SHE MET HIM IN A DREAM
Mara Fitzgerald was haunted by erotic nightmares, images of Luke Naha that left her breathless and wanting. It was the same for Luke, only he knew the danger of their shared dreams and memories of the past.
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THE PRINCE OF AIR & DARKNESS
GOODNIGHT, MY LOVE
AN INVASION OF LIGHT made her stir and squeeze her lids tight. She turned her head to the side to deny it power, but the light followed as if it were inside her skull . . . insistent . . . compelling.
Begrudgingly giving up the fight, she opened her eyes. The brilliance of the morning almost blinded her, made her shrink back into herself and pull her covering over her head. A moment passed before she realized what she had seen. Confusion gripped her and she forced herself to peek out from her striped tent.
This was not possible.
She lay on the earthen floor of a large canyon. Stones bit into her back and a howling wind swept over her body, yet she hardly felt either, as if earth and elements were figments of her imagination. An eerie foreboding made her want to swallow and to take a deep breath. Her throat was too parched; her tongue clung to the roof of her dry mouth. She could hardly speak.
“Good Lord, where am I?”
More important, how had she gotten there when she’d fallen asleep in a bed?
A rush of adrenaline sluiced through her as she jumped to her feet. Her head went light and her pulse pounded so hard she thought it might split her in two. The striped bed sheet was the only barrier between her and the environment. Nude beneath the thin material, she wrapped the sheet more tightly around her like a huge enveloping cape and peered out of the narrow slit before her eyes.
In the distance, the sun rising over a mountain top blazed color into the dry earth as if with a fiery paintbrush. Closer by were tangles of chamisa and stark-looking juniper bushes. And midway between the majestic blue peaks and the crimson earth on which she stood, a single thin finger of green meadow pointed to ancient rock formations – deep red cliffs balancing huge boulders.
She tried not to panic.
“Hello!” she shouted. “Is anyone there?”
The words sang along the cliffs where they mutated and returned as unearthly whispers that surrounded her and brushed her insides with an unsettling certainty. Her stomach knotted with panic as the silence grew.
No answer.
She was alone.
Frightened, she drew the sheet closer against the stiff wind that threatened to deprive her of her only protection. The material fluttered in sharp bursts as the air caught and plucked at it like a mischievous child. Her fingers bunched and tightened until they ached.
She scanned the area.
Desolate . . . forbidding . . . ghostly . . . rough cut rocks weathered and wrinkled, successive layers striated in varying shades of red-brown . . . the ends of the earth . . . unfit for human habitation.
But wait. A tiny figure shimmered in the distance, atop a flat, blood-red mesa.
Before she even thought to move, her legs impelled her forward. The hard-packed earth and stones grazed her bare feet, the contact featherlike. Around her, translucent canyon walls zoomed by faster and faster until they were nothing more than a blur. Her heavy breath melded with the wind and resonated through her head. The tiny figure multiplied in size until she could identify a woman sitting cross-legged, face passive as if closed in sleep, wild black hair whipping out around a brightly colored torso. And yet the woman seemed unreal somehow.
Above, the sky shifted. Gray and purple clouds rolled in, swallowing the sun. Followed by the crash of thunder, a flash of lightning struck rock behind the apparition whose bronzed features were clearly Indian and whose dark eyes opened wide, reflecting horror.
“Who are you?” the Indian woman shouted, hollow voice riding on the wind.
Who . . . ?
The question paralyzed her, and yet, somehow, she had already made her way to the top of the mesa. Through the slit in her protective cloak of a sheet, she stared at the woman who seemed real and yet not. Her chest heaved and she tried to speak – to answer – but no words would come.
Hair flying, features distorted, the Indian rushed forward, hands raised in a gesture of self-protection. “Who are you? What is your name?”
She moved her mouth but made no sound.
She couldn’t speak, couldn’t answer.
She did not know.
Lightning split both sky and earth. The wind howled and tried to rip the sheet from her clawed fingers. The woman screeched at her, demanding her name over and over. A sudden terror made her back away from the threatening apparition.
Knowing her name would save her . . . yet having no answer.
Panicked, she turned to run from the banshee, only to be enveloped by a waiting void.
“A-AH!” MARA FITZGERALD FLEW upward in bed, her limbs tangled in the sheet, her skin covered in a cold sweat. Sunlight spilled into the room. Her heartbeat was frenzied. Another bizarre nightmare, different than the others.
Worse.
Not knowing her own name made her feel as if she were losing her identity.
She clutched the sheet around her and vaulted out of bed as if removal from the scene of her dream would dissipate the fear that was making her pulse thud in jagged strokes. But the eerie images wouldn’t be vanquished. The setting of the nightmare was familiar somehow . . .
Her knees scarcely supporting her, Mara backed out of the bedroom and into the shadows of the hallway. Cool adobe met her bare shoulders, and she tilted her head back against the wall. She forced herself to relax, to breathe normally. Her mouth and throat were dry, as in the dream.
Her eyes adjusting to the dimness, Mara became aware of the painting on the opposite wall. Good Lord, that was it. Frantic to get a better look, she switched on the track lighting.
Lightning Over Red Mesa. Lucas Naha. The piece she’d bought years before while still working in the San Francisco gallery. Though small, the painting and its haunting beauty cast a powerful spell. That’s why she’d hung it here in the narrow hall where she could admire it at will, rather than in a room where she couldn’t avoid it.
Mara took in every detail of the painting from the distant mountains shrouded in gray and purple clouds to the desolate canyon floor. Her eyes were drawn to the streak of lightning that connected the sky to the broad red mesa upon which sat a tiny, barely discernable figure.
Relief flowed through her. This nightmare, at least, had an explanation. Lucas Naha had been making her new job as manager of Sol Goldstein’s Santa Fe gallery difficult. In turn, the problem with the artist had produced her anxiety-ridden dream.
Only one thing still bothered her . . .
Why hadn’t she known who she was?
FEAR CLUTCHED ISABEL Joshevama’s throat as she came out of her self-induced trance. Her sightless eyes opened to a wall of light and shadow, but she could still see her surroundings as vividly as she had viewed them for seven decades before losing her sight. Every stone, every crevice, every shade of red of this mesa was burned into her memory.
She saw every detail when she went dream-seeking. She wasn’t blind in her visions.
Not any more than she was oblivious to danger.
For now the unknown had invaded, menaced, was perhaps endangering what remained of this fragile lifetime. She stirred, fully aware of her own mortality.
“You are with me?” asked her companion.
Isabel reached out and grabbed Rebecca Harvier’s arm. “I am no longer safe.”
“What did you see?”
“A stranger swathed in striped material.”
“This stranger threatened you?”
“I asked for a name, but the specter was clever and would not answer. It deliberately hid from me, covered itself from head to foot so I could not see its face.” Nor even make out its sex. She tightened her hold on the woman who had become her eyes in her earthbound world. “I demanded that it answer me.” With all the power of a finished person, a wisewoman of the pueblo. “But it stayed silent, backed away, then disappeared.” She took a deep breath. “Rebecca, someone has entered my dreaming place, someone with enough power to withstand me.”
“An ancient one?”
“Surely not, or the spirit would have identified itself.”
“Charlie Mahooty?” Rebecca whispered, sounding horrified.
A chill shot through Isabel at the mention of a power-monger who meant their people ill. For once, she could not answer.
MARA ENTERED THE SMALL COURTYARD of Aspen Plaza, named for the old tree at its heart. A warm summer breeze swirled her brown hair around her shoulders as it gave voice to the aspen’s shimmering foliage. The whisper of wind caught and fluttered the leaves’ broad surfaces. She shivered, feeling as if the wind had a message meant for her alone.
A sense of something dark and frightening nudged her awareness. She felt wary and on edge – the after-effects of the dream.
She tried to chase away the unsettling feelings, tried to tell herself she’d fallen under the spell of the dancing ground of the sun, New Mexico, with all the strange beliefs of its three cultures – Anglo, Hispanic and Indian.
Mara drew herself together as she traversed the flagstone path. Back in San Francisco, while first attending art school, then working toward a graduate degree in art therapy, she’d been employed as the owner’s assistant at the Sol Goldstein Gallery. Now, after working six years as an art therapist – a profession that combined art and psychology by using art materials to work with mental patients – she was back in the gallery business, this time as the new manager of Sol’s Santa Fe branch.
The gallery was located on East Palace Avenue, barely a block off the main square. Aspen Plaza was part of a trazo, a Spanish-colonial town pattern of buildings with interior courtyards and common walls which formed a continuous facade along the street. The successful, upscale establishment filled the entire first floor of the north wing.
Mara crossed under the territorial-style portal and left the morning’s warmth for the coolness of the gallery. The central room was bright and inviting with its red tile floor and small seating area around a whitewashed corner kiva fireplace. Paintings and prints graced the walls, and weavings and pottery decorated small tables and several niches built into the adobe.
Strangely enough, the place was deserted. Mara was wondering where Felice Paquin had gone when her exotic-featured assistant, a woman whose heritage included all three cultures, suddenly shot up from behind the reception desk.
Mara jumped and gave a squeak of surprise.
“Hey, I didn’t mean to scare you.” Smiling, Felice tossed her dark hair from her face. “I was checking the phone connection under the desk.”
Feeling foolish, Mara said, “I’m just on edge.”
“Haven’t shut off the hard-driving, big city attitude, huh?”
“I guess. I had a nightmare last night.”
