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DEDICATION

This second edition is dedicated to all the friends, family and coworkers who have supported and encouraged me in my creative work over the years.


PROLOGUE

WHEN A PROBABILITY BOMB exploded in the heartlands of the US, no one could have predicted the results. Spreading chaos was the point of using a probability bomb. Everything and anything occurred that day, from rains of frogs to Red Sea-partings of local swimming pools to animals speaking in human tongues and some people turning to pillars of salt or fudge while others were gifted with strange powers. Thousands died. Scientists later speculated that, in keeping with Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle, the observers influenced the effects. Ten years later the world had become a different place.


SWEET MERCY

TEAM GUARDIAN ADVENTURES, BOOK ONE


ONE

Rachel Connolly tried burying her head under her pillows, but it did no good. The beeping tone—the same made by trucks backing up—still pierced her skull from ear-to-ear—David’s ring tone. Why hadn’t she put the damn phone on vibrate before falling into bed so late last night?

She swung her feet around, sat up on the edge of her bed, ran one hand through the tousled curls falling past her shoulders and grabbed her phone with the other, just in time to catch it before it rolled over to voice mail.

“What is it?” she growled. Mornings sucked. Even when they arrived after noon she found it hard enough to maintain serenity before she’d had a chance to meditate and run through her yoga routine. She hoped no one else was home to be caught in her blast of grumpiness.

“The team needs you.” Her brother, the one person she could trust to stay impervious to her moods, acted as coordinator for Team Guardian.

“What’s up?” She stood, phone pressed to her ear while gathering clean underwear, loose slacks and a black top on her way to the bathroom.

“Hostage situation.” David rattled off the pertinent points. “Bomber, main offices of Capital Financing Company in Edina. Beaming the address to your specs. Why aren’t you wearing them? I had to wait for you to answer your goddammed phone.”

“Who wears their specs to bed?” Switching her phone to speaker, Rachel splashed water on her face, quickly washed up.

“What are you doing? We need you here now.”

“I won’t be effective if I don’t have a chance to center myself. And coffee—you’d better have a big one ready for me when I get there, and that means tons of cream and sugar. Now leave me alone so I can get some clothes on.”

“Fine, Sis. Don’t waste time. Lives depend on it.”

“Right.” He’d already rung off.

It took her less than five minutes to pull on her clothes and shoes, grab her specs, drag her hair into a sloppy ponytail, and dash out the door. She must look like crap. Until she donned the specs. Their cool factor made up for a lot. To heck with flashy costumes. Team Guardian wore inconspicuous street clothes and the virtual-reality computer-communications systems that looked like sunglasses. In addition to their other virtues they even protected her eyes from UV rays. It seemed like the whole city sported shades these days, gloom or shine, the Team’s specs having revived a fashion trend that had never really died.

She encountered no one on her way out. Good. Tamara would have given her a more-disappointed-than-angry look, at the very least, for broadcasting her peevishness at the phone earlier.

She picked up David’s transmission and blinked at the flashing red icon to open the message. It included the address of Capital Financing’s office out in the burbs. If he wanted her there so fast, why hadn’t he sent transporta—

Before she could open a channel to ask, Tom Stanton appeared at her side on the front steps of the huge old three-story house/ashram in South Minneapolis.

He grinned, face boyish despite the gray showing at the temples of otherwise sandy hair. “Need a lift?” He opened his arms, spreading the wings of his gray trench coat wide to reveal the trim, gray-clad shape beneath.

She returned the grin. “Hey. I guess they do need me—sending the world’s best teleporter.” Not only could he “lift” twice his own weight, but he also smelled nice. He must roll that coat of his in cinnamon toast, she thought, moving into his arms and clenching her eyes tight against the disorienting lurch of reality that sent them both miles across town in an instant. Lucky she hadn’t had time for breakfast—or lunch.

Too bad they hadn’t found a teleporter yet who could move through walls. Be nice if they could just appear behind the fricking bomber and knock him on the head. The scientists who studied such things said their teleporters didn’t actually bypass distance, but crossed it at near light speed in some frictionless state. They didn’t understand the phenomenon yet, or how the travelers could avoid collisions with solid objects in their path but not be able to enter or exit closed spaces—except by the same means as anyone else.

Arriving outside a glass-and-steel building in a suburban office park, Rachel left Tom with a smile and wave. She spotted her tall, blond brother in his brown sports jacket, standing like a golden eagle among crows in the middle of a small group of police and SWAT members on the, presumably, safe side of a barricade of police cars.

David handed her a large to-go cup of coffee as soon as she made it to his side. “Mmm.” She took a deep swig while he turned her to face the main entrance of the building. He pointed.

“He’s got about a dozen people in there. The police are giving us this chance to go in before the SWAT. They’ve already had a negotiator on the phone with him. No luck.”

Rachel took a long deep breath, releasing it slowly. “Okay. Give me a minute here.”

“First, let me introduce your partner. He’ll be going in with you.”

“I work alone.” Rachel’s attention stayed on her breathing, keeping any annoyance, any emotional reactions under control in accordance with her well-practiced routine for inducing a state of inner peace.

