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Zinnia



Chapter
1


* * * * * * * * * *

    “There is nothing complicated about our little arrangement, Mr. Batt. I plan to marry soon. Therefore, I require a wife.” Nick Chastain folded his hands on the gleaming surface of the massive obsidian-wood desk. “You will find one for me.”

Hobart Batt, attired in dapper evening wear, perched on the edge of his chair with the nervous air of a small mouse-wren. He swallowed visibly and tugged at the collar of his pleated shirt with soft, well manicured fingers. He blinked rapidly as he met Nick’s half-shuttered gaze.

“I’m afraid I don’t quite understand, Mr. Chastain,” he said.

Nick suppressed a sigh. Intimidation was a useful tool, but it had to be used with surgical precision. Apply too much and the patient collapsed into babbling hysteria. Use too little and the response was unsatisfactory.

With the intuitive knowledge that he had acquired from years of practice and experience, he knew he was pushing the limit with Hobart. He also knew that if he eased up on the pressure, Batt might regain his nerve and become defiant.

Decisions, decisions.

“Let me put it in more straightforward terms, Mr. Batt. You lost ten thousand dollars downstairs in my casino tonight.”

“Yes, sir, I’m aware of that.” Hobart rubbed his palms on his knees. “I have no idea how it happened. I rarely gamble. I came here with some friends and they encouraged me to play cards. I seemed to be doing rather well for a while and then, suddenly, everything went wrong. I tried to recover but things only got worse.”

“I understand.” Nick tried to project sympathy and deep concern in his smile.

Hobart’s eyes widened. He flinched and shrank back in his chair.

So much for the smile, Nick thought. He abandoned the effort. He never had been good at sympathy and deep concern.

Hobart’s expression became one of entreaty. “I simply don’t have that kind of money, Mr. Chastain. I … I suppose I could sell my house, but I still owe the bank a great deal on the mortgage and I—”

“There is no need for such a drastic move. You don’t seem to get the picture here, Mr. Batt. I’m offering to make a deal. Find me a suitable wife and I’ll consider the debt repaid.”

“A wife?” Hobart stared at him. “You want me to find you a wife?”

Nick forced himself to keep a tight rein on his patience. “What’s so strange about that? You’re a syn-psych counselor at Synergistic Connections, one of the most exclusive marriage agencies in New Seattle. I’m not asking you to do anything that you don’t do on a daily basis for your clients.”

“But … but, that’s just the point.” Hobart plucked a snowy white handkerchief from his pocket and mopped his damp brow. “A professional match isn’t worth ten thousand dollars.”

“It is to me.”

Suspicion flickered in Hobart’s jumpy gaze. “Why would you be willing to let me repay you with my professional services?”

“I hear you’re very good.” Nick did not mention that he knew that Hobart had matched his friend, Lucas Trent, an off-the-scale illusion-talent, with Amaryllis Lark, a full-spectrum prism, a few months earlier.

The fact that Trent and Amaryllis had found each other on their own was beside the point so far as Nick was concerned. Hobart had confirmed the supposedly impossible match independently, which meant that as a syn-psych counselor he was one of the best. Nick wanted the best. After all, marriage was a lifetime commitment here on St. Helens. Divorce was virtually impossible.

The institution of marriage and the value of strong families were enshrined in law and reinforced with the full weight of the social structures that had been established by the First Generation colonists from Earth.

Two hundred years earlier, the Founders had been stranded on the lush green world of St. Helens after the energy gate known as the Curtain had closed. When it had become obvious that the Curtain might never reopen and that there was no hope of rescue, the colonists had gathered their philosophers, religious authorities, sociologists, and anthropologists together. The group had hammered out the rules and conventions of a society they believed would be able to survive the rigors of isolation in an untamed wilderness. The cornerstone of their carefully crafted civilization was marriage.

Sooner or later almost everyone got married. Although happiness was not the most important goal in marriage, the Founders had understood that well-matched couples would add to the stability of the institution. To that end, they had established match-making agencies staffed with synergistic psychologists to ensure unions that could stand the test of time.

The concept had proven so successful that today non-agency marriages were extremely rare. It was true that a few alliances among the elite were contracted for old-fashioned reasons such as money and power, but the vast majority of the population had the good sense to go through the agencies. Families insisted upon it.

Hobart stared at Nick, perplexed. “I beg your pardon, Mr. Chastain, but if you want a wife, why don’t you just walk through the front door of Synergistic Connections and register the same as anyone else?”

Nick leaned back in his chair and propped one elbow on the cushioned arm. He rested his chin on the heel of his hand and allowed the silence in the red-and-gilt chamber to deepen while he considered the situation.

Hobart was proving to be more difficult than he had anticipated. The jovial, well-dressed little man who had entered the casino three hours ago looked crushed and crumpled now. But Hobart was still able to reason clearly enough to be wary of the bargain Nick had offered. Hobart was scared, but he was not stupid.

It was time to take a closer look at the matrix. Nick drew a breath and released part of it as though he were preparing to throw a knife or pull a trigger. He had no prism to help him focus his psychic energy, but after years of grim determination he had achieved enough control to use his raw paranormal abilities in a crude manner for a few seconds at a time.

