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  Of the night I died there are only three things I can clearly recall. I remember the terrible pain, Giovanni’s eyes like sapphires in the velvet darkness, and the raw, unbridled lust throbbing throughout my body. My mind swam with memories, some real, some imagined, and some from a past that was not my own. And even though that night was almost twenty-five years ago, the image is as fresh as if it happened only moments ago.


  Fate


  Chapter 1


  The Patient Records department of the hospital where I worked was painfully quiet, as usual for the graveyard shift. Hired to that timeslot initially, as most new employees were, I chose to stay even after opportunities for day shifts became available. I had no children, no boyfriend, and the night suited me.


  Alone in the department one evening, I was listening to the rain drum softly against the windows while entering lab results into the computer, when a figure passed by the open door. Looking up, I wondered who was wandering the halls at that time of night, and quickly dismissed it as a security guard making the rounds. What was out of the ordinary, though, was security passing by again so soon.


  Allen, the overweight and over-friendly guard, who’d been there longer than I’d been alive, had been by a little less than an hour earlier. Looking in as he usually did, and finding me alone, he had stopped by for a brief exchange—brief on my part, at least. Though he wasn’t obviously coming on to me, I always felt slightly unclean after any exchange with him, as though his words and manner held an underlying sexual intent. Other than security, it wasn’t often that someone passed by on my shift. Sometimes a patient, having trouble sleeping, or other staff on a wayward errand passed my door, but generally it was just me, another employee, and piles of paperwork.


  I glanced up at the clock. Barely three hours of my shift had passed, and I was uncharacteristically impatient for it to be over. Usually I had company here, but one of the girls had recently left—the position yet to be filled. If I wasn’t so used to the environment, I supposed the quiet and stillness would have been spooky. The only sound was the soft humming of the overhead lights, or music from the radio—if I remembered to turn it on.


  Coffee would jolt me from my funk. I leant to grab my wallet, and when I sat up again, I was face to face with the most beautiful man I had ever seen. He had been so quiet I hadn’t heard him approach, and was now standing just on the other side of my cluttered desk. My breath drew in sharply. He reached out a pale hand, touching my arm so gently I almost wasn’t sure he had touched me at all. Time froze in that moment we looked into each other’s eyes. I couldn’t pull my gaze away, but oddly I wasn’t embarrassed or concerned about the way I was acting. That alone should have sent off warning bells.


  His eyes were a shade of blue I’d never seen before, large and deep-set in his face under dark arched brows. Their colour was luminous against the pale ivory of his skin. Rich ebony hair surrounded his face, shaggy curls hanging almost to his shoulders, and his lips were full and slightly tinged with red. It was those lips that drew my attention most of all. He pulled them back to smile, revealing sharp white teeth. A cold lump of unease formed in my stomach.


  The smile lingered, changing his features, making him seem softer, and much younger than I initially thought. My own smile felt tight, my pulse raced, and my heart beat so hard I was sure he could see the throbbing vein in my throat. A hot flush crept up from my collar, my mind curiously blank. I raised a nervous hand to my neck, and his gaze moved from my eyes to my hand.


  The strangest feeling I had ever experienced struck me then. An odd panic overcame me, yet I was completely drawn to the man, wanting to run away as much as I wanted to lick every inch of his body. His eyes shimmered as he stared at me with inexplicable hunger. He seemed to be struggling with the same conflicting emotions, appearing as though he wanted to kiss me or hurt me, but fighting against both. His look was so intimate, loving almost, yet so primal. The small hairs on my arms rose. It was as if I wasn’t even in control of my own thoughts, let alone my actions or reactions.


  When he finally spoke, breaking the spell of our silent exchange, his voice was soft and low. It slipped gently over me with a soft caress. “I’m sorry to interrupt. I walked by and saw that you were all alone here…” He had a slight accent, a different momentum to the way his words were expressed. “I didn’t mean to bother you.” He smiled again.


  It took a tremendous effort on my part for words to come naturally, not too rushed. I didn’t want him to see how flustered I was, and how much his presence affected me. “You’re not bothering me. I was just about to take a break, actually.” I indicated the wallet in my hand. “I don’t see many people down here at this time of night.” My chitchat sounded nervous, making me self-conscious and anxious.


