“You dept with me?
Without asking meif it was okay?”

Brenna didn’'t know whether to be outraged or disappointed that she didn’t remember how it felt to have
that hard body of his stretched out beside her.

“Y ou woke me up whimpering in your deep. The only way | could quiet you so | could get some
desgpwasto cuddlieyou.” Hesaid “cuddle’ asif the very ideawas repugnant.. ..
Before she could respond, he marched into the bathroom and dammed the door shuit.

Praise for Dark Protector
“Stunned me with its raw emotion and the poignant love.... | raise my sword high in the ar for a story
wdl told!”

—Joyfully Reviewed

“Intriguing and unigue....compelling characters who dl deserve ther own stories, so hopefully thisis just
the beginning.”

—Romantic Times

Also by AlexisMorgan
Dark Protector

wK ﬁe‘ﬁn{a

Alexis Morgan

Fa

POCKETSTAR BOOKS
New York London Toronto .‘i_'l:ilm-}'

An Original Publication of POCKET BOOKS



divig

ot
g

Inc.
123
0
Ave
nue
of
the
Ame
ricas
New
Yor
K,
NY
100
20

Thisbook isawork of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s
imagination or are used fictitioudy. Any resemblance to actua events or locales or persons, living or
dead, isentirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2006 by PatriciaL. Pritchard

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.
For information address Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New Y ork, NY 10020

ISBN: 1-4165-3888-7

POCKET STAR BOOKS colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Vigt uson the World Wide Web:

http:/Aww.SimonSays.com

| would like to dedicate this book to my


http://www.SimonSays.com
http://www.SimonSays.com

friends at work, both past and present.
Think of dl the children’slivesyou have



touched with the gift of learning.
What could be better than that?

Acknowledgments

T 0 Janice Kay-Johnson—your friendship has been atrue and generous gift in my life. Thank you for

daring meto writein thefirst place and then sticking by me through the roller coaster ride of each book
I’ve done. | would have never comethisfar without you.

ZDM*,(’ ﬁa‘f enden

Prologue

D ar

Where had he disappeared to? Not ten minutes ago he' d been looking through some papers, but
now his desk was cleaned off and there was no sign of him.

That was odd—they’ d planned to have lunch together to celebrate the release of her latest book.
Although he' d been preoccupied al week, it wasn't like her father to forget something like that.

Then she heard the kitchen door dam. Brenna Nichols hurried toward the back door, and saw
him heading straight for hiscar.

S. Louis, Missouri

Stepping out onto the back porch, she called, “ Dad, where are you going?’

Clearly distracted, he paused to look back at her. Deep worry lines bracketed his attempt to
smile. “Sorry, Brenna, | should have told you. Something’s come up, so | haveto runinto the officefor a
while”

“Aren't we having lunch?’

For asecond he looked truly perplexed, which was even more darming. Thisdefinitely wasn't like
him. Not at al. She waked to the edge of the porch. “It’ s okay, Dad. | thought we had plansfor today,
but maybe | had the date wrong.”

Her father’ s shoulders dumped. “ Sorry, honey, | forgot.” He checked hiswatch. “I’ll try to be
gone for only an hour, two at the most. Maybe we can go when | get back.”

Despite his offer, she sensed hisheart wasn't redlly init. “We'll just reschedule, Dad.”

There was no mistaking the flash of rdlief in hiseyes as he climbed into the car. “If you' re sure you
wouldn’'t mind, maybe it sfor the best. | don’t think I’ d be very good company right now.”

He fastened his seet belt and rolled down the window. “1’m sorry about this, Brenna. | love you,
Ssweetheart.”

He waved and turned the key in the ignition. The engine sputtered briefly before catching.

Then, with aflash of smoke and lightning, the world exploded. A searing roll of thunder flung
Brennathrough the air, and terror mixed with the taste of blood in her mouth as she dammed into the side
of the house. Her last conscious thought was that she forgot to tell her dad that sheloved him, too.

Chapter 1

M urmurs and whispers danced just out of reach. Brennaremained in the darkness, content to stay

where shewas. Thefire of pain waited for her each time shetried to open her eyes; it wasfar better to
huddlein the black chill than to |et the mongtersin.



But then anew voice entered the discusson, a masculine one that wouldn't be ignored. A woman
answered his demands, sounding defensive and alittle afraid.

A few seconds later, heavy footsteps approached and another man started to speak, trying to
placate the newcomer. Though the stranger made the others nervous, the deep resonance of hisvoice
comforted Brenna somehow.

Shetried to concentrate, to make out what they were saying, but waves of agony immediately sent
her diving back down into the darkness. It was enough to know he was there, watching over her. She
floated under the edge of pain, content to let his voice soothe her.

Blake Trahern inched closer, making sure Brennawas still adeep. He d arrived too late to do
more than bury her father and say he was sorry for...so damn much. His presence would only upset her,
and she had enough on her plate right now without him adding to the mess,

The need to touch her burned aong his nerve endings, but he forced his handsto remain a his
sde

He stayed outsde the circle of light surrounding her bed, the dim glow coming from the
instruments that monitored her heartbegt, her breathing, her very life force. Bandages covered the worst
of the damage, and after three days, the bruises on her face and arms were fading to asickly greenish
color. Brennashifted in her deep, whimpering with pain at the smal movement. He moved farther back
into the shadows.

“Sons of bitches,” Blake whispered. He vowed that whoever had planted the bomb would pay
dearly for their crime. It wasthe least he could do for her father—and her. But revenge would haveto
wait. For now, he would stand guard.

A shrill darm shattered the quiet of the hospital room, dragging Blake out of his memories. He scanned
the room for any sgn of danger, adrenaine burning through hisveins, but relaxed when he redized the
noise came from one of the machines surrounding Brenna' s bed.

He shook his head to clear out the last of the cobwebs and cursed himsdlf for afool. Her room
was on aprivate floor in the hospital, but that didn’t mean the security couldn’t be breached. A fat lot of
good he would have been if the footsteps outside the door had belonged to akiller, rather than one of the
nurseswho camein and out regularly.

He eased farther into the shadows and pulled his hand away from the knifein his pocket. Luckily,
the nurse paid him little heed as she silenced the machine. After afew failed attemptsto engage himin
conversation, the medical staff ignored Blake as they saw to Brennd s needs. He watched silently asthe
nurse hung new bags of life-sustaining liquids on the 1V pole and checked her vitas.

The need to know how Brennawas doing forced him out of hisslence. “How is she?’
The nurse jumped, asif she' d forgotten he was even there. “ Are you family?’

“I'mdl that she hasleft.” And that was a sad statement if there ever was one. “What doesthe
doctor think now?’

The woman stared at him for afew seconds. He lacked the gene for charming people into talking,
leaving him no choice but to wait her out. Findly, some of the tension in her sance drained away.

“Theinjuries are hedling aswell as can be expected. The concussion caused by the explosion put
her in acoma, even though the concussion didn’t appear to be that severe.” She glanced at Brenna spale
face. “I’ d guess the shock of seeing her father die aggravated her condition.”

A fig-szelump settled in histhroat, and Blake redlized that the bitter taste in his mouth wasfear.
He d often faced certain death without blinking. Hell, he' d died more times than he could count and had
come back from it. But for Brenna, death was permanent—not just something to be endured until her



heart and lungs remembered how to work.

“What ese can be done?’ He hated the sympathy in the nurse' s eyes. Begging wasn't his style,
but he couldn’t rely on his usud technique of holding his opponent at sword point.

“Tak to her. Sometimesthat seemsto help bring them back.” Shetilted her head asif to listen.
“I’ve got another patient calling for attention, so push that button on the bed if you need me.”

Then she was gone, leaving him aone with the blinking lights and Brenna, till and pale and silent.

“Come on, Brenna, | need you to tell me what happened.” Blake felt stupid carrying on aone-sided
conversation, but he' d strip and run naked down the street if it would help her come back to theliving. “I
know it hurts, but you're strong.”

He reached for hiswater bottle and took a big swig to soothe his parched throat. He was known
for hissilence, not for conversation. Reading her the front page of the paper obvioudy hadn’t worked,
and hetried to think of another topic of conversation.

Helet histhoughts wander back to when he' d first met her, and without redlizing it, he started
taking.

“I’d never met anyone like you before—all eyes and innocence, but with one of the best minds|1’d
ever met. Even at age twelve, when you started high school, you saw and understood far more than most
adults”

Hislipsquirked in ahdf smile. “1’d been living on the streets, more wild anima than human. Then
your father picked me up by the scruff of my neck and dropped me right into your home. | don’t know
what he was thinking, but between him and Maisy, they got me straightened out in short order. Maybe it
was all those cookies she baked for me. And, despite being five foot nothing, she could be ared terror.”

Leaning back in the chair, he stared up at the ceiling. “ Once, just before your thirteenth birthday, |
was on my way to the kitchen to seeif Maisy had any snickerdoodles for me to eat when you came
charging out of the kitchen, dmaost knocking me over. | ill remember the ook in your eyeswhen |
caught you to keep both of usfrom hitting the floor. For that one moment, | could see past the glasses
and braces to see the lovely woman you' d become.” He dragged his gaze back toward Brenna s il
forminthebed. “I wasn't too far off the mark.” He drifted into silence, the past never acomfortable
placefor himto vigt.

And once again he' d run out of conversation. “Brenna, you' ve got to wake up. It' s not safe here
in the hogpita—even with the guards your father’ s buddies, the Regents, sent in. No place will be safe
until we find out who was behind this”

Her eyesfluttered briefly. He' d been aday and a haf without deep, though, and didn’t trust what
he' d just seen. He reached over and angled alight so that it shone directly in her face. “Brenna, blink
your eyes. | need to know if you' re understanding me.”

