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      Sidney reached for another stack of plates and placed them in the cupboard. She’d been working steadily for the past several hours and the day had grown dark. The muscles in her back and her arms screamed in protest, but she pushed herself to keep going.

      One more box.

      That’s what she’d been telling herself. As soon as one box was empty and dealt with, she’d reach for another. Chopping away at the small mountain of them. She could do one more. And then one more.

      Moving was such a pain in the ass. Even when it led to an ultimately better life. Even though you knew that it would, the actual act of moving sucked monkey balls. It was hard strenuous work and it blowed.

      She paused for a second and wiped an arm across her glistening brow and took a deep breath, glancing around at her progress. Where had all this crap come from anyway? She’d left California on the run, under the cover of darkness, fleeing from her highly abusive husband while he was safely locked away in jail. She hadn’t exactly been pulling a U-Haul full of belongings behind her at the time. So seriously, where had all this crap come from? She’d only been in Ohio for nearly two years. When had she accumulated so much stuff?

      She shook her head and bent to reach for another stack of plates.

      Sfift, sfift, sfift.

      She froze.

      What the hell was that?

      She stood stock still for what seemed like a million years and just listened.

      Silence.

      “I’m sure it was nothing, Sidney,” she said out loud, talking to herself. It was a nasty habit she’d picked up as a teen after her mom died, but it gave her a weird sense of comfort. “Just the normal sounds that houses make. Nothing to worry about.”

      She took a deep breath and resumed her task, putting the dishes away and musing about how in a month’s time these same spooky noises would be comforting.

      Screechy, squik, screet.

      Her stomach dropped to the floor.

      Her hand tightened around the end of a butcher knife and she whirled around, on guard.

      Her gaze darted everywhere.

      Panic pumped throughout her body.

      “Damian is dead. Solis is dead,” she mumbled to herself, referring to her abusive husband and the drug kingpin, both of whom had tried to kill her within a week of each other. “No one is after you anymore, Sid.”

      Fear hammered through her with every beat of her heart, and the noise came again.

      Screechy, squik, screet.

      Her gaze zeroed in on the pantry door a few feet away.

      Knife firmly in hand, she took slow measured steps toward it. Reaching out she gripped the door handle and took a breath before she whipped it open.

      Nothing.

      Adrenaline crashed into her chest. Of course there was nothing here. She sagged, feeling ridiculous, and turned to back out of the pantry when her gaze landed on the small brown furry creature.

      Her blood-curdling scream pierced the silence.

      “Sidney!”

      Isaac’s voice bellowed from the back of the house and he came running.

      She pointed as he rushed to her, paintbrush in hand.

      “Rat!”

      She backed away, sputtering and still clutching her knife.

      “Huge… rat… pantry!”

      She knew she was near hysterics, but she couldn’t help it. She drew the line at rodents of all kinds. And snakes.

      Isaac stepped into the pantry and looked around. The grin on his devilishly handsome face when he came back out made her want to smack him.

      “Huge rat, huh?”

      She nodded frantically.

      “Darlin’, that’s just a little bitty ol’ house mouse,” he said, that slight southern twang of his taking a matter-of-fact tone.

      “I don’t care what it is. Just get it out of here!”

      “Okay, okay. Here, hold this.”

      He gave her the paintbrush and began sifting through a nearby box. He pulled out a small blue mixing bowl with a lid and headed for the pantry.

      “What are you doing?” Her voice was practically a shriek, but she couldn’t help it.

      “I’m relocating our little friend here,” he said when he stepped back out of the pantry.

      “He’s in there?” She pointed to the mixing bowl.

      “Yep. Now I’m just gonna take him outside down near that open field back there. Any objections?”

      Sidney shook her head. “No. But you may as well get rid of that mixing bowl too while you’re out there. It’s dead to me now.”

      Isaac laughed and carried the bowl-trapped mouse out of the house.

      Sidney let out a heavy sigh and set down the knife. Then she carefully placed the paintbrush on some paper towels and grabbed the bottle of bleach solution she’d been using to wipe down the insides of the cabinets. By the time Isaac came back inside she was hard at work scrubbing down the inside of the pantry shelves.

      “Mouse relocation successful,” he announced. “Mixing bowl disposed of.”

      “Yeah, well I’ve heard that if you see one mouse then you most likely have many others.” Her voice held unmistakable tension and agitation and she continued to scrub the shelves. “I can’t live in a mouse infested house, Ike! What have I done?”

      She tossed the sponge aside and huffed out a frustrated breath.

      The last month had been a rollercoaster of emotions. Her shock at finding out that she’d been the sole beneficiary of Damien’s life insurance policy had quickly given way to guilt over the fact that she’d also been the cause of his death. But then she realized that after everything he had put her through during their short and violently explosive marriage — not to mention the two poor women he’d tortured and killed while trying to find her — the money was the least he could do for her. It wasn’t enough to make her rich, but it had been enough to help her buy a home and pad her nest egg.

      “I’m sure the house is not infested, Sidney. The realtor’s inspection would have caught that.” Isaac scratched at the dark blond stubble at his chin with paint-splotched fingers. “But I’ll tell you what. Tomorrow I’ll pick up some of those humane mouse traps at the store, okay. We’ll place a couple of ’em in the pantry; maybe one behind the stove. Would that make you feel better?”

