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Nowhere to run from the pain etched in her mind.

Psychologist Katherine Draper lost an important day. When a former client is determined to protect her from what she no longer remembers, her natural instinct is to fight the interference. Their minds are linked as closely as the cases they are investigating, and the risks these connections entail come at a steep price. 

As the evil visions arise unbidden, she can do little to block them. The only person she can rely on is herself, but standing alone puts her in jeopardy as the world she built with deliberate care crumbles around her. Giving in to the allure of the cult may prove easier than fighting it.

Katherine’s thoughts are no longer her own, and she has no words to satisfy the police and no wisdom for the many who rely on her. Can she use the links etched in her mind to venture deeper into the darkness and destroy her enemy? Even if she succeeds, she may never again call her mind and her soul her own.

Length: 100,000 words

About the Series: A mind web connects all human subconscious, but most are never sensitive to it. What happens when someone uses this conduit to direct the actions of the unaware or unwilling? Your mind is not your own, and you may not even know it. Explore the mind web with the team determined to root out its evil controllers and destroy their power over the innocents. 
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She could have been alone on the planet for all of the company she had. Usually she liked it, feeling like she owned the street, letting its quiet wrap her in its warm embrace. Today, though, weariness and depression turned it isolated and stark. Eyes belonging to someone she could not see seemed to track her every step, and she increased her pace in response. 

Making the left turn at the bar on the corner, she glanced inside. An odd assortment of people basked in its muted light. It was an old style establishment, the kind that usually had its windows blacked out so patrons could drown their sorrows in anonymity. But paint no longer guarded this interior, an effort to attract a younger, hipper crowd who wanted to be seen, she supposed. Two young men occupied a small window table, scanning the street. One of them paused, giving her a chilly smile from behind unneeded sunglasses. Seen, perhaps, but not amiable.

She glanced away, adjusting her briefcase and looping the strap across her body. The weight on her right shoulder was heavy, its edge digging through her coat and reminding her of the terrible contents she carried. Shifting it again, spiked heels poked her instead. Concentrating on the sharp stab was oddly comforting. Pain was something she understood. 

Her back throbbed from long hours holding her body still through the tension. A glass of wine or something stronger might sooth the physical hurts, but she would not be able to forget the emotional agony. An existence closer to bondage than any other lifestyle. Slave to a mind not one’s own. Life or death choices, where death seemed the preferable avenue of escape.

She did her best to push those thoughts aside. There were only two means to relieve her grief. The option requiring mental energy would be all she could manage in her present state. She reached behind her to rub the aching spot. Fingers shackled her wrist and yanked hard enough to make her stumble.

“That’s it, bitch. Make it easy for us.” Another hand captured her opposite upper arm and pulled her backwards.

She stilled, trying to think fast. If they wanted her money, she would give it to them without hesitation. No possessions were worth getting injured or worse. But there was more to consider than dollars or shoes in her burden.

“I have money, cash. You can have all of it.” Proud of herself for keeping any quiver from her voice, she tried to turn her head to see the man behind her. 

“Face forward, bitch. No way you’re making us.” A second male voice murmured so close to her ear, she could smell the sweet aroma of soda on his breath. Rough notes in his tone belied the intimacy of his whisper.

“Give me the bag.” The second voice emphasized the command with another tug on her briefcase. The first set of hands stiffened. She caught a brief sight of them, noting their broad fingertips and roughen appearance. Thug’s hands. She tried to set their description in her mind as they jerked again. Stretched between the two attackers, she felt the tug deepen on the strap.

“Crap, she’s got it wrapped around her neck. Pull it over her head, come on.” Frustration and anger colored the first raised voice. They were distracted, and she tried to glance in the direction of their struggles. If she could just get a look at one of them – 

Someone slapped her turning cheek, hard. A hand. She knew what a slap to the face was like. This would leave a mark. Unwanted tears bit into her eyes as the burn grew strong on skin and bone.

“Face forward, unless you want us to hurt you.” The second man used her momentary paralysis to hitch the strap over her head. 

She had to reason with them, have them agree to take the money, and maybe the tablet. It was password protected and they wouldn’t be able to access its information. But the rest of the case’s contents were another story. The need to safeguard that was instinctive. 

“Take the money, the credit cards, the tablet. Take the phone.” She was proud of her voice for sounding calm when she shook with impotent rage on the inside.

The first man gave a bitter laugh. The second swore as he lifted the bag, attempting to work it around the hands holding her in place. She glanced down at a metallic gleam. The short, stubby fingers of his bloated right hand held a lethal looking gun. She hated guns. 

“Damn, this thing is heavy. What does she have in here, rocks?” He grunted, momentarily sidetracked by the swing of ungainly weight in his hands.

She kicked back, aiming for what she hoped were the first man’s knees. If the impact hit hard enough, he wouldn’t be able to run after her. She was fast, and she bet she could outrun the second guy, even with the bag flapping behind her. 

Her foot connected with something firm, and the hands pinning her loosened as the man grunted. The hands closed again quickly as if he realized he’d almost let her go, but this time, they only clutched loose fabric. The second man still held her bag, and between the three of them, they were now a tangled mess of strap, coat and fighting limbs.

“I swear, bitch, I’m going to slug you hard enough to put you out.” The second man jerked the bag again, and this time, he pulled her off balance. If the first hadn’t been holding on to the sleeves of her coat, she would have fallen.

“Shit, she’s strong. Let her go. Grab the bag.” A set of hands shoved her toward the street.

