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Can souls touch through dreams and find their way home again?

JACKSON PORTER SEEKS to fulfill his mother, Claire Porter’s, dying request, and find answers about the imaginary lover who haunts his nights. His future, he learns, is in a place called Ohio, miles and centuries away from his barrier island home in 1745. The land, his dying mother tells him, is his legacy. She urges him to claim it.

In the year 2038, Kari Upton is driven to fight federal sanctions to save her land and her valuable poppy crops. Her upcoming marriage is one of convenience. Marrying Tye Gentry will save her Ohio farmland. There is no other way to gain power than to marry him and ride on his father’s political coattails to the state legislature.

And all would be perfect if it weren’t for those erotic dreams of a man with long dark hair who haunts her day and night....
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NORTH OF CINCINNATI, Ohio

Organic Medicinal Dominion

June 2038

Tiny pants of breath lifted her chest and exited her throat in a staccato rhythm. Darkness swirled, a dizzying sense of vertigo enveloped her. His fingers kneaded her breasts; his lips captured hers. Desire and passion surged from deep within her belly.

Kari Upton tried to fight it. Desperately tried. But this time he was too strong. The vision too powerful. The need too urgent, consuming, overwrought with passion. And as she saw the image of his face pull away, he slid into her, the length of his velvet hardness caressing her insides.

She could feel him, dammit!

In a frenzied rush, he plunged into her. Repeatedly. Her head fell to the side, and her eyes fluttered closed. An involuntary arch thrust her body against her imaginary lover’s. Beneath the tangled sheets, her hands splayed along her torso, desperate to clutch his flesh and pull him closer. Frantically grasping at hers instead, she lost the battle to stifle the need to end this excruciating pleasure that bordered on pain.

As a tiny coil embedded deep inside the very thing that made her a woman drew close to springing with wild abandon, she was sure his hands were on her flesh. That his lips caressed hers. That the silk of his hair, long and black as the night, tangled in her fingers. That the most intimate part of his body impaled her with the firm length of his flesh.

Give in.

Curls of pleasure radiated from her core, the spiral unraveling, slow and determined. The tendrils stretched to fingertips and toes while the most sensitive areas of her body peaked and convulsed at his repeated plunge. All her convictions were again spinning out of control. She’d vowed so many times he would not get to her. Again. But he did, every time.

She didn’t care.

Trembling, she gasped, aching to call out his name. Wanting him to say hers back on heated breath.

Han.

Kari.

Then he plunged one last time, shuddered and leaned into her. She shouted his name from her lips. She didn’t want to open her eyes, didn’t want him to disappear. Could feel the weight of his stilled body against her chest. The moist warmth of his breath against her cheek. The savoring of their lovemaking as he refused to draw away from her.

Yes, dammit! She could feel every inch of him. And more. She could feel his desperation. His need.

Or was it her own?

Her body shivered and Kari rolled to her side, curling into a fetal position. She wrapped her arms around her knees in an attempt to still her trembling soul. She didn’t open her eyes, trying to keep him in her mind as long as possible, keep his essence with her.

But, as abruptly as he came, he left her.

Drawing the covers around her damp body, she buried her face in her pillow. She tried to stop her tears, but it was useless. She was powerless to prevent her body from reacting. And at that point, she knew if she allowed this...this obsession to continue, it would ruin her forever.
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A SWEET FLORAL AROMA drifted lazily about as she walked toward her private garden. Kari drank in the unusually strong essence of nectar that surrounded her this morning, perhaps because of the heavy dew sitting on the fields. The poppies, foxglove, and goldenrod were in full bloom, blanketing the farm like a patchwork quilt. The dandelions were bare, the harvest just past; the violets and coneflowers ready to burst. The hemp, nestled down by the river, would be lush in about a month.

She loved flying over her farm and picking out the fields of color. A surge of pride welled up in her each time she did.

