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PROLOGUE

IF I’M DEAD, why does it hurt so much?

The question echoed in his mind as he lay on the hard slab. His eyes blinked open, or as open as the swelling would allow. A field of white covered his face. Clouds? A sheet?

Every square inch of his body throbbed from punches and kicks. He shifted slightly, testing. Ribs and kidneys screamed in agony.

That wasn’t the worst. Memories flitted in and out of his brain. The beer. The knockdown, drag-out fight. He’d tried to match the bikers drink for drink. That had been a bad mistake. Not his first.

A loudspeaker crackled to life. An urgent voice assaulted his ears.

“Dr. Pearson to ER. Stat. Dr. Pearson to ER. Stat.”

He was in a hospital. But why was his face covered? Why was the bed so hard and the air so cold?

Out in the hall, running feet. Voices. He caught snatches of conversation.

“. . . three-car pileup.”

“We’ve got all those busted-up bikers, too.”

“Triage.”

He tried to hang on to consciousness. It slipped away.

Sometime later, he woke again. This time he remembered the babble of excited voices he’d heard as he lay bleeding on the barroom floor.

“Jesus! Roy’s dead.”

“What happened?”

“Looks like he hit his head on a table when he went down.”

More voices, punctuated by loud exclamations of dismay.

“What the hell are we gonna do?”

“Shit, I don’t know!”

“Tell the cops the Marshall kid did it. Serves him right for bringing his sorry ass in here.”

“Yeah.” A boot kicked at his ribs, but he couldn’t muster the effort to groan in pain. “He can’t say otherwise.”

“You think he’s dead?”

“What does it matter? We all give the cops the same story, he’s dogmeat.”

Satisfied laughter.

And now the hard table.

Inching a hand upward, he pulled the sheet off his face. He was lying in a dark room.

In the distance, an ambulance siren wailed.

Had he heard that before? He didn’t know. His brain was too bruised.

Cautiously he tried to sit up and gasped as agony caught him in an iron grip. But he was tough. Too tough, maybe. He’d dedicated the first twenty-two years of his life to screwing himself up.

Somewhere in the recesses of his addled brain, through the fogging pain, he saw an opportunity to escape—for good.

Teeth gritted, he managed to lower himself to the cold tile floor and passed out.

Later, his eyes snapped open again. It was still dark. The hospital loudspeaker crackled again.

The staff was busy.

Could he stand the pain of transformation? He must.

He had lost one shoe. It took centuries to work the other one off, then struggle out of jeans and T-shirt caked with dried blood. Centuries to crawl naked to the door, then raise his arm high enough to turn the knob and push the door open a crack. The effort sapped most of his strength, and he sat with his head thrown back against the wall and cold air rasping in and out of his lungs.

But he couldn’t stay here long. Eyes closed, he gathered his inner resources, calling on rituals passed from father to son back to the time before written records.

He had learned the words on his sixteenth birthday—the way his brothers had before him. Only two of them were still alive. The ones who were tough enough to survive.

“Taranis, Epona, Cerridwen,” he whispered through split, swollen lips, then repeated the same phrase and went on to another.

“Ga. Feart. Cleas. Duais. Aithriocht. Go gcumhdai is dtreorai na deithe thu.”

Pain flashed like lightning in his brain. As bad as the first time. No—worse, because his body was too battered to abide the change. He forced himself to endure the agony because he must.

As they had throughout his adult life, the ancient words helped him through the torture of transformation, opened his mind, freed him from the bonds of his human shape.  His brother, Ross, had told him the words were Gaelic. An appeal to Druid deities for powers no man should possess. He didn’t care what they were—so long as they helped center his being.

The human part of his mind screamed in protest when he felt his jaw elongate, his teeth sharpen, his body jerk as limbs and muscles transformed into a different shape that, still, was as familiar to him as his human form. Gray hair formed along his flanks, covering his body in a thick, silver-tipped pelt. The color and structure of his eyes changed. And when he forced himself to stand, he was on all fours.

He had been a man. Now he was an animal.

A wolf.

If anybody saw him, maybe they’d think he was a big dog. Or maybe they’d be too busy to notice him. If he was lucky.

The pain was almost too much to bear, but he forced himself to hang onto consciousness. Forced himself to poke his head out the door and reconnoiter in the hallway. He could see an open doorway, where the ambulances unloaded the injured and the dying.

Mustering every ounce of resolve he possessed, he staggered toward the exit.

Someone behind him shouted. “What the hell?”

He kept going, into the night. Into the woods.

 

 

HE holed up in an old shed until he was strong enough to hunt. With deer meat in his belly and only a vague plan in mind, he transformed back to his human persona. He stole a car and drove west, changing his name, courtesy of a convenient gravestone in a cemetery in Canton, Ohio. He vowed to stay out of trouble from now on.

Thirty miles west of Denver, he detoured onto a narrow  mountain road, drawn by the majestic scenery, so different from the rolling countryside around Baltimore. At the edge of a pine forest, he stopped to stretch his legs. Or perhaps, fate had tapped him on the shoulder.

As he stood in the sun-dappled forest, he realized something was badly wrong. No birds chirped in the trees. The small animals he expected to hear in the underbrush were strangely quiet. Even the insects seemed to have abandoned the area. The only sound was that of water gurgling over rocks.

A hundred yards from the road, goose bumps rose on his arms when he found a she-wolf and her pups, sheltered by a small cave of rock—all dead. The pups nestled against their mother’s belly fur as she lay on her side, her eyes closed. The little family looked as if they were sleeping. Still, he knew the smell of death, knew they would never get up and run free, breathing in the scent of pine and earth and game.

