
        
            
                
            
        

    
Praise for the writing of Evangeline Anderson 
Tandem Unit 
This reviewer thoroughly enjoyed Tandem Unit’s wild romp about the solar system. Written in the same grand style as the old sci-fi novels, this is a page-turner from the start rushing to an emotional climax that’s wonderfully beautiful. I can’t wait for another book by Ms. 
Anderson to appear. 
Meribeth McCombs, The Road to Romance 
Tandem Unit is a steamy novel that captures readers with Sadie’s dilemma of obeying what she’s been taught or following her heart. The relationship between the three characters and the differing aspects that Sadie receives from the two men in her life are enough to make any girl contemplate a ménage a trois of her own. Evangeline Anderson's story was entertaining and leaves me looking forward to reading more of her work. 
Claudia, Fallen Angel Reviews 
I enjoyed reading Tandem Unit. Sadie was an entertaining character, who tended to be pretty naïve... Holt and Blakely are two halves of a whole, who want to be able to complete their unit with Sadie. I liked the interaction between the characters, you felt like they truly cared for each other... [A]n entertaining story and well worth the time to read. 
Julia, The Romance Studio 
Tandem Unit is now available from Liquid Silver Books. 
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Chapter One 
“Gotta John Doe for ya, Doc.” The paramedic wheeled him in while I checked charts at the nurse’s station. “Caucasian male, looks to be between thirty an’ thirty-five. Out cold. We woulda put ’im on oxygen, but he seems to be breathin’ just fine.” 
The twangy, good old boy voice was familiar and I sighed when I saw it was Bud Harson from the Clear Lake squad. Bud was a man who took the term “redneck” to a whole new level, a big guy with a red face and beer belly hanging over his too-tight uniform pants. 
I felt Bud’s mean, piggy little eyes move over my body greedily, like fat slugs crawling on my skin. Some guys just don’t know how to take “no” for an answer. The one time I had accidentally brushed his hand while taking a chart I had picked up a sick, misogynistic mixture of lust and hate that boiled off his skin like a poison gas. Just the memory made me nauseous. 
“Put him in five.” I motioned to the one empty trauma room located at the end of the industrial mint-green hall on the far side of the ER. It had been a busy night, with plenty of craziness to go around and I knew why. Outside, in the misty Texas fall night, a full moon, round and glaring, bobbed in and out of wispy, ragged clouds. 
Anyone working at a hospital can tell you when a full moon is out strange things are likely to happen. I had already seen a number of unusual cases that night, the worst being two fatalities from some kind of animal attack. They had been DRT, Dead Right There, according to the paramedic who had brought them in. When the two victims, both males, had gotten to me, there was nothing I could do but pronounce them. Their faces were paper pale, bled dry and no wonder. Their throats had been ripped out and reduced to raw hamburger with a violence that turned my stomach, despite my jaded, ER doctor’s eye. 
Looking past their shredded throats, I had seen a familiar symbol. A large midnight blue star in a burgundy circle decorated the sleeves of the white lab jackets that each man 2 Evangeline Anderson & Jay Douglas 
wore, now splattered with blood. I knew the symbol. It was the trademark of LoneStar Labs, a facility headed by my dear ex-husband, Douglas Grayson. 
There is nothing I hate worse than a patient I can’t help, and the two men from LoneStar had been goners before they even got to me. Now I had a new case. Thankfully, he was unconscious. 
“What happened to him?” Finishing the last chart, I came around to inspect what I hoped was the last new arrival on my shift. 
“Hit by a bus,” Bud’s partner informed me. He was a good old boy, too, but not nearly as obnoxious as Bud. “Bus driver said he thought he hit some kinda animal. He didn’t know what it was, but he thought it was on all fours. When he stopped the bus, he found this guy there on the pavement out cold and nekked as yer grandma’s cat. Bus driver was real upset, thought fer sure he’d killed the guy. Seemed to be breathin’ fine though, and we coul 0.dn’t find no open wounds even though there was a lotta blood, mostly on his face. 
Cleaned him up some on the way over. Vitals er fine, pulse is normal an’ steady, but he’s completely out of it. Won’t wake up for nothin’.” 
As soon as his partner finished giving me the rundown and left the room, Bud decided to put in a word of his own. “Passadena General was the nearest hospital with an open bed so we brought ’im to you. Hope ya don’t mind us bringin’ ya a nekked man in the middle of tha night. Or maybe it’s just what the doctor ordered? Eh, Doctor?” His words slurred slightly and he gave me a hopeful kind of leer, which I ignored. 
“That’s what we’re here for.” Voice cool, I studied the man on the stretcher with interest. I refused to give Bud’s crude come-on any kind of recognition; it would only encourage him. “Just give me your notes and I’ll take over from here.” Bud handed me a sheaf of paperwork on a clipboard. I took it, being careful not to touch him. After a moment, he sidled around the stretcher where the unconscious man lay and came up next to me. He leaned forward, his red face much closer to mine than I would’ve liked. I leaned back, giving him my best blank face. 
“Hey, Doc, my shift’s almost over, and I bet yours is too. How ’bout you and me goin’ 
back to my place for a cold one when ya get off?” The breath blowing in my face was thick with the yeasty reek of beer. His lust breathed down my skin with a rotten stench even stronger than the beer fumes, making me feel vaguely ill. 
“You can go now,” I told him as curtly as I could. I was going to have to speak to the supervisor of the Clear Lake squad and let him know that one of his paramedics couldn’t wait for quitting time to start living the high life. Giving me a dirty look, he turned away but didn’t pull the door completely closed. I could hear him talking to his partner as they walked away. 
“Damn, that Grayson is a cold bitch. I’d like ta get a handful of that gorgeous red hair and just ...” Mercifully his voice trailed off at that point. I sighed. 
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I tried to shake off the paramedic’s crude come-on and insulting remarks as I looked at my reflection in the opaque glass of the trauma room door. The red hair he had spoken of was pinned to the nape of my neck in a thick bun to keep it out of my face, and my wide, smoky, changeable blue eyes looked tired -- no surprise considering I was at the end of a non-stop twelve-hour shift. The small amount of blush I had dusted over my high cheekbones had worn away much earlier in the night, leaving my face pale and vulnerable except for the small smattering of freckles over the bridge of my nose. 
I had inherited the cheekbones, along with my eyes, from my great-grandmother, who was half Native-American, and they were at odds with my pale skin and the rest of my purely Irish features. I tried to keep out of the sun, which wasn’t easy living in Texas, because I explode into freckles if I’m not careful. Too tall, too fair, and with an ass and breasts that were much too generous. Whatever men like Bud or my ex-husband Douglas saw in me, I certainly didn’t see it myself. 
Shutting the door for privacy, I flipped through John Doe’s chart, looking at his vitals and giving him a basic examination. Blood pressure, pulse and temperature were all normal. 
There was quite a lot of dried blood on his forehead and cheeks, even some on his lips, but as I ran my fingers, encased in latex gloves, through his thick, coarse black hair I couldn’t find a scalp wound or head injury anywhere. Still, just because I couldn’t see it didn’t mean he didn’t have a closed head injury. 
I decided a CAT scan would be in order just to be on the safe side. Also, I’d need a cross table lateral X-ray in order to determine that his neck wasn’t broken. It would be better to get all this done while he was still out. Getting him off the backboard and out of the cervical collar was a priority. Patients tend to be unhappy when they wake up strapped down, and this guy looked powerful enough to do some damage to himself if he woke up disoriented and upset. 
I tested his reflexes as much as I could. Normal. Well, on the fast side of normal. I wondered if he could be some kind of professional athlete . Even obscured by the tightly secured straps from the backboard and the cervical collar, I could see that his body was in top condition. His features were finely molded with a sharp, almost hawk-like nose, heavy black brows, full reddish lips and a strong chin with a little cleft in the center. My great-grandma had always said that little cleft marked a strong personality. 
His sideburns were long, almost turning into a beard on the sides although he had no hair on his chin and no mustache. It was an unusual style and I thought that it gave him an almost feral look, even in repose. He was heavily muscled but not in that super sculpted gym kind of way; it was almost as though this was his natural build. Broad shoulders led down to a deep chest, which was covered in a mat of wiry black curls. His muscular arms were also a little hairy although not as much as his chest, and his hands were large and calloused. It looked as if he worked with them a lot though he had long, artistic fingers. 
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Lifting the sheet revealed that he had a narrow waist and hips leading to long legs with strong thighs and well-muscled calves, all dusted lightly with coarse, black hair. Being a doctor I also noted, with purely professional interest, that he was most definitely male. He was probably making some woman very happy although he wore no wedding ring. There were no obvious lacerations on the smooth, tan skin, and he still appeared to be breathing normally. Looking him over, I judged that standing up he would probably run around six foot three or four. He was a pretty big guy. 
It was time to send him to Radiology for the tests I had noted on his chart, but there was one more thing I wanted to do first. It wasn’t something I usually did with patients but there was something intriguing about this man, something different. 
Taking a deep breath and removing one of my latex gloves, I took the strange man’s hand in my own and opened myself up. At first I couldn’t sense much. It wasn’t surprising since he was unconscious, but then ... it was as though he reacted to my presence, maybe just my hand, but it almost seemed that he felt my probe. I began to get a rush of emotions from him, muted at first but getting stronger. Anger-pain-confusion all came rushing at me clearly, sharp as a knife’s edge, and the man actually began to stir. 
I dropped his hand hastily to stop the flow of emotions between us. 
I keep it to myself because it’s not something most people could understand or believe but I’m different than anyone else I know. I can feel the emotions of others. 
I am an empath. 
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Chapter Two 
My great-grandmother, the one who was half Native-American, realized it first. She found me out in her yard when I was only seven years old petting her bull-mastiff and crying because his paw hurt. I held his big head on my lap and wept for the dull, throbbing ache. 
His pain had tasted like a rusty nail on the back of my tongue. Sure enough, on closer examination the dog had a thorn from the nearby rosebush embedded in one of his pads, and after Great-Gram had gotten it out, she took me on her lap for a talk. 
“Child, you got the gift.” She stroked my hair and held me close as she rocked me on the ancient wooden swing that hung from the roof of her covered porch. “All your life you gonna feel the pain of others. Their joy and anger and desire too. And sorrow. So much sorrow in the world. Gonna feel it, taste it, smell it, live it.” She sighed. “It’s a hard life, child. 
I prayed you might be spared, but the Good Lord don’t always see fit to answer our prayers the way we want.” 
“What’s desire, Great-Gram?” I understood most of her other concepts but I was unfamiliar with the one word. 
“Never you mind, child. You gonna find out soon enough. Too soon -- more’s the pity,” 
she answered and sighed deeply again. “Lord, lord ... knew I had ta live so long for a reason. 
Child, listen to me now ’cause I’m gonna try to explain. You’re young, but you’re smart, powerful smart, and I know you can understand most of what I tell you. You see, you got a gift that runs in our family, in the womenfolk only, you understand. It usually skips two generations. I been watchin’ you close to see if it was gonna settle on you or just skip right on by, but it looks like you have it for sure.” 
“I don’t understand, Great-Gram,” I told her. “What gift?” I was thinking of something like a birthday present all tied up with a big pink bow like the ones I’d gotten the month before when I’d turned seven. I looked up into her seamed and wrinkled face, so old and so filled with love for me, her only great-granddaughter, and tried to understand. 
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“It’s not a gift like you’re thinking of, child. Not like a pretty box tied up with a bow,” 
she told me. Her smoky blue eyes held a solemn look I had never seen there before. “It’s something inside you. In here.” She tapped my chest with one wrinkled finger and I looked down to see if I could notice any difference in myself, but I looked just the same as always. 
“I don’t understand.” She sighed and shifted me on her lap. Her sorrow for me was deep blue around the edges, merging to purple as she held me close. Her love enfolded me like a worn, familiar quilt. 
“Look, child. Just now when I found you petting Brutus you were crying for him. Now why was that?” 
“Well, his paw hurt.” It seemed perfectly natural for me to know this. I couldn’t remember a time when I hadn’t known how the people and animals around me were feeling. 
I thought everyone else knew too. 
“And how did you know his paw hurt?” she prompted me. 
“Well, I just felt it. He didn’t talk to me or anything. I know animals don’t talk, Great-Gram. I’m not stupid.” I remember frowning since I was a big girl and too old for fairy tales like talking animals. Even at age seven I was fiercely practical. I knew there was no such place as Narnia. 
“But you see, child, most people can’t feel what others are feelin’. Did you think they could?” 
My eyes wide with surprise, I nodded my head. 
“No, child,” my great-grandmother continued, looking at me seriously but with love. 
“Most people are alone in their own skins; can’t feel the pain and joy of others. Now your mama’s always complainin’ to me that you’re such a ‘sensitive’ child. Always cryin’, always gettin’ your feelin’s hurt, but I bet half the time you’re upset it ain’t even on your own account.” She frowned and shook her head again. “Lord, give me strength. Child, I got to teach you a few things ’bout protectin’ yourself or you won’t make it when your monthlies start.” 
“Monthlies?” 
Great-Gram proceeded to explain that my “gift” would get much stronger when I hit puberty. It was a good thing my mother had already explained the facts of life to me, or I would have been more upset than I was. 
“When you start to bleed, child, you gonna be feelin’ a hundred times more than you feelin’ now. You gotta learn early to keep other folks’s feelin’s outta your head so you don’t go crazy when it starts. Gotta close y’self up like a flower to keep y’self safe. The way my night-bloomin’ jasmine does.” She gestured to the large, green bush in the middle of her yard that was dotted with closed buds. I knew that come nightfall, those waxy white blossoms would open up and release a beautiful, heavy fragrance into the air, but that during the day they were closed tight. Yet I didn’t understand how that could apply to me. 
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Great-Gram explained carefully. Little by little she made me understand that I was different, special, and she cautioned me to tell no one who wasn’t also different. 
“But Great-Gram, how will I know?” I remember asking her, despairing, even at age seven, of ever sharing my true self with anyone. 
“Child, you’ll feel it, plain as plain,” she said. “Like can’t hide from like no more than day can be night or black turn into white.” Her certainty was a solid thing, a heavy round stone I could put in my pocket and take out to examine again and again in the years to come, but she refused to say more. 
And in all my thirty years, I had never felt anyone who was remotely like me in any way, until I touched the strange man lying on the backboard in the ER. 
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Chapter Three 
I turned my attention back to the man on the gurney. Again I opened myself and felt that aura of differentness that he exuded. It was complex and rich and strangely enticing. He wasn’t quite the same as me but I could tell he wasn’t the average run-of-the-mill John Doe either. There was something almost wild about him. He had a fresh, utterly masculine scent like no cologne I had ever smelled. It was like a mix between leather and musk with a hint of citrus, or maybe pine, thrown in. Spicy. I knew I should send him for his CT and X-rays but I couldn’t resist touching him just once more, letting my fingertips trail over the heavy, well-defined bicep of his right arm. 
He intrigued me. I felt a flood of emotions beneath the surface of his mind and the man stirred slightly again. Something about my presence was disturbing him greatly and I knew I should stop touching him. It was bringing him closer to the edge of consciousness, but I couldn’t bring myself to take my hand away from his smooth, tanned skin. His nostrils flared, then his eyes flew open and he looked straight up into mine. 
I didn’t get a chance to enjoy his eyes, a vivid moss green with no other color at all mixed in. He was off the gurney in a blur of motion, popping and shredding the heavy nylon restraints of the backboard into pieces as though they were made of tissue and ripping the cervical collar from his neck in one easy movement. Before I could defend myself, he had me in a choking head-lock with one muscular arm around my throat. He locked the other around my waist, freezing my arms to my sides. I had never seen such a display of physical power before, and it frightened me, though I struggled to control my panic. 
I could feel his naked body, warm and heaving behind me and I felt his confusion, panic and fear like cotton filling the back of my throat. He did not like the medicinal smells of the place. They brought back vague, unsettling memories that he couldn’t place. 
With a start, I realized I was getting more than emotions from this man. I was almost getting thoughts. Maybe because his emotions were so strong, stronger and wilder than any I Marked 
9 
had ever felt before. He was holding me tightly but not so tightly that I couldn’t breath. 
Taking a deep breath I tried to think what I could say to calm him. 
“It’s all right; you’re in a hospital. You were hit by a bus.” Calm. Be calm, project calm. 
“Who’re you?” Suspicion was thick in his voice, which was deep and as wild as his appearance. It brushed along my skin like rough fur. 
“I’m Dr. Grayson. I’m here to take care of you.” My tone was as soothing as I could make it. 
“How do I know that’s true?” 
I didn’t know what to tell him other than the obvious, but then I felt a gust of warm breath on the back of my neck and heard a strange noise. Suddenly, I realized he was sniffing me. Sniffing me the same way a dog might sniff a stranger in its territory. 
After a moment he stopped. “You’re telling the truth.” He shifted behind me, sniffed some more and added, “And damn, you smell good.” 
“Well ... thank you,” I answered carefully. It seemed like a strange thing for him to say. 
At the very end of a twelve-hour shift, I was sure that any perfume I might have sprayed on before leaving my home the night before had certainly worn away. 
I felt his face turn towards me once more and he buried his nose in my hair and sniffed deeply again. I could feel something poking me in the back of my thigh and even through my white lab jacket and no-nonsense gray linen skirt I was reasonably certain it wasn’t his knee. Even without direct skin contact I could feel the warm waves of interest mixed liberally with lust lap at my flesh, making me very nervous. 
Okay ... I was beginning to wonder if he was actually deranged. Should I call for help? 
John Doe seemed to sense my tension and fear because he loosened his grip on me a little and growled in my ear. “Don’t worry, Red. I’m not gonna hurt you. Just had to make sure you were telling the truth. I’ve been lied to before. I think.” The rough voice had a bit of an accent, but he didn’t sound Texan -- maybe somewhere else in the south. 
“Okay. Now that you’re sure I’m telling the truth will you let me go so I can examine you?” I asked in as composed a voice as I could manage under the circumstances. He laughed, a deep rumbling in his chest that I could feel vibrating through my back as he held me. His sudden amusement was brief and tart and tickled my spine. 
“Couldn’t do that, now could I? Seeing as how I don’t much like being examined. 
Think I’ll just leave, if it’s all the same to you, darlin’.” 
“It’s not all the same to me.” I was beginning to get angry that he didn’t have the respect to at least address me by my title. “I am your doctor, not your ‘darling,’ and I haven’t released you yet. You need a CAT scan and a full series of cervical X-rays before you go anywhere. Do you realize you could be walking around with a broken neck right now?” I struggled in his arms, itching to turn around and really let him have it, but his arms were inflexible steel bands, completely unyielding. 
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“You’re quite the little hell-cat, aren’t ya? But as for a broken neck, darlin’, I doubt that seriously. Never felt better in my life.” The deep voice was arrogant, and I also detected more humor coming from him, grating against my nerves and aggravating me to no end. He seemed to think the whole situation was funny somehow. 
“Well, medically speaking, that doesn’t mean a whole hell of a lot, Mr. ... Mr. ... what’s your name, anyway?” I demanded. His emotions were in such turmoil, I could barely read them. 
I felt his body stiffen behind me but instead of cursing me out as I expected, he inexplicably let me go. Turning around to face him, I saw confusion and pain clouding the deep green eyes. 
“I ... I don’t know.” 
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Chapter Four 
The confusion in his eyes and the pain emanating from him was sharp, immediate, like a mouthful of blood after you bite your tongue. This wild, hot-tempered man with confusion written all over his strong features was clearly in need of some healing, and I sincerely wanted to help. 
“Look, as I said before you were hit by a bus. Some temporary amnesia isn’t surprising,” 
I told him gently. “Now why don’t you climb back on the table and let me have a look at you. You can’t go anywhere in the state you’re in ...” 
John Doe looked down at himself as though realizing the truth of my statement for the first time, but instead of being embarrassed he was aggravated, as though this was just one more obstacle to overcome. 
“Look, Red,” he growled. “I may not know where I came from or where I’m going or even my own damn name, but I do know that I don’t care for hospitals or what goes on in them. So you can forget about examining me. I’m outta here, and as for clothes, well, I’ll manage somehow.” He shoved past me. 
His hand was on the doorknob when I reached and grabbed his arm. “Wait ...” I started to say. 
When I touched him, skin-to-skin for the first time since he had awakened, something like a low electrical charge -- a jolt of pure emotional energy -- passed between us. I had never felt anything like it, and I knew he felt it, too. 
He stopped dead in his tracks and turned to face me. For a moment I could have sworn his eyes turned from green to a piercing orange-yellow. John Doe looked deliberately down at my hand on his bare, muscular arm and his feral grin bared sharp, white teeth. I could feel those powerful muscles bunching and twitching under my hand. 
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“So it’s like that, is it, darlin’?” HHHis voice deep and thick with warning, he took a step toward me. Hearing that growl in his voice, I realized I was touching him and that the energy was still flowing between us. His emotions went from anger to lust so fast I could barely register the change, and his wild, musky, masculine scent filled my head. Deep red desire burned over my pale skin like a flame licking over paper -- desire and hunger -- the need to consume. I snatched my hand away from his arm quickly as though he had burned me. 
“Like ... like what? I don’t know what you mean,” I said coldly. 
He snarled at me, his face savage for a moment, a hungry flame licking out again briefly before he turned away. “I don’t have time for you to find out. Sorry, Red.” He turned the knob and walked out of the exam room completely naked, leaving me to stare after him in confusion and ... regret? 
I heard noises in the busy ER and hurried out to try and stop him. This time without touching him. 
“Look, mister, ain’t no way you can just walk around here like this in your altogether.” 
As I rounded the corner, heading for the main part of the ER I heard the voice of Miss Lorain, a wizened little old black woman who’d been an LPN longer than I’d been alive. She often stood up to drunk or belligerent patients two and three times her size, even though she probably weighed 98 pounds soaking wet. More often than not she won those confrontations, but this time I was genuinely afraid for her. 
“Outta my way, lady,” John Doe snarled. “I’m leaving, so it’s nobody’s business what I’m wearing.” 
“But that’s just the point, Sugar. You ain’t wearin’ nothin’. Now why don’t you just come with me to the exam room, and I’ll get you a gown. You don’t need to be puttin’ on no show like this.” Miss Lorain could be the voice of reason when it suited her, but I knew there was a real bulldog beneath that sweet old exterior. She would cajole and bully by turns until she got what she wanted. 
“Look, lady ...” 
“Now Sugar, just call me Miss Lorain like everybody else around here do.” 
“Look, Miss Lorain ...” John Doe started again. He was still agitated but his voice had lost that utter certainty and some of the stubbornness was leaking out of him, the red cloud of aggravation collapsing. 
I could tell that Miss Lorain would’ve had him back in my exam room and agreeing to any tests I saw fit to order, but that was when Bud decided to show up and play macho. 
Marked 
13 
Chapter Five 
“Hey, Buddy, where do ya think yer goin’?” Bud demanded and swaggered over to stand between Miss Lorain and John Doe. He planted his feet, clad in heavy black boots, wide apart and crossed his arms over his chest, making sure he caught my eye so I could see what a big man he was being. His arrogance had the nasty flavor of sour milk that had gone chunky in the carton. 
“I’m leaving, like I told this nice lady here.” John Doe’s voice had gotten low and dangerous again, and he didn’t look afraid of the posturing, swaggering Bud. Something began building in the air between them. Bud couldn’t sense it but I could. 
“Well I broughtcha in here, friend, so I’ll say when ya leave. And I say it’s not quite leavin’ time, yet.” 
Idiot. Bud was making a stupid ass of himself. He had no idea what he was getting into. 
No doubt he felt fairly safe being a big guy himself, around six foot three and at least two hundred and fifty pounds. But he hadn’t seen John Doe rip the backboard straps to shreds. 
Those straps were made of seatbelt material that wasn’t supposed to tear under any circumstances. 
There was a dangerous glint in my patient’s eyes, and the air around him was crackling with electricity. The testosterone level in the ER was rising rapidly, and I knew blood was about to be shed if somebody didn’t do something quickly. 
“Bud, leave him alone,” I said quietly, trying to defuse the situation. “He just woke up and he’s a little disorientated.” 
Bud’s eyes lit up, and he let his attention wander from the man in front of him to focus on me. 
“Oh, Dr. Strange Love speaks. Whassa matter, Doc? You not done examinin’ tall dark and psycho here? You two playin’ doctor in there or what?” Anger, hate and lust sparked off 14 Evangeline Anderson & Jay Douglas 
his skin, making me catch my breath. But it wasn’t nearly so disquieting as the aura of powerful rage that was beginning to build and flow from John Doe. 
“Bud, try to be professional.” I struggled to control my temper. “I do not appreciate your tone of voice or your innuendoes. Go back to your ambulance and let Miss Lorain and me handle this, please.” 
“Oh, so you wanna handle it, do ya, Doc?” he leered. 
We had gathered quite an audience, and I could feel my face growing white with anger. I knew that two spots of color were glowing high on my cheeks as much as I struggled to control it. 
“I’d love ta get a little of that treatment. Yer a lucky guy, my friend. The Ice Queen’s gonna give you special attention ...” 
Bud grabbed the man by his upper arms, trying to spin him around and march him back to the exam room. “You won’t wanna miss all that attention. C’mon, we gotta get you ba--” 
That was when John Doe suddenly became violent. 
I can’t say I was surprised that my aggravated and disorientated patient finally lost it but the way he fought was surprising. Instead of punching or kicking, John Doe hunched his shoulders and simply swung his head in a short, vicious arc. I heard a muted crunch as the side of his head connected with Bud’s jaw. The beefy paramedic howled and went down in a heap on the tile floor, his agony quick and drilling. 
I stood there, staring in surprise. I had feared a free-for-all and instead, no sooner had the fight begun than it ended. A crowd of nurses and techs began to gather around, watching Bud clutch the side of his face and make muffled noises. John Doe stood calmly over him waiting to see if there was going to be a round two. 
“Maybe that’ll teach you how to talk to a lady, buddy,” John Doe informed the groaning Bud. The strange man wasn’t even sweating or breathing hard, but he shook himself all over as if to loosen some of the tension in his muscles, a fighter’s move. He was ready to take on all comers, and I was pretty sure he would win unless someone either hit him with a Taser or shot him. 
“Somebody page Dr. Black?” I heard a security guard say as he came into the area. 
I realized I must have been completely distracted not to hear the coded page that called the security team and knew things were about to get ugly. I had seen John Doe’s strength, which didn’t seem human, and I knew we probably didn’t own a set of restraints that could hold him even if the guards did manage to subdue him. 
Despite the brutal scene I had just witnessed, I didn’t want my patient hurt. I thought I could get John Doe to come quietly if I could get him to calm down and listen to me. 
Violence simmered in the air, and I could feel the tension leaking off him like a gas valve about to blow. I only had one chance. 
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“Hold on, fellas. He’s my patient, let me talk to him,” I told the five security guards and the two big orderlies that had answered the page. They looked doubtful. I knew I didn’t have much time before they just ignored me and went for it. Cautiously, I approached John Doe, wishing that I knew his real name for some psychological leverage. Scared stiff, I knew I couldn’t show it. 
“Hey, listen ...” 
“Connor,” he said unexpectedly in that low, rough voice. 
“Huh?” 
He turned his head to look at me, never quite taking his attention away from the security team surrounding us. 
“Crackin’ that son-of-a-bitch in the head knocked something lose, Red. Name’s Connor.” 
“First or last?” As though it mattered. 
Connor blew out an exasperated breath and appeared to think before answering. 
“Dunno, just call me Connor.” His nostrils flared briefly as though smelling me again. “And I already told you not to be afraid of me. I’m not gonna hurt you. It’s these other assholes I’m concerned with right now.” The security team was closing in tighter as we spoke. 
“Listen, Connor,” I told him quietly, trying to be as persuasive as I could. “These guys aren’t your regular rent-a-cops. I ... I haven’t known you long, but I’d hate for you to get shot. What you did to Bud, well, he had that coming.” 
“Sure did, didn’t he?” He grinned at me, his fierce joy as tangible and hot as a jalapeño on my tongue, and for a moment, I shocked myself by grinning back. Then I got control of my facial muscles and simply nodded. 
“Look, I appreciate you defending my honor. But I don’t want to see you get shot, and I don’t want to see the security guards get hurt. You’re a big guy, and you could do some serious damage.” I was playing to his ego but I meant what I said. I saw Connor’s nostrils twitch again, and I got the strangest feeling that somehow, he could smell my sincerity. 
“Yeah?” He was waiting for me to continue, and I sensed he was still poised on the brink and could go in either direction. He wanted to listen to me, maybe even liked me. 
Even though we’d only known each other a few minutes, it was obvious there was some kind of strange chemistry between us. It wasn’t so much that we were alike, but that we were both different. 
“Come with me, and I’m pretty sure we can pass off this whole incident as disorientation and altered mental status,” I told him softly, not wanting the security guys to overhear. “Let’s go back to the exami -- to the room, and we’ll talk. I promise nothing will be done without your consent. We have a patient’s bill of rights in this state, and you have the right to refuse any and all treatment if you want to. But you can’t walk away from this 16 Evangeline Anderson & Jay Douglas 
without at least pretending to let me examine you.” I was doing my best to keep my voice level and pay attention to him, not the security team closing in around us. 
Connor was nodding his head a little as he listened. I just needed a little more to bring him around. I was so close ... I moved a little closer to him, looking directly into those wild green eyes. 
“Please come with me.” Deliberately I put my hand on his arm and again felt the strange jolt as I touched his bare skin. Oh, yes, this man was definitely different and as Great-Gram had said, I couldn’t possibly miss it. Connor looked down at my white hand lying on his tanned upper arm and then looked back up at me. There was heat in his eyes, and I felt that unmistakable mixture of interest and lust emanating from him once more -- 
like the warmth coming from a banked fire, ready to flare up and eat me whole at the least provocation. It took all my courage to keep my hand on his arm. 
“Please Connor. For me.” I was trying to give him a good enough reason to come -- me. 
Apparently, it was enough. 
“All right, darlin’. For you, I’ll come quietly,” he growled softly, and there was something in his voice that made dormant parts of me ignite and burst into flame. 
I let my hand trail down his arm until it rested in his large, rough hand. I could smell his musky fragrance. “Come on.” I twined our fingers together trying to ignore the emotions I felt coming from him. 
In a louder voice, I spoke to the security team, which had been watching me skeptically during the whole incident. “It’s okay, fellas. He’s coming back to himself now. He isn’t really violent. He just woke up and didn’t know where he was. Mr. uh ... Connor’s going to be just fine, so you can all go back to what you were doing before the ‘Dr. Black’ page.” 
There were a few doubtful looks, but I moved ahead confidently, and the crowd parted. 
I led the mysterious Connor back to exam room five and closed the door. 
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Chapter Six 
Once inside I immediately dropped his hand. 
He smirked. “Tired of holding hands with me already, Red?” He grinned that predator’s grin, showing those white teeth in his tanned face. 
“That was for the security team’s benefit,” I snapped. “Nothing more.” 
“Suit yourself.” He shrugged and crossed his muscular arms, leaning back nonchalantly against the gurney, which was locked in place at the far side of the small room. His black hair was wild and there were still traces of dried blood on his face. His vivid gaze was directed at me, focused on my every move. He still seemed completely comfortable with his nudity, but I couldn’t say the same. Even though I had probably seen thousands of patients in all stages of undress, something about being alone in a small, confined room with this particular naked man was totally unnerving. Maybe it was the way he kept projecting that almost animalistic lust and intense interest in my direction. I felt like a piece of kindling in a fireplace that might burst into flame at any moment. 
Normally I have to be open to someone to feel their emotions -- to have my shields down. Of course, with skin-to-skin contact it becomes exponentially harder not to know what the person I’m touching is feeling. Very strong emotions, like the ones that had been going on during the short fight in the ER also penetrated my defenses. 
But the former John Doe had calmed down considerably, and I was very careful to not touch him. So why was I still feeling his every emotion? Were my shields down? It took a great deal of mental effort to shield out the emotions of other people all day long, like doing long division with one corner of my brain while the rest of my mind concentrates on whatever else I’m working on. In all the excitement and confusion, maybe my shields had slipped. 
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I concentrated for a minute, picturing my mind closing protectively like a flower just as Great-Gram had taught me. I looked away and then looked him in the eye again, only to be hit with a blast of curiosity, interest and heat stronger than ever. It marched over my skin like an army of ants, a ticklish, uncomfortable sensation. For whatever reason, my shields were useless around this man, this ... Connor. To him I was permanently open and permanently vulnerable. I had never met a person whose emotions I couldn’t block out of my head with a little extra concentration. Unnerved, I backed away and opened the door to the exam room for a moment and stuck my head out. 
“Miss Lorain.” 
“Yes, Honey. What you want?” she asked, coming away from the scene on the floor where several nurses were trying, not very enthusiastically, to get the groaning Bud up and onto a stretcher for treatment. From what I could see, it looked like his jaw was dislocated. 
“I’m going to need some gowns for Mr. Connor here ...” I started when I felt him right behind me. 
His warm breath on the back of my neck made me jump. “I’ll be damned if I’m gonna wear any of those little hospital johnnies where your ass hangs out all the damn time. I’d just as soon go naked, Red.” 
I turned to face him and he grinned genially enough at me, but I could tell he meant it. 
I groaned inwardly. Just what I needed, a nude, animalistic amnesiac with exhibitionist tendencies. Was my shift ever going to end? 
“Miss Lorain?” 
“Yes, Honey?” She was still waiting patiently while I conferred with my patient, hands on her hips, her wrinkled, dark-chocolate face impassive. 
“Better make that a set of scrubs, please. Large.” I turned to look at Connor again, and he grinned, moving his lower hips just a little, suggestively, causing my face to redden in aggravated embarrassment. I turned back to Miss Lorain, who was still waiting. “Oh, hell. 
Better make that an extra large,” I told her with a sigh. 
“One set of extra large scrubs comin’ up, Sugar.” 
“Oh, and Miss Lorain?” I called her back for a moment, remembering something else I wanted. 
“Mmmm?” Her eyebrow twitched up. 
“Thanks for your help tonight -- you were great.” 
“Just doin’ my job, Honey.” But I felt her solid gratification at my thanks, like a warm glow against my skin. Connor was still staring at me, an annoying little grin on his face, with arms crossed over his broad chest as though he had all day. I wanted to spit his tart, orange-flavored amusement out of my mouth but found I couldn’t. I fumbled behind me until I found the clipboard with the paramedic’s notes on it. Holding it like a shield, I began to page through the notes in what I hoped looked like a professional manner. 
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“Now, about the tests I need to order ...” I began but he interrupted me. 
“What’s your name, Red?” he asked, easily, for all the world as though we had just met at a party instead of our current circumstances. 
“I believe I told you my name earlier, Mr. Connor. You may address me as Dr. Grayson or just Doctor if you find that too difficult.” I kept my voice cool and professional, hoping he would get the hint. 
“Nah, that’s your title, darlin’. What I wanna know is who you are. What’s your real name? And you can just call me Connor. No mister necessary.” 
“Fine.” I blew out my breath in exasperation. “My name is Janine Anne McKinley-Grayson. But right now I am your doctor, and my first concern is your health.” 
“Nah,” he said again, flashing those sharp, white teeth at me. “Your first concern is putting me in my place. You seem real interested in letting me know you’re first and foremost my doctor, and I bet you try to keep a lot of people where they belong that way. 
What I wanna know is, does anybody ever get past the doctor to see the woman underneath, darlin’?” 
His voice was low and intimate and his gaze pierced right through me until I felt myself turning red again. Damn it, why was I letting this strange man rattle me so much? He was the one who was exposed, but I was the one who felt vulnerable and emotionally nude. I opened my mouth to reply but he continued. 
“So ... Janine. That’s pretty, I like it. Janine, Jean, Jeanie ...” He played with my name as though tasting it, rolling it around that sensual mouth of his, his full red lips caressing the syllables ... 
Lust licked at me warmly. What was I thinking? I realized that the emotions he was projecting must be affecting me. I could actually feel my heart rate go up, and my mouth was dry. Was my body reacting to his interest in me even though my mind wanted no part of it? 
For a moment I thought I might scream, but he was still talking. 
“McKinley-Grayson, huh? So, you’re married?” He looked pointedly at my left ring finger, which was bare, and I could tell by the intense interest in the air that he wasn’t asking out of idle curiosity. 
“That’s none of your business, Mr. Connor. I’m the one who ought to be asking the questions,” I said in my frostiest voice. “Now ...” I tapped the clipboard impatiently in an effort to remind him why we were there; it failed miserably. 
“I’m only asking because I don’t smell another man on you, Jeanie. In fact, if you don’t mind my saying so, you smell very ... available.” 
I shook my head; what the hell was he talking about? And why did I get the feeling that “available” was a much more polite version of whatever he had been thinking of? And no man had called me “Jeanie” since my father died ten years ago. This man certainly hadn’t 20 Evangeline Anderson & Jay Douglas 
earned the right to call me by that cherished nickname. I had been hanging on to my temper by the finest thread imaginable and the thread finally snapped. 
“Look, Mr. Connor.” I advanced on him, hands on hips, clipboard forgotten. “I’ve just worked a twelve-hour overnight shift, and thanks to you it’s well into its thirteenth hour by now. I’m dead tired, but I’m hanging around here for one reason, and that’s to help you. Now are you going to answer my questions and let me examine you, or should I go back and inform the security team that you really are violent so they should drag you away in restraints to the county jail?” 
I took a breath and stood glaring at him, looking him in the eye, or as close as I could manage since he was a good five or six inches taller than me. I expected him to get angry right back at me, but instead he looked mildly amused at my outburst, which only pissed me off further. 
“Fine.” He held out his hands in a gesture of truce. “Examine me, darlin’. I’m all yours. 
Should I get back on the stretcher, or is this okay?” He indicated his position, still leaning against the gurney. 
Realization hit that I was quite close to him, right up in his face, and he was still very naked. I could feel the body heat coming from him in waves, and that along with the sexual interest he was still projecting in my direction were very distracting indeed. I wanted to wait until Miss Lorain came back with the scrubs, but I also didn’t want to appear like a coward. 
What’s wrong with me? I had seen thousands of naked men since it was part of being a doctor. Why was I letting this particular man affect me so much? I decided to do the part of the exam I had been unable to perform while he was unconscious now that he seemed to be in a good mood. 
“You’re fine,” I said, trying to keep the nervousness out of my voice and keep my eyes strictly above his waist. “I mean, I can examine you standing up for now, at least.” I whipped my stethoscope from around my neck and placed it directly on his broad chest, on the prickly mat of curly dark hair between his copper-colored nipples even though I had already listened to his heart and lungs. 
“Damn that’s cold, Red! What do ya do, keep that thing in an icebox ’til you’re ready to use it?” he asked, flinching a bit. 
I repressed a smile -- score one for me. I pretended not to notice his remark and made a show of listening intently to his heart, which seemed to beat more slowly than normal. 
I couldn’t help noticing that leather-spice-musk aroma again now that I was standing so close. Cologne or his natural body odor? It seemed natural. Looking up, I saw his nostrils twitching again, and I wondered what I smelled like to him. Smell seemed to be a very important sense to him. 
I tried to concentrate on my exam by directing him to turn around so I could put the stethoscope against his back and listen to his lungs. He turned obligingly, leaning both hands Marked 
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on the stretcher like a man about to be frisked by the police, and I couldn’t help noticing what a nice, tight, muscular ass he had ... 
“Aren’t you gonna ask me to take a deep breath or something, Red?” His voice broke into my thoughts. I tasted a steady amusement coming from him again -- sweet and tart like orange candy. Damn him -- he knew he was affecting me, and he thought it was funny. 
“When I’m good and ready, Mr. Connor,” I told him sternly. “Now ... take a deep breath.” I continued, moving the stethoscope to a different part of his broad, powerfully built back. I watched the muscles flex under his tanned skin as he followed my directions and noted again that his lungs sounded clear and good. 
He turned around to face me and I backed up a step -- to keep a professional distance between us. “Do you remember anything? They didn’t find any clothes, ID. Nothing.” 
Connor closed his eyes and a look of pain crossed his face. His forehead furrowed and his eyes squeezed shut in deep concentration before he blinked and shook his head. 
“Nothing. It’s the damnedest thing. What would I be doing out in the middle of the night running around stark naked?” He indicated his nudity which, still didn’t bother him. 
He grinned at me. “Reckon I’m an escapee from a nudist camp, Red?” 
I had given up on getting him to address me by my proper title, so I simply consulted the clipboard to see the exact location where he had been struck. After a moment, I shook my head. 
“No. I recognize this address, Mr. Connor. It’s out on Red Bluff Road and there’s nothing out that way but a pharmaceutical research facility -- LoneStar Labs. My ex-husband is the lead scientist there.” The minute the words left my mouth I wished I could recall them. 
A broad grin broke out on Connor’s face. “So, you’re divorced, eh, darlin’? I knew I didn’t smell another man on you.” There was a feeling of triumph mixed with a solid certainty from him. Why should my marital status or lack thereof make him so happy? 
“Yes, all right, so I’m divorced. In fact, today is the one year anniversary of my divorce, not that it’s any of your damn business,” I snapped. Very unprofessional to curse at a patient, but I felt Mr. Connor had more than earned it by his incessant prying. I wasn’t even going to dignify his remarks about smelling another man’s scent on me with an answer. A part of me whispered that maybe his inhumanly keen sense of smell had something to do with the differentness I sensed in him. 
“Sorry, Red. That’s a rough one. No wonder you’re so testy,” he said. Sympathy filled his green eyes and pressed against me softly. 
“I’m not ...” I started hotly but was interrupted by a knock at the door. Miss Lorain poked her head and one arm in, holding a stack of folded, mint green scrubs. 
“Got your scrubs.” She smiled. “Sorry it took me so long to find some; had to go to the OR. We’re all out down here, and they haven’t restocked us yet.” 
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“Thank you, Miss Loraine. I really appreciate it,” I told her gratefully, taking the scrubs. 
I sighed, feeling suddenly exhausted. 
“No problem, Sugar. You need anything else, you just holler.” She nodded and shut the door. I turned to the aggravating man behind me and shoved the scrubs into his hands, careful not to touch him. 
“Here. Get dressed.” 
“Thanks, darlin’. Gotta admit, it’s been getting a little cold standing around in the altogether.” He grinned at me, again projecting that tart and sweet amusement, and I turned my back while he pulled on the scrubs. After a moment, he said, “Okay, you can look. I’m decent.” 
I turned around and took him in. The light green color of the scrubs brought out his wild eyes almost as if they’d been made for that exact purpose. The scrub top was a little too snug across his chest, but it would do. I tried not to notice how well the pants fit. 
“Better?” He grinned at me with that maddening smile. 
“Much. Now, let’s just finish this exam, and we can get you over to Radiology for a few tests.” At the word “tests,” all the good humor leaked away from those intense eyes, leaving only obstinacy behind. I could feel him digging in his heels. 
“I told you, I’m not interested in being tested.” His stubbornness was solid, immovable like a gray stone wall. I sighed inwardly. So we were back to this. I wondered what had happened to him in the past that made him so leery of medical testing. It must have been bad to leave such a big mark on his subconscious. “Look, Mr. Connor, these tests are for your own benefit. You were hit by a bus, for God’s sake. We need to determine if everything’s okay.” 
“I feel fine.” He began to get a dangerous glint in his eye. “I don’t need any tests to tell me what I already know.” 
“Fine.” I couldn’t deny he seemed to be in perfect physical shape, and I doubted that X-rays or a CAT scan would reveal anything different. But I decided to try another tactic anyway. “What about your memory?” I asked him as gently as I could. “I’d really like to order some tests to check that out. An MRI would give us a complete picture of your brain 
...” 
“MRI?” he interrupted. “That’s the noisy tunnel thing, right?” 
“Right.” 
“Don’t like those. Too damn loud, and I’ve got real sensitive ears.” 
Stone wall again. 
“Fine.” I threw up my hands. “I tell you what, Mr. Connor. I’ll make a deal with you.” 
“Connor, darlin’. Just call me Connor. And yeah, I’m ready to hear your deal.” 
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The amusement was back on my tongue, pissing me off all over again. Glad I could entertain him. “I’m going to admit you to the hospital, and for the first twenty-four hours, I won’t order any tests, okay? We’ll give you that long to just rest and see if your memory spontaneously comes back on its own. That’s my end of the bargain. Your end is that if, after twenty-four hours of bed rest, you still can’t remember anything, you’ll let me run a full battery of tests so we can find out what’s going on. Do we have a deal?” 
Connor didn’t look pleased, but I have a stubborn streak a mile wide, and maybe he realized this was as good as he could get. 
He shrugged his muscular shoulders unhappily, threatening to pop the seams of the too-small scrub top. “Well ... all right, I guess. But if you want me to go into that damn noisy tunnel, you’re going to have to come in with me. I think I’m claustrophobic,” he admitted with an awkward smile. 
“All right. Deal,” I said with relief, thinking maybe, just maybe I’d be able to go home and get some sleep before I had to drag my tired carcass back to the ER for another grueling twelve-hour overnight shift. “Let me get the paperwork started ...” 
“One more thing.” 
“Yes?” 
“I don’t want to deal with any doctor but you. I mean, I want you to be my personal doctor, and I don’t want to talk to anybody else. Okay?” He was looking at me seriously, waiting for my reply. I was surprised and pleased he finally acknowledged my status as a doctor, and a little flattered as well. He didn’t want to deal with anyone else but me. If I was going to be honest, I had to say that I didn’t want anyone else treating him, either. It just didn’t seem right somehow. He was plenty aggravating but he was my patient. 
“Well ... it’s a little unorthodox, but I think we can manage it. I’ll just write in your chart that you won’t cooperate with anyone but me.” I smiled a little. “Not that you’re being super cooperative.” 
“Doin’ my best, Red.” He was unhappy, but I could tell that promising to stay in the hospital hadn’t been an easy decision for him. His gloomy emotions were like a cloud hanging over his head, his words dark gray. 
“Where do you feel you would be in your element?” I probed to see if I could get some information on his background. Sometimes you can get a lot more than you expect if you ask a patient the right question. 
But he only shrugged. “Don’t know. Not here. Hospitals make me nervous. They smell so damn sterile, and it’s always too cold. Every instinct I have says run like hell, but I’m staying put. Mainly because I trust you. Okay?” He gave me a level gaze from those moss green eyes that was completely serious, and I knew that his trust was not something this strange man gave easily. And yet he came to me, offering it like a solid object in hand. I was touched, despite myself. 
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“Okay, Connor. Hang in there and give me a chance,” I told him seriously. “I’ll do the best I can for you, all right?” 
“Know you will, darlin’,” he said simply. I was about to turn and go get him admitted so I could go home and sleep, but he surprised me by holding out his hand for me to shake. 
Feeling a little awkward and trying to brace myself for the electrical jolt of emotion that seemed to happen each time I touched his skin, I reached out and clasped his hand. 
This time was entirely different. Instead of a jolt, I felt only the warmth of his skin on mine as his much larger hand swallowed mine whole. The emotions he projected intensified, and I could clearly feel his worry at being stuck in a hospital with no memory, thick and slightly bitter like the sorghum molasses that my great-gram used to serve on biscuits. Mixed liberally with that, however, was his solid trust and continued interest combined with an undercurrent of sexual heat that licked at my skin. Complex mixture. I looked into his green eyes and couldn’t look away. 
“Pleasure doing business with you, Doctor,” he said softly in that low, growling voice. 
“You go home and get some rest, now. You smell tired.” 
“Okay,” I said stupidly, still holding his hand and feeling the warm current of emotion flowing between us, wondering what “tired” smelled like. 
He released my hand, and I slowly took it back. “I guess I’ll see you in twenty-four hours. Maybe my memory will come back by then.” 
“I ... uh, hope so, Connor,” I told him. The long night and emotional roller coaster I had been on for the past hour had taken its toll, and I suddenly felt so drained I was nearly incoherent. “Just, uh ... try to rest.” 
“You better go take your own advice, darlin’,” he said, gently. “I’ll be counting the hours ’til I see you next.” I was exhausted, and my bed was calling my name. And yet Connor was already talking about when we would see each other again. 
As it turned out, he didn’t have long to wait. 
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Chapter Seven 
I finally got Mr. Connor admitted to the hospital, specifically directing that no one treat him or see him but me, and then trudged wearily out to the employee parking lot where my little green, late-model Volvo was parked. I could’ve afforded a nicer car on my salary, but why? I liked my car. 
It was the one year anniversary of my divorce, and I couldn’t help feeling blue as I drove home. Not that I missed Douglas Grayson. No, I just felt stupid and angry for making such a huge mistake. I shook my head, determined not to think of it anymore. It was over. 
Done. 
Now I just wanted to get to bed for some much needed rest. Halfway there, my cell phone rang, and without thinking to check the caller ID, I answered it. 
“Hello?” I mumbled into the mouthpiece trying to keep my eye on the road as I drove. 
“Janine, sweetheart. You sound tired,” the oily, reptilian voice on the other end of the phone purred. Inwardly, I groaned. Douglas had been calling me at odd hours lately, trying to make nice, acting like there weren’t any hard feelings between us. 
“What do you want, Douglas? I just got off an overnight shift, and I’m headed to bed.” 
“Mmm. I wish I was headed there with you,” he purred in my ear. For some reason, Douglas still thought I found him irresistible, a notion I tried to squash every chance I got. 
“Thank you for triggering my gag reflex. Now what do you want?” I had to concentrate to keep my voice level as I negotiated the curving road between the hospital and my home. 
“I called because it’s been a whole year, Janine. A whole year without you. It’s been ... 
hard. I miss having you to come home to. Miss the comfort of your arms.” His voice dripped with fake sincerity, and I wanted to gag for real. “I’ve had a difficult time at work.” 
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Suddenly, I remembered the two men with Lonestar Lab jackets and raw hamburger throats that had been brought into the ER. The two pale, blood spattered faces rose vividly in my memory. 
“You mean the two guys that were killed last night? I know they worked for you. Were they friends as well? I’m sorry.” 
“Oh, did they bring them to your ER?” he interrupted. 
“Yeah, they did. What happened to them? Who were they? Looked like some kind of animal attack, but by the time they got to me, they were already dead.” As tired as I was, I couldn’t help being interested. His lab was normally very boring. 
“There was a nasty incident with our guard dogs. Unfortunately, they had to be destroyed.” He sounded more upset about the loss of the dogs than the loss of his workers, which pissed me off, although I wasn’t surprised. “Those dogs were expensive.” He was a cold-blooded bastard. How could I have thought I loved him? 
“I can’t believe you won’t forgive me that one little indiscretion. We belong together. 
Won’t you consider coming back and forgiving me, sweetheart?” 
“Save it, Douglas.” I felt tired all over again. “I know why you’re probably calling me. 
You’ve gone over your bank statements for the last year and you’ve realized that the divorce settlement left you short. Well, you might as well save your breath, because I’m never coming back.” 
“Why you frigid little bit--” 
I hit the end button on my cell. Douglas hated the fact that he’d had to pay my student loans off, but he should have thought of that before he cheated on me ... 
Douglas Grayson and I met when I was fresh out of med school and doing my internship in town at Sisters of Mercy. My best friend Sylvia Rodriguez still worked there. 
He was tall, good looking, distinguished and fifteen years older than me. He was also a leading research scientist with PhDs in animal and human biology and physiology. 
Impressive as hell. 
And he was interested in me -- me, the shy, studious intern who always had her nose in a book, too busy studying to have a social life. After a whirlwind courtship of six weeks, I agreed to say “I do,” and we did, much to my lasting regret. 
Marriage wasn’t all I had been led to believe it would be. I was still doing my last year of internship, and Douglas was working long hours at the lab so we didn’t have a lot of time together. When we were together, he spent most of the time talking about his work, and I tried to be a good, supportive wife and listen. He was trying to find a way to develop animal hormones into a reliable and effective, yet non-addictive, sleeping aid. 
“You never see a cat or dog with insomnia,” he would point out. “In fact, no animal but the human has difficulty sleeping at night. Why is that?” You would have thought he was Marked 
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working on the cure for cancer or the Human Genome Project instead of a sleeping pill the way he went on and on. 
Our love life wasn’t all I had hoped for either. I, in my naiveté, had been “saving myself” for marriage. Because of my empathy I wanted to wait until I found the one perfect man for me. The man I could drop all my shields with and really give myself to. But after we tied the knot, I dropped my shields with Douglas, and what I mostly sensed was a whole lot of self interest. And not a lot of fireworks in the sex department, either. 
Being a virgin, I didn’t know what to expect, but I expected a whole lot more than what I got. Douglas apparently expected more from me as well, although he never took the time to tell me. In time, sex became a sore spot in our marriage. 
After a little more than a year of marriage, I came home early from a late shift to find Douglas with his young, blond secretary in our bed and wearing the sexy red peek-a-boo nighty he had given me on our first anniversary only a month before. I hadn’t even gotten the chance to wear it. I left him and began divorce proceedings the same week. Maybe it’s a serious character flaw but I don’t give second chances in matters-of-the-heart. I had given Douglas my love, my virginity and my loyalty, and he had trampled our wedding vows into the mud. 
I was angry with myself for a long time for being so gullible. How could I let myself be fooled by a snake like Douglas? I was an empath. How could I not feel that something was wrong? 
After much soul searching, I gradually realized that Douglas was so duplicitous that he actually believed his own lies while telling them. When he told me I was the only one, the love of his life, his precious Jen-Jen, he actually believed it at the time he was saying it. I’m sure he truly believed the lies he was telling his little blond bimbo, too, but by that time, I was no longer interested. 
I had almost given Douglas one of those no-fault divorces. At the time, I had just wanted to get out as fast as possible and go away to lick my wounds, but my best friend Sylvie convinced me to hire a good lawyer and go after Douglas where it really hurt -- the wallet. 
The trial was an ugly affair with Douglas’s lawyer claiming that I drove him to adultery by being a cold and unloving wife. He even had the nerve to suggest that we should be filing for an annulment, not a divorce. My side eventually carried the day, however, and the settlement Douglas was ordered to pay was staggering. Drug companies pay their top researchers well. 
As I pulled into the driveway of my neat little town home with its apron of brown grass, I shook my head to clear it of all things Douglas. Our house was the one thing I had let my ex-husband keep. I had wanted no part of the luxurious mansion on “The Hill,” an elite area that wasn’t actually a hill at all but a community for the ultra rich of Houston and Pasadena. 
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I crunched wearily across the brown grass and fumbled my key into the lock when my cell phone rang again. Please, not the hospital, I thought. Or Douglas. A peek at the caller ID 
revealed my best friend Sylvie’s number, and I answered it with no misgivings. In med school no one could ever believe Sylvia and I were best friends, because we were such opposites. Short and petite, Sylvie had lovely cinnamon skin and thick black hair, whereas I’m tall and pale. She also tends to be louder and more outgoing than me but always full of encouragement and ready to listen. She’s a great friend and has seen me through a lot. 
“Hey, chica, what’s going on?” The bright, perpetually cheerful voice was like a shot of adrenaline. 
“Sylvie, it’s too early in the morning for you to sound so perky. Have you been self medicating again?” With a sigh of relief I let myself into the dark townhouse. 
“You know it, girl. I’m calling to see how you’re holding up, being one year to the day an all ...” Trust Sylvie to remember the anniversary of my divorce. 
“Yeah. You’re not the only one who’s called.” Stepping inside, I lay my lab jacket and purse on the kitchen table. 
“You’re kidding! He called again?” Sylvia knew about Douglas’s frequent attempts to win me back. “That payment must have really hurt him. Aren’t you glad you didn’t give him a no-fault like you wanted to? That hijo de puta deserves to hurt.” I could almost hear the grin in her high-pitched, little-girl voice. 
“He’s hurting, all right.” I told her the whole conversation, and she laughed delightedly in my ear. 
“Oh, Janine, that’s crazy.” 
“Not half as crazy as my night.” Briefly I filled her in on the events of my overnight shift, the dead lab workers from LoneStar and the John Doe who had turned out to be Connor. “So now he’s my patient and refuses to see anyone but me,” I finished with an exhausted sigh. “I have to see him again when I finish my next shift. Maybe then he’ll let me order some tests.” 
Sylvia was laughing like crazy by the time I finished, sounding like a hysterical chipmunk. 
“This isn’t funny, Sylvie,” I told her crossly. “That man turned my whole ER on its ear.” 
“Sorry, Janine. It just sounds so funny when you tell it. He really threatened to walk around nude until you offered him some scrubs?” 
“Yup. He was real comfortable with his body.” I tried not to think of his muscular, sculpted abs and the thick mat of black hair that curled across his broad chest. 
“And he dislocated that jerk, Bud’s, jaw?” 
“Sure did.” 
“That’s great! Now if only you could get him in the same room as Douglas ...” 
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“Douglas wouldn’t stand a chance,” I told her, stifling a yawn. “But there was something about this guy, Sylvie. I can’t put my finger on it, but he seemed so ... different.” I phrased my words carefully but Sylvia knew what I meant. I hadn’t ever come out and told her about my empathy, but it was an unspoken fact between us that I sometimes knew things about people that I shouldn’t. 
“He set off your radar, huh?” Interest filled her voice. 
“In a manner of speaking.” 
“Could it be that he is the one you’re seeking?” Her voice went all mystical and deep, sounding like one of the Smurfs trying to do Darth Vader. “The one ... dare I say it? The one to finally drive dreadful dumb-ass Douglas from your mind with nights of hot ... passionate ... 
animalistic sex?” 
“Sylvie!” She had been after me to date again for the longest time, but I hadn’t felt emotionally ready. And to imply that I found Connor attractive sexually ... well, even if I did, it was a moot point. “It isn’t like that at all. He’s my patient!” 
“Sure, sure he is ...” I could almost see the naughty grin on her cute, elf-like face, the one she got when she knew she was teasing the snot out of me, loving every minute of it. “If an extremely hot, muscular, naked man who had eyes only for me came into my ER ...” 
“Extremely hairy, too,” I pointed out, interrupting whatever embarrassing comment she had been about to make. 
“So? You like hairy. You used to complain that Douglas was too smooth ...” 
“Yeah, yeah.” I had forgotten about that. Douglas swam two miles a day to keep trim, and like many swimmers, he had shaved all his body hair in order to cut water resistance. 
Maybe it was because my father was a fairly hairy man, but I had always associated hairiness with masculinity. Finding out that Douglas was smooth “all over” was a bit of a turn off after we got married. 
“Janine ...” she trilled in my ear. 
“Huh?” I had gone off into my own thoughts and forgotten the phone sitting in my hand. Standing in the living room like an idiot, I stared into space. “Oh. Yeah. Sorry. I’m just so exhausted. It’s been a long night.” I sighed and stripped off my socks and shoes, wriggling my bare toes into the thick carpet. 
“I gotcha, chica.” Her voice was sympathetic. “I’ll let you go. How much longer are you scheduled to work overnight shifts?” 
“This is the last week, and then I’m back on days,” I said gratefully. “I can’t wait. My body clock is so out of whack I don’t know whether I’m coming or going lately.” I climbed the stairs to the second floor where my bedroom was located as I talked. I could almost hear my bed calling me in a soothing, seductive voice. I really needed to sleep. 
“Good. Maybe we can have a girl’s night out again. It’s been almost a month since I’ve seen you, and I miss our friend time. Gotta take you out for margaritas soon and hear all 30 Evangeline Anderson & Jay Douglas 
about the hairy, naked stranger and other adventures of ... da-ta-da! Janine Anne McKinley -
- ER Doctor extraordinaire!” 
I couldn’t help laughing. She had always refused to call me Dr. McKinley-Grayson. 
“Sylvie, there is nothing I would like better than spending friend time with you. I am waaaay overdue for a girl’s night out. As soon these overnighters end, I promise we’re gonna get together.” 
“Okay. You sound beat, but I’ll hold you to that promise. And the first pitcher of margaritas is on me.” 
“You got it. See ya later, Sylvie. Thanks for calling.” 
“De nada, chica. Take care of yourself.” 
“Will do.” 
She rang off as I dropped onto my bed in pure exhaustion. Looking at the clock I estimated a good seven hours of shut-eye before I had to get up, shower and go back to work all over again. 
It couldn’t have been more than an hour later when the bedside phone rang stridently, waking me up. 
“H’lo?” I mumbled sleepily into the phone. If it was Douglas again, I would murder him for interrupting my sleep before another grueling session in the ER. 
“Dr. Grayson?” said a female voice I didn’t recognize. 
“Yes?” I struggled to wake up a little more. 
“This is Grace Lewiston. I’m the charge nurse on the pediatric floor, and I believe we have one of your patients here.” Inwardly I groaned. The bed on the pediatrics floor had been the only one open, so I’d had to take it for Connor. “Dr. Timkins is here. He asked me to call and advise you that your patient, uh ... Mr. Connor, is refusing treatment and asking for you.” 
I knew I was in trouble. 
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Chapter Eight 
Howard Timkins was one of the older doctors on staff at Pasadena General and happened to be a male chauvinist pig. It didn’t help that he was one of my ex-husband’s oldest friends and had been the best man at our wedding. He and Douglas were buddies from Yale, and the short, pudgy Timkins idolized my svelte, charming ex-husband. But that hadn’t stopped him from trying to grope me at our Christmas party when Douglas and I were still married. I had passed the incident off as the result of too much eggnog, but to my dismay, that wasn’t the end. 
Timkins came after me the moment my divorce from Douglas had been final. I wasn’t sure how he found me that night, but the thought of him watching me, following me all night, waiting for the perfect opportunity to strike, made my skin crawl. 
When emotions ran high and I was surrounded by pain and rage like poison gas, I sometimes ducked into a small linen room down the hall to take a breath and let my shields down for a moment before going back out into battle again. Keeping myself so tightly shielded from so many people can be exhausting, and it was a relief just to lean against a bland-smelling stack of white sheets and relax. 
Dr. Timkins caught me open and unprepared when he barged in and put one pudgy hand on my shoulder in the crowded confines of the linen room. As his hand fell on my shoulder, his lust slid down my throat like a mouthful of rancid oil, slimy and awful. I shrieked and turned abruptly to face him, feeling violated. 
“Sorry to surprise you, Janine,” he said in that shrill, pompous voice of his. “I hope it wasn’t an altogether unpleasant surprise.” He gave a little laugh, a nervous titter, and reached for me. I stepped back as far as I could, which was not far. I was hemmed in on three sides by clean, white linen, and Timkins stood between me and the door. 
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“Dr. Timkins,” I said, as formally as I could and stood up straight to emphasize the difference in our heights -- my five-nine to his five-seven. I could see the dim, overhead lighting gleaming on the round bald spot in the center of his head. “What can I do for you?” 
“Why, nothing, Janine. It’s what I can do for you, I hope,” he said, obviously attempting to appear sincere and failing miserably. His lust-avarice-greed slid over my skin like a layer of slime. My concentration for shielding had been broken, and the emotions were strong and hard to keep out. 
“I’m very busy tonight, Dr. Timkins, and I don’t have time to talk,” I said, trying to brush past him. He moved to block my way. 
“I wish you’d call me Howard. After all, we’re old friends. There’s no need for formality between us.” He smiled at me, his jowls quivering slightly. He looked like a friendly bulldog, but his emotions ran beyond friendly and into the obscene. 
Disgust shivered through me. “You’re Douglas’s friend, not mine,” I said flatly. “And while I realize that we’ve been on a first name basis in the past, in the hospital it’s important to maintain a professional relationship. Don’t you agree, Doctor?” 
“No, I don’t agree. In fact, I’d like things to be a lot less formal between us, my dear.” 
His smile widened, showing slightly yellow teeth. “I’m aware that you and Douglas had to call it quits, and I sympathize. But Douglas has his work to console him,” 
“And a blond secretary.” 
“But you, my dear,” he continued, unperturbed. “You have nothing.” He said it as though my insignificant little job as an ER doctor paled in comparison to the magnificent Douglas. His insincere sympathy was like the aftertaste of a diet candy -- falsely sweet and slightly bitter. 
“What do you want, Dr. Timkins?” His first name would not pass my lips. He frowned slightly and moved just a little closer. I could smell his unpleasant breath, heavy with old coffee fumes. 
“I’d like to comfort you now that Douglas has moved on to ... other pursuits.” He said it so smoothly I couldn’t believe he was propositioning me in the linen closet at work. “I’m sorry things didn’t work out between you two, but --” 
“I’m not. And let me assure you that I don’t need to be comforted. By anyone.” 
Timkins was a senior staff member at Pasadena General and had years of experience on me. He could make life hard for me if he wanted, so I made myself add, “Thank you, but I’m not at a point in my life where I can even consider another relationship.” The words tasted like dirt in my mouth, but I said them anyway, trying to keep the peace. “Now if you’ll excuse me ...” Trying to get past him, he blocked my way again by grabbing my hand and clutching it in his sweaty palm. Immediately his voracious greed and lust doubled, slinking over my flesh in a fresh coat of ooze, making me gag. 
I jerked my hand away. “Don’t ever touch me again.” I kept my tone as even as I could. 
Marked 
33 
“Why? Is my touch that repulsive to you, Janine?” He still smiled. 
Great, he thinks I’m playing hard to get. “Yes!” To hell with keeping the peace, I just wanted to get out of that confined space where his emotions crawled over me like fat slugs. 
I’d rather wade through one of the huge, industrial dumpsters full of medical waste behind the hospital than be close to this man. 
“Maybe you’ll feel differently when you’ve had time to consider your options. Life for a new doctor can be very difficult in a big hospital. It’s often useful to have someone older and more experienced act as a mentor on your behalf. I could work in that capacity for you, Janine. Life could be so much easier ... or so much harder.” 
I looked at him in disbelief. “Are you threatening me, Dr. Timkins?” His brown eyes were like two greedy raisins pushed into the white dough of his face. Instead of answering, he grabbed my shoulders and tried to bring me in for a kiss. I was so shocked at first that he almost succeeded. But then his drooping lower lip brushed my mouth, sending another nauseating rush of slimy lust down my throat. 
I put my hands on his chest and shoved him as hard as I could, sending him reeling backwards, arms flailing comically, into a stack of towels that went flying in all directions. 
Timkins recovered his balance with difficulty, but his dignity was something else. He brushed himself off thoroughly, as though I had shoved him into a pile of garbage instead of a stack of clean linen. He was clearly embarrassed but also angry. The emotions crawled over my skin like small, biting flies and filled my mouth with crumbling bitterness. I gave Timkins time to get himself together before I spoke. 
“Don’t try anything like that again, Dr. Timkins. I don’t want any trouble, but if you bother me again I’ll go to Dr. Thornton and tell him what you’ve been up to. Understand?” 
Dr. Bertrand Thornton was the Chief of Staff. 
“What makes you think he’ll take your word over mine?” he asked, his muddy brown eyes sparking. The sullen anger was like burned toast, dry and scorchingly bitter in my mouth. “Bertie and I have been friends for years.” He was breathing hard and crowding me again. 
This time, I refused to give ground. If I let him bully me now, it would never stop. “Do you really want to test that friendship? I’m not interested in you. Let’s just let it go at that.” 
“Douglas was right -- you are a frigid bitch.” He pushed his chubby, bulldog face close to mine. 
I slapped him as hard as I could. 
He gasped and raised a hand to his face where a red handprint was growing on his pasty cheek. 
I pushed past him and went back to the ER. A blanket of ice coated my nerves as I finished my shift, but when I got home, I took a long bath and cried. To know that Douglas 34 Evangeline Anderson & Jay Douglas 
had discussed me that way, had told Howard Timkins, of all people, about the most intimate part of our life together, the disappointments ... it was devastating. 
After the incident in the ER linen room, Timkins left me alone for a while. Then the harassment had started. Nothing sexual. He wasn’t ready to push it in that direction, although I still felt his lust, mixed with hatred, whenever I was unavoidably near him. No, it was the little things he did that made my life hard. He complained about the way I treated patients from the ER who had been admitted to the hospital, questioned my judgment, belittled me to my colleagues behind my back and generally just tried to discredit me. I should have expected him to cause trouble with Connor. It was an opportunity too good for him to miss. 
Grace, the nurse, interrupted my thoughts. “I know you didn’t order any treatment, Dr. 
Grayson. But Dr. Timkins was here looking over charts of new admits, and he saw that Mr. 
Connor was new and didn’t have any kind of work up ...” 
“I beg to differ, Grace.” Sounding more awake than I felt, the memory of Timkin’s crude come-on still swam in my half-asleep brain. I was good at faking alertness. I had learned it working the long, grueling hours of an intern. “I gave him a full physical exam, and my notes should be in the chart.” 
“Yes, but Dr. Timkins said Mr. Connor needs some tests done, and Mr. Connor is refusing them.” She lowered her voice as she said, “He’s getting pretty upset. I think you better get down here, Dr. Grayson. The situation is getting ugly.” Her voice had a worried sound I didn’t like. 
“All right.” My temper rose as I swung out of bed, still holding the phone to my ear. I was up, but still not fully awake. I didn’t have to be awake to be pissed off, however. “I’m coming down there right now, Grace. Tell Dr. Timkins and Mr. Connor that I will be there in thirty minutes. Please don’t try to coerce Mr. Connor into anything he doesn’t feel comfortable with. He’s gone through a lot of trauma and doesn’t need the mental and emotional stress.” 
“I understand, Dr. Grayson.” The RN sounded sympathetic at least. If she worked with Timkins regularly she would understand what a misogynistic bastard he could be. “I’ll let them know and try to keep things under control until you get here. Just ... hurry,” she said, and hung up. 
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Chapter Nine 
All the way to the hospital I fumed. Pulling into the employee lot I looked into the rearview mirror and stopped fuming. 
Being in such a hurry to get to the hospital, I hadn’t paid attention to how I looked. I had gone to sleep with wet hair and the sight before me was truly one for the annals of bad hair day history. My thick, wavy, auburn hair was sticking out in all directions, making me look like I had stuck my finger in a light socket. I had no makeup on, either. There were dark circles under my eyes, which made me look vulnerable and tired, and the creases on the side of my face from my favorite pillow were only accented by the dried drool at the corner of my mouth. What a wreck. 
I looked down to see what I had thrown on, hoping it was something professional. No such luck. My jeans were old, faded and much too tight with a hole in the knee, and the baby blue T-shirt I was wearing I had gotten from a flea market to wear around the house on my off days. “Sexy Mamma” it said in hot pink letters frosted in silver glitter. The wording wasn’t small, either; it covered my entire chest. Worst of all, the shoes I had stuffed my feet into were none other than the fuzzy black and white cow slippers Sylvie had given me for my last birthday. The ones that mooed when I walked. 
“Oh, God!” I moaned out loud in the confines of my Volvo. How could I -- no matter how distracted, sleepy and angry I had been -- how could I have gone out of the house looking like this? I wouldn’t want to be seen at the Quickie Mart in this outfit, let alone at work. 
Pawing rapidly through my purse, I found a compact, a brush and an old lipstick that had been in there forever. Face first. I could change into scrubs in the ER, and maybe I could borrow a spare pair of clogs from one of the nurses if I was lucky. I brushed my hair as quickly as I could, irritated when I hit the inevitable tangles. Without conditioner I looked like a commercial for static cling. The whole mess kept floating up around my head in a kind 36 Evangeline Anderson & Jay Douglas 
of weird, auburn nimbus. Frantically I searched for a single bobby pin but couldn’t find even one in my purse. Maybe I could borrow some once I got inside ... I dusted powder over my face, trying to hide the dark circles when my cell phone rang. It was the hospital. 
“Hello?” I mumbled, putting down the compact and holding the phone while I applied the lipstick without looking. 
“Dr. Grayson? This is Grace again.” 
“Yes, Grace.” I tried to sound professional. 
“I’m glad the switchboard had your cell number. Are you on your way? We need you here as soon as possible.” 
“I just pulled into the parking lot ...” 
“Good! Then get up to the fourth floor as fast as you can.” The phone went dead in my hand. 
“Damn!” I swore, cramming the cell back into my purse. So much for having time to change and make a dignified appearance. I looked in the rearview mirror and saw that the lipstick I had applied was from the tube Sylvie had bought last Halloween when she dressed me as an alien hooker. It was bright blueberry! Would nothing go right today? I didn’t even have a tissue to wipe it off with. I pulled up the bottom of my shirt and blotted my lips on the inside hem where it wouldn’t show. Another quick look in the mirror told me the lipstick was still mostly there. Great, it’s permanent. 