He was a matrix-talent, gifted, or cursed, depending on one’s point of view, with a rare form of psychic energy that gave him the ability to intuitively perform what was technically known as Synergistic Matrix Analysis. In lay terms, it meant that he could see connections, weigh possibilities, estimate odds, and deduce synergistic relationships where others saw only random events or complete chaos.

Matrix-talents were uncommon and most were not especially strong. They tended to rank below class-five on the paranormal scale that had been developed by the experts.

Very powerful matrix-talents such as Nick were virtually unknown—the stuff of psychic vampire legends.

Research on matrix-talents was limited, not only because the number of people who manifested the unusual form of paranormal energy was so small, but also because most of them refused to be studied. Matrix-talents were a suspicious lot. Some people claimed they were downright paranoid.

The development of a wide variety of psychic powers in the descendants of the colonists had first been observed some fifty years after the closing of the Curtain. As with everything else on St. Helens, the phenomena was governed by synergistic principles.

To work the talent effectively, efficiently, and with a degree of reliability, people who possessed paranormal abilities required the assistance of individuals known as prisms.

Prisms were unique in that their paranormal gifts were limited to the ability to project a psychic crystal. The prism crystal constructs they created on the metaphysical plane were used by those who possessed psychic talent to focus and control their talent.

The combined use of both kinds of psychic power, talent and prism, required willing cooperation from both of the people involved. The necessity of mutual agreement between prism and talent was thought to be nature’s way of ensuring that talents didn’t become predatory. Just another example of the laws of synergism in practice.

The need for a prism in order to use his power to the fullest extent annoyed Nick, as it did most strong talents. But the laws of synergy prevailed. You couldn’t fight Mother Nature.

Writers of popular fiction and successful filmmakers routinely thrilled audiences with tales of so-called psychic vampires, off-the-chart talents who could overpower innocent prisms and harness their focusing abilities for dark ends.

But scientists scoffed at the notion that any talent, no matter how strong, could be used for more than the briefest of moments without the willing assistance of a prism. Even if, hypothetically speaking, it were possible for a prism to be overpowered, they said, the prism could simply switch off.

Low-level prisms who attempted to focus a much higher power talent were subject to an unpleasant but temporary form of burnout.

The laws of supply and demand being what they were, trained, professional, full-spectrum prisms tended to earn handsome salaries working for firms that supplied their services to clients possessed of various kinds of psychic talent.

Nick did not like to hire professional prisms and, for their part, most prisms did not want to work with matrix-talents. There was something about that particular form of energy that made the focus link between talent and prism extremely uncomfortable for both parties. Most prisms and almost everyone else on the planet considered matrix-talents weird.

There were wide variations in the way paranormal powers manifested themselves in the population. New types of psychic talent were identified and documented on a regular basis. But matrix-talents remained the least understood.

The synergistic psychologists theorized that for some unknown reason matrix-talents had enormous difficulty coming to terms with the paranormal side of their natures. In a society where most types of psychic abilities were accepted as normal and natural so long as they remained within a certain range of power, matrix-talents, even weak ones, were seen as different. An off-the-chart version, such as Nick knew himself to be, was considered a theoretical impossibility.

In addition to being labeled weird, matrix-talents were widely viewed as delicate. They often wound up in the sheltered worlds of academia and esoteric think tanks.

Some ended up in institutions of an entirely different kind, namely the locked wards of syn-psych hospitals. A matrix-talent’s ability to see patterns in anything and everything could lead to obsession, paranoia, and suicidal despair.

Nick had concluded long ago that control was the key to surviving with strong matrix-talent. He practiced self-mastery the way others practiced eating and breathing.

Nick prepared to shove energy out onto the metaphysical plane. Without the aid of a prism, a brief glimpse of the pattern of the matrix was all he would be able to catch. But that was all he needed in order to figure out how to apply the right kind of pressure to Batt.

He braced himself for the transient sense of disorientation as his mind instinctively quested for a prism that could be used to focus the power.

The probe for a prism was useless, of course. There were none in the gilded chamber and the focus link only worked at close quarters.

Nick smiled at the syn-psych counselor. Hobart would never know that he had been the target of a short synergistic matrix analysis. Psychic power left no trace on the physical plane. Only a detector-talent could have picked up the energy waves and there were none in the vicinity.

Nick felt the familiar, mildly disturbing vertigo that always accompanied the quest for a prism. He knew the sensation would vanish when a link failed to form. He continued to smile at the uneasy-looking Hobart.

A whisper of light, bright, curiously intense energy brushed across the metaphysical plane. Not his talent. A prism response.

Nick froze.

Impossible.

The shock of unexpected contact made him feel as if he had just stepped out of the second-story window of the red chamber. A cold sensation seized his gut.

And then heat, a blazing, fiercely intimate, sensual heat swept through him.

Nick stopped breathing altogether for the space of several pounding heartbeats. But his mind automatically went about the business of securing a link with the prism it had discovered.

On the metaphysical plane, a glittering construct began to form.

This could not be happening.

Nick jerked his gaze toward the door on the far side of the chamber. No one had entered the room. There was no one around who could project a prism, let alone one this powerful.

Such perfect clarity. He could pour power through this prism forever and never burn it out.

He felt as if he had just downed a full bottle of strong moontree brandy. He was intoxicated. Enthralled. He could feel his blood heat.

