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Praise for  DARK LIGHT

“Flawless writing and skilled storytelling . . . a whirlwind romantic suspense. Absolutely enchanting!”

—Romance Reader at Heart

 

“With her classic sharp sense of wit and unrivaled skill for creating captivating characters (including a dust bunny that threatens to steal the whole show), bestselling Krentz switches to her Castle pseudonym to cook up another de lectably entertaining paranormal-flavored tale of romantic suspense.”—Booklist

 

“Another terrific, ghost-hunting page-turner from the fascinating world of Harmony.”—romancenovel.tv

 

“It is always great to visit Harmony where Jayne Castle escorts readers through great romance and compelling mystery in an alien combo sci-fi fantasy world . . . exciting and fast-paced . . . [a] strong paranormal romantic whodunit.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“Plenty of action, creative plotting, sizzling sexual tension, and independent, intelligent protagonists—hallmarks of Castle’s works—are here in full measure. In addition, an Elvis-wannabe dust bunny adds a whimsical touch. This latest Harmony is great fun, perfect for fans who like their futuristics with a paranormal touch and a lot of sass.”

—Library Journal

 

“Contains many of the elements familiar to fans of Ms. Castle: an enigmatic alpha-male hero, a plucky, intelligent heroine, and dust bunnies, which have become a favorite element among fans of the Harmony world . . . fun to read with a good mystery to solve.”—Romance Reviews Today

 

“[Krentz] keeps the world evolving and gives her protagonists fresh challenges to overcome. This is another seamless blend of paranormal romance, humor, action and suspense!”

—Romantic Times

SILVER MASTER

“Expertly blends adventure, fantasy, and romance into an enthralling story that will keep readers riveted until the final satisfying conclusion.”—MyShelf

 

“A complete thrill ride.”—ParaNormal Romance

 

“Will fulfill all your longings for a romance with a paranormal setting that will pique all your senses.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

“Silver Master is my new favorite in the Harmony series, and absolutely a keeper. Fans of the series will enjoy this addition very, very much. It’s earned four and a half of Cupid’s five arrows.”—BellaOnline

 

“Fast-paced . . . a fun, lighthearted investigative romantic romp.”—Midwest Book Review

 

 

GHOST HUNTER

“Bewitching . . . Castle’s new futuristic romance brilliantly blends exceptionally entertaining characters, witty prose, and a thrilling paranormal-tinged plot in a sublime novel of romantic suspense.”—Booklist

 

“Cooper stole my heart. Elly was properly feisty. Their chemistry sparkles. Highly recommended . . . It’s J.A.K. at the top of her game.”—The Best Reviews

 

“Jayne Castle has long been one of my favorite authors. With each story that she writes, her special touch enhances each page. Paranormal fans will rejoice at what she has put together in Ghost Hunter. This book is one that offers a wealth of intrigue, mystery, and all-out sexual chemistry. Those are trademark elements of a great author. Very highly recommended.”—MyShelf

 

“We welcome back Jayne Castle (Jayne Ann Krentz) to the genre of paranormal romance in which she is one of the leading writers. If you love paranormal romances, Ghost Hunter  is just the ticket for you.”—Romance Reviews Today

“Sexual fireworks laced with humor equals fizz. Fizz is a trademark of author Jayne Castle aka Jayne Ann Krentz, and Ghost Hunter is volatile. Go for it!”

—Reviewer’s Choice Reviews

 

“As usual in a Castle/Krentz romance, you get plenty of steam, gripping emotion, and characters who come alive as you’re reading . . . This one’s earned four of Cupid’s five arrows.”—BellaOnline

 

 

Praise for the novels of  
New York Times bestselling author  
Jayne Ann Krentz

 

“Good fun.”—Cosmopolitan

 

“Entertaining.”—People

 

“Fast-moving . . . entertaining . . . highly successful.”

