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Chapter 1




Lena Wilson was a woman with regrets. Her shoulders sagged as the day’s heat and her high heels made the short walk even harder than expected. She’d worn dress clothes out of respect, but her usual jeans and boots might have been a smarter choice. Lord knows, the person she was going to see wouldn’t have cared.

Pausing at the top of a rise, she pulled out the simple map the caretaker had given her. She was almost there.

“One, two, three…”

She counted off the headstones to alleviate the oppressive silence, her footsteps slowing as she approached the end of the row, her goal but a few feet away. She crossed that last painful distance and sank to her knees on the cool grass.


Her hand reached out to trace the inscription on the polished granite marker: a name, a couple of dates, a Bible verse, a fireman’s badge. Not nearly enough to define the man who was buried there. Maynard Cooper had been her friend, her father figure, her conscience.

At long last the tears came, flowing down her cheeks in hot streaks.

“Coop, I’m so sorry.”

Her throat closed, damming up the flood of apologies she owed to the man who’d been laid to rest on the pastoral hillside overlooking his beloved city. As the tears tapered off and her breathing eased, peace slowly stole over her. Coop had never judged her as harshly as she judged herself, but the self-forgiveness she needed would have to be earned.

That she’d missed his funeral hadn’t been her fault, but missing out on the chance to heal the breach between them was. She placed her palm over his name, needing that small connection as she contemplated her next step.

If she couldn’t make peace with her old friend, she would do the one thing no one else had been able to: avenge his death.

With a new sense of purpose, Lena rose to her feet and walked away, making plans. Somewhere in this city there was a killer with Maynard Cooper’s blood on his hands. She wouldn’t rest until the bastard was brought to justice.

•   •   •

The shrill ringing of a phone was Sandor Kearn’s least favorite way to wake up, especially when he’d been up late. He didn’t know which half of his job he hated more: the frustrating search for the Grand Dame’s lost relatives, or his new role as chief enforcer for the Talion warriors Kerry commanded. He covered his eyes with his forearm to block out the sunshine and groped for the phone with his other hand.

When he finally found it, he growled “What?” into the receiver.

Kerry’s voice was a mixture of good humor and business. “Sorry, Sandor, did I wake you up?”

“Yeah, you did. Put your husband on the line so I can take my bad mood out on him. When I’m able to be civil, Ranulf can give the phone back to you.”

His Dame giggled. He was tempted to point out how undignified that was for the ruler of their people, but that would only encourage her.

“If it’s not an emergency, can I call you back in a few?” he said instead. “Right now I won’t remember anything you tell me.”

“Please tell me you weren’t up half the night working again. We’ve talked about that before, Sandor. You’re my Talion, not my slave.” She sounded reproachful.

“All right, I won’t tell you.”

She sighed. “Get up and eat breakfast. Make that lunch—it’s almost noon. When you’re feeling human again, come see me.”

“Okay. See you in an hour or so.” He yawned loudly. “And by the way, I’m not human, and neither are you.”

“I’ll try to remember that. And an hour will be fine.”

When she disconnected the call, he tossed his phone at the table. As it bounced onto the floor, he threw back the covers, then went into the bathroom and cranked the shower on hot. Leaning against the cool tile wall, he let the water pour over him, clearing out the cobwebs better than a cup of coffee.

Kerry knew that he already had a lot on his plate, so whatever was worrying her had to be serious. Well, he’d find out soon enough what it was.

He pulled on jeans and a casual sports shirt, then threw together a sandwich and grabbed a cola to drink on the way. After tossing his briefcase onto the passenger seat, he reached for his sunglasses.

Traffic was light, and he soon reached the gates to her driveway. He punched in his security number, waited as they swung open, then pulled into his usual parking space, alongside an unfamiliar car. Hughes, the butler, opened the front door before Sandor reached the top step. Inside, he headed for the living room, then stopped. Kerry hadn’t mentioned the fact that anyone else would be there, so the unfamiliar woman was probably another Kyth who had dropped in to meet the new Dame.

Sandor waited impatiently in the foyer for the visitor to leave. Who was she anyway? He would have remembered meeting someone built like that—honey blond hair, long legs, narrow waist, and all the right curves. If she was anywhere near as stunning from the front, he might just start drooling. When she finally turned to leave, her piercing blue eyes swept past him, then snapped back to stare into his.

And time stood still.

All of his Talion instincts surged full force, making him want to stop her, to learn her truth before letting her walk out that door. He didn’t recognize her as Kyth, but he could have been wrong.

He forced himself to nod politely as she passed. When the door closed behind her, he had the strangest feeling that their paths would cross again and soon.

Kerry was walking out of the other side of the living room as he walked in, leaving only Ranulf waiting to talk to him. The Viking looked hesitant, not an expression Sandor had ever seen on his face before.

“If there’s something you want to say, Viking, spit it out. I’m not in the mood for games.”

Ranulf’s mouth quirked up in a small grin. “What put a burr up your backside?”

“No sleep. No progress on anything.” Gods above, he sounded whiny. “Sorry.”

