“Do you want a new Handler ?”
Laure held her breath, waiting for Devlin’sanswer, praying hewouldn’t say yes.

Even though they had crossed the line, she didn’t want to lose him as one of her Pdadins. Eveniif she
could convince one of the other Handlers to keep her apprised of Devlin's progress, it wouldn’t be the
sane.

“No, | don't, but this can’t happen again.”
That much was true. She nodded, unable to speak, her eyes stinging from the threat of tears.

“Not here, anyway.” He leaned close enough so that hiswarm bregth tickled her skin. “On the
other hand, my dear Dr. Young, | can promise you this: When you and | do go to bed together, it'll be
someplace ahdl of alot more private than this. Because nothing is going to stop us from finishing what
we started today.”

And then he was gone.
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Prologue

M any oppositesrule the ebb and flow of our lives: night and day, winter and summer, youth and age.

Throughout history, men and women have drawn comfort from the natural way of things. But we aso
know that wherever the grasping fingers of darkness reach out to the bright beautty of the light, shadows
lurk.

Deep within the Earth, our world shares a border with another: aworld filled with darkness and
evil. Its pae citizens covet the light that man takes for granted. A fragile barrier keeps the two worlds
separate, but when the continents shift or avolcano eruptsin fury, that barrier is breached. Then the
Others pour through, bringing their darkness with them, tainting dl that they touch.

Asindaysof old, Paladins stand ready to turn back the Others, driving the darkness back to
whereit belongs. These knights are the champions of light, fighting at the sharp edge of darknessfor the
sakeof usdl. Thisisther story.

Chapter 1

H efought free of the migts, drawing in painful gulps of preciousair, vanquishing the last fetid vestiges
of death. Slowly his heart began to beat again, taking its own sweet timeto fall back into aremembered
rhythm. Bregthing in, breathing out, each Sp of oxygen reluctantly sending life back into hislimbs.

Damn, he hated this. He' d dready died too many times—sometimes for aworthy cause, and
sometimes for no good reason at al. Every time he came back from the edge was an agonizing process.
And every time he brought back alittleless of his humanity, until he barely remembered what it felt liketo
smply be aman. Over the decades, the shadows death had left on his soul made him stronger, but hard
and edgy and angry.

“He sback.” Thefamiliar voice was not awelcome one.
“He needsto rest before you order him out again, Colonel,” afemale voice Stated.

“He s needed now.” The words had the clipped cadence of aman used to barking out orders and
having them obeyed without question.

“Speaking ashisHandler, | must protest your even being here. Sir.” That last word was clearly a
reluctant afterthought. “ The trangtion is difficult enough for him without an audience. If you don't leave, |
will haveto register acomplaint with my superiors.”



Devlingmiledin hismind. That’s it, honey, give him hell. Her protestswould fall on desf ears,
but it would aggravate the man from Ordnance.

“MissYoung, I'm sorry,” the colone lied smoothly, “but as| said, he's needed as soon ashe' sup
and about.”

An unladylike snort followed. “It's Doctor Y oung. And according to Ordnance, he'saways
needed somewhere. If you keep putting him in these deadly Situations without the proper care, you'll lose
him atogether.”

Despite her cdm tone, there was a powerful undercurrent to her words, one Devlin couldn’t quite
decipher.

Colond Kincade' svoice took on an edge. “How | use him isnone of your business, Dr. Y oung.
Hebdongsto us”

The old bastard never could stand to be second-guessed, especidly by awoman. The Handler
had better tread softly.

“Y ou may decide how best to use Devlin Bane' stdents, Colond, but | decide when—and if—he
isready for reessgnment.”

She stepped close enough to Dev’ sbed for him to fedl the heat radiating off her. The normally
cam Laurel Y oung' s emotionswere certainly running high today.

“Y ou might aswell take your papers and leave, Colond. I’'m not signing anything today,
tomorrow, or maybe even the day after.”

She' d grown some claws since he' d last been reborn, but the men from Ordnance had decades of
experience in getting their way. When Devlin could speak, he would have to warn her to watch her back.
Hedidn't need or even want her defending him.

He listened to the angry staccato steps of the colonel leaving the ward. Kincade would regroup
and be back, but for the moment, he was gone. Already the air seemed fresher, more potent.

Cool fingers settled on hiswrist, checking his pulse. He wondered why she didn’t just accept the
readings on the machines that beeped and whined and knew more about him than he did.

“Y ou can come out of hiding now, Mr. Bane. He sgone.”
Damn, he' d thought he’ d done a better job of disguising his resurgence than that.

His eyedlashesfelt heavy as he struggled to open his eyes as ordered. It took severa attempts and
aconsderable amount of effort before he could do more than squint up at his Handler. Her pixie face
hovered over his, looking worried as she muttered under her breath. Laurdl’ sface was more interesting
than truly pretty, with wide-set, brown eyesthe color of rich, dark chocolate. Looking up into that thickly
lashed gaze had become hisfavorite part of reviving.

“I'mdive. Again.” Hewasn't sure he wanted to be. Not with the colond and hisfriends dready
sniffing around.

“It took longer thistime.” Laurd frowned. “ Almost too long.”

Wasthat fear in her voice? He wished his hands weren’t bound, so that he could offer her the
comfort of histouch. The unexpected impulse shocked him. He' d jettisoned most of the softer emotions
two Handlers ago, leaving him cold and detached.

Fighting againgt the Others made him that way. His nightmares were bad enough aready,
especidly the one where he became one of them. That particular horror would become redity soon
enough.

“Take off the straps,” he demanded.



Regret shadowed her expression. “You know | can’'t. Not yet.” She glanced past him to the clock
onthewadl. “We have to wait another hour at least. Y ou ought to know the routine by now, Mr. Bane.”

Y eah, but that didn’'t mean he had to like it. There were teststo be run, reflexesto test, various
bodily specimensto collect and evduate—al of it awaste of time, something he had preciouslittle of.
Besides, if he had turned Other, she would have known it the second he opened his eyes. Since she
hadn’t called for help, there must be enough humanity left in him to passal the tests they threw at him.

He clenched hisfists and tested the strength of the bonds. There was some give in the straps, but
not enough for him to breek free without risking further injury to himsalf. Hisbody was il utilizing dl of
itsresources to repair the damage from the other night. 1t would only delay his recovery further if he
ingsted on tearing himsalf loose from the bonds, evenif he could muster enough strength to pull it off. He
drew abreath deegp enough to hurt and forced himsdlf to relax, concentrating on easing the tension that
left himirritated and angry.

“Good choice, Mr. Bane. Fighting it won't help either of us get our job done.” Laurel stood a
short distance away, her ever-present clipboard clutched to her chest. Her dark eyesflickered down the
length of hisbody. “Would you like another blanket?”

“No.”

Hewasn't cold, especidly not with that delectable femae body so close by. One of the side
effects of reviva for him had aways been the immediate and intense hunger to satisfy al of hisbody’s
basi ¢ needs—food and sex being at the top of the list. When he was younger, he'd usudly givenin to that
impulse with the first obliging woman he encountered. Latdy, though, he' d been lesswilling to be some
nameless stranger’ sgood time.

His senses, dways senditive but especially so after the journey back from degth, were screaming
with awareness of Laurel’ sfeminine scent, despite the strong medicind smellsthat permesated the
laboratory.

He ddiberately turned away from her to stare at the celling overhead, noticing that she’ d changed
the posters she kept up there for her clients' entertainment.

The buxom blondes frolicking on a beach wearing not much more than their smileswere avast
improvement over the kittens and puppies from last time.

“Nice artwork.”

A smiletugged at Laurel’ s mouth as she glanced up. “One of your friends sent those to me after he
got out. | didn't have the heart to throw them away without giving them afair showing.”

“Looks like something D.J. would have done.”
She scrunched up her nose. “Right on thefirst guess. Persondly, | preferred the kittens.”
“Y ou’ re not the one strapped to this damned table like some lab anima waiting to be dissected.”

The brutal honesty of hiswords made her flinch, but it was the truth. If, in those first seconds after
he came back, she had seen an Other instead of a Paladin looking up at her through his eyes, she
wouldn’'t have hesitated to reach for the drugs that would end it al for him. For now, neither of them had
had to face thet little problem.

But eventually they would. Those were the roles they’ d been assigned in thistragedy. Rather than
talk anymore, he closed his eyes and pretended to deep. She was too smart to be fooled, but she
alowed him the small deception. A few seconds later, the lights dimmed and he dept for redl.

Laurd wondered if Devlin knew he snored. She drew pleasure from listening to the rough, rumbling noise
as sheworked at the computer. It was such ahomey sound, making Devlin Bane alittle lessfrightening, a



little more human. He wasn' t—not completely, anyway—»but she wanted him to hold on to whatever bit
of humanity he had lft aslong as possible.

A amall eectronic ping announced that hiswaiting time was up, but she decided not to wake
Devlinimmediatdly. Since he' d actudly fallen adegp on that sted dab, he probably needed the rest. She
glanced back toward the dimly lit Iab. No one had ever been able to explain to her why the table had to
be so uncomfortable. Surely alittle padding wouldn’t compromise the strength of the stedl. In her
opinion, the Paladins deserved any possible comfortsin their lives.

Not that any of them would admit it; they prided themselves on being the toughest sons of bitches
around. And it wastrue. They al started off big and strong and added mean to the mix astime went on.
Even the heavily armed guards posted outside her door moved carefully when a Paladin wasin-house.

Especidly Devlin Bane.

She sghed. Hardly aweek went by that she didn’t have one of the Paladins back in her carefor at
least aday or two. They fought, they died, and they came back to her to be repaired and replenished.
Some were easier to deal with than others, but none of them was exactly easy to be around.

Even 0, Devlin Bane was different.

His mere presence made her spacious laboratory fed cluttered and cramped, asif he took up too
much of the air and mogt of the space. She turned again to study him.

His profile was strong and rather handsome, dthough his nose had been broken atime or two. His
brows were two dark dashes across hisface, one of them marred by a scar from some long ago battle.
Her gaze lingered on hismouth. 1t was surprisingly sensud looking, dmost out of place among his other
features. Could he kissaswel as he did everything e se he set hismind to?

Before she could mentaly catalog anything else, she redlized that his green eyes were open and
garing right back at her with an intensity she could fed from all the way across the room.

“I'msorry, | didn’t redlize that you were awake.” She stood up, amost knocking her stoal to the
ground.

“That'sdl right. | guess you weretoo busy staring to notice.” Therewasno humor a al in his
words. “I want up.”

She hid her embarrassment in a spate of medical talk. “1’ [l draw your blood first, then let you up.
Once we ve evaluated your current status—"

He cut her off. “1 know the drill, Doc. Just get it done.”

Hiswords shouldn’t have hurt, since she' d heard far worse over the years. After dl, being dead
tended to make the camest of men abit testy. Most of the time she could ignore their grumbling, but it
was harder to do with Devlin.

He d hate knowing that. In fact, if he even suspected how much time she spent poring over his
records, trying to learn one more bit of information about what made him tick, he’ d be beating on her
boss' s door, demanding anew Handler.

And it wasimperative that she continue to oversee his care. Devlin Bane was one of the oldest
known Pdadins; he'd aready outlived the average lifespan of hiskind by two decades. If she could
determine why he was showing resistance to the usud pattern of aPaladin’ slife, perhaps she could help
the otherslive longer.

Shereleased hisright arm from itsrestraints, then tied atourniquet just above hiselbow. Never a
fan of having hisblood drawn, he winced and looked away as sheinserted the needlein hisvein. The
blood pumped into the tube, rich and dark and red. She changed tubes, filling two more before loosening
the tourniquet. After covering the needle with a cotton ball, she tugged it out of hisarm.



“Bend your arm.” Gently shaking the tubes, she walked away to set them in arack, then returned
tohissde.

“Let me seethewound.”

He sighed and straightened his arm. She checked under the cotton for bruising before covering the
small puncture. It took al she had to keep from giggling when he saw that the bandage was covered with
bright yellow happy faces. He clearly didn’t appreciate the small bit of cheer.

“Very funny.”
“They wereon sale.” Of course, so were the plain ones.

She unlocked thefirgt of the Strapsthat kept Devlin’ slegs chained to the table. Starting with his
ankles, she worked her way up hisbody, studioudy ignoring the fact that he was naked under the thin
blanket. When aPdadin wasfirst brought in, it was easy to remain clinical about such things. Shetried to
remember that as she undid the last of the restraints and Devlin sat up, the blanket pooling around his
wad.

“How do you fed? Any dizziness or nausea?’

“No.” He rubbed hiswrigts, working the stiffness out of them. “1 fed just like | did the last dozen
times|’ ve been through this” He got to hisfeet, towering over her by nearly afoot.

Sherolled her eyesin exasperation, not alowing him to intimidate her by his sheer sze. “They
won’'t open the doors unless| tell them to. | need answers.”

Herecited alitany of responsesto her ungpoken questions, al memorized from previousvists.
“No nauses, no dizziness, I’m not seeing double or breaking out in strange rashes. And before you ask, |
don’t remember whether it was the sword stuck in my gut or the ax that shattered my leg that killed me.
It didn’t seem important & thetime.”

Theligt of wounds shouldn't shock her since she' d been the oneto repair the damage, but to hear
him recite the list with absolutely no emotion bothered her agreat ded. “ And how does your leg fed?
Any weskness or pain?’

“Look, Dr. Young, everything isin working order.” He deliberately dropped the blanket to give
proof to hisclam.

She managed to stand her ground, but that didn’t keep her from blushing furioudy at the sight of al
that masculine power. Devlin was abig man—all over. “I’ll ring for your mea while you get dressed.
Your clothesarein the locker.”

Heturned away. Rather than get caught staring at his backside, she retreated to her desk and
picked up the phone.

“Please notify Dr. Nedl that our patient is up and about. Also have Mr. Ban€e sfavorite med
delivered asap. Y ou know how testy he getswhen heisn't fed right away.” She deliberately pitched her
voice S0 that Devlin would hear her.

“| can eat at home.”

She jumped about afoot. How did aman his size move so darned quietly? He loomed over her,
gtill buttoning his shirt and rolling up his deaves. The combination of well-worn jeans and afaded
chambray shirt did nothing to make him look less dangerous. His shoulder-length hair only added to his
unavilized ar.

“Yes, you can. Infact, I'd recommend it. However, that doesn't mean you' re leaving here until |
know you can keep food down.”

Before he could argue the point, the doorsto the halway did open. Dr. Nedl, Laurd’ simmediate
supervisor and the head of Research, came through carrying aheavily laden tray.



“Devlin, you look adamn sight better than you did when you arrived five days ago.” He set the
tray down. “But | suppose none of us are at our best when we' re dead. Go ahead and eat. | can wait.”

Devlin gave Laurel’ s boss athoroughly disgusted look before digging into hisfood.
“Dr. Young, may | seehisdata?’

She held out the clipboard. “I’ll have the blood tests and other reports later this afternoon. So far,
nothing surprising.” Except he continued to hold off the changes normaly associated with so many degaths
with amazing success. She' d never mentioned her findings on that subject to anyone other than Dr. Nedl,
not even Devlin himsdf. Until she could account for the unexpected results, she didn’t want to make abig
ded out of them. Maybe they only meant that Devlin was lucky.

Dr. Nedl flipped through the chart, his eyes quickly scanning her notes. When he'd read the last
page, he handed her the clipboard. “I’ d like him to return here every other day to repeat these tests until
he reports back to the field.” He made a couple of notes and then signed off on the chart.

Devlinlooked up from hisdinner glaring at both of them. “Like hell I will. Use someone dsefor a
lab rat; not me.”

Laurd’ s boss was a short, balding cherub of aman, but that didn’t mean he was a pushover. “Ill
remind you, Mr. Bane, that your orders are to cooperate with my staff at al times. Now, we can do this
one of two ways. Y ou can promise to return when you' re told to or we can just keep you here. Which
would you prefer?’

The doctor got astring of obscenitiesin reply. He camly nodded. “1 thought you' d seeit my way.
Now if thetwo of you will excuse me, | believe | have kept Colond Kincade waiting long enough.” He
peered over thetop of hisglasses at Laurel. “He seemed upset when he cdled. Isthere anything | should
know about beforehand?’

Laurel sensed Devlin'sinterest in her answer even though he didn’t look in her direction. “He was
here just before Mr. Bane woke up. He expressed his desire to see my patient released for immediate
return to duty.”

“Andyou sad?’

“I 9mply reminded him that it wasn't his decison to declare Mr. Banefit for duty; it was mine. |
told Colond Kincadethat | will not Sign any reases until | am satisfied that Mr. Bane has no lingering
effectsfrom hislatest battle.”

“And when do you expect to make that decison?’

The stress of the past few days, when her patient had hovered between thisworld and the next,
had taken atoll on her temper. She glared at both men. “I’ d like to know why everyoneis suddenly in
such ahurry!”

Dr. Nedl frowned dightly. “I’'m sorry, Laurel, but Ordnance will be demanding to know when they
can expect Mr. Baneto report back.”

“I won't know for certain until | complete the follow-up examination in two days.” Threeg, if she
could Stretch it that far.

“Thank you, that' s better. | will passthat information dong.” He gave her asmile that was meant
to be reassuring. “Mr. Bane, | hope | don't have to see you again for quite sometime.”

“Me, too, Doc.” Devlin turned his attention back to hisfood.

When the doors swished shut behind Dr. Neal, Laurel sat down and stared at her computer
screen. Her eyes burned with near exhaugtion.

“How much deegp have you gotten since they brought mein?’ he asked.



Sheroalled her shoulders, trying to ease the siffness, then shrugged without looking in his direction.
“I’d tell you that it was none of your business, but that has never stopped you before. Dr. Neal relieved
me for about four hours each day.” She leaned forward to rest her forehead on her arms and closed her

eyes.
As he absorbed the meaning behind her answer, Devlin attacked the last of hismedl. Judging from
the dark smudges under her eyes, Lauren was close to collapsing.
“Dr. Young?
No answer.
“Laurd?’ Herardly dlowed himsdf the privilege of using her first name.
No answer.

Finally, he picked her up in hisarms and carried her to the cot she kept handy for when shehad a
critical patient. She gtirred only long enough to find a comfortable spot on the pillow. He picked up the
blanket that he' d dropped earlier and draped it over her, resisting the urge to pressakissto her
forehead. When he tucked alock of her dark hair behind her ear, she smiled in her deep. Hefdt it just as
if she'd reached out to touch him.

He backed away. Damn, he needed to get the hell away from her. Even if she'd die before
admitting it, her interest in him obvioudy went beyond that of adoctor for her patient. Aslong as he only
saw her when he was chained down to her table, he could dedl with it. He had to. She was the only thing
that kept him anchored in thisworld, alifeline who fought long and hard to drag him back from the abyss
that he lived and fought in. He had ahorrible suspicion that anyone €l se would have set him adrift years

ago.
It wastimeto get out of there. He pressed the button that would summon the guards.
“Yes, Dr. Young? Thedisembodied voice wasafamiliar one.
“No, it's Devlin Bane. Sergeant Purefoy, isthat you?’
“Yes, dgr, Mr. Bane. What do you need?’

“Dr. Young isresting right now, but she'ssigned my release.” At least, he hoped she had. He
wasn't about to wait around for her to wake up.
“I'll berightin.”

No doubt armed to the teeth, with two or three others as backup. Devlin positioned himsdlf in the
middle of the room, doing his best to look harmless. It never worked; his reputation as one of the
Pdadins wastoo firmly entrenched for that.

The doors did open and Sergeant Purefoy entered, his men right behind him. They fanned out,
their weapons powered up and ready, until the sergeant checked to make sure Laurel was indeed
deeping and safe.

