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Chapter 1




The barrier shimmered and stretched thin, its beautiful cascade of color giving way to streaks of sickly light. Lusahn shared her brother Barak’s ability to read the barrier’s moods and knew it would fail soon. Very soon.

She drew her sword, its familiar weight grounding her against the emotions threatening to shatter her control: anger, grief, and a deep sense of betrayal that made her blood boil.

Barak was alive.

Alive, but living and thriving among the enemy. The evidence of his treason was a note he’d written and tossed across from the enemy world into hers. By the laws of her people, he was condemned, only awaiting the swing of a sword to carry out the execution. Her sword, her duty. Her brother.

She closed her eyes.

She had grieved over him when he’d sought out the light of the other world, knowing that it meant certain death at the hands of Earth’s warrior clan. Yet as she’d mourned his passing, she’d at least understood it.

Glaring at the note in her hand, she once again read Barak’s angular scrawl, asking for a brief meeting at an appointed time, asking that she cooperate with the enemy for the sake of both of their worlds.

He had to know that she would be waiting for him, sword in hand. Her first duty as a Sworn Guardian was to protect their people, even from themselves. And with their parents both gone, defending the family honor was her duty. At least they’d been spared knowing of their son’s treason. No matter what pressures had driven him into the light, she would not, could not, forgive a betrayal of this magnitude.

Barak had been considered truly blessed in their world because of his affinity with not just the blue jewels that gave them light, but with stones of all kinds. A gift as strong as his came along perhaps once in a generation.

How could he live among the enemy, when his own world needed him so badly? When she needed him? What had he found in that strange place of light that had ensnared him?

In her mind, she saw the warrior whom she’d fought on her single crossing into the light. She and the three members of her Blade had followed the trail of stolen blue jewels across the barrier with the intent of dragging the thieves back to stand trial for their crimes. Unfortunately, the Paladin warriors had already executed the traitors.

She and her Blade had hoped to return to their world without incident, but they’d run into two of the enemy at the edge of the barrier. She’d signaled her Blade to occupy the green-eyed devil while she took on his companion.

Even now she could remember the power with which her opponent had fought. With his dark eyes blazing, he’d dazzled her with his sleek moves. His bigger friend fought her Blade with brute strength and muscle, but this one had danced with lethal grace and beauty.

Her warrior heart had admired his skill; her woman’s body had admired him on a whole different level. More often than she cared to admit, the human had revisited her in dreams. She shook her head. Now was not the time for such thoughts.

The barrier flickered again, almost but not quite failing. She moved closer, ready to face her brother one last time. Her soul ached with the pain, but she would do her duty. It was all she had left.

•   •   •

Cullen Finley had a decision to make. Among his fellow Paladins, he was nicknamed “the Professor” because of his calm, thoughtful demeanor. If he did what he was contemplating, though, his image would change forever. As would his life.

He studied the envelope in his hand for the umpteenth time, unable to read more than one word: Lusahn. The rest was written in an alien language. But he knew the woman the name belonged to—enough to whet his appetite for more.

He had to be out of his freakin’ mind.

Sure, someone had to deliver Barak’s message to his sister, asking if she’d be willing to call a truce long enough to solve the mystery of who was smuggling the blue stones from her world into his. Ever since someone had told the Others that they could buy their way into this world with blue garnets, they’d been pouring across the barrier in ever-increasing numbers.

Far too many Others had died, learning too late that the Paladins’ swords were all that awaited them here. He’d killed his fair share; they all had. And the constant fighting had taken its toll on the Paladins. Even though their genetic makeup allowed them to come back from the dead, it did so at a terrible cost.

If things continued so, there wouldn’t be enough Paladins left to mount a defense against the crazed Others. Someone had to stem the tide of invasion, or swarms of the bloodthirsty bastards would run free in the streets, out of their minds and killing anything that moved.

Barak had planned to meet with his sister himself, but he’d been faced with a nightmare of a choice: save the human woman he so obviously loved, or wait at the barrier to confront his sister. It had taken Barak less than a heartbeat to choose. After scribbling a note to Lusahn, he’d asked Cullen to throw it across the barrier, the same way they’d delivered the first letter asking for a meeting. Then he’d charged off to rescue Lacey Sebastian.

Which brought Cullen back to his own situation. Lusahn—he’d never forgotten their encounter. She’d left him with a small scar on his face, a much bigger one on his ribs, and her image burned into his brain.

The barrier was weakening again, the vibrant colors fading away. He had hoped that it would hold long enough to give the rest of the Seattle Paladins a chance to rest. After restoring the barrier when it had failed, they’d spent the entire night digging Barak out from under tons of rock. From what Lonzo had told him, the Other had sacrificed himself to give Lacey’s brother time to get her out of danger.

Barak’s injuries had been serious and someone should let Barak’s sister know why he couldn’t come. Just that quickly, Cullen made his decision. He would hand-deliver Barak’s message to tell Lusahn why her brother wasn’t there. The only question was whether she would let Cullen live long enough to explain.

