a bright, sunny day or a clear mountain stream. And he craved more. He craved her.

They’d connected in a way he’d never known with another person, human or otherwise. He thought he’d left the balm of human touch behind many decades ago.

He had been wrong.

Maybe there was some humanity left. Then again, maybe not, since he also wanted to feel this way forever, despite what it would do to this woman. A shocking, delectable mixture of raw power and protectiveness washed over him.

He no longer wanted to leave the hospital.

Peter wanted more.

More of this energy, this control.

More of her.

But now, with their connection broken, his soul grew dark and empty, as though his loss from years ago had happened once again.

Careful not to touch her skin, he slid his hands below her shoulders and knees. When he brushed his lips over the strands of silky hair that had come loose from the clip, he inhaled her scent of fresh air and flowers. Her delicate frame fit next to him like a puzzle piece.

A puzzle piece he didn’t want to let go.

When she moaned, he willed himself to relax his tight grip.

He could kill any human with his bare hands, and on one level, that ability had served him well. On the other hand, that power reminded him of the creature he had become and the terror he’d been forced to deliver. His unnatural strength was a side effect of the price he had paid to save someone he loved.

He gently laid her on the hospital bed.

When her eyes fluttered open, her brows furrowed until she focused on him. The intensity of her green gaze hit him like a sucker punch to the jaw. Unable to look away, he was entranced by flecks of gold, like bits of glitter, swirling in her irises.

She gasped, trying to sit up. “Oh my God, what did I just see?”

When he pressed her back onto the bed, another protective urge swamped him. Unfortunately, a competing desire to touch her skin again so she’d lift away his darkness nearly won out. He crouched over her, muscles clenching as he fought to keep his hands off of her. He’d never been so close to losing control.

Peter wanted to smooth the worry lines from her forehead. The thought rattled him.

Terror etched upon her fine features as she pressed her soft lips together. “What are you?”

He rubbed his jaw, focusing on her. “What are you?”

“I’m an ER doctor.”

She eased into a sitting position and brushed away tears. When he stepped away from her, she swayed on the bed, and he caught himself reaching for her again. He dropped his useless, cursed hand.

She pinned him with a heart-stopping stare. “I saw horrible things. What are you?”

Blind to everything around him except the woman sitting on the bed, his desperate anger radiated outward in waves.

He gripped her upper arms covered by her lab coat. “Tell me what you saw. Please.”

She winced when he didn’t let go.

“What. Did. You. See?” He shook her slightly. “What?”

Her lip trembled as tears pooled in her green and gold eyes. Peter froze. Frustration threatened to overpower him as he stood a hair’s breadth away from her. He was close enough that a delicate floral scent filled his nostrils, almost enough to distract him.

“I … ” She licked her soft lips, commanding his attention. “I saw death.”


Chapter 3

Peter shoved her away as though she’d burst into flames. Not possible. All these years, all the hiding. Did she know who he was? What he was?

Her lower lip quivered. He stared at her mouth, wanting the touch, wanting her. He leaned forward, pulled as if by an invisible thread. Where did that desire come from?

I have no feelings.

He had to get out of here. His presence meant this woman and the people of this town were in grave danger. Usually he didn’t care, but something had changed. He needed to figure out this mess and fast.

“Ahem, excuse me.”

He whirled toward the voice behind him.

An older woman stood at the door, eyebrows raised.

He pointed to the bed. “She fainted.”

The woman rushed over, putting her hands on the doctor’s shoulders. “Dr. Al, are you all right?”

She touched her own cheek with a shaking hand. “Of course. I got a little lightheaded. All fine now, Marcie.”

Al. That’s an odd name. Allie suits her better, has a bright ring to it. A name full of life, just like Allie.

“And you?” Marcie pinned him with a narrowed glare.

He turned his rarely used charm on the woman. “I feel great.”

Smoothing her hair into place, Marcie batted her eyes. “Ahem. Well, there’s someone here to see you.”

Peter broadened his smile, working hard to distract her from a too-pale Allie, who swayed while sitting on the bed. “Who?” He didn’t know anyone in La Grande. Oh no, not—

“Your brother, Dante. He’s given me all the information for insurance purposes, too. Very helpful, your brother.”

Peter groaned. What bogus information had his friend fed the receptionist?

Marcie blinked and then focused on Allie. “Doctor Al, can I bring him in?”

Allie nodded, getting off the bed, but she kept her palm on the edge of the mattress. The pallor of her face nearly matched her white lab coat. What exactly had she seen?

With a doe-eyed expression, Marcie ushered in Dante and exited the room, letting the door swing shut behind her.

His friend pounded Peter on the back. “Peter! You’re okay.” Dante still spoke with a trace of his Swedish accent, even after all the centuries.

The doctor’s eyes widened.

Peter’s heart felt like it had dropped to his feet.

Dante could have passed for a blond god straight out of the Scandinavian pantheon. Put a hammer in his hand and he was Thor reincarnated. And, in Peter’s opinion, he was also a colossal, swaggering mess of a Don Juan.

Beneath the tailored silk dress shirts and slacks he favored, Dante was a predator, and beautiful women were his preferred prey. Not to kill but to seduce. One of his favorite pastimes was racking up conquests. Peter had to keep Allie away from him.

Too late.

Dante’s eerie blue eyes locked onto her. Peter stepped in front of her, but Dante easily shouldered him aside.

“Well, hello, madam.” He produced a thousand-kilowatt smile that any Hollywood actor would be proud to own. “Dante Blackstone. You must be the beautiful doctor who saved my brother’s life.” He offered his massive hand.

Allie stepped back and thrust her hands into her coat pockets. One light brown eyebrow raised, she studied Dante. No two men appeared more unlike than the Blackstone “brothers.” Was she immune to Dante’s charms? Peter had never seen the big man fail. Ever.

The bonehead was probably imagining her body beneath the white coat and scrubs. Peter stepped in front of Allie again, clenching his jaw as he shielded her from Dante’s roving eye.

“Are you going to get me out of here, Dante?” Peter slapped him on the arm, hard, refocusing his friend’s attention.

“Sure, bro. But I think you need different clothes.” Dante flipped up the hem of the pastel green hospital gown before Peter snatched the fabric away. “What’ve you got under there, my man?” Dante waggled his brows in Allie’s direction and grinned at Peter.

Peter’s hand curled into a fist. No one would win if he and Dante got into an epic fight, but Peter would do it to get the idiot away from her.

Allison crossed her arms, jaw set, standing toe to toe with both men as they towered over her. Her voice could have cut ice. “Excuse me, this patient should not leave tonight. After that bad of a car wreck, he needs to stay for further observation.”

One part of him appreciated her determination. The other part cringed at such foolishness. Allie had no idea who—or rather, what—she was dealing with. If she’d known, she wouldn’t have been giving orders. Dante’s glacier-blue eyes darkened to black in quick, lethal anger. No one said no to Dante, and he was definitely not someone to cross. Peter had to remove him, and fast.

“Hey, why don’t you get me some clothes, my brother?” he ground out.

Undistracted, Dante narrowed his eyes as he loomed over Allie. “He’s leaving.” He leaned closer and flexed his pecs beneath the fine, tailored silk, his usual routine to intimidate humans.

She stood her ground but planted her hands in the coat pockets once again. Peter’s primal urge to shield her flared again. He couldn’t think straight.

Protect.

He hovered next to the doctor’s shoulder, ready to interfere if Dante did something stupid.

Allie took a deep breath. “Here’s the deal. Our policy is to observe anyone who has had a severe head injury.” At Dante’s scowl, her voice rose a notch, her back ramrod straight. “We need to make sure there are no changes in the brain, like swelling.”

Dante oozed fury, an emotion totally inappropriate for the situation, but the doctor wouldn’t understand that fact. How was she standing there absorbing that much anger? Most humans crumpled beneath the force of his friend’s inhumanly augmented charisma and rage.

“If the patient is deemed able to make his own decisions”—Allie turned to Peter—“and, in my opinion, is able to think clearly”—she glared at Dante—“then the patient can sign out of the hospital AMA, or against medical advice.”

Dante backed off a step as his expression shifted from irritation to boyish charm. The air in the room cooled several degrees. Peter didn’t buy the sweet-as-pie act for a second.

“Well, then, I’ll get some clothes and you can sign papers. We’re outta here.” Air whooshed as Dante exited the room.

Allie’s fair skin was much too pale against the dark circles beneath her eyes. Peter would bet she’d held that stiff stance by sheer will. A few pieces of wavy, brown hair curled near her cheeks, begging him to brush back those tendrils. Silence stretched between them.

“Well.” He cleared his throat. “Is there some paperwork for me to fill out?”

“Sure is, but first I’d like to know what the hell happened in here earlier.”

“In terms of … ?”

“All of it. You recovered way too fast.” She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear.

Peter followed the movement. He couldn’t stop staring. How sweet would that delicate skin taste?

Damn it all. He dragged his gaze to meet hers.

“And what was that when I touched your arm?” Allie pressed her fingertips to her forehead. That gold-flecked, emerald stare rocked him to his core. “Who were all those people? All the deaths? They were horrible.”

Her words, like a bucket of cold water, brought him back to reality. Had she seen his actual kills? What was she? This could be disastrous.

“Please.” He reached out but checked himself as she flinched. He clenched his hand in midair. “You have to tell me what you saw. But not here.” He stepped closer until his breath fanned her light brown bangs. “I’ll find you, and you will tell me.”

It wasn’t a question. Fear, narrow suspicion, and then wide-eyed hope flickered across her face.

Dante burst into the room with a bundle of clothes in his arms. “Here you go, Peter. Change and we’re good to go.”

Allie stepped around the men and exited the room.

Dante followed her movements with a wicked glint in his eyes.

Peter yanked on his clothes. “Come on, man, focus on getting us out of here without more questions being asked.”

Dante rubbed his lantern jaw. “There’s something about that cute doctor. I’d like to do a physical on her one day.”

“Shut up,” Peter growled as he belted his jeans.

“What? You want her first?”

“Dammit. Just … let’s get out of here.” They had to leave before the god of thunder did any real damage.

A whiff of sunshine and flowers tormented Peter when she returned.

Dante watched her like a lion stalking a baby impala. Peter’s jaw was going to snap, he was grinding his teeth together so hard.

She held out the clipboard. “Here’s your AMA form, Mr. Blackstone; if you would sign here. And here.” She pointed to Xs on the page. “By signing this form, you are saying that you acknowledge your personal choices are not what your physician recommends for best medical care. As a result, you could come to harm or even die.”

Dante, that moron, snorted. Peter glared him into silence.

Clearing her throat, she continued. “Of course, if you have any other problems—worsening headaches, abdominal pain, neck or back pain—please return here at any time.”

He signed the form with long, angled slashes that hadn’t changed since the 1930s.

