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Praise for  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 Castle . . .

“Castle is well known for her playful love stories, and this futuristic tale of romantic suspense runs delightfully true to form . . . An appealing, effervescent romance mildly spiced with paranormal fun, this novel won’t disappoint.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“A fun read, as are all [of] Castle/Krentz’s books.”

—The Southern Pines (NC) Pilot

 

“Writing under Jayne Castle, Jayne Ann Krentz takes her trademark combination of witty, upbeat action, lively sensuality, and appealing characters to [a] unique, synergistic world.” —Library Journal

 

“Jayne Castle, one of the pioneers of the futuristic sub-genre, continues to set the standard against which all other such books are judged.” —Affaire de Coeur

 

“As always, the characterizations and plot blend perfectly for a thrilling, funny, and fully satisfying read.”

—Romantic Times (4½ stars)

... and 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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This one is for Elvis.  
Good to know he made it through the Curtain.




A Note from Jayne

Welcome back to my other world, Harmony.

Two hundred years ago 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 the early twenty-first century on Earth.

Here on Harmony, however, things are a little different, especially after dark. You’ve got those dangerously sexy ghost hunters, the creepy ruins of a long-vanished alien civilization, and a most unusual kind of pet. In addition, an increasingly wide variety of psychic powers are showing up in the population.

Nevertheless, when it comes to love, some things never change. . . .

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

 

Love, 
Jayne




Chapter 1

ELVIS HAD NEVER LOOKED BETTER. HE WORE HIS NEW  cape, the white one with the high, flared collar and the glittering rhinestone trim. The sunglasses gave him a dashing air of mystery.

With a star’s unerring instinct for the spotlight, he had managed to find the most dramatically lit position in the room, the center of the Guild boss’s vast desk. The light from the nearby lamp struck small sparks off the rhinestones.

“Don’t think I’ve ever seen a dust bunny wearing a cape and sunglasses,” Fontana said.

His full name was John Fontana, but as far as Sierra McIntyre had been able to determine, no one called the new chief of the Crystal City Ghost Hunter’s Guild anything except Fontana.

She looked up from her notes, distracted, and smiled in spite of her tension. If you didn’t notice the six tiny paws that were just barely visible in the fluffy gray fur and the innocent bright-blue daylight eyes, it would have been easy to mistake Elvis for a large ball of dryer lint; in this case, a ball of lint in a cape and sunglasses.

“Elvis has a sense of style,” she said proudly. “He knows what looks good on him.”

Fontana leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers. “I can see that. How did you end up with a dust bunny for a pet?”

The black and amber ring on his powerful hand glinted ominously. The amber gem was engraved with the seal of his office. He had ascended to the highest post in the Crystal Guild only a few days earlier, but he appeared to be very much at home here in the executive suite. Then again, he had no doubt been preparing for the position for years. Becoming a Guild boss required the ability to commit to a long-term strategy. Skill at outmaneuvering your opponents and a ruthless streak were minimum job requirements.

Unlike Elvis’s baby blues, Fontana’s eyes were anything but innocent. They were the color of the gem in his ring, dark amber. Sierra was as familiar with Guild politics as it was possible for any outsider to be. She was well aware that no man—and to date all of the Guilds were headed by men—got as far as Fontana had with his innocence intact.

Under the force of his disturbingly thoughtful expression, she found herself shifting in her chair. She uncrossed her legs and then crossed them again. The odd, fizzy excitement that she had been experiencing since she walked into the room had not diminished one bit. The hair on the back of her neck was still stirring. Energy hummed through her, both the physical and the paranormal kind. All of her senses were fully rezzed. What was wrong with this picture?

You expected a Guild boss to be intimidating, but somehow you didn’t expect one to look thoughtful, at least not the way Fontana did thoughtful. The heads of the organizations were traditionally men of power, both physical and psychical, men who had clawed their way to the top using whatever means were required to achieve their objectives. You expected streetwise cunning in a Guild boss, but not the sort of cool-headed intelligence and the aura of centeredness and control that Fontana exhibited. For some reason the knowledge that he was the kind of man who considered carefully before he acted only made him seem more dangerous.

More dangerous and, for some inexplicable reason, more interesting. She was here to do the most important interview of her very short career as a journalist, and she could not concentrate. She just wanted to sit there and stare at Fontana—maybe forever.

Maybe she was coming down with the flu or something. Now that she thought about it, she definitely felt a little feverish.

The day had not started out well in spite of the promise of the exclusive with Fontana. For starters, she’d endured a sleepless night, unable to escape the creepy feeling that someone, somewhere, was watching. She knew it was a totally irrational sensation, but that didn’t make any difference. Her intuition did not respond to logical argument.

Elvis had seemed restless as well, although that was probably because he had picked up on her unease. He was very sensitive to her moods. Countless times she had risen from the rumpled bed and gone to the window. Elvis had followed every time, hopping up onto the sill.

Together they had surveyed the narrow street two floors below, but there had been very little to see. That was hardly surprising, of course. It was early fall, and the fog was thick in the Quarter. The locals referred to the season as the Big Gray for a very good reason. The seemingly endless mist that blanketed the city at this time of year was legendary. On the rare occasions when the fog lightened temporarily, rain moved in to take its place.

The lack of sleep had definitely affected her edge this morning, but the real disaster had occurred en route from her office to Guild headquarters. She had taken a taxi because parking spaces were notoriously hard to find in the Quarter in the vicinity of the Guild offices. The driver had let her out on the side of the street opposite the entrance of the Colonial-era building.

She never saw the big Oscillator 600 bearing down on her in the heavy fog. It was only her intuition and Elvis’s anxious chortling that had caused her to leap back onto the curb in the nick of time. The close call had left her already sleep-deprived senses badly jangled.

The last straw had been walking into Fontana’s office a short time later and discovering that the subject of her interview had the power to raise the hair on the nape of her neck.

“Elvis isn’t a pet,” she said, pulling herself together with an effort. “He’s a companion. Now, if you don’t mind, I have another question regarding your plans for the Crystal City Guild.”

