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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   [bookmark: __wests_house]Katerina stood in West’s bedroom before the full-length mirror, dressed only in snow-white underwear and a lacy white bra. Nina, West’s long-haired tabby cat, wound herself between Katerina’s legs, looking for attention. Katerina picked Nina up, scratched her behind the ears, then hugged her and took her to her cat bed. Just before Katerina set the cat down, she buried her fingers in Nina’s fur, reaching for the skin underneath. As her fingers grazed the soft, yielding body, she turned her attention inside and asked her special medical sense how Nina was doing. 
 
   Good. No problems. The medication has the disease under control. She will have a long and happy life. 
 
   Katerina smiled to herself and put Nina down on the bed. And if she had sensed something wrong? Would she have been able to fix it? She didn’t know. She’d been working on controlling, stopping, and coping with this mysterious and hateful power she had, but not strengthening it.
 
   She turned to the dress that West had bought her for Blaise’s party that evening. A cream colored, lacy, pencil dress, gorgeous on the bed, but how would it look on her? A flutter of nerves skidded through her belly. She hadn’t been out to a party in ages. People were going to want to hug her, talk to her, and shake her hand.
 
   She picked up the dress and pulled it over her head, then turned back to the mirror to examine herself. She looked OK. She knew she was too thin from all the stress that she had been under. She grabbed her mascara off the dresser and put on a final coat. That and a little lip stain were all she would be wearing on her face. She finger combed her curls, then ran her hands down the dress, smoothing it at her stomach, then pulled on her black heels. 
 
   She wondered what West was going to think about how she looked. She couldn’t believe how lucky she was, every day, that he was still around, even after everything they had been through. Without him, she knew she would have been dead or in jail or homeless weeks and weeks ago.
 
   Her thoughts were colored with worry for him. Worry that he was missing out on a normal life because of her. But she knew he wanted to be here, she could tell every time she touched him. His love enveloped her and soothed her whenever she was near him. Well, now it soothed her again, now that she had successfully purged herself of the horror of the two serial killer’s thoughts and memories.
 
   Katerina took one final look in the mirror, then turned and walked to the door, pushing it open and heading down the hallway to where he was waiting for her. As she entered the room, he quickly turned off the TV and stood to face her. She could see the naked appreciation on his face from ten feet away. He crossed the room and met her halfway. She swallowed hard, not trusting what she saw on his face, wanting to hear his words.
 
   “You’re beautiful,” he said.
 
   Katerina shook her head slightly at the huskiness in his voice. He had bought the dress yesterday and brushed off all of her protests about how it was too expensive or too fancy.
 
   Katerina put her hand out and grabbed West’s arm, unable to resist herself. She opened her soul to him, wanting to see herself inside his mind. She did look beautiful there, but more beautiful than she had looked in the mirror. Her mind tried to puzzle over why he always did that but then his emotion hit her. His arousal. She could feel it, overlaid on top of her own, but so much more fascinating than hers. Hers was a needy, pleading wanting, and his was an overpowering, forceful desire that she just couldn’t get enough of. She felt intoxicated by the fact that just looking at her was enough to get him excited! Men! Such strange and lovely creatures, so different than women.
 
   West pulled her into his arms and kissed her. She melted against him, feeling her body respond to him the way her mind already had.
 
   “Do we have time?” she whispered.
 
   “No,” he said quietly, still kissing her.
 
   “Can we be just a little late?” she asked, knowing he knew what she wanted, what she meant. Sex with West cleared her mind and healed her soul just a little bit more every time, no matter how often they came together.
 
   West skimmed his hands under her dress, pulling it up slightly, hooking his thumbs in her underwear and peeling them down her thighs, then dropping them to the floor. She knew immediately she would get what she wanted. But then, she always did, from him.
 
   “Leave the shoes on,” he growled as she stepped out of her underwear. “And the dress too… I want to fuck you in this dress,” he said, the words forcing a startle out of Katerina.
 
   The coarse words and gruff manner he occasionally used shocked Katerina each time, but she did nothing to stop it. Some part of her loved the crudeness and he knew it. He’d discovered it over the last several weeks while they explored each other as fully as possible. He fed that part of her with taboo words and concepts whenever he could, stoking her fires to blazing with just a phrase. She always knew his intent was the exact opposite and that’s what let her fully enjoy it. He would say something incredibly dirty but in his eyes all she would see was love and the desire to please her. 
 
   It sent a delicious thrill through her when he told her he was going to fuck her until she screamed, when he held her down and plied her with nasty words like kisses to the throat, when she could feel his corded muscles and practically smell the testosterone coming off of him.
 
   He picked her up and carried her back to the bedroom, placing her gently onto the bed as if she were no heavier than a bag of sugar. He stood in front of her, shedding his pants and shoes, staring into her eyes, and asked, “How do you want it?”
 
   “Hard and fast,” she gasped as he dropped on top of her and pinned her hands over her head.
 
   “Yes ma’am,” he said, kissing her neck. God he was perfectly brutish when she asked him to be. She loved it.
 
   He forced her legs apart with his knee, his eyes devouring her body, saying she looked like cake, like candy, like the most gourmet desserts in the world, and he hadn’t eaten in days.
 
   “Are we safe?” he whispered and she turned her special sense inside. She nodded, knowing she wouldn’t ovulate for almost a week. 
 
   He thrust inside of her in one smooth, hard movement and she bit her lip against the sudden desire to cry out. She dropped her head to the bed, reveling in his strength and his power and his purely gorgeous brawn. It was delectable this way. She liked it any way with West; soft and sweet with murmurs of love and commitment, slow and sensual, lasting for hours at a time - but this, this delicious pounding was her absolute favorite, where all she could do was hold on while sensation built and built inside of her and inflated her to the four corners of space, leaving her breathless and spent for long moments of absolute stillness. Mostly she loved West, and the magic they had come to know together. Their relationship was different, special, rare, and extraordinary, and she would die if she lost him. 
 
   As Katerina’s thoughts spun into the void of nothing, her orgasm ripped through her. Dimly she was aware of West vocalizing hotly above her, then dropping on top of her. Even this part was exquisite to her, his sheer weight pinning her and his recovering heat, consuming her.
 
   After a moment, he rolled away and she shakily tried to stand. She kicked off her shoes and ran to the bathroom to clean up, all anxiousness burned away like newspaper in a bonfire. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Katerina sat in West’s big truck on the way to Blaise’s house, her entire being relaxed and happy. West held her hand with his free hand.
 
   “The San Diego School of Medicine called today,” he said.
 
   She turned to him, surprised. “Really?” They had skated around this subject a few times in the last couple of weeks but not seriously.
 
   “I had my brother talk to the Dean of Admissions to see if there was anything he could do for you.”
 
   Katerina waited, anxiety suddenly eating at her insides. There was something she hadn’t told West yet.
 
   “They say they can start you next semester if you want to go. Resident tuition is only thirty-two thousand dollars. I would love to pay it for you.”
 
   Katerina shook her head. “That’s incredibly generous of you, West. You’re amazing. But I’ve been meaning to talk to you about this. I don’t think I want to be a doctor anymore.”
 
   She could feel the disappointment and inability to understand coming off him in waves. She pulled her hand out of his, not wanting to catch his emotions that way too.
 
   He moved his hand to the gearshift. “But you could be the most amazing doctor that ever lived! Just think of what you could do. You could cure cancer … or eliminate certain diseases entirely, you could-”
 
   Katerina cut him off, her voice trembling slightly. “We don’t really know if I could do any of that. You’re assuming. But let’s just say I can. Let’s just say I can put my hands on someone and they heal magically. It’s not like I’m inventing a procedure or creating a medication that other doctors can use. It all has to be me. Imagine, once word got out, people would be lined up around the block to see me and no matter what, how many people can I really touch, really help in a day?” 
 
   She had thought about this a lot over the last few weeks, ever since that day at her dining room table when Agnes claimed Katerina had healed her with a touch. It made her sad to give up her dream of being a doctor, but she envisioned the nightmare it could end up being all too well.
 
   She pressed on, filling the silence. “And if I decided I couldn’t help them all? How would I make the decision about who to help? Only the ones with the most money? The ones with no money? Only the children? Only single parents? Do you know how many millions of sick and dying people are out there?”
 
   “No one has to know,” West said, his voice quiet. “We don’t have to tell people what you can do by touching them.”
 
   “Maybe,” Katerina answered. “But what if I ended up with a 100 percent cure rate? Do you think people would notice?”
 
   West was silent, thinking hard. Katerina could feel it coming off of him. She held her hand out to him again. “Let’s not talk about this tonight. I want to pretend I’m carefree.”
 
   “Got it,” he said, dropping it easily. That was one of the things she loved about him. “Are you going to wear your gloves?” he asked, looking at the black leather gloves on the dashboard. She had started wearing them in public because they helped stop the transmission she got from other people. She shook her head. “No, I’ll see how I do. Practice Agnes’s latest techniques.”
 
   Katerina knew she had gotten much stronger lately at this psychometric thing because these days she picked something up off of most people without even trying. She had talked to Agnes several times in the last two weeks, working on blocking and deflecting and dropping images and thoughts and memories that weren’t her own. The gloves made it easier. 
 
   No matter how many people she had touched in the last few weeks though, she had never gotten anything as bad as the images she’d gotten off the brothers, Frank and Dylan, thank God.
 
   West pulled onto Blaise’s street and parked in front of the house. “Wait for me to come around and help you, I don’t want you to twist an ankle in those heels.”
 
   Katerina waited obediently. He was always thinking of her. He opened her door and put his hands around her waist, dropping her lightly to the ground from the high seat.
 
   They strolled up the walkway together, to where Blaise was already throwing open the door. “Where have you two been?” he said, a huge smile on his face. Blaise pulled them inside, hugged them both, and introduced them to his mom, a tiny woman with long, jet-black, wavy hair. Katerina shook her hand, and immediately got a few flashes from the woman. Hard worker. Love for her son. Nothing to be afraid of.
 
   Katerina heard Jordan’s voice and looked across the room to see Jordan rushing over. Jordan pulled her into a hug and waved hi to West, who was still talking to Blaise and his mother. Jordan looked at Katerina appraisingly, then whispered into her ear. “Girl, you smell like sex.”
 
   Katerina pulled back, horrified. “Oh my God, come with me to the bathroom.”
 
   Jordan laughed wildly but let herself be pulled down the hallway.
 
   Katerina locked them both into the bathroom and then attacked her skin at the sink, washing her hands again and her arms and her face and her neck.
 
   Jordan sat on the toilet and looked at her, a mischievous smile on her face. “I wish I had a boyfriend who couldn’t keep his hands off me, who wanted to have sex with me every day.”
 
   Katerina smiled. They’d been averaging twice a day actually. She was voracious these days, and he was always willing. “What about Blaise? Anything happening with him?” 
 
   Jordan sighed. “No. He’s been super sweet while I’ve been helping his mom, and he keeps apologizing for what he did, oh, and he asked me out the other day but I said no.”
 
   “You said no? But you’ve wanted him forever!”
 
   “I know. But I just can’t stop thinking about what he said to me. He practically called me a slut. I can’t let it go for some reason.”
 
   “What about what he did for you when your ex tried to rape you? Doesn’t that make up for it?” Katerina said.
 
    Jordan waved a hand at her. “He’s a cop. He would’ve done that for anyone.”
 
   “What about when he saved you - us - from Dylan in that hole?” She watched Jordan’s face closely as she talked. Jordan wouldn’t say a word about what had happened down there and Katerina sometimes worried about it. Was Jordan doing OK with it or did it bother her? Eat at her? Katerina couldn’t help but feel guilty. It had been her fault that Dylan had kidnapped Jordan and almost killed her. When her words brought no emotional pain to Jordan’s face she felt some small measure of relief.
 
   Jordan shook her head, blonde hair flying. “I know, I’m ridiculous. I’ve tried to let it go, but I haven’t been able to so far.” She took Katerina’s hand. “You should just zap me or something. Fry it right out of my brain.”
 
   Katerina shook her head and rolled her eyes. Everyone had such grand misconceptions about her. Even those closest to her. “Don’t be silly, I can’t do that.”
 
   Through the closed door, Katerina could hear West calling for her. “Smell me,” she told Jordan. 
 
   Jordan stood and sniffed Katerina’s cheek and neck. “Better.”
 
   “It’ll have to do,” Katerina said, opening the door to the bathroom and seeing West at the other end of the hallway.
 
   “Blaise wants to give his mom her gift, he wants everyone in the backyard,” West told them. 
 
   They caught up to West and Katerina grabbed his hand, then the trio retreated out to the backyard. Blaise saw them coming and smiled, then held up his glass.
 
   “Can we all raise a toast to my mother, the most hard-working and deserving person I know, who is now a United States citizen!” he said, ripping the covering off a large object next to him. Blaise’s mother beamed at the crowd who applauded and whistled, then she turned to the frame Blaise had uncovered. It held her new certificate of citizenship, with pictures of her studying, working with Jordan, and shaking hands with the Director of the Department of Natural Citizens as she received her certificate.
 
   Blaise looked their way and held up his glass again. “And I just want to say that I couldn’t have done this without the help of my good friend Jordan Jones. Jordan, I thank you, my mother thanks you, our entire family thanks you. We are deeply in your debt.”
 
   The crowd applauded again as Jordan inclined her head towards Blaise.
 
   Katerina watched Jordan carefully. Her eyes were glittering in the soft evening light. Tears? Katerina wondered if there was a way she could help Jordan get past what was bothering her. Blaise would be good for Jordan, Katerina knew it.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   [bookmark: __in_the_car_on_way_to_blaize]Later that evening, long after the toasts were said, the food was eaten, and the party was over, after she stripped off her dress and whispered, “Slow and sweet,” to West and eagerly took everything he had to offer her, Katerina lay awake in bed thinking about the next day. They would be going back to work for the first time in three weeks. She was nervous and even the lovemaking couldn’t dispel it this time. What if the gloves didn’t work? She would have to touch each of their patients. They could easily have ten or twelve patients in a day. What if she received some input that she couldn’t handle? What if she had to touch someone like Frank or Dylan again? What if there were more murderers and monsters walking around than anyone wanted to think? She shuddered to think of it. If it happened again, it just might kill her.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   West glanced at Katerina and knew at once that she was nervous. They were in his truck again, heading to the ambulance bay at the Westwood Harbor Fire Department for their first day back to work since they’d discovered a second killer had been after her. She was wearing her black gloves already.
 
   He hoped the day was easy on her. He still hadn’t told Lieutenant Masterson that they were dating, but at this point did it even matter? Katerina didn’t need an evaluator, but she did need to be working with him, no matter what. He grimaced at the weight of his protective feelings. She was so strong, but what she had been through was enough to mess with anyone. He wanted to be there for her. She needed him to be there for her.
 
   It wasn’t in his nature to worry excessively, but he found himself grimly thinking of things that could go wrong today, and hoping none of them did. He knew Katerina wanted a normal life. He knew she hated this power in her hands. He knew she wished it gone, wished she had never had it in the first place. He was fascinated by her power though, and wondered exactly what its limits were. He thought she was destined to be one of the greatest healers history ever knew, and he hoped he could be by her side as she discovered that. She was everything he had ever wanted in a woman; sweet, smart, competent, gorgeous, sexy, affectionate and emotionally compelling. Over the last few weeks, during the infrequent times when Stephanie, his former wife who had taken her own life, came to his mind, the pain was lessened each time. He had Katerina to thank for that, he knew. There was nothing like a new love to heal the pains of prior, lost love. And love her he did. Desperately, madly, with his entire being. He hated to see her suffer in any way, and he hoped there would be none of that for her today.
 
   They reached the parking lot and walked inside, heading for the time clock. Paramedics rushed around, gathering supplies and checking out ambulances. A tall woman passed them at a run, throwing a glance at him over her shoulder and waving and smiling. He waved back and then told Katerina who she was. “That’s Beth Cox. She’s been a paramedic for thirty years now. She saved the last mayor’s life when he had his heart attack.” Katerina smiled and nodded, looking after her. 
 
   From across the bay someone else yelled out to them. West yelled back and waved. “That’s Jerry Mansko. He used to be Lieutenant Masterson’s partner before she got promoted. His girlfriend is the woman who saved the marine and the reporter last year when they got captured in the Middle East."
 
   “Really? I remember that. I watched the news about it every night on TV.” Katerina stared across the bay at the man as he worked on his ambulance. West smiled, wondering if a steady stream of personal facts about their coworkers (he refused to call it gossip) would make her feel more at ease on her first day back. She wasn’t the only one with a story. She wasn’t the only person worth talking about. Luckily, he knew more. Lots more.
 
   “That marine? He's Lieutenant Masterson’s brother."
 
   Katerina turned to him, eyes wide. “No way!”
 
   He nodded solemnly. “Yep. They were triplets separated at birth and they never even knew it till last year.”
 
   Katerina’s eyebrows drew together and West had to laugh. “I swear it’s true. I’m not making this up. I couldn’t make something like that up. Touch me, you’ll see.”
 
   Katerina shook her head. “No, I believe you. It’s just … wow.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s a long story. I doubt I even know all of it, but Jerry told me some of it one night when we worked together.”
 
   They punched in, checked the duty roster, and headed to their ambulance. Several more paramedics said hi and some of them came up to shake his hand. He introduced Katerina to all of the ones she didn’t know already, and was happy to see her manner remain fairly relaxed. No one asked about her gloves, which also made him happy.
 
   They performed the pre-shift checklist on the ambulance quickly and efficiently, and then climbed in, ready to go.
 
   “Want to get some coffee?” he said, calling them into service on the radio and relishing everything about returning to work. He was thrilled to be back, thrilled to have Katerina beside him.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   [bookmark: __back_to_work]Eight hours later, Katerina walked out of the hospital feeling tired. The day had been just busy enough to keep her on her toes, but not so busy that she was exhausted. West was still inside, talking to one of the doctors about their last patient, whom they had just dropped off. She looked at the time, 11:05, and hoped that had been their last call of the night. She climbed into the passenger seat and waited for West, who arrived in just a few minutes, jumping into the driver's seat with his usual energy.
 
   He picked up the radio and talked to dispatch. “Medic twelve, clear the hospital, returning to base.”
 
   “Are we done?” Katerina asked hopefully.
 
   “It’s that time. As long as we don’t get any more calls we should be,” he said, backing the ambulance out into the parking lot and heading towards the road.
 
   “Well that was a great day. It wasn’t too busy and no one died on us.”
 
   West looked at her, his face incredulous. “You shouldn’t ever say something like that until you’re in the parking lot - no until you are in your car and driving away! All hell could still break loose at any moment.”
 
   Katerina looked at him curiously. Was he joking? Messing with her?
 
   She stripped off one of her gloves and placed a finger on his arm. 
 
   He laughed. “Are you checking to see if I’m lying?”
 
   “No, joking, there’s a difference.”
 
   “Am I?”
 
   She looked at him dubiously. “Well you believe it, but isn’t that no more than superstition? How can something I say here in the ambulance affect the world out there,” she said waving an arm at the windshield.
 
   He shook his head and gave her a grin that said she was being foolish. With just that look, Katerina was struck by his handsomeness and by the sheer force of her love for him. How he made every day brighter, every moment sweeter. She just wanted him to be happy. To be himself. To always be there with her. “Whoops," she said with a returning grin. "So what do I say at the end of a good day?"
 
   West opened his mouth to reply, but the radio crackled, cutting him off. “Medic twelve, respond to CPR in progress, 1427 Ocean Breeze Drive.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
   [bookmark: __the_heart_attack]West flipped on the lights and siren and did a U-turn, heading to the address they had been given, then raised his eyebrows at Katerina and gave her his best told-you-so look.
 
   “You can’t possibly believe I caused that,” she said smiling.
 
   West shook his head, a mischievous grin on his face. “You’ll learn,” he said. He picked up the radio. “Central, you got a gate code?”
 
   “They will have someone waiting for you at the gate.” 
 
   “Ocean breeze drive is in a gated community - millionaire row,” West explained.
 
   “Millionaire row?”
 
   “You’ll see. Million-dollar houses, all of them. Justin Beiber has a house up there. Adam Sandler too, I think.”
 
   West drove in silence for a few moments, then turned onto a street that Katerina didn’t even know existed, hidden behind a park and a cemetery. Katerina watched the yellow strobe lights flash against the trees and the gravestones of the cemetery, then they swung onto another, smaller street. A man, dressed in a dark uniform of some sort, stood on the other side of a gate across the road, waiting for them. He punched in a code and the gate swung open, but the man’s car, a small blue sedan, was on the other side, blocking them. He jumped in his car and motioned for them to follow him.
 
   “Who else lives up here?” Katerina said, watching the houses roll past them on huge, ten-acre lawns set on rolling hills lining both sides of the road.
 
   West was silent for a moment. “I don’t know anyone else really – oh, remember the senator who shot himself about a year ago, after the FBI discovered he was bringing illegal guns in the country?”
 
   Katerina groped for his name. “Senator Oberlin?”
 
   “Yeah, him, his place is coming up on the right. That next gate up there is it.”
 
   Katerina could see the yellow reflective police tape across the gate from where she was. High trees lined the driveway, obscuring the view of the house itself. “It’s still closed off?” she asked.
 
   “That’s what it looks like.”
 
   “Where’s the house?” Katerina asked, leaning forward in her seat to try to see better.
 
   “It’s coming up. Keep watching between those trees, you’ll see it.”
 
   The road curved to the left. The ambulance was going fairly slow, following the blue sedan. The road was too windy to go any faster.
 
   West laughed softly.
 
   “What?” Katerina asked.
 
   “You’re not going to believe me when I tell you this, but guess who is Senator Oberlin’s daughter? It was never in the papers.”
 
   “Lieutenant Masterson,” Katerina said dryly, remembering all the things West had told her about the lieutenant earlier.
 
   “Ding, ding, ding, you got it on the first guess.”
 
   Katerina looked at him, incredulously. “Now you’re just messing with me.”
 
   “I’m not. Jay and I responded that night to the gunshot call and that’s the only reason I …” West trailed off, looking intently at the house, finally visible through the trees. His face contracted with suspicion. “Is that a flashlight in the upstairs window?”
 
   Katerina looked. It did look like a flashlight, a round bobbing light moving throughout the room beyond.
 
   “Could be.”
 
   West picked up the radio again. “Medic twelve calling Central, inform police there is someone using a flashlight at the old Oberlin mansion on the top floor in the far right room as seen from the road. Gate still has police tape covering it. I don’t think anyone is supposed to be in there.”
 
   “10-4.”
 
   They rounded another bend in the road, and the small blue sedan pulled into a driveway on the left hand side. They followed it down the winding lane, gaping as a massive mansion slowly came into view. This was the biggest one that Katerina had seen yet. Six great pillars stood in front in an arc, framing the house. The massive driveway was lined with expensive cars, like there was a party. Katerina counted windows, stopping at eighteen windows upstairs and just as many downstairs. A third-floor with gabled towers jutted up above the house spookily. 
 
   “Someone’s got money,” Katerina breathed, taking off her black leather gloves and pulling on the blue latex gloves that all the paramedics wore. They worked as well as the leather gloves to help deflect transmission of anything she didn’t want to know about her patients.
 
   “Stupid money,” West agreed, looking just as impressed as she was.
 
   He stopped the ambulance and the two of them jumped out, Katerina grabbing the aid bag and West carrying the heart defibrillator. The man who had waved them through the gate climbed slowly out of his car and waited for them to get to him. His uniform had no name tag on it. He looked like private security to Katerina. “This way,” he said, his voice deep and thick, and with a slight accent. He walked placidly to the front door.
 
   Katerina could tell West wanted to move faster. He overtook the man, trying to speed up his pace.
 
   “Isn’t CPR in progress?” West asked.
 
   “Yeah,” the guy said dully.
 
   “Then shouldn’t we be moving faster?”
 
   “Yeah,” the guy said in that same dull manner, walking slightly faster. He opened the front door and beckoned them into a large front room where sounds of people laughing drifted in from an unknown room towards the back of the house. The man turned left and led them down a long hallway.
 
   “Who are you?” West asked him.
 
   “Security.”
 
   West shook his head at the one-word answers. “What happened?”
 
   The man didn’t answer for a second, as if he was collecting his thoughts, then he spit out a short speech. “Mister Ronan was sick. He went to the bathroom. He was in the bathroom for thirty minutes. We went to check on him. He wasn’t there anymore. We found him in a bedroom, collapsed. We started CPR and called 911.”
 
   West looked at Katerina, eyebrows raised and she shook her head softly. That was a weird speech all right. It sounded almost like he had rehearsed it.
 
   West spoke again. “So, it’s been about forty minutes since-”
 
   The man in front of them cut West off. He yelled down the hallway, “I have the paramedics with me!”
 
   From ahead of them, Katerina heard heavy boots slam on the floor. In five more steps they were at the room and walked inside to find two men, both dressed in the same nondescript uniform, bent over another man laying supine on the floor.
 
   Katerina’s vision zeroed in on her patient. She stepped around him to get to the other side and the two men scrambled to get out of her way.
 
   Katerina pressed a gloved finger to the unconscious man’s neck, while bending over his head. Her eyes noted his tuxedo, then searched for any obvious injuries, though she saw none. “No pulse, no breathing,” she told West. She turned to the three men who were standing near the door, looking nervous. She pointed at one. “You, go outside and wait for the fire department to get here and lead them back to this room.” She pointed to another man. “You, come do chest compressions until they get here,” she said and bent to the aid bag. She pulled out the bag valve mask and pressed it over the man’s mouth and nose, squeezing the bag to get oxygen into his lungs.
 
   She looked up again and saw West starting chest compressions, but behind him the room was empty. “Where did they go?” she said, shaking her head.
 
   West looked over his shoulder and then turned back to what he was doing. “I don’t know, but they weren’t doing CPR when we got here.”
 