She moaned softly and tried to turn away from the glare, but he captured her chin gently in his
hand and held her face ill. He injected more authority in hisvoice, just as her father dways had when
she fought getting up in the morning. “Brenna, it’ stime to wake up.”

Mumbling something about five more minutes, she frowned for al she was worth and stubbornly
kept her eyes closed. Despite her small rebellion, he felt better than he had since receiving word about
the car bomb.

It wastimeto push the nurses’ button and summon the troops. Within seconds he heard voices
gpproaching in the halway. He kept his hand resting softly on Brenna' s cheek, for fear that if he broke
off contact she would dip back down into the darkness.

The firgt person through the door was the nurse who had suggested he talk to Brenna. The doctor



was hard on her hedls, both of them looking more curious than worried. If something had gone serioudy
wrong, the battery of monitors at the nurses' station down the hall would have set off darms.

“What'sup?’ The doctor’ s question was addressed to Trahern, but his eyes were focused solely
on hispatient.

“I think she’scoming out of it. Her eydids have been fluttering and she mumbled something about
letting her deep for another five minutes.” He hoped they believed him because at the moment Brenna s
face had reverted back to the same unhedlthy stillness.

The nurse pushed past Blake to pick up Brenna swrist and take her pulse. The doctor pried open
Brennd seydidsand shined hissmdl flashlight into her eyes.

She tossed her head back and forth, and whimpered. Findly, her eyes opened briefly and stared
up at the three people surrounding her bed. Confusion, then fear, clouded her expression.

“Who? Where?' she croaked.

“I’'m Doctor Vegaand thisis Jan Windsor, your nurse.” He patted her hand and gave her a
reassuring smile,

It was too |ate for Blake to dide out the door, so he braced himsdlf for her reaction.
“Brenng, it sme, Blake Trahern.”
Her response wasn't long in coming. “ Can't be. The Blake Trahern | knew disappeared years

Dr. Vegafrowned a him. “We were under the impression that you were family.”

“I'mmoreafriend of thefamily.”

The doctor was clearly not happy. “Wait here, Mr. Trahern. | need to make a phone call about
this”

Troublewasn't long in coming. The door to the ward banged open as a quintet of heavily armed
guards entered the hall and spread out to block any avenues of escape, weapons ready. Trahern
remained gill, not wanting to startle anyone into acting rashly.

The leader came ingde the room to talk to Dr. Vega, then said, “Mister, we' re going to have to
ask you to step out into the hallway.”

Before he could answer, another man stepped into view, aman Blake recognized as a Paladin.

“Stand down.” The man’s calm demeanor spoke of years of having orders obeyed without
question.

The leader of the guards sneered. “Y ou're not in charge here, Jarvis. Ordnance sent us.”

“I’'m not in charge, but I’'m trying to save you and your buddies there some pain and misery.”
Jarvisleaned againg thewdl with ahint of asmile.

“You come againg us, Jarvis, and we' |l see who walks away limping.”

“Maybe on agood day, thefive of you might be able to take me down.” Though the guard
outweighed him by at least thirty pounds of pure muscle, Paadins were the finest warriors on the planet.
It would take more than afew armed guards to handle a Paladin in prime condition; agood dust-up
againg superior numbers only whetted a Paladin’ s appetite for violence. Guards employed by the
Regents sure as hell should know that. If the five of them took on Jarvis, Dr. Vegawould have awhole
new set of patientsto patch up. Fata shots only made Paladins meaner; they made guards dead.

Jarvis pushed away from thewadl. “Maybe | should let your men go charging in there, Sergeant.
It'sbeen awhile since I’ ve seen Blake Trahern in action, but from al reports, he' sonly gotten better. It's
up to you, though.”



He met Trahern’ s gaze and his smile warmed up afew degrees. Blake nodded, acknowledging his
old friend. Jarvis had been one of the two men whom Brenna s father had introduced him to years ago.
Together, the three of them had told him about a secret group called the Regents that they worked for.
Throughout the world, the Regents deployed warriors caled Paadins to hold the line against the constant
threat of invasion from another world.

With Jarvis s help, he' d learned what it had meant to be a Paladin. Jarvis s lectures, ddivered with
abig brother’ simpatient good humor, had given Blake thefirgt taste of sdf-worth and belonging he' d felt
in hisentirelife. With Jarvis s support, the Paladins, who watched over and protected the barrier that ran
aong the unstable New Madrid Fault, had accepted him without hesitation.

But that had been many years and severa deaths ago. Trahern had changed alot during the
interim, and not for the better; awise man would assume Jarvis had taken asimilar journey on the road to
madness.

Blake widened his stance and waited for the sceneto play out. A movement to hisleft told him
that Dr. VVega had pushed the nurse into the corner and positioned himsalf between Blake and Brenna.
Good man.

“Hey, Trahern, you want to come out and meet the locals?’ Jarvis stepped in front of the
doorway, blocking any chance of the guards storming the room.

It seemed like areasonable suggestion. If the Situation turned ugly, at least Brennaand the others
would be out of theline of fire. “Why not?’

When he reached the door, Jarvis moved aside to avoid being trapped between Trahern and the
guards. By hisaction, Blake assumed Jarvis would back his play, but only so far. Jarvis used to be one of
the few men he' d trust behind his back, but only timewould tell if that had changed.

“I’m Trahern out of the Sesttle office,” hetold the sergeant. “ Judge Nicholswas an old friend of
mine. I'm hereto protect his daughter.”

“That' sour job.” The sergeant lowered hisgun alittle.

“Héll of afine job you were doing. I’ ve been herefor the past two days, and thisisthefirst I’ ve
seen any of you. Anybody could have watzed in here unchalenged to finish thejob on Ms. Nichols”

One of the other guards spoke up. “ The police said the judge was the target. She was just
collateral damage.”

Fury, hot and violent, burned through Blake. In the space of two heartbeats, he dammed the
young guardsman up against the wall, his hands wrapped around the fool’ sthroat.

“She'snot just anything. If you and your buddies had been doing their job, maybe the judge
wouldn’t have been blown dl to hell. Where were you then? Out pressing your pretty uniforms and
polishing your army boots?’

The other guards buzzed around him like flies, trying to pry hishands off their friend’ s neck, but
Trahern ignored them. Hewouldn’t kill the fool. Not because he deserved to live, but because his death

would only complicate matters. Trahern squeezed a bit tighter just to show he could, and then let his
victim drop to thefloor.

Three of the guards brought their guns up, amed Straight at Trahern’ s gut, while the fifth dragged
their gasping compatriot to safety. Jarvis spoke up, cutting through the growing tension.

“If you shoot Trahern, Sergeant, you' |l only piss him off even more. And you' Il have every Paadin
inthe areariding your assfor the rest of your miserable life.” He crossed hisarms over his chest and
waited.

Blake hoped the guards had the good sense to back down. He couldn’t afford another degth for a



lot of reasons—but primarily because Brenna needed him dive and sane, whether she knew it or not.

HisHandler back in Seettle had warned him that he was damn close to the edge of crossing over
into becoming Other, the enemy he' d spent alifetime fighting. Regulations had required that she send his
records dong to the &. Louisoffice...just in case. The grief in her eyeswas dl too clear. They both
knew it wouldn’t take much more violence for him to rage out of control. If that happened, not even
Jarviswould be able to keep ather the local Handlers or the Guard from putting him down like arabid
dog. Hell, Jarviswould probably help them. No one was safe when a Paladin went rogue, and they al
knew it.

Blake only hoped he could hang on to his humanity long enough to find out who had betrayed
Judge Nichols. One of the Paladins back in Seettle had aso come under attack. They had traced the
trouble to atraitorous member of the Guard, but he' d died before they could learn how far up in the
organi zation the betrayal reached. Trahern had contacted Judge Nichols about it, snce he was the only
Regent he trusted completely, and the car bomb had come too close on the hedls of hisinquiry for it to
be a coincidence.

He owed it to Nicholsto bring hiskiller to justice—Pa adin justice. Once he had Brenna stashed
somewhere safe, he' d sart looking, but he couldn’t do anything until he got this bunch out of hisface.

“What'sit going to be, boys?’ He glanced at the guns and then back at their owners. “Areyou
going to put those popguns away or usethem?’

Dr. Vegainterrupted their stare-down party. “Mr. Trahern, Ms. Nicholsis asking for you.”

Trahern followed Dr. Vegaback into the room, leaving Jarvisto ded with the Guard. Bracing
himsalf, he hoped like hell he wouldn't be the one to bresk the news that her father was dead.

Brenna hurt everywhere. The pain was bone degp and centered around her heart. Something was
horribly wrong—something far worse than waking up in ahospital without knowing how she d gotten
here. A doctor and nurse hovered over her bed, doing their best to reassure her that everything was
going to bedll right. But it wasn't. She'd lost far more than afew days of her life; shejust couldn’t
remember what.

Worgt of al, there was the cold-eyed stranger who claimed to be Blake Trahern. She'd only
gotten one clear look at him before he' d disappeared from her room, but there’ d been nothing familiar in
the hard planes of hisface. Her thoughts were thick and dow moving, probably dueto the pain
medication. It took al her energy to dredge up an image of hisface.

Her last memory of Blake wasthe night of his high school graduation. He' d stood out on the stage
because of hisheight. With hisdark blond hair and silver gray eyes, she' d thought him the best-looking
boy in hisclass. When he' d first moved in with them, no one thought he' d graduate, much lessdo so with
honors. Her father had been so proud of Blake.

A dark chill washed over her. Where was her father? He would never have abandoned her like
this. If he' d been there and had to |leave for some reason, he would have |eft a message for her. Surely
they would have given it to her by now.

She forced out the question she had to ask, even if she didn’t want to know the answer. “Where's
my father?’