Dante raised his eyebrows and grinned behind the doctor’s back.

“Thank you for the excellent care,” Peter said. He handed the clipboard back by way of a dismissal, and then he and Dante hurried for the exit. He stumbled as the urge to turn around teased him. Temptation won out, and he glanced over his shoulder.

As they were about to exit the emergency department, Marcie flagged them down. “Mr. Dante. You haven’t signed the insurance form stating that you will be responsible for any fees beyond what your brother’s insurance covers.”

Dante closed one eye as he dug in his designer pants pocket and threw a wad of large bills onto the desk. “This should cover his expenses. You have a lovely day, my dear.”

Marcie’s jaw dropped as Dante winked.

The ER doors whooshed closed behind them.

Peter climbed into the passenger seat of Dante’s black Hummer. The mountains above Grande Ronde Hospital blocked the setting sun, casting most of the town in early shadow. Dante’s expression might have been difficult to read in the fading light, but Peter didn’t mistake the waves of fury rocketing off him.

“Vad i helvete, Petey? What the hell? I gotta babysit you on every assignment?”

“Oh, like I planned the wreck? Seriously?” His bones ached, even despite being healed. Each throb along the staple line reminded him of the ER. Of Allie. Her calm, green eyes and her touch like cool water on his long-irritated nerves.

“Hello? Your head injury is worse than I thought.” Dante waved his hand in front of Peter’s face. “You daydreaming about that doctor? Because I gave her your real cell phone number.”

Excitement warred with the practical reality that no human should ever know anything about his kind. That was a stupid move on Dante’s part, no matter how much Peter wanted to see her again. After hundreds of years on this Earth, his unhuman friend knew better than to give away any information to an innocent. Dante was living proof that wisdom didn’t always come with age.

“You’re always supposed to give out fake numbers.” Peter rubbed his jaw. “Hell. Doesn’t matter. If the hospital calls too much, I’ll get a new number. And no, I was not daydreaming. Don’t go bringing her into our mess. She’s an innocent. The sooner I get out of this town and on to the Boise assignment, the better.”

“Job’s changed. You’re staying here.” Dante’s hard face revealed no emotion.

“What?” A muscle tightened in Peter’s chest. “I can’t kill anyone in this town.”

“Doesn’t matter what you want. Big Boss Jerahmeel must be getting hungry again. Anyway, the person isn’t from this town.” Dante shot him a tight smirk. “You’re to stay here and find the next assignment. They’re giving you a hide-and-seek challenge. Unusual. Jerahmeel’s got way too much time on his hands. Maybe he’s getting tired of the rules he has to follow, tired of killing only criminals to feed his hunger. Who knows? Maybe the lady doctor is your next target,” he egged Peter on. “I’m only the messenger on this one.”

Dante reached into the back seat and pulled out Peter’s duffel bag, wallet, and all identifying information that had been left behind in the totaled SUV. Dante might be dense, but at least his 300-year-old friend knew how to cover tracks.

“I assumed the police kept all of the stuff after an accident,” Peter said.

“That’s what the police thought. There are advantages to our super speed, you know. Poor local constables never knew I took all their evidence.” He tapped Peter’s wallet. “I also put enough in there for another vehicle, and there are nice hotels in town. Maybe you should take a bubble bath and relax. Go get a massage. You’ve had a long day.”

“Uh, you find anything else in the car?”

“Like this?” He dug under the front seat and handed over the knife. It was still flecked with dried blood from the accident. “Disgusting, bro. And you know you’re not supposed to be able to take this off.”

Peter fished out a shirt from his duffel bag and cleaned off the knife. Relief spread like melting butter through his torso, and his muscles relaxed. “It was hard to remove, but I had to hide it from the innocents. I’m just glad that no one got hurt. Hell, it feels good to have it back. How sick is that?”

“Our weapons are a part of us, bro.”

“I know. Disgusting what it makes us do. What being Indebted mandates we do.”

“Tasty treats for Jerahmeel.” Dante flashed a grin that didn’t reach his ice-blue eyes.

Jerahmeel, their boss. Satan in human form, who thrived off of the criminal blood when Peter and Dante or any others like them plunged their knives into the bodies of their kills. The twelve-inch, unnaturally sharp blades channeled criminals’ insanity, wickedness, and cruelty—the highest form of evil power—directly into their overlord. Peter’s entire, disgusting existence boiled down to the knife, a constant reminder of the sacrifice he’d made so many years ago, the last time he was truly human. The knife glowed green in his hands.

His big Swedish friend ran a meaty hand through rumpled blond hair. “The knife wants you. How’d you get it away?”

“Wasn’t easy, but I needed to hide it more than I wanted it attached to me. For a while.”

“For a while? Who are you kidding? Our damned weapons complete us.”

Peter slid the knife into a new holster he pulled from the duffel bag. “For a guy in the same predicament as me, you’re a real prick.”

“Bet you wish you could figure out how to keep it off forever.”

“You have no idea.”

He strapped the holster back onto his lower leg. Relief and completeness flowed over him. He both loved and hated how the knife felt back in its place. How screwed up could one man be?

A few students were walking home in the cool evening air as the Hummer’s route took them by Eastern Oregon University. Peter studied each person on the street. Which one would be his next quarry? Would it be the tall guy with combat boots and a bold sneer? Or how about the young lady who darted glances in every direction as she hurried down the sidewalk? Thanks to his knife-guided radar for criminals, everyone was a suspect.

“When’s all this going to stop?” Peter ran his hands over his head, wincing as he grazed the staples. That gash in his scalp was a doozy, even for him. It would take a day or so to completely heal. Maybe that was why he still had a sense of Allie. He detected her presence, as though she sat silently a few feet away. Strange. “You’ve done this longer than me, Dante. When’s our last assignment going to be?”

“Dude, you know the rule. When you’re an Indebted, you have to perform the Meaningful Kill to get out of the contract. Obviously neither of us has gotten it done yet.”

One of their contract stipulations restricted them to killing criminals, humans whose deeds were so despicable, they had amassed a tremendous amount of negative energy. That’s what Jerahmeel wanted. Oh, he could consume the energy of innocent souls, of course, but that meal didn’t satisfy him, didn’t give the power he craved. Thus the rule.

Peter fingered the knife handle, reassuring himself that the blade rested securely in the sheath. “Why haven’t we gotten the Meaningful Kill? What about the wars? Prowling the streets, tracking murderers? How are those not meaningful?”

“Yeah, doesn’t make sense. I guess there’s one out there that counts more. I guess the number’s different for each of us, or maybe it’s a sick game the big boss plays. But what’re you in a hurry for? You’ve got the whole world at your feet, bro. Only the world doesn’t know.”

Peter stared out the window. “You know why I want to be done. Same as you. What’d you leave behind for this job?”

Silence.

“Exactly.”

Dante pulled up to a hotel near the interstate. “Well, we’re stuck in this life, such as it is. Might as well make the most of it.” He grinned. “I might stop off at one of those gentlemen’s clubs on the way to Boise and make the most of my life tonight … and maybe someone else’s. Why be here forever if you can’t have some fun?”

Peter stepped out, shut the Hummer door, and watched Dante speed off into the night. He got along well enough with his friend, but Peter needed to get to work. Alone. First item on the agenda was to flush out his assignment. Second, sink the hungry knife blade into the next assignment and hold out hope it was his Meaningful Kill. Last but not least, avoid thinking about a certain lovely doctor. Easy enough.

Groaning as he hefted the duffel bag, he was reminded that, despite being not completely human, he still felt aches and pains like any old man. After nearly a hundred years, even someone with Peter’s strength needed time and rest to recover.


Chapter 4

Allison grimaced against the cold wind biting through her thin scrub pants and pulled her jacket tight. She hurried into Wally’s Diner in downtown La Grande. A renovated train depot, Wally’s had the best breakfast in town. She and her sister met for breakfast one Saturday every month. No matter how tired she felt, she never missed this time. After their father’s death years ago, Sarah had been her only support, and Allison had never forgotten that.

“Hi, Al.” Her older sister’s head bobbed from a booth next to the windows, her light brown hair brushing her shoulders.

“Hey, Sarah. Been waiting long?”

“No, just got here. Spring break’s this week and Quincy’s already stir crazy. Her father gets to entertain her until a play date at noon. He’s helping her pick an outfit.” Sarah raised her eyebrows. “It’s good for him to stay up on the latest fashions for six-year-old girls.”

“I can imagine. By the time they’re finished, everything will be out of the closet.”

“And not a thing to wear.”

Ah, her brother-in-law officiating her niece’s impromptu fashion show. Allison smiled. Quincy turned her tough, cop father into a pile of mush every time.

Chuckling, they gave their breakfast orders to the waitress. Allison eased back into the vinyl booth as her neck and shoulder muscles relaxed.

“Bad night in the ER?”

Allison took her hair out of its clip and then pulled the hair off of her shoulders. “Yeah, not great, that’s for sure.”

“Another vision?”

“Worst one yet.” She rubbed her hand on her pant leg.

“It wasn’t but a month ago you had your last one. They’re coming closer together. And they’re worse? What happened?”

“EMS brought this man into the ER, bad wreck off the interstate. The guy’s totally unconscious, on a backboard, seems like maybe he’s had internal injuries and possible head trauma. Very bad.”

The waitress brought over their drinks.

Sarah wrapped both hands around her steaming coffee cup and leaned forward.

Allison inhaled the aroma from her mug. “I go to examine him and notice a little tingle in my fingertips, weird vibrations coming through the gloves. I try not to think about it and keep working on the guy. After he comes back from the CAT scan, he wakes right up … like goes from a Glasgow Coma Scale of three to perfectly fine in under an hour.”

“Is that normal?”

“No. Actually, I’ve never seen anyone recover that fast.” She rubbed the goose bumps on her arms. “So he jumps up, I grab him, and, boom, a vision.”

“What’d you see?” Sarah sipped her coffee. “Besides the usual.”

Her sister didn’t meet her eyes.

Allison stared at the steam coming from her drink. “This one was different. It was all death, but not the guy’s death, or at least I don’t think so. This vision was like a bizarre horror flick with dead people everywhere. I was inside the vision this time. Shaking hands with a scary man surrounded by smoke. Then I killed people with a knife, or the patient did. Every time I close my eyes, the horrible images are right there. If I can’t figure out how to forget what I saw, I think I’ll lose my mind.”

Sarah placed a hand on Allison’s arm. At first Allison tensed, then finally relaxed with a deep sigh when she did not receive a vision of her sister’s death. Maybe one day Allison wouldn’t live in fear. One day.

The waitress set steaming breakfast plates in front of them. The crispy bacon and cheese omelet served as a sad reminder of weekend family breakfasts twenty years ago.

“What do you think it all means?” her sister asked.

