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      His whole career, Remy Mistral has fought for reform in a state where corruption is an art form. Now is his chance to quit talking about reform and make his move to change things, but two things stand in his way.

      One is a woman, the other a killer.

      Dorothy Morgana Merlinn would like some answers but her parents are dead—her father by an assassin’s bullet—so she’ll have to settle for justice. She’ll do what it takes to get it, including making a deal with Remy Mistral, the man who humiliated her ten years ago.

      But when she stirs up the Louisiana mud, she gets more than she bargained for, including a romance with the man she planned to put in the crosshairs to flush out a killer.

      Greed, corruption and betrayal clutter the board in a complicated chess game with life, death and love on the line…

      

      Praise for Dangerous Dance:

      

      “Sinister and twisted individuals make this suspense thriller quite the dark and intense read. Jones cranks up the action and danger, as well as psychological suspense. Nail biting fun!” Romantic Times Magazine

      “I really enjoyed Dangerous Dance...I found myself drawn into these complicated figures, who all seem to have an ulterior motive...I found the characters to be similar to a chess game, where you draw your opponent into a checkmate. This is a very interesting book that will keep you intrigued to the very end.” Romance Reviews Today

      “Dangerous Dance is as dark and sinister as a French Quarter alley. Dorothy and Remy are a great team, intellectually and romantically. They realize both of their lives are in jeopardy as they get closer to the killer. This psycho-thriller is full of greed, corruption, danger, and surprising twists and turns. Each of the supporting characters are hiding hateful secrets. Be prepared—no one is who you think they are!” America Online Romance Fiction Forum

    

  


  
    
      There is a tide in the affairs of men, Which taken at the flood, leads on to fortune…On such a full sea are we now afloat. And we must take the current when it serves, or lose our ventures.

      William Shakespeare
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      Remy Mistral was watching for the opening and still he almost missed it. Out of the corner of his eye he caught the impression of a break in the dense foliage on his left and hit the brakes. There was no one behind—and hadn’t been for the past half hour of driving—so he backed the sleek gray Mercedes, and turned into the even narrower side road with a swaying lurch as his car’s suspension tried to adjust to the sudden downgrade in conditions. Two car lengths along, he found his way barred by a vine-covered gate.

      A push of a button silently lowered the tinted window. He rested his arm on the frame as warm, thick air rolled in carrying the pungent scent of growing things. With one finger he pushed his sunglasses down, the better to pierce the green and yellow shadows and vines that prevented him from finding a pattern in the ornate gate’s grillwork.

      Remy shifted to neutral and pushed open the door, letting more humid air rush in and overpower his car’s air conditioning. He slid out and stretched—it had been a long ride from New Orleans—slipped off the jacket of his gray Armani suit and draped it carefully over the seat back. Only then did he approach the gate.

      On either side, a thick layer of vines clung to the gate, and a fence marched into shadow in an unyielding line. Remy tugged at the vines at the center of the gate, until he could see the pale, yellow gleam that marked the road through a line of oak and cypress trees dripping with the gray ghosts of Spanish moss. A few more tugs and he found and traced the letters scrolled into metal.

      Oz.

      The estate had been named to remind Magus Merlinn of the years he spent in Australia, and perhaps the Wizard designation had grown from that. It certainly wasn’t because Magus had Klan associations. It wasn’t even clear if he’d been given the title or taken it. What was certain, he’d been a wizard at creating success out of nothing. Ten years ago, he’d turned his attention to the governor’s mansion, with a run for the White House to follow, but a bullet had stopped the legend. Yesterday, a homemade knife in a prison yard had stopped the Wizard’s killer.

      Was it a coincidence that rumors of a revival in Oz had started sometime before yesterday, though no one could quite say when or where they started? All Remy knew for sure was that in the good-old-boy taverns of power, rumors about Dorothy’s return had started to circulate as the first candidates hopeful of replacing the sitting governor started testing the waters. What no one seemed to know was what she intended to do with her father’s power. Would she throw it behind someone or did she plan to run herself?

      Remy rarely did a straight news story anymore, but politics were king on his talk radio show and a scoop on Dorothy’s plans wouldn’t hurt his ratings any—or at least, that’s what he’d told himself during the drive to Oz. The crazy plan he kept pushed to the back of his head as he looked at the firmly barred gate. It looked like it hadn’t moved since the Wizard last passed through it in a fancy wooden box. Remy had to wonder about the reliability of his source.

      He gave the gate a shake and stepped back. Was it locked or rusted shut? He had some WD-40 in his trunk, if rust were the problem. He checked the closure, but found no chains or padlocks holding it in place and, despite the wads of plant crap on the gate itself, there was adequate clearance between gate and ground.

      “Damn.” He shook it again, but couldn’t tell what was the obstruction was. Unless a tornado miraculously appeared and lifted him over it, Oz was going to be tougher to crack than he expected—if Dorothy was even there—

      Before he could finish the thought, a shrill shriek broke the silence as the gate pulled from his hold and began to ponderously swing open, exposing the road. Weed-choked and broken in spots, but still clearly yellow, and clearly brick, leading to the heart of Magus Merlinn’s lost Oz.

