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Chapter 1




Darkness flowed in, washing over him in relentless waves. Closing his eyes, Ranulf drank in the shadows with his other senses. Evil always felt the same, but the taste and smell and sound of it were different each time. Even here in his remote mountain home, the violence from the cities below tainted the air.

Who had dared to disturb his isolation? Ranulf traced the web of his protection wards, testing each one to locate the intruder. The sticky triggers of his protections were silent but effective, for the more someone struggled against them, the stronger the bond became.

It didn’t take long to locate the snarl in his trap. Ranulf released the mental coils that held the man enthralled and let him approach the front door. The intruder was human, with very little of the Kyth in his blood, but then the blood of Ranulf’s kind had become diluted over the centuries, lost in the wash of mankind.

He triggered the door to open but left the man cooling his heels on the porch. Bracing himself for the assault on his senses that always accompanied his return to society, Ranulf stepped into the doorway.

“You have something for me?”

The messenger jumped at Ranulf’s sudden appearance, but he recovered quickly. With a courtly flourish he produced a heavy velum envelope. “The Dame sends her regards.”

“I’m sure she does, Josiah.” Ranulf reluctantly accepted the envelope.

The handwriting on the outside was the same spidery scrawl that had been issuing him orders for far too long. A millennium had passed since he’d first sworn fealty to the Grand Dame of their kind. Months ago she’d promised him a respite from killing, but he hadn’t really expected it to last. They both knew that if she had need of his special talents, he would go. Duty was the one thing he understood.

As he cracked open the old-fashioned wax seal, he noticed the messenger still hovering in the doorway, neither in nor out.

“What?” Ranulf demanded, already weary of the man’s presence.


“I’m to wait for you.”

Ranulf bit back a curse; a lackey didn’t deserve to lose his head just because Ranulf’s instinct was to attack first and answer questions later—and then, only when he was forced to.

“Tell her to expect me when she sees me.”

“But she said it was an emergency,” the fool sputtered.

“It always is,” Ranulf snapped, his temper boiling close to the surface. It wasn’t as if he could simply lock the door and follow the man back to civilization. For him, travel took preparation.

He forced a compromise. “I will be there as soon as I can. I can’t be more specific, but after all these years, she knows that. Now get the hell out of here, Josiah. Every minute we spend arguing is a minute I could put to better use.”

The man started to say something else. When Ranulf took one step in his direction with his fists clenched, the messenger backed away with a reluctant nod, then fled toward his car. Ranulf slammed the door shut and threw the dead bolt.

Delays were pointless; it was time to start packing. That wouldn’t take long, because clothing had never been a priority for him. Not like some other Talions he could name. The Grand Dame had Old World sensibilities about such things, but bloodstains were a bitch to get out of silk and wool.

After packing his duffel, he zipped it closed and set it down by the front door. Then he walked over to a glass case and pondered its contents. After a few seconds, he lifted the lid and picked up his talisman by its leather thong. The bright shine of the gold sparked and flickered with power. The talisman felt to him far heavier than it looked.

He settled the centuries-old image of a god’s hammer around his throat and tucked it inside his shirt collar. The cool metal absorbed the heat from his skin, reconnecting him with the Grand Dame. Once again, he was a warrior preparing for battle.

The small cache of energy he kept stored in the talisman soothed his cravings enough to maintain control, but it wouldn’t last long. He could’ve used the Dame’s messenger for a quick fix, but she wouldn’t appreciate his sending her man back damaged, even just slightly.

Retrieving his duffel, he headed out to the garage, where his dark mood immediately improved. It was early summer and definitely time to take the dustcover off the Packard. The car, a creamy white 1940 convertible, always drew a crowd—a drawback in his line of work. But as a six-foot-three, blue-eyed Viking with fiery red hair, he wasn’t exactly inconspicuous anyway. If he had to drag himself back out in the world on a mission for the Grand Dame, at least he could do it in comfort and style.

He’d owned the car since it had first rolled off the lot back in 1940, and it still looked brand-new. He put the top down, then brushed a hint of dust off the elegant curve of the fender, enjoying the smooth feel of the metal and the comfort of the buttery soft leather seats. On the outside, the Packard hadn’t aged any more than he had. Inside, where it counted, he felt every one of his thousand years. He turned the key and the car purred to life, the 160 horses under the hood just begging to be unleashed on the mountain roads.

Ranulf ripped down the familiar curves, wondering why the Dame needed him. Most of the time she used the other Talions at her command, preferring to use diplomacy rather than Ranulf’s brute strength to impose her will on their people. If she was worried enough to send for him, she must suspect that one of their kind had crossed the line and needed to die. He flexed his hands on the steering wheel, feeling the harsh scrape of raw energy under his skin. It had been a long time since he’d fed on a renegade, and he didn’t relish the thought of doing so again.

Killing was rough work, and messy. It always had been, from the very beginning, when blood had flowed for the glory of his people. But he was a Talion, a group named for the eye-for-an-eye principle that ruled their kind. Ranulf served the Kyth as executioner and was the acknowledged best at what he did. He had few regrets, even if every life he’d taken had chipped away at his soul, leaving him cold and grim.

In recent centuries the Kyth had grown more civilized, and now most feared rather than respected the Talion class. Maybe rightly so. The ability to kill without remorse was a rare gift, but one he took no pride in.