Allison cut off a corner of toast with her fork. “I wish I knew. I guess he’s a dead man. They all die, everyone whose vision I see. But I witnessed all these other deaths, too. Maybe the patient killed all those people. Maybe I tapped into his subconscious because of the head injury. I don’t know. All I know is that I won’t be able to sleep. The visions were worse than any nightmare I could imagine.”

“Did the guy know what you saw?”

“Oddly, yes, I think so. I hit the floor because the vision was so intense. When he helped me up, he asked what I was.” And his eyes had bored right into her soul. “Then he wanted to know what I’d seen. Spooky. In the past, the other person has always been oblivious to the fact that I’m getting a vision. They sense nothing.”

“That’s strange. Think you’ll see him again?” Sarah tapped her chin.

“I don’t think he’s from around here.” Allison chewed a bite of the buttery toast. “So, no, I expect he’s long gone, especially given how much he wanted to get out of the ER. You know what’s kind of strange? There’s a faint echo of something different in my mind. Like someone whispering across the room. I can barely hear the words.”

“You ever had that before?”

“Not that I recall, no.” She sighed.

“Well, do you think you should’ve told him what you saw?”

A lump formed in her throat. “No, I never want to tell anyone what I see.” Allison nibbled on her bacon. “I told Dad and it ruined our entire lives.”

“That wasn’t your fault, Al.” The topic was familiar yet they trod lightly.

“It’s my fault he died.” Out the window, the pale blue sky peeked from between the early spring clouds. Allison couldn’t enjoy the view. “That’s what Mom kept telling me, especially when she got into the pills.”

Her mother had said that and much more. Not only did her mother blame Allison for her father’s death, she reinforced what a defective human being Allison had become. Despite Allison’s efforts to help her mother, the woman who had given birth and raised her had then demoralized her. Ripped away Allison’s hope in her own humanity. For a short while, she thought her name was “freak” because her mother had used the term so often. The damage was precise, cruel, and long-lasting. So far, her mother’s predictions that Allison would never have a loving family of her own had come true.

Sarah cleared her throat. “Take it from your family member who didn’t have a nervous breakdown. You didn’t cause Dad’s death. Not even close. You reported what you saw.” She sipped her coffee. “Anyway, it doesn’t sound like you’ll be seeing this guy again. I’d try and let this one go.”

Around the painful lump in her throat, Allison managed to choke down a breakfast that had lost all flavor. All she wanted in this world was to be rid of her useless, sick power. She wanted a normal life, to love a normal man, and maybe have a family. But that wasn’t going to happen as long as she continued in her role as the angel of death.

After leaving Wally’s, she drove north out of town to the base of a low mountain and pulled into the garage of her one-story craftsman home. Even home didn’t produce the usual peaceful feeling.

When she entered the house, Ivy, her massive, fawn-colored dog, came careening around the kitchen, knocking one barstool over in her haste to reach Allison. Hugging the enormous dog’s head to her hip, she petted her behind the ears and avoided getting thwacked by her whip-like tail, which oscillated at a ridiculously high rate. A mix between Great Dane and Golden Retriever, Ivy had no clue what destructive power she wielded. Although Ivy was friendly, she also scared away bears outside the house and made for an intimidating running partner.

An unexpected chill ran down Allison’s back as she considered who or what could hide in the forest without her knowledge. Unbidden, the image of Peter Blackstone’s intense face loomed in her mind, followed by that faint sense of him. Rubbing her chilled arms, she recalled his promise to see her again and her stomach flopped. Once the prickly sensation abated, she righted the kitchen stool. She wanted nothing more than to go to sleep, but Ivy picked up her leash in her mouth and, with a pitiful expression worthy of an Oscar, dropped it at Allison’s feet. Ivy knew how to work her over hard.

“All right, Ivy. I can go a few miles today.” She clipped on Ivy’s leash and headed into the late March morning, led by her happy, giant dog. Even a pleasant stroll in the crisp air didn’t distract her from dwelling on a certain patient’s dark eyes.

• • •

After walking to the car dealership Saturday morning, Peter purchased a used pickup truck. His mood had gone from foul to downright nasty. He’d been up all night, wanting to go back to the ER and see Allie. That weird, whispering sense of her continued as well, just beyond his range of hearing.

All of his injuries had healed overnight, as expected. Only residual fatigue remained, and that symptom should be gone by evening.

He wanted to leave town. He wanted to be anything but the killer he was. Who cared what Dante said? This … existence … was no life.

Driving around town, Peter scanned the area halfheartedly. He saw no one suspicious, only pleasant folks running errands, going to work, performing mundane activities. It was entirely possible that Dante left him here to cool his heels so he could take all the credit for the Boise assignment. Then again, the instructions seemed to come from the big boss, and Peter couldn’t argue with that kind of mandate.

In another life, Peter might have lived in a place like La Grande. According to the information at the hotel, the small college town had started as an agricultural hub; gold and silver mines in the late 1800s caused a boom. Above the hospital to the west were ridges of low mountains that gave way to central Oregon’s high desert, and across a valley to the east rose the higher Wallowa Mountains. He’d love to hide forever in a place like that.

Who was he fooling? He could never hide. Not for long.

He breathed in the clean, crisp air as he wound through a residential area. Inviting porches and backyard jungle gyms conjured images of family. He’d come close to having a family years ago. So close.

And what about Allie? He’d tortured himself last night, thinking of her in his arms, protecting her. From what?

People like me.

The horror and disgust in her eyes when she’d touched him pretty much summed up his entire existence. But shame … now that was a new emotion. He hadn’t experienced anything other than anger for more years than he could count.

Whatever she had done, Allie had woken something inside of him with her touch. And what about their connection? He had a weird echo in his mind, like a weak radio signal bleeding through a stronger one. He couldn’t make out details, but the tingly sensation felt like … her. He wanted more of that connection. More of her.

Since Claire, he hadn’t been with another woman. Guilt stopped him every time. Only when he’d connected with Allie had he experienced attraction once more.

He braked at an intersection. As he glanced up the cross street, a movement caught his eye.

A stocky man with a crew cut and wearing a leather jacket glared at Peter. The man picked at his head with a finger and glanced around, as if on alert. He pulled the jacket collar up, hunched his shoulders, and stared at Peter with narrowed eyes. Then the man jumped in a car and sped away. With his stalker’s sense on high alert, Peter turned down the street and focused on the man. The car disappeared in the dense residential area, but Peter kept searching. Something wasn’t right. Was this man the next kill? The Meaningful Kill?

He fought the impulse to run after the target. Although being an Indebted meant that Peter could move almost faster than a human eye could follow, that speed—and his strength—had finite limits. Best to complete his recovery from the accident and avoid drawing any attention by staying in the truck.

Over the next several hours, he scoured neighborhoods, determined to find the man. He kept driving well into the night, dark thoughts his only companions.

By the time he pulled into the hotel parking lot after a long day of finding nothing, his frustration level had risen to a new high. He couldn’t keep doing this … job. He had always hated what he had to do, but after seeing the horror in Allie’s eyes, he despised how his life had spiraled into this ugliness.

She represented possibilities and hope—two things he neither deserved nor wanted to consider.

Peter’s current grim existence baffled him. Wasn’t it only yesterday that he’d become this unhuman contract killer and mere hours ago that he made the ultimate sacrifice? In reality, it had been more than seventy years. All for what purpose? Nothing.

There was one person who could help him, one person who’d ever completed his contract for the boss man. One tale of success in anyone’s memory.

Barnaby.

Peter shoved the plastic card into the hotel room’s door lock and walked straight to his computer. He pulled up an encrypted file. If Jerahmeel knew he had this number, Peter would be worse than dead. Thumbing on his cell phone, he dialed.

“Barnaby? It’s Peter.”

A male answered, his cracked voice quavering. “Well, hello, my boy! Please speak up. My hearing isn’t overly good.”

Peter dropped onto the stiff sofa bed. “I need some advice.”

“Oh, ho, I have plenty of opinions. Mayhap not informed ones, but I have them.”

Peter smiled as Barnaby’s accent slid back and forth between contemporary English and the English of his Elizabethan youth. “I met a human who has some … interesting abilities.”

“Like of the flesh?” Barnaby chortled.

“Do you think I’d call you for that?”

“Okay, my boy, do you require counsel regarding an assignment?”

Peter propped his feet on the coffee table. “No. I’m calling about someone I came into contact with here. I think she knows what I am.”

Dead silence.

“What do you mean?”

“I think she saw the wars, the assignments, the kills … everything.”

“And what did you see?”

Besides Allie crumpled on the hospital floor, horror in her eyes? “I watched her suffer, and for a second, I felt human again, like all the pain had been lifted away. What the hell was that?”

“Oh my, I believe you’ve found yourself a Ward.”

“A what?”

“A Ward. I met one once. Sweet lady.”

“What are they?” Peter rubbed his jaw.

“Wards are rare. They are people who can see death in one form or another.”

“And that’s what we are. Death.”

“That’s what you are, Peter. I’m out of the business, remember?”

“Yeah, lucky you.” He grimaced. “Are Wards dangerous?”

“Depends on who you ask. They can be dangerous to themselves, as in the case of your lady friend taking the vapors when she touches you.” Barnaby coughed for a minute. “But our kind can be dangerous to the Ward.”

Peter gripped the phone harder. “How?”

“They’re like radar. If they come into contact with us, they can see what we are. That’s unacceptable to some of our ilk, especially Jerahmeel. He would do anything to eliminate the Ward.”

“Eliminate?” Peter’s blood turned to ice.

“Yes, my boy. If you’ve found a Ward, not only can you hurt her with the visions, but there are some who will stop at nothing to kill her. Your boss loves control and power, and Wards take that away. Does anyone else know what she is?”

“I don’t think she even knows. She should be safe.” His heart slowed to a normal pace. “Where do they come from?”

“No one knows, or at least no one I’ve talked to. But in my travels over the years, I’ve heard about a Ward popping up every so often. I do wonder if there is some flaw in the blood every century or so that creates a Ward.”

The knife blade in his leg sheath clunked against the tabletop when Peter crossed his ankles. “Know how to make the visions stop?”

Barnaby snorted. “Rather inconvenient for the lady to swoon every time you have contact with her, hmm?”

“Something like that. I’m only curious.”

“Sure you are. Well, to answer your question, yes, I think these visions verily can be blocked.”

“And?” Peter pressed the phone to his ear.

“When I met my Ward, I nearly killed her. It was 1863, and Susan was an old widow living in Virginia. She was a wonderful boon companion for a few years. I afforded her some protection and helped keep her property cleared and fields sown.”

“That sounds nice, but what about blocking the visions?”