He hoped so. She would doubtless carve him into little pieces for even thinking such a thing, but he very much wanted to taste her passion. The idea had him grinning as the barrier disappeared with a flash of light, bringing the shadow world beyond into view.

And then there she was, her pale angry eyes glancing around before finally focusing on Cullen. She wore her dark, silver-streaked hair in a waist-length braid. Her black tunic and close-fitting pants outlined her lithe figure in exquisite detail. The impact of her stark beauty slammed into his chest, making it difficult to breathe.

With a nod, he sheathed his weapon and stepped forward. Her blade came up to rest against his throat just as the barrier flickered back to life, cutting off his avenue of retreat. Cullen smiled and wondered if he was about to meet his fate or his future. Holding out the envelope, he waited to find out which it would be.

Her chin came up a notch and her eyes narrowed. “Where is he?”

Her words were heavily accented, but intelligible.

“Last night, he was injured badly enough that he couldn’t be here. Before that happened, he wrote you a message.” Cullen slowly raised his hand with the envelope in it.

Lusahn glanced at it long enough to read the message Barak had scrawled on it, her mouth set in a grim line. “Open it.”

He did as she ordered, careful not to make any sudden moves. His close-up view of her sword told him that it had been honed by a master’s hand. One slip this close to his carotid artery, and he’d bleed out before she could summon help—if she would even bother. More likely she’d wait until the barrier flickered again, and roll his dead body across for his friends to find.

He eased the letter out of the envelope and slowly brought it up for her to read. As her eyes moved swiftly down the page, he didn’t need a translator to read her body language. The woman was seriously pissed, and getting more so by the moment—which didn’t bode well for him, since he was stuck in this world until the next time the barrier went down.

Her silver eyes, so like her brother’s, studied the paper for several seconds before turning back to Cullen.

He said, “I know I’m not who you expected, but that doesn’t change anything. We need to stop the theft of the stones. Can we talk?” He held his hands out to the side, palms up, trying his best to look harmless.

She kept the sword firmly against his neck. “I didn’t come here to talk. I came to execute a traitor.”

He’d known she might be angry that her brother had chosen to live with the enemy, but hadn’t thought she would come after Barak with deadly intent. He felt obligated to speak in Barak’s defense.

“Barak has told us nothing of your world, nor has he aided us in any way that would bring your people harm. He wants to stop the theft of blue stones as much as we do.”

Barak had guarded his secrets well—unless he’d let something slip to Lacey Sebastian or Laurel Young. He was as much a mystery today as he had been when he’d first crossed the barrier and risked his own life to save Laurel’s.

“He has chosen the enemy over his own people.” Bitterness and anger underscored every word.

“I can’t argue about that. But I do know that your people are dying in bigger numbers, and so are my friends. You can kill me instead of your brother, but that will only add to the bloodshed.”

She stared at him in silence, as if to measure his worth. Finally she eased the blade away from his neck far enough that he could swallow without fearing the motion would kill him.

“Paladins have always killed my people. Why do you care how many die?”

It was an honest question that deserved an honest answer. “It is my job to defend my world with my sword and my blood, just as you defend the people of this one with yours. That doesn’t mean I enjoy killing.”

In fact, he’d killed until his muscles and soul ached from the pain of it all. As resilient as Paladins were, eventually they did die, usually with a shitload of poison shoved in their veins by the very people they were born to protect. No one had ever questioned the constant cycle of fighting and death, because the Others crossed the barrier out of their minds and with weapons drawn.

Until Barak. The bastard could swing a sword with the best of them, but he was no crazed killer any more than Cullen was. Lusahn might not see it that way, though, having once faced him in battle.

“Do you remember me?” The words slipped out.

Her hand touched the side of her face where a small scar marred her otherwise-perfect skin. “Is that why you came? You thought I would show mercy because we once danced in battle.”

No, he’d come because he wanted to dance with her in a way that involved the two of them getting naked. Now probably wasn’t the best time to mention that.

“I thought if you recognized me, you’d let me live long enough to explain what we wanted.”

“And if I don’t care what you want?” The sword moved closer again, but clearly she did care. It was there in the pain showing in her beautiful eyes, and in the fact that she hadn’t killed him.

Yet.

“We have to do something to fill the time until the barrier goes down again. We can talk, or…” He let his eyes journey down the length of her long, lean body, taking his time and enjoying the trip. When he got back to her face again, he smiled.

Her pale skin flushed pink, although that could be temper rather than interest in what he’d been offering. Then she frowned.

“We would have to talk a long time, Paladin. The barrier will be up for most of the next moon cycle.”

How long was a moon cycle? On Earth, it was a little more than four weeks. Here, he had no way of knowing.

“How do you know it won’t go right back down? It’s been unstable for weeks.”

