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			Chapter 1

			A ball of wadded-up paper flew past Reggie’s head to hit a bank shot into the trash can. She ignored both it and the argument that had been going on for the past ten minutes.

			“I’m telling you, no matter what Big Ed thinks, it’s our very own Regina Morrison who is going to bring down the Knightwalker!”

			Cody, her cubicle partner, was a college student who worked part-time for the firm, his hours arranged around his class schedule. The kid had more energy than any other three coworkers combined, and she liked his enthusiasm. Well, at least when he wasn’t trying to make a killing in the office pool by betting on her skills in tracking down hackers.

			He threw another “ball” toward the garbage. This time it missed and landed on her desk. She picked it up and tossed it back over her shoulder, her aim spot-on after months of practice.

			“Thanks, Reggie.”

			Cody snagged the paper out of the air without missing a beat. “Seriously, I’m betting Reggie nails the target to the wall by Friday, next week at the latest. The Knightwalker’s ass will be toast,” he continued.

			“Drop it, Cody,” she told him.

			He paid about as much attention this time as he had to her past dozen attempts to stop him. As he wadded up another piece of paper, he went right on talking her up.

			“You know her skills are smokin’ hot. If we pool our resources, we can make a killing.”

			The sound of heavy footsteps put a sudden end to the conversation. Reggie immediately cleared her screen and brought up another case just as a shadow fell across her desk and a meaty hand landed on her shoulder. She gritted her teeth and set her keyboard back on the desk so she could move quickly if need be. Ignoring her unwanted company, she kept right on typing.

			“Hey there, Cyberqueen. Your little buddy Cody here might be backing your play in this particular game, but don’t let it go to your head. You and I both know that I’m the big dog around here when it comes to catching a hacker like the Knightwalker.”

			“Get your hand off me, Ed.”

			She’d give him two seconds to comply before demonstrating why she was the star pupil in her self-defense classes. Most men never saw past her dark blond hair and baby blues, sorely underestimating her strength and speed. The guys in her dojo only made that mistake once.

			Ed would learn differently, too, if he kept pushing her. The mental image of Big Ed curled up on the floor, holding his personal package and squealing like a pig, held a great deal of appeal. Luckily for him, he stepped away before she gave in to the impulse.

			She went back to ignoring him. Ed’s sense of self-importance had taken a beating lately because Reggie had led the office in closing cases for five of the past six months. Prior to her joining the team, he’d been the undisputed leader of the pack. Never one to accept second place at the best of times, losing out to a newcomer—and especially a woman—was more than Ed’s poor ego could handle.

			She winced as Cody picked up right where he’d left off. “Ed, I still think our girl here is going to find the Knightwalker before you do.”

			Cody was one of her favorite people, but she really wished he’d shut up. His ringing endorsement of her abilities was only making a bad situation worse. Sure enough, Ed’s voice took on a new threatening tone. She braced herself for the inevitable; somebody was going to get hurt, and it wouldn’t be her.

			“Like hell she will, kid, but go ahead and put your money on her. I’ll enjoy eating a steak dinner at your expense.”

			Ed leaned down over Reggie’s shoulder to study her computer screen, his smoker’s breath tickling her skin. Disgusting. Did he really think she was stupid enough to be working the case where he could watch? Idiot.

			Then he whispered right next to her ear, “Play your cards right, Reggie, and maybe you and I will be ordering that steak dinner as room service.”

			Then his hand started to slide down over the front of her blouse. Okay, that did it. Abruptly, she shoved her chair back from her desk, running over his foot and in the process making sure she elbowed him right where it hurt. Ed stumbled back, banging into the wall of the cubicle and almost knocking it over.

			His face was red, his eyes furious as he waited for the pain to pass. She rose to her feet, ready to meet his next challenge head-on. Her next stop would be the boss’s office, but to leave now would only convince Ed that she was afraid of him.

			“You bitch! You did that deliberately,” Ed wheezed.

			She balanced on the balls of her feet, ready for action, her adrenaline levels skyrocketing. “Damn straight I did. I’ve warned you before about keeping your hands to yourself.”

			Ed straightened up. “The boss will fire your ass when I tell him what you did.”

			Reggie really hoped Mr. DeLuca wouldn’t do any such thing. She needed the paycheck too much. Fortunately for her, Cody had already called for the cavalry because the boss was standing right behind them. There was no mistaking the fury in his expression when he looked at Ed.

			“No, I won’t be firing Reggie, Ed. I heard what you said to her and saw what you did. Now you will apologize to her and then hobble your way to my office so we can continue this discussion in private.”

			Then he got right up in the other man’s face. “I will make this much clear right now: if I find you back in here hassling Reggie again, you’ll be the one looking for a job and with no references from me. Got that?”

			Ed’s jaw dropped in shock. “But—”

			“A simple yes will do, Ed. Now go, before I rethink my decision to let you stay.”

			The big man shot Reggie a look that promised trouble in the future, but at least he started to leave. Mr. DeLuca stepped back to let Ed pass, waiting until he was out of sight before speaking again.

			“Sorry about that, Reggie. I never thought he’d take things that far.”

			“I probably overreacted.”

			Her boss shook his head. “No, you didn’t, and I meant what I said. If he bothers you at all, I want to know. He’s good at his job, but you’re better. The trouble is, he knows it.”

			Then he shot a look in Cody’s direction. “And by the way, Cody, that betting pool you’ve started isn’t helping things. You know what Ed’s like when it comes to Reggie’s record. Why rub his nose in it?”

			Cody hung his head. “Sorry, boss. I’ll put a stop to it.”

			“See that you do.”