“Wecome back, gr.” The man’ssmile seemed genuine. “I'll just verify the Sgnature and then we'll
seeyou safely out of the building.”

“I’'minnohurry.” Like hell. In here, hefdt trapped and exposed.

The sergeant rifled through the clipboard, pausing every so often to read something. “ Everything
seemsto bein order, Sr.”

“Good. Let’'sgo.”

Devlin waked between the men and out the door, relieved to leave the lab and the delectable
Laurdl behind. The last thing he needed right now wasto bresk in anew Handler. There was too much at
stake for that: the hands on the sword that had brought him down hadn’t been those of an Other.



He closed hiseyesto remember every detail he could of those last few minutes. The smell of
blood and fear-tainted sweat. Grunts and groans as weapons were swung and made contact. The flash of
asword asit did dl too easlly into hisside. The shock had driven him to his knees as the blood splashed
out of hisbody and onto the ground.

He never saw his attacker’ sface, but he had seen the hands gripping the sword as it was shoved
through him and then twisted. Those hands had definitely been human. Hislast thought as he' d bled out
onto the ground was the knowledge that one of his own people had tried to kill him.

Chapter 2
H esout.”

The whispered message made his skin crawl.

“I warned you that they were difficult to kill. That should come asno surprise.” Everyonewith half
abrain knew that Pdadinsdied dl the time. Getting them to stay that way was the hard part.

“Whenwill you try again?’

The voice, dust dry and scratchy, grated on his nerves. He wished he had the balsto tell the
bastard to go straight to hell, but that would be signing his own death warrant. Whoever wanted Devlin
Bane permanently dead and buried waswilling to pay big money to get the job done. It wouldn’t cost a
fraction of that amount to have someone come after him.

“I’'mwaiting.” And none too patiently.
“Soon. Reports are coming in from all over the areathat the pressureisbuilding again. I'm

guessing that Ordnance will be sending out the Paadins within the next few days. Bane will lead the
charge. He dways does.”

“We can't risk him near the barrier for much longer. He' s bound to notice something.”

Like the botched attempt on hislife wouldn't dready have put him on aert? He' d known this hit
was stupid from the start, but al that money had drowned out the warnings his common sense had been
shouting. “I know.”

“The Paladins look to him for leadership. His death will distract the others, weakening their cause.
We need them in chaosif we are to succeed.” The voice stopped to draw araspy breath. “ There will be
abonusinit for you if he doesn't live to seethe next shift in the plates.” There was an audible click asthe
mysterious caller disconnected the call.

He dammed the phone down. “Fuck you, you bastard. If you wanted Bane dead so badly, you
should have gone after him yourself.”

He cursed himsdlf asafool for letting himsalf get caught between two of the scariest peoplein this
world or any other one. It was one thing to be promised abonus for killing Bane; living long enough to
collect it was quite another.

Even if he succeeded, he' d spend the rest of his dayslooking over his shoulder. Paladinsdidn’t
take kindly to losing one of their number at the best of times. If they found out they’ d been betrayed, they
would berelentlessin their pursuit of revenge. But he had no choice now. If he destroyed Bane, the
Pdadinsmight kill him. If hefailed, the voice would for sure.

“Look who'sback.”

Ancther voice chimed in. “1I’ve dways figured him to be teacher’ s pet. None of us get to teke five
days off when the mountain isletting off steam.”

“Both of you goto hell.” Devlin said it because it was expected. If he' d failed to respond to his



men’ s taunts, they would' ve been worried about him. He disappeared into his office and sat down.
Despite hisearlier assurancesto Laurd, hisleg ached and his head was pounding. But he' d had worse
and survived—abit of grim humor that made him amile.

D.J. followed him into his office and made himsdlf comfortable on the corner of Dev'sdesk. “So
how isthelovely Dr. Y oung? Does she miss me?’

“Not so you' d notice. She did hang up your posters, though, if that means anything to you.” Devlin
turned his attention to his computer and began working hisway through the e-mails that had piled up
since hisdeath earlier in the week. Even after diminating dl the tongue-in-cheek condolences from his
Pdadin friends, there was a depressing amount of information left to deal with.

“Redly? She actudly put them up?1 thought she’ d come after me with adull syringe.” D.J. looked
disappointed.
“I doubt she'll leave them up long. She till prefers puppies and kittens.” Devlin scanned the first

few entries, absorbing the most recent reports of increased pressure dong the fault lines. “ Any word from
Ordnance when they want to send us out?’

D.J. shook hishead. “No, but Colonel Kincade has been in severa times throwing his weight
around.”

“Hewas at the lab checking on me, too.”

D.J. frowned. “Why would he show up there? He knows that it’s up to Dr. Neal and the othersto
notify him when we're ready to return to duty.”

“I wish | knew.” Hismouth quirked up in areluctant smile. “Dr. Y oung ran him off.”

“Wish | could have been there to see that. Imagine, the big, bad colonel being chased by our
favorite Handler.” D.J. laughed, then dropped his voice to atense whisper. “Think he'll retaliate for her
ganding up to him?’

“If he can without getting caught. He' savindictive son of abitch.”

They dl despised the colonel for his arrogance and casud disregard for the lives of those who
served under his orders. He couldn’t hurt the Paladins as easily as he could others, but over time, even
they paid ahigh pricefor his carelessness.

“Did you warn her?’
Devlin shook his head. “Not yet, but | have to go back the day after tomorrow. We |l talk then.”

And he' d give her an earful about alot of things. He didn’t want her interfering againin Paladin
business. Her responsibility began when aPaladin was carried into her |ab dead, and ended when he
walked out alive again. It had aways been that way and with good reason. Eventualy she would haveto
make adecision to permanently end a Paadin’slife. She had much too soft aheart dready. If she made
friends with her charges, it would destroy her when she had to put one of them down.

The door opened and Lonzo Jones poked hishead in. “D.J., we need you to come look at
something.”
D.J. pushed himself back up to his feet with along-suffering sigh. “What did you idiots do to the

system thistime? | swear, | walk away and you start pushing buttons and twisting didsjust to watch the
pretty lightsflash.”

Devlinwasjust asglad to have his office to himsdf for awhile. D.J. was one of his closest friends,
which meant he could see past the badass personality Devlin had spent decades perfecting. If someone
waswilling to kill him, anyone close to him might bein danger, aswell. D.J. and the others could take
care of themselves, but there was the little problem of Dr. Laurel 'Y oung.

Heleaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, trying to relax for afew minutes. Under normal



circumstances, he would have gone to his quarters and dept for ashift or two, but he couldn’'t alow
himsdlf that luxury until he caught up on everything that had happened while he' d been gone.

Five damn dayslost, gone forever. No wonder Laurdl had been muttering about how long it had
taken him to come back. Normally it took two to three daysto reclaim their lives. Four dayswasn't
unheard of, depending on the severity and number of injuriesthat their bodies had to repair. But five?
Either hisbody waslosing itsinborn ability to recover or he' d been in worse shape than usud.

That thought brought a bitter smileto hislips. No one but a Paladin would understand the irony of
knowing there were degrees of dead. He doubted his Handler would find the idea amusing, but then, she
was the one who had to put them all back together again.

The scientists and physicians who made up the Research Department of the Regents had spent
decades studying the physiology of the Paladins, seeking to understand how it was possible for them to
be revived over and over again, their liveslasting decades beyond normd life expectancy.

Was one of the scientists behind the attack on him? Herolled theideaaround in hismind, finaly
deciding that it didn’t make sense. There was no red gain for anyonein Research if he died for good.

He rubbed hisleg to ease the bone-deep ache. Eventually the pain and the scars would fade, but
the memory of the ax shattering the bone and the blood that he’ d lost would remain sharp and
clear—until something worse took its place.

No, therewaslittle reason to covet alife that conssted of waiting to fight, fighting until you could
bleed no more, then being revived to sart the cycle dl over again. Not that he felt sorry for himsdlf. The
Pdadins had aclear purposein life, which was more than most folks could claim. Thetraitsthat they
carried hardwired into their genes made them the perfect warriors: strength, skill with weapons, and a
total commitment to aworthy cause. Their loyaty, once given, was unshakable.

Devlin stared at the array of swords and axes that hung on the wall opposite his desk. Razor sharp
and maintained in perfect condition, they were the tools of histrade, used to drive back the darkness that
seeped into hisworld every time fault lines dipped or avolcano belched fire and smoke and ash into the
Kky.

Devlin crossed to the wall and, using both hands, lifted his favorite sword down off thewall. He
should have known one of the others would have retrieved it from the battle. The edge of the blade was
nicked in severa places, which didn’t surprise him. The blackened scorch mark across the blade near the
hilt did. Tomorrow he would carry it down to the armory to restore it to primefighting condition. He had
other swords, but none thet fit his hand like thisone did.

The carpet didn’t quite muffle the sound of someone crossing histhreshold. Before acknowledging
his colleague' s presence, he returned the sword to its place on the wall. Cullen Finley leaned againgt the
doorframe and waited with his usual quiet patience before speaking.

“Wedmost didn't findit.” He camethe rest of the way into the room without waiting for aformal
invitation. He knew that if Devlin didn’t want company, the door would have been closed and locked.

Devlin returned to his seat behind his desk and motioned for hisfriend to Sit down, aswell. “I'm
glad you did, Cullen. | would have missed it. Wherewasit?’ He vagudly remembered dropping it on the
ground, but he’ d been too busy dying to care at that point.

Hisfriend looked toward the sword and frowned. “It was stuck in the barrier. We had the devil’s
own time getting it out without causing further damageto it, or the barrier itself.”

Alarm bells sounded again in Devlin'smind. “I was nowhere near the barrier when | went down.
I”’d gone down a side passage after a couple of strays.” He should have redlized then that something was
wrong. It wasrare for the Othersto travel in pairs, but those two had stayed together even when the path
had split. It was asif they’ d known exactly where they were going, leading him straight into atrap.



Another piece of the puzzlethat didn't fit.
“Isthere anything ese | should know about?’

Cullen took histimein answering; the others had nicknamed him “the Professor” for histendency
to ddiberate carefully before giving an answer. And other than Devlin himsdlf, the man had accumulated
the most knowledge about the Paladinsand their ot in life.

Cullen shook hishead. “1 can’t figure out how the sword cameto be where it was, but I'd give
anything to know. It amost looked asif someone was trying to do serious damage to the barrier withit.”
He grinned, hissmilewide and ferd. “I bet whoever it wasis nursing some serious burns on hishands. If
the barrier was at full strength, he would have gotten quite ajolt running up the blade.”

That thought cheered Devlin. “1f you figure out any more about what happened, let me know.” He
raised hisarms over his head and Stretched. Thelittle burst of energy he' d gotten from returning to his
office was wearing off. If he didn’t get home to his bed, he might just end up spending the night on his
officefloor.

“Did D.J. get the system straightened out again?’

None of them liked to call for assstance from the I T Department. They always acted asif the
Pdadins were abunch of ignorant thugs who didn’t know the first thing about running acomputer, even
though the organization ran on software designed and maintained by D.J. and Cullen.

Cullen smiled again. “It’ sfine. Sometimes | think Lonzo and the otherslike to messwith the
system just enough to drive D.J. crazy. It dwaysworks.”

A little horseplay helped dleviate the tension they lived with day in and day out. Aslong asthey
did no harm, Devlin wasn't about to complain.

“I'm dtill officidly off therogter until Dr. Y oung and Dr. Nedl finish poking holesin me and
bleeding medry. I’'m going to turnin early, in hopesthat afull day’ s rest will convince them to let me out
of their clutches”

Hisfriend cocked his eyebrow. “Dr. Ned’ s not my type, either. However, | wouldn't bein such a
hurry to get away from Dr. Young, if | wereyou.” He closed hiseyes asif to savor animagein hismind.
“All those brains, and a beauty to boot.”

A surprisingly powerful urgeto punch hisfriend amost sent Devlin diving across his desk. With no
little effort, he forced himself to unclench hisfists and to maintain a pleasant expression on hisface. He
placed his hands on his desk and pushed himsdlf to hisfeet. Until he got himsdlf under better control, he
would be better off aone.

Cullen walked him out to the corridor. “Don't rush coming back. If we need you, we' ll call.”
“Seethat you do.”

Once Cullen was out of Sght, Devlin dammed hisfigt againgt thewall. Damn Laurd Y oung and
those big eyes of hers. Did she have every single one of the Paadins drooling over her? Paladinsweren't
known for their sexud restraint, and if one of them managed to hook up with her, there' d be hdl to pay.

Especidly if that someone was anyone other than Devlin himsdif.

Laurel had wasted far too much of the morning watching the clock. If she' d been smart enough to give
Devlin Bane a specific appointment, perhaps she would have accomplished far more than she had. She
was thoroughly disgusted with hersalf and thisfoolish fixation. There were good solid reasonswhy
generations of Handlers and Paladins had kept their interactions on acoldly clinical basis. But every time
shelet her concentration dip, her eyeswent right back to staring at the minute hand and wishing it would
move.



Pdadins were the warriors who stood between their world and the dark one that threatened to
seep in and destroy it. The Others were their enemies, not quite human but close enough to pass. They
hovered on the other side of the barrier that separated the worlds. When the barrier was damaged,
Others poured through the breach until the Paladins turned back the tide in bloody hand-to-hand combat,
using wegpons straight out of the Dark Ages. Whilethey battled, others mended the barrier. When the
damage was too grest to be easily repaired, the Paladins stood shoul der-to-shoulder and held the line.

The cost to their souls was horrific. Laurel shuddered. No one knew why, but the more a Paadin
fought and died, the more he became like the Others, uncontrollable and murderous. She hated the
thought of destroying one of the vaiant men she knew and respected, but she would do it when it
became necessary.

She owed it to him and his companions.

Evenif it was Devlin Bane. Especidly if it was him. The man had fought longer than any maninthe
history of Paladins; he deserved to end hislife with some dignity and not as aravening monster. What the
cost to her own soul would be, she didn’t begin to guess.

The intercom buzzed. Not wanting to seem anxious, she waited afull five heartbeats before
responding.

“Y es, Sergeant Purefoy?’

“Devlin Baneishereto seeyou.”

“Givemeaminute before bringing himin.”

She' d belucky if the guards could hold Devlin back half that time, but even those precious few
seconds would alow her to make sure everything was in order. Her cot was safely stowed back inits
closet, the blanket that Devlin had used to cover her was nestly folded and tucked away in anearby
cabinet.

Why she hadn't dropped it in the laundry hamper didn’t bear thinking about. And how
embarrassing wasit to have falen adeep while on duty, no matter how tired she had been? She' d spent
way too much time wondering whet it had been like to be held in Devlin’s strong arms. She wished she
remembered that as clearly as she did waking up surrounded by his scent from the blanket he' d used to
cover her.

Damn, she had to stop doing this. That blanket was definitely going into the laundry. Before she
could go three steps, though, the door to the lab swung open and Devlin Bane was escorted in by
Sergeant Purefoy and his men.

Devlin was clearly not happy at having the guardstripping along at hishedls.

“Thank you, Sergeant. I [l buzz you when he’ sready to leave.” Shedidn’t like the rule that stated
that a Paladin was never left to wander on his own, but she had to follow it. There were other, more
important battlesto fight than that one.

“Let’ sget thisover with.”

Devlin was aready rolling up his deeve, obvioudy thinking that Dr. Ned had merely ordered a
repeat on the blood work. Instead, he wanted awhole battery of tests run, tarting with strength and
endurance.

“Let’ sdtart off on the treadmill.” Shereached for her clipboard to avoid Devlin' s gaze.
“Why the hell would | want to do that?’

Bracing hersdf for the explosion she was sure was imminent, she handed him theligt. “ Thisiswhat
Dr. Ned ordered.”

Devlin dl but jerked the piece of paper from her fingers. “Noway in hell, Dr. Young. | don't have



timefor thisnonsense”

She didn’t blame him, but she couldn’t countermand her superior’ sorders. Dr. Neal was normally
easy to work for, but if she pushed him too far he might relieve her of Devlin’s care. Something she
would not risk.

Maybe she could offer Devlin acompromise. “We could do half of thelist today and the rest
tomorrow.”

Devlin stood glowering down at her. “Why is he doing this? What does he expect to find?’

“You'll haveto ask Dr. Ned.” Persondly, she thought Devlin deserved the truth, but he wasn't
going to get it any time soon.

“I'll get things set up.” She opened adrawer and pulled out apair of running shorts. “ These will be
more comfortable than your jeans.”

Devlin watched her leave the room, the white lab coat doing little to disguise her long legsand
feminine sway. He was il battling the Sde effects of being revived, and being around Laurel only made
his sexud frustration worse,

He stripped off his shirt and reached for the snap on his jeans. Maybe along workout on the
treadmill would help. He d refrained from his norma morning run: until he knew who'd tried to kill him, it
wasn't smart to make atarget of himself.

“Step up on themachine.” Laurel held abouquet of wiresin her hand. One by one, she peded the
protective paper off the eectrodes and began sticking them on his chest and arms. Each time her
fingertips brushed his skin, aripple of awvareness burned along his nerve endings. He was glad that she
didn’t have the monitor turned on yet, or every wicked thought he was having would have been
recorded. Like how he wanted to haul her off to somewhere private and kiss her senseless, for starters.

And what would Dr. Nedl and his associates have made of those readings? When he smiled at the
thought, Laurd ingtinctively backed up astep. Smart girl. If shewasalittle afraid of him, they’ d both be
better off.

“Start out at adow pace, then gradually speed up. | know how fast you guys hedl, but that was a
bad break in your leg. | don’t want to risk further injury to it.”

“It' sfine”
Not quite, but in another day it would be as good as new. He started off dowly, letting his muscles

warm up and gretch out. After thefirst few minutes, hefdl into the familiar rhythm of hisearly morning
runs. It felt good to be moving again, to fed hisblood circulating, hislungsdrawing in air.

Hisleg was holding up so far, with no gppreciable difference from the uninjured one. Eveniif it had
acted up, he would have continued on aslong as it would hold him. He needed to know if he could
depend on it when he went back out into the field.

Thelikelihood of amgor shift in thefault line that ran dong the western edge of Washington was
becoming more and more apparent. If the barrier went down, it could be a bloodbath and every sword
would be needed.

Which reminded him that he still needed to go to the armory before the day was out.

“Y ou can gart dowing down.” Laurel moved away from the monitor to add the find printoutsto
his chart.

Devlin kept up the pace for another few minutes, partly because it felt good, and partly because it
dlowed him that much control. Laure ignored hislittle rebellion, maintaining her focus on the various
readings the machine was spewing forth. He hated having everything about him being reduced to a series
of endless numbers and charts, asif they were more redl than he was himsdlf.



He gradudly dowed to a stop and stepped off the machine. Swiping atowe off ahandy pile, he
wiped the sweat off his face and neck and waited to see what she wanted to do next. He had afew ideas
of hisown on that subject, but doubted if she would be interested. Besides, thiswasn't the place for such
thoughts.

Cameras and microphones alowed the guards outside to monitor everything that went on. If he
gavein to the temptation of taking Laurdl Y oung to bed, it wouldn’t be with anyone looking on.

“What's next?’

One look at her face and he knew. He wadded up the towel and threw it in the direction of the
hamper in the corner. Another damn brain scan, looking for proof that his grasp on his humanity was
dipping away. “And if | refuse?’

Her chin came up anotch, her eyesflickering to the camera on the celling before returning to meet
his gaze. “Isthere areason you would?’

“No, other than being tired of being poked and prodded.” He gestured toward the thick chart on
the counter. “ Do you have any idea how many trees died just S0 you can quantify me?’

