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  He could control it all. The power of the elements, the storms and the night, the wind and the bright sunlight. He could make people do his bidding, draw them to him with no more than a faint beckoning of his hand and that seductive brilliant white light that promised everything.


  He could give them the answers they were seeking to all the questions that plagued them. He held the keys to the future for each and every soul.


  But he couldn't answer his own questions. Couldn't give himself the peace and finality he offered others. He was doomed, as no one else was, to exist in a black-velvet ether of comfort and emptiness. Alone.


  It was little wonder he looked out over all he surveyed and felt the need of centuries building up inside him. Little wonder that he rebelled against his destiny. Was it better to rule in hell than to serve in heaven? He wanted to find out.


  In the end, it all came down to one of the frail souls he was called to take. One woman, who'd been his since childhood, one small, sweet soul who should have gone on to her destiny years ago.


  He'd refused to take her. Because he'd known he wouldn't want to let her go.


  He no longer had any choice. This time the voice calling to him was so loud that he had to answer.


  But this time he would answer in his way.


  "Two days," he said, his sepulchral voice echoing through the heavens. "Just allow me two days."


  There was no answer, only the power of the wind that he'd called forth. All his thoughts were centered on one spot in the middle of a vast country, on one soul, and all the other shrieking spirits calling to him were ignored.


  "Two days," he said again, and he didn't bother to hide the desperation in his voice. "You owe me that much."


  Again nothing from the one power greater than he. Her voice was louder now, louder than all the others, crying for him, and he knew this time he couldn't leave her. This time he had no choice. He closed his eyes, drawing all his power around him like a black-winged cape, and a moment later he was on the side of a mountain in Colorado, looking at her as she lay in the pine needles, eyes closed, dying.


  It was a sight he knew well.


  Because he was Death. Come to take her.


  


  
    CHAPTER ONE
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  Wednesday afternoon—late summer


  


  Laura Fitzpatrick was running. Panic welled up inside her, a deep, nerve-shattering fear as she raced across the thickly wooded hillside, the branches of the evergreens slapping at her face. Her heart was pounding unmercifully, her breath was rasping in her chest, and she could feel the cold sweat prickling her body. She should slow down. She should walk, calmly, safely, back to the house. Someone else could find Justine.


  But she couldn't stop. The fear that swept over her was all-encompassing. She couldn't rid herself of the notion that death was all around, just waiting to pounce. Back at the house, her father lay in his massive bedroom, drifting in and out of consciousness. Her older sister, Justine, had taken off into the woods, tears blinding her eyes, her voice taut with anguish as she said, "I just can't sit and watch him die."


  Justine was the sensitive one; Laura knew and accepted that. She was somewhere deep in the piney forests that surrounded the family compound high up in Taylor, Colorado, no doubt close to hysterics. And if Laura had any sense, she would let her be.


  But only a few moments after Justine ran out, William Fitzpatrick had taken a turn for the worse. He would be dead by nightfall—they all knew it—and there was no way that Justine would forgive herself if she wasn't there to help his passing, even if she was bound to accompany it with melodramatic sobs.


  The others didn't know that Laura had gone. They had all huddled closer around the frail, dying figure of their father, and Laura had slipped out the back, certain she could find Justine before she got too far.


  But she must have lost her way. Night was closing in around her, the wind had picked up, and in the distance she thought she could hear Justine's heartfelt sobs.


  She should have sent Ricky after his wife, but Ricky was half-drunk already, and he would doubtless just have shrugged and poured himself a double. She should have sent their stepbrother, Jeremy, after her, but he was glued to William's bedside, and Cynthia, his wife, had never been known to exert herself for her in-laws.


  There were servants, of course. There were people who watched her like a hawk, to make certain she didn't overexert herself. She didn't care. Justine needed her, and for once Laura had the chance to take care of her family, not just sit around and let them take care of her.


  The first pain hit her like a hammer blow, directly between her breasts. She went down on her knees, landing on the springy, pine-scented earth, rigid with agony. This couldn't be a heart attack, she told herself. This couldn't be the end, so abruptly. Not when her father was dying, as well.


  But the gathering dusk grew inky-black. Far above the towering evergreens she could see the faint glitter of stars, and the scent of pine danced on the wind as she collapsed on the forest floor. She could no longer hear Justine's cries. She could hear nothing but the noisy, painful beating of her own heart, slamming against her chest as she struggled for breath.


  And then she heard it stop. Silence reigned in the night forest. No sound, no heartbeat, no gasping breath. Nothing at all. There was a bright white light ahead of her, like the outline of a door, and she could see a man silhouetted there. She wanted to reach out and touch him, but she couldn't move.


  All she could do was close her eyes with a faint, inaudible sigh and let go.
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  He looked down at her for a moment, not moving. She lay utterly still, her tawny hair spread out around her pale face. Her eyes were closed, and he wanted her to open them again. He remembered the color—an exquisite warm brown that had entranced him when she was a mere child.


  He squatted down next to her, careful not to touch her. It had been ten years since he'd last seen her. She'd been seventeen then, chafing against the restrictions her health had placed on her. It had been her last act of defiance, and it had nearly cost her her life.


  She'd run away from home. Her overprotective family had concluded that she was too frail to handle college, that she should continue her schooling at home. And Laura had rebelled, taking off in the middle of the night with nothing more than a heavy back-pack that only put added strain on her already weak heart.


  She'd hitchhiked, taking the first ride that was offered, and it had been sheer luck that she made it as far as she did. She'd ended up in the tiny town of Austinburg, Nevada, with no money and no prospects, accepting a ride from a very dangerous man.


  Billy Joe Nelson had already killed five young women. Laura would have been his sixth, and they never would have found her body.


  But Billy Joe had been the one to die, and Laura had never known how close she'd come. She'd never known he was there, watching over her. And that he got to Billy Joe before the killer could put his hands on her.


  He should have taken her then. He'd already let her go too many times. When she was five years old, choking to death, and she'd looked up at him, quite fearlessly, something had made him hesitate.


  Or when she was twelve, and she'd fallen off that horse she was forbidden to ride. She was always being protected by her family—the doctors hadn't expected her to live past her tenth birthday. If he hadn't been suddenly, inexplicably capricious, she wouldn't have.


  But she'd climbed on a horse that was too big and too strong for her, and taken off. The horse had thrown her, her weak heart had erupted, and she'd lain as she lay now, turning a delicate shade of blue, dying.


  He had reached out a hand to take her, and then drawn it back when she looked at him again. The same eyes. The same calm, unquestioning curiosity. And no fear.


  Time meant nothing to him. There had been no need to take her then. Once he put his hand on her, she would be gone. Out of his reach forever. And for some strange reason, he hadn't wanted that to happen.


  He hadn't expected to be called for her this time. He'd assumed her father would be next, the old man who'd cheated death too many times as it was. But fate had a nasty habit of playing tricks on him. Now Laura Fitzpatrick lay dying in the forest, and he would have to take her, as well.


  He leaned over her. Her heart had stopped, time had stopped. The trees were motionless, as the breeze was frozen at twilight. He looked down at her, and a great rebellion rose inside him.


  Not this time. Not this one. Not now.


  He tilted his head back to glare at the darkening sky, waiting for the answer he'd sought. This time it came, silently. Two days.


  He closed his eyes, summoning all the massive power that lay quiet within him, making it hum and grow. When he opened his eyes, the leaves were rustling in the breeze. An owl hooted.


  And Laura Fitzpatrick opened her eyes.
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  She knew him. It seemed as if she'd known him all her life, and yet she couldn't place him. For long moments she stared up at him, disoriented, confused, trying to look past the mirrored dark glasses and remember where she'd seen him.


  "Are you all right?" he asked.


  His voice gave her no clue. It was husky, ageless, oddly sensual, with the faintest trace of an accent that might have been French and, then again, might not. His face was narrow, tanned beneath the mirrored glasses, and his dark hair was long.


  She struggled to sit up. He didn't help her, didn't touch her, simply sat back on his heels and watched her. "Fine, I think," she said, amazed that her own voice sounded so shaky. "I must have passed out."


  "You shouldn't be out here alone."


  "I was looking for my sister."


  "She's gone back to the house."


  She stared at him. "Who are you?" she said, then flushed, realizing how rude she sounded. "I mean..."


  "Alex," he said. "Alex Montmort. I'm afraid I must be trespassing. I was hiking when I thought I heard someone cry for help."


  "My father owns this mountain."


  A small, devastating smile curved his mouth. "Not so much of a mountain, is it? I'm used to the Alps."


  "I've never seen the Alps."


  "Ah, but you have the Rocky Mountains. They are as spectacular in their own way, even if this one seems a small specimen. Do you ski?"


  The simple question shouldn't have bothered her. She had learned to live with her infirmity. With the restrictions her life and health had placed on her. With the restrictions her family had placed on her. "No," she said. "Do you?"


  "That's why I'm here."


  "It's a little early in the season."


  "So it is. I can wait for the snow. I am infinitely patient."


  She believed him. He seemed possessed of almost unnatural calm, willing to wait for anything. The entire conversation seemed bizarre, as she sat on the ground in the twilight, conversing with a stranger, the sudden, erupting pain in her chest long vanished.


  "You could probably find work in town," she said, striving for a tone of normalcy as she pulled herself upright. He didn't touch her, didn't offer her a steadying hand, and despite the weakness in her legs, she was oddly glad of that. She wasn't ready to have this stranger touch her. "That's what most ski bums do while they're waiting for the first snow."


  His smile broadened. "I am not certain I qualify as a ski bum." He rose, standing patiently as he looked down at her. He towered over her, but then, she wasn't a particularly tall woman. He really wasn't that massive, and yet he seemed to loom over her. The sensation was oddly soothing.


  An owl hooted in the night wind, and a streak of unexpected lightning flashed in the sky. "We're going to have a storm," she said, surprised.


  "Perhaps," he murmured. "Let me see you safely back to the house, Miss—"


  She had the strange feeling that he knew her name, but she obediently supplied it anyway. "Laura," she said. "And I wouldn't want to put you to any trouble. I can find my way home, and you should get back to wherever you came from before the storm hits."


  "I have endless time," he said. "Come." He held out his hand, making no effort to touch her, letting her make the first move. There was an expectant air about him, as if he were curious to see what would happen.


  She stared at his outstretched hand. It was an elegant one, long-fingered, well shaped. All she had to do was take it, and life would be very simple.


  She tucked her hands in her pockets, smiling up at him with unfeigned cheerfulness. "As a matter of fact, maybe you'd better come with me. This place is crawling with armed guards and attack dogs. Daddy—" Her voice caught for a moment, then strengthened again. "Daddy always worried about our safety."


  "Why?" It was a simple question. She started down the path, and he fell into step beside her.


  "Daddy is William Fitzpatrick."


  "And?"


  "That name doesn't mean anything to you? Oh, I forgot, you're not... that is, you aren't from around here, are you?" she asked naively.


  "No."


  "My father is a very powerful man. And when people have wealth and influence, they have enemies. Over the years there have been threats, extortion attempts. Someone once tried to kidnap my older sister, Justine."


  "Did they succeed?"


  "No. But she's always been a little high-strung since then. We all look after her." For a moment she wondered why she was telling this dark stranger such intimate details of her life, but it seemed a natural thing to do.


  "Your family looks after each other," he observed in a neutral voice.


  "A little too much at times." She couldn't disguise her own bitterness. "My stepbrother Jeremy is the worst, always hovering." She shook her head. "You'd be better off with me. I can't imagine how you got so far onto the land without running into some of the security precautions, but even so, I doubt your luck would hold. The dogs can be particularly savage."


  "I'm very good with animals."


  "Not these," she said. "They've been bred to kill."


  She sensed rather than saw his smile. "You are good to be so concerned," he said. "They won't hurt me."


  The calm arrogance of his words should have bothered her, but it didn't. She'd seen what her father's dogs could do to a rabbit that strayed into their path, and she had been assured they could wreak just that much havoc on an unwanted human. But somehow she believed that they wouldn't hurt this man.


  Lightning crackled overhead, illuminating the dark, storm-ridden sky. "I've been away from the house too long," she said again. "My father's dying. He's probably gone by now." She was proud of the unemotional calm of her voice. She'd lived with the knowledge of death all her life—she refused to let the sudden, unpalatable fact of it destroy her.


  Alex Montmort looked around him, considering. "I don't think anyone will die this night," he observed.


  She bit back her instinctive answer. She believed him on this one, too, but it was probably just a case of wishful thinking. "I'd better get back," she said. "Are you coming with me?"


  "Yes," he said. "I'm coming with you."
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  The Fitzpatrick compound at the top of Taylor Butte was fortified, determinedly rustic, and as comfortable and elegant as money could make it. And there was a very great deal of money—Laura had grown up with that knowledge, as well as the knowledge of her uncertain health. The compound consisted of the main house—a great, sprawling log structure with half a dozen porches and wings, a marvel of rambling charm. There was a spacious guest house as well, a stable, a building for the servants, a security outbuilding, and a five-car garage. All made of the same golden-hued pine logs that blended so beautifully with the towering evergreens.


  Laura hadn't realized how chilly the night was until she stepped inside the big house with Alex just behind her. A huge fire was blazing in the fieldstone fireplace, sending waves of heat out into the room where her family was gathered.


  "Is he gone?" she asked flatly.


  Justine sat huddled in a chair, a glass of whiskey clutched in one shaking hand, a defiant expression on her tear-streaked face. "Where were you?" she demanded.


  The stranger was directly behind her. She wasn't sure how she knew—she had no sense of his body heat, and he didn't touch her. But he was there, and she found herself grateful. "Looking for you, Justine," she replied, mildly enough. "Is he dead?"


  "Morbid, aren't you?" Ricky said, his voice faintly slurred. "But as a matter of fact, my esteemed father-in-law is not dead. We thought he was about to bite the bullet, with both his precious daughters off communing with nature or whatever the hell the two of you were doing, but he suddenly seemed to take a turn for the better." Ricky rose, ignoring his wife, and swaggered toward Laura. "Though I guess I can see exactly what, or who, you were doing. Who would have thought it of sweet Saint Laura?"


  "Please, Ricky..." Justine begged.


  "Listen, guys, could we stop arguing?" Jeremy said from his stance by the fireplace. "Father's not dead yet, but he's living on borrowed time, and we certainly don't want his last memories to be of us squabbling with each other."


  "Laura doesn't squabble," Cynthia murmured. Jeremy's pampered, undeniably gorgeous wife was curled up in the most comfortable chair. She, too, had noticed the shadowy figure behind Laura, and her expression had altered from one of sullen boredom to faint interest. "Who's your friend?"


  "Alex Montmort," Laura answered politely, then dutifully made the introductions. "This is my family. My stepbrother, Jeremy, and his wife, Cynthia, and my younger sister, Justine and her husband, Ricky."


  "Montmort?" Ricky said with a snort. "Mountain of death? That's a hell of a name, buddy. What do you do for a living, with a name like that?"


  "I ski." The response was cool, faintly tinged with that odd, seductive accent.


  "Extreme skiing, I suppose," Jeremy said, with an attempt at normalcy. "The kind of stuff where you ski over cliffs and hope you don't die?"


  "Most people who ski over cliffs are fully prepared to die," he replied, closing the door behind him and moving deeper into the room. Once more Laura had the sense that he wanted to touch her, wanted to cup her arm. But he didn't.