			Reggie sat back down, hoping the two men didn’t notice how badly her hands were shaking. Cody was usually oblivious to such things, but nothing much ever got by the boss. At least he changed the subject.

			“So, any progress on the new case?”

			She shook her head. “I’ve only just started. The client’s firewalls haven’t been breached again, but we know hackers of the Knightwalker’s caliber are rarely able to resist coming out to play for long. I’ll be waiting for him.”

			“Good. Keep me posted.” He rubbed his hands together with a wolfish smile. “I’ve been hoping for a chance to go after this guy. God knows, enough people have tried to track him down. If we pull this off, it will solidify the company’s reputation. It won’t be easy, though—this guy knows how to cover his tracks.”

			“I’ll do my best, sir.”

			“I know you will.” Her boss backed out of the cubicle. “Well, I’ll leave you to it. Cody, I’ll want those reports by closing today.”

			“You’ll get them.”

			As soon as he was gone, Cody stopped all pretense of working. “Look, Reg, I’m sorry if the betting caused you problems with Big Ed.”

			She waved it off. “It’s his problem, not ours. If it hadn’t been this case that set him off, it would’ve been another one.”

			Cody lowered his voice. “To tell the truth, part of me will be really sorry if you do manage to nail the Knightwalker. He’s been a hero among the geek crowd for a long time.”

			She knew just how Cody felt. Rumors about the shadowy hacker had been circulating for years. Most people she knew spoke his name with a note of reverence in their voices. Reggie had been following the überhacker’s career herself, but with one major difference: she’d actually found the Knightwalker. She even knew his real name—D. J. Clayborne.

			Now she just needed to decide what to do with that knowledge. Despite her determination to bring cyber-criminals to justice, the Knightwalker was different—and not just because he was the best. If she had to characterize his forays into hacking, she’d say he was playful rather than destructive. Most of the companies he went after had actually benefited in the long run because he always pointed out the weaknesses in their security protocols.

			Get in and get out. That’s all he did. Illegal, yeah. Irritating, most certainly. But most of all, intriguing. What did that say about her? Unwilling to pursue that line of thought any further, she put on her headphones and cranked up her iPod. She couldn’t afford to pick and choose which criminals she went after.

			It was time to hunt.

			•   •   •

			Hi, there, Knightwalker. Want to come out and play? Meet me tonight and we’ll talk. I hear the deejay there is special. R.

			D.J. stared at the cryptic signature in the e-mail and cursed long and loud. He was getting sick and tired of this. He had the laptop in his hands, ready to heave the damn thing as far as he could throw it when the voice of reason intervened. Unfortunately, he wasn’t the one speaking.

			“Damn it, D.J., if you throw that laptop, the next thing that dents the drywall will be your head.”

			D.J. set the innocent machine back down on his desk and waited for Devlin to speak his piece. It shouldn’t take long; the big man never minced words.

			“I don’t know what’s gotten into you lately, but the next computer you pound into dust comes out of your paycheck or maybe your hide. Seriously, I don’t care which.”

			“Fine.” D.J. forced himself to relax. “Sorry, Dev.”

			His friend’s face changed from its usual pissed-off expression to one of worry. “Okay, that rips it. What the hell is wrong with you?”

			D.J. lurched to his feet and got right up in Devlin’s grill. “Why does something have to be wrong?”

			Dev held his ground but lowered his voice. “Because you just apologized without me having to kick your ass up and down the hall first. That never happens.”

			“Sure it does,” D.J. lied. “I apologize all the time. I’m fine.”

			His friend snorted. “Yeah, right. Even if I was willing to believe that, I’m not the only one who’s noticed something has been bothering you for weeks. If you don’t want to tell me, tell Cullen or even Laurel.”

			Like that was going to happen. D.J. flopped into his chair and pinned his attention back on the computer screen. Anything was better than staring into Devlin’s eyes, which always saw straight through any bullshit. D.J. tried to come up with some excuse for why he’d been off his stride lately because he knew Devlin wouldn’t go away until he did. The man was relentless once he caught the scent of a problem.

			“I’ve just pulled a few too many long shifts this week.”

			That much was true; it just wasn’t all of the problem. He leaned back in his chair and plunked his feet on the scarred surface of his desk. To keep his hands busy, he picked up his favorite stress toy and started working it for all it was worth.

			Devlin rolled his broad shoulders and sighed. “Yeah, we all have. I just checked with Lacey down in the geology lab a few minutes ago. She said the readings are all stable and look like maybe they’ll stay that way. I was on my way to tell you and Lonzo to knock off early and take some downtime.”

			D.J. tried to look happy about it but wasn’t sure how successful he was. The last thing he needed right now was more time to sit around at his apartment with nothing to do but wait for another e-mail.

			His hand automatically reached for the mouse and clicked. Nothing. Good. He really preferred not to go ballistic again in front of Devlin. He sure as hell didn’t want to explain that he’d been playing e-mail tag with another hacker, one good enough to breach the security measures he and Cullen had installed to protect the secret world of the Paladins.

			“You heard me, didn’t you?”

			Devlin waved his hand in front of D.J.’s face to draw his attention away from the computer screen.

			“What?”

			“I said you should get out of here for a while. It wasn’t just a suggestion.”

			D.J. swallowed hard and nodded. “Fine. I have a few things to finish and then I’ll go.”

			As if arguing with Devlin ever worked. The head Paladin immediately crossed his arms over his chest and went into glare mode. “Now.”

			D.J. could be stubborn, too. “Damn it, Devlin, cut me some slack. I’ve spent so many hours at the barrier this week, the post office is delivering my mail there. I want to clear up a few things and then I’ll go.” He crossed his heart and then held up his hand. “I swear.”