Whoever had created this incredible prism possessed an ability that was beyond anything he had ever encountered. It was more than full-spectrum. It could handle his talent and he knew that he was off-the-charts.

The euphoria that seized him belatedly triggered alarm bells. He tried to dampen both the exuberant sensation and an exquisitely painful erection.

He knew one thing with absolute certainty. The prism was a woman. He could feel the essence of her femininity all the way to the bone.

This was not good. He forced himself to take a deep breath. He was not in full control here.

Something extremely odd was occurring. The link between talent and prism was supposed to be neutral and asexual. But there was nothing neutral or asexual about this link. The sense of intimacy threatened to engulf him.

An old, very private demon stirred in the depths of his mind.

No. His hand tightened into a fist. He was not going mad. He could not be going crazy. Chaos would not feel like this.

Nick sucked in another deep shaky breath. There were few things that he feared, but the chaos of insanity was at the top of the very short list. Usually he kept the secret terror buried in a bottomless pit in the farthest reaches of his mind. But tonight he could feel a tendril snaking out of the depths to sink its claws into his stomach.

“Uh, Mr. Chastain?”

He was vaguely aware that Hobart Batt was staring at him with renewed alarm, but he could not deal with him now. He was standing at a metaphysical cross-roads that he did not comprehend. Maybe this was it. Maybe he had gone over the edge. Maybe he was having psychic hallucinations.

Anguish and rage roared through him. He would not lose control of his mind. Death was preferable to insanity. He had made that decision long ago.

Five hells. He had been so certain that he could control his psychic powers. But maybe that’s what all matrix-talents told themselves just before they went off the deep end.

Maybe his father really had committed suicide in that damned jungle thirty-five years ago.

“Mr. Chastain?” Hobart blinked several times. “Is something wrong?”

With an effort of will, Nick unclenched his fist. He would not let the madness show. He could control that much, at least.

“No. There’s nothing wrong,” he said between clenched teeth.

He would not go out like this, Nick vowed. He would not let anyone see him lose it. He might be plunging headfirst into chaos, but damned if he would let it show.

But how could chaos be so beautiful? So entrancing? So perfect?

Out on the metaphysical plane, the prism started to disappear. Whoever had created it was dissolving it as quickly as possible.

“No,” Nick whispered. “No.”

Another kind of terror seized him. As much as he feared the mental ward, he feared even more the prospect of losing the incredible prism.

Against all reason he made a mental grab for the glittering psychic construct. Fumbling wildly, he tried to imprison it with his own talent. The experts said it could not be done. It was only in novels that powerful talents could become psychic-vampires capable of holding a prism captive. But in that moment Nick was willing to try anything to hold on to this amazing creation.

He exerted every ounce of will and psychic energy he possessed. Power flooded the psychic plane in rippling waves of energy, surrounding the prism.

He had it.

The prism no longer continued to fade. Nick secured it with manacles of raw energy. It was his. He could not believe his prize. Awe swept through him.

“Mr. Chastain?” Hobart blinked several times and got to his feet. “Mr. Chastain, are you all right?”

Nick ignored the interruption. He was fully occupied holding on to his precious captive. The prism suddenly glittered with a furious energy, as if the person who had crafted it had realized the peril. But it did not vanish. It could not vanish. He held it fast in psychic chains.

He poured talent through the crystal construct, exulting in the rush of raw power. He had never been able to use his talent at full strength this way. It felt incredibly good, incredibly satisfying.

He could go on like this all night, not using his talent for any particular purpose, simply enjoying the process of exercising it. His fears of impending insanity vanished. This link felt right.

Without warning the focus shifted ever so slightly. The facets of the prism twisted and realigned themselves. The energy waves that Nick was forcing through it were suddenly skewed.

Psychic pain crashed through him. He realized that the woman who had created the prism had to be in similar agony.

What in the name of the five hells was he doing? Rational thought finally cut through the whirlpool of sexual and psychic hunger.

He was no vampire.

He forced himself to cut off the flow of talent. The prism winked out of existence.

The reality of the physical plane settled around him.

“Don’t worry, Mr. Chastain.” Hobart was halfway to the door. “I’ll fetch help.”

“Sit down.” Nick closed his eyes and tried to steady his breathing.

“You’re having an attack of some sort. I really think I should call someone.”

Nick narrowed his gaze. “Sit. Down.”

Hobart’s hands trembled. He made his way slowly back to his chair and sat down.

“There’s nothing wrong.” Nick pulled himself together and glanced surreptitiously around the chamber.

Everything appeared to be normal. He certainly did not feel crazy. He wondered if these things started with brief flashes of madness and slowly grew worse over time.

No, damn it, he was not going insane. He felt fine. Never better, in fact, if he discounted the lingering ache of sexual desire. His memory was perfectly clear. His brain was sharp. He could summon his matrix-honed powers of logic and reason and self-control without effort.

No problem.

He analyzed the situation quickly. Obviously his psychic probe had accidentally brushed up against a very, very powerful prism. Whoever she was, she was so strong that she could link with him even though she was not in the immediate vicinity.

Furthermore, she was an extremely rare type of prism, one that could tune itself perfectly to matrix energy waves.

She had to be somewhere nearby, Nick thought. Right here inside the casino. No prism could be strong enough to reach him from the street outside.

