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Prologue

St. Louis, Missouri




Dad?”

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

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

Then she heard the kitchen door slam. Brenna Nichols hurried toward the back door, and saw him heading straight for his car.

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

Clearly distracted, he paused to look back at her. Deep worry lines bracketed his attempt to smile. “Sorry, Brenna, I should have told you. Something’s come up, so I have to run into the office for a while.”

“Aren’t we having lunch?”

For a second he looked truly perplexed, which was even more alarming. This definitely wasn’t like him. Not at all. She walked to the edge of the porch. “It’s okay, Dad. I thought we had plans for today, but maybe I had the date wrong.”

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

Despite his offer, she sensed his heart wasn’t really in it. “We’ll just reschedule, Dad.”

There was no mistaking the flash of relief in his eyes as he climbed into the car. “If you’re sure you wouldn’t mind, maybe it’s for the best. I don’t think I’d be very good company right now.”

He fastened his seat belt and rolled down the window. “I’m sorry about this, Brenna. I love you, sweetheart.”

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

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








Chapter 1




Murmurs and whispers danced just out of reach. Brenna remained in the darkness, content to stay where she was. The fire of pain waited for her each time she tried to open her eyes; it was far better to huddle in the black chill than to let the monsters in.

But then a new voice entered the discussion, a masculine one that wouldn’t be ignored. A woman answered his demands, sounding defensive and a little afraid.

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

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

•   •   •

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

The need to touch her burned along his nerve endings, but he forced his hands to remain at his side.

He stayed outside the circle of light surrounding her bed, the dim glow coming from the instruments that monitored her heartbeat, her breathing, her very life force. Bandages covered the worst of the damage, and after three days, the bruises on her face and arms were fading to a sickly greenish color. Brenna shifted in her sleep, whimpering with pain at the small movement. He moved farther back into the shadows.

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

A shrill alarm shattered the quiet of the hospital room, dragging Blake out of his memories. He scanned the room for any sign of danger, adrenaline burning through his veins, but relaxed when he realized the noise came from one of the machines surrounding Brenna’s bed.

He shook his head to clear out the last of the cobwebs and cursed himself for a fool. Her room was on a private floor in the hospital, but that didn’t mean the security couldn’t be breached. A fat lot of good he would have been if the footsteps outside the door had belonged to a killer, rather than one of the nurses who came in and out regularly.

He eased farther into the shadows and pulled his hand away from the knife in his pocket. Luckily, the nurse paid him little heed as she silenced the machine. After a few failed attempts to engage him in conversation, the medical staff ignored Blake as they saw to Brenna’s needs. He watched silently as the nurse hung new bags of life-sustaining liquids on the IV pole and checked her vitals.

The need to know how Brenna was doing forced him out of his silence. “How is she?”

The nurse jumped, as if she’d forgotten he was even there. “Are you family?”

“I’m all that she has left.” And that was a sad statement if there ever was one. “What does the doctor think now?”

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

“The injuries are healing as well as can be expected. The concussion caused by the explosion put her in a coma, even though the concussion didn’t appear to be that severe.” She glanced at Brenna’s pale face. “I’d guess the shock of seeing her father die aggravated her condition.”

A fist-size lump settled in his throat, and Blake realized that the bitter taste in his mouth was fear. He’d often faced certain death without blinking. Hell, he’d died more times than he could count and had come back from it. But for Brenna, death was permanent—not just something to be endured until her heart and lungs remembered how to work.

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

“Talk to her. Sometimes that seems to help bring them back.” She tilted her head as if to listen. “I’ve got another patient calling for attention, so push that button on the bed if you need me.”

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

•   •   •

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

He reached for his water bottle and took a big swig to soothe his parched throat. He was known for his silence, not for conversation. Reading her the front page of the paper obviously hadn’t worked, and he tried to think of another topic of conversation.

He let his thoughts wander back to when he’d first met her, and without realizing it, he started talking.