  He broke his gaze and looked about the office. “I don’t suppose most people would have reason to come to this part of the hospital.” The room where I sat had two workstations with computers. Several doors led into the main hallway and the records storage area. A supervisor’s office and a smaller hallway ending at the employees’ lunchroom were at the back. “Do you always work alone down here?”


  “No, at night there’s usually another person here, and during the day there’s quite a few staff in and out.” I tried to seem nonchalant during this odd exchange, but I was silently wishing for Allen to pass by again.


  “And you like working at night?” I thought I detected something odd in his voice, humour perhaps, or maybe concern. His presence made me so flustered, I couldn’t think straight.


  “I do, actually, it’s quiet. I can come in and get my job done.”


  “The nights are not for everyone.” He turned his gaze toward the window. “Or the rain.”


  Smiling, I also looked outside. “I don’t mind the night, or the rain. I find the darkness and the quiet peaceful, and the rain always make me think of cleansing, a way to clear out all the impurities that pop into our lives.” Why I was being so open was beyond me. The words were flying out of my mouth of their own accord. There was something so unsettling about him, though he wasn’t threatening in any overt way.


  “Mother Nature’s tonic for the ills of the world.” His face held a wistful look.


  I sat back in my chair, studying him. “Do you work here? I haven’t seen you around before.”


  “I’m new in town.” He smiled again, this time without the sentiment reaching his eyes. His response was an answer without an answer.


  My inner alert switched to high, and whatever had passed between us moments before was replaced with good old-fashioned fear. I didn’t know this man, I was alone in an isolated part of the building, and the setup for something bad to happen couldn’t be more perfect. He seemed to sense the change in my demeanour, and took a step back from the desk. When he stopped, his body was still in a way I had never seen before in another human being. His gaze pierced me again. Something lurked in those eyes, a darkness that marred their cold beauty.


  Then, without realising I had moved, I stood beside him. I was so close, the fabric of his jacket brushed against my bare arm. I tensed, unsure if the sensation was good or bad.


  “I like the night, too.” His voice was soft, and his words seemed comforting, not strange like they should have. The sight of a young man and woman sitting on a large rock under a canopy of ancient trees appeared suddenly in my mind. Then as quickly as it came, it vanished.


  I trembled, my throat tight. I tried to speak with a bravado I did not feel. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”


  “Of course.” He did not move. Instead he placed an ice-cold hand on my arm. I found myself trapped in my odd lust and fear. He smelled so sweet, like the rain. My hand was pulled up between us, and his finger lightly traced the ring I always wore. “I like your ring. Garnet is a nice colour for you, but not your birthstone, I believe.” His gaze was hesitant, almost quizzical.


  I shook my head. “No, it’s not. How could you know that?”


  He looked me straight in the eye, and my heart not so much pounded as clenched in my chest. “I have a way of reading people.” Normally an exchange like this would have at least irritated me, if not totally creeped me out, and I would have simply walked out of the room or called the security desk. I did neither, and though the fear was building, I didn’t want to leave.


  I drew even closer, my hand still held lightly in his. “And how do you read me?”


  “Strong, smart, a little dark. You are more than people realise.”


  What a strange and amazing thing for someone to say. “Really?”


  The whole situation was absurd. I was hanging onto his every word like a lovesick teenager. I was twenty-six years old, and though he was almost unbelievably beautiful to look at, something about him frightened me. One couldn’t be attracted to and fear someone at the same time?


  I cursed myself for acting like a complete moron, but he continued to regard me with the most wonderful expression. He smiled again, and my focus was drawn to his soft red lips and white teeth. My hand dropped from his. Then without any noticeable movement he stood in the doorway, looking back at me. “I’m sure we’ll see each other again.”


  He looked me straight in the eye, licking his lips, and the room closed in on me. What was it that felt so off? My arsenal of stinging rebuffs and outright dismissals seemed to have been absorbed into the lump in my throat.


  My ears began to ring and I closed my eyes. When I opened them again, he was gone. I stood in the room alone, wallet in hand. The building was silent. It was as though he had never been there at all. If it weren’t for my pounding heart and my breath held tightly in my chest, I might have believed I had imagined the whole thing.


