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      The air was stale, rank with the stink of smoke, sweat, and old beer. Bob’s Truck Stop. Nice place for a meal.

      Raina Bowen sat at a small table, back to the wall, posture deceptively relaxed. Inside, she was coiled tighter than the Merckle shocks that were installed in her rig, but it was better to appear unruffled. Never let ‘em see you sweat. That had been one of Sam’s many mottos.

      She glanced around the crowded room, mentally cataloguing the Siberian gun truckers at the counter, the cadaverous pimp in the corner and his ferret-faced companion, the harried waitress who deftly dodged the questing hand that reached out to snag her as she passed. In the center of the room was a small raised platform with a metal pole extending to the grime-darkened ceiling. A scantily clad girl—barely out of puberty—wiggled and twirled around the pole. Raina looked away. But for a single desperate act, one that had earned her freedom, she might have been that girl.

      Idly spinning the same half-empty glass of warm beer that she’d been nursing for the past hour, she looked through the grimy windows at the front of the truck stop. Frozen, colorless, the bleak expanse stretched with endless monotony until the high-powered floodlights tapered off and the landscape was swallowed by the black night sky.

      A balmy minus-thirty outside. And it would only get colder the farther north they went. Raina had a keen dislike of the cold, but if she were the first to reach Gladow Station with her load of genetically engineered grain, there’d be a fat bonus of fifty-million interdollars. That’d be more than enough to warm her to the cockles of her frozen heart.

      More than enough to buy Beth’s safety.

      Keeping her gaze on the door, Raina willed it to open. She couldn’t wait much longer. Where the hell was Wizard? Sitting here—a woman alone in a place like this—drew too much attention. She wanted no one to remember her face. Anonymity was a precious commodity, one she realized had slipped through her fingers as from the corner of her eye she watched one of the Siberians begin to weave drunkenly across the room.

      “Well, hello, sweet thing.” He stopped directly in front of her, kicked the extra chair out from the table, and shifted it closer before dropping his bulk onto the torn Naugahyde. He was shrouded in layers of tattered cloth that were stained and frayed, the stink of him hitting her nostrils before he finished his greeting.

      “Leave. Now.” Keeping her voice low and even, Raina snaked one hand along her waist toward the small of her back, resting her fingers on the smooth handle of her knife.

      The Siberian smiled at her, revealing the brown stubs of three rotting teeth. “You can’t chase me off so easy. I’ve been watching you.” He gestured at the front of his pants. “You need a man, sweet thing.”

      Uh-huh. “And you think you’re a man?”

      The trucker frowned at her question. His thick brows shot up as he realized he’d been insulted. Undeterred, he leaned forward, catching her ponytail with one scarred and dirty hand. “I’ll show you how much man I am. Give us a kiss, sweet thing.”

      His tongue was already out and reaching as he pulled her face closer to his.

      “Last warning,” Raina said softly, wishing he would listen.

      He gave a hard tug on her ponytail. Raina slid her knife from its sheath, bringing it up with a sharp twist, neatly slicing through the tip of the trucker’s tongue. Blood splattered in all directions, thick and hot. With an enraged howl he jerked back, letting loose his hold on her as he clapped both hands over his mouth. Dark blood dripped down his unshaven chin to pool on the tabletop.

      Raina sent a quick look at the rest of the Siberians. Their attention was firmly fixed on the girl who was shimmying up and down the pole. Returning her gaze to the moaning trucker, she picked up the stained scrap of cloth that passed for a serviette and slowly wiped her blade clean. Serviettes used to be made of paper, but that was a long time ago, when there had still been enough trees to provide pulp.

      She sighed. Anonymity was gone now. She’d have to settle for second best: adding to her reputation.

      “Name’s Raina Bowen,” she said, “not sweet thing. And the last thing I need is a man.”

      Well, that wasn’t exactly true. She needed one man in particular. Wizard. And she needed his precious trucking license. But he was nowhere to be seen.

      The Siberian’s eyes widened as he registered her name, and a flicker of recognition flared in their dull depths. Nice to have a reputation, even if she didn’t quite deserve it. This lovely little encounter would just add to the mystique. Unfortunately, it would also add to the risk of being found. Damn.

      He reached for her again, his hands rough, his expression stormy. He was mad, challenged, belittled, and he wanted revenge. What was it with Siberian gun truckers?

      Twirling her hair around one finger, Raina shifted her expression, lowering her lashes over her blue eyes in a come-hither invitation, curving her lips in a winsome smile. The trucker blinked, clearly confused by her abrupt change in manner. He leaned in—Lord, some people never learned—and Raina deftly clipped him hard under the chin with the hilt of her knife.

      He slumped across the Formica table, unconscious, mouth hanging open, leaving her with a blood splattered tabletop, a ruined beer, and an end to her patience.

      His companions were looking this way now. Raina lowered her head as though enthralled by her table-mate, using her body to shield his inert form from view. Her ruse worked and the men nudged one another and laughed before turning back to the stripper.

      Well, that had bought her about three minutes.

      A sudden blast of light sliced through the frost-dusted window, spreading a glowing circle across the floor. Raina wondered if Wizard had finally arrived. Hope flared, and then faded. There was too much light for just one vehicle.

      Trucks. Lots of ’em. They parked in a circle, the beams of their headlights illuminating a circumscribed area.

      Like an arena.

      She’d seen this set up before. The new arrivals were expecting entertainment—the kind that involved fists—and they were using their rigs to create the venue. She stared through the glass, the muscles of her shoulders and neck knotting with tension. Illegal gladiator games. There was going to be a bloodbath.

      Hell. Wizard or not, she’d outstayed her time here. Tossing a handful of interdollars on the table, Raina shrugged into her parka and headed outside, staying well back in the shadows as she watched the scene unfold. The trucks were huge, as tall as two-story houses, painted slate gray, and on the front in bold silver letters, the name JANSON.