Fontana looked amused. “You seem to be obsessed with the future of this organization.”

“The Guilds wield enormous power in all of the city-states. That was especially true here in Crystal under your predecessor’s administration. Naturally my readers are anxious to know what to expect now that there is a new chief.”

Fontana shrugged. “The Guilds are respected, well-established institutions. They have always played active roles in the political and social affairs of their communities. I see no reason for that to change.”

In Sierra’s opinion, the Guilds were all about power, and there was certainly a lot of it here in Fontana’s office—not just the political and social kind but also the sort produced by raw psi energy. Some of that was coming from Fontana himself. But the room also shimmered faintly with energy. In fact, there was so much psi swirling in the atmosphere she knew there had to be a secret entrance to the ancient underground tunnels somewhere nearby. Here in the Old Quarter there were reputed to be hundreds of old holes-in-the-wall, as they were called.

She straightened a little in her chair. She had come here for answers, and she intended to get them.

“I’ll allow that the Guilds are well-established institutions,” she said briskly, “but don’t you think it’s going a bit too far to say that they are respected? I’m sure you’re well aware that all of the organizations have serious problems when it comes to public relations.”

Elvis chose that moment to leave the spotlight. He drifted across the desk, cape fluttering behind him, and came to a halt in front of Fontana’s coffee cup.

“Any large corporation has a few public relations issues,” Fontana said. He watched Elvis with a mildly wary expression. “Is the bunny housebroken?”

“Dust bunnies are naturally very clean, and the Guilds are not normal business entities,” Sierra shot back. “The best that can be said about them is that they are uneasy crosses between emergency militias and closely held, highly secretive private corporations.”

Fontana’s dark brows rose slightly. “Would that be the dust bunnies or the Guilds?”

She flushed. He’s trying to push your buttons. Don’t let him do it. “I’m talking about the Guilds, of course.”

“Corporations run like military organizations,” Fontana repeated in that maddeningly thoughtful way. He inclined his head. “That’s a fairly accurate description. You have to admit that the Guilds are unique.”

“Many people feel that it would be more accurate to say that they are little better than legalized mobs of gangsters.Guild chiefs have traditionally considered themselves to be above the law.”

“No one is above the law, Miss McIntyre,” Fontana said gently.

“The former chief, Brock Jenner, took a different view.

Some would say a more traditional view. He ran the Crystal City Guild as if it were his own private fiefdom. There were persistent rumors to the effect that under his watch the organization dabbled heavily in a variety of illicit activities.”

“You ought to know, Miss McIntyre. Your stories in the Curtain were responsible for a lot of those rumors.”

“Naturally my readers want to know if they can expect more of the same now that you’re in charge.”

“I think that is what is known as a loaded question.”

“Are you going to answer it?”

“Are you certain that your readers care about my plans for the Guild? I was under the impression that the readers of the Curtain were more interested in insightful investigative reporting about people who have the misfortune to get kidnapped by aliens and dragged down into the catacombs for strange sexual experiments.”

Sierra bit back her frustration. She had done some good work at the Curtain. The problem was that when you ran a piece with a headline like “Guild Conceals Discovery of Secret Alien Lab” next to a story entitled “Woman Pregnant with Alien Baby,” credibility became an issue. Few people seemed to notice or care that the gutsy tabloid was the only paper in town that had dared to print negative stories about the local Guild organization.

“If you have such a low opinion of me, my paper, and its readers, why did you agree to do this interview?” she asked.

Elvis chose that moment to go up on his hind legs. He hooked his front paws over the rim of the coffee mug and dipped his head inside.

“Oh, dear.” Mortified, Sierra leaped to her feet, pen and notepad clutched in one hand. She leaned over the wide desk, scooped up Elvis, and sat down quickly. “Sorry about that. He’s a little caffeine junkie.”

“Not a problem.” Fontana got to his feet with a lithe uncoiling motion and crossed the room to a handsome serving cart. He picked up the coffeepot and filled a mug. “Does he take cream and sugar?”

“Uh, no.” Sierra clutched the wriggling Elvis. “He likes his coffee straight. But this really isn’t necessary.”

Fontana carried the mug back across the room and set it down on the corner of the desk.

“Help yourself, big guy,” he said.

Elvis did not need a second invitation. He bounced from Sierra’s knee up onto the desk and ducked his head into the mug. Tiny slurping sounds followed.

Sierra watched him uneasily. Elvis usually had excellent instincts when it came to people. If he didn’t like someone, he made his feelings clear. But he had taken to Fontana right from the start. She wasn’t sure what to make of that. Or course, it was possible that dust-bunny intuition, like her own, wasn’t infallible.

Fontana looked at Sierra. “Another cup for you, Miss McIntyre?”

“No, I’m fine, thank you.” She glanced at her notes, determined to take charge. “Are you aware of the growing problem of the illegal drug called ghost juice?”

“I’ve read your stories about it, yes.”

“Then you know that, for some reason, the majority of the addicts are former Guild men who are now living on the streets of the Quarter?”

Fontana lounged against the edge of the desk and crossed his arms. “I believe I read that in your last piece on the subject, yes.”

“It’s the truth. The experts think that for some reason, ghost hunters might be more susceptible to the drug because of their particular parapsych profiles. There’s an old saying that the Guild takes care of its own. Don’t you think that the Crystal organization should be actively working to get the drug off the streets?”

“You know, my public relations people advised me not to grant this interview.”

“I’ll bet they did. I’m sure they would prefer that you not talk to the press at all.”

“It isn’t the press, in general, they’re worried about.” Fontana smiled. “It’s you, Miss McIntyre. You have something of a reputation.”

“Your public relations people don’t like me very much, if that’s what you mean.”

“That’s what I mean.” He uncrossed his arms and reached back across the desk to pick up a copy of the Curtain . He held up the front page so that she could read it.