“Don’t sweat it.” Ranulf turned to stare out the window. “Sometimes things close in on you, especially here in the city. I’m long overdue for some downtime on the mountain, alone with my wife.”

“So why don’t you and Kerry head up there for a few days? I can hold down the fort.”

“She won’t go. She worries about you,” Ranulf grumbled.

“Damn it, I’m fine.” He wasn’t and they both knew it. But it was his problem, not theirs.

Ramulf let out a deep breath. “Kerry asked you here about a new problem that’s popped up. She needed to make a call but should be off the phone by now.”

They found Kerry sitting at the dining room table, immersed in paperwork. She didn’t look any happier than Ranulf did.

“Damn it, Kerry, you promised to eat lunch before starting in on that stuff.” Ranulf picked up a plate of food and set it directly in front of her. “Now eat or I’ll burn those files.”

She looked up from the report to glare at him. Her refusal to be intimidated by her warrior husband was one of the many things Sandor liked about the new Dame. Most people took one look at Ranulf and had the good sense to be a little afraid. But Kerry knew she had the man wrapped around her little finger. Ranulf would die before hurting her.

So would Sandor, even though she’d never looked at him as anything but a friend. He sometimes wondered about her taste in men, but he couldn’t question the depth of her feelings for Ranulf, or his for her. Their relationship had been tempered in the heat of battle, a life-and-death struggle that had come close to destroying all three of them.

As she dutifully picked up the sandwich, she asked, “Did you already eat, Sandor?”

“Yes.” He sat in his usual chair and reached for the coffeepot. “Some caffeine would be good, though. Can I top yours off?”

She held out her cup. “Sorry to have disturbed your beauty sleep.”

“It’s my job to be at your beck and call.” He softened the comment with a smile. “Finish your lunch and we’ll talk.”

She gave him the same disgusted look she’d given her husband. Like many Kyth who’d grown up unaware of their true heritage, Kerry had been a loner before fate had catapulted her from graphic artist to ruler of their kind in a matter of days. She wasn’t used to having people fuss over her, much less bearing responsibility for an entire race. It was a wonder she was coping as well as she was.

Ranulf had left the room, and now returned with his own sandwich and a plate of cookies. Sandor snagged a couple for himself. The Viking wasn’t the only one with a sweet tooth.

When Hughes checked in a few minutes later to see if they needed anything else, Kerry dropped the rest of her sandwich on the plate and handed it to him. “Thank you. That hit the spot.”

It was clear that Ranulf thought she should’ve eaten more, but she shot him a look that said she’d had enough of his hovering.

It was time to get down to business. “So what’s up, Kerry? Ranulf said you had something to talk to me about.”

“Actually, a couple of things now. That woman who just left has the potential of becoming a problem for us.”

“Why? Who is she?”

“Her name is Lena Wilson, and she was a friend of Maynard Cooper’s. She said she’s investigating his death and wanted to talk to us about it. She’s looking for his killer.”


That wasn’t good. “Why would she think you were involved?”

They hadn’t had anything to do with the fire investigator’s death. But the three of them had combined forces to execute his murderer, a renegade Talion warrior and Sandor’s lifelong friend.

“I don’t know that she did,” Kerry said. “I think she was on a fishing expedition.”

Ranulf looked at his wife. “She tried to read my thoughts while she was here. I suspect she did the same to you.”

“What? You didn’t tell me that!”

“I figured you could tell.”

“Well, you figured wrong. Need I remind you that I’ve only recently learned something like that was even possible?” She looked more disgusted than upset. “If she did try to read me, she couldn’t have gotten far. I’m a lot better at keeping my shields up. If they’d been breached, I think I’d know.”

“If it’s any comfort, her efforts were pretty clumsy. I doubt she’s had any training.”

“She’s Kyth?” Sandor hadn’t sensed any indication that she was, but their encounter had been brief.

Ranulf shook his head. “Couldn’t really tell. If she is, the connection is pretty weak.”

“Let me know if she becomes a problem.” He wouldn’t mind interrogating her thoroughly. “So what else is up, boss?”

Kerry picked up a file folder and shuffled through a stack of newspaper clippings. “I noticed the first of these reports a couple of weeks ago. If it was the only one, I wouldn’t think anything about it. But I’ve found several more incidents mentioned from all over the area, so they’re probably not random.”

Sandor flipped through the clippings quickly, glancing at the headlines and dates before going back to read through them more carefully. She was right to be concerned. Even if the various police departments hadn’t yet connected the dots, a new gang was clearly operating in the Seattle area.

Unlike with most gang-related violence, drugs didn’t seem to be involved. On the surface, the victims had little in common other than being mugged. The amount of cash taken had varied from a few bucks to a couple of hundred. Both men and women had been attacked, their ages running from late teens to elderly. The time of the attacks seemed to be limited to afternoon through late evening, although there were exceptions.

None of that would have drawn the attention of the Dame or her Talion enforcer. Petty crime had been around since the dawn of time. What made this crime spree different was the victims’ physical condition after they’d been robbed.