On the way, he’d look for a crowd to get lost in long enough to harvest sufficient energy to last him for a day or two. That way he’d be better prepared to face whatever had the Dame worried enough to unleash a Viking warrior on the streets of Seattle. A growing sense of dread urged him on, his foot pressing down hard on the accelerator as he charged down the mountain and prepared to do battle.

*   *   *

The music was alive, pulsing through the dancers. The concussive beat vibrated through the club’s walls, the floor, and the very air until it became just another note in the symphony. The melody flowed out in waves, reaching the farthest corners of the club.

Closing her eyes, Kerry Logan lifted her hands high in the air and gave herself up to the fierce beat, her hips swaying, her head gently rolling from side to side. For the first time all day, her skin didn’t hurt from the demands and expectations of others. She’d ditched her coworkers and her friends for a night out alone on the town.

Right now the music was all there was, and that was enough. She’d spend the evening lost in the crowd of dancers, letting the music take control. After a few hours she’d head home, her soul replenished.

Lost in the anonymity of the packed dance floor, she moved and slowly spun, enjoying the occasional brush of a stranger’s body against hers. She was dimly aware of the weight of voices and the crush of bodies, but finally everything except the music faded into the background. This would heal her weary spirit.

*   *   *

The city lay sprawled under a blanket of bright lights as Ranulf followed Interstate 90 into the heart of Seattle. Just before he reached the turnoff to the Dame’s home, the song on the radio was abruptly cut off by a news flash about a fire raging out of control at a nearby dance club. There was nothing unusual in the few sketchy details, but Ranulf’s gut instincts had him riveted to the story. Without hesitation, he drove past his exit and into the downtown area.

The blaze might have been caused by any number of things, from bad wiring to a careless fool with a cigarette, but if a Kyth had set the fire, Ranulf wanted a head start in hunting the bastard down. No matter how careful an arsonist was, he’d leave enough of a trace for Ranulf to detect. The unique flavor of his energy would identify him as clearly as a fingerprint would.

Screaming emergency vehicles were converging on the scene, so Ranulf parked a block away to approach on foot. The scent of smoke and the faintest tang of burned flesh hung heavily all around, and he could hear the screams from a block away. Drawing in a deep breath, Ranulf tasted a bitter darkness in the air—the familiar flavor of evil. He ran toward the burning building, determined to snatch as many away from the grasping fingers of flame and death as possible.

*   *   *

Kerry was dancing, loving the slide of muscle under her skin, her bones no longer solid but fluid and bending with the rhythm of the song. This was what she’d come for.

Then the night was shattered by a woman’s terrified scream. “Fire! My God, fire!”

Kerry’s eyes flew open. Everyone stood frozen in horror, their faces reflecting the crimson flicker of flames. As terror swiftly turned the crowd into an ocean of panic, Kerry fought to remain calm in a scene straight out of hell. She glanced at the ceiling to the silver glint of a sprinkler system, praying it would kick on to drown the roiling smoke and terrified voices.

How had the room filled up with so much black smoke and flame so quickly? It didn’t make sense. Ignoring the chaos, she struggled to get her bearings. Access to the front door was already cut off by a lethal combination of too many people and the fire itself. The intense heat drove the crowd back, sending a solid wall of mindless bodies flooding right back toward her.

There had to be another way out. She wiped her eyes with her sleeve to clear away the sting of tears and smoke. Keeping close to the wall, Kerry darted toward the hallway at the back of the club. The power failed as she turned the corner, plunging the narrow passageway into darkness, leaving only the dim glow of the red emergency lights to guide her.

She tried door after door, including the bathrooms, but found no windows. No access to the outside. Spying an Exit sign at the back of a storage room, she ran straight for it. The heavy door resisted opening, but she gathered up her strength and shoved one more time. Blessedly cool night air poured through the opening and kissed her skin. She filled her lungs, shaking with relief at having made it to safety. But before she could step outside to freedom, the screams and agonized shrieks back in the club brought her up short.


She couldn’t save herself and let the others die. Fear and common sense argued she was making a mistake, but her conscience wouldn’t listen. After jamming a box in the door to keep it open, she drew one last breath of clear air and resolutely turned back toward the hell inside.

The fire had engulfed one entire side of the club, herding its victims back into nooks and crannies to consume at its leisure. Kerry grabbed two women by the arms and dragged them toward the hallway. Once they were headed in the right direction, she returned for more.

With smoke burning her lungs, she made trip after trip out of the inferno, leading some people, herding others, helping as many as she could. Once the able-bodied were moving in the right direction, she looked for anyone who didn’t have the strength to make it out on their own.

Ignoring the stench of burned flesh, she lifted a man who was struggling to breathe. Wrapping his arm around her shoulder, she staggered under his weight as they shuffled step by step through the heavy smoke, half carrying and half leading him toward the exit.

A tall male figure suddenly loomed up in front of her through the smoke. The haze was too thick for her to make out his face clearly, but she was sure he hadn’t been among the dancers. She would have remembered someone that size. He seemed to be the only other person who’d managed to keep his head in the face of such terror.

She shoved the injured man at the tall stranger, shouting over the chaos, “Get him out of here while I go back for another look.”

Before she’d gone two steps, his hand snaked out to catch her by the arm. “I’ll be back to help.”

“Fine.”