Not one of the terrifying dreams she’d had starting as child and continuing into young adulthood. The vivid chases had made her wake up screaming, had led her to invest herself in a quest for understanding, and eventually had prompted her to seek a profession that combined creative expression with psychology.
Nor had this dream been another macabre nightmare of dead bodies. Those dreams had begun invading her nights after the suicide of a mental patient she’d been treating. Guilt-ridden and devastated, she’d burned out on her job after barely a half dozen years as an art therapist. That’s when she’d gone to Sol to ask for her old gallery job back.
But this morning’s dream had been frightening in its own way, and, for a moment, Mara couldn’t help wondering if she was on the verge of a nervous breakdown.
She told Felice, “I dreamed I was in one of Lucas Naha’s paintings.”
The pretty brunette snorted. “No wonder, after all the trouble we’ve been having with that dork.”
Mara smiled wryly. Though she was fully aware that some artists were difficult, often because they’d traveled a rough road to success, she did get annoyed when someone got too full of himself. But then, rather than limit art to personal fulfillment and profit, she’d wanted to use art to heal.
Naha’s work was overdue, and his nervous agent hadn’t been able to hurry the man, not even with warnings of a lawsuit or the possibility of his being replaced by another artist as Goldstein’s main draw. The gallery had scheduled and advertised a Lucas Naha opening to take place the following week, now with no assurance of having anything to sell.
Walking back to the storeroom together, the two women passed Sundog, a huge canvas of bigger-than-life New Mexico landscape.
Distant mountains loomed over a small village above which the clouds were split by a sundog – a spray of brilliant light that gave the illusion of drawing water and linked land to the sky.
A land and sky that suddenly seemed familiar, Mara realized, catching her breath as she stopped to stare.
“You’ve heard about the mysticism surrounding Naha’s paintings, haven’t you?” Felice asked.
Chills shot up Mara’s spine. “Mysticism?”
Felice pointed at the tiny figure near the village, the only human in the landscape. “Many collectors believe these small beings have a life of their own. Supposedly, they move around, at times occupying different parts of the canvas.”
And might they also be able to enter one’s dreams? Mara wondered with another thrill.
“The Kisi clan are called ‘the cursed ones’ by other Southwestern Indians,” Felice went on. “And they have a reputation for sorcery like the Yaquis.”
“You mean they’re considered to be evil?”
“Of course not. Sorcery can be either evil or good, depending on the purpose of the person who uses it. And the Kisi are said to be cursed by something that happened in the past.”
Taking a better look at Sundog, Mara noted the little figure was in the same place it always had been. Earthy, yet otherworldly in their near-magical realism, Naha’s paintings never failed to move her, though she’d be damned if she’d allow them to haunt her.
Not any more than she would let a touchy artist make her job more difficult than it was.
Frustration and anxiety had made her abandon her career as an art therapist, a profession in which she’d invested so much of herself. This job could never be so stressful as the last; she’d work things out, even if she personally had to wring a couple more paintings out of Naha.
At least a life wasn’t hanging in the balance. Mara still remembered every detail of the last session she’d had with a suicidal patient. He’d wanted her to enter his dreams and rescue him from a monster. She’d told him to draw or paint the monster to get it out of his system and had assured him no one could enter someone else’s dreams . . .
Again, the chills. Mara didn’t particularly want to believe in mysticism, much less sorcery.
Still. Lucas Naha had created imagery of such power, it had entered her subconscious, could affect her even while she slept. Mara realized how much she deeply longed to meet an artist who could do that. Maybe talking to Naha could give her some insight into her terrible dreams, help her figure out what made her susceptible to them in the first place.
Once more, she played over the details of her nightmare, the Indian woman who had seemed so alive, the landscape that had seemed so familiar . . .
And determined to face them while awake.
THE COUNTRY SEVENTY MILES northwest of Santa Fe had a wild and desolate air befitting land that had belonged to Indians for centuries. Mara was instantly drawn to the landscape the same way she had been attracted to Naha’s paintings, almost as if she had some personal connection to the place.
Which confused her. And made her apprehensive.
Or else she was scared of meeting the artist, who had a difficult, anti-social reputation. But as an art therapist in a city hospital in-patient unit, Mara had dealt with difficult administrators, demanding psychiatrists and paranoid schizophrenics who thought they were messiahs destined to lead the earth into Armageddon. Surely a reclusive artist with mystical leanings and restless figures was small potatoes.
She would merely ask Naha a few questions, remind him firmly, if diplomatically, of his contract with the gallery . . . but, mainly, assuage her curiosity and lay her own fears to rest. In the same way that patients overcame anxieties by representing them and talking about them as art, she would face the man whose imagery had played a leading role in her nightmare, recognize him for the talented if ordinary person he had to be, and banish him and his paintings from any further late night horror shows.
Feeling more confident over her impetuous decision to visit the Kisi reservation that very afternoon, Mara flicked on the car’s cruise control, then sat back to survey the scenery. She seemed to be alone on the road that wound its way among stark red foothills. Beyond stood compelling blue-gray mountains, once the home of the ancient Anazasi. The cliff-dwelling Native Americans had built their villages on rocky precipices a thousand years before the Spanish arrived in North America.
Like all Pueblos, the Kisi traced their roots back to the Anazasi, but since had mixed their blood with nomads like Comanches and Navajos, especially after the group had nearly been wiped out in the Pueblo Rebellion of 1691. Mara had read that a Spanish captain by the name of Francisco Castillo had been especially vicious with the Kisi, who’d managed to hold out for quite some time. The ensuing massacre was the reason other tribes said the Kisi were cursed.
A half hour later, she saw sad proof that the Indians still weren’t thriving when she drove up the thinly graveled road leading into the reservation. An old church and a cluster of small houses – mostly adobe, some of cinderblock – sat among juniper bushes and scraggly trees. When she honked her horn, a scrawny dog got out of the road and ran to hide behind an abandoned-looking pickup truck nearby.
Where did Naha live? Since there didn’t seem to be any names or numbers on any of the houses, she decided to ask directions at the general store. Pulling her car up in front of the one-story adobe building, Mara got out. The moment her foot touched soil, another thrill of cognition shot through her. But the sensation dissipated equally quickly. She went inside.
Two Indian men were involved in a heated discussion at the counter, the storekeeper slim and in his thirties, the customer heavyset, greasy-haired and probably a decade older.
“You haven’t paid your tab, Mahooty.” The storekeeper nervously pushed at his aviator glasses. “I can’t let you have anything else until you clear it up.”
“I want a carton of cigarettes.” The heavyset man pounded his fist on the counter. “And I want it now.”
“Hey, can’t you at least make a payment? I’m operating a business here.”
“I don’t have to make a payment. I run this reservation.”
“If I don’t get paid, I’ll have to close down.”
With a growl, Mahooty tore a bill from his pocket. “All right, here’s five bucks. Give me the cigarettes.”
The storekeeper scooped up the money and fetched the carton from a shelf behind him. Grabbing his purchase, Mahooty turned to leave, his eyes narrowing on Mara as he passed her.
She approached the counter. “Could you give me directions? I’m looking for Lucas Naha.”
“Hmm, Naha?” His eyes were bright and curious behind the aviators. “Are you an art collector?”
“I’m the manager at Sol Goldstein’s.”
Continuing to stare, the man smiled broadly and reached over the counter to shake Mara’s hand. “I’m an artist myself, a sculptor. Tom Chalas. Are you looking for new talent? I’d be happy to show you some of my work. I deal with metal mostly, cast and soldered bronze.”
If Chalas were a real possibility for an upscale gallery like Goldstein’s, an agent probably would have picked him up. But Mara believed talent existed in everyone and she had compassion for a person who struggled to make it in the competitive world of gallery art.
“We interview artists by appointment. For sculpture, slides and photos are required.” She handed him a card with a smile. “Put a portfolio together and give me a call.” There was no harm in giving the man a chance. “Now about Lucas Naha. Where does he live?”
The storekeeper gave her the directions.
Mara drove down a narrow branch that opened off the gravel road until she sighted a sprawling, comfortable-looking adobe house nestled behind a stand of cottonwoods. A dusty Jeep Comanche sat in the shade. Parking next to it and shutting off the engine, Mara stared at the house for a moment, thinking it looked nice but unexceptional.
Yet her pulse threaded unevenly. What on earth was the matter with her?
Taking a deep breath, she told herself to calm down, then got out to knock on the door.
Eventually, an attractive older woman, gently rounded in both face and figure, appeared. “Yes, can I help you?”
“Hi, I’m Mara Fitzgerald . . . from the Goldstein Gallery in Santa Fe. I wondered if I could see Lucas Naha. Is he in?”
He should be. His agent had said that the artist rarely left the reservation.
The woman raised her brows. “Luke? Well, er . . . I have nothing to do with his business. I’m his mother . . . Onida Naha.” She swiped at one of the few strands of gray threading her black hair. “Luke is working out in the patio and doesn’t want to be disturbed.”
“Working on his paintings?” That sounded promising, as well as fascinating. “I would really like to talk to him for a moment.”
“Well, I won’t slam a door in someone’s face, no matter how much Luke insists on keeping to himself.”
Onida motioned for Mara to come inside, then headed down a hallway leading off on one side. Surprised, thinking she’d be told to wait while Naha was fetched, Mara followed the woman. Her eager gaze flicked over the furnishings they passed.
The successful artist didn’t surround himself with luxury, though his home had large rooms and solidly built walls. A few small paintings hung here and there; a feathered kachina and a Catholic saint stood side-by-side in a niche. In the kitchen, Onida opened the back door that led out onto a tiled patio and a grassy area enclosed by an adobe wall.