When Dr. Vegabroke off eye contact, she knew. Memories flooded back into her mind,
shattered and broken. She remembered standing on the small porch outside their back door. Her father
had waved at her as he turned the key in theignition, saying he needed to run by his office, which was
strange because he rarely worked weekends. She had turned away to go back inside; there had been a
flash of light and then the noise. ..so much noise. .. shattering glass and someone screaming...maybe
her?...and then pain.



Oh, God! His car had blown up! Pain, fresh and horrendous, tore through her. She struggled to Sit
up, but the nurse and Dr. Vega held her back.

“Easy, Ms. Nichals. You don't want to tear your stitches open,” Dr. Vegawarned. “ Do you want
something morefor the pain?

Tears running down her face, shelooked toward the nurse who was drawing up an injection. “No
more medicine right now. Please. | need to think. Everything just hit me dl at once.”

Dr. Vegafrowned as he considered her request. “ All right, but if it getsto be too much for you,
don’t hesitate to ask for something to help you deep. Y ou’ ve been through atraumatic experience.”

“I will, Doctor.” But before she would alow them to sedate her again, she wanted some answers.
Maybe the man out in the hall could tell her more. She still wasn't convinced he was Blake Trahern,
because Blake would never have abandoned her father for years, even if he hadn’t wanted to keep in
touch with her. Still, she'd pretend to believe him, to find out what he knew and how.

Sheforced acontral into her voice that shedidn’t fed. “Would one of you ask Mr. Trahern to
comeback in?’

“Certainly, Ms. Nichals, but only for ashort visit. Right now you need rest. For the next day or
50, | think it best to restrict any visitors as much as possible.” Dr. Vega stepped away from her bed but
paused in the doorway. “We do have to notify the police that you' ve regained consciousness. They'll
want to talk to you about the incident.”

For some reason, that frightened her even more than degling with the man out in the hall. Were
they coming to explain what had happened, and why? Or did they expect her to be able to shed some
light on the Situation for them? If so, they were out of luck.

She closed her eyesfor abrief moment, but she felt Trahern’ s gpproach. He moved with the soft
slence of abig cat, but she swore she could fed theintensity of his gaze from al the way acrossthe
room. When he reached the side of her bed, she braced herself and looked up at him. For severd
seconds, he said nothing as he alowed her to look her fill. The silver gray eyeswere theright color, as
was his hair. The hard set to his mouth was new but not unexpected. The young man who had made his
home with them had not had an easy life; it was bound to take atoll.

“It'sbeen along time, Brenna.” Hisvoice was deeper, but there was anote of familiarity,
something of the boy she used to know.

But she couldn’t think about that right now—not with awall of grief threatening to fall in on her
and bury her in the rubble of pain and sorrow. Drawing a deep breath, she shoved the painful memories
down to be dedlt with later.

“How much do you know about what happened to my father?” She deliberately didn’t use his
name athough she was beginning to suspect he redlly was exactly who he' d claimed to be.

“Enough, athough | haven't gotten a copy of the police report yet. | drove by your house, but |
didn’t stop because | needed to get here.”

“Why?" She had to ask the question, even if she dready knew the answer.

“Don’t play games with me, Brenna. Y ou’ re not stupid. Someone planted the bomb that killed
your father and damn near finished you off, too. Until we know who was behind the attack, you' re not
sae”

Tears stung her eyes, but his blunt words were somehow easier to dea with than the doctor’s
sympathy. “ So you' re convinced he was the target and not me.”

Thelook he gave her was one of pure disgust. “Get redl, Brenna. Even if the reviewers thought
your latest book sucked big-time, their weapon of choice would have been words, not explosives.”



She focused on the one piece of that speech that surprised her. *Y ou know about my books?’
His eyes suddenly found one of the machines above her head to be absol utely fascinating. “Yes.”
Despite the Stuation, that small admission made her amile. *Y ou actudly read some of them?’

He shoved hishandsin his pockets. “I'veread al of them, except the latest one on women
pioneers herein Missouri.”

“And what did you think?" She waited for his answer even as she wondered why his opinion
mattered.

His eyebrows snapped together. “Y ou have more important things to worry about right now than
what | think about your writing.”

But she d learned stubbornness from an expert: him. “Did you like them?’

“Yes, damnit, | did. You have ared knack for bringing history down to theindividua level, letting
the reader see and fed what it was like to live back then. Now, can we move on to more important

things?’
Thelittle show of temper was dmost thelast bit of information she needed to accept that this man
was the boy she' d last seen over ten years before. One last test and she’ d know for certain.

“What kind of cookies did our housekeeper Maisy bake just because you liked them so much?’

He stepped closer and glared down at her. “Y ou still don’t believeit’sme, do you? Well, too
damn bad, Brenna, because I’'m al that stands between you and—"

Another voice interrupted him. “Come now, Trahern, don’'t midead Ms. Nicholslike that. Who
do you think watched over her until you came charging in hereto stand guard?’

“Shut up, Jarvis”

“Isthat any way to show your gratitude? | saved you from those guards just now. Surely that
earns me an introduction.”

“ NO_”

Therewas no hogtility in Blake' svoice, but neither was there any welcome in his body language.
Maybe the other man’ s gpproach merely reminded him that they weren't done. Who wasthis Jarvis, that
he would have stood guard over her in ahospital? With hisdark hair and eyes, helooked nothing like
Blake, yet there was agreat ded of smilarity in their stance—especidly inthe way their eyes kept
checking out their surroundings every few seconds.

“I’'m BrennaNichols, Mr. Jarvis.”
“It'snice to meet you, Ms. Nichals. Y our father was a good man. We had nothing but respect for

him”
Trahern ebowed his unwelcome companionin theribs. “That’ s enough.”

Jarvis put alittle more space between them. “1 heard the doctor tell the nurse that the police will
be herein afew minutes.”

“So?’ Trahern sad.

“If you don’t want to be tied up here for hours answering questions we don't want to answer, |
suggest we get out before they arrive. She'll be safe enough while they’re here.”

Brennawas getting redly tired of them avoiding her questions and talking asif sheweren't inthe
room. “Why would the police want to question Blake?’

Jarvis samilewasalittle too practiced for her to trugt it. “Because until they know who killed your
father, everyoneis a suspect. Especidly strangers who can't explain what businessthey havefor being



hereinthefirs place”
“Get out, Jarvis”
Jarvis planted hisfeet wide and stood his ground. “ After you, Trahern.”

Why couldn’t Blake explain? And how had he found out about her father’ s degth so quickly? But
he was aready moving away from her bed, probably to disappear from her life just as quickly ashe'd
appeared.

“When will you be back?’

Jarvis stood in the doorway, watching down the hal. “ The guards will let us know when the police
have come and gone.”

“Wewon't leave you aone, Brenng,” Blake said. “Not until we get to the bottom of this” Hewas
amost to the door.

“lsn’'t that the police sjob?” She knew she was missing something here, something important.
“Blake?’

“Not now, Brenna. Thereisn't time.”

Shedidn’'t want him to leave, athough he' d given her no reason to trust him. She just knew facing
abunch of policemen asking questions to which she had no answers would be easier with Blake Trahern
standing at her side. She blinked back tears, not wanting to appesar week.

“Fine. Go ahead and leave. It' swhat you're good at.” If she sounded bitchy, so beit.
His cold gray eyes stared across the room at her. “ Snickerdoodles.” Then he was gone.

Brenna pushed the button and raised the head of her bed to better face down the two detectives who
had invaded her room. After their initid offerings of sympathy, their visit had quickly shifted to more of an
inquigtion.

She marshaed enough strength to let alittle displeasure show in the tone of her voice. “I've
aready told you everything | know, Detective Montgomery. | have no ideawho hated my father enough
tokill him.”

He hadn't believed her thefirgt time she' d told him that, and he obvioudy didn’t believe her now.
His pencil stub stood poised over his notepad, but he hadn’t written down asingle word since she'd
verified her address and phone number. She glanced from him to his partner, Detective Swan. Their
attitudes puzzled her. Why would she lie? She was the one who most wanted her father’ s murderer
brought to justice.

Detective Montgomery shifted his considerable weight in the molded plastic chair by her bed. “Tell
me again how it happened, Ms. Nichols. Start with breakfast that morning and go from there.”

How would knowing if she ate eggs or cerea help explain the explosion that had destroyed her
world?*“My father and | are...” Her throat constricted with pain, but she forced herself to continue.
“That is, my father and | were both early risers. Assoon as| got up, | went for arun while Dad read the
paper. Afterward, | came home and showered. Then we each ate abowl of cornflakeswith skim milk.”
If he wanted details, she’ d give him some. “ The spoons had flowers on their handles. The bowlswere
white with blue stripes around the top. My glass held sixteen ounces of iced tea.”

Her inquisitors didn’t appreciate her efforts one bit, but at least Montgomery wrote something on
hispad. “And then?’

“| did some routine chores—laundry, paid bills, that sort of thing.”



“And your father?

“He spent most of the morning at hisdesk in thelibrary. | heard him make severd phonecalls.
When | went into seeif wewere still on for lunch, hewas gone.” She stared at the celling, letting the
events of Saturday morning run through her mind like amovie, watching for detailsthat might satisfy the
police s need for information.

The younger detective moved away from thewal, closer to her bed. “Did he act worried or
upset?’
She shook her head. “No, Dad aways got lost in hiswork because he paid attention to the

details. That's what made him such agood judge. When he was studying a case, sometimes you had to
say hisnametwo or threetimesto get his attention.”

“Do you know which case he was working on?” The pencil was poised to write again.

“No, I don't. Infact, | had thought he was between mgjor casesright now.” But if that wastrue,
what did he need at his office that was so important that he had to find it on a Saturday morning?

“And even though the two of you had plans, he suddenly decided to leave?’
She' d dready told them that. “ Y es. We agreed to reschedul e for another day.”
“Did the two of you often go out to lunch on Saturdays?’

“Sometimes, not regularly.”

“Did you pick the restaurant or did he?’