—The Seattle Times

 

“Fast-paced . . . interesting characters . . . A good time is had by the reader.”—Chicago Tribune

 

“Quick and witty and the romance sizzles . . . Reads fast and will make you smile, wince, and sigh. What else could you want?”—The Columbia (SC) State

 

“Along with Nora Roberts, Krentz is one of the most reliably satisfying romance writers publishing.”

—Sunday Times (CA)

 

“An absolutely, positively fun read . . . Krentz’s characters are always people you’d like to meet for yourself and know more about.”—The Southern Pines (NC) Pilot

 

“Jayne Ann Krentz is one of the hottest writers around.”

—Albuquerque Journal

 

“Pure pleasure.”—San Jose Mercury News
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A Note from Jayne

Welcome to my other world, Harmony.

Late in the twenty-first century, a vast energy Curtain opened in the vicinity of Earth, making interstellar travel practical for the first time. In typical human fashion, thousands of eager colonists packed up their stuff and lost no time heading out to create new homes and new societies on the unexplored worlds. Harmony was one of those worlds.

The colonists brought with them all the comforts of home: sophisticated technology, centuries of art and literature, and the latest fashions. Trade through the Curtain flourished and made it possible to stay in touch with families back on Earth. It also allowed the colonists to keep their computers and high-tech gadgets working. Things went swell for a while.

And then one day, without warning, the Curtain closed, disappearing as mysteriously as it had opened. Cut off from Earth, no longer able to obtain the equipment and supplies needed to keep their high-tech lifestyle going, the colonists were abruptly thrown back to a far more primitive existence. Forget the latest Earth fashions; just staying alive suddenly became a major problem.

But on Harmony, folks did one of the things humans do best: they survived. It wasn’t easy, but two hundred years after the closing of the Curtain, the descendants of the First Generation colonists have managed to fight their way back from the brink to a level of civilization roughly equivalent to that of the early twenty-first century on Earth.

Here on Harmony, however, things are a little different, especially after dark. There are the creepy ruins of a long-vanished alien civilization, a mysterious underground rain forest, and a most unusual kind of animal companion. What’s more, an increasingly wide variety of psychic powers are showing up in the population. Seems that something in the environment on Harmony is bringing out the latent psychic talents in people.

Of course, there are some folks who don’t need any help from the environment. They already possess paranormal abilities. Turns out that several members of the Arcane Society were among the First Generation colonists . . .

If, like me, you sometimes relish your romantic suspense with a paranormal twist, Harmony is the place for you.

 

Love, 
Jayne




Chapter 1
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SOME MEN WALKED STRAIGHT OUT OF A WOMAN’S dreams. Some qualified as full-on nightmares. As far as Lyra Dore was concerned, Cruz Sweetwater had a booted foot planted solidly in both realms. When the jolt of awareness shot through her, she almost dropped her glass.

“I can’t believe it,” she said, sputtering a little on a sip of champagne. “The bastard is here.”

But the truth was, she was not all that shocked or surprised. Deep down, she had known that sooner or later he would come back into her life. There had been a relentless, disturbing sense of inevitability about the whole thing. Like watching a slow-motion train wreck, she thought.

A part of her had even dared to hope that when he did come back, it would be on his knees. But with her  luck—the infamously unreliable Dore luck—that was highly unlikely to happen.

That was the way with dreams. The good ones had the decency to vanish forever with the dawn. Nightmares, on the other hand, had a nasty tendency to return to haunt you again and again.

“You’re kidding.” Nancy Halifax looked around the crowded gallery, her attractive face alight with excitement. She did not have to ask who “the bastard” was. “Are you sure?”

“Positive,” Lyra muttered into her glass. Another whisper of intense awareness shivered across her senses. She knew Cruz was nearby in the same way she would have known if any other species of top-of-the-food-chain predator was in the vicinity.

“This is just a small gallery affair,” Nancy said. “It isn’t the sort of high-end auction or museum exhibition a Sweetwater would attend. There’s only one reason why your guy would come here tonight. He knows you’re here. He wants to talk to you.”

“He’s definitely not my guy, and if you think he’s here to see me, I’ve got a lovely amber mine I can sell you,” Lyra said. But deep inside, hope spiraled through her.

