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Chapter 1


“Who the bloody hell are you?”

Piper looked up from her computer screen and studied the irate male glaring at her from the doorway. Her stomach did a little rock-and-roll number. He was, without a doubt, the guy they’d warned her about—Greyhill Danby. She’d been hired while he’d been in England, and she knew for a fact that no one expected him back yet.

“I suppose I could ask you the same question—but I’d like to think I would’ve been a little more polite.” Her smile wasn’t meant to be nice; rude was always the best response to rude.

His eyes, an incredible shade of bright blue, narrowed as he walked into the cramped room. That fierce gaze wouldn’t miss much. She was willing to bet he’d committed every detail to memory the moment he entered, from the pictures on the wall to the number of buttons on her blouse. He certainly wouldn’t have missed the pink and purple highlights in her dark hair, much less the tattoo on her right arm. And he clearly didn’t approve of any of it.

When he didn’t respond, she continued. “Well, since you’ve obviously forgotten how to speak, I’ll answer for both of us. I’m Piper Ryan, the Dame’s new assistant. This is my office, and you must be Greyhill Danby.”

It took some effort to tear her eyes away from all that masculine intensity, but she managed. Barely.

“Now since the pleasantries are over, you’ll have to excuse me, Mr. Danby. One of us has important work to do.”

Her fingers flew across her keyboard to make her point. She’d delete the gibberish she was typing after he left. If he left. He’d widened his stance and crossed his arms over his chest, clearly intending to take root.

She hit the save button and then looked up, sighing loudly. “Is there something else I can help you with, Mr. Danby? I really am very busy.”

His lips tightened. She’d definitely pushed too far.

“I can see that you’re busy, ah … Miss Ryan, was it?” His eyebrows snapped down over those bright blue eyes as he stared at her. “And I’m sure whatever you’re doing is important to someone, somewhere. However, since this is actually my office, you’ll understand why you need to go do your little job somewhere else.”

Apparently no one had told him that they’d be sharing the space until the workmen finished remodeling the rooms upstairs into offices for her and Kerry Thorsen.

Thanks a lot, Sandor Kearn. You could have warned me that you left this guy out of the loop.

She turned to face Danby directly. “I’m guessing that you haven’t talked to Sandor since your return.”

He nodded sharply. “You’d guess right, although I’m not sure what he has to do with you usurping my office.”

Piper laughed, fueling the flames. Holding her hand up in apology, she finally managed to speak.

“Sorry, Mr. Danby, but with that British accent of yours, it sounds like this is 1776 all over again and I’m one of those pesky American rebels. But I assure you, sir, I didn’t dump your precious tea in Puget Sound. It’s over there on the cabinet right next to my coffee.”

He scrutinized the clutter with a slight sneer before turning back to her. “My advice to you, Miss Ryan, is not to get too comfortable here.”

He stalked out, taking most of the oxygen in the room with him. That was the only reason she could come up with for why she suddenly felt so breathless. Yes, that had to be it. Slowly the pressure in her chest eased, leaving her to figure out how she was going to share such a confined space with that uptight jerk. Sexy, but a jerk nonetheless.

Turning back to her computer, she deleted the nonsense lines. She’d manage somehow. She always did.

•   •   •

Out in the hall, Grey pinched the bridge of his nose and wished he could rewind and try that whole mess again. Maybe he should take a lap around the rose garden—or half a dozen—before seeking out either Sandor Kearn or the Dame herself.

Granted, neither one of them were particularly happy to have Grey around, but to stick a spy—especially that flit of brunette—in his private office was too much. How was he supposed to work with her in there? She’d already turned his neat and tidy office into complete chaos.

What else had changed in the short time he’d been out of the country? Although Dame Kerry had told him to take his time moving to Seattle, he hadn’t wanted to give her the chance to rethink her decision to appoint him as her Chief Talion and enforcer.

He’d worked around the clock to close up his flat in London and make arrangements to ship his belongings to the States. He’d finished in record time, and it had been exhausting. It also didn’t help his mood that his departure had been delayed for over six hours because of weather, followed by a flight full of screaming infants and heavy turbulence.

So he was seriously jet-lagged and short-tempered. He’d only intended to stop by the Dame’s home long enough to let her know that he was back and to drop off a few things in his office. Which, as it turned out, was evidently no longer just his.

Exactly who was this Piper Ryan? And more importantly, how had she managed to worm her way into the Thorsen household so quickly? The last he’d heard, he was supposed to be in charge of security, which included vetting potential employees. Obviously someone had also usurped his job while he was away.

The most likely culprit was Sandor Kearn, Grey’s predecessor as Chief Talion. Even though Sandor had happily relinquished the role, he’d probably felt obligated to continue his former duties until Grey returned. That was all well and good, but why hadn’t he kept Grey in the loop?