  "Gloomy subject," Ricky said carelessly. "We've got too much death around here as it is. Lemme get you a drink, Al. What are you having?"


  "Alex," the stranger said calmly. "Cognac would be ... pleasant."


  "Cognac it is," Ricky said, taking his own empty glass over to the bar tray. "Ginger ale for you, Laura."


  "She will have cognac, as well," Alex said.


  They all turned to look at him with a mixture of shock and speculation. "Laura doesn't drink," Jeremy said flatly. "It's not good for her health."


  "It won't hurt her tonight," Alex said calmly.


  "It could kill her!" Justine cried.


  "Not tonight."


  Laura broke into the argument, feeling oddly unsettled. "Alex has decreed that no one will die tonight, including Father," she said with a faint smile. "Personally, I can't imagine fate daring to disagree with him. I think I'll risk a small glass of cognac, Ricky."


  "Most unwise, my dear," Jeremy murmured, clutching his own tall glass of whiskey.


  A few moments later the cognac burned quite nicely as she sipped it. Alcohol was just one of the many normal pleasures in life that were denied her, and having seen its inroads on her family life, she'd never regretted that. But there was something undeniably pleasant about sitting on the overstuffed sofa with the dark stranger beside her, watching as he cradled a Waterford brandy snifter in his long, elegant hands.


  "So tell me," Jeremy said, with a heavy-handed attempt at affability, "how did you happen to find your way up here? This is private property, and we do our best to keep it that way."


  "Alex is an old friend." Laura didn't know where the words came from—they were instinctive.


  "Where did you meet?" he demanded, pompous as ever. "Laura hasn't left this mountain since she was a teenager."


  Alex glanced at her. She didn't know how she was certain, since he still wore those mirrored sunglasses that shielded his narrow, elegantly-boned face, but she felt as if she could read the expression in the eyes she'd never seen. "I've known her for years," he said easily.


  For a bald-faced lie, it had the curious ring of truth. She didn't deny it, simply sat back, sipping at her cognac, for once comfortable among her battling siblings.


  "Odd that she never mentioned you," Jeremy said, and the undercurrent of suspicion was obvious. "Excuse me for being rude, but why are you wearing sunglasses? It's nighttime, and the house is far from brightly lit."


  "My eyes are very sensitive," he said. "I'm sorry if it bothers you."


  "Ignore my husband, Alex," Cynthia said, in her most charming voice. "He has the manners of a lout, and he's very possessive of his little sister. You'll be staying, won't you?"


  For a moment, the world seemed to stop. Laura sat there, bathed in the heat of the fire, her family surrounding her, and yet she felt distant, apart, watching. Waiting for what Alex would say.


  It mattered. She wasn't sure why, but it mattered terribly that he should stay. A matter of life and death, she thought oddly.


  Please, she begged silently.


  The moment passed, the voices returned, and Laura's damaged heart started beating again. "I will stay," Alex said.


  And suddenly Laura knew that life had just changed, shifted, irrevocably. There would be no going back, and she wasn't certain whether she was frightened or glad.


  Perhaps a little bit of both.


  She stole a glance at the man sitting next to her. He was like no one she had ever seen, and yet he seemed so familiar, a part of her in some way she couldn't define.


  It no longer mattered. The die was cast. He would stay. And life would change, forever.


  
    CHAPTER TWO
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  He was afraid to touch her, he who wasn't afraid of anything. She sat close enough to him on that overstuffed sofa that he could smell the trace of her perfume, the scent of cognac on her mouth. It had been so long since he'd tasted brandy, tasted another mouth. He wanted to so badly he thought he might die of it.


  He kept his sour amusement to himself. He knew better than anyone that one didn't die of lust, of longing, of loneliness. The acknowledged causes of death were far more pragmatic. But the real cause of death was that he chose to take someone.


  Lightning crackled outside the thick pine walls of the house, and everyone jumped. Everyone but Alex. They were uneasy, this group of assorted siblings, and his presence wasn't making things any more comfortable. He considered leaving. But then, if he was to go, he would take Laura with him, the old man, as well, and the assembled Fitzpatricks would be a great deal unhappier.


  "Did you see the news tonight?" Jeremy said, trying to inject a note of normalcy into the evening. He was a pleasant-looking, undistinguished middle-aged man who probably had a long life ahead of him. There was nothing the slightest bit remarkable about him, apart from his air of self-importance, and Alex barely paid attention to him. "Someone jumped off the Empire State Building."


  "Why is that so remarkable?" Cynthia demanded in a captious voice. "People have been committing suicide since the dawn of mankind."


  "But that's what makes it so interesting. The man who jumped didn't die. He fell God knows how many flights, and he didn't die." Jeremy took another swallow of his whiskey.


  "Don't tell me he got up, brushed himself off and walked away?" Ricky demanded, his voice both belligerent and slurred.


  "No. He broke every bone in his body. His internal organs were smashed to pieces. But he's not dead."


  Silence reigned for a moment. "You choose the most morbid topics of conversation, Jeremy," Cynthia finally remarked. "Could we perhaps talk about something other than death? Considering your father is lying in his room, dying. Why don't we talk about the weather?"


  "The weather's just as strange. There have been electrical storms almost everywhere. Apparently three people were struck by lightning near Monarch Pass."


  "They must be toast," Ricky said unpleasantly.


  "They're not dead, either."


  “Would you stop with the gruesome stories!" Laura said, shuddering. "I don't want to hear any more."


  "I don't think you'll have to worry about that," Jeremy said. "According to Mrs. Hawkins, the power's gone. We're making do on generators until it comes back on. The phones, the television, even the radio stations, are out. That news report I heard a while ago will probably be our last until the problem's solved."


  "That's ridiculous. We can pick up radio stations from Mexico and Canada up here on the mountain," Cynthia protested. "Don't tell me none of them are coming in!"


  "All right, I won't tell you," Jeremy said agreeably, his eyes unreadable. "But it's true. Beats me what could be causing it, though."


  "The storms," Alex suggested. "Electrical storms can do very strange things in Europe – I imagine the same is true here. Once it calms down outside things will be back to normal."


  It should have amused him, how easily they swallowed his reasoning. It fascinated him, instead— he'd always known how very gullible people were, how desperate to find comfortable explanations for the inexplicable. The Fitzpatricks, for all their wealth and power, were no different. Except, perhaps, for the woman sitting next to him.


  "You're probably right," Jeremy said a bit grudgingly. "In the meantime, it's probably just as well you showed up when you did. We were worried when Justine returned and Laura didn't. We were afraid she might have gotten into trouble out there in the woods."


  "What kind of trouble could I get into?" she demanded.


  Alex recognized the faint note of defiance in Laura's voice. Life with her family was a battle she had long ago conceded, yet she still managed to rise to a skirmish or two.


  "You ran into someone unexpected, didn't you?" Jeremy countered.


  "It's a good thing I did," she snapped back.


  Suddenly they were all attention. Cynthia moved closer, perching on the edge of the sofa next to him. Her black silk dress was cut low, and her scent was musky, sexual. "Did you come to the aid of my little sister-in-law?" she cooed.


  He glanced up at her. She would be an easier one to experiment with. She called to him; her ripe, abundant flesh luring him, even as her soul seemed strangely absent. He could content himself with learning what he needed to learn from her and leave Laura alone until he no longer had a choice but to take her. He had no inexplicable feelings for Cynthia, no strange, haunting desires. He could use her and feel nothing.


  He didn't smile at Cynthia—there was no need. Her eyes were deep and blue and knowing. "She'd fallen," he said in an offhand voice. "She'd tripped over a root and knocked the breath out of herself. She was more frightened than anything else."


  "Laura doesn't usually get frightened. She lets the rest of us get terrified for her," Justine said from her spot in the corner.


  "There's no reason for anyone to worry about me," Laura said firmly. "Alex is right. I tripped, I couldn't breathe, and I panicked. Fortunately, Alex was there."


  "Fortunate is right," Jeremy said. "We're doubly grateful to you, then. We're at the point of losing our father. I don't think this family could stand it if anything happened to Laura at the same time. She's the baby of the family."


  Alex turned to look at her, saw the flush of annoyance on her pale face. He'd had time to watch them all: Jeremy, with his shallow, friendly pomposity; Justine, with her fragile nerves and haunted eyes; drunken, bullying Ricky; and the voracious Cynthia. Not one of them had Laura's fine, tensile strength of character. She was clearly the grown-up of the family, despite the measurement of years.


  He smiled faintly, wishing he could reach out and touch her clenched fist, which lay on the couch between them. He didn't dare. He knew too well just what his touch could do if he reached for her. She had to touch him first, and Laura wasn't a woman for casual touching.


  Another crash of thunder shook the house; the lights dimmed and then brightened again. An elderly woman, clearly some kind of servant, appeared in the doorway. "I've sent the girls home, Miss Laura. If they don't leave now, there's no telling whether they'll be able to get down the mountain in this weather."


  "Thank you, Mrs. Hawkins. Shouldn't you leave as well? We're more than capable of seeing to our own needs," Laura said in her soft voice.


  "Speak for yourself, Laura," Cynthia said rudely, interrupting her. "Justine's too much of an emotional basket case, and I don't cook."


  "I can take care of things," Laura said.


  "Not our fragile little Laura." Cynthia's mocking voice was unpleasant, deliberately husky.


  "Make m'wife do something," Ricky said, his voice getting even more slurred. "She might as well be good at something. She's lousy in bed, a lousy house-keeper, a lousy cook. She can't even get pregnant."


  "Be quiet, Ricky," Laura said.


  "If Justine's a lousy cook, that's hardly a recommendation," Cynthia added.


  "Enough of this squabbling!" Mrs. Hawkins said. "I'm not going anywhere tonight. Not with Mr. Fitzpatrick in such rough shape. I don't know if the night nurse will make it up here, but Maria and I will take turns sitting with him,"


  "We'll all take turns," Laura said, pushing herself up from the sofa. "Me first." She glanced back at Alex. "Do you want to come with me? You don't need to—some people are uncomfortable in the face of death."


  His smile was so faint that most people wouldn't have noticed it. Laura did. "If you think your father wouldn't mind," he said as he rose.


  Cynthia piped up, still perched on the sofa. "He's been in a coma for almost a week now. I doubt he'd notice if the Easter Bunny showed up."


  "I'm not the Easter Bunny," Alex said. "And you'd be surprised what people notice, even at the moment of death."


  Cynthia reached up and put her slender, manicured hand on his arm. He felt it like an electric shock, and she felt it, too, pulling her hand back in surprise.


  "Static," she muttered.


  She wasn't dead. She'd touched him, reached out to him, and she hadn't died. Interesting. But then, no one was dying. Not while he was otherwise occupied.


  William Fitzpatrick lay motionless in the hospital bed that had obviously been brought in as his condition worsened. It looked odd in the midst of the huge southwestern-style master bedroom, amid the hand-carved furniture and rich Indian throws. William Fitzpatrick was beyond noticing, though.


  "You can take a break now, Maria," Laura said in her soft voice.


  The woman in the uniform lifted her head sharply, taking in the two of them before she concentrated on Laura. "You look like hell," she said frankly, setting down her paperback novel and moving toward them. "Did you run into a tree or something?"


  "I'm fine."


  Maria ignored the faint protest. "I think I should take a listen to your heart. I don't like your color. What have you been doing, racing around when you know you shouldn't?"


  "Don't you pick on me, Maria!" Laura said, but there was friendly exasperation in her voice. "It's bad enough that the rest of them hover over me, expecting me to keel over at any minute."


  "And who's to say you won't?" Maria said darkly.


  "Listen, if people can plummet from the Empire State Building and survive, then I think my heart will make it through the next few days. It's brought me this far, hasn't it?"


  "Amazingly enough. No thanks to the care you take of yourself."


  "No, you can thank my overprotective family," Laura said, more in resignation than gratitude.


  Maria rose, a sturdy, comforting soul, and put a reassuring hand on Laura's shoulder. "Sit with him awhile. I think he'd like it." She glanced past Laura, directly at Alex, and for a moment her placid expression clouded with concern. "Have we met?"


  "I don't think so. My name is Alex."


  "I'm sorry. I should have introduced you. He's a friend of mine," Laura said, sinking down into Maria's vacated chair with an almost imperceptible sigh. "He just arrived."


  Maria looked him up and down, her dark brown eyes measuring. "I could swear I'd seen you before," she said, half to herself. "But then, I wouldn't forget that voice. Besides, I specialize in hospice work. I'm afraid most of the people I work with die."


  Alex said nothing, merely smiled faintly. She knew him, all right, but her brain couldn't assimilate how or why. It was just as well. He had no intention of telling anyone, until he was ready to leave. He'd asked for two days. He wondered if he would really get them.


  "Get some dinner, Maria," Laura said, reaching out and taking her father's motionless hand. "I'll keep him company."


  The room was utterly silent after the nurse left, the stillness marred only by the distant sound of thunder and the faint hiss and pop of the breathing device. Alex watched the old man with silent interest. He could sense his spirit, floating, waiting, frustrated by the delay in the inevitable.


  "He's been like this for more than a week," Laura said in a hushed voice, her slender, strong hand wrapped around the old man's. "I was certain he was going to die this afternoon. That's what made Justine run off—she couldn't deal with it. But he's still here. At least in body, if not in spirit."


  Alex said nothing, waiting. As if on cue, the old man's crepey eyes opened, blinking at the bright light. The sound he made was indiscernible—barely more than a croak—but they both understood. "Laura," he whispered.


  "Oh, my God!" she breathed. "You're awake! Let me go and tell the others—"


  His hands were too feeble to stop her, and she ran from the room before either man could move. William Fitzpatrick, patriarch, millionaire, political kingmaker, raised his gaze to Alex's shaded stare, and froze.


  "Take off your sunglasses." The words were barely spoken, but Alex heard them nonetheless. "Come here."


  He didn't hesitate. He stepped up to the bedside, shoving the sunglasses up on his forehead, and met the old man's inimical gaze.


  "Damn you," William Fitzpatrick wheezed. "You've come for me, haven't you?"


  "Among other things," he replied, pitching his voice so low that most mortals couldn't hear him. Only those he chose.


  Real fear crossed the old man's face for the first time. Not fear for himself, though. Another interesting facet of human behavior, Alex thought. They feared more for their loved ones than they feared for themselves. The number of people who had come to him, thrusting their children, their beloveds, out of his reach and making him take them instead, had been baffling and innumerable. Another question he needed the answer to.


  "No," the old man gasped. But before he could say any more, his grown-up, contentious children pushed their way into the room, and Alex quickly slid the sunglasses down on the bridge of his nose and stepped back from the bedside.


  All their fuss would have killed the old man if nothing else did. But for the time being, no one was dying. Not even a man so riddled with cancer that most of his organs had shut down. Not some poor smashed, mangled soul who'd tried to kill himself by jumping off a tall building. Not the three people in the car hit by lightning, not the three hundred people from the capsized ferry in Indonesia. Not the sniper's victims in Afghanistan, nor any of the poor souls ready to meet him. They would all have to wait.


  Jeremy had pushed Laura aside, planting his sturdy frame at his stepfather's bedside. "We thought you'd left us for good, sir." His booming voice was loud enough to make the old man wince.


  "Just a minor delay," he wheezed.


  Laura slid next to Alex, a rueful expression on her face. "I might as well show you to your room," she murmured. "They're not going to let me anywhere near him for the time being."


