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Disclaimer 
 
   This is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents and dialogues in this book are of the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is completely coincidental.
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Prologue 
 
   “Sonofabitch!” 
 
   Ian Holt awoke just as the explosive sound of a gun went off...right against his temple. Searing pain ripped through his skull and the smell of black powder hung in the air.
 
   All of his senses were on red alert, telling him to fight, willing him to move, but his body would not obey his brain's commands. His eyes remained stubbornly closed, his legs useless. And he was cold. So cold.
 
   Lethargy set in. As if from a vampire, he felt his life's energy draining from his body.
 
   Within seconds, the burning sensation in his head vanished and a feeling of tranquility settled over him. He felt himself float up to the ceiling and looked down at his lifeless form as his murderer cattily slipped out the back door.
 
   Before he had time to wonder what the hell had just happened, something began to pull at him. He felt himself hurtling toward a distant bright light. Blackness lay all around and stars seemed to race by at such a dizzying pace they appeared like so many comets with long, fiery tails trailing behind them.
 
   As Ian approached closer to the comforting orb of brilliance, he was strangely at peace. Being in complete possession of his faculties, he knew he had just been murdered. He also knew the identity of who killed him, and was being transported to some unknown place.
 
   Heaven?
 
   Had he been so virtuous in his thirty years to be promoted straight to the pearly gates?
 
   He doubted it, but knew he hadn't done anything so bad as to be cursed with a one way ticket to hell.
 
   He hoped.
 
   The sensations he was experiencing were so acute it nearly blew his mind. He became aware of the pulsing sphere ahead, and a comforting voice, neither male nor female, spoke.
 
   "Ian...it is not your time."
 
   Ian was slightly disappointed. Life hadn't exactly been exciting or fulfilling for him. Only his architectural work kept him going most days. That and constructing his beachfront home on the Monterey Peninsula that he had just finished four weeks prior. Looks like somebody else would enjoy his dream now.
 
   "So...I'm not dead?" He heard the question aloud before he’d even spoken the words. Evidently, they were using mental telepathy. There went all of his cold, hard criticism regarding psychic phenomena!
 
   "You are indeed dead, but your destiny has not been fulfilled." The words were impressed upon his mind.
 
   Destiny? What the hell was that supposed to mean? "So, do I get a second chance to fulfill this destiny?"
 
   "In time...and you must find the way."
 
   "Okay." Ian shrugged invisible shoulders. "No sweat. What happens? Do I get resuscitated or something?"
 
   "You will be on earth again, existing on a different plane." The Voice was all around him. "A spirit in the material world. In the material world is where you will find your destiny."
 
   "Uh-huh." Ian listened, wondering if he was having an acid trip flashback. He'd read about those. People who'd done drugs only to have them experience the narcotic's effects once again ten or twenty years down the line. That had to be the answer to all of this. This was just too frickin’ weird.
 
   Or maybe the bullet that plowed through his gray matter hadn't really killed him, but instead left him insane. Maybe he was laid up in a hospital somewhere on life support, destined to be a vegetable the rest of his life. How else could he explain the fact that he had just been told by an ominous entity that he'd be a...a ghost!
 
   "There are advantages of being in spirit form as opposed to human." The Voice continued, "Powers which you will, in time, discover for yourself. There are also rules."
 
   "Go ahead." Ian was greatly amused. If he had to be a raving lunatic for the rest of his existence, at least he'd have an interesting time of it.
 
   "You cannot leave the location from where you met your demise--"
 
   "Glad I didn't buy the farm on the freeway at rush hour." He made light of the situation.
 
   The Voice sighed, not entertained by his remark. "You must also remember to never possess another's body." The warning was firm.
 
   "No problem," Ian promised. Like he'd know how to do it in the first place?
 
   "It could cause irreparable damage to the human world and bring irrevocable consequences upon you. Do not break these rules, Ian Holt.”
 
   "Got it." Ian smirked. Don't break the rules? What a thing to say to a man who'd bent and broken every one that had come his way! "Okay," he decided to placate The Voice, "so how do I go about completing this unfinished business?"
 
   "Learn from your past mistakes and...follow your heart..." With that, The Voice faded as Ian was drawn back to earth and the confines of his newly built home perched before the Pacific Ocean.
 
   

 
   

Chapter One 
 
   Paige Stanfield heaved the last box out of the backseat of her blue Celica. Turning, she leaned against the car to catch her breath and gazed up at her beachfront home in satisfaction. The ocean crashed and rolled against the shore behind her in an even cadence, adding to the much-welcomed serenity she felt at the moment.
 
   The simple, two-story cabin style home resided on a lone strip of sand along the Monterey Coast. Her nearest neighbor lived a half mile away. Tranquil and unimposing, the home invoked a sense of steadfastness and security within her she hadn't known in a very long time.
 
   "And it's all mine," she breathed to herself in awe. It was still difficult for her to believe the abrupt turn-around her life had taken in just a few short months. She didn't want to think of the steep price that she might have to pay for her newfound freedom.
 
   As she blinked the sobering thought away, something at the upstairs window caught her attention. There was a flicker of movement, a shadowy outline of head and shoulders at the glass. A silhouette that was definitely male stood looking down at her!
 
   Her blood ran thin and quick through her veins, but before she had a chance to decide whether her feelings were of intrigue or fear, the figure was gone and the window empty again.
 
   She gave a small laugh and hefted the box more comfortably in her arms. Probably just a trick of the sun as it reflected off the glass. "Or an overactive imagination." She chided herself. 
 
   There was nobody near this place and she had been in and out of the house enough times today, exploring every nook and cranny, to know that nobody except herself occupied it.
 
   Shrugging off the incident, she carried the last of her belongings into the house, up the flight of stairs and into her soon-to-be art studio. Her easel occupied one of the corners where the picture window welcomed the early afternoon sun.
 
   After setting the box on the floor, she stood and brushed her damp bangs off her forehead with the back of her hand. Looking around the nearly empty room, she smiled. The lighting in here was perfect. She'd have many hours of painting pleasure—if the inspiration ever crept up on her again.
 
   Looking down at the dusty crate containing her painting supplies, she sighed, certain this beautiful house could work miracles.
 
   Though she knew it was crazy to feel so passionate over a structure of wood and stone, the house literally throbbed with positive energy. Its open airiness was a stark contrast to the dark and stuffy one bedroom condo she and Rex had lived in for the past seven years. His black demeanor had imprinted nearly every corner. Now she was free and making this home hers.
 
   She had fallen in love with it the moment she laid eyes on it two months ago. Situated right on the Pacific's doorstep, she was surprised the price had been so reasonable. For a house of this size and such a prime location she had expected to pay three times as much. The realtor seemed happy to get it off her hands, saying it had been on the market for over four years.
 
   Paige supposed it was because the previous owner had died in it, but she didn’t care. She knew all too well that it wasn’t the dead who could hurt you, but the living.
 
   Besides, her bank account had dwindled swiftly. She simply couldn't afford to be anxious or superstitious.
 
   Pulling open the flaps on one of the cardboard boxes sitting at her feet, she reached in and gently lifted out a small newspaper wrapped figurine. Carefully unraveling the object, her most prized possession lay in her hands: A six-inch pewter wizard holding a multifaceted crystal ball in the palms of his tiny hands.
 
   She had purchased it at the Los Angeles County Fair when she was just sixteen. It held a special place in her heart and always had an exclusive place in her homes.
 
   Walking over to the eastern window, she placed the statuette on the sill. As expected, the sunlight struck the crystal ball, sending a thousand miniature rainbows all over the room and on her. The ceiling, walls and floor were sprinkled with prisms of festive light. Paige heard a soft sigh echo around her, as if the house itself was pleased with the cheery effect.
 
   She smiled wistfully. This was the only bit of fantasy she allowed herself. The wizard and crystal figurines still wrapped in the box on the floor. She cherished them as dearly as a piece of her soul.
 
   Wiping the dust off her palms and onto her jean clad thighs, she went back to work at emptying boxes.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Ian stood near the kitchen counter, arms folded over his chest, watching as Paige went about making dinner—a green salad and cold, fried chicken. Pretty paltry fare, he mused, trying to recall the taste of chicken, or any other food for that matter, but came up blank. How he missed eating. Not that he needed to anymore, but even liver would taste good right about now—and remembered he'd hated the shit.
 
   He inhaled deeply, but chicken from the icebox and lettuce leaves didn't give off any appealing aroma he could detect. Quickly finding himself disgruntled at Paige's poor excuse for a meal, he shifted mental gears and let another topic occupy his mind and time.
 
   Paige Stanfield.
 
   He had read her name on a piece of mail sitting on the coffee table the other day. He rather liked the name. It was simple and unadorned, just as he found her to be. She wasn't really his type, though. The women he used to go out with spent as much time on their appearance as they did with him—a couple of hours. Any longer and he was bored, itching to move on.
 
   He let his appreciative gaze roam over the woman two feet away and felt a familiar heat start to spread through him as he visually took her in. He guessed her to be about five-foot-seven, around his age, and maybe a hundred-and-thirty pounds—give or take. She always wore clothes two-sizes-too-big. He often found himself fantasizing about what she looked like beneath them.
 
   In the two weeks she’d lived here, he had seen her hair loose and flowing about her shoulders on only two occasions. It had been early in the morning as she stumbled downstairs to make a pot of coffee. He'd caught himself observing her longer than usual those times—all sleep-warm and drowsy and sexy as sin. Those were the few brief moments, before the reality of her life set in, when Ian saw her at ease. Most of the time her cinnamon eyes held a loneliness to them that was palpable, one he thought about quite often.
 
   Ian felt a tug in the area of his heart. Had she lost someone dear to her? A husband perhaps? A child?
 
   Maybe he’d never know.
 
   He then wondered why he was wondering at all. After all, what could he do about it?
 
   An inaudible breath seeped from his lungs, and lodged in his throat as he caught sight of her bending over to retrieve a paper napkin from the floor. Her loose V-neck T-shirt did nothing to hide the fact that she'd declined to wear a bra today—obviously a temperature factor.
 
   Luckily, weather and temperature had no bearing on him, aside from his internal lust thermometer that Paige seemed to be raising into the triple digits.
 
   Her breasts would fit perfectly in the palms of his hands. Her nipples were large and firm. He imagined what they would taste like if he sucked on them. How they'd feel in his mouth as he licked each one in turn.
 
   Fantasizing. He laughed at himself. Look at him behaving like some overly hormonal kid where he could look all he wanted but never touch.
 
   For the thousandth time, Ian found himself resentful at being a spirit. It was boring as hell. While alive, he'd always been busy. Now, all he could do was think, and Paige reminded him of his lost physical self with great urgency.
 
   Being a ghost was a bit like having a leg amputated—the appendage is gone, but still feels as real as it had when it was intact. So, too, was his existence. In reality, he was devoid of anything but his mind, soul and memory. Yet he still had cravings, longings, feelings, just as he'd had when he'd been alive and in a physical body. He could clearly feel an erection coming on and the insistent throbbing, but knew it was purely a residual memory and nothing more. It was frustrating as hell!
 
   The phone on the wall by his side rang, bringing him out of his thoughts. Paige abandoned her task of preparing dinner and walked over to where Ian stood. If she had continued in her straight path, she would have passed right through him, but she stopped, tilted her head to one side and frowned. It was as if she detected something unseen in her way and walked around him.
 
   Ian felt his phantom heart jolt. She could sense his presence!
 
   Paige answered on the second ring. "Marge? How are you doing?" Her face lit up, but faltered, melting into a grim mask. "When did you see him?" She sounded afraid, yet resigned. "Does he know I'm up here, only a half-hour's drive from your place? Good. That's why I chose this secluded area. I didn't like our last confrontation before the divorce." 
 
   Ian listened as she changed the subject and tried to get into it, but her body remained tense. She made an attempt at small talk for five more minutes then said goodbye.
 
   When she hung up, Ian could see her trembling as she slumped into a chair before the small dinette table. From the one sided conversation he'd heard, Paige was divorced and hiding out from her ex. What kind of monster was he? He felt a sense of protectiveness race through him.
 
   Paige covered her mouth with a slim hand and let out a few nervous giggles. He wondered if the guy was planning on showing up some day. Would there be a confrontation? A fight? Who would protect her? Surely not himself. He was a spirit, after all.
 
   After Paige picked at her food for ten minutes, she tossed the remains in the garbage, rinsed the few dishes she'd used then went upstairs. Ian followed suit. He didn't go for levitation or wall penetration and climbed the stairs as he always had; his admiring gaze plastered to Paige's luscious rear every step of the way.
 
   If only he could find a way to reach out and help her.
 
   True, he couldn't have her, but why shouldn't he do something to help this woman? For half a decade, he'd rambled around this house experimenting with newfound powers, waiting to fulfill some unknown destiny. He'd thought Paige would have brought him some answers, but he was more confused than ever.
 
   He watched as she went into the master bathroom and started running a bath. He then turned around and left, resisting the urge to watch her undress. He'd never been a voyeur in the past and figured if he took up the habit now, it would just get him all hot and bothered with no way to relieve the tension.
 
   Going to Paige's painting room—his old bedroom—he planted himself on a wooden crate, trying to think of some way to help her...and himself.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   At a quarter past ten, Paige climbed between the cool sheets of her bed. She was exhausted, more mentally than physically, but refused to ponder the what-ifs and the why of Rex being seen around town.
 
   As she drifted off, somewhere in the haze of semi consciousness, she felt a gentle, masculine hand caress her cheek. A soft breath whispered her name against her forehead, and she detected a hint of cologne that filled her with sleepy desire. Mentally she reached out to grasp the soothing feelings.
 
   Soon the sensations vanished and she sighed with yearning, falling into a deep, dreamless sleep.
 
   An hour later the phone on the night table rang, jolting her out of the best slumber she'd had in years. Her mind foggy, she reached out in the darkness and found the receiver, and brought it to her ear as her head still lay upon one down-filled pillow.
 
   "Hello?" No answer came. All she could hear was breathing; slow, even, deep.
 
   Frowning, she looked at the phone before holding it to her ear once more. "Hello?" she said a little louder, prepared to hang up when no answer came for the second time.
 
   "Did you think you could get away from me, Paige?" A low, slurred voice she recognized all too well snaked its way through the telephone line and coiled around her neck, nearly suffocating her.
 
   "Rex!" She sucked in a quick breath, sitting upright, her eyes darting around the dark room as if he stood in the shadows waiting to attack. Had he found her? Was he coming back to make good on his promise of until death do us part?
 
   "Were you expecting somebody else, darling?" He gave a rough snort. "Surely you're not seeing another man behind my back?"
 
   Paige quickly gathered her senses. There was no way he could hurt her over the telephone. Reaping strength from the knowledge, she sat up a little straighter and switched on the lamp by her side. "Even if I was seeing another man, it's none of your business. We're divorced, Rex. We had no further ties as of six months ago. Longer than that if you want my opinion."
 
   "I'll get you back. You'll be mine again someday." A low, animal-like growl followed a short, bitter laugh. "You took everything away from me. Everything I worked so hard for."
 
   Paige sighed deeply, knowing she should just hang up and be done with it. Rex was always a man of much talk and little action. Even while they had been married, his abuse had come in the form of mental and verbal anguish, not once had he laid a hand on her. Still, it sent shivers up her spine knowing he had her phone number. She would call the phone company in the morning and have it changed. Maybe she’d just stick to using her cell.
 
   "The only things I took when I left you were the clothes on my back and the Toyota." She also received a couple hundred thousand after the divorce, but that was it. She had even refused alimony payments. All she'd wanted was enough money to start her life over.
 
   "You're forgetting yourself, my sweet." He whispered roughly, "You...are...mine."
 
   "No," she said firmly, as if trying to make a child understand.
 
   His deep breathing was loud over the phone line. "I'll be back. When you least expect it. When your guard is down and you think I've forgotten, you'll turn around and I'll be there. And next time...you won't get away." He laughed then hung up.
 
   For several minutes, Paige sat there with the phone gripped so tightly all blood supply was cut off to her fingers, leaving them cold, and her heart hammered in all five digits. Her eyes saw nothing as she stared across the room wondering if Rex would make good on the promise. He couldn't possibly know where she lived. It was rare when she left her home and traveled into the city. Marge would never tell him. But he had found her phone number. It would only be a matter of time before he found her.
 
   A voice in her head told her to run, to get away while she could and find safe haven in another city, perhaps another state. Fly all the way to the moon in a paper airplane if she had to, anything to avoid confronting Rex again.
 
   In the next heartbeat, a determined breath seeped from her lungs. No. She was through running. For three months after she'd first left him, she had lived out of motels, praying he would never find her. Afraid to look back in fear that he’d be standing there, tall, angry, and ready to drag her back with him. No more. She was here to stay.
 
   She would do all she could to avoid Rex, but if a confrontation ever arose, so be it. But she didn't want to think of the outcome.
 
   The dial tone of the phone brought her out of her musings. With a shaky hand, she placed it back in the cradle then unplugged it so she wouldn't be subjected to any more of Rex's nocturnal calls.
 
   Knowing she would never be able to sleep, she rose to unsteady legs and slipped on her lavender chenille robe. Going downstairs, she brewed a cup of passion flower tea, hoping to get rid of the strong, metallic taste of fear in her mouth and chase away the chill seeping in to her bones.
 
   

 
   

Chapter Two 
 
   Ian lay on the bed next to Paige. Her presence constantly beckoned him no matter how hard he tried to resist. Here he was again watching her restless sleep. He could see her clearly in the murky darkness of the room that whispered of femininity. She lay on her back, clutching the sheets tightly and head thrashing from side to side as another nightmare claimed her.
 
   What was it that haunted her sleeping mind nightly? Her divorce? Or was it something else?
 
   Unfortunately, he didn't know much about her. He wasn't a mind reader and she wasn't the type who talked to herself. All he had to go by was a few one-sided telephone conversations and the way she projected herself with sighs, her sleeplessness, a sad little twist of her mouth.
 
   It seemed obvious her fear was because of her ex. Whether he beat her or abused her in any other way, he could only guess, but she was definitely afraid of him. When he heard her talking to Marge, they often spoke of Rex. Paige's fear was always there in her voice, in the rigid way she held her shoulders.
 
   What was it that tormented her? He was certain her dreams held the key to the question. If it was possible, he intended to find out. Maybe if he knew, he could somehow help her.
 
   He thought about it for a minute, wondering if it was possible to penetrate through to Paige's subconscious. Too bad death didn't come with a book of instructions of how to operate in the spirit world.
 
   Should he interfere at all? The Voice had been pretty firm about getting involved in human lives.
 
   Following the rebel in him as he'd done so often in the past, he focused all of his concentration on Paige, directing his mental energy toward her. Soon antimatter permeated flesh and blood. Like a wisp of smoke, Ian entered her sleeping mind.
 
   At first, the ease with which he'd performed the task astonished him. He simply stood there within her dream for a moment as he gathered his bearings. He stood in the middle of a city-type landscape, though there wasn't much in the way of scenery.
 
   He then saw Paige across the street at the foot of a high-rise. Ian looked around and noticed the view around him was devoid of anything but the building ahead. A never-ending street lay to either side—the asphalt gray, cracked and weathered. In the dreamscape sky, white cotton clouds raced by at high speed and a phantom wind sifted through Paige's loose hair. She looked up at the towering building. A sign at the top read: Children’s Hospital of San Francisco.
 
   Ian walked over to her, surprised to find himself in his once human form. For a moment, he gloried in the opportunity to feel whole once again. He clenched his hands simply to feel the movement of flexing muscle. He inhaled a deep breath to feel his lungs expand. As Paige turned to face him, he saw the look of worry in her dark eyes and his selfish elation over his seemingly live state was forgotten.
 
   Without words her troubled expression begged him to do something. But what? She grabbed his forearms tightly and mute cries for help came from her lips. Ian was awed by the fact that it all felt so real, and had a hard time remembering it wasn’t. This was all just a mirage in Paige's mind, a creation of her subconscious.
 
   In the next instant, the ground beneath them started to rumble and quake. Paige's screams became audible as the flimsy building before them started to heave and sway. "Do something! They're going to die!"
 
   Suddenly the brick structure imploded as if a keg of dynamite detonated within its walls and crashed to the ground. Through the haze of dust and debris, the cries of children and infants rose from the pile of rubble. Paige fell to her knees and cried, covering her face with her hands.
 
   "It's my fault. I knew all about it, but I didn't do anything. I let him get away with it again. Now they're all going to die." She raised her face; tears streamed down her cheeks. "Why didn't I stop him?"
 
   Ian shook his head, trying to get a grip and remember he was inside Paige's head, in her dream. A dream that felt uncomfortably real.
 
   "Paige." Ian took hold of her arms, pulling her to her bare feet. Her eyes were focused on the mound of destruction and horrible sounds coming from the ruins in front of them. She wore a white flowing nightgown and it whipped around them like a gossamer cloud in the intense wind. "Look at me, Paige!" he said louder as the hysterical cries around them escalated.
 
   She turned her head and met his gaze, tipping her head to one side in query. Her wide eyes softened and a tentative smile spread over her lips. All at once, the terrible wailing ceased, as did the wind.
 
   Where before there had been a mountain of fallen brick and plaster, an open meadow of deep-green and sprinkled with white and yellow daisies now lay around them. The warmth of the sun overhead heated the grass beneath Ian’s feet and a delicate fragrance drifted to his nose. He inhaled deeply, closing his eyes, and reveled in this nearly forgotten sensory perception.
 
   He looked at Paige and smiled in reassurance. "Shh, it's only a dream. Just a terrible, terrible dream," he whispered, touched by the look of unquestionable trust in her eyes. "Don't be afraid." He pulled her into his embrace, relishing yet another human act.
 
   "Who--who are you?" Confusion now filled her eyes as she pulled away only slightly to look up at him.
 
   "I'm here to help you." He smiled, brushing a tendril of hair from her cheek. He felt her relax as she laid her head on his chest, her relief evident. Ian rested his chin atop her head, breathing in her feminine scent. "Just let go," he said softly. "As long as I'm here, nothing and no one can hurt you."
 
   He knew he was probably about to do a no-no, but having Paige so close—if only in a dream—was too much desire to turn down. It had been so long since he'd held a woman. His body quickly caught fire at her nearness.
 
   Ian felt Paige's warm hands explore his body. Without hesitation or embarrassment, she lifted the T-shirt from his jeans, slipping her palms underneath the thin cotton barrier, flesh against flesh. The ecstasy of her touch and the boldness of the act brought a deep moan from Ian as her fingers trailed lightly over his chest, arousing him even further.
 
   Briefly, he tried to remember exactly how long it had been since he'd made love, but let the thought slip away. It didn't matter. Nothing did. Only this woman who was claiming his body as if she had every right in the world to do so.
 
   And Ian needed her. Needed to remind himself he was a man—or at least that he used to be.
 
   Pulling her hands from under his shirt, he brought her close against his body. Oh, it felt so good to have a woman in his arms again.
 
   Forgetting this was just an illusion of Paige's nocturnal mind, Ian lifted her chin with his thumb and forefinger and got lost in lust drowsy eyes the color of warm maple syrup. As he touched his lips to hers, Paige sighed, her arms slid around his neck, inviting him closer.
 
   A battle waged in Ian's mind. Torn between mounting desire and knowing what he was doing was wrong—right and wrong, good and bad—it all nagged at him. Was being a spirit giving him some kind of conscience? He wondered with resentment. The thin thread of sanity broke as Paige strained against him, seeking closer contact. Her lips were hot on him, her tongue hungry and searching.
 
   In all of his life—and death—Ian had never experienced such utterly free passion. Words like soul mate, kismet, fate and destiny popped into his mind. He knew this woman held the answers to his future. Like a brainteaser, he only had to figure it out. At this moment though, the only thing he could concentrate on was the calling in his jeans.
 
   He trailed his right hand over the front of her filmy gown, finding one of her soft, full breasts. Her nipple pressed against his palm, demanding attention, so Ian rolled it between his thumb and finger. When she moaned, he slipped his tongue into her mouth. He felt her hands wander down to his butt and press him against her belly. Ian was sure he would climax within the next five seconds.
 
   Lying her down on the soft grass, she smiled up at him while she went to work at the buttons of his jeans. “I want you naked.” There wasn’t a hint of embarrassment in her words.
 
   “Naked sounds really good.” Ian smiled and closed his eyes in ecstasy as she undid his jeans. He then sucked in a sharp breath as she wrapped her warm fingers around his shaft. “I want to taste you,” Paige whispered.
 
   Ian rolled onto his back, arms folded under his head. “Be my guest.” He watched her move down his body, lift his T-shirt and press soft kisses over his chest and stomach. Her eyes held his as she ran her tongue up and down his sensitive flesh.
 
   “That’s it, Kitten.” He reached down, placing a palm at the back of her head and guided her along. She nibbled the head of his dick then licked him up and down again before taking him in her mouth. The feel of her lips caused waves of heat to wash over him. Ian groaned as she alternated her movements between slow and quick, sucking him up and down until he thought he’d go insane.
 
   After a few minutes of sweet torture, his body tensed as he felt electricity race through his body and gather at the base of his spine. He was two seconds away from orgasm.
 
   But it all ended as the blare of an alarm clock shattered the moment. Ian cursed as he was purged from Paige’s psyche and sent flying across the room.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Paige groaned in frustration, slapping at the offending object until it went silent. She tried with all her might to recapture the dream she’d been experiencing, praying she’d slip back into seductive slumber. It was her first sexy dream ever, a glorious alleviation from her usual barrage of nightmares. Although she wasn't working at the moment, she usually liked being up early and set the alarm each night. Now she wished she hadn't.
 
   She bit her bottom lip, recalling the man in her dream with great clarity. His perfectly chiseled body veiled by the simple yet purely masculine attire of a clinging white T-shirt and snug denim jeans. Clean, striking feature. Silky black hair that was a bit too long, with a stray lock falling across his forehead and the most incredible blue eyes fringed by black feathery lashes. No man, not even a dream man, had a right to be so utterly gorgeous.
 
   She still had the taste of him on her lips, his palm on her breast, his thighs and firm erection against her. The feel of him was branded on her entire body. 
 
   It had all been so real. When she awoke from nightmares, she'd always known that they'd been as such. But her nocturnal savior, her dream lover, had seemed so incredibly genuine. So gentle and tender, strong and dauntless.
 
   Knowing she could never get back to sleep, she dragged herself out of bed; her body and mind filled with a painful sense of loss and longing.
 