The answer was obvious. Sandor had guessed how Grey would react to finding someone else ensconced in his office. And not just someone, but Piper Ryan. Her image filled his head, another reason to curse his gift of almost perfect recall. Her dark hair appeared to have been cut with grass clippers with no intention other than drawing attention to streaks of purple and bright pink that clashed with her bright red lipstick and nail polish.

Her dark eyes had a faint tilt to them, hinting at an interesting ancestry. And those full lips with that small mole at the corner of her mouth made him wonder. … Better not go there.

He stepped out into the garden, breathing deeply to draw in the damp mist that was often part of a Seattle morning. It was the one thing that his new home had in common with his old one. What London didn’t have were the towering peaks of the Cascades and the Olympics that framed the Puget Sound area. Then there was the impressive presence of Mt. Rainier, the snow-covered volcanic peak that served as a backdrop to the city itself.

He could come to like it here, provided the Dame and her Consort would trust him enough to do his job. If they couldn’t, he’d be banished to serve the Dame at a distance, most likely from London or perhaps Scandinavia. His skin crawled as he remembered the sharp bite of Nordic winters.

Speaking of Europe, Grey needed to check in. Not that he wanted to, as tired as he was, but it was politic of him to do so. Pulling out his cell phone, he dialed the familiar number. After a handful of rings, the call clicked over to voicemail. Considering his mood, that was for the best.

“You wanted to know when I got back to Seattle. Now you know. So far, no new developments. E-mail me if you have any questions. I might even answer if the mood strikes me.”

He hung up, thankful he didn’t have to speak to a man he could barely tolerate. A common interest forced them to be civil, but it wouldn’t last past the resolution of the current situation. That was just fine with Grey. Plus, he agreed with that old saying about keeping your friends close and your enemies closer.

“Greyhill, I hadn’t heard you were back!”

He automatically snapped to attention as he turned to face the new Grand Dame of the Kyth, Kerry Thorsen. His training demanded he bow to honor his ruler, but he held himself back. Kerry had made it clear that she preferred a more casual relationship with her Talions than her predecessor had. Besides, courtly behavior seemed out of place when the Dame was wearing a faded T-shirt and jeans that had more than one hole in them.

The radical change in the royal court was only one of many things Grey struggled to come to terms with since the death of their previous ruler. Although Dame Judith had chosen to live out her last years in the Pacific Northwest, she’d kept many of the customs that had held her in good stead for the thousand-plus years of her reign. The entire Kyth world had been rocked by the combined shock of her death and her choice of successor. It was that last one that had brought Grey to Seattle in the first place.

“Grey?”

The puzzled note in Kerry’s voice made him realize that he’d been staring at her. He shook his head to clear it.

“I’m sorry, Dame Kerry. After a long, hectic trip, I’m afraid I’m not back up to full speed yet. Please let me take those flowers for you.” He looked around, searching the garden for some sign of her guards. “Where is everybody? Are you alone out here?”

“For once.” Kerry smiled as she handed Grey the basket of roses. She stripped off her gardening gloves and dropped them, along with her pruning shears, on the table beside the door.

“I believe Ranulf is out hunting down some parts for his pet Packard. Sandor has taken the kids shopping before they head to the airport to meet Lena’s flight. I don’t expect them back before dinner tonight.”

Grey still studied the garden behind her. “May I ask where you left your guard?” Discreet was one thing; invisible was quite another.

She shrugged, obviously not concerned. “Sandor mentioned something about assigning someone to follow me around. I told him not to bother.”

Bloody hell. Sandor shouldn’t have allowed her the option of refusing. It was the duty of the Talions to protect the Dame. If Kerry wouldn’t let them stay nearby, how were they supposed to keep her safe?

“I will ensure any guards assigned to you will be as unobtrusive as possible.”

“But I’ve never needed one before.” Kerry wrinkled her nose and frowned. “Well, unless you count when Ranulf and Sandor get it in their heads to hover.”

“We’re all concerned for your safety, my lady.”

“I’ll think about it,” she said dismissively. But that was all right—he could be stubborn, too.

Kerry started toward the house. “You must be tired. Why don’t you come in and have a seat while I get those flowers in water?”

As they stepped inside, she asked, “Care to join me for an early lunch?”

Since it gave him the perfect excuse to stand guard over her, Grey didn’t hesitate. “Gladly. Why don’t I let Hughes know?”

“Thanks. I’ll wash up and grab a vase.”

Kerry disappeared down the hall toward her private quarters while Grey cursed under his breath. Damn it all! What was Sandor thinking? No matter what Kerry thought, the Talions should stand guard 24/7 to protect the Grand Dame of the Kyth. Like it or not, Kerry was the ruler of their people, one of the few to possess the rare combination of powers that qualified her for the job.

Her ability to heal was crucial to the well-being of those who served her. By all reports, Kerry also wielded an impressive arsenal of combat gifts, but even she wasn’t impervious to attack.