The two detectives were both asking questions now, making her fed asif shewereinthe middie
of atennis match. “We both fdlt like Itaian, so we chose accordingly.”

“Do you know who any of the phone callswereto?’

The rapid-fire questions made her head ache. “No, | don’t. Sometimes he shared hiswork with
me; sometimes he didn’t. It aso wasn't unusud for him to go into the office if he needed to borrow a
specific book. He has an extensive library at home, but not as comprehensive as the one at the
courthouse.”

“WEe' |l want to get his phonerecords.” Montgomery closed his notebook, stuck it back in his
pocket, and stared at the floor for amoment, asif gathering up his scattered thoughts.

“Ms. Nichols, thank you for talking to us, especialy when you' ve been through so much. If you
think of anything else, please call us.” Helaid abusiness card down on her bedsidetable. “We Il bein
touch.”

“I would appreciate being kept informed on your progress, detectives.”
“Yes, ma am,” Detective Swan answered without much conviction.

After they left, weariness washed over her, leaving her shaken and alittle frightened. Dueto her
father’ sjob, she'd spent alot of time around the law enforcement community. She'd mostly found them
to be dedicated to their professon—sympathetic to the victims of crime but hard on criminads. Shejust
wished she knew which category these particular detectives thought she was.

Chapter 2

C ome on, Trahern, she' s safe for the moment. Finish your beer.”

Blake sfirg inclination wasto refuse. Ordinarily, he wouldn't have hesitated to depend on the
Guard to keep Brenna safe, but the recent betraya back in Seattle had left him distrustful. He' d known
Purefoy for years and never suspected the man would betray any of the Paladins, much lesstheir
Handler, Dr. Young.



So he sure ashdll was't going to leave Brenna swelfare in the hands of strangers. Too many
years had passed since he'd last served in . Louis for him to be familiar with the local personnd.

But rather than argue with Jarvis, he picked up hisdrink and took along swig. Considering how
tired he was, he should have been loading up on caffeine rather than acohal, but hisfriend had inssted on
stopping for a sandwich and a couple of cold ones.

“Don’t worry, Blake. If she' sanything like her old man, she'll handle whatever the police throw at
her.” Jarvisleaned back in hischair and crossed hisfeet at the ankles, the picture of aman content with
hislife and relaxing after along day.

Blake knew better. Despite Jarvis s easygoing appearance, he had a hair-trigger temper that
smmered just beneath the surface. Almogt dl Paadins did; somewere just better at hiding their true
natures than others. Others, like Blake, didn't bother to try. Men usualy moved out of hisway without
hesitation, not even aware of how they knew the danger he represented.

Women often had adifferent reaction. On some primitive level, they recognized him asthe dpha
mae hewas. In the dimmest memories of mankind, he would have led the men in the hunt and had his
pick of the women to warm his bed at night. Modern women were smarter than that. They might liketo
walk on thewild side on Saturday nights, but he wasn't the kind of man they’ d take home to mest the
family.

That wasfinewith him.

Hedidn't ded well with crowds or clingy women at the best of times. Now, when al of his
protective ingincts were at full throttle, his nervesfelt stretched to the breaking point. It wouldn’t take
much to shatter the fragile control he had over his need to strike out at a handy target—Ilike the bastard
who'd killed the judge.

Which brought him right back to the problem of BrennaNichols. She'd grown into alovely
woman, her beauty unmistakable despite her bruises and unkempt hair. And though she was twenty-six
now, those big green eyes of hers held the same innocence that had irritated the hell out of him twelve
years ago.

“Hey, partner, you' re thinking too hard.” Jarvis straightened up. “Y ou’ ve got to be running on

empty. Let’ sgo check on your woman one more time and then hole up at my place for some deep.
Tomorrow we Il start turning over rocks to see what crawls out.”

“She’ snot my woman, Jarvis,” he said with cold anger. Thelast thing he needed was for rumors
to start about his relationship with Brenna. She was the daughter of aformer mentor. End of discussion.

Hisold friend raised his handsin mock surrender. “Fine. Let’s get amove on before you crash.”
He stood up and tossed some bills down on the table.

Blake would rather stay in ahotel, or even the emergency barracks near the barrier that the
Regents provided for viditing Paladins. But right now he needed Jarvis' s goodwill more than he needed
privacy. Hisfriend' s guest room would serve until Brennawas rel eased from the hospital.

It didn’t surprise him when Jarvis [ eft the bar through the back rather than the front. They both
paused as they stepped outside to let their eyes adjust to the darkness. Therewasn't even ahint of a
breezein the narrow dley, and the smell of old garbage hung heavily inthe night air.

“I left my car ablock over that way.” Jarvis nodded toward the end of the dley. “Why don't |
drop you off at the hospital, and then you can head for my place when you' re ready?’

“Sounds good to me.”

After only afew steps his shirt was clinging to his skin. Damn, he’ d forgotten how hot St. Louis
was in the summer. They walked dong in sllence, for which Blake was grateful. He was thickheaded
from too little deegp and too many questions he had no answersfor. But before he alowed himsdf to ret,



he' d make sure that Brennawas settled in for the night and that the guards understood their liveswerein
jeopardy if they failed to keep her safe.

When they reached the Street at the far end of the alley, Jarvis headed for abright blue 1969
Chevelle SS.

“| should have known you'’ d il be driving that beast.”

Jarvis grinned and patted the roof of hisbaby. “While you' re here, we' |l have to take her down
some of those roller-coaster highwaysin the Ozarks and let her rip. They don't make them like this
anymore.”

“I’'m surprised you can make it from one gas station to the next without it complaining.” Though he
wasn't above admiring the fedl of a 396-cubic-inch engine asit tore down the road.

Hisfriend looked insulted. “1 just finished the restoration on her about ayear ago. | did most of it
mysalf—new paint job, new interior, al of it to factory specs. Except for the stereo, shelooksjust like
she did when shefirgt rolled off thelot.”

“And for what you’ ve spent on this thing, you probably could have bought two new cars.
Something more practicd inanicebeige”

Hisfriend snorted. “ Shut up, Trahern. You'll hurt her fedings.”

When Jarvis climbed in and turned the key in the ignition, a deep-throated rumble purred through
the car. Blake leaned back and fought to keep his eyes open. After afew blocks, Jarvislet loose with a
gtring of curses. Blakeimmediately sat up and reached for his gun, only to remember hewasn't carrying
one.

“What' swrong?’
Jarvis pointed straight ahead. “ See dl those flickering lightsin the hospital parking lot?’

A sick feding settled in Blake s ssomach even as adrendine pumped through his bloodstream,
readying him for battle. A bevy of cop cars and fire trucks, dl with lights ablaze, were blocking the road
ahead. He was aready reaching for the door handle before Jarvis stopped the car.

“I left all my wesponsin Sesitle, figuring on restocking here. Have you got anything | can
borrow?’

Jarvis reached under the seat and tossed him a bean-shaped gun pouch. “I’ll park the car and be
right behind you.”

“ Fire”

Blake ran through the shadows for a block before he dowed to awak. He couldn’t risk drawing
unwanted attention to himsalf by charging into the hospitdl like the goddamn cavary. Hewouldn’t do
Brennaany good cooling hishedsin ajail cdl, especidly if they pulled his old police records.

The activity seemed to be centered around the entrance to the emergency room, so he circled to
the front of the hospitdl. A handful of the medicd staff stood huddled together, smoking asthey ignored
the chaos a short distance away.

Hewaited until a couple of the employees ground out their cigarettes and broke away from the
group before making his approach.

“Excuse me, but could you tel mewhat’ sgoing on? 1 wason my way to vist afriendin the
hospital when | saw dl thelights”

The two men, both orderliesjudging by their uniforms, shrugged. “ The fire darm went off.
Evidently some trash caught on fire, and afew patientsin the far wing had to be evacuated just in case.
Theadl clear came through afew minutes ago, and the patients have dready started returning to their



rooms. The police are just finishing up their paperwork.”
“Thanks”

If someone wanted to get at Brenna, what better way to do it than throw the whole hospita into
chaos? Even with police and firemen crawling al over the place, there would be awindow of time before
they arrived during which anyone could dip in and out of the hospital without asoul noticing. Andina
medica center the size of this one, there would be enough personnd turnover to cover the presence of an
unfamiliar face.

Maybe the fire and commotion had nothing to do with Brenna, but Blake had never liked
coincidences. He headed for the staircase and took them two at atime up to Brenna sfloor.

No guard was on duty at the door to the stairs. Son of abitch! He ran down the hallway, diding to
astop when he spotted the cluster of guards standing around Brenna' s bed. He shoved his way through
to thefront, only to see that her bed was empty and the machines that had been monitoring her vitas
were dark and glent.

He grabbed the nearest guard by the front of his uniform and shoved the barrel of Jarvis sgun
agang the man’ sthroat.

“Wherethe hell isshe?’ Blake s eyesflicked down to the man’s name badge. “ Speak quickly,
Baxter, and you' d better have a good answer—because there' s nothing I’ d like better right now than to
Queezethistrigger.”

The sound of adoor opening and closing and the sound of shuffling footsteps caught Blake' s
attention. He froze, unwilling to release his victim, but aware that everyone s attention had shifted to the
person or persons behind him.

“Blake Trahern! What are you doing?” A hand grabbed hisarm and tried to tug him away. “ Stop
scaring him likethat.”

Brenna s voice, weak and hoarse, sounded like heaven to him. He dowly lowered the gun, not
wanting to startle one of the other guardsinto arash act, then stuck it in the back of hiswaistband.

When he turned to face Brenna, she was swaying dightly.
“What are you doing out of bed?’ he snarled.

She managed to straighten her shoulders and stand her ground. “When the fire darm went off, we
had to evacuate. Oncethe dl clear was sounded, we came back.”

“Back where? Y our bed was empty and these piss-poor excuses for guards were al clustered
around your empty bed, instead of standing watch.” He put his hands on his hips and glared down at her.