Some of the tension left her shoulders as she redlized he wasn't going to refuse. Thistime, anyway.
“Let’sget it over with.”

Hefollowed her into asmal room that held anarrow bed and yet another eectronic consolefilled
with gauges and switches and blinking lights. None of the Paladins liked this particular piece of
machinery. It wastheir judge and their jury, a court where the accused was presumed guilty and had no
chance to speak in hisown defense.

And the price for being convicted was swift and immediate execution.

No matter how many times he’ d been through the procedure, it never got eesier. Very little
frightened him anymore, but those tiny electrodes sticking into hisscap liketiny claws never failed to
make his somach roil and his head ache. He knew in hismind that he was gill human enough to passthe
test, but in hisgut, where it counted, he feared what they would find when the machine chirped and
buzzed asit recorded hisbrain waves.

He stretched out on the bed, only dimly aware of the cool cotton sheets beneath his back. Closing
his eyes, he concentrated on his Handler to keep his thoughts from wandering down the ugly path of
sdf-doubt. He' d dways had athing for brunetteswith long legs, the kind made for riding high around a
man’ swas. Then there were those melted chocolate eyes. He could just eat her up.

Laurel’ s scent teased his senses, amixture of shampoo and soap and something that was uniquely
her. He dug hisfingersinto the bedding. The more he was around her, the stronger the temptation just to
touch her became. When she leaned over him to apply the last of the electrodes, he bit hislip to keep
from moaning.

Didn’t the woman have the good sense to keep her breasts out of hisface? He badly wanted to lift
his head and nuzzle them. He settled for sneaking a quick peek, up close and persond. Her shirt was
pulled tight across her chest, leaving him little doubt that her breasts were perfectly shaped to fit aman's
hand, aswell as his mouth. He bet they tasted swest, like ripe berries and warm sunshine.

He shifted, glad that his shorts were baggy enough to partidly disguise hisimmediate erection.
When Laurd stepped away, he let out abreath he’ d hardly been aware of holding.

“I'll dim the lights. Just try to relax and think good thoughts.”

As soon as the lights came down, she sat in the chair next to the bed and flipped the switch that
would start the program running. Hetried to relax, but it wasn't working.

“I know thisisn’'t any fun, Devlin.” Her voice was cool and soothing, her use of hisfirst name abit



of asurprise.

Her hand cameto rest on his shoulder before dowly making itsway down hisarm to rest on top
of hishand. He turned his pam up, threading his fingers through hers. They were both playing with fire,
but right now he needed al the warmth he could get. Maybe she would have done as much for any of the
Paladins, but he didn’t think so.

None of them had ever mentioned her conducting hersalf other than drictly professondly, and if
she had, most of them were shallow enough to want bragging rights and would be unlikely to keep their
mouths shut. Even D.J. and Cullen would have found someway to mention it to him. That little worry did
away for thetime being.

Whenever he was hooked up to this machine, his sense of time was distorted. It rarely took longer
than thirty minutes, but it ways seemed far longer. Even if the results till proved him human enough to
continue living, it marked his steady progression toward becoming Other.

He d never bothered to ask how close he was coming to the end. It was unlikely that Laurel
would even answer the question. Besides, knowing wouldn’t change athing. He would continueto fight
and die dongsde his comrades until his Handler revoked that privilege. That was something he was damn
proud of.

Gradudly, he relaxed as hisworld narrowed down to the dim pool of light reflected from the
amber and green lights on the console. Turning his head dightly, he could see Laurd’ s profile and
wondered where her thoughts were taking her asthey waited in the silence.

Even with his better-than-average eyesight, it was difficult to judge her mood from her till face.
Maybe she was making amental list of what she needed to pick up at the store on the way home from
work. Or maybe she was as painfully aware of him ashe was of her. Did she ever lie awake at night and
wonder how it would be between them?

He shouldn’t even think such thoughts. Wheat kind of future did he have to offer any woman? Even
if awoman could find it in her heart to love him, how could she love the monster he would inevitably
become?

Thewhir and beep of the machine signaled the end of the test, but when Laurel went to withdraw
her hand from his, he clamped hisfingers down and held it captive.

“Mr. Bane, please.” So they were back to last names again.

Histemper dipped free. Jerking the dectrodes off his scalp, heignored the sting of the tiny
wounds and freed himsdlf from the tangle of wires. He surged to hisfeet, trapping his Handler between
the console and his body.

“I may be only abunch of numbersto you, Dr. Young,” he snarled, “just another interesting
specimen for you to study....”

She looked up to protest his assessment of her, and he liked the way her pupils dilated and her
nostrilsflared in awareness of his extreme proximity. He stroked her wrist with the pad of histhumb,
taking note of her quickened pulse.

He gentled hisvoice to a seductive whisper. “But I'm still aman with aman’s needs, especidly
when it comesto abeautiful woman. Keep tempting me, and you' re likely to find out the hard way
exactly what those needs are and what it takes to satisfy them.”

Then he dragged her up againgt his chest. Her dark eyes settled on his mouth as her lips parted, as
if ininvitation. And just that quickly, the battle was|ost as he surrendered to the temptation and heady
taste of Laurel Y oung.

Chapter 3



K eeping her hand trapped within his, Devlin cradled her against the powerful muscles of hischest as

his mouth plundered hers. Laurel was grateful for his strength, because at that moment not asingle bone
in her body would have supported her.

Histongue teased and tasted her, making her hunger for more. All rationa thought had been
banished the second she d given in to the impulse to comfort him while they waited for the machineto
weigh and judge Devlin’ s sanity. Judging by the outcome, maybe she should have been wearing the
electrodes.

She wanted nothing more than to absorb histaste and touch and sheer power. Her fantasies
hadn’t even come close to the redlity of having al that intensity focused solely on her.

Hetraced the line of her jaw with hot, damp kisses until he reached the shell of her ear and traced
its delicate curves with thetip of histongue. Then he breathed deeply, the current of warm air sending a
surge of pure need burning through her. She yanked off her lab coat, letting it fal to thefloor &t their feet.

All of sudden she was tumbled back onto the bed with Devlin’s delicious weight crushing her into
the mattress. She spread her legs to welcome him, relishing the intimate connection between their bodies.
Her mouth felt swollen and bruised from the ondaught of hiskisses. And his powerful handswere
everywhere, touching her first through the flimsy protection of her shirt and then diding beneath it. His
callusad fingertips worked her buttonsloose, giving him free accessto her bressts.

He nuzzled hisway down to them, histongue setting her skin afire. When he unfastened her bra,
he pushed himsdlf up to stare down at her.

“I wasright.”

She wanted to ask him about what, but then he dove down to capture the swollen tip of her
breast. He growled with satisfaction as he lavished attention on it, using hislips and teeth and tonguein
such wondrous ways. The tugging sensations sent shards of need cutting through her to settle deep ingde,
and she yearned to absorb his entire body into hers.

Therasp of her zipper diding down pleased her, hishand dipping insde her panties even more.
Hisfingerstested her readiness, finding her already dick. Just that quickly, she was on the edge of
shattering.

Suddenly Devlin froze, his head cocked to one side asif listening to something beyond the scope
of her hearing.

“They'recoming.”
Heralled off the bed, pulling Laurel to her feet in the same swift motion. She could only stare up at
him, her mind unable to understand what he wastrying to tell her.

“Damnit, Doc, we ve been in here too long. The guards are coming.”

Finally she redlized what he was talking about. Someone—no, several someones—were moving
around in the lab outside the door. She fought down panic. If they caught her with her blouse unbuttoned
and her pants unzipped, her reputation would be ruined and Devlin would have anew Handler by
nightfal. That' swhen she noticed the flashing light on the console.

Thiswas the one room in the lab that had no security cameras—thank goodnessl—or
microphones, because their eectronic impulsesinterfered with the sengtive scanning equipment. To
compensate, the Handler was expected to periodicaly send a coded message to the guards that all was
wdll. The code was changed daily to prevent arogue Pdadin from discovering it and making use of it.

Missing her last check-in had triggered the darm.

And unless she managed to defuse the Situation, Sergeant Purefoy and his men were going to
come charging through that door, ready to put down arogue Paadin. She hit the button that was blinking



to reset the dlarm and quickly entered the code. It wouldn't call off the guards, because their assumption
could very well be that Devlin now had the code and was using it, but at least they wouldn't be quite so
quick to pull thetrigger.

She managed to refasten her bra on the second attempt and swiftly rebuttoned her blouse. Patting
her hair, she hoped she didn’t look asrumpled as she felt. At least her lab coat would cover up some of
the damage. Devlin had settled himself back on the bed after resttaching most of the electrodes. Just that
quickly, hiseyeswere closed asif he'd drifted off to deep counting the seconds until the test was over.

Laurd’ s hands were still shaking but her voice sounded calm when she spoke over the intercom.
“Sergeant Purefoy, thisis Dr. Y oung speaking. Code Alpha Zulu Beta. Repest, AlphaZulu Beta. Thisis
not an emergency.”

Dr. Ned answered, adding to her embarrassment. “Dr. Y oung, what isgoing on in there?’” At
least he sounded more exasperated than angry.

“Nothing, sr.” At least not anymore. “If | may open the door, | can explain.”
She hoped.
Devlin reached up to squeeze her hand before she reached for the doorknob. “Give’em hell.”

Just that smdll reassurance was enough to stiffen her spine. When the door sivung open, she
stepped through to face aroom full of armed men and her boss without blinking.

A few minutes |ater, the room had been cleared of everyone but hersalf and Dr. Nedl. Devlin il
dept on, the muted sound of snoring giving wordless support to her shaky explanation.

“I am sorry, sir. | don’'t know how | managed to missthe check-in. | must have dozed off.” She
shook her head and shrugged, hoping her boss would attribute her reluctance to look him straight in the
eyeto embarrassment.

Helooked past her toward where Devlin lay sprawled on the bed. “ Then | would suggest you
take off early today and get some rest. Falling adeep on thejob, especially with a Pdadin of Mr. Bane's
advanced age, isfoolish to say the least. Luckily for al concerned, no harm was done.”

“Yes, gr. I'll leave as soon as Mr. Bane wakes up. That will give metimeto finish my report.”
“Areyou sure you wouldn't like me to do that for you?’

She couldn’t risk letting him discover the haphazard way that the electrodes were stuck to Devlin;
there’ d be no explaining that away.

“No, thank you. But if Mr. Bane hasn't awakened when I’ m ready to leave, I'll cal you.”

Dr. Ned reluctantly left the room. Since there was every chance he might drop back in
unexpectedly to check on her, sheforced hersaf to wait afew minutes before gpproaching Devlin. The
cluster of eectrodes dangled down to the floor and her patient was propped up on the pillow, his
expression unreadable and closed.

“Y ou can leave whenever you want. Sergeant Purefoy will escort you out.” She dropped his
clothes on the bed and turned away to reset the machine.

Devlin's gaze weighed heavily on her back as he dressed. What was he thinking? If he had
regrets, were they because they hadn’t finished what they’ d started, or because it happened at dl?

The sheetsrustled as Devlin got up and then she felt the warmth of his body close behind her.
“Do you want anew Handler?” She held her bregth, praying he wouldn’t say yes.

“No, | don't. But this can’t happen again.”

That wastrue. Still, her eyes stung from the threat of tears as she nodded in agreement.



“Not here, anyway.” He leaned so close that hiswarm bresth tickled her skin. “When you and |
do go to bed, Laurd—and we will—it'll be someplace ahdl of alot more private than this. Because
nothing isgoing to stop us from finishing what we started today.”

Then hewas gone.

Despite the near disaster at the lab, Devlin was in the best mood he' d beenin for days. The delectable
Dr. Y oung had proven quite asurprise. Behind that |ab coat and clipboard lurked an amazingly
passi onate woman.

He couldn’t wait to have her in his bed, naked and underneath him. They’ d haveto arrange it
carefully, of course, but battle tactics were his specidty. Arranging a secret tryst wasn't that much
different from planning an ambush.

He turned down First Avenue toward Pioneer Square, a popular tourist spot. Below the streets
lay anetwork of passageways known as the Seattle Underground. Tours offered limited accessto
out-of-towners and loca's, and none of them redlized that the tumbledown brick wallsfrom the past
masked the high-tech control center of the Paladins.

D.J. and the others got akick out of watching the tourists as they were shepherded through the
few parts of the Underground that were declared safe enough for the public. Devlin just considered them
to be an inconvenience.

Habit had him checking to make sure he was't being tailed before ducking into the aley that
offered the closest accessto the Center. He nodded at the guard stationed near the entrance. Dressed as
adown-on-his-luck drunk, complete with al the usua stains and smells, Penn’ s ppearance was enough
to ward off most intruders. If that didn’t work, he had an impressive array of weapons hiddenin his
broken-down shopping cart.

Penn was even more disreputable |ooking than he had been the last time; the man obvioudy took
perverse pridein hisjob.

“Cullen sad for you to find himif you camein.”

“Thanks, I'll track him down.”

Devlin trotted down the staircase and keyed in the code to open the door. Once inside, his normal
wariness eased. If he was safe anywhere, it was here. Maybe Cullen had found out something about how
Dev's sword came to be stuck in the barrier.

On theway to his office, Devlin stopped to chat with Lonzo and D.J. Neither of them had seen
Cullen recently, but promised to let him know that Devlin waslooking for him.

The stack of reports Stting on his desk was dmost enough to make him turn around and march
right back out again. Hewasn't in the mood to read al those dry-as-dust statements about the current
condition of the barrier. Hell, al he had to do was turn on the news to know that Mount St. Helens was
Spitting out steam and building anew lavadome.

If the unstable mountain decided to blow her top again, Devlin and the others would be on the
front lines, fighting to keep the Others out of thisworld. He brought up amap of theareaon his
computer, one programmed to show the hot spots along the barrier. Sure enough, where it came closeto
theirritable mountain, the barrier was being tested from the other side.

He reached for the phone. “Lonzo, have we beefed up the coverage down near the mountain?’

“We doubled it last night when the first rumblings were reported. Ordnance okayed another squad
to beon cdl if needed.”

“Send them now, because I’m not sure even that will be enough. The activity on the other sdeis



increasing Steadily.”

He wanted to get down there himself, but he hadn’t been rel eased back to active duty yet. If he'd
stuck around the lab long enough to finish up the rest of the tests, he might have been free and clear. Still,
he couldn’t bring himsalf to regret anything that had happened—except for the alarm that brought the
guards pouring into the lab.

Although maybe it had been agood thing they had. A quick tumble on that uncomfortable, narrow
bed might have taken the edge off his needs, but not for long, not the way his body reacted whenever he
was within sniffing distance of his Handler. Laurdl deserved to be treated with more respect than that.

Normdly he made sure awoman understood the trangitory nature of their relationship, then they
dipped off somewhere private and scratched amutud itch. After he made sure his partner for the night
waswell satisfied, they parted company with no strings attached.

Laurd cameloaded with complications. She might know intellectudly that Paladins gradudly lost
their basic human emotions, becoming more unpredictable and violent right up until they crossed that final
line and had to be destroyed. But what would become of her thefirst time she was forced to put down
one of her assigned caseslike arabid dog?

What if it were him, especialy when they became lovers? The man he was right now cared about
that. The Other he was dowly becoming wouldn’t. So how could he protect her from himsdlf?

A light started flashing on his monitor, one that sent him running for the control room. Cullen and
Lonzo, their faces grim, Sared at the readings on their computers.

“What just happened? And where?’

“It looks like the mountain just sent up a plume of steam and ash. It’ stoo early to know how bad
itwas”

He should have gone, with or without aclean bill of heath from Research. *“Has the backup squad
gotten there?’

Lonzo tore his eyes away from the screen to check thetime. “Not yet. Their ETA isin about
fifteen minutes”

Devlin’sgut knotted up solid. “And the barrier? How are the readings?’

Cullen answered, “1t flickered on and off a couple of times. Right now it’sup, but if the mountain
decidesto throw her weight around some more, there sno telling.”

“Who'sgot the lead?’
“Trahern.”

The knotsloosened a bit. Blake Trahern was a coldblooded killing machine when it cameto the
enemy. If anyone could hold off amgor ondaught with limited men and resources, he' d be the one. By
al indications, the Others had been poised for invasion on the far sde of the barrier, their numbers
increasing daily as the pressure insde the mountain had grown. It would take more than a squad to hold
them back. But if the barrier had indeed just flickered a bit, the Others would have come through in
burstsinstead of one overwhel ming surge of hatred and weapons.

Devlin dragged achair over by Lonzo and Cullen and settled back to wait for the casudty reports
togart ralingin.

“Send acopy of any incoming injury reportsdirectly to Dr. Ned to give him a heads-up.
Hopefully hewon't need it, but it will make their job easier if they know who's coming in and what shape
they'rein.”

He thought about calling Laurel directly, but decided againgt it. It wasn't part of the norma routine
to call individua Handlers. If one of her Paadins were injured—or worse, dead—she' d becdled intime



to prepare. Once again, she’ d face long hours and no deep. She' d give as much asit took to save one of
hers.

And she did it because she cared, not just because it was her job. That dedication made her much
like the Paadinsthemsdlves.

“The second squad has landed and ismoving in.” Lonzo’ swas the voice of calm reason. No
meatter how bad things got, he never panicked. After it wasal over he waslikely to explodein afit of
violent rage, depending on the outcome of the battle. They’ d learned to shuffle him away from the
expens ve equipment before that happened. There was aroom down the hall outfitted with punching bags
30 he could let off geamin aburst of flying fists and vicious kicks, not unlike the fickle mountain to the
south.

It would be awhile before any more reports camein. While they could till enjoy thelull, he
returned to his office to send a second e-mail to Dr. Nedl, asking for clearance to return to the trenches.
The answer wasn't long in coming.

Devlin read it once and then again as he strung together the most vile curses he could think of.
What could the man be thinking? The barrier was flickering, hisfriendswere fighting and perhaps dying,
and dl that idiot doctor could think of was leeching afew more vias of blood out of hisarm.

Wéll, he' d be parked on the good doctor’ s doorstep first thing in the morning, because come hell
or high water, he was going to be on the next avail able trangport down to the barrier.

Those who carried the makeup of aPaadin in their DNA were hardwired to fight when the barrier
was damaged. Each and every one of them could fed it on some level when the safety of their world was
threatened by abreach in the fragile barrier that separated their reality from the blesk one on the other
sde. Thetension built until they had atarget for their aggression, suitable or otherwise.

The Others were a congtant threat to the sability of Earth’ sfragile ecosystems. Thanksto
earthquakes and vol canic eruptions, enough Others had successfully made the crossing to jeopardize the
balance between their dark world and the light of Earth. The damage to the ozone layer donewas
enough to cause mgor trouble in the yearsto come.

Conditions on the other sde must have worsened again for such sheer numbersto betrying to
crossinonesuicida charge. Earth could absorb a certain number of the Others, and indeed had
numeroustimesin the past. Based on recent stridesin DNA mapping, it seemed that the addition of
Othersto mankind' s aready diverse gene pool had given rise over time to the Paladins themselves.

The scientists who worked for Research felt that explained thewarriors sensitivity to the barrier.
That was the good news. The opposite side of the coin was a Paadin’ s tendency to become more and
more like the Others as time went on. Now the organization was working on finding ways to prolong and
grengthen a Pdladin’ s hold on dl that made him human.

Which brought him right back to Laurel Y oung, and her specific interest in him. Were her attempts
to delveinto his past more professiona than persona? Or had the unmistakabl e attraction between them
smply made her curious about her future lover?

He wished he could have seen her face when he had bluntly announced hisintention to bed her.
Had those dark eyes of hers been shocked or intrigued? Only time would tell. For now, he had a battle
to monitor and friends to worry abouit.