“Not this time.” David understood her state. “Trust me. This guy will deal with the bomb—you deal with the bomber. This is Fluke. He’s a Probabilities Talent—just moved here from Chicago.”

The tall, well-built guy at David’s elbow raised one eyebrow quizzically. He looked more accustomed to aggravation and confrontation than to the feelings of serene compassion Rachel currently generated and projected around herself. Not a bad face that… She tamped down the stirring of her interest in his chiseled features, the finely turned lips surrounded by five o’clock shadow, and the dark eyes under shaggy dark hair. He wore his specs shoved back on his head.

Rachel extended a hand and let her benevolent smile encompass him. “A pleasure.” As usual in this state, she sounded abstracted, only half in the world of the others, the bulk of her attention turned to generating a state of peaceful serenity, building it up to project outward in an increasingly wider sphere.

Faced with this… interesting… man, it took some effort to stay focused on projecting waves of placidity like the laziest of all sleepy summer days wrapped in a dose of baby-curled-at-a-loving-mama’s-breast. She caught the spark of interest in the man’s eyes before David drew him aside.

“You feel it?” David, immune, asked Fluke. “That’s what’ll get you close. She’s a reverse empath, projects her feelings. She’ll shut down the bomber’s fear response, and the hostages’ too. No one will panic or do anything rash. You’ll be able to get access to the bomb to defuse it.”

~ * ~

Fluke—Franklin Luke Delano to his parents—stood pole-axed. He’d never experienced anything like this before. A man of intense passions—and he’d known everything from lust to fury to despair—he’d never known this. He felt perfectly at peace with himself for the first time in his life.

He studied her face in wonder. The serene angel with the dark red curls cascading from an off-center ponytail. Could he have been mistaken about that momentary flash of interest he’d picked up from her? Eyes hidden behind her specs revealed nothing now.

“Okay.” David spoke. “Time to move.”

Fluke nearly jumped. He’d forgotten the man beside him. He’d forgotten the entire situation for a moment there. But, apparently, he wasn’t the only one. Even the SWAT personnel, while maintaining their positions, had taken more relaxed stances.

Rachel stepped forward, ambling like a woman taking a relaxed evening stroll, out to enjoy the scenery—although in this case, the scenery consisted of a stretch of sidewalk, some square-pruned shrubbery and the narrow parking lot fronting the building’s main entrance.

Fluke stayed at her side. “You handle a lot of these calls?” he asked.

“I need to focus,” she told him, in tones of infinite compassion. “Talk later.”

“Right.” Of course. Reverse empath, David had said. She needed to keep tight control over what she projected. Took a lot of concentration. What would it feel like to be with her when she wasn’t keeping it all under such tight control? Unbidden images rose.

He was lucky, in more ways than one. He didn’t have to do anything particular to activate his power. It was as autonomic as the pumping of blood through his veins.

They reached the main door without incident. David spoke through the specs. “I’m patching Rachel into the phone line we’ve been using to try to negotiate with the guy. We’ve pegged him as one Rick Longo. He’s been unresponsive, sounded agitated until Rachel got started, but still insists he’ll blow the place up, along with the hostages unless we meet his demands.”

“What’s he want?” Fluke asked.

“The CEO and other board members of the company in there with him.”

He wouldn’t get that. The authorities saw no sense in exchanging one group of hostages for another.

“Hello?” Rachel spoke. Fluke picked it up through the specs as well as first hand. “Will you let us in, please?”

“I don’t know.” A man’s voice—must be Longo’s—sounded hesitant. “The police aren’t supposed to come in.”

“We’re not police. It’s okay for me and my friend to come in,” she said, tones soothing as a balm on heat rash. “We just want to talk.”

Good tack. Longo sounded like someone stumped by anything unexpected, the sort who didn’t know how to come up with alternate plans on his own. Good for her to reassure him about a new option.

“What do we need to know about this guy?” Fluke sub-vocalized, using the specs to open a private channel to David. The reply came through the same channel.

“He’s got some priors for breaking and entering, petty theft. Nothing violent, no known connection to Capital Financing Company—not even as a dissatisfied customer. No one can figure him for doing the mad bomber bit.”

Rachel, meanwhile, made more encouraging and reassuring noises to the bomber. Her words accompanied the growing wash of peace and serenity, soothing all the hearts in her vicinity.

Motion alerted Fluke to the figure approaching the glass door from within the building, a stocky young guy with a blond buzz-cut, dressed in baggy slacks, t-shirt, and a vest of dynamite sticks. Though young, his face showed lines of a habitual sullenness presently softened into a bemused wonder. Fluke could sympathize with that state. One hand clutched what must be the trigger device for the bomb.

“Uh-oh. Dead man’s switch,” Fluke whispered to Rachel. “Don’t let him get too relaxed.”

“Thank you.” Rachel beamed at Longo as he opened the door, stepping back to let them in.

“You lock it now.” Longo handed her the key, stepping back, keeping Rachel and Fluke between him and any potential snipers.

“Can my friend do it? I want to talk to you.” Rachel smiled at Longo—beaming the gentle regard of a Madonna on the lucky creep.

