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With specid thanksto Louis Goodrum, for the tour of Wilmington and the vauable insight.
For Lindaand Beverly. What atrip this has been!
And for Ledie Wainger. Here sto butterfly years and (thankfully) missed cameramoments.



Gideon

| amRaintree. 1t's more than alast name, more than a notation on afamily tree. It'saquirk inmy DNA.

It samark of dedtiny.

Long story short, magic is red. 1t's not only red, it exigs dl around us, but most people never
open their eyes wide enough to see. My eyes have dways been wide open. Magic isin my blood. My
ancestors were cdled wizards, magicians and witches. They were dso cdled demons and devils. Isit any
wonder the family decided years ago to hide our gifts? Hide, | said, not bury. Thereé's a difference.
Power is aresponghbility not to be denied in order to make life smple.

Each family member has a specific gift. Some are strong and some are weak; some have gifts that
are more useful then others. Each Raintree has an otherworldly talent. Mine is dectricd energy. | can
harness the dectricity that exists dl around us. | can even create my own specid surge of voltage. Yeah, |
have a tendency to fry computers and destroy fluorescent lights, but that comes with the territory and I’ ve
learned to ded withiit.

| dso speak to ghosts, who are Smply a form of eectrical energy we don't yet fully understand.
Thistdent comes in handy in my current profession.

| am Gideon Raintree, and I’'m Wilmington, North Carolina s one and only homicide detective.



Prologue

Sunday—Midnight

T he adrendine was pumping so hard and fast that Tabby couldn’'t make hersdf stand entirdy ill. Even
the quick dimb to this third floor walkup hadn’t dimmed her excitement. She wrinkled her nose in disdain
as she studied the green gpartment door and anxioudy rose up onto her toes, then dropped down again.
The pant on the door was peding badly; the wood was warped; the number was crooked. What
sef-respecting Raintree would livein a dump like this one?

Tabby had been waiting for this moment for so long. Forever, it sometimes seemed. She hadn’t
waited patiently, but she had waited. Everything had to be perfect before the assault began; that had
been stressed to her on more than one occasion. Andly it was time. She balanced the pizza box in her
left hand as she knocked again with her right, harder and faster than she had before. A giddiness rose
within her, and she savored it. She'd trained for this moment, had been practicing for dmogt a year, but
finelly the time was here.

“Who is it?" an obvioudy annoyed woman asked from the other sde of the weathered green
door.

“Pizzaddivery,” Tabby answered.

She ligened as the security chain was undone with the dide of meta on metd and the rattle of
durdy links. A dead bolt turned, and findly—finally—the lock in the doorknob clicked and the door
Swung open.

Tabby took quick stock of the woman before her. Twenty-two years old, five foot four, green
eyes, short pink hair. Her.

“l think thereé's been a midake, unless... ” the pink-haired woman began. She didn't get the
chance to say another word.

Tabby forced her way into the apartment, pushing the Raintree woman back into the shabby living
room and damming the door behind her. She dropped the empty pizza box, reveding the knife she held
in her left hand. “ Scream and Il kill you,” she said before Echo had a chance to make a sound.

The girl’s eyes got big. Funny, but Tabby had expected the Raintree eyes to be more driking.
She'd heard so much about them. Echo’s eyes were an average, unexdting blue-gray-green, not at dl
Specid.

One swipe and this job would be done, but Tabby didn’'t want it to be over too soon. Her gift was
one of empathy, but rather than experiencing others emotions, she craved ther fear. Hate and horror
tasted sweet when Tabby dlowed her gift free rein. The dark sensations she drank in made her stronger.
At this moment she fed off Echo Raintreg’s terror, and it fdt good. It made her strong, physcdly and
mentdly. Thet terror fed the giddiness,

“l don’t have much money,” Echo said, pathetic and whining, and growing more and more afraid
with every second that passed. “Whatever you want... ”

“Whatever | want,” Tabby repested as she forced Echo away until her back was againgt the wall.
Literaly. What she redly wanted was this girl’'s power. Prophesy. There was power in prophesy,
properly used, though judging by this crappy gpartment, Echo had not made the best of her talents. What
ashame that something so extraordinary had to be wasted on this trembling doormeat.

Tabby sometimes dreamed that when she killed, she absorbed the powers of her victim. It should



be possible, should be an extenson of her gift, but so far she hadn’t been able to make it happen. One
day, when her power was properly nourished as it should be, she would find the dark magic to take the
next step in her own evolution.

Wighing the gift of prophesy could somehow fly from this Raintree's soul into her own, Tabby
touched the girl’s dender, pae throat with the tip of her knife. She made a amdl cut, and the girl gasped,
and oh, the rush of fear that filled the ar was tasty, and very, very strong.

She could play with Echo Raintree dl night, but Cael wanted the job done quickly and efficiently.
He d stressed that to Tabby more than once, when she' d received her assgnment. This was not the time
to play but to be a soldier. A warrior. Much as she would love to stay here a while and amuse hersdlf
with the Raintree, Tabby definitdy didn’t want to end up on Cael’s bad side.

She amiled and drew the knife very dightly away from the drop of blood on the girl’s pde throat.
Echo looked dightly relieved, and Tabby Iet the frightened woman believe, for that moment, thet this was
asmple robbery that would soon be over.

Nothing was over. It had just begun.



Chapter 1

Monday—3:37 a.m.

W hen Gideon’s phone rang in the middle of the night, it meant someone was dead. “Raintreg” he
answered, his voice rumbling with the edges of deep.

“Sorry to wake you.”
Surprised to hear his brother Dante' s voice, Gideon came ingantly awake. “What's wrong?’

“Theré s afire a the casno. Could be worse,” Dante added before Gideon could ask, “but it's
bad enough. | didn't want you to see it on the morning news without some warning. Cadl Mercy in a
couple of hours and tdl her I'm dl right. I'd cdl her mysdf, but I'm going to have my hands full for the
next few days.”

Gideon sat up, wide awake. “If you need me, I'm there.”

“No, thanks. Y ou' ve got no business getting on an arplane this week, and everything hereisfine. |
just wanted to cdl you before | got so tied up inred tape | couldn’t get to a phone.”

Gideon ran hisfingers through his hair. Outside his window, the waves of the Atlantic crashed and
rolled. He offered again to go to Reno and help. He could drive, if necessary. But once again Dante told
him everything was fine, and they ended the cdl. Gideon reset his darm for five-thirty. He would cdll
Mercy before she started her day. The fire must have been a bad one for Dante to be so certain it would
meake the nationd news.

Alarm reset, Gideon fdl back onto the bed. Maybe he'd deep, maybe not. He ligened to the
ocean waves and let his mind wander. With the solstice coming in less than a week, his normd dectric
abnormdities were redly out of whack. The surges usudly spirded out of control only when a ghost was
nearby, but for the past few days, and for the week to come, it didn't take the addition of an dectricdly
charged spirit to make appliances and eectronicsin his path go haywire. There was nothing he could do
but be cautious. Maybe he should take afew days off, say away from the gation dtogether and lie low.
He closad his eyes and fdl back adeep.

She appeared without warning, floating over the end of the bed and amiling down a him, as she
adways did. Tonight she wore a plain white dress that touched her bare ankles, and her long dark hair
was unbound. Emma, as she said she would one day be cdled, dways came to himin the form of a child.
She was very much unlike the ghosts who haunted him. This child came only in dreams and was untainted
by the pain of lifé' s hardships. She carried with her no need for justice, no heartbreak, no gnawing deed
left undone. Instead, she brought with her light and love, and a sense of peace. And sheingsted on cdling
him Daddy.

“Good morning, Daddy.”

Gideon sghed and sat up. He'd firdgt seen this particular Spirit three months ago, but laidy her vigts
hed become more and more frequent. More and more red. Who knew? Maybe he had been her father
in another life, but he wasn't going to be anyone's daddy in this one.

“Good morning, Emma”

The soirit of the little girl drifted down to stand on the foot of the bed. “I'm s0 excited.” She
laughed, and the sound was oddly familiar. Gideon liked that laugh. 1t made his heart do strange things.
He convinced himsdf that the sense of warm familiarity meant nothing. Nothing &t all.

“Why are you excited?’



“I'm coming to you soon, Daddy.”

He closed his eyes and sghed. “Emma, honey, I've told you a hundred times, I’'m not going to
have kidsin thislifetime, so you can stop caling me Daddy.”

She judt laughed again. “Don't be slly, Daddy. Y ou dways have me.”

The spirit who had told him that her name would be Emmain this lifelime did have the Raintree
eyes, hisown dark brown hair and a touch of honey in her skin. But he knew better than to trust what he
saw. After dl, she only showed up in dreams. He was going to have to stop eating nachos before going
to bed.

“I hate to tdl you this, sweetheart, but in order to make a baby there has to be a mommy as wdl
asadaddy. I'm not getting married and I’'m not having kids, so you'll just have to choose someone ese
to be your daddy thistime around.”

Emmawas not a dl perturbed. “You're dways so stubborn. | am coming to you, Daddy, | am.
I’'m coming to you in a moonbeam.”

Gideon had tried romantic rdaionships before, and they never worked. He had to hide so much
of himsdf from the women in hislife it would never do to have someone that close. And a wife and kid?
Forget it. He dready had to answer to the new chief, his family and a never-ending stream of ghosts. He
waan't about to put himsdlf in a position where he would be obligated to answer to anyone else. Women
came and went, but he made sure none ever got too close or stayed too long.

It was Dante's job to reproduce, not his. Gideon glanced toward the dresser, where the latest
fertility charm sat ready to be packaged up and mailed. Once Dante had kids of his own, Gideon would
no longer be next in line for the pogtion of Dranir, head of the Raintree family. He couldn’'t think of
anything worse than being Dranir, except maybe getting married and having kids of his own.

Big brother had his hands full at the moment, though, so maybe he would hold off a few days
before mailing that charm. Maybe.

“Be careful,” Emma said as she floated a bit closer. “ She's very bad, Daddy. Very bad. You have
to be careful.”

“Don't cdl me Daddy,” Gideon said. As an afterthought he added, “Who's very bad?’

“You'll know soon. Take care of my moonbeam, Daddy.”

“In amoonbeam,” he said softly. “What aload of ... ”

“It'sjust begun,” Emmasaid, her voice and her body fading away.

The darm went off, and Gideon woke with a start. He hated that freskin' dream. He glanced

toward the dresser where Dante' s fetility charm sat, and then he looked up, dmogt as if he expected to
see Emmafloating there. The dreams that were touched with redity were dways hardest to shake.

Heleft the bed and the dreams behind, feding his body and his mind come awake as he waked
dowly to the French doors that opened onto a smdl private deck. He tossed open the drapes to reved
the ocean, drawing strength from the water as he aways did. There were times when he was certain the
bresking of the waves came in time with his heartbeat, and there was so much eectricity in the ocean that
he could sl it, tagteit.

He needed to cdl Mercy and tdl her what had happened at Dante's casino, and he would get that
taken care of as soon as he had the coffee percolating. He dreaded teling her what had happened. Even
though Dante was fine, she would worry.

After he made the cdl he would head for the office. He knew without a doubt that Frank Stiles
had murdered Johnny Ray Black, but he didn’'t have the evidence just yet. He would, though, in time. He
thought again about taking a few days off, just until the summer solstice passed. If everything was quiet at



the gtation, he could bring the case files home and work from here.
Then Emma sfind words rang in his ears, asif she were whispering to hm ill. “It’s just begun.”



Chapter 2

Monday—10:46 a.m.

T he amd| apartment had been trashed. Broken glass sparkled on anonymous beige carpet; books and
caefully chosen knickknacks had been raked from the shdf to the floor; an empty pizza box lay
discarded on the floor; and someone had taken a sharp blade to the old red leather sofa that sat in the
middle of the room. Had the sofa been mutilated with the same knife that had killed Sherry Bishop? He
didn't know. Not yet.

Gideon kept his eyes on Bishop's body while the woman behind him talked, her voice quick and
high. “I thought maybe Echo was on her way home early and had ordered a pizzaon her cdl, you know?
She does like to egt late at night, so | didn’'t even think... ” She snorted. “Stupid. My mather will kill me
when she finds out | let a wacko into the apartment.”

Gideon glanced up and back. Was that an expresson Sherry Bishop had used a hundred times
before and automaicaly caled upon now? Or did she not yet redize that she was dead? My mother
will kill me...

She looked dmogt solid, perched on the char behind him. As usud, she wore a faded pair of
hip-hugger jeans and a T-shirt with the hem ripped to display her bely button and the piercing there. The
hairdo was new.

Echo had found the body earlier this morning, after returning from a weekend trip to Charlotte.
She' d immediatdy caled him instead of diding 911. So much for taking the week off. Gideon had made
the necessary cdls by cdl phone, while on hisway to the scene. After he'd arrived, he'd talked to Echo
in the hdlway. He'd camed her down as best he could, and he'd been here to stop the fird patrolmen
who arrived from entering and possibly contaminating the crime scene. The uniforms stood in the hdlway
dill, peering into the apartment like kids who weren’t dlowed into the candy store. Had he ever been that

young?
They were dl watching, but he couldn’'t worry about that. He dready had a reputation as being
odd; that was the least of hisworries.

“Did you know him?" he asked oftly.
“Her,” Sherry said.

A woman? Gideon glanced at the body again, then a the mess the attacker had made of the
goatment. She's very bad, Daddy. Very bad. When Emma had appeared to him in the dream, Sherry
Bishop had been dead for hours. Not only dead, but mutilated. The index finger of her right hand was
missng, cut off after death, judging by the smdl amount of blood that had been shed. A neat square of
her scalp, as wdl as a portion of blond and pink har, had dso been taken. He had a hard time
comprehending that a woman had done this, but by now he should know that anything and everything
was possible.

“Did you know her?’

The specter shook her head. She looked dmogt redl, except that she wasn't entirdy solid. It was
as if she were manufactured entirdy of a thick mis. Her pink-and-blond spiked hair, the jeans and
T-shirt she wore, her pae skin. It was dl dightly less than substantid. “I opened the door, she rushed in
and said she wouldn't hurt meif | didn’t scream, and then she hit me on my neck and... ” She laid a hand
over her throat and looked past Gideon to the body. Her body. “That bitch killed me, didn’'t she?’

“I'm afraid so. Anything you can tdl me about her would be hdpful.”



Sherry looked a the body and gasped. “She cut off my finger? How am | supposed to play the
drumswith...” The ghogt fdl back againg the couch. “Yeah, | know,” she sighed. “Dead.”

“Detective Raintree?’” One of the patrolmen stuck his head in the room. “Are you, uh, okay?’
Gideon lifted a hand without looking at the officer. “I’'m fine”
“l heard you, uh, taking.”

Thistime Gideon did look at the kid. Hard. “I’'m taking to mysdf. Let me know when the crime
scene techs arrive”

He heard Echo start to cry again, and the officers turned to comfort her. His cousin was didtracting
them s0 he could work in peace, he knew. There wasn't a man dive who would mind comforting Echo
Raintree.

The ghogt of Sherry Bishop sighed again, and her form vibrated. “They can’'t see me, can they?’
“No,” Gideon whispered.

“But you can.”

He nodded.

“Why isthat?’

Blood. Genetics. A curse. A gift. Electrons. “We don't have time to talk about me” He didn't
know how long Sherry Bishop would remain earthbound. Maybe a few minutes more, maybe an hour,
maybe a couple of days. Perhaps she would demand justice and hang around until his job was done, but
he couldn’t be sure. He could never be sure. Ghosts were damned unrdigble. “Tdl me everything you
remember about the woman who attacked you.”

Detective Hope Maory rushed up the gtairs of the old apartment building, dowing her step as she
approached the third floor. Haf a dozen cops and a handful of neighbors were milling around in the
hdlway outsde the victim's apartment, dl of them trying to peer indde as if there were a show going on.
All but one petite young woman with short blond hair shot with liberd hot pink streaks. She hung back,
amod asif she were afraid to see what was hgppening indde.

Hope took a deep breath and smoothed her navy-blue jacket as she approached. This morming
she'd dressed professondly, as dways, in trousers and a jacket like any other detective. Her pistol was
housed in a holgter at her waist, and her badge hung around her neck, so everyone could seeit plainly.

The only concessions she made to her femininity were a touch of makeup and the two-inch heds.
She wanted to make a good impression, snce this was her fird day on the job. From everything she'd
heard, no matter what she said or did, her new partner was not going to be happy to see her.

She made her way past a couple of the officers to the doorway. One of them whispered to her,
“You can't gointhere” She stopped for amoment and watched Detective Gideon Raintree at work.

She' d sudied hisfile extensvely in preparation for this assgnment. The man was not only a good
cop, he had a solution rate that boggled the mind. Right now he was down on his haunches, sudying the
body and taking to himsdf in a low voice. Behind him, a lamp on an end table directed light on to his
tightly-wound body in an odd way, asif he were caught in the spotlight. All the blinds were closed, so the
room was dmog dark. Everything was as he'd found it, she knew.

The photograph in Gideon Raintree s file didn’t do him justice, Hope could tdl that from where
ghe stood, even though she didn’'t have a clear view of hisface. He was a very good-looking man with a
great body—the perfectly cut suit couldn’'t hide that—and the fact that he needed a haircut didn’'t make
hm any less attractive. She’ d dways been a sucker for longish hair on a man, and very dark brown har
with just a touch of a wave hung a tad too long on Raintree's neck. No matter how conservatively he



dressed, he would never completdy pull off a conventiona [ook.

The st he wore was expensive; he hadn’t bought that on a cop’s sdary, not unless he'd been
living on macaroni and cheese for the past year. It was dark gray, perfectly fitted, and would never dare
to wrinkle. The shoes were expensive, too, made of good qudity lesther. He had a neetly trimmed
mustache and goatee, very hip, very roguish. If not for the gun and badge, Raintree wouldn't look at dl
like a cop.

She stepped into the room, againgt the whispered advice of the officer behind her. Raintree' s head
snapped up. “I told you... ” he began, but he didn’t finish his sentence. He stared a her with intense
green eyes that were surprised and intdligent, and Hope got her firg redly good look a Gideon
Raintreg' s face. Cheekbones and eyelashes like that on a man redly should be illegd, and the way he
stared a her with those narrowed eyes...

The lightbulb in the lamp behind him expl oded.

“Sorry,” he said, as if he had somehow made the lightbulb explode. “I’'m not ready for the crime
scene techs. Give me afew more minutes and I'll be out of your way.” His tone was dismissve, and that
rankled.

“I'm nat with the Crime Scene Divison,” Hope said as she took a careful step forward.
His head snapped up, and he glared a her again, not so politely thistime. “Then get out.”

Hope shook her head. Normdly she would offer her hand for a professond gregting when she got
close enough, but Raintree was wearing white gloves, so she would be keeping her hands to hersdf. The
firm businesdike handshake she usudly offered the men she worked with would have to wait. “I'm
Detective Hope Mdory,” she said. “Your new partner.”

He didn't hestate before answering with confidence, “My partner retired five months ago, and |
don’'t need another one. Don't touch anything on your way out.”

She was dismissed, and Raintree returned his atention to the body on the floor, even though he
now had lesslight to study it by. The overhead light was dim, but she supposed it cast enough illumination
over the scene. Hope had tried not to actudly look a the body, but as she continued to stand her
ground, she made hersdf take in the scene before her. 1t was the hair that caught her attention fird. Like
the woman in the hall, thisvictin''s hair was a mixture of pale blond and bright pink. She was dressed in
well-worn blue jeans and a once-white T-shirt that advertised a locd musc festivd. She had four gold
earingsin one ear and onein the other, and wore a totd of five rings—a mixture of gold and slve—on
her dender fingers. All nine of them. Hope's somach flipped. One finger had been removed, and there
was a horrible bloody wound on the top of the victim's head, as if someone had tried to scalp her.

The same someone who had diced her throat.

Hope took a deep breath to compose hersdf, then decided that wasn't a good idea. Desth wasn't
pretty, and it didn't amdl nice, either. She had, of course, seen bodies before. But they hadn’'t been quite
this fresh, or thismangled. It was impossible not to be affected by the Sght.

Raintree sghed. “Y ou're not going away, are you?’
Hope shook her head, and tried to casudly cover her nose and mouth with one hand.

“Hne” Rantree sad sharply. “ Sherry Bishop, twenty-two years old. She was dngle and had no
sgnificant relationship a the time of her murder. Money was tight, so robbery is unlikdy as a mative.
Bishop was a drummer with alocd band and aso waitressed at a coffee shop downtown to make ends

“If she wasin a band, maybe a stalker fixated on her,” Hope suggested.
The man who continued to sguat on the floor by the body shook his head. “She was killed by a



left-handed womean with long blond hair.”
“How did you come up with dl that information in the past, what, twenty minutes?’
“Hifteen.” Gideon Raintree stood dowly.

He was over 9x feet tal—six-one, to be exact, according to his file—so Hope had to crane her
neck to look himinthe eye. His skin was warm, kissed by the sun, and this close, the green of his eyes
was downright remarkable. The goatee and moustache gave him an dmost devilish appearance, and
somehow it suited him. When his eyes were narrowed and waichful, as they were now, he looked
incredibly hard, as if he possessed no more heart than the murderers he pursued. Feding more than a
little like a coward, Hope dropped her gaze to hisblue slk tie.

“From the angle of the wound, it appears that the attacker held the knife in her left hand,” he
explained. “The coroner will confirm that, I'm sure”

From what she'd heard, Gideon Raintree was dways sure of himsdf. And dways right. “You sad
her. How can you know the killer was a woman?’

Gideon nodded. “Ther€ s a angle long blond har on the victim's dothing. Har that length on a
men is possible, but unlikey. Again, the coroner will have to confirm.”

All right, he was observant. He had done this before. He was good. “How could you possibly
know the persond details of her life?” Hope asked. Drummer. No sgnificant other. Waitress in a coffee
shop. She quickly scanned the room for clues and saw none.

“Sherry Bishop was my cousin Echo’s roommate.”

Hope nodded. She tried to remain unaffected, but the smdl was making her queasy.

Raintree stared right through her with those odd eyes of his. “Thisis your firs homicide, isn't it?’
Agan Hope nodded.

“If you're going to throw up, do it in the halway. | won't have you contaminating my crime
scene”

How thoughtful. “I’m not going to contaminate your crime scene.”

“Good. If you inggt on gticking around, interview the neighbors and see if they heard anything last
night or early this morning.”
Gladly. Hope nodded yet again, then turned to escape from the room, leaving Gideon Raintree

adone with the victim. She was quite certain that he was more comfortable with the dead woman than he
was with her.

His new partner was intently interviewing a nosy neighbor, and the crime scene techs were doing
their thing indde the gpartment. Gideon sat beside Echo on the steps thet led to the fourth floor.

“Is she here?’ Echo asked oftly.

No one was paying them any attention a the moment. Gideon didn't expect that would last long.
“She' s tting behind us”

Even though Echo knew she wouldn't see anything, she glanced over her shoulder to the deserted
steps. “I'm sorry. | should' ve known.”

Like Bishop, Echo was a young twenty-two. She was incredibly talented—as a guitar player and
as a seer—but she had little or no control over her gift of prophesy. Cdling her psychic wasn't quite
right. She couldn’t tel you where you'd left your wallet or whether or not you would marry within the
next year, but she did see disasters. She dreamed of floods and earthquakes. Her nightmeares came true.

Gideon had atouch of pre-cog ability, but not enough to make a sgnificant difference. Hisindincts



were just a hair sharper than was normd, but he didn't dream about catastrophes and experience them
as if he were there—there and undble to do anything to stop what was coming. Compared to Echo’s
power, he considered taking to dead people awak in the park.

“It was painless” Gideon said as he put his am around Echo's shoulder. “She didn't even know
what happened.”

“What aload of bull,” Sherry muttered, her voice sour. “It hurt like hdl!”
Fortunatdly, no one but Gideon heard her.

“Why would anyone kill Sherry?” Echo asked. The tears hadn't stopped, but they were softer
now. Congtant but gentle. “Everyone liked her.”

“l don't know.” Something Gideon didn't like niggled at his brain. Bishop hadn’t recognized her
killer. She' d never suspected that her life was in danger. There was no logicad reason for her to be dead,
much less savagely mutilated. In every case he'd had snce moving to Wilmington four years ago, the
vidim had known the name of the killer. Drugs were the usud motive, but there had been afew crimes of
misdirected passon. Murder by stranger was a rare thing. With a few notable exceptions, it took a
persond connection for murder to occur.

He didn't want to scare his cousin, but there was one possbility he couldn’t ignore. “Have you
hed any visons lady that might’ ve put you in danger?’

Echo didn’t need to be asked twice. “Do you think the person who killed Sherry was after me?”

“Son of abitch!” Sherry said softly. “I never should' ve dyed my har blond and pink like Echo's.
We thought it would be such a good thing for the band, you know? A trademark. A... a thing... ” She
pouted. “I thought it was so cute.”

“It's just a posshility,” Gideon said softly. “Look, you won't be able to stay here for a while
anyway, 0 | want you to find yoursdf a quiet place to crash, and | want you to stay there until | figure
this out. Where are your folks?’

“S. Moritz”

Figures. “1 don't want you going thet far.” Besides, Echo’s parents were dl but usdessin a crigs.
“You can say a my place for afew days”

Echo sghed and rested her head on her hands. “We have a gg next weekend, so I’'m cool until
then. | can cdl the coffee shop and tdl them | won't be in this week, and then | can go to Charlotte and
gtay with Dewey urtil Friday.”

Dewey. Great. The guy was a rail-thin goofy-looking saxophone player who had the hots for
Echo, even though she ingsted they were just friends. Sill, a few days with Dewey would be better than
daying around hereif there was any chance the murderer had been after Echo and not Sherry. “Cdl me
before you come back to town. Y ou may have to cance your gig”

Echo didn't protest, as he'd thought she might. “Maybe we should just cance everything. Wel
never find a drummer to take Sherry’s place. And even if we do, it won't be the same.”

Gideon didn’'t see Echo often. He was twelve years older than she was, and they had no common
interests. In fact, hislittle cousn had awild streak that put his teeth on edge. Not that he'd dways been a
sant. But they were family, and he checked in on her now and then. He had even been to a smoky club
to see her band play a couple of times. The music had been too loud and too angry to suit him, but the
girls had dl seemed to have a good time.

She was right. It would never be the same.
“You look tired.”
Echo shrugged her thin shoulders. “I’'m supposed to work this afternoon—you know, at the coffee



shop—so | stayed up dl night instead of driving home last night or trying to get up early this morning to
drive back. You know how | hate to get up early.”

“Yeah, | know.”

“It jJust made more sense to stay up and drive back to grab something to eat before | had to... ”
Her voice hitched. “1 guess| should cdl Mark and tdl him | won't be in today, and that Sherry won't...
you know.”

It was difficult to say doud. Sherry Bishop wouldn't be going back to work. Ever.

Gideon took his house key from his pocket and handed it to Echo. “Get a couple of hours deep a
my place before you head to Charlotte. You shouldn’t be on the road in your condition.” She nodded
and dipped the key into her front pocket. “Keep your cdl on,” Gideon added.

None of the Raintrees advertised their gifts but perhaps someone who had discovered Echo’'s
adility had wanted to dlence her. Because of something she' d seen or might possibly see? And why take
the finger and a segment of the scalp? That done took this case beyond anything he had ever worked,
but it didn’t help him. All he had were questions. Theories. More questions.

When he walked down the steps, Sherry Bishop followed. “Y ou are going to find out who did this
to me, aren’'t you?’ she asked.

“I'm going to try.”
“Thisis just s0 freskin’ unfair. | had plans for my life, you know. Big plans. | was kinda hopin’
you'd ask me out one day. | mean, you're older and dl, but you're redly hot anyway.”

“Geg, thanks,” Gideon mumbled.

Sherry gasped. “I never got a chance to wear my new boots! They were redly kickin', and | got
them on sde” She 9ghed. “Crap. Tdl Echo she can have them.”

“I'll tell her.”

Gideon stopped a the foot of the stairs and watched his new partner as she interviewed an older
woman with frizzy gray har. He liked to work adone. It made spesking to the victims so much easier. His
last partner hed findly decided to believe that Gideon taked to himsdf and had great hunches on a
regular basis. Hope Mdory didn’t look asif she would make things that easy for him. She didn’'t look at
dl accepting of things she did not understand.

He appreciated women. He had no plans to marry or even get involved in a serious reationship,
ever, but that didn’'t mean he lived like a monk. Most women were attractive in some way; they dl had a
feature or two that could catch and hold a man's atention for awhile. Hope Maory was much more than
attractive. She had a dassic beauty. Black hair, cut chin length, hung around her face thick and slky. Her
kin was creamy pae and flavless, her eyes a serene dark blue, her lips ful and rosy. She was tal,
long-legged and dender, yet rounded in dl the right places. She had the face of an ange, a body that
wouldn't quit, and she carried a gun like she knew how to useit. Did that make her the perfect woman?

A shimmer of pure dectricity ran through his body. The lights in the hdlway flickered, causng
everyone who was lingering in the hdl to look up. At least thistime nothing exploded.

“You're going to catch her, right?” Sherry Bishop pressed.

He watched Hope Maory take a few furious notes, then ask another question of the neighbor.
“Catch her? Right now I’'m not even planning to chase her. She's pretty, but she's not my type, and it's
never a good idea to mix business with pleasure.”

“Get your mind out of your pants, Raintree,” Sherry said sharply. “I'm not talking about your new
partner, I'm taking about the woman who killed me”

He didn't take his eyes off Mdory as he answered, “I'm going to try.”



“Echo says you're the best,” Sherry said more kindly.

“Does she?” Hope Madory glanced his way, caught his eye, then quickly returned her atention to
the neighbor.

“Yeah. And you'd better hurry, Raintree”

Gideon turned to look at Sherry Bishop. She'd faded congderably since they’ d left the gpartment.
Soon she would move on, go home, be a peace. Tha was as it should be, but once that happened he
would have a much harder time communicating with her. It might be possible, but it certainly wouldn't be

this easy.
Maory made her way toward him with long, easy strides that spoke of confidence and grace. Her
notes had been dutifully taken, and he was sure they would be complete.

“Nothing,” she sad softly as she came near. “Mrs. Tarleton, who lives right next door, is
practicdly deaf, and the other neighbor was out until early this morning. No one heard anything.
Everyone liked the victim and your cousin, even though they were, as Mrs. Tarleton said, young and a bit
wild” She looked past Gideon to the stairway. “Maybe | should tak to your cousin.”

“No.”

She looked himin the eye and lifted her eyebrows dightly. “No?’

“I’ve dready talked to Echo.”

“You're her cousin, which means you're too close to her to be objective. Besides, you're aman.”
“Y ou make that sound like a bad thing.”

“It can be. The point is, she might tdll me things she wouldn't tel you.”

“l doubt it.”

The woman got her hackles up. “Should you even be working this case? After dl, you have a
persond connection here.”

“I met Sherry Bishop one time. Maybe twice. Ther€' s no reason—"

“I'm nat taking about your relationship to the victim, Raintree. Until we dimingte her, your cousin
isanaturd suspect.”

“Echo wouldn't hurt anyone.”

“You tdl her, Gideon,” Sherry Bishop said in an irate voice. “How dare she indnuate that Echo
would do thisto me?’

“You're not objective,” Mdory ingsted.

Gideon did his best to ignore Sherry’s ramblings, which had nothing at dl to do with her death.
“Well establish my cousin’sdibi firg thing, if it'll make you fed better. Once she's diminated from your
lig of suspects maybeit'll be okay with you if I do my job.”

“Ther€' s no reason to get snippy.”

Gideon leaned down dightly and lowered his voice. “ Detective Mdory, if you're determined to be
my new partner | don't guess there's much | can do about it. Not at the moment, anyway. But do us
both a favor and act like a detective, not alitile girl.”

Her nogrrils flared. Ah, he d hit anerve. “I an not a girl, Raintree, you—"
“Snippy,” he interrupted. “A word not used by rea men anywhere”

“Hne” she said with unnecessary sharpness. “I'll just grunt alot and scratch my ass now and then,
and maybe I'll fitin.”



Sherry grimaced. “I'll bet a chick like her never scratches her ass”

Thetruth of the matter was that Gideon knew it didn’'t matter what Hope Mdory did or said. She
was going to get under his kin big time. Likeit or not, she was aready there, and she was going to stay
until he found a way to get rid of her. Out of sght, out of mind, right? It wasn't as if she was the only
pretty woman in Wilmington.

He didn't need a partner; he didn’t want one; it would never work. And in the end, it wouldn't
meatter.

Maory wouldn't last long.



Chapter 3

Monday—2:50 p.m.

“L unch?” Gideon glanced at his new partner briefly as he negotiated aturn in the road. The wind blew
Madory's caefully styled deek hair into her face. He could have put the top up, he supposed. Then again,
why make this easy on her? She'd inssted on coming aong, and he'd indsted on driving. She didn’t want
to know what could happen to her new, dectronicaly handicapped car if he was too near it a the wrong
moment.

“| thought you wanted to tak to that dub owner,” she shouted to be heard above the wind.

“He won't be in until four or later.” They'd dready spoken to the manager at the coffee shop
where Bishop and Echo had both worked for the past seven months. Mark Nelson knew nothing of
interest, but Gideon wanted to go back tonight and have alook around. Maybe the killer would be there,
watching for a reaction to the news of Sherry Bishop's death.

“Okay,” Mdory sad rductantly. “I could eat something, | suppose.”

She sounded less than enthusadtic, but Gideon figured she would never admit that the murder
scene had dampened her appetite.

He made a couple of turns on narrow downtown streets and pulled into the parking lot of Mama
Tanyd's Café. It was late enough in the afternoon that the lunch rush was over. The graved parking lot
was precticaly deserted.

“Where are we, Raintree?” Mdory asked suspicioudy, eyeing the amdl concrete block building
that could use a coat of paint and a bucket of spackle. And maybe awindow or two.

“MamaTanya's” he said, opening his door and stepping out. “Best soul food in town.”

She followed him, her heds crunching in the gravd. “If you're trying to scare me off... ” she
muttered.

Gideon ignored her and stepped into the dimly lit, windowless restaurant. He hadn’'t been kidding
when he'd sad this was the best place in town for soul food. It was aso a good place, filled with good
people. Even the ghosts who dropped in here were happy.

“Detective Raintree”” Tanya hersdf greeted him with a amile that deepened the wrinkles on her
serene face. “The usud?’

“Yep.” He grabbed hisregular booth.
Tanyalooked at Maory and raised her eyebrows dightly. “And for you, young lady?”
“I'll just have a sdlad. Vinagrette on the Sde.”

The order was met with slent surprise. Gideon glanced back at Tanya as Mdory joined him. “Just
bring her what I'm having.”

Madory started to argue, then thought better of it.
“What if | don't like what you're having?’ she asked when Tanya was out of hearing distance.
“You'll likeit,” he said.

It was the fird time dl day they’d been in a quiet place, done, and he took the opportunity to
sudy Hope Mdory criticaly. Her hair was mussed from the ride in his convertible. She'd smoothed it
with her hands but hadn’t run to the ladies room to make more extensve repairs. Her cheeks were



flushed, her eyes smart. Take-no-prisoners smart. Man, she was gorgeous.
And she was pissed.
“So what are you doing here?’ he asked.
“l just wanted asdad,” she said oftly.

“In Wilmington,” he darified. “Thisisardaively andl department. | know the detectives from the
other divisons, and | know the uniforms. You're not one of them, so how did you end up with this
ill-advised and temporary assgnment as my partner?’

She didn't take the bait. “I transferred in from Raeigh. | worked vice there for the past two

years.

He was surprised. She looked too young to have been a detective for two years. “How old are
you?’

She didn’t seem to be offended by the question, as some women might have been. “ Twenty-nine”
So she was on the fast track. Ambitious, smart, maybe even alittle bit greedy. “Why the move?’

“My mother lives here in Wilmington. She needs family close by, so | decided it was time to come
back home.”

“Isshesck?
“No.” Mdory squirmed a little, obvioudy getting uncomfortable with the persond nature of the

discusson. “She fdl last year. It wasn't anything serious. She sprained her ankle and hobbled for a
couple of weeks.”

“But it worried you,” he said. Of course it did. Maory was so earnest, so rdentlesdy dedicated
and serious. If anything had happened to her mother, she would see it as somehow being her fault. And
30 here she was.

“It worried me a little” she confessed. “What about you?’ she asked quickly, turning the subject
of the conversation around. “Do you have family close by? Other than Echo, thet is”

People who asked too many questions dways made him nervous. Why did she need to know
about his family? Of course, he had sarted this persona discusson. Turnabout was far play, he
supposed. “I have a sgter and a niece who live in the western part of the state, a few hours away, a
brother in Nevada and cousins everywhere | turn.”

That last bit got asmdl amile out of her. Nice. Maybe she wasn't entirdly earnest, after dl.
“What about your parents?’ she asked.

“They're dead.”

Her amile faded quickly. “ Sorry.”

“They were murdered when | was seventeen,” he said without emation. “Anything ese you want
to know?’

“l didn't mean to pry.”

Of course she hadn’t, but his blunt answer had killed the conversation, just as he had hoped. This
womean could play hdl with hislife on so many levelsif she made even hdf an effort. Scary notion.

Tanya placed two very full plates on the table, dong with two tal glasses of iced tea.

“Raintree” Madory said in alowered voice, after Tanya waked away. “Everything on my plate but
the turnip greensis fried.”

“Yep,” he answered as he dug in. “ Good guff.”



They both turned ther atention to eating, Hope dightly less enthusiagtic than Gideon about the
fare, though after afew hites she relaxed and started to enjoy the med. Gideon was glad for the slence,
but it dso made him nervous, because there was alevd of comfort init.

He didn't need or want a partner. He'd tolerated Leon for three and a hdf years, and in the end
they’d made a pretty good team. Gideon solved the cases; Leon did the paperwork and handled the
bullshit. At the end of the day they both looked good and everyone was happy. Hope Mdory did not
look like a happy person.

“I think she' s killed before,” a soft voice called.

Gideon turned his head to glance into the unoccupied booth behind him. Wdll, it had been
unoccupied—until Sherry Bishop arrived. She looked less solid than she had back at the apartment, but
it was definitdy her. “What?’ he asked softly.

“Raintree” Mdory began, “areyoudl...”
He slenced his new partner with a lifted hand but never took his eyes from Sherry.

“The woman who killed me” the ghost said. “She wasn't a dl afrad or even nervous, just
awious. Wound up, the way Echo and | dways were before a gig. | think she liked it. | think she
enjoyed killing me”

“Raintree” Mdory said again, her voice sharper than before.
Gideon lifted his hand once more, this time with a raised finger to indicate sllence.
“Shake that finger at me again and I'll bresk it off.”

Sherry Bishop disappeared, and Gideon turned around to face an angry and confused Detective
Maory.

“Sorry,” he sad. “I was just thinking.”
“You have an odd way of thinking.”
“I've heard that before.”

Something in her expression changed. Her eyes grew softer, her lips fuller, and something worse
than anger appeared. Curiogty. “But apparently it works,” she said. “How do you do it?’
“Think?" He knew what she was asking; he just didn’'t want to go there.

“I've never known a detective with a record like yours. Except for that one case last year, your
record is flawless”

“I know Stilesdid it, | just can't proveit. Yet.”
“How?" she whispered. “How do you know?’

