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Chapter 1




Get that goddamned freak out of here!”


The injured Paladin could barely speak, but there was no mistaking the venom in his words. Ignoring the tirade, Barak quietly picked up a tray of sterile instruments and put it away. After arranging the equipment exactly the way Dr. Young preferred it, he walked past the man and deliberately made eye contact, taking a warrior’s pride in knowing he wasn’t the one who’d blinked first.


The patient had been conscious for just over an hour and had been cursing Barak the whole time. Paladins were never easy patients, but having one of their mortal enemies near made them worse. Barak hated the Paladins enough to take pleasure in seeing his enemy chained down while he walked free. Drawing a deep breath, he savored the sweet taste of the man’s fury.


When he’d entered this world, he’d fully expected to die at the end of a Paladin’s sword. That hadn’t happened, leaving him alone in this confusing place. Since he could not defeat his enemy in combat, he would at least irritate them with his continued presence in their midst.


Dr. Laurel Young stood concentrating on the machines that monitored the Paladin’s progress. Judging from the frown line between her eyebrows, she wasn’t pleased.


Knowing the request that was coming, Barak started for the door.


The guards manning the lobby desk looked up, preventing him from slamming his fist against the wall. Any such action on his part would be reported to Dr. Neal, the local head of Research, who in turn would pass along the information to the Regents. For now, they tolerated Barak’s continued existence, as long as he did not become too much of a problem. For Laurel’s sake, he behaved most of the time.


It was for Dr. Young’s sake that he had walked out of the lab; he owed her that much. Roiling with anger, he decided to work it off in the gym.


He pushed the elevator button, still marveling at the conveniences that humans took for granted. Their casual use of power appalled him at times. They had no idea how blessed they were. Or how wasteful.


When the elevator doors slid open, a pair of the building guards immediately moved to one side of the elevator, as if to make room for him. More likely they were avoiding any possible contact.


He forced a small smile, acknowledging their false courtesy. As they traveled in uncomfortable silence, he wondered if he was wrong to assume everyone had a hidden agenda. Maybe they had problems of their own and meant no slight. But until he better understood these humans and how their minds worked, he could only rely on his instincts, and it was safer to assume they were the enemy than to be stabbed in the back by a false friend.


Several seconds later, he escaped the close confines of the elevator. Pausing outside the locker room, he reached out with his senses to see if anyone was inside. The gods were with him; the whole place was empty. Inside, he stripped down and pulled on the shorts he kept in his assigned locker. After tying back his shoulder-length hair, he entered the gym.


He closed his eyes, searching for the silence deep within to let go of the day’s frustrations. Moving slowly at first, he lost himself in the ha’kai, the “death dance” of his people. Through its familiar rhythms, he could almost imagine himself back home. The origin of the dance was lost in antiquity, but those who learned its graceful, lethal maneuvers kept the practice alive in his world. Here, in this land of too much light, it was an unknown art. There was so much confusion in this new life that he drew comfort from bringing this one little part of his world with him. His peace was short-lived as four Paladins came swaggering into the gym. They dropped their weapons cases on the tiled floor and drew their swords.


The closest one groused, “Hell, nobody told me that they let that gray-haired bastard roam free. Hey, Roy, I thought Seattle had a leash law.”


Raucous laughter rang out as the biggest one said, “Maybe we should call Animal Control and have them haul it off to the pound with all the other flea-bitten dogs.”


Barak finished a last twirl and lunge before acknowledging the intruders’ presence. As he picked up a towel and wiped his face, he smiled, relishing the chance to teach them some respect for his kind.


“Better the dogs for company than two-legged cowards. Or do you consider four against one to be honorable?” he sneered.


Their response was immediate and predictable. The biggest one took a step toward Barak. “Listen here, asshole, I wouldn’t go around calling other people cowards. The only reason you’re still alive is that nitwit Dr. Young took pity and let you hide behind her skirts.”


That did it—they’d crossed the line by treating Laurel Young with disrespect. Before, he would have settled for running them in circles without doing any real damage. Now he would demand payment in pain and blood. And if word of their taunts got back to Devlin Bane, they’d be lucky if they lost but one life each.


He calmly crossed the room to the rack of swords used for practice. After rejecting several, he settled for the one that came closest to the feel of his own, which had been lost to him.


The biggest Paladin stood a few steps ahead of the others, no doubt planning on challenging Barak first.


Barak took a couple of practice swings with the sword before touching the blade to his forehead to signal his readiness to fight. Judging from his opponent’s stance, the young fool depended on size rather than skill to win fights. That might work when it came to fists, but he would soon learn the error of his ways.


Barak held his sword at the ready and used his other hand to encourage his opponent to attack. “Shall we dance, Paladin? Have you any skill with that sword, or is it only for decoration?”


Roy’s face flushed with anger. “I’m ready whenever you are.”


The other Paladins arranged themselves along the wall, calling out their encouragement. “That’s it, Roy. Teach him to respect his betters!”


Just as Barak expected, the young Paladin lunged forward, using his weapon with graceless power. If his blow had actually connected, it might well have taken Barak’s head off. Roy stumbled past, fighting to regain his balance. It didn’t take much longer for Barak to have young Roy pinned against the wall, the point of his sword at the boy’s throat. The flash of fear in Roy’s eyes was sweet.