“Oh yes, blocking. It takes practice, but it can be done.” He coughed for a few moments. “You ever have a secret? … Never mind, your whole life is a secret.” His wheezing laughter rattled over the phone. “Well, you have to learn to hold in your thoughts and emotions when you come into contact with the other person. Much like holding in a sneeze, but it gets easier with practice. And the Ward has to be prepared to block any visions you can’t hold back.”

“How does a Ward block the visions?”

“First of all, if you’re going to go down this path, you’ll need to tell the Ward who you are and what the visions represent.”

“I can’t do that. Besides, I don’t know if I’ll even see her again.”

“Keep telling yourself that. If you don’t explain what she is experiencing, then you can make the Ward overwrought, and the visions might kill her if she’s unprepared.” He honked his nose and sniffed. “Pardon me. Allergies. Once a Ward knows what she’s seeing, it’s easier to hold the visions back. Susan and I managed. She blocked her visions of me by being overly polite.”

“Excuse me? I don’t understand. Polite?”

“Yes, she said it was like going to a social event such as a wedding where she had to talk with people she didn’t like. She would have to be polite and put up a mental barrier to keep her feelings hidden.”

“And that worked?” Maybe there was a chance he could touch Allie without killing her.

“In a manner of speaking. When Susan sensed the visions coming, she would think about a stiff social event. She managed to get the barrier up to heavily filter the images. At least she understood what the images were and wasn’t overwhelmed by them.”

“Interesting.”

Barnaby wheezed for a moment. “Hope that works for you, my boy.”

“Thanks, me too.” Peter paused. “Can I ask you one more question?”

“Surely,” came Barnaby’s voice, gravelly with age.

Peter planted his feet on the floor and leaned forward. “How’d you do it? Get out of your contract?”

“I can’t tell. Trade secret, very unpopular with our lord Jerahmeel. The fewer Indebted, the hungrier and more desperate he gets for souls. But despite his twisted ways, he is bound by at least a few rules.”

“What are they?”

“No one knows exactly, but I have made a few accurate guesses over the centuries. The rules were set so many years ago.”

“Before you?”

“Oh yes, well before me.” He blew his nose again. “Let’s see, if I remember correctly, Jerahmeel became what he is today sometime in the thirteenth century.”

“I’ve never heard this. Why? How?”

“Some kind of religious holocaust back then. Wiped out his family, made him what he is today. Details are scarce, but I do know part of the deal was that if he wanted to stay strong and immortal, he had a few rules to follow. He can only come so close to crossing that line. That’s how I got out.”

“How?”

“I’m sorry, my boy. My final oath was to never share those details. Let me just say that my lovely wife, Jane, God rest her beautiful soul, was my inspiration. Now I’ve said too much already, my boy.”

Barnaby’s deceased wife had been the love of the recent, natural portion of his life.

“But what about now?” Peter continued. “How do you feel now that you’ve reached the end of your own life?”

“Breaking the contract and becoming mortal was completely worth the risk and the pain and the loss of immortality. Don’t get me wrong. My joints ache, the pate is bald, and I can’t remember my last decent erection. I’m a defective mess. But I get to live a life to its natural conclusion. There’s a satisfaction in finally moving on.”

Peter shoved his hand through his hair, cursing when he hit the line of staples. “Yeah, I see what you mean.”

“You’ll get there, my boy.”

“Thanks, old man. I appreciate it.”

“I’d say any time, but at some point in the future, that won’t be the case.” Barnaby coughed again. “But as long as I’m here, I’m always happy to help.”


Chapter 5

At noon on Monday during her next twenty-four-hour shift, Allison picked up the doctor’s workstation phone and dialed Peter Blackstone’s contact number. Her heart thudded, and she had to take a deep breath. On the second ring, he picked up.

“Hello?” His low voice sent chills up her arms. She relaxed her death grip on the phone.

“Mr. Blackstone, this is Dr. La Croix from the Grande Ronde ER. I was calling to check on you after your accident.”

“Do you call all of your patients?”

She rocked back on her heels at the gruff reply. “Uh no, but if they’re seriously ill or injured or they leave AMA, then we try make sure they’re doing okay. My personal policy is to call all AMA patients myself on my next shift.”

“Oh. Yes, then I’m fine.”

Stammering a reply, she struggled to salvage the conversation and maintain her professionalism. “Um, all right. If you have any other problems or notice new symptoms, please feel free to return to the ER. You can always be re-evaluated.”

The silence stretched out.

Is he still on the phone?

“There’s this one problem you might be able to help with,” he finally said.

“Sure.” She gulped. “What’s the problem?”

“These staples are driving me crazy. Can you take them out?”

“Possibly. It’s a little early to remove them, but if you want to stop in today, I’ll see what I can do.”

“Until then.”

The line went dead. Allison’s hands shook. She was going to see him again. She shivered, anticipating his dark eyes, his touch. Almost craved it, almost felt it, which was bizarre, not to mention unprofessional.

Another horrible thought occurred to her. What if he truly knew about her visions? Would he reveal the secret? She pressed her fingers to the bridge of her nose and tried to concentrate on the chart in front of her.

That afternoon, Allison put the finishing touches on a bright red forearm cast for an unlucky, eleven-year-old trampoline victim. He preened beneath the attention of the nurses, who signed his cast with lots of XOXOs. Allison smiled at his mother, who, with two other young boys in tow, returned a weary grin. She bet it wouldn’t be the last trip this mother made to the ER with an adventurous kid.

And throughout the encounter, Allison managed to keep one eye on the security monitor for the reception area.

The family had just signed off on the paperwork when the ER doors whooshed open on the monitor.

Allison’s heart jumped. She peeked down the hall.

Her niece dodged past Sarah into the reception area, stopped abruptly, and planted her toes on the line painted perpendicular to the reception desk.

“Hi, Marcie!” Pigtails askew, the girl waved at the ER receptionist.

The older woman smiled. “Quincy! How’s my favorite princess?”

Quincy unselfconsciously fluffed her satin and lace dress and dropped into a curtsey. “Sierra had a birthday party today. I won a prize.” She pointed to her sparkly wand. “Um, is Auntie Al busy?” Her toes stayed glued to the line.

Marcie called out, “Doctor Al? Princess here to see you.”

Straightening her white coat as she rounded the corner, Allison opened her arms for Quincy to run to her. Careful not to touch Quincy’s skin, Allison patted the back of her niece’s poufy outfit.

“Let’s see the dress. Now, what kind of princess are you?” Allison played along to the delight of the twirling, preening six-year-old.

“Fairy princess!”

“Yes, but where are your wings?”

Momentarily stymied, Quincy recovered and motioned for Allison to lean down. She whispered, “They’re invisible wings. Only true princesses can see them.”

“Oh, then I must not be a true princess.” Allison pulled a sad face.

Sarah hid her laugh behind a cough.

Quincy straightened. “Hmm. Then I will make you a princess for today.” She tapped Allison on the arm with her wand.

Allison oozed gracious surprise. “Hey, now I can see your wings! They’re so very beautiful. Thank you, fairy princess.”

Quincy twirled on her toes, giggling, as satin and crinoline swished out around her.

“Okay, Miss Fairy Princess, you got your wish to say hi to Auntie Al. Now it’s time to get home for dinner,” Sarah said.

“You heard your mother.” At Quincy’s moue of unhappiness, Allison announced in a passably dramatic voice, “Let us part ways with princess kisses.” She placed air kisses on either side of Quincy’s head, much to the young girl’s ecstasy.

Quincy hugged Allison again. “Bye, Auntie Al!”

Senses on sudden alert, Allison’s heart skipped a beat, and her breath caught when she saw the figure standing in the open doorway. Peter had slipped into the ER reception area and was taking in Quincy’s antics with a crooked smile softening his dark gaze. She hadn’t seen him truly smile before. His face was transformed into something even more handsome.

Sarah raised her eyebrow with an impish smirk. Her older sister’s eyes narrowed on Peter until Quincy tugged her out the doors.

He motioned toward the ER doors. “Busy day?”

Breathe, Allison. Ignoring Marcie’s slack-jawed expression at the jeans-clad man, she laughed. “Busy if you’re a fairy princess, I suppose.”

Peter gestured to his head. All she saw was his short, black hair, neatly brushed to the side. “Can you work on a non-princess for a staple removal?”

“It just so happens I don’t have any patients here right now.”

“You mean it’s quiet?” He frowned at Marcie and Allison’s twin gasps of horror. “What?”

“You’re not supposed to say that word in here.” Allison crossed her arms. “If you say it, bad things will happen.”

Marcie crossed her arms in mirror image and nodded.

Peter raised his arms. “Sorry, I don’t know the rules. Will you still take out my staples? I promise not to bleed out or have a sudden emergency.”

With a grin, Allison waved him into an exam room and pulled out a vinyl chair, motioning for him to sit. She opened a cabinet to retrieve gauze and a staple removal kit. The low-level vibration of his mind echoed more persistently in her head.

When she turned around, she ran into Peter’s chest and jumped back. No visions. His flannel shirt prevented skin-to-skin contact, thank goodness. He remained close, staring down at her in the awkward silence. The room was much too small and too warm.

Seriously, what was she doing? She had no business, personally or professionally, thinking of him as anything but a patient. Besides, if he knew what a freak of humanity she truly was, he’d run far away and stay gone.

“Uh, if you can sit, I can get to your staples more easily that way.”

He settled onto the chair, his eyes never leaving her face.

His thigh muscles bunched under the denim as he sat, the sight making her mouth go dry. A spicy, masculine scent mixed with his still-damp hair. She wanted to bury her nose at the nape of his neck and inhale.

Damn it, keep it professional.

With a deep sigh, she pulled on gloves and refused to think of anything besides removing the staples. She couldn’t even come up with small talk, so the staples clinked too loudly as they dropped into the metal basin.

“Interesting,” she murmured.

Peter turned his head and glanced up at her.

“You’ve healed extremely fast. You can barely tell there was ever a laceration.”

Clink, clink.

When she finished, she circled around and peered at his face. “And your bruises are gone, too. I don’t understand; that’s too quick to heal.” Allison frowned as she brushed his cheekbone with her gloved hand.

Seizing her hand with a deep growl, he lurched to his feet, knocking over the metal tray in the process. He held her with a firm grip, but he didn’t hurt her.

She struggled for air, her fingertips tingling, even through the gloves. Eyes level with his collarbone, she leaned back, desperate for personal space.

Damn it. Not another vision. It’s too soon.

She tugged at her hand, but he held fast, dragging her to within mere inches of his chest. Waves of heat washed over her until sweat prickled between her breasts.

A muscle in his jaw jumped. “What did you see the other day when I was here?” The tense, desperate tone of his voice caught her off-guard.

She studied his broad chest where the buttons on his shirt strained against his rapid breaths. Gulping, she glanced up at him. “I saw a man who should’ve been dead, or at least critically injured, in a car accident wake up and walk out of here like nothing had happened.”