The police described them as dizzy, vague, confused, weak, stumbling, exhausted, and so on. To anyone outside the Kyth, the symptoms would probably be written off as shock from being robbed, but they made Sandor’s blood run cold and then hot. He lifted his eyes to meet his Dame’s worried gaze.

A renegade Kyth—it had to be. There was no other explanation that made sense. Worse, it could be more than one, since the victims’ descriptions varied too much for the same person to be behind all the attacks. Sandor spread out the clippings and reached for a lined tablet to write on, dimly aware of Kerry and Ranulf leaving. Once he had the facts organized, he’d turn to his computer to delve deeper. With luck, he’d have a handle on what was going on and a plan of action to present by the end of the day.

For violent crimes against humanity, the Kyth justice system had only one punishment—death. And it was his job to carry out that sentence. He was still haunted by memories of his first execution, a renegade he’d once called friend. The darkness he’d drawn into his soul that night still prowled inside him, reminding Sandor what he was capable of.

Though they’d had no choice but to execute Bradan, the price Sandor had paid had been very high.

As a job description, executioner pretty much sucked. But if more Kyth had gone rogue, he would kill the bastards. Rolling his shoulders to get the kinks out, Sandor started writing again.

•   •   •

Lena tossed her half-eaten pizza slice in the trash and put the box with the remainder in the small hotel fridge. Lately, nothing had much taste. Coop’s death had cast a pall over her world, dimming even the simplest pleasures.

She was battling depression mixed with an obsession, and neither problem would go away until Coop’s killer was behind bars. Talking to a shrink wouldn’t solve these problems, and her body’s reaction to medications was too unpredictable, usually making her sicker than the ailment they were supposed to cure.

Lena got out her spiral notebook to record her findings so far. She’d already gone over the details of the dance club fire Coop had been investigating. After leaving the cemetery, she’d gone directly to see Kerry Thorsen, the chief witness at the fire.

The interview had netted mixed results. Kerry had seemed genuine in her sorrow over Coop’s death, but confirmed that their acquaintance had been short and strictly professional. Kerry’s grimfaced behemoth of a husband, Ranulf Thorsen, had loomed beside his wife as both denied any knowledge of Maynard Cooper’s murder.

They were lying. Maybe neither had had a direct hand in Coop’s death, but her gut told her they’d known more than they were telling her. Desperate to learn those secrets, she’d dropped her inner shields and tried to reach past their surface thoughts to delve deeper into their minds.

All she’d gotten from Kerry was an affirmation that the woman had liked Coop very much and had truly regretted his death. Her husband had immediately blocked Lena’s efforts to probe his thoughts, leaving her feeling as if she’d been slammed against a brick wall. A gleam in his eyes had suggested that he had not only been aware of her efforts but found them amusing.

The experience had left her badly shaken. She’d broken her personal vow to never use her gift again, since doing so had cost her so much the last time. And not only had she failed to garner any answers but she’d also brought herself to the attention of someone whose powers obviously eclipsed her own.

Before she’d been able to figure out her next step, a handsome, dark-haired man had appeared in the doorway behind her. Relieved at the opportunity to make her escape, Lena had quickly thanked her hosts for their time and followed their butler toward the door. What kind of people had a butler, anyway?

The new arrival had briefly held her gaze before silently walking past her. During that brief connection, she’d sensed a power in him that had sent high-octane energy bubbling through her veins. The sensation hadn’t been totally pleasant, and left a taint of darkness in its wake. It seemed she wasn’t the only hunter in the crowd.

Who was he? Hours later, she still couldn’t get him out of her mind. Once she exhausted her other leads, maybe he’d be worth checking out. The finely honed instincts that made Lena such a good investigator were telling her she hadn’t seen the last of the handsome stranger.

She began taking off her good clothes, and sighed with relief to shed her panty hose. Her next stop was the ruins of the fire, and she wasn’t about to wear a skirt and heels to rummage around in ashes and debris. After dressing in her rattiest jeans and a chambray work shirt, she pulled on her steel-toed boots. Normally she would’ve worn a hard hat, but there hadn’t been room for one in her suitcase.

Picking up her clipboard, she tucked her room key and a digital camera into her shirt pocket. The dance club was within easy walking distance and the exercise would do her good. Then she headed out to learn what she could of her friend’s violent death, dreading facing the gruesome site.

•   •   •

Though the ashes had been cold for weeks, her well-trained nose picked up their scent from a block away. Good. She’d been worried that the owners would have already hired a contractor to start the rebuilding process. In fact, it was odd that they hadn’t. Although the cause of the fire had been arson, nothing indicated that the owners had been involved. She added that anomaly to the list of things that needed checking into.

From where she stood, the remnants of the fire looked undisturbed. The area was cordoned off with rope and signs warning off trespassers, but nothing was going to stop her from seeing where Coop had died. If anyone came along, she had her badge with her. It was for a fire department three thousand miles away, but hopefully no one would notice.

Ducking under the rope, she made her approach cautiously, taking in general impressions before focusing on any details. The fire had definitely burned bright and hot. Considering how little was left of the building, it was hard to believe that no one had died in the fire that night. There had been only a few minor treat-and-release injuries and one woman hurt badly enough to require hospitalization. That was nothing short of a miracle in a blaze this size.