Nick shoved his fingers through his hair and forced himself to analyze the logic of the matrix. They weren’t supposed to exist, but he knew for a fact that there were a few off-the-scale talents. He was one of them. He also knew that there were some prisms whose powers went beyond full-spectrum, even though the experts denied it. A few months ago his friend Lucas Trent, a super-powerful illusion-talent, had found himself just such a prism named Amaryllis Lark.

Tonight, Nick knew, he had discovered another. He had to find her.

The casino security system was first-class, he reminded himself. One of the cameras would have caught the mysterious prism when she entered the building. The thought that he had her face on tape brought a wave of relief.

One way or another he would discover her identity.

Things were under control.

In the meantime, he had to deal with the business of getting himself married. Nick clamped down the iron restraints of his willpower and looked at Hobart.

“Mr. Batt, you force me to tell you some details of my situation that I would have preferred to keep confidential.”

Hobart looked more nervous than ever. “Details?”

“You have asked me why I don’t simply go down-town to the offices of Synergistic Connections and register like other people. There are some reasons why it would not do me any good to go the normal route.”

“I see.” Hobart coughed slightly. “What reasons would those be, Mr. Chastain?”

Nick smiled humorlessly. “For starters, you may have noticed that I own and operate a casino. How many of New Seattle’s fine, upstanding families would want one of their daughters to marry a man in my profession?”

Hobart flushed. “I admit your, uh, choice of occupation would not be acceptable in some circles. But, uh, unless you intend to confine your search for a bride to the daughters of the most socially prominent families—”

“I do, Mr. Chastain. I most certainly do intend to marry a woman from one of New Seattle’s most elite families.”

“Oh, my.”

“I have a few other small problems, Mr. Batt. I trust you will view them as challenges.”

Hobart closed his eyes. “Yes, Mr. Chastain?”

“I’m an untested, unclassified talent,” Nick said gently.

Hobart did not open his eyes. “Would you consider getting yourself rated?”

“No.”

Hobart groaned and opened his eyes. “Synergistic Connections only handles classified talents and prisms. Psychic-power-level compatibility between two people is just as important to a successful marriage as other types of compatibility.”

“You’ll have to work without a rating for me.”

Hobart’s hand fluttered. “But it will be extremely difficult to find anyone who will marry an untested talent.” He brightened. “Unless, of course, you know for certain that you possess only a minimal amount of power.”

“I’m afraid I’m not a weak talent.”

“I see.” Hobart gripped the arms of his chair. A hunted expression appeared in his eyes. “Precisely what sort of talent do you possess, Mr. Chastain?”

“I’m a matrix.”

Hobart collapsed in despair. “A powerful, untested matrix-talent who wishes to marry into prominent circles. Impossible. It can’t be done. No offense, sir, but no one in the better social classes will want you in the family.”

“I find that money can often smooth the way in those circles just as it does at every other social level.” Nick paused. “I have a great deal of money, Batt.”

Hobart licked dry lips. “You said there were other problems?”

“Challenges, Hobart. Not problems. A marriage counselor must think positive. The last of the challenges I expect you to overcome is that I’m a bastard.”

“I’m well aware of that—” Hobart broke off abruptly. He turned an unpleasant shade of pink. “I see. You meant it literally?”

“Yes. My parents were never married. My father was a Chastain. He died before I was born. I’m related by blood to the Chastains of Chastain, Inc. here in New Seattle but they like to pretend that I don’t exist. I have no respectable family connections at all.”

“Good grief.”

There was no need to say anything more on the subject, Nick thought. They both knew that the stigma of being a bastard was a serious handicap for anyone searching for a spouse from a decent family at any level of society. It was a nearly insurmountable obstacle for a man who hoped to marry into the highest circles.

But being a bastard was also highly motivating, Nick thought grimly. No one could appreciate the value of respectability as much as someone who did not have it. He was determined that his future children would never face the subtle as well as not so subtle barriers that society placed in the way of those who could not claim a respectable family lineage. His offspring would have all the advantages he could give them and those advantages started with a suitable marriage.

Nick smiled faintly. “You see why I require your professional expertise, Mr. Batt.”

“What you ask of me is impossible, Mr. Chastain. How can I possibly find you a nice young woman from one of the better families?”

“I’m sure you’ll manage. I have complete confidence in you and my money.”

“You think you can buy your way into high society?” Hobart sputtered.

“Yes, that is exactly what I think. It will no doubt cheer you to know that I don’t plan to occupy my present low-class niche for long. I have a plan, you see. I won’t go into all of the details, but, trust me, within five years I will be so damned respectable that it will take your breath away.”

“A plan,” Hobart repeated cautiously.

“Yes. And you, Hobart, have a very important role to play in my plan.”



Chapter
2


* * * * * * * * * *

Zinnia Spring leaned heavily against the door marked LADIES and staggered into the women’s room. One glance told her that the facility was as tasteless and garish as the rest of the casino. This particular room had apparently been designed to resemble some man’s fantasy notion of the boudoir of an expensive but extremely tacky mistress.

A row of gilded stall doors saluted her. Inside the cubicles she could see pink and white marble commodes. On one side of a mirrored wall, fluted gold sinks and faucets in the shape of exotic birds were set in pink and white marble counters. A thick fuchsia carpet covered the floor of the sitting area which was dominated by a gilded pink velvet sofa.