“I was born with the same ability as my brother to know such things.”

That sneaky bastard! Barak had never mentioned that little fact. And he’d been working with Lacey Sebastian, who was trying to find a way to predict the earthquakes and volcanic eruptions that usually preceded the barrier’s failing. Devlin would find Barak’s talent most interesting—if Cullen lived long enough to tell him.

He carefully turned his head to look back at the barrier. Its bright colors were back to full strength. Son of a bitch, she was probably telling the truth. And here he was without his toothbrush, or even a clean change of underwear.

“So how long is a moon cycle? A month? A day? A week?”

She scrunched up her nose, looking adorable as she calculated the time. “Two of your weeks, maybe a little less or more.”

He glanced around the shadowy passage they stood in. “Then I guess I’ll make myself comfortable here and wait it out.”

Lusahn rolled her eyes. “And live on what, Paladin? You would either starve to death or die at the hand of my Blade on their next patrol.”

He crossed his arms over his chest and widened his stance. “I’m open to suggestions, Lusahn.”

His use of her name startled her. She stepped back, letting her sword fall to her side, and stared at him as if really seeing him for the first time.

“Your name?”

“Cullen. Cullen Finley. It’s nice to see you again, Lusahn.” He held out his hand, wondering if she would respond to the overture.

She stared at his hand as if it were a snake ready to bite her. Finally, she shifted her sword to her left hand and reached out to let her fingers brush his. It was enough to send a flash of heat through to the core of him, and she felt it, too, judging by the way she instantly jerked her hand back.

Good.

She glanced around as if looking for something, then turned back to him.

“You cannot remain here, Cullen Finley, but I can’t take you with me looking like that. Stay out of the light until I return.” She looked at his tan cargoes and bright red T-shirt with disapproval. “I will bring you something else to put on.”

“Where will you be taking me?” Not that it mattered. He’d live longer following her than he would wandering around by himself.

“Does it matter?” she asked with the first hint of a smile. She sheathed her sword and walked away into the shadows where the light of the barrier faded into darkness.

The energy that had been buzzing through him faded away as soon as she left, and the air around him felt colder. He looked around for an out-of-the-

way spot where he wouldn’t be an easy target if someone else happened by.

After studying the surrounding cavern, he decided it looked natural rather than hand-carved out of the surrounding rock. Most of the areas where Paladins fought were man-made, although the Missouri installation was located in a large limestone cave.

He finally found a well-shadowed place to sit where he could watch for Lusahn’s return without being out in the open. After laying his sword within easy reach, he pulled out his deck of cards and started shuffling. It was too dark to play, but the repetitive motion was soothing.

Unfortunately, it left his mind free to drift. How long would it take for someone to notice that he’d disappeared? Would they guess where he’d gone? They’d worry, and he regretted that. The Paladins he fought and died with were like brothers to him, and Dr. Laurel Young, the Handler who took care of them when they were injured, worried too much about them as it was. Devlin Bane, her Paladin lover, would kick his ass from one end of Seattle to the other for adding to her burden.

Yet he couldn’t regret his decision; his gut feeling was that he’d done the right thing by coming here. Maybe, just maybe, he could make a difference. Either way, he would have tried.

He let loose a huge yawn, a reminder of how long it had been since he’d last slept. As tired as he was, he wouldn’t be fit to defend himself if he was discovered. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to close his eyes. For a few minutes he listened to the soothing buzz of the barrier, and then there was nothing.

•   •   •

The muted sound of footsteps startled Cullen awake. How long had he been asleep? He grabbed his sword and watched the shadows until Lusahn stepped out of the darkness, a bundle in one hand and her weapon in the other. He moved just enough to catch her eye. Was that relief he saw flash across her face? She was too far away for him to tell.

He tucked his cards back in his pants pocket and stood up with renewed energy now that she was back. After sheathing his sword, he walked toward where Lusahn waited, drinking in her warrior’s grace. Oh, yeah, he’d made the right decision. And he had a moon’s cycle to convince her of that.

•   •   •

Lusahn dropped the bundle of clothing on the ground at the human’s feet. “Put these on. The shirt and pants should fit. You’ll have to wear your own…”

She lost the word she was looking for at the sight of Cullen stripping off his shirt. His skin was smooth and golden, his muscles flexing as he moved. Unlike the men of her world, he had a dusting of hair on his chest that trailed down to disappear into the waistband of those odd pants he wore.

She forced her gaze down to the floor, away from all of that skin that her fingers itched to touch. As soon as she reached his feet, the word came back to her. “Shoes. You must wear your shoes. At least they are the right color.”

Something that she’d said made him laugh as he picked up the trousers she’d brought. “I guess black is a color. I’ve never seen anyone from here wear anything but black or gray.”

His comment stung. “You would insult our ways?”

His smile disappeared.

“I meant no insult, Lusahn. We’ve never known if all of your people wear black and gray, or if it’s a uniform.”