He sat down at his desk and prepared to wait.

“Yes, Mom, I’'mfine. My job isgoing great. And no, they aren’t working metoo hard.” Except when
she was on duty twenty-four hours aday to bring one of her patients back from degath, but that was one
of the many secrets she kept from her family.



Laurel closed her eyes and curled up in the corner of her sofa. She loved her mother dearly, but
shewasn't in the mood for this particular conversation. Lately her mother had been on amission to help
her daughter find anice man and settle down to the business of making her some more grandchildren, just
as both of Laurdl’ ssiblings had done.

“Yes, Mom, | do know my birthday is coming up. If | can get away for afew days, I'll let you
know.”

Shewas till two years short of thirty and was proud of dl that she’ d accomplished. If only her
parents could share that pride, aswell. They meant well, of course, but they’ d never understood quite
what to do with a daughter whose test scores were off the charts and whose interests were science and
medicine, not prom dates and homecoming games like the other girlsin their smal town.

High school had been anightmare until the day aletter had mysterioudy arrived from agroup
caling themselves the Regents, offering her afull scholarship to start college at the age of fifteen. There
had been tears and arguments, but she’ d packed her bags and caught the next plane to Sesattle. Except
for the occasiond visit home, she hadn’t looked back.

The Regents had saved her from thelife her parents had planned for her, one for which shewas
particularly ill-suited. Sheloved her family and her hometown dearly; they were great. She was the one
who didn't fitin.

Suddenly, Laurd redlized that she’ d missed something in the conversation. “What did you just say,
Mom?

“| wastdling you that he'll be glad to show you around. It’s been so long since you' ve lived here,
| know you'’ d enjoy having someone point out &l the changes.”

A sick feding settled in her somach. “Who could show me around?’

“| swear, Laurd, you just don't listen unless the conversation is revolving around some disease.”
Her mother’ slong-suffering sigh came across the phoneline, loud and clear. “I’'m sorry, | didn’t mean
that. It sjust that...| want you to be happy.”

Her definition of happy, not Laurd’s. “ Who is going to show me around, Mom?’

“Why, your brother’ s new business partner, Carl. Who did you think | meant?’

Her parents sometimes forgot Laurel’ s excellent memory for details. “Isthat the same Carl who
has an ex-wife, apot-belly, and no hair to speak of 7’

“Wadll, yes, although you shouldn’t judge a person on looks aone. | know he' s had some
problemsin the past, but that’ sal over now. He' slooking for anice wife to settle down with.”

“I wish Carl luck, Moather, but that nicelittlewifeisn’t going to be me. For onething, he needsto
be near hisbusiness, and my jobishere.”

Her mom’ svoice brightened right up. “But that' sjust it, Laurel. Like |’ ve been telling you, the
whole areais growing so fast. | wastalking to Dr. Watson the other day, and he says he has more
patients than he can handle alone. | know he' d be glad for your help, even if you wanted to just work
part-time. Y ou know, if you wereto get married and al.”

Laurel didn't want to hurt her mother, but neither could shelet her go on thinking that Laurel’s
career was just something she did to earn aliving, rather than an integrd part of who shewas.

“Mother, I'm sorry if this upsets you, but I'm not moving back home. My work hereistoo
important.” Lives depended on her particular expertise and training. “Besides, I'm not agenera
practitioner like Dr. Watson. My interest isin research, and | need specidized facilitiesfor that.”

She knew better than to hope that her mother would accept defeat. At best, she would withdraw
to regroup.



“Wadl, we'll talk more when you get here. Let me know when you can come.”
“I will. Tell Dad and the othersthet | loveyou dl.”

Her mother’ s voice softened. “We know you do, honey. We love you, too. Oh, look at the time!
I’ d better go get dinner started. Take care.”

Laure set the phone back down in its cradle. She wondered what her family would make of
Devlin Bane. They certainly respected those who served in the military, which wasthe closest thing in
their experience to the Pdadins.

For afew seconds, she imagined what it would be like to take Devlin Bane home to meet her
family. She couldn’t quite see him gitting in her parents smdll living room, spending a Saturday afternoon
watching college football with her dad and brother.

Then her cdllphone from work rang.
Laurd’ sheart sank, knowing it could only mean one thing: somewhere, Paadins werefighting and

dying.

Everyone at Research was on high dert, waiting for the ondaught. Laurel had restocked her supplies, the
stainless-sted table had been freshly disinfected, and the chains and straps checked for wesknesses.

Now al she could do was wait, trying not to think about what had almost happened the day
before. She shivered, remembering the near disaster.

Going gtrictly by the rules, she should ask to be replaced as Devlin’ sHandler, but she wouldn't do
s0 unless she was forced to. Her role was to decide what was best for her patient. How could another
Handler, one who only saw him as another casefile and not as an individual, make moreinformed
decisons about Devlin’ swelfare? None of his previous Handlers had ever commented on the fact that his
dowed progression toward the inevitable madness didn’t fit the usual pattern. Since she couldn’t believe
that they hadn’t noticed, she had to think that they had seen the numbers and either didn’t care, or didn’t
bother to question them.

There was no time like the present to begin her campaign to take amore clinicd attitude toward
Devlin Bane. Her intenseinterest would only be because of the scientific value in knowing what made him
different from the other Paladins. If it were agenetic anomaly, there might not be much she could do to
extend hisinborn resistance to the others. But if it were due to some chemica changein his bloodstream,
that could lead to aworld of possbilities. And maybe it would extend beyond the Paladins to normal
human beings, aswell.

The scientist in her took over as she began poring over his chart, comparing previous results
against the most recent ones. The blood chemistries had remained constant for the three years she' d been
his Handler. Measurements of his physica strength and endurance followed the same pattern, reflecting
changes so minute asto be Satidicdly inggnificant.

But moreinteresting were his brain scans. She began to review the various markers on yesterday’ s
scan, and with relief noted the beginning numberswere smilar to hislast scan.

About halfway through the test, though, the readings spiked and then dropped lower and stayed
there. What would have caused that? By that point it was to be expected that he would have relaxed, but
that didn’t account for such dramatically lower scores.

She circled the ones that seemed most significant to puzzle over when she had time to compare
those specific numbers againgt his readings over time. Once she had them dl charted and lined up in negt
littlerows, she'd get Dr. Nedl’ s opinion. Maybe they meant nothing &t al, but asmal voicein the back of
her mind told her she was on theright track.

A dhrill darm screamed out awarning as lights began flashing. Laurel automatically closed thefile



and shoved it out of theway. She had only minutes before the first patient would come through her door.
Her handpicked team of nurses and technicians streamed in to take their triage positions.

When the double doors burst open, a sense of calm settled over her. Pulling on apair of surgical
gloves, shetook her place at the head of the examining table.

“All right, people, let’ s get him moved, and then we' [l see what we' re dedling with.” Experience
had shown her that if she reacted camly to the horrific woundsthey all saw on afrequent bagis, her staff
would do the same.

“On a.count of three One...two...three”

They grunted with the effort to dide the Paladin from the gurney to the table. Someone dapped the
initid chart into her hand. She reviewed the preliminary findings as the others began hooking their patient
up to monitors and cleaning away the blood-soaked bandages. She drew comfort from the fact that he
was il bleeding; it took a heartbesat to make that happen.

For once, her patient wasn't dead, at least not yet.
“Get himon IVsand then let’ sget him stitched up.”
“Which oneisit?’ Dr. Neal had just walked up behind her.

She glanced at the name and shuddered. Everyone thought Devlin Bane was scary, but in her
opinion, he didn't hold acandle to Blake Trahern.

“It' s Trahern. Get those regtraintsin place.”

Judging from the speed with which her tech responded, she wasn't the only one who found
Trahern and his cold gray eyes unnerving. Histest scoresweren't asfar along as Devlin's, but they were
getting worse faster. She secretly thought he was the most likely candidate to be the first she had to put
down. Asaresult, she hated each and every time he camein.

“Does anyone know what happened?’

Dr. Ned had moved into position on the far side of the table. Working in tandem, they’ d get the
wounds closed and begin the hedling process that much fagter.

Helooked up from the gash he was titching shut. “I’ ve heard it' s bad, maybe redlly bad.”
“Thebarrier?

“According to the preliminary reports | saw, it was just flickering, so the Others were coming
through in smal bursts. The Padadins were doing cleanup, making sure no one got away. Then alarge
gtretch of the barrier went down atogether.”

“How many did we lose?”’

“Enough that we re going to have trouble making room for them al.” Theworry in Ned’ seyes
sent achill through her. “I had to release Devlin Bane to take charge at the breach until reinforcements
arrive from other sectors. | warned Colonel Kincade that Banewasn't at full strength yet. He srisking
losing Banefor good if hisleg gives out while he'sunder attack.”

Pdadinswere hard to kill permanently, but it could be doneif they went down under an ondaught
of swords and axes.

“But it wasn't Colond Kincade who asked for the rdease; it was Bane himsdlf. If | hadn’t sgned
off on him, he would have gone underground into the breach anyway. | only made the inevitable easer
for everybody involved until reinforcements arrive later tonight.”

The doors dammed open again as agroup of the guards came through carrying another pair of
heavy examining tables, the strgps and chainsrattling with each shuffling step the guardstook. The
patientsto fill them wouldn’t belong in arriving, and Laurd braced herself for amarathon.



For Devlin Bane, dl she could do was pray.

Chapter 4

T hejarring ring of the phone woke him out of a sound deep; a harsh voice whispered, “ Now isyour

chance. There are enough of the Others coming through to serve as a smokescreen for you.” Theline
went dead.

He gtared at the phonein hishand, wishing like hdll that he had |et the machine answer. It took
two triesfor his shaking hand to set it back in its cradle. There would be no going back to deep now, not
with his stomach churning as he tried to think of areasonable course of action. By al reports, things were
bad enough aong the barrier that no onewould think it too odd if he wereto voluntarily show up inthe
underground passages, wegpon in hand.

It wasn't dl that unusud for the Paladins to request backup when the numbers of Others escaping
acrossthe barrier were higher than normal. He had some skill with asword, athough nowhere near the
level achieved by the Paladins. Of course, they’ d each had severd lifetimes over which to hone their
ills

At least Trahern and a couple of the other scariest Paladins were dready out of the game. That
was something to be grateful for. Bane was bad enough, but he still registered some human emotions.
Trahern'seyeswere dead and dl the more chilling because of it.

His own chances for success would gresatly increaseif he could score officid ordersto cover his
reason for going underground. That way no one would question his presence. Having Bane die for good,
though, could have one of two effects. Either it would leave the Paadinsin temporary disarray with their
leader gone, or elsethey would unite to hunt down Ban€e skiller.

It didn’t take ageniusto figure out that the Paladins would devise a particularly nasty desth for
anyone who had betrayed one of their own, especidly if it were Bane. Son of abitch, how was he going
to handle this? He was poised at the edge of adippery dopethat led straight to hellfire and disaster. If he
didn’t want to sign his own death warrant, he'd have to tread carefully each step of the way.

Why had Bane been singled out for execution? His Handler would eventualy have to pull the plug
on his existence anyway. Not that it mattered now. The long-lived Paladin had obvioudy stepped on
some pretty powerful toes somewhere dong theline.

No matter how helooked at it, planning an execution was ahell of away to Sart the day.

Devlin stood in the front of the elevator because he tolerated it better than some of the others. Lonzo,
especidly, needed his back againgt thewal until the fighting actually started. Asthe devator hurtled
downward, they all automaticaly checked their wegpons, making sure that swords did easily from their
scabbards and that throwing knives were snug in their sheaths. A few of them used more specidized
wegpons. Lonzo carried adouble-bladed ax he was particularly fond of, and athrowing hammer hung
from D.J. s belt.

“Any news on the numbersyet?’ Lonzo asked from the back of the elevator.
Devlin shook his head. “Not since earlier this morning, but there will be plenty to go around.”
“Hdl yeah.” D.J. loved agood fight, whether it wasin cyberspace or up close and persond.

There was no group of men in thisworld that Devlin would rather have at his back. He glanced
over his shoulder to see how the others were handling the tension. D.J. had awad of gum stuck in his
cheek as he hummed something off-key. Lonzo shifted from foot to foot, adrenaline making it impossible
for himto stand till.

Cullen scanned his handheld computer, no doubt checking the most current data on the condition



of the barrier so they’ d know what they would be facing when they reached the bottom of the shaft.

Their mission wasto shore up the defense of the barrier. He and Cullen would check it for weak
spots and do what they could to strengthen it. From all reports, Trahern had been trying to stabilize it
when he went down under almost overwheming numbers of Others.

Luckily, reinforcements had arrived in time to drive back the attack. They’ d managed to get the
barrier stabilized again before evacuating their injured comrades. The last word Devlin had from
Research was that Trahern had been badly injured, but they’ d gotten him back in time to keep him from
having to go through the strain of being revived again. Laurel and Dr. Ned would have him up and
around within aday or two.

Asthinly asthe Pdadins were deployed, Devlin was glad that the casudties were no worse.
Unlessthe barrier flickered again, he and the others would begin mopping up the pockets of the enemy
trapped in the passages. Until nightfal, the Others couldn’t leave the safety of the relative darkness of the
underground. It took them afair amount of timeto adjust to the intensity of Earth’s sun, aweskness that
the Paladinsdidn’t share.

He could fed the hum of the high-energy barrier through the floor of the elevator. It danced aong
his nerves with a sweet taste that he and the other Paladins craved. From the restless sounds he heard
coming from behind him, he was't the only one who was feding its effect, making them dl anxiousto be
about their business.

“ Showtime, gentlemen.” Devlin flexed his grip on the sword. “Let’ s send the bastards back across
the barrier or sraight to hell.”

The eevator coasted to a stop with a soft thud. When the doors did open, Devlin jumped forward
ready to defend himself and the others, but the passageway appeared to be empty. The others fanned out
behind him.

Something was wrong. The eevator was never supposed to be |eft undefended whenever the
barrier had been breached. The last thing they wanted was for the Othersto gain control of the main
access point. Devlin held up hishand to signal his companionsto freeze, then he closed hiseyesand let
his other sensestake over. The ambient temperature felt right, hovering between fifty and sixty degrees. If
the barrier had flickered or come down it would be alot hotter, as the heat from the bordering world
came pouring through. The air tasted stale and smelled heavily of damp rock. Again, nothing to be
concerned about.

One by one, he identified the sounds that surrounded him. The eevator machinery, the pumps that
kept the atmosphere breathable, the barely detectable rasp of air as his friends breathed in and out.

The sound of shuffling feet astheir ownersfelt their way dong the unfamiliar
passageway .. .definitely Others. Devlin lifted his sword in one hand as he held up threefingersand
motioned toward the | eft. Lonzo, Cullen, and D.J. headed off in that direction as the others moved right.

Devlin smiled. Gripping hiswegpon with two hands, he followed the curve of the passage, keeping
thewall closeto hisback. Every few steps, he stopped and listened. Some of the footsteps had faded,
telling him that the enemy was using their favorite tactic of splitting into smaler and smadler groups until
each Other was on hisown.

He' d dways wondered what their world must belike, that they avoided one another’ s company
so diligently. Or perhaps they operated under the theory that aslong as they spread out, the Paadins
would have a harder time tracking each of them down. The truth was, very few Others lived long enough
to find their way into Devlin’ sworld.

Asthe passages split off, so did the Pdladins until Devlin was aone. The memory of thelast time
he d tracked Others made him more cautious, taking histimeto listen. When the tunnel ahead of him
curved sharply to the left, blocking him from view of whoever was ahead of him, he sprinted forward to



gain ground on his quarry. Just around the bend he knew the tunnel split in half, one side climbing upward
toward the street overhead, the other winding back around toward the barrier.

He paused to listen.
Nothing.

He eased back afew steps and waited quietly. After afew seconds, his patience was rewarded.
The low murmur of voices drifted down the passage. He cocked his head to listen. Asthe sound faded
away, he crept forward, ready to charge as soon as he identified histarget.

When he reached the split, he had to make a decision. If the enemy had gone to the right, they’d
find themselvesright back where they started. If they’ d gone left, they could eventudly find their way
outside to the streets of Sesttle. One or two escapees wouldn't have too much of an adverse effect on
the environment, but over time the accumul ated damage could be devastating.

Heturned left and began the long, dow climb upward. About hafway up, he fdt thear behind him
gtir as someone e se moved into the passage. Whoever it was moved wrong to be one of the other
Pdadins, but he had no choice but to continue going forward until his mysterious companion reveaed
himsdlf.

Rather than wait around, Devlin sped up in an attempt to gain ground on the Others. He was
about to turn another corner when the battle cry of hisenemy rang out in the narrowing passage. He'd
managed to trap them between himsdlf and the painful sunlight outside of the underground passages.
Cornered and desperate, the Others turned to fight.

It was apair of maes, both heavily armed. Had they timed their escape better, there would likely
have been arash of murders before tomorrow morning in the city above. The two of them fought with the
desperation of the about-to-be dead, intent on taking Devlin with them on the fina journey into the
afterlife. Devlin smiled grimly. Did they have any idea how many of their kind had fallen beneeth his
sword over the decades? Even if they managed to inflict amorta wound, he would come back to fight
their kind another day.

Asthey closed in on him, he did his best to avoid exposing his back to the open tunnel behind him.
Therewas no way of knowing if their unknown companion was friend or foe.

“Why are you here?’ one asked. The Otherswho crossed the barrier spoke aversion of English,
but the words sounded harsh and guttural to the ear.

Devlin's smile was wicked and histone was nasty. “ To send you back across or straight to hell.
It'syour choice.” He brought up thetip of the sword to emphasize the idea.

“But wedready pad.”
Paid? Paid what?*“| don't get paid for killing thelikes of you. | do it for pleasure.”
“I' knew your kind couldn’t be trusted!” Then he bellowed, “Die, human!”

The bigger of the two Others charged a him, swinging along sword up and over his head,
bringing it down at an angle meant to separate Devlin's head from his shoulders. It wasn't easy to kill a
Pdadin for good, but that would definitely work. Devlin danced backward and then lunged forward
again, narrowly missing his chance to run the bastard through.

Inaflurry of blows, thetwo of them fought with cold, caculated grace until both were breathing
hard. Devlin counted himself lucky that he wasn't having to fight both Others at the same time, but the
passage was only wide enough for two to maneuver. If the second onejoined thefirg, they would only
hamper their own chances at success.

Despite the chill inthe air, swest poured off Devlin’sface. His bad leg ached with the strain of the
fight. Hisenemy quickly noticed that Devlin was favoring one side and kept attacking so that Devlin put



the most weight and strain on hiswesker leg. The stedl of his blade rang with the repested blowsto his
enemy’ swegpon as he tried to stay out of reach.

Findly, rather than letting his opponent lead in the deadly dance, Devlin spun to the Sde and then
lunged forward, running his opponent through. The Other wasn't dead yet, but Devlin knew afatal blow
when he saw one.

Hejerked his sword free and turned his attention to the second one. The youth moved with lithe
grace; dl it would take was one small mistake and Devlin would end up back on that stainless-sted dab
inDr. Young'slab.

Asthey circled each other, Devlin tried to come up with a compromise solution. Although he
fought each battle with afierce determination to protect his own world, hetook no joy in killing.

“If you surrender, we' |l send you back acrossto your world when the barrier flickers again.”

A mad flurry of parries and thrusts were his answer, and he had to resort to brute strength to
overcome his opponent. The crazed |ook in the youth' s eyes told him that any further offer of mercy
would be rgjected. He did the only thing he could at that point and made the Other’ s passing mercifully
awift.

