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Chapter 1




Dust and the humidity made the air too heavy to breathe. Jarvis Donahue leaned against a tree and rested his weary body for a few seconds. Sweat stung his eyes, making it impossible to see clearly. When he used the hem of his T-shirt to wipe off his face, it came away stained with dirt, sweat, and old blood. Some of it was his, some of it not.

There was one more Other to track down and kill before he could think about some serious sack time. He was in no condition to fight, but there hadn’t been anyone else left to send.

He reached out with his senses on full alert, listening for the presence of his enemy. Pushing away from the tree, he picked up his sword. At least he was still upright and functioning. That was more than he could say about Jake and several more of his fellow Paladins. The Handlers were scrambling to patch wounded Paladins back together, shoving the walking wounded back out the door as fast as they could. Only the dead were given a chance to rest, but they’d be sent right back into the fight as soon as they had a regular pulse.

For the past two weeks the barrier had been down more than it was up, and anyone strong enough to hold a sword was ordered to hold the line against invasion. If those bastard Regents didn’t bring in some replacements pretty damn quick, the whole state would be overrun with murderous Others on a killing spree.

Jarvis started down the slope toward the narrow river that ran along the valley floor. Some cool water would bolster his energy, and the going would be easier down where the ground was flatter. Slipping and sliding, he hauled his weary ass down the hill, not caring if the noise he made carried to his enemy’s ears.

He wanted the bastard to know that death was on his trail. As long as the Other was busy avoiding the sharp end of Jarvis’s sword, he’d be too busy to look for innocent victims along the way. Right now Jarvis still had the advantage, because the bright daylight would leave the Other all but blind. But once the sun dropped behind the hills to the west, all bets were off. He and his mortal enemy would be stalking each other in the darkness.

There was no sign of anyone along the river. His sword at the ready, Jarvis knelt down and scooped up handfuls of water, splashing almost as much on his clothing as he got into his mouth. The cool, clear water tasted sweet, washing away the coppery taste of blood from his tongue. When he’d had his fill, he dunked his head underwater and then raised up quickly, shaking off the excess water and sending a spray of droplets sparkling through the air.

It was better than a jolt of caffeine for clearing the head. But now, it was time to get back to business. Once darkness fell, the Other would be in his element. Keeping to the edge of the water, Jarvis watched the top of the ridge.

There. Just ahead, someone crested the hill, heading away from the river. Jarvis charged up the hillside, the familiar sizzle of adrenaline surging through his veins. Out here in the countryside, he didn’t have to worry so much about running into civilians. He and the Other would have privacy for this latest battle in the secret war between their two peoples.

Judging by the Other’s speed, he knew Jarvis was closing in on him. Good. Panic made for poor judgment and wasted effort.

Keeping below the crest of the hill, Jarvis shoved through the underbrush as quietly as he could. Any element of surprise was better than none. Maybe he could get ahead of his quarry and stage a nice little ambush for him.


At the edge of a clearing Jarvis picked up his pace, loping through the grass and wishing he had some backup. Even one of the regular guards would have been welcome, but that wasn’t going to happen.

Turning back in the direction he’d last seen the Other, he paused just inside the treeline. All he could hear was his own ragged breathing. Even the cicadas were quiet. Should he risk another few steps? What choice did he have? Some innocent local would pay the price if he didn’t track the murderous son of a bitch down and skewer him. Drawing on his last store of energy, he stalked through the woods with his sword out to the side.

A twig snapped off to his left just as the air stirred behind him. With the instincts born of years of fighting, Jarvis brought up his sword and swung to kill.

The Other jerked back out of range, avoiding being gutted by blind luck. He took off running, pounding downhill toward the river with Jarvis right on his heels. The Other, dressed in Kalith black, was a living shadow as he darted between the trees.

Jarvis didn’t slow down, knowing this was his last chance to catch his enemy. If he failed now, the Other would blend into the darkness and disappear until a trail of human death led the Paladins straight to him. That wasn’t going to happen on Jarvis’s watch.


He flung himself to the ground to slide down the steep slope in a controlled fall. Bruises didn’t matter but a broken bone would leave him vulnerable to attack. He reached the bottom and pulled himself to his feet.

When the Other went splashing across the river, Jarvis charged in right after him, coming out only a few feet from his enemy. The Other finally turned to challenge him, his pale eyes crazed and gleaming in the failing light.

“You know you’re going to die if we fight. Why don’t you come along like a good little freak, and I’ll shove you back across the barrier to your own world.” Jarvis kept his voice reasonable, not sure why he was offering the bastard another chance at life.

Maybe because he was soul-sick with all the killing he’d done, and with no end of it in sight. But not once in all his years as a Paladin had an Other accepted his offer of clemency.

This one was just like the rest. He’d drawn his own sword and stood waiting for the fatal dance to begin. At the last second, his eyes flicked past Jarvis to focus just behind him. Oh, fuck no!

A sword hummed through the heavy evening air from behind Jarvis. He spun to block the blow, only to see at least two Others moving in to surround him. Even at full strength, he would’ve had a hard time taking on that many at once.

Bringing up his sword, he screamed out his rage and prepared to die—again. Well, hell had room for a few Others, too. He might be fighting a losing battle, but he’d take his enemies with him.

•   •   •

An eerie howl broke the early evening quiet, startling Gwen out of the romance novel she’d stolen a few minutes to read. She stuck a scrap of paper in the book to keep her place and listened, waiting for a repeat performance. It wasn’t long in coming, and then a second voice joined in the ballad, making her frown.

Larry, her brother’s coonhound, was a young dog who’d bay at anything that moved in the woods, but Dozer usually showed more sense. Often as not, Larry treed some poor critter and just wanted someone to come admire his handiwork. Dozer spent most of his time sleeping on the porch or tagging along behind Gwen when she worked outside, but right now he sounded pretty darned upset. She pocketed her cell phone and got up to see what had them so worked up.

Dozer let loose with another long howl as she picked up a flashlight and grabbed the loaded twenty-two by the mudroom door. She followed the path toward the small river that ran through the woods bordering her property to the east. The dogs met her at the edge of the trees, looking worried and wagging their tails in obvious relief.