His vision blurred as a profound sense of loss washed over him. Was it for the lifeless wolves—or for himself?

As he dragged in a draft of the forest air, he knew the wolf and her pups were not the only dead creatures here. There were others—too many to count.

Some disaster had befallen the land, as if an evil magician had put the forest under a spell.

Which, he reminded himself, was none of his business, even if it were true. He looked back toward the old Chevy he had liberated from Jack’s back lot of half-dead wrecks. He had left his own problems behind. He didn’t need anyone else’s. Still, something compelled him to walk farther into the shade of the tall pines, feeling their needles crunch under his feet. Sheltered by the forest, he probed for danger, but he knew he was alone. And he knew he wasn’t going to leave until he found out what had happened.

Swiftly, he removed all of his clothing. Then, in the light shifting through the tree branches, he ran his hand down his ribs. His body was healing. He could see taut skin and firm muscles, although various parts of his anatomy were still marred by yellow bruises. He’d stopped peeing blood, though. The cut on his forehead, covered by a lock of dark hair, was healing, as was his split upper lip. He was damned lucky he hadn’t lost any teeth.

For the first time since leaving Baltimore, he uttered the words that brought the change upon him. Unlike the last time when he’d barely been able to speak, his voice was strong and sure as he rode above the pain.

Transformed, he stood and sniffed the air. Usually in the woods, he felt a raw, primal joy at his change from man to wolf. Today that pleasure was tainted by the air around him. Something raw and ugly wafted from the surface of the water where it splashed over the rocks.

Poison, his sharp sense of smell told him. His human intellect wondered why the she-wolf had drunk the water. Maybe the smell had changed gradually, so she hadn’t known what was happening. Maybe a sudden discharge of chemicals had taken her by surprise. Or perhaps she simply hadn’t recognized the danger.

The animal in him wanted to flee from the evil that hung like tainted fog over the landscape. The man he was overrode that instinct and forced the wolf to stay, forced him to follow the creek upstream.

He was hardly aware of time and distance passing as he traveled through a nightmare landscape. Everywhere he looked, he saw evidence of man’s obscenity, illuminated by the rays of the setting sun. Death and destruction followed the creek.

A doe tried to run from him and floundered on legs that wouldn’t hold her weight. A raccoon stared with glazed  eyes. He found fish floating in the water and a family of dead foxes. As he picked his way along the riverbank, heading upstream, the water changed. It had been clear, but it began to have a brown tinge. Farther on, scum clung to the rocks, and farther still, the smell of poison began to clog his nostrils.

Then, in the distance, he saw a scar on the face of the land. Smoke belched from a tall chimney, where a mining or logging operation defiled the land.

A sign warned: PRIVATE PROPERTY, KEEP OUT.

He ignored the admonition, but he never got close enough to discover what man-made nightmare was changing the pristine forest into a charnel house.

He sniffed the scent of a man on the wind at the same instant a sound like a firecracker split the air, and something plowed into the trunk of a nearby tree. A bullet.

The wolf was no fool. He turned and ran for his life. But he knew he would come back. If not in person, then in spirit.




CHAPTER ONE

A UNIFORMED RENT-A-COP directed Sam Morgan to a grassy parking spot beside the curving driveway. He pulled his sleek Jaguar next to a boxy Volvo, then got out and clicked the remote control lock. It was precaution he always took, although he was probably the only thief attending the Wilson Woodlock party.

He’d garnered an invitation to the Montecito, California, mansion through one of the tony organizations he belonged to for the purpose of mingling with the well-to-do, especially the ones who raped the earth for their own gain. The ones who killed animals and savaged forests. The ones who poisoned water and air and earth. Liberating some of their ill-gotten wealth was his chosen profession, as well as one of his chief pleasures.

His next target was Wilson Woodlock, whose company was currently denuding a stand of timber in Washington  State with the enthusiasm of a termite nest on steroids. Woodlock. It should be Woodkiller.

“Enjoy your evening, sir,” the rent-a-cop said as Sam strolled up the driveway.

“I certainly will,” he answered, with the right touch of enthusiasm.

A middle-aged couple in evening dress joined him on the curved drive, and the perfume wafting off the woman almost knocked him to the blacktop. Holding his breath, he dropped several paces behind them, pretending to admire the scenery.

The house sat in the middle of a walled park big enough to swallow a good-sized townhouse development. Instead of cookie-cutter dwellings for the masses, wide lawns with artfully naturalized plantings stretched into the darkness.

A blaze of lights and the buzz of conversation at the end of the driveway announced the mansion. The structure was typical of the upscale southern California neighborhood—Spanish grandee, with wrought iron balustrades and a red tile roof.

As Sam stepped into the entrance hall, a waiter immediately approached with graceful flutes on a silver tray.

“Champagne.”

“No, thanks,” he answered politely. He hadn’t touched a drop of alcohol since the long-ago disaster in the Baltimore bikers’ bar. Back then he’d been rough and tumble Johnny Marshall wearing a black T-shirt and an attitude. Now he was Sam Morgan who felt as much at home in a tuxedo as he did in his wolf’s skin.

From saloon to salon in eight years. It was amazing how easily he’d taken on the veneer of civilization—once he’d put his mind to it.

Johnny would have been intimidated by the size of the house and covered his discomfort with a derisive sneer. But  Sam fit easily into the posh surroundings. He didn’t have to prove anything—to himself or anyone else.

And he silently complimented his host on the small engraved sign at the front of the hallway: THANK YOU FOR NOT SMOKING. At least Woodlock shared one of his values. Like alcohol, cigarettes were on his Don’t-even-think-about-it list. Smoke made him sick, even secondhand.

