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	For Shannon

You know why —

The reasons are too numerous to mention here.
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				Chapter One

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				“Abilene, you in here?”

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

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

				“Among other things,” Abilene replied.

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

				“Tough day?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				Dahlia chuckled and glided out into the hall.

				• • •

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

				Where am I? 

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

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

				God, not fear.

				His mind clamped down on him. Fear was dangerous.

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

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

				A medical facility.

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

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

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

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

				As in test subject? Ah, God … 

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

				I’m not alone. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				Four hours.

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

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

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

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

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

				For the one hundred fortieth time.

	
				Chapter Two

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

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

				“Ah, ladies, you’re all here.”

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

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

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

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

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

				“What are we working on today?”

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

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

				Shit.

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

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

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

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

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

				There’s no one here.

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

				Major Taylor seemed to sense the direction of her thoughts.

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

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

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

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

				One … two . . .

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				Lisa gasped as Mary dramatically whispered, “Blasphemy!”

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

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

				• • •

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				“Fuck you.”

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

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

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

				Fuck.

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

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

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

				The Tormentor leaned closer and whispered, “Convulsions.”

				Strychnine. Eli’s mouth went dry.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	
				Chapter Three

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

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

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

				And in that second, it happened.

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

				Time seemed to stop.

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

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

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

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

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

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

				Reload? 

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

				Jesus, I might actually make it out of here! 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				I need her.

				His heart stopped beating.

				• • •

				Abilene stared in bemusement at the retreating taillights.

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

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

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

				She didn’t.

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

				She passed the supply closet. Stopped. Turned around.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				No response.

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

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

				No. He isn’t.

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

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

				He is yours. Save him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				Nothing.

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

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

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

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

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

				His arm jerked.

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

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

				But he stilled.

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

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

				• • •

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

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

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

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

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

				Sunshine.

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

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

				It’s her. She’s the One.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				Something was wrong.

				A hand seized his ankle.
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