			Devlin’s hand shot out to sweep D.J.’s feet off the desk. “I’ll give you ten minutes and then you’d better be gone. Don’t make me bring Laurel in on this. I bet she’ll bring one of those extra-large syringes with her if I ask nicely.”

			“Fine, but using your wife as a threat is really low, Devlin, and you know it. Now go bother someone else so I can get packed up.”

			He tossed his toy back on the desk and started keyboarding at his usual lightning-fast pace. His search brought up nothing. His elusive quarry had once again evaded D.J.’s attempts to track him. Well, D.J. could work just as well from home as he could from the office. At least at the apartment, he had a cold six-pack waiting for him and his favorite pizza parlor on speed dial.

			He shoved the laptop into its case and grabbed his jacket. “I’m out of here.”

			Devlin looked up from where he’d been conferring with his fellow Paladin Trahern.

			“Take tomorrow and the next day off, too,” Devlin said. “If I need you, I’ll call.”

			D.J. waved at his friends. “Sounds good.”

			Not really, but he wouldn’t get anywhere by arguing. Besides, they both knew that there was no predicting how long the barrier would behave. At the first sign of instability, Devlin would be calling everyone in. That’s how things were for them: hours of brutal warfare alternating with hours of boredom.

			Outside, the cool air felt good as he headed toward the parking garage to get his truck. Some of the guys had talked about meeting up at the local watering hole for a few cold ones, but he wasn’t in the mood. Crowds made him edgy at the best of times, and that was the last thing he needed right now. He punched the button on his key to unlock the truck and tossed his computer over onto the passenger seat.

			Traffic was on the light side, so the trip to his apartment up on Capitol Hill went faster than usual. After parking the truck, he took the steps up to his apartment two at a time. Once inside, he cranked up the stereo. As soon as he punched the button, the sound of steel guitar and fiddles filled the air. Lately he’d been liking more twang in his music.

			He found himself really relating to the lyrics about a lover who only existed in the singer’s dreams. It had been a long while since he’d had more than a casual relationship with a woman. Most of the time, the best he could hope for was hooking up with someone who wanted a few nights of hot sex and no commitment. In his experience, women like that were rare enough to belong on the endangered species list.

			He popped the top on a beer and ordered his pizza, tacking a second one on to the order more out of habit than need. It used to be that he could count on friends stopping by to watch whatever sport was in season. Lately, though, his closest buddies had good reasons for sticking closer to home. Devlin had married their Handler, Dr. Laurel Young. Trahern had hooked up with the daughter of one of the Regents, and Cullen had an instant family he’d brought back from his foray into another world.

			Even the two Kalith warriors who’d become part of the inner circle of the Paladins were now paired off with human women. Hell, Larem was even going to be a father soon. No one had seen that coming.

			After hanging up the phone, D.J. wandered toward his media room. The glow of computer screens and the soft hum of hard drives always soothed him. Or at least they used to when he was still king of the cyberworld. He briefly hesitated in the doorway. If his stalker wanted to meet in a cyberbar, fine. Determined to prove his supremacy in the world of hackers, he headed for his favorite computer and prepared for battle.

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Reggie’s pulse stuttered a bit. She’d been waiting for hours for the Knightwalker to make his presence known. The second he’d entered the room, she’d felt the familiar sizzle of high-octane energy that came from the hunt.

			Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. Bracing herself for a lively encounter, she watched as her newest avatar strolled up to the bar to order a drink. This model had fiery red hair, bright blue eyes, and an athletic build. She’d chosen the redhead because she was everything Reggie wasn’t—tall, voluptuous, and a guy magnet.

			Her avatar deliberately ignored the man at the other end of the counter. Granted, she couldn’t be sure it was really D.J. because the avatar wasn’t the Knightwalker’s usual one. The previous model had the overdone muscles of a bodybuilder. This one was tall, with broad shoulders, looking more realistic than his norm.

			He made no move to approach her, leaving Reggie no choice but to wander back to the table she’d staked out in the corner. That didn’t mean the Knightwalker was ignoring her though. Maybe she was imagining things, but as soon as he looked at her, she could swear the temperature in the cyberroom rose ten degrees.

			Every incarnation the Knightwalker used was hotter than the last. This one had dark brown hair that brushed his collar and dark chocolate eyes that secretly followed her every move. The two avatars had yet to actually engage; instead, they circled each other, watching for any sign of weakness. So far, those had been few and far between.

			Finally the teasing dance ended as the handsome avatar picked up his drink and headed straight toward her table, against the back wall. After setting his drink down, he straddled the chair next to hers.

			The Knightwalker’s smile sent a sweet chill of awareness through her. It was as if this encounter was taking place in real time, in a real place, instead of online.

			“It’s about time we introduced ourselves, don’t you think?”

			She manipulated her cyberself carefully to look at him more directly, aiming for cool and detached. “Any particular reason?”

			He arched a brow. “Because you’re the one who’s been yanking my chain. I thought it would be nice to put a name to the talent.”

			“I already know who you are.” She smiled and added, “Knightwalker.”

			He actually looked disappointed. Had he really expected her to admit to knowing his real name? “Okay, lady, so what should I call you?”

			“Ruby will do for tonight.”

			He shook his head and downed the rest of his drink before standing up. “’Bye, Ruby.”

			She didn’t like watching him walk away. She tried one more time. “Why are you in such a hurry to leave?”

			“Because I don’t have much use for cowards, Reggie.”

			She swallowed hard. “I said to call me Ruby.”

			The avatar shook his head. “You’ve been taunting me for weeks with your cryptic little e-mails. Now that I’ve found out your real name, you still want to hide behind your avatar. That hardly seems fair.”

			He started walking away again, but then stopped to look back one last time. “When you’re ready to really play, you know where to find me.”