“I’ll bet he wants to beg you to forgive him and take him back. I don’t see him, though. Are you sure he’s here?”

Nancy was a striking woman who stood close to six feet tall in her bare feet. Tonight she was wearing three-inch heels to accent her sleek-fitting black sheath. Her view of the room was no doubt excellent.

“Positive,” Lyra said. “If you don’t see him, it’s because  he doesn’t want you to see him. Not yet, at any rate. He’s hunting.”

“Oh, come on, Lyra. You make him sound like a specter-cat stalking its prey.”

“Wrong analogy.”

“I should hope so.”

“Think professional hit man,” Lyra said. “A really, really well-dressed hit man.”

“Isn’t that just a little over-the-top?”

“Hmmm. No, I don’t think so.”

Lyra did not bother to search the crowd. There was no point. She was several inches shorter than Nancy, and even in her stiletto heels she would not be able to see over the heads of those around her. Besides, there was no need to look for Cruz. She already knew he was here. She could feel his presence with every fiber of her being.

She tried to fix her attention on the green quartz artifact in a nearby glass display case. The Swan Gallery’s collection of alien antiquities was certainly respectable, but Nancy was right, the Swan wasn’t a top-tier establishment like the Fairstead Gallery, which catered to the wealthiest and most exclusive collectors.

If the Swan had been such a high-end gallery, Lyra thought, she and Nancy would never have received invitations to the auction that was scheduled to begin in an hour. Neither of them moved in the higher circles of the art world. Neither of them was in a position to bid on any of the relics that would go on the block tonight. They were here only because they were friends of Harriet  Swan, the proprietor. Harriet had been desperate to turn out a crowd.

“I still don’t see him,” Nancy said.

“That would be because he doesn’t want anyone to notice him yet.” Lyra downed another hasty swallow of champagne in a desperate effort to soothe her frazzled senses. “That’s what all self-respecting predators do. They lie low, staying out of sight until they’re ready to make their move. By the time you spot them, it’s too late. Their teeth are clamped around your throat.”

Nancy grinned. “Sounds interesting.”

Lyra looked at her without saying a word.

“Sorry.” Nancy had the grace to appear chagrined. “I know you have every reason to be well and truly pissed because of what Sweetwater did to you. But you’ve got to admit, those of us who didn’t have a dust bunny in that fight have a right to be curious about him. I mean, he is a Sweetwater, after all.”

“You didn’t have a dust bunny in that fight?” Lyra repeated, outraged. “In case you didn’t notice, that was your best friend who got mauled by Cruz Sweetwater and a bunch of overpaid Amber Inc. lawyers.”

“Just a figure of speech,” Nancy said quickly. “Don’t worry, I’m one hundred percent behind you here. Best friends forever. You know that.”

“Thank you,” Lyra said stiffly. The electrifying tingle of energy that was stirring the fine hair at the nape of her neck was not fading. If anything, it was growing stronger. “Try to remember that friends are supposed to stick together in situations like this.”

“Absolutely. I am definitely on your side. It’s just that, well, Cruz Sweetwater is one of the men of Amber Inc. Everyone pays attention when a Sweetwater shows up. It’s like having a Guild boss walk into the room. Actually, a lot of people would say that now that Cruz has taken over his family’s private security business, he’s got more power here in Frequency than the head of the local Guild.”

“That wouldn’t be hard,” Lyra said dryly, “given the fact that the local Guild is between bosses at the moment.”

“You know what I mean.”

Lyra sighed. “I know. Sorry. I’m just feeling a little testy.”

Harold Taylor, the chief of the Frequency Guild, had died recently, and the Council had yet to select a new boss. But that was, Lyra had to admit, a technicality. Nancy was right. As the new CEO of Amber Inc. Security, Cruz Sweetwater did wield more power than a Guild chief, at least aboveground. When it came to the underground world, the men of Amber Inc. had historically maintained very close working relationships with the Guilds. In Lyra’s opinion, the association was not unlike an alliance between two criminal organizations that had agreed to respect each other’s territories.