According to the reports a friend at the fire department had slipped her, the person most responsible for getting everyone out safely was Kerry Thorsen. Not only had she kept a cool head—a hard thing to do even for experienced firefighters—but she’d actually carried a couple of people out herself. Given her petite size, how was that even possible? Lena would have been tempted to write the report off as an exaggeration, but there had been too many witnesses.

One puzzle after another.

The fire had started at the front of the club and burned toward the back, driving the trapped customers and employees before its fury. If the arsonist had blocked the rear exit, the death toll would have numbered in the dozens. Lena shuddered. During her career, she’d seen her share of horrific sights, but nothing this bad. Not yet.

Circling around to the back, she studied the parking lot, noting the alley from which the arsonist was purported to have watched the fire. Not only was Kerry Thorsen the heroine that night; she’d also been the one to spot the alleged arsonist. Coincidence? Maybe, but Lena didn’t buy it. Kerry definitely knew more about the fire than she was letting on.

It was time to step inside the burned-out shell of the building. Ordinarily Lena wouldn’t hesitate to cross the threshold to learn the fire’s story, but this crime scene was different. She ruthlessly shut down her secret abilities, determined to evaluate the scene through the five senses she shared with the rest of humanity. She started by taking a deep breath.

Scent: the smells of charred wood and other chemicals had faded, but they were still pungent enough to clog her sinuses. That was normal.

Sound: nothing helpful there, not without dropping her guard, but she wasn’t ready to do that yet.

Touch: nothing noteworthy. Again, she’d need her more specialized senses to learn much from a cold scene like this one.

Taste: there was a faint chemical flavor to the air, which was to be expected. The flames had devoured plastics, wood, metal, paper, and cloth. The resulting hodgepodge of smoke and ash was bound to stain the atmosphere for some time to come.

Sight: her fireman’s eyes took in the details, reading the fire department’s attack on the blaze as if it were a motion picture playing out before her. Other than the cause of the fire, there was nothing to distinguish the scene from a hundred others she’d investigated.

Using the graph paper she always carried on her clipboard, she sketched the layout of the club as she took measurements, making notes of anything of potential interest. There wasn’t much, especially since she wasn’t even sure what she was looking for. Something about this fire had been worth a man’s life, but nothing stood out.

After she was satisfied with her notes, she took a photo survey of the building, inside and out. She’d stop at the local drugstore later and make enlarged prints to study.

As she finished with the routine stuff, it was time to bring out the big guns, though the thought made her queasy. Her secret abilities had been at the root of the breach between her and Coop, and she’d sworn off using them ever again. Now, for the second time in one day, she would break that promise.

She picked the cleanest stretch of wall she could find to lean against, hoping it would help ground her as she stripped away her mental protections. When she opened her eyes, colors were brighter, scents were more pungent, and the air felt heavy on her skin. For a few seconds she savored the experience, the sensations making her feel more alive than she had in ages.

God, she’d forgotten how good it felt—and that was the danger. Over time, it had become way too easy to depend on the extra sight, letting her mind fill in the blank spots rather than doing the grunt work of investigating. And innocent people had paid the price for her hubris.

She squashed the bitter memories, not wanting the past to taint the present. Concentrating on the immediate area, she began to reconstruct the fire through the images burned into the parts of the club still standing. Her mind recoiled at the cacophony of screams laced with the pounding beat of the music. Pain had etched its own special flavor in the air, and fear tasted dark and foul.

Slowly the sights and sounds began playing out for her like a macabre movie, sometimes showing long, detailed scenes, and sometimes a burst of images that faded too rapidly to see clearly. She absorbed the suffering, panic, and the relief as the escaping dancers filled their lungs with fresh air once they reached the safety of the back parking lot.

Through the fog-thick smoke that made picking out details difficult, she recognized Kerry Thorsen helping a man twice her size toward the exit at the back of the club. She shoved him toward a larger man who’d appeared out of nowhere. Something about the newcomer looked familiar, but the image faded too quickly. Maybe it would come to her later.

As the echo of the smoke continued to thicken, she followed the path the people had taken out of the club and back outside to watch the predictable chaos that was part of any major fire. Fire trucks and aid cars jockeyed for position. Cops directed traffic, shouting for passersby to keep moving along. The injured were assessed and transported—all of it tragically normal in her world.

She finally spotted Kerry Thorsen again. The image flickered in and out as Kerry stepped out of the back door of the club carrying a larger woman with apparent ease. How had she managed that?

After surrendering her burden, Kerry stopped to look around, obviously searching for someone. Who? Lena wondered. There was no way to tell. She could see images and hear muted sounds, but reading the thoughts of specters was beyond her weird abilities.

Then Lena’s heart lurched as she recognized the man headed straight for Kerry. It was Coop! She called out his name before she could help herself. As lifelike as her old friend might look, he wasn’t really there. Or anywhere, for that matter. A razor-sharp pain cut through her chest as she watched him fade away.









