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To the "Ari" in my life, who, with his lovable but demanding ways, led me to Leisos. Thank you, my prince. I miss you.

And to my husband, K. - my akitra. Your endless support, love and confidence in me cannot be put into words. My heart is yours - always and forever.

Glossary of pronunciations

Akitra (Ah-kee-tra)

Ariki (Ah-ree-kee)

Daylen (Day-len)

Feldar (Fel-dar)

Jarek (Jer-ek)

Laisa (Lay-sah)

Laleen (Lah-leen)

Larennia (Lah-ren-y-a)

Leisos (Lay-sos)

Malik (Mal-ick)

Midwisfel (Mid-wis-fel)

Narena (Nah-ree-nah)

Nafstahd (Nahf-schtad)

Ravell (Rah-vell)

Rayja (Ray-ya)

Rehema (Ree-mah)

Saltera (Saul-ter-ah)

Selaya (Sel-ay-ah)

Surduata (Sir-due-ah-ta)

Tabibu (Tah-bee-boo)

Tavarian (Tah-ver-ee-an)
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Chapter One
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Kelly Richards was at her best when surrounded by death. Calm, centered, and confident, she was exactly where she was meant to be. 

She plucked a pair of surgical gloves from a box on the counter, snapped them on, walked over to the open file on the desk and glanced at the information. Caucasian male, mid to late thirties, died of an apparent drug overdose. 

Although she couldn't understand or agree with people trying to find answers in chemical substances, she felt a momentary pang of sadness at the needless loss of life. 

She'd dreamed of becoming an MD because she wanted to help others. Taught to maintain emotional distance from her patients, their pain and grief brought her own inner struggle to the surface—the one buried deep to avoid living it day after day. Unwilling to turn her back on aiding people, she switched careers and became a Medical Examiner to assist families of the dead achieve closure.

Working the evening shift alone at the county morgue was preferable to being with people who made idle conversation, mainly about stuff she had no interest in. It also provided a way to prevent coworker's well-meant intentions to set her up. Her job offered escape from them, allowing her to hide from her past. And herself.

Five metal drawers occupied the far wall of the room, each containing bodies to be autopsied. Kelly pulled open the door to number three, rolled out the drawer, revealing the man she would work on.

Her eyes widened. Most of the time, the prep crew stripped cadavers of their clothing before putting them in the cooler, but if the autopsy couldn't be performed right away, they didn't bother. His clothing wasn't the issue. It was the type of garments that caught her attention. He wore a short sleeve shirt, almost like a tunic, made of a fine, silky material. His loose fitting pants were woven from an odd cloth, not the usual denim or twill. Dust covered dull tan sandals strapped to his feet. 

He was foreign, exotic looking. Dark brown hair, longer than the norm, barely brushed broad shoulders. His skin was light bronze, yet the file classified him as Caucasian. A frown pursed her lips. Odd. The people in admitting didn't usually make mistakes. This male appeared of mixed Mexican or Spanish descent, maybe Cuban. She leaned closer. Hmmm. His skin didn't have the ashen grey pallor of death either. She reached out to touch his arm.

The phone on the desk screamed two jangling blasts.

Kelly started, heart pounding against her ribs. Muttering a soft curse, she answered the phone and gave the caller information on a body she'd autopsied earlier.

She braced the desk with a trembling hand. She hadn't been here long and working evenings still made her jumpy. 

Her attention reverted to the file on the body she was supposed to autopsy. What the hell? The measurements were all wrong. No way was the body on the slab five-five. More like about six-three. Did she pull the wrong drawer out? The information at the top of the page confirmed no mistake. There must have been some kind of screw-up. Surely someone didn't switch bodies? Checking the others would be the only way to find out.

Kelly marched back to the bank of drawers. As her hand closed around the handle of the second one, a wheezing breath not her own interrupted the silence of the room. She turned in slow motion to the cadaver lying on the slab beside her. Her throat closed. Similar to a scene out of a horror movie, the dead man's chest rose and fell. Not the final gasp of air escaping lungs at death, he inhaled and exhaled in a slow, shallow rhythm.

Grabbing the edge of the slab for stability, she shut her eyes. 

Easy girl. Calm down, it's just your imagination. When you open your eyes, there will be a dead person on the slab, and he will not be breathing.

"Oh, for heaven's sake. This is ridiculous. He's dead."

"Not yet," the body whispered.