His dark eyes were difficult for her to read, but now was not the time for doubts. By letting him live this long, she’d already committed herself to keeping him that way until she could decide the right course of action.

“We can’t stay here much longer. Finish changing so we can go.”

When he reached for the fastening on his pants, she felt her face go hot and turned away, pretending to be standing watch. As a Guardian, she had served alongside men for years. It was nothing for her and her Blade to strip in front of each other, but they were her kind and of her world.

This Cullen Finley disturbed her in ways she didn’t understand. She kept her eyes firmly focused away from all of that warm golden skin. The only normal thing about him was his dark hair, although he wore it cut too short for her taste. And those dark eyes looked at her with too much curiosity and far too much heat. His gaze had a weight to it that she’d never felt before, as if he could caress her with merely a glance.

“I’m decent.”

She frowned, not quite understanding what he meant. Although all of the Guardians learned the rudiments of the human language, the subtleties were difficult. If he meant he was again dressed, why didn’t he say so?

“Wrap your things in the bag and put on the cloak I brought.”

When she heard him pick up the sack, she turned back to face him. The dark clothing suited him—maybe too well, from the way her body was reacting. Obviously she had been too long without a lover if she found this human so desirable. Lately her life had been too complicated to allow time for seeking out a partner. Maybe once she returned this Cullen to his world, she should make time.

“I am taking you to my home. Do not speak to anyone, or we both risk death.”

He nodded.

She reached out to pull the hood of the cloak closer to his face. “Keep your eyes down. They are too dark, and your hair is too short.”

He grinned at her. “Is there anything about me that you do like?”

She was not about to answer that. “If we walk unusually fast, we will only draw unwanted attention. The same if we walk slowly.”

“How long will it take us to get there?”

“Long enough. I’m going to check to see if the patrol is coming. Come when I call.”

“All right.”

He had his hand on his sword. She didn’t blame him. If they were attacked, it would take both of their weapons and a miracle to keep them both alive. She studied the man in front of her, wondering what about him made her want to take such risks. She had others who depended on her, whose welfare should come first.

But she’d always had a weakness for lost causes. And a human alone in her world definitely fell into that category.

“I won’t be long.”

•   •   •

Cullen fought down the surge of excitement that hovered inside him. Was he the first of his kind to see more than just this small stretch of rock in this world? If he’d been thinking straight, he would have brought along a digital camera. The Regents wouldn’t allow the pictures to be seen outside of the organization, but he wasn’t the only one who wondered what about the Others’ home drove them to abandon it in such numbers.

He would keep his eyes and ears open and learn all that he could. It would help if he spoke the language, but he didn’t, and two weeks wasn’t enough time to learn it. How had Lusahn and her brother learned English? Another question he’d never thought to ask Barak.

“Come, Cullen Finley.” Lusahn motioned him to follow her.

He hurried forward and fell into step beside her, noticing he didn’t have to shorten his stride in order to walk comfortably with her. He was a shade over six feet tall and guessed that she was probably less than two inches shorter. Good. He liked women with long legs.

“Just beyond that turn, we will be leaving the caves. That is when we must be careful.”

His hood had slipped back slightly, so he pulled it forward. It restricted his peripheral vision, but secrecy was more important.

“Thank you for taking me to your home.”

She shot him a quick glance. “Wait to see if we live long enough to get there.”

Then they rounded the corner, and he abruptly stopped at his first sight of Lusahn’s world.








Chapter 2




The scene had the feel of a cloudy winter day, giving the air a dank chill that cut clean through to the bone. Except this sky was devoid of clouds, with the dim circle of a pale yellow star perched just above the horizon. A stark white moon loomed overhead, reflecting only the barest hint of the star’s warmth.

Vegetation was scant and scraggly, nothing at all like the lush green of the Pacific Northwest. In the valley below, buildings were laid out in a regular pattern, regimented in their position and style. None were more than three stories tall, which gave the city a strangely stunted look. He took a step forward to get a better look, but Lusahn caught his arm and pulled him back.

“You are acting like you’ve never seen this place before!” Her words came in an angry whisper.

“I haven’t,” he reminded her with a smile. “You’re right, though. Sorry.”

He turned his attention to the path in front of them. They’d stepped out of the cavern near the top of a barren hillside. A gravel trail sliced back and forth down the steep incline to the valley floor.

As they started downhill, he found himself breathing hard as his lungs struggled to capture enough oxygen from the thin atmosphere. The air smelled dusty and tasted stale, making his mouth dry and his teeth gritty.

The bottom of the trail crossed a narrow road, but there were no vehicles in sight as they continued on. So far they hadn’t run across any of her people, but that was bound to change as they reached the edge of town.

“My home is only a short distance from here, but we will be passing by the Guild. It is there we face the most risk.”