      “I’ll be damned.” With a last, wary look around, Remy slid behind the wheel of his car, engaged the gears and pulled through. Behind him, the gate closed with an ominous clang.
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      “Death, taxes—and Remy Mistral. I told you he’d come.” Dorothy Morgana Merlinn watched the car pass from the camera’s view, then looked down at Titus, working the security monitors. “Can I see him again?”

      In a few moments, he had one monitor showing a replay of Remy at the gate, even as the monitor next to it showed his car moving carefully along the road toward the house.

      Titus leaned back in the chair and looked up at her. He was a small, lethal man with light brown hair and cool eyes. Only once had he failed his primary task as bodyguard. Dorothy didn’t blame him for what happened, but she knew he blamed himself. “How did you know that ill wind would come?”

      She smiled. “A mistral is a cold wind, not an ill wind.”

      Though when she looked at the close-up, freeze-framed face in the monitor, it wasn’t cold she felt. Titus fine-tuned the picture until the broad, high forehead, ending in strongly marked brows as dark as his hair, came into sharp focus. His eyes were dark, too, and deep set, perfect for brooding or piercing other people’s secrets—or unlocking female hearts. His nose was straight and almost elegant above a full mouth and firm chin. No, it wasn’t cold, but heat she hadn’t meant to feel. She couldn’t afford the luxury, not if she wanted to lay Magus’s ghost to rest and reclaim her life.

      Titus blew out a sigh filled with frustration. “I wish I knew what you were up to.”

      He looked up, his gaze sharpening as he tried to bore through her eyes into that place where her thoughts and desires simmered. She turned to more fully accommodate him. If she could deflect him—

      His mouth twisted wryly. “That’s the first time you ever looked like him.”

      He didn’t sound pleased, but she smiled as she felt power push back the unwelcome heat, or maybe it mixed with it, turning it into something stronger than each was alone. If Mistral wasn’t cold, she would be, until all Louisiana felt it and knew the truth of what happened ten years ago.

      She stood up and reached for the door, two steps away. “Good. I don’t want anyone to doubt I’m his heir this time.”

      His eyes flashed with remembered pain. “Just…be careful, chére.”

      She looked away from him. “I’m always careful. We won’t fail this time.”

      “He doesn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of even making it through the primaries. He’s made too many enemies.”

      “Which is why he’s driving his lovely car up our miserable yellow brick road right now—probably cursing us and himself every inch of it. Ambition’s a bitch.”

      “But not as dangerous as revenge, chére.”

      “I don’t want revenge. I want justice.” She pulled the door open.

      “Justice.” He shook his head. “That’s even more dangerous. And dang near impossible to get.”

      She smiled at him. “Why, sometimes I’ve believed as many as six impossible things,” she said, before she stepped out, letting the door swing shut behind her. She started across the weed-choked yard, her gaze sweeping for fire ant hills. Even after ten years away, there was so much she remembered, but what she remembered the most right now, was her first—and last—meeting with Remy Mistral.

      Then, like now, change was in the air with an electorate primed for reform and longing for a candidate with a touch of magic to believe in. Enter Magus Merlinn aka the Wizard, whose magic touch had transformed several failing Louisiana businesses into jobs for voters. He’d been convinced the same magic could transform the State’s unwieldy bureaucracy into something more responsible and responsive to the failing economy. Magus had the gift of engaging people, not just in his ideas, but in him—and his only daughter was no exception. She smiled, remembering the surly eighteen year old she’d been when she first met her father, angry about the years he’d been missing from her life, still grieving for her mom. Right away he’d made it clear he didn’t take guilt trips. She could take what he was offering or not. Her choice. Or so it had seemed. When Magus smiled, the choices always narrowed to what he wanted. And thank goodness for it or she’d have missed her short time with him.

      Unfortunately, her youth had made her ill-prepared for the bumps and jolts of politics, the hordes of media types howling around the hot campaign—or the bullets that stopped Magus’s drive for the mansion. As she always did when Magus filled her thoughts, she touched the place on her chest where a bullet had passed through Magus and hit her. Like the fictional Dorothy, there were risks in hanging with a wizard.

      Which brought her full circle back to Remy Mistral, who’d been part of that media frenzy back then. She remembered hearing one of Magus’s aides commenting that he wouldn’t be in the pack long. Even as green as she’d been, she could tell he had a breakout personality. To her young eyes, he’d seemed lit from within and vibrantly real in a mass of mostly plastic people. She’d never expected him to notice her. Even if she hadn’t been plain and colorless, who could see anyone but the magnificent Magus? But he had noticed her, his dark eyes finding her in Magus’s shadow for a heady, disturbing moment. Then he’d dismissed her with casual and complete indifference.

      It stung then, and it still did, she had to admit. It was hard to acknowledge to herself the crush she’d had on him, but she’d come here to face all her demons. Maybe it wouldn’t have mattered so much if Magus hadn’t been killed so soon after. Like circling buzzards over dead meat, Mistral had blown through her life and intruded on her grief. His final, punctuating comment had been to dismiss her again, as a person and to question whether she was Magus’s daughter and could take over his legacy. His contempt had been the bookends of her father’s death—and the frame, or maybe it was the lens, through which she viewed that terrible time.