She opened her mouth to scream in the hope that someone looking out a dark window would see what was happening. Her left arm tangled in the strap as one man pulled the briefcase and the other pushed her body. The fall spun her around to view her attackers.

The face of the man pushing her hid under a hoodie pulled far forward, masking his identity. The other jerking at the bag wore a dark ball cap and sunglasses, but his face carried a smile. It was the same chilly smile she saw when she glanced inside the bar. The two young men, they’d followed her.

Hoodie kept pushing her, and she considered telling him it would do no good. Keys on a chain at his waist jangled and clinked with each forceful jerk. The harder he pushed, the more frustrated Chilly Smile became as he tried to work the bag free. The arm of Chilly Smile’s sweatshirt had shoved up during their struggles, revealing a tattoo that resembled a stylized phoenix on his forearm. Hoodie grunted and shoved at the same moment Chilly Smile cursed and wrenched in the opposite direction.

She felt something separate in her shoulder, the sensation matched by a distinct pop she could hear over the shuffling of their bodies. The cry of pain wasn’t something she could hide. Chilly Smile laughed triumphantly as her briefcase came free, and Hoodie pushed against her in response. The extension of her good arm to break her fall was automatic, even as self-preservation coached her to protect her dominant wrist from breaking. She tried to focus on the men’s faces, hoping to memorize distinguishing features. Time seemed to pass in slow motion as pain engulfed her shoulder. Hoodie’s hood slipped back for a second, his face impossibly young but its characteristics otherwise indiscernible, and Chilly Smile widened that evil grin.

“That’ll teach you to mess in business you have no right to be in, bitch.”

With a sharp crack that felt like her skull split open, everything went black.

# # # # #
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Stupid woman. It was her own damned fault. She could have walked away. I only wanted one thing, and she had to know it. 

When they brought the expensive leather briefcase to me, I could almost see her placing each item in its allotted space inside. The tablet. I assume it holds her client files. My techie genius works his magic on it even now. He will break her password or find another way inside its memory. And once he’s in, I will have access to her patients. Another little gold mine, perhaps grounds for some blackmail? The thought makes me smile.

One heel, a very nice shoe. Such a contrast to her almost uniform selection of drab suits. Obviously she has a weakness for sexy pumps. There is hope for you, Dr. Draper, based on the fine slipper sitting on my desk. Where is its mate? 

This ring of keys. I love your tinkling music in my fingers. This one, we already know, leads to that precious little bungalow, the one you’ve so lovingly restored. Nothing there of value. You live a surprisingly austere life, lovely Katherine. I should teach you how to thrive. You deserve to feel luscious and excessive, and to find someone to train your curves in pleasing a man.

These others? Two for your office, I presume. They look fairly ordinary as well. Ah, but this last key is a mystery. So ornate, even antique, one can assume. Where do you lead, my little piece of metal? Another mystery to be solved. I so love a good mystery, almost as much as I love a challenging woman, willing or not.

But it is the files, the paper files, that please me most. Who knew the police performed such diligent research and analysis? Who left this note? ‘Perhaps something here will trigger an idea.’ Fools. Only I control their fate. The cops’ use of the lovely Katherine’s services for this case was serendipitous, don’t you agree?

And this recorder, I wonder what it holds? There hasn’t yet been time to reveal its contents. I alone will listen to it. I alone will know what secrets it possesses. Secrets bring unexpected gifts. 

Secrets can be used. 
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She hurt everywhere. Her head pounded in a staccato beat, fast and demanding to match her heart. Everything raced too rapidly. Inhaling made her ribs hurt, and the bitter smell of antiseptic and bleach and something cloyingly sweet burned her nose. She tried to focus on the mysterious odor, hoping to push back the pain. Where was she? Her senses remained mute on an answer. 

Awareness of noise returned next. The bleat and bleeping of machines, the whoosh of air, a distant muted voice. None of it made any sense. She knocked against the uncertain confusion in her brain, waiting for answers that were slow in coming. Her mind held a dense morning fog, impenetrable and cold. 

The general ache permeating her body began to identify itself as distinct, precise pains. Her left hip felt bruised. Sharp jabs scorched up and down her right arm, settling in her wrist. Her left shoulder was numb, and when she tried to move those fingers, she wasn’t sure if anything happened. The pounding in her head slowed but didn’t abate. Cotton candy in sharp neon colors spun in her brain, making clear thoughts impossible. Her memory hid in a haze that concentration did nothing to lift. The only thing she was sure of was a vague sense of panic, an awareness that somehow she had failed. 

She tried to open her eyes. Needing to see where she was so she could understand seemed of paramount importance. Her lids felt heavy, heavier than stone. Where her eyes taped shut? And yet, she felt them flicker. Would it be too much effort to raise her hands to assist the action? It was a matter of discipline. Determination is all it would take.

She forced her eyes to open as slits, and the sharp stab of light made her shift to hide her face and groan. The rasp of her voice stilled her movements, even as the limitations of her body brought a new wave of pain, confusion and fright. She tried again, wider this time. Her eyelashes felt glued together, but she forced them apart. Brightness shining above her burned her retinas until she moaned, but she persevered. Wherever this was, she needed to know.

“There you are.”

The male voice was low, capturing the sense of barely leashed energy thrumming around the room. Instead of scaring her, though, she found it reassuring. She hung on the vaguely familiar tone, seeking it out in the shadows outside her circle of light.