A vivid image of Connor dislocating Bud’s jaw suddenly flashed through my head. 
What if he was doing something similar to Howard Timkins right now? Grabbing my white lab coat and hospital ID, I ran across the parking lot, pulling on the coat as I ran and hoping I wasn’t too late. 
When the elevator dinged and the doors opened on the Pedi floor, I heard shouting and knew I was in the right place. Wrapping the lab coat around me, I walked rapidly towards the angry sounds, my cow slippers mooing all the way. 
The walls of the Pedi floor were covered in bright, primary colors and Sesame Street characters. I passed Big Bird, the Count, and Elmo, and by the sound of things, I was heading for Oscar the Grouch. 
“... going to have to have the security team restrain you if you don’t lower your voice, young man.” The strident bray of Howard Timkins’s voice reached me. “And I don’t appreciate being threatened.” 
“It’s not a threat. It’s a promise, pal,” I heard Connor snarl. “Get away from me with that damn horse needle or I’m gonna ram it up your --” 
“Look, Mommy! It’s a clown-lady! Are you here to make us laugh, clown-lady?” a little golden-haired girl with her leg in a cast asked as I whisked by. 
“Not today, sweetie. I’m here to stop the entertainment, not start it,” I replied, hardly knowing what I was saying as I mooed along the corridor. 
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“I don’t think that lady’s a clown, honey,” I heard her mother say as I rounded the corner. “Although she could be ...” One more turn brought me outside the room where all the action was taking place. Every nurse on the floor was peering in at the angry voices. 
“Excuse me, I’m looking for Grace,” I said loudly enough to get their attention. The nurses glanced at me, a couple of them doing double takes. 
“I’m Grace, but I’m afraid you’ll have to go back to your room and wait for whatever it is you need because we have a little situation here,” a short, mousy-haired woman in blue and yellow Curious George scrubs said. She had mistaken me for a patient, probably one from the psych ward judging from the look on her face and the surprise and caution emanating from her. 
“I’m Dr. Grayson, and I’m here to see my patient,” I told her, trying to look as professional and in control of the situation as I possibly could. Not easy with my floating hair, bright blue lips, “Sexy Mamma” T-shirt and cow slippers mooing every time I took a step. But I tried. I really did. 
“Um ... Dr. Grayson, I never expected ... well, we must have woken you up.” 
“No, I always go out in public like this.” Okay, ease up on the sarcasm. This isn’t her fault. I took a deep breath and started again. “Yes, you woke me up, Grace. Can you please fill me in quickly so I know what I’m walking into?” 
“Certainly, Doctor.” Her voice became business-like at once, and I could tell she was a good nurse by the way she got over her shock. “Dr. Timkins looked over Mr. Connor’s chart and decided to order an MRI and a full blood panel. But when the transporters came to get Mr. Connor, he refused to go with them. I informed Dr. Timkins, who came to reason with Mr. Connor. Only Dr. Timkin’s way of reasoning ...” 
“... is more like ordering,” I finished for her. She nodded. “More quickly, please.” I made a little hurry-up motion with my hand, hearing the voices in Connor’s room escalating. 
“Mr. Connor continued to refuse treatment, and I convinced Dr. Timkins to leave him alone for a while. That’s when I called you the first time. Dr. Timkins then ordered me to give Mr. Connor four milligrams of valium by mouth. Again Mr. Connor refused. While I was arguing with him, Dr. Timkins had one of the other nurses slip ativan into his IV ...” 
“But the ativan didn’t calm him down?” I asked. 
“Didn’t affect him,” Grace told me. Awe tinged her voice slightly gold. “He didn’t yawn or look sleepy, or anything. Dr. Timkins came back in the room and started telling him why he needed an MRI and how he’d better calm down -- which only made Mr. Connor more upset. I think Dr. Timkins is trying to give him something else in his IV ...” A crash came from inside the room, but I had heard enough. 
“Call security, Grace!” I heard Timkins yell. Fear tinged his words a dark brown. 
“No, don’t,” I told her in a low tone. “Let me talk to him first. He’s my patient. He’ll listen to me.” 
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She looked doubtful. “I can give you two minutes, but if things don’t get better fast I’ll have to follow Dr. Timkins’s instructions.” She wanted to trust me, but her first responsibility was to make sure no one got injured. 
“All right. Two minutes,” I said and mooed briskly into the room. 
Conner was standing at the far end of the room, out of his bed, bare-chested and wearing only the scrub bottoms I had given him. Rage-fear-anger-pain pulsed strongly from him, a thick, muscular rope of emotion I could almost touch. The smell of ozone was high in the air, and his scrub top lay in pieces at his feet. I wondered if he had burst out of it, a la the Incredible Hulk, when he had gotten pissed off. He had ripped the IV out of his arm and was crouched in a fighter’s stance. The little rolling bed tray, which usually held a pitcher of water, was overturned and lay with its tiny wheels turning lazily to one side. 
Timkins’s doughy face a patchy red and his bulldog’s jowls wobbling with anger, was standing at the other end of the room. In his hand was a syringe filled with clear liquid and capped with a sixteen-gauge needle, poised to inject. He, too, was crouched, but whether he was poised for fight or flight, I couldn’t tell. My money was on the latter, considering the choking, brown fear coming from his direction. Not to be discounted, though, was the arrogance, anger and determination, which rubbed abrasively against my nerves. Timkins’s back was up, and the bully in him was right out in the open. 
The testosterone in the room was so high that I knew a quiet, “let’s all calm down” 
approach would be completely ineffective. Instead, I decided to go in with both guns blazing, hoping for the best. Both men were so totally focused on each other that they hadn’t even noticed me, although I noted Connor’s nose was twitching. 
“What’s going on here? Dr. Timkins, why are you harassing my patient?” I barked as loudly as I could. 
“What? I ...” Timkins whipped around to look at me, taken completely by surprise at my sudden appearance. I felt a quick stab of vindictive satisfaction at being able to scare him the way he had shocked me in the ER linen room. 
“Glad you’re here, Red,” Connor snarled, never taking his eyes from his adversary. 
“This idiot wants me to take an MRI. I tried to tell him I’m claustrophobic, but he won’t listen.” 
“If you’ll just calm down, Mr. Connor, I’m trying to explain that this injection will take care of your anxiety ...” 
“I’m as calm as I’m gonna get,” Connor growled. “’Til you get outta my room and leave me the hell alone.” 
“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Timkins began in that pompous voice again, but I interjected quickly. 
“Dr. Timkins, frankly I fail to understand why you are standing here threatening my patient, trying to coerce him into taking a test I never ordered. Did you not see my name on Marked 
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the chart? I gave very specific instructions that Mr. Connor was to be seen by no one but me. 
Those were his wishes, and he agreed to be admitted to the hospital under those conditions only.” 
Timkins rounded on me suddenly, giving me his undivided attention. Good. Hopefully now Connor could relax. 
“First of all, Janine, I was not threatening your patient ...” His tone was patronizing and arrogant, but I was determined to remain calm. 
“First of all, you can start by calling me Dr. Grayson, not Janine, Dr. Timkins,” I said. 
“There is no need to forget professional courtesy. And speaking of professional behavior, I think we’d better take this outside and speak in private, one doctor to another.” As I spoke, I took him by the arm, careful that my hand was only touching his white lab coat, not his skin, and began to usher him out into the hallway where all the nurses were suddenly trying to look busy. “After you, Doctor,” I told him, all but pushing him out the door. 
As I left, I caught Connor’s eye and said in a low voice, “Ease down, Connor. I’ve got it under control.” He nodded, and I was glad to see some of the tension leave his body as his muscles unknotted. 
I followed Timkins out of the room. His face was nearly puce with anger that boiled over my skin in a swarm of stinging bites. I ignored it and crossed my arms over my chest in a posture that expressed my displeasure. In order to come out on top, I knew I had to keep him on the defensive as much as possible. 
“Now, Dr. Timkins, you never answered my question. Why were you harassing my patient?” I asked in the sternest voice I could manage and looked him straight in his beady little eyes. 
“I beg your pardon,” he blustered, his jowls wobbling in agitation. “I was not harassing your patient. I was attempting to get a series of tests that I believe are medically necessary. 
Who are you to question my professional opinion?” 
“No, Doctor. I think the correct question is who are you to question my professional opinion? Mr. Connor is my patient, and I promised him nothing would be done without his consent. You’ve heard of the patient’s bill of rights here in Texas, haven’t you?” 
“Yes, Dr. Grayson, but the man was hit by a bus, and you didn’t so much as order an X-ray!” Timkins was nearly yelling, his frustration so strong I felt like I was covered in a swarm of mosquitoes. I had to resist the urge to slap at my arms and legs. “Just because a patient doesn’t want a procedure or exam doesn’t mean it isn’t for their own good.” He was breathing hard like a man on the verge of a stroke, but I didn’t care. As long as he was arguing with me in the hall, he wasn’t in the other room upsetting Connor. 
Timkins was pretending this wasn’t personal, but his lust and anger hung heavy and black in the air around us. Since I couldn’t say anything in reference to that with so many people watching, I decided to play along. We were just colleagues with a difference of opinion, right? 
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“In most cases, I’d agree with you, Dr. Timkins,” I said as calmly as I could. “But Mr. 
Connor is a special case. He almost walked out of the hospital, and I had to promise to work with him in order to get him to stay. Now, isn’t it better to have him here with us, under our observation and care, than out wandering the streets with no memory or knowledge of his past, where anything could happen to him?” 
“I don’t --” he began but I ruthlessly cut him off. 
“-- and wouldn’t you agree that it’s important to respect the relationship between a doctor and her patient? I have established trust with Mr. Connor, and he has requested that no other doctor should treat him at this time. It was a specific condition of his agreeing to remain here for observation. I think it’s obvious he’s not going to work well with anyone else, so you’d better leave him to me. If I need another opinion, I’ll consult with you in private, all right?” The words were calm and reasonable, and I fought to keep my tone steady as I spoke. 
“I don’t agree with this at all.” Timkins looked like most of the wind had been taken out of his sails, but he refused to go down without a fight. “Don’t think this is the end, Janine. Bertie will hear about this.” He paused and looked me up and down, sneering from top to bottom, blue lips to cow slippers. “And for someone so concerned with professional behavior, you certainly don’t present a very professional appearance. You’re not your usual pulled-together self today.” His sarcasm was like greasy fur rubbing against my skin. 
“For you information, Dr. Timkins, I just worked a twelve-hour, overnight shift in the ER and was called out of bed to defuse a situation that you created.” I felt my anger get the better of me. I had taken about as much of his bullshit as I could. If we had been alone I could have really cut loose, but with every nurse on the Pediatrics wing watching, it would be all over the hospital in a half-hour. 
“You color your lips blue before going to bed on a regular basis, do you?” he asked nastily, still sneering in that holier-than-thou way. “I don’t remember Douglas mentioning anything about that. Or is this some new bedroom habit you’ve picked up lately?” He leered at me, the emotions coming from him purely repulsive -- he wanted and loathed me. 
Nauseating combination. I wanted to hurt him in the worst way. 
“I don’t believe my bedroom habits are any of your business, and I resent you asking about them. That falls squarely under the heading of sexual harassment, Dr. Timkins,” I said, glaring coolly into his piggy little eyes. “Maybe it’s time I spoke with the administration. 
What do you think?” 
“You’re going to regret this, Janine. I promise you that.” With a last burst of stinging menace, Timkins turned and stalked off. 
I sighed. The damage was done now. He would be in Thornton’s office within the hour detailing my faulty and incompetent care of an ER patient and painting himself as a concerned physician just looking out for that patient’s welfare. 
I hoped Connor appreciated what I had gotten myself into. 
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Chapter Ten 
Fear, anger, hurt and confusion hit me square in the chest like a runaway truck the minute I walked into Connor’s room. He was staring moodily out the window of his room, arms spread wide to lean against the casement, his eyes directed down to the parking lot below. The muscles in his bare back were twitching restlessly under his smooth, tanned skin. 
Didn’t this man have any quiet emotions? 
“Hello, Connor,” I said softly, walking up slowly behind him, so he wouldn’t feel threatened. “How’s it going?” 
“Not very good, Red. But better since you got here,” he answered just as quietly, but I could feel the tension in the room. He was like a coiled spring inside, looking for a reason to pop. 
“I’m sorry about Dr. Timkins and would have been here sooner, but I was home asleep when the nurse called.” 
“Yeah, I figured. Sorry they had to wake you. Guess you didn’t get as much sleep as you needed.” 
“I’ll survive. I’m more concerned with you right now. Is everything okay?” 
“Reckon I’ll survive, too, darlin’.” He turned to say something else but did a double take when he got a good look at me. Then he burst out laughing. 
“All right, all right. Get it out of your system.” I tried not to be too miffed. “I know I look stupid, but I’m here looking like this for you.” At least the mood in the room had lost a lot of its tension. The taste of his amusement, like orange candy on my tongue, was welcome. 
“Sorry, Red. You just caught me by surprise is all.” He kept smiling. “So you dressed up like this for me?” 
“Not exactly, no.” I told him about the phone call that woke me up and about being too sleepy and pissed off to notice what I was wearing until too late. 
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“Okay, that explains the ‘Sexy Mamma’ shirt and cow slippers, but why does your hair look like you were struck by lightning? And why the blue lips?” 
“I didn’t condition my hair, and then I slept on it wet.” Self-consciously I attempted to smooth down the static-filled strands that kept floating up around my head and sticking to my hands. Finally I gave up and let it float. “And the lipstick was a mistake. It’s an old tube from last Halloween, and I didn’t realize it was blue until too late. It’s sort of ... permanent.” I grimaced. 
“Well, next time you wanna dress up, please consult me first. I can think of a lot more interesting outfits for you to wear, darlin’.” 
He stepped forward a little and ran one hand lightly along the side of my head letting the floating tips of my hair caress the side of his palm and fingers. Although he didn’t actually touch anything but the ends of my hair, it was a strangely intimate gesture. His voice was warm, and the heat was back in his eyes, caressing my skin. I suddenly had to struggle to remain professional and not blush like a school girl. How could this man affect me so quickly? A minute ago I had been aggravated with Timkins and worried about Connor. 
He’s a patient, just another patient. 
“I’ll keep that in mind, Mr. Connor,” I said coolly and stepped back to regain the distance I had lost when he stepped forward. 
“Hey, there it is again.” He ran a large hand through his wild black hair, a mocking little smirk playing along the corners of his mouth. 
“What?” His amusement, welcome a moment before, became irritating now. 
“That ‘Mister.’ Every time I make you uncomfortable, you start callin’ me ‘Mister Connor’ instead of just Connor. So whatever I did to make you upset, Red, I’m sorry.” He knew perfectly well what had upset me -- it was the damn lust in his eyes that made me feel like he could see through my clothes. 
Why did he affect me so strongly? Was it that strangeness I sensed or the fact that I couldn’t shield myself from his emotions? 
He sat on one end of the hospital bed and looked down at his hands as he talked. His large shoulders slumped a little. 
I hoped we were about to move away from personal subjects and onto safer ground. 
Carefully, I sat on the bed, but on the other end, making sure to maintain a safe, or rather, professional distance. 
“My refusing to take any tests has gotten you into some hot water, hasn’t it?” he asked. 
I was surprised that he realized my part in this. A little gratified, too. With most men it’s all about them, at least in my admittedly limited experience. 
“Well ...” I said. “You were hit by a bus. I don’t like Dr. Timkins, but he did have a valid point. Remember in the ER when I told you that you could be walking around with a broken neck?” 
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“I could?” I didn’t feel any fear in him, just mild curiosity like a dog’s cold nose in the palm of your hand when it wants attention. 
“I don’t think it’s probable, but it is possible,” I told him. “It’s not hospital policy to remove a cervical collar before taking an X-ray to make sure everything is okay. And if a patient has had some kind of head trauma like you have, we almost always do a CT or an MRI. You’ve had neither.” 
He touched his strongly corded neck with one large hand. 
“And you removed the collar yourself. If something turned out to be seriously wrong with you, you could sue the hospital and me for malpractice. It’d be bad. I’m just laying it out straight for you, Connor. You seem to appreciate that.” 
“Yeah. I do, Red. Thanks. And I also appreciate you sticking your neck out for me on the whole testing thing. But maybe I should go ahead and let ’em test me. I’m not doing myself any good just sitting around here thinking. I still don’t have a clue who I am or where I came from. The sooner we find out what’s wrong with me, the sooner I can get outta here, right?” 
“Well, yes. But a lot of times amnesia doesn’t have any physical manifestation that we can see on a scan. I mean, unless something’s putting pressure on your brain ...” 
“But there’s a chance? A chance that you could see something?” 
“There’s always a chance.” 
“Then go ahead and order whatever you want, ’cause sitting here doing nothing is driving me crazy. Besides, it’s cowardly, and that isn’t me. Damn, I just wish I knew what bothered me so much. It’s stupid to let a place upset me for no good reason.” He shrugged nervously, the muscles twitching under his skin. The tension was back like a taut rubber band. He looked like a bull in a rodeo pen about to be ridden. 
“Hey, Connor, it’s going to be okay.” Scooting closer to his end of the bed, I tentatively reached out a hand and laid my palm on one tension-knotted shoulder. Immediately his emotions became even clearer, sweeping over my skin in waves. The poor guy was tearing himself up inside just staying in the hospital. I was willing to bet there was a valid reason for him feeling that way. 
I stroked his shoulders and broad, smooth back as though I was trying to calm a nervous horse. The contact seemed to focus Connor, because the emotions I felt from him began to change subtly. He shifted a little under my hand, and I could see his nostrils flair appreciatively. Apparently he was “scenting” me again. 
“That’s a nice bedside manner you got there, darlin’,” he said, his voice low and soft, his muscles flexing under my hand. Desire flared beneath the palm of my hand. I didn’t care. 
“I ... I’m just trying to calm you down, Connor. Trying to tell you we’ll get through this together,” I told him gently. His skin felt like rough satin under my hand, and I wondered, 44 Evangeline Anderson & Jay Douglas 
almost idly, what it would feel like to touch that wiry black mat of curls on his chest. I knew this wasn’t a very professional thought, but I didn’t care. A warm current flowed between us. 
“I appreciate that, Red.” Raising his vivid green eyes to look directly into mine, I found myself helpless to look away. His nostrils flared again, and the desire I was feeling from him doubled, his yearning like dark chocolate on the tip of my tongue. What did he smell that made him so interested? I moved a little closer, my hand still caressing his muscular back in long, slow strokes. He leaned towards me, and I leaned a little towards him, his spicy masculine scent filling my nose. I’m not sure what would have happened if I hadn’t put my foot down so hard as I leaned in, causing my slipper to moo. 
“Oh!” I moved away quickly. What am I thinking? I had only known this man for a few hours. And he’s my patient! I had to get a hold of myself. “So ... so, you feel like you could stand to take a few tests?” I asked him stupidly, trying to look anywhere but his eyes. 
“I guess so. If you come with me, Red,” he said in a low voice. 
“I’m ... um, sure we can work ... something out.” I jumped off the bed and walked hurriedly out of the room to set up his tests, grateful to flee temptation. 
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Chapter Eleven 
After a bit of wrangling, I managed to get Connor into the next free slot on the MRI schedule. The tech on duty was understandably upset, because he had already cleared space for Connor at Dr. Timkins’s insistence, which Connor ended up missing. Luckily, they had a cancellation for the three o’clock slot, but I had to promise that Connor would be a model patient and would show up early to fill out the paperwork and screening form to get it. 
“You’re sure he doesn’t have any metal implants or anything?” the tech asked. 
I didn’t know, and putting Connor in the scanner without knowing would be hazardous. I promised to get him some screening X-rays before his MRI. It looked like I could forget about ever getting back home for another hour’s sleep. I sighed. I’m up now. 
Might as well make the most of it. 
I had just enough time while Connor was having his screening X-rays, along with a cervical series I had ordered, to run to the OR changing room, throw on scrubs and do something with my hair. If I was lucky, I could also get the damn blue lipstick off. I didn’t know what I was going to do about my slippers, but Grace unexpectedly came to my rescue by offering to loan me a spare pair of clogs that were only a little too big. 
“Thank you so much!” I told her. “Looks like I’m stuck here for the rest of the day, and my shift starts at six. I don’t think I could go around in my cow slippers all night and retain my professional credibility.” 
“I’m the one who called you out of bed. Just bring them back when you get the chance.” She smiled warmly, her admiration touching me briefly. “I have to say I was impressed the way you held your own with Dr. Timkins. He’ll think twice before he starts ordering exams on other people’s patients again.” 
“Let’s hope so,” I said, although I didn’t believe it. Timkins had it in for me now, and there’d be no stopping him. Grace loaned me bobby pins as well as the clogs, so that by the 46 Evangeline Anderson & Jay Douglas 
time I met Connor down at the Radiology department, I looked almost normal. My lips were still faintly blue, but at least my hair was pinned back into some kind of order, and I didn’t moo with every step. It was a vast improvement. 
“How we doing?” I asked the X-ray tech, a scruffy young man with a scraggy goatee. 
We were due in the MRI department in fifteen minutes and still had to fill out paperwork. 
“All clear, Doc.” He handed me the packet of films along with a standard metal alert sheet signed by the radiologist on duty. “Just one thing, though,” he said as I turned to go get Connor out of the waiting room where the tech had left him. 
“Something wrong?” I asked. 
“Not wrong, exactly. Just ... different.” He shuffled his feet a bit and scratched his chin. 
Confusion came off strongly; he was trying to figure something out. 
“Different how?” In my career as a doctor, I had found that it often pays to listen to the techs. They sometimes call attention to something I might otherwise miss. 
“Well ... this guy must have the densest bones I’ve ever seen. I tried using a regular technique on him, but it was no good. The films I gave you look okay, but they’re still a little light. And in order to get those, I had to triple my factors.” 
“So you had to use three times as much radiation to get these X-rays as you normally would?” I asked, making sure I understood. 
“Yeah. It’s weird. With the skull, I had to go even higher. I’ve never seen anything like it. Don’t worry about the radiation, though. I shielded him. Dense bones ...” he muttered to himself, shuffling off to get his next patient. 
I thought for a minute about what he had said. Dense bones? Triple the amount of radiation? Weird. I looked at my watch. We were supposed to be at the MRI department in ten minutes. 
I collected Connor from the waiting room where he was watching a game show on TV 
with very little interest along with two other bored patients. 
“Here.” I tossed him another scrub shirt I had picked up in the OR changing room. This one was a double-X and should fit him better. 
“Thanks. So how did the X-rays come out?” He pulled the shirt over his head and took the film jacket I handed him while I wheeled his chair down the corridor to the MRI department. “Still don’t know why I have to ride in this damn thing when I can walk perfectly well,” he said under his breath, irritated. 
“Hospital policy. And you promised to cooperate,” I reminded him. “Your X-rays are fine, although the tech says you have extremely dense bones. Especially your skull.” 
“Ha. Bet you didn’t need an X-ray to tell you I was hard-headed.” 
“No ... I didn’t,” I answered, smiling a bit despite myself. 
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In the MRI department we filled out the paperwork as well as we could, considering we had no idea of Connor’s past medical history. I showed the tech the screening films and metal alert sheet to convince him Connor was safe to go into the magnetic field. 
The tech spoke quietly to Connor, explaining the procedure and promising him both ear plugs and a headset to help alleviate the noise. He also explained that since he would only be scanning Connor’s head, his legs from the waist down would actually be out of the machine. I watched through the scan room window as he got my patient to lie on the table and prepped him to enter the scanner. Everything seemed to be going well, although Connor looked extremely nervous. At last the tech got him into the scanner and came back to the monitor room. 
“Man, I don’t know if he’s gonna make it,” he told me as the machine began to make the first, relatively quiet, clanking noises before it started to scan. “I can tell that guy’s really claustrophobic.” 
The first scan started in earnest, the loud clanging cough of the machine sounding like a cross between a backfiring car and a machine gun, and we both saw Connor’s legs jerk spasmodically. 
“No good. That’s gonna put motion on the scan.” The tech frowned, irritated. “If he can’t hold still any better than that, we’re not gonna get anything but a big blur.” 
“Okay, okay,” I told him. “Stop the scan for a minute.” 
“Have you tried giving him some meds to help him calm down?” 
Thinking of the medication Timkins had ordered and the lack of effect they had had on Connor, I shook my head. “Unfortunately, that’s not an option.” 
“Well, does he have anyone with him?” the tech asked in exasperation. “Somebody to go in the room with him and hold onto his legs. Just kind of calm him down? That helps more than medication sometimes, y’know. Makes ’em feel connected.” 
“I’m the only one with him right now.” 
“Well, if you really want this scan done, and you’re not able to give him medication then you’d better go in there, Doc,” the tech said. “He’s not gonna make it otherwise.” We both watched through the window as Connor twitched nervously again inside the scanner. 
Despite the fact that I wanted to avoid touching him again after the incident in his room where I had almost -- what? Kissed him? -- I had to acknowledge that the tech was right. 
There was no other way. 
Going into the scan room and shutting the door behind me, I said as soothingly as I could, “Hey, Connor.” 
His body jerked at the sound of my voice, and I saw his hands clench nervously. His breathing was rapid and heavy, almost panting with the anxiety I could feel rolling off him in waves, covering me like some viscous syrup and gnawing at my skin like a million jagged teeth. 
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“How are you holding up in there?” 
“Not so good, Red. This is really bothering me,” he admitted, his voice muffled a little from being inside the machine. 
“I’m going to stand in here with you and try to take your mind off it a little bit,” I told him. “Would it be okay with you if I just touched your leg a little, make you feel more connected, let you know you’re not alone?” 
“That would be great, darlin’. I’d really appreciate a little of your bedside manner right about now.” 
I felt my face redden thinking of his earlier reference to my “bedside manner” when I was stroking his back to calm him down. Why did it feel so dangerous to touch him? And why couldn’t I stop doing it? At least he was safely inside the machine where I couldn’t see those intense, moss green eyes. 
I had been letting his extreme anxiety affect me, and I was almost as nervous about touching him again as he was about being in the scanner. Taking a breath, I placed my hand on his left ankle, just below the loose hem of the scrub pants. 
Immediately the anxiety I felt tripled as our skin made contact, and my heart began to race. I felt my hands begin to shake, and sweat popped out all over my body. He hated this. I couldn’t understand how he was able to force himself to stay in the scanner at all. 
I began to get flashes of more than emotion. Scattered images of being tied down with some unbreakable cord too tight to wriggle free ... a small space like the MRI scanner, dark and close and terrifying ... and pain -- bright red, terrible, burning pain. Agony. The word was a crimson spasm in my mind. 
Being in the scanner was triggering some kind of memory for Connor. Nothing specific and nothing very helpful in figuring out who he was or where he came from, but something traumatic. If I didn’t take control of my own emotions, I was going to start panicking myself. 
And I needed to have enough control to help him calm down, as well. I reached higher and cupped his muscular calf, feeling him tense beneath my palm. 
Just then the scanner began to clatter and bang again, and I felt Connor’s muscles turn to iron under my hand. Now he was razor-close to the edge of panic, and I could feel the violence boiling just beneath the surface of his mind, waiting to spill over like a pot of scalding hot oil on a stove. Desperate to distract him before he exploded, I did the only thing I could think of. Reaching as far as I could inside the loose leg of the scrub pants I began to stroke his inner thigh, just above the knee. 
“Connor!” I yelled above the grinding clank of the scanner. “Hang in there. I’m right here. I won’t leave you.” 
I wasn’t sure at first if my act of desperation had worked, but gradually, despite the clanking of the machine, I felt Connor’s muscles loosen and turn from iron to wood to flesh again beneath my palm. The tiny, jagged teeth were gone. Looking into the machine, I could Marked 
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see his clenched fists relax, and his breathing became deeper and more regular. The emotions that flowed from him to me went from panic to mere discomfort and gradually changed into something else -- heat. 
He liked the sensation of my hand on his inner thigh. Liked it a lot. Flames licked up my arm, and my heart kicked in my chest. I felt a stirring at my fingertips and realized with consternation that I had been reaching higher than I had originally intended, and my fingers had actually brushed his ... 
I quickly moved my hand back down his leg, but the damage was done. 
The thin scrub pants hid absolutely nothing, and I was mortified to realize that, in my attempt to distract him from the discomfort of the exam, I had given Connor a whole different type of discomfort to deal with. Feeling my heart pound and watching the growing bulge in his pants, I couldn’t help remembering how it had felt against the back of my thigh after he had jumped off the gurney and held me tight against him in the ER that morning. 
Had it only been that morning I had met him? I couldn’t help feeling that things were moving too fast with this man, and part of me wanted to pull my hand away and leave the room. But I couldn’t. Without me to distract him, Connor would never finish his exam. And besides, a part of me didn’t want to stop touching him. Wanted, in fact, to let my fingers explore higher and higher ... 
I squashed that notion firmly. Connor was my patient, and I was his doctor. That was it. I ignored my own, ragged breathing and concentrated on calming him. 
I continued to rub his knee in small, soothing circles, trying not to look at the problem I had created. Gradually, and much to my relief, Connor’s emotions became calmer and the physical manifestation of his desire also began to calm down. When his heat died to embers, like a banked fire, I felt mine recede as well. I was relieved. The thought of the tech coming to take him out of the scanner and seeing the effect of my hands on him was a little more than I could stand. 
Not knowing what I was going to say to Connor, I dreaded the end of the scan. Would he think I had done it on purpose? Would he think it meant more than it did? What did it mean? I felt utterly confused, but I chalked it up to sleep deprivation. Things would look different after a good eight hours of uninterrupted sleep. But I still had to go through another midnight shift to get those eight hours, so I had to keep going. 
At last the scan was over. When Connor was out of the scanner, he sat up and looked at me with those wild eyes. The tech went back to film the scan and left us alone in the room. 
“There. That wasn’t so bad, was it?” I asked nervously. 
“You know exactly how bad it was, darlin’,” Connor said, surprising me. 
“How ... I mean what do you m--?” 
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“You knew what I was going through. After you touched me, you understood. You felt what I felt. I could smell it. And I could hear your heart beating ninety ta nothing right along with mine.” 
“Connor, don’t be silly. How could you possibly hear my heart over all the racket the machine was making?” 
He grinned wolfishly. “Told you I got sensitive ears. Besides, I was concentrating -- 
hard. I don’t know how you knew what you did, but you did exactly the right thing to bring me through.” 
“I ... um. I better go get your wheelchair,” I mumbled. Bright red colored my cheeks with embarrassment. Damn and double damn! 
“Wait.” He reached out and grabbed my hand in his, stopping me from leaving the room. I flinched, but the emotion I got from him through our contact surprised me. Simple gratitude, like a warm brush of sunlight on my face. He was grateful to me for helping him through a tough situation. 
“I know you don’t want to talk about it and I know you didn’t mean for it to go the way it did ...” He gestured, at a loss for words for a moment. “But anyway, thank you. I was going crazy in there, and you pulled me back. It doesn’t matter how you did it. I’m just grateful you were willing to try and help me.” He looked earnestly at me with those large green eyes, fringed thickly with inky black lashes. I abruptly lost all of my embarrassment, simply touched. 
“I ... it’s okay, Connor. And you’re right, I didn’t mean to ... to go there. But I’m glad we got you through the scan, and I’m sorry it was so traumatic for you. If you’d like to wait in the hall, I’ll have a look and see if I can see anything on the images the tech is filming. 
Okay?” 
“Okay,” he replied easily. 
I left him and went around the corner to where the tech was still working, thinking furiously to myself. Could Connor have discovered my empathy simply through his extraordinarily sharp senses? I shook my head. I had never told anyone directly of my gift, since my great gram warned me not to. I hadn’t told my parents, or Sylvie, or even Douglas. 
Now this strange man had come into my life and in less than twenty-four hours already knew my secret. Just like that, he knew. 
“Dr. Grayson?” The tech was looking at me strangely, and I got the feeling he’d been trying to get my attention for a while. 
“Um, yeah. Sorry, I’ve been working midnight shifts in the ER and haven’t gotten much sleep lately. How does it look?” 
“Guy’s got nothing I can see, but take a look for yourself.” 
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I had to agree he was right. There wasn’t a thing wrong with Connor as far as his brain was concerned. So much for a tumor or a hematoma putting pressure on his brain and causing the amnesia. Whatever was causing his memory loss, it didn’t show up on the MRI. 
I wondered if it was even physical at all. Clearly Connor had been through some kind of painful trauma before he was hit by the bus. Maybe it was so bad his mind wouldn’t let him remember ... 
“Well?” Connor asked me as I came out of the scan room to where he was waiting, arms crossed, leaning casually up against the wall. 
“Nothing,” I said. “I mean, I’ll have one of the radiologists read it to be sure, but I’m fairly certain your brain is fine.” 
“So there’s nothing you can see that’s causing the memory loss?” His face fell. He wore disappointment like a lead shirt. 
“Don’t look so upset,” I told him, putting a tentative hand on his shoulder and making sure I was touching the scrub shirt, not his bare skin. “That’s good news. You don’t want a brain tumor or any kind of clot in your brain, believe me.” 
He sighed heavily. “Yeah, I know. I was just hoping for some easy answers, ya know? 
This whole situation is so damn frustrating!” Tension coiled tight. 
“I know, but it hasn’t even been twenty-four hours since you were brought into the ER. You’ve got to be patient and let your body recover from the trauma you went through. 
Aren’t you sore?” Actually he shouldn’t be able walk after the abuse his body had taken. 
“Not much.” 
“Well there you go. Your body hasn’t fully recovered. Why should your mind be any quicker? You have to be patient,” I told him again. 
He grinned at me. “You keep saying that to me, Red, but I have a feelin’ I’m not a very patient person.” 
“At least you know a few things about yourself, Connor,” I pointed out. “That’s a good sign right there.” 
“Oh, I know what kind of person I am. I just can’t remember where I came from, what I was doing or how I ended up stark naked in the middle of a road in the middle of the night,” he said. “What I’d really like to do is get outta here and do a little snooping around. 
See what I can uncover about myself.” 
“You can’t go yet. I still have more tests to run on you. You have to let me help you before you go off on your own.” I squeezed his shoulder for emphasis. At the mention of more tests, the muscles in his arm bunched nervously under my hand, and I felt such deep unhappiness coming from him. I didn’t think I had ever had a patient who disliked being in the hospital so much. 
“More tests? How many more?” 
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“None as bad as the MRI,” I promised. “You’ve gone through the worst one. Everything else will be a piece of cake, really. I’d just like to get an EEG to study your brain waves and do some blood tests. I know it’s unpleasant, but it’s the only way we can find out what could be causing your amnesia.” 
“All right. I’ll hang around a little while longer.” Resignation was a tangible weight in his voice. 
“Promise?” 
“Promise.” He grinned at me again. “But I gotta tell ya, Red, if you weren’t my doctor, I’d be outta here like a shot. I wouldn’t hang around to be poked and prodded by just anyone.” That trust in me was there again, solid and unmoving. To be so utterly trusted was a little disconcerting. 
“That’s sweet of you, Connor.” My hand was still on his shoulder, and I reluctantly removed it to cross my arms over my chest, taking a small step back. “I’ll do the best I can for you.” I looked nervously up and down the hallway, but it was deserted. Not wanting to meet his eyes, I stared at the carpet and noticed it was the same color as Connor’s eyes. 
“I know you’ll be as good as your word, Red. You’re a special lady -- in more ways than one.” He reached out and pulled one of my arms free so that he could take my hand in his much larger, rougher one. 
I had to look at him then. 
“Very special ...” he murmured, and I watched as he raised my hand to his mouth and pressed a hot kiss into the center of my palm. His breath tickled, and the rough whiskers slightly scratched my sensitive flesh. 
I wondered if he was referring to my empathy when he said I was special, but I couldn’t bring myself to ask him about it out loud. His warm lips were giving me chills, and through our skin-to-skin contact, he was flooding me with emotions. Want, need, and a burning filled my brain, caressing my skin, licking at the tips of my breasts and the tender V 
between my thighs, until I didn’t know if the emotions were his or mine. My body responded, my heart pounded almost out of my chest and a slow sexual flush climbed up from beneath my breasts where the nipples felt hard and achy. I was burning up with his hunger, his need to consume ... 
“Stop it!” I pulled my hand away from his mouth suddenly. “I mean ...” Both of my hands smoothed my hair and tried I to breathe normally. “That’s not appropriate behavior, Connor. You’re my patient.” 
I began to feel a little better, more in charge of the situation and my body. “That kind of display is inappropriate. All right?” 
“If you say so, Red.” He still lounged against the wall nonchalantly as though his kiss and my reaction were no big deal. I was grateful that no one had seen what had happened Marked 
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between us. Despite his casual posture, the look in his intense eyes was smoldering, and his passion for me hung heavy in the air between us, suffocating in its intensity. 
“I ... we’d better get you back to your room, I think,” I said a bit shakily, gesturing to the wheelchair. 
“Think I’d rather walk. After all, we’re both dressed in scrubs. How’s anyone gonna know I’m a patient?” 
My brain was so rattled from his recent kiss that I couldn’t think of a good enough reason to make him get back in the wheelchair. “Fine.” 
We walked back to the Pediatrics floor together in silence. 
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Chapter Twelve 
I saw Connor back to his room Monday night and then finished my shift early Tuesday morning, barely able to drive safely back home to drag myself to bed. I was half asleep before my head hit the pillow, worn completely out by the past thirty-six hours. 
The strident ringing of my bedside phone woke me not an hour later, and I fumbled for the handset after two rings to mumble, “Hello?” 
I waited for a response, but there was no voice on the other end of the line, just deep, heavy breathing. “Hello?” I said again. “Douglas, is that you?” 
No reply, just that harsh panting on the other end. Somebody playing a prank, I decided, and hung up to go back to sleep. 
Fifteen minutes later the phone rang again, and again it was the heavy breather on the other end of the line. 
“This isn’t funny, Douglas. I want you to stop calling me.” I hung up again and was nearly asleep when the phone rang a third time. This time, after hanging up, I took the phone off the hook. If the hospital wanted me, they would have to reach me on my cell. I wished I had caller ID on the phone in my bedroom, but it was an old princess phone my dad had given me for my thirteenth birthday -- nostalgic but not modern. 
I rolled over and tried to get back to sleep, but it was impossible. Who would call me just to breathe in my ear? Was it some kid playing a prank? Somehow I didn’t think so. It wasn’t the type of thing Douglas would do, either, and yet the breathing reminded me of him. Lying in the daytime gloom of my bedroom, wrapped securely in my pale lavender comforter, I could almost hear Douglas’s voice in my ear. 
“God, Janine. You could at least pretend to enjoy it.” He rolled off me and moved back to his own side of the vast, California king-sized bed which was swallowed in the darkness of our cavernous bedroom. 
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I couldn’t see him, but I could feel the intense Irritation coming from him. I cringed at the tone of his voice; I had failed again. 
“I ... I’m sorry, Douglas. I’m trying, really I am,” I whispered, mortified at my failure. It was a fairly simple part of marriage -- why couldn’t I get it right? 
“Does it still hurt?” he demanded, his disembodied voice floating to me from the blackness of the other side of the bed. I could feel his impatience clearly, like a cold knife blade between my ribs. When he felt like that, so angry with me, taking a deep breath caused a stabbing, hitching pain in my side. 
“No, it doesn’t hurt anymore,” I said softly, knowing he meant the act itself and not the emotional aftermath. It didn’t feel particularly good, either, but I didn’t tell him that. I curled myself into an aching ball beneath the expensive satin coverlet. My feet were freezing. It was always too cold in our bedroom, because Douglas hated to sleep hot. 
“I know you were a virgin, but our honeymoon was months ago. You should have loosened up by now.” 
Disgust and annoyance flowed from his direction. The intense emotions seemed to gain weight and substance, fed by the smothering darkness, until I could almost reach out and touch them, writhing above my head like the coils of some black snake in the gloom. I pressed deeper into my pillow, turning my face to hide my eyes and clutched my hands between my breasts. I didn’t want to touch that slick, scaly hide. Didn’t want it to touch me. 
And yet I couldn’t stop it. His emotions were so strong sometimes, so hard to block out. 
“I know, it’s just --” 
“I mean, I’ve never had any tendencies towards necrophilia, but making love to you is like having sex with a corpse. In fact, a corpse would be more responsive than you. Next time I go visit you in the hospital, I’ll just zip down to the morgue for a quickie, shall I?” 
Aggravation-sarcasm-exasperation, hurtful and bleak, like swallowing a mouthful of jagged ice cubes, settled in my stomach and refused to melt, chilling me from the inside out. I shivered. 
His condescending tone left no doubt how he felt, even if I hadn’t been picking up his emotions loud and clear. I said the only thing I could think to say. It was what I always said. 
“I’m sorry, Douglas. I’ll try harder next time.” 
No answer, just his heavy, annoyed breathing in the blackness of the bedroom. The sound of a man whose wife was too stupid and too nervous to get it right. Just that breathing in the dark ... 
The ringing of the phone, this time my cell, snapped me out of the memory. As I sat up, I felt wetness on my cheeks and cursed myself for being so stupid. It had been nearly two years since we last made love, if you could call it that. Why did I still let the hurtful things that Douglas had said bother me? It was over and done with. Over. But it still hurt. 
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I grabbed my cell phone, looking carefully at the caller ID. “Anonymous.” I had a bad feeling even as I punched the button and said, “Hello?” 
It was the breather again. Disgusted, I punched the end key without saying another word. If the hospital needed me, they’d have to beep me. I turned off my cell phone, and then remembered I had left my pager in my locker at work. Great, just great. I’m at the mercy of this bastard, whoever he is. He had all my numbers and evidently didn’t mind using them. 
I turned my phone back on, wondered if it really was Douglas harassing me for the hell of it; but anonymous phone calls weren’t his style. When he called, he always tried to keep me on the phone as long as possible with lavish apologies, promises that he had reformed and pleas for me to come back. Calling and breathing heavily wasn’t like him, whining incessantly was. But if it wasn’t Douglas, then who could it be? 
I turned over and lay back down, wondering if I dared turn off the cell phone again. It was a risk to be completely unavailable to the hospital, but if the heavy breather called again I would do it. It didn’t matter. My phone remained silent for several minutes, and I managed to drift off to sleep. 
When it rang again, I didn’t know what time it was. A quick look at the clock showed it was almost time to get up anyway. I checked the caller ID and was relieved to see the name Rodriguez staring back at me. 
“Hey, Sylvie.” Rolling over in bed, I cuddled under my comforter for a few more minutes. 
“Hey, chica. Where are you? I’ve been trying to get you at home all day. Why don’t you answer your phone?” she demanded. 
“I unplugged it.” I snuggled further under the comforter and pulled my head under the covers, pressing the phone to my ear in the cozy, pale purple warmth. 
“Why? I was getting kind of worried, and I couldn’t remember your cell number. I had to wait ’til I got a break, and the courage, to scrounge it up out of the bottom of my purse. 
You know what a black hole that is.” 
“I ... uh, was trying to get some sleep.” I wasn’t sure why I didn’t want to tell Sylvie about the heavy breather. Maybe she’d blow everything out of proportion and insist I call the police. I wanted to keep it to myself. 
“Oh, right. You’re still on nights,” she said sympathetically. 
“Yeah. My last night shift ends this Friday morning. Look, Sylvie, I’ve gotta get up and into the shower right now, or I’m going to be late for my shift tonight. Is everything okay?” I sat up as I spoke, throwing the comforter off the bed. 
”Sure. I just wanted to check on you. You’re sure you’re all right? Is that crazy patient giving you any more trouble? You know, tall dark and hairy?” 
Marked 
57 
“I’m okay. It’s turning out to be a rough week between the night shifts, my difficult ER 
patient and Howard Timkins being an ass, but I’ll make it. The patient is actually behaving himself. We’ll see how long that lasts.” I thought of Connor’s standoff with Timkins and hoped there’d be no more incidents like that. 
“You’re gonna be fine. Hang in there, chica.” 
“Thanks. Talk to you later.” I sighed deeply and got out of bed. I didn’t feel rested, and now it was time to do it all again. 
Tuesday night and Wednesday morning was another heavy night in the ER, and I decided Connor would be all right if I waited until the next shift to check on him. I just wanted to go straight home and get some sleep. But like the night before, the phone rang as soon as I fell asleep. 
It was my friend, the heavy breather, and this time he spoke. 
“You bitch,” a male voice with a heavy Southern accent said. The tone was cold and deliberate, and vaguely familiar. I could feel the hair on the back of my neck prickling as he spoke. Hanging up at once I unplugged my phone again. I checked through my purse and found that, once again, I had left my beeper at work. Perfect. I decided not to answer the cell unless it was the hospital. I got another hour of sleep before the cell rang. Still half asleep, I answered without thinking. 
“You’re gonna pay for what you done,” the cold voice informed me. 
“Who is this?” I demanded, clutching the phone so tightly I could hear the plastic casing of my cell phone creak in protest. The only answer I got was deep, grating laughter, like someone gargling with gravel. 
And then, dead air. 
I turned off the cell phone, but then found it difficult to sleep worried the hospital would need to get in touch with me. After all, what if I hadn’t been available when the altercation between Connor and Timkins had occurred? I didn’t sleep. 
I saw Connor briefly before my next shift, keeping my tone as professional as I could and trying to ignore the tension I felt as his undiminished interest and heat brushed over my skin. 
Thursday morning, I remembered to bring my pager home. 
The week almost over, I set the alarm, turned off both phones and left my pager on my nightstand. I had scarcely closed my eyes when the pager went off. Sighing in frustration, I grabbed it and glared at the little digital readout. Would I ever get to sleep again? 
Instead of a phone number, 6969696969669696 stared back at me. The heavy breather had gotten my pager number, too! 
I was beginning to get scared. 
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Chapter Thirteen 
By the time I dragged myself up to the Pediatrics floor for a routine check on Connor before I went down to do my last night shift, I was half dead with sleep deprivation and fatigue. I was beginning to think I would have to go to the police, although I wasn’t sure what exactly they could do. I had considered changing my numbers, but the new numbers would still have to be available to the hospital and easily accessible. 
Three days of constant interruptions to my sleep had sapped my energy to the point that I felt hollowed out and utterly drained. To add insult to injury, during the little rest I had gotten, I had managed to sleep wrong and had a horrible crick in my neck. 
“You look terrible,” were the first words out of Connor’s mouth when I walked into his room. I knew he was right. There were bags under my eyes and my face was paper pale, drained by fatigue. If I looked anywhere near as wiped as I felt, then I must have looked like crap. 
But knowing it and hearing it are two different things. 
“Thanks a lot, Connor. You sure know how to make a girl feel beautiful.” I grabbed his chart and sank down in the one chair in the room, a molded plastic contraption that was rigid and ungiving to my tired body. I felt too worn out to put on my professional face with him; too tired to call him “Mr. Connor” or to be politely frosty. What he saw was what he got, and if he didn’t like it, tough. “Let’s see what we’ve got here.” I flipped open his chart and searched for the latest test results. 
“No, I mean it darlin’. You really look bad. Is something wrong?” 
I felt concern and anxiety pulsing from him strongly, touched that he should be so worried about me when he was the one in the hospital. 
“I’m fine. Just tired. Still working overnight shifts is all. But tonight’s the last one. Then I get to go home and sleep, sleep, sleep.” I shook my head. Why had I told him so much? Just Marked 
59 
saying I was fine should have been enough. It didn’t matter what I said, though. He wasn’t buying any of it. 
“It’s more than that.” Connor got up from his bed and approached me. He was wearing the usual pair of thin, light green scrubs that were just a little too small for his big body, and a tuft of black, wiry hair stuck out of the V-neck collar. He frowned, his features sharp with concern, his eyes a deep royal green. He wrinkled his nose as he slowly came towards me, inhaling thoughtfully. “You’re worried about something,” he said with perfect assurance. 
“You’re scared, too. What’s wrong?” 
How did he know? I couldn’t ask, because a discussion of his special abilities might lead to a discussion of mine. That, in turn, might lead to a discussion about my physical reaction to his emotions, and the connection that seemed to be forming between us. 
It was all too damn bizarre. 
So I passed over his comment and shook my head. Rubbing my painfully knotted neck, I tried to get the conversation back on track. 
“I’m fine, Connor. Really I am. I’m here to talk about you right now. So far, the results of all the tests I’ve had run on you have come back negative. I consulted a colleague who is a neurologist, and he feels --” 
“Screw that, Red. Tell me what’s wrong.” He stood in front of me, looming in an irritating manner. In my experience, when a man uses his height as an advantage, he’s trying to intimidate you. 
“Stop that,” I said sharply, snapping the chart closed. 
“What?” 
“Standing over me like that. I dislike looking up when I’m trying to speak to someone.” 
As I spoke, I tilted my head back to see his face and gave an involuntary wince as my neck spasmed fiercely. 
Immediately he was kneeling beside me, taking my hands in his and pouring concern, worry and distress through our skin-to-skin connection. It was sharp and sweet; he really cared. It wasn’t a feeling I was used to getting from a man. I wasn’t sure I had ever even felt it from Douglas in the short time that we were married. 
“I may not have known you very long, but I can tell that you’re hurting, Red. What is it? Tell me. Please?” The look in his eyes was pleading, his tone gentle, coaxing. 
It was almost enough to make me relent. “I ... I slept on my neck wrong. What little sleep I got ...” I pulled my hands away, crossing my arms before he could overwhelm me with his intense emotions. 
“That part’s easy to fix.” 
“What do you ... oooooh.” It came out in a kind of ecstatic little moan, because Connor had moved behind me and was kneading the muscles of my stiff neck like dough. His hands were large and competent and very warm as he worked on me. 
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This was wrong. Utterly wrong. He was my patient, and his hands on me, while not strictly sexual, certainly constituted inappropriate touching. I wanted to pull away, but his thumbs dug into the center of my back, just medial to the spine of my right scapula to find and loosen the tender knot of nerves that had bunched painfully tight. I lost my will to move, deciding it would be much easier to just melt right there in the hard plastic chair. 
“Now, what’s wrong, Red? Tell me about it.” 
And though I had resisted going to the police or even telling my best friend, I did. It didn’t take long. 
“... and I have no idea who it is. Anyone could call the hospital switchboard and pretend to be a nurse or another doctor and get my numbers. I’m just so tired ...” I finished my recitation, my chin nearly resting on my chest in blissful relaxation as Connor continued to expertly knead the tension out of my neck. 
“Can you think of anyone who might wanna upset you?” he asked thoughtfully. “You offend anyone lately, Red?” His hands continued working, and I could feel his intense Concentration like a tickle in the back of my mind. 
“Not that I know of.” My problems seemed unimportant as Connor worked on me. I was turning to butter beneath his powerful hands. “It could be anybody, really. All I know is that I need some sleep, and haven’t been able to get any this whole past week. I’m exhausted.” I sounded pathetic, but didn’t care. 
“I’m sorry, Red. Part of that’s my fault.” Worry and remorse came from him, pressing against me as strongly as his wonderful hands, and I shook my head. 
“Don’t blame yourself, Connor. It’s just been a crazy week, that’s all.” 
His hands had stopped moving, resting as a warm weight along my shoulders and neck. 
Now that my stiff neck was taken care of, I became more aware of his nearness to me and began to register the heat that was radiating from his large, muscular body, even through my lab coat. Leather and spice filled my senses, and I suddenly wished I could lean my head back against his flat stomach and look up to meet those well-like eyes of green. 
The sudden desire caught me off guard, and I sat up abruptly. I had been slouched comfortably in the chair, letting him work out the kinks in my neck, letting him touch me. 
As if sensing my discomfort, Connor gave one last pat on my shoulder and left his position behind me to go sit on the bed again. 
Looking at me intently, I saw his nostrils flair. And just like that, his heat and interest were back, filling the room completely, running over my flesh, making it hard for me to breathe. What the hell did he smell that got him so damn excited? 
My mouth was suddenly dry, stuffed with cotton. I couldn’t take my eyes off him, and he didn’t look away either. His gaze was focused, sexual. I felt myself blushing and was helpless to stop. It was Connor that finally broke the silence that stretched between us like taffy. 
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“You gonna go to the police?” he asked, elaborately casual. He reached out to the small, plastic bowl perched on the rolling tray by his bed and selected a peach from the mound of fruit it held. 
“I don’t know. Maybe. Probably.” I couldn’t say anything else, because I was watching him, spellbound. His large hand caressed the soft, fuzzy exterior of the peach. He brought it to his mouth and brushed its tender skin against his full lips. There was something about the shape of his mouth that was cruel and sensual at the same time. 
At last the lips parted, and he took a bite of the firm flesh. Strong white teeth drove in, decisive, merciless. A fine trickle of juice ran down his palm and slid over the strong lines of his wrist. Without taking his eyes from me, Connor bent his head and ran his tongue slowly up his tanned arm, licking away the juice with obvious pleasure. I rubbed my own arm, almost feeling the warm, wet line of heat. 
It was too much. I found I was out of the chair and standing in the doorway, the doorknob sweating in one palm, his chart clenched in the other. 
“It’s ... it’s not the right season for peaches,” was all I could think of to say. 
Connor shrugged. “Sometimes you have to take a chance on something, even if the time isn’t exactly right.” He pinned me with that intense green gaze. His passion rolled through me, making me feel dizzy and faint. 
Burning. I was burning up. 
“I have to go. I ... I’ll check on you later.” I never took my eyes off him as though he were a dangerous animal I had somehow gotten locked in with. An animal that might devour me. 
“Be well, darlin’. And be careful,” he said quietly. But that sharp edge of desire that emanated from him colored all his words crimson. 
I felt my nipples harden and had to go. Had to leave while I still could. 
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Chapter Fourteen 
My shift that night was, mercifully, a short blur. I tried not to think about Connor. 
There was a lot I needed to say to him, and a lot I couldn’t say. Clocking out at midnight, I vowed to turn everything off. The hospital could just wait if they needed something between now and nine the next morning. 
Wearily I trudged to my car parked in a back lot. All the “physicians only” spots had already been taken when I came in that afternoon. Even the damp autumn breeze playing around my face couldn’t revive me. My pantyhose had somehow become twisted, my feet ached and my legs felt like they had been dipped in lead. I could almost hear my eyeballs rolling in their sockets like rusty ball bearings. 
A bath first, I decided. A long, luxurious bubble bath to soak out all the tension and help me relax. There was nothing as relaxing as a bath, except maybe a massage ... 
I tried to push that idea out of my head. Yes, a bath and then bed for a nice long night of much needed rest. 
“Hello, bitch.” The cold voice sent my heart skittering up into my throat, and a wave of hate-lust-malice broke over me like a splash of icy water. My fingers went numb, and I dropped my purse on the asphalt with a dull plop. 
“What do you want?” I said, hoping to sound matter-of-fact and in control. 
“You lost me my job, you cunt.” The nearest street light was weak and far away, so the figure before me was just a hulking shape in the darkness, but I thought I recognized the voice. The voice of the heavy breather. 
“Bud?” I asked, hesitantly. “Is that you?” I backed away a step, not wanting to appear scared. I was intensely aware of my defenseless, vulnerable situation. Why hadn’t I taken those phone calls more seriously? 
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“Course it’s me, you bitch.” The voice was guttural, thick. I was choking on his rage and hatred, but at the same time, he wanted me as well. His lust rode the night air like the sickening stench of something rotten, corrupt. It was the same disgusting odor that rose from my floorboards when a poisoned rat had crept behind my wall to die. 
I saw his fists clench at his sides and heard his knuckles pop. In the dark, deserted parking lot, they sounded like gunshots, and I couldn’t stop myself from jumping and backing away another step. 
“Just calm down, now, Bud. You don’t want to do anything you’ll regret later.” I backed further away. 
He laughed that harsh, gravelly laugh I remembered from the phone calls, and stepped forward. As his breath gusted out with the laugh, I could smell the overpowering reek of alcohol on his breath. 
Great, he’s drunk! Making him ten times more belligerent. 
“Oh, I’m calm, all right.” He advanced, forcing me to back farther away from my fallen purse. I had a small canister of pepper spray, but there was no way to get it. “I’m calm, and I’m not gonna regret a thing. See, you an’ me, we’re gonna have a real good time tonight, Doc Grayson. A reaaaaal good time.” 
His words were slurred, but he was a long way from falling-down drunk. His inhibitions were wiped away, and I knew he would do anything he wanted to me and worry about it later. 
“Stay away from me, you son-of-a-bitch.” The feeling of helplessness made me angry. I wanted to run but was afraid to turn my back on him. If he got his hands on me, he wouldn’t let go. 
“Now, whazza matter? You gettin’ bashful on me?” He came suddenly, in a rush. I stumbled away and went down to the pavement, feeling my twisted pantyhose rip in dreamy slow motion over one knee. And then I was flat on my back. 
His head blocked out the moon, peeking briefly out from behind the clouds, which had waned to a wide, white grin in the sky. His greasy hair hung over his face and into my mouth, making me gag. His face was still in shadow. 
“... off me ...” I gasped, the wind knocked out of me from my fall. I couldn’t catch my breath. He was so heavy, pressing hard against my belly and legs. 
Hate. Rage. Lust. Disgust. Malice. 
The rotten, dead rat stench was suffocating me, crammed down my throat in indigestible wads as his hands heavily groped my body. 
“... get ... off ... me ...” 
“You heard the lady.” 
Suddenly Bud was dragged off me, the crushing weight removed. I took a huge, whooping gasp of clean air, grateful to be able to breathe again. Two shadows loomed over 64 Evangeline Anderson & Jay Douglas 
me, and I made myself scramble backwards on numb legs, afraid one or both of them might fall and pin me to the ground again. 
The electric ozone smell of Connor’s anger prickled along my skin as it had the first night in the ER. Lightning building for a strike. 
Dimly I saw movement in the darkness, and then there was the sickening crunch of cartilage folding in on itself. Bud howled and stumbled away, but Connor wasn’t done with him yet. 
Sitting up at last, I saw him step forward, holding onto Bud. 
They moved further away from me, out of the puddle of shadow where my car was parked, and into the weak, flickering glow of the nearest street light. Bud was holding one meaty hand to his nose, which had begun bleeding. It looked black under the weak light. 
“I think you owe Dr. Grayson an apology,” Connor said, his voice full of warning. 
“I ... didn’t mean ta ... I was just gonna scare her some. Bitch lost me my job,” Bud muttered sullenly, his big fists clenched by his sides. Connor’s motion was almost too fast to see, a blur in the dimness, and I heard another crunch, this one sharper, the snapping sound of a small handful of twigs being broken. Bone. 
Bud screamed, a hoarse, awful sound, and staggered back, clutching his nose again which was now spurting blood. His pain was huge and immediate, and I struggled to shield myself from its fierce sting. The blood smelled coppery and sweet in the damp fall air. Now it wasn’t just a case of cracked cartilage; his nose was truly broken. It would take a long time to heal, and he’d probably have two black eyes. 
“Show some respect,” Connor said, wiping his bloody knuckles on the pale green scrub pants he wore. 
“Sorry ...” Bud mumbled, trying unsuccessfully to staunch the flow from his nose. It came out sounding like “thorry,” which suddenly struck me as funny. I felt a hysterical bubble of laughter rise in my throat, and I pushed it back down with some effort. 
“Listen up and listen good.” Connor’s voice was harsh, unforgiving. “You come near her or even look in her direction again, and I won’t just break your nose or dislocate your jaw. I will fuckin’ kill you. You get me?” 
His back was to me, but he seemed to grow larger in the darkness, menacing and huge. 
His voice dropped another octave, and his next words were a low, indistinct growl. It sounded like, “She’s mine.” But his voice was too low for me to hear clearly. 
Whether Bud understood the last words or not, something in Connor’s eyes made his beefy, red face lose all its color. The blood from his nose stood out starkly on his waxy, white cheeks. His terror was intense, a thousand razor blades against my skin. 
I heard the heavy breathing of both men. Connor’s deep, angry inhalations and Bud’s clogged gasping. Then a new sound, a pattering like liquid being poured from a cup, and I smelled the sharp, acrid scent of fresh urine. Bud had wet himself. 
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“Get outta here and don’t ever let me ever catch you near her again.” Connor shoved him away in disgust. 
Bud stumbled once, then turned and broke into a shambling run. His truck, a huge four wheeler with oversized tires, was parked just yards away, and he scrambled into it. When he was safely inside with the doors locked, he rolled down his window and yelled, “You’re gonna pay for this, you bitch! I’m gonna make you both sorry you ever ...” 
“Get outta here!” Connor lunged forward suddenly, huge and menacing in the gloom. 
Bud gunned the engine and took off, spitting gravel beneath the huge wheels of his ridiculous truck. 
Connor turned to me for the first time, the anger leaking out of his eyes and concern replacing it. “You okay, darlin’?” He gently offered his hand to me where I was still crouched in a heap on the pavement. 
I ignored the hand and pulled myself up, using the gleaming side of the Mercedes next to me. Unfortunately, it had an alarm. 
A wild, screaming whoop began to rise, shattering the still night air, and a stern, male voice proclaimed, “Please step away from the car. You have intruded onto private property. 
Please step away from the car. You have ...” 
“C’mon, Red. Let’s get away from this thing.” 
Nodding, I felt around in the shadows and scooped up my purse. My brain felt numb. 
Walking stiffly, we made our way back across the parking lot to the hospital. There was a small, marble bench to one side of the back entrance that served as a smoking area. It was well hidden by the bushes. One of the bushes had waxy white flowers open to the night, drinking in the humid air. A heavy scent that tasted like my childhood emanated from the blooms. I knew the name of the bush but couldn’t think of it just then. My great gram used to have one in her yard. 
No one was in the smoking area, although the one ashtray provided was overflowing and crumpled cigarette butts littered the well-trampled ground. I sank gratefully onto the bench to catch my breath and looked at my watch. 
“You sure you’re okay?” he asked. 
I nodded briefly, then realized more was required. “Fine.” I looked down to take stock, and realized I was telling the truth. Except for my knee, I was unharmed. Physically anyway. 
“I’m fine,” I said again, my voice stronger and more confident. “Just a little scrape on my knee.” 
“Let me see.” He knelt in front of me, his concern rubbing softly against my tired, skin. 
“It’s fine. Just a scrape.” I scooted back a little. 
“You’re bleeding.” 
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He was right; there was a small smudge of blood on my knee, oozing sluggishly down my shin. 
Connor bent his head, and I felt a warm wetness caress the wound. 
I gasped; he had licked me. 
I pulled away feeling burned, violated. “Why did you do that?” 
“Don’t know.” His eyes were pools of green-black in the shadows as he still knelt before me. “It seemed like the right thing to do. It should heal better now. Faster, cleaner.” 
“How do you know that?” 
“I don’t know.” His frustration was as bitter as an unswallowed pill. “I just do.” 
I didn’t want to discuss it further. “Sit here on the bench with me, off the ground. It’s dirty,” I said. 
Connor grinned, a white flashing of teeth on his dark face. “Okay.” When he sat next to me, I could feel the warmth of his body like a line of fire along my side. 
We sat for a while. 
“How did you know he’d be waiting?” I asked at last, breaking the silence. 
“I didn’t.” He blew out a breath, shaking his head and running one hand through his wild hair. “But I figured that somebody who knew how to get all your numbers might think to check your schedule, too. Gettin’ off so late, parkin’ so far out, that’s dangerous, Red. You gotta be more careful. I won’t always be around.” His voice in the darkness was low, regretful. 
“What do you mean? We haven’t found out what’s wrong with you yet.” Now was the time to advance my theory that it was mental, not physical trauma, that had caused his amnesia. But if I told him that, then I had no reason to hold him at the hospital to run test after pointless test. No reason except my desire to keep him close, my inability to let him go. 
“No, and we’re not gonna, either. It’s pointless me hanging’ around here, and you know it.” There was no accusation in his voice, just a dull certainty. 
“That’s not true Connor ...” 
“Jeanie.” He took my hand, using the old nickname my father had used when I was little. “I’ve only been staying here for you. You know that.” It wasn’t a question. 
My hand trembled inside his, and I felt that familiar jolt of current between us. 
Longing and regret melted on the back of my tongue like bitter chocolate. I took my hand back quickly. His eyes were dark. 
“No. You’re my patient. That’s all.” I wasn’t sure who I was trying to convince, him or myself. 
“I won’t be your patient forever.” His voice was quiet and certain. 
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“I have to go. I’ll check on you tomorrow.” I stood shakily, wobbled a bit, found my feet and walked back across the parking lot. I didn’t look back, but I could feel Connor’s eyes on me, burning and needful. His sadness was as thick as the humid night air. 
I kept walking to my car to drive home. Once there, I took a bath. A nice, hot, well-deserved bath. I couldn’t stop thinking about the way Connor had saved me from Bud. What might have happened if he hadn’t shown up? 
Finally I got to bed, making sure every door and window was secure. When I woke up the next morning, fully rested for the first time in over a week, I noticed the scrape on my knee had miraculously healed. 
I got dressed and called the hospital to check on Connor. 
“He left,” Grace told me. 
“What?!” 
“He checked himself out of the hospital. There was nothing I could do.” 
My John Doe was gone. 
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Chapter Fifteen 
“I’ll be right there!” I told Grace, slamming down the phone and driving faster than the law allowed. 
I got to the Pediatrics floor in record time to find Grace wearing Dr. Seuss scrubs. 
“He left, Dr. Grayson. At least three hours ago. I couldn’t stop him.” 
“Why not, Grace?” My voice was dangerously low and calm. “If my patient was leaving against medical advice, why wasn’t I notified?” 
“I tried to page you, but you didn’t answer,” she said. 
As promised, I’d turned off my phones and pager. 
“Mr. Connor has been very restless lately, Dr. Grayson. You ordered every possible test on him, and they all came back negative.” She was courteous and firm. 
“Grace, I don’t understand how you could have let this happen without finding some way to alert me,” I snapped, aggravated at making myself so unavailable. “I was going to have a social worker speak with him about temporary housing. And what’s he going to do? Run around in a pair of hospital scrubs and slippers?” 
“I think you’re underestimating Mr. Connor.” Grace refused to fight back with me. “He seems like a very resourceful man. I doubt if he would’ve talked to the social worker. And he’s not running around in scrubs and slippers. He’s about the same size as my husband, so I gave him some of the things I was going to give away to the Salvation Army. We all thought you’d be discharging him soon, so I brought them in yesterday. I didn’t see any harm in it.” 
“But ... where did he go? Did he have any idea where he was going to stay, or what he was going to do?” 
“He wasn’t really sure,” Grace said. “I gave him the name of one of the missions downtown, Good Shepherd House on Eighth Street ... he left you a note.” 
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“What? Why didn’t you say so in the first place?” I was too upset to care how wild I must look and sound. 
Wordlessly, Grace handed me a scrap of notebook paper folded in fours. 
Turning my back to her, I opened it quickly to his sprawling, generous hand. 
Dear Red, 
By the time you get this, I’ll be long gone, hopefully to find out a little more about myself. Little things like where I come from and who the hell I am. Sorry I couldn’t stick around to say 
goodbye, but I knew you’d try and stop me. 
I know I’m leaving a lot of things left unsaid between us, 
whether you want to admit it or not. But I can’t help tha now. 
t
Maybe I’ll look you up someday, and we can talk. Thanks for 
being such a fine doctor and trying your best to help me. I won’t forget you, darlin’. 
He had signed it simply, “Connor.” 
I felt pressure build in the back of my throat, pressure that wanted to come squeezing out my eyes in hot sobs and tears of frustration, but I held back grimly. He was gone, out of the hospital and out of my life. Well, I wasn’t ready to let him go. Things left unsaid between us. What a miserable understatement. 
I made a sudden decision. 
“You said Shepherd House? On what street?” I asked Grace as calmly as I could, my voice choked with unwanted emotion. 
She eyed me warily. “On Eighth Street, downtown, Dr. Grayson. But that’s not a very good neighborhood, even in broad daylight, and it’s ...” She consulted her watch. “... almost seven o’clock now. The sun will be setting in less than an hour, and you don’t want to be down there alone at night. It’s not safe.” 
“Thank you for the warning, Grace,” I told her firmly. Taking the note and dismissing her sharp stab of apprehension for my safety, I turned and left with as much dignity as I could manage. I was pretty sure that by driving like a maniac, I could make it downtown in thirty minutes or less. 
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Chapter Sixteen 
Downtown Pasadena was not a pretty place. Crumbling buildings and abandoned storefronts were more common than thriving businesses. Everything was gray, bleak and generally dilapidated. Brownish grass grew through the numerous cracks in the sidewalks and an asphalt landscape blanketed what was once lush Texas farmland. 
Thanks to Chemical Row, industrial plants that produced much of the nation’s plastics and pesticides, there was more pollution in that area than in LA. The area was dim and dingy, full of mistrustful faces and suspicious dealings on every corner. I went seeking the man I wasn’t ready to let go of. 
I drove my little green car down abandoned one-way streets for what seemed like hours before I finally found Eighth. I had done a rotation through one of the inner city hospitals years before as a med student; but I hadn’t been back to the area since, and it seemed much worse than I remembered. 
The Good Shepherd House Mission was a nondescript, two-story, gray building next to a seedy looking bar. I pulled into the nearly deserted, graveled parking lot just as twilight was purpling the hazy sky. A large blue late-model van with no windows in the sides or back pulled in behind me, but I scarcely noticed, so intent was I on the mission. 
I planned to walk into the Good Shepherd House and ask if anyone had seen Connor. If they hadn’t, I would leave my card and promise a reward to anyone who could give me information. I felt fairly certain I could find Connor if he confined himself to Pasadena. But only thirty minutes to the west was the urban sprawl of Houston. If he decided to seek his answers there, I might never see him again. I hoped Connor had taken Grace’s advice about staying tonight in Pasadena at the mission. 
Getting out of my car, I pressed the little button on the side of my door and heard the reassuring double-beep that told me the Volvo was safely locked. I walked towards the front Marked 
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entrance, passing rows of blank windows staring like blind eyes on the side of the mission, rehearsing in my head what I would say to Connor if I found him there. 
“Dr. Grayson? Dr. Janine Grayson?” 
It took a minute for my name to sink in before I turned around. 
“Yes ...?” I asked hesitantly. Who’d be looking for me here? 
“Dr. Grayson, we’ve got a situation I think you should know about.” I squinted in the near darkness of the late twilight, trying to make out the man’s face, but here were no street lights in the parking lot and everything was in shadow. He appeared to have a greasy mane of longish, unkempt hair, and his slitted eyes shone dimly in the faint light, but that was about all I could see. 
“Situation? What situation? How do you know who I am?” I asked, keeping my eye on him and the van parked behind him. 
“We’ve been lookin’ for you for a while,” the man said easily, walking towards me. 
There was something in his manner I didn’t trust. 
“We?” I backed away warily as he came forward. So far, all I could get from him was a cautious sense of optimism, as though things were going his way. 
“Why, me and my business associates, a’ course.” He couldn’t keep the laughter out of his voice. I felt a strong sense of malice, thick and choking, coming from him, but I didn’t have to be an empath to know this man meant me no good. 
I turned suddenly, hoping to run into the mission, and ran straight into the chest of a huge man whose bald head gleamed in the half light. His bare, slab-like arm was covered in numerous tattoos. On one arm was a badly inked dragon, and the other said “Mother” in a crude heart. Not very original. But on the same arm with “Mother,” in childish, block letters was printed, “Jesus is coming -- Look busy.” 
The man pinned me in a bear hug and twisted me around to face the greasy haired man, who was now grinning from ear-to-ear. The odor of stale sweat and old cigarette smoke filled my nostrils and gravel crunched under my shoes as the large, bald man held my arms behind my back. To my dismay, I heard a sliding metallic clang, and two more men emerged from the nondescript van and came towards us. They were large and brutish, and I felt like I had suddenly fallen into a very bad dream. 
“What do you want?” I tried to sound authoritative and slightly annoyed as though this was nothing more than a minor inconvenience at the hospital. The situation was beginning to resemble my run-in with Bud in the hospital parking lot the night before, and I was thinking that I should avoid parking lots in the future. 
