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      To my loving husband, Bobby, who always believed I could do it. And with his tough love, I did. And to my father, Howard McCluskey, I miss you every day.
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        The history of man is shrouded in mystery, magick, and blood.
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        Looking for bright, responsible, career-oriented, self-motivated individuals who have excellent people skills and are able to take high volumes of calls while maintaining a positive attitude. Ability to work with others is a must.

      

      

      I glanced down at the advertisement in my hand. I had none of those qualifications according to my last employer—and pretty much all my other previous ones as well. I was, however, a “foul-mouthed, bad-tempered, under-performing”—still didn’t understand that one—“sarcastic, waste of space.” Although, to be fair, only one of the previous employers actually called me a waste of space, and that was because I had stopped sleeping with him.

      This unfortunate lack of options was the reason I stood in the parking lot of Tribec Insurance, smoking the last of my apple-flavored cigars—a habit I learned from my father—wearing a cream-colored dress suit and a pair of matching pumps. I couldn’t afford either of them, and I really hated pumps. But I needed the job, so I dressed the part of the career-oriented, self-motivated candidate the ad was searching for.

      Most of the jobs in the area required a college degree, or at least several years of experience. I had no college degree, and the longest I’d ever been employed at one job was six months. Thankfully, Tribec Insurance was always hiring and had no such requirements—a rarity in the uptight community of Alice where Tribec was located.

      Through a ring of cigar smoke, I took in the phallic structure that was Tribec Insurance. My eyes landed on the small, stone, pyramid-like shape at the top of the building. It reminded me of an Egyptian Obelisk—a symbol to the god Ra. The Egyptian word for it, “Tejen,” meant “protection” or “defense.”

      Why would the occupants of Tribec Insurance erect a symbol of protection or defense on top of the building?

      A slight breeze blew over my bare arms, carrying the salty scent of the ocean and stirring the beads of sweat that had formed on them. My new blouse had molded to my back, and my feet had started to sweat. I was generally used to Tulare Island’s oppressive heat, but the anxious jitters in my stomach had caused my skin to flush.

      I tried to dispel the nervousness in my stomach. Despite the obvious, I didn’t want to show that I was desperate. My best friend Kara spent most of last night trying to prep me for the interview. She advised me to not ask annoying questions, make sarcastic comments, or let my disgruntled attitude show.

      Essentially, she advised me to not be myself. There was a message in there somewhere, but I was choosing to ignore it.

      Out of our original group in high school, Kara was the only one who was still in my life. The only one who actually gave a damn about me. Marta and I hadn’t spoken in years, and as for Steve… Well, it was a long time ago.

      I glanced at my watch. Damn. I guess I had procrastinated long enough. I put out my cigar, grabbed my blazer from the front seat of my car, shoved the advertisement back in my overly large purse, and headed for the building. As I walked, I attempted to wrap my head around the fact that I was essentially asking Tribec Insurance to let me spend my days chained to a desk, listening to complaints from strangers.

      Maybe I should look into prostitution. At least I’d enjoy the job.

      Kara also told me to smile a lot, so I pasted one on, pulled open the glass door, and stepped inside. Only to stop dead in my tracks at the entrance.

      The walls—painted a burnt gold color that reminded me of the sunset—were lined with Egyptian art. Four glass displays, filled with half-head replicas of deities and artifacts, sat in each corner of the room. Green foliage hung from black ceramic pots near the entrance and the elevator. Something was off about the elevator. It wasn’t stainless-steel. No, more like marble. Black marble with gold striations that, at first glance, appeared to be moving. Odd.

      And everything, including the guard station—which sat sunken into the foundation in the middle of the floor—was set up in a spherical configuration. Directly behind the guard station was a set of mahogany double doors, with gold Egyptian hieroglyphs carved around the frame. They were also etched around the guard station.

      Most people on Tulare Island either practiced one of the four principles of magick or knew someone who did. There was, however, a small group of people who, despite the evidence, still refused to believe in magick. They usually carried picket signs outside of herbal and occult shops, telling people they were going to burn in hell, not realizing they were actually practicing faith magick every time they went to church.

      Judging from the set-up of the room, and even the obelisk on the top of the building outside, I could hazard a guess—more like an assumption—that the occupants of Tribec Insurance practiced magick.

      Despite my assumption, I couldn’t figure out which of the four principles—earth, elemental, mind, or faith—the people at Tribec used. There was, however, a fifth principle—blood—that to my knowledge, no one practiced anymore. And sadly, I didn’t know enough about it to recognize any symbols associated with its practice. Yet, symbols from the other four were etched all over the walls. Odd. Especially since people only had the ability to practice one. Not all four.

      If it was a job requirement for me to use magick, I was running the hell out of here. I would live in a cardboard box before I got involved with magick. And if I didn’t get a job soon, that was exactly where I’d be living. Especially since I refused to move back in with my parents. I had to grow the hell up sometime.

      I moved farther into the lobby; the scent of desert sand wafted around me. It had that baked-on smell that emanated off the ground when the sun was at its peak. It was unusual, but the décor could explain the smell. Especially if they added sand to some of the displays for authenticity. The odor that was definitely out of place was the one directly underneath it.

      Blood. It was faint. I could almost chalk it up to imagination. Almost. If it wasn’t so overpowering.

      I moved forward cautiously, my heels clicking on the white-tiled floor, as I tried to pinpoint where the scent was coming from. But the farther away from the door I got, the less I smelled it. I turned and started back toward where I’d first detected the smell. A chair creaked, stopping me in my tracks. The space between my shoulder blades started to itch. I turned.

      The guard behind the desk was watching me.

      I stood there, debating whether or not I should just leave. Yes, I was desperate, but the smell of blood? Was I imagining it? I pulled in a deep breath, trying to find the scent again. Nothing.

      Get it together, Nicole.

      After a short pause, I shook myself mentally and continued toward the guard station with the guard’s black eyes boring into me. Sizing me up.

      “Can I help you, miss?” He rose to his feet and crossed his arms across his chest.

      I placed him in his late twenties. He had a solid frame, close-cropped black hair, deep-set black eyes, and no facial hair. The dark brown suit he wore looked as if it had been poured onto him. Had to be ex-military.

      The gold tag on his shirt read “Oliver Strong.” It suited him.

      “Yes, my name is Nicole Fontane, and I’m here for an interview with…” I set my purse on the counter, ignoring his pointed glare, and pulled out my tattered notebook. “…a Francine Delaporte at eleven.”