A faint blush crept up her face. “I needed to use the restroom, not that it's any of your business.
Now if you'll excuse me, it’sbheen along day and I’'m tired.”

When she moved to step around him, she dmost fell. Blake swept her up in hisarms, muttering
about stubborn fools. Despite the urge to just dump her on the bed, he gently settled her back on the
mattress and pillows. After yanking the blankets up around her, he gave the guards alook that sent them
scurrying for their pogts.

Brenna counted to twenty before opening an eyeto seeif the room had quit spinning. When her
vision cleared, she turned her head to face Blake. “Did you have to be so rude to them?”’

“I'll be nicer when they convince methat they’ re taking their jobs serioudy.” He ran his hands
through hishair in frugtration. “Y ou should not have been alowed out of thisroom until one of them
verified in person that the fire dlarm was going off for alegitimate reason. It could ve been st off just to
create confusion for your father’ skiller to get in hereto finish the job he started. They’ re supposed to be
professionas and should have known better.”



“But the nurse and doctor said we had to—"

“Damnit, Brenna, | don't give arat’s asswhat they said! Someone killed your father and damned
near killed you in the process.” Blake grabbed onto the railing dong her bed, his knuckles white with the
grain. “Y our safety comesfirst. The next time those bozos out in the halway screw up, | will pull the
trigger and do the whole damned world afavor.”

His eyes had darkened to the color of asummer storm, sending a chill through her. “You can't go
around threatening to shoot the police, Blake.”

“They’re not the police,” he sneered. “Which reminds me. What did the detectives have to say for
themsalves? Do they have any leads?’

The sudden changein subjects and in his mood confused her. What did he mean, the guards
weren't sent by the police? Who e se would post men to guard her door?

“Two detectives stopped by. It was strange. They seemed moreinterested in what my father had
for breskfast and where we' d planned on having lunch, than who had planted the bomb. | didn’t like their
attitudes one bit.”

Shefindly gavein to the need to close her eyes and had dmost succeeded in drifting off to deep
when Dr. Vega came back into the room.

“Ms. Nichols, I'm sorry about al the chaosthisevening. I'll have the nurse reattach only the most
necessary monitors. Now that you' re awake and lucid, we want to start backing off on some of this stuff.
Once she has you taken care of, try to get agood night’ sdeep. That will go along way toward getting
you back to normal.”

Asif anything would ever ssem normal again.
Tears stung Brenna s eyes and trickled down her cheeks as she findly drifted off to deep.

Awareness returned to her dowly. The familiar begp and whir of machines kept pace with her heart and
lungs, and the scent of disinfectant and other chemicals stung her nose. She was till in the hospital. She'd
been hoping that it all had been anightmare and that she’ d wake up to her old life.

She heard amurmur of low voices and immediately recognized Blake Trahern's. The second one
took her ahit longer. It belonged to Blake sfriend...Jarvis? She had no ideaif it was hisfirst name or his
lest.

For the moment, she was content to float between the dream world of deep and harsh redlity,
listening to seeif she could learn something about Blake and what had brought him back to St. Louis.

“The doctor says she should be able to fly inacouple of days.” That was Trahern. “I’ll see about
chartering a private plane to take her to Sesttle.”

“| seetwo problemswith that. First of al, sheisn't going to want to go, not until she finds out what
happened to her father. Second, no matter how much you trust your Handler, |1 don’t know the woman
at al, and I’m not about to send the judge’ s daughter halfway across country aoneto stay with strangers.
Now, if you wereto go with her...”

“WEe ve dready discussed that, Jarvis. I’m not going anywhere anytime soon.”

“So we' re back to where we started: finding a safe place for Ms. Nichols herein town. After we
track down the killers, then she can decide for hersalf what she wantsto do.”

Brenna opened her eyes. “I' m not going anywhere, gentlemen, with or without one of you asan
escort. As soon as the doctor releases me from this place, I’ m going straight home. And why would you
two be searching for the killers? Isn't that ajob for the police?’

Two pairs of eyes swung toward her, one neutrd, the other glaring a her with their usua intensty.



She might not be up to full speed yet, but she was't about to have her future dictated by these two.
“Wel?’ She crossed her arms over her chest and prepared to wait them out.

Jarvis brokefirst, not a particular surprise. “Good morning, Ms. Nichols.” He offered her abroad
smile. “I hope you had agood night's deep, unlike some people | could mention.”

“Shut the hell up, Jarvis”

The dark gray T-shirt Blake had worn the night before looked dept in, and the shirt he wore over
it had definitely seen better days. The fact that he hadn't shaved in at least twenty-four hours only added
to the intense masculinity he radiated. A woman would have to be dead not to respond to him, and the
ache she felt when shelooked at him had nothing to do with her injuries.

She quickly steered the conversation in asafer direction than how his prickly beard would fed
againg her skin. “How | dept isnot important. Now would one of you please answer my questions?’

The two men went back to glaring at each other, neither of them willing to be thefirst oneto
speak. Before she could muster up the energy to insg s, a nurse came bustling into the room with a bright
amile

“Ms. Nichals, glad to see we' re wide awake. How are we feding thismorning?’ The woman
headed right for the closed curtains and threw them back to let the morning sunshine flood the room.

“ Shut those curtains right now!” Trahern' s bellow dimmed the nurse' s practiced smile.

“Now that Ms. Nicholsis awake there' s no reason to keep the room dark, and...”

He reached past her to jerk the curtains closed with so much force that he tore the fabric loose
from acouple of therings. The savagery of his action startled Brennaand made the nurse gasp.

“Trahern, stop acting like acrazy person! She didn’'t do anything wrong.” What had set him off?
Shelooked to Jarvisfor help, but the expression on hisface was every bit asharsh as Trahern's.

Blakefroze, only atight musclein his cheek revedling how angry hewas. Sowly, ever so dowly,
he stepped back, then he stared a hole through the hapless nurse. “ Someone has dready tried to kill Ms.
Nicholsonce. | would appreciate your keeping these closed to avoid giving asniper aclear shot a her
while she' sapatient here. She survived the firgt attack. She might not survive the next.”

Then hewalked out of the room.
The nurse' sface was ashen. “Ms. Nichols, I'm sorry. | didn’t think.”
“I'm sure Mr. Trahern isbeing overprotective. Please think nothing of it.”

Shethrew back her coversto climb out of bed. While she might not like his heavy-handed tactics,
shedidn’'t want Blake to leave. Jarvis reached out to steady her as she stood up. When he was sure she
wasn't going to ked over, he brought her arobe.

“Where will he have gone?’ she asked asthey took the first shuffling steps toward the door.

“Not far. No matter what mood he' sin, hewon’t leave you aone. His consciencewon't alow it.”
Jarvis stuck his head out the door and looked both ways. “He' s a the far end, awvay from the nurses
dation, staring out the window. Make sure he hears you walk up behind him. He never did like
urprises.”

Jarvis s remarks raised even more questions. For now, though, she concentrated on keeping her
bal ance as she made her way down the hal. What was she going to say to him? The Situation seemed to
cal for an apology, but shewasn't sure what she' d said that had upset him. She' d only asked him to stop
scaring the nurse. No, wait. Her exact words were for him to quit acting like a crazy person. Surely he
knew that wasjust an expression, that she didn’t redlly think he was mentally unstable.

She stopped a short distance away and waited for him to acknowledge her.



He glanced back over his shoulder at her, his expression shuttered and cold. “What' s the matter?
Afraid to get too closeto acrazy person?’

Somehow she doubted a sincere gpology would work with this man. Temper, though, was
something he understood. “Don’t be so thin-skinned, Trahern. It was just afigure of speech. You'rethe
least crazy person | know, but you can’t go around scaring innocent nurseslike that. If | didn’t know you
sowdll, | might have been scared mysdlf.”

He turned back to the window. “Y ou don't know meat dl, little girl. Y ou never did.”

“I may not know what you' ve done or where you' ve been for the past twelve years, but some
things never change about a person. Y ou would never hurt me. Ever.”

“What makesyou think that?

“Y ou'retrying too hard to protect me from the person who killed my father—not that | believe
I'minany red danger.”

“Until we know why your father waskilled, we can't assume anything.” The temper was back in
hisvoice, but not the bitterness. “1'll fedl better when we get to the bottom of this.”

“I’'m sure the police are doing their best.”

Trahern snorted in derision. “They couldn't find their backsides with two hands, especidly when
they have no ideawhat or who they are dedling with.”

“And you do? If you know why my father waskilled, Blake, you need to tell me and the police
right now.” She grabbed hisarm, trying to make him look &t her. It waslike trying to move agranite cliff.

“ NO_”

“Y ou can't mean that, Blake. If you have any respect at al for my father’ swork, you haveto trust
thelegd system. Let the police catch hiskiller and bring him to trid. My father hated vigilante justice.”

“Which work are you talking about, Brenna?’ He shook his head and looked away again. “Y ou
aways were awide-eyed innocent. Obvioudy that hasn’t changed.”

“Trahern, that’ s enough.”
Neither of them had heard Jarvis s approach.

“Stay out of this.” Blake said the words at the same time Brenna did. Under other circumstances
she might have found that amusing. At the moment, it only made her mad.

“No, you both stay out of it! The police are handling the investigation, not the two of you.”

Both men stood well over six feet tall, at least ten inches over her own average stature. Right now
they used their helght advantage to communicate by eye contact done. Craning her neck was only giving
her a headache, so she gave up in disgust.

“Fine. Thetwo of you have afinetimeall by yoursalves. But until you decideto let the police do
their job—"

The sound of shattering glass brought her up short. Blake grabbed her by the arm and shoved her
into anearby treatment room. She started to protest, but he effectively silenced her by wrapping hisarm
around her and covering her mouth with his hand. The temperature seemed to plummet, but that may
have been the sudden rush of fear. In the blink of an eye, both Jarvis and Blake produced handguns,
looking al too comfortable with the way they fit their hands.