   After a tepid shower and cup of strong coffee to jolt her out of the sensual mist, she back went upstairs to her studio with a newly sparked desire to paint.
 
   She had an overwhelming need to put the man who had slipped into her sleeping mind on canvas. The compassion filled eyes and gentle yet urgent lips she’d been immersed in only an hour ago. Never had she been so aroused, acted so bold or felt so cherished, as she had in her dream man's arms.
 
   Paige pursed her lips. Unfortunately, that was all it had been, a dream.
 
   It was pretty sad, actually, when dreams surpassed real life in every way imaginable. But that's why she was here, she reminded herself, to learn to dream again. Hopefully at some point she would make some of those dreams come true.
 
   Entering her studio, she smiled as the early morning sunlight greeted her.  Kaleidoscopic bits of light danced over the entire room as her wizard gazed at her with wise eyes.
 
   Opening a window, the salty tang of the seashore drifted in on a light breeze. The even sound of waves lapping the shore added to the serene atmosphere in the room. Paige inhaled deeply, savoring the ocean scented air and the quietude around her.
 
   If her life with Rex had been hell, then this was truly her haven. Maybe someday she would have someone special to share it with, though she knew it would be quite some time before she would ever again put herself in a vulnerable position and surrender her heart and soul.
 
   In ten years of servitude and submission, she had lost everything important to her. Now she was a woman who saw no future for herself when she tried to imagine one because, until Rex was out of her life for good, she would never really have her life back.
 
   She brushed a hand across her forehead as if to physically wipe the troubling thoughts away.
 
   Lifting the lid from a packing crate, her blood coursed with rekindled anticipation. The same feeling she used to experience every time she started a new project. It was exhilarating and she felt more alive at this very moment than she had in years.
 
   Carrying supplies over to the card table set up near her easel, she went through the task of arranging the tubes of paint, various brushes, and palette on top, all the while humming one of her favorite jazz tunes. Paige stopped her systematic actions wondering how long it had been since she’d listened to music.
 
   "Too long.” On the spot, she vowed to correct the situation by unpacking the stereo today and playing some of her favorite CDs.
 
   Slipping on her old paint-stained smock, she sat a large previously primed canvas on the easel, adjusting its position until the light played over the snow-white rectangle to her liking. Picking up her pencil, she lightly sketched the main outlines of the future portrait then started selecting colors.
 
   Testing the consistency of each tube she found that her cadmium red had turned to liver, but the rest could be saved with a little thinner. Very soon, she would have to replace most of her supplies. A trip into town wasn’t something she was eager to do just yet.
 
   After choosing and mixing, she picked up her brush and palette and went to work. Her hand practically flew over the canvas as nearly forgotten expertise came flooding back to her like a dam just burst.
 
   Trying to bring to life the handsome face from her dream, she used the chiaroscuro technique to make the portrait as three-dimensional as possible. The mixture of light and shade gave the illusion of depth, creating a dramatic effect. From the shoulders down, she added hazy, smoky shadow that blended into the dark background since she wanted to concentrate on those cobalt eyes. Eyes that had filled her with a desire she'd never known and a sense of peace she had only prayed for.
 
   The painting was done alla prima and she was pleased with the result. Normally, to get the kind of intense detail she had strove for she would have spent several days on the project, but only four hours later the finished icon stood before her—captivating and mesmerizing. The penetrating gaze of the dark-haired man on the canvas had no less impact on her now than it had in her dream.
 
   She stood back, a forefinger placed over her lips as she studied the painting. A photograph couldn't have done him better justice.
 
   There was a look about him. A seductive curve to his lips, the slightly arched left eyebrow giving the impression of well-earned male arrogance, a proud thrust of his chin and regally sculpted nose. Even though he was merely a portrait of oil paint and turpentine, those eyes invoked an aura of love and tenderness, the thrill of danger.
 
   Her dream man. Her painting. Both were her glimmers of hope, assuring her that someday she would once again reclaim herself.
 
   Unhurried, she began to clear her things. As she cleaned the brushes, the smell of turpentine filled the room and brought back memories she thought forever buried and forgotten.
 
   Her parents had put her through art school under the impression that she had talent. They felt she was good enough to make it in the fickle art world and that her work would someday grace the walls of many a prominent art gallery and lavish homes of the rich and famous. Rex had quickly brought reality crashing down upon her, making her realize it was all a fanciful dream. An unattainable aspiration best left behind.
 
   Her parents had been dreamers until their dying day. She had been as well. But when the unexpected storm claimed their small cabin cruiser ten years ago, she went running into the stable arms of Rex Stanfield. They had met at the local coffee shop where she worked part time, and he became her emotional rock. His quiet strength got her through the traumatic period. Young and vulnerable, his bank account also promised security. As the years went by, she discovered his quiet strength to be nothing more than a brooding demeanor, and she wasn't allowed a penny more than he felt necessary. Her dreams, along with her hopes of having found true love, died a quick and painful death.
 
   She felt so empty for so long. Painting again was like resurrecting a small part of her.
 
   Paige let her gaze travel back to the fresh painting. 
 
   I'm here to help you. As long as I'm here nothing and nobody can hurt you. Her dream man's words resonated within her mind and she knew the reawakening of her soul, and sexuality was all because of him.
 
   Whoever he was.
 
   

 
   

Chapter Three 
 
   After taking the phone off the receiver on the wall, Paige leaned against the kitchen counter and gave her ex-mother-in-law and now closest friend a call. “Hi, Marge.”
 
   "Paige!" The older woman squealed with delight as if they hadn't talked just the other day. "I'm so happy to hear from you. I tried calling yesterday but a recording came on saying your number had been disconnected."
 
   "I had my number changed," she said matter-of-factly, twisting the phone cord around her finger. “I need to get a new cell since I had the misfortune of dropping my last one in the toilet.” She laughed, but her voice came out small and strained with her next words. "Rex called me the other night." She heard the other woman gasp. "He said he would find me. That he wouldn't rest until he had me back."
 
   Marge groaned. "Oh, honey. I'm so sorry. Do you think he knows where you are?"
 
   "No. If he did, he wouldn't hesitate to make an appearance. It's just a matter of time before he does find me." Paige sat at the small dinette table, her empty plate and bowl still sitting there. It was a good thing she’d eaten before calling Marge or she probably would have lost her appetite. The way she felt right now, she might lose her soup and sandwich at any second.
 
   "You can come stay with me again, love. You know that. I’ve still got the Colt. Rex'll never get within a yard of you."
 
   Paige knew her invitation came from the heart. If it hadn't been for Marge all of these years and especially the last six months, she'd probably still be with Rex.
 
   "Thanks, but if and when the time comes, I'll have to face him myself. I can't keep running, can't have you holding my hand for the rest of my life while you chase Rex off with your revolver. I won't live in fear of him anymore." Though her words sounded big and courageous, inside she felt very small and worried.
 
   "I understand." 
 
   Paige knew she did. Marge had been in a situation much like her own, but for far more years. It had taken Marge two decades before breaking the hold her husband had over her.
 
   Fate had been most unkind to Marge, but she told Paige on many occasions that life was filled with lessons to be learned, and didn't begrudge anything she had gone through. 
 
   Marge often said, "We each play the cards life has dealt us. Sometimes we're lucky and end up with a Full House. Maybe we're not so lucky and have to make do with our highest card and hope we win the pot. But never, ever, throw in your chips just because you've been dealt a lousy hand." 
 
   The first time Paige had met Marge, she found her to be fun loving and very perceptive. A woman who lived with one foot in the real world and the other in the paranormal, which was precisely why Paige wanted to see her and the main reason for her phone call.
 
   She untangled her finger from the phone cord. "Marge, could you come over today?"
 
   "Sure, my Judo class doesn't start until six. Did you want to talk about Rex?" Her voice held contempt for her son, who had followed in his father's dogmatic footsteps.
 
   "Probably." She gave a weak laugh. "I also want your opinion on something. Besides, you've wanted to see my new place. I'm nearly finished unpacking."
 
   "Yes, I have. From the way you describe it, it sounds like a giant log cabin. Wood from floor to ceiling and only five rooms in the whole place?"
 
   Paige smiled. “I guess it's the pioneer coming out in me. There's something comforting in simplicity with nothing but sunshine, shoreline, and blue-green water for as far as one can see. My nearest neighbor is half a mile away."
 
   "Just don't become a hermit, love," Marge warned.
 
   "Not a chance," Paige assured. "I'm simply enjoying peace I haven’t had for quite some time." She nervously twined the corkscrew cord around her finger again, uneasy as Rex’s made-to-intimidate phone call slid to the forefront of her mind.
 
   "I'll be there in half an hour," Marge informed.
 
   "See you then. Bye."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Paige waited anxiously, eager to know if Marge detected any of the sensations she'd been experiencing within this house over the past few weeks. It couldn't be her imagination, she counseled herself for the thousandth time. Several times, the heady fragrance of a man's cologne had filled her senses and sometimes she would feel a gentle hand on her shoulder, a soft breath on her cheek. She often detected the sensation as if somebody was standing behind her, watching and reaching out to her with invisible arms of comfort.
 
   These feelings never frightened her. On the contrary, they brought her great solace. There was also the figure she had seen standing at the upstairs window when she’d first moved in and the dream last night. 
 
   All of it added up to only two possibilities. Either she had finally snapped and was creating all of this out of wishful thinking and tremendous need, or she was the proud owner of a haunted house. If so, she now had a face to go along with the lingering spirit.
 
   And what a face it was.
 
   Still, without Marge's input and opinion, she wasn't about to jump to conclusions over the whole situation. In fact, until this very moment, she hadn't allowed herself to ponder much over the happenings. She had simply ridden them out, reveled in them while they'd lasted, then promptly cast them aside when they faded.
 
   After fixing a pot of coffee and setting the carafe and mugs on the coffee table, she wandered around the spacious living room that boasted an open beam ceiling and huge stone fireplace, rearranging everything.
 
   Being an avid collector of medieval fantasy crystal figurines—everything from miniature castles to knights and dragons—she had barely finished with the menagerie occupying the fireplace mantel and was just starting on the curio cabinet when she heard Marge's sports car pull up in the driveway.
 
   Before Marge had a chance to knock on the door, Paige had it open, ushering her inside then closing the door behind them.
 
   "My!" Marge exclaimed. "That important, is it?" She pulled Paige into her arms for an affectionate hug before holding her at arms’ length, taking in her appearance. 
 
   "Paige!" She gasped in surprise. "You look amongst the living for once. Still a bit thin," she encircled one of Paige's wrists with her thumb and forefinger, "but I do believe there's some color in your cheeks. If I didn't know better I'd think there was a special man in your life."
 
   Paige felt herself go hot from head to toe as she led Marge to the plump, forest-green sofa, sitting down beside her. She poured a cup of coffee for them both and handed one to Marge. "Only if dreams count." She felt a smile teasing her lips and memories tingling along her nerve endings, racing between her thighs.
 
   Marge leaned close as if in confidence and waggled her honey-blond eyebrows. "Aren't those the best? Where else can you crawl into bed with Sylvester Stallone, Marlon Brando and Keanu Reeves all at the same time?" She leaned back and laughed that incredibly loud and happy laugh of hers. Marge was a woman who had cried more than her share of tears, but had the most resilient soul anyone ever possessed. Paige admired her on many levels.
 
   Chuckling softly, Paige set her mug back down, feeling too wired right now to add caffeine to her system. "Well, since it was the first one I've ever had, I really don't have anything to compare it to. It felt so real." She grew serious, sitting up a little straighter, eager to get to the crux of her reason for asking Marge over here. "I mean, I could smell his cologne, feel his skin, hear his breathing. It was all so real. 
 
   “Marge," she reached out and held on to the older woman's hand tightly, trying to convey just how real it had been to her, "I could actually taste his kiss!"
 
   "Ah." Marge nodded her perfectly coifed head in understanding. "A lucid dream. I learned all about those during a dream seminar I attended down in San Diego last year. Some people say dreams containing all five of the senses are actually reality. Somehow our soul and that of another's come together for a while when we're sleeping, and, well," she shrugged, holding out an upturned palm, "you see what can happen."
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   If they only knew. 
 
   Ian stood at the fireplace taking in the interesting line of conversation before him and the vibrant older woman dressed in blue suede boots and a slim fitting jumpsuit in a loud geometric pattern.
 
   He liked Marge instantly. Not only did she give off good vibes and held deep affection for Paige, but she also had a lot on the ball in regards to transcendentalism.
 
   Who was this woman? A longtime friend of Paige's, that much was clear, but their age differences made them appear more like mother and daughter, though Paige didn't refer to her as "Mom." 
 
   With an invisible shrug, he gave up the musing. He was glad Paige had someone to talk to. She really did tend to close herself off from the world, just as he had done for many years.
 
   And look where it had gotten him.
 
   He didn't like the thought of Paige rambling around on the Other Side, needing to fulfill a destiny that was aggravatingly unknown. She needed to get out more and socialize, but with that tyrant of an ex-husband stalking her, no wonder she holed herself up in the house all of the time.
 
   If only he was alive. He would slay any dragons that came Paige's way.
 
   His laugh was silent as he looked over the small crystal statuettes on the mantel. He'd dearly love to be her knight in shining armor. Unfortunately, the heroes in Paige's life were only inches high and made of glass. Too bad her villains weren't as small and non-threatening.
 
   Ian walked over to stand beside Paige, half listening to their small talk as Paige's presence vied for his complete and undivided attention. He couldn't get the dream out of his head. Ever since he'd laid his hands on her, kissed her lips and felt her passion, it had been all he could think about. He was just about going insane with want.
 
   He took in her smooth hair held back in a braid, recalling how it had been loose and flowing in the dream. Her cutoff denim shorts bid him to appreciate the long length of her silky legs. Her large, shapeless T-shirt hid her upper body from his hungry view, though his palms still remembered the feel of her breasts. His gaze went to her face. He would remember the taste of those lips forever.
 
   When he and Seth were younger, and years before Mom died, they'd lived in a small house with a wild honeysuckle bush growing in the backyard. During the summer, they’d pick the delicate white blossoms, pull out the thin, yellow filament, and suck out the sweet droplet of nectar. Paige's lips had tasted just as sweet. As with that single droplet of nectar, he wanted more.
 
   Or maybe I’m just plain hard up.
 
   Nah. If there was one person he trusted, it was himself and his judgment. He'd quickly grown used to the fact that he was attracted to Paige on a soul-deep level. Something that went way beyond the physical, although she didn't hurt his eyes any to look at.
 
   Yep, he had found the only woman for him.
 
   Too bad he’d found her five years too late.
 
   He hadn't received any disciplinary action from higher up for entering Paige's dream, but figured The Voice thought the torture he’d caused himself by letting things get so heated between he and Paige had been punishment enough.
 
   He was still puzzled as to what her dream meant. The children's hospital, the earthquake, and Paige's sobs of self-recrimination, what did it all mean? It was as if she somehow felt responsible for the incident in her dream. However, what did it all point to in reality?
 
   Marge suddenly stopped in mid-conversation looking straight in Ian's direction. "Who's your friend?" She pointed right at him.
 
   Ian felt his phantom blood run cold and invisible hairs along the back of his nonexistent neck stand on end. He sucked in a silent gasp of air. 
 
   She knew he was here!
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Four 
 
   Paige glanced to her right and whispered, "You can see him?" 
 
   She knew Marge would pick up on his presence. The woman had always dabbled in the paranormal and seemed to have a sixth sense about these things. Marge had even told her she’d predicted the future on a few occasions. The earthquake taking place in eighty-nine when she lived in San Francisco was just one such instance.
 
                 "No. I can't see him, but there's definitely someone standing beside you." She set her cup next to Paige's on the table and closed her hazel eyes in concentration. "A man. He's bound to the house. Seems as though he has some unfinished business to tend to." 
 
   Marge gave the information matter-of-factly, as if detecting spirits was an everyday occurrence in any household. Paige took her words to heart, though most people refused to believe in Marge's psychic powers and tended to write her off as a crackpot.
 
   If one went by her flashy attire, outgoing and occasionally ditsy personality, along with the classes, seminars, and workshops she attended on a constant basis one would be apt to put her in the kooky category. Mix all of that in with her zeal to use her psychic gift whenever she had a chance, and people automatically viewed her as an oddity that shouldn't be taken seriously. Paige knew better. 
 
   She nodded in agreement. "I know he's the one who slipped into my dream last night. Actually, it was a nightmare until he entered." She looked up with a smile, as if he actually stood before her in the flesh.
 
   "He must be very powerful to be able to enter your subconscious." Marge's voice was low and serious. "Most earthbound spirits are confused and ramble around their death site lost and searching, sometimes never finding what they're looking for or what they need to fulfill in order to go on to a higher level in the afterlife. This man obviously possesses his faculties if he found a way into your dream and actually communicated with you there.”
 
   "I suppose so," Paige murmured, tearing her gaze from the seemingly empty space beside her and looked at Marge once again. "I know it sounds silly, but I feel a strong attraction between us, binding us together somehow." She let out a short laugh. "Crazy, huh?"
 
   Her gaze dropped to her lap, absently tracing the invisible band around her left finger where her wedding ring used to be. Not even a child had been conceived out of that charade of a relationship, though it was probably for the best. She thoroughly believed a baby should be created out of the mutual love and desire two people share.
 
   "Crazy?" Marge got to her feet. "This is wonderful!” She took Paige by the hand, bringing her to her feet. "Whoever this man is, or was, I'm picking up such strong feelings of protectiveness. I feel it in my very bones. As long as you're in this house, you'll be safe."
 
   A tear lodged in Paige's throat. "That's exactly what he told me in my dream. He said, ‘I'm here to help you. As long as I'm here nothing and nobody can hurt you’." She was silent a moment, then said, "I want to show you something." She led Marge upstairs to her studio and the painting still on the easel.
 
   "That's him." Paige gestured to the canvas as if she were introducing a flesh and blood person, a warm smile on her lips.
 
   "You're painting again!" Marge clapped her hands in delight. "So that's your dream man." She walked this way and that to take in all angles. "He's simply gorgeous. And those eyes!" She fanned herself with her hand and batted her thick eyelashes. "He'd make any girl swoon."
 
   "I know," Paige said breathlessly, standing at Marge's side. "Too bad he's dead." She then gave an amused laugh. "Leave it to me to find Mr. Right in the spirit world."
 
   "Isn't that always the way," Marge agreed. "All the good men are either married, gay, or dead." They laughed together.
 
   A moment later, Paige said, "Maybe it will be easier to cope now. I can already feel an inner strength I haven't had for such a long time." Her voice grew softer with her next words. "I hope he'll visit me again in my dreams. Better yet, in reality."
 
   "Paige." Marge was serious now, taking Paige by her shoulders so their eyes met. "Having a protector from the Other Side is all fine and dandy, but you've got to do something more, honey. What if Rex makes good on his threat? What if your guardian here," she inclined her head toward the painting. "What if he can't protect you because you've made a trip into town and meet up with Rex there? What if he isn’t strong enough to protect you if Rex shows up here? What if you're taking a walk along the beach and he comes out of nowhere and...” She couldn't finish the sentence, but a thousand grisly images went through Paige‘s mind.
 
   "I want you to think about buying a gun. I know where you can get one. Fast. Cheap. No questions asked."
 
   "A gun?" Paige felt the room sway beneath her feet. If it wasn't for Marge's firm grip on her shoulders she was certain she would have fallen to the floor in a dead faint. "I could never use a gun. Not even on Rex." Her stomach felt queasy just thinking about holding the cold metal in her hands, pulling the trigger and... "No." She gave a vehement shake of her head. "I'll call the police if he shows up and threatens to harm me."
 
   "What if they don't get here in time?"
 
   "A baseball bat." Her eyes were wide, her heart pounding wildly in her chest. At the moment she felt just as she had the night she left Rex. Damn him. His reign of terror was present even if he wasn't. "I know you mean well, Marge, but you're scaring the hell out of me." 
 
   In fact, she wasn't even sure she could use a baseball bat on Rex. Beating his brains in sounded quite appealing in her vengeful fantasies, but raising a five-pound piece of solid wood above her head then bringing it down on Rex's skull and caving it in?
 
   She shuddered at the gruesome thought.
 
   The older woman took Paige into her arms, closing her eyes briefly. "I'm sorry. I know Rex never laid a hand on you in all the time you were with him. He was just like his father, using verbal abuse and emotional battery to keep us in line. Still, I don't like the thought of you being alone out here without some kind of a weapon."
 
   Paige broke away from Marge’s embrace and met her gaze. "I promise I'll think about it."
 
   "Good, that's all I ask." Marge nodded then fell silent a moment before asking, "You won't ever take him back, will you?"
 
   "Good lord, no! Why would you ever think such a thing?"
 
   "I took his father back four times before I finally learned my lesson. I didn’t wake up and leave until I was all dried up and shriveled on the inside.” Her smile was wide but faded as she said, "Rex never even gave you a child. I know how badly you wanted a baby."
 
   "I know." Paige closed her eyes for a moment, feeling like such an incredible weakling for letting Rex control her for so many years. Nevertheless, she had felt trapped, as if there had been no way out. The night he came home drunk and forced her to have sex with him had been the breaking point. The next day she had gone to file the divorce papers. 
 
   "What if our lack of a child had been my fault?" Another laugh passed her lips. "‘You're barren, Paige. You're also a frigid bitch’." She repeated words constantly driven into her head.
 
   Marge's eyes misted over. "That bastard," she muttered. "You have a long way to go to recover the precious parts of yourself he stripped away, but you'll heal in time. Maybe sooner than you think."
 
   "I hope you're right," Paige murmured.
 
   "Strength has to come from deep within." She tapped a manicured finger tipped in vibrant chartreuse to Paige's chest. "Inside of you." A shadow passed over the older woman’s face and her eyes looked distant for a moment as if remembering the past...or reading the future.
 
   "You can't change fate," she said on a solemn whisper before her eyes focused on Paige once more. "In the end it will be up to you." Her words were solid, sounding like a warning. "Work on rebuilding your inner strength. Brains can triumph over brawn any day. Lose your head, lose your life."
 
   Paige frowned at Marge's words and the intense way her gaze looked into her own. A shiver passed through her as she recognized the expression on her friend's face and the insistence in her words. They’d had a discussion similar to this one the night before Rex forced himself on her in his drunken frenzy. Marge had a premonition that night and was having one now. It scared the living crap out of Paige.
 
   "I will," she said in a small voice, fear ricocheting through her, wondering what Marge saw that she herself couldn't. She wanted to ask, yet feared the answer, but she needed to know in order to be prepared.
 
   Marge forced a grin. "Oh, don't listen to me. You know how goofy I can be at times." Evidently, she wasn't comfortable with discussing the vision. Paige knew she would have to be prepared for anything that came her way though.
 
   Marge planted a kiss on Paige's cheek. "I've got to get going. Perhaps next time I can have the grand tour. Maybe even go for a swim out in that beautiful blue water." She looked toward the west window then turned and started for the door. Paige felt Marge had become uncomfortable about her vision.
 
   Dread squirmed inside her gut like a handful of oily worms, making her suddenly nauseated. What had she seen?
 
   "One more thing," Marge stopped just over the threshold before she turned back to Paige. "This used to be his bedroom. His bed sat right where your easel is now."
 
   Paige smiled warmly thinking of her dream man waking up each day with the morning sunlight streaming over his naked body. His deep blue eyes drowsy with sleep as he awakened to this beautiful house and the serenity of the land outside.
 
   "He was also murdered in here."
 
   Paige gasped.
 
   "Shot once in the temple while he was asleep," Marge added with a grim twist to her lips, tapping the side of her head. "Sometimes my gift feels more like a curse," she mumbled, looking at the easel. "Call me soon." Marge looked at her once again.
 
   Paige nodded. "Sure."
 
   The older woman left, leaving Paige to digest the whole of her visit.
 
   "You poor, poor man," she whispered, gazing at the portrait in front of her. "Why would anybody have wanted to hurt you?" She had known he'd died in the house but murder had never entered her mind.
 
   The phone rang so Paige took one last lingering look at Blue Eyes then went to her bedroom down the hall to answer it. "Hello?"
 
   "Aw. Why did you change your number, sweetheart? I had a hell of a time getting the new one." A low chuckle clawed its way through the line and scraped down Paige's spine.
 
   "Rex." It was a hoarse gasp.
 
   "The one and only! How was the visit with Mommy Dearest?"
 
   "Where are you?" She grabbed the receiver tight as her legs crumbled and she slumped onto the bed. He must be close by if he knew Marge had been here. Had he followed her? "What do you want?"
 
   He ignored her first question. "That should be pretty obvious. I want you, baby."
 
   She could hear the snap of gum as he chewed. "Well I don't want you!" 
 
   Why was he tormenting her like this? Had she done something so incredibly awful in her past and was paying for it still?
 
   "I don't give a rat's ass what you want." His dark, teasing demeanor vanished, leaving behind the volcanic man he truly was. "I'll be back. Maybe today, maybe not. But know this, Paige Stanfield, as long as I live and breathe, I will hunt you down until I have you, and once I do, I'm never letting you go again."
 
   "Stay away from me, Rex!" Paige got to her feet, needed to feel the solid floor beneath her. It gave her strength. “I swear, I'll--I'll--"
 
   "You'll what?" He laughed again. "What're you gonna do, sweet thing? Cry me to death? Drown me in a river of your pitiful little tears?"
 
   Paige felt slightly dizzy. God, how could she have been so weak all of those years?
 
   "I mean it, Rex. You'd better leave me alone. I don't love you anymore." If she were honest with him, she'd tell him she'd never loved him at all, but didn't want to add fuel to the fire.
 
   "Who gives a crap about love?" he fired back. "I'm talking about reclaiming something that belongs to me. You gave yourself to me willingly a decade ago. Until death do us part," he reminded her once again. "For the time being you're still alive. So am I." He gave another dark chuckle that turned her blood to icy slush. "Until that situation is remedied, you're mine and I'm coming for you, so be ready."
 
   He hung up.
 
   For a moment Paige stood, feeling glued to the spot. Blinking fiercely to rouse herself from the black depths of despair, she sat back down on the bed, her head spinning. She had to do something quick, but what?
 
   For a split second, she wished she had taken Marge up on her offer of a gun, but banished the thought. She knew herself too well. She'd freeze the moment she put her hands on it. If it came down to a struggle, Rex would be in control of the weapon before she could blink an eye, and she would be dead.
 