It was such a contradiction to the crops grown in these fields thirty years ago. No more corn, soybeans, or wheat. Those crops were now controlled by the Agricultural Dominion, west of the Mississippi in the heartland of the country. The Energy Dominion, located in the northern Midwest states such as Iowa and the Dakotas, grew corn and other engineered crops for fuel and oversaw the wind and water farms for electrical energy production. The Organic Medicinal Dominion, the OMD, the area of states bordering north of the Ohio River Valley, allowed only plants for medication grown east of the Mississippi and between the Appalachian mountain chain.

The OMD was the bane of her existence.

She felt blessed to be a businesswoman who grew beautiful products of vast importance to the health care of many. Everyone knew how skewed the insurance industry was these days, so many people were taking their health care in their own hands and not relying on the government, learning how to self-diagnose and medicate with herbs and plants. Proud of the work they did, she smiled at the success she and her aunt shared, along with the support garnered from her mentor and chief operating officer, Richard Gentry. How fortunate that her land lay in a fertile river valley with rich soil and flat fields and that this land has been passed down to her. She owned several thousand acres and leased additional farms. Being a landowner was critical to success in this new day. It was pivotal to her survival as the government folded and reinvented itself over the past decade or so.

At the onset, it was all about oil and coal. When the markets dried up and the country was starving for petroleum and cheap energy sources, other points of infrastructure started falling apart. There were no funds for roads, highways, rail traffic, and air traffic control. Consequently, the loss of jobs in these industries turned the economy. Technology began to crumble as a side effect. Political parties, which once existed with clearly drawn lines, were blurred and reinvented. Thus, the tide abruptly turned with the elections and the most liberal-thinkers moved in to the White House and Congress to restructure everything from energy to food to health services and to resurrect those failed infrastructures. In twenty short years the nation experienced an incredible turnaround, and a country that had survived on greed and prosperity under the guise of a democratic union for two hundred years and more resigned to change its ways or suffer the consequences.

Her family had been fortunate. But, she wouldn’t think of that now.

Exhausted, Kari sank onto a stone chair at the edge of the pond and let her head fall into her palms, her arms braced on her knees. The cascade of dark russet locks surrounding her made her feel safe, somewhat protected. Her head was full of too much—the wedding, the OMD sanctions, the dominion appointments, the crops—when would it all end?

And Han.

His appearance confused her even more. She’d thought she was rid of him, had sent him away on a dream never to return. No matter what she attempted to do, however, to free herself of his bonds, she was powerless.

He always returned.

This was not good... No. Not good for pleasurable figments of imagination to make sudden and disruptive, or should she say, eruptive, appearances. The timing was bad.

Very bad.

Her gaze fell in restful peace over the fields behind her home. She loved the rolling sea of flowers and the hills framing them. Something to rest my eyes on. She remembered her mother saying those words. Very young at the time, she recalled the day, the vivid image staying with her for all these years. Indeed, resting your eyes on nature and beauty had its definite advantages. She wanted to rest her eyes here for the remainder of her days.

Breathing deep, Kari closed her eyes. Exhaled. Let her shoulders drop. Even behind the dark lids, she could see the gentle sway of scarlet blooms on the breeze, their petals unlocked and searching the sun. She again opened her eyes to take it all in. The colors were ripe and rich this morning. The poppies bordered on a fiery orange-red, bathed in the golden morning sunrise. They had planted three hundred acres this spring, and with the recent heavy rains, the harvest should be plentiful. Even with all the hand labor, they should make money this year. One good thing. She should concentrate her efforts on what was going well and keep her mind off what wasn’t.

Han.

Yes. She would have to find a way, be more determined, not to let him ruin her life.

She had plans, after all, and they didn’t involve him.

“You’re up early.”

Kari swung her gaze to her left. “Tye.” She rose to face her fiancé.

“Good morning. What are you contemplating out here alone so early?”

She managed a smile and grasped his hand. “Oh, life. Love. Happiness.” She stifled a choking breath with that statement. A honeybee buzzed her ear and she swatted it away. “The birds and the bees.” She gave him a half-hearted laugh and wondered if he noticed her less-than-enthusiastic demeanor.