She needed to be protected. Not everyone was thrilled that she’d ascended the throne. Most of the American Kyth simply seemed curious, but some of their Old World kindred were fuming. They’d had their own plans for the succession, and Kerry wasn’t what they’d had in mind.

A small but vocal faction claimed that Judith had meant to give Kerry her memories only as a temporary measure to keep them from being lost forever. If Kerry didn’t step down soon, they might very well attempt to take matters into their own hands.

Well, Grey would certainly be having words with Sandor. Granted, the Dame was married to Ranulf Thorsen, a powerful Talion in his own right. The Viking was perfectly capable of protecting Kerry by himself, but only if he was actually with her. When Ranulf couldn’t be by her side, another Talion should be. Dame Judith had slacked off on security and look where that had gotten her: murdered by a Talion warrior who’d gone renegade.

Ranulf and Sandor had obviously let Kerry have her way too often. As Chief Talion, it was Grey’s honor and his duty to keep her safe. Now if she’d just trust him enough to let him to do his job.

For the time being, he’d use the chance to share a meal as an excuse to remain close by until Ranulf could take over. Grey sought out the butler requested a pot of Earl Grey tea and something to eat for them both. When he returned to the dining room, Kerry was already busy arranging her flowers.

“Hughes will be in shortly.”

“Good. I’m famished.” She shoved the last rose into the vase and stood back to admire her handiwork. “Perfect.”

To Grey, the arrangement looked a bit haphazard, but his Dame looked pleased with her efforts. She buried her face in the blossoms and drew a deep breath, then set the vase on the sideboard before sitting at the table.

“So how was your trip, Grey? I had expected you would be gone longer. I hope you didn’t rush things on my account.”

Was she disappointed that he’d returned so quickly, or only surprised? It was hard to know, but he suspected she’d have been just as happy to have him stay gone indefinitely.

“London was London, so it rained much of the time I was there. There wasn’t much to do, other than shut off the utilities and close up my flat. I’ve arranged to have my things shipped to Seattle, which means I’ll have to start looking for a permanent place to live. Until then, I’ve extended my reservation at the hotel.”

Kerry frowned. “Wouldn’t you be more comfortable staying here at the house? We’ve plenty of room.”

Kerry’s offer seemed sincere, but he couldn’t imagine that she’d want another guest imposing on her hospitality. She and Ranulf had recently taken in three Kyth teenagers whom Sandor had rescued from living on the streets.

“I appreciate the offer, but you already have enough extra mouths to feed. How is that going, by the way?”

“It’s been an adjustment for all of us, but especially for the kids. Sean and Tara have been on their own for years, so they’re not used to taking orders from anyone. God knows, they’ve had little reason to trust the adults in their lives.”

Her smile looked a bit rueful. “Kenny is definitely a handful. He wasn’t happy when we told him he had to go back to school, especially since he’ll need tutoring to catch up. We’re looking into online programs for the older two so they can earn their high school diplomas. After that, who knows?”

Hughes appeared in the doorway with a heavily laden tray. “Ma’am, shall I serve?”

Kerry shook her head. “No, just leave the tray. We’ll take it from there.”

The butler looked a bit disappointed but did as Kerry asked. Evidently Grey wasn’t the only one who would appreciate a little more formality around the place. He wondered how Hughes felt about the newest additions to the household. The teenagers must present a variety of challenges.

Did those three kids have any idea how lucky they were? According to the laws of their people, Kerry would’ve been within her rights to have ordered them executed for the way they’d been stripping life energy from ordinary humans. Instead, Sandor had convinced the new Dame that mercy should also be part of Kyth law.

Grey didn’t necessarily disagree, but he wondered if Kerry’s decision had been driven by compassion or cowardice. Only time would tell. For now, he could only watch and wait.

Piper froze. She’d been on her way to get the Dame’s signature on a stack of papers only to realize that Kerry talking to Greyhill Danby. She was in no mood to deal with him again. Their earlier encounter had been more than enough.

Especially if he started asking a bunch of questions she couldn’t afford to answer. She certainly didn’t want him to start poking around. Her references and paperwork had stood up well enough to Sandor’s inquiries, but she suspected he hadn’t looked all that hard. Between the three kids he’d rescued and Lena’s whirlwind trip to the East Coast, he’d been distracted.

She checked her watch. Another fifteen minutes and she’d be done for the day. If the bus gods smiled on her, she’d even have time to grab a lunch before heading to class. This was one of her long days; she put several hours working for Kerry, followed by the three classes she was taking to finish her degree.

That thought brightened her mood considerably. She’d be twenty-eight on her next birthday, and she was finally going to graduate. It had been a long haul, but the end was in sight.

Deciding the signatures could wait until tomorrow, she returned back to the office and put the papers into a bright red folder labeled with Kerry’s name. If something came up after Piper left, Kerry would know where to look for the documents amidst the clutter.