It was easiest to pretend that he was like everyone dse when the question came up. He had a gift
for seeing amdl things that others missed; he had an eye for detall; he saw patterns; he was dedicated to
s0lving each and every case. All those things were true, but they weren't the reason for his dmost
flawless record.

“| tak to dead people.”

Maory's response was immediate and not at dl unexpected. She laughed out loud. The laugh did
great things to her face. Her eyes sparkled; her cheeks grew pink; her lips turned up a the corners. It
gruck Gideon sharply that he fdt much too comfortable with Hope Mdory. That laugh was nicdy
familiar. He could get used to this... and he couldn’t alow that to happen.

Hope drove dowly past Raintree's house, and the dght of his house didn't dlay her suspicions at



dl.

The three-gtory pae gray Carolina-style house right on Wrightsville Beach hadn’t been bought on
acop’'s sdary, tha was for sure. This was one of the nicest areas dong the strip, and he owned one of
the nicest houses. She'd dready done some invedigating, and she knew what he'd paid for the place
when he' d moved in four years ago.

There was a three-car garage a the end of a short paved driveway. She knew, even though the
garage doors were down, that every bay was filled. Raintree owned a black '66 Mustang, the
convertible he' d driven today; a’57 Chevy Bd Air, turquoise and cream; and a’ 74 Dodge Chadlenger in
rally-red, whatever that was.

Money aside, no one was as good a cop as Gideon Raintree seemed to be. Mogt of the murders
he d solved were drug related, which meant he could very wel be connected to someone in the
community of dedlers. Someone high enough up to be able to buy his own cop. Was her new partner
involved with the crimind eement in Wilmington?
| talk to dead people my ass.

The houses on this strip of the beach were impressive, but space was a a premium, and they had
been built very close together. One colorful house after another lined this street, and Raintree' s tagtefully
painted gray was one of the finest. Why hadn’t anyone ever questioned his lifestyle?

Evey detective she knew wanted to work homicide. It was high-profile; it was important. And yet
five months after his partner’s retirement, Raintree was gill working alone—or had been, until she'd
come dong. The new chief had told her the other detectives weren't interested in working with Raintree.
They didn't want to get logt in the shuffle, dways being second man on the team, or ese they knew
Raintree liked to work adone and didn't want to be the one to rock the boat. In other words, if it an't
broke, don't fix it.

Hope had never minded rocking the boat.

Maybe there were completely reasonable answers to dl her questions about Raintree, but then
again, maybe not. She had to know, before she got hersdf in too deep. Before she trusted him, before
she accepted him.

She knew in her gut that Raintree was aliar. Of course he lied on a regular bass He had a penis.
The question was, how deep did the lies go?

Hope parked her blue Toyota down the street, where someone was having a gathering and an
extra car wouldn't stand out, and walked back to Raintreg's house. It was unlikdy she would see
anything this late at night, but she was so curious and wound up that she couldn’t possbly deep. Since
her mother never went to bed before 2:00 am. and the gpartment over the shop was smdl, deep wasn't

dl that easy to come by, anyway.
The house, the expendive suits, the cars... Raintree was definitdy into something.

The recently-retired partner, Leon Franklin, came off as clean as a whistle when she looked into
his background. Franklin had alittle money in the bank, but not too much. A nice house, but not too nice.
And everyone she'd talked to sad Gideon Raintree was the brains of the operation. He got every
homicide case in Wilmington, and he solved them dl. It just wasn't naturdl.

Hope dipped into the darkness between Raintree' s house and the less subtle ydlow house next
door. She'd dressed in black for this outing, so she blended into the shadows. She wasn't going to peek
through a window and catch Raintree red-handed, but the more she knew about this guy, the better off
she would be. There wasn't any harm in just looking around his place a bit.

Movement on the beach caught her attention, and she turned her head in that direction. Speak of
the devil. Gideon Raintree was coming in from a swim, too-long hair dicked back, water dripping from



his chest. He stepped from the sand onto his own private boardwalk and into more direct lighting. When
the light from his deck hit him, she held her breath for a moment. He wore old, holey jeans that had been
cut off just above the knees and that hung too low on his waig, thanks to the weight of the water. He
wore nothing else, except aamdl slver charm that hung from a black cord around his neck.

“Gideon,” a sngsong voice cdled from the ydlow house next to his He stopped on the
boardwalk and lifted his head, then amiled at the blonde who was leaning over her own bacony. Hope
hadn’'t seen so much as a hint of agmilelike that one dl day. Y eah, the guy was définitdy trouble.

“Hi, Honey.” Raintree leaned againg the boardwalk railing and looked up.
“WEe're having a party Saturday night,” Honey said. “Wanna come?’
“Thanks, but probably not. I'm working a case.”

“Thet girl | saw on the news?’” Honey said, her amile fading.

“Yeah”

Another woman, a brunette this time, joined Honey at the bacony raling. “You'll have the case
solved by Saturday,” she said confidently.

“If I do, I'll drop by.”

Both women leaned over the raling. They were wearing skimpy bahing suits as any
s f-respecting beach bum would be on a warm June night. They practically preened for their neighbor’s
benefit.

Raintree was the kind of man a shdlow woman might go for, Hope imagined. He had the looks
and the bank account, and an obvious kind of charm that came with self-confidence. With those eyes and
cheekbones, and the way he looked in those cutoffs, he might make a slly woman's heart race.

Hope had never been glly.

“Why don’t you come on up now and have a drink with us?’ Honey asked, asif the idea had just
popped into her head, though she'd probably been planning to ask her sudly neighbor up from the
moment she’ d seen him on the beach.

“Sorry. Can't do it.” Raintree turned toward his own house—and Hope—and it seemed to her
that he actudly looked directly a her. “1 have company.”

Hope held her breath. He couldn’t possibly see her there. Someone else was coming over, or else
he was making an excuse to be polite. Asif any red-blooded mae would turn down “drinks’ with Honey
and the brunette bimbo.

“Company?’ Honey whined.

“Yeeh.” Rantree leaned againg the wakway raling again and stared into the dark space between
the two houses. “My new partner stopped by.”

Hope muttered a few soft curse words she dmost never used, and Raintree amiled as if he could
hear her. That was impossible, of course. Asimpossible as him seeing her ganding in the shadows.

“Bringhim on up,” the brunette said. “The more the merrier.”
“Her,” Raintree responded without glancing up to his neighbors. “My new partner isagirl.”
He'd sad “gifl” judt to rile her, Hope knew, so she did her best not to react to the jibe.

“Oh.” Honey dghed. “Wdl, you can bring her. | guess” She sounded decidedly less enthusiadtic,
dl of a sudden.

“Thanks, but we'll pass. We have work to discuss. |an't that right, Detective Maory?’
Busted. Hope took a few steps so that she was caught in the soft light cast from both decks. It



was gpparently too late to hide. Was Raintree dangerous? Maybe he was. He looked dangerous enough.
Then again, she was armed and knew how to defend hersdf, if it came to that. Somehow, she didn't
think it would.

“That’sright,” she said, as she waked through sand and tal sea grass to the boardwalk.
“How long have you been down there?’” Honey asked.

“Jud afew minutes”

“You sure were quiet.”

“l was jugt admiring the view.”

The brunette Sghed. “We certainly do understand that.”

Hope fdt hersdf blush. She' d meant the beach, of course, but from the tone of the bimbo’s voice
they thought she meant... Oh, no. She did not want Raintree thinking she enjoyed looking a him. Even if
shedid. “I love the weter.”

“Me, too,” Gideon said.
Hope bounded easly over theraling to join him.

“Come on indde,” he said, tuning his back on her and leading the way. “I guess you're here to
tak about the Bishop case.”

“Yeah,” she sad brightly. “I hope you don’t mind me dropping by this way.”

He glanced over his shoulder and smiled, wickedly amused. “Not at dl, Detective Mdory. Not at
al”

She was up to something. Pretty Detective Hope Mdory was so wound up, <o filled with an
eectricity of her own kind, that if he lad his hands on her, they would probably both explode. Not
necessxily a bad idea

“I'm going to change.” Gideon gestured toward the kitchen. “Help yoursdf to something to drink
and I'll be right back.”

Echo had dept here for a few hours and then driven to Charlotte. He'd talked to her on the
phone, before heading out for a quick swim. She was dill upset, but the panic had faded somewhat.
Whether he liked it or not, Dewey was actudly heping with the difficult Stuation.

It didn’t take Gideon five minutes to put on dry clothes and towe dry his har, and the entire time
he kept asking himsdlf, Why is Malory here? What does she want? If there were early results from the
crime scene techs' study of the murder scene, they would cal him, not her. If she had a theory—and that
was dl she could possibly have a this point—it could have been communicated by telephone. The owner
of the club where Echo’s band often played hadn’t been any help at al. So why was Mdory here?

He found out pretty quickly, right after stepping into the living room to find his new partner stting
in a leather chair with a glass of cold soda in one hand. “Nice place, Raintreg” she sad as her eyes
scanned the walls dmost casudly. “How do you manage thison a cop’s sdary?’

So that was it. She thought he was dirty, and she was here to find out how dirty. Did she want to
join himin profitable corruption or toss his ass in jal? He would guess she was the asstossng sort, but
he' d been wrong about women before. “My family has money.” He headed for the kitchen. “I’'m going to
make mysdf something to drink.”

She nodded to the opposite Sde of the room, where a glass of soda much like hers sat on a
coaster. “| dready fixed you adrink.”

“How do you know what | want? Psychic?’



Agan that flegting but brilliant smile. “Y our fridge was full of the Suff. | took a shot.”

Gideon lowered himsdf into a chair. Was it coincidence that she had placed his glass as far awvay
from her chair as possible? No. Not a coincidence at dl. Mdory liked to look tough, but now and then
he saw a hint of the skittish beneath her skin. When she'd talked about her mother faling and how she
might need her daughter, when he' d looked her in the eye... he' d seen the vulnerahility in her.

She had certainly done her best to look tough tonight, in her black jeans and black T-shirt and
pigal. “Family money,” she said, prompting him to continue.

“Yeah.”

“What kind of family money?’

“My parents and my grandparents, as well as their parents and grandparents, were dl successful.
And lucky.”

She looked him dead in the eyein that oddly annoying way she had. “I saw Echo’s apartment this
morning. Is she from the poor sde of the family?’

“Echo isarebd,” he explained. “Her parents very happily live off the family money. They trave,
they deep, they drink, they party. That's about it. Echo wants to earn her own way. | admire that in her,
even if she does sometimes cut off her nose to spite her face”

“Areyou lucky?’
He looked her over gppreciatively and smiled. “Not tonight, I’m guessing.”

She didn’'t respond to the comment, not even to brisle. “You're définitdy lucky as a detective.
Ive seen your file”

“Goody for you. I'd like to have alook & yours.”
“I'll see whet | can do.”

She took adrink of her soda, and he played with the condensation on his glass with one finger. If
Madory got too nosy, if she asked too many damn questions, he would have to move. Dammiit, he liked it
here. He liked his house, and the men he worked with—most of them—and he loved being near the
ocean. He had come to need it in away he had never expected. For years he'd moved from department
to department, aways going to the place where he thought he was needed mog. Sadly enough, his
taents were cdled for just about everywhere, so he' d findly decided to settle down here.

If Detective Mdory started investigating him and uncovered more than she should, he wouldn't be
able to stay here much longer. So much for settling down. So much for home.

He was ether going to have to make Hope Mdory afriend or get rid of her. She didn't seem like
the kind of woman who was easy to get rid of once she dug in her heds, and he wasn't sure he could
make her hisfriend. She didn't seem to be the friendly type.

Agan Maory studied the living room with critical eyes. “There' s something odd about this place,”
she sad thoughtfully. “Don’t get me wrong, it's very pleasant. Y ou have comfortable furnishings, and nice
paintings on the walls. Everything matches wel enough, and the lamps didn’'t come from a discount store
orayadse...”

“But? Gideon prodded.

She looked a him, then, with those curious blue eyes of hers. “The tdlevison is smdl and cheap,
and the phoneisan old land line Most sngle men of a certain age who have a disposable income own a
decent stereo. You have a boom box that any self-respecting fifteen-year-old would be embarrassed to
carry onto the beach. Run of bad luck?’

Luck again. How could he tdl her that his dectronic devices had a nagty habit of exploding



without warning? He owned two more smdl televisons, which were stored in a spare bedroom, ready
for the time when this one went, and he'd never had any luck with cordless phones or digitd clocks. He
couldn’t get too close to a vehidle that relied on computer chips, which was why he drove older models.
On the rare occasons when he'd been on an arplane, he'd worn a powerful shidding charm tha only
Dante could fashion. He went through cdll phones the way other people went through Kleenex.

“l don't watch much TV. Don't ligen to much musc, either. Cordless phones aren’t secure.”
“And you need your phone cdls to be secure because... 7’

Enough was enough. Gideon rose dowly to his feet. He left his drink behind and crossed the room
to stand near her. “Why don’t you just ask me?’ he said oftly.

“Ask you what?’

“Ask meif I'm dirty.”

The darm in her eyes was vivid, and he could dmogt see her assessing the Stuation. He wasn't

amed, at least as far as she could tel. She was. He had a amd| advantage, sanding over her this way,
but she had the gun handy.

“AK,” hesad again.
Her eyes caught and hdd his. “Are you?’
“No.”

Her darm faded gradudly. “ Something here stinks to high heaven. | just haven't figured out what,
ya.”

“It's the money. People can’t believe that anyone would be a cop if they have any other choice.”
“It's more than the money, Raintree. Y ou're good. You're too good.”

He leaned dightly forward, and she didn’t shrink away. She smelled good. She smdled clean and
sweet and tempting. She andled comfortable and familiar. His fingers curled, as he ressted the
temptation to reach out and touch her. Just a finger on her cheek or atracing of her jaw, that was dl he
wanted. He kept his hands to himsdf.

“I made my choice along time ago. | don’t do thisjob because | have to. | have enough money in
the bank to be a beach bum, if it suits me. | could get a job in my brother’s casno—" as long as he
dayed far, far away from the dot machines “—or live a the homeplace, or just do nothing & dl. But
when my parents were murdered, it was a couple of detectives and a handful of deputies who caught the
killer and put im away. Thisjob isimportant, and | do it because | can.”

He did this job because he had no choice.
Her expresson told him nothing. Nothing at dl.

She's bad, Daddy. Very, very bad. Had Emma been warning him about Sherry Bishop's killer?
Or hisnew partner?



Chapter 4

Monday—10:45 p.m.
She d killed the wrong woman.

Tabby was gtting in the back corner of the coffee shop, but she didn’t watch the riverfront beyond
the wide window, which was busy on this warm summer night; instead she kept her eyes on the patrons
and the employees insgde. She wouldn't have thought a place that sold coffee and cookies would be so
crowded thislate on a Monday night, but the amd| tables were filled with a mixture of both tourists and
regulars, who drank decaf and munched on giant-sized cookies. Many of the regular patrons and the two
young waitresses on duty sniffled as they reminisced about the deceased Sherry Bishop. Okay, so she'd
mede a mistake. At least she had the pleasure of soaking in the pain and fear in the coffee shop for her
trouble. Last night's exercise hadn’t been a complete waste of time,

Until Tabby had seen the evening news, she'd had no idea that she'd killed the wrong woman.
Sidfied and coming down off her naturd high, she'd dept most of the day. When she'd awakened,
she'd spent some time studying her newest souvenirs. One day she would learn of a way to use those
mementos in a powerful working of magic that would give her the powers of those she'd killed. At the
time she'd thought her newest victim was Raintree and therefore more powerful than the others, and so
she' d touched what she' d taken with reverence and, yes, even glee. Everyone possessed some taent that
could be taken, some gift that was wasted or ignored or undiscovered, but this was Raintree.

And then she'd turned on the tdevison to watch the evening news, only to discover that what
she' d taken had not been Raintree e dll.

Who would have thought there would be two pink-haired women living in the same apartment?
She spped a her cooling coffee. Cagl was going to kill her when he found out, unless she fixed her
mistake, pronto. She’d been hoping Echo Raintree would be here tonight, so she could fallow the girl to
wherever she was saying and finish the job. But no such luck, at least not so far. The murder of both girls
would raise afew eyebrows, she knew theat, but what choice did she have? None.

So far Echo hadn't made an appearance. Not tonight. Maybe she was off somewhere arying
about her roommate's death, but surdy she wouldn't stay away dl week. If nothing dse, the funerd
would take place in a matter of days. Tabby didn’t know the details of the arrangements, but that info
would be public soon enough. There was no way Echo could stay away from her roommate' s funerd. It
just had to happen this week.

If Echo Raintree had a vison about what was to come and she warned her family, things would
not go as smoothly as planned.

The door opened, and Tabby automaticaly turned her head to waich the couple enter the coffee
shop. Her heart skipped a beat. Holy crap. Gideon Raintree. Her mouth practically watered. She wanted
Gideon much more than she' d ever wanted Echo, but orders were to wait. Killing a cop would cause too
much commotion, Cael said; it would raise too many questions. Later in the week, when it was dmost
time, then she could kill Gideon. But not tonight.

Tabby didn’t think anyone had seen her near the scene of the crime lagt night, but she was doubly
gad she'd decided to wear the short brunette wig tonight. Her head was hot, and it dready itched, but a
least she didn’t have to worry about anyone recognizing her. She could relax, sit back and watch.

Gideon and the woman who was with him took a sedt in the corner, where they could see
everyone and everything in the restaurant. They were dressed casudly, the woman dl in black, Raintree



in jeans and a faded T-shirt. Both of them were armed, though not openly. Ankle holsters for both; no
badges vishle. Was this an offidd vigt? Of course it was. They were searching for Sherry Bishop's
killer.

Out of the corner of her eye, Tabby studied the woman with Raintree. Cagl had ordered her not
to take out Gideon just yet, but what about the woman? Was she a girlfriend? Cop? Judging by the ankle
holster, she would have to say cop, but maybe the woman was both colleegue and bed buddy.
Something was going on. No fear or sadness radiated from the couple on the opposite side of the room,
but there was energy. Sexud, dightly acrimonious, uncertain energy. Whatever the rdaionship might be,
killing the woman would definitdy Sidetrack Raintreeif he got too close too soon. It would raise a stink,
though, which Cadl definitdy didn't want just yet.

Tabby got antsy gtting and watching. Knowing she'd made a migake did take some of the
pleasure out of lagt night's outing, and she wanted more. She dways wanted more. She'd dready
screwed up this job, so wha did it matter if she killed a cop who wasn't a part of her origind
assignment? Getting rid of the woman would distract Gideon, and she needed him to be distracted. She
needed his attention diverted to something besides Echo and the wrong damn dead woman.

Since everything had dready gone wrong and Tabby didn’'t dare contact Cad until the job was
done, his ingructions didn’t matter quite so much. As long as Echo and Gideon were both dead by the
end of the week, she would be forgiven for any mistakes that happened aong the way. She could shoot
the femae cop and Gideon from a distance at dmogt any time, but that wasn't what she wanted. Tabby
didn’'t much care how she took out the woman, but Gideon was another matter entirely.

Gideon Raintree was a member of the royd family, next in line for Dranir, powerful in away she
could not entirdly imagine. When she killed him, she wanted to be close. She wanted to be touching him
when she thrugt the knife that had taken Sherry Bishop's life into his heart. She wanted his blood on her
hands, and a souvenir or two for her collection.

Even though she had not yet discovered a way to take the gifts she longed to sted, she did draw
energy from the keepsakes she collected. Properly treated and dried, stored in a specid leather bag that
grew heavier with each passng year, those mementos fed her power when she was, by necessity,
subdued. Cadl inggted that she curb her enthusasm, that she be cautious and not draw attention to
hersdf and her gifts Not yet. Not urtil they had taken that which was rightfully theirs. She had been very
subtle and cautious in the games she played, but dl that was about to change.

Yes, she could take out her target from a distance, but killing Gideon Rantree would be a
powerful and delicious moment, and she wasn't yet ready to give up that moment in the name of

expediency.

Tuesday—7:40 a.m.

Breskfagt at the Hilton buffet, Raintree had informed her lagt night. It was a Tuesday morming
tradition with the Wilmington PD detectives. Hope parked her Toyota in the lot and walked toward the
restaurant, unconscioudy smoothing a wrinkle out of her black pants and adjusting her jacket over her
hips as she walked quickly toward the entrance. She was ten minutes late, but her mother had been
taking her ear off as she'd Ieft the shop, and it hadn’t been easy to get away.

The group she'd been invited to join was easy to spot. A round table in the center of the
restaurant was occupied by nine men, dl of them in suits, dl of them Wilmington detectives. Raintree
stood out, even in this crowd of amilarly dressed men who held jobs much like his own. He might as wll
have a oatlight trained on him, the way he drew the eye. The men taked to and over one another as
they drank coffee, and consumed eggs and bacon and biscuits. Hope held her head high as she walked in
their direction. It wasn't long before a few heads turned. Eyebrows rose. Jaws dropped.



Hope was accustomed to the initid reaction she usudly aroused. She didn’t look like a cop, and in
the beginning there was dways resentment, dong with an unspoken question. Had she dept her way to
the top? And if she hadn’t, would she? She had to be more businessike, more distant, more dedicated,
than any man in this profession. She never would have left Raeigh and started this process dl over agan
if not for her mother. Nothing ese could have made her go through this uncomfortable initiation period for
asecond time.

Theonly vacant chair at the table was next to Raintree. She took it, and he introduced her to the
other detectives. After the iniid round of questions and open interest, the men returned to thar
discusson: Where to meset for lunch tomorrow.

Eventudly the conversation turned from food to cases currently under investigation, including—but
not exclusvey—Sherry Bishop's murder. Through a number of outlets, state and federd, Raintree had
requested the files of dl unsolved murders of the same kind over the past Sx months, and by this
afternoon he would have the mgority of those files on his desk—and hers. Asthey talked about the case,
afew important things quickly became clear. Gideon Raintree was a good cop, and the men he worked
with respected and liked him.

Hope dlowed hersdf to rdax alittle. Surdy if Raintree was crooked, the others would know or at
least suspect that something was wrong, and be misrugtful or distant or curious. She saw nothing like that
a the table. Last night she'd been so certain that Raintree was somehow involved in the crimes he'd
solved. Now she wasn't S0 sure. Did she want to believe he was a draight arrow because he was
charming and good-looking as well as infuriating? She didn’t want to be that shalow; she didn't want to
be like those women who judged men by their looks and their well-planned words, without ever looking
indde to find what was red. It was impossble to tdl what a man was like from the outside, and getting to
know them well enough to learn the truth was too painful. At least, it had been for her.

Eventudly the detectives finished edling and peeled away from the table to start their day. Hope
and Raintree |eft together, stepping from the restaurant into a sunny, warm morning.

“Wha's the plan?’ Hope asked as they walked into the crowded parking lot. Her heds clicked
on the asphdt. Gideon's steps were dower, steady and rhythmic.

“l want to go back to the gpartment and have a look around. Maybe you can work on organizing
the paperwork before the case files | requested start coming in. The neighbors interviews need to be
typed up. It'll be aday or two before we get a report from the crime lab, but you could give ’em a cdl
and try to hurry it dong.”

Hope tried—very hard—not to get riled. “I’'m not your secretary, Raintree.”
“l didn't say you were.”

“You want me to take care of the paperwork while you investigete.”

“Leon didn’t mind.”

“I'mnot Leon.”

He stopped a few feet from his car and looked pointedly down at her. “I'm very wdl aware of
that, Detective Mdory.”

“I'll drive today,” she said.
“I'd better—”

“I'll drive” she sad again, more dowly this time. She refused to dlow him to dominate this
partnership. Best to show him right now that she wasn't going to be pushed around.

There was a flash of something in Raintree’s green eyes. Amusement, maybe. It definitdly wasn't
surrender. Still, dl he said was, “Okay. If you ingg.”



Her Toyota was parked just a few spaces down from his Mustang. “Do you want to put the top
up?’ she asked, pointing to his convertible.

“ItIl bedl right,” he answered casudly.

She dipped her keys from the Sde pocket of her purse and unlocked the doors with the remote
on her key chain. She opened the driver's Sde door while Raintree paused to ook over her vehide.

He caaudly placed one hand on the hood and said, “Nice car. Does it get good gas mileage?’
She dmog laughed. “Sgnificantly better than your gas guzzler.”

He draightened away from the car and coodlly took his place in the passenger seat, seeming
perfectly at ease. Y esterday he had been indstent about driving, but today he seemed to accept his role
as passenger quite well. Maybe this partnership would work out after al. Hope buckled her seat belt and
turned the key in the ignition. Nothing happened.

She tried again. There was a dead-sounding click, and nothing more.

“Sounds like your starter’s on the fritz,” Raintree said evenly as he opened the passenger door and
stepped out. “I know aguy,” he said as he snagged his own car keys from his pocket and headed for his
convertible. “I'll give you his number, and you can catch up with me when—"’

“Oh no.” Hope locked her car and followed Raintree, her own strides shorter than his but no less
firm. “I'll take care of the car later. Y ou're not leaving me here”

He glanced over his shoulder. “Y ou're very dedicated, Detective Mdory.”
With the harsh sunlight on Raintree' s face, she could see the fant lines around his eyes. He had

probably been a pretty boy in his youth, and just enough of the pretty remained to make him interesting.
He wasn't a kid anymore, though. Neither was she.

“I'm stubborn,” she said. “Get used to it.”

He grinned as he opened the passenger sde car door for her and waited for her to step ingde.
She did, and then she looked up at him. “Don’t do that again,” she said oftly.

“Don’'t do what?’

“Trest me like we're on a date. I'm your partner, Raintree. Did you ever open the door for
Leon?’

“No, but he was ugly as sn and had fat, hairy legs”

She glared a him and didn’t respond.

“Hne” he sad as he rounded the car. “You're one of the guys Just another cop, just another
partner.”

“That'sright.” She was dill annoyed about her car, but she wasn't about to stand there waiting for
a mechanic while Raintree went to the crime scene and tried to piece together any dues he might have
missed yesterday.

Hope no longer believed to the pit of her soul that Gideon Raintree was crooked, but she had no
proof one way or another, and she didn't know him well enough to entirdly trust what her indtincts told
her. She' d been burned more than once by a man who hadn’t been what he'd damed to be. It wouldn't
happen again.

As he pulled his car out of the parking lot, Raintree said, “Leon cdled me Gideon. If you're

determined to hang with me until we get this whole partner thing straightened out, you might as well do
the same.”

Cdling him by hisfirst name felt so persond. So friendly. How could she be friendly with Raintree
when she il suspected, however uncertainly, that he might be corrupt?



Maybe he redly was just a good cop. Maybe she would discover that he was as grest a detective
as he appeared to be, and his motives were nothing but noble. If that were the case, she would work
with him, and learn how and why he was so good.

In truth, more than that was causng her hestation. In pite of her down-to-earth persondity and
her dedication to her career, she had the very worst luck with men. She dways picked the wrong guy. If
there were twenty nice guysin a room and one stinker, she picked the stinker every time. She'd fdt an
unwanted but undenigble attraction to Gideon Raintree from the moment she'd laid eyes on him, and the
last thing she needed right now was to get involved with another stinker.

“Okay, Gideoniitis” she sad. “I guess you might as well cal me Hope.”

The hdf amilethat crossed his face made him look as if he knew something she didn't, asif he was
inon a secret joke and she wasn't. “Y ou sound so enthusiadtic about the prospect, how can | refuse?’

The gpartment didn’t look any different than it had yesterday. It was just quieter. Deader. Sherry
Bishop wasn't hanging over his shoulder, wailing about the injustice of being dead and not getting to wear
her new boots. There weren't cops and neighbors hanging around in the hdlway, watching. It was just
him and Mdory trying to piece together a very bizarre crime.

Hisnew partner stood near the door, studying the crime scene through her own cdculding eyes.
She was qui€t, asif she understood that he needed slence and space to do his thing. At fird she had
been a digtraction, but he was aready accustomed to her presence. It had taken hm amogt a year to get
this comfortable with Leon.

The blinds were open to let the morning's naturd light shine into the apartment. The ripped couch,
the bloodstains and the wanton destruction looked obscene in the light of day, out of place and evil and
wrong.

Standing in the quiet apartment, Gideon could amost see the progression of events. The doorbell
hed rung late in the evening. A woman's voice had informed Sherry Bishop that there was a pizza
ddivery. She opened the door, the woman rushed in and...

“There was something odd about the knife”

Gideon turned around and saw a very fant image of Sherry gtting on the couch as she had when
she' d been living. Only now the couch was in shreds, and she was dead.

“The knife” he whispered as he dropped to his haunches so he was face-to-face with her. From
this vantage point, she looked a little more solid.

“What?" Hope took asngle step toward him.

He dlenced his new partner with a raised hand. She hated that, he knew, but he didn't want to
scare Sherry off. He couldn’t even afford to look away, because if he did, he might lose her. The ghost
before him wouldn't last long, not in her present state. “I'm thinking out loud,” Gideon said without
looking a Hope.

Hd.].”
“Whet about the knife?” he asked softly.

“It was antique looking, you know?’ Bishop said. “I think maybe it was dlver, and there was
something fancy on the handle”

“Fancy how?’

“l couldn't see the whole grip, because that psycho bitch was holding it, but there was an
engraving. Words, | think.”

“Whet did it say?"



The ghost shrugged. “I don’t know. It wasn't English, | don't think. | wasn't exactly trying to read
a that moment.” Already she was garting to fade. “ She was redlly angry. Why was she so angry? | never
did anything to—"

Sherry didn’'t fade away; she disappeared in an indant. Gideon remained there before the sofa,
hunkered down and thinking. She' d seemed certain the killer had done this before. This afternoon, when
he sat down with the files he/' d requested, maybe he would be able to figure out if that was true or not.
They not only had the type of wegpon and wound to match, but there was the matter of the missng finger
and piece of scap. This killer took souvenirs, and that was the key tha would lead him to previous
vidims if there were any.

It was unusud for a serid killer to be a woman, but it wasn't impossble. What had drawn the
killer to Sherry Bishop? What had caught her eye and brought her here?

He heard and fdt Hope crossing the room. She moved smoothly, slently, but he was in tune with
her energy, and that was what he fdt as she moved closer.

“Okay, you're spooking me allittle” she said as she stopped behind him.

“Sorry.” Gideon stood and turned to face her. “I want the uniforms to scour the surrounding area
searching for the knife”

“They did that yesterday.”

“I want them to do it again. Odds are the killer’ s il got it on her, but we can't take any chances.
We need the murder weapon.”

“It could bein the river, for dl we know,” she argued.

“l hope you're wrong.” Sherry hadn’t recognized her killer, so there was no name to go by, just a
vague description, the mutilation... and that knife.

Hope's eyes softened a little. “You're taking this case kinda persondly. Did you know Sherry
Bishop better than you're letting on?’

“| take dl my cases persondly,” he sad.
Hope studied him carefully, asif she were trying to figure out what made him tick. Good luck.

Suddenly Emma, the wannabe daughter of his dreams, appeared, floating hezily behind Hope. Her
eyes widened and she glanced toward the window and seemed to swipe a Hope with flaling hands, as if
she were trying to push her. “Get down!”

Without hesitation, without even stopping to wonder at the fact that Emma had appeared while he
was awake, Gideon tackled Hope and threw them both to the floor. They fdl into and through Emma’s
image, before the girl disappeared. For a split second he was chilled by direct contact with the child who
cdamed to be his daughter. He and Hope landed hard, just as the window shattered and a bullet dammed
into the wall. They lay there for a moment, his body covering and crushing hers.

A current of dectricity shimmered through his ams and legs and torso. Not everywhere, but
wherever he touched Hope there was ddfinitdy a flicker of unusud voltage that he couldn’t control. She
fdt it, too; he knew by the way she reacted with a jolt.

After the gunshot dl was slent, until they heard the shouts of an darmed neighbor from two floors
down.

Gideon rolled off Hope, drew his gun and edged toward the shattered window. She was right
behind him, pital in hand. He peered cautioudy through the window, trying to see where the shot had
originated. A window on the building next door was open, faded curtains ruffling dightly with the breeze.
“Stay here and stay down,” he ordered as he popped up and ran for the door.

“Like hdl.”



Hope was right behind him, and he didn’'t have time to stop and argue with her. Not now. She
wanted to be treated like ared partner? Fine. “Third floor, fourth window from the south. I'm going up.
Y ou make the call and watch the front entrance. Nobody gets out.”

For once she didn't argue with him.

Hope stood by the front door of the gpartment building while Gideon ran for the stairwel. Anyone
leaving would ether come through this door or around the Sde of the building, a few feet avay. Unless
the shooter had aready |eft the building, he was trapped. She made a phone cal reporting shots fired at
this location, and then she waited. Waiting had never been her strong suit, but sometimes it was required.
Unfortunately, it gave her time to think about what had just happened, and at the moment she didn’'t want
to think.

Had Raintree seen sunlight flashing on a muzze? Had he heard something out of the ordinary that
darmed him? He' d tackled her afraction of a second before the shot was fired, so he must have seen or
heard something. Problem was, he'd been facing the wdl at the time, not the window, so he couldn’t
have seen anything. The window had been shut, so hearing anything from across the dley would have
been dmogt impossible. Inginct? No, indinct was too much like psychic ability, and she refused to go
down that path. Two flakesin the family were quite enough.

Extraordinary intuition wasn't dl she had to think about. When Gideon Raintree had landed on top
of her, something odd had happened. She'd heard of chemidtry, of course; she'd even experienced it a
time or two. She'd cartainly heard sexud attraction referred to as a spark before.

But she had never before fdt an actud spark. A popping, charged spark. When Gideon had
landed on top of her, it was asif she'd put her finger in a light socket. An dectric charge had literdly run
through her body, from her toes to the top of her head. She'd fdt it, asif lightning had danced through
her blood. For amoment she’'d had to fight the urge to reach out and hold on to the man above her with
evarything she had, not to fight the eectricity off but to take it in and beg for more.

Shetried to brush the memory off as imagination, but her imaginaion was't that potent. She'd fdt
something; she just didn't know whét to cdl it.

Hope very much wanted to follow Gideon to the third floor, but until there was another officer
available to guard this entrance, she wasn't going anywhere. She couldn’t help but wonder what Raintree
would find. Was the shooter ill up there, just waiting?

A man with a solution rate like his had surdy made enemies over the years. There was one open
case he was continuing to investigate, many months after the fact. Had Frank Stiles, Gideon's suspect,
fired that shot? Was Gideon getting too close? Or was the shooter connected to the Bishop murder?
There were too many possibilities, and now was not the time for basdless theories.

A patrol car arrived, and Hope assigned the two uniformed officers to take her place on guard
duty. She ran into the apartment building and to the stairwell, just as Gideon had minutes ago. She’'d had
partners before, and some of them had become friends. She'd lost a couple to retirement or promotion,
but she'd never lost one to a bullet. Now was not the time to start.

She met Gideon on the second floor landing. “Apartment’s empty,” he said. “No one answering
my knock at the others. Who's on the door?’

“Two uniforms, with orders not to let anyonein or out.”

They took the second floor gpartments, Gideon garting a one end, Hope at the other. No one
had seen anything, though they had dl heard the shots. Too many apartments were empty, the doors
locked. Other officers arrived, the building manager was located, and in less than forty-five minutes
they’d been through the entire building, floor by floor, apartment by apartment. They searched the
narrow back dley. Twice. Either the shooter had escaped before they reached the building, or he was a



regular tenant and they'd looked him in the eye without knowing who he was.

When the search was done, Gideon sat on the front stoop and stared out at the street, thinking.
She hated to interrupt him when he was so deep in thought, but there were too many questions to leave
unasked. Besides, she’d waited long enough.

She sat beside him, close but not too close. * So, who wants you dead?’
He turned his head to look at her. “What makes you think you weren't the target?’

She managed a tense amile. “1’ve been on the job here less than two days. | haven't had time to
make any serious enemies yet. Y ou, on the other hand...”

Gideon turned his gaze to the Street again. “Yeah.”
Hope leaned back dightly. “ So how did you know?’
“How did | know what?’

“Y ou tackled me before the shot was fired, Raintree,” she said. “Not by much, but somehow you
knew.”

He was quiet for a moment. “Complaning?’

“No, but I'm définitdy curious”

“Dangerous Suff, curiogty.”

She wanted to ask about the sparks she'd fdt, but whet if that response had been one-sided?
Maybe she redly had imagined the lightning bolt, and it had just been surprise and maybe even her

reluctant physicd attraction that had made her tingle from head to toe. Then again, maybe she'd fdt
sparks when Gideon landed on her because it had been two years Snce any man had touched her.

“I live for danger,” she said, haf-serious.
“Let's save this conversation for later.”

Even though she hated saving anything for later, she nodded and left him done. She owed him
that much, she supposed. “Okay. Now what?’

Gideon looked up and down the sdewak. “ Someone saw something. It's broad daylight, middle
of the day, and if the shooter got out, he mudt've left here a a run. Somebody saw.” He looked &t her,
and damned if she couldn’t fed that lightning again, even though they were nowhere close to touching.
“Let’sfind out who.”



Chapter 5

Gideon walked down the block from the gpartment building where the shots had been fired, his new
partner right beside him on the sdewak. Today was the fird time he'd seen Emma outsde a dream. Her
appearance had told him that she was indeed more than a fantasy. The little phantom had saved his life,
or Hope's, or both. He wasn't sure who would have been hit if Emma hadn’'t warned him to get down
and flalled vanly a Hope, asif she were trying to push the woman out of the way.

She wasn't a ghost. He was convinced that she was exactly what she'd damed to be dl dong: an
entity that had not yet come into this world, a spirit between lives. The amount of energy it had taken to
appear to him as she had was consderable, and he could no longer write Emma off to bad dreams of a
life he didn’t dare to ask for. She was Raintree, dl right, or one day would be.

They passed by the doorway to a corner bookstore. An older woman stood behind the counter
near the window, her curious gaze turned to the street. If the shooter had come this way, she would have
seen him. Gideon nodded through the glass to the nosy woman. “Why don't you ask that sdes derk if

she saw anything?’
Hope, who'd been thoughtfully quiet ance they'd left the building, said, “You don't want to
question her yoursdf?’

“l need to make a phone cdl. Family suff,” he added, so this partner he didn’t want would know
he wasn't trying to leave her out of the loop. She hestated, but findly went into the bookstore and left
hm standing on the Ssdewak aone. He snagged his cdll and hit the speed didl.

Dante answered on the second ring.

“How's everything?’ Gideon asked—Iloudly, snce there was alot of gatic to tak over. Damn cdl
phones.

“Royaly screwed,” his brother answered.

“l can sympathize, trust me. | won't keep you, but | have to know. About three months ago you
sent me a piece of turquoise”

“I remember.”

“The blasted thing was gifted, wasn't it?” Unconscioudy, he fingered the cord that hung around his
neck. It was hidden by his dress shirt and tie, a the moment, but he was dways aware of the power of
the talisman. The slver charm that hung there carried the gift of protection, a blessing from his brother. A
nenly gifted charm arrived every nine days by overnight carrier. Big brother ingsted, since Gideon's job
came with potentia dangers. The turquoise that was Stting on his bedroom dresser had obvioudy carried
another kind of power.

Dante laughed. “I'm surprised it took you thislong to figure out.”

“Wha was the gift, exactly?’

“A dlimpse of the future”

“Near future or digant?’

“It wasn't pecific.”

Gideon leaned againg the bookstore's brick wal and cursed succinctly. Dante had made the gift

nonspecific time-wise, but Emma was an entity waiting to come into this world, and she sad she was
coming soon.