With a scream that could have broken glass, Kelly's eyes flew open. She stumbled backward, scrambled toward the autopsy table, desperate to find a weapon. Her hand clasped the hilt of a scalpel and she whirled to face her adversary. But no one attacked.  The cadaver was where she'd left him, only very much alive.

"Who the hell are you, mister?" Her galloping heart zinged adrenaline into her bloodstream.

He turned his head, staring with beseeching eyes. "Please, help me."

Kelly almost hyperventilated. What the bloody hell was going on? He was alive for God's sake. Was this some kind of a joke? An initiation gag for the newcomer? She relaxed her stance a bit but kept the scalpel clutched tight in her hand.

"I'm going to ask you one more time before I call the cops. Who are you?"

"My name is Jarek."

"What are you doing here?"

"I do not know," he panted out through clenched teeth as tremors shook his body.

Kelly wavered. Despite that the tremors were symptoms of something it could all be an act. A ruse to lower her guard and come closer before he sprang.  

"That's it, I'm calling the police." She walked backwards to the desk, eyes vigilant for any change.

"Please. I need your help."

The phone was within her reach.  

"I am dying."

She hesitated, torn between the inherent desire to help and the need for safety. Self-preservation took precedent. 

Her fingers started punching numbers. A grunt made her head snap up. Jarek struggled to a sitting position and toppled to the floor. 

His cry of agony cut through her defenses as the 911 operator's voice came on the line. She slammed down the receiver, rounded the edge of her desk. She was a doctor, had taken an oath to aid. 

"Damn, damn, damn." She needed to have her head examined she thought, inching closer to the body writhing on the floor. Why was she always a sucker for someone in pain?

Ignoring the ringing phone, she took another cautious step closer to Jarek.

"Hey buddy, you'd better not be yanking my chain." Her false bravado wouldn't fool anyone. Even in his weakened state, this man could still hurt her. A lot. The scalpel in her hand gave her courage. 

"I will not harm you." Jarek's futile attempt to raise a hand in supplication failed before his body buckled again.

Kelly pushed caution aside. She knelt down, rolled Jarek onto his back, and examined him. Cool, damp skin trembled beneath her fingers. 

"Do you know what's wrong?" She lifted his eyelids, noted dilated pupils.

He curled his arms around his abdomen. "I think it is poison." 

"What kind? Who did this to you?"

Jarek shook his head, winced, clutching his stomach.

"How long ago?"

"Have been unwell for some time." He wheezed for a few breaths. "It has gotten worse."

"Shit." Kelly tossed the scalpel onto the table. She raced to the bookshelf, grabbed a diagnostic volume listing symptoms and treatments, and returned to Jarek's side. Pages of the book flipped through her fingers. 

"Did you get bitten or inhale anything?"

He shook his head.

"Eat something out of the ordinary?"

Again no.

"Do you have any nausea?"

Jarek frowned, shrugged. "What is..."

"Sick. Have you been sick to your stomach? Have you thrown up?" she barked in frustration.

He nodded. Her hand barely encircled his wrist as she counted the weakening heartbeats. Not much time. Jarek's eyes fluttered closed. 

"Hey, no you don't. Jarek, that's your name, right? Listen to me, Jarek. Do you have a headache?" 

A feeble nod. 

No bite, no inhalant, no known ingestion. The toxin must have been administered through food or liquid. "Okay." She checked the book once more. "Have you had diarrhea?" She wanted to scream at his frown. Didn't he know anything? "Have you had to go to the bathroom a lot—to relieve yourself?" Good grief, it was like talking to someone from Mars.

"Yes," he whispered.

"Okay. I think I know what it is."

"You think?" he said incredulously, his eyebrow shooting upward.

"Would you rather I wait and see what happens?" she snapped.

He glowered before giving her a curt nod.

Kelly's mind raced along as she ran from the room and down the back hallway to the Head Coroner's office. A couple of things could be poisoning Jarek, but she had to combat the seizures and tremors first by flushing his system with medications. She grabbed a ring of keys from the desk drawer, sped out of the Head Coroner's room and up the two flights of stairs to the doctor's clinic above.

She fumbled with the key, unlocked the door of the office, sprinted into the examination room and flicked on the wall switch. The fluorescent neon glare revealed a medicine cabinet hung on the wall for a multitude of drugs. She jabbed a small key into the lock, opened the door, and scanned the bottles. Phenobarbital. Perfect. She snatched a bottle and a few other medications listed in the book as treatments for poisoning. A unit to her right held hypodermic needles and IV bags. She took some of those and fled the room.