It was enough to make any self-respecting interior designer wince in horror, Zinnia thought. But she was feeling too traumatized at that moment to waste too much energy condemning the decor.

She was relieved to see that she had the restroom to herself.

Her head was still throbbing from the paranormal assault she had just undergone. Her pulse raced. She could feel the back of her blouse sticking to her perspiration-dampened skin. But at least she was no longer focus-linked to the bastard, whoever he was.

She was still not certain whether he had deliberately released her or if she had managed to break free on her own when she had tried to skew the focus. Everything had been so chaotic during those few seconds of contact that she could not recall them in a coherent fashion.

She gripped the edge of one of the fluted gold sinks and studied herself in the mirror. Aside from the residue of panic in her eyes, she looked amazingly normal. She felt as if she had been caught in a hurricane, but her hair wasn’t even mussed. Her trademark flame-red suit still looked crisp and professional. The scarf around her throat was as stylishly knotted as it had been before she arrived at the casino.

She closed her eyes and took a series of deep breaths. Whoever he was, he was powerful. Definitely a matrix. She could recognize one anywhere.

But matrix-talents were not supposed to be that strong. She ought to know. She was something of an expert on the subject. The ones she had encountered in the course of her part-time job at Psynergy, Inc. had all been under class-five in her estimation. This man had been off-the-charts.

And it most definitely had been a man. She shuddered again at the memory of the intense masculinity that had accompanied the focus link. The sensation of sexual intimacy had been unnerving. She had never experienced such an overwhelming rush of physical excitement during a mind link. Or in any other situation, for that matter, she thought grimly.

Lately, she had secretly begun to question whether or not she was capable of strong sexual desires.

Well, at least that issue had been put to rest, she thought. She was, indeed, capable of passion. But this was not quite what she had in mind when she read one of Orchid Adams’s psychic vampire novels late at night.

This was impossible. Powerful matrix-talents were said to be as rare as First Generation relics. In other words, the experts doubted that any even existed.

Zinnia opened her eyes. She reached for one of the little paper cups stacked in a gold dispenser and turned on the gilded water faucet.

The cup trembled in her fingers as she took a long swallow. At least her head had finally stopped whirling. Her heartbeat was slowing to something close to normal. The disturbing sense of sexual excitement was fading. As far as she could tell there had been no permanent damage done.

She frowned. The psychic agony she had experienced had only occurred when she had struggled to free her mind from the link. She hoped her assailant had suffered some during the process, too. Served him right.

No sense trying to rationalize the situation, she thought. There was only one explanation for what had just happened to her.

She had been jumped by a genuine psychic vampire.

As far as most people were concerned, there were no such things as psychic vampires. They were supposed to exist only in novels and legend.

A few months ago, however, everyone who worked for Psynergy, Inc. had learned of Amaryllis Lark’s frightening experience with a real-life psychic vampire. Clementine Malone, the owner of the agency, had made certain that all her employees were warned that vampires were out there even though the experts scoffed at the notion. The information had been kept from the media for the very simple reason that no one would have believed the tale.

The one person who could have proven the existence of psychic vampires was presently locked up in a hospital for the criminally insane. Irene Dunley, a staid middle-aged secretary, had gone crazy when her ferocious power was extinguished during a savage confrontation between herself, Amaryllis, and Lucas Trent.

Zinnia studied her reflection as she took another sip of water. She felt much better now. Almost normal.

Maybe she was overreacting. She was very tense tonight because of the Morris Fenwick situation. Perhaps her imagination had run amok during those seconds of psychic disorientation.

It was comforting to think that she had accidentally brushed up against a class-five or lower matrix-talent who had been surreptitiously attempting to use his paranormal power to cheat at cards. Casinos routinely employed detector-talents to ensure that customers didn’t use psychic tricks to defraud the house, but someone could have slipped past security.

She sighed. There was no point trying to deceive herself. She had not simply tripped against a mid-level matrix, she had stumbled over an off-the-chart matrix vampire. Her prism talent was very unusual in that she could only work well with matrix-talents, but she was definitely full-spectrum in terms of raw power. She was able to estimate the level of a talent all the way to class-ten. And beyond, apparently, she thought ruefully, because whoever this guy was, he had been much higher than a ten.

It must have been one of the men at the gin-poker table. She had walked very close to the feverish crowd of gamblers gathered there. She had heard that the game was played for high stakes here at Chastain’s Palace. Some very desperate, very powerful matrix-talent had no doubt tried to use his power to cheat. It had been her bad luck to be in the vicinity when the psychic probe struck.

He had probably been just as astounded as herself by the contact, but that had not stopped him from trying to grab the prism she had created.

Everyone knew that matrix-talents were a little weird at the weak end of the spectrum. Apparently they were very dangerous at the high end.

She would stay clear of the gin-poker table when she left the restroom. It was a synergistic fact that the strength of any focus link diminished swiftly with even a few feet of distance between talent and prism.

Zinnia considered the situation. There was nothing she could do about what had just happened. She had no proof that she had been attacked by a psychic vampire. The casino security would laugh if she tried to explain. The only people who would believe her were her friends at Psynergy, Inc.