      Sidney sighed and nodded, but inside she knew that wouldn’t fix the turmoil swirling around in her belly.

      “Hey.” Isaac reached out and gently pulled her into his arms. “You okay?”

      He lifted her chin, forcing her to look at him. His gorgeous grey eyes were impossibly clear and intense, giving him an almost otherworldly appearance. They were also full of concern.

      “I’m fine. I guess I’ve just been second guessing myself all day.”

      “How do you mean?”

      She shrugged her shoulders.

      “Not renewing my lease on the place in Rocky River. Moving here into the city. Not going back to California to start over. It’s just… After everything I’ve been through I don’t want to make a huge mistake.”

      She couldn’t hold his heavy gaze. And she couldn’t tell him why she was feeling so unsettled.

      “Does this feel like a mistake to you?”

      His voice was soft, and she looked up into his eyes again. She didn’t want to think staying in Ohio was a mistake. But she’d just bought a house in a still-strange city where she knew next to no one. No one but him. He was pretty much the only friend she had in the area, and the sole reason she’d done what she did. And after pinning her life on a man who’d turned out to be an abusive, murdering monster, how could she have made a decision to stay in a strange land based on a man she’d known for two months?

      Granted, he was a man who had saved her life repeatedly in that time. A man who had helped to put the shattered pieces of her life back together and stolen her heart in the process. But he was still a man she barely knew.

      A man who sparks desire in your heart. A man who tells you you’re brave and strong. A man who makes you feel safe and cherished.

      It was an argument she’d been having with herself all day long, and staring up into Isaac’s dove grey eyes right now, all she knew for certain was the way he made her feel.

      “No, it doesn’t. I love this house. And I like the idea of being closer to you. But I still have to find a new job, and Cleveland’s economy isn’t exactly the greatest right now. I mean, what was I thinking buying a house here?”

      She should have simply rented a place. That way if things went south between them she could pick up and go back to the west coast with a minimum of fuss.

      “The city’s economy is slowly rebounding, Sidney. Jobs are springing up everywhere. And for someone with your education and your level of computer skills? If you play your cards right you can most likely write your own ticket and you know it. We talked about all of this before you made your decision to look for a place in the area.”

      “I know. You’re right,” she conceded. “It’s just been a long day. I’m tired and running out of steam. I shouldn’t have tackled more boxes after we polished off that pizza.”

      He grinned at her. “Well I think we’ve gotten a lot done here today.”

      “Yeah, we have. And the bathroom walls look great, by the way. I love that color. Thanks again for painting it, and those other two rooms for me.”

      “Believe it or not, I enjoyed it.”

      “You know, I couldn’t have gotten all this done in one weekend without you.”

      “It was my pleasure, ma’am.”

      He tipped an imaginary hat in her direction and she giggled.

      “You’ve done so much work around here, helping me get this place set up. You should just move in with me.”

      She moved over to the counter and grabbed the boxcutter, then she picked up the empty cardboard box to tear it down. When she glanced back at Isaac, a smile was frozen on his handsome face in… shock? Confusion maybe? She wracked her brain to remember what she’d just said.

      Oh!

      Their eyes locked for a long silent moment that quickly turned awkward as the statement hung in the air between them.

      “Um, I…”

      “Yeah. I should get this dried paint off my hands.”

      Isaac turned toward the faucet and began rubbing his hands beneath the warm water.

      “You know I have that shift at the crisis center tonight and I wanted to get those shelves put together for you before I leave in a bit.”

      “Yes. And I should really finish this before I call it quits for the night.”

      She set the flattened cardboard box aside so it could be taken out to the trash with the others.

      “The new fridge and the rest of the furniture arrives tomorrow, and I thought I’d set up my Wi-Fi system and the TVs while I’m waiting for them.”

      “Must be nice to be that computer savvy and be able to do that kind of stuff yourself instead of having to rely on someone else to get you all hooked up.”

      Sidney grinned. “It comes in handy, I guess.”

      “So are you spending the night here in your new place since we got the bed all set up earlier?” he asked as he dried his hands with paper towels.

      She hadn’t thought about it really, but her belly fluttered at the notion of it.

      “I guess I probably should. First night in my new place.” All alone, she thought as a ripple of fear rumbled through her. “Um, so your shift at the crisis center ends at what time?”

      She knew her voice held a sliver of trepidation, but she hoped he couldn’t hear it. She wanted to be brave enough to do this on her own.

      “Probably around two in the morning.”

      She nodded, resigned to her fate. There was no way he would come back here at that hour. Was there?

      “So I guess you’ll go back to your place afterwards?” she asked, referring to the tiny depressing one-bedroom apartment he lived in.

      “Guess so.” He seemed to study her for a second. “Unless you’re inviting me to come back here afterwards.”

      It may have only been a couple of months, but Isaac Taylor had come to know her pretty well in that time. Of course, when a man had psychic superpowers — as he did — knowing things that weren’t said came naturally, she supposed.

      Her shoulders shrugged in an exaggerated fashion.

      “You’re welcome day or night. But you can consider this your official invitation. Not that you need one.”

      Isaac smiled at her, sexy dimples on full display. He seemed to like the fact that she wanted him close.

      “You gonna be up that late? I would hate to wake you up at that hour.”

      His words sparked a memory.

      “Oh! Hold on.”