As her quickening steps took her back to the morgue, the logical part of her brain kicked in. How much trouble was she about to get into? Staff, for a variety of reasons, could use the keys to the upper clinic. Hopefully her boss would have an open mind about the situation. How was she going to explain a body in the morgue was still alive? And instead of following procedure—was there even a procedure for this type of thing?—she'd acted on instinct. Yes, she should have completed the 911, but by the time the paramedics arrived it would have been too late. He already had the tremors. Seizures came next. Then death. 

As she knelt beside Jarek, she breathed a quick sigh of relief. He hadn't started convulsing yet. It was a good sign. Since she didn't know how much poison he was given or when, waiting for results of a tox screen was not an option. Sweat beaded on her brow, either from exertion or adrenaline. With quick precision, she assembled the IV with the Phenobarbital. Jarek's breathing became shallower.

"Don't die on me now." Kelly injected the needle into a vein on his right hand. Since he hadn't moved, the extracted metal cooler drawer above provided the best place to put the IV bag so gravity could do its work.

"Do not leave," Jarek rasped as she rose.

"I'm not going anywhere. I need to secure the IV so it won't come out of your hand." Instead of hunting for surgical tape, she snapped a piece of transparent tape from the dispenser on the desk and used it to stabilize the needle.

"The Phenobarbital will counteract the tremors. You should be okay, but I'll stay for a few minutes to make sure. It will afford you some time before we get you to a hospital where they can take better care of you."

"Is that a healing place?"

What, this guy didn't go to school? He had a slight accent, but maybe they didn't have a hospital where he was from. "I guess you could look at it that way. You've never heard of a hospital before?"

He avoided her eyes, looked around the room. "I owe you my life."

The flat statement miffed her. Talk about a left-handed thank you. 

"Well, I've gotta say, having a live corpse in the cooler is a change of pace," she commented with a touch of mirth.

Jarek's tremors began to subside and his muscles started to relax. "What is this place?"

She followed his gaze to the autopsy table, the multiple instruments required for dissection, and the suspended metal spray hose.

"It's the morgue."

"What is a morgue?" 

"You're joking, right? You don't know what a morgue is?"

"Should I?"

A placating smile rose on her lips. "That's okay. Don't worry about anything. We'll get you to a hospital in no time." Not wanting to agitate this strange man, she changed topics. "So, where are you from?"

"I am not from here."

"I kind of gathered that from your clothing. Although, you could have been at a costume party or something. The armband is a nice touch."

Jarek's fingers touched the bronzed piece of jewelry around his well-developed bicep. "Where am I?"

"I told you, you're in the morgue."

"Where is this morgue?"

What a strange way to phrase a question. "Lackton, in Wesslyn County. The building used to be a jail and a lawyer's office. It was converted at the turn of the century. The lawyer's room is now a doctor's clinic and the former jail below became the morgue."

"And where is Wesslyn County? I am unfamiliar with that place."

Okay. "It's in North Carolina. You don't know where you are? How did you get here?"

"I am not sure, but I believe I was brought here."

"By whom? Is there someone I can call? There has obviously been a mistake if you ended up alive in the morgue and you're not sure how you even got here." Scenarios jumped through her mind. He was too old for a college keg party. A stag maybe. Under the pretense of taking a pulse on his neck, she leaned forward, sniffing for telltale signs of alcohol. Nope.

Instead of answering her question, Jarek asked another. "What is the date?"

"The date? As in the day of the week?" The pulse beneath her fingers beat stronger.

"What is the year?"

Okey-dokey then. The man either had a case of amnesia but remembered his name or was a crackpot from the loony bin. This just kept getting better and better. She drew away. 

"Listen, I'm going to make a quick call, and I'll be—"

Loud knocking on the morgue's front door interrupted her.

"I'm going to need to get that." 

"Please. I can sense you are frightened. I wish you no harm. I need your help."

"I have helped you. I just saved your life, in case you've forgotten." Gee, that was the thanks she got for playing the Good Samaritan.

"I am grateful. But I must get back to Leisos to find out who poisoned me and why."

"What? Back to where?" Where the hell was Leisos?

The knocking turned to thumping.

"This is the police. There was a 911 call placed from here. Please open the door."