      Men were emerging from the cabs. Big, burly guys, dressed in hides and skins, bristling with weapons. Janson company men. How nice. The Janson owned the ICW—Intercontinental Worldwide—the longest highway ever built. Or at least, they acted like they did.

      She could feel the tension in the air. Taste it. Someone had pissed these guys off, big-time.

      At the far end of the lot was a lone truck. Nice transport. Black. Clean. Nameless. A non-company driver, just like her. Poor bastard. He was obviously tonight’s planned entertainment.

      “Hey, Big Luc,” one of the Jansons yelled, moving into place in the circle that had formed. “That piece of crap jumped line. We gotta teach him some manners.”

      Jumped line? What moron would jump line on Janson trucks? They went first. It was an unwritten law. Anyone who flouted it was either insane or bent on a quick death. Raina watched as money exchanged hands. Odds were obviously in favor of Big Luc.

      “Wizard’s got some balls coming here tonight,” a second man called. “He shoulda kept driving. Maybe we’d have let him live another day.”

      Wizard. Oh, no. Of all the morons in the frozen north, she had to hook up with the one who had picked a fight with a good portion of the Janson army. She narrowed her eyes at the huge black rig, the one at the far end of the lot. Wizard’s rig. Damn, damn, damn.

      He was of no use to her now. Still, she couldn’t help but try to figure a way that she could salvage the trucking pass he was supposed to give her.

      “Luc. Luc. Luc.” The crowd was calling their champion.

      In response to the cry, a huge man swaggered into the circle of light, raising his arms as he slowly spun around and around, egging on his admirers. Beneath the flat wool cap that clung to his skull, bushy brows drew down over a nose flattened and skewed to one side, and just below it bristled a thick thatch of mud-colored whiskers. An animal pelt hung over his massive shoulders, the head still intact, the jagged teeth catching the light.

      Raina glanced again at the black rig at the far end of the lot. She’d never met Wizard, had contacted him on Sam’s instructions—which in and of itself was a questionable recommendation—but she couldn’t imagine he’d be any match for Luc. She had a hard time imagining anyone as a match for Luc.

      The door of the cab opened, and a man swung down. He was tall, wearing a black parka, the hood pulled up, obscuring his features. She felt a moment’s pity, and then squelched the unwelcome emotion. Not her fight. Not her business. Sam’s words of loving fatherly advice rang in her head as clear as if he were standing beside her. If there’s no profit in it for you, stupid girl, then walk away. Just walk away. What do you care for some sucker’s lousy luck?

      Not only was there no profit in it for her, but the jackass had cost her. Wizard was supposed to show up an hour ago with a temporary Janson trucking license that would allow her to jump the queue all nice and legal, behind the Janson but ahead of the other indies. Instead, he was an hour late, and he’d dragged a frigging army with him. Too bad the army wasn’t on his side.

      Wizard strode forward. He made it halfway across the parking lot, halfway to the door of the truck stop before Luc’s fist connected with his face. Raina winced. She had a brief impression of long, dark hair as the hood fell back and Wizard’s head snapped sideways. He went down, rolling head over heels across the inflexible sheet of solid ice.

      In three strides Luc was on him, the steel reinforced toe of his company-issue boots finding a nice home right between Wizard’s ribs. Wizard didn’t move, didn’t moan, and for a second Raina wondered if that first punch had knocked him out cold. With a laugh, Luc kicked him again, and then nudged him with his boot, once, twice. He backed off, waving at the group that surrounded him, shaking hands as he slowly made his way toward the door of the diner, acting as though he’d just rid the world of public enemy number one.

      The remaining Jansons closed in, a pack of avid rats, eyes glittering with malevolent intent. There was no doubt in Raina’s mind that they were going to beat Wizard within an inch of his life, a warning to anyone who tried to cross them.

      Raina glanced at her snowscooter. She’d been smart enough to park her rig in a safe place and use the scooter to get her to the truck stop. No sense inviting trouble. Now she wondered if she could maneuver into the circle of men surrounding Wizard’s prone form, nab him, and get them both out of here before someone got killed. She hesitated, the thought going against her instinct for self-preservation. Why she was even considering this she couldn’t say. Hadn’t Sam Bowen beaten all compassion out of her? Stupid girl. Empathy will only get you killed.

      Squelching the voice in her head, she focused on the guy sprawled across the frozen ground. He had the damned trucking license, and she needed it. All she had to do was figure a way to get it.

      She cringed as Wizard pushed himself to his feet. Shaking his head as if to clear it, he wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. God, he didn’t even have the sense to stay down.

      “Hey, Luc,” he called softly, the sound of his voice drawing Raina up short. Low, rich, a sensual baritone that sent a shiver up her spine. “While you’re in there, you want to fetch me a beer?” He imitated Luc’s drawl to perfection.

      Raina closed her eyes and sighed. Dim. Thick. Brainless. He was a dead man. And all for the sake of what? His machismo? She shifted, trying to get a look at his face, but he’d pulled his hood up again.

      Big Luc turned slowly to face him. “You got a death wish, boy?”

      “Name’s Wizard, and the only thing I’m wishing for is a long cold beer.” Oh, that slow, lazy drawl. It should be illegal for a guy that dumb to have a voice that smooth.

      “Well, Wiiiiz-aaard...” Luc guffawed, slapping one fleshy palm on his thigh. “You ready to die?”

      Run. Run. Run. You might have a chance. Raina willed him to move. Big Luc would kill him and leave his frozen carcass in the snow. The wild dogs would pick him clean, and no one would care. She’d make herself not care.