  Alex nodded, following her out of the room. But not before his ears caught the old man's fretful question. "Where did that fellow come from? Where's he going with Laura?"


  He didn't wait for the answer, merely followed Laura's slight frame through the wide pine hallways of the rambling log house. "I'm sorry I can't put you in the guest house," she was saying, her voice light and slightly breathless as she started up the stairs, too quickly for her damaged heart. "But Jeremy and Cynthia took up residence there a couple of weeks ago, when it looked as if Father was about to die, and Justine and Ricky joined them a couple of days ago. But there are plenty of empty rooms here in the big house, so you should be comfortable."


  I want to be near you, he thought. He didn't say the words out loud. He knew perfectly well he didn't need to.


  They reached the top of the stairs, and she started to turn to the left. She stopped and abruptly turned the other way. "I'll put you next to my room, if you don't mind," she said easily. "There's a wide balcony overlooking the mountains, and it's the prettiest view in the place. Unless you'd rather..."


  "I'd like the view," he said, pitching his voice low and soothing. She was growing more agitated around him, and he wasn't sure why. He'd been careful not to frighten her, not to make her suspect a thing. The old man had known him, recognized him. He'd been hovering near him for too long not to be recognized.


  And the nurse had known him, as well, even though she didn't realize it. They'd shared the same vigil countless times, but Maria's attention had mostly been on the patient, not on whatever else was waiting with her.


  As far as he knew, Laura was straightforward, pragmatic and not the slightest bit fey. She would never imagine who and what he might be, and if she did, she wouldn't believe it.


  She led him to a door on the left, cut deep in the middle of the pine logs that made up the interior, as well as the exterior, walls of the house. There was a second door beside it, left closed, and he knew it was her room. She pushed his door open and flicked on the light, and from behind the sunglasses he winced. He was so used to living in darkness.


  There was a bed, and a set of glass doors overlooking the night forest. There was an antique mirror set on one wall, and he glanced at it, the reflection drawing him.


  Laura stood beside him. Frail, with her honey-streaked hair and warm brown eyes, her pale face and soft mouth, she looked curiously vulnerable and childlike. Until he looked past, to see the determination in her jaw, the calm of her high forehead, the strength in her hands. He stood behind her, a tall, shadowy figure, dressed entirely in black, the dark glasses shading his eyes. His hair was long, tied back from his narrow face, and his mouth was thin, almost cruel. He was lean-looking, and strong. He looked as he'd imagined he would.


  She moved away from him, bustling about the room, turning on more lights, plumping up the pillows on the bed. It was a high bed, hand-carved of rough-hewn pine and covered with a beautiful flowered quilt atop the wide mattress. He looked at her, leaning over the bed, and a wave of longing washed over him, a wave so fierce he shuddered.


  He wanted her lying on the bed. He wanted to taste every part of her. He wanted to know what drew him to her, what made her different from every soul he had ever come for.


  Why did she make him come alive? He who was the very epitome of death.


  If he solved that riddle, he would be at peace again. He would fade once more into a velvet nothingness, where order and calm and destiny prevailed.


  But for the next two days there would be no such thing as order or destiny. The world might as well stop spinning. In the next two days no one would die. In the next two days he would find the answers to all the questions that had plagued his soul for years past counting.


  And in the next two days he would take Laura Fitzpatrick. He would take her innocence, her virginity, her body—and her soul.


  He would take her love, because he knew he could have it. She was ready to offer it to him, though she didn't know it, and nothing would make him turn down that precious gift.


  And in the end, when he was ready to leave, he would take her life, as well.
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  He made her nervous. Laura hated to admit that fact, but she'd never been one to shy away from the truth, and there was no denying that his presence unnerved her in ways that weren't entirely unpleasant.


  She couldn't see his eyes behind the mirrored sunglasses, but she suspected she was better off that way. She hadn't touched him, hadn't even come close enough to feel his body heat. And yet she felt alert, alive, aware of him in every cell of her body, and that knowledge made her restless and uneasy.


  She forced a friendly smile to her face. She was imagining things, imagining the strange, taut feelings that seemed to stretch between them. He was a ski bum, someone who'd happened upon her at an opportune time, a charming, attractive man.


  A man with a strong, elegant body, an elegant, clever face, and a mouth that seemed both sensuous and heartless at the same time.


  She laughed, half to herself, and went to draw the curtains against the stormy night.


  "What amuses you?" he murmured.


  "I'm becoming fanciful in my old age," she admitted, hoping to defuse the strange feelings that were assaulting her. "I don't usually indulge myself."


  "What kind of fantasies were you indulging in?" he asked, his voice carefully neutral.


  In another man she might have thought it was a come-on, leading up to some smarmy sexual innuendo that she would have to parry. But not with Alex. For some reason, she knew he wasn't some hormone-laden male, looking to score. He was simply curious.


  She looked up at him, and suddenly she wanted to touch him. She wasn't certain why—something told her it would be very dangerous indeed if she put her hands on him, and that very warning made her all the more determined to follow through.


  "About you," she said flatly. "You're very mysterious, you know."


  He seemed to freeze. It was an amazing feat for a man who always seemed unnaturally still. "Do you like that?"


  It was a reasonable question. She shook her head, crossing the room, oddly aware of the big bed behind her, oddly aware of the big man in front of her. "Not particularly." She lifted her hand, and he didn't move, watching her, watching her outstretched hand, like a snake coiled and ready to strike. "Would you like me to see about dinner for you?"


  "No."


  "No, you're not hungry?"


  "No, I don't want you to see about anything for me. I don't wish to be a bother."


  She managed a faint smile. "Trust me, I enjoy being allowed to do things for other people. It's not often that I get the chance."


  "No," he said again. "Are you going to touch me?"


  It was a simple question, oddly phrased. She dropped her hand, embarrassed. "I wasn't planning to. I think I'll go downstairs and make sure my father's all right. That might have been his last lucid moment before he..."


  "He won't die tonight."


  She felt her mouth curve in a faint smile. "Is that a promise?"


  "It is."


  "I believe you." And before he knew what she was planning, she'd reached up and enveloped him in a brief, sexless hug.


  A moment later she was gone without a backward glance.


  


  
    CHAPTER THREE

  


  [image: Reaper]


  


  He felt her embrace in every cell of his body. It shook him, more than he'd thought he could be shaken. She'd smiled, backed away, looking neither shocked nor dead. She'd simply kept that calm, tranquil expression on her face, and then she was gone.


  She'd left the door open behind her, and he could hear her footsteps as she moved quickly back down the hallway. She'd put her arms around him and nothing had happened.


  He moved to the French doors, opening the curtains she'd pulled against the violence of the night, and he watched the lightning flash through the sky, illuminating the mountains. The distant rumble of thunder was an angry counterpoint, but it wouldn't rain. He knew that, as surely as he knew that no one would die. Everything was on hold for the next two days. The weather would threaten, the wind would blow, but nothing would happen. The narrow road up the canyon would be blocked by fallen trees, and no one would risk coming out in such a storm to clear the way. No one would even know about it, with all outside communication severed. He had two days at his command, and no one would interfere.


  He heard the sound of her breathing, smelled the heavy scent of her perfume. By the time he turned around, Cynthia was already in the room. She was carrying a down comforter, and there was a predatory expression in her shallow blue eyes.


  She was scheduled to die in four years, in a drunk-driving accident with a married lover, though now that future seemed a bit uncertain, cloudy. Nothing was ever carved in stone; life had a habit of changing, and her fate was by no means definite. If he took her earlier, it would surely do the world no great disservice. He watched her through the mirrored sunglasses, curious.


  "You must have caught a chill," she said in her deliberately husky voice. "I've never felt anyone so cold in my entire life. I brought you the heaviest down comforter we have, and later I'll see if I can find you some sweaters. What do you sleep in?"


  "I beg your pardon?" He kept his voice perfectly polite, simply because he knew it irritated her.


  She dumped the cover on the bed, then moved closer, attempting a sexy glide. She came up close to him, so close he could almost taste the whiskey on her breath. "I said, what do you sleep in? You seem the silk-pajama type. Or maybe you wear nothing at all."


  She put her hand on his chest, and for a second he felt her flesh jerk beneath the touch of his. But she didn't break contact. "You're sooo cold," she purred. "I've never met a man as cold as you. I think I need to warm you up."


  He didn't move. She stood too close to him, and the musky scent of her skin, the gleam in her eyes, the life that flowed in her veins, were all strong and stimulating. Take what she offers, he told himself. Maybe that will be enough.


  She swayed against him, and her large, soft breasts pressed up against his chest. Her nipples were pebble-hard, but he had no illusions that the cause might be sexual excitement. He knew just how cold he could be.


  But Cynthia was determined to persevere, even in the face of his lack of cooperation. She slid her arms around his waist determinedly, tilting her face up to his, a smile playing around her full, pink mouth. "Do you want me to warm you up, Alex? I think you do."


  Her lush hips were tilted up against his, and he felt himself grow hard against her. So this was what it was like to be human, he thought absently. Mortal. The flesh could respond, even when the spirit was bored. Just how far could the flesh take him?


  He had bent down to put his mouth over her open, smiling one when he glanced toward the doorway. Cynthia hadn't bothered to close the door when she began her little visit, and now they had a witness. Laura stood there, her pale face paler still as she watched them.


  Cynthia must have felt the sudden stillness in his body. She slid her arms away from him, turning with a faint, mocking smile. "Hullo, Laura," she said smoothly, smugly, sauntering toward her. "Are you going to try your luck, as well?"


  "I think you've had too much to drink," Laura said in a quiet voice.


  "I usually do, darling. What else is there to do in this wretched place except sit around and wait for the old man to die? Don't look at me like that!" Her voice rose shrilly, even though Laura's face seemed entirely blank. "Don't you judge me. Jeremy and I have an understanding, and it's not up to you to come in and—"


  "Go away." Alex spoke for the first time, his voice low and cool.


  Cynthia cast an amused glance over her shoulder. "Yes, go away, dear Laura, and shut the door behind you. Alex and I—"


  "No." His voice was implacable. "You go away. Laura stays."


  Both women looked startled. Cynthia summoned up an airy smile. "Well," she said, "I suppose I can take a hint. Don't let me interrupt you." She moved toward the door in a sexy glide that left Alex totally unmoved. She put her hand on Laura's shoulder as she stood there, and a faint shadow crossed Laura's face.


  "I'd be careful if I were you, my girl," Cynthia warned her in a cool, mocking voice. "He's a bit too much for someone like you to handle." And she walked past, her lush hips swaying.


  The blank expression on Laura's face began to fade, and she looked embarrassed, uncomfortable, disturbed. "I didn't mean to interrupt anything. I just..."


  "Close the door," he said.


  Confusion joined the myriad of emotions that played over her face, and she started to step back. "Of course. I didn't mean to bother you."


  "With you inside."


  He wondered whether she would do it. He could see the flash of defiance in her warm eyes. "I don't like to be told what to do," she said in a calm voice. "Too many people try to run my life for me. I don't like it. And I'm not sure if I like you."


  He didn't smile, even though he was tempted. "Close the door," he said. "And come here."


  She did, of course. He almost told her to lock it, but he knew there was no need. He wasn't ready yet. Even though his body was still responding to Cynthia's blatant sexuality, Alex had no intention of slaking his temporary lust with Laura. He would take her when he chose to. Now was too soon.


  She was carrying a pile of white towels, and she set them on the bed beside the down comforter Cynthia had brought him. She glanced at it with a startled expression.


  "It's not really that cold out," she murmured. "I don't know why Cynthia thought you might want that."


  "Cynthia was looking for an excuse."


  She smiled then, a faint, honest grin. "Well, I suppose I should have warned you about Cynthia. She's a bit…overwhelming. She and Jeremy are in the midst of a divorce, but they decided not to tell Father about it. He wouldn't approve, and he'll be dead soon enough. There's no need to make his last few weeks even more difficult."


  "And you agree with that?"


  She looked up, as if startled at his perception. "No," she said. "I don't like lies."


  "And you don't like your sister-in-law?"


  "I feel sorry for her. She's a very unhappy woman, and she and Jeremy were never well suited."


  "Then why did they marry?"


  Laura shrugged, wandering past him, moving over to stare out at the windy night. "Family pressure. Father thought they'd be a good match. Jeremy was the son of his first wife, not a blood relation, and Father didn't like that. Cynthia is a second cousin—he wanted that connection. The Fitzpatricks put family ahead of everything."


  "Do you?"


  She turned to glance at him. "To some extent, I suppose I do. I'm lucky, though. No one could develop any great dynasty-founding plans with me. I was pretty much left on my own. As long as I behaved, I could spend my time as I pleased."


  "Why is that?"


  Her smile was bright, calm and totally devoid of self-pity. "Because I'm going to die. I've been living on borrowed time since I was about five years old. I have a bad heart and an unfortunate allergy to most drugs. There was never any question of a transplant, even though I'm sure my father could have bought me a hundred hearts. I wasn't supposed to make it past my twelfth birthday, but here I am."


  "Here you are," he echoed softly.


  "I was frightened in the woods, you know," she continued, in a deliberately casual voice that didn't fool him for a minute. "When you found me, I'd passed out. Too much stress, I suppose. Too much worry. But right before I lost consciousness, I was afraid I was dying. It seemed to me that my heart stopped. And it scared me."


  "Most people are afraid of death," he said.


  "I'm not most people. I've known death would come for me, sooner rather than later, and I thought I'd made peace with my fate. But when I was alone in the woods, I was suddenly terrified." She seemed embarrassed by her sudden confession. "I don't know why I'm telling you this."


  "Because I'm a stranger?" he said.


  She looked up, startled. "I suppose so. And yet, I know what Maria meant when she thought she knew you. You must remind me of someone, but I can't figure out who."


  He smiled faintly. "It will come to you."


  She looked uncertain. "I suppose so." She gave herself a brisk little shake. "I still can't get over my father's recovery. He's been in a coma for weeks, and now he's talking, making sense. It's a miracle."


  "I don't expect it will last," he said.


  "No, I suppose it won't. If people can jump off the Empire State Building and survive, then my father's perfectly capable of cheating death for a few more days."


  "No one cheats death. They only think they do."


  He moved past her to push open the doors to the balcony. The wind was very strong, gusting into the room, and he felt it riffle through his hair, tug at his dark clothes. He loved the wind, the damp scent of rain on the air. He half hoped she would go away. He wanted her so badly he was afraid of scaring her again. She'd been afraid this afternoon, she'd said. He didn't want her frightened. Too many people were terrified of him.


  But she moved past him, out onto the balcony, and the wind picked up her hair and tossed it away from the delicate, clean lines of her face as she tilted it upward, drinking in the wild night. "What do you think death is like?" she murmured, half to herself.


  He heard the words with a kind of shock—and the knowledge that he couldn't avoid answering her. He leaned back against the glass doorway, folding his hands across his chest to keep from touching her.


  "I don't know," he said deliberately. "Most people think death comes with a cloud of angels and harps, heavenly choruses and songs of praise."


  "I don't think so," she said in a meditative voice. "Do you believe in hell?"


  "No," he said flatly, truthfully.


  A faint smile crossed her face. "Neither do I. But I'm not too sure about heaven either. What do you think?"


  "I try not to think about such things at all. Life is to be lived. The present is what matters, not some obscure afterlife."


  She glanced at him over her shoulder, and her smile was rueful. "I suppose I'm a little morbid. It comes from living with death for most of my life."


  "It sounds unpleasant," he murmured.