“What was that about teaching me respect for my betters?” Barak crowded closer. “I’m listening.”


When Roy didn’t respond, Barak indulged his anger with a flick of his wrist, slashing a shallow but painful cut down the side of Roy’s face. To give the boy credit, he stood his ground, ignoring both the pain and the blood dripping down his cheek.


Barak leaned in close, letting Roy see his full rage. His lips drew back, baring his teeth. “If I ever hear another disrespectful word out of your mouth regarding Dr. Young, I will take great pride in slicing you into tiny little pieces. Then I’ll report you to Devlin Bane and Blake Trahern and let them finish the job. Do I make myself clear?”


Roy nodded very slowly. The two scariest Paladins in Seattle, Devlin and his friend Trahern were the stuff of legends. Maybe Roy and his friends hadn’t yet heard that Dr. Young and Bane were mates, but it wasn’t Barak’s job to inform them. It was enough that he defended her honor.


“Get out of here.” He’d turned his back to the rest of the pack, saying without words that he considered them to be of no real threat. “And the next time you see me, I suggest you walk away. Better yet, run.”


Another voice entered into the conversation. “Is there a problem?”


“Nothing I can’t handle.” Barak stepped away from Roy and picked up a towel to wipe the tip of his sword. “I was just teaching young Roy here that size doesn’t always determine the winner.”


Devlin Bane made Roy look a bit on the small side. “Really? I’ve never found it to be a handicap.” He sauntered over to the sword rack and picked one at random, then eyed Roy, obviously taking the younger man’s measure. “Let’s see, there are two of us and four of you. What do you think, Barak? Would it be unfair odds?”


Barak considered the matter. “Maybe if we promised to use only our weaker hands.”


Devlin’s grin was pure danger as he switched the sword to his off hand. “I like it.”


Barak did the same and moved to stand next to his mortal enemy. “We shouldn’t hurt them too badly, though. I don’t feel like mopping blood up off the floor.”


“Fair enough.” Devlin turned to Roy’s companions, who looked as if they were about to make a dash for the door. “Come on, gentlemen, pick up your weapons. I’ve got just enough time to show you how it’s done in the real world.”


*   *   *


Barak watched their exhausted opponents stumble out of the gym, glad to escape with only their pride bruised. Bane hadn’t asked what had caused the initial confrontation, probably assuming Barak’s presence alone had been enough to trigger a Paladin’s inborn need to fight. Barak didn’t tell him any different.


“Were you looking for me?” Barak kept his voice neutral and his eyes focused on his sword.


“Laurel said you were probably up here.” Bane returned his borrowed weapon to the rack with more force than was necessary. Clearly his temper still simmered just shy of a full boil.


“She shouldn’t send you to check on me.” Though it was just like her to do so.


“She worries.”


“And you hate that.” As a physician and Handler, Laurel Young took a deep personal interest in all her charges, even one who was her lover’s lifelong enemy.


Devlin Bane shrugged. “How I feel about it doesn’t matter.”


Barak understood the Paladin’s obvious frustration. People of his own world and the Paldins’ world were born to hate each other. Unfortunately, Laurel Young didn’t accept the normal way of things. Since Barak and Devlin both cared about her, they were forced to set that hatred aside and find some common ground. Sparring in the gym fit that need. If they couldn’t kill each other for real, they could draw satisfaction from pretending to.


“Do you require further practice?” The skirmish with the younger Paladins had wheted Barak’s own appetite for violence. Exchanging blows with Bane would help him burn out some of his own temper.


Devlin stood at the weapons rack, picking up swords at random and testing their weight in his hand. “Knives or swords?”


“Swords.”


And so the dance began.


In his past life, he and Devlin Bane had been mortal enemies, sworn to kill each other upon sight in the endless war that had been fought as long as memory served. In Barak’s youth, he’d sworn the vows of hatred along with all of his generation. Over the years that had followed, their numbers had dwindled as death had claimed many and insanity even more.


When he’d gone looking for answers to the great madness, he’d found nothing but locked doors and accusations of cowardice. He’d argued long and hard that he didn’t mind the idea of dying; he’d merely wanted to know the why of it all. Finally, he’d quit asking, quit fighting, quit everything.


Like so many from his world, he’d sought to end his pain with an honorable death at the end of a Paladin’s sword. Instead, he’d found and saved a human woman who’d been pursued by one of her own kind, a man who had reeked of cowardice and greed. Laurel Young had offered Barak her healer’s touch, then her friendship. To his amazement, even the strongest of the Paladins had been unwilling to refuse her the gift of Barak’s life.


But that didn’t mean they liked the idea.


With a powerful lunge, Devlin’s sword came uncomfortably close to Barak’s throat. Barak danced back out of the way and grinned at his opponent. “Is that the best you have to offer?”


“Go to hell.” Bane charged again, this time whacking Barak across the back with a blow that would leave bruises.


The pain faded quickly in the triumph of using one of his favorite ha’kai movements to drop Bane to the mat with a satisfying thud, followed by a string of curses after Bane could draw enough breath to speak. Barak offered him a hand up that was rudely ignored. He backed away, giving the Paladin a chance to rejoin the battle.


“You’ve got to quit,” Bane growled.