“Come on, boys, let’s go see what you’ve found.”

She offered Dozer the comfort of her touch while Larry ran on ahead, circling back occasionally as if to hurry her along. Despite the cloying heat of the evening air, a chill snaked down her spine.

Dozer crowded closer to her legs and this time, when Larry circled back, he stayed with her. Their unusual behavior was definitely worrisome. Maybe she should have called the dogs into the house and locked the door rather than charging out on her own—especially without telling Chase where she was going.

She shone the flashlight in a wide arc, but its glow extended only a few yards. Dozer whined again and took a few steps forward before looking back at her and slowly wagging his tail. Larry might not have a lick of sense, but she trusted Dozer not to lead her into danger.

“All right, boy, I’m coming.” She rested the barrel of the twenty-two back over her shoulder and hurried after the anxious dogs.

A short distance ahead, Dozer stopped again, this time to raise his head and howl. Larry lay down beside the older dog and trembled. Gwen shined the flashlight on the path ahead of them but didn’t see anything. Then she swung it down toward the river. Just a short distance from the path, she could just make out the shape of something lying half in the water.


It looked like a log, but that wouldn’t have riled up the dogs—unless it had injured an animal when it went down. She never liked killing wild things, but neither would she let some poor animal suffer if she could help it.

Watching out for snakes, she made her way down to the river’s edge, only to realize that the dark lump wasn’t a log at all, but a man.

“Hey, mister, are you all right?” She had to ask even though it was obvious from the way he lay sprawled across the rocks that he wasn’t. “I don’t want to spook you, mister, but these woods are no place to be at night. You shouldn’t be here.” And maybe she should listen to her own advice.

The dogs crowded closer to the limp body, risking a quick sniff now that she was there to protect them. Larry gave the stranger’s face a tentative lick, which got no reaction at all. Either the man had ironclad control over his reflexes or else he was unconscious. She refused to think he might actually be dead.

Her heart in her throat, she knelt at his side and pressed two shaky fingers against the side of his neck. His skin was cool and clammy, but she felt a faint pulse. What to do next? She used the flashlight to catalog the stranger’s injuries.

He looked as if he’d tangled with the wrong end of a buzz saw, with deep cuts along his arms. She reached out to touch his shoulder and her hand came away wet—but not with water. Dear God, his shirt was soaked through with blood! She gagged as her stomach roiled.

Quickly rinsing her hand in the water, she tried not to think about the possible infections his blood might carry. Who or what had done this to him?

But she wouldn’t be any good to either of them if she gave in to panic. She started to reach for her cell phone to dial 911, then froze and blinked her eyes to make sure she was seeing straight.

Unless she’d taken leave of her senses, one of the shallow cuts on his face had all but disappeared while she watched. She peeled off the chambray shirt she wore over her T-shirt and dipped it in the river. Using the damp cloth, she wiped more of the mud and blood off his face and the closest arm to study his injuries. After a few seconds she reached for the phone again, but this time she called the house and waited for her brother to answer.

“Chase, I’m down by the river with an injured man. Bring the garden cart and some old towels. And don’t tell anyone.” She disconnected before her brother could ask any questions.

In all her years, she’d seen only one other person heal that quickly: Chase, her half-brother. If this man had that same ability, he wouldn’t appreciate being at the mercy of the local medical authorities. If he didn’t, well, then she’d call for help as soon as they got to the house.


But maybe, just maybe, she and Chase would finally have some answers about his peculiar gift.

•   •   •

It took considerable pushing and shoving to get the garden cart through the door of the guest room, but they’d finally managed. Gwen quickly stripped the blankets down to the foot of the bed and spread out an old shower curtain to protect the mattress until they got the stranger cleaned up.

“On a count of three, we’ll heave him up onto the bed.”

Chase nodded and took the stranger’s feet while she worked her hands under his armpits. She counted aloud to three, then strained to muscle his deadweight up and onto the bed. It worried her a great deal that the wounded man hadn’t even whimpered, no matter how much they jostled him. It had to hurt, even though his wounds continued to heal before their eyes.

“Who do you think he is?” Chase stared down at the man, worry and curiosity an equal mix in his expression.

“No idea. I’ve never seen him before.” Despite all the grime, he was a strikingly handsome man, one who’d be hard to forget. “We can look for his identification after we get him out of those wet clothes. He’s starting to look a bit blue.”

When she started tugging at the man’s wet shoes, Chase frowned and reached out a hand to stop her. “Maybe I should be the one to strip him.”

Although Chase was almost ten years younger than she was, he’d recently developed a protective streak a mile wide. He was several inches over six feet and starting to pack on some muscle, yet she still had a hard time seeing him as anything other than her little brother.

“I need to check his injuries, Chase. You put the cart back outside and then grab the first aid kit. I’ll get warm water, soap, and towels.”

“But…” He started to protest again.

She already felt half guilty about not calling for an ambulance; the least they could do was get him cleaned up and comfortable as quickly as possible. “Chase, let’s just get this over with. Please.”

He grumbled about her stubbornness under his breath, but she let it pass. When Chase left, she started peeling off the stranger’s wet socks and jeans. She left his boxers in place, figuring the soft cotton would dry fairly quickly. His T-shirt was a goner, though, so she cut it off with scissors.

Despite his goose-bumpy skin and streaks of mud, it was impossible not to admire all those well-defined muscles. Judging by the way he filled up the old double bed, he had to be at least Chase’s height, well over six feet tall. She noted the calluses on his hands and feet, the kind common to those dedicated to martial arts.


Could he be in the military or law enforcement? Or was he some sort of criminal, left to die by his fellow thieves or injured in a heist gone bad? She wouldn’t go there. For the moment, he was helpless and in need of care.

She filled a bowl with warm water, then carried it to the bedside table so she could wash away the dirt and blood to check his injuries. More for Chase’s sake than her patient’s modesty, she draped a clean towel over the center of his groin and set to work.

It was a relief to see that most of his wounds were already closing up and healing. A couple, though, were quite deep and caked with mud. Judging by the number of battle scars on his body, this wasn’t the first time he’d been in this shape. What kind of life did he lead?