Ashislungslabored to catch his breath, Devlin wiped the sweat off hisface and then the blood of f
his sword with a handkerchief. The bodies and weapons could be retrieved later, but for now hehad a
mystery to investigate. Slowly, he began moving back down the passage. Every few steps he paused to
listen to the nature of the silence. It had an empty fed toit, asif whoever had been following him had
abandoned the chase.

If it weren't for the previous attack, he would have passed it off asa product of hisimagination.
But hisgut told him that someone had been there, someone who hoped that the two Otherswould
damage Devlin enough to render him easy prey for an ambush. When that didn’t happen, the coward had
dunk off into the shadows to await the next opportunity. Devlin quickened his pace. It wastimeto rgoin
hismen.

The sound of footsteps whispered in the quiet, but thistime he recognized the presence of another
Pdadin. Unless he missed hisguess, it was D.J. coming toward him. Judging by his dow, deliberate pace,
hisfriend wasn't in pursuit of any strays. Most likely he and the others had finished routing their
opponents, and he was coming to offer Devlin any assstance he might need.

He sheathed his sword and leaned against the wall, glad for the chance to take some weight off his
leg. Just before D.J. came into sight, though, he straightened up. No one needed to know about his leg,
not even hisfriend.

“Sinceyou’re not dead, | assumethey are.” D.J. glanced past Devlin to the empty passage behind
him. “How many?’

“Two.” He shook his head. “1 swear they keep getting younger.”

D.J. shrugged. “At last count, we' ve cleared out another half adozen.”

They started back down toward the rendezvous point near the elevator. Just as Devlin expected,
there was no sign of anyone ese nearby. Hisgut ingtinct wouldn't let him shakeit off, though, and he
owed it to the othersto warn them to be more careful than usud.

“D.J, | haveto ask you something about the last time | died. Did you or any of the others notice
anything strange about it?’

D.J. stopped waking. “Y ou mean other than finding your sword stuck in the barrier?’

“Y eah, other than that.”

“No one has mentioned anything specific, but that a one spooked us more than alittle.”



“Inwhat way?’

“Waél, was someone trying to cut their way into the Otherworld, or trying to permanently damage
the barrier?’

His eyes were bleak. None of them wanted to think about the horror such adisaster would cause.
The Others crossed the threshold heavily armed and ready to kill, and the few who escaped the Pdadins
reacted to their new home in one of two ways.

The worst oneswent on akilling spree until they were brought to bay and destroyed. The second
group learned to adapt to the new life in which they found themsdves. They quickly lost the unnaturd,
sickly palor that came from living in the darkness. Over timetheir eyes became more accustomed to the
bright sunshine, making it dl but impossible for the Paladins to track them down. But asthey became
more human, the negative energy from their origins doughed off and was absorbed into the land around
them. If enough of them crossed in ashort time, the damage to the ecology of the planet might very well
beirreparable.

Devlin lowered hisvoice to a hushed whisper, pitching hiswords so they would carry no farther
than D.J.’ s acute hearing. “ Someone followed me into the passage.”

D.J’’ shand strayed to the hilt of hissword and his steps dowed. “We missed one?”’

Devlin shook his head. “It didn’t fed like an Other. The movement felt human, but | wastoo busy
to check for certain. Did you see anyone that didn’t belong down here?” Then he remembered the
missing guards at the elevator. “ The guards? Did they come back?’

“They'redead.” D.J. seyesfilled with anger. “ They weren't Paladins. Evidently Kincade sent
some of the guards down as reinforcements before we could get here. They didn’t stand a chance against
half adozen heavily armed Others. The only thing that saved the Situation isthat the elevator had been
sent up for us”

“Arethey al accounted for?’
“Wehaven't had achanceto find out.”

If one of the guards had managed to avoid the daughter, he might have becomelost in the maze of
corridors. And if he' d stumbled onto the battle between Devlin and the two Others, he could hardly be
blamed for turning tail and running. Y et the explanation didn’t ring true. Even if the man didn’t want to
confront a Paladin whose need to fight wasin full force, that didn’t explain why he hadn’t sought out one
of the othersfor help.

“Let’ sget back to the others and do another sweep through the area. Then we'll call Colonedl
Kincade to come collect hisdead.” Not that the bastard would dirty his hands with such grim work
himself. No, he' d send some other poor fool to take care of that little chore. Aslong as Kincade didn’t
have to face direct evidence of hisincompetence, he' d go right on sending his men to do the dying while
he collected the glory.

“Rescind that order, D.J. WE |l seethey’re taken care of. They died doing our job. It sthe least
we can do.”

Laurd’ sback ached and if someone didn’t show up soon to relieve her, she wasn't going to be held
responsiblefor her actions. Two of her patients had walked out of their own accord afew hours ago,
leaving her just oneto carefor, but that one was amost more than she could handle.

“Let meup, Doctor.”

Sheignored the command, as she had for the past twelve hours. Instead, she concentrated on
catching up on al the paperwork she' d et dide for the past two days while she' d dedlt with the deluge of
injured Pdadins. Most had needed only rudimentary first aid.



Unfortunately, the one who needed the most care was Trahern. He wasn't pleasant to be around
when he was hedlthy. Injured and hurting, he was ared bastard.

“Letmeup.”

From the sound of rattling chains, he was pitting his strength againgt his restraints even though he
was in no shapeto break free. Evenintop form it was unlikely he could prevail against the chains, since
Dr. Nedl had ordered new ones made of astronger aloy for the older, more violent Paladins. Still, her
breath caught every time Trahern marshaed his consderable strength and gave it another try.

She gave up on the paperwork. It wastime to check her patient’ s vitals again. He hated being
touched even more than she hated having to touch him. But she’ d taken avow both asadoctor and asa
Handler to seeto it that the Paladins received the best care she could give them, evenif they didn’t want
it.

“It' sabout time.” Trahern’sice-colored eyesglared up a her in impotent fury. “Let mego.”

Sheignored him as she reached out to take his pulse. The monitors showed adight increasein
temperature over the readings from an hour before. Paladins weren't prone to infection, but it wasn't
unheard of. It could adso be due to Trahern’s progression toward becoming Other.

And right now, with the way he was acting, she wouldn't advise him to make any long-range
plans

“Get your hands off me.”

“Mr. Trahern, we' ve had this discussion before. | make the decisions regarding your care, not
you.”

Hewaited until she placed her stethoscope againgt his chest, then made another attempt to break
free. She jJumped back out of reach, dmaost ssumbling to the floor. His laughter was nasty and mean.

“That’senough, Trahern.”

She hadn’t heard the door open. Devlin Bane was standing just inside the lab door, with poor
Sergeant Purefoy trying to block hisway. Obvioudy Devlin had come charging in without waiting to be
announced. Under other circumstances she might have protested, but right now shewas relieved to see
him. Devlin had areputation for being the biggest and baddest around. If anyone could intimidate Trahern
into behaving, it was Devlin Bane.

Amazingly, Sergeant Purefoy stood his ground. She had to admire his gumption, snce Devlin
could dap the man aside like agnat if he wanted to.

“Sergeant, it'sal right. Mr. Baneishereto help me.” She ddiberately let the guard think that
Devlin wasthere a her request. “1 should have said something earlier, but | didn’t know exactly when he
was coming.”

Devlin arched hiseyebrow at her lie, but didn’t say anything. The guards relaxed their stance and
backed away. Sergeant Purefoy was still not happy, but he jerked his head toward the door, telling the
otherswithout wordsto leave.

“If you need help with these two, cal me.” He shot Devlin adirty look on hisway out of the lab.

“My, my, Doctor. Y our guard dogs are showing their teeth,” Devlin said, sauntering closer to
where she stood.

“No need to gloat, Mr. Bane. They’re just trying to do their jobs.” She turned back to her
unpredictable patient. “I wasjust explaining to Mr. Trahern herethat | need to complete my examination.
The sooner we get it done, the sooner he stands a chance of getting out of here.”

“Let meup, and I'll let you touch me anyway you want to.” Then Trahern made kissng noises at
her, hisface contorted in atravesty of aleer.



“Damnit, Blake, cutit out.” Devlin loomed closer, his own temper showing in his stance and
denchedfids.

“Get screwed, Bane.” Trahern turned away and in aburgt of fury, he began jerking on the chains
until hiswrigts bled.

It wastime for drastic measures. Laurel headed for the drug cabinet. She dways kept a sedative
drawn and ready when Trahern wasin the building.

When she turned around, Devlin had literdly taken mattersinto his own hands. They were around
Trahern’sthroat, forcing theinjured Paladin to look himin the face.

“Damnit, Trahern. Do you want them to put you down? Because if that’swhat you' re pushing
for, just say theword and I’ ll take you out right now.” The words were al the more frightening because
of hiscam tone, asif he didn’t much care which answer he got.

“I’'mwaiting, Blake. What do you want? If it hurtstoo much, we'll end it. But | cantell you that |
don't need thisright now. | need you to get my back.”

Thethree of them waited: Devlin with that amost unnatura calm, Laurel with her heart in her
throat, and Trahern, his eyeswide and wild. She didn’'t know if she could bear to see Devlin ease his
friend’ s obvious pain permanently, but aguilty little part of her would be relieved that she wouldn't have
to be the one to decide.

“I hatethis.” Trahern’ swords had lost their fury, but the grief was dmost harder to hear.

“Weal do, Blake, but it'show it isfor us. Let the doctor help you degp some more.” He released
his hold on Trahern and stepped back, the crisis past for the moment.

Laurel quickly swabbed Trahern’sarm with alcohol and injected a powerful sedative. Hiswary
eyesmet hersfor afew seconds asthey both waited for oblivion to carry him away.

“I'm sorry,” he whispered.
She managed ashaky smilefor him. “Soam 1, Blake. Soam|.”

Hiseyesrolled back and hisface went dack. She knew she shouldn’t, but she brushed the hair
back from hisface and then pulled the blanket up higher on his chest.

When she stepped away from her dumbering patient, Devlin was staring down at hisfriend with
bitter sorrow etched in the harsh planes of hisface. He looked asif he would shatter into amillion pieces.

“He sgetting closeto thelimit.”

It wasn't aquestion, but she answered anyway. “ The readings are worse than last time, but he
isn't thereyet. It helped that you were here to pull him back. He doesn’t respond well to me or Dr. Nedl,
but he seemswilling to listen to you. The next time he comesin,” she said, wishing they didn’t both know
the next time might very well be Trahern’slagt, “it might help if you were nearby when he wakes up. Just
incae”

Devlin nodded but didn’'t move. She needed to get him away from Trahern. “Look, | could usea
cup of coffee. I'll get someoneto relieve me now that he' s adeep. That shot should give him agood
night'sres.”

She reached for the phone and made aquick cal. A few minutesater, her favorite technician
came through the door. Kenny looked like a prizefighter who' d lost more than hisfair share of bouts. But
despite his rough appearance, he had a gentle touch with his charges. She trusted him to seeto it that
Trahern dept undisturbed.

“Page meif he startsto wake up or if there are any problems.”
Normally, she would have added an explanation about where she could be reached. But leaving



the building with a Paladin, especidly Devlin Bane, wasn't something she was reedy to share with
anybody. It was bad enough that the guards would see them go out together. She was never sure how
much they reported back to Colonel Kincade, or Dr. Nedl, for that matter.

Kenny merely nodded and reached for the chart. If he thought it odd that she was leaving with
Devlin Bane, he gave no indication.

As she gathered her jacket and purse, Devlin caught her by thearm. “I’ll meet you somewhere.”

That was agood idea. Y et why risk being seen in alocal coffee shop? She surprised them both by
saying, “How about my placein thirty minutes?’

“That’snot smart.” He nodded in the direction of the scan room.

The memory of how closethey’d cometo disaster brought ablush to her cheeks. “Fine. I'm
hungry. How about that Italian place off Pioneer Square?’

“I'll bethere. Now cdl in your watchdogs so | can get out of here.”
A grintugged at the corners of her mouth even as shetried to show her disapproval.

“Sergeant Purefoy, Mr. Baneisleaving now. He has promised to behave. Let me know if he gives
you any trouble, and I'll make sure the next needle | use on himisrusty and dull.”

The guardsfiled in and then filed out with Devlin waking meekly in their mids.

She sraightened her work area, giving Devlin enough time to leave the building. On the way out,
she stopped in the women’ sroom to run a brush through her hair and touch up her lipstick. She needed
all the help she could get after the kind of day she'd had. If she could catch up on her deep later, she'd
be better able to face Trahern in the morning.

But for now, she was going to have lunch with afascinating, handsome man. If Dr. Ned found out,
shewould smply tell him that she and Devlin had needed to discuss Trahern’ s Situation, which wastrue.
If Trahernfound it eesier to maintain control with Devlin there, perhapsthat would hold true for others, as
well. Anything that would help a Pdadin make the transition was surely worth discussing.

Maybe she was only fooling hersdlf about her reasons for being so excited about asmple med,
but with luck it would aso fool everyone else—including Devlin Bane.

Chapter 5

D evlin found aspot in aback corner and watched the door from behind the questionable cover of

severd large potted plants. He had no business seeing Laurdl outside of her |ab, but the need to be with
her, away from the prying eyes of cameras and microphones, was riding him hard.

The memory of her gentle treatment of Trahern bothered him more than he cared to admit. He
doubted his friend would appreciate knowing the good doctor had tucked himin asif he'd been a
toddler who'd collapsed after throwing atemper tantrum.

There had been nothing sexua in the way she d tugged up the blanket or brushed Trahern’s hair
back from hisface, but the episode had left Devlin fegling edgy and raw and so damn jeal ous he hurt.
What kind of bastard begrudged asuffering friend asmple, comforting touch? And damn, Trahern was
S0 closeto crossing over to the horror of becoming Other. He knew he' d shocked Laurel when he had
offered to put Blake out of hismisery, but he'd meant it. No one deserved to seethelast of hissoul dip
out of hisgrasp. He only hoped that D.J. or Cullen showed him the same kindness when histime came,
He' d hate like hell to know that Laurdl, with her gentle manner and kitten posters, would be forced to
end hislife.

The bell over the restaurant door jarred him out of the downward spira of histhoughts. He stood
up briefly, just long enough so that Laurel could spot him. She gave him an unsure smile before sarting



forward. Something about her looked different. Just before she reached the table, he redlized that other
than that one day in the scan room, thiswas the first time he’ d seen her without the armor of her lab coat
on.

Hismemory of how she' d looked with her blouse open was vague because the room had been so
dimly lit. But he remembered al too clearly the silky smoothness of her skin and the taste of her mouth,
and how it had felt for afew burning secondsto fed her underneath him.

Laure’ s stepsfatered, reminding him that she read his thoughts and moods better than most. He
tempered hisrising desire and leaned back into the corner of the booth, trying to look relaxed and
harmless

“Nicetry, Mr. Bane.” She gave him an impudent grin as she dropped her jacket and purse on the
seat and did in acrossfrom him. “1 know you too well to buy the innocent act.”

“Can'tsay | didn't try.”

He reached for the menu and pretended an interest in how many different sauces and pastasthe
restaurant offered. Therich smell of basil and oregano scented the air, reminding him that it had been too
long since he' d last eaten. Maybe thiswasn't such a bad idea after all.

He noticed Laurel had closed her menu and set it aside. “ Already made up your mind?’
“| dways have the same thing—the pizza with artichoke hearts and mushrooms.”
“Nomeat?” He should have known.

“Nope, | like my pizzas grictly vegetarian.”

He dragged his eyes back to the menu, but tucked away that little bit of information about her.
Was thiswhat a schoolboy crush felt like? He wouldn’t know because he could barely remember ever
being that young.

The waitress appeared at their table and he handed her the menus. “I’ll have the spaghetti and
meetbals. Thelady will have the artichoke pizza.”

“Anything to drink?

He pegged Laurd for awhite wine drinker, but she surprised him again. “Bring me adark ae.”
“Make that two.”

“I'll be back with your sdlads and a basket of breadsticks.”

Silence settled between them. He had no idea of how to carry on acasua conversation, so he
Settled on businessingtead.

“Thanks again for your patience with Trahern. He has atougher time of it than most.”

She kept her hands busy tearing a paper napkin into nest little srips. “I know he does, and it's
worse every time. | just wish | knew why.”

“That'show itisfor us. I'd think you'd know that aswell aswe do.”

Her eyes snapped up to meet his. “Of course | know that, Mr. Bane—but | don’t have to accept
that it can’t be changed. | am aphyscian and ascientist: it’smy job to figure out what makes you and
the otherstick.”

He kept hisvoicelow but didn’t try to keep histemper from showing. “I don’t want to be an
interesting specimen in your laboratory. If that' swhat you want from me, then I’ m out of here.”

She actudly laughed and rolled her eyes. “Devlin, if | wereinto lab rats, I'd be a auniversity
biology department playing with rodents. | chose to work with human beings because that’ swhet |
wanted to do.” The smilefaded. “And | never forget for one minute that’ swhat you are. Sometimes |



think I am more aware of that than you and some of your friends are.”

She leaned forward. “ And that’ s exactly my point. Why do you change? And why do you change
at different rates? For example, you' re decades older than Trahern, but if he continues at current rates,
his readings will soon passyours.”

She leaned back in her seat. “Forget | said that. | can’t believe| just discussed another patient’s
case with you—but | care about Trahern, despite hisless-than-charming persondity, and | fed likel’'m
running out of timeto savehim.”

Asif anyone could, and Trahern would be the first to admit that. He d never been particularly
friendly, even with the other Pdladins. Over the past year he' d become totaly withdrawn, hardly
gpesking to anyone. And on the occasions when the barrier was quiet enough that the Paladins could
kick back and relax, herarely joined the others for adrink.

It wastheway of their kind. Astheir connection with their humanity diminished, their tolerance for
the company of others disgppeared. All that remained was a sense of duty and the desireto kill. Aslong
asthat need was directed at the Others, a Paladin could function. Eventualy, however, he would turn
rabid, killing indiscriminately. It was the Handler’ sjob to cull the rogues before they daughtered those
they’ d been born to protect.

Which brought him right back to Laurd Y oung, with her earnest desireto make life easier for the
Paladins under her care. The very idea should have been laughable. Generations of Paladins had lived out
their lifetimes knowing that when the end came, it would bein arage of madness. They asked for no
quarter and deserved none.

And hisHandler, with her gentle eyes and gentle touch, had no business being around them.
“Devlin? Areyou dl right?’

Thaose very hands came across the table to touch his, bringing him back to the moment. He studied
the contrast between Laurd’ s dender fingers and his calused hand. Soft versus hard. Hands meant to
hedl reaching out to hands meant to kill. What kept her from being repulsed by him? Did she have any
idea of how many had died at the point of his sword?

He suspected that knowing wouldn’t change anything. Considering how many Pdadinsshe'd
stitched up and revived, she had a better ideathan most the cost of the ongoing war they fought to
protect their world.

Since shewaslooking asif sheredly wanted an answer, helied. “I'mfine”

Before she could call him on it, he spotted their waitress heading toward their table. “ Our food's
here”

Laurd accepted the diversion, but the way she looked at him warned him that she hadn’t
abandoned the discussion. Giving in to the temptation to spend time with her had been ahuge mistake.
Here, among the ferns and the heady aroma of Italian spices, he could dmost pretend theirswas a
normd relationship. The kind where two friends shared asmple med. Or better yet, two about-to-be
lovers savoring the last few moments before they crossed that line, exchanging heated 1ooks and
promises of what wasto follow.

He wanted her with the same ferocity as his need to protect the barrier, asif it came from the very
depths of what made him aPaladin. He didn’t know what to make of it. Paladins never married and
rarely had relationships that lasted more than afew weeks. For one thing, women had an uncanny way of
sensing when aman was abad risk. Men with the primitive ingtincts of ancient warriors might prove
entertaining in the sack, but they weren't likely to stick around for thelong haul.