      What, she wondered, had changed his focus and kept him in Louisiana? Everyone had been so sure it was only a matter of time before he got picked up by a national news outlet. Instead, he’d moved into talk radio.

      And now here he was, looking for her, finally curious about the Wizard’s daughter. Once again, she felt that tug of uncertainty. She’d managed her father’s affairs, despite the objections of the naysayers, always with Mistral’s words stinging in her ears. Time had wrought its changes on them both, and now fate had returned them full circle to where they’d started.

      The sitting governor was almost at the end of his two terms, leaving the field wide open once more. Even better, the voters’ passion for reform had not abated, and there was a definite anti-incumbent feeling simmering beneath a lot of surfaces, if the New Orleans mayoral race was any indication. And with the desire for reform, came the desire for the return of a Wizard, according to the letters she’d received. The power, his power was still there, waiting to be harnessed anew. Some of Magus’s old cronies looked to be making their move on his legacy. It was now or never.

      She wasn’t the Wizard, the long years in exile had taught her that again and again, but she was his daughter—with the inalienable right to bestow his power where she wished. They’d find it out soon enough.

      As for Remy Mistral, that he’d once been contemptuous of her probably wasn’t a good reason for setting him up. But it was a reason.
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      Remy stopped in front of the plantation house and shut off his engine. The sudden silence resolved itself into the barely perceptible shrill of a thousand-and-one insect chorus beneath the green cathedral that pressed in around the house, the rustle of larger life in the underbrush, and the fleeting trill and flutter of birds.

      Remy opened the door, the creak of the metal a welcome imposition in the reverential hush. The Wizard’s wake was long over. It was time his ghost realized that. He slammed the door and turned to study Magus Merlinn’s Oz.

      At least he’d resisted the obvious green. To Remy’s surprise, it was a smaller, far less pretentious version of a plantation house. It had been built in an era when homes were more serviceable and still likely to be flooded by the nearby Mississippi River. The line of columns marching sternly down the front veranda only hinted at grandeur to come and the peaked roof boasted a mere three gables. The raised veranda that circled the house, left visible the enclosure of the ground level, a modification possible only after the river had been tamed. A plain rectangle of a house with nature as its main adornment didn’t seem right for the man Remy had known as the Wizard.

      “Not exactly the Emerald Palace, is it?”

      He looked, and found the owner of the voice echoing his thoughts. She was standing in the shadow of a towering oak tree, much like she’d stood in Magus’s shadow back then. She lifted the baseball cap from her head, ruffled her titian hair into a fluffy halo around the thin oval of her face, and replaced it with the brim toward the back as she strolled toward him.

      It took a few moments for Remy’s brain to grapple with the differences between what he remembered about the Wizard’s Dorothy—which wasn’t that much—and what she’d become.

      She seemed taller and as thin as he remembered, though her figure had filled out more than memory recalled. Time and—he thought cynically—thirty million dollars had produced more assurance. A shorter haircut exposed more of her face, revealing the strength of her pointed chin. Her nose was narrow, well aligned and dusted with freckles and she had calm, violet eyes. Her mouth was full and lightly sensual.

      She’d never be beautiful, but she had achieved striking. Magus would have been proud, Remy decided, and his enemies will be—surprised. She was graceful in movement, but her body turned vaguely awkward and coltish when still. The yellow sheath sundress she wore suited her. The clean scent of her perfume joined the flower-drenched air in assaulting his senses and he felt the jolt of desire in his mid-section before he could rein it in.

      “No,” Remy said, pleased he sounded matter-of-fact. “It’s not the Emerald Palace, but I like it.”

      “Magus liked to tell people he brought here that he was a simple man.” Beneath the auburn veil of her lashes, she slanted him a look that might have been ironic.

      He laughed, short and sharp. “Right.”

      Trouble was he could almost hear Magus saying it. He might even have believed he was a simple man. No one really knew what Magus believed. He was too much in motion, the pattern of his face shifting too fast for analysis—though many had tried since his death, including him. They all agreed he lived and died an unsolvable puzzle.

      Her mouth thinned, stretching into a smile that lit her face with a hint of her father’s charm.

      “I’m glad you weren’t blinded by his light.” She stepped past him, crossing to the wooden steps that led up the veranda. One foot on the first step, she paused, and arched her brows. “Coming?”

      The angle of leg and body was sharply pure and a heady enticement in the sultry air—air that made her dress cling to her skin. She was a different kind of dangerous than Magus, but still…dangerous. Not that he’d let that stop him.

      Determined, but casual, Remy followed her up the steps and into the house through wide and tall double doors. He looked around him with interest, but felt his gaze drawn toward Dorothy, who was turning out to be as enigmatic as her father. What was going on? Why hadn’t she been surprised to see him? What was she thinking?