      She rushed to the living room where a pair of keys sat on the table. Grabbing one, she walked back into the galley-style kitchen and handed it to him.

      “Take this. It’s a spare key. You can let yourself in when you come back.”

      Isaac looked pleasantly shocked and he took the key from her hand.

      “You sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure. I want you to have it. And put it on your key ring for me. That way if I ever lock myself out I know where to find a spare.”

      She smiled and they stared at one another for a moment.

      “I um… I guess I should give you your apartment key back.”

      He had given her one while she stayed with him during the hunt for Damien back when her abusive murdering former husband had been terrorizing her and attacking other women around the city.

      “No, keep it.”

      They continued to stare at each other for a long moment, and Sidney got the feeling they both understood the significance of what they were doing. Exchanging keys to each other’s places was a big deal.

      “Well, I’m going to get started on those shelves.” He stepped closer to her and kissed her forehead. And then he kissed her lips. He picked up the discarded paintbrush from the paper towels on the counter and then left the room.

      Sidney watched him go and then took a big deep breath and blew it out through her lips.
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      Twenty minutes later, Isaac sat on the floor in what was going to be the home office, shelving and parts and tools spread out around him like puzzle pieces, and the instructions tossed aside like so much trash. It was a straightforward operation and coming together without too much of a fuss.

      The tiny wrench slipped, and the bite of pain pinched his thumb.

      “Ah, shit!”

      His thumb flew to his mouth just as his cellphone rang.

      He glanced at the screen with a small smile.

      “Hey, butthead!”

      He greeted the caller also known as his older brother, Adam, with the affectionate nickname.

      Adam laughed out loud.

      “You’re a funny guy, mutant. Whatcha doing?”

      “Putting together a set of shelves for Sid’s new place.”

      “Ah, that’s right. I forgot you were helping her move this weekend. How’s it going?”

      “Real good.” Isaac put the phone on speaker and set it nearby so he could free his hands and keep working. “I painted three rooms, and she unpacked about a million boxes. Got the kitchen all set up and clothes put away in the closets and drawers. We’ve done just about all we can in two days. She’ll be ready for the furniture delivery tomorrow.”

      “Sounds like you two have worked your butts off.”

      “We have, and we’re tired. What’s up with you?”

      “Well, I was just calling to make sure you won’t be trying to weasel your way out of dinner this week.”

      Isaac frowned. “Dinner? Did we make plans I forgot about?”

      “Come on, Ike. Don’t play dumb. This happens once a year.”

      “Aw shit,” Isaac mumbled under his breath. Was it that time again already?

      “Yeah, you know what I’m talking about.”

      “Well, she hasn’t called about it, Adam. Are you sure she even wants to do it this year?”

      “Name a year when our mother hasn’t wanted to have all of her kids over for dinner on her birthday?” Adam’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “She hasn’t called because she shouldn’t have to. By now it should just be ingrained in all of us. Like a national holiday.”

      Isaac rolled his eyes but didn’t bother saying anything. Why should he? There was no way out of it and he knew that by now.

      “Oh, come on, Ike. You like mom, remember?”

      He sighed.

      “I love mom, Adam. I love them both, I just…”

      He stopped talking. He wasn’t even going to bother trying to explain it again. Plus he knew he didn’t need to. Adam always understood where he was coming from. For so many years — until Sidney had entered his life — Adam was the only one who understood.

      “I know, Ike. You don’t want to have to deal with dad’s issues.”

      Issues. Isaac rolled his eyes at the thought. Disappointment, disapproval, shame, ridicule, resentment. There were lots of issues.

      “And as a grown-ass man you shouldn’t have to deal with it anymore,” Adam continued. “But can you put up with it for a couple of hours to make our mother happy?”

      Isaac stayed silent, just putting the shelves together and trying to let the frustration roll off of him.

      “Isaac…”

      “You know I’ll be there, Adam.” He sighed, resigned to his fate. “I don’t like hurting mom’s feelings.”

      “You’re coming then?”

      “Yes, I’m coming. But I’m bringing Sidney with me.” He said it like it was a warning or something. Not that anyone would care. “Hope no one has a problem with that.”

      “Excellent!” Adam exclaimed, his tone genuinely excited at the prospect. “I wholeheartedly approve. You are much more fun and interesting when she’s around.”

      Isaac grinned and tried to hold in a laugh.

      “Kiss my ass, Adam.”

      “Bye, mutant!”

      The line went dead, and Isaac shook his head and continued on his task. Dinner at his parent’s house was not an activity he looked forward to. If it would just be his mother, there wouldn’t be a problem. But spending time in his father’s presence had a way of driving him straight to an AA meeting to cope. He wasn’t proud of that, although it was a thousand times better than letting the experience drive him to the bottom of a bottle of Tennessee whiskey. Maybe this time, with Sidney by his side, neither scenario would happen since she always had such a calming effect on him whenever his monsters came out to torment.
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      Isaac pulled into the parking lot of the Cleveland Crisis Center just before ten o’clock. His mind was still swirling with thoughts of Sidney as he got out of his dark blue metallic Mustang GT and strolled toward the building.

      Her ass had rounded out the little cut off jean shorts to perfection and the plain white t-shirt she’d been wearing hugged the curves of her breasts like a caress. Her mass of dark curls had been piled high on top of her head like a pom-pom. A colorful scarf tied around her head had completed the picture. Sweet, sexy and alluring, all without even trying.

