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CHAPTER ONE 
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Silverton, Georgia 

Present Day 

The mat read, "Welcome". Unfortunately, nothing else about the house offered a cheerful greeting. Peeling paint, pollen-tinted windows and the musty smell of rotten wood spoke of aged neglect. 

Her hands trembled, yet she reached forward. Stella Campbell grasped the tarnished brass doorknob to her aunt's house. Thirteen years ago she fled through this door, vowing never to return. 

Her stomach churned as she recalled all those agonizing years that crept into the past on tattered, aching legs. The same legs that bore the burden of her terrified memories and haunted past. The same legs that now pressed her into a future she hoped would be less dim. But despite the flicker of optimism, just being here set her the proverbial two steps back. Like last night’s nightmare, the memory of her aunt’s crimped hand holding tight to a dagger, the blade nicking the delicate skin of her throat as her virginity was sacrificed to a demonic human, flashed fresh through her fatigued mind. 

She rested her hand on her neck, the small scar proof of her ordeal. But no, it was over. She shook her head trying to shake the recollection free from her thoughts. There was no need to relive the crime now. She was here to cast out her fears. She needed to do this to make a fresh start and bury the horrific memories alongside her dead aunt. 

The hinges squeaked as she nudged the door open. The sound raised the hair on the back of her neck. The memory inducing scent of garlic, mildew, and gardenia lotion was a punch to the gut. Like an evil seed, panic planted its roots deep in the pit of her stomach, clenching her heart with icy fronds. She closed her eyes and fought the shards of her past that taunted her courage. 

"Calm," Stella said inhaling a deep breath through her nose and blowing out past pursed lips. "She's gone and Davis Lawson is helpless. You are safe." 

The familiar relaxation exercise did little to quell her jitters. And for a moment she wished she were back in her shrink's office, lying on the couch, listening to the soothing sound of his voice over the rush of tape recorded ocean waves. Or better still, she pictured herself standing before a canvas, painting away her terror one brush stroke at a time. 

Swallowing the imaginary rock clogging her throat, she stepped over the threshold. The kitchen spread out before her in filthy disarray. Pots and pans lay askew on the floor, the refrigerator door stood open and dishes overflowed in the small stainless steel sink. Stepping further into the sty, the stench of rotten garbage brought bile to her throat and water to her eyes. 

A dark shadow flickered across the periphery of her vision and her skin crawled. Was that a rat? She shuddered so hard her teeth chattered. 

"Wonderful. I can't sell the place like this." She raised her eyes heavenward but rethought the movement. Looking at the floor, she scowled. "Thanks loads, Aunt Lou. You always did leave your messes for me to clean up." 

*** 
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"That'll be fifty-two dollars and eighteen cents," the gum popping store clerk said, her animosity obvious by the way she pinched her lips together. Of course, what did Stella expect? Bambi Richards had hated her since they were teenagers. 

Stella set her purse in the basket of her cart and dug around for her platinum card. The damned bag was full of candy papers, Alprazolam bottles, and empty pain reliever packets. Shit, if this continued, she may need an intervention. But who would intervene? The only person in her life was Dr. Mitchell. Hell, he prescribed the tranquilizer. 

Bambi held out her hand, palm up, waggling her fingers impatiently. 

With a flourish, Stella handed Bambi the card. "Here you go." 

The caricature smirked. "I'll need some identification too." 

"You know who I am." 

"Sorry." Bambi sneered, scrunching up her pert little nose in the same annoying fashion as she had all those years ago. Stella wasn't sure if the woman was truly disgusted with her or if she smelled a stink that only a dog could. "Store policy." 

Stella rolled her eyes and again dove into her leather garbage bag. Finding her driver’s license, she gritted her teeth. The photo was so damned ugly. Her mouth stretched open wide to ask a question, her eyes shut against the bright flash. In the day of digital photography there should be no bad pictures...of course that didn't count at the Department of Motor Vehicles. 

Bambi glanced at the ID and snorted. Anger flooded Stella's cheeks but she beat it back. What was the point of giving the bimbo any satisfaction? She held tight to the 

handle of the cart, fighting the urge to push it into the counter. Hard. 

Exhaling, she waited for Bambi to run her card. The blonde harridan tapped it with her long rainbow painted fingernails. Understatement had never been Bam Bam's forte. 

"Impressive. Me and Hank only got gold ones, but I see you're not married." The aroma of fruit scented gum entered Stella's senses and had her mind traveling back to the high school locker room. Images of a teenaged Bambi shoving stick after stick into her mouth to keep the coach from smelling cigarettes skittered through her mind. 

She glared at Bambi now. Judging by the current state of the woman’s teeth, she still enjoyed her smokes. 

And jeez, how many years had she been chewing the same brand of gum? By the age of twenty-five, shouldn't her taste buds have progressed to peppermint? 

"I said I see you're not married." 

Stella tried to ignore the triumph in the woman's tone. "No, not married but I am in a hurry." She shifted her weight, anxious to be on her way. The sooner she got back to Aunt Lou's, the sooner she could get the house cleaned and return home to Wilmington. 