“This is your most recent scoop, I believe,” he said. “Oddly enough, my PR people felt that it was a little biased.”

She glanced at the paper. Beneath the masthead with its familiar slogan, “Go Behind The Curtain for the Truth,” was a screaming banner headline: “Mystery Man in Charge of Crystal Guild. What Is He Hiding?”

The headline was accompanied by a photo of Fontana getting out of a sleek, black Raptor sports car. Phil Trager, the Curtain’s staff photographer, had grabbed the shot on the fly, but it was a good one. In the picture Fontana looked a lot like he did in person: dangerous. But the impression was not a function of his looks or size. Fontana dominated his environment with his seemingly effortless aura of controlled power.

Brock Jenner had been a big, thick man, both physically and, in Sierra’s opinion, intellectually. There was no question that he’d wielded power. Self-control, however, had certainly not been his forte. He’d been a heartless womanizer, and his temper had been explosive. Although he had officially died of natural causes, Sierra suspected that the reason he was no longer around was directly related to his habit of stabbing his fellow associates in the back. She wondered if the last back he had taken aim at had been Fontana’s. If so, he had miscalculated badly.

If Jenner had been a bull of a man, Fontana was a specter-cat. You wouldn’t know he was hunting you until you saw the fangs, and by then it would be too late.

He was a couple of inches above average height; not so tall as to tower over everyone in the room, yet somehow you would always know that he was the man in charge. No one would ever call him handsome, Sierra thought, but that did not matter; not to her at any rate. What he was, was fascinating. As in, the most intriguing man she had ever met. No wonder the hair on the back of her neck refused to settle down. Her pulse had been skipping along at high speed from the moment she had walked into the room. She was intensely, intimately aware of him in a way she could not explain.

There was nothing nervous or fidgety about Fontana. You got the feeling that it would require, at the very minimum, a volcanic eruption right here in his office to catch him by surprise. Even then, you would probably discover that he had contingency plans for such an event.

Rank-and-file ghost hunters were very big on tradition, right down to their wardrobes. They favored a lot of khaki and leather, probably because it went with the swagger. But those who made it to the top of the Guild preferred to dress like the CEOs they pretended to be. Today Fontana wore black, a lot of it. His black trousers, black shirt, black tie, and black jacket would have looked perfectly appropriate in her father’s boardroom or any of her brothers’ clubs. Each item screamed expensive fabric and brilliant tailoring; discreetly, of course.

The sartorial difference lay in the details. Unlike the silver or gold accessories that her male relatives favored, Fontana wore amber. Even the buttons of his shirt and his cuff links were set with amber. So was his belt buckle, the face of his watch, and, of course, the seal ring.

She was sure that every bit of the amber she could see was tuned. What’s more, she suspected that he had amber elsewhere on his person, perhaps embedded in a shoe or on a key chain. Guild men carried backup amber in the same spirit that cops carried concealed guns. They knew that someday their lives might depend on the extra firepower.

But ghost hunters worked underground in the catacombs and the mysterious alien rain forest where the unpredictable currents of psi energy made high-tech weaponry and most machinery useless. Down below in the tunnels and in the jungle, survival depended on the ability to work tuned amber.

The paranormal ability to psychically resonate with amber and use it to focus the brain’s natural energy had begun to appear among the colonists shortly after they had settled on Harmony. At first it had been viewed as a kind of biological quirk or curiosity. Scientists had concluded that something in the planet’s environment stimulated the latent power in the human mind.

But the true value of the para-resonating talent had soon become evident. Now, two hundred years after the energy Curtain had closed, isolating the colonies, amber was the chief source of energy. It was used to power everything from washing machines to computers.

For most people, the ability to generate and direct currents of psychic energy was a low-level, generalized talent. There were those, however, who exhibited much higher levels of para-resonating ability. In such cases the talent always took a highly specialized form and was directly linked to objects and artifacts left behind by the first colonists on Harmony, the long-vanished alien empire. All of the relics of the lost civilization radiated heavy psi energy.

The aliens had disappeared eons before the arrival of the settlers from Earth, but they had left behind a vast network of catacombs that crisscrossed the planet beneath its surface. Recently a massive underground rain forest had also been discovered. Like the tunnels, the jungle was filled with strong currents of psi. Some of it took dangerous forms. That was where ghost hunters came in.

Hunters were prime examples of para-resonators with strong but extremely limited talents. Their psychic abilities, while admittedly impressive, were not exactly multifunctional skill sets. As far as anyone had been able to discover, the only use for a hunter’s talent was to manipulate and control the highly volatile, potentially lethal balls of fiery, acid-green alien energy known technically as unstable dissonance energy manifestations—UDEMs. Everyone called the miniature storms ghosts, because they seemed to drift like lost specters through the underground world, creating major hazards for those who ventured beneath the surface.

Getting singed by a ghost was no small disaster. A close encounter with the wild energy fields could destroy a person’s psychic senses. It could also put the unlucky victim into a coma from which he might never recover. The only people who could control the ghosts were those who could resonate with the chaotic dissonance energy that fueled them: ghost hunters.

Exploration and excavation of the mysterious tunnels and, more recently, the rain forest was big business. Corporations, university research teams, and private individuals all competed to discover and recover the secrets that the aliens had left behind. Only hunters could offer protection underground in the heavy psi environment. If you wanted to hire a few as security for your research or exploration team, you had to go through the Guilds.

The result was that the Guilds exerted enormous control over who got to conduct business underground. The law of supply and demand being what it was, the organizations had become extremely powerful over the years. Their tentacles reached down into the underworld and throughout society as well. A man in Fontana’s position could exert enormous pressure on politicians, CEOs, and influential people at every level.

In Sierra’s opinion, the situation had gotten considerably worse in the past year with the opening up of the rain forest to explorers, researchers, and old-fashioned treasure hunters. The Guilds, never slow to recognize a business opportunity when they saw it, had moved swiftly to exert their authority over the eerie buried jungle, just as they did over the catacombs.