      Dorothy knew he followed, felt his confusion, but didn’t look back as she led him through the wide, central hall past elegant salons that opened off either side, past the period antiques that broke the long sweep, to the circular stair spiraling down to an old-fashioned kitchen with brick floor and a fireplace.

      He hesitated in the doorway, his dark eyes wary, until she nodded towards the straight-backed chairs that circled the scrubbed, wooden table. “Grab one of those.”

      With the warm, yeasty smell of cooking bread filling the air, she took an inventory of the refrigerator’s contents, and then looked at him over the open door. “Cold drink or milk?”

      “Diet Coke if you have it.” The chair scraped briefly on the uneven floor, then creaked as he settled himself on the bare, wooden surface.

      She set a cold can down in front of him, feeling the echoes of her pre-Wizard life call to her. She’d spent most of her life without money or a father, waiting tables with her mother and eventually, when her mother became too ill, by herself. It wasn’t until her mother died, that Magus appeared in her world.

      She turned from Mistral and the memories, opening the top of her bread machine and set about releasing the loaf inside. Behind her, she heard a pop and a hiss as he opened his cold drink. She hacked off a couple of thick slices as fragrant steam rose around her, piled them on a plate and set it in front of him.

      “Help yourself.” She pushed the pale yellow stick of butter and a knife toward him and she saw a brief, quickly hidden flicker of confusion in his eyes. Yes, she’d been right to bring him here, rather than to one of the elegant, formal rooms upstairs, as they made the first move in their wary dance. She was stronger here, more herself, less Magus. She needed to hang on to who she was if she was to survive this foray into Magus’s world.

      I’m not the Wizard, she told him with her eyes, but I’m still dangerous, and felt a surge of satisfaction at the wariness that lit his eyes again. Like the East’s wicked witch, did he recognize Dorothy as a force to be reckoned with? If he didn’t yet, he soon would, she vowed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “That was better than the bread my mother never made me,” Remy said, wiping his fingers on the towel she tossed him. He took his time, then leaned back in his chair, thrusting his feet out. If she thought standing gave her the power position, it was time to prove her wrong. It was also time to take back control of this strange meeting.

      She smiled coolly, her lids drooping sleepily over her startling eyes and wiped her hands. “I’m glad you liked it, Remy Mistral.”

      So she did remember him. He’d wondered, and yet how could she not? He’d been around a lot back in the old days, and these days, his radio show was inching its way across the South. There was talk of it going into wider syndication—talk that Remy kept a tight rein on while he tested the political waters. Talk was cheap, as some of his listeners were quick to point out. All it changed was minds, not policies. Louisiana was long overdue for a change in policy. Business as usual wasn’t working. He wanted to change that.

      “I didn’t think you’re remember me, you’ve been gone a long time, Ms—”

      “This is Oz. Call me Dorothy.”

      “Dorothy.” He frowned, not because he minded the theatrical, but because he preferred to initiate it himself. The situation reminded him of one of those old dances, the kind where the couple moved together, then apart in a stylized tease.

      She gave him that cool, cutting smile again. “You could call me Anna, if you don’t mind messing with the mystique.”

      That surprised a laugh out of him. “I never mind messing with anyone’s mystique.”

      Their gazes clashed as she pushed away from the counter, pulled out a chair across from him and dropped into it. Chin on her hands, elbows propped on the wooden surface, like an inquiring child, she asked, “What brings you to Oz, Remy Mistral?”

      He wanted to tell her to call him Remy, but it felt like it would weaken his position for some reason. Instead he straightened, equalizing their positions again. Did she know what she was doing? He couldn’t tell by looking into her eyes, but his gut said yes, she knew, in spades. He studied her face for a long moment, letting the silence draw out between them until he could hear the steady tick, then tock of a clock somewhere in the room.

      Her gaze didn’t falter or her body shift. One to you, he thought. “I was hoping for an interview.”

      “I’m hardly breaking news.”

      “Verrol Vance was killed in prison yesterday. That makes you news.”

      For a second her lashes swept down across her pale cheeks in a fan of auburn silk. When they lifted, her expression was oddly blank. “So I heard.”

      “You have good contacts. Mine said they were trying to keep it quiet.”

      She shrugged, without breaking eye contact. “Magus always did.”

      And she’d kept those contacts up? Or reactivated them? “It’s been a long time.”

      “Yes.” She relaxed back in her chair. “Which should make me…old news. Or at best, a sound bite—which you could have gotten on the phone.”

      Remy smiled. “Your number is unlisted—and you haven’t been answering it.”

      Her chin lifted, her answering smile tightened his gut. “True.” She stood up, studying him for a long moment. “So, you’re still a reporter and not just a personality.”

      He stood up, too. “Did you doubt it?”

      A short silence. “I…wondered.”

      “You don’t have to anymore.”

      “I guess not.” She stared at him, but Remy had the odd impression it wasn’t him she saw. He opened his mouth to ask—what? Before he could figure it out, she turned and started for the door.

      “It’s too late for you to drive back to New Orleans tonight. I’ll have a room made up for you.” She paused and turned back. “We don’t dress for dinner.”

      It was what he wanted, but getting it didn’t feel as good as he thought it would. It was too easy, too…something.