			Then his avatar blinked out of existence, leaving both Reggie and Ruby alone and confused.

			•   •   •

			D.J. shut off his monitor, feeling better than he had in ages. Nothing like confronting the enemy directly to raise the stakes in the game. He’d suspected for a while that the hacker who’d been chasing him was one of the avatars he’d encountered in the gaming rooms. Even now, he knew little more about the hacker than the name Reggie.

			This time the avatar was female, but that didn’t mean much. More than once he’d used either demon or female designs to hide his own identity. Reggie could’ve chosen the gorgeous redhead just to attract his attention. But now that he had a name to work with, it would be only a matter of time before he located Reggie in the real world. Of course, the name could be another fake, but his instincts told him differently. Now the real games could begin.

			He reached for one last piece of pizza, not caring that it was cold and a bit past its prime. After a couple of bites, he tossed the rest back in the box. It was definitely time for some shut-eye. Maybe if Lacey was right about the barrier remaining stable, he might even get to sleep in tomorrow.

			No sooner had that thought crossed his mind than his cell phone started vibrating and dancing across the desk. He picked it up without bothering to check the caller ID. Devlin was the only one who would be calling at this time of night. Grabbing his weapons bag, D.J. headed for the front door.

			“I’m on my way.”

			•   •   •

			Ten hours later, D.J. fell back against the wall to catch his breath, grateful for the support of the cool stone. His legs burned with exhaustion, and his arms ached from swinging his ax for hours.

			The barrier that separated the tunnels under Seattle from the alien world of Kalithia had decided to prove Lacey’s predictions wrong in a big way. The damn thing had been flickering in and out like an effing strobe light at a seventies disco club.

			D.J. used a handkerchief to wipe the blood off his ax and hung his throwing hammer back on his belt. Now all he could do was wait to see if the barrier would finally make up its mind to behave or if he was going to have to wade through another river of blood before he could find a corner and grab some much needed sleep.

			Trahern staggered over to join him. The man sported a makeshift bandage around his sword arm, but otherwise looked sound. Besides, like all Paladins, he would recover from any wound far faster than a normal human would.

			Hell, even death only slowed them down for a short time.

			Trahern didn’t so much sit down as collapse. “Devlin said the guards would be around soon with food and water. I hope they get here before we have to dance again.”

			D.J. nodded, too tired to talk. At the sound of footsteps, he straightened up and braced himself to fight if it was another straggler being herded back toward the barrier. As soon as he spotted one of the older guards heading in his direction, he relaxed a bit but not entirely.

			Technically the Paladins and the guards fought on the same side, but lately there’d been a lot of tension between the two groups. It had been only a few weeks ago that a new transfer had shot Lonzo and tried to kill one of the Regents who oversaw the entire organization.

			They all knew that most of the guards were on the up-and-up. The trouble was that it was impossible to separate the good from the bad. Until Devlin and the Regents got to the bottom of the conspiracy that infected every level of the organization, they were all being careful about who they trusted.

			The guard was cautious in his approach, holding out two paper bags with grease stains. “Here you go. I’ll stand watch while you two eat. Coffee and bottled water are on the way.”

			“Thanks, Jack.” Trahern accepted both bags and tossed one to D.J.

			Then, in a show of good faith, the guard turned his back to them as he watched the flickering light of the barrier. D.J. sank down on the floor next to his friend, both of them careful to keep their weapons within easy reach. The way things had been going, they’d be lucky to finish half their makeshift meal before the barrier failed again.

			The hamburgers and fries were barely warm, but considering how many hours had passed since he’d eaten that last piece of pizza, they tasted pretty damn good. Trahern wolfed his down and was already reaching for a second burger before D.J. was halfway through his first. Just as promised, another guard came into sight with a sack of bottled water and a thermos of coffee.

			As soon as he spotted them, he veered in their direction. Holding out the sack, he said, “Take a couple of bottles each. No telling how long before I can make rounds again.”

			Then he filled two oversize cups with coffee. “Sorry, they forgot the cream and sugar. Maybe next time.”

			D.J. mustered up a smile. “No sweat. Thanks for this much.”

			The guard wandered on down the tunnel to the next cluster of worn-out warriors. Meanwhile, Trahern nibbled on his fries while watching D.J. out of the corner of his eye. Clearly the man had something on his mind. D.J. wished he’d just spit it out, whatever it was.

			Finally Trahern did just that. “Dev’s worried about you.”

			A flash of frustration gave D.J. a brief surge of energy. “God, not you, too. I swear, everyone has turned into a bunch of nosy old women. I already told Devlin that I’m all right.”

			Sort of, anyway.

			His friend’s pale eyes flashed hot. “That’s bullshit, and you know it. You’ve been moping around here for weeks. Devlin’s not the only one to notice. He’s just the first to speak up.”

			At least Trahern was the kind who normally kept his observations to himself. Anything D.J. told him would remain confidential unless the big man thought it endangered the other Paladins. Unfortunately, D.J. had no idea if Reggie’s incursions were a threat to anything other than his own ego.

			By rights, he should’ve reported the security breach weeks ago, but he’d been convinced he could handle the situation himself. Once he realized he’d come up against someone who was every bit as good as he was, he’d been intrigued. Now he was just worried.

			If he didn’t find some way to block Reggie for good, he’d have to admit his failure and hope that he hadn’t allowed the hacker to do irreparable damage to the Regents’ security. That wasn’t the half of it though. He had no doubt that Reggie was some idiot kid who was in over his head without knowing it. The minute the Regents got involved, the kid wouldn’t know what hit him.

			“I’ve been having trouble with some computer programs I’ve been working on, and it keeps me up nights. Between the barrier being unstable and my mind revving a million miles an hour, I’m not getting enough sleep.”