What would he give to have her look at him that way? Probably not strap a bomb to his chest, Fluke speculated. Probably.

“Sure.” Longo’s lips quirked, making a valiant effort to produce the pleasant expression that must be completely alien to his features.

Fluke took the key ring from Rachel and turned to the door, inserting one in the lock, turning the ring with a jangle, and then silently turning the inserted key back as he withdrew it. He made a show of pushing on the door to prove it locked.

Longo paid no attention. He moved back into a lobby area, Rachel at his side.

“Aren’t you tired of all this nonsense?” she asked the bomber in sympathetic tones and waved a hand to encompass all the people sitting around on the floor, hands tied, backs to the walls and to a massive modern reception desk. Some of the women showed signs of recent weeping—reddened eyes, smeared eyeliner—but everyone seemed calm now, with Rachel there radiating her soothing aura.

“Why don’t you just disarm that old bomb and we can all go home?”

Longo’s face clouded, brows knitting with some inner effort. “I don’t know how,” he said. “I have to stay until it’s done.”

“Why’s that?” she asked in a tone of friendly interest.

“He said.” It appeared to cost Longo some effort to say that much.

“Who said?”

Longo’s face twisted, as if fighting some internal battle. He groaned.

“There, there. It’s okay.” Rachel soothed, turning a bit so that, in order to continue facing her, Longo must turn too, leaving Fluke at his back.

Fluke slipped the wire cutters from his pocket and, on silent feet, moved in. This was why he was along for this ride. He’d had enough instruction in disarming bombs like this that he knew the risks of cutting the wrong wire—but he also knew it had to be one of the two connected to the trigger device in the man’s hand. The rest was up to Lady Luck.

~ * ~

Rachel might have lost her focus in the next instant if Fluke’s heads-up hadn’t come through her specs’ link. “Stay cool. I’m moving now.”

She lowered her eyes to keep from starting at Fluke’s sudden motion, exerting all her focus to maintain the placid serenity flowing from her to the hostages and bomber. “Who said you have to stay here?” She kept talking, keeping Longo’s attention on her.

By the time Longo or anyone else could react, Fluke dove under the bomber’s guard, clipping a wire in passing and rolling through a summersault and back to his feet.

Longo’s thumb jabbed at his trigger device. When nothing happened, he jabbed it again, and again. The bomb vest remained inert. Thank God. Apparently Fluke knew his business.

“What did you do?” Longo shouted.

Rachel’s concentration broke as the hostages exclaimed and clambered up or helped each other to their feet, most running for the door. She relaxed her control, feeling only relief now the danger had past.

David spoke at the same moment, his voice clear and loud through her earpiece connection. “What’s going on?”

“I disarmed the bomb,” Fluke answered aloud, and her earpiece picked it up too.

“No.” Longo’s face twisted with distress. “No, no, no, no.” He continued vainly punching at his trigger.

“What’s wrong with him?” Fluke asked.

“I don’t know.” Something seemed more than strange about the man’s reactions, but bombers were strange by definition, right?

The hostages left the lobby while police entered, spreading out, surrounding Longo. David entered on their heels.

“Flat on the floor, arms spread.” A tall, burly man wearing a buzz-cut and SWAT jacket shouted, approaching Longo.

Longo stood oblivious to everyone and everything else, punching his device and muttering to himself.

The SWAT guy kicked Longo’s feet out from under him. Longo never let go of his device, not even to catch himself, and his elbows hit the marble tile flooring with a crack that made Rachel—and everyone around her—wince. Oops. She’d better shield herself now she’d completed her part in the operation.

Within minutes police had wrestled the bomb-vest off Longo and secured his wrists behind him in cuffs. He only fought when they pulled the useless trigger device from his fist, at which point he began banging his head against the floor.

Rachel couldn’t prevent her distress at that and no one else could tolerate her broadcast of it. Several donated jackets soon pillowed his head.

“This guy’s even more damaged than your ordinary suicide bomber,” Fluke commented.

“Yeah.” Rachel turned from the distressing sight. “I don’t see how he could even have managed to create the bomb and take the hostages in the first place.” That took at least the ability to persevere through setbacks without disintegrating this way. She felt half-inclined to pat him on the shoulder and encourage the guy to get back on that horse…

She looked back as a pair of men in flak vests got him on his feet, hoisting him up, each taking an arm. They dragged him, while he hung like a dead weight, moaning and incoherent, to the back of a police van parked directly outside the main doors to the building.

She’d dealt with other hostage situations before, successfully derailed them, and never seen a hostage-taker fall apart like this.

Fluke stayed beside her. “That man’s not right. Like one of those wind-up toys keeps banging into a wall over and over again—can’t change directions when it hits an obstacle.”

“Yeah. That’s it.” Rachel turned toward him. “He said something about doing this because somebody told him to. And if it had been his own idea, he’d have reacted to me differently. The question is, who wound him up and pointed him at this wall?”


TWO

Mesmero. That’s what he’d call himself. Great name. Better than Albert Johnson, which was a nothing name, an anonymous, lost-in-the-crowd name. Like he’d been lost in the crowd as a salesman for Farmland Dairy Distributers. He’d been good enough at his job for twenty years. Never made Salesman of the Year, but he brought in clients and kept existing customers happy. Then that new crop of baby-cheeked sprats started in with their e-sales and web presences—bugling and twitting and what all.