At the bar in the conservatory, he requested his usual: “Soda water with lime.” Then, drink in hand, he wove his way through the partygoers. He recognized many of the faces—some from Newsweek or the California papers. Others were from households he’d robbed. But why not? A man with Woodlock’s environmental record would have friends of the same persuasion.

He greeted a few acquaintances but kept moving. When he felt the hair on the back of his neck prickle, he went still. Casually he stopped to look at a Picasso print hanging over a Bombay chest. Then, just as casually, he turned. When he saw no one staring at him, he continued on his way.

He encountered his host in the dining room. The lumber baron, a balding sixty-five-year-old man with a shallow chest and stooped shoulders, was propped against a sideboard, talking to several cronies. He seemed almost inert, except for his eyes, which were bright. Too bright. It looked like the guy had fortified himself with something potent in order to withstand his own party.

When Woodlock looked in his direction, Sam pasted a smile on his face and came forward. “I’m pleased to have this chance to meet you,” he said, holding out his hand. “I’m Sam Morgan.”

“Oh, yes. From the Glendora Fund list. So glad you could come.”

The other man’s palm was damp and pudgy against his, and Sam had to work to keep a look of disgust off his face.  They chatted for a few minutes; then Sam said he’d like to see his host’s famous pre-Columbian art collection, the one that had been written up recently in Smithsonian Magazine.

The man flushed with pride and directed him toward the back of the house, leaving him to find his own way while he kept up his host’s duties.

Sam easily found the small gallery. It was full of glass display cases that held a wealth of miniature carved and sculpted figures, produced by skilled artisans before the arrival of Columbus in the New World. He bent to look at a woman with large breasts and exaggerated sex organs, then studied the alarm system on the case. When he’d seen what he needed to see, he moved on to other figures—a man riding a llama and a mountain cat, ready to spring. Sixteen little gems were exquisitely rendered. And all were too distinctive to sell on the open market. But he wasn’t interested in their cash value. Simply depriving Woodlock of his fabulously expensive tchotchkes would be enough of a reward.

He switched his attention from the art objects to the room itself, looking for a control panel for the alarm system. Although he saw nothing, he’d studied the house plans and had made an educated guess. As he’d hoped, the keypad was in a closet that backed up to the gallery. Once inside, he turned on the small flashlight he’d brought. Taking a piece of special paper from a case in his pocket, he carefully laid it over the keys, then replaced it and slipped the case into his pocket again.

His task completed, he strode to the buffet table and enjoyed a slice of rare roast beef on a cocktail bun. But the crush of people was starting to oppress him. There were too many bodies. Too much heat and noise. Too many smells. If somebody on the other side of the room farted, he knew it.

When he found a closed door, he opened it and stepped into the family room, where he could be alone for a few minutes of decompression.

The shelves behind the boxy chenille sofa were filled with an interesting assortment of books and knickknacks. Mentally he noted a couple of figurines he was pretty sure were Limoges. Nice, but probably not worth his time and trouble.

French doors at the side of the room led to a terrace. He thought he might step outside and give the back of the house a quick inspection. Before he could open the door, however, the swish of a silk skirt stopped him.

“So what do you think of Romberg’s chances in the primary?” a woman asked.

He was about to say that he thought the man would be the Republican candidate for governor, but the words froze in his throat as he turned to gaze into the most extraordinary pair of green eyes he had ever seen. Automatically his mind catalogued other details. She was about five foot six, slender, with delicate features and long golden brown hair swept back from her face and held by antique platinum clips studded with tiny diamonds. A matching pendant hung from a slender chain around her throat, dipping toward the cleavage just visible at the top of the softly draped bodice of her ice-blue cocktail dress.

“Very nice,” he murmured.

When she gave him a quizzical look, he realized his response hadn’t exactly meshed with her question.

He cleared his throat and tried not to sound like a tongue-tied teenager. “Romberg is going to get the votes of people who are worried about raising taxes.”

She played with a strand of her hair. “He can’t run on one issue.”

Sam wanted to say something intelligent. But the  woman’s enticing scent wafted toward him—not perfume but her own delicious essence, wrapping him in a seductive embrace. He felt her green eyes stripping away his carefully cultivated veneer, and he couldn’t help wondering if she saw all the way down to the wolf lurking deep inside.

Impossible. Nobody could detect the wolf—unless he wanted them to.

He knew who she was. He’d been intrigued enough to dig up every scrap of information on her that he could find.

Some people photographed well. She was just the opposite. As they stood face-to-face, he saw that all the cameras pointed her way had failed her utterly. None had managed to capture her subtle beauty.

Before he could speak, she filled the silence. “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Olivia Woodlock.”

“Sam Morgan,” he answered, then heard himself asking, “Were you following me around?”

Did a little flash of guilt cross her features? Before he could analyze her expression, she dipped her head and looked up at him through a screen of lashes.

Her voice turned flirtatious. “You caught my attention.”

“I try to blend into the woodwork,” he answered.

“You couldn’t.”

Her tone sent a little jolt along his nerve endings, which he tried to ignore. Starting anything with Woodlock’s daughter would be insane. His best option was to put some distance between them, but she took a step closer, moving so that she was facing him.

“I’m glad you stopped by,” she murmured.

“Why?”

“I get tired of the same old faces, the same conversations. Do you live nearby?”

“I drove down for the evening,” he answered easily.

“From where?”

He almost told her where he lived before quashing the impulse. “North,” he said, and left it at that.

It was difficult to keep his focus on her face. He wanted to look at the place where that diamond pendant decorated her cleavage.

He should excuse himself and blend back in to the crowd. He and Olivia Woodlock were standing too close, getting too involved. He didn’t want to be attracted to Wilson Woodlock’s daughter. And he didn’t want her to remember him later.