"Sure sorry to hear about Ms. Louise. She used to come in here and buy stuff." 

"Not cleaning supplies," Stella said before she could stop herself. Bambi raised a manicured brow and looked down her nose at Stella. 

Why didn't I just say thank you? She clenched her jaw. Now, everyone in this one horse town would know for certain she still felt animosity toward dear Ms. Baxter. 

Ms. Louise, the generous aunt, who twenty-something years ago took in her foundling niece. She could almost hear the buzz at the Sugar and Spice coffee shop. After what happened with that boy, that rotten Stella runs off. Comes back and disrespects sweet Ms. Louise. If they knew the truth, the gossip would sure be different. 

Bambi didn't miss a beat. "Well, she couldn't clean much. Her poor old hands were bent this way and that with arthritis. If you'd have come for a visit before she died, you'd have known that." 

And there it was. Stella straightened her spine. "May I sign my receipt and go please? I have a lot of work to do." 

Bambi slid the slip of paper across the narrow black conveyor belt. "Sure." 

Stella tried to quell the shaking of her hand as she signed her name, but the proof was in her signature. Damn you, Bambi, and damn this piss poor excuse of a town. 

Bambi handed her a receipt and smiled. However, it was not just a regular old, have a nice day smile. More like the sneer of a harpy who wanted to rip out your throat with her teeth. 

"You have a good day, Ms. Campbell. Will I see you at the funeral on Monday?" 

"Of course you will," Stella replied as ire boiled in her belly. If she were going to be labeled as an ingrate, she may as well give the biddies at the coffee shop all the fuel they needed. Sherman had the right idea. If she could, she would slash and burn Silverton, Georgia to the ground. "I'll be throwing the first shovel of dirt on the old witch's casket." 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Stella sat behind the wheel of her Lexus waiting impatiently for the red light to change. Since returning to Silverton, patience became a virtue she no longer possessed. 

The afternoon sun peeked beneath her visor and she squinted against its intrusive rays. 

"Come on, come on," she mumbled. She jumped when the upbeat ring tone on her 

cell phone filled her car. Her already overtaxed nervous system sprang in to overload. 

With a heart racing at the speed of light, she lifted the top flap of the cell and smiled. Dr. Alex Mitchell's name appeared on the caller ID like an angel from heaven. 

"Hey, Alex." 

"Hey, Stella. How are you coping?" 

She hated how the conversation always started with, "How are you coping?" Or "How are you feeling?" If she truly told him how she felt he would totally drop her from his patient list and write her off as a complete loon. How clichéd was it to be in love with your therapist? "I’m all right." 

"Nervous?" 

She snorted. "How'd you know?" 

"I can hear it in your voice." 

How many men had she known that recognized her upset simply by her intonations? She smiled. There was only one...Alex. "I'll be fine just as soon as I get things in order. I suppose I could hire a cleaning crew..." 

"Yes, you could do that." 

Speaking of intonations, she didn't like the one she heard in his voice. "But?" 

"I think it's important that you clean the place yourself. The symbolism will be invaluable." 

"Oh." Her stomach knotted. 

Short, harsh beeps sounded from the car behind her and she thought she may fly out of her skin. "Shit," she mumbled. 

She pressed her foot to the gas and turned east toward the small farmhouse on the edge of Silverton. "Is symbolism that important? The fact that I came at all is proof enough for me. Besides, isn't planting the old bitch in the ground symbolic?" 

"Of course, the call is yours, Stella, but the attack happened in that house." 

"You don't need to remind me," she said, bitterly. "I close my eyes and see it." 

"It's over. He's incapacitated. She's dead." 

"Will it ever really be over, Alex? Or am I doomed to relive that night for the rest of my life?" 

"Stella, I'm sorry." His voice took on a soothing tone and her anxiety eased. "I firmly believe if you face this, you'll free yourself of your demons." 

She chuckled dryly. At least he didn't come right out and say she was insane. A demon...wasn't that who her nut job of an aunt attempted to conjure that night? His choice of words was priceless. She bit her lip to keep herself from hyperventilating. 

"Whatever you say." She kept her eyes on the road ahead, consciously avoiding looking at the site of the abandoned, Lawson's Tavern and Eatery. 

Davis Lawson was stuck in a wheelchair. MS ravaged his body and mind. She almost felt sorry for him. Almost. 

"So, what are you going to do, Stella?" 

"I won't chicken out," she replied, turning off the main strip and onto the red dirt road that led to Lou's chamber of horrors. Parking under a dogwood, she stared at the house. Quaint with ginger bread woodwork and a front porch swing, who would believe that a bona fide witch once lived there? 

Unfortunately, Lou was not the kind of witch who worked with healing herbs and felt a kinship with Mother Nature. No, Aunt Lou had been the sort who worshipped darkness and sought power from the Evil One. By the appearance of the dilapidated house, the Evil 

One hadn't taken Lou's calls. Not even when the call had been delivered soaked in virgin's blood. Her blood. 