      “Have a seat. I will call someone down to escort you.” He inclined his head in the direction of the red leather couch on the right.

      “Okay, thanks,” I said as I mentally extended my middle finger. Everything about him rubbed me the wrong damn way.

      I sat and placed my purse beside me on the couch—the damn thing weighed a ton—and picked up one of the brochures for Tribec Insurance. While I sat there leafing through it, another security guard walked up and blocked my view of the sun. Well, he would have if there had been one inside the building. This burly bastard had tree trunks for arms and a head that resembled a boulder. Did they chisel him from a mountain?

      “Ms. Fontane?” the guard grumbled. It sounded as if his voice came from a gut full of rocks.

      I stood, which put me at eye level to his massive chest and the name tag pinned to his shirt that read “Duncan Glass.”

      Maybe when they hired their guards, they assigned them names as well.

      “Yes.” I tried to push myself up a few inches more. I was already wearing three-inch heels, bringing my total height to five nine, yet this massive behemoth still towered over me.

      “Follow me.” He spun around abruptly and led the way to the elevator.

      I was tempted to salute him or give him the finger—the damn bossy bastard.

      Calm down, Nicole. You need this job.

      Duncan pulled a card from his pocket and inserted it into a slot located on the right side. I guess that answered my question about the oddity of the elevator. Besides the strange composition, they didn’t have a call button. They sure did have a high level of security for an insurance company. Maybe they denied more claims than they approved. Greedy bastards.

      When the doors slid open, Duncan extended his arm out. “Ms. Fontane.”

      I stepped inside.

      Once the doors were closed, he inserted his card into another slot, and a display lit up with a list of floors.

      The number thirteen was among them.

      I had once read somewhere that all older buildings either omitted the thirteenth floor or renamed it. It all stemmed from a superstition that the thirteenth floor was unlucky. I wasn’t superstitious, but I did find it interesting they chose to include it.

      “They have a thirteenth floor,” I said.

      “It comes after twelve.”

      While I was no stranger to snide comments, I really didn’t like others using them on me. Bastard.

      A few moments later, the elevator doors opened and, thankfully, deposited us on the seventeenth floor. I followed Duncan to a set of offices in the center of the floor. He stopped at the first door in a row of three that faced the elevators. The silver name plate affixed to it read: Francine Delaporte. After he rapped on it three times, he planted his feet a few inches apart and placed his hands behind his back.

      Maybe Duncan thought he was still in the military.

      I took in the room while I waited. Cameras inside small black orbs dotted the ceiling. A hazy gray tint covered the windows, allowing minimal light to filter into the room. Industrial gray walls sported a few framed “inspirational” quotes that referred to “teamwork” and “having a positive attitude.” They even had the stupid “Hang in There” poster with a cat hanging off a wire.

      Even the partitions that divided the employees’ desks were gray. The only break up in the ashen color were the fake wood desks.

      It reminded me of a mental asylum.

      The majority of the people in the office were women, with a few men thrown in here and there. Did they believe women were more suited to talking on the phone? Either way, everyone in the room was pasty, their eyes sunken in, wearing expressions that suggested they had given up on life. I wouldn’t have been surprised if they were all former tenants of the asylum, dressed up in over-sized clothes and forced into the role of “employee.”

      The fact that no one looked up when Duncan and I got off the elevator supported my theory. They just sat there in their little black chairs, talking into their headsets, all repeating what sounded like the same practiced spiel in monotonous tones, a few minutes behind one another. Like a rolling set of waves crashing against the most boring shore imaginable.

      I turned back to Duncan. He still stood at ease in front of Francine Delaporte’s door. What the hell was taking this woman so long? My feet were killing me. Like an idiot, instead of breaking the shoes in after Kara left last night, I had curled up on the couch with a bottle of Samuel Adams, contemplating my limited options. My little pity party of one ended at midnight when I realized my only option was one I wasn’t willing to entertain.

      As I switched my purse from my right shoulder to my left, I caught sight of a faint circular line drawn around the cubicles. I stared at the ground, unsure if I was seeing things, or if there really was a line drawn on the floor. I straightened and moved to the left, trying to follow it. As I stood there transfixed, someone brushed their frigid hand across my exposed neck.

      Coldness raced down my spine, and the scent of sand filled my nostrils.

      I whipped around.

      Duncan was gone.

      In his place stood a woman wearing a red pantsuit. Given that she was at least five feet away from me with her hands down at her sides… Who the hell had touched my neck?

      Francine extended her hand and smiled. “Hello. Ms. Fontane?”

      I stepped forward, my legs suddenly weak, and took her hand. “Hi.” I cleared my throat. “Yes, I’m Nicole Fontane.”

      “I’m Francine Delaporte. Let’s get started.”  She let go of my hand and walked into her office.

      I rubbed the back of my neck, trying to warm the sudden chill that had settled there. I glanced around the room. The employees remained at their desks, staring rapt at their computer screens.

      A cool breeze circled the room, pulling my gaze toward the ceiling. An air vent sat directly above me.

      Before I entered Francine’s office, I glanced down at the floor. The markings were gone. Maybe I had imagined them. And maybe the air-conditioning explained the feeling of someone brushing their fingers across my neck.

      Yes—for sanity’s sake, I was going to go with that.

      Just my overactive imagination.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Francine’s office was a huge step up from the cold gray of the call center. Bright yellow walls with photographs of what I assumed were family and friends surrounded a large cherry-wood desk that took up most of the small office space.

      Burying the unease still brewing in my gut, I sat down, set my purse on the chair next to me, and focused on Francine. She smiled at me again. It was phony, but at least she was trying. I returned a fake grin of my own as Francine shuffled through a stack of folders on her desk.

      She was a short woman, battling her body’s desire to expand by stuffing a large amount of girth into her red pantsuit that was on the verge of bursting at the seams. I figured she had some African ancestry somewhere by the caramel color of her skin and the curls in her hair, which meant we had something in common—my father was Creole, and my mother, French. We also had the hair in common, although hers was much more controlled. Mine had a mind of its own, and no amount of hair product was going to change it. Believe me, I had tried them all.

      Finally, she brought her head up, made eye contact, and launched into her spiel about the company. I kept the smile painted on my face as I learned that Tribec Insurance was founded by the Stewart family in the early eighteen-hundreds. They had grown since then, and now rivaled some of the biggest names in existence today.