With a renewed burst of energy, she made another foray back into the club. The dim hallway was no longer clear of smoke and fire, and heat licked its way along the ceiling, rolling in blue and red waves. Dropping to her hands and knees, Kerry crawled and coughed her way back into the dance floor, where she spotted four people huddled behind the bar. Were they waiting for an engraved invitation, for God’s sake?

“You’ve got to get out of here!” she shouted, frustration and a growing fear threatening to overwhelm her.

When they didn’t respond, she tried again. “Come on, get moving! I’ll take you to safety.”

A boy who looked far too young to be in a bar shrank back farther into the corner, his eyes huge with panic. “NO! We’re waiting for the firemen to come get us.”

“You won’t live long enough for them to find you.” Running out of time and patience, she gave his arm a solid yank. “Now get moving, all of you!”


“You heard her, boy. Move or we all die.”

Kerry jumped at the deep voice barking orders from right beside her. The stranger was back, just as he’d promised. With him standing beside her, the fear that had been lapping at her control faded to a manageable level.

He shoved the boy and his friends back toward the exit, then leaned in close to yell over the roar of the fire, “Better get out of here. The rest of the roof is about to go.”

“I’ll be right behind you.”

“You better be.” Then he was gone.

Dimly aware of the shouts behind her, she realized that the fire department had arrived and was sending in the troops. At last.

Before she’d gone more than a few steps toward the exit, she heard a sound that chilled her despite the boiling heat surrounding her.

Closing her eyes to listen, she hoped to hear nothing but the mad cackle of the fire’s fury. But there it was again—a whimper coming from off to the left. Common sense told her to leave any more rescues to the pros. But she had to live with herself, even if that meant dying right along with whoever was still trapped inside the inferno. Praying for deliverance or, failing that, a merciful death, she worked her way farther into the room.

Part of the ceiling crashed in, sending up a shower of sparks as the front door of the club was axed open and the first spray of water hit the flames. A rush of steam hissed and boiled through the room, and she instinctively flattened onto the floor. If the fire didn’t finish her, the superheated water would.

From the floor, she spotted the source of the agonized moans. A woman lay curled up on her side a few feet away, cradling her badly burned arm. From the unnatural position of her foot, it looked like she also had a broken ankle. Kerry lurched to her feet, then muscled the woman up off the floor and over her shoulder. She wasn’t sure how far she could carry someone who was both taller and heavier than she was; hopefully that huge guy would reappear.

The smoke had too much substance now for her to see clearly, so she was forced to trust her instincts. Through the darkness, she fought her way toward the exit one last time. It felt like it took an eternity before she finally staggered through the door.

Outside she was dimly aware of the crush of people and the scream of sirens as ambulances pulled into the parking lot. She turned in their direction, going only a few steps before EMTs were there to relieve her of her burden. As they gently settled the woman on a gurney, she grabbed Kerry and held on tightly.

Squeezing her hand lightly, Kerry offered what comfort she could. “You’ll be fine. They’re going to take you to the hospital.”


“What’s your name?” the woman rasped, her voice damaged by the smoke.

“Kerry. Kerry Logan.”

“Thank you. Without you, I’d be dead.” A tear streaked down the woman’s sooty face.

“We’ll take her now, miss.” The EMT wheeled the gurney toward a waiting ambulance.

Kerry stared after the flashing lights long after the ambulance streaked out of the parking lot. The adrenaline rush left her buzzed and unable to concentrate, with no outlet for the energy coursing through her. Where was that tall guy? She wanted to thank him for his help and make sure he’d made it out of the fire safely. Odd that just his presence had helped her remain so calm.

Before she could spot him, a uniformed man approached her. “Miss, I’d like to talk to you if you wouldn’t mind.”

Kerry blinked several times, forcing her eyes to focus. “Yes, Officer?”

“From what I’ve been hearing, a lot of folks are alive here because of your efforts. So far it looks like no one died, in large part thanks to you. Tell me what happened in there.”

Kerry shuddered as images of flames and fear flooded her mind. “There was music and dancing, and then suddenly there was fire everywhere.”

He looked up from his notebook. “Can you describe it in more detail? I’m the arson investigator for the fire department—Maynard Cooper, although most folks just call me Coop. I’ll be in charge of the investigation.”

“I’m Kerry Logan, but I don’t know how much help I can be. Most of it’s just a blur.” She shoved her hands in her jeans pockets. “Right now I just want to go home.”

“You’ll get there, but first I need your contact information. Then you need to get checked out by the EMTs before we can release you. You took in an awful lot of smoke tonight.”

She was reluctantly following him across the parking lot when Coop abruptly steered her back the way they’d come.

“The vultures have landed.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Listen, unless you want to be grilled by a mob of reporters, why don’t you wait by my car over there? I’ll send one of the techs to check on you.”

“Thanks.” The last thing she wanted was to face the flash of cameras and a bunch of stupid questions.

While Coop fended off the press, she watched the firefighters swarm the club, pouring on more water and checking for hot spots inside the remaining walls. Had anyone been left inside? God, she hoped not. What a horrible way to die! Visions of that fiery hell would terrorize her dreams for weeks to come.

As she waited, she could feel the weight of someone’s gaze. She looked around, at first seeing no one, then spotted a man standing back in the shadows of a nearby alley. Though she couldn’t see his face, she could feel him staring directly at her. She tried to ignore him but found it impossible to look away.