   Katerina looked at him, thinking he was probably right. West stopped chest compressions to give her time to breathe for the man, then he ripped the guy's dress shirt open and pulled out the scissors, slicing the undershirt underneath into two pieces, and swiftly putting leads for the heart monitor onto the man’s chest.
 
   They heard the sound of heavy boots in the hallway. West looked up as the firefighters filed in. “Hey Marco, Jeb, come help us with CPR.”
 
   The firefighters knelt down and took over even as they greeted West. “West, good to see you man,”
 
   “You too,” West murmured as he moved aside.
 
   West put the leads for the heart monitor on the unconscious man’s chest and Katerina prepared the endotracheal tube. She motioned to the firefighter to move aside, then, lifting the man’s tongue and jaw with a special tool, inserted the tube into his trachea in one smooth motion. She removed the mask from the bag and attached the bag to the tube, then gave the bag back to the firefighter, indicating he should continue.
 
   “Tube’s in,” she told West.
 
   West already had his stethoscope out. Katerina allowed herself a millisecond to marvel at how well they worked together. He listened to both lungs and then the stomach to make sure he could hear air rushing into the lungs but not into the stomach with each squeeze of the bag. He gave Katerina a quick smile. “Perfect placement.”
 
   West draped his stethoscope back around his neck and turned to the heart monitor. A flat line greeted them. “Asystole,” he said. “How old would you say this guy is?” he asked looking at the man’s face.
 
   “Fifty?” The firefighter at the man’s head responded.
 
   Katerina was already preparing the IV but saw West nod out of the corner of her eye. “Awfully young and in good shape to just collapse,” West said, then turned around to look at the doorway again. “Where’s the rest of your crew?” 
 
   “Frankie is coming,” the firefighter West had called Marco said. “He’s parking the truck.”
 
   “Call him on the radio and tell him to get one of the security guards back down here. We need to talk to them.”
 
   The firefighter did as West asked, while still performing CPR. Katerina could feel West looking at her even as she inserted the IV needle into a vein in the dead man’s arm.
 
   “Everything is off about this,” he said to Katerina. “What do you think?”
 
   “It does feel strange,” she agreed.
 
   “Should we get the cops out here?”
 
   “Maybe. It’s up to you.” Katerina did think the situation felt strange, but she deferred to West in a decision like this. He was the one with the experience. He was the one who knew how to handle things like this.
 
   West stood up as Frankie tromped into the room. Katerina glanced at him. He was a tall, thick man, like a football player, with dark curly hair and stunning, Irish, green eyes. He and West shook hands quickly.
 
   “I couldn’t find one security guard,” Frankie said. “But it sounds like there’s quite a party going on somewhere in the back. Want me to crash it and bring someone in here?”
 
   West considered this. “No,” he finally said. “They may not even know this has happened. We don’t need them all in here wailing.”
 
   He turned to Katerina. “Let’s just start the protocol and get to the hospital. IV in yet?” Katerina taped down the last plastic tube and nodded. “I just finished.”
 
   She pulled the mini sharps container out of a bag and dropped the needle into it. As she was pushing the container back into the a bag, her glove caught on a sharp plastic corner and tore. 
 
   She stripped off the glove and grabbed another one, pausing just before she pulled it over her fingers. She looked down at the patient and flexed her hand experimentally as she looked up and met West's gaze questioningly. He shrugged one shoulder. Up to you.
 
   Katerina gingerly placed two fingers on the man’s bare abdomen. A flash of black twisted through with red and terror. A man with a gun, pointed at her head. Pills. Dread. Drowsiness.
 
   Katerina gasped and pulled her hand away. She turned to the aid bag and fumbled in it, her mind racing. She found what she was looking for and lifted it out of the bag. “What’s our time frame supposed to be again?” she asked West, preparing the orogastric tube frantically. She couldn't seem to get her own thoughts back. The image and what it meant overshadowed everything, not allowing her to think, to reason.
 
   He dropped to his knees, catching her urgency. “What, what is it?”
 
   Katerina looked at the three firefighters in turn, but knew it couldn’t be helped. She leaned closer to West. “A guy wearing one of those uniforms held a gun to his head and forced him to take a bottle of pills. He didn’t know what they were but the gunman was confident they would interact with medications he was already taking and kill him within an hour, and by then it would be too late for us to do anything, especially if we just treated him as a heart attack. They waited thirty minutes after he went unconscious to call us. They didn’t want to wait any longer because they were trying to make it look like an intentional overdose, but someone found him. The pills are small and green. That’s all I know.”
 
   West grimaced and looked down at the patient. Both firefighters had stopped CPR and were staring at her, mouths open. West elbowed the one next to him in the ribs. “CPR,” he hissed and they both started again, stealing accusing glances at Katerina.
 
   “Wait,” Katerina said softly, putting two fingers on the man again. She concentrated hard. Flash.
 
   She fumbled with his tuxedo jacket and pulled out a bottle. She handed it to West, her hand shaking. He looked for a label, and finding none, opened the bottle. He pulled out a small green pill with letters on it that Katerina couldn’t read.
 
   “Amitriptyline,” he whispered, looking at the tube in her hands. “Put that in and push activated charcoal. I’ll give him sodium bicarbonate.
 
   Good plan, Katerina thought. Atropine and epinephrine wouldn’t restart his heart until they dealt with the amitriptyline anyway.
 
   “We should get moving,” West added.
 
   Katerina nodded her head, pushing the tube into the man’s mouth, down to his stomach, then attaching a syringe and drawing out what could only be stomach contents. She knew she was in the right place. Now to give the activated charcoal.
 
    West administered medication directly into the IV line and then turned to Frankie. “Frankie, get the police on their way then bring us the gurney, quickly.”
 
   “Got it,” Frankie said, turning and running out of the room, his voice booming into his handheld radio.
 
   Katerina checked the heart monitor, willing it to change. 
 
   Dreadful intuition built in her throat. Whether he lived or died, she never should have touched this man.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Frankie brought the gurney at a run, and the team of three firefighters and two paramedics worked quickly and efficiently to get the unknown man on top of it. West and Katerina packed all their equipment and started down the hallway, Katerina taking over for the firefighter who was still breathing oxygen into the man. Katerina heard a stray beep from the heart monitor. 
 
   “Wait,” she cried. The entire group stopped walking and she motioned to the man who was doing chest compressions to stop. A rhythm marched across the heart monitor, slow and deformed, but there. Katerina felt for a pulse at his neck, then smiled at West and nodded, her eyes shining. West and the firefighters laughed and smiled in triumph and Frankie clapped West on the back. 
 
   “Nice job,” he said, grinning at Katerina.
 
   Katerina motioned to everyone to quiet down while she bent over the man’s head, to check his breathing. He still needed some assistance there. The group continued down the hallway, out the front door, not seeing one other person. Sounds of the party continued to drift to them from the back of the house.
 
   They pushed the gurney across the blacktop driveway, but before they reached the ambulance Katerina heard the sound of the front door opening behind her. She looked over her shoulder and saw a tall, older man wearing an expensive suit. He had dark hair with a strategic spray of gray at his temples.
 
   “What is going on here?” he demanded, his voice full of the authority of someone who was used to being in charge. As Katerina watched, another man in a telltale suit stepped out of the door behind him. More security, Katerina thought, although he really looked like the secret service men she had seen in the movies.
 
   Katerina averted her eyes from him. West or one of the firefighters could deal with him. She just wanted to take care of her patient.
 
   Footsteps sounded behind them and West turned to address the man. 
 
   “Wait, is that Victor, what happened?” the man said, his voice strained this time. Katerina turned again in spite of herself. He was coming at a run. West stepped forward and caught the man with a hand to his chest. 
 
   “He collapsed. His heart stopped beating. We’re taking him to the hospital.”
 
   “Was it a heart attack?” the stately-looking man asked.
 
   Movement caught Katerina’s eye and she turned to see a police car entering the long driveway.
 
   The newcomer’s eyes narrowed. “If it was just a heart attack then why are the police here?”
 
   Behind them, Katerina heard the door open again and she turned to look, wondering what now. A woman came out, about sixty, wearing a black sequined evening gown with a heavily made-up face. Katerina noticed a lock of carefully-colored dark hair had fallen out of the high twist at the back of her head. Her hands fluttered to her mouth and she screamed theatrically. One of the firefighters jumped at the piercing sound.
 
   “Victor! What happened to Victor?” she cried. She rushed over to them, but Frankie caught her, stopping her beeline to the gurney and speaking to her in a low voice.
 
   The police officers got out of the vehicle and started towards them. Katerina motioned to the firefighter at the back of the gurney to push it into the ambulance and she climbed in beside it, as it entered the track bolted to the floor and locked into place.
 
   “You guys need a driver?” the firefighter asked.
 
   Katerina nodded and the firefighter climbed in behind her, walking forward to the front compartment and dropping into the driver’s seat. West appeared at the back of the ambulance, his eyes searching her face.
 
   “Are you good for a few minutes?” West asked her. She nodded, grateful when he tipped her a wink and slammed the door shut. She didn’t want to deal with cops and distraught friends or relatives. She turned her attention to her patient to monitor his vital signs and determine what else she could do for him.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   [bookmark: __police_scoff_heading_home]West shut the back doors, ensconcing Katerina in the relatively quiet safety of the ambulance. He turned to the police car, trying to figure out what he was going to tell them. The driver got out and West knew he’d seen him before. What was his name? Casey? The passenger, however, was a new guy. A recruit maybe. He was huge, as big as Frankie maybe. Casey nodded at West then looked expectantly at the other officer. Yep, a recruit, West thought.
 
   “What’s going on?” the recruit asked. West looked for the name on his uniform shirt. Wells, it said.
 
   West glanced over at the two civilians who were holding their own whispered conversation. He motioned for the police officers to walk behind the ambulance with him so they could talk in relative privacy.
 
   “The guy in the back of the ambulance? He presented as a heart attack, but we have reason to believe that someone in there,” West inclined his head towards the house, “forced him to take an overdose.”
 
   Even as West was speaking, he knew he was going to have to say more and he wondered how the cops would take it. He knew it would sound crazy to anyone who didn’t know Katerina’s history.
 
   “What’s your reason?” Officer Wells asked, looking at the house.
 
   West sighed. He wasn’t looking forward to this part. “Have you guys heard of the psychic paramedic?”
 
   Officer Casey spoke, a snarling leer on his face. “You mean the nut case who supposedly caught the serial killer brothers?”
 
   West ground his teeth together. “She’s not a nut case. She’s my partner, and if she says it happened, it happened. We found the bottle of pills in his jacket pocket and he responded to the treatment for that drug.”
 
   Casey shrugged. “So he overdosed, so what? That doesn’t mean someone forced him to do it.”
 
   “Someone in there held a gun to his head, my partner saw it.”
 
   The look on Casey’s face told West all he needed to know.
 
   “She saw it with her eyes?” Casey said, contempt in his manner and voice.
 
   “No, she touched him and saw a vision of what he saw when it was happening.”
 
   Casey threw back his head and laughed. West could have cheerfully throttled him where he stood.
 
   “Fuck this. We’re out of here.” Casey motioned to his recruit and walked back to his car.
 
   “Sorry,” Officer Wells said, throwing a dark look at his field training officer, then returning to the police car also.
 
   West watched them go, his frustration mounting. He turned and jumped into the back of the ambulance, considering his options. He gave Marco a thumbs up, and the ambulance lurched and swayed underneath him as Marco maneuvered it out of the driveway and down the road.
 
   When they arrived at the hospital, West let Katerina give the patient report to the doctor in the emergency room. He stepped outside of the room and called Blaise on his cell phone. Blaise answered on the first ring and West quickly explained what had happened.
 
   “I’ll go in and make a report,” Blaise said.
 
   “You’re not on duty, man? Sorry, I didn’t want you to have to go in,” West said.
 
   “Nah, don’t worry about it. What else am I gonna do?”
 
   West pondered this statement for a second. It didn’t sound like something Blaise would say. “You OK, Blaise?”
 
   “Yeah, good. Never better.”
 
   West was silent for a moment. He could hear bitterness in Blaise’s voice. “What’s going on, man?”
 
   Blaise sighed. “Nothing. Sorry. I’m just irritated because I asked Jordan to go out with me again and she said no - again. I thought you said she liked me.”
 
   “Oh, yeah that's what Katerina said,” West said, confused. He thought quickly. “So you’re into her now?”
 
   “Yeah, well, she’s just been so sweet with my mom. And she's so … alive, know what I mean?”
 
   West held back a laugh. He knew exactly what Blaise meant. Jordan was a firecracker all right. “Hey, she’ll come around.”
 
   “Yeah, whatever. I’ll head to the station right now and make a report for you, see what that party was all about and try to figure out who the guy is and where those security guards disappeared to. I’ll let you know when I find something.”
 
   West thanked his friend and hung up, then went back into the emergency room to gather Katerina. Marco was already gone; the fire truck had picked him up almost as soon as they arrived. Katerina and West cleaned up the ambulance, then headed back to base, finally able to sign off for the night. West couldn’t help but think it was about an hour too late. This wasn’t exactly what he had been afraid would happen, but it was close. Next time, he would discourage her from touching anyone with a bare hand. Katerina’s power more fascinated him than disturbed him, but it sure did seem to get them involved in a lot of dangerous business.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   [bookmark: __wests_house_the_break_in]They drove home, Katerina lost in her own thoughts, staring out the window and watching the houses fly by. The day had been great, until that last call. The events of the last hour swirled around in her brain, not letting her rest. It had all been so strange, and the absolute evil of it frightened her. Who could hold a gun to someone’s head and force him to take pills that would kill him? The worst part about what she could do with her hands was being confronted with the evil of men so often. She wished she could just turn the power off with a switch, or abandon it altogether. If she had a choice she would give it up in a second. If she could cut something out of her brain or take a blow to the head, even if it hurt, she would give anything to be a normal person again - to be blissfully free and ignorant of what the person next to her was thinking or had done or was ashamed of.
 
   West pulled into his driveway and they headed up the walkway together, West circling an arm around her shoulders, then kissing her lightly on the forehead before unlocking the door and pushing it open. His phone started ringing almost at once. West pulled it out of his pocket and answered it.
 
   “Hello?” West waited a beat and then said hello again. He looked at the phone then hung it up. “No one was there.” He pressed the power button to turn it off, then tossed it onto the couch as they walked into the living room. “Hopefully no one needs me for the rest of the night because I’m not turning that thing back on until I get eight hours of sleep.”
 
   Katerina retrieved her phone from her pocket and did the same thing. “Good idea,” she said.
 
   Katerina kicked off her shoes and sat down on the couch with a sigh. West dropped down beside her and began to rub her shoulders, evincing a quiet hum of satisfaction from her. Nina meandered in to the living room and jumped onto Katerina’s lap just long enough to receive a bit of attention, then jumped off and wandered into the kitchen, looking for food.
 
   Katerina rolled her neck and sank into West’s strong hands. She let the tension of the day melt off of her, glad that she was with someone who understood, someone who accepted her, someone who would never laugh at her reality or roll his eyes the way that cop had. There were so many things that were bothering her about their last call of the night. 
 
   She wondered if they were bothering West too. “So who do you think did it?” she asked.
 
   “Did what, made the guy eat the pills?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I don’t have a clue. Could you see his face?”
 
   Katerina thought about it, recalling what she had seen back into her mind. “Yeah, I did see his face. He was short and dark-complected, with a cruel mouth and a wicked scar slashed across his chin and down his throat.”
 
   West raised his eyebrows. “Well, he shouldn’t be hard to find. I better call Blaise and let him know that. I doubt he’ll be able to arrest the guy based on what you said, but at least he’ll know to be careful of him. He’s obviously dangerous.” West picked his phone up from the couch and turned it back on.
 
   Katerina directed her thoughts inward again, trying to remember anything else that would help Blaise and keep him safe. Her gaze wandered to the back wall of the house as she thought, and something outside the sliding glass door caught her eye. Movement. She squinted, her eyes searching hard now. 
 
   Her heart sped up as she thought she saw the outline of a body move on the back porch. “West,” she whispered, “I think there is someone on your back-”
 
   The sliding glass door exploded inward as if a large object had been propelled at it. Two men dressed all in black and with black ski masks over their faces exploded into the room. Katerina’s eyes went to their hands immediately. Both carried large, wicked looking guns, made all the scarier by the long silencers attached to them.
 
   “Drop it! Put your hands in the air!” one of the men yelled, while both pointed their guns at West and Katerina on the couch.
 
   West dropped his phone and did as he was asked. Katerina, her heart slamming in her chest, raised her hands also.
 
   “What did Deputy Director Ronan say to you?” the first man demanded, menace in his voice.
 
   Katerina glanced at West, eyes wide. West stared straight ahead and answered slowly. “Who is Deputy Director Ronan?”
 
   “Don’t play stupid. You picked him up at a house tonight around 11:15.”
 
   “We didn’t know his name,” West said slowly. “He didn’t say anything to us. He was unconscious the whole time.”
 
   The two men exchanged a dangerous look and something in the quick glance scared Katerina very badly.
 
   “Bullshit! I’m going to start shooting off body parts in a second. Tell me exactly what he said!”
 
   West shook his head vehemently. “I swear it! He never gained consciousness! He couldn’t have said a word to us!”
 
   The two men looked at each other again. Katerina bit the inside of her lip and tried to keep her breathing under control. Her body tensed horrifically and she wondered if this was it for them.
 
   The spokesman’s voice rang through the room again. “Then why did you call the police? If he didn’t say-”
 
   The man stopped talking as a banging sound reverberated in from the front door. “West, it’s me, it’s an emergency,” Blaise’s voice called through the door.
 
   The two masked men looked quickly at the door but kept their guns trained on Katerina and West. They seemed completely indecisive. Finally the one who had done all the talking lifted his chin at the other man. “Go take care of him,” he whispered.
 
   Katerina felt herself driven backwards onto the couch. She was disoriented for a moment and she wondered if she had been shot. But there was no pain. Then she realized West had pushed her down to the side and lay on top of her.
 
   “Blaise! Two gunmen! One’s coming to get you! He’s got a gun!” West shouted as he covered Katerina’s body with his own.
 
   Silence for a moment as both men stopped in mid-stride, frozen, unsure what to do. The door burst open and Blaise, his own gun out in front of him, started screaming orders. “Put your hands up! Drop the gun!”
 
   The two men turned and fled out the wide open door they had come in, their feet crunching on the glass in the carpet. Blaise rushed to West and Katerina, checked them for injuries and then said, “I’m going after them. Call 911 and get me some backup. Make sure they know this is related to the shooting at the hospital tonight.”
 
   West jumped to his feet as Blaise disappeared out the back door. 
 
   “Shooting?” West said in a hard and questioning voice. “What in the …” he barked out as he dialed 911 and then tried to make the dispatcher understand what was going on. When he stopped to take a breath he pulled Katerina towards the front door. “Let’s get in the truck. At least we will be mobile if they come back.”
 
   Katerina stopped him. “West, where is Nina?”
 
   West dropped her hand and called the cat. Nina padded in from the kitchen, her eyes blinking sleepily. West gathered her in his arms and kissed her. He looked at his sliding glass door that was now in a million pieces all over his carpet. “She can’t stay here tonight. Neither can we.” He looked at Katerina, misery in his eyes. “Who do you think was shot at the hospital?”
 
   Katerina ventured a shaky guess. “Deputy Director Ronan.”
 
   West nodded, his face contemplative, as the first patrol car pulled up outside, lights and siren flashing. Two police officers stormed into the room. “Officer Cornwall chased the two men out that door,” West told them. The officers disappeared into his dark backyard. Katerina watched them go, her emotions swirling down a dark tunnel where self-pitying phrases bounced off the walls. 
 
   Why me?
 
   Why again?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Two hours later, with Nina dropped at Mrs. Lowell’s house and someone at West’s house replacing the sliding glass door, West sat in a small room at the police department, waiting for someone to tell them something – anything. Katerina was next to him, her head on her hands, sleeping, or at least resting. West stared at the white walls, listening to the maddening tick of the clock, his mind picking apart everything that had happened earlier in the night for the fifth or sixth time.
 
   The door finally opened and Blaise entered, haggard and upset, a deep frown on his face, a folder in his hands. Before West could say anything he held up a hand. “We didn’t catch them. We brought the dogs in and they found a trail but it dried up quickly. They must’ve had a car waiting for them. We questioned all the neighbors but no one saw anything.”
 
   He took out his notebook. “I have a name for you on the overdose victim.”
 
   Katerina raised her head, her eyes bloodshot. “Deputy Director Ronan,” she said.
 
   Blaise looked surprised.
 
   West explained. “They questioned us about him. They wanted to know what he told us.”
 
   Blaise nodded. “He is the assistant to the national security director, who has a direct line to the president, so I’ve no doubt the FBI will be coming in and commandeering this case soon.”
 
   West blew out a breath and put his hands behind his head. “Was this Deputy Director Ronan the one who was shot at the hospital?”
 
   “Yes.” Blaise opened up the manila folder and took out several sheets of paper, spreading them in front of West and Katerina. “Here’s the video from the security cameras at the hospital. Recognize him?”
 
   West and Katerina looked closely. The first image showed a short but powerful looking man with a baseball cap pulled down over his face walking in one of the doors to the hospital. The angle of the security camera didn’t let them see much of his face under his cap. West flipped to the next picture. It showed the man entering a room in the hospital, then the next showed him pushing his way out of the room, and behind him West could see a nurse staring after him with a shocked and horrified expression on her face.
 
   Katerina tapped the picture. “It’s hard to see his face, but I think that is the man who forced him to take the pills in the first place.”
 
   Blaise flipped to a new page in his notebook. “Can you describe him for me?”
 
   “Dark complexion. His mouth is quite thin and twists downward on one side. A scar runs across his chin and down his throat. It’s thick and ugly, like it was a horrible injury and he didn’t have stitches."
 
   Blaise scribbled in his notebook and then flipped a few pages backwards. “We went back to the house and talked to the owner, Mrs. Dora Hawker. She gave us a guest list but the National Security Director had already left. No one else we spoke to on scene or on the phone later had any idea what had happened. The national security director hasn’t returned our phone calls yet and we have no way of knowing where he is. We saw no security at the house. Mrs. Hawker claimed that the head of security showed up at the door and said they were hired by the deputy director himself. She said she just let them in, but never confirmed it with him.
 
   West made a face. “That’s strange.”
 
   “Not according to her. She said she throws parties like that all the time and plenty of people bring their own security.”
 
   Blaise shrugged as if he didn’t know, then his frown deepened and he took a deep breath. “There’s one more thing I have to tell you, and you need to prepare yourself. It’s bad. Really bad. After engine twenty-two left the hospital this evening, they called off on an apparent car accident on a deserted stretch of Highway 41. When dispatch couldn’t raise them, the fire captain drove out to check on them. All three of them were shot in the head.” Blaise looked down at his notebook and read off the names. "Jeb Higgins and Marco Valdez were dead on scene. Frankie Sanderson is at Westwood general, in surgery, his condition critical.”
 
   Katerina uttered a strangled sob and hid her face in West’s chest. West held her close, feeling his own tears flow down his face. Those were his friends. Even as the thought went through his mind, he knew what was going through Katerina’s thoughts. More bodies on her conscious.
 
   Blaise pressed his lips together for a moment, then kept talking. “That’s why I ended up at your house tonight, West. As soon as I heard that, in conjunction with the shooting at the hospital, I knew they would be coming after you two also. I tried to call you, but you didn’t answer your phone so I drove over as quickly as I could.”
 
   “Thanks, man,” West said, pulling Blaise into a rough, one-armed hug. His friend was a true hero in his eyes, saving them over and over again.
 
   Blaise nodded then pulled back. He still had more business. “The chief wants you two in a safe house tonight.”
 
   West thought this was probably a good idea. He waited for Katerina to say something but she continued to weep into his chest. “Will you go with us?”
 
   Blaise shook his head. “No, but I know the two guards who will be assigned to watch you. They are good guys.”
 
   West nodded. "We have to work in the morning.” 
 
   Blaise pressed his lips together. “I don’t think the chief wants you going to work. Look what happened to the firefighters.”
 
   Katerina spoke up, her voice full of emotion but muffled. “I have to go to work. I’ll be fired if I don’t.”
 
   West nodded his head. She was probably right. She’d already missed as much work as she possibly could. He appealed to Blaise. “Look, what if we work only during the day? You said yourself the shooting on the highway happened on a quiet part of it - plus it was in the middle of the night. They won’t dare to attack us in the middle of the day.” He spoke directly to Katerina. "I can get someone to cover the last three hours of our shift, no problem."
 
   “Let me check with the chief,” Blaise said, his voice resigned. He left the room but was back shortly. “The Chief says OK, as long as you only work while the sun is shining.”
 
   “What about the hospital? I want to visit Frankie.”
 
   “Sorry man, he’s in surgery. No one can see him until tomorrow anyway.”
 
   West nodded, disturbed. Katerina’s hands pulled at his shirt as she started to cry again.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   [bookmark: __police_reports_safe_house]An hour later, after a circuitous route to the safe house, Katerina and West lay on top of the covers in one of the bedrooms, fully clothed, with even their shoes on. West couldn’t help but feel that they were in worse danger than they’d ever been in before. He kissed Katerina on her forehead as she trembled slightly against him.
 
   “When is this going to end?” Katerina moaned.
 
   “Shh, baby, shh. It was just bad luck that we got involved.”
 
   “See! That is why I hate this,” she cried. “I hate this power! I hate that this happened! If I didn’t have this fucking curse I never would’ve known about Frank or Dylan or about this guy. None of this would’ve ever happened.”
 
   West was silent for a long time. When he finally spoke, his voice was resigned. “That’s certainly true. I don’t know what was supposed to happen or what’s going to happen with this mess we're involved in right now, but I have to say that I’m glad you discovered Frank and Dylan. If you hadn’t, they would both still be killing women. Women would still be trapped in those underground cells.”
 