A tall figure moved forward, a warm hand closing on her right fingers and squeezing gently. The impression of power and protection wrapped around her in comfort. She leaned toward the sensation, unable to make out the man’s face. A twinge of pain on her left side stopped her movements, and she gasped in surprise. The man must have heard her because his hand tightened.

“You’ll be fine. You’re injured and you’re in the hospital, but with time you’ll recover completely, according to the doctors.”

She couldn’t respond. Confusion still clouded her mind and she found she couldn’t think. What had happened to her? Why did she need a hospital?

Warm thoughts invaded her mind, comforting thoughts, vague pictures of butterflies and flowers and sunlight. It felt like strong arms enveloped her, a barrier against all that was evil and scary in the world. Even as she welcomed the sensations, they bewildered her. She hadn’t moved and the man still only held her hand. Where did these impressions come from?

“Do you recognize me? Just squeeze my hand twice if you do.”

The man’s voice interrupted her turmoil, and she squinted to see his face. He still hid in the shadows, and she frowned at him. If he wanted her to see him, he needed to sit forward into the light.

As if he heard her thoughts, he leaned closer, wrapping the fingers he still held in both of his large hands. The curls of his hair revealed themselves now, black dusted with silver. More silver shown now. Why did she know that? Chiseled features became evident, a soot of beard shadowing chin and cheeks that were usually shaved smooth. 

Abruptly, his face fell into the halo of brightness. It cast his tanned skin in an unnatural pallor but did nothing to mute the azure blue of his eyes. They crinkled in worry and new lines radiated from their corners. Again, she wasn’t clear how she knew this, adding a frantic alertness to her confusion.

She allowed her gaze to wander over his individual features, resting finally on his full face. His hands squeezed hers, and for some reason, she squeezed back twice. The monitors beside her bed beeped faster. Gauzy curtains waved in the breeze of her mind before parting, and she coughed in recognition around an obstruction in her throat. The act of making a sound brought searing pain, but she couldn’t help the strangled word that came out next.

“Nico.”

# # # # #
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“I don’t understand.”

She knew she’d repeated that same phrase too many times now, but confusion roiled through her without lessening. The more he talked, the more baffled she became.

Those warm thoughts invaded her brain again, and she fought to shield herself from them. Just as determined but with a gentle touch, they pushed back. Without a doubt she knew they would remain in place until she was comfortable once more. That pissed her off to no end.

Nico hadn’t waited until the medical staff left the room. He peppered her with questions almost as soon as she’d taken a sip of water.

“Do you know who you are?”

The doctor stopped his exam at Nico’s question and gave him a censuring look, but Nico ignore him. The doctor turned back to her and patted her hand.

“Don’t feel compelled to answer. These things can take time to become clear again. You’ve sustained a concussion and you were unconscious for quite a few hours. Anything you don’t remember now will likely come back to you with rest and time.”

She spoke around the soreness in her throat. “Of course I know who I am. I’m Dr. Katherine Draper.”

Nico nodded hard in agreement, looking relieved. The doctor breathed out next to her. Evidently they had been worried the bonk she’d sustained could have been more troubling than they were letting on. The doctor’s voice was kindly and conversational, like a discussion of the weather, when he asked, “What is the last thing you remember?” 

That was where things became dicey. She lay in frustrated silence, the memories hazy and vague. The doctor frowned at her lack of response, completing his exam without asking more. Discomfort made her fidget, both in alarm at the unremembered and her body’s continuing painful throbs. Nurses helped her shift on pillows piled impossibly high under her left shoulder. It still felt numb, but that was all right with her. There were enough aches and pains in other parts of her body to tell her she was alive.

Nico said nothing more while they worked, but she felt his intent gaze like a physical force. The thrum of energy returned, making her edginess and bewilderment grow at being unable to lift the clouds blocking her memories. His warm stare did nothing to alleviate it. When the door swung closed on the last of the nurses, it was her turn to shoot out a list of questions.

“What aren’t you telling me?” It pissed her off that she sounded so – fragile. She didn’t do fragile. She gave him what she hoped was a demanding stare, only to meet understanding in his gaze. 

When she’d recognized Nico, the relief on his face was palpable. She must have been in bad shape, because that softening made him seem indulgent. Now his countenance hardened to that of a warrior. He didn’t seem to like the fact that she was now the one conducting an interrogation.

“You were attacked while you walked home. Two men took your briefcase. You were lucky. A woman closing her living room drapes noticed the fight and called the police. They pushed you. Somehow, you dislocated your left shoulder. You hit your head on the curb when you fell and it knocked you out. You have various other injuries, either from the struggle or the fall. Why did it matter if they took your briefcase?”

She ignored his question with one of her own. “You’re still not telling me something. Why are you here again? I don’t understand.”

He sighed, and it felt like he’d sucked all of the energy from the room. The warm cocoon in her mind shifted as if he’d yanked the comfort from her there too.

And then it clicked in place. He was inside her mind, reading it and coaxing her back into the land of the living. He had been working on his powers since she’d seen him in last year’s late fall chill. This was exactly why they could not work together.

Shifting again despite the pain, she glared at him. His face morphed into a neutral mask. She asked the one question she needed an answer to above all else. “Why are you here?”

Nico lifted off the window ledge. He extended to his full height, and from her vantage point on the bed, she craned her neck to stare up at him. It made her spine ache and sent a jab of pain down her left arm. She winced. The pain blocker they’d given her must be wearing off. He dropped into a chair next to the bed, his face apologetic.