  She turned and moved closer to him, and the wind caught her hair and blew it against him. It smelled of rain and wind and flowers, and he wanted to put his mouth against it. Against her.


  "It hasn't been. It's actually been rather comforting." She managed a shaky laugh. "My family thinks I'm crazy. Death isn't supposed to be a friend."


  "What about a lover?" He spoke the words so quietly that she could have missed them. But she didn't. She looked up into his dark, hidden face, and her eyes were clear and honest. And startled, as if she were considering the notion for the very first time.


  "Laura?" Jeremy stood in the doorway, his solid bulk radiating disapproval. "We wondered where you'd gotten to."


  "We were just having a philosophical discussion about the nature of life and death," she said with a faint laugh, but Alex could see the guilt stain her pale cheeks, and he wondered where the guilt came from. He wondered how he would stop himself from striking Jeremy Fitzpatrick dead the first chance he had.


  "You haven't seen Cynthia, have you?" her step-brother asked in a casual voice, but his eyes swept the room, dark with suspicion.


  "I think she might have gone back to the guest house."


  "Great," Jeremy said. "Ricky's passed out cold, Justine's having a weeping fit, and you're up here... that is, you're here..." Words failed him.


  "Yes," she said, in a deliberately tranquil voice that held just an edge of warning. "I'm up here making our guest welcome."


  "Go on downstairs," he said, with an uneasy attempt at amiability. "Mrs. Hawkins has set out a buffet. You know you don't eat enough." He glanced at Alex, and his face was dark with dislike. "We'll be down in a minute."


  "Jeremy." The warning in her voice was sharper now.


  "Go along now."


  She didn't move for a moment, her soft mouth set in stubborn lines, and Alex wondered with vague amusement what she was trying to protect him from. Whatever it was clearly caused her more pain than it could ever cause him, so he simply nodded at her. "Don't fuss, Laura. Your stepbrother just wishes to lay out the rules of the house."


  "Damn straight," Jeremy said.


  "Ignore him," Laura said firmly. "I always do."


  The two men waited until she was gone. And then Alex turned to Jeremy, keeping the faint smile on his face.


  "Could you take off those damned sunglasses?" Jeremy demanded in his well-bred whine. "I like to see who I'm talking to."


  Not in this case you wouldn't, Alex thought cynically. "I told you before, my eyes are sensitive to light," he said in a deceptively civil tone.


  Jeremy wasn't the type of man to make a stand. "Suit yourself," he said. "I just wanted to make a few things clear about our household."


  "Certainly."


  "You're to keep away from Laura."


  It was just as well the mirrored sunglasses covered half his face. He kept it impassive. "And why is that?"


  "We look out for her. My stepsister isn't…isn't like other women."


  "And why not?"


  "She's ill. Dying, as a matter of fact. Any stress could kill her."


  "She told me about her heart."


  Jeremy looked shocked. "You're lying. She never talks about it with strangers."


  "I'm not a stranger."


  "I don't care who the hell you say you are. You're to keep away from her. There are trees down all over the place, blocking the driveway, and the phones are out so there's nothing we can do about it now, but by tomorrow this freak storm should have passed, and I'm going to want you out of here."


  "I'll leave as soon as the storm is over," he said in a tranquil voice, knowing he was conceding nothing. The storm would be over when he chose it to be over.


  Jeremy nodded. "As long as we understand each other. You're not to touch her, you understand?"


  "I understand," he said, agreeing to nothing. "I would have thought you'd be more concerned about your wife than your unmarried stepsister."


  "Cynthia knows what she's getting herself into," he said with a faint sneer. "Laura doesn't. She's a complete innocent when it comes to men. Do you understand what I'm telling you? A complete innocent."


  He managed a bored yawn, pleased with the effect. "If you're trying to tell me she's still a virgin at her advanced age, then let me assure you, I understand. My command of the English language is actually quite good."


  "And she's going to stay that way."


  "Why?" It was a simple enough question, but Jeremy looked taken aback.


  "Because… because…" he blustered.


  "Never mind," Alex said gently. "I've never been all that interested in innocents."


  "And Laura is uninterested in men."


  It was a patent lie, one that sat between them like a coiled snake. "Of course," Alex murmured politely, following his reluctant host into the darkness.
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  Jeremy looked disgustingly smug when he walked into the dining room, Laura thought, squashing down her unexpected anger. But the man behind him didn't look the slightest bit embarrassed or chastened.


  Oh, she knew perfectly well what Jeremy had told him. That she was a poor, dying virgin. That to touch her was to kill her, and he surely didn't want that on his conscience.


  She'd seen it happen time and time again, as her father and then her brothers warned men away from her, and her embarrassment had faded to mild annoyance over the years as she told herself she didn't care.


  Tonight was different, and she wasn't certain why. Tonight she was shaking with anger and a strange kind of despair, and she didn't want to examine the reasons too closely for fear of what she might see.


  But she'd been nothing but truthful when she told him that she hated lies. And most of all, she hated lying to herself.


  She accepted her future—and lack thereof—stoically enough. Accepted her family's overprotectiveness, knowing there was no escape.


  She looked at the tall, dark figure in the shadows behind Jeremy. He was watching her from behind his enveloping sunglasses, and she wondered what he saw. A pale, sad creature, doomed to a foreshortened life?


  He wouldn't have needed to be warned away from her. He would have no reason to have any interest, not with Cynthia throwing her voluptuous curves at him. He'd been about to kiss her, and Laura had stood in the doorway watching, transfixed.


  She hadn't wanted him to kiss Cynthia, to put his cool, wide mouth against Cynthia's. But if he did, she'd wanted to watch. To see how he kissed.


  So she could imagine what it would feel like if he kissed her.


  "Your face is flushed," he said, his voice husky. Jeremy turned and sent a warning glare at him, but Alex seemed unmoved by the threat.


  Laura put a hand to her cheeks. "I'm hot," she admitted. "Too much rushing around."


  "You know it's not good for you," Jeremy snapped in a petulant voice. "You shouldn't be waiting on our guest. I think you should come down to the guest house and stay with us. You know I've been trying to get you down there for days. I think Justine and Cynthia could do with your company."


  "Stop it, Jeremy!" Laura snapped, fury overcoming her embarrassment. "You don't have to be so transparent. Alex is not going to come creeping into my room in the middle of the night, so you can stop doing the protective-big-brother thing, all right?"


  Jeremy looked back at Alex's expressionless face, then at Laura's angry one. He managed a rueful laugh, one that didn't quite work. "I suppose I'm being ridiculous, aren't I?"


  "Yes," Laura said firmly.


  "Forgive an older brother. I worry about you. I should know by now you can take care of yourself."


  "Yes, you should," Laura said firmly.


  Alex didn't say a word.


  
    CHAPTER FOUR
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  Jeremy sat alone in the library, staring into the fire as he nursed his whiskey. He was going to have to kill them all.


  It had seemed so simple, so logical, when he first decided on it. William would be proud of him—the weakling son who had no blood claim to any of the Fitzpatrick boldness. He couldn't get the job done, the old man had told him years ago with blistering condescension. He was too weak, too civilized, not like the Fitzpatricks, who'd made their fortune and their power climbing over the dead bodies of the people they'd stabbed in the back.


  Ah, but the old man had always underestimated him. He could backstab as well—better than—the next man. He was simply more subtle about it. Not for him the slice and dice.


  He worked delicately. With a twist, and just the right amount of pressure, he could eviscerate an enemy and smile while he did it.


  He'd been laying his plans carefully, knowing he had only borrowed time. They had to be dead before the old man finally breathed his last or it might all be for nothing. William was too strong, too mean, to die without a hell of a fight, but even he couldn't last forever. And during the past few days, Jeremy had made his plans.


  It was to be simple. A carbon monoxide leak from a faulty heater would wipe out his wife, his neurotic stepsister and his drunken brother-in-law. He wouldn't be there—he would be staying up at the big house, at a bedside vigil. In his grief he would be dignified, restrained. Oh, he might allow himself to break down at an opportune moment, just to play it through to the end. After all, Laura was no fool.


  But she was gullible, innocent, and had no idea what he was capable of. She'd been spared, in many ways, by her previous brushes with death. There was no need for Jeremy to shorten her life with the others. She wouldn't outlive the old man by long, and she would have no other heirs. All that money would end up where it belonged, with the strongest of them all. The man who could do what needed to be done.


  Jeremy Fitzpatrick.


  The storm was a mixed blessing. It cut off access to the rest of the world, and it would enable Jeremy to take his time, alter his plans, if need be. He didn't like the newcomer. Not the mirrored sunglasses or the faintly derisive smile on his mouth. Nor the interest he showed in Laura.


  But in the end, it would make no difference. Even if the storm had brought them Alex, it kept others away. They were trapped at the mountaintop compound with far fewer than their usual complement of servants and outsiders. Only Mrs. Hawkins and the nurse were there now, and both of them were too centered on the old man to notice anything unusual.


  William's unexpected rally gave him more time, but Jeremy didn't want it. He'd looked down into his stepfather's face and smiled a tender, filial smile, but he'd wanted to wrap his fingers around the old man's wattled neck and choke the life out of him.


  No, time for the Fitzpatrick family had run out. Ricky and Justine were asleep already—Ricky was drunk, Justine equally comatose from tranquilizers. Cynthia was asleep, as well, her beautiful face flushed and sated. He'd given her what she wanted, since the stranger had refused to succumb, and she'd taken it, clawing at his back, spitting at him when she peaked, her contempt and hatred complete despite her need. She thought he was weak, as well.


  It was too bad she would never discover how strong he really was.


  The carbon monoxide was already filling the cozy, airtight guest house. He was very proud of how he'd managed to jury-rig the heating system, but then, no one had ever quibbled about his brain. Just his determination.


  Laura had gone to bed, though he knew perfectly well she hadn't wanted to go. She was infatuated with the stranger, and Jeremy had briefly considered encouraging her. It would have added to the scandal in a most delicious way. Half of the Fitzpatrick dynasty dies in a freak accident while the younger daughter spends a night of passion with a stranger. The noble stepson keeps a bedside vigil, unaware of the tragedy surrounding him.


  He chuckled softly at the notion, wishing he could risk it. But he didn't dare. The doctors had always warned them that any undue strain on Laura's heart would carry her off, and that included horseback riding, square dancing and making love. Jeremy couldn't afford to have Laura die the same night as the others—it would be too coincidental. Of course, it might have the added benefit of pointing suspicion at the stranger, but Jeremy didn't want to take that risk. He'd covered his tracks extremely well, but if someone were really determined to look into things, there was no telling what might be uncovered, the bodies of the three servants who'd disappeared over the years, buried in shallow graves on the mountain-side, or the women in Colorado Springs.


  No, he would leave things as he'd originally planned. William's eleventh-hour rally wouldn't make the slightest bit of difference, either. The old man wasn't alert enough to cause problems; he would only feel the pain of loss. The notion was extremely pleasant.


  Jeremy poured himself another drink, exactly two ounces of single malt whiskey. He knew to a quarter of an ounce the amount of alcohol he allowed himself. He watched his fat and salt intake, he never smoked, and he allowed himself to kill only when he'd planned every detail. Mistakes were made in the heat of passion, and he never allowed himself passion.


  He walked back into his stepfather's bedroom. The nurse was dozing in the corner, refusing to leave her post, despite William's improved condition. All well and good, he thought to himself. She would provide the perfect alibi. In the servants' quarters behind the kitchen, Mrs. Hawkins, who'd always tried to mother him, slept on. And somewhere overhead, Laura probably dreamed ignorant, erotic dreams about the stranger.


  Alex Montmort was the only question mark, a risk that Jeremy found exciting. He didn't want to be excited. He wanted to sit coolly and calmly at the old man's bedside while family died, and he wanted to keep his pleasure in the act under the tightest of reins.


  Maybe the stranger would change his mind and go in search of Cynthia. Maybe he would climb into bed with her—Cynthia was always ready for more. And then he would be found dead in the guest house, as well.


  Carbon monoxide. An odorless, colorless gas. Lethal, undetectable. So very, very sad, Jeremy thought, composing his face into stolid lines of grief. And then he chuckled again.
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  Alex stretched his legs out in front of him, watching the storm from the balcony chair. It was growing colder, he suspected, though he was impervious to it. The faint drizzle had turned to icy pellets dashing themselves against his flesh, and he felt the sting with a certain wry delight. Life was a painful process, apparently. He was unused to the elements interfering with him—they were usually his to command.


  As were people. Laura Fitzpatrick's reaction to his high-handed ways amused him, as well. She seemed patently unwilling to do what he wanted, a fact which astonished him. He had no doubt that even with his diminished powers he could make the others obey him without question.


  Perhaps Laura would be equally docile if he exerted himself. But he didn't want her docile.


  A gust of wind came up, and a streak of lightning split the sky. He watched it moodily. He felt restless, as if he should be doing something.


  Of course he should be doing something. He should be following his ordained path, taking those souls who were ready to go. Instead, he was ignoring their cries, determined for once to listen only to his own selfish wants.


  The calls were getting louder, nearer, and he wondered whose they could be. The old man, of course, but his voice, persistent, weak, was unchanged. Was it Laura's?


  If Laura called to him, he would go to her. He would end this sojourn, take her with him and never let her go.


  Ah, but he didn't have that choice. Even for a creature as powerful as he, there were limitations. He could take her, of course, and he would. But then he would lose her, as she went on to the next step.


  No, it wasn't her voice. And there were no other voices he chose to listen to right now, only Laura's and his own. No other souls to deal with but theirs.


  Except that he doubted he had a soul in the first place. That part had always been unclear to him, and by now he wasn't sure he wanted an answer.


  He rose, wandering to the edge of the railing, and looked out over the thickly wooded hillside. He glanced over to the left, to the smaller, log-crafted guest house, and his eyes narrowed. The voices were coming from that direction. How interesting, he thought, wrinkling his forehead. Unexpected.


  His shirt was stiff with ice. He moved back to the French doors that led to his room. There was a fire in the fireplace, a fact that amused him, and the down comforter lay on the high bed. He almost pulled it away, then thought better of it. He wouldn't need it.


  But Laura might. When the time came for her to share the bed.


  He stripped off his sodden clothes and tossed them over a chair, then glanced down at himself. It was the body he was used to. Strong, spare, without discernible weakness. It was a body men and women found attractive, and that was partly how he managed to persuade them to come with him. Those who needed persuading.


  He wasn't sure about Laura. Whether she would need persuasion or force. Seduction, or simply the crook of his finger.


  He knew only that he wanted her, needed her so badly that his self-control was close to shattering. Those voices crying to him wouldn't have long to wait.
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  Laura lay in bed, listening. She'd heard him on the balcony, and it had taken all her strength of will not to throw back the heavy covers and go to him. He was courting death out there in the freezing rain, and she wanted to bring him inside, to warm him, to find out what lay behind those mirrored sun-glasses.


  She didn't, of course. She knew all too well what Jeremy had said to him in his soft, mellifluous voice. If Alex had had any interest in her, it would have vanished instantly when Jeremy told him how sick she was.


  But then, she'd already told him herself, and it hadn't seemed to shock him. Her father had always warned her of unscrupulous men who would come after her, try to seduce her, marry her, knowing that she would die and they would inherit her share of the Fitzpatrick fortune. Perhaps Alex was one of those. After all, what did she know about him? A ski bum, appearing suddenly on the tightly patrolled slopes of Taylor Butte just as the world and the weather went haywire.