There was no question but that jungle exploration was hazardous. In addition to a host of strange new plant and animal species, treacherous currents of energy flowed through the rain forest. It turned out that certain types of hunters could navigate the so-called ghost rivers. The Guilds had found a new and extremely profitable market niche.

Power was power, and whether he admitted it or not, Fontana wielded a lot of the stuff.

He looked up from the piece she had written on him, his expression politely neutral. “You seem to think that, on their good days, ghost hunters are just a bunch of overpaid bodyguards. On our off days we’re flat-out criminals.”

“I never wrote that you were all criminals,” she said quickly. Ivor Runtley, publisher and editor of the Curtain, had made it clear that, while he was willing to allow her a lot of leeway, he definitely did not want her bringing the full wrath of the new Guild boss down on his beloved paper.

Fontana tossed the paper aside. “Okay, I’ll concede that you did not actually use the word criminal. But it’s obvious that you don’t think highly of those in my profession.”

“I believe that the Guilds have far too much power when it comes to what goes on underground. A great deal of power in the hands of any one organization is always dangerous.”

“Do you really think it would be a good idea to strip the Guilds of their authority underground?” he asked.

“I’m not saying that some control and organization isn’t necessary. Everyone knows that people with your sort of talents are necessary for safe exploration.”

“My sort of talents?” he asked softly. “What do you know about my talents?”

“You’re obviously a hunter, a powerful one, I’m sure. You wouldn’t have made it to the top of the Guild unless you were a very strong dissonance energy para-rez talent.” She paused. “Of some kind.”

She tacked on that last line very deliberately. Historically, the Guilds had always maintained that there was only one sort of hunter talent: the ability to work green ghost light. But in the course of her new career as an investigative reporter, she had picked up some very interesting rumors hinting that some hunters could work other kinds of alien psi, specifically silver and blue light. If it was true that there were some exotic hunter talents, it was yet another secret that the Guilds were keeping. She doubted very much that she could trick Fontana into admitting it, but it had been worth a shot.

“Let’s assume for the moment that you know all you think you need to know about me,” he said, ignoring the subtle dig about unpublicized talents. “What about you?”

She froze. Elvis, sensing her distress, left his coffee and skittered across the desk. He jumped down onto her knee and then bounded up her arm to sit on her shoulder. She reached up and touched him in a reassuring manner.

Fontana could not possibly know about her own talent, she told herself. He was fishing in the dark, trying to provoke her the same way she had tried to prod him. They were after each other’s secrets.

“I’m a reporter, Mr. Fontana,” she said coldly. “Whatever talents I have are in the realm of journalism.”

He gave her a slow, knowing, shatteringly intimate smile. “I’m not buying that, not for a minute. I know power when I sense it, Miss McIntyre.”

“I did not come here to talk about myself. This was supposed to be an interview with you.” She closed her notebook and slipped it into her purse. “But it appears that isn’t going to happen, so I might as well be on my way.”

“You surprise me. I didn’t think you’d give up so easily.”

She got to her feet. “I don’t mind wasting your time, but I’m not real keen on wasting my own.”

“Sit down, Miss McIntyre.”

“Why?”

“Because I am, as the old saying goes, about to make you an offer you can’t refuse.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“I hope you won’t take it that way.”

“And if I refuse?”

He smiled. “You won’t.”

“Why won’t I?”

“Because I’m going to give you a shot at a real exclusive, the biggest story of your career.”

“Sure.”

“You don’t trust me, do you?”

“No farther than I could throw you.”

He watched her with a steady, unwavering look. “I’m dead serious.”

It was the word dead that aroused all her new journalistic instincts. Okay, maybe he was serious.

“This would be a Guild story?” she asked warily.

“Yes.”

“What, exactly, do I have to do to get this hot exclusive?”

“Marry me.”




Chapter 2

SHE SAT DOWN AGAIN. HARD. SO HARD THAT THE DUST  bunny on her shoulder bounced a little and had to scramble to hang on to his perch.

The stunned, vaguely horrified expression on Sierra’s face would have been a lot more satisfying if it had not been elicited by the prospect of marrying him, Fontana thought. So what if they had only met forty-five—he glanced at his watch—make that forty-seven minutes ago? So what if she had made it crystal clear that she considered Guild bosses, as a class, to be legalized mobsters? The fact that she was literally shocked speechless by the notion of marrying him was proving a little hard on the ego, probably because when she had walked through his door forty-seven minutes ago, he’d been nearly floored by the rush.

It had taken a great deal of willpower just to make normal conversation. He’d experienced his share of fast-acting attractions in the past. Hell, he liked women. But this all-consuming fascination with Sierra McIntyre was startlingly, disturbingly, intriguingly different.

The effect had struck full force on both the normal and the paranormal plane, shaking him to the core. His psychic senses were as dazzled as his physical senses, and that was nothing short of unique in his experience. Always, always, he had been able to separate the two realms when it came to his relationships with women. But this time it was as if something deep inside him had instantly recognized and responded to Sierra McIntyre, as if he’d been waiting for her without having been consciously aware of it.

It wasn’t just her looks. He’d seen any number of more beautiful women in his life. Which wasn’t to say that Sierra was not attractive, he thought. The appeal, however, was unconventional and wholly unexpected, at least for him. He usually went for the polished, sleek, sophisticated type, the kind of women who knew how to play the sexual game. He liked them tall. Sierra McIntyre was on the short side, even in her high-heeled pumps. He liked them willowy. Sierra had a definite tendency toward roundness. He liked blondes who wore their long hair in dramatic upswept styles.

Sierra’s hair was the color of fall leaves. Wildly curly, it looked as if she had lost control somewhere along the line and had simply given up trying to tame it. Her face was intelligent. Her eyes were the alluring blue green of a tropicallagoon, very big and very knowing. They were framed by a pair of serious-looking glasses.

Although this was the first time they had met in person, he knew a lot about Sierra McIntyre. As was his custom, he’d done his research before he’d plotted his strategy.