“It’s not so much what we want, Dr. Grayson,” the first man with the unkempt hair told me. “It’s someone else who doesn’t like you very much, Doctor, but doesn’t want ta get his hands dirty. So he called us. We like ta get our hands dirty, ain’t that right, guys?” 
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The Neanderthal behind me began laughing in big, chuffing guffaws. The malice was harsh and hurtful, rubbing my skin raw. 
“Sure do, boss,” he chortled. “’Specially with pretty little bitches like this.” He leaned down and took a big snuffling breath of my scalp, which made the hair at the nape of my neck crawl with horror. The odor of rotten teeth gusted into my face, making my stomach turn. 
His action reminded me in a sick, upside-down kind of way of the night I had first met Connor -- the way he had jumped off the hospital gurney and caught me firmly but gently against him. He had been careful not to hurt me, but the caveman behind me was jerking up on my arms so hard I thought I’d end up with two torn rotator cuffs, or worse. Much worse. 
“She’s a pretty sweet piece of ass, all right. Nice tits, too,” one of the men advancing on us remarked. He had something large in one hand, although I couldn’t make out what it was. 
A gun maybe? “We don’t have ta do’er right away. We could take’er somewheres and have a little fun.” Lust accompanied his words like wriggling earthworms on bare flesh. 
“He didn’t say we couldn’t. Just said ta make sure the job got done. I never had a redhead before,” the greasy-haired man said. Choking clouds of cruelty and lust battered me in waves from every direction, making me throw up my shields as well as I could. 
My stomach turned over as I realized what was about to happen. This was my worst nightmare. I would rather be killed outright than raped. I eyed the open van door. If they got me in there, I knew I would never come out alive. I was in a much worse position than I had been in with Bud the night before. He had wanted to scare me. 
These men would kill me. 
I knew I had to try to get the pepper spray out of my purse, somehow. I wasn’t going to go quietly. I would go down fighting. 
“Hey, fellas, why don’t ya leave the lady alone?” a deep voice growled in the dark. The sun had set completely by now, and the moon, half full, was out. As a cloud skated away from its face, I could see a familiar form coming towards us, out of the gloom. 
“This don’t concern you, buddy. So fuck off.” The greasy haired leader of the pack barely glanced at the voice. 
“Sorry, pal. Can’t do that.” The voice was mild, but I could feel a cauldron of violence bubbling under the surface as the dark figure continued to approach. “Looks to me like the lady doesn’t really wanna go with you or you wouldn’t have her arms all twisted up like that. 
Looks to me like you’re hurtin’ her.” 
“What’s it to ya if we hurt the bitch? Whadda you care?” the bald Neanderthal still holding me growled. 
“I care, because she happens to be a special friend of mine.” There was definite danger in the tone now, the words tinged a violent bloody-orange. The high, flat smell of ozone rode the air, sharp as a whip crack. Connor felt wilder, his emotions more primal than they Marked 
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had been even the night before. Because Bud hadn’t posed much of a threat to him, there had been no real danger, but tonight there were four men, one of them armed. A challenge. 
Connor approached slowly. There wasn’t just anger but actual rage, a more pure emotion than I had ever felt from anyone, flowing out of him towards the men who meant me harm and poking my skin like tiny, electric shocks. The moonlight distorted his sharp features, making them wilder and more feral than I had ever seen them. He grinned ferociously, and I could see the glint of his sharp teeth. Maybe it was that wild, animal look that had caused Bud to lose control of his bodily functions the night before. It scared me, and I wasn’t even on the receiving end of it. 
The greasy leader looked uneasy, but I could still feel his determination to finish the job. “Look, buddy. This is our business. I’m sorry if ya happen ta like the little bitch here, but ya can’t win four ta one. And my associate here,” he nodded to one of the men who had come from the van, “has got a gun that’ll make a powerful big hole in ya if ya try anything.” 
I heard a click in the darkness, and one of the shadowy shapes to my left raised his arm, pointing something, presumably a gun. My heart sank. What could Connor do against so many men, one of them armed? And yet I sensed no uncertainty in him. He was completely unafraid. I suddenly remembered the way he had ripped through the backboard straps the first night I met him, and my hopes rose again, just a little. 
Connor stopped a few feet from us and stood motionless. The unkempt leader seemed satisfied that he had made his point, because he nodded to the three other men to start heading back to the van. They did so, and I felt myself being dragged as the man holding me retreated from where Connor stood. I said nothing, allowing myself to be taken away without a struggle. 
I could feel Connor gathering himself, and I didn’t want to get in his way. Lightning about to strike. 
Suddenly there was a blur in the darkness, and I didn’t see as much as feel someone rush past me. Greasy screamed hoarsely and then stopped suddenly. I heard a heavy thump as he dropped to the ground. The gun went off simultaneously, sounding huge in the shadows. I heard a grunt of pain that sounded like Connor, and then the gun went off again, this time farther away. 
In the darkness, I wasn’t sure who was winning, but the Neanderthal holding my arms stopped dragging me and relaxed his grip. 
“Boss?” he asked, uncertainty clouding his dim brain like a gray fog. He wasn’t sure what to do next. 
The chance I was waiting for. 
Feeling carefully with my right foot, I ascertained the location of his own. I raised my leg and brought the sharp heel of my shoe down as hard as I could into his instep. 
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As he howled, his pain a red wash over my vision, he let go of my arms entirely, and I whirled around, digging the canister of pepper spray out of my purse. Making sure I was aiming the nozzle of the spray away from me, I pressed the trigger as hard as I could. 
I thought the first blast caught him in the mouth, because he abruptly stopped howling and started coughing and gagging instead. I aimed higher for the second squirt, pretty sure I had gotten his eyes that time. I stepped back quickly as he crawled and moaned on the ground, gagging right under my feet and felt a vicious stab of my own joy at the stinging pain in his throat and eyes. 
I continued hearing noises in the darkness as I backed away, and then the wail of a police siren split the night. Someone must have heard the gunshot and called the authorities. 
The scuffling in the night grew more desperate as the men who had planned to abduct me tried to get away. 
“Damn it! Come on! Get in!” one of them shouted. 
“Can’t see ... bitch sprayed me with somethin’.” The garbled voice of the Neanderthal was weak. Panic mixed sharply with his pain, the fear of being left behind bright and terrifying in his dull brain. There were clumsy scrambling sounds in front of me, and then I heard him break into a shuffling run. The hollow clang of the van door sounded. 
I heard the roar of the van’s engine turning over, and its headlights blinded me temporarily. I stumbled out of the way as the van fishtailed out of the parking lot, spitting gravel as it went. The police siren got louder in the distance, but it was obvious they were going to be too late to catch the men. 
I kept seeing afterimages of the too-bright headlights behind my eyes, as I tried to make my way back to my car. In the darkness, I stumbled over a body lying in my path. I reached down and felt coarse, thick hair and a broad, muscular shoulder under my palm. 
“Connor?” I asked tentatively. And then louder, “Connor?” 
I shook his shoulder, but it was no good. 
He wasn’t moving. 
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Chapter Seventeen 
“Connor?” I yelled again, shaking the body lying in front of me as the police siren wailed in the distance. 
“Right here, darlin’.” 
I saw a figure coming towards me and realized with relief that the person on the ground must be one of the men from the van. 
“You okay?” 
I stood up. 
“We gotta stop doin’ this,” he said gruffly, his voice still thick with the tension curling inside him. He was trying to make himself relax for my sake. 
Adrenaline from the fight he’d just been in was still pumping through his system, and he was projecting some pretty fierce emotions. Anger-pain-protectiveness all came my way with equal, suffocating intensity. And an animalistic joy, vivid and razor-sharp. He enjoyed the fight the same way football players enjoyed going out and tackling each other. 
I could hear him breathing harshly in the darkness and couldn’t help being a little afraid of him, his large, dark form looming over me in the shadows of the parking lot and the hot, smothering emotions pouring out of him like raw electricity spitting out from a live wire. 
“I said, are you okay, Red?” he repeated, and I felt worry replace a little of that manic joy and berserk rage which had been dominating his emotions. He stepped towards me, suddenly in front of me, gripping both my upper arms in an almost bruising grip. He seemed to see much better than I could. 
“Answer me, Red. You’re makin’ me nervous. Are you hurt?” Remembering the way he had dealt with my injured knee the night before provoked a dull blush on my cheeks. I tried 76 Evangeline Anderson & Jay Douglas 
to answer him. I really did, but I was still getting over my adrenaline rush, my nerves were still jarred from the shock of having almost been abducted, raped and most likely killed. 
I felt shaken, violated by all the harsh, loathsome emotions that had been pouring over me as the men discussed what they would do with me. Like taking a shower in sewage. I felt unclean, coated in a thick layer of scum. 
Connor’s fingers bit into my arms, and I could see the dim shadow of his face, concerned as he peered intently into mine. 
The police sirens were growing louder but still a few blocks away, and all I could think was that they would’ve been too late. If it weren’t for Connor, I would’ve been in the back of that unmarked van having God knows what horrible things done to me, before they decided to end it. By the next day, I would’ve been a corpse somewhere, floating in the Gulf or lying in an unmarked grave. 
“They ... they were going to rape me. Then kill me. They said so,” I heard myself telling Connor. “If you hadn’t come when you did ...” 
It all came crashing down on me at once. Timkins, the sleep deprivation, the phone calls, Bud ... 
I could feel myself starting to cry. I tried to let the tears leak silently down my cheeks. 
Connor gathered me into his arms and held me close. “’S’all right, darlin’,” he murmured gently into my hair. “I never would have let ’em hurt you. You’re safe now. It’s gonna be okay.” Fierce feelings of strong, masculine protectiveness wrapped me close and safe as my father’s arms after a nightmare, and I couldn’t maintain my slow leak anymore. 
I began to sob. 
“Oh, God ...” I moaned, burying my face in his chest and feeling the coarse, thick hair prickling my flushed cheek. 
Large, warm hands caressed my back as I shook, and he continued to hold me close, whispering soothing words of comfort as I cried in the darkness. 
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Chapter Eighteen 
“If what you’re saying is accurate, Dr. Grayson, it certainly sounds like somebody wants you out of the picture.” The detective in charge of our case peered earnestly at me with hound-dog brown eyes and nibbled reflectively at the end of his pen as he talked. 
Mild interest, barely enough to register, was all I’d picked up from him all night long. I guess attempted homicide was nothing new to him. Been there, done that, next, please. He’d been chewing the same pen throughout the interview, and I kept waiting for him to be rewarded with a mouthful of ink for his trouble. 
When the police arrived on the scene, they had thought I was being attacked by Connor. Though I vehemently explained that he had, in fact, saved me, they appeared to find him suspicious, even after questioning us together and separately for nearly two hours. 
I could understand their suspicion of Connor in the tight, faded jeans, V-necked black T-shirt, and old brown leather jacket. He needed a shave and his thick black hair was wilder than ever after the fight. He hardly looked like someone on the right side of the law. His appearance, amnesia, lack of ID and the fact that the man I had stumbled over in the parking lot -- who turned out to be the greasy-haired man -- was in a coma with severe head and spinal trauma all worked against him. 
The rest of the gang had disappeared, leaving Connor behind. I backed him up, though, and after a few phone calls to the hospital, the pen-nibbling detective had to let the matter drop. 
We sat across from the detective while he shuffled papers at his desk. Connor’s arm was wrapped protectively around my shoulders, and I didn’t try to dislodge it or move away. 
I kept picking up his feelings of protectiveness, warmth and safety. I wrapped those emotions around me like a security blanket, needing the comfort they offered. 
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“Yup, somebody wants you gone.” Boredom was setting in, tasting like dry, faintly stale toast in my mouth. “Could you think of who it could be, Dr. Grayson?” 
I had told him everything already during our private Q-and-A session, but apparently he wanted to hear it again. Wanted to watch Connor’s reaction to what I said? 
I sighed. 
Where do I start? Bud with his threatening phone calls and abortive attack the night before? Timkins, my ex’s good friend, with his strident, wounded pride and anger? Or should I start with Douglas himself, the man who paid an outlandish divorce settlement and now wanted me back so that he could add my salary to his dwindling savings? I spoke about them hesitantly, in that order, while the pen-nibbling detective listened. 
“I don’t think it could be Douglas,” I finished. 
“Why not?” the detective inquired, chewing his pen. I noticed that his teeth were ever so slightly blue. It was distracting. 
“Because, well, because he’s been attempting to reconcile with me in the last few months. He wants me back ... at least that’s what he keeps saying.” 
I felt a low snarl and a blast of protective possessiveness coming from Connor. I stiffened against his arm and shifted in my seat. Just because he’d saved me twice didn’t mean he owned me ... 
Immediately I felt ashamed. 
Connor had saved me from almost certain death, not to mention “a fate worse than death,” as my genteel grandmother would have put it. What was that old proverb, the one about being forever responsible for a life you’d saved? Maybe a little possessiveness was in order. Besides, when was the last time I had felt such emotion coming from a man who had his arm around me? I had certainly never felt it with Douglas. With him, I had always just been another possession to show off, to prove to himself and others that he could still attract a younger woman and keep her ... 
“... with you.” 
The detective had been speaking to me, and I’d missed everything while I mused about Douglas. 
“I’m sorry, Detective. Could you repeat that, please? I’m a little tired right now.” That was an understatement. I felt completely wrung out emotionally and physically. 
“I said, if somebody’s looking to have you killed then you’d better take precautions. 
We’ll try to find these guys, but until we do, don’t let yourself be caught alone again. The best thing to do is keep somebody with you at all times, like your boyfriend here.” He gestured at Connor, and I felt my face grow red with embarrassment. 
“Actually, Detective, as I explained earlier, Mr. Connor is my patient.” 
“Well then, you must be giving him one helluva treatment, Doc. He really beat the shit out of the perp we found on the scene. Mr. Connor must have gotten awfully upset to do the Marked 
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kind of damage he did tonight. In my experience, you don’t get that upset without some kind of ... emotional attachment.” 
The detective gnawed his pen more fiercely than ever. He could obviously see the embarrassment on my face and had drawn his own conclusions. 
Sure, Connor was my patient, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t screwing him. 
“She’s a good doctor,” Connor said in a deep voice. 
“I’ve been treating him for a while,” I offered lamely, trying to defuse the situation. 

The detective looked at us and raised his eyebrows. “Okay.” 
I felt myself blushing harder than ever. Ever since we’d come to the police station, everyone had assumed we were together. The detective was not the first person to refer to Connor as my boyfriend. I supposed I could see why they thought we were a couple. All our body language said so. 
I kept finding myself leaning into Connor. I rationalized that my body was seeking the comfort my mind refused to ask for. I had been through a tremendously traumatic experience, and no matter what it caused people to think, I had decided to accept the comfort Connor was offering. 
I sat up straighter. 
“So you’re suggesting that I hire some kind of bodyguard, Detective?” 
He shrugged, bored again. “Might not be a bad idea. Just be careful for a while. 
Somebody willing to pay to have a job done once is usually willing to pay again. You need to be on your toes. Stay alert and don’t be alone.” He emphasized his last words with an especially hard chomp on the pen, and the moment I’d been waiting for all night arrived. 
The much abused plastic barrel finally gave way with a brittle crick, and a large squirt of ink filled his mouth. 
“’Scuze me ...” the detective mumbled, rising quickly and leaving his desk. 
I hoped it permanently stained his lips; I had rarely been so embarrassed. His remarks about Connor’s emotional attachment to me were rude and unnecessary. 
“He’s gotta point, Red,” Connor said in a low voice. “You shouldn’t be alone just now. 
You got somebody at home?” 
“Umm ... no,” I said. “I’ve been divorced for a year now, and I pretty much live alone.” 
“Do you have anybody you could stay with?” 
I thought for a moment of going to stay with Sylvie, but she had company that week, relatives from Mexico. I knew she’d make room for me if I asked her; she was that kind of friend. But she had an extremely large family. And did I really want to go banging on her door at two in the morning and explain what had almost happened to me? Sylvie was my best friend, and I would tell her everything, but still ... not tonight. I was tired, emotionally and physically. I hadn’t even told her about the incident with Bud yet. 
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So I shook my head. “I have friends, but none I want to bother at this time of night.” 
He frowned. “Please tell me you at least have a big dog at home.” 
“Sorry. Three for three.” I sighed, exhaustion dragging at my eyelids like lead fingers. 
“Then you better go to a motel, or somewhere they won’t find you.” His eyebrows drew down in a thoughtful scowl. I felt his concern clearly. He wanted to protect me. 
“How did they find me in the parking lot of the mission?” I pointed out. “I’ve never been there in my life, and yet they found me easily.” 
“Why were you there in the first place?” he asked, taking me by surprise. “Not exactly the safest place for a lady to be at night. I thought you learned your lesson last night in the hospital parking lot.” 
I stumbled, trying to remember what I had rehearsed, on my drive down. But when I opened my mouth, all that came out was, “I was looking for you.” 
“Why, darlin’? Didn’t you get the note I left with Grace?” He looked at me quizzically, head to one side, one eyebrow cocked. I felt a cautious sort of optimism coming from him, climbing along my nerve endings. 
“Yes, I did, but ...” Things left unsaid between us. “You weren’t ready to go -- to leave the hospital, I mean.” I knew it wasn’t what he wanted to hear, but I couldn’t help it. I wasn’t ready to say it. 
“You didn’t think I was ready to go, or you weren’t ready to let me go?” he asked, softly. Those deep, green eyes bored a hole in my soul, and I dropped my gaze hastily to my nervously twisting fingers in my lap. 
“As your doctor ...” I began, sounding detached and unemotional. 
“Save it, Red,” he said harshly, leaning towards me to fix me with a glare. His disappointment was bitter and chalky in my throat like a half-dissolved aspirin. “I’m not interested in any more of your professional bullshit. I left when I did because we weren’t making any progress, and I don’t just mean on my amnesia. Would you have chased any other patient halfway across town, trying to get ’em to come back after they left?” 
“If, in my professional opinion, they were in danger ...” I started, but a dark look from Connor stopped me. “... probably not. Look, I admit that I wasn’t ready to let you leave, and though some of those reasons were medical, some of them may have been, well ... personal,” 
I ended, almost in a whisper. I looked up at him again, feeling like I was about to cry from embarrassment. “Is that good enough for you?” 
“Just fine, darlin’. Better than I hoped for, actually. We can drop it if you want.” His eyes and tone of voice had softened considerably. His arm was still around my shoulders, and he gave me a gentle squeeze, his emotions milder than before. 
“Thanks,” I said stiffly, relieved he wasn’t going to insist that I sort out all of my complicated feelings for and about him right there in the police station. 
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“So you don’t have anyone to come home to, don’t have friends you want to bother, don’t have a dog to keep you safe, and you don’t wanna stay in a hotel? What’s left?” Connor looked at me expectantly. “What’s left?” he said again. 
“You are.” I couldn’t believe I just said that. 
“What do you mean?” Connor looked at me closely. He was holding himself tightly closed. I could barely read him. 
“You are, Connor. You’re the only option I have left. You need a place to stay, and I need protection, at least for the time being. You could ... come home with me, at least for a while, couldn’t you?” 
“Not sure exactly what you’re asking, Red.” His eyes caught and held mine again. His protectiveness and comfort changed, and, for the first time that night, I caught that disturbing feeling of sexual interest radiating from him like heat from a stove. His hand on my shoulder which had seemed so comforting the whole night now seemed extremely intimate. I understood, suddenly, that I was playing with fire. If I wasn’t careful, I was going to get burned. 
“I mean ... nothing sexual,” I said quickly, trying not to see that look of heat in his eyes, to feel his wanting on my skin. “Just for tonight. I just don’t want to be alone, all right?” I couldn’t look at him. I could feel his doubt and need for me flaring powerfully. He wanted to protect me, but he didn’t want to hurt me in the process. 
“Red, you hardly know me. Is it safe to let me into your home -- into your life?” he asked me softly, his eyes searching mine. His warm hand caressed my shoulder gently, but his touch was anything but soothing. Despite my statement that our arrangement was to be asexual, I still felt desire flowing from him, licking at my skin. I shifted in my hard seat, willing my body not to respond. I crossed my legs nervously, and then uncrossed them. 
“Yeah,” I said shyly. “I can tell you don’t mean me any harm. I can feel it. The same way you can smell things and hear things and see things you shouldn’t be able to.” 
It was the closest I had come to speaking directly about my gift to anyone since my great-gram had died. 
“Yes,” he said simply. 
“Yes, what?” 
He smiled at my impatience. “Yes, I’ll come home with you.” His tone was light, but his eyes were dark with promise, and I still felt those disquieting emotions coming from him. 
“All right then. Thank you,” I said, awkwardly. 
“No. Thank you, Red. I’m grateful for a place to stay, even if it’s just for the night.” 
“Um ... okay, then. Are we ready to go?” 
I had a feeling he was going to be staying much longer than one night. 
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Chapter Nineteen 
We stopped back at the mission for Connor to collect his things, and I admit, I sweated bullets every second it took him to walk in, grab the old duffel bag that represented all his worldly possessions and come back to the car. 
I wasn’t sure what to say to Connor, but I didn’t feel like making small talk. He sat silently in the passenger seat and stared at the darkness flashing past outside. No strong emotions came from him, and I assumed he was feeling just as tired as I was. 
Then I remembered that I hadn’t really thanked him for saving my life. Twice. I cleared my throat, and he looked towards me, one eyebrow raised. 
“I ... uh, never really thanked you for saving me.” I looked at him briefly before staring back at the blacktop unwinding before the car. 
“Sure you did. Right before the police came, remember?” 
I shifted in my seat, embarrassed. “That wasn’t really my idea of a thank you. I just sort of ... lost control and, well ... I got pretty emotional, I guess. I just wanted to let you know how much it meant to me, you coming along just in time ... I mean, they were going to ... to 
... sorry ...” 
Tears started rising again, as I remembered exactly what the men in the van had in mind for me. I struggled to control myself, shaking my head. I was just so tired ... 
“Anytime, Red. But you don’t have to be so embarrassed about getting upset. After all, it was a pretty upsetting experience.” 
His sympathy was cool and soothing, like salve on a stinging wound, but it wasn’t an emotion I cared to have directed at me. I had the feeling he was close to putting his hand on me. 
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“Yes, well ... it’s just not like me. I’m usually in better control of myself than that.” My grip on the wheel tightened and I stared straight ahead, swallowing my emotions as well as I could. 
“Yeah, you seem like the kind of person who’s very interested in being in control of herself.” His voice was dry. 
“How did you happen to be there at just the right time, anyway?” I asked, changing the subject. How did he always show up just at the right time? 
“I was in the mission, thought I heard voices, and one of ’em sounded familiar. I came out and smelled you, and I could tell by your scent that you were afraid. It didn’t take much to understand why when I walked around the corner and saw that big, tattooed guy holding your arms behind your back. 
“I got so angry. Just the thought of that guy with his hands on you, darlin’ ... the thought of any of those assholes touching you ...” His voice got low and became little more than a snarl. 
The smell of ozone began to rise, and I gripped the wheel in apprehension. Then, he shook his head a little, and I felt him pushing the rage back down, swallowing that electric power. 
“I just wanted to find a way to get you outta there without hurting you, Red. Wasn’t sure if I was gonna manage it, but it all turned out okay in the end.” 
I made a mental note to ask Connor more about his memory of the event later when he was calmer and had more distance. I knew he had super sharp senses, but he said he could smell that I was scared! Could he smell emotions the way I felt them? Like calls to like ... 
It was too much to think about. I was tired. 
I gave him a sidelong glance. “I wasn’t sure what was going to happen, either. I mean, you were outnumbered, and the one guy had a gun. When I heard those shots, I was afraid they got you. Thank God they missed.” Relief made me feel weak all at once. 
“Well, actually, they didn’t miss entirely.” 
“What?! What do you mean, Connor? Were you shot out there?” 
“Take it easy, Red.” His tone was soothing, but I didn’t want to be soothed. “Guy just winged me is all. Bullet passed right through my arm. I looked at it when I got a chance to go to the men’s room at the police station. It bled a little, but it’s fine now. 
“What?!” It was all I could do to keep my eyes on the deserted highway. He’d been shot saving me and hadn’t said a thing. “Why didn’t you tell me?!” Relief gave way to anger. 
“Connor, I’m your doctor and ...” 
“No, you’re not, Red. Not anymore,” he interrupted in a low growl. “I’m out of the hospital now. Didn’t I tell you I wouldn’t be your patient forever?” He had warned me, all right. I shivered, remembering the warm brush of his tongue over my hurt knee. The knee which had healed overnight. 
84 Evangeline Anderson & Jay Douglas 
“Still, you should have told me.” I concentrated on driving, keeping my eyes on the road so I didn’t have to look at him. 
“I didn’t tell you because I figured you’d had enough excitement for the time being,” he said. “I understand that the doctor/patient relationship is sacred to you, darlin’, but that’s not the relationship I want with you anymore.” 
He cleared his throat, and I looked at him for just a moment. His face was dark and his teeth and eyes very white in the faint glow of the dash lights. I tried not to feel his emotions, to know what kind of relationship he wanted with me, but his heat breathed down my skin. 
“It might be more accurate to say that I’m your bodyguard, at least for now.” 
Okay, fine. So we’re past the whole doctor/patient thing. But there was no way I was going to let him get a gunshot wound while saving my life and not at least take a look at it. 
What if he needed stitches? What if he got an infection? 
I tried another tactic. 
“If you’re my bodyguard, then technically you’re my employee, right?” I asked. 
“Maybe ...” 
“And as your employer, it is my duty to provide you with health benefits, at least up to a point, correct?” 
“I guess ...” he said, his voice noncommittal. 
“Well then, now that I know you have been wounded while in my employm--” 
“Technically this happened before you hired me, Red,” he pointed out, laughter just below the surface of his voice. 
I rolled it on my tongue like orange candy, sweet and tart. “The point is that, as your employer, I insist that you see a doctor for the wound you received while saving my life and almost in my employ.” 
“All right.” Connor was grinning now. I could see him out of the corner of my eye as I drove into my own neighborhood. “So as my employer, do you know a good doctor?” 
“It just so happens that you are in luck, Mr. Connor,” I said formally, smiling despite my weariness. “I just happen to be a doctor, and I will agree to examine you with the understanding that I am doing so as your employer who just happens to be a doctor, and not as your personal doctor.” 
“All right, Red. You win.” He laughed out loud, a deep chuckle that I could feel down to my bones. It felt good to have him laughing with me like that. “You can look at it when we get to your place. Satisfied?” 
“Not until I see it,” I said, pulling into the driveway of my townhouse. 
“You’re the boss,” he said, still laughing. 
“And don’t you forget it.” I tried to keep a straight face as we got out of the car and went inside. 
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Chapter Twenty 
I had a small medical bag that I hoped would be adequate, although if I saw something I didn’t like, I was determined to take Connor back to the hospital, even if I had to hit him over the head and drag him there. 
“Okay, where is it?” I asked, flipping on the blinding fluorescent lights. 
“I told you, in the arm. You can see where it went in and out of the jacket’s arm. See?” 
He lifted his left arm and showed me two neat holes in the leather of the upper arm, just below where his armpit would be. 
“Off,” I commanded, motioning to the jacket. “And the shirt, too,” I added as he shed the ancient brown leather jacket and draped it over a kitchen chair. 
“Pushy, aren’t you?” he asked with a grin. He pulled the black T-shirt over his head, and I noted that he seemed to be moving his arm well; but then, he had been moving it all night. I hadn’t even felt discomfort from him. “Here it is.” He raised his arm and pointed to the underside around the upper part of the triceps. 
Looking carefully to where Connor was pointing, I saw a small smear of blood, but I couldn’t see any open wounds. What I did see, after cleaning the area with peroxide, was a dime-sized scar that was exactly mirrored on the other side of his arm, though a little larger. 
Maybe the size of a quarter. It certainly looked like the wound from the entrance and exit of a bullet, but the scar looked several weeks old. It was still fresh and pink, not white yet, but still ... 
“How is this possible?” I ran my hand over his muscular, barely scarred arm. He didn’t even need a bandage. This recent wound had healed incredibly quickly. 
“How is what possible? What’s wrong, Red?” Connor asked, a little worried at the consternation on my face. 
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“Nothing, really. I mean, nothing’s wrong. I can see where the bullet entered and exited, but ...” I paused for a moment, thinking. 
“But what?” His impatience was prickly, but not hurtful as Douglas’s had been. 
“It’s already healed,” I muttered, still running my hand over his smooth, tanned skin. 
“Um, Red? That kinda tickles,” he said, but I was too busy looking at his skin. 
“This injury should have taken weeks to close, and instead you’ve healed in a matter of hours,” I told him. “Did you know this about yourself? Did you know that you could do this?” 
“I dunno. Not really.” He shrugged as I continued to stroke his skin in wonder. 
I remembered the dried blood he’d had on his face the first night he’d been brought in to the ER. And yet, I had been unable to find any kind of head trauma or scalp laceration. 
And what about the way he had licked the wound on my knee and caused it to heal? 
“Nobody heals this fast, Connor. This is amazing, unbelievable. God, I wish there was a way to test it ...” 
“That should be easy.” Connor rose from my kitchen table and walked across to my magnetic knife board. He pulled a small, paring knife from the rack. 
“Wait a minute. What are you doing? Those knives belonged to my great-grandmother, and they’re still extremely sharp ...” 
“Sharp is good. Should heal nice and clean.” I felt no trepidation from him, only mild curiosity. 
“Connor, don’t --” I started, but it was too late. Connor had taken the sharp little knife and drawn a thin, red line down the tender inside part of his forearm from elbow to wrist. 
Small, deep red rivulets of blood began to well up and run down his arm. 
“I can’t believe you did that!” I rushed towards him and grasped his arm in both hands to try and stop the bleeding. He shrugged again. 
“Just watch, Red. I thought you wanted to test your theory.” 
“Yes, but I didn’t want you to hurt yourself to do it!” I looked anxiously at him. “I can’t believe you did that ... come over to the sink so we don’t get blood all over the floor.” 
“Sorry.” He seemed largely unaffected by the wound he had given himself to satisfy my curiosity. The impression I got wasn’t that the cut didn’t hurt, but rather, that the pain didn’t matter. I pulled him over to the sink, but as I did, I noticed that the bleeding was beginning to slow down. The wound was shallow, but still, it shouldn’t have been clotting that fast. 
“I’m going to rinse this off with some water, all right?” 
He nodded. Normally I would have been applying more pressure to try and stop the bleeding before I washed it, but it seemed to have almost stopped on its own already. I turned on the tap and held Connor’s arm underneath the flow of water, rinsing swirls of crimson down the drain. 
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What I saw when the blood was washed away amazed me. The wound had not only stopped bleeding, but it looked like it was beginning to form scar tissue. 
“I don’t understand this. How is this possible?” I turned off the water and ran my fingers wonderingly over his forearm. 
“I don’t know, darlin’, but it’s late. What say we talk about it in the morning? That be okay with you? I’m beat.” 
Indeed, I felt a fog of weariness emanating from him through our skin-to-skin contact. 
“Yeah, I guess so,” I said, still a little dazed. What I had just witnessed was possibly the most amazing thing I had ever laid eyes on, and Connor wanted to just go to sleep. I supposed it was old news to him. 
“Red. Hey, Red. Earth to Red.” 
I heard Connor’s voice at last through my daze. 
“Sorry, Connor. What?” 
“I said, could you please stop petting my arm long enough to show me to the spare bedroom, so I can get some sleep?” he asked politely, looking down at his arm, which I was still caressing in wonder. He was tired, but my touch was still affecting him. Through the haze of fatigue, I could feel his craving for me begin to radiate, pulsing over me in slow, languid waves. 
“Oh, sorry,” I hastily dropped his arm. “That’s just the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen. I’m still trying to wrap my brain around it.” 
“Well, if you don’t mind, Red, I’d really like to wrap my brain around some sleep. It’s been a long day, if you know what I mean. We can talk about it in the morning. Okay?” 
“Okay.” I eyed the thin, pink line that looked like a days-old scar on the inside of his forearm. “Let me ... uh, let me show you the spare room.” 
He followed me down the hall and up the stairs to the second story of the townhouse. 
“Welcome,” I said, throwing open the door and gesturing for him to lay his bag on the queen-size bed with its deep green comforter. “I’m afraid it’s not much. I hardly ever use it except when my friend Sylvie comes over and has a few too many margaritas. But the sheets are clean, and the bathroom’s down the hall. There’s fresh towels and soap and pretty much everything you need in the cupboard over the sink in there. Use whatever you need and don’t worry about it.” 
“Thanks. Right now I just wanna use the bed.” He slumped wearily onto the foot of the mattress. 
“All right, my room’s down the hall if you need anything,” I said, and he looked up sharply. That hadn’t exactly sounded right ... “I mean ... but you probably won’t since I’ve already told you where everything is ...” I felt my face grow hot and red. 
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“Don’t worry, Red. I won’t bother you,” he said gently, as though reading my confused thoughts. “But it’s good to know where you are in case there’s any trouble.” 
“You don’t think there’ll be, do you?” I asked, feeling suddenly frightened. It was one thing to be attacked in a dark parking lot. It was something else entirely to think strangers meant me harm by invading my home. 
“Nah. Not tonight. But if there is, that’s what I’m here for. I’ll sleep with one ear and one eye open. I won’t let anything happen to you, darlin’. I promise.” His deep voice was so reassuring and the protective, comfort and safety emotions coming from him were so calming that I relaxed. 
What was it about this man that could make me so uncomfortable, and yet, so at peace at the same time? I shook my head, too tired to give my confusing thoughts consideration. It was easier just to accept what I felt and go with my instincts. Connor would protect me. 
“Thanks, Connor. It makes me feel better knowing you’re down the hall,” I told him with a shy little smile. 
He smiled back, tiredly. “Sweet dreams, Red.” 
“Same to you.” I shut his door softly on my way out. 
Putting on my favorite midnight blue sleeping shirt, I crawled between the soft, pale lavender sheets. They had never felt so good, and I was almost asleep before my head touched the pillow. 
Less than an hour later, I woke myself up screaming. 
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Chapter Twenty-One 
“Connor! Connor!” I screamed. “I’m in here! Don’t let them take me! Don’t let them hurt --” 
“Red, wake up! Wake up! It’s a dream. Just a bad dream. Wake up.” 
I felt a strong hand shaking my shoulder, and I sat up suddenly in the darkness as the dream released me from its grip. 
“Oh, God ...” I sobbed, still half asleep. “Don’t let them take me ... don’t ...” 
“It’s okay, darlin’. It’s all right, Jeanie,” the deep voice murmured, and strong arms were wrapped around me, pulling me close to a warm, broad chest. 
I held on, feeling like I was drowning in the dream’s images. Rubbing my cheek against his coarse hair, I was comforted by the sound of his heartbeat in my ear. Comfort, safety and tenderness came from him in waves, wrapping me in a warm blanket of peace. 
I sighed softly, quieting at last. 
The scent in my nostrils was wild, like leather, musk and spice, and when I opened my eyes, I could see in the half-light of my room that the hair covering the chest I was leaning on was dark -- black in the moonlight. 
“You had a bad dream, darlin’. I heard you thrashing and moaning, so I came to investigate. Then you started calling my name, so I woke you up. Are you feeling okay?” 
“Yes.” I separated myself from him. “Sorry I woke you up,” I muttered, feeling ashamed of myself. “I ... used to have bad dreams when I was younger about a monster -- a beast, and my father always came to wake me up. At first I thought you were him. My father, I mean.” 
He raised one large hand and brushed the hair out of my eyes with surprising gentleness. “Too bad I’m not your father after all, come to make things all better. Sorry to disappoint you.” 
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“I’m not disappointed.” I felt my body leaning towards him, towards the solid comfort of his warm, bare chest. He wrapped his arms around me again as though he was glad to have me near, and I felt the wiry hair scratch comfortingly against my cheek. 
“Glad to hear it,” Connor whispered into my hair. Then I felt one large, warm hand on my chin as he tilted my face up to his. For a moment, I thought he was going to kiss me on the mouth. And in that one instant, in the softly dreaming dark where my emotional shields were down, I would have let him. 
But instead of my mouth, I felt his lips descend softly onto my wet cheeks and eyelids. 
tenderness ghosted over my skin, kind and calming. 
“You taste so sad, Red,” he said, his voice low and soft in my ear. “So sad, and so scared.” 
“I am. I can’t help it,” I whispered back, feeling utterly vulnerable, unable to lie to this man who was holding me so gently in his warm, strong arms. 
“I’m gonna take care of you. Nothing is gonna get to you that doesn’t go through me first, I swear.” He held me tighter, and I felt a mixture of fierce protectiveness and affection coming from him, completely enfolding me. 
This was the first time since I was a little girl that I had been wrapped in the arms of a man who willing to kill or die for me. It was strangely soothing, a deeply primal feeling. I sighed contentedly. 
“Feel like you could go back to sleep now, Red?” he asked, shifting a little on the bed. 
“I guess. Maybe ... maybe you could lie down here next to me a little while until I go back to sleep?” I asked him softly, unwilling to let him go, to slip out of the comforting circle of his arms. I felt that familiar heat from him, the wanting licked over my skin, hot and demanding, but for some reason, it didn’t bother me. 
“Don’t know if I’d better do that, darlin’,” he said, a little gruffly. “See, I’m not your dad, and holding you like this, well ... it has an effect on me. Especially with you wearing what you’re wearing.” 
I looked down and saw, to my embarrassment, that the blue silk sleeping shirt I had worn to bed had become unbuttoned, and the inside curves of both my breasts were fully exposed. The pale skin of my breasts looked creamy, like opals in the moonlight against the midnight blue silk. 
“Oh, God!” I said, completely waking up. Quickly I extracted myself from Connor’s embrace and fumbled with the buttons, trying to make myself decent. I don’t know if it was because I was so tired or just embarrassed, but I’d never been so uncoordinated. 
Finally, after watching me struggle with the damn pearl buttons, Connor brushed my hands away and did the job himself. The feel of his strong fingers brushing against the soft skin of my breasts made me feel uncomfortably hot and nervous, as though his heat might consume me any minute. 
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“There,” he said after finishing the last button. 
“Um ... thanks. Sorry, I didn’t mean to flash you.” 
“If you’re feeling better then I better go back to my room.” I felt the sexual heat pulsing from him more strongly, kissing the slopes of my breasts, the insides of my thighs, and I felt more nervous and confused than ever as I felt my body react to his. Felt his interest and heat kindle my own. 
“Good idea.” I felt my cheeks glowing red with embarrassment. He was sparing me in some way. Didn’t want to take advantage of me in the middle of the night when I was emotionally vulnerable. 
“Good night, Red.” 
“Good night, Connor.” He smiled and stood up, closing the door behind him, taking his crimson tinged desire with him and leaving me alone with my own. 
I lay back down, mortified, and vowed to be a stronger, more controlled person in the morning. 
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Chapter Twenty-Two 
The shrill ring of the telephone woke me up around ten the next day, and I groaned as I rolled over to grab the handset. 
“H’lo,” I muttered. 
“Janine, it’s me, Sylvie. I just heard what happened to you last night. Are you okay?” 
The worried voice of my best friend woke me up as I yawned and rubbed the sleep from my eyes. 
“Hey, Sylvie. Yeah, I’m okay,” I said. “How did you hear?” 
“When Douglas couldn’t get hold of you, he called me demanding to know if I knew what was going on. Apparently the police got both him and Timkins out of bed last night to question them. I had no idea what he was talking about, but I made him tell me everything. 
Were you really attacked in a parking lot by four men?” 
“Yeah, but I’m okay. Fortunately I was ... um, saved by a patient of mine. Well, he’s not really a patient anymore, but you know how that goes ...” I looked out my window. There was a large dead tree in the back yard where my bedroom window faced, and it stood stark and beautiful against the deep blue of the sky. 
“Douglas seemed to think there’s some kind of contract out on you. That somebody wants you dead. Is that true?!” Sylvie demanded to know. 
“I don’t know. They acted like someone had sent them. It didn’t seem like a simple ... 
uh, robbery type of thing. They said they were going to take me away and ... and kill me.” I didn’t want to lose control of myself again as I had the night before. 
“Janine, how can you be so calm about all this?! Why didn’t you call me, or come over to my house?” 
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“I didn’t want to bother you. You’ve got all your family in from Mexico right now, and I was ... fried. I’m trying to keep it all in perspective and not lose it, emotionally. I was a mess last night.” 
“But you should have come anyway. It was last week that I had all my family, remember? And even if I did have a houseful, I still would’ve made room for you, you know that.” 
“I know, Sylvie. I just wanted to go home and sleep in my own bed. I was afraid if I went to your house, I’d be kicking somebody off the couch or something.” 
“Well you should have come anyway,” she said sternly. “If you really have some kind of ... I don’t know, price on your head, then you’d better not be alone. It makes you too vulnerable. I think you should come stay with me for a while.” 
“Sylvie ...” I said with some difficulty, drawing my legs up to my chin. “I’m, well ... I’m not exactly alone.” 
“You’re not? You have family staying with you?” I heard surprise in her voice. Sylvie knew I was an only child and not very close to my mom since Dad died. 
“Not exactly. Remember I told you I was saved last night by a patient of mine ...” 
“Wait a minute. Are you telling me that you took this man home?” 
“Uh ... yes,” I confessed reluctantly, curling my toes into the sheets. 
“This wouldn’t happen to be the same man you were talking about all last week, would it?” she teased. “The one with amnesia who came in and upset your whole ER and dislocated that jerk’s jaw?” 
“That’s the one,” I admitted. 
I heard Sylvie take a deep breath. “Look, chica, all joking about tall, dark and hairy aside, do you think that’s such a good idea? I mean, how well do you know this guy? He’s got amnesia, for God’s sake! How well does he even know himself? How do you know he won’t hurt you or take advantage of you? Just because you’re sleeping with him ...” 
“I’m not sleeping with him, Sylvie. It’s not sexual at all. He’s just here for my protection. Besides, it was only for one night.” 
I could taste the lie, but I was hoping Sylvie couldn’t. I couldn’t help remembering the way I’d felt the night before when he held me after my nightmare and later, when he’d buttoned up my shirt. I shook myself back to the present; Sylvie was talking. 
“I still don’t like it, Janine. You hardly know him.” 
“I know him well enough to know that he’d never hurt me.” I tried to explain. “You know how I know about people sometimes ... just know?” 
“Yes. We never talk about it much, but I understand how it is with you. My abuelita is the same way sometimes. But Janine, I’ve never known your instincts to be wrong about anything but men. Take Douglas ...” 
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I kicked the covers off my legs in frustration. “Douglas is the only thing I ever ignored my instincts on. I wish I would’ve listened, but I didn’t. This is entirely different,” I said. “I’m telling you, Sylvie, Connor will not hurt me. He took on four men last night, one of them armed, and took a bullet in the arm to protect me.” 
“He did?!” I could tell by the swoony sound in Sylvie’s high voice that the hopeless romantic in her was coming out. She loved fairy tale romance and happy endings. 
“Yes, he did. But there’s more to it, Sylvie ...” I told her about Bud’s attack, the way Connor defended me and the way he healed my knee. I blushed as I told her, remembering the ticklish, wet feeling of his hot tongue on my skin, the way it’d almost burned me, and was glad she couldn’t see me over the phone. 
“He licked you?” 
“Licked my knee. Get your mind out of the gutter.” 
“So he licked your knee and healed it? That’s pretty hard to swallow, Janine. Are you sure it didn’t just heal on its own? Maybe it wasn’t as bad as you thought.” 
“I know it sounds strange, but it gets even stranger. Remember I told you he took a bullet for me?” 
“Yeah.” She was still skeptical. 
“Well, by the time we got home from the police station, the wound had already healed. 
And before you say anything else, I actually saw him heal. Right in front of me.” I told her how Connor had cut himself to test my theory, and she gave a long, low whistle. 
“Dios, chica. If that’s for real, it’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever heard. The medical implications alone ...” 
“It’s for real, all right. But that’s not the only thing different about Connor. He’s amazingly strong, too. I didn’t tell you this before, but that first night in the ER, he ripped through the straps of the paramedics’ backboard. Completely demolished them, and you know how strong those things are.” 
“That’s amazing. Are you sure you’re not putting me on, chica?” 
“No, and the thing is, there’s more to him than all that,” I told her. “There’s something in him that’s like me. Not really like me, per se, but different from everyone else, like me. I never thought I’d find that, and, well, I’m not ready to let him go yet. Can you understand?” 
This was the closest I had ever come to directly telling Sylvie about my gift, and I held my breath, waiting to see how she’d take it. 
There was silence on the other end of the phone for a long time, and then Sylvie finally said, “Okay. If you trust him, then that’s good enough for me. But this sounds like it could be serious, chica. Are you sure you’re not sleeping with him?” 
“Yes,” I told her firmly. “I mean, it’s not that I’m not attracted to him ... it’s just that, I don’t know.” I sighed and ran a hand through my sleep-snarled hair. “I’m just not ready yet 96 Evangeline Anderson & Jay Douglas 
for anything physical. Douglas was such a jerk about that aspect of our relationship. He made me feel so ... inadequate.” 
“You should put that pendejo straight out of your head, Janine. I don’t know what he told you, but you shouldn’t waste another minute thinking about it, all right? I mean, if you want to go for it with this Connor, you shouldn’t let anything Douglas said stop you.” 
She was really angry for me, and her high voice got squeaky, like an angry mouse, making me laugh. Sylvie could go on for hours on the subject of Douglas and what a jerk he was if I let her get started. 
“Just listen to yourself,” I told her, swinging my feet to the floor. “First you tell me to leave Connor alone, and now you’re telling me to go for it. Make up your mind, Sylvie.” 
“Sorry. I guess I think you should just follow your heart and listen to your instincts.” 
“Okay,” I told her, grinning 
“And so you’re really all right -- not hurt at all?” Her voice was still slightly anxious. 
“Yes, Sylvie. I’m really all right,” I assured her. “And now that you know I’m safe, am I forgiven for not calling you or coming over last night?” 
“Yeah, I guess so,” she said. “I wish you would’ve at least called though.” 
“Thought you had family in town.” 
“Well, now you know I don’t. Although if you had called, you would have interrupted something ...” she hinted, her voice getting mysterious. 
“What?” I asked suspiciously. “What were you doing that didn’t involve family last night? Was it George?” 
George Bukowski was a surgeon Sylvie had been lusting after for quite some time. 
Once she put her mind to getting him, I knew the poor guy didn’t stand a chance. 
“Could be,” she replied in a maddeningly casual tone. “Could be that we finally went out and came back to my place for a nightcap. And things just sort of ... developed from there.” I heard the smugness in her voice. 
“Sylvie, you slut,” I said, laughing. “Tell me everything. I want all the juicy details.” 
“All right, chica. You twisted my arm.” She giggled like a little girl, high-pitched and silly. 
For the next forty minutes, Sylvie gave me all the details of her date with George. I was famished, but she wouldn’t let me off the phone until I promised her she could casually drop by to scope Connor out for herself. 
Pulling on the midnight blue silk robe that matched my night shirt, I padded down to the kitchen to find that Connor was already up. 
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Chapter Twenty-Three 
Connor had his back to me. He was wearing a pair of tight, faded blue jeans that molded to his powerful legs and ass and a plain white T-shirt that was stretched taut along the broad width of his muscular shoulders. 
Grace’s husband may have been about the same size as Connor, but I seriously doubted if her husband had ever filled out the clothes as well as Connor did. 
He was making something on the stove, and a warm haze of contentment came from him, drifting through the air along with the mouth-watering smells. I sat down as quietly as I could at the kitchen table and watched him cook, trying not to enjoy the view too much. 
“Mornin’, Red,” he said quietly after a minute, startling me. I had been very quiet, and with the noise and smells of the kitchen, I didn’t think he would know I was there. Then I remembered that he heard my heartbeat over the racket of the MRI machine, so the scraping of the spatula was probably nothing. 
“Good morning, Connor.” Talking to Sylvie had put me in a good mood; it always did, but remembering the events of the night before put a damper on my good cheer. When I remembered how I had behaved, I felt stupid and weak. I wanted to apologize for losing it emotionally all over this man I hardly knew, but I didn’t know how. In fact, I had no idea what to say at all. 
“Hope you don’t mind me making myself at home like this,” he said. “Wasn’t sure how long you’d sleep, but I was hoping the smell would wake you. Made enough for two if you want some.” 
“Sure does smell good,” I said. “And I don’t mind you making yourself at home at all. 
But the smell didn’t wake me up, my friend Sylvie did. She heard about last night from my ex-husband and wanted all the details.” I didn’t know why I told him that, but I felt like I had to say something. 
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“So how ex is this ex-husband of yours?” 
I caught a quick blast of possessiveness, like a firm hand stroking along my skin, which put me on guard. Connor set a plate of scrambled eggs, cheese, ham, mushrooms, tomatoes, onions, and green peppers in front of me. It smelled great! I looked at him carefully, but his face was neutral. 
“He’s about as ex as he can get,” I said, unwilling to go into details. 
“Sorry, Red. I know it’s none of my business. I just remember you telling that detective last night that he was trying to get you back.” He kept his gaze on his own plate as he talked, but I could still feel his curiosity, that cold nose in the hand feeling, like a dog wanting attention. 
“Douglas would rather live in a loveless marriage and have a second income coming in. 
He complained recently that after paying for my student loans, his bank account was down to zero.” I hoped I didn’t sound as bitter as I felt. 
Connor grunted noncommittally. “Doesn’t sound like a match made in heaven.” He kept his tone casual. 
“I’d rather not talk about it.” It came out more sharply than I had intended. 
“Fine. Sorry, Red. Just making conversation.” Connor held up his hands in a gesture of surrender, and I immediately felt sorry. 
“Look, Connor. I’m sorry I jumped on you. It’s just that things with Douglas did not end well, and it’s still sort of a sore spot with me.” 
“I remember you telling me it was the one year anniversary of your divorce that first night in the ER. How long were you married for, anyway?” I felt his solid persistence, his determination to know like a weight in my mind. Pushy bastard. 
“Long enough.” I pushed the mound of fluffy eggs around on my plate aimlessly. “Too long,” I added, trying not to think about it. 
“He really hurt you, didn’t he, Red?” he asked softly, looking intently at me with those disconcertingly green eyes. Sympathy-tenderness-protectiveness came from him, soothing and cool and completely unwelcome. I didn’t need anyone’s pity. 
“I don’t want to talk about it, okay?” I jabbed my fork into the eggs on my plate and scooped up a mouthful. I couldn’t taste a thing. 
“Okay,” he said and was quiet. 
For a while there was only silence in the kitchen as we ate, and I felt I had offended him by my abruptness. I couldn’t tell for sure, because the tangle of emotions he gave off went too deep to read. 
Needing to say something, I finally said, “These eggs are really good.” 
Connor grinned. “Thanks. I just used whatever I could find in your fridge.” 
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“Well, it’s great. I didn’t know you could cook.” I smiled at him, feeling like I was on safer, less personal ground. 
Connor shrugged. “I didn’t either, but it didn’t seem too hard. ’Course,” he continued, 
“it’s pretty hard to screw up eggs. I don’t know if I could make a gourmet dinner.” 
“This is good enough for now,” I told him, eating some more. It tasted delicious, especially since I usually only had coffee in the morning. Out of the corner of my eye, I happened to glance at his forearm, the one he’d cut on purpose the night before. 
“How’s your arm?” I asked him. “Can I see it?” 
“Sure. It’s fine. See?” He rolled up the short sleeve of his T-shirt and extended his arm, palm up, so that I could see both the gunshot wound and the area he’d cut the night before. 
“Hmmm.” I inspected his forearm and then the area where the bullet had passed through. “Amazing ...” I said, running my hand over the smooth skin of his forearm where there was only a thin, white line to indicate where he had cut himself. The gunshot wound had a similar appearance, like an old scar he’d had for years. 
“Amazing,” I said again, running my palm up over his muscular triceps. “I’ve never seen anything like this. Never.” I was mesmerized by the feel of the scars. They didn’t feel like normal scar tissue at all. They were supple, almost like normal skin, and I was pretty sure that even the scars would fade soon, leaving no trace of his recent injuries. 
“Connor,” I asked, still tracing the white line on the underside of his forearm thoughtfully. “Do you have any other scars on your body?” 
“You’ve seen me in the altogether, Red. You tell me.” He grinned challengingly, and I frowned and tried to hold back a blush when I remembered the first time I’d seen him, naked and unashamed in the ER. 
“I ... wasn’t exactly looking for scars at that point, Connor,” I remarked, stiffly. I continued running my palm over the thin, white line down his forearm. 
“Your hands are so soft, darlin’,” he said, his voice low and dangerous, his green eyes catching mine and holding my gaze. lust came suddenly from him, stroking over my body like rough fur and liquid fire, and I felt an almost physical jolt as his emotions made direct contact with me via our skin-to-skin connection. 
“Sorry ...” I said unsteadily, withdrawing my hand. If only I could close myself off to his emotions, and if only I wasn’t so constantly open for him. But I couldn’t block his emotions. I couldn’t even control my physical reactions to them. If only my body didn’t flare with his heat ... needing what he so clearly offered ... 
“Don’t be,” he said, laying one large hand over mine and drew me back. “I like it.” I felt myself drawn to his heat. His passion for me licked over my skin and my body responded helplessly with a heat of its own. Don’t do this! part of me yelled, but the long neglected part of me that was hungry for what he offered didn’t care. To hell with control and 100 
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professionalism, it snarled. I felt myself leaning in toward him, wondering what his lips would taste like, how his hands would feel all over my body. I was aching for this ... 
Suddenly the door bell rang. 
I felt like a swimmer who had been under water for a long time suddenly coming up for air. What am I doing? The sound cleared my head, and I yanked my hand away from Connor’s, breaking the emotional connection. 
“I’ll get it!” I jumped up and rushed for the door, leaving Connor to stare after me, projecting intense desire and frustration that pushed at me, a wall of fire at my back. 
When I got to the door, I stood there for a moment, trying to collect myself and get hold of my feelings. What was wrong with me? Hadn’t I just promised myself the night before that I would be stronger, better, more in control of my emotions? And yet, would it really have been so bad to have given in, just once? The warmth of Connor’s hand on mine still tingled on my skin. I had almost kissed him, almost let him kiss me ... 
The doorbell rang again, impatiently, and I sighed. Must be Sylvie already. I pulled the door open. 
“Hold your horses, Sylv--” The words died on my lips. 
Standing at the door was my snake of an ex-husband, Douglas Grayson. 
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Chapter Twenty-Four 
He was dressed in his usual expensive three-piece suit with a handmade silk tie that probably cost more than most of my wardrobe, and his dark brown hair with just a hint of distinguished gray at the temples was freshly cut. A whiff of some ridiculously expensive cologne wasn’t enough to mask the faint, but pervasive odor of chemicals -- a sterile smell from the lab he worked in. 
I had always thought that Douglas dressed more like an investment banker than a research scientist. The only indication that he might have lost any sleep last night was a slight hollowness around his cold, steel-gray eyes. 
“Hello, Janine. Sleeping late today, are we?” he asked smoothly, pushing past me into the entrance hall of my townhouse. “So glad you can get the rest you need. Some of us haven’t been so fortunate.” He turned and surveyed my modest living room. I’d never been much of a decorator, even when I lived in his mansion during our marriage. 
His chilly gray eyes behind the designer wire-rim glasses conveyed scorn and criticism. 
He sniffed. “So this is where you’re staying lately. I must say, my dear, your taste in furnishings is appalling as always. I’d think you’d do better on what you’re getting from me.” 
His malice was like hot wax dripping on my flesh. 
“What do you want, Douglas?” I hoped Connor would stay out of this. He had to know that Douglas was in the house, but I hoped he’d let me handle it myself. I stared daggers at Douglas silently, and he seemed decided to change tactics. 
Abruptly the malice was replaced with a saccharine sweet emotion I used to think was love. But it was only Douglas’s imitation of love. 
“You should come back to me, my darling. Move back into Falcon’s Lair.” That was the ridiculously pretentious name Douglas had given his house. When we first met, I thought it was sort of charming. How could I have been so blind? “I’ve had it redecorated, and it’s 102 
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beautiful. Almost as beautiful as you are, Janine.” He took one of my hands in both of his dry, slightly scaly ones. No amount of hand lotion could ever make Douglas feel like anything other than the reptile he was. 
“It doesn’t matter how the house looks, Douglas,” I said, trying to pull my hand away. 
“It’s still going to be empty. Why won’t you leave me alone? You don’t have anything I want anymore.” 
“I don’t have anything you want except money, isn’t that what you mean, my dear?” he demanded, refusing to release my hand and pulling me even closer. To my intense revulsion, I could feel a sick miasma of hate and lust rising off of him and onto me no matter how I tried to shield it out and close myself up. The emotions crawled like fat, hairy spiders over my skin. 
“I gave you everything, Janine, and this is how you repay me. The police dragged me out of my bed at three this morning to answer questions about an imagined attempt on your life. They seemed to think that I, of all people, had planned it, or at least paid for it. 
Apparently they got this false impression from you. Is this the gratitude I get for all I’ve given you?” His anger was stabbing and hurtful, a spike through my eyes. 
“You gave me everything, but what you promised,” I said, getting angry and yanking on my hand, which he still refused to release. “You gave me wealth, comfort and more material possessions than I knew what to do with. But you withheld love, tenderness and fidelity. But why should I expect those things from you, Douglas? Why, when I was only another possession, another pretty thing to put in your house and show off to your friends? If you really wanted me so badly, you should have considered it before you took that blond bimbo to bed.” 
“Maybe if you hadn’t been such a frigid bitch, I would’ve, Janine,” he hissed, drawing me closer against my will, his minty-fresh breath blowing in my face. 
A snake that gargles with Scope. How nice. 
“You drove me to it. Maybe if I’d found sexual satisfaction inside our marriage I wouldn’t have had to go looking for it.” 
His accusation was like a dead thing under my tongue; a foul lump I couldn’t spit out. 
Douglas always knew how to hurt me, what buttons to push to cause the most harm, and he never hesitated to push them. In fact, he enjoyed pushing them. 
“That’s not true,” I whispered, hating the weakness I heard in my voice, hating that he could still hurt me even after a whole year. “I tried to give you what you wanted. I honestly did.” 
“Then you didn’t try hard enough. But I have time for a few lessons right now.” He yanked me close and pushed me up against the wall of the entryway, grinding his body against mine as he kissed me hard, forcing anger-greed-lust into my mouth and down my throat along with his vile, slimy tongue. 
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I struggled against him, pinned between his body and the wall, feeling weak and nauseous. It would serve Douglas right if I threw up right then, but I didn’t get the chance. 
“That’s enough, buddy.” The flat, crackling scent of ozone suddenly filled my nostrils. I heard a fierce growl behind me, and then Douglas went sprawling out of the house and onto my poorly manicured front lawn. He looked up, his designer suit rumpled and grass stained, his expensive glasses askew as Connor stood over him, obviously trying to control his rage. I saw his nostrils flaring rhythmically, and I wondered what he smelled on Douglas. 
“Who the hell are you?” Douglas demanded, looking both confused and alarmed. “And what are you doing with my wife?” His words were tinged an ugly yellow, and he scrambled a little further away from Connor, who loomed menacingly over him, continuing to sniff the air. 
“She’s not your wife anymore, and you better get used to it, pal,” Connor said, his chest heaving. The scent of lightning about to strike still burned my nose. “I was trying to stay out of this mess and let Red handle it her way, but you don’t seem to know how to keep your hands to yourself.” 
“Nice, Janine,” Douglas spoke arrogantly to me, although he kept one wary eye on Connor. “I see you’ve taken up with hairy animals now. Are you giving this Neanderthal what you wouldn’t give me?” The malice was back, burning my tongue and the back of my throat like acid. 
“You bastard!” I said, feeling my eyes blur with unwanted tears. Of all the things he’d accused me of during our divorce hearings, this particular accusation stung the most, and he knew it. 
“I said that’s enough!” Connor roared. Douglas tried to scramble away, but Connor picked my ex-husband up by the scruff of his neck and the seat of his pants and literally threw him into the vintage silver Corvette convertible he’d driven up in. Luckily for him, the top was down. 
Douglas landed with his head down and his legs and feet sticking up into the air. He looked comical trying to right himself, with his expensive Italian leather loafers waggling in the air. I would have laughed out loud if I hadn’t been crying so hard. 
At last Douglas managed to get right side up and get the Corvette started. He was red-faced and angry but never, as usual, at a loss for words. 
“This isn’t the end, Janine.” He started the car and revved the motor. “Don’t think you can drag my good name through the mud and get away with it. Have fun with your gorilla. I hope you give him as much pleasure as you gave me. We both know how much that was.” 
He laughed, an ugly sound that felt like jagged shards of broken pottery going down my throat. 
Connor stepped menacingly towards the car, but Douglas gunned the engine once more and drove off. 
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Chapter Twenty-Five 
“Red, darlin’,” Connor started, but I fled up the stairs to my own room. I needed to be alone to lick my wounds, and Connor was the last person I wanted to discuss Douglas’s ugly accusations with. And to think that before Douglas had showed up I had almost let myself go with Connor. Had almost forgotten my inadequacies. 
“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” I muttered, pressing my face into the coolness of my pillow, trying to stop the tears. 
Connor paced outside my room and I heard a gentle knock at my door. “Red ...” 
“I don’t want to talk about it, Connor.” Ever. 
“C’mon, darlin’. Please?” he asked softly. 
“No.” My voice was shaky with tears, and I tried to steady it. “No,” I repeated. “Just leave me alone for a while.” 
He must have heard the pleading in my voice. “All right, darlin’. We’ll consider the subject closed. For now.” 
I felt a mixture of wanting and tenderness flowing from the other side of the door like a cool hand against my cheek, and then he was gone. I curled up on the bed and cried for a long time, unable to stop. 


* * * * * 
 A quiet knocking at the door woke me up some hours later. I sighed, shook myself and looked at my bedside clock with disbelief. I had slept for most of the day. The light rapping sounded again. 
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I hoped Connor didn’t want to discus my failed marriage, but the gentle way he’d held me the night before made me long for his arms around me. I went to the door and put my hand on the knob. 
“Connor ...” I said tentatively. 
“No, chica, it’s me. Can I come in?” Sylvie asked. 
“’Course you can, silly.” I pulled the door open. “It’s been a rough day.” I indicated the fact that I was still wearing my silky sleep shirt and my hair was everywhere. 
In contrast, Sylvie looked as she always did: neat, petite and without a single strand of her thick, black hair out of place. 
She made a sympathetic face and sat down on the bed beside me. I could feel her concern. It colored all her words a pale, vivid blue. “Tell me all about it.” 
I poured out the whole mess while she listened intently, making the appropriate comments when I told her how Douglas had acted. 
“... he can still make me so upset. I hate that he affects me so much. It’s not that I miss him. I’d rather die than go back, but he knows just what buttons to push ...” 
“That’s because he’s an asshole,” Sylvie said in no uncertain terms. I know she’s upset when the four-letter words start coming out in English. 
Her anger wasn’t directed against me, but I could still feel it thrumming between us. 
Sylvie hated Douglas, maybe more than I did. “You have to try and put him out of your mind,chica. He’s not in your life anymore. Someone else is.” 
“What, you mean Connor?” I asked incredulously. 
“Oh, yes, Connor. Tall, dark and hairy. You know, the guy who beat up Bud -- twice -- 
took a bullet for you and threw that worthless pendejo of an ex-husband out on his ear?” She nodded matter-of-factly. “Connor told me about it when I asked him why you were hiding up in your room. Know what he said about Douglas?” 
“Besides that he was an asshole?” I asked sarcastically. 
“No, he said Douglas stinks. Literally. What does that mean?” 
“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “He has very sharp senses.” 
She smiled at me, a conspirator’s grin. “Tell the truth, Janine. What’s he really like? 
You know. In bed?” Her curiosity beat light and fast as a hummingbird’s wings. 
“I have not slept with him.” I frowned at her severely. 
She gave me an incredulous look. “Janine, he’s gorgeous. How can you possibly resist? I thought you were just saying that because you didn’t want to go into details over the phone” 
“Read my lips, Sylvie. No sex. Nada. Comprende?” I grinned a little, but I made sure she knew I was serious. 
“Your accent sucks. I can’t believe you two haven’t done the deed,” she said flatly. 
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“Sylvie, I’ve only known him for a little over a week. I don’t know anything about his past, and neither does he. He could be anyone ...” 
“So use a condom.” Sylvie was ruthless in her pursuit of sexual conquest both for herself and for me. You’d never know she was raised Catholic. Her abuela would’ve had a fit if she knew. 
“I don’t believe you. I am not having this conversation,” I told her. “Besides ...” I said reluctantly, “I had every blood panel I could think of run on him. He’s clean.” I hadn’t really ordered the blood tests on Connor with anything other than his health on my mind, but I couldn’t help noticing the results were all good. 
Sylvie rounded on me triumphantly. “So you have thought about it! Admit it. You want him.” Her excitement was an electric prickling at the back of my neck. I think she thought if I got laid, it would put Douglas and all the pain he’d caused out of my mind forever. Sex was Sylvie’s answer for life’s disappointments. 
“Look, Sylvie, could you please keep your voice down? Connor has supersensitive hearing, remember?” I hissed. 
“All right, all right. But what are you waiting for? I know you’re attracted to him, and he can’t help but be attracted to you.” 
“Thanks, Sylvie. But not everybody is attracted to the tall, pale type.” 
“You’re not pale, Janine. You’re sort of ... creamy. Peaches-and-cream complexion and those big blue eyes. If you’d just do something with your hair once in a while. Why do you always keep it pinned up like an old maid? Wear some makeup and fix up a little. You’re divorced, chica -- not dead. Now, tell the truth. Is tall, dark and hairy attracted to you, or what?” 
“Well, yes I think so,” I admitted, thinking about the heat that seemed to flare between us whenever we were in the same room together. “And I’m attracted to him, too. Okay, I said it. Happy?” 
She nodded and grinned at me, her happiness like sunshine on my face. 
“But I’m almost too attracted to him. It’s frightening, Sylvie. Whenever I’m with him, I feel so ... I don’t know, just out of control, I guess.” 
“That’s half your problem right there. You’re afraid to lose control. You let Douglas get close to you, and he hurt you. So now you’re afraid to let anyone get close again for fear they’ll hurt you even worse. I love you, Janine, but you need to get over it.” 
I knew she was right. It wasn’t the first time I’d been called a control freak. But I’d always had to be in control of myself so that other people’s emotions wouldn’t overwhelm me and sink me like a leaky boat in the ocean. Control had become my way of life. 
“I can’t help it, Sylvie. It’s just the way I am,” I told her helplessly. 
“I know, chica, and it’s a good way to keep from getting hurt. But it’s also a good way to keep from getting loved, too. Or getting sex, for that matter.” She wiggled her eyebrows Marked 
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suggestively at me until I had to laugh. The warm glow of her happiness washed over me again, and I loved her just for being herself. 
“I take it you had no problem ‘losing control’ with George last night?” 
“None at all.” She grinned. “The things that man can do with his tongue ...” 
“Not bad for one night of romantic passion.” I smiled. Her voice had gotten all high and squeaky again. 
“Not just one, chica. I’m supposed to be meeting him again in ...” She looked at her watch. “Oops, an hour. That barely gives me time to get home and do my hair and makeup.” 
She looked perfectly made up and coifed, but knowing Sylvie, she had a new look in mind for her date that evening. 
“You’d better get going then,” I told her. “Thanks for coming over. You really cheered me up.” 
“I wouldn’t have missed it. I had to see the new man.” 
“Sylvie, he’s not --” 
“-- your man. I know. He’s your ex-patient slash bodyguard. But truthfully, Janine, I’m glad he’s here. I feel better about your safety. I nearly had a coronary when Douglas called 
...” She sniffed a little, her big, brown, almond-shaped eyes looking suspiciously watery. I could still feel the faint suggestion of fear, like a shadow on my skin. 
“Sylvie, I’m okay. Everything worked out all right ...” 
“Yeah, thanks to your bodyguard. Let me tell you chica, if he were guarding my body -
-” 
“Sylvie, you sound like a horny chipmunk,” I told her. “Let me worry about my body, and you worry about ... George’s. Okay?” 
“Okay, okay. I gotta go. Gotta get gorgeous for George tonight. I’m expecting more mind blowing sex. We may even get around to eating dinner or seeing a movie.” 
“Glad to see you’ve got your priorities right.” 
“You better believe it, chica. And if you’re smart, you’ll do likewise. C’mon, why don’t you loosen up a little and jump Connor’s bones?” 
“I’m not discussing this any more. And if you don’t hurry, you’ll have to go out tonight looking less-than-perfect, and I know how much you hate that, Miss Priss.” 
She looked at her watch again. “You’re right. Better run. Love ya, sweetie, Take care of yourself. Or let someone else do it for you.” She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. 
“You’ve got to be the horniest person alive! Come on, I’ll walk you downstairs.” I pulled her off the bed to go downstairs. 
“I believe the term is liberated, chica. And at least I’m doing something about it instead of sitting around denying my needs. Honestly, you’re like a starving person who refuses to eat the deliciously juicy T-bone right in front of her.” 
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Coming down the stairs, she nodded vigorously towards Connor sitting in the living room reading the paper. I elbowed her sharply and shook my head, but she only grinned. 
“Thanks for dropping in, Sylvie,” I said, heavy on the sarcasm and opening the door for her. Connor rose and came politely to see her off. 
“Any time, chica. And Connor, it was very nice to meet you. I hope you take very good care of Janine. She needs it. Badly.” 
I blushed furiously and tried to get her out the door. 
“Nice to meet you, too,” Connor said with a smirk. “And I’ll take as good care of her as she’ll let me.” 
Sylvie giggled like a maniacal chipmunk. “Okay, Janine. I’m going. You don’t have to shove.” She stopped outside the door and turned. “Hey, I nearly forgot. George and I are going dancing next weekend if we continue to be so ... compatible. You and Connor wanna come along?” 
“Um ...” 
“Sounds like fun.” Connor was still smiling. 
I opened my mouth to protest, but it was too late. 
“Great. It’s a date. See ya then.” And Sylvie was gone in a gale of giggles, leaving me to blush furiously with Connor still standing beside me. 
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Chapter Twenty-Six 
“I think I’d better go take a shower.” I started back up the stairs. 
“The detective came over while you were in your room.” 
“He did? The one with the blue teeth?” 
Connor smiled a little, and I tasted his faint amusement, tart-sweet again on the tip of my tongue. “Yeah, that’s the one.” 
“What’d he say?” I stepped off the first step and folded my arms over my chest, cupping my elbows protectively. 
“Said they’d checked out Timkins and Douglas, but they couldn’t prove anything, yet. 
That asshole, Bud, has disappeared completely, and they can’t find any of the guys that tried to ... kidnap you.” He said the last part delicately, as though he was afraid I’d get upset. 
“You wouldn’t think a guy as big as that bald Neanderthal could hide very easily, would you?” I tried to say it lightly, although the memory of being held with my arms behind my back and being dragged towards that dark, windowless van still made my throat tight. I shrugged my shoulders, trying to lessen the ache. 
Connor looked at me and I felt a wash of protective tenderness like a cool mist on my face and a warm hand on my back, an unnerving combination of sensations. He wanted to comfort me but knew I wouldn’t let him. He sighed. 
“They’re hoping if and when the guy in the hospital comes around, they’ll be able to get some answers out of him. Find out who hired him and his crew. His name’s Casey Stenard, by the way. Ring a bell?” 
“Not in the least.” I swallowed hard. “So the police have no idea who might have ... 
paid to have me ...” I couldn’t finish. “So I’m still in danger.” 
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“Basically, yeah.” Connor looked at me, his moss green eyes clouded and unhappy. “I’m sorry, Red.” 
“No, don’t be. I’ll be fine.” I made myself stand up straight and pushed my hair back from my face. “But in light of the situation, I wonder if ... I mean could you ... would you consider ...” I wanted to ask him to stay a little longer, but somehow it was hard to say with those green eyes, so full of warmth and care, trained on my face. 
“I’ll stay ’til I’m sure you’re safe, darlin’. If you want me to,” he said gently. 
I nodded my head. “Thanks. I was hoping you wouldn’t mind.” I looked down at my arms crossed tightly across my chest and sighed. “Well, I need to get a shower and change into something more presentable.” I turned to go up the stairs. 