      “Thank you.” She was in motion again, and what a motion it was. Her body was almost liquid, the gentle sway of her hips…heady. Made it hard to focus on her words.

      “If it’s a story you want, not just a sound bite, then you’ll want to see it, I suppose.”

      “It?” He shook his head to clear it. He wasn’t here to play sidekick.

      “Magus’s study.” She stopped, turned and gestured toward the stairs.

      Remy hesitated, then nodded, as if it didn’t matter all that much.

      It was only as they wound back up the iron stairway, paced back down the wide hall, that it occurred to him to wonder why she was so willing to accommodate him. His defenses up, his gaze firmly avoiding her hips, he watched her stop in front of tall, narrow doors with big, ornate knobs. She twisted both knobs at once and pulled the doors toward her. Half-turning, she gave him a look that was almost a warning.

      “Welcome to the heart of Oz, Remy Mistral. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

      She looked so ordinary, yet…not. She was the gatekeeper to her father’s power, but did she know it? She stepped back, with a gesture towards the dim interior and he felt his awareness of her fade as the magic that had been Magus reached out to draw him into the room. He was only vaguely aware of her crossing the room to the floor-to-ceiling curtains and throwing them back to reveal long, narrow windows and let in the last, golden rays of evening light.

      Above the desk, set between the long windows, was a portrait of Magus, part in shadow, partly touched with gold. From it, the power radiated, growing stronger with each step he took toward it. It wasn’t gone. It hadn’t died with him. It lingered here, waiting for the right person to take it and shape it into a weapon of power again.

      All he had to do was convince the Wizard’s daughter that he was the man to wield it. He looked at her and found her watching him, her face an enigmatic mirror of her father’s looking down from the wall.
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      “So which do you prefer?” Remy broke the silence.

      Dorothy looked at him through the lit candles Titus had set on the table between them. They made the shadows on the wall behind him twist and dance, but they also helped to clear the staleness from the air. Opening the house hadn’t just been about opening the past. They’d be hiring staff, if her plan worked, but for now, they were keeping things simple.

      “Excuse me?” She paused with her fork halfway to her mouth.

      “Dorothy or Anna?”

      “Oh.” She lay the fork down as she considered the question. No one had ever asked it before. “My mother called me Anna.”

      “And Magus called you Dorothy.”

      “Yes.” She used the fork to push her food from one side of her plate to the other. Who was she? Did she even know? Her mother had kept the secret of her paternity to the end, a fact Dorothy was still trying to forgive her for. She hadn’t even known her legal name, had never seen her birth certificate, until Magus showed up to take her to Oz. It was an Anna world, one of making do and trying to make ends meet—and often failing. Her mother had kept her in school, but it hadn’t been easy. There’d been days they’d gone to bed hungry. How could her mother let them live like that? How could Magus let them live like that?

      Neither one had seen fit to share their story, its beginning or its end.

      “I’ve been Dorothy since I came to live with Magus,” she said, finally. “It works for me.” She’d needed it in the beginning, to keep reminding all the people who thought she couldn’t handle anything, that she was Magus’s heir, in fact and deed. It had consumed her, leaving her little time to think about who she was or what she wanted. In that interesting way life had of bringing a person full circle, she’d solidified her position just in time for the upcoming election. She’d proved to them, and to Magus’s ghost, she could do it. That left only one task and then she’d be free to live her own life. Find Magus’s killer and put his ghost to rest. Maybe then she’d know who she was and what to call herself.

      His ghost wasn’t something she could see. Anything less than corporeal wasn’t Magus’s style. If he couldn’t be larger than life, he wouldn’t be. That said, she still felt him, especially here, in his Oz. He wasn’t at rest and until he was, Dorothy couldn’t be either. She’d have damned both her parents to hell, if she weren’t sure they were already there. And if she knew Magus at all, he’d already taken over.

      “Okay.” Remy rounded up his last bite of food and popped it in his mouth, then leaned back with a sigh. “That was good.”

      “I’m glad you liked it.” Unfortunately, she was a little too glad he liked the food she’d prepared, though she’d bet he didn’t know that. She’d wondered if she’d remember how to cook, but it had been as if she’d never stopped. Oddly enough, she’d felt satisfaction in the preparation. It had soothed and cleared her thoughts, bringing her to a tiny place of peace that she hadn’t even known she needed.

      An unfamiliar tension began to build in the silence between them. She was sure he wanted to speak, but didn’t know how to start. She wanted him to speak, but didn’t know how to help him begin without tipping her hand. This had to be his move or he wouldn’t play. Remy Mistral would want to lead in this dance…or at least think he was.

      She pushed her plate back, lifted her napkin and dabbed at her mouth. She knew he watched her, but kept her gaze down until the tension became unbearable. Then, and only then, did she lift her lashes and meet his gaze.

      White-hot, it seared her, before he reined it in. Despite the muggy heat of the room, she missed it. For that instant, she felt…super-charged. And it told her what she needed to know. Remy was hungry, very hungry. She’d felt the same desire in Magus all those years ago. Now how to set it loose?