That had her grinning. She bet Greyhill was an “everything in its place” kind of guy and her clutter would drive him crazy. Poor man, it wasn’t like he had any choice about sharing his office. For an instant she considered straightening up a bit before leaving, but rejected the idea. If Greyhill Danby didn’t like the mess on her desk, he could get over it.

She logged off the computer and snagged her backpack off the floor. After flipping off the lights, she charged out into the hall toward the front door, only to bounce off a obstacle that hadn’t been there a few minutes before.

She stumbled backward and was rescued at the last second when Grey latched onto her arms and jerked her back upright. Despite his obvious impatience, his hands were gentle. She knew she should apologize for almost knocking him down, but her brain and her mouth were seriously out of sync when she spoke.

“Are your eyes really that amazing shade of blue or do you wear contacts?”

Her face flushed hot and then cold as his eyebrows shot up in surprise.

“Thank you for noticing, and yes, they’re actually that blue. Do you always say the first thing that pops into your mind Ms. Ryan?”

“I try not to. I’m sorry I ran into you. I’ve got class.”

Okay, that came out wrong. She tried again, hoping to make more sense, but the warmth of his hands against her skin had her brain firing on only half its cylinders.

“What I meant to say is that I’m running late for my classes at the university. But that’s no excuse for running down an innocent man.”

Those blue eyes suddenly warmed up about a hundred degrees, and his stern lips softened as he smiled. At that moment, innocent was hardly the word to describe Greyhill Danby. Good golly, the man was compelling enough when he was angry. She didn’t know what she’d do if he turned out to be charming, too.

His hands dropped away from her arms, leaving her missing his touch as he stepped out of her way.

“You mentioned something about leaving.”

Piper blinked twice. “What? Oh. Yeah. I was. Excuse me, please.”

She walked down the hallway, feeling his gaze following her each step of the way. It was hard not to turn around and catch him watching.

Just as she was about to turn the corner, a phone rang. She looked back to see Greyhill flipping his cell open.

His eyes flickered in her direction, and just that quickly, every vestige of warmth disappeared from his expression. He muttered something into the phone and then stared at her until she gave up and walked away.

What was that all about? It wasn’t as if she had a burning desire to eavesdrop on his all-important phone call.

She stalked out into the bright sunshine. She was under enough stress working as Kerry’s assistant without having to deal with a man who ran hot and cold. She didn’t understand him, and wasn’t sure she wanted to. Right now she had more important things to do than waste her time thinking about Greyhill Danby.

Piper walked down the street to wait for the bus. Thanks to her encounter with Grey, she’d just missed the last one and had at least twenty minutes to kill before the next arrived. She sat on the bench and pulled out her European history text. Although she was majoring in business, she’d taken the class as an elective.

Today’s lecture was on the Vikings. She was having a great time reading up on the adventures of her boss’s husband back in the day. There was no mention of Ranulf by name, of course, but he’d definitely been there. She didn’t know him well enough to ask him about it; but one of these days she’d corner him and demand some answers.

Heck, maybe she could even use his experiences to write a paper on the true story of his particular tribe leaving Scandinavia. Not that the Kyth would ever let her publish it; they were far too secretive about their existence to allow that.

She stared at the pictures of the artifacts in the book and wondered how people who had created such beautiful things could also have waged war with such passion. But that wasn’t a topic she’d take up with Ranulf Thorsen. Nor was her past.

He and Kerry had no idea why she’d really sought them out, and she wasn’t about to tell them. It was enough that they’d accepted her as one of their kind, even if she wasn’t pure-blooded Kyth. The fact that Kerry had offered her a part-time job had just been a bonus.

Although waiting for Sandor to check out her resume had definitely been nerve-wracking, Piper had passed muster. But now that Greyhill Danby had returned, she prayed he didn’t get it into his head to do some checking on his own. Sandor might have allowed her to disappear from Kerry’s life as quickly as she’d appeared; however, Danby didn’t seem to be the type to let someone off that easily. He’d keep digging and digging until he knew the truth.

And that was something she couldn’t afford. Not now. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

She forced her attention back to the page in front of her. She’d started taking college classes before she’d even graduated from high school, never expecting it would take her so long to finish her degree. She’d always had to fit classes in around her work schedule as she struggled to keep a roof over her head and meals on the table, but the end was finally in sight.

She liked to think her mother would have been proud of her, but it was impossible to guess what her father would have thought. He’d disappeared from her life too long ago for her to have any memories of him.

She ran her finger down the page, looking for where she’d left off. She was quickly drawn into the world the historian described. Picturing Ranulf Thorsen rather than some nameless barbarian helped bring the history alive for her. She was lost in it, and it took her several seconds to notice the purr of a well-tuned engine as it slowed to a stop right in front of her.

When she did look up, she admired the classic lines of the Jaguar before checking out the driver.