“I’m sorry, I should have realized that looking up caused you pain.” He sat straight in the bedside chair and looked distinctly uncomfortable. He probably was. The seat appeared to dwarf in proportions, like it belonged at a doll’s tea party when compared to his big frame.

She waved off his words with her free right hand. Not that it was exactly free, since lines and tubes laced under her skin. The doctor promised these would be removed, one by one, as her condition improved.

Keeping her tone neutral, she asked again, “Why are you here?” 

He glanced at the monitors still beeping their monotonous tones as if gauging her condition and capacity to understand his answer. Then his eyes locked on hers, and she forgot to breathe for two beats. The man looked like an ancient Greek warrior, just like his forefathers. It wasn’t his appearance that caused her reaction, though. It was the way his mind joined with hers as if they’d been practicing this for decades. Dangerous. She forced him out, taking perverse satisfaction in his grimace.

He said, “They took your briefcase, and they rifled through it as they walked away. They didn’t run, they walked. The woman watched them as she talked to the police dispatcher. They took your wallet out, shuffled through it and removed some items, then dropped it on the sidewalk half a block away from where you lay. When the officers arrived, they found the wallet.”

“Did they catch the men?”

Nico shook his head slowly from side to side, as if hesitant to explain further.

She said, “That still doesn’t explain why you’re here.”

He gave her a strange look, then moved tentatively to take her right hand once more. She let him. It somehow felt appropriate, even as it irritated her.

“Why did you have my card in your wallet?”

She started, her whole body going rigid. He tightened his hold on her hand when she tried to pull it free. His eyes didn’t leave her face, and in her growing unease, she shifted her gaze to the darkened television mounted high on the facing wall. She felt the gentle probe of his mind in hers, the assurance of comfort and control if she would just give in to it. Some sense in her told her to be evasive. When he continued to sit without saying a word, she glanced out the window. It was difficult to tell what hour of the day it was. Closed blinds covered the expanse and what light there was outside seemed oddly muted.

“What time is it?”

His expectant expression dimmed slightly when she changed the subject, but his grip on her hand didn’t lessen. He flicked a glance at a silver and black watch on his wrist. It looked expensive. Everything about him looked like it belonged to a wealthy businessman, not a lowly government worker.

“It’s just after three in the morning.”

That startled her. She’d been unconscious throughout the night?

“When did I leave the office? What time was it when I was walking home? I can’t believe it took me hours to wake up.”

His hand tightened on hers, and his face took on a sudden sheen of exhaustion. Worry furrowed his forehead, and she fought the urge to reach out and smooth the lines away.

“It’s Thursday morning, Katherine. You were attacked on Tuesday evening. You’ve been unconscious for over twenty-four hours. The doctors were concerned until your breathing and brain patterns changed a few hours ago and they felt you’d shifted into a more normal sleep.” He stopped suddenly as if worried he’d said too much.

She didn’t know what to say, what to think. Over twenty-four hours? She’d sustained a head injury that left her unconscious for that long? She didn’t remember anything about the walk home. The last thing she remembered clearly was her regular morning activities, the scent of her tea and packing her briefcase for her day. Her routine never varied, which made her boring, she supposed. But she didn’t care. She had only herself to answer to, and no one else’s opinion mattered. 

While hot water ran over loose tea leaves and filled her ceramic pot, she would review her scheduled appointments for the day. Her briefcase had its spot by the small kitchen table. Her smartphone sat next to it. Routine brought comfort. Systems simplified life. Habits prompted peace of mind.

After pouring tea through the strainer, she would lift the mug to sniff the brew. It was a unique blend, one she had mixed especially for her. While there was little about her childhood she cherished or even wanted to recall, the aroma of freshly brewed tea stuck with her. The rest of the ugly memories were better off dead and buried, like the people responsible for them. She felt no twinges of guilt or conscience about being part of the reason they no longer inhabited the planet.

Was her recall of tea and routine from Tuesday, or another day? She could not remember the patients she’d counseled in the hours before her homeward journey, nor who she had missed in yesterday’s therapy schedule. The blanks made her tense and edgy.

“You still haven’t told me why you’re here, Nico.” She heard the bark of frustration in her tone, taking out her fear and confusion on the man who sat next to her. She felt his impatience rising as hers did. 

He released her hand, placing it back on the hospital sheets as if it was fine china. He didn’t look gentle, but he was trying to be gentle with her. He reached into the breast pocket of his suit jacket. It was the middle of the night, but other than the stubble on his chin, he looked like he was ready for the office. The Director of the Department of Legends, as they were jokingly called. Funny that she could remember all of this, but the last two days were blurred and indistinct.

When his hand appeared again, his fingers held a business card. Its corners were worn and one bent over in a thick crease that refused to release for long. She knew that card. Fingering that card was one of the last things she could remember.

“You had my card in your wallet. Since the thugs took the rest of your identification, this was the only clue the police had to follow to learn who you are. They called me.”

He eyed her with greater curiosity. She didn’t look away this time, was unable to stare at anything other than into the deep blue eyes ringed with deeper fatigue. It was more than worry about her, she could see now. Something in Nico’s life added layers of complications, and it wore on him.

His fingers flicked the business card idly, turning it over so that the private number he’d written on the back came into view. He said, “Imagine my shock when the police called on my personal cell phone and asked me why a woman would have my card in her wallet. My card identifying me as a member of the National Security Agency, with my private number written on the back. I don’t give this out at random.” 

Her thoughts ran back to that day. Their parting had been amicable but heavy with unfinished business.