God, could this get any worse?

Jarek snagged her wrist. "I see you do not understand. But I will explain it to you."

Her eyes darted between his face and the hand holding her. Had she just put herself in danger by saving his life? "Look buddy, the cops are here." Kelly's head swiveled to the murky black shapes outlined through opaque glass.

Jarek’s hand tightened. "The birthmark on your neck. It is a crescent moon with a star. I know where it originated."
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Chapter Two
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"I can explain everything. I truly wish you no harm. You must believe me," Jarek pleaded.

The woman snatched her hand out of his grasp. "Be right there, guys," she yelled, yanking down the white sheet from the autopsy table and covering him with it. "Not one bloody word, and don't move a muscle, do you understand?"

At his nod, she grabbed the fluid-filled bag, slapped it on his chest, put the rest of the items beside him, and covered his face.

"I'm going to regret this," she muttered.

Jarek lay motionless. He had to find a way out of this room. Out of this world. His mind was willing, but his strength was gone. It galled him to be this weak, and worst of all, to depend upon this stranger to help him. Where he was from he'd never had to rely on others.

The cloth covering his face stuck to his lips with every breath. He tried to relax, but the cold from the floor seeped through his thin clothing, chilling his skin.

The woman spoke to the men who had arrived. Cops, she had called them. He didn't know what cops were, but they must have commanded some type of authority or else his savior wouldn't have rushed to the door. Maybe she let them in for another reason. Could she have lied to him? Would she tell these men about him and have them take him away? But, if that was the case, why cover him up and tell him to keep quiet? 

"Look, I'm really sorry about this, but, it's, ah, it's just a mistake." A thin, pinched strain of laughter accompanied her words. 

"So you had no intention of phoning for help? The 911 operator called back but received no reply."

"Oops, sorry. Everything is fine."

"Well then, you won't mind if we take a look around."

"Uh, is that really necessary?"

"Why, do you have something to hide?" another male said.

"No." 

Was that panic he heard in her voice?

"Then you have nothing to worry about." Footsteps echoed closer.

Apprehension tripped up Jarek's spine. He slowed his breathing even more. Did these men want to harm him? He had a feeling the woman did not. He was powerless to help her and he wasn't strong enough to get away. Not yet, anyway. But she did say everything was fine. His best bet was to remain as quiet as possible.

In other words, look dead.

"You mind explaining this." The sole of the man's shoes squeaked beside Jarek's ear. 

"Well, umm, I kind of had a bit of an accident." 

"I gathered that. Isn't the body supposed to be on the slab, not on the floor?"

"Okay, you have to promise not to say anything. Since this was my first autopsy alone, I kind of got excited and yanked on the drawer too hard. It hit the end of the track, and the body bounced. Well, that just totally freaked me out, and then I stumbled into the drawer, knocked the body over and onto the floor."

"So where does the 911 call come into play?" Amusement filtered through the question.

"I panicked." 

The words were so soft, the men asked her to repeat them.

"I panicked. I can't very well do an autopsy on the floor, so I was going to call a friend to help me lift the body back onto the slab. When I dialed nine to get an outside line, my fingers shook. I must have dialed 911. When the operator came on the line, I realized what I had done and hung up. I didn't think they would send you out."

"What took you so long to answer the door?" The other man was farther away.

Jarek willed himself not to fidget. Hearing men's voices and not seeing them was like spirits whispering in the wind.

"Once I calmed down, I remembered we have lifts for cadavers. I was on my way to get one when you guys came. I was embarrassed, so I threw the sheet over the body and hoped you wouldn't come in." Her voice softened. "You're not going to tell anyone are you? I mean, it's my first time alone, and I need this job. If my boss found out about this, he would probably think I was fooling around and might fire me."

The brusque-voiced man chuckled. "I think we can keep this one under wraps. Do you need help with the body now?"

"No. No, I'm good. We get training for this type of thing, and there's the lift down the hall."

Jarek smiled. This woman was quick. Determined. Maybe she could help him after all.

"It wouldn't be any—"

A crackle cut off the next words.

"Car Twelve, what's your status?" 

Jarek's ears perked at the different female voice. Had someone else come into the room?

"Twelve here. False alarm on that last 911 call." 

"Car Twelve, if you're available, see the man at Darlington and Fifth for a possible B and E."