      The past month with her had been like a dream come true. Never in a billion years had he expected to find a woman who’s touch he not only didn’t fear, but actually welcomed. A woman who’s touch soothed him whenever the touch of another sent him reeling from the pain and the flashes they caused. But with Sidney he’d found exactly that woman, and he would hold on to her for as long as she would let him.

      He stepped inside the center with thoughts filled only of her.

      “Oh hey, Detective. Is it that time of the month already?”

      The greeting came from a very nerdy guy wandering around the cubicles. Lenny was one of the paid staff who helped run the center, and every month Isaac came in for his volunteer shift Lenny asked the same question, waiting for Isaac to crack the same joke.

      “Every twenty-eight days, Len.”

      Lenny cracked up laughing, as he always did, and Isaac grinned.

      “Charming.”

      Isaac turned around and looked into the disapproving gaze of Willetta Anderson, who ran the center. She was tall with white hair that was pulled back into a severe bun, putting her angular features on full display. Isaac often thought she looked like a crane or some other tall graceful bird.

      Lenny scurried away to avoid her wrath, and Isaac quietly cleared his throat.

      “Sorry. That was in poor taste,” he said of his joke.

      “Indeed,” Willetta responded, her voice devoid of all humor.

      She turned and walked deeper into the center’s hub, a large room with a cluster of a dozen cubicles in the center. Each cubicle housed a phone and headset, a computer terminal, a pad and pens, and a script the volunteers could use to help facilitate their calls.

      Isaac followed after her. “How are you, Mrs. Anderson?”

      “I’m well, thank you. I trust you’re well, Detective?”

      “I am.”

      “Still sober?”

      He grinned. “Dry as a bone. Yes, ma’am.”

      He didn’t mind the question. He understood she was merely checking up on him in her own stern way, and he appreciated it. Plus, it wouldn’t do to have a drunk volunteer trying to lead callers to the light, now would it? That would be a recipe for disaster.

      “Glad to hear it,” Willetta responded.

      “And how are things here?” Isaac asked.

      Willetta stopped walking and stood next to an empty cubicle, turning to look him in the eyes.

      “Busy. We seem to have taken a volume number of calls in the last few weeks.”

      “Hmm. Usually things slow down when summer approaches. Not speed up.”

      “Exactly,” Willetta agreed. “Makes me wonder what kind of winter we’ll experience here this year.”

      Isaac nodded, silently wondering about the uptick in calls. It was only late May.

      “At any rate, today has actually been pretty quiet so far. Perhaps we’ll slow down yet. You might have an easy time of it tonight.”

      Isaac smiled at her, knowing that she had most likely just jinxed any hope of a slow evening.

      “Well, I brought Michael Connelly along to help pass the time,” he said, gesturing to the book in his hands. Willetta nodded at him and turned and walked away.

      Isaac pulled out the chair at the empty cubicle and sat down with a sigh. He put on his headset and then logged into the computer system thinking about his time at the crisis center.

      It was something he’d been doing for a few years now. Ever since one of his friends on the force shot and killed himself four years ago. Officer Tommy Hamilton had been in his class at the police academy, and they were tight. One of the only guys at the academy — and the whole precinct for that matter — who hadn’t treated Isaac like he was some kind of freakazoid because of his touch issues.

      When Tommy killed himself, Isaac was blindsided. His friend had been such a happy-go-lucky guy and Isaac hadn’t known he was suffering. How could he, of all people, not have recognized the signs in his friend? He, who had been there himself and lived to tell about it?

      It was just one more thing Isaac would never forgive himself for, but he vowed that it wouldn’t happen again. So he had taken a class here at the crisis center to learn how to better spot the signs of suicidal tendencies in others, and he agreed to work the hotline once a month as his police duties allowed.

      Once he was logged into the center’s system he relaxed and opened up his book to read and wait for his first call. It didn’t take long, and before he knew it, he’d taken a steady stream of them. Because of the potentially super stressful nature of the calls, the volunteers worked short four or five hour shifts at a time. Something Isaac was always grateful for, especially when he got what he liked to call a “live one” that required serious and immediate help. Those always ramped up the stress level.

      With nearly an hour left to go into his shift, Isaac’s phone rang again. He set his book aside to give it his full attention.

      “Cleveland Crisis Center, thanks for calling in. My name’s Isaac. What made you reach out tonight?”

      It was the standard greeting, giving your first name so the caller felt like they were talking to a friend. And using an open ended question that begged the caller to elaborate and explain.

      The voice that answered him on the other end of the line was female and full of tears.

      “Oh, you know. Same old story. Girl’s friend sets her up on a blind date. Boy takes one look at girl and excuses himself to visit the bathroom. Boy never comes back.”

      Ouch.

      Isaac winced at her tale. That had to be brutal.

      “What’s your first name, friend?”

      “Lorna,” she responded.

      “That’s awful pretty.”

      “Thank you,” she said after a few sniffles.

      “Well, Lorna, if you don’t mind me saying so… that guy who ditched you tonight sounds like somebody you don’t really want to know anyway. What a jerk.”

      “Yeah, he was a jerk,” Lorna agreed. “And maybe I could let it go if it had only happened once. But this isn’t the first time, I’m afraid.”