   An insistent blare came from the receiver and she realized she still held the phone in her hand. She dropped it to the floor in fear and disgust as if it were a part of Rex himself.
 
   What to do? He said he was coming after her. When? Now? Or later when her guard was down? Yes, that was his style. When they had been married, he often operated in that mode. He'd erupt in a fury of thundering bellows then just as quickly as the tirade had started it would stop. Things would go along smoothly for a while. Long enough for her to relax and let her guard down, then he would explode again for no apparent reason, surprising her, leaving her a nervous wreck.
 
   No more, she vowed to herself, setting her leaden legs in motion. She had to do something.
 
   Bending over, she picked up the receiver and placed it back in its cradle then went to the closet and retrieved her purse.
 
   The police.
 
   They were there to protect and serve, weren't they? She would tell them Rex had threatened her life. She would get a restraining order. True, it was simply a piece of paper and had no doubt Rex would do whatever he wanted regardless, but with the piece of paper, if he dared step foot on her property she could call the police and have him arrested.
 
   Her feet took the steps two at a time. She had to hurry. She knew he was close by. He had seen Marge come over. Perhaps he had followed her here.
 
   Her heart beat at a frantic pace, thrumming in her brain like a blinding migraine. Damn! She hated this feeling of complete and thorough terror. Six months ago, she'd thought she had left it all behind her. The gut-wrenching fear that had her breaking out in a cold sweat. Yet here it was in her life again, smashing the frail splinters of serenity she had captured just this morning.
 
   When she reached the fireplace, she ran her hand along the top right-hand side searching for her car keys. They were gone. Where had she put them? On tiptoes, she searched the entire six-foot length of the granite mantel.
 
   Nothing.
 
   She started reaching a state of desperate frenzy. The only thing occupying her mind was that she had to get out of here, now. Her gaze darted around the room and she slapped her open palm against her forehead in frustration. Where could they be? She squinted her eyes shut trying to concentrate when her mind was shooting out in all directions at once. Think. Think. Think.
 
   She checked her purse—a tube of lipstick, utility bills, wallet, hairbrush, but no keys. She dashed to the kitchen and searched the whatnot drawer.
 
   Nothing.
 
   A jingling sound like metal against metal came from the living room. Pushing open the swinging door separating the two rooms, she slowly walked in and saw her keys there on the mantel. Right where they hadn't been two minutes ago, hanging over the edge, one key still swinging, as if placed there by an invisible hand. The scent of woodsy cologne filled the air around her. Just as she had on previous occasions and during Marge's visit, she felt a strong, electrifying presence within the room. The spirit of Ian Holt, the man who built this home, she was sure.
 
   "Thank you, Ian," she said to the unseen entity, comfortable with the newfound knowledge of his ghost inhabiting her home.
 
   Snatching up the keys, she was out the door and driving away in less than two minutes.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Ian was stunned. He thought she would be startled to find the keys there, but she wasn't. In fact, she seemed quite pleased with the discovery and he was delighted with her reaction. She acted totally at ease, even excited, to know they inhabited the same house.
 
   If only they could communicate.
 
   Paige was a woman of much emotion and much passion. While she’d painted this morning, he had felt the pride she took in her craft, and he'd felt a bit like a peacock when he'd seen the image of himself.
 
   He had felt her joy, love, and admiration radiating out as she visited with Marge. Felt her despondency and fear when she had talked to Rex. Her urgency as she had searched for the car keys, luckily, he had seen her put them on the coffee table the night before. And he had felt her desire, hot and wild, when they shared that incredible dream.
 
   A remarkable woman.
 
   A remarkable woman hiding from her past and present, and had no future until her demons were conquered. But she needed help. She would possibly need protection, too. He wanted to be the one who kept her safe. Marge seemed to have complete faith in him.  But he was a spirit, for shit’s sake! How could he protect her?
 
   Ian shrugged and mutely sighed, knowing he had all the time in the universe to reflect on the question. Paige didn't, though, he soberly reminded himself. 
 
   Hopefully, he would find the answers he needed before it was too late.
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Five 
 
   Paige awoke the next morning feeling as if a lawnmower had chewed her up and spit her out.
 
   She’d arrived home yesterday feeling frustrated as hell. When she’d gone to the police station, they'd told her they couldn't do anything about her unfortunate situation. Threatening phone calls, and since Rex hadn’t actually said he would kill her or hurt her, just insinuated the fact, didn't amount to anything in their book. Unless he made good on his violent promise or actually said outright that he intended to harm her, there was nothing that could be done.
 
   She let out a short laugh. By then it would probably be too late.
 
   For a moment she thought about getting a guard dog, but she was deathly allergic to animal fur. It seemed she was on her own. She thought once again, harder this time, about Marge's offer of a gun.
 
   No. She couldn't. If and when Rex showed up, she would just have to face him and hope for the best. She prayed she would have enough time to call for help and stay alive by the time it arrived.
 
   She turned to her side, staring blankly at the window across the room. None of her windows had curtains and she liked it that way. It let in the sunlight, moonlight, and starlight. It added to the openness of the house and gave her a sense of freedom. Helped to ease the claustrophobia she still felt at having lived in that darkened, air-controlled condo for so long.
 
   Seventy-three degrees, year in and year out. Thick, heavy drapes on every window, always pulled tight when he was home. She shuddered at the memory, trying mentally to capture the sunlight pouring through the window and drag it into the core of her.
 
   Until death do us part. His low, malevolent voice had taken up permanent residence in her brain. The forewarning played itself over and over in her head like one long, monotonous recording. And, pushing her fear aside, there was still the hospital deal going down. He made his bid nearly a year ago. Construction was supposed to start within the month, next month at the latest. That building would be about as structurally sound as a seven-story house of cards.
 
   Rex hadn't cared less. He had the right connections, knew whom to pay off.
 
   After the earthquake years ago, many of his buildings had gone down in a heap of rubble. Thankfully, innocent lives had been spared. Nobody had given it a second thought. Didn't wonder why his buildings had splintered and crumbled while neighboring structures had only minimal damage. They just figured it was all an act of God.
 
   Now she was here in Monterey, yet the thought of those unstable buildings around the San Francisco area haunted her. He would start on the Children's Hospital very soon. Paige marveled again at his total disregard for human life. The man had no conscience, only a heart full of greed. Money, that's all that mattered to him. How to make more. How to make it faster.
 
   Turning onto her back, Paige closed her eyes and willed the somber thoughts away. When she opened them again, she caught sight of the pillow next to her. There was an indentation in the middle of it, as if somebody slept beside her during the night, and a single red rose lay against the snow-white case while the heady fragrance she had come to recognize as his hung in the air.
 
   Ian had been with her. But that was something she already knew since her slumber had been deep and peaceful as nightmares were kept at bay. But he hadn't entered her sleeping mind as he'd done the other night.
 
   She picked up the long-stemmed bud. It was a bloom from one of the rose bushes out in the back of the house.
 
   Why was he here? Why was he doing these things for her...to her? And what unfinished business did he have that kept him here?
 
   As perplexing thoughts and questions plodded through her muddled head, she got out of bed, placed his tender gift on the vanity table, and went to the bathroom for a shower.
 
   The hot water soothed her tense muscles and she started to relax, while thoughts of her dream man heated her blood. He was here in this very room. She could sense him watching her through the crystal-clear glass of the shower's sliding doors.
 
   Paige always knew when he was in the room with her. The air grew still and heavy with the weight of his presence. Like the calm before a storm, static electricity filled the room and pressed in on her from all sides causing the fine hairs on her arms and the back of her neck to rise. Sweet expectation filled her. Excitement coursed through her. Yes, he was here, and she silently welcomed him.
 
   Normally quite modest, she felt no inhibitions in front of this invisible man. Probably because he was transparent. Instead of shutting off the water, grabbing a towel, and running from the room, she allowed him to watch, while erotic fantasies played in her mind. Fantasies she was certain would never be a reality with this intangible spirit. 
 
   She wished differently.
 
   *
 
    
 
   Ian leaned against the porcelain sink, mesmerized by the evocative show before him. He knew it was wrong to spy on Paige like a pervert while she showered, but also sensed she wasn't oblivious to his presence. She knew he watched her and she seemed pleased by the fact as the sensual smile on her lips attested.
 
   Her trim figure was slick with water and her soap-lathered hands worked over her body in a way he yearned to, lingering at intimate places he craved to explore and taste. He felt human sensations pulse through him once again. Blood coursed thick and hot through his veins, constricted lungs that felt deprived of oxygen, his groin heavy and straining. It was the sweetest torture he'd ever known.
 
   He knew it was illogical to feel what he did at the moment since he no longer possessed a body, but it felt so real—from his moist palms and sweaty brow, to the throbbing in his briefs.
 
   If he glanced down to check out the validity of these intense feelings, he'd only be reminded of his phantom existence, so he kept his hot gaze on the woman before him, enjoying the sensations.
 
   He watched as she ran her hands over her body, cupping her breasts and teasing the nipples. She squeezed the soft mounds, closing her eyes in ecstasy. Ian let out a low moan of agony, wishing he could touch her. She must have heard him because her eyes opened and she smiled in his direction. Her right hand slipped down her body, between her thighs.
 
   Ian found himself riveted to the spot, ready to explode. Damn! If it took him the rest of Paige’s life, he had to find a way to make contact, a way to make love to her. All thoughts ceased as he watched her rub faster, her breathing quick, as water cascaded over her body. With a short cry, she tensed and came right before his eyes, her body pulsing with her orgasm.
 
   Ian was ready to fall on the floor.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   After dressing and blow drying her hair, Paige sat on the bed, pulling on a clean pair of socks. The feeling of her dream man watching as she brought herself to climax still coursed through her veins. She paused before putting on the other sock. 
 
   Would it always be like this? Strong sensations and lingering scents while he remained an unseen entity?
 
   She knew this was all real and not a fantasy spun by her own mind. The fact that she detected his presence as strongly as if a living, breathing human being was in the room with her proved they were on the same wavelength, cosmic plane, or whatever it was called.
 
   Somehow, she had to attempt to make contact. Needed to see him. At least converse with a disembodied voice.
 
   If it came right down to it and she couldn't make contact herself, she would have Marge perform a séance. Marge would love that. Paige smiled softly at the image in her mind. She would try on her own first.
 
   After slipping on the other sock, she viewed the reflection of her empty bedroom in the mirror. When she heard a sound like an echoing sigh, her heart picked up speed. 
 
   Resisting the urge to jerk her head around in the direction from where it came, she took a calming breath. "I know you're here watching me. Thank you for the rose," she murmured. "It's beautiful. And, thank you for coming into my dream the other night and chasing the nightmare away." She got to her feet and turned to the empty room.
 
   "Please. Show yourself if you can," she urged, praying he was indeed here and she wasn't actually going insane and creating all of this. "I--I want to see you." Her voice caught in her throat, not knowing what to expect.
 
   Several seconds went by, then slowly a misty shape started to form less than two feet away from her. Paige's heart cartwheeled into a quick rhythm of anticipation. Excitement and fear of the unknown sped through her veins.
 
   The form grew more solid until he stood before her—achingly male from head to toe and clad only in the briefest of briefs.
 
   Paige gripped the edge of the vanity table, all strength pouring from her legs like sand through a funnel as she found herself face-to-face with the bluest eyes she had ever seen.
 
   "Wow." The man inspected his hands. "I wasn't sure I could do that with an audience." He looked at her. "Hello, Paige." His voice was low and husky, and his handsome face wore a confident grin.
 
   "It’s--it's you!" she gasped, placing a hand over her heart, thinking it just might jump out of her chest. Her gaze remained riveted to the now visible apparition. "The man in my painting," she whispered with the shock of actually seeing him in reality. "The man in my dream." She let her legs fold beneath her and crumpled onto the vanity bench. "It's really you."
 
   "Yep. Ian Emery Holt, in the flesh, so to speak." He gave a small chuckle and walked the short distance to where she sat. "At last we meet." He reached out to clasp her hand with his, but quickly discovered that though he appeared solid, it was only an illusion, as his hand passed right through her. "Damn," he muttered, snatching back his hand in a tight fist, flexing it several times. “It certainly looks solid.”
 
   Paige blinked several times. "Yes, you do.”
 
   "I hadn't expected this." He lifted his head to look soberly into her eyes, his mouth twisted ruefully.
 
   Paige smiled, her original shock now replaced by the familiar sense of security this ghost-man emitted. "Well, at least I can see and hear you now. That’s so much better than what I've been experiencing these past two weeks."
 
   Ian nodded in agreement. "I've wanted to talk to you for so long." He knelt in front of her on one knee, a wraith knight before his mortal lady. "I've wanted you to see me as I have you."
 
   "Like in the shower just now?" She meant to tease but felt her cheeks catch fire at her bold statement.
 
   Smothering a grin, he said, "Something like that."
 
   "How about that," Paige declared. "Even ghosts blush." She felt totally at ease in his lone company.
 
   "If you knew what I was thinking right now you'd be the one blushing."
 
   "Too bad there's nothing we can do about those thoughts though. Yours. Mine." Paige sighed, reaching out to cup his cheek and only felt an aura of coolness radiating from him, but no flesh. She let her hand drop to her lap. "Look at the way you have me talking." She cast her gaze to her hands. "The way you have me feeling."
 
   "How?" He cocked his head to one side in inquisition. "Tell me how you feel."
 
   Paige got up and started pacing the room. "Ever since I saw this place I knew there was something special about it. When I moved in, I knew it was more than just a bunch of wood and nails. A feeling of serenity filled these walls. Then I started sensing your presence. Your cologne. A touch. A sigh. When you entered my dream..."
 
   She stopped her back and forth movements to look directly at him. "You've made me feel strong and invincible, yet soft and desirable at the same time. Those are feelings I haven't experienced in a very long time."
 
   Ian’s tone was solemn and his eyes seemed to hold remorse. "But you're flesh and blood while I'm merely a shadow of what I once was." Their gazes locked and held.
 
   "Well," Paige said abruptly, determined to change the mood from dismal to cheerful. "Since we can’t do anything about these feelings between us, except talk about it and regret what can't be, maybe we could do something about your attire." She eyed his well-exposed body. His broad shoulders, smooth chest, the sprinkling of hair below his navel thinning into an inky line that disappeared under the waistband of his briefs, and that stomach! She bet she could do back flips on it and he wouldn't even grunt.
 
   Her eyes wandered lower, taking in his manhood molded to perfection beneath the thin cotton. Yep, too bad he was dead. "Or, shall I say, lack of it. Not that I object to viewing a perfectly hewn physique."
 
   Ian stood and looked down at his body. He was clothed in only a gray pair of Jockey's. Looking up again, he grinned. "Sorry. Since I died in bed, this was all I was wearing at the time. Good thing I didn't sleep in the buff!" Another smile claimed his face, showing a deep dimple in each cheek. "Here goes." He closed his eyes and concentrated. Soon his entire body started glowing with a soft yellow light, growing in intensity until the entire room was flooded in luminosity.
 
   Paige shielded her eyes against the glare, her ears picked up a low humming sound. All at once the light compacted itself to the size of a basketball before splitting off, swirling around Ian like thousands of tiny diamonds, then disappeared all at once in the blink of an eye.
 
   The air was silent and he now stood before her in white running shoes, faded blue jeans and a snug, white T-shirt that hugged his every muscle.
 
   "Better?" he asked expectantly.
 
   Arms folded over her chest, Paige looked him up and down. "Much." She declined to tell him the clothes he wore which clung to his body all close and cozy turned her on almost as much as his lone briefs had. "I'd sure hate to go to so much trouble every time I changed clothes, though. Isn't there an easier way?"
 
   "You mean, like this?" He snapped his fingers and he now donned a gray sweat outfit. Snapping them again, he now wore khaki slacks and an aqua polo shirt.
 
   Snap—a tuxedo.
 
   Snap— silk, burgundy pajamas.
 
   Snap—back to his previous attire of blue jeans and a white T-shirt.
 
   Paige rolled her eyes. "Show off."
 
   Ian shrugged in innocence. "Hey, you'd be surprised at how boring being a spirit can be." He took a seat on the bed, the mattress yielded to his weight as if he was any live man sitting there. "Just rambling around, nothing to occupy my time, I don't need to eat or sleep. Until now I had nobody to talk to, although I have developed some interesting powers." He arched an eyebrow.
 
   Paige walked over to sit next to him. "Like entering my dreams?" She flashed him a smile.
 
   "Among others." He placed one foot on the bed, forearm resting on his bent knee. "I'll have to show you some time." His voice held a certain lilt to it that filled her with pure excitement.
 
   Paige was in a rare teasing mood and decided to play on it. "You're not going to walk around headless or play marbles with your eyeballs, are you?" She grimaced, shuddering dramatically.
 
   Ian looked indignantly at her. "Now, why would I want to do something like that?"
 
   She shrugged, maintaining her serious composure. "Well, you are a ghost. Aren't ghosts supposed to do gross things? In fact, ghosts are often gross looking themselves. For all I know you may not actually look this gorgeous. Maybe it's all an illusion and you're really walking hamburger meat." She held back the smile she felt threatening her lips.
 
   Ian got to his feet and frowned down at her, hands planted on his lean hips, legs in a wide stance, looking thoroughly insulted. "I'll have you know I look the same now as I did when I was alive--"
 
   Paige burst out laughing.
 
   "Why you little devil! You were teasing me." He lunged forward, but fell right through, landing on the bed instead. Rolling onto his back, he stared up at the ceiling, hands clenched at his sides. "Damn."
 
   "Don't be upset," Paige said in an attempt to comfort him. "Let's not mourn over something that can't be." She thought it best to move to a less desire provoking room. "If you don't have anything better to do, such as rattling chains and moaning the night away," she winked, "maybe we could go downstairs and talk. Besides, I'm starving." She got to her feet and started toward the door.
 
   "Very funny," Ian jeered from behind her. In the next instant, he appeared in front of her out in the hall. Paige came to an abrupt halt, looking up into eyes that were self-assured. "Just for the record, I don't rattle chains, and the only thing that's gonna have me moaning the night away, is making love to that sweet body of yours when I see you in your dreams tonight." His right eyebrow rose in that confident manner of his. "Now let's go shoot the breeze." He thumbed to the stairs behind him, turned and strode away. 
 
   Paige followed on rubber legs.
 
   

 
   

Chapter Six 
 
   Ian lay sprawled on Paige's sofa while she sat in the overstuffed chair sipping on a mug of hot tea after eating a late breakfast. Conversation at the meal table had centered on how much they both loved this area, the beach, and other commonplace things. The air between them felt relaxed and unhurried.
 
   A sense of peace coursed lazily through Paige as she surveyed the man just a few feet from her. He looked so real lying there, utterly casual and achingly virile. She had to keep reminding herself with every fluttering heartbeat that he was a ghost.
 
   "A penny for your thoughts," he murmured.
 
   "Well," she ran a finger along the rim of her cup, her tone serious and more than a little bewildered. "I was sitting here not really believing this was all happening. I mean, if anyone walked in right now they would think I'd flipped my lid, sitting here carrying on a conversation with a spirit as if he was any other man."
 
   She bit her bottom lip and frowned. "I've seen shows on TV where they claim to have captured a ghost on film, and the images are always so hazy and out of focus. But look at you." She held an upturned palm out to him. "It's amazing."
 
   Ian shrugged. "As Marge told you, and as I've been the witness of, most spirits are confused and simply ramble around. They appear as hazy as their minds are. I don't know why I was so fortunate to have kept my wits.
 
   "Did you ever see that old television series called The Ghost and Mrs. Muir? She saw the captain just as you're seeing me now. They communicated just like everyday folks. There was even a romantic interest between the two, if I recall correctly." He winked, indicating that they, too, shared a similar interest.
 
   Paige felt her internal temperature rise about fifty degrees at the statement. "Yes, but that was fiction. This is real. You look so real."
 
   Ian grinned. "I know. Kinda blows your mind, doesn't it?"
 
   "To say the least." She looked into her cup as the craziness of it all hit her. She was living with a phantom, talking with him as if they were long, lost friends and lovers. She was sharing her house with a man now—of sorts now. "This is all so weird." She gave a quick shake of her head to clear away the jumbled thoughts collecting there like rainwater in a muddy ditch.
 
   He sat up, patting the space next to him. "C'mere, Kitten." 
 
   Paige set her cup down and walked over to sit next to Ian, her gaze fixed on his face. "I know it must be mind-boggling to suddenly find out you're sharing your house with a ghost, but I want you to know I'm not going to disrupt your life. No more slipping into dreams or voyeurism in the bathroom." He smiled sheepishly. "Let's get to know each other. Talk. Spend time together. Just like any other friendship would go."
 
   Paige inhaled a shuddering breath of relief. "That would be wonderful." She was a tad disappointed he wouldn't be joining her in her dreams, but felt it was best that they take this one step at a time. Slow and steady.
 
   Then a thought hit her, making her eager. "Do you think Marge would be able to see you now?"
 
   "I don't know. She sensed my presence, knew your art studio used to be my bedroom and that I was murdered there."
 
   Paige swallowed hard.
 
   "Don't feel bad for me. It happened years ago and I've accepted it. You can't change what's already been done."
 
   "Who did it, Ian?" She sat up straight, eyes urgent as they roamed his face. "Did the person ever get caught? And why would anyone go so far as to kill you?" 
 
   Several scenarios had passed through her mind when Marge revealed the fact that he had been murdered, everything from a burglar who was caught in the act of robbing his place, to a jilted lover seeking revenge.
 
   Ian let out a long breath through his nose, looking uncomfortable with having to relive the memory. "Tom Billings. He was a rival architect. Not much of a rival." He laughed shortly. "His buildings were strictly meant more for show than practicality. Kind of an art deco stylist, I guess you could say. A lot of ornamental, highly curvilinear and geometric designs. My designs were more clean and simple, meant to be solid, stable. Like this place. It'll still be standing a hundred years from now." He looked around and a satisfied smile came to his lips. "It took me the better part of a year to complete it in my spare time. Too bad I only spent a few weeks in it before I was...” He looked at her again, one side of his mouth pulled into a grim smile. "You know."
 
   Paige reached out a hand in a comforting gesture, but stopped before she could touch his thigh, reminding herself once again that she would only encounter thin air where flesh and clothing seemed to be. Drawing her hand back, she placed it in her lap. "Why did he kill you?"
 
   One shoulder lifted in a resigned shrug. "After his relationship broke up, he got heavily into drugs and became highly paranoid. At least, that’s what I’d heard. I knew the guy always had a helluva temper. Guess he figured if I was out of the picture more work would come his way. Besides, it probably had more to do with the fact that his girlfriend left him and we had a brief fling." He snorted roughly.
 
   Paige gave a slow shake of her head. "That's insane," she murmured. "Do you know if he was ever caught?"
 
   "The spirit grapevine has it that he died in a car wreck a year after he blew me away while I slept in my bed." Ian's fists tensed.
 
   “It still bothers you,” Paige stated.
 
   “Yeah, I guess I haven’t totally gotten over it, probably because I’ve never discussed it with anyone before. The Other Side isn't the greatest place to find someone to converse with and confide in. It’s not like an evening at the local pub where people gather around on the weekends to drink a few brews and chew the fat.” He laughed then said softly, “A haze filled mental institution is a pretty accurate description.”
 
   "I'm sorry you had to die. Such a waste."
 
   "Maybe, but perhaps He has other plans for me." Ian pointed heavenward. "Plans that haven't been revealed yet."
 
   "Do you have any living family?" It suddenly occurred to her that maybe he had had parents, a wife, even children. "A wife perhaps?" She inquired, though the words stuck in her throat like an aspirin going down the wrong way. Imagine, being covetous of a dead man!
 
   Ian shook his head. "No wife. No kids. Not even a dog. Only one brother. Five years younger than me. Although now we're the same age." He gave a soft laugh of amusement. "Mom died when I was sixteen. Dad ran out on us soon after Seth was born."
 
   Paige didn't miss the tension in his voice. She wanted to broach the subject of his father, ask about his mother's death, but Ian didn't look as if he wanted to discuss those areas of his life just yet, so she would wait. Lord knew she had all the time in the world.
 
   "Maybe you'd like me to contact Seth for you," she offered. "He might like to know that I can talk to you."
 
   "Thanks, but I'd rather just keep things the way they are for now. According to the newspaper, I saw on the table a while back, I've been dead for five years. He's more than likely accepted the fact that I was murdered, and I really don't want to disrupt still waters. Besides, what are you going to do? Just call him up one day and say, ‘Hello, Mr. Holt, I just thought you'd like to know that I'm living with you're dead brother's ghost’."
 
   Paige grimaced. "Yeah, he'd probably call me a kook and hang up."
 
   "Let's take things one day at a time."
 
   The phone ringing prompted Paige to answer it. Since there was no phone jack in the living room, she entered the kitchen, the door swinging softly behind her.
 
   When she glanced up, Ian already waited for her, straddling a chair, arms folded over the back. "Oh!" She stopped in her tracks, her hand flying to her chest in surprise. "You scared me."
 
   "Sorry. Teleportation just comes so naturally to me now that I--" The phone rang for the third time, cutting off his words. "Why don't you get that?" He nodded in the direction of the phone on the wall.
 
   Her heart resumed beating and her legs were in motion once again as she reached for the phone. She was eager to tell Marge of her phantom friend's appearance. "It's going to take some time getting used to living with a ghost." She smiled, still feeling slightly dazed.
 
   His chin rested atop his forearms. "Get used to it real quick. I have a feeling I'm going to be around for a long, long time."
 
   Paige was still smiling as she picked up the phone, feeling fate was on her side for once and maybe her future wasn't as dismal as it had seemed for so long. "Hello?" She inhaled a sharp breath as her smile was abruptly snuffed out, replaced by a knuckle white grip on the receiver. "Why can't you leave me alone?" Her voice came out in a broken whisper.
 
   Ian was on his feet in an instant and at her side, but as he made a grab for the end of the phone, his hand went right through the solid object. "Damn!" He thrust a hand through his hair in frustration.
 
   Paige let the receiver fall to the floor as she slumped against the counter while Rex's booming voice emanated from the phone.
 
   She blankly watched as Ian focused his energy, lifting the receiver from the Spanish tiled floor and let it drop back on the hook with a mighty slam.
 
   "Paige,” he said softly. "Look at me." She slowly lifted her head, her gaze meeting his. "What I said in your dream and what Marge told you is the truth. As long as you're in this house you're safe. He won't hurt you as long as I'm around." Jaw tense, blue eyes flashing, he looked every inch the rebel he claimed to be.
 