"Twelve, roger. Hank, let's go. Gotta run, lady. Next time, be a little more careful, okay?" Heavy footsteps echoed away.

"Yes, officer." Her voice drifted across the room. "Thanks again. And remember, you said you wouldn't tell anyone."

There was a soft click, like something slipping into place, followed by muttering he strained to hear.

"It'll be all over the station by the end of their shift."

The sharp clack of footsteps signaled her approach, yet the woman stood by his side and did nothing.

"Are you going to uncover me?"

"I haven't decided yet. Do you have any idea how much trouble you caused me? I could get fired for this."

She paced the floor near him. "And I came across as sounding idiotic and inept." 

"You are the only one who can aid me." 

The sheet lifted from his face. She had blonde hair cut in a strange fashion. Her azure-blue eyes narrowed, and her lips pressed into a hard line. They reminded him of the passion berry from his homeland. 

"Are you done staring?"

Her question shook him out of his daydream. "What is your name?"

"Why?"

"How else am I to address you?"

"You sure have a strange way of speaking. I can't place your accent, either. My name is Kelly. Do you have enough strength to get off the floor and back onto the slab?"

"A chair would be preferable. The 'slab,' as you call it, is quite cold, as is the floor."

Raising an eyebrow, Kelly retrieved a chair on wheels from behind a table-like structure, helped him sit down, and draped the sheet across his lap. She took the bag of clear fluid from his grasp, as well as the other items, and placed them on the drawer above his head.

"Okay, spill it. I've put my job in jeopardy for you, and I lied to the police. I want answers, and I want them now. Who are you?"

"I have already told you, my name is Jarek."

"Yeah, I got that. I mean who are you, as in what? Are you a cop? An actor? A drug dealer? Or are you just someone who happened to end up in my morgue?"

"I do not think you will believe me."

"Try me," she said testily.

Jarek sighed. He'd need to tell her everything. "I am a prince."

"A prince?"

Her disbelief irritated him. He was unaccustomed to having his word questioned. "Yes, I am the Prince of Leisos."

"Never heard of it. Where is this Leisos?"

"Far away from here."

"Oh, really." 

Her skepticism made him grit his teeth. "Yes. Now I will ask you a question." 

"It's not your turn yet. How did you get here?"

His eyes narrowed into a glare. Impertinent woman. "I do not know."

"Don't play with me, I'm not in the mood."

"I am telling you the truth. I do not know."

"Fine. We'll get back to that one later. Why did you come here?"

"I was dying." Jarek bit back a snarl. He wasn't sure what irritated him more, her constant questions or having to repeat himself. However, the snap of anger in her blue eyes and determined set of her chin showed she had strength, both inside and out. Intriguing. 

"You can wipe the wolf grin off your face. If you were dying, why didn't you go to a hospital?" Kelly countered.

"What is a hospital?"

She stepped away, crossed her arms, the clothing stretching snugly over her breasts. Very intriguing.  

"I said don't play with me."

The acid in her tone brought him back from dreamland. "Since we do not seem to be frolicking, I assume the word 'play' in this instance means 'lie.' I am not playing with you."

"You don't know what a hospital is?"

"Despite what you may think, no, I do not." Who was she to question his integrity?

"I don't believe you."

This was getting nowhere. "What is the year?"

"I'm not finished asking the questions."

"Yes, you are. I have answered some of yours. Please do me the courtesy of answering one of mine. What is the year?" he pressed.

She told him.

He felt the blood drain from his face as his world tilted. Impossible.

"Hey, you okay?" She knelt beside Jarek's chair. "I didn't mean to be so pushy, but what's going on?"

He took a deep breath. The span of time was irrelevant. He was brought here to escape death and had succeeded. Now he needed to get back. "I have come farther than expected."

"How far is that?"

"Over two thousand years into the future."

Kelly sprang up. "See, I really hate that. I asked you not to lie and then you tell me that you're from the past. What do you think I am, stupid?"

Jarek's temper flared. He had to make her understand how important it was for him to return to his time. Whoever tried to kill him didn't succeed. They might go after his brother next. He couldn't let that happen. 

Narena had mentioned things would be very different, but in his weakened state, he couldn't remember much. It was obvious when he awoke he was no longer in Leisos, even before Kelly said this was North Carolina, wherever that was. For instance, an acrid odor he could taste in the back of his throat replaced the sweet smell of forsythia in the breezes of his homeland. He lay on sleek, icy metal instead of hard, packed earth. Not to mention the strange devices around the room. On the wall, a white round unit with numbers encircled a thin black stick ticking in a circle. A long, curved silver stalk hung from the ceiling. That wasn't like any of the hallowed reeds by the riverbank at home.