Too late for that. They were reacting on too basic a level—a very sexual level.

Below the surface of the conversation, he was feeling his own guilt, since his purpose in her home wasn’t exactly honorable. Then he reminded himself sternly that she had been brought up in solitary splendor in a house that hundreds of people would be happy to share. Her bedroom alone could probably house three families.

Her bedroom. If he asked her to go up there with him, would she accept the invitation?

The outrageous thought shocked him. Since the bad old days in Baltimore, he’d learned caution. He’d learned to focus on what was important at each moment of his existence. Olivia Woodlock was muddying his brain, tempting him to break the ironclad rules he’d made for himself. He knew by the tension crackling between them that he wasn’t the only one sexually interested.

“Do you often play with fire?” he asked, hearing the thickness in his own voice.

“Never.”

“Then what are we doing now?”

She licked her lips, and his gaze followed the movement of her tongue.

“We’re getting to know each other.”

“And then what?”

He waited for a snappy rejoinder. Before she had a chance to continue the conversation, a loud thumping noise and a shout from somewhere outside the room made her eyes go wide.

The blood drained from her face. Pushing past him, she rushed out the door.




CHAPTER TWO

OLIVIA BOLTED FROM the room, her pulse pounding in her throat, her high heels clicking on the Mexican tiles as she rushed down the hall.

She sensed Sam Morgan behind her but didn’t spare him a glance. Several partygoers turned in astonishment, and she rudely shouldered past, tossing out a perfunctory “sorry” as she made for the front hall. When she saw a crowd of people facing the bottom of the steps, her heart stopped, then started again in double time.

“Let it be a waiter who spilled a tray of hors d’oeuvres,” she whispered, without much hope.

As she reached the front of the crowd, she caught a glimpse of dress shoes and black trouser legs halfway down the stairs.

“Oh, Colin,” she breathed.

Her brother didn’t have the brains God had given a hamster—at least when it came to common sense, she  amended quickly. He was brilliant with computers; the guest list for the party would have been somewhat different if it hadn’t been for his research. But he’d gotten sick and had to go to bed. Still, she’d been afraid he’d try to come down, anyway.

Following the pants legs upward, she saw he had lost his footing somewhere between the landing and the middle of the flight. His partner, Brice, was bending over him, looking as worried as she felt.

Scrambling up the steps, she dropped to her knees beside her brother. “Are you all right?” she asked urgently.

Colin’s eyes went from Brice to her. “I’m fine.” With his jaw clenched, he pushed himself up, then flushed as he glanced at the onlookers.

She cupped her hand over his shoulder. “You’re hurting.”

“Not much. Just my ankle.” He dragged in a breath, then grabbed the banister and tried to stand. But his leg crumpled beneath him, and he sat down heavily again. From the corner of her eye, she saw her father hugging the wall, probably too embarrassed to step out of the crowd. For him, appearance was everything. The sight of his son sprawled on the stairs did not make a pretty picture. Particularly with Colin’s male lover leaning over him like an anxious wife.

Inclining her head toward the onlookers, she raised her voice. “My brother is fine. He has a touch of the flu, and he got dizzy on the stairs.” As she spoke, she was thinking how good she’d become at telling lies. Smiling, she added, “I’ll be with you shortly.”

“Yes, yes. Nothing to get excited about,” her father finally chimed in as he ushered some of his guests back toward the bar. “Just an unfortunate mishap. Come, have a drink.”

To her relief, the gawkers began to clear the hall—all but one. Sam Morgan, of all people, came up the stairs toward  them. As he climbed, he stopped and picked up Colin’s glasses, which she hadn’t noticed and might well have trampled.

“Let me help you,” he said, handing the glasses to Colin, who put them back on to stare at the newcomer.

She watched recognition dawn in his eyes. He hid it quickly, clearing his throat and asking, “Do I know you?”

“Sam Morgan.”

Olivia tried to interrupt. “We can manage.”

But Morgan was already pushing up Colin’s pants leg to look at his ankle. “It’s swollen. Either it’s sprained or broken,” he said.

“Sprained,” Colin answered instantly.

“You should have it X-rayed,” Morgan said.

“I think ice will take care of it,” her brother answered as he turned to Brice. “Could you get me some in a plastic bag?”

“Of course.” Brice scurried off, probably glad to be useful.

She wanted to tell Morgan to join the other guests. He was too aggressive, too distracting. She couldn’t prevent her response to him, even when her full attention should be on Colin. She was aware of Morgan’s every movement and his indisputable masculinity. Aware of the clean, woodsy scent of his body, his strength, his assessing dark gaze, the nearly black hair that needed a trim . . . the mouth that hinted of carnal knowledge.

She blinked, chagrined that her mind was wandering down such paths at a time like this.

Morgan helped her brother stand, then steadied him when he wavered. Colin hobbled slowly up the steps, leaning heavily on the other man.

“Which way?” Morgan asked.

Colin hesitated for a split second. “Right.”

The computer room. The last place she’d have taken him.

She bit back a protest, as she followed them down the hall and into the room, her gaze darting immediately to the piles of printouts. Some of them might be papers Sam Morgan shouldn’t see.

Colin sighed in relief as he dropped onto the leather couch. Brice arrived with the ice pack in time to help him get settled, with his leg propped on the glass and brass coffee table, a pillow beneath it and the ice pack placed carefully over it.

While Brice was fussing over her brother, Olivia scanned the papers on the desk and decided they were safe.