“Why should I, when I am winning?”


This time it was Barak who hit the floor. Even a practice blade looked sharp when held at his throat. “Not quit this. You’ve got to quit working with Laurel.”


As Bane backed away, Barak wiped blood from his mouth with the back of his hand. He was in no mood to be ordered around by a Paladin, not even one who had stood between Barak and certain death. He slowly climbed to his feet and brought his sword back up into fighting position.


“I won’t quit just because you don’t want me near your woman.” He backed up his vow with a flurry of thrusts that Bane met with a renewed attack of his own.


“I’ve never liked you being near her, you stupid bastard. That hasn’t changed.”


“So what has?” Then a sick feeling settled deep inside him. If the newest members of the Paladins were talking about Laurel, perhaps others were as well.


He stepped back and dropped the point of his sword in surrender. At least Bane was breathing as hard as he was. When it came to fighting the best, a draw was nothing to be ashamed of.


“Does she know that people are talking?” Barak asked. He hoped not, knowing she would feel obligated to rush to his defense. When he’d been wounded and bleeding out his life’s blood, it had been one thing. Now that he was whole again, he didn’t need her to fight his battles for him.


“She probably suspects, but so far no one has had the balls to say something directly to her.” They both knew that Bane would kill anyone who dared to hurt Laurel, and that Barak would help him.


“I will leave immediately.” His sword felt twice as heavy as he carried it back to the rack. “It shouldn’t take me long to pack.”


Bane caught Barak’s arm as he headed for the locker room. Barak shook his hand off but waited to see what he had to say.


“She’d only make me drag you right back here, kicking and screaming.”


“Make up your mind. First you say that I have to leave; now you’re telling me I must stay.”


Unless he was mistaken, there was a certain amount of sympathy in Bane’s eyes. “I’m working on a plan. The only way she’ll let you go is if she believes that you’ll be happier with the move.”


That was unlikely when Laurel was the only real friend he had, but for her sake he’d be willing to dissemble a bit. Barak nodded slowly. “Tell me about this plan.”


*   *   *


“Explain to me again how this came about.”


Dr. Laurel Young glared at the two of them with her hands on her hips. Barak drew some comfort from knowing that most of her temper was aimed directly at Devlin, not him. She was right to question her lover’s motives in finding Barak a new position within the Regents’ organization. As far as she knew, Barak was perfectly content to work in her lab. Now, with no warning at all, Devlin—hardly Barak’s biggest fan—was claiming that Barak wanted nothing more out of life than the opportunity to work in the Geology Department.


She rounded on Barak when Devlin started repeating himself. “You’ve never said anything about this before.”


Keeping his eyes firmly on Laurel, Barak did his best to look both innocent and sincere. “I never thought it would be possible. But when we were in St. Louis helping out Trahern, Devlin learned that the study of stone has been a special interest of mine. Until we knew for certain that the transfer would work out, I didn’t want to say anything.”


Bane didn’t know exactly how special that interest really was, and that was a secret Barak planned on taking to his grave.


“If you’re sure…”


Her easy acceptance of his transfer told him all too clearly how difficult having him around had become for her. He wanted to shake her for not having told him, but that would ruin his and Devlin’s carefully laid plan.


“I’m sure, Laurel.” He stepped forward to take her hand, ignoring the waves of disapproval coming from Devlin. “I need to feel useful. You have given me time to learn the ways of this world, but my value in the lab is limited. It’s time for me to make my own way, and this is how I can best be of service.”


She narrowed her eyes. After a long look at her lover, as if to warn him not to say anything, she pulled Barak close for a hug. Barak knew he shouldn’t prolong the embrace, but it had been so long since anyone had been willing to hold him….


Rather than test Bane’s patience, Barak broke off the hug and put a small distance between himself and Laurel. When he saw the small tear trailing down her cheek, he allowed himself the small privilege of wiping it away with the pad of his thumb.


“There’s no call for tears, Laurel. It’s not like I’m going far. The Geology Department is located in the Seattle Underground, not far from Devlin’s office.”


Devlin pushed himself back into the conversation. “Yeah, and let me tell you that we’re all thrilled, knowing he’ll be so close by. Trahern’s already planning a tea party in Barak’s honor, and Brenna has him practicing drinking out of tiny cups with his pinky held out.”


The image of the cold-eyed Trahern serving tea and scones had Laurel smiling again—no doubt the effect Devlin had been aiming for. Neither he nor Barak could tolerate seeing her unhappy.


“Well, at least you’ll be in good company.” This time her smile was more genuine. “You know that you’ll always be welcome back here with me.”


Not if Bane had anything to say about it—but Barak left that unsaid.


*   *   *


“Like hell he’s coming here!”


Penn Sebastian gave his shopping basket a shove, sending it careening into the brick wall. The new dent barely showed, and Lacey wondered how much more abuse it could take before her brother had to go scrounging for another one.


“I didn’t have any say in the matter, Penn.” Hot tempers were the status quo among Paladins, but lately Penn’s had been worse than usual. Ever since his sword hand had been badly damaged in a vicious battle, he’d become more and more volatile.


Penn crossed his arms over his chest and blocked her way into the Center. “So why are you getting saddled with this low-life Other?”