“Hey.” Connor caught my shoulder and turned me around before I could go. “I really like your friend. She’s got a lotta spunk.” 
Remembering the ridiculous things Sylvie had said, I felt myself blushing and muttered, “Yeah, a lot of spunk and a really big mouth.” 
He laughed out loud, a deep, rumbling, sound that penetrated and vibrated every part of me. I tasted amusement and admiration coming from him, orange and cinnamon. 
“She’s plain spoken. That’s what I like about her. Just a little fun between friends. She doesn’t mean any harm by it.” 
“I know,” I said, trying for nonchalance and failing miserably. 
“But you’re embarrassed,” Connor said. “You’re as embarrassed as hell. I can smell it all over you.” 
I stiffened a little. “Are you telling me you can smell emotions?” I asked. 
“I never thought of it like that, Red. But, actually, that’s not too far off base.” Connor looked thoughtful. “I can smell when someone’s scared, upset, tired, excited. Strong feelings like that. I don’t know why, though. I just can.” 
“Pheromones,” I said becoming so interested in the mystery of his extraordinary senses that I forgot to feel nervous. I sat down on the bottom step, pulled my sleep shirt securely down over my knees and wrapped my arms around my legs. 
“What?” Connor asked. He sat down beside me, and I could feel his large frame radiating heat all along my left side. I moved a little to the right, leaning against the wall. 
“Pheromones. Maybe that’s what you’re smelling.” He gave me a blank look, so I explained, “Pheromones are subtle smells our bodies give off that other people react to without knowing why. They’re very faint; most people can’t consciously smell them, but we react to them anyway. Maybe your sense of smell is so enhanced that you can consciously smell what most people only react to.” 
“Sounds like that might explain part of it.” He shrugged. 
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“There’s been quite a bit of research done on it, lately,” I continued, now in full lecture mode. “I just read in a medical journal about a test conducted on a college campus. The researchers placed shirts that had been worn by male students all day with no cologne or deodorant in separate boxes for female students to smell. Based on smell alone, the girls were told to choose which man they would most like to get to know.” I glanced at Connor, but he was nodding attentively for me to continue. 
“The girls consistently picked men that were closest in genetic makeup to their fathers, proving that natural selection was at work. The girls were more attracted to men who would make suitable mates genetically, who would combine to make the strongest, healthiest children.” 
Suddenly I realized what I was saying, and I blushed all over again at the thought of Connor as a “suitably genetic mate.” I wondered what he must be thinking of my impromptu lecture, but he only looked at me thoughtfully and inhaled deeply. 
“I don’t know about all that, but you smell embarrassed again, Red,” he said. 
“How does embarrassed smell?” I asked, fascinated in spite of myself. I’d wanted to ask him about his senses, and now, here he was, volunteering information. 
“It’s different for everybody, because everybody has a different smell. Individual. 
Unique. Adding a strong emotion to that, well it kinda ... modifies your scent a little from the norm.” He grinned slightly; his white teeth almost glowing. “Embarrassment on you smells like, I don’t know ... like lemon peel and vinegar. Little bit sour, little bit bitter. Not exactly like that, but that’s about as close as I can come to describing it.” 
“Lemons? Vinegar?” I was thoroughly bewildered. “How do I smell when I’m not embarrassed?” 
“Well now, that depends on your mood. I haven’t known you very long, but I have to say that you switch moods fairly frequently. No offense,” he added quickly. 
“None taken,” I said stiffly, crossing my arms and looking down at my slippered feet. 
Connor sighed. “Yes there was, darlin’. Look, if you’re gonna ask me questions and expect me to give you honest answers, then you’ll have to take the good with the bad. Your smell is ... it’s hard because it’s sort of a mixture of a lot of different smells. Complex, you know? Different notes.” 
“You mean like musical notes?” I asked, forgetting to be angry. 
“No, not exactly. It was something I was reading in the hospital. They didn’t have any good books you know, and I was bored to tears. So Grace lent me one of her women’s magazines, and it had an article on perfumes, how they’re made, I mean. It was the only article in the whole damn magazine that wasn’t about how to catch a man, so I read it.” 
I smothered a smile at the thought of Connor curled up with a Cosmo or a Redbook, and he gave me a sheepish look. Then I tasted candied lemon peel, a faintly sweet, sour and bitter taste; Connor was embarrassed. 
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“Go on,” I said. “What did it say?” 
“Just that perfumes are made up of different parts called notes. There’s a base note -- 
the bottom smell that grounds the rest of the perfume. The top note is what you mainly smell; it’s usually the most noticeable fragrance, and the middle note ties it all together. 
That’s for a basic perfume, though. Most perfumes have more than three notes.” 
“Sounds like an interesting article.” 
Connor grinned. “Better than reading about ‘bedroom tricks he’ll never forget’ and crap like that.” 
I smiled back, feeling more comfortable with him. “You know, when you first came in the ER, I thought you were wearing some kind of aftershave because of how you smelled. 
But you don’t, do you? Wear aftershave?” I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. 
Connor rubbed his hand over his whiskers. “No, darlin’. Where would I get it?” 
I could taste his amusement, tart and sweet, not bitter like his embarrassment, in my mouth. I rolled it over my tongue. 
He grinned and asked, “Why? What did I smell like?” 
“Good. Well, you always smell good. Like leather and some kind of spice. Sometimes I think it’s citrus, or pine or, I don’t know. Something wild. I can’t quite put my finger on it ...” 
Suddenly I became shy. “I guess it’s just your natural smell,” I finished, my voice almost too low to hear. I hugged my knees tighter against my chest. 
“Glad you like it.” The heat was back in his voice, rushing over my skin in a burning wave and making the step we were sitting on feel much too small. 
I stood and faced him, putting some distance between us. I crossed my arms over my chest again, hugging myself and wanting both to touch him and to be as far away as possible from him. I tried to think of some way to get the conversation back on track. “So, if I was a perfume, what notes would I have?” To my relief, I felt the heat ease down like a banked fire, and he looked thoughtful. 
“Hmm. The middle notes are easy.” He counted on his fingers, ticking them off, still slouching comfortably on the bottom step. “Vanilla, cinnamon, warm honey.” 
“You make me sound like a sugar cookie,” I protested, half laughing. 
“Yeah, but that’s just the middle. Now your top note, that’s hard to describe.” He was silent for a moment, concentrating. “Remember that last night at the hospital, sitting on the bench outside by the bushes?” 
“Yeah.” What I remembered was the warm feeling of his wet tongue on my knee. My whole body flushed at once, and I tried not to look at him. 
“There was this bush out there by the bench, it had these delicate, white flowers, and I remember thinking that was what you smelled like. Soft and pretty and sweet.” His green eyes were unreadable as he straightened up a little on the step, raising his head to look at me. 
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I remembered smelling the fragrance of the bush that night and thinking that my great-gram had a bush in her yard when I was small that smelled like that ... “jasmine! Night-blooming jasmine,” I said triumphantly. “So that’s it? Sugar cookie and jasmine?” 
“Nah. You’re forgettin’ the base note,” he said, seriously. 
“Sorry. Can’t forget that. So what’s my base note?” I expected him to say something else about flowers or cookie ingredients, but he surprised me. 
“Musk,” he said simply. 
“Musk? Like a good musk, or a bad musk?” It didn’t sound like a good thing to me. 
“Good, definitely. Delicate and feminine, but it’s there. It’s the base that all the rest is built on. Totally and uniquely you, Red. I could live to be a thousand and never see you again, and I’d never forget your scent. You could be in a roomful of people, and even if I was blindfolded, I could still pick you out by your sweet aroma. It’s like nothing else in the world.” 
Connor stood up with unnerving speed, suddenly right in front of me, so close I could feel his body as if we were connected. He took my left arm, unfolding it from across my chest and held it up to his face. He rubbed the tender underside of my forearm across the scratchiness of his cheek and the softness of that full mouth and then inhaled deeply. His eyes got a faraway look in them, as though he was remembering the best meal he’d ever eaten ... or the most erotic experience he’d ever had. 
I let him smell me for a moment, mesmerized by the feeling of his cheek and mouth against my arm and the deep hunger that was coming from him. It reached inside my body and stroked things he shouldn’t have been able to reach, making my breath catch in my throat. Reluctantly I pulled my hand away, afraid of being burned by his heat, consumed by that hunger. 
“What else can you tell about people by their smell?” I asked, desperate to change the subject, which seemed to be getting too personal again. 
Connor shook himself, and his eyes cleared as though he were coming out of a trance. 
“Sorry, Red. It’s just that you smell so damn good.” He took a deep breath. “What else can I tell about people by their smell? Hmm. Where they’ve been, who they’ve been with, what they’ve been doing. Like that.” His eyes still had a little of that far-away look, and, hoping to keep the conversation impersonal, I continued to lead him. 
“Give me an example. What about ... um ... Sylvie? You could smell her when she came in, right?” 
He nodded. 
“Well, where had she been?” I asked. 
Connor grinned, showing sharp, white teeth and looking extremely feral for a moment. 
“Well, she’s mostly been in bed, as far as I can smell, darlin’.” Amusement was thick in his 114 
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voice. I felt myself blush once again at his words even as I tasted that now familiar sweet-tart flavor like orange candy. 
“You can smell that?” I asked, not daring to meet his vivid eyes. If he could smell sex, then could he also smell desire? I fervently hoped not. 
“Sex? Oh, yeah, darlin’. I can’t miss it. Your little friend there has got the mark of another man all over her. It’s like a ‘Keep Out, Private Property’ sign. I’d never bother her, smelling like that. Even if I wasn’t already interested in someone else.” The conversation was getting onto dangerous ground yet again. 
I tried to keep going. “How can you do that? Smell all those things and interpret the smells accurately?” 
Connor shrugged. “I don’t know. How can I hear better than most people or see in the dark? I don’t remember much of anything about myself, but I know most people can’t see, hear or smell what I can. I know I’m different. How can you feel what other people are feeling?” 
“I don’t know,” I said softly, wrapping my arms tightly around myself and looking down. “I still don’t understand how you could tell that about me when no else but my great-grandmother ever knew. She warned me not to tell anyone until I found someone else like me. But I didn’t even have to tell you. You just knew.” 
Connor grinned at me. “Did you know I was different right away? ’Cause I certainly sensed something different about you right off the bat, though it took me a while to figure out what it was exactly.” 
“I knew the minute I touched you in the ER that you weren’t like anyone else I’d ever met,” I said, still unable to meet his eyes. “I think that’s the reason I went after you last night. 
All my life I’ve been waiting to meet someone as different as I am, and when I found you, I wasn’t ready to let you go.” It surprised me to hear myself admitting this, but Connor’s next words surprised me more. 
“But you’re not ready to let me in yet, either? Isn’t that right?” He lifted my chin gently, his large hand warm and sure, forcing me to look at him. His eyes searched mine. I felt my face color for what seemed like the thousandth time that day. 
I was at a loss for words. Connor put one large hand on my waist and pulled me close to him, so close I could feel every hard angle of his body pressing along the length of mine. 
Heat rushed over me in a stinging, devouring wave, and I gasped, unable to help myself. I braced my hands against his broad chest and tried to push away, but he wouldn’t let me. 
Holding me tightly, he buried his face in my hair. His warm breath, blowing over the nape of my neck, sent me into a helpless spasm of goose bumps and caused my nipples to become hot little pebbles at the tips of my breasts. I knew Connor must be feeling them press against his chest where I was crushed against him. 
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Panic, like dry cotton, was at the back of my throat, and I stiffened against him, trying to let him know I wasn’t interested. But he continued to hold me until I relaxed, going almost limp in his arms, his uniquely masculine scent of leather and spice filling my nose. 
My hands were trembling helplessly, and I couldn’t get a deep enough breath. I tasted the salt of his need like sweat or blood in my mouth, and my heart was beating so hard I could feel it in every part of my body at once. Could hear it drumming in my ears. 
“Connor ...” I whispered. “Connor, please ...” I had no idea what exactly I was begging him for. My body wanted his, pressed so warm and hard against me. I was almost shaking with desire, an urgency I had never felt before I met him, and yet ... I just couldn’t. I couldn’t get Douglas’s parting words out of my mind. I felt frightened, helpless, lost. 
“Please what, darlin’?” Connor’s voice was low, almost a snarl in my ear. Hot waves of desire-hunger-wanting washed over me again, stroking my body, burning me up. I felt his mouth, hot and slow along the length of my throat and his sharp teeth biting me lightly as he kissed and sucked the sensitive curve where my neck and shoulder met. I shivered helplessly against him, digging my fingernails into his heavily muscled shoulders, gouging him through the plain white T-shirt. 
“Please don’t. Don’t ... don’t do this to me. Not now.” 
“Which should I listen to, Red? Your words or your body? They’re sending me two different messages,” he growled, his words drenched in crimson. I could feel the length of his thickness pressing hard and hot and ready against my lower belly through the tight denim of his jeans and the thin silk of my gown. 
More than anything I wanted to be free to give him what we both needed. But a part of me would never be free of Douglas and the damage he had done. To let go of that part would be to lose control, lose it completely and utterly. And I just wasn’t ready to do that. Not yet. 
Maybe not ever. I was nearly crying. 
“Listen ... listen to what I’m telling you. Please, Connor. I can’t. I just can’t ...” 
Slowly, with great effort, he released me. 
I stood limply before him and braced one hand against the wall to keep from falling. 
My knees were so weak. He looked at me with those vivid eyes, half lidded and smoldering with desire that I could feel burning in the pit of my stomach, sending stray tendrils into my belly, and lower. 
Finally he spoke, crossing his large arms over his broad chest. “That’s all right, Red. I’m a patient man. I’ll be here when you’re ready.” 
But I could feel that heat coming from him, devouring, consuming, licking over my skin like a rough, wet tongue. Part of me wanted so badly to give in, to press myself against his hard body and let him take me. To be eaten alive by that heat. 
But another part, the part that Douglas had damaged, couldn’t let go. Couldn’t do it. 
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Giving him one last, backwards glance, I stumbled up the stairs to my room and shut the door. 
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Chapter Twenty-Seven 
That night, for the first time in years, I dreamed about my great-grandmother ... 
The scent of lilacs and night-blooming jasmine was strong in my nose as I walked along the rutted dirt road that led to a house I knew better than any other -- the house I hadn’t been to in nearly twenty years. I saw the old white clapboard siding, shimmering gently in the weak light of the half moon that shone down. 
There was the covered porch where I had spent much of my childhood reading, playing with dolls, or sitting and listening to my great-gram. It was huge, stretching all the way around the house like a prim white apron. 
The clay was rough under my bare feet as I walked, but the night air was warm and humid, curling the stray tendrils of hair around my face and caressing my body through my thin sleep shirt like the heavy hand of an eager lover. I looked down at the virginal white cotton nightgown I had on ... I didn’t own one like that. Shaking my head, I went on. 
A slight wind rustled the large lilac bushes on either side of the house. They were so big that, as a young child I had been able to hide completely inside them, covered by the whip-like branches. In the front yard was the night-blooming jasmine bush that smelled so sweet, perfuming the night with its heavy scent. I stopped in front of the bush, the grass tickling my feet, and leaned down to brush my nose against one of the delicate, waxy white blossoms and inhaled deeply. 
“So sweet ...” I whispered to myself, caressing the fragile bloom that would be closed by morning. 
“That’s what you smell like to him.” 
I whirled around and saw her, sitting on the porch swing as always, creaking gently as she rocked back and forth. Her seamed and wrinkled face was deep in shadow, but I could still see her eyes, the same smoky blue as my own, glittering at me in the semi-gloom. She 118 
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was wearing an old faded cotton dress, and her dove-gray hair was rolled up at the nape of her neck into a bun. 
Her hands were busy, never idle for an instant. Knitting, shelling peas, shucking corn or sewing a dress for my favorite doll, I couldn’t tell what one of the thousand different tasks her hands might be doing in the shadows of the porch. 
“Great-Gram!” I hurried up the creaking steps to sit beside her on the swing and take her in my arms. “It’s been so long ... years and years,” I told her, wrapping her in a gentle hug and feeling that frail strength I remembered so well as she hugged me back. She smelled, as always, of talcum powder and lemon sachet. The smell of safety and home. 
She put down the little piece of sewing she’d been doing and hugged me back. I could feel her presence in the back of my mind; a solid, comfortable weight that I had missed in the years since she died. 
“Child, child. How I been missin’ your sweet face. Let me look at you now. It’s been a coon’s age since I saw you last.” She pulled back a little and studied me intently, sweeping the loose wisps of hair back from my forehead and clucking her tongue approvingly. 
“Lands sake if you haven’t turned into a beauty. I always knew you would with that high colorin’ and sassy red hair. You got a good womanly shape, too.” As always, her approval and love was a delicious taste of cinnamon and sugar like one of the wonderful cookies she was always baking. A taste of childhood. 
“I wish my breasts and butt were smaller,” I told her, making a face. She laughed, and with that one soft sound, I shrank from an adult back to adolescence. 
“Why you wishin’ for a thing like that, child? Got to have wide enough hips to give birth and full enough bosoms to make milk, if you ever get around to it. But I know girls these days start late. Besides, he likes your shape well enough. That’s all that matters.” 
“What do you mean, Great-Gram?” I asked her hesitantly. 
“Child, you know good and well what I’m talkin’ about, so don’t you go playin’ the fool with me. I come to warn you, and we ain’t got much time.” 
“Warn me of what?” 
“There’s danger on the road ahead, child. I can see it plain-as-plain from where I am, but it’s just about as clear as mud to you. You haven’t got much time. Look at the moon.” She turned my chin up to the sky. I could feel her hand on my cheek; the ancient lines in her skin had been worn smooth and soft as a child’s. 
“What about the moon, Great-Gram?” I asked, eyeing the half moon riding high in the sky. The clouds surrounding it were heavy, bruise-colored and silent; I felt a quiver of apprehension. 
As I watched, they parted, and the moon grew fuller, rounder and its color slipped slowly from silver to gold to a deep, blood-rusty orange-red. It was becoming pregnant with some ominous promise. Some terrible threat. I shivered and thought “blood moon,” a phrase Marked 
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we used when I was a child to describe the heavy harvest moons of October and early November. 
“When the moon is full as a woman come to her time, the danger will be upon you.” 
Her voice was thin as tissue paper. 
I felt a sense of dread cover me like a thick, suffocating blanket, and the skin at the back of my neck began to prickle as though a cold hand caressed me there. 
“What danger, Great-Gram? Tell me.” 
“I’m only allowed to tell you a little bit, child,” she whispered. “By the time of the full moon, you must be marked.” 
“Marked with what? Marked how?” My voice rose in the night. 
“You must lose yourself to save yourself, child,” she said, her whispery voice growing fainter. To my horror, I found she was fading, becoming insubstantial in my arms, wisping away like a ghost. 
“I don’t understand ... I don’t understand!” I cried. “Great-Gram, don’t leave. Tell me what you mean, please!” 
My sense of dread and imminent danger was growing, choking and smothering me, and I didn’t want to be left alone in the chilly night without her. 
“The only thing standin’ in your way, child, is that foolish pride of yours.” Her voice was so faint I could barely make out the words. “Remember, you must be marked. Lose yourself to save yourself ...” 
And she was gone. 
I sat shivering on the creaking porch swing, cold despite the heavy warmth and humidity of the night. Somewhere in the darkness a wolf or coyote howled, a miserable, mournful, lonely sound. 
“Great-Gram, don’t leave me ...” I whispered in the darkness. The clapboard house, the dusty yard and the porch swing melted away, and I was left with the scent of night-blooming jasmine in my nose. But underneath it was a stronger, wilder smell. Like leather and spice ... 


* * * * * 
 I opened my eyes completely and realized why the fresh scents of the dream were still so strong in my nose. I was standing in my own back yard, the dry, brown grass crunching under my feet. 
Turning, I saw the source of the leather and spice smell. Connor was standing bare chested in the moonlight behind me, his arms crossed and a slight frown creasing his face. 
“You okay, Red?” he asked, coming forward, his concern rubbing me lightly, causing the hairs along my arms to stand up. 
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It wasn’t very cold, but I found myself shivering anyway. “Yeah. What am I doing out here?” I asked, bewildered. Where did Great-Gram go? Then I wondered why I would expect my great-grandmother, who had been dead for years, to be outside in my backyard in the moonlight. I didn’t even know what I was doing there myself. 
“Don’t know. That’s what I was wondering. Heard you movin’ around some, and when I got up to make sure you were okay, I saw you come outside. You were talking to somebody, saying that you didn’t understand. Seemed real upset. You sleepwalk often, Red?” 
“Not since I was a little girl. What time is it?” 
“Nearly two.” 
I looked at his bare wrists. “You don’t have a watch on. How do you know?” 
“The position of the moon. C’mon, Red. Time to get back to bed.” He took my hand in his, entwining our fingers together and tugging at me gently. His palm was hard but gentle as it enfolded mine. Did the calluses on his hand come from gripping a wrench, a hammer, a gun? I looked at his face. It was shadowed, indistinct. 
“Okay.” I allowed myself to be led, feeling the grass whisper and crunch under my feet and seeing the pattern of shadows and light thrown over the rippling muscles of Connor’s bare back like watered silk. When we stepped inside the door, I looked back at the silvery, innocent moon riding serenely through a sea of ragged clouds. 
A wave of goose bumps swept suddenly over my skin in a shivery rush, making me gasp and hunch my shoulders. My nipples peaked painfully tight, and I felt like my skin was trying to crawl off my body in an itching bunch of flesh. 
“Red?” Connor’s was suddenly in front of me, taking my shoulders in both hands, his palms warm through the thin silk of my nightshirt. “Red, you all right?” His concern pressed against me with the thinnest razor edge of fear making it feel like steel wool rubbing my sensitive skin. I gasped again and pulled away from him. 
“Yeah, just ... tired. A goose walked over my grave.” Why had I said that? It was one of Great-Gram’s sayings, not one I usually used myself. 
Connor looked at me strangely. 
“I just got a chill. It’s late, Connor. I need to get back to bed.” I brushed past him, into the house, trying unsuccessfully not to see the moon out of the corner of my eye, white and full of a menace I didn’t understand. 
He shrugged, a gesture I half-saw in the dimness of the kitchen as we entered. He bolted the door securely. “Fine. Back to bed.” 
We climbed the stairs together, and Connor stood in the doorway of my room, not quite crossing the threshold as I brushed off my feet and climbed back under the covers. I got the feeling that he wanted to tuck me in, and I thought that if I had been a little sleepier and less alert he might have. 
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“’Night, Connor,” I said when I was settled. I was already beginning to feel my eyelids grow heavy as I stared at his large shape. I couldn’t see his face, but I could feel him, feel his protectiveness like a heating pad on my back. “Sorry if I scared you. Thanks for seeing me back to bed.” 
“Sure. Try to stay there this time.” He paused, and I thought he wanted to ask me something. “Red ... in your dream, you were so upset. You were begging someone not to leave you ...” His voice was low, uncertain. 
“Mmm?” I was too tired to be more coherent; sleep was dragging on me like lead weights, trying to pull me back under. I could feel his hesitation to ask anything further, a flutter like butterfly wings in the back of my mind. 
“Never mind. G’night, darlin’,” he said finally, but I was already gone. 
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Chapter Twenty-Eight 
The next morning in the shower, the details of my dream eluded me, but it suddenly seemed important to know when the next full moon was. I checked my calendar as I got dressed; a little less than three weeks away. 
Blood moon. 
I frowned and shook my head. I hadn’t thought of that phrase in a long time ... in a coon’s age... 
Downstairs, Connor had already made breakfast again. I choked down what would have been an excellent breakfast had it not been served with a side order of sexual tension, straight up. 
We agreed that he would drive me to work and pick me up, although he wasn’t sure about driving my car without a license. But I couldn’t have him hanging around the ER all day while I saw patients. Too distracting. 
“And while I’m working, you can check around to see if you can find out anything about your past. Maybe you’ll find something that will jog your memory.” 
“I dunno, Red. You asked me to be your bodyguard. I’d rather stay close enough to your body to guard it,” Connor growled, still unconvinced. 
“Well, I can’t have you hanging around work all day while I’m trying to make life and death decisions about people’s health. You feel so ... loud. It’s like you’re broadcasting your emotions into my head, and I can’t help being affected. I’m liable to kill someone, giving them the wrong dosage or something.” 
Connor seemed to understand. He reached across the table where we were both still sitting with the breakfast dishes and lifted my chin with one warm hand. 
Her hand on my face, skin soft as a child’s. 
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Tenderness-uncertainty-want came in a wave through our contact, a warm, possessive hand on my body, touching me where he didn’t have a right to touch. I fought the urge to jerk away. 
“Sorry, darlin’. I didn’t know it was like that. You’ve lived with this thing all your life, haven’t you?” I nodded. “So how do you stand it all day with people feeling all around you? I can’t be the only ‘loud feeler’ in the world, can I?” 
“I can block out most people. In fact, I can block anybody unless I’m making direct skin contact with them. That makes it harder, but I can still block most of them if I concentrate. 
Unless they’re having very violent emotions.” 
He dropped his hand from my chin abruptly as my words sank in, and the emotions flowing from him got a little quieter. 
“How do you ... block people out?” He looked at me intently. I felt his curiosity, a cold tingle in my muscles. He was as curious about my gift as I was about his enhanced senses and amazingly fast healing. 
“It’s a technique my great-grandmother taught me.” I explained about imagining my mind as a flower folding up protectively, the soft petals closing around my vulnerable center and shielding me from the feelings of everyone around me. 
“Why not just do that, then?” he asked, mystified by my problem. “Just ... fold yourself up if my feelings bother you that much.” 
“I can’t,” I almost whispered. “No matter what I try, I can’t close myself to your emotions. When you’re near me I’m always open to you.” I couldn’t express in words how vulnerable, how naked that made me feel, but he seemed to understand. 
“God, Red. I’m sorry. Must be hell.” His voice sounded shaken, and I felt doubt-anxiety-apprehension coming from him, heavy emotions that pushed and pulled me and made a flat, metallic taste in my mouth. 
“It’s not so bad.” Voice soft, I covered his hand with my own. “I can stand it. It’s just a little ... distracting.” It was possibly the worst understatement I had ever made. I could scarcely describe, even to myself, the burning, yearning pull I felt towards him. The way his wanting brought on my own wanting, my body turning towards him like a hungry plant seeking the light of the sun ... the moon ... the blood moon? 
I frowned. 
“Sorry, Red,” he said, his voice low with craving-pain-shame prickling over my body, making me want to hunch my shoulders. “But I can’t help wanting you. From the first minute I saw you and buried my face in your hair and smelled your scent ... God, darlin’, I just can’t explain what your scent does to me. It was like something inside me woke up and said ...” 
“Said what?” I whispered, looking up to meet his eyes, feeling his longing for me burning along the nerve endings from his skin to mine where my hand still covered his. 
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“Mine,” he said simply. “Mine and only mine. I know it’s wrong, and I’ve got no right to feel that way. But I think if I smelled the stink of another man on you, I’d want to hunt him down and kill the son-of-a-bitch. It was all I could do yesterday to keep from ripping that asshole ex-husband of yours apart, and that was just for touching you. His scent wasn’t really on you at all.” 
He sighed. “I know it doesn’t make sense, but from the moment I woke up on that stretcher with your hand on my arm and your scent in my brain, it’s been all I could think of. I didn’t know who or where I was or how I got there. All I knew is that I wanted you.” 
His face looked haggard, drawn, like a man ridden by his own cravings, possessed and consumed by unfulfilled desire. 
“Connor, I don’t know what to say,” I told him helplessly, feeling the same look on my face, burning with his consuming need. “I can’t ...” 
“I know, Red. Not now.” He made a visible effort to shake himself back to the present. 
“We’d better get you to work, or you’ll be late. C’mon.” 
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Chapter Twenty-Nine 
The rest of the week was tense, but we managed to fall into a semi-normal routine. I got up, got ready for work and ate the breakfast Connor prepared. He was turning out to be quite a cook, and though I assured him he didn’t have to, he said he enjoyed it. The food was always good, although he tended to go heavier on the meat than I would have liked. 
After breakfast, Connor would drive me to the hospital and then “snoop around,” as he called it, trying to find some hint about his past. He didn’t talk about it much, but I got the impression his sleuthing was going slowly and with fewer results than he would have liked. 
When he picked me up at night, we tried to find neutral subjects to discuss. Connor asked about my day, and I asked about his. 
In the evening, we read. Being an avid reader, I had plenty of books. Connor would scan my shelves to find an interesting science fiction novel or one of the chess strategy books that belonged to my father, and we ended the night on either end of my living room couch, reading. 
He read faster than anyone I had ever seen, and when we talked about our books, he had almost complete recall of everything he had read. Just another mysterious thing about a mysterious man. 
Spending our mornings and evenings together began to seem natural, except that we went to separate bedrooms at the end of the evening, something that got harder and harder for me to do. I remembered my favorite fairytale as a little girl, Beauty and the Beast. Every night the Beast asked Beauty, “Will you marry me?” And every night Beauty said, “No.” 
Connor’s unspoken request every night was, “Will you make love with me?” And night after night my unspoken answer was, “no.” And, “no.” And, “no ...” 
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The strange thing was that sitting across from Connor and watching him sip his coffee, riding with him in the car or sitting beside him on the couch was the most normal relationship I had ever had with a man. 
When I had been married to Douglas, one of us was constantly working late, out of town, on a conference call or -- in Douglas’s case -- screwing someone else. I found a strange comfort in sharing my daily routine and realized I had been very lonely in the past year since my divorce. More lonely than I had wanted to admit. 
But as normal as we tried to make it, and as nice as it was to have company, I couldn’t ignore the fact that Connor wanted me more with every passing day, and I wanted him back. 
Fiercely. At night it got harder and harder to concentrate on reading, because Connor’s attention would wander frequently from his reading material to me. His emotions would roll over me. Desire-wanting-burning hunger licked my skin and stroked my body until I could scarcely sit still, he stirred me so strongly. 
I was also unsettled by the fact that, all week long, I felt a certain sense of urgency. I found myself looking for the moon before I went to sleep at nigh. Standing at my bedroom window I stared out at the fingernail-sliver of moon, which had waned away to almost nothing. 
When the moon is full as a woman come to her time ... 
I shook my head. I had forgotten something important, but I didn’t know what it was. 
I wondered if I would remember before it was too late ... 
Blood moon. 
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Chapter Thirty 
The first week of our co-habitation was coming to an end without incident. By unspoken, mutual consent we hadn’t spoken of the tension between us since that first morning, and I hoped to keep the silence on that subject indefinitely. 
Despite my growing hunger for Connor and his obvious desire for me, Douglas’s words kept ringing in my head ... 
I hope you give him as much pleasure as you gave me. We both know how much that was ... 
Evidently, Connor was trying to give me my space until I felt ready to come to him. 
The problem was, I wasn’t sure I’d ever be ready. 
On Friday morning, as I was about to get out of the shower, I heard the phone ring. 
“Damn,” I muttered, groping for my robe and realizing I had left it in my bedroom. 
The phone rang again. Looking for anything to cover me, I spied the old flannel shirt Connor had been wearing the day before hanging on the back of the door. It wasn’t really dirty, and he might have been planning to wear it over a T-shirt as he sometimes did. 
Without thinking about it, I grabbed the shirt and wrapped it around my damp body to race to my room and grab the phone. 
“Hello?” I panted breathlessly, gripping the handset in one slippery palm. 
“Janine ...” trilled a familiar, little girl voice at the other end of the phone. “Do you remember what tonight is?” 
“Damn it, Sylvie, I thought you were the hospital calling with some kind of emergency.” I plunked myself on the bed absentmindedly wrapping the flannel shirt tighter around my body to keep out the chill. It smelled good, like Connor, masculine musk. I pulled up the collar and took a whiff, rubbing the soft flannel over my cheek as I listened to Sylvie. 
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“But it is an emergency, chica. It’s a loooove emergency.” She giggled. 
“C’mon, Sylvie. I have to get ready for work.” 
“Geeze, Ms. Grouchy. Pardon moi,” she said, cheerfully enough. “I always forget you’re not a morning person until I talk to you before noon. Anyway, I called to remind you that tonight is the night you promised to come out dancing with George and me.” 
“Huh?” 
“You and Connor. Me and George. Double date, remember?” 
“I don’t remember making any such promise, Sylvie ...” 
“Uh-uh-uh, chica. You’re not getting out of this one. I’m dying for you to meet George, and he’s dying to meet you. Besides, I wanna see you and Connor tear up the dance floor.” 
“You know I can’t dance, Sylvie.” We had established this fact early on in med school after going to several clubs together. Anything with a beat left me looking stilted and awkward. Of course, Sylvie moved easily all over the floor as if she were on television. She had her Latin blood to thank for her innate sense of rhythm, whereas I was as lily-white as you could get and woefully short on booty-shaking ability. 
“We’re not going to a regular dance club this time,” she told me. “It’s a dance club from seven ’til ten, but then they only play jazz. So if you don’t want to dance for the first part of the night, you can just wait until the second part. I know you can at least slow dance, Janine.” 
“Well, yeah,” I grudgingly admitted, although the thought of being in such close contact with Connor when I had been carefully avoiding touching him all week was disconcerting. 
“So you have to come. I’ll never forgive you if you don’t come.” 
“Sylvie ...” 
“You know I won’t hang up until you give in. Come on, Janine. It’ll be fun!” 
Finally, I gave in. “All right. I’ll ask Connor if he still wants to go, but I can’t make any promises for him.” 
“Of course he’ll go. If you’re going to be there, he’ll be there.” Sylvie sounded utterly confident. “Otherwise, he might miss his nookie later. And I’m sure he doesn’t want that.” 
She laughed. 
“Sylvie, I’m shocked. Are you implying that I should use sex as a weapon?” I asked with mock severity, grinning despite myself. 
“Absolutely. ‘Love is a battlefield ...’” she sang, badly out of tune. The chipmunks do Pat Benatar. Sheesh. 
“Hello. Earth to Sylvie. Please come back from the ’80s.” I hoped to keep her from singing any more. “I hate to burst your bubble, but Connor will have to make up his own mind without any coercion from me, sexual or otherwise.” 
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“You still haven’t slept with him?” Sylvie asked flatly. “Janine, I can’t believe you. 
What’s the matter? Is he gay or something?” 
“Does he seem gay to you?” I asked in an “are you kidding” tone of voice. 
“Of course not. Are you turning gay, because that’s the only explanation I can imagine for keeping your hands off him for so long.” 
“Don’t you think I would have made a pass at you by now if I gay?” I said, laughing. 
“How could I pass up such a tasty Latina momma? You are muy caliente, Sylvie.” 
“You must have inhuman self-control. Don’t get me wrong, I like George. A lot. He’s totally hot. But Connor, I don’t know ... he’s got that whole animal magnetism thing going on. He’s like the big bad wolf or something. That whole bad boy vibe is damn near irresistible. What’s holding you back?” 
“Nothing. I’m just not into casual sex. You know that.” 
“Yeah, but ... hey! You’re not letting all that mierda Douglas said get to you, are you?” 
“No ... I’m just not ready, and I’m not sure when or if I’ll ever be.” I could almost see her shaking her head. 
“Great! We’ll probably both be living in a nursing home by the time you’re ready.” 
“Sylvie! Please don’t make me feel like a freak because I have morals.” 
“Oh, don’t get all high-and-mighty on me. We both know this has nothing to do with morals and everything to do with the way Douglas treated you. You’re afraid that if you let anyone close again, they’ll hurt you. That and the fact that you’re so damn afraid of being out of control in any way. Love makes people passionate and uncontrollable, Janine. You need to let go and cut loose before you’re old and gray.” 
“Sylvie ...” 
She must have heard the warning in my voice, because she continued quickly. “And that’s what tonight is about. Cutting loose. So, I’ll be at your house at seven to do your hair and make-up.” 
“That’s not necessary, Sylvie,” I said. “I can dress myself.” 
“Sure you can dress yourself ... like a librarian,” Sylvie deadpanned. “But we can’t have that tonight. You’re gonna be a knock-out, drop-dead sex goddess, and I’m gonna help with the transformation.” 
“Sylvie, last time I let you make me up I looked like the whore of Babylon.” 
“You looked hot,” she argued. “Besides, that was for Halloween, and you went as a call girl. You were supposed to look cheap and tawdry. Tonight we’ll go for a more subtle look, but believe me, you’ll look fabulous. I have a surprise for you. Wait ’til you see.” 
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me for last Christmas were a beautiful and welcome surprise. The male stripper at my 28th birthday party who wanted to give me a lap dance was not. 
“Uh-uh,” she chirped gleefully. “I’m not telling. You’ll have to wait. See you at seven. 
Tell Connor to dress casual. No tie or jacket required.” 
“What are we supposed to wear?” I asked, mentally trying on and discarding most of my wardrobe. 
“Oh, we’ll pick something out for you when I come over. Don’t worry, Janine. You’d better go. You’re going to be late for work.” 
“Oh, God, you’re right!” I said, looking at my alarm clock. I had been chatting with Sylvie for fifteen minutes and now only had fifteen minutes to get ready. “Bye, Sylvie.” 
I peeled off Connor’s flannel shirt, again noticing the wild scent that was uniquely him, and threw on my usual no-nonsense linen skirt and blouse combo. I twisted my hair into a knot at the nape of my neck, put on some powder and a dab of lipstick, grabbed my purse and headed downstairs. 
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Chapter Thirty-One 
Connor was sitting at the table sipping coffee when I clattered into the kitchen. He had on his standard uniform of tight, faded jeans and a T-shirt. Today the shirt was red, molding his well-defined torso and making his face look tanner than usual, emphasizing the wild blackness of his hair. Leaving my purse on the counter, I reached into the cabinet and got out my favorite mug, pouring myself a cup of coffee. 
“Sorry I’m so late, but I think I’ll just have coffee this morning,” I told Connor regretfully, eyeing the French toast and bacon he had made. “I got talking on the phone to Sylvie and lost track of time.” 
Connor grinned and looked up at me from his coffee. “Sure, darlin’. I understand. Girl talk.” 
I bristled a little. “It could have been a medical matter, you know.” I moved closer to him as I sipped. 
“Yeah, but I bet it wasn’t, was it?” He looked at me closely, and I saw his nose twitch as I stepped nearer. 
“No. Actually, it was Sylvie claiming that I had promised to go dancing with her and George tonight. I told her I’d ask you if you wanted to go.” 
“Sounds like fun, darlin’.” 
I reached over his shoulder for the bowl of sugar, and his nose twitched again. 
Suddenly, with a flash of emotion too wild and disorganized to read, he grabbed my arm and held it under his nose. I gasped nearly spilling the scalding coffee I was holding all over myself. 
“Connor!” An intense blast of hungry lust burned my skin as he smelled the length of my arm, his breath hot through my thin blouse. 
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“Why do you smell like me?” he demanded abruptly, standing up so violently the chair he had been sitting in was knocked on its back with a loud clatter. 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I protested, maneuvering to set the coffee mug down on the table before I burned one or both of us. 
“Why is my scent all over you?” His grip on my arm tightened until it was almost painful, and his voice was low and menacing. For the first time since he’d jumped off the ER 
stretcher and put me in a chokehold, I found myself seriously afraid of him. 
“Connor,” I said in a low voice, trying to stay as calm as I could. An overwhelming tidal wave of hunger, passion and craving flowed in a closed loop between his hand and my arm, threatening to make me spontaneously combust. “Connor, you’re scaring me.” 
He didn’t seem to hear me. As rapidly as he’d grabbed my arm, he dropped it and took me by the shoulders instead. He leaned over me, making me feel helpless and afraid and ... 
excited? 
I struggled not to react to the barrage of emotions he was forcing into my mind like an obscene slideshow of images, things he wanted to do. But despite my best efforts, I still felt myself panting, my palms sweating and my heart racing as he reached for either side of my blouse and ripped it apart so that white mother-of-pearl buttons went bouncing and skittering away in all directions on the linoleum of my kitchen floor. 
“Connor!” He buried his face in my neck and inhaled deeply, crushing me against him with none of the gentle restraint he had shown before. I felt his body thrumming with tension, the muscles under his T-shirt twitching and writhing as he breathed in my scent. 
His desire for me was thick and rock-hard, pressing mercilessly into my lower belly. His emotions crawled over my skin like velvet fire and ran down my throat like warm honey, hot and impossibly sweet. 
“Why do you smell like me?” he snarled again as he pressed me ruthlessly back against the wall, grinding himself against me until I could barely breathe, my emotions twisting like snakes in my belly. 
“Why is my scent all over you?” I could feel his fingers making an imprint on my upper arms and my nipples peaking as they rubbed, covered only in my beige lace bra, against his broad chest. Without warning, he suddenly withdrew his face from the sensitive curve of my neck and kissed me. 
One large hand slid up from my shoulder to the back of my neck to hold me still, so Connor could thoroughly explore my mouth. As though it was his right. As though I was his property. His lips were hard against mine until I relaxed and let him in. Then his mouth became softer, although I still felt completely dominated, completely lost. 
He tasted like coffee and cinnamon, and he poured heat, lust, desire into my mouth and down my throat as he took what he wanted, my common sense and self control. 
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He came up for air for a moment, still pressing me against the wall, and I felt his large, warm hand begin its slow, inevitable descent down the back of my right thigh. 
The feel of my skirt rising above my knees brought me back to myself. If I didn’t stop him, he would take me here and now against the wall. I felt lost, drowning in desire -- his, mine. I couldn’t tell anymore where his emotions stopped and mine began. 
“Connor, stop!” I demanded as well as my shaking voice would allow. “Why are you doing this? I don’t understand ...” 
“My scent’s all over you, darlin’,” he growled in my ear. “You’re mine.” 
You must be marked ... 
“Your shirt!” A light bulb suddenly went off in my head. “I used the shirt you wore yesterday as a robe this morning. That’s what you smell. I’m sorry. I had no idea ...” 
He pulled back a little and looked down at me. “You didn’t do it on purpose?” Disbelief tinged his voice. His chest still heaved and his hand still held me firmly at the nape of the neck. 
“No. I swear. It was an accident.” I was panting. 
Abruptly he released me and took a step back. Inhaling deeply, he ran one large hand through his wild black hair. 
“Red, I’m sorry. I thought ... I don’t know what I thought,” he said as I fought to steady myself. If there hadn’t been a wall behind me, I was positive I would have collapsed. Connor shook his head and took another step back from me, creating space between us. 
“Don’t know what came over me.” Voice hoarse, he looked both confused and ashamed. “I just ... when I smelled myself on you, all over you, it was like ... I can’t explain it. 
You smell just like you would if we’d ...” 
“We what?” I wished I could have taken the words back as soon as I said them. 
“You smell like you would if I’d had you, darlin’. I’m sorry if I scared you. Sorry that I almost ... for what I almost did. Can you forgive me, Red? It’s just, I haven’t been sleeping well the last couple nights. I keep having these weird dreams ...” 
His face suddenly looked haggard, like a man on the ragged edge of sanity. I felt his confusion and pain like a nail in my heart; he was afraid he’d hurt me, wound me somehow. 
I didn’t know what to say or how to say it. He’d truly scared me, but what frightened me the most wasn’t his sudden attack but my reaction to it. I almost hadn’t had the will to stop him. 
“Look what I did to your shirt,” he groaned, noticing for the first time the two halves of my ruined blouse hanging down on either side of my torso. I looked down and realized that my lacy half-cup beige bra was plainly visible, and along with it, most of my breasts. I grabbed the halves quickly and pulled them up around me, clutching the collar closed against my throat and wrapping one arm protectively around myself. 
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Connor looked at me cowering away from him, and I felt shame and misery and an overpowering need coming from him, pressing against the backs of my eyelids like tears. 
“Connor,” I said again, touched by his peculiar mixture of emotions. “I know you didn’t mean to ...” I stepped forward and let go of my collar, laying one hand reassuringly on his bare arm, but he jumped back swiftly, as though my touch scalded him. 
“Red, please,” he almost whispered, his voice low with effort. “I almost ... almost ...” His voice trailed off as though he couldn’t finish the sentence. “Don’t you know that’s my worst nightmare? Hurting you like that? Please get away from me and ... I don’t know. Go change your blouse. You’re gonna be late. I’ll wait for you in the car.” 
I took the hint and backed off. 
The ride to the hospital was a quiet one filled with so much tension I felt I was choking on it whenever I tried to get a deep breath. I had taken time I didn’t have to grab a quick shower and scrub my skin, but by the way Connor’s nostrils flared from time to time, traces of his scent still lingered on my body. At the entrance to the ER, he stopped the car and stared straight ahead as I gathered my things. 
“We need to talk,” he said quietly, as I put my hand on the handle. “I know you don’t have time right now, but it’s got to be soon. I’m beginning to feel like I’m more of a threat to you than a safeguard. I’d rather die than hurt you.” Sincerity-sorrow-need radiated from him like a gentle back scratch. 
“Connor, I know how you’re feeling, but please don’t do anything rash. Don’t leave again,” I whispered, putting one hand on his arm and squeezing gently, feeling the emotions intensify with the contact. 
“Why should I stay, Red?” He locked eyes with me and refused to look away. “Why should I stay when you won’t take what I have to offer? When you keep denying what we both want. What we both need. You know, I read you as easily as you read me. I hear your heart speed up, see your pupils dilate and watch your sweet, creamy skin get all flushed when we’re together. And I can smell it.” 
“Smell what?” I asked faintly, already knowing the answer. 
“I can smell your desire as plainly as you feel mine. When we’re together in the same room, you get hot. So damn hot. I can smell your heat. You need me like I need you, but you won’t admit it. And I don’t understand why.” His frustration pounded at me like roaring breakers at the ocean shoreline. 
“It’s hard to explain,” I said in a small voice. I thought about denying his accusations but realized it was useless. All along, I’d been afraid he could tell how much I wanted him and now my worst fears were realized. “And I don’t have time to talk about it right now. 
And after work I promised Sylvie we’d go dancing with her. But I can cancel that.” 
“No.” He shook his head. “Don’t do that. I’d hate to disappoint your little friend. But after we get home from the club we’ll talk, okay?” 
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“Okay,” I whispered. 
“I’ll see you tonight,” he said tonelessly, but I could feel his unwavering attention on my back all the way to the ER entrance, pressing down on me. 
136 
Evangeline Anderson & Jay Douglas 
Chapter Thirty-Two 
Work was a blur that day, and I could scarcely keep my mind where it belonged. 
When my shift finally ended I walked nervously out to the waiting car, wondering if Connor would still be in the same somber mood he’d been in that morning. I knew I’d have to talk to him soon about any future we might have together, but I’d rather put it off as long as I could. 
After all, if we stayed out late we might not be able to talk tonight. Then the issue could be delayed indefinitely. 
“Hey, Red. How was your day?” he asked as I got into the car. I felt a surge of relief. He was calmer, in a more relaxed mood, and he smiled at me as I buckled my seatbelt. 
“Great. How was yours? Find anything new?” 
“Well,” he sighed as he drove, keeping his eyes on the traffic. “I finally got to talk to the bus driver that hit me. He’s been avoiding me like the plague. I think he’s afraid of me or something.” 
“Imagine that,” I smothered a smile. 
“Finally cornered him after his shift. Once he realized I didn’t want to hurt him, he talked.” 
“So what did he say?” 
Connor frowned. “Unfortunately, not much. All he could remember was seeing something on all fours running out of the underbrush down by the LoneStar Labs on Red Bluff Road. He thought it was a large animal with big, orange eyes. He tried to swerve the bus to miss it but couldn’t. When he stopped to see what he hit, there I was, naked and out cold. The paramedics took me to Pasadena General, and you know the rest.” He smiled, but not very happily. I sensed a lot of frustration in him. 
“I’m sorry, Connor,” I said sympathetically. “I know it’s frustrating to keep hitting dead ends like this, but don’t give up. You’ll find something.” 
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“I know ...” He sighed again and ran one hand through his unkempt, night-black hair. 
“But I’ve been everywhere I can think of and talked to anyone who might know something. I even went back to the police station to see if I’m a missing person.” 
“Are you?” 
“Nobody’s filed a report.” He grinned ruefully. “It’s so damn aggravating. You’d think something would, I dunno, jog my memory, but the only thing that’s come remotely close is 
...” He trailed off. 
“What? Anything might help.” 
“Nah. Forget it, Red. It’s nothing. Hey,” his tone lightened, “I almost forgot to tell you. 
Your friend Sylvie called and said she’ll be at the house around seven.” 
“She just wants to make sure I don’t back out. She knows how much I hate dancing.” 
“Then why go?” 
I grinned a little and shook my head. “Because Sylvie’s my best friend, and she has her heart set on it. And I don’t really hate it. It’s just that I’m not very good ... what about you? 
Do you like to dance?” 
Connor looked thoughtful. “Don’t know, Red. I guess we’ll see when the music starts.” 
138 
Evangeline Anderson & Jay Douglas 
Chapter Thirty-Three 
When we pulled into the driveway, Sylvie’s little silver VW Beetle was already there. 
Trust Sylvie to leave plenty of time to primp. I’d never met a better-groomed person in my life. She made time for a manicure and pedicure every single week, even during our most grueling semesters at med school, and had her eyebrows done at least every other week. 
She’d already let herself in with my spare key, and when I came in the door, she was waiting to pounce. 
“Hi, Connor.” She smiled sweetly as we entered. “Hey, Janine. I told George to meet us here at eight which only gives us ...” She looked at her watch. “... an hour to look fabulous.” 
Her excitement hummed around in my head. 
“That’s hardly enough time,” I said good-naturedly. I could get ready for anything in less than fifteen minutes, since I wore minimal makeup and pulled my hair into a knot at the back of my neck. 
But Sylvie was serious. “I think we can make it. Barely. I’ve already done my hair.” She turned so I could admire the French twist her thick, black hair was pulled up in. Delicate, wispy curls framed her pointed kittenish face and drew attention to her large brown eyes. 
“It’s beautiful, Sylvie,” I said sincerely, and she grinned. 
“It’s nothing. Just wait and see what I’ve got planned for you. I brought ... ta-da! The hot rollers!” She motioned to a bulky plastic box on the couch. 
“Oh, no,” I groaned. “Not the hot rollers. What a pain in the ass! Sylvie, why can’t I just wear my hair up like you?” 
“Dios, Janine! Because you always wear your hair up, and besides, it’s so pretty you should show it off once in a while. See?” She reached up on tiptoes and pulled out the several bobby pins that anchored my bun in place. With both hands, she fluffed up my hair and Marked 
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turned me around to face Connor, who was watching us bemusedly from one of the living room chairs. “Isn’t her hair beautiful?” she demanded while I felt my face grow hot. 
“She’s gorgeous,” Connor said, smiling at my obvious discomfort. The dark, hungry look in his eyes said he’d like to be touching my hair the way Sylvie was doing, and I felt a sudden rush of heat from him that licked over my skin and left me weak in the knees. 
“Sylvie, if you’re going to make me endure those little plastic torture devices,” I said, motioning towards the curlers, “plus dress me and do my make-up, then we’d better get going. Come on.” I led the way up the stairs to my room, feeling his eyes on my back as we went. 
Forty-five minutes later, I hardly recognized myself when I looked in the mirror. 
Sylvie had transformed me. 
My deep red hair, the color of a dying fire’s embers, as Sylvie so poetically put it, was done in masses of loose curls that swung free around my face. She had put the maximum amount of make-up on that I would allow. Soft golden eye-shadow and a little liner that brought out my smoky blue eyes. Sylvie accentuated my high cheekbones with a pale, sparkling blush. She even brought a new lipstick, a dusky pinkish brown called Pink Chocolate that went perfectly with my skin tone. 
“You look perfect from the neck up.” She stood back to take a critical view of what she’d done. “Now. How are we going to dress you?” 
Sitting on my bed, I looked up at her, frowning. “I don’t know, Sylvie. I don’t have anything very dressy right now,” I told her. 
I had gotten rid of all the expensive evening gowns Douglas had bought for me before moving out of the mansion on The Hill. For all I knew, some bag lady was wearing my five-thousand-dollar Christian Dior this minute while hunting for cans in a dumpster. Dressing up and going out on display had been one of the things about my marriage I had been happy to dispense with, next to Douglas, of course. 
“I don’t think I have anything to wear at all,” I told Sylvie. 
“I know,” she said with perfect unconcern. “Lucky for you, I do. Ready for your surprise?” 
“Surprise?” So much had happened since our early morning phone conversation and that I had completely forgotten. 
“You’re gonna love it!” With a flourish she unzipped the garment bag I had assumed held only her dress for the evening. Behind the sleek, red strapless sheath she would be wearing was a dress that was the most beautiful shade of blue I had ever seen. She held it up proudly so I could take a good look at it in the light. 
It was a deep midnight blue in a shimmery material that turned black when it shifted one way and a deep, ocean-green when it shifted another. There must have been some gold or silver thread somewhere in the weave of the fabric, because it glimmered subtly as it hung 140 
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from the hanger. I stood up to admire it, taking the hanger from her and twisting the dress this way and that. 
“Oh, Sylvie! It’s absolutely gorgeous! Where’d did you get it?” I couldn’t take my eyes off the fabulous dress. New dress, new make-up. Only Sylvie could make me feel like I was going to the prom instead of just out dancing for the night. 
“Just a little place I know.” She grinned, her pleasure like sunshine on my face. 
“It must have cost you an arm and a leg!” 
“Consider it an early birthday present.” 
“My birthday isn’t for another eight months,” I told her, exasperated. 
“So what? Try it on. I’m dying to see how it looks on you.” 
“I don’t think I have a bra that’s going to work with it,” I said, slipping off my robe so that I was dressed only in a pair of satin bikini panties. I eyed the dress doubtfully. Low cut in the front and back. 
“You don’t need a bra,” Sylvie said cheerfully, slipping the dress over my head before I could protest. 
“Sylvie, I can’t go without a bra,” I said. “My boobs are too big. I’ll feel naked.” 
“Don’t be silly. You’re big, but you’re firm. You can go without one for tonight.” She adjusted the dress so that it fell just right. 
“But ...” 
“No buts. Look.” She turned me around to face the full-length oval mirror at the foot of the bed. 
The dress had spaghetti straps, and the plunging V-shaped neckline showed off plenty of cleavage. The color suited me, making my skin appear creamy rather than pale and bringing out the blue of my eyes. The soft material hugged my breasts and hips possessively, accentuating my legs with a long slit up one side. 
By craning my neck and looking in the mirror, I could see the swell of my hips and the rounded tops of my buttocks framed in an oval of soft fabric. 
“Sylvie,” I gasped. “This dress is obscene.” 
“I know. It’s obscene how good it looks on you.” She grinned happily, and I felt sincere admiration and affection coming from her in gentle waves. “You look gorgeous, Janine. Just put on your sapphire earrings and those strappy black heels you have in your closet, and you’ll be ready to go.” 
“No, Sylvie. Really,” I protested. “It’s gorgeous, but it’s not me.” 
“Don’t be silly, chica. It looks like it was made for you. So what if it’s a little revealing? 
You’re allowed to show a little skin once in a while; that’s part of the fun of getting dressed up and going out. Get your shoes on. I’ll put my dress and make-up on, and we’ll be ready to go.” 
Marked 
141 
While Sylvie bustled around getting dressed, I couldn’t stop staring at the dress. It was true that I looked like a completely different person. But at the same time, it felt good ... 
sexy. 
I realized that I hadn’t felt very sexy during my marriage or in the past year since my divorce. Douglas had been so good at finding fault no matter what I wore or how I looked that at some point, I had just stopped trying. 
I twirled in front of the mirror and smiled. It was just what the doctor ordered, whether I had known it or not. 
Finally we were both ready to go. I had heard the front doorbell ring and the low murmur of masculine voices some time ago, so I knew Sylvie’s date, George, had arrived. He and Connor were down in the living room waiting for us to make a grand appearance. 
“You go first,” I told Sylvie, wobbling a little in the heels. 
“Do I look all right?” she asked anxiously, spinning in front of me so that I could get a good view. 
“You look beautiful,” I told her, smiling. 
And she did too. Her petite frame was hugged by the strapless, fire engine-red dress she wore. It was so tight, I was surprised she could breathe. Her tiny feet were encased in matching red spike-heeled pumps that made her legs look longer than they were, and she wore her best diamond earrings, the two-carat ones. Her makeup, of course, was perfect, and she had found the perfect shade of lipstick to match the dress. 
“You look like a sex kitten.” 
Sylvie blushed, making her naturally dark skin turn dusky crimson. Being so pale, I had always envied the natural tan from her Latin blood. 
“And you, chica, look like a hot mamma. C’mon, let’s go have some fun.” She tossed her head and went down the stairs, swaying her hips in that sexy swagger high heels forced you to use when you wore them. 
“Hi, Sylvia,” I heard an unfamiliar male voice say. “You look lovely.” 
“Thank you, George. Wait ’til you meet my friend, Janine ... Janine!” she called. “Don’t be shy, come on down.” 
Taking a deep breath, I walked down the stairs. I was very conscious of the fact that I didn’t have a bra on. The soft fabric of the dress rubbed with a pleasurable sort of irritation against my nipples, causing them to peak embarrassingly. I hoped no one would notice as I descended the stairs, but I thought it’d be too much to hope that they wouldn’t notice the top part of my ass curving out the back of the dress. I was aware of Connor’s gaze as I descended the steps, but I kept my eyes firmly on my beaming best friend as I walked. 
“Here she is, George,” Sylvie said. “This is my best friend, Janine.” 
“Nice to finally meet you,” he said, in a clear tenor voice, offering his hand, which was large and meaty. “Sylvia talks so much about you that I feel like I know you already.” 
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I took his hand and got a clear blast of admiration, which boosted my confidence considerably. 
“I’ve heard a lot about you, too, George ... most of it good.” I smiled at him as Sylvie elbowed me playfully. He was a big guy who looked more like a body builder than a doctor, not unusual for an orthopedic surgeon. 
He had brown hair, cut short, and pale blue eyes like a husky. He wore black pants and a light blue shirt that fit him well. I also noticed he couldn’t keep his eyes off Sylvie. She beamed contentedly while his large hands encircled her tiny waist. 
“Hey, Red.” 
I turned from George and Sylvie to Connor, who was standing to one side of the staircase. 
“Hi, Connor,” I said shyly, stepping off the last step to meet him. He was wearing a deep green, button-down shirt and a pair of black pants; and his hair was as tame as I’d ever seen it. The color of the shirt made his eyes seem that much greener and clearer, and I could scarcely stand to meet them. I felt naked beneath the flowing material of my dress. 
“We’re running late, so we’d better get going,” Sylvie said brightly, determined to ignore the tension between Connor and myself. “You wanna follow us in your car?” 
“Sure,” I said. “We’ll be behind you.” 
Sylvie and George went out to their car, leaving me alone with Connor. 
“You look nice.” I smiled at him nervously and looking down at my hands instead of his face. 
“Well, you look good enough to eat, darlin’,” he said hoarsely. “Turn around and let me get a look at you.” 
Slowly I twirled, his gaze branding me. His emotions were strong, caressing my body and making my heart race. He gave a low whistle of admiration as I finished my turn and stood facing him. 
“You like it?” I asked, self-consciously. 
“You know I do.” His eyes raked over me appreciatively once more. 
“You don’t think it makes my ass look big?” I asked worriedly, glancing over my shoulder at the scooped back again. 
“Not at all. Besides, I love a woman with a heart-shaped ass.” He put one warm hand between my shoulder blades and swept it down my naked back to the swell of my buttocks, making me shiver helplessly. Need-lust-desire-heat teased over the tips of my breasts and between my thighs like velvet fingers. 
“We’d better get going.” I stepped away from his hand to move quickly to the door. 
“They’ll wonder what we’re doing.” 
“I know what I’d like to be doing,” Connor growled and followed me. 
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I gave him a stern look, and he grinned. 
“Okay. I guess we’ll go dancing instead.” 
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Chapter Thirty-Four 
We rode to the club in thick, heavy silence, and it was with relief that I finally got out of the car to follow Sylvie and George inside. The beat of the Latin dance music was strong and exotic, pulsing in my chest the minute we entered the dim interior. It was crowded, the kind of place I usually avoided because shielding out all the swirling emotions got tiring. 
Tonight I decided to let them wash over me and not try too hard. 
The air was filled with lust, excitement, anger, jealousy, desire -- too many feelings to name -- like hands over my body and honey and wine in my mouth. It was an uncomfortable sensation until I got used to it. 
I saw several couples on the dance floor doing elaborate steps, spins, turns, and twirls, making it all look easy. Sylvie turned to me and looked at her watch. 
“Have fun while it lasts, chica. We’ve only got an hour before they go to jazz for the night.” It was her tactful way of reminding me that if I couldn’t dance to the faster rhythm I wouldn’t have to wait too long for the slow songs to start. She grabbed George’s hand, and they melted into the crowd on the floor. 
I looked after her helplessly. 
“Wanna try it, Red?” Connor’s voice, low in my ear, startled me. He was standing so close behind me that I could feel the heat radiating from his body in a line up my bare back. 
It was an intimate position, and I wondered what the mat of wiry hair under his shirt would feel like rubbing against my naked skin ... 
I shook off the thought and turned my head so he could hear me over the noise of the music, although the gesture was probably unnecessary given how sharp his hearing was. 
“I don’t know. I’ve never been good at dancing, and this looks pretty complicated.” I gestured to some of the couples dancing by us. 
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“It’s not so hard. You just have to have a partner who knows what he’s doing so you can fake it,” he said confidently. “C’mon. Why don’t we give it a try?” 
I looked at him in surprise as he took my hand in his, positioning his other hand on the curve of my waist. 
“So you know what you’re doing?” I asked as he guided us into the crowd. He grinned at me, baring those sharp white teeth. 
“We’ll find out, won’t we darlin’?” 
It was like going into deep water when you’re not sure of your own swimming ability -
- intimidating and frightening. 
“No, don’t look down at the floor,” he instructed when I tried to make my feet do the same things everyone else was doing. “You’re never gonna get all those fancy steps, Red, so don’t even try. Just hold onto me and follow my lead. I’ll put you in the right place at the right time. You don’t even have to think about it.” 
I tried to relax and do as he said, and to my surprise, he was an excellent dancer. For such a big man, he had an animalistic grace. He was so light on his feet and kept me moving so rapidly that I didn’t have time to trip over my own feet like I usually did. After a few minutes, I realized I was really enjoying myself. 
“I’ve never danced like this before,” I told Connor breathlessly, raising my voice above the music. “It’s so much fun. Usually, I’m all over the place, tripping and bumping into people.” 
“Maybe you’ve never had a partner who knows what he’s doing before,” Connor replied, grinning. 
I ignored the double-entendre as well and concentrated on following his lead. He had me spinning and twirling all over the floor, and his large hands put me at exactly the right spot at exactly the right time just as he had promised he would. 
“You’re doing great, Red! Having fun?” he asked after we’d been dancing for a while. 
“Yeah, it’s great!” I smiled at him, my cheeks flushed with the exercise and my heart rate speeding with the pure joy of moving to the rhythm. Connor had a look in his eyes that I couldn’t interpret, and suddenly he pulled me close and dipped me low, bending me far back over his muscular forearm and forcing me to hang onto him tightly to keep from falling. 
Only the dress pulling tight against my chest saved my braless breasts from tumbling out of the low-cut neckline. 
“Connor!” I exclaimed, digging my fingernails into the heavy muscles of his upper arms. “Don’t let me fall!” I was panting with exertion and surprise, and his biceps felt like warm, flexible steel. 
“Jeanie, look at me.” His voice low and intense, he locked eyes with me, using the old nickname my father used to call me when I was a child. “I’ll never let you fall. Do you believe me?” He kept me bent over, balanced precariously on his arm. 
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“I ... yes ...” I breathed, unable to tear my gaze from his, knowing he could hear how rapidly my heart was pounding and smell my fear and desire in the air around us. I got strong impressions of intensity-sincerity-longing-need pressing against me from all directions as he held me bent back and helpless before finally bringing me back to a standing position. 
“Good. Don’t forget that,” he said. We held our gaze for a moment more before he said, 
“Look, there’s Sylvie and George at the bar. You want a drink?” 
“Maybe something virgin,” I replied, trying to catch my breath after the intensity of our last exchange. I didn’t want my judgment clouded, so alcohol was definitely out. 
“All right.” Taking my hand, he threaded his way to the bar in the center of the floor, pulling me behind him. 
“Hey! How’s it going?” Sylvie yelled when we reached them. “You two having fun?” 
“Yeah. Connor’s a really good dancer,” I told her, slipping onto the stool beside her and smiling while Connor went to get us some drinks. Sylvie’s cheeks were all rosy from the exertion of dancing, and she looked like she was having a fabulous time. I felt contentment-excitement-joy pulsing from her. “You look like you’re having a great time,” I told her. 
“You’re positively glowing.” 
“So are you,” she said, grinning. “You’re all flushed, and your eyes are absolutely sparkling. You must be doing pretty good out there.” 
“I’ve never had so much fun dancing before,” I admitted. “Connor makes it so easy.” 
“You know what they say, men who are good on the dance floor are twice as good in bed!” She winked at me. “Has to do with the rhythm, chica. Cha-cha-cha.” She wiggled her hips suggestively. 
“Shh, here they come with the drinks.” 
Connor and George were making their way towards us holding two drinks each. 
Connor sat mine in front of me -- a frosty, virgin strawberry daiquiri. I couldn’t tell what he was drinking, but I’m sure it wasn’t virgin. 
We chatted some as we finished our drinks, and then Sylvie reminded us we only had twenty more minutes before the club went to jazz for the rest of the night. I was surprised at how disappointed I was to hear this, and Connor, seeing the look on my face, led me out to the dance floor again. 
We danced until the music stopped, and I was sorry when it did. We should do this again -- make it a regular part of our week. Then I realized I was making Connor a permanent fixture in my life. That kind of thinking just wasn’t realistic. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, our Latin night is now over,” the DJ said over the PA system. 
“The rest of the night will be devoted to jazz. Please enjoy the vocal stylings of Ms. Jan Monahan, and have a wonderful evening.” 
The lights dimmed further, leaving the club very dark, although I was sure Connor could still see fine. A spotlight came on and highlighted a small stage holding a drummer, Marked 
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pianist and bass player, with a single microphone in the center of the platform. Into the spotlight stepped a tall, dark-haired woman with pale skin and ruby red lips. She thanked the audience for the smattering of applause she received, and the small band began a slow melody. 
Connor pulled me close and began to sway to the music. I kept my hands lightly on his shoulders, trying to keep a little space between us, although I wanted to wrap my arms around his neck and press my body against him as I saw other women doing with their dates. 
“She has a beautiful voice,” I said, indicating the singer, but Connor only nodded and pulled me nearer. 
“Come a little closer, darlin’,” he rumbled in my ear. “I won’t bite, unless ya want me to.” I felt the humor radiating from him as he said it, but I stiffened in his arms. 
“Connor ...” I protested. 
“What’s the matter, Red?” he asked softly, as if he didn’t know. I felt his large, warm hands caress my back as he pulled me even closer so that my breasts rubbed against his chest, causing my nipples to harden. He rumbled his approval in my ear. “You don’t have much on under this sweet little dress, do you?” he asked, pressing his chest firmly against mine, causing me to lose any coherent thought I had in my head. 
“We shouldn’t ... I can’t ...” I began to protest again, but he silenced me with a kiss on the side of my neck. His mouth was hot and delicious on my sensitive skin. Suddenly, breathing became difficult. His lust melted on the back of my tongue like dark chocolate. 
“Why shouldn’t we? Why can’t you?” he whispered, his voice a low, crimson rumble that I could feel pulsating through my body. His closeness, his wild, utterly masculine scent and his warm hands on my back were making it very hard to think of adequate reasons why we shouldn’t do exactly what we were doing. I was drowning and burning at the same time in the desire and heat that was radiating through his touch on my bare skin. 
“I ... don’t want to talk about it right now.” The answer sounded stupid, childish even to me. 
“Then let’s not talk, darlin’. Let’s just dance. Lay your head on my shoulder and feel the music,” he whispered, overriding all of my fears and objections with the force of his will and his hands on my body, until I finally relented and did as he asked. 
Reaching up, I wrapped my arms around his neck and let my head rest on his broad shoulder. I could feel our bodies join together from shoulder to hip to thigh as we moved to the music in the crowded darkness. There were couples all around us dancing the same way and yet, despite the emotions flowing all around me, like water over a stone, I felt as though we were the only two people in the room. 
On stage, the dark-haired woman began crooning another torch song, and I swayed dreamily in a deep purple and scarlet haze of desire and longing as I listened to the lyrics: 148 
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I’ve had bad dreams too many times, 
To think that I can ignore them now. 
Her voice was smoky and dark, sincere, as though she had experienced what she was singing about. 
All the good times have gone, and left my sad home. 
Friends who once cared, have walked out my door. 
For some reason, the lyrics stirred me. I thought how Douglas had chosen to leave me and our marriage, and I wondered if I could ever trust again. Would Connor leave and go on to someone else if I let myself believe in him, let myself trust him? 
I’ve been without you so long, my darling 
I can’t believe you could come back again. 
I’ve heard you talk, you think I’m crazy to stay ... 
But I need your love so, I don’t care what you say. 
I stirred against Connor, and he held me even tighter, running his hands through my hair and stroking my back. I felt fierce protectiveness-need-doubt-desire flowing over my skin -- a mixture of sensations. He wanted me badly, the same way I wanted him. What was holding me back? 
Up on the tiny stage, the dark-haired, smoky-voiced singer had reached the chorus of the song. She wailed soulfully into a musical climax as we listened, swaying in the darkness: Love has no pride when I call out your name -- 
Love has no pride when I’ve got no one but myself to blame. 
I’d do anyth ng to see you again ... 
i
Yes, I’d do anything, just to see you again. 
A voice whispered in my brain ... 
The only thing standing in your way is that foolish pride of yours ... 
Pride, loss of control, fear that I wasn’t good enough and never would be. Were those good enough reasons to pass up what Connor was offering? Was it better to face life alone than to open myself up a little? 
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I shook my head, suddenly close to tears. Why was it so hard to let myself be vulnerable? Would I ever be able to let go? 
“What’s the matter, darlin’? You smell so sad all of a sudden, like your heart is breaking,” Connor whispered in my ear. “You feeling okay?” 
“I don’t know,” I murmured back and fought to keep my emotions in check as I felt his concern stroking the back of my neck. “It’s hard to explain.” 
“You wanna get outta here and talk? You did promise we’d talk tonight,” he reminded me. 
I knew it couldn’t wait any longer. We were going to have it out tonight one way or another, and Connor would either leave or stay. I honestly wasn’t sure which idea frightened me more. 
“Yeah, all right,” I whispered. “Let’s go home.” 
“Okay, Red,” Connor said, but instead of taking my hand and leading me through the crowd to the door he continued to hold me, still swaying to the music. 
“Sorry, darlin’,” he said finally, regret thick in his voice, bitter-sweet in my mouth. “It’s just that I don’t know when I’ll ever get to hold you again. You feel so good in my arms, so right. Hate to let you go.” He buried his face in my hair and inhaled deeply, sending a shiver down my spine. 
“Hmm ... it’s getting late,” I forced myself to remind him. “If you want to talk, we’d better go.” 
“All right.” He sighed and reluctantly released me. Then taking my hand, he led me to the door. 
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Chapter Thirty-Five 
“Would you like something to drink before we sit down?” I asked nervously when we walked in the door to my house. 
“No, thanks.” Connor sat on one end of the couch, and I could feel his hunger for me playing over my skin like the heat from a bonfire. Nervously I went to the kitchen and poured myself a glass of wine. To hell with clouding my judgment; I needed something to help me relax. 
With my wine glass in hand, I perched tentatively on the opposite end of the couch from Connor, facing him. 
“Why don’t you come a little closer.” Voice low, he patted the couch cushion beside him. 
“I can’t. If we’re really going to talk about this then I need to keep some space between us,” I told him as firmly as I could. 
Connor sighed. “You’re not gonna make this easy, are you, darlin’?” 
“Why should it be easy? This isn’t a decision I take lightly, you know.” 
“What decision are you talking about, Red?” He smiled. 