Chapter 2




Lena’s extra senses abruptly shut down, giving her a respite from the violent scenes from the fire, and she waited for her pulse to slow to normal. The worst was yet to come. As strong as the memories of the fire were, they wouldn’t hold a candle to the aura left behind by Coop’s murder.

Turning away from the parking lot, Lena headed toward the second set of crime scene tapes inside.

Her stomach knotted as she walked toward their corner. She jump-started her powers, and between one heartbeat and the next, she was back in the clutches of her heightened senses. This time the thick scent of smoke was overlaid with the coppery smell of freshly spilled blood. As she stared at the corner, the outlines of two men slowly came into focus. It hurt to look at Coop, so she concentrated on the other one. He was oddly out of focus, making it impossible to see him clearly.

He was well above average in height, with an athletic build. His clothes were casual but expensive looking. The images flickered and faded before she could get a clear look at his face. When they returned a few seconds later, Coop was already on the ground, his expression agonized as his blood pumped out onto the ground. The other man leaned over him, his intense interest in Coop’s suffering obvious and repulsive.

Coop struggled to breathe as he bled out. The other man picked up Coop’s briefcase and computer and calmly walked away, leaving his victim to die alone in the dirt.

“Bastard! Filthy, dirty bastard!” Lena hissed.

She forced herself to abandon the image of her friend to follow the other man. Hurrying back through the club, she caught up with the ghostly image as he stepped out onto the parking lot and paused to look around. Did he have an accomplice? No, this felt like a one-man operation. Groups tended to leave more clues.

When he started forward again, she forgot he wasn’t real and reached out to stop him. Her hand passed right through his arm and she stumbled back as a wash of pure malevolence poured through her. Whoever he was, the man had a strong love for killing and pain. Her stomach rebelled as she tried to cope with the blackness swirling in her head. Finally, she lost the rest of her lunch, retching until there was nothing left but the sour taste of bile and regret. When the last spasm died away, she looked around for her phantom companion. He’d disappeared completely in the bright sunshine. Though she needed to learn more about him, all she could feel was relief.

Having gleaned all she could from the crime site, she jotted down the last of her notes and impressions. Then, after one last good-bye to her friend’s memory, she walked away.

•   •   •

Inside her hotel room, Lena immediately stripped off her smoke-scented clothes and jumped in the shower. As the hot water washed her skin and mind clean, she counted herself lucky. As bad as meeting the specter of Coop’s killer had been, she now knew just how dangerous the man was. The fact that she didn’t know what he looked like didn’t matter. Thanks to her hated abilities, she knew exactly what he felt like. Or maybe tasted like was a better description of his black malevolence.


He might hide his truth from others, but not her, not anymore. One touch and she’d know him inside and out. The court system relied on facts to convict, and now that she’d seen how Coop had died, she could set about building a case.

She grabbed a towel to dry off. That guy she’d seen at the Thorsens’ fit the general build of the killer. Maybe a little surveillance was in order.

Crawling into bed, she prayed for sleep and a better day tomorrow.

•   •   •

Lena studied the Thorsens’ house through the ornate iron gates that guarded their driveway. She’d parked just far enough up the block that she could keep an eye on the place from her car.

Her stomach growled. Breakfast had been too many hours ago. On the way here, she’d passed a couple of fast-food joints. Ten minutes tops, and she’d be right back here staring at nothing. Next time she’d be smart enough to bring a book.

As she reached to start the car, someone stepped out on the front porch, sending her pulse into immediate overdrive. It was the man she’d seen on her first visit, the one who’d stared at her so intently before disappearing into Kerry’s living room without saying a word.

Hot damn—with that dark hair and even darker eyes, he was a handsome one. Not that that won him any bonus points in her book; she’d met too many criminals who used their looks and charm as tools of the trade.

But that didn’t mean she didn’t enjoy a bit of eye candy, and Lord, she loved the look of a man in a duster. The black leather suited him well, and her hormones stirred to life. She liked the way he moved, too, with a confidence that said he was king of his world.

He started down the steps, then stopped as Kerry joined him on the porch. Whatever she said to him clearly didn’t make him happy. He dodged her hand when she reached out to him, then he stalked away, his anger clear in each step, to climb into a low-slung sports car. He gunned the engine as he waited impatiently for the gates to open. As he drove away, Kerry’s shoulders slumped in defeat as she disappeared into the house.

Very interesting. Their heated exchange might have had nothing to do with her investigation, but tailing Mr. Dark and Dangerous would be far more interesting than staying here. As he drove past, Lena ducked down in her seat to avoid being seen.

When he was halfway down the block, she started her car and followed him. This was her first big break!

•   •   •


It had been a bitch of a day, and fighting with Kerry hadn’t helped. Hours later, Sandor was still pissed off. The next time he had to spend hours prowling the streets on a renegade hunt, he’d remember to wear more comfortable shoes and a less noticeable coat. More than one shop owner had given him the evil eye for lurking too long near their stores. He had to find a way to blend in better, or some do-gooder would call the police on him.