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

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

Leaning back in the chair, he stared up at the ceiling. “Once, just before your thirteenth birthday, I was on my way to the kitchen to see if Maisy had any snickerdoodles for me to eat when you came charging out of the kitchen, almost knocking me over. I still remember the look in your eyes when I caught you to keep both of us from hitting the floor. For that one moment, I could see past the glasses and braces to see the lovely woman you’d become.” He dragged his gaze back toward Brenna’s still form in the bed. “I wasn’t too far off the mark.” He drifted into silence, the past never a comfortable place for him to visit.

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

Her eyes fluttered briefly. He’d been a day and a half without sleep, though, and didn’t trust what he’d just seen. He reached over and angled a light so that it shone directly in her face. “Brenna, blink your eyes. I need to know if you’re understanding me.”

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

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

It was time to push the nurses’ button and summon the troops. Within seconds he heard voices approaching in the hallway. He kept his hand resting softly on Brenna’s cheek, for fear that if he broke off contact she would slip back down into the darkness.

The first person through the door was the nurse who had suggested he talk to Brenna. The doctor was hard on her heels, both of them looking more curious than worried. If something had gone seriously wrong, the battery of monitors at the nurses’ station down the hall would have set off alarms.

“What’s up?” The doctor’s question was addressed to Trahern, but his eyes were focused solely on his patient.

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

The nurse pushed past Blake to pick up Brenna’s wrist and take her pulse. The doctor pried open Brenna’s eyelids and shined his small flashlight into her eyes.

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

“Who? Where?” she croaked.

“I’m Doctor Vega and this is Jan Windsor, your nurse.” He patted her hand and gave her a reassuring smile.

It was too late for Blake to slide out the door, so he braced himself for her reaction.

“Brenna, it’s me, Blake Trahern.”

Her response wasn’t long in coming. “Can’t be. The Blake Trahern I knew disappeared years ago.”

Dr. Vega frowned at him. “We were under the impression that you were family.”

“I’m more a friend of the family.”

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

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

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

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

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

The leader of the guards sneered. “You’re not in charge here, Jarvis. Ordnance sent us.”

“I’m not in charge, but I’m trying to save you and your buddies there some pain and misery.” Jarvis leaned against the wall with a hint of a smile.

“You come against us, Jarvis, and we’ll see who walks away limping.”

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

Jarvis pushed away from the wall. “Maybe I should let your men go charging in there, Sergeant. It’s been awhile since I’ve seen Blake Trahern in action, but from all reports, he’s only gotten better. It’s up to you, though.”

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

With Jarvis’s help, he’d learned what it had meant to be a Paladin. Jarvis’s lectures, delivered with a big brother’s impatient good humor, had given Blake the first taste of self-worth and belonging he’d felt in his entire life. With Jarvis’s support, the Paladins, who watched over and protected the barrier that ran along the unstable New Madrid Fault, had accepted him without hesitation.

But that had been many years and several deaths ago. Trahern had changed a lot during the interim, and not for the better; a wise man would assume Jarvis had taken a similar journey on the road to madness.

Blake widened his stance and waited for the scene to play out. A movement to his left told him that Dr. Vega had pushed the nurse into the corner and positioned himself between Blake and Brenna. Good man.

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

It seemed like a reasonable suggestion. If the situation turned ugly, at least Brenna and the others would be out of the line of fire. “Why not?”

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

“I’m Trahern out of the Seattle office,” he told the sergeant. “Judge Nichols was an old friend of mine. I’m here to protect his daughter.”

“That’s our job.” The sergeant lowered his gun a little.

“Hell of a fine job you were doing. I’ve been here for the past two days, and this is the first I’ve seen any of you. Anybody could have waltzed in here unchallenged to finish the job on Ms. Nichols.”

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

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

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

The other guards buzzed around him like flies, trying to pry his hands off their friend’s neck, but Trahern ignored them. He wouldn’t kill the fool. Not because he deserved to live, but because his death would only complicate matters. Trahern squeezed a bit tighter just to show he could, and then let his victim drop to the floor.