   Katerina was silent for a long time. West hoped he hadn’t offended her. Finally, he realized she was asleep. 
 
   He didn’t close his eyes until the sun shone in the windows, and even then his sleep was uneasy, thin, and troubled, as he dreamed about his friends and the vulnerable woman beside him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
   [bookmark: __kat_shot]West and Katerina woke late the next morning. They greeted the two sleepy-looking cops in the living room and checked the kitchen for breakfast. There was no food in the house except for a half-empty jar of pickles in the refrigerator. Katerina turned up her nose at it, thinking she’d never be that hungry.
 
   “Is there any breakfast?” West asked the house in general.
 
   “Nah, they forget about us out here, besides it’s lunch time,” the heavyset, older cop on the couch said.
 
   West looked at the clock. They had to be at work in two hours. He looked to Katerina. “Want to go out for breakfast?”
 
   She nodded. “Maybe we can go by the hospital after? Check on Frankie?”
 
   “Good idea.”
 
   He looked back at the officer who had spoken to him. “What’s good to eat around here?”
 
   “The Rise and Shine Cafe is a couple blocks over on Parish. You guys coming back here?”
 
   West shook his head. “Not until dark. Maybe not at all. Is it too much to hope for that the bad guys are caught already?”
 
   The older cop laughed. “That’s never too much to hope for.”
 
   West said his goodbyes and pulled Katerina out the door. They both had changes of clothes at work and they could take showers there too. As they were walking to West’s truck, Katerina squeezed his hand, hard.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’m getting a bad feeling though.”
 
   West stopped walking. “Should we stay here?”
 
   Katerina looked around at the houses in the neighborhood and the empty street. “I don’t know,” she said miserably. Finally she decided. “No, let’s just go. I feel like something’s coming, but staying here won’t keep it from coming.”
 
   West looked jumpy now and Katerina felt sorry to have done that to him. They climbed into his truck and found the Rise and Shine Cafe within a few minutes. Katerina ordered the big breakfast, which turned out to be three eggs, a side of hash browns, two pieces of toast, and bacon. West watched her as she ate heartily, finishing it all. 
 
   “Are we still in danger?” he asked her.
 
   Katerina wiped her mouth. “I don’t think so,” she answered, a smile in her voice. “Maybe I was just hungry.”
 
   They finished their breakfast and West left a pile of bills on the table. As they walked outside, Katerina’s bad feelings returned. She looked around, hoping to spy anything that was out of place. Her eyes were drawn across the street, then up, as a glint of light flashed off something on the roof of the building there. She opened her mouth to say something to West but he was already moving. He tackled her around the waist, pushing her down and to the side, as she heard what could only be two gun shots crack through the humid afternoon air. She felt a searing pain along her left ear as they moved. She cried out, but within an instant she was hidden behind a car, West on top of her, the hot blacktop burning her back where her shirt had rucked up.
 
   West lifted his body off of her slightly and her hands flew to the side of her head. Shot! She was shot! The word reverberated off the inside of her skull eclipsing everything else. She felt hot, sticky wetness on her hand.
 
   West crouched and looked around the car. Katerina climbed to her knees, still holding her ear.
 
   “Help us,” West implored someone. Katerina looked up to see who he was talking to. A man sat behind the wheel of the car they were hiding in front of, looking at them with wide frozen eyes. At West’s words he shook his head in fear. He started his car, threw it in gear, then reversed as quickly as he could.
 
   Katerina sat immobile, unable to believe what had just happened. Some part of her knew she had to move, and quickly. Another half a second, once the car was completely gone, she would be an open target for the gunman again. But West wasn’t frozen in disbelief. He grabbed her by the upper arms and dragged her to the next car before the man who had deserted them was even fully gone.
 
   If Katerina lived to be a hundred years old she would never forget how that man had not only refused to help them, but had almost sentenced them to certain death by leaving.
 
   No shots rang out and Katerina deliberately tried to push the incident to the back of her mind. They had to get out of there. But how? Could they wait until the cops came? Were the cops even on their way yet? When police showed up, would they be lured into the open and then still get picked off, as the police watched in horror? 
 
   Another equally terrifying thought struck her. What if a second shooter was on foot and already on his way to their location? Katerina looked around wildly, blood trickling down into her shirt from her left ear. If only they had parked in the front row. But West’s truck was in the second row, and getting to it would require crossing an open area about ten feet wide.
 
   A crack burst across the open air and a tire of the car they were hiding in front of popped with a hiss. West jumped and pulled Katerina close.
 
   The door behind them opened and someone started screaming. Katerina looked around for the screamer, wondering if someone else had been shot. A tall, willowy looking woman stood in the doorway of the cafe, staring directly at Katerina.
 
   Oh yeah, Katerina remembered. I’m shot. Her left hand and the side of her head felt positively slick with blood. It was in her hair and running rivulets down her neck. Under her fingers, she could feel a groove in the side of her head and a ragged hole where the top of her ear should have been.
 
   Another crack and another pop and hiss and a second tire blew. The woman screamed again in the doorway.
 
   “Call the police,” Katerina spit at her, motioning for the woman to go back inside. The traffic ran up and down the street ahead of them like normal. No one but them, the man who had run, and the screamer, had even noticed they were hiding for their very lives.
 
   West pulled at her. “Katerina, see that truck coming? I think we should run behind it. Get ready,” he said, pulling her along before she was ready for anything.
 
   West wrenched her to her feet and was running with her, both of them crouched behind the truck that was slowly traversing the parking lot. It pulled into the only open stall, right next to West’s truck and West ripped the door open, shoving Katerina inside, then climbing in after her.
 
   She watched as two blood droplets flew through the air and stained West's upholstery. Hydrogen peroxide, she thought crazily as West pushed her down into the foot well.
 
   She'd been here before. Done this already. Back when psychotic Frank Phillips had shot at them in the woods. But she had not been bloody that time. She looked at her left hand as West started the truck and stomped hard on the accelerator, throwing her forward.
 
   “Going to have to get this thing fitted with bulletproof glass,” he growled and she looked at him quickly. He almost sounded like he was enjoying himself. She turned her attention back to her hands, dismayed at how much blood was there. She explored her head with a light touch. Torn, tender skin met her probing fingers.
 
   Katerina clamped a hand back on the wound, thinking it couldn’t be too bad. But she was shot! Any gunshot wound was bad. It needed to be cleaned and disinfected and perhaps sutured to heal correctly. As these thoughts were going through her head, Katerina’s hand grew stiflingly hot suddenly. The heat was soothing against her head and she pressed the hand harder over the wound, not pondering or trying to make sense of it, only reacting. The heat made the pain recede, so she sought it out. A feeling of sudden contentment overtook her, even as the truck she was in turned hard corners and accelerated madly. She felt like things would be OK. She breathed a sigh of relief, as sleepiness flooded her body. 
 
   West was talking. She tried to listen but the words didn’t seem to mean much. “… shooter - Rise and Shine Cafe on Parish Street. I don’t know the address. We left. Get the police out there — no we’re not going back, we were the ones being shot at. We’re not stupid.”
 
   West’s words were coming as if from a great distance. She figured out he was talking to dispatch but she couldn’t quite follow the conversation.
 
   “I gotta go,” he finally yelled into the phone. “Just give the cops my number!”
 
   Katerina’s mind couldn’t latch onto the meaning of the words. They flowed by, like the sound of the transmission or the engine.
 
   “You OK?” West called to her, turning another corner, hard.
 
   Her lips formed an automatic response. “Yes.” Her hand was hotter still, but not burning.
 
   “I’m calling Blaise,” he said.
 
   Katerina lay in the foot well, curled up, feeling safe and protected and trusting. West would take care of her like he always did. She dozed, not knowing why or how, only knowing she felt incredibly tired and like this was a good place and time to rest.
 
   Fluffy, indistinct dreams and visions came to her as she floated in and out of sleep. But then West was shaking her lightly in the foot well.
 
   “Katerina, are you OK?” His voice sounded scared. “Have you lost a lot of blood? We are close to the hospital and we can go in if you need to. I don’t know if it’s safe but if you need a doctor we’re going, police or no police.”
 
   Katerina opened her eyes. She felt tired beyond anything she had ever felt before, but her head didn’t hurt anymore.
 
   “Let me see your injury, Katerina, talk to me!” Katerina heard the fear in his voice and she forced herself upright. She hauled her body onto the seat and looked at West, unable to figure out how she should be acting.
 
   He took her chin gently in his hand and turned it so he could see her injury. His fingers barely grazed her and suddenly she felt a little better, knowing she was unintentionally drawing energy from him, but unable to help it.
 
   “What in the … ?” he said and she couldn’t read his voice. Surprised? Incredulous?
 
   “What?” she said. 
 
   “Where’s the blood coming from?” 
 
   Katerina’s bloody hand crept to her ear. “Here,” she said, but even as her lips moved she realized her ear felt normal again. Well, mostly whole and normal. She felt a slight depression at the very top of her ear, like a small divot had been carved there.
 
   Her fingers scrabbled to where the long grazing wound had been. She felt only soft unbroken skin there.
 
   She pulled at her hair and felt the sticky blood there. It had happened. She had felt it! The blood was proof!
 
   “It was right here. My ear, the top was gone, and here.” She ran a finger the length of the side of her head, even with the top of her ear. It had all been hamburger.
 
   West leaned closer and pressed his fingers into her skin. “There’s nothing. No wound. Right here and here is pinker than the rest of your skin, but that’s it. Turn your head. Let me see the other side.”
 
   She did and he looked quickly, then turned her head back. He ran a finger above her ear. “Your hairline is higher on the other side. And right here, there’s a slight depression in the top of this ear that isn’t in the other one.”
 
   “Scar,” she whispered. “Is there a scar?” 
 
   “No scar,” he whispered back, as magic seemed to crackle around them. Had she healed her own gunshot wound? With just her hand? Not even leaving a scar or a sign of it? Was such a thing even possible? 
 
   Sirens sounded in the distance. Katerina looked at her blood on the hand that had covered the wound, marveling at its normalness. How had she done it? She couldn’t remember anything but an overpowering sleepiness. And the heat in her hand- she remembered that.
 
   West pulled her close. “I’m so glad you’re OK. I saw the blood and I saw the wound when we were hiding behind the car. It didn’t look awful, more like a groove than anything, but I couldn’t be sure. I was so scared. I would’ve died if I lost you.”
 
   Katerina felt her throat close at his words. “You saved my life. Again,” she whispered into his neck.
 
   “You can thank me later,” he replied his fingers tangling in her hair.
 
   Katerina felt hot blood rush through her center and shook her head. The situation was ridiculous. They were again caught in the middle of something that shouldn’t concern them. Getting shot at on the street like criminals. She’d somehow magically healed her own ear. And they were thinking about sex. Ridiculous.
 
   West stiffened.
 
   “What?” She pulled away from him and followed his gaze. They were in his truck idling, parked illegally a block from the hospital and traffic was passing them like normal on the street. 
 
   “That truck was across the street of the parking lot at the diner. I saw it as we pulled out. It was parked at a funny angle so I noticed it.”
 
   A huge dark-green truck approached them slowly. As it passed them, the driver slowed and a window rolled down. Katerina saw the muzzle of a gun raise slightly and protrude towards them. West shoved Katerina down and slammed his foot on the accelerator, the truck shooting forward into traffic as the booming sound of a gunshot split the air.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   [bookmark: __running]Katerina slid across the seat and buckled herself in as West weaved in and out of traffic, watching his rear view mirror. They were unhurt. She wondered where the bullet had gone.
 
   “They’re turning around,” he said, his voice tight and thin. “Hold on.”
 
   West took a quick right turn, then another, trying to shake the pursuers.
 
   “How do they keep finding us?” Katerina cried.
 
   West gritted his teeth. “Maybe they have a tracker on us somehow?”
 
   “On what? The truck?”
 
   “Maybe,” West said as he sped up and passed the car in front of them.
 
   “If that’s the case then we're sunk,” Katerina said forlornly. “What about our phones? Could they do that?”
 
   “I don’t know,” West admitted.
 
   Katerina pulled her phone out of her pocket and looked at it questioningly. They needed their phones. They were a lifeline. But were they also going to get them killed? She put her phone on the dashboard and West pulled his out of his pocket and gave it to her.
 
   “Call Blaise, tell him where we are.”
 
   Katerina tried to turn on his phone, but the battery was dead. They hadn’t had any chargers with them at the safe house. She checked hers but it wouldn’t turn on either.
 
   “Phone’s dead,” she told him, trying to keep panic out of her voice.
 
   “We’ll figure it out. Don’t worry.”
 
   West glanced at his rear view mirror searchingly. He hadn’t seen the truck since their first right turn. He pondered the wisdom of ditching his own truck, but then what? Rent a car? Steal a car? He wanted to go to the police station but was nervous too, knowing they almost certainly had to expect that. Maybe they would pick him and Katerina off as they walked through the parking lot to the receiving door. A plan formed in his mind. He would park as close as possible to the door and have Katerina run out, then he would slide onto her side and follow her.
 
   West drove quickly, recklessly, not caring if a police car stopped him. He would welcome it. But as he drew within two blocks of the police station, he saw the green truck parked on the side of the road, in their way. Panic bit at him with sharp teeth. Could they make it past? Would they be shot dead as they drove on? Were there more trucks with more killers in them parked closer? He sucked in a deep breath and took a hard right turn, praying they hadn’t seen him.
 
   “Police station’s out for now,” he said, trying to keep desperation out of his voice.
 
   “Oh God,” Katerina said, but she didn’t complain or cry, she just held on, trusting him to find some sort of safety for them.
 
   West drove quickly, recklessly, using his extensive knowledge of the city to bypass traffic. They approached the city limits and he wondered if he should just keep driving. Head south somewhere. Los Angeles maybe. He looked at Katerina. She had her hand up to her left ear, probing the new pink skin there.
 
   He couldn’t believe what she had done. Could she do that to anyone? And how had she managed it? Healing her own skin in an instant. And how far did this power extend? Could she regrow limbs or heal a severed spinal cord? Excitement coursed through him at the thought, even as he drove faster and watched the rear view mirror. Katerina could change the world … if people would just quit trying to kill her.
 
   “Do you think we should ditch the truck?” he asked Katerina.
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “I was thinking we could hole up in a hotel. Call Blaise and have him come to us.”
 
   She nodded. “Yeah, maybe leave the truck a couple of miles away and walk or take a cab.”
 
   West thought about it, desperate to choose the safer option. Desperate to keep Katerina safe. “Why don’t we stop at a gas station where you can wash up and then we’ll call a cab. I’m thinking of a particular hotel that Blaise and I stayed at once when we came out here for a blues festival.” West didn’t add that they were too drunk to drive home and that’s why they stayed at the hotel. He also didn’t tell her what he thought at the time - that the unusually heavy metal fire doors of the hotel could hold off an explosion. He had laughed at the time at what seemed like overkill, but now the thought was appealing. If they could just get inside, maybe they would be safe.
 
   They found a gas station with a field behind it where people left cars with for-sale signs on them. West parked his truck at the end of the row and stood outside the bathroom while Katerina washed the blood off of her. They found an old-fashioned pay phone around the front and called for a cab.
 
   When they arrived at the hotel, West paid the driver and hurried Katerina into the building. He was starting to wonder if these people could track him by his credit card. 
 
   Don’t be silly, he told himself. They weren’t dealing with the government. He hoped.
 
   He and Katerina got a room easily on the third floor and they rushed upstairs, double-locking it. West even braced a chair between the lock and the door jam to the bathroom. He felt as safe as possible considering the circumstances.
 
   Katerina sat on the bed, watching him. When he turned to her, her face was stricken. “What’s wrong?” he asked, going to her.
 
   “Look at the time. We’re late to work. We never even called in to tell them. I’ll be fired for sure.”
 
   West didn’t say anything. He prayed she wasn’t right. “Let me tell Blaise where we are and then I’ll call in to work.”
 
   West gave Katerina one final hug and picked up the hotel room phone. He called Blaise’s cell number, speaking quickly when Blaise answered. “Blaise, it’s me, we were the ones who were shot at over at the Rise and Shine Cafe.”
 
   “West! Thank God, man. What about Katerina? The witnesses said she had been injured.”
 
   West looked at Katerina who sat miserably on the bed, her hair still slightly damp from the rinsing she had given it, but no injury and no blood visible anymore. “Yeah, she was. But she’s OK. It wasn’t serious.”
 
   “Was she shot?”
 
   “Blaise, uh, I’d rather explain it to you in person.”
 
   The line was silent for a moment and then Blaise spoke again. “The FBI has taken over but so far they are sharing information with us. Where are you? You need to come in to the station.”
 
   West shifted on his feet. “I’m nervous about saying where we are on the phone. And we tried to come to the station but the bad guys got between it and us.” He described the truck they had seen three times. “They don’t seem to be too worried about being caught. Plus, they must be tracking us somehow - either that or the cops at the safe house told them where we were.”
 
   Blaise didn’t say anything for a few moments and West wondered if he was offended. Then he spoke, his voice resigned. “I’ll talk to the chief and the FBI and see what we can do. Maybe you should head straight to a safe house and the FBI can interview you there. Or maybe The FBI will want to place you in their own safe house until this is over. How can I find you?”
 
   “Remember where we stayed after the blues festival three years ago?”
 
   West heard a smile creep into Blaise’s voice. “Yeah I remember! I can be there in thirty minutes.”
 
   West hung up but immediately picked the phone back up again. He dialed the fire department number by memory, reaching Lieutenant Masterson’s secretary. “Sylvia, This is West Shepherd. I need to speak with Lieutenant Masterson.”
 
   “She’s in a meeting right now. What happened to you West? You’re a no-show today.”
 
   West sighed, trying to keep sarcasm out of his voice. “I’ve been shot at a few times today. Nothing big.”
 
   “Oh my God! You were shot at? What is going on?”
 
   “It’s a long story, Sylvia. I’ll tell you another time. When will Lieutenant Masterson be available?”
 
   “She should be out of the meeting in five or ten minutes.”
 
   “I’ll call back.”
 
   West hung up and checked on Katerina again. He didn’t like the dazed look in her eyes. She had sat motionless on the bed while he had his two conversations, her eyes unfocused. Could she be in shock?
 
   She moved then, slowly, without meeting his eyes. She retrieved the television remote from underneath the TV. “Let’s check the news and see if anyone’s talking about the shooting,” she said.
 
   She flipped on the TV and started scrolling through channels, seeking out the city’s twenty-four hour news station. An image of one of the serial killer brothers filled the screen. Frank Phillips. The first one Katerina had had to deal with. “Oh my God,” Katerina whispered, remembering everything she had been through with him. He’d gone into her place of business for a massage and that’s when she had first discovered her power, pulling images out of his mind like pictures out of an envelope, of women he had killed. She and West had found the bodies of the women and eventually he had tried to kill her in the old morgue. She had somehow drained him of his strength and escaped, shooting him when he came after her. But later in the hospital, he was different. He seemed simple, quiet, and regretful. Almost childlike.
 
   They had heard that he had gone to Tetam State Mental Hospital instead of prison, testing too unstable to go into general population. Blaise had said the doctor called him autistic, and wondered if blood loss to his brain had damaged some necessary neurons.
 
   The TV showed Phillips sitting placidly on a plain bed, looking openly at the camera. Behind him, the walls were covered with pencil drawings and even some simple paintings. The paintings looked like simple watercolors but were no less spectacular because of it. Each and every painting was of Katerina’s face. Someone off-camera asked Phillips a question and in response he picked up a sign that was sitting on the bed next to him. He held it up, pointing it at the camera. Support the psychic paramedic, it said. Katerina felt the blood rush to her head. She clutched at West. “Oh my God, West. What is he doing?”
 
   West shook his head. “Being a psycho,” he whispered, then turned up the volume on the TV, but the piece was already over. The picture flashed back to an anchorwoman in the newsroom. She looked grim and serious. “Thank you, Claudette, for that gripping story.” She turned back to the camera, flashing a plastic smile. “We have breaking news regarding the ‘psychic paramedic.’” The Westwood Harbor Fire Department has confirmed that Katerina Holloway no longer works for them. They would not comment as to why. In other news, the fire index-”
 
   West snapped off the TV hard enough to make it wobble on its stand, then turned to hold Katerina close as she shuddered against him. 
 
   “Well that’s it,” she said dejectedly. “They fired me, and everybody in the state knew before I did.”
 
   West hugged her for a few moments, then stood up and crossed to the phone. “Don’t give up yet, sweetheart. I’ve got some favors to call in.”
 
   Katerina shook her head. “Don’t West. I don’t want to work there anymore anyway. I’m too much of a liability to them. They’re right about that. Besides, I’ve been thinking, and maybe I do want to go to medical school after all. Are you still willing to send me?”
 
   West crossed the room again, back to the bed. He sat down next to Katerina and hugged her, kissing her chastely on the cheek. “Of course I am, Kat. What changed your mind?”
 
   Katerina bowed her head and looked at the floor. “I just can’t stop thinking about that guy who drove away when we needed him. I just feel like if I didn’t use this … whatever power that I have, I’d be doing exactly what he did. I’d be deserting people who were desperate and crying for help. I don’t want to do that.”
 
   West was silent for several moments. He rubbed her back and she could feel waves of contentment coming off him. “You have such a big heart,” he finally whispered. “Are you sure you don’t want me to try to get your job back?”
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   “I should call just to be sure, maybe the news station made a mistake.”
 
   Katerina didn’t object, so West stood up and went back to the phone. He called the same number again and was put through to Lieutenant Masterson.
 
   “Lieutenant, we just saw on the news that Katerina has been fired. Is that true?”
 
   Lieutenant Masterson spoke, her voice full of regret. “It is, West. I’m so sorry. I did everything I could but the chief and the fire commission wouldn’t listen to me. They don’t care how good of a paramedic she is or how none of this has been her fault. They just care about personnel numbers.”
 
   West nodded. He understood that. He spoke softly. “Emma, I don’t blame you, and neither does Katerina. But you can tell them I quit too.”
 
   “West, no!” Katerina cried, jumping up from the bed and approaching him.
 
   In his ear, Emma Masterson spoke also. “West, don’t do that. You aren’t even in trouble. Please, West. I don’t want to lose you too.”
 
   West put an arm around Katerina. “I’m sorry, Emma. I’ve made up my mind. I’m sorry I didn’t give you two weeks' notice, but under the circumstances it’s hardly practical. I will send you an official letter as soon as I can. Goodbye.”
 
   West hung up the phone lightly, hoping Emma understood. He looked at Katerina and saw tears on her face.
 
   “West, you love being a paramedic,” She said, her voice full of emotion.
 
   “I love you more.”
 
   Katerina shook her head, frantic. “I don’t want to be the reason that you quit your job!”
 
   He held her at arm’s length so he could look her in the eye. “Katerina, I did love being a paramedic, but there are other things I want to do too. I’ve just never had the chance to do them yet. Working forty hours plus overtime on the ambulance puts everything on the back burner.”
 
   Katerina sniffed, but the tears had stopped flowing. He pushed on, hoping to set her mind at ease. “I want to do lots of things. Learn how to fly helicopters and planes. Have kids. Travel. And now I want to support you. Put you through medical school. Let’s just get through what’s going on right now, and then we can talk about all of our possibilities.”
 
   West watched Katerina shake her head, her face still anguished. He didn’t want her to regret his decision. He didn’t regret it. Being a paramedic had always been his life, but here he was, thirty-one years old and never having done a few of the things he had dreamed of as a child. Now it was time. He had money, he had the most amazing woman in the world, and if she no longer worked at the fire department, he didn’t want to either. Who knew, maybe they would move to London, or Tokyo, and she could attend medical school there. The world was their playground, if they could just stay alive long enough to play in it.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
    
 
   [bookmark: _0_blaise_shot]West held Katerina for a long time as she tried to convince him to change his mind. Finally, she gave up. He could not be swayed. A knock sounded on the door and West held a finger to his lips. He tiptoed over and peeked out the peephole. It was Blaise, standing there in uniform, looking down the hallway.
 
   West pulled the chair away from the door and opened it, ushering his friend in. He locked and barred the door again behind Blaise.
 
   “Are you sure no one followed you here?” Blaise asked.
 
   West looked to Katerina, then back to Blaise. “We don’t think so, why?”
 
   Blaise shook his head. “I don’t know, maybe it’s nothing. I felt like I was being watched in the hallway.”
 
   West looked back out the peephole and saw nothing. He turned around. “What’s that?” he asked Blaise, pointing to the folder in his hand.
 
   Blaise took the folder to the small desk in the room and opened it, pulling out pictures. “This is the man who has been trying to kill you.”
 
   Katerina and West crowded around him, eager to hear the story. Katerina gasped as she saw the man’s scar from chin to throat. It made him look hard and evil.
 
   “His name is Kurt Kane. He’s a mercenary - a paid assassin.” Blaise paused for a moment as Katerina clutched for West and he pulled her close. “Unfortunately, he’s American-born and bred and extremely effective and deadly. He was a U.S. Marine at one time, but the story goes that our government sent his team in on a suicide mission in Afghanistan, then left them there to die. He alone survived, and when he came out of the desert demanding answers, someone in the administration tried to say he went rogue and he was never sent on the mission. They tried to charge him with desertion and a ton of unlawful action statutes, but he disappeared. Six months later he reappeared, killing people for money, especially liking to take jobs against people in the government.”
 
   Blaise dropped his voice. “Every person on the commission that tried to charge him was already dead by this time. They turned him into a monster. And a legend.”
 
   Blaise paced the room in front of the beds, holding one of the pictures in his fist like a lifeline. “The FBI says he’s probably working with a six-man team. They’ve identified four of those men.” He pulled out four more pictures and named each of the men in them. Katerina and West recognized several of them as the security guards at the party. 
 