Rats! What was he doing there? Hadn’t their paths crossed enough for one day?

When Grey rolled down the window, Piper shoved her textbook back into her pack and approached the car. She bent down to look in the window.

“Did you need something, Mr. Danby?”

“I thought you might like a ride to the university. I’m going right by there.”

He broke off eye contact and stared out the windshield, looking as if he already regretted the offer. Well, he wasn’t the only one who had qualms about the two of them being alone in a car together. But her mother hadn’t raised her to be a coward.

“I’d love a ride if you’re sure it’s no inconvenience.” She reached for the door handle before he could respond.

She’d barely fastened her seatbelt when he hit the gas hard. Piper braced herself and settled back to enjoy the ride.



Chapter 2


Grey glanced at Piper, not quite sure why he was driving her to school. He would like to know how much of his phone call she’d overheard, but he tried not to lie to himself about the reasons behind his decisions, even impulsive ones.

He was pretty sure Piper had been well on her way out of the house before he’d gotten down to the nitty-gritty with Harcourt. Maybe he should’ve curbed his tongue, but the prick could’ve given Grey time to settle in before pressing him for details. Granted, Harcourt had good reason to take the ascension of Kerry Thorsen harder than most, but what was done was done.

Now wasn’t the time to think about that. He turned his attention to the much more intriguing problem sitting next to him.

“I assume you’re going to the main campus.”

Piper sat with her eyes at half-mast, a soft smile drawing his attention to her beauty mark. He tried not to think about how kissable that mouth looked, with limited success. She wasn’t his type but that didn’t seem to matter.

She nodded. “Yes, you can drop me anywhere on Forty-fifth. I can walk from there.”

“I can do better than that, Ms. Ryan. Just tell me where you need to go.”

“If you’re sure you don’t mind, turn in the main gate and then I’ll show you from there.”

She gave him a puzzled look. “Why are you doing this? I got the impression earlier that you weren’t exactly pleased to find me ensconced in our office.”

“You mean my office.” He softened the correction with the merest hint of a smile.

“Which it will be again, Mr. Danby,” she shot back. “If you hadn’t instantly gone on the attack, I would’ve explained. Two of the rooms on the second floor are being remodeled into offices for Dame Kerry and me, which is why I’m in your office and she’s using the dining room. Once everything is done and the new furniture arrives, I’ll be moving out of your space. Sandor was hoping you wouldn’t be back quite so soon.”

Piper frowned. “That came out wrong. I didn’t mean he was hoping you wouldn’t come back, just that sharing the office wouldn’t be a problem.”

Or maybe the Dame was having second thoughts about assigning him to work here in Seattle. Had they heard the rumblings of discontent from the European Kyth and assumed he felt the same? Well, it wouldn’t be the first time he’d had to prove himself.

Right now he wasn’t thinking all that clearly. He was too busy wondering how it would feel to kiss Piper before she got out of the car. When she gave him a suspicious look, he quickly banked the fires.

She sat up straighter and put her pack on her lap. “You can let me out at the next building.”

He pulled over to the curb and stopped. “I suppose I’ll see you tomorrow in my office.”

“Don’t you mean in our office?” Piper laughed as she opened the door. She met his gaze with a twinkle in her dark eyes. “Nice car, by the way. It fits you.”

“How so?”

She ran her fingers along edge of the leather seat. “It’s all sleek lines and class on the surface.”

“And beneath the surface?”

“There’s a monster of an engine, ready to run down the competition.”

She paused clearly waffling about what she was going to say. “In your case, I suspect, underneath that cool exterior beats the heart of a warrior who takes his duty very seriously.”

Then she was out of the car. “Thanks for the ride. I’ll see you in the morning.”

He watched her walk away, taking a long hard look her exterior. How much of her quirky style was designed to keep people from noticing her sharp mind? Maybe they had more in common than he thought.

For now, he was going to head back to the hotel for some much-needed sleep. First thing tomorrow, he would start on his growing to-do list—beginning with the puzzle of Piper Ryan.

Lawrence Harcourt paced the room. How dare Greyhill Danby hang up on him! And when he’d called the Talion back, all he’d gotten was voice mail. He knew Grey had just arrived in Seattle, but he could have at least provided a brief update on the situation.

He’d give the man a few days to report back. After that, he’d start the plan in motion himself. The thought of treason didn’t sit well with him, but someone had to take a stand before that woman became too firmly entrenched as Grand Dame.

“Father? Is something wrong?”

Lawrence schooled his features before turning to face his daughter. “Not at all, Adele. A minor setback in a business dealing. Nothing for you to worry about.”

“If you say so,” she replied with a smile.

She resembled her mother so much. He couldn’t believe that his daughter was now older than her late mother had been when he’d married her. Sophisticated for her age, Adele had made them both proud. Though she wore jeans and T-shirts to classes, as all the young people did these days, she always honored his request that she dress for dinner.