Then, turning, she crossed to the sofa and inspected her brother’s outstretched leg, making a critical assessment of his condition, thinking how much their roles had changed. After their mother had left, he’d been the one who’d cleaned her scraped knees and administered first aid for bee stings. Now she was tending to him. He looked shaken, and perspiration filmed his forehead. She wanted to shout at him that he should be taking better care of himself. But she wasn’t going to do it in front of Morgan.

Colin and Brice exchanged a very private glance.

The warmth in that look sent a stab of envy through Olivia. Not that she begrudged her brother the comfort of the relationship. It was just that no one had ever looked at her like that. Maybe no one ever would. If her father had his way, she was doomed to a loveless marriage.

Well, she and Colin were going to do something about Dad’s cowardly plans. Of course, she could get herself killed in the process. But she’d decided that would be better than ending up as the wife of a man who wanted only to wield his power over her.

Her brother interrupted her dark thoughts, and she realized he was speaking to Morgan.

“Thank you for your help.” He laughed. “Although I would have picked a less dramatic way to meet.”

“Glad I was here,” Morgan replied.

“I should introduce you to my very good friend, Brice Brayman.”

“Nice to meet you.”

Olivia watched them shake, aware that they were assessing each other. Undoubtedly, Morgan had picked up on Colin and Brice’s relationship, but he wasn’t going to pass judgment, at least not overtly. Brice joined his partner on the couch, reaching for his hand and knitting their fingers together. “Morgan’s right. Maybe you should get that X-rayed,” he murmured.

“If the swelling doesn’t go down,” Colin answered grudgingly.

Maybe Morgan was embarrassed to be intruding on the family scene, because he turned away and stared at the long desk, taking in the computer, the various peripherals and the custom-sized screen that helped compensate for Colin’s reduced vision.

“Quite a setup you have.”

Colin grinned. “It keeps me in touch with the world.”

“Yeah.” To Olivia’s relief, Morgan added, “I should be going.”

“You don’t need to rush off,” Colin countered, and she wanted to take him by the shoulders and shake some sense into him.

But Morgan was already heading toward the door. When Olivia started after him, he shook his head. “I can find my own way out.”

His broad back disappeared down the hall.

Olivia waited several beats before asking, “I don’t suppose you pulled that falling down the steps act on purpose?”

“Oh, come on. I twisted my ankle on purpose?”

“Maybe that part was an accident.”

“You think I’d risk having Dad furious at me? You know damn well he’s going to come charging up here later and chew the hell out of me.”

“Yes,” she answered, quietly. She didn’t envy Colin. Years ago he would have gotten lashed with a riding crop. Now it would simply be a tongue lashing.

Surprising herself with her calm voice, she gave Brice instructions for the cold pack. “You’re supposed to alternate twenty minutes on and twenty minutes off with the ice.”

“I will.”

She wanted to stay and make sure Colin was all right. He was getting sicker more quickly than any of them had expected.

He caught the look in her eye and probably knew what she was thinking. He said only, “I’ll be fine.”

“I hope so,” she answered with sincerity.

He gave her a mischievous look. “You go on down and act like nothing happened. You’re good at that.”

She wanted to protest that she hated playacting. Instead she left the room.

In the hallway, she started for the steps, then stopped short when she felt a sudden wave of dizziness. Clenching her teeth, she braced her hand against the wall to steady herself and stood with the world swaying around her.

“No. Stop it this minute!” she ordered herself.

Standing in the hall, she waited until she was feeling almost normal. The dizzy episode lasted only a moment, but it was an excellent reminder of why she’d persuaded Colin to help her embark on the biggest lie of her life. Still, it felt as if she and her brother had set a doomsday machine streaking down a mountainside. All they could do was make the best of the ride and hope they didn’t crash-land at the bottom.

Once she’d rejoined the guests, she wove her way among them, her progress slowed by frequent questions about her brother. She gave them all the flu story again, but her eyes scanned the crowd, searching for the man she had encountered in the family room.

He wasn’t there, nor did she find him anywhere else. She fought a mixture of relief and disappointment. It seemed he had left, and she couldn’t shake the disturbing feeling that he had taken some part of her with him.




CHAPTER THREE

FIGHTING THE RESTLESS rush of blood through her veins, Olivia stood in the dining room, watching people from the catering company help Irene and Jefferies clean up after the party.

Her gaze wandered to a Marc Chagall lithograph in the small gallery collection over the buffet. It showed an exuberant man flying through the air toward his beloved, his neck at an odd angle and a bouquet of flowers in his hand. In an art history class she’d taken at the University of California at Santa Barbara, the professor had explained that Chagall was depicting his wildly ebullient feelings for the woman he would marry, that he often painted a fantasy representation of life. Years ago, her father had liked that quality in the artist. Probably he walked past the picture now without seeing it. For her, the unbridled joy of the man in the painting was a reminder that the Woodlock family no longer possessed the joie de vivre it once had.

“Is there anything I can do for you, Miss Olivia?” Jefferies asked. He was lean and gray-haired now. And his features had aged over the years. But his face was still the one she pictured when she needed warmth and comfort.

She quickly rearranged her own features. “Oh, no. Thank you.” Olivia still felt uncomfortable being called “Miss” by a man who had been her substitute parent when she was a child, but she knew she would only embarrass him by trying to put the two of them on a more familiar basis.

“We have some of that raspberry chocolate mousse cake left. It’s one of Mr. Colin’s favorites,” he said.

“Yes. Thanks. I’ll take him a piece.”

She followed Jefferies into the kitchen, where he put a generous slice of cake onto a dessert plate. She knew he was as upset about her brother as she was.

When their parents had been out of town or out for the evening, Jefferies was the man who had played Monopoly and Clue with them and taken them to riding and tennis lessons. It was he who had bought her sanitary pads and told her what she would need them for. They’d both been embarrassed, but he’d done it because he knew nobody else would.