It was Sierra’s gutsy determination that had first drawn his attention. There weren’t many people in Crystal, male or female, who were willing to criticize the Guild and its policies, let alone go after Brock Jenner. Two possible explanations had come to mind. Either Sierra’s obsession with exposing Guild secrets was driven by a personal vendetta or else she was one of those irritating, naive do-gooders bent on righting wrongs and speaking out for those who had no voice.

Now that he had met her, he knew for certain that the latter was the answer. No wonder Jenner had been so annoyed with her. It was hard to crush do-gooders. You couldn’t buy them off, and overt threats were risky, especially for a man in Jenner’s position. It would not have looked good for a Guild boss to send a couple of goons to a lady journalist’s door, especially when it was a given that the journalist in question would go straight to the cops and then splash the story across the front page of a tabloid.

Sierra finally got her mouth closed. “What did you say about marriage?” she asked very carefully.

“This is going to take a little explaining,” he said.

Her dark brows scrunched together above the frames of her serious glasses. “I think so, yes.”

He went to stand at the window and looked out at the towering green wall that enclosed the ancient alien ruins of the Dead City. Traces of ambient energy whispered everywhere throughout the Old Quarter. He could feel them here in his office, and he knew that Sierra sensed them, too.

Not that you had to be a high-level para-rez to respond to the stuff. Even those with average sensitivity picked up on the currents that leaked from the ruins and the tunnels below. Almost everyone got a little buzz from alien psi. For that reason the seedy Old Quarters in all of the city-states were popular with tourists and the nightclub crowd.

Two hundred years earlier the colonists from Earth had established their first towns in the shadows of the ruins of the four Dead Cities that had been discovered on Harmony. Crystal was no exception. The two-hundred-year-old structures built by the humans appeared stolid and grimly functional compared to the ethereal spires and the fantastical domes that the aliens had left behind.

But unlike the aliens, the colonists from Earth had been at home on Harmony right from the start. Even after the energy Curtain that had made travel between Earth and Harmony possible mysteriously closed, the settlers had not only survived but thrived.

Things had evidently been much different for the aliens. The experts had come to the conclusion that something about the very atmosphere of the planet had been poisonous to the ancients. The long-vanished people had been forced to enclose their cities within towering green quartz walls that gave off the psi they must have needed to survive. Eventually they had retreated underground. In the end they had either abandoned the planet altogether or simply died out. No one knew for certain what had become of the Others. It was one of the many mysteries that surrounded them.

“I’m waiting for your explanation, Mr. Fontana,” Sierra said.

He could tell from the cool tone of her voice that she had herself back under control. He also sensed that her reporter’s curiosity had surfaced. That was good. His entire plan hinged on it.

“What I’m going to tell you stays between us and is strictly off the record until I say otherwise,” he said. “Is that understood?”

“I’m making no promises until I know what I’m getting into.”

He turned around to face her. “You really don’t trust anyone connected to the Guild, do you?”

“Nope.”

“Because you are convinced that there is some conspiracy going on inside the organization.”

“Yep.”

He went back to the desk and picked up the copy of the  Curtain. “A conspiracy to conceal the discovery of an alien lab somewhere in the rain forest.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Care to tell me why you’re so sure there’s been a discovery of such potentially monumental significance and why the Guild would want to conceal it?”

“Gee, no, I don’t think so.”

“Because it would mean revealing your sources?”

She hesitated for a couple of beats before she answered. “That’s right.”

Why the slight pause before what should have been a predictable professional response? he wondered. Maybe she didn’t have any solid sources, after all. If that was the case, his scheme was doomed.

But that didn’t make sense. She had not merely reported vague rumors of the alien lab. She had linked it to the dealing of the illegal drug known as ghost juice, and she had documented the disappearance of a number of homeless men who had become addicts. She knew more about the damn conspiracy than he did. He needed her.

He angled himself onto a corner of the desk, one foot on the floor.

“You know,” he said, “this conversation probably isn’t going to go far unless one of us takes a flier and decides to trust the other person.”

She raised her brows. And waited.

“Guess that would be me,” he said finally. “Okay, here goes. I happen to agree with you, Miss McIntyre. There is a conspiracy going on. What’s more, my predecessor was involved in the cover-up.”

Her eyes widened. “You’re admitting it?”

“Yes.”

“Hang on.” She unzipped her purse and started to delve inside for her pen and notepad.

He reached down and captured her hand. The bones of her wrist felt delicate and graceful.

“No notes,” he said.

Her mouth tightened. She looked pointedly at his fingers encircling her wrist.

He realized that he did not want to let her go. Reluctantly, he released her.

There was a moment of tense silence. Elvis, having evidently concluded that they weren’t leaving, after all, fluttered off Sierra’s shoulder and returned to the coffee mug on the desk.

Reluctantly, Sierra sat back in her chair, drumming her fingers on the arms.

“All right,” she said. “No notes. Tell me about the cover-up.”

“Unfortunately, I don’t know much more than you do. Maybe less.”

She acknowledged that with a small, disdainful sniff. “Try again, Mr. Fontana.”

“A few months ago some of the other members of the Crystal Council and I began to suspect that Jenner was involved in the ghost juice business.”

“The police think that the juice is being distributed by the Night Riders, a motorcycle gang,” she pointed out.

“It is, but that doesn’t mean that Jenner wasn’t involved. He covered his tracks very well, but there were rumors. We hired an outside investigator to go undercover.”

“You brought in a private investigator?” She was clearly intrigued.

“A former hunter.”

“What happened?”

“Three weeks into the job, he turned up dead.”

“Nathan Harder.” Sierra was suddenly very focused. “I wondered about that. The official story was that he got caught in a ghost river whirlpool, and when they finally pulled him out, he was brain-dead.”

“Following Harder’s death, my associates and I decided that whatever was going on was more widespread and more dangerous than we had realized. We figured it was time for Jenner to retire.”

“According to the press release, Jenner suffered a stroke and died. Is that the Guild’s idea of a golden parachute?”