What was the Guild? He adjusted his hood as he fell in step beside her, their pace neither fast nor slow. She walked with the same arrogant swagger as the Paladins, that warrior’s assurance that he was the toughest s.o.b. around.

On Devlin or Trahern, it looked tough. On Lusahn, it looked sexy as hell. Luckily, his cloak hid his resultant erection, which was hard enough to hurt. He resisted the urge to glance at Lusahn again. Those pretty, pale eyes of hers saw too much as it was. If she guessed that he had this irrational urge to bed her, she’d throw him to the wolves.

The set of her shoulders warned him that they were approaching the Guild that she was so worried about. A tall building loomed ahead on the right. There were no sidewalks, only a narrow road paved with rounded stone, which seemed too rough for vehicle traffic, if there was any. He couldn’t imagine never knowing the sweet purr of a monster engine roaring up the highway. Did the Others walk everywhere? That would get old pretty damn quick, especially if his breathing didn’t acclimate to the atmosphere soon.

They passed by several Others, all so intent on their own business that they didn’t even make eye contact. If he wasn’t mistaken, they all cut a wide path around Lusahn as if she was someone to be feared. Well, whatever kept them at arm’s length made it less likely that they’d notice him.

The stone front of the Guild was a muddy tan covered with ugly black streaks. It looked about as welcoming as a mausoleum: cold, hard, and fetid. Lusahn paused, pretending to adjust her scabbard, then positioned herself between him and the Guild as if to shield him from threat. Damn it, he could take care of himself! He bit back the urge to yank her behind him, knowing that would only put them both at risk.

His mind knew she was neither weak nor innocent, but his instincts were too well honed to believe it. There had never been a female Paladin, and he wasn’t used to sharing the burden of duty with any woman, much less one he found this compelling. Maybe their luck would hold long enough that they wouldn’t have to find out which one of them was the better fighter.

As if his thought jinxed them, a male voice called out, “Lusahn!”

Her head whipped around to face a male standing near the top step of the Guild building. Under her breath, she whispered, “Keep walking. I will rejoin you shortly.”

He didn’t want to, but she left him no choice as she trotted up the steps. He risked one look back over his shoulder as she greeted the Other with far more warmth than she’d shown him. It pissed him off, but he gritted his teeth and kept walking.

Meanwhile, a pair of Others were headed straight for him. His bad mood almost made him forget to keep his eyes down. At the last minute, he bent his neck forward enough to shadow his face inside the cowl as they silently passed by. Once he was in the clear, he paused briefly to listen for the telltale sound of Lusahn’s footsteps. When he heard her coming, he slowly continued on his way until she caught up.

“Everything all right?” He wanted to demand that she tell him who the bastard was, even though he had no claim on this woman that gave him the right.

“Yes. A question about tomorrow’s patrol. Nothing more.” She sounded a bit breathless, a sign she wasn’t quite as calm as she would like him to believe.

“Is he a close friend?”

That brought her up short. “How do you mean close? He’s of my Blade.”

Now that was a puzzler. “He’s part of your sword?”

A small smile tugged at her mouth as she finally understood what he really wanted to know. “I am a Sworn Guardian of my people. Each Guardian has a Blade that patrols and fights together. He is of my Blade, not my sword.”

Okay, so they were like a squad who worked together regularly. “Did he ask about me?”

“I told him I was showing an old acquaintance around. He wouldn’t question that. Many pass through the city.”

They reached an intersection where another small street branched off to the right. “We turn here.”

She seemed less tense now that they were past the Guild, and she picked up the pace a bit. “My home is at the end of the next turn.”

The pale star had disappeared beyond the horizon, leaving deep shadows in its wake. Streetlights were few and far between, shrouding most of the city in darkness, with only the Guild remaining brightly lit.

Now that they were off the main road, the buildings were smaller, most likely private residences. With flat roofs and narrow windows, they were built out of some kind of clay or adobe. Come to think of it, he hadn’t seen wood of any kind since entering the city.

He had so many questions, but didn’t know if Lusahn would answer them. She might keep her world secret, fearing that knowledge could be used as a weapon against her people.

“There.” She pointed just ahead to a small house on the right.

All that distinguished it from the other houses around it were the two young faces pressed against the front window, watching for Lusahn’s approach. He hadn’t thought to ask if she lived with anyone—like a husband. Wouldn’t that be a kick in the pants? He sure as hell hoped she didn’t. No matter how attractive she was, he wouldn’t poach on another man’s territory.

Before they reached the small path that led toward her home, Lusahn stopped. “You must stay out of sight for now. There is a door around back that leads to a room underneath the house. Once I’m inside, go there and stay until I come for you.” Then she walked away, leaving him stranded in the darkness.

“But—”

Before he could argue, the front door flew open, and the two kids came flying out. They charged right for Lusahn, laughing and jabbering all at once. He could see the flash of her teeth as she smiled and bent down to hoist the smaller one up in her arms.