Shoving that thought onto the back burner, she began the delicate task of cleaning the filth out of the few deeper cuts. What on earth had he tangled with that would do such damage? It was almost as if he’d been in a knife fight, but it had to be a hell of a big blade to cause such damage.

When Chase finally returned with the first aid kit, his mouth was set in a straight line and his blue eyes darkened in disapproval. He placed the kit within easy reach before bending down to pick up the sodden jeans she’d tossed on the floor.

“Did you check his ID?”


“Not yet. I left that for you.”

Chase pulled out a trifold wallet and carried it over to the lamp to see better. When he pulled out a wad of money, a foil packet fell onto the table. Gwen pretended not to see it while her brother blushed and hastily stuffed it back in the wallet.

“Doesn’t look like he was robbed.” He studied the driver’s license. “His name is Jarvis Donahue, and he has a St. Louis address. How do you think he ended up in our woods?”

“We’ll have to ask him when he wakes up.” She dried the last cut and carefully taped a gauze pad over it with surgical tape. “If he’s like you, he’ll sleep through the night while his body heals. Come morning, though, we should get some answers.”

Chase crowded closer to the bed. “He really is like me.” The boy’s voice cracked, a sign of how intensely the discovery affected him.

“It would appear so. Do you want to be there when I question him?”

“Yes.” Then Chase shook his head. “No, you do it after I leave for work. You can tell me what he said when I get home.”

“But…” she started to argue, but changed her mind. As volatile as Chase’s temper had been lately, there was no telling how he’d react to his problems being discussed with a total stranger.

Gwen stretched her weary back, then gave her brother a weary smile. “Let’s get this mess cleaned up and throw his wet things in the washer. I had to cut his shirt off, so he’ll need something to wear in the morning. Can you toss one of your shirts downstairs when you go up to bed? You’re pretty close in size.”

Chase nodded as he stooped to pick up the jeans and dirty towels and headed for the mudroom. “I’ll set his shoes on the dryer, too.”

“Good idea. Oh, and one other thing. When you come back, bring that rope from the cabinet over the washer.”

Chase’s head jerked around. “Rope? What are you going to do with that?”

“I’m going to tie him to the bed, once I’ve got him under the covers.”

Chase returned to study the stranger. “Why? If you’re that worried, maybe we ought to call the sheriff.”

“That’s part of it, but mainly I’m afraid he’ll thrash around when he starts waking up. Last time you fractured your arm, you almost broke my jaw when I leaned over to check how you were doing. I’d guess he outweighs you by a good thirty pounds, with most of it muscle.”

Chase flushed with embarrassment. That hadn’t been the only time he’d hurt her when he was in the throes of healing. He couldn’t help himself; it was just the way things were for him. She’d learned to approach him with great care.


“Can you roll him to one side for me while I get rid of the shower curtain? Lying on that plastic won’t be comfortable.”

Chase set down the wet clothes and towels and turned the stranger on his side while she tugged the curtain out from beneath him. Then they pulled the blankets up to cover him and put a pillow under his head.

“Thanks, Chase. If you’ll start the washer, I’ll put the clothes in the dryer later. Once you’ve done that and gotten me the rope, go on up to bed. I’m going to stay down here tonight.”

“I can take a shift. What if he gets loose?”

Gwen mustered a reassuring smile. “I’ll bring the dogs in to sleep by my chair. They’ll sound the alarm if he tries anything. I’ll be fine.”

Chase didn’t like it, but he left to do as she asked.

She checked her patient one more time. His skin was warmer to the touch, and his color had improved considerably since they’d brought him into the house. The unhealthy blue tone to his skin was gone, and his face had relaxed into peaceful sleep. She was pretty sure she’d made the right choice in bringing him home instead of turning him over to the authorities.

She could only imagine what the local emergency room doctors would have done when his cuts and bruises disappeared right before their eyes. He’d be lucky if he didn’t end up the object of some highly classified medical experiments. She shuddered at the thought.

After letting in the dogs, she restrained their guest with the rope. She felt a little guilty, but she wouldn’t risk him hurting her or her brother. In the morning, she would untie him—if he gave her a believable explanation for how he’d come to be in that condition in her woods.

If she didn’t like what he had to say, she would call the sheriff, although she’d have to come up with some excuse for not calling him in the first place. But she really, really hoped that this man had answers for all the questions she had about her younger brother.

She tugged a chair closer to the bed, then settled in for a long night.

•   •   •

Consciousness came burning back, jerking Jarvis out of the deep sleep his body demanded for healing. With it came the familiar surge of anger, coupled with a heightened awareness of being alive. His skin burned and hurt, as if it were too small to contain him any longer. Old habits had him twisting and turning to break free of his bonds; he hated being tied down, and hated the need for it even more.

But something was different. Waking up unable to move was hardly a new experience, but he was used to the cold chill of stainless steel under his back, not soft, sun-dried sheets. He tried to move his sword arm, but couldn’t budge it more than an inch or two. Same with his left.

His legs were bound, too—but with rope rather than the security straps and chains his Handlers used. What was going on? Keeping his eyes shut, he reached out with his other senses.

There were other heartbeats in the room, two of which weren’t human. The good news was that they weren’t Others. The third heartbeat was definitely human, and from the faint scent of floral perfume, it was most likely a woman’s.

Where the hell was he, if he wasn’t dead and he wasn’t in the lab?

His last clear memory was the nightmare realization that he was about to die at the hands of a rogue mob of Others. Everything after that was a complete blank.

He opened one eye to assess his situation. A ceiling fan whirred softly overhead.

To the right was an old-fashioned oak dresser and a wall covered in floral striped wallpaper. Careful not to make any sudden moves, he slowly looked to his other side and hit pay dirt.

A woman lay sprawled in a chair in the corner. She couldn’t possibly be comfortable with her neck bent like that, but it clearly hadn’t interfered with her ability to sleep. Who was she?

He’d always been a sucker for redheads, especially the ones with fair skin and a few freckles thrown in for extra interest. He grinned, willing to bet she hated each and every one of them.