Though Lacey agreed with Penn, she reined in her own temper. If Penn got busted for fighting one more time, the Regents might confine him to quarters or, worse yet, decide that he was too unstable to continue on as a Paladin. And his kind didn’t retire to enjoy their old age: a Paladin either died in combat or he was chained to a steel slab and executed.


“Evidently he wasn’t working out in the medical lab. According to Devlin Bane, this Other of his has a special interest in geology. In exchange for major funding increases, my department head agreed to take him on as a lab assistant on a trial basis.”


According to her boss, the Other was actually to be treated as an equal by everyone, but she wasn’t about to tell Penn that. The whole idea made her absolutely furious; she could just imagine how her brother would react.


“Meaning what? That for a few bucks, Bane keeps Barak from sniffing around his girlfriend? Instead, the scum will be hitting on my sister.” Penn clearly wasn’t going to back down anytime soon.


“It’s more than a few bucks, and I can use the help. Toting all that equipment around isn’t easy, especially on the steeper slopes.” She smiled with a confidence she didn’t really feel. “I’ll make sure he knows I have a big, bad Paladin for a brother. That should scare him into behaving.”


“Not anymore.” Penn tried without success to flex his right hand. “I couldn’t hold a sword long enough to scare anybody.”


The doctors had warned Penn there was no guarantee that he’d ever get full motion back in his hand. An Other had come close to severing Penn’s hand completely, and the recovery process had been slow and painful. She couldn’t remember the last time Penn had been really happy.


“You’re not helpless, Penn. If you were, they wouldn’t trust you to guard the Center.”


That much was true, but holding a gun or rifle wasn’t the same as being able to fight with a sword. Until he could handle a blade, Penn couldn’t protect the barrier in the tunnels down below the city and the surrounding area. The desire to serve near the barrier beat strongly in the heart of every Paladin, and Penn could feel the fluctuations in the beautifully colored sheet of energy that separated their world from dark madness on the other side. Until he could do the job he was born to do, Penn would be a miserable man.


“Well, I’ve got to get inside or I’ll be late for work.” She would have given her brother a quick hug, but he was in his usual disguise of a derelict living on the streets. If she got too close, some of that grime and stink he worked so hard to perfect would get on her clothes.


He grinned. “What? No sisterly kiss for me before I let you pass? How about a hug?”


She laughed and held up her hands, backing away. “No way, bro. Not unless you’re willing to pay my cleaning bill.”


“All right, I’ll let you get inside.” Then he turned serious again. “But if this Barak fellow gives you any trouble at all, I want to be the first to know. Even if I can’t handle a sword, his kind isn’t immune to bullets. I’d be glad to remind him of that fact.”


“Thanks…I think.”


After keying in the security code, she stepped into the dim interior of the Center. Leaning against the cool tiled wall, she waited for her pulse to slow down. It was hard enough to deal with her own frustrations without having to take on Penn’s as well.


Her boss had warned her not to walk into the meeting with a chip on her shoulder. Somehow she was supposed to hide her feelings from her boss, Devlin Bane, and the Other himself. How could she, when she hated and despised everything about the Others and the havoc they caused whenever the barrier went down?


At least Dr. Louis had given her some warning. He’d called her at home last night to break the news, knowing if he’d waited until she’d reported to work, she would likely have walked right out again. It had taken her a solid hour to unclench her teeth. How was she supposed to work side by side with one of the monsters that had not only killed her brother twice but had nearly crippled him as well?


Was any amount of money worth the constant uproar over a monster in their midst? Why didn’t someone just skewer the Other and be done with it? She’d be glad to provide the sword.


Lacey pushed herself away from the wall and started the long walk down to her office, reminding herself each step of the way of all the badly needed equipment this Barak’s presence could bring. Though Dr. Louis would hang onto most of the money for his own pet projects, the small fraction he’d promised her would be a welcome addition to her funding.


Once she’d been sure that she could be civil, she had tried without success to call Laurel Young, hoping to talk to her about Barak. She’d email the Handler later to see if she’d be willing to answer a few questions over lunch in the next couple of days.


Until Laurel had forced Devlin Bane to spare Barak’s life, she’d been well respected. Now there were grumblings about the Handler, and maybe that was why they’d found a new spot for the Other. The Geology Department was certainly less high profile than the medical branch of Research.


Lacey checked the time. If she hurried, she could record the latest readings from Mount St. Helens before reporting to her boss’s office for the official meeting. Focusing on work might keep her calm enough to make it through the day.


On the other hand, maybe she’d do everyone a favor and kill the Other herself.








Chapter 2




Barak watched Bane pace the floor while the nervous gaze of Dr. Louis, the head of the Geology Department, flitted back and forth between the Paladin and Barak.


Which of them worried the elderly professor more? Devlin Bane, the most fearsome of all the Paladins, or Barak himself? Since the professor had never met one of Barak’s kind before, he probably expected him to drool and make animal noises. If Barak’s existence didn’t depend on his continued good behavior, he might have indulged in some theatrics just to see the older man’s reaction. Bane might find it amusing.


Or not. The Paladin had gone to great lengths to arrange this meeting; he wouldn’t appreciate anything that might jeopardize its success.


Footsteps out in the hallway had all three men watching the door to see if they continued on past, or if the mysterious fourth member of the party had finally arrived. The doorknob began to turn, and Barak leaned back in his chair, doing his best to look disinterested.