      Luc lunged at him. Raina expected Wizard to step back, to dodge, to move. Instead, he shot out one fist with lightning speed, and dropped Luc in his tracks.

      She blinked, certain her brain was processing something other than what her eyes had seen.

      For a moment she waited, convinced that Luc would get up, would charge like an enraged bull and cut Wizard down. Without a backward look, Wizard turned and strode in the direction of the diner, as if he hadn’t just accomplished the impossible. As if he hadn’t just invited his own assassination.

      And, oh, the way he moved... confident, fluid, a man comfortable in his own skin. Raina watched him for a long moment, and then looked away, wondering what the hell was wrong with her. Why should she care about the easy way some useless gun trucker moved his hips?

      Whoooo. Get it together, Bowen.

      No one spoke. No one moved. It felt like no one dared breathe, and then two guys stepped forward, hauled Big Luc up by his armpits, and dragged him away.

      Stupid man. Stupid, stupid man. Wizard had just made a mighty powerful enemy in the Janson Trucking Company. Actually, they’d been his enemies from the second he’d jumped line, but they might have let him live... suffer, but live. Maybe. Now she didn’t think so. They were likely to gut him and feed his intestines down his own throat.

      Her breath hissed from between her teeth. She needed the Gladow winnings. For herself. For Beth.

      She needed that temporary license, which meant she was just as stupid as Wizard was, because she was about to step into his fight.

      Hugging the shadows, she sprinted to the edge of the wall, climbed onto her snowscooter, and gunned the engine. She spun the scooter in an arc. Heart racing, she stopped sharply near the door of the truck stop, just behind the dumb jackass who had so thoroughly messed up her plans.

      “Get on,” Raina shouted. Several of the Janson men were closing in, and she was glad that the hood of her anorak hid her features from view. She could only pray that they wouldn’t recognize her. Yeah, right. And if by some miracle they didn’t, all they had to do was ask around at Bob’s and the Siberian she’d cut would be only too happy to provide her name. This was her night for dumb choices. “If you have one iota of sense, get on.”

      Wizard whipped around to face her. For a frozen moment he stood silhouetted against the light streaming from the window behind him. She thought he would prove that he lacked even that one iota of sense she’d mentioned, for he just stood there, his head tilted as he watched the line of Janson truckers who were slowly stalking him, closing in behind her. She could sense them, see the hazy reflections of their faces in the windows of the truck stop at Wizard’s back.

      Then with a shrug, he swung one long leg over the seat of the snowscooter, his arms coming around her waist as he climbed on.

      Raina gunned the engine and took off into the star-tossed night. Heart racing, she set the speed as fast as she dared, knowing the dangers of hitting a deep rut at high speed. Knowing, too, that there was a strong likelihood they’d be followed. Even over the noise of the engine she could hear the roar of a mob denied.

      Heat exploded in a shimmering wave, and for an instant, night turned to day as someone fired a round of plas-shot.

      Wizard’s reaction had to be instinctive. He pushed up tight against her back, protecting her with his body. With a hiss, she jerked her elbow sharply into his gut, sending the message that she didn’t need him to act like human armor. Moron.

      She could feel him behind her, pressed up against her back, his muscled thighs melded to hers, his arms forming a solid vise around her waist. He was bigger than she had expected. When he’d stepped down from his truck, all she’d registered was the size of Big Luc, the danger posed by the Janson drivers.

      She’d thought Wizard their harmless prey.

      Now, with the feel of his long, hard body pushed up against her, she wondered how she could have been so wrong.

      She shifted forward a couple of inches, putting as much space between them as she could. Her thoughts turned back to the men they’d left behind. She knew for certain that the Janson hadn’t expected anyone to play savior to their chosen quarry. And since she’d been fool enough to take on the role…well, she could only hope that she’d not been recognized, and that the Siberian was too embarrassed to admit he’d been cut by a woman. Making an enemy of Janson Trucking was fool’s work. And that fool was on the back of her snowscooter.

      Annoyance curled through her. Now that she’d saved him, just where was she supposed to take him? She stared out into the night, endless star-stippled sky above a frozen waste. His rig was parked back at the truck stop, and until the Janson left, she’d be wiser not to return there. Her rig was parked to the east, on a little-known access road that actually led to nowhere—a throwback to the days before the Fossil Fuel Edict of 2089. She turned east, mentally chastising herself for getting involved in something that was none of her affair. But, hell, she needed that license because she was going to win that race to Gladow Station.

      The bite of the wind had grown bitter, and Raina tugged her hood closer around her face as she drove. Some thirty minutes passed before the outline of her truck loomed ahead, a bulky, dark silhouette against the midnight sky, chrome trim highlighted by the beam of the snowscooter’s headlight.

      “Home, sweet home,” she muttered as she killed the engine and climbed off the seat, pulling the hood of her parka back. The frigid air slapped her skin as she stalked forward, and she was glad for the discomfort. Maybe it would smack some sense into her. Lord knew she’d left hers in the lot outside the truck stop when she’d offered a ride to Wizard.

      Expecting him to be right behind her, she keyed in the code, opened the door of the cab, and climbed inside. She spoke over her shoulder as she flicked on the light. “You can lie low here for the night, get your truck tomorrow. Big Luc and his friends will either be gone by morning, or too drunk to notice when you come back for your rig. Either way, you aren’t going anywhere tonight. Too dangerous.”

      When there was no reply, Raina turned and found to her exasperation that Wizard was leaning against the snowscooter, arms crossed, long legs outstretched, face obscured by the hood of his anorak. He was no more than a dark shadow on an equally dark night. His posture was comfortable, relaxed, as though the glacial chill was no more than a temperate breeze.

      “Are you planning to sleep out there?” she called.

      “Preferably not.” He rose and crossed the space that separated them. The light from the cab leaked across the snow, then across him as he stepped into the circle of its scattered rays. “But it is impolite to enter another’s domicile without an invitation.”