Grasping her about the waist, he pulled her close. His hands felt like a vise. “Birds and bees, hmm?” He leaned in to brush a quick kiss over her lips and then nuzzled her neck beneath her hair. “Have you decided to forget your ‘birds and bees’ mantra about waiting until our wedding night and come join me in my bed this morning?”

Kari put her hands on his, and stepped back, putting some distance between them. He dropped his hands to his side. “I have not, Tye Gentry. I made that clear a long time ago.” She eyed his pouty face. “I will be giving you a virgin on our wedding night, as promised.”

Though she’d not given into Tye’s requests for sexual pleasures, she was sure he’d not made the same vow to her. In fact, she was very certain he had a regular temptress somewhere in the city who gave him most anything he required. Fine with her. It kept him at bay. The virgin tack had served her well the past year or so.

It was, after all, a marriage of convenience.

He cocked his head to one side to study her and reached to graze his hands down her arms. “Well, sweetheart, you’ve kept me waiting long enough. I suppose I can wait another couple of days.” He tugged her up close and whispered against her ear. “The thought of taking your virginity already has me hard. I have never taken a virgin.”

With a slight turn of her head, she brushed her cheek against his lips and breathed back. “Only the best for you on our wedding night, darling. I want us to have the total experience...”

He reached for her hand and laid it on his crotch where she could feel the pulsing length of him and then grinned a silly smile and glanced toward the back of the house. “Keep that thought in mind all day, love.” Then switching gears, he dropped her hand and let the subject pass. “I’m leaving with father in a couple of minutes. We have a meeting with the OMD. The federation passed a bill late last night about Xdigitas, and we want the crop rights.”

She was glad to let the virgin topic go. Her brow furrowed. “We don’t have the dark houses to grow enough mushrooms to take the crop on, Tye. I don’t see how we can risk it.”

“Ah, but the medical community is crying for it. You know they’re pleading the case for Xdigitas...and it’s been in the experimental study pipeline for some time.”

“I understand its importance. We need a drug to fight dementia, but perhaps we should let someone else take on this risk. We are not in a position, Tye—”

He put a finger to her lips. “Don’t worry your pretty little head. Father and I have it covered.”

Pretty little head.

She squared her shoulders and lifted her pretty little head to her full five feet ten inches, which made her tower over him by at least two, and glared. “Tye, if you think you want me in your bed on your honeymoon, never, ever, pretty little head me again, do you understand? This farm is mine. The business is mine. Your father is my operating officer and you...”

“And I will be your husband in two days and we’ll make joint decisions. Sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t mean to overstep.”

Kari decided he kowtowed nicely. “So what about the mushrooms.”

“We’ve leased some caves in southeastern Ohio and Kentucky.”

“Kentucky is a different dominion.”

“Yes, but the climate is right. We’re going to ask for a special lease of rights.”

They seemed to have it all figured out. Without her. And that wasn’t sitting too well at the moment. “All right.” Let them see what they could do. She was too distracted, anyway. Then another thought crossed her mind and she focused her attention back on his face. “What about the sanctions? Any news overnight?”

He shook his head. “No. But this meeting could lead to that discussion as well.”

“I hope so.” They needed the sanctions lifted from the other crops. Then her thoughts shifted. “Perhaps I should go with you.” Why had they planned this trip without her anyway? She was vying for a critical seat in the legislature, and showing her face could be a good political move.

Tye stepped backward. “Sweetheart, the wedding is two days away. You have too much to do.”

Why did that statement feel rather pretty little head like? Was she being over sensitive, or was it real?

The slow grind and rotation of a helicopter blade whined near the house. Tye glanced its way. “Time to go. I’ll voice you when we’re through. Dinner tonight?”

Kari nodded. “Sure.”

Then he was gone. She watched him stalk away and enter the helicopter, keeping her gaze steady on the aircraft as it whisked both Tye and his father off to the Capitol.