He also had the strangest feeling that he wasn’t alone on his quest. Someone was using the rush-hour commuter crowd as camouflage to dog his footsteps. He’d turned into a doorway a couple of times to see if he could catch anyone, but either his stalker was good at his job or Sandor was imagining things.

Definitely time to take a break. He stopped to consider the restaurants he’d passed, and the slight breeze carried the scent of tomato and basil. Italian—just the ticket. He turned back, following his nose to one of his favorite restaurants.

When there was a break in the traffic, he cut across the street midblock, to keep his behavior unpredictable. As he reached the opposite curb, the sound of screeching tires and running footsteps made him spin around, but the cars were already starting to move again. If someone had bolted out into traffic to follow him, he’d already blended back into the crowd.

That, or else Sandor had gone completely paranoid for no good reason. Rather than continue to play tag with a nonexistent pursuer, he was going to kick back and enjoy a hearty meal, and a glass of good wine.

Inside the restaurant, the waiter ushered him to a small booth in the back. Sandor slid in, facing the door so he could people-watch while he waited for his dinner.

He wished there was a simple way to draw the renegade Kyth out of hiding, but it was unlikely that they’d choose him as a victim. He could only hope to catch one of them in the act and follow the renegade back to the rest. If Sandor tried taking them out one at a time, he’d only drive the rest of the gang into running. Once he had them penned in, he’d enlist Ranulf’s help in taking them all out at once.

Closing his eyes, he tried to think about something happier before he ruined his meal. Strangely, the only image that came to mind was Lena Wilson. She was another problem he might have to deal with at some point, but right now he was more interested in recalling the exact color of her too-serious eyes. Gray, maybe? No, more of a deep smoky blue, the perfect shade to go with her honey gold hair.

He admired her determination to seek justice for her friend, even if that meant trouble for him. Maybe if he got to know her better, he could find a way to share the truth about Coop’s killer without betraying his people.

Sure, that was real likely. He could imagine her hanging on to every word as he explained that neither he nor Coop’s killer was really human, and both had powers straight out of a graphic novel or superhero comic book. He could prove his claim by shooting off a few energy bolts and making his eyes glow. Once that totally freaked her out, he could explain it was his sworn duty as a Talion to execute bad guys instead of letting the civil authorities do their job.

Then, as a member of the law enforcement community, she’d instantly be on the phone for reinforcements to haul his ass into jail to stand trial for murder. No matter that it would’ve been a total disaster if the police had found Bradan before he and Ranulf had. Countless more innocent people would have died—but he couldn’t tell Lena that. He owed his allegiance to his Dame and his people, and he wouldn’t—couldn’t—betray them.


The waiter appeared with his dinner and refilled his wineglass. “Will there be anything else, sir?”

“No, thank you.” Sandor sipped the wine, savoring the woodsy flavor. “On second thought, leave the bottle.”

•   •   •

“But it’s my turn to go out hunting.” Kenny shifted on the far end of the couch with his feet up on the crate that served as a coffee table. “You promised I could.”

“I know, but I changed my mind.” Sean looked up from counting the money from last night’s haul. “We’ve got enough cash to last us for a few days. The police are going to get suspicious if we keep working the same area too often.”

“But you promised!”

Sean gritted his teeth. Kenny had an amazing talent for getting on his nerves. At thirteen, he probably couldn’t help it, with his teenage hormones kicking in and bringing on the need to rebel against someone. But why did it have to be Sean, who was barely five years older than Kenny?

“Yes, I know I promised, and I will allow you to go out on your own. Just not tonight. I’ll let you know when it’s safe. Until then, you’ll just have to sit tight.” He knew he’d made a mistake as soon as the words left his mouth. Kenny had serious issues with authority of any sort.

Crossing the room, Sean plopped down on the opposite end of the couch, not wanting to crowd him. “Look, kid, I didn’t mean that the way it sounded—but we all agreed to work together on this. We’ve made hits three nights in a row, and so far the police haven’t paid much attention. We need to keep it that way.”

Kenny clearly wasn’t buying it. “Fine, but I won’t stay here. I’m going out.”

He was up and heading for the door before Sean could stop him. Maybe it was better to let him go blow off some steam, but he hoped the kid took him seriously about laying low.

Sean leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes, exhausted. He hadn’t gotten a full night’s sleep since they’d taken Kenny in. It had been just him and Tara before, and they’d managed to keep their bellies full. Then he’d found Kenny hiding near the trash cans behind a couple of restaurants, and he’d coaxed him out. It took more effort to find enough for three, but they managed—most of the time. Tara was a genius at stretching their meager funds.

Sean’s mind drifted back to better days, when he’d been young enough to think the world was a kinder, warmer place. The distant memory of his parents always soothed him as he slid into dreams. But before he could fall asleep, the sound of the door opening jarred him awake. Tara was back.

“How did the shopping go?” he asked.

Tara looked up from stashing the milk in the fridge, and frowned with concern as she came toward him. When her hands settled on each side of his face, familiar, sweet warmth poured through him. Sean allowed himself a few seconds, because he needed her touch so badly. Besides, if he didn’t accept her gift, she’d just wait until he was asleep and force it on him. She was sneaky like that.