Damn him, he’s going to make me say it. “The decision to ... sleep with someone,” I said, feeling my face and throat grow warm. “I have to think about it for a while.” 
“All we’ve been doing since we met is think about it. From the moment I jumped off that stretcher and grabbed you, I’ve wanted you. And you want me, too, Red. I can smell it.” 
“Fine,” I said stubbornly. “So we ... want each other. But just because we want to do something doesn’t mean it’s the right thing to do. A decision of this magnitude must be based on more that physical desire.” I looked at Connor challengingly. 
Connor looked both tired and serious as moved closer to me and took my hand. 
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“Darlin’,” he said. “I don’t just want a quick tumble with you before I walk out of your life forever. I want more than that. I want you.” 
Through our clasped hands, I could indeed feel his sincerity, like a solid object I could hold in the palm of my hand, as well as that burning need, threatening to consume me. 
Connor wanted more than just sex. He wanted a relationship. And I wanted and feared the same thing. 
“There’s something else getting in your way. It’s not just a moral decision for you. If I truly believed you were morally opposed to making love with me, I’d leave you alone. But there’s some other reason. Why won’t you tell me?” 
There was no getting around it. 
“All right. Fine.” I blew out a big breath. “How do I start?” I murmured to myself. 
I looked at Connor. His curiosity steadied me, banking the fire of his need for a while. 
Even more than he wanted to satisfy his lust, he wanted to know what was wrong. It was a surprising and gratifying revelation. 
“The best way to say it is to tell you that I stick with the things I’m good at. I play to my strengths.” I sighed and looked down at my hands, then up at his face again, hoping to make him understand. “What I’m trying to say, Connor, is that I’m a damn good doctor. I know I am, and I’m proud of it. My patients depend on me to make the right decisions to save lives on a daily basis. That’s what I’m good at, so I develop that skill as much as I can. 
“What I’m not good at is relationships.” I paused. “I wasn’t a very good wife. I’m ... I’m not very good at ... uh, physical intimacy.” 
Connor’s face broke into an incredulous grin. “Wait a minute, darlin’. You’re telling me you don’t want to make love because you’re no good at it?” 
“I’m terrible,” I said, in a low voice, not wanting to go into details. I kept my gaze on my hands as I spoke, too ashamed to look at him. 
Connor moved closer and reaching over, gently raised my chin with one hand until I was forced to meet his gaze. I felt compassion brush me lightly, like a soft breeze in my hair, and tasted gentle humor, a milder flavor than the usual tart tang of his amusement. 
“Seems to me you were telling me how you hated to dance because you were terrible at it. But tonight you did great! Seemed to enjoy yourself a lot, too,” he reminded me. 
“But that was different. You’re a really good dancer, and you knew how to lead. That made it easy.” 
“I’m good at other things besides dancing, Red,” he said, his promise and need stroking my breasts and thighs in soft whispers and hot kisses, making me tremble and blush. 
“Besides, who told you that you weren’t any good at making love? That asshole of an ex-husband?” 
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“Er ... yes ... Douglas is the only man I’ve ever been with,” I admitted. “I was a virgin when I got married. Wanted to wait until I could find a man I could really open up to before I let myself be vulnerable.” 
I could see by the incredulous look on Connor’s face that he couldn’t believe I’d picked Douglas for this. 
“I know, I know ...” I continued. “I was an idiot. He fooled me completely. I was very shy, very unsure of myself, and Douglas was this wonderful, sophisticated man of the world, successful researcher, and so self assured. He took me to all the best restaurants, dressed me up, showed me off to his friends. And he told me he loved me.” 
“Couldn’t you tell it wasn’t the truth? Couldn’t you feel it?” Connor asked. 
I sighed. 
“It was the truth. At first. And by the time I realized that his love for me was only the love a rich man has for a beautiful object in his collection, it was too late. And he was such a skillful liar that he managed to hide things from me. 
“He probably started cheating on me almost as soon as we got married, but he actually believed his own lies. I was so naïve I don’t know when I would have figured it out if I hadn’t found him in bed with his secretary.” 
Connor whistled and shook his head. “That’s bad, Red. I’m sorry.” He looked so sympathetic it made me frown. I had never wanted anyone’s sympathy. I was just trying to explain the way things were and how they had gotten that way. 
“I’m not.” I lifted my chin. “Who knows how much longer it might have gone on if I hadn’t found them? Of course, Douglas said I drove him to it by not satisfying his needs.” I choked a little on the last part. 
“And you think that makes what he did okay?” Connor asked in disbelief. 
“No, no. Of course not. Nothing can excuse his behavior. But the fact is that while I never once denied him ...” 
“What?” Connor asked softly, catching my eyes and holding them. I felt his sympathy again like a cool hand on my forehead. This time I almost welcomed it. 
“Well, I was never very ... responsive,” I said. “Douglas complained that I just ... laid there and took it.” It was so damn hard for me to admit that I nearly couldn’t finish. My eyes were burning, and I felt full of shame. “He said I was frigid,” I told Connor. “And I guess, well ... I guess maybe I was. Maybe I am.” 
“What makes you say that?” Connor asked gently, wiping away the tears that were sliding down my cheeks. I hadn’t even known I was crying, I was so intent on making him understand my shortcomings, my legitimate reasons why we couldn’t do what we both wanted to do so badly. I shook my head, unable to answer his question. 
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quickly, “I don’t mean I want all the details, but you did say you were a virgin before you got married. Was he careful with you? Did he let you take your time?” 
“I don’t know,” I told him. “About as much time as he took with anything, I guess. 
Douglas always said time was money. Even when we were home together he was always thinking about work; the next project, probably the next woman.” 
“Not exactly the patient type.” 
“No.” I took a large sip of wine before sitting the glass on the coffee table. 
“So what gave him the right to say you were no good in bed if he couldn’t take the time to slow down and help you enjoy it?” Connor said. I felt his anger flare, a white-hot emotion I was glad wasn’t directed at me. 
“I think part of it was miscommunication. I never told Douglas about my ... gift. My great-grandmother warned me not to tell anyone until I met someone else as different me. 
Of course, Douglas didn’t qualify.” I sighed. “I was going to tell him about my empathy at just the right time, but that time never came. So he didn’t know I could feel his emotions while we were ... you know.” 
“So what was he feeling?” Connor asked, frowning. 
“Obvious things like lust and desire, although not as much as you’d think. I was inexperienced and scared ...” 
Connor nodded. 
“So if I respond incorrectly he’d get angry and impatient. I’ve spent my whole life trying to block myself, keep other people’s emotions out of my head, stay in control. Letting go and enjoying myself and opening myself up to Douglas so I could feel my own emotions was difficult, but when I did open up, what I mostly felt was anger-impatience-aggravation 
... or else he was thinking about something else entirely.” I shifted uncomfortably. “It got to be too hard, too difficult to let go enough, and when I did, all I got were negative emotions. I ended up lying there, trying not to feel anything at all.” I shook my head. 
“And you think that makes you lousy in bed?” 
I nodded. 
“It’s too hard for me to lose control, Connor, because I can’t relax enough to enjoy it. 
I’d just lie there.” 
“You’re saying it’s so hard for you to stop blocking out your partner’s emotions that you can’t relax and enjoy your own. Right, darlin’?” 
“Right.” I nodded. It was a relief to be understood. 
“There’s just one problem, Red. You told me you couldn’t block out my emotions. You know what I’m feeling all the time.” 
I stared at him. He had me there. “Yes, I’m always open to you,” I admitted. “I don’t know why.” 
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“So you wouldn’t have to spend any energy trying to block me out or trying to open up,” he pointed out, catching my gaze. “Because you’re already open for me, darlin’ ... all the way.” 
The tone of his voice was low, seductive, and the look in his eyes suggested that he liked the idea of me laying open before him ... liked it a lot. That look made me shiver with suppressed desire and need. 
“I know, Connor,” I whispered. “But that ... that scares me. Not being able to block out your emotions ...” 
“Darlin’,” he said softly, taking my hand again. “Feel me. I’m not gonna rush you or get aggravated if things aren’t perfect. Making love isn’t anything to hurry. It’s a time to enjoy each other. I wanna taste and touch every inch of you. I wanna explore your body with my hands and my mouth until you can’t stand it any more. I wanna make you beg and moan. 
Feel what I’m saying. You know it’s true.” 
My breath caught in my throat as the sheer intensity and truth of his words rolled between us. I felt his heat-lust-passion-need as clearly as anything I’d ever felt in my life crashing over me in a crimson wave. I felt like I couldn’t get a deep enough breath. My hand was shaking, and my heart was racing. 
God, I wanted him so much. And yet, part of me was still so frightened. 
“Connor, I know you want me. And I want you ...” I began in a shaky voice. 
“I know you do, darlin’. I can smell your heat,” he growled, moving closer to me on the couch. “God, I can’t get your sweet scent out of my head. It’s driving me crazy, the way you smell so hot. You want this as much as I do, Red. Hell, you need it as much.” 
“Yes, but ...” I could barely finish because he pulled me closer to him and began to rub one large, warm hand up and down my bare back. 
“God, Red. I wanna get you outta this sweet little dress. It’s been driving me crazy all night wondering what you have on under it.” 
Both hands were on me now, one hand coming dangerously close to the sides of my breasts, the other sliding up my thigh through the slit of my dress. I was almost drugged with desire, my nipples were achy and tight, and below my waist, I was absolutely molten. 
“Just ... just panties,” I whispered, my voice too hoarse to speak. 
Connor took a deep breath, and I felt a strong surge of lust from him. 
“I’m still afraid.” I wanted his hands to continue what they were doing, but I didn’t want to disappoint him. 
“What are you still so afraid of, Red?” he asked softly, stopping the motion of his hands to look into my eyes and let me know I had all his attention. 
“What if I still can’t let go? What if I still can’t lose control?” 
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More than anything, I was afraid I would freeze up like a deer in the headlights and just go stiff and unresponsive as Douglas had so often accused me of doing. 
“You’re still thinking of what that asshole said to you, aren’t you, Red?” Connor asked, tenderly. “You’re still afraid you might be frigid?” 
Mutely, I nodded. 
“Look at yourself, Red. Feel the way you’re responding to me.” He kissed me gently, teasing my mouth. He pulled away when he knew I wanted more. 
I moaned a little when his mouth left mine, leaning in towards him. He tasted wild, like cinnamon and brandy. 
Instead of kissing me again, Connor deliberately cupped both of my breasts through the thin fabric of my dress, causing me to gasp in sudden pleasure as he gently thumbed my nipples. 
“Connor ...” I half whispered, half moaned. 
“Would a frigid woman react like this?” he whispered low in my ear and continued to rub my nipples slowly through my dress. His desire licked at me and his hands molded my breasts. “Tell me, Red, do you want me to stop?” 
“No ... but ...” I still hesitated, teetering on the brink. 
Connor seemed to read my mind. “All this touching and kissing is nice, but you’re still afraid that when we get down to it you won’t be able to let go, aren’t you, darlin’?” 
I nodded, grateful that he understood my fears. 
“What if I told you I could make you let go?” he growled low and dangerous, the edges tinged with crimson heat. “Because that’s what I’m gonna do to you, Red. I’m gonna make you lose control.” 
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Chapter Thirty-Six 
Gazing into his green eyes gone deep with desire and feeling his need for me burning over my skin, I realized we had reached the point of no return. He would have me, and I would let him, damn the consequences and risks. We had been coming to this moment since he had first jumped off the ER stretcher and pulled me into his arms. Now it was upon us, and I couldn’t do anything but let it happen. 
It was the most intensely frightening and exciting realization of my life. 
“Now ... now what?” I panted, unable to tear my eyes away from his. 
“Now I take you to bed where we can do this right,” he said decisively. Without warning, he stood and scooped me into his arms. 
“Connor!” I gasped. “What are you doing? You’ll give yourself a herniated disk.” I wasn’t nearly as petite as Sylvie. 
He grinned and took the opportunity to steal a quick but tantalizing kiss before he started up the stairs, with me in his arms à la Scarlet O’Hara. 
“I appreciate the romantic gesture, Connor. I do. But it’s not necessary.” 
“Sure it is. Don’t wanna risk you getting away.” He grinned again, but I thought he might be only half joking. 
When we reached the door of my room, he kicked it open with one foot and deposited me gently onto the bed. I was glad I had taken time to make it up neatly and that everything was in order, although I doubted Connor would’ve noticed if the room had been a total pigsty. 
He closed the door and locked it with a finality that pierced me somewhere low in my abdomen. There was no going back. This was really going to happen, and nothing I could say or do would stop it. 
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“Connor ...” I said softly, nodding at the beside lamp I kept on all the time because I hated coming home to a dark room. “Could we ... would you turn out the lamp before we start? I’ve never ... you know ... with the lights on before.” 
“Then you don’t know what you’re missing, Red,” he said, shaking his head a little. 
“You’re beautiful, darlin’, and I can’t wait to see every sweet inch of your body.” 
“There’s a candle in the bathroom,” I offered, hoping he would go for the compromise. 
It was going to be hard enough to let myself relax without thinking of how I looked naked. 
“All right,” he said, after considering for a moment. “You stay on the bed, though. I’ll get it.” I did as he said, kicking off my heels and scrunching my toes into the bedspread in mingled anticipation and dread. 
Connor returned shortly and placed the large, cinnamon-scented candle on top of my dresser. He lit it and tossed the pack of matches on the dresser top beside it, then nodded to me. 
“You can turn off the lamp since you’re so shy, darlin’.” 
Immediately after I turned off the light, I wished I hadn’t. In the sudden darkness lit only by the flickering candlelight, Connor seemed to grow huge ... a massive figure like a monster straight out of a fairytale, or perhaps the Greek myths I had loved so much as a child. The broad shoulders and wild shape of his black hair were suddenly threatening -- 
terrifying. I shivered and shrank away from him in fright. 
He was the monster straight out of the night terrors I had as a little girl. Only this time, instead of eating me, he was going to have me, to take me. 
Connor’s eyes seemed to glow faintly, a vivid yellow instead of their normal green, the way a cat’s eyes shine in the dark. His lust was overwhelming, a tangible presence stroking my body, sucking my breasts, spreading my thighs ... I pushed myself closer to the wooden slats of my headboard, shaking my head slowly. 
“It’s all right, darlin’ ... It’s just me,” he said softly, sitting on the bed and putting one warm hand on my knees, which I had drawn up and tucked under my chin like a child. 
The simple words and his closeness calmed me immediately. Of course it was only Connor. Why had I reacted like that? After all, he was the man that wanted me, that ... loved me? Not some big bad wolf who’d come to eat me up. His emotions were so strong, and in the shadows thrown by the single, flickering candle, he had looked so wild, so feral. Those eyes ... 
I shook my head to rid myself of silly misconceptions. 
“I’m sorry, Connor,” I said, shakily. “I guess I’m just a little uptight, right now. For a minute, I thought ... well, never mind. It was silly.” 
“I think you’re just a little scared, Red,” he said softly, his lust eased a little in response to my fear. “But I want to get this clear right here and now. I’ll never hurt you. Never. All right?” 
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His eyes looked their normal green again, and I could feel his sincerity, solid and reassuring. Connor wanted this to be a good experience for me, and he’d do everything in his power to help me relax and enjoy it. If only I wasn’t so tense already ... 
Just having him on the bed and knowing what we were about to do gave me that old terrified, frozen sensation I remembered from my time with Douglas. 
I was afraid I’d freeze under him. Disappoint him. Of doing it wrong. 
Connor sensed my fear, or maybe he just smelled it on me and guessed the cause. 
“Try to close up and block me out, Red. Go ahead. Try it.” 
Instinctively, I did as he said, picturing my mind as a flower closing protectively, tightly around my vulnerable center, but it did no good. I still felt a wave of tenderness-wanting-desire flowing strongly from him, gently caressing my hair and licking over my skin like flames. 
Connor looked at me and laid one large, warm hand on my bare arm, which was covered in goose bumps. “Can’t do it, can you?” 
I shook my head. 
“That’s all right,” he said, softly. “Soon your body is going to be as open as your mind. 
Open up for me, darlin’, and let me show you how much I want you. How much I care.” 
He leaned forward and captured my mouth for a single, hot instant before pulling back. 
The look in his eyes made my breath catch in my throat. It was untamed, an animal hunger I’d never seen in any man’s eyes before. 
“Connor, I want to,” I told him, hearing my voice break with emotion. “But ... I just don’t know if I can. You said you could help me lose control. How ... how are you going to do that?” 
He grinned, his smile a slice of white in the purple darkness of my bedroom. 
“That’s the easy part, darlin’. I’m gonna give you control of this whole situation. At first.” 
“What do you mean? Give me control? How will that help?” I asked, genuinely puzzled. 
“This is how it’s going to be.” He reached out and pushed my knees down until I was sitting flat on the mattress with my back against the headboard of my sleigh-bed. Propping a pillow behind me, he raised both my arms over my head and gently positioned each hand so I was grasping an inch wide wooden slat. 
“There. Is that comfortable, darlin’?” he asked tenderly. 
Doubtfully I nodded. 
“Be sure now, because you’re going be like that for quite some time. How long depends on you.” 
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“I don’t understand. Are you going to tie me down or something?” The thought filled me with a kind of sick fascination. I didn’t think I could really get into bondage. Not yet, anyway. 
“Nah ...” He grinned again. “That’d be too easy. Here’s the deal. You’re gonna sit like that on the bed, holding onto those slats, and tell me what to do to you. As long as your hands stay on that headboard, you’re in control, and I won’t do anything you don’t specifically ask me to do. And I do mean specifically, Red. Understand so far?” 
I nodded. 
Connor took a moment to run one warm hand lightly up and down the exposed underside of one arm, causing me to shiver in anticipation and turn my head to the side. 
“Hold onto the bed, and you’re in control,” he said again. “But once you lose your grip on those slats, for any reason, Red, then I’m taking over. So hang on tight if you want to have any say in what goes on, because once you let go of the bed, I’ll do whatever I want. Clear?” 
“I ... yes,” I whispered, clutching the wooden slats so tightly that I surely would have gotten a splinter if the wood hadn’t been highly varnished. Already my palms felt sweaty and slippery and the cool wood was beginning to warm under my palms. 
“Good. Let’s get started.” Connor sat back on the bed and watched me. I could feel the strange mixture of amusement, anticipation and lust coming strongly from him. Flames licked over my body “What’s first, darlin’? Remember, you’re in control. What do you want?” 
For a long moment, my mind went blank. I could think of lots of things I wanted him to do to me, but none of them would actually come out of my mouth. 
Finally, I said, “Take off your shirt.” I was proud of how steady, how certain my voice sounded. Surely, this was a safe place to start. Connor wouldn’t even be touching me. 
“All right.” He smiled and slowly unbuttoned the forest green shirt, pulled it out of the waistband of his jeans and shrugged it off his massive shoulders. It landed in a heap on the floor, and Connor sat bare-chested beside me on the bed. In the shadows cast by the flickering light of the candle, the mat of black hair on his chest seemed like another patch of dusk. Suddenly, I wanted to feel that coarse hair rub against my own chest, brush against my sensitive nipples and tease them erect. But I couldn’t ask for that. Not yet. 
Instead, I whispered, “Kiss me.” 
He leaned over me, huge in the candlelight, and lightly brushed his lips against mine before withdrawing. 
I frowned. “More than that. You know what I mean.” 
“No, I don’t. Remember, darlin’, I told you to be specific.” He grinned and I cursed inwardly. 
He wasn’t going to let me get away with anything. He was going to make me spell out each request I gave him. Of course, I could just loosen my grip on the wooden slats of the 160 
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headboard, could lower my arms and signal my surrender, my loss of control. But I wasn’t ready to do that, yet. I tightened my grip on the slick wood. 
“Kiss me like you mean it. Kiss me the same way you did this morning when you smelled yourself all over me.” There, that should be specific enough. 
Connor growled, deep in his throat and leaned over me again. 
“God, darlin’, I can’t wait to really smell myself all over you. I’m going to mark you so that everybody knows you’re mine. Only mine,” he whispered roughly before taking my mouth with his, this time much more deeply. I felt fierce possessiveness coursing from him, wrapping me tightly like iron bands. 
... you must be marked ... 
Connor’s hands stroked my bare back, and he grasped the nape of my neck to tilt my head up to his and thoroughly explore my mouth. The kiss was rough and luscious at the same time. I felt light-headed when he finally pulled back, his chest heaving, a wild light in his green eyes. 
“What next, Red?” he asked me and his raw hunger pounded over me, drenching me in honey and flame. 
“Touch me,” I whispered and noticed my voice was decidedly less steady than it had been. He reached out one hand and caressed my cheek softly with a fingertip before withdrawing. This time I cursed aloud. 
“Damn it, Connor!” 
“Be specific, Red,” he reminded me. “You’re in control. For now.” 
“Touch ... touch my breasts,” I whispered, feeing my face grow scarlet. Never had a man forced me to ask for this before. I couldn’t believe Connor’s self-control. He could wait for me to tell him what to do instead of just doing it. Without hesitation, he reached out, cupped my breasts in his large hands, and just held them ... waiting for my next command. 
“Rub me ... my nipples ... the way you did while we were sitting on the couch,” I told him, not believing the words coming out of my mouth. 
Connor did as he was told. He drew slow, maddening circles around each hardened nub with his thumbs through the silky material of my dress. It felt wonderful. More than wonderful, but it wasn’t enough. 
“My ... my dress,” I almost gasped. 
“What about it?” Connor asked, still keeping up the slow, maddening circles around my nipples. 
“Take ... take it off. The top part, I mean.” I couldn’t stand having anything between his hands and my breasts. No matter how sheer and silky the material was, it was too much. I needed to be bare. 
Marked 
161 
“I’m going to slip the straps of your dress down your arms one at a time. Keep the arm I’m not working on glued to the headboard, Red.” 
Carefully I withdrew my right hand from the slick wooden slat. I had gripped it so hard I had a groove down the center of my palm. 
Connor slid the thin strap of my dress down my right shoulder and arm and then repeated the process with my left. The silky material puddled in my lap, and I felt a cool draft blow over my sensitive flesh before Connor cupped my naked breasts once more in his large, warm hands and began teasing my nipples again. 
“Oh ... oh, God ...” I loved the feel of his rough palms and callused fingertips against the silky skin of my breasts. He teased and pinched me lightly, then a little harder. I thrust my chest forward helplessly, trying to get more of my breasts into his hands. 
“I love your breasts, Red.” Connor’s voice was hoarse but his hands were infinitely gentle as he talked. “Love the way they fill my hands, love the way your nipples get so hard when I touch you like this ...” 
His words made me almost as hot as his touch, and I had a sudden inspiration. “Tell me 
... tell me what else you want to do to me ... to my breasts,” I begged. 
Connor never hesitated. “I wanna taste you, darlin’. Wanna lick your smooth, creamy flesh and suck your hard little nipples. Make you moan and cry for more.” 
“Do it,” I told him, but Connor only grinned. 
“Do what, Red?” He leaned closer and blew hot breath over the flesh of my tormented breasts as he continued to stroke me. 
I groaned. What a sadistic bastard he was turning out to be! 
“Taste me ... my breasts.” I gripped the wooden slats above my head tightly. 
Connor leaned down at once, and I felt the hotness of his tongue traveling over the enflamed flesh of my breasts in long, soft strokes. He traced the outer and inner curves of each breast and circled the crinkled skin of each areola, but left my nipples untouched. His heat breathed over my skin like flames, licking at me, but I could feel the iron of his control, as well. He wasn’t going to do anything until he was ready. 
“Damn you, Connor,” I moaned as he deliberately avoided the area I needed him to touch. 
He looked up, heat filled his eyes and waited for my next order. 
“Suck ... suck me. My nipples. Suck them,” I stuttered. 
At once, he drew my right nipple into his mouth, hot and wet, and sucked gently while he continued to fondle my left, pinching it lightly until I begged for more. 
“Harder!” I felt like my flesh was on fire, burning with his need and desire. And my own as well. I shifted on the bed, crossing and uncrossing my legs as he worked on me, 162 
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uncomfortably aware of how hot and wet I was getting from his burning, insistent mouth on my breasts. 
Connor sucked harder, taking as much of my breast into his mouth as he could, and then nipped lightly at my right nipple before he turned his attention to my left. 
I tried unsuccessfully to muffle the cries coming out of my mouth at the sharp spikes of pleasure. 
“You taste so good, Red,” he murmured as he switched from one breast to the other. 
“Can’t wait to taste you all over ...” 
The heat between my thighs built until I felt I couldn’t stand it anymore. 
“Connor! Touch me!” I begged. Seeing the deliberately obtuse look on his face, I clarified. “Between my legs,” I gasped. “Touch me there. Please.” 
“Well, since you asked so nicely ...” he whispered roughly, moving one hand from my breasts and sliding it under my dress and up my right thigh until he got to the soft V 
between my legs. “Spread your legs a little, darlin’, and let me in.” At his low order, I obeyed him, helpless to do anything else. 
I moaned out loud as I felt his warm palm settle between my thighs and cup the crotch of my black satin panties. 
“You’re so wet ...” he growled, pressing lightly against my cleft, spreading me and rubbing the silky material against me ... into me at just the right spot. “Are you wet for me, darlin’?” 
“You know I am ...” I was all but crying now, the heat washing over me in overwhelming waves. The wooden slats I was gripped with my hands seemed treacherously slippery, as though I might loosen my grip at any second and turn control completely over to him. I tightened my grip. 
... you got to lose yourself to save yourself ... 
I shook my head. Not yet ... not yet ... 
“What do you want now, Red?” Connor whispered, leaning down to kiss me again as his hand continued to rub the material of my panties torturously into the wet folds of my sex. I writhed against his fingers, wanting more, but unable to ask. 
“Tell me what you want to do,” I begged him thinking that maybe if he said it first I could stand to repeat it. 
But Connor shook his head. “No, Red. This time you have to ask for it. Don’t be ashamed to ask for what you want ... what you need.” His gaze on mine was so dark and intense I couldn’t look away. 
I could tell he was serious. Could taste it like iron on my tongue. He wanted to hear my need spoken out loud. I didn’t know if this was for his benefit or mine, but I knew he wouldn’t continue until I told him specifically what I needed. 
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“Inside ...” I gasped, forcing myself to speak. “Touch me inside. No ... no panties.” 
Immediately, Connor gripped the crotch of the black satin panties in one fist and ripped them away. The thin, side strips of material gave easily, and I moaned as I felt my sex completely exposed. The implicit violence of his action reinforced the thick lust-need-hunger that boiled in the air between us, making me arch my back and fill my throat like warm honey. 
Immediately his hand was back, cupping me again, this time with no material between us. His fingers pointed downwards, his palm pressed against my cleft, and then I felt his broad thumb begin to move, pressing and rubbing into my drenched, slick flesh, stroking lightly along the side of my clitoris, driving me slowly insane. 
“Is this what you meant, Red?” he growled, his eyes fixed on mine as he continued to rub in slow, maddening strokes. 
“Yes ... no,” I admitted, frankly astonished that I was able to make any coherent noise at all. “Deeper, Connor. Please ...” I felt his hands move against me, and he filled me. He pressed two thick, long fingers inside me as deeply as he could. I cried out. Rubbing against him, I rode his fingers shamelessly as they plunged into me again and again. 
As he penetrated me, he kissed me once more, pressing his tongue into my mouth as he pressed his fingers into my cleft. I kissed him back, writhing on the bed beneath him and gave as good as I was getting, letting him know how much I wanted him by digging my fingernails into the heavy muscles of his broad shoulders and back ... 
... lose you self to
r
save yourself ... 
Then Connor and I both stopped our frantic movements at the same time. 
I had lost my grip on the wooden slats of the headboard. I had just given over the power completely to Connor. 
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Chapter Thirty-Seven 
“It was an accident,” I whispered, digging my fingernails urgently into Connor’s biceps. 
“I didn’t mean to. Honestly ...” 
“Too late, Red,” he murmured in my ear before stealing one last, luscious kiss. He withdrew his fingers from my body, making me almost whimper with loss. 
“What are you going to do to me?” I heard both the apprehension and longing in my voice and was helpless to stop either one. 
“What I’ve wanted to do from the first time I saw you and smelled your sweet scent,” 
he answered, pulling me towards him and lifting my hips so he could slide the dress the rest of the way off and drop it on the floor. “I’m gonna taste you.” 
“But ... you already did,” I said in confusion, looking down at my breasts and the hardened nipples he had sucked so long and lovingly. 
His laughter was rich purple, and rumbled and pulsated through my body as he held me close to him while stroking my back and sides. 
“Not there, Red. I wanna taste you here.” He reached down, spread my legs and stroked the wet cleft of my sex again, causing me to moan in helpless pleasure. 
“But, I’ve never ... I mean, no one’s ever done that to me before,” I whispered. 
Although Douglas had regularly expected me to pleasure him orally, he had never even offered to do it for me. 
“Well, I’m going to.” His eyes gleamed in the soft light. 
“But ... but I thought you were going to ... to make love to me,” I whispered, feeling the cold finger of panic touch my back. 
“Oh, I am, Red. I’m gonna ride you hard tonight,” he promised, his voice low and needful. His lust twisted inside my belly like a live thing and caressed my spine like a rough Marked 
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velvet glove. “I can’t wait to fill you. Can’t wait to be inside you. But first, I’m going to taste you, long and slow.” 
His fingers continued to work inside me, his thumb slipping in lazy strokes across my wet folds, making me nearly cry with frustrated need. Yet I still couldn’t understand him wanting to do ... that. 
“Remember I told you I love the way you smell, Red?” 
Wordlessly, I nodded. 
“I wasn’t talking about the way your shampoo smells or your perfume or anything else. 
I meant the way your body smells when you get hot. This,” he stroked one slow, careful finger along the side of my sensitized clitoris, making me jump and cry out. “This is where that sweet, musky scent comes from. That’s the scent I smell when you get hot, when you need me the way I need you. I want to taste your sweetness before I make love to you and mark you with my scent. I’ve wanted this from the first time I touched you, darlin’.” 
I could feel his sincerity, could taste it in my mouth, but I was frightened. 
“I don’t know ...” I whispered, feeling naked and vulnerable in a completely new way. 
The thought of his mouth on me there excited me deeply. Perhaps too deeply. 
“Red, look at me,” he commanded, bringing his free hand up to lift my chin, forcing me to meet his gaze. “Who’s in control of the situation now? You or me?” 
“You ... you are,” I stammered, unable to look away from his direct, green gaze. 
“That’s right. And do you have any say in what happens to you tonight?” he asked sternly. 
“No,” I said, in a very small voice. 
“Right, darlin’. So you might as well relax and let me taste you. I’m gonna do it no matter what you say. Just now, when I told you what I was going to do, your heart rate jumped and your scent got even stronger. You want it. You’re just afraid to admit it. Go on. 
Tell me I’m wrong.” He spoke sternly, forcing me to look directly into his eyes again. 
“I ...” But I couldn’t say anymore. He was right, and I was lost. Hopelessly, helplessly lost in a sea of want and desire that washed over both of us, burning us up. 
“I thought so,” he said with satisfaction. “Come on, Red. Lay back on the bed and let me taste you.” His voice was little more than a low, crimson-edged growl that I couldn’t disobey. Then his tone softened, and he whispered, “I promise I’ll be gentle, darlin’.” 
His tenderness swept over me, a thousand feather-light kisses along my arms and thighs, pulling a sigh out of my throat and helping me relax. I knew he’d never willingly hurt me but that he needed me to submit to him now. 
Wordlessly, I did as he asked, lying back on the bed with my head on the pillows as he stroked my thighs, gently coaxing me open. Connor still had on his tight black jeans although he had long ago kicked off his shoes and socks. I was completely nude and couldn’t remember ever feeling so open, so vulnerable to any man. 
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His emotions washed through me, flooded me with sensations and yet ... I didn’t drown. They lifted me up, caused my own feelings to crest higher and higher as he touched me, fed me tenderness, urgency and need through the contact of his skin on mine. 
He had me recline with a pillow under my rear end to elevate me. Connor knelt before me, rubbing his rough cheeks against the soft skin of my inner thighs. I gasped at the contact, his coarse whiskers sweeping across my sensitized flesh. 
“So sweet ...” he murmured, laying a gentle, open-mouth kiss on the inside of one knee, and making me jump. “So hot, so wet ...” He punctuated his remarks with more slow, hot kisses, trailing down first one thigh and then up the other, always avoiding my aching center. “Does that feel good, Red?” He paid special attention to the soft hollow where my right hip joined my pelvis, licking and sucking deliberately until I thought I’d go out of my mind. 
“Yes,” I gasped, “yes, Connor, but ...” 
“But what, Red?” I realized he still wanted me to ask for what I wanted. Wanted to hear me say it out loud before he’d do it. 
“It’s not ... what I need.” I hedged, hoping to avoid specifics. 
“What do you need, darlin’?” he asked, softly. “Where do you need my mouth? Tell me. I wanna hear you say it.” His need pounded against me, pressed inside me urgent and deep. 
“Oh, God, Connor ...” I whispered, not sure how much more of this unbearable torment I could stand before I lost it completely. “I need your mouth ... on me. In me. 
Please!” 
“I love to hear you beg, darlin’,” he growled. 
I felt his mouth gently descend onto me. He kissed my sex the same way he had kissed my mouth earlier, spreading my thighs wide to work on me. His fingers pressed open the tender lips of my cleft and he kissed me, his tongue making slow figure eights over my swollen clitoris until I nearly screamed. 
Digging my fingers into his hair, I pressed against him shamelessly, tilting my pelvis up to meet him, to lose myself; losing time, space, the world and my understanding of my place in it. Completely losing my self-control. 
“Oh ... oh ... Connor ... Connor ...” His name a prayer on my lips, he spread me open and caressed the wet folds of my sex with his mouth. I could feel a crest of emotion rise inside me, growing closer with every firm stroke of his lips and tongue over my sensitive flesh. Soon the pleasure would spike and send me tumbling over the edge of this abyss. God, how I wanted to be pushed over that edge! Close ... so close. 
“Connor ...” I begged. 
He must have heard the pleading tone in my voice because he reached down and pushed two fingers deeply inside me. He filled me and pressed hard into my center, his Marked 
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tongue continuing to travel in mysterious, rapturous patterns over the moist flesh of my sex. 
It was enough, almost too much. I felt him press into my body rhythmically in time with the cadence of his tongue and tightened my thighs around his head. His whiskers scratched hard against my tender flesh and knew I would be sore the next day and did not give a damn. 
His tongue on my clitoris and his fingers in my body urged me to let go, to let it happen. Crying, gasping, I plunged headlong over the edge as I writhed under him. Letting the pleasure take me, I felt his pleasure in turn, fierce and sudden as he tasted my orgasm on his lips and my body quiver against his tongue. 
“Oh ... oh, God!” I moaned, my hips thrusting up to meet him, unable to hold back but not caring, not wanting the moment to end. 
When he stopped, I lay back, panting on the pillows; slowly came down and regained my sense of self. 
“That’s why I wanted to taste you, Red,” Connor whispered roughly. “I wanted to see you lose it without any distractions. God, it turns me on so much to watch you come. So tell me, how does it feel to lose control?” His voice low, I felt a strong throb of need from him, licking my sensitive flesh just like his tongue moments before. I also sensed his unwillingness to rush this experience. 
“Amazing,” I admitted. “I’ve never ... it’s never been like that before.” 
“Well, it’s not over yet, darlin’.” Scooting up on the bed, he wrapped me in his arms, and I realized he had shed his jeans and was now completely nude. He pulled me to him snuggly so that my back was against his front, his large body curved around mine protectively, and his penis pressed hard against my buttocks. 
It reminded me of the first time I’d ever seen him in the ER when he’d jumped off the stretcher, completely naked, and held me against him until he was sure he could trust me. 
Only this time, I was naked too. The thought made me shiver in his arms, a shiver made of a little fear and a lot of anticipation. 
“What’s the matter, Red? You cold?” Connor rubbed against me and the wiry hair of his chest brushed over my shoulders and back. “Want me to warm you up?” he whispered into my hair, his hands roaming freely over my body. One hand fondled and kneaded my breasts and the other stroked the hypersensitive cleft between my legs. I stifled a moan. His hands on my skin made me want him all over again. I thought of his thick fingers inside me and needed more ... so much more ... 
“Connor,” I whispered, “I need you, need you inside me ... please.” My voice was soft, tentative even to my own ears, but he nipped my neck and growled approvingly. 
“I’m glad to see you’re beginning to ask for what you need without me making you do it, Red. I want you, too. And I need to be inside you as much as you need me there. So ...” he shifted against me, pressed into the small of my back again and I groaned with desire. “How do you want it?” 
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“How ...?” I asked, not quite sure what he was asking me. 
“Sure, darlin’. How? You want me to be on top, or do you want to be on top, or what? 
I’d offer to do it just like this ...” He nudged my legs open, and his thick shaft insinuate itself between my thighs. The large, plum shaped head rubbed my wet flesh, and I cried out softly. 
“Yeah, that’s nice, isn’t it?” Connor rumbled in my ear. He pressed against me and almost entered me, pushing just the head of his thick shaft into my tight opening. But he pulled back when I tilted my pelvis to get more of him inside. “But I can’t really get into you that way, not the way I want to. Because I need to be deep inside you tonight, darlin’. Very deep. Besides, I wanna see your face while I’m in you. So pick another position. Lady’s choice, but hurry up. I can’t wait much longer. I need to feel you around me.” 
I felt need-impatience-hunger coming from him strongly, prickling along my skin and bathing my body like liquid fire. I was amazed he had held out as long as he had. 
“I ... I’ve never done it any other way than the ... uh, man-on-top position,” I confessed softly. Douglas had never asked me if I’d like to try anything else. He simply rolled me over and did what he felt like. It was a revelation to have Connor ask what I wanted, to feel his concern and tenderness entwined with the urgent desire and need that played over my skin. 
“Then it’s time you tried something new.” Without warning, he rolled over onto his back and lifted me so that I was sitting astride him, my hips resting on his pelvis. 
“Connor, I don’t know ...” I began. It felt strange to be sitting up with him lying down under me. A whole new form of intimacy. 
“Did you forget who’s in control here, Red?” he asked me, voice low and dangerous. 
“No,” I whispered softly. 
“Good, I haven’t either. I may have given you a choice of positions but that’s all I gave you, understand?” His tone was stern but his eyes were full of a deeper emotion, lust and tenderness and something more complicated. I felt his need to make this good for me. His desire for me to give myself to him completely and utterly without reservation, to trust him with my body and with my pleasure. His emotions swept over me. I felt myself flow to him as softly and naturally as water runs downhill. 
“I understand.” I leaned down to rest my head on his broad chest. I loved the feel of his scratchy chest hair under my cheek and the deep drumming of his heart in my ear. “I understand everything.” 
“God, Red. You’re so beautiful ...” He ran his hands through my hair and down my bare back, his whisper telling me he understood that I would trust him. “Lift you head, darlin’. I want to kiss you properly before we do this.” 
I raised my head obediently, and he took my mouth with a fierce intensity that took my breath away. I could taste myself on his lips, salty and sweet, and it made me hotter as he explored my mouth with his probing tongue. Tentatively, I licked back at him, and Connor Marked 
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growled approvingly, held my face in both hands and kissed me thoroughly before letting me go. 
“I need to be inside you now.” Breaking the sweet intimacy of the kiss, he pulled back and urged me to sit up. Grasping my hips, Connor maneuvered me into the correct position above him. 
“When you’re ready, lower yourself down and let me slide inside you.” Desire pounded at me like fierce waves in a rough ocean. It was hard for him to let me take the initiative, but he was trying to be careful. He didn’t want to hurt or scare me. I loved him for that. The emotions he gave me were nothing like the anger-impatience I’d had to ignore when I was with Douglas. 
Taking a deep breath, I did as he asked. The large, plum-shaped head rubbed slickly against my wet flesh and slipped over my sensitive clitoris as he searched for my entrance. 
He pressed against me and I knew that one sharp thrust would send his thickness deep inside me. 
But still he held back. 
He waited for me to go at my own speed, and I let my tensed muscles relax. I felt him begin to enter me. He was very large, and I felt myself stretch as I tried to take him inside my body. I was anxious in this new position, and nervous apprehension caused me to tense up again, making things even more difficult. 
“You okay, Red?” Connor asked, his voice low, tension pulsing through his big body as I straddled him in the cinnamon-scented purple darkness of my bedroom. 
“I’m okay,” I told him in a small voice. “It’s just that ... I mean ... you’re big Connor. 
Really big.” 
“Does it hurt?” he asked anxiously, and I shook my head. 
“No, not exactly. It’s not so much painful as uncomfortable. But I don’t want to stop. I need you in me,” I whispered, feeling tears of frustration start in my eyes. 
“Hey, Red, it’s okay,” Connor told me and rubbed his hands over my back in soothing strokes. “It’s just been a while for you. I know I’m big, but you’re wet enough to take me. Just relax and take a deep breath ... okay?” 
I nodded. 
“All right.” He held my hips firmly in both large hands, and I felt his muscles tense under me. “Now I’m gonna thrust up into you nice and slow, Red. You let me know if I’m hurting you, and I’ll stop. Try to relax and open yourself up for me, darlin’.” 
His firm grip on my hips kept me fixed in place as he began to move, working himself into me slowly, relentlessly. I heard myself moan a little and pant for breath as he spread the wet folds of my sex as his shaft pushed into me. My fingernails dug into his broad shoulders as I leaned forward, keeping his penetration shallow at first. 
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“God, darlin’. You’re so tight,” he groaned, and the sheer urgency of the need I felt coming from him made me realize how difficult this was for him, how much self-control it took to go slow and not force himself into me all at once. Finally I felt him reach my center, and the head of his shaft pressed firmly against the mouth of my womb. We both breathed deeply as he held still inside me, letting me get used to being so full. 
“You all right, Red? I’m not hurting you, am I?” I shook my head mutely, shifting my body back so I could feel him go a little bit deeper. The motion caused him to groan out loud, and his grip on my hips tightened. 
Now that I was getting used to being so full, it felt good. More than good. Incredible. 
I’d never felt this sensation with Douglas before, but then, when we had had sex, it had never lasted even a fourth as long as I had been making love with Connor already. 
“You ready for me to move?” He gazed into my eyes and made the tiniest motion with his pelvis that shot a bolt of pleasure straight through me. 
I groaned and nodded, not trusting myself to talk. 
“Good.” He continued making that tiny motion over and over, getting me ready for deeper thrusts as I moaned and braced myself on his broad chest. “Want you to understand something, Red.” He looked me in the eye and spoke between gritted teeth, evidence of his fight to wait until I was ready for him to let loose. 
I nodded for him to continue. 
“Want you to know that I’m trying to be careful and not hurt you, but I need you bad, darlin’, need to be deep inside you, need to fill you up. Once I start moving I may lose it a little. You let me know if I’m getting too rough, and I’ll try to back off, okay?” 
“Connor ...” I gasped, “the last thing I want you to do is back off. Just do it. Just ...” 
“Just what, darlin’?” he asked, his eyes burning. 
I knew he wanted to hear me say it. And I couldn’t stop myself from saying it. “Just fuck me,” I moaned, needing him to move, to thrust inside me, to fill me up. “God, Connor, just fuck me.” 
Part of me, the proper, good girl part couldn’t believe the language I used or the way I wiggled my hips, begging like some animal in heat, but the other part, the larger part that felt his heat burning me up, consuming my body from the inside out, didn’t give a damn. 
My words triggered something in Connor, some animal instinct, because he gripped my hips so tightly I knew I would have bruises the next day and pulled almost all the way out before plunging into me again. He thrust as deeply as he could inside my hot, wet sex. I screamed and dug my nails into the broad chest straining below me. 
The pleasure was deep. Stabbing. It was an ecstasy bordering on agony. Not the gentle, sweeping crest of sensual feeling I’d had felt when he tasted me, but a jagged peak breaking inside me, tearing me apart as he rammed himself into me, over and over again. This was Marked 
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need, urgency and lust rolled into one, and I understood why Connor had wanted to taste me first, to make love to me with his tongue before we did this. 
This wasn’t sex, and it certainly wasn’t making love -- it was fucking, pure and raw and simple, the culmination of the need we’d both felt from the moment he grabbed me in the ER. Nor was this about love. No, it was about possession, and I knew Connor and I would be marked the next day. But I didn’t care. Didn’t care as long as it would go on and on, forever, and never end ... 
“Do it, Connor. Don’t stop. Oh, God ...” I had never been vocal during sex before, but the words were ripped out of me as I felt him thrust inside my body. Filling me completely, stretching me open to accommodate his thickness and length, he stroked in and out of me mercilessly. 
“Tell me how you want it, Red,” he growled, never slowing his rhythm. “Tell me how you like it. I wanna hear you ...” 
“Give it to me,” I begged, grinding my pelvis blatantly against his, feeling the pleasure begin to crest inside me once more. “I’m close, Connor. Give it to me harder! Deeper! More!” 
“Sit back and let me get really deep inside you.” His green eyes blazed into mine. 
Gasping, I did as he told me, arching my back and leaning back to brace my hands on his powerfully built thighs, feeling the muscles jump and bunch under my palms as he moved. 
And then ... it was as though something clicked inside me when I leaned back and relaxed enough to get that final fraction of an inch I was searching for. 
“Oh, God ...” I had never felt so completely out of control of both my body and emotions, and yet I didn’t care. I felt my hair brush softly against my sweating back, felt Connor’s fingers digging into my hips, felt my breasts bounce to his rhythm as he moved beneath me. But I’d never felt anything like the tidal wave of ecstasy that flowed over me as I gave in completely and let Connor all the way inside me, inside my body, my heart, my soul. 
Connor thrust deeply, his thickness parting my folds, the head of his shaft brushing the mouth of my womb as I cried out my surrender, feeling my sex clench around him and my nipples harden almost painfully as pleasure overtook me. 
“I’m there, Connor! I’m there!” I heard my voice gasping from a million miles away, and realized I was actually crying from the intensity of my orgasm and the connection I felt to the man beneath me. I squeezed my eyes shut, feeling the warmth on my cheeks as the passion breaking inside me almost overwhelmed me. 
“God, Red, I can feel you coming ...” Connor’s voice was a growl, more animal than human as he continued to thrust inside me. “Can’t wait any more, darlin’. You’re so tight ... 
gotta be deep inside you ... gotta fill you up ...” 
I felt him thrust once more hard, almost brutally, as he tried to get as deep into my body as he could. I welcomed him gladly, giving myself without reservation, and felt him pulse into me, fill me with a deep warmth as his body found release in mine. His pleasure 172 
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washed over me, sharp and sweet, creating a second crest, and I felt my flesh being consumed in his fire, devoured by his heat. 
For a moment, we were frozen, straining together. I collapsed, panting on top of him, letting my head rest on his broad, heaving chest, completely drained, completely satiated for the first time ever. Sex with Douglas had never been like this, like comparing a child’s wading pool to the deep, wide ocean. 
“Oh ...” I sighed at last, rubbing my cheek against his chest, loving the scratch of his wiry fur against my face. I felt Connor bury his face in my hair and inhale deeply. 
“You all right, darlin’?” he asked anxiously, though his voice held satisfaction at having pleasured me so well. 
“Mmmm. Better than all right,” I told him, shifting a little on top of him. He was still buried inside me, although he wasn’t as hard as he’d been. The warm contentment of afterglow filled me, making me sigh. 
“I didn’t hurt you?” Connor began to stroke my back gently with his large hands, lifting the damp hair from the nape of my neck and letting the fresh air circulating in the bedroom cool me down. 
“I may be sore for a while, but that’s okay,” I whispered, keeping my head buried in his chest so he couldn’t see the tears drying on my cheeks. I still couldn’t believe I’d actually lost control enough to start crying ... 
“Hey, Red,” Connor raised my chin with one finger and made me look him in the face. 
“Hey ...” His voice was deep with concern as he saw the wetness shining on my cheeks in the candlelight. “What are these for if you’re so okay?” He brushed my tears with his fingertips. 
“I was too rough, wasn’t I? Damn it. I’m sorry, Red. I never meant to hurt you.” His anger at himself was jarring and sharp, and I hastened to reassure him. 
“No, don’t be. You didn’t hurt me. Really. At least, not any more than I wanted to be hurt,” I answered, shivering slightly as I remembered the deliciously sharp ecstasy-agony of his deep, penetrating thrusts into my body. “It was just so ... intense. I’ve never felt anything like that before. Never been able to let myself go so completely. You made me lose control, Connor. You really did. You ... I don’t know. You opened me up somehow. It was good. 
Wonderful. Thank you.” I searched his eyes with mine, seeing so much there that I wanted to understand. 
Instead of answering in words, Connor kissed me gently on each eyelid and both cheeks, kissing away the tears and savoring the taste of me no matter what mood I was in. 
His tenderness was like a warm blanket wrapped around me, something soft and fine I could hold in my hand and rub against my cheek. Then he gently tucked my head under his chin and buried his face in my hair again. 
He inhaled deeply, and I knew he was taking in the scent of my body mixed with his, and through my connection to him, I thought I could almost smell what he was smelling: Marked 
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jasmine and honey and feminine musk overlaid by a richer, wilder scent like leather and spice. He had marked me as his, but the idea didn’t bother me a bit. 
I couldn’t remember when Connor finally withdrew and rolled us over on our sides, cupping my body with the warmth of his, the wiry hair of his chest rubbing gently against the sensitive skin of my back. I only remembered drifting off to sleep, held close in his arms with his warm breath on the back of my neck and his deep breathing a soothing rhythm in my ears. 
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Chapter Thirty-Eight 
I woke up in my bed the same way I had for over a year since I’d gotten rid of Douglas, but something was different ... there was someone in bed with me. 
For a moment, I feared that Douglas had come back and gotten into my bed somehow. 
But no, the chest pressed against my back was rough and scratchy, not clammy and smooth. 
The hand splayed possessively over my hip was larger and warmer than Douglas’s had ever been. And the scent invading my nostrils wasn’t reptilian, but warm and musky, like leather and spice. 
Conner ... 
I remembered everything suddenly as I came awake. The dress Sylvie had bought me, the night out dancing and everything that followed when Connor and I had finally come home. The way he’d made me lose control ... I shivered with the memory, and he stirred in his sleep behind me. 
Now that I was more awake, I noticed a slight, pleasurable ache between my thighs. 
I’m gonna ride you hard tonight ... 
Connor had not fulfilled his promise since I had ridden him. But he had participated admirably. I stretched a little, luxuriating in that pleasant ache and the warmth his body was radiating. I’d never had such deliciously languid feelings following sex before. I’d never experienced any emotions but guilt and shame at not being good enough. Then I thought, had I been good enough last night? Connor certainly seemed to have had no complaints ... 
I realized for the first time in days that the feeling of anxiety, the feeling that time was running out had left me. It was as though a weight had been lifted. 
Connor stirred behind me, and I froze in the act of stretching. I became aware that his hardness was pressing against me as it had been last night. Oh, my. That seemed promising. 
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Sex had been something to dread and actively avoid with Douglas, but now I found myself hoping Connor might be up for another “ride” this morning. 
Daringly, I pressed my behind back against him and rubbed my softness against his growing erection. 
“Mmmm,” he grumbled approvingly in my ear, coming awake. “Whatcha doin’, Red?” 
“Saying good morning,” I told him breathily, surprised at my own boldness. 
“Well, good morning to you too, darlin’,” he rumbled, running a proprietary hand up over my hip and the curve of my waist to cup my bare breast in his palm. 
My nipples hardened immediately at his touch, and I wriggled back against him enthusiastically. 
Connor chuckled at my actions. “Feelin’ frisky today, darlin’?” he asked, radiating lust and amusement, the flames brushing over my body and the familiar tart-sweet orange candy flavor on my tongue. “Didn’t you get enough last night?” 
“Last night was wonderful, Connor. But that was last night, and ... now it’s morning,” I told him, still wiggling appealingly. 
He laughed again. “Meaning what, Red?” 
I suppressed a sigh of frustration. I knew what he wanted. 
“Please, Connor,” I whispered softly. “I’d really like to have you inside me again. 
Please?” 
“Thought you’d never ask,” he said low in my ear. His heat ate at my flesh, causing my back to arch with pleasure. As he had done the night before, he raised my top leg as I lay on my side and began to rub the large, plum-shaped head of his shaft against my cleft. I found I was already slippery and wet and I couldn’t help crying out softly when he found my clitoris and rubbed against it firmly for several strokes before pressing himself against the entrance to my body. 
“I think I may have been a little rough with you last night, darlin’,” Connor murmured as he eased his thick shaft slowly into my wet sex. “I’ll try to be gentle this mornin’, okay?” 
Tenderness stroked me like a velvet glove, making me moan appreciatively. “Okay ...” I gasped, loving the slow, gentle way he filled me with himself. “Oh, God ... Connor ...” He was rocking into me carefully, as he had promised, setting a maddeningly slow rhythm that had me begging for more. 
“You like that, darlin’?” he whispered roughly in my ear as I arched back against him, tilting my pelvis to get more of his thickness inside me. “You like me to make love to you like this?” I felt his need like a rough, wet tongue caressing my body. 
“Yes ...” I gasped as his fingers continued to twist my nipples while he worked me long and slow. 
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“Was I too rough last night, darlin’?” Voice soft, he never slowed or stopped his rhythm. 
“No ...” I gasped. “I ... I liked it. Needed it. Help me lose control again, Connor,” I begged him shamelessly. 
“My pleasure, darlin’.” 
I felt his hand travel from my breasts to the junction between my legs where we were joined. His blunt fingertips grazed me just above where he was buried inside my body, his shaft sinking into me at a slightly faster pace, and I cried out as he found the swollen bud of my clitoris and began to stroke me in time to his thrusts. 
“Oh ... Oh ... OH!” I gasped as I began to feel my orgasm build inside me. 
“That’s right, Jeanie. Come for me darlin’ ... wanna feel you come while I’m inside you,” Connor rumbled in my ear. 
His voice, low and commanding, the way he urged me to let go and his delicious thickness stroking inside me pushed me over the edge, and I lost control again, shuddering and moaning against him as an orgasm rushed through me. It felt like flying. 
“God, Red. I love watching you come, love to feel you all around me ... you’re so beautiful,” Connor growled in my ear. I felt his rhythm speed up and intensify, and soon he was gripping my hips and pressing himself deep inside, filling me with his warmth. It was much gentler than the night before, yet just as intense. 
We cuddled in bed for a long time before either one of us spoke, just feeling comfortable and relaxed together, another sensation I’d never felt following sex. 
Finally Connor stirred behind me and whispered, “You okay, Red? You’re awful quiet.” 
I could feel that he was a little anxious. It was like the itching at the back of my neck when the shirt I had on had a scratchy tag. He was still worried that he’d hurt me the night before. 
“I’m fine. I was just thinking that I’ve never felt so comfortable and secure and relaxed after ... after making love, I guess. I’m just so ... happy.” I felt a broad, silly grin on my face that I knew I couldn’t wipe off if I tried. Maybe this was why Sylvie was so chipper all the time. 
“Glad you’re happy, darlin’.” Connor nuzzled my ear affectionately, and I rubbed back against him, loving the feel of his scratchy cheek against my skin. 
“Is it always this way?” I asked him languidly, feeling wonderfully warm and safe with his strong arms wrapped around me. 
“Don’t know, Red. You’re the only woman I can remember ever making love with,” he admitted. “For all I know, I might’ve been a virgin before last night. You might’ve deflowered me. Taken my innocence.” He made a mournful noise deep in his throat, and I choked with laughter. 
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“Oh, I doubt that.” I gave him a playful swat over my shoulder. “You seemed awfully sure of yourself for a man who can’t remember making love before. How did you know what to do to make me lose control the way you did?” 
“That was easy, darlin’. I’ve known what I wanted to do with you from the first minute I saw you. Just had to give you time to come around.” He nuzzled my hair, and I sighed deeply, snuggling back against him. 
“I just feel so good,” I told him dreamily. “So right. It’s like ... like I belong to you now.” 
What in the world had possessed me to say such a thing? Wasn’t that exactly the kind of statement you weren’t supposed to make after sex? How stupid and romantic could I be? 
“Um ... that came out wrong,” I told Connor, stiffening a little in his arms and wiggling to get lose. 
“No. It’s exactly right,” he countered, pulling me back into his embrace and pressing his face against my hair. “You do belong to me. You’re mine. Don’t get so anxious, Red,” he continued, guessing the reason for my sudden mood swing. “I told you I’m here for the long haul. I’m not going anywhere.” 
I relaxed against him in stages, letting the words sink in. Protectiveness, possessiveness and affection radiated from him. Those emotions wrapped around my body as closely as his arms were and bathed me in warmth. 
“All right.” I finally allowed myself to believe what he was saying and the emotions he was sending me. “So now what?” I whispered. 
“I dunno. How about some breakfast? I’m starving.” 
I grinned. I had also worked up quite an appetite. I was actually asking him what lay in store for us in the future, but if Connor was willing to take this one day at a time then I could, too. At least for today. 
“I’ve got to have a shower first,” I told him, wiggling a little. “I’m all ... sticky. And it’s all your fault.” 
“Hey, I didn’t notice you complaining at the time I was getting you all sticky. Besides, I like smelling myself all over you. Do you have to wash it off?” 
“Yes, I do,” I said. “Don’t worry, though. I’m sure you’ll have plenty of other opportunities to ‘mark’ me later on.” 
“You got that right,” Connor growled, finally letting me go. “All right then. How ’bout if I go make breakfast?” He consulted the bedside clock for a moment. “Maybe lunch is more like it. You take a shower now, and I’ll take one after we eat. I’m too hungry right now.” 
“Great.” I struggled to get loose, but he pulled me back for one last caress. 
“Love you, Jeanie,” he whispered in my ear and kissed me gently on the neck. As he said it, I felt the truth of his words to my bones. It was such a beautiful, confusing mixture of emotions and sensations that for a moment I felt I was drowning in them. Protectiveness-possessiveness-affection-desire-need wrapped me tightly and slipped down my throat like 178 
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wine. His love for me licked over my skin in a thousand different ways, making me stifle a cry of pure sensation. 
This was what love really felt like, not the saccharine-sweet diet cola aftertaste I’d gotten from Douglas. Connor’s love was rich, complex and utterly real, something I could hold in my palm and squeeze and never let go of. 
It felt like forever. 
I was at a loss for words. Overwhelmed. It was crazy. I’d only known Connor for two weeks, and yet, so much had happened in that time. I wanted to say that I loved him, too, but he was gone too quickly, thumping downstairs to start lunch. 
Marked 
179 
Chapter Thirty-Nine 
After a warm, refreshing shower I was sitting on the edge of my bed, toweling my hair lazily when the phone rang. Inwardly, I groaned. Please don’t let it be the hospital. I was having such a wonderful day, I didn’t want to even think about work on my day off. I assumed it wasn’t Bud. Despite his last parting threat, I hadn’t had another heavy-breathing phone call. Connor had put the fear of God into him. 
“Hello?” I said, holding the receiver in one hand and my towel in another. 
To my relief, it was Sylvie, not the hospital. 
“Hey, chica. It’s me.” Sylvie’s voice was anxious. “I wanted to check on you. I was a little worried last night. You and Connor disappeared without a trace. I was going to call you last night, but George persuaded me not to. He said you might not want to be ... interrupted.” 
“Smart man. I think ol’ George is a keeper,” I answered, smiling. “We came home early to discuss some things. And our discussion sort of went on for a while.” 
“What are you telling me, Janine? Are you saying that you and Connor finally ...” 
“Yes! Yes, we did.” I sighed knowing she’d give me no peace until I fessed up completely. 
Sylvie squealed so loudly I could have sworn someone was slaughtering a pig on the other end of the line. 
“Sylvie! Geeze! You nearly burst my eardrum!” 
“Sorry, chica. I’m just so happy you finally got some. How was it? Is he better than Douglas?” I hadn’t talked much about my sexual relationship with Douglas to Sylvie, preferring to keep some things to myself, but she had known that I was dissatisfied, especially near the end. 
“There’s no comparison.” 
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“Connor’s an animal between the sheets, isn’t he?” I could hear the big, silly grin plastered all over her face. It matched mine exactly. 
“He’s ... pretty amazing,” I admitted. “He’s fixing me lunch right now, so I’d better go, as long as I’ve satisfied your insatiable curiosity, that is ...” 
“You know I’ll never be satisfied until you give me all the juicy details,” Sylvie said. 
“But, that’s not the only reason I called you. I’m actually calling from work.” 
“Thought you had the day off today.” 
“One of the other ER docs had a family emergency, so I’m filling in ...” 
I groaned sympathetically. “Oh, that sucks. Especially since you were up dancing all night with George.” 
“Actually, George and I left the club not too long after I noticed you and Connor were gone. But we still ... danced the rest of the night.” I could hear the smile in her voice again. 
“Anyway, the reason I called is that I heard through the hospital grapevine that the guy who attacked you, the one in the coma that Connor beat up? He’s here at Sisters of Mercy. Did you know that?” 
“No. No, I didn’t,” I answered, feeling a sudden cold chill run down my spine. I’d been so caught up in my relationship with Connor and the unresolved sexual tension that had stretched between us that I’d almost forgotten that someone wanted me dead. 
How could I forget that? Maybe because I felt so safe with Connor around that I didn’t have to worry. I had subconsciously pushed the whole nasty incident out of my mind ... 
I realized Sylvie was talking again, and I was missing what she was saying. 
“... waking up.” 
“What? Sorry, Sylvie. I missed that.” 
“I said he shows signs of coming out of the coma. General consensus says he’ll be coming around soon, and then we can find out who was trying to ... well, you know.” I appreciated Sylvie’s attempt to be tactful. “So that would be good, right?” she ended, a little too brightly. “I mean, because then they could catch the guy, and you could relax.” 
“Uh ... yeah,” I said blankly, still feeling that cold finger of dread running down my spine. “Tell you the truth, Sylvie, I haven’t given the whole thing much thought, lately. I mean, I’ve been so wrapped up with my personal problems that I, well ... I almost forgot someone was trying to ...” 
“That’s great, but you can bet Connor hasn’t forgotten,” Sylvie said certainly. “I could tell by the way he watched you last night. Even when he went to the bar for drinks, you were never out of his line of sight, kept his eyes on you constantly. He won’t let anything happen to you, chica.” She sounded so sure of herself that I felt reassured. 
“Yeah, he’s ...” I didn’t know what to say about Connor. Saying he was a great guy sounded like such an understatement, but I didn’t really have the words to express what I Marked 
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was feeling, had never been very eloquent. “... he’s fixing my lunch, and I bet it’s getting cold,” I finished, rather lamely. 
“Okay, I’ll let you get back to lover boy. Sorry if I put a damper on your day, but I thought you’d want to know about the guy. There’s an armed police guard around him waiting for him to wake up so they’ll be able to question him. Could be a week, could be a month, but as soon as they know anything, I’ll know, too. I keep my ear to the ground, and I’ll pass it on, okay?” 
“Thanks, Sylvie,” I answered through numb lips. She clicked off and I got dressed and went downstairs, still sort of in a daze. Sylvie’s call had taken the shine off my day, and while I realized she was trying to be a good friend, I couldn’t help feeling resentful. 
No matter how silly it was for me to have pushed the whole thing to the back of my mind, I didn’t want to be reminded that someone, still at large, had tried to kill me. I just wanted to enjoy my new relationship with Connor and take it easy, at least for one day. Was that too much to ask? 
I could hear Connor’s low voice humming and singing snatches of the torch song we had listened to the night before and a flush of pleasure rose to my face. Okay, so my day isn’t completely ruined. 
“Love has no pride, when I call out your name ... Love has no pride when there’s no one but myself to blame ...” It sounded different in his low bass rumble than it had in the singer’s contralto, but it was still tuneful and poignant. 
Foolish pride, a voice whispered in my head. I had almost let it drive Connor out of my life. 
He was standing with his back to me, stirring a pot of soup as I walked in. Waves of contentment-happiness-peace rolled off him in a pale lavender and green mist, the color of lilacs, and I smelled clean linen, not the bland, bleached smell of the sheets in the hospital, but a scent I associated with my childhood. 
Great-Gram had never owned a dryer in her life and her washing, after it came off the line, smelled like sunshine and the green, growing things in her garden. It smelled like comfort and safety and home. 
I liked that scent coming from the man standing at the stove, fixing me lunch wearing the tight, faded jeans and a navy blue T-shirt. The man who loved me so thoroughly and tenderly after a night of rough pleasure. It seemed right in a way I couldn’t define but could only feel. 
“Hey darlin’.” He broke off the song to greet me, although he didn’t turn around. 
“Hey yourself,” I answered back. Finding a boldness in myself that I hadn’t known I possessed, I walked up behind him and put my arms around his waist and reached up on tiptoe to plant a kiss on the back of his neck. 
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He smelled deliciously musky, and I was pleased to see that I had made him shiver at the touch of my lips on his skin. Turning the soup down, he turned around and pulled me into his arms, holding me tight for a moment. He buried his face in my hair and inhaled deeply. 
“Mmm, darlin’, you smell delicious,” he murmured in my ear, causing me to shiver in turn. 
“Even though I washed your scent off my skin?” I asked him, grinning. 
He nipped my neck playfully before answering. “Oh, I can still smell myself all over you, darlin’. Don’t worry about that.” 
I was confused. “But how? I mean, I washed all over with my favorite pink grapefruit shower gel, and you said ...” 
Connor tilted my face up to his and took a long, lingering kiss. 
“I was just kidding about that. We made love, Jeanie. You’re mine now. It’d take a lot more than a little shower gel to wash that off you so easily.” 
He dipped his head to my neck, inhaled deeply once more and looked into my eyes, his face showing concern. “What’s wrong, Red?” 
I knew he could smell my concern over Sylvie’s phone call. “You having regrets?” he asked seriously. Worry and tenderness came from him as he held me, sending velvet kisses down my spine and itching the back of my neck at the same time. 
“No, nothing like that,” I said. “Sylvie was on the phone a minute ago. That guy you punched out in the parking lot at the shelter is in Sisters of Mercy where she works. She said he might be coming out of the coma. As soon as he wakes up, they’ll be able to find out who ordered the attack. Just like the detective told you.” 
“And that upsets you?” he asked, clearly surprised. “I would have thought you’d want to know, so this whole situation could be resolved.” 
“Yeah, I guess. I don’t know if that’s what’s bothering me so much.” 
“Then what?” he asked, stroking my hair soothingly. 
I looked up at him, loving the feel of his hands on my body. Loving the fact that I could finally let myself touch and be touched by him without reserve. “I guess what really upsets me is that with all the ... um, tension between you and me, I forgot anything was wrong. I mean, that police detective -- the one with the blue teeth ...” 
Connor grinned. 
“... he told me to be constantly on alert, and I really haven’t been much, you know?” 
“Well, I have,” Connor assured me, leaning down to plant a kiss on my forehead. “I know you’ve been distracted, Red.” 
“You’re a pretty distracting guy,” I pointed out. 
Marked 
183 
He grinned then got serious. “I’m still watching out for you, Jeanie. I’m still your bodyguard.” 
“Only now, instead of being my bodyguard slash ex-patient, you’re my bodyguard slash 
...” I trailed off, feeling suddenly shy at speaking the words aloud. 
“Lover,” Connor finished for me. “And believe me, Red, nothing’s gonna happen to you while I’m around.” 
His protectiveness surrounded me tightly, reassuringly, and that delicious, complex mixture of sensations I had come to understand as his love poured over me in a warm wave, making me shiver against him. 
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Chapter Forty 
The next week was like a honeymoon, a real honeymoon. I had no idea what a normal honeymoon was like, because Douglas had been on the phone constantly discussing business with his colleagues during the week we’d spent in Bermuda. 
I also remembered our wedding night, though I wished I could forget it, when we’d first had sex. Unlike my lovemaking with Connor, it had lasted a grand total of fifteen minutes, and afterwards, I’d gone into the bathroom to cry as quietly as I could so I wouldn’t interrupt his phone conversation. It had been brief, perfunctory and painful, not at all like what I was currently enjoying. 
Maybe because there has been so much longing and tension between us from the moment we met, Connor and I couldn’t get enough of each other. He was tender and demanding in turns, making me try things I never would have dared before. I confided shyly to Sylvie that being with him was like living with a walking version of the Karma Sutra, which caused her to go into gales of chipmunk-like giggles until I actually hung up on her, forcing her to call back and apologize. 
It was true, though. Connor seemed endlessly inventive, and nearly insatiable. But the real surprise was that I, who had been convinced that I was frigid and unable to enjoy sex, found myself loving every minute of it. 
“You’ve turned me into some kind of sex fiend,” I accused him, panting, after an impromptu session on the living room couch Wednesday night. 
“Nah, I just unlocked a part of you that was always there,” he countered and kissed me slowly and intimately, making me moan in the back of my throat. “You’re a passionate woman, Red. You just never knew it before.” 
Maybe he was right ... 
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We’d gone dancing the previous Friday night, and the week after flew by in a blur of emotional and sexual release and discovery. I knew I shouldn’t, but I put the fact that the man at Sisters of Mercy might be waking up soon to the back of my mind. I concentrated on having a gratifying relationship for once in my life. 
Every day it seemed like Connor wanted me more and more, until the next Monday when everything stopped abruptly ... 
Work had been a big blur because my mind was rather preoccupied. After letting Connor take the lead for the past few weeks, I was finding that I had some ideas of my own -
- some pretty kinky ideas. For instance, I had a little plaid skirt at the back of my closet. Add a white shirt, some knee socks and some Mary Janes and -- voila! Instant naughty schoolgirl. 
Now, what sort of punishment might she deserve? 
I grinned to myself. I could scarcely believe I was thinking that way, but it seemed like a part of me that had been locked up had finally been released. I felt like a hormone-addled teenager all over again. Now about that naughty schoolgirl ... 
My thoughts continued down the same track and even a fight with Timkins couldn’t ruin my mood or distract me for long. As usual, he tried to cause trouble by objecting to my choice of treatment for a patient. 
Timkins came down to the ER and caught me in a crowded hallway. He had a sour look on his face as though he had been sucking lemons. The black-tinged haze hanging around him filled my mouth with the crumbly, bitter, burned toast flavor of his anger. I realized for the first time that Howard Timkins really hated me. 
The first thing out of his mouth was an accusation. His remarks continued, and I let him rant for a while even as the nurses and orderlies began to take an interest. 
Finally, Timkins finished up with, “I suppose we can’t expect a girl like you to understand these things, given your youth and inexperience.” Anger and frustration came off him in waves, pouring like fire ants over my skin. He was blowing hard and his face was brick red; his blood pressure must have been sky high. 
A comment like that would have normally burned me up, especially with its venomous mixture of hate-filled lust, but now I found myself able to smile sweetly and reply, “Of course not, Dr. Timkins, because it’s a well-known fact that only elderly, bigoted men like you can practice medicine with any degree of accuracy. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have patients to attend to. In the future, if you have a problem with any of the treatments I order for my patients, I suggest you take it up with Dr. Thornton.” 
“Janine ...” His pudgy hand clamped over my arm with surprising strength, stopping my forward motion. 
I turned to face him, looking him in his muddy brown eyes. “I told you never to touch me, Dr. Timkins,” I said, keeping my voice low and even. 
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“I’ll touch you however I want, Janine. I’ve heard you’re letting someone else touch you plenty. It’s all over the hospital. Who is he?” he hissed, tightening his grip. So the Pasadena General rumor mill had been grinding again. No doubt, people had seen Connor drop me off and pick me up from work and had drawn their own conclusions. I was only surprised it had taken this long to get to Timkins. 
“Have the courtesy to call me Dr. Grayson, please,” I said, my words coated in ice. His jealousy was breathing over my skin in poison green and black clouds, and the lust he projected was making me nauseous. “And my personal life is absolutely none of your concern.” 
Still he gripped my arm and stared fiercely, refusing to let go. “There are other people watching, Doctor,” I reminded him, indicating the nervous group of ER staff that had gathered in a loose circle around us. 
They had seen professional disagreements between doctors before, but never one quite so personal. I felt concern and anxiety from them, itching at the back of my neck. They were afraid Timkins might try to harm me. I couldn’t disagree. 