She finished the water and tossed the cup aside. Casino security personnel would scorn her tale of psychic vampirism, but she had a hunch Nick Chastain’s thugs would be interested to know that a powerful talent was trying to manipulate the gin-poker game.

A semblance of a plan took shape. She had been wondering how to distract Chastain’s people long enough to get inside his office.

With renewed determination, she shoved open the door of the ladies’ room and walked back out into the gaudy, glittering casino. It was nearly one o’clock in the morning. The gaming floor was crowded with elegantly dressed men and women. They hovered over the tables, excitement and desperation pouring off their bodies in waves. Cocktail servers dressed in spangled costumes circulated through the crowds with trays of drinks.

Zinnia turned and walked briskly down a carpeted hall. She went past the ornate black-and-gold mirrored elevators and found a door that opened onto the emergency stairs.

With a quick glance around to make sure that no one had noticed her, she stepped into the concrete stairwell and closed the door. Hitching her shoulder bag higher, she hurried up the steps.

On the second floor she found a door marked PRIVATE. She took a deep breath, gripped the knob and prayed it would not be locked.

It wasn’t. She stepped out into a dimly lit mirrored hall carpeted in crimson and studded with gilded pillars. The decor made her wrinkle her nose in distaste. She had not yet met Nick Chastain but she had seen enough of his lamentably bad taste to know that she was not going to like him very much. They obviously had nothing in common.

“Can I help, ma’am?”

The low growl of a voice came from behind her. Zinnia whirled around and found herself facing a short, wide, massively built man who looked completely out of place in his formal black evening clothes. His shaved head gleamed in the glow of the torchier lamps. Pale eyes glinted from beneath brows that had been plucked to a thin arched line. The pointed black goatee looked ludicrous on his broad face, but Zinnia decided not to advise him of that fact.

She drew herself up with what she hoped was an authoritative air. “I’m looking for Mr. Chastain.”

“Got an appointment?”

Zinnia favored the guard with a superior smile. “Yes, of course. He’s expecting me.”

The man’s bald head glinted as he glanced at the closed door at the end of the hall. “Mr. Chastain is busy at the moment. He asked not to be disturbed. If you’ll have a seat in the reception area, I’ll tell the receptionist to let him know you’re here.”

Zinnia tapped the toe of one red high-heeled shoe and glanced at her watch. “I haven’t got much time. Look, I’m unarmed.” She removed her slim shoulder bag and held it open so that the guard could see the small wallet, comb and lipstick inside. “I’m absolutely no threat to Mr. Chastain. I really must speak with him immediately.”

“Why?”

“If you must know, I’m a prism consultant from Psynergy, Inc. Mr. Chastain asked my firm to run an outside check on gaming-floor security. I’ve concluded the project and I’m ready to make my report.”

“I wasn’t told nothing about no outside consultant.”

Two more heavily muscled men dressed in ill-fitting formal black jackets materialized behind the short, wide guard. They were obviously on alert, but they remained discreetly in the background.

Zinnia gave the bald guard a cool smile. “As I said, it was a security matter.”

“I’m in charge of security around here.”

“Could have fooled me. I thought perhaps you were Chastain’s interior designer.” Zinnia spun around and lunged for the closed door at the end of the hall.

She could only hope that the guards would hesitate to use force against a guest who presented no clear threat. Chastain wouldn’t want to have to explain the mangled body of an innocent casino patron in his tastelessly decorated hall. Bad for public relations.

“Five hells.” The wide man showed a surprising turn of speed as he lurched into pursuit. “Come back here.”

Zinnia reached the closed door, seized hold of the knob, twisted, and shoved hard.

The guard’s paw closed over her shoulder just as the door slammed open to reveal a crimson, black, and gilt chamber that was even more outrageous than the ladies’ restroom.

There were two men inside the chamber. Both turned toward her.

The well-dressed little man seated in front of the gleaming black desk looked harmless. The one lounging in the black-and-gold throne did not.

“Sorry for the interruption, boss,” the guard said. “I’ll take care of it.”

Zinnia flung out her hands and grabbed the edges of the door frame as the guard started to pull her back out into the hall. She glowered at the man behind the desk.

“Mr. Chastain, I presume,” she said loudly.

Nick Chastain looked at her with cold, curious eyes. In that gaze Zinnia saw a slashing intelligence, awesome self-control, and the promise of power. A strange shiver of awareness went through her.

“Is there a problem here, Mr. Feather?” Nick asked in a soft low voice.

“No, problem, boss.” Feather’s hand tightened on Zinnia’s shoulder. “Just a little misunderstanding.” He started to peel Zinnia away from the door.

“Hold it.” Zinnia tightened her grip on the frame. “Mr. Chastain, I suggest we talk right now. Unless, of course, you want every cop in New Seattle here in this casino tonight.”

Nick raised one black brow. He considered her for a long moment. Zinnia could sense everyone around her holding his breath. She made herself inhale. She would not be intimidated by a casino owner with bad taste.

Nick smiled. Zinnia almost lost her nerve.

“Very well.” Nick glanced at the nervous man perched in the chair. “You may go, Mr. Batt. I’ll be in touch.”

“Yes, Mr. Chastain.” Batt leaped to his feet and hurried toward the door with the air of a man who has just received a temporary reprieve from some unpleasant fate.