She touched his arm. “Thank you.”

“I’m glad there’s some left.”

The exchange was warm but brief. She didn’t want to linger because he needed to finish up, so he could get some sleep. And she could see Irene, the maid, waiting to ask him a question.

Plate in hand, Olivia headed upstairs. In the upper hall, she could see a flickering light from what had once been a bedroom—until Brice had taken it over.

Drawn to the doorway, she looked at the fat candles set in holders on three carved chests that had been in the attic  for years. A golden Buddhist altar stood between the heavily curtained windows. On it, several sticks of incense burned in shallow dishes. An antique rug that had probably adorned a desert nomad’s tent covered the floor.

Colin sprawled against several of the pillows, his ice-draped ankle resting on a bolster.

“How do you feel?” she asked.

“Fine.”

She wanted to say, “Sure,” but she kept the sarcastic comment to herself. Brice, still wearing his tuxedo minus the tie, reclined against another bunch of the rich pillows. Between the men, a square Hermés scarf with a pattern in mauve, gold, and red drew attention to a selection of small objects arranged on top of it.

She knew Brice was propitiating the gods. Or calling on the realm of magic. Or perhaps both.

“Is it okay for Colin to eat a piece of cake in here?” she asked.

Brice looked torn. Probably, eating didn’t fit in with his idea of the room’s ceremonial purpose. On the other hand, he wanted his partner to get some nourishment. After several seconds hesitation, he nodded his acquiescence.

She handed Colin the plate, collected her own mound of pillows, and took a seat between the two men, her knees tucked up to accommodate the skirt of the cocktail dress.

Brice had set out a strange collection of objects on the scarf. One was a lifelike rendition of a human eye in white and blue glass—an amulet to ward off evil. She knew he’d bought it in Los Angeles, from a shop in the community of Middle Eastern immigrants.

Next to it was a sixteenth-century ornamental brass padlock from China. Brice had told her it was meant to be hung from a child’s neck to lock up the youngster’s soul and protect it from harm.

He had borrowed a small Aztec statuette from the museum downstairs—a figure of Tlazolteotl, goddess of sexual pleasure, giving birth to the maize god. She sat next to a carved Indonesian male figure with a huge penis and testicles. An ivory Buddha from Burma faced them. And there was something she hadn’t seen before—a paperback novel called Guards! Guards! by Terry Pratchett.

“What’s this doing here?” she asked.

“It’s for inspiration,” Brice explained.

“Like how?” Olivia asked, aware that he appreciated the interest in his projects.

“It starts with a group of ordinary men who come together to create magic,” Brice said. “They each bring objects that might have a little bit of power. And the aggregate adds up to more than the sum of its parts.”

“What did they do?”

“Summoned a fire-breathing dragon.”

Colin chewed and swallowed a forkful of cake. “I read the book. Unfortunately, the guys couldn’t control the dragon. It flew around the city incinerating citizens.”

Brice shot him an annoyed look.

“What does it matter?” she couldn’t stop herself from saying. “It’s just a story, isn’t it?”

“Sometimes fiction can be an entrée into all-embracing truth,” Brice told her, his voice low and serious.

She didn’t argue. She knew how much he wanted it to be true. He thought that divine intervention might be the way to save Colin. But being Brice, he hadn’t simply gone to a Christian church and prayed to the Holy Trinity or, maybe, asked the Blessed Virgin to intercede with Jesus for Colin’s sake. He’d come up with his own method of asking for supernatural assistance.

She picked up the lock and turned it in her hand before  returning it to the altar. Brice immediately moved the talisman back into the position he’d decided was important.

“So you think you can work magic with these objects?” she inquired.

“Well, I asked the gods to bring you into our circle. And you came. Three is a magic number, you know.”

She restrained herself from saying the flickering candles had drawn her to the room. Nor did she point out how bizarre it seemed for the three of them, all dressed to the nines, to be lounging on the floor in front of a makeshift altar full of a bunch of spiritual and secular objects—all laid out on a Hermés scarf.

Colin set aside the half-finished cake, so they could join hands. When Brice nodded his approval, she gave him a small smile. He was so serious. So beyond her experience. And he was totally devoted to Colin.

He was going to be devastated when Colin died.

She cancelled that thought. Colin was going to make it. He had to. And if this magic ceremony could help, she was willing to give it a try.

Brice began to speak in a low, steady voice. “On this winter night, we ask the guidance of the gods who watch over the universe. We ask for protection. And we ask for special favors for a man who has done no wrong, yet terrible tortures have fallen on his shoulders.”

Olivia closed her eyes, trying to convince herself that they could make something real happen.

“As the candles flicker, his life flickers. As the world turns, his fate hangs in the balance. But the gods or the fates have the power to set him on a new course. Do not deny him the chance. Let your love and mercy shine down on him all the days of his long life.”

As Brice continued to speak, she tried to coax a kind of  hopeful anticipation into her being. Magic was real. If you could just find the key to using it.

Please, she silently begged. Please let it happen.

As Brice’s prayer wafted over her, she glanced at him, then at Colin, from under lowered lashes. Involuntarily, her hand tightened on her brother’s.

They’d both been raised to fulfill certain roles in life. She’d balked at the restrictions. She’d been intimidated by the obligations. Then she’d been angry that the responsibilities weren’t going to fall equally on her brother’s shoulders.

But her anger had been nothing compared to the wrath of Big Daddy Woodlock when his only son had picked the family’s Thanksgiving dinner to announce that he was gay.