      “No?” Isaac asked, feeling supremely sorry for the poor girl.

      “Nope. It’s not even the second time. Honestly, I don’t know why I keep on trying. At least this one had a fun nightclub twist to it though. He had me waiting around a bunch of sweaty gyrating bodies involved in a perverse mating ritual instead of all alone in a romantic restaurant.”

      Isaac’s ire began to boil on her behalf. How could some men be so cruel?

      “And he just abandoned you there?”

      “Yep. Well, to be fair… he didn’t exactly leave. No, I spotted him about an hour ago sitting with some big-chested barbie doll. When I confronted him he said that at least this way I had a shot at being someone else’s coyote date.” She let out a bitter laugh. “Like he expected me to thank him for choosing to meet at a club. I see now that he chose this place so that he had options in case he didn’t like how I looked.”

      Isaac frowned. “Hold up. I’m sorry… coyote date?”

      “Yeah, you know. When the not-so-pretty girls find a totally hammered guy to take them home at the end of the night for sex. Only the guy wakes up the next morning all sobered up and gets a good look at the butt-ugly female in his arms and decides he would much rather chew off his own arm to escape, like a coyote, rather than wake her.”

      “Wow.”

      Having never had that particular problem himself, Isaac had never heard the colorful lingo.

      “Again… that guy sounds like a real winner. Personally, I think you are much better off without him.” He repositioned on his chair and prepared to get real. “That said, I do understand where you’re coming from though.”

      “Yeah. Sure you do.” Lorna’s tone told him she thought he was full of shit.

      “Oh, I do. I spent a lot of years being stared at and whispered about.” He thought of his own teenage years when he was battling the confusing and painful flashes on top of raging hormones that had no outlet. It had been a terrifying time in his life. “You know that old saying that it takes one to know one?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, let’s just say I can hear the fellow freakdom in your voice. I know what it feels like to be the butt of jokes. To feel like you’re never going to be good enough or even normal.”

      Lorna was silent for a long moment, but he could hear her breathing and he knew she was weighing his words.

      “How do you do it, Isaac?” she asked quietly, her voice full of despair. “How do you not let it get to you? Being a freak in other people’s eyes? Knowing they all look at you with disgust or bile in their throats.”

      “The trick is getting to a point where you can accept yourself enough to move forward.”

      That was it. That was how he had picked himself up off the floor after his brother and his grandfather had thwarted his suicide attempt and cut the rope.

      “Took me a long time to figure that one out, Lorna, but I did eventually get it. And for me, it helped the day I realized that I had someone by my side who genuinely cared and wanted to be there for me. Someone who truly accepted me without fear or judgment. For me, that person was my big brother.”

      He paused a second to let that idea sink in for her.

      “You have anybody like that in your life, Lorna? A friend or a family member you can talk to?”

      “Not really. I have a sister, but she doesn’t understand. She doesn’t want to.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “She’s thin and pretty and has her own fabulous life. We don’t have anything in common.”

      “What about your parents?”

      “They have busy jobs. Trust me. No one would even notice if I didn’t turn up tomorrow.”

      Her sorrow-filled words waved a big red flag in front of Isaac’s face. Lorna was indeed a “live one,” and he knew he had an active suicide threat on his hands. He took a breath and sat up a little straighter.

      “Lorna, where are you right now? Is that music I hear in the background?”

      The question was meant to assess her immediate situation. Where was she? In what surroundings? Was she alone? And how difficult would it be to get first responders to her location if he needed to?

      “Yeah. I’m outside the club in their fancy courtyard area. Sitting at one of the little tables. I don’t know why I’m still here. The jerk is gone now. I watched him leave with that girl he couldn’t keep his hands off of. And I’ve just been sitting here watching everyone around me laughing and having fun. Wondering how they do it. I don’t know how to do that, Isaac.”

      “Do what, Lorna?”

      “I’ve never understood why being fun and carefree comes so easily to some people. How do they do that?”

      “It can come easy for you too. Or at least, easier. All you gotta do is let it.”

      “Great platitude.”

      He could almost hear the rolling of her eyes.

      “I’m serious. It’ll take some practice, but you could learn to be that way.”

      “I don’t see how.”

      “Lorna, have you had anything to drink tonight?” More assessment questions. Was her already troubled state of mind impaired by alcohol?

      “Alcohol is a downer, Isaac.” Lorna’s voice was singsongy and sarcastic. “I want to be stone cold sober when I drive home from here. Much better chance of success that way.”

      Dread landed in his stomach like a lead weight, and an uneasy crawl of chiggers travelled up his spine.

      “Success?”

      “Yep. In wrapping my car around a tree,” Lorna stated plainly. “Wouldn’t want to miscalculate and risk waking up tomorrow. I’ve even got the tree all picked out. She’s a real beauty, and I know for a fact that she’s taken care of a couple of others in the past. She won’t let me down.”

      Fuck.

      She had a plan.

      That was not a good sign.

      Having a solid plan in place was usually the final step before execution. The “live ones” didn’t typically linger once their plan was in place. He certainly hadn’t.

      “What club are you at Lorna?” He tried to keep his tone cool and casual, like he wasn’t asking for any particular reason. And in the back of his mind he ran through all the area nightclubs trying to recall which one might have an outdoor courtyard.

      Lorna laughed at the question.