			True enough. Now if Trahern would accept his explanation D.J. would be all right for the time being. His friend picked up a few more fries, but he was frowning big time as he ate them. He looked as if he was about to say something else when a flash of light had both warriors scrambling back to their feet and grabbing their weapons.

			It was a hell of a thing to be grateful for the barrier failing, but as D.J. charged forward, his ax at the ready, that’s exactly how he felt.

			•   •   •

			Reggie stretched her arms over her head and sighed as she worked out the stiffness that came from sitting at her computer for too long. The sun was rapidly disappearing over the horizon, and the evening air was definitely chillier than it had been only an hour before. Time to head back inside.

			After setting her laptop on the desk, she went into the kitchen to zap some leftover pizza in the microwave. While it did its thing, she poured herself a glass of wine and considered her options. She’d worked four tens that week, so tonight was the start of her weekend. She was definitely entitled to kick back and relax a bit. Maybe watch a movie or read a book.

			Her eyes strayed back to where she’d left her computer. No use in lying to herself. Once she refueled, she’d be right back at the keyboard. Call it an obsession but she couldn’t remember the last time she’d enjoyed tracking an adversary this much.

			Yeah, come Monday she’d be back on company time where she’d have to report any progress she’d made to her boss. But now, at home and on her own dime, she could enjoy the challenge the Knightwalker presented while ignoring any guilt about having to bring his career to an abrupt halt.

			She finished off the last of her dinner and cleaned up the kitchen before sitting down at her desk. Maybe her efforts would be more productive this time. She’d been checking out the Knightwalker’s usual haunts for hours but with no luck.

			Where did D. J. Clayborne go when he disappeared for days at a time? Did he have another online persona she’d yet to uncover? Somehow she didn’t think so. He was too confident in his abilities to go into hiding now.

			While she’d been hunting earlier, she had discovered an interesting link though. Maybe she’d do some more exploring to see if she could find a way to break through some pretty powerful firewalls. She had no doubt they were some of D.J.’s handiwork.

			Following the same links she’d tracked before, she soon cracked the code and stumbled across a report written by someone named Brenna Nichols. She snagged her favorite stress reliever ball and worked it with her left hand as she scanned the introduction.

			Why was that name so familiar? She tossed the ball back on the desk and started typing.

			A quick search brought up several popular nonfiction books written by a woman of that name, the last one released three years before. This particular Brenna Nichols was a historian who specialized in making history come alive for the general public.

			If this was her next book, why was it hidden in a bunch of corporate files? And who were these Regents the document referred to? For sure they didn’t appear to be connected to any university. There was only one way to find out.

			Before logging off, Reggie saved the report to her flash drive and made a hard copy. When the printer quit running, it had spewed out more than a hundred pages of information. She curled up on the couch and started reading.

			•   •   •

			Two hours and a pot of tea later, Reggie set the stack of paper on the coffee table. She stared up at the ceiling as she tried to make sense of the report. It read like nonfiction, complete with footnotes, even though the subject matter clearly belonged on the urban-fantasy shelf at the bookstore. The premise was ridiculous. Whoever heard of modern-day Paladins who guarded the world against invasion, armed with nothing more than swords?

			Besides, if aliens ever did show up on Earth’s doorstep, wouldn’t they arrive in spaceships and sport more sophisticated weapons than blades? Ray guns or some kind of lasers at least. She’d taken only one physics course in college and knew even less about geology, but she was pretty darn sure that if an energy barrier was all that separated this world from one filled with crazies called Others, it would’ve been all over the evening news.

			She ran her hands up and down her arms trying to smooth away the goose bumps that rippled across her skin. Had she locked the doors? As soon as the thought crossed her mind, she was up and heading to make sure. She threw the dead bolt on the front door and then the latch on the slider that led out to the balcony. After a quick check of the window locks in the bedrooms, her pulse slowed to a more normal pace.

			Being scared was silly—no doubt her overactive imagination running out of control. She’d be far better off focusing on something real, like checking to see if D. J. Clayborne was around yet.

			A few minutes later, her avatar was back at her favorite table, watching the crowd for any sign of the Knightwalker. Reggie sipped her tea, dividing her attention between the cyberworld displayed on her laptop and the latest installment in her favorite romance series. At the moment, the book was definitely the stronger draw as she lost herself in the growing tension between the hero and the heroine.

			When she finally looked up again, she jumped. How long had the Knightwalker been standing there staring at Ruby? Reggie dropped the book on the desk and started typing.

			“Knightwalker, how nice of you to drop by.”

			As soon as she hit Enter, the handsome avatar pulled out a chair and sat down. “I’d said hello three times. I was beginning to wonder if either you or Ruby here had fallen asleep at the keyboard.”

			“Sorry,” she typed. “By the way, earlier I was reading a fairy tale that you might find interesting.”

			“Really? What makes you think that?”

			She hesitated, but there was only one way she was going to find out the truth about the files she’d stumbled across. Taking a deep breath, she started typing.

			“It’s written by an author named Brenna Nichols.”

			No response.

			She tried again. “Since you call yourself the Knightwalker, I figured you’d find a story about Paladins fascinating. Maybe I was wrong. Perhaps you’d prefer some Other story.”

			This time there was definitely going to be a response. The Knightwalker’s avatar leaned in close to Ruby, his expression one of shock and then fury. When he finally spoke, it scared her far more than anything her own imagination had come up with.

			“Listen, kid, I hope you erased your tracks. Whatever you do, don’t go there again. Chasing me is one thing, but trust me on this, Reggie. Going after the Regents will land you in a world of trouble.”

			Then the Knightwalker blinked out of existence.