The ability to psychically resonate with amber had begun to appear in the colonists shortly after they had arrived from Earth. Initially it had been considered an odd adaptation to the environment with no practical importance. But when the energy Curtain that had made travel  between the home planet and a host of new worlds possible had closed without warning, amber had become the one thing that stood between the colonists and total disaster.

When their high-tech machines inevitably began to fail, the struggling members of the First Generation—united in their determination not to be the last generation on Harmony—had turned to amber as a source of energy. It had served their descendants well in the two hundred years since the closing of the Curtain. Today it powered everything from washing machines to computers.

The immutable laws of economics being what they were, whoever controlled the mining of standard resonating amber—SRA—controlled a lot of things on Harmony. And for the past fifty years, the mysterious, reclusive Sweetwater family had managed to corner a huge chunk of the market. Amber Inc.’s only serious competitor was the RezStone corporation, which controlled an equally large market share. The rivalry between the two firms was legendary.

“You can’t blame me for being a little curious about Cruz Sweetwater,” Nancy said. “I never even got to meet him three months ago when you were dating him.”

“Take it from me: curiosity is a dangerous thing when it comes to Mr. Sweetwater,” Lyra said.

He was very close now. The sparkling sensation fluttering across all her senses was making it hard to breathe. The half-empty glass she held trembled ever so slightly in her fingers. She could literally feel Cruz closing in on  her. The urge to run was almost overpowering. Unfortunately, what she wanted to do was run to him, not from  him. It was crazy, she thought. If she had any common sense, she would slip out the back door. Whatever Cruz wanted from her, it was a sure bet that it would not be good for her.

But the memory of the purple orchids sitting in the black vase on her coffee table swamped common sense. The latest delivery of the spectacularly gorgeous, outrageously expensive flowers had arrived that afternoon. The card that had accompanied them was identical to all the others: “We were meant for each other.” There was no signature. There was never a signature.

She had dared to dream these past few weeks, but she was forced to acknowledge that her lovely little fantasy involving the return of Cruz Sweetwater had a dark side. Part of her was terrified that the romantic scenario she had conjured was nothing more than a seductive new variant of the strange, waking nightmares that had been plaguing her recently. If that was the case, at least it was a far more enjoyable hallucination than the others she had experienced.

The unnerving episodes were getting worse. She had not confided in anyone, including Nancy, half afraid that even talking about the strange visions would somehow make the awful dreams more real.

“There he is,” Nancy said in a breathy voice. “He just walked into the room. I recognize him from the pictures in the newspapers. Wow. I see what you mean.”

“I told you, the clothes are good.”

“The suit is terrific,” Nancy said. “Nothing like black on black to bring out the best in the male of the species, I always say. But that wasn’t what I was talking about. It’s that cool, sophisticated hit man thing he has going. You’re right. Wouldn’t want to run into him in a dark alley.” She managed a slinky, theatrical shudder. “Now a darkened bedroom, on the other hand—”

“Don’t go there,” Lyra warned.

“You’re just saying that because you didn’t get there, yourself. I ask you again, as I have so many times these past three months. What were you thinking, woman?”

“Gee, I don’t know. Maybe about self-preservation? What was I supposed to do, after I discovered that he was about to screw me out of the amber discovery of the decade, if not the century? Let him screw me literally? I don’t think so. Besides, I was reading that marriage manual at the time, and it strongly advised against going to bed with a man too soon.”

She had bought Ten Steps to a Covenant Marriage: Secrets of a Professional Matchmaker immediately after meeting Cruz. She had been so sure he was the right man. She had not wanted to leave anything to chance. The Dore luck had a way of going sour when you needed it the most.

But in the end, she had never had the opportunity to fall victim to temptation. And it was not Ten Steps to a Covenant Marriage that had saved her. The truth that she would never admit to anyone, not even her best friend, was that it was Cruz who had drawn the invisible line in their short-lived relationship.

