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Chapter 1

Sunday

@ ante Raintree stood with his arms crossed as he watched the woman on the monitor. The imege was

inblack and white, to better show details; color distracted the brain. He focused on her hands, watching
every move she made, but what struck him most was how uncommonly still she was. She didn't fidget,
or play with her chips, or look around at the other players. She peeked once a her down card, then
didn’t touch it again, Sgnding for another hit by tapping a fingernall on the table. Just because she didn't
seem to be paying attention to the other players, though, didn’'t mean she was as unaware as she seemed.

“What's her name?’ he asked.

“Lorna Clay,” replied his chief of security, Al Rayburn.
“Isthet her red name?’

“It checks out.”

If Al hadn’'t dready investigated her, Dante would have been disappointed. He paid Al a lot of
money to be efficient and thorough.

“Atfirg | thought she was counting,” said Al. “But she doesn’'t pay enough attention.”

“She's paying atention, dl right,” Dante murmured. “You just don’'t see her doing it” A card
counter had to remember every card played. Supposedly counting cards was impassible with the number
of decks used by the casinos, but no casino wanted a card counter & its tables. There were those rare
individuals who could cdculate the odds even with multiple decks.

“l thought thet, too,” said Al. “But look at this piece of tape coming up. Someone she knows
comes up to her and speaks, she looks around and starts chatting, completely misses the play of the
people to her left—and does't look around even when the dedl comes back to her, she just taps that
finger. And damned if she didn’t win. Again.”

Dante watched the tape, rewound it, watched it again. Then he watched it a third time. There had
to be something he was missng, because he couldn’t pick out asngle giveaway.

“If she's cheeting,” Al said with something like respect, “she' sthe best I've ever seen.”

“What does your gut say?’ Dante trusted his chief of security. Al had spent thirty years in the
casdno business, and some people swore he could spot chesats as soon as they waked in the door. If Al
thought she was chesting, then Dante would take action—and he wouldn't be waiching this tape now if
something hadn’'t made Al uneasy.

Al scratched the Sde of his jaw, considering. He was a big, bulky man, but no one who observed
him for any length of time would think he was dow, ether physicaly or mentdly. Findly he said, “If she
ign't cheating, she's the luckiest person walking. She wins. Week in, week out, she wins. Never a huge
amount, but | ran the numbers, and she'sinto us for about five grand a week. Hell, boss, on her way out
of the casno shell stop by a dot machine, feed a dollar in and walk away with at lesst fifty. It's never the
same machine, ether. I’ ve had her watched, I've had her followed, I’'ve even looked for the same faces
inthe casino every time she'sin here, and | can't find a common denominator.”

“Is she here now?’
“She camein about haf an hour ago. She's playing blackjack, as usud.”



“Who'sthe deder?”’
“C:irw.”
Cindy Josephson was Dante' s best dedler, dmod as sharp at spotting a cheater as Al himsdf. She

hed been with him since he'd opened Inferno, and he trusted her to run an honest game. “Bring the
woman to my office,” Dante said, meking a swift decision. “Don’'t make a scene.”

“Got it,” sad Al, tuning on his hed and leaving the security center, where banks of monitors
displayed every angle of the casino.

Dante |€ft, too, going up to his office. His face was cdm. Normaly he would leave it to Al to ded
with a cheater, but he was curious. How was she doing it? There were alot of bad cheaters, a few good
ones, and every so often one would come dong who was the suff of which legends were made: the
cheater who didn't get caught, even when people were dert and the camera was on him—or, in this
case, her.

It was possible for people to Smply be lucky, as most people understood luck. Chance could turn
a habitud loser into a big-time winner. Casinos, in fact, thrived on that hope. But luck itsdf wasn't
hebitud, and he knew that what passed for luck was often something ese: cheating. Then there was the
other kind of luck, the kind he himsdf possessed, but since it depended not on chance but on who and
what he was, he knew it was an innate power and not Dame Fortune's erratic amiles. Since his power
was rare, the odds made it likdy the woman he' d been watching was merdly a very clever cheat.

Her kill could provide her with a very good living, he thought, doing some swift caculaions in his
head. Five grand a week equaed two hundred sxty thousand dollars a year, and that was just from his
casino. She probably hit dl of them, careful to keep the numbers rdatively low so she stayed under the
radar.

He wondered how long she'd been taking him, how long she’d been winning a little here, a little
there, before Al noticed.

The curtains were dill open on the wall-to-wall window in his office, giving the impression, when
one firg opened the door, of stepping out onto a covered balcony. The glazed window faced west, 0 he
could catch the sunsets. The sun was low now, the sky painted in purple and gold. At his home in the
mountains, most of the windows faced east, afording him views of the sunrise. Something in him needed
both the gregting and the goodbye of the sun. He d dways been drawn to sunlight, maybe because fire
was his dement to cdl, to control.

He checked his internd time four minutes until sundown. He knew exactly, without checking the
tables every day, when the sun would dide behind the mountains. He didn't own an dam clock. He
didn't need one. He was s0 acutely attuned to the sun’s pogtion that he had only to check within himsdf
to know the time. As for waking at a particular time, he was one of those people who could tdl himsdf to
wake a a certain time, and he did. That particular talent had nothing to do with being Raintree, so he
didn't have to hidet; alot of perfectly ordinary people had the same &hility.

There were other talents and abilities, however, that did require careful shidding. The long days of
summer indilled in im an dmost sexud high, when he could fed contained power buzzing just beneath
hisskin. He had to be doubly careful not to cause candles to legp into flame just by his presence, or to
gart wildfires, with a glance, in the dry-as-tinder brush. He loved Reno; he didn't want to burn it down.
He jus fdt so damn alive with dl the sunshine pouring down that he wanted to let the energy pour
through him ingteed of holding it insde.

Thismust be how his brother Gideon felt while pulling lightning, al that hot power searing through
his muscles, hisveins. They had thisin common, the connection with raw power. All the members of the
far-flung Raintree dlan had some power, some heightened form of bility, but only members of the royd
family could channd and contral the earth’s naturd energies.



Dante wasn't just of the royd family; he was the Dranir, the leader of the entire clan. “Dranir” was
synonymous with “king,” but the position he held wasn't ceremonid, it was one of sheer power. He was
the oldest son of the previous Dranir, but he would have been passed over for the pogtion if he hadn’t
a0 inherited the power to hald it.

Gideon was second to him in power; if anything happened to Dante and he died without a child
who had inherited his abilities, Gideon would become Dranir—a possihility thet filled his brother with
dread, hence the fatility charm currently lying on Dante's desk. It had arrived in the mal just tha
morning. Gideon regularly sent them, partly as a joke, but manly because he was doing dl he could to
insure that Dante had offspring—thus upping the chances that he would never inheit the postion.
Whenever they managed to get together, Dante had to carefully search every nook and cranny, aswdl as
dl his dothing, to make certain Gideon hadn't Ieft one of his clever little charmsin a hidden place.

Gideon was getting better at making them, Dante mused. Practice made perfect, after dl, and God
knows he' d made plenty of the charms in the past few years. Not only were they more potent now, but
he varied his approach. Some of them were obvious, Slver pieces meant to be worn around the neck like
an amulet—not that Dante was an amulet kind of guy. Others were tiny, subtle, like the one Gideon had
embedded in the newest business card he'd sent, knowing Dante would likdy tuck the card into his
pocket. He'd erred only in that the very power of the charm gave it away; Dante had sensed the buzz of
its power, though he'd had the devil’s own timefinding it.

Behind him came Al s didtinctive knock-knock on the door. The outer office was empty, Dante's
secretary having gone home hours before. “Comein,” he cdled, not turning from hisview of the sunst.
The door opened, and Al said, “Mr. Raintreg, thisis Lorna Clay.”

Dante turned and looked a the woman, dl his senses on dert. The firg thing he noticed was the
vibrant color of her har—a rich, dark red that encompassed a multitude of shades from copper to
burgundy. The warm amber light danced dong the iridescent strands, and he fdt a hard tug of sheer lugt
inhisgut. Looking at her hair was dmogt like looking at fire, and he had the same reaction.

The second thing he noticed was that she was spitting mad.



Chapter 2

6 everd things happened so dosdy together that they might as well have been smultaneous. With his

senses dready S0 heightened, the quick lash of desire collided with Dante's viscerd reection to fire,
sending explosions of sensation cascading dong dl his neurd pathways, too fast for him to control.
Across the room, he saw dl the candles legp with fire, the wicks burning too fast, too wild, so that the
multiple little flames flared larger and more brightly than they should. And on his desk, Gideon's damn
little fertility charm began to buzz with power, as if it had an on/off switch that had suddenly been
pressed.

Whet the hell... ?

He didn’'t have time to dissect and andyze everything that was going on; he had to control himsdf,
and fadt, or the entire room would be ablaze. He hadn't suffered such a humiliaing loss of control of his
powers snce he'd firg entered puberty and his surging hormones had played hell with everything.

Ruthlesdy, he began exerting his will on dl that legping power. It wasn't easy; though he hdd
himsdf pefectly dill, mentdly he fdt as if he were riding a big, nasty-tempered bull. The natura
indination of energy was to be free, and it ressted any effort to tame it, to wredtle it back ingde his
mental walls. His control was usudly phenomend. After dl, having power wasn't what made a Dranir;
having it and controlling it was. Lack of control led to devastation—and ultimatdy to exposure. The
Raintree had survived the centuries due in large part to ther ability to blend with norma people, so it
was't a matter to be taken lightly.

Dante had trained dl his life to master the power and energies that ran through him, and even
though he knew that as the summer solstice drew near his control was aways stretched a bit, he wasn't
accustomed to this degree of difficulty. Grimly he concentrated, pulling back, damping down, exerting his
will over the very forces of nature. He could have extinguished the candles, but with an even greater force
of will he left them burning, for to make the tiny flames wink out now might draw even more attention
then lighting them in the firg place.

The only thing that evaded his control was that damn fetility charm on his desk, buzzing and
throbbing and dl but sending out a strobe effect. Even though he knew Al and Ms. Clay couldn’'t pick up
on the energy the thing was sending out, not glancing & it took dl his saf-control. Gideon had outdone
himsdf with this one. Just wait until the next time he saw his little brother, Dante grimly promised himsdf.
If Gideon thought this was funny, they would both see how funny it was when the tables were turned.
Gideon wasn't the only one who could make fertility charms.

All the wildfires once more under control, he returned his attention to his guest.

Lorna once agan tried to twis her am away from the gorilla holding her, but his grip was just
strong enough to hold without gpplying undue pressure. While asmdl part of her appreciated that he was
actively trying not to hurt her, by far the largest part of her was so furious—and, yes, scared—that she
wanted to lash out a him with dl her strength, dawing and kicking and biting, doing anything she could to
et free.

Then her aurvivd indinct kicked into high gear and her hair dl but stood on end as she redlized the
men sanding so dlent and ill in front of the huge windows was a far greater threat to her then was the
gorilla

Her throat closed, afig of fear tightening around her neck. She couldn’t have said what it was
about him that so alarmed her, but she had fdlt this way only once before, in a back dley in Chicago. She



was accustomed to taking care of hersdf on the streets and had normdly used the dley as a shortcut to
her place—a shabby sngle room in a run-down building—but one night when she had started down the
dley, darm had prickled her scalp and she'd frozen, unable to take another step. She couldn’'t see
anything suspicious, couldn't hear anything, but she could not move forward. Her heart had been
hammering so hard in her chest she could bardly breathe, and she had abruptly been sick with fear.
Sowly she had backed out of the dley’s entrance and fled down the street to take the long way home.

The next moming a progtitute’'s body had been found in the dley, brutdly raped and mutilated.
Lorna knew the dead woman could have been her, if not for the sudden har-rasng panic that had
warned her away.

This was the same, like being body-dammed by a sense of danger. The man in front of her,
whoever he was, was a threat to her. She doubted—at least on arationd level—tha he would murder
and mutilate her, but there were other dangers, other destructions she could suffer.

Shefdt asif she were amothering, her throat so tight very little air could get past the congtriction.
Pinpricks of light flared at the edges of her vison, and in slent horror she redized she might fant. She
didn’'t dare lose consciousness, she would be completdly helplessif she did.

“Miss Clay,” he said in a cdm, smooth-as-cream voice, as if her panic were completely invishle
to him and no one ese in the room knew she was on the verge of screaming. “ Sit down, please.”

The prosaic invitation/ocommeand had the blessed effect of snapping her out of the trap of panic.
Somehow she managed to take a breath without audibly gasping, then another. Nothing was going to
happen. She didn't need to panic. Yes, this was mildy darming and she probably wouldn't be coming
back to the Inferno to gamble, but she hadn't broken any laws or casino rules. She was safe.

Those pinpricks of light flared again. What... ? Puzzled, she turned her head and found hersdf
daing a two huge pillar candles, each of them easlly two and a hdf feet tdl, one on the floor and the
other perched on a dab of white marble that served as a hearth. Hames danced around the candles
multiple wicks.

Candles. She hadn’'t been about to fant. The flickers of light at the edge of her vison had come
from those candles. She hadn’'t noticed them when she'd been literdlly dragged into the room, but that
was understandable.

The candidights were dancing and swaying, as if they stood in a draft. That too was
understandable. She didn’t fed any noticeable movement of air, but this was summertime in Reno, and
the ar-conditioning would be running full blast. She dways wore long deeves when she went to a casino
anyway; otherwise she was too cold.

With a start she redlized she was saring a the candles and had neither moved nor replied to the
invitation to Sit. She jerked her attention back to the man standing a the window, trying to recadl what the
gorilla had cdled him. “Who are you?’ she demanded sharply. Once more she jerked her arm, but the
garillamerdy sghed as he hdd her. “Let go!”

“You can let her go,” the man said, sounding faintly amused. “Thank you for bringing her here.”

The garillaingantly released her, said, “I'll be in the security center,” and quidtly let himsdf out of
the office.

Ingantly Lorna began assessing her chance of making a run for it, but for now she stood her
ground. She didn't want to run; the casno had her name, her description. If she ran, she would be
blacklisted—not just in the Inferno, but in every casino in Nevada

“I'm Dante Raintree,” the man said, then waited a beat to seeif she gave any reaction to the name.
It meant nothing to her, so she merdy gave a dight, questioning lift of her brows. “I own the Inferno.”

Crap! An owner carried serious weight with the gaming commission. She would have to tread



vay caefully, but she had the advantage. He couldn’t prove she'd been chedting, because the smple
fact was, she hadn’t been.

“Dante. Inferno. | get it,” she replied with a little edge of so what? in her tone. He was probably
0 rich he thought everyone should be awed in his presence. If he wanted to awe her, he would have to
find something other than hiswedlth to do the job. She appreciated money as much as anyone; it certainly
mede life easier. Now that she had a little finendd cushion, she was amazed a how much better she
dept—what ardief it was not to worry where her next bite was coming from, or when. At the same time,
she despised people who thought their wedth entitled them to specid treatment.

Not only that, his name was ridiculous. Maybe his last name redly was Raintree, but he'd
probably chosen his firs name for the drama and to fit the name of the casino. His red firs name was
probably something like Mdvin or Fred.

“Pease have a seat,” he invited again, indicating the cream-colored leather sofa to her right. A
jade coffee table sat between the sofa and two cushy-looking dub chairs. She tried not to stare at the
table as she took a seat in one of the chairs, which was jugt as cudy as it looked. Surely the table was
just the color of jade and not actudly made of the red stone, but it looked red, asif it were fantly
tranducent. Surdly it was just glass. If 0, the craftsmanship was superb.

Lorna didn’t have a lot of experience with luxury items, but she did have a sort of axth sense
about her surroundings. She began to fed overwhemed by the things around her. No, not overwhemed,
that wasn't the right word. She tried to nall down what she was feding, but there was an dien, unknown
qudlity to the very air around her that she couldn’'t describe. This was unfamiliar, and it definitdy carried
the edge of danger that had so darmed her when she d firg become aware of it.

As Dante Raintree drolled closer, she redized that everything she was sensaing centered on him.
She' d been right; he was the danger.

He moved with indolent grace, but there was nothing dow or lazy about him. He was a tdl man,
about eight or nine inches tdler than her own five foot five, and though his excdlently tailored dothing
gave him alean ook, there was no tailor skilled enough to completely disguise the power of the muscles
benesth the fabric. Not a cheetah, then, but atiger.

She redized she had avoided looking him full in the face, asif not having that knowledge would
gve her agmdl measure of safety. She knew better; ignorance was never a good defense, and Lorna had
learned along time ago not to hide her head in the sand and hope for the best.

He sat down across from her, and with an inward bracing she met his gaze full-on.
The bottom dropped out of her ssomach.

She had afaint, dizzying sensation of faling; she barely restrained hersdf from gripping the arms of
the chair to steady hersdf.

His hair was black. His eyes were green. Common colors, and yet nothing about hm was
common. His hair was deek and glossy, fdling to his shoulders. She didn't like long har on men, but his
looked clean and soft, and she wanted to bury her hands in it. She shoved that idea away and promptly
became snagged by his gaze. His eyes weren't just green, they were green, so remarkably green that her
fird thought was thet he was wearing colored contacts. A color that darkly rich and pure couldn't be
red. They were just very redidtic contacts, with tiny black driations in them like red eyes. She had seen
ads for those in magazines. The only thing was, when the candles flared and his pupils briefly contracted,
the color of hisirises seemed to expand. Could contacts give thet appearance?

He wasn't wearing contacts. Indinctively she knew that everything she saw, from the deek
blackness of his hair to that intense eye color, was red.

He was drawing her in. Some power she couldn’'t understand was tugging a her with an amost



physca sensation. The candle flames were dancing wildly, brighter now that the sun had set and twilight
was degpening outside the window. The candles were the only light in the now gloomy office, sending
shadows dashing across the hard angles of hisface, and yet his eyes seemed to glow brighter with color
then they had only a few moments before.

They hadn’t said aword since he'd sat down, yet she fdt asif she werein a bettle for her will, her
force, her independent life Deep ingde, panic flared to candidight life, dancing and lesping. He knows,
she thought, and tensed hersdf to run. Forget the casinos, forget the very nice money she' d been regping,
forget everything except survivd. Run!

Her body didn’'t obey. She continued to St there, frozen... mesmerized.

“How are you doing it?" hefindly asked, histone dill as cadm and unruffled asif he were oblivious
to the swirls and surges of power that were buffeting her.

Once agan, his voice seemed to break through her inner turmoil and bring her back to redlity.
Bewildered, she stared a him. He thought she was doing dl thisweird Suff?

“I'm not,” she blurted. “1 thought you were.”

She might have been mistaken, because in the dancing candldight, reading an expression was
tricky, but she thought he looked dightly stunned.

“Chedting,” he said in darification. “How are you seding from me?’



Chapter 3

ON{ aybe he didn't know.

His bluntness was a perverse rdief. Lornatook a deep breath. At least now she was dedling with
something she understood. Ignoring the strange undercurrents in the room, the amost physicad sensation
of being surrounded by... something... she lifted her chin, narrowed her eyes and gave him stare for stare.
“I’'m not cheating!” That was true—as far as it went, and in the norma understanding of the word.

“Of course you are. No one is as lucky as you seem to be unless he—excuse me, she—is
cheating.” His eyes were glittering now, but in her book glittering was way better than that weird glowing.
Eyesdidn’t glow anyway. What was wrong with her? Had someone dipped a drug into her drink while
her head was turned? She never drank acohol while she was gambling, ticking to coffee or soft drinks,
but thet last cup of coffee had tasted bitter. At the time she'd thought she’ d been unlucky enough to get
the last cup in the pot, but now she wondered if it hadn't been pharmaceuticaly enhanced.

“l repeat. I’'m not cheating.” Lorna bit off the words, her jaw set.

“Y ou've been coming here for awhile. You wak away with about five grand every week. That's
acool quarter of amillion ayear—and that’s just from my casino. How many others are you hitting?’ His
cool gaze raked her from head to foot, asif he wondered why she didn’t dress better, taking in that kind
of money.

Lorna fdt her face getting hot, and that made her angry. She hadn't been embarrassed about
anything in a very long time, embarrassment being a luxury she couldn’t afford, but something about his
assessment made her want to squirm. Okay, so she wasn't the best dresser in the world, but she was
neat and clean, and that was what mattered. So what if she'd gotten her pants and short-deeve blouse a
Wd-Mart? She smply couldn’'t make hersdf spend a hundred dollars on a pair of shoes when a
twelve-dallar pair fit her just as wel. The eighty-eight dollar difference would buy a lot of food. And slk
not only cost a lot, but it was difficult to care for; she would take a nice cotton/polyester blend, which
didn’'t have to be ironed, over slk any day of the week.

“l said, how many other casinos are you hitting each week?’

“What | do isn't your business.” She glared a him, glad for the anger and the surge of energy it
gave her. Feding angry was much better than feding hurt. She wouldn't |et this man's opinion matter
enough to her that he could hurt her. Her clothes might be cheap, but they weren't ragged; she was clean,
and she refused to be ashamed of them.

“On the contrary. | caught you. Therefore | should have Al warn the other security chiefs”

“You haven't caught me doing anything!” She was absolutdy certain of that, because she hadn't
done anything he could catch.

“You're lucky I'm the one in the driver's seet,” he continued as if she hadn’t spoken a word.
“Theré s a certain dement in Reno that thinks cheeting is a crime deserving of capitd punishment.”

Her heartbeat stuttered. He was right, and she knew it. There were whispers on the street, tales of
people who tried to tilt the odds their way—and who either disappeared completely or had assumed
room temperature by the time they were found. She didn’'t have the blissful ignorance that would let her
think he was merdy exaggerating, because she had lived in the world where those things happened. She
knew that world, knew the people who inhabited it. She had been careful to Stay as invishle as possible,
and she never used the ubiquitous players cards that dlowed the casinos to keep track of who was
winning and who wasn't, but gill she had done something wrong, something that caled atention to



hersdf. Her innocence wouldn't matter to some people; a word to the wrong person, and she was a
dead woman.

Was he saying he didn’t intend to turn her in, that he would keep the matter Inferno’s private
business?

Why would he do tha? Only two posshble reasons came to mind. One was the old
sex-for-a-favor play: “Be nice to me, little girl, and | won't tdl what 1 know.” The other was that he might
suspect her of cheating but had no evidence, and dl he intended to do was maybe trick her into
confessing or a the least bar her from the Inferno. If his reason was the former one, then he was a deaze,
and she knew how to dedl with deazes. If his reason was the latter, wdll, then he was a nice guy.

Which would be his tough luck.

He was watching her, redly watching her, his complete attention focused on reading every flicker
of emotion on her face. Lorna fought the urge to fidget, but being the center of that sort of concentration
made her very uneasy. She preferred to blend in with the crowd, to stay in the background; anonymity
meant safety.

“Reax. I'm not going to blackmail you into having sex with me—not that I'm not interested,” he
sad, “but | don’'t need coercion to get sex when | want it.”

She dmogt jumped. Either he'd read her mind, or she was getting redly doppy about guarding her
expresson. She knew she wasn't doppy; for too long, her life had depended on daying sharp; the
defensive habits of alifetime were deeply ingrained. He' d read her mind. Oh, God, he'd read her mind!

Full-blown panic began to fog her mind; then it immediatdly dissipated, forced out by a sharply
detailed image of the two of them having sex. For a disorienting moment she fdt as if she were standing
outsde her own body, watching the two of them in bed—naked, ther bodies sweaty from exertion,
graning together. His muscled body bore her down, crushing her into the tangled sheets. Her arms and
legs, pde agang his olive-toned skin, were wrapped around him. She smdled the scents of sex and skin,
fdt the heat and weight of him on top of her as he pushed dickly ingde, heard her own quick gasp as she
lifted into his dow, controlled thrusts. She was about to climax, and so was he, his thrusts coming harder
and faster—

She jerked hersdf away from the scenario, suddenly, horribly sure that if she let it carry on to the
end she would humiliate hersdlf by dimaxing for red, right in front of him. She could bardy keep hersdf
in the present; the lure of even imagined pleasure was so strong that she wanted to go back, to lose
hersdf in the dream, or hdlucinaion, or whatever the hell it was.

Something was wrong. She was't in control of hersdlf but instead was being tossed about by the
weird eddies of power surging and retreating through the room. Neither could she get a handle on
anything long enough to examine it; just when she thought she was grounded, she would get tossed into
another reaction, another wild emation bubbling to the surface.

He spoke again, ssemingly oblivious to everything but his own thoughts. How could he not fedl
evaything that was going on? Was she imagining everything? She clutched the ams of the chair,
wondering if she was having some sort of menta breakdown.

“You're precognitive” He tilted his head as if he were sudying an interesting specimen, a dight
gmile on his lips. “You're dso a sendtive, and maybe there's a little bit of teekiness thrown in.
Interesting.”

“Are you crazy?’ she blurted, horrified, and dill druggling to concentrate. Interesting? He was
gther on the verge of destroying her life or she was going crazy, and he thought it was interesting?

“| don't believe s0. No, I'm farly certain I'm sane”” Amusement flickered in his eyes, warming
them. “Go ahead, Lorna, make the leap. The only way | could know if you were a precog is... 7" His



voice trailed away on a questioning lilt, inviting her to finish the sentence.

She sat asif frozen, garing fixedly a him. Was he saying he redly could read minds, or was he
Setting some trap she couldn’t yet see?

A sudden, freezing cold swept through the room, so cold she ached down to the bone, and with it
came that same overwheming sense of dread she' d fdt when she'd firg entered the room and seen him.
Lorna hugged hersdf and set her teeth to keep them from chattering. She wanted to run and couldn’t; her
muscles Smply wouldn't obey the indinct to flee.

Weas he the source of this... this turmoil in the room? She couldn’t put a better description to it
then that, because she'd never fdt quite this way before, as if redity had become layered with
hdlucinations

“You can relax. Theré s no way | can prove it, so | can't charge you with cheeting. But | knew
what you are as soon as you sad you thought | was ‘doing it.” Doing what? You didn't say, but the
datement was an intriguing one, because it meant you're sendtive to the currents in the room.” He
steepled his fingers and tapped them againg his lips, regarding her over them with an unwavering gaze.
“Normd people would never have fdt athing. A lot of times, one form of ps &bility goes hand in hand
with other forms, so it's obvious, now, how you win so consstently. You know what card will turn up,
don't you? Y ou know which dot machineswill pay off. Maybe you can even manipulate the computer to
gveyou threein arow.”

The cold left the room as doruptly as it had entered. She had been tensed to resd it, and the
sudden lessening of pressure made her fed as if she might fdl out of the chair. Lorna clenched her jaw
tight, afraid to say anything. She couldn’t et hersdf be drawn into a discussion about paranorma abilities.
For dl she knew, he had this room wired for both video and audio and was recording everything. What if
one of those weird hdlucinations seized control of her again? She might say whatever he wanted her to
say, admit to any wild charge. Heck—everything she was feding might be the result of some weird
specid effects he'd ingaled.

“I know you aren’'t Raintreg,” he continued softly. “I know my own. So the big question is... are
you Ansara, or are you just a stray?’

Shock rescued her once again. “A stray?” she echoed, jerking back into a world that fdt red.
There was il an underlying sense of disorientation, but a least that sexudly disurbing image was gone,
the cold was gone, the dread was gone.

She took a deep breath and fought down the hot rush of anger. He'd just compared her to an
unwanted mongrel. Benegath the anger, though, was the corrosive edge of old, bitter despair. Unwanted.
She'd dways been that. For a while, a wondroudy sweet moment, she had thought that would change,
but then even that last hope had been taken from her, and she didn’t have the heart, the will, to try again.
Something indde her had given up, but the pain hadn't dulled.

He made a digmissve gesture. “Not that kind of stray. We use it to describe a person of ility
who is uneffiliated.”

“Uneffiliated with what? What are you taking about?’ Her bewilderment on this point, at leadt,
was redl.

“Someone who is neither Raintree nor Ansara”

His explanations were going in circles, and so were her thoughts. Frustrated, frightened, she made
asharp motion with her hand and snapped, “Who in hdl is Aunt Sarah?”’

Tilting his head back, he burst out laughing, the sound quick and easy, asif he did it a lot. The pit
of her somach fluttered. Imagining sex with him had lowered defenses she usudly kept raised high, and
the distant acknowledgment of his attractiveness had become a full-fledged awareness. Agang her will



she noticed the muscular lines of his throat, the sculpted line of his jaw. He was... Handsome was, in an
odd way, too feminine aword to describe him. He was striking, his fegtures dtogether too compdling to
be merdy handsome. Nor were his looks the firg thing she'd noticed about him; by far her firg
impresson had been one of power.

“Not ‘Aunt Sarah,’ ” he said, ill laughing, “Ansara. A-N-S-A-R-A.”

“I've never heard of them,” she said warily, wondering if this was some type of mab thing he was
telking about. She didn't suffer from the deluson that organized crime was redtricted to the old Itdian
familiesin New Y ork and Chicago.

“Haven't you?' He sad it plessantly enough, but with her nerve-endings stripped raw the way
they were, she fdt the doubt—and the inherent threst—as dlearly asif he'd shouted at her.

She had to get her reactions under control. The weird suff happening in this room had taken her
by surprise, shocked her into a vulnerability she normdly didn’'t dlow, but now that she’'d had a moment
without any new assault on her senses, she began to get her composure back. Mentaly she reassembled
her internd barriers; it was a struggle, because concentration was difficult, but grimly she persisted. She
might not know what was going on, but she knew protecting hersdf was vitaly important.

He was waiting for her to respond to his rhetorical question, but she ignored him and focused on
her shidds—

Shidds?

Where had that word come from? She never thought of hersdf as having shidds. She thought of
hesdf as drong, her heart weathered and toughened by hard times she thought of hersdf as
un-emotiond.

She never thought of hersdf as having shields.
Until now.

She was the mogt unshidded senstive he'd ever seen, Dante thought as he watched her druggle
agang the flow and surge of power. She reacted like a complete novice to both his thoughts and his
dfinity for fire. He had his gift under gtrict control now, but to test her, he'd sent tiny blasts of it into the
room, making the candles dance. She'd latched on to the arms of the chair as if she needed to anchor
hersdf, her darmed gaze darting around asif searching for mongters.

When he'd picked up on her expectation of being blackmailed for sex—which hadn’t exactly
been hard to guess—he'd adlowed himsdf a brief, pleasant little fantasy, to which she'd responded as if
he'd redly had her naked in bed. Her mouth had gotten red and soft, her cheeks flushed, her eyes
heavy-lidded, while benesth that cheap swesater her nipples had become so hard thar shape had been
vighle even through her bra.

Damn. For amoment there, she'd been in red danger of the fantasy becoming fact.

She might be Ansara, but if she was, she was completdy untutored. Either that or she was skilled
enough to appear untutored. If she was Ansara, he would bet on the latter. Being Raintree had a lot of
advantages and one big disadvantage: an implacable enemy. The hodility between the two dans had
erupted into a huge pitched battle about two hundred years ago, and the Raintree had been victorious,
the Ansara dmost destroyed. The tattered remnants of the once-powerful dan were scattered around the
world and had never recovered to the point that they could again make concerted war on the Raintree,
but that didn’t mean that the occasiond lone Ansara didn’t try to make trouble for them.

Like the Raintree, the Ansara had different gifts of varying degrees of strength. The ones Dante
hed infrequently crossed paths with had dl been trained as wel as any Raintree, which meant none of
them were to be taken lightly. While they weren't the threat they had been before, he was dways aware



thet any one of them would love a chance to get a himin any way.

It would be just like an Ansarato get a kick out of steding from him. There were bigger casnos in
Reno, but geding from the Inferno would be a huge feather in her cap—if she was Ansara.

He had some empathic ability—nothing in the same bdlpark as his younger sister, Mercy, but
enough that he could read most people as soon as he touched them. The exceptions, mainly, were the
Ansara, because they had been traned to shidd themsdves in a way normd humans never were.

Sengtives had to shidd or be overwhelmed by the forces around them... much as Lorna Clay seemed to
have been overwhelmed.

Maybe she was just a good actress.