  She thought she could feel something between the two of them. Some strand, some rope, of longing, of recognition. She was probably going crazy from the stress of William's last weeks and the demands of her own failing body. She had thought she would die tonight, alone in the forest. She'd felt the pain, the sudden cessation of breath and life and heartbeat, and when she looked up, she'd seen nothing but a clear white light.


  And Alex, holding out a hand to her.


  She hadn't taken that hand, a fact that stayed with her, oddly enough. She'd wanted to. With all her damaged heart, she'd wanted to.


  But instead, she'd opened her eyes, struggled to her feet unaided and brought him home with her.


  What would he do if she got out of bed and walked into his room? Would he welcome her into his bed? Would he expect knowledge and experience? Would he give her pleasure? Would she die?


  She would never find out the answers to those questions. She would do as her family expected of her. She would die, sooner or later, a virgin, never knowing life or sex or passion. She would be a good girl, as the good Fitzpatricks expected her to be.


  She punched the pillow, hard, before she turned over and went to sleep.
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  "You're up early." Laura poured herself a cup of herb tea, ignoring the tantalizing odor of dark-roasted coffee with a stoic effort. Her doctor had banned even decaffeinated coffee in the past few years, and the enticing scent was almost more torment than the sound of Alex had been, tossing in the bed beyond her wall.


  Jeremy yawned, then rubbed his bristly jaw. "I fell asleep by Father's bed," he admitted. "Lucky for me, Cynthia isn't the type to worry."


  Laura glanced out at the overcast morning. The wind still whipped through the treetops; the thunder still rumbled. "You've rather gone beyond that stage in your marriage, haven't you?" She took a scone, ignored the butter and sat down next to her brother.


  Jeremy managed a boyish smile as he drained his cup of fresh-ground coffee with unappreciative haste. "Well, we've actually been talking about a future."


  Laura stared at him. "A future? You mean a reconciliation? I thought things were years past that."


  Jeremy shrugged. "Life is full of possibilities, don't you think? On a morning like this, I feel incredibly alive. Like I could do just about anything I wanted."


  Laura looked out at the stormy violence of the day, then back to her usually stolid older brother. "I think you should go down to the cottage and get some sleep," she said flatly. "I know why you stayed here, and I'm not very happy about it."


  The change in his shallow blue eyes was startling, brief and just a bit frightening. Absurd – there was nothing the least bit frightening about Jeremy. "What do you mean?" he said in a completely expressionless voice.


  "You wanted to play chaperone for me, didn't you? For some reason you thought I'd go traipsing off to bed with a perfect stranger, and you didn't even trust your heavy-handed warnings to make him keep his distance."


  The tension vanished from his shoulders as swiftly as it had come. "You said he was an old friend," Jeremy murmured. "Not a stranger."


  She wasn't used to lying. As a matter of fact, she didn't know where the lie had come from in the first place, or whether it was, indeed, a lie. Alex didn't feel like a stranger. He felt like part of her, and, in some inexplicable way, he seemed bound to her past and her future. And now, suddenly, to her present, as well.


  "I wasn't sure you believed me," she said, amazed at how easily the lies were coming.


  Jeremy reached out and put his hand over hers. It was a soft hand, with short, pudgy fingers, a hand that had never known a day's physical labor. "We're family, Laura," he said earnestly. "If not by blood, then by caring. We're the Fitzpatricks. We don't lie to each other."


  She didn't move. She wanted to pull her hand away from his—an odd reaction, when physical touches were so scarce in her family that she'd always tried to cherish them. She let her hand rest beneath his and summoned up a semblance of a smile.


  "It would be wonderful if you and Cynthia could manage to patch things up," she said, still not quite certain if she thought so.


  "I'm ever hopeful," Jeremy said, releasing her hand to drain his coffee. "In the meantime, I think I'll grab a shower and a shave while I'm up here. The guest house has its own generator, but it's not as powerful as the one up here. Might as well save the hot water for the others." He rose, an affable expression on his face that suddenly froze when he looked past her shoulder to the door.


  Laura didn't need to turn to guess who stood there. She'd felt his presence moments before, with an imperceptible tightening of her skin, a sudden, dangerous racing of her heart, a flush of heat across her face.


  "Good morning," Alex said, his voice soft, husky, faintly accented.


  "You're up early." Some of Jeremy's good cheer had vanished. "I thought the French slept late."


  Alex's laugh was low and faintly derisive. "The French sleep however they wish to. I personally have little need of sleep."


  The tension in the room was almost painful, and Laura dived in, determined to lighten things up. "Besides, Alex is a skier. They rise early so they don't miss the first runs. Or so I've been told."


  God, what an incredibly stupid thing to say, she told herself, feeling the color flood her face.


  "Very true, ma chere," Alex murmured.


  Laura turned to look at him. He was dressed all in black, his midnight hair tied back from his angular face. The mirrored sunglasses were firmly in place against the dim light of the day.


  Jeremy stood there, rigid, unmoving, the empty cup in his hand, clearly loath to leave the two of them alone. Laura cleared her throat, but Jeremy didn't even spare her a glance—all his attention was trained on the man who'd just entered the room.


  "Do you mind if I pour myself a cup of coffee?" Alex asked.


  "Help yourself to anything," Laura said firmly. "And weren't you going to take a shower, Jeremy?"


  "I can wait," her brother said stubbornly.


  "Don't you think Cynthia might be worried about where you were last night?"


  Jeremy gave himself a little shake, and his laughter sounded only slightly hollow. "You're right, of course. I won't be gone long."


  If Alex heard the warning in Jeremy's voice, he chose to ignore it. He sat down next to Laura, a mug of coffee in one of his elegant, long-fingered hands. He placed a second mug of coffee in front of her.


  She looked up at him, biting her lip. "I don't drink coffee," she said.


  "You don't like it?"


  "I love it. My heart can't take it. The doctors say even decaffeinated coffee has too much stimulant for my heart, and this is high-test. Mrs. Hawkins doesn't make coffee for wimps."


  "Do you want it?"


  "Yes."


  "Then drink it."


  She reached for it. The heat from the coffee warmed the handle of the mug, and she wanted it almost as much as she wanted him.


  "Are you trying to kill me?" she asked, attempting to keep her voice light and humorous. It came out dead serious.


  He shook his head, and she could see her reflection in the sunglasses. She looked pale, vulnerable, longing. "Nothing will harm you today," he said.


  She believed him. She took a drink of the coffee, the bitter, smoky taste of it dancing on her tongue. When she set the cup down she looked at him, feeling the energy dance through her veins.


  Reaching out, he touched her, putting his cool fingers against her flushed cheek in a faint, almost tentative caress. Almost as if he were afraid it might hurt her.


  She smiled at him, feeling the slight tremor in her lips, in her heart. "You see," he murmured. "Nothing will hurt you today."


  She stared at him, breathless, as he moved closer, his cool, cool fingers stroking her cheek. His lips were damp from the coffee, as were hers, and she wondered what French roast coffee would taste like on the mouth of a French man. She knew she was about to find out.


  His lips were cool, as well. Cool, damp, a faint, almost tentative pressure against her own firmly closed ones. He drew back, and she stared at him. And at her own reflection in his mirrored glasses.


  "Open your mouth for me, Laura," he whispered. It was not a request.


  She obeyed. His mouth covered hers, open, wet, possessive, and she tasted his tongue. She didn't know whether she would have pulled away, but his fingers had threaded through her hair, holding her head in place, and he deepened the kiss into a long, thorough caress of tongue and teeth and lips, heart and soul, enticing her, seducing her, until she caught her breath and kissed him back, letting him lure her tongue forward, dancing with his, the intimacy shocking, arousing, devastating.


  When he pulled away from her, his hand was still tight in her hair. She opened her eyes to stare up at his mirrored eyes. "Is that why they call it French kissing?" she asked dazedly.


  He laughed then. The sound was soft, surprising, almost unbearably intimate. "Did you like it?"


  "Yes."


  "Do you want more?"


  "Yes." The word was a sibilant sound in the quiet morning, and he moved closer again, his mouth hovering over hers.


  The scream that tore through the house was blood-curdling in its horror. High-pitched, a hollow, keening, sexless wail of such abject terror that Laura tore herself away from Alex, knocking the coffee over as she jumped up. The liquid spread like a black stain, soaking into the white tablecloth, spilling onto Laura's jeans, burning her.


  "Oh, God," she moaned, barely aware of her burned flesh. "It sounds as if someone died."


  "I doubt it," Alex said in a dry voice. He rose, taking her hand. "Shall we see?"


  
    CHAPTER FIVE
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  Jeremy stood in the hallway, his color ashen. He was staring at the front door with an expression of abject horror, but the three people crowding inside the tiled entryway were too busy arguing to pay much attention to him.


  "That damned heating system," Ricky grumbled. "I just about froze last night. Why the hell it picked last night to malfunction is beyond me. And then you have to scare the life out of me by screaming like a banshee! What the hell's gotten into you, Jeremy?"


  "At least you had someone to sleep with," Cynthia said with a malicious purr, glaring at her husband. "A little body warmth must have made a difference."


  "It would have if I'd been sleeping with someone other than Justine. She's about as cozy as an ice maiden." He glanced over at Jeremy, and his eyes narrowed. "What's wrong with you, man? You look like you've seen a ghost."


  "It's Father," Justine cried in a piteous mew. "He's dead, isn't he?"


  Laura moved swiftly, pushing past her motionless older brother, wrapping her arms around Justine's narrow shoulders. "He's still holding his own, Jussie. As a matter of fact, I looked in on him before breakfast, and Maria said he'd had a very peaceful night."


  "Then what's wrong with Jeremy?" Cynthia murmured, moving closer.


  Jeremy managed a rough laugh. "Nothing," he said. "I'm a little spooked, I guess. I don't like being cut off up here."


  "Cut off?" Ricky echoed.


  "Trees are blocking the road. The radio and telephone are still out. Not to mention the TV. We're isolated up here on the mountain, and it gets on my nerves." He moved toward the door, and Laura noticed a curious stiffness to his gait. "I'm going down to shower and change. I spent the night sitting up with Father. I'll see if I can figure out what's wrong with the heating system."


  "Don't we have servants who take care of that sort of thing?" Ricky drawled.


  "They're on the other side of the fallen trees," Jeremy snapped.


  "Besides, Jeremy's always been terrific at mechanical things," Laura said, jumping in to try to soothe the tense atmosphere. "Father always used to say it was proof..." Her voice trailed off as she realized what she'd been about to say.


  "Yes," Jeremy murmured, and there was no missing the twist of bitterness in his voice. "He always said it was proof I didn't carry any of the glorious Fitzpatrick blood in my veins. If my mother hadn't married him, I could have had a very happy life as a plumber."


  Laura bit her lip. "You know I didn't mean that, Jeremy."


  He shrugged, a wry expression on his usually bland face. "Don't worry about it, Laura. I stopped being offended by your father's gibes years ago."


  It must have been the weather. The strange, stormy ether in the air or the tension that clung to them all, but suddenly Jeremy's humorous excuse rang false. Laura glanced up, over her shoulder, to Alex. He was standing apart, watching them, rather as a scientist might observe a tribe of interesting bugs. The unexpectedly strong notion sent a chill of foreboding dancing down Laura's backbone.


  "Well, go or stay," Cynthia snapped. "But make up your mind. I'm freezing to death." She cast a measuring glance toward Alex, letting her eyes drift past Laura for a brief, dismissing moment. "In the meantime, I'm bored, and I'm afraid it's up to you to entertain me, Alex. I'm sure Ricky's mainly interested in how much whiskey he can sneak into his coffee cup, and Justine's frightened of her own shadow. You and I can play blackjack for impossible stakes."


  Laura held her breath, waiting. She wanted him with her, not the mesmerizing Cynthia. She wasn't sure what she longed for. A continuation of that too-brief, devastating kiss? Or escape from something too powerful for her to handle?


  "Why don't you and Laura see if you can help Mrs. Hawkins?" Jeremy suggested. "With the road closed, she's shorthanded."


  Cynthia cast a scathing look at her husband. "Sorry, darling, but Laura's even more tedious than you are. The poor girl's lived like a nun, and everything she knows she's learned in books. We hardly have a thing in common."


  "True enough," Ricky drawled. "You've never read a book in your life, and I bet you were a tramp by the time you were twelve."


  "Not getting enough, Ricky?" Cynthia cooed, unmoved by his insults. "Sorry, but I'm no longer interested in charity cases." She moved past him. She was dressed in a garnet velour catsuit that clung to her curves, and she stopped in front of Alex, her mane of blond hair rippling down her back as she stared up at him. "Do you like to gamble, Alex?"


  Laura held her breath, wickedly hoping for a put-down. But what man had ever been able to resist Cynthia's wiles when she focused them? "It depends on the stakes," he said, and his faint accent and husky tone made the words sound deeply erotic.


  Cynthia's smile widened. "How delightful. You don't mind if I steal him, do you, Laura? I'm certain you have a million things to do."


  "Of course," she said in a cool voice. "A million books to read."


  She turned away, starting to move past them, and the unexpected threat of tears stung the backs of her eyelids. She didn't want them to see—she didn't want Alex to see—and she moved quickly, clumsily, toward the door.


  It must have been an accident. The back of his hand brushed against hers as she went, and his skin was cool, firm, an odd caress so brief it must have been a mistake. And yet that momentary touch sent a thousand thoughts soaring through her, and there was no way she could believe where they'd come from. Except that she knew. They came from him. An apology. An assurance that all would be well.


  She didn't want to hear apologies, assurances, but they slid into her subconscious through his touch, and she couldn't fight them. She had already moved past, out of reach, and she wanted to turn around, to catch his hand and take him with her. To warn Cynthia to keep her hands off him.


  It was childish and absurd. If she'd been less troubled, it would have been amusing. As it was, she was barely able to summon a smile. As her lips curved, she remembered the cool delight of his mouth against hers, and she shivered.


  "There's coffee and breakfast in the dining room," she said with creditable calm. "I think I'll go check on Father."


  Cynthia had already laid claim to Alex's arm. "Don't worry about our guest, Laura. I promise I'll keep him entertained."
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  He wasn't quite sure what he was expecting from the woman. She felt the coldness of his touch far more acutely than Laura did. She minded it, but she couldn't seem to keep her hands away from him.


  He had no qualms about letting her experiment. He knew now that her voice had been one of those calling to him last night. For some reason, her appointment with death had been moved up, unnaturally, and he wondered idly what had caused the change. It wasn't of great importance to him. When the time came for him to return, he would take those who were still ready. Those whose reprieves seemed justified could wait their turn.


  She drew him into a room he hadn't seen before, some kind of study, and she closed the door behind them and flicked on the overhead light. The glow was dim, and he suspected the generator might be failing. It made little difference to him, but it might bother Laura. He didn't want Laura bothered.


  But he knew she was very angry with him right now. The emotion had sung through her skin, stinging him, and he'd had time for only the briefest of reassuring touches. She didn't know what he was trying to spare her.


  This woman might serve as a substitute. Perhaps she could provide the answers he sought, perhaps she could quiet the emptiness inside him. And then Laura could wait a little longer.


  Cynthia put her hand on his thigh. She had attractive hands, adorned with expensive rings. Experienced hands. He leaned back on the sofa and watched her from behind the mirrored sunglasses, curious as to how far she intended to go.