He had never even tried to lure her into bed. There had been plenty of torrid kisses and a lot of heavy breathing three months ago, but that was as far as matters had gone. How much worse would she have felt after the heavy boot of Amber Inc. had come crashing down on her if she had made the mistake of sleeping with Cruz?

Then again, how much worse could she have felt?

“Here’s a tip, friend,” Nancy said. “Next time you meet a really interesting man, you might want to wait until after you’ve had a little fun in bed before you file a lawsuit against him and his company. Guys tend to get annoyed when they get sued.”

“For all the good it did me.” Amber Inc. had swatted her pathetic lawsuit and her even more pathetic lawyer without breaking a sweat.

“How did you do that, anyway?” Nancy asked, her attention still riveted on the scene behind Lyra.

“File a suit?” Lyra shrugged. “It’s not that hard. It just takes money. A lot of it. More than I had, as it turns out.”

“I wasn’t talking about the lawsuit,” Nancy said impatiently. “I meant, how did you guess that Cruz Sweetwater was about to walk into this reception a few minutes ago? You knew he was here before he even entered the room. What’s up with that?”

“Probably some sort of primitive survival instinct. Too bad it wasn’t working three months ago.”

But the reality was that her para-senses had been instantly and indelibly tuned to Cruz Sweetwater the first moment they had met. She had never actually concocted a mental image of her personal dream man, but she had  recognized Cruz the moment she met him. This is the one you’ve been waiting for.

That bone-deep certainty had intensified with each hour they had spent together and with each scorching kiss. Three months and a futile lawsuit later, the psychic bond had not weakened one bit. She was pretty sure that three years, three decades, or the rest of her life could pass, and still a frisson of knowing recognition would alert her if Cruz suddenly showed up anywhere in her vicinity.  You were supposed to be mine.

“Don’t look now, but I think he’s spotted you,” Nancy said. “He’s coming this way.”

A cascade of tangled emotions slammed through Lyra. Anger, frustrated desire, the yearning for revenge, and a fragile sense of hope all snarled together in a chaotic mix.

“Looks like he’s expecting you to make a run for the ladies’ room,” Nancy said. “He’s circling around through the crowd, cutting off that route.”

That did it. Adrenaline, hot and bracing, surged through Lyra. If there was one thing that was sure to make her stand her ground tonight, it was the knowledge that Cruz thought she might try to bolt. She was a Dore, damn it. The last of her line. She had a family tradition to uphold. Dores did not run from anything. Most definitely they did not run from a Sweetwater.

She did not need Nancy’s wide-eyed expression to tell her that Cruz had invaded her personal space. She could feel him directly behind her.

“Hello, Lyra,” he said.

His voice was low, dark, infused with power, utterly masculine.

She turned coolly to face him, amazed that she was able to maintain a degree of self-control now that the confrontation was upon her. She even managed an icy bright smile.

Nothing had changed, especially not his hunter’s eyes. She had seen those eyes night after night in her dreams. Like the black stone in the heavy ring he wore, they were obsidian dark with green fires burning in the depths.

His hair was just as black as she remembered it, still cut close and short. The roughly sculpted planes and angles of his hard face were just as thrillingly feral. An intimate excitement swept through her.

Down, girl.

“Good evening, Mr. Sweetwater,” she said, giving him smooth surprise for all she was worth. “I wasn’t aware that you were interested in picking up antiquities at gallery auctions. I was under the impression that you preferred to acquire whatever you wanted with more direct methods.”

“Such as?” Cruz raised one black brow, politely quizzical.

“Oh, say, by crushing the competition,” Lyra said sweetly.

Nancy gasped and choked on her champagne. “For heaven’s sake, Lyra.”

Cruz looked at her. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Cruz Sweetwater.”

“Yes, of course, Mr. Sweetwater,” Nancy said. She  coughed a couple of times but recovered quickly. “I’m Nancy Halifax. Halifax Gallery in the Old Quarter? I’m sure you’ve never heard of it. I specialize in modern art.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Nancy. Lyra mentioned you several times.”