Then the door opened. Why hadn’t Bane told him that his new coworker wasn’t a dusty old geology professor but a beautiful young woman? One with hair the color of the sun and huge blue eyes filled with a fierce intelligence and barely controlled fury. Her rapid pulse thrummed in his ears, and her breath was shallow. Her cheekbones were flushed with color, her passion running high.


After a brief hesitation, he rose to his feet and waited for someone to make introductions. Instead, the human female took matters into her own hands.


She gave Devlin Bane and her boss a curt nod. “Devlin. Dr. Louis.”


At first Barak thought she was going to ignore his presence, but once again she surprised him. She closed the distance between them and held out her hand. He was familiar with the custom of shaking hands, but so far none of the other humans had extended that offer to him.


He almost fumbled but managed to fit his hand to hers with some semblance of grace. She tightened her grip briefly as she said, “I’m Lacey Sebastian. Dr. Lacy Sebastian.”


Her slight emphasis on her title was a clear reminder of who would be in charge. He briefly met her gaze head-on, then looked away before it could be taken as a challenge to her authority. It wasn’t in him to be subservient to anyone, but he’d prefer to ease his way with as few complications as possible.


“My name is Barak. Barak q’Young.” He nearly smiled when Devlin flinched at his newly acquired last name. Laurel had gifted Barak with use of her surname when he had needed one for all the official papers. It was yet another claim he had on Bane’s woman, and the Paladin’s displeasure pleased him.


Lacey withdrew her hand and smiled a bit too brightly at her boss. “Sir, shall we get started? The mountain is rumbling again, and I would like to get back to the monitors.”


“Yes, of course, Dr. Sebastian.” Dr. Louis shuffled the stack of papers in front of him as if searching for the crucial one. Finally, he settled for lacing his fingers together and laying his hands on top of the files. “We all know that Mr., uh, q’Young has agreed to come work in the Geology Department here at the Center.”


The man looked as if he’d swallowed something bitter. The woman felt the same way as her boss; she was just better at hiding her feelings. But they were there, running full throttle just under the surface.


Barak studied her profile, liking what he saw. There was strength in that face, and intelligence as well. But it was her energy that drew his eye. His hand still tingled from their brief touch. How much more powerful would it be to hold her in his arms or to taste her lips? Lacey Sebastian had a pool of deep passions she kept carefully hidden, just as the volcanoes she studied kept their true natures blanketed by snow and ice. For the first time, he felt the faint stirrings of real interest in his new job.


“What will my duties be?” He settled back into his chair.


Dr. Louis shuffled his papers again before finally answering. “You’ll be working alongside Dr. Sebastian, helping with her studies.”


Dr. Sebastian’s smile grew more brittle around the edges. “I’m still working on the specifics. I’ll have to let you know.”


Barak didn’t push for a better answer. It didn’t take a psychic to know that Dr. Sebastian definitely needed additional time to adjust to the situation that had been thrust upon her. Besides, he was in no mood for a major confrontation, especially with her—unless it involved them getting naked and burning off their anger with some hot, sweaty sex. But the chances of a human female wanting to couple with him, particularly one who knew who and what he was, were pretty slim. He shifted slightly in his chair to hide his physical response to her.


“So everything is settled, and I can go?” Devlin already had his hand on the doorknob, ready to exit.


Barak rose to his feet and offered Lacey his most formal bow. “Let me know when and where I should report for duty, Dr. Sebastian. My number is in the file that Devlin put together for you.” Nodding curtly in the direction of Dr. Louis, he followed Devlin out the door.


When they were safely out of hearing, Devlin slowed his steps. “Look, Barak, I know this sucks for you, but it’s for the best. We both know that.”


“I agree.”


Bane looked at Barak as if he had expected more of an argument, but Barak wasn’t in the mood to fight. Working in the Geology Department certainly involved considerable risk on his part, but right now it seemed worth it. That might change as the days played out, but at least for now he’d be working alongside one of the few human women who apparently wasn’t afraid to touch him, even if she did hate him.


For the first time in days he felt like smiling. Maybe a small celebration was in order.


“I don’t know about you, Devlin, but I’m thirsty. What do you say about stopping somewhere, as you would say, for a cold one?”


Devlin didn’t hesitate. “You’re on.”


*   *   *


Isolating herself in her office failed to soothe her. A hot cup of tea didn’t help, either. Finally, Lacey pulled out the big guns and went straight for the chocolate. Half a dozen miniature candy bars later, the knots in her stomach and the pounding behind her eyes began to ease up. Leaning back in her desk chair, she closed her eyes and savored the last two bars in the bag.


She promised herself ten extra minutes on the treadmill later for her sins, but she couldn’t bring herself to regret one single bite. She had far more important problems to worry about than a few extra calories. Like what she was going to do with an Other haunting her every working moment. She’d grown up hearing about Penn’s encounters with the monsters from the world across the barrier, and she felt betrayed at a gut level where trust would never come as easy again.


No one had ever told her how very human the Others looked—or that one could be so handsome. She had no idea what exactly she’d been expecting when she’d stepped into the conference room, but Barak q’Young certainly wasn’t it.