Bastards. Speaking of which, he should have heard something by now. Mesmero checked the device on the passenger seat beside him. Damn. The signal had gone dead. A glance over at the neighboring building, across from the back lot where he’d parked his ten-year-old Camaro, told him there’d been no explosion. All he could see from this distance was the police van pulled up to the main doors. Something had screwed up his plans. Or someone.

He turned up the volume on his scanner, tuned to the police band. Annoying chatter and static, and then, “suspect apprehended.” They had his meat puppet.

Grinding his teeth, he flicked the device off again. It should have worked. He should have those board members by now. But you didn’t work as long as he had in sales without learning a little lesson called persistence. He’d have to find another way to get the bastards. He lost his job, his wife, and his home. They had to pay. Everybody had to pay.

~ * ~

Fluke remained close enough beside Rachel to distract her. Not only with his palpable nearness, but she caught a scent like deep woodlands where the smoke of a distant fire lingered on the air, primal and faintly alarming. It distracted her so much she had to work at keeping her feelings on an even keel.

“Where do you go from here?” he asked.

“Good question.” She’d come by teleport and now couldn’t spot Tom anywhere around. Danged teleporters, always disappearing on a person. She turned, scanning the area. David stood by the police van, talking with an older man wearing a neat brown suit.

“I’d better catch up with my brother,” she said, “and cadge a ride home. I left without filling the cats’ bowls.”

“Connolly is your brother?”

“Yeah. For my whole life now.”

“He looks busy.” Fluke’s grin reached eyes in which unapologetic mischief played. Her keel tilted, but the sensation reminded her there was more to life than keeping an even keel.

Rachel sighed. David did look busy. She’d probably be cooling her heels here for an hour before he wrapped up his end of the business.

“Why don’t I give you a lift?”

A tempting thought, but impossible. Her pulse leapt at the mere prospect of being alone with this guy. Maybe she could live with a little unsettling of her keel, but there’d be repercussions if she risked any serious impact to the carefully kept equilibrium of her feelings. Repercussions felt by anyone within a city block of her, as she recalled from her one high school make-out session with Josh Forster.

“It’s very nice of you to offer, Mr…” He waggled an eyebrow at her. “All right. Fluke. But I’ll just wait for David.”

“Oh, come on.” His eyes twinkled like sparklers on a July evening. Dimples appeared at the corners of his mouth as he grinned. “It’ll give us a chance to get to know each other better.”

That’s what I’m afraid of. But she was being ridiculous. “Which way are you heading? I don’t want to take you out of your way.”

“I’m staying at the Team guest quarters downtown.”

“I guess it’d be on your way…” She found herself going along as he took her arm and steered her toward a cherry-red sports car parked at the far edge of the lot. Beyond the likely blast range of debris had the bomb been detonated, she noted.

“Nice car.” She hardly knew one make from another, but the vehicle he stopped beside had sleek curves and shone as if polished on a daily basis. Her bike suited her fine for the city, especially with Tamara doing most of the driving for the ashram.

“Yeah.” He opened the passenger side door for her, still smiling like a kid with a present to unwrap. “It’s one of my indulgences. A guy likes his toys.”

“Guys aren’t the only ones.” Rachel smiled too, unable to resist the infectiousness of his, slipped into her seat, and buckled in. “I’ve got quite the collection of miniature rocking horses myself, and my friend Tamara builds the most incredible kites you’ve ever seen.” David had never let her keep more than she could fit in a backpack. She’d had no room for toys. When they finally found a home she’d made up for it by collecting every variety of the favorite toy she’d had to abandon in their original home.

Fluke buckled his own belt and started an engine so quiet it might be a lion cub’s purr rather than the firing of steel pistons. His grin struck her as smug.

“And you don’t need to tell me that rocking horses and kites don’t compare to high-powered machines—”

“Never said that. To each his—or her—own. Where am I taking you?”

Man, how defensive could she get? Her cheeks burned. Of course she couldn’t hide her feelings. A person could be stone blind and know she blushed, the way she broadcast every dang feeling to everyone in a city block’s radius. She took a deep breath, centering herself.

“I’m sorry. I’ve got ‘poor-kid’ syndrome. I get defensive about it.” She shrugged, smiled, and projected some warmth and good humor to make up for her lapse. “And I often slip up if I’m not careful, project my mood without meaning to. It’s why I didn’t want to accept your kind offer at first.” Why she generally preferred to be alone. People were work. Easier to deal with loneliness when she chose it than when people began to shun her. “I’ll understand if you want to rescind it now. I don’t mind waiting for David.”

Fluke barked out a laugh. “Forget it. You’re not the only one who grew up poor and gets defensive about it. And,” he gave her an assessing look, “I bet I can handle anything you make me feel.”

~ * ~

Fluke started the Porsche, pulled out. Cute how Rachel didn’t know a Porsche from a Civic. She leaned back and stared out the window, showing no inclination to talk. He’d have to be the one to get that ball rolling.