“Here, take this.” He’d yanked out a pen and added his personal cell number in bold black strokes to the official ones on the card. Arm outstretched, he offered it to her. She’d stared at the card, then back at him.

“Take it, please. I’ll feel better if you have it. In case you ever change your mind,” he said.

She smiled at the hopeful sentiment and he smiled back. Stepping forward, he remained an arm’s length away from her until her hand raised. Her fingers touched his as the card exchanged hands, and she knew in that moment she had to stay away from him. The simple touch triggered a wave of emotion. Their minds were inexplicably and forever joined. She’d walked away into the Portland mist that November day last year, and yet she’d been unable to shake the feeling throughout the winter that fate had something else in store for them. 

He paused, as if adding emphasis to his next words. Sitting forward, his gaze intensified as she considered shrinking back into the pillows until they swallowed her.

“They described this mystery woman, and I knew immediately that it was you. We haven’t spoken in over four months, Katherine. So tell me, why did you still have my card in your wallet?”

The beeps of the monitor next to her sped up. She focused on her breathing to slow down her heartbeat, but it refused to listen. The man staring at her as if her response decided world domination showed no signs of dropping the question. 

There was no weakness in his gaze, no begging. She wasn’t even sure how he felt about whatever she was about to say. Did he care one way or the other? Or was he merely curious?

He watched her, waiting her out. But she could play that game too. She wasn’t ready to tell him, in large part because she wasn’t sure what to say. Why did she hold on to that card like a talisman? Every time she changed her bag, she found a corner in which she could tuck it. It brought her comfort, somehow.

Not breaking their eye contact, he placed the card on her bedside tray with care. If he was disappointed at her lack of an answer, he didn’t show it. His expression guarded whatever feelings he had on the matter. Once the card was out of his hand, he seemed to dismiss it. She sensed, though, that he wasn’t done quizzing her on the issue.

He stepped back, returning a hip to the windowsill as he continued to watch her. She felt the warmth seep into her mind again, letting her know all would be okay. She was safe. She would remain safe if he had anything to say about it, and he would. The concept angered her. She took care of herself. Independence was important to her. Who was he to assume that he would be taking care of her?

“You have a dislocated shoulder. Dressing will be a problem for a time. Your ribs are badly bruised, and other minor injuries will make caring for yourself difficult. And there’s the issue of your attackers. They might come back.” His delivery was nothing if not reasonable and objective.

It was as if he read her mind. His skills had definitely become stronger over the last few months. He’d been practicing, and she wondered suddenly who else he’d been using for that, other than her. Jealousy coursed in on the heels of the idea and she had to ignore it. It didn’t matter who he used or what relationships he involved himself in. They had only known each other briefly.

“I can take care of myself. I have for many, many years, and I plan to continue for many years to come.” God, she sounded pompous and snide in response.

But it didn’t seem to faze him. In fact, there was a hint of an indulgent smile pulling up one side of his otherwise grim mouth. Her eyes lingered there for a moment. When he smiled, she knew that expression could stop hearts. The sensation of threat whispered over her mind, and fear rose to overcome any softer emotions. Together they formed a target, much riskier than either one of them would be alone, but she should be grateful to have him on her side.

Her monitor skipped before it beeped faster, and she pulled in air and pushed it out in a whoosh to cover her sudden pang at the thought. She hadn’t actually missed him, had she? They’d only known each other for two weeks, months ago. Granted, it had been an intense and violent two weeks, but still – 

The stroke of tranquility in her mind was as gentle as a caress. It raised goose bumps on her skin. Unnerved, she mentally shoved back, hard.

And then, of course, he would do what she wanted least. He smiled at her, a genuine and personal smile that told her he knew what she was trying to do, and he wasn’t going to let her get away with it.

A nurse bustled in the door, pausing only long enough for some hand sanitizer from the dispenser on the wall. She tapped something into the laptop on a cart in the corner, humming quietly to herself. When she turned around, her eyes settled on Nico first, and from her examination from face to toes and back again, she undoubtedly was taking his measure.

“Um-hum.” She smiled at Nico, and Katherine felt left out. She was the injured one. She should be the center of attention.

But Nico wasn’t looking at the nurse. He continued to stare at Katherine as if he knew all of her secrets. Which, of course, he couldn’t. She was still stronger in the mind control department. To prove it, she dropped a barrier into place to shut off his access. It only made him quirk up one corner of his mouth.

The nurse bustled over to the sink and washed her hands, drying them and pulling on purple-colored sterile gloves with a snap as if suddenly pissed off. 

“Now honey, how are you feeling? Would you like to pee? We want to get that catheter out of you as soon as possible and get things back on track. We’ll get you walking again too. The sooner you get out of this bed, the better.”

Katherine felt the embarrassed blush heat her face. She rarely ever blushed. Hiding her gaze seemed like the best defense, but she couldn’t help glancing at Nico under her lashes. His grin grew wider.

“You, you need to leave.” The nurse flicked her purple fingers in Nico’s direction. “We’re going to get your friend here cleaned up, change the sheets, and do all sorts of girl things you don’t need to bother yourself about. Maybe even get some of these tubes out of your arm, okay honey?” She patted Katherine’s right arm with its multiple lines as her gaze fixed back on Nico. “Going to be an hour, so why don’t you go find something to do?”

Nico shifted off the sill and stood, and the nurse looked him up and down again. “Um-hum,” she said, not even bothering to quiet her comment. Damned if the woman didn’t lick her lips too. 