			•   •   •

			Son of a bitch! D.J. stared at the blank screen, his hands clenched in tight fists. What the hell was he going to do now? He should make a beeline for Devlin’s office and tell him that the organization’s firewalls had been well and truly breached. The minute that happened, the Regents would start a witch hunt to track down Reggie. God knows what they’d do to the kid.

			That it had gone this far was solely D.J.’s fault. If he’d reported the first incident, maybe he and Cullen or even Jake could’ve found a way to stop Reggie’s forays into Paladin territory. Instead, his ego had taken control, refusing to admit that some punk could best him at his own game.

			D.J. would give himself until Monday to handle the problem on his own. If that didn’t work, he’d talk to Devlin and hope he survived the conversation.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			Todd Bedford walked into a coffee shop twenty miles from his office and spotted his coworker Ray sitting at a table in the back corner. Rather than head straight there though, Todd stopped at the counter to place his order, giving Ray a chance to watch for anyone who might be a little too interested in Todd’s activity. If he saw anything suspicious, Ray would walk out without acknowledging Todd’s presence.

			This far from the Regents’ headquarters, it was highly unlikely that would happen, but neither of them had gotten where they were by being careless. So far, no one had connected either of them with the activities of the infamous Colonel Kincade. Sure, the Regents suspected that the man’s tentacles had extended far beyond his home turf in the Pacific Northwest. But suspecting and knowing were two different things.

			The colonel was now under house arrest while the Regents went through the man’s affairs with a fine-tooth comb. It was a sure bet that anyone implicated in Kincade’s systematic theft of money from the organization would join the man in a prison cell. The thought gave Todd nightmares.

			When his coffee and scone were ready, Todd did one last visual sweep of the room before making his way to Ray’s table. While keeping a pleasant smile on his face, he injected enough temper into his voice to make the other man twitch.

			“So, Ray, by all rights I should be on my way home for dinner. What was worth me driving all the way out here for a damn cup of coffee?”

			Ray set his own drink down with more force than necessary. “As I recall, you said you wanted to be notified off the record if anyone ever breached our security. Excuse me for assuming that meant you wouldn’t want me barging into your office to deliver the message.”

			Okay, so maybe the trip had been necessary. Todd pulled out a chair and sat down. “What happened?”

			“I’m still working on it, but it appears that a hacker made it at least as far as the archives.”

			Todd almost spewed his coffee on the table. “What did they get?”

			“As far as I can tell, all the guy downloaded was a copy of Brenna Nichols’s ongoing history of the Paladins.”

			As if that wasn’t bad enough. Todd closed his eyes and gritted his teeth. He’d tried to tell the board that having a historian poke around in those confidential files was nothing short of stupid. The woman was too high profile even if she’d kept her word about maintaining the secrecy of the organization. Hard-copy files of the Paladin history could be protected. But anytime there was a computer file, there was a hacker waiting to find it.

			“Was anything else compromised?”

			“Not that I could tell.” Ray smoothed down the wisps of hair that failed to hide his shiny scalp, a clear sign he was nervous. “Whoever this guy is, he’s good. Damn good, in fact. It was only by sheer dumb luck that I found any trace of his incursion.”

			Todd set his coffee aside. He was revved up enough without adding caffeine to the mix. He considered his options.

			First thing, he needed to soothe some ruffled feathers. “You did the right thing by calling me. I should’ve known you wouldn’t have requested an unscheduled meeting without good reason.”

			Ray nodded, looking marginally happier. “I didn’t want to risk anyone at the office finding out about this before I had a chance to run it by you. I should’ve reported the incident to the Regents first, not to mention my boss in Security.”

			The man was right, of course, but following protocol was out of the question now. If Ray were to go ahead and report the breach, how could he explain the delay? With everything going on connected to Kincade, Security took a very dim view of anyone who didn’t follow the rules inside or outside the organization. Filing a report now was clearly out of the question and they both knew it.

			Whoever the hacker was, it took some serious mojo to circumvent all the security protocols maintained throughout the Paladin organization. One had to tread carefully to avoid being caught, thanks in large part to the two premier hackers within the Paladins themselves.

			In fact, Todd’s first thought was to wonder if D. J. Clayborne and Cullen Finley were up to their old tricks. Those two Paladins loved nothing more than sneaking around in the organization’s files for no other reason than to prove the systems were vulnerable.

			The problem was that neither of them had any reason to download a history of the Paladins, not when they were living it. Besides, they were friends with Trahern, Brenna Nichols’s Paladin lover. If they’d wanted a copy of her work, they probably only had to ask.

			That left an unknown hacker. Todd hid his rising excitement. If they could catch the guy without raising the alarm, maybe they could put him to work. Rumor had it that Kincade had left money squirreled away in hidden accounts. As the former Regents’ representative in the Seattle area, he’d had his fingers in all kinds of pies. Some of that money had been promised to Todd and Ray for their help in covering the man’s tracks.

			So far, those who were interrogating the bastard hadn’t gotten very far in recovering the Regents’ losses. In Todd’s mind, all of that money was now fair game. Finders keepers and all that. He’d considered having Ray hunt for it, but neither of them could risk discovery.

			No, it’d be far better to outsource the job. And once the hacker did his job, well, accidents happened. There were ways of dealing with loose ends, ones that wouldn’t lead straight back to Todd’s door. Shove a human across the barrier at the right time, and he wouldn’t last long enough to realize that he was bleeding out on alien soil. Todd smiled at his companion.

			“Find this guy.”

			Ray’s eyes narrowed and he frowned. “Are you sure? If he’s as slippery as I think, he’ll be hard to control.”

			“You let me worry about that. Once you’ve located him, call me and I’ll get you some backup.”