The moment Mara spotted the painter working in the dappled shade of a cottonwood tree, she stopped dead in her tracks. Again, the weird sense of cognition made her anxious.
“Luke?” Onida called, sounding timid.
The tall man continued to work intently, tubes of paint scattered around his feet. He either hadn’t noticed the two women or wasn’t paying any attention to them.
“Please don’t disturb him,” Mara told Onida before the woman could call to her son again. “I’ll wait until he takes a break.”
By then she would have drawn her thoughts together. They seemed to have scattered like the wind.
Onida nodded and went back inside.
Mara took a couple of steps forward, skirting an outdoor patio table. The painter was slashing a striking line of white into the azure background of the large canvas. Luke. The shortened version of his name was as strong as he appeared to be. His wide shoulders flexed beneath his dark t-shirt. His slim hips and hard thighs were encased in paint-spattered jeans. He had strong hands and long black hair tied back with a cord.
Oddly removed from the immediacy of the situation, Mara imagined herself untying the cord, running her fingers through the thick mane of hair. She could imagine it happening . . . almost as if it were a memory. The emotions pouring through her stunned Mara. She shuddered and wrapped her arms around her body to chase away a sudden chill.
Just as sudden, she met Naha’s gaze when he whipped around, his dark eyes piercing, his lips set in a straight line. He came toward her. “Who the hell are you? What are you doing here?”
Unable to stop herself, Mara took a step backward. His tone was accusatory and his expression decidedly unfriendly. A thrill of fear pierced her even as she took in Luke’s high cheekbones, straight nose curved at the tip, strong jaw, blue-black hair, and lean, muscular body. She’d expected an aura of personal power, but she’d thought the artist would be older, not a virile man in his mid-thirties.
His eyes bored into hers and he raised his voice. “I said who are you?”
“I’m Mara Fitzgerald.” His intonation oddly reminded her of the same demand made in the weird dream. She felt as if she were dreaming now. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you. I’m the new manager of Goldstein’s.”
“The gallery?” He threw his paintbrush aside and stepped toward her, his manner threatening. “You’re supposed to deal with my agent. That’s what I’m paying him for.”
Heart beating a bit too swiftly, she said, “I realize that.” He halted mere inches away, so she had to stare up into his hard bronzed face. Instinct made her want to back up farther, but she forced herself to stand her ground. No matter that she told herself she wasn’t afraid of him, the flesh along her arms responded. She sensed this man could be a truly fierce and dangerous enemy . . . or lover.
“What are you trying to prove?” he demanded, taking over her space. “Do you think you can force me to finish the paintings faster?”
Mara had to force an answer. “Not exactly.” Then took a deep breath.
She doubted that anyone could force this man to do anything against his will. He possessed a truly fierce presence. A hard-bitten pioneer of the previous century would have turned tail and run if faced down by an Indian like Lucas Naha armed with so much as a butter knife.
“I’ll be done when I’m done,” Luke went on. “Gilbert Armijo should have told you that.”
“He did.” Though she wasn’t about to let this man think she was intimidated. She straightened her shoulders and stared him in the eye. “I realize I’m overstepping my boundaries a bit here.” How could she ask what she really wanted to – where did his inspiration come from, did his own imagery obsess him? “Um, I want you know how important your work is to the gallery. Your paintings present a unique vision of the Southwest.”
“Trying to pat me on the head?” Luke interrupted. “Real tactful, but it’s not going to get you squat.”
She bridled. “It’s not empty praise. I’m being honest. And I’m not the only person who admires your work. You have a loyal following.” She tried to ignore the way he was looming over her, the way she was having trouble breathing normally, the dribble of sweat wending a path down her spine. “Collectors are so inspired by your art that they believe the figures in your paintings are mystically alive and move around.”
His expression suddenly went from threatening to surprised. “Figures moving around?”
“I was told they change position from time to time.” Relaxing a bit now that she’d seemed to have some effect on him, Mara pointed out, “You have a mythos built around your art work, an aura of mystery.”
But Luke’s scowl was descending again. “Save the fancy words,” he cut in, making her uptight all over again. “I don’t give a damn what people believe about my paintings.” He added, “And I want you out of here . . . right now.”
So much for honesty and tact.
Before she could object, he grasped her arm and marched her none-too-gently toward a gate in the adobe fence. She couldn’t believe he was actually manhandling her.
“Let go!” Pure anger burned away other, less heroic sensibilities. She tried to shake off his warm grasp. Which, even in this tense situation, gave her goosebumps that had nothing to do with fear. A sense of shared intimacy and a disappointment that she couldn’t explain made her even angrier. “How dare you!”
He did release her when they reached the gate. “How dare you? I didn’t invite you to my home.” He gestured. “Your car’s out there and the highway is right over the rise. I assume you can find your way back to Santa Fe.”
She didn’t bother to answer, merely started to stride away, her back stiff.
Luke wasn’t finished. “Hey, aren’t you going to warn me about a lawsuit, a breech of contract?”
Mara stopped short and turned. “Do you want me to threaten you?”
“I’d like to hear some real honesty.”
Obviously he didn’t believe anyone could possibly be pleasant or sincere. She stepped closer, daringly gazing into his eyes, trying not to get caught by the power she recognized. “You deserve to be taken to court unless you meet the terms of your contract.” Telling herself that he couldn’t affect her if she refused to allow it.
“Yeah?” He crossed his arms over his broad chest. “And are you worried about losing your job, maybe? Is that why you made the drive up here?”
Now she was too uncomfortable to mention her real reasons. Not that he would believe them.
“I don’t think you care about me or why I came here,” she said tightly. “Not any more than you care about your many admirers, the people who collect your art. And you should. If you don’t have enough output to keep collectors interested, they’ll buy someone else.”
“I paint for myself, not the money.” Uncrossing his arms, he came closer, looming once more, making her aware of his disturbing maleness. “I don’t give a damn about collectors.”
Perhaps not. Swallowing hard, Mara glanced at the comfortable, if unassuming-looking house that was far nicer than anything else she’d seen around here. “If you don’t care about the money for yourself, how about some for the other people of the pueblo? You could send several kids to college, help them find a positive path in life.”
His bronzed skin darkened. “My family and people are none of your business.”
Again, he reached out and took hold of her arm. Though his touch was less harsh, different this time. Surprised, Mara gazed up into his face, suddenly mesmerized by their closeness. The dark pupils of Luke Naha’s eyes held mysteries she could lose herself in. Each one of his fingers seemed to burn into her flesh. As his warm expulsion of breath feathered her hair, her heart raced with an invisible connection that was raw and potent and as striking as a vivid memory . . .
She desired Luke Naha and he also wanted her.
She knew that to the depths of her core.
Both of them could have been frozen in place. Eons seemed to pass before either of them could speak or act, could overcome the charged atmosphere that surrounded them. Finally an odd expression touched his features and he released her as abruptly as if he’d touched hot metal.
“Take your bleeding-heart back to Santa Fe,” he growled, stepping away.
Flustered, confused, a little stunned, Mara struggled to regain her wits. And control of her body. Tingling sensations continued to spread along her limbs even though Luke was no longer touching her. Stomach churning with a combination of unwanted desire and justified hostility, she spun about to take hold of the gate handle.
“Wait! Luke, your grandmother would like your guest to stay.”
Once more Mara halted, glancing over her shoulder to see Onida waving and hurrying across the patio.
“What?” The artist turned a questioning frown on his mother. “She’s not my guest and she doesn’t want to stay.”
Obviously flustered, Onida slid her gaze from Mara to her son, then back again. “But I’ve made some tea. We can have refreshments out on the patio.”
Mara was surprised by the new development. She started to make her own excuses in the uncomfortable situation when she noted the frail-looking, white-haired woman easing herself down into one of the patio chairs.
“She must stay, Luke,” said the elderly woman, her strong, authoritative voice carrying.
Once more, Mara was filled with a strange sense of familiarity . . . and a compulsion to accept the invitation to tea that was every bit as strong as had been the urge to drive out here in the first place.
AS SHE HELPED HERSELF to homemade pinon, or pine-nut fritters, Mara focused on Luke’s grandmother, wondering why the woman had wanted her to stay. Isabel Joshevama was blind, she realized, noting that the woman’s eyes always seemed directed on some faraway inner scene. Dignified and handsome in spite of her years, she had obviously bequeathed her proud posture and elegant bone structure to her grandson.
“Luke, would you pass the pinon cakes?” Isabel asked.
“I’ll put them on your plate, Grandmother. One or two?”
Mara nearly did a double take at such politeness. Considering he was of Pueblo heritage, however, born to a group that honored age, she shouldn’t be surprised that he treated his elders with respect. Luke pulled up a chair but remained silent, brooding and a bit disconcerting. Mara didn’t know what to expect of him . . . or from herself.
No one had ever gotten to her as quickly or as deeply as Luke Naha had. It was more than his being a difficult artist. More than her being angry at his rude behavior. This was far more personal. More disturbing. She couldn’t explain it. Her reaction to him was far too intense . . . and, at the same time, hauntingly familiar.
His mother smiled and poured tea while chatting about Spanish and Indian cooking. Onida seemed to possess a much sunnier, open personality than her mother and son but lacked their strong presence.
“Have you been here before?” Isabel suddenly asked Mara.
“To the reservation? No.”
“I meant this part of the country.”
Feeling as if Luke were staring right through her, Mara centered her gaze on his grandmother. Perhaps if she concentrated, she could ignore the effect he had on her. “This is the first time I’ve visited this area.”