   "But…How…?"
 
   "Shh." He held three fingers to her lips, just a breath away, but enough to give the visual illusion that he was actually touching her. "I'll take care of everything." Behind them, a chair slid from the table as if an invisible hand pulled it out. "Have a seat. We need to talk."
 
   Paige silently took the seat he offered while Ian resumed his previous spot, straddling the chair once more. "Here." A paper napkin was pulled from the rainbow ceramic holder in the middle of the table, and scooted along the smooth wooden tabletop, stopping in front of her.
 
   A small smile tugged Paige's lips at the magical display. "Thank you." She picked the napkin up and dabbed at her eyes.
 
   Ian enclosed one fisted hand within the other. "I want to help you, Paige. I think I can, too. But I need to know as much about him as you're able to tell me. I need to know what I'll be up against if he ever shows his face around here."
 
   Paige was in the midst of shredding the napkin with a vengeance. "Ian, what can you do? You can't even touch me, how are you going to protect me?"
 
   "I'm not just a misty, confused spirit as most are. I have all of my faculties, which is a big help over here, let me tell you. I've had five years to discover a majority of my powers and practice using them. I told you I would show you them someday." He suddenly smiled, his lips curving in that totally male and oh, so arrogant manner of his. "A mere human would be no match for me. Knives and bullets, hah! I'm already dead, so I surely can't be killed—again."
 
   They both laughed, but Paige frowned. "No, but I can." Her steady gaze held his.
 
   "Trust me, he won't lay a hand on you as long as you're in this house."
 
   “That’s the key to this whole thing though, isn’t it? You can protect me while I’m in this house—how, we still have yet to discover—but I need to go out sometimes. I refuse to be a prisoner in my own home!”
 
   "I want you to think about Marge's offer of getting a gun for protection."
 
   "No. I can't. What if I froze up when he came for me? What if he got it away from me? What if I ended up dead by the very weapon that was supposed to protect me?"
 
   "All right." He put the thumb side of his fist to his lips in thought. "I want you to be careful when you go out though. The first sign of him, I want you to hightail it back home and lock the door behind you."
 
   Paige nodded.
 
   "Why don't you go upstairs and take a bath," he suggested. "I need time to sort this all out.”
 
   Paige didn't question the hard look on Ian's face. A soothing bath sounded good right about now. She needed to relax and think.
 
   As she left the room, fierce determination swelled as her thoughts shifted. She still wasn't comfortable with the idea of purchasing a gun, but she'd be damned if she was going to hide for the rest of her life simply because her ex-husband didn't want to sever their ties.
 
   

 
   

Chapter Seven 
 
   "You're really good." Ian sat on a wooden crate in Paige's studio, watching as she painted. 
 
   Midday light spilled in, bathing the room with a thousand tiny rainbows. He smiled at the sage wizard on the windowsill across the room. Paige was still a dreamer he mused, though she believed that part of her was dead. Someday soon, she would discover it wasn't dead, just hidden. Her dreams were still within her, alive and well.
 
   He focused back on her painting. The picture taking shape on her easel was a dream scene—the meadow of daisies. In the painting, he and Paige stood in the middle of the green grassy field. Her ivory veil-like nightgown was molded to the front of her body as a light breeze caused it to flutter behind her. White puffy clouds graced the light-blue sky. They stood face-to-face, arms held slightly in front of them, fingers entwined.
 
   Ian remembered the exact moment when he'd been in her dream. He recalled the desire leaping between them like an electric current, feeling as if they were reunited lovers of yesterday.
 
   He found himself aching to simply hold her in his arms, kiss her and make love with her. How could one woman affect him so badly? Numerous others in his past had been no more than briefly interesting. Perhaps because he couldn't have her only made him want her more?
 
   As he viewed the scene she put on the canvas, desire rose within him once again. Hell, Paige always made him feel passionate, but since he appeared to her over a week ago, they’d kept things on a friendship basis only.
 
   It had been working too, until she started painting that picture.
 
   "What's it like over there?" Paige set down her palette and paintbrush, turning to face him.
 
   "Montana?" he asked.
 
   "No. The place where you spend your time when you're not with me. You never talk about it."
 
   "You never ask about it." He leaned back against the wall, stretched one leg out in front of him, the other propped on the crate, his forearm rested on his bent knee.
 
   Her painting finished for now, Paige started cleaning up her supplies. "Maybe I'm a little bit afraid." She shrugged, concentrating on her work. "I've read books about the hereafter, but the written and supposed facts weren't proof enough for me. Now," she held an upturned palm in his direction. "I have all the proof I need. What if I don't like what's over there?"
 
   Ian was silent for a moment. He could never imagine Paige on the Other Side. If she just passed through on her way to Heaven, it would be okay. But if she had a destiny to fulfill as he did, if she became one of those confused, lost souls... 
 
   He shuddered at the thought. She didn't belong in a place like that. She had to live her life to the fullest and needed to remove the obstacles preventing her from doing so.
 
   He was silent for several moments, but he finally told her about his experience right after he'd been shot, about The Voice and his destiny that must be fulfilled. 
 
   "Imagine a place that's neither light nor dark. Instead, it sort of radiates a dimness all around like streetlights straining through fog. Almost like a gray nothingness for as far as you can see. Neither hot nor cold, it's where I spend a great deal of time. The place where everyone goes to when they die, at least for a while. The lost souls ramble around like a swap meet full of people on downers, searching for a life they left behind, not knowing or believing they've died. Not realizing they need to go on to a higher place, or like myself, need to fulfill a destiny."
 
   Paige stopped what she was doing for a moment and looked at him. "Do they stay there long?"
 
   Ian heaved a slow sigh. "Until they come out of their stupor and accept the fact they no longer exist in the mortal world, they can't get on with the next stage of their existence. I help as much as I can." He smiled grimly. "I rarely meet up with the same soul twice. Except in the cases where someone doesn't want to accept the fact that they're dead. John's one such soul."
 
   "John?" She went back to cleaning brushes and putting the tubes of paint into a battered wooden case. Ian found comfort in watching her go about the task.
 
   "Yeah, from what little information I've gathered over the years, John was a soldier in the Confederate army who was shot and killed. He had a wife, Becky, and a newborn son whom he had never seen. His family has long since passed on, but John's under the impression that they're still alive and awaiting his return. If he could just find The Light, he'd be reunited with his family once again."
 
   Paige now sat cross-legged on the floor in front of him, her full attention on him. When he finished telling her of the hereafter, she shivered. "Oh, Ian." Tears hovered in her eyes. "I don't like the thought of you being in there. It sounds so lonely."
 
   Shifting his position so both feet were planted on the floor, he leaned forward, hands dangling between his thighs. "I've gotten used to it."  Standing, he went over to the window, his back to her. "Maybe this is my destiny, to help guide the lost souls." He shrugged. "A crossing guard for the dead." He gave a short laugh. "Maybe this is how I'm supposed pay for my mistakes."
 
   He felt Paige at his side as he stared out the window, watching the sea rush back and forth over the sand. An afternoon breeze blew through the open the window. He looked at her, the soft wind ruffling her hair and fluttering her smock, though knew his own hair and clothing lay perfectly still.
 
   Again, he was reminded of their living on opposite planes.
 
   "I wish I could help you, Ian. I wish I had answers for you. I don't want you to stay in that place.” She reached out to touch him, but pulled her hand back. "I can't imagine what destiny you're supposed to fulfill, but if there's anything I can do to help you, don't hesitate to ask."
 
   His body felt stiff, hands clenched into tight fists. He nodded in acceptance to her offer. "You can help me, right now."
 
   She looked hopeful. "Whatever you need. Tell me."
 
   His entire body thrummed as she stood so close. He couldn't smell, touch, taste or feel her. Not physically. But he could see her, and he had other ways to touch her.
 
   When he spoke, his voice came out in an anguished growl. "I need you. Now. Your naked body. Your heart and soul. I want them all."
 
   Paige stared up at him with confusion, her mouth open in surprise. "I need you too, but how?"
 
   "Come with me to your bedroom. I told you I would show you some of my powers one day." His mouth curved in a half smile. "Now’s the time."
 
   She gazed up at him in uncertainty. Ian raised a hand to her face, mocking the act of caressing her cheek. "Don't be afraid, Kitten. I only want to bring you pleasure, and I want to share in that pleasure. I want to make love to you...the only way I'm capable of."
 
   He closed his eyes in defeat when he thought she would deny him, knowing how asinine it was offering her his spirit form when she could have any mortal man she desired.
 
   "Make love to me your way then," she whispered. 
 
   When he opened his eyes again she stood in the doorway, arms held out to him.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   When they entered the room, Paige stood by the side of the bed looking at Ian with questions running through her mind. Although she felt nervous, uncertain of what to expect from a man who was a spirit, she knew Ian's lovemaking would go beyond anything she’d experienced.
 
   "You're so beautiful," he murmured. 
 
   Paige watched in wonderment as he closed the bedroom door and shut the blinds without so much as a look or movement on his part in either direction. They were now bathed in dusky shadow.
 
   "I want to share myself with you." His smile caressed her face.
 
   "I'm nervous," she confessed with a small laugh.
 
   "Don't worry. I'll handle everything."
 
   "What am I supposed to do?"
 
   "Just stand there and enjoy."
 
   She breathed a little sigh of relief. "Good. I don't think I'm capable of doing much else at the moment." Seducing a phantom was something she couldn't even begin to imagine how to do.
 
   "This is for you, Paige," he murmured. "And for me."
 
   Then, like any other man, Ian started taking off his clothes. With deft hands, he tugged his T-shirt over his head, exposing a gloriously smooth chest and inky whirlpool of hair around his navel that became a pen-sketched hairline running down into the waistband of his jeans. Since he was barefooted, the next to go was the denim. Like a teasing stripper, he pulled on each button of the fly slowly. Paige bit on her bottom lip, waiting for the moment when he would be finally bare before her hungry, curious eyes.
 
   He slid the jeans down his muscular thighs, leaving him in only a pair of navy Jockey's trimmed with gray around the waist, fly and legs.
 
   Even through the thin barrier, Paige could see that he was fully aroused. She wanted to laugh at the thought, but her breath lodged in her throat when he shucked his briefs and she caught sight of his stiff erection.
 
   He was magnificent—dead or alive.
 
   Paige glanced in the direction where he tossed his clothes, seeing only carpet, and tried not to dwell on the reality of it all.
 
   "Do you like what you see?"
 
   "Very much." Her gaze tangled with his.
 
   His smile looked satisfied. "Now it's your turn." His voice came out low and husky.
 
   Without hesitation, Paige lifted her hands to the top button of her painting smock. "Let me do it. Please." Ian stopped her actions. 
 
   Paige dropped her hands to her sides as their gazes locked.
 
   When he stood no more than a few inches from her, he directed his attention to the front of her smock. Like magic, the small white buttons slipped from their holes, the sleeves slid down her arms. As she was relieved of the first barrier, it went fluttering across the room, landing in a puddle in one corner.
 
   "Raise your arms over your head," Ian rasped. Paige did so and her voluminous T-shirt lifted up her rib cage, over her covered breasts, then her head. With invisible fingers, her plain white bra was unhooked from behind her before it went sailing away to join the other items across the room.
 
   He looked her up and down, a soft moan seeping from his lips. “I’m trying so hard not to feel frustrated by the fact that I can’t hold those beautiful breasts in my palms, taste their sweetness on my tongue, or feel the tips harden beneath my lips.”
 
   Paige didn’t know what to say, and remained silent as he removed her pink denim shorts and plain underpants.
 
   “Why the hell do you hide that beautiful body beneath yards of material, and cover your most intimate parts with ordinary, unadorned cotton when you have a figure made for satin and lace?”
 
   Feeling herself blush, she started to feel a bit uneasy, but his next words caused her heart to constrict.
 
   "Oh, Paige. If only I could make love to you as a real man would." He closed his eyes. “I can’t make love to you the way you deserve, the way my body craves to.” He made a sound deep in his throat. "Never mind. This was all a stupid idea--"
 
   "Ian." Paige halted his words. "I know we can't have exactly what we want but please don't stop." Her voice was a soft plea. "I want you, any way I can get you."
 
   Ian swallowed hard as he looked at her again. “You really want me? Just as I am?” He reached his hand out as if to run his fingers over her cheek. "Are you sure about this?"
 
   "I've never been surer of anything." Her smile was sincere.
 
   "Keep your eyes open. I don't want you to miss anything."
 
   Ian held out his hands and skimmed them over her arms, Paige detecting warmth and pressure not unlike a physical caress. When his palms came around to her breasts, heat seeped into them, causing her nipples to harden into stiff peaks under his ghostly manipulation.
 
   She felt him trail one hand over the silken hair between her thighs and could actually feel heat radiating into her core. Her legs buckled with the mounting pleasure coursing through her. She thought she’d fall to the carpet at any second, but an unseen force held her firmly upright like a strong yet gentle arm around her waist. Her breathing grew ragged, as did Ian's. Briefly, she wondered what pleasure he could be getting out of this encounter since she was the one at the receiving end of his passion.
 
   She felt him reach inside of her. Not with his hand, but with warm tendrils of light. Like golden fingers, they entered through her sex and swirled within her body, weaving up into her mind until she overflowed with the ecstasy growing inside her.
 
   All of her senses were held captive as she absorbed Ian into her every core like a thirsty sponge. She took in his woodsy scent, his sensual words, his body glowing with the same golden light as hers, and the oh so sexy feeling of him loving her down to her very soul.
 
   A joining of the bodies was not possible, but she was sharing in something no mortal had: A joining of spirits.
 
   The golden light within her soon grew in intensity, as did her desire, until it spread all around them, illuminating the entire room. A look of passion was on Ian’s face and his eyes were half closed with lust. "Can you feel it?" he whispered roughly. "Can you feel me inside you?"
 
   "Yes!" Paige laughed with the sheer joy and utter marvel she felt. Tears filled her eyes as Ian filled her soul. Her senses reached a pinnacle, but she held on long enough, needing to know she wasn't in this alone. "What are you feeling, Ian? Tell me."
 
   "I'm feeling you, Kitten," he said simply. "I'm experiencing your essence. As I'm inside of you, you're inside me. I transferred myself inside your being and pulled you inside mine." He moaned and closed his eyes.
 
   Paige blinked in wonder as she felt herself rising from the floor, as was Ian. While they hovered there, only inches from the plush carpet below, the light around them grew brighter. She didn't feel frightened in the least. This was the single most passionate, erotic thing she had ever experienced and she savored every moment.
 
   The light started changing color, from a soft golden-yellow to a bright white. The desire inside her began to compact itself. Tighter. Hotter. Lower. Until it pooled into the pit of her stomach and lower still into the very center of her. She closed her eyes for just a second, clinging to reality, wanting to relish each and every sensation and resist being swept under the waves of all-consuming pleasure.
 
   When she opened her eyes again, the light swirled around them just as it was inside of her, like a barely reigned hurricane of a thousand points of light. Tiny prisms. Miniature kaleidoscopes spun around the room, around their bodies, within her.
 
   Faster and faster. Tighter and tighter. Hotter, higher, more rapturous. It filled every corner of her being until she felt she would splinter into a million tiny fragments of glass at any second. "Yes, Ian!" she cried as the light whirled, making her dizzy, carrying her away on fiery wings of ecstasy. "Come with me, Ian!"
 
   "I wouldn't have it any other way," he assured.
 
   The light suddenly compacted internally with the density of a black hole, disappearing for a microsecond as they climaxed. In that moment, Paige felt their souls embrace and join as one, then the light within them burst outward like a supernova.
 
   Caught up in the ecstasy, she closed her eyes and Ian’s name came out on a choked whisper while her body throbbed with wave after wave of desire. She heard her phantom lover cry out and she opened her eyes just a fraction to see his face pinch as he climaxed.
 
   His invisible hold on her slipped, and Paige fell back onto the bed exhausted. She inhaled a shuddering breath. The room became quiet. She no longer felt the static electricity in the air. She looked around but didn't see Ian anywhere.
 
   "Looking for someone?"
 
   Paige started at the sound of his voice from behind her. “Oh! I thought something happened to you." She scooted up until she was lying flat on her back beside him while Ian lay on his side, propped on one elbow.
 
   Ian smiled slightly. "Oh, something did happen to me. I shared in a session of lovemaking that was like nothing before in my life!” They both laughed.
 
   "It was beautiful." Paige whispered and reached out to touch his jaw, but let her hand fall to her side.
 
   After shifting into a sitting position with his back against the headboard, Ian withdrew a pillow using only the powers of his mind, placing it on his lap, the solid object went straight through his bare thighs. He grimaced and said, "Lay your head on the pillow. Let's pretend you're curled up on my lap."
 
   Paige put her head and shoulders on the downy pillow, looking up into his cobalt gaze and felt her soul being embraced by his gaze.
 
   "Yes, it was beautiful," he whispered. "I've never had such an earth-moving experience—alive or dead." A rueful smile pulled at his lips.
 
   "Don't be sorry.” She bit on her bottom lip. “I’m not.” Ian frowned down at her. "Don't be so serious about everything. This feels too good. Since there's no way to bring you back to life, maybe if I were dead we could be together."
 
   “No!” In that instant Ian went ballistic. The blinds flew open, late afternoon sunlight racing into the room. A small crystal vase flew from the nightstand and crashed against the far wall, shattering into a million pieces. Ian jumped from the bed, towering over Paige. "Damn you, Paige! Don't you ever say that again!” He pointed an angry finger straight at her.
 
   Paige's incredulous gaze was on him. “Calm down. It's not like I'm planning on committing suicide. I was just thinking out loud."
 
   He paced back and forth, still nude, and jabbed a frustrated hand through his hair. "I knew I shouldn't have shared myself with you. In fact," he muttered, "I probably shouldn't have appeared to you in the first place."
 
   Paige got off the bed and walked over to him. “Now you’re just being ridiculous. This is the most passion and happiness I’ve had in a very long time.” Her eyebrows bent fiercely, but her bottom lip quivered. “Don’t take it away from me.”
 
   Ian met her hard gaze looking defeated. "I won’t.” He laughed shortly. “Hell, I can’t. Things are going along too fast. No." He shook his head, gathering his senses. "None of this should have happened. Don't you see?"
 
   "No." She was baffled and hurt. "I don't see. We just shared in something exquisite and supernatural. What could be so wrong?"
 
   He started pacing again. "Don't you understand? It's all an illusion. None of this is real. You're mortal, I'm a spirit. What kind of relationship could we possibly have? I'm a ghost, for shit’s sake! I can't leave this house. I can't go for a walk on the damn beach outside, or even hold your hand."
 
   He stopped in front of her once again. Paige’s next words came out sure and steady as she sat on the bed. "I think you're blowing things way out of proportion. How many mortal relationships thrive on sex only? How many endure without sex at all because one of them is incapable, but the relationship remains strong because they share a bond of friendship, respect, and love? How many people are in a relationship with far less going for it than what we have?"
 
   "That isn't the point. If I were alive, we would have a fantastic relationship. Hell, I'd probably ask you to marry me right here and now regardless of the fact that we've known each other all of nine days." He sat down beside her, a pleading tone in his voice. "You need somebody to share your passion in a physical way. You need somebody who can taste your lips, create a child with you--"
 
   "I can't have children,” she quickly interrupted.
 
   "Says who?"
 
   "I was married for ten years and couldn't manage to get pregnant in all that time. I'm infertile."
 
   "The hell you are. Whoever told you that is a fool. Let me guess, Rex said were barren?"
 
   She nodded. "On many occasions. It was something he never let me forget."
 
   "Nuh-uh," Ian stated with concreteness. "You’re ripe and ready. If anyone should know, it's me. I was in there.” He pointed at her lower stomach. “Your body is just waiting for a man to love you and deposit the beginnings of a future child." He carried on with his original line of conversation. "A man who can walk with you on the sand outside while the sun is going down. A man who can offer you monetary support as well as physical support."
 
   "Hold it." She held up a hand to stop his words. "You're telling me that, though we just shared in something so mind blowing it exceeds any and all words, you can cut everything off between us just like that?”
 
   "Yes. No. I don't know!" He shook his head as if trying to rouse himself from a dream. "I don't think I've ever been so damned confused." Then he muttered, "With you sitting there naked like that, the only thing I feel is arousal."
 
   "Are phantoms supposed to be above feelings of desire?"
 
   He slowly enunciated his words, as if trying to make her understand. "Well, you would think if one didn't possess a physical body, one wouldn't feel physical urges."
 
   "But you do?"
 
   "Yes, dammit!"
 
   "And it bothers you?"
 
   "Hell, yes."
 
   "Why?"
 
   Ian groaned. "Do I have to say it all again? Where are you going?" he asked as she slid from the bed and walked toward the bathroom.
 
   When she got to the bathroom doorway, she turned back toward him, crooking a finger in summons. "Taking a shower. Care to join me?"
 
   "This isn't natural," he protested, yet followed her anyway. Paige felt a smile of feminine satisfaction on her face as he surrendered to her will. "Dammit, you're not playing fair. I have a destiny to fulfill. How am I supposed to go about doing it if you're occupying my mind and time?" he grumbled, following her into the steamy shower she had just turned on.
 
   As water cascaded over her face, her heart beat wildly in her chest as she viewed his naked body and firm arousal. "Maybe I'm your destiny, Ian."
 
   "Oh, God," he groaned thickly as the golden light within him reached out to her like greedy fingers. "How I wish."
 
   

 
   

Chapter Eight 
 
   Paige hadn’t seen Ian in four days. 
 
   With a sigh, she reached for the bar of soap, feeling angry with Rex for making her feel like a prisoner in her own home and at Ian for leaving without so much as a goodbye. Her food was running low and she needed new painting supplies. She’d be damned if she would stay locked up in this house a second longer...or mope over her phantom lover who had suddenly disappeared from her life.
 
   Stepping under the spray, she washed the lather off her face, hoping the water would seep into her brain and wash her troubles away.
 
   "Hey, beautiful." A soft and husky voice drifted to her waterlogged ears.
 
   With a small gasp, Paige stepped out of the spray of water, washing her hand over her face. When she opened her eyes, Ian stood before her, naked as the day he was born, a cocky smile on his lips and one brow arched high.
 
   "You!" The one word held all the disappointment and anger she felt toward him for avoiding her these past days.
 
   "You were expecting somebody else to appear in your shower?" he dryly asked.
 
   "No. I was expecting you to appear the next morning after we made love." 
 
   Ian sighed, closing his eyes briefly. "I'm sorry for staying away, but I needed time to think. I was confused." Then he added in a grim tone, "We shouldn't have done that."
 
   "So you keep telling me. You told me after the first time we shared ourselves. After the second time. After the third time." Her words were pure accusation. “Did you get into any trouble because of what we did?”
 
   "No."
 
   "Did some horrible thing happen to you, me, or anyone else?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Then what's the problem?" She threw her hands up in frustration.
 
   "It isn't right, Paige. A human and a spirit cannot carry on a normal relationship."
 
   "Who said I was looking for a normal relationship in the first place?"
 
   "Don't try to avoid the real subject here." He frowned, his expression harsh.
 
   "Why are you in my shower, buck naked with a hard-on, if we aren't supposed to be attracted to each other in a sexual way or give in to those desires once they spring up?" She cast a meaningful glance to the lower half of his body.
 
   In the blink of an eye, he donned ancient-looking jeans and a black T-shirt. A visual barrier, Paige thought, with great irritation.
 
   "I can't give you what you need," he said.
 
   "I need you," she countered, her mind barely registering that the water running over her was now only lukewarm.
 
   "You're not supposed to need me.” He hooked his thumbs in the front belt loops of the jeans. “You're supposed to get over your past with Rex, go out and find a nice, reliable, mortal man who can give you children and hold you on cold winter nights." Paige hated the fact that he could look so sexy and calm when rejecting her like this.
 
   "Ian." Her tone held a warning. "Rex has no bearing on us. If he shows up," she inhaled a calming breath, "I'll just have to face the situation when it arises. Now getting back to us, in this brief time we've come to know each other, I've accepted the fact that I want to have a relationship with you despite the reality that I’m alive and you’re not. The week we spent together was the most relaxed and open I've felt since...I can't remember when. Those hours when we embraced souls were the most awesome I've ever experienced. I don't see why we can't go on the way we were and when your destiny is fulfilled, as much as it's going to hurt, you can go on to a higher place and I can go on with my life." She tried sounding logical, as if having a phantom lover was normal, and that going on without him would be easy.
 
   “You’re impossible! You make everything sound so easy and so damned reasonable. It’s not. By some cruel twist of fate I found my soul mate five years too late.”
 
   “So what are we supposed to do?” Paige asked.
 
   Ian didn't hesitate. “We can’t carry on a charade, acting as if we’re a real couple. Talking, laughing, enjoying one another's company because when it comes down to anything physical or that requires me walking past the porch outside, the façade of it all will bring us crashing to reality with a mighty blow and you know it.”
 
   Paige sighed. “Ian...”
 
   "No." The one word was stark refusal and denial both.
 
   "Damn you!" She threw the bar of soap at him. He didn't even flinch as it sailed toward him and hit the tiled wall with a thud and slid down into the tub. Her razor went flying next. The shampoo, conditioner, and washcloth all went straight through the seemingly solid man in front of her. "Damn you." Her voice lost all fight and came out in weak sobs.
 
   "This was just a taste of what the reality is, honey. The difference between you and me." His smile was grim, his point made.
 
   Reaching behind her, Paige shut off the water, opened the shower, and stepped out onto the bath mat. She reached for a towel and briskly dried herself off, then stalked to the bedroom, not bothering to see if Ian was tagging along behind her or if he had disappeared again.
 
   After slipping on fresh underwear and a bra, she dressed in another pair of shorts and a peach and white striped sleeveless blouse then sat at the vanity, brushing her towel dried hair with more vengeance than necessary, pulling out several knots in the process.
 
   Ian appeared directly behind her, his reflection beside hers in the mirror, a solemn look on his face. He opened his mouth, but Paige spoke before he had a chance. "Why did you appear to me?" She laid the brush down and turned to face him. "Why did you come into my life, befriend me, make love to me, give me hope and a peace, just to say all of this has been wrong? Why did you make me want you when I can't have you? Why did you make me fall in love with you?" Her eyes widened as her words slipped out before she had a chance to catch them. They’d been said though. In less than two weeks, this man had found his way into her heart, and she wanted to hate him for it.
 