“Feeling better?”

He wanted to lie, but she’d see right through it. “Yeah, I do. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Don’t wait so long next time. It only gets worse when you ignore it.”

Neither of them understood this strange compulsion to touch other people, but they’d learned the hard way that they needed the special buzz they got from it, the way others out on the streets needed drugs. Tara was better at sharing her energy with others, especially him. Kenny was a different matter—one more reason Sean worried about him. Although the boy would accept the occasional hug from Tara, he refused to let Sean get close enough to help him.


As if picking up on his dark thoughts, Tara looked around. “What happened this time?”

“Kenny didn’t like it when I told him that we couldn’t go hunting again so soon. He said he had to get out for a while anyway.”

“Think he’ll be okay? It’s getting dark out.”

“If he’s not back soon, I’ll go looking for him. I’m afraid if we crowd him too much, he’ll leave for good. Think how long it took to convince him to trust us this much.”

Tara nodded, her expression grim as she put away the rest of the groceries.

“I know you’ll look for him. The question is whether or not he’ll let you find him.”

Son of a bitch. Sean scooped the money into the box and stuck it back under the mattress. “I’ll be back. No, we’ll be back.”

“Thanks, Sean.” Tara followed him to the door. “I know he’s been a real pain lately.”

He planted a quick kiss on her cheek. “Yeah, but he’s our pain.”

•   •   •

Lena hurried down the street, hoping her quarry was still in the restaurant. When she’d peeked through the front window earlier, a waiter had just delivered her target’s meal. The plate piled high with pasta and tomato sauce had made her stomach growl again, so she’d left long enough to buy a sandwich up the street. It hadn’t been the first time her job had interfered with getting three squares a day.

Just as she reached the edge of the building, the door to the restaurant swung open and her mystery man walked out, stopping to put on his black leather duster. The sight made her mouth go dry. Hot damn, someone that good-looking should come with a warning label. Did he even realize how many women stopped to stare at him? Evidently not, because he looked totally unaware of all the attention.

She pretended to be involved in a cell phone call as he looked up and down the street, relaxing only after his eyes swept past her without stopping. She snapped his picture with the phone’s camera, catching him in profile. What was it about him that made her pulse race when she looked at him? It had to be more than his good looks. Surely she wasn’t that shallow.

When he turned to walk in the opposite direction, she waited until he was almost a block away before following. The crowds had thinned out, making it harder for her to remain hidden.

His behavior was puzzling. Ever since he’d parked his car, he’d wandered aimlessly, crisscrossing this section of downtown Seattle over and over again, stopping every so often to peer down side streets and alleys. Did he have nothing better to do? Or had he somehow picked up on her presence? She’d tailed many suspects in her job without being caught, but she had a feeling that this guy was more aware of his surroundings than he let on.

This was getting her nowhere, and the longer she trailed him, the more likely he’d catch on. She’d try again tomorrow, packing a change of jackets, a couple of hats, and another pair of sunglasses to vary her appearance.

She turned back, and when she reached the corner she looked back one last time, easily picking him out. He moved with a long-legged grace that made him stand apart from the other men. She wished she at least knew his name. A woman should know that much about the man she’d be featuring in her dreams.

•   •   •

The feeling of being followed had resumed as soon as Sandor left the restaurant. The guy was good at his job, because Sandor couldn’t pick the bastard out of the crowd. He was about to go back down the block to catch his stalker when the sensation disappeared. Whoever had been dogging his footsteps was gone.


To top it all off, there was no sign of any gang activity, and this was the time most of the attacks had taken place. Finding the culprits would be more a matter of luck than skill, since they’d staked out a big territory for their operation. But he was reluctant to call in any Talions from out of state to aid in the search; it wouldn’t say much for him as chief enforcer if he couldn’t solve his first real case.

He returned to his car, flipping open his cell phone. Maybe Ranulf would be up for a workout. They both needed to keep their fighting skills honed, and he’d sleep better after taking out some frustration on someone who could fight back.

•   •   •

“Here—you’re bleeding.”

Ranulf caught the towel Sandor tossed him and wiped the corner of his mouth. He sat down on the weight bench across from Sandor with a satisfied sigh.

“Thanks. Kerry hates it when I drip blood on the furniture.”

“Not as much as Judith would have.” Sandor smiled as he reached for his bottled water. “She would’ve fried us both for doing that.”

Ranulf closed his eyes briefly, his hand going to the talisman at his throat. “I miss her each and every day. There are rare times I forget she’s gone, and then it hurts all over again when I remember.”

The quiet confession surprised Sandor; the Viking wasn’t usually one to share confidences. But ever since they’d joined forces to kill the renegade, they’d started building a friendship. The road was a rocky one, but they were making progress.

Sandor felt compelled to make his own confession. “I only served her for a few decades, but her death left a real hole in my life. You and Judith worked together for almost ten centuries. Getting over her loss won’t be easy for either of us.”

“Having Kerry helps.” The other man’s expression immediately lightened.