The candldight was magic on her skin, in her hair. She was a pretty woman, with findy molded
bone structure, if atad brittle and hodtile in her attitude, but whet the hdl—if he/'d been caught chesting,
he would probably be hodtile, too.

He wanted to touch her, to seeif he could read anything.

She would probably run screaming from the room if he laid a hand on her, though. She was s0
tightly wound that she might throw hersdf backward in the chair if he said “Boo!” He thought about doing
it, just for the amusement vaue.

He would have, if not for the very serious matter of cheeting.
He leaned forward to hammer home a point, and—

A loud but not unpleasant tone sounded, followed by another, then another. A burst of adrendine
shat through his system, and he was on his feet, grabbing her aam and hauling her out of the chair before
the recorded announcement could begin.

“What isit?" she cried, her face going white, but she didn't try to pull away from him.

“Hre” he sad briefly, dl but dragging her to the door. Once the fire darm sounded dl the
elevators stopped responding to cals—and they were on the nineteenth floor.



Chapter 4

o@orna sumbled and amogt went down on one knee as he dragged her through the doorway. Her hip

banged painfully into the door frame; then she regained her balance, lurched upward and hurtled through
90 fast that she immediady crashed into the wall on the other side. Her arm, held tight in his iron grip,
was wrenched as he ruthledy pulled her onward. She didn’'t say a word, didn't cry out, dmost didn't
even notice the pain, because the living nightmare she was in crowded out everything else.

Fire

She saw him give her a searing, comprehendve look; then he reeased her am and instead
clamped his left arm around her waist, locking her to his Sde and holding her up as he ran toward the
dairs. They were done in the hdlway, but as soon as he opened the door marked Exit, she could hear
the thunder of footsteps below them as people ssampeded down the sairs.

Theair in the hdlway had been clear, but as the door clanged shut behind them, she amdled it: the
throat-burning stench of smoke. Her heartbeat tuttered. She was afraid of fire, dways had been, and it
wasn't just the caution of an intdligent person. If she had to pick the worst way on earth to die, it would
be by fire. She had nightmares about being trapped behind awall of flame, unable to get to someone—a
child, maybe?—who was more important to her than her own life, or even to save hersdf. Jugt as the
flames reached her and she fdt her flesh begin to sear, she would wake, trembling and in tears from the
horror.

She didn’t like any open flame—candles, fire-places, or even gas cooktops. Now Dante Raintree
was carying her down into the heart of the beast, when every indinct she had screamed for her to go up,
up into fresh air, as far away from fire as she could get.

Asthey made the turn at the firgt landing, the menta chaos of panic began to strengthen and grab
a her, and she fought it back. Logicaly she knew they had to go down, that jumping off the roof wasn't
aviable option. Clenching her teeth together to keep them from chattering, she concentrated on keeping
her balance, making sure her feet hit each step squardly, though the way he was holding her, she doubted
she could sumble. She didn’'t want to impede him or, God forbid, cause both of them to fal.

They caught up with a knot of people dso going down the stairs, but the passage was clogged,
and people were shouting a others to move out of the way. The uproar was confusng; no one could
make themsdalves understood, and some were coughing now as the smoke thickened.

“You can't go up!” Raintree thundered, his voice booming over the pushing, ydling human logjam,
and only then did Lorna redlize that the uproar was caused by people trying to push their way up the
dars while others were just as focused on going down.

“Who the hdl are you?’ someone bellowed from below.

“The owner of the Inferno, that's who the hdl | am,” Raintree snapped. “1 built this casino, and |
know where I'm going. Now turn your ass around and go dl the way down to the ground floor, that's
the only way out.”

“The smoke' s worse that way!”

“Then take off your shirt and tie it over your nose and mouth. Everyone do that,” he ordered,
booming out the words again so dl could hear him. He suited action to words, rdleasing Lorna to grip
out of his expensive quit jacket. She stood numbly beside him, watching as he swiftly removed a knife
from his pocket, flicked it open, and diced the gray slk lining from the jacket. Then he just as swiftly
ripped the lining into two oblong panels. Handing one pand to her, he said, “Use this” as he closed the



knife and dipped it back into his pocket.

She expected some of the group to push on updairs, regardless of wha he said, but no one did.
Instead, severd men, the ones who wore jackets, were following his example and ripping out the
garments linings Others were taking off their shirts, tearing them up and offering pieces to women who
were rductant to remove their blouses. Lorna hadtily tied the silk over her nose and mouth, pulling it tight
90 it hugged her face like a surgical mask. Beside her, Raintree was doing the same.

“Gol” he ordered, and like obedient sheep, they did. The tangle of people began to unrave, then
ribbon downward. Lorna found her own feet moving asif they weren't attached to her, taking her down,
down, closer to whatever living, crackling hell awaited them. Every cdl in her body was screaming in
protest, her breath was coming in strangled gasps, but ill she kept going down the stairs asiif she had no
will of her own.

His hand put pressure on her waist, moving her to one Side. “Let us pass,” he sad. “I'll show you
the way out.” The people in front of them dl moved to one side, and though Lorna heard severd angry
muiters, they were drowned out by others tdling the mutterers to shut up, that it was his place and he'd
know how to get out of the building.

More and more people were crowding into the sairwel ahead of them as the floors emptied, but
they pressed to the Sde as Raintree moved Lorna and himsdf past them. The acrid smoke sung her
eyes, making them water, and she could fed the temperature risng as they went down. How many floors
hed they descended? At the next landing she peered at the door and the number painted on it, but the
tears in her eyes blurred the figures. Sixteen, maybe. Or fifteen. Was that dl? Hadn't they gone farther
then that? She tried to remember how many landings they had passed, but she had been too numb with
terror to pay attention.

She was gaoing to die in this building. She could fed the icy breath of Deeth as it waited for her,
just on the other side of the flames that she couldn’t see but could neverthdess fed, as if they were a
great force pulling a her. This was why she had dways been so afraid of fire, she had somehow known
she was destined to burn. Soon she would be gone, her life force seared or choked away—

—and no one would miss her.

Dante kept everyone moving downward, the mind compulson he was usng forang them into an
orderly evacuation. He had never tried this particular power, never even known he possessed it, and if
they hadn’t been so close to the summer solstice, he doubted he could have doneit. Hell, he hadn’t been
sure he could make it work at dl, much less on such alarge group, but with fire threetening to destroy the
casino he'd worked so hard to build, he'd poured dl hiswill into the thought, into his words, and they
had obeyed.

He could fed the flames Snging their Sren song, cdling to him. Maybe they were even feeding his
power, because the close proximity of fire was meking his heart rate soar as adrendine poured through
him. Even though smoke was dinging his eyes and filtering through the slk tied over his nose and mouith,
hefdt so dive that his skin could bardly contain him. He wanted to laugh, wanted to throw his arms wide
and invite the fire to come to him, to do battle with him, so he could exert hiswill over it as he did over
these people.

If it hadn’t been for the leve of concentration he needed to keep the mind compulson in place, he
would aready have been mentdly joined in battle. Everything in him yearned for the struggle. He would
vanquish the flames, but first he had to get these people to safety.

Lorna kept pace beside him, but a quick glance a her face—what he could see of it above the
gray slk—told him that only hiswill was keegping her going down the gairs. She was paper white, and
her eyes were dmost blank with terror. He pulled her closer to his side, wanting her within reach when
they got to the ground floor, because otherwise her panic might be strong enough that she could break



free of the compulson and bolt. And he waan't finished with her yet. In fact, with this damn fire, he
thought he might have a good deal more to discuss with her than cheating at blackjack.

If she was Ansara, if she had somehow been involved in sarting the fire, she would die. It was that
smple

He' d touched her, but he couldn’t tdl if she was Ansara or not. His empathic power was on the
wimpy Sde anyway, and right now he couldn’t redly concentrate on reading her. Not picking up anything
meant she was ether a dtray or she was Ansara, and strong enough to shield her real sdf from him. Either
way, the matter would have to wait. The smoke was getting thicker, but not dragticdly so. There was
some taking, though for the most part people were saving their breeth for getting down the stairs. There
was, however, a steady barrage of coughing.

Thefire, he sensed, was concentrated o far in the casino, but it was rapidly spreading toward the
hotel portion of the building. Unlike mogt hotel/casinos, which were built in such a way that the guests
were forced to walk through the casino on their way to anywhere ese, thereby increasing the probability
that they would stop and play, Dante had built Inferno with the guest rooms off to one sde. There was a
common area where the two joined and overlapped, but he dso provided a bit of distance for the guest
who wanted it. HE'd been taking a chance, but the desgn had worked out. By concentrating on
providing a levd of eegance unmatched at any other hotel/casino in Reno, he'd made Inferno different
and therefore desirable.

That offset desgn would save a lat of lives tonight. The guests who had been in the casino,
though... he didn’t know about them. Nor could he let imsdf dwell on them, or he might lose control of
the people in the sairwell. He couldn’t help the people in the casino, a least not now, so he let himsdf
think only about hisimmediate charges. If these people panicked, if they started pushing and running, not
only would some people fal and be trampled, but the crowd might well crush the exit bar and prevent the
door from being opened. That had happened before, and would happen again—but not in his place, not
if he could hdlp it.

They reached another landing, and he peered through the smoke at the number on the door.
Three. Just two more floors, thank God. The smoke was getting so thick that his lungs were burning.
“We're dmod there” he said, to keep the people behind him focused, and he heard people begin
repegting the words to those stacked on the stairs above them.

He wrapped hisarm around Lorna s waist and clamped her to his side, lifting her off her feet as he
descended the remaining floors two steps at a time. The door opened not to the outsde but into a
corridor lined with offices. He hed the door open with his body, and as people sumbled into the
corridor, he said, “Turn right. Go through the double doors at the end of the hdl, turn right again, and the
door just past the soda machineswill open onto the ground leve of the parking deck. Go, go, go!”

They went, propelled by his will—sumbling and coughing, but moving nevertheless. The ar here
was thick and hot, his vison down to only a few feet, and the people who scrambled past him looked
like ghosts and disappeared in seconds. Only their coughing and the sound of their footsteps marked their
progress.

He fdt Lorna move, trying to break his grip, trying to obey not only his menta command but the
commands of her own panic-gtricken brain. He tightened his hold on her. Maybe he could fine-tune the
compulson enough to exclude her right now... . No, it wasn't worth the risk. While he had them dl under
his control, he kept them there and kept them moving. All he had to do was hold Lorna to keep her from
escaping.

He could fed the fire a his back. Not literdly, but closer now, much closer. Everything in him
yearned to turn and engage with the force of nature that was his to cdl and control, his to own. Not yet.
Not vyet...

Then no more smoke-shrouded figures were emerging from the stairwel, and with Lorna firmly in



hisgrip he turned to the left—away from the parking deck and safety, and toward the roaring red demon.
“No000.”

The sound was little more than a moan, and she bucked like a wild thing in the circle of his arm.
Hadily he gave one las mentd shove at the stream of people headed toward the parking deck, then
transferred the compulson to a different command, this one directed soldy at Lorna: “ Stay with me.”

Immediatdy she stopped struggling, though he could hear the strangled, panicked sounds she was
meking as he strode through the smoke to another door, one that opened into the lobby.

He threw the door open and stepped into hdll, dragging her with him.

The sprinkler system was making a vdiant effort, soraying water down on the lobby, but the heat
was a mongter furnace that evaporated the spray before it reached the floor. It blasted them like a shock
wave, a physicd blow, but he muttered a curse and pushed back. Because they were produced by the
fire, were parts of the fire, he owned the heat and smoke as surdy as he owned the flames. Now that he
could concentrate, he deflected them, cregting a protective bubble, a force fied, around Lorna and
himsdf that sent the smoke swirling and held the hest a bay, protecting them.

The casino was completely engaged. The flames were greedy tongues of red, great sheets of
orange and black, transparent forks of gold, that danced and roared in their eagerness to consume
evarything within reach. Severd of the degant white columns had dready ignited like huge torches, and
the vast expanse of carpet was a sea of andl fires, lit by the fdling debris. The columns were acting as
candles, wicking the flames upward to the caling. He started there, pulling power from deep indde and
udng it to bend the fire to his will. Sowly, dowly, the flames licking up the columns began to die down,
vanquished by a superior force.

Daing that much, while maintaining the bubble of protection around them, took every ounce of
power he had. Something wasn't right. He redlized that even as he concentrated on the columns, feding
the drain deep ingde. His head began to hurt; killing the flames shouldn’t take this much effort. They
were dow in responding to his command, but he didn’t let up even as he wondered if the energy he'd
used on the group mind compulson had somehow drained him. He didn’t fed asiif it had, but something
was ddfinitdly wrong.

When only tendrils of smoke were coming from the columns, he switched his attention to the walls,
pushing back, pushing back... .

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the columns burst into flame again.

With aroar of fury and dishelief, he blasted hiswill a the flames, and they subsided once again.

What the hell?

Windows exploded, sending shards of glassflying indl directions. Brutd streams of water poured
through from the front, courtesy of the Reno Fire Department, but the flames seemed to give a hoarse
laugh before roaring back brighter and hotter than before. One of the two huge dlittering crystd
chandeliers pulled loose from the fire-weakened celing and crashed to the floor, throwing up a glittering
Soray of lethd glass splinters. They were far enough away that few of the splinters reached them, but one
of the lovdy crystd hornets sung his cheek, sending a rivulet of blood running down his face. Maybe
they should have ducked, he thought with distant humor.

He could fed Lorna pressed againg him, sheking convulsvely and making little keening sounds of
terror, but she was helpless to break the mind compulsion he'd put on her. Had any of the glass hit her?
No time to check. With a great whoosh, a huge tongue of fire rolled across the cealing overhead,
consuming everything in its path as wel as what fdt like most of the available oxygen; then it began esting
itsway down the wal behind them, seding off any escape.

Mentdly, he pushed at the flames; willing them to retreat, caling on dl his reserves of strength and



power. He was the Dranir of the Raintree; the fire would obey him.
Except it didn’t.

Instead it began crawling across the carpet, amdl fires combining into larger ones, and those
joining with others until the floor was ablaze, getting closer, closer... .

He couldn’t control it. He had never before met aflame he couldn’t bend to hiswill, but this was
something beyond his power. Using the mind compulsion that way must have weakened him somehow; it
wasn't something he' d done before, so he didn't know what the ramifications were. W, yeah, he did;
unless a miracle happened, the ramificationsin this case were two deaths: hisand Lornas.

He refused to accept that. He'd never given up, never let afire beat him; he wouldn't start with
this one,

The bubble of protection wavered, letting smoke filter in. Lorna began coughing convulsvely,
gruggling againg his grip even though she wouldn't be able to run unless he released her from the
compulsion. There was nowhere to run to, anyway.

Grimly, he faced the flames. He needed more power. He had thrown everything he had I€ft at the
fire, and it wasn't enough. If Gideon or Mercy were here, they could link with him, combine strengths,
but that sort of partnership required close proximity, so he had only himsdf to rey on. There was no
other source of power for him to tap—

—except for Lorna.

He didn't ask; he didn't take the time to warn her what he was going to do; he smply wrapped
both arms around her from behind and blasted his way past her mental shields, ruthlesdy taking what he
needed. Rdief poured through him at what he found. Y es, she had power, more than he' d expected. He
didn't stop to andyze what kind of power she had, because it didn't matter; on this level, power was
power, like dectricity. Different machines could take the same power and do wildly different things, like
vacuuming the floor or playing musc. It was the same principle. She had power; he took it, and used it to
bolster his own gift.

She gave athin scream and bucked in hisarms, then went rigid.

Furioudy he attacked the flames, sending out a 360-degree menta blast that literdly blew out the
wall of fire behind him and took the physicd wal with it, as well. The rush of renewed oxygen made the
firein front of him flare, so he gathered himsdf and did it again, pouring even more energy into the battle,
feding his own reserves wel up, renewed, as he took every ounce of power and srength from Lorna and
blended it with his own.

His entire body was tingling, his muscles burning with the effort it took to contain and focus. The
invisble bubble of protection around them began to shimmer and took on a fant glow. Swesting,
swearing, ignoring the pain in his head, he blasted the energy of hiswill at the fire again and again, besting
it back even while he tried to cadculate how long he'd been standing there, how much time he needed to
gve the people in the hotd to escape. There were multiple stairwells, and he was certain not dl
evacudions had been as orderly as the one he'd controlled. Was everyone out by now? What about
disabled people? They would have to be heped down the flights of stairs. If he stopped, the fire would
surge forward, enguifing the hotel—so he couldn’t stop. Until the fire was controlled, he couldn’t stop.

He couldn't put it out, not completdly. For whatever reason, whether he was depleted or
distracted or the fire itsdf was somehow different, he couldn’t put it out. He accepted that now. All he
could do was hold the flames at bay until the fire department had them under contral.

That was what he concentrated on, controlling the fire instead of extinguishing it. That conserved
his energy, and he needed every bit he had, because the fierceness of the fire never stopped pushing
back, never stopped sruggling for freedom. Time meant nothing, because no matter how long it took, no



matter how his head hurt, he had to endure.

Somewhere dong the way he logt the line of divison between himsdf and the fire It was an
enemy, but it was beautiful in its destruction; it danced for him as dways, magic in its movement and
colors. He fdt its beauty like molten lava running through his veins, fdt his body respond with mindiess
lugt until his erection strained panfully againg his zipper. Lorna had to fed it, but there wasn't a damned
thing he could do to make it go away. The best he could do, under the circumstances, was not grind it
agand her.

Fndly, hoarse shouts intruded through the diminished roar of the beast. Turning his head dightly,
Dante saw teams of firefighters advancing with ther hoses. Quickly he let the bubble of protection
disolve, leaving him and Lorna exposed to the smoke and hest.

With his firg breath, the hot smoke seared dl the way down to his lungs. He choked, coughed,
tried to draw another bresth. Lorna sagged to her knees, and he dropped down beside her as the firg
firefighters reached them.



Chapter 5

o@orna sat on the bumper of a firemedic truck and clutched a scratchy blanket around her. The night

was warm, but she was soaking wet, and she couldn’t seem to stop shivering. She’'d heard the fire medic
sy she waan't in shock; though her blood pressure was alittle high, which was understandable, her pulse
rate was near norma. She was just chilled from being wet.

And, yet, everything around her seemed... muted, as if there were a glass wall between her and
the rest of the world. Her mind fdt numb, barely able to function. When the medic had asked her name,
for the life of her, she hadn’t been able to remember, much less articulate it. But she had remembered
that she never brought a purse to a casino because of thieves and that she kept her money in one pocket
and her driver's license in another, so she'd pulled out her license and showed it to him. It was a
Missouri license, because she hadn't gotten a license here. To get a Nevada license, you had to be a
resdent and ganfully employed. It was the “ganfully employed” part that tripped her up.

“Areyou Lorna Clay?’ the medic had asked, and she' d nodded.

“Does your throat hurt?’ he'd asked then, and that seemed as reasonable an explanation for her
continued slence as any other, s0 she'd nodded again. Hed looked a her throat, seemed briefly
puzzled, then given her oxygen to breathe. She should be checked out at the hospitd, he'd said.

Yeah, right. She had no intention of going to a hospitd. The only place she wanted to go was
away.

And, yet, she remained right where she was while Raintree was checked out. There was blood on
hisface, but the cut turned out to be amdl. She heard him tdl the medics he was fing, that, no, he didn’t
think he was burned anywhere, that they’ d been very lucky.

Lucky, her ass. The thought was as clear as a bdl, risng from the duggish morass that was her
brain. He'd held her there in the middle of that roaring hell for what fet like an eternity. They should be
crigpy critters. They should, a least, be gasping for breath through damaged arways, instead of being
fine. She knew what fire did. She'd seen it, she'd amdled it, and it was ugly. It destroyed everything in
its path. What it didn’t do was dance dl around and leave you unscathed.

Y et, here she was—unscathed. Rdativey, anyway. She fdt as if she'd been run over by a truck,
but at least she wasn't burned.

She should have been burned. She should have been dead. Whenever she contemplated the fact
that she not only wasn't dead, she wasn't even injured, her head ached so much she could bardy stand
to breathe, and the glass wdl between her and redity got a little bit thicker. So she didn’t think about
being dive, or dead or anything se. She just sat there while the nightmarish scene revolved around her,
lights flashing, crowds of people milling about, the firefighters ill busy with ther hoses putting out the
remaning flames and making certain they didn't flare again. The fire engines rumbled so loudly that the
noise wore on her, made her want to cover her ears, but she didn’t do that, ether. She just waited.

For what, she wasn't certain. She should leave. She thought a hundred times about just waking
away into the night, but putting thought into action proved impossble. No matter how much she wanted
to leave, she was bound by an inertia she couldn’t seem to fight. All she could do wes... Sit.

Then Raintree stood, and, abruptly, she found hersdf danding, too, levered upward by some
impulse she didn’'t understand. She just knew that if he was standing, she would stand. She was too
mentdly exhausted to come up with any reason that made more sense.

His face was s0 black with soot that only the whites of his eyes showed, so she figured she mugt



look pretty much the same. Great. That meant she didn't have much chance of being able to dip away
unnoticed. He took a cloth someone offered him and swiped it over his sooty face, which didn’'t do much
good. Soot was aily; anything other than soap just sort of moved it around.

Determination in his stride, he moved toward a smdl dump of policemen, three uniforms and two
planclothes. Vague darm rose in Lorna. Was he going to turn her in? Without any proof? She
desperately wanted to hang back, but, instead, she found hersdf docildly following him.

Why was she doing this? Why wasn't she leaving? She struggled with the questions, trying to get
her brain to function. He hadn’t even glanced in her direction; he wouldn't have any idea where she'd
gone if she dropped back now and sort of blended in with the crowd—as much as she could blend in
anywhere, covered with soot the way she was. But others aso showed the effects of the smoke; some of
the casno employees, for instance, and the players. She probably could have dipped away, if she fdt
capable of making the effort.

Why was her brain so duggish? On a very superficid levd, her thought processes seemed to be
normd, but below that was nothing but dudge. There was something important she should remember,
something that briefly surfaced just long enough to cause a niggle of worry, then disappeared like a wisp
of smoke. She frowned, trying to pull the memory out, but the effort only intengfied the pain in her head,
and she stopped.

Rantree approached the two plaincothes cops and introduced himsdf. Lorna tried to make
hersdf inconspicuous, which might be a losing cause consdering how she looked, plus the fact that she
was danding only afew feet away. They dl eyed her with the mixture of suspicion and curiodty cops just
seemed to have. Her heart started pounding. What would she do if Raintree accused her of cheeting?
Run? Look a him asif he were an idiot? Maybe she was the idiot, ganding there like a sacrificid lamb.

Theimage gdvanized her as nothing ese had. She would not be a willing victim. She tried to take
astep away, but for some reason the action seemed beyond her. All she wanted to do was stay with him.

Say with me.

The words resonated through her tired brain, making her head ache. Wearily, she rubbed her
forehead, wondering where she' d heard the words and why they mattered.

“Where were you when the fire started, Mr. Raintree?’ one of the detectives asked. He and the
other detective had introduced themsdves, but ther names had flown out of Lorna's head as soon as
she'd heard them.

“In my office, talking to Ms. Clay.” He indicated Lorna without redlly looking in her direction, as if
he knew just where she was sanding.

They looked a her more sharply now; then the detective who had been taking to Raintree said,
“My partner will take her statement while I’m taking yours, so we can save time”

Sure, Lorna thought sarcadticdly. She had some beachfront property here in Reno she wanted to
s, too. The detectives wanted to separate her from Raintree so she couldn't hear what he said and they
couldn’'t coordinate their statements. If a business was going down the tubes, sometimes the owner tried
to minimize losses by burning it down and callecting on the insurance policy. The other detective stepped
to her sde. Raintree glanced & her over his shoulder. “Don't go far. | don't want to lose you in this
crowd.”

Wha was he up to? she wondered. He'd made it sound as if they were in a rdationship or
something. But when the detective said, “Let’swak over here” Lorna obediently walked beside him for
about twenty feet, then abruptly stopped as if she couldn’t take one step more.

“Here” she said, surprised a how raspy and weak her voice was. She had coughed some, sure,
but her voice sounded asiif she'd been hacking for days. She was bardy audible over dl the noise from



the fire engines.

“Sure” The detective looked around, casudly postioning himsdf so that Lorna had to stand with
her back to Raintree. “I'm Detective Harvey. Your nameis...”

“LornaClay.” At least she remembered her name this time, though for a horrible split second she
hadn't been certain. She rubbed her forehead again, wishing this confounded headache would go away.

“Do you live here?’

“For the moment. | haven't decided if I'll stay.” She knew she wouldn’t. She never stayed in one
place for very long. A few months, Sx at the most, and she moved on. He asked for her address, and she
rattled it off. If he ran a check on her, he would find the most grievous thing againgt her was a gpeeding
ticket she'd received three years ago. She'd paid the fine without argument; no problem there. So long as
Raintree didn’t bring a charge of cheating againgt her, she was fine. She wanted to look over her shoulder
a him but knew better than to appear nervous or, even worse, asif she were checking with him on what
answers to give

“Where were you when the fire Sarted?’

He'd just heard Raintree, when asked the identicd question, say he'd been with her, but that was
how cops operated. “I don't know when the fire started,” she said, a tad irritably. “1 was in Mr.
Raintree' s office when the darm sounded.”

“What time was that?’

“l don’t have awatch on. | don't know. | wouldn't have thought to check the time, anyway. Fire
scares the begjesus out of me”

One corner of his mouth twitched alittle, but he disciplined it. He had a nice, lived-in sort of face,
alittle droopy at the jowls, wrinkly around the eyes. “That's okay. We can get the time from the security
system. How long had you been with Mr. Raintree when the darm sounded?”’

Now, there was a question. Lorna thought back to the episodes of panic she' d experienced in that
office, to the confusng hallucinations, or whatever the disconcerting sexud fantasy was. Nothing in that
room had been normd, and though she usudly had a good grasp of time, she found hersdf unable to
even esimate. “I don't know. It was sunset when | went in. That’sdl | can tdl you.”

He made a note of her answer. God only knew what he thought they’d been doing, she thought
wearily, but she couldn’t bring hersdlf to care.

“What did you do when the fire darm sounded?”’
“We ran for the gairs”
“What floor were you on?’

Now, that, she knew, because she'd watched the numbers on the ride up in the devator. “The
nineteenth.”

He made a note of that, too. Lorna thought to hersdf thet if she intended to burn a building down
she wouldn't go to the nineteenth floor to wait for the darm. Raintree hadn't had anything to do with
whatever had caused the fire, but the cops had to check out everything or they wouldn’t be doing ther
jobs. Though... did detectives normdly go to the scene of a fire? A fire inspector or fire marshd,
whichever Reno had, would have to determine that a fire was caused by arson before they treated it as a
crime.

“What happened then?’

“There were alot of people in the gairwell,” she said dowly, trying to get the memory to form. “I
remember... a lot of people. We could go only a couple of floors before everyone got jammed up,
because some of the people from the lower floors were trying to go up.” The smoke had been heavy,



too, because vighility had been terrible, people passng by like ghodts... No. That had been later. There
hadn’'t been alot of smoke in the Stairs right then. Later—She waan't certain about later. The sequence
of events was dl jumbled up, and she couldn’t seem to sort everything out.

“Go on,” Detective Harvey prompted when she was Slent for several moments.

“Mr. Raintree told them—the people coming up the stairs—they’ d have to go back, there was no
way out if they kept going up.”

“Did they argue?’

“No, they dl turned around. No one panicked.” Except her. She'd bardy been able to breathe,
and it hadn’t been because of the smoke. The memory was becoming clearer, and she was amazed a
how orderly the evacuation had been. No one had pushed; no one had been running. People had been

hurrying, of course, but not being so reckless that they risked a nasty fdl. In retrospect, their behavior
hed been damned unnatura. How could everyone have been so cdm? Didn't they know what fire did?

But she hadn’t run, ether, she redized. She hadn’t pushed. She had gone a a steady pace, hed to
Raintreg s Sde by hisarm.

Wait. Had he been holding her then? She didn’t think he had been. He'd touched her waist, sort
of guiding her dong, but she' d been free to run. So... why hadn't she?

She had trooped dong like everyone s, in an orderly line Indde she'd been screaming, but
outwardly she' d been controlled.

Controlled... Not sdlf-controlled, but controlled like a puppet, as if she hadn't had a will of her
own. Her mind had been screaming at her to run, but her body smply hadn’t obeyed.
“MS Clw?’

Lorna fet her breath start coming faster as she rdived those moments. Fire! Coming closer and
closer, she didn't want to go, she wanted to run, but she couldn’t. She was caught in one of those
nightmares when you try to run but can’t, when you try to scream but can’t make a sound—

“Ms. Clay?’

“|—What?" Dazed, she stared up at him. From the mixture of impatience and concern on his face,
she thought he must have called her name severd times.

“What did you do when you got out?’

Shuddering, she gathered hersdf. “We didn’'t. | mean, we got to the ground floor and Mr.
Raintree sent the others to the right, toward the parking deck. Then he... we... ” Her voice fdtered. She
had been fighting him, trying to follow the others, she remembered that. Then he'd said, “ Say with me,”
and she had, with no will to do otherwise, even though she' d been hdf mad with terror.

Stay with me,

When he'd sat, she'd sat. When he'd stood, she'd stood. When he'd moved, that was when she
hed moved. Unttil then, she had been incapable of teking a Sngle step away from him.

Just moments ago he'd said, “Don’'t go far,” and she'd been able to leave his Sde then—but she
hadn’'t gone far before she' d stopped asif she'd hit a brick wall.

A horrible suspicion began to grow. He was contralling her somehow, maybe with some kind of
posthypnatic suggestion, though when and how he’'d hypnotized her, she had no idea. All sorts of weird
things had been happening in his office. Maybe those damn candles had actudly given off some kind of
gas that had drugged her.

“Go on,” sad Detective Harvey, bresking into her thoughts.
“We went to the left,” she said, beginning to shake. She wrapped her arms around hersdlf, hugging



the blanket close in an effort to control her wayward muscles, but in seconds, she was trembling from
head to foot. “Into the lobby. The fire—" The fire had leaped a them like a maddened beast, roaring
with ddlight. The heat had been seering for the tiniest fraction of a second. She'd been choking on the
smoke. Then... no smoke, no heat. Both had just gone away. She and Raintree should have been
overcome in seconds, but they hadn’'t been. She'd been able to breathe. She hadn’t fdt the hesat, even
though she’ d watched the tongues of fire hungrily lapping across the carpet toward her. “The fire sort of
w-whooshed across the cdiling and got behind us, and we were trapped.”

“Would you like to 9t down?’ he asked, interrupting his line of questioning, but consdering how
vidently she was shaking, he probably thought stting her down before she fdl down was a good idea.

She might have thought so, too, if Stting down hadn’t meant Stting on asphdt littered with the
debris of afire and running with streams of sooty water. He probably meant 9t down somewhere ese,
which she would have liked, if she'd fdt capable of moving a Sngle step beyond where she was right
now. She shook her head. “I’'m okay, just wet and cold and shaken up some.” If there was an award
given out for massve understatement, she'd just won it.

He eyed her for a moment, then evidently decided she knew whether or not she needed to St
down. He' d tried, anyway, which rdieved him of any obligation. “Whet did you do?’

Better not to tdl him she'd fdt surrounded by some sort of force fidd; this wasn't Sar Wars, so
he might not understand. Better not to tdl him she'd fet a cool breeze in her hair. She must have been
drugged; there was no other explanation.

“There wasn't anything we could do. We were trapped. | remember Mr. Raintree svearing ablue
streak. | remember choking and being on the floor. Then the firefighters got to us and brought us out.” In
the interest of bdievability, she had heavily condensed the night's events as she remembered them, but,
aurely, they couldn’t have been in the lobby for very long, no more than thirty seconds. An imaginary
forcefidd couldn’t have held off red heat and smoke. The firefighters must have been close to them dl
aong, but she' d been too panic-stricken to notice.

There was something ese, probably that worrisome niggle of memory, that she couldn't quite
grasp. Something else had happened. She knew it; she just couldn't think wheat it was. Maybe &fter she
showered and washed her har—severd times—and got twenty or thirty hours of deep, she might
remember.