That pulled an unwilling smile out of Katherine. Nico hadn’t looked at the nurse once, and he still had an impact on her. When he wasn’t all dark and disturbing in his director mode, he probably had that effect on any woman within a mile.

He walked towards the bed. No, it wasn’t a walk. He stalked towards her, his eyes intent and focused on hers. When his muscled thighs touched the railing surrounding the bed, he leaned over until his face was inches from hers. His smile was gone, and his eyes probed hers. The tangle of words passed her mental barrier with alarming ease.

‘I will be back soon and we will continue this conversation. And you are not going anywhere without me.’

He closed the distance between them and pressed a light kiss to her cheek, against an area that felt bruised and swollen. Her skin burned where he touched her, and he left his lips there for the space of seconds before straightening. With a shock, she realized the hurt lessened. His eyes probed hers as if confirming the thoughts he’d sent her.

Then he turned and strode out the door. He’d told her exactly what he was thinking and he hadn’t said a word. And her skin tingled where his lips had rested.

“Um-hum. Hum-hum, hum-hum.”

That nurse said it better than Katherine ever could as they both stared at the closing door.

# # # # #
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Ah, this is interesting, very interesting indeed. He uses his mind to speak to her. I can hear them both, of course. She remains quiet since the attack, but he – well, suffice to say he’s as gabby as a teenager. And neither of them realize that I listen to every single one of their little exchanges, and with those, their secrets.

Director, Director, Director. May I say tsk-tsk? Never push a woman like this. She will only become more stubborn. Allow her to realize she needs you, can in fact only survive with you. Be there when she comes to find that she cannot do it all herself, at least not now. Then tighten you grip and exert your control. This is as I will do when the times comes.

But back to business. While I do not condone overt violence towards women, the boys had no other choice to achieve the goals I set for them. First, retrieve the files and the computer so that we can learn what they know. Then, temporarily delay the fine Dr. Draper so that she cannot assist the police in their search. Just a little more time is all I need. Then everything will be in place.

The fact that she hit her head in her fall is, in many ways, her own damned fault. If she’d simply surrendered the bag as any sensible woman would do, would she be in this predicament today? No. She might be missing a pair of pumps, but is the confidence of her clients worth her life? I think not.

I will keep the remaining shoe, high heeled and made of fine leather, as a memento. No one dares comment on it, at least not to my face. They are all too wary of my powers.

So, to the techie’s reports. Her client list is largely uninteresting, with boring everyday problems that could just as easily be solved with common sense or a stiff drink. What is interesting to me is the depth of her past relationship with the infamous Dr. Nicolajis Sophianos. He thought he was losing his mind. I must plan how I will use this against him. Perhaps I can invade his intellect once more and transmit disturbing images. That seems to bring him no end of pain.

And then there’s the current case, the one I know so well. It was a shame the young woman had to die. She was a prime example of her gender, even after giving birth to a brat. Her sister will be no trouble at all. She is a follower, unlike her sister. She can be led away by her commitment once she is isolated from the police. They are idiots. They have no idea who they have in their protective custody.

Sophianos and Draper are chattering again, though not with their voices. It seems that another fight will ensue. Perhaps this is the way to separate them. For I have plans for each of them, separate and apart, significant plans indeed. Sophianos will suffer. But the delectable Katherine is mine.
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“You must rest and recuperate, Dr. Draper. If you do not follow your post-reduction instructions, you risk developing permanent damage to your shoulder.”

The orthopedist poked at said shoulder, prodding below the swelling at the joint that caused her significant discomfort. He checked her chart on the laptop the nurse had updated before his arrival. Then he smiled at her, the kind of artificial smile he probably gave every patient he perceived as an injury, but not as a person.

“How are you tolerating your pain without the lidocaine injections to take the edge off? On a scale of one to ten, how bad is it?”

It would be helpful if he told her which time period he was referring to – the times when he was manipulating it and sharp jabs made her bite her lip, or when she was resting and could almost – almost – forget anything was wrong with her shoulder. Forgetting anything was wrong with her brain was another story. There, she wished she could remember.

“She’s been saying it isn’t bad when she’s not moving, which should be a good indication to her she should rest. It’s when she tries to do too much that the pain increases.”

Ever-helpful Nico answered for her, damn him. If he thought she wasn’t quick enough to respond, he replied. And every doctor and nurse and who-knows-who else treated him as if he had every right to do so. He haunted her room. Every time she awakened, he was there.

“My pain is a five to a six.” Her voice squeaked on the words and both men turned to look at her, one regarding her quizzically and the other with a small indulgent smile as if it was perfectly obvious she wasn’t ready to speak for herself. Damn Nico.

The doctor shook his head, saying, “Normally, I would send a patient such as her home with a short course of hydrocodone to help manage the pain. It’s a narcotic and I don’t like to keep patients on it for long, just a couple of days until she settles into the healing process. But because of the nature of her head injury, I’ll defer to her neurologist. I’m sure she’ll be able to prescribe something appropriate for both the headache and the shoulder.”

By the end of his statement, he was shaking Nico’s hand with barely a glance back towards the bed. He’d addressed all of his comments man to man. If Katherine had any questions, he clearly didn’t care.

“The nurse will be in with your girlfriend’s aftercare instructions. Please bring her in to see me in two weeks. We’ll do another set of x-rays then to see how her shoulder is healing. Until then, ice, rest, no strenuous activity, and keep her in that sling.”