Sandor wasn’t sure he’d ever get used to seeing Ranulf smile so easily. It was almost scary, as if some pod person had taken the real Viking’s place. The man had been a legend among their kind for much of his long life: the grim, implacable arbiter of justice, a killer with no conscience.

Sandor had bought into the myth himself. But that had all changed when fate and a renegade had brought Kerry into their lives. The light in her soul balanced out the darkness that Ranulf had lived with for centuries. No wonder he looked at her with such hunger in his eyes.

It was time to go home and let Ranulf get back to his woman.


“Thanks for the workout. I needed it.”

“You’re welcome.” Ranulf’s grin turned wolfish. “I’m always up for using you for a punching bag.”

Sandor arched an eyebrow. “I’m not the one who was bleeding.”

“True, but you are developing a nice shiner.” Ranulf pushed himself off the bench and started for the stairs, clapping Sandor on the shoulder as he passed by. “By morning it should be in full bloom. I hope black and blue are your favorite colors.”

“Go to hell,” Sandor told him with no real heat, and followed Ranulf upstairs.

Kerry was waiting for them at the top of the steps. “Are you two done pounding on each other? Hughes thought we were having an earthquake.”

She reached up to touch her husband’s mouth, no doubt using her healing touch on the small cut. She shouldn’t waste her energy on such trivial wounds. She’d be after Sandor, too, as soon as she spotted the swelling above his eye.

As if reading his thoughts, she blocked his way when he tried to go around her. “Not so fast.”

“It will heal on its own,” Sandor grumbled, knowing that arguing wouldn’t do any good. Kerry was a natural born healer.

“True. But do you really want to spend the next week explaining to everyone how you got it?”


He sighed. “Fine. Fix it.”

He closed his eyes and absorbed the stream of warmth that flowed from Kerry’s soft touch. When she was done, the new energy zinging through him made it clear that she’d given him more than it took to heal a simple bruise.

“Don’t say it, Sandor,” she warned. “You needed it.”

“Even if I did, you had no right.”

He let his anger show but resisted the urge to use his size to crowd her—barely. The Viking might pull his punches when the two of them were sparring, but all bets were off if he thought Sandor was threatening Kerry.

Time and tension hung heavily among the three of them as they waited to see who would be the first to blink. Finally, Sandor stepped back.

“It’s been a long day.”

It wasn’t quite an apology, but it was the best he could do at the moment. He needed a shower, he needed his bed, and he needed to get a certain blonde out of his mind.

Ranulf followed Sandor out to his car. Damn it, he didn’t need this. “What?” Sandor snapped, flexing his hands just in case.

Ranulf glanced back toward the house. “She meant well. She’s still learning the rules.”

“I know. And it doesn’t help that I haven’t been exactly stable lately.” Not that he wanted to talk about it. “I’d better get going while I’m still awake enough to drive.”

“You’ve still got a room here if you want it,” Ranulf reminded him.

“Thanks, but I want to get an early start tomorrow.” Besides, he rather sleep in his own bed.

“Okay. Let me know if I can do anything to help. We’re more caught up on things, and I could use a little action. Don’t want to get rusty.”

“I might need your help patrolling a couple of the areas where the attacks have taken place. Give me a couple of days to get a handle on things, and I’ll let you know.”

“Sounds good.” Then Ranulf stepped closer, glaring at Sandor with eyes that had turned the color of polar ice. “One more thing. Don’t EVER come that close to threatening my wife again. You won’t like the consequences.” Then he was gone.

•   •   •

“Did you find Kenny?” Tara asked.

“Yeah, he’ll be along in his own good time.” Sean flopped down on the couch. “Sorry I was gone so long, but it took me a while to find him, and then I had to wait until he was alone to make my approach.”

“Was he angry?”


“When isn’t he?” Sean snarled as he kicked off his shoes. Dealing with a surly teenager wasn’t easy even when he was fully rested and fed.

“Sean, he’s not that bad.” Tara held out a plate of food as a peace offering. “Why don’t you eat and then go to bed? I’ll wait up for him.”

Sean picked up a slice of apple and bit into it. “You shouldn’t have to. He knows the rules.”

She already had enough on her shoulders, but there was no arguing with her. If he ate slowly enough, Kenny might show up before Sean ran out of excuses to stay up.

He scooted over and patted the space beside him. “Sit and keep me company.”

She curled up on the other end of the couch, and asked, “When do you plan on going hunting again?”

“I’d hoped to put it off for two or three days, but Kenny’s likely to bolt if we don’t let him try. I’m hoping he won’t explode over me hovering nearby to make sure he doesn’t run into any problems.”

Tara stared at her hands clenched in her lap. “Me, too. It worries me knowing he’s on the streets alone even when he’s just hanging out. He’s only thirteen, and there are far worse predators out there than us.”

Sean had the same concerns, but Kenny had managed to survive for close to a year by himself after running away from his last foster home. The boy had developed good instincts—at least when his hormones and temper weren’t getting in the way. Sean was about to say so when he heard a familiar noise out in the hallway.
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