  As I made my way toward the parking lot later that night, I crossed paths with Allen. He hurried from the acute care wing of the hospital, a dark look on his heavy face. Allen was always in a good mood, teasing and flirting relentlessly. He all but ploughed me over before realising I was in his way.


  “Sorry, Rachel, I didn’t see you there.” No jokes, voice tense.


  “That’s okay. What’s going on? You look upset.”


  He stopped, but seemed undecided about what he should, or could, say to me. “There were four deaths here tonight. All in the same area, all around the same time.” I immediately thought about the man who’d been in my office earlier.


  “And the deaths are questionable, I’m assuming.”


  “Yes and no. Two were cancer patients, very sick, on their last legs so to speak. The other was a lady who’s been in a coma for a few years, no chance of regaining consciousness, and a trauma victim from a car crash earlier tonight.”


  “And?”


  “One of the nurses thought she saw someone coming out of one of the cancer patients’ rooms, but when I tried to get details, she couldn’t give me any.”


  “What do you mean, couldn’t?”


  “It’s weird. It’s like she blacked out or something. She just can’t remember what the person looked like. Can’t even tell me if it was a man or a woman.”


  I saw the stranger’s face again. Could he have something to with it? “You know, Allen, there was a guy in my office tonight. I mean, it might be totally unrelated, but he was kinda weird, and when I asked why he was there he didn’t really answer.”


  Allen shifted stiffly and snapped open his notebook. “Tell me.” If the situation weren’t so serious, his reaction would have been comical.


  “Um, dark hair, kinda long. Blue eyes, fair skin, he was wearing dark clothes and a long jacket.” Incredibly gorgeous, creepy, but definitely hot. Cool it, Rachel. “He came in, talked to me briefly and left. Sorry, that’s all I got.”


  “When did this happen?”


  “Around two.”


  “Just after all this stuff went down. Looks like you mighta seen our guy. If there’s anything more of this, someone will come talk to you again.”


  “Okay, but what do you mean if there’s anything more?”


  “Well, there’s no visible signs of violence…. It’s bizarre, actually. Maybe it’s nothing, could be just an incredibly unlucky night. It’s been known to happen.” He didn’t sound any more convinced than I felt.


  “‘Kay, well you know where to find me.”


  I walked through the underground parking lot wishing I had eyes in the back of my head. When I reached my car, I jumped in and locked the doors. It was a quiet and uneventful drive home.


  “God, Rachel, you’re such a dork sometimes. He was hitting on you!” Shannon cut in, wiping away the tingly, sensual, anxious feeling as suddenly as the man had vanished from the office. When I looked at my roommate, she grinned and shook her head.


  I tried to laugh it off because there was no way I could make someone else understand something I couldn’t understand myself. “Maybe, I guess. More like he was lost, and was being nice?” It sounded lame, even to me.


  “Jeez, girl. You are so out of it you don’t even know when someone’s making a pass at you anymore.” She drank the last of her tea and slammed her cup down with a dramatic bang. “That’s it. We are going shopping. We’re finding you something sexy, and you’re coming to the club tonight. I won’t take no for an answer. Maybe we’ll even get you laid.”


  Inwardly, I groaned. Every time I went to the club with Shannon, I alternated between standing by myself or fighting off her drunken rejects. She was the light all males swarmed to by instinct. Sometimes there were a few other female friends I could latch onto, but I had a feeling that tonight would not be one of those lucky times. I let myself be dragged from store to store, bought an outrageously expensive pair of shoes that killed my feet, and a dress that barely covered me from chest to crotch.


  After much primping, flat-ironing, and excessive coats of makeup, Shannon deemed me worthy of breaking hearts. She was gorgeous in leather pants that fit like a second skin and showed off her mile-long legs. Her red halter-top and dark hair complemented her light complexion. I had to admit, she had done an awesome job with my appearance too. My large blue eyes popped against my fair complexion, and my dyed-red hair was smooth and shiny. Even the shade of lipstick she chose was perfect.


  We got to the place before it opened, and I was allowed an hour to myself in her office while she went through the opening procedures. For all her faults, Shannon was an excellent manager. She always had hot bands, a full house, and the place made good money. Shannon slipped in a few minutes later and placed a rye and ginger before me, with strict orders to drink it. What the hell, why not?