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

“If you shoot Trahern, Sergeant, you’ll only piss him off even more. And you’ll have every Paladin in the area riding your ass for the rest of your miserable life.” He crossed his arms over his chest and waited.

Blake hoped the guards had the good sense to back down. He couldn’t afford another death for a lot of reasons—but primarily because Brenna needed him alive and sane, whether she knew it or not.

His Handler back in Seattle had warned him that he was damn close to the edge of crossing over into becoming Other, the enemy he’d spent a lifetime fighting. Regulations had required that she send his records along to the St. Louis office…just in case. The grief in her eyes was all too clear. They both knew it wouldn’t take much more violence for him to rage out of control. If that happened, not even Jarvis would be able to keep either the local Handlers or the Guard from putting him down like a rabid dog. Hell, Jarvis would probably help them. No one was safe when a Paladin went rogue, and they all knew it.

Blake only hoped he could hang on to his humanity long enough to find out who had betrayed Judge Nichols. One of the Paladins back in Seattle had also come under attack. They had traced the trouble to a traitorous member of the Guard, but he’d died before they could learn how far up in the organization the betrayal reached. Trahern had contacted Judge Nichols about it, since he was the only Regent he trusted completely, and the car bomb had come too close on the heels of his inquiry for it to be a coincidence.

He owed it to Nichols to bring his killer to justice—Paladin justice. Once he had Brenna stashed somewhere safe, he’d start looking, but he couldn’t do anything until he got this bunch out of his face.

“What’s it going to be, boys?” He glanced at the guns and then back at their owners. “Are you going to put those popguns away or use them?”

Dr. Vega interrupted their stare-down party. “Mr. Trahern, Ms. Nichols is asking for you.”

Trahern followed Dr. Vega back into the room, leaving Jarvis to deal with the Guard. Bracing himself, he hoped like hell he wouldn’t be the one to break the news that her father was dead.

•   •   •

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

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

Her last memory of Blake was the night of his high school graduation. He’d stood out on the stage because of his height. With his dark blond hair and silver gray eyes, she’d thought him the best-looking boy in his class. When he’d first moved in with them, no one thought he’d graduate, much less do so with honors. Her father had been so proud of Blake.

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

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

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

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

“Easy, Ms. Nichols. You don’t want to tear your stitches open,” Dr. Vega warned. “Do you want something more for the pain?”

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

Dr. Vega frowned as he considered her request. “All right, but if it gets to be too much for you, don’t hesitate to ask for something to help you sleep. You’ve been through a traumatic experience.”

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

She forced a control into her voice that she didn’t feel. “Would one of you ask Mr. Trahern to come back in?”

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

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

She closed her eyes for a brief moment, but she felt Trahern’s approach. He moved with the soft silence of a big cat, but she swore she could feel the intensity of his gaze from all the way across the room. When he reached the side of her bed, she braced herself and looked up at him. For several seconds, he said nothing as he allowed her to look her fill. The silver gray eyes were the right color, as was his hair. The hard set to his mouth was new but not unexpected. The young man who had made his home with them had not had an easy life; it was bound to take a toll.

“It’s been a long time, Brenna.” His voice was deeper, but there was a note of familiarity, something of the boy she used to know.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She focused on the one piece of that speech that surprised her. “You know about my books?”

His eyes suddenly found one of the machines above her head to be absolutely fascinating. “Yes.”

Despite the situation, that small admission made her smile. “You actually read some of them?”

He shoved his hands in his pockets. “I’ve read all of them, except the latest one on women pioneers here in Missouri.”

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

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

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

“Yes, damn it, I did. You have a real knack for bringing history down to the individual level, letting the reader see and feel what it was like to live back then. Now, can we move on to more important things?”

The little show of temper was almost the last bit of information she needed to accept that this man was the boy she’d last seen over ten years before. One last test and she’d know for certain.