   “What the FBI doesn’t know is who hired Kane. They believe he was hired by someone to kill Victor Ronan and make it look like an accident or an overdose. Kane may have had someone on the inside, at the ER, and when that person overheard that you knew Ronan had been forced to take the overdose, the only assumption Kane could make was that you had woken Ronan up on the way to the hospital and he had said something to you, something that would reveal who hired him. Kane is famous for his loyalty. He only hires the most bloodthirsty and vicious killers, people who won’t say anything at all if they are caught. Men who are just as comfortable in prison as out of it. Their current plan is to kill the both of you, and then they will disappear like smoke.”
 
   Blaise looked at both of them, his face grave. He gave them a few minutes to let the information sink in. “Personally, I think he was happy when he thought Ronan had woken up. I think he’s arrogant, but also somehow searching for that one job that’s going to get him killed, put him out of his misery. The problem is he’s too good. And he’s now treating Westwood Harbor like a war zone, but he does it so much better than anyone else. We expect criminals to play by certain rules; to try to save their own skin. But he’s not doing that. He doesn’t care if it’s the middle of the day, or if there are fifty cops around. West, you were smart not to try to make it past him to the police station.”
 
   Katerina shuddered, unable to get the face from the pictures out of her mind. A paid assassin. One who didn’t care if he lived or died. She couldn’t imagine trying to fight or escape from such a person. 
 
   Blaise left all the pictures on the table. “I have to get back to work, but I thought you should have these and know what you are dealing with. Agent Masterson wants to talk to you. And the chief wants you back in the safe house.”
 
   “Agent Masterson?” Katerina said.
 
   “Lieutenant Masterson’s husband,” West told her under his breath. “He’s an FBI agent.”
 
   Katerina remembered back to her first day on the job, the tall, blonde man with the gun on his belt who had kissed Lieutenant Masterson. She shivered. He had looked very competent. But was he any match for this Kane guy?
 
   West turned back to Blaise. “We still don’t know how these guys found us earlier today. What if they knew about the safe house?”
 
   Blaise nodded. “Understood. Maybe the FBI will want to put you in one of their own safe houses anyway. I’ll talk to the chief or maybe I’ll go directly to Agent Masterson. I’ll call you or send him out to talk to you.”
 
   West nodded and the two men hugged. Katerina, still studying the pictures, said a distracted goodbye to Blaise.
 
   Blaise walked across the room and pulled the chair away from the door. “Block this door again when I leave.”
 
   West muttered his agreement and headed that way. Blaise looked out the peephole, then opened the door and slipped quickly out, but before the door had even swung shut behind him five gunshots rang across the hallway.
 
   Katerina screamed and West took off at a run for the door. He wrenched it open and saw Blaise falling against it, his gun in his hand, fire licking the barrel as he fired four shots back in rapid succession down the hallway.
 
   West grabbed Blaise as he fell and carried him into the room. He kicked the door shut, then hauled his friend to the bed. “Katerina help him!” West shouted, then returned to the door to lock and bar it again.
 
   Katerina rushed to Blaise and ripped open his smoking uniform shirt. Underneath he wore a bulletproof vest. She saw three bullets grotesquely twisted and smashed into the vest, and blood already staining the outer edge of it. She looked up into Blaise’s face. His eyes were fluttering and a bit of blood stained his mouth. Katerina heard more gunshots. She wanted to run to West, make sure he was OK, but Blaise needed her. Her fingers trembling, she ran them along his skin, looking for the inevitable hole that must be there. She found it, under his right arm. She touched the area lightly. Blaise gasped, then fell against the bed, unconscious.
 
   Blood rushed out of the wound, soaking the coverlet. “Bring me a towel!” Katerina yelled to West, hoping he was safe and fine in the small hallway where the door was. She pressed her hand to Blaise’s wound, trying to stop the flow of blood. When he didn’t move, she pressed harder, attempting to squeeze shut the veins and arteries that were letting his blood flow dangerously out of his body.
 
   West appeared, his face stricken, towel in his hand. Katerina grabbed it and pushed it against the wound with all her strength.
 
   West tore the radio off of Blaise’s belt and yelled into it. “Officer shot, room 332 of the Tetam Hills Hotel, they’re still shooting at us from the hallway!” 
 
   Katerina ignored West as he continued talking on the radio and started checking Blaise’s pulse. He had a pulse in his neck, but she couldn’t feel one in his leg. That was bad. Very bad. 
 
   West threw down the radio and hovered about them. “Can you heal him, Katerina? Can you fix him? Please, you have to,” West cried and his voice broke Katerina’s heart.
 
   Katerina continued to press on Blaise's wound with all the strength in her body, not quite getting the implication of West’s words.
 
   “Katerina, what are you doing? Can’t you stop the blood with your … with your hands? The way you fixed your ear?”
 
   Katerina’s eyes widened. She hadn’t even thought of that. She didn’t know what she had done to her ear. But she had to try, didn’t she? This was Blaise. 
 
   “I don’t know,” she said quietly. “Here hold pressure right here,” she said directing West. When her hands were free she looked at them like she had never seen them before. Lightly, she dropped them to Blaise’s armpit, just around his wound. Heal, she thought. Stop bleeding, she commanded the tissues in her mind. Her hands grew warm like they had before and excitement ran an electric strip through her. She kept her hands exactly where they were and asked her special medical sense what was going on inside Blaise.
 
   Bullet in the lung, it answered. Blood loss, it said. Bruised chest and heart, it warned her.
 
   Can it be fixed? she asked, not knowing who she was asking or how the answers were coming. Yes. A picture appeared in her mind of dark-brown, spongy tissue filling with bright red blood from a nearby artery. Stop the bleeding, Katerina chanted inside her head, not realizing the words came out of her mouth also. Her hands grew warmer still and a great dizziness overtook her. She shook her head and held on, urging her hands to do whatever work they needed to. A great fire swept through her body and she felt massive hunger roar through her as Blaise’s skin moved gently up and down. She could feel it with her fingertips, like something moving under there. She looked at his face. He was still unconscious, a bubble of blood on his lips. His skin was white as wax paper and his half-closed eyes looked dull and lifeless. She wanted to check his pulse again but she didn’t dare move her hands. She knew something was happening. Instead she turned inside again and asked. 
 
   Still alive? 
 
   Yes, and healing, the answer came back. 
 
   What else can I do? she asked, but this time there was no answer.
 
   “Are you doing it, Katerina? Are you fixing him? Can you fix him?” West asked, desperation overtaking him.
 
   “I’m trying,” she said, tiredness sweeping through her now. The hunger had not abated, but she was now too tired to care about it. She shook the thoughts out of her mind and focused. She had to do this - hunger and fatigue were not important. Blaise was important. He couldn’t lose his life. She had to fix him. Had to save him. She would not be responsible for another death. Especially not Blaise’s death. 
 
   Yells and footsteps sounded from the hallway. Deep, angry voices shouted back and forth. “Police!” someone yelled, pounding on the door.
 
   West looked at her, imploringly. She nodded. “Open the door. It has to be good enough,” she said, pulling one of her hands from Blaise’s skin and taking the towel from West. He got up with a forlorn look back and then ran to the door. Katerina kept her eyes open only by pure will. 
 
   Her hands were no longer warm. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
    
 
   In the ambulance, West sat in the jump seat at the gurney's head, holding Blaise’s hand. He turned behind him and looked at Katerina in the passenger seat, next to Beth, who was driving them to the hospital, lights on and siren blaring, with a triple police car escort. Katerina’s eyes were closed and her head was slumped over. He wished she was back here with them, but she had told him there was nothing more that she could do and she looked so tired, so worn out. He was worried for her as well as for Blaise. What if she had done something to herself while healing him?
 
    Blaise moaned and West swallowed hard, squeezing his hand.
 
   Jerry Mansko bent over Blaise, working on him. Jerry took the stethoscope out of his ears and turned to West. “His lungs are both clear. His rhythm is normal. His blood pressure is low but that’s to be expected with all the blood he lost. The bleeding seems to have stopped completely. I’ve seen a lot of gunshot victims, West, and I’ve got to tell you, I think his chances are really good.”
 
   A lump formed in West's throat.
 
   “Is he a friend of yours?” Jerry asked.
 
   “My best friend,” West said simply, unable to imagine a world without Blaise. Unwilling to imagine it.
 
   The ambulance pulled into the hospital and Jerry and Beth quickly unloaded Blaise as multiple uniformed police officers hovered around them, horror written in their eyes. West ran along with the gurney, holding Blaise’s hand, talking to him softly. Once in the ER, Blaise was quickly sent into surgery and West could no longer follow. He looked around for Katerina but she was nowhere to be found.
 
   West went back to the ambulance and found Katerina asleep in the passenger seat. He shook her awake gently. “Katerina, are you OK?” 
 
   Katerina sat up groggily. Her lips were cracked and dry. There were dark slashes under her eyes and the hollows under her cheekbones looked sunken, like she had lost weight since that morning. 
 
   “Katerina, we are at the hospital, let me take you inside sweetheart. I will get you something to drink.”
 
   “Blaise?” Katerina asked sleepily.
 
   “He’s in surgery.”
 
   Katerina nodded. “A drink sounds good,” she whispered.
 
   West helped her out of the passenger seat and was dismayed to see how unsteady she was on her feet. They walked into the hospital through the emergency room waiting room and headed to the main lobby and cafeteria area. Warm smells of good food drifted down the hallway towards them.
 
   Katerina lifted her head like an animal scenting the air. “West, do you think we could get some food? I feel weak, like I haven’t eaten in forever.”
 
   “Yes, of course we can,” West said, looking around quickly. Suddenly he felt very vulnerable in the open hospital. He thought hard, trying to come up with a place that they could eat and not be sitting ducks, waiting for someone to come and shoot them. He thought maybe they should leave and go somewhere else, but he couldn't think of anywhere else to go, especially without his truck. He would get Katerina some food and they would talk about it.
 
   Katerina piled meat, rice, and desserts on her tray and carried them to one of the tables.
 
   “Why don’t we go eat in the nurse’s lounge?” West said. It was the most private place he could think of, and there was a lock on the door that he knew the code to. He didn’t know where all the police officers had disappeared to. He led Katerina that way and noticed she had already started eating while they were walking.
 
   Katerina ate everything on her plate and although West wanted to eat too, he didn’t have any appetite. He noticed Katerina was looking much better though so he offered her his food. She devoured it and he watched her with dull interest. His mind couldn’t stop thinking about Blaise, and only a very small part of it tried to figure out this new puzzle of how much Katerina was eating. She did look better though. The color had come back into her skin and underneath her eyes wasn’t quite as dark.
 
   When Katerina had eaten everything on his plate too, she looked around the room with bright interest. “Think there's any vending machines in the hallway?” she asked.
 
   “Are you still hungry?” West said, surprised.
 
   “Starving,” Katerina said, leaning forward and lowering her voice. “Whatever I did to Blaise caused it. It’s like I can’t fill my stomach.”
 
   West nodded and jumped to his feet. If she needed more food he was going to get her more food. He looked at the door and then back around the locked room, longingly. He would like to leave her in the safety of the locked room, but he didn’t want to leave her alone. “Let’s go back to the cafeteria, but we will have to be quick and careful.”
 
   Katerina nodded and they walked hesitantly out of the door.
 
   When they were almost to the cafeteria, someone tapped West on the shoulder, startling him. He swung around, his hands already raising in a defensive posture. Craig Masterson stood there, tall and strong and solid. West had met Craig once or twice at the fire station, but had never spoken with the man at length.
 
   “West,” he smiled. “And Katerina. I’ve been looking for you. I’m FBI agent Craig Masterson, if you don’t remember me. Come, let’s walk and talk,” he said, turning and heading back in the direction that they had come from.
 
   Katerina looked at West and he grasped her hand, giving her a relieved smile. This was good news for them. Surely food could wait a few moments?
 
   “I don’t have long,” Agent Masterson said. “There’s a chase going on right now downtown and I need to get back to it, but we’re fairly sure Kurt Kane is not in the car we are chasing.”
 
   Katerina watched the man’s eyes move tirelessly over the crowds in the hallway as they walked, even frequently turning around and looking behind them.
 
    “Kane is almost certainly near the hospital somewhere. He may already be inside. Officer Cornwall is going to be in room 862 when he gets out of surgery. I’ve got agents stationed at each entrance to the floor and outside his room. There is no safer place for you to be right now, so that’s where we’re going. I need you to stay there until I return.”
 
   He led them into a stairwell and they began to walk up the seven flights of stairs. “Sorry about the stairs, but they are much safer than the elevator in a situation like this.”
 
   Katerina felt her strength flagging again. She wondered if they could get room service of some sort from the hospital, or maybe the FBI agent would let them order takeout.
 
   They finally made it to the eighth floor, Katerina leaning heavily on West. Agent Masterson led them down the hallway to a room that had a solid wall of a man standing outside of it. “West and Katerina, this is Agent Barnes.” The large man nodded at them, and Agent Masterson swept them past him into the room. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. Don’t leave this room for any reason.”
 
   West and Katerina nodded and Agent Masterson turned on his heel and was gone an instant.
 
   “Well he’s efficient,” Katerina said, dropping tiredly into a chair.
 
   West watched the door, still standing. “He is. I feel better now.”
 
   “Me too,” Katerina said with a yawn and immediately curled up in the chair. “I’m just going to rest, OK?”
 
   West turned to her, concerned. But she appeared to be already asleep.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Three hours later, the door pushed open and a nurse came in, followed quickly by a hospital bed with Blaise on it. West stood up and his heart gladdened to see Blaise awake and looking at him. Another nurse came behind the bed, pushing it, then a doctor wearing scrubs, with a surgical cap on his head and a stethoscope around his neck. The nurses set the bed up in the center of the room and the doctor hovered, looking uneasy. West watched him from his chair, confused. He was surprised the doctor was here at all. Usually they released the patient in the recovery room and didn’t see him again until rounds.
 
   The doctor spoke to Blaise. “If you think of anything – anything at all that I might be interested in, please have one of the nurses call me right away, Officer Cornwall.”
 
   Blaise nodded wearily. “You got it Doc, I promise.”
 
   The doctor nodded once at this, then turned and left. West waited for the nurses to finish fussing over Blaise. When they finally had all of their machines hooked up to their satisfaction and had admonished Blaise that he only could have ice chips for the next couple of hours, they finally left the room and West walked to the bedside.
 
   “Your first gunshot wound,” he said. “Next time shoot yourself with smaller caliber bullets as a way to build up your tolerance.”
 
   Blaise tried to laugh but it turned into a cough instead. West looked on, concerned. He hadn’t meant to hurt him.
 
   Blaise finally got himself under control. “I’ll try that.”
 
   “What was up with the doctor?”
 
   Blaise spoke, his voice weak, and scratchy from the tubes they had put down his trachea while he was under. “It was weird. When I woke up in the recovery room he asked me again and again if I had any clotting disorders or if I was a fast healer. It was like he was stuck on those two questions. When I told him no to both of them he asked me if anyone in my family did. I told him I didn’t think so but he kept insisting that there must be. Finally he admitted that when he pulled the bullet out of my lung he watched the hole in the lung knit itself up before his eyes. He was saying the words to me, that it had happened, but I could tell he didn’t believe it - or didn't want to believe it. The nurses were all acting strange too.”
 
   West smiled, his thoughts buzzing. “That is strange,” was all he said. Thank you Katerina, he thought, looking back at her, still sleeping in the chair.
 
   Blaise looked too. “How is she?”
 
   “She’s tired. She’s had a pretty rough day.”
 
   They both turned towards the doorway as a woman’s raised voice drifted in from the hallway.
 
   “I have to see him!” the female voice said. “Look, you can take my purse, frisk me, you can come in with me. I’ll even go in naked. I’m a tiny little woman, what am I going to do to him?”
 
   “Is that Jordan?” Blaise whispered, his face hopeful.
 
   West hurried to the door and pulled it open. Jordan stood there on her tiptoes, nose-to-nose with the FBI agent, challenging him.
 
   She looked at West. “Oh thank God, West, where have you been? Tell this mountain that I can come in.”
 
   West looked placatingly at the FBI agent. “This is Jordan Jones. She is with us, is it OK if she comes in?”
 
   The FBI agent took a step back and nodded. Jordan walked past him, throwing him a look that could have frozen the sun.
 
   As West turned back to the room, he saw that Katerina had finally woken up. She looked mostly back to her normal self. The food and rest had done her good. 
 
   Jordan rushed into the room, directly to Blaise’s bedside. She grasped his hand, her face a patina of misery. “I’m so sorry, Blaise. You were right. I was wrong. I forgive you for everything. As soon as I saw your picture on the news, I knew how wrong I had been. Please give me another chance. Please give us another chance.”
 
   Blaise wound his fingers through Jordan’s and winked at her. “Looks like we're all forgiven in here,” he said in his quiet, scratchy voice.
 
   Jordan cried out and tears fell down her face. She bent over the bed rail and pressed her mouth to Blaise’s cheek, but Blaise had other ideas. He moved to the right and caught her lips in a gentle kiss. 
 
   West walked past the bed, towards a smiling Katerina, trying to give Jordan and Blaise as much privacy as he could in the tiny room, a warm glow lighting his chest.
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Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Jordan sat next to Blaise’s bed, her face a study in contentment. Occasionally she tried to feed him a few ice chips or fluff his pillows for him, but mostly she sat still, holding his hand, and speaking quietly with Katerina and West. 
 
   Katerina stood and stretched, then gave Jordan a hug. “I’m so glad you came,” she whispered into Jordan’s ear. She touched Blaise on the arm and asked him how the pain was.
 
   “I don’t have any pain right now,” he said.
 
   Katerina nodded, but actually she was listening to what his body was saying more than the words coming out of his mouth. Good, it said. Healing well, it said. She smiled, thrilled to know it, while at the same time fending off the sharp guilt that shot through her every time she looked at him. It was her fault he was shot. Fixing him couldn’t change that.
 
   A single knock sounded at the door and Agent Masterson walked in, his sharp eyes taking in Jordan, then turning to Blaise. “Officer Cornwall, it’s good to see that you are doing well,” he said quickly, nodding once to Jordan and then turning to Katerina and West. “Say your goodbyes please, you won’t be coming back here until Kane is caught.”
 
   West stood up quickly, his face concerned. He crossed the room and shook Blaise’s hand gently. “That’s enough bullets inside you for a while,” he told Blaise with a smile on his face.
 
   “Yes sir,” Blaise said, smiling back weakly.
 
   Katerina hugged Blaise and said her goodbyes to him and Jordan. She looked expectantly at Agent Masterson and he led them out into the hallway, then stopped in the waiting room to face them. 
 
   “We need to talk for a few moments and then I’m going to take you down to the front door where I have an agent waiting to drive you to a safe house. It will be safer for Officer Cornwall if you two are not here in the hospital.”
 
   West nodded. “Agent Masterson, will your agents stay here to protect Blaise?”
 
   “Call me Craig. And yes.” He turned to Katerina. “Before I take you to the driver, tell me exactly how you knew what had happened to Deputy Director Ronan. I’ve heard a few different stories but I’m not sure exactly what to believe.”
 
   Katerina blushed, then looked at West. He gave her a nod of encouragement and grasped her hand, giving her the strength to go on. “I saw it in my head when I touched him. It’s a, uh, ability that I have.”
 
   Katerina watched Craig closely as she spoke. His lips tightened and his eyes bore into her. She didn’t have to touch him to see he didn’t believe her.
 
   West broke in. “It’s true. She caught two serial killers that way. She can touch anyone and see what they are most upset about or happy about. Anything that has a lot of emotion behind it.”
 
   Craig held up his hands. “It doesn’t really matter if I believe you or not. No matter what, that information is not prosecutable. There is no way I can go up in front of a judge and a jury and tell them what you just said. I’d be laughed out of the courtroom. When we catch Kane, and we will, we’re going to have to get him to confess somehow. Obviously he did it, or he wouldn’t be shooting so many people now, but I can’t work with what you just told me.”
 
   Katerina scuffed her shoe against the tiled floor and pulled back slightly behind West. She hated this ability, as she had called it, but to be labeled a liar or a crackpot was even worse. She should have made something up.
 
   West took a step forward and she felt hostility in the tension of his spine. She looked at his face where pure anger was written. He stared at Craig, then opened his mouth to say something. Katerina plucked at his shirt weakly, scared he would alienate the FBI agent.
 
   A radio on Craig's belt crackled, interrupting whatever West was about to say. Craig plucked the radio off his belt and held it to his ear. West caught a few of the words. “Shooting at us … Basement … Three of them …”
 
   West pulled Katerina close and looked around the waiting room and down the hallway as if expecting more gunmen to come after them on this floor. Craig’s entire demeanor changed from one of relaxed authority to tense, subdued action. 
 
   “10-4, I’ll be down in two minutes after I get the subjects to their destination. Break. Barnes, you copy? Your station still clear?”
 
   “10-4, I copy. I’m clear and ready.”
 
   “Finch and Drew, report.”
 
   “Clear here.”
 
   “Clear.”
 
   “Andrews, is your location clear?”
 
   “Yes copy, clear here.”
 
   “I’m sending them to you right now. Be ready.”
 
   Craig turned his attention back to West and Katerina. He spoke quickly. “I have to head to the basement, there’s been a breach down there. You two meet my agent at the front door and he’ll take you to the safe house. Follow me into the stairwell and go directly to the first floor.” 
 
   He took off at a run not waiting to see their acknowledgment. West nodded anyway and pulled Katerina after him.
 
   The three of them pushed through the stairwell door and pounded down the stairs. Craig moved faster than West and Katerina and when he reached the first floor they were still on the third. He pushed the first floor door open and looked around, then turned back to them and yelled, “It’s clear, just run through the lobby to the front door, quickly!” Then he pounded down one more flight of stairs and exploded into the basement. Before the door swung shut behind him West could hear yelling and crackling, like fireworks or maybe an actual fire, or possibly worse, gunshots.
 
   As Katerina and West passed the doorway to the second floor, almost to the first, the door flew open and a young girl ran in, running directly to the opposite wall and hiding her face in her hands. Great wracking sobs shook her body. Katerina pulled West to a stop, not letting him continue to the first floor. The girl appeared about five or six, with baby-fine blonde hair pulled inexpertly back into a ponytail. Her clothes looked rumpled and dirty, as if she had slept in them for a few days. 
 
   Katerina walked behind her, trying to think of what to say. The girl was so young, too young to be alone in a hospital, and so obviously in great misery, that Katerina couldn’t keep heading to her own safety. “Sweetie? What’s wrong?” she asked, her hands hovering over the girls shoulders.
 
   The girl’s sobs intensified and a great wailing came out of her throat. She would not look away from the wall. Katerina touched her gently and tried to turn her away from the concrete wall to hug her. The girl resisted and Katerina felt like crying. She was so young. She shouldn’t have tragedy in her life already. 
 
   The door the girl had come through opened again and a man appeared, calling out a name. “Amelia?” When he saw Katerina and the little girl he skidded to a stop. “Amelia, baby, please, you have to come back.”
 
   The girl looked backwards at the man Katerina assumed was her father once and then screamed into the wall again. “I hate him! I don’t want to see him!”
 
   “Baby, he’s your little brother,” the man said.
 
   “But Mom might die! If she dies, he killed her!”
 
   The man’s face collapsed and tears dropped from his eyes. Katerina stepped back as he moved towards his girl and tried to hug her. Katerina held a hand out to West who took it and tried to pull her down the stairs, but she stopped him, heading towards the second floor doorway instead.
 
   Katerina pushed open the door and walked down the hospital hallway a few feet, looking left and right. West tried to pull her back. “Kat, we have to go. It’s not safe for us to be here.”
 
   Katerina looked at him, her eyes beseeching. “I don’t care! That little girl’s mom is dying.” Her voice grew quiet and she leaned close to West, whispering. “She just gave birth to the girl’s little brother and the doctors say she lost too much blood and they can’t help her. They’ve given up on her completely.”
 
   West’s face twisted. “Do you think you can fix her?”
 
   “I have to try! I won’t do what that man in the parking lot did to us.”
 
   West nodded. He understood, even if he hated it.
 
   Katerina pulled him down the hallway and through the heavy double doors that led into the obstetrics ward. She took a left past the nurse’s station as if she belonged there, trusting West to follow her. She pushed open a door that looked like every other door in the place. Inside, there was only one woman on a hospital bed, wires attached to her body and then attached to multiple machines, crisscrossed and running every which way. One slow blip thudded across the heart monitor, confirming that she was still alive. For now.
 
   The woman looked young, certainly no older than thirty. Her thick black hair cascaded across the pillow, the picture of health. Her eyes were closed and a tube protruded from her mouth, where a machine was pushing air into her lungs for her, keeping her alive. For now. Until everyone had said goodbye to her and they decided to pull it.
 
   Katerina crossed the room quickly and touched the woman’s wrist. She asked her special sense what was going on with the woman and got an answer immediately. Bleeding in a secret place in the brain from a tiny aneurysm that sprung an infinitesimal leak during her hard labor. 
 
   Not sure exactly what to do, Katerina grazed her index fingers lightly at the woman’s temples. Yes, right in there. 
 
   Heal, she thought. Stop the bleeding, she commanded. Heal the vessel wall. Absorb the blood. Her hands grew hot immediately, and she pressed them to the side of the woman’s head. On the monitor, the woman’s heartbeat sped up. Katerina glanced at it but did not pull her hands back. The nurses would be coming at a run soon. Hopefully she would be done before they arrived. She couldn’t stop now. The raging hunger spread through her body like a wildfire again. She ignored it. But weakness came with it and she didn’t know how long she could hold on. Her knees gave way slightly. West came up behind her and braced her and she smiled gratefully.
 
   “Katerina, are you hurting yourself?”
 
   Katerina shook her head and concentrated. 
 
   The woman’s eyes flew open and she shared a knowing, terrified look with Katerina, then she lost it. She gagged. Her hands fluttered up and pulled at the tube coming from her mouth.
 