  When the music thundered on, I wandered out to the main bar, grabbed a stool, and ordered another drink. Another perk of Shannon managing the place was that I never had to pay. Shannon flitted back and forth while I chatted with the bartenders—one a life-sized version of Barbie, and one body-builder, who was short but definitely in shape. I couldn’t remember his name, though he had worked there for quite some time.


  I spotted a girl I knew from the hospital, at about the same time I had apparently been spotted myself. The guy heading in my direction had obviously been drinking for quite a while—and hard. He lumbered up to the bar, squeezing between me and the guy on the stool next to me. He had that blurry-eyed look of someone one drink past his limit, and smelled hot and very male. I tried to make eye contact with the male bartender, but he was busy flirting with a cute brunette at the other end of the bar.


  “Hey, wanna dance?” His words were slurred and he leant in way too close for my liking. I was not a touchy person by nature, especially with drunken men who only wanted to get in my pants.


  “No, thanks. It’s against my religion.”


  He took a swig from the beer in his one hand and made a grab for my arm with the other. “C’mon.” Then he gave me what I guessed he thought was a sexy look.


  I pulled my arm back. “I said no thanks,” I returned with the dirtiest look I could muster.


  He frowned, peering at me with bleary eyes. “Whatever.” As he sauntered away, he managed to spill his beer down the front of my new dress.


  I jumped up in disgust, but the crowd had already swallowed him. I made my way to the ladies’ room, cursing my existence the entire way. As I hastily walked by a set of booths closest to the washroom, my gaze was drawn to a man on his own. He stood casually next to a table full of rowdy girls barely past the legal drinking age. The four of them were checking him out, all the while hilariously trying to seem as though they weren’t. Just as I was about to pass, I realised who the object of their attention was—the stranger from the hospital.


  My heart jumped and the alcohol I’d consumed lurched in my stomach. I remembered the conversation I’d had with Allen, and the four deaths, and still found myself walking in his direction. I wanted to confront him, but about what? The words played out in my mind, Hello weird, gorgeous guy, who may or may not have been hitting on me. Did you come to the hospital last night to kill four seriously sick or injured persons, then casually wander away to chat me up? What was it I should ask him?


  “Hello again.” That curious, and indiscernible accent again. As soon as the words came out of his mouth, my resolve faltered. He looked harmless. Wonderful actually.


  “Hello.”


  “Having some trouble?” He indicated in the direction of the bar.


  I looked down at my dress and shrugged. “About par for course. Are you here alone?”


  “I told you I was new in town.”


  “That you did.”


  “And you? Certainly a girl like you is not alone.” His seemed to be teasing, but I couldn’t be certain.


  I looked around, but Shannon was nowhere to be seen. “I’m here with my roommate. She’s the manager and drags me here sometimes.”


  “Not your cup of tea?”


  We looked at each other and that strange mixture of feelings tugged at me again—fear, desire, and lustful anxiety. God he was lovely, but it was something more than that, something dark.


  He leant in close and his lips brushed my ear when he spoke. “Maybe you should head home then.” His presence stirred something warm in the lower regions of my anatomy. He took my arm and we started to walk from the bar. I should have ripped my arm out of his grasp, but again he was not doing anything that could be construed as threatening. How he could be influencing me I wasn’t sure, and at that moment I wasn’t sure I cared.


  As we neared the door, we passed Shannon, who was talking to one of her employees. Instead of approaching, she gave me the thumbs up, surmising I’d scored. She mouthed “Wow,” then we were outside. The night whispered gently, but still had a bite of cool autumn air. We took a few steps from the club, and it was as though I was watching what was happening from outside my body. I wasn’t drunk by any stretch, but I felt so out of it. He was just smiling, and holding my arm lightly in a way most men didn’t anymore. I wasn’t even bothered by the dampness of my dress against my skin.


  He turned to face me then, and I noticed for the first time that he wasn’t very tall, maybe five foot eight or nine, and slim, but in a solid, masculine way. Dressed in jeans and a dark t-shirt, the whiteness of his arms caught in the moonlight. My breathing was very loud, almost louder than the music from the club. Tainted Love was playing inside, and the sound hovered just on the edge of my awareness. I could smell the sweetness of the rain though it wasn’t falling, and tasted liquor on my tongue. My body throbbed to the tempo of the music, or my heart, and I couldn’t be sure which. I was warm, though the air was cool, and more aware of the night than I had ever been before.