"I guess I should go," Stella said. "I want to start cleaning and get back to my motel room before it gets too dark." 

"I'm just a phone call away," Alex reminded her. "And I’m trying to clear my calendar so I can come to the funeral." 

"Thanks." The idea of seeing Alex outside the office warmed her chilled soul. "I hope you can." 

"Call me when you get back to the motel?" 

"Sure," she said hoping he didn't hear the crack in her voice. Truth was she didn't want to hang up. She wished he'd stay on the line indefinitely. Didn't he realize how much she needed him? 

*** 
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"Tomorrow's forecast calls for rain. Yep, Southern Georgia, spring showers are turning into summer squalls." 

Stella switched off the radio and emptied the dark brown wash water into the kitchen sink. The slow drain popped and gurgled as it choked down the thick, oily liquid. 

She pushed at the sleeve of her sweatshirt, the fingers of her rubber glove sticking to the fine hairs on her arm. Pursing her lips, Stella attempted to blow a dark curl from her line of vision. But to no avail. 

"Damn," she grumbled, determined not to touch her face with her hand. God only knew what thrived in Aunt Lou's kitchen. Images of bacteria breeding all over the scratched and worn countertop had her certain of one thing, whatever lived on the surface was more than likely resistant to antibiotics. 

She refilled the bucket with fresh water and bleach. With the kitchen cleaned to her satisfaction, she moved to the powder room. She never understood why the builder placed the can so close to the kitchen. 

Her heart sank at the sight of the restroom. Fingers of mildew crawled up from behind the leaky sink. Soap scum coated every bit of the porcelain bowl and the stink of rot and sewer gas had her stifling a gag. Taking shallow breaths she fought with the small window until it finally moaned and opened. God she hoped Mother Nature would play Merry Maid with her. 

"Well, here we go," she said to her scrub brush and leaning into her work, she attacked the sink until her arms ached. It would take more bleach than she had to disinfect the place. That meant another trip to town, not to mention another visit with Bam Bam Richards. "Ugh." 

A soft breeze slid through the window, kissing the back of her sweaty neck. She stopped a moment to savor the welcome intrusion. Outside had always been a safe haven for her. How many times had walking along woodland paths, gathering flowers to add gentility to her drab bedroom, eased her torments? 

Not everything and not everyone in Silverton was evil, she realized. But no one helped her when she cried. No one believed she wasn't responsible for the scratches to her arms and legs. Aunt Lou, old guard Silverton, had cronies everywhere—police department, fire department, hell, most of the educators had been Ms. Lou's classmates. 

To them Little Estelle Campbell was nothing but an orphan who lied, stole, and cheated. Was it a far stretch for them to believe she hadn't enticed Davis Lawson into her bed? After all, he could have any girl he wanted. He didn't need to stoop to rape. 

At the rumble of an engine, she dropped the scrub brush, its plastic handle rattled 

against the porcelain sink. 

"Shit," she whispered. With a snap, she pulled the bright yellow gloves from her clammy hands and draped them on the sink's edge. She made her way through the kitchen. Concern tugged at her heart, the what if questions heavy on her mind. 

She stopped and waited for her heartbeat to slow. There was no one after her. Her days of living in fear were over. The woman who had made her life a living hell was no longer a threat. The devil had come to Georgia and taken her aunt's soul to hell with him. 

Despite her best efforts to regain her composure, her hands still shook. Through narrowed eyes, she squinted out the window above the sink. Her visitor's body formed a silhouette against the orange and pinks of the twilight sky. 

She didn't recognize the man but something about his broad shoulders and confident gait eased her concerns. There was directness about his manner, no hint of sneakiness or deception. 

He ran his palm over the hood of his pick-up before hooking his fingers in the pockets of his jeans. 

She drew her lower lip between her teeth and for the first time since she arrived in Silverton, she wondered about her appearance. Bending, she studied her reflection in the stainless steel toaster. The humidity had done its worst. Her hair was only slightly less crimped than a victim of electric current. Her nose shone with perspiration. What little eye makeup she had applied now hung beneath her lower lashes. 

"Raccoon," she groaned and dabbed at her smears with a fresh paper towel. 

At the rap on the screen door, she jerked upright and decided that her minimal repairs would have to do. 

Her visitor stood taller and broader than she expected. The width of his shoulders filled the doorway in plaid covered glory. 

"Ms. Campbell?" 

His voice was rich and smooth like molasses, the timbre raising unexpected chills on her overheated skin. "Yes, what can I do for you?" 

He backed up a few steps, his face hidden by shadows. "I'm Zane Weathers." 

"Who?" She gripped the narrow handle of the screen door and stepped out into the cool night air. The earthy smell of loam mixed with his musky cologne. She inhaled deeply, the scent bringing with it an excitement she hadn't felt in a long time. Not even Alex with his logic and soft brown eyes had been able set the butterflies free like the simple sound of this man's voice. No one had done this to her...not since before that night. Not since Davis. 

She swallowed the memory, pushed it down as far as she could. Still, she knew it sat there in the dark corners of her brain, waiting to spring forth on a tide of adrenaline. 