The ortho patted Nico’s back as if commiserating with him on how difficult it would be to take care of such an irksome patient. Nico stared at the hospital room’s closing door as if contemplating the doctor’s last words. Or maybe his implications. Girlfriend? 

Katherine fought the urge to scream, largely because she had learned that loud noises made her headache worse. Instead, she stage-whispered, “Where did he get the idea I am your girlfriend? You and I barely know each other.”

That brought Nico’s contemplative gaze back to her, but slowly, like radar making its measured loop. He frowned slightly and shook his head as if to say he didn’t know what to do with her.

‘You cannot scare me away, Katherine. You cannot push me away. For whatever reason, you and I are together in something important and I will see it through, even if you do not want me here.’

She registered his thought and refused to respond, either through their weird mind connection or in spoken form. She mentally shut him out, slamming the window so to speak, on whatever ideas he planned to push at her next. If her arm wasn’t in a sling, she would have crossed them both on her chest, silly though that protective gesture might look.

Nico chuckled, a low rumble down the scale that sent shivers across her skin even as she fought to ignore them. He was making fun of her attempt to block him. If she wasn’t in so much pain, her skill in response would be evident.

Before she could come up with a suitable retort, another doctor walked in, followed by a retinue of residents and students. The neurologist was petite, Asian, and intense. Her cutting gaze could be most penetrating, like she was trying to see through the bone of the skull to examine the gray matter inside.

“You, summarize the case. For the patient and her family, mind you, not for me. No jargon.”

The student boggled a tablet balanced on one arm, clearing her throat as she did so. A finger following her notes, she read out, “Patient was admitted with a blow to the head due to a fall. A diagnosis of mild traumatic brain injury was determined, based on the patient’s inability to remember the exact circumstances of injury. Unconscious for approximately eighteen hours, the patient then became exceedingly restless and was given a mild sedative to reduce her anxiety. There was no brain swelling.”

The young woman looked up at Nico and smiled at him with this last piece of news, as if it made it all better. He smiled back at her encouragingly, and Katherine again forced herself to keep quiet when all she wanted to do was yell with the lack of appropriate attention.

“And?” The doctor tapped her foot in probable impatience, and Katherine could relate. She wanted out of here, and the sooner the better. That would only happen if this woman signed off on her release just as the ortho had. Her students didn’t appear to jump fast enough to comply with her intentions.

Whipping a pen light out of her white coat pocket, the neuro shined it in Katherine’s eyes, first one and then the other. She went through a litany of tests – touch your nose, how many fingers, who’s the current governor. Really? What if she didn’t follow politics?

The neuro, despite her brusque manner, was more gender savvy than the male doctor had been, and she addressed her comments to Katherine.

“I remain concerned about your inability to remember the activities of the day you were injured, Dr. Draper. While I find no physiological reason for this, you did sustain a significant blow to the head. The bruising will fade relatively quickly. There is some minor swelling external to the brain, and as that recedes, perhaps it will help. Or something you see will trigger a memory. Or they will all flood back in. We simply can’t say. The brain is still a mysterious organ in so many ways. We would like to think we can control our minds, but really, who can?”

Katherine’s glance slipped to Nico when the doctor uttered those words, and he winked back at her like they shared a private joke. In this case, they did.

‘Yes, we do,’ he replied, creeping inside her mind.

The doctor extended her hand to Katherine, shook it once in a perfunctory manner, and spun around to do the same with Nico. Then she strode towards the doorway, parting her retinue like Moses did the seas, and paused to look back to Nico. 

“If your girlfriend’s amnesia lifts, call my office. If her headache worsens, call my office immediately. If she becomes more irritable or exhibits any strange behaviors that are out of the ordinary, ditto. Otherwise, please bring her to see my associate in one week. Best of luck to you.”

She sailed out the door, residents and students trailing behind like so much flotsam and jetsam sucked after a storm.

Katherine pushed her feet over the edge of the bed. When she’d questioned the insurance approval for her private room, the nurse had patted her hand and told her it was all taken care of. When she took her guided walks around the floor, she’d peeked in other doorways. None of those rooms had the corner views, small couch, or deliberate privacy she did. She suspected this was all Nico’s doing.

Just like the clothes were. He suggested she tell him what size and style she preferred and he would send out for something she could wear home. She’d insisted that she could change back into the suit she’d had on when she was admitted, and Nico let her rant about that. Then he pulled open the small closet door and took out a hangar with the remains of her outfit draped over it.

Hanging wouldn’t have described it. The suit jacket’s left sleeve was ripped at the shoulder and cut from wrist to top. The violence of the tear epitomized her injury, and for a moment, she felt bile rise in her throat. Suddenly grateful she’d been unconscious while they put her back together, she looked away.

“The skirt has a tear in it too, probably snagged on something. There’s a piece missing from it. You can thank the police for that. They hope that some trace of your attackers will be found in a stain on the material. They kept your coat too.”

Out of the corner of her eye, he could see him lifting up the material, but she didn’t have the heart to look at it. The only thing that appeared to be intact was her pair of running shoes.

“I can send someone to my house to pick up clothes for me.”

“And who will you send, exactly?”

She opened her mouth to answer, but nothing came out. The truth was, she didn’t have any close friends or associates she could ask for something like that. Other than the man in front of her, she assumed no one knew she was in the hospital. As far as her office mates and patients were concerned, she could be home with a particularly bad case of the flu. That was the story she’d insisted her answering service use when she called it to reschedule her appointments.