  Slowly, he moved in toward me, and I was paralysed. He was so close I thought he would kiss me, but instead he spoke with that soft, seductive voice of his. “You are so beautiful. I have thought of no one else since I saw you last night.” His hand slid up my arm and into my hair. His lips were soft against my throat. I’d never been so aroused in my life. I was trembling and hungry for his body.


  He hesitated, then looked me in the eyes once more. “It’s like I can feel you in my head. I will see you again. You have touched me…but I’m conflicted. I should just leave you alone, yet I don’t seem to want to. I’ll be watching.” Then his lips brushed against mine, the night swirled, and there was nothing else but his touch. I swayed and closed my eyes against the dizziness.


  When I opened my eyes, he was gone.


  Chapter 2


  “You are so beautiful. Your vision haunts me, I have thought of no one else since I first saw you last night. I will see you again. You have touched me…and I’ll be watching.”


  The next few days passed in a haze. Every time I closed my eyes I saw his face, and my mind slipped off to replay his words over and over again.


  What the hell were those words supposed to mean? Why did I find them appealing, even flattering, instead of disturbing? I checked in with Allen on a few occasions, but the stranger hadn’t been seen around the hospital again.


  I couldn’t concentrate on anything. I analysed every word, every gesture, which played in my mind in vivid, Technicolor perfection. I was obsessing about the situation, but I couldn’t stop myself. The whole exchange probably hadn’t lasted more than five minutes, but it was the most intense experience I had ever had. The more I thought about it, the more impossible it seemed, and yet the more certain I was it had happened. I didn’t even know his name.


  At work I busied myself at the computer, but often stared off into space, sometimes for as long as fifteen minutes. More than once, when I returned to reality, I found the new girl looking at me with the strangest expression on her face. She must have thought that I was the biggest ditz, or that I’d been smoking something funny before coming to work. I surmised by her demeanour that we wouldn’t become chums any time soon.


  One night, while logging patient death record statistics, I encountered a statement in one that I had never seen before. It was from the file of a forty-two-year-old male cancer victim, who had passed a few weeks earlier. Near the bottom of the report was this odd statement: Blood volume less than three litres. No discernible cause of blood loss. Then, later on, Cause of Death: advanced pancreatic cancer.


  I wasn’t a doctor, but those two statements didn’t seem to add up. For some reason that turned a light bulb on, rattling loose some uneasiness inside of me. I quickly flipped back to the front page of the report and looked for the date: October 15. Interesting. That was the night I met my mystery man, and four patients died at the hospital. I would bet money this man was one of the four.


  After that first report, I found two more with the same date, and similar notations about inexplicable blood loss. I bet the fourth was in the pile beside my fellow employee, but I couldn’t think of a casual way of getting the information from her. She already thought I was strange, and I didn’t want to push it. I’d have to sneak a look when she went for her break later.


  This new information tickled at a suspicion I was trying to convince myself could not possibly be true. I chewed on it the rest of the night, making little headway with the remaining reports on my desk.


  As my mind ran through endless streams of what-ifs, the feeling I had been pushing aside churned up again. I tried to block out his face, his voice, but the memories were too intense to ignore.


  “I’m taking my break now, Rachel,” Elinor said, making me realise my mind had wandered again. She was standing right beside my desk when I looked up, clearly annoyed, but I couldn’t blame her. I was acting like a flake. Get a grip, Rachel.


  “Right. Guess it’s about that time.” I tried to sound cheery, which was difficult to do with my mind racing as it was.


  “Uh-huh.” She left me alone. It took everything in me not to stick my tongue out at her receding figure. I waited a few minutes to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything then jumped from my chair. I rifled through the pile of papers on her desk until I found what I was looking for. The fourth report, and unsurprisingly, there was mention of blood loss. I put the paper back where I found it, and sat back at my own desk. It couldn’t mean what I thought it did, could it?


  On my way out that night, I saw a man with dark hair hurrying to the parking lot ahead of me. My heart skipped a beat. I stormed up to him, intending to demand an explanation for what kind of game he was playing. Instead of the stranger, I found another man before me, and I departed quickly after a mumbled, embarrassed apology. The experience left me shaken, confused and angry.