      “Nice try. I tell you that and then you send someone here to look for me, right? The cops or the paramedics or something? Maybe nice men in little white coats? I’m not crazy, Isaac. I’m not stupid either.”

      “Oh, I know you’re not either of those things. I can hear the intelligence in your voice just as easily as I can hear the hurt and the fear. Why do you want to harm yourself, Lorna? Is the jerk who abandoned you tonight really worth your life?”

      Lorna was crying now. He could hear quiet, soul searing sobs. “No! None of the jerks are.”

      “Then why?” he gently asked again.

      “I just don’t want to be here anymore, okay? Twenty-five years of pain and sorrow are enough, don’t you think?”

      The crushing weight of sorrow and despair suddenly drifted down on him, covering him like a blanket, and he silently cursed his over-developed sense of empathy. It was a gift that came with his unwanted psychic abilities package, and he hated it all. She felt hopeless and confused. Lonely and afraid. Lorna’s emotions threatened to overtake his own, but Isaac took a deep breath and gently pushed back, fighting to keep them in check.

      “I know it’s hard, Lorna,” he said softly, still feeling her pain. “Life is sometimes hard and it’s brutal. Cruel even. Believe me, I know better than most.”

      It was a true statement. Not only because of the freakdom his abilities had plagued his life with, but because of the things he saw every day on his job.

      “I have been where you are and felt the same kind of pain. But I’ve also come to learn that life can be pretty terrific too. Happiness happens. Sometimes it takes a long time, and I’m talking years and years. But then one day you turn a corner and discover the one thing that gives you a sense of purpose like you’ve never known before.”

      That’s what finding police work had done for him.

      “Or you dial a random wrong number and connect with the one person in the whole world who will make your entire life worthwhile.”

      That’s what finding Sidney had done for him, and his heart swelled with emotion at the very thought of her.

      “Right.” Lorna’s voice dripped with sarcasm-laced bitterness. “And next you’ll tell me that miracles happen everyday and unicorns shit rainbows.”

      “I’m saying that life can be good. It got better for me, and I know that it can get better for you too.”

      “Yeah, well I don’t know about that. Things seem to…”

      Her sentence stopped, and Isaac frowned. Then a heart-stopping scream pierced his ear, causing him to flinch.

      “Lorna!”

      “Oh, my God!”

      “Lorna, what’s wrong? What’s happening?”

      Around the center, heads turned in his direction, but Isaac was oblivious to that.

      “He stabbed him! Someone stabbed him!” Lorna screamed.

      “Lorna what’s going on?” Isaac all but yelled.

      “That guy just stabbed him, then he fell onto my table!”

      In the background, Isaac could hear a lot of commotion. Screams and wind and shuffling — as though Lorna was on the move.

      “Lorna, talk to me. Tell me what you’re seeing. You said someone was just stabbed? Lorna?”

      He tried in vain to ask her more questions about what she was seeing and what was happening, but to no avail.

      “Lorna talk to me!”

      The line went dead.
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      Isaac ripped the headset off and tossed it onto the desk in frustration. It wasn’t the first time he’d lost a caller, but something about this one bothered him more. The young woman was clearly in distress. And now on top of all that, she had just witnessed something traumatic.

      A hand came down on his shoulder in a manner that might have been reassuring to anyone else. But Isaac flinched and jerked away as if that hand were on fire.

      It was his natural response to sudden physical contact. When every skin-to-skin connection could result in excruciating pain and an unwanted flash of someone else’s memories, Isaac avoided the touch of others like the bubonic plague.

      His quick reaction had Mrs. Anderson raising both of her spindly hands as if in surrender.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you, Detective. That sounded like an intense exchange.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry.”

      “Do not apologize for caring. Perhaps the person will call back before your shift ends.”

      “Perhaps,” he mumbled.

      And although they both knew it was unlikely, he spent the rest of his shift actively hoping it would happen.

      But it didn’t.

      He thought about Lorna and the abrupt way the call ended all the way back to Sidney’s new place in the Ohio City neighborhood. It was truly troublesome, but he knew that he was going to have to let it go.

      He sighed when he pulled his car into Sidney’s driveway, grateful that he’d had the forethought of mind to run by his place earlier before his shift at the crisis center began. He’d picked up a change of clothes for work in the morning, along with a few personal hygiene items like his toothbrush, some cologne and a pack of condoms. He reached into the backseat now and pulled out an old garment bag containing his clothes and the small men’s travel case, and headed for the front door.

      With the fob on his keychain he locked the car, and then he found the brand new key Sidney had given him before he’d left earlier in the evening. He let himself into the dark house being as quiet as he could.

      “Isaac?”

      Her voice held the tiniest sliver of trepidation and Isaac couldn’t help the grin as he locked the door behind him.

      “Yeah, it’s me.”

      He turned down the short hallway and spotted her in the open doorway of the master bedroom wearing a pale pink nightgown — the kind women called a teddy. It had spaghetti-thin straps over the shoulders and was barely long enough to cover the essentials. She was backlit by the light coming from the room, and the sight of her made Isaac’s heartbeat trip over itself.

      He still couldn’t believe how lucky he’d gotten to find her. A woman he could actually touch without fear of pain. And she was beautiful and soft and not repulsed by him at all. She was perfect.

      “What are you still doing up?”