  "I like playing dangerous games," she cooed, moving close to him. Her scent was dark and musky, erotic. "Anyone might walk in here at any time. You know that, don't you? They know we're in here, and they'll probably leave us alone. Unless Laura gets too annoyed. I'm sure you know she's got a crush on you, Alex. I've never seen it before—little Laura is usually too saintly for human passions. Her family has seen to that, as well." Her hand trailed higher, and he watched it curiously, anticipating.


  "But you're quite an interesting man, aren't you? You make us poor women throw caution to the winds." She rose to her knees on the couch, hovering over him, and he could see the hardness of her nipples. "You're so cold," she whispered. "Let me warm you up." And she put her mouth against his.


  She was very practiced. He could appreciate her technique, both with her mouth and her hand as it claimed him. His body responded as a normal body would, but that dark, quiet part of him remained unmoved. He could push her down on the couch and have her, and she would scream with pleasure. Loud enough for Laura to hear, of course.


  He would do it. It would hurt Laura, but it would also spare her. He touched Cynthia's plump breast, and she shivered, drawing back, a triumphant smile on her pink mouth. "I thought you might be interested," she purred. "Take off your sunglasses," she said in a husky voice, unzipping her catsuit with shaking fingers. "I want to look into your eyes when you make love to me."


  She'd pushed the soft velour down around her elbows, baring her torso, baring her breasts. He stared at her through the sunglasses and tried to tell himself that he wanted her.


  But he didn't.


  It was a simple enough matter to drive her away. He reached for the mirrored sunglasses and took them off.


  The thud when her body hit the floor was muffled by the thick Oriental carpet. She looked absurd, sprawled there in a dead faint, her jumpsuit halfway off her lush body. If he'd had an ounce of kindness in him, he would have pulled her clothes back around her, propped her up on the sofa and left her to regain consciousness.


  But he wasn't feeling particularly kind. He rose, putting the sunglasses back over his eyes, and stepping over Cynthia's unconscious figure, he went in search of Laura.
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  The odd thing was, she'd never felt more alive. Last night when she lay in the forest, gasping for breath, she'd looked up and seen the bright white light and known. Known that Death, who had always hovered so closely, was reaching for her. She'd denied him too long.


  But instead it had been Alex, looking down at her from behind his mirrored sunglasses, and life had come surging back, as she'd never felt it before.


  She felt strong. Invulnerable. Fearless. Nothing could hurt her—she was charmed, safe, protected, and she couldn't rid herself of the notion that it was Alex, the stranger, who was protecting her.


  She moved slowly down the winding path, her feet scuffling through the fallen pine needles. Overhead the sky was dark and stormy, the tops of the trees swayed in the angry wind. There was a chill in the air, a bite that promised a long, cold winter. And yet, all around her, plants still bloomed.


  She hadn't been able to bring herself to stay in the house a moment longer. She knew Cynthia far too well—if she hadn't managed to seduce Alex by now, then it was only a matter of time. It didn't matter that Alex didn't seem the type to be seduced by Cynthia's obvious machinations. He'd gone with her willingly.


  Laura paused by an aspen. The yellow leaves had been drifting down for days, but right now the remaining few clung stubbornly to the wind-tossed branches. She stared out over the golden hillside, bright against the dark sky, and took a deep, shaky breath. She'd always loved autumn best. It didn't matter that winter was coming, the long, endless darkness. For her there had always seemed to be hope and beauty in the fall, not in the spring.


  She shook her head. It was no wonder she was getting fanciful. The freak storm was unnerving. The inevitable death of her father was even more shattering, and the advent of Alex in their enclave was the final disruption.


  She couldn't rid herself of the feeling that nothing was as it seemed. Not with Alex not with her family. Not with her. She felt strong, invulnerable, for the first time in her life. And yet she knew that twelve hours ago she'd been closer to death than she'd ever been.


  She heard the noise from a distance, and she tensed, her instincts suddenly alert. Whoever was approaching from the house was a stranger, dangerous to her and all she cared about. It had to be Alex, the only stranger there, but she didn't think it was. She leaned back against the tree, holding very still, ready to dart into the undergrowth at any moment.


  Jeremy loomed into view, and she breathed a sigh of relief and surprise. It was nothing dangerous after all. "You scared me," she called out to him, her voice light and faintly teasing.


  His response was a bland smile. "I don't tend to have that effect on people. What are you doing out here, Laura?"


  "Going for a walk. I wanted to get out of the house for a bit. I felt... crowded."


  "I know what you mean," he said gloomily. "Cynthia will never change. I don't know if there's a future for us after all."


  "Jeremy..."


  "But that's not why I followed you down here. You're the one I'm worried about," he said, his voice earnest. "I don't trust that man, Laura. I don't like the fact that he showed up here out of nowhere. I don't like the fact that he's been stalking you."


  "Stalking me? Don't be ridiculous—no one's stalking anyone. Aren't you letting your feelings about Cynthia cloud your judgment?"


  "Don't you think it's a little strange that he showed up just when we got cut off from the outside world?"


  Laura managed a hollow laugh. "He doesn't control the weather, Jeremy."


  "Something strange is going on, I can feel it. Something very odd. Those news reports, about people not dying. I don't like it."


  "Don't like the fact that people aren't dying?" Laura echoed. "You're not making any sense." She stared at her stepbrother for a long, troubled moment. "Is there something else going on, Jeremy? Something you want to tell me?"


  His own laugh was suddenly hearty, and annoyingly false to her ears. "I'm just being melodramatic," he said. "That's what comes of being trapped up here, then staying up all night. Lack of sleep will do you in."


  "Maybe you should take a nap," she suggested quietly.


  "Maybe I will. But I want you to promise me something. Keep away from him. I have a very bad feeling about him. He's trouble, Laura. Trouble for you, trouble for all of us."


  "You're being ridiculous, Jeremy. He's harmless. A French ski bum with a lot of charm and not much money. He isn't going to hurt a soul."


  "You find him charming? I don't."


  Laura thought about it. The cool, mesmerizing power that flowed from him, that seemed to travel directly to her. The feel of his mouth against hers. He made her feel alive, she thought again. Pulsingly, heart-poundingly alive, as she'd never been before.


  "The weather will clear, Jeremy," she said, in a deliberately calm voice. "Alex will be on his way, and you and Cynthia can try to work things out. Don't worry about me. I've already accepted the fact that I'm only going to have a limited life, and that doesn't include passionate interludes with strangers any more than it includes grandchildren or little country cottages with white picket fences. I've learned to accept what I have and leave it at that. When Alex leaves, everything will be as it was."


  "What if he asks you to go with him?"


  The flash of anger that swept through her shocked Laura. She wasn't used to rage, to fighting against the inevitable. "He's not going to," she snapped. "There's no reason why he'd want to burden himself with a woman who's dying."


  "When that woman stands to inherit a third of her father's estate, he would."


  "Flattery will get you nowhere," she said dryly. "It is possible for someone to be attracted to me, you know."


  "Is he attracted to you?"


  "No," she lied, remembering the kiss.


  "And you don't look like a woman who's dying," Jeremy added with unusual frankness. "You look better than I've ever seen you. Your color's good, you've got more energy."


  "Must be something in the air."


  "It's keeping Father alive."


  "It's keeping everyone alive, Jeremy. But it's not going to last, and you know it. I'm not going to last, either, but flirting with a stranger isn't going to make me die any sooner."


  "You admit it?"


  "That I've been flirting? Just a little bit. It's fun," she added.


  "I want you to promise me you'll keep away from him. I don't trust him."


  "Jeremy," she said with great patience, "I'm not going to promise you anything except that I'll take care of myself. That's all you really have a right to ask."


  "If you don't keep away from him then I'll have to do something about it."


  She stared at him, and it was like looking at a stranger. The bluff, cheerful man she'd known all her life was nowhere near the pale, angry man who stood before her, eyes bulging, veins standing out. He looked like a man on the edge, and it wouldn't take much to push him over.


  "Jeremy," she said gently, "get some sleep."


  "I'm warning you." His voice trailed after her as she started back up the steep path. She wanted to run, and yet she knew she didn't dare. Running across a relatively level surface last night had almost killed her.


  Even making her way slowly up the steep hillside would put untold strain on her heart.


  She turned a corner, which put her out of Jeremy's view, and quickened her pace. She waited for the breath to catch in her chest, waited for the dull, omnipresent pain to sharpen. But she could feel no pain. The air was pumping through her lungs, the blood pumping through her heart, as if they weren't the damaged organs she knew them to be.


  She moved faster. The wind rippled through the trees, tossing her long hair behind her, and she could feel the dampness of autumn on the tail of the breeze. Faster still, the energy spiking through her, soaring, faster and faster, until she was running, freely, effortlessly, up the steepest part of the incline, and a laugh rippled out of her throat, dancing over the countryside.


  She saw him then, standing at the edge of the clearing, watching her. Waiting for her, as the restless light reflected off his dark glasses. He waited for her, alone, Cynthia nowhere in sight.


  She came to a halt a few feet away from him. She was out of breath, flushed, and feeling dangerous herself. She thought of her stepbrother, with his threats and warnings. She thought of her shortened life, and she looked up at the man who stood there, waiting for her.


  Again she felt that odd shiver of memory. She knew him. But she couldn't remember where or when she'd seen him before. He was a part of her life, a part of her, and yet she couldn't say how.


  She knew only one thing about him. There was nothing to be afraid of. He wouldn't harm her.


  Whether that extended to everyone, she didn't know. But the man in black, standing there in the storm-tossed shadows, would never hurt her.


  "Do you believe in love at first sight?" she asked him, her breath caught in a small gasp.


  "You might as well ask whether I believe in love at all," he countered softly.


  "Do you?"


  "I'm not sure. Perhaps for some creatures. In some circumstances. If one is very lucky."


  "Are you one of the lucky ones?"


  "No," he said gently. "And neither are you."


  It was like a slap across the face. She stared at him for a long moment and saw the trace of Cynthia's coral lipstick on the side of his neck. The sudden clenching pain in her chest had nothing to do with her damaged heart and everything to do with her soul.


  "True enough," she said brightly, after a moment. "In the meantime, I'd better check on my father." She moved past him, concentrating on maintaining a calm grace.


  He reached out a hand to stop her, to touch her, but she managed to avoid him. He didn't pursue the effort, just followed her at a secure distance. "Are you worried he might have died while you went for your walk?"


  She paused at the French doors that led in from the rough-hewn deck. "No," she said, staring at her reflection in his sunglasses. "No one's going to die for the time being. Are they?"


  "How would I know?" he said at last, breaking the silence.


  "How stupid of me," she murmured. "You wouldn't have anything to do with it, would you?"


  His smile was pale, cool, bewilderingly gentle. "Not at the moment," he said. He put his hand on her elbow and the force of the current they created shot between them.


  "Who are you?" she whispered, unable to move.


  He leaned closer, and she lifted her face to his, wanting his mouth again. Needing it.


  "There you are, Miss Laura." Mrs. Hawkins's voice shattered the faint, dreamy mood as she appeared at the end of the hallway, an old dish towel in one hand. "Your father's been asking for you. Quite agitated, he is. Maria said to find you as quick as can be."


  "Is he going?"


  "Not so's I could tell. He wants to talk to you, though, and I don't think getting worked up will do him any good. You go on in, and I'll get Alex here a cup of coffee. There never was a Frenchman who could resist a good cup of coffee."


  Laura waited for him to protest, but he said not a word. His hand dropped from her arm, and she felt burned, frozen. "Go see him, Laura," he said softly. "Maybe he'll have the answers to your questions."


  But Laura wasn't quite sure she wanted to hear them.


  
    CHAPTER SIX
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  William Fitzpatrick lay still and silent in the bed. Only the steady chirp and beat of the machines gave the lie to the appearance of death, and Laura moved quietly to his bedside, loath to disturb him.


  The creepy, blue-veined eyelids shot open, and her father fixed her with the piercing look that had terrified her in her childhood. It still had the power to make her feel very young and helpless.


  "Why did you bring him here?" he demanded in a mere rasp of a whisper.


  She didn't pretend to misunderstand. "I ran into him on the mountain," she said, trying to keep the defensiveness out of her voice. "I'd fallen, I was afraid I was dying, and then…he was there. He brought me back here, Father. Instead of you and Jeremy being so distrustful, you ought to thank him."


  "Thank him?" William echoed in a hoarse laugh. "That'll be the day. Don't you know who he is? What he wants?"


  She put her hand on his forehead. He was hot, feverish, and his faded eyes were burning with determination and something akin to madness. "He's no one," she murmured soothingly, stroking his brow. "A ski bum. He doesn't want anything but fresh powder."


  "You're almost as stupid as your siblings," William snapped, with a trace of his usual force. "He's fooled you, but he can't fool me. I know him. I've wrestled him too many times. I'm not going to let him win now."


  Laura cast a desperate glance around the room. There was no sign of Maria, and her father's mind was clearly wandering, increasingly delirious, even though his body seemed uncharacteristically strong. "He won't win, Father," she said in a soothing voice.


  "Don't patronize me. You think I'm off my head, don't you? I may be dying, but that doesn't mean I'm crazy. I know who he is, I tell you. I know what he wants."


  "What does he want, Father?" she asked calmly.


  "You. He's come to kill you."


  Laura's gentle smile didn't waver. "I can't imagine why. He doesn't even know me."


  "You don't understand!" Her father was getting more agitated by the second, and the monitoring systems began to chirp louder, faster, more erratically. "That's what he does. That's who he is. He's—"


  "What's going on in here?" Maria bustled in, the picture of sturdy efficiency. "You calm down, Mr. Fitzpatrick, and don't say another word! You're agitating yourself, and if you want your poor daughter to stand there and watch you die, then just keep on the way you are."


  "I'm going to die anyway," he said sulkily, leaning back. His color was a sickly gray, and he looked like Death himself, Laura thought.


  "We all are, sooner or later," Maria said briskly, checking his pulse. "There's no need to hurry it along. If the good Lord saw fit to grant you a reprieve, then you take it and be grateful."


  "Ha!" William Fitzpatrick snorted, but the sound was a hollow travesty. "I don't think the good Lord had a damned thing to do with it."


  "Not another word, Mr. Fitzpatrick. Laura, why don't you go have a cup of herb tea or something? Leave this grumpy old man to get some rest."


  Her father opened his eyes for a moment, staring at her malevolently. "Yes. Go away, Laura. Don't worry, I'm not going to pop off without any warning."


  "I don't think anyone is," she murmured, half to herself.


  Maria looked at her oddly, but William missed her cryptic statement. "Anyway," he continued, "I'm not ready to go yet. I promise you'll get to hold my hand and weep over my corpse. Unless your new friend has something to say about it."


  "There are times, Father, when you are completely impossible," Laura said with affectionate exasperation, leaning over and placing a gentle kiss on his wrinkled forehead. "I'll come back when you've decided you don't want to bait me any longer."


  "Knowing him, it might be a long wait," Maria muttered under her breath.
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  The dining room was deserted. Laura had lost track of time, and it gave her an odd shock to realize that it was already early afternoon. The remnants of a luncheon still lined the buffet table, and she instinctively went for the carafe of coffee. After all, she'd survived one cup without the slightest ill effects. Any racing of her heart had come from Alex, not caffeine.


  She might as well live dangerously, she thought, pouring herself a cup. She took it with her as she wandered down the hallway in search of her family. She'd left Jeremy down in the woods, but she still had no idea where the others were. Ricky was probably drinking, Justine weeping, and Cynthia? What was Cynthia doing?