   Paige kept her back straight, not wanting Ian to see how unsure she was and how much it would hurt when he denied his feelings for her.
 
   Ian closed his eyes and took a step backward. “Aw, hell. I didn't think things had gotten all that serious between us." 
 
   Paige sucked in a breath of surprise. Before she had a chance to call him a dirty bastard, he said, "Who am I trying to fool? I knew exactly how deep I was getting into this, but I was too wrapped up in my own wants and needs to realize that you were getting in deeper too." He sat on the bed, head in his hands, then looked at her with real worry in his eyes. He jumped to his feet and pointed at her. "Don't love me, Paige. You can't. You shouldn't." His voice was gruff and so much unlike him.
 
   Paige kept her shoulders stiff. "I do and I can. Don't you think I realize how insane all of this is? But I do love you."
 
   "We can't." He shook his head in denial. Nervously, he continued. "There's no way. I'm sorry I did this to you. Please forgive me." He started walking away.
 
   Paige stood, though refused to run after him. "Don't you dare leave!"
 
   He kept walking, but turned to look back at Paige. She felt tears burning in her throat as he started to fade. "I'm sorry." His voice echoed dimly in the room all around.
 
   "Please. Don't leave," Paige whispered to the empty air around her.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   "Maybe it's for the best, Love," Marge said softly, looking over Paige's shoulder. 
 
   She had come back from her singles cruise, having met several nice gentlemen who tended to get too serious too quickly, so she dumped them.
 
   "Maybe." Paige shrugged as she stood before her easel, putting the finishing touches on another painting. This one was a mirror of her melancholy soul at the moment. 
 
   She was in the center of the picture wearing the diaphanous gown of her dreams. Her arms were outstretched in front of her in a pleading gesture. The expression on her face was one of love and longing. A dark, endless hallway loomed before her. Ian stood at the very end of the hall, looking big, masculine and untouchable. His arms were folded over his chest and his legs were in that stubborn stance of his, mutely telling her she would never have him. This was how she had felt since he'd left her yesterday.
 
   "He got you to paint again." Marge placed a lightly tanned hand on Paige's shoulder. "You're a new woman. You have an inner glow about you. You've remembered how to live again. You aren‘t constantly in fear of Rex any longer."
 
   Paige gave a soft laugh, setting down her palette and brush. "That's only because he hasn't called for a while." She started cleaning the brushes. "God, Marge." She placed a hand flat on the table to support her suddenly weak limbs. "I fell in love with a phantom!" Her tone held disbelief. "It's all so crazy." She shook her head and went back to cleaning her mess.
 
   “Well, honey, stranger things have happened.”
 
   Paige stopped, meeting the older woman’s gaze head on. “Somehow, I doubt that.”
 
   When Paige finished clearing her painting paraphernalia, they walked downstairs in silence and went to the kitchen where Paige mechanically went about the task of making a pot of coffee and arranging some chocolate chip cookies on a small platter. While the coffee dripped through the filter, they sat at the table.
 
   "Why is this all happening?"
 
   Before Marge had a chance to answer, Paige forged on. "I don't know, maybe none of this is real. Maybe I've gone completely whacko. Maybe I just needed somebody so badly, a live-in shrink who could help me sort through my screwed up past. Somebody who could be my best friend and found me sexually attractive. Somebody strong and gorgeous and all male from head to foot." She threw her hands up in surrender. "That has to be it. Ian is all of those things. Has been all of those things from the second he materialized. Instead of a four-year-old child inventing a playmate because she's lonely, I invented a friend and lover." She laughed again, amazed at the clarity of it all. It had all been wishful thinking.
 
   "Then how do you explain that?" Marge nibbled on a cookie, pointing at the kitchen door swinging back and forth, as if somebody had just entered or exited. Their gazes remained on the door until the back and forth motion stopped.
 
   "I don't feel him in the room," Paige whispered, awaiting the smell of cologne and the feel of high-voltage electricity to permeate the air.
 
   "Maybe he just left or just wanted you to know he was still around." Marge reached across the table to take Paige's hands in her own. "Honey, I'm not saying a relationship between a human and a spirit is normal or logical or possible, I'm only saying to take from it what you can. Learn from it. Ian is here for a reason. He has a destiny to satisfy. I have a strong feeling you're involved in this some way. From what you've told me, as soon as his task is completed, he'll be moving on. Right?"
 
   "Yes, that's what he told me."
 
   "So even if you were to carry on whatever type of relationship is possible, friendship or otherwise, it will end as soon as he's found his way. You'll be alone again, but you'll be stronger." Marge patted Paige's hands in a maternal gesture of affection and understanding. "Next time you see him, talk to him. Tell him you want whatever he can give you for as long as possible. Discuss what you want from him. Ask what he wants in return."
 
   Paige grabbed a napkin from the holder and started tearing off small pieces, wadding them into little balls. It helped to ease her nerves a bit. "But he keeps running away from any type of relationship."
 
   "He may be a ghost, but he's still a man after all." Marge smiled. "Alive or dead, apparently all men are the same—afraid of commitment."
 
   Paige felt her confusion slip away and a laugh bubbled out. "Thank you." She got up to pour them both a cup of coffee, set the filled mugs on the table then resumed her seat.
 
   

 
   

Chapter Nine 
 
   Paige made a quick and cautious trip into town for food and painting supplies. Thankfully, she hadn't seen Rex and was beginning to feel more at ease, even with the problem between her and Ian hanging over her head.
 
   Ian was simply as nervous and just as confused when it came to the sudden twist in their friendship-turned-lovers. She had to be patient.
 
   Chin resting on her forearms, she now sat on the top step of the porch outside, watching as the sunset created stained glass patterns upon the calm face of the sea. The early evening wind picked up in speed and intensity, warning her that a storm was in the making.
 
   The misty breeze blew through her loose hair. For some reason she'd taken to wearing her hair down lately instead of in the usual style of a confining braid.
 
   Inhaling a cleansing breath filled with crisp, salty air, she cleared her senses of everything but the fading day around her.
 
   Her gaze took in the deserted stretch of beach dotted with pieces of driftwood and bits of dried seaweed. It was so calm here. Nobody around to disrupt the privacy she so craved much after living under Rex’s critical scrutiny.
 
   On a whim, she slipped off her tennis shoes and socks, got to her feet, and descended the stairs until her toes were buried in the warm, white sand. How long had it been since she'd taken a walk along the beach? Not since she was a child and her parents used to take her to the shore.
 
   Wasn't that one of the reasons she chose this particular house? She liked the quietude the ocean brought her. Never sleeping, the sea was as her mother had been, always in motion. Calm for the most part, but on rare occasions could churn into a raging fit of fury when provoked.
 
   With small steps, she came closer and closer to where the waves caressed the shore until the salt water licked at her toes. She walked along, enjoying the calm filling her.
 
   She closed her eyes and breathed deeply, reveling in the scent of the sea, and relishing the cool evening breeze as it winnowed through her hair and whispered seductively over her bare arms and legs.
 
   Paige continued down the shoreline until a sword of lightning lanced through the sky, startling her. Thunder, like the drum roll before an execution, vibrated the wet sand beneath her feet. Gusts of wind swirled the water.
 
   She looked around and saw the approaching storm covering the sky with shades of gray. No stars shone through the heavy, wool-like air above, and the wind picked up speed once more. The waves that had been playfully lapping at her toes now curled around her calves like icy fingers threatening to drag her out toward the tarry blackness.
 
   Another dagger of lightning gashed the dark sky and booming thunder shook loose the heavens until cold, fat raindrops fell. For some reason the storm held her mesmerized as she stood in the pelting rain.
 
   Minutes passed before common sense kicked in. She really should be getting back home. Dealing with a bout of pneumonia wasn't an appealing thought.
 
   When she turned back around, the house was no longer in sight. Darkness grew thick all around. For a moment, she felt disoriented. How far had she gone?
 
   She twisted her head right and left. Since she was far from any streetlights, blackness quickly smothered the land. Only the wild shore would guide her back home.
 
   Fighting off a wave of panic, she started running in the direction of the house. Her feet kicked up clods of wet sand behind her while the storm howled and shrieked like hyenas on a frenzied hunt.
 
   Her T-shirt and sweat shorts were plastered to her body. The air was wet silk against her face, and the frigid wind stabbed her lungs as she gulped in one ragged breath after another.
 
   Paige had no idea why fear suddenly attacked her. She thought she had overcome the feeling of terror at being out in the open, a sitting target for Rex if he decided to make good on his threats, but here it was again.
 
   She ran faster, her lungs ready to burst with the burden of their effort.
 
   Home. She had to get home.
 
   Oomph! She hit something big and solid, all air knocked out of her. She started to pitch backward, but reached out in front of her, grabbing a handful of wet material to keep her balance. Another bolt of lightning zigzagged through the sky, illuminating the night around her and the towering figure she had a desperate grip on.
 
   "Hello, Paige." Rex Stanfield smiled down at her.
 
   Paige let go, stumbling backward, her hand over her mouth in shock and horror both. "What are you doing here?" she gasped, knowing the answer without him having to say it. He had come for her.
 
   Rex held up his hands in surrender. "I don't want to fight. I just want to talk.” He gave a casual shrug, as if they weren’t standing out in the middle of a raging storm. “I want to apologize for the phone calls. As you've noticed, they’ve stopped."
 
   All Paige wanted to do right now was fall into a dead faint on the drenched sand and hope that when she awoke Rex would be gone.
 
   Somehow, he seemed even more threatening and menacing with the wall of amity in place instead of his usual abrasive temper.
 
   "Please. Leave me alone." Unconsciously she backed up, getting farther from her house, her sanctuary, which had just come into view.
 
   Rex walked toward her. "I just want to talk." His hands were tight fists at his sides. Paige could tell he was controlling himself with only the utmost of inner strength. "I know you're worried," he crooned, as if talking to a stray dog that had been beaten too many times by its previous owner.
 
   He let out a long, slow breath and Paige detected the scent of cloves. It was a smell that had her stomach churning as violently as the black water to her side. The rain came down faster and harder. They were both drenched, but at least Rex wore a dark raincoat. All she had to protect herself from the elements was a sopping T-shirt and equally wet shorts.
 
   "Let's go inside and talk." It was more of a command than an invitation. "I promise not to touch you."
 
   Should she trust his recent turnaround? She had changed dramatically over the past few weeks, was it possible that Rex could have, too? Not once had he physically harmed her in the past.
 
   She wasn't such a fool to ever go back with him, but if he was sincere in only wanting to talk, if he had somehow come to understand how he had tormented her for so long, maybe he would listen if she brought up her concern over the Children's Hospital.
 
   For several heartbeats, she stood there wet, cold, shivering, debating on whether to take him at his word. Surely, if he'd planned on hurting her he would have made a move by now. They were alone, it was dark, and there was nobody around.
 
   "I've stopped drinking.”
 
   "Have you?" Her tone was cool and even.
 
   “Yeah, I have.” Rex sounded disappointed when she obviously reacted differently than what he had expected her to. He'd often said those very words in the past, yet his good intentions only lasted a couple of days at the most. He hadn't been drinking tonight, though, of that she was certain. Even with the strong aroma of the clove gum she'd be able to smell the stench of hard liquor.
 
   "I'm not going back with you, if that's what you've come for." She crossed her arms over her chest in a gesture of self-protection. "Ever."
 
   Lightning pierced the sky again and his eyes looked placid in the brief flash of light, though a muscle jumped in the side of his jaw. "All I want to do is talk. I want to apologize for all the crap I put you through for so long.” He held up his hands in innocence. “That's all.”
 
   Paige thought about giving him the brush-off. Accepting his apology right here on the spot—as if it made up for even an ounce of what he had inflicted upon her all of those years—and getting home as quickly as she could. She had no doubt he would follow her though. If she made him angry here on the beach, she would be helpless and at his total mercy. Just as he would like her to be.
 
   Thoughts of the night when he’d attacked her rendered her mind captive. She didn't want to repeat the scenario. The only chance she had of getting out of this thing intact was to play it his way. She would remain calm and invite him in, talk to him rationally, and beg him to do an upgrade job on the hospital. If he broke out into a fit of violence, she had the phone, could find some weapon, and hopefully Ian could help.
 
   "All right," she reluctantly gave in. Rex sucked in a breath of surprise and his eyes widened though he had his emotions under wrap within the next heartbeat. "We can talk. When we're done I want you to go home. Alone." She walked past him in the direction of the house. No lights were on. The structure looked dark and foreboding, as if trying to warn her of the impending doom she was bringing upon herself.
 
   Paige felt a tremor of dread slither its way up her spine. She hoped to God she wasn't making a huge mistake, but felt she had a better chance in her own home than out here alone on the beach.
 
   "That's all I want to do." She didn't see the malevolent glint in the eyes burning on her back, nor the demonic smile hinting to turn this meeting into more than just a friendly chat between two people, but she felt them. She tried to fight back the choking sensation as fear climbed into her throat.
 
   

 
   

Chapter Ten 
 
   Paige wiped her feet on the welcome mat in front of the screen door and walked into the house. Flipping on the light switch, the room was instantly blanketed with a comforting glow that calmed her terror, until she turned around and caught sight of the man looming uneasily in her doorway.
 
   This wasn't like Rex. His usual style was to make any place his the moment he set foot in it. Overbearing, overpowering, and six-feet-two-inches of solid, imposing muscle. Right now, he looked just as nervous as she felt.
 
   Either he had really changed his ways or he had become a very good actor. Her instincts bet on the latter. Keeping that in mind and not believing this raging lion had suddenly turned into a pussycat, she'd stay on her toes and keep her guard up.
 
   "Have a seat while I dry off." She watched as he glanced around like a burglar casing the place. When he stepped over the threshold and stripped of his wet raincoat, Paige didn't wonder any longer why she had found him so attractive in the beginning. 
 
   He wore his classic attire of pleated slacks accentuating his trim waist, and a polo shirt—first two buttons undone—that showed off his powerful forearms and just a glimpse of his silky smooth chest. His face cleanly chiseled, with deep gray eyes, thick brows, and a head of rich hair any woman would love to run her fingers through.
 
   Paige reminded herself this was simply the handsome package holding a ticking time bomb.
 
   "Have a seat." She offered again, trying to keep her voice steady. "I'll be right back down after I change."
 
   "Sure thing." He came around and perched himself on the edge of her sofa, draping his wet coat over the coffee table. Paige turned and hurried up the stairs, eager to get this meeting over with, praying that after tonight he would never bother her again.
 
   Once in her bedroom, she closed the door and locked it, not trusting Rex in the least. For a moment, she gave herself the brief luxury of simply leaning against the wooden barrier to catch her breath and calm her racing heart.
 
   As she walked over to the closet and peeled off her wet clothing, she wondered what he was up to. There was no doubt in her mind he had come back to reclaim her. The thing keeping her slightly off balance was his seemingly complete turn-around. It was a serene front to hide the rage simmering just below the surface, she knew. Still, his anger was easier to handle. It didn't leave her feeling anxious, as if waiting for a monster to leap out from the shadows and attack her at any moment.
 
   After sliding into dry underwear, jeans, and a baggy T-shirt, she pulled her hair back into a loose ponytail, securing it with an elastic band. She hoped the unflattering clothes hid her figure from his roving eyes. She hadn't missed the way those pale-gray orbs had raked over her as the wet clothing clung to her body like a second skin.
 
   When she had lived with Rex, she never wore anything that showed off her body, hence the plain under garments and tent-sized shirts. She didn't even own makeup.
 
   It hadn't stopped him though. He felt she was his property, and the knowledge was more attractive to him than whether she wore satin and lace or voluminous cotton and an unpainted face.
 
   Her hand shook as she reached for the doorknob. How would she handle this confrontation? How would it end?
 
   She opened the door and stepped out into the hall. As she descended the stairs, she knew the next few minutes would say a lot. How much she had grown and whether or not Rex had changed at all. Her thoughts flickered to Ian. How badly she could use his moral support right about now.
 
   "Would you like some coffee?" Paige offered when she entered the living room, grateful her voice didn't project the anxiety she felt whipping around her insides like an out of control carnival ride.
 
   "Nah." He leaned against the cushions, arms along the back of the couch to either side. He stretched his legs out in front of him beneath the table, ankles crossed.
 
   Ah-ha, the snake was slowly slithering out of the basket. This was the laid back manner Paige was used to, along with the smug look on his face that made her want to smack it right off.
 
   "What did you want to talk about?" She sat on the loveseat opposite him, feeling as if she was standing there naked, the way his steady gaze roamed over her.
 
   "You put on a little weight since I saw you last. Bet you filled out in all the right places, too," he commented bluntly, eyes fastened to the front of her blouse as if the material was transparent. He ran his tongue over his lips in a purely blatant way, leaving her no doubt as to what was going through that tiny mind of his.
 
   Paige remained in control, lifting her chin a few inches. "I've been taking better care of myself."
 
   Rex smirked. "Yeah, well, don't take too good care of yourself. No guy likes a broad with a fat ass."
 
   Paige had a saucy retort on her tongue but bit back the ugly words. It would only lead to an argument and she wanted to keep this get together as peaceful as possible so he would get out of here sooner rather than later.
 
   "Did you have something you wanted to discuss?" Her eyes never left him, afraid if she so much as blinked, he would be on his feet and coming at her. Outwardly she remained calm, her hands folded in her lap, legs pressed tightly together.
 
   Rex examined one manicured hand, looking bored. When she questioned him again, he gave a halfhearted attempt at an apology. "Uh ... I guess I was a real jerk when we were together, babe." His eyes met hers and she only saw a primitive look of arrogance there. "I've been doing a lot of thinking and I sure as hell could’ve handled things differently, huh?"
 
   The understatement of the century. 
 
   What the heck, if it got him out of her hair, she'd gladly accept the louse's poor excuse for an apology. "I guess we've both learned from our mistakes."
 
   "Yeah, I guess so." He leaned forward, seemingly to stand, and Paige felt her heart leap into her throat. She pressed herself flat against the loveseat.
 
   Rex gave a loud snort of amusement. "Relax, babe." He pulled a pack of gum from his back pocket, holding it up for her to see. He withdrew a stick and held it out in offering. When Paige shook her head, he shrugged, tore of the wrapper and stuck the gum in his mouth, chewing thoroughly. He then wadded the foil wrapper into a small ball and tossed it on the table in front of him.
 
   Paige knew if she didn't discuss the hospital deal with him right now, she may never get the chance to do it again. "How's the hospital project going?"
 
   "Haven't started yet. Got some others going though." When he spoke, the strong scent of cloves slammed into her. She swore the minute he stepped out the door she would spray an entire can of potpourri air freshener in here just to get rid of the nauseating smell. "I'm surprised you remembered." He smiled, displaying perfect and even white teeth. "Still carrying a flame for me, aren't you, babe?"
 
   Paige wanted to scream. Damn he was aggravating. Why did he need a woman in his life? He could stroke his own ego every time he opened his mouth. With his looks, most women would gladly jump into his bed for a night or two. But that wasn't why he wanted a woman in his life. No, his motives were a whole lot more sinister and demeaning. He wanted somebody to step on, dominate and do his bidding every time he snapped his fingers. That's what made him feel like a man.
 
   That's exactly what she had done for an entire decade.
 
   "Rex, I wanted to discuss something with you." He froze at her words then a wide grin spread over his face like warm syrup oozing down a stack of pancakes.
 
   "Finally come to your senses, eh? I knew if I came over here and talked to you, you'd see things differently. I'd been trying like hell to find you, but all I had to do was follow Mom around until she finally came to see you, and here I am." He rose to his feet. Paige scrambled to her own. "Ah, babe. We were meant to be together, don't you see?" He took two steps toward her but halted when she held out a hand to stop his advance.
 
   "Stay back," Paige warned, jumping when a bolt of lightning caused the ceiling light to dim and a tremendous crash of thunder shook the house.
 
   "Don't be so jumpy. You want to take it cool and easy?" He shrugged. "I like a woman who plays hard to get. Just don't tease me for too long, babe. I came here for a purpose." He cupped his hand over his fly and Paige thought she would throw-up at any second.
 
   "I want to talk about the hospital project you're working on." Her voice came out thin and tight. She was losing her nerve, getting scared. And he was too close for her comfort.
 
   Rex frowned at her, eyes narrowed. "What the hell for? You were never interested in my work before."
 
   "I'm interested now."
 
   "Whatever turns you on," He sat back down on the couch. Paige remained on her feet and went to stand next to the fireplace. If worse came to worse she had the brass handled poker less than a foot away. It could inflict some serious damage if the need arose.
 
   "What do you want to know about it?" He looked anxious, as if he wanted to get this topic out of the way so he could pick up where he had left off a moment ago. Paige didn't want to ponder over what was going on in that demented mind of his.
 
   "I suppose you're following your usual plan of buying the cheapest materials you can get your hands on and staying this much within the legal limit." She held up a thumb and forefinger to measure a minute distance.
 
   He lifted his hands and shrugged. "You know how I operate. I'm not kissing anybody's ass or bending over backward to satisfy some stiff codes that can be otherwise taken care of." He rubbed his fingers and thumb together. "Money talks, babe. I have the connections."
 
   Paige gritted her teeth to keep from telling him to stop calling her babe. That had always irked her to no end and had a far more appalling effect on her insides now that she hadn't been around him all of these months. She figured he did it out of plain old meanness. They had never had a child together, he said she was the barren one, so always referred to her as the very thing he felt she couldn't produce: A baby. Babe.
 
   Thanks to Ian, now she knew better.
 
   She sighed. "Rex, this is a children's hospital. Can't you do an upgrade job for once in your life?" Her tone was pleading. "Don't you have a conscience? We're in California for God's sake. Look what happened before. What's going to happen when another earthquake strikes? Can you guarantee you're doing all you can to make sure it will remain standing?" She was on a roll and kept going. "When another earthquake hits, Rex, that hospital will be needed to help the injured, not add to the fatality rate!"
 
   He sat there silent, the air between them growing heavier until it pushed down on Paige like a leaden curtain. His head was bent as he seemed to study the lines in the palm of his right hand. Slowly the hand curled into a tight fist. Paige felt those fingers clench as physically as if they were gripping her throat at the moment.
 
   She heard him inhale a deep breath and let it out slowly like a dragon breathing fire. His head gradually lifted and his angry gaze locked onto hers. Slate-gray eyes were on her, tinged with something dark and menacing.
 
   Paige swallowed the fear collecting in her throat, moving slightly so she stood directly beside the holder possessing the weapon she may very well need within the next few minutes. She thought about the new cell she'd purchased when she made her complaint at the police department. Since she was seldom out of the house, it lay in the dark recesses of her purse on the dresser. There was the landline in the kitchen. Would she make it to either one in time if need be?
 
   When he spoke, his voice slid out harsh and low, wrapping around Paige like a hangman's noose. "I see you've developed a hard-ass attitude over these past few months. Feeling a little independent, are we?" Paige took a step backward, knocking over the fireplace tools as Rex got to his feet, a tower of rage. "I can fix that real fast."
 
   "Meaning?" Paige stood her ground, maintaining eye contact, refusing to flinch under his wrath.
 
   "Ever since I told you about the hospital deal, two days before you served me with divorce papers," he added, "you've been flapping your chops about my work ethics, looking down your nose at me like you were too damned good for me." He was furious. "My work morals never bothered you before. Not until you started listening to my mother."
 
   "Yes," she countered. "Your underhanded ways always bothered me. I was just too afraid of you to say anything about it while I was with you. This is a whole lot different though. It's a seventeen-story children's hospital. The materials you plan on using may as well be plaster of Paris and Popsicle sticks for all the strength they'll have. Can't you follow your heart for once and not worry about multi-digit profits?"
 
   She gave a caustic laugh, knowing she was pushing him to the brink, but didn't care. "Oh yeah, I almost forgot, you don't have a heart."
 
   Rex's eyes fluttered shut then flew open, huge orbs of ire containing the very fires of hell within them. If one's eyes were truly windows to their soul, it was in that moment when Paige realized the devil harbored his. "You know, this superior streak of yours has grown old fast." He stepped closer, bringing his massive form only inches from her. "And I'm going to take care of it right now. What you need is a little lesson in obedience."
 
   In less than a heartbeat, Rex raised his fist to her. In slow motion, Paige saw his angry weapon of bone and flesh come toward her. Like a terrified rabbit she was frozen to the spot; knowing she had to move, yet unable to do so.
 
   She squeezed her eyes shut, awaiting the impending blow.
 
   Just when she expected his knuckles to make contact with her face, she heard a grunt.
 
   Paige opened her eyes and saw Rex looking down at his fist, puzzled. He attempted to make contact with her left cheek once more, but an unseen force stopped the blow, and Paige knew that Ian was with her, protecting her just as he'd promised.
 
   In the next instant, Rex broke through the preventive shield and he grabbed a hold of her blouse. Paige shrieked and batted at his hands as if trying to fight off an army of fire ants.
 
   Instead of her previous autopilot mode, instead of giving in to the situation, new instincts to survive set in. She made a dash for the stairs, her T-shirt ripped off her body as Rex kept a tight grip on it. As fast as her trembling legs would take her, she climbed the steps and went straight to her bedroom, locking the door behind her.
 
   She leaned heavily against the wooden fortress, trying to drag air into her painfully constricted lungs, and fight back the dizzy feeling in her head threatening to make her black out.
 
   Standing there in the darkness, she listened for any sound, any indication that Rex had followed her upstairs in an effort to make good on his threats.
 
   All she heard was rain beating the roof as the storm raged outside. She ran the few feet to the dresser and her purse, pulling out the cell phone and flipping it open. Punching in 9-1-1, the screen stayed black. Damn! It needed a charge.
 
   Just as she inhaled a deep breath, ready to sprint to the other side of the room and reach for the phone on the nightstand, Rex started kicking at the door with his heavy boots. Again and again in a relentless rhythm. She ran and picked up the receiver but it was silent. Pushing some buttons, she held it to her ear once more but no sound came. Evidently, he had cut the phone line.
 
   Soon all grew quiet and he stopped kicking at the door. Had he given up and finally left?
 
   A small click echoed in her heart. Her blood ran icy in her veins. He had picked the lock.
 
   Rex stood in the open doorway, a half smirk on his face.
 
   "I'm not through with you, baby." He flipped the light switch on then tugged his shirt off, throwing it aside, and started unbuckling his belt.
 