And if hethought carrying Laurd off to his bed for afew nights of hot sex would cure the problem,
he' d be up for it, pun intended. He shifted uncomfortably in the seet, the direction of histhoughts having



had a predictable effect on his anatomy.

“Stop it, Devlin.”

“Stopwhat?’ He set hisfork down, curious to know what she was taking about.

“Stop looking at me asif you were abig cat about to pounce on amouse.”

He couldn’t help but grin, something herarely did. “Can | help it if you’ d make such atagty little
morsd?’

She blushed but met his gaze head on. “Devlin, I'm your Handler. We shouldn’t. We can't.”

Shewasright. It didn’t seem to matter, though.

He tossed his napkin down on the table, then enough money to pay the bill at least twice over.
“Let’sget out of here and takeawalk.”

She nodded, her eyeshuge. “All right.”

Outside the sky had clouded over in the short time they’ d been in the restaurant. That wasfine.
Gloomy fit his mood. Without speaking they turned north and then west, away from Pioneer Square and
down toward the waterfront.

The silence was only dightly more comfortable than the dangerous conversation they’ d been
having in the restaurant. He was acutely aware of her. The breeze played with her hair, the short dark
curls caling out to be touched. Her long legs matched his, stride for stride.

If it were only thisintense physical desire, he could ignoreit. But he dso liked the way she stood
up to him and the ferocity she brought to the care of her patients. He knew without question she’d bring
that same intengity to bed, and he wanted to experience that firsthand. She warmed him in places that had
been cold for far too long.

“I'll wak you home.”
“Not yet. | didn’t get to finish my pizza, S0 you owe me anice cream.”

She was offering him afew more minutesin her company. Maybe he was weak-willed, but too
damn bad. Maybe they could be just friends for the duration of an ice-cream cone. Then he' d take her
home, before one or both of them lacked the strength to walk away.

“Fine. One scoop or two?”

“It' sdefinitely atwo-scoop kind of day. And | want the good stuff, the kind that will clog your
arteries but tastes so good that you don't care.”

Then she surprised him by looping her arm through his asthey searched the piersfor an ice-cream
gand.

Laurel loved her condo, with itsview of Elliott Bay and the Seettle skyline. But a that moment, she
wished she lived miles awvay from the city, someplace that would take her far longer than the next few
minutesto reach. But there it was, just ahead of them at the end of the block. She would key in her
security code, her door would open, and she' d cross the threshold by herself. Devlin would walk away,
back to his own place, both of them aone and hurting.

But shewouldn't let that ruin the last few minutes of what had been an amazing escape from her
normal life. After they’ d had ice cream, they’ d wandered the shops along the piers, looking &t everything
from expengive artwork to the tackiest souvenir stands. She'd seeniit al before, but thistime everything
seemed brighter and more beautiful because she was sharing it with Devlin.

“We€'re here”
“Which oneisyours?’



She pointed to the brick building on the corner. “ That one on theright.”
“| should have guessed it, with al those flowers.” He stopped walking and looked around.
“What' swrong?’

“Y our front door istoo exposed.” He grabbed her hand and tugged her toward anearby dley
between two old buildings.

“Too exposed for what?’

Devlin stopped abruptly and gently pushed her back against abrick wall, protected from the view
of the street by a stack of boxes. “Too exposed for this.”

Then his mouth found hers. He tasted of chocolate mint and heat. This waswhat both of them had
been wanting since leaving the lab behind. Shefdt crushed between the rough brick and a powerful male
body, but it was so incredibly good and right.

Fedling daring, she wrapped one leg around his, depending on his strength to keep her from faling.
He surprised her by lifting her other leg and wrapping it around his hips, settling the center of hisneed in
the cradle of her own heat.

She whimpered.

Hethrust histonguein and out of her mouth with the same rhythm he rubbed his body between
her legs, telling her without words what he' d redlly like to be doing. When his hand dipped between them
to squeeze her breasts, shelogt dl control asaclimax hit her without warning.

Shefdt Devlin amile againg her mouth. “Damn, | knew you' d burn likethisin my arms.”

Thewave of passion |eft her boneless and shaken. Devlin made no move to set her down, hisface
buried in her hair, his hands soothing.

“Did | hurt you?" he murmured near her ear.
“Right now, | couldn’t be better.”

“We d better get you home. I'm due back at the Center early in the morning.” He eased her back
down to the ground, holding on to her in case her legs weren't ready to support her yet. “1I’ll walk you to
the door.”

He stepped back, putting alittle distance between them, asif that would be enough to temper the
passion that till shimmered between them.

Knowing hewas going to wak away, even though he should, made her fed wronged and bitchy.
“I’'mabiggirl, Devlin. | can makeit that far by myself. Besdes, asyou said, it’ stoo exposed.”

13 Fi re”

His easy capitulation made her even madder. Sheturned on her hed, intent on showing him that
she could play hardbal, too. Before she' d taken a second step, his hand clamped down on her shoulder

and spun her around. Then she was right back where she wanted to be, in hisarms and kissing him for dl
shewasworth. Therewas abit of temper coming through from hisside, aswell.

Gradually histouch gentled; hiskiss coaxed rather than demanded, and they both eased apart.
Laurel did her best to ignore how much it hurt. They walked in silence to the door of her building. Neither
of them seemed to know what to do next.

“You'd better go.” She dlowed hersef the smdl privilege of reaching up to straighten his collar.

Heflinched, but stood his ground. “ Do you want me there in the morning when Trahern wakes
up?’

“| can handle Trahern.” She could, too, even if hedid his best to scare her.



Devlin'smouth softened into an amost amile. “I know you can, tiger. Hell, most of uslivein morta
fear of you. But if you want methere, say 0.”

She was tempted but decided againgt it. “| appreciate the offer. But | don’t want him to fed likel
need backup again, or that we' re ganging up on him.”

“Good night, Laurel.”
“Thanksfor awonderful time, Devlin.”
He nodded, hisface settling back into its norma harsh lines.

Then he was gone, disappearing back into the shadowy world that seemed to be so much a part
of who hewas. She knew without asking that she wouldn’t see him again until they carried him acrossthe
threshold of her lab, broken and bleeding. A tear burned down her cheek, but she made no effort to stop
it or any of the othersthat followed in its path.

Somethingsin life were worth crying over, and her heart told her that Devlin Bane was one of
them.

The night had passed in fitsand jerks, peaceful deep awaysjust beyond hisreach. His dreams had been
filled with images of Laure—of what might have been if he'd been invited into her condo, into her bed,
into her. Hell, it didn’t help that he dready knew firsthand the sweet taste of her kiss and the smooth fed
of her skin. And the memory of those ddicioudy long legs wrapped around him, holding him next to the
damp heat of her body, wasn't going to fade in thislifetime. Or the next.

He' d given up on deep long before the first rays of sun broke over the mountainsto the east. A
pot of coffee and two-day-old pizzafor breskfast did little to improve hismood. Neither did usng up
every drop of hot water in the tank trying to scrub off the last bit of her scent from hisskin. If only the
memories were as easy to rinse away. With any luck, there' d be a crisis needing his attention when he
went into work early.

Although there were closer entrances to the Center than the one down near Pioneer Square, he
needed to walk off some of his mood—even though no one ever expected Pdadinsto be cheery and fun
to be around. They were al loners at heart, dthough some of the younger ones still had friends, both
ingde and outside of the Paladins.

Hedidn't missit. It took too much effort to guard every word he spoke, to keep up the lies about
what he did for aliving and why he disappeared for long stretches of time. After he had afew deaths
under hisbelt, he could no longer tolerate large crowds for extended periods of time without risking
losing control of hishair-trigger temper.

Funny, he' d felt none of the usud irritation with Laurel despite dl the crowded shopsthat she'd
dragged him through. For afew hours, he' d forgotten who and what he was. He suspected that he would
continue to pay dearly for that Iapsein the dark hours of the night when he was alone with his memories.
But al things considered, he couldn’t regret asingle second of the time he' d spent with her.

One of the side benefits of being a Paladin was an underdevel oped conscience. Remembering that
cheered him consderably. Just in time, too, because Penn was on his feet and waiting for him outside the
Center’ sentrance.

“They were about to send out search parties.” Penn’ steeth shone whitely againgt the dirt on his
face.

“Why?" It couldn’t be the barrier. Hewould have fdlt that himsdlf.

“I don't know, but Cullen and D.J. said if | heard from you that | should tell you to hustle your
ass.” He settled back down in his usua spot and tugged aragged blanket up around his shoulders. “And
before you ask, they seemed more excited than worried.”



“Thanksfor passing dong the message.”

As soon as hewasinsde, he went in search of hisfriends. Cullen was at his desk reading a book;
he had a passion for dark fantasy novels. Devlin didn’t care for them himsdf. They came alittletoo close
to thelife he actualy lived, and he read to escape redity.

“I hear you werelooking for me.”

Cullen stuffed atorn envelopein the book to mark his spot and set it asde. “Actudly, it sD.J.
who has something he wants to show you. He' s probably at his computer, hacking into another classified
gte”

Devlin shook hishead. D.J. was an ectronics genius and he got hiskicks playing cat and mouse
with cyberpolice. So far, he was ahead a zillion to none. The other Paladins had a betting pool going on
how long it would be before he dipped up and got caught. Not that anyone would ever put D.J. behind
bars for his not-quite-harmless pranks; the Regents, who ran and controlled the Center and therefore the
Pdadins, had too much clout for that. They protected their own, even from themselves.

Sure enough, D.J. was sitting cross-legged on his chair, hiskeyboard in hislap. Hisfingerswere a
blur asthey danced over the keys as he laughed and taunted the screen.

“Too late, you cardless bastards! Next time you' || make sure to close any back doorsinto your
system.” After the CPU processed his last command, he hit the delete button, then turned to face Devlin
and Cullen and grinned. “ That wasfun.”

“We do not want to know.”

“I waan't going to tell. Let it suffice to say that the military will be upgrading their security
procedures shortly.”

He managed to make it sound asif he' d just done them afavor by dipping around in therr files,
Who knows, maybe he had.

Cullen leaned againgt the wall and crossed hislegs at the ankles. “1 assume you showed them the
error of their waysjust in timefor our new software to hit the market.”

Clearly insulted by that suggestion, D.J. gave hisfriend adisgusted look. “I’m being patriotic, not

Neither Cullen nor Devlin bought that one. D.J. played tag with other computer geeks because it
was acyber pissing contest, onethat D.J. awayswon.

“Penn said you wanted to talk to me.”

“I left something on your desk.”

“Don’'t make me guess. I’m not in the mood.”

D.J. sood up and dtretched. “1t’ sanice puzzle for you to figure out.”

Devlin led the parade into his office. A bunch of small, wadded-up rags were piled in the middle of
his desk. “What the hell are those?’

He picked one up. It looked like asmall drawstring bag that had been dit open across the bottom.
The fabric wasthick and soft, but other than that unremarkable.

“Where did they come from?’ He suspected he dready knew the answer. If they didn’t have
something to do with the Others, D.J. wouldn't be bothering him with them.

“We found them under one of the guards who was daughtered.” Cullen held out hishands for
Devlinto toss him one. “We ve dready run some preliminary tests on a couple of them.”

“And?’ Hewasn't going to like the answer. Hejust knew it.



“They came from acrossthe barrier.”

Devlin dropped the bag asif he' d been burned. Fedling foolish, he poked at the pile to show that
hewasn't redly afraid of any possible contamination. After al, when they collected the bodies of the
Others, they al cameinto contact with their clotheswithout injury. Maybe. No one redlly knew what
factors caused the Paladins to become more violent. It might come from their frequent exposureto the
diensand their artifacts.

“Anything else specid about them?’

“They were dl dit open with the same knife—standard guard issue, by the way. We found the
knife, but no fingerprints or identifying marks.”

Devlin untied the knot that held abag tightly closed. It took alittle effort, but it was possible,
Cutting them open meant whoever wielded the knife wasin one hdl of ahurry.

“Any resdue insde the bags?’

D.J. nodded. “A couple had some crystdline dust in them. It' s nothing we recogni zed, although
that’ s no surprise. Research is repeating the tests. They promised to have the new results back to us by
tomorrow.”

No one had ever been either brave enough or stupid enough to cross the barrier to check out the
world on the other side. Considering how much the Others risked on a chance to escape, the place had
to be the stuff nightmares were made of.

Something about the bag nudged at amemory, but it wouldn't quite kick loose.
“Any ideawhat these things might mean?’

Cullen ticked off hisideas on hisfingers. “Firg, they’ re not from here, so the Others must have
brought them across. Second, they must have held something of value, because the Others normaly only
bring wesgpons and the clothes on their backs with them. And third, someone on this sde must have
agreed about the valuable nature of the items, or they wouldn't have killed the guardsto get their hands
on the stuff.”

The fourth, unspoken possibility wasthat it hadn’t been the Others who daughtered the guards.
That didn’t bear thinking about, but it tied in with the attack on Devlin himself. A human had gone rogue.
If Cullen wasn't willing to bring up the possibility, he had to.

Heturned away from the pile of bagsto face hisfriends. “ There s something about my latest deeth
that you should know. We were on aroutine check of the barrier when aportion of it came down with
no warning. Luckily, only adozen or so of the Others managed to get across before we got it repaired.
While Trahern and a couple of his men stayed behind to make sure it didn’t happen again, therest of us
took off after the escapees. | tracked two of them who were heading up toward the surface.”

He closed his eyes, trying to recapture even the smallest of details, but most of the rest was
clouded by remembered pain. Cullen prodded him.

“What happened to the Others?’

“Wefought. | remember killing one about halfway up the north tunndl, but the second one
disappeared while we werefighting. | had started to search for him when from out of nowhere, he came
flying at me swinging an ax. | don’t know where the hdll he got it, because he didn’t have it with him
when he crossed over.” Of its own accord, his hand reached down to rub the achein hisleg. “I managed
to hold him off for afew seconds, but then someone el se came out of the darkness. He was the one who
gutted me.”

“Did you get agood look a him?’
“Not hisface, but | remember his hands.” He hdd one of hisown out in front of him. “Hisskin



was this color, not pasty gray. | was killed by ahuman, not an Other.”

“The hell you say! WEll kill the son of abitch twice over!” D.J. glared around the room, asif their
unknown enemy might be lurking in acorner. His quick temper had him pacing like acaged lion.

Cullen, dways the cam onein the group, shook his head. “No, we won't. Retribution will haveto
wait, because we need himto talk first. There' s obvioudy more going on here than just an attack on
Devlin.” Helad it dl out for them. “Devlin gets killed—nothing specia about that. But judging by the fact
they’ d brought along an ax, | suspect they meant for it to be permanent.”

Devlin's breath caught in histhroat. He' d been thinking the same thing, but he didn’t like hearing
that he was right. No one came back from dismemberment. “Then what stopped them?’

“Y ou hadn’t been dead long, maybe only afew seconds, when we found you. Chances are they
heard us coming and panicked.” Cullen frowned. “ Cometo think of it, there were two dead Others by
your body, but | don’'t remember either of them having an ax. If you didn’t finish the second one off, then
your killer must have”

D.J’ ssmilewas chilling. “Their partner wastying up loose ends. Can't trust anybody these days.”

“Then there sthelittle matter of my sword being found stuck in the barrier,” Devlin said. “With dl
the power shimmering along that siretch, the bastard’ s lucky he didn’t get fried.” And too damn bad that
he hadn’t, although Cullen was right. They needed to question the son of a bitch before exacting any
revenge. He d have to content himself with being the one who convinced the traitor to start talking. His
hands clenched into figtsin anticipation.

“Too bad you never saw hisface. Any of the guards haveit in for you?’

Devlin waked over to hisweapons and ran histhumb aong the edge of aknife. It was dready
sharp, but he needed something to keep his hands busy. He picked up awhetting stone. “None of them
arefond of us. But, no, not that | know of. | make a habit of cooperating with them. | might not like to be
herded around at gunpoint, but it stheir job.”

And their vigilance kept Laurel safe from apotentially rogue Paladin. For that reason alone he
would put up with Purefoy and his buddies. Devlin stroked the knife dowly over the stone, letting his
mind move down different pathways. “1 think you are right about it being aguard or someone esein
Ordnance. No one else could access the tunnels without setting off an alarm. Besides us, there’ sno one
else who would know the tunnelswell enough to pull off something like this”

“Do you think it was planned, or spur of the moment?’

“We don't know enough yet to make that guess. | could have walked in on something without
redizing it.” He poked at the bagswith hisknife. “I’ d bet my favorite sword that someone has made a
ded with the devil. Those were made to hold something smdl, something vauable enough to kill for.”

D.J. picked one up by itsstrings. “The materid isthicker than you’ d expect—maybe to cushion
the contents. Or could be to muffle sound.”

“We'rejust playing aguessng game now.” Devlin set hisknife down. “D.J., | assumeyou can dip
inand out of the Regentsfileswithout being caught.”

Hisfriend' ssmilewasferad. “Who do you think designed their security system? Of course, they
don’t know that.” Helaced hisfingerstogether and then pushed them out to arm’slengthina
knuckle-cracking stretch. “What are we looking for?”

“I’'m not sure yet. Start with the guards schedulesthe night | was killed. We might not be ableto
pinpoint our culprit, but we should be able to eiminate afew names. Those on duty at Research, for
indance”

“Will do. I’'ll dso check out financia records. If someone isdeding with the other side, theré'll be



amoney trail somewhere.” He dropped the bag and headed for the door.

“I’ d better go with him,” Cullen said. “He sgood, but not infalible. Once he gets on the scent,
there’ sno turning him back without someone thereto jerk hisleash.” Cullen followed hisfriend out of the
office. “Watch your back, Devlin. They’ ve come after you once. They’relikely to do so again.”

What kind of fool would form an dliance with those bastards?

The shrill ring of his phone cut off his thoughts, as he grabbed the receiver and snapped, “Bane
here”

“You'relate for your appointment.”
Laurel wasthe lagt person he wanted to see. “I’m cancdling.”

“No, you're not. Dr. Neal rescinded your release until you finish up the tests he ordered. Y ou can
come quietly like the good little soldier you are, or | can send the guards.”

“K eep those watchdogs of yours away from me, Doctor, and your needles, aswdll. I'm busy.”

She had her own fair share of stubbornness. “They are not my watchdogs, Devlin.” The use of his
first name was ddliberate, aless than subtle nudge that there was more between them than just the
patient-doctor relationship.

His bad mood wasn't her fault. He pinched the bridge of hisnose, trying to ward off a headache.
“I'll come back when | can, Laurdl. There's something going on here that requires my attention.”

“Devlin, | know your job isimportant, but you can't doit if you don’t take care of yourself. Now
get over here before| send in the troops.” Her voice dropped to awhisper. “Please.”

With the mood his men werein, thelast thing he needed was a bunch of armed guards showing up
to drag him away. It didn’t bear thinking about.

“Fine. Give me acouple of hours.”
“Do you want meto send acar?’
“No. | saidI’d bethereand | will.”

He dammed the phone down, effectively ending the discussion. Picking up hisknife, he stared at it
for along second. Then with aflick of hiswrist and astring of obscenities, he sent it sailing through the air
to stab the wall across the room. He stomped over to yank it free, wishing he had aliving target for his
anger.

Therewas no usein trying to get any work done with the mood he wasin; he might aswell go to
the Armory to repair the edge on his sword. Though the Regents employed arms masters to keep the
Pdadins wegponsin top condition, Devlin preferred to do the job himsdlf.