As if sensing her interest, he stepped forward into the glow of a streetlight and met her gaze head-on. His mouth turned up in a predatory smile that chilled her to the bone. Glancing toward the door to the club, he held out his hand. With a quick flick of his thumb, he lit his cigarette lighter, then lifted it up as if he’d been making a toast.

His smile broadened and he bowed, then faded back into the shadows as quickly as he’d appeared. Kerry stood frozen, unable to move, grasping for words to describe what she’d just seen. Only one fit.

Death.

There wasn’t a doubt in her mind that this man was responsible for the fire. Closing her eyes, she did her best to recall every detail about him, then ran straight for Coop.

He was still fielding questions from the reporters. She caught his eye and gave him a pleading look. Abruptly he cut off the interview, promising the reporters an update as more information became available. Kerry waited impatiently for the press to start moving off.

When they were out of hearing, she leaned in close to the arson investigator and whispered, “I need to talk to you, but not here.”

After one look at her face, he nodded and took her arm. “Let’s get in my car.”

There, he asked, “What’s up?”

Bracing herself, she met his gaze head-on. “I know who started the fire.”

The investigator jerked upright, all signs of exhaustion gone. “What makes you say that? Where is he now?”

“Gone.” Her teeth began to chatter, and cold chills raced through her body. “Can I borrow your notebook and a pencil?”

He handed them over.

With trembling hands, she started sketching the face she’d seen, closing her eyes periodically to remember more detail. It took her several attempts to get the mouth right, but finally she was satisfied.

And scared all over again.

Coop leaned over to look at the picture. “Who is he? And what makes you think that he’s the one?”

“While you were talking to the reporters, I felt someone staring at me.” She pointed toward the alley. “He was standing in the shadows between those two buildings. As soon as I spotted him, he smiled and held up his cigarette lighter and flicked it. As if he was making a toast to celebrate the fire.”

She shivered. “His smile was the scariest thing I’ve ever seen.”


Coop merely nodded. “How come you draw so well?”

“I’m a graphic artist. That’s a pretty rough sketch, though.”

He studied the picture. “Looks pretty damn good to me. And it’s a helluva lot more for my team to work with than we had a few minutes ago. I had one of my guys taking pictures of the crowd. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find him in one. I’d like to take you into headquarters to make a statement.”

She ached all over, but she couldn’t find it in her to refuse. “If you think it will help.”

He pulled out a cell phone. “I need to let my men know where I’m heading. Do you need to call anyone?”

She shook her head. No family, few friends, and she’d told her boss that she was going to work at home tomorrow. Glancing at the digital clock on the dash, she realized that it already was tomorrow. She’d been up for almost twenty-four hours straight and felt every minute of it.

As they drove out of the parking lot, Coop opened his mouth briefly, as if to say something but then closed it when he thought better of it. Whatever it was, she’d be better off knowing what he had to say, especially considering the worried look on his face.

“Tell me, Coop. I’d rather know.”

He gave her a sidelong glance. “I didn’t give the reporters any information about you back there, but they’re bound to interview some of the people you saved tonight. If any of them know your name, the media will be on your trail, wanting your story. Your name and picture will end up splashed across tomorrow’s headlines.”

It didn’t take a genius to add two and two and come up with a scary answer. “He’ll find out who I am.”

Coop nodded grimly. “I can request some protection for you, but until we get a fix on who this guy is…Hell, he could be anybody, anywhere. I won’t lie to you, Miss Logan. It could be dangerous, because so far you’re the only one who can place him at the scene.”

“How mad will he be that I screwed up his plans?” It was a hard question to ask, but she preferred to have all the facts, no matter how grim.

Coop stared out the windshield as he considered his answer. “It depends. Chances are he loves fire like most men love a woman. If that’s the case, he might be happy with burning the place to the ground. But if he wanted more than that, then he’s crazy as a bedbug and there’s no predicting what he’ll do.”

“Either way, I have to do this. I couldn’t live with myself, knowing what I saw and not doing anything about it.”

“You’re a brave young woman, Miss Logan.”


She laughed shakily. “I’m not so sure about that.”

“Like they say, being brave is being scared and doing it anyway.” He gave her a reassuring smile. “And a lot of people are still breathing today because you kept a cool head in that fire, Miss Logan.” The respect in his voice came through loud and clear.

She managed a small smile. “Thank you, Coop, and call me Kerry. I suspect we’ll be seeing more of each other.”

“Yeah, and I’m truly sorry about that.” Coop patted her on the shoulder just before turning into the fire department parking lot.

“Me, too, Coop. Me, too.”

*   *   *

“Son of a bitch!”

Ranulf kicked a rock, sending it skittering down the street after the car disappearing down the block. He’d been too busy trying to trace the elusive scent of the renegade to realize that the woman was about to be whisked away by someone in a uniform. For her sake, he hoped the man really was part of the fire department. The renegade Kyth’s scent had faded away at about the same time, so it was possible that the bastard’s fun wasn’t over for the night.

He turned back to where the fire crew continued battling the blaze. Soon there’d be only charred wood and a few nightmares for those who had lived through it. Which brought him right back to the woman in the fire. She was Kyth. He hadn’t known that until he’d grabbed her arm.