His fingers brushed an armlet on his left bicep. The sorceress must have put it on him before he left Leisos. She'd said sending someone through time was a tremendous strain on her. It had been a great sacrifice, and she was successful, but at what cost? Was she all right? Did she even survive?

Just before Narena had sent him forward in time, she warned him magic and sorcery didn't exist in the future. He had to be careful with how and what he revealed.

"I do not think you are stupid. I am truly from the past, from the land called Leisos. I do not know if it still exists in your time. Someone poisoned me, but I do not know whom. I was sent here to be cured. Now that I have escaped death, I will return to Leisos and have my vengeance."

"How'd you get to this time?"

"The sorceress Narena."

"A sorceress. Is she married to Merlin?" she snorted.

His patience snapped. This was futile. Kelly wasn't going to help him no matter what he said. She asked for the truth, and he told her. Now she looked at him with derision.

"Narena is a very good friend. I advise you to tread with caution," he warned. If she chose not to believe him, fine. He'd find someone else to help him. Be damned if this wisp of a woman would stand in his way.

He stood. The room spun. 

Kelly caught him as his knees buckled and eased him back into the chair. "You need to sit, rest for a while. Then if you want to leave, go ahead. But you won't get far in your condition."

Jarek put his head in his hands. Where would he go? He knew nothing beyond this room. In Leisos, he wouldn't hesitate to strike out alone. He stared at Kelly and said the one thing that might give her pause.

"The birthmark on your neck—the one of the crescent moon and a star—it runs in your family, probably the women. Am I correct?" 

Her mouth dropped open. 

"If you follow your lineage back through time, you would find the name Narena. Whether you believe me or not, you are a direct descendant of a sorceress."
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Chapter Three
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Kelly's world teetered. Her clinical, analytical domain was safe, for the most part. Everything of comfort could be explained by physical evidence. Science was her strength, her salvation. There was proof for everything. But the man before her defied the very core of her belief system. She refused to believe time travel existed.

"If you're from two thousand years ago, how come you can speak and understand English so well? English didn't really start until the fifth century." See if he can explain himself out of that one.

"Just before Narena sent me forward in time, she gave me a potion to drink and told me it would help me communicate in the future." Jarek replied. 

Kelly reined in her temper. She didn't appreciate being patronized. And he was giving it to her in spades. 

The ringing phone quelled the retort she felt like saying to his convenient answer. Between her irritation and keeping an eye on her guest, she had to get the caller to repeat the information before she got it right. 

"You just got a lucky break," she said hanging up the phone. "I have to pick up a body, so we'll finish this discussion later." As angry as she was at Jarek, medical ethics wouldn't allow her to leave without administering an antidote to the poison in his system. Phenobarbital had done its work by combating the tremors and stopping him from slipping into convulsions or a coma. 

She reviewed the list of possible candidates. "Did you eat anything that tasted strange?" 

"No."

"Hmm, that means the poison had to be administered over time. Considering where and when you claim to come from narrows the possibilities considerably." Not that she believed his time travel tale, but he believed it. Best not to antagonize someone she considered wasn't all there.

"Can you remember what you ate?"

"By the time Narena came to me, I could not eat much. Mainly broth and vegetables," he replied.

That dismissed most of the other poisons on the list, leaving a couple that were plant-based. 

"Did your broth taste sweet, like almonds?"

"No, it was strong. I do not like sweet soups."

"I'll keep that in mind," she noted dryly. According to her studies on alternative medicines, the most logical plant was hemlock. Considering the plant had been around for thousands of years, it was, in all likelihood, the culprit. Since there was no true antidote to hemlock poisoning, her course of action was to treat the nausea and dehydration.

Hesitation and indecision invaded her thoughts as she administered a dose of Metoclopramide into the saline solution in the IV bag. Jarek should be taken to a hospital where he could rest and be monitored, but his insistence at being acquainted with her ancestry plagued her rational mind. Did he really have this knowledge, or was he playing her for a fool?

"I will come with you."