Not necessarily. He was in control here. He made his own decisons. If he didn't want a family,
then he wouldn't have one. In spite of everything he'd been taught in his life, he could not believe that he
hed no choice in such an important matter.

“What did you see?’ Dante asked.
“None of your damn business”
Dante laughed again, then ended the conversation abruptly, asif someone had interrupted him.

Hope opened the bookstore door and stuck her head out. “Raintree, | think you' re gonna want to
hear this”

Tabby paced her recently rented gpartment, the adrendine 4ill pumping amidst the faded and
dugty furnishings. She’'d had the woman in her sghts, and it would have been an easy enough shot from
the deserted apartment on the other Sde of the dleyway from Echo Raintree's place. Aim. Pull trigger.
Watch the target fdl. Run. It was a good, smple plan. Not the way she preferred to work, but ill, a
good enough plan to throw Raintree for a loop.

And then Gideon had knocked the target to the floor, and the bullet had been wasted. Tabby
didn't know what dl of Gideon's talents were, but apparently he had some kind of psychic power aswdl
as the ability to see ghosts. He'd knocked his partner to the ground a split second before she'd pulled
the trigger.

Tabby hated hotel rooms. There was no privacy in such places, and she needed to know that no
one e had access to her things. No matter where she went, she was able to find a cheap gpartment to
rent, like this one. She paid a month in advance and was dways long gone before the month was done.
She avoided her neighbors and never ever brought her work home with her.

On the samdl kitchen table of this shabby, furnished agpartment, the newly taken finger and hank of
bloody har had been treated and were drying. She sat before them and drank in the sensations they
recaled so vividly. She wished for more, wished to be able to absorb the life power of her victims, but in
away she was satidfied that these things were now hers. There was such a wonderful dark mojo in her
keepsakes, they soothed her even when everything ese was going wrong. And at the moment it seemed
that everything truly was going wrong.

Echo was 4ill nowhere to be found, and that was a problem. Cad’s orders had been specific.
Echo was to die first. Tabby knew that if she caled her cousn and told him what had happened, he
would order her home, and then he would send someone else to finish the job she'd falled to accomplish.
Her life wouldn't be worth soit if that happened. She had to finish the task she' d been given, and she had
to finish it hersdf. Echo fird, Gideon later in the week, and preferably a a time and place where she
could get close enough to appreciate the experience.

Mulling over the posshilities, she reached out and barely touched a strand of spiked, pink and
bloodied harr. She'd hit a couple of road bumps, but soon the Raintrees she'd been assgned to kill
would be dead, and that was dl that mattered. As for the woman cop, Tabby now wanted her dead on
principle done. She hated to miss.

The older lady at the bookstore had seen a woman with long blond hair waking very briskly—just
short of running—away from the gpartment building at exactly the right time. The long blond har and the
timing were enough to at least loosdly tie the shooting to Sherry Bishop's murder. But what lay behind the
crimes? It was a question Hope had no answer for.

“Sorry about your car,” Gideon said. “It'll be safe in the Hilton parking lot until morning. We'll get
someone out there then.”



The shooting and the resulting investigation, and then a couple of hours spent in the office they
shared scanning unsolved murders outside the Wilmington area that were amilar to Sherry Bishop's, had
delayed them until it was too late to cal a mechanic. Gideon Raintree was driving her to her mother’s
place. He had athin stack of files he was taking home with him to look over later. He was hoping he
would see something new if he had a fresh look.

Hope had to admit that Raintree certainly appeared to be motivated by something other than
greed. Wasiit possible that he was truly as devoted to hisjob as he appeared to be? Maybe his parents
murders had ingpired him and there were no secrets waiting to be uncovered. No betraya waiting to
surprise her.

Meanwhile, she was exhausted and happy to be headed home, which a the moment was her
mother’s gpartment over The Siver Chdice, a New Age shop Rainbow Mdory owned and operated in
downtown Wilmington. Of course, Rainbow was not the name Hope's mother had been given at birth.
Her redl name was Mary. A nice, solid, normd name, Mary. Bt at the age of sixteen Mary had become
Rainbow, and Rainbow she remained.

To Hope's horror, Gideon parked at the curb and killed the engine.
“Thanks” Hope said, exiting the Mustang quickly and doing her best to digmiss her partner.
Gideon Raintree was not eadly dismissed. He Ieft the driver's seat and followed her. Luckily The Slver

Chdice was two blocks from the parking space Gideon had found. “We had this discusson, Rantreg”
ghe sad sharply. “Would you have waked Leon home?’

“If someone shot a him, yes” he responded.
“Someone was shooting & you, not me”
“Proveit.”

True enough, she couldn’'t prove anything. As her mother’s shop grew nearer, she straightened her
oine and sghed. “Thisisfine Thanks”

“Is the shop 4ill open?’

Hope glanced a her watch. In the summertime, the shop’s hours were extended to st the
tourigs. “Yeah, but | can’'t imagine there' s anything in the store that would interest you.”

“You don't have any idea what might interest me.”

She had spent two days in this man’s company, and she didn’t know him at dl, she redized. Hope
reached the shop entrance and placed her hand on the door handle. “Don’'t tdl my mother that someone
shot at us” she said softly as she opened the door and the bell above her head chimed.

The Silver Chdice sold crystas and incense and jewdry made by locd artisans. There was a
digplay of tarot cards and runes for sale, as wdl as a collection of colorful slk scarves and hand-carved
wooden boxes. The jewdry kept The Slver Chdice in business, but it was the New Age items that
Rainbow Maory embraced. Strange, dightly off-key snging—meditation music, her mother caled
it—drifted from speakers overhead as Hope entered.

Rainbow looked up from her place at the counter and grinned widely. She was 4ill very attractive
a fiftyseven, though the streaks of gray in her dark hair gave away her age, as did the gentle amile linesiin
her face. She didn’t color her hair or wear any makeup. Or abra.

“Who's your friend?” Rainbow asked as she stepped from behind the counter. Her full, colorful
skirt hung to the floor, the hem dancing around comfortable sandals.

“Thisismy partner, Gideon Raintree,” Hope said. “He wanted to look around, but he can't stay.”

Hope watched as her mother became as entranced as every other woman who discovered
Gideon for the firg time. Her back got a little straighter. Her amile brightened. And then she said, “You



have the most beautiful aura |’ ve ever seen.”

Hope closed her eyes in utter embarrassment. She would never hear the end of this. Gideon
would tdl the other detectives over breakfast that Hope Mdory’s mother was into auras and crystas and
tarot cards. She waited for the laughter to start, but instead of laughing, Gideon said, “Thank you.”

Hope opened her eyes and glanced up a him. He didn’t look as if he was kidding. In fact, he
looked quite serious and a home here, as he began to sudy the merchandise on the shelves. “This is
nice” he said. “Interesting products, pleasant amosphere... ”

“ Atmosphere is so important. | try to fill my shop with positive energy at dl times,” Rainbow said.

Agan Hope wanted to shrink away, but her partner didn't seem a dl put off or amused. “I'll bet
the tourigts love this shop,” he said. “It's a peaceful place.”

“Why, thank you,” Rainbow responded. “That's so astute of you. Of course, | knew as soon as |
saw your aura...”

Not auras again. “Mom, don't tak Raintree's ear off. He has to go, anyway. He's got thingsto do
tonight.”

“Not redly,” he said casudly. “I want to take another look a those files but | need a little time
away from them fire.”

She glared a him, but he ignored her as he continued to sudy the merchandise. If they were going
to be partners, he would have to learn to take a hint.

“Join us for supper,” Rainbow said, a new excitement in her voice. “I'll be dosng up in twenty
minutes and there's stew in the Crock-Pot. There€'s more than enough for the three of us. You look
hungry,” she added in a motherly tone of voice.

To Hope' s absolute horror, Gideon accepted her mother’ s invitetion.

No two women could be more dissmilar. Where Hope was openly wary and more often than not
tied up in knots, her mother was open and relaxed. They looked a little dike, as mothers and daughters
often did, but beyond that, it was hard to believe tha they’d ever lived in the same house, much less
shared DNA.

Dinner was thick beef stew and homemade bread. Smple, but tasty. Gideon steered clear of the
tdevison st in the living room, and took the chair that placed him as fa away from the stove and
microwave as possible. He did his best to keep any dectrica surges low and controlled.

Obvioudy Hope wanted him to eat and get out as quickly as possible. She fidgeted; she cast
decidedly uncomfortable glances his way. She was dealy embarrassed by her mother’s beliefs and
openness. What would his new partner say if she knew that Gideon beieved in everything her mother
embraced? And more. He could make her suffer and stay on after the med was done, but Gideon did
Hope a favor and declined dessert and coffee when they were offered. He said thanks and good-night,
to his partner’s obvious relief.

Rainbow remained in her little gpartment, humming and deaning the kitchen, and Hope walked
with Gideon down the gairs.

“Sorry,” she said softly when they were hdfway down the stairway. “Mom’s a little flaky, | know.
She meanswl, but she never outgrew her hippie phase.”

“Don't gpologize. | like her. She's different, but she's dso very nice” Man, did he know about
being odd man out. “Different isn't dways a bad thing.”

“Yeeh,” Hope said with an audible scoff. “Try to believe that when your mother shows up for
career day to tak about sling crystds and incense, and ends up heckling the CEO dad for ruining the



environment and sdling out to the corporate man.”
Gideon couldn’t hep himsdf. He laughed.

“Trugt me, you wouldn't think it was so funny if she told your firg red boyfriend that he had a
muddy aura and redlly needed to meditate in order to boost his postive energy.”

“Pogtive energy isa good thing,” Gideon said as they reached the shop, where the lights had been
dimmed when Rainbow locked the door for the night.

“You don't have to patronize me” Hope said sharply. “I know my mother is odd and flaky and
jus plain... weird.”

Gideon didn't head directly for the door. He wasn't ready to go home—not yet. He studied the
crysas and jewdry in the display case, then fingered a collection of dSlver charms that hung suspended
from a digplay rack. He choose one—a plan Cdtic knot suspended from a black sdin cord—and
dipped it from the rack with one finger.

He turned his back to Hope, cupped the charm in both hands and whispered a few words. The
fant gleam of green light escaped from between his fingers. The light didn’'t last long; neither did the
words he spoke.

“What are you doing?’ Hope asked, drding to face him just as the glow faded.

He dipped the charm over her head before she knew what he was planning to do. “Do me a favor
and wear this for afew days.”

She lifted the charm and glanced at it. “Why?’

Gideon had gifted the cham with protection. Only members of the royd family—Dante and
Mercy in addition to himsdf—could gift charms, and they used the power sparingly. They could not
bestow blessngs on themselves, only others, and it was not an ability they advertised. Like everything
el it was a hidden taent that had to be carefully guarded. He didn’t know if this afternoon’s bullet had
been meant for Hope or for him, but in either case, he would rest easier if she were protected. Nothing
would shied her from everything, but the gifted charm would give her an edge. 1t would shidd her with
the positive energy she scoffed at for afew days, a least. Nine days, to be precise.

“Indulge me” he said camly.

Hope studied the charm skepticdly. “I haven't known you long enough to even consider thet |
should indulge your eccentricities.”

“We ve been shot at. That means we bond quickly as partners and you indulge me in dl my
eccentricities.”

She was il uncertain, skeptica and wound so tight she was about to pop. The woman needed to
have a little fun more than anyone he' d ever met.

While Hope was sudying the Cdtic knot, Gideon moved in on her. He backed her againg the
counter so she was trapped between his arms and the glass case. This close, he was reminded how tiny
she was, how fragile. She tried so hard to be one of the guys, to be tough and independent and hard. But
ghe was a woman, firg and foremodt, and she wasn't hard. She was soft, and she wasn't going
anywhere, not until he was ready to let her go.

“Wear it for me” he said, his voice low. “Wear it because it'll make me fed better to know you
have this lucky slver hanging around your neck.”

“It's dlly,” she protested, obvioudy bothered by the fact that she was trapped. “Besides, you
don’'t wear such a—"’

He dipped afinger beneath his collar, snagged the leather cord and drew out the taisman Dante
hed sent him late last week. In the light cast from the Streetlamps outside her mother’s shop and in the



blue flashing light of the café across the street, she dearly saw the charm he wore around his neck.
“Oh,” she said softly. “1 did see that... once.”

“Jugt because you can't see or fed or touch something, that doesn’t mean it doesn’'t exist.” He had
never tried to explan himsdf to anyone, much less a woman he hadn’t even known two days. Life was
too short, and he didn’'t care what people he barely knew thought of him. But Hope was surrounded by
everyday magic, through her mother, and dill she rgjected it. That bothered him.

“S0,” she said, her voice no more warm than it had been before, “do you see auras, too? Am |
gowing in the dark, Raintreg?’

“| don't see auras.”
Wasit atrick of thelight, or was she relieved?
“That doesn't mean | don't bdieve | have one”

He wanted her transferred, for her own good as much as his own. It was safer for him to work
aone, and Hope was better suited to robbery or fraud or juvenile crimes. Anything but homicide. Any
partner but him. She turned her head, and her throat caught the light from the street. Her neck was pale,
dender and long enough to make him wonder what it would taste like. If Hope were renting a house on
the beach for a week or two, if she were a tourist or a secretary or a sales clerk, he would gladly pick
her up and take her home for an evening or two.

But she was hisfreskin' partner, for God's sake.
Not for long.

He leaned down and pressed his mouth againg her neck. She gasped as he dipped his hand
between their bodies and lad his pdm agang her bdly, lower than was proper for partners,
acquaintances or friends. Her body tensed; she was about to defend hersdf. She was going to push him
away, or knee him where it would hurt the most.

Much of the body’ s response was dectrica, though few people seemed to redize that Smple fact.
Gideon understood the power of dectricity very wdl. He' d lived with it dl his life Even now, with the
solstice approaching and his abilities dightly out of whack, he had enough control to do what had to be
done.

His hand fit snugly againg Hope's warm belly, pressed there as if he had the right to touch her in
such away. He reached ingde Hope with the dectric charge he'd harnessed. Through the thick fabric of
her consarvative trousers, through what was probably ordinary underwear—or would she surprise him
with a dip of red glk and lace?—through her skin, he touched her and made her inddes quicken and
pulse. He made her orgasm with a touch of his hand and a sharing of his energy.

Hope gasped, twitched and shuddered. The hand that had been about to push him away grabbed
a his jacket instead and clutched the fabric tightly in a amdl, strong fist. She made an involuntary noise
deep in her throat and stopped breathing for a moment. Just for a moment. Her thighs parted dightly; her
heart beat in an irregular rhythm. He had to hold her up to keep her from fdling to the floor when her
knees wobbled. The response to the dectricity coursng through Hope's body was't ordinary or
conventiona. She moaned; she lurched. And then she went ill.

He was hard, no surprise, and they were ganding so close that she was surdy aware of that fact.
If she kneed him now, she would do serious damage. He dowly dropped his hands and backed away.

“What did you... 7 Hope didn't finish her question. Gideon reached into his back pocket,
withdrew his wdlet and dipped out a ten-dollar hill. “For the charm,” he said, tossng the hill onto the
counter and ignoring what had just happened. “Want me to pick you up in the morning? Breekfast at the
Hilton again? We |l see about getting someone out there to look at your car.”



He waited for her to tdl him to go to hell. She could bring him up on charges of sexua harassment,
but who would bdieve her? We were both fully dressed. It happened so fast. He laid a hand on me,
and | came like a woman who hadn’'t been with a man in ten years.

She couldn’'t do that. No one would ever believe her. Her only option was to tdl him to go to hel
and ask for another partner, to request another, more suitable, assgnmen.

“I think I'll skip breskfast,” she said, her voice 4ill displaying the breathless evidence of her
orgasm.

Gideon amiled. Maybe it was going to be easier to scare her off than he'd thought it would be.
That hope didn't last long. Still breathless, she said, “PFick me up when you're done.”

After she locked the door behind Raintree, Hope rushed to the stairway and sat on the bottom
sep, dl but crumpling there. Her knees were weak; her thighs trembled; she Hill couldn’'t breathe; her
mind was spinning. What had happened, exactly?

Granted, it had been a long time since any man had touched her. And she did find Gideon
atractive. He had that roguish charm that both intrigued and annoyed her. But to orgasm smply because
helaid a hand on her and kissed her neck? It was impossble. Right?

Unlikely, unheard of, but apparently not impossble.

She leaned againg the wal, hiding in the shadows, her inddes 4ill quaking a little. Her knees
continued to shake, and she fdt a growing dampness that told her that she wasn't finished with the men
who'd aroused her and made her come in a matter of seconds. Wel, mentdly she was mogt definitey
finished with him, but her body fdt differently.

Gideon could hurt her so much. He could be the wrong mean dl over again. She couldn’t do it; she
smply could not take that chance. So why did she dill remember the way his mustache had tickled her
neck and wonder how it would fed againgt her mouth?

She began to fiddle with the siver doodad that hung around her neck. What she should do was rip
the damn thing off and throw it away. What she should do was file charges againg the SOB for daring to
put his hands on her. Of course, that was probably just what he wanted and expected her to do.

What she was going to do was meet hm tomorrow morming and pretend that nothing had
happened. There was more to Gideon Raintree than met the eye, and she was going to find out what that
more was.

This time of year the sorms came frequently. Gideon loved storms. Most of dl, he loved the
lightning. Midnight had passed. He stood on the beach wearing his cutoff jeans and Dant€'s protection
charm, and lifted his face and his pams to the clouds. Electrons filled the air. He could taste them; he
could fed them.

He could 4ill fed and taste her, too. Normdly nothing distracted him when there was dectricity in
the air, but he dill fdt Hope reding agangt him, dutching a his clothes, moaning and wobbling and
coming more intensdy than he' d expected. He could 4ill taste her throat on his tongue. It had been an
exercise meant to digtract her, and instead here he was, hopelesdy distracted himsdf, hours after he'd
walked awvay and left her trembling and confused.

He couldn’'t afford to be distracted. Not now, not ever. It was the reason he dways sent Emma
away, the reason he malled Dante fertility charms on a regular basis. Someone had to carry on the
Raintree name, and it wouldn't be him.

What norma woman would accept who and what he was? Like it or not, there were moments
when that was what he wanted more than anything. Not to be normd, not to deny who and what he was



and give up his gifts. Not that, never that. But some days he craved a touch of normd in hislife Just a
touch. And he couldn’t have it. Nothing about hislife ever had been or ever would be normd.

Hope was normd. If she knew what he was and what he could do, he would never again get close
enough to touch her.

The firg crack of lightning split the sky and lit the night. The bolt danced across the black sky,
beautiful and bright and powerful, splintering like veins of power. He fdt it under his skin, in his blood.
The next bolt was closer and more powerful. It was drawn to him, as he was drawn to it. He and the
lightning fed one another. He drew the energy closer; he drank it in.

The next bolt of lightning came to him. It shot through his body, danced in his blood. His eyes
rolled up and back, and his feet Ieft the sand so that he floated a few inches off the ground. He never fet
more powerful than he did at moments like these, with the night cloaking him, the waves lgpping close by,
and the lightning running through his blood.

Gideon didn't just love the sorm, he was the storm. Caught in the lightning show, an integrd part
af it, he drank in the power and the beauty. He gave back, as wdl, feeding the storm as it fed him. With
the summer solstice coming, he didn’'t need the extra jolt of power the storm provided, but he wanted it.
Craved it. Standing on the beach done, fortifying his body with the power he shared with explosive
nature, he could not deny who he was.

Raintree.

The next thunderbolt hit Gideon directly and blew him back severd feet. He fdt not asif he had
been thrown but as if he were flying. Hying or not, he landed in the sand on his ass, breathless and
energized and invigorated. His heartbeat raced; his breath came hard. As the ssorm moved on, smdl
divers of lightning remained with Gideon, crackling off his skinin away that was gartlingly obvious in the
darkness of night. White and green and blue, the dectricity danced across and indde him. He lifted a
hand to the night sky and watched the fading sparks his skin generated.

Norma wasn't histhing, and it never would be. Best not to waste his time wishing for things that
would never happen, impossible things like being ingde Hope the next time she lurched and trembled.

If she scoffed at auras and crystas and lucky tokens, what would she think of him?



Chapter 6

Wednesday—=8:40 a.m.

Gideon haf expected Hope to be far, far avay from her mother’s shop by the time he arrived a The
Siver Chdiceto pick her up. She'd had time to think about last night. She could be downtown, filing a
report againg him or requesting a transfer. Maybe she was on her way back to Raeigh, though to be
honest, she didn’t ook like a runner. Still, it was unlikdy that she would continue on as if nothing hed
happened.

Agan she surprised him. She was waiting out front, outwardly casud, a coffee cup in one hand.
As usud, she was dressed consarvatively, in a gray pantsuit and white tailored blouse that would ook
plain on any other woman but looked incredibly hot on Hope Maory. Did she know that those tailored
trousers she thought made her look professond only advertised how long and dender her legs were?
And with those heds she wore—hedls that were probably intended to make her ook even tdler than she
dready was—she was a knockout. If she was wearing the charm he'd given her lagt night, it was wel
hidden, just as hiswas.

“You shouldn’t be standing out in the open,” he said as he reached across and threw open the
passenger Sde door.

“Good morning to you, too,” Hope said digantly as she took her seat. “What's the plan?’ If she'd
had the guts to actudly look himin the eye, he wouldn't have bdieved she was human.

“| culled out four homicides, dl of them in the Southeast, that share some dmilaities with the
Bishop murder.”

“All women?’

He shook his head. “Three women, one man.”

“Commondity?’

“Smilar weapon and souvenirs taken. Not adways fingers and hair, but souvenirs in themsdlves are
unusua enough to make them worth looking at. There were no witnesses, and no evidence to speak of.

All the victims were single. Not just unmarried, but unattached romanticdly and without family living close
by. That could be coincidence, but...”

“I don’'t believe in coincidence,” Hope said coally.
“Neither do 1.”

He hadn't seen Sherry Bishop's ghost since yesterday, which didn’t mean anything. She might
show up a any moment to feed him another tidbit of useful—or not so useful—information. Or he might
never see her again, in which case he was on his own.

He glanced & Hope. Not as on his own as he would like to be. Pretty and intriguing and smart as
Hope Mdory was, he didn't need or want a partner. Why was she 4ill here? In forty-eght hours he'd
tried to antagonize her and then to make her his friend. He'd disabled her car, saved her life and made
her come. She should ether love him or hate him, and yet here she was, cool as ever.

What would it take to rettle her?

“| called amechanic about your car. HE' s going to meet us at the Hilton in ten minutes”

“Thanks” she said coally.

“The lab andyds on Sherry Bishop should be in early this afternoon. Mogt of it, anyway. Once



your car istaken care of, | figure we can go to the office and make some phone cals about these other
murders while we wait for the report to come in.”

“Hnewith me. If we havethetime I’d like alook at the file on Stiles, if you don't mind. He could
be behind yesterday’ s shooting, and the blonde the bookstore clerk saw might have nothing to do with
the case.”

“Possble” Gideon agreed. “If we do have a serid killer on our hands, she hasn't done this
before. She's never stuck around and targeted the investigetors.”

“Maybe she' s scared because you're so good.”

“Do | detect ahint of sarcasm?’

“Ah, you redly are a Star detective”

S0... she wasn't quite as cool and distant as she pretended to be.

When they pulled into the Hilton parking lot, the mechanic was dready there, waiting. Gideon
parked close to Hope's Toyota and killed the engine. As he started to leave the car, she sad oftly,
“One more thing, Raintree, before the day gets under way. Lay a hand on me again and I’ll shoot you.”

He hesitated with his hand on the door handle. “Y ou mean you'll file charges againg me, right?’

She looked him in the eye then, squardly and strongly. Yeah, she was entirdy human, not
atogether pleased with him, and more than allittle rattled.

“No, I mean I'll shoot you. I handle my own problems, so if you thought you were going to send
me crying to the boss asking for justice and a transfer, you were mistaken.”

And how.

“l don’t know how you did it, and | don’t care,” she continued, her voice low but strong. “Well,
not much. | am curious, but not nearly curious enough to let this dide. From here on out, keep your
hands to yoursdf if you want to keep them.” She opened the door and stepped out, dismissng him and
effectivdy ending the conversation.

Damn. Apparently he had himsdf a new partner.

Tabby took long strides dong the riverfront, anxious and twitchy and unhappy. Sherry Bishop's
funerd wouldn't be hed until Saturday, and even then, it was being hed in Indiana. Fregkin’ Indianal
What was she supposed to do, trave dl that way on the chance that Echo would be there? No, she had
to be here on Sunday. Here and finished with her part of the preparations.

Time to be redidtic. Time to look beyond what she wanted and concentrate on what had to be
done. It was too late to get Echo fird. If the Raintree prophet was going to see that something was about
to happen, she'd dready seen it. Maybe Echo wasn't as powerful as advertised.

Tabby had to focus on what she could do here and now, and dismiss what she couldn’t. Echo was
nowhere to be found, at least not at the present time, but Gideon Raintree was right here in Wilmington,
90 close she could dmodt taste him.

Raintreg s neighbors were too close and too nosy. There was dways someone on the beach or on
anearby deck. Teking him a home would never work. She needed privacy for what she had planned.
Privacy and jugt alittle bit of time. She wouldn’t have dl the time she wanted, but she definitdy planned
to have minutes with Raintree instead of seconds. Hours would be better, but she would take what she
could get.

Raintree and his partner had been in the police station mogt of the day, and she was't stupid
enough to try to take them there. Besides, she didn’t want this to be quick. She wanted to be looking into
Gideon's green Raintree eyes when she killed him. She wanted to be close enough to absorb any energy



he emitted when he drew hislast breath, and she certainly wanted a memento or two.

Fortunatdly, she knew exactly how to draw him out of the safety of the police sation and wel
away from home.

The boardwalk by the river was crowded with tourists and a few locas. She scanned them dl,
one a atime. Someone here had to be done. Not just by themsdves a the moment, but truly and
completdy alone. Miserably isolated. Tabby scanned people quickly, dismissing one after another as
inadequate for her purposes. And then her gaze fdl on the person she' d been searching for.

Alone, scared, separated from her loved ones. Uncertain, vulnerable, needy. Perfect.

Tabaet Ansara amiled as she focused on the redhead’ s shgpdly back and wondered if the woman
hed any inkling that she was about to die.

Wednesday—3:29 p.m.

“What do you mean, the computer chip is fried?” Hope dl but shouted into the phone. “It's
practicdly anew car!” Just out of warranty, in fact.

She ligened to the mechanic’'s explanation, which was in truth no explangion at dl. He didn't
know what had happened. He only knew that a very expensive computer chip had to be replaced.
Naturdly, he didn't have the part on hand. It would take a few days to get the new chip in and have it
ingalled.

She banged the phone down with a vengeance, and Raintree lifted his head dowly to look &t her.
“Bad news?’

“I'm without a car for afew days.” She began to lesf through the ydlow pages on her desk. “Who
would you recommend | cdl about a rentd?’

“You don't need arentd car,” Raintree sad.

“I'm not going to let you chauffeur me around town for days,” she argued. And her mother's
mode of transportation was an embarrassment. The car did get good gas mileage, but it was only dightly
larger than a cigar box, and had a nasty habit of dying at stop sgns and red lights.

“How are you with a stick?’
“Standard tranamission,” he said, lifting his gaze to her once again. “ Can you handle it?’
“Yes” she sad tersdly.

Raintree had taken her serioudy this morning, she supposed, since he hadn’t touched her al day.
Not ingppropriatdy, not casudly, not at al. That was what she wanted, right? So why was she ill so on
edge in his presence that she wanted to scream?

“I'll loan you my Chdlenger,” he said. “We Il run by the house tonight and I'll get you a set of
keys.” When she hesitated, he added, “If Leon was without a car, I’ d make the same offer to him.”

A part of her wanted to refuse, but she didn’t. It would just be for a few days, after dl. “Sure.
Thanks”

Raintree sat wel away from his computer, sudying the thick file in his hands. They had the initid
crime scene report from the Sherry Bishop case, such as it was, and were awaiting the coroner’s report
a any moment. Another detective, Charlie Newsom, stuck his head in the office Raintree and Hope
shared—at least for the moment. He looked a Hope, openly interested with those sparkling eyes and
that killer smile. Charlie was probably one of the nice guys, not a inker at dl. He didn’'t put her on edge
inthe least. “1 ran that check on Stiles He was locked up in the county jal last week for drunk and



disorderly.”
“He bonded out?" Gideon asked.
Charlie shook his head. “Nope. He s dill there”

Which meant he couldn't possbly have been the one to take a shot & Rantree—or
her—yesterday.

Gideon ran hisfingers over the top photo of awoman killed inarurd part of the state four months
ago. There were others judt like it beneath, some with poor lighting, some from less gruesome angles, but
this was the photo that spoke to him.

Marcia Corddl had very litle in common with Sherry Bishop. Marcia had been a
thirty-six-year-old schoolteacher in asmal county school. At thetime of her death she'd been wearing a
loosefitting brown dress that might have been purposdy chosen to hide whatever figure she had. She
wouldn't have been caught dead—or dive—with pink har or a bely button ring. She'd lived not in an
goartment but in a amdl house off a country road, a house she had inherited from her father when he'd
passed on five years ago.

What she and Sherry did have in common was that they were both sngle. Instead of filling her
londy nights with music and a job at a coffee shop, Marcia Cordell had filled her emptiness with other
people's children, two fat cats, and—judging by the photo on his desk—an impressve collection of
show globes from places she had never been. They'd dso both been murdered with a knife thet left a
amilar wound. Sherry had been killed by a dash to her throat, but Marcia had been stabbed hdf a dozen
times before her throat had been cut. The angle and depth of the find wound was the samein both cases,
though, and there was destruction at both scenes, as if the murderer had gone into a frenzy once the
murders were done.

And one of Marcia Corddll’ s ears had been severed and taken.

Investigations in understaffed jurisdictions were often shoddy and incomplete, but the sheriff’s
office had done a fairly good job with this one. The case file was dim, but the sheiff was dill activdy
pursuing the case and had been very cooperative over the phone. He'd invited Gideon to vist the crime
scene, which had been well preserved, as Corddl had no immediate family and had left no provisons for
her little house. Not that anyone was likdy to want it after what had happened there.

Weas it possble that Marcia Cordell’s ghost was dill there in that house, waiting for justice?
Possible, but not necessaxily likely. Stll, this had been a particularly gridy murder, maybe even gridy
enough to keep Marcia s suirit around for awhile. If Marcia Cordell knew he was determined to find the
woman who'd killed her, would she be &ble to rest in peace?

The stack of files on Gideon's desk was disheartening. If he had the time, he could solve them dl.
He could find the bad guys, put them away, send the spirits of those who had been murdered to a better
place. But dammit, there was so much darkness he couldn't keep up with it dl. One man couldn’t
possibly fix theills of the entire world. It was aworld he couldn’t possibly bring a child into. He couldn’t
fixit dl, not for a child... not for Sherry Bishop and Marcia Cordell.

“You okay, Raintree?’

He hadn’'t even heard Hope enter the office. “No,” he said. “I’'m not okay. | think we have a seid
killer.”

Wednesday—11:17 p.m.
Gideon hunkered down beside the body that lay atop the chegp carpet in a semirespectable hotel



room. The victim's red hair covered most of her face, but he could see more than enough. Like Sherry
Bishop, this woman had been killed with a knife. Unlike Sherry Bishop, this woman's death had not been
quick. The scene looked more like the photos from the Marcia Cordell homicide.

Lily Clark. According to her driver’s license she was thirty-one years old and had traveled here
from a amdl town in Georgia for a week’s vacation. She'd checked in with a mde friend on Saturday,
but according to the man at the front desk, that man hadn’t been seen since Sunday afternoon. Clark had
been seen in tears more than once dnce that time. Hope, of course, had immediaidy pegged the
boyfriend as a suspect. Gideon dready knew better.

Two murder vicimsin three days was unusud for Wilmington. The fact thet this one was a tourist
was going to cause a ruckus.

“She said my life was't worth anickd,” the ghost said softly. “And she was right. | didn't live the
way | should've. | existed, scared of something or other more often than not. | never even thought to be
afrad of something like this”

“She was trying to torment you, Lily,” Gideon said gently. “Don't let her continue hurting you now.
Let everything she said to you go.”

Lily Clark’s ghost shook her head in denid, ungble to et anything go. “No, she was right. She
sd | was ugly even before she cut my face, and she said that desth was best for me because no man
would ever be able to love me” The spirit of the dead woman sat on the side of the bed, her hands
clasped primly in her lgp, her lower lip quivering. Her form was more substantid than Sherry Bishop's
had ever been. She was likdy to stick around for awhile. “ She was right,” the wraith whispered.

Hope was interviewing the hotd manager, and uniformed officers were kesping everyone ese out.
For the moment, at least, Gideon and the ghost were done. “No, Lily, she wasn't right. Now, | want you
to forget everything she said and concentrate on what you can tdl me that will help me find her. Tdl me
about the woman who did thisto you so | can get her off the streets. Tdl and blond, you said. What can
you tel me about the knife she used?’

“It was ald, | think. The blade was sharp, and the handle was slver. Did you see?” She pointed.
“She cut off my little finger!”

And thistime she hadn’t waited until after desth.

“Was there an engraving on the handle?’

“Yeeh,” Clark said, avague touch of enthusasm in her voice. “I couldn't tdl what it said, though.
It was't English. When she was dtting on my chest and pointing the tip of the knife at my nose, | saw
some old squiggly letters.” Her red hair swayed dightly. “They didn’'t make any sense”

“And you never saw her before today?’ Gideon said, repeating something Lily had told hm when
he' d fird arrived on the scene.

“l was such anidiat,” she wailed. “Firgt | come here with Jerry, only to find out that he's married,
and then | let that avful woman into my hote room. Of course, | didn't know she was awful when |
asked her in. She seemed s0 sweet when we met on the riverfront. We ran into each other, literdly, and |
spilled my lemonade dl over her. | thought she'd be mad, but she just laughed. We got to taking. You
know how it is. She was having boyfriend troubles, too, and we were going to go out tonight and have a
few drinks and... ” The ghost went Hill and looked at Gideon with a puzzled expresson on her face.
“Wat aminute. Is your name Raintree? Gideon Raintree?”’

Gideon nodded, wondering with a snking ssomach how the woman knew his name.
“l dmogt forgot. | have a message for you.”
A shiver danced down his spine. “A message?’



She nodded her head. “The woman who killed me, she said you're to meet her a midnight on the
riverfront, just down from the coffee shop where the other woman she killed used to work. She said
you'd know where that was. Go done. If you don't, shé'll kill someone ese. | don't think she cares who,
just someone like me. Someone who won't be missed.”

His sinking somach didn’'t improve. Somehow the killer knew what he could do. Did she have
psychic abilities hersdlf, or had she hired a weak seer who'd just gotten lucky? The how didn't much
matter, not now. The serid killer he was looking for had tortured and murdered this poor woman just so
she would be strong enough to stick around and give im a message.

Lily Clark might never move on as she should. “Everyone is missed,” he said. Lily was shaking her
head, but he continued. “Everyone leaves a hole in the universe when they’ re taken too soon.”

Her form fluttered, as if she had just become a little less substantid. “I won't,” she whispered.
“My firg husband sure won't miss me, and my parents are just going to be angry because | never gave
them grandchildren. | work with computers dl day, and you know they won't missme”

“I'll missyou,” Gideon said, glancing down &t the body and then up at the spirit on the bed. It was
esser than looking a what was |eft of her physical form.

HWM!

“Becauseif | had caught the woman who did this to you yesterday, you' d dill be dive”

Lily reached out a hand as if she wanted to comfort him. Her fingers were cold, but he fdt her
touch very dearly. “1 don’t blame you.”

“l blame mysdf.”
“Do you dways do that?’

Gideon's head snapped around. Hope stood in the doorway. How long had she been there,
watching and ligening? “ Do what?’

“Blame yoursdf,” she said, an unexpected trace of sympathy in her voice.
“Thekiller wasn't the boyfriend,” he said. “It’'s the same woman who murdered Sherry Bishop.”

Hope shook her head. “1 know we have the... the severed finger, but other than that, this is a
completey different MO. Bishop was killed with a quick swipe. Clark was... ” Her gaze flitted to the
body but didn’t remain there long. “ She was tortured, Gideon. This was persond.”

“No, thiswas sck.” He stood. “And very much like the unsolved murder in Hae County. It's the
same woman, Hope. | know it. | want an andyss on the weapon ASAP. I'd bet my job that the same
knife that killed Sherry Bishop and Marcia Corddl was aso used to kill Lily Clark.” When he took a
step toward Hope, she flinched dightly, but she didn't step back. Somehow he had to get rid of his new
partner before he went to the boardwalk to meet with the killer. He couldn’t tdl her how he knew the
psycho who had murdered two women in three days would be there, and he didn't want to put Hope in
danger.

The last thing he needed was a partner he had to worry about.

“It's too late to accomplish anything tonight,” he said, the weariness in his voice red enough.
“We Il let the crime scene techs do ther thing, and then we'll get a fresh start in the morning.”

Hope cocked her head dightly, openly confused. “In the moring?’
“Yeah. Inthe morning. I'm tired. Let’s get out of here”

For a moment dl was slent but for the ghost on the bed, who continued to chatter about how
supid she had been where people were concerned. She wasn't going anywhere soon. Not tonight, in any
case. Asfar as he knew, Sherry had aready moved on, but this woman would dearly remain earthbound



for awhile longer.
“You goon,” Hope said. “I'll stick around here for awhile, just in case anything comes up.”

He would fed better if he knew she was home, doors locked behind her, but that was't his
concern. Besides, he'd spotted the cord around her neck peeking out a time or two today. She was
wearing the protection charm he'd given her.

“See you in the morning,” he said, turning his back on Hope and Lily Clark and the crime scene
team that was waiting to go insde the bloody hotel room.

Wait until morning? No way. Two days—no, three—and she aready knew that wasn't Gideon
Rantreg's dyle. Hope left the crime scene techs and trailed discreetly after Gideon. His mind was
definitdy elsewhere as he dimbed into his Mustang and started the engine.

If she followed him in that huge and noisy red Chalenger he'd loaned her, he would spot her
before he got out of the parking lot. She turned to the closest person, the night manager of the hotdl.
“Can | borrow your car?’

“What?' he asked, confused and suspicious.

“Your vehicle” Hope said, offering her hand pdm up for the keys. “I'll have it back as soon as
possible, and I'll fill it up with gas”

The portly man was ill less than certain.
“What am | going to do?’ Hope snapped. “Sed it?1'm a cop.”

He pulled his keys out of his pants pocket and reluctantly handed them over. “It's the gray pickup
truck.”

“Thanks” She ran to the truck, watching Raintree's tallights as he turned onto Market Street.
That was not the way toward home.

Thistime of night, the streets were dl but deserted. There were a few tourigts ill out and about,
enjoying the clubs and the musc in the downtown area, but traling Raintree was easy enough to be
problematic. She tried to stay back so he wouldn't know he was being followed, but she was definitdy
taking a chance.

There were a few possible scenarios to explain his quick exit from the hotd. He redly could just
be tired, but in that case he would be driving in the other direction, toward Wrightsville Beach. Maybe
he had a date. That was probably it. He had a midnight rendezvous with some bimbo like his neighbor
Honey. They were likdy dl Honey to him. Then again, maybe this was the proof she'd been walting to
find. He was medting a drug dedler for a payoff. Maybe Lily Clark’s death was connected to the other
drug murders Gideon had solved in histime in the Wilmington PD, and he' d found something at the scene
thet derted him to the identity of the killer.