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

He stepped closer and glared down at her. “You still don’t believe it’s me, do you? Well, too damn bad, Brenna, because I’m all that stands between you and—”

Another voice interrupted him. “Come now, Trahern, don’t mislead Ms. Nichols like that. Who do you think watched over her until you came charging in here to stand guard?”

“Shut up, Jarvis.”

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

“No.”

There was no hostility in Blake’s voice, but neither was there any welcome in his body language. Maybe the other man’s approach merely reminded him that they weren’t alone. Who was this Jarvis, that he would have stood guard over her in a hospital? With his dark hair and eyes, he looked nothing like Blake, yet there was a great deal of similarity in their stance—especially in the way their eyes kept checking out their surroundings every few seconds.

“I’m Brenna Nichols, Mr. Jarvis.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Ms. Nichols. Your father was a good man. We had nothing but respect for him.”

Trahern elbowed his unwelcome companion in the ribs. “That’s enough.”

Jarvis put a little more space between them. “I heard the doctor tell the nurse that the police will be here in a few minutes.”

“So?” Trahern said.

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

Brenna was getting really tired of them avoiding her questions and talking as if she weren’t in the room. “Why would the police want to question Blake?”

Jarvis’s smile was a little too practiced for her to trust it. “Because until they know who killed your father, everyone is a suspect. Especially strangers who can’t explain what business they have for being here in the first place.”

“Get out, Jarvis.”

Jarvis planted his feet wide and stood his ground. “After you, Trahern.”

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

“When will you be back?”

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

“We won’t leave you alone, Brenna,” Blake said. “Not until we get to the bottom of this.” He was almost to the door.

“Isn’t that the police’s job?” She knew she was missing something here, something important. “Blake?”

“Not now, Brenna. There isn’t time.”

She didn’t want him to leave, although he’d given her no reason to trust him. She just knew facing a bunch of policemen asking questions to which she had no answers would be easier with Blake Trahern standing at her side. She blinked back tears, not wanting to appear weak.

“Fine. Go ahead and leave. It’s what you’re good at.” If she sounded bitchy, so be it.

His cold gray eyes stared across the room at her. “Snickerdoodles.” Then he was gone.

•   •   •

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

•   •   •

She marshaled enough strength to let a little displeasure show in the tone of her voice. “I’ve already told you everything I know, Detective Montgomery. I have no idea who hated my father enough to kill him.”

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

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

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

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

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

“And your father?”

“He spent most of the morning at his desk in the library. I heard him make several phone calls. When I went in to see if we were still on for lunch, he was gone.” She stared at the ceiling, letting the events of Saturday morning run through her mind like a movie, watching for details that might satisfy the police’s need for information.

The younger detective moved away from the wall, closer to her bed. “Did he act worried or upset?”

She shook her head. “No, Dad always got lost in his work because he paid attention to the details. That’s what made him such a good judge. When he was studying a case, sometimes you had to say his name two or three times to get his attention.”

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

“No, I don’t. In fact, I had thought he was between major cases right now.” But if that was true, what did he need at his office that was so important that he had to find it on a Saturday morning?

“And even though the two of you had plans, he suddenly decided to leave?”

She’d already told them that. “Yes. We agreed to reschedule for another day.”

“Did the two of you often go out to lunch on Saturdays?”

“Sometimes, not regularly.”

“Did you pick the restaurant or did he?”

The two detectives were both asking questions now, making her feel as if she were in the middle of a tennis match. “We both felt like Italian, so we chose accordingly.”

“Do you know who any of the phone calls were to?”

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

“We’ll want to get his phone records.” Montgomery closed his notebook, stuck it back in his pocket, and stared at the floor for a moment, as if gathering up his scattered thoughts.

“Ms. Nichols, thank you for talking to us, especially when you’ve been through so much. If you think of anything else, please call us.” He laid a business card down on her bedside table. “We’ll be in touch.”

“I would appreciate being kept informed on your progress, detectives.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Detective Swan answered without much conviction.