Detective Harvey glanced over her shoulder then flipped hislittle notebook shut. “You're lucky to
be dive. Have you been checked for smoke inndation?’

“Yes, I'm okay.” The medic had been puzzled by her good condition, but she didn't tdl the
detective that.

“l imagine Mr. Raintree will be tied up here for quite awhile, but you're free to go. Do you have a
number where you can be reached if we have any further questions for you?’

She started to ask, Like what? but instead said, “Sure,” and gave him her cdll-phone number.
“Thet locd?’

“It smy cdl.” Now that cell numbers could be transferred, she no longer bothered with a landline
30 long as she had cell-phone service wherever she temporarily settled.

“Got alocd number?’
“No, that’sit. Sorry. | didn’'t see any point in getting alandline unless | decided to stay.”
“No problem. Thanks for your cooperation.” He nodded a brief acknowledgment at her.

Because it seemed the thing to do, Lorna managed a faint amile for him as he grolled back to the
other detective, but it quickly faded. She was exhausted and filthy. Her head hurt. Now that Detective



Harvey had finished interviewing her, she was going home.

She tried. She made severd atempts to walk away, but for some reason she couldn’'t make her
feet move. Frudtration grew in her. She had walked over here a few minutes ago, so there was no reason
why she shouldn’t be able to walk now. Just to see if she could move a dl, without turning around, she
stepped back, moving closer to Raintree. No problem. All her parts worked just as they should.

Experimentdly, she took a step forward, and heaved a dgh of rdief when her feet and legs
actudly obeyed. She was beyond exhausted if the Smple act of waking had become so complicated.
Sghing, she started to take another step.

And couldn’t.
She couldn’'t go any farther. 1t was asif she'd reached the end of an invisble leash.

She went cold with disbelief. This was infuriating. He mugt have hypnotized her, but how? When?
She couldn’t remember him saying, “ You are getting deepy,” and she was pretty certan hypnoss
didn't work tha way, anyway. It was supposed to be a deep rdaxation, not a
do-things-againgt-your-will type of thing, regardless of how stage shows and movies portrayed it.

She wished she' d worn a watch, so she could have noticed any time discrepancy from when she'd
goneinto Raintree' s office and when the fire darm had sounded. She had to find out what time that had
been, because she knew roughly what time sunset was. She'd been in his office for maybe hdf an hour...
she thought. She couldn’t be certain. Those disconcerting fantases could have taken more time than she
estimated.

Regardiess of how he'd done it, he was contralling her movements. She knew it. When he said,
“Stay with me” she'd stayed, even when faced with an inferno. When he said, “Don't go far,” she had
been able to go only so far and not a step farther.

She turned her head to look a him over her shoulder and found him standing more or less aone,
evidently having finished answering whatever questions the other detective had asked. He was watching
her, his expresson grim. His lips moved. With dl the background noise she couldn’'t hear what he was
saying, but she read hislips plainly enough.

He said, “Come here.”



Chapter 6

6 he went. She couldn’t stop hersdlf. Her scalp prickled, and chills ran over her, but she went, her feet

moving automaticaly. Her eyes were wide with darm. How was he doing this? Not that the “how”
mattered; what mattered was that he was doing it. Being unable to control hersdf, to have him in
control, could lead to some nagty Stuations.

She couldn’'t even ask for help, because no one would believe her. At best, people would think
she was on drugs or was mentaly ungtable. All sympathy would be with him, because he'd just logt his
casino, his liveihood; the last thing he needed was a nutcase accusng him of somehow controlling her
movements. She could just see hersdf ydling, “Help! I'm walking, and | can’'t stop! He's making me do
it!”

Y eah, right. That would work—not.

He gave her agrim, sdf-satisfied little amile as she neared, and that pissed her off. Being angry felt
good; she didn't like being helplessin any way. Too stregt-savvy to telegraph her intentions, she kept her
eyes wide, her expresson darmed, though how much of her face he could see through dl the soot and
grime was anyone's guess. She kept her right arm close to her side, her elbow bent a little, and tensed
the muscles in her back and shoulder. When she was close, S0 close she could dmogt kiss him, she
launched an uppercut toward his chin.

He never saw it coming, and her fis connected from below with a force that made his teeth snap
together. Pain shot through her knuckles, but the satisfaction of punching hm made it more than
worthwhile. He staggered back hdf a step, then regained his balance with athletic grace, sneking out his
hand to shackle her wrigt with long fingers before she could hit im again. He used the grip to pull her
agang him.

“| deserved one punch,” he said, holding her close as he bent his head to speak just loud enough
for her to hear. “1 won't take a second one”

“Let mego,” she snapped. “And | don’t mean just with your hand!”

“You'vefigured it out, then,” he said coally.

“l was alittle dow on the uptake, but being shoved into the middle of a fresking, big-ass fire was
digracting.” She lad on the sarcasm as thickly as possible. “I don't know how you're doing it, or

why—"
“The‘why, at least, should be obvious”

“Then | mug be oxygen-deprived from inhding smoke—gee, | wonder whose fault that
iIs—because it ig't obvious to me!”

“Thelittle matter of your cheating me. Or did you think I’d forget about thet in the excitement of
watching my casino burn to the ground?’

“l haven't been—Wait a minute. Wait just a damn minute. Y ou couldn’t have hypnotized me while
we were going down nineteen stories’ worth of stairs, and if you did it while we were in your office, then
that was before the fire even started. ' Splain that, Lucy!”

He grinned, his teeth flashing whitdy in his soot-blackened face. “Am | supposed to say ‘Oh,
Ricky!"?’

“l don’t care what you say. Just undo the voodoo, or the spell, or the hypnotism, or whatever it is
you did. You can't hold me here like this”



“That's aridiculous statement, when | obvioudy am holding you here like this”

Lorna thought steam might be coming out of her ears. She'd been angry many times in her
life—she'd even been enraged a couple of times—but this was the mogt infuriated she'd ever fdt. Until
tonight, she would have said that the three terms meant the same thing, but now she knew that being
infuriated carried arich measure of frudration with it. She was helpless, and she hated being helpless. Her
entire life was built around the premise of not being hepless, not being avictim ever again.

“Let. Me. Go.” Her teeth were clenched, her tone dmogt gutturd. She was holding on to her
sdf-control by a gossamer thread, but only because she knew screaming would get her exactly nowhere
with him and would make her look like an idiot.

“Not yet. We dill have afew issuesto discuss” Completely indifferent to her temper, he lifted his
head to look around a the scene of dedtruction. The stench of smoke permeated everything, and the
flashing red and blue lights of many different emergency vehicles created a strobe effect that fdt like a
spike being pounded into her forehead. Hot spots 4ill flared to crimson life in the smoldering ruins, until
the vigilant firefighters targeted them with their hoses. A milling crowd pressed againg the tape the police
hed strung up to cordon off the area.

She saw the same details he saw, and the flashing lights reminded her of a bdl of flame... no, not
of flame... something else. She gasped as her head gave avident throb.

“Then discuss them, dready,” she snapped, putting her hand to her head in an indinctive gesture to
contain the pain.

“Not here” He glanced down at her again. “Are you okay?’
“I have a splitting headache. | could go home and lie down, if you weren't being such a jerk.”

He gave her a conddering look. “But | am being a jerk, so sue me. Now be quiet and stay here
like agood girl. I'll be busy for awhile. When I'm finished, we Il go to my house and have that talk.”

Lornafdl slent, and when he waked off she remained rooted to the spot. Damn him, she thought
asfurious tears welled in her eyes and streaked down her filthy cheeks. She raised her hands and wiped
the tears away. At least he'd left her with the use of her hands. She couldn’t walk and she couldn’t talk,
but she could dry her face, and if God was redly kind to her, she could punch Raintree again the next
time he got within punching distance.

Then she went cold, goose bumps rigng on her entire body. The brief heet of anger died away,
destroyed by a sudden, mind-numbing fear.

What was he?

A man and awoman who had been standing behind the police cordon, watching the massve fire,
findly turned and began trudging toward their car. “Crap,” the woman said gumly. Her name was Elyn
Campbdl, and she was the most powerful firemaster in the Ansara dan, except for the Dranir.
Everything they knew about Dante Raintree, and everything she knew about fire—aided by some very
powerful spells—had been added together to form a plan that should have resulted in the Raintree
Dranir's death and instead had accomplished nothing of their misson.

“Yeah.” Ruben McWilliams shook his head. All ther careful planning, their calculations, up in
snoke—literdly. “Why didn't it work?

“l don’t know. It should have worked. He isn't that strong. No one is, not even a Dranir. It was
overkill.”

“Then evidently hel s the strongest Dranir anyone's ever seen—either that or the luckiest.”
“Or he quit sooner than we anticipated. Maybe he chickened out and ran for cover instead of



trying to control it.”

Ruben heaved a sgh. “Maybe. | didn't see when they brought him out, so maybe he'd been
ganding somewhere out of Sght for a while before | findly spotted him. All that damn equipment was in
the way.”

She looked up a the stary sky. “So we have two posshble scenarios. The fird is that he
chickened out and ran. The second, and unfortunately the mogt likdy, is that he's stronger than we
expected. Cael won't be happy.”

Ruben sghed again and faced the inevitable. “1 guess we ve puit it off long enough. We have to call
in”” He pulled his cdl phone from his pocket, but the woman put her hand on his deeve.

“Don't use your cdl phone, it isn't encrypted. Wait until we get back to the hotel, and use a land
line”

“Good idea” Anything that delayed placing this cdl to Cad Ansarawas a good idea. Cad was his
cousin on his mother’s side, but kinship wouldn't cut any ice with the bastard—and he meant “bastard”
both figurativdly and literally. Maybe this secret dignment with Cael againgt the current Dranir, Judah,
waan't the smartest thing he' d ever done. Even though he'd agreed with Cael that the Ansara were now
strong enough, after two hundred years of rebuilding, to take on the Raintree and destroy them, maybe
he' d been wrong. Maybe Cael was wrong.

He knew Cadl would automaticdly go for the first scenario, that Dante Raintree had chickened out
and run ingead of trying to contain the fire, and completely dismiss the posshbility that Raintree was
sronger than any of them had imagined. But whet if Raintree redly was that powerful? The attempted
coup Cad had planned would be a disaster, and the Ansara would be lucky to survive as a dan. It had
taken two centuries to rebuild to ther present strength after their last pitched battle with the Raintree.

Cad wouldn’'t be able to concelve of being wrong. If the plan falled—which it had—Cael would
see only two posshilities: either Ruben and Elyn hadn't executed the plan correctly, or Raintree had
revedled a cowardly streak. Ruben knew they hadn't made any mistakes. Everything had gone like
clockwork—except for the outcome. Raintree was supposed to be consumed by a fire he couldn’t
control, addicious irony, because fireemasters dl had a strange lovelhate rdaionship with the force that
danced to ther tune. Instead, he had emerged unscathed. Flthy, sooty, maybe snged a little, but
essentidly unhurt.

A bullet to the head would have been more efficient, but Cagl didn't want to do anything that
would dert the Raintree clan, which an overt murder would certainly do. Everything had to be made to
look accidentd, which of course made guaranteaing the outcome more problematic. The royd family, the
most powerful Raintrees, had to be taken out in such a way that no one suspected murder. A fire—they
would think losng ther Dranir in a fire was tragic and a bitter finde, but they would completely
understand that he would fight to the end to save his casno and hotel, especidly the hotd, with dl the
guedsin residence there.

Cad, of course, wouldn't dlow for the fact that setting up incidents that didn’t point to the Ansara
wasn't an exact science. Things could go wrong. Tonight, something had definitely gone wrong.

Dante Raintree was dill dive. That was about as wrong as things could get.

The big assault on the Raintree homeplace, Sanctuary, was planned for the summer solgtice, which
was aweek away. He and Elyn had a week to kill Dante Raintree—or Cagl would kill them.



Chapter 7

@a’lte grimly walked back to where he'd left Lorna, rdluctant to leave but knowing there was nothing

else he could do here. Once the police were finished questioning him, his only thought had been to check
on his employees to find out if there had been any fadities. To his deep regret and fury, the answer to
that last question was yes. One body had dready been pulled from the smoldering ruins of the casino,
and the cops were working with the crowd to establish if there were any missng friends or relatives,
which would take time. There might not be afind count for a couple of days.

He'd found Al Rayburn, hoarse and coughing from smoke inhdaion but refusng to go to a
hospitd, instead helping to keep order among the evacuated guests. The hotd daff was doing an
admirable job. The hotd itsdf had suffered comparatively litle damage, and most of that was to the
lobby area that connected the hotd and casino, where Dante had made his stand. Everyone in the hotd,
guedts and saff, had safdly evacuated. There were some minor injuries, sprained ankles and the like, but
nothing magor. There was smoke damage, of course, and the entire hotel would have to be cleaned to
remove the stench. The good news, what there was of it, was that the parking deck hadn't been
damaged, and the hote had no sructurd damage. He could probably re-open the hotd within two
weeks. The question was. why would anyone want to stay there without the casno?

The casno was a complete loss. About twenty vehicles in the parking lot outsde the casino
entrance had been damaged, and the parking lat itsdf was a mess right now. Twenty or thirty people had
burns of varying degrees, and as many again were suffering from smoke inhdation; dl of them had been
trangported to loca hospitals.

The media had descended en masse, of course, ther constant shouts and interruptions and
requests/demands for interviews interfering with his attempts to organize his employees, arrange other
lodging for his hotel guests, and arrange with Al for the guests to retrieve their bdlongings and at the same
time secure the hotd from thieves posing as guests. He had his insurance provider to ded with. He had to
cdl Gideon and Mercy, to let them know about the fire and that he was dl right, before they saw dl this
on the news. They were both in the Eastern Time Zone, meaning he' d better get in touch with them damn
soon.

Findly he'd accepted that there was little more he could do tonight; his g&ff was excdlent, and
they had matters wel in hand, plus he could dways be reached by phone. He might as wel go home and
take a much-needed shower.

And that Ieft the problem of Lorna

Tonight was a night of firgs. Before tonight, he'd never used mind compulsion, never known he
could. He had no idea what the parameters were. At firg he/'d thought his own sense of urgency had
provided the impetus, but even after the evacuation was over, he'd been able to control Lorna just with
the words and a nudge from his mind, so adrendine wasn't the catdyst. He had stepped into new
territory, and he had to tread lightly because this particular power could be eesly abused. Hdl, he'd
dready abused it, hadn’t he? Lorna would definitdly say yes to that—when he let her speak.

Tonight was dso thefirg time he'd brutaly overwhemed someone ese's mind and literdly stolen
dl thar avalable power. In the aftermath, she'd been dazed, lethargic, undble to remember even her
name, dl symptoms attributable to emotiona shock. How extensve the amnesa was, and how
temporary, was something that remained to be seen. She'd begun recovering fairly soon, but she dill
didn’'t remember vast portions of the experience—unless she'd recovered her memoary in his absence, in
which case he should probably find some body armor before he released her from the compulson.



Was she Ansara? That was the burning question that had to be answered—and soon.

Histhinking went both ways. Part of hm said, no, she couldn’'t possibly be, or he wouldn't have
been able to overpower her mind so easly, nor would she be so susceptible to mind compulson. An
Ansara, trained from birth to manage and control her unusud dbilities, just as the Raintree were, would
have automaticadly resisted mind compulsion. The power was rare, so rare that he'd never met anyone
capable of exercigng it, though the family history said that an aunt Sx generations back had been adept a
it. Rare or not, because the power exised a dl, he and every other Raintree had been taught how to
congtruct mentd shidds. The Ansara bascadly mirrored the Raintree in ther gifts so undoubtedly they,
too, taught their people how to shidd, which meant that the completely unshielded Lorna could not be
Ansara

Unless...

Unless she was 0 gifted a shidding thet he couldn't detect it. Unless she was merdy pretending
to be controlled by mind compulsion. He' d spoken his will aloud, so she knew what he wanted. If she
aso had the gift of controlling fire, she could have been bolstering the blaze, resurrecting the flames every
time he managed to beat them down. No. He rgjected that idea. If she' d been the one feeding the fire, he
would have been able to extinguish it completely after he’d commandeered her power. Someone dse
mug have been feeding the fire, but she could have been digtracting him, deflecting some of his power.

Was she or wasn't she? He would know soon. If she wasn't... then he/d played some red
hardbal with a woman who might not be an innocent but was dill far from being an enemy. He didn't
know tha he would have done anything differently, though. When he'd overwhdmed her mind, it had
been an act of desperation, and he hadn’t had the luxury of time to explain things to her. He might have to
make amends, but he wasn’t sorry he'd done it. He was just glad she'd been there, glad she was gifted
and had a pool of mental energy for im to tap.

He rounded a fire engine, where the crew was laying out their hoses in preparation for recoiling
them, and stepped up on a curb. Now he could see her. So far as he could tdl, she was sanding in the
exact spot inwhich he'd Ieft her, which at least was off to the Sde, so she was't in the way of any of the
firefighters. She wasfilthy, her hair matted from the unhappy combination of smoke, soot and water, her
posture shouting exhaugtion. She dill clutched a blanket around her, and she was literdly swaying where
ghe stood. He fdt a quick spurt of impatience, mingled with sympathy. Why hadn’t she sat down? He
hadn't prevented her from doing thet.

Looking a her, he gave a mentd wince on behdf of his car seats, then immediady shrugged,
because he was just asfilthy. What did it matter, anyway? The lesther could be cleaned.

When she saw him, pure temper flashed in her eyes, digpdling the fatigue. If he'd expected her to
be cowed, he would have been disgppointed. As it was, a little tinge of anticipation shot through him.
Even after dl she'd been through, she was dill ganding up for hersdf. Remembering the vast pool of
power he' d found when he tapped her mind, he wondered if even she knew how strong she redly was.

“Comewith me” he said, and, obediently, she followed.

There was nothing obedient about the way she grabbed his arm, though, pulling him around. She
glared furioudy up a him, indicating her mouth with a brief, impaient gesture. She wanted to talk; she
probably had alot of things memorized to say.

Dante started to release the compulsion, then stopped and grinned. “1 think I'll enjoy the quiet for
alitle longer,” he said, knowing that would redly twist her drawers in a knot. “There' s nothing you need
to say that can't wait until we're done”

Al had arranged for one of his security people to fetch Dante's car from the parking deck, where
he had a reserved dot next to a private elevator. He'd been discreet about it, because some of the
guests, the ones without identification, weren't baing alowed to take ther vehicles from the deck. They



were dready sorting out that security problem for those guests who fdt they absolutely had to have a car
tonight, even though Dante was providing shuttles to take everyone to the various hotels where his people
hed found them lodging. He was doing everything possible to take care of his guests, but he knew there
could dill be alot of resentment that formed over details like him getting his car when they couldn'’t.

The phantom-black Lotus Exige was idling, parking lights on, at the end of the huge casino parking
lot, concealed from most of the crowd of onlookers by the huge knot of emergency vehidles with ther
flashing lights. Dante led Lorna dong the edge of the lot; as they neared the car, the driver’s door opened
and one of the security men got out. “Here you go, Mr. Raintree”

“Thanks, Jose.” Dante opened the passenger door. Lorna directed a lethd glare & him as she
climbed into the car and somehow managed to dig an ebow into his ribs. He concedled a wince, then
closed the door with afirm dick and went around to the driver’s Side.

The Lotus was low-dung and not dl thet comfortable for his muscular sx-two frame, but he loved
driving it when he was in the mood for something with attitude. When he wanted more comfort, he drove
his Jag. Tonight he would have liked to drive out into the desolate countryside and put the hammer down,
to ease his anger and sharp edge of sorrow with sheer speed and aggresson. The Lotus could go from
zero to a hundred in deven seconds, which was a rush. He needed to go a hundred miles an hour right
now, needed to push the high-performance little machine to itslimit.

Instead he drove cdmly and ddiberately, aware that he couldn’t let go of the tight leash he was
holding on his temper. The fact that it was night helped, but the date was too close to the summer solstice
for him to take any chances. Hell—could he have started the accursed fire? Was he responsible for the
loss of at least one life?

The fire marshd said prdiminary interviews indicated that it had started in the back, where the
drcuit breakers were, but the scene was dill too hot for the investigators to get in there to check. If the
fire had started from an dectrica problem, then he had nothing to do with it, but he brooded over the
possibility that the fire would turn out to have been started by something completely different. His control
hed wavered when he'd firs seen Lorna, with the last rays of the setting sun turning her harr to rich fire
He d lit the candles without even thinking about them; had he lit anything else?

No, he hadn’'t done it. He was sure of that. If he d been the cause, things would have been
burding into flame dl over the hotd and casino, rather than in one distant spot. HE'd contained his
power, brought it under control. The casino fire had been caused by something else; the timing was just
coincidence.

Almogt hdf an hour had lapsed before he opened his gate with a remote control and guided the
Lotus up a twiging, curving drive to his tri-level house tucked into an eastern-facing fold of the Sierra
Nevadas. Another button on the remote raised his garage door, and he put the Lotus in its dot like an
adtronaut docking a shuttle with the Space Station, then closed the garage door behind him. The Slver
Jag gleamed in its place beside the Lotus.

“Come on,” he told Lorna, and she got out of the car. She stared straight ahead as he stepped
adde to dlow her to precede himinto his gleaming kitchen. He punched his code into the security system
to stop itswarning beep, then paused. He briefly considered taking her back to town after he'd finished
taking to her, then discarded that idea. He was tired. She could stay here, and if he had to—as he
undoubtedly would—he would use a compulson to keep her here and out of trouble. If she didn't like i,
tough; the last couple of hours had been a bitch, and he didn’t fed like making the drive.

With that in mind, he reset the darm and turned to her. She was standing with her back to him, not
four feet away, her shoulders giiff and, judging by the angle of her head, her chin up.

Regretting the imminent loss of sllence, he said, “ Okay, you can tak now.”
She whirled to face him, and he braced himsdf for a flood of invective as her figs clenched at her



Sdes.
“Bathroom!” she bdlowed at him.



Chapter 8

8 he change in his expression would have been comicd if Lorna had been in any mood to appreciate

humor. His eyes rounded with comprehension, and he ragpidly pointed to a short hdlway. “First door on
theright.”

She took one frantic step, and then froze. Damn it, he was ill holding her! The searing look she
gave him should have accomplished what the casino fire hadn’t, namdy snge every har from his head.
“Don't go far,” he snapped, redizing he hadn’t amended the compulsion.

Lorna ran. She dammed the bathroom door but didn't take time to lock it. She bardy made it in
time, and the sense of rdief was so acute she shook with involuntary shudders. A Tom Hanks scene from
A League of Their Own ran through her mind, and she bit her lip to keep from groaning aoud.

Then she just sat there, eyes closed, trying to cam her jangled nerves. HeE'd brought her to his
home! What did he intend to do? Whatever he was, however, he was controlling her, she was hdpless to
break free. The entire time he'd been gone, she had been willing hersdf over and over to take a angle
step, to speak a word—and she couldn’t. She was scared hdf out of her mind, traumetized out of the
other hdf, and on top of it dl, she was so angry she thought she might have a screaming, out-of-control,
foot-somping temper tantrum just to relieve the pressure.

Opening her eyes, she started to flush, but she heard his voice and went ill, Sraining to hear what
he was saying. Was someone dse here? Jugt as she began to rdax just afraction, she redized he was on
the phone.

“Sorry to wake you.” He paused briefly, then sad, “There was a fire a the casno. Could be
worse, but it's bad enough. | didn’'t want you to see it on the moming news and wonder. Cdl Mercy in a
couple of hours and tdl her I'm dl right. I've got a feding I’'m going to have my hands full for the next
few days.”

Ancther pause. “Thanks, but no. You've got no business getting on an arplane this week, and
evaything here isfine | just wanted to cdl you before | got so tied up in red tape | couldn’'t get to a
phone.”

The conversation continued for a minute, and he kept reassuring whoever was on the other end
that no, he didn’t need help; everything was fine—wdl, not fine, but under control. There had been at
least one fatdity. The casino was atotd loss, but the hotel had suffered only minor damage.

He ended the cdl, and a moment later Lorna heard a savage, muttered curse, then a thud, as if
he' d punched the wall.

He didn't seem like the wall-punching type, she thought. Then again, she didn't know him. He
might be a serid wall-puncher. Or maybe he'd fainted or something, and the thud had been his body
hitting the floor.

She liked that idea. She would seize the chance to kick him while he was down. Literdly.

The only way to seeif he was lying there unconscious was to leave the bathroom. Rductantly, she
flushed, then went to the vanity to wash her hands—a vanity with a dark, golden-brown granite top and
gold fixtures. When she reached out to turn on the water, the contrast between the richness of the vanity
and her absolutdly filthy, black-sooted hand made her inwardly cringe as she lifted her head.

A grimy nightmare loomed in the mirror in front of her. Her hair was matted to her head with soot
and water, and stank of smoke. Her face was so black only her eyes had any red definition, and they
were bloodshot. With her red eyes, she looked like some demon from hell.



She shuddered, remembering how close the flames had gotten. Given that, she couldn’t imagine
how she had any hair Ieft on her head a dl, so she shouldn't complan about it being matted.
Shampoo—allat of it—would take care of that. The soot would scrub off. Her clothes were ruined, but
she had others. She was dive and unharmed, and she didn’t know how.

As she soaped her grimy hands, rinsed, then soaped again, she tried to recongtruct an exact
sequence of events. Her headache, which had subsided, roared back so fiercely she had to brace her
sogpy hands on the edge of the bowl.

Thoughts whirled, trying to connect in a coherent sequence, but then the segments would whirl out
of touch again.

—she should have been burned—

—hair anged off—

—bubble—

—n0 smoke—

—agony—

Whimpering from the painin her head, she sank to her knees.
Raintree cursang.

Something about that reminded her of something. Of being held in front of him, his arms locked
around her, while his curses rang out over her head and his... his—

The memory was gone, duding her grasp. Pain made her vison swvim, and she stared at the soap
bubbles on her hands, trying to summon the energy to stand. Was she having a stroke? The pan was so
intense, burning, and it filled her head until she thought her skull might explode from the pressure.

Soap bubbles.

The shimmery bubbles... something about them reminded her... there had been something around
her... .

A shimmering bubble. The memory burgt into her aching brain, so clear it brought tears to her
eyes. She'd seen it, surrounding them, holding the heat and smoke at bay.

Her head had fdt asif it redly were exploding then. There had been an impact so huge she
couldn’'t compare it to anything in her experience, but she imagined the sensation was the same asif she'd
been run over by a tran—or struck by a meteor. It was as if dl the cdlula wdls in her bran had
dissolved, asif everything she had been, was, and would be, had been sucked out, taken over and used.
She'd been hdpless, as completdy hedpless as a newborn, to resigt the pain or the man who had
ruthlesdy taken everything.

With a crash, everything fdl back into place, asif that memory had been the one piece she needed
to put the puzzle together.

She remembered it dl: every moment of unspeakable terror, her inaility to act, the way he had
used her.

Everything.

“You've had enough time,” he cdled from the kitchen. “I heard you flush. Come here, Lorna”

Like a puppet, she got to her feet and walked out of the bathroom, soap ill dinging to her hands

and her temper flaring. He looked grim, standing there waiting for her. With every unwilling step she
took, her temper soared into another leve of the stratosphere.

“You jerk!” she shouted, and kicked his ankle as she waked by. She could go only a couple of
steps past him before that invisble wall stopped her, so she whirled around and stalked past him again.



“You asd” She threw an dbow into hisribs.

She mugt not have hurt him very much because he looked more astonished than pained. That
infuriated her even more, and when the wall forced her to turn around yet again, she reached a whole
new leve of temper as she began marching back and forth within the confines of hiswill.

“You made mego into fire—" A snake-fast pinch a hiswaist.
“I'm terrified of fire, but did you care?” Another kick, this one sideways into his knee.

“Oh, no, | had to stand there while you did your mumbo jumbo—" On that pass, she leveed a
punch at his solar plexus.

“Then you brain-raped me, you jerk, you gorilla, you freekin’ witch doctor—" On the return
trip, she went for a kidney punch.

“Then, to top it dl off, the whole time you were grinding your hard-on against my butt!” She
was S0 incensed that she shrieked that last bit a him, and this time put everything she had into a punch
draght to hischin.

He blocked it with a swift movement of his forearm, so she ssomped on his foot instead.

“Ouch!” he yelped, but the jerk was laughing, damn him, and in another of hislightning moves, he
captured her in hisarms, pulling her solidly againgt him. She opened her mouth to screech a him, and he
bent his head and kissed her.

In contrast to the strong-arm tactics he'd used againg her dl night, the kiss was soft and
feather-light, dmogt sweet. “I'm sorry,” he murmured, and kissed her again. He stank as much as she
did, maybe even more, but the body benegth his ruined dothing was rock solid with muscle and very
warm in the air-conditioned coolness of the house. “I know it hurt... | didn't have time to explan—"
Between phrases, he kept on kissng her, each successive touch of his lips becoming a litle deeper,
lingering allittle longer.

Shock held her dill: shock that he would be kissng her; shock that she would let him kiss her,
after dl the antagonism between them; after he' d done everything he' d done to her; after she'd subjected
him to that battery of drive-by attacks. He wasn't forcing her to let him kiss her; this was nothing like
wanting to wak and not being able to. Her hands were on his muscled chest, but she was't making any
effort to push him away, not even a mentd one.

His mouth did to the soft hollow benegth her ear, deposited a gentle bite on the Ste of her neck.
“I"d much rather have been grinding my hard-on againgt your front,” he said, and went back to her mouth
for a kiss that had nothing light or sweet about it. His tongue swept in, acquainting him with her taste,
while his right hand went down to her bottom, did caressingly over the curves, then pressed her hips
forward to meet his

He was doing exactly what he' d said he would much rather have been doing.

Lorna didn’t trust passion. From what she had seen, passon was sdfish and self-centered. She
wasn't immuneto it, but she didn't trust it—didn’t trust men, who in her experience would tdl lies just to
get lad. She didn't trust anyone else to care about her, to look out for her interests. She opened hersdf
to passion dowly, warily, if at al.

If she hadn’t been so tired, so stressed, so traumatized, she would have had complete control of
hersdlf, but she'd been off balance from the minute his chief of security had escorted her into his office
She was off baance now, as dizzy as if the kitchen were rotating around her, as if the floor had danted
beneeth her feet. In contrast, he was s0lid and so very warm, his ams stronger than any that had ever
held her before, and her body responded to him as if nothing ese existed beyond the smple pleasure of
the moment. Being held againg him fet good. His incredible body heset fet good. The thick length of his
erection, pushing againg her lower bdly, fdt good—so good that she had gone on tiptoe to better



accommodate it, and she didn’'t remember doing so.

Bdaedly darmed by the no-show of her usud caution, she pulled her mouth from his and pushed
agang his chest. “Thisis supid,” she muttered.

“Branless” he agreed, his breath coming a little fast. He was dow to release her, so she pushed
agan, and, ructantly, he let hisarms drop.

He didn't step back, so she did, saring around her at the kitchen so she wouldn’t have to look at
him. As kitchens went, it was nice, she supposed. She didn't like cooking, so in the generd scheme of
things kitchens were pretty much wasted on her.

“You kidnapped me” she charged, scowling a him.

He considered that, then gave a brief nod. “1 did.”

For some reason his agreement annoyed her more then if he'd argued with her assessment. “If
you're going to charge me with cheeting, then do it,” she snapped. “You can’t prove a thing, and we both
know it, so the sooner you make a fool of yoursdf, the better, as far as I’'m concerned, because then |
can leave and not see you—"

“I'm not making any charges againg you,” he interrupted. “You'reright. | can’t prove anything.”

His sudden admisson stumped her. “Then why drag me dl the way up here?’

“l sad | can't prove you did it. That doesn't mean you're innocent.” He gave her a narrow,

assessing look. “In fact, you' re guilty as hdll. Using your paranormal giftsin a game of chance is cheeting,
pure and smple”

“l don't have—" Automaticaly, she started to deny that she was psychic, but he raised a hand to
cut her off.