It wasn't part of the plan to like Raintree, so why did she hope s0 desperately that he was going to
meet some airhead for drinks and dancing and a little recregtiond sex? She didn’'t much like the ides,
even though she had no daim on him and never would, but it was preferable to finding out that her initid
indincts about him had been right and he was crooked. She didn’'t want him to be crooked. As he
parked his car a the curb, she tried to come up with another scenario. One that didn't make him
crooked or horny.

Hope drove past Raintree as he exited his Mustang, turning her head dightly so he wouldn't get a
look at her face. He was s0 distracted, he didn’t even glance a her. She turned a corner and parked in
front of a closed gift shop, waiting until she saw Gideon in the rearview mirror before she Ift the truck.

He was headed for the riverfront. Hope stayed a good distance behind him, but close enough that



she could aways see the back of his head. Even though this area was wdl lit a night, there were plenty
of shadows for her to conceal hersdf within. Raintree walked dowly, but with purpose and his own
gpecid brand of grace, and when he reached a particular section of the boardwalk, he stopped and
leaned over the wood railing, looking down over theriver.

Here was her mog favorable scenario: Gideon wanted a little time done to ponder the two
murders. He was thinking in that odd way he had, winding down, putting together the pieces of the puzzle
and not waiting for a Honey or a drug deder. Hope stayed in the shadows and watched. One older
couple passed him but didn't dow down or acknowledge him in any way other than a quick glance.
Gideon continued to stare out over the river, mationless. She began to think this was a perfectly innocent
evening...

And then he checked his watch. He was waiting for something. No, someone. Her heart sank,
even though she knew she shouldn’t care why he was there or who he had come to mest.

A few minutes later the tal blonde stepped out of the shadows, waking toward Raintree with a
purpose of her own. He lifted his head asif he knew she was there long before he could have heard her
step.

A woman. She should have known. Men like Raintree didn't live without femae companionship,
no matter how dedicated they might be to ther jobs. She'd heard him taking to the victim back & the
hotdl, dragging his eyes away from the body to tel the woman who could no longer hear him that her life
mattered, promising to find justice for her. And yet here he was, dipping away from a fresh invedtigation
for a date? It didn't make sense, but then, what man ever did what was expected of him?

Hope was ready to dip away quietly and return the hotel manager’s pickup without Raintree ever
knowing that she’ d once again stooped to spying on him when aniggle of warning stopped her.

The woman waking toward Raintree... Her blond har was long and straight, matching the sngle
gtrand that had been found on Sherry Bishop's body. She was tdler than average, and moved in a way
thet advertised that she had musdes and knew how to use them.

And with her left hand she reached indde the jacket she wore and withdrew a long,
wicked-looking knife.



Chapter 7

“T hat's her! That's her!” Lily Clark jumped up and down and pointed a shaking finger as she flailed
and issued her warning. The ghost looked surprisngly solid to Gideon's eyes, but the blonde didn't seem
to see her latest vicim at dll.

“I know,” Gideon said softly.
“Shoot her,” Lily ingtructed.

“Not yet.” He wanted to discover what the blonde knew—and how. Besides, even though he
knew this woman to be a murderer, shooting suspects on the riverfront was definitdly frowned upon.

The blonde smiled and made sure he could see the knife in her hand. Anyone gtting in the coffee
shop nat too far away wouldn't see anything suspiciousif they glanced in this direction, because the way
the woman held her jacket shidded the wegpon from their view. Most of the customers weren't looking
this way, anyway. Through the window he could see tha they were engrossed in ther own
conversations, their own lives. They had no idea that a monster walked a few feet away.

“I'm here,” he said, halding his hands pam up so she could see he didn't hold a wesapon of his
own.

“I knew you would be, Raintreg,” the knifewidding blonde said as she came closer.
“You know my name. What's yours?’
Her amile widened alittle. “Tabby.”

Gideon suspected she was tdling the truth; she didn’'t expect him to be around long enough to
share that information with anyone else.

“What do you want, Tabby?’

“l want to talk.”

“That'swhat she said to me” Lily said indignantly. “Don’t lisen to her. You're a cop. You have a
gun. Shoot her!”

“Not yet,” he said softly.

“What do you mean... 7" Tabby began, and then she hedtated. “You're not taking to me, are
you? Which oneis here?’ She glanced around, but her eyes never fdl on Lily. “Both, maybe. No, it's got
to be that whiny Clark woman. Trust me, before long you'll be more then ready to berid of her. She just
about talked my ears off before | gagged her.”

Inarage, Lily threw hersdf a Tabby, passng right through the tall woman's body. Maybe Tabby
fdt something, a chill, or a bit of wind. Her step fdtered alittle; her amile faded.

Thanks to the torture, physca and psychologica, Tabby had made Lily more subgtantia then
mogt spirits. She was tied to this plane in away mogt spirits weren't. With a little concentration, maybe a
lot of concentration, Lily could affect the physica in this world she' d left behind. Maybe.

Tabby stopped less than three feet away. The place was too public for him to toss a surge of
eectricity her way, but when she got closer, if he could touch her and send a surge to her heart, the effect
would be the same.

“You have two choices, Raintree. You can come with me without incident so we can discuss the
gtuaion privately for awhile, or you can give me a hard time, and after you're dead, I'll take it out on the



innocent citizens and touridts of this town you cal home. You'll dill be around to watch, | imagine, as a
ghogt who can't lift afinger to stop me” She grinned widdly. “Tha would be very cool.”

“I have afeding it would be dangerous to go anywhere with you. Why don’t we tak right here?’

“It would be very dangerous for you not to do as | say,” she countered, her voice flat and her eyes
hard. The grip on the knife in her left hand changed, tightening and growing more secure, more... ready.
Gideon fdt the tingle of eectricity in hisfingertips. If he had no other choice...

A young couple neared, am in am and oblivious to the rest of the world. Tabby moved closer.
“Make amove and I'll stick 'em both before you can say boo.”

Gideon remained ill, sure that Tabby would do exactly as she threatened if she had the chance.
The twosome passed, unaware of the danger that was so close. When they were out of earshot, Tabby
gmiled once again. “Are you going to come with me or not?’

“I'm going to arrest you or kill you. Your choice”

She didn't look & dl afraid, not of him, not of anything. Her grin grew wide again for a split
second, and then her head turned sharply and the amile disappeared atogether, with a swiftness tha
transformed her face. “I told you to come done.”

Gideon reached for her while she was distracted, intent on grabbing her wrist and sending a jolt to
her heart. He' d never killed anyone before, but he knew it was possible, and if ever a mongter deserved
to die... But before he could get a grip on her, she lifted the hand that didn't hold a knife and tossed a
few grans of powder into his face. The grainsfdl into his eyes and onto hislips and everywhere dse, and
he was immediatey haf-blinded and dizzy. He missed her, and she swung out with the knife. It wasn't a
wild swing but a well-planned maneuver that dipped past his guard and took him by surprise. With a
minimum of wasted motion, Tabby thrust the knife deep into histhigh.

Gideon'sleg gave out from under him, and he dropped to the boardwalk with a thud. Tabby took
another swipe a his hand, this one wild and unplanned. Gideon shifted his hand. The tip of the knife
bardy grazed his flesh, drawing a amdl welt of blood rather than the finger she'd no doubt wanted to
collect. Her head snapped up, she cursed, and then she ran.

Hdf-lying, hdf-dtting on the boardwalk, Gideon took am. He hestated. His vison svam. He
blinked hard. Sending a bolt of dectricity into her back was possible, but had the ruckus garnered the
atention of the people in the café? He wondered if he could stop her without killing her. If he killed
Tabby, he would never know how she had discovered his ability to talk with the dead... how many
people she'd killed... why... ?

He couldn’t let her get away. His hand lifted, and he caled up more power than he had ever
directed at another person, one who could not absorb the energy as he did.

But he didn't fire. His thinking was usudly so clear, so crisp, but a this moment it was anything
but. Someone familiar cdled his name. Raintree! Somewhere in those shadows ahead stood the couple
that had recently walked by. He couldn’t see them well, but they were there. Sure enough, the surprised
and curious young man stepped into Tabby’ s wake and directly into Gideon's sights, and again his vison
swam.

Hope, her own pistal in her hand, passed Gideon at arun. “Areyou dl right?’

“Yeah,” he sad as she cut between him and the man who'd fodlishly placed himsdf in front of
Gideon's target. “No, not redly,” he added, even though she was dready too far avay to hear his low
words. “What the hdl are you doing here?’ He shouldn’t be surprised to see Hope here; he shouldn't be
surprised that she so eeslly gave chase. The woman was everywhere she shouldn’t be.

“Cdl for backup!” she ydled as she kept running.
Gideon lowered his hand and leaned againg the boardwalk raling, glancdng down a his torn



trousers. He heded quickly, but he didn't hed immediatdy. The scratch in his hand was dready fading
away, but histhigh was another matter, and whatever Tabby had tossed into his face ill had him redling.
The knife had gone deep, and he tamed the flow of blood by pressing his hand to the wound. At any
other time of the year he would head to the ER for stitches, but not in any week approaching an equinox
or asolgtice. His presence would play hdl with the hospitd equipment.

He pressed againg the wound and did his best to concentrate, to remain lucid. A serid killer who
knew what he could do. It was a nightmare. Tabby wouldn't go from town to town, not anymore. She
would send him ghogt after ghost after ghost, each one of them begging him for justice. She would play
this game of hers until one of them was dead. Gideon's thinking grew more and more muddled. He
hadn’t logt that much blood, yet he fdt weaker now than he had when the knife had cut into his flesh. It
hadn’t been sand she’ d tossed into his eyes, hoping to blind him, but some kind of drug that was seding
his reason. He pressed his hand againg the wound with more force. He wished for numbness, but the
deep gash hurt like hell.

The lights of the coffee shop whirled, and he blinked againg the oddly dhifting brightness. The
streetlamps above grew oblong and faded and fuzzy, and his heart wasn't pumping right. It was off best,
out of tune. In the back of his mind, Gideon knew he should be trying to get up, but more than the pain in
hisleg kept him immobile. His entire body was heavy, and he couldn’t manage to focus on anything for
more than a split second. He could think just clearly enough to know that this was bad. Very bad.

A moment later Hope was headed back toward him, moving a little more dowly than she'd been
when she'd firg chased after Tabby, but ill moving fast. She didn't mantain her shape any better then
the lights above, and he blinked againgt the midty vison. How on earth was she able to run in those heds?

“I log her,” she sad breathlesdy. “Shit, she was right there, and I... ” She shook off her
frustration and dropped down to her haunches beside him. “You look terrible. You cdled for backup
and an ambulance, right?’

“No.” Hislipsfdt numb and heavy as he answered.
She reached for her cdl phone. “You didn't cal thisin? Dammit, Raintree... ”

He placed his hand on her wrigt before she could did. “No hospitd. No backup. | just need you
to drive me home.”

“Home!” She moved his hand and pedled asde a portion of diced fabric, then grimaced at his
injury. “I don't think s0.” She pressed her surprisngly strong hand over the wound. “Y ou need a doctor.”

He shook his head. “I can’t.”
“You're going to have to tdl her,” Lily Clark said with a shake of her red head.
“l can't,” he answered.

“You dready sad that.” Hope lifted her hand dightly and looked again at the gash in his leg, what
she could see past the torn trousers. “Y ou're not thinking straight.”

“Sell understand,” Lily said, dmog kindly.

“No, shewon't,” Gideon said. He was feding the loss of blood, as wel as... something dse. “No
one ever understands.”

“Understands what?” Hope asked. “Raintree, don’t lose it on me” She tried to regain control of
her cdl phone so she could cdl 911, but Gideon 4ill had enough strength to hold her off.

Maybe Lily was right. He hadn’t trusted anyone with his secret in a long time. A very long time.
Tabby knew. Did that mean the secret was out? Or soon would be? He glanced to the sde to sudy the
ghost’s pae face, a face only he could see. “Maybe you're right,” he said. “Maybe | can tdl her the
truth.”



Lily nodded and smiled.
“She'sgoing to think I'm crazy,” he said.

The redhead laid a hand on his forehead, and he fdt her cold touch very didinctly. He saw ghosts
every day, talked to them frequently, but they rardly touched him in any way. Never like this. “Don’'t be
like me, Gideon,” Lily said. “Don’'t hold yoursdlf back so much. Live wdl, and leave a big hole when the
time comes for you to go.”

He shook his head.
“Tdl her.”
“It'snot a good idea.”

“Dammit, Raintree, you're scaring the crap out of me” Hope said softly, and he could hear the
concern in her voice.

Gideon turned his head to look up at Hope Mdory. His head reded. Hisleg didn't hurt that badly
anymore, and though Hope' s image was foggy, he could see that she was worried. He could see that she
cared, even though she didn’'t want to care about him or anyone dse. He hadn't told anyone what he
could do in such along time, and the lagt time... the lagt time it hadn’t worked out too well.

“l didn't mean to scare you,” he said. “I was jugt taking to Lily Clark.”
Hope leaned dightly toward him. “Raintreg, Lily Clark is dead.”
“Yeeh, | know.”

Someone from the coffee shop had findly noticed the excitement on the boardwak, and a few
curious people walked toward him. He didn't have much time. “Remember when | told you | tak to
dead people?’

“Yeah,” Hope sad.
“It was the truth.”

Raintree was suffering from hdlucinations. That was it.

Hope pressed agang his injury harder. Hdlucinations from a nasty but rdativdy minor knife
wound to the thigh? It didn’'t make sense.

“That’s not possible. I'm going to cdl 911 now...”
“Theré sno timeto argue. | can't go to a hospitd this week.”
This week? “Raintree... ”

“Waetch this” he said tersdy, then turned his gaze toward the nearest streetlamp. In an ingant the
light exploded in a shower of sparks. The people who were gpproaching from the coffee shop stuttered
and stepped back. “And the next,” Raintree said softly. Another streetlamp exploded. “The next?’

“Not necessary,” she said softly, turning toward the other people, who were approaching once
agan. She mustered a amile for them.

“Should | cdl an ambulance?’ the burly man in the lead cdled. He looked like he was in charge,
but this was't the manager they’ d spoken to earlier in the week.

“No, thanks” Hope said, sounding cam. “My friend here had a little bit too much to drink and
fdl, and | think he got a splinter or something in his leg. If you've got a towd or some bandages or
something, I'll patch him up and take him home.”

It was an uninteresting explanation, and the other onlookers turned away. “Sure” the man said,
sounding disappointed. “I have afirg ad kit with plenty of bandages.”



“Cool,” Hope sad graefully.

“Cool,” Rantree echoed when the man from the coffee shop had waked away to fetch the
bandages. “ So you bdieve me?’

“Of course not,” she said sernly.

“But you—"

“I believe something isup. | just haven't figured out what yet.”

“| told you... ” Suddenly Raintree turned his head and looked at a large expanse of ar. “Yeah,
she's pretty, but she's dso subborn asdl get out.”

“Tdking to Lily Clark’s ghost agan? Hope snapped.
Gideon leaned toward her. “She thinks you should be more open-minded.”
“Oh, she does?’

“Yeah.” Gideon looked puzzled for a moment, and then he added, “1 haven't lost enough blood to
fed this woozy. She tossed something in my face. A drug of some kind. Maybe even poison. Thisian't
good. | need to get out of here”

“You need a hospita.”
“No. Lily saysyou'll take good care of me”
“That don't look like a splinter to me”

Hope's head snapped up, and she saw the man from the coffee shop garing down, suspicion in
his eyes.

“Big splinter,” Hope said as she took the bandages from him.

“Areyou sure... 7’

Hope flashed her badge at the big guy, and he held up his hands in surrender. “Never mind. None
of my business”

“I'll get replacements for these bandages to you as soon as | get the chance,” Hope promised.

“No problem,” the man said as he backed away. “Don’'t worry about it.” He dearly didn't quite
believe her story, but he wasn't going to stir up trouble and maybe even bring some of that trouble to his
own door.

Hope quickly bandaged Raintree' s thigh, padding it thickly and then tying the dressing tight. He
was ddfinitdy hdlucinating, and he needed more care than she could give him. She quickly explained
away the exploding streetlamps. He had a secret gizmo hidden somewhere, and he'd used it to short out
the dectricd connection somehow. Maybe it had even been a coincidence. He'd seen the lights
flickering, played the long shot, and won. He certainly hadn’'t made the lights explode smply by looking
a them. Common sense dictated that she lead Gideon out of here, put him in his Mustang and drive him
to the ER.

“You dill don’t believe me,” he said, his voice growing thicker. Was it possible that he redly had
been drugged? She would let a doctor figure that out. She certainly wasn't a doctor. Hel, she wasn't
even a hdfway decent babysitter. In years past she'd proven time and again that she couldn’t even keep
agoldfish dive

“I'm sorry, Raintree” she sad as she hdped him up. It wasn't easy, snce he was heavy and
unsteady, but they managed. With her support, they should be able to get to the car and from there to the
hospitd. Their progress was dow, as they took one careful step and then another. To the smdl crowd
who watched from the coffee shop, he probably did look drunk. Just as wdl. It was an esser
explanation than the truth—whatever that might be.



Raintree muttered something low and indistinct.
“What?' Hope asked.

“l waan't talking to you,” he said gruffly.

“Of course you weren't,” she answered.

A few more steps, and Raintree spoke again. “Touch her,” he commanded. “You can, you know.
Most ghosts can't affect the physicd, but you're different, Lily. Your energy is more bound to this earth
than mogt spirits, and if you concentrate and redly, redly try...”

“Cut it out, Raintree,” Hope snapped. “Thisian't funny anymore.” Her steps fatered when it fet as
if a diver of ice brushed past her cheek, bardly chilling her with its touch.

“She touched you,” Raintree said as he took a amdl, pained step. He looked down a Hope and
amiled. “Your cheek. The left one, just beneath the cheekbone.”

Hope's heart stuttered much as her step had done a moment earlier. The iciness touched her
somech, asif an invisble finger had reached through her clothes.

“Stomach,” Raintree said, the Sngle word oddly heavy.

Hope licked her lips. “I don’'t know how you're doing that... ”
The coldness wrapped itsdf around her ears. Both of them.
“Ears” Raintree muttered.

They walked beneath a streetlamp. The bulb didn’t explode, but it did flicker afew times and then
go out. Raintree turned his head back and looked up. “I can’t control the energy right now. If | go into a
hospitd, duff attached to sick people is going to start blowing up.” He sounded a little drunk. No, he
sounded a lot drunk. “Take me home, partner. Trust me”

Hope Mdory didn't trust anyone, not anymore. She especidly didn't trust cheesy parlor tricks
and unbdievable explanations. But after she put Gideon into the passenger seat of the Mugtang and
pulled onto the road, she didn’t head to the hospital. She drove toward Wrightsville Beach.

Whatever Tabby had tossed into his face was beginning to wear off. It hadn’t been a lethd poison
or he would be getting worse instead of better. But it had been a drug of some kind, meant to dull his
senses. He would wonder why, but he'd seen Lily Clark’s body and he knew damn wel the why of it.
She'd wanted to distract him, and she had.

More than that, she’d wanted time with him. She’ d wanted the opportunity to torture him.

Gideon dipped the protection charm from beneath his shirt and fingered it gently. Hope would
probably say the charm hadn’t protected him at dl, but he knew better. The knife could have hit an
artery. Tabby could have decided to shoot him instead of taking a stab at his leg. He could be missng a
finger right about now.

Hope might not have been behind him, literdly watching his back.
“What were you doing there?’ he asked.

She muttered a mild curse and kept her eyes on the road, which was deserted a this late hour.
The beach was quiet. The houses that lined it were dark.

“I'mjudt curious” he added after afew moments of slence.

“Thet crap about waiting until morning before continuing with the invedtigation? It just didn't ring
true”

“So you followed me”



“Yegh. Complaining?’
“Not at the moment.”

Lily wasn't with them as they drove toward his beach house, but she was dill earthbound; he
knew that much. Where was she? Watching the crime scene techs sudy her motd room for evidence?
Standing by while the coroner examined her body? Tabby had done a number on the poor woman, and
convinang her spirit to move on wouldn't be easy.

“Once | get you settled, I'm cdling a doctor,” Hope said as she pulled into his driveway and hit
the remote to open the garage door.

“No,” he said.
“Dammit, Raintreg!”
“| don’t need a doctor.”

“l saw the wound,” she said stubbornly as she parked the car. “It's too deep for you to treat on
your own, and | sure as hdl can't take care of it. | shouldn’t have humored you by bringing you home, |
know, but...”

“You're dready forgetting how it fdt when she touched you,” he said. “And you're forgetting that
| saw where she touched you.”

“Nicetrick, Raintree,” she said as she rounded the car. “One day you'll have to tdl me how you
do that.”

“It'snot atrick,” he said as she opened his car door and bent down to help him stand. She kept
her arm around him as they headed for the Sairs that led to a door off the kitchen. The trip up those stairs
would be dow, but with Hope' s assstance he would make it. He hated knowing he needed anyone, but
right now... right now she was his partner.

“All life is dectricd,” he said as they climbed, one dow step a a time. “Electricity keeps your
heart beating, makes your brain work, keeps the spirit here even after the body is dead. Do you redly
want atechnica explanation? Sorry, | don't fed up to that right now. Takes too long. Electrons, another
vibrationd leve, does any of that make sense to you?’

“It'snot plausble” she said sensbly.

“Hlectricty can dso cause muscles and organs like the uterus to convulse, often with interesting
and even pleasurable results.”

“l warned you, Raintree... ”

“Gideon,” he said as they stepped into the kitchen and Hope switched on the lights. “If you dill
don't believe me, I'd be happy to provide another demondration.”

“No!” She drew away from him a little but didn’t let him go. Good thing, since he wasn't sure he
could stand on hisown just yet. “That won't be necessary.”

He amiled at her, but he knew the effort was weak. He should be glad she il didn't believe him.
If he left her done she would eventudly find away to explainit dl away. Everyone did, when confronted
with things they found implausible.

“I've dways seen ghodts” he sad as they waked toward his bedroom. “When | was little, |
didn't understand that everyone didn't see them like | did. The dectrical surges came later. | was twelve
thefirg time | blew up ateevison. From then to fifteen, those were interesting years. But | learned how
to control the power, how to harmnessit and use it. Still, the weeks closest to a solstice or an eguinox are
unpredictable. The summer soldtice is dmost here. Sunday.” He looked down & her. “I disabled your



“Youdid not... ”

“l did it, and I'll pay for the repairs. I've dready made arrangements with the mechanic. | just
can't take the chance of getting stranded somewhere in one of those freekin' cars with the computer
chipsin them. Whose idea was that, anyway? Computers have no businessin avehice”

In his bedroom, he unbuckled his belt, and removed his weapon and badge. Hope turned on the
light as he tossed off his jacket and sat on the Sde of the bed. “Thanks” he said as he fdl back onto the
mattress. “Y ou can go home, now.”

His eyes closed, and his last thought before darkness claimed him was that Hope wasn't leaving.
Stubborn woman.

Tabby huddled behind the deserted storefront for along time before she dared to leave her hiding
place. She'd run and run until she couldn’'t run anymore, until her lungs were burning and her legs
wouldn’'t move. If Raintree and his partner had cdled in hep, the cops were searching way off the mark.
All was slent and undisturbed. She hadn’t even heard any Srens.

Maybe they hadn't cdled. After dl, Gideon didn't want anyone to know what he could do, so
how could he explain the confrontation away? He was fregkish enough, but if his talents were common
knowledge, he would never know any rest. Hdf the world would brand him a nutcase; the other hdf
would want to use him.

She' d gotten one good stab at him, but she knew it hadn’t been enough. A little to the left and she
would have diced the artery, and he would have bled to death before his pretty partner could get help.
But a the last moment her hand had dipped. At least he was undoubtedly having vivid nightmares a the
moment. The drug she'd blinded him with had not only given her an advantage, the effects would linger
for awhile What sort of nightmares did a Raintree have? she wondered.

The partner had come out of nowhere, damn her, and she'd ruined everything. Time was running
out. No more games. No more attempts at finesse. Tabby didn’t do finesse well.

By Saturday night Gideon and Echo Raintree both had to be dead. If they weren’t, by Sunday
moming it would be Tabby who was in the ground... or in the river, or in the ocean. She didn't think Cael
would bother with anything resembling a proper funerd.

A few drops of Raintree blood stained her knife and her hand. Stting in the dark, Tabby pulled
both to her face and inhdled. She closed her eyes and imagined the power she could not yet take into her
own body. This was Raintree blood. It wasn't as powerful as afinger or an ear or even atiny dice of
skin, but Hill... Raintree. She'd been so close, 0 very close.

It was time to St back, think on the stuation and come up with a foolproof plan. She wouldn't
have her time done with Gideon, more' s the pity, but he would be well dead before the end of the week.

And he wouldn’t be going aone.



Chapter 8

For along while Hope sat in a chair by Gideon Raintree’s bed and watched him deep. He tossed and
turned, and then findly fdl into a deep so deep it was like death. The motionless slence scared her far
more than his restlessness or the rambling or the gash in hisleg.

After he'd fdlen to the bed and passed out, she'd removed the bandage from his thigh, intent on
cdling someone if it looked hdf as bad as she remembered. Somehow it didn’t. It was a nasty cut, no
argument, but she was no longer convinced that he needed professiond doctoring. It was odd, though, to
see an obvioudy strong and hedthy body laid low so completely.

She'd removed his trousers, and then she'd cleaned the wound and rebandaged it. Through the
entire ordeal, Raintree barely stirred. It had been a bit tougher to take off his shirt and tie, but she'd
managed. She' d left his underwear in place. Her dedication only went o far.

With a damp washcloth, she'd wiped grains of what appeared to be sand from his face. Whatever
it was, there wasn't much of it. A few specks had stuck to his goatee and his cheek, and she gently
wiped away a granule that had settled near the corner of his eye. She didn't think there was enough of
the substance to get any kind of anadlyss on, but she saved the washcloth, just in case.

She'd never actudly undressed an unconscious man, and Gideon Raintree was mogt definitdy dl
man. There was a dusting of hair on his chest, and his limbs were heavy and well-shaped with muscle. He
had strong arms that were nicdy muscled without being bulky. There was something about a man's
forearms and hands, when they were built just so, that could make any woman's thoughts wander.

Besdes, she couldn’t look at those hands without remembering when he'd touched her. They'd
both been fully dressed, and it had happened so quickly, and yet it had been intimate. Unexpected and
powerful—and intimate.

Hope didn’'t want to think about that moment, not the particulars or the whys or the hows, so she
attempted to concentrate on Gideon's hedth and wdl-being and put everything e sein the past. Thistime
of the night, a generous five o'clock shadow was growing in around his neatly trimmed goatee and
mustache, making him look a tad grungy. It was dmogt a rdief to redize that he could be less than

perfect.

Through dl her minigrations, she' d left the charm he wore benesth his suit around his neck. Since
she didn’t believein lucky tokens or anything of the sort, she wasn't sure why she left the doodad done;
it just didn’t seem right for her to remove it, since he believed it had some sort of power. Then again, she
aso couldn't explain why she was wearing the charm he had given her lagt night. It wasn't like her to
bdieve in such nonsense.

When her iniid round of totdly inept doctoring was done, Hope sat in an uncomfortable chair
she'd dragged from the corner of the room. She didn’t want to leave Gideon done or be too far away.
What if he needed her? Silly thought, but ill... she didn't leave.

He didn't have a modern digita clock by his bed but instead used a vintage windup darm clock
thet was probably older than he was. The bedroom phone was another land line. All his talk of dectricity
and ghodgts... she didn’t believe him, but obvioudy he believed. She'd serioudy considered that he was
dirty; it had never so much as crossed her mind that he might be mentdly ungtable.

She'd usad his bedside phone to cal her mother, and dso to cdl the very irate mote manager in
order to tdl him where she'd Ieft his truck. He did have a spare set of keys in the motd office, thank
goodness, and an officer who was dill on the scene had agreed to give im aride to hisvehicle.



Hope fidgeted as she watched Gideon deep. His story wasridiculous. It didn’'t make any sense at
dl. Ghosts. What a crock. Harnessing ectrica energy? Also too fantastic to buy. She should be able to
completely dismiss everything he said as impossble or continue to go with that “mentdly ungable’
possbility, but there were afew other things to consider.

His record as a homicide detective.

The old cars he drove and the odd way her car had mafunctioned.
Hislack of decent eectrical toys and televisons and phones.

The exploding streetlamps on the riverfront.

Theway he'd knocked her out of a bullet’s path before it had been fired.
The unexpected orgasm.

Hope no longer believed in things she couldn’t see with her own eyes or touch with her own
hands. Her mother was partly to blame. Growing up with crystals and incense and chanting and auras
hed been embarrassing for Hope on more than one occasion. She'd made an effort every day of her life
to remain firmly grounded in redlity.

But her mother wasn't entirdy to blame. Jody Landers had been the one to findly and completely
blow her orderly world to pieces.

She'd loved him. Love was yet another dusive thing that could not be held or touched or smelled.
Yet her love for Jody had seemed <o red for atime. It had filled her world and made her happy. And it
had been alie Turned out Jody had targeted her from day one. Their medting had not been chance; his
love had not been red. He'd been a low-levd drug dealer who'd wanted a cop in his pocket as he
moved up the chain of command. When she findly caught him and discovered what he'd been up to,
he/ d damed that he had come to love her. But she didn’t believe him, not then and not now, four years
later.

She'd eventudly been promoted to detective in spite of the embarrassment. Jody was in prison
and would be there for some time to come, but there were ill people in Rdeigh who believed that she'd
known dl dong what kind of man he was. She hated to admit it, but it was't only her mother’s welfare
that had brought her home. She' d grown tired of the suspicious looks, the whispers that would never die.

She couldn’t dlow hersdf to be tainted again by association with the wrong kind of person, the
wrong kind of man. She was not going to be a gullible patsy ever again. So what the hdl was she doing
here? She didn’'t owe Gideon Raintree anything. Not her time or her fath or her loydlty.

Watching him deep began to get under her skinin away she couldn’t explain avay. She squirmed
alittle in her uncomfortable chair. This was his bed, his house, and watching him was so persond, as if
she were once again spying on him, trying to discover what made him tick so she wouldn’t get caught in
the crossfire.

Gideon seemed to be deeping wdl enough. His bresthing was even and deady, his
heartbeat—which she'd checked a time or two—was strong. With that in mind, Hope shook off her
inexplicable need to stand guard and left the bedroom. She was thirdty, and she was hungry. She was
tired, too, but she didn't think she would be getting any deep tonight. In the kitchen she noted the old
propane stove, rather than the dectric stove he should have had. No microwave. Cheap toaster. She
opened afew cabinets, searching for something to eat, and found one deep storage space that hed two
additiona cheap toagters, as wel as an assortment of blenders and at least three coffegpots. Her heart
crawled into her throat, and she settled for toast and peanut butter and a glass of milk, dl of which were
consumed at the kitchen table, where she could look out over the deserted beach. In the darkness she
could barely see the waves crashing onto the sand, but they did catch the moonlight as they danced to
shore. It was dmost mesmerizing.



She should leave now. Go home, get some deep, drop by in the morning to pick Raintree up and
ather take him to the doctor or make arrangements to collect his Chdlenger from the motd parking lot.
He probably wouldn't be able to drive for a couple of days, but they would think of some way to get his
car back here where it belonged.

Movement beyond the window caught her atention. Given that someone had recently stabbed
Gideon, she paid close atention and concentrated, trying to discern what had caught her eye. A glare on
the windowpanes made it difficult for her to see as wdl as she wanted to, o she turned out the kitchen
light and focused on the beach while her eyes adjusted to the darkness.

The indistinct figure of a man was waking toward the water. He moved dowly, his feet dl but
dragging. The night had been clear thus far, but suddenly lightning flashed in the distance. Quickly, too
quickly, clouds drifted before the moon, robbing the night of the light Hope needed to see who was out
there at this hour.

The thunder and lightning moved closer, a jagged bolt flashing across the sky, giving off just
enough light for Hope to see what she needed to. The man on the beach was near naked, wearing only a
bething suit or a pair of shorts—or boxers. His har was a little too long, his broad shoulders were tired,
hislegs were long... and hisleft thigh was bandaged.

Hope ran firg to the bedroom. The bed she'd left Gideon degping in was empty. The curtains
covering the large window that overlooked the ocean had been drawn back, and she redized thet it
waan't just awindow but French doors that opened onto an elaborate deck.

Hope ran onto the deck, certain tha she could not have seen wha she thought she'd seen.
Raintree must be despwalking, or maybe hdludnating. If he collapsed onto the sand, she would never be
able to get im back here done. And if he walked into the ocean... Dammit, she should have ingsted on
taking him to the hospital! She ran down the dairs that led to the boardwalk and then to the beach, her
steps uneasy once she reached the sand. She stopped to remove her pumps and tossed them aside as
another bolt of lightning lit the sky and thunder rumbled.

A stroke of lightning flashed straight down and hit Gideon, and instead of a rumble the thunder
was a loud, dangerous pop. Hope stumbled in the sand, her breath stolen away, fear coloring her entire
world for that solit second.

“Gideon!” She waited for him to fdl to the ground or burgt into flane, but he didn't. He stood
there, arms outstretched, and yet another bolt hit him. The thunder was an earsplitting crack, and thistime
the lightning that found Gideon seemed to stay connected to him, until sparks generated from the blast
were dancing on his skin.

Hope didn’t cdl Gideon's name again, but she continued to run toward him. This wasn't possible,
was it? A man couldn’'t walk onto the beach and be hit by lightning again and again and just stand there.
As dhe waiched the dectricity dance on his skin, she remembered what her mother had said after
Raintree had left the gpartment Tuesday night. Hope had 4ill been shaking from the orgasm he'd
triggered with his touch, and her mother had mused with a amile, “His aura postively sparkles. I've never
seen anything quite like it.”

“Stop,” he commanded without turning to face her. “1t's not safe for you to get too close”

Hope duttered to a hdt severa feet behind him. The moon had disappeared behind clouds,
dmming the night, but she could see him wel enough. She could see him wel because he was glowing
gently.

He turned to face her as the sorm that had come out of nowhere rolled away, fading and suddenly
not at dl threstening. But Hope didn’t have eyes for the storm; her gaze was riveted to the men before
her. Electricity popped and swayed on his skin, a gentle glow radiating from him. He'd shaved, she
noticed, doing away with his goatee and mustache. And his eyes... did they glow, or was it a trick of the



light?
It couldn’t be atrick of the light. There was no light except for that he himsdf created.
A pat of her wanted to turn and run. She was not the kind of woman who would gladly and

openly embrace the impossible. But her feet were rooted in the sand, and she didn’t run. “I was watching
from the kitchen window,” she said, her voice weaker than she would have liked.

Gideon stepped toward her, and tiny sparks swirled where his bare feet sank into the sand. “I
know.”

Nightmares—vivid dreams of his parents and Lily Clark and dl the people in between that he
hadn’t been able to save—had sent Gideon to the water, where he'd drawn in the lightning to feed his
body and his soul, and wipe the last vestiges of the drug from his sysem. He hadn’'t waked far onto the
beach before he'd redized that Hope was watching. He didn’'t care. Maybe it was right that she know;
maybe she needed to know.

She stood afew feet away, uneasy and unsteady in the soft sand. “Areyou dl right?” she asked in
a soft, suspicious voice.

“Yeah”

The ungpoken how? remained between them, dlent but powerful. She'd seen the dreetlamps
explode, been touched by a ghodt's cold fingers, and ill she remained skeptica. But there was no
explaning this away.

Her gaze dropped to his thigh, where the dectricity was working upon his damaged flesh with a
ferocity she couldn’t begin to understand.

“You, uh, glow in the dark, Raintree.” She tried for a lighthearted tone but fell far short.

“Only when I’'m turned on.” He stepped toward her, and she moved out of the way. Not running,
but definitly avoiding being too close.

“Vey funny,” she said, as they walked back toward the house.

Actudly, it wasn't funny at dl. The fact that he wanted this woman naked in his bed was nathing to
laugh about. She was his partner, and she was one of those staunch women who questioned everything
endesdy. Why? How? When? That made her a greet detective, but where he was concerned, such
attributes led to disaster. He'd aways tried to avoid overly curious women.

He' d never been caught before. Sure, there had been times when his neighbors, awakened by the
gorms he drew, later asked, Didn’t | see you on the beach? He dways denied it, and they adways
wrote off what they’d seen to a dream or a trick of the light. After dl, what he did, what he was, was
impossible to comprehend.

“You're waking better,” Hope sad as they neared the wooden steps that led to his bedroom.

“| think the drug affected me more srongly then the actud wound. It's wearing off.” What
remained after the nightmares had passed had been washed away by the lightning.

“Good.” For a moment Hope didn't say more, and then she fidgeted and said, “Okay, you have
some kind of weird dectrica thing going on. I'm sure there's a perfectly logical medical explanation for

everything”
“Why does it have to be perfectly logicd?’
“It just does.”
“Nothing is perfect, and logic is subjective.”
“Logicisnot subjective,” she argued.



He tried to usher her up the deck dtairs ahead of him, but she wasn't about to let him out of her
sght; she didn’'t want him behind her, where she couldn’t see him. So he ascended firdt, after watching
Hope collect her shoes. At least she followed him, instead of fleaing into the night. Gideon stepped into
the darkened bedroom from the deck. He did glow in the dark. A little.

Hope closed the French doors behind her but Ieft the drapes open, so they could see the waves
not so far away. The sound of the surf was muted but Hill filled the room as it had dl night. It was a
comforting sound; it was the sound of home.

Gideon stood near the end of the bed, drained by the storm as wel as being rguvenated by the
ectrical charge that continued to dance through his body. “The logical explandtion is that my family is
different. More different than you can imagine”

“That's not—"

Possible, she was going to say. He didn't let her get that far. “My brother contrals fire, anong
other things. He's Dranir, leader of the Raintree family. My sigter isan empath and a taented heder, and
her little gifl is showing amazing promise in a number of fidds. Echo isa prophet. | tak to ghosts. Should
| goon?”’

“That’s not necessary,” Hope said coally.
“You dill don't believe me”

In the near-dark room, he saw Hope shake her head. He could drop the subject, Iet it lie She
would request her transfer, as he'd wished for just yesterday, and he could go on about his business. She
wouldn't tdl anyone what she' d seen and heard here tonight, because she didn’t want to appear foolish
inany way. Surely she knew that no one would believe her.

But he didn't want to let her go. There was something here that he couldn’t explain. He wanted
Hope; of course he did. She was beautiful and smart and ran in high hedls. But beneath that, there was
something more, though he did his best to ignore it. If he dept with her, she would have to request a
transfer. She wasn't fond of bresking the rules. In fact, it was probably a safe bet that she never broke
therules

He dowly unwrapped the bandage at his thigh. At last Hope moved closer to him. “You redly
shouldn’t do that. Not... ” Her voice died awvay as he removed the lagt of the bandage and reveded the
scratch there. “Yet,” shefinished weakly. She reached out cautioudy and laid her fingers over the nearly
hedled wound. She licked her lips, cocked her head, and uttered a succinct word he had never expected
to hear from that sweet mouth.