His hand still tingled from the burn of energy that had arced between them. Had she recognized him for what he was? Probably not. She’d been too intent on hauling that human’s sorry ass to safety to notice anything else. How many of those trapped in the renegade’s fire party owed their lives to her cool head and clear thinking?

The Dame would want to hear about the woman’s exploits in the club. Thanks to the fire and smoke, he couldn’t provide many details about her other than she was on the small side and had dark hair. And that she’d displayed far more strength and courage than anyone he’d met in a long time.

The renegade would be hunting for her, but Ranulf wasn’t going to let him get to her. Not on his watch.

With the fire department and police still crawling all over the scene, there wasn’t anything else he could do now. First thing in the morning, he’d return to study the scene and start tracking down his target. He’d do better after he’d rested and fed.

After one last look at the smoldering ruins, he walked back to his car. Time to report to the Dame.










Chapter 2




Though the shower had washed the lovely scents of smoke and burned flesh from Bradan’s skin, it hadn’t taken the shine off the fun he’d had watching the dance club burn. In tomorrow morning’s paper, there would be an accurate count of how many had died screaming as the bright, dancing flames had consumed them.

It had been his first effort at arson on such a scale, and it had been an overwhelming success. He slid between the sheets of his king-sized bed, relishing the feel of the cool, clean cotton against his skin. Closing his eyes, he relived each moment, from the first screams right up until the moment the firemen turned off the last hose.

The only fly in the ointment was that little brunette who’d led the charge out of the back of the club. If there’d been more time, he would’ve figured out how to block that door, too. Oh, well, live and learn. When he’d first seen her carry out a burn victim he’d been seriously pissed.

But when she’d done it again, he’d become curious. Who was she? Whenever a human did something extraordinary, they always assumed that the adrenaline coursing through their bodies was responsible. But no amount of adrenaline could account for how much she’d accomplished.

When everyone else had been choking on all that luscious smoke, she’d barely noticed it. Could she possibly be one of his people? After all, the Kyth thrived off of human life force. The heady perfume of fear and pain had rendered the night air an elixir fit for the gods, but ordinary humans lacked the ability to utilize it.

Which meant she had to have Kyth blood in her veins, even if she didn’t know it. His body stirred in response. Once the newspapers got wind of what she’d done, he’d know her name. From there, it was a short step to finding out where she lived.

The two of them would have a lovely time together. If she was as pureblooded as he suspected, she would make a perfect mate for him. And if she didn’t like that idea, she’d make a good plaything until she broke like all of his other toys did, bleeding and screaming for mercy.

Maybe he’d keep her alive long enough to bear him an heir. His brains and good looks, combined with hers, would definitely create a superior product. A son to follow in his old man’s murderous footsteps, or perhaps a daughter who liked the joy of pain as much as her dad did.

A huge yawn surprised him. He’d meant to wait up for the early morning news, but his body was demanding rest. He needed sleep to allow his body to process all the energy he’d taken in, otherwise he’d lose most of it.

When he woke up, he could buy the daily papers. The coverage on the afternoon news wouldn’t be as extensive, but it would have to do. Once he had the girl’s name, he would make plans.

Thinking of her big dark eyes, he slid his hand under the sheet, imagining her in his bed, under him as he rode her hard. A few strokes was all it took to have him arching off the bed, his body shuddering in release. Someday he’d be spilling his seed into his future mate. But for now, it was the perfect ending to a perfect day.

*   *   *

Judith impatiently listened to the clock in the hallway tolling the hour. “Where is that man?”

Sandor shrugged and poured himself another brandy. “Ranulf thinks he is a law unto himself. Perhaps we cater a little too much to him.”

Dame Judith was well aware of the animosity between Sandor and Ranulf, and rarely asked them to work together. This time she had no choice.

“I don’t coddle the man, Sandor. His needs are different than yours and mine.” She sipped her sherry, missing the strength and support of her beloved late Consort, Rolf.

She glanced up at his portrait hanging over the fireplace. Rolf’s eyes seemed to watch her no matter where she stood in the room, as if he’d been keeping an eye on her from the afterlife. It was a silly fantasy, but she drew comfort from the knowledge that he was there, waiting for her to join him when her work here was done. That time was coming soon. She knew it, even if those around her didn’t want to see it.

Some nights the burden of her many years weighed her down, and tonight was worse than most. Once Ranulf appeared, she would give him and Sandor their marching orders, then retire to the sanctuary of her rooms.

Josiah, who served as both her butler and messenger, appeared in the doorway.

“Yes, Josiah, what is it?”

He approached, stopping a few feet away to bow slightly. “Talion Thorsen just pulled in and is getting out of his car.”

“Please ask him to come straight here.”

Josiah frowned. “Considering his attire, madam, I would think he would want time to change first.”


Sandor laughed, and not kindly. “Why? Is he dressed in animal skins and a horned helmet, like the barbarian he is?”

Josiah drew himself up and shot Sandor a disapproving look. “Not at all, sir. However, I’m sure that Master Thorsen would want to pay the Dame the respect due her, and dirty jeans are hardly the appropriate attire for that.”

“That’s quite all right, Josiah.” Judith hid her amusement at her butler’s ability to look down his nose at someone who towered over him by at least six inches. “Please ask Ranulf to come directly here. Waiting for him to change will only delay matters.”