“That'swhy | did the ‘brain-rape,’ asyou cdled it. | needed an extra reserve of power to hold off
the fire, and | knew you were gifted—but | was surprised & how gifted. You can't tdl me you didn’t
know. There was too much power there for you to pass yoursdf off as just being lucky.”

Lorna hardly knew how to react. His cool acknowledgment of what he'd done to her raised her
hackles dl over again, but the charge tha she was “gifted” made her so uneasy that she was dready
sheking her head before he finished spesking. “Numbers,” she blurted. “I’'m good with numbers”

“Bull.”

“That'sdl itid | don't tdl fortunes or read tea leaves or anything like that! | didn't know 9/11
was going to happen—"

But the flight numbers of the downed flights had haunted her for days before the attack. If she tried

to did a phone number, the numbers she dided were those flight numbers—in the order in which the
planes had crashed.

That particular memory surfaced like a sdmon legping out of the water, and a chill shook her. She
hedn't thought of the flight numbers since then. She had buried the memory deep, whereit couldn’t cause
trouble.

“Go away,” she whispered to the memory.

“I'm not going anywhere,” he said. “And neither are you. At least, not right away.” He sghed and
gave her aregretful look. “Take off your clothes”



Chapter 9

“ﬁ will not!” Lorna yelped, backing as far away from him as she could get, which of course wasn't
far.

“Sowill I, probably,” he replied ironicaly, moving closer, looming over her. “Can’t be helped.
Look, I'm not going to assault you. Just take off your clothes and get it over with.”

She retresated as he advanced, dutching at her blouse as if she were an outraged Victorian virgin
and looking around for a weagpon, any weapon. This was a kitchen, damn it; it was supposed to have
knives dtting in afancy block on the fancy countertop. Instead, there was nothing but a vast expanse of
polished granite.

He took a deep breath, then heaved it out asif he were bored. “I can make you do it without even
touching you. You know that, and | know that, so why do this the hard way?’

He was right, she thought impotently. Whatever it was that his mind did to her mind, he could
make her do anything he wanted. “This isn't far!” she shouted at him, curling her hands into figts. “How
are you doing thisto me?’

“I'm afreskin’ witch doctor, remember?’
“Don't forget the rest of it! Jerk! Ass—"
“I know, | know. Now take off your clothes”

She shook her head, matted hair flying. Bitterly, she expected him to take control of her mind, but
he didn’'t. He just inexorably advanced as she retreated, backing down the hdlway past the powder
room she' d used, through what she assumed was a very ylish den, though she didn’'t dare take her gaze
from him long enough to look around.

He was herding her, she redlized, as if she were a sheep, and she had no choice, but to do
anything other than be herded. His bloodshot green eyes glittered in his grimy face, making him look
completdy undvilized. Her heartbeat skittered wildly. Was he some sort of mad serid killer who left
pieces of dismembered bodies scattered dl over Nevada? A modern-day Rasputin? An escapee from
some mentd inditution? He certainly didn't look or act like the millionare owner of a top-notch
casno/hotel. He acted like some sort of—of warlord, master of dl he surveyed.

She backed into a door frame, briefly staggered off balance, then brought hersdf up short as she
redized he'd maneuvered her into another bathroom, this one a full bath, and far more opulent than the
half bath off the kitchen. No lights were on, but the illumination coming in the open door reveded ther
reflectionsin the gleaming mirror on her Ieft.

He reached in and flipped on the lights, so bright and white that she lifted a hand to shidd her
eyes. “Now,” he said, “no more galing. Take off your clothes yoursdf, or we'll do this the hard way.”

Lorna looked around. She was cornered. “Go to hdl,” she said, and did what cornered animds
adways do: she attacked.

For a short while he merdy blocked her punches, deflected her kicks, avoided her bites, and the
ease with which he did so made her that much angrier. She lost one shoe in the battle, the cheap sandd
sling across the room to clater into the huge sunken tub. Then she fdt a sudden wave of impatience
emanding from him, and in three seconds flat he had her bent over the vanity with her hands pinned
behind her.

He crowded in close, usng his powerful legs to control her kicks, and gripped the neckline of her



top. Three hard yanks brought the sound of severd threads giving way, but the seams held. He cursed
and yanked harder, and the left-sde seam surrendered. Ruthlesdy he tore a the garment until it was in
rags, hanging from her right wrist. Her bra fastened in back, easy prey to the quick pinch of his fingers
thet released the hooks.

She squirmed like an ed, screaming until she was hoarse. He completely ignored everything she
sad, every insult and plea she hurled a him, slently and grimly concentrating on gripping her. She
dternated between fury and sobs of panic as he opened the fagening of her pants, lowered the zipper,
but stopped before pushing her pants and underwear down over her hips.

She went limp, sobbing, her face pressed againg the cold stone of the vanity. He stopped pulling
a her clothes, and ingtead the heet of his hand moved over her neck, lifting her matted hair aside for a
moment, then tracing over her shoulders. He shifted his grip on her hands, instead pulling them up and
over her head before resuming what fdt like an inch-by-inch search of her skin. The sdes of her breasts,
her ribs, the indentation of her waig, the flare of her hips—he examined dl of that, even pushing her pants
lower to scrutinize the bottom curves of her buttocks. Mortified, she squirmed and sobbed, but he was
inexorable.

Then he Sghed and said, “I owe you another gpology.”

He released his grip on her hands and stepped back, freeing her from the pressure of his body. On
hisway out he said, “I'll bring you some clothes. Think about taking a shower, get your bresth back and
well tak afterward.” He paused, added, “Don’t leave thisroom,” then quietly closed the door.

Sobbing, she did from the vanity to the floor and curled in a vanquished heap. At firg dl she could
do was cry and shake. After a while her temper resurrected itsdf and flashed over in a wordless shriek.
She wept some more. Fndly she sat up, wiped her face with the shreds of her blouse, yelled, “You
bastard!” at the door, and fdt margindly better for the invective.

Her eyes were swollen and her nose was clogged, but she fdt cam enough to stand, though that
waan't easy with her pants around her knees. The indignity made her flush with humiliation, but there was
no point in pulling them up. Instead she stripped completely naked and stood there in rare indecison.

The suggedtion to take a shower, she discovered, had been jus that: a suggestion. If she didn't
want to, she didn’t have to. She could take along soak in the sunken tub, if she wished. She didn’t have
to bathe at dl, though that was an option she immediatdy discarded.

Getting in the tub wouldn't be practical, because she would end up gtting in dirty water. A
long—very long—hot shower was the only way to get clean.

The shower didn’t have a door. The entrance was a curved wdl of stone that led past a built-in
shdlf, stacked with thick, copper-colored towels, to three steps down into a five-foot-square gal with
multiple showerheads. The controls were within easy reach, and when she turned the handle, water
spurted out of three walls and from overhead. She waited until she fdt the heet of the steam riang to her
face, then stepped into the deluge.

Concentrating on getting clean, and nothing else, gave her nerves a much-needed respite. The hot
water dreaming over her body was a soothing, pulsating massage. She shampooed and rinsed, then did it
agan, and yet again, before her hair fdt clean and untangled. She lathered and scrubbed with the fragrant
bath gd, and found it didn’t remove even hdf the soot and grime. A second scrubbing produced results
that weren't much better, so she switched back to the shampoo; it had worked on her harr, so it should
work on her skin.

Fndly she redized that she'd been in the shower so long that her fingertips had wrinkled and the
hot water should have long snce been used up, though it wasn't—but enough was enough. She was
waterlogged. Regretfully, she turned off the water, and the pulsating streams disappeared so suddenly
that it was asif they’ d been sucked back into the showerheads. Only the sounds of the vent fan overhead



and the draining water came to her ears.

She hadn’t turned on the vent fan. Unless it came on automatically when the humidity leve reached
acertan point, he d come back into the bathroom.

Hurriedly, she went up the three steps, grabbed one of the fluffy towes and wrapped it around
hersdf, then got another one and twisted it into a turban over her dripping hair. Following the curving
wadl, she moved until she could see into the man part of the bathroom. The mirrored wal behind the
double sinks threw her reflection back at her, but hers was the only reflection. She was done—now. The
thick terry-cloth robe folded over the vanity stoal told her that he had been there.

Lorna stared at the mirror. She looked pae, even to hersdlf. The skin across her cheekbones was
drawn tight, giving her a stark, shocked expression.

That was okay. She felt stark and shocked.

He'd sad not to leave the bathroom. She was so soul-weary that she didn't even try, so she
didn't know if that had been another suggestion or one of his weird mentd orders that she couldn’t
disobey. At this point it didn't matter whether it was a suggestion or command. She was content to
amply stay there, where there was nathing more complicated to do than dry her hair.

Rummaging in the drawers of the vanity, she found scented lotion, as well as a hair dryer and
brush, which was dl she needed right now. The shampoo had made her skin fed tight, so she rubbed in
the lotion everywhere she could reach, then began the task of drying her hair.

Her motions with the brush became dower, then dower dill. Exhausion made her arms tremble.
She was lucky that her hair was modly draight, and had good body, because any atempt at dyling it
was beyond her. She just wanted her hair to be dry before she collapsed, that was dl.

With that chore accomplished, she put on the robe, which was evidently his the deeves fdl
severd inches past the tips of her fingers and the hem amost reached the floor. Funny, she thought
fuzzily, he didn’t seem like the robe-wearing type.

Then she waited, swaying on her feet, her bare toes denching on the plush rug. She could have at
least opened the door, but she wasn't in any rush to face him, or to find out that even with the door open,
she was imprisoned in this room. Time enough for that. Time enough to engage the enemy again.

They would talk, he'd said. She didn't want to tak to him. She had nothing to say to him that
didn't involve alot of four-letter words. All she wanted was to go... wel, not home, exactly, because she
didn’'t have a homein that sense. She wanted to go back to where she was saying, to where her clothes
were. That was close enough to home for her. For now, she just wanted to deep in the bed she was
accustomed to.

Without warning, the door opened and he stood there, tdl and broad-shouldered, as vitd asif the
night hadn’t been long and traumatic. He' d showered, too; hislongish black hair, dill damp, was brushed
draight back to reved every strong, faintly exctic line of his face. He'd shaved, too; his face had that
freshly scraped look.

He was wearing a pair of very soft-looking pgiama pants... and nothing else. Not even asmile

His keen eyes searched her face, nating the white look of utter exhaudtion. “Well tak in the
morning. | doubt you could form a coherent sentence right now. Come on, I'll show you where your
roomis”

She shrank back, and he looked a her with an unreadable expresson. “Your room,” he
emphasized. “Not mine. | didn't make that a command, but | will if necessary. | don’'t think you'd be
comfortable degping in the bathroom.”

She was awake enough to retort, “You'll have to make it a command, otherwise | can't leave the
bathroom, anyway.”



She had decided that his command not to leave the bathroom had been meant to short-circuit her
own will, and by hisflash of irritation, she saw she’'d been right.

“Come with me” he sad curtly, a command that released her from the bathroom but sentenced
her to follow him like a duckling.

He led her to a spacious bedroom with seven-foot windows that revealed the sparkling neon
colors of Reno. “The private bath is through there)” he said, indicating a door. “You're safe. | won't
bother you. | won't hurt you. Don't leave this room.” With that, he closed the door behind him and Ieft
her sanding in the dimly it bedroom.

He would remember to tack on that last sentence, damn him—not that she fdt capable of making
arun for it. Right now her capability was limited to dimbing into the king-sze bed, ill wearing the
oversze robe. She curled under the sheet and duvet, but 4ill fdt too exposed, so she pulled the sheet
over her head and dept.



Chapter 10

Monday

“ @ re you okay?’

Lorna woke, as dways, to a lingering sense of dread and fear. It wasn't the words that darmed
her, though, dnce she immediady recognized the voice. They were, however, far from welcome.
Regardless of where she was, the dread was dways there, within her, so much a part of her that it was as
if it had been beaten into her very bones.

She couldn’'t see him, because the sheet was dill over her head. She seidom moved in her deep,
30 she was dill in such atight curl that the oversize robe hadn't been didodged or even come untied.

“Areyou okay?’ he repeated, more ingsently.

“Peachy keen,” she growled, wishing he would just go away again.

“You were meking a noise”

“l was snoring,” she said flaly, keeping a tight grip on the sheet in case he tried to pull it

down—Ilike she could stop himif he redly wanted to. She had learned the futility of that in the humiliaing
druggle last night.

He snorted. “Yeah, right.” He paused. “How do you like your coffeg?’
“l don't. I'm ateadrinker.”

Silence greeted that for a moment; then he sghed.

“I'll see what | can do. How do you drink your tea?’

“With friends”

She heard what sounded remarkably like a growl, then the bedroom door closed with more force
than necessary. Had she sounded ungrateful? Good! After everything he'd done, if he thought the offer of
coffee or tea would make up for it, he was so far off base he wasn't even in the balpark.

Truth to tdl, she wasn't much of a tea drinker, either. For most of her life she'd been able to
afford only what was free, which meant she drank a lot of water. In the last few years she'd had the
occasond cup of coffee or hot tea, to warm up in very cold wesather, but she didn't redly care for ether
of them.

She didn’'t want to get up. She didn’t want to have that tak he seemed bent on, though what he
thought they had to talk about, she couldn’'t imagine. He' d treated her horribly last night, and though he'd
evidently redized he was wrong, he didn't seem indined to go out of his way to make amends. He
hadn't, for instance, taken her home last night. He'd imprisoned her in this room. He hadn’t even fed the
prisoner!

The empty achein her somach told her that she had to get out of bed if she wanted food. Getting
out of bed didn't guarantee she would get fed, of course, but saying in bed cartanly guaranteed she
wouldn't. Reluctantly, she flipped the sheet back, and the fird thing she saw was Dante Raintree,
ganding just ingde the door. The bully hadn’t left at dl; he'd just pretended to.

He lifted one eyebrow in a dlent, sardonic question.
Annoyed, she narrowed her eyes & him. “That’ s inhumen.”



“Whet is?’

“Lifting just one eyebrow. Red people can't do that. Just demons.”
“lcandoit”

“Which proves my point.”

He grinned—which annoyed her even more, because she didn't want to amuse him. “If you want
to get up, this demon has washed your clothes—"

“What you didn’'t shred,” she interjected sourly, to hide her darm. Had he emptied her pockets
fird? She didn't ask, because if he hadn’t, maybe her money and license were dlill there.

“—and loaned you one of his demon shirts. You'll probably have to throw your pants away,
because the ains won't come out, but & least they're clean. They'll do for now. Your choices for
breskfast are cerea and fruit, or abagd and cream cheese. When you get dressed, come to the kitchen.
WE Il eat inthere” Heleft then—redly Ieft, because she watched him go.

He was assuming she would share a med with him. Unfortunately, he was right. She was garving,
and if the only way she could get some food was to St anywhere in his vidnity, then she would St there.
One of the firg lessons she’ d learned about life was that emotions didn't carry much weight when surviva
sat on the other end of the scale.

Sowly she sat up, feding aches and twinges in every mustde Her newly washed,
stained-beyond-redemption pants lay across the foot of the bed, as wel as her underwear and a white
shirt made out of some limp, dinky materid. She grabbed for the pants and dug her hand into each
pocket, and her heart sank. Not only was her money gone, but so was her license. He ether had them,
or they had fdlen out in the wash, which meant she had to find the laundry room in this place and search
the washer and dryer. Maybe he had someone working for him who did the laundry; maybe that person
hed taken her money and ID.

She got out of bed and hobbled to the bathroom. After teking care of her most urgent business,
she looked in the drawers of the vanity, hoping he was a good host—even if he was alousy person—and
hed stocked the bathroom with emergency supplies. She desperately needed a toothbrush.

He was a good hogt. She found everything she needed: a supply of toothbrushes dill in their sealed
pladtic cases, toothpaste, mouthwash, the same scented |otion she' d used the night before, a amdl sewing
kit, even new hairbrushes and disposable razors.

The toothbrush manufacturer had evidently not intended for anyone without a knife or scissors to
be able to use ther product. After sruggling to tear the plastic case apart, fird with her fingers and then
with her teeth, she got the tiny pair of scissors from the sewing kit and laborioudy stabbed, sawed and
hacked until she had freed the incarcerated toothbrush. She regarded the scissors thoughtfully, then lad
them on the vanity top. They were too amdl to be of much use, but...

After brushing her teeth and washing her face, she dragged a brush through her har. Good
enough. Even if she'd had her skimpy supply of makeup with her, she wouldn't have put any on for
Raintree’ s benefit.

Going back into the bedroom, she locked the door just in case he decided to waltz in again, then
removed the robe and began dressng. The precaution was usdess, she thought bitterly, because if he
wanted in, dl he had to do was order her to unlock the door and she would do what he said, whether
she wanted to or not. She hated that, and she hated him.

She didn't want to put on his shirt. She picked it up and turned it so she could see the tag. She
didn't recognize the brand name, but that wasn't what she was looking for, anyway. The tag with the
care ingructions read 100% Silk—Dry-clean Only.

Maybe she could smear some jdly on the shirt. Accidentdly, of course.



She started to dip her ams into the deeves, then paused, remembering how he'd phrased his last
gatement: When you're dressed, come to the kitchen. Once she was dressed, she probably wouldn’t
have a choice about going to the kitchen, so anything she wanted to do, she should do before putting on
thet shirt.

She dropped the shirt back on the bed and retrieved the tiny scissors from the bathroom, dipping
them into her right pocket. Then she sysematicdly searched both the bathroom and bedroom, looking
for anything she might use as a wegpon or to help her somehow escape. If she saw any opening,
however amdl, she had to be prepared to take it.

One hig obstacle was that she didn’'t have any shoes. She doubted the ones she'd been wearing
could be saved, but at least they would protect her feet. Raintree hadn’t brought them to the bedroom,
but they might dill be in the bathroom she'd used last night. She didn’t want to run barefoot through the
countryside, though she would if she had to. How far would she have to run before she was free? How
far out did Raintree s sphere of influence reach? There had to be a distance a which his mind tricks
wouldn't work—didn't there? Did she have to hear him speak the command, or could he just think it at
her?

Uneedly, she hoped he had somehow smply hypnotized her, because otherwise she was so deep
in The Twilight Zone doo-doo she might never get the weird crap off her shoes.

Other then the scissors, nather the bath nor the bedroom supplied anything usable. There were no
pistolsin the built-in drawers, no stray hammer she could use to bash himin the head, not even any extra
clothes in the huge closet that she could have used to suffocate him. Regretfully, with no other option left,
she findly put on the dlk shirt. As she was raling up the too-long deeves, she wondered when the
command suff would kick in. The dippery materid didn't roll up very wel, so she redid the deeves
severd times before she gave up and let the rolls droop over her wrigts. Even then, she didn't fed an
irresdible urge to go to the kitchen.

She was on her own. He hadn’t put the command mojo on her.

Tremendoudy annoyed that, under her own free will, she was doing what he'd told her to do
anyway, she unlocked the bedroom door and stepped out into the halway.

Two sets of gairs opened before her, the one on the right going up to the next floor and leading to
what appeared to be a bacony. The set on the left went down, widening to a graceful fan at the bottom.
She frowned, not remembering any dairs from the night before. Had she been that out of it? She
definitdy remembered arriving at the house, remembered naticing that it had three separate levels, so of
course there were stairs—she just didn't remember them. Having this kind of hole in her memory was
frightening, because what dse did she not remember?

She took the down dtaircase, pausing when she got to the bottom. She was in a spectacular...
living room? If 0, it was't like any living room she'd ever seen. The arched celing soared three stories
above her head. At one end was an enormous fireplace, while the wall a the other end was glass.
Evidently he was fond of glass, because he had alot of it. The view was literdly breathtaking. But she
didn’'t remember this, @ther. Any of it.

A hdlway led off to the side, and cautioudy she followed it. Something about this seemed familiar,
a least, and she opened one door to discover the bathroom in which she'd showered last night—and in
which he'd ripped off her clothes. Setting her jaw, she went in and looked around for her shoes. They
weren't there. Resigned to being barefoot, she walked through the den, past the powder room she'd
used and into the kitchen.

He was dtting a the bar, long legs hooked around a stool, a cup of coffee in one hand and the
morming newspaper in the other. He looked up when she entered. “I found some tea, and the water is
bailing”



“I'll drink water.”

“Because tea is what you share with friends, right?” He put down the newspaper and got up,
opening a cabinet door and taking down a water glass, which hefilled from the faucet. “I hope you don't
expect designer water, because | think it's a huge waste of money.”

She shrugged. “Water’ s water.”
He gave her the glass, then lifted his brows—both of them. “Cered or bagd?”’
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“Good choice”

Only then did she natice asmdl plate with his own bagel on it, reveded when he'd put down the
paper. Maybe it was petty of her, but she wished they weren't edting the same thing. She didn’'t wish it
enough to est ceredl, though.

He put a plain bagd in the toaster and got the cream cheese from the refrigerator. While the bage
was toasting, she looked around. “What timeisit? | haven't seen a clock anywhere”

“It' sten fifty-seven,” he said, without turning around. “And | don’'t own a clock—well, except for
the one on the oven behind you. And maybe one on the microwave. Yeah, | guess a microwave has to
have a clock nowadays.”

She looked behind her. The oven clock was digita, showing ten fifty-seven in blue numbers. The
only thing was, she'd been blocking the oven from his view—and he hadn’t turned around, anyway. He
mug have looked while he was getting the cream cheese.

“My cdl phone has the time, too,” he continued. “And my computers and cars have clocks. So |
guess | do own clocks, but | don’t have just a clock. All of them are attached to something ese”

“If andl talk is supposed to make merelax and forget | hate you, it isn't working.”

“l didn’t think it would.” He glanced up, the green in his eyes so intense she dmog fdl back a
step. “I needed to know if you were Ansara, and to get the answer | was rough in the way | handled you.
| gpologize”

Frugtration boiled in her. Half of what he said made no sense to her & dl, and she was tired of it.
“Jugt who the hdl are these Aunt Sarah people, and where the hdl are my shoes?”



Chapter 11

“ 8 he answer to the second part of your question is easy. | threw them away.”

“Grest,” she muttered, looking down &t her bare fest, toes curling on the cold stone tiles.
“| ordered a pair for you from Macy’s. One of my employees is on the way with them.”

Lorna frowned. She didn't like accepting anything from anyone, and she especidly didn’t like
accepting anything from him—but it seemed she was having to do alot of it no matter how she fdt. On
the other hand, he had thrown away her shoes and destroyed her blouse, so replacing them was the lesst
he could do.

“And the Aunt Sarah people?” She knew he'd sad “Ansard’—not that that made any more
sense to her—but she hoped mangling the word would annoy him.

“That's alonger explanation. But after last night, you're entitled to hear it.” A little ding sounded,
and the toaster spat up the bagd. Using the knife he'd got to spread the cream cheese, he flipped the two
bage haves out of the toaster dot and onto a amdl plate, then passed knife, plate and cream cheese to
her.

She took the bar stoal farthest from him and spread cream cheese on one dice of bagd. “So let’'s
hear it,” she sad curtly.

“There are afew other things I'd like to get cleared out of the way. Firds—" He reached into the
front pocket of his jeans, pulled out a wad of bills and did them in front of her.

Lorna looked down. Her license was tucked amid the bills. “My money!” she said, grabbing both
and putting them in her own pockets.

“My money, don't you mean?’ he asked grimly, but he hadn't ingsted on keeping it. “And don’t
tdl me again that you didn't cheat, because | know you did. I'm just not sure even you know you
cheated, or how you're doing it.”

She focused her atention on her bagd, her expresson shutting down. He was going off into

woo-woo land again, but she didn't have to travel with him. “I didn't cheat,” she said obdinatdly,
because he'd told her not to.

“You don't know—Hold on, my cdl phone's vibrating.” He pulled a amdl cdl from his pocket,
flipped it open and said, “Raintree... Yeah. I'll ask her.” He looked at Lorna and said, “How much did
you sy your new shoes cost?’

“One twenty-eight ninety,” she replied automaticdly, and took a bite of the bagel.
He flipped the phone shut and did it back into his pocket.

After a few seconds the slence in the room made her look up. His eyes were such a hbrilliant
green, they looked asif they were glowing. “There wasn't acdl on my cdl,” he said.

“Then why did you ask—" She stopped, aoruptly redizing what she'd sad when he'd asked
about the shoes, and whét little color she'd regained washed out of her face. She opened her mouth to
tdl him that he mugt have mentioned the price of the shoes to her, then shut it again, because she knew he
hadn't. She had a cold, sick feding in the pit of her ssomach, dmog the same feding she had every
morning when she woke up. “I'm not aweirdo,” she said in athin, flat voice.

“The term is ‘gifted.” You're gifted. | just proved it to you. | didn't need any proof, because |
dready knew. I'm even more gifted than you are.”



“You're crazy, iswhat you are.”

“I'm mildy empathic, just enough that | can read people very well, especidly if | touch them,
whichiswhy | dways shake hands when | go into a business meeting,” he said, spesking over her as if
she hadn’t interrupted. “As you know very well, usng just my mind, | can compel people to do things
agand their wishes. That's a new one on me, but what the hel. We are close to the summer solgtice.
Thet, added to the fire, probably triggered it. I can do a bunch of different things, but most of dl, I'm a
Class A Number One Fire-Magter.”

“Which meanswhat?’ she asked sarcadtically, to cover the fact that she was shaken to the core.
“That you moonlight at the circus as a fire-eater?’

He held out his hand, pam up, and a lovdy little blue flame burgt to life in the middle of his hand.
He casudly blew it out. “Can’t do that for very long,” he said, “or it burns.”

“That'sjusgt atrick. Stunt people do that in moviesdl—"

Her bagd caught on fire.

She stared &t it, frozen, as the thick bread burned and smoked. He picked up the plate and flicked
the burning bagd into the sink, then ran water on it. “Don’'t want the fire darm to go off,” he explained,
and did the plate, with the other helf of bage on it, back in front of her.

Behind him, a candle flared to life “I keep a lot of candles around,” he said. “They’'re my
equivaent of a canary inacod mine”

A thought grew and grew until she couldn’t hold it back. “You set the casino on fird” she sad in
horror.

He shook his head as he did back onto his stool and picked up his coffee. “My contral is better
then that, even this close to the soltice. It wasn't my fire”

“So you say. If you're a Class A Number One hotshot Fire-Master, why didn’t you put it out?’
“That's the same question I’ ve been asking mysdf.”

“And the answer is... 7’

“l don’t know.”

“Wow, that's enlightening.”

Hisbrilliant grin flashed across his face. “Has anyone ever told you you're a smart-ass?’

She bardly kept hersdf from flinching back in automatic response. Y eah, she' d heard the comment
before—many times, and dways accompanied by, or even preceded by, a dap.

Shedidn’t look up to see if he'd noted anything strange about her response, but concentrated on
putting cream cheese on the remaining hdf of her bagel.

“Since | had never done mind control before lagt night, it's possible | drained mysdf of energy,” he
continued after amoment. She il refused to look up, but she could fed the intendty of his gaze on her
face. | didn't fed tired. Everything fdt normd, but until | explore the parameters, | won't know what the
effects of mind control are. Maybe | wasn't concentrating as much as | should have been. Maybe my
atention was splintered. Hell, | know it was splintered. There were alot of unusud factors last night.”

“Y ou honestly think you could have put out thet fire?’

“I know | could have—normadly. The fire marshd would have thought the sprinkler system did a
great job. Instead—"

“Ingtead, you dragged me into the middle of a four-alarm fire and nearly killed both of ug”
“Areyou burned?’ he asked, Spping his coffee.



“No,” she said grudgingly.

“SQuffering from smoke inhdation?’

“No, damniit!”

“Don’t you think you should have a least afew snged strands of hair?’

He was only saying everything she'd thought hersdlf. She didn't understand what had happened
during the fire, and she didn't understand anything that had happened since then. Desperatdy, she
wanted to skate over the surface of everything, pretend nothing weird was going on, and leave this house
with the pretense dill intact, but he wasn't going to let that happen. She could fed his determination, like
aforce fidd emanaing from him.

No! shetold hersdf in despair. No force fidd, no emaneting. Nothing like that.

“| threw a shidd of protection around us. Then a the end, when | was usng dl your power
combined with mine to beat back the fire, the shidd solidified a bit. You saw it. | saw it. It shimmered,
like a—"

“Sogp bubble,” she whispered.

“Ah” he said softly, after amoment of thought. “ So that’s what triggered your memory.”

“Do you have any idea how much that hurt, what you did?’

“Teaking over your power? No, | don't know, but | can imagine”

“No,” she sad flatly. “You can't.” The pain had been beyond any true description. If she sad it
hed fdt asif an awil had falen on her head, that would be an understatement.

“Agan, I'm sorry. | had no choice. It was ether that, or we were both going to die, dong with the
people dill evacuating the hotdl.”

“You have away of goologizing that says you'd do the same thing again if the Stuation arose, o
it' sredly hard to bdieve the ‘sorry’ part.”

“That’s because you're not only a precog, though an untrained one, you're o very sendtive to
the paranorma energy around you.”

Meaning he would do the same thing agan, in the same circumstances. At least he wasn't a
hypocrite.

“Y esterday, inmy office” he continued, “you were reacting to energies you wouldn't have sensed
a dl if you weren't gifted.”

“| thought you were evil,” she said, and savagdy hit into the bagel. “Nothing you've done since
has changed my mind.”

“Because you turned me on?’ he asked oftly. “1 took one look & you, and every candle in the

room lit up. I’'m not usudly that out of control, but | had to concentrate to rein everything in. Then | kept
looking at you and thinking about having sex, and damned if you didn’t hook into the fantasy.”

Oh, God, he' d known that? She fdt her face burn, and she turned her embarrassment into anger.
“Are you coming on to me?’ she asked increduloudy. “Do you actudly have the nerve to think 1'd let
you touch me with a ten-foot pole after what you did to me lagt night?’

“Itign’'t that long,” he said, amiling alittle.

Wadl, she'd waked into that one. She dapped the bagd onto the plate and did off the stoal. “I
don’'t want to be in the same room with you. After | leave here, | never want to see your face again. You
can take your tacky little fantasy and shove it, Raintreg!”

“Dante” he corrected, asif she hadn’t dl but told him to drop dead. “And that brings us to the



Ansxa | was looking for a birthmark. All Ansara have a blue crescent moon somewhere on ther
backs.”

She was s0 angry that a red mig fogged her vison. “And while you were looking for this
birthmark on my back you decided to check out my ass, too, huh?’

“It's a fine ass, wdl worth checking out. But, no, | dways intended to check it out. ‘Back’ is
imprecise. Technicdly, ‘back’ could go from the top of your head dl the way down to your heds. I've
seen it below the waist before, and in the higtories there are reports of, in rare cases, the birthmark being
on the ass cheek. Given the seriousness of the fire, and the fact that | couldn’t put it out, | had to make
sure you hadn’t been hindering me.”

“Hindering you how?’ she cried, not at dl madllified by his explanation.

“If you had aso been afire-master, you could have been feeding the fire while | was trying to put
it out. I’ve never seen afire | couldn’t control—until last night.”

“But you said yoursdlf you'd never used mind control before, so you don't know how it affected
you! Why autometicaly assume | had to be one of these Ansara?’

“I didn’t. I'mwdl aware of dl the varidbles. | dill had to diminate the posshility that you might be
Ansxa”

“If you're so good a reading people when you touch them, then you should have known |
wasn't,” she charged.

“Very good,” he acknowledged, as if he were a teacher and she his star pupil. “But Ansara are
traned from birth to manage ther gifts and to protect themsaves, just as Raintree are. A powerful
Ansara could concelvably have constructed a shidd that | wouldn't be able to detect. Like | sad, my
empath abilities are mild”

Shefdt asif she were about to explode with frudration. “If I'd had one of these shields, you idiat,
you wouldn't have been able to brain-rape mel”

He drummed hisfingerslightly on top of the bar, sudying her with narrowed eyes. “| redly, really
don't like that term.”

“Tough. | redly, really didn't like the brain-rape itsdf.” She threw the words at him like knives
and hoped they buried themsalves deep in his flesh.