“How... 7’ She drew her fingers away, and he immediatdly missed them. “What did you... 7’

“I'm Raintreg” he said. “If you want a more detailed explanation than that, we' re going to have to
make a pot of coffee.”

They didn’t St on opposite Sdes of the room this time. Gideon sat beside her on the couch, and
they each hdd amug seaming with hot coffee. By the light of the living room lamps she couldn’t tdl if he
was dill glowing or not. A part of her wanted to inggt that what she thought she'd seen had been her
usudly dismd imaginaion running amok, but she couldn’t lie to hersdf that way.

“You'retdling me that everything my mother told medl my lifeis true?”

“l can't say, Snce | don't know everything she told you.” Gideon leaned back and propped his
bare feet on the coffee table. He'd pulled jeans on, covering the impossibly hedled wound on his thigh.
Those jeans were dl he wore, dong with the green boxers and that siver tdisman tha rested againg his
chest, hanging there from a black leather cord and as much a part of him as the color of his eyes or the
way his dark har curled by the ears.



“Auras” she threw out. That was, after dl, a bone of contention between her and her mother.

“l don’t see them, but they do exid,” he answered plainly. “It's another energy thing. In order to
see them, you have to be darsentient.”

“Yours apparently sparkles,” she said grudgingly.

Gideon just gave a hdf-interested hum that sounded amost bored.

“Ghogts”

“Those | can attest to without question,” he said, casting a glance her way.

Hope leaned her head back againg the leether couch. She'd removed her jacket and her shoes
but otherwise was dill completely and professonaly dressed. What she wouldn't give to get out of this
bra and into something comfortable... .

She should be running for the hills she should be terrified of what she'd seen and heard here
tonight. And here she was worrying instead about the way her bra cut into her shoulders and the flesh
beneath her breasts. It was going on four forty-five in the morning, and no woman was meant to wear a
brafor twenty-two hours.

“Afterlife?”
“Yes” Gideon answered dmogt reverently.

Hope closed her eyes. There had been times when she had convinced hersdf that life could not
possibly go beyond the physical boundaries she could see and touch. It was easier that way, most days.
Bdieving we were here, then, one day, we were gone. No expectations, no disgppointments. Ligening to
Gideon's smple answers... she bdieved him, and it fet unexpectedly good. “What's it like?”

“l don’t know.”
She laughed lightly. “What do you mean, you don’t know? Don't the ghogts tel you anything?’
“Some things we' re not meant to understand.”

She nodded, oddly accepting. This conversation shouldn't seem so normd. Shouldn’'t she laugh?
Or cry? Dance, or close hersdf away from the world that had just changed forever? Instead, this seemed
very, very naturd.

“Sgnsfrom above,” she sad next.
“Be more specific.”

Hope lifted one hand and gestured in a casua way. “You see a rabbit cross the road, in a place
where you've never seen a rabbit before. Maybe seeing a rabbit a a certain time of the day in a
paticular placeisadggn. It'sgood luck or bad luck, or an indication that you' re going to win the lottery
or get hit by abus”

“You redly haven't udied this at dl, have you?" Gideon teased.

“No. But I dill want an answer.” She took along sp of coffee and waited for one.

“There are Sgnsdl around us, but we don’'t usudly see them.”

She squirmed alittle, trying to get more comfortable. “Not even you?’

“Not even me. We overlook miracles every day. Then again... ” Gideon shrugged dightly.
“Sometimes a rabbit isjust a rabbit.”

The length of the day and waning adrendine was making Hope's eydids heavy. They drooped,
but she was't ready to stop. Not yet. “Reincarnation.”

“Definitely.”



“You sound s0 sure”
“That'swhy | used the word definitely.”

She dapped him lightly and too comfortably on the arm. “Don’'t tease me. I'm tired, and thisis dl
new, and | ill...” No, she couldn’t say she ill was't sure. She' d seen too much tonight not to be. Her
hand remained on hisarm, and it fdt naturdl. Gideon was warm, and strong, and she liked the fed of his
flesh right there, a least for now. It was soothing and spine-tingling at the same time. “If we come back
again and again, and we meet the same people over and over, why don’t we remember?’

“Wherée s the funin that?’

“Fun?’ Had he logt his mind? Life wasn't fun. Oh, there were occasond amusng moments, but
for the most part, life was hard work.

“Yeah,” Gideon sad. “Fun. We get to make mistakes, learn how to survive, discover beauty,
discover the thrill of taking a risk. We experience emations fresh, with new eyes that haven't dready
been tainted or jaded by time. We face wonders with the excitement of something new and unknown,
and fdl in love with hearts that haven't yet been broken and battered.”

“Tdk about arisk,” she said. Hearing Gideon tak about faling in love made her antsy. She leaned
forward, placed her mug on the coffee table, reached benesth the back of her blouse, muttered a low
“excuse me” unsnapped her bra and did it off through her left deeve.

“If you need help, dl you have to do isask,” Gideon said.

“I'm fing” she said, wigging back into place on the couch. And ever so much more
comfortable. “Angds”

Gideon leaned back and settled in, much as she had. “Yep.”
“Faries?’
“I've never seen one, but that doesn’t mean they don't exis somewhere. I'm not redly sure”

She reached out afinger to touch the slver talisman on Gideon's chest. “Lucky charms?’ she said
softly.

He looked her in the eye, and her heart stuttered. Gideon did have amazing eyes. If she were in
the market for a man, which she most certainly was not, he would do quite nicdy. Not only was he
beautiful in an entirdy masculine way, he cared about his job. He fought for people who could no longer
fight for themselves. He was justice and strength and sex... and occasiondly he glowed in the dark.

“Sometimes” hefindly answered.

She removed her hand from his chest and flicked her own charm out from beneath her blouse.
“When | was getting ready this morning, | fdt like this thing was staring at me. I'm gill not entirdly sure

why | put it on.”
“Do meafavor,” Gideon said gently. “Don't take it off.”

Hope nodded, then returned to her previous and very comfy posgtion. Everything she had ever
dismissed as fantasy was gpparently dl redl. She should be screaming in denid, but instead she felt oddly
cdm.

“You say the Raintrees have been around for along time”
“Yegh”

“When your ancestors married norma people, why weren't the... the... Crap, | don’'t know what
tocdl it. | don't believe in magic, but for lack of a better word, it'll do. If your family has some kind of
genetic magic, why hasn't it been phased out as you' ve bred with the common folk?’

Something about the word bred made them both squirm. From the beginning there had been



sexud energy between them, even when she hadn’t been entirdy sure he was a good guy. Still, it was too
soon for energy of this sort. She never should have leaned close and touched that charm on his chest, and
he never should have looked her in the eye that way.

“Raintree genes are dominant,” Gideon explained.

“So, if you have kids... ” She opened her eyes and turned her head to look at him, curious once
agan. “Do you?’ she asked. “Are there little Gideon Raintrees out there somewhere drawing in lightning
and talking to dead people?’

“l don’t have any children,” he said, his voice more solemn than before.
“But when you do...”

He was shaking his head before she had a chance to finish the sentence. “No. It's hard enough to
rase akid in this world without teaching her that a part of who she is has to be hidden away. | won't do
thet to achild.”

“Her,” Hope repeated, dosing her eyes agan.
“What?’
“You sad her. Not it, not him. Her.”

He hestated, briefly. “I have aniece. She' sthe only kid I've been around for a while. That's why
| sad her.”

She didn’t believe him, but there was't any red reason for her reservations. Just inginct. But she
didn’'t beieve ininginct, did she? She believed in fact. Concrete, undisputed proof. That had been pretty
much blown away tonight.

“You shaved,” she said, turning the conversation in an absurdly normd direction.
“l woke up feding like the drug Tabby used was ill there. It wouldn’t wash away.”

She should ve heard him moving around in the bathroom, but the house was so big... and she'd
been s0 digtracted... “1 likeit.”

He snorted, and she amiled.

“I'm gonna deep now,” she said, her mind and her body fdling toward oblivion. She was much
too tired to even think about driving home, and if she did, she would only get thereintime to take a quick
shower, grab a bite to eat and start anew day. Here, she could deep for an hour or two. “WE Il have to
get up in a couple of hours and start the Clark investigation.”

“It was Tabby,” Gideon said. “The blonde who killed Sherry Bishop and stabbed me”

“Yeah,” Hope answered, her speech dightly durred. “I believe you.” And she did beieve him.
Every word he said was true. What a kick in the pants that was. “Tomorrow we have to find a way to
proveit.”



Chapter 9

Gideon lifted a desping Hope gently, and she didn't even sir. He could leave her on the couch, he

supposed, but the leather wouldn’t be pleasant to deep on for very long. He lad her in his bed, instead,
and she immediatdy rolled onto her sde, grabbed a pillow and sghed.

She could deep in her clothes, but, like the couch... not very comfortable. He unfastened her
trousers, waiting with each second that passed for her to wake up and dgp him. But she was a deep
deeper, or dse the day’s events had exhausted her. She dept on, barely moving while he removed her
once-crisp gray trousers and tossed them aside.

The blouse would have to stay. He redly wasn't up to getting her completely naked and then
tuning away. Without the bra, which dill sat on the living room couch, she would be comfortable enough.

When Hope was down to blouse and panties, he covered her with the sheet and walked on bare
feet to the window. Before dosing the drapes, he stood there for a few minutes and watched the waves
crash onto the beach.

He'd told her more than he'd ever told anyone ese. One woman had seen a glimpse—a tiny
glimpse—af what he could do, and she hadn’t been able to get away from him fast enough. That had
been along time ago. He'd run into her once, a couple of years after the solit, and she had apparently
forgotten dl about the reason for their breakup. People did that. If they couldn’t explain what they saw,
they amply forgot. It was an amnesa meant to protect the mind from things that could not be accepted,
he imagined, no different than forgetting the detalls of a car crash or any other traumatic event. Happened
dl thetime

Would Hope forget everything come morning? Maybe. She was a no-nonsense woman who
wasn't given to bdieving in anything that rocked her net little world. He could most definitdly rock her
world—in more ways than one.

He findly closed the drapes and returned to the bed, crawling in besde Hope. Her warmth and
softness caled him closer, and he answered that cdl. All dong he'd known that if he dept with her, she
would have to request a transfer, but that didn’t have anything to do with the way he wanted her.

There was a double bed in the spare bedroom on the third floor, and that wasiit as far as dternate
degping arrangements were concerned. The room was used for storage, mosily, but Echo stayed here
infrequently, and Mercy had visted with Eve on rare occasions, so he did keep it ready for guests. Only
aglutton for punishment would fill a beach house with a sdection of comfortable and welcoming guest
rooms, and since Gideon preferred solitude, his lack of accommodations made perfect sense.

The single guest bed was without sheets a the moment since Echo had stripped the bed Monday
before leaving for Charlotte, and it was aso piled high with the files he'd brought home about the
unsolved murders. He didn't fed like teking the time to cleen off the bed in the name of being
gentlemanly. His own bed was warm and soft, and he was drawn to Hope the way aman is drawn to his
woman.

His woman. Hope was many things, but she was most definitdy not his. And 4ill he draped his
am across her waist and pulled her close before he fdl adeep.

She'd dept so deeply that she didn’t remember so much as a diver of a dream. Hope burrowed
into the soft mattress, trying to escape the chill. The air conditioner must be turned up high. Unusud, since
her mother was usudly such a gtickler about conserving dectricity.



Thear was chilly, but she fdt oddly and comfortably warm. The darm hadn’t gone off yet, which
meant she could deep alittle while longer. A few more precious minutes.

Then, with a suddenness that made her twitch, she remembered where she was. Raintreg's house.
She'd fdlen adeep on the couch, but thiswas no couch. It was Raintree’s bed. She very carefully rolled
over to face the man she' d been deeping with. The reason she was so warm was that Gideon’s mogtly
bare body was dl but pressed agang hers.

Sill hef adeep, she remained as Hill as possible while she sudied him. They were close, closer
than she'd ever thought to be with this man she had initidly suspected of possible arimind misconduct.
Now she knew he wasn't adirty cop. He was just different. Very, very different.

He looked fine in the morning, none the worse for wear after being wounded and drugged last
night. In deep he was alittle rough around the edges, unguarded, and beautiful in the specid way only a
handsome man could be. But if Gideon knew he was beautiful, he didn't act that way, not like some men
she knew. He just was.

Moving cautioudy 0 as not to wake him, she lifted the sheet that covered them both and peeked
beneath. Histhigh was dmogt hedled. Last night it had been diced deep, and now dl that remained was a
nasty-looking scratch. She shouldn’t be surprised. Nothing connected with this man should ever surprise
her again.

“Don’'t worry,” agruff voice rumbled. “Nothing happened.”

Hope lifted her head dightly to see that Gideon's eyes were trained unerringly on her. They were
deepy dill, hooded and sexy and dectric.

“I was checking your wound,” she said primly.
“| thought you were checking to seeif | had my drawers on.”

She dapped the sheet down, and started to roll awvay and leave the bed, manly so Gideon
wouldn’'t see how she was blushing. Her cheeks actudly grew hot, and it was such a girlie reaction.

Before she could rall away, Gideon snagged her with one strong arm and pulled her back against
his chest. “Don’'t go anywhere just yet,” he said, his voice dill deepy and gruff and sexy as hdl. Hope
knew she could escape eadly, with a gentle shove and a rall. Gideon's grasp on her wasn't binding; it
was Smply persuasive. Heavy and warm and comfortable. She didn’t shove or rall. Instead, she lad her
head on the pillow and stared away from Raintree while he held her close.

Jody hadn't often dept over a her gpatment. Twice, maybe. And even then, it had been a
mistake on his part. He' d fdlen adeep and awakened early in the morming to make his escape. But she
remembered liking this part. She very much enjoyed being held, flesh to flesh, the connection sexud and
yet dso much more. This was what she missed by living done, by dedicating hersdf to her career and
aways looking at every man who so much as amiled at her asif he might turn into an ogre and bite her in
the next ingtant.

She didn’'t think Gideon would bite her, but that was a potentidly dangerous supposition on her
part. He was amen like any other, a fact that was quickly becoming evident as he hed her close.

Now was the time to leave the bed, if she was going to make her escape. If she Stayed here, in his
bed, if she didn't leave right now, she knew darn wel what was going to happen. She was a fully grown
womean of sound mind, twenty-nine years old and unattached. And a this moment, with her world ill
gpinning out of control thanks to dl she'd learned lagt night, she wanted to be held. Not just by any man,
but by this one. Gideon Raintree, who talked to ghosts and inhaed lightning and occasondly glowed in
the dark.

He shifted her hair asde and laid his mouth on her neck. A decided shiver worked its way through
her body. Was it dectricity or jus him that made her tingle? Something paranorma or something



extraordinarily normal? She couldn’t make hersdlf care, a the moment. Thisfdt so good... .
“l want you,” he said softly.

Hope licked her lips. | know. | want you, too. The words danced in her head, but nothing came
out.

“I'm not sure that's such a good idea, but there you have it.” His hand dipped beneath her blouse
to caress her bare skin, and she closed her eyes and mdted. Her brain told her thiswas a very bad idea.
But her body disagreed. Her body wanted the same thing Gideon wanted, though her wanting wasn't as
obvious as his. Physcdly, at least.

Could hefed her shiver? She hadn’t let a man touch her this way in a very long time, so long that
thisfet new and exdting and powerful.

Eyes closed and body trembling, she drank in Gideon's warmth and imagined what might be yet to
come, if she dlowed it. If she wanted it. She didn’t have to say a word. She just had to turn in his arms,
lay her mouth on his and kiss him. That was dl the answer he needed, and dl she was capable of giving.

His hand raked down her bely and came to rest over the soft flesh beneath her bdly button, just
as it had in her mother’s shop when he'd pressed her againg the counter and taken her by surprise.
Knowing what he was about to do, she grabbed hiswrist and pulled his hand dightly away.

Hope fdt the disgppointment in him, fdt his resgnation. She turned dowly so that she was facing
him, hiswrigt il grasped in her hand. “No cheeting thistime” she whispered. And then she kissed him.

She should have known that he would be a greet kisser. One touch, one sway of his lips over
hers, and she logt the last of her doubts. She threaded her fingersin his hair and pulled him closer as her
lips parted wider and she flicked her tongue againg his There were a hundred reasons why they
shouldn’'t be here. She barely knew him; he was her partner; she'd distrusted him from day one; he was
who he was.

But none of that mattered. She wanted him to kiss her, longer and more completely and with the
abandon she fdt unravding insde her.

He unbuttoned her blouse while they kissed, and together they discarded it. Now she could hold
him and truly be skin to skin. It was such a wonderful sensation that she couldn’t help but remember what
he'd sad last night about discovering new and wonderful things in life This was new. The way she
wanted him, the way she spirdled out of control, the way her body was drawn to his... it was dl new and
beautiful.

Gideon gently rolled her onto her back, and she lay agang the mattress, yearning and oddly
content for someone whose heart and blood were pounding so hard they pushed away everything dse.
He took a nipple into hismouth and drew it deep, and she dmost came off the mattress, the pleasure was
S0 intense. Inside, she clenched, ready in away she had never been before. She grabbed at Gideon, held
on while he moved his atentions to the other breast. He moved as if they had dl the time in the world,
but she could tell that he was as close to spinning out of control as she was.

They couldn’t afford to lose control completely. “Do you have a condom?’ she asked hoarsdly. If
he said no... he couldn’t say no. Surely he wouldn't say no.

“Yes” he answered, and she breathed a 9gh of rdief.
“Good.”

Gideon had such wonderful hands. They were masculine, wdll-shaped and strong. His fingers
were long, and like everything ese about this man, they were beautiful. His hands were tanned, too,
thanks to hours spent on the beach. She didn’'t see the sun often. Her fair skin had a tendency to burn,
and besides, tanning meant leisure time, and when was the lagt time she'd taken a red vacation? She
couldn’t even remember.



Gideon's sun-kissed hand skimmed over her pae flesh, and she waiched him, fascinated and
aroused by such asmple sght. He touched her as if she were made of porcdan, learning her curves as
he went, learning the fed of her skin and inflaming her senses until she fdt as if she were floaing above
the bed, soaring and grasping and wrapped in magic.

He snagged her panties and quickly pushed them down and off. Jugt like that, she was naked but
for the protection charm he had made for her and ingsted she wear. She did her trembling fingersinto the
waistband of his boxers and pushed them down. Down and eventudly off, leaving him wearing no more
then she.

Before he covered himsdf, she wanted to touch him. She wanted to fed hmin her hand, and she
did. She wasn't shy, and neither was he. Not about this.

They kissed again, and thistime Gideon spread her thighs and touched her while their mouths met
and danced. A deep trembling had settled into her body, and nothing could stop it but the finde of this
dance. There was only one possible end, only one acceptable concluson, and that was Gideon indde her
and the release they both needed. Her hands rested easly but indgtently on his bare hips, her fingers
gently rocking in much the way thet her hips did.

He took his mouth from hers and reached for the bedside table, fumbling around and findly
ddving into the back of the messy drawer to snag a condom. It was a hecessary but annoying delay, like
stopping for gas when you were just five miles from your destination. But soon he was back, touching her
agan, dipping his fingers indde her and drding his thumb againg her in away that made her gasp and
lurch. She had never wanted anything as much as she wanted him indde her. Now. And then he was
there, pushing into her, sretching her dowly until she was accustomed to his Sze. She dmost gasped at
the sensation. Nothing had ever fdt this good; no moment in her life had ever made her want to cry with
the beatty of it.

Gideon made love the same way he did everything ds= with complete dedication and an
extraordinary levd of kill. Hope closed her eyes and let him love her. Hefilled her body and took her to
that place where she was on the edge, and he kept her there. Ribbons of pleasure danced indde her,
strong and promising and demanding. Just when she was about to come, he backed away and dowed his
pace, then started again.

She opened her eyes and whispered, “Y ou're torturing me.”
“Jud alittle”

The room was dark, thanks to the thickness of the drapes that covered the picture window and
the French doors. If it hadn’t been so dark, she never would have noticed the hint of a glow that rimmed
the green irises of Gideon's eyes.

“You're glowing again.” Oddly enough, she didn't find that fact at al disconcerting.
“Am|?’

“It' sbeautiful.” She shifted her legs so that they were wrapped around his hips, lifted her body to
hisand pulled him to her, until he was buried fuly insde her. He didn't draw back this time but plunged
deeper and harder, faster and more completdy, until she came with a cry. The release racked her body
and went on even after she was sure it would end, unlike anything she had ever known before. She cried
out again and grasped a Gideon's shoulders. He came with her, shuddering above and insde her.

Eventudly he dowed, and so did she, and then he lay down on top of her and continued to hold
her close while he remained cradled ingde her. When he findly lifted his head to look down at her, she
flinched alittle in surprise.

“You give awhole new meaning to the word afterglow, Gideon.”
He was indeed glowing allittle. His eyes shone with that unnatural green light, and there was a hint



of gparkling luminescence around his bodly .
“Isthis... normd?’

He withdrew, physcdly and mentdly, and rolled awvay from her. “It's happened atime or two. |
wouldn't exactly cdl it normd.”

She reached out to touch him, to stop him, to tdl him that she wasn't complaining. Quite the
contrary. But he moved faster than she did and |eft the bed before she could touch him, heading for the
bathroom.

Heart, body and soul. Gideon didn't remember exactly how he knew that dl three had to be
involved for the literd afterglow to happen, but he did. He took an extra minute in the bathroom to wash
hisface, again, and brush his teeth—again. Normaly he would have done those things before, not after,
but nothing about this morming had been normd.

He bardy knew Hope Madory. So she was gorgeous, so she was hot, so she'd seen what he
could do and hadn't fled asif a mongter was on her heds. Yet. Beyond that... shit, there couldn’t be
anything beyond that.

She was an intereding diverson, that was dl, and deeping with her would bring an end to the
unwanted partnership. She would have to ask for a transfer now, like it or not, and that was what he
wanted more than anything else. So why the damn glow?

An aberration, that was the answer. Next time, if there was a next time, nothing out of the ordinary
would happen, and eventudly Hope would convince hersdf that what she'd seen had been a trick of the
light or the ample aftereffect of coming so hard that she’ d temporarily screwed up her own eyesght.

And she had come hard. What was a woman like that doing done? She was done in the same
way he was. He knew it, the same way he knew his heart, body and soul had to be involved for what
hed happened to happen.

No hig dedl. He'd thought himsdf in love once before. The woman in question had seen a smdl
hint of who he redly was, and that had been the end of that. That short relaionship had redly screwed up
hisidess of having anything normd in hislife. In the end, he' d gotten over her wel enough, and he would
get over Hope, too.

“It's Emma who's got my head dl twisted around,” he muttered to the mirror, sudying his
too-bare chin. “Dante and his damned turquoise.”

All of a sudden he saw Emmd’s reflection in the mirror and indinctively grabbed a towd to wrap
himsdf in before he turned. Appearing maybe five years old today, she was floating above the tub,
dressed dl in white again. Her dark hair curled a bit and was fashioned into two long pigtals

“Hi, Daddy. Did you cdl me?’
“No, | didn't cdl you.”

“l heard you say my name,” she protested, with dl the innocence and persistence of a stubborn
litte girl.

A harrifying thought crossed his mind. “Were you just here?’

“No,” she said, wide-eyed and growing more and more subgtantial as he watched. “1 was waiting,
and then | heard you cdl my name.”

“Waiting for what?’

Emmaasaniled. “Be careful, Daddy,” she sad as she began to fade away. “She's very bad. Very,
very bad.”



“Who's very... 7 Before he could finish the question, Emma was gone. Surely she was warning
him about Tabby. A wamning last night before he’ d gone to the riverfront would have been nice. Not that
it would have stopped him from going.

By the time he returned to the bedroom, Hope was gone. He heard her moving around in the
guest bathroom down the hdl. After a fev minutes the bathroom door opened and she shouted,
“Raintree, you wouldn't happen to have an extra toothbrush, would you?’

“Second drawer to the left,” he answered.

Gideon chastised himsdlf as he pulled his clothes for the day from the closet. At least Hope wasn't
being emationd about this. She recognized this morning for what it was. fun, in a world where there
wasa't nearly enough fun. Release for two adult, apparently neglected, bodies that needed it. Just another
day in along line of days.

Yeah, Hope was hot; she was gorgeous, she was brave. But he couldn’t love her, and this
couldn’t lat.

“You mug have more clothes around here that would fit me. I'd rather wear something of yours
then thigl”

“My clothes are too big for you,” Gideon said senghbly. “Echo’ sfit just fine”

“That's a matter of opinion,” Hope grumbled as she tugged on the hem of the cutoff T-shirt that
revealed her bdly button. She was a good three inches tdler than Echo Raintree, so it was a miradle
anything the other woman had Ieft here would fit.

They' d both showered and changed clothes, but then she' d been stuck with choosing between the
wrinkled blouse she'd dept in and the even more wrinkled trousers Raintree had thrown on the floor last
night, or something from the drawer of clothes his cousin had Ieft here on one of her infrequent vists,

Themen didn’'t own an iron, or o he said. Everyone owned an iron! Hope thought as she tried to
tug up the waistband of the hip-hugger jeans. Gideon daimed the dry cleaner took care of dl hisironing.

Her choices were a couple of bikinis, two T-shirts with the hems ripped out to display a bely
button ring Hope did not have, and ether a pair of cut-off shorts that would dlow the cheeks of her butt
to hang out or the tight pair of faded and ripped jeans she would normally have tossed in the garbage.
For today the jeans were the lesser of two evils. They mugt have dragged on the ground when Echo
wore them, given the frayed ends, but they were better than the cutoffs.

And not only would wearing the same clothes she'd worn yesterday be inappropriate and ther
hopelesdy wrinkled state raise questions she didn’'t want to answer, this morning she'd discovered more
than one spot of blood on the deeve of her blouse and on the trousers. She didn't have a proper
explanation for that, either, so she had no red choice but to make do with Echo’s clothes.

At least Gideon had dressed casudly, to keep her from feding like a complete fool. His jeans
actudly looked good on him, and so did the T-shirt that entirdly covered his bely button.

“Well stop by your place later and you can change clothes,” he said, turning his back on her to
pour a cup of coffee.

“Well stop by there first,” she said.

“Maybe not,” Gideon said thoughtfully. “ Someone must've seen Tabby hanging around the club
where Echo’'s band played, or a the coffee shop, or checking out the apartment building. She hasn't
been invisble The suits put some people off. People get defensve and just want to get rid of us as soon
as possble, so we end up with squat. WeE Il go in more relaxed today, just following up with a fev more
questions.”



Judging by the way Gideon was acting, a casud observer would have thought nothing out of the
ordinary had happened this morning. He wasn't distant, but he wasn't exactly warm and cuddly, either.
He was dl busness, and he hadn't touched her at dl since he'd |&ft the bed this morning.

Maybe having incredible casud sex with a partner he barely knew wasn't out of the ordinary for
Gideon. It was catanly out of the ordinary for her, but she didn't necessarily want him to know that.
Not if he thought what had happened was casua and unimportant.

The plan for the day was to get one of the other detectives—probably Charlie Newsom—busy
collecting mug shots of anyone who matched Tabby's generd description, while she and Gideon
interviewed Sherry Bishop's friends, coworkers and neighbors once again. Maybe one of them had seen
Tabby in the days preceding Sherry’s death. Maybe one of them knew her last name. Unless they were
vay lucky, they wouldn't get far with nothing but “Tabby” to go on. This afternoon Gideon was medting
with a sketch artist. She wasn't sure how he would explain how he knew what the killer looked like, but
somehow he would manage. She dso had the washcloth she'd used to wipe away whatever Tabby had
used to drug him. It was along shot, but she planned to get that washcloth to the state lab. Unfortunately
it would take weeks to get the results, and they didn’'t have weeks.

“My sgter’s coming in later today,” she said. “ She makes jewery for the shop, and she has some
new pieces to diver.”

Gideon lifted his head and looked at her. “Y ou have a 9ser?’

Y & more evidence that they didn't know one another nearly wel enough for what had happened
thismorning to happen. “Yeah.”

“If you want to take some time and spend it with her while she'sin town, | don’t mind.”

Of course he didn't mind. He would probably be relieved to be rid of her. “No. We see each
other farly often.” And besides, I’'m the odd man out when Mom and Sunny get together.

“Is she anything like you?’ he asked, hdf teasing, hdf curious.
“No. She'stwo years older than me, has three little boys, and is every hit as flaky as my mother.”
“So you've dways been the ‘norma’ one?’

For awhile she'd thought thet to be true. She'd been so sure that she was not only normd but
right in her skepticism. Gideon had pretty much blown that theory out of the water. “Normd is relative.”

He didn’t continue with the conversation. “Let’s go. We re running late”

Hope grabbed her purse and followed Gideon to the stairs thet led to his garage. She recognized
what he was doing; she just didn't know why. He was ignoring what had happened in the hope that it
would go away. He had become professona Gideon Raintree again, his mind completely on the case.

Maybe if she followed his lead and pretended that nothing had changed, they would be able to
work together. They could be partners and maybe even friends. He was a good cop, and she could learn
alot working with him.

On second thought, Hope wasn't sure she could do that. The change between them was too deep
to ignore. Should she take a chance and tdl Gideon that she couldn’t be just his partner and his friend?
She was a woman who wanted al or nothing, and she had decided in the last couple of years that her
only option was naothing. Maybe it would be better if she just played it safe, let Gideon back away and
pretend nothing had happened.

Fortunately for both of them, she didn’'t have to make that decison this morning. Tabby was out
there, and gut ingtinct told Hope that the woman was nowhere near finished.



Chapter 10

| f Tabby was locd, she'd never been arrested. Not as Tabby or Tabitha, at least. There was no way to
be sure that was her red name, of course. Could be a nickname. Maybe her name was Catherine and it
hed been shortened to Cat, and then someone had started cdling her Tabby and it stuck. It might be an
dias, with no connection to her red name, in which case it did them no good at dl. For whatever reason,
the iniid search on Tabby and her physcd description had turned up nothing. It hadn’'t taken Gideon
fifteen minutes to very carefully sudy everything Charlie had come up with. A couple of new detectives
were checking out hotdsin the area, in case Tabby was a vistor and not a resident. Charlie and another
detective were now checking federal databases, and that would likely take awhile. Hope had inssted on
sending the particles of the drug Tabby had used on him to the State lab, ingging they could explain the
detalls of how they came by the drug later, if an identification was made.

There was no way he could offiddly explan away what had happened last night. There was no
dgn of the wound in his thigh, and he couldn’t reved how he'd known to be in that place a that time
without reveding that he' d spoken to Lily Clark’s ghost. Somehow he didn’t think the new chief or his
coworkers would buy that explanation as easly as Hope had—not that he wanted them to know what he
could do. To go public with his talents would not only be unwise, it was forbidden.

His current partner might be uncomfortable in Echo’s clothes, but she looked great. Elegant and
deazy a the same time. The hedls that bardly peeked out from the frayed hem of the jeans only made the
look more fetching. When they’d interviewed Sherry Bishop's friends, the men had dl opened up to
Hope in away they hadn’t during the first round of interviews. Unfortunately, none of them had anything
dartling or hepful to offer.

Right now Hope was rounding up coffee for both of them—her idea, not his—and Gideon was
taking a moment’s well-deserved rest in the office they shared in the police sation on Red Cross Street.
Now what? Tabby—for lack of a better name, that would have to do—had killed Sherry Bishop. Why?
Chance? Bishop's bad luck? No. It couldn’t be coincidence that dl the victims were sngle. No one was
going to come home a an inopportune time and interrupt Tabby while she was working. Tabby had
tortured and killed Lily Clark just to get a message to him, and then she'd tried to add him to her lig of
vicims

He'd cdled the sheriff who'd handled the Marcia Corddl case, and they had an appointment for
tomorrow afternoon. He hated the idea of leaving Wilmington even for a few hours while Tabby was on
the loose, but if Marcia Cordell’ s ghost was hanging around that house, he not only needed to try to send
her on, it was possible she might be able to add something new to whét little he knew about Tabby.

Somehow he would have to find a way to leave Hope behind. She wouldn't like it if she knew
what he was up to. She had accepted what he'd told her last night, but what would she think when he
actudly started uang his gift? Would she fresk out? Likely. He didn't want to leave her unguarded, but it
wouldn’'t do for him to get too comfortable with his new partner, and that was where things were headed.
Comfortable. Which meant that, deep down, he was more worried that she would accept what he could
do.

They couldn’t deep together and work together; that was just asking for trouble. Truth be told, he
would much rather deep with Hope on a regular basis than accept her as a partner, but it wasn't likdy
that she would gently and obediently transfer to another divison. Was she ever gentle or obedient? Not
thet he'd witnessed.

Hope entered the office with two disposable cups of geaming coffee. Seeing her was much too



much of ardief, asif she'd been gone for hours, not minutes. And that was the problem. Getting involved
with her amply wasn't going to work. It was going to complicate everything. Problem was, they were
dready involved, things were aready complicated, and he wasn't ready to let this end.

Someone had taken a shot a one of them, and if he was right, she was in danger just because she
was close to him. It was too late to undo their connection. Trying to separate himsdf from her now would
be like locking the barn door after the horses had bolted.

She set both coffee cups on his desk. “Some idiot uniform just made a pass a me. | swear, | think
these clothes scream party girl and give off some kind of weird hormone thing. You'd think | was
daring in avideo of Cops Gone Wild. | cannot wait to get out of your cousin’s clothes and into some of
my own.”

An unwanted anger rose up in Gideon. “Did he touch you?’
“What?' She looked a him oddly, asif she didn’t understand his very smple question.
“The uniform who made a pass. Did he touch you?’

She sghed. “No. He just leered a my bely button and asked me what | was doing after my hift
was over.”

“Get hisname?’

Her eyes widened, and then she shook her head. “Oh no, Raintree. We're not going there.”
“Not going where?’

“You know damn well where we're not going.”

“Enlighten me”

She leaned back againgt her own desk, which was much neeater than his Of course, she hadn’t
been there long enough to messiit up. “Okay, fine. If we're going to be... whatever, and I'm not sure yet
that we are or we aren't, but if we are, there will be boundaries.”

“Boundaries,” Gideon repeated, hdf-gtting on his own desk.

“l want to be your partner, and | think | can be. | understand and accept what you can do, and |
can contribute. | can be a good partner for you, Raintree, but some things are going to have to be
separate. There can be no chadng after crude men who make passes a me, no staking your dam like
we're cavemen and you're marking your territory, no sex on the desk or stolen kisses by the water
cooler. When I'min your bed, if I'm ever in your bed again, things can be different. But here in this
office, | have to be your partner and nothing else. Can we do that?’ she asked, as if she wasn't quite
sure.

“l don’t know,” he said honedtly. “It would be easier if you worked with someone dse”

She suirmed a little, though he was sure the thought must have crossed her mind a some point
that day. “I don’'t want to work with anyone else. | want to work homicide, and | know | can learn a lot
from you. Maybe we should just write this morning off as a misteke and forget the whole thing.”

Forget. Literdly? A flash of anger rose up in Gideon, hot and eectric. The lights overhead
flickered but didn’t go out. “Go ahead and forget. | don’t know that | can.”

Hope swalowed hard. Did she think he wouldn't see that response? he wondered.

“We re dmogt done here. We can go to the mote and I'll pick up the Chadlenger, and then I'll go
home and—"

“No,” he said.
“No?’ Her eyebrows lifted dightly.



“l can't be sure you're safe there”

“See?’ She pointed a finger at him. “This is exactly the kind of macho posturing | was trying to
avoid. Would you have treated Leon thisway?’

“I never fucked Leon.”

Her face went red and then pale, and she pushed away from her desk and stalked out of the
office. He wanted to chase her, catch her and drag her back into the office to finish this, but others were
watching. And he had to admit, it was a momentarily and insandy tempting thought, to have a partner
who knew what he could do and wasn't frightened by it. Someone he could count on to hep with the
investigation, even if they had to work it backward and upside down and indde out to get the bad guy.

So much for his determination to scare her off.

He did follow her, but at a distance. He stayed wel behind Hope until they werein the parking lot,
and then he eadlly caught up with her.

“If you're here to gpologize... ” she began tightly.

“I'm nat,” he said honedtly.

She glanced at him, surprised and angry.

“I'm not gpologizing for wha happened, and I'm not goologizing for tdling the truth just now.

You're not one of the guys, Hope, and you'll never be the same kind of partner Leon was.” She stopped
short when he opened the passenger door for her and waited for her to get into the car.

Eventudly she climbed into the passenger sedt, dill angry, but alittle less so.

Gideon got into the driver’s seat but didn’'t crank the engine. “You can't go home tonight because,
likeit or not, you'reinthe circle. If Tabby can’t get to me, she might try to get to you. Y our mother and
your Sster would be right there in the cross fire”

“That makes sense, | suppose,” she said tightly. “I’d ill like to go by the apartment and pick up a
few things”

“Sure” he said, pulling out of the parking lot and heading toward The Silver Chdice. The
Chdlenger could wait; he wasn't about to let Hope out of his Sght.

Asthey turned off Red Cross Street, he said, “No sex on the desk, huh? Bummer.”

Sunny Mdory Stanton was the perfect daughter for Rainbow Maory. Her hair was a dark blond,
like ther father's, but other than that, she was Rainbow made over. Big amile bigger heart. Comfy
sandds, long skirt, dangling earrings. No bra.

Sunny amiled when Hope and Gideon waked through the door. She didn’t even notice that her
litle Sster’ s attire was totaly out of character.

If Sunny showed up wearing a suit, Hope would certainly notice.

Her mother and sster were rearranging the display of new jewdry. They were having fun, chatting
away about the grandchildren, who had been left a home with ther father. It would do Rainbow a world
of good to spend some time with her eldest daughter.

Now to explan away spending the next few days at Gideon’s beach house. Hope had been trying
to come up with a good explanation snce leaving the station, though she knew her mother would require
no explanation at dl. She would just figure that her youngest daughter had findly decided to embrace the
old free love concept, and Snce Rainbow dready liked Gideon...

No explanaion was cdled for. Rainbow Maory looked Hope up and down, quickly took in
Gideon's casud attire, and whispered, “Undercover?’ asif there were a dozen people around to hear.



When Gideon opened his mouth, probably to say, “No,” Hope stepped in front of him and said,
“Yes,” loudly enough to cover his answer. “l just need to pack afew things and then we have to go.”
Shedidn't like to think thet her family might be in danger amply because she was near, s0 the faster she
got out of there, the better off they dl would be.

She hated leaving Gideon done with her family, but she couldn't very wel ask hm to come
upgtairs and help her pack. So she left him perusng the merchandise while she ran to the gpartment
above, intent on packing as quickly as she could.

Not that she could possbly be quick enough, of course. She gathered clothes, underwear,

toothbrush, toothpaste, makeup. All the things she would need to make hersdf a home in Gideon's
house.

Hope waked downdairs to find the three of them with their heads together, laughing as if
someone had an old baby picture of her naked and was showing it off. Laughing asif Sunny had just told
one of her embarrassing “ Remember when?” stories about her little Ster.

“We can go now,” Hope said, her voice dmogt harsh.

They dl three turned to look at her, and she got the feding they knew something she didn’t. She'd
fdt that way dl her life, asif she were living on the outside looking in, as if she were missng out on some
universd truth that was hidden from her and no one ese.

“Yeeh, okay,” Gideon said, waking toward her, his eyes raking over her hungrily.

She was twenty-nine years old. She'd been involved with men before. Romantically, sexudly,
emotionaly. And none of them had ever looked at her this way. None of them had ever looked into her
with eyes that made her knees waobble.