      Remy toyed with his glass, his hand holding the crystal, long fingered and strong. The urge to break the silence twisted her insides but she refused to give in to it. She couldn’t afford to give him even the thinnest edge of the wedge.

      He took a drink, lowered the glass, his gaze finding her again, but minus the heat. “Are you going to run for governor?”

      She thought about stalling, because now that he moment was here, she wasn’t sure how it would end. She could almost hear Magus telling her to sit up straight and have some balls. Apparently, he still hadn’t noticed they weren’t standard equipment on his daughter.

      With only instinct to guide her, she pushed back her chair and stood up. “No, I’m not.” She’d be as honest with him as she dared. There’d be less to remember. “Shall we repair to the salon? I’m sure Titus has something cold laid out for us there?”

      She noted his relief before she turned and followed him toward the door.

      “Titus? Magus’s bodyguard?” There was an edge to his voice, but whether it was disapproval or surprise, she couldn’t tell. He stopped at the door to let her pass through first.

      “That’s right. He’s my bodyguard now.”

      “Is that wise?” he asked, as he walked beside her down the long hall toward the soft glow coming from the salon off to the left.

      “I trust him.” She could swear she heard a whisper of silks and satins as the past moved out of her way so she could turn into the salon. She bypassed the seating, heading straight for the window. The air was so loaded, so ominous, it was like a weight on her shoulders. The window was open, in hopes of any fugitive breeze that might find them. Insects beat against the screen, frantic for the light just out of their reach. They reminded her of what it had been like to be in politics.

      “Why did you come back?”

      His light-footed approach might have surprised her, but the wooden floor creaked and gave her warning. She turned to face him. To get what she wanted, she had to give him something.

      “To find out who hired Verrol to kill Magus.” She waited a beat. “But you already knew that, didn’t you?”

      “Knew?” One dark brow arched. “Suspected, but didn’t know. I’m a reporter, not a psychic.”

      Dorothy smiled. “Are you sure about that?”

      He looked startled for a moment, and then smiled with real amusement. It suited him dangerously well. She’d heard he had charm, but he’d never bothered to use it on her. There’d been no need. While his face was still lit with humor, she asked, “I hear you’re considering a run?”

      He froze, before nodding. “I am.”

      She turned so she no longer looked at him. “You’d be good at it. You have passion and that vision thing. Not unlike Magus.” She hesitated. “Are you here for my endorsement?”

      She looked at him then. He looked thoughtful and a bit wary.

      “I didn’t think…” he began, but stopped.

      “…that I was adult enough not to carry a grudge for your past…third estate excesses? You disappoint me, Remy Mistral.”

      “Not for the first time, I’m sure,” he shot back, his face still closed and suspicious. “Actually, there are more…credible candidates, former friends of Magus you could endorse.”

      “True.” Point for him.

      “Have they asked?” His tone was casual but his eyes weren’t.

      She chuckled wryly. “Every year since Magus died.”

      Remy chuckled with her, but his gaze stayed pointed and hard. “Anyone you like?”

      She shrugged. “Magus liked you. I think he even trusted you—as much as he trusted anyone.”

      “And you still do what he wants?”

      His tone challenged her hackles to rise, but she kept them down with an effort. “Within reason.” She turned away from him. “Of course, everyone is assuming that my endorsement would mean something after twelve years. Do you think anyone, but the politicians, remember Magus? Or cares what his daughter thinks?”

      She waited, insides braced. If he wasn’t honest with her, she’d stop it now.

      He didn’t disappoint. “No.” He stared at her for a long moment. “But they could be reminded.”

      “Perhaps.” She rubbed a finger down the screen, as she felt her way through the mine field of what they weren’t saying. “As a curiosity, maybe even mildly interesting, but a voice of authority? I don’t think so.”

      “No, but momentum could be built. You’ve managed Magus’s holdings, kept some of them in Louisiana making jobs for people here. If you didn’t matter, all those old friends wouldn’t have tried, now would they?”

      “No, I suppose not.” She allowed herself to look uncertain and slanted him a look. “I just assumed they were after the money.”

      He grinned. “That, too.”

      He was appealing when he grinned. It softened his intensity, without making him any less dangerous. She turned away from him, and from her own vulnerability and sat down in a wing-backed chair that Magus had used to good effect in the past, as she had good cause to remember. He’d looked like royalty when he sat here.

      After a pause, Remy followed her, eliminating her slight, royal advantage, by dropping down onto a nearby couch. He leaned forward, his intensity hitting her in a wave. She struggled against it, keeping her back erect with an effort.

      “Don’t you understand how amazing Magus was? Don’t you realize that what he built, that what he did and stood for resonated with people. Getting killed for it made him bigger, not smaller. He was martyred for change, for the hope he gave to ordinary people that government could be honest and real and useful.”

      “What I remember—” Her voice came out stronger than she’d meant it to and she pulled it back to cool, “—is that the father I barely knew was killed in front of me. And the person who planned it has gone on breathing and living and spending time with people he cares about. That’s what I remember, Remy Mistral.”