   Katerina felt the heat in her hands recede. She moved them down the woman’s face to her neck and then pulled away. “You have to relax, then it won’t be so bad. You won’t be able to pull it out. I will have a nurse remove it,” she told the woman.
 
   The door to the room slammed open and two nurses rushed in. “What’s going on here?” one of them yelled, both of their gazes on the bed.
 
   “Oh my God she’s awake,” the other nurse said, her face disbelieving.
 
   “Get that tube out of her before she pulls it out,” Katerina told them.
 
   The first nurse rushed to the head of the bed and quickly pulled a syringe out of her pocket, then bled the air that was keeping the tube locked in place in the woman’s trachea out of its bubble-like compartment. In one smooth motion, she removed the tube from the woman’s mouth and the woman coughed violently. The other nurse, her eyes wide, turned and fled the room. “I’ll call the doctor!” she yelled over her shoulder.
 
   Katerina backed away, wanting suddenly only to leave. She knew the woman would be OK. West pulled her towards the door, thinking if they were still there when the doctor arrived, there would be questions to answer. The woman spoke from the bed. “My baby?” she said, in a searching voice.
 
   The nurse patted her arm. “He’s just fine. Big and healthy. I’ll bring him to you after the doctor says it’s OK.”
 
   “I had a boy?” the woman said, tears in her voice, and Katerina smiled. It had been worth it, no matter what happened now.
 
   The door opened again and the father from the stairwell came in, holding his little girl’s hands. Her eyes were downcast, red, and puffy. Katerina could feel grief coming off of him in waves.
 
   Katerina and West pushed past them, tiptoeing out the door behind them, but not before they heard a word from the bed. “Amelia?”
 
   “Mommy!” The girl cried, joy and wonder in her voice. She ran to the bed and climbed onto it and as the door swung shut behind Katerina, she saw Amelia’s smile and her father’s grateful tears. They would be OK.
 
   Katerina felt her burden lighten just a little bit, before dizziness overcame her and she fell to the ground.
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Chapter 13
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   Katerina blinked and opened her eyes. “Hungry,” she whispered.
 
   “I’ll get you some food,” West said. “Just as soon as we get out of this hospital, I’ll have the FBI agent stop and get you food. I promise.”
 
   Katerina looked around. She was being carried down the stairwell by West. She felt more hungry and more tired than she’d ever been in her life. These sensations made what had happened to her earlier seem like nothing. She was convinced her body was eating itself from the inside out.
 
   West reached the first floor and pushed through the doorway, heading for the main entrance and exit doors. “We’re almost there,” he whispered to Katerina, looking left and right. “I think I see the FBI agent. He looks pissed.”
 
   Katerina turned her head and saw him too. A man in tactical pants and a gray shirt in front of a large black SUV, talking animatedly into a radio.
 
   “West, I think I can walk,” she whispered, seeing the strange looks they were getting from random people in the large open waiting room they were crossing.
 
   West put her down gently and held onto her waist. She took one tentative step in the direction they had been heading when a woman screamed to her right. Katerina whipped her head that way and immediately saw Kurt Kane, a gun in his hand, not three feet from her. He closed the distance in an instant and jabbed the gun painfully against her ribs, then dislodged West's arm from around her waist. On the other side of them, a man did the same thing to West, disrupting any plans of action he might have had. Katerina felt Kane grab her arm, then propel her across the waiting area. 
 
   “Just keep moving, and no one will get hurt,” Kane commanded into her ear, but his eyes were on West.
 
   Katerina looked at West and saw murder in his face. She flashed him a warning with her eyes. She was getting a low level of emotion from Kane, from his hand on her arm. He would kill them in an instant. Shoot Katerina through the heart, then shoot West in the head, then shoot his way out of the hospital, not really caring how many people he killed or if he lost his own life in the aftermath. He was doing a job, and he didn’t care about anyone, not even himself. His soul had died long ago. You couldn’t reason with a man like that. You could only do what he said, or fight him. And they were in no position to fight right now.
 
   The four of them walked quickly across the hospital lobby and out the door. The FBI agent saw them coming, and his eyes widened. He dropped his radio and went for his gun. Kane’s voice rang across the concrete. “Touch it and the woman dies. I’ll be able to shoot her five times before you even get it out of your holster,” he said, the truth in his words obvious to anyone who heard them.
 
   The FBI agent froze, his hands splayed out in front of him. “Smart man,” Kane said, his gun still digging into Katerina’s ribs.
 
   The two men propelled them towards a full-size white van that was idling at the curb, a dark-haired man behind the wheel, watching them intently. Katerina and West were thrust into the van, Katerina in the very backseat with Kane, and West in the second seat with the other man.
 
   The driver pressed a button and the side door slid closed behind them. He pulled away into traffic and Katerina saw the FBI agent at the hospital screaming into his radio and gesturing after them.
 
   Kane turned to her, not giving her even a second to react to what had just happened, malice lacing his words. “They say you are psychic. Is that true?”
 
   Katerina nodded, knowing it would do no good to lie.
 
   “Tell me what you saw that made you call the police that night.”
 
   “I saw you, with that gun in your hand, holding it up to Ronan’s head and telling him to take another pill, swallow another pill.”
 
   Kane nodded, his black eyes glittering dangerously and the scar on his neck thickening and lengthening as his chin rose and fell. “Tell me what else you saw.”
 
   “Nothing, there was nothing more,” Katerina said as the van shot through the streets of Westwood Harbor, ignoring traffic signals. Her heart slammed against her breastbone and she wondered if they would get out of this alive. 
 
   Kane watched Katerina closely, then swung his gun towards West, never taking his eyes off of Katerina. “Perhaps if I shoot this man? Perhaps then you will remember what else you saw, what else Ronan knew?”
 
   “No!” Katerina cried. “I swear there was nothing else-”
 
   The gunshot boomed loudly in the confined space. Kane had never taken his eyes from hers, and yet he had pulled the trigger as if he had nothing to lose. Katerina’s gaze flew to West. He was turned towards them in his seat, his eyes open wide, staring. His hands flew to his chest and Katerina saw blood burst from between his fingers. She screamed, one loud piercing scream that sounded impossibly loud in the enclosed space. Louder even than the gunshot had been. 
 
   No! This couldn't be happening. Not West! Not ever West! 
 
   Katerina flung herself towards West, trying to climb over the seat to get to him, completely unaware that Kane even existed anymore. Kane put a hand on her chest and shoved her back into the seat, then brought the gun around to settle on her forehead. Bright, hot hate filled Katerina. He had shot West and she hadn’t been able to stop it, but Kane would not keep her from going to West, from helping him. No way.
 
   Kane leaned forward and hissed in her face. “What else did he know? Tell me quick before I put a bullet in your boyfriend’s face. He can die with a face, or without, your choice.”
 
   Katerina’s hands, her healing hands that had been reaching for West found Kane instead. In her anger, in her rage, all she could think was die, you bastard, die and let me reach West. Her hands went to either side of his head and immediately grew hot. Before Kane could react, before his expression could even change, his eyes flopped shut and his head drooped to his chest. He fell forward on Katerina and she pushed him away from her, feeling the heat in her hands disappear as soon as she broke contact with him. Blood leaked from the man’s ears and nose and mouth and she scrabbled away from him, not seeing it. She only had eyes for West.
 
   The man in the seat with West cried out. “What did you do to him?! Oh my God, he’s dead!” 
 
   Katerina looked back at Kane for a moment and she could see it. His eyes were glassy and staring. His color had gone a dark, dusky gray, like dead blood had leaked behind the very skin of his face. 
 
   “What?” the driver yelled, craning his neck to see in his rear view mirror. Katerina’s eyes drew back to West. Kane was of no importance to her as long as he wasn’t going to shoot West again. West’s hands still covered the hole in his chest but his gaze had started to go soft. Katerina knew that look. He was dying. 
 
   She shot up and climbed over the seat in front of her, her mind only on West, completely unable to think of what the other men with guns would do to her. The man next to West jumped up from his seat and pushed backwards towards the front of the van as Katerina approached the seat he was in. “No, don’t touch me!” he shouted, his eyes transfixed on Katerina. The man driving slammed on the brakes and they all flew forward.
 
   The driver turned around in his seat and lifted his head so he could see Kane over the other man. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” he breathed, then threw the van into park and opened his door. He jumped out in one swift motion and ran away down the street. The man next to West looked at the gun in his own hand, then looked at Katerina who was only a foot from him. His whole body shook violently and his gun hand went limp. He climbed over the center console, following his partner out into the road.
 
   Katerina paid them no mind. They could go. They could run forever for all she cared. 
 
   She put her hands on West’s chest as tears leaked down her face. “No, no, not West.” she said under her breath, then stilled herself long enough to look inside and see what she knew. Heart stopped. Shock. Bullet nicked it. Hole in it. Losing blood.
 
   Katerina took a deep breath, and poured every ounce and essence of life and breath and being that she had inside of herself into West. He couldn’t die. She pressed hard against his chest, giving him everything she had, everything she was, and whispered, “Come back to me, West. I can't lose you," as she ignored the furor inside herself at her actions. She told his heart heal, stop bleeding, patch the hole. Fill back up with blood. Beat. Beat! 
 
   West remained motionless, his face white and slack. Katerina pressed her hands harder against his chest and repeated her commands. They were not requests. They were commands and demands and she would succeed! She would not fail him. Beat. Heal and beat. The raging hunger tore through her again but she paid it no mind. She felt her body being consumed from the inside as it used up all of her fat stores and started working on her muscles. The energy she needed for whatever she was doing was way beyond her normal stores and capabilities. Still, she pressed on, as her hands grew hotter and hotter, until West’s shirt began to smoke.
 
   Finally, spent, she collapsed on top of him, as her hands went cold and motionless.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
    
 
   West’s eyes flew open and he took a deep breath, feeling his ribs crackle in his chest. His hands flew up. Shot! He was shot in the chest and dying. He took in great, whooping breaths, waiting to feel his heart beat its last. Would he know when it happened? Would he live for a few more moments? Or would everything go dark immediately?
 
   But his heart galloped along in his chest, like he was running a race, not sitting still in a van. He looked down at himself and probed his chest at the center of the bloody hole in his shirt. He felt whole and unharmed. But at his feet was Katerina, still and quiet, her eyes closed, her hands curled into skeletal fists.
 
   “Katerina,” he cried. He bent and lifted her to him, noticing she weighed no more than a feather. 
 
   Her cheekbones stood out in acute relief, sharp enough to cut glass, the skin stretched across them painfully. “Oh, Katerina,” he moaned. “What did you do?”
 
   That was obvious though, wasn’t it? She had healed him. Healed him at her own expense. He pressed two fingers to her wrist and was glad to feel a heartbeat there, but it was soft and faint and fluttery. He was the one who had been shot and she was the one now possibly dying. He looked around and realized they were alone. The van was stopped in the middle of traffic and horns honked as people went around him. Where had the three gunmen gone? He looked in the back of the van and saw Kurt Kane, slumped in the very rear seat, obviously gone beyond a chance of help. He grimaced and wondered what that had been like for Kane, and for Katerina.
 
   He slid to the side door and opened it, holding Katerina on his lap, then he lifted her gently and climbed out into traffic, trying to get his bearings. From what he could tell they were at least a mile from the hospital. Too far for him to carry her. Although he felt like he could. He felt full of energy and ready to run a marathon, but no matter how fast he could run it could be too long. He needed a car.
 
   He stood in the path of traffic and started to wave people down. “Help us,” he cried. “We need help. We need to get to the hospital. Please!”
 
   Almost immediately, someone stopped. It was a blue minivan with a teenage boy driving. 
 
   “Oh thank God,” West said. “Thank you for stopping. Can you take us to the hospital?”
 
   “Jump in,” the boy said, hooking a thumb over his shoulder to the sliding door behind him. West threw him a grateful look and opened the door, gently lifting Katerina in and kneeling with her between the seats.
 
   “That her blood?” the boy asked as he stepped on the accelerator and hung a right.
 
   “No, that’s my blood. I was shot.”
 
   The boy’s eyes met his in the rear view mirror and West saw only admiration and belief there. “Hashtag awesome,” the boy said and West blinked, not sure he had heard correctly.
 
   West dropped his eyes to Katerina’s face. What the boy had said didn’t matter. Only Katerina mattered. He was dismayed to see that the color in her face had gone paler, and the darkness under her eyes, darker. He pressed a finger to her throat and still felt a fluttery pulse there, but her breathing was slow and shallow. Her shirt had blood on it and he lost it for a moment, thinking she had been shot too. But then he realized it was his own blood, rubbing off on her. He grimaced and tried to wipe it away but ended up just smearing it.
 
   He looked back up at the road, and was gratified to see the hospital in front of them. The boy drove quickly and competently. As the boy maneuvered the minivan into the emergency room drop-off lane, West tried to express his gratitude. Words seemed inadequate and he felt tears threaten. “Thanks, man,” he finally croaked. “You may have saved her life.”
 
   "Yeah, dude, get her in there,” the boy said as his vehicle came to a stop, but West was already moving. He yanked the side door open and jumped out, running through the emergency room double doors with Katerina in his arms. He approached the glassed-in reception desk, passing the dozens of people in the waiting room. Katerina lay limp and motionless in his arms, not making a sound. Her body felt hot and light, dry as kindling. 
 
   He knew the woman behind the desk but in his dismay he had forgotten her name. He held Katerina up so she could see her. “She’s really sick, buzz us in,” he said. The woman took one look at his face and reached for the buzzer. West ran to the doors and pushed them open, walking down the hallway he’d traversed so many times before, but never with this sick feeling of dread in his heart. He didn’t have a room waiting for him, he had nothing, so he stopped at the triage desk. The nurse there stood, concern crossing her face. West could remember her name, thank God.
 
   “Carol, you have to get us into a room quickly. She needs attention right away,” he said, his voice breaking.
 
   Carol grabbed his sleeve and pulled him down the hallway. He followed her with relief. “What happened?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know really. She just collapsed. “She’s got …” he trailed off, not sure what to say, “… a metabolic disorder,” he finished.
 
   Carol pulled him to the left, into the first empty room. “Put her on the bed. I’ll get somebody in here to start working on her.”
 
   Carol disappeared and West laid Katerina on the bed gently. “Katerina, can you hear me?” he whispered into her ear. No response. If he had been on the ambulance, this was when he would have checked to see if she was responsive to painful stimuli, rubbing her sternum, or pinching her trapezius muscle. But he couldn’t bring himself to do that to Katerina. He couldn’t knowingly inflict pain on her.
 
   Two nurses rushed into the room and he stepped back, grateful. They would do what needed to be done. He would pray. The doctor came in behind the nurses and West was glad to see her. Her name was Doctor Reyes and she was one of the more competent doctors on staff. If anyone could fix Katerina, she could.
 
   Doctor Reyes looked Katerina up and down, then pinched the web between Katerina’s finger and thumb. West winced when there was absolutely no response. Doctor Reyes turned to him. “What happened?” she said.
 
   “She collapsed, Doctor Reyes.” He had already decided he wouldn’t mention her psychic thing or the healing that she had probably done. It would just confuse people and wouldn’t help anyone treat her. Doctor Reyes looked at West's chest and raised an eyebrow. “What happened to you? Whose blood is that?”
 
   West groaned internally. What could he say? He couldn’t admit it was his own blood, because as far as he could tell, he didn’t have a wound anymore. And it obviously wasn’t Katerina’s blood. The doctors eyes narrowed as she watched the result of the thought processes flash across West’s face. 
 
   “Uh, there’s a guy in a van back there and he’s dead and I need to call the FBI agent who is somewhere in the hospital because he needs to know about it,” West said, not really answering her question.
 
   Doctor Reyes nodded, then spoke to the nurses over her shoulder. “When you get an IV in, normal saline, wide open.” Talking to West again, she said, “Why does she look so thin? Is she malnourished?”
 
   West shook his head. “There’s something going on with her right now. Some sort of metabolic or metabolism issue. That’s why she collapsed. She’s using up too much food. The last time she was awake, she ate enough food for three grown men and she was still hungry.”
 
   Doctor Reyes crossed her arms and held a finger up to her bottom lip, tapping it there. “Has she been under stress or strain?”
 
   “Yeah, this guy that’s dead in the van? He tried to kill her. That’s why the FBI is involved. I really have to call him and let him know.”
 
   Doctor Reyes gave him one more appraising look. “Call him, but stick around. Don’t leave the emergency room.” She dismissed him, turning on her heel and addressing the nurses, giving orders almost too fast for West to follow. But he knew that Katerina was in good hands. The best possible hands. And he had something to take care of.
 
   He left the room quickly and found a laundry cart. He snatched a scrubs shirt off of it and walked to the bathroom. He cleaned the blood off of himself quickly and changed into the scrubs shirt, folding up his bloody shirt and looking around for somewhere to put it. He didn’t want to just throw it away. Something told him that it would be a better idea to save it. He didn't know what for, but he didn't want to ignore his impulses. Proof, maybe. He folded it as flat as possible and lifted up the large metal trashcan, then placed the shirt on the ground and put the trashcan on top of it. It was a little wobbly, so he pushed it into the corner. Perfect. He would come back and get it as soon as possible.
 
   [bookmark: _4_west_wakes_up_katerina_to_h]West left the bathroom and hurried to the reception desk. Now he remembered the woman’s name. Robin. She was sitting at the desk, talking to an irate woman outside the glass. “Robin, can I use one of the phones?”
 
   Robin nodded distractedly to him and he picked up the handset and dialed nine for an outside line before he realized he didn’t know Craig Masterson’s number. He sat there for a moment, a blank look on his face, and then dialed another number.
 
   He got Emma Masterson’s secretary on the first ring. “Sylvia, It’s West. is Lieutenant Masterson around?”
 
   “Sure West, hold on.”
 
   “Lieutenant Masterson.”
 
   “Emma, it’s West. I really need to talk to your husband. He's somewhere in the hospital but I need him to come to the ER. Katerina’s hurt and I know where the guy he is looking for is.”
 
   Emma sucked in a breath and West hoped that she would hurry. He needed to get back to Katerina quickly.
 
   “I can’t always get ahold of him right away, West. But I will try right now. Here, let me give you his cell phone number.”
 
   “No thanks. I don’t have a phone. Just have him come see me in the emergency room, room A11.”
 
   “Got it,” Emma said and West hung up the phone gently.
 
   “Thanks Robin,” he said and hurried back to the room, praying that when he got there there would be some change in Katerina. Some good change.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15
 
    
 
   When West arrived back at Katerina’s room, there were even more people inside it. As far as he could tell, Katerina had not woken or moved at all. There was an IV in her left arm, and a tube in her mouth. It was a small tube, much smaller than a breathing tube. It was attached to a bag and a small, white machine that was pumping a bland looking liquid through the two. She was being force-fed. Good.
 
   The doctor and the two nurses were still there, and now there was a portable x-ray machine and two x-ray technicians. Waiting in line outside the door was an EKG technician with the EKG machine. West saw that everything possible was being done for Katerina and he knew he should feel better, but he felt worse. Her eyes were so sunken, her face completely ashen, and her skin was drawn tight over her bones. It was painful to look at her.
 
   The x-ray technician ordered everyone out and while West was waiting in the hallway, Craig Masterson came in through the stairwell door, large strides eating up the distance to West quickly. Craig looked straight at him and West wasn’t sure how to read his expression. Angry? Determined?
 
   “What happened?” Craig said as he drew even with West.
 
   West was beginning to loathe that question. Here was another person he couldn’t tell the real story to. Craig hadn't believed Katerina when she told him how she had seen what Kane had done. So he couldn’t be trusted with the rest of it.
 
   “Katerina collapsed,” he said. “Kane got us, right under the nose of your agent, and then he died in the van and the two other men ran off. Katerina collapsed with the stress of it.”
 
   Craig shook his head in disbelief and West could see the thousand questions just behind his lips. “Kane died? What? Where is he?”
 
   “In a full-size van, stopped in traffic, on Government Street about a mile away.”
 
   Craig brought his radio to his lips and spoke into it, his eyes burning holes into West. West wondered how much trouble this guy was going to make for him.
 
   Craig jabbed a finger into West's chest. “I’ll be back. Don’t you leave the emergency room.”
 
   West nodded, but he knew if Katerina came around and he had a chance, he would be out of here in a second. They could leave, go anywhere, get out of California for good. Hide somewhere far away, another country maybe, where none of this could touch them.
 
   Craig jogged towards the exit doors and West turned his attention back to Katerina. The x-ray technicians had finished with her, and now the EKG technician was attaching multiple leads to her chest, looking to see if there was anything wrong with her heart. 
 
   West leaned heavily against the doorway, his soul in the bed with Katerina, his mind dry and empty. All he could do was silently entreat God or fate or anyone who would listen to save his Katerina.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   West watched for hours, hovering just outside the door, as Doctor Reyes called in test after test. Finally she approached him. “She’s stable, and unless you can tell us anymore about what happened to her, there’s nothing more I can do for her down here. We're admitting her.”
 
   West reached out and grasped her hand. “Thank you Doctor.”
 
   He watched as the nurses got all of her equipment ready to transport her upstairs, and then unlocked the wheels at the bottom of the bed, pushing her and her bed out the door. West walked alongside and held her hand as she was pushed into the patient elevator and up to the eleventh floor. They took her to room eleven sixty-two, three floors above Blaise, to the very room.
 
   Once the nurses had everything set up exactly the way they wanted it, they nodded to West and left the room and he was alone with a motionless, unconscious Katerina. Again. This had happened before, but he'd never felt quite so desperate as he did now. It was like a piece of him was missing and only she knew where it was. He threaded his fingers into hers and looked at her face. She looked peaceful, like maybe she was just sleeping. Was it his imagination or did her color look better?
 
   Oh, if only he had her healing ability! He would touch her, and fix anything and everything that was wrong with her. Then he would whisk her away to a tropical island somewhere and they would pretend that none of this had ever happened.
 
   The door to the room opened and a short, balding doctor in a pressed white coat came in. West didn’t recognize the doctor, but he apparently already knew all about West.
 
   “Mister Shepherd,” the doctor greeted him, with a raise of his chin.
 
   “Hi,” West said wearily. “Is she going to be OK doc? Is there anything you can tell me?”
 
   The doctor listened to her lungs and her abdomen and checked all of her vital signs then looked through her chart. “Actually, I can’t tell you anything because you are not her husband. I hope you understand,” the doctor said, his face resigned.
 
   West nodded sadly. He did.
 
   “But I hope you know that we will do our very best to fully support Miss Holloway in any way that she needs,” the doctor said, then laid her chart down on a table next to the bed and turned to walk out.
 
   “Thank you,” West said quickly, his eyes on the chart.
 
   As soon as the doctor retreated out into the hall, West snatched up the chart and read through it. Her blood work was all consistent with someone who was undergoing metabolic stress. Her x-rays showed nothing. Most of her other tests showed absolutely no reason for her current situation. But Doctor Reyes had made a notation referencing the nonspecific coma state she had been in before and saying this one seemed similar. Perhaps it is a unique way that this subject's body deals with stress, she concluded in her notes. West turned one more page in the chart and discovered the EKG and the cardiologist's notes regarding it. Katerina had had a heart attack. A minor heart attack, and the doctor expected her to fully recover with rest and adequate nutrition, but it was a heart attack nonetheless. West shook his head as his own chest felt heavy and dull. Katerina was twenty-six years old! Why in the world had she had a heart attack? 
 
   He read the cardiologist's notes three times and finally decided that the cardiologist didn’t know why. The notes kept referring to a severe hypermetabolic state and a hypotrophic heart muscle. West wondered if he was inferring that Katerina’s heart muscle seemed to have shrunk or been partially consumed as fuel for her body.
 
   West winced and fingered the slight indentation on his chest where a gaping hole should be. Had her body consumed itself in order to provide energy for his healing?
 
   West put the chart down and backed away from it, wishing he’d never read a word of it. He pulled a chair next to Katerina’s bed and sat, holding her hand again, his mind a blur of frantic and guilt-ridden thoughts.
 
   He stayed that way for a long time, over two hours, glancing occasionally at her face, praying for some change in her countenance but his prayers were never answered. 
 
   He didn’t want to leave her, but there was something that he had to do. He refused to leave her alone though. His thoughts churned. Finally, he realized there was another option.
 
   West picked up the phone and called Blaise’s room. Jordan answered, her voice low but happy.
 
   “Jordan,” he choked out. “Something bad happened to Katerina.”
 
   “Oh my God West, what?” Jordan cried, fear in her voice.
 
   “Wait, Jordan. How is Blaise?”
 
   “He’s fine, he’s great, he’s sleeping,” she said quickly. "What happened to Katerina?"
 
   “She is in room eleven sixty-two, can you come up here?”
 
   “Eleven sixty-two? You mean here in the hospital?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’ll be right there,” Jordan said and the phone went dead in his hand.
 
   West replaced the receiver gently, then returned to Katerina’s bedside. He leaned over and talked to her, hoping she could hear him. “Katerina, I have to run to the first floor for a few minutes, but I’m not leaving you. Jordan will be with you. I’ll be as quick as I can, but I have to know.”
 
   The door opened and Jordan crept in, rushing directly to Katerina’s bedside, on the opposite side from West. She took Katerina’s hand and looked closely at her face. “She's in a coma again?” she asked, her voice breaking.
 
   “Yeah,” West said sadly.
 
   [bookmark: _5_katerina_is_in_a_room]“Did she fry somebody else?” Jordan said, her eyes never leaving Katerina’s face.
 
   “Yeah,” West said. “She did.”
 
   “Oh, Katerina. I’m so sorry,” Jordan whispered, gently brushing Katerina’s hair back from her forehead.
 
   “Jordan, can you stay here until I get back? I Just need to run downstairs for a few moments. Hopefully no more than twenty or thirty.”
 
   Jordan nodded, never looking at him.
 
   “Thanks Jordan, you’re the best. Here.” He grabbed a piece of paper and a pencil out of the little drawer in the table next to the bedside and wrote down a number. “This is the hospital switchboard. Call them and tell them to page me if you need me. I will come at a run.”
 