      She continued, but I tuned most of it out. It was when she stated they only carried medical and life insurance that I actually started to pay attention. As limited as my knowledge was, I still understood that those two things did not go together. Not to mention they were leaving out a number of options that people would need, such as dental and disability.

      “Why is that?” I asked.

      “Why is what?”

      The confused expression on her face had me swallowing hard. I must have thrown her off when I asked a question.

      “Why do they carry medical and life insurance instead of just medical and dental or life and disability?”

      Francine leaned forward. “That’s an interesting question. I can’t say anyone has ever asked that since I’ve been here.”

      We sat there, staring at each other. I was waiting for the answer, and she was obviously trying to remember where she had left off, if the faraway expression on her face was any indication. She gave up after a few minutes, opened one of the folders on her desk, reviewed it, and then focused on me.

      “Well now, what made you decide on Tribec Insurance, Nicole?”

      That I needed to pay for the apartment I’d just rented was obviously not a good response, so I went with the answer I’d practiced several times with Kara.

      “I feel that Tribec Insurance would be a good place to work, and I’m searching for a stable company in which I can have a bright, productive future.” It was all bullshit, but it was nice-sounding bullshit.

      Francine tried to hide her eye-roll. A clear indication that she wasn’t buying what I was selling. “Well, that’s a really good answer,” she said, surprising me that she hadn’t stopped the interview. “And I see here that, while you’ve had a vast number of jobs, you have had absolutely no call center experience.”

      “Yes, that’s true.”

      “So why not choose something more in line with your work history?”

      “I wanted to try something that had more of a future in it.” She liked my bullshit answer before, maybe she wouldn’t mind hearing it again. Besides, Kara and I hadn’t worked on this particular question. And I had no idea how to respond.

      “Well, I believe you are just the type of candidate we are hoping to hire, and you are still relatively young—only twenty-eight.” She pulled a sheet of paper out of a folder with my name written on it. “Can you start today?”

      They must have been desperate if she wanted me to begin immediately. I knew damn well that I wasn’t the type of candidate they were looking for. And it was written all over Francine’s face.

      “Sure, no problem.”

      “Are both your parents living?” she asked.

      “Excuse me?” I shifted forward on my seat, ignoring the fact that the movement appeared threatening, and focused on the single drop of sweat that suddenly slid down the side of her face.

      “Are both parents still alive?” she repeated much slower as she lifted one eyebrow.

      I didn’t appreciate the condescending tone. “No, I understood your question. I’m just curious what that has to do with my job interview?” I failed to keep the ire out of my voice.

      She studied the paper in front of her. “Oh, well, we need to know whom we contact in case of emergency.”

      “Yes, they live in New Orleans,” I said, lying.

      The question bothered me. Asking, “Are your parents still alive?” didn’t in any way translate to, “Who do we contact in case of emergency?” I wanted to believe it was just a simple error in wording, but I wasn’t convinced that it was.

      “And could you provide me their address?” She still had her head down, pen poised above the paper, ready to write.

      I had no intention of giving her my parents’ real address. And yes, I was being a bit paranoid. “2 Bayou Way in New Orleans.” I’d let her figure out the zip code.

      She looked up. “Are there any other living relatives or friends that you could list?”

      “Do I need more than one emergency contact?”

      Her eyes narrowed and her mouth turned down in a slight frown as she regarded me with a contemplative look. After a few minutes of this, she shook her head and scribbled something on the sheet of paper. The chair groaned as she scooted back and heaved up from it. “Now, let me first show you around the call center, and then you can sit with one of the employees to listen to a few calls.” She picked up a thick red binder, a headset, a notepad, and a pen.

      I sighed as I followed her out of the office. For a moment there, it seemed as if Francine was going to ask me to leave. I tried not to think about the elation I felt at the prospect of her doing that. If I was going to make it here, I really needed to work on my attitude. And my paranoia.

      After a brief tour, we stopped next to a man who was a complete contrast to the other semi-dead looking employees.

      “Vincent, this is Nicole. I would like her to sit with you for a few calls.”

      Vincent was a husky man in his late twenties with a mop of dark brown hair, a short unkempt beard, dark brown eyes, and tanned skin. He wasn’t wearing a suit like the rest of the drones. Instead, he wore a pair of loose-fitting tan slacks and a white button-down shirt.

      He frowned as his gaze went from Francine to me. “Okay,” he said finally.

      Francine nodded and walked to an empty desk and grabbed a chair.

      “Now, sit down here.” She positioned the chair next to Vincent. “Vincent can answer any questions about what kinds of calls you will be taking.” She handed me the binder, along with the pad and pen. “This is your employee manual. You can read it when you leave.”

      As I sat down in the chair and placed the heavy binder in my lap, I spotted the gold embossed glyph on the front. It depicted a man standing next to a table, writing on a piece of parchment, with a body laying at his feet. I couldn’t make out the various objects in the background, so I pulled the binder closer. The short lines reminded me of people for some reason, all lined up, staring at the man as he concentrated on his writing, seeming oblivious to the body at his feet.

      When I looked up at Francine, I caught her scrutinizing me with a mixture of scorn and distaste written all over her face. I narrowed my eyes.

      “Yes, Nicole?” She tried to work her face back into the friendly mask she wore a few minutes ago. She failed.

      “What does this symbol mean?”

      She gave the binder a quick glance. “Well, it’s just something the family… Honestly, I never asked.” She plugged the headset into the back of Vincent’s phone. “Once you’ve had an opportunity to listen to some calls, we will complete your new hire paperwork.” She straightened up and smiled down at me. “Any questions?”

      Since she seemed so averse to answer the few questions I’d already asked thus far, asking any more at this point would be a waste of both of our times.

      “No, thank you.”

      She turned and walked away. As I watched her, I entertained thoughts of her too-tight pantsuit suddenly coming apart at the seams. Fucking bitch.

      “So, how long have you worked here?” I swiveled my chair around so that I was facing Vincent.

      “Almost two years,” he said. “I have an anniversary coming up.” He picked up an empty family-sized bag of Ruffles. “I hate these things.” He balled up the bag and threw it in the trash.

      “Why do you eat them?”

      Vincent squinted at me with a quizzical expression on his face. As if he was trying to decipher what I’d just asked. Was asking why he ate chips he hated too personal? He turned from me, reached into his side drawer, and pulled out a large wallet. “This was me when I started.” He handed me his driver’s license.