After pouring himself a drink, Harcourt sat on the sofa and patted the space beside him. “Please come tell me about your day while we wait for dinner.”

She sat in one of chairs that faced the sofa instead, which surprised him. It was rare for Adele to defy him, even in such a small way. Yet there was nothing in her expression to suggest she was unhappy with him, so he let it go. He spent so much time trying to outmaneuver his competitors that he sometimes forgot not everyone always had an ulterior motive.

“How are your classes at University going?” he asked when she didn’t immediately speak.

“Boring,” she answered with a note of amusement in her voice. “You know how much I love higher mathematics—not! Although even that’s better than memorizing all the Kyth bloodlines in my spare time. I really don’t see why I need to know who among us has the same great-great-great-great grandmother.”

Harcourt gave her the same answer he always did. “Because knowledge is power, especially among our kind. Knowing those connections and loyalties helps predict how someone might react in any given situation.”

Adele studied her manicure for several seconds. “And why is that important for me? It’s not like your business interests only involve other Kyth.”

“No, but when you’re—” he started to say, but she was already shaking her head. “What?”

“Father, I know you’re disappointed that Grand Dame Judith chose someone else to succeed her, but what’s done is done. My future lies elsewhere now.”

Adele’s words were spoken softly but with conviction. She kept her gaze on her lap, probably to keep him from seeing something in her eyes that she didn’t think he’d like. Something like relief.

He fought down the rush of anger. His daughter had been groomed to ascend to the throne of Grand Dame from the moment her particular gifts had manifested themselves.

Granted, Adele didn’t have exactly the same talents as the late Dame, but his daughter had come closer than anyone else had in a very long time. Her gifts, coupled with her impeccable bloodline, made her the obvious candidate. He’d even taken the family to Seattle every year to visit relatives, always making arrangements to call on the Dame and her Consort.

All those plans, all that work, and all for nothing. Now an upstart woman with no pedigree and no right had been declared Grand Dame. Not only that, but she’d managed to ensnare Ranulf Thorsen, which only proved the rumors he’d been hearing for years about the Viking’s instability. That didn’t explain Sandor Kearn’s support of the Dame, though.

Maybe insanity was contagious.

“Father?”

He jerked himself back to the present. “I’m sorry, my dear. You’ve been most gracious about what’s happened. However, nothing is set in stone yet, so we need to continue as we began.”

The look she shot his way was puzzling, but before he could pursue the matter any further, a servant appeared in the doorway.

“Excuse me, sir, but dinner is served.”

“Thank you. We’ll be right in.” Harcourt stood up and offered his hand to his daughter. “Shall we?”

“Yes,” she said, but she didn’t sound happy about it, making him wonder if they were actually talking about dinner at all.

Grey checked the address Sandor had given him against the one on the building. He had the right place, but it certainly wasn’t what he’d expected. The door opened and people filed out of the restaurant, bringing the scent of fresh bread and cinnamon along with them. His stomach rumbled. Inside, there wasn’t an empty table in sight; hopefully it was a testament to the food.

Sandor stood up at a corner table long enough to catch Grey’s attention.

When Grey reached him, Sandor poured him a cup of coffee and handed him a menu. “Good morning. Hope this isn’t too early for you.”

“Not at all. The eight hour time difference from London still has me a bit off schedule, but I’m adjusting.” He studied the menu briefly. “What’s good?”

“It’s all good, but I always order the spinach and feta omelet with a basket of cinnamon rolls.”

The waitress made her way to their table, her notepad at the ready. Grey kept it simple and followed Sandor’s lead. As they waited for their meal, they made small talk about mutual friends over cups of the restaurant’s special blend of dark roast coffee.

Grey took another sip, waiting for the jolt of caffeine to hit his bloodstream.

“Did Lena make it back all right? Dame Kerry said you were picking her up at the airport yesterday.”

Sandor nodded, clearly pleased by the return of his woman. “She may have to make another trip to finish up, but she got a lot done while she was there. The moving truck will be heading this way by the end of the week.”

“I’m sure she’ll be glad to stop living out of a suitcase. I know I’ll be relieved when the rest of my things arrive.”

The waitress came back carrying two plates piled high with food. By unspoken agreement, both men concentrated on their breakfasts. Grey knew after just one bite that he’d be back here soon, perhaps even becoming a regular at the café.

Finally, he pushed his plate away and sat back. “That hit the spot. Thanks for inviting me.”

Sandor finished off the last bit of his eggs and then set his fork down. “Glad you liked it. I thought you might prefer to meet away from the Dame’s house in case you had any questions.”

“I appreciate it. I haven’t really had a chance to look over the files you left for me, but I will today.” He poured them each more coffee. “I did meet Piper Ryan yesterday though.”

Sandor winced. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think to warn you about her, but—”

“I know. You didn’t expect me back so soon.” He was tired of hearing that and let it show.