None of them had been Gideon Raintree.

“I'm cooking Saturday night,” Sunny caled. “If y'dl are finished with your undercover thingie,
come by after the shop closes. | make a mean peach cobbler.”

They said goodbye and |eft the shop just as three tourisss—mother and daughters, judging by their
amilar round faces—entered, drawn there by a colorful display of wrapped stones in the window.

Hope tossed her bag into the back seat of Gideon's Mugtang. She couldn’t hep but remember
driving him home last night. He'd been so out of it that she'd been sure he would be in bed for days.
She'd been certain he needed to be in the hospita. And here he was, looking as if nothing out of the
ordinary had happened.

“Are they safe there?’ she asked before Gideon had a chance to fire up the engine. She had seen
what Tabby could do, and while she wasn't afraid for hersdf, the idea of a woman like that going near
her family made her somach and her heart turn.

“If 1 didn't think so, they wouldn't be there)” Gideon answered. “They're under constant
aurvelllance, just in case.”

“How did you manage that without tdling the chief everything you know?’ And how did he know
that was just what she needed to hear to mantain her peace of mind? Rainbow and Sunny might be
flakes, but they were her flakes.

“l didn't tdl the chief anything.” He pointed to the storefront across the street, not to the busy café
but to the upstairs window. “I hired a private team to keep an eye on your family, at least until Tabby is
caught. Though | don't believe it's necessary,” he added crigply. “Tabby wants me, and she might want
you. | don't think your family’s even a blip on her radar.”

Twenty-four-hour survellance didn’t come cheap; she knew that. She could complain because her
new partner had taken such a move without discussing it with her fird, and she could offer to pay, snce



this was, after dl, her family they were taking about. But instead she just said, “Thank you.” And she
meant it.

Thursday—38:37 p.m.

He wasn't surprised that Hope' s bathing suit was a modest black one-piece. She looked grest in
it, but what he wouldn't give to see her in a skimpy bikini like the ones Echo wore when she was here.
Something tiny and insubgtantia, and maybe red. Beneeth the conservative suits she wore to work, Hope
Madory had a great body.

They'd studied the files over sandwiches and soda, but eventudly they’ d both started to lose what
enagy they had left, after last night. Words began to blur. They started making mistakes. Gideon's
response to that kind of weariness was aways the water.

The waves were ferocious, and night was coming, so they didn't go far from the shore. Churning
«t water pummeed them both. They didn't Stay close together. There was no holding hands or laughing
inthe surf. How could there be? He didn't yet know what they were. Partners yes, but probably not for
long. Friends? No, Hope Maory was many things, but she was not his friend. Lovers? Maybe. It was
too soon to say. One tryst did not a lover make.

As darkness crept up on them, they left the ocean and walked toward the house, a few feet of
sand and an ar of uncertainty separating them.

“Hi, Gideon!”

Honey, his blond next-door neighbor, leaned over her balcony and waved. He'd never once seen
her in the ocean. He' d asked her about it once, and she'd said she didn’'t want to mess up her hair. With
her har dicked back and water dripping off her nose, Hope looked more beautiful than any other woman
he'd ever seen. It was aredization he could have done without.

“Hi,” he answered, his voice decidedly less enthusiadtic than hers.

“Don't forget about the party Saturday night.” Her eyes flitted quickly to Hope. “Are you going to
be around?”’

He shook his head. “ Sorry, no.”
“How about supper tomorrow night? We can cook out.”
“I have to go out of town for the day. I’'m not sure when I'll get back.”

Hope glanced back at him and raised her eyebrows dightly. She was probably wondering if he
was running out on her or tdling Honey an out-and-out lie.

“Wl, if you do get a chance on Saturday, stop by.”
“Sure” he said, noncommittal and less than enthusiagtic in his response.

He and Hope both reached the spigot at the foot of the stairway that led to his bedroom at the
sametime. They rinsed the sand off their fedt.

“So where are you going tomorrow?’

“Hae County. The Cordell murder scene.”

Her foot brushed againg his, and she ingtinctively drew back. “Think it'll do any good?’

“l don’t know. Maybe the ghost will ill be there and can hdp in some way.”

“After dl thistime?’ Her question reminded her that she knew next to nothing about what he did.

“Some ghosts hang around for hundreds of years, stuck where they don't belong because they
were s0 traumatized by life or their deaths that they can’'t move on. Four months is nothing.”



“Do you do what you do to catch the killers, or do you try to send the ghodts of the victims to
wherever it is they’ re supposed to be?’

“Bath,” he confessed.

He turned off the water, and they climbed the stairs, Hope in front, him lagging a few feet behind.
What next? He wanted her, but he knew he shouldn’t have her. Not couldn’t, shouldn'’t.

In the end, she made the firs move. At the top of the stairs she waited, and when he got there, she
lad her hand on his arm, rose up on her toes and kissed him. It wasn't a sexud kiss—at least, not
blatantly. 1t was a smple touch of her mouth to his, a hesitant, stirring kiss.

“You're agood man, Gideon. I’'m sorry | suspected you of being crooked.”
“That'sdl right,” he muttered.

“No, it'snot. You hide so much of yoursdlf, and there’'s no way you can tdl people what it is that
you do. And yet you do it anyway, never taking credit, never asking for money or fame or even thanks.”

“I'm a little surprised you're accepting this so eadly,” he sad, leening down for another kiss,
because she was there and he could.

“Yeah,” she whispered just before hislips touched hers again. “Soam 1.

The ocean had washed away Hope's worries, a least for a while, and once she'd let everything
go she couldn’t stop thinking about Gideon and what had happened that morning. Together they stripped
off their wet bathing suits and stepped toward the master bathroom. She was sandy and sdty, and she
tasted Gideon on her mouth. Work was done, a least for a while, and for the moment she wasn't
worried about anything but getting into the bed and saying there for a while. She fdt dmogt wanton,
which was unlike her.

Hope Mdory was cautious where men were concerned, and though she'd dways tried to be just
like the maesin her profession, she had never been aggressive in the bedroom. It was the one place
where she was truly shy, where she sometimes fdt reserved to the point of prim. She didn't fed at dl
prim now, as she gently pushed Gideon into the shower and followed him indde, stepping under the
wam spray and letting it wash the last of the sdt water from her skin and her hair.

“Do you ever get tired of living here?” she asked.

He ran a hand over her wet breast, dmog casud and definitdly familiar. There was such warmth in
that hand, and she wanted more. She had a feding she could never get enough of this man.

“Only when | get too much company,” he answered. “When that happens, | just toss a few grans
of sand into the bed each night, and eventudly they go home.”

She moved her body closer to his, unable to stop hersdf, not wanting to stop. “If | overstay my
welcome, are you going to toss sand in my bed?’ she teased.

“Not likdy,” he said, his voice soft and uncertain.

She wanted to ask him, What are we, Raintree? A couple? Coworkers who have sex on the
side? Friends? But she didn’t want to ask questions she knew he didn’t have answers for. He kissed her
under the shower’s spray, and his hands wandered. So did hers. She wanted him here and now, but
there was no condom nearby, and she wasn't about to let go of him, not yet. Thisfdt too good, the spray
of the water, Gideon's mouth and his hands, and the way her body responded to both. It didn't matter
what they cdled themselves, not yet. Maybe one day it would matter, but for now, this was enough.

She closed her eyes while Gideon spread her legs and touched her intimatdly. She could have
swvorn a spark entered her body, teesng her, arousng her, fluttering through her like a little bolt of
lightning. Maybe it did. At this point, nothing seemed impossible.



Her body began to quiver, she wanted Gideon so much.

Instead of leading her from the shower, he pressed his pdm againg her bdly, low, where she fdt
empty and shuddery.

“I'm gonna cheset,” he whispered into her ear.

“Okay,” Hope whispered breethlessy, eyes closed as everything she had was focused on touch,
and touch done.

She cried out as the orgasm washed through her with an unexpected intendty, and if Gideon
hadn’t been holding her up, she probably would have fdlen to the shower floor. But he did hold her up.
He hdd her wet, dick body againg his, as release whipped through her like lightning.

As the orgasm faded, Gideon whispered, “Open your eyes.”

She did so, dowly. There was an odd glow in the shower, and it didn't come from Gideon. It
came from her. Her aura, a literd afterglow, danced dong her skin with little sparks of dectricity.
Gideon's eyes shone with a touch of green light, just a touch. The rest of the glow came from her.

He amiled. “Water isa great conductor.”

He had been tempted to take Hope in the shower, condom or no condom, but Emma's frequent
appearances and promises of coming soon had made him opt for another method, & least for now.
Besides, it wasn't asif they were finished.

They dried one another with a fat gray towel, then walked toward the bedroom and the bed that
awaited. Hope's skin 4ill glowed, but the luminescence was quickly fading. She didn’t have the power to
keep the dectricity fed, as he did.

He tossed her onto the bed, and she laughed as he crawled onto the mattress to join her. She
stretched benesth him, naked and damp and touched with magic.

“So,” dhe said, reaching out to caress his face with gentle fingers. “What do girls normdly say
when you turn them into your own persona flashlights?’

He stroked her throat with the back of his hand. “1 don’t know. I’ ve never done it before.”
Her amile faded.

“l usudly have to hide everything, remember?’ He didn’t tdl her that the glow was specid, that
she was different, that she was so unlike other women she stunned him.

Hope shifted her body, meking hersdf more comfortable against him. There was something most
definitdy different about the way his naked flesh and hers came together, something he didn't want to
think about. He didn’t want to think with her. He wanted sex. A few laughs, maybe.

“Don't hide anything from me,” she said.

It was such an unexpected and sartling thought, that any woman could know everything about him
and day, that Gideon amog flinched. He couldn’t bare himsdf in every sense to anyone. Bare bodies,
yes. Bare souls? Never.

He didn't want to talk about anything beyond the physicd, so he spread Hope's thighs and
stroked. She sghed and wrapped her fingers around him, gently, but not too gently. She caressed, and
he closed his eyes and Ieft everything behind to get lost in sensation. This was sex. It was good and right
and powerful, but it was dill only sex.

By the time he reached for the bedside drawer, nather of them were thinking about explanations
for what thismight be. It just was.

Sometimes a rabbit is just a rabbit.



Chapter 11

She should have been adle to deep like a baby, but that hadn’'t happened. Not yet. Her mind was

soinning with a thousand questions. When Hope became so0 restless that she began to worry about
waking Gideon, she left im degping in his bed while she quietly roamed the half-dark bedroom.

Moonlight from the uncovered window and a hint of illuminaion from a night-light in the bathroom
made it easy enough to see. Gideon was a hit of a minimdig, without a lot of unnecessary quff in his
house. There were family pictures on the walls here and there, but no flower arrangements or usdess
knickknacks on table-tops. She ran her hands over the dresser in his bedroom. Cardesdy discarded on
the surface was a ceramic dish for coins, aslk tie he d dropped in a heagp, asmdl piece of turquoise and
what she recognized as another protection charm. She ran her fingers over the amdl dlver cham
attached to the dim leether cord. A week ago, if someone had told her that something so innocent and
unimportant as a piece of Slver could carry the power to protect, she never would have believed it. Now
she knew that many of the things she'd once believed were wrong. She lifted the charm and placed it
around her neck, where it lay close to the one Gideon had given her. Tabby was out there somewhere,
and besides, her heart needed dl the protection it could get at the moment. Was that kind of protection
even possible? Or wasit too late for her?

She grabbed a T-shirt Gideon had dropped onto a char near the dresser, pulled it over her head
and very quietly walked onto the deck that overlooked the Atlantic. The sound of the surf, together with
the gentle light of the moon, soothed her, and she definitely needed soothing tonight.

It wasn't like her to get deeply involved with anyone or anything so quickly. She studied dl new
enterprises from every angle before committing hersdf in any way. She dways remained coldly and
totaly detached from any Stuation until she knew without doubt thet a move was the right one. She'd
been that way since the age of eeven, maybe even longer. She didn’'t make rash decisons. Not anymore.

And here she was, deeply involved with Gideon Raintree. Through the sex, his secrets and the
case they were working together, she was involved to the pit of her soul.

She heard the door behind her open but didn’t turn to look a Gideon. His bare feet padded
toward her, and a moment later his ams encircled her. Those ams were warm and strong and
wonderfully embracing. It was a nice feding, to be held thisway. She liked it. Maybe too much.

“l didn't mean to wake you,” she whispered.

“Two nights together, and | wake up because you're not where you're supposed to be” he
responded with a touch of displeasure in his voice.

She leaned her head back and relaxed againg him. “I'm not exactly accustomed to needing
anyone, ether.”

He dipped his hands beneath the oversized shirt she wore, raked his pams againg her bare skin
and cupped her breasts with familiarity. His fingers teased the sengtive nipples until she closed her eyes
and swayed agang him, her body responding quickly and entirdy. She shouldn’t want him now. She
should most definitdy not need him this way, with an intengty that drove away everything dse. But she
did.

His hands feathered over her breasts. Was that a touch of unnaturd dectricity that seeped through
her skin and shot to her very core? Or was what she fdt so intensdy Smply the response of a woman to

aman? Gideon had such nice hands, charged or not, and he touched her as if he owned her, as if he
knew exactly how to make her his in every way. He leaned down and kissed the sSde of her neck,



familialy and gently and amazingly arousingly. Her body quivered.

She turned in Gideon's arms, lifted her face and kissed him. Her mouth againg his, she dipped her
hands around his waist. He'd walked onto the deck naked—not that anyone would be on the beach to
see them at thistime of night, in this near-dark—and she boldly ran her fingers againg his back, his hip,
his thigh. If it was true that he could make her his, then it was just as true that she possessed a part of
him, at least for tonight.

He kissed her deeply, arousing her and demanding more with his lips and his tongue and his hands.
Her body clenched and unclenched, quivered, and quickly spirded out of control. So did Gideon’s. She
fdtitin every caress of his hands, she tasted it in his kiss. Moaning low in what sounded like frustration
or maybe impatience, he eadlly lifted her off her feet. Her legs wrapped around his waist. He was close,
0 close.

“Don't you need a—" she began breathlesdy.
“Already thought of that,” he said, his voice husky.

She shifted her body to bring him closer, to guide him into her. “You came out here wearing a
condom? Pretty sure of yoursdf, weren't you?’ she teased.

“l was overcome by optimism.”

Thetip of his erection teased her entrance, and she began to lower hersdf onto him, anxious and
wanting in away that dill surprised her. She' d had more sex in the past twenty-four hours than she'd had
in the past five years. And she had never had sex like this before, dl-consuming and powerful and
beautiful, without awkwardness or disappointment. She had never fdt a moment’s disgppointment in
Gideon's arms.

“I'm glad you woke up,” she whispered, her mouth resting againg his ear. “I've never made love
inthe moonlight before.”

Gideon went ill. His entire body tensed, muscles tightening. “Moonlight.”

He lifted her away from the ralling she was patiadly balanced againgt, and carried her into the deep
shadows againg the house. No moonlight touched them there, and there was no railing to leen agang.
Gideon hdd her; she hdd him. The wal was againg her back, and she fdt grounded and &float a the
sametime

They were logt in complete and utter darkness when he pushed insde her, deep and hard. Hope
didn’'t care where they were. Moonlight or daylight, darkness or sunshine. Under the covers or beneath
nathing but the moon and the stars. As long as Gideon was with her, as long as he was holding her, she
didn't care where they were. Indinct caled her to him, but there was more than indinct here, more than
intense physica need.

She hadn't thought hersdlf in love for a very long time. Her mother, her sister, her nephews, that
kind of love was dl she dared to bdieve in. Romantic love was filled with pitfdls. She not only didn't
wigh for that emation, she did her best to avoid it. Love was a trap, heartache just waiting to happen.
This unexpected rush of emotion she fdt for Gideon right now, while he hed her and filled her and
brought her closer to release, surdly it was just the power of sex.

But as he made love to her, with her back to the wdl and her aams and legs wrapped completdy
around him, she couldn’t imagine any other man but Gideon making her fed this way. She could love him.
She could wrap her entire world around this man and change who and what she was, who she had
become. Ghogts, light shows and al, she could love him. Scary Suff.

They came together with a cry and a moan that were lost in a deep kiss. With the sounds of the
auf in their ears and the moonlight inches away, with her body trembling, there was a moment of
perfection when those words crossed her mind again. | could love you. Lost in darkness, the gentle glow



of Gideon made her amile. | love you tugged at her lips, but she bit the words back. It was too soon for
such a confesson. It was o too risky.

He carried her ingde the house and placed her gently on the bed. After disposing of the condom,
he returned to the bed to lie beside her. She kept his T-shirt on. She liked the way it fdt againg her skin,
thisworn cotton thet ill smeled vagudy of Gideon.

“I’'m going to get up in the morning and go to the Corddl crime scene to have a look around,” he
sad, hisvoice like gravel and silk.

“You mean we, right?’
He hestated. “1 want you to Say here”

Sherose dightly. If she hadn’t just been thoroughly exhausted and satisfied, if | love you weren't
dill niggling at the edge of her brain, his words might have made her angry. Instead she smiled. “No
W@/_”

“There are other case files that need to be examined. | need you here”

“Put the top up and I'll read thefilesin the car.”

He wrapped an am around her waist and pulled her body againg his. “Can we argue about this
tomorrow?’

“Sure” Her eyes drifted closed. Maybe now she could deep. “I like arguing with you,” she sad
beneath her breath. “Y ou're redly cute when you get med.”

Gideon snorted, and then he laughed. “Y ou're one of akind, Hope Mdory.”
“So are you, Gideon Raintree” It was as close to | love you as either of them were willing to get.

Gideon woke not long after sunrise, which was norma for him. Waking with his arms around a
beautiful woman was not so normal.

His sexud relationshipsin the past had been brief. Even in those thet |asted afew weeks or even a
few months, he maintained a certain distance. He didn't spend the night elsewhere or ask women to
gpend the night here. 1t was too dangerous.

Seeping with Hope didn’t fed at dl dangerous. It fdt right and good and naturd, as if they had
been degping together for a thousand years. And that was truly dangerous. It was so dangerous that last
night he had amog forgotten Emma's words and taken Hope right there in the moonlight. He'd been
wearing a condom, but no kind of protection was a hundred percent effective. Moving into the shadows
before he' d buried himsdf insde her had amply been a precaution.

Helifted her shirt, his shirt, and laid his mouth on her flat ssomach. Damn, she tasted good. She fet
good, so warm and slky. He kissed her there, drawing the essence of her into his mouth, traling the tip
of his tongue up and down, sucking agang her skin until he ft her hand settle in his hair.

“Good morning,” she murmured, her voice degpy and sdtisfied.

He answered by lifting the shirt a bit higher and pushing his hand benegth the soft cotton. The chill
of her protection charm brushed againgt his hand as he uncovered one breast and took the nipple deep
into his mouth. Hope' s fingers threaded more thoroughly into his hair, and he suckled her deeper. He
tasted her and savored her urtil one of those little moans caught in her throat.

This morning he waan't in any hurry. He would make her come atime or two, make love to her
long and hard and then leave her degping soundly. When she woke up and found that he was wel on his
way to the Corddl crime scene, she might be pissed for a while, but she would forgive him. He knew
exactly how to make her forgive him.



He spread her legs and ran one finger dong the tender skin of her inner thigh. Her skin was soft,
the musdle of her thigh gently shaped and utterly feminine. “Y ou have the longest legs” he said as he lifted
one and laid his mouth behind the knee. She shuddered and wrapped that leg around him as his mouth
moved higher. Her leg hadn’t seen much sun. It was as creamy pae as any skin he had ever seen, and it
fascinated him. He ran a finger up from her knee, dlowing a little bit of eectricity to escape. Hope
laughed and twitched.

“Thet tickles”
“Doesit?’
“Yes” she sad with aggh.

He wasn't anywhere near finished with this woman. Would he ever be? While the morning came
dive he tasted her everywhere. He made her quiver and lurch; he made her moan. After she came
agang his mouth, she dl but threw him onto his back, determined to have her way with him, as well.
Determined to make him moan. And she did. With her mouth and her hands, she studied every inch of
him.

Knowing that he was as ready as aman could possibly get, Hope pulled awvay from him and drew
the T-shirt over her head. Gideon reached for the drawer where he kept the condoms. He would have to
stop by the drugstore on the way home tonight. He was dmost out. And no matter how much he liked
Hope, no matter how right and close and true she fdt, no matter that she made him glow in the dark, he
wasn't ready to go any further than this. They had great sex, but there was no guarantee that it would
lagt. Not much in thisworld was truly lagting.

Hope sat on the bed, amiling and flushed and breathing hard dl over again. Her black har was
mussed around her face. Perfect Hope, so carefully put together, was utterly gorgeous when she was
mussed.

Mussed and naked... and wearing two charms around her neck.

Gideon dropped the wrapped condom to the bed. He forgot about pushing indde Hope and
ending this torment. He forgot about everything else but those pieces of slver. “Where did you get this?’
he asked as he lifted one of the charms. The one he had not given her.

She lifted the charm and studied it absently. “1 dmost forgot about this one. | found it on your
dresser lagt night.”

Gideon jumped from the bed and turned toward the dresser in question. Sure enough, Dante's
fertility charm was gone. No, not gone. Hope was wearing it around her pretty neck. “Were you wearing
that last night when we were on the deck?’

“l think s0.” She pushed her hair back, combing it with long, pae fingers. “Yeah, | was. | picked it
up and put it on before | went outside.”

He turned and stared down at her. “Why?’

“I don’'t know. It's pretty.” She removed the charm that had not been made for her, drawing the
cord over her head and ruffling her mussed hair further in the process. Not that it mattered. It was too
late. Much too late. “1 guess | fdt the need for alittle extra protection last night.” She offered the taisman
to imwith an outstretched hand. He didn't take it. “I’'m sorry if | was't supposed to touch. Take it and
come back to bed.”

“All the protection in the world won't undo... ” He stopped. One time, that was dl, and he had
been wearing a condom and they hadn’t been in the moonlight. Maybe, just maybe... He rushed into the
bathroom and dammed the door.

“Gideon?’ Hope cdled through the closed door. “Are you dl right?’



Not even a little. “Fing” he answered tersdly.

Fine? What a lie He'd been this close to another moment of absolute perfection indde Hope
Maory, and then he’ d seen that charm lying againgt her chest. Wanting someone to distraction physicdly
was one thing. Making a baby together was another thing entirely.

Maybe everything was fine. HE d been thinking dearly enough to move Hope out of the moonlight
lagt night before having sex with her. That one fact might have changed everything. Emma couldn’'t come
to himin a moonbeam if there was no moonbeam in which to travel.

“Emma,” he whispered. “ Show yoursdf.”

He waited for the spirit who clamed to be his daughter to drop in to say hdlo. After dl, she'd
shown up before when he'd cdled her name. But the bathroom remained slent and free of spirits of dl
kinds.

“You're sure you're dl right?” Hope called. She was closer now, standing just on the other sde of
the door.

“I'm fine!” Gideon snapped.

She moved away, and a moment later he heard the water running in the guest bathroom. For a
moment he leaned over the snk and studied his sour, bristly-cheeked reflection. He didn’'t look like a
father; he didn't fed like afather. “Come on, Emma,” he said, a bit louder than before. “This isn't funny.
It ign't nice to tease. Y ou're going to give Daddy heart fallureif you don’'t show yoursdf.”

The bathroom remained slent but for his own labored bregthing.

Hope was specid; he couldn’'t deny that. There was the continuing and annoying glow that told
him his heart and soul were as involved as his body. Maybe, afew years down the ling, if they continued
to have great sex and they worked out the whole partner thing, then maybe he could consder the
possihility that Hope was going to be a permanent fixture in hislife.

But now?

“Come on, Emma Sweetheart,” he added. “There's no need to be hasty about this. A couple of
years, maybe ten, and then | might be ready to have kids.” It was a lie, and Emma likdy knew it. The
world wasn't fit for the innocence of a child; he saw that for himsdf every day.

She was pulling hisleg. After dl, he had moved Hope away from the early-morning moonbeams,
and he' d used a condom fathfully.

And Hope had been wearing that damned fertility charm, which very wel could have trumped
everything.
Gideon took a quick shower, shaking off the feding of impending doom as he toweled dry and

then wrapped the towd around his waist. He found Hope in the kitchen, making coffee and scrounging
around the cupboards looking for a breskfast of some sort.

She gave im awary glance. “Are you sure you're dl right?’

“Yeah.” He looked at her. Most specificdly, he looked a her ssomach. “Come on, Emma” he
whispered as Hope turned her atentions to the refrigerator. “Tdk to me”

“What did you say?’ Hope asked as she came out with a hdf galon of milk.
“Nothing.”

“Oh, | thought you said Emma” She placed the milk on the counter, beside a box of ceredl.
“That’'smy grandmother’s name.”

He amog groaned but caught himsdf just intime.
Hope reached for the bowls. She dready knew her way around the kitchen pretty wdl. “My



moather has her heart set on a granddaughter named Emma,” she said, “but Sunny has three boys, and
I’'m not planning to have kids any time soon, so she's outta luck.”

“Wanna bet?’ Gideon asked benesath his breath.

Hope left everything she'd gathered on the counter and turned to glare a him. “Maybe | should
cdl you Ranman instead of Raintree. Y ou're meking no sense at dl this morning.”

Gideon pointed to the fertility charm Hope had put around her neck once again, after he'd refused
to take it from her pam. It had been meant for Dante, a brotherly joke, a push to get the Dranir busy
reproducing, but it would be just as effective on Hope.

“That tdisman you lifted from the dresser lagt night,” he said, as he continued to point a censuring
finger, “is afertility charm.”

“A what?” Hope took a step away from him and yanked the thing from around her neck asif it
might burn her. “What kind of sck person would make a fertility charm and leave it lying around!”

Gideon raised hisempty hand. “Thissick person. It was meant for my brother, not you.”

Hope flung the charm a him, putting al her musde behind it. “You redly are sck,” she sad
sharply as he caught the charm in midair. “What did your brother ever do to you to deserve that?” She
looked around her immediate vidnity for something ese to throw, found nothing handy and findly sat
down at the kitchen table. “It didn’'t work,” she sad sensbly. “I'm sure it didn't work. Tha charm
was't made for me, and we were careful. We were dways careful. It's not like you have some kind of
Super sperm.”

“Yeah,” Gideon agreed, hoping she was right. If fertility charms worked without fail, Dante would
have populated his own village by now. “I even moved you out of the moonlight.”

“What does that have to do with anything?’ she snapped.

He figured he might as wdl tdl her everything. “For the past three months I’'ve been dreaming
about this little girl. Thanks to Dante” he added. “So don't fed too sorry for him just because |
occasondly send him something he doesn’t want.”

“He sent you some kind of dreeam?’

“There have been a couple of times when I’ ve seen Emma outside a dream. She was the one who
told me to get down when Tabby took a shot at us”

“What does that have to do with moonlight, Raintree? Hope was frusirated and irritated and
maybe even alittle scared. She tried to smooth her hair with agitated fingers.

“Emmatold me that she's coming to mein a moonbeam.”

Hope went pale. Deathly, scarily, white. As white as the milk she'd taken from the fridge. “You
should have told me that before now.” She grabbed the sdtshaker off the table and threw it a him, but
there wasn't as much anger in the motion as before, and he caught it easily. Some of the salt escaped and
fdl to the floor. Out of habit, he picked up a pinch and tossed it over hisleft shoulder.

“Why?" Gideon asked as he set the sdtshaker asde. 1 didn't believe her. We make our own
choicesin life, and | choose not to have kids. Besides, it's just some kind of poetic nonsense. And we
weren't in a moonbeam last—"

“Shut up, Raintree.” Hope stood and looked longingly &t the pepper shaker, but she walked away
without throwing it at him. “Y ou were in a moonbeam lagt night,” she said without turning to look at him.
“You were mogt definitely in a moonbeam.”

“Where are you going?’
Shelifted a hand. “I'll be right back. Don’'t go anywhere.”



A few seconds later Hope was in the kitchen again, pursein hand, face no less pde. She sat at the
table, took adim black wallet from her purse, did her driver’s license from its designated dot and tossed
it to Gideon. It sailed between them like a Frisbee, hit imin the chest and landed on the floor by his feet.
“Read it and weep,” she said weskly.

Gideon scooped the driver’s license from the floor. The picture was less than flattering, like dl
such photos, and ill... not too bad. It was the name on the license that caught and held his attention. He
gripped the license tightly and said a word not fit for litle Emma’s ears as he read the name again and
agan.

Moonbeam Hope Maory.



Chapter 12

She’dthought about having her name legdly changed a thousand times, but every time she so much as
mentioned it to her mother there was hdl to pay. Sunshine Fath and Moonbeam Hope, those were
Rainbow’ s daughters. They had been Sunny and Moonie for years, until Hope had grown old enough to
ingg that she be cdled by her middle name.

Gideon drove too fadt, but Hope didn’'t say a word about him speeding. Since he/'d put the top of
the convertible up, she was able to lesf through the case files That way they didn’'t have to talk. Or look
a each other.

Severd of the files were from unsolved murders that probably weren't connected to the latest
killings Most were gridy but without the connection of the missng body parts. Gethering this much
information hadn’t been easy. There were a number of different jurisdictions and investigators involved.
Stll, she saw enough smilaritiesin a number of cases to make her uneasy.

If Tabby was a seid killer, and that was definitdy possible, then why had she targeted Gideon?
Why had she tried to kill him on the riverfront? It didn’t fit in severa ways. Unlike her other crimes, it had
been atempted in a public place, and Gideon was unlike her other victims Wasn't he? He had been
aone before taking up with her. Was he dill aloner, emationdly? Of course he was. What they had was
just sex, which didn’'t exactly qudify them to be a happy couple—this morning's odd developments
adde.

Hope did her best not to think about those developments. Studying the disturbing cases before her
was much easier on her heart, horrifying as they were.

Thefile on the victim in Hale County was thin but far from shoddy. It was't alack of concern that
caused the file to be thin. According to Gideon, the sheriff was anxious to talk to anyone who might be
able to shed light on the schoolteacher’s murder, and had seemed relieved that someone had taken an
interest in the case.

“Why this one?’ she asked when they’d been on the road more than an hour. “There are others
thet fit the profile, and at least one that's closer.”

“It's less than three hours away, and more importantly, the crime scene is intact,” Gideon
answered in a busnesdike voice,

“How could it be intact after four months?’

“It's been cleaned,” he explained, “but no one's moved into the house. My best shot of spesking
to the vicim and maybe even spotting ared clue iswith this case.”

He hadn’'t wanted her to come adong today, but he hadn’t argued long when she'd inssted. Was
that why he was so unhappy, or was he wound tightly for more persond reasons? He sure as hdl didn't
want her to be pregnant. She'd never seen aman react so srongly to the very prospect. Not that she hed
exactly embraced the idea of parenthood with a surge of joy and giggles

He seemed s0 sure that Emmia was a done deal. Hope wasn't, though dl his talk of moonbeams
and that damned fertility charm had given her more than a moment’s pause. Gideon made her look at the
impossible in a whole new way. He made her want to open her eyes and her heart in a way she had
refused to do in the past. But redly, a fertility charm?

She stared out the passenger window and watched the leefy green landscape blur. It wasn't like
her to meet aman on Monday and end up in his bed on Wednesday. She' d obvioudy hit an invisble and



unexpected sexud peak of some kind, because where Gideon was concerned, she hadn’'t been able to
control hersdlf. That was aso very much not like her. Control was her middle name. Of course, Hope
Control Maory was preferable to Moonbeam Hope Maory any day.

Could've been worse. Her maother could have named her Moonbeam Chadtity. Then where would
she be?

They were another hour down the road, perhaps hdf an hour from their destination, when Gideon
sad, “I'm sorry if | overreacted.”

“A grown man tearing out his har, curang and screaming a my stomach, you cdl that
overreacting?’ she asked without emotion.

Gideon shifted his broad shoulders, fidgeting as if the car had suddenly become too smdl to
contain him. “At least | didn’t throw anything at you.”

“I'm not the one who made a fertility charm and Ieft it lying around in the bedroom for anyone to
pick up.”

“l sad | was sorry.”

She redly didn’t want to argue right now. In fact, she didn't want to think about the posshilities
Gideon had presented to her. “Why don’'t we wait a while and see if there's redly anything to be sorry
about?’

Ancther awkward moment passed, and he said, “If you want to request another partner, I'll
understand.”

Hope dmost snorted. “Is that what this is about?’ she snapped. “You don't want a partner, so
you go to extreme lengths to make sure—"

“No,” he interrupted, then after a pause that lasted a few seconds too long, he added, “It’'s true. |
don’'t want a partner.”

“Then go to the chief and tdl him you don’'t want me as a partner. Don't expect me to quit. | don't
quit, Raintree. Not ever.”

“He d just assgn me another one,” Gideon grumbled.

She would never admit it out loud, but it hurt that Gideon didn't want to work with her. Not
because they’d dept together and she fdt there could be so much more, but because she'd worked so
hard to get where she was, and she was damned tired of being dismissed by men who thought she
couldn’'t do her job. She couldn’t tamp her anger down. “It might be difficult to pretend to be devastated
because you thought you knocked up Mike or Charlie”

Gideon didn’t respond, so she glanced in his direction. He was dmogt amiling.

“l don't think I'm pregnant,” she said sensbly, her anger fading. “We were careful. A piece of
slver and a dream won't undo that.” Super sperm aside.

“Maybe you'reright,” he said, though he didn’'t sound as if he believed there was a chance in hell
shewas.

“BEvenif | am... pregnant... ” Damn, it was hard to say that word out loud. “That doesn’t mean we
have to get married or anything.” The M word was even more difficult than pregnant. “You don't have
to concern yoursdlf with whatever happens to me” She said the words, but her heart did a little flip.
Sngle and pregnant, raising a child aone, pretending she hadn’t dmost sad | love you to this man who
was terrified of being tied to her by achild.

“Emmd s Raintree” Gideon said. “I will most definitely be concerned.”
“Actudly, Emmais Malory,” she responded. “If there isan Emma,” she added.



“A woman who gives birth to a Raintree becomes Raintree, in many ways,” Gideon said tersdly.
“l don’'t think s0,” she responded, wondering at his statement but afraid to ask... .

“You've seen what | can do,” Gideon said, his voice lowered, as if someone else out here in the
middle of nowhere might hear. “Emmawill have her own gifts, and there’'s no way | can wak away and
not concern mysdf with what happens to her.”

They hadn’t known one another long enough for Hope to be hurt because none of his concern
was for her. “Maybe this time will be different. Maybe Raintree genes won't be dominant in this case.”
Shoot, she was taking about thiskid asif it was a done ded. “If I'm pregnant. Which I'm not.”

“You're pregnant,” he said sourly.

“If I'm pregnant,” she said again, “is it redly such a dissster?” Her heart flipped again. Her
somach, too. Of courseit was a disaster! Maybe she did think she was in love with Gideon, but they’d
just met, and she had career plans, and she was pretty sure he didn’t love her back.

uYau

Hope turned her gaze to the blurred landscape again, so Gideon wouldn't see her face. She had
no right to be devastated because he didn’'t want her to be pregnant. It was such a girlie reaction, to get
teary-eyed over argection from aman she barely knew.

Maybe growing up different had been so difficult for him that he couldn’t bear to watch a child go
through the same struggles. But he'd turned out okay. He had a nice life, and he helped people—the
living and the dead—and he had made the most of his &bilities Maybe he did have to hide alot of himsdf
from the world, but he hadn’t hidden himsdf from her.

He cut the Mugtang sharply onto the grassy shoulder of the road, sartling Hope so that she
snapped her head around to glare at him. “What are you doing?’

Gideon put the car in Park, and with the engine ill running, he reached into her lap and grabbed a
file “Which oneisthis?” he asked, ledfing through the pages and photos. “Doesn’'t matter, does it?” He
randomly grabbed a photo and held it up. The woman in the picture was lying haf-on and hdf-off a
faded sofa, blood soaking the front of her dress and her head dl but severed. “There are people in the
world who do things like this” he said in a lowered voice. “If there were just a handful of the bastards,
maybe | wouldn't fed sck at the very idea of exposing an innocent child to a life where this happens
every day. Every day, Hope. What if Emma’s like me and she's faced with the horrors of death every
day of her life? What if she's like Echo and she dreams of disasters she can't do anything about? What
if—" Hislips snapped closed. He couldn’t even finish hisfind thought.

How could she stay angry with him? He wasn't being petty or sdfish. His panic was rooted in a
fear and concern for the child he daimed he didn't want. Hope lifted her hand and touched Gideon's
cheek. Her thumb brushed againg his smooth chin. He didn't pull awvay from her, as she'd thought he
might. “'Y ou’ ve been doing this too long.”

“What choice do | have? | have an ability that dlows me to put the bad guys away. If | don't,
some of them will get away with it. Some of the victims will be stuck here, caught between life and
death.” He looked her in the eye. “What do you say when alittle girl asks if there are mongers in the
world? Yesistarifying. Noisalie”

She stroked his cheek. “When was the lagt time you had a vacation, Raintree?”

“l don’'t remember.”

“When we catch Tabby and put her away for good, we're teking a long vacation. | like the
mountains”

Gideon didn’'t agree that a vacation was a fine ideg, but he didn't disagree, ether. He placed one



hand over her ssomach, and that hand was gentle. “1 don't like the idea of having something o important
to lose” he sad softly.

“Emma?’ she whispered.

He lifted his head and looked her in the eye. “And you, Moonbeam Hope. Dammit, where the hell
did you come from?’

She amiled at his bewilderment. “Cdl me Moonbeam again and I'll shoot you.”

He gmiled for the fird time that day, and then he leaned in and kissed her quickly. “Let’s get this
over with. The sheriff iswaiting for us”

Theliving room where Marcia Corddl had been murdered looked like an old lady’s parlor. There
were dailies on the tables, dusty slk flower arrangements that had been neglected in the four months
gnce her death, antique furnishings that didn’t match and yet somehow did. There was dso a large dried
bloodstain in the center of the rug in the middle of the room.

Gideon sguatted down by the bloodstain, while Hope and an anxious sheriff hovered nearby. The
sheiff worked the brim of his hat with megty, nervous hands.

“I redly hope you can help us out here,” the man said. “Miss Cordell was aright popular teacher.
Everybody loved her. W, we thought everybody loved her. Takes alot of hate to do what was done to
her. Did you see the pictures? God-awful scene. I'll never forget it.”

The man went on and on, chatering endlesdy. The sheiff was nervous, and he desperately
wanted help on this case. He wanted it closed. He wanted proof that someone from outsde the
community had done this terrible thing, so he didn’'t have to imagine that a man or woman he knew was
capable of thiskind of violence.

The ghogt of Marcia Corddl was in the room, but she lurked in a corner, watchful and afraid. Still
afrad.

“What kind of a man would do such athing?’ the sheriff continued. “To... to violate and murder
such a sweet woman... ”

Gideon's head snapped around. Violate? “ She was sexudly assaulted?’
The sheriff nodded and worked harder at the brim of his hat.

So much for the connection to Tabby. There had been no Sgn of sexud ectivity of any kind at the
other scenes. “It would' ve been niceif that information had been incdluded in the report you sent me”

“Miss Corddl was a decent woman. Wasn't no reason to broadcast such unpleasantness about
her after she was gone. Besides, we're kegping that part of the investigation under wraps. No need to
broadcast dl the details to the world.”