      “I don’t know.” A sheepish smile crossed her lips. “I’m so tired, but… new house, new weird sounds.”

      “In other words, you’re a little nervous in your new surroundings,” he said as he stopped in front of her.

      “I really love this house. But let’s just say I’m glad you came back tonight.”

      Isaac smiled and kissed her. “I’m glad you asked me to.” He gestured to the things he carried. “I stopped and got a few things from my place earlier. This way I don’t have to rush home to change before work in the morning.”

      He draped the garment bag over the back of a chair and placed the travel case on the seat of it. Then he proceeded to remove his gun from the hidden holster at the back of his pants.

      “How was your shift at the crisis center?”

      Isaac exhaled a haunted breath and thought about it.

      “Troubling,” he mumbled.

      Sidney stared up at him, her light brown eyes full of concern.

      “Didn’t everything go okay?”

      “No. Everything did not go okay. About an hour before my shift ended I took a call from a female who seemed like she just needed to talk, you know? I mean, truth be told, a good deal of the calls that come into a crisis center are that way. Just people in turmoil who need someone to listen for awhile.”

      “Yeah?” Sidney nodded. She reached up and began unbuttoning his shirt as she listened to him.

      Isaac sighed. “I thought that’s all this one needed. She clearly felt like she couldn’t talk to her family and she just wanted someone to care. But then, she started telling me that she had a plan.”

      Sidney gently pushed the open shirt off his shoulders, her fingers brushing lightly against his skin, and Isaac was momentarily distracted by the contact.

      “A plan?”

      “Yeah.”

      He finished removing the shirt and tossed it over the chair with his garment bag.

      “See, when they tell you that they have a well thought out plan to end their life, that’s when you know they need more than just a sympathetic ear, and you have to pay some extra special attention and try to get them help.” He paused and thought about it. “Well, this girl had a plan that she said she was going to put into motion later tonight.”

      Sidney stared up at him with a compassion that matched his own.

      “Oh, Isaac…”

      “Only before I could try and get her the help she needs, she started to scream.”

      “Scream? Why?”

      “I don’t know. I could hear a bunch of commotion in the background. Then she said a man had been stabbed and had fallen onto her table.”

      “Onto her table? Where was she?”

      “She said she was at some club or something. Sitting at an outside table in the courtyard.” He paused and shook his head. “The cop in me tried to question her about what she was seeing and what was going on, but she was too frantic. Then the line went dead. I kept waiting for her to call back, but she never did.”

      “I’m sorry, Ike.”

      Sidney stared up at him and ran a hand over his arm. He loved the way her touch soothed him. He craved it like a drug.

      “But I get why you’re so troubled about it. I mean, on top of her being suicidal she may have just witnessed a crime too.”

      Isaac nodded. “Yeah. But there’s nothing I can do about it. I mean, I could call into dispatch and ask if there’d been a stabbing at a nightclub, but I don’t even know my caller’s name. So I don’t have any information that would help at all.”

      “She didn’t give you her name?” Sidney asked.

      “The hotline is anonymous. I just have to let it go.” He shrugged a shoulder and looked into her eyes. “I mean, that’s the nature of working a crisis hotline. You never get to learn how things turned out for the people you talked to. You just hope for the best.”

      Sidney lightly rubbed his arm.

      “I’m going to run to the bathroom before bed.”

      “Are you hungry?” she asked. “Do you want something to eat or drink?”

      He smiled at her. “All I want right now is to curl up with you, darlin’.” He kissed her lips and then picked up the travel case and headed into the bathroom. When he came back out a few minutes later, Sidney was sitting in the bed, looking angelic and sexy amid the cozy bedding. He removed his underwear and slid between the sheets beside her.

      “Oh hey, before I forget to mention it… I got a call from Adam when I was putting your shelves together earlier. He was reminding me of a family dinner this week.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. For the past few years or so now, our mama insists on making a big family dinner on her birthday.”

      A mischievous grin parted Sidney’s lips. “Shouldn’t you and your siblings be cooking for her instead?”

      “Probably,” Isaac conceded with a grin. “But she likes to do it.”

      “Mmm hmm. Cooking for her grown children on her own birthday. I’m sure she enjoys that,” she mumbled, smirking at him, voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “Hey, don’t go causing trouble.” He smiled at her playful attitude.

      She giggled and he watched her, mesmerized. Why was this goddess with him?

      “Anywaaay.” He drew the word out for a beat and tried not to think too hard about that question. “It’s sorta mandatory that the four of us kids show up for this birthday dinner, as you can imagine, and I want you to come with me. I mean if you’d like to, of course.”

      Sidney smiled at him. “You want me to meet your family?”

      “Well, you’ve already met the one I’m closest to,” he said, referring to his older brother, Adam. “But you know the whole story so I figure you might as well have faces to go with all the names.”

      “I’m flattered, Ike.” The look she gave him was a bashful one, and it only made him want to kiss her. “The fact that you want me to meet them even though you don’t have an easy relationship with them means a lot.”

      “Well, it’s kind of a selfish request on my part, Sid.”

      “Selfish? How so?”

      “You know how Geneviève says that you’re like my safe place? My shield?” he asked, referring to the psychic he’d gone to for help in learning to live with his abilities.

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, these last few weeks of working with her to try and get a handle on my abilities, I’ve really come to understand that better. You shield me, Sidney. You soothe me. Like when I’m unable to breathe and in sheer pain from an unexpected encounter?”