"Are you all right?" Zane asked reaching forward. She instinctively pulled away, avoiding his touch. 

"What do you want?" Her heart hammered against her ribs. 

"I'm sorry I startled you." His voice was calm, even. Her heartbeat slowed. "Marty Conover sent me." 

"The painter." She exhaled, the information bringing with it a sense of peace. 

"Yeah. He can't make it tomorrow. His wife was in a car accident." The news saddened her. She liked Marty, had since she moved to Silverton all those years ago. He was one of the few good people. The man reminded her of Baby Huey minus the diaper. 

"Is she okay?" 

"Yes." He assured her with a slight nod of his head. "Just whiplash." 

"Good." 

He took a step back, his gaze moving across the boards of the house. "You'll need to replace some wood and you want it white?" 

"That's fine." 

She stared at him, watching with appreciation the way he moved stealthily across the rickety porch. Aided by the small sliver of light from the porch lamp, she stole a glance. Direct blue eyes stared up from beneath thick dark lashes. Heat spread through her like hot cocoa on a cold winter's day. This man was magic. 

A moth fluttered past the smooth plane of his jaw and she tucked her hand in the pocket of her jeans, her fingertips itching to know what his skin felt like. Would stubble meet her touch or softness? 

"You want an estimate?" 

"That won't be necessary." She'd pay anything not to be alone while she faced her past but more than that, she wanted him here. There was something about him that made her feel safe. Comfortable. Protected. Never had she felt this way about a stranger. Davis Lawson had stripped her of all her trust. So, why now did she trust Zane Weathers? Why? The very notion should have set alarm bells screaming and yet they remained silent, as did her fear. 

Maybe it was because when he spoke, he looked her in the eyes. More likely it was because he was so damned gorgeous it would be a crime against nature to make him anything less than perfect. 

He drew back and three lines of surprise creased his brow. "Oh, did you find someone else to do it?" 

"No-no." She shook her head. "I'm desperate here. I want this done yesterday." 

He laughed. It was an easy laugh that lit up his entire face. 

He offered his hand and she slid her fingers in the warm fold, his touch lingering on her fingertips even after he released his handshake. "Good, I'd hate to think I lost the job." 

His gentle demeanor momentarily erased the ugliness of her past and she returned his smile. "You're hired. Can you start tomorrow?" 

*** 
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Zane stood firm for a moment and looked at Stella. The soft yellow rays from the porch light cast her in an ethereal glow. Stella Campbell sure was pretty with her wild dark auburn locks and gorgeous green eyes. Still, the sorrow that lurked in those jade orbs touched him. God, he hoped he could help her. 

Still, when their gazes met, there was no denying the pop of electricity between them and despite the pleasant warmth that spread across his body and reminded him he was a man, he knew better than to make her more than just a client. He reined in his physical reaction and took a step back, ready to escape. "Seven a.m. too early?" 

The question went unanswered at the sound of spinning gravel and the beams from a set of headlights cut through the canopy of darkness. He turned. A police car pulled to a stop beside his pick-up. Zane slid Stella a glance. Her face had gone white; even her soft, pouty mouth seemed to blanch. This time when he reached out and placed what he hoped was a reassuring hand on the small of her back, she didn't pull away from the contact. In fact, she leaned into him and damn it, he liked it. 

His heart kicked up a notch and a protective heat encased him. Yep, there was no denying it. He was here for her and judging by the way she shook at the officer's approach, she was more of a wreck than he imagined. 

A portly cop rounded the car. His large belly hung over his gun belt, hiding the buckle from all except those with supernatural, x-ray vision. 

"Evenin'" the officer said, his pudgy face tinged red with the effort it took to climb the stairs. Silverton's finest certainly needed to lay off the Moon Pies and R.C. Colas. 

"Evening," Zane said, sliding his arm around Stella's waist, savoring the feel of the trim arc beneath his hand. 

"Officer Lankford," Stella said, her voice quaking. "What can I do for you?" 

Lankford ran stubby fingers through his graying hair. "Sorry about Ms. Lou," he said eyeing the house. 

"Thank you," she managed and looked away. Was that shame he sensed? Silence echoed through the still evening air. 

"Is there a problem?" Zane asked, hoping to ease the tension that racked her soft, curvy body. Damn it, he needed to stop. 

"Not really," Lankford remarked shifting his weight on stout legs. "There's just been a rash of-" He looked over his shoulder as if he feared the shadows in the nearby woods listened to his every word. "...a rash of animal sacrifices." 

At Stella's sharp intake of breath, Zane glanced her way. If possible her face grew paler, her skin almost transparent. "A-Animal sacrifices?" Her voice was weak and her fear apparent by the trembling of her delicate jaw. 

"Yes. I wanted to advise you that what with the solstice and all coming up, you know them silly kids pretending to be pagans and devil worshippers...well, you might want to keep your eyes peeled." 

She nodded. "Are they happening here? On Lou's property?" 

"Nope, but real close." He pointed south. "Over by Paulson's farm." 

"Oh, that is close," she whispered. 