Then and there, her father had called his only son every insulting name he could dredge up—from fag to nancy boy to queer. Later, he’d threatened to disinherit him. And Colin had coolly told him that he could make a very good living as a stock market analyst.

Olivia wondered if Colin secretly wished he were the son their father wanted. She knew she wished he hadn’t focused on her as the only hope of carrying on the Woodlock line.

Brice stopped talking, and the room was suddenly silent. “I can tell that neither one of you is taking this seriously,” he complained.

“I’m trying,” Olivia murmured.

“Maybe if you tried harder, it would work.”

“We all know what would work,” she shot back. When she realized they were still holding hands, she detached herself from the two men.

Colin shifted against the pillows, making himself more comfortable. Silence filled the room. She was wondering what to say, when her brother asked, “So what did you think of Sam Morgan?”

Olivia felt a dart of warmth spear through her. She wasn’t  going to tell Colin that Morgan turned her on. Instead she allowed, “He’s too sure of himself.”

“He’s been very successful at his chosen profession. It’s made him very rich.”

Brice picked up the evil eye and turned it around in his hand. “He exudes sexuality.”

“You would notice that,” Colin muttered.

“You didn’t?”

“Yeah, but I also noticed he’s as straight as a knight’s lance.”

“A nice phallic image.”

Olivia listened to the two men banter. Once she had resented Brice. Now she accepted him as one of the family—and trusted him implicitly.

“We can control him,” Colin said with the confidence that sometimes drove her crazy.

“With magic?” she asked, then gave a shaky laugh.

“I think you’ve got a better way to control Sam Morgan.”

She blanched. “What do you expect me to do?”

“As much as you want. By all accounts, he’s very good in bed.”

“Colin!”

“I saw the sparks leaping back and forth between you two,” her brother murmured.

She sighed. “You don’t miss much. Even when you’re in pain.”

“I know you pretty well. I like seeing you come alive.”

“You won’t like trying to work with Morgan. He does what he wants, when he wants, and for his own reasons,” Olivia answered, rubbing her hands on the suddenly prickly flesh of her bare arms. In one of their late-night strategy sessions, she had come up with the idea of getting help to steal back their family heritage from Luther Ethridge, the man who had snatched it from them.

Colin had eagerly begun looking for the right candidate. Sam Morgan stood head and shoulders above the others he’d found.

Had sexual attraction swayed her judgment? She’d been obsessing over Sam Morgan since she’d first read Colin’s biography of the man and looked at his photograph. Really, she should have stayed away from him tonight, but she hadn’t been able to resist following him into the family room.

Realizing the two men were looking at her, she deliberately lowered her hands. Colin thought they’d hit the jack-pot with Sam Morgan, but she wasn’t so sure it was going to work out the way anybody expected.

She was savvy enough to recognize that Morgan had stirred something hot and sensual inside her. Too bad she couldn’t whip up a witch’s spell that would keep him under control.

A sudden noise made her head jerk toward the door. An instant later, her dad came blasting through it. He’d taken another hit of coke, or whatever he was using now, and his eyes were manic.

 

 

UNCONTROLLABLE anger surged through Wilson as he charged into the room. They were in there again. Doing one of their fake magic ceremonies. And the thought of Woodlocks sinking so low made his blood froth.

He was the head of this family. And they were defying him. A few years ago nobody would have dared. But now they had no shame.

“What the hell is going on?” he demanded, because he wanted to hear their half-baked answer.

Colin blanched, but he kept his voice even. “An after-party conversation.”

“Fuck this! Stop this crap. Stop it, do you hear!”

With some part of his mind, he watched himself. And there was still enough rationality left in him to be appalled at his own behavior.

But once the anger took him, it was in control. Striding across the room, he grabbed Brice by the arm and yanked him to his feet. “Get out. Go on, git. I want to talk to my son without his fag lover and chief wizard hovering around.”

Anger gathered on Brice’s face. But a warning look from Colin had him stalking out of the room like the good little lapdog that he was.

With the fag lover gone, Wilson focused on Olivia. “I expected better of you.”

“Sorry,” she whispered.

“Sorry isn’t good enough.” To keep from striking her, he paced to the window, then whirled and faced Colin again, almost knocking over one of the candles.

Olivia reached to steady it, as Wilson let loose with a torrent of words. “If you’d married Demeter Ethridge, the family wouldn’t be in this mess,” he shouted at his son.

“Demeter Ethridge has the IQ of a stalagmite,” Colin shot back.

“You didn’t have to discuss quantum physics with her. You just had to fuck her,” he shouted.

“I didn’t want to fuck her, as you so delicately put it.”

The boy’s insolence only fired his rage. “Didn’t want to? Or couldn’t get it up for a woman? Couldn’t you just pretend she was a boy, and that you were fucking her in the ass?”

“Are we going through all this again?” Colin asked in a weary voice.

“Don’t smart-mouth me, sonny. You may beat me out on an IQ test, but I was still in charge of this family, the last time I looked.” Unable to stop himself, he charged across the  room, this time scattering the magic objects spread on the scarf.

He felt Olivia grab his arm and try to yank him away.

He could hear her voice buzzing in his ears, “Get off! Get off him!” she shouted, pounding on his shoulders with her fists. Though he paid no attention to her, the exertion was too much for him. Unable to support his own weight, he sank down heavily in a nest of pillows, panting, watching Colin fall back against the wall.

Olivia’s first words were for Colin.

“Are you all right?” she asked urgently.

“Yes,” he answered, reaching to shove his glasses back into place.

Only then did she turn to her father—the man who should have been her first concern. “Dad, you need to rest.”

He felt tears stinging the backs of his eyes, and he fought to keep his children from seeing them. Somewhere deep inside himself, he hated his behavior, hated his weakness, hated the way he’d lost control of himself and his family.