“That’s not what I meant,” he said, tightening his grip. “When you touched my arm, what did you see?”

She licked her lips and froze while he stared at her mouth. “I saw death.” She met his dark brown gaze. “And it was awful.”

Peter dropped her hand as though he’d been scalded.

She staggered back a step.

His mouth compressed into an angry line. “I need to talk with you.” He glanced around the room. “Not here.”

“I’m not sure that’s—”

“Please.” The word seemed torn from him.

An ache twisted in her chest as compassion overcame her fear.

His intense, dark gaze bore into her eyes. “I know what you are.”

Her heart flopped. “What did you say?” Heck, even she didn’t know what she was. Or what was wrong with her. She simply saw things. How could he know more about her abilities than she did?

“I think I can help you stop seeing these ... images.”

Allison rocked back on her heels. He could stop her visions? How was that even possible? All the heartache she’d endured, predicting people’s deaths. That constant, paralyzing terror that she would predict more of her family members’ deaths. How could she pass up the chance to be normal?

She considered his strong face, the warmth of his body reaching across the space between them. She didn’t know this man. Could she trust him? Her chart told her there was something fundamentally different about him. Her non-clinical instincts insisted that he was a decent guy.

When she boiled it all down, who the hell cared? She was toxic to her fellow human beings the way things stood now. If someone could fix her twisted gift, she couldn’t pass up that opportunity.

Bottom line: if he could help her, she had to trust this man.

“All right, I’ll talk with you. As long as you can make all of this stop.” She gestured toward her head. “I work twenty-four-hour shifts, so I’ll be done after eight tomorrow morning.”

He watched her for a moment, then cleared his throat. “Until tomorrow. Thank you for taking out the staples.” The door swung closed behind him.

As the silence enveloped her, she stood in the exam room, feeling bereft. And fascinated. And horrified.

Peter Blackstone knew her secret.

A strange echo of him pinged in the back of her mind, the sensation reassuring, like someone else was on her side.

With a shake of her head, she washed her hands and headed back out to continue her shift.


Chapter 6

Leaning against the wall outside the ER, Peter turned his head as the doors slid open and Allie emerged. The air caught in his chest. He hadn’t realized how much he’d anticipated seeing her again. Excitement percolated. Or was it that whisper of her in his mind? No matter. This wasn’t the time to have any personal interest in a woman. Not for something like him.

“Did my ‘Q’ word cause problems last night?”

He kept pace as she walked slowly across the parking lot. She clutched her jacket closed against the cool morning air.

“Thankfully, for your sake, no problems.” She paused at her driver’s side door and smiled.

He hadn’t seen a smile like that for too many years to count. Something twisted in a bittersweet way in his heart until he had to clear his throat. “I’d like to go somewhere and talk. If that’s still okay with you.”

She slowly unwrapped her hands from the jacket and took a deep breath.

He held his own breath.

After a minute, she let out a sigh. It sounded like sweet music to his ears.

“Okay.”

Trying to strike a balance between friend and stalker, he said, “If we’re going to discuss your special powers, we should be somewhere no one can see or hear us.”

“Agreed.” Her brow furrowed as she peered up at the cool morning sky.

He clenched his jaw, willing patience.

Her small hands clutched a satchel which triggered unbidden images of those hands on him. Primal craving shocked him as it erupted with unexpected force. He wanted Allie in his arms. Badly. The mere thought was completely inappropriate, magical even, given his occupation and his bizarre existence. How could he be with anyone in his current state? With effort, he focused on what she was saying.

“If you want to follow me, we can talk at my place.” Her pulse jumped at the base of her throat.

He wanted his lips there.

Not now. Focus. “I’ll be right behind you.”

Despite his flaming desire, he refused to betray the trust she’d placed in him. He strode back to his truck. Glancing around the parking lot, he spied a man in a sedan near the far entrance. Peter looked down to put the key in the ignition, and when he raised his head, the vehicle was gone.

The beauty of the low mountains that rose parallel to the county road on the way to Allie’s soothed his wretched soul. He followed her vehicle onto a dirt lane that ended at a one-story house, surrounded by pine trees and tucked into the base of the mountain. When he got out of his truck, he turned in a circle and breathed in the fresh scent of the evergreens. The view of the valley and snow-capped Wallowa Mountains turned something heavy in his chest. All this—the house, the trees, the view, the woman—he could never have.

Her welcoming front porch, adorned with a swing and bamboo wind chimes, all but folded him in in a warm embrace. He could almost see the white curtains of his first house fluttering in the light summer breeze from the open windows. He could hear echoes of children playing hoops and hopscotch on the sidewalk in the warm evening air. His wife, Claire, waved through the front window as he returned home. When he worked to make out the details of her face, panic flooded him. Damn it, he’d lost the memory of Claire’s face.

He slammed the truck door and followed Allie into the garage.

“Coming?” She had her hand on the garage door switch.

Shaking his head to free memories of a life long gone, he trailed after her into the kitchen. When she flipped on the lights and put her bag down on the counter, a barking hulk launched itself at her.

Peter stepped in to intervene, but she put one foot back and braced for impact with perfect timing. Her smile improved even his cynical nature as she pointed to the floor. The dog dropped to Allie’s feet, tongue lolling and tail thumping.

The beast focused on him, growled once, and sniffed his shoes and hands. The dog gave a single bark and then licked his hand, satisfied.

“Ivy likes you,” Allie said.

“Ivy?”

“Actually, it’s I.V. I got her in med school. It was my own inside joke.” She shrugged. “Ivy doesn’t realize how ginormous she’s become. She thinks she’s still a puppy.”

He didn’t have to reach far to pet Ivy behind the ears. The dog rolled her eyes in ecstasy and the thumping on the floor increased in tempo.

“Oh, and be careful, she’s got enough Great Dane in her to make her tail a lethal weapon.”

Ivy whacked him on the leg with said appendage.

Allie grinned. “Coffee?”

“Sounds great.” He petted Ivy while he inhaled the rich aroma of coffee and home, such a wonderful combination of scents.

“Where are you from?” she asked unexpectedly, her calm, green eyes pinning him.

“Ohio. Columbus area.”

“Lots of ice and snow there in wintertime.”

“Very true.” He’d shoveled out the front walkway many times. “Isn’t it cold here, though?”

“Sure, but it’s drier.”

When she handed him the coffee cup, he didn’t miss how she pulled her hand back before he could come into contact with her skin.

He enjoyed a few sips and then cleared his throat. “Uh, could we sit down and talk?”

She led him into the living room and sat at the end of the couch. Ivy flopped at her feet. At Allie’s gesture, he sank into a wingback chair with a sigh. For a moment, as he ran his hands over the curling armrests, he was transported back to his own living room years ago.

He forced himself back to the present. “These visions. What happens when you get them?”

She wrapped her hands around the steaming mug and took a sip. “It hurts.” When she paused, he nodded in encouragement. “I don’t really know when they will come, but I apparently now will get a warning tingle in my fingers, like with you the other day.” She stared down into the cup. “Sometimes not, and then the vision hits out of the blue.”

“What does it feel like?”

“Imagine a million volts of electricity, mainlined.”

Allie in pain. Unacceptable. “What do you see?”

“Death. It’s always about death.”

She reached down and petted Ivy’s head. When a sad frown creased her fine features, he gripped the chair arm to keep his hand from smoothing her brow.

He placed his coffee mug on a coaster and leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. “When did you start having these visions?”

“I was ten. My dad came home from work. When I went to hug him, it felt like I’d been sucker-punched in the stomach.” She stared blankly into space, rubbing her flat abdomen. “I had such an awful vision of him, withered, in pain, and dying. I ran to the bathroom to throw up. When Dad came to check on me, as soon as he touched me, the visions came back, even worse.”

Peter fought an overwhelming urge to pull her into his arms. The glistening in her eyes tore right through his chest, but he sat immobile.

Don’t feel anything. Not with this woman.

“Of course, I had no idea what happened. When Dad asked, I told him everything. I didn’t know back then not to tell anyone what I saw. He and Mom were horrified. They probably figured I was bipolar or something.” Allie’s jaw set and her lips thinned. “Dad was dead of pancreatic cancer three months later.”

“That’s terrible.”

“Yes, it was. But what was worse was having my mother blame me for killing him.”

Peter rocked back in the chair. How could her mother say that? “You didn’t kill him.”

“I didn’t make him better, did I? What use are these stupid visions if I can’t prevent what’s coming?”

He had an idea of the pain her “gift” caused. “What happened after he died?”

“Mom had a nervous breakdown. Sarah, my older sister, and I took care of Mom ourselves.” She brushed a stray piece of hair away from her cheek.

“Where is your mom now?”

“She kept spiraling downward and got onto Xanax and Oxycontin for anxiety and pain. Then she started binge drinking. Sarah and I tried to help her, but I don’t think Mom wanted to live. Every single day, she told me in no uncertain terms exactly how I had killed the love of her life, and how much she hated me.”

“You must have realized how unfair that was.” How had Allie kept from breaking down herself under that kind of emotional onslaught?

“Doesn’t matter if it’s fair. That’s how it was.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Sarah went to college, I graduated high school and left home, and Mom killed herself on pills and alcohol.”

“Brutal.”

She brought her knees to her chest and rested her head on her knees. “Yep, but Sarah and I stuck together. At least she’s never accused me of killing anyone. And she always tells me she’s not scared that I’ll have a vision of her one day.”

“But are you scared?” He refused to look away, trying to tear down a little of her wall. “Of seeing the death of someone you care for?”

“Wouldn’t anyone be scared? How messed up is that?”

At the quiver in her voice, he fought another urge to haul her into his arms.

Tapping a finger on the rim of the coffee cup, she sighed. “You know, I even tried dating in college. Things were great until I got a vision of a boyfriend. I kept telling myself that seeing his death was ridiculous, that he was twenty-two years old and nothing would happen.”

“And?”

“Dead two weeks later, hit by a drunk driver.” She set down the mug and scrubbed her face with her hands. “The worst part now? I’m receiving more and more frequent visions, and they’re becoming more intense. I’m scared to touch anyone, which is kind of inconvenient if you consider my occupation. I’m the angel of death.”

Her comment hit too close to the mark. What would Allie think when she learned the truth about him? And how screwed up had his world become, where the basis of his only human relationship in seventy years was pain? “Trust me, you’re not. But why did you become an ER doctor?”

“Might as well bring relief to someone. At least in this job, I can prevent death, even bring people back from it.”

“Even when you see visions of patients?”

“No. I try to save everyone, but when I get a vision, those patients always die. Maybe not in my ER, but after they transfer to another facility or after they get home.” Her head came up with a snap. “So, can you make this stop?”

“I think so.”

Her green eyes narrowed, as tiny glints of gold sparked. “How do you know about my … problem?”