“Back when you two were seeing each other, you mean?” Nancy asked.

Cruz looked at Lyra. “Yes.”

“Back when I believed that Mr. Sweetwater was a legitimate client who wished to engage my professional services,” Lyra said evenly. “Back when he was using a phony name.”

Nancy looked vaguely horrified.

True to form, Cruz did not take the bait. That was the thing about Cruz Sweetwater, Lyra thought. He never lost his cool. He was probably just as controlled in bed. Not that she was likely to find out.

Cruz was all about control. She was no para-shrink, but she had a strong suspicion that powerful self-mastery was a direct result of the psychic side of his nature. He had never confided the truth about his psi senses to her—one of the many secrets he had kept three months ago—but she would had to have been incredibly dim not to have realized that he possessed a lot of raw power.

Anyone endowed with a high degree of talent required an equally high degree of control. Those who wound up with the former but not the latter generally spent most of their lives in nice, quiet parapsych wards knitting scarves and taking little pills.

“I was out of town at the time,” Nancy said, trying to paper over the awkward moment. “I always close the gallery for a couple of weeks in early summer. Mandatory family gathering at the lake house.” She made a face. “You know how it is with family.”

“Yes,” Cruz said. He looked amused. “I do know how it is with family.”

The two of them exchanged a smile of mutual understanding. If there was one thing most people could bond over, it was the subject of family. After the Curtain had closed, stranding the colonists, the First Generation settlers had understood that their very survival depended on the strength of the family unit, the basic building block of any society. They had set out to shore up family ties with every legal, social, and moral tool at their command.

The Founders had achieved their goal. Family was all on Harmony—except when you did not have one of your own.

Lyra took another sip of champagne and made no comment, her customary response whenever the subject of family ties arose. Her grandfather, who had raised her after her parents had been killed in a mining accident, had died four years earlier, leaving her alone in the world.

“And then I decided to tack on a buying trip to Resonance and Cadence,” Nancy continued, evidently feeling pressured to carry the conversation. “That took another week. By the time I got back . . . uh . . .” She broke off, reddening, and she darted an uneasy glance at Lyra.

“By the time you got back it was all over,” Lyra said,  amazed by her own calm. She flashed another polite smile for Cruz and swept out a hand to indicate the artifacts on display. “Which of these lovely things brings you here tonight, Mr. Sweetwater?”

“You,” he said.

She felt as though the floor of the gallery had fallen away beneath her feet. He really had come back to apologize and make amends. The weeks of amethyst orchids had been an effort to pave the way, just as she had hoped.

But she had to be strong, she told herself sternly. There was a lot of groveling left to be done. If she let him back into her life too quickly, it would set a very bad precedent. She had the edge in this relationship now. She had to maintain it. Cruz Sweetwater had a bad habit of getting whatever he wanted. That had to stop. Boundaries had to be established.

“I’m confused,” she said with just the right amount of bewilderment. “Did you want to hire me to tune some amber or consult on an amethyst artifact?”

“No,” he said. “I’d like to talk to you.”

“Certainly.” She assumed an expectant look.

“In private,” Cruz added.

“Oh, look,” Nancy said before Lyra could respond. “There’s Mr. Fitzburn.” She smiled at Cruz. “You’ll have to excuse me. I need to have a chat with him. Fitzburn is a potential client. He missed out on the first three Chimera paintings that I had in my gallery, and he’s afraid I won’t give him a chance at the next one.”

“I understand,” Cruz said.

“Are you interested in modern art, Mr. Sweetwater?” Nancy asked.

“It’s not really my thing,” Cruz said. “I take it this Chimera is popular?”

“He’s a hot new talent. Just on the brink of being discovered by the art world, according to the critic at the  Frequency Herald. But he’s very reclusive. Won’t do interviews or promotion of any kind. He’ll only display in my gallery.”

“I see.”

“You’re welcome to visit my gallery,” Nancy said. She whipped a card out of her little black bag. “It would be an honor.”