Which didn’t seem to satisfy Isabel. Her brooding expression made her resemble her grandson even more. Mara felt as if she were being sized up in a not-so-subtle way.
“What do you think of Luke’s newest painting?” Isabel asked.
Luke’s artwork. The reason she’d come.
Pulse thrumming, Mara glanced at the easel some yards away. “The one he’s working on? Like his other paintings, it’s stunning . . . mysterious, haunting . . . the type one dreams about.”
Isabel frowned. “Dreams?”
Expression unreadable, Luke turned his full attention on Mara. “Now my paintings make people dream? I thought you said the mystery about them was that the figures moved around when nobody was looking.”
“According to my assistant at the gallery.”
Both Luke and Isabel seemed alert. The atmosphere was suddenly crackling with renewed tension.
Seemingly oblivious, Onida smiled and told her son, “I always think each painting is more beautiful than the last, Luke. I wouldn’t know which to keep and which to give away if it was up to me. I’m glad you make those decisions.” To Mara, she said, “I visit Goldstein’s whenever he has a new collection. It’s been awhile . . . but, of course, he’s been busy with the murals at the community center.”
“Murals?” Mara echoed.
“He’s trying to make the reservation a nicer place.”
”Nevermind about the murals,” Luke cut in. “No excuses. If she wants to sue me for breech of contract, she can.”
“Breech of contract?” Onida’s hands fluttered nervously. “Oh, my.”
“Actually, I’m not suing anybody, at least not yet,” muttered Mara, wanting to get back to the paintings and the dreams.
But Onida was clearly upset. “He’s been so busy . . . and then there was the death of Victor Martinez. He was a clan elder.”
“That’s enough,” Luke stated, though he touched his mother’s arm gently to soften his order.
“Actually, it isn’t.” Frustrated, Mara told Onida, “I’m sorry for your loss,” before turning back to Luke. “I want to get this out in the open – the mystery surrounding your paintings. That’s what I’ve really been wanting to talk about. Does your imagery have something to do with Kisi mysticism? Does it obsess you, get into your dreams?”
Once again, Mara commanded both Isabel’s and Luke’s full attention. They seemed startled, especially Luke, and suddenly she wondered if he had recurring nightmares just as she did. Might that be why he was so isolated and angry? Is that why she felt this mysterious connection?
Luke rose. “I don’t want to talk about dreams . . . or anything else.” He glanced quickly at Isabel. “I think even Grandmother will agree it’s time for you to leave.”
The older woman said nothing, though Onida crumpled a paper napkin and laid it on the table. “You’re being rude, Luke.”
“It’s rude to come to someone’s home uninvited.”
Deeply disappointed – she’d barely mentioned the topic in which she was so invested – Mara wasn’t in the mood for more arguing. The tension really got to her. Gathering her purse, she scooted her chair back.
“It is late. I really should be going.” The sun sank toward the western horizon. She told Onida, “Thanks for your hospitality.”
“Will you return?” asked Isabel unexpectedly.
“I’m not sure.” Though Mara wasn’t certain that was an invitation, she made a point of saying, “I appreciate your asking.”
She hated to lower herself to Luke Naha’s level by being hostile but she couldn’t help sniping at him when he followed her through the gate and out to her car.
“You don’t have to strong-arm me again.”
“I have no intention of touching you,” he said, though his tense expression belied his words.
Nearly shivering at the thought of those long fingers touching her once more, Mara paused in the deepening shade of the big cottonwood tree. “You do have strange nightmares, don’t you?”
He halted a few feet away and stared. She could hear him breathing. And knew she’d struck a nerve.
“I can tell,” she went on, her pulse thrumming. “I suffer from nightmares, too. That’s really why I came here. I dreamed about one of your paintings. It was so vivid, so strong . . . well, it frightened me.”
“Forget about it.”
“I can’t forget.”
His eyes were opaque, black as night. “You need to be careful, white lady. There are things in the universe that don’t fit your neat little rules.”
Then he turned abruptly and left her standing in the shadows, her breath coming in a gasp. Even more spooked – no doubt the reaction Luke had wanted – Mara glanced about before getting into the car. A light breeze whispered through the tree’s leaves and the surrounding hills glowed with vivid colors. The light here seemed even clearer and more beautiful than in Santa Fe.
Yet the shadows beneath the tree were deep and dark. She carefully buckled herself into her seat, glancing all around before pulling out.
She wondered if Luke Naha was half as menacing as he would like her to believe. She hadn’t exactly felt in danger of physical threat, but the man had done an excellent job of playing on her inner fears.
Though alleviated by daylight and consciousness, the weird atmosphere of her dreams had followed her into Kisi country . . . an ambiance which frightened and fascinated her at the same time. Like Luke himself.
Which made her ponder the odd chemistry that bubbled between them. It was more than physical. Her emotions were high. How could she be so emotional about a stranger?
Mara drove for the reservation’s entrance, passing Tom Chalas’s store, which was now closed. As usual in mountainous areas, twilight came on quickly. Lights would be a good idea, yet she hesitated to switch them on until she pulled out onto the highway.
A few yards down, the beams picked up something white beside the edge of the road and Mara stepped on the brakes, her heart sinking. An animal that had been run over? She hated roadkills. But she felt compelled to look anyway. Gazing out the window, she saw that the body was that of a sheep . . . whose bloody throat gaped open.
A coyote rather than a car had obviously killed the poor thing. But how awful. In daylight? And so near the reservation?
She pressed down on the accelerator and sped away. Because his paintings were both profitable and beautiful, she hoped Luke’s work would continue to be handled by her gallery. But personally, she’d had quite enough of Kisi mystery and mysticism, not to mention Lucas Naha himself, for the foreseeable future.
She only hoped his artwork would stay out of her dreams.
EARLY IN THE EVENING, a three-quarters moon rose over the Nacimiento Mountains as he reached his destination, a cabin built against the side of a rocky hill. A fire blazed, piercing the darkness, its yellow glow a portent of the evil he sought to harness.
Glancing back at the lights of the Kisi pueblo some miles away, he gunned his vehicle over the rutted road leading to the cabin, quickly parked it and headed for the fire.
“Olvera!” he called.
A Yaqui Indian with a scarred face rose from stoking the flames. “So . . . you’ve returned.”
“I want to learn everything.”
The man laughed. “Do you have enough money for everything? Power doesn’t come cheap.”
“I have money, Witch, don’t worry.”
The Yaqui laughed again. “It will give me satisfaction to work with a Kisi. They brag about their ancient wisdom.”
“I don’t want to travel that road. It would take too long.” Not that he didn’t have some ability. “I want to destroy my enemies before they destroy me.” As well as deal with invaders like the white woman who had been poking her nose around today. He pulled out a hundred dollar bill. “Here’s the first payment.” “Done.” The Yaqui’s eyes glittered as he snatched the money, stuck the bill in his pocket and took out some green cactus buttons to roll around in his palm. “You have the anger and the lust. All you need is the means to capture what you’re seeking.”
“Will that do it?” he asked, eyeing the peyote, a potent hallucinogen.
“Can a coyote kill a rabbit?”
He joined in when the Yaqui laughed this time. He had confidence in his choice of a teacher. Olvera was known far and wide as a dangerous witch, able to dominate the dark forces.
Although he had a healthy fear of the other man, he felt no guilt for using Olvera’s knowledge to pervert the ways of the Kisi. Why not take the short path? He cared nothing about dreams of wisdom and ancient spirits. Anger had burned that away.
Olvera put the cactus buttons back in his pocket. “The time for this will come soon. Sorcery is stronger when the moon is full.” He sat down in front of the fire. “Meanwhile, I can give you other suggestions.”
He joined the other man, watching the flames, listening carefully as the witch told him what to do.
THE SUN HAD LONG FLED when Luke awoke from a restless nap and went out the door of his personal living quarters to get some fresh air. Having painted since dawn, he’d been exhausted, had gone to his bedroom at dusk to lie down. Now it was late. He’d obviously slept through supper. Not that Onida wouldn’t have something waiting on the stove for him, being used to his erratic working schedule. He strolled past the adobe-walled yard to the kitchen.
Dreams. He couldn’t believe Mara Fitzgerald had brought up the topic during her visit today. He was certain her insistent, oddly perceptive nosiness was what had gotten under his skin, made him toss and turn . . . though, hopefully, he’d done nothing else during his nap.
On the other side of the yard, the Jeep Comanche sat in the same place. At least as far as Luke could tell. He hadn’t risen then to drive the vehicle somewhere while sleep-walking or in some other bizarre mental state, something that had happened a couple of times before.
Nightmares. Luke didn’t even want to think about them.
He walked on, his boots crunching gravel. Some distance away, he saw a flashlight beam glimmering from the direction of the community center. Must have been some sort of meeting. Not that he’d been invited. When he’d agreed to do the murals for the center at his grandmother’s insistence, the reservation’s other citizens had been friendly for awhile. But then a few individuals had persisted in trying to help out and his temper had gotten away with him. Now he worked alone.
He wasn’t a people person, wasn’t good at conforming with clan or tribal rules. He didn’t particularly identify with the Kisi community, and they resented him for being a rampant individualist.
Though they’d more than resent him if they knew what had brought him back to the pueblo. They’d fear him if they learned why he’d left Arizona . . . that he might have been responsible for the fire that had consumed his home.
Brooding on that, he headed back toward the main part of his house, passing a neighbor’s place. A startled face gazed out of a window, spotted him and quickly drew the curtains. They were turquoise, a color meant to ward off evil.