He considered thet, then nodded. “Fair enough. Back to the subject of shidds. You have them,
but not the kind I'm talking about. The kind you have develop naturdly, from life You shidd your
emotions. I'm talking about a mentd shidd that’s deliberately constructed to hide a part of your bran’s
energy. As for kegping me out—honey, there' s only one other person, at least that | know of, who could
possibly have blocked me from taking over hismind, and you aren’'t him.”

“Ooooh, you're so scary-powerful then, huh?’

Sowly he nodded. “Yep.”

“Then why aren’'t you, like, King of the World or something?’

“I'mking of the Raintree,” he said, getting up and putting his plate in the dishwasher. “That’s good
enough for me”

Strange, but of dl the redly weird things he'd said to her, this struck her as the most unbedlievable.
She buried her head in her hands, wishing this day was over. She wanted to forget she'd ever met him.
He was obvioudy a lunatic. No—she couldn’t comfort hersdlf with that deluson. She had been through
fire with him, quite literdly. He could do things she hadn’'t thought were possible. So maybe—just
maybe—he redly was some sort of leader, though “king” was dretching things a bit far.

“Okay, I'll bite” she sad wesarily. “Who are the Raintree, and who are the Ansara? Is this like



two different countries but inhabited only by weirdos?’

His lips twitched as if he wanted to laugh. “Gifted. Gifted. We're two different dlans—warring
cans if you want the bottom line. The enmity goes back thousands of years.”

“You're the weirdo equivaent of the Hatfields and the McCoys?’

He did laugh then, white teeth flashing. “I've never thought of it that way, but... yeah. In a way.
Except what' s between the Raintree and the Ansaraign't afeud, it sawar. There's a difference”

“Between a war and a feud, yesh. But what's the difference between the Raintree dan and the
Ansyadan?

“An entire way of looking & life, | guess. They use ther gifts to cheat, to do harm, for ther
persona gain. Raintree look at their dbilities as true gifts and try to use them accordingly.”

“Y ou're the guys with the white hats”

“Within the spectrum of human nature—yes. Common sense tels me some Raintree aren't that far
separated from some Ansara when it comes to ther attitudes. But if they want to remain in the Raintree
can, they’ll do as| order.”

“So dl the Ansaramight not be totdly bad, but if they want to Say in their dan, with ther friends
and families they have to do as the Ansara king orders.”

He dipped his head in acknowledgment. “That's about it.”

“Y ou admit you might be more dike than you' re different.”

“In some ways. In one big way, we' re poles apart.”

“Whichis?’

“From the very beginning, if a Raintree and an Ansara crossbred, the Ansara killed the child. No
exceptions.”

Lorna rubbed her forehead, which was beginning to ache again. Yeah, that was bad. Killing
innocent children because of their heritage wasn't just an opportunistic outlook, it was bad with a capitd
B. Part of her own life philosophy was that there were some people who didn't deserve to live, and
people who hurt children belonged in that group.

“l don’t suppose there has been much intermarriage between the clans, has there?”
“Not in centuries. What Raintree would take the chance? Are you finished with that bagel ?’

Thrown off track by the prosaic question, Lorna stared down at her bagel. She had esten maybe
hdlf of it. Even though she'd been sarving before, the breakfast conversation had effectively killed her
appetite. “1 guess” she said without interest, passing the plate to him.

He dumped the bagel remnants and put that plate in the dishwasher, too. “You need training,” he
sad. “Your gifts are too strong for you to go around unprotected. An Ansara could use you—"

“Jud the way you did?” She didn’t even try to keep the bitterness out of her tone.
“Jug the way | did,” he agreed. “Only they would be feeding the fire instead of fighting it.”

As she stood there debating the merits of what he/d said, she redized that gradudly she had
become more a ease with discussng these “gifts’ and that somewhere during the course of the
conversation she had been moved from denid to acceptance. Now she saw where he was going with dl
this, and her old deep-rooted panic bloomed again.

“Oh, no,” she said, sheking her head as she backed a few steps away. “I’'m not going to let you
‘tran’ mein anything. Do | have ‘stupid’ engraved on my forehead or something?’

“You're asking for trouble if you don’t get some training, and fast.”



“Then I'll handle it, just like | dways have. Besides, you have your own trouble to handle, don't
you?”

“The next few weeks will be tough, but not as tough for me as they will be for the people who lost
someone. Another body was pulled out just after dawn. That makes two fadities” His expresson went

gim.

“I'm not taking about that. I’'m talking about the cops. Something hinky is going on there, because
otherwise, why would two detectives be interviewing people before the fire marshd had determined if the
fire was arson or accidenta ?’

The expresson in his eyes grew distant as he stared a her. That little detall had escaped his
al-knowing, dl-seeing gifts, she redlized, but if there was one thing a hard life had taught her, it was how
the law worked. The detectives shouldn’'t have been there until it was clear there was something for them
to detect, and the fire marsha wouldn't make that determination until Sometime today, probably.

“Damnit,” he said very softly, and pulled out his phone. “Don’'t go anywhere. | have some cdls to
make.”

He'd meant that very literdly, Lorna discovered when she tried to leave the kitchen. Her feet
stopped working at the threshold.

“Damn you, Raintreg!” she snarled, whirling on him.
“Dante,” he corrected.

“Damn you, Dante!”

“Much better,” he said, and winked &t her.



Chapter 12

@a’lte began meking cdls, sarting with Al Rayburn. Lorna was right: something hinky was going on,

and he was pissed that she'd had to point it out to him. He should have thought of that detail himsdif.
Instead of answering the detectives questions, he should have been asking them his own, such as What
were they doing there? A fire scene wasn't a crime scene unless and until the cause was determined to be
arson or a the very least suspicious. Uniformed officers should have been there for crowd control, traffic
control, security—a lot of reasons—but not detectives.

He didn't come up with any answers to his questions, but he hadn’'t expected to. What he was
doing now was reversng the flow of information, and that would take time. Now that questions were
being asked—by Al, by a friend Dante had &t city hdl, by one of his own Raintree dlan members who
liked life a little on the rough side and thus had some interesing contacts—a lot of things would be
viewed in a different light.

Whatever was going on, however those two detectives were involved, Dante intended to find out,
evenif he had to bring in Mercy, whose gift of telepathy was so strong that she had once, when she was
ten and he was sixteen, jumped into his head a a very inopportune moment—he d been with his current
girlfriend—and said, “BEww! Grossl” which had so startled hm he'd lost his concentration, his erection
and his girfriend. Sixteen-year-old girls he'd learned, didn’t ded wel with anything they saw as an inault
to thelr generd desirability. That was the day when he'd started blocking Mercy from his head, which
hed infuriated her at the time. She' d even told their parents what he' d been doing, which had resulted in a
vary long, very serious talk with his father about the importance of being smart, usng birth control and
taking respongibility for his actions.

Faced with hisfather’s stern assurance that Dante would marry any girl he got pregnant and stay
married to her for the rest of his life, he had then become immensdy more careful. The Raintree Dranir
mogt definitdy did not have a casud attitude about his heirs. A Raintree, any Raintree, was a genetic
dominant; any children would inherit the Raintree gifts. The same was true of the Ansara, which was why
the Ansara had immediady killed any child born of a Raintree and Ansara breeding. When two dominant
strands blended, anything could be the result—and the result could be dangerous.

Mercy’ s gift had only gotten stronger as she got older. Dante didn't think her presence would be
required, though; the Raintree had other telepaths he could cdl on. They might not be as strong as
Mercy, but then, they wouldn't need to be. Mercy was most comfortable a Sanctuary, the homeplace of
the Raintree clan, where she didn’t have to dmost shut down her gift because of the relentless emationd
and mentd assault by humans who had no idea how to shidd. Occasiondly she and Eve, her six-year-old
daughter, would vigt him or Gideon—Mercy was completely femdein her love of shopping, and he and
Gideon were dways glad to keep Eve the Imp while her mother indulged in some retall therapy—hbut
Mercy was the guardian of the homeplace. Sanctuary was her respongibility, hers to rule, and she loved
it. Hewouldn't cdl for her help if he had other options.

The whole time he was making cdls, Lorna stood where he'd compelled her to stay, fuming and
fusing and growing angrier by the minute, until he expected dl that dark red hair to stand straight up from
the pressure. He could have released her, a least within the confines of the house, but she would
probably use that much freedom to attack him with something. As it was, he had to admit he rather
enjoyed her fury and less-than-flattering commentary.

Thefact was, he enjoyed her.

Hed never before been so charmed—or so touched. When he'd heard that pitiful litile
whimpering sound she made in her deep, he' d fdt his heart actudly clench. What redly, redly got to him



was that it was obvious she knew what sound she' d been making—she probably did it dl the time—and
yet she resolutdly denied it. Shoring his ass.

She refused to be a victim. He liked that. Even when something bad happened to he—such as
himsdf, for instance—she furioudy rejected any sgn of vulnerability, any hint of sympathy, any suggestion
that she was, in any way, weaker than King Kong. She didn’t bother defending hersdf; ingtead she
attacked, with a ferocious vaiance and sharp tongue, as wel as the occasional uppercut.

He'd been rough on he—in more ways than one. Not only had he terrified her, mentdly
brutdized her, he'd humiliated and embarrassed her by tearing off her clothes and examining her the way
he had. If she'd only cooperated... But she hadn’t, and he couldn't blame her. Nothing he'd done last
night would have inspired trugt in her, not that trust appeared to come eesly to her in any case. He
couldn’t even tdl himsdf that he'd never intended her any harm. If the blue crescent birthmark of the
Ansara had been on her back—well, her body would never have been found.

The sharpness of hisrdief a not finding the birthmark had taken him by surprise. He'd wanted to
take her in his arms and comfort her, though unless he bound her with a compulson not to harm him, she
would likdy have taken his eyeballs out with her fingernails, and as for his other balls—he didn’t want to
think what she would have done to them. By tha time she hadn’t wanted anything from him except his
absence.

Theway she'd been dlowed to grow up was a disgrace. She should have been trained in how to
control and develop her gifts, trained in how to protect hersdf. She had the largest pool of raw energy
he' d ever seen in a Stray, which meant there was enormous potentid for her to abuse or to be abused.

Now that he thought about it, her gft probably wasn't precognitive so much as it was
clarcognitive. She didn’'t have visons, like his cousn Echo; rather, she smply “knew” things—such as
which card would be played next, whether a certain dot machine would pay off, how much her new
shoes cost. Why she chose to play a casnos instead of buying a lottery ticket he couldn’t say, unless she
hed indinctively chosen to stay asinvishble as possible. Certainly she had the ahility to win any amount of
money she wanted, Snce her gift seemed to be danted toward numbers.

Above dl dse, two sharp truths stood out:
She annoyed the hdl out of him.
And he wanted her.

The two should have negated each other, but they didn’t. Even when she annoyed him, which was
often, she made him want to laugh. And he not only wanted her physicaly, he wanted her to accept her
own uniqueness, accept imin dl his differences, accept his protection, his guidance in learning how to
shape and control her gift—dl of which she rejected, which circled right back around to annoyance.

The doorbell rang, sgnding the arriva of Lorna's shoes. Leaving her fuming, he went to the door,
where one of his hotd gaff waited, box in hand. “Sorry I'm late, Mr. Raintreg” the young man sad,
wiping sweat from his forehead. “ There was a wreck on the interstate that had traffic backed up—"

“No problem,” he said, easing the young man’'s anxiety. “Thanks for bringing this out.” Since he
was continuing to pay his daff’s sdaries, he thought they might as wel make themsdves useful in
whatever manner he needed.

He took the shoe box to the kitchen, where Lorna was 4ill rooted to the spot. “Here you go, try
them on,” he said, handing the box to her.

She glared a him and refused to takeit.
Guess he couldn’'t blame her.

He took the shoes from the box, the wads of tissue paper from the toes, and went down on one
knee. He expected her to stubbornly refuse to pick up her foot, but she let him lift it, wipe his hand over



her bare sole to remove any grit, and dide the buttery-soft black flat on her foot. He repeated the
process with her other foot, then remained on one knee as he looked up a her. “Do they fit? Do they
pinch anywhere?’

The shoes were much like her ruined ones, he knew: smple black flats. But that was where the
resemblance ended. This par was made of qudity leather, with good arch support and good
congruction. Her other pair had had paper-thin soles, and the seams had been darting to fray. She'd
been carrying over saven thousand dollarsin her pocket, and wearing fifteen-dollar shoes. Whatever she
was spending dl that money on, dothing was't it.

“They fed okay,” she sad grudgingly. “But not a hundred and twenty-eight dollars worth of
okay.”

He laughed quigtly as he rose to his feet and looked down at her face for a moment, charmed dl
over agan by her stubbornness. She was one of those women whaose persondity made her prettier than
she actudly was, if one considered only her features. Not that she wasn't pretty; she was. Not flashy, not
beatiful, jus plessant to look a. It was tha atitude, that sarcastic, sassy mouth, the

damn-you-to-hell-and-back eyes, that made her sparkle with vitdity. The one way Lorna Clay would
never be described was restful .

He should release her from the compulsion that kept her here, but if he did, she would leave—not
jud this house, but Reno. He knew it with a certainty that chilled him.

Dante functioned very wel in the normd, human world, but he was the Raintree Dranir, and within
hisredm, he was obeyed. He had been Dranir for seventeen years now, snce he was twenty, but even
before that, he hadn’t led an ordinary life He was of the Raintree Roya Family. He had been Prince,
Her Apparent and then Dranir.

“No” wasn't aword he heard very often, nor did he care to hear it from Lorna

“You may go anywhere you wish within this house,” he said, and slently added a proviso that in
case of danger, the compulsion was ended. If the house caught fire, he wanted her to be able to escape.
After lagt night, such things were very much on hismind.

“Why can't | leave?’ Her hazd green eyes were snapping with ire, but at least she didn’'t punch,
pinch or kick him.

“Because you'll run.”
She didn’t deny it, instead narrowed her eyes a him. “So? I’'m not wanted for any crimes.”

“S | fed responsible for you. Ther€'s alot you need to know about your gifts, and | can teach
you.” That was as good a reason as any, and sounded logicd.

“| don't—" She dtarted to deny she had any gifts but stopped and drew a deep breath. There
was no point in denying the obvious. When he had firgt broached the subject to her, in his office, her
denid had been immediate and absolute. At least now she was beginning to accept what she was.

How had she come to so adamantly deny everything she was? He suspected he knew, but unless
she was willing to talk about it, he wouldn't pry.

After a moment she said obstinatdy, “I'm responsble for mysdf. | don't want or need your
charity.”

“Charity, no. Knowledge, yes. | think | was wrong when | said you're precognitive” He watched
rdief flare on her face, then immediatdy die when he continued. “1 think you may be darcognitive. Have
you ever even heard of that?’

“No.”
“How about €-ske?”



“That'san Arab name”

He grinned. El-sike was pronounced el-see-kay—and she was right, it did sound Arab. “It's a
form of storm control. My brother Gideon has thet gift. He can call lightning to him.”

She gave him a pitying look. “It sounds like a form of brain damage. What fool wants to be near
lightning?”
“Gideon. He feeds off dectricity. He dso has dectricd psychokiness, which in a nutshdl means

he plays hdl with eectronics. He explodes dreet-lights. He fries computers. It isn't safe for him to fly
unless | send him a shidding charm.”

Her interest was caught, however rductantly. He saw the quickslver gleam of it in her eyes. “Why
doesn't he make his own shidding charms?’

“That’s kind of dong the same lines of precogs not being able to see their own futures. Only those
inthe royd family can gift charms, but never for themselves. He's a cop, a homicide detective, so | keep
him stocked in protection charms, and if he has to fly, | send him a charm that shidlds his dectricd energy
0 he won't fry dl the plane's computers.”

“Electricd psychokiness,” she said dowly, trying out the words. “Sounds kinky.”

“So I've heard,” he sad dryly. He'd dso heard that Gideon sometimes glowed after sex—or
maybe that was before. Or during. Some things a brother just didn’t ask too many questions about. But if
Lornawas at lagt interested in learning about the whole range of paranormal abilities, he didn’t mind usng
some of the more exatic gifts to keep her intrigued.

“Tdl you what,” he said, asif he'd jugt thought of the idea, when in fact he'd been congdering
something of the sort dl morning. “Why don’t you agree to a short trid period—say, a week—and let
me teach you some basic quff to protect yoursdf? You're so sendtive to every passing wave of energy
that I'm surprised you're able to go out in public.

| can dso set up some smple tests, get a bdlpark ideaof how gifted you are in different areas.”

He saw the ingtant repudiation of that idea in her expression, a quick flash, then her curiogty rose
to counter it. Almost immediately, caution followed; she didn't eesily put hersdf in anyone's hands.
“Wha would | have to do?’ she asked waily.

“You don't have to do anything. If you're absolutely dead set againg the idea of learning more,
then I’m not going to tie you to a chair and make you read lessons. But since you're going to be here for
afew days anyway, you might as well use the time to learn something about yoursdf.”

“I'll need my clothes,” she said, which was as close to capitulation as he was likdy to hear from
her.

“Give me your address and I'll have them brought here.”

“Thisisjud for afew days. After that, | want your word you'll lift this stupid compulson thing and
let mego.”

Dante consdered that. He was the Dranir; he didn’t, couldn’t, give his word lightly. Findly he
sad, “After aweek, I'll congder it. You're smart, you can learn a lot in a week. But | can't make a
Oefinite promise”



Chapter 13

“ O(D het, exactly, went wrong?’

Cadl Ansara s tone was pleasant and even, which didn’t fool Ruben McWilliams at dl. Cousin or
not, there had dways been something about Cadl that made Ruben tread very warily around him. When
Cad was a hismost pleasant, that was when it paid to be extra cautious. Ruben didn't like the son of a
bitch, but there you go, rebelion made for strange bedfellows.

Hisintuition had told him to delay contacting Cael, so he hadn’t cdled last night; instead, he'd put
people in the fidd, asking questions, and his gamble had paid off—or at least provided an interesing
variable. He didn’t yet know exactly what they’d discovered, only that they’ d found something.

“We don't know—not exactly. Everything went perfectly from our end. Elyn was connected to
me, Soffe and Pier, drawing our power and feeding the fire. She said they had Raintree overmatched,
that he was lodng ground—and fast. Then... something happened. It's possble he saw he couldn’t
handle the fire and retreated. Or hel's more powerful than we thought.”

Cad was dlent, and Ruben shifted uneesly on the motd bed. He'd expected Cadl to legp on the
juicy possihility that the mighty Dante Raintree had panicked and run from a fire, but as usud, Cadl was
unpredictable.

“What does Blyn say?’ Cadl findly asked. “If Raintree ran, if he stopped trying to fight the fire,
without his resstance it would have flashed over. She'd have known that, right? She'd have fdt the
urge”

“She doesn't know.” He and Elyn had discussed the events from beginning to end, trying to
pinpoint what had gone wrong. She should have fdt a surge, if one had happened—but she not only
hadn't fdt a surge, she hadn't fdt the retreat when the fire department beat back the flames. There had
to have been some sort of interference, but they were a alossto explaniit.

“Doexn’'t know? How can she not know? She's a Fire-Madter, and that was her flane She
should know everything about it from conception on.”

Cad’s tone was sharp, but no sharper than ther own tones had been when he and Blyn had
dissected the events. Elyn hadn’'t wanted the finger of blame pointed at her, of course, but she'd been
truly perplexed. “All she knows is, just as she was drawing the fire into the hotdl, she lost touch with it.
She could tdl it was dill there, but she didn't know what it was doing.” He paused. “She's tdling the
truth. | was linked to her. | could fed her surprise. She thinks there had to be some sort of interference,
maybe a protective shidd.”

“Shel smaking excuses. Shidds like that exigt only at homeplace. We ve never detected anything
like that on any of the other Raintree properties.”

“l agree. Not about Elyn making excuses, but about the imposshility of there being a shidd. She
amply asked. | told her, no, I'd have known if one were there.”

“Where were the other Raintrec?’

“They were dl accounted for.” None of the other Raintree had been close enough for their Dranir
to link to them and use their power to boost his own, as Elyn had done by linking to him and the others.
They'd pulled in people to fallow the various Raintree clat—members in Reno. There were only eght,
not counting the Dranir, and none of them had been close to the Inferno.

“S0, despite dl your assurances to me, you failed, and you don’t know why.”



“Not yet.” Ruben ever so dightly stressed the yet. “There' s one other possibility. Another person,
awoman, was with Raintree. None of us saw them being brought out because the fire engines blocked
our view, but we ve been posng as insurance adjusters and asking questions.” They hadn't raised a
sngle eyebrow; insurance adjusters were aready swvarming, and not just the ones representing Raintree's
insurance provider. Multiple vehides had been damaged. Casino patrons had lost persond property.
There had been injuries, and two deaths. Add the persond injury lawyers to the mix, and there were a lot
of people asking alat of questions; no one noticed a few more people or questions, and no one checked
credentids.

“What's her name?’

“Lorna Clay. One of the medics got her name and address. She wasn't registered at the hotel, and
the address on the paperwork wasin Missouri. It is7't vaid. I ve dready checked.”

“Goon.”

“She was evidently with Raintree from the beginning, in his office in the hotel, because they
evacuated the building together. They were in the west sairwel with a lot of other people. He directed
everyone ese out, through the parking deck, but he and this woman went in the other direction. Severd
things are suspicious. One, she wasn't burned—at dl. Two, neither was Raintree.”

“Protective bubble. Judah can congtruct them, too.” Cad’s tone went flat when he said Judah’'s
name—Judah was his legitimate hdf brother and the Ansara Dranir. Envy of Judah, bitterness that he
was the Dranir ingtead of Cadl, had eaten a Cad dl hislife

Ruben was impressed by the bubble. Smoke? Smoke had a physicd presence; any Fire-Master
could shidd from smoke. But heet was a different entity, part of the very air. Fire-Masters, even royd
ones, dill had to breathe. To somehow separate the heet from the air, to bring in one but hold the other a
bay, was afeat that went way beyond contralling fire.

“The woman,” Cadl prompted sharply, pulling Ruben from his slent admiration.

“I’ve seen copies of the satement she gave afterward. It matches his, and neither is possible, given
what we know of the timetable. | estimate he was engaged with the fire for at least hdf an hour.” That
was an eternity, in terms of surviva.

“He should have been overwhelmed. He should have spent so much energy trying to control the
firethat he couldn’'t maintain the bubble. He's the hero type,” Cadl said contemptuoudy. “He'd sacrifice
himsdf to save the people in the hotd. This should have worked. His people wouldn't have been
suspicious. They would have expected him to do the brave and honorable thing. The woman has to be
the key. She has to be gifted. He linked with her, and she fed him power.”

“Sheign't Raintree,” said Ruben. “ She has to be a stray, but they aren't that powerful. If there had
been severd of them, maybe there would have been enough energy for him to hold back the fire” He
doubted it, though. After dl, there had been four powerful Ansara, linked together, feeding it. As
powerful as Dante undoubtedly was, adding the power of one stray, even a strong one, would be like
adding a cup of water to afull bathtub.

“Fallow your own logic,” Cadl said sharply. “ Strays aren’'t that powerful, therefore she can't be a
Stray.”

“Sheign't Raintree” Ruben inssted.

“Or she ign't official Raintree” Cad didn't use the word “illegitimate” The old Dranir had
recognized him as his son, but that hadn’t given Cael precedence over Judah, even though he was the

elder. The injudtice had dways eaten a him, like a corrosive acid. Everyone around Cael had learned
never to suggest that maybe Judah was Dranir because of his power, not his birthright.

“She'd have to be of the royd bloodline to have enough power for him to hold the fire for that



long againg four of us” sad Ruben dubioudy, because that was impossble. The birth of a royd was
taken far too serioudy for one to go unnoticed. They were smply too powerful.

“So maybe sheis. Even if the split occurred a thousand years ago, the inherited power would be
undiminished.”

As genetic dominants, even if amember of one of the dans bred with a human—which they often
did—the offgoring were completely elther Ansara or Raintree. The royd families of both clans were the
maost powerful of the gifted, which was how they’d become royd in the fird place; as dominants, their
power was passed down intact. To Ruben’s way of thinking, that only reinforced his argument that, no
meatter what, a royd birth wouldn't go unnoticed for any length of time, certainly not for a millennium.

“Regardiess of what sheis where is she now?’
“At his house. He took her there lagt night, and she' s dill there.”
Cad was dlent, so Ruben amply waited while his cousin ran that through his convoluted brain.

“Okay,” Cael sad abruptly. “She has to be the key. Wherever it comes from, her power is strong
enough that he held the four of you to a draw. But that's in the past. You can't use fire again without the
bastard getting suspicious, 0 you'll have to think of something else that’ll elther look accidentd or can't
belinked to us. | don’t care how you do it, just do it. The next time | hear your voice, you'd better be
tdling me that Dante Raintree is dead. And while you're &t it, kill the woman, too.”

Cad dammed down the phone. Ruben replaced the receiver more dowly, then pinched the bridge
of hisnose. Tacticdly, killing the royal Raintrees first was smart. If you cut off the head of a snake, taking
care of the body was easy. The comparison wasn't completdly accurate, because any Raintree was a
force to be reckoned with, but so were the Ansara. With the royas dl dead, the advantage would be
theirs and the outcome inevitable.

The migtake they’ d made two hundred years ago wasin not taking care of the royd family fird, a
mistake that had had disastrous results. As a clan, the Ansara had dmost been destroyed. The survivors
had been banished to their Caribbean idand, where mogt of them remained. But they had used those two
hundred years to secretly rebuild in strength, and now they were strong enough to once more engege
their enemy. Cadl thought so, anyway, and so did Ruben. Only Judah had hed them back, preaching
caution. Judah was a banker, for God's sake; what did he know about taking risks?

Discontent in the Ansara ranks had been growing for years, and it had reached the crisgs point.
The Raintree had to die, and so did Judah. Cagl would never let him live, evenin exile.

Ruben’'s power was subgtantid. Because of that, and because he was Cadl’s cousin, he'd been
given the task of diminaing the most powerful Raintree of dl—a task made more difficult because Cael
ingged the death look accidental. The last thing he wanted was dl the Raintree svaming to the
homeplace to protect it. The power of Sanctuary was dmost mystica. How much of it was red and how
much of it was percelved, Ruben didn’'t know and didn’t care.

The plan was smple kill the royas, breach the protective shidds around Sanctuary and take the
homeplace. After that, the rest of the Raintree would be consderably weakened. Destroying them would
be child's play.

Not destroying the Ansara homeplace two centuries ago, not destroying every member of the
clan, was the mistake the Raintree had made. The Ansara wouldn't return the favor.

Ruben sat for a long time, deep in thought. Gelting to Raintree would be easier if he was
distracted. He and the woman, Lorna Clay, were evidently lovers, otherwise, why take her home with
him? She would be the easier of the two to take out, anyway—and if she were obvioudy the target rather
then Raintree, that wouldn't raise the clan’s darm.

Cadl’ s idea had been a good one: kill the woman.



Chapter 14

Monday afternoon

“ o(D hat happensif you die?” Lorna asked him, scowling as, car keys in hand, he opened the door to

the garage. “What if you have a blowout and drive off the side of the mountain? What if you have a
pulmonary embolism? What if a chicken-hauler has brake falure and flattens that little roller skate you
cdl acar? Am | stuck here? Does your little curse, or whatever, hold me here even if you're dead or
unconscious?’

Dante paused hdfway out the door, looking back a her with a hdf amused, hdf dibdieving
expression. “Chicken-hauler? Can't you think of a more dignified way for me to die?

She sniffed. “Dead is dead. What would you care?’ Then something occurred to her, something
that made her very unessy. “Uh—you can die, can't you?” What if this Stuation was even weirder then
she' d thought? What if, on the woo-woo scale of one to ten, he was a thirteen?

He laughed outright. “Now | have to wonder if you're planning to kill me”
“It sathought,” she said bluntly. “Wdl?’

He leaned againg the door frame, negligent and relaxed, and so damned sexy she dmogt had to
look away. She worked hard to ignore her physicad response to him, and mogt of the time she
succeeded, but sometimes, as now, his green eyes seemed to dmog glow, and in her imagindion she
could fed the hard, muscled framework of his body againg her once more. The fact that, twice now,
she/d fdt his erection againg her when he was holding her only made her sruggle that much more
difficult. Mutud sexud desire was a potent magnet, but just because she fdt the pull of attraction, that
didn’t mean she should act on it. Sometimes she wanted to run a traffic light, too, because it was there,
because she didn't want to stop, because she could—but she never did, because doing so would be
Supid. Having sex with Dante Raintree would fdl into the same category: stupid.

“I'm as mortd as you—amog. Thank God. As much as mortdity sucks, immortdity would be
even worse.”

Lornatook a step back. “What do you mean, almost?”

“That's another conversation, and one | don’'t have time for right now. To answer your other
question, | don’'t know. Maybe, maybe not.”

She was dmog swalowed by outrage. “What? What? You don't know whether or not I'll be
stuck hereif something happens to you, but you' re going to go off and leave me here anyway?

He gaveit a brief thought, said, “Yeah,” and went out the door.

Lorna legped and caught the door before it closed. “Don't leave me here! Please.” She hated to
beg, and she hated him for making her beg, but she was suddenly alarmed beyond reason by the thought
of being stuck here for the rest of her life.

He got into the Jaguar, cdled, “You'll be okay,” and then the clatter of the garage door risng
drowned out anything else she might have said.

Furious, she dammed the kitchen door and, in afit of pique, turned both the lock on the handle
and the dead bolt. Locking him out of his own house was usdless, since he had his keys with him, but the
annoyance vaue was worth it.

She heard the Jag backing out; then the garage door began coming down.



Damn him, damn him, damn him! He'd redly gone off and left her stranded here. No, not
stranded—chained.

Her clothes had been delivered earlier, and she' d changed out of the ruined pants—and out of his
too-big slk shirt—so he wouldn't have had to wait for her to get ready or anything. He had no reason for
leaving her here, given that he could easily prevent her from escaping with one of his damnable mind
commands.

Impotently, she glared around the kitchen. Bang a drane—king—whatever the hdl he'd
sad—had made him too big for his britches. He pretty much did whatever he fdt like doing, without
worrying about what others wanted. It was obvious he'd never been married and likely never would be,
because any woman worth her sat would—

SAt.

She looked around the kitchen and spotted the big stainless sted st and pepper shakers Stting
by the cooktop. She began opening doors urtil she found the pantry—and a very satisfying supply of sdlt.

She' d noticed he put a spoonful of sugar in his coffee. Now she very carefully poured the st out
of the st shaker, replaced it with sugar from the sugar bowl, then put the st in the sugar bowl. He
wouldn’t much enjoy that firg cup of coffeein the morning, and anything he sdted would taste redly off.

Then she got creetive.

About an hour after he left, the phone rang. Lorna looked at the cdler ID but didn't bother
answering; she wasn't his secretary. Whoever was cdling didn't leave a message.

She explored the house—well, searched the house. It was a big house for just one person. She
had no frame of reference for esimating the square footage, but she counted 9x bedrooms and seven
and ahdf baths. His bedroom took up the entire top floor, a vast expanse that covered more floor space
than mogt families of four lived in. It was very much a man’'s room, with stedl blue and light olive-green
tones dominating, but here and there—in the artwork, in an unexpected decorative bowl, in a
cushion—were splashes of deep, rich red.

There was a separate stting area, with a big-screen tdlevison that popped out of a cabinet when a
button was pushed and sank back into hiding afterward. She knew, because she found the remote and
punched dl the buttons, just to see what they would do. There was a wet bar with a amdl refrigerator
and a coffeemaker in case he didn’t want to bother going downgtairs to make his coffee or get something
to eat. She'd replaced the sugar with sdt there, too—and mixed dirt from the potted plants in with his
coffee.

Then she sat in the middle of his king-sze bed, on a mattress that fdt like a dream, and thought.

As big and comfortable as the house was, it wasv't what she would cdl a manson. It wasn't
odentatious. He liked his creature comforts, but the house dill looked like a place to be lived in, rather
than a showcase.