He let go of my arm but refused to back off. Instead, he pushed his red, sweating bulldog’s face into mine, stale coffee-fumes blasting out with each labored exhalation. “This man, whoever he is, can’t help you. I’ve said it before, Janine. What you need is a mentor. 
Now I’ve offered myself in the past ...” Black, roiling clouds of hate-lust-greed-jealousy nearly choked me, coating me with a thin, repulsive layer of slime. 
I backed away from him slowly. “I’m sorry, but I must refuse your offer, Dr. Timkins,” 
I said, trying not to let my voice tremble. “And if you continue to pursue me in this fashion, I’ll bring it to the attention of the administration. This time,” I added, “I have plenty of witnesses.” I watched his face contort. 
“Just wait, Janine.” Menace lacing his words like green venom. “Just wait.” He turned on his heel and strode off, leaving me feeling shaken, his words like a direct punch in the gut. 
Had Howard Timkins been the man behind the attack in the Shepherd House mission parking lot? I hoped my assailant would wake up soon so that I could find out and get the whole business taken care of. 
I shook myself and tried to move on. As long as Connor was with me, I’d be safe. More than safe. 
Connor. Just thinking of him made my heart pound harder and my breath come faster. 
There was no way I was going to let a spat with Timkins ruin my day, not when I had Connor to come home to. He had been quiet at breakfast, but I was certain I could get him to make a little noise in the near future. 
It was nearly three o’clock, only three more hours to go ... 
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Miss Lorain caught me by the arm as I walked down the hall away from the confrontation with Timkins. She’d witnessed the whole thing. 
“You okay, Sugar?” Her concern itched at the back of my neck. There had been a lot of that going around today. I almost felt like I had a case of poison ivy going on back there. I resisted the urge to scratch. 
“Just fine, Miss Lorain,” I told her with a smile. “Never better, in fact.” She peered at me anxiously for a moment, and again, I felt her concern for me and her dislike for Timkins. 
The emotion wasn’t directed at me, but it still put a bitter, chalky taste at the back of my tongue like dry aspirin. 
“He’s just a nasty, frustrated man, and you don’t pay a bit of attention to what he says,” 
she advised, nodding over her shoulder to Timkins, who was still standing in the hallway and blowing like an angry bull about to charge. 
“I don’t,” I said lightly, grinning at her. “I’m really okay, but it’s sweet of you to be concerned.” 
Miss Lorain shook her head and made an incredulous sound in the back of her throat. 
“Hmph. Well, somethin’ sure has changed this last week. You’re just walking on air. 
Everybody’s noticed it. Probably what set nasty ol’ Dr. Timkins off. Man can’t stand to see nobody too happy. You win the lottery or what?” 
“In a manner of speaking,” I told her, thinking again of the way Connor kissed me, the way we couldn’t get enough of each other. 
Miss Lorain just shook her head and let me go on about my business. 
When six o’clock finally rolled around, I was out the door in a flash, and the sight of my little green Volvo with Connor at the wheel made my heart trip and hammer in my chest. I walked briskly to the car, slid in the passenger’s side seat and leaned over to give Connor a lingering kiss on the cheek, letting his spice and leather scent fill my senses. Let whoever was watching get an eyeful. I don’t give a damn. 
“Floor it, Connor. I can’t wait to get you home,” I said, gripping his rock solid thigh with my hand and massaging it suggestively. 
But to my surprise, instead of growling appreciatively at my aggressive move, Connor took my hand off his thigh and shook his head. A storm cloud of emotions too complicated to read hung over him. He seemed upset about something and yet, I could still tell that he wanted me -- wanted me badly. He felt brittle, ready to break and overflow with some unimaginable force. I looked at him questioningly. 
“Not now, Red,” he growled, driving carefully out of the hospital parking lot and onto the main road. I had been in too much of a hurry to get to work this morning to find out why he had been so quiet, so distracted. Now I berated myself for my insensitivity. 
“Connor, are you okay?” I asked him. “Is something bothering you? You can tell me.” 
He frowned briefly, keeping his eyes on the road. 
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“Just woke up feelin’ kinda strange this morning, Red. Been having some weird dreams, 
’specially last night. It’s hard to explain.” 
“Have you been having any headaches?” I asked, thinking of the head trauma he had suffered when the bus hit him. “Maybe we should run a few tests ...” 
“No!” Connor shouted, frightening me. I hadn’t heard him raise his voice like that since I had first met him in the emergency room. The strong smell of ozone suddenly filled the cramped confines of the car. All at once, he seemed different, almost menacing. For the first time in over a week, the voice of reason cut through the haze of sexual satisfaction I had been wrapped up in. Who was this large, hairy man driving my car back to my home? And why had I let him so quickly and easily into my life and heart and bed? 
“Look, I’m sorry, Red. I just can’t talk about it right now, okay?” His voice softened and he became the caring man I had come to love once more. Obviously he was in some kind of pain but didn’t want to talk about it. 
Though it was hard to do, I bit my tongue. If something were seriously wrong with Connor, I would sense it. Maybe he’d be in the mood to talk about what was bothering him later. I didn’t want to seem pushy or needy. 
That night we didn’t make love at all. Connor didn’t approach me and after that first rebuff in the car, I didn’t want to risk approaching him either. It was strange because I could feel his need and desire licking over my skin almost every minute we were together. It was strong, stronger than I had ever felt it before, and yet Connor was unwilling to touch me. It made sleeping in the same bed agony, because his heat provoked my own. 
I sensed not only the need but a deep and abiding fear in him, a sweat-soaked terror that tasted like copper and blood and made the palms of my hands damp. Connor wanted me, but, for some reason, he was afraid. Afraid of hurting me? I didn’t dare ask. I didn’t want to push him. He would tell me when he was ready, right? 
I kept telling myself that until Thursday night when it became obvious that things were only getting worse. 
That night, I made spaghetti using my great-gram’s recipe. Connor stayed in the living room reading a book as though he couldn’t stand to be near me. Had he gotten tired of me so quickly? Was Connor the type of man who only wants to sleep with a woman he considers a challenge and then leaves once the challenge is conquered? But he had implied that he had wanted a long-term relationship. And he still wanted me so much ... 
It occurred to me while I was stirring the spaghetti sauce that I was making something out of nothing. So Connor didn’t feel like making love right away the minute I saw him. So what? We’d been making love every night for a week until Monday night. There was no law that said we couldn’t take some time off. No law said he had to want me all the time, the way I wanted him. Maybe he was preoccupied with his continued search for the past. I hadn’t been very helpful with that. I’d been content to simply screw my brains out like some kind Marked 
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of animal. I flushed with mingled shame and desire at the thought. Maybe it was time to take a break. 
We ate dinner in silence with an occasional request to pass the bread and Connor’s murmured compliments. Since we usually talked all through supper, the silence was uncomfortable, unnatural. He had been getting quieter all week, but tonight he was nearly monosyllabic. I didn’t want to seem like I was nagging so I let Connor keep to himself, though I was itching to ask him what was wrong. I also noticed that although he ate a large portion, he didn’t eat nearly as much as usual. 
“Do you realize that this Saturday we’ll have known each other almost a month?” I asked brightly, trying to make conversation. Then I kicked myself, making it sound like some kind of anniversary that needed special attention. I hoped Connor didn’t think I expected roses or anything like that. 
“A month, huh?” Connor grunted and looked up from his spaghetti for a moment to take a sip of red wine. 
“Not that it’s a big deal or anything,” I hastened to add, trying to sound off-hand. “It’s just that I noticed it on the calendar today, and it seemed funny. That so much could happen in four weeks, I mean.” I was digging myself deeper and deeper. Why can’t I just shut up? 
“It has been kind of a busy month.” Connor looked up and seemed to come out of his reverie for the first time since he had dropped me off at work that morning. He covered my hand with his, and I could feel the wanting-heat-longing lick over my skin. He still wanted me. So why didn’t he act on it? 
I hated to admit it, but lately I’d been hoping that he could let his past go and start from scratch. After all, what if he found out he had a wife and kids? We were so happy together, and I had a feeling that nothing Connor found out about himself would add anything to our relationship. Something bad had happened to him, something his mind desperately wanted to block out. Maybe he was better off without those memories. 
I leaned slightly towards him, meaning to steal a kiss, but Connor abruptly withdrew his hand from mine. The rush of emotion I felt from him immediately lessened in intensity. I saw a look of concentration pass over his face, and suddenly his emotions faded even more until I could barely read him. It was like someone had turned the volume knob of a radio way down. 
I looked at him, frowning. I couldn’t shield myself from his emotions so Connor must be doing it himself. Was he trying to shield his emotions from me? Dampen them? I wasn’t sure if that was even possible. Why didn’t he want me to know how he was feeling? 
“Connor, are you okay?” I asked him, doing exactly what I had promised myself all week that I wouldn’t do. What I really wanted to ask was how did you do that? Shut me out like that? And why? But the words wouldn’t come. 
“I’m fine. Just ... distracted. Dinner was delicious, but I think I’ll turn in now.” He pushed away from the table. 
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“Is it your past?” I blurted out. “Are you upset you haven’t found anything else out? Or did you find out something you need to tell me?” 
He turned reluctantly to face me. “I think ... maybe some of it’s coming back to me. In my dreams. They’ve been pretty bad lately.” 
“I didn’t know you were still having bad dreams.” 
“Didn’t you notice me thrashing around in my sleep, Red?” he asked, his voice hoarse and strained. With fatigue? Anger? Sorrow? I didn’t know. I couldn’t read him any more. It was getting on my nerves. How was he blocking me out? 
“I just thought you were a restless sleeper. We haven’t been ... sleeping together that long.” I blushed as I said it, thinking of all the things “sleeping together” entailed. 
“God, darlin’ ...” He was around the table and taking me in his arms before I could move and his mouth crushed mine fiercely, taking my breath away, making me want him desperately. His tongue tasted like wine, and he squeezed me so tightly I made a muffled little squeak of protest. 
Hearing the noise, Connor released me abruptly and stepped back, making room between us. 
“Connor ...?” I asked, panting to get my breath back and wondered why he had stopped. It had been nearly a week since he’d touched me, and I was hungry for him. So hungry. 
“Can’t, Red ... sorry ... I’m afraid I’ll ... I’m afraid.” He backed slowly away from me, a look of anguish and need in his eyes. Although I could feel neither emotion, the look still sent a shooting pain through my heart. 
“Connor, what are you talking about?” I asked, but he was gone. 
That night we slept in separate beds for the first time since we had made love. 
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Chapter Forty-One 
The next day was terrible. After a silent breakfast, Connor dropped me off at work with hardly a word spoken. I speculated unhappily about what was bothering him throughout the day and even tried to call Sylvie to see if she had any insight, but she was observing a surgery and was unavailable. I had to settle for leaving several messages and hoping she’d get back to me soon. 
It occurred to me, not for the first time that long, dry week, that maybe Connor had found out something about his past that he didn’t want to tell me about. I had been putting it out of my mind for days, but for some reason, I couldn’t push it away. 
Maybe it was something that would ruin our life together. God, what if he found out he had a wife and kids and couldn’t bring himself to break the bad news? Of course, if he did have a prior relationship then I would have to yield gracefully to the other woman. To his wife? 
I tried to picture what she might look like. Probably petite and blond with a perfect figure and an ass that wasn’t too big. Just the thought was enough to make me want to find the woman and rip her hair out by her blond roots, and yet, she was only a figment of my imagination. 
But what if she wasn’t ...? 
I was working a later shift than usual, and by the time seven-thirty rolled around, I was a nervous wreck. I had convinced myself that he had discovered something terrible, and I was determined to make him tell me and get it over with. I had never been one to sit by and passively do nothing. He could tell me all about his beautiful children and wonderful wife, who had doubtless been searching frantically for him for a month. Then I would calmly help him pack his things and leave. 
And then I would die inside. 
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But then again, maybe I was driving myself crazy over nothing. Maybe I was wrong. 
Oh, God, please let me be wrong. But when I had asked him what was wrong the night before -- had asked if it had something to do with his past -- he had said it was “something like that” and then changed the subject to his bad dreams. 
I shouldn’t have let him put me off like that. Tonight I was determined to stick to the subject. 
As I got into the passenger seat of my little green Volvo, I tried to observe Connor as closely as I could without being obvious. Maybe he’d be in a better mood, and I’d been getting myself all worked up over nothing. But he was more withdrawn than the night before. Thick, black eyebrows drawn down over his moss green eyes and a brooding silence greeted my careful hello. Connor seemed like a man on edge, like a man with a secret, whispered the aggravating voice of doubt in my brain. 
I reached out, opening myself as fully as I could, trying to be even more receptive to his emotions. I felt blocked out, as though Connor was trying to shield me. Was he doing it on purpose? Did he even know he was doing it at all? There was only one way to be sure how he felt no matter how he tried to shut me out. 
Casually, I reached out and laid my hand on Connor’s bare forearm and said, “I missed you today.” I used my quietest, most non-threatening voice. Immediately I got a strong, confusing stream of emotions. 
Fierce lust burned my skin, severe self-control like an iron wall in my head too slick to climb and too wide to get around, and confusion like cobwebs brushing over my face were uppermost in his mind, but my impressions were interrupted when Connor snatched his arm away from my hand as though I’d burned him. 
“Cut it out, Red. I know what you’re trying to do,” he growled, taking a curve at an alarming rate. 
“And what is that, Connor?” I demanded, deciding to confront the issue head on. 
“You’re trying to read me, and right now, I don’t want to be read,” he answered steadily, keeping his eyes on the road but driving faster than ever. 
His statement confirmed all my worst fears. How he was blocking me out was no longer important. Now I only wanted to know why. 
“And why is that, Connor? You might as well let me know what’s going on and get it over with. I’ve been patient for almost a week, but I can’t stand it anymore. You’ll have to tell me about her sooner or later.” 
“Her? What her?” he asked, turning to face me and driving marginally slower. 
“Your wife, or girlfriend or whoever you dug up from your past that you don’t want to tell me about.” 
He shot me an incredulous look, but I wouldn’t stop. 
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“Oh, I’ve got it all figured out, Connor. You found something out while I was at work Monday. Maybe you met someone who knew you, or maybe she finally tracked you down. 
Why else would you stop touching me so suddenly? Why else did you sleep in the guest room last night? I should’ve known better than to let you get so close. I should’ve known that I was just letting myself in for more pain, but no, I had to go and let myself fall for you. 
Had to let myself lose control ...” I was so angry I could scarcely continue. 
“Red. Jeanie. Listen to me,” Connor pulled over to the side of the road with a bump and a jerk, obviously deciding that he couldn’t have this conversation with me and concentrate on driving at the same time. “It’s not like that at all, darlin’,” he said earnestly. “I don’t know what gave you that idea, but I haven’t found some woman from my past. In fact, I haven’t found anything out at all.” He reached to touch my arm, but it was my turn to draw away from him. 
“Then explain your behavior, Connor,” I demanded icily. “Why’ve you been acting so strangely? Last week we couldn’t keep our hands off each other, and suddenly, since Monday, you won’t even touch me. Why? Tired of me already?” It hurt to ask, but I had to know. 
“Hell, no, darlin’!” he said so forcefully I had to believe him. Connor sighed and ran a hand through his black hair, causing it to stick up in spikes and whorls and look even wilder than usual. “Look, Red, it’s not that I don’t want you anymore. If anything, it’s the exact opposite.” 
“What do you mean?” I asked, not sure what he was trying to say. 
Connor sighed again. “What I mean, darlin’, is that I haven’t stopped wanting you. In fact, I want you more than ever. Maybe too much.” His eyes were dark, haunted and the last words were spoken so low I almost didn’t hear. 
Why did Connor suddenly feel shame for wanting what we both needed? The barrier he had erected between us slipped, and I could feel it, like a flush heating my neck and the back of my throat. 
“I don’t understand,” I said flatly. “How’s that possible? What’re you talking about?” 
Despite his obvious distress, it still sounded like a line of bullshit to me, something a man would tell you to make you feel better. It’s-not-you,-baby-it’s-me kind of thing. But Connor was being serious. I saw his face change and felt the shift from shame to angry desire, like a rough kiss that turns into a bite, too late to do or say anything to defuse the situation. 
“I’m talkin’ about this, darlin’,” he said roughly, eyes blazing. 
Suddenly he no longer kept a safe distance between us. He loomed over me, the dying sun outside the car’s windows making a nimbus of his wild hair and casting his features into shadow as he pushed his big body into my space. Taking me by the arms he pulled me abruptly to him. Although there wasn’t much room to maneuver in the confines of the car, I found myself pressed against him as tightly as possible, and the hard bulge in his jeans left me no doubt of what he meant. 
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Before I could protest, Connor kissed me fiercely, ruthlessly, forcing my mouth open, his hands rough on my body as they’d never been before while he pulled me against him. A blast of lust-possessiveness-need-hunger licked over my skin in a breathless, hot rush, like sharp teeth against my skin as he forced his tongue into my mouth. 
I found myself frightened, terrified actually, and fighting him, pressing against his broad chest, pounding my fists uselessly against his muscular arms as he crushed me to him, devouring me savagely. I might as well have beaten a brick wall -- the more I struggled, the tighter he held me. 
Finally, when I felt I would faint for lack of oxygen, Connor let up. 
“Hold still a minute, Red. Don’t struggle. Makes it worse,” he snarled, obviously fighting to get control of himself. His pupils had dilated almost to black, and he was breathing hard in sharp, percussive pants like a man who had just run a long distance and couldn’t get his breath back. His rich, musky scent was stronger than I had ever smelled it, and there was a sharp, wild scent underneath the usual leather and spice fragrance, a flat, metallic tang that was foreign yet dreadfully familiar ... blood? 
Blood moon ... 
I shook my head violently. 
“Connor, what ... what ...?” I was breathless and shocked by his sudden attack. Could he be experiencing some kind of psychotic break? Slowly he released my arms, but the imprint of his fingers remained, dull red on the paleness of my flesh. 
“I’m tryin’ to show you why I slept in the guest room last night, Red.” He released me and pushed me away from him. “I promised I’d never hurt you, and I didn’t want to break that promise. I don’t know why, but the past few days I’ve been feeling strange. I wanted to tell you, but I didn’t want to scare you. My dreams’ve been so much worse, but when I wake up, I can barely remember anything. And I want you ... want you bad, more every day. 
Pretty much all the time, but I’m afraid to take you, darlin’, because I can’t be ... gentle right now. Can’t hold myself back. I thought it was too risky. I needed to stay away until this feeling passed.” 
“I’m sorry, Connor.” I said, feeling shaken and afraid. “I ... I didn’t know. Maybe this has something to do with your injuries. Maybe if we ran a few more tests --” 
“No more tests.” He cut me off firmly. “I’m not going back to the hospital. Not even for you. Besides, it’s not the injuries I had. You know how quickly I heal. I think whatever’s bothering me has something to do with what happened to me in the past, but I just can’t remember.” 
A look of intense frustration clouded his face, raising my blood pressure several notches, and the emotions that came from him were so dark they almost made me nauseous. 
He had hit on the theory I’d been reluctant to talk about, but maybe it was time now. 
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“Connor,” I began hesitantly, making sure to stay on my side of the car as I spoke. 
“Have you ever considered that maybe your amnesia wasn’t caused by being hit by the bus?” 
“What?” he demanded, his green eyes alive. 
I shifted a little farther from him and continued. “Maybe you went through another traumatic event, but your mind won’t let you remember it. Maybe your subconscious has locked it up tight because your conscious mind can’t stand to know what happened. It’s not completely unheard of, you know. The human mind has many ways of dealing with stress ...” 
“I guess it’s possible,” he admitted, more calmly than I would’ve thought. “I guess that could be it. At this point, anything’s possible. I just wish I could remember something, anything. Then maybe I could figure out why I’ve been feeling so weird the past couple days.” 
Abruptly, he pounded his fists on the steering wheel with enough force to shake the entire car. “I just don’t know!” As the orange and red rays of the setting sun bathed his face, he grew larger somehow, wilder, with animalistic rage and frustration. 
The emotions invaded my bones like molten metal. They hurt and scared me at the same time. I felt like he was changing in front of my eyes into something I didn’t recognize as twilight deepened around the car. 
“Take it easy, Connor.” Without any conscious effort, my hand had crept over and found the door latch, and I realized I was ready to bolt out of the car at a moment’s notice. 
Adrenaline pumped though my system -- classic fight or flight response. I saw Connor’s nose wrinkle and knew he could smell my fear. Something feral flashed across his face, briefly distorting the well-known features, and his eyes seemed to flash orange for a second, but it was just the dying sun’s light reflected in his pupils. 
It was there and gone in an instant, but not before I recognized the dark emotion for what it was. Dear God, I thought. Does my fear ... excite him? 
My hand tightened on the door handle. How would this new and frightening Connor react if I ran? Every muscle in my body was poised for flight, although I knew I’d never be able to outrun him. But gradually, the light went out of his eyes, and the man I knew resurfaced. Connor sighed, and I was relieved to see that he had made a conscious effort to calm down. 
“Sorry, darlin’.” He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. He ran his hands through his hair again. “But you see why I slept in the spare room last night. It’s not that I don’t want you ...” His tone was emphatic. 
“Yes, you’ve made that abundantly clear.” I forced myself to relax and removed my hand from the door latch. “Maybe ... maybe we should take a little break until you feel, uh, more like yourself.” 
He gave a short, bitter bark of laughter. 
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“Yeah. More like myself. If I ever find out who I am.” Bitterness and confusion and a deep unhappiness emanated from him, filling me up like cloudy water fills a clear glass, melting my reserves at once, reminding me of what he meant to me. I knew he might be dangerous, but he was hurting, and my first instinct has always been to heal. 
“Connor ...” I began, reaching out to him, but he pulled away. 
“Don’t touch me Red. Please. Don’t ... don’t tempt me that way, okay?” 
“All right,” I said hesitantly and pulled my hand back, although part of me still craved the feel of his arm under my hand, solid and reassuring. How quickly I’d become addicted to that touch. One week without it, and I was burning with desire despite my fear. Maybe even because of it. I shook my head. “Connor, we’ll find some answers. I know we will. I know I haven’t been very helpful.” 
“What’re you talking about, Red? You’ve been great,” he protested, but I shook my head. I knew the truth. 
“No. I’ve been so caught up in our physical relationship that I haven’t given much thought to anything else. To tell you the truth, I was hoping that you might be content to, I don’t know ... to just let it go. Your past, I mean,” I admitted, feeling a blush of shame creep over my cheeks. “I know that’s wrong of me, but I thought that if something had hurt you, it probably wouldn’t make you any happier to go dredging it up. Even though you’ve been distant this last week, we’ve been so happy. At least, I have. I know that sounds selfish. I’m sorry, Connor,” I whispered, looking down at my hands and blinking desperately. 
“Hey, Red. No,” he answered, and I felt a rush of love and tenderness emanate from him and wrap me in a complex emotion that made me feel glad and sad and safe and protected all at once. “Don’t feel bad for wanting what we have to last forever. Hell, I want it to last, too. But, I can’t give up on finding out about myself and my past. I just have this feeling ... this urgent feeling that there’s something I need to know, and I just can’t remember it. It’s driving me crazy.” He shook his head, looking lost and defeated. 
I remembered the pressing feeling of something important I’d forgotten that had plagued me ceaselessly the week before Connor and I had finally made love, and understood completely. 
When the moon is full as a woman come to her time ... 
The words flit fleetingly through the foreground of my brain, raising chills on the back of my neck. 
Outside the car window, a ghostly moon was rising in the twilight sky, still barely visible in the last rays of the setting sun. It looked nearly full. I’d never figured that feeling of urgency out. It’d simply gone away on its own. Now, suddenly, as I looked at that ghost of a moon, it was back, stronger than ever, as if it’d been brought on by Connor’s words. 
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“It’ll be all right,” I said, uneasily. “We’ll figure it out somehow. We just have to give it time.” But even as I said the words, I had a terrible feeling that we didn’t have much time left. 
The danger will be upon you ... 
“Yeah,” Connor grunted noncommittally as he started the car and pulled back onto the road, now shrouded in shadows. We rode the rest of the way home in silence, and I couldn’t shake the feeling of dread growing in the pit of my stomach. 
Something wasn’t right, but I didn’t know what it was. Or how to fix it. 
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Chapter Forty-Two 
When we walked into the house, the phone was ringing. I picked it up automatically, assuming it was the hospital. 
“This is Dr. McKinley-Grayson,” I said, wondering what was the problem and thinking that Timkins had better be keeping his nose out of my patients, or he’d be sorry. 
But instead of the efficient but slightly bored voice of a nurse or hospital switchboard operator, a cool, throaty female voice replied. “May I speak to Mr. Connor please?” 
She sounded like sex on a stick dipped in dark chocolate, and my brain went numb at her words. 
“I ... uh, certainly,” I mumbled, too flustered to get her name or information before thrusting the phone at Connor. “It’s for you,” I told him dully. Who’d be calling him here at my house? 
“Who is it?” he asked, as startled as I was. 
I shrugged, and he took the phone warily as though it were a snake that might bite him. 
“Hello?” he said gruffly into the receiver. He listened intently for a moment, a frown growing steadily on his face. “Who is this?” he demanded after a few seconds. Apparently he didn’t get a satisfactory reply because his frown deepened, and I thought that if the woman on the other end of the phone could see him she’d be more than a little frightened. “How do I know you’re telling the truth?” he asked after a few more seconds. “What if I don’t want to trust you? Hello? Hello?” He shook the receiver angrily, but it had gone dead in his hand. 
“What happened?” I asked, anxiously. Connor scowled and then banged the phone forcefully back into its cradle. 
“Hung up on me,” he grunted. 
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“Well ... who was she? What did she say?” I was too curious and worried to be polite. 
Connor got a strange look on his face. 
“She wouldn’t say who she was. All she said was that she knows about my past. She wants to meet me in half an hour to talk about it.” 
“What? But why should you believe her? Meet her where?” All my worst nightmares were coming true at once. Who was this mysterious woman coming out of Connor’s past to take him away from me? 
Connor shrugged and grabbed the car keys from the coffee table where he had thrown them earlier. 
“Wait a minute, you’re not going to meet her, are you?” I demanded, half outraged, half terrified. 
“I have to, Red,” Connor said, heading for the door. 
“But why? What makes you think she’s telling the truth? What makes you think she knows anything about you?” I babbled, desperate to keep him away from Miss Sex on a Stick, whoever she was. 
Connor turned to me, his face a mask of misery and doubt that felt like a cold, gray rain inside my heart. 
“I’m sorry, Red. I have to go. She said ...” He took a deep breath and swallowed audibly. 
“She said my first name’s Jake.” 
The door slammed, and he was gone. 
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Chapter Forty-Three 
I sat on the couch and cried. The whole month had been up and down with the highest peak being the wonderful week I had spent with Connor, finally giving in to our mutual urges, finally letting myself love him. Now he was gone, maybe for good, and it was my lowest point since the divorce. 
I felt considerably worse than I had after finding Douglas in our bed with his blond bimbo of a secretary. I’d never loved Douglas. Anything I had felt for him was a pale shadow compared to what I felt for Connor. I cursed myself for getting romantically involved again. 
Falling in love and allowing myself to lose control had only led to pain in my life. Why did I expect things with Connor to be any better, any easier? Why can’t I learn my lesson? 
Feeling thoroughly wretched, I dragged myself upstairs to take a long, hot shower before pulling open my pajama drawer to search for something to sleep in. Perversely, my hand settled on a black satin negligee, which I’d gotten as a gift before I married Douglas. I’d never worn it for him, and lately I’d been thinking of wearing it for Connor. Now I probably never would. 
Feeling like a martyr, I pulled the black satin over my head and felt its slick caress over my naked body, touching me in places that Connor might never touch again. I’d only been a week without his touch, and yet I burned for him more fiercely than before we’d given in to our desires. 
I wondered if he was holding Miss Sex on a Stick in his arms, kissing her and remembering their past together while I looked at myself in the full-length oval mirror at the foot of my bed, fluffing out my still damp auburn hair. 
The satin comfortingly caressed me. The top had thin straps and was made of some soft, slightly stretchy lace that was almost completely see-through and cupped my breasts Marked 
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tenderly. My nipples, hardened by the cool air circulating in the room, pressed stiffly against the fabric, begging to be touched. 
The rest of the negligee flowed down, hugging my hips becomingly to sweep the floor at my feet. Other than the see-though top, it would’ve been quite modest if not for the long slit that ran up the center of the material right to my crotch. Low-cut in back, it had a matching pair of panties and robe to go with it, neither of which I bothered to put on. 
I sighed as I looked in the mirror. My face looked pale and vulnerable, and my eyes were red-rimmed from all the crying I’d done. But the gown looked beautiful -- revealing and sexy. My hair was a deep red against my white shoulders and the black satin. 
Emotionally exhausted, I stared at myself, trance-like, in the glass. 
Slowly, my fingers began to trace my breasts, cupping their full curves encased in black lace and plucking gently at the pale pink nipples, which stood at attention, growing even harder with my touch. 
Connor loved my breasts, loved the way they filled his hands. I wished he’d come home right now and walk in to find me dressed like this, dressed for him. I wanted him to tell me that everything was all right, that it was a mistake, and then I wanted him to stand behind me and caress the soft swells of my breasts, to pull down the lace and bare me to his gaze. 
My hands wandered further down my body until they found the high slit at the negligee’s center. I pulled apart the heavy, slick fabric to reveal my curly, auburn thatch that proved I was a natural redhead. I loved to feel Connor’s hands on me there too ... and his mouth. My fingers dipped tentatively, almost shyly inward, and I moaned out loud to feel how slippery and wet I was, how ready. 
Ready for who? The man who’s not coming back now that his past has come to claim him? 
Abruptly, the lust turned to ashes on my tongue. I let the folds of my negligee fall together and crawled miserably into bed, turning off the lamp and pulling my comforter up to my chin. Even if Connor did return, he wouldn’t dare come to me. He’d told me he didn’t think he could be gentle right now. I thought of his fierce kisses in the car and remembered how frightened I’d been but I wanted him anyway. 
Restlessly I rolled, kicking the comforter off my legs in the semi-gloom of my bedroom. 
I was at the peak of my cycle, and even in the short time we’d been together, my body had grown used to his touch. We hadn’t made love since Sunday night, and I felt like I was starving. I wished hungrily for Connor’s large, masculine frame beside me in the lonely bed. 
I turned my head into his pillow and smelled that familiar leather and spice musk. I didn’t care if he was gentle or rough; I just wanted him back. 
Small chance of that ... 
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The phone rang, jangling my nerves and interrupting my morose thoughts. If it was the hospital, they were out of luck. Connor had taken my car, and there was no way I could get back for any kind of emergency. 
But this time it was Sylvie on the line. 
“Hey, chica,” she said breathlessly, barely giving me time to say hello. 
“Hi, Sylvie. Thanks for getting back to me.” Earlier I’d wanted to pour my heart out to my friend, wanted to tell her all the fears I’d been holding so firmly for a week. Now I felt so depressed, I didn’t even want to talk. I tried to sit up a little straighter in bed. It wasn’t like me to let my emotions take over this way. 
“Oh, did you call me?” Sylvie asked vaguely. She sounded as if she were distracted with something else. Probably George. 
“Yeah, several times today. I only left you about fifteen messages,” I said irritably. 
Sylvie was a great friend, but she tended to get sidetracked by the men in her life. “I hope you enjoyed watching George’s surgery today while I was trying to get a hold of you,” I said. 
“I hope it was a really fascinating hip-nailing, or whatever.” 
“It was a complete knee replacement, for your information, and George was using some new hardware he wanted me to see,” she retorted crisply, clearly miffed at my sarcasm. “And I’m sorry I didn’t get your messages. The OR nurses are awful at relaying messages. They think it’s beneath them or some mierda like that. Are you okay?” 
“Fine,” I told her dully, “except Connor left, and I don’t know if he’s coming back.” 
“What?! Tell me everything,” Sylvie demanded. 
I started with Connor’s strange behavior and ended with the phone call from the mysterious woman. 
Sylvie made a small sound in her throat when I finished. 
“Oh, Janine, I’m so sorry. But you’re just feeling blue right now. I’m sure this will all resolve itself, and there’ll be a simple explanation for everything.” 
“What about the way Connor’s been acting lately?” I asked. “Do you think he could be having some kind of breakdown? Was I crazy to get involved with him after knowing him such a short time?” 
“I don’t think so,” Sylvie said thoughtfully. “Remember you told me he was different from any other guy you’ve met. We know he has a lot of physical differences -- sharper senses, phenomenal healing ability -- maybe this is part of the whole package. You’ve got to take the bad with the good sometimes, chica. Life isn’t all sex and chocolate, you know. 
Look, I get off this shift in another half an hour. Want me to come by and hang out? I don’t mind.” 
“You’re still at work?” I asked, surprised. 
“Yeah. The surgery I was observing went long. You know how it is.” 
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“Yeah, I know,” I told her. “So if you didn’t get my messages, then why did you call?” It was unlike Sylvie to call late at night unless she had something important to say. 
“Dios, you nearly made me forget why I called in the first place,” she remarked. “I wanted to keep you updated on the guy Connor punched.” 
“Oh, yeah,” I said vaguely, trying to muster up some interest. Right then it seemed unimportant that someone had tried to have me killed. “Did he finally come out of the coma?” I asked listlessly. 
“No, Janine. He’s dead.” 
“What?” I demanded, suddenly interested. 
That was when I heard the subtle creak of my bedroom door opening. Along with a gust of cool air came a hot rush of pure malice sliding over my skin like a boiling infestation of fire ants. 
I sat up in bed suddenly, letting the receiver drop from my ear. 
“Connor?” I asked uncertainly, but even as I spoke, I knew it wasn’t him. The scent that wafted into the bedroom wasn’t spice and leather but stale sweat and rotten teeth. 
“No, bitch. It’s me,” grated a deep voice I recognized from the parking lot of the Shepherd House Mission. “And this time your man ain’t here to protect you.” 
I gave a high, breathless little scream and pushed myself backwards to the far side of the bed as the huge, bald, tattooed Neanderthal lunged into my room. The door banged violently against the wall with the force of his entry. 
“Janine?! Janine?!” Sylvie’s voice squeaked out of the forgotten receiver as I scrambled away from the ugly face grinning at me in the darkness. 
“No use trying to get away, bitch. Ya might as well relax and enjoy it,” he grunted, lumbering around the foot of my bed to reach me on the far side. 
“Stay the hell away from me!” I clambered back the way I had come, hoping to get to the door before my huge assailant could reach me. “Connor’ll be back soon, and he’ll ...” 
“No he won’t.” A cool, familiar voice spoke behind me as my arms were pinned firmly behind my back by dry, scaly hands. “I have him someplace safe, although I assure you, you’ll be seeing him before the night is through.” An icy black wave of hate and lust broke over me and slid down my throat like bile. The slightly reptilian stench of strange chemicals and expensive cologne filled my nostrils, making me gag. 
“Douglas!” I gasped, trying to pull away, but he twisted me roughly, jerking me off balance so that he could hold both wrists with one hand. 
“You look lovely tonight, Janine. I’m sure Connor’ll agree,” he murmured coldly. Then I felt something wet and cool cover my mouth, and a cloyingly sweet odor filled my sinuses and coated my throat. 
“Janine! Are you okay? Janine!” 
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As my vision blurred, Sylvie’s tiny, urgent voice and the Neanderthal’s ugly, rumbling laughter were the only two things that followed me down into the blackness ... 
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Chapter Forty-Four 
When I woke up on the way to wherever Douglas was taking me, I was lying on my back in the back of some luxurious car, hands tied in front of me. The rich scent of the leather interior made me long for Connor. 
Turning my head slowly, I caught a glimpse of the night sky rushing past. Dark wisps of clouds parted to reveal a full moon. It was a deep rusty-red, pulsing in the darkness, bathing the night in bloody shadows. I moaned, deep in my throat like a hurt animal. 
Blood moon ... the danger will be upon you ... 
Then the cold wet rag covered my face. That same cloyingly sweet stench coated my throat again, and I was gone ... 


* * * * * 
 The rough clay was cool under my feet, and the familiar scent of night-blooming jasmine was thick in the sultry night air. I was wearing a virginal, white linen nightgown, and in the distance, I saw the familiar shape of my great-grandmother’s house. I knew if I could only reach her, I’d be safe. 
I ran in surreal slow motion towards the house and the sanctuary of its deep front porch, but somehow I never got any closer. I could see my great-grandmother standing on the front steps, waving to me, but I couldn’t reach her. 
In panic, I began to call. “Great-Gram! I can’t reach you! Help me!” 
“I can’t help you now, child ...” 
I could barely make out her thin voice sweeping towards me on the wind that carried the scent of jasmine and home and safety. Dimly, I saw her shake her dove-gray head in the gathering gloom. 
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“Great-Gram!” I struggled onwards, but the harder I ran, the less progress I made. I felt like I was moving through molasses. 
“Can’t help you now, child ...” she repeated. “The trouble is upon you. Look ...” She pointed, and I followed her thin brown finger, crooked with age, up to the heavens. The malignant red moon hung in the night sky, a blister filled with blood about to burst and drench everything in gore. 
Suddenly the dread I’d been feeling and the premonitions of doom all coalesced and made sense. I knew what that moon promised for me. 
Death. 
I went cold inside, as though someone had filled my lower abdomen with ice cubes. 
“Great-Gram, what can I do?” I begged. 
“Have you been marked, child? Have you?” she asked anxiously, peering through the bloody darkness, worry written sharply on her wrinkled features. Her fear pulsed in my temples like another heartbeat. Just the fact that she was so scared made me even more terrified. Great-Gram was never frightened without reason. 
“Marked?” Suddenly I remembered Connor saying he would mark me with his scent, mark me as his own. At the time I had treated his words lightly, had thought the whole thing was a pleasant little sexual game. Now I understood. 
It was no game. 
“Yes, Great-Gram! I’ve been marked!” I called to her in relief. But ... it’d been almost a week since Connor and I had made love, and I’d taken numerous showers and baths since then. Would his scent still be on me? And why was it so urgent? 
“If you’re marked, child, then you may be saved ...” My great-grandmother’s voice sounded hopeful, but not as reassuringly certain as I would’ve liked. “Remember what I said before ...” She was beginning to fade, and the scent of night-blooming jasmine was giving way to the other, overly sweet stench of the wet rag on my face. 
“But I can’t remember!” I shrieked into the rising wind that whipped my hair in stinging strands across my face and plastered the white nightgown to my bare legs. “Don’t leave me, Great-Gram ... I’m scared! Please!” 
“Lose yourself to save yourself, child ... let go ... lose yourself ...” Her face looked sorrowful, even from a distance, and I could taste her great love for me melting on my tongue like her special molasses candy as she faded even more, leaving a slightly bitter aftertaste. The taste of her fear. 
“Great-Gram,” I whispered, feeling the hot tears on my cheeks melting the ice cubes in my belly and filling me with an uncertain terror. “I don’t understand ... 
“The danger is upon you, child ... things gonna happen faster than you think ... see that you’re ready ...” Her thin, sighing voice was only a ghost of a whisper in my brain as she melted completely away. 
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The hard-packed clay became a cold tile floor beneath my feet, and with a final sweet burst of night-blooming jasmine, the vision was gone. 
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Chapter Forty-Five 
When I woke up again, I was disorientated and confused. Slowly everything came back to me: the phone call, Connor going to meet the mysterious woman, my abduction by Douglas. And the dream ... 
Lose yourself to save yourself ... 
I tried to move and found that I was sitting in a chair with my hands tied with thick, coarse rope behind my back still dressed in the revealing black negligee. Nothing else. The metal of the chair was chilly on my back and thighs through the thin satin of the gown, and the tile floor was cold under my bare feet. 
I looked around as well as I could in the darkness. I was in a large, windowless box of a room, but there was a little light. A sick orange glow filtered down from the ceiling, and when I looked up, I saw a skylight some thirty feet overhead. 
Riding high above a sea of clouds, I could see the bloated face of the full moon that had filled me with such nameless terror. It appeared to be ascending and would soon fill the skylight and shine its poison light directly down into the room where I sat. Had the room and its skylight had been designed that way? But who designs a room to take advantage of the light of the full moon? 
The walls around me appeared to be made of some kind of metal. They gleamed a dull silver in the gibbous light. I could make out a small glimmer of artificial illumination creeping out from under the bottom of the door to my left. It was closed and, knowing Douglas, probably locked tight with the key in his pocket. 
I was horribly afraid but struggled to control it. I’d been drugged, and I shook my head, trying to clear away the lingering aftereffects. Mildly nauseated, I hoped it would pass when the last of the drug filtered through my system. 
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“Well, well, well. Waking up I see.” The cold, amused voice of my ex-husband cut through the last of the cobwebs in my brain, and I looked around to see where he was. 
Douglas came strolling casually out of the gloom, his hands in his pockets. The moonlight winked off his expensive wire-rimmed glasses and cast his face into partial shadow, but I could see him well enough. He nodded at me as if he was meeting me at a social function instead of drugging, abducting and then tying me to a chair half-naked in some strange room. 
I sniffed the air. On second thought, I knew where we were. The smell of chemicals was strong in the air, the same scent that had clung to his clothes when we were married. 
We were somewhere in the bowels of Lonestar Labs, Douglas’s research facility, but I had never seen this room before. 
“What --” I choked and had to clear my throat before I could continue. “What do you want, Douglas?” I demanded, glaring at him weakly. “If this is some sick attempt to convince me to come back to you --” 
“Oh, no, sweetheart. I assure you, that’s not it,” he said smoothly, and smiled in a way I didn’t like at all. His malice rode the air like the stench of rotten meat in the noon heat of an August day. “You see, I accepted long ago that I would never be able to win you back. So I decided that if I can’t have you ...” He made an elaborate gesture to indicate my current condition. “... no one else can, either. And since no one else can have you, I have decided to reward myself with your death.” 
“Are you threatening me, Douglas?” I asked with a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. 
“No indeed, darling. A threat would imply an opportunity to cooperate, but I intend to carry through with my plans no matter what you say or do. So no, Janine. No threats here. 
Only promises.” The last s hissed out of his mouth, and he smiled again, that cold, reptilian smile that didn’t touch his snake-gray eyes. “And speaking of promises, did I forget to mention the little matter of the rather large insurance policy I took out on you? Somewhere in the neighborhood of several million, I believe. Your death will solve all my financial difficulties for a very long time. That’s a promise I made to myself.” 
I shivered; I couldn’t help it. His feelings of malice and hate were so strong they nauseated me, affected me the way the smell or sound of someone retching will make you sick. I tried to close myself and shield out some of the emotions that were making me feel so ill. 
“I’m not afraid of you, Douglas.” The words sounded firm, although nothing could have been farther from the truth. “Connor --” 
“-- is right over there,” he interrupted smoothly, pointing with one perfectly manicured finger to a large shape slumped in the darkness of a far corner. I hadn’t noticed, but now that I looked closely into the shadows, I could see the rounded shape of a shoulder and the indistinct outline of a large, muscular body. 
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“You bastard! If you’ve killed him ...” 
“Only drugged, Janine. Although, in an hour or so, when the drug wears off, you may wish I’d done away with your paramour. It was easy to lure him away using his real name ... 
I knew it would ring a bell, you see. My latest secretary made the call. I told her I couldn’t afford to marry her while you were still around, and she’s very anxious to become the next Mrs. Grayson.” Douglas smiled sardonically. 
“It’s tricky, you know,” he continued, ignoring the question in my eyes, “to get just the right dosage for Mr. Connor because of his altered physiology.” 
“Altered ... how ...?” I asked haltingly. There were so many questions I didn’t really want answered, but I was afraid that Douglas would tell me anyway. 
Was this Connor’s traumatic past? Could this lab hold the answers to his amnesia? 
Behind my back, my hands were beginning to throb. I twisted them together, trying the bonds, keeping my face neutral. 
“Well, that’s a bit technical, sweetheart. I know you’re a doctor, but I assure you that nothing you learned in medical school could prepare you to understand the science involved in the creation of Mr. Connor. I’m not claiming I made him from scratch. I try to leave the God-complex to other professions.” He gave me a friendly little wink that turned my stomach. “No,” he continued, “I had admirably raw material to start with.” 
I twisted my hands as unobtrusively as I could and thought I felt a little give in the ropes. I knew Douglas; if I could keep him distracted with his own achievements, he wouldn’t notice what I was up to until it was too late. I didn’t know what chance I had of escaping this crazy situation, but I had to try. 
See that you’re ready ... 
I’d be ready, although I didn’t know what for. 
“You’re not making any sense, Douglas,” I said coldly, working desperately behind my back while staring him straight in his frigid gray eyes. 
“I’m talking about the transformation of your lover over there from man to, well ... so much more than a man. Or less, depending on how you look at it.” He grinned angrily. “I’ll be happy to instruct you, Janine, since you seem so eager to learn. Let me start at the beginning ...” Douglas cleared his throat with a whiny little snort, the sound he always made before launching into full lecturing mode. 
I continued to work the ropes that secured my hands. 
“About a year ago, just as you and I were finalizing our divorce, a tiny little paper I’d published on animal behavior in response to pain stimulus caught the attention of someone rather highly placed in our nation’s government. Imagine, if you will, my dear, my humble gratification when I was offered, not only a sizable grant, but as fine a subject as any researcher could possibly want to experiment on.” He gestured eloquently towards the slumped heap in the dark corner. 
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I forgot the ropes for a moment. “Connor!” I breathed. 
Douglas grinned and clapped enthusiastically like a mother applauding a small child’s accomplishment. 
I glared at him. 
“Very good. You can be taught. Yes, my dear. It was your beloved Mr. Connor, signed, sealed and delivered by our very own government. The same government that he’s served for most of his adult life. You see,” he turned towards Connor and then back to me as though he were showing a particularly good visual aid to an audience, “Mr. Connor was a government operative and, as I understand it, had quite an illustrious career. I don’t know all the particulars. With the people I’ve been dealing with, the less I know, the better. So I didn’t ask, and they only told me what was necessary. I was, however, able to infer quite a bit from the information they did provide me with.” 
“What are you saying?” I asked, my hands still hanging numb and motionless behind my back. “Connor was some kind of a ... a spy?” 
“Possibly.” Douglas looked insufferably smug. “I got the impression he was some sort of skilled assassin, a government-trained hired gun. Something along those lines. At any rate, he’d had superb training. How else do you think he was able to fight off four men, one of them armed, to save your pretty little hide in that parking lot?” He looked irritated at the thought. 
“But why ...?” 
“Why was he given to me for the program the government commissioned? He was strong and had incredibly fast reflexes, senses that were abnormally sharp, always attuned to danger. He was as close to a perfect specimen as could be desired. Almost genetically predispositioned for what I had in mind. My job was to make him absolutely perfect.” 
Douglas cleared his throat modestly. 
“Through a series of controlled experiments, I was able to vastly improve upon nature. 
They weren’t always pleasant for Mr. Connor, I’m afraid, but the results were extremely gratifying, I assure you.” He looked smug again, and the emotion stuck in my throat. 
He still hadn’t answered the question I was asking. I thought of the pain Connor must have gone through and felt nauseous again. 
“Why did they give him to you? Surely he didn’t volunteer ...?” 
“Oh, no, my dear.” Douglas laughed; his amusement was like a spider skittering inside my mouth. 
I overcame an almost blinding urge to gag as he continued. 
“Mr. Connor was, I believe, very devoted to our country, but I don’t know anyone who is quite that patriotic. No, my understanding is that, in addition to his considerable physical attributes, Mr. Connor went on one mission too many. I wasn’t told very much about his sinister past, but if you will allow me a small cliché, I believe the reason Mr. Connor was 212 
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slated for these experiments was that he knew too much. Very James Bond, isn’t it?” He grinned, extremely pleased with himself. 
I worked grimly on my shields. The sensations of tiny, hairy legs scrambling across my tongue would make me go crazy or puke or both soon if I couldn’t control it. I had seldom seen Douglas look so pleased with himself or felt his malice so clearly. 
“So how did he end up in my hospital?” I demanded, wanting him to cut to the chase. 
My hands were growing cold in the ropes, and I remembered that no matter what appalling things Douglas told me, I was supposed to be trying to get loose. 
... see that you’re ready ... 
How long had Douglas been talking? Ten minutes? More? He had said the sedative he’d given Connor would last roughly an hour. I had to keep him talking. 
“Well?” I prodded Douglas, who now had a slightly sour expression on his face. At least the spider in my mouth sensation was gone. 
He stuffed his hands in the pockets of his well-tailored dress slacks and considered what to say. In the end, he apparently decided to ignore my question and continue with his lecture. 
“In addition to making Mr. Connor a perfect physical specimen, I was also charged with making him something else. You see, the perfect solider would have all of Mr. Connor’s qualities: heightened senses, super-fast reflexes, inhuman strength, and he’d be nearly indestructible because of his amazing regenerative abilities. But to make him truly perfect, he’d have to possess one other quality, perhaps the most important one of all ... loyalty.” He grinned at me mockingly. “Yes, I know I haven’t answered your question yet, sweetheart. 
Bear with me. I’m getting there. 
“Loyalty was of supreme importance. And what’s more loyal to its master than a good dog? Or even better, what’s more loyal than a wolf to its pack? That was the basis of my research in the beginning, loyalty despite pain. It was the keynote, so to speak, that caught the government’s eye in the first place.” He nodded as though to a room of graduate students. 
“I won’t go into details, but let me say that certain ... compounds were developed in the course of my research, which were based on canine physiology. More specifically, they were based upon wolf physiology, for a wolf is far superior to a dog in both aggression and endurance. I used the gray wolf, canis lupus, as my model. Strength, endurance, regenerative ability and enhanced senses were all easy to achieve, although the mindless loyalty that was required remained elusive. Still, the study went quite well except for a few small ... I guess you could call them ... side effects.” He grimaced. 
I continued to work on my bonds. As I had hoped, Douglas was completely oblivious to the small movements of my hands behind my back, lost in his private reverie where he was the center of the universe. It was a world I was convinced he never left anymore. 
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“The compounds that I developed engendered one small complication that I hadn’t foreseen. They made Mr. Connor quite photosensitive, but only to certain types of light. 
Most specifically to the light of the full moon. It’s a myth, you know, that wolves howl at the moon; but they do react to its light, and they’re at their most active and aggressive during the bright light of the full moon.” He gestured to the skylight above us, shedding the bright, orangish glow from above, and frowned. 
“It became apparent that Mr. Connor was inextricably locked in what you might call a lunar cycle. That is, he lost all trace of humanity once a month on the night of the full moon, and became a savage, uncontrollable beast. It was ... not quite the result I’d been aiming for. 
And unfortunately, it was quite irreversible.” Douglas laughed bitterly. 
His anger at his failure needled my skin like stinging wasps, but I stared at him blankly as I continued to work on my bonds. I’d nearly managed to free my right hand, although I thought I’d never have feeling in my fingers again when I was through. 
“No one actually said the word ‘werewolf,’ you know,” Douglas remarked, hands still stuffed in his pockets as he stared moodily at the pale tiles of the floor, bathed in the gory glow of the orange moonlight. The lenses of his glasses turned into silvery, alien disks from the light, making him look like a scholarly insect in the shadowed room. 
“But then, no one ever said the word ‘failure,’ either,” he continued. “My funding was withdrawn, and I was instructed to dispose of Mr. Connor quietly. I’d been working with him for barely a month. All of my hard work and research down the drain in one devastating blow.” 
“Dispose of him?” I was so outraged that for a moment I forgot his nauseating emotions and my nearly free right hand. 
Douglas grinned wickedly. 
“Yes, my darling. Dispose of him. But I had a better idea. I thought, why not kill two birds with one stone? Yes, I know. Another cliché. But it was so very fitting, you see, that I couldn’t resist.” He leaned forward, towards me. “Listen closely, sweetheart, this is where you come in. 
“When the government ... ah ... withdrew my financial support, you and I had been divorced nearly a year. I’d come to depend on the money I got for my little project to support me in the manner to which I’d become accustomed. Not all of it was needed for the project, you see. Quite a bit of it went ... elsewhere.” 
He smiled charmingly, and I knew exactly where the extra money had gone. Luxury cars, exquisitely tailored clothes, expensive food at four-star restaurants. And I was willing to bet his latest secretary wasn’t the only woman in Douglas’s life. 
“You’re disgusting,” I said coldly. “You can’t resist infidelity, even when your bed partner is the government. You’re damn lucky they didn’t find out.” 
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A sour expression flitted across his face, making me wonder if the mysterious government agency had found out. Maybe his failure with Connor wasn’t the only reason his funding had been yanked. The frustration he felt put my nerves on edge like the high-pitched whine of nails on a blackboard, confirming my guess. But Douglas smoothed his features and continued, unperturbed. 
“Be that as it may, my dear, the fact remains that the money was withdrawn, and I began to feel a decided pinch in my wallet. So I looked around to determine what expenses I could cut and where I could get more money. I’m sure you’ll forgive me when I say that you came immediately to mind.” His charming grin was like a cold blade twisting in my gut. 
“I knew by then, you see, that you’d never willingly come back, and the student loan payment I was forced to make mounted up to quite an obscene amount. A quality education is so expensive these days, especially if it’s for someone else.” 
“What are you trying to say, Douglas?” I asked as evenly as I could, still working to free my right hand. 
“I’m saying that I decided to condition Mr. Connor to recognize your scent. You were very careless in your packing when you quit the Falcon’s Lair. You left all of your lovely evening gowns behind, wadded up in a garbage bag. Do you know what those gowns cost me, Janine?” For a moment, Douglas looked genuinely angry, then his face relaxed. “But no matter, sweetheart, they’ve more than paid for themselves since. Your scent was on them, and that helped a great deal in the conditioning. I am afraid, however, that I had to subject Mr. Connor to some rather unpleasantly painful stimuli in order to accomplish my goal.” 
“You tortured him,” I said, flatly. 
Suddenly Connor’s aversion to the hospital made perfect sense. He’d been hurt and experimented on over and over in the clinical environment of Douglas’s lab. 
“It was necessary.” Douglas shrugged, not denying my accusation. “Every time the pain stopped, my darling, I introduced your scent into Mr. Connor’s cell. I had it analyzed and synthesized, you know. It’s not so difficult to do. Any reputable lab can do it if they have the equipment. Most major fragrance companies have the set-up and ask no questions if the price is right.” 
He laughed lightly at some whimsical joke. “It’s funny, you know. The olfactory expert at the company I used was quite taken with your scent. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if he uses it in a fragrance of his own. I gave him my permission. So it’s not inconceivable that 
‘Eau de Janine’ or some version thereof might hit the market in the future. Not that you’ll be around to see it.” 
His malice dripped over my skin like hot drops of boiling lead and his amusement skipped over my tongue until I thought I might go crazy. I struggled to shield him out, my hands dangling limp and forgotten behind my back for a moment before I continued my efforts. 
I grimaced with the effort of pulling my hand the rest of the way free. 
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“I see you’re still looking bewildered, sweetheart, so let me spell it out for you. You accused me of torturing your Mr. Connor, and, in a way, you’re correct. I won’t go into the gory details except to assure you that they are, in fact, very gory indeed. I could afford to be as careless as I liked because Mr. Connor’s damn near indestructible. I’m afraid I did some rather unspeakable things to him. But every time the pain stopped, your scent began. 
Whenever he was given food, or rest, or respite from pain, your scent was passed through the air ducts to his cell. I dare say you think he loves you, and maybe you feel some affection for him as well, but I assure you, Janine, that anything Mr. Connor feels is based solely on my conditioning.” He grinned nastily. 
“He came to associate your smell with all things good, all things pleasurable and non-hurtful. I was getting him ready, you see.” 
“Ready for what?” I asked, but there was a cold dread in the pit of my stomach, and Douglas’s next words confirmed what I was afraid of. 
“Ready to meet you, of course. Ready to meet you on the night of the full moon and do whatever came naturally.” Douglas’s smile was pure, unadulterated evil, and the malice I felt coming from him was unmistakable and so strong that not even my shields couldn’t protect me from it. It hung in the air between us like a coiled snake, and every bone in my body felt as though it had been suddenly injected with boiling, molten lead. 
I tried not to scream. 
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Chapter Forty-Six 
“What the hell are you talking about, Douglas?” I demanded, my voice shaking a little. 
Connor’s love for me had been programmed? The feelings he’d had for me were simply a byproduct of the crazy experiments Douglas had performed on him? And yet, Douglas’s claims that Connor was some sort of man-made werewolf were unbelievable. But then again, all the times Connor had spoken of my scent, how much he loved it, loved the way I smelled, came rushing back, and I couldn’t discredit Douglas’s hurtful boast, even to myself ... 
“I’m talking about my master plan, of course. Every mad scientist has to have one. Isn’t there a rule about that somewhere?” Douglas pretended to ponder as he grinned sardonically at me. “It was quite simply, actually. I planned to drug Mr. Connor on the night of the full moon and leave him somewhere near your humble residence. He could easily follow his nose from there, drawn to you by your mouth-watering scent.” 
He jingled the change in his pockets. “Of course, I could’ve caused him to associate your scent with pain, but then he would’ve simply avoided you as any animal would. No, I had to make your smell irresistible to him in order for my plan to work. I had it timed down exactly. I had to, as the period of Mr. Connor’s, ah ... inhumanity lasts only a very short time, the hour when the full moon is at its zenith.” 
He glanced at the bloated, garish moon climbing higher above us, nearly filling the skylight. “... as it will be very soon. He gets rather testy the few days and nights before his little change, however. Gets a bit edgy. I dare say you’ve noticed?” 
I nodded slowly, thinking of Connor’s strange behavior since Monday. Now everything made sense. God help me, but I was beginning to believe Douglas’s wild claims after all. 
“Let me wrap this up as Mr. Connor should be coming around in a matter of ...” 
Douglas consulted the expensive watch on his wrist. “... half an hour, and when he does, I doubt you’ll be in much of a mood to listen to my little explanation. As I was saying,” he Marked 
217 
continued briskly, “I had planned to introduce you to Mr. Connor at just the right time. I knew that, thanks to my careful conditioning, he’d be drawn irresistibly to your scent at the time when he was most savage and least controllable. I’m sure you can guess what would follow such a meeting.” 
He grinned briefly and drew one finger expressively across his throat. It made me think, for the first time in weeks, of the two mangled LoneStar employees that had been brought into the ER on the night I’d first met Connor. Their throats had been shredded, reduced to raw hamburger, and Douglas had blamed the guard dogs. Suddenly another piece of the puzzle fell into place. 
“He escaped before you were ready ...” I whispered. 
Douglas looked miffed that I’d guessed. 
“Well ... yes. It was most unfortunate. I lost two of my better colleagues at the time. It was their own fault for being careless, but still ... quite tragic all the same. Not to mention the valuable guard dogs that had to be destroyed for no reason.” 
I thought again about the raw, mauled throats of the two nameless LoneStar employees and shivered uncontrollably. Oh, God, had Connor really done that? Had the blood on his face been from a scalp wound, as I had thought at the time, or had it been ... from something else? 
“... aggravating, to say the least.” 
I realized Douglas had been talking again, and I’d missed it. 
“What?” I asked, feeling numb and shocked. Not only was the love Connor felt for me a conditioned response, but he was also a murderer. 
“I said that when Mr. Connor escaped it was aggravating to say the least. I hunted for him as well as I could, though I never thought to check the hospitals. He heals so quickly, you know, that I never even considered them. I had to assume he was gone for good, and I was forced to expend even more money on hiring that bunch of incompetent thugs to do what I’d been conditioning him to do all along: find and dispose of you, my dear.” 
“So it was you.” I glared at him. 
Douglas fairly oozed smug malice. 
“Yes, indeed. Of course, it didn’t do me any good. Inept idiots ... much more trouble than they were worth. I had to expend even more effort and call in a favor from a mutual friend to get rid of the ringleader, who ended up in the hospital due to Mr. Connor’s tender ministrations. I’m sure you remember Dr. Timkins?” 
He nodded at my shocked expression. “You’ve really rubbed him the wrong way, you know, rejecting his advances. Oh, yes, I knew he intended to offer himself as your ‘mentor.’ I told him he was welcome to you, hoping that if he did get close to you, he’d give you a different perspective on what a man likes in bed. I warned him about your temperament, but he thought he’d prevail. 
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“Had you not rejected him, we might not be having this conversation right now. He came to me, just this week, angry and humiliated. Of course, when I told him my intentions and that your fate was in the hands of your own patient, no less, he was more than happy to help me.” He waved a well-manicured hand negligently. “But that, of course, is neither here nor there.” 
“You bastard! Neither here nor there?” I asked incredulously, my partially freed right hand throbbing with the need to slap his face. “First you offered me to that slimy bastard Timkins to humiliate me, then you conditioned Connor to kill me, but when he got away first, you hired that gang of thugs to rape and murder me?!” 
All my life I’d heard the expression “mad enough to spit,” but I’d never experienced it before. Now I did. I was so mad, I spit at the expensive Italian loafers Douglas wore, missing by only a few inches. 
“I think you need to reexamine yourself, you asshole!” I said, my voice so low and hoarse I barely recognized it myself. 
Douglas stepped distastefully away from the gob of spittle I had launched at him and continued his lecture as though I hadn’t spoken at all. 
“Perhaps hiring the ‘thugs,’ as you call them, was a mistake. Certainly, they’ve caused nothing but complications and headaches although, thank goodness, most of them had the good sense to get out of town after you were rescued. At the time, I didn’t know that Mr. 
Connor was the man who saved you from their unsavory clutches, so imagine my surprise when I found him living with you after the fools I hired botched the job. I nearly laughed myself sick after I found out that he’d been admitted as your patient the night he escaped.” 
He paused with a little frown. “Though he did ruin the suit I was wearing at the time. 
No laughing matter. It seemed like fate had stepped in to lend a hand and, for that, I was extremely grateful. But I’m through leaving things to chance. Lady Luck, however generous she might be, cannot be trusted with all the finer details. That’s why you’re here tonight. 
Both of you.” 
I recognized the change in his tone of voice. The lecture was over. He was all business. 
Grinning in a most unpleasant way, Douglas took a step towards me. I felt the malice pulsing strongly out of him, coating me in hot, viscous slime. He’d drawn something out of his pocket and was holding it behind his back. 
I had a feeling I didn’t want to know what it was. My right hand was free, although my left was still tied somehow to the metal chair I was sitting on. I knew I couldn’t do much one-handed, but I got ready to try just the same. 
“Stay away from me, Douglas,” I said, in the most even tone I could manage. 
“Oh, I couldn’t do that.” He smiled and continued to advance on me, drawing his hand from behind his back. In it, he held a razor-sharp hunting knife with an eight-inch, serrated Marked 
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blade. The orange light of the bloated moon glittered along its jagged edge, making the serrations look like vicious little teeth winking at me through the gloom. 
“You see, there are only about twenty minutes left before Mr. Connor wakes up, and the moment he’s exposed to the light of the full moon, he’s going to change. Don’t worry, sweetheart, he won’t actually turn into a wolf or anything silly like that. No.” He laughed gently, the sound spidering inside my throat as he hovered over me. The moonlight played over the knife, and he stayed just out of my reach. 
I flexed my one free hand in frustration. 
Douglas continued talking as he advanced, the moonlight turning the lenses of his glasses opaque, unreadable. “His body won’t change aside from a little difference in iris coloration, but his mind and his, ah, mannerisms will. As soon as the light touches Mr. 
Connor, it will affect his cerebral cortex and brain stem, and he’ll become, for all intents and purposes, a very hungry, big, bad wolf.” 
He laughed, genuinely amused, until he had to wipe his eyes with the hand that wasn’t holding the knife. 
I fought the urge to spit at him again. 
“Actually, I’m reminded of a rather crude joke I once heard which involved Little Red Riding Hood and the Big Bad Wolf. I won’t subject you to all of it, as there really isn’t time, but I believe the punch line goes something like, ‘No, you’re going to eat me like it says in the book.’ An old chestnut, but no less amusing for all that.” 
Douglas was so engrossed in his sadistic amusement that he failed to notice the small scraping sounds coming from the corner behind him. I struggled to keep my face calm and not react. 
... things gonna happen faster than you think ... 
“Now then.” He looked at his watch and then up at the skylight, which was now completely filled with the bloated, orange-red orb that painted bloody shadows on his upturned cheeks. “The full moon is at its zenith and will remain there for the next forty-five minutes at least. I’m going to lock you in here with Mr. Connor during his short period of ... 
ah, inhumanity. Or maybe madness. Regardless, the outcome will be the same, and you, my lucky darling, will get to experience it firsthand.” 
Douglas jingled the keys in his pocket merrily with the hand that wasn’t holding the knife. “But first, I intend to make sure that Mr. Connor finds you sufficiently appealing when he wakes up. Now don’t worry, my dear.” 
He leaned closer to me, and I drew back, fearful of what he was about to do. 
“I’m not going to kill you. I’ll leave that little task for your beloved. Have you ever heard that a shark can smell just a few drops of fresh blood in the ocean hundreds of yards away?” He nodded sagely. “Oh, yes, it’s quite true. And Mr. Connor is much the same when the time is right. I’m going to cut you, just a little bit, mind you, to ensure that we have a 220 
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proper feeding frenzy when the time comes.” He leaned in, and I shrank away, trying to bring him closer, tensing my body while still keeping one eye on the corner where there was increasing movement in the shadows. 
“Now, let’s see. Where to begin?” His voice held the bemused tone of a man trying to decide how best to cut up a delicious cake. “I rather wish I’d done this to start with as I think I’m going to enjoy it, and there’s so little time left ... still, fifteen minutes should be enough to do the job,” he mused. 
I’d never felt such pure evil coming from anyone as I felt from Douglas bending over me with the moonlight flashing on his expensive wire rims and skating along the jagged edge of the wicked, serrated blade. It drenched me with horror as immediate and inescapable as a mouthful of hot blood, squeezed my internal organs like a slick fist, made me want to puke and faint and slap him all at the same time. I understood for the first time that he wasn’t just a lying, predatory, manipulative bastard. 
He was clinically insane. 
He pulled one side of the satin negligee aside, exposing my right thigh and crotch to the frigid air of the lab. 
My skin rippled into goose bumps, and I shivered involuntarily. 
“This looks like a good place to start. My, my, Janine, you naughty girl. Not wearing any panties ...” 
I saw the silver of the knife’s blade descend to my bare right thigh, and in the corner of my eye, something moved. Something huge. 
Then everything happened at once. 
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Chapter Forty-Seven 
As I felt the blade puncture my thigh, I saw my chance. Reaching up with my free hand, I raked my fingernails across Douglas’s left cheek as hard as I could. I’d meant to gouge out an eye, but Douglas jerked back too quickly. 
“You bitch!” he gasped and raised his left hand to his cheek to feel the four, parallel grooves I’d left. Gaudy ribbons of blood, ruby-black in the moonlight, decorated his face. His civilized veneer fell away when he gazed at his hand and saw the dark smear on the pads of his fingers. His rage tasted like lit kerosene in my mouth and ignited my fury. 
“What’s the matter, Douglas? You can dish it out, but you can’t take it?” I taunted him wildly, desperate to keep his attention away from the shadowy corner behind him where Connor was waking earlier than planned. 
I could feel Connor’s confusion like cobwebs against my face, but also a burgeoning awareness, a shock of recognition like a spike of pure, piercing pain in the center of my forehead. He remembered this place, and the fear and pain associated with it were overwhelming. 
Douglas, of course, was completely oblivious to the movement behind him. He still held the knife, its serrated blade now dark with a thin trickle of my blood. 
“I’m going to enjoy this,” he panted, advancing again, this time to my left side where my hand was still bound. “I’m going to carve you up, sweetheart. I should’ve done this ages ago ...” 
He moved in, the moonlight reflecting off his glasses and making his eyes blank silver disks, his mouth a twisted grimace of the hate, which rolled off him in waves. His madness was a disease, a fever that baked off his skin in a sick, rotten rush that made me gag. 
But above the reek, I smelled ozone, high and pure and flat in the air. 
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Douglas loomed large in my vision, leaning forward at my left, the knife coming for my throat. I felt sheer terror before a blur of motion in the corner of my eye warned me Connor was fully awake and completely enraged. 
“Connor! Stay out of the light!” I screamed, but it was too late. 
Douglas had said when the moonlight touched Connor, he wouldn’t change physically into a wolf, and he didn’t. But he changed enough. 
I saw him lunge forward from the shadows in a blur of motion and felt a rush of protectiveness-rage-possession swarming over my skin in a molten surge as he came forward. 
I knew he must’ve been awake enough to hear Douglas’s last threat and was moving to protect me. As he hit the light, however, everything seemed to slow. 
I heard myself screaming the futile warning and saw Douglas’s head whip to the side to see what was coming. His eyes widened, his terror like a blade in my guts, and he started to turn, bringing the knife up to protect himself. 
But it was Connor that held my attention, Connor that I could never forget. 
As he passed into the orange glow of the blood moon, he grew larger, and I realized he was naked, like the first time I’d seen him, exactly one month before. 
But his eyes stopped my heart in my chest and made me cold all over. 
As he moved into the light, Connor’s expressive eyes changed almost instantly, flaring from clear, moss-green to a deep, yellow-orange that glowed like a cat’s eye in the night. I saw them clearly in the shadowed room and knew it wasn’t a trick of the light. Connor’s eyes were no longer human. 
They were the eyes of a beast. The eyes of a wolf. 
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Chapter Forty-Eight 
My ex-husband was quicker than I would’ve believed possible for a spoiled, middle-aged scientist. Maybe it was swimming two miles a day, but for whatever reason, he actually managed to turn around with the hunting knife between him and Connor, before Connor reached him. 
Not that it did him any good. 
Connor hit him head-on, and Douglas went over hard to one side. They fell to the floor together and Douglas’s legs became entangled in my chair. I fell with a harsh clatter, knocking my head on the cold tile floor hard enough to see stars exploding before my eyes. 
I instinctively rolled out of the way, dragging the chair with me. It made a high, metallic screech as it scraped against the tiles, and I watched in horror as Douglas struggled wildly, fishtailing beneath Connor, who had him pinned on his back to the floor. My left hand was still tethered to the unwieldy metal chair with the rough rope, and I tugged at it desperately as I stared, transfixed by the horror playing out in front of me. 
Connor knelt on Douglas’s chest, sniffing at my ex-husband deeply for a moment while Douglas wiggled and panted in fear, the wind knocked out of him by the fall. 
Apparently, Connor didn’t like what he smelled because a low, inhuman growl began in the back of his throat, making my heart jack-hammer in my chest. All the emotions coming from Connor were fiercely non-human, a deep animalistic anger, the remembrance of past pains that echoed in my bones and made me grind my teeth. Rage and hate filled the room like a cloud of killer bees mingling with the reek of desperation and fear from Douglas, sharp as fresh urine and frantic sweat. 
Connor lowered his head, jaws spread wide, and I saw his teeth, long and sharp in the glimmering moonlight. Something else glittered coldly in that sick light, and I saw that Douglas had somehow managed to retain his knife in the fall. Before I could cry out a 224 
Evangeline Anderson & Jay Douglas 
warning, he had plunged it into Connor’s flesh, in the vulnerable spot between the heavily muscled neck and the shoulder. 
I stuffed my right fist in my mouth and stared at the scene before me. I couldn’t have dragged my eyes away at that point even if it meant going blind. Would Connor be able to heal a wound as brutal as the one Douglas had just inflicted? 
Douglas’s blow was fatal, if not instantly, then at least eventually. I saw how deeply the knife bit and knew that Douglas had punctured a lung. That meant a nasty pneumothorax, a collapsed lung, which would rapidly fill with blood from the wound. 
But Connor simply shook his body like a dog coming out of the rain, and the knife went flying out, skittering across the floor in my direction. I reached for it, grasped the handle, now slippery with fresh blood, and watched as the vicious, ragged wound in Connor’s shoulder began to close before my eyes. 
I fumbled in the semi-gloom, sawing at the ropes that bound my left hand to the chair. 
It was as though someone else was using the knife to free me. 
... gonna happen fast ... 
The ropes parted to free my left hand at last, but I was too busy watching what was happening six feet away on the blood-spattered floor. 
If Douglas had meant to incapacitate Connor with pain, his plan failed utterly. Instead of slowing him down, the stabbing thrust of the knife only enraged him more. 