Maybe the community feared him now.
Sometimes he wondered why he had returned to the Kisi pueblo. He loved his widowed mother and cherished his wisewoman of a grandmother, but he had no more desire for a traditional way of life than the young people who fled the reservation.
Perhaps he’d returned simply because he’d needed a place to hide.
Luke went inside the house, passing his grandmother’s bedroom and heading toward the kitchen. Since she hadn’t been willing to abandon her home, he’d built the sprawling new one around these two rooms of her original adobe. A widow who’d been living in a trailer, his mother had been pleased to have a real house to fuss about again, and Luke had portioned off one wing of the place for his own use. He was happy that his artwork supported everyone, though he wasn’t willing to lick boots to collect the money for his paintings – not even boots belonging to a beautiful woman.
He was still angry that Mara Fitzgerald had muscled her way into his abode today, had disturbed everyone, especially him.
He was furious that he’d been so attracted to her.
Even now he could see the clarity of her eyes as blue as a New Mexican sky; he could see her face whose fine bone structure tempted an artist to capture it on canvas; he could see the shoulder-length golden brown hair that tempted a man’s hands to slide through its thick silkiness.
Even now, he could feel the urgency that had made him want to kiss her, enter her, leave his mark in her.
Damn Mara Fitzgerald, especially the strange and confusing feelings she’d aroused in him. He nearly felt as if he knew her, as if they’d shared a past together . . .
Realizing his jeans tightened painfully, he rubbed at his discomfort, forcing himself to put the disturbing woman out of mind at least for a while. He would think about her much
later, when he was once again alone in his bed.
Meanwhile, the kitchen’s rich, spicy odors were making his mouth water. A pot of posole – hominy and pork stew – simmered on the stove and fry bread lay on a platter nearby. About to help himself, he heard voices coming from the living room.
Heading there, Luke saw that they had two visitors. Rebecca Harvier sat on the couch near his grandmother, her plump hands twisted in her lap, while his mother sat stiffly in the rocking chair across from the two elder ladies.
Charlie Mahooty stood near the center of the room, obviously having dropped by uninvited, since nobody in the house liked him. “I’m gonna be the new Governor of the Kisi. Everybody will vote for me, what with all this weird stuff going on.”
“Weird stuff?” Luke scowled. If there was anyone he disliked in the pueblo, it was this bully. How dare the man issue a warning. “If by weird, you mean bad, I’d blame you.”
Mahooty’s thick lips formed a straight line. “I don’t make witchlights float over the church at night, Naha. Or call up a big yellow coyote with glowing eyes. It killed a sheep today in broad daylight.” He glared at Isabel and Rebecca. “Somebody is practicing witchcraft.”
“Wise elders do not practice evil,” answered Isabel. “They seek wisdom. They try to heal.”
“Well, maybe you two are just too old to control yourselves anymore,” said Mahooty. “Maybe you’d better hang up your prayerfeathers.”
Rebecca’s eyes flashed behind her glasses. “Sacrilege! No one is ever too old to be a finished person.” Her voice trembled. “You have no respect for the traditions of the Kisi and neither do the people who follow you. No wonder there are no more ceremonies in the kiva.”
An underground chamber where the most sacred kachinas or statues of hallowed spirits were kept, the kiva had been the “sacred space” of the Kisi, like all Pueblo-related clans.
Isabel added, “Furthermore, no one can become governor without the elders’ approval.”
Mahooty wasn’t moved. “Maybe the laws are going to change. The tribal police named me captain and I’m going to hold a vote at noon tomorrow. The people will take a look at the old laws and who should be governor. They will speak.”
Isabel rose to face the man. Her voice was sharp. “Because they fear you, Charlie Mahooty. But your power is perverted.”
Flushed, Mahooty cut her off with a wave. “You don’t tell me what to do, old woman. And you don’t know anything about my power. Why, you’re a dried-up old crow.”
Which was all Mahooty got out of his mouth before Luke took hold of him by the front of his shirt. “Don’t speak disrespectfully to my grandmother or to Rebecca,” he commanded, looming over the shorter man. “Or you’ll answer to me.”
“Settle down, Naha.” Mahooty shook Luke off, though fear glistened in his eyes. “Why do you care about what the Kisi decide to do? You’re rich. You can move to Santa Fe.”
“But I don’t want to. We’re staying here.” He pointed at the door. “And you’re leaving this house right now.”
Luke followed as the heavy-set man walked down the hallway, the second person he’d escorted off his property today.
Mahooty stepped outside. “Better watch your grandmother, Naha, see that she doesn’t wander too far. She could fall off a mesa one of these nights.” He laughed.
Luke saw red and lunged for the other man. At the same time, Mahooty took off and Onida came running to the door.
“Please, Luke, no fighting.”
Heart racing, muscles poised, he paused. “He threatened Grandmother. I should break his legs.” And maybe his head, too. “He’s a stupid fool, Luke. He isn’t worth it. Please, I don’t want to lose anyone else in a brawl.”
The way Luke’s father had died in a bar in Phoenix. Luke responded to his mother’s pleading tone. Slowly releasing his breath, he turned and came back inside. He had to learn to control his temper.
Who knew what he was capable of when angry or disturbed? Even he didn’t.
A short while later, Rebecca left, Luke walking her up the dark road to her house. On the way back, he took a good look around, sighting neither coyotes nor witchlights – floating, glowing balls created by sorcery.
Not that he would have to see them to believe that there was something decidedly wrong about the community lately. He might not be cheek-by-jowl with the inhabitants of the pueblo, but the dreamseeking training of his childhood, the powers of his grandmother, had shown him there were many levels of reality.
Levels Luke did not try to understand anymore and which he hoped had nothing to do with him at all.
Returning to the house, he went directly to his private quarters, settling down in his studio to gaze at his latest painting, seeking direction. A scuffling in the hallway warned of someone’s approach. He drew a breath of relief when Isabel appeared in the doorway.
“You look tired, Grandmother,” he said as she joined him on the couch. “You’ve been spending too much time in your dreaming place when you should be resting.”
“Someone must do so, Stormdancer.” Only Isabel ever called him the sacred name he’d taken at his manhood ceremony. “Mahooty was right about the old ways disappearing. Rebecca and I are the only corn priestesses left, the only finished people. There are no stormbringer priests now that Victor Martinez is dead.”
Luke muttered, “Perhaps the old ways should disappear.”
Not that he wanted someone like Mahooty to cause that.
Isabel’s blind eyes glittered. “Would you have evil destroy good, Stormdancer? There must be balance. The spirits entrusted us with sacred responsibilities.” She took a deep breath. “Someone has invaded my dreaming place.”
The sacred abode Isabel envisioned when seeking wisdom, the place that was based on a real spot that she’d always loved. Red Mesa. Only the Kisi knew how to dreamwalk. Only a finished Kisi should have the power to enter others’ dreams or visions.
“Who, Grandmother?”
Isabel’s voice wavered. “When I demanded a name, the invader would not answer.” Her expression darkened. “I do not believe that Victor Martinez died a natural death.”
A chill shot down Luke’s spine and he stiffened. “You don’t think he really had a heart attack in his sleep?”
“I believe he was stalked by someone with power. I fear that someone could be Charlie Mahooty.”
Now he was really spooked. If someone with the morals of Mahooty turned his skills to evil, no one was safe. He remembered the warning about his grandmother going off a mesa.
“Why didn’t you tell me this before?” he demanded.
“I wanted to find the right words to ask you what I must.”
His heart sank. He knew what she was going to ask of him.
“I want you to dreamseek again, Stormdancer. You have always had the ability. You could be a stormbringer priest yourself.”
“I don’t even have a dreaming place.”
Not to mention that he had a big problem with faith. He hadn’t sought a true dream since he’d seen something dark and frightening within himself as a teenager. When his family had moved away from the pueblo and tradition, he’d been relieved.
But all his life, strange dreams had followed. Dreams that he hadn’t always been able to remember. Dreams, as well as incidents, involving violence and destruction . . .
“Stormdancer, the woman who was here today–”
Nightmares.
“Mara Fitzgerald?” Luke tightened his jaw even as the name immediately conjured her image. “She wasn’t invited. She was just trying to hurry up my painting.”
“It was more than that. There was something else, something hidden and it bothers me.” Isabel absently rubbed the blanket-covered arm of the couch. “I sensed it. That’s why I asked her to stay, even though you seemed to dislike her. She spoke so strongly of dreams. Why? Had she heard of Kisi legends?”
“I have no idea. I know nothing about her. Today was the first time I ever set eyes on her.” Though something inside him put a lie to that statement.
“Is she part Indian, do you think?”
Another chord struck, but he said, “Her skin is as white as a sidewinder’s belly.”
“Your mother said she was very pretty.”
Yeah, she’d been pretty. And he’d been attracted even if he didn’t like her.
“Were her eyes brown?” Isabel queried.
“Blue, and I’m certain she doesn’t have one drop of Indian blood.” Wasn’t he?
Isabel sighed. “Well, another mystery. But we can’t afford the more serious kind. You are welcome in my dreaming place, Stormdancer. You are of my own blood. We can’t waste time.” Again the chills. Mahooty’s warning haunted him. He slung an arm about Isabel’s shoulders, feeling the bones through her flesh, as fragile and light as a bird’s. Her spirit was strong but she wouldn’t live forever. Though no one had better try to take her before her time.
“No one will harm you, Grandmother . . . not unless they want to answer to me.”