      I studied the picture, my eyes narrowed in on the photograph. The two-hundred-pound man sitting beside me was not the same hundred and forty-pound man featured on the driver’s license photo. I looked at Vincent, his driver’s license picture, and then the rest of the employees in the call center. Suddenly, that song from Sesame Street that I learned in my youth popped into my head: One of these things is not like the others.

      I handed him his ID back, and he placed it on the desk in front of us. “I need to keep my strength up, so I have to eat a lot.” He put his headphones back on. “I’ve worked here a long time, Nicole. You should find something better.”

      “Why would you…”

      The phone rang, cutting me off.

      “Thank you for calling Tribec Insurance. This is Vincent. May I have your policy number please?” His voice took on a high-pitched sound that in no way resembled his normal bass tone.

      I inwardly groaned. They would no doubt require me to sound like a phony-ass as well.

      “I don’t have a policy number,” the guy said.

      “Well, sir, let me help you locate it.  Do you have your policy paperwork or ID card handy?”

      “No.”

      “Well, let’s start with your name.” Vincent pushed the mute button. “If you’re staying, I have to train you.” He peered over my shoulder briefly, and then focused back on me. “You will get a lot of these calls where people don’t have their policy number. The best way to locate them is the search field on the side of the screen. If they provide you their name, address, and the last four of their social security number, you should be able to locate them.”

      I smiled and said nothing.

      He unmuted the call. “Thank you, sir. Let me get your address and the last four digits of your social security number, please.” Vincent typed in the guy’s information.

      “Now, I need to place you on hold for a moment while I pull up your account.” Vincent glanced at me. “Now, they don’t like us using this feature. The company would prefer to have us get the policy number. So, if you can encourage them to locate it, then that would be better.”

      I nodded. Maybe I should be taking notes.

      “Okay, sir. I found you. Thank you for holding. What can I help you with today?”

      “It says here on my ID card…”

      Vincent pushed the mute button. “I hate it when they do that! Fuck! You heard me ask him if he had his ID, didn’t you?”

      Again, I nodded. I was getting the impression that Vincent really didn’t like his job. Would I end up like him, overweight and angry? Or, even worse, I could end up like the rest of the employees—an undernourished ghost of myself. I scanned the room to see if anyone else heard his outburst. No one was paying any attention. Creepy.

      Vincent reached into his desk drawer, which turned out to be a small grocery store, and retrieved another family-sized bag of chips—Doritos this time. His meaty hands shook slightly while he tore into the bag.

      The guy on the phone was an idiot. Vincent was becoming more agitated by the minute. Maybe the food was his coping mechanism. I was sure that there were a few alcoholics sprinkled throughout as well.

      “Nicole?”

      “Yes,” I started. “Sorry, I agree, that was a horrible call.”

      He jerked his chin up, signaling for me to look at his co-workers. “No. Do you see?”

      “What?”

      The phone rang, cutting off his reply.

      “Thank you for calling Tribec Insurance. This is Vincent. May I have your policy number please?” he asked, agitated.

      “You people took my wife!”

      Vincent grabbed a pen and paper and scribbled down the number that appeared on the display. After he wrote it down, he disconnected the call.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      After he tore the paper from the tablet he’d written the number on and folded it, he placed a finger over his lips as his eyes shot up to the ceiling. Before I could follow his gesture, he placed his hand over mine. Something in the way he was staring at me stopped me from pulling away. Desperation filled his dark green eyes. He reminded me of a small, frightened animal who’d been cornered by a much larger animal with no way out.

      “They watch us,” he whispered.

      Okay, so maybe Vincent was a bit of a nut. But then again, there were cameras all over the call center.

      “Why do they do that?”

      “You’ll learn why.” He turned away from me and took another call.

      I listened to ten more calls after that. Vincent was trying to tell me something about the company, but I couldn’t figure out what. No doubt it involved them watching the employees. But in most jobs that was a possibility. So why did he fear them watching him? Was he doing something illegal? Even though he’d said I should find another job, I got the impression that’s not what he was trying to say to me. Then again, I could be peppering a strange encounter with my own misgivings.

      Francine came back an hour later to retrieve me.

      As we walked away, I glanced back at Vincent. He was watching me with sadness in his eyes. When he caught me staring, he put his headphones back on and turned away.

      What was he trying to tell me? I studied his back for a minute, pondering, until Francine decided to place her unwelcome hand on my arm. I almost lost it. Almost.

      “This way please, Nicole.”

      Reluctantly, I followed the swishy sound of Francine’s suit into her office, cursing the stupidity of my life decisions.

      Francine had me fill out a mountain of useless paperwork, which included: a W2, employee benefits form, and confirmation I would read the employee handbook. I had no plans to read it, but I signed that I would anyway. And as I went from one form to another, she sat watching me as if I was going to steal her damn pen. When I’d had enough, I glanced up.

      “Am I doing something wrong?”

      Her head jerked as if I’d slapped her. “No, of course not.”

      We continued to stare at one another until finally, she looked away. It was a small, petty victory that I relished. And the fact that she didn’t escort me out confirmed my assumption about their desperation in filling job positions. Strange, but at least it worked in my favor.

      Once the last form was signed, she stuffed them in my folder and handed me a lab slip. “Now you need to go get your physical.” She took the pen from me and stood up.

      I scanned the form. There were several boxes checked. The urine was understandable. However, the box checked “blood” was not. Not to mention the note scribbled at the bottom to perform a complete physical.

      “Ms. Delaporte⁠—”

      “It’s Mrs. Delaporte,” she said with crisp pronunciation.

      I briefly entertained the thought of telling her to take the job and stuff it in her too-tight pantsuit. After all, the indications of magick practice and Vincent’s warning were all the incentives I needed to get up and walk out. But I desperately needed a job—any job. Which meant I would have to reign in my temper. Besides, there might be a reasonable explanation for both scenarios.

      I took a deep breath. “Sorry, Mrs. Delaporte. Is this for a drug screening?”

      “It was in the paperwork you signed.” She put my folder in her desk drawer. “You will be submitted for a physical, as well as a drug screening, since we are providing insurance.”

      I suddenly got the impression she didn’t want me to see the forms I signed.

      “Right, I’m sorry. I thought it would only be a urine test. This slip says blood needs to be drawn.” I held the slip out to her.

      She didn’t even look at it. “Well, yes, blood and urine will be collected,” she said with finality.

      Now I was fully aware of everything I signed. There was nothing in the documents that stated I had to get a physical.