      The cadence of his words, his tone, they sounded different now that he wasn’t mimicking Luc.

      “You want an invitation to my domicile?” She snorted. “Won’t you join me for tea?” Moron.

      Raina had a fleeting impression of dark hair spilling from beneath his hood before he ducked his head and climbed up the side of the cab. She stepped back to let him in, unfastened the catch-seam of her own parka and hung it on the hook behind the driver’s seat.

      She led the way into the small living quarters that backed off the driver’s cabin. She felt awkward having him here. Gesturing to the plasma screen set into one wall of her rig, she spoke over her shoulder, babbling as she tried to cover her discomfort. “I can track six satellites, and over four thousand channels. Used to be seven satellites, but I think an orbit decayed.”

      Her companion made no reply. It appeared that he wasn’t interested in small talk. Fine by her. She wasn’t particularly adept at it herself.

      She snatched a pile of microdisks off the plastitech chair, clutched them against her chest, and looked around for somewhere to put them. The chair was the only place to sit other than the bed, and she wasn’t about to offer him that. Hazarding a glance over her shoulder, Raina checked just to make certain he was still there. Her breath skidded to a stunned stop.

      He was right behind her, his tall frame a hand span away. Up close, with his hood thrown back, the catch-seam of his parka undone, Wizard didn’t look helpless at all. A day’s growth of beard shaded the chiseled plane of his jaw, and his full lips were drawn into a hard line. He looked dangerous, self-assured, frightening. Not a man who’d needed saving.

      Hugging the microdisks like a shield, Raina tipped her head back and met his eyes. Slate gray. Cold. She swallowed. What the hell had she been thinking to bring him here? He wasn’t some lost puppy who needed a warm place to sleep.

      She blew out a slow breath.

      As if sensing her discomfort, Wizard took a step back. Turning, he looked around the interior of her tiny quarters. Barely the size of a large closet, it was actually luxurious for a trucker.

      He crossed to the plasma screen, ran one finger lightly across the buttons. Watching him touch her things with those strong, blunt fingers made her feel uneasy.

      Annoyed at herself for bringing him here, irritated that he unnerved her, she had an urge to make him as uncomfortable as he made her. “You were late,” she said flatly.

      “Affirmative.” He picked up a microdisk, put it down again.

      She’d already surmised that he didn’t have much in the way of gray matter, so she spoke deliberately and clearly. “I was counting on you to arrive as agreed with the special license.”

      Turning his head, he glanced over his shoulder, his silky black hair falling forward to caress the hard line of his jaw. There were marcasite beads woven through a long braid behind his right ear, and they caught the light, glittering as he moved.

      “I agreed to meet Bowen with the license. No one mentioned a girl.”

      A girl. She gritted her teeth. Yanking open a cupboard door, she then shoved the microdisks inside. “I’m Bowen. Raina Bowen.”

      “Yes.” He stared at her a moment too long, then slowly paced to the opposite side of the small space.

      Yes? What was that supposed to mean?

      “I was supposed to meet Sam Bowen.” He tapped the wall, opened and closed a cupboard. “A well appointed rig. Hydrogen power? Fuel cell?”

      Raina nodded, then realized he wasn’t looking at her. “Yeah. With solar panels on the roof of the cab along with a hydroponics grow-tube.” She paused. “Whoever you were expecting to meet, you were still late.”

      “Acknowledged.”

      Well, that about summed it up. She bit her tongue against the urge to demand an explanation, deciding that the why of it didn’t really matter.

      Pushing open the door to the miniscule bathroom, he poked his head inside, and then turned to face her. “Efficient and well designed. Full bathroom. Shower stall. Mind if I use it when we are done?”

      “Done?” With what?

      He shrugged. “I can use the shower before, if you prefer, though I used the one in my rig just this afternoon.”

      Wizard pulled off his parka, folded it with meticulous care, and placed it neatly on the plastitech chair. He wore a black thermal top that clung to every muscled ridge of his torso. Raina swallowed, looking despite herself. Hell, she could appreciate art as well as the next woman.

      He was even taller, broader, more leanly muscled than she’d thought. The realization clanged a warning bell. Slipping her knife from the sheath hanging across the small of her back, she shifted into a defensive stance. Wizard hooked his fingers into the hem of his shirt and began to peel it off, baring a nice strip of golden skin and ridged abdomen.

      Oh, man. Somehow this guy had leaped to a conclusion that was just plain wrong.

      “Uh, Wizard. Nice show, but I’m not looking for a stripper.” Or a quick lay, but she couldn’t manage those words out loud.

      His hands stilled midmovement, and he raised a questioning brow. Gray eyes glittered beneath dark lashes, scanning her with unhurried interest. She saw him take note of the knife, his gaze sliding over it, unconcerned. “My mistake,” he conceded gracefully. “So what are we doing here, Raina Bowen?”

      “What are we doing here? You thought I wanted... with you... a worthless gun trucker...?” She tamped down the insidious voice that whispered across her thoughts, telling her that he was one gorgeous specimen of worthless gun trucker, and maybe that was worth something. “Well, I’m not sure about you, Wiii-zaaard,” she said softly, drawing out his name in a fair imitation of Big Luc, “but I’m saving your butt.”

      “My butt?” He blinked, tilting his head a bit to one side. “Saving it for what? Breakfast?”

      She couldn’t help it. She laughed. His head jerked up, his gaze locked on hers, a flicker of surprise betrayed and then masked.

      Hell. He really was dumb as a post. And he clearly had no intention of pushing the issue of coital association between them.