Zinnia gave him a sympathetic look as she ducked from under Feather’s heavy hand and stepped out of the way. Batt skittered past her and fled down the hall.

Feather closed the door quietly. Zinnia found herself alone at last with Nick Chastain.

“What can I do for you, Miss … ah, I don’t believe I caught the name.”

“Spring. Zinnia Spring. And I’ll tell you exactly what you can do for me, Mr. Chastain. You can produce Morris Fenwick. Immediately. If you don’t release him at once, I’m going straight to the police. I’ll have you charged with kidnapping.”



Chapter
3


* * * * * * * * * *

Are you telling me that Morris Fenwick has disappeared?” Nick concealed his rage and frustration behind a calm emotionless mask of polite interest. It was not easy.

“Don’t play the innocent, Mr. Chastain. Mr. Fenwick is a client of mine. He told me that he was negotiating with you for the sale of an old journal that he had discovered. He said you wanted it badly.”

“I do,” Nick said very softly.

Zinnia Spring’s fingers clenched more tightly around the strap of her shoulder bag.

So much for the expression of polite interest, Nick thought. His determination to get his hands on the journal was obviously leaking through the mask. He watched Zinnia narrow her very fine, very unusual, very clear eyes. He had never seen eyes quite that color. For some reason the odd silvery blue fascinated him.

“Morris also told me that he had informed you that he had another potential customer for the journal,” she said pointedly.

“He did.”

“And now poor Morris has vanished.”

“Define vanish for me, Miss Spring.”

She glared. “I can’t find him. We had an appointment this afternoon at his shop, but when I got there the door was locked. Morris never forgets appointments. He’s a mid-range matrix-talent. You know how they are. Obsessive about details.”

“Obsessive? You’ve had a lot of experience with matrix-talents, then?”

She shrugged. “More than most people. But, as I’m sure you’re well aware, no one’s had a lot of experience with them. They’re not only quite rare, they’re reclusive, secretive, and a little odd. They don’t like to be studied.”

“Just because most of them won’t consent to be guinea rat-pigs in some university research lab doesn’t mean they’re odd.” This was ludicrous. Nick could not believe that he was allowing her to goad him like this. He breathed deeply, centering himself. “It just means they value their privacy.”

“Mr. Chastain, I am not here to debate the oddness of matrix-talents. I’m here to retrieve Morris Fenwick. Hand him over.”

“Tell me, Miss Spring, what, precisely, caused you to leap to the conclusion that I’ve got him stashed away somewhere in the casino?”

“I suspect that you were afraid poor Morris would try to drive up the price of the journal by starting a bidding war between you and his other client. So you grabbed him with the goal of intimidating him into accepting your offer.”

“An interesting assumption.”

Her mouth tightened and so did her elegantly sculpted jaw. “Poor Morris knew that journal was extremely valuable to certain parties. He told me that he had it hidden in a safe place until he could complete the negotiations and close the sale.”

“Do you always call him ’poor Morris’?”

She frowned. “Morris is delicate. Most matrix-talents are. They don’t function well under stress.”

Nick was torn between disbelief and disgust. “In your considered opinion?”

“I told you, I’ve had more experience with matrix-talents than most of the experts. Morris is a gentle soul who is consumed by a passion for antiquarian books. He will become frantic if you apply the sort of pressure tactics to him that you were obviously using on that poor Mr. Batt who just left.”

Nick managed, barely, not to grind his teeth. “Let me get this straight. You think I kidnapped Fenwick because I was afraid I couldn’t outbid my competition. Presumably I’m holding him hostage until he turns over the journal.”

“We won’t call it kidnapping if you release him at once,” she said smoothly.

“You’re too kind.” Nick got to his feet and stalked around the vast desk. He watched Zinnia’s face as he moved toward her. She tensed but held her ground. The bright, fierce challenge in her eyes intrigued him.

He knew who she was, of course. He had recognized the name and the face immediately. A year and a half ago she had been notorious throughout the city-state for three days. The trashy newspaper, Synsation, had labeled her the “Scarlet Lady.”

Nick detested the tabloids, but he kept track of them because he devoured information from all sources. His primary objective was to watch for photos and stories featuring those from the city’s elite social circles who had the misfortune to show up on the front pages of the scandal sheets. He never knew when a tidbit from a gossipy piece involving one of the upper-class families might come in handy.

Eighteen months ago Zinnia Spring had been photographed walking out of the bedroom of a wealthy, influential businessman named Rexford Eaton. Eaton was not only the head of one of the city-state’s most prominent families, he was also married. The resulting scandal had been a three-day sensation for Synsation.

The damning photograph of Zinnia in a dashing crimson-red suit not unlike the one she wore tonight had been featured in a place of honor on the front page.

Nick recalled the photo and the accompanying story, not only because it had involved Rexford Eaton but because something about the unsavory details of the affair had failed to ring true. His matrix-tuned mind had detected hints of wrongness between the lines. But that was hardly a surprise, given the low level of Synsation’s journalistic integrity.

He had been absently impressed by the way the “Scarlet Lady” had handled the pushy reporters and gossip columnists who had hounded her for those three days. He had followed the story and he knew that she had refused all interviews with an arrogant disdain that he had admired.