Blake whispered awarning close enough to her ear for her to fed the warmth of his breath. “ Stay
quiet, Brenna, and you might just live long enough to tear astrip off my hide.”

When she nodded, he loosened his hold on her. For afew seconds, the only sound she heard was
the pounding of her heart, but then she heard a couple of popping noises and shouting. Blake pushed her



behind him. Both he and Jarvis|ooked decidedly grim.
“Stay with her.” Jarvis started out the door, looking letha with his gun gripped in two hands.

Trahern shook hishead. “Thisisn't thetimeto play hero, not when we don’t know how many of
them there are. W€ ve got to get her out of here. Now.”

They could hear the sound of running feet from the far end of the hallway. “ The copswill be
crawling al over this place soon. This confusion isour best chanceto get her out of here without being

A femae scream rang out down the halway, and Brennaunderstood dl too well how the woman
felt.

“Isanybody looking thisway?’ Blake asked.

Jarvis poked his head out of the room long enough to scope out the hallway. “No, it's clear for the

“I'll lead. Bring her when | givethesgna.” Trahern ducked out into the hall, turning avay from the
commotion at the other end. He kept his back to the opposite wall, looking from side to side as he made
hisway to the exit Sign a short distance away. When he reached the door to the staircase, he opened it
and disappeared for afew seconds. Then he stuck his head back out and waved them forward.

Jarvis shielded Brennd s body with his asthey silently dipped acrossto where Trahern waited.
Shetried to check out what was happening down at the nurses’ station, but Jarvis blocked her view. She
only caught aglimpse of aguard writhing on the floor outside the door to her room, his uniform shirt
soaked in blood.

“Oh, God, how bad is he hurt?’

“I don’t know, but one of hisbuddieswill get him help. Move!” Trahern’s orders were abrupt, but
his touch was gentle as he supported her with hisfree hand.

Jarvis shoved the door closed behind them. “Up or down?’

Trahern jerked his head up. “Up one floor, then across to the other wing and down. There' san
exit to the parking lot from the day surgery on the second floor.”

How did he know that? Brenna didn’'t have enough breath to ask; it was just another inalong list
of questions she' d want answers to when they reached safety. If they ever did.

“Brenna, can you keep up this pace or do | need to carry you?’
“I'll makeit.”

Jarviswaited on the landing, his gun and eyes aimed on the steps above them. When they reached
the top step he dowly opened the door and peeked out. “No one seemsto be aware that there sa
problem.” He dipped his pistal into hiswaistband and pulled his shirt down over it. “I'll beback ina
few.”

He disappeared, leaving the two of them aone again. Brennaleaned againgt thewall. Thiswasfar
more excitement than her battered body needed; her legs trembled with near exhaustion, and it was hard
to catch her breath. Trahern looked remarkably unperturbed; he and Jarvis acted asif this was second
nature to them.

“Isthis how you spend your time?” she whispered.

Thedim light in the Staircase cast hisfacein harsh lines. “Not now, Brenna” Theflat words didn’t
invite conversation. Then Jarvis was back, motioning that the hallway was sife.

Shesad, “All right. But you owe me answers, and | intend to have them.”
Then shejoined Jarvis out in the busy hdlway, |etting Blake follow as he would.



Blake wanted to throw Brennaover his shoulder and run like hell; her face was gray with exhaustion and
pain. But their best disguise wasto blend in with dl the other patients and their families going about their
busness asif nothing were wrong. Aslong asthey wereinside the hospitd, they were sitting ducks. Each
and every person they passed could be apaid assassin on amission to end Brenna' slife—or hisor even
Jarvis's, for that matter. Whoever wanted the judge dead had to wonder who he' d talked to about his
suspicions. He and Brenna were the obvious choices, but no one within the Regentswas safeif the judge
had left any records that could be traced back to them.

It was hard to keep to such adow pace, but the three of them would draw less attention if they
walked at arate comfortable for Brenna. In afew more seconds, they’ d reach the sky bridge that led to
the other wing. For the length of the bridge, they’ d be exposed to prying eyes from both insde the
hospital and anyone keeping watch from the outside.

Stepping out onto the sky bridge, the two men sandwiched Brenna between them. Even that was
apoor excuse for protection. If the sniper knew his business, he could take out dl three of them with one
shot, two at the most.

“Seeanything?’
He shook his head. “It'sempty. Let’sgo.”

Hetook Brenna s arm and motioned for Jarvisto do the same, then they lifted her up and ran
acrossto the surgica center.

“Put me down before someone sees udl”

Once she was back on her own two feet, Brennarubbed her arms. “ Just what | needed—more
bruises”

Blake gave her ahard look. “ Better anew bruise than abullet hole. We go to the left here, then
straight out toward the door.”

By the time they reached thefind turn, al of Blake sfighting ingtincts were running at full bore.
Keeping Brenna out of sight around the corner, he studied the lobby. Two women at the desk were
talking on the phone and shuffling through paperwork. An ederly gentleman held amagazine but Sared
worriedly at apair of double doors, no doubt concerned about someone in surgery.

Finaly, therewas an orderly leaning againgt thewall near the water fountain, wearing acrisply
pressed surgical uniform and gleaming black boots as he worked a crossword puzzle. Trahern frowned.
The shoes were wrong; he couldn’t remember seeing anyone €l se wearing black boots. This guy wasn't
wearing a hospital employee ID badge, ether.

Trahern turned his back to the supposed orderly while he pointed him out to Jarvis. “He doesn’'t
belong here”

Jarvis nodded. “ See any others?’

They both turned dowly, asif they were unfamiliar with the lobby and trying to get their bearings.
“No, lookslike he sdone.”

“Leavehimtome.” Jarvis s smile would have frightened the dead.

He split off, heading for atable that offered coffee and cookiesfor those waiting for patientsto get
out of surgery. Hefilled acup, took asip, and then started for the door. Just as he reached the orderly he
ddiberately sumbled, tossing the scading hot liquid right at the man’ s crotch. The orderly bellowed in
pain and shock as he backed away straight into the water fountain.

Jarvisdid agreat imitation of aman trying to make amendsfor his clumsiness. One of the women
came out from behind the desk to help, but Jarviswaved her off, dragging hisvictim around the corner
into the men’ sroom. Trahern doubted the woul d-be orderly would be coming out anytime soon,



especidly under hisown power.

Then he noticed that Brennawas no longer hiding behind him. She was standing off to hisside,
glaring at Jarvis as he disgppeared from sight.

“What was that al about? That poor man was just standing there. Y ou can't tell methat Jarvis
didn’'t spill his coffee on purpose. There’ sno way he' d ever bethat clumsy.”

Good God. To shut her up, Blake kissed her. Histemper was running hot, but he gentled hislips
over hers as he teased her lips gpart with histongue. And damn, her sweet taste had his prick sitting up
and begging for attention. He' d been too long without awoman, and it didn’t hel p that Brennawas
kissing him back.

Brennamoaned as her hands fluttered up his chest to settle around his neck. She pressed against
him, making him painfully aware of the soft crush of her breasts againgt his chest. He wanted to drag her
to the floor and bury himself in her sweet heat, but the hospital obby was hardly the place.

He ripped his mouth from hers, his breath ragged as he stared down into her bewildered eyes. Her
confusion faded as she remembered where they were and what Jarvis had done, and the stubborn set to
her jaw told him she wasn't going anywhere until he convinced her that Jarvishadn't lost hismind.
Keeping her ingdethe circle of hisarms, he whispered near her ear, “ That guy was watching for us.”

“Y ou couldn’t possibly know that. No one could.”

He saw red, tired of her arguments, tired of her doubts, and just plain tired. “Listen closdly,
Brenna. It'smy job to know such things. Jarvisis going to come out of that bathroom aone with an extra
gun tucked in his belt and atransmitter that he' staken off that guy you' re fegling so sorry for—who
would have started shooting as soon as he recognized us.”

“ But_n

“Chew my assal you want later. Right now, either you walk out of here on'your own or I'll carry
you out. Your choice” He glared down & her, histeeth clenched in frustration.

She must have redlized that she had pushed him as far as she could, because she backed down.
“Fine. Lead On.”

He released his hold on her and walked close by her side, ready to pull hisgun or respond to a
physicd attack. Jarvis caught up with them just as the doors did open. Judging by the extraenergy in his
step, Trahern knew they had been right. For Brennd s benefit, though, he asked, “What was he
carying?’

Hisfriend grinned, even as his eyes began an automeatic sweep of the hospita parking lot. “ Picked
up anicelittle Glock. I've wanted one for my collection for sometime. His transmitter was a piece of
crap, ol just flushed it.”

Thefear in Brenna' s eyes was back, but maybe now she' d follow their orders without arguing.
Once she was fedling better and the memory of the past few days faded a bit, she’ d be right back to
standing toe to toe with him and arguing. He couldn’t wait; the defeat in her dumped shoulders was
painful to see.

“Let’sget her tomy rental car. Y our car sticks out like a sore thumb, and we don’t want to draw
any more attention to ourselves.”

Jarvis shook hishead. “I don’t know how many moreinsults| can take from you about my car,
Trahern. | think you'rejust jealous.”

“Y eah, right. Keep her herewhile | check things out.”

Blake approached hisrenta dowly, watching for anyone who might be paying too much atention
to their actions. He could hear Sirens approaching. If they didn’t hurry, they could end up trapped in the



parking lot by the emergency vehicles. Dropping to the ground, he checked the undercarriage for any
tellta e Sgnsthat someone might have left them an unwanted present.

Nothing.