“Thank you,” Cruz said. He took the card and dropped it into the pocket of his black jacket.

Lyra frowned at Nancy. “I think Mr. Fitzburn is waiting for you.”

“Right,” Nancy said. “Bye.”

She hurried off, pausing briefly behind Cruz to wink at Lyra over his shoulder and make encouraging motions with her hands. Lyra pretended not to notice.

“What was it you wanted to speak to me about, Cruz?” she said.

“I’d rather not talk here. Your apartment is nearby. Would you mind if we went there to have this conversation?”

Alarm zapped through her. Her first thought was that going back to her place alone with him was probably not a good idea. Not yet, at any rate. Following hard on the heels of that bit of common sense was the memory of the  breakfast dishes she had left sitting in the kitchen sink. And then there was the silky, chocolate brown bra she had washed by hand before leaving the house that morning. The bra was spread out on a towel on the window bench.

Her apartment was a small, open, loft design. Both the kitchen and the window bench were clearly visible from the entrance and sitting area. There was no way she could keep Cruz from seeing either the dishes or the bra.

This was so typical of the Dore luck, she thought. The man of her dreams walked back into her life, showing every indication that he wanted to make amends for his betrayal, and she had to worry about dirty dishes and a little hand washing.

She cleared her throat. “Well, the thing is—”

“If the idea of being alone with me makes you nervous,” Cruz said, “we could probably find a quiet restaurant somewhere nearby.”

“No.” The word was out before she could stop herself. She drew a deep breath. She could do this. Cruz had his pride, too. She could allow him a little privacy for his groveling, and if one thing led to another, as seemed increasingly possible, there would be a lot of kissing and making up to be done. That required privacy, too. “No, that’s okay. We can go back to my place.”

“Thanks.” He took her arm and started toward the door. “Sorry to catch you by surprise. I thought about calling, but I figured it would be better to talk about this in person. Some things can’t be said over the phone.”

“Especially in view of the fact that all of our recent  communications have been conducted through lawyers,” she said.

His mouth edged up slightly at the corner. “That does tend to limit the conversation.”

“Actually, it turned out to be a pretty one-sided conversation.”

“That was because you had a pretty bad lawyer.”

Heads turned as Cruz steered her through the room toward the glass doors. Like most members of the notoriously reclusive Sweetwater clan, he tried to keep a very low profile. Until recently, he had spent his career working as an agent in the various field offices of AI Security. It was that anonymity that had allowed him to deceive her three months ago. But his recent appointment to the CEO slot had brought with it a lot of media attention. Her lawsuit had only added fuel to the fire. These days, in a gathering like this one, he was bound to be recognized.

An eerie silence descended on the crowd. It was followed almost immediately by a buzz of conversation that sounded a little too forced. The unmistakable rhythms of hot gossip, Lyra thought. Tomorrow there would be talk on the streets of the Quarter where the galleries and antiquities shops were located and possibly a mention in the art section of the Frequency Herald. Harriet Swan was no doubt giddy. Nothing could have elevated the status of her modest gallery more than having word go out that Cruz Sweetwater had been present tonight.

Three months ago this kind of attention had not been an issue. In his guise as a secretive underground collector, Cruz had favored secluded, dimly lit restaurants and  romantic meals in her loft. But tonight things were different. Tension twisted her insides. She did not like this feeling. It was like being onstage.

“Ignore it,” Cruz said.

As if he read my mind. She did not like that notion any better. The experts were certain that telepathy was impossible, but they had never met Cruz Sweetwater. He might not be able to actually read minds, but there was no one better when it came to predicting an opponent’s next move. He was always one step ahead. She must not forget that.

Nancy caught her eye from across the gallery and waggled her fingers in a subtle high-rez sign: closed hand, thumb and pinky extended in the air.

Lyra took a deep breath. One thing, at least, was clear. This was not another one of the horrible waking nightmares. Cruz was no illusion. She could feel the power in him, sense the energy resonating between them. Whatever happened this evening, at least it would be real.

She went with him out into the glowing night.
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