      Deciding that while he might not be harmless, he wasn’t about to attack, Raina re-sheathed her knife and reached for the spare pillow.
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      Wizard lay on his back on the floor. He could hear the deep, even rhythm of Raina Bowen’s breathing, knew she’d fallen asleep almost as soon as her head had touched the pillow. For a minute there, he’d thought she was going to tell him to go outside and sleep in the snow. Nice of her to offer her hard, cold floor for his comfort.

      Staring into the darkness that engulfed the small room, he analyzed the events that had resulted in his current circumstance. At the truck stop, when he’d turned to find a gorgeous girl on a snowscooter, blond hair spilling out her hood and over her shoulder, eyes flashing blue fire, he’d assumed she’d wanted what most women wanted from him: an endless, perfect night. If he hadn’t mistaken her intentions, hadn’t assumed that she wanted sexual congress, he would never have jumped on the back of her snowscooter. And if she hadn’t distracted him, he would have finished with the Janson and he’d be sleeping in his own warm bed right now.

      To find out that he’d mistaken Raina Bowen for a girl on the prowl...

      Mistakes were outside the realm of acceptable conduct. That he’d made one tonight, over something so basic, was intolerable and not in the scope of his normal behavior patterns. Worse, he’d made a joke. Or at least, he’d tried.

      People rarely found his attempts at humor funny. But Raina Bowen had been amused. All the years he had worked to understand humor, failing at every attempt, and this woman had laughed at his wit. He’d been surprised. And pleased.

      Until he’d been almost eleven years old, he hadn’t even realized that there was such a thing as comedy, and it had taken another decade before he’d begun to understand that he was supposed to laugh, or at least smile, when someone cracked a joke. Guess that made him a late bloomer.

      He’d been practicing, though. He tried it now, under the cover of darkness, forcing the corners of his mouth to lift in an awkward parody of a smile. Oh, it might not look awkward to an observer, but it felt inexplicably strange to him.

      He heard Raina shift in her sleep. There was a rack of weapons above her bed. Two knives. A Bolinger plasma gun, modified, from what he could see. Nice. She’d made a point of placing a third knife beside her hand as she climbed into bed, made a point of making sure he noticed.

      The lady wasn’t one to take chances. He didn’t need a dictionary to tell him that she didn’t know the definition of trust. Of course, there was no reason for her to trust him. An image of Sam Bowen flashed through his mind. Wizard analyzed the probabilities and determined the most likely scenario of exactly how she’d grown up. Bullied. Pushed toward the paranoid. Indoctrinated with the belief that betrayal waited at every turn. Sam Bowen must have taught his daughter the truth as he knew it.

      Trust? Wizard could find no logical reason for her to trust him. Smart girl. But it would have made his job a little easier.

      He knew her by reputation. Raina Bowen. In recent years Sam hadn’t mentioned his daughter, never talked about her, but there were plenty of other people who did. The stories made her sound like a crazed Amazon. Hard to believe. He glanced at the bed where she slept. Pitch-black, but he could still see her. Hear her. Smell her subtle fragrance. He couldn’t turn off his senses if he wanted to; they were genetic gifts that had been granted him before he was born. And right now he was glad for those gifts because for some insane reason he liked lying in the darkness of Raina’s truck, listening to her breathe.

      Frowning, he shifted on the hard floor, sifting through bits of information that had filtered to him over the past few months. While this turn of events explained much, they also complicated his plan, though not significantly. The stories were true. Sam Bowen was dead.

      And as he recalled, the rumors said it was his daughter who had killed him.
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      With a groan, Raina rolled to her side. It was six a.m., and the sun wouldn’t creep across the sky for another three and a half hours, with dusk a mere seven hours after that. Welcome to the frigging frozen North.

      Yawning, she stretched both arms above her head and brushed her fingers over the switch above her bed, sending a small circle of light leaking across the floor. She could barely discern the outline of the man sleeping an arm’s length away. At least he didn’t snore. Or rustle the blankets. In fact, he’d been so quiet that at one point she’d wondered if he was still alive.

      “Good morning.” Wizard’s velvet voice slid across the space between them.

      She nearly jumped out of her skin. “I thought you were still asleep.”

      “I’ve been awake for two hours, seventeen minutes, nine seconds.”

      Okay. A little meticulous in regard to time.

      He rose, stretched, his arms reaching high, fingers contacting the ceiling. The hem of his shirt rode up, revealing toned abdomen ridged with muscle. And a thick leather belt, studded with glittering throw-stars, razor sharp, deadly.

      Wizard followed her gaze.

      “Expecting trouble?” Raina asked, annoyed that she hadn’t noticed the weapons the previous night. She’d expected he was armed, but she hadn’t anticipated a full arsenal. The only thing missing was a fusion missile.

      “Always.” He turned slowly, as though modeling his apparel, and she saw the sheath that lay across the small of his back. The handle of a knife lay flat against his skin. A man after her own heart.

      Raina’s right hand strayed to the mattress, where her own blade nestled in the blankets, never far from her side.

      “You’ve been awake for a couple of hours? What were you doing lying there in the dark?” she asked suspiciously.

      His eyes met hers, colder than the frigid expanse of Waste outside. “Lying in the dark.” He let the words hang, then added with what might have been a hint of sarcasm, “Playing⁠—”

      Could he mean...? Ugh. Well, bully for him. She resisted the urge to drop her gaze to his crotch.

      “—mathematical tabulation games in my mind,” he finished.

      Yeah, right. She tossed back the quilt and swung her legs over the side of the bed. The move brought the breadth of his chest directly into her line of vision, blocking the cabin from view. “Playing, huh? With yourself? Thanks so much for sharing.”

      “We could share whatever catches your fancy.” His voice was low, husky. He actually sounded serious.

      It was the second time in less than twenty-four hours that he’d offered to sleep with her. Did she look desperate?

      “No.”