“Then go to Red Mesa and dreamseek, Stormdancer.” When he didn’t reply, she became agitated. “Will you do as I ask?”
He sighed. “Yes.”
Though Luke had no idea of what could happen. Embracing his grandmother, he watched her leave, then gazed out the nearest window into the black night. He might as well be looking into his own soul. A dark, mysterious hole that he’d avoided for years. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know exactly what was inside him, what terrible thing might have led him to destroy his wife and little son. He’d never been able to control his inner power. If evil was stalking the Kisi pueblo, he only prayed it wasn’t the blackness that lived within himself.
A RAY OF INSISTENT LIGHT popped Mara’s eyes open. She stared about, finding herself prone on the floor of a canyon. Again. For she had lain here before, had been wrapped in the same sheet. At least this time she was wearing a nightgown.
She scrambled to her feet, dislodging a small stone. Her heart pounded, though she tried to control the foreboding feeling that clung to her like a shroud.
The sun hung low in the sky. The surrounding mountains were blue-violet, the chamisa and other brush darkening to shades of graying green. The crimson of the canyon’s earth deepened to brick-red. She glanced about nervously.
Night was fast coming on. She didn’t want to stay in this eerie canyon when darkness completely descended. The overhanging cliffs lurked like predators, and the breeze hissed frightening whispers.
“Hello!” she shouted. “Is anyone here?”
Where was the Indian woman?
The question tore through her mind of its own volition. She moved forward, her surroundings shifting unnaturally. Gliding over rock and sand, she passed copses of pinon pine and juniper, speeding up until her breath came in spurts.
A red mesa suddenly loomed before her and she was just as suddenly atop it, looking down at her surroundings. The sun continued to sink, sending deep blue shadows creeping across the
canyon. A star winked in the indigo sky high above but its light was far too weak and faraway.
“Hello!” she shouted desperately.
And then subtle footpads behind her froze her to the spot. She whipped about, her heart racing like a speeding deer.
A bare-chested Indian, hair loose to his shoulders, emerged from the semi-darkness. Though he was tall and handsome, his shadowed expression frightened her, and his dark eyes burned right through her.
“You,” he growled, the single word both recognition and accusation. “Come to me.”
She shrank back.
“Stop,” he ordered. “I’ve been waiting too long.”
Too long.
Longing.
For longing – deep, wordless yearning – battled fear. Her eyes filled with tears. Her lips parted but she could not speak. The stranger . . . yet not a stranger . . . moved toward her, his glide silent, his muscles rippling. His mouth quivered with repressed emotion.
“You,” he said again, before pulling her to him.
Pressing her tightly against his body, he raked his hands over her as if he owned her, as if he were memorizing every inch of flesh. She didn’t resist. Couldn’t. The familiar about him kept her from fighting. He grasped the back of her neck so that her face turned upward.
His grip was so powerful, she knew he could snap her neck and kill her on the spot.
Instead, he savaged her mouth.
He. Not a nameless Indian, she realized, suddenly recognizing that she embraced Lucas Naha himself.
But Luke was also something . . . someone else . . .
Her thoughts muddled as her own passion took over her consciousness, blooming into full, ripe flower. Moaning, she let her head drop back, wrapped her arms about her lover’s neck, and rocked her hips against him. Her satin-covered nipples were tight little buds carrying heat and sensations to and from her lower belly.
Her lover growled deep in his throat, throwing the sheet aside and pulling her lacy, cream-colored nightgown up to slide his hands along her naked flesh. She could feel the proof of his desire pressing hard against the material he wore about his waist, the only barrier between them.
She wanted him, desired him with all her heart and soul. She pulled back slightly so he could cup her breasts, hold the soft weight of them and flick his thumbs over her sensitive nipples.
She shuddered, panting, her knees nearly giving way.
Understanding her need, he lowered her to the ground, continuing to kiss her deeply, to caress her. Their tongues touched, their breaths blended. He parted her legs, arranged himself between them, stroked and teased her until she writhed, begging him to take her.
He understood, though she was speaking strange-sounding words she didn’t understand. A dark profile against the dream-blue sky, he answered her in the same foreign tongue, started to remove the barrier so they could become one . . .
A foreign language.
If a familiar man.
But familiar how?
She drew back slightly, raised herself to her elbows to gaze hard at her lover. At Luke Naha. Once again, she had the strong sensation that he was someone else . . . and that she was also someone else . . . someone who couldn’t remember her real name.
Impatient, he pushed her back to the ground with more guttural foreign words.
Fear suddenly laced her passion. He was so strong, so overwhelming that she stiffened. “Wait.”
He ignored her until she shoved her hands between him and put pressure on his chest. “I said wait. This is going too fast.”
Though he allowed her to halt him, fury blazed across his craggy bronzed features. Then he rose, and some of the tension drained from her . . . until he stepped back, one foot following the other, receding quickly while his image started to fade.
“Wait,” she cried again, this time desperate for a renewal of his touch. But as if angered by her very reluctance, he disappeared, blending into the shadows creeping across the mesa. “Don’t leave me!”
But he had already gone.
After staring about wildly for a moment, she curled back against the earth to weep because she was confused, afraid . . . and because she was so alone.
MARA AWAKENED SOBBING, heart pounding, tears streaming down her cheeks. Her nightgown bunched up about her shoulders, she was also wet with sweat and shamelessly aroused.
Was she going mad for certain?
Struggling out of bed, she pulled down her slippery nightgown and rose on shaky legs. This dream had been even more soul-shattering than the last, with fleeting, warring thoughts and emotions – desire, fear, passion, grief.
Grief?
Mara wasn’t sure where that feeling had come from.
Though she was positive it had been Luke Naha she’d nearly made love with.
Luke Naha.
First it had been his painting and now he himself who had invaded her dreams. And she’d wanted him, ached for his body.
A dream lover.
For Mara knew she would have capitulated if the man in her passion-drenched night fantasy had continued with his seduction, if he hadn’t become so angry when she’d told him to wait that he’d faded from her vision.
She mourned for a stranger . . . for the achingly familiar emotions he’d stirred in her.
What power did this man hold over her?
LUKE CAME OUT OF TRANCE at dawn, with the morning sun climbing the eastern mountains. Highly aroused, he took a deep breath of the clean, pinon-scented air and tried to ignore the physical discomfort pressing hard against his jeans.
Some wiseman he was. Sent to search for a high vision to help his grandmother, he’d come up with a teenager’s wet dream.
The only plus was that he could now tell Isabel who had been invading her dreaming place. The elderly woman was sure to be stunned.
Luke himself felt astonishment mix with the other sensations and memories zinging through his consciousness . . .
Mara Fitzgerald writhing beneath him, her smooth skin sliding beneath his fingertips, her soft mouth opening to his ministrations . . .
But enough.
He already needed an icy cold shower.
Stiff from sitting in one position so long, he got to his feet, strode across the mesa and quickly maneuvered the steep path leading down the opposite side. Then he hurried for his house, planning to enter directly into his quarters. He didn’t want to talk to anyone until he had chilled out and gotten his head together.
AS HE’D EXPECTED, his grandmother registered open shock when he met with her later that morning in his studio.
“So it was the white woman in my dreaming place.” Isabel’s blue-veined hands gripped the arms of the couch. “I-I had an unusual feeling about her but I didn’t think this was possible.”
Luke touched her frail shoulder, trying to comfort her. “I saw her, Grandmother. She was even wearing the striped sheet you described.” And a lot less after he’d ripped it off her.
Isabel said faintly, “A white woman.”
Not that Luke cared about the race issue – he’d bedded women of various ethnic groups through the years since his wife had died, being careful to avoid emotional involvement with any of them.
“What does this mean?” she asked, voice trembling. “Only the Kisi are able to dreamwalk. Only the wise . . or very clever evil spirits . . . witches.”
Mara Fitzgerald was no witch, Luke felt certain. “I sensed no evil in her,” he said truthfully. Just fear and passion.
“Tell me the vision, every detail,” Isabel ordered.
That would take some editing. Luke sat back in his own chair. “Well . . . she appeared on Red Mesa, and she had this sheet wrapped around her.”
”And?”
“She was also wearing a nightgown.” A satiny confection which he had nearly whipped over Mara’s head. He’d seen the whole display anyway – beautiful breasts, nicely rounded hips, long shapely legs. Desire stirring again, he steeled himself. “She saw me . . . and seemed surprised.”
She’d appeared to be as stunned as he’d felt and also hauntingly familiar, like they’d met more than once before.
“Stormdancer.” Isabel’s stern tone shook him out of his musings. “Did the woman say anything?”
“Nothing I could understand.”
“She didn’t speak English?”
“No.” Now that he thought about it, “It sounded more like Kisi.”
Which he was no expert in. He had always felt lucky if he could understand the words uttered by Isabel or other elders during religious ceremonies.
“Kisi.” Isabel leaned forward, her frown deepening. “Yet you do not believe the woman is a witch? You are withholding something, Luke, I can feel it.”
He wasn’t about to go into more vivid detail with his grandmother.
“Look, I don’t know why this woman got into my dream,” he insisted, knowing he sounded defensive. “And I don’t know how.” He wasn’t even certain what had stopped them from mating. “She was just there, okay? There was nothing I could do about it.”
Isabel sat so quietly, Luke wondered if he’d offended her. He watched her relax, slowly compose her features.
Finally, she announced, “You must go fetch this woman, Luke.” He opened his mouth to object, but she went on, “I must speak to this Mara Fitzgerald. Bring her to the reservation.”