      Their gazes clashed like cymbals, leaving unseen sparks to fall around them both. Now he knew what she wanted and how bad she wanted it. What she didn’t know is what he’d do with it.

      His gaze narrowed. “Do you…know who did it?”

      “I have a few ideas, a short list of names,” she admitted. “What I don’t have is proof.” She lowered her lashes, needing a respite from his gaze.

      “What you need,” Remy said, his voice soft as silk, “is someone to get in their way—the way Magus did.”

      She didn’t tense, but it wasn’t easy, as he stepped in to take the bait she’d prepared for him. When she felt in control, she lifted her lashes. “The thought had occurred to me.”

      “I thought it might.” He held her gaze for a long beat before he said, “I’m willing to be your bait.” He spoke slowly, as if he hadn’t made up his mind, but Dorothy knew he had. She could feel his resolve beating like his heart beneath his impeccable suit, not frantic like the mosquitoes, but insistent.

      “For my endorsement and some well-placed contributions to your campaign?”

      “The…bargain I’d like to propose is a bit more complicated that that.”

      She let the silence draw out for a moment as she studied him. What could he have in mind? She leaned forward, gesturing to the tall pitcher of lemonade and two crystal glasses waiting on a low table protected from marring the antique surface by a silver tray. Remy had never been a heavy drinker. His personal discipline was one of the things she’d admired about him.

      He hesitated, watching her pour him a glass. As she handed it to him, he said, “Lemonade? You do remember me.”

      “I’m afraid it’s far more sordid and uninteresting than that. Magus kept dossiers on everyone. When I found it, it made me wonder…”

      “Wonder what?” Remy leaned toward her, quick interest in his face.

      “If he felt death coming. He certainly had his affairs in order.” More than in order, actually. He’d left detailed instructions for her, enabling her to look almost prescient during that rocky transition from his control of business to hers. By the time his instructions ran out, she knew what to do.

      “Knowing Magus, it wouldn’t surprise me,” Remy said.

      Or he’d planned for her to manage his affairs while he was governor, which made him merely arrogant. Either way, she’d had much cause to feel grateful for his foresight, all the while feeling like a puppet on strings that lead to a grave.

      There was a short silence, one that allowed the tension to return and begin to build again. Dorothy sipped her lemonade, enjoying the sour bite and the chill of it as it slid down her throat. More than anything she needed to keep her cool.

      She felt him watching her, gathered her defenses and turned her body so that she faced him. She had to fight the urge to fill the silence with something, anything, but what she wanted him to want. Their gazes connected and this time, she realized, he wasn’t going to play until she asked. He didn’t know that she wanted him to win this one.

      “What complicated bargain did you have in mind, Remy Mistral?”

      She set her glass back on the tray, then faced him with her hands clasped in her lap, her back finishing school straight. She’d never been “finished,” but she was fast study.

      He leaned back, his legs thrust out and crossed at the ankles. The folds of his expensive pants fell in perfects lines, as if they obeyed Remy. He was almost too much like Magus.

      “There are going to be several candidates claiming Magus’s legacy. Your endorsement would help a lot, no question, but…”

      Where was he going? Dorothy only kept a frown off her face with an effort. “But…?”

      “You’re Magus’s heir.”

      “But I don’t want to run,” Dorothy pointed out. “All I can do is endorse—”

      “There is another way to confer Magus’s power.” He stopped, holding her gaze with his for a long moment before saying, “Marriage would.”

      The glass Dorothy held slipped from her hand, shattering into pieces against the hardwood floor.
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      No question that Remy had given Dorothy’s dangerous dance some surprising new steps. What startled her was the fact that it didn’t seem that alien. Magus would have liked the boldness of it. What shocked her is that she did, too.

      She crossed to the antique vanity table and sank onto the padded seat, facing her own gaze in the aged, mottled mirror. Behind her she could see her four-poster bed with its vintage mosquito netting pulled to each side. Everything about the room was to period, though the fabrics were copies, not originals, thank goodness. Vintage was good to a point, that point being when they stopped being comfortable or easy to care for. Probably because of her less-than-vintage upbringing, she thought.

      In a distant sort of way, she wondered who had decorated the room. It had been like this when she arrived in Oz and when she left it wearing mourning black. The colors were good, with her favorite green dominant. Had Magus known or was it just luck?

      There was so much she didn’t know and wouldn’t ever know. It would have been easy to recreate him as the perfect father, to set him on a high pedestal and imbue him with any trait or motive she wanted. She could even make up her own reasons for why he didn’t come near her for eighteen years. He wasn’t around to dispute anything. Fantasy father would have been a much more comfortable ghost to deal with the past ten years. Unfortunately, or fortunately, her mother had taught her to keep her feet firmly on the ground, to keep her fairy tales in the pages of childhood books and out of her life.

      Those feet had come off the ground a bit when Remy revealed his plan. Even now, fantasy thoughts, straight out of the pages of a romance novel, whirled in her head. She stared at herself, then slowly and carefully began to debunk each one.

      Remy didn’t love her. He wanted Magus’s power and access to the money to fuel his campaign. It wasn’t personal. How could it be when he didn’t know her?