      Had she asked that out loud? Raina stifled a groan. Tilting her head back, she looked at his face and frowned, distracted from her embarrassment as she studied the carved line of his jaw. It should be swollen, discolored, bruised.

      “Didn’t Big Luc land one on the side of your jaw last night?”

      “I believe the applicable terminology is sucker punch.”

      “Yeah. Right. If you’d seen it coming he never would have laid a hand on you. Whatever.” She squinted in the dim light. “So where’s the bruise?”

      Wizard lifted one blunt-fingered hand to his stubbled jaw, rubbing it absently. “I heal quickly.”

      That was an understatement. By rights, his jaw ought to be broken. His ribs, too. But from the way he’d stretched earlier, it seemed that his side wasn’t any more painful than his face. She waited for an explanation, but the big galoot just stood there, watching her.

      She cleared her throat. “I’m thinking we should be on our way. The sooner the better. You want to use the shower? I have a min-dry.”

      “A min-dry.” He lifted one dark, straight brow. “Impressive.”

      “I couldn’t bear the thought of driving for days on end without a shower or clean clothes.” So she’d paid the exorbitant fee to have her rig outfitted with a tiny shower cubicle and a min-dry, allowing her to wash herself and her clothes at the same time, then dry them in an instant. A ridiculous luxury, but one she hadn’t been willing to live without. She nodded toward the bathroom. “There’s soap in the cupboard over the sink, and a spare hydro-pic for your teeth.”

      “Thank you.” He turned away, pausing in the doorway, his back to her. “What happened to Bowen?” he asked.

      Raina winced. Three months and the memory still sliced through her like a dull blade, hacking a jagged edge as it went. Sam Bowen had been a lousy dad. Disinterested on the best of days, downright nasty on the worst. But on his last day, he’d died in her place, and the memory still made her feel gut-wrenchingly sick.

      “He died. Three months ago. Reavers.”

      The broad expanse of Wizard’s back filled the narrow doorway of the bathroom. He still didn’t turn, and for a moment she thought he wouldn’t comment. Better if he didn’t.

      “The ICW’s no place for a girl.” He stepped into the bathroom, the door closing behind him with a soft click.

      Raina thought that if his throw-stars had been within easy reach, she’d have enjoyed sinking one into his thick, stupid skull. No place for a girl. Well, some might say there was truth in his words, but Raina Bowen hadn’t been raised as a girl. She’d been playing by men’s rules, by Sam Bowen’s rules, all her life. That made her qualified to handle anything the ICW could throw her way. Including one arrogant, worthless trucker with more brawn than brains.

      She heard the pounding of the shower and closed her eyes, imagining Wizard, water sluicing over him, wet clothes clinging to the sculpted muscles of his arms, his back, his buttocks. Then the min-dry sucking the moisture out, leaving him squeaky-clean.

      Her breath left her in a soft whoosh. She’d been on the road too long if she was fantasizing about a useless gun trucker, no matter how pretty he was. No way was she ever going to act on any fantasy; no way would she let anyone get that close. If you let someone get close, they took things you didn’t want to give. Or they died. Like Mama. Like Sam. Either way, she’d learned to keep the world at arm’s length, and a pretty-boy gun trucker was not going to make her bend her rules.

      A sound distracted her. Was he singing? And did it have to be off-key?

      Damn Wizard for being gorgeous, and double damn him for making her notice.
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      Dragging on her parka, Raina pushed open the door of the cab and braved the darkness and the frigid air. It had snowed during the night. The snowscooter was covered in a layer of crystalline powder, the tracks of the night before vanished beneath the fresh fall. She made short work of stowing the powerful machine in the cradle under her truck, then using a broom to brush away the new tracks she made in the process. No sense taking chances.

      Stepping back several paces, she glanced at her rig, glad that to the casual eye the snowscooter was invisible. She didn’t want Janson Trucking to recognize her for the Good Samaritan who’d hauled Wizard’s ass out of the fight the previous night. With that fifty-million-interdollar prize calling her name, what she needed was that temporary pass and easy passage on the ICW. What she didn’t need were complications.

      She had plans for that money. Some selfish. Some not so selfish.

      As she climbed back into the cab, a subtle throb pulsed beneath her feet. Her head snapped up and she squinted at the horizon, waiting as the sensation changed, coalesced into a hum and, finally, a roar. The lights of three enormous trucks moved into view, illuminating tires as tall as small houses chewing up the snow and spewing it in a wide arc that fanned out behind them. Five minutes, tops, before she found herself entertaining unwanted guests.

      This entire run to Gladow Station was skidding over the slippery edge from fairly lousy to just plain miserable.

      Raina slapped open the door to her living quarters, stopping dead when she caught Wizard in unexpected dishabille, close enough to touch. His shirt was tossed across the back of the chair, the smooth planes of his naked chest shifting subtly as he ran her brush through his thick hair. Well, help yourself, buddy.

      And why the hell did he have his shirt off?

      She froze, drank in the sight of him, golden skin and lean strength. Wide, square shoulders, trim waist, long legs... everything about him was beautifully male. Her gaze slid to the band that circled his right biceps, an intricate design of what appeared to be ancient letters and designs ingrained in his skin. A tattoo. Frig.

      She’d never seen one... well, other than in a holopic.

      God, what else could go wrong? She was harboring a criminal. If he were caught in her rig with that tattoo, they’d both be heading for a life sentence in the stone pits of Africa, where the average life expectancy was three years. Fact was, most people wished for death long before that.

      Her gaze shot to his. “You’re in breach of the Blood-borne Pathogen Act of 2087.”

      “Arrest me.” He glanced at the tattoo, then turned his head, his attention caught by the trucks that were rapidly eating up the terrain outside the window. With one step he moved to where she stood, trapping her between the back of the driver’s seat and the lean, hard length of his half-naked body. “Looks like a party. Is it for me, or for you?”