"What sort of sacrifice? Cat, dog?" Zane asked. He glanced at Stella and saw by her expression she thought he was a freakin' ghoul. The truth was you could tell a lot about a devil worshipper by the animal he chose. God, he hoped Lankford didn't say goat. 

"Some chickens, a cow, but mostly goats." 

"Damn," Zane mumbled. 

"Those poor animals," Stella said, her hand coming to rest on her chest. 

Lankford nodded. "Well, just wanted to give you a heads up. Call dispatch if you see anything at all strange, all right? And Ms. Campbell, try not to get into any trouble." 

"Oh, yeah. Okay," she replied but her words sounded weak, her breathing heavy. The warning apparently lost on her as she stared past the fat cop and toward the direction of Paulson's farm. 

"Good." The officer tilted his head toward them and ambled off leaving Zane to wonder just what sort of evil had brought him to this place. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
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"Hey," Stella said into her phone. 

She slid her card key in the lock of her room at Silverton Manor. The place hadn't changed much in thirteen years. Still rented by the hour and still needed several coats of paint or better yet a wrecking ball. But it was only ten minutes away from Lou's and the door locked. 

"Hey," Alex replied, his voice a welcome distraction from all the anxious thoughts that skittered through her brain. As she pushed open the door and flipped on the light a 

cockroach scurried off into a darkened corner. She grimaced longing to crush it with the full force of her weight. 

"You back at the motel?" he asked. 

"Yeah. Got the kitchen cleaned and the powder room. Tomorrow I'll work on the living room." Silence stretched between them. She could feel his scowl through the cell, her stomach aching from his displeasure. "What's wrong, Alex?" 

"When are you going to face the bedroom where it happened?" His voice bore authority with a hint of compassion. Damn, she hated when he went parental on her. 

"When I start cleaning the upper floor," she reasoned. "I'm working up to it." 

"We discussed facing your fears, didn't we?" 

She tossed her car keys on the scarred table at the far side of the room and scanned the corner for the bug. "Yes." 

"How does being alone in the house feel?" 

"Oh," she groaned, forgetting her quest for the insect. Her legs quaked with fatigue as she lowered her body onto the edge of the bed. Both the mental and physical strain had begun to take their toll. For the first time in three years, she brought her index finger to her mouth, biting hard on the nail. "Bad. That's how it makes me feel. Bad." 

"But imagine the empowerment you'll receive when you have completed this journey. You will have faced your past, your blackest fears." 

"Yeah, but I'm caught in the middle of all that crap right now. All I feel is trapped." 

"That will change, I promise. Don't give up." 

"I'll remember that," she said and closed her phone. 

Her life was an absolute mess and he was telling her not to give up. It would be so easy to jump in her car and speed out of Silverton. But what would Alex think? Would he give up on her? Shit, she wanted a normal life and if she improved enough, maybe, just maybe, he'd see her as more than a nut job. 

She lay back on the bed and stared up at the water stained ceiling. How was she supposed sleep when she could practically feel the bed bugs giving her the once over like Jack Sprat's wife at an all you can eat blubber buffet? 

Still, the pillow was cool against her cheek, the blanket a comfort. Her body trembled with pent up anxiety, the soft tendrils of sleep eluding her. Thankfully, the television in the next room blared through the paper-thin wall that separated her bedroom from some stranger's. His presence eased her mind. 

She made a mental inventory of all the things she had done during the day. She had accomplished something, hadn't she? She had walked into that goddamned house. That was something she never thought she'd be able to do again. 

God, why did mind numbing terror plague her every footstep? She rolled onto her side. Perhaps Alex was right and she wasn’t as weak as she thought. Perhaps she could clear the past and move on to the future. Yes. A small smile touched her lips. The future. 

She closed her exhaustion-soaked eyes and waited impatiently for her mind to shut off. Finally, the television quieted and a warm, dozy feeling encased her. Between the oblivion of sleep and the rawness of existence, she lay suspended. Unable to move her earthly body, yet incapable of passing beneath the portal into slumber. 

Zane Weathers flickered through her thoughts like a summer shower on a parched garden. He stood facing her, their bodies but inches apart. His icy blue eyes and playful smile teased her against a backdrop of black velvet. He leaned in and instead of stepping back, she stood her ground savoring the feel of his presence. He was so close she could feel the warmth of his breath on her cheek. 

She lifted her hand to touch his skin. His jaw smooth and cool like marble, yet her fingers burned. 

"You know me, don't you Stella?" he asked, his voice deeper than she recalled. "Can I come in and play with you?" 

Her fingers slid down from his cheek, to brush the collar of his plaid work shirt. Instead of answering, she began to unsnap the pearl buttons, eager to see what lay beneath the cotton barrier. 

A sprinkle of dark hair covered his well-defined pecs. She wove her fingers into the curls, reveling in their softness. 

"Well, what do you say, Ms. Campbell?" He moved in, his mouth gentle as his lips enveloped her earlobe. 