Those silver eyes had shown no signs of madness, only a quiet intelligence that saw far too much. If she hadn’t been honor bound to hate the man and his entire race, she might even have thought him attractive despite his pale coloring.


It was hard to guess his age, with that dark hair shot through with silver highlights. Thirty? Forty? Maybe his kind aged slowly, like the Paladins did. But none of that mattered. She had no reason to be thinking so much about Barak, except to decide what duties he would be best suited for.


Taking out the trash? Mopping floors? Cleaning bathrooms?


She took some malicious pleasure in the idea, but she also knew that her boss would not allow her to get away with such nonsense. If the man really did have some knowledge of geology, then she would avail herself of his talent as much as possible. With the department’s limited resources, she couldn’t afford not to. It was hard enough to get Professor Louis to fund any of her research because he didn’t believe she’d ever find a way to predict eruptions or earthquakes. The only reason he gave her any support was because her brother was a Paladin. That relationship carried considerable weight within the Regents’ organization.


The outer lab door opened and slammed closed. She sat up straighter and wiped her mouth with a napkin to hide the evidence that she’d been indulging herself in a pity party of massive proportions. The soft squeak of athletic shoes on the concrete floor made it easy to track her guest’s approach to her door, and Lacey smiled in anticipation. A knock wasn’t long in coming.


“Hey, Ruthie, come on in.”


Ruth Prizzi, departmental secretary and unofficial mother hen to all, popped into the room like the whirlwind that she was. No one knew Ruthie’s exact age, but there wasn’t a person in the lab who could keep up with her. She perched on the chair closest to Lacey’s desk.


“So, did you get to meet him?”


There was no use in playing coy. There were hard-bitten police detectives who could learn a thing or two from Ruthie about interrogation techniques.


“Yes, we were introduced.”


Ruthie frowned at her over the top of her half-glasses. “Details, my dear, I want to hear details.”


How much could Lacey tell her friend without giving away the turmoil that still churned in her stomach? But better to chance revealing too much than to let Ruthie get the idea she was trying to hide something.


“His name is Barak q’Young. He bowed when he left, although he didn’t act quite so respectful to Dr. Louis.”


“Smart man. We both know where the real brains of the department are.”


“Ruthie! Don’t say things like that. Dr. Louis is a well-known authority in his field.” That was true, but he only looked at what could be measured and quantified. Number crunching was an important part of any scientific endeavor, but she couldn’t remember the last time he’d worked out in the field. The Earth was a living entity, moving and changing all the time. To her way of thinking, if they ever hoped to find a way to predict earthquakes and volcanic activity, they needed to get their hands dirty once in a while.


“I don’t care how good he is. You and I both know that he isn’t up to handling problems of this magnitude. If he were, he wouldn’t be shuffling this…this Other off on to you.”


“I am the junior member of the team.”


Ruth wagged an arthritic finger at Lacey. “Well, we will argue about that more later. Right now, I want to know what this Barak looks like so I’ll recognize him when I see him. Wouldn’t want to embarrass the department by treating our newest member to an unscheduled body search by the guards.”


Lacey couldn’t help but laugh. “You are so bad, Ruthie.”


“I’m just trying to do my job, Dr. Sebastian.” The twinkle in her bright blue eyes belied the outrage in her voice.


“We certainly wouldn’t want to risk an incident,” Lacey agreed.


Lacey’s ruffled feathers soothed a bit, and Ruthie sat further back in her chair, all ready to listen. Lacey knew she’d put it off as long as she could. The longer she dodged Ruthie’s questions, the more likely she was to arouse the older woman’s suspicions.


“He’s tall, maybe six-two, muscular without being bulky. You know, more like Cullen Finley than Devlin Bane. His eyes are a striking silver with a black ring around the iris. His hair is long, although he wore it tied back. The color is unusual—black mixed with shades of silver. It looked strange on a man I would guess to be in his midthirties.”


“You’re giving me facts, Lacey, but not context. Is he good looking or not?”


“I didn’t notice.”


She’d noticed all right, but she still hadn’t figured out the strong reaction she’d felt when their hands had touched. The simple, businesslike handshake had haunted her for the hours since their brief meeting.


Luckily Ruthie’s cell phone chose that moment to ring. The older woman stood as she snapped her phone shut.


“His Majesty is calling. He’s probably mislaid a paper clip or something else equally important.” She gave Lacey a piercing look. “Don’t think this conversation is over.”


“Yes, ma’am,” Lacey said, executing a mock salute.


“Don’t be pert with me, not if you ever want to see your grant money again.”


After Ruthie disappeared, Lacey closed her eyes and listened to the fading sounds of squeaky shoes. When the doors were firmly closed again, she reached for the telephone. She was determined to operate from a position of power as much as she could. Waiting for Barak to give up and call her would be both weak and petty.


She punched in the phone number he’d left for her and crossed her fingers. With any luck she’d get his voice mail, meaning she could leave him a terse message and hang up. But after only two rings, he picked up.


“Barak q’Young speaking.”


His voice brushed lightly over her nerve endings, sending a shiver right through the heart of her. The unsettling feeling left her mouth cotton dry, resulting in a prolonged silence while she fumbled for her water bottle.


“Dr. Sebastian, are you all right?”


She forced a swallow of water past the lump in her throat. “How did you know it was me?”