He checked dl four doors, especidly the driver’ sside, noting the small piece of grass he' d I eft
over the bottom edge of the door was till in place. It didn’t guarantee that no one had been in the car,
but he had dso left ahair across the edge of the hood in two places. When he spotted both of them, he
felt reasonably certain that the car hadn't been tampered with.

He opened the door and turned the key in the ignition. For abrief second he held his breath,
wondering if it would be hislast. But the engine caught and ran smoothly. Jarvis hustled Brenna acrossto
the car and guided her to the back door.

“Get in and lie down, Brenna. Once you' re away from here, you can st up front. But if anyoneis
watching the exits, they’ll be looking for awoman in ahospital gown, not aman aone.”

Shewinced in pain as she obediently stretched out across the sedt.
“Where are you going to take her?” Jarvis asked Blake.

“I don’'t know.” Evenif hedid, he wasn’t going to tell. The fewer people who knew where Brenna
was, the better.

Hisfriend nodded. “ Call me when you get settled, and we' ll plan our next step. Keep your head
down, Ms. Nichols, and trust Trahern to protect you. There' sno one |’ d rather have at my back.” He
took one last look around the parking lot before dapping his hand on the trunk of the car to signd al was
Clear.

Blake backed out of the parking spot. As he started for the nearest exit, acouple of men charged
out of the hogpital, their heads turning from sdeto sde. Luckily, other vehicles driving through thelot had
two peoplein the front seat, and by the time the searchers had checked them out, Blake was safely out
of the parking lot.

“WEe re on the street now, Brenna, and I’ m going to stick to side streetsfor the next mile or two to
seeif we' ve picked up atail.”

Hewasn't used to explaining his every move, since he normally worked with men used to urban
combat. The Pdadins were natural-born killers, but fortunately for the rest of mankind, they came
hardwired with a strong conscience and a need to protect. Each time they were badly wounded or killed,
they hedled quickly, but at the cost of becoming more like the Others—the human-like creatures that
tried to invade Earth every chance they got.

He d killed hisfair share of Otherswhile protecting the barrier that separated their world from his,
but he' d died at the end of their swords way too often over the past couple of years. He and Dr. Laurel
Y oung, the Handler who oversaw his care, knew that histest scores were rapidly reaching the point at
which he could lose his humanity and become a danger to anyone around him. She was intensifying her
research into what kept her Paladin lover, Devlin Bane, dive and stable for longer than any other of their
kind in recent history. Blake didn’t hold out much hope that she’ d find answers soon enough to save him,
but he wished her luck.

“Trahern, can | get up now?’

He had driven severd mileswithout redizing it. Damn, he couldn’t afford to lose his concentration
now. After checking the mirrors, he glanced back over his shoulder.

“I’mgoing to pull into the discount store parking lot just ahead. You' |l haveto wait in the car while
| pick up some clothesfor you.”

“Okay. | wear amedium in most things.” She pushed hersdlf up into asitting position. “My shoe



gzeiseight and ahdf.”
“And your brasize?’ The question probably embarrassed her, but he wasn't about to guess.
“I takea32C. | prefer afront clasp, but either kind will do.”

Swest. More than ahandful: just what he liked. He remembered dl too clearly thefed of her
breasts crushed againgt his chest back at the hospital—not that he should be having such thoughts about
her, especidly now. “Isthere anything else you need, other than afew toiletries?’

“Some ibuprofen would be gppreciated. Otherwise I’ m fine.”

He pulled into a space near the busy main door. In the unlikely event they’ d been followed, it
would be harder for anyone to make a play for Brennawith so many people around.

“I'll be back in about fifteen minutes.” He got out, taking acasua ook around thelot. “ Stay in the
car and lay low.”

“All right. And Blake...”
“Yeah?'
“Pleasehurry.”

Chapter 3

I can't believeyou didn't find the judge sfiles” He let sllence express his displeasure with the bumbling
fools

Detective Swan shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “We just got back from searching Brenna
Nichals soffice a the univeraty. We didn’t find much because she' staking the summer off, evidently to
work on her next book. We plan to return to the judge’ s house later today to continue our search. No
onewill question the detectives of record reexamining the crime scene aone, especidly with Brenna
Nichols s mysterious disappearance from the hospital.”

Heralled hiseyes, dthough that fiasco was hisfault, not theirs. “What makes you think you'll have
any better luck searching hishousethistime?’

Detective Montgomery shot his younger partner alook meant to shut him up. It didn’t work.

“Last timewe had hdf the department swarming around. If we' d Sarted tearing out wallslooking
for ahidden safe, there would have been questions we—and you—don’'t want to answer. And if we'd
actudly found thefiles, we d have had the devil’ s own time keeping them from being collected as
evidence”

Montgomery stepped in. “He sright about that, Sir. From what you' vetold us, the last thing you
want isthe judge sfiles coming to light. And if we go down, you'll beright there with us.”

So they had teeth and weren't afraid to show them when cornered. Aslong asthey served their
purpose, he' d ignorethelittle display of bravado—for now. Hewasn't oneto leave loose ends
un-clipped when his mission was accomplished, and their desths had aways been a part of the plan.

A whisper here, arumor there, and their precious reputations would be ruined. Despite their
greed, their images as good cops were important to them. He' d burst that little balloon for them, right
before he took them down. It would be a shameto let them keep dll that lovely money he' d promised to
pay them, but it might comein handy when Internd Affairs started their investigetion.

Brenna Nicholswas adso on the short list of collateral damage. It wasredlly too bad. By all
reports, she was both lovely and brilliant. While beauty was common enough, genius wasn't. Oh, well.

“Gentlemen, | expect better resultsfor my money.” Heticked off their ingtructions on hisfingers.
“Firgt, get back into the judge' s house. Burn the damn thing down if you have to, but no one—and |



mean no one—getstheir handson hisfiles”
Both men nodded.
“Secondly, find out where Blake Trahern has stashed Ms. Nichols.”
“Do you want usto take him out?’

Theinsolent young pup actualy sounded excited by the prospect. Of course, in hisworld, when a
man died, he stayed that way. Trahern and the otherslike him would be quite ashock to these cops, who
probably thought that they’ d seenit dl. It might be amusing to let them shoot a Paladin, just to teach them
alesson. He' d love to see how these two would react when Trahern showed up, pissed off and very
much diveagan.

But now wasn't the time for games, no matter how amusing. “No, just locate them. It shouldn’t be
hard for two of &. Louis sfinest.”

Swan nodded happily, obliviousto the hint of sarcasm in hisvoice. His partner didn’t missthe
small jab, nor did he appreciateit.

He stood, signaling to his unworthy companionsthat the interview was over. He had hisown
agendafor therest of the day. “ Gentlemen, you have my cdll number. Don't cal it unlessyou have good
news. You'll find I havelittle patience with failure.”

“Yes, gr.” Detective Montgomery heaved his consderable bulk up out of his chair. While his
words were respectful, his attitude definitely was not. He might have more control over his mouth than his
younger partner, but he was just as much an insolent fool .

They left the nondescript hotel room, closing the door with alittle more force than was absol utely
necessary. As soon as he knew they werereally gone, he began packing. He d already made
reservations at another hotel for the night. The two cops were hardly his biggest fans and Trahern must
hate him, even if he didn’t know hisidentity yet. It never paid to be where your enemy expected you to
be.

Once hewas settled in his new room, he would study the piecesin this chess game and decide on
hisnext move.

“How did you know about this place?’ Brenna eyed their surroundings with suspicion.

Blake had rather fond memories of thisisolated roadside park. Not much had changed, except the
old picnic table had been replaced with a plagtic one that wouldn't leave splintersin your naked ass—not
that he’ d been paying attention to the rough surface at thetime.

Kely's particular talents had kept him focused on other things the night she’ d introduced him to
sex. He'd had ahell of atime getting those damn splinters out of his knees and backside the next day, but
the pain had been worth it. His mouth tugged up in agrin at the memory.

“I'm not surel likethat smile, Blake.” Brennaeyed him with dubious suspicion. “Y ou've been
gonefor twelve years. Y ou never wrote, never cdled, and yet you remember one out-of-the-way little
park.”

“I lost my virginity right there on that table. That’ sthe sort of thing aguy never forgets.” Honesty
made him add, “Wéll, not that exact table. It was wooden and painted dark green.”

“Who?" She dapped her hand over her mouth. “Never mind. | don’t want to know.”

“I wasn't going to tell you anyway.” Even though curiosity was esting her up, judging by the way
her eyes kept darting to the table and then back at his anatomy. “Why don’t you change into your clothes
SO we can get ahotd ?’

“Where should | change?’ She looked around for some kind of shelter, other than the surrounding



trees.

“Thisisno time for modesty, Brenna. If wewalk into a hotel 1obby with you in your hospita gown
and dippers, they’ re going to know something isfishy. We can't use a public bathroom for the same
reason. | promise | won't look.” Unless he was sure he could get away withiit.

To give her some semblance of privacy, he walked over to the picnic table and stretched out on
top of it. He thought about closing his eyes, but astired ashe was, he couldn’t risk it. Exhaustion was
playing hell with his concentration aready. The sooner they found sanctuary for the night, the better off
they both would be.

The sound of acar door opening startled him into Sitting up, then he redlized that Brennawas using
it as a screen to change behind. It worked pretty well; in fact, too damn well. He could see her shoulders
and atantalizing hint of her cleavage, then nothing at al until below the door, which reveded her lower
caves and bare feet. Who would have thought such glimpseswould be so erotic?

Despite his promise, he couldn’t pull his eyes away as she did the straps of her braup her arms,
then leaned forward to adjust the fit of the cups before fastening the front clasp. It waslike areverse
striptease, but with the same effect on hisbody. When had putting on a T-shirt turned into a seductive
dance?

First one foot and then the other disappeared into the lightweight running pants he' d bought her.
When she stood to tug them up to her waist, there was a quick flash of white, no doubt the plain cotton
panties he' d picked out. He didn’t think she would have appreciated getting skimpy, lacy onesfrom him,
but he' d had ahard time reining in the urge to buy them.