      “Can I see the documents?” I asked, looking pointedly at her desk drawer.

      She bristled. “We will provide you a copy tomorrow.”

      Unfortunately, I had only two choices; I could argue, demand to see them and lose the job before I even got started, or I could accept that she was right. I inwardly sighed and nodded.

      “Wait by the elevator,” Mrs. Delaporte instructed me after providing me my schedule and two additional binders of training material for tomorrow.

      As I made my way to the elevator, I turned back to where Vincent was sitting. He was now hidden by the massive number of gray cubicles. I was worried about him, and worried about myself, as well. I really wished I could take his advice, but the choices I’d made in my life left me with very few options.

      Welcome to rock bottom, Nicole.

      The elevator arrived. Another G-man stepped out and zeroed in on me. Wearing the same snug suit as the other guards, he had sandy blond hair, deep-set brown eyes, and minimal facial hair. Though not as large as Duncan Glass, he was definitely trying to catch up. His badge read “George Merced.”

      “Are you Nicole Fontaine?” he asked.

      Who else would I be? “Yes, I’m Nicole Fontane.”

      He nodded once—a simple downward thrust of his chin—and handed me a yellow badge with the word “temporary” stamped across the top. Below the wording was the company logo, and underneath that, my name stenciled in black lettering.

      “Your badge is to be worn at all times. You will only have access to the lobby and the training room. If you need to go anywhere else in the building, you will need to be escorted,” he said in a clipped tone. “After your physical, we will order you a permanent badge with an additional allocation to enter the call center. If you lose your badge, you will be charged one hundred dollars for its replacement.”

      “Okay, why would you order another badge after the physical? I thought I was hired. And don’t you think a hundred dollars is a little too much to charge for a replacement badge?”

      Silence. What the hell was up with these people not answering questions?

      I could admit he was probably the wrong person to ask, but he was the only one around. Mrs. Delaporte had disappeared, and I was not going to go find her. Besides, she probably wouldn’t answer my question anyway.

      George guided me to the elevator, and once we were inside, he inserted his badge into the reader and pressed the basement floor. My heart pounded in my chest—and my internal warning bells starting going off. What was so important about this physical that my future employment depended on it?

      Vincent’s words popped into my head.

      “I need to keep my strength up, so I have to eat a lot.”

      My mind screamed, Fuck this job. “Can you let me off in the…”

      “Sorry for the confusion,” he said, interrupting me. “We only hand out temporary badges until we have a chance to order your permanent badge. They are encoded, so it’s expensive to order them.”

      The elevator door opened.

      A chill ran down my back. The smell of antiseptic assaulted my nose. All that was missing was the constant noise and someone being paged over the loudspeaker.

      Why would an insurance company have a hospital in the basement?
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      Panic wormed its way inside of me, twisting my gut into knots. I stepped off the elevator and took in the six rows of padded, pink-covered chairs that sat on both sides of the elevator. A ding sounded and I flinched. I turned around. George stood in the middle of the elevator—expressionless, his eyes trained on me, as the door slid closed.

      I was on my own.

      I shifted the heavy load in my arms. It felt as if the sterile off-white walls—covered with the company’s propaganda, along with a few framed photographs of pyramids and Egyptian Pharaohs—were closing in on me. Again with the Egyptian décor.

      Directly across from the elevator was a nurses’ station.

      A woman wearing light pink scrubs and no makeup, with her blonde hair pulled back in a bun so tight it stretched the corners of her face, sat behind the desk watching me. She had that bright-eyed look seen on either extremely happy people, or those who hadn’t been diagnosed as criminally insane yet. I was hoping it was happiness.

      Of course, there was a third option… drugs.

      Denial wasn’t working any longer. Something wasn’t right here. The hospital was the last crazy straw. Sweat rolled down between my breasts as I dropped my employee manual and training material on the highly-polished floor, fell to my knees—ignoring the sudden flare of pain—and searched frantically in my purse for my badge. Of course, it had conveniently gotten lost at the bottom. Yanking it from my purse, I jumped up and jammed it into the slot on the side of the elevator.

      Nothing happened.

      “Oh, that badge won’t call the elevator,” the nurse said sweetly.

      “Why is there a hospital in the basement of an insurance company?”

      She didn’t answer. Instead, she cocked her head to the side and regarded me. Her eyes glazed over. The expression on her face suggested she might have been consulting her internal computer.

      “Well, it’s for the employees, of course,” she said, sounding as if I was crazy for asking the question.

      Okay, so it was option two with an option three chaser. I picked up my binders, walked over to her desk, and set them down hard. I dismissed her shocked expression. I was so past caring about my attitude at this point. I thrust my lab slip at her with so much force that I barely missed smashing it into her face.

      “They sent me down here to get a physical.”

      She reluctantly took my slip and stared at it. Several minutes passed before she lifted her head and refocused on me. That deranged look was still firmly plastered in place.

      “Can you call the damn elevator back down so I can leave?” I gritted out.

      Most people would have flinched at my acerbic tone, but not her, confirming that she was in fact on something. Well, good for her. As long as she could follow my directions, I didn’t care. I wanted to get the hell out of here.

      “You don’t want the job anymore?”

      Movement on my left drew my attention. A tall, attractive man dressed in a white lab coat covering a dark green suit stood there watching us. Possible late thirties with dark brown, medium-length, curly hair and a clean-shaven face that showed off the strong set of his jaw. He wore gold wire-rimmed glasses, and his dark blue eyes reminded me of blue sapphires. His skin was pale, as if he spent too much time indoors or was terminally ill. Since his eyes were so vibrant, I’d go with too much time indoors.

      He walked over, extended his hand, and smiled. “I’m Dr. Ronald Stewart. You must be Nicole.”

      “Yes.” I ignored his outstretched hand. Stewart? Was he a member of the family that owned Tribec Insurance? “I need someone to call the elevator back down so I can leave. Now.”

      He observed me with a mixture of confusion and weariness. Sometimes I had that effect on people and, honestly, it couldn’t be helped. I didn’t hold my tongue when something bothered me. Dealing with Francine took a great deal of mental gymnastics. Unfortunately for Dr. Stewart, my restraint had just snapped. I wasn’t planning on staying, so I saw no reason why I should continue to show decorum.

      “Has there been some problem with your hiring process?” he asked.

      Were these people stupid? “The problem, Dr. Stewart, is that I don’t understand why an insurance company has a hospital set up in the basement, and why I need to give blood for employment. And why my employment is based on my getting a physical?”