He’d been holding everything together. Doing his best for himself and for his children. Suddenly, it was all slipping away.

And he was too tired to do anything about it. When Olivia took his arm, he let her help him up. Trying not to lean on her too heavily, he allowed his daughter to help him toward the door.

Still, he needed to make something clear. “I need one of you to do your duty,” he growled. “If not Colin, then you.”

“My marrying Luther Ethridge won’t accomplish what you think it will.”

“He’ll give us what we need.”

She sighed. “He’ll enslave me and kill you and Colin and Uncle Darwin.”

“No,” he said. He’d thought of that. He’d thought of a  way to keep it from happening. But now he couldn’t remember what it was.

“Come on. Let’s get you to bed,” she said.

 

 

LUTHER Ethridge was sweating. But it was a good sweat. He’d spent a half hour on the stair climber and was two minutes away from finishing his hour on the weight machines that occupied the spacious gym on the lower level of his home.

The house—well, no, it was a castle, really, with a front designed to resemble a medieval fortress and stone walls reinforced against earthquakes—was built into a mountain overlooking La Jolla. Long ago, he’d bought himself the home and almost everything else that he deserved. All through his childhood, he’d been held by his parents to standards set by the Woodlocks, and he’d always rated second best. Well, he wasn’t second best to anyone now. The Woodlocks’ fate was in his hands, and he planned to keep it that way. Through the floor-to-ceiling, bulletproof windows of the gym, he looked out at the lights of the city and the black vista beyond, which would metamorphose into an expanse of the Pacific Ocean as the sun rose. He was waiting for his contact at the Woodlock house to call. He knew it might be hours before his spy could slip away, but that knowledge didn’t curb his impatience. This was a big night for Wilson. The old man had scheduled a formal party, and Luther was eager to know how it had gone.

After wiping his face on a butter-yellow towel, he snatched the portable phone from the chrome-and-steel credenza and strode into the dressing room. With efficient movements, he pulled off his damp shorts and shirt and carefully stowed them in the wicker hamper. Naked, he stood in front of the mirror, inspecting his body. At forty,  he was in excellent shape and worked with single-minded intensity to keep it that way.

For just a moment, another image flickered in his mind: the scrawny kid who had been the butt of practical jokes at the exclusive Dickensen Preparatory School for Boys.

“Go away,” he muttered, angry that the persona he’d obliterated long ago still had the power to leap into his mind when he least expected it.

Once again he was a ten-year-old kid, his heart pounding as he walked into the hushed entrance foyer of the school where the Woodlock boys had gone for generations. He’d thought Dickensen Prep would change his life.

He laughed, an angry, grating sound. It had done that, all right.

He’d been weedy and awkward then—the last guy picked for any team. The kid nobody wanted for a room-mate. The butt of countless jokes and insults. His first six years at Dickensen had been a living hell. But over the summer before his junior year, when his body had metamorphosed from boy to man, he’d seen an opportunity to change his life. He’d vowed to turn himself into a guy nobody would dare mess with, and he’d started working out in the gym, determined to return to school in the fall with new muscles and a new attitude. He’d accomplished those goals. And he’d been working his ass off ever since—in the gym and in every other venue where he could excel. He was strong and competent, in control. A millionaire many times over. He was proud of what he’d accomplished in life all by himself. He’d learned the value of hard work. The value of instilling fear. The value of focusing on a goal and doing whatever it took to get what he wanted.

He made a small face as he patted his abdomen. No matter how many hours he spent in the gym, he couldn’t rid himself of the little paunch below his waist. But he  could fix that easily. Time for a trip to Dr. Tomaso in Tijuana. The town had a bad reputation as a tourist trap, but he wasn’t going there for painted pottery or jai alai. The city across the border from San Diego was also the perfect location for the luxury clinic that his favorite plastic surgeon ran. Dr. Tomaso was a very talented man. Luther had been there half a dozen times for minor procedures. Like the chin implant and liposuction that had given his face a more masculine profile. And the neat little operation that had lowered the interior shaft of his penis so that two more inches hung down. The kids at school had teased him about his small dick. Well, the hell with them. He looked fine now. Potent. Masculine. Although, another two inches would be even better. Too bad those pills and patches he kept seeing ads for on the Internet were dangerous.

Tomorrow he’d get his secretary to schedule a quick session to take care of his midsection. He’d be in and out of the clinic in twenty-four hours, tops.

Reaching into the large shower stall, he turned on the water and adjusted the temperature, then stepped in, enjoying the feel of the six sprays hitting his body. Afterward, he toweled dry and turned to the closet where he selected Yves Saint Laurent jeans, a soft baby blue knit silk pullover by Armani, and a pair of alligator loafers he had had made at a small factory in Genoa.

The phone rang as he was fixing a health drink.

“Yes?”

“I can’t talk long.”

“Understood.”

“The party was a success. Except for the unfortunate incident where Colin fell down the steps.”

“Did he?” Luther chuckled. “The poor boy. What about the others?”

“Wilson is maintaining himself on stimulants.”

“And Uncle Darwin?”

“He’s showing definite signs of mental instability.”

“Good.”

“After the party, Wilson gave Colin hell for not agreeing to marry your sister.”

“Leave her out of this!”

“Yes, sir.”

“And get me the guest list. I mean those who actually attended.”

“Yes, sir.”

He rang off, thinking that his plan was going very well. Soon he’d have the Woodlocks exactly where he wanted them. Especially Olivia. He wanted her in bed—under him, on her back, on her stomach, any and all ways he could think of.

But meanwhile, it was time to go have some fun with the special visitor in his tower room.
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