  The door to the library was still closed, and Laura paused outside. If she had any sense at all, she would take her coffee up to her room and not even think about what lay on the other side of the door.


  But she'd never been a coward. She didn't bother to knock. She simply turned the handle, pushing the door inward.


  There were no lights on, and the murky sunlight barely infiltrated the shadows. At first she thought the room was empty. And then she saw Cynthia, huddled in a corner, her arms wrapped tightly around her knees, her pale face streaked with tears and runny makeup.


  Laura forgot her jealousy. The hot coffee sloshed over her hand as she slammed the mug down on a table. Within seconds she was kneeling on the floor next to Cynthia, pulling her sister-in-law's unresisting body into her arms.


  "What happened, Cynthia?" she murmured.


  The room was warm, almost hot. Cynthia's body felt ice-cold, and she was shaking so hard Laura could barely hold her. Cynthia's teeth were chattering, and her attempts at speech were just a helpless stuttering.


  "Did someone hurt you?" Laura persisted. "Was it Alex?"


  Cynthia let out a small moan, burying her head against Laura's shoulder. A moment later, electric light blazed through the room, and Jeremy stood there, his face in shadows. "I'll take care of her," he said in a long-suffering voice.


  Cynthia jerked, burrowing closer to Laura as if looking for a safe haven, and Laura's arms tightened around her. "Something's happened, Jeremy," Laura said. "Something frightened her."


  "I can imagine what. Now do you believe me when I tell you that man is dangerous?"


  "Don't be ridiculous!" Laura snapped back. "He didn't hurt her."


  Jeremy reached down for his trembling wife. Cynthia tried to resist, but he simply pulled her upward, pushing Laura out of the way. "She'll be all right. I'll take her back to the guest house and get some hot tea into her. She could do with a nap. Don't worry, Cynthia. I'll take care of you."


  Cynthia looked up at her husband of more than ten years, and her expression was one of complete horror. Before Laura could intervene, however, Jeremy had half helped, half dragged her from the room.


  Laura watched them go, feeling helpless, frightened, confused. Nothing was as it had seemed. Not her autocratic father, not the fearless, amoral Cynthia, not the stolid, dependable Jeremy.


  And certainly not the stranger who'd appeared on their mountain just as the rest of the world was shut away from them.


  She slammed her bedroom door behind her, then locked it. She had no idea where Alex was, and she didn't want to know. She locked the French doors that led out to the small balcony their two rooms shared, and then she lay on her bed, huddling under a down comforter. The coldness was permeating the entire house; the lights were dimming, and outside, the storm was increasing in its intensity. It seemed as if the world were about to end. Laura pulled the covers over her head, shuddering, prepared to ride it out.
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  Poison was far more dangerous, Jeremy thought calmly as he put the mug of arsenic-laced tea in Cynthia's trembling hands. There would be an autopsy, and there was no way a toxicologist would miss the huge amounts of poison he was pumping into her system.


  But he couldn't afford to wait. Or to make another miscalculation.


  It was fortunate for him that Cynthia had had her fit of hysterics in front of his gullible stepsister. He had no idea what had set Cynthia off, and he didn't care. While a part of him thoroughly enjoyed the expression of abject terror in his wife's eyes whenever she looked at him, he couldn't afford to indulge himself. If Cynthia had inexplicably come to suspect him, it wouldn't take long before that suspicion was passed to others.


  He would make it look like a suicide. She'd been restless, despondent, drinking too much. She'd had a nervous breakdown right in front of her fragile sister-in-law. The strangeness of the weather, the isolation, her despondency over her failing marriage—it was no wonder she'd succumbed to thoughts of suicide and taken a fatal dose of rat poison.


  There would be less money for him this way. If only Ricky and Justine had died as planned, it would all have been his. But he was resourceful. He'd been willing to wait for Laura's share, secure in the knowledge that she hadn't long to live. He could certainly manage some misfortune for Justine and Ricky in the next year or so.


  And then it would all be his. The money, the knowledge that he'd been stronger, more determined, than all of them. His only regret was that he would never get the chance to throw it in the old man's face.


  "Drink it all, darling," he urged gently, feeling wonderfully calm and encouraging. After last night's unexpected failure, things were finally coming together. All the old man had to do was hold on for a few more hours, and then at least his inheritance would be his alone, and not part of a nasty divorce settlement. A divorce hearing would mean his finances would be gone over in minute detail, and it wouldn't take the lawyers long to discover he'd been siphoning huge sums of money from his stepfather for decades.


  If he hadn't known better, though, he would have thought Cynthia knew what was going to happen to her. There was a bleak, terrified expression on her face, as if she'd looked into the future and seen her death. If she had, it wasn't enough to stop her fate. She took the mug of poisoned tea from him and drained it, then leaned back against the pillows and closed her eyes.


  He closed the door gently behind him. He hadn't had time to concoct a suicide note, but he could take care of that later if the need arose. In the meantime, it was only a matter of minutes before he was free.


  He carried the tray back into the kitchen, humming under his breath.
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  When Laura awoke, her room was pitch-black. There was a faint tapping noise, a clicking against the windows, and it took her a moment to realize it must be the rain. Or even sleet, considering the icy, metallic click against the glass. She reached for the light beside her bed, but it wouldn't turn on. The generator must have finally given up the ghost, she thought, swinging her legs out from under the down comforter.


  She almost swung them back. The room was ice-cold—the heating system must be down, as well. With luck, there would still be enough juice in the auxiliary generator to keep William's life-support system functioning, but there was obviously nothing to spare.


  She should go downstairs and make sure every-thing was all right. That there were fires burning in the myriad of fireplaces that were usually more for atmosphere than function. That her father was still alive, that Cynthia had recovered from whatever had panicked her. She should see if Mrs. Hawkins needed help, or if any new disaster had befallen the Fitzpatrick compound. But she knew she wasn't going to do anything.


  She reached into her nightstand drawer for the tiny flashlight she always kept there, turning it on. It remained stubbornly dark, and she shook it in frustration. She'd just put fresh batteries in a week ago—they must have been duds.


  There were a pine-scented candle and a box of matches on the mantel overhanging her fireplace. She stubbed her toe as she made her way across the pitch-black room, and all the time the wind outside was growing louder, wilder, and the ice particles dashing against the window grew noisier.


  The match flared, and the candle sent a tiny pool of light into the room. She knelt down, using the candle to light the kindling that was always in readiness in the hearth, then stood back as light and warmth began to fill the room.


  A streak of lightning blazed outside, filling the room with a blinding glare before plunging it into darkness once more. It was followed by a clap of thunder so powerful it shook the sturdy log house, and Laura dropped the candle, watching as it rolled across the floor, landing against the French doors before guttering out.


  Once more lightning flashed, and she could see him outside, his long hair caked with ice, his shirt plastered to his strong back. He was holding on to the railing, staring out into the night, and Laura watched in both fascination and despair as he seemed to reach into the night, becoming a part of it. She half expected him to leap off the balcony, to hurl himself into the darkness, and she stood, transfixed with pain and longing.


  They were plunged into darkness once more, and finally Laura moved. She'd put a chair under the door handle in addition to locking it, and it took a moment for her to pull it away and fumble with the latch before flinging the doors open, letting in the night and the storm. Letting in the man.


  He turned. Ice coated his face and his dark glasses and frosted his hair. The late-summer night had turned to winter, and she reached out for him, pulling him back inside, into her room, shutting the storm outside.


  She caught his icy shirt in her hands and was trying to strip it off him when he stopped her, his hands covering hers, holding them still. Despite the chill of his flesh he was hot, desperately hot, burning against her skin.


  "You should never have let me in," he said in a whisper. "Send me away."


  For a moment, time seemed to stand still. It would be so easy, she thought, to pull her hands free, to step back. He would leave her then, and she would never have anything more to fear. He would leave her, and she would be alone.


  "Why?" Her response was barely a breath.


  "Because if you don't send me away, I'll take you. And there will be no turning back."


  She heard the words, the threat, the promise, with her heart and her soul. The blatant sexuality of it, and something more, besides.


  He wouldn't take her untutored body. He wouldn't take her innocence, her love, and her passion. He would take far more than that.


  He would take her soul.


  Run. The word echoed in her head. Run away, fast. And she knew the words came from him, as well as her.


  "I can't," she said, answering the unspoken plea. "I've waited too long for you. I love you." And she pulled her hands out of his restraining grasp, slid them up his arms and began to pull off his ice-coated shirt.


  He didn't stop her this time. He stood perfectly still beneath her hands, and the flicker of the fire reflected on the mirrored lenses of his dark glasses. She pulled the shirt free from his pants, and her arms went around him. She found herself pressed up tight against him, the hard sinew and muscle and bone, the icy heat of him. For a moment her heart clenched in longing; then it began pounding, fast, hard, as she stared up at him.


  "Who are you?" she asked, one last time.


  "A bad dream," he whispered. "A nightmare." And his mouth covered hers.


  The ice had melted from his face, his lips, his hair. He kissed her with a ferocity that should have terrified her, but she was past terror, past second thoughts. She wanted to kiss him back, but she wasn't sure how. Then his thumbs cupped her jaw and gently opened her mouth for him.


  He used his tongue as he had that morning. He taught her how to use her tongue, to give, as well as to receive, and when he thrust his tongue into her mouth, her knees buckled.


  He caught her effortlessly in his strong arms, holding her as she swayed against him. His mouth left hers to move down the side of her neck, small, biting kisses, and then she felt herself swung dizzily in the air.


  He took her through the night and the darkness, through the storm and the ice. He carried her back to his room, to the wide bed, and set her down. She lay back, staring up at him, and he was leaning over her, silhouetted in the darkness with only the flicker of the firelight piercing the gloom. Like the flames of hell, she thought as his hands slid up the front of her sweater, reaching for the buttons.


  She watched him as he stripped off her clothes, deftly, efficiently, and she couldn't rid herself of the feeling that there was a grim purpose to his actions. That this was something he needed to do. Even though he regretted it.


  She was so caught up in that odd sensation that she barely noticed when she was completely naked. He leaned back and stared at her, and even through the mirrored lenses she could feel the heat of his gaze.


  Suddenly she was self-conscious. She was too thin, too pale, too unfeminine, to please him, too—


  As if he could read her thoughts, he stopped them, with the simple expedient of covering her naked body with his. His pants were cool and damp against her legs, his chest was strong and smooth, and she could feel him against her stomach, hard, wanting her.


  "I should tell you..." she began breathlessly, but he put his hand on her breast, his long, cool fingers cupping it, and the sensation was so powerful that her voice trailed off in a strangled cry.


  "I should explain..." she began again, but his fingertips encircled her nipple, tugging at her, and she felt the fiery reaction in a straight line down to the burning place between her legs.


  "I should tell you…" she said—one final attempt—when his mouth closed over the tight bud of her breast, and she let out a soft, strangled wail.


  She struggled to keep some portion of her mind intact. He was icy-cold, fiery-hot, and he lay between her legs as if he belonged there. She reached down to the waistband of his pants, pushing at them in mindless frustration, and from somewhere she felt his amusement.


  He rose up, kneeling between her legs, and even in the flickering firelight she could see his hands reach down to the row of tiny buttons that strained over the front of his fly.


  "Tell me what, Laura?" he said in a low, patient voice, flicking the buttons open one by one.


  She swallowed, suddenly panicked. "That I'm... that is, they were afraid…"


  He released himself into the night, and if she hadn't been frightened before, she would have panicked then.


  As it was, she was beyond panic. She lay beneath him, staring up in mute fear and trust.


  "You're a virgin," he said, "and they were afraid that if you made love you would die. Is that it?"


  She nodded.


  He leaned forward, sliding his hands up her torso to cover her breasts, and the sensation was the sweetest torment. "Are you afraid of death, Laura?" he whispered against her mouth.


  She found she'd been clutching the sheet beneath her. It was a simple enough question, with an obvious response. But she didn't want the obvious, she wanted the truth. And for some odd reason, she knew that her answer mattered terribly.


  "No," she said, with no doubt whatsoever. "I'm not afraid of death."


  "Then let me show you life," he said. And, moving down, he put his mouth between her legs.


  Her reaction was so powerful and immediate that she tried to jerk away, but his hands cradled her hips, holding her there, as he used his mouth, his tongue, his teeth, driving her down a dark, narrow path that she'd never taken before.


  The trembling began deep inside. She clutched his shoulders, her heels digging into the mattress as a rush of sensations swept over her. She was gasping for breath, her entire body in an ever-tightening knot, and she needed something more, but she wasn't sure exactly what.


  The first wave hit her, a spasm of reaction that sent starbursts dancing behind her eyes. The second wave came, harder and stronger, and from a distance she could hear a gasping sob that had to be her own.


  Before the tremors had died away he moved up, over her, between her legs, thrusting deep, breaking past the fear and the fragile barrier of her innocence, deep and hard and sure, and his hand covered her mouth, muffling her cry.


  There were footsteps outside her locked door. A slow, measured pace. They lay in still, absolute silence, his body deep within hers, as the sound of those footsteps slowly died away.


  He started to pull away from her, and she clutched at him, aware of a sudden, desperate panic. But he thrust again, deeper still, his pace slow, deliberate, and she tilted her hips up, to draw him in deeper. The rhythm was simply, easily caught with his hands on her hips, guiding her, and she drifted with pleasure, her hands sliding up his strong arm as he braced himself over her. It changed so slowly lulling her into a dreamy pleasure, and then she realized that everything had speeded up, and he was driving her farther, deeper, faster, until she felt a new trembling begin to take over, and she knew that nothing mattered but this.


  He thrust deep, so deep, and she felt a shudder ripple through his body. It hit her then, with the force of a mindless eternity, a pulsing, throbbing explosion so deep and powerful she thought she might shake apart. She tried to scream, but he shoved his hand against her mouth to quiet her, and she bit down, hard, as her body went rigid, taking him with her.


  Reality and time seemed to have vanished into the maelstrom. She lay beneath him, listening for the pounding of a heart that should have exploded five minutes ago, listening as her breath rasped to a more reasonable pace. She reached up and cupped his face, and his long hair fell around her fingers. His sun-glasses were gone, but it was too dark to see his eyes, his face. She could feel dampness on his cheeks, could feel the tentative movement of muscle that might have been a smile. She felt his love, strong, sure, unspoken. She didn't need the words.


  "Did I hurt you?" he whispered, his mouth feathering hers.


  "Only for a moment. Oh, God, I bit your hand," she said, memory flooding her.


  She could feel the faint ripple of laughter. "I liked it," he said.


  She sighed, settling beneath him, her hips cradling him, her arms tight around him. He was still hard, and growing harder, locked within her.


  "I gather that was an orgasm?" she said, in what was supposed to be a casual tone of voice.


  "It was. In France it's called la petite mort. The little death."


  "Well," she said frankly, "if that's the little death, I hate to imagine what the big one is like."


  The sudden silence in the room was absolute, as even the fire died.


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN
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  The voices were louder now, calling to him, plaintive, crying, and he knew his time was fading. She lay in his arms, sound asleep, replete, her heart beating soundly, and he wanted to pull her closer against him.


  He had to let her go. He'd known that for an eternity. Time had little meaning for him—she seemed to have existed in some part of his being for as long as he had had memory. She would continue there, a part of him, forever.