Tonight he was even more impressed. He was accustomed to one of three basic reactions from those who found their way into this chamber: wary respect, extreme caution, or desperate appeal. He did not get a lot of visitors who dared to issue an outright challenge. It took guts.

He was well aware of his own reputation. He had worked hard to build it, first in the wild jungle frontier of the Western Islands and later here in the so-called civilized city-state of New Seattle. A reputation was one of the few things a man in his position could depend upon.

He wondered if Zinnia had worn the scarlet suit to underline the impact of her demands or to shore up her own nerve. Whatever the case, that particular shade of bright, bold, unabashed red looked good on her, even though it clashed with the darker, more menacing red of the carpet and curtains around her.

The well-cut, snug-fitting little suit managed to appear both professional and stylish even as it issued a subtle challenge. It skimmed over gently shaped breasts and emphasized a small waist. It also hinted at the appealing curve of a full rounded derrière.

The way she wore the suit interested Nick far more than the color or the style. Zinnia held herself with a graceful hauteur that said a lot about her fortitude and will. This would be one stubborn woman, he decided. Definitely difficult.

Definitely intriguing.

The feeling of rightness that surged through him was annoying. It also made him wary. One of the problems with being a strong matrix-talent was that he was far more sensitive than most to small nuances and subtle details in everything around him. For better or worse, he noticed things that most people ignored.

Even when he was not actively trying to use his talent, some part of his mind was always observing, assessing, and analyzing. He intuitively searched for patterns, looking for factors which felt wrong or out of place or which generated warning signals. He was always watching for the specters of chaos and disruption.

His acute senses had kept him alive in the jungles of the Western Islands and helped him amass a fortune as a casino owner. But lately Nick had discovered that the constant search for the pattern in the matrix had a downside. After years of watching for the shadow of that which was wrong or dangerous, he found himself hungering for that which felt right.

And Zinnia Spring felt inexplicably right.

It made no sense. She had just accused him of kidnapping.

He tried to make himself step back into that remote, detached place where he could study and assess without reacting to what he saw. He made himself look at Zinnia with the calculating intuition that was such an essential part of his nature.

She was striking but not beautiful. He liked the way her straight nose, high forehead, and well-defined cheekbones came together in a package that could only be called aristocratic. The dark sweep of her hair curved sleekly at chin length.

By any standard, there were far more stunning women dealing gin-poker at the tables downstairs. There were several working the bar at the very moment who could make heads turn from a block away. And the new redheaded lounge singer was considered spectacular by every man and a few of the ladies in the casino.

Unfortunately, one of the curses of a strong matrix-talent was that a man who possessed it found himself looking at lovely women in a decidedly skewed manner. Nick could appreciate superficial feminine beauty as well as the next healthy heterosexual male, but the physical attraction that resulted was also superficial. The older he got, the more unsatisfying relationships based on that attraction proved to be.

He wanted something else, something more, something deeper, something infused with meaning. He wanted something he did not understand and could not name.

The unfulfilled yearning had grown stronger during the past few years. It had played havoc with his sex life, which, he reflected glumly, had become virtually nonexistent in recent months. He wondered if all matrix-talents were burdened with this unpleasant side effect of their paranormal power or if he was just especially ill-fated.

He pushed the intruding thoughts aside and indicated the chair that Hobart Batt had recently vacated. “Please sit down, Miss Spring. Obviously we have a lot to discuss.”

She glanced at the chair, hesitated, and then walked defiantly over to it, sat down, and crossed her legs. One red high-heel shoe swung impatiently. “The only thing I want to talk about is Morris Fenwick.”

“Strangely enough, that’s the subject that interests me most at the moment, also.” He leaned back against the desk and planted his hands on the elaborately carved edge. “Let’s start by straightening out a minor misunderstanding. I don’t know where Fenwick is.”

She eyed him with a trace of uncertainty. “I don’t believe you.”

“It’s the truth. I swear it. I may not fit your image of a respectable businessman, Miss Spring, but if you know anything at all about me, you must be aware that my word is considered good enough to take to the bank.”

“You’re the only one who would have had any reason to kidnap Morris.”

“Fenwick, himself, told you that there is someone else who is interested in the Chastain journal.”

Zinnia frowned. “Yes, but he said that you were the one who seemed most obsessive about it. He said that you claimed that it was written by a relative.”

“My father, Bartholomew Chastain. The journal is the record of his last expedition into the uncharted islands of the Western Seas.”

She studied him carefully. “That would be the Third Chastain Expedition. The one in which the crew is said to have mysteriously vanished.”

“Yes.”

She looked distinctly wary now. He could see that she was swiftly slotting him into a mental file labeled

KOOKS, ECCENTRICS, AND OTHER ASSORTED WEIRDOS.

“There isn’t much information on the Third,” she pointed out diplomatically. “According to the official sources, it never took place. Morris told me that the University of New Portland records show that it was canceled. And everyone agrees that no Third Expedition ever filed a report.”

“I know,” Nick said. “Twenty years ago a crackpot named Newton DeForest turned the story of the Third Expedition into a tabloid legend by claiming that the team was abducted by aliens.”

She cleared her throat cautiously. “I take it you, uh, don’t subscribe to that particular theory?”

“No, Miss Spring, I do not.”
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