He studied her face, liking what he saw. What color were her eyes? He was betting on green, or maybe a rich chocolate brown. Her hands looked strong and capable, and she wasn’t wearing a wedding ring—although that didn’t always mean anything. Not that it mattered. Once she cut him free, he’d leave, never to darken her doorway again. And that was a damn shame. He definitely wouldn’t mind a romp in this bed with her.

Then he noted the rifle within easy reach of her chair. She’d been smart enough to tie him down, and he bet she knew how to use that gun. A bullet from a twenty-two wouldn’t kill him, but it would hurt like hell. And if she hit a vital spot, it would definitely slow him down.

He shifted slightly, causing the bed to creak. Immediately there was the sound of claws scrabbling on a wooden floor, and two furry heads popped up over the edge of the bed. The dogs were well mannered enough not to jump up with him, but they whined and looked back at their owner as if trying to figure out what to do next.

The woman went from sound asleep to wide awake in a heartbeat. She jerked upright, her eyes wide and a little scared. Then she reached out to reassure her guardians.


“Down, boys. He doesn’t need you in his face.” The animals immediately disappeared from view.

If she’d been pretty while asleep, she was stunning wide awake. And he’d been right the first time: her eyes were a bright green with flecks of gold in them. Right now they were focused on him with sharp intelligence.

“Good morning, Mr. Donahue.”

How the hell did she know his name? Then he spied his wallet on the small table next to the chair. She’d rifled through his things?

He let a little temper show in his words. “You seem to have me at a disadvantage, Mrs….”

“Gwen. Gwen Mosely, and it’s Miss.”

That pleased him far more than it should. “I would offer to shake your hand, but I’m a bit tied up at the moment.”

When she made no move to untie him, he tried again. “I won’t hurt you, Miss Mosely. If you’ll just untie me, I’ll leave and never bother you again.”

Preferably without answering any of the questions she was likely to start asking, ones he couldn’t answer.

“My dogs found you last night, and my brother and I brought you up to the house.”

He could imagine what shape he’d been in when they found him. After a fierce fight, he’d managed to escape from the Others, but he hadn’t expected to live through the night.


“Thank you.”

“You were a bloody mess.” Her eyes darkened. “I don’t suppose you’ll tell me how you came to be in that condition.”

“You suppose right.” With the toll healing took on his body, he simply didn’t have the energy to think up a believable lie. “You don’t want to know the details.”

“Well, yes, actually I do.” She leaned forward, as if to encourage him to start talking.

He went on the attack. “Why didn’t you call the authorities? Or are you in the habit of taking in wounded strangers and tying them up?”

Her fair skin flushed. “I thought about calling Sheriff Cooper, but he would have insisted on calling an ambulance. I didn’t think you’d want the local medical authorities to get their hands on you. A man with your particular abilities could end up as a lab rat somewhere.”

His stomach clenched. She was right—but her reaction to his ability to heal didn’t make sense. Unless she knew more about Paladin physiology than any civilian had business knowing.

“I would have survived the experience.” Short of a head shot or amputation, he could survive almost anything, but she didn’t know that. Or shouldn’t.

“My mistake, then. Next time I find you cut to shreds and half-drowned, I’ll save myself a lot of work and call nine-one-one.” She had a redhead’s temper, all right.


He tried his most winning smile. “Did I forget to thank you? This is a far more pleasant wake-up than I expected to have.”

She wasn’t buying it. “Save the charm for someone who might fall for it, Mr. Donahue.”

He couldn’t help laughing. “Okay, but the gratitude was sincere. I really do appreciate what you did for me.” He tugged at his ropes again. “Now, can you cut me loose?”

She gave him a slow nod. “On one condition. You stay for breakfast and meet my brother.”

That seemed like a simple enough request, but was it? What difference did it make if he met her brother or not? Maybe he should find out.

“Deal.”

She smiled. “Good.” She began working on the ropes before she spoke again. “There’s a bathroom down the hall on the right. I’ll lay out towels and a toothbrush for you. Your clothes are clean—well, your jeans and socks are. I’m afraid your shirt was beyond salvaging. My brother is about your size, though, so you can wear one of his.”

So her brother was full-grown. If he was an adult, though, why would he let his sister stand guard rather than do it himself? They had no way of knowing whether Jarvis was a good guy or a bad guy, and he’d give her brother an earful on the subject.

He remained still until she finished untying him, not wanting to startle her with any sudden moves. When she stepped away from the bed with her two dogs flanking her, he slowly sat up. Other than a few sore spots, he was well on his way to mending.

When he swung his legs over the side of the bed, she actually blushed and backed farther away. He grabbed the sheet to cover himself up. In the lab, he was used to waking up stark naked with a serious woody and thinking nothing of it. But from the way she kept her gaze strictly on his face, she wasn’t used to strange men walking around her house in their underwear, aroused or otherwise.

“I, um, I’ll go get your things.” She beat a hasty retreat.

Once she left the room, he picked up his cell phone from next to his wallet and called headquarters to check in. They sounded relieved to hear from him, but he didn’t fool himself that they really cared. His permanent death might even come as a relief to some of the Regents, considering how often he was in their face over how they treated the local Paladins.

The good news was that the barrier had finally stabilized during the night. The mop-up campaign was nearly complete, and everyone had orders to stand down for the next couple of days.

Jarvis hung up, then headed down the hallway to the bathroom. After a hot shower, he’d ask his hostess a few pointed questions of his own.









Chapter 2




Gwen heard the shower shut off. She flipped the pancakes on the griddle and decided she should make half a dozen more. Chase ate like a bottomless pit lately, and Jarvis Donahue was coming off a night of intense healing. Cooking three times the normal number of pancakes, scrambling a dozen eggs, and frying a pound of bacon should be enough. Maybe.

If not, there was always cold cereal. The coffeepot stopped perking, and a pitcher of orange juice was already sitting on the table. She wiped her hands on a dish towel, then caught herself patting her hair to make sure it was tidy.

What was she thinking? Granted, this guy was definitely good-looking, but he wasn’t the kind of man for a woman like her. Even if he did make her hormones sit up and take notice.