  But it was time. He slid out of bed, careful not to disturb her. It would have been remarkable if he'd awakened her—she had to be exhausted.


  She would wake, alone, uncomfortable. A caring lover would have held back, but he hadn't had that choice. Tonight was his only night, and he'd made love to her repeatedly, each time drawing forth a stronger and stronger reaction. He'd bound her to him, body and soul. But in the end, he knew, he would have neither.


  The long night would have to suffice. The memory of it would last him. The memory of it would leave her. She would go on to a new life, a healthier one. Her next life would be strong, blessed and lengthy, and she deserved no less. Her encounter with death would be nothing more than an erotic dream that would haunt her, unsuspecting, on stormy nights.


  The sleet had halted, but the wind still blew wildly through the huge pines, and in the distance he could see the faint light of another storm-ridden dawn. He would leave, and when her time came again, he would send someone else, someone impervious to her and the siren call of weakness. He had tasted life, but he was Death. He would not forget again.


  He dressed in the darkness, out on the balcony, covering his eyes with his dark glasses for the last time. He wouldn't even say goodbye. She would mourn, and then she would grow angry, but she would never know the truth.


  The voices were calling him. The old man, fading, well past his time. Another voice, louder still. A woman's voice, nearby. He recognized it with a start. The other voices were a rumble in the distance, but this one, he knew, couldn't wait.


  He could feel the change coming over him, and he knew there was nothing he could do, no bargain he could make, to stop the inevitable. He'd had his respite, his brief glimpse of paradise. It was time to return to the dark place where he ruled supreme.


  He would take up his role once more. He would take the soul that called to him, and in doing so, he would be gone. And there would be no turning back.


  [image: Reaper]


  Laura woke with a start. Murky daylight was seeping in the French doors, and she was in his bed. Alone.


  She lifted her head, looking around with the futile hope that he was still there, but she knew in every cell of her well-loved body that he was gone. She sat up, pulling the duvet around her, listening to the strong, steady beat of her heart. The breath that filled her lungs, the blood that pumped through her veins. The sheer sense of strength and physical well-being. And then she felt it begin to fade.


  She slid out of bed quickly, wincing at the aches in her body. She took a quick shower, throwing on clean clothes and shoving her fingers through her still-wet tangle of hair before she started out into the hallway in search of him.


  He would be drinking coffee, she knew it. He would be cool and noncommittal, and she would have to do her best to be equally sophisticated. To convince him that last night she hadn't died and gone to heaven.


  There was no smell of coffee permeating the downstairs, her first signal that something was very wrong. It was after seven—Mrs. Hawkins was usually up by five and on her second batch of coffee by then. The dining room was cold and dark—the kerosene lamps had burned down, and no one had replenished them. The fireplace held nothing but coals, and the silence was ominous.


  Her first thought was to check on her father. He lay in his bed, scarcely breathing. He was alive, but just barely. He was also alone, with no sign of Maria or any of Laura's siblings.


  "Mrs. Hawkins! Maria?" she called as she ran down toward the kitchen. It was empty, as well, dark and cold. Far in the distance she thought she heard a faint pounding, voices calling to her, but before she could go in search of the source, lightning flashed again, illuminating the darkened kitchen.


  She looked out toward the ravine below, and she could see them. Jeremy, dragging a woman who could only be Cynthia down the steep pathway that led to Nichols Ravine. And a tall, dark figure following behind them. Almost floating.


  Somewhere along the way, she'd lost her strength. She slammed out the kitchen door, calling to them, but her voice was captured by the wind and whipped away. Yesterday she could run without pain—this morning her heart ached in her chest, and her breath rasped in her throat.


  She started after them in a stumbling run, afraid of what she would find, but they couldn't, or wouldn't, hear her. Cynthia was fighting, screaming, but she was no match for Jeremy's unexpected strength. And the dark figure followed behind, saying and doing nothing.


  She fell once, slamming down into the hard, cold earth, and she half expected the iciness of death to come for her. But there was no bright light, no explosive finale. She scrambled to her feet once more, and by the time she caught up with them they were at the edge of the ravine, the rustic deck of the family compound hanging over them, and Jeremy had his thick hands wrapped around Cynthia's throat as she kicked at him, struggling desperately.


  "You won't die!" he screamed at her, and her body shook with the force of his fury. "Nothing kills you. Not carbon monoxide, not poison. I'm going to damned well choke the life out of you with my bare hands and then throw you over the ravine. We'll see if you survive that, you bitch. You can't cheat me out of the money. I earned it. I earned it sucking up to the old man, always being the good boy, doing what I was told. But I'm not going to anymore. It's all going to be mine, sooner or later. And I'm not going to give you the chance to get in my way."


  "Jeremy!" Laura screamed. "What in God's name are you doing? Let go of her!"


  His hands didn't loosen their death grip around his wife's throat, and the hoarse, choking noises Cynthia was making filled the eerie morning. "What does it look like, you stupid fool? I'll kill you, as well. I was willing to wait—you were living on borrowed time as it was, but now I can't afford to do that." With a last, wrenching twist, he dropped Cynthia's body on the ground. Laura had no idea whether she was alive or dead; all she knew was that Jeremy was advancing on her, and there was no mistaking the purposeful madness in his eyes.


  Alex stood at the edge of the clearing, surrounded by the morning fog, indistinct, watching, saying nothing, making no move to come to her rescue. "Are you just going to stand there?" she demanded of him, backing away from her murderous stepbrother. "Aren't you going to stop him?"


  Jeremy halted his determined advance. "Who are you talking to?" he demanded in a bizarrely irritated voice.


  "Is he part of this whole plan?" Laura demanded, backing away from him and his murderous, outstretched hands. "Did you bring him here to seduce me, to keep me busy while you murdered everyone who stood in the way of your getting Father's money?"


  Jeremy followed her gaze to Alex's still, waiting figure. "I don't know what you're talking about. There's no one left alive here but you and me."


  As if to refute his claim, Cynthia made a faint moan, but Jeremy just shrugged. "She won't survive a fall down Nichols Ravine," he said. "Nor will you. I can't imagine what people will think happened. Perhaps I'll tell them Cynthia was despondent. Maybe you came after her, trying to stop her suicidal desperation, and in the struggle you both fell. I think that would work very well, don't you?"


  She turned to look at Alex. "Can't you stop him?" she cried again.


  Jeremy's expression of affable determination vanished. "There's no one there!"


  "No," Alex said, and his voice was deeper, richer, more unsettling. The sound of it drew Jeremy's attention, and suddenly he was able to focus on what he'd failed to see before.


  "How long have you been there?" Jeremy demanded, his voice rising in panic.


  "He followed you down here," Laura said. "Don't you realize you can't get away with it? Even if you're strong enough to throw Cynthia over the ravine, even if you managed to kill me, as well, I'll still fight you. I'll fight you enough to make you give me bruises, and then people will wonder..."


  "You already have bruises," Jeremy said, pulling himself together. "Doubtless courtesy of your friend there. He's already told you he won't stop me, though I'm not sure why. Maybe he knows I can be generous. Or maybe he knows that he's a more obvious candidate if anyone starts to get suspicious, and he has the good sense to get the hell out of here.''


  "Why won't you stop him, Alex?" Laura whispered. "Do you want him to kill me?" She was half-afraid of the answer. He looked oddly indistinct in the misty gloom, almost insubstantial, and she couldn't begin to guess at the expression behind his mirrored glasses.


  Alex moved forward through the mist, and overhead the lightning crackled in the gloomy sky. "He won't kill you," he said, and there seemed to be a built-in echo to his voice.


  "The hell I won't," Jeremy said, lunging for her.


  She was so mesmerized by panic that she didn't see Alex move. One moment he was halfway across the clearing; in the next he put his hand on Jeremy's shoulder, with seemingly the lightest of touches.


  The white-hot light sizzled, illuminating the clearing with a blinding dazzle. Laura fell back, covering her eyes instinctively, and in the distance she heard a muffled cry, followed by a powerful clap of thunder.


  She sank to her knees on the damp earth, terrified beyond coherence, shaking as the thunder shook the earth. It died away slowly, the brilliant white light faded back to the overcast morning, and slowly she opened her eyes.


  Jeremy lay at her feet, his eyes open, staring, his face fixed in a grim rictus of death. She had no doubt that he was gone, nor did she question what had happened. She turned and looked at Alex, across the clearing. He looked as if he hadn't moved.


  "You killed him," she said. "How?"


  "I took him," he told her, his voice emotionless. "And it doesn't matter how. You'd better see to his widow."


  Cynthia lay crumpled up against the lower railing, stirring slightly, a faint, choking rasp signaling that she was still alive. Laura sank down beside her, pulling her into her arms, stroking her tangled hair.


  "It's all right, Cynthia," she whispered. "No one will hurt you. It's over."


  Cynthia's eyes blinked open, and she stared up at Laura in uncomprehending horror. "Jeremy," she managed to gasp. "He was trying to kill me."


  "He's dead, Cynthia. He won't be able to hurt you."


  Cynthia turned her head, her eyes focusing on the other figure in the clearing. And then she screamed, the choked sound eerie. "No!" she gasped. "Don't let him near me. Don't let him hurt me!" She clawed at Laura's arm.


  "Cynthia, I told you. Jeremy's dead. He won't hurt anyone again."


  "Not Jeremy." Cynthia's voice was choked. "That…that thing." Her voice was deep with horror and loathing as she stared at Alex's dark, shadowy figure.


  "Laura!" She could hear her father's voice from the deck overhead now, and the babble of confusion, as Maria and Mrs. Hawkins were crying and talking. She released her hold on Cynthia, then turned and rose, confronting the man who stood there. Realizing for the first time just how insubstantial he was.


  She turned to him, amazed at how calm she was. "What is she talking about, Alex?" she said. "Who are you? Why do I know you?"


  "Don't let him touch you!" William shouted from overhead. She glanced up, just for a moment, to see her frail father leaning on the railing, shaking a fist down at Alex. "He can't have you, damn it."


  She turned back to him, taking a tentative step toward him. "Who are you?" she asked again.


  He retreated. One small step away from her, as if he were afraid of her touch. Which was odd, she thought, since everyone seemed to feel she was the one who should be afraid.


  "Don't you know?" Cynthia spit out the words like a curse. "Don't you recognize him? He's Death. The Grim Reaper. And he's come to take you."


  Laura raised her head, staring up at him. Oddly enough, she felt nothing more than profound relief. She had known him. Through her darkest times, he'd been there, a presence, a comfort. He was part of her, and now she knew why.


  "No," he said, his voice echoing in the morning stillness.


  "Don't lie to her." William's choked voice came from overhead. "She's too damned smart to be tricked. Take me instead. I'm an old man, a bad man. I've lived out my life."


  "I'm not going to take her."


  The words fell into the clearing like a stone into water. And then Laura spoke.


  "Why not?"


  The question was simple, almost childlike in its curiosity.


  He seemed to be growing larger now, shimmering in the murky light, and his voice took on the echoes of a thousand years. "Someone else will come for you when it's your time," he said, and even so, she could hear the desperation in him.


  "Why not you?" she persisted, taking another step toward him.


  He backed away again. "Because that's not how things work. I rule in hell, and I serve in heaven. If I were to take you, it would only be to pass you on."


  "And if I didn't want to go?"


  She could feel his fury, his longing, in every fiber of her well-loved body. As the moments passed, she was feeling more and more certain, and the strange hope began burning inside her, between her breasts.


  "You don't know what you're talking about."


  "What if I want to stay with you?"


  "Laura, no!" William cried out, but she ignored him.


  "What if I wanted to come with you, be with you, forever?" she went on.


  "Don't be a fool," he shot back bitterly. "This isn't some fantasy. We're talking about eternity. An endless black ether, a vast cloud of emptiness."


  "It wouldn't be empty," she said very simply. "You would be there."


  She took another step toward him, but he had nowhere to retreat. "You have no idea what you're asking," he said.


  "Listen to him, Laura," Cynthia begged. "Get away from him."


  "No." It wasn't a word she had used very often. But she used it now, her eyes never leaving his face. She reached out her hand, and he flinched.


  "Don't let me touch you," he said. "If I do, you'll die."


  "You touched me before," she said. Her heart was racing too fast, but she didn't care. She willed it to go faster, to speed up and burst.


  "I've gone back to what I really am."


  "And what is that?"


  "Power," he said flatly. "Energy. Death."


  "And love," she said.


  "It's not a fairy tale, Laura!" he cried, and there was no missing the desperation in his voice.


  "You love me," she said, very certain.


  "What does Death know about love?" He yanked the sunglasses from his face as he loomed over her. "Look at me, and tell me you're not afraid."


  She heard Cynthia's piteous shriek, the babbled prayers of the women above her, her father's choked gasp. None of it mattered. She looked up at Alex, into his eyes for the first time.


  They were dark, endless, and she knew why so many were terrified of him. In those bottomless depths she could see herself, quite clearly, and she could see the future. The endless night that held nothing but him.


  "Why should I be afraid?" she asked gently. "You've always been with me. You always will be, unless I let you go."


  "Laura!" her father shrieked, but it was too late. She took a final step toward him and threw herself against his shimmering, vibrating body.


  The white light filled the air, blinding her. The crackle of lightning singed around her; thunder shook the earth. And from somewhere far away his arms came around her, wrapping her tight against him.


  They stood, bound together, in the midst of a tornado. She raised her face to his, and there was no horror in his eyes. No regret, just a fierce, possessive joy.


  "I tried to save you," he said, though there were no words spoken. "Now you've lost everything. You'll be trapped with me throughout eternity."


  For the first time in her existence she was exactly where she needed to be. He was warn and strong against her body, and when she looked up into his black eyes all she could see was love. "Even eternity isn't time enough," she said.


  She closed her eyes as he kissed her, and the voices faded into the distance. Eternity was just beginning.


  


  Dear Reader,


  I've always been fascinated with the relationship between love and death. One is the ultimate light, the other is the ultimate darkness, and the joining of the two is deliciously, terrifyingly extreme.


  This is a beauty-and-the-beast fantasy taken to the very limit—there's no pulling back from death, no settling down in an apartment with a two-car garage with the Grim Reaper. In order to love Death, you have to be willing to give it all, with no future, no past, nothing but a deep, velvet now. That kind of complete surrender, and triumph, can provide the ultimate satisfaction. Small things no longer matter—destiny is in force now, and the real world slips away.


  For a woman to accept Death as her lover, she has to be very brave, selfless, loving.


  For Death to succumb to human weakness, to a human female, he has to be willing to risk everything, as well. Human emotions are foreign, and dangerous. But Death, like his true love, is willing to chance it.


  The happy ending for such a union is, of course, bittersweet. But the greatest victories are always so. Prepare to take a dark ride on life's most fascinating amusement park attraction. Death, and its polar opposite, love. And the mesmerizing union the two create.
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  Her first novel was Barrett's Hill, a gothic romance published by Ballantine in 1974 when Anne had just turned 25. Since then she's written more gothics, regencies, romantic suspense, romantic adventure, series romance, suspense, historical romance, paranormal and mainstream contemporary romance for publishers such as Doubleday, Harlequin, Silhouette, Avon, Zebra, St. Martins Press, Berkley, Dell, Pocket Books and Fawcett.


  


  She’s won numerous awards, appeared on most bestseller lists, and speaks all over the country. Her general outrageousness has gotten her on Entertainment Tonight, as well as in Vogue, People, USA Today, Women’s Day and countless other national newspapers and magazines.
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