The car door dammed shut. “I thought you weren't going to watch.”
No useindenyingit. “1 lied.”

Looking thoroughly disgusted, she stuffed her hospital gown and robe into the shopping bags.
Turning her back on him, she used the brush he’ d bought to work the tangles out of her dark brown hair.
If she thought she was shutting him out by facing away from him, she was sorely mistaken. She looked
damned fine from any direction.

Asif sengng his continued scrutiny, she glanced back at him. “Don’'t sare.”

“Sorry.” Not that he was. The genetic anomay that made aman a Paladin had also gifted him with
avery hedthy sexud appetite, and he' d been on astarvation diet for far too long. Still, onelook at the
fading bruises on her arms had him banking the fires.

“Let’sget out of here.” He stood up and stretched, trying to get the kinks out of his back and
neck before climbing into the car.

Brennawinced as she settled into the front seat and fastened her seat belt. He had to admire her
gamina. She' d been through hell the past few days, with no end in sight, yet she didn’t complain and kept
going. It shouldn’t surprise him. She had alot of her father in her, including asmilar, frighteningly
powerful intellect.

“There sahotd not far from here”

She opened one eye and gave him a suspicious look. “ Another vivid memory from your past? If
S0, pick another hotel.”

Her tart remark startled alaugh out of him. “Back then, the backseat of acar or apicnic table
were the fanciest accommodations | could afford.”

Shedidn’t look convinced.
“I spotted this place on theway here.” He held his hand up in amock saute. “ Scout’ s honor.”
“Y ou were never aBoy Scout.”



“True, but | wouldn’t lieto you about this.”
“Which meansthere are somethings you will lie about.” She turned to stare out the window.

Just that quickly, his good mood was gone. Because she was right: he would lieif necessary. And
when shefound out about her father’ slies, it might just destroy her.

Trahern checked them into the hotel with hisusua efficiency. Brennawas't happy about sharing aroom
with him. She dtill felt hot, flushed, and embarrassed from hisearlier kiss. But short of pitching afit right
there in the lobby, there wasn't much she could do. Once they were done, he was going to get an
earful—if she could stay awake long enough.

“Come on, honey, let’ sgo on up to the room. | can bring in our luggage later. Right now I’ ve got
other plansfor us.”

The cad actudly winked at the cute little blonde behind the counter. Lord save her from women
who giggled. Then he had the nerve to throw his powerful arm around her shoulder and nearly drag her
toward the devator, asif he couldn’t wait to get her done.

Once the elevator doors closed, she jerked free. Some of the makeup she’ d dathered on to
disguise her bruises had |eft a streak on his shirt, which pleased her.

“What wasthat all about?’

“Hotelsfind it odd when customers have no luggage. | don’t have anything but the bare essentiads
with me, and you have nothing. If she thinkswe rein ahurry to get to our room, she won't wonder why
I’ve only got thisone smal bag.”

Logicd, but that didn’'t mean she had to like it, or him leering at some sweet young thing in front of
her. A flash of what felt suspicioudy like jealousy burned through her. Intellectualy she knew she had no
right or reason to fed that way, but Blake' s regppearance in her life wastoo new for her to want to
share.

When the eevator doors pinged, Blake pulled his gun from hiswaistband and checked the halway
outside before he’ d let her come out. She didn’t like the unspoken reminder that she needed his
protection.

A few seconds later, he pushed the door to their room open and tugged her inside. Shewas 0
ready to shower and crawl between clean sheets and deep for hours. Trahern stopped abruptly, blocking
her view of the room. Shetried to shove him out of the way.

“Brenna, | swear | didn’t know.”
“Know what?" She leaned over to ook past him, at the bed.

THE bed. Asinasingle placeto deep. If hedidn’t look so shocked, she might have suspected
thiswas another of those things he felt safein lying aboout.

“So ask for another room.”

He dghed. “She said it wasthe last room available. | suppose we could go someplace el s,

“Never mind. I'll degp onthefloor.” If shedidn’t get horizontal soon, she' d probably fall adeep
standing up.

“Likehdl.”
“Fine, I'll degp inthechair then. Right now | don't care.”

She headed for the bathroom, only to redlize that she had nothing to deep in except that hideous
hospital gown. If they’ d gotten separate rooms, she would have dept in her underwear, but that wasn't



going to work with him in the room.

No matter how battered she was, he managed to stir up thoughts and fedlings she had no business
having. Like how it had felt to be held so carefully in hisarms, and the spicy male taste of hiskiss. Desire,
hot and liquid, settled &t the apex of her legs. She couldn’t remember the last time, if ever, that she'd had
such strong reactions to a man. She wanted him, plain and smple.

Eyeing the queen-size bed, she had awayward thought. Sharing that mattresswith Blake would
be aheck of lot more comfortable than that old picnic table.

“Here. Thought you might want something clean to deep in.” Blake tossed her awhite T-shirt as
she went into the bathroom.

“Thank you.” She blushed at the thought of wearing his clothing, but the aternative was
unthinkable.

As much as she would have enjoyed along soak in the tub to soothe her aches and pains, there
wasn't time. Shewasn't the only onein need of deep. At least she’' d had a decent night’ srest at the
hospita; Blake had spent it in achair. Skewing the water to the hot side of comfortable, she stepped into
the shower and et the spray wash away some of the day’ s problems.

The bandages on her arm got soaked in the process, and once she dried off, she carefully pulled
them off and checked the stitches underneath. The wounds looked asif they were healing just fine, with
no hint of redness.

All indl, she' d gotten off pretty lightly, considering how close she' d been to the explosion. Her
poor father...NO! She was not going to think about him. Not yet. If she alowed even onetear to fal,
she might not be able to stop.

Shetoweed her hair dry before pulling on Blake' s T-shirt, happy that it came to midthigh on her.
Thank goodness hewas astall as he was. Fedling abit shy, she hesitated before opening the door. When
he' d lived in their home, she' d thought nothing of running around in not much more than what she had on.

But that was then, when he was ateenager and she wasin most ways still alittle girl. He had
always acted older than most of the other boys his age, probably because of the hard timeshe’'d
experienced before her father had rescued him. Neither of them had ever told her any detalls, but she'd
done what she' d dways done when she had questions—she' d goneto the library to do research. She
hadn’t learned much, but it had been enough to give her nightmares for aweek.

But he definitely wasn't aboy anymore, not with those broad shoulders and powerful muscles. He
didn’'t have the beefy build of aweight lifter, but more the kind of strength that one often saw in
well-trained military or firemen. Somehow, she didn’t think either of those were what he did for aliving.
He' d hated rules and regulations as ayouth, and judging by his actions over the past two days, he ill
did.

And he hadn’t wanted to be with her when the police cameto interview her in the hospitd. Was
he afraid of them for some reason? She poked at that idea for asecond or two beforergecting it. The
idea of Blake being afraid of anyone was absurd. He had good reason to not care for the law in generd
and she' d dready seen him bend more than onerule, but he' d never walk on the wrong side of the law.

A niggling little voice reminded her that Blake had |eft twelve years ago; how much could she
really know about the man he’ d become? Enough to know that he' d keep her safe for the night, and for
now, that was enough.

Stepping out of the bathroom, she braced hersdlf for afight over which one of them got the bed
and which would make do with the chair. But Trahern was dready sprawled in the chair, sound adeep. If
shetried to move him, it would only start another argument that she’ d probably end up losing.

The cool sheetsfelt like heaven to her as she snuggled between them, and she turned to better see



Blake. Thefaint light she' d left on softened his features as he dept, making it easier to seethe boy she'd
known in the hard-edged man he' d become. Clinging to that small familiarity, she let her eyesdrift closed
and dept.

Blake frowned. Normaly he didn’t mind araccoon or possum invading hisyard, but right now al he
wanted to do was deep. If the creature didn’t quiet down soon, it would find out the hard way what a
crack shot Blake was.

Thewhimper came again, thistime loud enough for him to recognize the sounds of pain and fear.
Crap, it was probably an abandoned baby |ooking for its mother. That was al he needed; another night
Spent trapping ascared anima and getting it to one of the wildlife rescue shelters.

After abit, the noise stopped. Satisfied that mother and child had been reunited, hetried to turn
over to sink back into deep deep.

Something was wrong, though. Either hisbed had shrunk or he was deeping in achair. Hiseyes
reluctantly opened, first one and then the other. Son of abitch, he was in achair, not his decadently
comfortable king-size bed. And the whimpers he’ d been hearing weren’t from some lost animdl, but
Brennacrying in her deep.

He managed to stand up, every joint in hisbody screaming in protest, and pulled the chair closer
to the head of the bed.

“It'sdl right, Brenna. I'mright here.” He rubbed her shoulder and back dowly, hoping the
dubious comfort of histouch wouldn't sartle her awvake. From the way she was crying, she was trapped
inadream, most likely areplay of the explosion. He hoped like hell that she wasn't one of those people
who dreamed in color. She didn’t need to see her father blown to bitsin vivid clarity.

“Hush, Brenna. Don't cry.”

Please don’t cry. He could face down a dozen Others armed with razor-sharp swords and not
blink an eye, but awoman with atear-streaked face unmanned him completely. He bet Devlin Bane,
back in Sesttle, would be rolling on the floor watching Blake try to comfort Brenna. Then again, maybe
he wouldn't be. Devlin was just about the biggest, baddest Paladin of al time, and now hewasin
love—with hisHandler, of al people.

The two of them seemed very happy together, making al the other Paladins more than alittle
jedlous. What Devlin and Laurel shared was much more than good sex; in dl the yearsthat he'd known
him, Blake had never seen Devlin more content.

He suddenly realized that Brenna' s crying had tapered off. He dowly pulled back his hand, hoping
the worst was over, but she b