      She didn’t know him either. There was a huge difference between the infatuation of a seventeen year old and the real, grown-up love she was capable of now.

      Attraction wasn’t love either.

      If she wasn’t careful, she could screw up both their lives. She had to keep her mind on her goal, which was to expose the man who contracted Magus’s murder and quit living in Magus’s shadow. She wanted her life, not Magus’s life. Remy wanted Magus’s life, or at least what Magus had wanted. That meant they were on different paths, moving toward different things. And if she looked into the future, she couldn’t see Remy giving up what he wanted for a life of obscurity. Nor could she see herself ever being happy in the limelight. Opposites might attract, but they were both grownups and didn’t have to act on that attraction.

      She almost felt the thump as her feet connected with the wooden floor under the vanity. Only then did she allow herself to consider Remy’s proposal. Even without the rosy glow of fantasy, it had merit, or was that despite it? Being attracted to him was a definite complication, but was it insurmountable?

      In some ways, it would be like dancing on the head of a pin. She’d have to pretend she liked him, while not letting on she actually did like him. A single misstep in one direction and the plan failed, possibly fatally. A misstep in the other and she got her heart broken.

      Okay, those were the risks.

      On the other hand, Remy’s plan had more potential for a successful outcome, even weighted with all those emotional components. If she was able to be cool and logical, which she granted, she wasn’t in a position to know for sure, it had the potential to apply the most pressure—if Magus had been killed for political reasons. And if he hadn’t?

      Dorothy considered that possibility again, though she’d done it thousands of times before—and come to the same conclusion. It had to be political. Or why choose that time? Why wait until Magus was rising in the polls? Why wait until pundits were beginning to call him unstoppable?

      She’d gone through his businesses with the proverbial fine-tooth comb, looking for another motive and had come up empty. Magus, despite his ruthlessness, had pursued his businesses with an almost fanatical sense of ethics. Maybe he’s always known he’d go into politics and didn’t want to give anyone any fuel for scandal. After the breakup of his marriage, he’d lived the life of a monk as far as she could tell. There’d been no bimbo eruptions on his entry into the political field or after his death.

      Within his businesses, he’d treated his employees better than his only daughter. He’d believed that good treatment and good benefits paid off in spades. Only the unethical and dishonest had problems with him. Once she’d assured people she didn’t intend to change things, the loyalty he’d built flowed to her. There’d been some jockeying for position after his death, but not as much as she’d expected. Magus had chosen to surround himself with people who were bright and intelligent, and top notch at what they did, ambitious to excel, but not into power for power’s sake.

      Maybe it was because of his years in Australia, that down-under Oz, that he was both colorful and down-to-earth. Somehow he’d managed to be both mysterious and accessible to those he worked with. Like her, they fell under his spell and were happy to be there.

      When he began his campaign, he’d managed to connect in the same way with the voters he met as he traveled around the state. People loved him. It was as simple as that. And now Remy was willing to bet his freedom that they’d love her, too.

      She looked down at her hands, spreading her bare-of-adornment fingers and studying them as if they belonged to someone else. Gone were the cracked and broken nails from waiting tables and the dry skin of too much immersion in harsh chemicals. The skin was smooth and soft, the nails manicured, meticulously cared for. She ran a finger along the fourth finger on her left hand, trying to imagine it with a gold band. She didn’t have to try hard.

      She looked up again, speaking aloud to her reflection, “Who are you fooling, Dorothy? You knew you were going to agree the moment he said it. You should run as far and as fast as you can. Fake or not, this could really hurt, but you’ve been hurt before and it didn’t kill you.”

      Of course, in the past she hadn’t been baiting a killer.
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      Remy suggested they do the interview from Oz. The atmosphere was great and it would seem more a part of the mystique that Magus had so enjoyed creating.

      Dorothy was happy to agree. For her it meant putting off the moment when she’d have to emerge from seclusion and once again face the howl of a press corps on the hunt. For a short time after Magus’s death, as new heir to his empire, she’d been a target of the press, but by being rigorously uninteresting, they’d faded away. For several years now, she’d only been covered by the business inclined press. Now she was preparing to not only be interesting, but to give the press beehive a giant whack with a stick. Smart. Real smart.

      At least she’d know real fast, if Magus was still interesting, and by default, her.

      “I don’t understand why you’re doing this,” Titus said, during a rare moment alone with Dorothy. “You hate the press.”

      Poor Titus. He liked his world straightforward and above board.

      “How did you ever get mixed up with Magus and Oz?” she asked, before she could stop herself. Because she was so private herself, she was careful of the privacy of those around her.

      He looked startled for a moment. “Your mother offered me the job. We went to the same high school.”

      She couldn’t have been more surprised if he’d announced his parents were bugs. “I didn’t know.”

      He shrugged. “I expect it’s all in the file Magus kept on me.”

      “I expect it is,” she said, tacitly letting him know she’d never read it. The real truth was, she’d never thought of reading it. Titus was just there, like Magus’s ghost. But now that was changed. He’d been in high school. With
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