Oh, yeah. “And what if she doesn’t want to come?”
“Use whatever means you must to bring her to me.”
Luke stared at a painting resting against the wall, a plan starting to form in his mind.
“All right. I’ll bring her, if nothing else to make sure all this trouble gets dealt with.”
Including his having to seek visions. Maybe talking to Mara Fitzgerald would help his grandmother decide how to overcome the dangers she’d been worried about.
But to get Mara here, Luke knew he would probably have to eat crow enchiladas, something he wasn’t looking forward to.
MARA SMILED AT TOM CHALAS, fighting off annoyance. Yesterday, she’d distinctly told him that he needed to make an appointment to present his artwork, but he’d just shown up unannounced and unexpected barely twenty-four hours later.
Mara knew she could better deal with the situation if she wasn’t still feeling wrung out by her newest dream.
“I have quite a few slides and photos,” Chalas was saying, “so I didn’t want to delay getting them to you.”
His fingers trembled slightly as he unzipped the portfolio. Though pushy, he was also vulnerable and obviously desperate. Mara’s annoyance faded, replaced by sympathy. Unfortunately, it was difficult to be encouraging about the pieces in the photos that Chalas spread out on the desk.
“Hmm, interesting.” Actually, rather hostile-looking with bristling spear-like points and snarling metal masks. The abstract bronze pieces definitely didn’t appeal to Mara, but even if their basic concept had, their design and execution were rather crude. What was she going to say? “Something about them reminds me of war – helmets, swords, spears.”
“War. That’s exactly the idea I was aiming for,” said Chalas enthusiastically. “There’s always been so much conflict in New Mexico, the clash of cultures.” He pushed a photo in front of her. “This is my newest piece.”
Which was a little different, if not any more expertly done. The piece was off-putting, resembled a figure loaded down with chains.
“This reminds me of . . . well, enslavement.” And gave her the creeps. But she struggled to keep an open-mind.
Chalas was trying hard. He acted pleased rather than put off. “Most of us are chained down in this world. That’s what I was trying to put across. You have an incredible eye.”
Mara attempted diplomacy. “Have you tried to get any other galleries to represent your work or sold any pieces on your own?”
Chalas tightened his jaw. “A few.”
From his tone, she could tell he hadn’t gotten a good response from either galleries or potential collectors. And no wonder. But her art therapy background made her believe that positive creativity dwelled in everyone.
“You might want to redefine your ideas,” she said. “Try developing the war idea into a grander statement about the horror and agony that humanity has suffered through the years, about how terrible it is to kill one another.”
Though she doubted the solution was so simple. Change had to come from within the artist himself before his work could have a more positive effect on the viewer. Chalas’s sculptures seemed to be a reminder of some terrible conflict, but didn’t speak against it.
The man grabbed the acetate sheet and scooped up the photos. “So you’re saying you won’t represent these pieces?”
“I don’t think you’re quite ready for a major gallery at this time, Mr. Chalas. But keep working–”
”Until when?” he interjected, anger edging his voice.
“I’ve been working at this for twenty years.” Anger glinted from his eyes. “Maybe I should go back to the pueblo and whip up some windchimes, or, better, carve a few kachina ornaments for people to hang on their Christmas trees.”
“I’m sorry.”
Chalas charged out of the office, nearly colliding with Felice Paquin. “Excuse me,” she squeaked, her blue eyes wide.
Which was unlike the usually unflappable Felice, Mara thought.
Tom Chalas didn’t even bother apologizing. Intending to have a talk with her assistant, Mara rose and poked her head out to make sure the man was leaving. That’s when she caught sight of what had really flustered Felice.
Or rather, who.
Luke Naha lounged near the reception desk, a bundle of canvases beside him, his arms folded across his broad chest. His strong features passive, he stared curiously at Chalas, who glared back in passing, his expression filled with resentment . . . and perhaps hatred.
Then Luke turned his unsmiling black gaze on the women, focusing on Mara. Caught by surprise, she let her mouth drop open, then started backing away. Memories of her erotic dream this morning returning with exquisite clarity, she blushed furiously.
And ran into her office.
What a circus. Joining the fray, Felice followed, her expression now worried.
“What’s going on? Are you all right?” Felice went on excitedly, “Lucas Naha is here to deliver some paintings and he says he wants to talk to you. Incredible. What did you do to him out on the reservation?”
The question was what he’d almost done to her. But that had only been a dream, her conscious mind lectured reasonably. And she’d have to forget about it if she was going to face him with any sense of dignity.
“I didn’t do anything to Naha,” Mara gasped, trying not to panic, “except talk to him for a while. Maybe he’s come to his senses on his own.”
“Wow.” Felice stared at her with open admiration.
“Give me a minute.” Mara straightened her shoulders, smoothed her long flowing printed skirt, tried to slow her pounding heart. She gestured to the door. “Tell him to sit down and wait. I’ll let you know when you can show him in.”
Felice left, closing the door behind her and Mara sank down into her chair.
Wait. Hadn’t she demanded he “wait” in her dream? Mara mused. Was she again experiencing deja vu? Reality and fantasy seemed to be madly criss-crossing paths.
She closed her eyes, took some slow deep yoga breaths she’d learned in a stress seminar at the hospital she used to work for. But they only calmed her a little. When she rose, her knees were sponge. And when she opened the office again, motioning to Felice, she still wasn’t ready for Luke Naha.
Would she ever be?
She made sure that the desk lay between them as he entered and sat down. The room filled with his presence – strong, highly intoxicating. She wasn’t sure if the latter was what made him so scary. Her face hot, she knew she was blushing again and hated herself for it.
She glanced at him quickly, then stared at the ink blotter on her desk top while fingering the edge. He was wearing a white shirt open at the throat with blue jeans and a fancy silver-buckled belt. His hands, strong, long-fingered, callused but artistic, lay quietly on the arms of the chair.
She recalled exactly what those hands had felt like as they’d touched and stroked and explored her . . .
She cleared her throat. “You’ve brought in some paintings, I hear.”
“Only four. Take a look at them if you want.”
“I’m sure they’re wonderful,” she told him, still playing with the blotter. “I’m so happy you decided to let us have them. And I assume there are even more in the process of being completed.”
“I guess you can assume that all right.”
She forced herself to glance at him, noting his narrowed eyes. “So what did you want to talk about?”
“You need to come out to the pueblo,” he said quietly but firmly.
Now, caught by his intense gaze and urgent tone, she did stare at him. “Excuse me?”
He leaned forward. “I said you need to come out to the pueblo.”
She couldn’t believe it. “Why, so you can serve me some more tea, then kick me off your property a third time? You’re crazy.”
“It’s important.”
“That’s what Isabel said yesterday.” And she was having no more of this.
His jaw hardened and he made a low frustrated sound.
But he leaned even closer. “Look at me, Mara. Really look at me.”
His voice was mesmerizing. His eyes were dark, hauntingly fathomless pools. She could almost lose herself in them. She had lost herself in them before – she was sure of it – but when?
He repeated his demand. “You will come to the pueblo.”
She seemed to see him through a haze, hear him though an echo chamber. “The pueblo.”
“We’ll leave right now. Grandmother needs to see you.”
She automatically reached for the drawer in which she’d placed her purse. “I will come to the pueblo and we’re leaving right now?”
He nodded and rose, looming over her.
A physical threat that made her move back in her chair.
And that broke the spell.
Coming out of the haze, she frowned up at him. “What’s going on here? Are you trying to hypnotize me? I’m not going anywhere.”
Which was all she got out before he took hold of her chin, raising her face to him. “Look at me.”
She felt the pull – part of her wanted to obey – but her anger allowed her to brush him away. “Stop it. Keep your hands off me!”
He scowled, but straightened, giving her a little space. “That’s not what you wanted last night, Miss Prissy Pants. You not only wanted my hands on you, you were begging me to take you.”
For the second time that day, Mara’s jaw dropped. She rolled her chair backward until it smacked into the wall, startling her. “W-what are you talking about?”
“You know what I’m talking about. Our mutual dream.”
Her heart pounded wildly. Oh, God. He knew. He must.
She felt as if she’d been stripped naked. Again. And realized the enormity of his implication. “W-we couldn’t have had the same dream. That’s impossible.”
“In white men’s philosophy, maybe. Not in the Kisi’s.” Eyes sliding over her with familiarity, he asked, “Where did you get that little tattoo on your shoulder anyway? A blue snake? You don’t seem to be the type.”
He’d seen her naked all right. “I-I got it when I was in college.” On a whim. But tattoos were hardly the issue. She stood up. “How dare you. You can’t just march in here and make demands. And you can’t–”
“Enter your dreams?” His smile was cool. “Think again, white lady. You walked into my dream, my territory. What were you doing on Red Mesa?”
She had no answer for that, had no explanation as to how anyone could enter anyone else’s dreams. The entire concept was foreign, mind-boggling. As well as utterly fascinating. It hit a nerve deep, deep down.
But all she could say was, “I don’t understand.”
“That’s why you need to talk to Grandmother. She’ll tell you all about dreamwalking.” He reached for her, dragging her out and around the desk. “Let’s get going.”
Again, fear feathered her insides, but whether she was afraid of him or of what she might learn she couldn’t say. “Take your hands off me.”
A familiar expression of anger crossed his features. “I’m getting tired of hearing that. You like my hands,” he said, pulling her to him, pressing her against the lean length of his body. “Admit it.”