Mogt of the Pdadins found some way to temporarily forget the war they fought each and every
day. For Devlin, the hours he spent honing his blades brought him some peace. Repairing his sword
would ease some of hisanger before he had to report back to Research. The last thing he needed was
for their damn tests to be skewed because of his bad mood.

On theway out, he caught Cullen’seye. “Dr. Y oung called. Seems Dr. Nedl has ordered more
teststo make sure I’ mfit for duty. It’s bullshit and we both know it, but if I don’t jump through the
hoops, there |l be hell to pay.”

Hisfriend gave him an odd look and then nodded. “Watch your back. We know some of the
guards might be involved, but that doesn’t mean they’ re the only ones.”

Which meant he was probably afool for waking the streets of Seettle aone, but he' d be damned
if he'd let some sniveling guardsman scare him into hiding. Besides, it was broad daylight. If someone
was going to come after him, it would be more likely under the cover of night. Heleft the building and



dipped down the aley past Penn.
“Keep your eyes wide open, Devlin. Y ou want me to shadow you for awhile?’
1] NO_”

“I figured as much.” Penn settled back into position. “Cullen said for you to check in when you get
to Research.”

Damn Cullen. He should have known hisfriend would have put the word out as soon asthey
suspected there was a problem. He could take care of himself, and they al knew it. The only reason he
didn’t go charging back in to pound some sense into the man was that he would have done the same if
the situation had been reversed.

“Okay—thistime. But tel him | don’t need a baby-sitter.”
“Will do.”

Chapter 6

T he minute hand crept toward the twelve. In another sixty seconds, Devlin would officidly belate. He

took perverse pleasure in making them wonder if he' d show up. Once he wasinside the building, he
tossed his knife and throwing blades on the counter as he sailed past the guard station.

“I’'mhere. Let'sget onwithit.”

Three of the guards snapped up their rifles and scrambled after him to form an escort. Damn, he
hated incompetence. If they were under his command, he would have kicked their assesfor being so
dipshod. He didn’t bother to wait for clearanceinto Laurd’ slab. He shoved the doors open and let his
ragtag companions follow asthey would.

Inside, Laurel was nowhere to be seen. He turned on the corporal at hisside. “Okay, whereis
she?’
Before the young soldier could sputter out an answer, Dr. Nedl appeared from behind somefiling

cabinets. “Dr. Young isn't hereright now. I'mfilling in for her.” He nodded at the guardsmen. “ Thank
you, gentlemen, for showing Mr. Banein.”

After they were gone, Dr. Nedl looked up at him over thetop of hisglasses. “Mr. Bane, | know
how frudtrating it isfor you to have to follow our protocols, but | would appreciate your making some
effort in that direction.”

“Doctor, if | had gone rogue, I’ d have had timeto kill the whole bunch of those haf-trained
buffoons before any of them got off one shot. Shaking them up oncein awhile hel ps keep them on their
t%H

“That’ snot your respongbility, athough I will mention theincident to Colond Kincade. It would
seem that some of the newer recruitsare abit lax. And in light of what happened earlier, you' d think
they’ d know better.”

A sck feding settled in Devlin’s ssomach. “What happened?’
“Nothing of concern to you. Have a seat and roll up your deeve.”

While Dr. Neal wrapped atourniquet around his arm and patted theinsde of hiselbow toraisea
vein, Devlin looked around the lab for any clues about what had happened earlier.

There was agood-sze dent in the side of afiling cabinet that hadn’t been there before, and one of
Laurel’ s potted plants was definitely looking alittle worse for the wear. What had gone on in the two
hours since he d talked to her?

Dr. Nedl noticed that Devlin was looking everywhere except at hisarm. “ Still hate needles, | see”



There was awicked twinklein his eyes as he gpplied asmall bandage to the wound. This one had kittens
on it. No doubt they’ d been on sale, too.

“1 want another X-ray on that leg. It was aworse-than-usud break, and | know it’ s still bothering
you more than you will admit. Y ou’ ve been favoring thet leg, especidly after taking over thefighting in the
tunnds”

“My legisfine” And how would Dr. Nea know adamn thing about how he felt after fighting
those two Others? Were the tunnelswired for cameras, or had one of his friends been talking behind his
back?

“Then the X-ray will show that, won'tit?’ Dr. Neal camly pushed the button on the intercom.
“Please escort Mr. Baneto Radiology. Y ou'll need to wait to bring his films back to me.”

Devlin left without aword. If Dr. Nedl didn’t want to talk about what had happened, maybe one
of the guardswould. It didn’t take ageniusto know that he was making them more nervous than usud.
Wheét the hell had happened? If something had gone wrong with one of hisfriends, he would have heard
about it before he' d | eft the Center.

The technician in Radiology was new. She positioned Devlin’ sleg on the table and then scurried
behind her shield to take the X-ray. That wasthe last he saw of her until she practicaly shoved an
envelope containing hisfilmsa him.

“Tell Dr. Nedl that I'll pick up the X-rayslater. No need for you to bring them back. No need at
al”

Then she disappeared back into the warren of hallways and exam rooms. Damn, if she wasthat
skittish around him, she wouldn’t last long working for the Regents. He and the others were
unpredictable at the best of times. At their wordt, it took cool heads and steady hands to keep them
under control.

At their worst.

Aw, hell, had somebody crossed the line? Kincade had brought in some reinforcements from
other sectorsto help out while Mount St. Helens was throwing her weight around. If one of them had
been too far gone to save, he wouldn't have necessarily heard about it. Son of abitch! Maybe he was
jumping to conclusions, but the explanation felt right.

Every Handler knew the day would come when they would have to put down one of their
charges. Mot of the time one of the more experienced doctors would step into assi<t, but what if Laurel
had been alone? If aPaladin had areputation of being close to the edge like Trahern, she might have had

another doctor on standby just in case. But with an unfamiliar patient, she may not have had any warning.
No one knew what pushed a Paladin over the edge to becoming Other.

He stepped up the pace back to the lab, forcing his escort into atrot to keep up. Insdethelab,
Devlin tossed the films down on the counter in front of Dr. Nedl.

“Who wasit?’

The older man looked up from the chart he’ d been reading. He took off his glasses and rubbed his
eyes. “| doubt that you knew him. He was a recent transfer from another of the Pacific Rim sectors.”

Devlinfdt alittle guilty for feding relieved that the dead Pdladin wasn't one of hisfriends. “How
did shehandleit?

Onceagain, Dr. Ned didn't pretend to misunderstand. “ She took it hard. No surprise there.” His
dark eyesfilled with grief. “Wedl do, you know. It isn't easy to hold the power of life and death over a
man, especialy one who has spent hislife keeping the rest of us safe.”

“Whereisshe?’



“| sent her home.”

She shouldn't be done, but Devlin didn’t say so. Thelast thing either of them needed wasfor her
boss to get sugpicious about Devlin'sinterest in her. He nudged the envelopeto bring Dr. Nedl's
attention back to the matter at hand.

The doctor picked up his glasses and put them back on. “Well, let’ stake alook at those X-rays.
I’ m sure you have better things to do than hang around here dl day.”

It didn't take atrained eye to see the difference between thefilms. In the first one, hisfemur had
been splintered by the blow from the ax, with bits and pieces of bone going every which way. Inthe
second, there wasjust the barest hint of line where the bone had knit back together.

“I"d say you were alucky man, Devlin. If that ax had been swung with just awee bit moreforce,
you' d have lost thet leg atogether. I’ ve read about cases of Paladins surviving an amputation, but not
many. Of course, an injury of that magnitude would have ended their fighting career.”

Which probably hastened them on their way toward insanity. Part of being a Paladin was an
inborn need to fight. Being unable to swing asword would be impossibleto live with.

“I'll dgn your full release and send it on to Colonel Kincade.”
“Thanks, Doc.”

“And do your best to stay away from here. We don't give out bonus points to frequent customers,
you know.”

Devlinlaughed at the old joke because he was expected to. “If you'll buzz the guards, I'll leave.”

As hereached to do so, Dr. Nedal gave him aseriouslook. “1 mean it, Devlin. | don't want you
back in here anytime soon. Be careful.”

The guards marched through the door in atidy formation dmost before Dr. Ned had taken his
finger off the button and Devlin alowed them to escort him to the front door. Not for thefirst time, he
had to wonder at thelogic of keeping Paladins under armed escort insde the Research Department only
to turn them loose on the general public. Maybe they figured if onelost control outside, his actionswould
belost among all the other violence that took place out on the Streets every day.

Out in the sunshine, Devlin turned back toward the Center, athough he had no intention of going
there. He had only one destination in mind, but he wasn't about to et anyone insde Research know that.
Hewasn't going to tell Cullen or D.J, either, for that matter, but he had to give them some excuse for not
returning to finish hisshift.

He pushed the speed did on his cellphone, and lucked out when he got Cullen’ s voicemail.

“Cullen, it's Devlin. Look, I'm beat, and I’ ve got some persond businessto take care of. So
unlessdl hell breaksloose, I'm checking out for theday. I’ Il have my cdll if you need me.”

The need to check on Laurd wasriding him hard, but he needed to take a circuitous route to get
to her condo. It was unlikely anyone would be foolish enough to follow him, but neither of them could
afford therisk. Still, each step he took in the wrong direction was an agony. How could they have just
sent her home aone?

Findly, after twenty minutes of wandering in and around the area, he caught a busthat would carry
him back to Laurd’ s home. She might not want him bothering her, but he didn’t give adamn. Once he
knew shewasadl right, he'd leave.

Devlin sat back in his seat and begrudged every stop the bus driver made.

That damn Paladin was adippery bastard, he had to give him that. From the way the man had been
acting, he could have sworn that Bane knew he was being tailed. When he' d first | eft Research Bane had



headed back down toward the Center, only to veer off to the east at the last minute. If it had been
anyone other than Devlin Bane, he' d have thought the man had lost his sense of direction.

It had taken a couple of turns around the block to pick up hisquarry’strail again, thistimeleading
west toward Puget Sound. Findly, the man had run to catch up with anorthbound bus, effectively ending
the chase for the day. He couldn’t really say he was disgppointed, though. Taking on aPaadinin the
middle of acrowded city wasn't the best plan of action; too many eyewitnesses and complications.

But where was Devlin Bane heading? The only person he knew of who lived in that direction was
Dr. Young. That thought brought him up short. She’' d gone home early today after putting down one of
the out-of-town Paladins who had gone Other. He shuddered at the memory of the crazed killer, loosein
the lab until they’ d managed to corner the bastard long enough for Dr. Y oung to kill him. Although he
rather liked the doctor, she was too wrapped up in her patients to give much notice to alowly guard.

Pdadinsrarely had any weaknesses that could be exploited. If Bane had devel oped a soft spot for
the doctor, that information could prove to be useful.

If he could beat the busto the other end of town, he could find out if his suspicions were correct.
Feeling better about his chances to bring down Bane, he flagged a cab and told the driver to floor it.

Laure hurt, adeep-down, insde kind of hurt that burned and chilled a the same time. One of the guards
had driven her home and waited until she wasinside before pulling away from the curb. She'd told Dr.
Nedl that shewasfine, that she could make it through the rest of the day, but not even she had believed
it. There was some pride to be taken in the fact that she didn’t break down until after she’ d done her job,

though.
She' d killed aman today because it had been her duty as adoctor and aHandler. If he hadn’t

turned into aravening mongter, he probably would have thanked her for easing his passage into the
afterlife. For playing God and deciding that it wastime for himto die.

Tears burned like acid down her cheeks as she squeezed her eyes shut. He was one of the
trandfers from Japan, here to help while the mountain was acting up. Had he boarded the plane in Japan
thinking he might never return? Did he leave anyone specid behind? He deserved to have someoneto
mourn his passing, to hold him safein their memory. The man had been a hero.

And how had sherepaid his service? With aneedlefull of toxins. Some retirement plan that was.
She pulled an afghan up around her shoulders and shivered. Today she would alow herself to grieve, not
just for the Paladin who died that afternoon, but for all the others who would follow. Trahern, so closeto
crossing that threshold himself. D.J. and Cullen. And Devlin Bane. What if it had been him looking up at
her with no humanity left in hisgaze?

She would have reached for the needle, because the Devlin Bane she knew would no longer exist.

Her doorbell chimed, once, twice, three times, but she ignored the summons. Shewas in no shape
to deal with anyone. After afew seconds of silence, she decided they had given up and |eft. Then the

pounding began.

She squeezed her eyes shut and wished as hard as she could that her uninvited guest would just go
away and leave her done. Findly, blessedly, the noise stopped and she could go back to being miserable
without interruption. Sinking down lower on the sofa, shetried to empty her mind of everything that hurt.
Ten seconds later, the pounding started up again.

Obvioudy ignoring the problem was't going to solveit. Sowly, she made her way to the front
door and looked through the peephole. One very angry-looking Paladin was glaring right back at her. He
was poised to hit the door again just as she opened it. Without aword, he pushed past her and then
dammed the door shut himsdlf and threw the lock.



“Why didn’t you answer when | rang the damn doorbel|? Hell, half of Sesttle probably heard me
out there. So much for keeping my visit asecret.” He glared at her, hishands on his hips.

She did not need this, especidly from him. “Any rationa person would have assumed either |
wasn't home or that | didn’t want company. It' s not too late for you to leave.”

Rather than get into a stare-down contest, she walked away, not caring if hefollowed her or not.
He did. Before she reached the couch, he caught up, planting himself in front of her. It would have taken
more energy than she had to go around him.

“What happened today, Laure?’ His voice was gentle, as was the hand that reached out to cup
the sde of her face. “Tak tome.”

Anger she could have disregarded, and demands were made to be ignored, but his concern
proved her undoing. The tears were back in force as she stepped forward and he enfolded her in the
drength of hisarms.

“I killed him, Devlin. He was fine when they brought him in to be stitched up. Then, just aswe
undid his straps, something happened. One minute he was answering my questions, and the next he was
trying to choke one of my technicians. It took six of the guards to get him back under restraint.”

It had al happened so fadt, but she could see every detail in her mind, asif it wereamovie playing
in dow moation. “His eyes changed color, and he was screaming and screaming.”

“Goon, letitdl out.” She could fed the rumble of Devlin’ swords through his chest.
“I knew | had to end it. There was no going back for him.”

Devlin' sarmstightened. “No, there wasn't, Laurdl. The man he used to be was long gone. Y ou
didn’t kill the man, but the mongter.”

“When | gave him theinjection, it took longer than | thought it would, much longer than they told
meit would.” The horror of those moments between the time the needle pierced the skin and the last
breath he’ d drawn had been anightmare for all who had to watch. “1 killed him. I’m adoctor. | sworean
oath to hedl, not to kill.”

He pressed a handkerchief into her hand. “Y ou put down arabid animal, Laurel, not aman. There
was nothing left of the man or he wouldn’t have turned Other. Y ou have to believe that, becauseit’ sthe
truth.”

She wanted to believe that. She had to bdieveit, or shewouldn't be ableto live with her decision.
There hadn’t been timeto bring in Dr. Neal or another more experienced doctor. Still, she sobbed until
her eyes were swollen and Devlin’ s shirtfront was soaked.

Somehow they’ d moved to the couch without her being aware of it, and he held her cradled on his
lap. His hand moved in dow strokes up and down her back, his touch soothing her wounded spirit.
Finally, she surrendered to deep.

Hisarm waskilling him, but he’ d chew it off before he disturbed the woman deeping in hisarms. Laurel
needed the dumber more than he needed to ease the cramp in hismuscles. If she dept until doomsday,
he' d st there and hold her. It was the least he could do to repay her for the act of mercy that had eased
the passing of one of hiskind.

And if there were aGod in heaven, it wouldn’t be Laurel 'Y oung who jabbed that |ast hated needle
in hisarm. She deserved better.

Laurel gtirred dightly, signaing her return to consciousness. “How long have | been adegp?’
“Long enough for the sun to go down.”
“Y ou should have awakened me hours ago.” Her voice sounded as rumpled asthe rest of her



looked. She was adorable with her cheek rosy where it had lain againgt his chest and her dark eyes
blinking deepily. He wanted to kiss her, starting with her bare feet dl the way up to her forehead and
then back down, lingering a al hisfavorite spotsin between.

Another part of hisbody became damn uncomfortable when she Stretched, her thin T-shirt
accentuating the curves of her chest. It was agood thing he' d lost dl feding in hisarm because that was
al that kept him from diding his hand up undernesth her shirt to test the weight of her bressts. He
clamped down on that idea. He was too old, too jaded, too everything to be thinking such thoughts about
her.

“Y ou needed therest.” Though it had been his choice to hold her close rather than carry her down
the hallway to her bedroom. If he ever crossed the threshold of that room, it would be by invitation only
and neither of them would beleaving it soon.

“Thank you.” She managed asmall smile as she kissed him on the cheek. “ That was Sweet of
you.”

He had to laugh. “No one ever accused me of being swest before.”

“Then they don’t know you very well.” Her chin took on astubborntilt, asif she were ready to do
baitle with anyone who would challenge her opinion.

The sadnesswas till there, though, in the depths of those gentle eyes. Maybe now she'd
understand why he thought she was so wrong for the job she held, even if it meant he’ d never see her
agan.

“I know what you' re thinking, Devlin, and I’m not quitting. Period, end of discusson.” She sat up
sraighter but made no effort to move off hislap. “1 think he deserved someone stears, don't you?’

Killing that poor bastard had all but torn her heart out. What would happen to her if she’'d actudly
known and liked the man? One of these daysit would be Trahern or D.J. or Lonzo or, God forbid, him.
He needed to get away from her, to put some physical distance between them until this need to touch her
faded.

He started to lift her off hislap, but she stopped him with atouch. “Don’'t push me away, Devlin.
Please, | need this. We need this. I’ m just asking for tonight.”

They both wanted ahell of alot more than just one night of hot sex. But before he could marshal
any reasonable arguments, she brushed her lips across his, teasing them into parting with darting little licks
of her tongue. Each flicker left heat burning initswake, until he could stand it no more. He plunged his
tongue into her mouth, dipping and diding, learning the flavor of her need.

She moved to straddle hislap without breaking off the kiss. He retained enough sanity to pull
away long enough to ask one question. “ Are you sure you want this?’

She pulled her shirt off over her head and tossed it on the floor behind her. Her hands shook a bit
when shetried to undo the clasp on her bra, but she smiled when it findly dipped free. She shrugged the
bradown off her shoulders and sent it flying to join her shirt. He was doomed and he knew it. When her
hand started to dide down between them, right to where the combined heet of their bodies al but set the
ar around them on fire, he caught her wrigt.

“Not here.” He mustered enough strength to muscle them both up off the sofa. “Which way?’
“Downthe hdl totheleft.”

They made it halfway down the hall before he had to stop and kiss her again. Then he pressed her
back against the wall as helifted her high enough to be able to pay homage to her breasts. Hetried to be
gentle, licking each nipple into afirm peak, but she would have none of it. When he sucked hard on one
sweet breast, she moaned her approval. Damn, she tasted good.



If they didn’t get to her bed soon, they’ d end up making love on the floor; he was in grave danger
of losing control. Once inside her bedroom, he freed ahand long enough to flip on the lights and to rip the
blankets down before tossing Laurel onto the middle of the bed.

He stripped down to hisboxers, hoping leaving those on would help him stay in control longer.
For the same reason, he prevented Laurdl from removing her drawstring flannels by the smple means of
trapping her hands over her head.

“Kissme”
“Where?” He kept her trapped with one leg thrown over hers. “Tell me.”
“My mouth.” Her smile trandformed her into atemptress. “To begin with.”

He did as she asked. When hefigured he’ d done a thorough enough job, he whispered, “Where
ds=?’

She blushed. “My breasts ache.”