   Jordan took the piece of paper absently and continued to brush Katerina’s hair back.
 
   West crept out with only one look behind him. If he wasn’t positive she’d be absolutely safe, he never would’ve left, but after what she did to that guy in the van, he knew that not only did the bad guys not have a boss anymore, they were all probably running in absolute terror.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16
 
    
 
   West took the stairwell back down to the emergency room. The stairs gave him time to think. Who did he know in the hospital that he could trust with a request like this? No one that had the proper authority, really. It had to be a doctor who wrote the order for him. He didn’t have any good doctor friends.
 
   He pushed open the stairwell to the first floor and walked through the double doors into the emergency room. Most of these nurses knew him and the ones who didn’t probably figured he belonged, since he was still wearing the scrub shirt and they'd seen his face before. He found the bathroom where he had hidden his bloody shirt and walked inside, hoping it would still be under the trashcan. It was, and he picked it up, then went back out into the hallway.
 
   Doctor Reyes walked his way, carrying a patient chart in one hand. She stopped when she saw West and raised one brow as her cool eyes appraised him. 
 
   West swallowed his nervousness. She was as good of a person to ask as any. She was already suspicious of him anyway. “Doctor Reyes, I need a favor.”
 
   She didn’t say anything for a moment and West started thinking frantically of who else he could approach.
 
   “Let’s hear it,” she finally said.
 
   “Can you order a chest x-ray for me?”
 
   Now both of the Doctor's eyebrows raised and she looked pointedly at the bloody shirt in his hands.
 
   West waited for the inevitable questions. He had no idea what he was going to say.
 
   Instead she surprised him. “Sure, but when this is all over, I expect you to come back and tell me the truth. The whole truth.”
 
   West breathed deeply in relief. “You won’t believe it,” he said.
 
   “Try me,” Doctor Reyes said and continued down the hall, motioning for West to follow her. She grabbed a piece of paper from a bin against the wall and check marked a box, then scribbled her signature and handed it to West.
 
   “Thank you Doctor, I appreciate it.”
 
   “Just don’t forget your promise.”
 
   West nodded and rushed towards x-ray.
 
   When he got there, the technician, a young man of about twenty-five with long brown hair and a circular band aid on one side of his nose, was sitting behind the desk playing on his phone. West was glad things were slow. Maybe he could get in and out of here quickly. He pushed the order across the desk to the technician and breathed a sigh of relief when the technician took one look at it and motioned for him to come back through the door. The technician led him down a narrow hallway to a darkened room where a monster x-ray machine sat, with metal tentacles that could easily be moved about the room.
 
   “OK pops, take off your shirt and put on this here gown,” the technician told him, then stood and watched him expectantly. West stripped the scrub top over his head, then put on the gown, wondering why they were even bothering with it.
 
   The technician took a heavy drape off a hook on the wall and handed it to West. “Hold these in front of your jewels.”
 
   West blinked at him, wondering why everybody was making him feel so old today. Then he realized what the technician wanted. He held the heavy drape in front of his body, protecting his “jewels” from the radiation.
 
   The technician retreated to a tiny alcove set in the corner of the room and started pressing buttons. “Hold still,” he called and within a few moments it was all over. The technician came and took the drape back from him and hung it up on the wall as West saw his chest x-ray come up on the computer monitor across the room. He could see the bullet in his chest from where he stood.
 
   The technician walked back over to the monitor and looked closely at it. “Cool pops, is that shrapnel?”                                          
 
   West stared at the tiny, twisted piece of metal in his chest, imagining he could feel it in there. “Yeah, from Nam,” he said distractedly.
 
   The technician made a muted sound of approval and pressed a few buttons. “You need a hard copy?”
 
   “Yeah,” West told him.
 
   The technician clicked once with his mouse. “Coming right up.”
 
   The young man laughed. “You sure were lucky, another half inch to the left and it would’ve torn a hole in your heart.”
 
   West clutched his chest convulsively. Had it torn a hole in his heart? Is that what Katerina had needed to fix? And had she done it somehow with her own heart muscle?
 
   [bookmark: _6_west_chste_x_ray_and_sleep]“Why did they leave it in?” the kid asked.
 
   “Because I would’ve died otherwise,” West whispered, marveling again at what Katerina had done.
 
   When the technician finally brought him his x-rays, West took them gratefully, and carried them and his bloody shirt back up to the room. He pushed the door open and found Jordan in exactly the same position that he had left her.
 
   Jordan looked back at him. “She hasn’t moved,” she said. “I’ve been talking to her, but she hasn’t responded at all.”
 
   West took his items to the small alcove by the window and put them down, then returned to his spot in the chair next to Katerina. He held her hand and stroked it continuously. How had she done it?
 
   “Thank you Jordan. We'll be here if you want to go back to Blaise. I’ll call you if anything changes.”
 
   Jordan nodded and West saw the indecision on her face.                                          “Go,” he told her. “Come back in the morning, or I’ll call you, I promise.”
 
   Jordan came around the bed and gave him a hug. “You OK?” she asked.
 
   “No,” he answered and meant it.
 
   As the evening shifted into deep night, West watched the clock and wondered why agent Craig Masterson had never returned to talk to him. Finally, he slept fitfully with his head on the bed rail and his fingers entwined with Katerina’s. In his sleep, he imagined that she awoke and explained everything, then healed her own heart, and then they snuck out of the hospital together, to leave Westwood Harbor and all of its problems forever.                            
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Craig Masterson looked up at the nondescript circular clock on the wall, over the medical examiner's head. Anything to keep his eyes from looking at what the doctor was doing. It was 11:30 at night, and the autopsy had been going on for fifteen minutes already. Craig flexed his knees slightly and tried to remember how long one of these took. He hadn’t had to attend an autopsy in years.
 
   The doctor in front of him shook his head and sucked irritatingly on his teeth. He muttered lightly to himself. “This is impossible,” is what Craig thought he said.
 
   “What?” Craig asked.
 
   “Look at this," the doctor said, lifting something horrifyingly red and liquid out of the open chest before him.
 
   Craig gritted his teeth and forced himself to look. He hated this part. He didn’t understand how doctors and paramedics did this. His own wife always said blood and body parts didn’t bother her at all. But they bothered him.
 
   “What about it?” he asked the doctor of the unidentifiable piece of tissue he was holding his hand.
 
   “That’s his heart,” the doctor said as if speaking to an idiot.
 
   Craig looked closer. He was no expert, but he had a pretty good idea what a heart should look like. And it was nothing like the bloody mass of flesh in front of him.
 
   “What happened to it?” Craig asked.
 
   “It’s … exploded, I guess would be the best way to put it, but there is no damage to the chest or the back.”
 
   “So how did it happen?”
 
   The doctor shook his head. “I don’t know. It doesn’t make any sense. Even if someone used some sort of a directed energy weapon, it would have affected the muscle tissue that it had to pass through, and I just don’t see any evidence of that. The only thing that seems to have been affected is the heart.”
 
   Craig kept his mouth shut. He knew the doctor was talking about things the military was developing and testing, but he didn’t know that civilians knew about them. Microwave weapons, lasers, and pulse energy projectiles. But nobody outside of the government should have any sort of access to something like that. And certainly not here, in a major US city. Those things were being tested overseas, at war, not on the civilian population.
 
   The doctor went on. “However, I suspect we will find something similar when we open up his head.”
 
   “His head?” Craig said limply, his eyes on the huge bone saw on the table.
 
   “Yes – see that fluid coming out of his ears?”
 
   Craig saw it. He knew what it looked like. Suddenly he didn’t want to be having this conversation. “Uh, Doc, I think I better read this in the report,” he said quickly as he rushed out of the room. He thought he heard the doctor laugh lightly behind him.
 
   Laugh all you want old man, Craig thought. I ain’t coming back.
 
   Craig found the bathroom and splashed some water on his face, then retreated to the morgue waiting room. He was the one who had asked for this emergency autopsy. They had captured the two men who had been in the van when Kane had died and their story was too incredulous to believe. They said Katerina Holloway had killed Kurt Kane with a touch. He shook his head, trying to figure out what they thought they could gain with a story like that.
 
   He pulled his phone out of his pocket and sat down to wait for the doctor, calling up the police reports that he had requisitioned - he would read about Katerina Holloway’s involvement with the serial killer cases and see if they shed any light on what was going on now.
 
   Thirty minutes later, Craig stood up and paced through the waiting room. He had read over what the police officer said Dylan Phillips had ended up like and he couldn’t believe it. Even after looking at a picture of the man, he still didn’t believe it. Melted? It was completely unbelievable. And yet, it was the only thing that explained everything.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   [bookmark: _7_craig]At 1:30 in the morning, Craig let himself quietly into his house, took off his shoes and tiptoed to his bedroom. His wife had to work in the morning and he didn’t want to wake her. He pushed open the bedroom door and saw her strawberry blonde hair fanned out across the pillow. He smiled at the sight, then prepared for bed. 
 
   As he slipped into the bed next to Emma, she murmured sleepily and reached for his hand.
 
   “You’re late,” she whispered.
 
   “Sorry, babe,” he said. “It was a crazy day.” He thought for a moment and then decided he might as well tell her now. “I've got to fly to LA tomorrow.”
 
   She turned over in bed and blinked at him. “Why?”
 
   “Your paramedic? Katerina Holloway. The police report says she melted a guy. I have to see this guy for myself.”
 
   Emma snuggled into his chest. “She was fired today.”
 
   “Oh, crud, that sucks. She’s having a really rough time. Did you know she’s in the hospital?”
 
   Emma sat up, her eyes wide. “No, for what?”
 
   “I’m not sure yet. Some sort of collapse.”
 
   Emma shook her head. “I have to go see her tomorrow,” she said. She leaned forward, pinning her husband with her stare. “You do right by her, Craig. She deserves it.”
 
   “I hope I can, babe. I hope I can,” he said, his thoughts wondering if what was waiting for him in LA would change his mind at all. If it wasn't already changed.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18
 
    
 
   [bookmark: _8_craig_believesx]West woke early the next day when the new shift nurse came in for her first checks. His neck ached from sleeping sitting up. He should just climb in the bed with Katerina, but he knew the nurses would throw him out if he tried that.
 
   As soon as he woke, he checked all of her vital signs with the nurse. “She’s not getting any better,” he said under his breath. 
 
   “Well she’s not getting any worse,” the nurse replied with a sunny smile and then left the room. 
 
   West made a face after her. He looked down at Katerina and sighed. He was reminded strongly of the last time she had been in a hospital bed just like this, in a coma just like this, that they couldn’t figure out, just like this. He squeezed Katerina’s hand and whispered, “I’m here, Katerina, you just rest. Come back to me when you can. I'm not going anywhere.”
 
   He remembered his dream from the night before and actively tried to recall the feeling of it. Whisking her way to a tropical island somewhere. Forgetting that the outside world existed. Just letting her rest and be happy and be free, and not touch anybody, ever. Except for him.
 
   He massaged her arms, her hands, and her neck and brushed her hair back from her face. He just wanted her to know that he was there. That he was there and doing whatever he could to make her strong and healthy again.
 
   A knock sounded on the door and Jordan peeked her head in, wearing the same clothes from the day before. West motioned her inside and she walked to the bed. “How is she doing?”
 
   “The same.”
 
   Jordan held her hand and spoke to her easily, just as she would have if Katerina were awake. West smiled. Jordan was good at this. Finally, Jordan turned her attention to West. “I’m going to run home and pack myself a bag. Can I get anything for you?”
 
   West shook his head. He didn’t want to ask Jordan to go to his house. Blaise probably would miss her if she was gone too long. “How is Blaise doing?”
 
   “Really great," she said with a tiny smile. "He’s up and walking around. He keeps telling the doctor that he wants to be discharged and the doctor tells him it’s impossible to be discharged the day after the kind of surgery he had, but he insists he’s fine and has no pain at all. He’s even refusing all of the pain medicine, can you believe it?”
 
   West nodded. “Blaise is strong,” he said knowing that it probably had more to do with what Katerina had done for him, but he hadn’t explained that to Jordan yet. He didn’t want to do it here, now. He would tell her later, after Katerina woke up.
 
   Jordan left and West dealt with a steady stream of visitors for a couple of hours. Emma came by, in uniform, saying she only had a few moments between meetings, but she dropped off a beautiful vase of flowers and some chocolates, for when Katerina woke up. West saw on Emma's face that she wanted to try to convince him to come back to work, but he tried to telegraph with his own face that it wasn’t going to happen. Katerina’s doctor came in and said very little, but seemed happy with her progress, or lack of it, according to West. Doctor Reyes also came in to check on Katerina. 
 
   Doctor Reyes saw the large white envelope that could only be holding an x-ray in the corner and walked over to it, unbidden. West didn't feel he had the right to stop her. She slid the x-ray out of the envelope and looked at it for a long moment. West watched her, holding his breath. When she came back to the bed and put a delicate hand on Katerina’s wrist, he knew the questions would come, but all she said was, “Remember your promise.”
 
   West nodded, grateful that she hadn’t asked more. Between visitors, West talked to Katerina nonstop and rubbed her muscles. She looked less wasted today, but he couldn’t wait for her to wake up and eat and put some color back in her cheeks, some padding back under her skin.
 
   At approximately 5:30 in the evening, Craig Masterson came in the room. West nodded at him in greeting but said nothing. Here it comes, he thought.
 
   Instead, Craig came around to the side of the bed that West was on and held out his hand. “Sorry man, I was an ass. Sorry for not believing you and her. I was wrong.”
 
   West pulled his head back and his eyes widened. That was not what he had been expecting. “Apology accepted,” he finally said. “What changed your mind?”
 
   “I got the autopsy report on Kurt Kane. What happened to him was impossible.”
 
   West nodded wearily. He didn’t want to know. He'd had his fill of unbelievable surprises for a while.
 
   Craig dropped his head slightly to the side and gazed at Katerina. “Did she do it?” he asked in a quiet voice.
 
   West just looked at him. He didn’t know if he could trust Craig Masterson. He liked his wife, but knew very little about Craig himself.
 
   When Craig realized West wasn’t going to respond, he spoke again. “Look – it was self-defense, I get that. I’m not going to put any of this in a report. As far as I’m concerned, he died of a heart attack.”
 
   West nodded, relieved. He hoped that on some level Katerina could hear this.
 
   Craig dropped his voice again. “How do you think she did it?” 
 
   West shrugged a shoulder. “I didn’t see it,” he said. He didn’t want to say that he had been unconscious after being shot in the van. For the first time, he wondered about his blood. It had to be in the van. What if Craig asked him for a blood sample?
 
   Craig stepped closer to him and dropped his voice even more. “Look, don’t tell anyone about what she can do.”
 
   West looked at him curiously. Craig went on. “I went to Cedars-Sinai Medical Center today to see Dylan Phillips. The government is starting to sniff around him, they are apparently very interested in what he can do. You don’t want them to know about Katerina also.”
 
   Terror gripped West’s heart. This was something he had never considered. The United States government with all its reckless power and total authority interested in Katerina’s abilities? What a nightmare. “Phillips is talking?”
 
   “Not as far as I know. I didn’t get to speak with him, but I saw his doctor, and the doctor never said a word about Katerina.”
 
   West nodded. He wondered how long that would last.
 
   “I came by to let you know that we caught everyone. Now all we have to do is figure out who hired Kane in the first place. I have agents in the hospital and on this floor, but I don’t think they’ll be needed. I think you guys are safe.”
 
   “Thanks,” West said. He thought the same thing.
 
   Craig stepped back and looked West in the eye. “My money is on the national security director, Douglas Armstrong.”
 
   “He’s a suspect?” West asked.
 
   Craig nodded. “I’ve interviewed him several times, and although he’s got great answers for all my questions, he’s hiding something. I just don’t know exactly what it is.”
 
   West didn’t speak, lost in thought. If Katerina touched the guy, she could know what he was hiding. If she woke up. Katerina, please come back to me, he thought for the hundredth time.
 
   Craig was watching him, seeming to expect something.
 
   “Let me know if I can do anything for the investigation or for you,” West said.
 
    Craig pressed his lips together and extended his hand again. “I’ll be back,” he said.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 19
 
    
 
   [bookmark: _9_kats_powers]West again woke early after an uncomfortable night of sleeping in the chair and holding Katerina’s hand. He knew that it had helped her before, and he wouldn’t take the chance of moving away from her bedside if it could possibly be doing anything for her. He lifted his head and rolled his shoulders, then opened his eyes.
 
   Katerina was staring at him.
 
   West’s eyes widened and he wondered if she was lucid.
 
   “Hungry,” she whispered.
 
   “Katerina!” he cried. “Baby, you are awake.” He stood up, ignoring the twinges in his back and kissed her on the cheek.
 
   “Hungry,” she said again, her voice limp and soft.
 
   “Yeah, OK, let me get you something!” He searched around the room until he found the energy bars the nurses had been bringing him. He'd had very little appetite and hadn't eaten them. He ripped the wrapper of one open and held it out to her. Katerina tried to lift her hand but it faltered only a few inches above the bed.
 
   “Here, I’ll hold it for you. Can you chew?”
 
   He held the bar to her mouth but then noticed the tube in her nose, going down into her stomach. The one they had been feeding her through. She couldn’t eat with that in. “Hold on,” he said, putting the energy bar down. He looked towards the door, then shook his head. If he notified the nurses, they would insist he wait until the doctor came to examine her before he gave her anything to eat. He wasn’t going to take that chance. Sometimes it was better to ask for forgiveness than gain permission, and this was certainly one of those times.
 
   “Katerina, I have to take this tube out. Close your eyes and relax, it will be over in a moment.”
 
   Katerina closed her eyes and took a deep, shuddering breath. West gently peeled off the tape affixing the tube to her face and then smoothly pulled it out of her. She coughed only once and then her eyes fixed on his again. Did he see anguish in them? He prayed not.
 
   West snatched the energy bar off of the table and held it to her mouth. Katerina took large bites and chewed and swallowed vigorously. Within a moment, the entire bar was gone. “Water,” she whispered.
 
   “OK.” He smiled down at her, so glad to see that she was awake. Then he realized he was ignoring her request and scrambled to fill it. He opened a bottle of water and held it to her lips. Katerina drank half the bottle down and then asked for more food.
 
   “Do you want me to call the doctor? He can order you an actual meal.”
 
   “Can’t wait that long,” she said, shaking her head slightly from side to side.
 
   West grabbed another energy bar and held it to her lips. Again, it was gone in only a few moments. “Any more?” Katerina asked hopefully, her voice sounding stronger. West looked at her appraisingly. Was he doing the right thing, giving her food? Her color looked better than it had when she’d woken up, and she seemed to have a little more strength now too, lifting her hand all the way off the bed and gesturing for more. Yes, he was doing the right thing. He found another bar and held it to her lips. She chewed and swallowed until it was gone, then asked for more water and seemed to relax slightly.
 
   She stared at West openly. “I’m a murderer,” she finally said.
 
   West grasped her hand, his heart sick. “No, no, baby. No. It was self-defense. You had no choice. And you probably didn’t even mean it-”
 
   “Did mean it!” she hissed, her voice and face hardening. “I wanted him to die. He shot you and he wouldn’t let me help you!” 
 
   West nodded thoughtfully. So she had done it purposely. Her power was astounding, and maybe a little scary. But it didn't seem that way to him. He was the one she had saved by doing it. And he understood. Something from that incident connected them now in a way they hadn't been connected before. She was his everything and he would always understand her. “It was still self-defense, baby, even if you meant it. He asked for it. He’s been asking for it for years. If it hadn't been you, it would’ve been some cop forced to shoot him on the street. But maybe only after he had killed me and you and maybe even more people.”
 
   Katerina’s gaze softened, as she thought this over. Finally, she looked at him again and spoke to him. “What about you? How is your …” She trailed off, her eyes glittering, unable to say the words. 
 
   West grinned and lifted up his shirt, revealing the tiny scar on the side of his chest where the bullet had entered. “My gunshot wound?” he said, his grin growing wider. “By the time I woke up in the van, it was completely closed off, new skin grown over the hole and everything. Even the pain was just a memory.”
 
   Her eyes widened and she reached her hand out shakily. West grabbed her wrist and guided her fingers to his chest where she could probe the tiny indentation. “Where’s the bullet?” 
 
   “Still in there. I got a chest x-ray and its sitting just behind my heart.”
 
   “Is that safe?”
 
   West shrugged one shoulder. “Yeah, people have shrapnel and bullets left inside them all the time. Just call me 50 Cent.”
 
   Katerina laughed then her face sharpened again. “Hungry,” she said.
 
   “I don’t have any more food. We’ll have to have the doctor order you breakfast.”
 
   Katerina nodded and West rang for a nurse. One came in quickly, and her face showed surprise when she saw Katerina was awake. She hurried to the bed and checked all of her vital signs. “Any pain, dear?” she asked.
 
   Katerina shook her head no.
 
   “What happened to your NG tube?” the nurse asked, looking at West accusingly.
 
   “I took it out,” Katerina said strongly, catching the nurse's eye. “It was irritating me. Plus I want to eat real food.”
 
   The nurse nodded quickly. “I will call the doctor and see what he says.”
 
   The nurse left the room and Katerina looked at West, her eyes daring him to say something about her lie. He held up his hands and laughed. “Hey, I’m on your side.”
 
   Her face softened and she smiled at him. West watched her closely, marveling at her strength. He hoped the doctor didn’t try to give her a hard time about eating. She seemed like she would tell him off quickly in her current mood.
 
   The nurse returned quickly with Katerina’s doctor. He walked up to Katerina, a gentle smile on his face. “How are you feeling Miss Holloway?”
 
   “Hungry.”                                                                                    
 
   He raised an eyebrow at her and smiled. “Well that’s wonderful. Jeanine, order her some breakfast please and tell them to bring it up right away.”
 
   The nurse nodded and left the room. The doctor began to examine Katerina, asking her if she was able to sit up. Katerina pushed herself into a sitting position and he had her move to the very end of the bed so he could check her reflexes.
 
   “Very good Miss Holloway, you are doing wonderfully. I would like you to stay in bed for the rest of today and maybe early tomorrow. If you are able to keep food down, I will ask you to try standing then. Does that sound good?”
 
   Katerina nodded and West heard her stomach growl loudly.
 
   The doctor laughed. “It’s a good thing we have food on the way for you, isn’t it?” His face grew serious and he looked at West, then back to Katerina. “Miss Holloway, I need to give you some information regarding your convalescence, and I would like to speak to you alone. I’m going to ask your friend here to leave.”
 
   Katerina looked scared for a moment then she shook her head no. “I want West to stay.”
 
   “Very well,” the doctor said, not seeming to mind at all. “Can you tell me what happened to precipitate your collapse, Miss Holloway?”
 
   Katerina shook her head hesitantly. She didn’t know what West had told people, but she couldn’t imagine he had told them the truth. 
 
   The doctor nodded and made a notation in his chart. “You suffered a minor myocardial infarction at some point.”
 
   Katerina’s eyes widened and she looked at West. West’s heart went out to her at the shock and pain he saw in her eyes. The doctor sure was blunt, just spitting it out like that.
 
   “Like I said, it was minor, and I don’t expect you to have any long-term debilitating effects, but we will need to keep an eye on it. Once you are up and walking around, we will need to see how your heart handles the stress.”
 
   Katerina nodded and West wondered what she was thinking. He knew what he was thinking. The doctor was going to see the aftereffects of a miracle healing shortly.
 
   “I will be back shortly to see how you tolerate food, and unless you have any more questions for me, I need to leave to see other patients now.”
 
   Katerina shook her head. “Thank you Doctor,” she said to him, her voice mollified.
 
   The doctor left and West hurried to Katerina’s bedside, taking her hand. “You OK?”
 
   Katerina nodded, turning her sad and scared eyes on him. “I had a heart attack?” she said her voice quavering.
 
   “That’s what he said,” he told her gently. “But don’t worry about it. I’m sure you can …” His voice dropped as if someone could be listening. “… heal it.”
 
   “Yes,” she said, sounding far away.
 
   The door to the small room opened and a cafeteria worker with a tray came in and set it down in front of her. Katerina couldn’t wait for one more moment, she took off the stainless steel cover that was over the food and handed it to West, thanking the worker absently and then picking up her fork to dig in, not noticing when the worker took the lid from West and left. She had eggs, French toast, sausage, and a small bowl of cereal with a glass of orange juice. She started methodically on the eggs and worked her way around the tray until everything was gone. She drank the entire glass of orange juice and sat back, wiping her lips. “That was good, but I’m still hungry,” she said. West smiled and shook his head. “Why don’t I order in? There are several restaurants nearby that will deliver to a hospital room. What do you feel like? Pizza? Subs? Chinese food?”
 
   “Yes,” Katerina said with a smile on her face.
 
   West laughed. “Why don’t we start with pizza?”
 
   Katerina nodded and West picked up the phone. He called a nearby pizza place and ordered two large pizzas, thinking that he might finally want some food also. As he was talking, he watched Katerina probe her left ear gently with her fingers, and then place her hands over her chest. When he was done, he hung up the phone and approached the bed quietly, not wanting to disturb her, thinking maybe she was starting to heal herself.
 
   Katerina threw him a disturbed glance, then looked back down at her hands over her chest. “Nothing’s happening,” she said.
 
   West simply watched her, confident that she knew what she was doing.
 
   Katerina screwed up her face in concentration and laid both of her hands over the center of her chest. A minute later, she threw up her hands and looked at West, shaking her head. “It’s not happening. My hands aren't getting hot.”
 
   “Do your hands always get hot when you heal something?”
 
   “They always have before. I’ve only done it a few times and they got hot every time. When I put them on your chest they got so hot they almost caught your shirt on fire.”
 
   West shook his head, picking up one of her slim hands and examining it closely. “How did they not burn up if they were that hot?”
 