He backed farther into the shadows, fighting a sick case of jealousy. If she had children, there must be a man in her life. He may not have known her long, but he knew in his gut that this woman took the idea of family very seriously.

He should be heading for shelter, but he watched the house for a few minutes more for some sign of the male who had given Lusahn children. He had an intense desire to use his fists to get some questions answered. Like, why had he let Lusahn place herself in danger? And where had the bastard been while she waited alone for the barrier to go down?

What if Cullen had charged across, sword drawn and ready to kill? She could have died right there, leaving those children without a mother.

For her sake, he’d go hide. But if he met up with her husband, he planned on having a talk with the male about how a man should treat his woman. Especially a man lucky enough to have one like Lusahn.

He waited until she and the children had been inside for a few minutes before moving. After rounding the corner of the house, he slipped from shadow to shadow. When he reached the side of the house, he ducked down under the window, resisting the urge to take a quick peek inside. He wanted Lusahn’s trust more than he wanted to indulge his curiosity. There would be time for answers later, when he’d had some rest and could think beyond the effort it took to put one foot in front of the other. Right now, he was so tired that he was a danger not just to himself, but to Lusahn as well.

He forced himself to keep moving as he felt his way along the house in the thickening darkness. Then the solid ground disappeared, and he stepped out over emptiness. At the last second, he managed to grab onto a railing to keep from tumbling ass over end down the stone steps. He wrenched his shoulder, but that was better than bashing his head in. At the bottom of the stairs, he felt for the door and found a rope handle.

The door creaked open to reveal a small room dimly lit by a flickering candle. The scant furniture consisted of a futon-like bed with a low table next to it. Two narrow windows flanked the top of the door. The rest of the room was apparently underground.

The opposite corner was curtained off. He pushed the curtain to one side with the tip of his sword, revealing a small, primitive bathroom. On the far wall, a staircase led up to another door.

Cullen’s stomach growled as he sat down, a reminder that it had been too many hours since he last ate. Nothing he could do about that. Damn, he wished he’d brought his backpack stuffed full of life’s necessities. But when he’d left home to give Barak a ride, he hadn’t been planning on taking a trip—especially this one.

After kicking off his shoes and setting his sword within easy reach, he dropped down on the bed and stretched out, his hands linked together under his head.

There was no way of knowing how long the nights were in this world, or even where this world really was. Some of his buddies who liked science fiction thought maybe it existed in an adjoining dimension. Others thought the barrier was some kind of portal that transported the Others much farther than the few steps it took them to cross it.

Frankly, he didn’t give a damn. He’d been born to protect the barrier with his sword and his life, same as all the other Paladins. The job paid well, although he couldn’t say much for the retirement plan. Someday he’d run out of lives to give, and he’d be given a one-way ticket to hell at the business end of a long needle.

His eyes grew scratchy and heavy, so he turned over to blow out the candle before giving in to the need to sleep. But before he mustered up the breath, the flame flickered as a slight breeze set it to dancing. He reached for his sword and waited to see what happened next, dividing his attention between the door to the outside and the one at the top of the stairs.

“Human?”

Even at a whisper, he recognized Lusahn’s voice. He pushed himself up off the bed and crossed to the bottom of the steps.

“I’m here.”

“Good.” She slipped down the stairs, carrying a tray. “I brought you something to eat.”

He set down his sword and took the tray from her, setting it on the table. A bowl contained a thick soup and a hunk of rustic bread. The spices were foreign to his nose, but not unappealing. “Thank you. It smells great.”

She shrugged. “It’s nothing special, but it’s filling.” Then she handed him a small pack that she’d had slung over her shoulder. “I brought you a few things so you can bathe and brush your teeth.”

Her thoughtfulness touched him. “I appreciate it. Will the noise disturb your family?”

She shook her head. “The children are sound sleepers. If you wait until after you eat, it should be safe.”

“Is there anyone else I should worry about?”

The question clearly puzzled her. “There is only me and the children.”

Then where was their father? He knew for a fact that Others were physically very similar to humans, their differences detectable only at the cellular level. Since Lusahn had children, there had to have been a male in her life at some point. Had he crossed the barrier only to die at the end of a Paladin sword?

He had to know. “What about their father?”

She tipped her head to one side and studied him before answering, perhaps trying to decide how much to tell him. “The children have only recently come to live with me. Their parents were driven to cross into the light, leaving Bavi and his sister behind. My Blade and I caught him stealing food for the girl. Rather than turn them in, I convinced them to come home with me. We are learning to be a family.”

Damn it all to hell. Their parents probably hadn’t come back because they’d died crossing the barrier. Worse yet, he could have been the one to end their maddened rush into his world. In all the years they’d fought, had no one ever considered that in protecting their own world, they were leaving children orphaned and alone in this one?

As if sensing where his thoughts were taking him, Lusahn’s expression hardened. “We don’t need your pity, Paladin. It is not your problem. Now eat before the soup grows cold. I’m not much of a cook; it will taste better hot.”