It had been a long time since she’d enjoyed the company of a man, in bed or out of it. She’d been responsible for raising her brother ever since she was twenty and he was ten. Keeping a roof over their heads and meals on the table had taken most of her energy; she’d had very little leftover for something as frivolous as a boyfriend.

Keeping the farm had been a wise choice; now it offered Chase a sanctuary from the outside world that sometimes felt too small and confining for him. He was becoming increasingly aggressive and short-tempered, especially around boys his own age. Keeping him buried under a stack of chores all summer had drastically reduced the number of complaints about his behavior, but she dreaded what would happen when school started up again.

She listened to the sound of her unexpected guest moving around in the bathroom. For the first time, she might find some answers to the question of what made Chase that way. Since this stranger shared Chase’s ability to heal, maybe he shared some of the other characteristics, as well. If he’d found a way to master his volatile nature, then there was hope for her brother.

The footsteps overhead meant Chase was up and moving, too. Good. It would be interesting to see how the two males reacted to each other.

When the bathroom door opened, she quickly added the pancakes to the stack from the oven. Then she set the warm platter on the table.

Jarvis walked into the kitchen and instantly the room seemed to shrink in size. Although there was no aggression in his stance, it was like watching a large predator establishing its territory. He had to still be hurting from the worst of his injuries, but there was no sign of it in the flex and play of his muscles under Chase’s shirt. And boy, Jarvis filled out that T-shirt in a whole different way than her brother did.

Had the temperature in the room just jumped up twenty degrees?

Jarvis came to an abrupt stop when he saw the table. His dark eyes lit up, and his mouth curved up in a slow grin. “Maybe I did die and go to heaven. Tell me you didn’t go to all that trouble for me? Although I’m not complaining a bit.”

“I have a teenager in the house, Mr. Donahue. Cooking for him is almost a full-time job.” Still, his reaction pleased her no end. Chase blindly ate anything that she set in front of him; having a more appreciative audience was an experience to be savored.

“Please have a seat while I pour the coffee.”

He pulled out the nearest chair and sank down into it, moving a little gingerly.

“Would you like a couple of aspirin or something?”


“No, I’m better off without taking anything. I should be back to normal in another day or so.” He added three teaspoons of sugar to his coffee before taking a big gulp of the scalding liquid.

“Go ahead and serve yourself. Chase should be along shortly.”

“Aren’t you going to sit down, too?”

He made no move eat until she took the seat opposite him. She’d chosen it because it was the farthest away from Jarvis, not trusting the way she was reacting to his proximity, but now she had no choice but to look straight across the table at him.

He was already pouring a generous amount of maple syrup over the huge stack of pancakes on his plate. Adding a sizeable serving of eggs and several strips of bacon, he looked like man intent on doing some serious eating after a long, lean period.

The two of them ate in a companionable silence for several minutes until Chase came pounding down the stairs. When he entered, Jarvis stopped chewing and stared at the teenager with something like shock before he quickly schooled his features to a more neutral look.

He definitely knew something, and she wasn’t going to let him get by with keeping it to himself.

“Chase, this is Jarvis Donahue. Mr. Donahue, my brother Chase.”

Jarvis immediately set down his fork and stood up. He held out his hand to Chase and smiled. “Make it just plain Jarvis. I’ve already thanked your sister for taking me in last night, but I know she couldn’t have done it without your help. I appreciate it.”

Chase’s eyes flickered in her direction, waiting for her slight nod before accepting Jarvis’s outstretched hand. “You look a helluva lot better this morning than you did last night.”

Jarvis grinned. “I’m sure those hounds of yours have dragged in better-looking specimens than me.” He sat down and picked up his fork again. “Sorry for starting without you, Chase, but it’s been a long time since I’ve had home cooking.”

He was a charmer all right, but his remark still pleased her. Once again silence descended on the table as the two males concentrated on stuffing their faces. Oddly, it felt very comfortable to have this total stranger join them for a meal.

As usual, Chase was the first one done eating. He pushed his plate away and stood up. “Nice meeting you, Jarvis. Glad you lived.”

She sighed. “Chase, I swear one of these days…”

He just grinned. “See you later, Sis. We’ll talk later, but I promised Mr. James I’d help him load the hay in the back field today.”

“Okay. Be home for dinner by six.”

“Will do.” Then he whistled for the dogs and tore out of the house, letting the door slam shut behind him.

She loved her brother dearly and enjoyed having him around. However, that didn’t mean she wasn’t grateful that he’d found part-time work with the neighbor for the summer. It kept him in spending money and gave him something constructive to do with his time and overabundance of energy.

Jarvis finished his own meal. “That was terrific, Miss Mosely. If I ate like that every day, I wouldn’t be able to fit through the door.”

“Please call me Gwen.”

He nodded as he picked up his plate and headed for the sink.

“I can clean up in here later. Please sit down.”

“Let me earn my keep, Gwen. It won’t kill me to do a few dishes.”

He cleared the table with quick efficiency, leaving her nothing to do but sip her coffee and enjoy the view. The man did a great job filling out those jeans.

•   •   •

He hoped Gwen never took up poker for a living. She’d starve to death, because every thought was right there on her expressive face. Right now, she was working herself up to ask him something important.

When he’d been in the shower, he’d tried to figure out why she hadn’t gone to the police when she’d found a half-dead stranger in the woods. Especially one whose wounds had closed up and healed in a matter of hours.


But one look at her younger brother had answered that question. He was a dead ringer for a Paladin who’d served in the area just about the time Chase would have been born. Chase might not know it, but one day soon he’d be picking up a sword and learning to fight. If he didn’t, his life would be hell, and his pretty sister would suffer right along with him. It was obvious that the two siblings were close, and Gwen wouldn’t like hearing her brother was a born warrior destined to die over and over again, fighting the same secret war that Jarvis did.

It was a bitch of a way to live, but it was written in their blood and their bones. Somewhere in their past, alien beings the Paladins called Others had crossed from a dark world known as Kalithia into this one and left their mark on the human gene pool. It was ironic that those distant ancestors had helped create the Paladins, whose job was to drive the Others back into the darkness of their own world.