He cast a glance toward her as he steered onto the road fronting Capital Finance’s offices and headed for the nearest entrance to Highway 100. “So, what’s your origin story?”

“My what?” She turned puzzled eyes his way, giving the impression he’d pulled her attention from some secret inner world. A paradise, no doubt.

“Not a comics fan?”

“Not in years.”

“The story of how you got your super powers. Where were you when the P-bomb hit?”

“Oh, right. It’s been a while, but I did read comics as a kid. Before...”

“You must have been pretty young when it hit.” He raised an eyebrow, glancing toward her before merging with traffic.

“It hit about a week before my fourteenth birthday.” She sighed, projecting a sense of faded melancholy. “Not much of a story, really. We didn’t go anywhere for summer vacation that year, just stayed in Moorhead. David was seventeen. He’d gone off to Horizon Shores Park with a group of his friends. I went out by myself. I liked to bike to the mall and meet up with friends from school. I could take Center Avenue most of the way, but this time I never got there. The bomb hit. The earth trembled – even though I found out later the impact was all the way out west of Fargo. I fell off my bike onto the grass on the verge of the road. The world went crazy.”

“Yeah.” That part went much the same for everyone he’d talked with who’d been through it. For a moment it seemed the maw of pure chaos howled through your mind, your skin, your bones... Everything that could and couldn’t be somehow manifested all at once, and all around.

“Then it got worse. I could tell what was happening.” She clenched her jaw as a wave of distress rolled off her.

“Hey, if it’s too hard to talk about—” He flipped open a compartment in the banc between seats – nodding to the collection of CDs there. “We can just listen to some music.”

She drew an audible breath. “No. Thanks. Talking puts it in perspective. It’s okay.” He could feel the shift in her projected emotions as she steadied herself. She turned to the collection and looked idly through the disks as she went on, dispassionately.

“It terrified me. Trees danced—I kind of liked seeing that, but then they turned into monsters, walked, melted, the road reared up into the sky and tied a knot in itself. Cars vanished, fell, turned into giant gum drops or beetles, vanished in puffs of smoke. An SUV turned into a cloud of yellow butterflies and the people who’d been inside floated to the ground not far from me. The girl sprouted wings and flew—you may have heard of her since—goes by ‘Angel Lass.’” Rachel radiated her sense of wonder at the memory.

“Oh, sure—even met her once.” He caught her eye with a sidewise glance-taking his eyes from the road for scarcely a moment as they roared past a Perkins set near an exit from the highway. He meant the glance to suggest some camaraderie in their mutual acquaintance, as if knowing the winged woman made them part of some secret conspiracy. He caught a frisson of something more and Rachel’s gaze slid instantly aside. He wanted it back. “Sounds like you were a lot closer to the epicenter of the explosion than I got.”

“Yeah. I’ve heard of effects as far off as Chicago and Kansas City, but we were just across the Minnesota border from Fargo.”

“I’d been on a fishing trip with buddies—to a lake resort between Alexandria and Saint Cloud. We’d already set out for home and were half way back to Iowa.”

“I always wondered why the terrorists would make a strike someplace in the Black Hills of Dakota instead of a proper military target.” She radiated her puzzlement.

“Rumor is, we did have a military research facility out there.”

“Oh. I heard that rumor, but wouldn’t people know if it were true?”

“People who talked about it afterward had a way of disappearing. Later, the official story got entrenched in the public consciousness. Now it gets dismissed as another crackpot theory.”

“A lot of what goes on today would’ve been dismissed as crackpot ideas before.” She straightened. “You’ve got Brahms and Weird Al?” He sensed a playful, merry spirit poised, ready to tease him.

“I’ve got facets. So, back to your story, when did your power come into play?”

The sense of her hidden, mischievous self vanished instantly. “I was alone in the middle of all that. Alone, terrified, beyond fear, until my need to reach someone became the only solid thing in the world. I needed my parents, my friends, David—anyone. It seemed like my whole being turned into one giant cry for attention.”

“So, after that, your feelings kept on reaching out?”

“Right. It didn’t seem to affect David at all. He told me how he and his friends got caught up in having a good time at the park and he absolutely refused to let anything distract him. I suspect he was making out with his girlfriend at the time and he wouldn’t have noticed anything else if the world had actually ended.”

Her cheeks pinkened when she mentioned the possible make out session and her gaze flitted toward him and away before he could catch it. Shame he had to watch the road and traffic.

Fluke caught a mix of wry humor and fondness as she spoke of her brother.

“What about your parents?”

She emitted the aura of an old sorrow grown wistful as a faded photograph over the years. “We never found out. They were at work. The whole downtown district suffered so much damage. We’re pretty sure they died.”

“So, you and your brother were left on your own after that, two kids, fourteen and seventeen?”

“Yeah. We both made our way home afterward, to where the house used to be anyhow. We found a pit filled with coconuts when we got there. We did a lot of moving around after that.”

“Didn’t you have relatives to take you in?”

“Some cousins—at first—but they couldn’t handle having us—me—around.”

At mention of her cousins he picked up a sense of old hurt, and fresh compassion as if she soothed the feelings as they arose, by long habit. Trees wrapped like an endless green shawl around the buildings bordering on the highway.