Tantalizing chills had her moaning as his mouth raced across her aroused flesh. His hot breath and capable tongue were nothing in comparison to his hands. Long fingers, calloused from work, easily manipulated her breasts through the thin fabric of her T-shirt. He drew her nipples between index fingers and thumbs, rolling them into hard beads. They throbbed with pent up passion. 

"Zane," she moaned his name, her voice wispy with desire, her sleepy mind all too eager to continue the fantasy. 

"Touch me," he returned, running those sensual fingers down the length of her arm. Taking her hand in his, he pressed her fingers against his cock, hard and ready beneath his jeans. "I want you, Stella." 

"Oh, yes," she responded, never wanting the dream to end. The darkness that surrounded them shifted into a whirlwind of flashing reds and purples. The colors merged and pulsated in time with her heartbeat. 

He lifted her into his arms, the heat of his body, his hard chest melding with her own steaming flesh. She buried her face in his fragrant neck. His scent was a mix of spice and man, and all-consuming. Her sweet spot joined in the rhythmic pulse of her surroundings, her entire being was focused on the pleasure she was sure was to come. 

"What's happening to me?" she asked, tilting her head and nipping his square jaw, the stubble on his chin abrasive against the probing tip of her tongue. 

He trembled and took a step forward, lowering her onto a blanket of crimson rose petals. "Give yourself to me," he replied. 

"Mmm," she responded, her fingers caressing the soft, sweet petals. 

Zane covered the length of her body with his, the pressure of his arousal upon her leg a welcome sensation. He set his hands on either side of her head, those blue eyes flickering with unspent passion. "Tell me you want me." 

His voice was thick with yearning. Instead of answering with words, she rose up, finally claiming his lips in a kiss. 

Electric currents seeped through to her core. His mouth turned hers into a blazing inferno and she eagerly accepted his invasion. He slid his tongue between her teeth, dipping, and swirling, taunting and teasing until she was certain she would explode. Her mouth widened as guttural moans escaped her throat and echoed through the hazy air. 

Bucking beneath him, her hips gyrated hard against his pelvis. She savored each and every bit of stimulation his body offered in return. 

Sliding his fingers beneath her shirt, he pushed her bra aside and exposed her breasts to the warmth of his touch. He kneaded the mounds, the seared nerve endings screaming for his lips. 

As if reading her thoughts, he sucked the peak deep into his mouth. She arched 

against the sweet seduction, this dream more real than any life experience. 

"Oh dear God," she called out. Gasping for air, she clutched his back, her fingernails raking across the rigid muscles. 

He ceased his passionate onslaught and once again, his face hovered over hers, his lips pulled back into a sneer, the blue of his eyes widening until only black orbs stared back at her. 

"God?" he said the name as though it was poison on his tongue. "God cannot save you." 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
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Zane bolted from blissful slumber to combat ready awareness. His heart raced from the sudden, forced awakening. His hands gripped the tatty motel blanket beneath him. 

"What the hell?" he asked glancing around his room. Through the grungy window, the motel's flickering neon sign lit the room in a purple haze. His heartbeat slowed. Everything was the same as when he went to bed, from the chair with the broken leg, to the wet, mildew odor of the carpet. Had he heard a woman's scream? Or had he dreamt it? Either way he was screwed. Falling asleep was a gamble he rarely won. 

With his eyes closed, he listened for another scream. The moments crept by, the only sound the heavy grind of the air conditioner giving one of its final blow jobs. Maybe he had dreamt the cry. Rising he made his way to the a/c and flipped the off switch. 

Listening intently, he heard nothing. Everything seemed normal, silent, and perfect for sleep. Of course, he wouldn't be getting any of that any time soon. 

He raked his fingers through his hair. It wasn't the first time he'd heard a miserable shriek in his sleep. God knew it wouldn't be the last. 

Sighing, he decided to go for a swim. The pool stayed open until midnight and he'd bet his left nut that he'd gotten less than an hour of sleep. 

He flicked on the bedside table lamp just in time to see a roach making a dash from his half-eaten Snickers bar. "Great, there goes breakfast." The bug stopped, its antennae moving furiously around its amber head. 

"I guess I should be grateful you didn't go for the beef jerky." The bug continued on its quest using the beat up baseboard as a superhighway. 

"I gotta get a better job," Zane mumbled and slid his feet into his flip-flops. The idea of going barefoot in the place evoked visions of athlete's foot and toenail fungus. 

Yep, a nice soak in the murky pool might relax him enough to win his next battle with insomnia or whatever else needed its ass kicked. Of course, in that pool, he might come down with a roaring case of dysentery. Either way, there was hope for a reprieve. 

He stumbled across the burnt orange shag carpet toward his duffle. His trunks would no doubt be at the bottom of the bag. Wasn't that always the way of it? 

Rummaging through the bag, he quickly located his trunks and dressed. 

"That was easier than I thought," he contemplated aloud. "Maybe my luck is finally changing." God knew that good luck was overdue. Eons overdue. 

He draped a towel around his neck and left his room, the warm night air thick around him. 

Gazing at the Silverton Manor sign, he groaned. He had visited every corner of the world at one time or another and been in some pretty seedy places. But in modern times, this armpit took the cake...the toilet cake. 