			Ray nodded although clearly still not happy with Todd’s decision. Too bad. Todd checked the time. “I’ve got to get back. The wife’s family is coming for dinner tonight.”

			Todd smiled again. “See that this happens, Ray, and I’ll make it worth your while. I’m sure your bookie will appreciate getting paid for once.”

			Then he walked away without looking back.

			•   •   •

			“Gotcha, you little jerk!”

			D.J. grinned at the information on the screen, basking in his hard-fought victory. He’d found Reggie. This R. Morrison he’d tracked down had to be the guy. If so, his nemesis lived right down the I-5 corridor, just outside of Portland. He printed out the address and a map so he could find the place when he got there.

			Next up was telling Devlin that he’d be out of town for the weekend. Timing was everything. Rather than risk having his friend ask too many questions or even order him to stick around, he’d text him at the last possible minute. Better yet, he’d send the man an e-mail.

			With luck, it would get lost in the dozens of messages Devlin got every day. Heck, maybe Devlin wouldn’t even see it until Monday morning. To be on the safe side, D.J. waited until he was packed and ready to leave before hitting the Send button. Unfortunately, as he merged onto the southbound lanes of the interstate, his cell phone rang. He checked the caller ID.

			Damn it, just as he’d feared.

			Luckily, Washington state law made it illegal to drive and talk on a handheld phone. As a law-abiding citizen, D.J. couldn’t possibly take the call. He powered off the phone and kept driving. Once he confronted Reggie and showed the kid the error of his ways, he’d head back to Seattle and face Devlin’s wrath.

			Hell, he was on Dev’s shit list so often, one more time wouldn’t matter. Right? Now if only the growing knot in his stomach would buy into that idea. Unfortunately, there were only two things D.J. took pride in. One was his skill with computers. The other was his loyalty to the men he fought beside.

			If Devlin needed him, he’d turn around and head right back to headquarters. He pulled off at the next exit and stopped in a convenience store parking lot. Holding his breath, he dialed Devlin’s number and waited. When it went to voice mail, he didn’t know what to think.

			Was the barrier down? He closed his eyes and reached out with his senses, searching for the familiar buzz of high energy. Paladins were all attuned to the frequency of their stretch of the barrier. Once he located that frequency, he followed it back toward the tunnels under Seattle. Good, it felt normal, healthy. That could change any second, but for now it seemed stable. Rather than stew about it, he punched in another number.

			Cullen answered on the first ring. “Hey, D.J., what’s up?”

			His friend sounded calm. Good, that probably meant the barrier was all right for now.

			“Devlin was looking for me, but he’s not answering his phone. I just wanted to make sure nothing was going on.”

			“Not that I know of. Did you check his office? Maybe he’s on the other line.”

			Okay, truth or lie? D.J. hedged his bets. “Uh, I’m not exactly at headquarters or even in Seattle. I have a few things to take care of, so I’ll be out of touch for a couple of days.”

			Several seconds of silence passed before Cullen spoke again. “Buddy, I hope you know what you’re doing. I’ll try to avoid Devlin, so maybe that will buy you some time. But if he finds me, I’ll have to tell him if he asks.”

			The offer made D.J. smile. It wouldn’t be the first time the two of them had combined efforts to deflect Devlin’s attention. This time, though, was far more serious.

			“Thanks, Cullen, but don’t do anything to get him pissed off at you, too. No use in both of us being on his shit list.”

			He could almost see Cullen shrug. “I’ve been there before and survived the experience. In the meantime, is there anything I can help you with? Like those mysterious e-mails you’ve been getting?”

			Son of a bitch, how did he know about those? Stupid question. The two of them were pretty much on a par when it came to computers.

			“Maybe. I’ll let you know how it turns out when I get back home.”

			“Okay, but don’t hesitate to call for backup if you need me. I’m always up for a little cyberwar.”

			D.J. could hear voices in the background, most likely the two kids Cullen had unofficially adopted. It was time to get off the line and back on the road.

			“Talk to you soon, Cullen. Tell Lusahn and Bavi hi for me, and give Shiri a hug.”

			“Will do.”

			When the line went dead, D.J. shut the phone off, telling himself he didn’t want the distraction as he drove. That wasn’t the real reason though. If Devlin called again, D.J. couldn’t risk telling him the truth, but neither would he willingly lie to his friend. And if that wasn’t a helluva position to be in.

			Rather than dwell on it, he gunned the engine and tore off down the highway. The sooner D.J. found Reggie, the sooner he could go back to his life.

			•   •   •

			Reggie had spent far too many hours pacing back and forth in front of the computer, watching her avatar sit alone at the cyberbar. She’d been hit on by a number of others but none of them was the Knightwalker. Even if he’d changed avatars again, she would’ve known him. She was sure of it.

			Obviously she’d struck a chord when she’d mentioned the Paladins and the Others. Were those code names for some kind of secret government project? That didn’t feel quite right, but it was the best explanation she’d been able to come up with.

			The walls were closing in on her. She’d been shut inside all week at work, and it was past time to burn off some energy. Should she go for a run or settle for working out inside? She’d let the weather decide.

			A quick peek outside had her shoving her feet into her running shoes. After putting a bottle of water into her fanny pack and grabbing her keys, she trotted down the steps and cranked up some red-dirt rock on her iPod. Outside, she stretched before setting off at a slow jog, giving her muscles a chance to finish warming up.

			At the corner, she kicked it into high gear and circled the block. Unfortunately, the sidewalks proved to be crowded, no doubt thanks to the beautiful weather. Rather than deal with the frustration of weaving in and out of the mob, she headed down to the track at the local high school.