      He nodded. “Yes, I can see where that might be alarming.” He took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. When he put them back on, he continued. “The reason we do our physicals on site is because of the cost. But if you are unhappy with the situation, I will be more than happy to have someone come down and escort you back to the lobby.” He stared at me, not even attempting to hide the disappointment in his eyes.

      He could be disappointed all he wanted.

      Dr. Stewart looked at the binders on the desk. If he expected me to pick them up, he was going to be even more disappointed. He spared me a glance before he turned to the nurse. She still had that creepy smile on her face. Was she even aware of what was going on around her?

      “Lacy, can you please call George back down to escort Ms. Fontane out of the building?”

      “Sure thing, Dr. Stewart.” Lacy picked up the phone.

      Wow! I was getting escorted not just to the lobby, but out of the whole damn building.

      So not a problem at this point.

      “Ms. Fontane.”

      I jerked at the sound of Dr. Stewart’s voice.

      “Please take a seat while you wait.”

      “Um… sure.”

      As much as I didn’t want to sit, Dr. Stewart’s tone implied I really didn’t have a choice.

      Once I did sit down, it gave me the opportunity to focus. And I had to admit, I hadn’t started this whole process in the right frame of mind. Desperation did that to me. Didn’t allow me to really analyze what was going on around me. Hatred for having to accept any form of employment at this point in my life had put me in bad mood.

      Given that, it was possible that I was reading too much into the situation. So what if it didn’t make sense to me that Tribec Insurance had a hospital in their basement. What did it matter, really, that they decorated their entire building like an Egyptian museum? The more I thought about it, the possibility of it having to do with earth magick made sense. And that might explain the power circle. It wouldn’t, however, explain the references to the other principles. But again, what difference did it make? Not once did Francine mention that I had to use or work with magick during the interview process.

      Yet, there was still the matter of Vincent. His fear was real; I believed that. So why was he still here? He could be one of those conspiracy nuts that believed everyone was watching him, finding treachery wherever he went. It was the only explanation I could come up with that would explain his odd behavior.

      That left the caller. Another conspiracy nut, maybe?

      I ran my fingers over the ankh on my charm bracelet my father had given me for my birthday when I was nine. I always wore it for comfort. Sadly, today, it wasn’t doing a good job.

      You are such an idiot, Nicole.

      My head pounded. The cloying smell of antiseptic was getting to me. And reality had just reared its ugly head. I wasn’t in a position to be picky. I had less than two-hundred dollars in my bank account and rent due in two weeks. Why did I even rent that apartment? I did this to myself—going from one job to the next, making irrational decisions. My father never understood why I didn’t want to work with him. I didn’t have the heart to tell him the truth that, along with my inability to infuse a basic magick spell, every time I tried working magick, it made me physically ill.

      One thing was for sure—I needed to salvage this if I could, uncomfortable or not. If someone would only answer my questions, maybe it would put my mind at ease.

      And honestly… I was a little curious.

      “You have an entire hospital in the basement just for physicals?” I asked, hoping Dr. Stewart would take that as a sign I wanted to stay.

      The elevator doors opened, and George stepped out and stood there waiting, his eyes trained on Dr. Stewart like a good little soldier.

      “Would you give us a moment, George?” Dr. Stewart turned to me. “Would you like to discuss this in my office?”

      I stood up. “Sure.”

      “This way.” He extended his arm to the right.

      I followed him into a small office at the end of a short hallway and took a seat in one of the plush red leather chairs in front of a large oak wood desk. A matching breakfront sat on the left, and a fake fern tree occupied the corner near the door. The walls were painted a cream color that had a slight yellow tinge. His medical degree, framed in gold, was the only thing that hung on the wall directly behind his office chair.

      Dr. Stewart shut his door and perched on the edge of his desk, facing me. He took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I hate wearing these.” He slid them back on. “Unfortunately, I don’t have a choice.”

      Why was he telling me this?  “Why don’t you wear contacts?”

      “I keep losing them.” He smiled at me. There was a little more than friendliness behind that smile. “Nicole… I’m sorry. May I call you Nicole?”

      “Yes, that’s fine.”

      “You obviously seem unnerved by something here. Do you mind telling me what it is?”

      It was a fair question, and since he appeared to be genuinely interested, I decided to tell him.

      He listened attentively to me as I recounted the many strange things I’d noticed since entering the building. His face remained passive and his eyes never left mine. I paused when I got to Vincent, though. For some strange reason, I got the impression it might not be wise to give him too much information. Besides, I didn’t want to get the big guy in trouble.

      “Nicole, I actually have no real answer that would provide you with the security you seem to need. I can offer the truth, but would that be enough?”

      “Well, at least it would be an answer.”

      He stood and walked over to the bureau and pulled out a decanter filled with dark liquid. “Would you like a drink?” He looked over his shoulder at me.

      “What?”

      He sighed. “Sorry, I’m not good at this.” After pouring himself one, he sat down beside me. “I don’t usually drink on the job but today has been rather stressful.” He took a large sip and shifted his eyes to me. “You are the first person who has ever asked about the medical clinic in the basement. You are also the first to mention the art décor. Most of the pieces are from a Pre-dynastic time period. I believe that’s a few thousand years before the pharaohs of Egypt. It is very rare. Of course, there are some zero dynasty pieces in there, too.”

      “What?” Wow. I thought the décor in the lobby was fake.

      He finished the contents of his glass and grabbed the decanter for a refill. Apparently, we were going to take the long road toward the answer to my question. I might as well get comfortable.

      “I think I’ll have one of those drinks.”

      He smiled. After pouring me a glass, he extended it to me, but pulled back before I could grasp it. “You have to keep this between us,” he said in a conspiratorial tone.

      “Um… okay.”

      He handed it to me, and I took a sip. The warm liquid went down like melted chocolate. Brandy—and not the cheap stuff, either. I resisted the urge to smack my lips.

      “This is good.” I held the glass up in a mock toast.

      “The art is from the Gerzean culture.” He took off his glasses again and set them on the desk. After rubbing the bridge of his nose, he continued. “I believe their civilization thrived from 3500 to 3200 BC. I’m not as much of an enthusiast as my siblings. My real passion lies in medicine. I do know that the art they collect is rare and expensive.” He glanced at me. “Which is why we have the high level of security in the building. I have asked my family repeatedly why they leave the exhibits open with so much exposure, but they insist they like it that way. I had suggested they move the more expensive pieces back to our farmhouse, but they refused, so I have let the matter drop. So now your concern about the smell of blood.” He raised his arms in a gesture that said look around.