He walked along the cracked sidewalk toward the sparsely lit pool area. The warm 

air was oily with the aroma of fried chicken from the nearby greasy spoon. At the sound of a door slamming behind him, Zane turned his head to investigate the commotion. 

His eyes widened. "Damn it." 

Adorable Miss Stella Campbell didn't look so adorable. The woman from the farmhouse had transformed into some sort of wild creature. Her auburn hair stood out from her head as if she had stuck a fork into an electrical socket. Her eyes wide with fear, her mouth agape noiselessly screamed of great horror or abuse. 

"Shit," he mumbled. 

Zane knew something was coming, had felt the sickening, but all too familiar ache in the pit of his stomach for weeks. It always started out with a sensation he had as a small boy after he had done something wrong. A guilty feeling deep in his gut that grew and grew until he took action. Unfortunately, he couldn’t take action until the signs started to appear. 

The fetid dreams arrived first, dreams that oozed with blood and gore. Then came odd messages delivered by strangers that would come up to him on the street, in stores, in movie theaters, dropping small hints before disappearing in a crowd. He knew he had come to the right place the moment his eyes met Stella Campbell’s. Of course, after meeting her, and sensing her overwhelming anxiety, he had hoped the dread that drenched him night after night hadn't been for her...hoped, but knew better. 

Their gazes locked. Her body trembled and her skin grew even paler. 

"Miss Campbell," he called to her, his voice gentle. She looked like a frightened doe. One false move and she'd be running in front of a set of headlights. 

"You leave me alone," she shouted and started to run. She wore no shoes, her bare feet smacking lightly against concrete. 

Zane took off after her. He had to catch her, had to save her from whatever spooked her. It was his destiny, his preordination. Judging by the terror in her eyes each time she glanced at him, it wasn’t a demonic force, a vampire, or a ghost that terrified her. He seemed to be the object of her horror. Was she the one he was meant to save or had he somehow become one of the evils he fought so hard against? Of course, he realized he was still a white hat but it was obvious he'd have to convince her of that fact. 

Despite her panic and gorgeous level of physical fitness, Stella was unable to outrun him. If she hadn't been so damned scared, he would have thought the effort amusing. He increased his stride, his long legs lessening the gap that separated them. 

She gasped for breath as she turned the corner and raced toward the motel office. He swore under his breath, knowing that if she made it, the clerk would think her mad or him a mad rapist. 

He positioned himself at her side, pacing her step for step. "Stella, what happened?" 

She didn't look at him, only offered panicked glances out of the corner of her eye. "Get away from me...you're...you're..." 

"What?" he asked. He wondered if he sounded as desperate as he felt. This was an entirely different sensation. Women ran to him, not from him. He reached out and grabbed her arm, slowing his pace and her flight. 

She started to scream and he instinctually pulled her to him, pushing her back until he trapped her between his body and the cracked brick wall. With one hand, he held her hands together, tight at the wrists. Using his free hand, he covered her mouth. He had to get to the bottom of this. Her life could depend on what measures he took. 

He recognized the look in her eyes now. He leaned in close, his nose in her hair. 

Inhaling deeply, he sighed as bile burned his throat. She reeked of sulfur. She had been touched by evil. 

"It's okay Stella, I can help you." 

She shook her head wildly, her rabid shrieks silenced only by his palm. 

"Please Stella, I have to. It's my duty. It's why I've been called to Silverton." 

*** 
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Stella felt the fight leave her body. It was a strange sensation, a total deflation of her will. Zane stared down at her through the same eyes that had turned to deadly black only moments before. However, here and now, the blueness of them and the kind expression softened the horrible memory. Perhaps it was only a dream. Perhaps the man that now pressed his half-naked body to hers wasn't a demon or warlock or whatever the monster had been. No, he had to be a flesh and blood man. 

As if sensing her withdrawal he lowered his hand. 

"Are you okay?" he asked. 

She nodded; his voice too, was different from her dream rapist. Not so deep, and it bore the remnants of an accent. An accent she couldn't quite place. 

Regardless, he had the ability to set her mind at ease and give her a sense of peace. He had done it before at Lou’s house. This time was different; he had dragged her back from the abyss of insanity. One more step and she knew she would have stumbled head first into pit of confusion from which she may never have returned. 

"What do you want?" Her voice came out raspy, her throat raw from screaming. 

"I don't know yet," he answered and released her hands. "But I do know you need my help." 

"I need to be left alone," she said, pushing at her hair with trembling fingers. The damn stuff clung to her sticky skin. She couldn't get it away from her face fast enough. If she had a pair of scissors she'd cut the curls to the scalp. 

"Trapped, I'm trapped." She gasped for air, her lips tingling. 

"No, you're not," Zane cajoled. He lowered his face to level with hers. "You're not trapped. You're being hunted but you're not trapped yet." 

"I'm not?" she asked as tears pooled in her eyes before sliding down her cheeks in a hot stream. 

Confusion once again seated itself in her mind. "Who's hunting me?" 