  After that night, it became almost impossible to sleep. Even when the house was quiet, and I was physically exhausted, I would toss and turn with the strangest thoughts churning through my mind. I was restless and uncontrollably anxious. My encounters with this stranger had changed everything. My perception of the world had shifted and, for the first time in my life, the blinders were off and I could see how things really were. Everything I had once held dear now seemed pointless. I knew I was wasting time, wasting myself when fate was calling.


  Shannon had been pushed aside in all this. She knew something was going on, and I saw the concern in her face, but I could do or say nothing. I wanted to let her know I was okay, but some part of me knew what I was going through was for me and me alone. I had become detached from everything except uncovering the truth.


  On my way home from work one morning, about a week after discovering the reports, another odd experience occurred. I was reliving the look in his eyes that night in front of the club, where the lights were a halo behind his dark mane of hair. Softly, rain started to fall on the windshield, and I smiled as I rolled down the window. I inhaled, feeling the smell of it not only fill my lungs, but triggering a memory.


  “I’ll be watching…”


  I shivered, not from cold, but from the sense of anticipation. I felt his hands like feathers across the skin on my arms, my neck.


  Then abruptly the scene changed. One moment it was the dark road in front of me, and the next I was in a completely different place. I stood in a driveway or an alley across the street from a silent house. The morning was still dark, a few hours from sunrise. As the rain touched my skin, I looked up into the sky with eyes that were not my own.


  A strange longing and excitement coursed through me, something I couldn’t quite understand. My body tensed, my senses sharp and alert. Then someone appeared in my line of sight. A young man walking home alone. He started up a drive and, for just a moment, he hesitated, as though he understood what was about to happen. He turned away, reaching into his pocket for his keys. Before he even had a chance to pull his hand free, I was there. The movement was unbelievably quick, like a crack of lightning. One moment I was in the shadows, the next I held the frightened, bewildered man in my hands.


  The look on his face was something I could never forget. His eyes revealed his terror, staring wildly. His mouth opened in a wide “O” of surprise. He didn’t utter a sound, but his heart pounded like a jackhammer. He didn’t struggle, or speak. He just stared in astonishment, body locked in complete and total fear. I moved my face closer, drunk on his terror. When we were close enough to kiss, there was a moment of recognition reflected from his eyes.


  It wasn’t me looking back, it was him. It wasn’t the face of the angel I had come to adore looking back out at me. It was the face of a monster. His beautiful features were twisted up with pain and longing. For the briefest moment, I saw the comprehension. I knew he was aware of what I was somehow witnessing. I saw a smile cross his face and a shiver rode my body from feet to head.


  Then as quickly as the vision came, it was gone. I pulled haphazardly off to the side of the road, my hands clenched around the steering wheel. My body ached in a way I could not identify. I wasn’t in pain. More like intense hunger. My panties were damp and warm between my legs. What the hell was happening to me? My head ached from trying to understand what was going on.


  As I shifted the car into drive I had a chilling thought. Though I was shaken, I was surprisingly not frightened or upset by what I had just seen. What the heck did that mean?


  By the time I arrived home, it was almost four-thirty in the morning and the house was full of people. A few lurked on the front step, watching me with bottles in hand as I pulled into the driveway. As I entered the house, I spied a pile of coats and shoes in the hallway. People were drinking and smoking everywhere I looked, and music filled the small condo. A scowl pulled at my features as I wound my way through the throng of drunken partiers, angrier with Shannon than I had ever been for this kind of thing.


  I found her in the third bedroom of the condo that had been converted into an office guest room. A folding table had been set up, and she was playing cards with a bunch of unfamiliar people. She smiled when she saw me in the doorway, waving me into the already crowded room.


  I leant over her and spoke loudly into her ear, to be heard over the music. “What’s going on? Why are there so many people here?”


  She looked surprised at the sound of anger in my voice. “I thought a little party would cheer you up. You’ve been such a bitch lately.”


  “I’m not being a bitch, Shannon. I’ve been going through some stuff. I have things to figure out that you wouldn’t understand.”


  “Relax. What’s got your panties in a bunch tonight? You never get mad when I have people over.”


  “I’m tired, I have things to think about, and coming home to a hundred obnoxious, drunk assholes doesn’t help my mood.”