“I told a knowledgeable friend what happened. When you touched me, I felt all my pain inside sucked out, and it felt like a huge weight had been lifted.” He struggled to meet her accusing glare. “I also knew you had seen a lot about me, and I needed to figure out why and how. My friend Barnaby says you’re a Ward.”

“A what?”

“A Ward. It’s a human who can see death. They’re very rare.”

“Lucky me.” She snugged her arms around her bent knees once more. “Why can you tell what I saw then? Are you a Ward, too?”

“Nope.”

Her breathing rate increased. “So are you ... dead?” She uncurled her legs and scooted away from him.

That was the response he’d dreaded. “Not exactly.”

“Human?”

“I’m somewhere in between.”

“What does in between mean?” Fine lines formed between her delicate brows.

“Let’s just say it’s complicated.”

The glow in her emerald eyes faded to a flat, ice-cold glare. “Try me.”

“I can’t explain it all. Not now. But it relates to the visions you saw.”

“Did you kill those people?”

The snapshots of his life history would disgust even the strongest person. “Yes, those were images from some wars where I killed my enemies at the time.”

“Did you only kill enemies?”

“I only killed bad people,” he hedged.

“Did you feel guilty about it?”

“Every time.”

“You must have been all over the world in a short period of time.”

By her perplexed expression, she was trying to make sense of the faces and old uniforms in the vision. It was not good for her to think too hard about what she saw.

As she opened her mouth to ask another question, he interrupted her. “Do you want me to show you how to block your ability or not?”

When she leaned forward, the V of her scrub top emphasized the cleft between her breasts. Focus on anything but that, dammit.

She tapped her chin. “As much as I want to know, you’re going to have to answer some more questions for me.”

“Not now. Let me help you first.”

“Okay, but I’m not done asking questions.”

“Agreed.” He indicated her head with his hand. “So … ?”

“Yes. Show me how to block these visions. I can’t live like this.”

He wanted to help her. But he also needed to connect with her again. Craved that contact. If it helped her, that was a bonus, as far as he was concerned.

“Since you can see visions of me, I’ll start by trying to hide some of myself.” At her curious expression, he shrugged. “Barnaby said it was like holding back a sneeze.”

Her unexpected laugh bubbling up acted like a drug for his soul. He needed more.

Smiling, she asked, “And what do I need to do? Not sneeze, too?”

“Have you ever been in a stiff, awkward situation where you have to be super polite? Maybe you don’t like the person you’re sitting next to at a social activity?”

“Sure. When I’m at a hospital board function and they ask if there are any concerns. No one really wants my opinion. I keep that stuff to myself and make nice.”

“It’s kind of like that. You have to put up a strong emotional shield.”

She nibbled her lower lip and frowned. “I understand the shield part. But do I walk around all day long with this … shield … in place? Sounds exhausting.”

His heart pounded. Would this work? Or would he destroy her mind? “According to Barnaby, it gets easier with time.”

“All right,” she whispered.

Silence stretched out in the room, interrupted by her snoring dog.

He rubbed his jaw. “If you don’t mind, let’s give it a try. You have to let me come into contact with you.”

Patting the cushion next to her, she said, “Let’s try. What’s the worst that can happen? I’ll see a vision of you and death? Already did that.”

He sat next to her, inches away, and inhaled her clean scent of fresh air and outdoors and life. Vibrant, she embodied everything he wasn’t. A mixture of desire and protectiveness blended inside of him. Although she fascinated him, he didn’t want to hurt her, like what nearly happened in the ER. Then again, he wanted that rush of power.

Be careful.

Her lips thinned. “So how … how do we start?”

As he concentrated on her wide, trusting eyes, the whispering sense of her presence just beyond his range of hearing started up again. He wanted his mouth over the pulse that flitted beneath the smooth skin of her neck.

Focus, damn it.

He rubbed his jaw. “I think … Let’s you and I get kind of … braced. You get your shield up, and I’ll try … not to sneeze.”

She giggled.

Hell, this plan was ridiculous.

Then, with an air of concentration, her jaw set and her gaze turned to cold steel. A polite, blank expression settled on her features.

Turning fully toward him, she said, “I think I’m good.”

He held out his hands, palms up. “Give me your hands.”

She flickered a wide-eyed glance at him, then shifted back to the emotionless expression. With shaking fingers, she reached for him.


Chapter 7

The minute her hands contacted Peter’s heated palms, Allison plunged into the vision. Even though she was ready for it, the howling intensity took her breath away. Yet this time, when the images washed over her, they didn’t burn like they had previously. A buzzing tingle in her fingertips served as a constant reminder of the connection. She floated in a protective bubble as the visions swirled around her; the numerous voices blended into a deafening cacophony of sound then receded until all she could hear was a soft roar, like a constant, blowing wind.

Peter’s strong, firm grip enveloped her shaking hands. He tightened and relaxed the pressure several times as if he was holding back, like a car revving with the brakes still on. The wind continued to roar, but she felt safe and protected.

His brown eyes had turned onyx-black, boring into her soul. She couldn’t move. When she lost focus for a moment, the visions began to hurt, but she gritted her teeth and made her mental wall stronger.

Peter took a deep breath and held it for a second.

The burning receded once more and Allison relaxed her guard.

His lips moved, but no sound came out. Frowning, she strained to hear. Bit by bit, his voice penetrated the blended wind of voices. Like tuning into an AM radio station, she finally heard him.

In his static-laced voice, he asked, “Is this hurting you?”

She shook her head, optimism beginning to grow inside. Maybe I will be free.

Through their joined hands, his warmth flowed up her arms and into her chest. New emotions flowed into her mind—Peter’s emotions. Concern for her safety and desire for her was paramount in his thoughts, but a mist cloaked a portion of his mind.

Could she truly be in his consciousness? What about that part she couldn’t see? Was he hiding something? Curious, she probed into the unclear area of thoughts, separating out and clarifying the visions of him one by one.

The woman Allison had seen before … the lady’s cute bobbed hairstyle flattened into a sweaty mat of hair on her forehead. The woman wasted away. Suffered.

Crushing sadness lanced through Allison’s chest. When the woman opened her mouth to speak, only a stale, mechanical puff of air came out. The taste of bitter regret in Allison’s mouth was tangy and sour. Her heart ached, poignant, painful, and empty.

Then a debonair man with shiny, curled, black hair appeared, dressed in fine, old clothing, velvet trimmed with lace, like something out of a French painting. His smile didn’t reach his coal-black, frigid eyes. She—no, Peter—shook hands with the man. Searing heat scalded her palm pressed to the man’s hand. Then the man grinned, a rictus of a smile twisting his thin mouth into a hole of hellish laughter.

She plunged into Peter’s emotions, experiencing hope, despair, followed by emptiness. Then … war? She flinched at nearby explosions, her ears ringing.

An Asian soldier died by Peter’s hands, her hands. The sudden, driving urge to vomit seized every muscle in her body as she sensed the give in a man’s flesh when the knife penetrated the soldier’s ribcage, blood erupting. Brief elation spiked through the knife and along her—no, Peter’s—arm. Her heart swelled with his hope, then crumpled in despair.

A swarthy man in a headscarf with a wound in his chest fell lifeless to the ground, blood squirting in pulses from a shredded heart. Again, the ever-present knife plunged into the crater of the wound, severing bloody flesh. Once more, her heart soared with hope, expectation, and then squeezed hard as crushing despair washed through her veins.

Peter clamped down on her hands, wrenching her out of the visions. His detached voice cut through the roaring wind. “What are you doing?”

“I see … ” she whispered. “I see … all of you … inside ... ” She dug her nails into his hands. Peter’s eyes narrowed. His darkness became a heavy, black cloak that settled on her shoulders. She suddenly weighed a million pounds. Couldn’t move. Didn’t care.

Then the weight lifted and the power of their connection surged; mainlining coffee wouldn’t feel this good. She had become part of his emotions. His heart soared with the lightness of breaking free from prison, but it was much more. Elation, like water springing up from a dry garden fountain, rose from inside of him, rushed through his warm palms, and flowed into her arms.

Then a hunger, a need, strange and overpowering, flowed through her hands.

She froze.

The hunger was for her.

Trapped physically and mentally within the connection, she couldn’t move. The winds roared in her mind, battering the bubble of her oasis.

Peter paused an inch from her mouth and inhaled, closing his eyes.

Still joined to him, she experienced an echo of his pleasure, his blazing desire. With a shudder, he let go of her hands and kissed her.

The quick shift of contact stunned Allison as the voices silenced for a split second and then returned in a softer timbre. The tempest became background noise now as she focused on the present.

He brushed gentle kisses over her lips. His hands covered her face from jaw to cheekbones, and again Allison sensed his power held in check as he cradled her head in a firm frame. Peter pulled her long hair loose from the clip, burying one hand in the strands before returning his other hand to caress the side of her face.

The dull roar of the mental communion fused with a rising tide of desire deep inside her core. Where did his emotions stop and hers begin?

Who cared?

Needing more, she leaned forward, kissing him back. She grasped the short hair at the nape of his neck, pulling him closer.

Peter growled, his deep rumble raising goose bumps on her arms. The gentle but insistent pressure of his hands and lips plundered her in a sensual, relentless onslaught. He descended onto her open mouth, devouring her with his tongue. With his hands on the sides of her head, he pressed her back onto the couch cushion, nipping at her lips with his teeth.

When he sucked part of her lip into his mouth and laved it with his rough tongue, something suppressed and primal uncoiled.

She scraped her nails over his tight neck and muscled shoulders. With every advance she made, he took the kiss even deeper, filling her every pore with his heat.

Without losing contact with her mouth, he reached down and swung her legs onto the couch.

Ivy snorted and gave a whuff.

Now kneeling on all fours, Peter caged Allison in his embrace.

Her heart thudded a drumbeat as he slowly lowered himself, resting on his forearms positioned outside her shoulders. His corded legs locked onto either side of her hips.

She reached under his arms and around his muscled torso, tugging him flush against her as delicious, intense heat covered her from head to toe.

With a groan, he took the kiss deeper. The connected visions continued to churn, but they now played like background conversation.

All of her focus centered on his powerful limbs, which bracketed her body. She was trapped in the most delicious way. A wave of deeper desire flowed into her core, and heat bloomed low in her belly as he pressed his pelvis down onto hers.

When she looked into his puma-black eyes and licked her lips, he dove back down, capturing her mouth again, plunging his tongue deeper into her mouth, branding her body and soul with his heat.

He lifted her shoulders until her head fell back. At the nip of his teeth on the soft skin of her neck, Allison shifted her hips, restless, needing more.

Increasing growls, white-hot kisses, and pressure from his hips intertwined with the visions and the murmuring voices in their linked minds. She floated, disconnected from the Earth, held in exquisite stasis as she shivered beneath his lips on her neck. She ran her hands over his muscled arms, bound tight as he held his weight off of her.