"I don't know that yet either. But we need to find out and we need to stop it." 

This was all craziness and where was Alex now? Damn him for sending her on this fool's errand. "I'm scared," she sobbed. 

When he enveloped her in his arms, she didn't resist. She melted against him, allowed him to comfort her, to take away the cloying fear. He had to be good, evil was never so compassionate. He kissed the top of her head and she closed her eyes. "I'm tired Zane." 

"I know, Stella. You should rest." 

"How?" she sobbed. 

He scooped her into his arms and again she didn't fight. She should have been clawing at him for her freedom and yet her head lolled against his shoulder. 

"What are you doing to me?" she whimpered. "How can I be so drained?" 

"Shh," he whispered. "I'm here to help." 

"But I don't know you." She struggled a little, but her limbs felt weak. What was happening? 

"Your soul knows me." 

They reached his room and he pushed the door open wide. 

His voice, his touch, his presence quieted her questions. He laid her gently on the bed. "Close your eyes." 

She looked up at him, her vision hazy. "Why do I trust you?" 

He offered her a gentle smile. "Because you can." 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
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Zane’s gaze unnerved her as he ushered her into the diner. The smell of last night’s chicken had her stomach churning and the idea of breakfast was less than welcome. 

"I don't think it's necessary for you to go back to the house just yet," Zane said pulling out a chair and indicating that she should take a seat. 

The diner was practically devoid of customers. One or two old timers meandered around. Myrtle Norris, the same waitress that worked the counter at the greasy spoon thirteen years ago, struggled on her little old lady legs to keep their coffee cups full. 

Stella sat down and toyed with the white paper napkin that dressed her water stained utensils. "My doctor says I need to confront my fears." 

Zane seated himself in the chair facing hers and rested his elbows on the table. The muscles of his strong forearms flexed and relaxed as he clenched his hands. She sat mesmerized by the gentle movement. Everything about the man demanded her attention. Right now, it was the gorgeous musculature in his arms. 

He cleared his throat and her gaze traveled upward, to his full lower lip. She wondered how it tasted but scolded herself. You're in love with someone else, remember? 

"Your doctor believes that what haunts you isn't real but a figment of your imagination." 

"It is a figment of my imagination. There are no such things as ghosts." 

She turned her head in time to see Myrtle walk over. Her skinny legs were encased in dark brown support hose and her feet shod in ugly black shoes were a sharp contrast to the cheap pink nylon of her uniform and white of her hair. She pulled a pencil from behind her ear. 

"Hello, you're late for breakfast and early for lunch," she said, her notepad pressed close to her nose, the pencil poised to write. "What'll you have? Eggs or a hamburger?" 

"I'm not very hungry," Stella replied. "Can I have oatmeal?" 

Myrtle lowered her pad. Her brown eyes widened as she stared at Stella. Recognition slowly took root in their muddy depths. 

"Estelle Campbell?" 

"That's me," Stella admitted. Damn, it was a fucking horrible name but at least it wasn't Dorcus. 

"As I live and breathe." Myrtle leaned over and smiled, exposing perfectly straight, perfectly white, perfectly false teeth. "I can't believe you came. I mean after you run off like you did..." Myrtle wrapped her arms around Stella, enveloping her in an odor of rose water and bacon grease. "You sure grew up pretty." 

Stella looked over Myrtle's sloping pink shoulder at Zane. He watched the exchange with interest but his lopsided grin bespoke amusement. 

Myrtle released, straightening as much as her osteoporosis would allow. "I guess you're here for the funeral?" 

"Yes," Stella answered, bracing herself for the inevitable apology. "I'm sorry for your loss." That sentiment definitely didn't work in this particular circumstance. 

"I have to work so I can't come," Myrtle said setting the tip of her pencil back on the notepad. "Now let me think, you like maple and brown sugar, right?" 

"You remembered," Stella said, relieved that the subject shifted from Lou and returned to something as normal as oatmeal. 

"What about you, handsome?" She turned her attention to Zane. "You Miss Stella's fella?" She chuckled. "I'm a poet." 

"Just a cup of coffee, thanks," Zane returned, ignoring the pointed question. 

"Ooh wee, love that accent. Do we have one of them foreigners in our midst?" 

Any amusement that lingered on Zane's face slipped away like ice on a hot tin roof. 

"Where are you from? Some exotic land?" 

"Italy." Zane smiled. "But I've been here a long time. I am kind of hungry. Could you fry me up some eggs and hash browns?" 

"Oh sure, sure." Myrtle scribbled the order. "What to drink, Estelle?" 

"Coffee for me," Stella interrupted, looking to Zane. 

As comforting as he had been and as reassuring as it was to have him with her, what did she really know about him? And what about the remnants of his accent? It sure as hell didn't sound like any Italian she'd ever heard. 

She shifted uncomfortably in her chair. Yes, he was gorgeous. Yes, he was kind. But should she allow his soothing presence to undo all the work she and Alex had done? Hadn’t he just offered her a way out? A reprieve from what her doctor had suggested. She looked out the window. If
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