While Jarvis kept his hands busy drying dishes, he tried to decide how much he could safely tell Gwen about her brother. Not much. He would also have to insinuate himself into their lives long enough to get Chase started on the path to becoming a fully trained Paladin, without his sister realizing what he was up to.

Being around Gwen certainly wouldn’t be any hardship. The problem would be to avoid any messy emotional entanglements. He was too old, too tired, and too close to the end to get involved with a woman, no matter how tempted he was to find out if she had freckles all over that luscious, creamy skin. The mere thought made him harden.

Great—how was he supposed to hide his erection now? He turned away from the sink and dried his hands on the dish towel, keeping the terrycloth in front of him until he was safely seated at the table. Stretching out his legs, he leaned back and waited for the inquisition to begin.

It didn’t take long.

Gwen’s green eyes looked troubled. “You were hurt pretty badly last night,” she began.

“Yeah, I was.”

“Bloody and cut to pieces.” She worried her lower lip with her teeth while she waited for him to respond.

“I don’t remember much about it, but I’ll take your word for it.” He wasn’t about to tell her that he’d been fighting a pack of ravening monsters within spitting distance of her backyard.

“Yet here you are, no more than twelve hours later, with barely a scratch on you.”

“True.” He reached behind him to snag the coffeepot and refilled his mug. “Want some?”

There was a small flash of temper in the way she shook her head. She suspected he was toying with her, and she was right. Maybe he should just answer the question she was dancing around.

“You and your brother had different fathers, didn’t you?” He dumped sugar into his coffee and stirred it.

She looked puzzled. “Yes, but how did you know that? Other than hair color, we have many common features.”

“Because Chase is the very image of an old acquaintance of mine. He had that same black hair and bright blue eyes. And I’d guess when Chase finishes filling out that frame of his, he’ll be as big as his daddy was.”

Just as he’d intended, he’d shocked her.

“What did your mother tell you about Chase’s dad?” he asked.

Sadness settled on Gwen’s shoulders. “Not much. She never told us even who he was, but he hurt her pretty badly. I was just shy of ten when she met him. For the first time since my father died, she seemed happy. She would get all dressed up and go out to meet him somewhere, so I never even saw him. Then all of a sudden, Mom quit going anywhere. She’d just stare at the phone as if willing it to ring, but it never did. Then a few months later, she gave birth to Chase.”

The dates fit. “His name was Harvey Fletcher, and he was a good man. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to call your mother; he couldn’t. He died almost exactly eighteen years ago.”


To his horror, Gwen’s eyes filled with tears. “I wish someone would’ve let my mother know. At least she could’ve grieved for his passing, rather than spending the last years of her life waiting for him to walk back through the door.”

“I’m sorry, too. I’d guess no one knew about your mother’s involvement with Harvey. But from what I remember about him, he would never have willingly abandoned his son.” He leaned over and put his hand over hers in comfort.

She stared at their hands. “Did this Harvey person heal like you do? Like Chase does?”

There was no use in denying it. “Yes, Harvey had that same ability.”

She nodded as if she’d already guessed that would be the answer. “Were you and he related?”

Now there was a question. He couldn’t very well tell her that they shared alien DNA. “Only very distantly.”

She ran her hand over the table, smoothing a couple of wrinkles in the tablecloth. Evidently she had another question but wasn’t sure how to go about asking it.

“Gwen, just spit it out, whatever it is.”

“Chase gets into a lot of fights, especially with boys his own age. The trouble is, he’s so much bigger than most of them that folks are afraid he’s going to kill somebody one of these days. It’s better in the summer when he’s not shut up in school all day, but he’s getting less able to tolerate crowds of any kind.”

Boy, did that sound familiar. If the Regents hadn’t found Jarvis when they did and brought him into the Paladin organization, he had little doubt that he would have ended up in prison. Chase’s sister was smart to realize the boy needed help.

“Have you thought about getting him involved in martial arts? The discipline helped me learn self-control.” Coupled with weapons training, the Regents had honed his innate urge to fight into a lethal combination designed solely for killing Others.

“Is it expensive?”

Here was his in with the family. “To get him started, just to see if he likes the sport, I’d be glad to work with him.”

She considered the idea for all of two seconds before shaking her head. “I couldn’t ask that of you, but thank you for offering.”

“Why not?”

Her fair skin flushed with embarrassment. “Because I can’t afford to pay you, and charity doesn’t set well with me.”

Pride was something he could understand, even if it was misplaced. “I wasn’t asking for money, Gwen. Someone did the same thing for me when I was about Chase’s age. It saved my sanity, so I’m just passing along the favor.”


Pursing her lips, she slowly nodded. “All right, I’ll talk to him and see if he’s interested. If he is, how can I get in touch with you?”

“I’ll give you my cell phone number. It’s good day or night.”

At least he’d planted the seeds. If they didn’t take, he’d have to think of some other excuse to return to the Mosely farm. A new Paladin wasn’t something to be wasted; there were too few of them as it was. He had a duty to the Regents organization to recruit a new warrior. It had nothing to do with the boy’s sister, much less her red hair and those adorable freckles.

Yeah, right.

•   •   •

“Get the hell away from me with those damn needles. Why don’t you just slit my wrist and bleed me dry? It’d be faster and hurt less!”

At the sound of Jake’s irate voice, Jarvis poked his head through the lab door and grinned. “Hey, buddy, how goes it?”

The look his friend aimed in his direction was only slightly less irritated than the one he’d been giving the poor tech who was still waiting to draw his blood.

“I’ll be fine when these bozos realize I’m a Paladin, not a damned pincushion.” He begrudgingly held out his arm and let the tech apply a tourniquet.


Jarvis thought maybe Jake could use a distraction. He held out Jake’s favorite laptop as a peace offering, knowing Jake spent most of his free time perfecting his dragon computer game. “Got time to do some research for me?”

Jake winced as the needle went in, keeping his eyes firmly on Jarvis. “Got nothing but time. Doc Crosby says I’ll be here at least two more days until my legs are back in one piece. Why? What do you need?”