She sure as hell hoped they found out something soon about the sanctions and that Tye and Richard were right about moving into so many experimental crops during this unstable time. No matter what, she would not lose this farm.
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DRAPED FROM HER BODY was the most beautiful dress Kari had ever owned. Its high empire bodice hugged her ribs and flowed to the floor in white silken waves around her bare feet. It was a beautiful, simple dress. No beaded pearls, delicate lace, or shiny sequins adorned the fabric, but the line was slimming, the cut elegant. Against her olive skin, the dress made a startling, but captivating contrast, if she did say so herself. The neckline dipped low into the bodice, showing an uncomfortable amount of cleavage; the off-the-shoulder sleeves that clung to her arms like a second skin, all the way past her wrists, were daring for her. As she glanced at her reflection in the mirror, she thought for once, she did look beautiful.

She sighed. Well, she guessed that’s what one was supposed to think on her wedding day. She supposed most brides felt beautiful, even if they weren’t. She was unaccustomed to thinking of herself that way.

Maybe that was the reason for her anxiety.

She frowned at her reflection. No, her anxiety was related to something...er, someone else entirely. Something she didn’t want to think about right now, twenty minutes before she was to be married.

Glancing to the antique vanity before her, her gaze rested on the single strand of pearls sitting in the velvet-lined, teak jewelry box. Funny, she could still remember the last time her mother wore them. Then, her skin polished them to an unusual luster, but now, they lay dull and lifeless on the royal blue velvet.

She smiled as the memory invaded her thoughts. She was six years old, and it was her third-year dance recital. Her mother and father sat in the front row as she happily pirouetted across the stage. Her father’s face was animated; her mother simply sat and smiled while wearing those pearls—a strange compliment to her mother’s ankle-length denim jumper and worn leather work boots.

She chuckled.

Even then she knew her artist mother was a tad on the odd side, but it hadn’t bothered her father. He’d taken her eccentricities in stride, straight to the Ohio State Capitol Rotunda. Senator Jeremiah Upton was a man of substance, both in his personal life as well as professional. He claimed an unconditional love for her mother.

To this day, she admired that and wondered what unconditional love would feel like.

That was twenty years ago. Two weeks after the recital, engine failure in her father’s Cessna, bringing her mother and father home from a three-day jaunt to the islands, snuffed out their lives. She hadn’t danced since.

Kari fingered the lifeless pearls as she lifted them into her hands, threading them through her fingers. She warmed them and held them close to her chest, wondering if contact with her skin would bring back their luster.

But was that really what she was seeking? Bringing luster back to her mother’s pearls? Or bringing luster back into her life?

A brisk knock sounded at the door to her left, popping away the hurtful images invading her thoughts. A stab of pain cut to her heart.

Was it time already?

“Yes?” She sounded weak. Would anyone be able to tell?

“Kari? May I come in?”

Richard. If anyone could pull her back to reality, it was him.

“Oh, yes.” She hurried across the room and touched the access pad next to the door in sequence—programmed and sensitive only to the touch of her fingerprints—and then synced it with a lazo-scan watermark of her retina. She grimaced at the antiquated security measure and scoffed at Richard’s recent insistence that she upgrade. She knew it was necessary to do so but didn’t want to spend the money. The campaign was taking every penny in their pockets. Anything left went into the farm.

Opening the door, she beckoned him inside. The door shut of its own accord after he brushed past her.

She looked up at Richard; her heart swelled and then bottomed out. He was a source of confusion lately. But, she was hard-pressed to believe everything would be all right. If she could draw some strength from looking into his eyes, she would stay well-grounded for quite some time. He had been the only stable element in her life since her parents’ deaths...well, him and her beloved Aunt Tassi.

Although she knew she didn’t love Tye in the way a wife should love a husband, she trusted him and his father and knew she needed blind faith to get through the next days.

Placing one of her hands between the palms of his, he stepped back and smiled. The way he looked at her was embarrassing.

“You are quite a beauty, my princess.”

Kari blushed, heat rising in the apple of her cheeks. “It’s the dress,” she replied after a moment.

Richard Gentry smiled with a slow shake of his head. The gray at his temples made him an extremely handsome man. She wondered if Tye would age so well.