Waving a hand in dismissal, she turned away. She couldn’t roll far, not with her shoulder in a strange type of sling that propped her arm away from her body. People kept telling her how lucky she was that it all wasn’t much worse. But she didn’t feel lucky. She felt aggravated beyond belief.

She pushed back the fright whispering at the edges. She felt its touch even now, a laughing ghost of ridicule wedging fear into her gut and pulling out the shreds of self-confidence she struggled to maintain in her heart. The evil receded, but not before she sensed its teasing joy in her distress.

Staring now at the clothes draped over the chair, she stood, wobbly and tipping to her injured side. Nico was there, taking her good arm and steadying her. They stood like that, his hand bracing her, for all of a minute without speaking. Every nerve ending in her body lit up and quivered in response.

Damn the man.

“You can go now.” She attempted to disengage, only mildly successful in breaking free and taking the requisite three steps to the chair. She sat down, a little heavier and less graceful than usual, and looked up at Nico expectantly.

“I’ll be right outside. I’ll ask one of the aides to come in and assist you.”

“I don’t need an aide.”

He stopped in progress to the door and turned to look at her, his face unreadable.

“Do you want me to help you? Because you do need help, Katherine. How do you expect to pull your pants up with one arm in a sling? And slide into your top? That would be a contortion act I’d pay good money to see.”

She felt the blush coming up. Under the hospital gown and blanket wrapped around her shoulders, she was as naked as the day she was born. He’d get an eyeful all right.

“Fine, ask the aide to come in. But you can go. I’ll call a cab to take me home.”

He frowned again. She expected him to argue. But he merely stared at her with that unreadable stoic expression before turning once more and heading out.

She fingered the fabric of the lounging pants and jacket he’d brought for her. They were soft, unbelievably soft, with a sleeveless top that could be wrestled on – if one had help – and a zippered hoodie to pull over it. A hoodie. Something was significant about that, but she wasn’t sure what it was. The faster she chased after the thought, the further it drifted away.

The door opened and the nurse who’d caused her such consternation before bustled in.

“Going home, good for you, and on a Saturday too. Got a nice long weekend to rest up, and you can have your boyfriend spoil you rotten. That is one fine piece of man, I must say, um-hum. Good looking and dedicated to you too. You been together long?”

Katherine opened her mouth just as the nurse pulled the t-shirt over her head. She mumbled into the cloth that they weren’t together.

“How long did you say? Oh, I guess it doesn’t matter. He has all of your instructions, and you listen to him, you hear me? I don’t want to see you under my care again because you didn’t mind like you should.”

She continued to talk without pause along the same vein, and Katherine tuned her out. She began to think about the ramifications of sending Nico away. How would she get home? She had no phone. How would she call a cab? The hospital could probably do that for her. But how would she pay for it? She didn’t have a credit card or money. And how would she get into her house? Her keys had been stolen with her briefcase.

The nurse pushed her down the corridor and into the elevator, the required wheelchair making a faint metallic rubbing noise that tickled something at the periphery of her mind. What was it? Again, it seemed important that she remember. But damn, the idea drifted off with the elevator ding on the main floor.

The doors slid open, and she looked forward to smelling air untainted by medicinal odors. After four days, it would smell like heaven. She inhaled deeply, taking peace from her anticipation of the clean scents. It would all be okay. Somehow, she would weather this storm as she’d done all the others in her life.

“Listen to your man and let him take care of you. We women, we aren’t very good about accepting others taking care of us. We just want to do for others. You let him do for you now, you hear me?” The nurse patted her good shoulder reassuringly.

The automatic door to freedom hissed open, the punch of fresh air hit her lungs, and her eyes fell on the sleek black sedan at the curb. The driver door opened, and Nico stepped out, coming around the back of the car and walking towards them with authority and ease evident in his every step.

The nurse let out a low whistle. “Yeah, that it one fine specimen of a man. You hold on tight to this one, girl.”

Hell if she would. Katherine couldn’t wait to push him away fast enough.

# # # # #
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“I told you I could find my own way home.”

Exasperated beyond belief Nico hadn’t listened to her, she was also glad he was here. How perverse was that? There were things she couldn’t fix, not by herself right now. Like money for a cab, and a locksmith to get in to her house, and navigating the stairs on her front porch. She’d been walking up and down countless hospital corridors, but that hadn’t prepared her for actually addressing the world again.

Beside her, Nico drove with customary skill. He said nothing as she ranted, and she was itching for a fight. 

“Why the hell do you feel like you can take me over? I want an answer, Nico. After all this time, and the fact that we were never close, why are you here? You have no reason or right to be here.”

She bit her lip hard enough to keep herself from saying more. His face gave nothing away, though a set of lines next to his eyes matching another at the corner of his mouth seemed to deepen. Maybe he was biting off something too.

Silence made the hiss of tires on pavement seem louder. Nico’s pensive expression didn’t change over six blocks and two red stoplights. When he finally spoke, his tone held more demand than curiosity. 

“Why did you have my business card in your wallet after all this time, Katherine? You have never given me a reason. I think I have a right to know, don’t you?” 

His emphasis on the word right wasn’t lost on her. She didn’t know how she wanted to respond. Facing front now, she kept silent, and he didn’t ask her anything else. Miles passed as she stared unseeing out the car window, only stirring when they entered her neighborhood.

They drove past her office, and nothing looked any different. She scanned back and forth in her mind, trying to remember leaving the building on Tuesday night and walking home. Had it been a warm day? She’d had her coat with her, but that
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