When he returned to her mouth, she met him eagerly. Groaning, he slanted to another angle, holding her head steady. While he kissed her, he leaned to one side, sliding his hand down to her waist. His arm beneath the small of her back arched her to him.

Bursts of pleasure percolated through her core. She’d never been this close to a man before. After her boyfriend’s death years ago, she’d never allowed herself any intimacy for fear of more visions. What in the world had she been missing all these years? As her libido erupted into flames beneath Peter’s heated hands, Allison had the intense desire to make up for lost time. Now.

He tugged on the hem of her scrub top, exposing her sensitive skin. His fingers trailing over her abdomen made her shiver, but not with cold.

Ivy jumped up and ran to the door, barking.

Disoriented, as though she’d been plunged into frigid water, Allison clutched at Peter’s shoulders.

His arms tightened, he shoved her shirt down, and covered her with his body.

She followed his scan of the room until it rested on the living room window, where a shadowed figure darted away.

Snarling a curse, Peter flew off of her and ran to the front door.

When she joined him, he grabbed her arm, yanking her behind him, his face contorted with fury. His back muscles bunched beneath her hands.

He reached for the door handle. “Stay inside.”

Ivy jumped and spun in a circle next to them.

“Ivy! Sit.” Allison pointed at the floor and her dog reluctantly obeyed. “What’s going on?” she whispered. Her heart pounded and not just from fear.

He shushed her at the crunch of quick footsteps growing fainter on the gravel outside the house. “Please”—he pressed on her shoulders—“stay here.”

He flung open the door and, faster than was humanly possible, sprinted down the driveway and onto the road.

Ivy’s giant tail eagerly beat the floor, ready for more fun.

She stared at her dog. “The heck I’m staying inside.”

Ivy gave a happy bark, ready for a new adventure. Allison snapped on Ivy’s leash and the two of them jogged down the driveway, searching the area for anything abnormal. A cold chill shot down her spine. Who had been at her house? She’d always felt safe out here. Until now.

In the distance, a car engine revved and gravel scattered. As she turned down the long dirt lane that led from her house to the main road, she spied a figure at the end of the lane. Her heart thudded as she glanced over her shoulder. How quickly could she reach the house?

The figure jogged toward her, and her senses tingled. Ivy yipped, tail wagging.

Peter.

When he reached her, Peter came to a dead stop, his fists clenched, face red, rage oozing from every inch of him. “I told you to stay in the house,” he said. He wasn’t even out of breath.

“I had my security system with me.” She motioned toward Ivy, who sat at Allison’s side, her tail raising small puffs of dirt with each enthusiastic thump.

He looked up at the sky. “What would she do? Lick the intruder to death?”

“Hmmph. You’d be surprised at how Ivy takes care of me. She seems to know good people from bad.”

“That won’t keep you alive,” he growled. “Let’s get back to your house.”

His grasp on her upper arm generated warmth deep in Allison’s gut. Low-level images of the faces from Peter’s mind intruded again, and she tamped them down exactly as he’d taught her. Her mind cleared enough to focus on the here and now. Funny, the blocking mechanism worked with less concentration this time. Was this skill universal or isolated to her connection with Peter?

“I have to find out who that guy was,” he said.

“Did you see him?”

“No, he took off before I could see the license plate on the car, but I got a brief glimpse of the man. I wonder if he was a guy I saw around town the other day.”

“How could you remember one person?”

“Well, I was looking—”

She yanked her arm away. “Looking?”

“I was just looking around.” He didn’t meet her gaze.

When they arrived back at her house, Peter tensed again as he scanned the area.

“What is it?” she asked as they approached the front window.

“See these footprints?”

“Kind of.” She could barely make out the indentations.

“They belong to someone maybe around my size. But see how deep the impressions are? Solid guy. And I presume he’s all muscle by the way he took off.”

Allison shivered and rubbed her chilled arms.

He put his hand on her arm again. “Let’s get you inside. It’s cool out.”

She spun away. “No. Peter, what are you?”

A muscle jumped in his jaw. “Can we talk inside?”

“No.” She crossed her arms. Even Ivy sat down, refusing to budge.

Peter groaned.

“I’m not letting you back inside unless you tell me how you moved so quickly.”

Hopefully he wouldn’t call her bluff. With his bizarre strength and speed, he could get past her and into the house in two seconds flat if he so desired.

He sighed, running a hand through his dark brown hair. Still as a statue, he finally responded. “It might be easier if I showed you.”

Her heart sped up as she gamely followed him to the edge of the woods near her house. Was this a colossal mistake? Ivy liked Peter, so that was something. Her dog had pretty good instincts. Hopefully, her own instincts were correct as well.

• • •

They reached a stand of pine trees behind Allie’s house. One dead ponderosa pine had fallen and now leaned against the other trees. When Peter wrapped his arms around the trunk, his hands didn’t quite meet. Should be about right.

Suddenly, he stopped, frozen in place by doubt. Should he proceed with this unnerving demonstration? Strange, he’d never been self-conscious before. Damn it, he wanted more of this woman. More of her light spirit, her soft and sexy kisses. This display had the potential to rip apart what fragile threads tied them together.

Could he lie to her?

Never.

Decision made.

“I’ve never shown anyone what I can do. So could you stand over there, away from this area?”

He indicated a spot midway between the copse of trees and her house, and Allie and Ivy moved away, neither taking their eyes off him.

Trapped again. Only now it was a freakish show-and-tell gone sideways. Barnaby had said to let the Ward know what he was, but this couldn’t be the right thing to do, could it? Besides, Allie had managed fine without full disclosure up until now.

Well, hell. Let’s get this damn circus over and be done with it.

He hauled the trunk out of the ground, breaking off thick roots in the process, and dropped the tree with a deafening crash. The sound reverberated in the cold morning air until dead silence remained.

Even Ivy’s ever-moving tail stilled. Allie stood like a statue, her fair skin pallid. At least she remained standing.

Grimly, he returned to the bizarre exhibition.

Snapping off a sharp branch, he dashed over to Allie, all in the space of a millisecond. He presented his bare forearm and gouged a gash down his arm. When she gasped and stepped forward, he held up a hand. Like with all injuries, even though the wound hurt like hell, his skin began to knit back together after mere seconds. Her horrified green stare gutted him. But he wasn’t done yet.

Sprinting back to the tree, he braced the middle portion of the trunk against a rock. Then he brought his foot down, shattering the trunk with an ear-splitting explosion. After repeating the action six feet up the tree, he’d freed up a good 400 pounds of trunk. Glancing again at Allie, her eyes like giant green saucers, he heaved the trunk to the other side of the clearing, a hundred yards away.

He took a few deep breaths and brushed off his hands.

Well, that’s that. Indebted freak show over. Should be obvious I’m not human.

He turned around.

Allie was gone.


Chapter 8

Peter caught a flash of light blue fabric disappearing around the corner of the house, and he took off at a sprint, intercepting Allie at the front porch. She backed away, mouth agape. Her fear would’ve broken his heart, if he had one left.

“What the heck?” she said, flashing eyes that blamed him without saying a word.

He flinched away until his anger flared, fanned by the years of his own hatred. He didn’t need to see the horror on her face to know what a monster he’d become. Damn it all, he’d put himself out there, trusted her, and showed her his abilities. Did he really expect her complete acceptance? How naïve could he be?

Her chest heaved. She breathed too quickly. “I trusted you! I let you in my house. You could’ve—”

When she lunged toward the door, he reached out to steady her.

She recoiled and cowered against the doorjamb.

Not for the first time in his miserable life, he hated who he was. The horror on her beautiful face, her eyebrows raised and tears shimmering, reminded him that he existed only to bring pain to others. His despair ballooned to ungodly proportions.

“I’m not going to hurt you.” Should he touch her or keep his distance? Damn it, her suffering was his fault. His hands dropped.

She touched her lips. “Oh my gosh, you, we almost—” The moisture in her eyes shoved him back to reality.

He had to keep her safe. Forever.

What the hell? Where did “forever” come from? The realization blew him away. He needed her. Needed her to accept him. Needed her to … what? To hang out together? To date? Not until he accomplished the Meaningful Kill, and progress in that area didn’t look promising. But if it meant a possible future with Allie, he’d redouble his efforts for the Meaningful Kill. If only he could figure out how.

“You have to believe me, Allie,” he said. “I would never cause you harm. Nothing could ever make me hurt you.”

When she shivered in the cool air, he fought the compulsion to wrap her in his arms and warm her body.

With a weak laugh, she said, “You know, the visions of death I got from you, they made sense in a weird way. Because of my gift, I accepted what I saw as par for my crazy life, you know? But seeing what you can actually do puts those images in a new light. I shouldn’t have ever started this process with you today. It was a mistake.” She took a shuddering breath. “Look, I know you’re capable of doing whatever you want to do.” Her expressive eyes pierced his soul. “But I’m asking you to leave.”

With her back against the door, she stood up straight, so small and brave, even knowing what Peter could do.

Damn it, he could take anything he desired by sheer force. He could take her. But even when he was human, he had never imposed himself on any woman, and he sure wasn’t about to start now.

He scrubbed at his jaw and backed away, one step, then another. Leaving her here was the hardest thing he’d done in a long time. The physical distance between them created a strange vacuum in his chest, an echo that kept trying to reach out to connect, even as the distance increased.

Ivy whined and put her head on Allie’s hip.

Allie grasped the front door handle, not taking her eyes off him. Maybe she thought being in the house would protect her from something like him. Hell, he could rip the door off the hinges with one hand. Despite every fiber of his being screaming at him to go after her, he would not intrude.

He loathed the terror in her eyes.

Waving Ivy into the house, she stood stiffly at the half-opened door. “Thank you for helping me block all this.” She waved toward her head. “And for trying to find whoever was outside my house. Thank you.”

“Allie, I swear I’ll never harm you. You have to believe me.”

Her shoulders slumped as her knuckles whitened on the edge of the door.

He nearly lost his resolve to give her space. “I want you safe. That’s a promise.”

Without saying a word, she closed the door with a click, followed by the dull clunk of the deadbolt.

Maybe he’d made a mistake in showing her how to block the visions. What if the big boss found out? What would happen to a mortal who knew about their kind? Barnaby’s friend, Susan, knew years ago and she survived. Was it because they hadn’t told anyone? Peter’s head spun. He had to keep Allie safe until he figured out what to do, and before an innocent got hurt.

Collateral damage was not an option.

Regrets aside, deep down, he’d help her all over again, even if it led to this same rejection. Her soft lips haunted him, and he could feel her smooth skin beneath his fingers, smell her scent of fresh, mountain air. Even now, he had a faint connection to her, filled with anguish that, of course, was his fault.