“DNA?" Hope asked crisply.
The sheriff shook his head. “No. The man who did this wore a prophylactic, the coroner said.”

“Detective Mdory,” Gideon said in ameasured and cdm voice. “Would you take Sheriff Webster
outsde and seeif he canfill in some of the blanksin the Cordell file?’

“Excdlent idea,” Hope said. The sheriff didn't want to leave, but when Hope took his am and
headed for the front door, he went aong like a well-trained puppy.

Alonein the eerie room, Gideon turned his eyes to the far corner, where Marcia Corddl’s ghost
waited in abdl of unformed light. He was't too angry with the sheriff, even though this trip meant a day
away from his current investigation, time wasted in his pursuit of Tabby. If he was here, it was for a
reason. “Tdk to me, Marcia,” he said softly. “Tdl me what happened to you.”



She took form gradudly, the bal of light shifting, color and shape growing more defined. Marcia
Cordel had been a plump and pretty woman. She was barely five fegt tdl, and her long brown hair was
pulled back into a bun. She suited this old-fashioned room.

“You see me” she said, her voice shaking.

“Yes, | do.” Gideon remained cadm and dill, so he wouldn't scare her away. “Marcia, do you
know you're dead?”’

She nodded her head. “1 saw them come and take my body away. | screamed at them to hep me,
but no one heard.”

“I hear you.”

Marcia drifted toward him, dow and openly suspicious. One wrong move and she would
disappear. She wasn't angry like Sherry and Lily. She was terrified.

“Would you tdl me what happened here?’ Gideon asked gently.
“I let imin, never knowing what he intended.”

Him. Not Tabby, just as he'd suspected when he heard that she had been violated. Still, he could
find out who'd raped and killed her, and then he could send her spirit to a better place. In that sense, his
trip here had not been wasted.

Marcia Cordel’s spirit Sghed and drifted down to St on aflowery sofa, her pose proper. “Dennis
was aways such an odd boy, but—"

“Dennis You knew him?’

Miss Cordell gave Gideon awithering glance. It was a glance she had no doubt slenced students
with over the years. “Young man, you asked me to tdl you what happened, and I'm trying to do just
that.”

He didn't point out that he was just a couple of years younger than she had been at the time of her
death, hardly ayoung man. She had the spirit of an older woman, asif she'd carried something into this
life too strongly from another. “Sorry, maam,” he said contritdy. “Please continue”

She nodded her head. “Dennis Floyd is a neighbor. The Foyd family has been living in that house
going on twenty years. Dennis was in dementary school when they moved in, and he was a pupil in my
English class severd years ago. He was not a good student,” she said with reproach. “He stopped by
that night and asked to use the phone. He said their phone was out. Of course | sad yes” Her mouth
thinned. “1 didn’t see the danger coming until he grabbed me and threw me to the floor like a... like a... ”
she spuittered, and her face grew red. Even in death, she could blush.

“I'm going to see that he goes away for what he did to you,” Gideon said. “Hell be punished, in
thislife and in the next.”

She nodded, obvioudy rdieved. “Dennis needs to be punished for what he did to me. So does
g"le_”

The hairs on the back of Gideon's neck prickled. “ She?’

“The woman who was with Dennis, the one who urged him on. | didn’t see her, not a fird. |
would have had reservations about dlowing a stranger into my home so late in the evening. Dennis
knocked me down. He bound my arms and legs with duct tape, and left me lying on the floor while he
went to the door to invite her indde” She seemed to be as incensad a having a stranger in her home as
she was at being murdered.

“You didn’'t know this womean.”
Miss Cordell shook her head. “No. Dennis cdled her... ” She wrinkled her nose in thought. “Kitty,



| think, or...”
“Tabby,” Gideon said oftly.

“That'sit” Marcia Corddl pointed a fading and shaking finger. “She sat in that char over there
and watched while Dennis did unspesakable things to me. She smiled, and when | screamed for hep she
told me that no one would hear me way out here, so far away from everyone and everything dse” Her
figure trembled, and she amogt disappeared, as if she wanted to hide from the tdling of her death.
“When | cried, she asked meif | liked it. She asked meif | had aways fantasized about having a young
stud show up at my door to make area woman out of me”

“Shel sgaing to pay, too,” Gideon said. “I'll seetoit”
Miss Corddl nodded her head. “ She's the one who killed me”
“I know.”

“| thought it was findly over, and then that horrible woman leaned over my body and put aknife to
my belly. She... she cut me, and she enjoyed it. When she was tired of cutting, she started stabbing me
and...”

Gideon ligtened, while Marcia Corddl told him every last detail of the way Dennis and Tabby had
tortured and findly killed her. He didn’'t want to lisen to the details, but Miss Cordell needed to tdl the
tae to someone who could hear her.

He listened, and then he asked, “Is there anything you can tdl me about the woman? You sad
Dennis cdled her Tabby. Did he ever use alast name? Did you see what kind of vehicle she was driving?
Was there anything you remember that might help me find her?’

Miss Cordell shook her head. “They Ieft together, Dennis and that awful woman.”

Which meant Dennis was likdy dead, too. He couldn’'t imagine Tabby leaving a witness behind.
“Timeto go, Miss Corddl,” Gideon said as he stood and looked down at her. “1 promise you, I'll make
aure they pay for what they did. I'll take care of them for you. Move on to the next phase of your
exigence and find peace. You deserve it.”

“So do you,” Miss Corddl whispered before she faded to nothing.

Gideon I¢ft the crime scene behind. If Dennis was dill dive—unlikely, but not impossible—maybe
he hdd the key to finding Tabby. If ever there was concrete proof that this world wasn't fit for a child,
thiswasit.

Sheiff Webster stood by his patrol car, dill working the brim of that battered hat. Gideon glanced
around the overgrown yard. “Where' s Detective Mdory?’

“She decided to interview some of the neighbors while we were waiting for you.” He nodded to a
gmdl white house down the road. It was dmost a quarter of a mile away but dill the closest house to
Marcia Corddl’s. “Detective Mdory seemed to think maybe they might've seen something that night.
We interviewed them dl and didn’'t get squat, but... ”

A knot of unease settled into Gideon's gui.
“Dennis Hoyd drove by while we were taking and... ”
The sheiff didn’t get any further. Gideon turned toward the little white house and ran.

Hope glanced back toward the Cordell house. The sheriff continued to lean againg his patrol car,
obeying her ingructions not to bother Raintree. There was no tdling how long Gideon might be indde,
taking to the ghost. Odd, how naturaly those words came to her mind. Talking to the ghost.

If she could find something, any samdl detail, to add to what he learned, it might hdp. Maybe a



neighbor had seen a car that night. That kind of information should have been in the report, but
sometimes important facts were missed the firg time around. Even if Gideon could find out who had
killed the woman, they would need evidence in order to get a conviction.

“Comeoninand I'll fix us some tea” Dennis Hoyd wasin his mid-twenties, & a guess. He was a
rail-thin young man, with thinning blond hair and smdl, pae blue eyes. His car and his dothing had seen
better years, but the house itsdlf seemed to be wdl maintained. The front porch was clean, and a number
of flowering plantsin clay pots brightened the place considerably.

“My folks are a work,” he said as he opened the screen door for her. “I used to have my own
place)” he added, apparently trying to impress her. “But when | was between jobs, | moved back in
here. I'm workin' steady now, but the folks need a little help with the yardwork and such, so I’'m doing
them afavor by stayin’ on.”

Hope stepped into his cool, semi-dark living room. It was clean but mudy, as if years of stde
odors had seeped into the walls and would never wash out. There was too much clutter for her taste. The
room housed too many knickknacks and ashtrays and dusty flower arrangements.

“You're invegigeting Miss Corddl’s murder, aren’t you?' Dennis asked as he walked past her.
“Ya”

He headed for the kitchen, and Hope followed. The kitchen windows were uncovered, letting in
enough light to make the room cheerier than the dismd living room.

“The sheriff said the killer was some perv from out of town.”
“Redly? How does he know that?’

Dennis made himsdf busy, fetching glasses from the cupboard, filling them with ice, then taking a
pitcher of tea from the fridge.

“No one around here could do such aterrible thing,” he said in a lowered voice as he poured two
tal glasses of iced tea. “Why, we dl loved Miss Cordell.”

“Did you see anything unusud that night?’

Dennis handed her a glass of tea, then leaned againg the counter with his own glass in hand. “No,
| don't believe | did. The sheriff asked, of course, but | didn't remember a thing that might help. Still
don't, I'm afraid.”

“A car that didn't belong, perhaps, or a stranger on the road?’ Dennis shook his head, and Hope
placed her untouched tea on the kitchen table. There was nothing of interest here, and 4ill the hairs on
her back of her neck were dancing. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Hoyd. If you remember anything... ”

“You know,” Dennis said, sraightening sharply and setting his own tea aside. “Maybe there was a
car, now that | think about it. It passed by here, oh, about deven o'clock or so. It was movin' red
dow.”

“What kind of car?’
“Fancy car, as| remember. One of them sporty cars. It was green.”

Hope amiled. Dennis was lying. So she would stay a while longer? He had been leering at her, but
why lie? Did he just crave the attention? Or was he curious to find out what she aready knew?

Not only was this informetion brand-new, with no streetlamps on the narrow road, how had he
been able to diginguish a color a deven o'clock at night?

“Where were you standing,” she asked, “when you saw the car on the road?’
Dennis had to take a moment to think, and to Hope's mind that proved he was lying.
“l had stepped outside to have a cigarette,” he said.



Did he think she hadn’t noticed the ashtrays in the living room? It was't necessary for him to step
outsde to smoke, and she knew it. But she played dong. “You were in the front yard,” she said.

“Yeeh.” He nodded. “I wasin the front yard having a smoke.”
“So if the green sports car had turned into Miss Cordell’ s driveway, you would ve seen it.”
He swalowed hard. “Maybe it did turn into her driveway. | can’t rightly remember.”

“A woman was brutaly murdered, and the next morning you didn’'t remember that maybe you saw
acar pull into her driveway?’ Hope snapped.

“It was atraumdtic experience,” Dennis explained. “To hear that one of my favorite teachers from
high school, a neighbor, had been raped and diced up by some stranger—"

Hope very subtly moved her hand to her pistol. Sheriff Webster hadn’'t even told Gideon that
Marcia Corddl had been sexudly assaulted until they were here. He hadn’t put that detail in the officd
report or told the newspapers, and given how protective he was of the woman's memory, odds were he
headn't started any gossip about that night, either.

With a start, Dennis redlized what he' d done. He cursed, then took his glass of tea and threw it at
Hope's head. She smultaneoudy ducked and drew her weapon. The glass flew past her head and
shattered againg the doorjamb behind her. Bits of broken glass, cold tea and ice cubes exploded around
her.

Instead of running to the back door to escape, which was wha she'd expected him to do, Dennis
charged her, knocking her gun hand aside just as she fired. He grabbed her, and they both dipped on the
tea and broken glass.

Hope landed on the floor hard, a struggling Dennis on top of her. She tried to bring the gun up and
around, but he grabbed her wrist and pushed it away. They sruggled for control of the weapon, and he
was winning that sruggle. For a skinny man, Dennis was strong. There were musdles in those ropey
ams, and he was desperate. Only a desperate and dangerous man would do what he'd done to Marcia
Corddl.

She thought of the protection charm she wore beneath her blouse, and as she fought for contral,
she wondered if it would do her any good at dl in this particular Stuation.

“Did she send you after me?’ Dennis asked breathlesdy as he tried to take the pistol.

Was it possible that Dennis knew what Gideon could do? Did he think Marcia Corddl’s ghost
hed given them his name?

Dennis pinned Hope to the floor with his knee and ripped the gun from her hand. One word
popped into her mind, unexpected and powerful.

Emma.



Chapter 13

Gideon was hdfway to the white house, running as fast as he could, when he heard the gunshot. His
heart jumped into his throat.

It was hard enough to tak to the ghods of complete strangers, people he had never seen dive,
never touched, never cared about. As difficult as it was to be visted by the shels of murder victims, he'd
never had to confront the battered and weary spirit of a friend—or a lover. Last night and this morning
Hope had been hisin a way he'd thought impossible. She knew who he was, and 4ill she stayed. She
was probably carrying his child. Probably, hel. Dante's “gift” had worked too wel; it was impossble to
digmiss Emma as imagination.

He didn’'t want to be haunted by Hope; it was too soon to lose her.

Would Emma haunt him, too?

He jumped onto the porch and burst through the front door, pistal in hand. Sounds of a Sruggle in
the back of the house drew him there, and dill a a run, he glanced into the kitchen to see a man on top of
Hope. Her gun was in his hand, and he was doing his damnedest to turn it on her.

Gideon had his pistal ready, but no clear shot. Hope was holding her own, but that meant his
target wasn't steady. He was rushing for Floyd in order to knock the gun away and pull him off Hope
when she executed a well-planned and impressve move that Smultaneoudy pushed the man off her and
wrested the gun from his hand as her ebow dammed into his face. The entire maneuver took a few
seconds, no more. With awhoosh of ar and a grunt, Dennis Hoyd ended up on his back, unarmed and
bloody-nosed. A panting and red-faced Hope pinned him to the floor with her knee.

She lifted her head and looked at Gideon, her chest heaving with deep, quick breaths, her har not
as deek as usud, her eyes srong and angry but dso afraid. Outside, the sheriff’s car pulled into the yard,
and heavy footsteps sounded as the lavman made his way to the scene.

Gideon couldn’t take his eyes off of Hope's face, and his heart hadn’'t yet dowed to a hedthy
pace and rhythm. He had come this close to losng her and Emma He had come this close to being
forced to bury them.

He was this close to asking Hope to marry him and never again leave his Sght when the dumsy
sheiff blundered into the house.

Hope rose, and Gideon gladly took charge of Dennis. He hauled the little man to his feet and
dammed the skinny bastard againgt awall.

“Ow. Be careful of my nose,” the man said, squirming. “1 think she broke it.”

It took dl the self-control Gideon possessed to read Dennis hisrights. Since he was well out of his
juridiction, he asked the sheriff to repeat the process. At this point Dennis hadn’t been charged with
anything, but Gideon was taking no chance that this little man—this little monster—might get off on a
technicality.

“l know what you did,” Gideon said in alowered voice.

“I... | didn’'t do anything,” Dennis blustered.

“l don't care about you, you little pissant.” Gideon pressed Dennis more forcefully againg the
wal. “The sheriff will take good care of you after I'm gone. | want Tabby.”

Dennis swdlowed hard a couple of times before answering. “I don't know anyone named Tabby.”



He was avery bad liar.

“Fne Don't talk. When she finds out I’ ve been here—and she will find out—I imegine shell pay
you a vigt. You've seen her work, so you know what to expect when she gets her hands on you.” He
leaned in until his mouth was close to Dennis's ear, and he whispered, “She likes that knife of hers,
doesn't she? I’ ve run across plenty of killers who prefer a blade to agun, but | don't think I've ever met
anyone who enjoys what they do as much as Tabby does. | wonder what sort of keepsake she'll take
from you, little man? What body part will she take to remember you by?’

“l just met her that day,” Dennis said, his voice high and quick. “1 was at the gas station, filling up
and getting something cold to drink, and this woman walks up to me and says she knows wha I'm
thinking. | hadn’t been thinking anything,” Dennis said. “ She put them ideas into my head.”

“Bad ideas,” Gideon sad as he backed dightly away.

Dennis nodded. “It's true, |1 dways did think Miss Cordell was kinda uppity, thinking she was
better than everyone dse... "

“You wanted to put her in her place, didn't you?’ Gideon pressed Dennis harder againg the wall
agan. “You wanted to show her who's boss.”

Dennis tried to nod, but with Gideon's arm againgt his throat, it wasn't easy. He wanted to kill this
men with his bare hands, and he could. With Hope and the sheriff watching, he could shoot the bastard
or break his neck or, even better, fry his ass until there was nothing left but dust. All he had to do was
dlow his anger to manifest itsdf in a powerful jolt of dectricity. He was aways so careful to hide what he
could do, to contain himsdf whenever anyone was watching. That caution had kept him from stopping
Tabby when he could have, and it had kept him from usng his taents on more than one murderer when
they werefindly in his hands. Right now, with his heart dill pumping hard and the unthinkable possibilities
dill too red inhismind, he didn’'t fed at dl cautious. Gideon dlowed a smdl shock to escape and shoot
through Dennis's body.

“Ouch! What was... 7’

He did it again, and Dennis began to shiver. As wound up as Gideon was, he could easly smoke
this no-good waste of space and air. For Marcia Cordell. For Hope and Emma. But he didn’'t. Tempting
as the idea was at this moment, he refused to let his anger turn him into the kind of man he'd spent his
entire adult life hunting. The sheriff and the system would take good care of Dennis. And if they didn’t, he
could dways come back.

“Tdl me everything you remember about Tabby,” he ordered.

The drive home had been quiet except for a few phone cdls. Gideon got terrible reception on his
cdl, thanks to a combination of a weak sgnd here in the boonies and his unpredictable dectrica charges,
s0 hefindly handed the phone to Hope, and she made the cdls. Charlie was going to run a check on the
type of car Dennis said Tabby had been driving. They Hill didn't have alast name for her, but maybe they
could find her through the vehicle,

Hope had begun to accept that maybe, just maybe, she redly was pregnant. In that moment when
she' d thought she might die, when she’ d expected to be shot with her own gun, the baby—or at leest the
possibility of the baby—had seemed very red. She'd redized she would do anything to protect Emma
What a kick in the pants that was. Hope Mdory didn't have a materna bone in her body! She liked
being an aunt well enough, because she could vist her nephews and then leave when they got too rowdy
or whiny. But to be a mother... She hadn’t thought she was anywhere near ready, but maybe she was.
Maybe.

It was after dark when they reached Gideon's house. There' d been no word from Charlie on
Tabby's car, but snce dl they had was a make and a firs name that might or might not be red, it was



going to take a while. Gideon pulled into the garage and killed the engine as the garage door dowly
closed behind them. He didn't immediatdy leave the Mugtang but sat there with his gaze straight ahead
and his hand resting on the steering whed.

Hope stayed in place, too. “Do you want me to pack my suff and leave? | know it's not a good
ideafor me to move back into Mom's gpartment just yet, but | could—’

Gideon reached past the stick shift, grabbed the back of her head and pulled her in for a kiss. He
didn't kiss her like a man who wanted her to leave. In fact, she was quite sure he had never kissed her
quite thisway, asif he wanted to consume her gently but entirely. When he pulled his mouth away, he did
not drop his hand. “Marcia Corddl told me every vile thing that bastard did to her. At fird she didn't
want to talk about how she'd died, but once she got started, it seemed to do her good to get it out. She
told me everything, every sck detall, and then | wak outsdde and the sheiff says, ‘Oh, Detective
Maory’'s down there over yonder, talking to Dennis Hoyd."”

Gideon cdled upon a deep and not entirdy inaccurate drawl when impersonating the sheriff, and
Hope laughed lightly. But she didn’t laugh long.

“And | couldn’t run fast enough,” he said, his voice deep and soft.
“I'm nat hurt.” A few bruises, alot of scary, but she was't redly hurt.

“Not this time” he said. His thumb brushed her cheek. “But there's going to be a next time.
There s going to be another Dennis, another struggle, another gunshot that makes my heart fly out of my
chest. The protection charms will help, they give you an edge, and | can make sure you dways have a
fresh one to wear around your pretty neck. But they’re not bulletproof shidlds, and they don’'t make bad
guys like Dennis FHoyd disappear. Dammit, Hope, | wish you'd be content to stay home and make
cookies and lie on the deck under the sun and have babies and—"

“Babies?” she interrupted. “Asin more than one?’
“If we're going to get married we might as wel—"

“What happened to the world being too nasty to bring a child into?” she asked, only dightly
panicked by the picture Gideon was panting.

“We can't go back and undo what's dready done. Might as wdl give Emma brothers and ssters.”
“Wait jus aminute... ”

“l didn't ask you to marry me yet, did 17" His thumb continued to caress her cheek.

“No, you didn’t,” she whispered.

“Mary me”

Hope licked her lips. “That's not exactly a question. It sounds more like an order.”

A frugtrated little moan escaped from deep in Gideon’s throat. She knew this wasn't easy for him,
but it wasn't easy for her, either. He was taking about marriage and children and forever. And she hadn’t
known him a week.

“Hneg” he said. “WeIl do this your way. Wil you marry me?’

“Can | have alittletime to think it over?’ she asked, terrified and excited and stunned. “This is just
too fast for me”

“No. You might aswel learn now thet | can be very impatient. | want an answer now.”

It would be too easy to get caught up in this, in the way Gideon made her fed, indgde and out. In
the kissng and the touching and the promise of more to come. In the idea of hm and Emma and
babies—plurd. “I never redly planned to, you know, seitle down and have kids and do the whole

mommy thing.”



“So make new plans”

If what he said about her becoming Raintree was true—and she had no reason to think it
wasn' t—she was definitdy going to need anew plan.

He didn't move away but stayed close. Too close. That hand at the back of her neck was warm
and strong and comforting, but she couldn’t help but remember that just a few hours ago he'd been
horrified at the idea of the life he was now presenting as a done ded. “If | actudly sad yes, you'd
probably have a panic attack.”

“If you say yes, I’'m going to make love to you right here and now.”
“Inthe car.”

“Yep”

“With bucket seats.”

He murmured in the affirmative.

Hope wrapped her ams around Gideon’s neck and bardly touched her lips to his “This | gotta

“I think | broke something,” Gideon said as he nuzzled Hope's neck. She laughed a& him. He
loved it when she laughed at him.

“Sex among the bucket seats was your idea, not mine”

“This is better.” This was his bed, his woman and no clothes. It was softness and passion,
boldness and demure exploration. It was a quiver and a gasp. It was the way Hope swayed and moaned
when he touched her. It was the way she touched him, the way she wanted him.

He spread Hope' s thighs and filled her gently. But not too gently.
“Nothing seems to be broken,” she said dreamily, eyes closed and back arched.

Since he was convinced Hope was dready pregnant, they hadn’t bothered with a condom. Not in
the car, not now. They were bare, heart and soul and body, and they were connected in a way he had
never expected. Hope wanted to be his partner, and she was. In more ways than one. In dl ways. In
ways he had never dreamed to know.

Emma had said she was dways his, in every lifeime. Maybe the same could be sad of Hope.
Was that why he' d fdt such an undeniable and immediate pull toward her? Was that why she did not fed
a dl new or unknown to him?

They came together, and Hope pulled him deeper. The contractions of her body pumped him,
sueezed him, and as everything dowed, she continued to sway her hips againg his and hold him close.

“l love you,” she said, her voice displaying exhaugtion and confusion, as wel as the affection she
hed not expected.

The words were on hislips, but he hed back. He could love her this way; he could protect her as
best he could and give her babies and make sure she never wanted for anything. Y es, she was undenigbly
his but that didn't mean he was ready to lay it dl on the line. He was't even sure he knew what love
was anymore, but he did know that this was right. That was enough. For now.

While he was dill searching for something semi-appropriate to say, he heard a trill of childish
ethered laughter. A girlish giggle, followed by a sgh and a very soft, “Told you so, Daddy.” If Hope
heard it, she didn't react.

He should be outraged, or at the very least surprised. But he wasn't.
“| think we ve been tricked by our daughter,” he said, raking a strand of black hair out of Hope's



face.
Her eyes drifted open. “Tricked how?’

“You didn't get pregnant last night,” he sad, feding oddly forgiving of Emma a the moment.
Maybe because he was Hill ingde Hope, satisfied and grateful and happy.

“l didn't?’
“No. You got pregnant now. Right now. Wéll, soon. Conception doesn’t happen right away... .”

Hope threaded her fingers through his hair and pulled him down for a deep, long kiss. Apparently
she was feding forgiving a the moment, too. “1 know how it works, Raintree.”

“Sill wanna marry me?’
Without hesitation, she answered, “Yeah, | do.”

Sill love me? He didn't ask that question aloud. He should probably tel her that he loved her,
too, or at least toss out a casud “ditto.” But he didn’t. The time would come when the words fdt right.

Hope stroked his hair and wrapped one long leg around his, twining their limbs much as they had
been earlier. She ran her foot up and down hisleg.

He rose up to look down at her. “1 don't want us to screw this up.”
She closed her eyes and hdd him close. “Than let’s not. Please.”

There waan't alot to say, so they lay there, connected and touching and content. He was so rarely
content.

“What you said earlier today,” Hope said, her voice quick and a litile shy. “I’ve been thinking
about that.”

“What did | say?” So much... not enough...

She raked her fingers dong his neck. “Mongers.”

“Oh.” Not what he wanted to talk about a the moment.

“If there are mongtersin the world—"

“There are, and you know it,” he interrupted.

“If there are,” she said again.

Gideon nuzzled her throat and kissed it. Now was not the time to argue.

“My mother’s dways talking about balance. Badance of nature, of mae and femde, even of good
and evil. | used to dismiss that dong with everything else, but she's beginning to make sense, darn it. And
when you talk about mongters, | think... if the good gives up, then where will we be?’

“What's so good?’
“You,” she answered without hesitation. “Us. Emma. Love. | think that’s worth fighting for. | think
maybe it's worth the occasond battle with a mongter.”

He fought mongters because it was his cdling. His degtiny. He didn’'t want his family to have to
fight with him, but it was apparently the price he would have to pay in order to keep them.

Tabby sat in her gpartment and carefully studied the package on the counter in the kitchenette.
She didiked bombs. Not only were they unpredictable, they made it impossble for her to be close
enough to drink in the fear of her vicims. One minute they were dive, the next they were gone. No
power, No souvenirs.

But she couldn’t be picky at the moment. Time was running out.



She couldn’t fall. Maybe she’'d missed Echo, but Gideon was the one Cadl thought of as most
important to her misson. He was next in line for Dranir, a member of the royd family. He was a powerful
Raintree, and his execution was necessary. Echo would be hers soon enough.

This bomb wouldn't kill Raintree, but it would draw him into the open. She would be waiting.

It was possible that Cagl would dill consider her misson a failure, snce she hadn’t killed Echo
fird, as planned. If her cousn were anyone ese in the world, she would Smply run from him when the
time came. She could change her looks, change her name and take up where she'd left off. Training for
this assgnment had been more pleasurable than she'd imagined. It was a big country, filled with londy
people who would not be missed and saditic little men who never dared to act on ther own but were
wonderfully violent when prodded.

She had become very good a prodding. If Cael didn't kill her for missng Echo, she would
continue with her work after the battle was over. Maybe he would be so pleased by the act she was
about to commit that he would even forgive her.

As long as she ddiveed Gideon Rantrees head to Cad—figurdivey speaking,
unfortunately—all would be well.

When she woke in Gideon's bed done, Hope thought for a moment that it had dl been a dream.
Emma, Dennis, bucket seats and her foolishly uttered | love you. None of it was redl.

But she redlized soon enough that none of it had been a dream. The drapes were open, which
meant Gideon was on the deck or the beach. Since it was morning, there wouldn’t be alight show of any
kind. Pity.

She went to the bathroom, brushed her teeth and pulled on one of Gideon's old T-shirts. It hung
amog to her knees. He' d dready made coffee—a quarter of the pot was gone—so she poured hersdf a
cup and joined him on the deck. A few people were dready on the beach, waking dong the sand and
getting their feet wet in the gentle waves.

Gideon was standing at the railing, looking out to the ocean as if he drew strength from it. Maybe
he did. There was so much she didn't know about the man she had fdlen in love with. Last night in bed
they had laughed and made love, but this morming Gideon was serious again. His face looked as if it
could be set in stone, it was so hard and unforgiving.

She knew the heart benesth that hard exterior. Hard? Sometimes. Unforgiving? Yes, when
forgiveness wasn't appropriate. Nonexistent? Never.

“What'swrong?’ she asked, leaning on therall beside him.
He didn’'t dance around the issue. “1 want you to quit work, and | don’t think you will.”

“You'reright,” she said. “At least, not any time soon. | need alitle time to adjust to dl this. Things
have happened pretty fast.”

“That's an undersatement.”

She leaned her head againgt hisarm and rested there, her eyes on the ocean. “I’'m a cop—just like
you, Gideon. I’'m not giving it up to have babies and knit and make cookies and wait a home while you
do what you do. Cops have kids just like everyone ese. WeE Il make it work.”

“You'll digtract me”
“So learn to ded with it.”
“Why should | learn to dedl with it when | have more than enough money for you to quit?’

“If money had anything to do with it, you wouldn’'t be doing the job, ether. What we do is about
more than a paycheck.”



His lips thinned dightly, and then he said, “I know you think you're like every other cop, but
you're not. You're mine, and | don’t want to lose you.”

“I'mtough,” she said.

“You're fragile”

“l am not,” she argued.

“Precious things are dways fragile”

She didn’'t have an immediate response, snce he'd solen her breath away with that statement.
Precious was not aword she' d thought he could ever speak, and yet he' d used it, however rdluctantly.

He added, as if to turn her mind away from the subject, “In the beginning, 1 dept with you so
you' d request atrandfer.”

“I know,” she said without rancor.

“We ve just upped the ante, Moonbeam. Y ou can’t be my partner anymore, and | don't trust you
with anyone ese”

Hope took a dp of her coffee. “Let’s don't fight, not today.”

His stony expression relaxed just a bit. “I thought you said | was cute when | got mad.”
She laughed. “You are. | dill don’'t want to fight with you today.”

“Why not?”

The truth. Nothing but the truth. “Right now | fed too good, and | don’'t want to spail it.”

He wrapped an am around her. “There are gifts that come with giving birth to a Raintree baby,
gifts that are a part of being Raintree. You'll hed fagter, live longer, be hedthier. You and whatever
children we make will have protection charms, I'll see to that. And ill, if | could, | would lock you up in
aplace where you' d aways be safe. A place where no one could ever hurt you or Emma.”

“Exactly where isthat place, Gideon?’
He didn’'t answer, because there was no answer; there was no such place.

“Beddes” she sad, “I have to hdp you put Frank Stiles avay. Knowing is fing, but we need
evidence”

He seemed perfectly willing to turn the conversation toward business. His business of stopping
mongers. “ There's not any. He burned the house down after he killed Johnny Ray Black. We ve got no
evidence”

“Then we need a confesson or awitness.”
“| haven't been able to obtain gther.”

She amiled & him. “You haven't given me a chance to try yet. I'm very good a geiting
confessons”

He dmogt amiled. “I just bet you are.”

She stared out at the ocean, drinking in the beauty of it as if she, too, could literdly absorb its

power through her skin. How could this place dready fed like home? Not the house, not the beach.
Gideon. Gideon Raintree was home.

It was an oddly comforting and frightening thought, very much like the prospect of motherhood
and dl that would come with it.



Chapter 14

Saturday—Noon

T hey were getting nowhere fast with the info on the vehidle Tabby had been driving four months ago.

Gideon had left Charlie falowing up that informetion, trying to wring something useful from it, and then
he'd headed here.

The mote room where Lily Clark had been killed had been seded off. No one but the crime
scene investigators had been in this room since she'd been murdered. Her spirit stood in the corner of the
room, solid and angry.

Hope inggted that she didn’t have any unnatural powers of any sort, and yet she stood back and
rubbed her aams as if warding off a chill on this warm day. She sensed the anger and sadness here; she
dill felt the violence.

“You said you were going to get her,” Lily said, so furious that her image flickered.

“I’'mworking on it,” Gideon said softly.

Hope stood behind him, just a few feet away, ligening. He had to admit that it was nice not to
have to hide what he could do. It was nice to be able to tak to Lily without tricking his partner into
leaving the room or pretending to be talking to himsdif.

“Tabby wasin thisroom for along time” Hope said gently. “Knowing she killed Lily Clark is one
thing, but we need phydca evidence. There has to be something. She mudt’ve left some kind of due
behind.”

“She's careful,” Gideon said as he paced a the end of the bed.

“She left a har a the Sherry Bishop scene. She left a witness at the Marcia Corddl ste, and
that's downright doppy. There must be something here as wel.” Hope waked deeper into the room. “All
the crime scene techs found were a few fibers that could have been here for days. Weeks, even. This

't exactly the cleanest motd in town. Tabby mugt have touched a surface she forgot to wipe down or
left something behind or... ”

“She took a shower after | was dead,” Lily said gently, her anger fading. “ She had to, because my
blood was dl over her. On her face and in her hair and on her clothes... | think she liked it... .”

“What did she do with her bloody clothes?” Gideon asked.
“I don't know.”

Gideon nodded to Hope. “My cdl phone is dl but usdess to me today.” Tomorrow was the
summer solstice, and his dectrica surges were coming more frequently than usud. “Cdl Charlie and have
him get the crime scene techs in here to check the shower drain. Today,” he added forcefully.

Hope pulled out her own cdl phone and made the call, and Gideon walked closer to Lily Clark’s
much-too-solid image. “Y ou can find those clothes for us” he said. “Your blood, a part of you, is there,
and if you concentrate, you can find them. | can’t guarantee that the clothes will lead us to the woman
who killed you, but it's a possbility.”

“l don’t know how to do that,” the ghost whispered.

“You can see so much more now, if you try. Think about that night. Remember what happened
after. You watched Tabby walk out that door.”

“Yes,” Lily whispered. “I screamed at her, but she didn't hear me. | tried to stop her, but |



couldn’'t do anything.”
“Did she have the clothes with her? Were they wadded up or suffed in a bag or—’

“She was wearing my favorite dress” Clark whined. She seemed to view that as just another
indignity. “Whet nerve.”

“What about the clothes she was wearing when she killed you? Did she have them with her when
she left?”

Lily cocked her head and turned her mind back to that night, even though she undoubtedly wanted
nothing more than to forget. Maybe when this was done and she moved on she would forget. No one
should carry such panful memories with them for eternity. “No,” she said thoughtfully. “All she was
carying was her purse. The knife was in it, freshly washed and wrapped in one of my nightgowns, and
there wasn't room in that purse for her clothes, too. She loved that knife” the spirit added. “She touched
it likeit was dive”

Gideon turned to Hope, who had just ended her phone cdl. “The clothes are here somewhere.”
“The room was searched,” she said.

Gideon waked into the bathroom. “Lily, did Tabby ever carry those bloody clothes out of this
bathroom? After she had that shower, did she bring the clothes back out?’

The ghost shook her head, and Gideon glanced up at the tilesin the calling.

It would take a few days to get solid evidence from the clothes and the towd Gideon had found
hidden above the caling tiles, but it was a step. They didn't expect Tabby would have her name and
address gtitched into the clothes she'd worn, but a least they had something concrete, and there was
bound to be recoverable DNA. All they needed was Tabby in custody so a match could be made.

They'd hit a dead end with the vehicle, which was dl they’d gotten out of Dennis Foyd—who
was locked up in a Hae County jail, dill terrified that Tabby would find him, somehow. No blue Taurus
in North Carolina was registered to anyone named Tabby or Tabitha, and none of the Catherines were a
match. They would now begin searching dl femdes, but damn, it was along lid.

Hope didn’t think they had that kind of time before Tabby struck again.
Gideon pulled the Mustang to the curb in front of The Siver Chdice, and Hope leaned over to

kiss him briefly. “Be here by seven, if you can,” she said, and then she amiled. “Sunny is a better cook
than | am, so you're going to have to learn to grab a good med when you get the chance.”

“Are we going to tel them the news over peach cobbler?” Gideon asked.

“Not yet.” Hope was't sure how to tdl her mother and her sster that she was going to marry this
men she'd met on Monday. And as for Emma, there was no logicd explanaion. Not that her mother had
ever required logic for anything.

Gideon nodded, vighly relieved. Maybe he wasn't ready for explanations, ether. “I'll be back by
seven.” He was going to the gation to hep Charlie with the vehide search, unable to give up just yet.
Unable to rest. She supposed that was something she would have to learn to live with.

“Sure you don’'t want me to tag dong?’
“It's Saturday, and you need some time to vist with your sster before she heads for home.”

“Yeah, partners or nat, it's not like we're joined at the hip or anything.” So why did she hate the
very idea of watching him drive away? Tabby had been quiet for a couple of days. It was possible, even
probable, that she' d left town after she'd stabbed Gideon. If she had a brain in her head, she'd run that
vay night. Gideon had seen her, and so had Hope. Hope was't so sure Tabby’s brain worked in any
logica manner; however, anything was possible.



Evenif Tabby was dill around, Raintree could take care of himsdf. So could she. They both hed
protection charms, weapons and better-than-average indincts. Her eyes flitted to the building across the
Sreet.

“They’re dill there,” Gideon said.

“For how long?’

“Until we catch Tabby or have proof that she's out of the picture.”
“I'd rather catch her.”

“Me, to0.”

He kissed her again, and she exited the Mustang. The Silver Chalice was busy, as it often was on
a Saturday afternoon. Tourigs and regulars perused the items for sde, and there was a class of some
kind going on in a back room. Meditation, vibrationd heding... things Hope had aways dismissed as
nonsense.

She was able to look at the people in her mother’s shop with new eyes today. Maybe they knew
something she didn’t. Maybe they saw or heard or touched things that had dways been invisble to her,
the way Gideon did.

An upside-down world wasn't as unsettling as she'd imagined it might be. In fact, she was finding
it more comforting than she’ d thought possible.

Tabby dung the big purse off her shoulder and set it down behind a display of copper bels,
patidly hidden behind a book rack. This corner of the store was crowded with merchandise and was
aso unoccupied at the moment.

Normdly she wouldn’'t spend a second longer than was necessary in this place. The people here
sought positive energy and were, for the most part, peaceful and calm. There was no power for Tabby in
being in their company. She took no joy inthis place, and in fact, it made her alittle antsy. Still, she could
herdly run into the shop, drop off the bomb and run out again, so she pretended to be interested in the
merchandise.

She glanced up when the door opened with the jingling of a bdl and smiled when she saw
Raintree' s woman wak in. Well, this would be a nice bonus.

Even though the cop had chased her down the riverfront, Tabby didn't fear being spotted here
today. She was wearing a short dark wig and a baggy dress that disguised her shape. She stooped to
dminish her height. There would be nothing familiar about her even if the cop noticed her. In any case,
the woman wasn't even suspicious. At the moment the detective was happy to the point of distraction.

Tabby fdt that happiness the same way she was able to fed fear and horror, but she took no
pleasure or drength from it. She did, however, take pleasure in knowing that happiness would be
short-lived.

She walked away, leaving her oversized purse behind.

It was tough to help when getting too near the computer wasn't wise, but Gideon tried. He looked
a the vehicular records Charlie had printed out, and he scanned driver’s license photos until the faces dl
darted to blur. Maybe Tabby’s name wasn't Tabby after dl. Maybe the car had been solen from
another state and the tags switched, and had been recovered or burned by now. Whatever the reason, he
was getting nowhere.

He sent Charlie home with thanks and the promise of a get-together at the beach house, and sat
down with the files of the unsolved murders that might or might not be Tabby’s work. Some cases came



together quickly. Murderers weren't usudly the brightest colors in the box, and they left massve amounts
of evidence behind. Tabby, if that was indeed her name, didn't. She wiped down doorknobs, she
cleaned up after hersdlf. Dennis Hoyd and the bloody clothes from the hotd and a couple of hars were
dl they had. And none of those would do any good unless—until—they caught her. When they did catch
her, dl that evidence would be enough to put her avay forever.

His cdl phone rang, and since there was no one ese around to answer for him, he did it himsaf.
Thecdler ID lised a Charlotte number, which meant it was likdy Echo. She probably wanted to know if
it was safe for her to come home. She was going to have afit when he told her no.