His words stalled her mental argument. "I don't think so. I can't keep an eye on you and do my job at the same time. And I'm not letting you sit here. The morning shift will come in soon, and the last thing I need right now is to explain what you're doing here. Unless you want to run the cock-and-bull story by one of my co-workers and see if they will help you." Kelly snatched a set of keys from the desk and ripped off the address of the body pickup from the notepad.

"What do fowl and beef have to do with what I am telling you?"

She wanted to smack the guy but his innocent yet confused expression brought her temper under control. 

"The only thing stopping me from tossing you out of here or calling the cops again is your claim you know about my birthmark and family history. Taking you with me may bring unwanted attention." She considered her options, gnawing on her lower lip. "You'll have to climb back onto the slab, and I'll lock you in."

Jarek's eyes widened. 

"I'm sorry, but it's the only way. I'll get you another sheet to keep you warm."  

Clutching the linen she retrieved from the closet, he eased onto the rolling slab, pulled the sheets up to his chin, and lay down, giving her a look of wary apprehension. 

She almost felt sorry for him. "Relax. Compared with traveling through time, this should be a piece of cake. I'll get back as soon as I can. I'm going to lock you in and take the keys so no one will mistakenly pull you out." She tried to sound encouraging, but her mind spun with a thousand questions. Was this guy for real? If so, how would the scientific world take the discovery of time travel? Would anyone believe her if she told them? Other than his word, she had no hard data. 

"Try and keep as quiet as possible." Kelly removed all but a couple of the vials and hypodermics he would need for later, rolled the drawer back into the wall and started to close the door.

He stopped her before she could latch it. "You will return." There was a hint of desperation in his demand. Maybe he wasn't so tough after all. 

"I won't be gone long. You should have more than enough air to breathe. Get some sleep. I'm sure this has been quite an ordeal for you and you're tired from your long journey." She snapped the door shut, locked it, and deposited the keys in her pocket.

Kelly returned the remaining medical supplies to the doctor's office, replaced the clinic keys, and walked to the loading bay where the van — the meat wagon, as they called it — was parked. She sat in the front seat but didn't start the vehicle, staring ahead, past glaring streetlights, into darkness beyond.

Could someone actually travel through time? And if so, how? Through witchcraft, sorcery, or whatever the hell you called it? And what about science? If Jarek was right, then everything she had come to understand, know, and rely on was a lie.

A passing vehicle on the street broke her line of vision, snapped her attention back to what she needed to do. With a turn of the key the van came to life and she eased out of the loading bay onto the street. Lack of traffic during pre-dawn hours made navigating thoroughfares of the city easy. Her mind wandered back to the morgue and the man lying on the slab, very much alive. The time traveler. The hunky, sexy time traveler. 

No. She wasn't going there. Not again. She'd been sucked in before over good looks and a killer body, and look at what happened with David. She was still paying the price. 

Yet Jarek sounded so sincere, a part of her wanted to believe him. Even if she did, she didn't need him relying on her to get him back home. 

Her younger sister had relied on her once. 

But at the time when her sibling needed her most, Kelly had failed. 

Pushing errant thoughts of painful memories and sexy men aside, Kelly pulled over to the curb in front of an apartment building. She jumped out of the van and went around to the back to collect her bag. 

This was her job. This was real — not time travel. This was science – and it kept her sane.
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Sensory deprivation inside the morgue drawer threatened Jarek's sanity. In Leisos, he was always around people. The palace was massive, employing a great number of staff that went about their duties at all hours, so he was never alone. Even in the dead of night when he returned home from enjoying a lovely maiden's touch, gentle murmurs of kitchen staff or echoing footsteps of guards on patrol broke the silence. 

Leisos. Home. The need to return was as important to him as breathing. Had someone in the palace poisoned him? Someone close? Possibly a family member? 

Quick shallow breaths hissed in the oppressive darkness surrounding him.  He couldn't see his hand touching cold metal. Despite the cool temperature, trickles of sweat beaded down his nose, pooled at the base of his throat. His hands began to shake. Panic whipped up his spine, exploded into his heart.  

Kelly had just left him there. What if she didn't come back? He'd be trapped. He couldn't tell how long she'd been gone. He hadn't come so far to die anyway. He slapped his palms along the walls, desperate to find a way out of his tomb. He reached above his head, thumping his fists against metal. 

"For goodness' sake, take it easy." Kelly flung open the door. Blessed white light fell onto Jarek's face. "You're gonna wake the dead with all that noise." She gave the drawer a hefty tug.