“We believe Jenner was murdered.”

She sat very still in her chair. “By you?”

He smiled his faint, dangerous smile. “I know this will come as a great disappointment to you, Miss McIntyre, but the answer to your question is no. I didn’t kill Jenner. I think someone put something lethal into his IV line.”

“I see.” Well, you couldn’t expect the man to confess to a reporter.

“The strategy the other Council members and I put together did not call for Jenner’s death,” Fontana added patiently. “We just wanted him out of this office. We thought that would be sufficient.”

“What was your so-called strategy for getting rid of him?”

“An old-fashioned one. I challenged him to a duel. He lost.”

“Good grief. The Guilds still conduct ghost energy duels to determine the next chief?” Disgust dripped in every word. “I’ve heard rumors, but I assumed that sort of archaic approach to running the organizations had been halted long ago.”

“Occasionally there’s something to be said for the old ways.”

She raised her eyes to the ceiling. “Talk about primitive, testosterone-driven behavior.”

“Within the Guild we prefer to call it tradition.”

“Right. Tradition.”

“Jenner wasn’t married. That made things easier.”

“He was between Marriages of Convenience,” she said sharply. “Everyone said that he was shopping for his fifth wife.”

“Like I said, that situation made things simpler.”

“Why is that?” she asked, baffled.

“Theoretically, anyone in the Guild can challenge the chief to a ghost light duel. If the Council approves, the duel takes place.”

“Sounds like a Guild version of a vote of no confidence in the CEO.”

He smiled humorlessly. “It is. But a Guild boss’s wife has certain privileges. She can go before the Council and demand that the challenger be denied. No one can override her. It’s another old tradition designed to stabilize the power structure of the Guilds and protect the chief from dealing with the distraction that would be caused by constant challenges.”

Sierra whistled softly. “Well, that certainly explains why Guild bosses are almost always married.”

“The tradition does tend to reinforce family values.”

“Some family values. Jenner went through a lot of wives, but he never got involved in a Covenant Marriage. His relationships were always Marriages of Convenience.”

Her disapproval amused him. Marriages of Convenience were legal, if short-term contracts, but a lot of well-bred, conservative-minded people tended to view them as nothing more than socially sanctioned affairs. There were major differences, however, and he was intimately aware of the high cost of those differences.

When the First Generation colonists had found themselves cut off forever from Earth, they had understood that the survival of their small society depended on stability. Given that the basic building blocks of any civilization are families, the Founders had done everything in their power to make the ties that bind as strong as possible.

They had set up two forms of marriage. Covenant Marriages were formal and intended to be permanent. Getting out of a CM was a legal and financial nightmare. If there were children involved, it was impossible to dissolve the contract until all of the offspring were eighteen years of age.

The second form of marriage, the kind Jenner had favored, was known as a Marriage of Convenience. They were arrangements that, while offering all the legal protections of marriage, could be dissolved in a heartbeat by either party, unless there were offspring. The birth of a child immediately transformed an MC into a formal Covenant Marriage.

The Founders had done their best, but all the legal and social engineering in the world could not prevent the occasional birth of someone like himself, Fontana thought. A bastard.

“We believe that Jenner terminated his last marriage because he didn’t think he could count on his wife to defend him if there was a challenge,” Fontana said.

Sierra’s eyes narrowed faintly. “There was gossip to the effect that he had abused her.”

“As I recall, that gossip appeared only in the Curtain. One of your pieces, I believe.”

She shrugged. “It was no secret.”

“Actually, it was. No one on the Council was aware of the abuse until the story ran in your paper.”

“Talk about willful ignorance. The former Mrs. Jenner spent several days recovering in a private hospital after her husband lost his temper and beat her up the last time. Evidently it was the final straw for her. She wanted to warn other women about him. That’s why she agreed to talk to me.”

He shook his head, straightened away from the desk, and went back to the window. “You’re amazing, Miss McIntyre. How the devil did you find Alison in that private clinic? We all believed that she’d gone off to spend a week at a spa in Resonance City. The next thing anyone knew, she had filed for divorce and disappeared.”

“As a matter of fact, she contacted me.”

“Probably because she knew you would be willing to print the story. I doubt if any other paper in town would have touched it.”

“Probably. Why were you the one chosen to go against Jenner in a ghost duel?”

He deliberated a few seconds, deciding how much to say. In the end he compromised. “Jenner was no ordinary hunter. He was extremely powerful. Everyone knew that there was no one else on the Council who stood a chance against him.”

“Except you.”

“Except me,” he agreed quietly.

“What makes you so special?”

“It’s complicated.”

“In other words, you’re not going to tell me.”

“No,” he said.

“Just another Guild secret?”

“Yes.”

“You know, one of these days, someone really ought to introduce the concept of democracy to you guys. It’s this really cool way of running things. You get to elect your leaders.”

He smiled. “Sounds inefficient.”

“It’s messy, but it works, and it sure beats dueling with ghost light. Never mind, let’s get back to Jenner. You said you didn’t kill him?”

“I won the duel, but Jenner didn’t die because of his injuries. He was temporarily brain-fried, but he would have recovered.” He paused. “Although his para-rez talents would never have been as strong as they were before the duel.” In fact, they would have been nonexistent, but he saw no reason to elaborate.

“In other words, you really burned him.”

He said nothing. The duel had been a hellish business that had almost cost him his life. Jenner had not only been a strong para-resonator, he’d worked deadly blue light, not regular green ghost energy. But there was no way to explain that to Sierra. The very existence of psi energy from the blue end of the spectrum was, like so many other things, a deep Guild secret.

There was a small scurrying motion at his feet. He looked down and saw Elvis. The dust bunny hopped up onto the windowsill, cape flying.

“Who got to Jenner?” Sierra demanded.

He looked at her over his shoulder. “We don’t know. But the fact that someone took the risk of murdering a former Guild boss told us that the conspiracy was a bigger problem than we had assumed.”

“How much of a risk was there? He was a former boss, after all.”