Peter went wherever death was required, wherever his assignments mandated. This gentle woman had complicated his assignment. On top of discovering and killing his target, he now needed to keep Allie safe from whatever had been lurking outside her house.

Hell.

His cell phone rang, jarring him as he got into his truck. He groaned when he saw the number.

“Dante.”

He turned the ignition and backed out of Allie’s driveway.

“How’s it going in La Grind?”

The only thing Dante liked more than killing and sex was bad puns. “Not that great, thanks for asking. Why’re you calling?”

“Can’t a guy call and check on his brother?”

Peter turned onto the country road and headed back to La Grande. “Sure, but I’m not your brother and you never call to check on me.”

“Just seeing how you and that pretty doctor are doing.”

“We’re not. I’m trying to finish this assignment.”

“Don’t believe you. I can hear it in your voice, bro.”

Hearing a three-time centenarian like Dante use slang always made Peter grin. The 1960s had been particularly frustrating, as Dante’s vocabulary had relied heavily on colloquialisms such as “groovy” and “far out,” warped at times by his friend’s Swedish accent.

But it damn sure wasn’t funny enough to continue with this conversation. It was time to bring up Dante’s favorite topic: Dante.

“How’d your assignment in Boise go? Did you get some action while you were there?”

“Of course, bro, of course. I made some hotties’ nights, over and over. And finished my assignment … or your old assignment.”

“No release from your contract?”

A pause. “No, it must not have been the Meaningful Kill I needed.” The normally talkative Dante fell silent.

“Dante? Can I ask you a question?”

“Shoot.”

“You ever hate who you are?”

“You kidding? I’m the happiest 300-year-old Swedish national the world has ever known. It doesn’t appear I’m going to die anytime soon, and I’m seeing all of history unfold in front of me.”

“What about growing old with someone? Do you ever wonder how that would be?”

“You going soft on me, bro? I’m not settling down. It’s overrated. I need to keep my options open. Hey, you been talking with Barnaby or something?”

“How did you know?”

“Good guess. He’s like a celebrity. Hell, he was a few hundred years older than me when he finished his contract. When was he born? Fifteen hundreds or something like that? Even brushed shoulders with Queen Elizabeth, the old-old one, not the recent old one.”

Peter pulled his truck into the hotel parking lot. “Barnaby knows a lot of stuff. His wife died a while back, didn’t she?”

“Yep. He’s getting old, too. Like human old.”

Once, years ago, Peter had dreamed of growing old with Claire. She had died in her eighties, with her loving family surrounding her—loving family that didn’t include Peter. Once he’d sacrificed his mortality for her, though, the rules prevented him from being part of her life ever again. His dreams of a life together with Claire got sucked down the drain, along with what remained of his cursed soul. All that he got in return was forever. Forever Indebted. Forever a killer. Forever a prisoner. “Must be odd to live all of those centuries and then experience a normal life and death.”

Dante snorted. “Dude, you have gotten philosophical. Why don’t I come up there and keep you company?”

“No!” The last thing he needed was for Dante to wreak havoc on the good people of this town while Peter tried to figure out what to do about Allie.

“Yeah, but I’m bored.”

“Go read a book or something.” Peter rolled his eyes.

“I’ve read them all.”

“Have a good day, Dante.”

“You too, Petey. See you soon.”

As Peter protested, the line went dead. He groaned. He’d have to babysit Dante to keep the big Swede from running amok in this nice town, enjoying one of his drunk orgies. The innocent citizens would never know what hit them.


Chapter 9

Allison spent the next two days alone. A glass of wine to calm her racing thoughts didn’t work. Reading novels didn’t work. An Internet search about Wards didn’t work. As a matter of fact, the Internet only made passing mention of Wards, with no definitive information. In this day and age she should’ve been able to find something, some primary source description, some reference, but her search turned up nothing.

At least she had the potential to “turn off” her visions. If she could prepare properly, she wanted to try to block Sarah and Quincy. The mere possibility of having a vision of someone else she loved made her blood run cold.

What about Peter? She touched her lips. She still felt him there, surrounded by his masculine scent, felt his rough hands roving over her arms and face. And what about his demonstration of freakish strength and speed? The sound of that entire trunk shattering sent chills down her spine, even now. If he could do that to a tree, what hope did she have if he turned that force on her or anyone else?

So what did she know about him now? Not a whole lot more than when they first met. She knew what he could do, but not what he was. She could guess that he wasn’t exactly human, but how? Why? She shivered. Was he dangerous?

Of course he was dangerous.

She had witnessed his skills. She knew about him. Would he return to silence her?

For the love of all that was holy, she had lived in fear of visions of other family members for much too long. She’d used her career to level the cosmic playing field—the lives saved by her medical skills made up for the inevitable lives lost from each vision. Never in her wildest dreams had she considered the possibility of a normal, intimate relationship. And damn it all, but for a brief moment, she’d had the keys to the kingdom within her grasp. Peter had unlocked feelings she’d never experienced before; he had awakened the real woman inside of Allison.

But as soon as her silly pipe dream of companionship came within her reach?

Her potential suitor ripped a tree out of the ground. With his bare hands.

Typical. She should’ve known better by now. In her warped life, hope always ended in pain.

When she took Ivy out for brief, necessary walks, that crawly sensation crept up the back of her neck. Was it her imagination or something truly outside? Or another aspect of that strange sense of Peter echoing faintly in her mind?

The curtains in her house remained shut. She missed the sun, but the memory of the man through the front window overrode her desire for a light and airy home.

At night she woke up in a sweaty panic, time and again. Seven a.m. came much too early, and she had to move it to make it to the hospital on time. She had planned to take a week off after her next twenty-four-hour shift.

God, she would go stir crazy.

During her shift, every time the ER doors whooshed opened, her heart thudded. Male staff and patient voices in a certain timbre tightened her neck muscles until she could no longer relax. A perverse part of her longed to see Peter again. Even with his supernatural strength and speed, she longed for those strong arms to wrap around her, those firm lips to explore her body.

To distract her from memories of his body, she left her gloves off for routine exams and tried blocking the patients’ visions, a skill that thankfully required all of her concentration. No images of death intruded, but then again, her gift had always occurred at random intervals. But her ability had changed. When she touched people, even if there was no sense of a vision, something still held her back, like a piece of cellophane between her hand and the patients’ skin.

Another discovery occurred in the wee hours of her shift. As her fatigue grew, it took extreme effort to maintain the blocking ability. Unable to hold up the block, her control slipped at two in the morning and she endured an excruciating image of impending death for a gentleman having chest pain. They had flown the man out to Portland with an acute heart attack. A few hours later, she learned that he had indeed died. Of course he did. Maybe her skill would improve with practice or rest. If only she could get to that point where she no longer saw the death of others, it would be worth it.

When her shift ended Saturday morning, she headed home for a quick run, avoiding the wooded trails. After a shower, she was tired but ready for the day. Eyeing the light clouds, Allison grabbed a fleece and threw it on over her long-sleeved T-shirt and jeans, now eager to cheer on Quincy in the season-opener soccer jamboree. Marcie, who played an Internet-based meteorologist when she wasn’t the ER receptionist, had said there was a good chance of snow tomorrow and Monday, but the early spring weather should stay decent for today.

Near the soccer fields at the university, masses of brightly uniformed five- to eleven-year-olds teemed with unbridled energy. A bittersweet smile crossed her lips. None of these children would ever be hers.

Allison clipped on Ivy’s leash to allow her dog to trot next to her. When she reached the field for five- and six-year olds, she spotted Sarah and her husband, Bryce. Allison had immediately liked her brother-in-law when she met him years ago, not only because he adored her sister, but because he was just a good, normal guy. She should try finding one of those someday.

Actually, she had accomplished this task. She’d gone and found herself a nice guy. Damn it all, he wasn’t just nice, he was sexy. In his arms, she had come to life. In his arms, she had finally felt safe.

The only problem? He was not exactly human. A minor detail marring her otherwise idyllic life inconveniently riddled with death and the inability to get close to anyone. What a colossal freaking joke.

No. She was not going to wallow in self-pity. Not today. She exhaled, rolling her shoulders to work out the knots that had been building.

As she waded through the scrum of kids clad in neon orange Ivy was showered with kisses and pats, much to her hedonistic dog’s delight.

The coach’s game plan was no match for the kids’ exuberance. The whistle blew, and all semblance of organization ceased as every child on the field converged on the ball. Well, every child except for Quincy standing off in the far corner, alternately picking clovers and waving at her parents and Allison.

“It’s always a mess.” Bryce cringed and waved back.

Quincy had a close call, almost kicking the ball. Allison cheered wildly and grinned, a foreign sensation that relaxed her tense facial muscles.

Sarah sighed. “The best part of the day is snacks after each game. The sheer quantity of orange wedges and Gatorade should have her bouncing off the walls all night long.” She batted her eyelashes at Bryce.

He pulled at his brown goatee. “No way. She’s your kid today. I had to play fairy princess last weekend with her. I had to wear a tiara,” he added in a horrified whisper hidden behind one hand for Allison.

Then a parent approached him and asked about the status of keeping vagrants off Main Street. Bryce shifted gears from doting dad to police chief as he answered the woman’s questions in a professional, concerned manner.

Allison nudged her sister. “He’s always on the clock, huh?”

“Mmm-hmm. He wants to do a good job, and I’m used to disruptions. Personally, I think he likes the notoriety. Well, you would know. I’m surprised no one’s hit you up for medical advice yet.”

“The day’s young.”

After the first game, Quincy ran over and petted Ivy, setting the dog’s tail into lethally rapid motion. “Did you see me?” she asked.

“Oh, you did great!” Allison said. “Boy, you were all over that field!”

Sarah rolled her eyes, handed Quincy a sports bottle, and patted her on the shoulder. “Rest up, you’ve got two more games today.”

Apparently satisfied, Quincy rejoined her teammates and received further instructions from the patient coach.

With Bryce occupied, this was a perfect time for some girl talk. “Can I ask you a big favor?”

“Sure. You want to babysit Quincy for a month?”

“That whirling dervish? She’s all yours. No, I had a serious question to ask you.”

“Shoot.” Sarah smiled.

Suddenly chilled, Allison rubbed her arms. “Something has changed in my visions. I think I can do more.”

Sarah gasped. “What do you mean, more? You’re having more of them, right?”

“Yes, but that used to be the only thing I could do. Now I think I can do more.”

“Like what?”

Allison stared at the turf, hoping to hide the warmth creeping into her face. “Well, I went into Peter’s mind the other day.”

“Explain. Now.”

Sarah responded without question; quite the commentary on the sad state of Allison’s life, that something this strange seemed so normal. Briefly, she described the recent encounter with Peter, minus the passionate kisses that nearly led to more and the bizarre demonstration of his strength.
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