      Well, that answered one of my questions. He was a member of the family that owned Tribec. And I’d come to the same conclusion about the blood on my own when I stepped off the elevator. If they had a hospital in the basement, chances were, the building might occasionally smell like blood.

      He reached over, retrieved his glasses, and slid them back on. “The thirteenth floor is considered unlucky to people who are superstitious.” He smiled at me. “My family is not, so we saw no need to eliminate the floor. As for the lines on the carpet, that does sound a bit strange. The only thing that comes to mind is that we probably need to change cleaning services.”

      Okay. If he wanted to blame the power circle on the cleaning crew, I’d let him. I wasn’t going to debate the issue with him. Especially since I was pretty damn sure he thought I sounded like a lunatic already. Besides, he’d been so forth-coming thus far, I doubted he would omit they practiced magick. At least, I hoped he wouldn’t.

      He stood and took his empty glass back to the bureau. “Now, let me ask you a question?” He poured another drink.

      “Alright.”

      He leaned against the bureau. “Why stay? I mean, it’s obvious something here unnerves you. I know I provided you some explanation to the concerns you have, but the mere fact that you observed these things and still stayed is somewhat puzzling to me.” He emptied his glass and poured another one.

      I sighed because what he said was true. Anyone else would have run, but I continued along the process even when I had an out. “I need the job.” I sounded stupid. Of course, he would already know I needed a job. Why else would I be here?

      “I’m sure there are other jobs out there that you can get.”

      “I’m not college educated.” Why was I telling him this? “So, I’m not going to find a job with decent pay unless I go back to school.” I left off the fact that I’d worked at every worthless job on the island already. It would sound too pathetic.

      “You don’t want to go to college?”

      Dr. Stewart’s phone rang, saving me from having to answer his question.

      “Excuse me.” He straightened his tie and picked up the phone. He listened for a short while and then hung up. Once again, he removed his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. He really needed to get some contacts.

      First Vincent with his obsessive eating, now Dr. Stewart with his alcohol, and I was pretty damn sure Lacy was on something. I placed my still-full glass on the desk, which was too bad—the stuff was good. Not my usual drink, but it did hit the spot. Then it suddenly dawned on me that I was sitting in a doctor’s office, at the place I was just hired to work, drinking alcohol.

      Bad move, Nicole.

      “I apologize for my unprofessional behavior.” He opened a small refrigerator next to his desk and retrieved a bottle of water. “Did you want some?”

      “No, thank you.”

      He drained the entire bottle and continued. “The reason we have a medical clinic here is because of the convenience to our employees.” He got up and moved to the chair behind his desk. “The cost we save from having to pay outside people to do what we could do allows us to pay you a better wage than most places. It also gives us an opportunity to ensure our employees are healthy. Less sick days and all.” He smiled. “Does that answer your question?”

      “It’s a better answer than I’ve received to any of my other questions,” I said truthfully. It was also long-winded. But I didn’t say that. I got the impression Dr. Stewart needed someone to talk to. And honestly, I really didn’t mind doing it. While it was a little troubling he was one of the proprietors, his at-ease mannerism really helped calm my nerves. It might not be a bad idea to have such a high-ranking person on my side. Especially since I was bound to fuck up eventually.

      He stood up. “I hope you will reconsider a position with us. And please forgive me for my behavior. As I’ve said, it’s been a very stressful morning. We have six new-hires, and the process is⁠—”

      I waved my hand to silence his apology. “I’m the one who owes you an apology. I shouldn’t have behaved the way I did. Honestly, I’m surprised you haven’t tossed me out.”

      “You speak up when something concerns you; there is nothing wrong with that. And I’m not in charge of the hiring and firing. That would be my brother Thomas’s department.”

      “Yeah, well, my mouth has gotten me into a lot of trouble over the years.”

      His eyes zeroed in on my mouth. “Is that so?”

      I stood up. “Okay, Dr. Stewart. I’ve already tried dating my boss.” More like sleeping with the boss. “It never works out.”

      The conversation had taken a strange turn. Now, I wasn’t opposed to a little harmless flirting, but given how our meeting first started off, it didn’t make much sense for him to suddenly start making advances toward me. Yet, he didn’t seem to mind drinking on the job. So, I guess flirting with the female employees wasn’t completely out of the question for him.

      “I won’t be your boss,” he said.

      “But you will be my doctor.”

      “So I guess asking you out to dinner would be out of the question?” His eyes had that hopeful look men get when they know a woman isn’t interested but can’t help but try anyway.

      “Exactly.” I picked up my purse.

      “That appears to be very heavy.”

      “It is. Should we get started?”

      He stared at me for a moment, probably waiting to see if I would change my mind. I had to admit, he was handsome. In any other circumstance, I would have allowed him to buy me a drink. I looked at the glass of brandy I’d set on his desk. Or, rather, another drink.

      “Well, let me show you to an exam room,” he said.

      I followed him out and down another hallway that sat adjacent to his office. I had to walk fast to keep up. When he stopped, I almost ran into the back of him.

      “Sorry,” I said, giving him a sheepish smile.

      “Oh, no, I’m sorry; I have to remind myself constantly that not everyone walks as fast as I do.” He stood to the side and waited for me to enter the room.

      The room was small. A red-colored exam table sat flush up against the far wall. The opposite side of the room held a chair and a tall table with a laptop sitting on top. The sink was next to the door, with cabinets directly above it. A pink gown lay on top of the exam table. The gown was unsettling, because not more than ten minutes ago, I was ready to bolt.

      “You assumed I was staying?” I set my things down on the exam table and picked up the gown.

      “I hoped you were.” He winked at me.

      Despite my resolution not to sleep with anyone I work with again, I was definitely on the fence about going out with him. Besides, he did say he wouldn’t be my boss.

      “We need to do a full examination, so I need you to change. My nurse will be in momentarily.” He grabbed a clipboard and a few sheets of paper from the stack on the desk and handed them to me. “I need you to fill these out while you wait. Normally, we would have had you do that in the waiting room, but⁠—”

      “It’s okay, I understand.”

      “I will let you get changed.” He opened the door.

      “Thanks, Dr. Stewart.” I stared at him. He was definitely my type.