“No one else would be calling.” The words were said with brutal honesty, but no self-pity.


“Ah, um, I see.” She didn’t want to feel any sympathy for him. “I would like to review your duties with you. When can you start?”


“I’m available now if that isn’t too soon, Dr. Sebastian. Otherwise, whenever you find convenient.”


“How about an hour from now? That would allow me enough time to finish up a few things.” Like figuring out what she could trust him to do. After all, no one really knew what his agenda had been in crossing the barrier.


“That would be fine. And Dr. Sebastian?”


“Yes.”


“Thank you for not refusing the offer of my assistance.”


Better to start off with the truth. “I had no choice.”


His sigh came across loud and clear. “I feared as much. I will speak with Devlin Bane immediately.”


Was that a faint note of hurt in his voice? She surprised them both by saying, “No, don’t. I really can use the help.”


This time the silence came from his end of the line. “Are you certain? That you could use my help?”


“I don’t think I could swear to that, Mr. q’Young, but there is certainly more to do around here than one person can keep up with.”


“Then you may expect me in an hour. And please call me Barak. I have yet to grow used to my new surname.”


“I’ll meet you outside the alley entrance and escort you inside.” She disconnected the call before she gave in to the temptation to take it all back.


*   *   *


Barak paced the perimeter of the gym, wishing like crazy that the hands on the clock would move. If he didn’t know better, he would have sworn that they had been frozen in place for the past fifteen minutes. He could leave for the Center after another two laps. Maybe the hour would have passed more quickly if he’d reported back to Laurel’s lab and offered to stock supplies for her, but he didn’t want her to see him right now.


She was the only human who knew him well enough to sense his moods. If she suspected that his reasons for leaving her lab weren’t purely for his own selfish reasons, there would be hell to pay, to quote one of the Paladins’ more colorful expressions.


One more lap to go before he would start the brief walk down to the Center to meet Lacey Sebastian. As her image filled his mind, his feet sped up. He liked the way her hair carried the warmth of the sun in its color, and the way her bright blue eyes had widened in surprise when she’d first seen him. It was as if she’d reacted to him the way a woman reacted to a man she found attractive, not a man she saw only as the enemy. Maybe he was reading more into her reaction than he should, but he could hope. With effort, he resumed a slower pace. Finally, he turned the last corner and left the gym behind.


As usual, the guards pointedly ignored him as he walked out the front door of the building. He pulled on his sunglasses, still not adjusted to this sun-bright world. The warmth felt good on his skin, but he always took care to wear a sunblock since he had no idea what prolonged exposure to such intense light would do.


The walk would do him good, though. He spent so much time alone that it pleased him to lose himself in the throng of tourists and locals crowding the sidewalks.


How would they react if they discovered the truth of his existence? Panic? Hatred? It still amazed him to know that the Regents and their warriors, the Paladins, had managed to keep his world and its people secret from their fellow citizens. Devlin had told him that it had been easier in more primitive times and had grown harder as technology continued to shrink their world. Even so, Devlin insisted most people wouldn’t believe what was right in front of them unless forced to do so.


That was fine with Barak. He had no desire to be used for experiments by some government agency. He only wanted to be allowed to live out his solitary life in peace—even if it was lonely.


He slowed as he turned the last corner before the Center. On this morning’s earlier visit with Devlin they had managed to avoid running into any Paladins, but this time it was unlikely that he’d be able to approach the Center unchallenged. Bracing himself for the worst, he entered the alley that sheltered the secret entrance of the underground labyrinth that housed the headquarters of his mortal enemies.


As he scanned the area for possible threats, he walked by one of the many homeless people who haunted the streets of Seattle. The unmistakable click of a handgun told him he’d just made a mistake, possibly a fatal one.


“Where do you think you’re going, you alien bastard?” The man reeked of filth and fury. “One wrong move and you’re dead—which you would have been weeks ago if Bane had been thinking with his brain instead of his prick.” The hatred was emphasized by the painful jab of a gun barrel into Barak’s back as a grimy hand grabbed his collar.


There had been a time when he would have welcomed death, even at the hands of a hated Paladin, but no longer. As Barak shifted into battle position, a familiar voice rang out.


“Penn! Let him go this minute.”


“Stay out of this, Lacey. I caught him sneaking around the Center. Even Devlin Bane can’t protect him now.”


Lacey came closer, her feminine scent filling Barak’s senses. If he attacked this Penn now, she might get hurt.


“Back off right now, Penn. And don’t tell me that you’ve forgotten that Barak was coming to work in the lab with me.”


“No one told me he was expected today.” Penn released Barak’s collar and shoved him forward.


Barak spun and shoved back. “I do not report to the likes of you, Paladin.”


Despite the layers of dirt, there was no mistaking the Paladin for other than a warrior. He came charging right back, murder in his eyes. Barak moved into an attack stance, ready to meet the bullets with his bare fists if necessary.


Lacey Sebastian shoved her way between them. Did the woman have no sense at all? Barak snagged Lacey’s arm to pull her behind him, only to realize his opponent was doing the same thing.


“Let go of her, Paladin. Or does your kind fight behind their women?” he sneered, his temper talking now.


“I don’t need her help to teach you some manners, scum.”