After they left, weariness washed over her, leaving her shaken and a little frightened. Due to her father’s job, she’d spent a lot of time around the law enforcement community. She’d mostly found them to be dedicated to their profession—sympathetic to the victims of crime but hard on criminals. She just wished she knew which category these particular detectives thought she was.








Chapter 2




Come on, Trahern, she’s safe for the moment. Finish your beer.”

Blake’s first inclination was to refuse. Ordinarily, he wouldn’t have hesitated to depend on the Guard to keep Brenna safe, but the recent betrayal back in Seattle had left him distrustful. He’d known Purefoy for years and never suspected the man would betray any of the Paladins, much less their Handler, Dr. Young.

So he sure as hell wasn’t going to leave Brenna’s welfare in the hands of strangers. Too many years had passed since he’d last served in St. Louis for him to be familiar with the local personnel.

But rather than argue with Jarvis, he picked up his drink and took a long swig. Considering how tired he was, he should have been loading up on caffeine rather than alcohol, but his friend had insisted on stopping for a sandwich and a couple of cold ones.

“Don’t worry, Blake. If she’s anything like her old man, she’ll handle whatever the police throw at her.” Jarvis leaned back in his chair and crossed his feet at the ankles, the picture of a man content with his life and relaxing after a long day.

Blake knew better. Despite Jarvis’s easygoing appearance, he had a hair-trigger temper that simmered just beneath the surface. Almost all Paladins did; some were just better at hiding their true natures than others. Others, like Blake, didn’t bother to try. Men usually moved out of his way without hesitation, not even aware of how they knew the danger he represented.

Women often had a different reaction. On some primitive level, they recognized him as the alpha male he was. In the dimmest memories of mankind, he would have led the men in the hunt and had his pick of the women to warm his bed at night. Modern women were smarter than that. They might like to walk on the wild side on Saturday nights, but he wasn’t the kind of man they’d take home to meet the family.

That was fine with him.

He didn’t deal well with crowds or clingy women at the best of times. Now, when all of his protective instincts were at full throttle, his nerves felt stretched to the breaking point. It wouldn’t take much to shatter the fragile control he had over his need to strike out at a handy target—like the bastard who’d killed the judge.

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

“Hey, partner, you’re thinking too hard.” Jarvis straightened up. “You’ve got to be running on empty. Let’s go check on your woman one more time and then hole up at my place for some sleep. Tomorrow we’ll start turning over rocks to see what crawls out.”

“She’s not my woman, Jarvis,” he said with cold anger. The last thing he needed was for rumors to start about his relationship with Brenna. She was the daughter of a former mentor. End of discussion.

His old friend raised his hands in mock surrender. “Fine. Let’s get a move on before you crash.” He stood up and tossed some bills down on the table.

Blake would rather stay in a hotel, or even the emergency barracks near the barrier that the Regents provided for visiting Paladins. But right now he needed Jarvis’s goodwill more than he needed privacy. His friend’s guest room would serve until Brenna was released from the hospital.

It didn’t surprise him when Jarvis left the bar through the back rather than the front. They both paused as they stepped outside to let their eyes adjust to the darkness. There wasn’t even a hint of a breeze in the narrow alley, and the smell of old garbage hung heavily in the night air.

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

“Sounds good to me.”

After only a few steps his shirt was clinging to his skin. Damn, he’d forgotten how hot St. Louis was in the summer. They walked along in silence, for which Blake was grateful. He was thickheaded from too little sleep and too many questions he had no answers for. But before he allowed himself to rest, he’d make sure that Brenna was settled in for the night and that the guards understood their lives were in jeopardy if they failed to keep her safe.

When they reached the street at the far end of the alley, Jarvis headed for a bright blue 1969 Chevelle SS.

“I should have known you’d still be driving that beast.”

Jarvis grinned and patted the roof of his baby. “While you’re here, we’ll have to take her down some of those roller-coaster highways in the Ozarks and let her rip. They don’t make them like this anymore.”