“No. The dress is indeed beautiful. And your hair,” he lifted a hand to touch a tendril falling from the French roll at the back, “is a ravishing touch.”

Dropping both hands to his sides, he retreated one more step to admire her. “But you, princess, are the true beauty. My son is a very lucky man.”

Her cheeks grew even warmer, so she averted his scrutiny and turned toward the open window of her bedroom. For a few minutes, she closed her eyes against the cool breeze wafting in off the fields.

“Something wrong?”

She shook her head. “No.” Turning, she smiled and extended her hand again. “My brain is swirling, is all. There’s been so much turmoil lately. And with the wedding...”

Stepping closer, Richard took her hand and brought it to his cheek. “No need to worry, darling. Everything is going to be fine. After the honeymoon, you’ve got eight months to hit hard the campaign trail. The OMD will sit up and take notice.”

Kari sighed. Little did Richard realize the OMD was the furthest thing from her mind. More pressing matters troubled her.

Namely, the images, the erotic visions and dreams that wouldn’t stop harassing her night after night, day after day.

As a child she was used to him. Han, she called him, after her favorite character in that old Star Wars film, Han Solo. Something in his eyes reminded her of the actor Harrison Ford. When she was a young girl, it was comforting, but now, the images left her unsettled. Of course, back then, there was no sex. Before, she’d considered her imaginary friend normal, but now? Grown women don’t have imaginary friends. Grown women have lovers, real flesh and blood lovers. What would she do if he came to her after she and Tye were married?

What if he came to her when they...

Kari forced herself to look into Richard’s eyes. It was the only thing she could do to erase the image of Han’s eyes in her mind. She had to move her brain beyond him.

She pulled her hand away from his cheek. “I will see that things change. The OMD will have to make adjustments, Richard. It’s too unfair to deliver sanctions on our crops after years of relatively no regulation. I will not risk losing my land, and my business, and all of our lifestyles without a fight. I am hoping my father’s legacy will gain me some of the sympathetic vote. I’ll do anything to fight for the farmers.”

He glanced down at their clasped hands and nodded. Then abruptly said, “Enough. This is your wedding day! And what’s this? Your mother’s pearls?” He unwound the strand from her fingers. She had forgotten they were there. He lifted them, and she saw the luster had returned. She thought it quite odd.

“Oh, yes. I want to wear them. Would you?” She turned so Richard could clasp them at the back of her neck. He did, and she twisted to face him.

Eyes narrowed in inspection, he reached to straighten them. “They’re old,” he muttered in admiration, “but quite exquisite. You were wise to wear them today.” Then he pressed his lips against her forehead in a fatherly manner. “I’m leaving you now, princess. Remember, I’ll be waiting for you at the bottom of the stairs when you’re ready.” He took one more lingering look and stepped away. “Your mother and father would be proud.”

She smiled at his thoughtfulness to mention her parents. Though they were long gone, she felt very close to them today.

Richard let himself out; she turned and stared out the window. The soft whoosh of the bedroom door closing sounded behind her, followed by the tone that signaled it locked. Tears threatened to spill over her lids, but she willed them away. She tried to conjure up an image of how her mother would have dressed today and smiled as the thought of her sitting in the front row in a gauzy hippy dress, a colorful hat, and those damn work boots. Her mother. She was such a Bohemian, but she loved her, and right now, she missed her more than ever.

****
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ON THE OTHER SIDE OF the house, a small orchestra tuned their instruments. Muffled voices wafted on the breeze. The caterer and his staff busied themselves beneath the tent with the setup for the reception.

Tassi Alexander bustled about, vowing to hide her sniffles. She’d had a good cry with her niece earlier, the first they had shared since the funeral of the girl’s parents, so enough was enough. Today was not for tears but for celebration.

She hoped.

After Kari’s parents’ deaths, she became the girl’s guardian and had moved in permanently. She told Kari to look to the future. So they did just that. Together, she and Kari wiped life as they knew it completely from their minds. And although they had not been a part of each other’s lives before Vicki and Jeremiah’s deaths, she soon learned to love the child as if she were her own.