   "No!" Paige could barely choke the word out past the obstruction of terror in her throat. "Please don't."
 
   "I told you before, Paige." The ends of his belt dangled and the big buckle made a clinking sound as he took a few steps toward her. "I'm never letting you go. The minute you walked down the aisle in your pretty white dress and said I do, you were mine." He slid the zipper down on his slacks, the sound reverberated in Paige's brain, making her entire body stiffen with the terror of what she knew was about to come.
 
   "From that day ten years ago, until either you or I leave this world, you...are...mine." He slipped off his suede boots and socks then his slacks and briefs were next until he stood before her nude, a violent mission in his eyes.
 
   Paige slumped onto the bed. All fight had deserted her the moment he made his way through the door as if the lock had been made of plastic. She was no match for him. He could do what he wanted to her, even kill her, and there wasn't a damned thing she could do about it.
 
   He licked his lips in that overtly sexual manner that had her stomach flopping around like a fish out of water. "You wanna know what I'm gonna do?" He swaggered over to her, huge and appallingly aroused. "I'm going to strip you bare, climb between those sweet thighs of yours and bury myself inside of you so deep, I'll make you choke."
 
   Acrid bile rose in Paige's esophagus at his graphic description. She couldn't just sit around and let this happen again. She had become stronger in these past months. Stronger still after meeting Ian. She couldn't let him attack her without a fight.
 
   In a move that surprised her as well as Rex, she sprinted from the bed just as he made a grab for her.
 
   Since she no longer possessed her baggy shirt, his giant hand grabbed nothing but air. Just when she thought she had made it to the open doorway and safety, a huge arm came around her waist and hauled her against his body.
 
   She tried to scream, but fear rendered her mute. Rex tackled her onto the bed and pinned her beneath him. With one hand, he held her wrists together above her head and with the other, tore off her clothes as if they were made of tissue paper.
 
   She now lay beneath him, naked and frightened, her body covered with perspiration as she uselessly fought against the weight bearing down on her. Paige twisted her head from side to side to avoid his plundering lips and tongue.
 
   His body suddenly stiffened and he sucked in a sharp breath before relaxing again. His kisses were now gentle and exploratory. His lower body went still and his hands threaded through her hair with great tenderness. Paige opened her eyes in bewilderment. She wrenched her mouth away and Rex's head lifted. When his eyes met hers, she saw that they were deep blue and tender, not pale and gray and hard. She tilted her head to one side and frowned.
 
   "I probably shouldn’t have done this, but I had to stop this bastard." The voice sounded like...
 
   "Ian?"
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   He smiled. "In the flesh."
 
   "But--how? What about Rex?" Ian felt her shudder.
 
   "Shh." He placed a finger over her lips. "Listen to me. Rex is gone for the moment. Right now, it's me, Ian. Only Ian."
 
   "But--"
 
   "I went into Rex's body when I saw him attacking you." He closed his eyes in anger and regret.
 
   She still looked uncertain. "Your eyes. Your voice. I don't understand."
 
   Ian braced himself on his forearms to take some of the pressure off Paige's crushed body. "When you get dressed up for Halloween are you really a vampire or a princess or a spaceman?"
 
   Paige shook her head.
 
   "No. You're just wearing a costume for the evening. Inside, underneath the facade, you’re still yourself. Right?"
 
   She nodded.
 
   He smiled. "That's what this is like. I'm borrowing a costume in order to stop the jackass who was hurting you."
 
   Tentatively Paige reached up to caress his face. “Your face...you look like Rex, but your eyes and when I touch you, do you feel it?"
 
   "Yes. Only me. Nobody else," he assured when she still looked uneasy.
 
   "So, you can take over someone else's body?"
 
   Ian shrugged. "It appears so." He got off Paige and stood near the side of the bed looking down at her. Bending his head, he sniffed and said, "Aramis and cloves are definitely not my style."
 
   Paige blinked a few times. "Can you hang on to him long enough while I call the police?" Before he answered, she retrieved her phone and charger from the nightstand and plugged it in.
 
   "Yeah, sure."
 
   "Good, I want that creep out of here."
 
   "I'd suggest a restraining order and maybe an Uzi." Ian walked over to the dresser and peered into the mirror there, touching his face. "It feels really good to be solid again." He turned and looked at Paige as she just finished dialing for the police. She bit on her bottom lip and Ian felt angry that he couldn’t be with her.
 
   She nodded and started to say something but someone on the other end of the phone picked up. Ian put Rex’s clothes on while Paige relayed everything that had happened. Well, almost everything. She left out the fact of him possessing her ex-husband’s body.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The police arrived thirty minutes later. When Paige and Ian heard the cars, they went downstairs and Ian exited Rex's body. Rex shook his head and sucked in a deep breath, but didn't seem any worse for the wear since he started commenting about how he couldn't remember anything after the "Catfight she put on just to get him hot."
 
   Paige had a spiny retort on the tip of her tongue, but the authorities knocked at the door. With measured steps, she went to the door, opened it and invited the officers inside. She didn't dare look at Rex as she told the sheriff what had happened.
 
   She knew that Rex wouldn't go along peacefully and wasn't surprised in the least when he denied the whole confrontation had ever taken place. He put up quite a struggle, but a few minutes later they had him handcuffed, warned him about bothering her again and led him outside.
 
   Rex swore blackly as they stuck him into the back seat of the police car. When the officers climbed into the patrol and started the engine, Rex sat there and glared at her. It was a look she'd never forget. There had been a dark warning in his pale eyes. One that assured her he would be back.
 
   The next time she wouldn't get rid of him so easily.
 
   Paige closed the door and shivered, rubbing her arms to chase away the chill creeping up on her.
 
   

 
   

Chapter Eleven 
 
   After a fitful night’s sleep, morning finally arrived.
 
   Paige hadn't been able to change Rex's mind a single bit in regards to the hospital deal. He was adamant about taking the cheap way out, but as she went to the kitchen for some tea and a muffin, her head quickly cleared and an idea became mentally visible. She knew she couldn't have Ian for the rest of her life, but if he agreed to the plan weaving to life in her head, they could be together physically, for a few months at least and the hospital would be properly built.
 
   If Rex thought he could get away with barging in and bullying her, he was wrong. She didn't want him anywhere near her until the time was right, and that was only if Ian agreed to her plan.
 
   Was it too much to hope for? Too much to ask of Ian?
 
   Maybe she was being selfish. Maybe it wasn't possible. He had told her before that he was bound to the house, so perhaps he wouldn't be able to help her. Maybe he wouldn't want to help her at all. But what if? It was worth a try.
 
   With new enthusiasm coursing through her veins, she put a mug of water in the microwave and punched in the timer while her heart beat a rhythm of cautious optimism. A hand on her shoulder made her inhale a scream.
 
   "Relax, it's only me." Ian's low, silky voice drifted to her ears and shot into her veins like a steady stream of liquid velvet.
 
   "You certainly know how to make an entrance," she teased. "Where have you been?" Her words hung dead in the air as she turned around and saw Ian directly behind her. She gasped in shock, covering her mouth with a hand as she took in his appearance.
 
   Tears clogged her throat and blurred her vision. "Ian, I can see right through you!"
 
   His lips twisted into a grim smile. "I caught hell from The Voice. One of the first things I was told when I died was to never possess another's body. I was warned that doing so could cause damage to the human world and bring consequences upon myself." He skimmed a hand down his body. "They weren't kidding."
 
   Paige stumbled backward until the back of her legs encountered a chair. She sat down, needing some physical support under her. She had wanted to tell Ian of her plan, but didn't want him hurt further. Didn't want him to get in deeper trouble. Her foolish scheme was instantly abandoned. "Why are you fading?"
 
   "He took some of my strength. When I entered your ex, I left behind some of my power. It was unavoidable. I only spent a short time in possession of his body so only a small amount of my force was withdrawn and absorbed by him."
 
   "Then, if you lost some of your strength...”
 
   Ian nodded at her unspoken conjecture. "Rex now has that power. He's now a little stronger because of what happened."
 
   Paige's heart beat sluggishly. Now what were they left with? Rex was stronger. Ian was weaker. The hospital was going up very soon. Ian still had no idea what destiny he was supposed to fulfill. Had she unintentionally destroyed any hope of him ever finding and fulfilling it? Her gaze fell to her lap and her lightly laced together hands.
 
   "What's wrong?" He bent his head to peer at her.
 
   Her gaze slowly lifted to meet his. "You mean aside from the fact that you're fading and that I feel tremendously guilty for causing it?" A sigh stuck in her throat as she saw her plan, her entire world and Ian's future, crumble before her eyes.
 
   "Ah, Paige," he rasped. "Don't feel guilty. I'm the one who knew better. I'm the one who was told never to do what I did last night. I just couldn't think of any other way to stop him." He took the chair opposite her.
 
   "You knew better, but did it anyway."
 
   "To help you. It was worth it." He smiled, deep dimples forming in either cheek.
 
   "What are we going to do? I had this plan all worked out, but now...”
 
   Ian's brows bent in query. "What plan?"
 
   "I had this really stupid idea that would allow us to be together for at least a little while and get the Children's Hospital soundly built. But after this..." She held up a hand in his direction while her gaze roamed over his limpid body.
 
   Ian leaned forward, his full attention on her. "Tell me about this stupid idea."
 
   Getting to her feet, she paced in front of him. "I had no idea you would suffer from entering Rex's body." She sniffed back tears, refusing to let them fall. "I had this great scheme all worked out in my head. I thought you could enter Rex's body again just until the hospital was finished. That's if it was even possible. As you know, I talked to Rex last night and he refuses to use quality, building materials. He wants the cheap way out. That's always been his way to operate. But this is a hospital for children, Ian. Unfortunately, Rex has a black heart with only one love—money."
 
   She shrugged. "I thought that maybe with you possessing him you could purchase better materials and supervise the job, make sure it's one of quality. You're an architect, you built this house, so you could easily handle the task. And," she looked into his eyes, "I figured it would give us some physical time together."
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Ian thought about her idea. True, if he took over Rex again he would be able to have physical contact with Paige, but it would only be a matter of time before Rex absorbed all of his power, depleting his own completely. Yes, the hospital would be constructed properly, but when he left Rex's body, with his previous record for violence, he would be a walking volcano ready to erupt at any second. God help Paige when Rex got his hands on her, because he himself would be too weak to protect her.
 
   If he didn't agree to Paige's idea, a hospital as weak as any stack of toothpicks held together with paste would be built. Paige would feel guilty knowing how unstable the structure was. He would still be wandering the Other Side for who-knows-how-long, waiting for his damned destiny to be revealed to him. And he wouldn't have this time with Paige in her material world.
 
   His decision was quick and easy to make. "I'll do it," he said, laughing as Paige's eyes opened wide with surprise. "On one condition." He held up a forefinger in warning.
 
   "You name it. Anything."
 
   "I want you to take Marge up on her offer of getting you a gun."
 
   Paige shook her head in refusal. "Ian, I won't have a gun around here."
 
   His expression was harsh as he said, “Your idea is a good one, but it will only last as long as my strength does. Like a sponge, Rex will absorb my power. He'll become stronger while I become weaker. His anger will grow, as will his physical strength, and resentment toward you for divorcing him. When I have to leave, I won't be able to protect you anymore. You'll be on your own." He saw Paige shudder. "I know it's scary, but with a gun you'll be able to stop him before he ever lays a hand on you."
 
   Her expression was bleak. "You mean by killing him?"
 
   Ian shrugged. "Only the strong survive."
 
   Paige swallowed hard. "That's what I'm afraid of."
 
   "Don't be. You're a hell of a lot stronger than he is.” Ian gave a quick nod toward her. “Maybe not physically, but mentally you are." He reached out a hand, wishing he could caress her cheek, run a tender finger over her so soft lips. He pointed at her instead. "You survived his reign of tyranny all of those years. You put your life back together and you faced him last night even though you had no idea if I could actually help you or not.”
 
   Ian scowled when he realized she hadn't given him a reply in regards to his ultimatum. "What about the gun? There's no need to be wary of using it, I'll teach you how to fire it properly," he assured.
 
   Giving a resigned nod, she asked, "When and how should we make the transition?"
 
   Ian crossed his forearms on the table, chin resting on top and sighed. "Since I can't leave the house in my spirit form, you'll need to get him back over here." When he saw Page shiver, he said, "If you don't want to go through with it, Paige, I understand."
 
   "No, no," she said quickly. "I want to be with you and get the hospital built right. I thought about blowing the whistle on him several times, but he has too many connections higher up. And although I'm not exactly looking forward to another confrontation with him, as long as you'll be right here with me..." She inhaled a fortifying breath. "I'll call him tonight. I can't imagine he'll be too pleased to hear from me after getting carted off in a squad car." A small giggle bubbled up and Ian smiled at the sound. He wanted to hear more of her laughter.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Paige was ready to jump out of her skin. Marge had brought the gun over hours earlier, telling her to be careful when Rex arrived. She had even offered to back her up with the Colt if she wanted, but Paige declined. Marge was very open-minded and thought their plan was a good one, but still feared for Paige being in Rex's company. Especially since he was so angry after being hauled away by the police yesterday.
 
   Paige assured her the possession would take place so quickly that Rex would barely have time to utter a word once he arrived. Marge reluctantly left them, but not before letting Paige know she wanted to meet Ian as soon as the transition had been made. Unfortunately, though Marge could detect Ian's presence, only Paige could actually see, hear and communicate with him.
 
   The clock above the mantel read six-thirty. Rex would be here in thirty minutes on the nose. If there was one thing about him, he was prompt.
 
   Ian paced the floor in front of her looking just as antsy as she felt. Paige's breath caught in her throat as she realized that if all went well Ian would be sleeping with her tonight. If not... 
 
   She didn't want to ponder any what-ifs.
 
   The semi-automatic Ruger was under the couch, easily within reach if she should need it. Ian had given her a brief rundown on how to use it and would give her some real lessons after the switch was performed.
 
   "Let's go over the plan one more time," Ian said as he stopped directly in front of her, hands on his hips, fingers splayed.
 
   "Ian, we've been going over and over it since yesterday. It makes me nervous having to live the scenario out in my head so many times. It'll be happening soon enough as it is." She sat on one arm of the couch, hands pressed between her knees to keep from fidgeting.
 
   Ian rolled his eyes. "Pacify me. Please. I want to make sure we both know what we're supposed to do. I don't want any surprises. No violent displays like last night."
 
   "All right." She gave a slight nod of her head. "When Rex arrives I invite him in. The second he's over the threshold you'll enter his body and he gets tucked away in that black void." It was so simple, not leaving much room for error. "I wish Rex could stay in that black void forever and you could just take over his life."
 
   Ian sighed. "I do too, Kitten, but we both know that's impossible. Every moment I'm inside of him my strength will wane a little."
 
   "And Rex will be back with a vengeance," she added starkly, wondering where Ian would go after this, wondering if she'd ever see him again.
 
   "Yes, that's why you've got the Ruger. No matter how strong he gets, a bullet will stop him."
 
   Paige shuddered at the images his words painted in her mind.
 
   If she was having any second thoughts about carrying through with their plan, they were squelched as she heard a truck pull into the driveway. "He's here," she whispered.
 
   Ian's eyes shot to the door then back to Paige. "Take it easy. I'm right here. I can still protect you. And you've got your German friend under the sofa." He nodded in that direction. Heavy steps sounded on the wooden deck outside. "Let's go over to the door together." Paige's legs felt like old, cracked rubber and her mouth felt like she was storing cotton balls in her cheeks.
 
   When a knock came at the door, Paige jumped. "Ready?" she whispered.
 
   Ian nodded. "Just open the door and let him come in."
 
   She placed her hand on the cool glass doorknob and twisted it. In the next instant, she was face-to-face with towering, intimidating Rex Stanfield. Her stomach jumped into her throat as she took in his appearance of black pleated slacks, a burgundy polo shirt, and a superior look in his wintry eyes that told her he had come for more than just dinner.
 
   "Rex, please come in." She was amazed when her voice came out smooth and even.
 
   "Hi, babe." He walked through the doorway, not the least bit apprehensive. "I was surprised when you called me last night. Especially after that scene with the cops." He stared down at her, a sly smile curving his full lips. He reached out a large hand, ran a forefinger along her collarbone and down the tip of one breast. "Why don't we skip the preliminaries and go upstairs right now? I'm so horny I could burst. We can eat later."
 
   Paige wanted to flinch from his touch, but kept her outer mien calm. "You don't want dinner to get cold, do you?"
 
   "The hell with dinner," he sneered. "I don't want myself to get cold."
 
   Just as Paige was about to slap his hand away, Rex frowned, looking confused. "What the hell?" His head jerked back and his eyes closed.
 
   "Rex?" Paige's voice was a strangled whisper. He gasped a few times and his entire body trembled as if experiencing a seizure. His body stilled. His head came up again, eyes opened, and Paige breathed a sigh of relief when she saw cobalt blue smiling down at her. "Ian?"
 
   He held his arms open wide and grinned. "In the flesh."
 
   Paige nearly fell into his embrace, tears of joy in her eyes. Ian was hers now. For a little while at least. And the hospital would be built the way it should be.
 
   "I feel so happy right now.” She whispered against his chest. “Yet so incredibly selfish."
 
   Ian slid his hands down to her bottom. "I've adopted the philosophy that it's good to be selfish once in a while. If it isn't," he buried his face in the hollow of her neck and shoulder, inhaling deeply. "I don't want to know about it." Paige moaned softly as his teeth nibbled along her throat.
 
   "Let's go take a shower," Ian suggested. "Aside from the fact that I want to have you every way I can in this time we're together, I want to wash away the smell of him. Cloves and Aramis aren’t my style." 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   After they showered, with the promise of a long session of lovemaking later in the evening, Paige fixed what she considered a boring meal of ham and cheese sandwiches. The stress of the day made them both hungry. Ian gobbled the sandwiches up as if they were sirloin steaks. He raved about everything, from the seeds in the rye bread to the Dijon mustard she slathered on thickly at his request. He washed them all down with three glasses of milk.
 
   Sipping her iced tea, Paige set it down as a thought came to her. "Remember when you were telling me about that lost soul John?"
 
   Ian nodded, leaning back in his chair, balancing it precariously on the back legs. "How could I forget? The poor guy's been roaming around like one of the Living Dead for ages." He grimaced. "No matter how hard I try, nothing I say or do gets through to him."
 
   "Well, as much as I detest the thought of you leaving me, when it is time to go back, perhaps you could talk to another soul that's bound for the other side and have them try to find John's family." She shrugged. "Who knows, maybe seeing his wife and child will bring him out of his fuzzy state of mind?"
 
   Ian smiled widely at her. "I would never have thought of it."
 
   "Don't thank me just yet, it might not work."
 
   "No, but it couldn't hurt to try. I've failed at everything else over the past five years."
 
   She lifted her glass up for a toast. "Good luck," she said softly, not wanting to muse over the time when he would have to leave her, so she changed the subject. "What should we do with the hospital?"
 
   Ian rested the chair on all four legs and leaned forward, arms on the table, before answering. "How far along is this thing?"
 
   "He hasn't started in on the construction yet, but it's supposed to begin within the month." She glanced at the wall where the wooden, perpetual calendar hung. She grimaced. "The month's half over already."
 
   "Materials have been bought?"
 
   Paige pursed her lips. "I assume so. At least for the foundation."
 
   Ian rubbed a hand over his jaw. “I just realized I’m going to have to shave again.” He laughed. “What a trip this is. Life to death and back again. Anyway, getting back to the hospital, the foundation is the backbone of any building, especially a high-rise. If he's as tight-fisted as you've said, I'm taking for granted that he's the wattle and daub type." When Paige lifted her brows at the description, Ian elaborated. "A construction of upright stakes interwoven with twigs, and plastered with a clay and straw mixture. In other words, flimsy."
 
   "Yeah." She gave a soft snort, the dewy glass standing between her palms. "That about says it all."
 
   Ian screwed up his face. “How'd the guy manage to stay in business for so long?”
 
   “This is a money conscious world.” Paige shrugged. “If somebody feels they can save a few bucks, they usually turn their heads when cheapskates like Rex promise to do a low cost job, not worrying about the stability of such structures. Besides, he has connections. He knows the right people. Building inspectors, you name it. They all get a cut.”
 
   Ian nodded. "Since he most likely didn't go all out for high-grade foundation and frame materials they'll have to be sent back and a higher quality purchased." He washed a hand over his face. "The extra cost will have to come out of his pocket. It could add up to quite a bit."
 
   Paige waved a hand breezily through the air. "Rex is loaded. A greedy miser who hoards every penny. The only thing he ever spends money on is his clothing, weekly trims at the salon—manicures and pedicures—and his booze. He bought his truck at a used car lot eons ago. Believe me, he can afford the extra cost of the materials."
 
   "Maybe, but once he comes back out, he'll be bat-shit mad to find his bank account down by several digits."
 
   "Ian." Paige slid her hand across the table and took his. "We can't back out of this now. This is the right thing to do. Besides, you won't be around when the fireworks start." She hated herself for the bitter words that poured off her tongue.
 
   "Dammit, Paige," he whispered roughly. "That's exactly what I'm afraid of. And there's not a friggin’ thing I can do about it."
 
   "I'll be all right," she assured him. "I have Marge, and I have the Ruger." She swallowed the tight knot of emotion in her throat. "Making sure the hospital is as sound as possible is the key here. When another earthquake comes along, I don't want that building to crumble to the ground and add to the fatality rate. You've been in my head, Ian. You've seen my nightmare. It's haunted me for so long." Her hand shook in his.
 
   "Things will be okay." Ian rose to his feet, holding his arms open wide. Paige went to him. "The world would be a sad place without you in it, Paige."
 
   "Me?" She looked up into his eyes. "What do I have to offer an entire world?"
 
   "Your art. Your paintings are unique. They're hauntingly sensual." He kissed her softly. "They touch one's soul. They're a part of you."
 
   "And you," she reminded the man who had been her inspiration. "Without you, my hands would have never held a brush again."
 
   He smiled crookedly. "I can't take that much credit, but if I was your inspiration then I'm truly flattered." He snapped his fingers and his eyes grew wide. "Demitri DeAngelo."
 
   "Pardon?"
 
   "Demitri is an old friend of mine. Not just any friend, but a high school buddy who just happens to be an art dealer. Even acts as an artist rep on occasion. That old hound dog followed me from Montana all the way out here. We used to get together quite often. Confirmed bachelors all the way. I took him skydiving once and he pissed his pants." Ian laughed.
 
   "Uh-huh." Paige's arms were around his waist, waiting for him to finish whatever it was that he had started. "Is there something significant that I've missed here?"
 
   "You're an artist. He's an art dealer." He pried her arms loose, walking over to the refrigerator where Paige had a magnetic backed note pad and pen. Taking them off, he sat down at the table and wrote something down. "This is his name and number." He ripped off the sheet of paper and handed it to Paige who stood at his side, puzzled. 
 
   "You should give him a call. I bet he'd be ecstatic to get his hands on you." He frowned. "On your paintings," he corrected himself and pulled Paige down on his lap. "No other man is allowed to have his hands on this luscious body of yours except myself."
 
   As his lips brushed across hers, Paige absently set the piece of paper on the table and wrapped her arms around Ian's neck, sharing a kiss that had them both worked up within seconds.
 
   

 
   

Chapter Twelve 
 
   Ian had always been an early riser no matter how few hours he slept, and this new day was no exception. Dawn was slowly stretching its way up on the horizon as he sat on the top step of the porch sipping from a mug of coffee. He savored this moment, relished the scent of the ocean, the soft breeze on his skin, the sound of the waves.
 
   He knew Paige was dog-tired and had let her sleep.
 
   His mind turned to the task facing him—construction of the hospital. How would people react to the new-and-improved Rex? He pondered that as his eyes swept over the dark, tranquil sea. This was one part of their plan he hadn't thought about. He didn't want people getting suspicious.
 
   He laughed softly, taking another swallow of coffee. What would they get suspicious about? That Rex's attitude and personality had changed, sure, but would they honestly suspect that another man—a dead man—possessed Rex Stanfield's body? Hell, the takeover was an improvement. People would be shocked at the man's change in persona, to say the least.
 
   "Would you like some company?" A soft, sleep-warmed voice floated to his ears and washed over him. He turned and saw Paige standing in the open doorway wearing a loose T-shirt and nothing else except a lazy smile on her lips and satisfaction in her dark eyes. They had made love several times last night and he still couldn’t get enough of her.
 
   "I'd love some." He gestured to the pastel streaks made by the morning star. "I was hoping to share this with you." She came to him, sliding an arm around his waist, laying her head against his warm, bare chest.
 
   "Isn't it glorious?" Paige murmured.
 
   Ian set his mug on the railing then rested his chin atop Paige's head, breathing in the scent of peaches and the salt air around them.
 
   "Hungry?" she asked.
 
   Ian growled in her ear, telling her exactly what he was hungry for.
 
   Paige giggled. "Right here? On the porch? In broad daylight?"
 
   His only answer was to lift her off the deck and place her on the railing. “Better hang on.” He nodded toward the post at her side. He then placed a palm on either of her knees, a moan of delight coming from him as he opened her thighs and saw that she was bare beneath the shirt. “God, you’re beautiful. I can’t get enough. I love being inside of you.”
 
   Before she had a chance to respond Ian kissed her roughly, sucking on her tongue. In one swift movement, he had the zipper of his slacks down and was inside of her, bringing them both to a quick but sweet climax.
 
   Still nestle within her warmth, Ian held Paige close, her legs around his waist, until their heartbeats slowed.
 
   "I could really get used to this," Paige softly murmured against his chest.
 
   "You're going to have to," he informed with a deep sigh. "I have to get all I can, while I can. I need to stock up for future memories."
 
   Paige looked up at him. "I thought we weren't going to mention the future?"
 
   "I said we wouldn't dwell on it. It would do us some good to keep it in mind, though. Each day would be all that much more precious to us." He smiled down at her, grateful she could only see him and not Rex.
 
   “True.”
 
   “Let’s take a walk on the beach," he suggested.
 
   "Mmm, that sounds wonderful.” Ian released her only long enough so she could go into the house and put on a pair of shorts. "Let's go," she said as she came back outside.
 
   Once they were on the bottom step, Ian hesitated. "What's wrong?" Paige asked.
 
   He felt all blood leaving his face, his eyes fixed on the long stretch of sand and water before them. An apprehensive laugh erupted. "I've been bound to the house for so long it's going to be strange having my freedom again."
 