She knew he had money, and a lot of it—enough to afford a house ten times the Sze of this one.
Throw in the fact that he lived here done, with no daly g&ff to take care of him and his home, and she
hed to draw the obvious conclusion that his privacy was more important to him than being pampered. So
why was he forcing her to say here?

He'd sad he fdt responsible for her, but he could fed that way wherever she stayed, and because
of that damned newly discovered tdent of his for making people do whatever he wanted, she couldn’t
have Ieft if he'd commanded her to stay. Maybe he was interested in her untrained “power” and wanted
to see what he could make of it just to stidfy his curiosty. Again, she didn't have to stay here for im to
gve her lessons or conduct afew experiments on her.

He wanted to have sex with her, so maybe that was what motivated him. He could compe her to



come to him, to have sex, but he wasn't a rapist. He was possbly a lunatic, definitdy a bully, but he
waan't argpist. He wanted her to be willing, truly willing. So was he keegping her here in order to seduce
her? He couldn't do thet if he went off somewhere and Ieft her here, not to mention doing so made her
med a him.

Somehow the sex angle didn't fed right, either. If he wanted to get her in bed, making her a
prisoner wasn't the right way to win her over. Not only that, she wasn't a femme fatde, she smply
couldn’t see anyone going to such extraordinary lengths to have sex with her.

He had to have another reason, but damned if she could figure out whet it was. And until she
knew... well, there wasn't anything she could do, regardless. Unless she could somehow knock him out
and escape, she was stuck here until he was ready to let her leave.

Lagt night, from the moment the gorilla had “escorted” her away from the blackjack table and
manhandled her up to Raintreg’s office, had been a pure nightmare. One shock had followed so dosay
on the heds of another—each somehow worse than the one before—that she fdt asif she'd logt touch
with redlity somewhere dong the way.

Yedterday at this time she had been anonymous, and she liked it that way. Oh, people would
come up and talk to her, the way they did to winners, and she was okay with that, but being aone was
okay, too. In fact, being done was better than okay; it was safe.

Raintree didn't know what he was asking of her, saying here, learning how to be “gifted.” Not
that he was asking—he wasn't giving her a choice.

He d tricked her into admitting that she had a certain talent with numbers, but he didn’'t know how
nauseated she got a the thought of coming out of the paranormd closet. She would rather reman a
metaphysica garment bag, hanging in the very back.

He had grown up in an underground culture where paranorma taents were the norm, where they
were encouraged, celebrated, trained. He had grown up a prince, for God's sake. A prince of weird,
but a prince nonetheless. He had no idea what it had been like growing up in dums, skinny and unwanted
and different. There hadn’'t been a father in her picture, just an endless parade of her mother's
“boyfriends” He' d never been dapped away from the table, literdly dapped out of her chair, for saying
anything her mother could construe as weird.

Asachild, she hadn’t understood why what she said was weird. What was so wrong with saying
the bus her mother took across town to her job in a bar would be Sx minutes and twenty-three seconds
late? She had thought her mother would want to know. Instead she’ d been backhanded out of her sedt.

Numbers were her thing. If anything had a number in it, she knew what that number was. She
remembered darting firg grade—no kindergarten for her, her mother had sad kindergarten was a
stupid-ass waste of time—and the rdlief she' d fdt when someone findly explained numbersto her, asif a
huge part of hersdf had findly clicked into place. Now she had names for the shapes, meanings for the
names. All her life she'd been fascinated with numbers, whether they were on a house, a hillboard, a
taxicab or anywhere else, but it was asif they were a foreign language she couldn’'t grasp. Odd, to have
such an dfinity for them but no understanding. She had thought she was as supid as her mother had told
her she was, until she'd gone to school and found the key.

By the time she was ten, her mother had been deep into booze and drugs, and the daps had
progressed to dmog daly beetings. If her mother staggered in a night and decided she didn't like
something Lorna had done thet day or the day before—or the week before, it didn’t matter—she would
grab whatever was handy and lay into Lorna wherever she was. A lot of times Lornas trangtion from
deep to wakefulness had been a blow—to her face, her head, wherever her mother could hit her. She
hed learned to deep in a Sate of quiet terror.

Whenever she thought of her childhood, what she remembered most was cold and darkness and



fear. She had been afraid her mother would kill her, and even more afraid her mother might not bother to
come home some night. If there was one thing Lorna knew beyond doubt, it was that her mother hadn’t
wanted her before she was born and sure as hell didn't want her after. She knew because that had been
the background music of her life

She had learned to hide what numbers meant to her. The only time she'd ever told anyone—ever
—had been in the ninth grade, when she had developed a crush on a boy in her class. HeE'd been swest,
alittle shy, not one of the popular kids. His parents were very rdigious, and he was never dlowed to
attend any schoal parties, or learn how to dance, anything like that, which was okay with Lorna, because
she never did any of that Suff, ether.

They had taked alot, held hands some, kissed a little. Then Lorna, summoning up the nerve, had
shared her deegpest secret with him: sometimes she knew things before they happened.

She dill remembered the look of absolute disgust that had come over his face. “ Satan!” he'd spat
a her, and then he'd never spoken to her again. At least he hadn’t told anyone, but that was probably
because he didn’t seem to have any buddies he could tel.

She'd been sxteen when her mother redly did walk out and not bothered to come back. Lorna
hed come home from school—*home” changed locations fairly often, usudly when rent was overdue—to
find her mother’ s quff cleared out, the locks changed and her own meager collection of clothes dumped
inthe trash.

Without a place to live, she had done the only thing she could do: she had contacted the city
offidds hersdf and entered the foster system.

Living in foster homes for two years hadn’'t been great, but it hadn’t been as bad as her life had
been before. At least she got to finish high school. None of her foster parents had beaten or abused her.
None of them ever seemed to like her very much, either, but then, her mother had told her she wasn't
likegble.

She coped. After she was eighteen, she was out of the sysem and on her own. In the thirteen
years snce then—for her entire life, actualy—she had done what she could to stay below the radar, to
avoid being noticed, to never, ever be avictim. No one could rgject her if she didn’t offer hersdf.

She had sumbled into gambling in a smdl way, in a little casno on the Seminole reservation in
Horida She had won, not a whole lot, but a couple hundred dollars meant a lot to her. Later on she'd
gone in some of the casnos on the Missssppi River and won some more. Smdl casnos were
everywhere. She’ d gone to Atlantic City but hadn’t liked it. Las Vegas was okay, but too too: too much
neon, too many people, too hot, too gaudy. Reno suited her better. Smaler, but not too smdl. Better
ciimate. Eight years after that first amdl win in Florida, she regularly won five to ten thousand dollars a
week.

Tha kind of money was a burden, because she couldn’'t bring hersdf to spend much more than
she had aways spent. She didn’t go hungry now, or cold. She had a car if she wanted to pack up and
leave, but never a new one. She had bank accounts dl over the place, plus she usudly carried a lot of
cash—dangerous, she knew, but she fdt more secure if she had enough cash with her to take care of
whatever she might need. Unless and until she settled somewhere, the money was a problem, because
how many savings books and checkbooks could she be expected to cart around the country?

That was her life. Dante Raintree thought dl he had to do was educate her alittle on her talent with
numbers, and—well, what did he expect to happen? He knew nothing about her life, so he couldn’'t have
any specific changesin mind. Was she supposed to become Little Mary Sunshine? Find other people like
her, maybe develop their own little gated community, where, if you ran out of charcod lighter fluid a the
neighborhood barbecue, one of the neighbors could bregathe fire on the briquettes to light them? Maybe
she could blog about her experiences, or do tak radio.



Uh-uh. She would rather est ground glass. She liked living done, being done and depending only
on hersdf.

The phone rang again, gatling her. She scrambled across the bed to look at the cdler ID, though
why she bothered, she had no ideg; she wouldn't recognize the number of anyone cdling Dante Raintree,
anyway. She didn't answer that cdl, either.

She had sat on the bed, thinking, for so long tha the afternoon shadows were beginning to
lengthen, and she was drowsy. Thank goodness for that phone cal, or she might have falen adeep on his
bed, and wouldn't that have been an interesting Stuation when he got home? She had no intention of
playing Goldilocks.

But she was deepy, aswdl as hungry. After alate breakfast, she hadn’t had lunch. Why not eat a
light dinner now and go to bed early? She couldn’t think of any reason why she should wait for Raintree,
ance he hadn’t had the courtesy to tell her when he might be back.

Theleast he could do was call—not that she would answer the phone, but he could dways leave a
message.

Definitdy no point in wating for him. She raided the refrigerator and made a sandwich of cold
cuts, then looked at dl the books in his bookshelves—he had alot of books on paranorma suff, but she
chose a suspense novel instead—and settled down in the den to read for a while By eght o' clock she
was nodding over her book, which evidently wasn't suspenseful enough to keep her awake. The sun
hadn't quite set yet, but she didn't care; she was 4ill tired from the night before.

Fifteen minutes and one shower later, she wasin bed, curled in a warm bdl, with the sheet pulled
over her head.

The flare of a lamp being turned on woke her. She endured the usud grinding fear, the panic,
knowing that her mother wasn't there even though, dl these years later, her subconscious ill hadn't
gotten the message. Before she could relax enough to pull the sheet from over her head, the covers were
lifted and a very warm, mogtly naked Dante Raintree did into bed with her.

“What the hdl are you doing?’ she sputtered deepily, glaiing at him over the edge of the sheet.

He settled himsdf beside her and stretched one long, muscled am to turn out the lamp. “There
appears to be sand inmy bed, so I’'m deeping here”



Chapter 15

“CN) onit be silly. | couldn't leave the house, so how would | get sand? It's salt” Maybe he expected

her to deny any involvement, but that would be slly, given that she'd been the only person in the house
after he left. Maybe he aso expected her to get dl indignant and starchy because he was in bed with her,
but for some reason, she wasn't darmed. Annoyed at being awakened, yes, but not darmed.

“| stand corrected.” He used his superior muscle and weight to shove her over in the bed. “Move
over. | need more room.”

He had dready forced her out of her nice warm spot, which annoyed her even more. “Then why
didn't you get in on the other side, ingtead of meking me move?’ she grumbled as she scooted to the
other Sde of the bed, which was king-size, like every other bed in the house.

“You're the one who put sdt inmy bed.”

The sheets were cold around her, making her curl in a tighter bal than usud. Even the pillow was
cold. Lornalifted her head and pulled the pillow from beneeth her, tossing it on top of him.

“Givememy pillow. Thisone's cold.”

He made a grumbling sound, but pushed the warm pillow toward her and tucked the other pillow
under his head. She snuggled down into the warmth; the soft fabric dready had his scent on it, which
waan't a bad thing, she discovered. She had known him only a short time, but a lot of it had been spent in
close contact with him. The primitive part of her brain recognized his scent and was comforted.

“Whet timeisit?’ she asked drowsly, aready drifting back to deep.

“You know what timeit is. It's a number. Think about it.” He sounded drowsy himsdf.

She had never thought of time as a number, but as soon as she did, the image of three numbers
popped into her head. “One-oh-four.”

“Bingo.”

Mildy pleased, she went to deep.

She woke before he did, which wasn't surprisng, given how early she’d gone to bed and how late

he' d gotten in. She lay there through the tense expectation of being hit, then dowly relaxed. The bed was
toasty warm; he gave off so much heat that she could fed the warmth even though they weren’t touching.

Segpily curious to see if the time thing worked again, she thought of time as a series of numbers
and immediatdy saw a four, a five and a one. She pulled the sheet from over her head; the room was
getting a little brighter. Without any way to check—short of getting out of bed and going down to the
kitchen, which she wasn't willing to do—she supposed four fifty-one was close enough. How handy was
thet, to not need a clock?

Dante was lying on his Side, facing her, one arm bent under his head, his bresthing dow and deep.
The room was dill too dim for her to make out many details, but that was okay, because she wasn't
reedy for detalls yet; the general impression was sexy enough as things were.

What was a woman supposed to think when a hedlthy, heterosexua man dept with her for the firgt
time and didn’'t even try to cop a fed? That something was wrong with her? That he wasn't attracted to
her?

She thought he was dangeroudy intdligent and intuitive.
Sex was definitdy part of ther rdationship, if knowing someone for roughly thirty-sx hours could



be described as a rdationship. Some of those thirty-sx hours had seemed years long, especidly the firg
four or five. She couldn’t say that ther time together had been qudity time, either. On the other hand,
gnce she hadn't seen him a his best, she thought she might know him better than someone who had
known him for a much longer time but only in a socid setting, so she wasn't surprised that he hadn’t
made a pass a her during the night.

She wasn't ready for sex with him, might never be ready, and he knew that. If he'd tried to sorm
the barricades, as it were, she would have giffened her resstance. By smply desping with her and not
meking any overtly sexud moves, he was, in a way, counteracting those fird terrible hours together and
meking sex a possihility, at leadt.

He wasn't even naked, though the boxers hed worn to bed didn't cover much. She wasn't
naked, ether; he'd had all her clothes brought to her, so she was degping in her usud cotton pgjameas.
Perversdly, because he hadn’t tried to have sex, she began to wonder what it would be like if they
did—then suspected that he’' d known that would be her reaction.

Sex was't easy for her. She didn't trust eedly; she didn't arouse eadily. Voluntarily giving up her
persona sense of privacy was difficult, and the payback was usudly not worth the cost. She liked the fed
of sex, and when she thought about it in the abstract, she wanted it. The redlity, though, was that the
execution didn't live up to the expectation. Regardless of what she was doing, she seldom relaxed
completely, which she thought good sex probably required.

The thing was, she was more relaxed with Dante than she'd been in a long, long time. He knew
whet she was, knew she was different, and he didn't care—because he was even more different than she
was. She didn't have to hide anything with him, because she didn’'t care if he liked her or not. She
catanly hadn't tried to hide her temper or sweeten her tart tongue. Likewise, she had no soft-focus
ideas about his character. She knew he was ruthless, but she aso knew he wasn't mean. She knew he
was autocratic, but thet he tried to be considerate.

So maybe she could let hersdf go and redly enjoy sex with him. She didn’'t have to worry about
his ego; if he started going too fadt, she could tdl him to dow down, and if he didn’t like that... tough. She
wouldn’'t have to worry about his pleasure; he would see to that himsdf.

She wondered if he took histime, or if he liked to get down to business.

She wondered how hig he was.

Maybe she could relax enough to enjoy it, and even if she didn't, a least she could satisfy her
curiosity.

With a suddenness that startled her, he threw back the covers and got out of bed. “Where are you
going?’ she asked, surprised when he headed toward the door instead of the bathroom.

“It ssunrise” was dl he said.

And? The sun rose every day. Did he mean he dways got up & this time, even when he'd had
only four hours deep? Or did he have an early gppointment?

She didn't follow him. She had her own appointment—with the bathroom. She aso wanted to
give him enough time to have that first cup of coffee.

When she Ieft her room forty-five minutes later, after having made the bed and put away her
clothes, she went to the kitchen but found it empty. A pot of coffee had been made, however, and she
amiled with satisfaction.

Where was he? In the shower?

She didn't intend to stand around waiting for him to make an appearance. She was in the living
room, heading toward her bedroom, when he appeared on the ba cony two floors above.



“Come up here,” he cdled down. “I'll be outside.”

His bedroom had a deck—or was it a bacony, too?—that faced east. She had looked at it
yesterday, but hadn’'t gone out, because his damn command had kept her from stepping outside. There
were two comfortable-looking chairs and a smdl table out there, and she'd thought it must be a
comfortable place to gt in the afternoon when the sun had passed its gpex and that side of the house was
shaded.

She went up the two flights of stairs to his bedroom. His bed, she noticed, had been stripped; that
gave her a sense of satisfaction. She could see im Stting in one of the chairs outside, so she went to the
open French door. Coffee cup in hand, he sat with his head tilted back a little, his eyes dmog closed
agang the brilliance of the bright morning sun, the expression on his face dmogt... blissful.

“You're handy with the sdt, aren’'t you?” he said neutrdly, Spping the coffee, but she sensed he
wasn't angry. Of course, the coffee from the kitchen wasn't dirt-flavored. When he made the next pot of
coffeein here, he might not be as sanguine about things.

13 %b&k_”
“I guessed.”

He didn't say anything else, and after a moment she shifted her weight. “Was that dl you wanted,
just to say that?’

He looked around, asif he'd drifted off into a reverie and was fantly surprised by her presence.
“Don't just stand there, come out here and St down.”

Jugt thinking about doing so gave her the sense of running into awal. “I can’'t.”

That got a quick smile from him as he redized she was dill housebound. He didn’'t say anything,
but immediatdy the mentd wal disappeared.

“Crap,” she said, stlepping outsde and going to St beside him.
“What?’

“You didn't say anything, you just thought it. I'd hoped you had to speak the command out loud,
thet | had to hear it, before it would work.”

“Sorry. All | haveto do isthink it. | was tempted to use the gift yesterday afternoon and tdl a few
peaple to go jump in the lake, but | restrained mysdf.”

“You'reasant anong men,” she sad dryly, and he gave her aquick grin.

“| was dedling with the media, so, conddering the levd of temptation, | tend to agree with you.”
Media, huh? No wonder he had refused to take her with him.

“| cdled last night to tdl you | wouldn't make it back until late, but you didn’t answer the phone.”
“Why would 17 1'm not your secretary.”

“The cdl was for you.”

“l didn’t know that, did 17’

“I left a message for you.”

“l didn't hear it.” The answering machine was in the kitchen; she'd been in his bedroom when the
last phone cdl came in, which mugt have been him cdling her.

“That's because you didn't bother to play it back.” He sounded annoyed now.
“Why would 1?7 I’'m not—"
“My secretary. | know. You're apanin the ass, you know that?’



“I try,” she said, giving him a gmile that was more a baring of her teeth than anything related to
humor.

He grunted and sipped coffee for a while. Lorna pulled her bare feet up in the chair and looked
out over the mountains and broad valeys, enjoying being outsde after an entire day cooped up in the
house. The morning was cool enough to make her wish she had on socks, but not so cool that she was
forced to go insde.

“Do you want to go with me today?”" hefindly asked, with obvious reluctance.
“Depends. What are you doing?’

“Overseaing cleanup, taking to insurance adjusters, and | dill don't have an answer to why two
detectives were asking questions immediatdly after the fire, so I'm pursuing that by going directly to the
source.”

“Sounds like fun.”

“I'm glad someone thinks s0,” he said wryly. “Get ready and we'll eat breskfast out. For some
reason, | don't trust the food here”



Chapter 16

Tuesday morning, 7:30 a.m.

gheman gtting concealed behind some scrub brush had been in place since before dawn, when he had
relieved the unlucky fool who had been on survellance duty dl night. When he saw the garage door
diding up, he grabbed the binoculars hanging by a strap around his neck and trained them on the house.
Red brake lights glowed in the dimness of the garage; then a deek Jaguar began backing out.

He picked up aradio and keyed the microphone. “He s leaving now.”

“Ishe done?’

“l can't tell—no, the woman iswith him.”

“Ten-four. I'll be ready.”

His job done for the moment, he let the binoculars fdl before the light glinting on the lenses gave
him away. He could rdax now. Following Raintree wasn't his job.

“Has the fire marshd said yet how the fire started?’ Lorna asked as they drove down the steep,
winding road. The air was very clear, the sky a deep blue bowl. The shadows thrown by the moring sun
sharply delinested every bush, every boulder.

“Only that it started around a utility closet.”

She stled the shoulder strap of the seat belt so the nylon was't rubbing againgt her neck. “So
have one of your mind readers take a peek and tdl you what the fire marshd thinks”

Dante had to laugh. “Y ou seem to think there are alot of us, that | have an amy of gifted people |
cancdl on”

“Wel, don't you?’

“Scattered around the world. Here in Reno, there are nine, induding mysdf. None of them are
gifted with telepathy.”

“You mean you can't cdl your strongest telepath, tdl him—"
“Her.”
“—her the fire marshd’s name, and she could do it from wherever sheis?’

“The telepath ismy sigter, Mercy, and she could do it only if she aready knew the fire marshd. If
she were megting himin person, she could do it. But a cold reading, a a distance of roughly twenty-five
hundred miles, on a stranger? Doesn’'t work that way.”

“l guess that's good—waell, unless you need a stranger’s mind read from a few thousand miles
away. | suppose this means mind reading isn't one of your talents” She hoped not, anyway. If he'd read
her mind that morning...

“l can communicate telepathicaly with Gideon and Mercy, if we ddiberately lower our shieds, but
we' re more comfortable with the shiddsin place. Mercy was a nosy little kid. Then, when she got older,
she wanted to make sure we couldn’t pop into her head without warning, so she armored up, t00.”

“What dl can you do? Other than play with fire and this mind-control thing.”
“Languages. | can understand any language, which comes in handy when | travel. That's cdled



xenoglossy. Um... you know | have a mild empathic gift. Something that's fun is that | can make cold
light, psycholuminescence. That's usudly called witch light.”

“Bet that comes in handy when the eectricity goes off.”

“It has on occasion,” he admitted, smiling. “It was especidly fun when | was a kid, and Mom
made me turn out the light and go to bed.”

Tha sort of home life was as dien to her as if he'd grown up on Mars, and it made her fed
vagudy uneasy. To get away from the subject, she asked, “Anything ese?’

“Not to any great degree.”

She lapsed into slence, mulling over dl that information. There was so much she didn't know
about this guff. From the way Dante talked about himsdf and hisfamily, their gifts had evolved with age,
and their skills had grown like any other kill, through congtant use. If she began learning more about
what she could do, would she find more abilities within her power? She wasn't certain she wanted that.
In fact, she was dmogt certain she didn’t. Enough was enough.

Now tha she was away from his house, she fdt exposed and vulnerable. Though his autocratic
way of keeping her there had been maddening, maybe he'd had the right idea. She had been insulated
from the world there, able to more camly think about being one of the gifted—abet a lonly “sray”
rather than a Raintree or Ansara, which she likened to being a Volkswagen as compared to, wel, a
Jaguar—because she hadn't had to guard hersdlf. With every minute they drew closer to Reno, and with
every minute she grew more and more anxious. By the time he sent the Jaguar prowling up the on-ramp
to the interstate and they joined with heavy traffic, she was dmost in a panic.

Old habits and patterns were very hard to break. A lifeime of caution and secrecy couldn’'t be
eedly changed. What was easy enough to contemplate while in seclusion seemed entirdly different in the
red world. Lorna's mother hadn’'t been the only person in her life to react so negetively to her aility.
Dante could cdl it agift dl he wanted, but in her lifeit had been more of a curse.

She fdt suddenly dizzy and sck at just the thought of getting deeper into this new world than she
dready was. Nothing would change. If she let anyone know, she would be leaving hersdf open for
exploitation at the best, ridicule or persecution at the worst.

“What'swrong?’ Dante asked sharply, glanaing over at her. *Y ou're dmost hyperventilating.”

“l don’t want to do this” she said, teeth chattering from sudden cold. “I don’'t want to be part of
this | don’t want to learn how to do more.”

He muttered a curse, gave a quick look over his shoulder to check traffic, and dotted the Jaguar
between a semi and a frozen-pizza truck. At the next exit, he peded off the interstate. “Take a deep
breath and hald it,” he said, as he pulled into the parking lot of a McDondd's. “Damn it, | should have
thought—this iswhy you need training. | told you that you're a sengitive. Y ou're picking up dl the energy
patterns around you—heas to be dl the traffic—and it's throwing you into overload. How in hdll did you
ever function? How did you survivein acasino, of dl places?’

Obedient to his earlier suggestion, Lorna sucked in the deepest bresth she could and hdld it. Was
she hyperventilating? she wondered dimly. She supposed she was. But she was cold, so cold, the way
she' d been in Dante' s office before the fire

He put a cdming hand on her bare arm, frowning a little when he fdt how icy her skin was.
“Focus” he said. “Think of your sengtivity as this shining, faceted crystd, picking up the sun and
throwing rainbows dl around you. Envison it. Or if you don't like crystas, make it something dse fragile
and breakable. Are you doing that? Can you see it in your imagination?’

She gtruggled to concentrate. “What shape crysta? Hexagona ? How many sides does it have?’

“What difference does it—never mind. It's round. The crystd is round and faceted. Got it?’



She formed a mentd picture of around crysta, only hers was mirrored. It didn't throw rainbows,
it threw reflections. She didn't mention that, though. Concentrating helped dispd that dehilitating
coldness, so she waswilling to think of crystasdl day. “Got it.”

“Okay. A halgorm is coming. The crystd will be shattered unless you build a shelter around it.
Later you can come back and build a redly strong shdlter around it, but right now you have to use
whatever materials you have a hand. Look around. What do you see that you can use to protect the
cysd?

In her mind she looked around, but no handy bricks and mortar were nearby. There were some

bushes, but they weren't sturdy. Maybe she could find some flat rocks and start stacking them in layers
to form a barrier.

“Hurry,” he said. “You only have afew minutes”
“There are some rocks here, but not enough of them.”

“Then think of something else. The halstones are the sze of gdf bals. They'll knock the rocks
down.”

In her mind she glared a him; then, desperate and unable to think of anything ese, she mentdly
dropped to her knees and began scooping a hole in the sandy dirt. The sides of the hole were soft and
kept caving in, SO she scooped some more. She could hear the sorm gpproaching with a thunderous roar
as the hal battered everything in its path. She had to get under shelter hersdf. Was the hole deep
enough? She put the crystd in the hole, and hurriedly began raking dirt around and over it. No, it was too
shdlow; the crysta bdl wasn't completdly underground. She began raking dirt from a wider circle, piling
it on top of the crystal. Thefirg halstone hit her shoulder, ablow like afigt, and she knew the dirt wasn't
going to do the job. With no time left and no other choice, she threw her own body over the dirt
mounded over the crystd, protecting it with her life

She shook hersdf out of theimage and glared at him. “Well, that didn’'t work,” she snapped.

He was leaning very close, his green eyes intent on her face, his hand ill on her am. “What did
you do?’

“| threw mysdf on the hand grenade, so to speak.”
“What?'

“l was trying to bury the damn crysta but | couldn’t get it deep enough, so | threw mysdf on top
of it and the hallstones beat me to death. No offense, but your imegery sucks.”

He snorted and released her arm, Stting back in his seat. “That wasn't my imagery, it was yours”
“Y ou thought of the stupid crystd.”

“Yeah. It worked, too, didn't it?’

“Whet did?’

“Theimeagery. Are you ill feding—! don’'t know how you were feding, but I'd guess it was as if
you were being attacked from dl sdes.”

Lorna paused. “No,” she said thoughtfully. “I'm not feding that now. But it waan't as if | were
being attacked. It was more of an anxious feding, a sense of doom. Then | got so cold, just the way | did
inyour office before the fire”

“Only then? You've never fdt overwhdmed like that except in my office?” He considered the
idea, frowning alittle

She rubbed the back of her neck, feding the knots of tenson. “Contrary to what you seem to
think, | could pretty much go anywhere and do anything without feding dl those swirls and currents, or



like the world was coming to an end. | thought you were the one doing dl of it, remember?” Whatever
this new suff was, she didn’t likeit at dl. She wasn't a happy-go-lucky person, never had been—it was
tough to be Little Miss Sunshine when you were getting slapped every time you opened your mouth—but
neither had she fdt hopeless, overwhemed by a dark despair that went way beyond depression.

“I'm not a sendtive,” he said. “I’ve never fdt what you're describing. | know | give off a force
fidd of energy, because other sendtives have picked up onit, but no one has ever said | made them fed
asif the world was coming to an end.”

“Maybe they didn’t know you theway | do,” she said swestly.

“You'reright about that,” he replied, amiling alittle, and just that fast the ar between them became
heavy and hot, as if a summer thunderstorm were approaching. His gaze dipped down to her breasts,
stroked over the curves with an dmog physcd sensation. He'd never touched her breasts, hadn't
touched her sexudly at dl unless she counted the times she'd been able to fed his erection agang her.
Come to think of it, that was pretty damn sexud. With a jolt of sdlf-honesty, she redized she'd liked
knowing she could make him hard; thinking of how he'd fdt made her abdomind muscles clench, low in
her belly.

How could he do that, make her respond so fast? Her nipples beaded, so that every breath she
took scraped them againgt her bra, which made them even harder. She dmost hunched her shoulders to
relieve the pressure, but she knew that would be a dead giveaway. Her bra was substantia enough that
he couldn’t see her excitement, which was a good thing. He might suspect, from the heightened color she
could fed in her cheeks, but he couldn’t know.

His gaze flashed up, caught hers. Sowly, but not at dl hestantly, he lifted his hand and rubbed the
back of one finger over her Ieft nipple, letting her know that she' d been wrong: he knew. Her cheeks got
hotter, and she fdt that deicious denching again, the softening deep ingde. If she hadn’'t been thinking
about having sex with him... if she hadn’t been thinking just a couple of hours ago about seeing him
naked... maybe she wouldn't have responded so readily. But she had been, and she did.

“When you're ready,” he said, holding her gaze a moment longer. Then he dropped his hand and
nodded toward the fast-food restaurant. “Let’s go get breskfast.”

He had his door open and was getting out when, in tones of astonishment, she said, “Y ou brought
meto get breakfast a McDonald’ s?”

“It' s those golden arches,” he said. “They get to me every time”



Chapter 17

“ 8 hey’re going into McDondd's” one of the Ansara watchers reported.

“St tight,” said Ruben McWilliams, stting on the bed in his motel room. Why the hdl didn’t motels
put the damn phone on the stupid little table so a man could st in a chair when he talked on the phone,
ingtead of Stting hunched over on an uncomfortable mattress? “Keep them in Sght, but don't get any
closer. Something spooked him. Let me know when they leave”

Something had prompted Raintree to abruptly cut across two lanes of traffic and take the exit
ramp a seventy miles an hour, but Ruben doubted it was a sudden urge for a McMuffin. It wasn't as if
he couldn’t have gone another couple of exits and found another McDonald's, without the dangerous
maneuver.

He didn't think it was anything his people had done that had caused the aberrant behavior, but he
wasn't on-site, so he couldn’'t be certain. His people were supposed to watch and follow, that was dl.
Raintree wasn't a dairvoyant, so he shouldn’t have picked up any warning that way, but he could have
hed a premonition. Premonition was such a common &bility, even ordinary humans had it. Raintree might
have fdt a twinge of uneasiness, but because he was one of the gifted, he would never digmiss the
warning; he would act on it, where mogt ordinary humans would not.

Snce there had been no immediate danger—that would come later—maybe he'd sensed an
accident in hisimmediate future if he stayed on the interstate, so he' d gotten off a the next exit. That was
possible. There were dways varigbles.

Saging the planned incident hadn’t been possible on such short notice. They hadn’t known when
Raintree would leave his house, or where he would go when he did. Now that they had atal on him, they
could direct the amigos to him wherever he was; then they would fdl back and let the amigos do their
job.

Over aMcMuffin, Dante said, “Tdl me exactly what you fdt when you were in my office”

Lorna spped her coffeg, thinking. After the weird fedings sheé'd had in the car, shed wanted
something hot to drink, even though Dante had dispelled dl the physica chill. The heat of the coffee
couldn’t touch the remnant of mentd chill she dill fdt, but it was comforting anyway.

She searched through her memory. It was normdly excdlent anyway, but everything had
happened so recently that the details were dill fresh in her mind. “You scared the crap out of me” she
findly replied.

“Because you' d been caught cheating?’ he prompted when she didn’t immediately go on.

“l didn't cheet,” she ingsted, scowling at him. “Knowing something isn't the same as chesting. BLt,
no, it wasn't that. Once, in Chicago, | was going home one night and was about to take a shortcut
through an dley. | used the dley alot—so did a bunch of people. But that night, | couldn’t. | froze. Have
you ever fdt a fear s0 intense it made you sick? It was like that. | backed out of the dley and took
another way home. The next morning a woman's mutilated body was found in that dley.”

“Presentiment,” he said. “A gift that saved your life”

“| fdt the same way when | saw you.” She saw by his expression that he didn't like that at al, but
he' d asked, s0 shetold him. “| fdt asif this huge force just... dammed into me. | couldn’'t breathe. | was
arad I’d pass out. But then you said something, and the panic went away.”