“Jenner still had his secrets. I wanted them.”

“Wait a second, you think his fellow conspirators murdered him in order to keep him from betraying them?”

“Yes.”

“Any idea who those folks might be?” she asked quickly.

“I have a hunch about one of them, but there may be more. At the moment I can’t prove a damn thing.”

“What about you?” she asked. “Is your position as the new Guild boss somewhat, uh, untenable, too?”

“I think it’s unlikely that I’ll get hit by a truck this afternoon, if that’s what you mean.”

“Why not?”

He turned to face her. “This isn’t the first time there’s been a problem deep inside one of the Guilds.”

“Imagine that.”

The sarcasm was starting to irritate him, but he told himself he was big enough to overlook it, at least for the moment.

“There are procedures in place to deal with this kind of thing,” he said. “Given the power a Guild commander wields, the potential for misuse of that power is always present. The leaders of the organizations recognized that fact from the beginning. That’s why the Chamber was established.”

Chamber was short for the far more unwieldy Chamber of the Joint Council of Dissonance Energy Para-resonator Guilds, the overarching governing organization of the Guilds.

“I’m well aware of the existence of the Chamber, but everyone knows that the Guilds function autonomously,” Sierra said. “Individual chiefs respect each other’s territory.”

“That’s true unless a problem arises that might impact the safety and well-being of the city for which a particular Guild is responsible. I know you don’t appreciate the role of the Guilds in society, Miss McIntyre, but the truth is, their main job is to protect you and everyone else, not only from the natural hazards underground but from would-be tyrants like Vincent Lee Vance.”

She blew that off with a wave of her hand. “I did my time in fourth grade, just like everyone else. Trust me, I know that decades ago ghost hunters saved the city-states from Vance and his followers. The Guilds aren’t likely to ever let us forget it. I’m also aware of the old saying that the Guilds police their own. But I certainly didn’t know that the Chamber sometimes gets involved when there’s trouble in one of the organizations.”

“For the most part, individual Guilds are expected to take care of their own problems. But when that doesn’t work, the Chamber steps in.”

“How?” She sounded skeptical.

“The Chamber maintains an investigative office.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “Officially it’s called the Bureau of Internal Affairs, but unofficially it’s just known as the Bureau.”

“Why haven’t I ever heard of this Bureau?”

“Probably because the Chamber prefers to keep quiet about it.”

“Right. Yet another Guild secret. So why are you telling me this?”

“Because I think I can trust you, Miss McIntyre. And because I need your help. Forty-eight hours ago I met with the other Guild chiefs in a secret emergency session of the Chamber. I explained what was going on here in Crystal and how I planned to clean up the mess. They offered backup and assistance if I need it, but everyone would prefer that I take care of the problem on my own as quietly as possible.”

She looked startled. “The other Guild bosses know that you’ve got a situation on your hands?”

“They do now. Trust me, they all want answers, not only about the drug operation but more critically about the possibility that something very important has been discovered in the rain forest and that the find has been concealed.”

She thought about that for a moment and then nodded. “Okay, I can see where the other Guilds might want you to fix your own problems here in Crystal as fast and as quietly as possible. Does having the other bosses involved buy you some protection from whoever took out Jenner?”

“You’re the one I’m worried about.”

She started so violently that she almost knocked over Elvis’s coffee mug.

“Me?” she gasped.

“Ever been underground, Miss McIntyre?”

“Once on a school field trip.” She shuddered. “I hated it. I’m claustrophobic. And the way the catacombs branch out in a thousand different directions like a maze, it’s downright weird.”

“It’s not for everyone,” he agreed. “But aside from the alien nature of the design and the fact that it’s easy to get lost underground, there are two basic kinds of hazards: the energy ghosts and illusion traps.”

“Everyone knows that.”

“When you started your series of investigations into the workings of the local Guild, you began playing with a very nasty illusion trap,” he said. He put a lot of quiet emphasis on the last two words. “There’s a good chance you might trigger it.”

Her eyes widened behind the lenses of her glasses. He knew she got the metaphor. When one of the ancient traps was accidentally triggered, the victim was instantly plunged into an alien nightmare. The feverish images were too bizarre for the human mind to cope with. The experience did not last long because unconsciousness and, in extreme cases, coma and death, soon followed.

She swallowed hard and clutched the arms of her chair. “Do you really think that someone inside the Guild might try to kill me?”

“I’m not going to try to sweeten this, Miss McIntyre. The answer is maybe.”

“Nothing like a solid maybe to reassure a person.”

“You could try packing your bags and leaving town—”

“No. I can’t leave now. I’ve got to find out what happened to those missing men.”

“I thought you’d say that. I’m not sure leaving Crystal would keep you safe anyway. You’ve gone too far. I’m the only one who can offer you some protection.”

“Is that right?” she asked coolly.

“Believe it or not, people usually think twice about murdering a Guild boss’s wife.”

“Because it would attract the attention of the other bosses?”

“The Chamber tends to frown on that sort of thing,” he said gently.

“Oh, jeez.” She gripped the arms of her chair again. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Very. In addition to the implied threat, there’s another reason why marrying me will buy you some protection.”

“What’s that?”

“Most people, including everyone in the Crystal Guild, will assume that I married you to shut you up.”

She bristled. “You mean they’ll assume you’re doing what you have to do to keep Guild secrets, is that it?”

“Something like that.”

“If you think for one minute that you can keep me quiet once I’m your wife—”

“That’s not the objective.”

“Really? Then what is the goal?”

“The idea is to join forces, Miss McIntyre. I’ve got my sources inside the Guild. You’ve obviously got a few of your own outside the organization. We need each other’s help to conduct this investigation, and we need to work together covertly.”

She slumped back into her chair, bewildered now, rather than angry.

“I don’t understand. Jenner mocked my reports. None of the other mainstream media picked up my stories, so I never got any traction with them. No one’s afraid of me.”