“And then the Freak Collectors started their witch hunts.” He shared her shudder at the thought of the government agents and independent operators who’d planned for a while to study and contain the thousands of wild Talents generated by the P-bomb.

He caught a waft of lonely-little-girl hiding behind her warm, grown-up smile.

“Yeah.” Fluke scowled. “I got lucky in more ways than one. My talent wasn’t obvious enough to draw their attention, but they got some friends of mine. That got me involved politically for the first time in my life.”

“Oh? What did you do?”

“Mostly just put money into the ACLU’s fight for the rights of the Talented—”

She cast a sly grin his way. “So you’re the one.”

“I did what I could.” He kept his eyes on the traffic around him as the cross-town merged with I35. Several six-figure contributions sure hadn’t hurt the cause.

“Seriously. Is this the part where I get to hear your origin story?”

“If you insist.” He shot her his hottest core-melt-down smile. “Not much to tell. Summer vacation. My buds and I had already started home from our fishing trip. I’d’ve thought we were far enough from the strike zone to be unaffected. But you know how that was.”

“Yeah. I know.”

Like the impact splatter from dropping a giant can of paint—some effects hit a thousand miles out from ground zero, and other people, practically on the doorstep felt nothing.

He went on. “I heard reports on the radio and remember feeling incredibly lucky to be alive and, at the same time, kind of wished I could’ve been part of something that big—history in the making.”

“Hmmm.” They fell into brief silence. He, for his own part, remembering the sense of how stunned the whole world had been by the event.

“I didn’t find out about my luck for a while. My longest ever winning streak in the dorm poker parties clued me in.”

“You were in college?”

“Yep. My first year. I had ‘Partying 101’ as my unofficial major. But the constant partying lost its appeal after a while. I completed a degree in Business Management, studied some European Folk Literature…” and learned a couple languages and a dozen skills, from disarming bombs to unarmed combat, to gardening and needlepoint, to the mechanics it took to maintain my own cars in top condition. The whole resume sounded like bragging, so he only mentioned the first couple items.

He didn’t want to tell her the part of his story involving all the women. She seemed so shy of the attraction he felt from her, allowing only hints of it to escape her control. Didn’t seem like she’d relate to exactly how much experience he had with the opposite sex.

He’d met all kinds of women in the ten years since the P-Bomb had changed his life. He’d met even more after building up a bankroll in Vegas and parlaying his incredible luck into a fortune, playing the stock markets. Just another kind of gambling, really. His money and looks were catnip to some women. He’d tired of the sort soon enough. Easy come, easy to let go. When he’d started moving in circles with women of real substance he’d been motivated to become more than luck and money alone could make him.

Still, he’d never met a woman who could make him feel things the way Rachel did. Even with feelings as wonderful as the amazing inner peace he got from her, it worried—well, concerned him. No one should have that kind of power over him. But he wouldn’t run blindly from a threat, any more than he’d turn down a dare. And getting to know Rachel Connolly could be a lot of fun…

A shift of topic seemed in order. Better than the silence of things unsaid. “So how does this thing of yours work?” He broke the silence.

“Hmm?” She turned back to him as if she’d wandered off into some daydream. “Oh, it works all by itself—whether I like it or not. The trick is to keep it from flooding the airwaves with my every passing reaction. You have no idea how embarrassing it can be, knowing every stranger in my neighborhood knows about my every flash of jealousy or resentment, my every childish urge.”

“I haven’t gotten any of that from you.”

“Only because I’ve gained some skill at dealing with the troublesome feelings before they become a problem.”

“How do you manage that?”

“The yogis say, ‘Those who practice compassion are its first beneficiaries.’“

He glanced from the road to see the lines of her features limned by the light of the fresh June day. He’d thought at first her eyes were brown, but now, large and luminous, they looked a soft, mossy green, radiating her serenity. “How’s that?” he asked.

“When I meditate, focusing compassion on the feelings that embarrass me, it changes them: calms, soothes, eases. It puts things in perspective, and instead of bothering everyone around me I can spread a sense of peace.” Her glance revealed a flash of sunshine, warming him in the instant it passed.

“You make it sound easy enough.” He spoke wryly, sure nothing so good could come easily.

“If only.” She grinned, and for the first time he caught a sense of merriment from her, a pleasure surpassing even the serenity she’d radiated before. What would it be like to keep her amused, to delight her, to share in her happiness, her total pleasure? The thought sent a rush of arousal through his system.

“How about you?” she asked, still smiling. “I don’t quite get what your talent is —did it let you know how to disarm that bomb?”

“Not exactly.” He took the Lake Street exit off the highway, cleared his throat. “I had no idea which wire was safe—I’m just lucky.”

“Oh. My. God.”


THREE

Mesmero kept a discreet distance from the red Porsche. A lot of people wore shades these days, trying to look cool, but the two people who’d gotten into the fancy car looked like the real deal. Not otherwise stylish enough to be fashionistas, and something in the way they moved, kind of in-sync, made them look like part of a team. He’d bet money they were with Team Guardian, and he’d bet they’d just helped foil his plans. He wanted more info at this point. His years of sales experience had taught him. Aways know who you’re dealing with.