There was so much gatic on the line that he could bardly hear her. She was frantic, that much was
clear, and he heard one word clearly. Dream. He told her to cal him again on the land line in his office.
Obvioudy she'd had a prophetic dream that darmed her. He'd camed her down a hundred times, after
digurbing prophesies.

He couldn’'t hep but fed sorry for her. At least he could do something with his abilities. There
were many times when it seemed as if it would never be enough, but he did make a difference. Echo
couldn’t, not without advertisng what she could do to the public. The Raintree never advertised their
abilities. Besides, how did you stop a disaster when the warning dways came so close to the event?
Minutes, sometimes. No more than an hour in most cases. Maybe, if she worked a honing her ills, the
warnings would come with more lead time, but Echo was determined not to hone her skills

If Emma’s talents took such a sad turn, would he want her to practice so that every dream was
filled with horror?

The phone on his desk rang, and he answered, “Raintree”

“l took a ngp,” Echo said without preamble. “I judt... fdl adeep on the couch, you know, and |
had this dream. | don’t understand this one, Gideon. It's not like the others.”

“Tel me about it,” he said, remaining calm.

“There was an exploson. | couldn't see where it was, but there were people,” she said in a low,
sheking voice. “Lots of people. They didn't know it was coming. One minute they were happy and
laughing, and then... There was so much blood, and there was fire, and people were screaming... .”

The odds were that it was dready too late to help anyone, but he had to try. “Cam yoursdf and
think back. There had to be a hint in the dream as to where this exploson took place. Just take a deep
breath and go there, Echo. You can do it.” Whether she wanted to or not, she could do it.

He heard her take that deep breath. “It doesn't make sense” she said, only dightly calmer. “It
waan't just people, Gideon. | mean, there were lots of people, and they were cut and burned. But the sun
exploded, a big bright rainbow faded into nothing and disappeared, and the moon broke agpart into a
milliontiny pieces... .”

“l know what that meand” Gideon dammed down the phone, lifted it again and dided The Siver
Chdlice. Normaly he would cdl on the run, but his damned cdl phone wouldn't do for this call. Not
today. He couldn’'t take the chance tha he would get cut off, or that Hope wouldn't be able to
understand. Rainbow answered, and his heart dmog returned to a normd rhythm. He wasn't too late.
“Thisis Gideon. | need to talk to Hope.”

“Hope's around here somewhere,” Rainbow Mdory said casudly. “I just saw her looking a some
new...”

“Thisis an emergency,” Gideon interrupted. “1 want you to get everyone out of the shop.”
13 BlJt—”
“Now.”



He hated to do this, but he had no choice. “Ther€é's a bomb in your store” Then he dammed
down the phone and ran out of the office. He had other phone cdls to make, but he would have to make
do with the cdll, interference or not.

From her seat by the window at the café across the street from The Silver Chdice, Tabby
muttered a curse word as people began to stream out of the shop. Even from here, she could tdl they
were afrad and confused. She saw and fdt it. Someone had found the bomb.

That didn’'t mean it wouldn't go off, or that she wouldn't ill have Gideon Raintree right where she
wanted him, but it would have been nice to have a few fireworks to enjoy before things got under way.
Panic was dways o lovdly to enjoy, and the terror of hearing bomb as opposed to the terror that came
from actudly experiencing it were very different sensations.

She sudied the people who streamed from the shop, waiting for the femde cop to show. The
stream of people turned into atrickle, and the woman wasn't among them. Tabby heard Srensin the near
distance. Gideon Raintree was no doubt right behind the responding emergency vehicles He might even
get here before them.

Tabby took more than enough cash to pay for her coffee from the deep pocket of her oversized
dress and placed it on the table. Then, with the tabletop shidding her hands from view, she removed the
knife from the leather scabbard at her thigh and dipped it into her pocket, where it would be handy. Not
that she was likdly to need it. Much as she loved to work with her blade, she had a much more efficient
weapon stashed in the back stairwell of the building across the street.

Ready for Raintree once again, determined to complete her task here and now, Tabby stood and
headed outside.

The woman who owned The Siver Chdice stood on her tiptoes and searched the crowd, no
doubt looking for her daughter. Tabby smiled. Maybe she would get that bonus after dl.

Hope had intended just to change clothes, but her bed had looked so good that she'd fdlen into it
for aquick nap. After dl, she hadn’t exactly had lots of deep this week. She fdl adeep easlly, shug in her
familiar bed, warmed to her bonesin away she hadn’t been warmed in a very long time.

She dreamed of Gideon and the beach, and of a dark-haired little gil who had aredly greet laugh.
They were pleasant dreams, untouched by the stress of her job or any uncertainty about the future. There
were no mongers here, not of the human variety, not of any veriety.

Precious. Gideon thought she was precious. Whether he said so or not, that was love.

A door dammed, interrupting her pleasant dream of sand and laughter, and she heard Gideon
cdling her name. His voice was unnecessarily sharp, and it took her a moment to redize that what she
heard wasn't a part of her dream.

Hope opened her eyes as he rushed into the room. “Is it seven dready?’ she asked as she sat up
and dretched her ams over her head.

“| think there's a bomb downgtairs,” he said crisaly. “Let’'s go.” He didn't wait for her to respond
but haf lifted and hdf dragged her from the bed.

“l need my shoes,” she protested, gill muddled from seep.
“No time” he responded, leading her toward the door that opened onto the stairway to the shop.

She was half-adeep, dill fuzzy-brained and confused, and she wanted to collect her shoes and her
purse and maybe an answer or two. “What do you mean, you think there's a bomb?" That didn't make
any sense a dl. There e@ther was a bomb or there was't.



“Echo had adream.” Gideon's jaw clenched, and a musdle twitched there,
“l wondered how you found out about the bomb so fast.”

They both spun to face the woman who stood by the kitchen door. She hdd a semiautomatic
pigal in one hand, and with the other she removed a dark wig and shook out the long blond strands of
her hair. Tabby was armed differently today, and she didn’t look at dl indined to run.

Gideon had one hand on the doorknob to the gtairwdl, the other gripping Hope's am. He
smooathly placed his body in front of hers.

“Gideon Raintreg,” Tabby said with a crooked amile “This ign't exactly what I'd planned, but |
can't say I’'m disgppointed. When | saw the bomb squad arrive | was disappointed, because I'd hoped
to have alittle time with your girlfriend before you showed up. Stll, | suppose thiswill do.”

Gideon dropped Hope's am and pushed her asde as he smoothly drew his weapon. Her own
wegpon was in the other room, resting on the bedside table. She’' d never thought she might need it here,
and in an ingant she understood the violation Sherry Bishop and Marcia Corddl and dl the other victims
hed felt when Tabby had entered their homes.

Tabby’sam never wavered. Her amile bardy faded as she glanced a Gideon’s weapon. “ Shoot
me and you'll never find out where the second bomb is, or when it’s scheduled to go boom.”



Chapter 15

“W hat do you want?’ Gideon tried to ease Hope toward the door, doing his best to place himsdf
between the two women.

“Hrg thing, | want you and your girlfriend away from that door.”

“She'smy partner, not my girlfriend,” Gideon said, knowing a close connection to him was a very
bad idea at this particular moment.

“Liar,” Tabby sad. “I can fed the connection ralling off both of you like the tide outsde your
window.”

Apparently the blonde had seen him and Hope together. She knew where he lived, too, which
was more than alittle disturbing. “You don’t need her,” Gideon said as he took a step toward Tabby.

“You don't know what | need, Raintree,” Tabby snapped. “If your gifl tries to leave before | say
she can go, not only will | shoot her, I'll make sure you don't know where the second bomb is until it's
too late”

He took another step toward the woman with the gun. “I’ll ask you one more time. What do you
want?’

“l want both of you dead by the end of the day, and | want Echo. Where the hdl is she?’

“You want Echo?’ Gideon said camly. “Is that dl? Give me the location of the second bomb and
well tak.”

Tabby held the gun as if she were comfortable with it, as if she'd been in this very position many
times before. “You'd give up your cousn so essly?’

He needed her to bdieve that he would trade his cousin's life in order to save many others, so he
remained cdm as he answered, “Y es. For the bomb and Hope, you can have her.”

“You're cold,” Tabby sad. “Sengble and predictably noble, but cold. Stop right there, and very
carefully put that gun on the floor.”

Lily Clark took shape beside Tabby and swiped vanly at the woman who had killed her. “There' s
not another bomb. Don't ligen to her, Gideon! She' strying to trick you. She tricked me, and she tricked
other people, too. | know that now. Don't let her trick you.”

Did Lily know something he didn’t, or was it a guess? Maybe there wasn't another bomb, but he
couldn’t be sure.

“None of thiswill make any difference if we don’t hurry up,” Gideon said as he dipped down to
place his pistal on the floor. “How long before the bomb downgtairs goes off?” He wanted to know how
much time he had to get Hope out of here, if the bomb squad didn’t get the device neutrdized. They
were in the building working on the bomb at this very moment; he heard mae voices and the hum of
motorized equipment downdairs.

“We have afew minutes” Tabby said, flipping her hair in a caricature of girlishness “Long enough
for usto finish our business. Much as | would love to spend a little time with you and your girl, | need to
hurry. | have a party to go to tonight, and | want to make mysdf extra specid pretty.”

Gideon knew there was arardly used back stairway that was kept locked, except when Rainbow
took the trash to the Dumpster in the aleyway. Obvioudy Tabby had entered the building that way. She
could have shot them both in the back when she'd come out of the kitchen. They wouldn’'t have known



she was there uniil it was too late. Why hadn't she? Why was she so intent on dragging out the
confrontation”?

And where the hdl was the team he'd hired to keep an eye on this place? Dammit, someone
should know Tabby was here. They should have been watching dl the entrances to the building, locked
or not.

The fact remained: if Tabby smply wanted him dead, he would aready be dead.

“Let’sfinish our business, then.” He could take Tabby down with one mation; he just needed her
to move the weapon asde so Hope wouldn't take a bullet if the automatic weapon the blonde was
holding went off when she went down.

The psycho reached into the roomy pocket of her dress and drew out the knife she'd used to kill
Sherry Bishop and Lily Clark and so many others. So that was the way of it. She wanted him dead, but
not quickly and not from a distance. He could use that to get himsdf closer, to make sure Hope wasn't
harmed in any way.

“Tdl me why,” Gideon said as he took a step forward. Since he was unarmed and she had two
weapons, Tabby didn’t fed threatened, and she didn’t tdl him to step back or stop moving forward.

“Who cares why?’ Lily Clark sad franticdly, jumping up and down. “Just kill her! Don't let her
Oet away with this”

Gideon turned his gaze to the ghogt. Lily was strong. She had the power to affect this redlity if she
tried hard enough. If she wanted it badly enough. “1 need you to move that wespon aside.”

“I'm not moving anything,” Tabby said, not yet redizing that Gideon wasn't speaking to her. Lily
didn't redizeit yet, ether.

“I need you to shift the barrdl of that gun away from me and Hope.”
Clark’s eyes went wide, and her figure shimmered. “Me?’
“Yes, you.”

Tabby findly put two and two together. “Y ou're not talking to me, are you? Wdl, good luck. I've
killed alot of people. I've even fdt like maybe their ghosts were watching me. But none of them ever lad
ahand on me. You know why? They can’'t. They're dead. All that’ s left when I’'m done is a pitiful spit of
energy that can't do anything but moan and cry to you. They're pathetic.”

Lily's migy hand reached for Tabby’s gun and wafted through it without cregting so much as a
wobble.

“I don't fed anyone trying to move my gun,” Tabby said, brandishing the wegpon dmost wildly.
“See?I’'min control here. No ghost isgoing to touch me or my wegpon.” She quit jiggling the pistol and
took am at Hope. “I want to fed you diein my hands, Raintree. | don't care about her. She can die right
here and now.”

Gideon threw himsdf between Hope and the gun just as Lily findly made contact. The ghost's
midy hand grabbed the barrel and shoved upward. A surprised Tabby lost control of the weapon. It
svung wildly up and then to the side, and a bullet dammed harmlesdy and loudly into the caling before
Lily managed to knock the weapon from Tabby’ s hand.

The pigtal hit the floor and skittered away, coming to rest hdf beneath the sofa. Hope ran toward
the weapon to retrieve it, while Gideon lifted his hand and directed a bolt of eectricity at Tabby before
she could reach for the pistol she'd lost. He could fry her heart from this distance, but he didn't want her
dead. Not yet.

Weas there a second bomb or not? He had to know. The bolt he let loose knocked Tabby
backward and to the floor, where she landed hard. But she didn't lose her grip on the knife.



“Whet the hdl was that?’ she asked bregthlessy as she looked up a Gideon. “They didn't tdl me
you could do that.”

“Who's they, Tabby?’" If she wasn't working adone, then this wasn't over by along shot.
“Wouldn't you like to know?’

Gideon dragged the blonde to her feet and wrested the knife out of her hand, tossing it away. She
tried to fight but was weakened by the dectricity he'd cdled upon to stop her. Hope held on to Tabby's
wegpon and fetched her own pistol. She stood more beside than behind him, her own pigtol pointed
unwaveringly a Tabby.

“Wher€ s the other bomb?’ he asked.

Tabby just amiled, and he gave her agmdl jolt to remind her of what he could do. “I can stop your
heart with one jolt,” he said quietly. “1 can pop you with more dectricity than your brain can handle.
Don't think | won't.”

“Go ahead. | have worse walting for me if | walk out of here and leave you dive. Besdes, we're
going up in abig boom any minute now. Tick-tock. Tick-tock.” She grinned a him. “Afrad?’ She closed
her eyes and took along, deep breeath, inhding deeply and holding it.

“Hope, check on the bomb squad,” Gideon said without turning to look at her. “If they don’'t have
the device neutrdized, get out of the building.”

She edged to the door. “I'll get a status report, but I'm not waking out of here without you.”

“Don't be supid.”

Hope left the room without responding, leaving Gideon done with Tabby. “How touching,” she
whispered, opening her eyes once again. “What are you planning to do, Raintree? Get married and make

litle freaks? Settle down and pretend you're just any old cop? Good luck. Even if... wdl, let’s just say
it's never gonna happen, and we both know it.”

He ignored her atempt to distract him. “Wherée s the other bomb?’

“Wouldn't you like to know?’

“It'sin your best interest to cooperate, Tabby. Is that your red name?’ he asked amogt casudly.
“Tabby?

The woman didn’'t answer. She worked her mouth oddly, and before Gideon redized what she

was up to, she bit into something she' d had hidden in her mouth. Instantly her body bucked and her eyes
rolled back in her head. A few seconds later, she went dack.

Gideon muttered every foul word he knew as he dragged Tabby from the room. Hope met him on
the sairs. “The bomb was a smple mechanism, and it's aready been disabled. What happened?’

“Tabby had some kind of poison hidden in her mouth, and when she redlized she was't going to
get away, she bit into it. Dammit!” Conddering the dmogt pardyzing dust she'd thrown into his face, he
should have seen this coming. He needed to know about the other bomb. He dso wanted to know what
she' d meant when she talked about “them.” Were there others out there who knew what he could do?
For dl he knew, there was someone around the corner waiting to take her place.

“Is she dead?’

“Not yet.” If she was dead, her spirit would be here, hounding him ill.
“Did she tdl you where the second bomb was?’

“No. | don't know when or where, or even if the bomb isred.”

An ambulance was dready on the scene, and the paramedics rushed forward as the three of them
hurried from the building. Gideon didn’'t know what Tabby had taken, so he couldn’t be much help. He



did warn the EMTs to keep her restrained, in case she did come to. Anyonein her path was likdy to end
up dead if she woke up.

Gideon spotted one of the private security guards he'd hired to watch The Slver Chalice and the
gpartment above. He made hisway roughly through the crowd of cops and onlookers, and grabbed the
men by the collar, damming him againgt the wdl. “Where the hdl were you?’

Thekid didn’t put up afight. “While everyone was rushing out of the store, a woman's purse got
snatched. She screamed, and people were running and talking about a bomb. It was a mess, and | was
distracted. I'm sorry.”

“Where s the other guard?” Gideon asked. “I spedificdly asked for two people to be on duty at
dl times”

The kid—and he redlly was just a kid—paled. “ Joe went to the hospitd in the fird ambulance. He
was checking the perimeter of the building, and a woman out back stabbed him in the gut. He was
hurting, but he was able to tdl the officers what happened before the ambulance left. The paramedics
sad hell bedl right.”

Gideon released the boy and shook off his anger, running agitated fingers through his hair and
tuning away. Hope was taking to her mother, maybe meking explanaions or offering daughterly,
cdming words. When ther eyes met, she placed a hand on her mother’s arm, patted it gently and then
walked away, heading for Gideon.

He wrapped hisarms around her and held on as they met, not caring who was watching or what
they thought.
“I love you,” he whispered.

“Loveyou, too,” she said comfortably, asif she'd dready accepted everything. Their love, Emma,
who and what he was, who and what she would become. Amazing, for a woman who just a few days
ago had admitted without reservation that she didn’t bdieve in anything she couldn’t see or touch.

“Let’'s go home” she said as she smoothed a wayward strand of hair from his cheek. “We can
leave word for the hospitd to cdl usif Tabby wakes up. Or if she does’t. | just want to go home.”

There was such longing in her voice as she said the word. Home. His house. Thair house. “Yeah. |
just have one thing to do firs.”

He released Hope and turned to face what was left of Lily Clark’s ghost. She was fading at last.
“Thanks”

The spirit amiled a him, dmogt shyly. “I did help, didn't I’
“I couldn’t have done it without you.”

The judtice she'd demanded had been done, but Lily wasn't quite ready to go. Her amile faded.
“If she dies, will she be there? Where I'm going? Will | have to face her dl over agan?’

Gideon didn’'t have to ask who she was. “No. Tabby’s going to another place.” He didn’'t know
where or how, and didn’t want to, but he knew for sure that Lily wouldn't be seeing her killer again.

Lily glanced up as she began to fade away. “They're so proud of you,” she sad, her voice
growing distant.

“Who?’

“Your mom and dad. They're so... ” Lily Clark didn't fade. She smply disappeared with a amdl
and digtinct pop that only Gideon heard.

How odd, that this house was home. Not her mother’s apartment, not the house she'd grown up



in, not her Raleigh gpartment where she'd lived for years. Here.

The hospitd had cdled not five minutes after they’ d walked into the house. Tabby was dead. They
knew from the remains of the capsule in her mouth and the way she'd died that it was a poison of some
kind that had killed her, but they hadn’t yet identified the toxin. It could be days before they knew exactly
what it was.

Hope planned to cdl the lab on Monday morning and harass them about the dust Tabby had
thrown into Gideon’s face. Maybe the two drugs were related somehow.

Gideon was digtracted. He'd undressed her dowly and made love to her without saying a word.
Tonight he didn’t cheat. He didn’t arouse her with caresses colored with lightning or make her come with
atouch of his hand. He just pushed insde her body and stroked until she dimaxed hard, and then he
found his own release in her. He did ill glow in the dark allittle, though, her own persona flashlight.

Eventudly the warm glow faded, and he pulled her body againgt his and held on tight. If not for his
breething and the way one hand occasiondly caressed her, she would have thought he had fdlen adeep.
But he hadn’t. He was nowhere near deep. She fdt it; she knew it because she knew him.

“You can tdl me anything, Gideon,” she whispered. “What are you thinking about right now?’
At firg she thought he was going to ignore her, and then he answered, “1 never saw my parents.”
“What do you... 7’

“After they died. | never saw their ghosts. Everywhere | turned, there were spirits, but not theirs.
Never theirs. | was so mad at them for not coming back. For awhile | was mad at everybody.”

She stroked his face with her fingertips.

“| started to get into trouble not long after they were murdered.” He lifted his hands, studying them
asif they weren't his at dl but those of a stranger, hands he didn’t know or understand. “Think about it.
No security system or lock isgoing to stop me from getting to what | want. No jal is going to hold me.
With enough lightning | can pop any lock. | would make afine thief, and for awhile | was so furious with
the world that | dmogt went there.”

He might not know that such athing never would have happened, but she did. Gideon was one of
the good guys. Heart and soul. “What stopped you?’

“My brother. My sister. Knowing that maybe, just maybe, even though | couldn’'t see my parents,
they could ill see me”

“Y ou made that choice along time ago, Gideon. Why are you thinking about it now?’

“Something Lily Clark said before she moved on, about my parents being proud of me, asif... asif
she' d spoken to them. Maybe she did. And you. You have me thinking about things | haven't faced yet.
Emma... | don't even know where to sart there”

Hope led his hand to her bare ssomach, where it rested comfortably. “Y ou're going to teach our
daughter everything your parents taught you. Whatever she can do, whatever her gifts you will aways
know the right way to teach her.” She grinned. “And I’'m going to teach her how to shoot a gun, dong
with a vast repertoire of self-defense maneuvers”

Gideon kissed her. In the deep sllence, music drifted into the room. Honey and the brunette bimbo
next door were having a party tonight, and they had their stereo cranked up high. They could hear bursts
of laughter, too, as the party got more earnestly under way.

Gideon pulled his mouth from hers and sat up quickly. “Party. Tabby said she was going to a party
tonight. You don’t think... ”

“It's Saturday night, Gideon. There are lots of parties going on.” So far they hadn’'t had word of
another explosion. Maybe there wasn't another bomb and Tabby had been biuffing.



Gideon did from the bed and reached for his clothes. “I'm going to walk over there and look
around, just in case. She mentioned the surf outside my window, so | have to bdieve she knew dl dong
where | live If Tabby did plant a bomb there earlier in the day, it would probably be under the house”

“I'll come with you.”

“No.” He leaned over and kissed her. “You stay here. I'll be right back.” He exited by way of the
bedroom door, stepping onto the deck and into the moonlight.

Hope fdl back againg the pillows and closed her eyes, but there was no way she could possibly
deep. After afew minutes she Ieft the bed and pulled on one of Gideon's T-shirts, then stepped out onto
the deck hersdf. Leaning againg the rail, she looked across the way to the crowded deck next door,
which was well lit by the fading sun and the colorful lanterns the women had srung across the deck. It
was very festive, and very foreign. Hope had never been a party girl. She'd dways been too serious, too
concerned about what was right and proper.

Y oung and beautiful members of both sexes, most of themin bathing suits even though they didn’t
look to be going anywhere near the water, drank beer and danced and laughed on the crowded deck.
Hope couldn’t see Gideon from here, but then, she could only see a smdl portion of the house from this
vantage point. She couldn’t see the front of the house, or the entrance to the area under it where Gideon
would check for a bomb—just in case Tabby hadn't been bluffing.

Honey had one arm wrapped around a too-thin young man with longish blond hair and a killer tan.
The brunette bimbo was smilarly engaged. She and her young man were dancing. They were tanned and
dressed in bright colors, and they’ d probably spent hours on their ssemingly casud hairstyles.

Thelife those women led was entirdly dien to Hope. Had she ever been so young? Had she ever
amiled that way, without a thought beyond which CD to play next? No. Never. Most of the people on
the deck were the same way. They amiled as if they didn’'t have a care in the world. They danced and
touched and kissed and laughed.

She' d never had that before, but in an unexpected way she had it now. Maybe her party was just
aparty of two—or perhaps three—but Gideon Raintree made her laugh. There were moments when he
mede her fed absolutely giddy. He made her truly happy, for the firg timein her adult life

Hope studied the partygoers as she waited for Gideon to return. One blond woman, wearing a
short, colorful dress well-suited for the beach, stood done by the ral, much as Hope did, and turned
toward Gideon's house as if she knew she was being watched. Seeing Hope, the woman lifted her hand
and waved, fluttering her fingers. Hope's heart stuttered, and her knees went weak.

Tabby.



Chapter 16

| f abomb had been planted at Honey’s housg, it was likdy ether under the house—perhaps under the
deck—or in the garage. Gideon waked around the house, checked out the garage, then opened the
hetch that led under the house through a hdf door. It didn’t take fifteen minutes to discern that there was
nothing out of the ordinary here. Maybe Lily Clark had been right and Tabby's tak of a second bomb
hed been nothing but a bluff.

Gideon didn’'t head straight for home but walked toward the ocean. Sunset and the brief period of
hdlf light that followed was a beautiful time of day, peaceful and powerful. If not for the thirty or so
people crowded onto Honey's deck, he would reenergize himsdf here and now. He would reach for the
power that was uniquely his and drink it in. Even though many of the partygoers were dready drunk, it
was a chance he couldn’t take. Someone might see, and that was risky.

Maybe one day he would buy himsdf an idand and build a house for his family, a house so
isolated that he could recharge whenever he fdt like it, and no monsters would dare to come near him or
Hope or Emma. In many ways it was a comforting idea, but could he do that? Could he literdly hide
away?

No, he couldn’t, and nether could Hope. Somehow they were going to have to make it work in
the red world, with bad guys and heartbreak and uncertainty.

He turned toward home, and Honey—dressed in a bikini top and a scaf worn like a
skirt—waved a him. “Come on over!” she cdled.

Gideon shook his head. “I can't. Sorry.”

She gave him an exaggerated pout, and someone e se on the crowded deck began to wave a him.
Another blonde. Tabby’s ghost.

Crap, she looked solid and redl. Did that mean she would stick around for a while? Did that mean
she was going to be everywhere he turned? He' d been sending sad spirits on for years, but he'd never
gotten himsdf stuck with a malevolent ghost.

The ghost stopped waving, turned and waked toward the stairs. She actudly wove around the
party guests, asif she was afraid she would bump into them. Did Tabby think she was 4ill dive? Gideon
stopped, hisfeet digging into the sand, and waited for her. Somehow he was going to have to get rid of
her once and for dl, but he had no idea how to send on a dark spirit who didn’t want to leave.

Tabby waked toward him, amiling that sick, confident amile of hers. If Lily Clark had been able to
affect this world, what could a spirit as dark as Tabby's do? He knew how to handle sad spirits and
monstrous bad guys, but this was a new Stuation, one he didn’t know how to handle.

As she moved closer, Gideon got a sick feding in his ssomach. Tabby looked too red, too solid.
Her feet left impressonsin the sand.

Thiswas no ghost.

She pulled a smdl revolver from her pocket. The knife she preferred was locked away in
evidence, but she seemed familiar enough with the gun. “ Surprised to see me?’

“Yeah. | heard you were dead.”

“Not redly. | just appeared to be for awhile. Imagine the coroner’s surprise when he goes to the
morgue to perform an autopsy and finds the body missng.”



“Wheré s the bomb?
Tabby nodded toward the deck. “Right up there with the dancers. Waiting.”

He didn't think she was bluffing. She took too much pleasure from the pain of others not to take
advantage of the opportunity. “Waiting for how long?’

“Not long”

Gideon had Ieft his weapon stting on the dresser, so he was badcdly a stting duck. He didn't
wear his weapon when he walked on the beach, or when he sat on the deck at the end of the day and
ligened to the waves, or when he met the night ssorms and traded energy. He didn't want to get to the
point where he was dways on guard, dways waiting for someone like Tabby to come dong.

“You could shock me again, | guess” she said. “But how will you explain that to the people who
are watching? And they are waiching, Raintree. They're curious and bored, and that one blonde, she
redly wants you to jump her bones. Shell sttle for any other man who comes dong, for the time being,
but she redly wants you. She's sad that your new partner has been hanging around so much. Sad and
jedlous, spiteful and envious.”

“Wha do you want?’

Tabby cocked her head. “I want the same thing your neighbor wants, but in a very different way.”
She lifted her weapon and fired. Gideon saw the move coming and jumped to the side. A bullet creased
his shoulder before he landed hard and rolled through the sand. His shoulder sung, but he was able to
rise to hisfeet and run. He didn’t run away from Tabby but toward her. She amed the gun again.

He had to get close enough to shock and incapacitate her without creeting a light show that would
have everyone on the beach and on Honey's deck pointing a him. It was risky not to immediady take
his shot, but he had to believe that his protection charm would give him an edge, as it dways did. A few
feet closer and he would be able to stop her without reveding his dbility to those who were watching.
Another step or two...

“Gideon!”

He and Tabby both turned sharply toward the sound. Hope was bounding from the boardwalk
onto the sand, her long legs bare beneath one of his T-shirts. The gun was steady in her hand. “Drop it!”
ghe ordered.

Tabby spun, took am and fired in anger. Not a Gideon this time, but at Hope. Hope didn't fdll;
shefired back. Twice. It was Tabby who dropped onto the sand, one shot to the forehead, the other to
the dead center of her chest. Gideon rushed forward and moved the revolver Tabby had dropped when
shefdl, tossing it away from the body as Hope reached them.

“Come back from that, bitch,” Hope said softly. Then she looked at Gideon and said, with less
venom, “You're bleeding.”

Gideon turned and ran. “The bomb’s on Honey’ s deck.”
Hope was right behind him. “I’ll cdl the bomb squad.”
“No time”

Gideon ran up the deck dairs that led to the party. The musc was ill playing loudly, but there
was no more laughter or dancing. The guests were somber; none of them had ever seen anyone shot
before.

“| cdled the cops,” one young guy said.

“Good,” Gideon replied. He found Honey in the crowd. “That woman, did she leave anything up
here?’



“Like what? She said she was a friend of yours, and that you'd come over later. What was she—"
“Did she leave anything here?” Gideon repeated more tersdly.

Honey glanced around the deck. “She was carrying a big purse. | guess she might've left... ” She
rased her hand and pointed. “That's it, over there by the beer.”

Gideon rushed past the subdued partygoers, grabbed the purse and ran from the deck.
“Hey!” Honey shouted. “Y ou're bleeding!”

Gideon ran toward the water, the heavy purse dangling from one hand. Hope was dill standing
near Tabby’s body, watching, her eyes dternately on him and on the bag. “Get back to the housa!” he
shouted.

“No way, Raintree.”
He looked her dead in the eye as he passed her a arun. “For Emma, not for me”

Hope rductantly did as he asked, hurrying away from the shore as he ran into the water. While the
aurf crashed around his caves he gave the purse a mighty heave. It flew through the air, tumbling and
sling. He prayed the bomb was no more powerful or complicated than the one Tabby had planted a
The Siver Chdlice. If that was the case, then he was far enough away. Hope and the people a Honey's
were more then far enough away. If not...

He couldn’t dlow alive bomb to float out into the ocean or perhaps wash up somewhere dse into
innocent hands. With his body shidding what he had to do as much as possble, Gideon let loose a
dream of dectricity as the bomb landed in the water. It exploded when the spark hit the bag. The force
of the blast knocked Gideon back, out of the water and into the wet sand. In an indant it was over, and
dl that was |eft were bits and pieces of debris floaing on the waves.

Less than aminute later, Hope was there. She didn't help him to his feet but instead dropped to St
beside him in the sand.

“You're agood shot,” he said as he placed hisarm around her.
“Don’'t sound surprised.”
“Thet'srdlief, not surprise”

Hope rested her head on his uninjured shoulder. In the distance, Srens approached. “For a
second tonight, just a second, | thought | was seeing ghosts.” She scooted closer. “It's not a whole
hdluva lotta fun.”

“Nope.”
“| thought my heart was going to come through my chest.”
He threaded his fingers through her hair. “You didn't panic.”

“No. | only panic when | find unexpected fertility charms hanging around my neck,” she teased. “I
cdled it in, grabbed my gun and walked outside just in time to see her fallowing you onto the beach.”

Night was fdling quickly, but the lanterns on Honey's deck lit the beach well enough.
“You're going to make a good partner.”

“I’ve been trying to tdl you that dl dong.”

“The chief will try to split us up once we' re married. Annoying rules and dl.”

“Rules are made to be broken. We'll find a way.” Hope stood and offered hm her hand, as
paramedics and two uniforms ran onto the beach. “Come on, Raintree. Let's go indde and have a look
a that shoulder before you blow up the paramedics equipment.”



The police and the paramedics and Tabby’s postively dead body had been taken away, and
explandions had been made to the neighbors—which wasn't easy, since a couple of young men swore
they’d seen lightning jump out of Gideon's fingers before the bomb exploded. Fortunately they’d been
drinking heavily, and no one gave ther account much credence.

Hope was dill sheking alittle. She' d never fired her wegpon in any Stuation that wasn't controlled.
Target practice, training and testing, that was it. But when she'd seen Tabby shoot at Gideon, she hadn’t
hed any choice. She hadn’t been thinking about Emma or marriage or specid gifts—or nights on the
deck, making love in the moonlight.

That psycho was shoating at her partner.

All the officids were gone, and the party at Honey's was over. Hope locked the doors and led
Gideon into the bathroom, undressng him and hersdf as they went. She let her fingers traill over the
bandage at his shoulder. It was just a scratch. Would he hed it anyway, with a tickle of lightning or a
surge of eectricity? Or would he leave it done and let it hed on its own?

“A couple of those kids saw me, didn’t they?” he asked, sounding unconcerned.

“Yes. | convinced them they were too drunk to see anything clearly, and | think they believed it by
thetime | was done.”

“You're very convincng.”
“Thank you.”

They were modtly undressed when she leaned againgt Gideon's bare chest and tipped her face up
to look himin the eye. “I have an appointment to interview Frank Stiles Monday afternoon.”

“Y ou're going to make him confess, isthat it?’
Hope nodded. “Yeah. You did your part, now I'll do mine”

She was good at getting ariminds to confess. She and Gideon hadn't been working together long
enough for him to know that about her, but he would learn. Soon enough.

“Wha makes you so good a getting confessons?’ Gideon teased as he brushed back a strand of
hair that had falen across her cheek. “You think just because you're prettier than dl the other detectives,
the bad guys are going to give it up for you?’

“No. I'm actudly an excdlent poker player, Raintree. I'm very good a bluffing my way to a
confesson. You give me enough informetion so | can bluff wdl, and I'll charm a confession right out of
Siles”

“Poor guy doesn't have a chance.”
“Yeah, wel, lifésnot far.”

Gideon held her, and she mdted into him. It fdt good to be embraced with love and passion and
unexpected tenderness. She'd never known it would be so good to have a place to rest at the end of the
day, a specia person to rest with.

“l was so worried about you,” she confessed. “When | saw Tabby point that gun at you and fire,
and you fdl...”

“I'mfing” Gideon said.
“l know, but... " The words caught in her throat. With the good came the bad. With the
happiness, the worry.

Gideon leaned Hope back a little and kissed her throat. “Since you're feding vulnerable, partner,
maybe we should renegotiate that sex on the desk ban... .”



Sunday—11:36 am.

“At least she didn't get up and wak away from us this time” the coroner said as he waked
around Tabby’s covered body.

Gideon had tried to convince Hope to stay at home this morning, but she wouldn’t have it. She'd
ingsted on coming with him. One of these days he was going to have to quit protecting her so diligently.
Shedidn’t like it much.

But he wasn't going to quit today.

“It was the shot to the head thet killed her,” the coroner said without emotion. “The bullet that hit
her torso missed the heart and lodged in the spine. That done wouldn't have killed her. Would've
stopped her cold, though.”

Hope, who had never killed anyone before last night, paed a little. She'd been the one to pull the
trigger and stop Tabby; she'd done what had to be done. Neither of them fdt one iota of guilt. Tabby
was one of the mogt evil people he' d ever met, and she didn’t deserve a place on this earth.

“What was it you wanted me to see?” Gideon asked. He hated this place. He could live down
here for years and never find away to send dl the ghosts to a peaceful place.

With help from an assistant, the coroner uncovered the body on the dab and gently rolled it over.
“I've never seen anything quite like this. | thought it was a tattoo &t firdt, but it's actudly a birthmark. |
know some birthmarks are shaped in such a way as to resemble something else, but this crescent moon
on the corpse’s shoulder blade is absolutely perfect. And it's such an unusud color. | thought it might be
hdpful in identifying her.”

Gideon stared at the blue birthmark of a crescent moon. It was, as the coroner had areedy
observed, perfect in shape and color.

“Oh, dhit,” he said softly.
“What isit? Hope asked.

Gideon ran for the door as he reached for his cdl phone, and Hope followed him. “Tabby said
they,” he muttered. “And she was afraid for her own life if she missed killing me. Of course she was
afrad. She wanted Echo, too. She said so a your mother’s apartment.”

“Raintree” Hope fallowed him up the gairs a arun. “What are you taking about?’

He couldn’'t get a 9gnd, so he cursed at the phone as they burgt from the building and stepped
into the sunshine. “Her name is Tabby Ansara. We thought they were down. Defeated and powerless
and... dammit. This changes everything.”

While he was moving away from the corner of the building in an attempt to get a decent signd, the
phone rang. Instead of giving Hope the phone, as he often had in days past, he answered himsdf and got
an eaful of gatic.

It was Dante. Gideon couldn’'t make out every word, but he very dearly heard the two he most
needed to hear.

Ansara
Home,

Gideon turned to Hope. He loved her, and even though she didn't like it much when he tried to
protect her, he wouldn't put her in the middle of what was coming. Wouldn't and couldn’t. “1 have to go
home. The Raintree homeplace.”

Concern was clear on her face, datling in her brilliant blue eyes. Had he ever told her that he
loved her eyes? Not yet. When he got back, he would make sure to tdll her. He had so much to tdll her.



“I'm going with you,” she ingsted.
“No.”
Her eyes widened. “What do you mean, no?”

“There€ strouble at the homeplace, or soon will be.” Trouble of an unimaginable sort. Trouble she
wouldn’'t understand evenif he tried to explain it. “1 want you and Emma safe.”

“I have agun,” she said. “I know how to useit.”

How could he explain to her that a gun blazing in each hand wouldn’'t be enough in the battle to
come? “ Say here)” heindged. “Please”

Hope sghed and accepted his order, but she didn't accept it easly. Would she ever? “Cdl me
when you get there”

“I'will.” If | can.

“| dill don’t see why | can't go with you,” she grumbled. “I dready know about your family, so
it'snot like there' s anything Ieft to hide.” He saw the unspoken Is there? in her eyes.

He took Hope's face in his hands. “I love you. | love you so much that it terrifies me. | didn't
expect to ever care about anyone the way | care about you, and it happened so fast my head is dill
oinning. It's important, and | want us to have ared chance. One day | will take you to the homeplace, |
promise” he said. “But not today.”

“l don’t understand,” she said softly.
“l know, and I'm sorry.”

He kissed her, long, but not nearly as long as he wanted to, and then he jumped into the Mustang.
“Cdl Charlie and have him take you home. I'll cal as soon as | can.”

Gideon left a confused Hope standing in the parking lot. She wasn't a woman accustomed to
waiting, he knew, but she would wait for him. He didn’t have a doubt in his mind.

Today was the summer solstice; that wasn't a coincidence. Tabby's attempits to kill hm and Echo
inthe past severd days, dso not a coincidence. The Ansara wanted the homeplace, they wanted the
sanctuary and the power it harnessed, and they dways had.

They weren't going to get it.

One day hiswife and his daughter would discover the beauty and power of the land the Raintrees
had aways cdled sanctuary. It was Gideon’s duty to protect the Raintree sanctuary, just as it was his
duty to protect Hope and Emma and any other little Raintrees that came dong in years to come. It was

hisduty and his honor to protect what was his, and if that privilege came with ghosts and eectrica surges
and the occasion battle, then so beit.

Gideon drove as fast as the Mugtang would dlow once he reached the highway. The wind
whipped his hair, and the homeplace grew closer with every second that passed, and when the
unexpected storm approached from the south and gathered in the darkening skies over the car, there was
no one for milesaround to see.
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