The other Talion got the message. “I’ve had a lot going on and let a few things slip. That shouldn’t have been one of them.”

“You’ve all been through a lot recently.” Grey could afford to be gracious, and besides, he needed Sandor’s cooperation on some of the changes he wanted to make.

Where to start? Maybe with the easy stuff.

“So how did Dame Kerry come to hire someone like Piper Ryan as an assistant?”

Damn, he didn’t mean to sound like a snob, but there should be standards. A dress code at least. He wasn’t above enjoying a short skirt when it showed off such fine legs, but first impressions counted.

He knew Kerry was on trial, even if the others didn’t. She was now the head of several foundations dedicated to the education, health, and financial stability of her people. Every decision mattered if Kerry was going to solidify her position. And that included her staff.

Sandor said, “Piper called one day wanting to meet the Dame,” said, “She’d recently found out about her own Kyth heritage and wanted to learn more. Since meeting with newly discovered Kyth has always been one of my principle duties, I talked to her first. When I brought her to the house to meet Kerry, the two of them hit it off. One thing led to another, and Kerry offered her the job.”

“I assume her credentials checked out?”

“Yes, as far as they went. She’s moved around a lot over the years, so there were stretches of time when she wasn’t working.”

Interesting, but not necessarily suspicious. “Did she say why she moved so often?”

“Apparently because of her mother’s job. Even when Piper was of legal age, she followed her mother because she was the only family Piper had. When her mom passed away, Piper used her inheritance to enroll at the university here to finish her business degree. She’ll graduate after this quarter.”

Sandor had reasonable answers for Grey’s questions, but there was still something that didn’t feel right. Maybe he was a suspicious bastard, but then that was his job. He’d have to do some checking of his own.

Now it was time to address another touchy subject. “I take it Dame Kerry didn’t like the idea of having guards posted at all times?”

Sandor shook his head. “Hell, no. She did point out that Ranulf is with her most of the time. If the Viking can’t keep her safe, no one can.”

He gave Grey a considering look. “Something has you wanting to push for this. Mind telling me what it is?”

Grey knew he was treading on thin ice, but he had to let Sandor know where he stood. “Nothing specific, but I can’t help thinking that we might not have lost Dame Judith to Bradan if she’d kept her Talion guards closer at hand.”

His companion’s face went stone cold. “Is that what everyone thinks? That Ranulf and I failed Judith?”

“No, we all failed her, Sandor. I wasn’t there to protect her when she was taken, either. Even if she had allowed guards to be posted, you and Ranulf couldn’t have done it all by yourselves. I don’t want us to make the same mistake with Kerry Thorsen.”

The tension eased in Sandor’s expression. “Judith thought she was still strong enough to protect herself, but her powers started to fail when her Consort died. No one realized how bad things had gotten until it was too late. Even so, Judith could’ve held Bradan off until we got there, but she burned out most of her energy trying to save Josiah.”

“I hadn’t heard that part of the story,” Grey admitted. It didn’t really surprise him though. He’d always suspected that Josiah had been Judith’s friend, not just her butler. Once on a visit to Seattle he’d dropped in unexpectedly to find them sitting on the sofa sharing a bowl of popcorn as they watched a baseball game.

“All the more reason to make sure Kerry is never put in the same position. What if someone attacked when she was alone with just those three kids? We could lose them all.”

“Don’t think I haven’t thought about that possibility. It’s right at the top of my worst nightmare list.” Sandor sighed. “Kerry may have the same talents as Judith, but she’s her own woman. She’s been used to doing things for herself. Being responsible for so many people has been a major change for her. I think she fears losing what little independence she has left.”

Grey laid his cards on the table. “I don’t have to tell you that not everyone is pleased with Judith’s choice of a replacement. I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors. As talented as Kerry is, she’s still young and inexperienced, especially when it comes to ruling our kind. She wasn’t even brought up in Kyth society.”

Gold sparks flickered in Sandor’s dark eyes. “Damn it, none of that should matter. She was Judith’s choice for good reason. Kerry is the only one Judith ever found with the ability to serve as Dame.” His voice rose. “You think Judith was strong in her heyday? Kerry can flatten both me and Ranulf at the same time. She played a major role in bringing Bradan down.”

Sandor’s anger was drawing attention, and the last thing they needed was for someone to notice the sparks flashing in the Talion’s eyes or the dark energy roiling just under the surface of his fingertips.

Grey gave his companion a pointed look. “We’re in public. Calm down.”

Sandor immediately hid his hands in his lap and briefly closed his eyes. When they opened again, he was back in control.

“Grey, I know some people thought that the Harcourt girl would inherit the throne, and maybe she was Judith’s fallback. But no matter what Adele Harcourt’s old man thought, she has never tested anywhere near as high as Kerry does.”

“I’d heard that.” Right from Harcourt himself, but that didn’t meant the man was going to back off anytime soon.