      She held up one hand. “Hey, I’m not the one who decked Big Luc.”

      Wizard’s gaze snapped to hers, hard, flat. “But you could have.”

      Raina swallowed, strangely pleased by his observation, and acutely aware of the length of him pressed up against her. Solid male muscle, tense and ready. What was wrong with her that she didn’t simply knee him in a strategic spot and firmly move him outside of her personal space? She usually had very definite rules about personal space.

      His hand closed around her upper arm, and he pulled her behind him, using himself as a shield. Frigging Sir Lancelot. Like he could stop three Janson and their arsenal of plasguns with his bare chest.

      “If they find you here, we’re both no better than a meal for the wild dogs. So cut the chivalry act, and hide. Or better yet, leave.” Placing both her palms flat on the smooth skin of his back, Raina shoved him toward the rear of the truck.

      Wizard hesitated for a fraction of a second, as though he were going to give in to some macho need to stand his ground. Raina gave another shove—hard—against his back. His skin was warm, and she could feel the play of muscle beneath her touch. She jerked her hands away.

      He reached for his shirt, tugged it over his head, then grabbed his parka and slid his arms through the sleeves. “Tsk, tsk, Raina Bowen. You invite a man to spend the night, then throw him out before first light. Cold. Very cold.”

      Two steps and he was right in front of her, so close she could see the thin lines of blue that fanned through the gray of his irises, smell the scent of him, soap and skin. A wave of confusion washed over her, but before she could fathom its cause, Wizard leaned in and brushed his lips across hers. Warm. Firm. Raina sucked in a startled breath.

      He turned away and crossed to the far end of the cab. Opening the door, he then leaped down, knees bent as he landed with the grace of a gymnast. He pulled one glove from his pocket and used it to sweep back and forth, dusting away any evidence of his footsteps in the snow.

      “Wait!” She let out a soft hiss of frustration, angry with him for the unexpected heat that the touch of his lips had ignited. Angry with herself that she hadn’t taken a swipe at him for daring to touch her. Angriest of all because he wasn’t the biggest moron in the Waste; she was. “I need that frigging temporary license,” she said with a snarl.

      “My apologies, Raina Bowen.” He actually sounded sincere.

      Raising his hand in a farewell salutation, Wizard stepped back to blend with the shadows and the darkness.
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      Big Luc himself pushed his way into Raina’s truck. She swallowed against the surge of revulsion that clawed at her throat as his eyes skimmed her body. It was all she could do to resist the opposing urges to cross her arms over her breasts, or to pull out her blade and slice Luc’s soft white belly, gutting him like a fish.

      “Pretty girl. Pretty rig.” Luc caught a strand of Raina’s hair between his fingers, rubbing it lightly before bringing it to his nose and inhaling loudly. His nails were chewed to stubs. The tips of his fingers were stained yellow.

      Raina swallowed her disgust and looked away, choosing her time, choosing her battle. The sun was coming up now. Luc and the two men with him had spent the past couple of hours taking her truck apart while she skimmed the satellite link, feigning disinterest in their activities. Now she rose, facing Luc with a carefully arranged expression of vacuous stupidity. The move brought him too close for her comfort, but she preferred to face him on her feet rather than at the disadvantage of being seated with him looming over her.

      They’d found the snowscooter, but no tracks. Lots of truckers carried a spare vehicle—that fact had saved her life, so far. They had no proof that she was connected to Wizard in any way.

      “You were at Bob’s last night. Alone. Who were you waiting for, pretty girl?”

      She shrugged lightly. “I was there for a drink.”

      “You cut a Siberian gun trucker. Embarrassed him in front of his comrades.” Luc circled around behind her, then leaned in and spoke close to her ear. “He would be very interested to know where you are right now.”

      So the Siberian hadn’t been too embarrassed to give up her name. But even if she hadn’t revealed it to him, her description would have been enough someone to figure out her identity eventually. Raina bit back a curse, careful to let her expression betray nothing. This was Wizard’s fault. If he’d been on time…if he hadn’t jumped the line on the ICW, drawing the Jansons’ attention...

      “This man, this Wizard, he’s trouble. He jumped line last night on the ICW.”

      Tell me something I don’t already know.

      “And before that, he stole two temporary passes⁠—”

      There you go. Something I didn’t know.

      “Stole? From the Janson?” she asked incredulously, turning to face Big Luc. There was no need to feign surprise. Wizard was certifiably, irrevocably insane. He was supposed to buy the passes on the black market—Janson truckers often sold their passes to earn some extra cash—not steal them directly from the company. “Who in their right mind would steal from you? The Janson own the ICW.”

      That wasn’t strictly true. According to the New Government Order, the ICW belonged to the people. But anyone who drove the highway knew it belonged to the man who owned the Janson: Duncan Bane.

      The thought of him made her skin crawl.

      “You’re a smart girl.” Big Luc smiled at her, baring crooked yellow teeth in an expression of genuine approval. She’d said the right thing, and for the moment, he looked positively benign. Then he shook his head balefully. “I doubt that boy is in his right mind,” Luc said with exaggerated concern. “Don’t you know his story?”

      Raina frowned. She didn’t know Wizard’s story. Didn’t think she wanted to. One thing she did know: her dad had hooked up with Wizard and made a bargain, and with his dying breath Sam had made her promise to look the guy up. Only, from what she’d seen so far, that meant her dad hadn’t known squat.

      “He’s a mercenary.” Luc grinned, an ugly stretching of lips and skin. “Used to work for the New Government Order before he decided to sell himself to the highest bidder.”