Before the unit came to a stop, Jarek bolted upright, tossed the sheets to the floor and gulped in a lungful of air. "You will not put me in there again."

"Sorry you had to go through that, but I had no choice." Kelly dragged a chair over. "Here, sit on this. We need to figure out what to do with you."

Jarek sat with the bag of clear liquid close to his chest and willed the unsteady beating of his heart under control. 

Kelly gathered up the small bottles, shut the chamber, scooped the linen from the floor and tossed it into a blue container in the corner. "So, what now?"

He stared at her blankly.

Kelly continued. "What are we going to do?"

"You have cured me. Now I must return to Leisos and find out why I was poisoned and ensure the same fate does not befall my brother. How that can be done, I do not know. This is your world."

"Would you please stop making it sound like you're from another planet?" She pushed a hand through her short hair. 

Jarek grew silent, thinking. After the experience in the cold tomb, he wouldn't survive long here without help.

"Okay. We need to leave. Now. The morning shift will be here any minute, and I have no clue how I would explain you. I guess you're coming with me." She retrieved her bag from the desk and tossed in the bottles of medication.

"Where are we going?" He followed Kelly out and down a dimly lit corridor, trying not to gape. The overhead lights were harsh, not like the warm glow of torches he grew up with in the palace. And the smell. How did she work here with that awful stench? 

"My place. I just worked a double shift and I need some sleep. Maybe then I can figure out if I'm hallucinating or if you are for real."

"I am not imaginary, I assure you." He gestured to the bag in his hand. "What of this?"

"Keep it close and above your hand so it will flow. You were pretty dehydrated. It will replenish your body fluids." She pushed open a door and walked outside.

Jarek crossed the threshold, took two steps, when his blood turned to ice. A roar unlike anything he'd ever heard reverberated through the night air. Something was about to attack. His gaze locked onto Kelly. She was the only one who could help him. He had to protect her. 

He lunged, clamped his hand on her arm, and dragged her behind him.
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Chapter Four
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"What the hell?" Kelly struggled away from the vise around her arm.

She'd been right, Jarek was nuts. And now he had her outside of the morgue, he'd probably drag her to a waiting car.

"There is danger." He whipped around, checking behind them, to the left and right.

"What are you talking about? What are you looking for?" 

He wasn't herding her into an alley as she expected from his actions. By his determined expression and battle-ready stance he must be thinking they were in danger. She mimicked his movements, but nothing was out of the ordinary. They were in the parking lot at work, and everything seemed to be okay. It was just before dawn. Only a few cars plus an extra work van were in the area. She gazed into the murkiness where the streetlights didn't reach. 

"A beast approaches. Did you not hear the roar?"

Beast? She glanced around again before stopping her cautionary inspection. Her lips pressed tightly to conceal a smile. The low drone of an aircraft faded into distance. That must have been what he heard. To him, the sound probably resembled a horrific animal.

"It's okay, Jarek. It's only a plane."

"One of them?" He pointed across the lot.

"No, those are cars. A plane is...uh...never mind. I'll explain later. But we're fine. No beasts." She continued toward her vehicle.

"What is a car?" He trotted beside her.

Kelly stifled a groan and stopped. "You're just going to have to trust me." She took out her remote, unlocked the unit. Jarek's step stuttered at the short chirp and quick blink of lights, but she kept going.

"This is how we get from place to place." She lifted the handle, swung open the door. "Think of it as an enclosed chariot. Oh, and once we get underway, you should close your eyes. I don't want you going into sensory overload and passing out on me." 

When she strapped her passenger in, the seatbelt's click reminded Kelly of cocking a revolver. Taking Jarek with her was like having a loaded gun to her head. Where was her head? She didn't know this person from Adam, and she was giving him a lift. To her place, no less. She must be the one who was insane. No way was his time travel story believable, but she was a pretty good judge of character. Jarek didn't seem like the axe murderer type. Though it wasn't like sickos wore signs.

With a rueful smile, she stole a glance at her passenger while driving. No, not an axe murderer, but he could be a heartbreaker. Straight nose, strong jaw line, kissable mouth. Stop. Just stop. You are not going there. Kelly snapped her eyes back to the road and concentrated on driving. Soon she arrived at the parking lot of her brick three-story apartment building, switched the vehicle off and turned to her passenger. He stared straight ahead, lips compressed into a thin line.

She smothered
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