Normally he steered clear of other freaks—too unpredictable. You never knew exactly what you faced. Now, if these people had meddled in his plans, he’d better find out about them, be prepared before moving on to Plan B.

He kept two car lengths behind them and followed when they exited the highway. He idled his old Camaro at the corner stop sign while the flashy car pulled up to a huge old turn-of-the-century house in middling repair, halfway up a residential street lined with similar houses.

~ * ~

Fluke didn’t wait for Rachel to let herself out of the car, but made it around to her door before she’d unfastened her seatbelt.

“Here, let me see you in.”

She made some sound of protest but couldn’t completely conceal the tingle of her pleasure as he took her arm. Everything he knew about women told him Rachel was the sort who hid behind her warm smiles while eluding any true connection. She’d walk into that house alone and never look back—if he let her.

“I insist. I’ve never visited an ashram before. You’ll have to show me around.”

“Fine.” She slid her arm from his grasp.

He grinned to himself as he caught a hint of her annoyance at her own slip. She knew that he knew about her attraction to him. Good. So it was possible to get under her skin.

He hung back enough to admire the rear view as she led the way along a neatly kept walk edged with some small flowers blooming in an array of pastel shades. Her loose slacks flowed around her legs, revealing their neat shape as she mounted to a porch where more flowers bloomed in pots beside wicker chairs cushioned in bright, flowery fabric. Her hair swung across her face as she bent to unlock the door. She radiated a sense of fond familiarity, and some slight embarrassment when she glanced at the white paint chipping and peeling away in patches from the clapboard siding.

“We’ll have to keep our voices down. Tamara teaches classes now.” Rachel spoke quietly as she pushed open the door of heavy, dark wood. Pegs lined an entry area where half a dozen jackets and sweaters hung above and a dozen pair of shoes in assorted sizes protruded from under low benches.

“Take off your shoes or proceed no farther,” Rachel whispered.

He kicked off his expensive Italian loafers and tucked them under a bench.

Through an archway the strains of some new-agey music sounded softly. There, on an expanse of polished maple flooring, a row of people crouched on their yoga mats. A coffee-skinned woman with her dark hair in dreads crouched in the same pose facing them at the front of the room.

“That’s the classroom,” Rachel whispered. “C’mon.” She tugged on his arm and led him on tiptoe past the archway, down a short hall and through another door into a large kitchen. “This,” she announced in a normal tone, gesturing broadly, “is my domain.” She projected a sense of pride and accomplishment that led him to look around him more closely than he’d ordinarily bother to look at a kitchen. A kitchen was a kitchen, right? This one seemed clean at least: a lot of polished surfaces, stone countertops and steel appliances. “Nice,” he said.

“It’s my little piece of heaven on Earth,” she told him in a confiding tone. “You have no idea how nice it is for me to have all this after the years David and I lived on the run, scrounging out of dumpsters, begging on the streets, eating whatever got handed to us at shelters. We hardly ever got hot food cooked the way we liked it.” She ran a possessive hand along a sleek countertop.

“It’s all about choice here. I choose the menu. I choose the ingredients. I can cook things just the way I like and I’ll cook for the others to their tastes.” She fell silent after the brief spate of volubility, accompanied with a garnish of her enthusiasm, flavored only slightly with the hint of regret when she mentioned her past deprivation.

“After all that, I hope you’re a good cook.”

“You’ll have to judge for yourself. You hungry? I rushed off without brunch and I’m more than ready for a decent meal now.”

“I could eat.” His stomach growled, loudly, in agreement. Come to think of it, he’d missed breakfast and lunch too. But, as she opened the fridge, bent forward and peered into it, the view she presented stirred other hungers. Her sweet form filled out her slacks to perfection and flowed in supple curves up through her lithe waist to a limber back and the leanly muscled bare arms bracing her in the fridge door.

“Do you like dolmades?” she asked. “Tamara is vegetarian, but I’m not and I could offer you some gyros to go with…” She turned toward him, meeting his eyes with a question she might have thought involved dolmades, but the hunger he caught there had nothing to do with grape leaves —instead evoking thoughts of what lay beneath figurative fig leaves. Their eyes stayed locked. He felt a rush of desire he couldn’t swear to be his own, a heat doubled and redoubled like images in facing mirrors.

He made it to her side in that instant, closing the fridge and crowding her against it even as he cupped her unresisting chin in his hand. He tilted it, the touch of her flesh warm and silken, to put her slightly-parted lips at the perfect angle to meet his swooping mouth. Like hawk upon dove he descended, capturing the vibrant responses he knew lay hidden beneath her reserved manner. But he found no gentle dove in his grip. She met him with as fierce a need as his own. With a single, gasping moan she rose into the kiss.

Rachel couldn’t help herself. He’d caught her by surprise. His touch, his hands, his lips on hers, all galvanized her to ferocious life. She wanted this, this electric thrill, the unfettered slippery heat of their joined mouths, the world falling away, leaving nothing but each other locked around the need to touch, to hold, to be together.