And God help her, she did. Mara tried to ignore the sensations coursing through her, tried to pretend she didn’t want him with every fiber of her being.
Only the door bursting open snapped her out of what would surely have ended in more than an illusionary kiss.
Felice stood there, staring. “Mara?”
What must the other woman think, seeing her embracing Luke Naha? Mara managed to push away from him. Her own mind raced fast and furiously.
She was surprised at the direction it was taking. “I’ll be going out to the Kisi pueblo this afternoon to check on some more of Luke’s paintings, Felice,” she said, trying not to think of the decision as giving into his will. “And I’ll need you to take care of the gallery while I’m gone.”
“Of course.”
“Something has come up.”
Staring at Luke, Felice raised her brows. “So I see. Don’t worry, I’ll take care of everything and lock up tight at six.”
Mara turned to Luke. “Shall we be going?”
For even though she feared and disliked him, Mara rationalized to herself that she still longed to know about dreams, desperately wanted to find out everything possible about this dreamwalking business.
She wanted it with almost as much passion as she desired the man himself.
MARA FITZGERALD made no objection to taking his Jeep, Luke was glad to note. But she started having a hissy fit as soon as they climbed into the vehicle.
“If you ever grab me like that again, threaten me, or push me around, so help me, I’ll . . . I’ll shoot you!”
He glanced toward her curiously as he turned the ignition key, noting the glittering eyes, the flushed skin that made her look even more beautiful than when calm. “You got a gun?”
“Not yet, but I’ll buy one and put a bullet right through your skull!”
Though he could tell she was just about angry enough to do it, he had to smother a grin. The woman had courage, as well as strength. He had attempted to use a Kisi voice command on her in the office and she’d resisted. But then, maybe he hadn’t quite gotten the hypnotic technique right, since he’d learned it from a stormbringer priest as a kid and had rarely tried to use it through the years. Still, she was someone to be reckoned with, even if she didn’t seem to have any idea of how she was able to dreamwalk.
Mara stared daggers at him as he circled Santa Fe’s central plaza. “No more threats, no manhandling. I want your agreement before I go out to the pueblo.”
He nearly told her it was too late now that she was in his truck. But she was so furious and so adamant that he decided to be amenable.
“Okay, I’ll keep my hands to myself.” Which wouldn’t be easy. There was enough electricity between them to light up the whole state. He added sarcastically, “And maybe I’ll try to watch my mouth.”
She took a deep huffy breath and settled down some. After a few blocks, she said, “I guess I can live with that. If you mean it, that is. I wasn’t joking about shooting you.”
“I know.”
She glanced out the window and gestured. “I live right
around the next corner. I’ll need to stop by my apartment before we head out. I want to change into something more comfortable and take along a wrap. It’s colder up north.”
True, especially after dark. Though Luke hoped Mara wouldn’t be staying into the evening. She might be enticingly attractive, unusual and fascinating, but unless she wanted to warm his bed for a few hours, he intended to see her off the pueblo as soon as possible.
He turned down the street she indicated, slowed as he approached a new condo complex of red adobe that was fronted by shallow, Spanish-style, wrought-iron balconies.
“Here?”
“Right.” She had her hand on the door handle as he braked to a stop. “I’ll be back in a minute.”
“I’m not waiting out here. I’ll go with you.”
Her blue-gray eyes looked startled, then fearful. “I don’t want you in my place.”
For some reason that hurt. And her fear again made Luke angry. He wasn’t a rapist or a murderer . . . well, at least he’d never tried to kill anyone intentionally.
He carefully controlled his temper. “You were treated with hospitality in my house. You can’t do the same for me?”
“Hospitality, ha. It was your mother and your grandmother who offered me tea, not you. And you still ended up telling me to hit the road.”
“I’m not going to hurt you.” He wanted to go inside, wanted to see her place, examine her belongings. “I won’t touch you. You’ve already got my word on that.”
She sighed. “All right, then, I guess.”
They entered the building silently and took the stairs up to the second floor. He kept several feet of nonthreatening space between them as they headed down a hallway. Mara stopped at a doorway and unlocked it, glancing at Luke only a little apprehensively as he followed her in.
“I’m going to get dressed,” she reiterated, gesturing toward the couch in the living room. “You can make yourself comfortable out here.”
But as soon as she disappeared down a short hall, closing a door behind her, Luke started moving about, curious to see if Mara Fitzgerald’s belongings would shed any light on her unusual ability to dreamwalk.
Her living quarters were neat and well-lighted, with big sliding glass doors to the balcony dominating one wall of a combination living and dining room. A kiva-style fireplace was built into another wall and an efficiency kitchen bordered the dining area. The hallway probably led to a bath and a couple of bedrooms with closed doors. The modern furniture was pale and tasteful and new-looking.
Uninterested in low-slung couches or bleached wood dining room sets, Luke examined Mara’s more personal belongings, fingering a Pueblo pot sitting on the shelf of a bookcase and then skimming the titles of her books.
Mixed between hardback and paperback novels were texts on art therapy, a creative way to work with mental patients using art. Luke had heard about that. On the lowest shelf, he found more than a dozen books on understanding dreams, including worn-looking tomes by Carl Jung and more modern manuals that touched on creative visualization.
So Mara had been interested in dreaming for some time. Stepping away from the bookcase, Luke flipped through the magazines lying on the glass coffee table and found a slim oversized paperback on Southwestern Indian myths.
Still, Mara couldn’t have learned to dreamwalk from any combination of the materials she possessed. Luke headed for the walk-in efficiency kitchen, running his hand along the counters and stopping to gaze at a small framed drawing above the kitchen table. A portrait of a woman done with pastels, the face had an otherworldly look and the background seemed to explode with color. The M.F. in the corner of the drawing told Luke that Mara herself had executed the drawing. He wasn’t surprised. People in art-related occupations usually participated in the process themselves.
Thirsty, he took a glass from the cupboard, then decided to check out the refrigerator. Empty, except for a couple of cans of soda and some fruits and vegetables. Opting for soda over water, Luke was taking a swig and inspecting the collection of coffee mugs hanging above the sink when Mara reappeared.
“What are you doing?” she asked from the doorway of the kitchen, her tone distinctly unfriendly.
Luke glanced at her, noting the form-fitting jeans she now wore with a bright blue blouse. The color flattered her complexion and her golden brown hair and made her eyes seem more intense. “I was thirsty.”
“So you just helped yourself?”
“Politeness isn’t one of my virtues.”
“Meaning you have some?”
He liked it when she really got her back up. “I’m a good artist. You’ve admitted that yourself. That could be counted as a virtue, I guess.”
“I guess.” She set the sweater she carried over the back of a kitchen chair. “I’ve got to . . . comb my hair before we leave.”
Which probably meant she was planning on visiting the bathroom.
“Fine,” he said agreeably and acted like he was starting back for the living room.
She skittered off before he could pass by her too closely and he heard the bathroom door slam. Now he’d have a chance to look in her bedroom, he thought, silently gliding down the dark hallway. The infamous striped bedsheets were the first items that caught his eye.
Interesting. Sometimes a dreamwalker envisioned objects from his everyday world and took them along.
Inhaling the faint drift of perfume and body lotions, recalling his erotic vision again, Luke stared at the bed, finally noticing the shimmer of cream-colored satin near one of the pillows. Mara’s nightgown, the one he’d nearly gotten off her. He moved closer to pick up the slippery garment, once again appreciating the lace trim at the bodice.
But it had been the curvaceous body beneath the nightgown that had really aroused him. The body of a stranger . . . and yet so familiar . . . Growing hard while fingering the satin, Luke couldn’t help bringing it close to his face so that he could inhale Mara’s enticing odor.
“Put that down.”
She’d sneaked up on him again. Luke had been distracted, especially in the bedroom, or his keen sense of hearing would have picked up her footsteps.
Mara’s face had turned a brilliant red. “I said put it down.”
Luke casually dropped the nightgown on the bed. “Okay, but you aren’t going to wipe out what happened this morning, no matter how bad you want to.” Not knowing exactly why he was angry, he stepped toward her aggressively. “And a dreamwalker would never do anything in a vision that he wouldn’t do in real life. You like me. You kissed me like crazy. You rubbed yourself against me like a cat in heat.”
She backed up. “Stop it.”
He stood still, realizing he was acting threatening again. “Got something against Indians?”
She took a deep shuddering breath, seemed to draw herself together. “Your race has nothing to do with it, Luke. I’ve seen many attractive Native Americans. I simply dislike you personally.”
“It’s not like I want to get involved.”
“Oh, you’re only interested in a roll in the hay? Well, forget it. You’re macho and crude, not to mention that you seem to possess one of the nastiest temperaments in the Western hemisphere.” She glared. “Now get out of my bedroom.”
Right. They should be going anyway. She walked down the hallway, her back very straight.
Luke followed, unable to keep from needling her. “You must think macho and crude is hot stuff at some level.”
She whipped around. “Will you please quit bringing up the stupid dream? I felt desire, all right? Lust, whatever you want to call it. I don’t know where it came from but I can’t be completely responsible for my unconscious feelings.” She added, “And I’m certainly not going to act on them. I’m far more interested in how we could possibly have the same dream in the first place.”
Gazing at her, Luke suddenly became aware of the painting hanging on the wall beside her. He could hardly believe his eyes. Forgetting about what they were discussing entirely, surprise nearly replacing the sexual tension hanging in the air, he growled, “Lightning Over Red Mesa. Where did you get this?”
“I bought it – at the San Francisco Goldstein Gallery. I worked there part-time all the way through college.”
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