   “I don’t know!” Katerina cried. “I don’t know how all of this works. I just know I put my hands over the area that is hurt and I say heal inside my head, but it’s not working right now.”
 
   West gathered Katerina’s hands in his. “Maybe it’s working without your hands getting hot,” he said.
 
   Katerina’s eyes negated his statement. “It’s not. I would know if it was working. I can feel it inside of me.”
 
   West nodded placatingly, he believed her. “Maybe you’re just too drained,” he said. “You should rest more.” 
 
   The door to the tiny hospital room opened and a nurse came in. “Did you like the breakfast?” she said brightly, moving the table with the food tray on it to the side so she could get to Katerina. She didn’t seem to notice when Katerina didn’t respond, but she picked up Katerina’s hand and put an oxygen saturation probe on the end of one finger. Katerina reached over with her other hand and grasped the woman’s arm. When the nurse looked at her, Katerina smiled and said “Thank you for taking care of me,” her hand still on the woman’s arm.
 
   The nurse smiled back and genuine warmth entered her eyes. “You are very welcome. I’m glad to see you awake and eating and doing so well.”
 
   Katerina nodded and she let go of the woman’s wrist, her own arm slipping back to her side. She stared straight ahead at the wall across from her bed until the nurse finished what she was doing and left the room. Then Katerina came to life, struggling to sit up in the bed and grabbing West by the shirt.
 
   “Nothing, West. I didn’t get anything off of her. I asked as strongly as I could and I got nothing!”
 
   West thought about her words for a moment, not totally sure what she was saying. Then he understood. “Do you mean your powers are gone?”
 
   Katerina laughed wildly. “God, I hate that word. Powers. But it doesn’t matter anymore, because yes! They are gone!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 20
 
    
 
   “Calm down, Katerina,” West admonished. “Don’t get too excited. Maybe you’re just too tired or too hungry for them to work right now.”
 
   Katerina shook her head happily. “Nope, they’re gone, I can tell.” She put a finger on West’s arm, pointedly, then her eyes narrowed in confusion. 
 
   “What?” West said. “Do you get something from me?”
 
   “Kind of. But not what I usually get from you. I only get a kind of dull emotion and a little bit of color. Blue, like always.” She concentrated on her fingers and West could tell she was trying harder now. He didn’t feel anything, no tingles or drawing sensation like he usually did when she did this. She shook her head. “No, it’s not the same. I still get something from you but it’s tiny, barely there. Maybe it’s only because our relationship is special,” she said looking up at him with hope in her eyes.
 
   “Maybe,” West said, unwilling to say anything that would make her unhappy.
 
   She brightened immediately when he said that. She squeezed his hands hard. “West, maybe it’s gone forever. Maybe I can be a normal person again!”
 
   “Maybe,” West repeated, smiling lightly at her. He loved to see the joy in her eyes. He would give anything to see it continue.
 
   Katerina’s eyes found something behind him and he turned to see what she was looking at. The flowers and balloons. 
 
   “Oh,” he said. “Those are from Emma Masterson, and those are from Jordan.”
 
   Jordan! he thought. He needed to call Jordan! He pulled his hands gently out of Katerina’s grasp and picked up the phone, dialing room eight sixty-two. Jordan answered immediately. 
 
   “Jordan, she’s awake," he said.
 
   Jordan squealed in his ear and said she’d be right up.
 
   He grinned at Katerina. “Jordan is coming up.”
 
   “Coming up from where?”
 
   “Blaise's room.”
 
   Katerina gave him a knowing look and he smiled back. “She said she took vacation from work and she’s going to nurse Blaise back to health.”
 
   “Are they together then?”
 
   West shrugged a shoulder. “Neither one of them has really said. There have been other things going on.”
 
   Katerina rubbed her hands together like he had said yes. “How exciting for her!”
 
   The door to the small room opened again and Jordan walked in looking like she just came from the salon - blond ponytail bobbing and perfect makeup on her face. She was holding someone’s hand behind her. Blaise, dressed in a hospital gown followed her in. 
 
   West crossed the room in an instant and shook Blaise’s hand, then helped him into a chair. “Should you really be up and walking already?” he asked Blaise.
 
   “The doctor said I could walk, and I feel great. I just have a bit of stiffness on this side,” he said running his hands along the right side of his torso.
 
   “That’s so wonderful,” Katerina said from the bed.
 
   “Yep, thanks to you,” Blaise said.
 
   Katerina looked at West, alarmed. She didn’t know if he had told anyone about her newly discovered and already-lost healing ability.
 
   West shook his head slightly back and forth.
 
   Blaise held up his hands. “I mean, if you’re going to get shot, the best place to do it is in a room with two paramedics, am I right?”
 
   Jordan giggled and took Blaise's hand. “You’re right,” she said.
 
   Katerina nodded, relieved. She didn’t know how she felt about Blaise knowing what she had done. She didn’t feel that she had done much, certainly not as much as she had done for West, but she hadn’t known how then. It seemed that the power of the healing had increased each time she had used it.
 
   Katerina held out her hand, looking at Jordan. 
 
   Jordan came right over and took her hand, smiling at her. “I was so worried about you, Katerina. I wish you would stop getting in all these messes.”
 
   Jordan’s face fell as she seemed to realize what she had said. “Oh, Katerina – I didn’t mean –”
 
   Katerina shushed her. She smiled at Jordan and then did her little mental trick of drinking Jordan in, asking what there was to know about Jordan. Nothing came.
 
   “Guess what, Jordan. You’re going to finally get your wish. It looks like I’ve lost my psychometric ability.”
 
   Jordan’s brow furrowed in worry and then her face broke out in a smile. “And you’re happy about that?” she asked tentatively.
 
   Katerina threw back her head and laughed. “I’m thrilled about that! Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
   Jordan shrugged lightly. “I don’t know, it kind of made you special.”
 
   “If special is almost being killed three times and getting everyone around you almost killed too, then I don’t ever want to be special again.”
 
   “Well butter my butt and call me a biscuit,” Jordan said. West and Blaise snickered behind her. “If you’re happy, I’m happy,” she told Katerina.
 
   “I’m happy,” Katerina said. 
 
   A knock sounded on the door and the pizza delivery man stuck his head in. West paid the man and grabbed the pizza, glad he had gotten two of them so he could offer some to Jordan and Blaise. The morning whiled away as the old friends talked and laughed, until a nurse came looking for Blaise and scolded him heavily. Jordan and Blaise retreated back to his room, leaving Katerina and West alone.
 
   West studied Katerina, noting her deep color and how her cheekbones had plumped up a little. She had eaten almost an entire pizza herself and still seemed able to eat more. He wondered at her incredible metabolism. Even if she didn’t have the ability to heal anymore, her body was still doing something.
 
   He leaned close to her. “How many times have I told you that I love you?”
 
   Katerina took his hand. “Not enough.”
 
    “I love you. I love you. I love you.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That afternoon, after Katerina took a long, healing nap, as West and Katerina tried to focus their attention to thoughts of what their new life might be like, both of them carefully skirting around the issue that neither of them had a job anymore, a knock at the door interrupted them. This time, it was Craig Masterson his gold badge and black gun on his belt. His eyes widened in surprise and his face brightened as soon as he saw Katerina was awake.
 
   Katerina smiled back and West was surprised to see the warmth in it. She seemed to genuinely like him, in spite of everything.
 
   [bookmark: _0_craigs_plan]Craig shook West's hand and then turned to Katerina on the bed. “I just want to say that I am deeply sorry for not believing you the other day when you told me what had happened with Deputy Director Ronan.”
 
   Katerina shook her head wonderingly. “Apology accepted. I understand that it’s hard to believe. I barely believed it myself sometimes.”
 
   Craig smiled broadly and got right on the business. “I must confess that I came by for a reason. I wanted to let you know our current investigation status. We still only have one suspect. The national security director, and he is getting somewhat desperate with our continued questioning of him. Word is, his senate handler is about to ask the president to bar us from any investigative action against him. If that happens, it would tie our hands completely.”
 
   West shook his head, his face troubled. “They can do that?”
 
   “They can. Our government can do whatever they want. I think that with enough time, I’d be able to prove that he did it – if he did – but at this point it doesn’t seem like I have much time.”
 
   He turned to Katerina. “Any chance you’d be willing to help us? Maybe we could pull a fast one on him?”
 
   Katerina looked worried. “Explain please."
 
   “We can be certain that the man knows who the ‘psychic paramedic’ is, and I believe if we bring him in for an interview, then present you in front of him and ask him if he gives consent for you to touch him to see what he knows about the incident, then we can rattle him - possibly get a confession out of him.”
 
   West broke in. “That wouldn’t put her in danger?”
 
   Craig shook his head. “I don’t believe so. Everyone involved in this case already knows who she is. In fact, I think we could use this plan to take all of the danger off of her. We could explain that she knew nothing about who had killed Ronan, only that someone had. That she had seen nothing and been told nothing. We could come open and clean about that part and remove any chance that somebody would continue to try to hunt her down to find out what she knows. And we won’t take it far enough that she actually touches him. I don’t think we will need to. I think what we should do is pull him in for an interview, put him into a room with some people he thinks are also suspects, then ask each of them in turn if they will agree to have Katerina touch them. When he says no and they say yes, that’s our first nail in his coffin. So far, he hasn't backed down at all, about anything. He is acting completely innocent. I actually almost believe him, heck I want to believe him. This is the national security director to the president and it’s destroying my peace of mind to think that he is a murderer. But so far, the scant evidence that we have all points to him.”
 
   Katerina shook her head softly and West watched a smile cross her face. “Well … it sounds like a good plan but I don’t have my power anymore.” She reached her hand out and touched Craig on the arm. He looked down at her hand slowly. “See? I don’t get anything from you. I can only get something very light from West – but my relationship with him has always been special,” Katerina said, her eyes catching his.
 
   “It’s completely gone?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Craig paused for a long moment, and then paced in a rough circle in the only open area of the room, his expression deep in thought. Finally he stopped and looked at Katerina. “Someone should tell the reporters that.”
 
   “Reporters?” Katerina asked, dread in her voice.
 
   “There’s reporters everywhere. They haven’t figured out your room number yet, but someone …” His face grew dark. “ … Someone leaked the autopsy report of Kurt Kane and said you were in the van when he died. The reporters are speculating all the different ways that you could’ve had something to do with it.”
 
   Katerina’s face fell hard. West rushed to her and snatched up her hand. He knew this was one of her biggest fears. He murmured softly to her, trying to tell her it would be OK. It would die down. He wouldn't let anyone talk to her if she didn’t want.
 
   “Sorry to be the one to tell you that,” Craig said, noticing Katerina’s dismay. He paced again in another short circle and then said almost under his breath, “What if we bluff him? I didn’t want you to touch him anyway, so even if you don’t have the ability, he just needs to think that you do.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 21
 
    
 
   The next evening, after a day of tests and naps and much more food, Katerina’s doctor reported that her heart was healing well and she would not have any diet or activity restrictions. He said there was a good chance, as long as she continued to eat healthy and have a healthy lifestyle, that she would never have any long-term issues from what had been a very minor heart attack. West had been disappointed to learn that the tiny portion of her heart muscle that had been affected had not magically healed itself, though.
 
   Katerina continued to out-eat everyone, rushing through 6000 calorie meals several times a day. West could see her health coming back by the hour.
 
   The doctor said she could be released in the morning and West called Craig quickly, saying Katerina had agreed to his plan. Craig sounded excited and said he would call West back, he needed to make arrangements. When Craig called back and said he had everything ready for 10:00 the next morning, West started to make his own plans. The reporters had found them, but hospital security had stationed a guard right outside her door and another at the public entrance to the floor and no one had gotten past them yet. So far, West was able to get around with relative anonymity and he wanted to keep it that way. He called Jordan and asked her to come up and stay with Katerina, saying he needed to run home and get them both clothes for the next day. He paid the director of the hospital a special visit and pleaded his case, then paid a cab driver the exorbitant sum of seventy-five dollars to take him out to his truck. He had considered asking Craig, or any of his friends, but he didn’t want to share his plans just yet, and he wanted to be alone to think about their execution. Plus he had phone calls to make.
 
   Finally, at just after 10:00 in the evening he arrived back at the hospital, bags and other things in tow.
 
   He burst into the hospital room, interrupting the girl talk that was obviously going on. Jordan got up immediately. “West, you took forever. I have to get back to Blaise immediately. The doctor came to see him and I missed it. I want to go see when he’ll be released.”
 
   West kissed her on the cheek and thanked her for staying with Katerina while he was gone. Then he walked to the bedside and lifted up the box in his right hand. It was actually a kennel, and Nina stared out at Katerina from the inside, then meowed once, loudly.
 
   “West! You brought Nina! Can she be in here?”
 
   “I got special permission from the hospital director. She missed you. She couldn’t wait one more day.”
 
   Katerina opened the kennel and pulled the cat into her arms, cooing to her like a baby. West smiled and let them have their moment while he busied himself setting Nina up a food station and a litter box. Nina was an easy traveler, and had been to several hotels before, so he wasn’t worried about her. When Katerina was finally done covering the cat with love, she let Nina go, thinking she would jump down and explore, but instead the cat curled herself up on the bed, between Katerina’s knees. Katerina lightly stroked the cat as she watched West go through the bags he had brought.
 
   “How is this outfit?” he asked, holding up a light but elegant sundress.
 
   “Depends, what shoes did you bring for it?”
 
   He pulled out three pairs of shoes and let Katerina pick the ones that worked. He’d also brought all of the contents of her medicine cabinet and make-up bag, in case she wanted to get made-up in the morning.
 
   “West, whatever happened to Frankie?” she asked as West put the clothes she didn’t pick back in the bag.
 
   West turned her. “Good news. He’s awake and talking and has been sent to the rehabilitation center down south. His injury was bad enough that he’ll have to learn how to do certain things again, but they say he should recover without any serious disabilities.”
 
   “I wish I could’ve touched him,” Katerina said softly.
 
   “I wish you could have too,” West said, “but we already knew you couldn’t save them all.”
 
   Katerina looked out the window suddenly, her eyes misting. West wished she could understand once and for all, that none of this had been her fault.
 
   He tried to distract her. “Are you ready for tomorrow?”
 
   "Ready as I’ll ever be,” she said, giving him a weak smile.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Katerina woke up the next morning on her side, with Nina nestled in the crook behind her bent knees. Today was the day. The first day of the rest of her life without her horrible abilities. Disabilities. But first she had one last job to do to wrap things up. And then what? She had no idea. How long would she have to dodge the reporters? How long until they forgot about her? Maybe she should give an interview. Could she say that she had completely lost the ability that they were so interested in? She didn’t know what to do, but she wasn’t going to worry about it now. Now she would participate in Craig's plan to force a confession out of the national security director, and then she would worry about everything else. She petted Nina and watched her yawn and arch her back, then hop down, looking for her food dish. West was still asleep in one of the uncomfortable hospital chairs. At least it folded out and let him sleep with his legs up and his head back.
 
   She got out of bed quietly and grabbed her clothes, then headed into the bathroom for her first shower in several days. She felt good, strong, almost back to normal. But hungry. She was always hungry these days. When she came out, refreshed, clean, and fully clothed, West was awake and waiting for her. 
 
   He took a quick shower too and they sat, waiting for the doctor to come and release her. When he finally arrived and performed his final exam, then signed the release paperwork, Katerina looked around at the small hospital room and hoped she would never stay in this hospital again. She’d had enough of it for a lifetime.
 
   They packed all of their bags and put Nina back inside the kennel where she curled up contentedly. West called Jordan to come up and get her. Blaise was also being released today and Jordan had said she would take care of the cat until they were done at the FBI office. Jordan kissed Katerina lightly on the cheek. “Knock 'em dead, Kat.”
 
   “It’s not show business, Jordan,” Katerina said with a smile.
 
   “Well then, kick their asses,” Jordan said and waggled her fingers from the doorway, then slipped outside and disappeared.
 
   “West, are the reporters still outside waiting for me?”
 
   “They were last night.”
 
   “How are we going to get out of here without dealing with them?”
 
   “Don’t worry, I have a plan.”
 
   West led Katerina to the service elevator and took her down to the basement where the laundry loading bay was. Katerina was pleasantly surprised to see that there were no reporters in this area. They must all be clustered around the front door. Pretty stupid of them actually, she thought. West led her to his truck, which was parked only a few feet away. He hurried her into the passenger seat and rushed around, climbing in and driving away quickly before anyone could see them. It was already 9:30 and West drove them directly to the FBI headquarters building downtown.
 
   West helped her out of the vehicle and Katerina looked up at the tall, modern building, looming intimidatingly above. The first flutter of nerves started in her belly. She hoped this would work. Whoever had been responsible for killing that man needed to be discovered, found out. Justice needed to be served. Katerina winced as the musing went through her mind. She had killed someone. She pulled her thoughts away from it, chiding herself instantly that it had been self-defense and was completely different.
 
   She and West walked inside, hand in hand, then took the elevator to the fourteenth floor where the doors opened on an official-looking desk with an official-looking secretary behind it. Craig stood there waiting for them.
 
   He ushered them down a long hallway quickly, saying everybody else was there already.
 
   “Everybody else?” Katerina asked. “How many of them are there?”
 
   Craig dropped his voice and stepped close to them as they walked. “Four. The national security director, Douglas Armstrong. Dora Hawker, the woman whose house everything happened at. William McLaughlin, an aide from the California Congress who insists that the national security director is responsible for everything. He says Ronan was blackmailing Armstrong, but he really seems to hate Armstrong so I'm not sure how much is made up and how much is real. And there's an FBI agent who we asked to step in just to round out the numbers. Everybody is in on it except for Director Armstrong. Well, they don’t know exactly what’s going to happen, but they know they are here to help us with our investigation and they should just say yes to anything we ask.”
 
   Katerina nodded as they drew towards the door at the very end of the hallway. The door and the walls were glass and she could see four people sitting at a long table inside.
 
   Craig drew them in the room and sat Katerina at the very end of the table, several seats away from everybody else. West sat in the chair closest to her on the far side of the table. Craig paced up and down the table, speaking to everyone but looking at no one.
 
   “I believe you all know why you are here. Look around the table. One of you is guilty of conspiring to murder Vincent Ronan. I have my own belief as to who that person is and I think we will discover if I am right today beyond the shadow of any doubt. What we uncover today may not be able to be used directly in a court of law, but I assure you, that when the truth is out, and it will come out, I will stop at nothing to get a conviction based on what we discover. There are some cases where the law in the real world works exactly like you see it on TV, and one thing they get right is that we do afford lighter sentences for people who cooperate." He stopped pacing and looked Director Armstrong in the eye for effect. Katerina shivered at the authority in his voice.
 
   "Lie until your conviction and I promise you that I will put you in the deepest, darkest hole I can find, for the very rest of your life. But if you, the guilty one, decide to come forward today and cooperate fully with us, I’m sure you can expect twenty years, maybe as little as fifteen with the state of the prisons in our country today.” He stopped and looked at each person in turn.  "Cooperate, and I promise you a white collar prison.”
 
   Katerina shuddered from the head of the table. She was glad Craig wasn’t trying to prosecute her. She felt eyes upon her and looked at the four ‘suspects.’ Two of them were watching her. Director Armstrong, and the woman who owned the house on millionaire row. Katerina looked down quickly, not wanting to meet their eyes.
 
   Craig went on. “I’m sure you have all heard of the psychic paramedic.” He looked at each of the people in turn again, and his eyes stayed particularly long on the national security director. “In fact, one of you gave permission for her to be killed. Which was stupid, because she didn’t know anything. From the very beginning, she has been confused as to why this mess has been following her around. Director Ronan never woke up. And he did not seem to know who was behind the order to kill him. If he knew something that could have led to that discovery, she didn’t pick it up. She’s been in the dark since the beginning. But now, because of her harrowing experience a few days ago, she’s willing to help us. You know what her abilities are, yes? She can touch you, and know in an instant your deepest, darkest secret. Anything that you don’t want to share, or anything you are scared will get out, she can touch you and know what it is. She has agreed today to touch each of you in turn, and report to me who was responsible for Ronan's death. Yes, I know I can’t use this in a court of law, but that won’t matter. She’ll be able to tell me what the evidence is that can be used in a court of law. And then I’ll take over. And you will go to jail.”
 
   Katerina felt the table shake slightly and she looked up. Somebody was trembling but she couldn’t tell who. The woman, Dora Hawker, was starting to look around, as if she had somewhere else to be. 
 
   Craig addressed the man closest to him, and Katerina assumed he was the FBI agent. He looked the part. “Do you agree that the psychic paramedic can touch you?” The man nodded quickly and glanced at Katerina.
 
   Craig went on to the next man, who Katerina assumed was the aide. He also agreed. Katerina started to get nervous. Logically, Craig should stop at the national security adviser next, but would he skip him and ask Dora Hawker first?
 
   He didn’t. “Director Armstrong, are you willing to have the psychic paramedic touch you?” Katerina winced at how many times he had said “psychic paramedic,” but she shook it off. With any luck, she’d never have to hear that phrase again after today.
 
   Director Armstrong lifted his chin defiantly and stared Craig in the eyes. He didn’t look remotely guilty. Now she knew why Craig had been having problems with him. “This is ridiculous, but if this will get you off my back, then yes, I am willing to go along with whatever silly scheme you have cooked up here.”
 
   Craig didn’t even miss a beat. Katerina sucked in a breath, hoping he wasn’t going to try to get her to actually touch these people and pretend to get something off of them. His eyes moved to Dora Hawker, but before he could say a word, she was up and moving. She walked away from him, towards West, appearing to want to circle the table and reach the door. Her eyes were on Katerina and they were terrified. She hugged the wall and spoke into her clasped hands. “I simply forgot, I have a pressing appointment, I –”
 
   West reached out and touched her hand gently as she passed him. “It’s OK, you’re not in trouble here,” he said so softly that Katerina could barely hear him. She didn’t think the men several seats down could hear him at all. But that was West, always looking to take care of people. Especially women.
 
   She stopped, stock still at his touch. He continued to speak softly to her. “This is almost over, just sit down and answer the question, you don’t have anything to be afraid of.”
 
   Katerina watched the woman closely, intrigued by her behavior. A question formed in her mind. Was Craig wrong? Was this woman the one …? But even as she thought it, the woman relaxed and her gaze went unfocused. She turned around and dropped heavily into the seat she had vacated. Craig looked at her strangely and then asked her the question. “Mrs. Hawker, are you willing to have the psychic paramedic touch you?”
 
   “No,” the woman said and her voice sounded faraway, robotic. Craig looked at her strangely, and he finally appeared slightly shaken, like he didn’t know what to do now. His brow furrowed in heavy thought. Katerina looked down the long table and all of the men were now staring at this woman, looks of confusion on their face. She certainly was acting strangely.
 
   Dora Hawker shook her head and seemed to realize where she was. She raised her right hand to her hair and patted it tremulously. Her gaze flitted around the room and finally landed on Katerina. Craig watched her closely, but chose not to say anything. He could tell something big was coming. Had he been wrong all along?
 
   The woman lifted her hand from her hair and pointed a long finger at Katerina. "God damned bitch,” she finally spit at Katerina, her voice full of venom. Katerina recoiled. West stood up and held up his hands, standing between the woman and Katerina, blocking their view of each other. Craig waved him back and placed a finger to his lips. West sat back down in his chair and watched the hateful woman closely.
 
   Dora Hawker swung around to face Craig. “You got me, I did it. I hired Kurt Kane. I was the one who wanted Victor Ronan dead. He was blackmailing Douglas," she cried, her narrowed eyes swinging to Director Armstrong, then moving back to Craig. "Ronan was going to ruin Douglas' life. Ronan was a rat, and the bible says rats shall not be suffered to live."
 
   Craig exchanged looks with the other FBI agent in the room. Then he turned back to Mrs. Hawker. “So you were in on this with Director Armstrong?”
 
   [bookmark: _1_confession]The woman sneered. “No, what do you think I am, stupid? It was only me.”
 
   Katerina shook her head. She glanced at Director Armstrong and saw he had his head in his hands. “Dora,” he said, anguish in his voice, but she waved him off.
 
   Craig took a step towards her. “And why do you care if Ronan was blackmailing Director Armstrong?”
 
   She sneered at Craig again. “Because I love him, you imbecile. We are having an affair. Shouldn’t you have figured that out by now?" Craig winced, but smiled also. He looked at Katerina and West and waved them away. “You two are free to go at any time. Thank you so much for your help.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 22
 
    
 
   West and Katerina hurried down the hallway, clutching each other, trying to contain snorts of laughter. Katerina couldn’t believe they were finding humor in the situation, but it sure did feel good to laugh. 
 
   “Did you see the look on Craig’s face?” West asked her.
 
   “Yeah, she really lit into him.”
 
   “I bet he doesn’t care though, because he got his confession.”
 
   Katerina felt the laughter overtake her again as they entered the elevator and made it down to the first floor. She walked outside, hand in hand with the love of her life, with nowhere to be, and nothing to do. She felt strangely light and heavy at the same time. They climbed inside West’s truck and he started it, then drove away.
 
   “Katerina, I hate to bring this up already, but you have to know. There are reporters outside both of our houses.”
 
   Katerina didn’t say anything. Of course there were. Life just couldn’t be simple.
 
   “So that’s why I want to take you to the airport,” West continued.
 
   “The airport?” Katerina said confused.
 
   “When was the last time you took an honest-to-goodness vacation?"
 
   “Never,” Katerina replied softly.
 
   “Never?” West repeated, looking at her curiously.
 
   “When mom was alive, she never felt like she could take vacations. There was always one more vicious killer who needed to be caught. And when she died, I couldn’t afford to take vacations.”
 
   A grin spread across Wests’s face. “That settles it then, we’re going on vacation right now. I have your bags packed already. They are in the back. In fact, our plane takes off in three and a half hours and we need to get to the airport.”
 
   Katerina’s chest filled with warmth. Vacation? “Where are we going?” she asked.
 