      “Yes?”

      “Well, the instant you touch my skin everything is okay again. I want you to meet my family for all the typical reasons, yes. But I also want you to come with me because I feel like I need you there. As like, a buffer or a covering or something. My secret weapon.”

      She stared at him for a long moment, her champagne gem-colored eyes searching his. Isaac was fascinated by the light brown color and the sparkle he always found there.

      “Then there’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”

      He smiled and reached for her, pulling her into his arms for a kiss so full of passion he felt it down in his soul. Her body seemed to meld into his. Her warm skin, silky soft against his own.

      It was an experience still so foreign to him. Touch. Physical intimacy. For so long those two things were myths he only heard about from others. Small miracles other people had in abundance and took for granted every single day while he starved and withered without them.

      But not anymore.

      Not since Sidney.

      She felt so good in his arms and she smelled so sweet. Her curls always held the faintest hint of spearmint while her skin was more overtly floral — a fresh mix of honeysuckle and ginger during the day; and at bedtime when she got out of the tub, lavender with an undertone of roses. She was a feast for all of Isaac’s senses.

      His hand skimmed the material of the teddy she wore as they kissed, and Isaac wasn’t sure which was softer, the satin or her skin. He reached beneath the material and gently groped her flesh, lightly squeezing her bare ass.

      “Um, Isaac, I…” Sidney panted as his lips latched onto her delicate neck.

      “Mmm?”

      “I-I don’t… ooh…” A soft moan broke her speech and she arched into him.

      “You were saying something, sugar?” he whispered before he sucked her earlobe into his mouth.

      “I don’t have anything here for, um… you know.”

      His fingertips danced across the apex of her thighs and he looked into her eyes. “Oh, I came prepared.”

      He grinned at her and reached for a condom from the bedside table, grateful he’d had the forethought to bring some from his place.

      “Look at you! Ready for anything.” She smiled, wrapping her arms around him.

      “With you I am always ready.”

      Words ceased, and then there was only sensation. Her hands on his skin felt like ecstasy. The flash of precognition that came with it showed him nothing less than nirvana.

      He entered her slowly, one long smooth thrust before Sidney’s shapely legs closed around him. Her moans of pleasure as he moved inside her worked to encourage his confidence and his endurance.

      In the month since they’d become lovers, Isaac had found that he couldn’t get enough of her. His libido, once caged like the monsters inside his mind and buried deep within his psyche, now ran free and unbridled throughout his entire being like a wild stallion. Any chance he happened upon wherein he could make love to this amazing woman, he took it.

      She was always willing and adventurous. Anything he brought to her she was willing to try, and they’d covered a lot of ground already — from different positions he’d only fantasized about, to playing around with his handcuffs.

      “What have you turned me into, Sidney?”

      He grunted softly, his lips lightly grazing the rim of her ear as he pumped deep into her with a grinding rhythm. He felt her fingers running through his hair and she held him close and moved beneath him, her fingernails gently scraping his scalp.

      “A mad sex fiend,” she replied on a sexy breathless pant. “Just like me. Oh, yesss,” she softly hissed.

      They crossed the threshold together, riding the currents of ecstasy until they lay trembling and sated in each other’s arms. Isaac withdrew from her and disposed of the used condom. Then he tightened his arms around her. Sleep floated in and nestled down around them, and Sidney kissed his chest.

      “I love you, Sidney,” he whispered as he was drifting off.

      All the muscles in her body stiffened, and Isaac’s eyes popped open.

      Had he fucking said that out loud?

      Swallowing hard, he pulled back to look at her face, illuminated perfectly by the silver glow of moonlight streaming in through the curtains at the window. There was no playing this one off.

      “I-I said that out loud, didn’t I?”

      “Yes, you did.”

      Her voice sounded breathless, as though she still hadn’t managed to catch her breath yet, and Isaac could feel her heart beating against his chest. Hers was suddenly racing just as fast as his own. He licked his lips and looked into her eyes.

      “Does it freak you out that I said that? Or make you want to run away or something?”

      He was taking a big risk asking the question, but he had to know. Now that he’d gone and blurted his true feelings for her he had to know what she was thinking. One way or the other.

      Sidney stared at him for a long time, and he began to grow nervous.

      “Isaac, when I made the decision not to renew my lease on the house in Rocky River, why do you think I decided to come here to Cleveland to look for a place?”

      Her question puzzled him. Why was she changing the subject?

      “Well, you said being there in Rocky River made you feel like you were still in hiding from Damien.”

      “Yes, but why do you think I insisted on house hunting in Cleveland of all places? Why do you think I didn’t just go back to California?”

      Isaac frowned and shook his head. “I… I’m not sure.”

      A tiny smile curled up the corners of her luscious lips.

      “I’m here because you’re here, Isaac. I wanted to be in Cleveland because I wanted to be near you. Because I love you too.”

      Joy like he’d never known before flooded his heart to the point he thought it might burst open and spill all over the sheets.

      She loved him?

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/ffl_ebook.jpg
LASHEL\%
ECOLLI&

h Pl al Fol
,uen;unlgh.,;;g;gg;% e B
;vw' ‘ 055

THE TOUCHED SERIES

B b o5 o s ME’A{ mf,






OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