I saw Connor raise his head for a split second; his inhuman eyes glowed fiercely orange with rage and reflected moonlight while a half-howl, half-growl rose from his taut throat. 
His fury twitched in my gut as though I’d swallowed a mouthful of razor blades. Though directed at Douglas, it still burned me with its intensity. 
“No ... please ...” Douglas’s voice was muffled, and I saw Connor cock his head, like a dog listening to a familiar sound. Apparently, he associated the voice with bad things. I could just imagine Douglas, endlessly lecturing, while he subjected Connor to all sorts of unspeakable, painful horrors. If he’d kept his mouth shut, he might’ve lived, but the combination of his voice and scent was too much. 
I felt the shock of recognition go through Connor again, although this time it was more elemental, more animalistic. 
Connor took one last, long look into the face of the man who lay whimpering beneath him, the man who’d imprisoned and tortured him for two long, horrific months. Then he lowered his head to Douglas, who was frozen in fear. With a quick movement and a low, wet, ripping sound that was to haunt my dreams for months afterwards, Connor tore out the bastard’s throat. 
Despite myself, I marveled at the brutal efficiency of Connor’s actions, the deadly grace with which he dispatched the man underneath him. Thick, black blood pumped from Marked 
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Douglas’s severed carotid arteries, gushing in a relentless fountain over his expensive, hand-tailored suit. 
I’d seen a lot of gore and the results of many tragic accidents over the years in the ER, but I’d never witnessed anything like this savage display of aggression and bloodshed. I was frozen in place, numb with shock. 
If Connor would’ve acted like a wolf and lowered his head to feed on Douglas’s limp, lifeless body, I don’t think I would have ever stopped screaming. My mind would not have been able to take the cannibalism on top of the carnage. But instead, Connor turned his head and wiped his mouth on one shoulder. I got a faint, but distinct, impression of distaste, like fur being rubbed the wrong way, a human emotion mixed with the animal rage that was slowly beginning to ebb. 
His naked, muscled arms were slick with crimson blood, some of it his own, most of it Douglas’s, and his mouth was smeared with the stuff despite his attempt to wipe it off. He knelt in a rapidly growing puddle of gore, a puddle that was extending outwards to me. 
I crept backwards, away from that burgundy tide, making a small, involuntary noise of distress and disgust in the back of my throat as I went. 
Connor’s head raised, and he looked in my direction. 
There was nothing human in his eyes. Nothing at all. 
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Chapter Forty-Nine 
I gripped the knife tighter in my hand and backed slowly away. My instincts were screaming at me to run, run away as far from those glowing, inhuman eyes as I could, but I still retained a small vestige of common sense. I remembered thinking in the car when Connor had kissed me so savagely that my fear excited him, that if I tried to run he might chase me down. 
Don't struggle. It makes it worse, Connor's voice whispered in my brain. 
I knew that running or even moving quickly might be suicide. Still, I had to try. I backed away uncertainly, still on my hands and knees. I headed in the direction I remembered seeing the light coming from under the door what seemed like hours ago when I’d first woken up in the strange room. 
Long satin was tangled around my legs. The door was somewhere behind me, but I didn't dare take my eyes from Connor's dark face, his mouth still stained with traces of ruby-black blood as he began to advance. 
I backed into a wall and reached behind me, fumbling along the metal baseboard with my free hand to feel for the door. As I groped blindly, Connor came for me out of the moon-dappled shadows surrounding the carnage in the center of the floor. 
His hair was spiky and wild, his naked body huge as he crawled on all fours towards me, his bulging muscles rippling powerfully under his marble-smooth, blood-splattered skin. 
He lifted his head and smelled the air, his orange eyes flaring briefly yellow as he caught my scent, and I felt a strong pulse of interest coming from him, pawing my face like a cat paws a mouse. So Douglas was successful -- my scent did attract him. 
Connor was only four or five feet away from me, but I was beginning to panic when I finally felt a small draft on my bare legs and knew the door was directly behind me. Douglas Marked 
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had said he’d lock me in with Connor. Did that mean that the door was still open while he was lecturing me? 
Praying that it was so, I felt along the smooth wood to grasp the doorknob in my sweating palm. Firmly and slowly I turned the knob and heard a faint, unyielding click. 
It was locked. 
Nobody ever said life was fair, child ... 
My great-gram’s voice whispered in my brain as I backed against the solid door, the knife still clutched in one hand. She often told me life wasn’t fair when I complained to her that I didn't want the curse of knowing other people's feelings. I wished with all my heart to be a little girl again, safe in her arms on the front porch of her house. 
I tried to concentrate. What would she tell me to do? She’d tell me to make the best of the situation. She’d tell me to use what I had to work with and not forget common sense. 
My empathy had always been my greatest gift. And my most bitter curse. 
Now I used it, reaching out to Connor as he crawled across the cold, tile floor to me, his yellow wolf's eyes flickering dangerously in the shadows. I opened myself wide and made a conscious effort to probe into the confusing mix of inhuman emotions he was projecting. 
That cautious sense of interest was uppermost in his feelings, a sort of animal curiosity for a fascinating smell. There was no trace of the rage and savagery that had dominated his emotions earlier with Douglas. 
Maybe he didn't intend to harm me. 
But I wasn't taking any chances. I still clutched the knife tightly in my hand. The blade gleamed dully in the half-light, almost obscured by a black smear of blood, and I saw Connor's animal eyes track the movement of its cruel, silver teeth. A low, warning growl began to build in the base of his throat, and I felt a definite sense of suspicion and distrust flowing from him, raising the hairs on the back of my neck. 
The last thing I needed was for him to see me as a threat. I forced myself to think logically and not give in to the gibbering voice of panic in my ear. I had the knife, yes. But how much good had that same knife done Douglas? I remembered Connor shaking it off as though it were a minor annoyance, like a mosquito bite. 
Douglas had been much stronger than me, and his blow had turned out to be completely harmless. Besides, even if I was physically able to kill Connor with the knife, did I really want to? 
No, I didn’t want to kill him. 
Despite what I had just witnessed, despite everything Douglas had told me, I didn’t want to kill Connor. I just wanted to keep Connor from killing me. 
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Chapter Fifty 
The first thing to do was gain his trust. 

Although it was one of the hardest things I’d done, I released my grip on the knife’s sticky handle, put it down carefully to my side and pushed it away. I raised my hands, palms up in front of me. 
“Connor ...” My voice came out in a hoarse croak and the low growl in Connor’s throat rose a notch. The yellow eyes narrowed and briefly flashed orange. I forced myself to remain calm, knowing he could smell my fear and apprehension. Clearing my throat as quietly as I could, I tried again. 
“Connor. It’s me. Red. I’m your friend, remember?” 
Connor’s head cocked to the side, and to my relief, the growling stopped. I felt his curiosity and interest pawing lightly at me again. The set of his shoulders and head was less tense and menacing. He made a small, inquiring sound, and I held one shaking hand out in his direction as he crawled slowly closer. 
... you must be marked ... 
Would he recognize me as a friendly entity? Was enough of his scent still on me to make him accept me? If not, I would likely end up just like Douglas, with my throat ripped out, lying in a puddle of my own blood. I tried to push the thought and the fear it engendered away. 
“It’s okay ...” I soothed, using my gentlest voice and trying to project calm and acceptance. “It’s all right, Connor ...” He came closer, and I relaxed my posture slowly, shifting from my knees, which were beginning to ache, to sit with my legs drawn protectively up before me. I wrapped one arm around my legs and kept the other hand extended coaxingly. 
At last, Connor was close enough to sniff my hand. 
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Luckily, it was my left hand, not the one that had gripped the bloody knife. He seemed to like me. Thank goodness Douglas hadn’t conditioned Connor to associate my smell with pain or terror or I’d be dead right now. 
Adrenaline raced through me as Connor nuzzled against the hand I held out to him, I tried to quench my apprehension at the gentle rasp of his whiskers against my fingertips. 
Suddenly I gasped. His mouth opened and a warm, wet tongue bathed my fingers and palm as intense interest radiated from the crouched form in front of me like rough fur rubbing gently over my skin. 
Connor was licking my hand in a very friendly manner. 
I was tempted to draw away, knowing that he could just as easily bite my fingers off as suck them, which he was doing very gently and thoroughly. But something stopped me. I felt a treacherous inkling of heat beginning to spread throughout my body, a pleasurable tension coiling in the pit of my stomach at his touch. 
I shook my head, trying to clear the cobwebs of desire that threatened to cloud my better judgment. This was wrong, and terribly unsafe. I couldn’t possibly feel that same, elemental attraction to Connor that I had felt before I’d learned the facts. He’s only exhibiting a conditioned response to my scent. It means nothing ... 
I gasped again and felt Connor’s mouth travel from my hand to my wrist and up my forearm to the sensitive, inner bend of my elbow. His rough tongue rasped against my tender flesh, drawing an involuntary sigh from me and driving my rational, pragmatic reasoning to the back of my mind. 
Never ceasing the delicious motions of his tongue on my arm, Connor moved from the left side to the front of me, nudging insistently to insinuate his big body between my legs and get closer. Hardly knowing what I was doing, I parted my knees to feel his smooth, muscular sides brush against my bare calves as he leaned in and began to work his way from my upper arm to my neck. 
His eyes gleamed a mild golden-yellow as he inhaled my scent with pleasure that lit a warm fire in the pit of my stomach. Instinctively, I hunched my shoulders, trying to protect my vulnerable neck as he moved closer. 
“Connor ...” I gasped, but of course, he didn’t answer, continuing to lick gently but persistently at my left shoulder, his warm breath wafting in my ear. It smelled like cinnamon with a slight hint of fresh copper underneath. 
This was insane. I shouldn’t let my guard down and allow Connor to lick and suck my unprotected neck; no way I should give those deadly teeth access to my vulnerable throat. 
He’d killed Douglas not fifteen minutes earlier with those same lethal jaws. 
And yet, I found myself relaxing despite my protests, relaxing and even arching my neck for him, loving the feel of his mouth on me, giving in helplessly to the sensations he 230 
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caused. Am I exhibiting a conditioned response? Connor had been training me the whole time we’d been together to give control of my body to him when he asked. 
But this isn’t Connor, I reminded myself. At least, not the Connor I knew. 
But it was. 
This was Connor at his most wild and elemental. I responded to his primitive, driving desire for me, his animalistic hunger. The beast chained inside his psyche and set loose once a month was the creature I was seeing at that moment. It was the source of all his longing for me. And mine for him. His mouth felt so good, so right. 
I felt myself relaxing against my better judgment, leaning against the wall behind me, letting the sensations of his mouth on my neck carry me away. 
You’re crazy, the voice of reason shouted in my head. This isn’t the man you love. It’s some kind of monster. A creature that just ripped Douglas’s throat out while you watched. 
How can you let yourself give in like this? 
I decided not to listen to that nagging little voice and just live in the moment, that is until Connor’s head dipped lower and his mouth moved down the length of my body. 
“Oh, God ...” The words rose unbidden to my lips as I felt Connor’s head nuzzling at my breasts, his hot breath blowing through the thin lace covering my now erect nipples. I still felt waves of intense interest rubbing against my skin, but now I began to feel the stirrings of a deeply disturbing emotion I could barely name. I tried to push it away, ignore it. Maybe it was just my imagination. 
The lace top of my negligee defeated Connor, and I was momentarily relieved when he pulled away in frustration. My apprehension was back full-force the next moment, however, when I saw his head dip even lower and felt his hot breath on my belly and then, inevitably, my inner thighs. 
“Connor, no,” I gasped, feeling that warm, wet tongue caress my left thigh as he pressed between my legs. Of course, he paid not the slightest attention and continued to lick and suck from my left knee nearly to my crotch before moving on to lick my right thigh as well. 
My right thigh! 
I suddenly remembered the small wound Douglas had inflicted with the hunting knife. 
He’d been so certain that the scent of my blood would draw Connor to me, like a shark. He said it would start a feeding frenzy. I wasn’t bleeding anymore, but still ... 
I felt the soft scrape of Connor’s tongue over the cut and held my breath. Would he like the taste and take a bite? I felt an undeniable hunger in him, burning in the pit of my belly and licking over my skin like flames. Was Douglas right? 
I shut my eyes tight, unable to look, and hissed a little as Connor’s tongue reopened the wound. The cool air stung at the sensitive, raw spot where the knife had penetrated my skin. 
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I tensed, waiting to feel those murderously sharp teeth descend on my vulnerable, inner thigh. 
I waited for a bite that never came. Even as adrenaline pumped through my system, making my heart pound and my breath come short with apprehension, Connor moved on. 
Moved up. He’d found something that interested him more than my blood. 
My naked sex. 
For the first time, I really tried to resist him. I clamped my thighs together as well as I could and tangled my hands in his hair, trying in earnest to push him away. Connor growled deep and looked up at me, briefly. His eyes flashed a warning shade of deep orange, reminding me again of how dangerously unpredictable he was. 
He’d found the source of the wonderful, delicious scent that drew him like a magnet and he wasn’t about to be deterred. I desisted immediately. He was going to do what he wanted, what his instincts commanded him to do. There was no reasoning with such blind resolve. 
I reached deeper, reading his emotions while calming my own, and again got a strong impression of interest brushing against me coupled with that other, stronger and darker emotion. A blast of pure possession caught me off guard, wrapping me tightly like steel bands around my wrists as I tried to analyze his feelings. 
Then Connor pressed inward aggressively, inhaling deeply as he licked and nuzzled the soft crease between my right thigh and my center. 
Then I understood. Not only did he smell me, he smelled himself. 
I was marked, after all. 
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Chapter Fifty-One 
Determinedly, Connor pressed his face between my naked thighs. I cursed the impulse that had caused me to go to bed without panties. If I’d worn a pair, they might’ve slowed Connor down. As it was, there was nothing to come between my cleft and his mouth, and he pressed his advantage. 
The punch line of Douglas’s crude joke ran through my brain, and I gasped with pleasure as his hot mouth made contact with my unprotected flesh. 
This was wrong. So wrong. 
I shouldn’t allow this. And yet, how could I stop it? What had I thought would happen when I first held out one trembling hand to Connor? What had I expected when he crawled to me through the moonlight that caused his insanity? 
Had I really thought I could just pet him, just scratch him behind the ears like a dog and keep him calm until the hour of madness passed, until the beast was put away, locked in the box of his psyche for another month? 
I’d deluded myself. 
I cried out again as his tongue parted my folds, licking inwards to get at the source of both his and my scent, to taste me better. My hands were still tangled in his hair, and I realized with a sharp spike of shame that I was wet from his earlier attentions to my neck and breasts. 
My mind didn’t want this, but my body had been well trained to give Connor what pleased him. What pleased us both. 
Then I began to recognize the bottomless emotion that grew inside him, the primal instinct, vast and huge, like a leviathan about to break the surface of the ocean. 
It wasn’t lust exactly; that would assign an altogether too human characteristic to the passion raging through Connor’s mind. It was both more than that, and less at the same time. 
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A simple, uncomplicated urge uncluttered by human feelings. It was the single-minded, deeply primitive urge to mate, to rut with the female of his choice. 
The emotion rushed over me, filling every orifice of my body with a need of my own, pounding inside me ruthlessly, drenching me with warm honey and wine ... 
... lose you self to
r
save yourself ... 
Surely not. Surely Great-Gram couldn’t have meant this. But, what options did I have? 
I looked up at the skylight where the bloated, orange-red orb still filled the casement. 
The hour of the full moon’s zenith wasn’t nearly up. I couldn’t possibly stall Connor for another twenty or thirty minutes. If Connor, or the beast inhabiting his body, wanted me, then he was going to have me. 
I moaned with shame and dismay as the thought of my inevitable fate, coupled with Connor’s insistent tongue lapping at my slick flesh, brought a fresh wash of desire that rolled over me like a wave. What’s wrong with me? How can I give in like this? 
The least I could do was fight the sensations sweeping though me, fight to keep Connor away from my tender, sensitive center instead of spreading my thighs and opening myself, offering my body wantonly, shamelessly. 
I cried out again as I felt his tongue delve deep, penetrating my sex. Arching my hips, I pressed against his mouth, unable to help my body’s instinctive reaction to his. I couldn’t stop remembering the first time he’d done this to me, barely two weeks ago. 
The way he’d made me lose control, had forced me to surrender all my inhibitions and open myself to him. 
He wasn’t making rapturous figure eights around my clitoris this time -- that was beyond the scope of the animal nature that had taken control of him -- but the deep penetration and the rough, luscious rasp of his tongue on my sensitive, swollen flesh was enough to push me over the edge anyway. Crying and gasping in mingled pleasure and horror, I felt myself let go, sliding over the edge of orgasm. 
It still felt like I was flying. 
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Chapter Fifty-Two 
Lying on the cold tile floor, my satin gown tangled and bunched beneath me with the garish moonlight flooding down, I panted with the pleasure I’d been unable to ignore or shut out. And I came to a realization. 
I still want him. God help me, but I did. 
Despite everything I’d seen and learned that night -- Connor’s conditioned response to my scent, his status as a murderer, the bloody carnage I’d witnessed and the limp, lifeless body of my ex-husband growing cold not three yards away -- I still wanted Connor with a fierce intensity I’d never felt for anyone before, and I was sure I’d never feel it for anyone again. 
Once this night was over, Connor would be locked away somewhere unless I helped him escape before the authorities came. 
Either way, I’d probably never see him again. Would never feel his mouth on my skin. 
Would never be able to roll over in the night into his masculine heat and accept him into my body, breathless and huge, his warm, leather and spice musk enveloping me as he took me where I needed to go with each deep, penetrating thrust ... 
Connor nudged me impatiently with his head, breaking my train of thought and making me aware that he’d been trying to get me to move. The light burning in his golden-yellow eyes, and the urgent lust-hunger-need emanating so strongly from him nearly choked me. 
This was my last chance. The last time I’d ever get to be with him, to give myself to him. 
I was determined to do it right, to offer myself without reservation. Give myself permission to let go and hold nothing back. Lose myself in the moment and worry about guilt and consequences later. 
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... lose you self to
r
save yourself ... 
Yes. I wished that this last time could be with Connor as himself, not the mindless, golden-eyed beast man before me. 
And yet, it was fitting, somehow. The beast within him had drawn him to me, and inevitably, me to him. So, I would give myself to the beast and see where he took me. I knew it’d be a wild ride. 
Connor nudged me again, those golden eyes glowing. Need, want, urgency rushed over my body in a breathless wave, and I felt his heat kindle my own as it always had. 
I struggled to my knees. The trailing, black negligee wrapped around my legs until I pulled it off with a sound of impatient disgust. Naked and shivering in the cool air of the lab, I turned my back to Connor and braced myself, offering my body to him. 
Waiting. 
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Chapter Fifty-Three 
Despite the many different things we’d tried in the week before Connor had withdrawn, we hadn’t quite gotten around to this particular position. With the exception of the first morning I’d woken up beside him and he’d loved me so gently from behind, we’d always been face-to-face. 
I’d certainly never been in the position I found myself in now. Kneeling, naked on a hard tile floor, on my hands and knees I presented myself to him with my defenseless sex open, wet, waiting and shivering in the chilly air. 
Strangely, it excited me. 
I sensed him in the darkness, heard him sniffing between my legs, inhaling the scent that drew him as surely as fresh blood draws a shark. Only what Connor hungered for wasn’t flesh or blood. It was me. Simply and elementally put, his body needed mine, needed to posses me, to fill me, to fuck me as I needed to be possessed and filled and fucked by him and only him. 
I shivered and felt myself grow even wetter. 
Connor gently lapped at me and I spread my legs, barely suppressing a moan, tilting my pelvis to meet him in mute invitation ... supplication ... submission ... 
Then I felt him behind me, looming huge in the dark, his bulk all but covering my smaller frame, his body heat burning my bare skin. The image of the Minotaur flashed in my brain. 
Connor was everything I feared, and everything I desired. He was the creature under the bed, the beast from the fairytale, the monster from the myth. He’d come for me, and nothing could save me from his savage urge, the instinctive need to posses and fill me utterly. 
Black excitement filled me as I felt him cover me, felt the heavy, ripe head of his cock nudge against my trembling thighs and the lush, drenched entrance to my sex. I was Marked 
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suddenly hyperaware of my full breasts hanging down, the hardened nipples nearly brushing the cool tile of the floor as I prepared to receive him into my body. I felt his huge hands, splayed out along the shivering sides of my rib cage sliding down to grip my hips, bracketing the crests of my pelvis to hold me in place. 
Then the thick monster that was his cock found my entrance again, bumping and rubbing with sharp, terrible pleasure against my swollen clit. Connor didn’t hesitate once he found his way home. He drove into my body, penetrating my sex with a single-minded purpose that admitted no doubts or regrets. 
I cried out as he filled me. I couldn’t help it. I vaguely remembered thinking the first time we ever made love that it went beyond sex or lovemaking and instead into the primal realm of fucking. But the way Connor took me now pushed even those boundaries. 
Hard and sure and relentless, he drove into me. His thick shaft spread my folds and filled me as he rutted against me, pounding me with his cock and battering the mouth of my womb with each fierce thrust. He was thicker and harder and larger than I’d ever felt him, and his thrusts would’ve pushed me across the slick floor if his hands hadn’t been holding me so firmly in place. 
He couldn’t have been rougher or more brutal, and yet, each ferocious stroke of his shaft inside me brought a piercing, almost agonizing pleasure that left me breathless, wanting more. Stretching me beyond endurance, he leaned down to bite savagely at my neck and shoulders as I arched my back and tilted my pelvis to receive his punishing invasion. 
The world narrowed down to black-and-white shadows: his cock inside me, his flesh sheathed in my body and the wrenching, trembling pleasure it brought as he moved within me. 
Moans and cries were torn from my lips as Connor plowed relentlessly into my sex, filled me in the half-darkness of the bloody, moonlit room. I could feel my pleasure building quickly to a fever pitch, and the orgasm rising inside me felt too big for my body to hold. I felt like it might break me into a thousand jagged shards when it hit me, but I was helpless to stop its approach. 
“Oh, God ... Connor. Connor! Fuck me! Do it!” I heard myself begging, nearly babbling as his cock shoved mercilessly inside me, spreading my sex wide, wet and open and vulnerable for his animalistic onslaught. 
The skin on the palms of my hands and my knees were being slowly and excruciatingly erased by the friction with the unyielding tile floor, a stingingly painful sensation that mixed with the mindless pleasure Connor inflicted on me to create a twisted agony and ecstasy in my confused body and delirious brain. Am I a masochist? But the thought was swept out of my head, lost in the maelstrom of endless thrusting. 
His musky, utterly masculine leather and spice scent enveloped me, and I could hear his grunts of exertion as he mounted me, his sweat dropping in wet rivulets onto my already damp flesh. 
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Suddenly I felt an orgasm rip through me, tearing at me, and it rolled me under the way a huge wave in the ocean will roll you when you get out too far. 
I was drowning. 
I screamed, truly screamed until my throat was raw. The sensation was simply too much, too much pleasure and pain for my body to handle and my mind to process. I thought I might actually black out. The world was a wash of grayness for a moment; even the garish orange moonlight lost its strident color. 
I lost my balance, going from my hands to my elbows as my arms and legs turned to jelly. And still Connor pounded me, plundered my trembling, clenching sex, ruthlessly intent upon achieving his goal, to mate with me and fill me with his seed. 
Shuddering and crying, I hung my head, my thick, sweaty hair getting in my face and obscuring my vision as I braced myself, trying to endure. 
GodohGodohGod ... 
I couldn’t take much more, couldn’t take another orgasm like the last one. I’d never felt anything so intense, so razor sharp and piercing in my life. I felt brittle and jagged inside. I was so close to breaking, and another climax like the last one would shatter me completely. 
Still, I felt my pleasure beginning to build again as Connor thrust, and I moaned helplessly, fingernails scrabbling uselessly at the blank, unyielding tile, trying to hold off the inevitable as he took what he wanted, what he needed from me. 
At last I heard Connor roar, and with a final slick thrust of flesh into flesh, I felt myself come again. The agonizing pleasure pierced me once more as the head of his cock pressed urgently against the mouth of my womb and held rock-solid and steady and pulsed into me, bathing my sex with his flood. 
His own pleasure, a huge thing bursting like a sun going nova inside my mind tore at me, and I collapsed under him, a battered, mindless creature. I lay naked on the hard floor, my cheek mercifully coming to rest on the billow of black satin of my negligee. 
I blacked out. 
When I finally came back to myself, Connor was still hard inside me, but he wasn’t moving. I prayed for a reprieve from the endless rutting and was tearfully relieved to hear his voice talking to me in a deep, confused voice. 
“Jeanie, are you okay? Red? Where are we?” Connor was back, and he didn’t sound happy. 
Not happy at all. 
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Chapter Fifty-Four 
“What’re we doing here?” I struggled not to laugh and cry at the same time; this was no time for hysteria. Now that Connor was back to himself, I had to get him out of here before the situation got out of control. Before it got further out of control. I didn’t want him ending his days in some high-security prison, or worse, an asylum for the criminally insane. 
“Isn’t it obvious?” I croaked, moving feebly beneath him, slipping on the slick tiles beneath me. 
I struggled to think coherently about the situation we were in, and how to get out of it. 
But it was hard, so damn hard. I felt like a limp dishrag. The ache between my legs where Connor still filled me was beginning to let me know that I wouldn’t be able to walk without pain for a week at least, maybe more. I felt battered, used and bruised and utterly spent. 
“Red ...” Connor’s voice sounded as close to panicky as I’d ever heard it. 
I realized the jolts of recognition I’d felt from him made sense now. Connor’s memory had returned. Too bad I was too damn tired to care. 
“I remember ... but ... I don’t remember coming here. And I don’t remember asking if you wanted to ... to do this.” He stirred within me, still hugely erect. 
“That’s because you didn’t ask ...” I said, as I struggled weakly to free myself from his bulk. “I’m kind of pinned down here, Connor. Do you think you could ...” I made a faint motion, which seemed to break his temporary paralysis. 
He pulled out of my body abruptly, so abruptly that I gasped, feeling suddenly empty and abandoned. I collapsed onto my side for a moment, willing my heart to slow down and my breathing to quiet. I laid my cheek on the satin of my discarded negligee and tilted my face, trying to read his expression in the orange, half-light. 
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“Red, you okay?” he asked distractedly. Even in the dimness, I could tell that his eyes were their normal soft green with no hint of the orange-yellow glow that had suffused them earlier. The hour of madness had passed. 
“Fine,” I whispered. “At least, I’m doing better than Douglas over there.” I nodded my head to the lifeless form stretched out stiff in the puddle of bloody moonlight. 
Connor drew in a deep breath at the sight. “Douglas Grayson,” he muttered half to himself, his voice remote and distracted. “Well, HQ won’t be too pleased about this, but they’ll have to clean it up, anyway.” 
Standing smoothly and leaving me to struggle to my knees, Connor went to the wall and began feeling around. 
What the hell is he talking about? I gasped when the overhead fluorescents snapped on with a muted buzz, illuminating the room. If I hadn’t seen so much trauma and gore in my time in the ER, I would’ve lost it, looking at the lurid, too-bright puddle of cooling blood surrounding Douglas and the ragged wounds in his throat. 
His rigid face was that pale, peculiar corpse-white you only see on the bodies of people who’ve bled to death. Chalky-white cheeks were splashed with sticky, crimson drops, and his eyes stared wide and unseeing from behind the blood-flecked wire-rimmed glasses that sat properly on the end of his nose. The pool of blood around him was already congealing, looking absurdly as though someone had spilled about two gallons of Sylvie’s favorite nail polish, Hot Blooded, on the floor. 
“Did I do all this? I’m usually neater.” Connor shook his head slowly, a dark, preoccupied frown clouding his features. He looked down at himself and brushed futilely at the crimson smears now darkening to maroon on his naked chest and flanks. “I mean, it’s not like the asshole didn’t deserve it, but still ...” 
He moved first to Douglas’s corpse, casually rifling through his pockets for the keys to unlock the door, and then to the wall where he grabbed a black, plastic phone off the hook it hung on. 
How nice. A phone. Yet another thing that Janine McKinley-Grayson, brilliant ER 
doctor and werewolf fuck-toy extraordinaire, hadn’t thought to look for. Not that I hadn’t been otherwise occupied. 
I wanted to ask Connor who the hell he was calling, to warn him that he had to get out, to run while there was still time, but I just felt so horribly drained. I lay back on the floor and tried to pull some of the black satin negligee over my shivering, naked shoulders. 
It sounded like Connor was talking in some kind of code to whoever was on the other end. He sounded impatient. “Just send a cleaning crew. It’s a fuckin’ mess over here ... No, there’s no need to bother Paxton this time of night. Go straight to Stenzler. He’ll know what to do ... No, you know I can’t say, and you damn well shouldn’t ask. I told you this isn’t a secure line ... Well, keep it quiet and get here as fast as you can, then.” 
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He slammed the handset back in the cradle muttering, “Idiots ...” Sighing, he searched the room until he found a pile of clothes in the corner where he’d been when I first awoke in the lab. I wondered if Douglas had stripped him for a purpose. To make the scene between us look like a sexual assault turned brutal? Preoccupied, Connor shook out the crumpled jeans and pulled them on before turning to me. 
“Jeanie, I’ve got some people coming over to take care of this, so we’d better ...” He stopped and, for the first time since he’d come out of his animal phase, looked at me, really looked at me. I lay on the floor on my left side, still naked and aching and not caring who was coming because I just wanted to sleep and sleep and sleep. Connor walked over, carefully avoiding the blood, and leaned over me. 
A look of dawning horror and comprehension grew on his face as he took in my injuries, one by one. The emotions pushed at me, grating against my already raw skin like steel wool. There were raw, bloody scrapes on my palms, knees and elbows, and my neck and shoulders throbbed and burned where he’d bitten me in the heat of the moment. I was sure that the ache around my hipbones meant that I would see ten distinct finger-shaped bruises on my pale, vanilla flesh the next day. And then there was the warm, sticky liquid I felt seeping from between my thighs, not all of which was semen. 
“My God, Red! You’re bleeding!” Connor half-groaned. “Did I ... did I do this to you?” 
I tried to shrug noncommittally, but it hurt to move my welted shoulders. I let out an involuntary groan instead. 
“God!” There were tears standing in his eyes, something I’d never seen before. His sudden grief, like all his other emotions, was startlingly intense. 
I took in a lungful, like breathing salt water, and gasped, trying to choke it out. 
Ignoring my reaction, Connor reached down and rubbed his fingertips along the inside of my left thigh and held them up to his face; they were bloody. 
“I can’t believe I did this. And I was so damn busy trying to get this situation under control that I never stopped to see if you were okay. And now ... just hold on, Red. I’m gonna get you to a hospital ...” 
I shook my head as violently as I could, wincing. “No ... not as bad as it looks ...” I told him, weakly. I imagined being rushed to Sisters of Mercy, or worse, Passedena General, and having everyone I worked with thinking I’d just been sexually assaulted. Sylvie and I used to joke that if you sneezed at Sisters on Wednesday, they’d ask how your cold was at Pass General on Thursday. And that wasn’t far from the truth. 
“But darlin’, you could be ... I dunno ... ruptured somewhere. What if you have internal injuries? There’s so much blood ...” The look on his face was anguished and a violent rush of shame, guilt, self-loathing poured out of him, filling my throat and chest with its saline bitterness until I could scarcely breathe as he gently cupped my cheek in his hand and tilted my face to look at me. 
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Before this had happened, I’d wanted him to stop shielding his emotions from me, but now, I wished he’d block the bitter rush that threatened to drown me. I still hadn’t found out how he managed it, although now he was too upset to think about it clearly. It seemed funny to me that he worried about the minimal blood on my thighs when Douglas lay in a pool of the red stuff not six feet away. 
“Connor, stop,” I said, trying to be forceful and failing utterly. “Don’t hate yourself. It’s not like this happened on purpose ...” My voice trailed away and things began to look gray around the edges. I closed my eyes and wished Connor would let me be. 
“Red? Red!” 
I heard the panic in Connor’s voice and groaned as he shook me, none too gently. 
“That’s it. I’ve gotta get you some help,” he muttered urgently. 
Every part of my body protested as he lifted me, and I saw smears of blood and other fluids in the narrow area where I’d been laying for what seemed like half my life. 
Goodbye, tile floor. Hello, nausea. The abrupt change in position and altitude caused my stomach to do flip-flops, and I heaved helplessly, just managed to turn my head in the right direction before I vomited. 
“Sorry ...” I gasped weakly, squeezing my eyes shut against the tears the nausea had brought on. Luckily the only thing that came up was the distant remains of the Lean Cuisine I’d had for lunch. Now I was grateful I’d been too upset to eat a proper supper. 
Although puking was a hideous ordeal, it cleared my head and brought me back to consciousness. If I didn’t say something to change Connor’s mind, he was going to rush me to an all-too-familiar emergency room, naked and bleeding, and demand that they save my life which I knew I was in no danger of losing. 
I didn’t know why I felt so weak. It could’ve been the intense emotions and physical sensations I’d had to endure, the horrible stress and fear that Douglas had put me through, the after-effects of whatever he’d used to drug me or a combination of all three. I did know, however, that the blood on my thighs didn’t mean I was dying. I’d seen enough rape victims to know that I was experiencing the physical results of very rough sex. I opened my eyes briefly to see where we were and to tell Connor to just take me home. 
He carried me down the darkened hallway of Douglas’s lab as though he knew exactly where he was going. I hadn’t been there in over a year, but even when I’d visited Douglas during our brief marriage, I’d constantly gotten lost. The research facility was one of the largest in the country, and it was a regular maze. How does Connor know his way around so well? 
“Connor,” I said firmly, the shadows making his face look alien and starkly beautiful. 
“Connor, listen to me.” 
“Settle down, darlin’. Don’t try to talk.” Deep and urgent, his voice was filled with pain. 
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difficult to think. The emotions were like knives jabbing at my skin. I received them loud and clear since his bare chest was pressed against my naked body. He cradled me close, as though I was so precious I might break, might already have been broken by his rough handling. 
“Connor ...” I squirmed enough to get his attention. 
“Stop it, Red. I hurt you, and I’m gonna get you some help. You’ve got to calm down and relax until we get to the hospital.” His features were stern and knotted with worry and grief. 
I slapped his bare chest weakly with my left hand, feeling angry and desperate. 
“Everyone knows me at the hospitals, damn it. I told you it’s not as bad as it looks.” 
“How can you say that? You’re bleeding. I made you bleed ...” More worry-guilt-shame poured out, coating my skin like blood from a fresh wound, and I sighed. How can I make him understand? 
“Just because I’m bleeding doesn’t mean I’m going to die,” I said, impatiently. “Look, I know what I’m talking about. I’ve seen lots of rape victims. If I were hemorrhaging, there’d be a lot more blood.” 
He looked down at me, pale and stricken. 
I cursed myself for my poor choice of words. 
“Red ...” 
“Look, I didn’t mean --” 
But then another voice interrupted us. 
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Chapter Fifty-Five 
“Connor, what the hell? You didn’t say a civilian was involved!” A lean, tough looking man with a gray crew-cut and severely cut mustache frowned at us from the doorway. He wore army fatigues and a look of grim disapproval. 
I realized that Connor had carried me to the exit of Douglas’s lab as we’d talked. I also realized how very naked I was, and it bothered me, a sure sign of recovery. 
“I didn’t have time. And I didn’t know she was injured at the time,” Connor said roughly, trying to shield me with his arms. 
“Are there any more?” demanded Crew-Cut. He eyed me skeptically as though I was in the habit of running around naked in public places and knew all about it. 
“No, Jenkins, and I don’t have time to talk about it right now,” Connor snarled. 
Crew-Cut took one look at Connor’s dark face and decided to back down. “Where’s the mess?” 
“Down the hall. Take a right, a left and two more rights. You’ll know when you see it,” 
Connor said, grimly. 
“Fine. Debriefing later, Stenzler’s orders, as soon as you get your own mess cleaned up.” 
He looked at me condescendingly. “You’ve got a lot of explaining to do, Connor, showing up here. We thought you were working a case in South Africa under deep cover.” 
“Is that what that bastard Paxton ... never mind. I’ll meet with Stenzler and explain everything later,” Connor growled and maneuvered me gently out the swinging metal door into the cool night air. 
Just being out of that horrible lab made me feel better, and if the dark parking lot hadn’t been swarming with silent, grim-faced men, I would’ve demanded that Connor put me down so I could try to walk. As it was, I hid my face in his chest and tried not to think of so many strangers seeing me in the altogether. 
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Just as I was wondering how in the world we were going to get home, Connor made a noise, and I felt genuine relief coming from him like a soft wind fluttering around my hair. 
“Knew it had to be here somewhere,” he muttered under his breath, and I raised my head to see the familiar, boxy form of my little green Volvo sitting on the darkened tarmac, waiting like a patient dog. 
“How --” I started to ask, but Connor cut me off. 
“They must’ve driven it over here to hide it. Found the keys in Grayson’s pocket along with the key to the lab door. Gonna have to put you down for just a minute to unlock the door, Red. Think you can stand?” 
“Certainly,” I said with as much dignity as I could muster. 
Nodding, Connor set me down gently, keeping one large hand on my arm and shielding me from the view of the other men with his body as he unlocked the side door and helped me in. After shutting my door, he went around to the other side of the car and slid in. 
Starting the car, he whipped it into gear and drove as fast as he could out of the parking lot. 
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Chapter Fifty-Six 
“Who were those men, Connor? And where are you taking me?” I demanded, shivering and feeling more exposed than I could ever remember. I wrapped my arms around my chest and crossed my legs tight, wincing as I did so. Certainly, I was more alert, but everything ached dreadfully. I was paying the price for wanting to have Connor once more. 
“Taking you to the hospital,” Connor said bleakly, ignoring the first question entirely. 
An air of severe determination pulsed from him strongly, solid in my hand. 
I curled my fingers around it and wanted to hit him with it. Stubborn bastard. “Like hell you are,” I said angrily, if weakly. “Damn it, Connor, didn’t you hear a word I said back there? I do not need to go to the hospital, and if you take me there I will never forgive you.” 
I put as much menace in my tone as I could and hoped like hell he’d smell the sincerity of my statement from my body chemistry. 
“It’s either the hospital or the police station, Red,” he said, keeping his eyes on the road and driving like a maniac. 
“What, those are my only two choices? What’s wrong with taking me home?” I asked, getting angrier by the minute. I glared daggers at him, but he refused to meet my gaze and only looked at the road in front of the car. 
“No. Those are the only places that have ...” Connor struggled to force out the next words, “have ...” 
“Have what?” I demanded angrily, impatient with his uncharacteristic hesitancy. 
“Rape kits, all right, Janine? The hospital and the police station are the only places that are set up to handle what happened to you tonight.” In a lower voice, he added, “What I did to you ...” 
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“Connor ...” I said numbly, trying to make my muddled brain think of a way to get through to him, his use of my first name made me grow cold. “You didn’t ... I mean, it’s not like that.” 
“Like hell it’s not. Look at you.” He gestured at my bloody, bruise-covered body. 
I did look pretty bad. It’s hard to look your best after being abducted, drugged and ravaged by a short-term werewolf, even if it’d been mostly consensual, a fact I couldn’t seem to get through Connor’s thick skull. 
“I’m fine,” I told him impatiently. 
“No, Janine, you’re not.” There was that unnerving use of my first name again. 
“Besides, you smell hurt. There was so much blood in the lab it was hard to tell, but out here it’s damn obvious.” He wrinkled his nose briefly. 
The way he spoke of my smell reminded me of how Douglas had conditioned him to be attracted to me. I shut my eyes briefly in pain. Connor must’ve read the wince on my face as physical pain instead of emotional anguish because he continued relentlessly. “I know what I did to you, Red, and I’m willing to pay.” He was mired in a swamp of guilt and self-loathing. 
Hell, he was practically wallowing in it, and he was determined to drown us both. 
“Well, I’m not,” I snapped angrily. “Do you know what kind of crap I’ll have to go through if you do this? Please, please, please, just take me home. I’m a doctor, and I know what I’m talking about. I just need a little time to recover.” 
“But darlin’ ...” Connor looked at me helplessly, and I felt his worry and love surging just beneath the guilt and shame. 
The strange combination of emotions was overwhelming, and I wondered what he’d say if he knew that his love for me was fake, something forced on him by Douglas’s sick conditioning. But I also understood that he was scared for me, almost too scared to take my word that I was all right. His fear was choking, a suffocating hand closing around my throat and cutting off my air supply. 
“I can ask Sylvie to come check me out if it’ll make you feel any better,” I told him, willing myself to breathe normally. “She’s my friend, and I can trust her not to talk. Please, Connor.” I laid a hand on his bare arm, imploring him with my eyes. “Please. I’d rather not let anyone know what happened tonight.” 
I meant that I didn’t want everyone and their brother to know the gruesome story of Douglas’s death, and then have to explain my subsequent nudity, but Connor didn’t seem to take my meaning. 
“Fine, Janine. I can understand that. But if you feel that you want to file charges later, I want you to know that I’ll understand. I won’t deny a thing.” Carefully, he removed my hand from his arm and placed it back in my lap, staring straight ahead at the road the whole time. 
“Connor, that’s not --” 
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“We’re home.” He cut me off. “You are, anyway.” 
I realized that he was right. Unfortunately, half the Pasadena police force had turned up as our welcoming committee. 
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Sylvie, of course, had called them, and she was in the middle of the mob, her usually neat hair a frazzle, and her pointed kitten face a mess of tears and pain. She was talking a mile a minute to one of the policemen. Then I realized he was the pen-gnawing detective who’d spoken to us after the attack at the mission. 
Hunching down into the seat, I gestured to Sylvie. After an incredulous glance through the Volvo’s windshield, she excused herself from the detective and rushed over, spouting joy and relief in hard little bursts like a broken piñata spraying candy when it finally bursts. 
I rolled down my window carefully and winced with pain as I got an armful of Sylvie, who practically launched herself through the window to get to me. She was gabbling rapidly in Spanish and it took her a few minutes to believe I was real and alive and to calm down enough to revert to English. 
“Dios, Janine. I was so scared. When you dropped the phone, and I heard those other voices ... oh, thank the blessed Virgin you’re all right.” Tears of relief filled her eyes, and she could barely talk. 
Wearily, I tried to shield myself from her intense emotions. 
“Where’ve you been? What happened?” she demanded after a moment, obviously making an effort to calm down. 
“I’ll tell you everything,” I promised. “Just get rid of the police and bring me a blanket or some clothes or something.” 
Sylvie looked closer and realized for the first time that I was completely nude. 
“Madre de Dios, what happened to you, Janine?” 
“I told you, I’ll tell you later. Just get rid of them.” I gestured tiredly to the bewildering scene in front of my townhouse. Policemen were milling around and flashing lights strobed, lighting my brown front lawn up like a bedraggled Christmas tree. Quite a few neighbors 250 
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were peeking through their shades to find out what all the fuss was about. No way could I get out of the car naked. 
“Red, you sure you don’t want to make a report right now?” Connor asked me, breaking into the conversation and looking at me intensely. 
“Not now, and not ever,” I said firmly. Conditioned love or not, I still cared for him, and I had to find a way to get through to him. 
“You must be freezing to death,” Sylvie said. She had a light windbreaker on to guard against the chilly fall air. Taking it off, she offered it to me, and I accepted it gratefully. 
Better than nothing. 
Once I was sufficiently covered, she walked back to the detective, who was now on the phone. She pointed over to my car, and I waved sheepishly at the detective as I slunk down in my seat, humiliated by the whole scene. The last thing I needed was for him to come over, gnaw on his pen and interrogate me or Connor. 
After a few moments, she returned. “Okay,” she said. “They’re gonna pack up and leave. That detective said if you’re okay, there’s nothing more for them to do. If you have anything you want to report or any charges to press, call him tomorrow and he’ll fill out the paperwork.” 
The three of us waited in awkward silence while the police dispersed. Finally, I blurted out, “Who are you, Connor?” I feared the worst, remembering Douglas’s wild stories about Connor’s background and wondering if they were really true. 
“Nobody you need to know, Red,” he muttered savagely, getting out of the car. I felt more pain and guilt coming from him, lodging solidly in my throat. He opened my door and knelt in front of me while Sylvie watched, open-mouthed. He already had one arm around my shoulders and the other under my knees before I realized he intended to pick me up and carry me into the house. 
“What are you doing? I can walk,” I said, fiercely angry at his stubborn refusal to tell me anything now that his memory had returned. 
“You wanna put on a show, Red?” Connor asked, his eyes flashing angrily at my adamant refusal. “The police are gone, but the neighbors are gonna see a lot more if you walk than if I carry you.” 
We locked eyes for a moment in a brief contest of wills, and then Connor’s face became anguished as he looked at me. 
“Please, darlin’. I know ...” He choked. “... you probably don’t want me to touch you, but it’s better this way. And it’s the last time you’ll ever have to have my hands on your skin. 
I swear.” Pain-sorrow-regret came from him in a bitter wave, filling my sinuses with sympathetic tears. His hopelessness was like a dead animal under my tongue. 
“Connor ...” I felt grief replace my own anger and struggled to blink back the tears that threatened. Why won’t he listen to me? Not trusting myself to speak, I simply nodded my Marked 
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consent, and Connor lifted me into his arms and carried me up the now empty steps to my home. 
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Chapter Fifty-Eight 
Sylvie rushed upstairs to draw me a hot bath. 
I laid my head against Connor’s chest, wanting everything to be over. I was just so tired and emotionally strung out. 
Connor climbed the stairs easily, reminding me of the first time he’d carried me up the same flight, the first night he’d made love to me. Only two weeks ago? It seemed so distant now. Like ancient history, but sweet all the same, a faded rose pressed between the pages of an old diary. 
But that was before I knew he only wanted me because he’d been trained to want me. I needed to forget all that and live in the past, in those precious, fleeting days when I hadn’t known all the terrible, unwanted facts. 
“Remember the last time you carried me up these stairs?” I couldn’t help asking, leaning my head on his broad chest and letting myself drift a little. 
“Red, don’t. I can’t ... stand it.” Connor’s voice was thick with Distress, and when I looked up at him, his eyes were again full of unshed tears. 
“Connor ...” I wanted to explain how things were, wanted to stop the self-loathing and pain that was tearing him apart and robbing me of breath. But the stairs ended and we were through my bedroom and into the master bathroom where Sylvie waited for us, sitting on the edge of the tub. 
“Got your bath all ready, chica.” Sylvie stepped to one side, and I sighed in approval at the foam-filled tub. My idea of Heaven at that moment. 
“Sylvie should take a look at you and make sure you’re okay before you do anything else.” Connor’s voice was flat but unrelenting. 
“No. Bath first,” I demanded briskly, using my most imperious tone. “There’s nothing wrong that a good long soak won’t fix.” I wanted to wash away most of the blood, especially Marked 
253 
from my inner thighs before Sylvie drew the same wrong conclusion Connor had already drawn. 
“Darlin’ ...” Connor set me gently on the floor where I wobbled unsteadily until Sylvie grabbed my arm. “I’ve only got thirty minutes to make sure you’re all right. I know you probably wanna spend three hours in the tub scrubbing ...” He choked briefly. “... scrubbing yourself clean, but I need to know if you’re okay first. Please.” 
I looked up at Connor’s pleading face and sighed. He was really afraid he’d hurt me, and despite everything, I still cared for him too much to make him suffer in ignorance while I took a much-needed soak. Taking one last, longing look at the deliciously foamy bath, I nodded reluctantly. 
“All right. Let’s go in the bedroom, though. We’re too crowded in here.” 
Connor looked vastly relieved while Sylvie looked completely bewildered. I leaned on her arm, and we all went into the bedroom. 
“What’s this all about?” Sylvie wanted to know when we sat on the bed. Connor stood mutely in the bedroom doorway. 
“It’s about putting Connor’s ridiculous fears to rest so I can get into that wonderfully hot bath and relax. You did make it as hot as possible?” 
“I know you, chica. You could scald a pig in that water.” Sylvie’s joke was automatic, and she stared curiously from Connor to me and back again. 
“Great. I can’t wait,” I said. “Now could you please do a quick exam and convince Connor that I’m not dying? That’s all I ask.” 
“Examine you? Did that hijo de puta, Douglas, hurt you, Janine? He was the one that grabbed you, wasn’t he?” Sylvie’s brown eyes flashed angrily, and her tiny fists clenched. If looks could kill ... 
Too bad Douglas isn’t around so she could tell him off. 
“Yes, Douglas was the one who abducted me, and I promise I’ll tell you about it later. 
Just please give me a quick look over?” I asked, trying to rush her. 
But Sylvie was a good doctor and refused to be rushed. “Take off the jacket and stand up,” she retorted, narrowing her eyes at me. 
Grimly, I did as she requested. 
Sylvie looked me up and down for the first time in the bright light of indoors, and what she saw caused her to suck in her breath and make a small, hurt sound in the back of her throat. Then she stood and made her way around me, stopping briefly to touch the burning bite marks on my shoulders and neck and examined my skinned palms, knees and elbows, and the lurid blue bruises in the shape of two large hands that bracketed the pale flesh of my hip bones. 
“Janine, these bruises ... and there are teeth marks here.” 
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“I know,” I said, clamping my legs tightly together, hoping she wouldn’t notice the blood on my inner thighs. 
But Connor wouldn’t have that. “Make sure she’s not bleeding too badly inside,” he instructed, motioning to my legs briefly. 
Sylvie’s eyebrows shot nearly up to her hairline, and she sucked in a little gasp. But she did as he asked. 
“Madre de Dios, no. I was hoping ... despite everything ...” she muttered under her breath. And then, louder, “Janine, honey, lie down on the bed for just for a minute so I can check you out.” She touched my shoulder coaxingly. 
“No,” I said, stubbornly. “I did not agree to have a full gyno exam, and he knows it.” I jerked my head tightly at Connor, who looked back with a blank face, though anger-sorrow-self-loathing was thick between us and making me want to scream. “Just tell Connor as a doctor that if I had internal injuries there would be much more blood than there is. Please, Sylvie. You know I’m right, and he won’t listen to me.” 
“Let me look, and I’ll make up my own mind.” Sylvie’s normally squeaky voice had dropped almost half an octave to assert her authority. 
Seeing the stubborn look on her face, I knew I’d get nowhere with her until I complied. Sighing, I lay down on the bed with my calves hanging over the sides. 
Though I tried to shield it out, I could feel Sylvie’s horror and sorrow at what she saw when she gently parted my thighs. The emotions plucked at my nerves and colored the air around us a grief-stricken blue-gray. Looking up with tears in her eyes, she gently closed my legs. 
“Tell him,” I instructed her, looking fiercely into my best friend’s eyes and willing her to do as I asked. “Tell Connor I’m fine.” 
Sylvie shook her head, trying to keep her face blank, but the tears kept brimming up in her brown eyes and running slowly down her cheeks. 
“Dios, Janine. I can’t tell him anything right now. I need the proper equipment to finish this exam. We should’ve taken you to the hospital, chica.” 
I knew what she was saying, though she was trying to be tactful. 
“You don’t need a rape kit, Sylvie,” I said impatiently, sitting up on the bed and wrapping my arms around myself gingerly, wincing when I moved a little too quickly. “Just tell Connor that I’ll be okay, and I’ll get in the bath.” 
Sylvie shook her head, her wet cheeks glistening in the lamp light of my bedroom. 
“You’re in shock right now, Janine. You don’t know what you’re saying. The teeth marks, the abrasions, the ... blood. Who did this to you, Honey? Douglas?” 
“I did it,” Connor said roughly from his post at the doorway. 
Sylvie turned to him with a look of shocked horror. 
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Connor looked utterly wretched but held his ground. His self-loathing was so thick I could’ve sliced it with a knife, like a piece of bitter, poisoned cake. 
“You did this?” my best friend demanded, motioning to me. 
Slowly, Connor nodded. 
“Sylvie, it’s not what you think. Or what Connor thinks, either ...” But my words fell on deaf ears. 
Sylvie crossed the room in three long strides and slapped Connor across the face as hard as she could, a flat cracking sound. I saw the motion and knew he could’ve avoided it if he’d wanted. His reflexes were fast enough. Instead, he’d stood absolutely still and allowed it to happen, maybe even leaned into the blow a little. 
A fierce red palm print appeared on the tan skin of his cheek above his whiskers before rapidly fading to nothing. 
“You son of a bitch!” Sylvie panted hard. “How dare you do this to her and then brag about it like that?” 
“I’m not bragging. I’m just as sick about it as you are,” Connor said, his voice low and choked. His deep green eyes locked with Sylvie’s fiery brown ones for a long moment. 
“Oh, you’re sick all right,” Sylvie spat. She turned back to me, putting her small body between Connor and myself. 
“It wasn’t Connor’s fault. He thinks he raped me but he didn’t. He didn’t!” I reached up to grab her arm and get her attention, but she shrugged me off angrily, still glaring daggers at Connor. 
“No, Janine. Don’t try to protect him. You!” She stabbed an accusing finger at Connor. 
“Get the hell out of here. I never want to see your face again until I testify against you in court.” She was a bubbling cauldron of anger-horror-disgust that bit hard, sinking in teeth like an angry dog. 
“I’m going.” Connor held his hands up in front of his chest. “But please,” his voice sank to a whisper, “please tell me first that she’s gonna be okay.” There was a pleading in his tone that even Sylvie couldn’t ignore. 
“Tell him, Sylvie,” I begged as well. “Tell him I’m fine because nothing happened.” 
Sylvie reached down to stroke my cheek gently. “Janine, you’re upset right now. You don’t know what you’re saying.” Then she turned to glare at Connor. “Physically, she doesn’t appear to be in any immediate danger. Mentally and emotionally I don’t know. What happened tonight ... what you did to her is very traumatic. Only time will tell.” 
“Thank you.” Connor’s face was still stricken as he turned to leave the room. 
“Connor, wait, you didn’t --” I began. I was still exasperated by the continued misunderstanding but was beginning to be worried as well. If he walked out of my room tonight, would I ever see him again? And, despite everything I’d seen and everything Douglas had told me, I didn’t want to watch him walk out of my life forever. 
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He turned back, something like hope in his eyes and started towards me, but Sylvie was having none of it. 
“Stay away from her! You’ve done enough damage,” she hissed. 
Connor’s face fell and his stopped in mid-motion. He looked at me and shook his head. 
My heart dropped. 
“Connor, Sylvie, why won’t you listen to me? I’m telling you this is all just a big misunderstanding.” I felt frustration like I had never known. Here were the two people who loved me most in the world and they were letting their love blind them. There didn’t seem to be any way to make them listen or understand. “Connor,” I said again, appealingly. 
“I’m sorry, darlin’ but your friend’s right.” Connor sighed heavily. 
Sylvie still stood protectively between us. “I just wish there was a way to hurt you the way you hurt Janine. I wish there was a way to make you pay.” Her words were filled with an anger so strong it brought tears to my eyes. 
“It hurts already,” Connor said quietly. “And I’ll be paying for what I did tonight for the rest of my life. I promise you that, if it’s any consolation.” 
“It’s not.” She tilted her chin defiantly. “The only consolation would be seeing you in hell.” Her hate for him was white-hot and excruciating, like holding my hand in a fire and watching it blacken and crisp. It took my breath away momentarily, keeping me from stopping him, from trying to explain again. 
“Likely that’s where I’m headed,” he said shortly. 
“Connor,” I said again, finally finding my voice. “Connor, don’t --” 
“I’ve gotta go, Red. I’m sorry. More sorry than I can say.” With a last, wretched look in my direction, Connor turned and walked out of the room. 
I heard heavy footsteps on the stairs and then the sound of the front door slamming closed. “Connor ...” I whispered. His misery and self-loathing still hung in the air, filling my eyes with tears as they faded rapidly now that he was gone. 
“Janine, honey, don’t upset yourself. He’s gone, and I swear you’ll never have to see him again.” Sylvie soothed, sitting on the bed beside me to put one arm around my shoulders. 
“That’s exactly what I’m afraid of,” I whispered. Suddenly the whole night came crashing down on my head ... 
Being abducted and drugged, Douglas’s horrible, gloating revelations, his subsequent grizzly death at the hands of the man I loved, Connor’s transformation and the rough, emotionally and physically exhausting sex and finally, his stubborn refusal to believe he hadn’t raped me ... it all fell at once. 
And now I’d lost him, this time forever, and I was too weak to get up and go after him and make him understand. It was too much to handle. I turned my head into Sylvie’s shoulder and wept. 
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“It’s okay,” she said over-and-over soothingly. “He’s gone, Janine. He’s gone.” 
In my heart, I knew she was right. 
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Chapter Fifty-Nine 
“I’m sorry, Janine, but there’s no way you can make me believe all this,” Sylvie waved a hand to indicate the bite marks, bruises and abrasions covering my body, “was consensual.” 
Connor had marked me thoroughly and not only with his scent. I sighed and sank deeper into the now tepid bath so that only my head stuck out of the bathwater, though it stung the bites on my neck and shoulders. It’d been a struggle after my brief storm of tears to convince her I should be allowed to take a bath instead of going down to either Sisters or Pass General to be treated. Only the fact that Sylvie was considerably smaller than me, and thus, incapable of physically dragging me to the car, had saved me. 
Now she glowered at me from her seat on the toilet lid as I soaked in the tub and tried to convince her that she had the wrong idea about how I had acquired my injuries. 
“Well, it was consensual,” I told her stubbornly. 
“I don’t believe it,” Sylvie retorted. “And I can’t understand why you’re protecting him.” 
I groaned and sank even lower in the tub so that I was up to my chin in the remaining bubbles. 
“If I can’t make you believe it, then how am I ever going to convince Connor?” I muttered. “If I ever see him again ...” The thought brought tears to my eyes again, and I had to blink rapidly to keep them back. 
“What’re you talking about, Janine? He knows what he’s done, that son-of-a-bitch. At least Douglas never laid a hand on you.” 
“You’re wrong, Sylvie. He did considerably more than that tonight,” I said quietly. 
“What are you telling me, chica? Was it Douglas that put those marks all over you?” 
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“No,” I admitted reluctantly. “Connor did everything but this cut on my thigh.” I raised my right thigh above the level of the tub and pointed to the small puncture wound. 
Sylvie craned her neck to see it. 
“Douglas did that with a hunting knife right before ... Connor killed him.” 
“Connor killed him?” Sylvie’s eyes were wide and shocked, and I nodded my head slowly. 
“Yeah. Douglas was going to do a lot more than this.” I rubbed the wound reflectively and pulled my cold leg back under the water. “But Connor stopped him, and well ... he sort of lost control.” 
I didn’t really want to explain to Sylvie about Connor’s status as a part-time werewolf. I was afraid she’d think I was completely crazy and insist on taking me to the hospital, even if she had to call an ambulance to get me there. 
And how could I explain, even to my best friend, that, despite Connor’s obviously altered mental status while the moon was at its apex, I still wanted him? Doesn’t that make me sort of ... sick? It was one thing to talk about normal everyday sex with Sylvie, but quite another to admit to having such abnormal urges. 
“So let me get this straight.” Sylvie enumerated on her fingers as she talked, piecing together the bits and pieces I’d dropped as we argued. “Douglas abducted you ...” 
“Abducted and drugged. Connor and I both,” I clarified. 
Sylvie frowned and shook her head but plowed on determinedly. “Okay, so he abducted and drugged both of you, dragged you to his lab on Red Bluff ...” 
“Tied me to a chair,” I offered helpfully. 
Sylvie shook her head again. “Tied you to a chair and cut you with a knife. My God, Janine, that’s horrible! Where was Connor when this was going on?” Sylvie’s expressive eyes were wide. 
“Unconscious in the corner.” I tilted my head back so the water could thoroughly wet my long, tangled hair. 
“But he woke up just as Douglas began to cut you. And then he ...” Her voice faltered for a moment, but she continued, “he killed Douglas.” 
“Yes,” I said succinctly, shutting my eyes briefly and trying not to see it all over again. 
“So far, it sounds like Connor’s the good guy.” 
“He is the good guy, Sylvie,” I said wearily, leaning my head back against the porcelain of the tub. It reminded me of the cool tile floor of the lab, and I sat up abruptly, sloshing water over the side. 
“So he killed Douglas, and then you two decided to have rough -- but consensual -- sex at the lab instead of getting the hell out of there and filing a police report the way normal, sane people would do.” 
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I winced. That “normal” remark hurt. 
Sylvie crossed her arms and tapped her perfectly manicured fingernails against her biceps, staring at me, waiting for an answer. 
“In a nutshell, yes.” 
“Bullshit. Total mierda. Why did Connor act so guilty?” 
“It was ... sort of a heat-of-the-moment kind of thing, and Connor got ... well, he got a little carried away. Then he was afraid that he’d hurt me and wanted to take me to the hospital, but I convinced him to let you take a look instead. He was ... Damn it, Sylvie! He was a little out of his head at the time, and I think some of the details are a little vague for him now.” That’s an understatement! I sighed with exasperation. “So now he thinks he raped me.” 
“If he was out of his head, then how could he know you wanted to have sex? From my point of view that is rape, pure and simple.” 
“Sylvie, I’m telling you I wanted it!” I yelled, no longer caring if the admission made me sound sick or not. “I admit it was a little more than I bargained for, and I’m a little achy right now. I’ll probably be sore as hell for a while, but I’m not sorry it happened except that it gave both you and Connor the wrong idea. I’m not saying I’d do it that way again, but I wouldn’t take it back.” 
“Janine, just listen to yourself! Look at the marks all over your body. How can you say that?” Sylvie looked shocked, and I felt a lot of righteous indignation coming from her, needling the back of my skull annoyingly and pissing me off. 
She was my best friend, and she was concerned for me, but still ... who was she to judge me? It was an unfair emotion, but it’d been a long night so I went with it anyway. 
“What happened tonight between us had to do with everything Connor is, and I love him!” I shouted, my voice echoing hoarsely in the small bathroom. “I love him because of it, not despite of it,” I added stubbornly. 
I vividly remembered my speculations on the nature of the beast chained inside Connor’s psyche, that it had been the source of our attraction from the very beginning. I loved Connor, and I loved that part of him as well. I only hoped that his attraction and love for me wasn’t based solely on my scent as Douglas had claimed. 
Sylvie recoiled slightly, looking hurt and reproachful. 
“I’m just trying to help you, Janine. I’m sorry if I pushed too far. I know you’ve had a horrible night.” 
I felt hurt, sorrow and pain coming from her through my weakened shields, a chilly mist against my face and shoulders. She was also upset with herself, I realized. Probably for provoking me on what had clearly been the worst night of my life. 
I sighed and leaned back against the tub again, heedless of any tactile associations it might give me. I thought of Sylvie standing between me and Connor so protectively. He Marked 
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could have snapped her in half if he’d wanted to, but Sylvie had held her ground. I made a decision then and there. She was a true friend, and no matter how hideously embarrassing the truth was, no matter how crazy it sounded, she deserved to know it all. 
But not tonight. I was too damn tired and wrung out. 
“I’m sorry too, Sylvie. It’s just that, well, it has been a pretty stressful night.” Another gross understatement. “And I learned some pretty disturbing things about Douglas, and about Connor, but mostly, about myself. 
“What are you talking about, chica?” 
“I’ll tell you all of it. Really all if it from start to finish. But not tonight, okay? Are you off tomorrow?” 
“No, but I’ll switch shifts. If nothing else, George can drag his butt down to the ER and fill in for me. I know he did some rotations there before he took that fellowship in Surgery.” 
“Great. Then I’ll tell you everything in detail, but not tonight. I’m whipped and I’ve got to get some sleep.” 
Sylvie’s face softened, and I felt understanding and love coming from her. It was a different emotion from what Connor had felt for me, but no less strong and comforting. 
Connor’s love had wrapped around me and held me tight. Sylvie’s was like a soothing sip of the rosehip and lavender herbal tea my great-gram had brewed when I was little. 
There was also a layer of impatient curiosity tickling the back of my mind. She wouldn’t be Sylvie without it, but she was clearly holding herself back in deference to my exhausted state. 
“Want me to stay in the guest room tonight?” she asked. 
“If you want. I don’t know what kind of state it’s in. Connor slept there last night.” 
“Really?” Again that impatient but restrained curiosity. Sylvie was practically biting her lip not to ask me to explain. 
“It’s a long story, and I’ll tell you tomorrow,” I told her wearily. “Now, would you mind handing me that towel?” 
The water had taken care of some of the soreness, but I knew I’d be even achier the next day, the way people often are after an auto accident or some other traumatic experience. 
Sylvie had to help me out of the tub, but I managed to towel myself off and stagger into my bedroom, a major achievement. 
I collapsed on the bed, shed the towel and wiggled weakly under the covers, not bothering with any sleepwear. Sylvie wanted to put some Neosporin on my various cuts and abrasions, but I didn’t want it all over my sheets. She made such a fuss, however, that I finally compromised and gave in on the abrasions. 
Sylvie wanted to do the bite marks as well, and I could sympathize with her. I knew how dangerous a bite from a human mouth could be. But Connor had healed me before by 262 
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licking me, and I reasoned that the marks he’d made with his mouth would probably heal more quickly and cleanly if left alone. 
“You sure there’s nothing else I can do, chica?” Sylvie asked gently, after tending me thoroughly and making sure I was comfortable. 
“No. Thanks for everything.” I wanted to tell her what was in my heart, to thank her for her loyalty and bravery and kindness and understanding, but I was so tired that it just wouldn’t come out of my mouth. Instead I mumbled, “You’re a good friend.” 
“So are you, chica. Too good to lose.” There were tears in her eyes, and I felt her complex mixture of emotions: Sorrow for my pain. Deep and abiding friendship. Worry for my physical and emotional health and profound relief that I was home safe in bed where she could keep an eye on me. I let it all roll over me in a soothing wave of gray mist and herbal tea. 
“’Night,” I muttered, almost asleep. 
But Sylvie’s next words brought me back from the brink of slumber. 
“Goodnight, Janine. If you need me, I’ll be just down the hall. I won’t let anything happen to you.” Her words echoed the ones Connor had spoken on his first night in my house, and I felt a swell of protectiveness from my best friend that wrapped around me like a warm quilt, reminding me of him as well. 
God, my bed felt so big and empty without his warmth beside me. To think I’d probably never see him again. 
When she was gone, I cried quietly in the darkness of my lonely room. 
I had an idea that I might dream of my great-grandmother that night, but it was only Connor that I saw again and again. Countless times I reached for him, only to find him gone, his side of the bed empty and cold. 
Even in my sleep, I felt deserted and lost. 
And utterly alone. 
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Chapter Sixty 
When I woke up, everything was fine for one brief moment. Then I rolled over and reached for Connor. He wasn’t there. 
I didn’t smell bacon or scrambled eggs or French toast or any of the other delicious morning meals he was so fond of fixing. Connor’s side of the bed was stone cold, but his pillow still smelled like him, leather and musk and some exotic spice I couldn’t name. But the smell was fading. 
I ached all over and my shoulders, palms and knees stung when I brushed them against the rumpled cotton sheets. I was so sore. 
“Janine?” Sylvie’s soft, tentative voice came from behind my bedroom door, and I had to suddenly fight back tears before answering her. 
“I’m up, Sylvie.” 
“I got somebody to cover my shift. It’s nearly eleven, and I heard you rustling around. 
Want some breakfast?” 
“Just coffee. Thanks.” Even to myself, my voice sounded choked and flat, but I hoped Sylvie didn’t notice. It was going to take a lot of stamina and determination to get through a complete recounting of the events of the night before, and if I started crying, I knew I’d never make it. I felt brittle and old, in grave danger of losing it emotionally if Sylvie expressed even a little sympathy. 
“Okay, coffee it is. I’ll go make us some. Come on down when you’re ready, chica.” 
“I’ll be there in a minute.” 
But it took considerably longer than that to lever myself out of bed and pull on some clothes. I thought about just wearing a robe, but the extra effort of getting fully dressed seemed worth it. I’d spent too much time nearly or completely naked lately, and it felt good to be covered, even if it was only a pair of baggy sweatpants and a loose T-shirt. 
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I hobbled downstairs feeling like a decrepit old woman and found Sylvie waiting anxiously for me at the kitchen table with a pot of steaming coffee and a plate of cherry Pop Tarts. 
“I thought you might be hungry after all,” she said timidly, gesturing to the plate. 
I was feeling more rested after my long sleep, so my emotional shields were stronger. 
But not strong enough to shield out Sylvie’s continued concern for me or her urgent curiosity. 
“Thanks, Sylvie.” I sighed and reached for one of the brittle pastries. Connor had never served me anything so mundane or prepackaged, so I thought I might be able to choke one down. If nothing else, it’d give my body energy to heal itself from the rough night I’d had. 
The pastry was slightly stale. The package was left over from Sylvie’s last overnight stay a few months before, but I nibbled it anyway. Anything would have tasted like cardboard just then, so what did it matter? 
Sylvie was looking at me so eagerly that I had to laugh despite myself. “Down, girl. This is going to take a while, so you might as well get comfortable. I think I’m going to have to start at the beginning.” 
“What do you mean, the beginning?” she asked, frowning a little. 
I sighed again. “You’re a good friend, Sylvie, the best, and you deserve to know the truth. So here it is. I’m going to tell you everything, and I’m warning you right now that it’s going to sound utterly crazy. So brace yourself, okay?” 
“I’m all ears.” Sylvie’s face was calm and ready to listen. 
I knew Sylvie would hear what I had to say and give it fair consideration before calling the local sanitarium. It was comforting to have a friend that would reserve judgment on my sanity until after I finished my crazy tale of abduction and werewolf sex. But to do it right, I needed to go back further than last night, or even the night I’d met Connor. 
“I think, first of all, that I should tell you a little about my great-grandmother, whom I loved dearly. She died at the age of one-hundred-and-three when I was only twelve. But before she died, she taught me a lot about my heritage, about whom and what I am. The first time she noticed I was different, I was only about seven or eight, and she found me out in her backyard crying because her dog had a thorn in his paw that was hurting him ...” 
It took about three hours and numerous pots of coffee to get it all out. To Sylvie’s credit, she mostly shut up and let me talk. She didn’t ask me for a demonstration of my empathic abilities, quietly accepting what I told her about my gift without objections. 
“I told you that my abuela had something like that, Janine. She always knew when I was upset and how to make me feel better. The way she was with me, well, I think that’s one reason I wanted to become a doctor,” she said. 
“I think all good doctors and nurses have at least a low level of empathy,” I said, thoughtfully, “although they may not be aware of it. For me, it’s a little different. Other Marked 
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people’s emotions are so apparent to me, so ‘loud,’ that I expend a lot of effort and energy shielding them out most of the time. It’s easy to get overwhelmed. 
“See, that was the thing with Connor that first let me know he was different. I couldn’t block out his emotions. No matter how hard I shielded, I always knew what he was feeling.” 
“Whew! That must have been exhausting! Connor’s a very ... intense guy.” Sylvie was trying to reserve judgment about Connor for my sake, but I could tell she still had some very strong misgivings about him despite what I’d told her. 
“You’re wrong about him, you know,” I said quietly. “He didn’t hurt me on purpose. 
He hated himself when he thought he had.” 
“He did? I mean, he seemed upset last night. It was hard to tell, I guess, because I was so upset, too.” 
“I know,” I told her. “You were so worried about me, and I looked like I’d been beaten within an inch of my life ...” I winced. “And raped as well. You made the logical assumption, but in this case, it’s not the right one, no matter how logical it seemed.” 
“Explain it, then.” Sylvie was eager to know what had happened to me the night before, and I couldn’t blame her. But I was getting ahead of myself. 
“First I have to tell you what Douglas said ...” 
That was hard, but to Sylvie’s credit, she took everything in stride. 
“I’m not surprised Douglas was the one who hired those guys,” she said flatly. “But, are you telling me he turned Connor into some kind of a ... werewolf?” 
“I know it sounds absolutely insane, and I wouldn’t have believed it either if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes,” I told her earnestly, willing her to believe me. “I mean, he didn’t get all furry or grow a muzzle or a big bushy tail or anything like that, but his eyes ... the irises changed color. They definitely did. And when he looked at me ...” I shivered, remembering the night before when I’d stared into Connor’s eyes and seen the beast staring back. 