  Shannon rolled her lovely eyes at me, and laid a card on the table. “Have it your way. Be miserable if you want to be, but these people are here now, so you may as well make the best of it. They’ll clear out soon, and you can be mad at me tomorrow.”


  Jesus, she didn’t get anything. Nothing was serious to her. It was all parties, drinking, and shopping, like there wasn’t a care in the world. It was just more proof that she couldn’t understand me. Who could I talk to about this?


  I left Shannon to her cards, and wandered from room to room, trying to find a semi-quiet place to sit. There was no chance I was going to fall asleep. I didn’t even bother trying to lie down and I couldn’t shake the eerie feeling from the vision—or dream—I’d had earlier. I finally wandered out to the front, which was by then thankfully deserted. I sat on the cold step, taking deep breaths of damp air.


  Not even five minutes later a police car made its way around the corner of our street, moving slowly until it stopped before our unit. I should have known someone would call the police with the noise and the people coming and going. I was going to kill Shannon for making me deal with this.


  I stood as one of the officers emerged from the car and walked to the front door. “Do you live here?”


  “Yes, I do. I’m sorry about the noise.”


  “Well, it’s a bit late. We’ve already been here once tonight.”


  I was definitely going to kick Shannon’s butt.


  The officer continued. “I suggest you go in there and ask everyone to leave. I’m giving you twenty minutes. If we have to come back, there’s going to be some charges laid.”


  I opened my mouth to answer, when somewhere off in the distance there was a faint sound. A voice. The words were so quiet I strained to hear what was being said. The police officer apparently heard it, too, because he turned from me and scanned the darkness. The other officer stepped out of the car, looking in the same direction as his partner, trying to see what held our attention.


  “Who’s there?” the second officer shouted into the night.


  The response came, soft and calm, whispering over us like the wind through the trees. “Leave the girl alone. Get back in your car and go. Now.” The sound caressed me, my body responding immediately to its familiarity.


  My brain struggled to process what was happening. The officers inexplicably drove off without another word. The sounds of the party seemed oddly distant, filtered through the presence of the night. I strained to see into the darkness beyond the touch of the streetlamp, with a soft tugging in the back of my mind I could not quite understand. I sat on the cold, hard concrete, shaky but not afraid. I forced myself to focus.


  A voice. That’s what distracted us, a voice out of the darkness.


  Gazing out again, I was drawn across the street to the darkened park. I could not look away, even if I wanted to, though I saw nothing but night. Then, slowly, against the chain link fence, a form emerged from the darkness. I rose from the step for a better look, certain I saw a human figure there, though it was difficult to tell if it was a man or a woman.


  Then the person was closer, though neither of us had moved, now on the side of the fence closest to where I stood. The individual was dressed in dark clothing from head to toe, with a long coat that swirled about its legs. The light from the lamp reflected off white hands and face. It was the stranger from the hospital.


  Suddenly we were face to face on the damp grass at the edge of the park. His piercing blue eyes held me in their gaze. He spoke my name, though his beautiful red lips never moved. He took me in his arms, a gentle smile playing on his face.


  I was shaking, and it wasn’t from the cold. He laughed softly, a happy, wonderful sound. His mouth opened, and his teeth were very white against his lips. As my hand touched his silky hair, my mind flashed on the death reports, the vision of the man being attacked, and the night at the club. Sensations rocked my body—fear, cold, lust. Then my mind went blank.


  When I came to I was nauseous and confused. I could hear my name being repeated, over and over, but it was no longer his voice speaking. I felt a hand on my shoulder, shaking me urgently, and I forced myself to look up. Shannon stood over me, a frightened look on her face. I blinked, slowly coming to my senses. I was lying in the middle of the street.


  She grabbed my hand and helped me to my feet, holding onto my arm as we made our way back to the front steps. My body trembled from a burgeoning panic, and I turned back to the direction of the park, but he was no longer there. Again, it was as if he had never been there at all.


  “What happened, Rachel? Someone told me that the police were here, so I came out to see what was going on. Then I see you walking back from the other side of the street and you just collapsed. Did you forget to eat or something?”