   Paige swallowed hard. “Seems we have something in common then. We have both been unwilling prisoners of our own home. My living in fear of facing Rex and you because of the rules of death forced on you.”
 
   She stepped onto the sand, turned and took both of his hands in hers, tugging gently. "Come feel the warm sand between your toes. Let's wade in the water and feel it ooze over our feet as the waves roll in and out, feel the seaweed get tangled around our ankles."
 
   "Shit, Paige." His heart raced. "I'm actually afraid to leave this porch." He kept his feet firmly planted on the wooden step.
 
   "So you're going to make things hard on me, huh?" Her eyebrows rose wickedly. Slowly, she lifted the hem of her sky blue T-shirt to reveal her bared breasts. When Ian let out a small moan and reached out a hand to touch her, she moved back a few steps. "Come and get me." A seductive smile tipped her lips.
 
   Ian laughed at her attempt to reroute his wary mind. It worked. "You're in for it when I catch you!" He lunged forward. Paige squealed with delight and ran off ahead of him, Ian making sure he let her just stay out of his reach.
 
   Their feet kicked up warm sand and splashed cool water as they ran zigzags along the shoreline. When Ian couldn't stand the anticipation any longer, he reached out and grabbed a handful of her shirt, pivoting her around and taking her down onto the damp sand with him for a lazy kiss. The sun heated their bodies, while water caressed their feet and legs. Ian found the contrast arousing.
 
   "You make me glad I'm alive," Ian whispered against her lips, pushing away the reminder that this was temporary.
 
   

 
   

Chapter Thirteen 
 
   Ian shaded his eyes against the glare of the setting sun as he viewed the steel beams and scaffolding rising seven stories high. The skeleton of the hospital was already in place. Satisfaction flowed through his veins knowing the foundation was strong enough to withstand the next tremor that hit.
 
   Yep, this building would be around a hundred years from now, of that he was certain. A hell of a lot longer than he would be. Even longer than Paige, he soberly mused, realizing how temporary everything in life—especially life itself—truly was.
 
   The roar of the heavy machinery around him couldn't drown out the thoughts forcing their way into his head. A month had already gone sailing by, another month or so and the construction would be well under way. He averted his gaze from the sight before him, a reminder of his impending departure, and slugged his free hand into the front pocket of his jeans.
 
   Each day he felt his strength waning more and more. Not physical strength, but something inside him was growing tired. It would only be a matter of time before Rex took over again, stronger than ever, purging him from this borrowed body.
 
   And what would happen to him when it was all over? Would he be condemned to hell for disobeying a rule that had been greatly impressed upon him the moment he had first arrived on the Other Side?
 
   Probably, but he didn't give a damn.
 
   Being in Paige's company had been the best thing he'd ever experienced. He had never been married in his past, but with Paige, he could pretend he had it all. A beautiful wife, a home of his own, a job he'd come to truly enjoy. His fist tightened around the blueprint rolled up in his hand. Pretending. That's all he had. All he could ever have.
 
   Ian snorted in amusement. Of all the people he had to possess it was the very man who represented so much fear, hate and disgust to Paige. While at home he could change one man’s face for another so Paige only saw him, but while here on the site, he was forced to wear Rex Stanfield’s features.
 
   Stepping on a few dirt clods, he felt them crumble beneath his heavy work boots just like his dreams. With a muttered curse, he gave a vigorous shake of his head. The sun was already low on the horizon, the crane and Caterpillar deserted, and most of the construction crew had already gone home.
 
   If there was one thing he learned by being Rex Stanfield it was that he was a lonely man.
 
   “Oh, well.” He climbed behind the wheel of the pick-up and started the engine. He wasn't here to make friends anyway. Getting the hospital built to proper standards was the goal.
 
   Besides, if he got too friendly with any of the work crew and the real Rex made his comeback they'd probably be even more confused. He shrugged, shifting into reverse then pulled onto the main street.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
   "Let's go out for dinner tonight," Ian suggested as they splashed around in the cool ocean on a lazy Sunday afternoon.
 
   Paige treaded water just a few inches from Ian, looking reluctant. "I don't know if I want to share you with anybody." Her smile felt small and forced. Truth was, she didn't want to be seen in public with Rex. When they had gone out on their shopping spree for clothes awhile back, she had seen Valerie Sinclair. What the woman had been doing down here in Monterey, Paige could only guess. Rex had worked with her husband constructing an office building in downtown Frisco. That had been ages ago, but by the glare in the other woman's eyes when she had passed by her and Ian as they walked down the sidewalk, Paige could tell Rex wasn't one of her favorite people. Her ex-husband’s vicious personality seemed to have left many casualties in its wake.
 
   "Your work at the site takes you away from me for most of the day. We don't have much time to ourselves. I busy myself with painting, but..."
 
   Ian swam a few easy strokes until the water came halfway up his chest. Paige followed, standing with her back to the shore. "Is that the reason you haven't wanted to go out in all of this time or is it because of this?" He pointed to his face.
 
   Paige felt all the blood drain from her face as Ian’s beautiful features transformed into Rex's. She turned her head, averting his piercing gaze but he captured her chin between his thumb and forefinger, forcing her to make eye contact once again.
 
   "Is it?"
 
   Her hands came up flat against his chest, her palms detecting the even thumping of his heart. She closed her eyes for a moment, running her tongue over her suddenly dry lips. How could she be so incredibly selfish? Ian had sacrificed so much for her and for thousands of future children. And what had she given him? She wouldn't drive up to Frisco with him to watch the construction on the hospital and to keep him company during the day, and she wouldn't be seen in public with him.
 
   "Yes," she finally said, feeling like scum. "Please don't be angry with me," she said quickly, her desperate gaze meeting cool, gray eyes.
 
   Ian grabbed hold of her wrists, his eyes narrow and dark. Paige flinched.
 
   "You see. That's exactly why I could never be angry with you." He pulled her tightly against him. "That's why I understand your reluctance to be seen in public with me—with him. I know you think I don't notice, Paige, but I see the way you look at me sometimes. It's true that while were together I can hide his features beneath mine but when you're quiet and think I don't notice, I see you looking at me, knowing this is just a costume and that this,” he pointed at his chest, “is the man you despise."
 
   "I don't feel it very often," she assured him, tilting her head back to look into his eyes of deep blue again. "And don't ever regret what you’re doing. If you hadn't taken over, how many people, children included, would have died from Rex's careless ways? I wouldn't have these beautiful memories to look back on. Confusing memories," she gave a small laugh, "but beautiful nonetheless."
 
   Ian laughed in return. "Just as long as you know it's me making love to you every night. As long as you know it's me, Ian Emery Holt, who loves you."
 
   Paige reached up and ran her fingers through his sun-dried hair. "There's not a chance I would ever forget it's you."
 
   He kissed her and she felt his body tremble. "Never forget me,” he whispered against her lips. Pulling back slightly, his gaze traveled over her face. "As long as you live," he whispered, "promise you'll never forget me."
 
   Tears clogged Paige's throat as she gripped his arms tighter. "Ian, I'll never forget you.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Ian finished setting up the dozen cola cans just a few yards away. As he sat the last one down the sun glinted off the aluminum, causing Paige to squint against the sudden flash. He walked back over to her and she had to blink several times before the black spot vanished from her vision.
 
   She knew Ian would be leaving her soon. It had been a week since he'd gone to the site, though he called every day to check on the progress. He said he stayed home so he could spend more time with her watching her paint. Paige knew it to be true, but she also knew he was getting weaker. A normal day at home sapped his energy, and if they went for a swim or even played a rough game of tackle-and-tickle he needed a nap before he regained some of his vigor.
 
   His strides were long and purposeful as he walked over to her. He wore his usual attire of snug jeans and even snugger T-shirt with the sleeves cut off. Unlike the fussy style Rex always wore his hair in, Ian let it lay casual atop his head, and Paige watched in appreciation as the light breeze sifted carelessly through the soft, dark strands
 
   Today Ian was showing her how to use the Ruger—another sign that he would be leaving her soon.
 
   He was so worried she would be left alone and vulnerable to Rex's most probable attack that he was adamant about showing her how to use the gun properly.
 
   When he reached her, Paige noticed his face looked haggard. His blue eyes had lost that sparkle to them days ago and he hid them behind a pair of dark sunglasses whenever they were outdoors now. He smiled down at her.
 
   "Ready?"
 
   Paige inhaled a shaky breath. "As ready as I'll ever be." Ian came to stand behind her, his thighs against her buttocks, his breath stirring her hair.
 
   "Here." He handed her the gun. "Now I've already shown you how to clean it and load it. And remember, always keep it loaded—except when you're cleaning it—but have the safety on, all right?"
 
   Paige nodded. The metal felt warm in her hand after having been in the waistband of Ian's jeans.
 
   "Hold the gun between your palms and keep your right forefinger on the trigger." He reached around to clasp hers hands, their arms touching from shoulder to finger.
 
   "Don't be afraid of the gun, and don't ever be afraid of the person you may have to use it on. Fear can either be your ally or your foe." His voice was a low whisper in her ear and Paige had to fight back the rush of desire scrambling over her. "If that bastard ever comes around I want you to stay calm. Take a few deep breaths. Get the gun out from the night table or from under the couch, always keep it in the same room where you are. Got it?"
 
   “Got it.” Paige nodded again. Her eyes focused on the twelve red, white, and blue cans sitting on the pale sand just a few yards away.
 
   "Good girl. Then I want you to hold the gun between your palms, just like you're doing now, point it at your target and pull the trigger." Ian's finger was on hers. She squinted her left eye shut as she aimed for the mark. He squeezed the trigger with her and the gun went off. The kick of the bullet when it left the chamber had Paige jerking back against Ian's chest.
 
   Paige looked at where one of the cola cans had been. It now lay a yard or so beyond the others, nothing but shredded metal. If it had been a human being, that hole would have been in that person's chest. And that person would have been dead. Rex would be dead the same way if he ever came around.
 
   She turned around and looked up at him. "You're leaving me soon, aren't you?"
 
   "Shh." Ian petted her hair. “We knew the time would come when I would have to leave."
 
   "I didn't expect it to happen so soon. I feel like I only met you yesterday.” Tears burned in her eyes as she looked down at the gun he held in his hand.
 
   With his free hand, Ian slid his fingers through her hair, tipping her head back until their eyes met. "Yes, but we've loved more in this small amount of time than most people have in an entire life."
 
   "I don't care what other people have had or haven't had. Why can't you stay?” She buried her face against his chest feeling selfish. "You're getting weaker, aren't you?" She looked up at him again, her bleak expression mirrored in the lenses of his dark glasses. "You never complain, you never let on, but I can see that time is taking its toll on you. You need more sleep. You stay home instead of going to the site. You hide behind those glasses so I won't see how tired your eyes have become."
 
   Ian cleared his throat. "Let's get back to your lessons on how to use the gun." His words came out gruff.
 
   Paige jerked away from him, crossing her arms over her chest in refusal. "I don't want any damn lessons on how to use the gun!" She dropped her hands to her sides. She took a step forward and clutched his shirt in her hands. "Isn't there some way we can be together, Ian? Any way? I know I said I would let you go when the time came, but I didn't know it was going to hurt so much." She placed a palm over his heart, as if trying to transmit some of her energy into him. Trying to send him the strength he needed to carry on for just a while longer.
 
   Ian took her by the shoulders, holding her away from him, taking his glasses off. When Paige saw the height of his weariness, she gasped. There wasn't much time left.
 
   "Paige." His fingers bit into the soft flesh of her upper arms. "Listen to me. We can either walk around moaning and crying over what we're about to lose, or we can grab what few precious moments we have left. I gave you my heart and soul. You gave me the same thing in return." His voice became a low whisper. "How can we lose anything by having gained so much?"
 
   The harshness in his face softened and his eyes glinted with the light of tenderness she had come to expect from him. "When the time is right we'll meet again. Believe me when I say that. I feel it here." He pointed to his chest. "And I know it here." He trailed a finger to his temple.
 
   Paige bit on her lower lip. She had to be strong. She had to let him go in peace. No tears. She reached up and caressed his cheek, her lips curving in a tremulous smile. "I hope you're right. I hope we do meet again."
 
   Ian captured her by the wrist and planted a kiss on her palm. "I know I'm right," he said concretely. Paige wanted to believe him with every cell in her body but couldn’t imagine how it would be possible. At least, not until she left this world herself.
 
   "Now," he smiled widely, lightening the dark mood they had been shrouded in, "for my peace of mind and your protection, can we get back to your target lessons?"
 
   Paige nodded, swiping at a single tear sliding down her cheek. "By the way, where did you learn to use a gun?"
 
   "I was a deputy sheriff in Montana for a good many years. I went to school whenever I had the chance to earn a degree in architecture." He shrugged nonchalantly.
 
   There was so much about Ian she still didn't know, Paige realized, so much she would never know. Though they spent every moment possible together, Ian didn't like talking about his life. She did her best to glean what information she could, but Ian said there really wasn't much to tell. Paige had left it at that.
 
   "Why did you quit working as a deputy sheriff?"
 
   "I hate guns." He grinned and Paige slugged him playfully in the arm. "Now turn around and let's get back to work."
 
   

 
   

Chapter Fourteen 
 
   "I love roses, don't you?" Paige snipped another bloom from one of the bushes at the back of the house, inhaling the delicate perfume then set it in the basket at her side.
 
   "Sure do," Ian said as he stood on the back porch sipping a glass of lemonade. "That's why I planted them. Mom always had roses around while we were growing up. Was always working in her garden. As I got older, I associated the smell of roses with her. It brought back memories of happier times." His eyes were wistful and faraway as she looked up at him.
 
   She laid a couple more of the vibrant flowers in the basket, intending to arrange them in a crystal vase to brighten their dinner table this evening. "I'm surprised they do so well in this sea air."
 
   Ian pushed himself away from the doorjamb he had been lingering against and took up a chaise lounge just a few feet away. He set his glass down on the small table next to him, propped his feet up and closed his eyes, basking in the early afternoon warmth. "That's why I planted them on this side of the house. They get the morning sun, but are more protected from the ocean spray and winds. The soil is grade-A. You might want to toss in a few egg shells, coffee grounds and orange peels whenever you can." A lazy smile curved his lips. "Especially coffee grounds. That's the key to pretty roses."
 
   Paige smiled at Ian, watching with her heart in her eyes, as he lay sprawled on the lounge chair. He looked so relaxed, so natural there.
 
   She went to work at clipping dead leaves and stray branches while the soft sounds of snoring came from the dozing man behind her. Sitting back on her heels, she absorbed this moment into her soul, storing the feelings in her mind for future reference. She breathed deeply of the heady scents around her as she simply reveled in the tranquil atmosphere. She wondered if she'd feel so serene or complete when Ian had to leave.
 
   As if reading her thoughts, Ian said softly. "Tonight."
 
   She jerked her head around, surprised to find him crouching down next to her when she thought he had been asleep. Hadn't heard him approaching as she was too wrapped up in the wonder of the day.
 
   As she studied the man there, the solemn look on his face said something she didn't want to hear, so she went back to clipping leaves, forcing a bright smile on her lips as she went about the mundane task. "Tonight, what?"
 
   Ian reached out, twining a strand of her hair around his finger. "I have to leave tonight."
 
   She slowly turned, tears burning her eyes. The scissors fell from her hand, landing on a small pile of dead and yellowed leaves. "Tonight?"
 
   Ian nodded. Releasing her hair, he ran his knuckles under her chin then cupped her cheek in the palm of his hand. "I've heard The Voice calling me for a few days now, but I've ignored it. I can’t anymore. I'm getting weaker. We both know it." He stood upright. "We've known it for some time now."
 
   Paige got to her feet also. She wanted to throw herself into his arms. "Why so soon? Why now? Why us?"
 
   "We knew the time would come. In fact," he sighed heavily, "I'm surprised we've had these months together. When we were out on the beach practicing with the Ruger two weeks ago I thought for sure it would have been my last day with you."
 
   Paige inhaled a shuddering sigh. "I know I should be grateful to have had this time with you, but it hurts so bad knowing I won't have you in my life anymore."
 
   He placed his hands on her cheeks and tipped her head back. "As long as you remember me and keep me in here," he pointed to her heart, "I'll always be alive. No matter where I am, I'll always think of you." He bent his head for a tender kiss. "This time for us was special. We accomplished what we set out to. The hospital is well on its way to completion. We can rest assured the building is secure." Ian closed his eyes for a second. When they opened again Paige saw sadness mingled with deep fatigue. "I don't have a choice, I have to leave tonight.”
 
   Paige reached inside of herself, searching for courage she feared she didn't possess at the moment. She wasn't going to make this any harder on them than it already was. When he was gone, when she was alone again, she would let the tears of anger and sorrow flow. But for this one day, their last, she would give all of her love and joy to the man—the phantom—who had come into her life just a few short months ago and turned it around so completely.
 
   "Well, then." Her voice came out on a husky murmur. "Since this is our last day together, let's not spend it moping around." She stood on tiptoes, running her lips over his. "Let me make love to you again. One last time."
 
   "Ah, Kitten," he mumbled against her lips. 
 
   Releasing him, Paige took Ian by the hand, leading him up the wooden steps and into the house.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The sun slid down the sky, filling the bedroom with hazy shadows. "It's almost time," Ian softly reminded, brushing a stray lock of hair from Paige's forehead.
 
   "I know," she rasped, forcing bravery she didn't feel. She knew he had to leave. It was there in his eyes. They were becoming more distant as the moments went by. Even if she physically tried to hold onto him, he wouldn't be able to stay with her. His soul was being pulled away, called to a place where she was forbidden to tread.
 
   "How--" She stopped, clearing her mind and her throat of the pain growing with each heartbeat. "How are we going to do this? Rex will be roused the moment you leave his body."
 
   Ian pulled her closer to him, nestling her in the crook of his shoulder. "I've thought about it and the safest way to handle it is for me to take these." He twisted his torso, reaching over to the night stand and handed her a small plastic baggie containing four small, yellow tablets."
 
   "What are these?" Paige inspected the little pills.
 
   "Tranquilizers. I got them from some guy over at the site." She lifted her eyebrows quizzically at him, "Don't ask." He laughed softly before going serious again. "I'm going to get dressed and take these. As soon as I've downed the pills and they start taking effect, I'm going to leave his body. He'll be groggy and out of it. I want you to call Marge, she'll help." 
 
   Paige shook her head. “No, I’ll handle this alone.” 
 
   Ian sighed. "All right then. You'll have to get him into his pickup and drive him back home. Once you get there, you can let him sleep it off in the truck. Don't try rousing him to get him in the house. After that, call a cab or take a Greyhound back home. I would handle this all myself and just leave his body over at his place, but in my spirit form, I'm bound to the house. I wouldn't be able to leave him. Which means if I wait too long he'll simply take over on his own and I'll be the one in that black void with no way out. Ever."
 
   Paige's eyes were wide and teary as she nodded.
 
   "I know it's a tall order to fill, but it's safer this way. When he comes out of it... I don't want to think what he'll do. He'll be back, you know.”
 
   "I know." She turned her head, pressing a warm kiss into his palm. "I'll be all right. You taught me well." Her smile was forced.
 
   Ian made a small moan in the back of his throat before indulging in one final kiss. He pulled his head back a moment later then got up from the bed. "This is it. I'm going to shower before I go. I don't want the scent of your skin left on Rex."
 
   Without another word, he headed to the bathroom. Paige climbed from the bed and dressed. Her mind was numb and body operating on autopilot. She didn't want to feel the pain right now. She wanted to handle this with dignity. Wanted Ian to remember her and their happier times together.
 
   When Ian came back out, dressed in Rex's pleated slacks and polo shirt, her heart clenched tightly. "I already took the pills. They should start working soon." He held out his hand to take hers. "Let's go downstairs before they start working."
 
   Paige only nodded as words evaded her, her hand gripping his tightly as if by doing so she could keep him with her longer. They went out onto the porch. The moonless night lay all around them while the black, rolling waves pounded the shore in a relentless cadence. The wind chime above them tinkled in the soft wind, adding to the melancholy she was cloaked in.
 
   Ian sat on the wicker loveseat, Paige taking the spot next to him. In habit, he slid his arm across her shoulders and held her near him, kissing the top of her head then resting his chin there. "I love you. Never forget that." His head was heavy on hers and his words were slightly slurred.
 
   The tranquilizers were working quickly.
 
   Paige closed her eyes tightly, refusing to cry. "I love you too. Never forget that."
 
   He gave a soft laugh. "I won't." He blew a heavy sigh across her hair. "It's time to go, Kitten." He lifted his head with great effort, getting to his unsteady feet. “We should have gone to the truck sooner, but I wasn’t sure...”
 
   She didn’t ask what he wasn’t sure about. Right now, it didn’t matter as they slowly made their way to Rex’s pickup that Paige had parked right at the bottom of the porch. She helped Ian in, then went around to the driver’s seat.
 
   “I can’t hold on any longer.” Their eyes met and Paige nodded, a final kiss passing between them. "Goodbye," he murmured. His eyes fluttered shut and his body slumped against hers. "Goodbye." The words seemed to come from the very air around her, echoing in her brain and in her heart.
 
   "Goodbye, Ian," Paige whispered softly, turning the key in the ignition, her tears falling.
 
   

 
   

Chapter Fifteen 
 
   Three days later Paige was on her hands and knees scrubbing the kitchen floor as Marge sat on the counter giving her moral support. Her tears had subsided, not because the pain of losing Ian was lessening in severity, but because she simply ran out. From head to toe, inside and out, every inch of her was numb. Working around the house kept her busy, kept her mind off losing him.
 
   The morning after the magnanimous task of getting Rex back home, she had awoken to find a rose upon her pillow. Just as she had the morning when Ian first appeared to her. The red rose left there months before had been a sign of his arrival, a tender salutation. The white rose of the other morning had been a sign of his departure, a final farewell.
 
   She’d pressed both flowers into her photo album. They were the only physical reminders she had of Ian, aside from her paintings.
 
   Often she would wander up to her studio just to gaze at the portraits. Doing so brought her feelings of solace and a reminder of her phantom lover.
 
   "Have you heard from Rex?" Marge asked, breaking into Paige's thoughts, swinging her legs back and forth, as they dangled over the front of the counter.
 
   "No, but he'll be around. I have no doubt about it." Her tone was one filled with acceptance more than of fear. "I can't imagine he'd be very pleased about waking up in his truck and finding a few months of his life missing." She snorted softly as she scrubbed at a stubborn spot of spilled coffee that had dried on the tile. "Maybe he'll think he was on a drinking binge and lost track of time. Once he sees the hospital though..." She didn't want to think about Rex anymore, so concentrated on scrubbing each and every brick-colored square. She planned to give it a thin coat of sealer when she finished. That should kill another hour or so.
 
   As she moved the brush back and forth over the tile, something caught her eye. A small piece of paper was on the floor between the refrigerator and counter. She tossed the scrub brush in the bucket at her side and slipped off the yellow rubber gloves she had donned to protect her hands, setting them beside her.
 
   When she picked up the white slip to read it, her vision blurred as tears collected in her eyes.
 
   It was the piece of paper Ian had written his friend's name and number on. The art dealer, Demitri DeAngelo, who Ian felt, would love her paintings.
 
   For several seconds Paige simply stared at the lightly handwritten letters, feeling as though she held a piece of Ian in her hands at the moment. It wasn't a love note and no words of affection were written there, but it touched Paige's heart deeper than any mushy valentine she had gotten from boyfriends in the past.
 
   "What's that?" Marge asked, munching on a cookie she pilfered from the ceramic jar at her side.
 
   Paige gave a short laugh, sitting back on her heels. "Ian gave me the name and number of a friend of his. They'd been close since high school. So close in fact this guy followed Ian all the way from Montana to Monterey. Aside from his brother, this Demitri is the only other person Ian socialized with. Ian was kind of a hermit I guess."
 
   Marge smiled then asked, "Why did Ian give you this guy's phone number though?"
 
   Paige studied the paper again, as if she would find something new within the quickly scrawled name and number. "He's an art dealer and Ian thought maybe he'd like to take a look at my paintings." Paige rolled her eyes and smiled. "He insisted that Mr. DeAngelo would love to get his hands on my work."
 
   "I think you should listen to him, Love. How many people have told you how good you are? You already have a few murals on display--"
 
   "Yes, but that was years ago," Paige interrupted. "They probably don't exist anymore. It's been over ten years. Aside from wear and weather, there's graffiti, too."
 
   “I've seen what you have painted upstairs and the only word I can put to those paintings is ethereal. Even I get goose bumps looking at them." When Paige shot her a look of disbelief, Marge shrugged. "What have you got to lose?"
 
   "That's true.” She had already lost everything that mattered to her. Maybe she should take a shot at this. It would give her a sense of pride and satisfaction if others could view her work. They would have a glimpse into her life and the man she loved. "I'll call him as soon as I've finished here."
 
   "Nuh-uh." Marge reached over and took the receiver off the hook, handing it to Paige. "I want you to call him now. Dirty floors will wait, this won't. Besides, I know you. The minute I leave, you'll rethink this whole thing and give it up. Call now."
 
   Paige smiled at Marge's firm words. She knew her better than she even knew herself. And she was right. The moment Marge left she'd probably tuck away that silly dream once again.
 
   "Okay." She got to her feet, giving a nervous tug of her T-shirt. "What if he's no longer there? It has been five years."
 
   "Call."
 
   Once the phone was in her hand, she sucked in a fortifying breath and punched in the numbers Ian had written down. She jumped when somebody picked up the other line. "Hello?" Her throat felt tight and scratchy. "May I please speak to Mr. DeAngelo?" she asked the woman on the other end of the line. When she seemed reluctant, Paige told her to tell Mr. DeAngelo she was a close friend of Ian Holt's.
 
   When the other woman repeated the name, a man's voice came on the line sounding excited. He asked who she was and how she knew his long dead friend. Paige assembled a quick story that was mostly truth and partly lie.
 
   She couldn't very well say that Ian's spirit had appeared to her and had taken over her ex-husband's body for the past few months. She simply stated that she and Ian had been close friends and while going through some memorabilia she found his name and number, saying that Ian had thought he might be interested in looking at her work. She didn't give any reason as to why she had waited five long years to call, and felt relieved when Mr. DeAngelo didn't ask.
 
   "Any friend of Ian's is a friend of mine," he declared. "I'd be happy to look over your work. The public is always eager for a fresh face in the art world. If you've got what it takes, Ms. Stanfield, you've got it made."
 