Grey checked his watch. “I appreciate your meeting with me, but I’d better go. As I get settled in, I’ll be around the office more. Between you, me, and Ranulf, we should be able to keep Kerry safe, but I’d still feel better with someone patrolling the perimeter at all times.”

“I’ll talk to Kerry again. Maybe she’ll at least consider posting a guard at night.”

“Don’t worry about it for now. I’ll wait until I have a better grasp of things and then make my recommendations to her.”

As they walked out the door together, Sandor grinned. “Good luck with that. She can be quite stubborn.”

“That’s all right. So am I.”

All he could was present his plan for approval—and then do what needed to be done anyway, even if Kerry said no. Her life just might depend on it.

Piper paused for the third time in the last fifteen minutes, listening to see if the car outside was passing by or turning into the Dame’s driveway. Not that she was holding her breath for Greyhill Danby to make an appearance.

Right—of course she was.

Their encounters yesterday had been unsettling to say the least. If he worked at his desk today, she’d have to spend hours alone in this closet of an office with him.

She’d gotten in early enough to straighten things up a bit. She’d even asked Hughes to bring in an electric tea kettle for Grey. As a peace offering, it wasn’t much, but at least she’d tried.

The groan of the heavy iron gates rolling open out front caught her attention. She wouldn’t stoop to peeking out the window, but it had to be him. Sandor wasn’t expected in until sometime that afternoon.

The front door opened and closed, and footsteps were definitely heading Piper’s way. She forced herself to keep working. A few seconds later a shadow fell across her desk, forcing her to look up.

“Good morning, Mr. Danby.” She was proud of how calm she sounded.

He cocked his head to the side and studied her. “Mr. Danby is a bit formal, don’t you think? My friends call me Grey. May I call you Piper?”

“Piper’s fine.” Then she mimicked his pose and gave him an impudent grin. “But since your friends use Grey, what should I call you?”

He laughed, sounding a bit rusty. “Cute. And here I’d hoped we were over that first rough patch.” He held out a small box. “I also thought a little peace offering from a Brit to a colonist might be in order.”

“Very cute, Grey.” Then she recognized the restaurant’s logo and immediately snatched the box from his hand. “I’ll have to starve myself the rest of the day if I eat this, but some things are worth the sacrifice. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I put fresh water in the kettle if you’d like tea.”

“Perfect. Would you like a cup, too? I brought in Darjeeling and a bit of Earl Grey.”

“Either would be fine.”

She forced her attention back to her computer, trying to ignore her companion. While he fixed the tea, she checked her morning e-mail. Because her work for Kerry required Piper to contact other Kyth, she’d struck up a few online friendships with people all over the world. It was a shame that she’d never get to meet any of them in person, though. Even if she could afford to travel, it was doubtful any of them would want to have anything to do with her if the truth ever came out. Actually, when the truth came out. She had no illusions that Grey was going to accept her story at face value.

“Bad news?”

She jumped about a foot and turned to glare at Grey. “Don’t sneak up on people like that!”

He gave her a puzzled look and held out her tea. “I wasn’t exactly sneaking. I saw how hard you were staring at the screen and wondered if something was wrong.”

She forced a smile. “Seems we spend a lot of time apologizing to each other. Sorry, Grey, I didn’t mean to snap. And no, it isn’t exactly bad news. Just complicated.”

“Let me know if I can help.” He set the steaming mug next to her computer and returned to his desk.

Sharing a workspace with someone else normally didn’t bother her, but now she was hyperaware of every move the man made. The faint scent of his aftershave was even more of a distraction. She’d never get through the morning’s work at this rate. Hoping that listening to music would help, she pulled her iPod out of her bag and cranked it up.

Piper scanned her long list of e-mails, making note of the ones she’d need to discuss with Kerry. The rest she either deleted or stuck in a folder to deal with later. Finally, she reached the bottom of the page.

How odd. The Kyth all had e-mail accounts with the same server, but this last one didn’t match.

She clicked to open it, and her computer screen went black. A few seconds later, it filled with a pulsating pattern.

Had she just downloaded a virus? Then she realized that the dizzying display was made up of one phrase written over and over again. Her blood ran cold as she shoved her chair back. The words were written in blood red against a black background.

“Uh, Grey, could you come here a minute?”

Damn it, he’d finally been making some headway in a stack of files from when Piper suddenly shot back from her desk, knocking a pile of papers to the floor in the process. His first instinct was to grumble, but then he saw the look on her face.

He might not know Piper all that well, but he’d bet his last dollar that she wasn’t easily scared. And right now her face was undeniably pale.

When she turned to face him, a ring of white showed all around her dark irises. Years of training had him reaching for the gun in his shoulder harness, even though his Talion senses didn’t detect any immediate physical threat.

“Piper, what’s wrong?”

She held out a shaky finger and pointed at her computer screen. “Can you look at this?”
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