  I shook my head. “I saw someone at the park. At least I think I did. The police were here, and then he was there, and they left. It doesn’t make any sense. I don’t remember falling at all.” I couldn’t believe how shrill and rushed my voice sounded. It was disturbing, even to me.


  Shannon frowned, looking out over the park. “Who did you see? Was it someone you know?” Her voice trailed off as she searched the now-empty street.


  It was pointless trying to explain what had happened. She would never understand. I had experienced it, and I was still struggling with it. Standing in the driveway, with the street empty, I had to wonder if I had seen anything at all. I was thinking about him too often, and I was so tired. I wanted to see him, and maybe my desperation had made me hallucinate the whole thing.


  Several people watched our exchange from the front steps and I suddenly felt foolish. “Forget it. I’m just tired. I guess I didn’t really see anything after all.”


  “Are you sure you’re okay? You’ve been acting weird lately.”


  “I’m fine. I’ve just been having a lot of trouble sleeping. It’s making me kinda crazy. Let’s get these people out of here before the cops get back, and I can get to bed.”


  She gazed out over the street one last time, before looking me right in the eye. I thought she was going to say something else, but she kept her mouth shut and followed me into the house. The door slammed loudly behind us, and it was all I could do to find the strength to get up the stairs. Shannon cleared the house in short order. The music stopped, and I was finally in the dark warmth and familiarity of my room.


  But my mind wasn’t ready to shut down. Questions and images ran through my thoughts. Did I really see him there at the fence? If I did, why was he here? How did he know my name? Where I lived? I pictured the way the light shone off his perfect white skin, without imperfection.


  What had happened earlier, when it was as though I had seen through his eyes? Who was that other man and what was he doing with him? It didn’t make sense. None of it did. One couldn’t see other people’s thoughts, or feel their emotions. It was crazy, and I was so, so tired.


  I awoke suddenly, without realising I had fallen asleep, and had the strangest urge to look outside. I made my way down the stairs, until I stood in front of the large window in the living room overlooking the park across the street. The night was an odd colour of violet, the shade of a healing bruise. It was very close to dawn. I felt compelled to go outside, and enjoy the night for the last few moments before the new day started, and the darkness was lost.


  The air was cold and damp. The sky was changing, and I was suddenly sure that I was, too. I was standing there, absorbing the night somehow. It was a strange symbiosis, something I couldn’t quite wrap my head around. There was an odd tightness in my chest, and yet an indescribable comfort. I was shaky, and wanted something I could not translate into words.


  Then a sickness started in the pit of my stomach—hard, angry stabs of pain. I sat, leaning over until my cheek pressed against the cold concrete. What was happening to me?


  I was slipping over the boundaries of sleep, when I heard my name being whispered softly against my ear. I struggled to roll over, but there was no strength left in my body. Then I saw his face. He was so angelic, delicate-looking, almost child-like. His eyes were even bluer than I remembered, and they burnt with such intensity. He stared down into my face, his features so sharp and clear they strained my eyes. I tried to speak, but he pressed a hand to my lips.


  Slowly he lowered his face, and pressed his lips against mine. I had never felt that strange before; so wonderful, so aroused, and yet sick at the same time. I couldn’t understand anything but how his touch felt on my body. My heart raced, and I couldn’t breathe. I had never experienced anything this intense in my life. The immense pleasure verged on pain, and I couldn’t discern where my own feelings ended and his began.


  “Rachel.” His lips softly brushed my ear. “I want you to be mine. You stir feelings in me that I didn’t think it were possible for my kind to feel. You have opened a part of me I thought died a long time ago. I know this doesn’t make sense, but it will in time, I promise you. The more I watch you and learn about you, the more certain I am this is meant to be. You haunt me, with a power and a desire you are not even aware of.” He gently kissed my cheek. “Think of me.”


  I ached, and I could not move. I was happy and I was afraid that it wasn’t real, scared it was true. Was I dreaming? Was I losing my mind? I was heavy and vulnerable. Softly the fog of sleep rolled in, and I couldn’t fight it any longer. His arms slipped under my body, and my face pressed against his chest. The sound of my breathing was loud, then nothing at all.


  The next thing I knew I was in darkness. I was alone, warm and safe, in the comfort of my own bed. I couldn’t remember returning to the house, if I ever left it at all. It was difficult telling reality from dreams.


  My blinds were up, with the soft
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