“Jenner paid more attention than you knew. Now that he’s gone, I think we should assume that the others involved in the cover-up may also consider you to be a problem.”

Excitement and determination lit her expressive face. “So, there really is something big going on.”

“Yes.”

She leaned forward a little and lowered her voice, although there was no one around to overhear.

“Is it a conspiracy to conceal the discovery of an alien lab?” she asked.

“To tell you the truth, Miss McIntyre, I don’t know what the hell is being covered up beyond the drug running. What I know for sure is that there have been at least a couple of suspicious deaths, including the PI hired by the Council, and Jenner himself. At this point, there are very, very few people I can trust within the higher ranks of the organization.”

“What makes you think you can trust me?”

He smiled slowly. “Once you know what someone wants, you know whether you can trust that person. You also know how far you can trust him or her.”

She searched his face, intrigued. “You think you know what I want?”

“You want answers. So do I. That means we can work together.”

She drew a long, steadying breath. “Okay, in spite of some opinions to the contrary, I’m not an idiot. If you think I’m in danger, I want all the protection I can get. And you’re right. I want to find out what happened to those missing men.”

He could feel the currents of energy that shimmered invisibly around her. She was definitely a woman of power. The question was, what kind?

She didn’t wear amber, so she probably was not a standard para-rez talent. But there had always been stories of other kinds of talents, the sort that had nothing to do with alien psi and did not require amber, talents that occurred naturally in some people. Such psychic abilities were said to have existed since time immemorial, long before humans had gone through the Curtain.

“I made an appointment for us to pick up a Marriage of Convenience license at the registrar’s office this afternoon at five o’clock,” he said.

She looked as if she might fall off her chair. “You were that sure I’d cooperate?”

“Like I said, I know what you want. My job was to convince you that marrying me was the best way to get it.”

She shook her head, amazed. “No wonder you became the new chief of the Guild. You’re good.”

“Just think, you’ll be going back to your office with the scoop of the week. ‘New Guild Boss Weds Reporter.’ ”

She wrinkled her nose. “That’s a little tame for the  Curtain. I’m sure my editor will come up with something more exciting.”

“I don’t care how the headline reads so long as you don’t leave me standing alone at the registrar’s office this afternoon.”

“My colleagues at the paper and my friends are going to have a lot of questions.”

“One thing I should make clear,” he said evenly, “this arrangement will work best if we convince people it’s for real.”

For the first time, she looked amused. “You expect me to imply to everyone I know that you and I have been secretly involved for some time and just now decided to get married?”

“I think that would be the simplest approach, yes.”

“Get real.”

“No one will think it strange that we kept the relationship secret until now. It’s a little awkward for a Council member to admit that he’s dating a journalist who specializes in exposés of the Guild.”

She blinked and then frowned a little. “Okay, I can see that.”

“Given your opinions of the organization, I’m sure your colleagues won’t be the least bit amazed that you kept quiet about dating me, as well.”

She contemplated that for a moment and then shook her head. “I’ll do my best, but I’d better warn you that I doubt very much that I’ll be able to fool my editor. Ivor Runtley has great instincts when it comes to sensing a story.”

“If you have to tell Runtley the truth, try to make him see the importance of keeping quiet.”

“Okay, I’ll give it a shot. He’ll do just about anything if the story is worth it.” She got to her feet and slung her purse over one shoulder. “I hope you know what we’re both doing.” She glanced at Elvis. “Time to go, pal.”

Elvis hopped down from the windowsill. He drifted across the floor and vaulted up onto the back of the chair. Sierra held out her wrist to him. He leaped aboard and bounded up to perch on her shoulder.

“I’ll meet you at the registrar’s office at a quarter to five,” Fontana said. “Did you drive?”

“No, I took a cab.”

He opened the door and looked at the anxious young man seated at the smaller of the two desks. Dray Levine was the new second assistant to the new chief executive assistant, Harlan Ostendorf. A week ago Dray had been a clerk in the records department. He was still adjusting to the rarified atmosphere of the executive suite.

“Dray, please see my fiancée downstairs and into a Guild limo.”

Dray stared, clearly dumbfounded. His throat worked.

“Fiancée, sir?” he finally managed.

“That’s right.” Fontana smiled. “Miss McIntyre and I are getting married today.”

“Uh, congratulations, sir.”

“Thank you,” Fontana said.

“A limo isn’t necessary, really,” Sierra said.

Fontana smiled. “Sure it is. I’m not sending my future bride home in a taxi when there’s a fleet of perfectly good limos sitting downstairs in the garage.”

Dray’s stunned expression finally smoothed out into his more customary anxious-to-please look. He jumped to his feet.

“I’ll be happy to escort Miss McIntyre downstairs, sir,” he said. “Will there be anything else?”

“Yes.” Fontana looked at the empty desk. “When does Harlan get back?”

Dray glanced at the clock. “Mr. Ostendorf took an early lunch. He’s due back in about ten minutes.”

“Good. When he returns, please tell him I want to see him immediately.”

“Yes, sir.”

Fontana studied Dray’s ill-concealed astonishment. Rumors and gossip flowed rapidly through the Guild. The news of his marriage would be common knowledge within the organization in less than an hour. He smiled, satisfied.

“My work here is done,” he said.

He closed the door, went back to his desk, and sat down. Dray wasn’t the only one who was still a little stunned.

He had never intended to suggest a marriage contract to Sierra. The original plan had been to offer her a full-time bodyguard and around-the-clock protection until he had cleaned up the mess.

But he had revised the strategy in a heartbeat when she walked through his door. The result was that at five o’clock today, he would have himself a bride.

He’d never had one of those before. There had never been time for anything other than brief affairs. He’d been too busy. Surviving his career at the Bureau and the lightning-fast climb up through the ranks of the Crystal Guild that had followed had required his full attention.

Tonight he would go to bed a married man. True, it was only a Marriage of Convenience, which was, admittedly, barely a step up from having an affair. He also knew that his new bride viewed the move as purely a business arrangement.

Nevertheless, it felt real.
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