   “Well if you’ve never been on vacation, then I’m guessing it's somewhere you’ve never been. Hopefully it's somewhere you’ve always wanted to go. But I’d like to keep it a secret for a little while longer.”
 
   Katerina nodded her agreement. Vacation. A reprieve. The start of their new life together. Incredible gladness filled her heart and she knew a lightness that she hadn’t felt since her mom had been alive. She thought of her mom then, and knew she would’ve loved West. She reached over and grasped West’s hand on the gearshift.
 
   As they walked into the airport, West finally came clean. Without putting a blindfold on her and sticking earplugs in her ears, he knew he wouldn’t be able to keep their destination from her any longer. As they walked into the large building, pulling their suitcases behind them, he whispered in her ear, “Hawaii.”
 
   Katerina squealed, feeling the stress and horror of the last few months fall away from her. She was with her man, she was blissfully normal, and she was on her way to a vacation in Hawaii.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   West settled into his first-class seat and watched Katerina happily. She was fiddling with all the buttons and kept looking up and down the aisle. She’d never even been on a plane. West was surprised, considering the importance of the job her mother had done, but Katerina said her mother only worked in the state, and always drove when she had to leave Westwood Harbor. The job really had been her whole life. The job, and Katerina.
 
   The plane left the runway smoothly and he could hear Katerina’s intake of breath even over the roar of the engines. He held her hand and assured her that the sensations were normal. They would pass and when they got in the air, everything would be smoother. At cruising altitude, Katerina relaxed fully and watched the ocean from her window. She talked to the passengers around her, touching everyone. She shook the flight attendant's hand and touched the passenger in front of her on the arm. West watched her with a small smile on his face. He knew what she was doing. She was making sure the power was still gone. Or maybe she was just being friendly, making up for not being able to touch anyone for the last month. Regardless, her happiness was obvious. She kept exclaiming how amazing everything was. West was glad to be the one to give her this experience for the first time. He hoped to give her many experiences for the first time. He patted his jacket pocket nervously, suddenly glad that she couldn’t catch his thoughts anymore.
 
   After the seatbelt sign was turned off, West stood up to go to the bathroom. “I’ll be right back,” he whispered to Katerina.
 
   As he approached the lavatory, he heard a man’s voice, raised and tense. He looked forward curiously. It was not the kind of voice you like to hear on an airplane. As he reached the bathroom and stood in line, he realized where the almost-yelling was coming from. A man stood in front of one of the flight attendants, a bit heavyset, with the big belly and red face of a heavy drinker. The flight attendant had her hands up, trying to calm the man. “I’m sorry sir, but I cannot serve you any alcohol until the drink cart comes around. I can give you a bottle of water now, but you’ll need to return to your seat and wait, just for another twenty minutes or so.”
 
   The man leaned forward, his hands clenched and raising, and West stiffened. If he tried to hit or grab the flight attendant, West would have to step in. But the man didn’t. He shook his clenched fists in front of him, at chest level and told the flight attendant she didn’t understand.
 
   West looked around, wondering if this flight had an air marshal on it. If the air marshal had to arrest this guy would they return to California to unload him before they continued on to Hawaii? That was the last thing he wanted. He stepped closer to the man, thinking maybe he could reason with him.
 
   The flight attendant was trying again to explain to the man that there was nothing she could do, but the man's face was growing redder and more angry by the second.
 
   Just calm down, West thought, as he looked at the man’s face. It’s not that big of a deal. He touched the man gently on the shoulder, meaning to gain his attention and try to speak to him. The flight attendant threw him a cautious glance. The man’s face immediately smoothed out, and his hands dropped to his sides. His face took on a faraway look that West had seen only a few hours before, on the face of Ms. Hawker.
 
   West pulled his hand back in confusion. What had happened? As soon as he stopped touching the man, the red face screwed up in anger and the man raised his fists to chest level again, poking out the index finger of each hand and pointing it at the flight attendant.
 
   West forgot his momentary confusion and touched the man on the shoulder. The man looked at him and West smiled broadly, his best let’s-be-friends smile, and stuck out his hand to shake. The man held up his hand automatically, just like any good American did, and West grasped it firmly. 
 
   He started speaking, but as he did he noticed the man’s face went blank again. West's hands suddenly felt hot and itchy and he hoped the guy didn’t have any diseases. “Hi, I’m West, I see you are having an issue. Hey, I know how hard it is to get a drink on these flights, and how stressful it can be, but the lady really can’t help you right now. That’s the way it works. That’s how the government makes sure it happens,” West said, pegging the guy as a conspiracy theorist, and thinking maybe he could get him talking that way.
 
   The man didn’t respond though. He went on shaking West’s hand, his face still slack. West blinked in confusion but pushed on. “Maybe you could go back to your seat and try to relax a little? I’m sure you’ll get your drink as quickly as possible,” he said, knowing it couldn’t possibly work.
 
   But the man pulled his hand out of West's and retreated down the long corridor between the seats and sat down, about five rows in. The flight attendant gave him a grateful look. “Thank you.”
 
   “No problem,” West said distractedly, looking after the man, who was sitting in his seat, his hands folded in his lap, and his entire manner calm. West shook his head at the man's strange behavior and went back to stand in line for the bathroom. By the time he returned to his seat, he had forgotten all about it.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   [bookmark: _2_hawaii]They touched down at the Honolulu airport four hours later to beautiful, hot weather, palm trees, and amazingly blue skies. Katerina squealed in excitement and clutched West's arm as they walked into the airport. “Hawaii, I’m really in Hawaii,” she said. West looked around for the first surprise he knew was coming. He spotted it before Katerina did, but only by a moment.
 
   “West, there’s a woman holding a sign with my name on it,” she said, trepidation creeping into her voice.
 
   West smiled. “We better go see what she wants.”
 
   West could feel Katerina’s indecision but he hoped she knew that there was no way the reporters could have followed her here, or even known she was here. Besides, the woman was obviously not a reporter. She was tall and slim, in a beautiful, flowing purple dress with white flowers on it. Her hair was long and black, her features distinctly Polynesian, and she had a pink hibiscus flower behind one ear.
 
   West steered her that way and Katerina went up to the woman. “I’m Katerina Holloway.”
 
   “Welcome to Hawaii,” the woman said in a beautifully melodious voice. She reached behind her onto a chair and grasped a white flower lei and held it up, meaning to drop it over Katerina’s head. A smile broke over Katerina’s face like sunshine over the ocean and she bowed her head to receive it. The woman gently placed the lei around Katerina’s neck and then kissed her on both cheeks. Katerina picked up one of the flowers and smelled it. The woman reached behind her and picked up another lei. West had ordered one of each kind of lei they had, and one after the other, the woman dropped fifteen leis over Katerina’s head until they rested on her neck and shoulders like a field of tropical flowers. She turned back to West and the joy on her face beamed through his heart. He patted his pocket again and considered the moment nervously. No, he decided. Too public. He didn't want her to feel pressured.
 
   The Polynesian woman turned to West and gave him his one lei, an open ended, green, leafy Maile lei. She then bade them both goodbye and walked away. Katerina looked around. “Why didn’t anyone else get a lei?”
 
   “Because you have to pay for them these days. It used to be that the Hawaiian government gave one away to everyone who arrived by airplane, but they don’t do that anymore. I called ahead and ordered those,” he said, nodding at her flowers.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, pressing her lips to his cheeks. “You think of everything.”
 
   They retrieved their bags from the baggage carousel and walked outside to heat and traffic. West immediately flagged down a cab and helped her into it. “The Royal Hawaiian,” he told the driver.
 
   “The Royal Hawaiian,” Katerina repeated. “It sounds so elegant.”
 
   “You’re gonna love it,” West said. He had brought Stephanie here on their honeymoon, but they had stayed at the Waikiki Hilton. West had liked the Hilton, but didn’t want to take Katerina there. This was his new life too.
 
   The cab whizzed over entrances and on-ramps and finally settled on the highway, zipping along to Waikiki. Katerina leaned over and whispered, “I didn’t realize this was such a big city.”
 
   West nodded gravely. “Honolulu is a big city, over a million people, but once we head north to the rest of the island, you’ll see. It’s just like on television - small towns, long beaches, and palm trees. I’ll take you out there whenever you want. And maybe we'll go to another island. We could see the active volcano, or do anything you want to do.”
 
   Katerina hugged him, then looked around from the back of the speeding cab, trying to take in all the sights. She rolled down her window slightly to smell the tropical air and marveled that she was here. She was in Hawaii, even though her life was in a shambles. But no, not too much of a shambles. She looked over at West, the strong, amazing man next to her, and snuggled into his arms. Sure she had no job, no prospects, and no ideas, but she had a future. She must be doing something right if West was still around, still loving her.
 
   West smiled at her and she thought she saw a secret in his eyes. A good secret, she hoped, as a tiny worm of disquiet squirmed into her heart.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 23
 
    
 
   “Oh my God,” she breathed as the cab wound its way through the lush garden in front of the Royal Hawaiian. “It’s so beautiful,” she cried unable to tear her eyes away. “And it’s pink!”
 
   West smiled indulgently at her but she barely noticed. She was fumbling with the cab door latch, wanting only to be out in the ocean air. The bellhop came up immediately and made their bags disappear. West took her hand and invited her into the hotel. Katerina looked up until the very last moment, at the dark, stylized windows. She almost felt like she was at a villa in Italy, but it was pink, and it was Hawaii. 
 
   Inside was even pinker, if that was possible. The ceilings and walls were a delicate shade of pink while the carpet was a rich, deep plum with Hawaiian patterns. The chairs and settees were upholstered with gorgeously varied pink and red colors. The overall effect was amazing, especially when Katerina realized that the entire large lobby was open on both ends. The ocean breezes could move right through the building. She wondered if there even were doors to close. But what did they do in a hurricane? She shook her head at the thought. Leave it to her to wonder about the worst thing possible when all around her was beauty staring her in the face. 
 
   West held her fingers loosely, and watched her face as she took everything in like a child. She had never seen anything as beautiful as this grand, old hotel. Rich green foliage peeked at her from the back garden. Huge palm trees, birds of paradise flowers, anthuriums, and red ginger torches lined the grounds. California was tropical, but California was nothing like this. This rich, overflowing greenness. This incredibly lush and abundant plant life. She’d never seen anything like it.
 
   “West, I love it,” she whispered. “I want to live here.”
 
   West beamed at her. “Say the word, we don’t ever have to go back if we don’t want to.”
 
   Katerina gaped at him. She’d been kidding. Well not kidding but … she hadn’t meant it. Her mind opened up like a flower in the morning light. They could live here. Neither one of them had a job to go back to. West had money, although she didn’t have a clue how much. They could get jobs here. They could get an apartment. 
 
   A new thought struck her. They could live anywhere in the world. They could be one of those nomadic couples who spends six months in Mexico, then six months in Brazil, then jets off to Europe at the drop of a hat. And the press wouldn’t follow her. Couldn’t follow her. Her former powers would become a non-issue. They would be forgotten. She would be a nobody. Life opened up before her, and Katerina finally understood why West had quit his job.
 
   “Maybe I will …” she said to him with a coy smile and he opened his hands expressively. Anything you want my dear.
 
   “Want to check in? We could go see what our room looks like. I think we have a view of the ocean.”
 
   Katerina grabbed his hand and jumped up and down. “Yes!”
 
   They walked to the front desk and were immediately greeted by a smiling woman with a large pink flower in her hair. “Aloha, may I help you?” she said.
 
   Katerina smiled at the aloha. So people actually said that here. West checked them in quickly and they headed for the room. West pushed the door open and their bags greeted them. Katerina walked through the short hallway into the large open room and gasped again. West never stopped surprising her. The room was a large suite. Everything was white. The carpet, the couches, the bedspread, the walls and the ceiling. On the far side was the largest balcony, called a lanai in Hawaii, that she had ever seen. There was even a couch out there, a large sitting couch with huge, plush pillows on it. She ran to the lanai and threw the doors open and salty air flowed past her, entering the room.
 
   She walked outside and was greeted with the most expansive swath of blue, blue ocean she had ever seen. This wasn’t like Northern California’s ocean. It wasn’t dark, choppy, and a bit foreboding. It was the lightest blue, the color of a robin's egg. The waves came in gently, making her think even a baby could play in them. People lined the beach and frolicked in the waves and everywhere Katerina looked she saw nothing but happiness and leisure. Two things that she was greatly looking forward to for the first time in her life.
 
   Katerina turned back around to find West, to pull him over here, to exclaim to him that he just had to look at this beautiful beach, but he was right behind her, on one knee.
 
   Katerina sucked in a violent breath as West took her hand gently. “Katerina, there’s something I want to ask you. I’ve been wanting to ask you this for several days now but the moment has not been right till now. I know we’ve only known each other a few months, and I know this is hasty, and I know you may say no, but I have to ask anyway. I wouldn’t be true to my heart if I didn’t. And if you do say no, it’s completely OK. I’ll ask you again when you say I can. But Katerina, I love you more than you will ever know. You make my heart full and whole and the worst day with you is still leaps and bounds better than the best day alone. I don’t want to ever be alone again.  I want us to be together always, and I know that if we are we can accomplish anything.”
 
   Katerina’s hands flew to her mouth as tears sprang from her eyes. Was he? He couldn’t be …
 
   West reached into his pocket and pulled out a slim ring box. He opened it and Katerina saw a beautiful and unique looking ring with a pale yellow stone in the center.
 
   “Katerina, will you be my wife?” he said, holding up the box.
 
   Disbelief stole over Katerina. She hadn’t seen this coming, she had never imagined it. She looked inside herself. Did she want to marry West? Of course she did! She loved him with everything she was. He was the most gentle, thoughtful, caring, amazing human being she had ever known, and he had accepted her when no one else had. He had made the last few dangerous and terrifying months bearable. He'd kept her safe. He’d even made it fun and as good as it could be at times. No one else could have done that for her. Not even Jordan. Of course she wanted to be with him forever. Of course she wanted to be his wife.
 
   Katerina opened her mouth and tried to speak, but only a small noise came out. So she nodded her head up and down and watched as a beautiful and radiant smile of relief and love crossed West’s face. He slipped the ring on her finger and she looked at it and then turned to the ocean and screamed, a joyful, happy scream of jittering excitement. If only her mom were alive to see this. She knew her mother would have loved West like her own child. Would have thought West was perfect for her only daughter.
 
   West laughed and stood up, gathering her in his arms. He nuzzled her cheek and kissed her neck. “We can have as long of an engagement as you like,” he said. “I don’t want to rush you. I just wanted you to know how I really and truly feel about you. That I can’t live without you, and that I don’t want to.”
 
   Katerina leaned back in his arms, the warm, salty breezes caressing her face, curling her hair. “We could get married tomorrow, West, or in a year. It doesn’t matter to me.”
 
   “You don’t want a big wedding?” he growled as he kissed her neck.
 
   “Big? I don’t have any family. There is no one who I could invite. Just Jordan.”
 
   “Then my family is your family now. Maybe I’ll ask my brother and my dad to fly out here to meet you.”
 
   Katerina twirled a finger in the back of his hair. It was getting a touch too long and unruly and she loved it. “That would be wonderful, I mean, well, as long as you think they will like me …” she finished, a touch of anxiety in her voice.
 
   “They will love you. How could they not? You’re perfect,” West said into her neck as he laid kisses along her collarbone.
 
   Katerina looked out over the sweet, blue ocean and sighed in happiness, even as her body quickened with desire. She couldn’t believe her good luck, her good fortune. Damn the last few months. If nothing else, they’d given her West, and that made up for all. 
 
   West trailed kisses across her chest and suddenly her body fired with want and need for her man. Desire to lay with him and be with him and let him do naughty things to her that would make her forget … forget those bad men whose names she didn’t even want to think of right now. 
 
   West’s hand crept up under her shirt and found her right breast, kneading the soft skin there. She felt her nipple harden to a point in an instant as he gently pinched and teased it. She moaned into the trade wind and brought her head forward, pulling him up to her by his ears. Their mouths met in their first kiss as an engaged couple. Heat surrounded them and consumed them as they generated their own internal fire.
 
   West probed the seam of her lips gently with his tongue, then ever-so-lightly dipped inside her mouth. Katerina opened to him willingly, spurring him on, inviting him in. He made a deep noise of longing in the back of his throat. “I can’t wait until you are my wife, Katerina. Until the day I can swear before God to love you until the day I die.” As he spoke he lifted her gently and deposited her on the couch on the lanai, pushing pillows out of their way. Katerina sank into his words, loving them, loving him, thinking she couldn’t wait either. 
 
   Katerina looked around, but when she saw the privacy blinds between each of the balconies she dropped her gaze back to him. No one could see them. They could make love out here, in the open air, the ocean breezes kissing them, and as long as they weren’t too loud, no one would ever know.
 
   West’s other hand snuck under her shirt as his perfect kisses made her weak with longing. She lifted her shirt over her head and quickly undid her bra, then dropped her gaze back to his eyes as he devoured her with a simple look. He came towards her again, his gaze smoldering, running a hand along her neck, down to her breast, ever so lightly tracing a circle around the buxom flesh there, his eyes never leaving hers. Katerina smiled playfully at him, still internally wowed at her amazing luck. Had there ever been a more romantic moment? Had there ever been a more wonderful man? The weight of the ring on her finger made her notice it again, and again. She was engaged. And she was normal again. A regular person who didn’t know anything about anyone but what they told her. 
 
   She looked into the depths of West’s soul through the windows of his eyes and saw the truth and the love there. It almost folded her heart in half with its weight. She couldn’t help it, tears leaked from her eyes even as her body began to throb under West’s touches. 
 
   “Oh hey, what’s wrong, baby?” West asked, pulling her into an embrace, her bare breasts against his shirt. 
 
   “I’m just so happy,” she said.
 
   He pulled back and smiled at her, a soft and gentle smile that lit up her world. “I’m glad,” he said. “We don’t have to …” he trailed off as he tried to lift her from the couch, being Mr. Thoughtful as usual.
 
   Katerina pulled him back down. “Are you kidding, Mr. Shepherd? You don’t get away from me that easy,” she told him, pulling at his shirt with her fingers. He whipped it over his head and she smiled at his speed. She ran her hands over his strong chest and ab muscles as he bent to kiss her once more. His firefighter’s muscles, she thought, then caught herself before guilt could enter her mind. Now they would be pilot’s muscles, or surfer muscles, or … God help her as she thought a new thought for the first time in her life - daddy muscles? Were they going to start a family? Something she never dreamed or knew she wanted until this moment. Or let herself know that she wanted. Married. She was going to be married to this amazing man and yeah, they were going to have a dozen children … or two. Whatever.
 
   She pulled West down on top of her and covered his mouth with her own, passion suddenly spearing through her. “West,” she whispered. 
 
   “Yes, Katerina?” he replied into her mouth as his hands worked their magic on the willing flesh of her chest. He then ran his hands up her neck and gently lifted her hair in that way she loved so much, then ran his fingers back down to her breasts, spreading tingles of excitement throughout her.
 
   “West,” she said again. She knew what she wanted to say to him, but her mind blocked her tongue from acting. She wanted it rough and hard and dirty and soft and tender and languorous. She wanted him, and she wanted to tell him she wanted him in that way he liked so much, and she wanted to not be embarrassed about it. What was her problem? She pushed the words out, made herself do it. He was going to be her husband and no one else could hear them.
 
   “West, fuck me please, I want you inside me.”
 
   West groaned into her mouth, a deep, throaty sound that made her heart skip a beat. “Oh Jesus, Katerina. Say it again, let me hear it from your innocent lips. I can’t stand it.”
 
   Emboldened now, she dropped her hands to the bulge in the front of his pants first and squeezed hard. “Fuck me, West. Fuck me hard and fast and slow and soft and every way in between.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he said, and suddenly her shorts were gone. She quickened at his rough touches, loving them, knowing he was all man, and all brawn, and strong enough to do what he wanted with her, but gentle enough to only do what she wanted.
 
   He stood, looking into her eyes the entire time, and dropped his jeans to the floor, stepping simultaneously out of them and his shoes, then pressing his body weight deliciously against her on the couch. She could feel his thick cock nudging at her thigh and she wiggled underneath him in anticipation. He knelt between her legs, pressing the head of him to her very entrance, where she could feel herself throbbing against him. His heat surprised her. She wanted him inside her. Wanted him in a dozen ways.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   West held his erection in his hand and positioned it so he could be inside Katerina in one thrust. He watched her eyes fall shut in anticipation and leaned forward to give her one more kiss, before he began his work. She drove him half mad with lust when she said things like that. She was so petite and innocent, and such a very good girl, and when she said fuck me, his cock always stood up and took notice. He knew she found it embarrassing, but he also knew she relished it, was titillated by it, and he thought that was incredibly endearing.
 
   He took no notice of the ocean waves or the gentle breezes or the soft light as the sun began to fade lower on the horizon. He only had eyes for Katerina. His beautiful Katerina. His future wife. She’d said yes. And now he was going to do everything he could to give her pleasure, exactly how she wanted it.
 
   He swirled the head of his erection lightly around her entrance, then thrust forward with one smooth motion and buried himself in her. It felt so good. She was so silky and smooth and her inner muscles gripped him in the most delicious way. He took a deep breath, trying to keep it from feeling too good. Might as well try to drain the water from the ocean. It wasn’t possible. Love-making with Katerina was the apex of pleasure. 
 
   He pulled back slightly, then thrust hard again, smiling as she bit her lip and put her hands over her mouth. It’s OK baby, cry out if you want, he thought, not caring for an instant that they were on the lanai. The waves were loud, and if they didn’t completely cover the noise of their love, well then that would have to be that. He would deny his Katerina nothing.
 
   He settled in then, trying to find a slower rhythm, at least for a few moments. He knew she liked it rough and tumble, but this time was special too, and he wanted to show her how much he loved her. Show her with every stroke, every kiss, every caress.
 
   He bent to do just that, meeting her mouth again. She put her arms around his neck and met his hips with her hips, grinding into him in the most delicious way imaginable. “Katerina,” he groaned, breaking contact with her lips. “I love you. I love you. I love you.”
 
   She smiled underneath him and traced the curve of his bottom lip with one slender finger. “I know,” she replied with a teasing smile and he grinned. She wanted to tease? He broke his sensual rhythm, pulling almost all of the way out of her, then thrusting back into her with force, watching her closely to be sure he didn’t hurt her. Her eyes fluttered back in her head and she pulled at his chest, scratching him with her fingernails. He felt his release threaten to come and he beat it back, willed it back, promising himself that she would always come first. Every time. He dropped a thumb lightly to her sex and watched her eyes fly open as a noise escaped her lips. He thrust harder into her as his thumb circled her secret, special, most soft and lovely place at the top of her sex and she arched her back. Her breasts looked perfect in the soft sunlight and he gaped at their beauty. She was something to behold, his Katerina.
 
   “West, oh my God, West,” she cried softly, just loud enough for him to hear and he knew her orgasm was imminent. He wanted to give her a half dozen this evening. He would pace himself. 
 
   “Yes, baby,” he growled, meeting her insistent hips with the exact amount of force he knew she liked, but still gently swirling with his thumb.
 
   Her eyes flew back in her head and her hips lifted off the couch, he rose to meet her, to stay with her, and watched as the contractions slammed through her body. Her hands flew to her mouth as a keening noise escaped, and he could hear the waves flow through her. When he knew she was done he turned his mind back to himself. Now you can, he thought, and almost immediately, he felt his own release slam into him. He shuddered and squeezed his eyes shut as the spasms rocked him. 
 
   Katerina’s fingers clutched at him weakly and he dropped lightly on top of her, kissing her on her lips, hoping he would get to kiss her and make love to her a million more times before their bodies failed them, some day, eventually. It was perfect. She was perfect. And she was his. All his. He didn’t even have to share her with the world or with her powers anymore. 
 
   Now it was Katerina and West forever. Mr. and Mrs. Shepherd, as soon as she was ready. He hoped it would be soon.
 
    
 
    
 
   <<<<< Epilogue >>>>>
 
    
 
    
 
   The next day West watched Katerina swim laps in the pool, appreciating her form and the way her body looked in her new bikini. He felt a tightening in his groin and thought to himself that he should pull her back to the hotel room for “lunch.”
 
   A thought struck him and his mood went dark for a second. Last night, the first time, the second time, and even the last time, a slow and sensual countdown as they were drifting off to sleep, neither one of them had discussed whether she was safe from getting pregnant or not. And would she even know anymore with her medical sense gone? He would have to ask her. Maybe she knew and just hadn’t mentioned it to him. Not that he would mind babies. Lots of babies, anytime she was ready. But they needed to figure out the future first. He thought she would probably want to go to medical school first. 
 
   A man walked by, and West sat up quickly. Was that the angry man from the plane? It was. It was funny that they had ended up at the same hotel. West thought over the experience in his mind for the first time since it happened. It had been very strange. And when he combined it with what had happened to Dora Hawker earlier in the day yesterday, it was double strange. He looked around the pool side bar, his mind working overtime, wondering if it was something he should even bother thinking about.
 
   Yes. He should. He needed to know. He waved over a waiter and when the man bent down and smiled, to ask for his order, West touched him lightly on the wrist. He was fully ready to smile again and say, "Oh nothing it was just a joke," anticipating that the waiter would give him a perplexed look at the words he was about to utter. It was ridiculous, but it would set his mind at ease.
 
   He looked the waiter in the eyes and said, “Cluck like a chicken."
 
   A blank look came over the waiter’s face, and he stood up jerkily. He looked out over the water and opened his mouth. “Bawk, bawk, bawk,” came from the waiter’s mouth, not loudly, but clear enough to send cold fear into West's heart. Adrenaline dumped into his bloodstream and his mouth dropped open. He reached up again and grabbed the waiter's wrist. “Stop. Stop right now,” he hissed at the waiter, his thoughts whirling in confusion and fear.
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