Josiah left, and almost immediately she heard the front door open and close. Josiah spoke first, answered by Ranulf’s deep rumble in disagreement. She couldn’t hear the particulars, but she was willing to bet that Ranulf would prevail. A few seconds later, Josiah reappeared to announce her guest’s imminent arrival.

“Dame Judith, Talion Ranulf Thorsen asked me to say that he’d be joining you in five minutes.”

“That’s fine, Josiah. Would you put together a meal for him? I suspect he’ll be hungry after his long trip.” A Talion of his power would need food to counterbalance the energy feeding he would have done on his way to answer her call.

Josiah nodded, then glanced at Sandor. “And you, sir, would you like a small repast as well?”


Sandor set down his glass. “If it wouldn’t be too much trouble. I’m guessing it’s going to be a long night.”

“Yes, sir. I will serve you all in a few minutes.”

When Ranulf appeared in the doorway, Dame Judith could see why Josiah had thought he’d want to change. Very few of her people would have dared appear before her wearing dirt-streaked jeans and an equally filthy flannel shirt that reeked of smoke. Interesting. Where had he been? To give the man credit, his shoulder-length hair had been recently combed and his face freshly washed.

She held out her hand, and his huge one engulfed her fingers as he bowed and brushed a kiss across her knuckles. No matter what Sandor thought, her Viking warrior knew how to behave—when he wanted to.

“I’m glad you’ve made it, Ranulf. It has been a long day and promises to be even longer. Josiah should be along in a moment with something for you to eat. I trust you are otherwise well?”

Among the Kyth, asking if another had recently fed was considered rude. But however delicately she couched the question, it was important to know the answer. His bright blue eyes narrowed as he straightened up. The lines bracketing his mouth spoke of tension, but he seemed in control of his emotions.

“I am well, my lady. Out of necessity, I made a couple of stops on the way here.”


He stepped away and she noted that he was careful to stand near the door with his back to the wall. A lifetime of fighting made a man understandably cautious.

She picked up the folders full of articles she’d clipped from the local newspapers. “Why don’t we adjourn to the dining room? Once you’ve eaten, we can decide what steps we need to take.”

She led the way across the hallway and sat at the head of the table. Sandor automatically sat on her left, while Ranulf took the seat on her right. Josiah immediately entered from the kitchen, carrying a tray laden with sandwiches, sliced fruits, and cheeses.

Both men reached for the folders she held out to them. “I’ll give you some time to eat while you read over the information I’ve gathered. I’ve called you both here because I suspect we have a renegade in our midst.”

It would be interesting to see if her Talions came to the same conclusions she had. Her instincts screamed she was on the right track, and if a renegade was running rampant in Seattle, leaving a trail of death and pain that could lead straight to her front door, that could spell disaster for them all.

It didn’t take long for both men to read through the material. Sandor frowned as he closed the file, but Ranulf looked especially grim.


“It’s a renegade, all right.” He tapped his forefinger on the stack of papers. “But these were only his opening moves.”

Sandor frowned. “And you know that why?”

“Because he set fire to a dance club downtown tonight and did his damnedest to kill a whole lot of people.” The calm announcement didn’t disguise the fury in the Viking’s eyes. A shimmer of hot energy danced over his hands as he shoved the file back toward the center of the table.

“On my way here, I heard about the fire on the radio and thought it was worth checking out. I don’t know who the son of a—” Ranulf stopped, glancing at Judith. “Uh, I don’t know who was behind the fire, but he’s definitely one of us. There were too many people and too much smoke for me to be able to track him through the crowd, but I could taste his presence. First thing tomorrow, I’ll go back and try again. There won’t be much left to look at, but I should be able to pick up traces of his energy signature. Once I have that, he won’t be able to hide for long.”

“How many were killed?” Judith grasped the talisman that hung around her neck and prayed to the gods that the number was small.

Ranulf’s grim expression softened. “Near as I can tell, none. They hauled a few off in ambulances, but no one was seriously hurt. Not like you’d normally expect from a fire that size.”


Sandor looked puzzled. “But from what you said, the place must have burned to the ground.”

“It did. But there was a woman who managed to get everybody out of the club before the roof caved in.” Then he smiled. “And, Judith, she’s one of us.”

*   *   *

Kerry was so tired that her hair hurt. Coop had kept her sequestered for hours with a sketch artist while he wrote a report. Finally he’d sent out for breakfast for everybody. The wonderful combination of salt and grease went a long way toward improving her mood, but if she didn’t get some sleep soon, she wouldn’t be responsible for her actions.

Coop appeared in the doorway so silently that she had to blink twice to make sure he was real. He looked even worse than she felt.

“You sure you don’t want to go to a hotel, at least for today?” His voice was rough with exhaustion.

“No, I’ll be fine. I’d appreciate a lift home, though.”

He gave her a wry smile. “Did you think we’d boot you out the door and let you fend for yourself?”

“Sorry—it’s been a long twenty-four hours.”

“For all of us.” He stepped back. “Come on, I’ll give you a lift, and then we can both get some rest.”

As she followed him down the hallway, she noticed he had a death grip on a folded newspaper. When they reached the elevator, she braced herself and asked, “Did the reporters find out about me?”

He nodded and shoved the paper at her. “Evidently one of the women you carried out of the fire gave them your name.”

Kerry sighed. “She asked for it after I carried her out of the building. It won’t take the reporters long to find me, will it?”