      Not just a no-account gun trucker. A mercenary. My, my, isn’t Wizard just full of surprises? Raina shrugged. Being a mercenary wasn’t any worse than working for the Order. Either way, you ended up employed by slime.

      Luc’s gaze strayed to his companions. “Doug, Glenn, go meet the others at the Line Sixty-four fill station.” His gaze raked Raina, lingering on her breasts. “I’ll be along in a bit.”

      As the two men left, Raina suppressed a satisfied smile. She’d be alone with Luc. She could have taken out all three if she had to, but it would be easier, quicker, to deal with only one.

      Luc stood by her side, watching as his two companions drove away.

      “Come play hide the salami, pretty girl.” He grabbed her hair, roughly yanking her head back as he tried to kiss her on the mouth. Twisting her head aside, she diverted his lips to her cheek. She could smell beer and garlic, and the metallic stink of rotting teeth. Big Luc could use a visit to the dentist. What was it with Janson truckers and personal hygiene?

      Jerking away, Raina dragged the back of her hand across her cheek. “Go away, Luc. Tell your boys that we did the wild thing, and I won’t deny it.”

      “We’ll do it. And I’ll tell them.” He puffed out his chest, leering at her. “You won’t deny it, pretty girl. You’ll dream about getting it again.”

      Uh-huh. Raina shook her head. “Last warning,” she said softly, twisting away as Luc’s thick fingers grasped at thin air, hating the fact that she knew he wouldn’t listen.

      He growled, lunging for her. With a sugary smile, she stepped into his rough embrace, dropping her hand to the front of his filthy jeans. He hesitated, disoriented by her apparent acquiescence. She closed her fingers tight around Luc’s testicles and gave a sharp, hard twist. He howled, doubling over.

      “Don’t move,” she whispered when he made to grab her wrist. “Don’t even think about moving.”

      She could swear something moved in the shadows, but when she glanced up over Luc’s shoulder, there was nothing there.

      “I have this thing about personal space,” she said, shifting to the side and tightening her grip around Luc’s family jewels. “I don’t like people getting close. Ever.”

      With her free hand she lifted a metal pot from the counter, for once infinitely glad that her home was so cramped. And without a moment’s hesitation, she rapped Luc hard on the head, watching in satisfaction as he slumped to the ground.

      “ICW’s no place for a girl,” she mimicked irritably, raising her gaze as the shadow she had noticed earlier shifted and stepped forward. “You could have at least lent a hand.”

      Wizard leaned against the door of the cab, watching her, his gray eyes glittering. He smiled, a controlled movement of his lips, a little stiff, as though he wasn’t exactly sure whether he was doing it right. For a second she forgot all about the rancid trucker sprawled unconscious on the floor. All she could think about was the fact that when he smiled, white teeth flashing, one cheek creasing in a sexy dimple, Wizard was too perfect to be real.

      God, why this man? It was the last, the absolute last thing she needed right now—a mindless attraction to a worthless gun trucker who couldn’t even deliver the pass he’d promised her.

      “You didn’t look like you needed my help,” he said, smoke and velvet.

      She blinked, dragging her mind back to the situation at hand. “Well, I wouldn’t mind it now. Drag him out to his truck⁠—”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he interrupted. “You do not want me to leave him outside in the snow?”

      “I don’t like killing.” She thought of Sam, the darkness, the bitter wind, the cold, and the blood. “What do you think would happen to him in this temperature?”

      Wizard narrowed his eyes, and for a second she regretted revealing so much. What would he do with the knowledge that she hated to take a life? But, no, she reminded herself. He’d been dumb enough to steal trucking passes from the Janson. No way was he going to see inside her mind, understand its working. The comment had probably gone right over his head.

      “The temperature outside is minus-thirty-six degrees.” His voice was devoid of expression. “Primary accidental hypothermia resulting from environmental exposure results in decreased heat production. At rest, humans produce forty to sixty kilocalories of heat per square meter of body surface.”

      Ohhh-kay. With a start, she realized that his contemplative expression had nothing to do with what she’d divulged. He was actually answering her rhetorical question. “I need to know this because...?”

      “Exposure at these temperatures would result in frostbite. Tissue cells would be subject to ice-crystal formation, cellular dehydration, protein denaturation, inhibition of DNA synthesis, and abnormal cell wall permeability⁠—”

      “Uh, Wizard,” she cut him off as he paused to draw breath. “I just don’t want the Janson any more pissed at me than they already are. A dead carcass definitely won’t sway them in my favor.” She smiled thinly. “But, um, thanks for the lesson about the dangers of cold weather. I’ll keep it in mind.”

      “You asked what would happen to him in this temperature. I provided the requested information.”

      “Umm, yeah. But I didn’t mean it literally.”

      He tilted his head to one side. “Then why ask?”

      “It was a rhetorical question.”

      “Understood.” He gave a sharp nod. “In the future please clarify.” He hooked his hands under Luc’s arms and dragged him outside.

      Raina stood staring at the empty space Wizard had just vacated. He’d been like some kind of human computer, standing there spouting facts as if he were reading them from a book. Weird.

      Crossing to her tiny bathroom, Raina carefully scrubbed her hands, disgusted by the fact that she’d touched Luc. She splashed water on her face, then brushed her teeth, desperate to take away the feel, the smell of Luc on her body. She could hardly spare the time, but the shower stall beckoned. Three minutes later, she was out and dry, her physical comfort sorted out, her emotional well-being in turmoil.

      Here she was, in the middle of the frozen frigging Northern Waste, persona non grata with the Janson army. No pass. No apparent way to get to Gladow Station. And no idea what to do with Wizard, a man who wasn’t anything he appeared to be.

      She wanted—needed—that interdollar prize. For herself. And for Beth.

      Hell. Trust Sam Bowen to get himself killed and leave her with the responsibility of a sister she’d never known she had.
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