Her hands found the hem of his shirt and shot greedily up the slopes of his ribs, tracing, owning what they could hold only briefly in the imperative to hold it all. His hands moved upon her with the same urgency, having found their way beneath her top, fumbling at her bra, then cupping her breasts regardless of the garment. All the while, joined lips suckled at each other, tongues slid and thrust to take all the pleasure they could reach.

Every particle of her being thrummed with vibrant life, sang out for more, rang with a passion that gripped her like its twelve-string guitar—

“Rachel!” The voice cut sharply through the flood of sensation. She sprang away from Fluke’s grip. Tamara! Oh, good heavens! What had she been thinking?

“What do you think you’re doing? I’ve got half a dozen students in the next room!”

Rachel straightened, flooded now with chagrin as she realized the situation. She adjusted her clothes as Fluke withdrew, swiping his tousled hair back into place.

“Everyone lost concentration,” Tamara went on. “Mr. and Mrs. Cox started making out on their mats. I’ve got Jenna leading the class through some core-strengthening exercises right now.” She shot a look at Fluke, who backed further off. Tamara took Rachel’s hands. “Breathe. Center. Focus.”

Embarrassment burned on her cheeks and her thoughts bobbed like a beach ball tossed in a whirlpool. Rachel took a deep breath, falling into the familiar calming routine. Center. Breathe. Visualize compassion, compassion for her human neediness, for her desires, for her embarrassment. It was all natural, all good. Breathe. Let it go.

“It’s okay.” Tamara assured her. “This is just not the time or place. Maybe you two should take a drive, find a nice secluded place to park?” She grinned at them before heading back to the classroom.

~ * ~

Wow! Fluke took a few deep breaths himself. Incredible. Feeling what his kiss did to her… feeling her pleasure along with his, the intensity of her desire along with his own. The rich mix of her unfettered emotions stunned him: the momentary hesitation just before her passion swept it aside, her ferocity, her barely checked fury at its frustration, her embarrassment when Tamara let her know how many people had been in on that intimate moment.

Maybe others had felt something of it—one side of the equation—but he doubted it compared to what he’d experience at the epicenter of the event. Her desire had been for him. She felt her pleasure at his touch, his kiss. He liked that feeling of being at the center of her world.

He turned away from the two women, stared out the kitchen window at a pair of sparrows squabbling in the eaves of a neighboring house. He stood silent when Tamara departed, giving Rachel a chance to center herself and giving his soldier a chance to settle—at least to half-mast.

“You okay?” Rachel spoke at last, her tone back to its mellow default. “I should have warned you. I didn’t expect the kiss—you couldn’t know—there’s no such thing as a private moment with me.”

He turned back to her. A pretty pink flush still touched her cheeks. She held her eyes lowered, not quite meeting his.

“I asked for it.” He used a joking tone. “We’ll just have to choose our time and place more carefully next time.”

She glanced up, surprise—and anticipation?—showing briefly as she caught his eye, before looking away again immediately.

“I know I promised you lunch,” she said, but he cut her off.

“Hey, it’s okay. Take some time. I’ll grab lunch someplace else—maybe home. I can handle throwing a sandwich together.”

He turned, heading out the way he’d come. What was wrong with him? Since when did he pass up on an advantage when he had one? But she’d been so upset. He felt like a mind reader, sensing so clearly her need to sort out her thoughts. She might as well have whispered it in his ear. He knew what she wanted and, given how good it felt, he intended to cultivate a habit of pleasing her.

~ * ~

After parking on the nearest side street, Mesmero walked casually past the house, noting the discreet sign posted by the front door. Yoga lessons at reasonable prices. Interesting. Which of the two he’d followed here taught yoga? Maybe he’d just knock at the door and ask about lessons? He only needed a few minutes alone with targets to get into their heads…

But wild Talents were unpredictable. That clairvoyant in Cincinnati had seen him coming and her talent had counteracted his somehow. He couldn’t get into her head, spoiling the plan to use her to predict the movements of his primary targets. He’d had to run. Good thing she hadn’t known who he was—or why he’d been after her. He hadn’t even told her his name, not that he’d left her in any condition to talk about it. And he hadn’t had his name then. Mesmero. The police would know it soon enough. At this point they had no reason to connect an attempted bombing in the Twin Cities with an apparently random attack in Cincinnati, or to connect either to the apparent suicides of Al Johnson’s ex wife and her new husband.

He’d lingered too long outside the house. Some nosy neighbor might notice. He had just turned back toward the corner where he’d parked, when a wave of horniness swept through him. He sported a major boner in that instant, felt like banging the nearest tree like some lapdog keen to hump the nearest leg. What the hell? He scanned the vicinity for explanation. No one. Nothing moved along the street shaded by large old maples, or on the green lawns flanking sleepy old houses.

In the next moment the lust passed as quickly as it had risen, replaced by keen embarrassment, then a growing calm. Damn. He looked back toward the house where he’d tracked the two presumed Talents. One of them must be some kind of especially potent projective empath. If he could control that… he could make those Capital Finance bastards really suffer. Hurt the empath, add that pain to the other suffering he planned for them.

Mesmero returned to his car and positioned it
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