Today, she could not imagine life without her.

Stopping her fiddling for a moment, she stared out over the fields. Her mind did a mental recap of the past twenty years. Kari had grown into a woman so quickly, and Tassi, well, she’d just gotten old. Where had the years gone?

Life was hard for a while, trying to make a go of the farm with just the two of them. But over the next years, the government went haywire and the regulations concerning farming started to change. For a time, they were in danger of losing the farm. Then Richard appeared, and Tassi consented to let him work at the farm. And now, a couple of decades later, they had all reaped years of increased revenue, thanks to the fruits of their labors and Richard’s foresight.

Thank God she took control early on and chose not to let her family suffer. By hooking up with the OMD and playing their games, and including Richard in the plan, they had profited from growing non-regulated crops and providing research on mutant plants resistant to a variety of infestations.

Until recently, that is. Tassi wasn’t certain what the OMD was up to, and she intended to find out. Even if she had to barter up Kari, in a way, to get the information. She didn’t expect this marriage to last forever, but if it served their needs now, so be it. Most important, she needed to learn how deeply Richard and Tye were involved in the changing winds.

****
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KARI’S GAZE ROAMED the patches of color below. Ninety-some acres of opium poppies spread out as far as she could see to the north, their scarlet blazed against the pale robin egg sky. In stark contrast, the purple foxglove glowed royally over another couple hundred acres to the west. The dark house loomed against the hillside.

Suddenly, she remembered the conversation she and Tye had the other day in the garden. She’d been so distracted lately. Had she even inquired as to what they found out about the new drug? Had the OMD agreed to their plan?

She had no clue.

The OMD ruled their lives these days. And if it weren’t for the sanctions, Kari might not have rushed her decision to marry Tye.

Though she would never tell him...or Richard. Even Tassi for that matter.

It wasn’t that she didn’t love Tye, she did, she supposed. She’d been so cautious growing up not to fall into the love trap. So many of her friends and associates lost themselves in the search for love. Her women friends became obsessed and depressed over the problems in their love lives and trying to figure out the men they were having relationships with. Not for her. And the argument about needing sex? Well, an orgasm was easy enough to come without risking losing oneself.

Yeah, her brain screamed back. Even in your dreams.

She turned from the window and hugged herself, a nagging chill running through her. Goose bumps raised underneath the silk on her arms. She must keep her visions secret from Tye. What would he think? Writhing and moaning in her sleep, convulsing in orgasmic pleasure, without one bit of stimulation from him? And then, what if Tye didn’t measure up? What if making love with him was nothing compared to her imaginary lovemaking with Han?

She didn’t know if she could bear it. She hated to disappoint him, and really wasn’t sure she would be much of a lover herself. After all, she’d never been anyone’s lover. Would he be disappointed in her?

The thought of making love with Tye was awkward. He was like her brother. They’d been friends as children, constant companions running barefoot through the fields until he went off to the Dominion Academy when he was eighteen to study Medicinal Agriculture. And when he came home six years later to help Richard manage the farm, she’d never dreamed of marrying him, until he grew enamored of her this past year.

Until he convinced her they belonged together.

So, she consented.

She knew Tye wasn’t in love with her, but he had something she wanted.

Political clout.

And he knew she wasn’t really in love with him, but she had something he wanted, too.

Land.

Even though she was not so certain of his and Richard’s motives lately, of their plans, and their rogue manner of dealing with the OMD, she would risk it. It concerned her, somewhat. But, she would dwell on that notion more intently after the wedding. Not now.

The Gentry name carried some of the political influence she needed to send her right straight to the rotunda, like her father. Richard had placed himself into a lower dominion council seat early after the revolution. Along with her family history in politics, they hoped she would gain a seat in the higher legislature. A seat they were counting on to save their way of life. A seat she wanted desperately, to provide voice to the grassroots farmers, to rid them of the sanctions, and to relax some of the strict geographical rulings. She had the backing of her constituents, her father’s legacy, and Richard.