More to keep his hands busy than out of any real desire for food, he picked up the bowl and began shoveling the spicy mixture into his mouth. A few minutes later, he sopped up the last of the broth with the bread and set the dishes back on the tray. “Thank you, Lusahn. That was good.”

She arched an eyebrow, clearly questioning his sincerity. “I will check on you in the morning. Once I’ve had a chance to talk to Bavi, I will see about allowing you upstairs.”

“I’m fine down here. I wouldn’t want to scare the children.”

“We will see. Now I need to get some rest. You should be able to sleep undisturbed down here.”

He doubted that; his dreams had been disturbed by her image for weeks already. Now that he knew her name and the sound of her voice and the scent of her skin, his dreams would be even more vivid.

“Good night, Lusahn. And I promise you, we will get to the bottom of the theft of the blue stones.”

Her pale eyes studied him for several seconds before she nodded. “We will see what we can do.”

He enjoyed watching the graceful sway of her backside as she went up the steps, but cursed the effect the view had on his body. When the door closed, he picked up the supplies she’d brought him and headed for the bathroom. The sooner he was asleep, the sooner he would see her again.

[image: space]

Lusahn decided to make double their usual breakfast the next morning. If Cullen’s appetite was anything like Barak’s, he’d need a fair amount of the hot cereal to satisfy his hunger.

As she considered what to do next, Bavi walked into the kitchen looking more asleep than awake. When he stretched and flopped down in his chair, she poured him some juice and set the glass in front of him. After downing it in quick order, he held it out for more.

As she refilled his glass, she told him, “I need to talk to you about something important before your sister comes in.”

He sat upright, going from drowsy to fully alert in the space of a heartbeat. “What’s wrong?”

Sometimes she forgot how grown-up he could be; the burden of keeping his sister alive had aged Bavi far beyond his real age. They had recently celebrated his thirteenth birthday, five years short of adulthood by the calendar. By life’s experience, though, he was ancient.

“Nothing is wrong—not exactly, anyway.” She put the cereal on to cook before sitting down beside him. “It’s important that you keep what I’m about to tell you to yourself.”

She added honey to her tea and stirred. She dreaded telling him that her brother had survived his crossing into the human world, for fear of giving the boy false hope that his parents had survived as well. But maybe he wouldn’t care if they had: after all, they’d abandoned him and his sister for the light. He was bitter, and had every right to be.

“I received news that my brother Barak is not dead.” She ignored the pain of his betrayal. “I was supposed to meet him at the barrier yesterday on Guild business.”

The boy knew not to ask about the work she and her Blade did for the Guild, but the questions were there in his eyes. This time, she would make an exception and explain what she could.

“He was unable to come, so a human male came in his place. His name is Cullen Finley.”

She had to choose her words carefully. Paladins were reviled and feared; if people knew that she had one hidden in her home, she would be ostracized or even executed.

“Did you show him the edge of your sword?” Bavi’s expression was fierce, as if he wished he’d been the one to wield a weapon against the intruder.

“Yes, I did.”

“Did he bleed for all of ours who’ve been lost?”

She shook her head. “He came with an honorable purpose and sheathed his weapon. As a Sworn Guardian, I respected that.”

“So if he did not fight, what is the problem?”

Now for the tricky part. If Bavi thought she’d brought danger near his sister, he was likely to bolt, taking her with him. She couldn’t bear the thought of them back out in the darkness, cold and starving.

“For a short time, less than a moon cycle, this human will remain with us. Once our business is finished, he will return to his world and leave us in peace.”

Except for her dreams of his dark eyes and heart-stopping smile.

Bavi lunged up from his chair, his hands clenched in fists. “You brought a human home with you? Where is he?”

She reached out to rest her hand on Bavi’s arm, hoping that he’d trust her to keep him and his sister safe, but he jumped back out of reach.

Maybe words would work. “He’s downstairs. I locked the door against him last night to make sure he couldn’t bother us in our sleep. But I want you to meet him, so you can decide for yourself that he can be trusted.”

At least, she hoped he could. And if she was still having doubts, maybe she should turn Cullen in to the Guild and surrender herself for judgment.

No, she’d survived this long relying on her instincts, and she would trust them now. Unless Cullen made a false move; then he would die.

“Bavi, I know we are new to being a family, but I would ask you to trust me enough to give this man a chance.”

The boy was clearly not happy. “And if I see that he cannot be trusted? What then? Will you choose this human over us?”

His furious words lashed at her, but she couldn’t blame him. Bavi had little faith left in most adults, but she’d hoped that he thought better of her. Still, he had the right to know where he and the girl stood.

“If he cannot be trusted, I will cut out his heart while you watch. I make this vow with a Guardian’s honor.”

Bavi’s chin came up as he met her gaze head-on, judging and weighing her vow. Then he nodded, accepting the pact between them.