Jarvis waited until the tech had left the room. Then he handed Jake the computer, snagged a chair, and straddled it, resting his arms on the back.

“You might be too young to remember, but there used to be a Paladin here named Harvey Fletcher. He died about eighteen years ago. I need everything you can ferret out about him. No rush, though,” he added, noting the gray cast to Jake’s face.

“Any special reason?” Jake let his head sag back against the pillow as if the effort to support it was too much. Having been dead the day before had that effect on a man.

“I’m pretty sure that I found his son.”

The announcement brought new life to Jake’s expression. “I’ll be damned. I thought you were out on mop-up.”

“I was. Damned near ended up a permanent casualty, too. I thought I was facing one Other, but he’d brought along his fan club.”

“Bad luck, that.” Jake didn’t need the details to know that it had been rough. “So how did you go from almost dying to finding a new recruit?”

“A pair of dogs found me and raised hell until their owner came to investigate. She and her brother hauled me out of the river and up to their house. I woke up there this morning, tied down to the bed and all patched up.”

“She?” Jake managed a half-hearted leer. “You have all the luck Jarvis. I wake up here getting poked with needles, while you have some beautiful woman fussing over you.”

“I never said she was beautiful.” Although she definitely was.

“She had to be better looking than Doc Crosby.” Jake frowned. “Wait a minute. How did she know to tie you down?”

“I think she was going to call the sheriff when she found me, but saw my wounds starting to close up. She’s seen her brother do the same thing and knew I might not come back in control of myself. She took me in for the night to get some answers about the problems she’s been having with him.”

Jake nodded. “It’s bad enough when you know what’s happening. I’ll bet it’s hell watching someone you love struggling to control untrained aggression. You gonna bring him in?”


“Eventually. For now, I offered to start teaching the boy martial arts. I figure the sister doesn’t need to know that includes weapons training.”

“So what do you want me to research? Seems like you’ve already got everything on track.”

“I thought the boy might eventually like to know something about his father. Maybe even a picture if you can find one, something to help him feel connected to his father’s legacy. Their mother evidently took it pretty hard when Harvey disappeared, especially when she turned up pregnant and no man in sight.”

“How old is the sister?”

Jarvis pictured Gwen’s face in his mind. “I’d guess she’s got about ten years on her brother.” Which made her fifteen years younger than himself—and way too innocent for the dark violence that made up the world he lived in.

What a damn shame.

Something in his expression must have given his thoughts away because Jake was looking at him skeptically. “So you’re doing all of this for the brother, right?”

Jarvis gave in and smiled. “That’s my story and I’m sticking to it.”

Jake laughed and then winced. “Damn, I keep forgetting how badly cracked ribs hurt. When are you going to see the boy again?”

“Maybe in a couple of days. First I’m going to crash for a solid twenty-four hours before I set foot out of this place again.”

The doors behind them swung open and their Handler walked in. “Ah, Mr. Donahue. I was wondering when I’d see you. I understand that you had a rough time of it.”

“A few cuts and scratches, nothing too serious.” Anything short of dead wasn’t too bad.

The doctor looked at him over the top of his reading glasses. “Right. Well, you hop right up there on the table next to Jake’s and let me be the judge of that.”

Aw, hell. But there was no arguing with the medical staff. If he didn’t willingly offer himself up for the doctor’s inspection, the Handler would call for the guards to force the issue.

Ignoring Jake’s smirk, Jarvis yanked off Chase’s shirt and let the doctor run through a cursory examination.

“Someone did a good job cleaning up those cuts.”

Jarvis gritted his teeth when the doctor hit a couple of sore spots. “I’ll pass along your compliments.”

“Do that. Now go get some rest, and check back in a couple of days to make sure those two deep ones have healed up cleanly.”

“Will do.” He hopped back down and pulled his shirt back on. “Hey, Doc, did you know a Paladin named Harvey Fletcher? Died about eighteen years ago?”

The Handler frowned and then nodded. “Now there’s a name I haven’t thought of in a long time. He was a good man. Why do you ask?”

“Someone mentioned his name the other day. I hadn’t been here all that long when he died.”

Dr. Crosby stared up at the ceiling. “If I recall, he was permanently killed in some woods near here. I had just come on board as a Handler, but I remember everybody being pretty upset about his death. No one could figure out how it had happened.”

He checked Jake’s chart. “I’m going to kick you out of here, Jarvis. Jake needs to sleep, and he won’t as long as you’re here. He doesn’t like to admit how close we came to losing him altogether.”

Doc Crosby reached over and confiscated Jake’s laptop. “I’ll be keeping this until you look less like death warmed over.”

Jake put up a token resistance. “Jarvis, remind me to program the dragon to eat the Doc.”

“Careful, buddy. Remember those rusty needles Doc keeps for special occasions.”

Jake frowned, but his eyes were already starting to close.

Jarvis nodded. “Thanks for everything, Doc.”

After Dr. Crosby disappeared into his office, Jarvis leaned down to whisper to his friend, “Jake, do you need anything?”


Jake popped one eye back open. “By tomorrow I’ll be bored out of my wits. Come by if you get a chance, so I can beat you at chess.”

“In your dreams, buddy, but it’s a deal. I might even sneak in some decent food.”

“I heard that!” Dr. Crosby poked his head back out. “Make sure there’s enough for me, too, or I’ll restrict his diet and eat it anyway. Jake’s not the only one who gets tired of the stuff they serve around here.”

“Will do, Doc. See you tomorrow, Jake.”

“I’ll try to have something for you by then.”

“Thanks. I appreciate it.”

Once he had Jake’s research and time to wash Chase’s shirt, he’d have all the excuse he needed to pay another call on the Moselys.

•   •   •

Snapping beans allowed Gwen an excuse to sit on the screened-in porch for a much needed rest. She settled into her grandmother’s old rocker as Dozer flopped down in his favorite spot right under the ceiling fan. She smiled and reached out with her bare toes to rub his back. He groaned and rolled over to give her better access to his belly.

“Silly dog. I’ve got better things to do than pet you.”

That was true, but it didn’t stop her from giving him a good scratch and rub. He rewarded her with a quick slurp of his tongue before settling in for his afternoon nap.