			Once she fell into the familiar rhythm of the run, her thoughts turned back to the Knightwalker. What was he up to? What did D. J. Clayborne, the man behind the avatar, do besides create havoc in other people’s computer files?

			She’d tried every internet search technique she could think of and failed to turn up anything. Maybe if she had some idea of where to look for him. As far as she knew, he could live on the other side of the world.

			Obviously D.J., if that was even his real name, knew how to hide in plain sight. Well, when she was back in the office on Monday, she’d try again. As much as she’d enjoyed the game of tag they’d been playing, it was time to get serious and track him down. If she could pinpoint his location, she’d turn the information over to her boss and let him take it from there.

			Her decision was made, and she’d live with the consequences. D.J. was like any number of other hackers she’d brought down over the years. Yeah, and if she kept telling herself that, she might just believe it.

			Time to head home. At the next turn, she peeled off the track and cut across the grass to the driveway that emptied out on a busy arterial. She ran full out the rest of the way, stopping only to do her cool-down stretches in the parking lot.

			As she straightened up, someone tapped her shoulder. She shrieked as she spun around, ready to go on the attack until she recognized Cody. She smacked the nitwit on the arm hard enough to sting but not bruise.

			“Darn it, Cody, how many times have I told you not to sneak up on me like that?”

			He rubbed his arm and glared right back at her. Then he reached out to yank her earphones off her head and dangled them in front of her face.

			“I didn’t sneak. I called your name twice. It’s not my fault you didn’t hear me. You’re the one with your iPod cranked up so loud the whole city can hear it.”

			Only slightly mollified, Reggie pushed past him to head inside. “Did you want something or were you just hanging around hoping to scare a couple of years off my life?”

			Cody trailed along behind her, clomping up the steps to her apartment. “I thought you should know that Ed has been messing in your files and maybe working on your case.”

			She stopped at the landing. “Which case?”

			Although she knew. That jerk! After the incident the other day, Mr. DeLuca had specifically told Ed to back off and leave the Knightwalker to her.

			“Did you actually catch him in the act?”

			The kid shrugged as she unlocked the door. “Not exactly.”

			Inside her apartment, she handed Cody a bottle of water and twisted the top off one for herself. “Okay, start at the beginning and tell me what you did see.”

			Cody flopped down on the couch. “I left my calculus textbook at the office and stopped by to pick it up. On my way in, I saw Ed’s car pulling out of the parking lot. I didn’t think much of it. Lots of us work weekends.”

			He stopped to take another drink. “But inside, our cubicle reeked of cigarette smoke, and your chair wasn’t pushed in all the way. You never leave it like that. Besides, nobody else would have the balls to smoke in the office. Even if it weren’t illegal, we both know Mr. DeLuca wouldn’t put up with it.”

			That was true. Their boss was a serious health nut and encouraged his employees to be the same way. Ed had been hired by the previous owner and had stayed on after Mr. DeLuca bought the company. The relationship between the two men was an uneasy one. She suspected that if Ed hadn’t been so good at his job, he’d have been fired long ago.

			She closed her eyes and sighed. “Darn it anyway. I had a feeling Ed wouldn’t drop the investigation even after the boss told him to. Well, he wouldn’t have found much. I’ve been doing most of my work on my laptop here at home for just that reason.”

			There wasn’t anything she could do without hard evidence. She looked at Cody and caught him eyeing the basket of fruit she had sitting on the kitchen counter. He never complained, but between his tuition and rent, she knew money was tight. Too tight for him to always have enough left over at the end of the month to eat much more than cold cereal.

			She would have to play this carefully because the kid had his pride. If he thought she was offering him a handout, he’d take off out of sheer stubbornness even if it meant going hungry for the night.

			“I was going to order some takeout for dinner, but I don’t have the energy to go pick it up.”

			She sagged back against the wall to give credence to the lie. “If I buy, will you go get it?”

			He eyed her suspiciously but then nodded. “If you’re sure.”

			She tossed him the menu. “I’ll take broccoli beef and spring rolls. In fact, order me cashew chicken and a double order of fried rice and get whatever you want. If there are any leftovers, I can take them for lunch next week.”

			“Sounds good.”

			As he reached for the phone, she dug her spare key out of her junk drawer. “Here, take this so you can lock the door on your way out. I’m going to grab a quick shower while you’re gone.”

			He caught the key and nodded while he rattled off their order. She was glad to hear he’d taken her seriously about ordering extra. Knowing Cody’s appetite, she doubted there’d be more than a few grains of rice left after he was done eating. That was okay. She didn’t have that many friends; she couldn’t afford to let one starve to death.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 4

			D.J. hung back and watched the door to the apartment building. By his calculations, R. Morrison lived on the second floor, in the end apartment. He’d been unable to determine if the initial stood for Reggie for certain, but his gut told him he was on the right track.

			He spotted a kid who looked to be about twenty cutting across the parking lot. The guy headed right for the apartment building with a bag of what looked like takeout. He twirled a key ring on his finger. This was definitely promising.

			For one thing, he looked like the quintessential computer jockey. He was too skinny for his height, vibrated with overloaded energy, and wore glasses. His complexion was on the pasty side, as if he spent far too many hours at a computer and not nearly enough outside.

			D.J. smiled. He liked the kid already, even if the punk had been leading him on a merry chase for the past couple of months. He planned on getting right up in his face about pissing in the wrong person’s pool, hoping to put an end to Reggie’s forays into Paladin territory. He had his doubts though. The forbidden fruit was always more tempting to a dedicated hacker.

			He should know.

			D.J. remained in the shadows long enough to give the kid time to get inside and feel safe before making his move. Five minutes later, he headed for the door. Time to go introduce himself to one Reggie Morrison. This should be fun.
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