“Probably not.” Coop ran his fingers through his sparse hair as the elevator bumped to a stop. “Look, the idea of your staying at a hotel room really makes good sense.”

She considered her options as they went to his car and got in. She never slept well in a strange bed, but she doubted she’d sleep at all if a gaggle of reporters decided to camp out on the sidewalk outside her apartment.

“Maybe that would be best for today. Eventually I’ll have to face the press, but I’ll do better after some sleep.” She leaned her head back.

“Duck down. I’d just as soon no one outside of the department knows you’re with me.”

He slowed the car to a crawl until she slid down out of sight. The last thing either of them needed was to lead a parade to her temporary sanctuary.

Darn, now she was uncomfortable as well as tired. It was hardly Coop’s fault, but she was having a hard time keeping a lid on her temper. Finally, she poked her head up and looked around. “Is it safe?”

“I think so. I’m going to take you to a hotel on the east side, where a friend of mine works. He’ll let me register you under a fake name, and supply you with some of the basics from the gift shop.”

“I appreciate everything you’ve done.”

“It’s the least I can do. Your quick thinking saved lives, and that picture you drew might help us catch the bastard who lit the match.”

It was only luck that had prevented anyone from dying, Kerry thought. Coop had checked with the hospital, and most of the victims had been treated and released. The only admission had been the woman with burns and an injured ankle. Although the doctors were at a loss to explain it, the burns had already visibly improved and her ankle was only a bad sprain. Kerry would have sworn that ankle was broken, but she’d take all the good news she could.

Was the bastard who set the fire disappointed? She shivered. Of course he was. And whom would he blame? Her. The danger would only get worse when it became public knowledge that the authorities had a sketch of his face. She stubbornly shoved the fear aside, concentrating on just staying awake.

A short time later, Coop turned into a hotel parking lot, checked his rearview mirror, then parked the car.

“Okay, lady, let’s get you checked in.”


“Yes, sir.” She executed a mock salute as they headed into the hotel.

An hour later, she was showered, fed, and sound asleep.

*   *   *

Ranulf skimmed the morning papers over a late breakfast. They pretty much all said the same things about the fire, which wasn’t much. Obviously the reporters had submitted their articles to meet a deadline before they’d known many details. At least now he knew the mysterious woman’s name: Kerry Logan.

But reading between the lines wasn’t hard when you knew what to look for. Or rather, who to look for. There were definitely two different people involved in the fire who would require Judith’s attention: the arsonist and Kerry Logan.

“Was the Logan woman treated for any injuries?” He looked up from the clipping to find Dame Judith watching him.

“Not as far as we know. Miss Logan disappeared right after the fire was out, and no one has seen her since.” She pushed her plate away. “I’ve made inquiries, but there is only so much I can do without drawing undue attention.”

“He may have already gotten her.” Sandor closed his file and reached for his coffee. “May the gods help her, if he has.”


Ranulf went with his instincts. “I’m sure that was her I saw leaving the scene in a fire department vehicle, but you’re right to be concerned. Even if the culprit was an ordinary arsonist, he’d be angry at her interrupting his fun. But since he’s one of us, he’ll also find her extraordinary reaction to the fire as intriguing as we do. He might forgive the interference if it brings an unschooled Kyth into his crosshairs. We can’t let that happen. I won’t let it.”

Judith gave them both a satisfied nod. “So, gentlemen, your orders are simple. Sandor, find the girl and ingratiate yourself using that abundant charm of yours. Ranulf, do what you can to help keep Miss Logan safe, but bring this arsonist to justice. Our justice.”

Ranulf met the old woman’s sharp gaze. She was ordering him to carry out an execution, just as he’d known she would. It was the best use of their talents, logical, cold, and brutal. Ranulf didn’t enjoy being the messenger of death for the Kyth, but he knew his duty and he would do it. He closed his eyes, seeing his life stretch from his past to his future filled with nothing but an endless line of violence meted out for the good of their kind.

Judith seemed to be waiting for some response. What could he say?

He grasped his talisman and met her gaze head-on. “By my honor, the renegade will die.”

*   *   *


Half an hour later Ranulf was on his way back to the club, his blood singing with the joy of the hunt.

Back when he’d been a boy, the warriors had always enjoyed the choicest bits of the game they’d brought back to the village. Now, for him, it was the spicy, hot taste of the black energy a renegade had fed on. Even the smallest taste of human joy could keep a Kyth electrified for days, but the dark end of their emotional spectrum had the richest flavor and the most power. Ranulf had consumed so much of it in his job as enforcer that it had extended his life for centuries beyond the norm.

And that was why the Dame’s other chief Talion, Sandor Kearn, didn’t trust Ranulf.

Maybe the pup was right, but Ranulf didn’t like to think so. Not once in all of his centuries of service had he ever been tempted to harvest the dark energy straight from the source. Renegades went after humans with cold cruelty, wallowing in the pain and misery and terror they drew from their victims. They took pleasure in the unspeakable.

The law of the Kyth demanded that punishment match the crime, and it was the job of the Talion to carry it out with no hope for appeal. When a Kyth turned renegade, destroying a human’s mind and soul, Ranulf hunted the bastard down and stripped him of every bit of energy he’d stolen and then his own life force as well, leaving only a dead husk behind.


That made Ranulf the stuff of Kyth nightmares, the horror whispered about in the dark of night.