•   •   •

In the middle of a hot dream, Cullen went from deep sleep to full alert in a heartbeat. Someone was close by and watching him.

He gripped the knife he’d stashed under the pillow last night, the last intelligent thought he’d had before crashing. Slowly raising his head, he turned to face a possible attack. As soon as he spotted the intruder, he released his weapon and rolled over to greet his guest.

“Good morning.”

A little girl sat on the bottom step, watching him. As soon as she saw that he was awake, she popped her thumb out of her mouth long enough to whisper something. Then she came across the room to tug at his hand, trying to get him out of bed.

“Do you want me to follow you, ladybug?” He hoped she understood that he meant well.

She tugged again, so he sat up, careful to keep the sheet across his lap since he’d been dreaming about Lusahn, with the predictable effect on his anatomy. Having accomplished her mission, the little girl nodded again and scampered up the stairs, leaving him smiling. What was it about these Other females that tugged at his heart?

He quickly ducked into the bathroom before any more surprise visitors arrived. Lusahn had returned his cargoes and T-shirt to him in the pack she’d left the night before, and it felt good to have his own things back, a touch of normalcy in this strange world.

There was no razor among the few toiletries she’d provided, so he hoped she didn’t mind men with whiskery faces. He used water to get his hair to lay reasonably flat, then went in search of his hostess and some breakfast.

The little minx who had gotten him up was evidently on lookout duty. As soon as he set foot on the steps, she was off again. She looked so cute, running through the house with her bare feet peeking out from under a long nightgown.

She skidded to a stop long enough to make sure he was still following before she turned the corner. Her brother immediately popped out of the kitchen, frowning and obviously not at all happy to see him. Cullen didn’t take offense at the boy’s protective instincts. He clearly thought that Cullen was up to no good—and regarding Lusahn, the boy was right on the money. Besides, Cullen had been born with the need to fight and protect hardwired into his DNA; he couldn’t fault the boy for being the same way.

Lusahn was busy at the stove. The little girl was already seated at the table when her brother joined them.

“Good morning, everybody.” He smiled as he took a seat at the far end of the table, figuring the boy would find Cullen less of a threat sitting down. The small girl watched him with curiosity but none of the hostility of her sibling.

“Good morning. I was just going to come get you.” Lusahn handed him a bowl of hot cereal that looked similar to oatmeal.

“Your friend there beat you to it.” He nodded at the little girl.

Lusahn turned away to finish serving the children. “Cullen Finley, this is Bavi and his sister, Shiri.”

Bavi glared at Cullen, while the girl offered him a shy smile.

He let the children look their fill, guessing he was the first human they’d seen. When Lusahn noticed they were staring, she said something in their language. They immediately picked up their spoons and dug into their breakfast, although the boy kept a wary eye on Cullen.

He noticed both children ate with intensity, as if they weren’t sure where their next meal was coming from. Damn their parents! These kids deserved better. When he set down his spoon, Lusahn immediately reached for the pot from the stove to refill his bowl.

He shook his head. “Make sure the kids have as much as they want first.”

His response clearly surprised her, but she did as he suggested and gave each of the children a little more before splitting what was left between the two adults. He yearned for a cup of coffee, but he couldn’t expect her to magically produce something that didn’t exist in this world.

A few more minutes passed without comment until the little girl said something to Lusahn, then left the table. Bavi made sure Cullen was staying put, then followed his sister out of the room.

“He does a good job watching her.” It was too damn bad that the boy had had to grow up so quickly.

“He tries.” Lusahn began clearing the table. “We’re trying to adjust to being a family. I’m a better Guardian than a mother.”

“You seem to be doing a great job.”

Her young charges seemed healthy enough, but then what did he know? He wasn’t a monk by any means, but he’d been damn careful not to leave any little surprises behind. He knew living with a Paladin as a husband or father could be a bitch, his mother had told him that often enough—not that she’d really known what his old man did for a living.

When Lusahn started washing the dishes, Cullen got up and tugged the towel from her hands. “You wash; I’ll dry.”

Since she didn’t seem to be in any hurry to discuss business, he didn’t push it. He wasn’t going anywhere. Besides, the more time they spent together, the more comfortable she would be with him. And he wanted to get damned comfortable with her as soon and as often as possible. He grinned.

Lusahn gave him a suspicious look and put a little more room between them. Nothing wrong with the woman’s instincts. Then she got a curious look on her face and ran her soapy fingers down his cheek.

“You didn’t have that last night.”

Had she never seen a man’s beard before? He let her explore.

“I couldn’t shave this morning.”

“Few of our men have…” She paused, searching for the right word. “Whiskers. Few of our men have whiskers.”

He covered her hand with his. “We vary a lot, too. I have to shave in the morning, and again in the evening if I have plans.”

“What kind of plans?”

“This kind.” Then he kissed her.
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