Penn managed to get past Lacey long enough to slam his fist into Barak’s jaw, snapping his head back. Retaliating, Barak landed a solid kick to the Paladin’s gut.


“Enough!” Lacey grabbed both of them by the front of their shirts and used their own momentum to fling both of them to the ground. She stood over them, glaring down at them.


“Darn it, Penn, do you want to end up getting hauled off to jail again? Devlin said that the next time it happened, he’d let you rot in there. And you!” she said, turning her anger in Barak’s direction. “Is this going to happen often? If so, you can just find yourself another job. I don’t need this crap.”


“Aw, Lacey…”


“Don’t start with me, Penn Sebastian. You know I can take care of myself—you’re the one who taught me!”


The other man’s name caught Barak’s attention. “Penn Sebastian?”


“Yeah, he’s my brother.” She shot Penn a dirty look. “Although right now I’m not too proud of the fact.”


“In that case, I offer you my sympathy, Dr. Sebastian.” Barak pushed himself back up to his feet and brushed off his jeans.


“Go to hell, Other.” Penn also stood up, ignoring the new layer of dirt on his clothing. “I don’t want the likes of you near my sister.”


Barak sneered. “You have no say in the matter. Why don’t you go back to playing with trash, where you belong?”


Lacey snapped, “Shut up, Other, or I’ll have you scrubbing the lab floor with a toothbrush for the next month.”


She stared at him for several seconds in angry silence before stepping back. “I hope you two are ready to quit acting like five-year-olds, because I don’t have time for this. And you both should know better.”


Barak took a step backward to show his willingness to end the confrontation. “My apologies, Dr. Sebastian. I spoke out of turn.”


Penn shot Barak one more defiant look before doing the same. “Next time, warn me when he’s supposed to be here, Lacey. If he shows up unexpectedly, he’s fair game, the Regents be damned.” He stalked away, shoving his gun back in his waistband.


“Penn—”


“Not now, Lacey. Take him with you and get the hell out of here.”


Lacey stared after her brother, a look of raw pain on her face. Barak turned his eyes in the opposite direction, knowing it would embarrass her that he’d witnessed such a private moment between the two siblings.


“Come on, Barak. We’re overdue in the lab.”


He fell into step beside her, wishing there was something he could do to make up for this inauspicious start. He cursed Devlin Bane for not warning him that Dr. Sebastian had a brother among the Paladins. No wonder she wasn’t thrilled to have him thrust upon her. They continued on in silence for another minute or two.


“I suppose I should apologize for that whole mess, Barak.”


Her comment startled him. “You were not the one who was acting, as you said, like a five-year-old.”


“No, but I did know that my brother was on duty today. He’s…well, his temper does a Paladin proud. If I had been on time, none of that would have happened.”


And if Lacey had been his sister and a Paladin had gotten near her, he would have reacted the same way Penn had—not that he liked having anything in common with the man. But why was a Paladin doing guard duty? All the other guards he’d encountered had been mortals.


He attempted to lighten the mood of their conversation. “So other than scrubbing the lab floor with my toothbrush, what duties have you assigned to me?”


Her smile was a bit forced, but it was still a smile. “I thought today I would show you the equipment we use to monitor the volcanoes in our region. You know, seismographs and the like.” Then she frowned. “Or maybe you don’t know. I keep forgetting how strange all of this must be for you. We know so little about your world.”


And he would keep it that way. Any knowledge the Paladins gained would only be used as a weapon against his kind.


“Despite the differences, Dr. Sebastian, there are many similarities. I’m sure that I will be able to make the necessary adjustments.” Just as he had made so many already in this bright and complex world.


She opened a door in a long hallway full of such doors. He made note that it was the third one down. At this point, he still had no idea if they would allow him entry to the Center on his own, or if he’d have to be met and escorted every day. That would grow tiresome, for both him and Dr. Sebastian.


“Welcome to my little bit of the world.” Lacey stood back to let him enter.


The room was crammed with a great deal of machinery, the purpose of which he could only guess at. He closed his eyes and let the constant hum of so much electricity shimmer along his nerves. Hopefully, she would allow him ample time to understand what all of the dials and graphs and chattering computers were measuring.


Lacey stopped to study a series of instruments that had needles tracing out patterns in ink on paper. To him, the markings looked much like the heartbeats printed out by the machines that monitored Laurel’s patients.


He risked a guess. “I would assume that these track land movements on the volcanoes? Mount St. Helens and Mount Rainier, perhaps.”


Just as he spoke, one of the needles began swinging wildly, scratching out a jagged pattern on the paper. At first, he thought Lacey hadn’t heard him. She stood staring at another monitor on the far wall as its readings turned blood red. His stomach roiled as if the floor had lurched and swayed beneath his feet. With effort, he ignored the powerful urge to grab on to something for support. The tremors were too far away to affect the Seattle area, yet he felt them deep in his gut and in his bones. Luckily, Lacey didn’t question his startled reaction to the alarms sounding.


Lacey met his gaze with a grim smile. “You guessed right. That’s Mount St. Helens saying hi.” Then she pointed to the other screen. “And that’s the barrier going down.”


Which meant his people and hers were battling in the tunnels where the two worlds collided. The two of them could only watch the brightly lit dials and wonder how many would die.
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