The dog had the right idea. It was too hot and muggy to do much moving around. She eyed the book she’d set on the table, then the bowl of beans. The vegetables won, but only barely. After finishing the beans, she would put them on to simmer and fix herself another glass of iced tea. Then she’d settle into the rocker and read. She could water the vegetable garden later.

She fell into the easy rhythm of snapping the beans as she rocked. The fan kept the air moving enough to keep the heat bearable. Other than the beans, she’d planned a cold dinner of leftover fried chicken, potato salad, and sliced fruit.

A few minutes later, Dozer lifted his head and sniffed the air. He whined and lumbered to his feet. After pushing the screen door open with his nose, he headed up the driveway toward the road. What had caught his attention?

Larry came charging out of the barn to take up position next to the older dog. Both stood stock still, except for the slow wag of their tails.

They seemed curious, but not worried. Setting the bowl aside again, she walked outside onto the steps. The low rumble of a powerful engine approached, and she waited to see who was paying her a visit.

Seconds later, a muscle car eased down the last stretch of the driveway. The driver was wisely taking it slowly. If she had a car like that, she would have parked it up on the road rather than risk its paint job and undercarriage on a stretch of gravel that had more ruts than flat spots.

It wasn’t a friend of Chase’s; if one of his few friends drove something that hot, he would have mentioned it. The car was all about power and speed. She thought about the pickup she and Chase shared—banged-up, rusty in spots, and all too practical—and sighed with envy.

The car nosed off to the side of the driveway and stopped by the barn. The glare of the sun off the windshield made it impossible to make out the driver, but when the door opened, her heart stuttered. Jarvis Donahue was back.

It had been almost a week since he’d walked out the door and, she’d thought, out of her life. But there he was, petting Dozer and taking the time to throw a stick for Larry before heading for her.

Lord, the way that man moved, he was all grace and lean strength. His jeans were obviously old favorites, worn at the knee and frayed at the hem. His dark blue sports shirt was unbuttoned over a white T-shirt that outlined all those well-defined muscles. Seriously yum.

“You’re looking healthier than the last time you showed up.” She regretted the bit of a bite in her comment, but he could have called first. There he was looking fine, and she had her hair pinned up in a sloppy knot to keep it up off her neck. Her clothes were clean, but that was all she could say about them.

He smiled as he rocked back on his heels. “Yeah, I haven’t been chewed up and spat out in a few days now. I’m thirsty, though.”

Where were her manners? Short-circuited by her unruly hormones no doubt. “Come up on the porch and sit a spell. Lemonade or iced tea?”

“Tea sounds good.”

“Sweet or plain?”

He pulled a chair closer to her rocker and sat down, looking as if he planned to be there awhile. “Sweet would hit the spot.”

She laughed as she headed inside. “I should have guessed that, after seeing how much sugar you dumped in your coffee.”

Inside the house, she decided to run a brush through her hair. She considered a quick change of clothes, but that would have been too obvious.

After filling a couple of glasses with ice and tea, she set them on a tray, then she added a plate of homemade cookies before carrying it out to the table between the two rockers.

“Help yourself to the cookies.”

He didn’t hesitate, grabbing three in one hand and the tea in the other. “Thank you, Gwen. It’s already been a long, hot day.”


“Did you come all the way from St. Louis?”

He looked surprised. “St. Louis?”

“That’s what the address on your driver’s license said.” She blushed, even though they’d had a legitimate reason to pry into his privacy at the time.

His eyes crinkled in the corners. “I forgot you and Chase snooped through my wallet.”

Now she was both embarrassed and outraged. “You were unconscious! We were only—”

He grinned and held up a hand to stop her. “I was just teasing, Gwen. You had every right to do some checking. But to answer your question, I’m spending the summer with some friends. They live just a little east and south of here.”

“Oh.”

He gave her an odd look before turning his attention toward the dogs rolling in the dust near his car. It took her a second to realize that she was rocking as if her life depended on it. She slowed down and wished her pulse would do the same.

“So what brought you down this way?” To keep her hands busy, she reached for the beans and started snapping them again.

“I had expected you to call. When you didn’t, I decided it was a nice day for a drive. Did you talk to Chase about the lessons?”

No, she hadn’t. She’d planned to, but kept finding one excuse after another to avoid bringing up the subject. The worst thing was that she didn’t even know why. Knowing she couldn’t afford to pay for lessons was part of it, but not the real reason. Her nights had been filled with restless dreams about Jarvis Donahue.

“He’s been so busy working, I didn’t want to take away what free time he has.”

Jarvis took another cookie. “It’s going to get worse for him, Gwen. The aggression, the need to fight.”

“You don’t know that.”

He reached across the table to put his warm hand on her arm. “Yeah, I do. How about if I talk to him myself? If he’s not interested, fine. But I know how it is for a boy like Chase. He reminds me a lot of me.”

She looked at him levelly. “And who are you, Jarvis? You’ve never explained how you came to be in my woods, much less who left you in that condition.”

“No. I haven’t because I can’t.” His mouth was a hard slash and his dark eyes turned chilly.

“Can’t or won’t?” She finished the beans and set them aside, wishing she had something else to do.

“Both, actually, but I won’t let anything hurt you or Chase.”

She believed him; maybe even trusted him, although she wasn’t sure she should. “He’ll be home in an hour. If you’re willing to take potluck, why don’t you stay for dinner? That’ll give him a chance to get to know you. Once we see how that goes, we can broach the subject to him.”

“I’d be a fool to turn down more of your cooking.” He snagged the last cookie and ate it.

Wasn’t there an old saying that the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach? Not that she was interested in his heart. But just in case, she’d bring out more cookies.

•   •   •

Gwen was antsy. Every few seconds, she’d look at the clock and then out the window. Jarvis pretended not to notice, but Chase was forty-five minutes late and that definitely worried his big sister. Maybe he could distract her. He walked over to where Gwen stood watching out the window.

“Can I do something to help? Maybe set the table?”

She jumped about a foot. “What?”

He hid the urge to smile. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I just asked if I could help you set the table.”
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