He parked the Packard half a block away from the club. The charred bones of the building jutted up against the sky, giving mute testimony to the violence that had consumed it. It was a miracle that no one had died in that inferno.

He wondered if the owners had needed the insurance money, but he rejected the idea. His gut feeling was that the people inside the club had been the target, and the building just collateral damage. It all added up to the perfect menu for a renegade’s banquet: terror, pain, panic, and death. The bastard would be riding high for days from the dark energy he’d have gotten. Except that one woman’s unexpected heroics had shortchanged him by keeping the death toll to zero.

Kerry Logan was one gutsy woman, and Ranulf hoped that her courage didn’t cost her too dearly. If the renegade found her before Sandor did, there’d be hell to pay, so Ranulf would work with the devil himself to save her life. It was the least he could do to reward such bravery.

He climbed out of his car and headed down the sidewalk to the club. Closing his eyes briefly, he listened for the sound of heartbeats but heard none. He circled the building, studying the details. The fire had started in the front near the door, convincing him that he’d been right about the arsonist’s intent. Block the exits and people would die—horribly.

The stench clogged his mind and senses. The air tasted acrid with the tang of burned human flesh and ashes. It was as if pain was a memory, forever burned into blackened bits and pieces of wood that surrounded him. He’d tasted the savory energy often enough, but only secondhand from a renegade’s cache. This was too recent, too direct.

Clasping the Thor’s hammer amulet at his throat, he felt its power thrumming and burning. He forced himself to walk forward until he came full circle around the building. He moved closer to the outer wall, seeing everything and focusing on nothing. His mind roamed freely as he processed the scene on multiple levels: scent, taste, and sound. Echoes of the event still hovered in the air for someone able to hear them.

Ranulf cocked his head to one side as he traced the path of the back hallway into what had been the dance floor. He closed his eyes and listened to the fading notes of music as they were drowned by a rising crescendo of panic and screams. He only saw faint traces of the events as they’d played out. Sight was the weakest of his senses, but he could hear and he could feel.

A single column of wood still stood, holding up the remains of the roof. He trailed his fingers along the ebony surface, soaking up the memories held in the charred remains. Heat. Flashing lights. A woman. Not just any woman; Kerry Logan had stood right there. His pulse sped up, keeping time with the driving rhythm left behind by the music.

Oh, yeah, she was Kyth, with nearly pure blood flowing through her veins. Anything less and her impression wouldn’t have remained so strong. He followed her essence, the trail somewhat confusing because she’d crisscrossed the room multiple times last evening. In one place he could feel where she’d knelt and then walked away, burdened with something heavy. Perhaps one of the victims she’d snatched from the licking tongues of fire?

Now that he’d tasted her scent and her essence in its purest form, the urge to find her and keep her safe intensified. His hands flexed, ready to protect the woman he’d only met briefly, the strength of his reaction a surprise. If just her echo affected him this strongly, what would she do to him in person? Damned if he didn’t want to find out—and soon.

As swiftly as the thought crossed his mind, he rejected it. It was Sandor’s job to bring the newly discovered Kyth into their society, Ranulf’s job to take out the arsonist. Sandor was the light; Ranulf, the dark. The younger Talion wouldn’t appreciate any interference in his duty—but maybe that was just too damn bad.

Ranulf dug out his cell phone and hit Sandor’s number on speed dial. It rang half a dozen times.


“What?” Sandor sounded distracted.

“I was right. Kerry Logan is definitely Kyth, and close to a pureblood.”

“Have you found her?” There was a definite excitement in Sandor’s voice.

“No, I’m at the dance club. The fire has been out for hours, and I can still feel her here.”

“If she’s that strong, how have we missed her all these years?”

“A good question.” To find a Kyth of this strength was a valuable gift to their dwindling race.

“I’ll let Judith know. Thanks for the heads-up. I appreciate it,” Sandor said, sounding as if he really meant it.

Would wonders never cease? Ranulf shook his head as he hung up. After another trip through the ruins looking for a trace of the arsonist, he returned to the club’s parking lot. The firebug would’ve wanted a front-row seat to watch the entertainment. The question was, where? Several buildings were close enough to give him an unobstructed view without the risk of being seen. Ranulf turned slowly, studying the windows staring down at him like so many blind eyes.

No. It felt wrong to him. Fire was no good unless you could feel its heat and smell the smoke. The arsonist would have needed to be close to ground zero to get the most bang for his buck. This time Ranulf studied the various possible vantage points at ground level. His eyes drifted past an alley but were immediately drawn right back to it.

He headed straight for it on instinct, and after reaching the mouth of the alley, he stopped and looked back toward the club. Yeah, this felt right.

Placing one hand on the brick wall and the other on his talisman, he closed his eyes and slowly entered the alley. Filth and lust and fury burned along his nerve endings, making him queasy and sick to his soul. Oh, yeah—the arsonist had stood right here, cheering on the fire and soaking up the pain and suffering from a safe distance. Ranulf couldn’t wait to get his hands on him.





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
pmk ;{/mm

UNLEASHED

ALEXIS MORGAN





OEBPS/font/GoudySansStd-Medium.otf


OEBPS/font/GoudySansStd-Book.otf


OEBPS/Images/cover2.jpg
pmk ;{/mm

UNLEASHED

ALEXIS MORGAN