“Yes?” Sylvie prompted, and I realized I’d been staring into space, remembering. 
“When he looked at me there was nothing human in his eyes,” I told her distantly. “It wasn’t Connor staring back at me, it was something else.” 
I tried to describe Connor’s transformation and his altered mental status without sounding too crazy, and Sylvie nodded sympathetically. Beneath the calm exterior of her face, I could feel her shock like an ice cube on the back of my neck. But no disbelief. 
“And he killed Douglas while he was in this ... this beast state?” she asked. 
I nodded. “He didn’t remember a thing after he woke up. I mean, about killing Douglas.” 
“So Connor killed Douglas, and then ...?” 
“Then, well ... we had sex,” I admitted. 
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That was the part I’d really been dreading telling her because it made me sound so sick. 
“It sounds weird and kinky and pretty sick, but I wanted him, Sylvie. I was thinking I’d probably never see him again.” My voice choked with tears, but I tried to hold them back. 
“Try to understand. I love him, even if he doesn’t really love me. And now he’s gone.” 
“Aw, honey ...” Sylvie slipped her arm around me and leaned her head against mine while I fought with the tears. “I’m so sorry. And I only made matters worse last night by slapping him and calling him names ...” 
“Don’t feel bad, Sylvie. You were acting out of fear for me. I would’ve thought the same thing if you and George had shown up and you were in the same state I was in last night.” I winced again and straightened up. “... the state I’m still in. But you do believe me.” 
It was a statement, not a question, because I could feel her solid belief, warm and strong. 
“Yes, chica. I believe. Actually, it all makes sense, doesn’t it? Connor’s hyper-acute senses, his incredible strength and reflexes, his amazing healing abilities ... and finding out that Douglas was the one who did it to him. Remember the way he told me that Douglas stank, the look on Connor’s face. That really bad odor was familiar, you know?” She looked thoughtful. 
“I think it was Douglas’s smell and being back in the lab that brought back his memory. 
You know,” I said, changing the subject. “Douglas said Timkins helped him get rid of the ringleader of the gang he hired to kidnap and kill me.” 
Sylvie’s eyes lit up. “You know, Timkins was the one who called the code. It was weird the way that guy died. He was getting better, and all of a sudden, boom! Dead. He had an armed guard outside his door, but of course, they would’ve let a doctor in. I bet Timkins injected some air into his line, something that wouldn’t show up on a chemical analysis.” 
“Fifty ccs of air would do it,” I said. “Embolism that big would kill anybody.” 
“Yeah.” Sylvie looked disturbed. “I know Timkins is an asshole, but it’s still hard to believe ... look, if you don’t mind, I think the sooner we do something about this the better, you know?” 
“Yeah,” I agreed reluctantly. “You’re right. But I’m still kind of sore.” 
“No, I didn’t mean you had to come. You need to rest. But is it okay if I go down to Sisters and see what I can dig up? I mean, will you be all right if I leave for a while?” 
“No problem. Don’t worry about me.” Actually, I was all talked out, and I wanted nothing more than to just crawl back into bed and sleep away the pain and soreness. My mental anguish was another matter altogether. Losing Connor would take much more than a nap to get over. 
“Okay, chica. I’m on my cell if you need anything.” 
“Be careful, Sylvie. Really. If Timkins would kill that guy, he’d do anything.” 
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Sylvie grimaced and nodded in agreement. “I’m friends with Jackie, head of security. 
He said I reminded him of his daughter. I won’t talk to anyone else until I’ve got hard evidence, okay?” 
“Okay. See you later ... oh, and Sylvie? Thanks for listening and not calling the psych ward. And for not being disgusted when I told you about, well, you know ... what really happened last night.” 
She grinned at me. “What are friends for if not to believe crazy stories? And whatever you and Connor choose to do is none of my business. Feel free to remind me I said that when he comes back. Because he will come back, Janine. He’d be an idiot to stay away. He loves you, you know.” 
“He also thinks he raped me ...” 
“Save it, chica. He’s coming back, and you’ll work this all out.” Sylvie’s voice was firm, and her words gave me hope despite myself. 
But almost four months later, that hope was nearly gone. 
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Chapter Sixty-One 
At first, I was certain every telephone call, every knock on the door, every page, was Connor coming back to tell me he wanted to try and work things out, that he still loved me. 
After a while, when the calls, knocks and pages kept turning out to be Sylvie or the hospital or the FedEx man, I stopped running for the phone and the door. 
Even if Connor had come through the door and declared his undying love for me, I would’ve had to tell him that his feelings were just a conditioned response. And that would’ve been the end. 
Thanksgiving and Christmas came and went and sometimes I wondered if that one crazy month when Connor had come into my life had all been a dream. But his pillowcase still smelled slightly like him, and I couldn’t bear to wash it. Sometimes I still forgot and reached for him in the lonely darkness of the night, longing to curl my body into his warmth, but finding his side of the bed empty and cold. 
Even Sylvie lost hope. She begged me to try dating again, setting me up on a few blind dates with some of George’s friends. I went, but my heart wasn’t in it. 
“I’m going to stop setting you up,” Sylvie warned me over the phone after one particularly disastrous blind date. “George’s friend called and told him that he’s had livelier conversations with the morgue corpses. 
“Maybe that’s because he’s a pathologist,” I snapped, feeling irritated. How dare that guy complain I was boring? “Considering his favorite topics of conversation were his dog, his rare coin collection and his latest, most fascinating autopsy, I don’t think I did too badly,” I told her. 
“Did he really talk about his autopsies?” 
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“Described in loving detail while, I might add, we were eating rare roast beef. The guy was a jerk, Sylvie, just like the other two you set me up with. Maybe you should tell George to be more selective in the friend category.” I sounded bitter, even to myself. 
She sighed deeply. “I’m sorry. It’s just that I’m worried about you. You need to get on with your life, give someone else a chance.” 
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply that George had bad taste in friends, although that last one really was kind of a weirdo. I’m just not ready, yet. Give me a little more time, all right?” 
“All right. I’m sorry if I’m rushing you. It’s just that I’m --” 
“Worried about me, I know. And I appreciate it, Sylvie. I do. But right now, I need time to recuperate emotionally.” I didn’t add that I didn’t want to get over Connor, but Sylvie could probably figure that out for herself. 
“I understand,” she said quietly. “I just ... well, maybe I’ll talk to you later, chica.” 
“Okay.” 
“Oh, wait. I almost forgot. George and I are going dancing again this Friday. You interested? Of course ... we’d go to a different club.” 
“Nah. I don’t like playing the third wheel. Thanks anyway. Look, I’ve gotta get some sleep. I’m beat.” 
We said goodbye, and hung up. 
It really wasn’t that late, only around ten o’clock, but I was tired. I wanted to strip off my nice neat skirt and sweater, take a warm bubble bath and sip a glass of white wine. 
I was just hauling myself up off the couch to start the water when the doorbell rang. 
Who could that be at this time of night? I hoped it wasn’t the pathologist again. Maybe he was camped out in front of my door, reporting to George on his cell phone, and George was telling him to get in there and give it the old college try? Surely not. 
Sighing, I went to the door and put my hand on the bolt. 
“Who is it?” I asked, cautiously. 
“Janine? It’s, uh ... it’s me,” a deep, familiar voice replied. 
“Connor?!” I had the door unbolted and open in two seconds flat. “Is it ... oh, God, I can’t believe it’s really you!” 
“Hi, Janine.” He stood there on the tiny front porch looking uncomfortable. He was wearing faded jeans, a black T-shirt and a dark brown blazer. His wild hair was as tame as I’d ever seen it, and his moss green eyes were troubled. I felt uncertainty-worry-regret coming from him clearly, twisting my stomach in knots. Underneath was another layer of emotion not so easily defined. 
I felt my lips and tongue grow numb from its unfamiliar flavor. “I ... I never thought ...” 
My emotions were a confused jumble that I couldn’t express. 
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Connor shifted uneasily from foot to foot, and I realized he thought I wouldn’t trust him enough to let him in. 
“I’m really sorry,” he said. “I know I shouldn’t have come so late. It’s just that I’m catching a plane out in the morning, and I thought I owed you an explanation before I left. 
Besides,” he added in a lower voice, “I really wanted to see you again, one last time.” 
The way he said “one last time” gave me a sharp little pain right under my ribs. 
“Would you like to come in?” I asked, feeling stilted and awkward. Why was I acting like one of the damn Stepford wives when all I really wanted to do was grab him and never let him go? Maybe because I haven’t seen him in four months. 
If he’d come back after a week, or even a month, I would’ve jumped him with no hesitation. But Connor had been gone nearly four months, and we’d parted on such bad terms that his misery and self-loathing still hung in the air, and a wall had grown up between us, a wall I couldn’t bring myself to breach. Besides, even if Connor does still care for me, he doesn’t really love me. At least, not for the reasons he thought he did. 
“Come on. It’s okay. Come in,” I urged him, stepping to one side and gesturing expansively to the living room. 
He was feeling positively miserable, and it shimmered like a dull gray mist between us. 
“I wouldn’t ... I mean, I’m not dangerous right now, Janine,” he blurted, looking at me earnestly. He twisted a small, paper bag in his hands, and something inside the paper crackled softly. 
“I know you’re not, Connor,” I answered as softly as I could. “I’m not afraid of you.” 
His uncertainty had the strange effect of calming my own, and I took him by one large, muscular arm and ushered him into the living room almost by force, although I knew I couldn’t have dragged him anywhere if he hadn’t let me. 
Still reluctant, Connor sat on the couch beside me. Then we just stared stupidly at each other for a moment. 
“Would, uh ... would you like anything to drink?” I asked at last, just to say something. 
“Water’s fine,” he answered, stiffly. 
I got up and returned with his drink. 
“You didn’t do it, you know.” It burst out before I knew what I was going to say. “I mean ... what you thought you did to me. You didn’t ...” 
Connor’s expression hardened a little, and I could feel the waves of remorse-anguish-disbelief coming from him loud and clear, filling my lungs with bitter salt water and spiking painfully in the pit of my stomach. 
“Thanks. I went through Grayson’s notes on what he did to me, and I saw the video he took of me during one of my ... spells. I know what I’m like when ... when it happens. You don’t have to protect me or pretend it didn’t happen, Janine.” 
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“Why do you keep calling me that?” I demanded, suddenly furious with him. Furious with his stubborn disbelief and his maddening civility. How dare he be so formal after everything we’d shared and been through together? 
“What, your first name?” he asked, smiling bitterly. “You’re right. I’m sorry. You’re Dr. 
McKinley from now on. I swear.” 
“No, damn it.” Is he being deliberately obtuse? He’d said that he’d read Douglas’s notes, so he must know that any feelings he’d ever had for me were purely artificial. Maybe he was trying to put some space between us to tell me that he understood ... 
So then, why did I feel waves of longing and tenderness flowing underneath the bitter disappointment, remorse and pain he was projecting so strongly? His emotions nearly overwhelmed me, caressing me with pleasure and drowning me in pain. What did he really want? What was going on inside his head? 
I looked at him intently, trying to read him when suddenly, everything I’d felt so clearly became muted, and then disappeared entirely. I jumped, shocked. It was like suddenly going deaf for no apparent reason. 
I remembered how Connor could shield his emotions from me and had never figured out if he was doing it on purpose or how he did it. I glared at him, but he stared back impassively. We’d been sitting, looking at each other for over a minute. I wanted to know how he felt, but he was sealed up tighter than a drum. Without touching his skin I couldn’t get in, but then he’d know I was trying to read him. 
“You said you owed me an explanation,” I said finally, hating the cold tone I heard in my voice but helpless to stop it. “I assume you mean an explanation of where you’ve been and what you’ve been doing for the last four months. Or maybe you could start by telling me who you really are. That’d be nice.” I crossed my legs and leaned back on my end of the couch, my arms folded, ready to listen. 
Connor looked stricken. “I’m sorry Jani ... I mean, I’m sorry. I’ve been so busy the last few months, and I just, well, I figured you wouldn’t want to have anything to do with me after ... well, anyway ...” He trailed off for a moment before continuing. “My name, my full name, is Jacob Michael Connor. You can call me Jake, if you want.” 
“I’d rather not,” I said, more icily than I’d intended. 
Connor cringed, but went on, doggedly. “I work for the government, or I did. A special branch of the Army that you probably haven’t heard of. We’re a little bit like the Navy Seals only more hush-hush. Special forces-type thing.” 
So Douglas had been right about him. I nodded to show I understood and that he should continue. 
Connor ran one large hand through his hair, making it stick up in clumps, and sighed in frustration. Suddenly he seemed more familiar to me, less formal and more like his old, impatient self. 
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I leaned forward and uncrossed my arms as he continued to talk. 
“I can’t tell you much about what I do, but I can say that about four months before you and I first, uh, met up --” He cleared his throat uneasily. “-- I was given an assignment to come down here and check into a Dr. Douglas Grayson. We had intelligence that he might be working on something illegal, possibly some kind of germ warfare research. 
“I had a hellava time getting’ into his lab. Security was tight. I tapped his home phone, bugged his computer, the usual things, you know, and I noticed that he lived awfully well for a scientist, even a well-paid, successful one. When I finally got into the lab and accessed the main computer to look at his files, I understood why. 
“Grayson wasn’t working on germ warfare. He was trying to create the ‘perfect’ soldier, and he was funded pretty well from someone. As far as I could tell, it was someone inside the Pentagon. Thing was, even though it wasn’t germ warfare, some of the things he did were not only illegal, but of significant interest to Homeland Security, and the money he received wasn’t coming from a legitimate fund for weapons research. This was black market.” 
Connor sighed and rubbed his eyes with the thumb and middle finger of his right hand, the left still clutching the small brown paper bag that crinkled when he moved. “So, I did a little checking on my end, and I uncovered something big. Huge. 
“The person funding Grayson had led him to believe that he was working to create the perfect solider: strong, quick, exceptional healing ability and super-sharp senses, etcetera, but what they really wanted was the perfect assassin. And several people were already on the list to be snuffed. Important people that are hard to gain access to, people only a specially engineered and genetically altered assassin could get close to.” 
“Who?” I asked, unable to control my curiosity. 
Connor just shook his head. 
“Sorry, darlin’, I can’t give specifics. But there were several Congressmen on that list, and a few other people the average citizen doesn’t know about that have a lot to do with how this country is run. Let’s just say it would’ve been bad. Very bad.” 
I noticed that he’d called me by one of his old, informal nicknames for the first time. It set a tiny spark of hope glowing faintly in my chest, but Connor didn’t seem to notice. 
“Anyway, I worked on the case for about two months, then I took what I’d found to my commanding officer’s boss, the head of our whole division. You don’t usually do that in the military, bypass the chain of command, but I thought that, in this case, what I’d found out was too important to wait and go through all the proper channels. 
“Grayson was about ready to start testing his formula on a human subject, and if successful, well ... I didn’t want to wait and take a chance.” He sighed ruefully. “I’ve had plenty of time to regret that decision since then, but at the time, it seemed the logical thing to do.” 
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“What happened when went to him?” I asked, feeling almost as intensely curious as Sylvie. 
“What I didn’t know, couldn’t have known, was that Paxton, was in on the whole damn thing. He asked me if I’d told anyone but him what I’d found out. And like a damn fool, I said no. He grilled me on the details and then offered me a cup of coffee. Actually poured it himself, the bastard. That’s the last clear memory I have. Sittin’ there, drinkin’ 
coffee in his office, and then ...” 
Connor’s throat worked convulsively for a moment, and I leaned forward, touching his broad shoulder with concern. He was twitching inside his clothes, like a horse with a fly on its back, fighting to get the words out. 
“Then?” I prompted as gently as I could. 
Connor straightened up to get a grip on himself. “I woke up in Grayson’s lab, in that same damn room where we ... where I ended up killing him.” He sighed and put his head in his hands for a moment. His emotions were still very muted, but I didn’t need my empathy to let me know he was in anguish just remembering what’d happened to him in that room with the high skylight and the unyielding metal walls. 
Connor looked up at last to make a conscious effort to go on. 
“I’ve ... I’ve been worked over before, Red.” 
I noticed he’d slipped again but said nothing, nodding for him to go on. 
“Got caught out in a mission once when I first joined the forces, and I was still green enough to be careless. Before I managed to get away, they did me pretty good. I won’t lie to you. It hurt, hurt a lot, and I was damn lucky to get away when I did. But this was different. 
“I don’t remember all of it, for which I’m thankful. Grayson kept me drugged and in steel restraints at all times, locked in that God-forsaken room.” His green eyes squeezed tight and his forehead wrinkled as he remembered what’d been done to him. 
“Connor, you don’t have to ...” I said gently. 
“Yes, I do,” he said. “I do, Red. Not just for you. I ... I’ve been tryin’ not to think about this, and you’re the first person I’ve really told. I mean, during my debriefing it was easy to ... 
gloss over it. But you’re ... I just need to let you know why I am the way I am. Maybe why I did what I did. Understand?” 
“Yes.” 
Even through whatever barriers he’d managed to erect between us, I could sense the torment and mental anguish it caused him to bring everything out into the light and tell me about it. His feelings tasted faintly like blood in my mouth, the memory a toxin in his mind, a venom that had to be leeched out if it was to ever stop poisoning him. He needed to talk. 
The least I could do was listen, no matter how horrible it turned out to be. 
“Go on.” 
“The first month wasn’t bad.” His eyes closed in concentration. 
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I squeezed his shoulder again for support and wished desperately that his jacket and Tshirt weren’t between my palm and his muscular shoulder. If I could only touch his bare skin, I’d know so much more, but he was rigidly controlled. 
“The injections they gave me were damn painful. Made me feel like my whole body was on fire, like my blood was boiling inside my veins. But that was only once a day. The endurance tests were worse.” He fell silent. 
“Endurance tests?” 
Connor stirred and shivered. “Yeah, they’d do things like throw me into a pool with very high sides, no way to get out, and watch to see how long I could keep my head above water. Couple of times I was sure I’d drowned only to wake up in that damn room again. 
They cut me in different places, trying to see how fast I’d heal. They threw acid on me and burned me for the same reason. In some pretty uncomfortable places, too. 
“After a while, pain got to be a way of life, and it didn’t matter so much anymore. 
That’s what I tried to tell myself. There was one thing though. One thing I couldn’t stand. I 
...” He choked a little and turned his head before continuing. 
“It was a box,” he said at last. “A box they put me into, like a coffin. That’s what it seemed like. I, uh, never liked close spaces, but I could stand ’em before that. But this box, it closed up around me and was pitch black inside. I felt like I was suffocating, no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get enough air.” 
I nodded. No wonder he’s so claustrophobic. I’d known Douglas was a bastard for a long time, but I hadn’t realized how far over the edge he’d gone. 
“The box ... it was the worst thing they did. Not just because it was close and dark, either. It gave electric shocks. Random electric shocks. Sometimes it would go on and on for what seemed like hours, ’til I wished I’d just die and get it over with. But the worst was when it would stop. Sometimes fifteen minutes, sometimes half an hour. Sometimes a whole hour would go by, and there’d be nothing. 
“I’d start to relax, start to think it was over, and they were gonna come take me out. 
Then, when I was calm, as calm as I could get in that damn, dark coffin, it’d start again. And I knew it wasn’t over and would never be over ...” 
There was a depth of despair I’d never heard in Connor’s voice before. A hopelessness that was bone deep and horrible to hear. He shook himself, visibly trying to throw off the memories and continued. 
“Like I said, that was the first month, as far as I can tell. Time sorta lost meaning after a while. The only thing you need to know about the second month is that it was worse than the first. Much worse. It was almost like Grayson stopped caring. Before, when he did all those crazy things to me, experiments, I guess, I’d see him with a clipboard, writing down results. But after a while, he didn’t even bother. It was like he was hurting me just for the hell of it. Pain for pain’s sake, you know?” 
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“Douglas told me ...” I choked and realized I was crying. I tried to get control to continue. “He told me that after the first month he had you, his funding was withdrawn, and he was told to ... dispose of you.” 
“Hey, darlin’. Take it easy. Are these for me?” Connor reached out and cupped my face briefly, gently brushing the tears from one cheek with his thumb. I felt, for a brief instant, an explosion of longing, regret and tenderness caressing my skin like a yearning lover; then he withdrew his hand, and the wall was up again. 
Connor brought his thumb to his mouth and licked the salty droplets away as though he still savored the taste of me. However, there was a look in his eyes that said he shouldn’t have touched me. It broke something inside of me to see that look. 
“You know they are,” I whispered, wondering how he felt about being manipulated into loving me, wondering if that was why he thought he shouldn’t touch me. “I knew Douglas was a bastard, but I had no idea he was capable of such inhuman brutality. It makes me sick.” I felt my stomach do a slow flip-flop as I spoke. 
“Hey, it wasn’t your fault. You know that, don’t you? Grayson was unhinged -- 
brilliant but completely insane. Like I said, I’ve been reading his notes. The sonuvabitch was a genius, no doubt about it.” His face remained impassive, but both fists clenched and the paper bag crinkled in his hands as Connor spoke. 
“You know, I remember thinking that he smelled familiar that day he came over here, and I threw him out. If I would have just taken a minute to think about it, maybe everything would’ve come back to me. It might have saved us a lot of pain, but no. I had to throw him out on his ass and forget all about it. I didn’t want to ask you about him and upset you any more, so I tried to just put it out of my mind. If only ...” he mumbled. 
“Connor, you can’t blame yourself for your amnesia or for trying to forget Douglas’s scent and the associations it gave you,” I told him. “You were traumatized. Your mind wasn’t ready to remember all the horrible things you went through.” 
“I guess ...” He sighed and scrubbed a hand through his hair again. “Can’t saw sawdust as my dad used to say.” He smiled briefly, a distant echo of his old, feral grin but there nonetheless. I was delighted, both to change the subject and to hear tidbits about Connor’s family. 
“Did he?” I asked, eagerly. “That sounds like one of my great-grandmother’s sayings. I never got to hear anything about your family while we were ... while you were staying here, you know. How old are your parents and do you have brothers or sisters?” Suddenly another thought occurred to me, and I asked timidly with growing dread. “Are you married?” 
“Slow down, Red.” He smiled wider at my enthusiasm, visibly pulling himself out of the grim past to answer my questions. “Unfortunately, both my parents are dead, killed in a car wreck when I was about fourteen. I had a much older sister -- Sarah was her name -- and she finished raising me but she passed on too a couple of years ago. Grew up over in Baton 276 
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Rouge, Louisiana, then moved to El Paso, Texas, when I was eighteen, which is where I met my wife.” 
“I thought when I first met you in the hospital that your accent seemed too thick to be all Texas,” I said numbly. His wife! “I’m sure your wife’s very pretty,” I told him, looking down at my hands, unable to meet his eyes. “I’m sure she was terribly worried about you when you were missing. I know ... I know I would’ve been ...” I trailed off. 
“She’s dead,” Connor said bluntly. “Died of breast cancer when she was only twenty-two.” 
I sucked in my breath, not sure how to take this admission. On one hand, he wasn’t married. On the other ... 
“I’m so sorry. How awful for you,” I said quietly. 
“It was over ten years ago, nearly fifteen, I guess,” Connor said. “It was hard. Maybe the worst thing I’d ever gone through. Worse than my parents dying, but she was so young, and I was just a kid myself when she died. We got married young, and I thought the sun rose and set on her.” 
“What was her name?” I asked, trying to picture a much younger, softer Connor madly in love with his young wife. “What did she look like?” 
“Emily Redtree. She was part American Indian. I forget which tribe. Navajo, maybe. 
Anyway, she was a little tiny thing with these big brown eyes and long, straight black hair, down to her ass. She was small but she had such a temper ...” He grinned a little, a faraway look in his eyes. 
“I always did like a woman who could hold her own. After Emily died I never thought I’d feel that way for a woman ever again. I thought that part of me was dead ...” Connor looked up and focused on me and then shook his head slightly and cleared his throat. 
“After she died, I went a little crazy and somehow ended up in the Army. It turned out to be good for me. Gave me direction. I didn’t care if I lived or died, I missed her so much. 
Because of that, I got a reputation for being fearless and keeping a cool head under pressure. 
It’s easy to keep cool when you don’t give a damn if you make it out alive or not. I wasn’t suicidal though, just kinda fatalistic.” Connor looked at the floor again. 
“It’s funny how much courage and fatalism look alike. Pretty soon my CO 
recommended me for the division I’m in now, or, rather, was in. The rest is history.” 
“All but the last three and a half months,” I reminded him. “I wondered where you went, you know. I ... I was beginning to think I’d never see you again.” 
“I’m sorry, Red.” Connor frowned. “That’s what I came to explain, and here I go forgetting all about it. I’m sorry I didn’t come around. I just thought after what I ... well, you know what I mean. And I’ve been so damn busy getting’ everything at work tied up. 
“Of course, the first thing I had to do was convince my boss, my immediate superior, that I was telling the truth. See, Paxton made it appear that he’d sent me on a special mission Marked 
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in South Africa. He’d done all the paperwork to cover his trail. At first, before Grayson’s funding was pulled, I think he was planning to say I went rogue after I assassinated the chosen targets. Later, after it became apparent that Grayson’s research wasn’t producing the desired results, he just wanted to get rid of me. He never dreamed I’d get out of that lab alive and live to bring him down. 
“Apparently, when I escaped, Grayson was too scared to tell him because I was supposed to be dead. You can imagine his surprise when he was court-martialed for treason with me as the star witness.” Connor grinned briefly, a bright flashing of white teeth in his dark face. 
“Luckily, I put a copy of the evidence I’d gathered in a place only I knew about before I originally went to talk to Paxton. I learned that lesson early in my career. My hard copy and Grayson’s notes convicted him, but it took a while.” 
“It must feel good to be vindicated,” I remarked. 
Connor grinned again. “Damn good, darlin’. I’m glad it’s all over now, though. It’s time to move on with my life.” 
“Move on where?” I asked, my tone elaborately casual. I looked down at my hands, twisting in my lap. 
“Out of the military, for one thing.” Connor’s tone was as casual as mine. “I’m thirty-five next month. Getting’ too old for this cloak-and-dagger bullshit. This last little adventure was the straw that broke the camel’s back. It’s just too much. I’m tired, and I want to take it easy for a while.” 
“What will you do?” I asked. “Have you thought about where you might settle down?” 
My heart was pounding so loudly I was sure he could hear it. I didn’t dare look in his eyes. I wished so much that I could read him just then. How’s he blocking me out so effectively? 
“I don’t know, someplace quiet. I need to find some time to study Grayson’s notes and see if there’s any way to reverse what he did. So far I’ve just been locking myself in a secure place on the night of the full moon, so I don’t ...” He swallowed with an audible click. “So I don’t harm anyone,” he finished in a lower tone. “Listen, have you been okay down here? 
The police haven’t bothered you about what happened that night, have they? Grayson’s death, I mean?” 
“No, not at all,” I replied, shaking my head. “I was kind of surprised at that. I thought they’d have a million questions. But they never bothered me once.” 
“Good.” Connor looked satisfied. “I tried to make sure you’d be left alone. I figured you’d had enough, uh, trauma without having to rehash it all.” 
“How did you get Douglas’s death classified as an accident?” I asked, curiously. In the paper, it’d been reported as another tragic dog attack, and the animals responsible were said to have been destroyed. No one mentioned that there hadn’t been any new guard dogs 278 
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brought in to replace the ones that had been put down earlier that month. But I knew it, and so did a number of other people. 
Douglas had not been very well liked. Even his former secretary had remained silent. 
His good friend, Timkins, was currently in jail awaiting sentencing on the murder of the coma patient in Sisters. A security camera had caught him squarely in the act, and so he’d been in no position to protest the inaccuracy of the reports on Douglas’s death either. 
I told Connor all this and he nodded. 
“Yeah, had to pull a few strings to get all that set up. Had to call in a few favors and put the fear of God in a couple of people who wouldn’t listen any other way, but I’m glad you haven’t had any trouble. Well ...” He looked down at his wrist where a sturdy looking watch with a scuffed leather band rested. “It’s getting late, Janine. Guess I’d better be moving on. 
Gotta get a hotel room around here somewhere ’cause my flight leaves at seven AM, and it’s midnight now.” 
I looked at my own watch in surprise. He was right. I couldn’t believe we’d been talking for two hours, and I hadn’t said a thing I wanted to say. But, really. What good would it do? Connor knew he’d been manipulated into loving me, and just as clearly, he was ready to move on with his life. What could possibly be accomplished by throwing myself at him now except humiliation for me and misery for him? 
“Oh, here. I almost forgot I brought this for you.” He held out the brown paper bag he’d mangled all night as he talked, and I hoped distantly that whatever was inside wasn’t fragile. 
“Thank you,” I said, automatically, taking the bag he was offering me. Inside was a compact disc. On the front was a woman with dark hair and red lips who looked vaguely familiar. 
“It’s the woman from the club. The one who was singing that night we went dancing with Sylvie, remember?” The look in Connor’s eyes was unreadable, dark and intense. 
I dropped my eyes and examined the CD’s back cover. Sure enough, track number four was No Pride, the same song we’d slow danced to before he led me out of the club and into a whole new world, a world I’d gotten to live in only a brief, sweet time before it’d been snatched away. “Of course, I remember,” I murmured. “I didn’t know she’d recorded anything.” 
Connor shrugged. “Cover songs mostly. But I happened to be by there today, you know, just looking around and reminiscing. Trying to get up the nerve to come see you and explain myself,” he admitted. “And I remembered how you’d said you liked her voice. So when I saw the CD for sale behind the bar, well, I thought you might like it. As a remembrance, maybe. Of our time together.” 
I knew exactly what he meant. Connor was trying to make this as easy as he could for me, telling me that even if I didn’t fit into his life now, he’d never forget me. And it was Marked 
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sweet of him to want me to remember our time together in a good way, to try and leave me on a good note. 
But there was a bitter taste like ashes at the back of my throat, and my chest was horribly tight as I stared blankly at the CD. 
“I ... I’ll listen to it tomorrow, if you don’t mind. It’s getting kind of late.” I was determined to keep my dignity, determined not to cry. 
“You’re right. I’d better get going. Sorry I kept you so late ...” Connor got up again, ready to leave and walk out of my life. This time forever. 
“Wait!” I heard myself say. Still not looking at him, I added, “Why not stay here tonight?” 
“What?” 
I felt a surge of some strong emotion, cut off almost as quickly as I’d felt it. Oh, God. He thinks I’m going to beg him to stay, that I’m going to make the situation worse by throwing myself at him. 
“If you want to,” I said, striving for a nonchalant tone of voice, although the palms of my hands were damp and my heart was pounding. If I could just keep him here a few more hours ... 
I didn’t think it’d change anything, but I just couldn’t bear to see him walk out the door and into the chilly, February night. “I mean, we’re still ... um, friends, right? Why should you have to pay for a hotel when I have a perfectly good guest room?” 
“Guest room ...” he echoed. “Of course. Are you sure you wouldn’t mind?” 
The emotion, whatever it’d been, was gone, and the barrier between us was back. 
Connor’s voice was flat and toneless as he spoke. I looked up to see regret and bitterness flash in his eyes before his face went blank. For the hundredth time, I wished he’d stop shielding his emotions. 
“Why should I mind?” I asked, shrugging. “Bring in your suitcase and make yourself at home. You know where everything is.” 
“Yeah. Guess I do,” he remarked. “Okay.” 
“Fine. I’m going to take a bath and go to bed. Do you need anything before I go?” 
“No, I ... no. Thanks again, Janine.” 
Now that his emotions were in check, he was back to calling me that. I’d never thought that the sound of my own name could be so hateful in my ears, but it certainly was now. At least, I decided, I’d refuse to call him “Jake.” 
“Goodnight, Connor.” I turned away from him, laying the CD on top of my stereo and climbing the stairs. I felt like something was breaking inside me, and I wanted to be safely in the bathtub with the water roaring loudly in my ears before I gave in to the tears that hovered like a blue headache behind my eyes. 
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Connor was being as nice as possible, but he didn’t want me in his life. That much seemed clear. He might still have some lingering feelings, but now that he knew they weren’t caused by genuine emotion but a conditioned response to my scent, he wanted to go our separate ways. I could understand that. It didn’t help that he felt awkward because he still refused to believe he hadn’t raped me. 
Things had always been so straightforward between us before. He wanted me, and I wanted him. Now he was shielding his emotions somehow, and I didn’t know how he felt. 
Oh, wait. Yes I do. He wants to move on. I ascended the stairs slowly and was nearly at the top when I heard Connor call my name. 
“Yes?” I turned to him, trying not to let the miserable thoughts I’d been having show on my face. 
He looked wretched and indecisive, and I saw his nostrils twitch. For a moment, my heart leaped. Was there something there? Something he wanted to tell me? 
“Never mind. Goodnight, Janine.” 
My name again. Not Red. Not darlin’. Not even Jeanie. Just Janine. 
“Goodnight,” I said. 
I went into my room and turned on the water before I allowed myself to break down and sob. 
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Chapter Sixty-Two 
Love has no pride 
When I call out your name ... 
Love has no pride 
When I’ve got no one but myself to blame ... 
Hard, cool clay under my feet and the heavy scent of night-blooming jasmine in my nose let me know where I was, but even as I raised my eyes to the white, clapboard siding, she was calling me. 
“Janine, child, come here right this minute.” Her voice was peremptory and sharp. “I said you come here right now!” she demanded. “Move your behind, young lady.” 
“Coming, Great-Gram,” I called. I broke into an obedient trot, my bare feet scuffing against the hard-packed ground as I made my way down the gently winding road that led to the house. Great-Gram was sitting on the porch swing of the large, apron-like porch that wrapped around the house, beckoning me to come on, to move faster. 
Even from a distance, I could see she was agitated about something. In the maddening way of dreams, it seemed to take me an eternity to get to her, but finally, I jogged up the creaking front steps to throw myself, panting, onto the porch swing beside her. 
“Great-Gram, it’s so good to see you again.” I turned to embrace her, feeling her bones, fragile as matchsticks and delicate as butterfly’s wings, as I held her in my arms. 
“Hmph. Wish I could say the same.” She barely bothered to return my embrace. 
“What do you mean, Great-Gram? Aren’t you glad to see me too?” I searched the seamed and wrinkled face anxiously, looking for the unconditional love that had always been there. 
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“You know, Janine, I used to be real proud of you,” she replied obliquely, looking away, not answering my question. 
“What do you mean, ‘used to be’?” I asked, taking her soft hands, worn smooth as a child’s by time and hard work. 
She promptly took them back, producing some knitting needles from the shadows in her lap and began knitting furiously. 
“Used to brag and boast on you up and down. You were always so smart, makin’ all them good grades in school Land’s sake, I made everybody ’round these parts most sick of hearin’ about you.” 
She shook her head severely, rocking and knitting at the same time. 
I tucked my feet up under me to avoid dragging my heels on the wooden porch. I’d gotten more than one splinter that way as a little girl. 
“Lord, yes, how I used to brag ...” Great-Gram shook her head again. “Can’t be doin’ no braggin’ ’bout how smart you are any more,” she remarked, knitting needles clicking rapidly, a reproachful sound. 
“What’re you talking about?” I was at a loss. 
“Think about it and maybe it’ll come to you by ’n’ by,” she said, that sharp, reproving tone still in her voice. 
I tried, but what came to my mind was that I’d only heard that tone of voice from my great-gram twice in my life. 
Once, when I was nine and nearly rode my bike out into the road when a car was coming that I didn’t see. I remembered her giving me such a scolding that I cried afterwards in her arms. The other time was when I was even younger than that, maybe five or six, when she’d rounded a corner of the porch and found me having a doll’s tea party using a box of rat poison as tea leaves. I could still remember the look on her face, blanched as pale as me, though her skin was usually tanned. 
Remembering the way my great-gram acted that day made me look at her closely. She was still knitting and rocking the porch swing we sat on vigorously. 
“You’re afraid for me,” I said, staring at her, unable to make out what she was knitting, something tiny and delicate. “Why now? When you came to talk to me before, I was in mortal danger, and you weren’t so upset.” 
“I knew you’d pull through, child. You’re strong as they come. Maybe too strong,” she muttered, her ancient hands still flying along the needles. I heard their clickclickclick clearly in the fragrant night. 
“So why ...” I began, but she wasn’t done talking this time. 
“You know how hard it is to get to see you like this, child? It’s not allowed. I had a hard time getting’ permission the first time, even harder the next. This time I had to beg, and there’s not gonna be no next time, child. This the last time I can come and warn you.” 
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“Warn me of what, Great-Gram?” I asked uneasily. I looked to the sky, but the moon was only three quarters full, a ghostly, harmless grin in the sky that seemed as innocent as the waxy blooms of the jasmine bush that bathed in its light. 
My great-grandmother finally put down her knitting and turned to face me. Taking both my hands in hers, she peered into my eyes earnestly. 
“Warn you that you’re letting life slip through your fingers, child. Warn you that you’re makin’ a big mistake, one you’re gonna repent all your days ’til you’re my age. And that’s a long time to repent, child. A long, long time.” 
“What do you mean?” I knew she was talking about Connor, but I didn’t want to admit it. Why should I? I felt a frown forming between my eyes. 
“Child, child, always as stubborn as a little mule.” She sighed, shaking her head. 
“Janine,” she said, cupping my cheeks in her baby-smooth palms and turning my face until I had to meet her eyes. “You’re throwing your happiness away with both hands. You know what I mean, and don’t give me that look. It’s disrespectful.” 
“Sorry, Great-Gram,” I mumbled, trying to smooth out my forehead and not let the willfulness show so much in my eyes. 
“You were always so stiff-necked, even as a little girl. Always had so much pride.” She dropped her hands and went back to her knitting. “Sometimes that’s a good thing, and sometimes it’s not so good.” 
“What do you want me to do? He doesn’t want me.” I felt tears blurring the corners of my vision and raining down the front of the white cotton nightgown I was wearing, although I knew I’d been wearing a green silk negligee when I’d gotten into bed after my bath. 
“You just took for granted that he doesn’t want you ’cause you’re too proud to take the first step towards him and find out. You gotta be the strong one, child. He thinks he hurt you, so he don’t dare say what needs to be said. You got to be strong enough to humble yourself and ask, and that takes an awful lot of strength. I know it does.” She looked at me sympathetically. “But you got to do it, Janine. You got to.” 
“I don’t know if I can,” I whispered, wiping my eyes on one soft corner of the long gown. It was the kind of gown she always dressed me in for bed when I spent the night at her house. 
“Then you best get used to livin’ with regret the rest of your natural life. And child, he’s a bitter houseguest. One you can’t get rid of, no way, no how. Oh, Janine ...” 
She turned to me again, fear and love lighting her eyes. She had the same smoky shade of blue as my own. “I see so much of myself in you. Not just your gift, either. No, I see that stubborn streak a mile wide, and I’m afraid you’re gonna make the wrong choice. I came to warn you this one last time. Don’t let your chance at happiness go so easy because you were 284 
Evangeline Anderson & Jay Douglas 
too proud to bend a little. Pride won’t keep you warm at night, child, won’t fill your heart with love, or your home with laughter.” 
She was crying now, warm tears pattering down her cotton print dress and soaking the small piece of knitting she held in her lap. 
“Oh, Great-Gram ...” I put my arms around her, and we held each other, just rocking a while, the old porch swing creaking in time with our tears. At last, she pulled away and stared earnestly into my face. 
“Promise, Janine. I may never be able to come back, maybe can’t help you again. Let me know I’ve helped you now, that I didn’t come in vain. Promise me, child. Promise to try.” 
“I promise,” I whispered, my cheek pressed to hers, soft and wet with both our tears. 
“I’ll try Great-Gram. I don’t know if it’ll do any good, but I promise I’ll try.” 
“That’s my girl ... I’m proud of you ... Janine ... love you ...” 
Her voice grew thin, and she began wisping away beneath my hands, my arms holding nothing but air ... my cheek pressed against the cool cotton of the pillowcase, now wet with tears instead of her soft, wrinkled cheek. 
“Love you too, Great-Gram,” I whispered, coming awake in the darkness. 
From somewhere below, I could barely make out the words of the song that had lulled me to sleep in the first place. 
Love has no pride 
When I call out your name 
Love had no pride 
When I’ve got no one but myself to blame ... 
I’d do anyth ng to see y
i
ou again. 
It must be Connor, still downstairs in the living room, playing the CD he’d brought me. 
I got out of bed, wiping my eyes carefully, and pulled on the silk robe that matched the green negligee I was wearing. The soft, scalloped lace edges of the gown brushed gently against my upper thighs, and for a moment, I wondered where my virginal white cotton nightgown had gone. Then I heard the singer’s plaintive wail again and forgot all about it. 
Love has no pride ... 
I took a deep breath and left my room to go downstairs. 
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Chapter Sixty-Three 
“Hey, Connor,” I said as I descended the steps. “Can’t sleep?” A quick glace at my bedside clock had revealed that it was close to two-thirty in the morning. 
He glanced up at me, so absorbed in his thoughts that I’d managed to surprise him for once. 
And I felt it, felt the shock of surprise, worry and longing coming from him, brushing over my skin in a fierce, burning wave. Like I was being dipped in fire. Then he snapped up that damn barrier he’d somehow learned to erect, and the emotions were gone as suddenly as if they’d been cut off with a knife. 
“Hey,” he said quietly, using the remote to switch off the CD player. He looked like a man on the edge of exhaustion, his eyes blood-shot and his hair a mass of wild whorls sticking up all over his head. “Sorry if I woke you. I was ... thinking about old times. Do you have to work in the morning?” 
Instead of answering his question, I finished descending the stairs and sat on the couch beside him. I stared at him, trying to read him, but his shield was impenetrable. Damn it. I’m getting tired of this new ability of his. Once I’d wished I could shut out his wild, tempestuous emotions, but now I would’ve given anything to know how he felt about me. 
I decided to be direct. 
“How’d you learn how to do that?” I asked him, staring into the blood-shot eyes that looked back so impassively at me. 
“I remembered how you told me you shielded yourself from other people’s emotions, imagining your mind like a flower that closed up and protected you. I figured if it worked for you to keep other people’s emotions out, it might work for me to keep my emotions in. I wasn’t sure it’d be effective, but I guess it is.” 
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“Oh, yes. Very effective,” I said. “Now stop it right now. Why’d you ever start in the first place?” 
“I didn’t want to bother you with my feelings, especially when I started feeling so ... 
wild and out of control right before ... my change. But maybe I never should have started. 
Maybe if you could’ve felt how crazy I was for you, how I wanted you so damn bad that it turned me into some kind of an animal, you might have steered clear of me and saved yourself a lot of pain.” 
There was agony and sorrow thick in his voice, but his barrier still held firm. 
Angrily I reached for his hand, but he snatched it away. 
“Connor --” 
“No, Red,” he said, sternly, sitting back and away from me. 
All his body language said he wanted nothing to do with me, and if I hadn’t made the promise to my great-gram to at least try, I would’ve stalked upstairs and let him walk out of my life for good. But even if it was just a dream, I had promised. And even if Connor didn’t want me anymore I was determined at least to set the record straight between us on one important point. I had to let him know what had really happened the night he thought he’d raped me. 
“Connor,” I looked him directly in the eye, daring him to disbelieve me. “I’m going to tell you something, and I want you to listen carefully because I’m only going to say this once more. You didn’t rape me.” 
He shook his head, but I continued doggedly. 
“That night in the lab, I knew what you were, I saw what you became. I saw the beast take over, saw your eyes change from green to that strange, yellow-orange. I watched ...” I cleared my throat and tried to keep my voice level, “watched you rip Douglas’s throat out and leave him bleeding on the floor, and I didn’t care.” I stared at him, my fists clenched in my lap, leaning forward, trying to make him understand. 
“When you came to me, on your hands and knees, naked and spattered with blood, there was nothing human in your eyes, nothing left but the beast. But, Connor, the beast called to me, called to the part of me that had fallen in love with you in the first place.” I paused for a breath and looked down at my hands, unable to meet his eyes anymore. 
“It may sound sick or perverted, but I don’t care anymore,” I said in a rush. “Despite what you’d done and what you’d become, I still wanted you. Still craved you, wanted to feel you inside my body. I couldn’t help it. I guess I’ll never be able to help it.” 
I paused for a moment, nerving myself to continue, to say what I didn’t want to say. 
“I know that you’ve read Douglas’s notes, and you’re probably aware that you were conditioned to love me. He was going to use my scent to lure you to me so you’d kill me on the night of the full moon. Then he would have collected on a very large insurance policy he Marked 
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took out on me and you’d be blamed for the murder. He didn’t count on the fact that you might rather...” 
I searched for the right word, but couldn’t quite find it. “That you might rather have sex with me than kill me,” I finished lamely. 
Connor was quiet for a while after I finished my speech. I didn’t dare look at him, and I felt nothing through the barrier he still maintained between us. 
“No. I guess he didn’t, did he?” he finally said, his voice remote. “Why did you say what you said about seeing rape victims in the ER if you didn’t feel that I’d ... forced you, that night?” 
“I didn’t mean that you had raped me, Connor. I was just trying to tell you that I’ve seen the aftereffects of rough sex. Tiny tears in the vaginal wall causes all the blood, not some internal hemorrhage. That’s what I wanted to tell you, but it came out all wrong.” 
“But that doesn’t change the fact that what happened between us ... the sex, I mean. I was rough. Violent, even.” His tone was harshly self- accusatory. 
“Yes, damn it. You were. But I knew you were going to be. At least I had an idea, but I didn’t care. Don’t you see? I still wanted you. How many ways do I have to say this, Connor? 
You didn’t force me. I wanted it. Can’t you read my body language and smell my body chemistry that I’m not lying?” 
I leaned forward earnestly, looking up at him. Connor had a tense air about him, like a man holding himself back by sheer force of will from the edge of some devastating emotion. 
“Couldn’t you smell it before when I tried to tell you?” I demanded. 
“I thought I did, but your signals were so mixed. And you smelled, well, you smelled damn confusing, Red. And the way you were bleedin’ ... no, I couldn’t be sure.” 
“But you’re sure now?” I persisted. 
“Yeah, although it’s hard to understand how you could still ...” His words faded off. 
“... still want you after knowing what you are?” I asked, bitterly. “Yes, Connor. I still wanted you. Still want you now. Do you know how often I roll over in the middle of the night and reach for you, and you’re not there? You’re not there, and you never will be again 
...” As much as I hated crying, I felt my face twist and wetness on my cheeks. 
Connor reached for me, but I pushed him away. 
“Darlin’ ...” he whispered, but I shook my head violently. 
“Don’t you dare patronize me, Connor. I had to make you understand the truth about that night, but that’s all. Don’t act like you still care when I know you don’t.” 
“Damn it, you don’t know any such thing!” he growled, pulling me into his lap even as I struggled against him. 
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The barrier he’d erected between us was suddenly gone, and I felt a huge outpouring of love-wanting-devotion-relief coming from him, submerging my body in warmth like a soothing bubble bath and melting on my tongue like the sweetest chocolate. 
It only made things worse. 
“Let me go!” I beat on his broad chest with my clenched fists, but I might as well have beat against a steel wall for all the effect it had on him. 
“Give me one good reason why I should,” he said evenly, looking me straight in the eye. “You know how I feel now, and you already said you feel the same.” 
“You and I both know that any feelings you might’ve had for me are nothing more than a direct result of the conditioning Douglas put you through,” I told him. “You were manipulated into wanting me, into loving me. Your emotions aren’t real. Now let ... me ... 
go!” I punctuated each word with an ineffectual blow to his chest where he still held me tightly to him. 
Connor looked determined, and taking my shoulders in both of his large hands, he shook me slightly to make me pay attention. 
“Listen, Red. Hold still for a minute and listen.” 
The serious tone of his voice shut me up and made me cease my struggling. Panting a little from emotion and my useless exertions, I gave him my attention. 
“I’m going to tell you something I didn’t want to because, well, to be honest, it makes me sound a little strange.” He laughed briefly. “Yeah, even stranger than I already am. But, I guess if you can admit to still wanting me after that night, then I can tell you this.” 
“What?” I still held myself rigid in his arms, but I was at least willing to listen to what he had to say. 
He sighed. “Remember I told you I came to town around four months before you and I ever met?” 
I nodded, wondering where he was going. 
“And I checked Grayson out thoroughly? That included tapping his phones.” 
“Yeah ...” 
“So, as I listened to his calls, trying to figure what the hell he was up to, I noticed that he kept calling a certain lady over and over. She was rude as hell to him and kept brushing him off, but he just wouldn’t leave her alone.” 
“Me. He was always calling me,” I whispered. 
Connor nodded. “At first I told myself I was checking you out because you knew him. 
Hell, you’d been married to him, and I thought you might know something about whatever it was he was working on. Of course, that was complete bullshit, darlin’. I could tell by your tone of voice and the things you said that you and Grayson were quits long before I came on the scene. But I had to tell myself something to justify checking you out.” 
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“But why ...?” I asked. 
Connor shook his head, a rueful grin on his face. 
“I think it was the way you told him off every time. I loved the way you never took any crap from him. So damn feisty. I told you I always liked a woman who could hold her own. Then again, there was your voice.” 
“My voice?” What was he talking about? 
“Yeah. You got that husky contralto voice, darlin’. Even when you’re mad. Especially when you’re mad. I just had to see the woman that went with that voice. So ...” He sighed and ran one hand though his hair. “I went down to the hospital to check you out.” 
“I never saw you there,” I said, indignantly. Connor grinned, his teeth white and pointed in his dark face. 
“Red, consider what I do for a livin’. If I didn’t want you to see me, then you wouldn’t have. But trust me, I was there.” 
“And?” I asked defiantly. 
“And I saw this incredible woman with gorgeous red hair and big blue eyes.” Connor got a dreamy look in his eyes. “She had the most luscious body, too ...” His hands described an hourglass in the air between us. “God, that heart-shaped ass ... I wanted to get hold of that ass the first moment I saw you ... but that was just what I saw first,” he added, seeing the warning look in my eyes. 
“I kept watching, and I saw there was more to you than just the gorgeous outside package. I saw the way you stood up for yourself and fought for your patients. Saw the way you refused to back down when you knew you were right. I admired you, Red. Admired your courage and integrity. You were everything that bastard Grayson wasn’t. It made me wonder how the hell he’d ever gotten a woman like you in the first place, although it wasn’t hard to see how he’d lost you,” he said frankly. 
“You ... you spied on me?” I didn’t know whether to feel outraged or flattered. I settled for a combination of the two. 
Connor grimaced and ran a hand through his hair again. 
“Yeah, I did,” he admitted. “I didn’t want to tell you that because it makes me sound like some kind of psychopathic stalker, but I couldn’t help it, Red. After a while, it got to where I was watching you almost more than I was watching Grayson. I’d never let anything or anyone get in the way of an assignment like that before. 
“When I realized what I was doing, I made myself stop and take stock of the situation. I know it sounds crazy because I hadn’t even met you, and you had no idea I existed, but ... 
well, I realized I wanted to take a chance.” 
“Take a chance how?” I asked, fascinated despite myself. 
“I decided that it was going to be my last assignment. I felt like I was getting too old for it anyway, for the stress and the risks. It’s a damn hard job, you know.” 
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I nodded. 
“I decided that after I finished this assignment, I was going to take an early retirement while I still could and settle down here in Pasadena. I always wanted to come back to Texas anyway, although I thought I’d end up closer to El Paso. But you were here, and as far as I could see, you were unattached. I didn’t know exactly how I was going to meet you. I mean, I couldn’t exactly walk up and say, ‘Hi, I’ve been watching you for months, and I’m very attracted to you; would you like to go out?’ now could I?” 
“No ...” I snorted laughter in a very unladylike way, and Connor grinned. “That does sound pretty psycho-stalker,” I admitted. 
“Exactly. So I didn’t know how I was going to manage it, but I was determined to try. 
That’s probably one reason I jumped the gun and went straight to Paxton instead of using the chain of command like I should’ve. I just wanted the damn mission to be over so I could get out and get on with what I’d decided to do. 
“I even thought about buying a house in your neighborhood, just to be near you and have an excuse to meet you. I figured if something didn’t happen between us, I could always sell the house and move back to El Paso.” He grinned again, charmingly. “See why I didn’t want to tell you? Sounds kinda crazy, doesn’t it?” 
“In a way,” I admitted. “Although it’s very flattering as well. But you’re telling me that all this happened before ...” 
“... before I woke up in that damn lab strapped to a table and drugged outta my mind,” 
he finished. “Before Grayson ever thought to link your scent with the feelings of safety and comfort in my mind. Now, I can’t deny that when I woke up in the ER with no idea of where or what or who I was, your scent drew me. It was familiar somehow. Comforting. I trusted you instinctively, knew you wouldn’t hurt me. But as much as I love your scent -- 
and God, I have missed it these last few months bein’ without you -- it’s not the only thing that makes me love you. 
“Because I do love you, Jeanie. I can’t help myself. Seeing you woke up a part of me I thought was dead. When I thought I’d ... hurt you and destroyed the trust between us, well, that nearly killed me, darlin’. Literally.” 
“Oh, Connor. No ...” I whispered. 
“Oh, yes,” he said seriously. “Once or twice I thought about eating a bullet.” 
“You wouldn’t!” I exclaimed. 
He shook his head and frowned thoughtfully. “No, probably not. I’ve never been a quitter. But all I could see when I lay down at night was this big, long empty stretch of road without you. My whole life without you because of what I’d done. I hated Grayson, wished I could’ve killed him again to take my time the second time around.” 
The grim look on Connor’s face and the emotions coming from him were raw and frightening, but I didn’t pull away. 
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“I hated what he’d turned me into, a monster that could hurt you, darlin’. But, well ... I hated myself too.” His features softened somewhat. “... because, I couldn’t shake the thought that maybe Grayson hadn’t really turned me into this ... beast. Maybe the beast was inside me all along, just looking for the right combination of circumstances to come out. 
“I asked myself again and again, did I want to hurt you that night? Because if I did, then the bullet would be the best thing for me, you see, Red?” His green eyes fixed on mine. 
His emotions were a confused spectrum of love-doubt-need and hurt. I shivered as they prickled over my skin, raising goose bumps. 
“Connor ...” I stroked his face, loving the feel of his rough whiskers against my palm. 
“You didn’t mean to hurt me that night. I felt absolutely no such intention coming from you, and believe me, I was wide open to your emotions because I was scared. Douglas assured me that the minute you smelled me, you’d tear me into tiny bits. But you didn’t, Connor. You didn’t,” I told him gently. 
“You just wanted to ... love me. I admit it got a little rough because I don’t think you really know your own strength when you’re in that state. You only know what you want, what you need. And I ... well, I needed it, too.” 
I felt shy admitting that to him, that I not only wanted him, but needed him as well. I was suddenly very aware of his arms around me and the fact that I was still sitting in his lap wearing only a thin, silk nightgown. Somehow my robe had come undone. I looked down at my hands twisting nervously against each other and made them stop. 
“Really, Red?” he asked me earnestly. He lifted my chin so that our eyes met, and the intensity I saw in his and the emotions I felt coming from him were nearly overwhelming. 
He needed to believe me. 
I had to convince him beyond a shadow of a doubt. 
“Really, Connor. I swear it’s true,” I told him. I knew he could verify the sincerity of my statement through my body language and the scent I was giving off, but he still needed to hear me say it. “I wanted you, needed you to take me. You ... licked me, tasted me, the way you did that first time,” I told him, looking fearlessly now into his eyes, letting him see how I felt, what I remembered. I could feel the sexual flush rising between my breasts, and my sex felt swollen beneath the slippery, satin panties I wore. 
“When I turned around and offered myself to you I was ...” I stopped for a minute. It was hard for me to talk like this, to tell him these feelings, and yet, he had to know. “I was so wet for you,” I told him softly, still looking directly into those intense, moss green eyes. “And when you took me, it hurt, but it felt good too. I came ... came so hard. Twice. It was the most intense sexual experience I’ve ever had. Yes, it hurt, but I’m not sorry it happened.” 
The confession embarrassed and excited me, and I felt my nipples peak and knew he could see them through the thin silk gown. I wondered if he could sense the wet heat pooling between my thighs as well. I shifted on his lap and felt his hardness press against me. 
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“God darlin’, to hear you tell it like that ...” Connor practically growled, and I could feel the waves of heat, longing and lust coming from him strongly, licking my skin like a wet, rough tongue, teasing my nipples, pressing hard between my legs ... 
But underneath those emotions flowed another layer, uncertainty. It prickled against my skin like a poison ivy rash. He wanted me but wasn’t quite sure about something. 
“What are you waiting for?” I asked him, surprised by my own directness but dizzy with wanting him, with needing him. “I know you can smell my heat, taste my need for you. 
Why don’t you take me?” 
My breath was coming fast, in little pants, and I could feel my heartbeat shaking my entire body. It’d been almost four months, much too long without his touch, and my body craved him with a bone-deep, relentless hunger that I couldn’t deny or ignore. I knew he wanted me, too. It was in every deep, shuddering breath he took, every touch of his hands on my flesh, suddenly possessive and hot, every emotion that overflowed from his mind to mine. 
Yet he still hesitated. 
“I’m not ... I mean, this is the week before the full moon, Jeanie,” he said raggedly, his grip on my arms so tight it was almost bruising. “I’m not sure how ... gentle I can be. You understand?” His eyes searched mine desperately, begging me to comprehend, begging me not to push him too far. 
But there was something reckless in my need for him. I pushed anyway. 
“I understand,” I told him, shifting in his arms so that I was straddling his hips, my silk nightgown pushed up around my thighs. I could feel his hardness rubbing against my cleft through the silky panties as I continued. 
“But you need to understand that I love you, all of you. Even the beast that’s not so gentle. It’s part of who you are. I’m not afraid of you, Connor. And right now I need you to take me.” I leaned forward so that our upper bodies were touching, feeling my nipples brush softly against the hard planes of his chest. 
“Don’t ...” he whispered roughly, his eyes full of agony and longing. “When I hurt you the first time, I wanted to die. Don’t make me hurt you again, Red.” 
“You won’t hurt me,” I told him, leaning forward to kiss him gently on his full, red mouth. 
He tasted just as I remembered, wild and delicious with a hint of cinnamon. I wanted him so badly I couldn’t stand it anymore. 
“Trust me, but most of all, trust yourself. Connor, I need you to fuck me,” I breathed in his ear. I felt wild and wanton, completely out of control. It was a good feeling. 
He groaned softly, the sound torn out of him and filled with such hunger that I knew it wouldn’t be long before he gave in to my demands. His heat licked over my skin, achingly familiar. 
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I kissed him again, letting just the tip of my tongue brush against his lips. It was as if a dam broke inside of him somewhere. 
With a low growl, he wrapped his arms around me in an unbreakable grip and pulled me closer, one large hand on the back of my neck in order to bring my mouth down to his for a thorough exploration. His shaft strained against the jeans he wore as he pressed himself against me, roughly spreading my sex through the thin panties and mercilessly grinding his thickness against me. Suddenly, I felt his hand twist in the fabric of my nightgown and with two, low popping noises the thin straps gave way, and I was naked to the waist, my full breasts spilling out into his face as he pulled away from our kiss, panting. 
His mouth was on me then, hot and wet and relentless. I arched my back and gave in to him as he sucked fiercely in a way that was almost, but not quite painful. I tangled my hands in his thick, wild hair while he tasted my breasts and ground against me and wanted more, so much more. 
“Connor, please. I need you in me ...” I begged shamelessly and rubbed against him. My panties had somehow gotten pushed to one side and I loved the friction of the denim against my swollen cleft. I fumbled with his jeans urgently, but he knocked my hands away impatiently and did the job himself. 
I felt his shaft between us briefly, hot and huge with his need for me, and then he lifted me slightly, and we both gasped at his sudden, fierce penetration. His need was ferocious. I knew because I felt it surging between us as he slid into me. But mine matched it, and I opened myself willingly as I felt him pierce me deeply. 
There was nothing gentle about it, but I didn’t give a damn. Connor held my hips fiercely, pressing me down against him as he thrust deep and hard, giving me what I needed so badly, marking me again. 
I scrabbled inside his jacket and somehow got my hands under the loose collar of the Tshirt he was wearing and gave him pain for pain, my fingernails drawing blood as he did what he had to do. His emotions crested and washed over me as I opened myself, mind, body and soul for him, holding nothing back. 
It didn’t take long for me to feel myself reach the summit, riding a wave of pure agony and ecstasy, moans being dragged out of me as I came. Connor was right behind me, crushing me to him and roaring my name as he filled me. 
It took a while for the waves to release me, but when they did, I found myself sagging against him. My head rested on his shoulder. Sweaty and thoroughly spent, I struggled to get my breath. There were tears in my eyes that had nothing to do with pain. 
“I thought ... thought I’d never see you again. I was so afraid you were never coming back,” I whispered at last, pulling away to look at him. “I tried so hard to make you understand that you didn’t rape me, but you just wouldn’t listen. And I was afraid that even if you did believe me, you wouldn’t want me anymore when you found out how Douglas had manipulated you ...” 
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“I thought you hated me. Hell, I hated myself,” Connor said hoarsely, his eyes searching mine. “I almost didn’t come tonight.” 
“Oh, God. If you hadn’t ...” I couldn’t go on. 
"Hush, darlin'. Don't even think about it," he whispered, drawing my face down to his. 
I closed my eyes and felt the gentle pressure of his lips, kissing the tears from my cheeks and eyelids. "We're together now, and I'm never gonna let you go again. That all right with you?" 
“More than all right," I told him, resting my head on his shoulder once more. 
Later he carried me up to the bedroom, and we made love again. This time we were able to use each other more gently since he’d taken the edge off his terrible hunger. And mine as well. I fell asleep in his arms feeling safe and secure for the first time in months. 
Connor missed his plane. He didn't give a damn. 
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Epilogue 
Connor scrapped his plans to buy the townhouse next to mine and just moved in with me. And not a week after he started occupying his side of the bed again, he got down on one knee and presented me with a beautiful, heart-shaped diamond, which I accepted happily and without reservation despite my earlier disastrous attempt at matrimony. 
Connor wasn’t Douglas, and I knew this time would be different. 
I showed the ring to Sylvie who, despite her initial suspicions, was back on speaking terms with Connor again. 
I’d discovered a side of myself that I still couldn’t put a name to. I found a dark pleasure in making love with Connor on nights preceding his change, although he still locked himself in a secure area on the night of the full moon. That was non-negotiable, in his view. 
I remembered telling Sylvie that I wasn’t sorry about what’d happened between Connor and myself, although I never wanted it to happen again. But sometimes I wondered, especially when I woke up in the middle of the night with that heavy, wet, tearing sound in my ears, woke up from dreams of Connor on his hands and knees, spattered with blood, and his eyes glowing golden with lust moving towards me ... 
And I was never able to call him Jake. 
He got out of the military, but stayed in touch with his old CO, mostly via cryptic letters and brief phone calls. They didn’t want to lose track of Connor completely. Douglas’s experiments had changed him fundamentally, a fact only a few people knew. He still searched for a cure to change him back to the man he’d been before, a way to exorcise the beast. 
Though he never said it out loud, that was the reason we still hadn’t discussed a wedding date, though the ring glimmered reassuringly on my finger. I didn’t mind, although I wished he’d accept himself as he was. 
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Every time he left a bruise or a bite mark on my skin, he hated himself. I could see it by the way he’d pour over Douglas’s notes the next day, searching for an elusive cure. No amount of reassurance that I didn’t care seemed to work. He only searched harder. 
So I wasn’t too surprised to find him scrolling through some data on the screen of his laptop three months after he came back to me. It tugged at my heart to see him searching so urgently for what, I feared, he might never find, but I knew better than to say anything about it. 
“Wanna go out tonight?” I asked him when he finally registered my presence in the room. “I had a tough day, and I don’t feel like cooking anything. You don’t look like you do, either.” 
Connor looked up, and for a moment, my heart caught in my throat. His dark face was pale and his eyes were green, but with flickers of orange and gold. 
“What is it?” I asked urgently. 
He shook his head and wet his lips, finally forcing himself to speak. 
“Just before you got in, Jeanie, I got a phone call from Stenzler.” 
I nodded for him to go on. Another cryptic phone call from his old CO. Nothing new. 
Why’s he so upset? 
“And?” 
“He said ... he said that Grayson wasn’t the only one working on this research. And in the last few months, there’ve been some violent deaths that were blamed on animals. Wolves and dogs. One in Alaska they thought was a bear.” 
“What?” I clutched my own throat nervously. “What does that mean, Connor?” 
“It means there are more of us, Red. More like me, out there right now.” His eyes blazed, shifting from green to gold to orange, and I felt fear, gut deep and chilling as ice cubes in my belly. 
“But what does that mean for you? For us?” I was afraid I knew the answer. 
“Stenzler has a list. I know I’m retired, but I’m the one best qualified to check this out. 
I might be the only one that could find these people. It’ll give me a chance to look at more research if I’m successful. Maybe give me a chance to find a cure. I have to go. Please try to understand.” 
His eyes pleaded with me, but the ring on my finger was a promise I couldn’t ignore. 
“I understand that I’m never letting you out of my sight again,” I told him firmly. 
“Connor, I’m going with you.” 
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Reynardine 
Once every quarter or so, he allowed himself the privilege of running free. Natives stayed away from Slieve Callan, fearful the ancient stories of a bloodthirsty werewolf might be real. When he crested the rise and saw her at the bottom, he just had to howl his frustration. The woman who'd besieged his restless sleep for the past week was on his mountain. 
Rey couldn't stay away. The feel of her satin-soft skin under his fingertips at the pub was a vivid memory. The need to possess her, just once, tossed aside his better judgment. The soft perfume she wore was etched into his mind. The taste of her, when he licked her hand earlier, inflamed his senses. Even in his accursed form, the desire to kiss her, experience her pliable lips under his again, was nearly his undoing. 
A game of hide and seek had developed on the hillside. If he could lure her to his home, he might have a chance to seduce her. She'd exhibited her intelligence several times at the pub. Could she be passionate in bed? If Agnis were to fall in love with him, perhaps she'd be the one to show compassion and accept the truth of his curse. His soul mate would need those qualities in abundance. 
That had been his plan, until she fell. At first, he couldn't decide how near her he should get. But her soft moans of pain emboldened him, and he'd walked right up to her -- 
until she'd yelled, brandished the branch, and pulled the stungun on him. From a distance, he led her to the lodge, as far as he dared. 
The change, returning him to human form, would have to come upon him before he could see to her needs. Seamus would substitute for him, in the meantime. He waited in the open office of the dog kennels until the subdued morning sun had climbed well past the horizon. 
A loud knock set the two remaining dogs of the kennel into raucous barks. "Sir," 
Seamus announced as he entered, "the woman is asleep. She won't deduce anything by the timing of your return." 
"Great. I can clean up before I speak with her." 
"I would have a private conversation with you before, sir." 
Seamus and Rey had been together all of Rey's life. "You have a concern?" 
"Are you daft? Bringing her here could risk everything you've been able to keep secret. 
The woman studies wolves, for pity's sake!" 
The irony didn't escape him as he rose to leave. "All the more reason she should be here, don't you think?" 
"You're playing with fire." 
"Aye, that I am, Seamus. This is the woman I told you about." 
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His servant voiced his startled opinion as they headed across the lawn. "From the pub?" 
Rey nodded. "Isn't she lovely?" 
"Sir, this isn't good. Trouble arrived when you brought her to our doorstep." 
"Nonsense, Seamus." He strode purposefully into the house, stopping to run a wet cloth over his face, then headed down the paneled hallway toward the first-floor guestroom. 
After knocking on the wooden door, Rey entered the room. Blue curtains covered the windows, and he pushed them aside to let in the muted morning light. The green of the hillside remained carpeted with a low layer of fog. He turned to the beauty that was almost in his bed, and smiled. Half the battle was won. She was in his home where he had the advantage. "Good morning." 
Her eyes fluttered open, then grew wide in apparent shock. Her hand fumbled for her glasses, resting on the nightstand. "You? Where am I? Why are you here?" she murmured as she tried to sit up. Her attempts ceased immediately. "Ow!" 
"You seem to have twisted your ankle. Somehow, you made it to my home, and now I have you right where I want you." 
Her eyebrows arched. "Where would that be?" 
"In my bed." He laughed. 
"That's not funny. I have to leave." She paused. "No, you have to leave." 
"You don't, and I only have to if I want to be a gentleman." 
She pursed her lush lips. "I need to get my car." 
"Seamus has already seen to that. You said something to him about a sketch? You're an artist, then? I thought you were a biologist." 
"It's a hobby. I'm a biologist, and I really need to get back to my studies." 
"Not before you've had something to eat." He scanned the shape of her body under the coverlet, taking in the outline of her large breasts. Her leg was wrapped around the edge of the blanket, her injured ankle resting on a pillow. Helpless, she became more tempting. 
Those soft lips formed a perfect 'O', and looking at the shape of her mouth, he knew he would never be satisfied with another woman until he'd had her lips, lush and full, around him. He stirred restlessly at the thought as he tried to cloak himself with civility while his trousers tightened. Taking a deep breath, he pushed an intercom button near the bed. "Bring a bowl of soup for the lady to lunch on," Rey commanded. He gazed at her, starting at her lips, lingering at her breasts. Her voice interrupted his staring. 
"I could stand a couple of minutes to freshen up." 
He nodded, and amended his order to Seamus. "Soda bread, too, in about ten minutes." 
"Yes, sir," his butler answered through the light static. 
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When she struggled to push herself up into a better sitting position, Rey quickly put his arm around her. "Let me help you to the bath." She leaned heavily on him as she tried to stand. 
As they walked to the doorway, Rey marveled at how Agnis personified what he desired. Her busty physique, unique scent, the soft texture of her skin, and her intellect all turned him on. "Use what you can find," he said after she shut the door on him. A moment later, Rey heard a thump. "Are you all right?" he called. 
"Yes, please don't worry. I swear I'll let you know if I need help." 
The sound of running water filtered through the door. The intimate sound only served to remind Rey of the nearly empty house that mirrored his life. A few minutes later, the door opened and Agnis stood there, leaning against the frame in an attempt to keep her weight off her troubled ankle. Her pale face radiated her newfound alertness, and her combed silky tresses begged him to touch them. 
Without a word, he placed his arm around her and helped her back to the bed, where he elevated her ankle once more. A moment later, Seamus brought a tray of food into the room and set it on the nightstand. Without a word, the man left the room, closing the door behind him. Rey watched Agnis sniff appreciatively. 
"That smells great." 
"Seamus makes the best potato and leek soup. Here, let me." He dipped the spoon into the tureen and carefully brought it to her lips. He leaned close and blew on the hot soup, his lips dangerously close to hers. God, to kiss her again, to taste her mouth. The thought consumed him. When she opened her mouth to partake, he pulled the spoon away. "I was just thinking, you have the most dazzling mouth. I could..." 
She didn't give him a chance to finish. She lunged forward and took the spoon into her mouth, visibly wrapping her tongue around the end before withdrawing the liquid. He quickly dipped the spoon again, and watched her repeat the performance. Did she know how arousing it was to watch her tongue work like that? 
Disappointment seemed to reign in her features when the spoon finally clattered against the empty bowl. Her lips turned downward in a tiny pout. 
"Looking for something else?" 
"A big, black wolf." 
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 What people are saying about 
Reynardine 
Lucynda Storey 
A beautiful love story set amongst the backdrop of Ireland, Reynardine sensually mixes the folklore of werewolves and leprechauns into this well told tale of love conquering all. 
-- Tammy, Love Romances 
[A] delightful look at the shape shifting genre through the eyes of a tortured man, who longs for more than he has been given. Agnis’ dedication to the morality of the wolves is an eye-opener and provides for a beautiful love story that unites two people from different worlds. I recommend this book to paranormal lovers who like their werewolves hot and their romances scorching. Ms. Storey’s Reynardine is a well written and erotically ardent read that will not disappoint. 
-- Lady Novelistic, Romance Junkies 
New author Lucynda Storey writes a thrilling tale of passion and love with Ireland as the scenic backdrop... Reynardine is a temptation waiting to happen. An intoxicating hero with a killer smile and gorgeous eyes, and the woman who fights by his side, this is one story that shouldn't be passed up. 
-- Sinclair Reid, Romance Reviews Today 
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