      “It was my pleasure, Nicole… and you can call me Ronald.”

      “Okay, Ronald, I have to take my clothes off now.”

      “Now you’re flirting with me,” he said, arching his eyebrow.

      “Sorry, couldn’t help it.” Yes, I could. “It won’t happen again.” It probably would.

      “That’s too bad,” he said, and then walked out the door.

      It was too bad.

      “Not gonna go there again,” I said, knowing full well that I was lying to myself.
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      After I changed into the gown, I sat on the table and filled out the medical questionnaire. What was it with all these damn forms? Were they trying to write a book about me? Once finished, I sat back to wait for the nurse. I didn’t have to wait long.

      A woman entered the room, smile first. “Hello, I’m Emilia. You must be Ms. Fontane,” she said in a sing-song voice.

      Emilia, a short, four-foot-eight blonde woman, might have weighed a hundred pounds. With her waifish features and green eyes, she could’ve easily been mistaken for a pixie. Her pink hospital scrubs had to have been specially made to fit her small size, along with her pair of doll-sized white Reeboks. How adorable.

      “Yes, and please call me Nicole.” I handed her my clipboard.

      After scanning the forms, she eyed me up and down, assessing me. Like she could tell what ailments I had by simply staring. I shifted, and she smiled. “What principle do you practice?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Never mind. I need you to step on the scale, please.”

      “Is that a job requirement?” I climbed down and did as she asked.

      “Your weight?” She played with the sliding bar.

      “No, using magick.”

      She laughed. “Of course not. I was only curious. Most people on Tulare practice, so...” She shook her head. “Forget I said anything.” She adjusted the height bar. “Okay, five-foot-six, and a hundred and forty-seven pounds.”

      I hated the scale. It was a constant reminder that I ate and drank too much, and since I was already aware of that, I saw no point in the scale reminding me of it. Besides, I couldn’t help it; there was something about a big, juicy cheeseburger, a mound of salty fries, and a cold Sam Adams that called to me.

      “Damn, I need to lose seven pounds.”

      “No, you don’t.” She set her clipboard on the exam table. I doubted she could reach the long table with the laptop on it unless she had a stool. “Try weighing ninety pounds and looking like a boy.”

      I laughed. “You don’t resemble a boy. A pixie maybe, but not a boy.”

      “Yeah, I guess I can see that.” Her cheeks flushed. “It’s embarrassing when I go out with friends. Guys always assume that they brought along their kid sister.” She shook her head. “You can climb back up on the exam table.” She surveyed the room. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Okay.”

      While it wasn’t completely unheard of for people to ask about someone’s magick abilities, it wasn’t commonplace for them to do so. In some circles, it was even considered rude. She said it wasn’t important, so why did she bring it up?

      Emilia returned, carrying a metal stool. I covered my mouth to suppress my laugh; the thing was almost bigger than she was.

      “Sorry, they forgot to put this in here for me.” She set it down in front of the long table. “Go ahead and laugh,” she said, smiling.

      I shook my head and smiled. “How long have you worked here?”

      She took her clipboard off the exam table. “Here? About two and a half years. But I’ve been working with the Stewart family for over seven years. And I’ve been a nurse for eight.”

      “You’re kidding. How old are you? Sorry, don’t answer that.”

      “I don’t mind. I’m thirty-two.”

      I cocked my head to the side. “I don’t see it.” I would have guessed twenty at the most.

      She shook her head, smiling. “Now, when was your last Pap smear and breast exam?”

      “Do they really need to know that information for my employment?” That was just a little too personal. Besides, I’d already filled out all their damn forms. That should be enough.

      “For your physical portion, yes.”

      I went through my mental rolodex. “Well, I believe it was last year some time.”

      “Do you have an exact date?”

      “No, I’m afraid I don’t, but I can get the information for you from my doctor.”  Truthfully, I didn’t have a regular doctor, since I’d never been sick a day in my life. The last time I was even seen by a doctor was when I went to my gynecologist for a pregnancy scare. She prescribed birth control; I would need to check when it ran out.

      “I’ll ask Dr. Stewart if he still wants to give you one today.” She jotted down a note on her clipboard.

      I could answer that question for her.

      Emilia put her stool in front of the exam table and climbed up to take my blood pressure and pulse. She smelled like licorice and wildflowers.

      “Is the medical clinic hiring?” I asked.

      “Why do you ask?” She walked over to the door.

      “Just curious.”

      “It’s Mrs. Delaporte, huh?”

      “Um…” I was not going to answer that. I’d just managed to dislodge my foot from my mouth. I wasn’t going to stick it in there again.

      “It’s okay; we get complaints about her all the time. She’s bipolar.” She laughed. “Don’t tell anyone I said that.” She walked to the door.

      “Okay. Do you have to deal with her on a regular basis?”

      “I don’t really have to, but since the company wants everyone to stay healthy, I have to see her at least once a month since the other nurse, Judith, refuses to see her.” She opened the door. “I will get Dr. Stewart. You can lie back if you like.”

      She shut the door before I could respond. That was the second time I’d heard they wanted to keep everyone healthy. On the surface, that sounded okay. I mean, no one would want their employees to be sick. For some reason, though, I got the impression it meant something entirely different here. Besides, if that was the case, why was Vincent so overweight? And the rest of the employees sallow and sickly looking? Before I could ponder this further, the door opened, and Dr. Stewart came back in.

      “You’re still here?”

      “Very funny, R—” Emilia followed him in, so I corrected my familiarity. “Dr. Stewart.”

      He caught my stumble and winked. Okay, so maybe a harmless dinner date wouldn’t be too bad.

      He set my chart on the long table and opened it. “So, Emilia says that you don’t remember the date of your last Pap smear or mammogram.”

      “No, but I can get that information. I’m certain it’s been in the last year.”

      “That sounds fine. If you are unable to locate the information, we can always schedule you for one.” He pulled his stethoscope from around his neck and put the earpieces in his ears. “This is going to be a little cold.” He moved the front of my gown to the side and placed the cold stethoscope on my chest.

      My libido kicked into overdrive as his fingers touched my bare skin.

      “You have a strong heart. Can you turn slightly? I want to listen to your lungs.” He moved closer. “I understand you smoke.”

      “Yes.” I cleared my throat. “I’m trying to quit.” I inhaled the spicy scent of his cologne and licked my lips.

      He stared at my mouth for a moment before stepping back. He turned to Emilia. “Nurse, can you get the blood
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