He sat back in the booth, frowning. “You weren't in any danger from me. Why would you have



such a strong reaction?’
“You're the expert. You tdl me”

“My fird reaction to you was that | wanted you naked. Unless you're terrified of sex, and | don’t
think you are—" he gave her a hooded look that had her nipples tightening again “—you weren't picking
up anything from me that would cause you to fed that way.”

Heat agan pooled low in her bdly, and it wasn't from the coffee. Because they were in
McDondd's and there was a four-year-old Stting in the booth behind her, she looked away and forcibly
removed her thoughts from going to bed with him. “At least part of it was from you,” she ingsted. “I
remember thinking that even the air fdt different, dien, something I'd never fdt before. When you got
closer, | could tdl the feding came from you. Y ou' re a dangerous man, Raintree.”

He just watched her, waiting for her to continue, because he couldn’t accurately deny that
particular charge.

“l could fed you,” she said, her voice low as she became mired in the memory. “Rulling & me,
amaod like a touch. The candles were going wild. | wanted to run, but | couldn’t move.”

“I was touching you,” he said. “In my imagingion, anyway.”

Remembering how she’' d been snagged by his sexud fantasy, drawn in, stole her breath. “1 knew
something was wrong,” she whispered. “1 wasn't in contral. | fdt asif I’d been caught in a power surge
that kept blinking out, and then coming back, pushing me off balance. Then | got so cold, just like in the
car. Not anormd cold, with chill bumps and shivering, but something so intense it made my bones hurt.
Then that feding of dread came back, the same feding | had in the dley. You were taking about how |
was sendtive to the currents in the room—"

“l was taking about sexud currents,” he said wryly. “The summer soldtice is in a few days, and
contral is more difficult when there’'s so much sunshine. That's why the candles were dancing. | was
turned on, and my power kept flaring.”

Lorna thought about that. She'd been attracted to him from the firg moment she'd looked himin
the eyes. Regardiess of the fear and panic she'd fdt at firs, when she had met his gaze, she'd fdlen
headlong into lus. The debilitating coldness had come afterward and hadn't affected her physcd
response to him, because when the coldness I€ft, the attraction remained—unchanged.

“The cold went away,” she said. “Like something had been pressng me into the chair and then
suddenly was gone. | thought | might fl out of the chair, because I’d been pushing back so hard, and dl
of a sudden the pressure was gone. That was it. We talked some more, and then the fire darm went off.
End of scene, beginning of even more weirdness.”

“And you fdt the same thing in the car?’

She nodded. “Exactly the same. Except for the sex. The farther we got from the house, the more
anxious and depressed | fdt, asif | were redly exposed and vulnerable. Then | got redly cold.”

“You were ddfinitdy picking up on externa negative energies, probably from the traffic around us.
Y ou never know who'sin the car beside you. Could be someone you wouldn't want to meet even on a
crowded street a high noon. What puzzles me iswhy you fdt the same way in my office” He shook his
head. “Unless you sensed the fire that was about to burn down the casino, which is possble, if you have
some precognitive gbility.”

“I think | might, but only as things relate to numbers.” She told him about the 9/11 flight numbers,
and the fact that she hadn't had any visons of arplane crashes or buildings burning, just the flight
numbers interjecting themsaves into her subconscious. “What | fdt before the fire was different. Maybe
it's because I'm—"

She stopped and glared a him. He raised his eyebrows. “You're... wha?’



“l have a hang-up about fire” He waited, and, exasperated, she findly sad, “I'm afrad of it
okay?’

“Anyone with any intdligence is cautious of fire. I'm cautious with it.”

“Itign't caution. I'm afraid of it. Asinterrified. | have nightmares about being trapped in a burning
building” He might be cautious with fire, she thought, but it dill turned him on. He would make a
Jim-dandy firebug. Standing in the burning casno, she had fdt his fascination and gppreciation for the
flames, fdt his excitement, because he had expressed it very physicdly. “ Anyway, maybe that’ swhy | fdlt
30 panicked then, and so anxious. But why would | fed that way today—unless you' re going to force me
into another burning building in the next hour or o, in which case tdl me now, so | can kill you.”

He laughed as he gathered up the debris of their med, loading it on the plagtic tray. She did from
the booth, waking ahead of him as they |€ft the restaurant. “Where to now?’

“The hotdl.”
They were back on the interstate within a minute. Dante danted a glance at her. “Feding okay?”
“| fed fine. | don’t know what was going on.”

She did fed fine. She was riding around in a Jag with the most unusud man she'd ever met, and
ghe was thinking about going to bed with him. She glanced over a him, thinking of how he'd looked
wearing just those boxers, and feding the pleasant warmth of anticipation.

She liked watching him drive. Sunday night, going to his house, she hadn’t been in any shape to
appreciate the smoothness, the economy of motion, with which he handled a car. Good driving was very
sexy, she thought. The play of musdles in his forearms, bared by the short-deeved polo shirt he was
wearing, was incredibly sexy. He had to work out somewhere, on aregular bass, to keep that fit.

They were cruisng in the middle lane. A car with aloud muffler was coming up from the right, and
she saw him glance in the rearview mirror. “Idiots,” he muttered, smoothly accderating into the Ieft lane.
Lornaturned her head to see what he was taking about. A battered white Dodge, gray smoke belching
from its exhaust, was coming up fast. She could see severd people indde it. What had prompted Dante
to move over and give them plenty of room was the blue Nissan right on the bumper of the Dodge.

“That's an accident walting to happen,” she said, just as the blue Nissan swung into the middle
lane, the one they had just vacated, and shot forward until it was even with the white Dodge. The Nissan
swerved toward the Dodge, and the driver of the Dodge dammed on his brakes, sdting off a chan
reaction of squediing brakes and smoking tires behind him. The Nissan’s motor was screaming as the car
drew even with Dante and Lorna. Inside, she could see four or five Hispanics, laughing and pointing back
a the Dodge.

Treffic on the interstate was fairly heavy, as usud, but not so heavy that the driver of the white
Dodge wasn't now rapidly ganing on them.

“Gangs” Dante said in a clipped voice, braking to let the ralling disaster that was unfolding get
ahead of him. He couldn’t go faster, because there was a car ahead of him; he couldn’t get around the
car, because the blue Nissan was right beside them, boxing him in. No one in the Nissan seemed to be
paying attention to them; they were dl watching the Dodge. If anything, the Nissan’s driver let up on the
gas pedd, asif he wanted the Dodge to catch up.

“Shit!” Dante swerved as far as he could to the left as the Dodge pulled even with the Nissan.
Lorna saw a blur as the I€eft rear passenger in the Dodge rolled down his window and stuck out a gun;
then Dante' s right hand closed over her shoulder in agrip that seemed to go to the bone, and he yanked
her forward and down as the window beside her head shattered in a thousand pieces. There were
severd deep, fla booms, punctuated by lighter, more rapid cracks, then a soul-jarring impact as Dante
spun the steering whed and sent them skidding into the concrete barrier.



Chapter 18

6 omehow Dante had pulled her shoulder free of the seat belt’s shoulder strap, but the Igp belt tightened

with a jerk. Something grazed the right Sde of her head and hit her right shoulder so hard and fast it
dammed her backward, and she ended up facedown, with her upper body lying across the console and
twiged between the bucket seats. All the horrible screeching noises of tires and crushed metd had
stopped, and a strange slence filled the car. Lorna opened her eyes, but her vison was blurred, so she
closed them again.

Shel'd never been in a car accident before. The sheer speed and violence of it sunned her. She
didn't fed hurt, just... numb, asif a giant had picked her up and body-dammed her to the ground. The
hurting part would probably arrive soon enough, she thought fuzzily. The impact had been so ferocious
that she was vagudy surprised she was dive.

Dantel What about Dante?

Spurred by that urgent thought, she opened her eyes again, but the blurriness perssted and she
couldn’'t see him. Nothing looked familiar. There was no steering whedl, no dashboard... .

She blinked and dowly redized that she was saing a the backseat. And the blurriness was...
fog? No—smoke. She heaved upward in abrupt panic, or tried to, but she couldn’'t seem to get any
leverage.

“Lorna?’

His voice was srained and harsh, as if he were having difficulty spesking, but it was Dante. It
came from somewhere behind and above her, which made no sense.

“Hre” she managed to say, trying to kick her legs. For some reason she could move only her fest,
which was reassuring anyway snce they were the farthest away; if they could move, everything between
there and her soine must be okay.

“Not fire—air bags. Are you hurt?’

If anyone would know whether or not there was afire, Dante was that person. Lorna took a deep
breath, rdaxing alittle. “I don’t think so. You?’

“I'm okay.”
She was in such an awkward pogtion that pan was shooting through her back muscles.
Squirming, she managed to work her left arm from beneath her and push with her hand againg the back

floorboard, trying to lift hersdf up and around so she could dide back into her seat. “Wait,” Dante said,
grabbing her am. “There' s glass everywhere. You'll cut yoursdf to shreds.”

“l have to move. This podtion is murder on my back.” But she stopped, because the mentd image
of what diding across broken glass would do to her skin wasn't a good one.

There were shouts from outside, coming nearer, as passersby stopped and ran to ther ad.
Someone beat on Dante's window. “Hey, man! Y ou okay?’

“Yeeh.” Dante raised his voice so he could be heard. She fdt his hand againgt her sde as he tried
to release his seat belt. The latch was jammed; he gave a lurid curse, then tried once more. On the third
try, it popped open. Freed from its restraint, he shifted around, and she fdt his hands running down her
legs “Your right foot's tangled in the air bag. Can you move... ” His hand closed over her ankle. “Move
your knee toward me and your foot toward your window.”

Easer sad than done, she thought, because she could scarcely maneuver a dl. She managed to



ahift her right knee just alitile

The man outside Dante’'s window grabbed the door handle and tried to pull it open, shaking the
car, but the door was jammed. “Try the other sde!” she heard Dante yell.

“Thiswindow's busted out,” said another man, leaning in the front passenger window—or where
it had been—and asking urgently, “Are you guys hurt?’

“We're okay,” Dante said, leening over her and pushing on her right ankle while he turned her
foot.

The trap holding her foot relaxed alittle, which et her move her knee a bit more. “This proves one
thing,” she sad, panting from the effort of that amdl shift.

“Point your toes like a balerina What does it prove?’
“I’m definitdy—ouch!—not precognitive. | didn't see this coming.”
“| think it's safe to say neither of usisa precog.” He grunted, then said, “Here you go.” With one

lagt tug, her foot was free. To the man leaning in the window he said, “Can you find a blanket or
something to throw over this glass so you can pull her out?’

“l don’t need pulling,” Lorna grumbled. “If | can shift around, I'll be able to dimb out.”

“Judt be patient,” Dante said, turning so he could dide his right am under her chest and shoulders
and support her waght allittle to give her muscles some rest.

They could hear srens blagting through the dry air, but gill some distance away.

A new face, red and perspiring, and bdonging to a burly guy wearing a Caterpillar cap, appeared
in the broken window. “Had a blanket in my deeper,” he said, leaning in to arrange the fabric over the
seet, then folding the excess into a thick pad to cover the shards of glass dill stuck in the broken window.

“Thank you,” Lorna said fervently as Dante began levering her upright into the seat. Her muscles
were screaming from the strain, and the relief of being in a more natural position was so intense that she
amaos groaned.

“Here you go,” said the truck driver, reaching through once more and grasping her under the arms,
hauling her out through the broken window before she could do it under her own steam.

She thanked him and everyone else who had reached out to help, then turned and got her firs
look at the car as Dante came out with the lithe grace of a race car driver, as if exiting through a window
was something he did every day.

But as cool and sexy as he made his exit 1ook, what stunned her to Sllence was the car.

The degant Jaguar was nothing but crumpled and torn sheet metd. It had skidded dmost hdfway
around, the front end crushed againg the concrete barrier, the driver’'ssdedmost at a T to the oncoming
traffic. If another car had plowed into them after they hit the barrier, Dante would be dead. She didn't
know why no other vehide had smashed into them; traffic had been heavy enough tha it was naothing
short of amiracle. She looked at the snarled pileup of cars and trucks and SUV's stopped at dl angles, as
if people had been locking down their brakes and skidding. There was a three-car fender bender in the
right lane, about fifty yards down, but the people were out of ther vehicles examining the damage, so

they were okay.
She wasn't okay. The bottom had dropped out of her ssomach, and her heart fdt as if someone
had punched her in the chest. She had a very clear memory of Dante spinning the steering whed, sending

the Jaguar into a controlled skid—turning the passenger sde away from the spew of bullets and his sde
toward the oncoming traffic.

She was going to kill him.



He had no right to take that sort of risk for her. None. They weren't lovers. They'd met less than
forty-eight hours before, under redly terrible circumstances, and for mogt of thet time she would gladly
have pushed him into traffic hersdf.

How dare he be a hero? She didn’t want him to be a hero. She wanted him to be someone whose
absence wouldn't hurt her. She wanted to be able to wak away from him, whole and content unto
herdf. She didn’'t want to think about him afterward. She didn’t want to dream about him.

Her father hadn't cared enough to stick around, assuming he'd even known about her. She had no
red idea who he was—and neither had her mother. Her mother certainly wouldn't have risked a nail,
much less her life, to save Lorna from anything. So what was this... this stranger doing, putting his own
life in danger to protect her? She hated him for doing this to her, for meking himsdf someone whose
footprint would dways be on her heart.

What was she supposed to do now?

She turned her head, searching for him. He was only a few feet away, which she supposed made
sense, because if he d moved any farther away than that she would have been compelled to follow him.
He wouldn't lift that damned mind control he used to shackle her, but he'd risk hislife for he—the jerk.

He normdly kept hislongish black har brushed back, but now it was fdling around his face. There
was athin line of blood pendiling down hisleft cheek from a amal, puffy cut high on his cheekbone. The
skin around the wound was swdling and turning dark. His left arm looked bruised, too; the span from his
wrig dmogt to his elbow was a dark red. He wasn't cradling his am or swiping at his cheek, any of the
things people inginctivdy did when they were hurt. Hisinjuries might as well not exist for dl the attention
he paid them.

He looked in complete command of himsdf and the Stuation.

Lorna thought she might be sick, she was so angry. What he'd done wasn't far—not that he'd
seemed concerned about fairness before now anyway.

Asif he were attuned to her thoughts, his head turned sharply and his gaze zeroed in on her. With
two swift strides he was beside her, taking her arm. “You don’t have any color at dl in your face. You
should gt down.”

“I'mfing” she said automaticaly. A sudden breeze blew a curtain of hair across her face, and she
lifted her hand to push it back. Two RPD patrol cars were approaching on the other side of the highway,
grens blaring, and she dmost had to shout to make hersdf heard. “I’'m not hurt.”

“No, but you've had a shock.” He raised his voice, too, turning his head to watich the patrol cars
come to a stop on the other side of the barrier. The drens died, but other emergency vehides were
approaching, and the din was getting louder again.

“I'm okay!” she ingsted, and she was—physicdly, at less.

His hand closed on her arm, moving her toward the concrete barrier. “Come on, st down. I'll fed
better if you do.”

“I'm not the one bleeding,” she pointed out.

He touched his cheek, asif he'd forgotten dl about the cut, or maybe had never noticed it in the
firg place. “Then come gt down with me and keep me company.”

As it happened, neither of them got to gt down. The cops were trying to find out what had
happened, get traffic sraightened out and moving again, abet very dowly, and get any injured people
transported to a hospitd to be checked out. Soon atota of seven patrol cars were on the scene, dong
with a fire engine and three medic trucks. The drivers of the damaged cars that were Hill drivable were
ingtructed to move their vehicles to the shoulder.



There were severa witnesses to what had happened. No one knew whether road rage hed
caused the shoating or if the whole thing had been a conflict between riva gangs, but everyone had an
opinion and a dightly different verson of events. The one thing they dl agreed on was that the people in
the white Dodge had been shooting at the Nissan, and the people in the Nissan had been shooting back.

“Did anyone get the plate number of either vehide?” a patrolman asked.
Dante immediately looked at Lorna “Numbers?’

She thought of the white Dodge and three numbers came into sharp focus. “The Dodge is 873.”
Nevada plates were three digits followed by three |etters.

“Did you get the letters?’ the patrolman asked, pen a the ready.
Lorna shook her head. “I just remember the numbers”

“Thiswill narrow the search congiderably. What about the Nissan?’
“Hmm... 612.”

He jotted that down, too, then turned away as he got on the radio.

Dante's cdl phone rang. He fished it from the front pocket of his jeans and checked the cdler ID.
“It' s Gideon,” he said, flipping the phone open. “What's up?’ He ligened a moment, then said, “Roydly
screwed.”

A brief pause. “I remember.”

They talked for less than a minute when Lorna heard him say, “A glimpse of the future” which
made her wonder what was going on. He had just laughed a something his brother said when she
suddenly shivered, wrapping her arms around hersdf even though the temperature was rapidly dimbing
toward the nineties. That awful, bone-aching chill had seized her as suddenly as if she'd been dropped
into a pool of ice water.

Dante' s gaze sharpened, and he abruptly ended the cdl, tucking the phone back into his pocket.
“What'swrong?’ he asked, kegping histone low as he pulled her to the side.

She fought waves of dizziness, brought on by the intense cold. “I think the depraved serid killer
mug have followed us” she said.



Chapter 19

@a’lte put his ams around her, pulling her agangt the heet of his body. His body temperature was

aways high, she thought, as if he had a permanent fever. That heat fdt wonderful now, warming her
chilled skin.

“Focus,” he said, bending his head so no one ese could hear him. “Think of building that shelter.”

“l don’t want to build a damn shelter,” she said fretfully. “This didn’t happen before | met you, and
| want it to stop.”

He rubbed his cheek againg her hair, and she fdt his lips move as he amiled. “I'll see what | can
do. In the meantime, if you don’t want to build shelters, see if you can tdl what's causng the problem.
Close your eyes, mentdly search around us, and tdl meif you' re picking up anything, like any changesin
enagy patterns from a particular area.”

That suggestion seemed a lot more practica to her than building imaginary shelters for imaginary
mirrored crystals. She would rather be doing something to stop these sudden sick fedings instead of
merdy learning how to handle them. She did as he said, leaning into him and letting him support part of
her weight while she closed her eyes and began mentaly searching for something weird. She didn't know
what she was doing, or what she was “looking” for, but she fdt better for doing it.

“Is this redly supposed to work?’ she asked agangd his shoulder. “Or are you just distracting
me?’

“It should work. Everyone has a persond energy fidd, but some are stronger than others. A
sengtive has a heightened awareness of these energy fidds. Y ou should be able to tdl where a strong one
iscoming from, sort of like being able to tdl from which direction the wind is blowing.”

That made sense to her, put it in terms she could understand. The thing was, if she was a sengtive,
why didn’'t she sense quff like this on a regular basis? Other than the time in Chicago when she'd been
suddenly terrified of what lurked in that dley, she'd never been aware of anything unusud.

Some are stronger than others, Dante had said. Maybe she had been around modly norma
people dl her life If so, these fedings must mean that there were now people near her who weren't
normd and had very strong energy fidds.

The strongest of dl was holding her in his arms. Concentrating like this, she decided to use him as
a sort of standard, a pattern, againg which she could measure anything else she detected. She could
physcdly fed the energy of his gifts dmost like static dectricity surrounding her entire body. The
sensation was too strong to cal pleasant, but it wasn't unpleasant. Rather, it was exciting and sexud, like
tiny pinpoints of fire reaching deep into her body.

Keegping a part of the feding in the forefront of her consciousness, she began widening her
awareness, looking for the places that had stronger currents. It was, she thought, like trout fishing.

At firg there was nathing other than a normd flow of energy, dbat from many different people.
She and Dante were surrounded by police officers, firemen, medics, people who had come to their aid.
Ther energy flow was warm and comforting, concerned, protective. These were good people; they dl
hed their quirks, but ther basdine was good.

She expanded her mentd circle. The pattern here was dightly different. These were the onlookers,
the rubberneckers, the ones who were curious but weren't moved to help. They wanted to tak about
seaing the accident, about being stuck in traffic for X number of hours, asif it were a great hardship to
endure, but they didn’t want to put out any effort. They—



Therel
She started, alittle darmed by what she fdlt.

“Whereisit?” Dante whispered agangt her hair, his ams tightening. Probably the people around
them thought he was comforting her, or that they were dinging to each other in gratitude that they’d been
spared any harm.

She didn’t open her eyes. “To my left. About... | don't know... a hundred yards out, maybe. Off
to the Side, asif he's pulled onto the shoulder.”

13 Hel?1
“He” shereplied, very definitdy.

“Our friends missed completdy,” the Ansara follower said in disgust, lowering the binoculars he
held in one hand to concentrate on the phone cdl. “He wrecked the car, but they aren’t hurt.”

Ruben cursed under his breath. He guessed this just proved the old adage : If you want
something done right, do it yourself.

“Cdl off survellance” he said. “I have something esein mind.”

Thar plans had been too complex. The best plan was the amplest plan. There were fewer detals
that could go wrong, fewer people to screw things up, less chance of the target being warned.

Instead of trying to make Raintree' s death look like an accident, the easiest thing to do was wait
untl the last minute, when it was too late for the dan to rdly to Sanctuary, then amply put a bullet through
his head.

Smple was dways best.

“l see who you're talking about,” Dante said, “but | can't tdl anything from this distance. He
doesn’'t seem to be doing anything, just standing outside his car like a bunch of other people.”

“Watching,” Lorna said. “He's watching us”
“Can you tdl anything about his energy fidd?’

“He s sending out alot of waves. He's stronger then anything else I'm senging out there, but, um,
I’d say nowhere near as strong as you.” She lifted her head and opened her eyes. “He's the only unusud
one asfar as| can tel. Are you sure I’'m not just imegining this?”

“I'm sure. You need to start trugting your senses. He's probably jus—’
“Mr. Raintreg,” one of the policemen caled, beckoning Dante over.

He gave Lorna a quick kiss on the mouth, then released her and strode over to the cop.
Willy-nilly, Lorna followed, though she stopped as soon as she was able, when the compulson was no
longer tugging her forward.

The accident scene was beginning to clear up; witnesses had given ther statements, and more and
more people were managing to maneuver their vehicles around the demolished Jag, the remains of the
fender bender and dl the rescue vehidles. Two wreckers had arrived, one to tow Dante's Jaguar, the
other to get the center car in the fender bender, because it had a ruptured radiator. Before his poor car
was taken away, Dante was getting his registration and insurance card from the glove compartment, as
well as the garage door opener. Given how mangled the car was, finding anything and getting to it was a
magor undertaking.

From what Lorna could tdl, he wasn't upset a dl about the Jaguar. He didn't like the
inconvenience, but the car itsdf didn't mean anything to him. He had aready made arrangements for a



rentd car to be waiting for him at the hotel, and one of his many employees was on the way to the
accident dte to pick them up. As she had dways suspected, money smoothed out many of life's bumps.

Thinking of money prompted her to casudly brush her hand againgt her left front pocket. Her
money was dill there, and her driver’s license and the tiny pair of scissors were in her right pocket. She
had no idea what good those scissors would do in any truly dangerous Stuation, but she had them
ayway.

She noticed she was feding much better, that the ugly, cold sensation had gone away. She turned
and looked over to where the watcher had been parked. He wasn't there any longer, and neither was his
car. Coincidence, she wondered, or cause and effect?

And wasn't it odd that she'd had that Sckening cold feding both right before the casino fire, and
right before she dmost got mowed down in the crossfire of a gang shooting? Maybe she wasn't reacting
to a person at dl but to something that was about to happen. Maybe that coldness was a warning. Of
course, shed adso gotten the feding right before Dante fed her a McMuffin for breskfast, but the
principle could dill be halding true Warning! McMuffin ahead!

She had dmost come to terms with the darcognizance thing, because even though she'd spent a
lifeime indging she was smply good with numbers, she had dways known it was more than that. She
didn’'t want to discover yet another tdent, particularly one that seemed to be usdess. A warning was dl
wdl and good if you knew what you were being warned about. Otherwise, why bother?

“Our ride's here)” Dante said, coming up behind her and resting his hand on the curve of her
wad. “Do you want to go to the hote with me, or go back home?’

Home? He was refaring to his house as her home? She looked up, ready to nal him on his
mistake, and the words died on her lips. He was watching her with a steady, burning intent; that hadn’t
been adip of the tongue but awarning of a different kind.

“We both know where we're going with this” he said. “I have a suite at the hotd, and the
eectricians got the power back on yesterday, o it’s functiond. Y ou can come with meto the hotel or go
home, but either way, you're going to be under me. The only difference is that going home will give you a
litle more time, if you need it.”

She needed more than time, but sanding on the Sde of the interstate wasn't the place to have the
showdown she knew was coming.

“l haven't decided yet whether or not to deep with you, and I'll make the decison on my
timetable, not yours” she said. “I'll come to the hotd with you because | don't want to spend another
day cooped up inthat house, S0 don’t get too cocky, Raintree.”

The expression of intense focus faded, to be replaced by wryness. Looking down a himsdf, he
sd, “Too late”



Chapter 20

ogornawas too restless to just St in Dante's suite while he was literdly dl over the hotd, directing the

deaning and repairs, touring with insurance adjusters, medting with contractors. She dogged his steps,
ligening but not joining in. The behind the-scenes details of aluxury hotd were fascinating. The place was
hopping, too. Rather than wait until the insurance companies ponied up, he'd brought the adjusters in to
take pictures; then he got on with the repairs usng his own money.

That he was able to do so told her that he was serioudy wedthy, which made his lifestyle even
more of a statement about him. He didn’t have an amy of servants waiting on him. He lived in a big,
gorgeous home, but it wasn't a manson. He drove expengve cars, but he drove himsdf. He made his
own breakfast, loaded his own dishwasher. He liked luxury but was comfortable with far less.

When it came to the hotdl, though, he was un-bending. Everything had to be top notch, from the
toilet paper in the bathrooms to the sheets on the beds. A room that was smoke-damaged couldn’t be
cleaned and described as “good enough.” It had to be perfect. It had to be better than it had been before
thefire. If the smdl of smoke wouldn’t come out of the curtains, the curtains were discarded; likewise the
miles of carpet.

Lorna found out that the day before had been a madhouse, with guests being dlowed to go to
their rooms and retrieve thar belongings. Because the destroyed casino was attached to the hotd, for
lighility purposes guests had to be escorted to make certain their curiogity didn't lead them where they
shouldn’t go.

A casino exigted for one reason only, and that reason was money. In a rare moment when he had
timeto talk, he told Lorna that over Sx million dollars a day had to go through the casino just for him to
break even, and snce the whole point of a casno was its generous profit margin, the amount of cash he
actudly dedlt with on adaily basi's was mind-boggling.

The acre of mdted and charred dot machines held thousands upon thousands of dollars, so the
ruins had to have around-the-clock security until the machines could be transported and as much as
possible of ther contents was salvaged. About haf the machines had spewed printed tickets instead of
beching out quarters, which saved both time and money. The coin vaults and the master vault were
firgproof, thus saving that huge amount of cash, and his cashiersin the cages had refused to evacuate until
they secured the money, which had been very loyd of them but not smart: the two fadities had been
from their ranks.

The fire marshd was wrapping up his investigation, so Dante cornered him. “Was it arson?’ he
demanded bluntly.

“All indications are that it was eectricd in nature, Mr. Raintree. | haven't found any trace of
accelerants at the source of the fire. The flames reached unusudly high temperatures, so | was suspicious,
| admit.”

“So was |—when detectives were here questioning meimmediatdy after the fire on Sunday night,
when you hadn’'t even begun your investigation. This wasn't a crime scene.”

The fire marshd rubbed his nose. “They didn't tdl you? A cdl came in about the time the fire
started. Some nutcase clamed he was burning down the casino. When they tracked him down, turns out
he' d been eating in one of the restaurants, and when the fire darm went off, he pulled out his trusty cdll
phone and made a grab for glory. He'd had one too many adult beverages.” He shook his head. * Some
people are nuts.”

Dante met Lorna s gaze; both were rueful. “We' d wondered what was going on. | was beginning



to fed like a conspiracy theorist,” he said.

“Waeird things happen in fires. One of them is how you two are dive. You had no protection at dll,
but the heat and smoke didn’t get to you. Ameazing.”

“| fdt asif the smoke got to us” Dante said in a dry tone. “I thought | was coughing up my lungs”

“But your airways had no dgnificant damage. I’ ve seen people die who faced less smoke than you
two dedt with.”

Lorna wondered what he would think if he could see what was left of Dante's Jaguar, since the
two of them were walking around without even a bruise.

No, that waan't right. Frowning, she looked at Dante, redly looked. He'd had a cut on his face
where the impact of the ar bag had literdly split open the skin over his cheekbone. His cheekbone had
been bruised and was swdling, and hisleft aam had been bruised.

Jugt a few hours later, his cheek looked fine She couldn’t see the cut a dl. There was no
swdling, no bruisng. She knew she hadn't imagined it, because there had been blood on his shirt, and he
hed gone to his suite to change; instead of the polo shirt, he now wore a white dress shirt with his jeans,
the deeves rolled up to expose his unbruised |eft forearm.

Shedidn’'t have any bruises, ather. After the way she'd been dammed around, she should at lesst
have some diff and sore muscles, but she fdt fine. What was going on?

“That was a dead end,” he remarked &fter the fire marshd had left and he was ingpecting the
damage done to the landscaping. “ The stupidity of some people is mind-boggling.”

“l know,” she said absently, dill mentaly chasng the mystery of the vanishing cut. Was there any
way to diplomaticaly ask aman, Are you human?

But what about her own lack of bruises? She knew she was human. Was this part of his
repertoire? Had he somehow kept her from being injured?

“The cut on your face,” she blurted, too troubled to keep the words in. “What happened to it?’
“I'mafast heder.”

“Don't pull that crap on me” she said, more annoyed than was called for. “Your cheekbone was
bruised and swollen, and the skin was split open just afew hours ago. Now there isn't a sngle mark.”

He gave her expression alightning fast assessment, then said, “Let’s go up to the suite so we can
tak. There are afew things | haven't mentioned.”

“No joke,” she muttered as they went through the hotdl offices to his private elevator, which went
only to his suite. His office was on the same floor, but it was separate from the suite, on the other side of
the hotd. When his chief of security had dragged her up here, he had used one of the public eevators.
No wonder there hadn’t been any other people on the floor when they evacuated, she thought; the entire
floor was his.

The three-thousand-square-foot suite fdt and looked like any luxury hote suite completely
impersond. He'd said the only time he spent the night there was if some complication kept him at the
cadno S0 lae that driving home was ridiculous. The rooms were large and comfortable, but there was
nathing of him there except the changes of dothing he kept for emergencies.

It was strange, she thought, that she aready knew his taste in furnishings, his color choices,
artwork he had persondly chosen. Some interior desgner spedidizing in hotes, not in homes, had
decorated this suite.

He drolled down the two steps to the sunken living room and over to the windows. He had an
dfinity for windows, she'd noticed. He liked glass, and lots of it—but he liked being outsde even more,
which was why the suite had a sun-drenched bacony large enough to hold a table and chairs for afresco



dining.
“Okay,” she said, “now tdl me how bruises and cuts went away in just a few hours. And while
you're & it, tdl mewhy I'm not bruised, too. I'm not even sore!”

“Thet on€'s easy,” he said, pulling a slver charm from his pocket and drgping the cord over his
hand so the charm lay fla on his pdm. “This was in the console.”

Thelittle charm was some sort of bird in flight, maybe an eagle. She shook her head. “I don't get

“It's a protection charm. | told you about them. | keep Gideon supplied with them. He usudly
sends me fetility charms—"

Lorna jerked back, meking a cross with her fingers as if to ward off a vampire. “Keep that thing
away from me!”

He chuckled. “I said it's a protection charm, not a fetility charm.”

“You mean it’s like a rubber you hang around your neck instead of putting on your penis?’
“Not that kind of protection. Thiskind prevents physical harm—or minimizes the damage.”
“You think that’s why we weren't injured today?’