   Paige held a hand over her heart. "Would you like me to bring some of my paintings to your office?"
 
   "Better yet," he offered, "why don't I drop by your place and take a look for myself?"
 
   Paige knew she should feel hesitant about inviting a perfect stranger over to her home, but couldn't drum up any feelings of trepidation where this Demitri DeAngelo stood. Perhaps for the very reason that he was such a close friend of Ian's she felt they shared a common link. She knew Ian would never befriend a person who wasn't trustworthy.
 
   "That would be fine. When would you like to stop by?"
 
   "How does tomorrow sound?" Paige could hear him thumping the eraser end of a pencil in a steady rhythm on his desk.
 
   "Tomorrow's great." She tried to catch her breath, suddenly feeling overwhelmed.
 
   "I'll be there around ten in the morning, okay?"
 
   "Sounds good to me."
 
   When Paige gave him the address, Mr. DeAngelo said he knew precisely where it was, saying he had helped Ian decorate the place when he’d finished building it. The man also sounded extremely delighted to be returning to his friend's home.
 
   They spent a few more minutes discussing Ian then said their good-byes.
 
   When Paige hung up, she found herself smiling, even eager.
 
   "Well, are you going to tell me what happened or are you going to stand there grinning all day?"
 
   She looked at Marge and laughed. "He's coming to look at my paintings tomorrow!"
 
   She slid off the counter and took Paige in her arms. "He'll love them, I'm positive. You know how I have a sixth sense about these things." Marge held Paige at arms' length and smiled warmly. "I never thought I'd see you like this again."
 
   Paige cocked her head to one side and frowned. "How?"
 
   "Alive. After Rex, I never expected you to recover, but when Ian came into your life...The change in you has been dramatic. Knowing him was a blessing, even if it hurts to have lost him."
 
   "I know." Paige closed her eyes, the image of Ian floating centermost in her mind.
 
   "I'd better get going." Paige watched as Marge grabbed her neon-pink purse off the counter. "I want you to be careful." Her eyes became dark and forewarning. "Rex will be back, and as much as I hate to say it, it will be like facing the devil himself. Ian taught you to use the Ruger?"
 
   Paige nodded, too uptight to speak.
 
   "Good, good," Marge said absently as she seemed to be viewing a scene in her mind that Paige wasn't privy to. "Call me if you need anything." She smiled, but Paige could tell it was forced.
 
   "I will." She gave her a hug then walked with her out to the front, waving absently as Marge drove off in her silver sports car. When she was out of sight, Paige closed the door and slumped down onto the floor, drawing her knees against her chest.
 
   How she wished Rex would just make his appearance and be done with it. She hated the waiting. Knowing he could show up at any time. Knowing he would. She was always tense and could never quite catch a full breath when she thought of him. And it drove her crazy.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   "I can actually feel the love," Demitri praised, looking over the painting Paige had done of her and Ian in the meadow. "Haunting and sad," were his next words to describe the dark hall scene. He turned to her, his jet-black ponytail whipping around, draping over one thin shoulder. He didn't look anything like Paige had expected him to. Driving up in a pint-sized Spyder and donning a turquoise and silver eagle feather earring that dangled down to his jaw, he was a far cry from the polished suit-and-tie man she had imagined while they'd talked on the phone yesterday.
 
   He was enthusiastic, radiating more energy than a power transformer. And he was enthusiastic about her work.
 
   "Where have you been hiding yourself?" He looked over the portrait of Ian. "Why did you wait so long to call me? You've captured him down to his very soul," he breathed. "That cocky arched eyebrow, those deep blue eyes, that arrogant smile. I can almost picture that macho, loose hipped walk of his." He sighed wistfully and Paige got the distinct impression Demitri had had a crush on Ian at one time. The thought made her smile. She knew the feeling well.
 
   Absently, Paige ran a finger over the Ian on the canvas, her light touch lingering on his lips, remembering days past when she had felt them against her own.
 
   "I always did tell Ian he had an eye for beautiful things." Demitri looked at her when he said the words, making Paige flush. Demitri laughed. "I don't recall him ever mentioning you when we'd get together for a beer every now and then."
 
   Paige's heart ceased beating for a moment. She would have to be very careful in what she said. "Well...uh...we met right before his death. We grew quite close in a very short period of time. Buying his home was a way for me to be closer to him. At least in spirit." Annoying tears gathered in her eyes. "Oh, dear," she said, digging around in the front pocket of her slacks for a tissue.
 
   Demitri surprised her by taking her into his arms for a hug.
 
   "There, there," he said soothingly, patting her back. "All this time and you're still grieving. Now I can see why your paintings are so emotionally pulling. You cared a great deal for the man, didn't you?"
 
   Paige nodded.
 
   "Shot down in the prime of his life," he said woefully. "I cried my eyes out for a solid week when I heard the news. I lost a very dear friend and confidant. Far too young to die.”
 
   “True.” Paige broke the awkward embrace, sniffing back a few stray tears.
 
   "But, life does go on," Demitri sagely commented. "His memory has given you the inspiration to create these masterpieces."
 
   Paige felt a little embarrassed by the way he carried on about her work, thinking perhaps he was just being polite since they had both been close to Ian.
 
   "I'll tell you what." He tapped a long forefinger to his wide mouth in contemplation, then shook it at her as he aired his thought. "Now, I don't want to rush you, but there's going to be a showing of new artists next month. A group show at the Hyatt Regency. If you can come up with a few more paintings for your portfolio, with this mood in mind, I'd like to represent you."
 
   He rubbed his hands together briskly. "If my instincts are correct you'll take the spotlight, Paige. Several prominent art critics will be there. They rule the art world. Can make or break a person with one word. If they like your style as much as I do..." He shrugged his slender shoulders. "The sky's the limit, as they say. You could very well be an overnight success. In fact, I don't doubt it in the least."
 
   "Well, I don't know about that." Paige felt overwhelmed. She only painted what was in her heart, not what the public viewed as chic and fashionable.
 
   "Don't be so modest." He rested a long arm across her shoulders. "You, my dear," he tapped her nose, acting as if they were old friends, "have got what it takes. I’d stake my reputation on it." He held a fist to his heart, striking a pose reminiscent of a knight professing the veracity of his honor. "Now, if you can have another two or three paintings done to add to the ones you've shown me, we'll be in business."
 
   They started walking out of her studio. Paige felt a little dizzy. It was happening so fast. She may not be an overnight success as Demitri so concretely believed, but she was trying again. Chasing a rainbow that didn't look quite so elusive anymore.
 
   "Yes," she finally found her voice as they reached the bottom step. "I'm certain I could have a couple more paintings done. Inspiration comes quite naturally to me." Her mind shifted back again to the man who inspired her.
 
   "Fantastic!" Demitri declared and planted a kiss on her cheek. "Now I've got to run." He headed for the front door, Paige trailing behind. "Keep in touch. I want you to inform me of your progress every step of the way. Day or night." He fished around in the back pocket of his more-holes-than-denim jeans and extracted a business card. "There's my work and home number." He pointed at the bottom of the pastel blue card. "Maybe we can even find some time to discuss our mutual friend." He sighed again and was out the door.
 
   Less than a minute later, he folded his long, lanky frame into the tiny car and waved goodbye as he pulled out of the driveway.
 
   After he left, Paige closed the door and sagged against it, her hand over her heart and eyes closed at all that had just taken place. Her mind rushed ahead of her, wanting to tell Ian, but she stopped. It had been nearly a week with no sign of him. She had to face the fact that he was gone. On to a better place? She had to think positive. 
 
   There was no way he could be punished for helping her with the hospital and remain on the dismal Other Side for all eternity simply because he followed his heart. He had put his future on the line, had his powers stripped away and swallowed up by Rex just so he could be with her and tend to the hospital project. He deserved a whole lot better than wandering for infinitum.
 
   Pushing those thoughts aside, knowing Ian wouldn't want her to dwell on them, she went to the phone to call Marge. She would be ecstatic when she found out about the show next month.
 
   

 
   

Chapter Sixteen 
 
   That very evening Paige started in on another painting. She knew exactly what scene she wanted to capture; the one in which they had shared the sunrise out on the deck that morning.
 
   She put the two lovers, her and Ian, standing at the railing, arms around each other as they gazed out at the tranquil sea, the sunrise opening the darkness with its pastel hues while a soft breeze seemed to whisper through their hair.
 
   Again she was slammed with a fist of melancholy, but she let the pain course through her, letting her feelings for Ian guide her hand over the canvas.
 
   Just as she was dabbing her brush in the charcoal-gray, the front door slammed shut and the crash of glass hitting the floor and shattering raced to her ears. She jumped, her palette falling to the floor, paint side down, her heart racing to her throat.
 
   "Where the hell are you!" A deep bellow filled the house like a grizzly bear roaring within its cave.
 
   Rex.
 
   Paige realized the sound of breaking glass had been her delicate crystal figurines. He knew they were precious to her and had often threatened to trash them. This time he had obviously made good on the threat. What other threats did he intend to make good on?
 
   Quickly she turned around, plucking her pewter wizard from the sill behind her, and tucked him beneath some cleaning rags, setting him in the corner for safekeeping.
 
   "God dammit, Paige!" Rex's angry voice swirled up the stairway and through the open door. "What in the hell did you do to me?" His angry footsteps on the wooden steps reverberated in her stomach, making her feel sick.
 
   Stay calm, she counseled herself, angry that she'd forgotten to lock the front door.
 
   Fear can be your ally, Ian‘s words came back to her. She certainly hoped so, for if it was, she had a very strong copartner on her side right now.
 
   The gun!
 
   She closed her eyes briefly, remembering she had left it in her bedroom in the drawer of the nightstand. Just as she had dreaded, she'd let her guard down. Her enthusiasm over getting the paintings done and having the opportunity to be in the showing next month had obliterated the knowledge of Rex's impending arrival.
 
   Her whole body tensed as she saw him looming in the doorway, his pale gray stare piercing straight through to her soul.
 
   "I repeat," he said in a low growl, “what in the hell did you do to me?" He took two steps forward, bringing his towering form only a foot away from her, hands at his sides, bunched into tight fists.
 
   Paige never took her eyes off him, fearing if she looked away even for the slightest moment, he would make his lethal move and it would all be over.
 
   "I have no idea what you're talking about." She raised her chin a few digits just to show him she wasn't intimidated.
 
   Her easel stood between them, acting more as a mental barrier rather than a physical one. Somehow, she felt stronger behind the wooden frame, flimsy as it was.
 
   "Don't give me that crap.” That blue vein in the side of his temple pulsed, hands clenching and unclenching as if he visualized his fingers wrapped around her neck. "The last thing I remember is coming over here to your place thinking we'd be going back home together. Then what happens? I wake up in my pickup…three months later!" His voice boomed, vibrating everything within the room. "What in the hell did you do to me?" he demanded once again.
 
   Paige shrugged, her heart pounding so strongly she was certain it would fly from her chest at any moment. "Maybe you went on another drinking spree. You have been known to do that in the past."
 
   She rambled on, hoping to confuse him, get him to think he could be the one to blame for the missing chunk in his life, thereby diffusing his anger toward her. "Remember the time you came home after being gone for four days? You had been out with Mac and Joe drinking everything from Southern Comfort to Joe's homemade moonshine."
 
   His nostrils flared and she was infinitely grateful she put her other paintings away. If Rex acted upon one ounce of the rage she saw in his eyes, she would be lucky if he didn't tear apart her entire house.
 
   "Don't give me that bullshit. I went to the hospital the day I woke up in the front seat of my truck. The doctor said I had enough Valium in my system to wipe out ten people. I've spent the last few days there. I was drugged dammit! By you." He pointed an incriminating finger at her, his brows bent in fury.
 
   The ceiling light shining down seemed to add more harshness to his sharp features, and it was hard for Paige to believe that Ian had once possessed that body. During their time together, all she had seen was the man she loved. Now, her vision was only filled with the man she both feared and despised.
 
   "Why you did it," Rex continued in a grating tone, "I can only guess, but I bet it has something to do with the money I found missing from my bank account. What did you do with it?"
 
   Paige sidled toward the doorway. If she could just get past him and to her bedroom, she would be able to get to the Ruger. Perhaps she could scare him away without actually having to bury a bullet in him.
 
   "I used it to buy better grade materials for the hospital," she admitted, not caring one way or another if he knew that part of the truth. "After those buildings went down with the earthquake a few years back, I wasn't going to let you get away with building that wattle and daub project you were planning."
 
   Rex's eyes narrowed. "Where'd you hear that expression?" His eyes grew wide with realization. "You had help in all of this, didn't you? You've been screwing around behind my back. You kept me drugged for those months so you and whoever you're fucking could get the hospital built behind my back, using my money!"
 
   Paige let out a laugh that was pure nerves. "How can I mess around behind your back when we aren't married any longer?"
 
   "You whore," he whispered. "So you admit it? That's okay. I told you, Paige." He smiled darkly. "You're mine. And after this little ambush you pulled on me, I'll be damned if you'll get away from me ever again."
 
   "No!" Paige screamed as he made a grab for her.
 
   Darting from the room, she ran down the hall to her bedroom. The sound of Rex's deep laughter urged her on. If she didn't get to the gun quickly, she would not live to see tomorrow.
 
   Once in the sanctity of her bedroom she locked the door behind her. She blinked a few times, trying to get her eyes to adjust to the darkness. If he managed to gain entry, she didn't want to be a sitting target having the lights on.
 
   She fumbled in the blackness like a blind woman set in the middle of foreign terrain, searching for the night table. When her outstretched hands encountered warm, smooth wood, she opened the drawer and felt around, finding the cold metal lying there beneath one of Ian's T-shirts. Your German friend. His words swirled in her mind along with the panic. A shiver traveled through her as she picked it up, unlocked the Safety, and felt the pistol warm quickly in her trembling grip.
 
   "Do you think you can honestly hide behind that door? I'm gonna get you, babe." His voice was slow and sinister.
 
   Ian's warning whispered in her ear—Rex will absorb all of my strength. All of his negative emotions will be increased tenfold. Paige‘s breath caught in her throat. Ian hadn't been exaggerating.
 
   Her gaze darted around the room, her eyes now used to the murky darkness, and landed on her cell sitting on dresser. If she called 911 maybe they would get here before something really happened.
 
   As if reading her thoughts, Rex spoke through the door. "Go ahead and call the cops. It will take them awhile to get here. Until then,” He knocked softly on the door in a teasing rhythm. “We're alone, babe, you and me. Just like old times. Now ain't that cozy?" More laughter followed the statement.
 
   Paige grabbed the phone and crouched beside the bed in the darkness, only the moonlight shining through the window lit the otherwise black room as gliding shadows filled every corner.
 
   She punched in 911 and told the woman on the other end who she was and where she lived...and that her life was being threatened. They asked her to stay on the line, but she clicked off, needing to keep her hands free and mind clear. Inwardly she cursed the man who filled her with such terror.
 
   Why couldn't he simply leave her alone?
 
   Ah, but that was just it. He felt spurned when she had divorced him. Felt she was his personal property, like a chair or a car.
 
   Sweat popped up all over her scalp, dripping down her hairline when she heard the doorknob rattle. "Come out, come out, wherever you are," Rex called in a singsong voice, making her stomach churn. To him this was all a game of cat-and-mouse. It gave him a thrill to see her terrified of him.
 
   A loud thud erupted in the silence as Rex banged against the door. Wood groaned and heaved and splintered until his weight caused the barrier to cave in.
 
   No light came rushing through, and she knew he must have switched off the light that had been on in her studio. He also preferred the dark it seemed. Probably because he could sneak up on her with greater ease.
 
   "You can run and you can hide, but you'll never get away." His voice still held that baiting lilt to it.
 
   Paige kept her eyes wide in the impeding darkness as the moon hid its face behind a cloud. She heard breathing; slow, deep, and even. Her palms felt moist and she prayed she had a good enough grip on the gun.
 
   On unsteady legs, she stood. Looking first to the right then left, her eyes wild and breathing erratic, she tried to find him in the absence of light.
 
   His shadow sprang before her, huge and threatening, filling her entire vision, while his laughter filled her ears, vibrating to the very tips of her fingers. The sound resonated like low frequency sound waves within her bones and muscles, causing her to feel weak and nauseated.
 
   She let out a small shriek, scampering over the bed and onto the other side of the room, her bare feet digging into the carpet, trying to remain upright when her legs protested.
 
   The dim light from the night sky outside seemed to reflect off his eyes, making them appear to glow with a wicked yellow flame. Evil eyes.
 
   Memories hoarded her brain of the night he attacked her before the divorce. She could still taste his forceful kisses, feel the savage thrust of his pelvis, smell the stench of liquor, clove gum and sweat.
 
   She would be damned if she'd let that happen again. If she had to, she would empty the entire gun clip into him.
 
   He gave a soft cluck of his tongue. "Why don't you surrender now, babe. I'm never gonna let you go. Haven't you realized that by now?" He growled low and he lunged forward. "You're mine!"
 
   Paige screamed and fired one shot directly in front of her. Rex stopped, swore blackly, then started for her once more.
 
   Her stomach pitched and hot tears burned her eyes. "Damn you, Rex Stanfield. Why can't you just leave me alone?"
 
   The moon hid behind a thick cloud once again and she was shrouded in blackness. The air around her grew stale and heavy, pushing in at her from all sides, restricting her breathing, making her head reel from lack of oxygen.
 
   Fear. It was just the fear causing her to feel this way. Lose your head, lose your life, Marge's warning sprang in her mind. This was the vision she had seen. Her life-and-death struggle with Rex. She was glad Marge hadn't told her of the premonition. If so, the time she had spent with Ian would have been tainted with this grisly knowledge.
 
   She had to get a grip. Had to stay calm. Had to stay alive.
 
   Paige heard Rex move, heard the rustle of clothing, the whisper of his shoes upon the carpet, but her senses couldn't tell in which direction. He was close, though, as she heard his raspy, labored breathing. She had made purchase with the single bullet. But where had it struck him? And would it be fatal?
 
   Although she was fighting for her very life, she didn't know if she could kill him--regardless of how much he deserved a deadly piece of lead.
 
   "Don't tell me you want to hurt your ever lovin' hubby?" The sound came from behind her. 
 
   Before she could spin around and take aim, one hand came around and clamped over her mouth, while the other snaked around her waist and slid up her torso to latch harshly onto one of her breasts. "I'm the one who loves you, baby," he whispered hotly in her ear. "Don't you know that? For you, precious Paige, I'd lay me down and die." He chuckled in her ear. "And I expect you to do the same for me. In fact," he rotated his pelvis against her butt to show how aroused this whole chase had gotten him, "you just might have the chance to do it very soon."
 
   The hand over her mouth streaked out, grabbing hold of her right hand holding the gun. Paige cried out, trying to break away. When she realized his power was too much for her to fight against, she kept a tight grip on the Ruger but let her legs and entire body go limp, hoping the sudden and unexpected move on her part would cause him to lose his balance.
 
   With a muttered curse, Rex stumbled forward but fell right on top of her, crushing her beneath his massive form. He made another grab for the gun while his other hand pulled at her unbound hair, wrapping it around his palm, holding it tightly within his fist, keeping her face pressed into the carpet.
 
   With every ounce of fight in her Paige struggled, managing to end up on her side with Rex straddling her. He got his hand on gun, fighting for control of the weapon. Briefly, she thought about relinquishing control of the Ruger and letting Rex get it over with.
 
   "No!" The word was dredged from her very soul as the gun went off.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Ian watched the struggle in Paige's bedroom from the Other Side. Every part of him tensed as he hovered in the gray mist, looking on helplessly.
 
   A bitter laugh escaped him. Could hell be any worse than this? Being banned to the Other Side. Having all powers stripped from him. Being without the woman he loved, watching on in fear as she struggled in the darkness with the man sitting on top of her, trying to take possession of the Ruger.
 
   Physically Ian knew he could do nothing for Paige, but with his mind and his heart, he sent her all the strength and courage he could, hoping she would triumph over the monster who wanted her dead.
 
   The instant the gun went off, the sharp sound echoed in the darkness and penetrated straight through Ian's mind. It mirrored the night five years ago when a gun had been fired straight against his own temple.
 
   He wanted to howl like a wounded animal as he saw Paige lying very still beneath Rex, her eyes shut. Rex still straddled her, his eyes wide and an evil smile on his lips. Ian wanted to scream but no sound came.
 
   Ian then frowned in puzzlement as Rex toppled sideways, a dark puddle oozing from his chest, seeping into the light carpet that absorbed his blood like thirsty cotton gauze.
 
   Paige gasped for air, the gun falling to the floor as she covered her face with her hands and cried. Police sirens could be heard in the distance.
 
   Ian felt tears within him, though they couldn't be shed since he was merely a spirit, but his alleviation at seeing Paige alive, knowing she would be able to carry on without Rex stalking her, was one that caused his entire being to glow warmly with relief.
 
   "Ian Holt..." The Voice called to him. “Your destiny has been fulfilled. It is time to choose."
 
   Ian forced himself to turn away from the sight of Paige weeping in the darkness and went to The Voice, finding once again the pulsing sphere of light pulling him toward it like a magnet.
 
   "Choose?" The word was plucked from his mind before spoken aloud. "What do I get to choose? And what destiny has been filled? I haven't done anything." Ian felt edgy, not wanting to go on to another place if it meant being away from Paige, even if he could only view her from the Other Side.
 
   He felt himself being propelled once again toward the ball of luminosity. A light so bright while so soft, it seemed to penetrate right through him, warming him, wrapping him in peace.
 
   "When you chose to go against the rules impressed upon you at the time of your death, when you chose to defy the laws and enter the material world, possessed Rex Stanfield's body and claimed a love that was forbidden, you chose to follow your own heart's needs. When you chose Paige Stanfield, you chose love. You followed your heart, Ian Holt, which did not lead you astray.” 
 
   The Voice was all around him, intimidating and soothing at the same time. “Now...choose...”
 
   

 
   

Chapter Seventeen 
 
   Paige stood in front of the vanity mirror checking her appearance for the tenth time. Tonight was the opening and she was nervous. Dressed in a simple black dress that skimmed her knees, a string of pearls around her neck and her hair twisted in a French knot, she figured she could pass for decent. She had even indulged in a little makeup.
 
   Three weeks ago, she had gone to Rex's funeral. In fact, she and Marge had been the only ones there. Not even his father had shown up. Again, she thought of what a waste of precious life his had been.
 
   Her mind still pricked her from time to time about the struggle in her bedroom and the fact that she had been the one to kill him. She had been to see a psychologist twice a week since then at the advice of her physician. She was slowly getting over the guilt at having shot him, reminding herself if it hadn't been him, it would have definitely been her. Rex had burned too many people in his time, put up too many shoddy buildings. Now his tightfisted ways had been ceased for good. Now, at last, she could live in peace.
 
   She checked the brass alarm clock by the side of her bed: Seven o'clock. The opening wasn't for another hour but she wanted to arrive early. Marge would be there and so would Demitri, naturally. Two people that believed in her talent as an artist. The three others who had also believed in her and made such an impact on her life were gone—her mother and father, and Ian.
 
   After grabbing her coat from the closet, she crossed the newly carpeted room and flipped off the light. As she made her way down the stairs, her mind wandered to Ian.
 
   Who knows? Maybe she would find somebody else in the years to come, but no other man would take the place of her phantom lover.
 
   When she reached the front door, she turned on the porch light, placing an unsteady hand on the doorknob. Glancing heavenward, she hoped Ian could see her and that he was proud of her.
 
   Taking a deep breath to steady her frazzled nerves and racing heart, she twisted the knob and pulled the door open.
 
   And there stood before her a man with the bluest eyes she had ever seen.
 
   She blinked hard, thinking he was a mirage created by her aching heart. She reached out, grabbing the doorjamb for support. Her coat slid from her other hand, onto the floor.
 
   "Hello, Paige." The man on her porch dressed in a charcoal-gray suit and white dress shirt grinned, displaying boyish dimples in each cheek.
 
   "Ian?" She whispered.
 
   He held his arms open wide, one brow arching high. "In the flesh."
 
   Paige hesitated only a moment before slipping into his embrace. "I can't believe you’re here.” She laid her head against his chest, hearing his heartbeat strong and steady, detecting firm muscle and taut flesh beneath the crisp material of his shirt. "But how? I mean…you're dead.” She looked up into eyes she never thought she’d see again.
 
   He laughed softly. "You know the old saying, God works in mysterious ways. I had a choice. I could have gone on to the spirit world or come back here to earth with you. A revenant. From life to death and back again. I got a second chance at life!" He gazed tenderly into her eyes. "A second chance to fulfill that life...with you. Kinda mind-boggling, huh?"
 
   "I don't care how it happened. I can't believe you're really here with me again.”
 
   "And, I'm here for good. That is, if you'll have me."
 
   "Yes," she quickly replied, her mind whirling.
 
   Ian ran a thumb under each of her eyes to wipe away the tears. "Does that mean you'll marry me?"
 
   Before she answered, he inclined his head and kissed her, long and deep. "Can I interpret that dynamite kiss and those soft little moans as a yes?"
 
   "Oh, yes," she purred against his lips. "Yes, indeed."
 
   "Ah, Kitten," he breathed the words into her mouth. "Tonight I promise to show you just how much I love you. When I make love to you tonight and from now on, it will finally be with my body."
 
   "I can't wait!" She felt giddy.
 
   "Well, you'll have to wait for at least a few hours." He took a step to the side and crooked his elbow. "We have a showing to attend. I didn't put on this monkey-suit for nothing. You'll be a sensation," he assured.
 
   Paige hesitated, her brow creasing with worry. "But how will we explain you? I mean, Demitri will be there. He thinks you're dead." She hadn't thought about how difficult it would be to explain a dead man's sudden reappearance.
 
   "Have a little faith," he said softly, confidently. "Marge and Demitri are the only two people who know me down here. Marge will accept the knowledge of my return as if it’s the sort of thing that happens every day. As for Demitri, I'll have to take him aside and explain the situation. He'll understand. He's a very open-minded individual. If not, I'll just have to take him skydiving again." They laughed together.
 
   Paige twined her arm with his, her head resting against his shoulder since she felt slightly dizzy.
 
   As the stars seemed to shine a little bit brighter in the night sky, they walked toward the car, Paige marveling over a love that knew no boundaries such as life and death.
 
   A love that had crossed over from the spirit world…and into the rest of her life.
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