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

His friend looked insulted. “I just finished the restoration on her about a year ago. I did most of it myself—new paint job, new interior, all of it to factory specs. Except for the stereo, she looks just like she did when she first rolled off the lot.”

“And for what you’ve spent on this thing, you probably could have bought two new cars. Something more practical in a nice beige.”

His friend snorted. “Shut up, Trahern. You’ll hurt her feelings.”

When Jarvis climbed in and turned the key in the ignition, a deep-throated rumble purred through the car. Blake leaned back and fought to keep his eyes open. After a few blocks, Jarvis let loose with a string of curses. Blake immediately sat up and reached for his gun, only to remember he wasn’t carrying one.

“What’s wrong?”

Jarvis pointed straight ahead. “See all those flickering lights in the hospital parking lot?”

A sick feeling settled in Blake’s stomach even as adrenaline pumped through his bloodstream, readying him for battle. A bevy of cop cars and fire trucks, all with lights ablaze, were blocking the road ahead. He was already reaching for the door handle before Jarvis stopped the car.

“I left all my weapons in Seattle, figuring on restocking here. Have you got anything I can borrow?”

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

“Fine.”

Blake ran through the shadows for a block before he slowed to a walk. He couldn’t risk drawing unwanted attention to himself by charging into the hospital like the goddamn cavalry. He wouldn’t do Brenna any good cooling his heels in a jail cell, especially if they pulled his old police records.

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

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

“Excuse me, but could you tell me what’s going on? I was on my way to visit a friend in the hospital when I saw all the lights.”

The two men, both orderlies judging by their uniforms, shrugged. “The fire alarm went off. Evidently some trash caught on fire, and a few patients in the far wing had to be evacuated just in case. The all clear came through a few minutes ago, and the patients have already started returning to their rooms. The police are just finishing up their paperwork.”

“Thanks.”

If someone wanted to get at Brenna, what better way to do it than throw the whole hospital into chaos? Even with police and firemen crawling all over the place, there would be a window of time before they arrived during which anyone could slip in and out of the hospital without a soul noticing. And in a medical center the size of this one, there would be enough personnel turnover to cover the presence of an unfamiliar face.

Maybe the fire and commotion had nothing to do with Brenna, but Blake had never liked coincidences. He headed for the staircase and took them two at a time up to Brenna’s floor.

No guard was on duty at the door to the stairs. Son of a bitch! He ran down the hallway, sliding to a stop when he spotted the cluster of guards standing around Brenna’s bed. He shoved his way through to the front, only to see that her bed was empty and the machines that had been monitoring her vitals were dark and silent.

He grabbed the nearest guard by the front of his uniform and shoved the barrel of Jarvis’s gun against the man’s throat.

“Where the hell is she?” Blake’s eyes flicked down to the man’s name badge. “Speak quickly, Baxter, and you’d better have a good answer—because there’s nothing I’d like better right now than to squeeze this trigger.”

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

“Blake Trahern! What are you doing?” A hand grabbed his arm and tried to tug him away. “Stop scaring him like that.”

Brenna’s voice, weak and hoarse, sounded like heaven to him. He slowly lowered the gun, not wanting to startle one of the other guards into a rash act, then stuck it in the back of his waistband.

When he turned to face Brenna, she was swaying slightly.

“What are you doing out of bed?” he snarled.

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

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

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

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

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

“I’ll be nicer when they convince me that they’re taking their jobs seriously.” He ran his hands through his hair in frustration. “You should not have been allowed out of this room until one of them verified in person that the fire alarm was going off for a legitimate reason. It could’ve been set off just to create confusion for your father’s killer to get in here to finish the job he started. They’re supposed to be professionals and should have known better.”

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

“Damn it, Brenna, I don’t give a rat’s ass what they said! Someone killed your father and damned near killed you in the process.” Blake grabbed onto the railing along her bed, his knuckles white with the strain. “Your safety comes first. The next time those bozos out in the hallway screw up, I will pull the trigger and do the whole damned world a favor.”
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