“l know it is. Since he's a cop, Gideon wears one dl the time. This one came in the mal on
Saturday, which means he'd just made it. | don't know why he made a protection charm instead of a
fertility charm, unless he now has a diabalica plot to eventudly disguise a fetility charm as a protection
charm, but this one is the red dedl. This close to the solstice, his gifts can get away from him, just like
mine sometimes do. He mugt have bresthed one hell of a charm,” he said admiringly. “I didn’'t weer it. |
just put it in the glove box and forgot about it. Normaly the charms are for specific individuds, but when
neither of us was injured today... | guess it mug affect anyone within a certain distance. It's the only
explandtion.”

Actudly, that was kind of cool. She even liked the way he'd phrased it: Breathed one hell of a
charm. “Does it make you hed faster, too?’

Dante shook his head as he dipped the charm back in his pocket. “No, that's just part of being
Raintree. When | say I'm a fagt heder, | mean redly, redly fast. A little cut like that—it was nothing. A
deeper cut might take dl night.”

“How terrible for you,” she said, scowling at him. “What other unfair advantages do you have?’

“We live longer than most humans. Not a lot longer, but our average life expectancy is about
ninety to a hundred years. They're usudly good years, too. We tend to say redly hedthy. For ingance,
I’ve never had a cold. We're immune to viruses. Bacterid infections can dill lay us low, but viruses
basicdly don’t recognize our cdlular compostion.”

Of dl the things he'd told her, not ever having a cold seemed the most wonderful. That also meant
never having the flu, and—"You can't get AIDS”

“That’s right. We run hotter than humans, too. My temperature is usudly a or above a hundred
degrees. The weather has to get redly, redly cold before | get uncomfortable”

“That's o unfarr,” she complained. “I want to be immune to colds and AIDS, too.”

“No meades” he murmured. “No chicken pox. No shingles No cold sores.” His eyes were
dancing with merriment. “If you redly want to be Raintree and never have a duffy nose again, there's a
way.”

“How? Bury a chicken by the dark of the moon and run backward around a Sump seven times?’

He paused, arrested by the image. “Y ou have the strangest imagination.”



“Tdl me! How does someone become Raintree? What' s the initigtion ritud ?’
“It san old one. You've heard of it

“The chicken oneisthe only one | know. C ' mon, what isit?’

His amile was dow and heated. “Have my baby.”



Chapter 21

o@ornawent white, then red, then white again. “That isn't funny,” she said in a stifled tone, getting up to

prowl restlesdy around the room. She picked up a pillow and fluffed it, but insteed of placing it back on
the sofa, she stood with it clasped to her chest, her head bowed over it.

“I'm not joking.”

“You don't... you shouldn't have babies as a means to an end. People who don’t want babies for
themsdlves should never, never have them.”

“Agreed,” he said softly, leaving his spot by the windows and gralling toward her as unhurriedly
asif he had no destination, no agenda.

“It' snathing to be taken lightly.” That was a dirty game of pool he was playing, saying Have my
baby asif he meant it. He couldn’t mean it. They had known each other two days. That was something
men said to seduce women, because hundreds of centuries ago some cunning bastard had figured out
mos women were pushovers for babies.

“I'm taking this very serioudy, | promise” His tone was gentle as he touched her shoulder, curving
hispadm over the dope before diding his hand over her back. She fdt the heat transferring from his skin
to hers, burning through her clothes. His fingertips sought out her spine, stroking downward, gently
rubbing out the tension thrumming beneath her skin.

She hadn't known she was 0 tense, or that the gentle massage would turn her to butter. She let
him urge her againg him, let her head nedtle into his shoulder, because everything about what he was
doing fdt so good. Stll... She looked up a him with narrowed eyes. “Don't think | haven't noticed how
close that hand' s getting to my butt.”

“I"d be disgppointed if you hadn’t.” A amile curved his mouth as he pressed a warm kiss, then
another, to her temple.

“Don't let it get any lower,” she warned.

“Are you sure?’ Beginning at the waistband of her jeans, he traced a finger down the center
seam—down, down, pressing lightly, while his hot pam massaged her bottom. That finger Ieft a trall of
firein its wake, made her squirm and shudder and begin, at least ten times, to say No. He would stop if
she sad it; the decision to continue or not was hers—but the security of knowing that was what kept the
angle word unsad. Instead, dl she did was gasp with agonized anticipation, and arch, and
ding—waiting, waiting, focusng entirdy on the dow progresson of the caress, as his hand dowly did
down to dip between her legs from behind. He pressed harder then, his fingers rubbing againgt her
entrance through her jeans, so that the friction of the seam lightly abraded flesh that was soft and yidding.

He had been bringing her to this point for two days, snce that firg kiss in his kitchen, patiently
feeding the spark of desire until it became a samdl flame then keeping the flame going with flegting
touches and something even harder to resst: his open desire for her. She could recognize what he was
doing, see the subtle progressions, and even appreciate the mastery of his restraint. Getting into bed with
her lagt night—and then not touching her—had been diabalicdly intdligent. Since the moment they’d met,
he had forced her to do alot of things, but not once had he tried to force her response. She would have
shut him down cold if he had. The spark would have gone out, and she wouldn't have let it be
resurrected.

His warm mouth moved dong the line of her jaw, lesurdy nipping and tasting, as if he wanted
nothing more than this and had dl the time in the world in which to savor her. Only the rock-hard bulge in



his jeans betrayed any urgency, and she was pressed so tightly to him that she could fed every twitch,
every throb, that invited her to part her legs and let him get even closer.

Then his mouth closed over hers and the last shred of restraint dissolved. The kiss was hard and
deep and hungry, his tongue taking her mouth. Desre Szzled dong her nerves, turned her warm and
yidding and boneless. His free hand moved to her breasts, found her nipples through the layers of cloth,
gently pinched them awake. He had her now; she wasn't restraining him from any caress, and the dlothing
that kept his body from hers was suddenly maddening. She wanted the rest of it, al he had to give her,
and with a burgt of darity, she knew she had to say what she wanted to say now. A minute from now
would be too late.

The proof of how far gone she was came in the amount of willpower it took for her to tear her
mouth from his. “We need to tak,” she said, her voice strained and husky.

He groaned and laughed at the same time. “Oh, God,” he muttered, frudtration raw in his tone.
“The four words guaranteed to dtrike fear in any man. Can't it wat?’

“No—it’s about this. Us. Now.”
He heaved a 9gh and pressed his forehead againg hers. “Y our timing is sadigtic, you know that?’

Lornadid her hands into the black slk of his hair, feding the coolness of the strands, the heet of
hisscalp. “Your fault. | dmog forgot.” Her tongue fdt a little thick, her speech dower than normd. Yes,
this was definitdy hisfault, dl of it.

“Let’s haveit, then.” Resgnation lay heavy in the words, the resgnation of a Smple mae who just
wanted to have sex. She would have laughed, if not for the heavy pull of desire that threstened to
overwhem everything else.

She swalowed, struggled to get the words lined up in her head so she could say them coherently.
“My answer... to whether or not we do this... depends on you.”

“l vote yes” he replied, biting her earlobe.

“This mind-control thing... you haveto stop. | can be your prisoner or your lover, but | won't be
both.”

He lifted his head then, his gaze going cool and sharp. “There's no compulson involved in this. I'm
not forcing you.” Anger clipped his words.

“l know,” she said, drawing a shuddering breath. “1 can tdl the difference, believe me. It's... |
have to have the choice, whether to stay or go. The freedom has to be there. You can't keep moving me
around like a puppet.”

“It was necessary.”

“Atfird. | hated it then, | hate it now, but you did have vdid reasons at first. You don't now. |
think you're too used to having your way in everything, Dranir.”

“You would have run,” he said flatly.

“My choice” She couldn’t bend on this. Dante Raintree was a force of nature; dedling with him in
ardationship would be chalenging enough even without his aility to chain her with a thought. He had to
bow to her free will or ther only relationship could be jailer and prisoner.

“We're equds... or we're nothing.”

Reading him wasn't easy, but she could see he didn’t like rdinquishing control at al. Intuitively,
she grasped his dilemma On a purdly intdlectud basis, he understood. On a more primitive leve, he
didn't want to lose her, and he was prepared to be as autocratic and heavy-handed as necessary.

“All or nothing.” She met his gaze, squaring up with him like fighters in a boxing ring. “You can't



use mind control on me ever again. I’'m not your enemy. At some point you have to trust me, and that
point is now. Or were you planning to keep me pinned forever?’

“Not forever.” He ground out the words. “Just until—"
“Until what?’
“Until you wanted to stay.”

She gmiled at tha rough admisson and gripped both hands in his hair. “I want to stay,” she said
amply, and kissed his chin. “But at some point | may want to go. You have to take that chance, and if
that day does come, you have to let me go. I’'m taking the same chance with you, that one day you may
not want me around. | want your word. Promise me you'll never use mind control on me again.”

She saw hisfury and frudration, saw his jaw work as he ground his teeth. She knew what she was
asking of him; giving up a power went againg every indinct he had, as both aman and a Dranir. He lived
intwo worlds, both the norma and the paranormd, and in both he was boss. As understated as he kept
things, he was 4ill boss. If he hadn’'t been the Raintree Dranir, his naturd dominance would have been
reined in more, but redity was what it was, and he was a king in that world.

Abruptly he dropped his ams from around her and stepped back. His eyes were narrowed and
fierce. “You may go.”

Lorna barely controlled a protest at the loss of histouch, his heat. What was he saying? “Are you
gving me your permisson—or an order?’

“A promise”

Bresthing was dbruptly difficult. Her lips trembled, and she firmed them, started to speak, but he
lifted a hand to stop her. “One thing.”

“What?’
The green of his eyes dmogt glowed, they were so intent. “If you Stay... the brakes are off.”

Far warning, she thought dizzly, shivering a little in anticipation. “I'm staying,” she managed to
say, teking hdf a step forward.

A hdf step was dl she had time to take before he moved, an exploson of pent-up power that was
now released from dl condraint. If she was free, then so was he. He swung her off her feet and carried
her into the bedroom, moving so fast her head swam. The dow, careful seduction was over, and dl that
was left was raw desire. He tossed her on the bed and followed her down, pulling & her clothes, his
movements rough with urgency, even though she helped him, her own hands shaking as she dedlt with
buttons and zippers, hooks and laces. He jerked her shoes and jeans off as she fought to unbutton his
shirt, peeled her underwear down her legs while she struggled to lower his zipper, hampered by the thrust
of his erection.

He shoved his jeans and boxers down, and kicked them away. Lorna tried to reach for him, tried
to stroke him, but he was a tidd wave that flattened her on the bed and crushed her under his heavy
weight. His penetration wasn't careful, it was hard and fast and powerful, taking him deep.

She gave a choked cry, her body shocked by the impact even as she rose to meet it. His heet
burned her, insgde and out. He pulled out, thrugt in again, then again. Her brain stuttered a warning of
what that heat meant, and she managed to say, “Condom.”

He swore, pulled out, and jerked open a drawer in the bedside table. He tore the firs condom,
raling it on. Swearing even more, he dowed down, took more care with the second one. When he was
sy sheathed, he pushed into her again, then held her crushed to him, their bodies draining together as
rdief shuddered through them. Tears rolled down her face. Thiswasn't an orgasm, it was... pure rdief, as
if unrdenting pain had suddenly vanished. It was completion—not a sexud one, but something that went



deeper, asif some part of her had been missng and suddenly was there.

It was being filled, when she hadn't redlized how empty she was;, fed, when she hadn’t known she
was hungry.

He rose, supporting hisweight on hisarms as he pulled back, then eased forward in a dow, deep
thrugt. “Don’t cry,” he murmured, kissing the tears from her wet face.

“I'mnoat,” shesad. “It'sjust leakage.”
“Ah’”

He sad it asif he understood, and maybe he did. He snagged her gaze and hdld it as he moved in
and out, drawing her response to him, going deep to find more. She was both relaxed and tense at the
same time relaxed because she knew he wasn't going to leave her behind, and tense from the building
plessure.

It happened faster than she'd thought possible. Instead of hovering just out of reach, building
dowly, she came hard in a rush of sensation that roared through her entire body. Dante dipped his own
leash, driving fast and deep, and followed.

When she was able to breathe again, able to open her eyes, thefirg thing she saw was fire. Every
candle in the room was flaming.

“Tdl mewhy you denied your gift.”

They were lying entwined, her head on his shoulder, bardly recovered from what had fdt so
cataclysmic that neither of them had spoken for a long time. Instead they had been dowly stroking each
other, touch replacing words, touches of reassurance and comfort, of Slent joy.

She sghed, for the firg time in her life feding a little distance from the unhappiness of her
childhood. “I think you aready know. It's not an origind story, or an interesting one.”

“Probably not. Tdl me anyway.”

She amiled againg his shoulder, glad he wasn't making any big ded of it, though the amile faded
admog asfast as it had bloomed. Taking about her mother was difficult, even though it had been fifteen
years Snce she'd lagt seen her. Maybe it would never be easy, but at least the pain and fear were less
immediiste.

“As bad as it was, alot of kids have it worse. The only reason she didn't abort me was so she
could get that monthly check. She told me that every month when it came. She'd shake the envelope a
me and say, ‘Thisis the only reason you're dive, you freak.” Tha check helped keep her in drugs and
booze.”

He didn’'t say anything, though his mouth tightened.

Her head found a more comfortable resting spot on his shoulder, and she nestled agangt him,
soeking up his hesat. She'd known he fdt hot, but it was nice to know she hadn’t been imagining things
“It was congtant daps, and she' d throw things at me—cups, empty wine bottles, a can opener. Whatever
was near. Once she threw a can of chicken noodle soup, hit me in the head, and knocked me out. | had
aheadache for days. And she wouldn't let me have any of the soup.”

“How old were you?’

“Thet time... S, | think. I’d started school and discovered numbers. Sometimes | was so excited
I’d have to tdl someone what 1'd learned about the numbers that day, and she was the only someone |
had. She told my teacher I'd falen and hit my head on the curb.”

“You d have been better off in foster care,” he growled.



“l ended up there when | was sixteen. She took off one day and never came back. | remember...
even though she'd made it plain how much she hated me, when she It it was as if part of me was
missing, because she was what | knew. By that time | wasn't helpless, but when | was little... no matter
how bad it is, little kidswill do anything to hold on to what passes for a family, you know?” She sighed.
“I know | overreacted about the baby thing. I'm sorry. You said ‘baby,” and that's one of my triggers”

A little smile curved his mouth. “Don't get upset again, but | wasn't joking. When a human mother
gives birth to a Raintree baby, she becomes Raintree. No, | don't understand the science of it. Something
to do with hormones and the mixing of blood, and the baby being a genetic dominant. I’'m not sure there
isany science to explain it. Magic doesn't need to be logicd.”

The explandion intrigued her. Everything she'd learned about the Raintree intrigued her. It was
such a different world, a different experience, and yet they existed normdly within the regular world—not
that the regular world knew about them, because if that ever came about, then their existence would not
only not be normd but they might cease to exigt at dl. Lorna had few illusons about the world she lived
in. “What about human men who have babies with Raintree women? What changes them?’

“Nothing,” Dante said. “They stay human.”
Thet didn't seem fair, and she said so. Dante shrugged. “Lifeisn't perfect. You ded with it.”

Waan't that the truth. She knew about deding. She dso knew that, right now, she was very
happy.
The dozen or so candles in the room were putting out enough heet that she was beginning to be

uncomfortable. Looking around at them, she redized that Dante and fire went hand in hand. She didn’t
like fire, would dways be afraid of it, but... life wasn't perfect. You dedt with it.

“Can you put out those candles?” she asked.

Helifted his head from the pillow and looked at them, as if he hadn't redized they were burning.
“Damn. Yeah, no problem.” Just like that, they went out, the wicks gently smoking.

Lorna dimbed on top of him and kissed him, amiling as she fdt a legp of interest againg her inner
thigh. “Now, big boy, let’s seeif you can light them again.”



Chapter 22

Sunday morning
S he had stayed.

Dante came back into the bedroom from the bacony where hed met the sunrise, intense
satisfaction filling him as he saw Lorna dill peacefully adeep in his bed. Only the top hdf of her head was
visgble dark red hair vivid againg the white pillow, but he was acutely aware of what it meant for even
that much to not be covered by the sheet.

She was feding safer. Not completdly safe, not yet, but safer. When he was in the bed with her,
she dept dretched out, relaxed, cuddled againgt him. When he Ieft the bed, though, within five minutes
she was curled in atight, protective ball. One day—maybe not this week or this month, or even this year,
but one day—he hoped he could see her sprawled in deep, head uncovered, maybe no covers a dl.
Then he would know she fdt safe.

And when the day came that he didn’'t fed the need to congtantly check on her whereabouts, he
would know thet he fdt safe, too.

He didn’t congantly check on her; his pride refused to let him do thet to ether her or himsdf, but
the need, the anxiety, was aways there.

On Wednesday she hadn’'t gone with him. He'd cdled the Jaguar dedership and had a new car
sent over, and she had stayed there to accept it. The sdlesman had cdled his cdl phone to let him know
delivery had been made, but Dante had expected Lornato adso cdl and let him know. She hadn’t. Since
he had dso had her own car—a dinged-up, dightly rusty red Corolla—ddlivered that morning, he'd been
acutdy aware that she was free, she had whedls, and she had cash in her pocket. If she wanted to leave,
he couldn’t stop her. He'd given his word.

He' d wanted to cdl, just to reassure himsdf that she was il there, but he hadn’t. She could walk
out as soon as the cal ended, so taking to her a any given time was usdless. The only thing he could do,
would do, was hope. And pray.

He hadn't cut his work short. No matter what happened, whether she stayed or Ieft, the work had
to be done. Consequently, it was amost sunset when he drove up to see her car dill parked in his
garage, with his brand-new Jaguar gtting outside, exposed to the sun and blowing grit. As he'd zoomed
the Lotusinto itsdat, dl he'd been aware of was a rdief so intense that he'd amost been weak with it.
Let the Jaguar St out; seeing her Corolla dill there was worth more to him than any car, no matter how
expensve.

She' d met him at the kitchen door, wearing a pair of cutoffs and one of his slk shirts, a scowl on
her face. “It's eight-thirty. I'm garving. Do you work this late on a regular basis? Got any idea what
we're going to do for dinner?’

He' d laughed and pounced, and showed her exactly what he wanted to eat for dinner. She hadn't
sad another word about food until after ten.

On Thursday, she'd gone to the hotd with him. Work was continuing a a frantic pace. He'd
gotten the okay to bulldoze the charred ruins of the casino so he could begin rebuilding, and things were
50 hectic he' d actudly delegated some authority to her, because he couldn’'t be in two places a once. On
apeverse levd, he' d enjoyed watching her give orders to Al Franklin. Al, being Al, was sanguine about
everything, but Lorna got a grest dedl of satisfaction from the arrangement, and he'd got a grest ded of



enjoyment from her satisfaction.
At lunch, they’d gone to his suite and lit candles. Twice.

On Friday, she didn’'t go with him, and he'd sweated through that day, too. When he got home,
hisrdief a seaing her car dill there had been as acute as it had been on Wednesday, and that was when
he faced the truth.

He loved her. This wasn't just sex, judt a brief affar, or just anything. It was the red dedl. He
loved her courage, her gdlantry, her grumpiness. He loved the snarky comments, the stubbornness and
the vulnerability she hated for anyone to see.

Gideon would laugh his ass off when he found out, not just because Dante had fdlen so far, but
out of sheer rdief that at long last, and if the angels smiled, he might soon lose his postion as her
apparent.

The bottom dropped out of Dante' s somach and his gut clenched. Last night he'd been ralling on
acondom when abruptly he knew that he didn’t want to wear protection. Lorna had been waiching him,
waiting, and she'd noticed his long hesitation. Findly, without a word, he'd pulled off the condom and
tossed it aside, then steadily met her gaze. If she wanted him to put on another one, he would; the choice
wes hers.

She had reached out and pulled him down and into her. Just remembering the intense haf hour that
hed followed turned him on so much that the candle beside the bed flared to life

Today was the solstice, and he fdt as if he could set the world on fire, as if his skin would burst
from dl the power bailing indde him. He wanted to pull her under hm and ride her until he was
completdy empty, until she had taken everything he had to give. Firg, though, they had to have a very
serious talk. Last night they’ d done something that was too important for them to let drift dong.

As he sat down on the edge of the bed, he extinguished the candle, because a candle that was
dready lit was usdess as a barometer of his control. This conversation might be emotiondly charged, so
he would have to be very careful.

He did his hand under the sheet and touched her bare thigh. “Lorna. Wake up.”

Hefdt her tense, as dways, then she relaxed, and one deepy hazd eye blinked open and glared at
him over the edge of the sheet. “Why? It's Sunday, the day of rest. I'm resting. Go away.”

He tugged the sheet down. “Wake up. Breskfast is ready.”

“Itisnot. You'relying. You' ve been on the balcony.” She grabbed the sheet and pulled it over her
head.

“How do you know thet, if you've been adeep?”’
“l didn't say | was deeping, | said | was resting.”

“Eding isn't consdered work. Come on. | have fresh orange juice, coffee, the bagds are dready
toasted, and the sunrise is grest.”

“To you, maybe, but it's five-thirty on Sunday morning, and | don't want to eat breskfast this
early. | want one day a week when you don’t drag me out of bed at the crack of dark-thirty.”

“Next Sunday you can deep, | promise” Rather than fight her for custody of the sheet, he did his
hand under the covers, found her thigh again and swiftly reached upward to pinch her ass.

She squeaked and bolted out of bed, rubbing her backside. “Payback will be hdl,” she warned,
as she pushed her disheveled har out of her face and stalked off to the bathroom.

He imagined it would be. Dante grinned as he returned to the balcony.
She came out five minutes later, wrapped in his thick robe and ill scowling. She wasn't wearing



anything under the robe, so he enjoyed glimpses as she plopped into a chair across from him. It dso
gaped at the neck, reveding the gold chain from which hung the protection charm he'd given her on
Wednesday night. He'd made it speaificdly for her, out here on the balcony, and let her watch. She'd
been enthralled a the way he cupped the charm and hdld it up so his breath warmed it as he murmured a
few words in Gadlic. The charm had taken on a gentle green glow that quickly faded. When he dipped
the chain over her head she had fingered the charm, looking as if she might cry. She hadn't taken it off
snce.

Asgrumpy as she was when she firg woke, she didn't stay that way for long. By the time she'd
hed her second bite of bagel she was looking much more cheerful. Still, he waited until she'd finished the
bage and her juice glass was empty before he said, “Will you marry me?’

She had much the same reaction as when he' d mentioned a baby. She paled, then turned red, then
jumped out of her chair and went to stand & the ralling with her back to him. Dante knew a lot about
women, but more specificdly, he knew Lorna, so he didn’t leave her ganding there done. He caged her
with his arms, putting his hands on top of hers on the raling, not holding her tightly but giving her his
warmth. “Is the question that hard to answer?’

He fdt her shoulders heave. Alarmed, he turned her around. Tears were sreaking down her face.
“Loma?’

She wasn't sobbing, but her lips were trembling. “I'm sorry,” she said, swiping a her face. “I
know thisisdlly. It's just—no one has ever wanted me before.”

“I doubt that. Probably you just didn't notice them wanting you. | wanted you the minute | saw
you.”

“Not that kind of wanting.” Another tear leaked down. “The other kind, the staying-around kind.”

“I loveyou,” he said gently, mentaly cursing the bitch who had given birth to her for not nurturing
the sense of security that every child should have, the knowledge that, no matter what, someone loved
her and wanted her.

“l know. | believe you.” She gulped. “I sort of figured it out when you ddliberately wrecked your
Jeguar to protect me”

“I knew | could buy another car,” he said amply.

“That’'swhen | knew that you'd ruined me, that | wouldn't be able to leave unless you threw me
out. | kept hoping it was just old-fashioned lugt | was feding, but | knew better, and it scared me to
degth.” She gave a shaky laugh, despite the dow rall of yet another tear. “In just two days, you'd ruined
rTe”

He rubbed the sde of his nose. “We hadn’'t had much time together, but it was qudity time”

“Qudity!” She gaped a him, mouth open. Indignation dried her tears. “You manhandled me,
dragged meinto afire, tore open my head and smashed my brain fla, tore off my clothes and kept me a
prisoner!”

“l didn't say it was good qudity. You have a way with words, you know that? ‘ Tore open your
head,” my ass.”

“You don't likeitwhen | cdl it *brain-rape,’” she said sourly. “And | think | have a better grasp of
how it fdt than you do.”

“l guess you do, at that. When you voluntarily link with someone, it doesn’t—"
“Good God.” She looked horrified. “ Some of you actudly do that willingly?”

“| told you, it does’t hurt when it's done right. If someone needs to boost their power, they find
someone ese who iswilling to link. Every so often Gideon and | go home to Sanctuary, and we link with



Mercy to perform a protection spdl over the homeplace. Doing it right takes time, but it doesn’t hurt.
Will you answer the—"

“l hope you have some kind of law againgt doing it without permisson.”
“Uh—no.”

She looked horrified. “You mean you Raintree people can just go around bresking into people's
heads, and nobody does anything about it?’

He was beginning to fed frusirated. Would the woman never answver his question? “| didn't say
that. Very few of us are strong enough to overpower someone else's brain unless they cooperate.”

“And you're one of those few,” she said sarcadticaly. “Right. Lucky me”

“Specificdly, only the royd family. Which I’'ve asked you to join, I'd like to point out, if you'll
answer the damn question!”

She amiled, and it was like aray of sunshine bresking across her livdly, mobile face. “Of course |
will. Did you redly doubt it?’

“l never know which way you'll jump. | thought you might love me, because you stayed. Then,
last night—" He flicked afinger over her chin. “Not tdling me to wear a condom was a dead giveaway.”

She stared a him, a peculiar expression geding over her face.

He straightened, ingantly dert. “What's wrong?’ Just that quickly she looked sick, as if she were
gaing to throw up.

She rubbed her arms, frowning. “I'm cold. It's tha same—" She broke off, her eyes widening
with horror, and before he could react she threw hersdf bodily at him, caiching hm unprepared for the
impact of her weight. He caught her, saggering back, then lurching to the Sde as he tried to catch his
baance and faled. They fdl to the floor of the bacony in a tangle of ams, legs and bathrobe as the
French door behind him shattered. Hard on the explosion of glass came a sharp, fla retort that echoed
through the mountains.

Riflefire

Dante wrapped his ams around Lorna, got his feet under him and lunged through the shattered
door just as another shot spatted into the Sde of the house where they had been. Then he rolled with her,
getting her away from the wdl, before findly lunging to his feet and dragging her out into the hdl. “ Stay
down!” heydled a her when she tried to stand, pushing her flat again.

His mind was racing. Thefire. The gang shooting when he and Lorna so conveniently happened to
be boxed in the kill zone. Now someone was shooting at him again. These weren't a series of accidents;
they were dl related. The fire marshd hadn't found any evidence of arson, which meant—

A Fire-Madgter didn't need accelerants to start a fire, or to keep it going. Someone, or severd
someones, had been feeding the fire; that was why he hadn’t been able to extinguish it. If he hadn’t used
mind control for the firg time just minutes before trying to control the fire and hadn’t known how it would
affect him, if he hadn’t suspected Lornamight be Ansara, he would have figured it out right away.

Ansaral He snarled his rage. It had to be them. Severd of them mugt have gotten together and
decided to try burning him out. They’d known he would engage the fire, that he wouldn't give up until it
overwhemed him. If Lorna hadn’t been there, the plan would have worked, too, but they hadn’t counted
on her.

The cold, sck feding she kept getting—that was when any Ansara were nearby.

“There was a red dot on your forehead,” she said, though her teeth were chattering so hard she
could barely speak, or maybe that was because he was practicdly kneding on her back to keep her
down.



A laser targeting system, then. This wasn't Smply seizing an opportunity, but actively planning and
pursuing.

The sniper had faled. What would they try next? He had to assume there was more than one
Ansara out there, had to assume there was a backup plan. They wouldn't try to burn him out again, since

the firg effort had faled; they would think he had sufficent power to handle any flame they could mudter.
But what would they do?

Whatever it was, he couldn’t let them succeed, not with Lorna here.
“Stay here,” he commanded, getting to his fedt.

She scrambled after him. The woman didn’'t obey worth a damn. “I sad say here!” he roared,
whirling back and caiching her arm, pushing her down once more. He started to stick her ass to the floor
with a mentd command, but he'd promised her—damn it, he d promised her—and he couldn’t do it.

“l was going to cdl the cops!” she shouted a him, so furious at his rough handling that she was
practicdly levitating.

“Don't bother. This isn't something the cops can handle. Stay here, Lorna. | don't want you
caught between us”

“Who is us?” she ydled at his back as he charged down the gtairs. “What are you going to do?’

“Fight firewith fire” he said grimly.

Dante had a tremendous advantage. This was his home, his property, and he knew every inch of
it. Because he was Raintree, because he was the Dranir and took precautions, he went out through the
tunnd he'd built under his house. He knew where he' d been sanding when the laser scope had settled
the teltae dot on his forehead, so he had a good idea where the shooter had been standing, too.

There was only one. He hadn’t found signs of any others.

He had no intention of trying to capture the bastard or engaging him in any sort of face-to-face
battle. He prowled up the ravine like a big cat, death in his eyes. The shooter’s position must have been
just around this cut, maybe in that big cluster of rocks. A sniper needed a stable shooting platform, and
those rocks would be convenient. This ravine provided good cover, too, for gpproaching.

And for leaving.

Dante did around the cut and came face-to-face with a man wearing desert camo and toting a
rifle He didn't hesitate at dl. The man had barely moved, bringing the rifle up to fire, when Dante set him
alame.

The screams were raw and terrified. The man dropped the rifle and threw himsdf to the ground,
franticaly rolling, but Dante ruthlesdy kept the fire going. This bastard had come close to killing Lorna,
and there was no mercy in his heart for anyone who harmed her. In seconds the screams became howls,
taking on an inhuman quaity—and then slence.

Dante extinguished the flame.
The men lay smoldering, barely recognizable as human.

Dante used hisfoot to rall the man onto his back. Incredibly, hate-filled eyes glared up at him from
the charred face. The hole that had been the man’s mouth worked, and a ghogtly sound tore from a
throat that shouldn’t have worked.

“Toooo late. Toooo lae”

Then he died, massve shock stopping his heart. Dante stood frozen, his thoughts working
furioudy.



Too late? Too late for what?

He' d touched the Ansara. The man had been in agony, his hate projected like a force fidd, and
Dante had read him.

Too late.
He could warn Mercy, but it would be too late.
“Oh, shit,” he said softly, and ran.

Lorna had obeyed him, and stayed put. She was in the kitchen, crouched by the refrigerator, when
he charged in and grabbed the nearest phone. His firs phone cdl was to Mercy. His second was to
Gideon, who could get to Mercy much faster than he could.

Because it was the solstice, because Gideon's persond dectricd fidd played hdl with dl
eectronics, when Gideon answered the phone dmost dl Dante could hear was Stic.

“Get to Mercy!” he roared, hoping Gideon would understand anyway. “The Ansara are attacking
Sanctuary!” Then he dammed down the phone and tore open the door to the garage, his mind racing.

The corporate jet would get him to the airport nearest Sanctuary in about four hours. He could try
Gideon again from the plane.

Two hundred years ago the Ansara had tried to destroy the Raintree and had failed. Now they
were trying again, and, damn it, this time they might succeed in destroying Sanctuary—where Mercy
was, with Eve.

“Where are you going?’ Lorna shrieked as he got in the Lotus.

“Stay herel” he ordered one lagt time, and reversed out of the garage. He didn't want Lorna
anywhere near Sanctuary. He didn’'t know if he would make it back dive, but no matter what, he had to
know she was safe.

“I don't think s0,” Lorna muttered furioudy as she changed clothes. Dante Raintree waan't the
only person who knew how to get things done. If he thought he could leave her behind while he went to
fight some sort of supernatura battle, wel, he would soon find out he was wrong.
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