Many of the farmers were struggling. The nomad farm workers suffered poor working and living conditions because of it. There was a better way for all of them.

That, more than love, was her incentive for marrying Tye Gentry. She had a desire, a longing, to fill her father’s shoes in the political arena. Even if politics today were nothing like then, she knew he would be pleased. And she needed to feel needed, to be a part of something other than the farm. She needed this to help her ease the pain of the loss of her parents. Even after all this time. She wanted to do some good for the farmers and residents of the OMD. To help them all keep control of their land.

And with Tye and Richard by her side, she could succeed.

A knock sounded again at the door, startling her out of her musings.

“Kari? It’s time.”

Aunt Tassi. The dear old woman. Almost eighty years old, she had never married and devoted the waning years of her life to Kari’s upbringing. If it weren’t for her, she might chuck this whole idea, shimmy down the rainspout, and run away.

But no, she wouldn’t. Couldn’t.

“I’m coming.” Kari crossed the room and slipped her feet into the silk slippers her aunt hated. She was still from the old school, that a woman ought to wear heels when dressed up, but Kari was too much like her mother in that respect; comfort ruled her clothing, and besides, she was tall enough without the heels.

At the door, she glanced back at her room. When she returned here, nothing would be the same.
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WITH HER HAND TUCKED firmly in the crook of Richard’s elbow, Kari took a deep breath. His hand settled on top of hers and squeezed. Before her sat almost two hundred of her friends, political associates, dominion officials, and Tye and Richard’s cronies. A rendition of the traditional wedding march swirled on the late afternoon summer breeze.

At the end of the aisle stood Tye along with his best man. Her lone attendant, a friend from high school, stood waiting at the minister’s right. All heads turned toward Kari, awaiting her procession down the aisle. Her face frozen in a mannequin smile, her feet melded to the red carpet runner.

Richard nudged her forward. She took a step.

Her garden was lovely this time of year, the perfect setting for a wedding. The trees were lush, the flower beds vivid, full of brilliance. Behind them, the fields splashed additional color into the day.

Then why was her stomach in knots?

A rumble of thunder rolled in the distance. Kari turned to her left and glanced beyond the seated guests. The dark rim of a storm front was doing a slow crawl over the horizon. Her stomach clutched.

An omen?

She pulled her gaze away.

Behind the minister, her sanctuary spread in all directions. She looked beyond him to catch its beauty, draw strength from it, a stark contrast to the storm brewing in the west. Stone and rock mingled with antique statues, a fountain, and pools of water. Lilies graced the pond, adding splashes of color along with a host of Japanese koi. She’d spent hours there over the past few years, moving and rearranging stones and plants to suit her, making use of a natural spring, allowing the water to spill over the rocks like a tumbling mountain brook. She’d studied the ancient Japanese art form of gardening and had incorporated many of those ideas into her creation. She valued her personal plants more for their beauty than for their industrial purposes.

She meditated here every morning.

Some months earlier, she’d had a large flat stone moved from the back of the farm to the site. As a child, she’d found it by accident while exploring and dubbed it her magic stone. It was the perfect addition to her sanctuary and the basis for her waterfall. As the water rushed over the smaller stones built into the side of a rise, it pooled over the large stone, casting ribbons of rainbow colors on most sunny afternoons.

She always found comfort here.

Then why not today?

She knew darn well why.

Her mind spun with an unexpected dizziness as she stepped closer to the garden entrance where Tye stood waiting. Her pulse raced through her body, sending a pounding into her eardrums. She glanced at Richard, who provided her with a lazy smile, as though nothing was wrong.

But something was wrong.

Desperately wrong.

She wanted to run.

****
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FIFTEEN YEARS EARLIER...

The rock was smooth beneath her fingertips, and she made slow, lazy circles over its satiny surface. Kari stretched her fingers and laid her hand down flat on its top. Her right cheek rested against the cool stone—it felt good to the touch, she was hot from running—her lanky, twelve-year-old body lay tummy-down on the rock, curled slightly to her side. She looked toward the fields.
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