“Can’'t have that, can we?’ Helet go of her hands, wanting her touch as badly as she needed his.
Her fingerstangled in hishair as she pressed him againgt the sweet firmness of her breasts. He licked and
suckled hisway from oneto the other, paying specid attention to each of them.

Her fingers dug into the muscles of his shoulders, urging him onward. Findly, he dlowed himsdlf
the pleasure of diding his hand down between her legs as he kissed hisway down to the gentle curve of
her waist. The soft flannd did little to disguise her damp heat. He squeezed dightly, causing her legsto
clamp together in an effort to increase the pressure.

Shewas so ready for him, but he had afew other ideas he wanted to try. He dragged his hand
back up to the waistband of her pants and teased her by dipping hisfingersin only an inch or two before
withdrawing them again. After the second time, she pleaded with him.

“Now, please, Devlin. Now.”

He pleased them both by diding hishand al the way in, feding her readiness with one finger and
then two. She arched up in amute request for more. He turned his attention back to her breasts, tugging
on them with hislips and tongue as he stroked her with his hand and fingers.

Finaly she could take it no more. “Devlin Bane, take me now!”

He gtripped her pants and panties off with one swift motion. Then he shed hisboxersand pulled a
foil packet out of hiswallet. She held out her hand. “Let me.”

He knelt on the edge of the bed while she dipped it in place. Then she leaned back on the
mattress and waited with asmile that was dl woman and temptation. He wanted to go dow, to memorize
each moment, each taste, each scent, but they’ d gone too far to dow down now. Helifted her knees
dightly and settled himsdlf in the cradle of her body. With one quick thrust he was deep inside her, a
sanctuary he' d only dreamed of finding in thislife.

Laurel was on aroller-coaster ride like nothing she' d ever experienced before. She' d never felt so
cherished in her whole life. Sensations washed over her as his hands taught her that the touch of awarrior
could be gentle. It wastempting to lie back and let Devlin control this dance they were sharing, but he
deserved to be pleasured by their passion as much as she did.

Ashe drove deep inside her body, she gasped with theimpact and pleasure of being stretched
taut and filled with the hard length of him. She smiled up at him as he strained to maintain some
semblance of control while her body learned to accommodate his.

She brushed his hair back off hisforehead and then tugged him down for a heart-stopping kiss.
“Rideme hard, Devlin. Don't hold back.” If thiswas going to be their one time together, she wanted it to
be everything they had to give.



“Hold on, Laurd...hold mel”

Then he started moving, dowly at first but then picking up speed. The world around them
narrowed down until it was no bigger than the bed they shared. Nothing existed other than the heat their
bodies generated as he pulled her legs up high around hiswaist, alowing him to penetrate harder, deeper,
fadter.

She dug her nailsinto his strong back, knowing she would leave marks and not caring. Then he
reached between them, brushing his thumb across the center of her need once...twice...threetimes
before he triggered an explosion deep within her. She begged for mercy, but he gave her none. Instead,
he withdrew and did down her body. Before she could protest, he cupped her bottom in his hands and
held her prisoner as he kissed hisway up theinsde of her thighsto where her body still trembled in the
aftermath.

He showed her no mercy, forcing her toward the edge again with hislips and tongue. When she
came a second time, he gave her asatisfied smile. Then he suddenly flipped her over on her somach and
pulled her hips back toward him, entering her again. The new pogition fdt primitive, asif the two of them
had been transported to an earlier time when the strongest mae laid claim to the femae of hischoice.

She knelt before him, her forehead pressed into her pillow. No one had ever taken her with such
passion, such intensity. And never had she welcomed alover with such total abandon. It pleased her to
know his control was dipping, as his belly dapped against her bottom, each parry and thrust stripping
away thelast bit of rationa thought she had. There was nothing but Devlin and the way he made her want
and fed and need.

Devlin dipped his hand down around the curve of her hip to urge her to join him, and their bodies
shuddered and shivered in shared ecstasy.

Then gently, with the sweetest of kisses, Devlin settled her a hissde, and they dept.

Circling the building, he dipped from shadow to shadow. The reek of the Dumpster offended his nose,
but it afforded the best position to watch Dr. Y oung’ s condo without being seen by passersby. Cursing
that last cup of coffee he' d had, he used the privacy of two large bushesto rdieve himsdlf. If he'd known
that damn Paladin would be staying for so long, he’ d have come better prepared for a stakeout.

Hewas hungry, he wastired, and he was sorely disgppointed in Laurdl Y oung. Despite her
dubious choice of professions, caring for those animals they called Pdadins, he' d dways thought well of
her. But thelight in her bedroom had just come on and Devlin Bane was till inside. The thought of her
taking that murderous bastard as alover made him physicdly ill.

And jedous.

The light stayed on for adamn long time, another reason for him to hate the Paladin. 1t was one
thing for the good doctor to take aquick roll in the hay; he could understand awoman being tempted by
al that testosterone. Even the guards got some of that kind of action; some women found it hard to resist
amaninauniform.

But it was obvious that she’ d not only spread her legsfor the bastard, she was letting him share
her bed for the night. The image of the two of them, naked and sweaty, snuggling in for the duration,
pissed him off. For that, he hated them both.

He decided to st off on hislong wak home. He' d findly found the Paladin’ sweak spot, a
wespon he could use againgt him. With al of the other Paladins guarding Devlin's back in the tunnels, he
didn’'t have a chance to bring the man down there. But he could lure him into atrap done, usng Laure
Y oung as bait.

For the first time since accepting the contract, he smiled.



Chapter 7

T he scent of coffee dowly brought Devlin back to consciousness. He couldn’t have had morethan a

few hours of deep because he and Laurd had made love multiple timesin the tangle of blankets. But
instead of being tired, he felt pretty damn great as he sat up on the side of her bed. He found his boxers
where he' d kicked them under achair and retrieved his jeans from a corner across the room. He needed
ashower and maybe some of that coffee he smelled.

Then heand Laurdl needed to facethe music.

Not ready to ded with al the implications of what they’ d done, he buried hisbody and his
conscience in the stinging hot spray of the shower. It didn’t help that the bar of sogp smelled like her skin,
something flowery and feminine. He used her pink razor to scrape his face clean of whiskers, wondering
if he' d left beard burns on her breasts or on the tender skin between her legs. She hadn’t complained, but
then she had definitely been abit distracted.

He grinned. Who would have guessed that their sweet, innocent Handler would turn out to be
such apassionate lover? Judging from her reactions, some of what they’ d done had been new
experiences for her. That pleased him. He might not have been her first lover, but he' d been her best.
He' d made damn sure of that.

Which was going to make it even harder to walk out of her door and not look back.

After towding off, he dressed and ran hisfingers through hishair. He d have to stop by his place
to change clothesfirst. But before any of that could happen, he needed to talk to Laurel. Though hot sex
had helped her get past yesterday’ s events, the two of them had to come to terms with today and the
future.

He picked up his shoes and padded down the hallway to the kitchen, and it hit him that the condo
was very quiet. Too quiet. Unless he was mistaken, he had the place to himsdlf. Son of abitch, she'd left
without telling him! He' d accuse her of being cowardly if he wasn't feding morethan alittlerdieved
himsdlf. Nothing like the morning after to ruin agood night of sex.

Especidly if it had been far more than just good sex.

He stepped into the kitchen and looked around. How congderate. She' d | eft the coffee on for
him. There was even abox of cered dtting by abowl and spoon. He wanted to dap the stuff off the
counter and kick the stool across the room. Instead, he poured himself a cup of coffee, adding two
spoonfuls of sugar and a splash of milk. Then he spotted afolded piece of paper with his name written on
it, stuck to the fridge with amagnet.

Y anking it down, he sent the cutesy magnet clattering to the floor. She’ d had an early morning
mesting that she couldn’t miss? Maybe, but that didn't explain why she d snuck out without aword. And
aslightly ashe normaly dept, she must have crept around as quiet as awhisper to keep from waking him

up.
The scalding coffee went along way toward stabilizing his mood. His cup went into the
dishwasher, histowelsinto the hamper, then his cellphone rang. He snapped it open. “Bane here.”

“You're needed.” Therewas anote of excitement in Cullen’snormaly cam voice.

“What'sup?’ Either the mountain was restless or the pressure along the tectonic plates had
reached the breaking point. L et the Others come—he' d be ready, sword in hand.

Cullen confirmed his suspicions. “ The readings dong the fault are climbing. We regoing in.”
He glanced at the clock on Laurd’smantd. “Betherein thirty.”
“WEe Il bewaiting.” The phone went dead.



Devlin looked around the apartment with regret. The chances of him ever being there again were
pretty dim, and it was a damn shame. But aslong as his mind was his own, he' d cherish the memory of
spending the night in Laurd’ sbed, in her arms. He turned the lock and pulled the door closed on hisway
out, wishing it didn’t hurt so much.

Injust under twenty minutes, he turned into the dley where Penn sat guard.

“Lonzo and the others have been pouring in. They must be expecting abad one.” Penn looked
envious. Given haf achance, he' d aandon his post to follow them down into the tunnelsto fight. But a
couple of months before, he' d suffered such a severe wound to his sword hand that it weakened his grip.
The Handlers were hopeful that given enough time he' d return to full strength. Until then, he did what he
could to keep busy.

“Cullen said the readings are climbing quickly.”
“Givethem hdl for me.” Heflexed hishand. “Tel them I’ll be coming back soon.”

Then he sniffed the air as Devlin walked past. A wicked grin spread across hisface. “Nice
perfume. | hope the lady was accommodating.”

Devlin clenched hisfists as he fought a powerful urgeto kick the shit out of the unsuspecting
Paladin. His comment wasn't anything that hadn’t been said before to Devlin and any other number of
their compatriots. The difference thistime wasthat Laurel deserved better. Hell, the other women he'd
known over the years probably did, too, but ill, Laurel was different.

He headed for the entrance. With luck, he’ d soon have amore suitable target for histemper. The
thought of pounding afew Othersinto dust pleased him.

Inside, he headed for his office to retrieve his weapons. His sword still bore the burn mark from
the barrier, but otherwise it wasin prime fighting condition. He strapped on the sheathsfor histhrowing
blades and then dipped asmall revolver in the back of hiswaistband where it wouldn’t interfere with his
mobility. Gunsworked just fine on Others, but they couldn’t be used near the barrier itsalf. A careless
shot could bring an aready unstable barrier down.

Hisfriends were waiting at the elevators that would carry them to the tunnels below the city. The
barrier wound aong the mgor fault lines throughout the world, and in most aressit remained stable for
yearsa atime. But dong the Pacific Rim'’ s string of volcanoes, the barrier was more susceptible to
attack. The Regents deployed their supply of Paladins accordingly. Every time that Mount St. Helens
sent up aplume of ash and steam, they took up position dong the barrier and waited for the attack to
come.

“Glad you could makeit.” D.J. sfingersflew over the keypad next to the evator. Immediately, a
soft hum signaled its gpproach.

Devlin stepped to the back of the crowd, to alow the othersto load first so he could take his
accustomed position at the front of the elevator. A soft beep sounded as the doors started to dide open.
Before they could enter, however, the march of footsteps caught their attention. The Paladinswere dl too
independent to make orderly soldiers; marching in neat formations was out of the question.

That's how Devlin knew that it was a squad of Guardsmen gpproaching. The Paladinsall turned to
face the newcomers, each jockeying for position to defend himself if necessary. Cullen and D.J. moved
up on either side and dightly behind Devlin. Their ungpoken support felt good.

The Guard turned the corner with Colonel Kincade leading the parade. What in the hell was he
doing there? He carried his usual sidearm but otherwise didn’t look reedy to do battle. His men, on the
other hand, wereinfull riot gear.

“Mr. Bane.” Colonel Kincade held up his hand to bring his men to an abrupt hdlt.
“Colond Kincade.” He kept histone of voice neutra. None of the Pdladins had much use for the



man from Ordnance, but he wielded considerable power in the organization.

“These menwill join you in thetunnels.” He stepped to the Sde asif Devlin and the others hadn’t
yet noticed his escort.

“Why? The barrier has't failed yet. Y ou can always send down reinforcements after we' ve
assessed the Situation.”

Down in the tunnels, the Guard was sometimes more of ahindrance than ahelp. Few of them had
the same hand-to-hand combat skill asthe Paladins. When they got into trouble, it was up to Devlin and
hisfriendsto get them out of it. A fair number of Paadins had been gravely wounded or killed outright
trying to rescue their lesser companions.

“I don’t want to risk waiting. Too many Others can escape the tunnelsif we aren’t prepared. If my
men are not needed, Sergeant Purefoy here will relay that information to me.” He shot Devlin aknowing
look. “These men are trained to fight the filth that comes across, Mr. Bane. They are not hereto guard
elevators or to run errands for you. I'll be looking forward to your report on today’ s activities.”

Then the conceited bastard walked away, having effectively set the two groups at odds.

Now someone would have to take charge of deploying both the Paladins and the Guard so they
wouldn’t get in each other’ sway. Make that two someones, so they could watch out for any unexpected
attacks from a Guardsman.

Devlinsad, “We Il take the first eevator, Sergeant. Send haf of your men in the second, the rest
when our devator returns.” Without waiting for areply, he turned to hisfriends. “D.J., get that elevator
door open. WE ve wasted enough time.”

As soon as the doors glided closed, sedling the Paladinsinside and out of hearing, he turned to
face the others. “I don’t want Kincade' s men down here any more than you do, but most of them are
brave, good men. Againg any other enemy, | wouldn't hesitate to march into battle with them. But today
| don’'t have any choicein the matter and neither do you. | assumeyou' ve all heard that | waskilled by a
human down herein thetunnels.”

He held up his hand to stave off any comments. “We don’t know if the sneaky bastard is going to
try again, but | don’t want anyone fighting alone today. Pick a partner and stick with him. Spread out to
thefar ends, both north and south. Cullen and | will deploy the Guard herein the middle. Keep your
radios open. If anyone needs help, yell and we Il dl come running.”

One by one they nodded and began pairing off. Just before the door opened, they al pulled down
their eye gogglesto protect their eyes from the superbright lightsin the tunnels that were designed to put
the Others at a greater disadvantage. Two by two, they spread out to do asthey’ d been told.

Devlin watched them go as he and Cullen waited for the Guard. His friends weren’t easy men to
be around, but they would get the job done. And maybe, with luck, the barrier would hold and no one
would haveto die today.

Just asthe elevator pinged to announceitsarriva, arumble shook the ground and aripple of dark
energy dithered up thelength of his spine. Hell, so much for luck. The barrier flickered, and then failed
right in front of them.

Devlin drew his sword, stood shoulder to shoulder with Cullen, and waited to draw blood.

Thefighting went on for hours and hours. The bodies were piling up, making it dmost impossible to move
without tripping over Other wounded, aswell asfar too many of his own men. He had to admit that the
Guard had made agood showing. The Others fought to the death, because the battle could have only
two outcomes for them. Either the Paladins would drive them back across the barrier to the darkness of
their homeworld, or they would dietrying to cling to thisone.



At least the barrier was back up in full force, so no more Others would come screaming across.
Earlier, every time the Paladins thought they had the Situation under control and could start mop-up
procedures, the barrier would flicker and they’ d find their backs to the wall with afresh ondaught of
Others, armed to the teeth and ready to die. He' d seen Lonzo go down when he' d tried to stop haf a
dozen from reaching the devators. Devlin and ahandful of the Guard had fought their way to him, but it
wastoo late. Laurel would have another Paladin to revive as soon as he could spare the men to start
treating the wounded and the dead.

“Hey, Devlin! Wherethe hell areyou?’

Heturned in the direction of Cullen’ svoice, kegping one eye on the tunnd to hisleft. Trahern and
D.J. had circled around to the south, to herd any escapees down toward where Devlin and the Guard
werewaiting for them.

“Over here!l” He watched to make sure hisfriend spotted him. Cullen headed straight for him,
stepping over bodies. Therewas dried blood on his sword arm, but Devlin couldn’t tell if it was Cullen’s
Or someone ese’s.

“Have you got things under control down thisway?’ Cullen leaned wearily on hissword asif it
were acane.

“Trahern’ smaking one last sweep. There' sno telling how many made it acrossthet last time, so
we don't know if we got them al.” Poor bastards. How bad was their homeland, that facing amost sure
death at the end of a Paladin sword was an improvement?

“Oncel hear from Trahern and D.J., we can gtart sorting things out. Why don’t you have the
Guards start moving the wounded into the elevators?’ He didn’'t have to say that the dead could wait,
even the Paladins. They would start reviving even without their Handlers help. They’ d get them to thelab
in plenty of time before they actualy woke up.

Lonzo was another one of Laurel’ s casdload. Asfar as Devlin knew, Lonzo wasin no danger of
crossing theline. It wouldn't hurt for Laurd to be reminded that the mgority of the time the Paladins
made the trandtion back to living without incident.

He was about to ask if Cullen knew how many others went down when the sound of running feet
brought hisfull attention back to the tunnd. Planting his feet wide, he raised his sword into attack
position, ready to dedl with the four Others heading straight for him. Cullen moved beside him, prepared
to do battle yet again.

Three adult males with their strange, pale gray eyes came out of the tunnel and spread out,
wegpons & the ready. Behind them stood alone femae, her face cam as she met Devlin's gaze and then
Cullen’s. She brought up her own sword and touched it to the center of her forehead in salute. Then she
caled out something in their guttural language. The males echoed the words and surged forward.

Just that quickly, Devlin wasfighting for hislife againgt three experienced swordsmen.
Unfortunatdly, they were in the one areawhere there was room enough for al three to engage him at
once. Thewoman ran full tilt toward Cullen, kegping him from coming to Devlin’ said. When a couple of
the Guard moved to join in, he waved them off.

“Get back. Get the wounded out of here. And for God' s sake, stay out of Cullen’sway.”

Inaflurry of double-handed dashes he went on the attack, drawing first blood, wounding one of
the Others badly enough to force him to withdraw from the fight—a definite improvement in the odds.
The remaining two maes fought in tandem, asign that they had trained together. Thetaller onefeinted to
onesde, drawing Devlinin that direction. At the sametime his partner went |eft and then spun quickly to
fling acircular bladeright & Devlin. He managed to get hisarm up in time to deflect it away from his
neck, taking theinjury in hisforearm instead. Though painful, it was unlikdly to provefata if he could
digpatch his opponents soon.



He noticed that they were dowly retreating toward the barrier, where the woman was clearly
giving Cullen arun for hismoney. She moved with the grace of adancer, onewith lethal moves. A trickle
of blood ran down her cheek fromasmall cut, but it didn’t interfere with her concentration. Sheyelled
something at the men, who immediately backed away, careful to keep Devlin and Cullen from reaching
their wounded comrade.

Just then, dmogt asif they’ d been expecting it, the barrier flickered, going down only long enough
for the four of them to escape. Devlin dropped the tip of hissword, hisarm tired. He and Cullen stood
staring at the restored barrier, too tired to fed anything but relieved.

A movement out of the corner of his eye demanded hisimmediate attention. Cullen was dowly
sinking to the ground. A deep gash dong hisrib cage was bleeding badly.

“Guard! Get astretcher!”

He supported hisfriend until they could get Cullen strgpped onto agurney. His own wound was
hurting like hell, but he couldn’t do anything about it until D.J. or Trahern showed up to take over the
mop-up campaign. Hisradio was missing, so he grabbed Cullen’ s before they wheded him away.

“Trahern! D.J.! Phone home.”

The reception was full of static, acommon problem so near to the barrier, but he could make out
D.J. svoice. “We re on our way back.” He mentioned atime frame, but the noise in the background
madeit impossible for Devlin to make out whether he'd said it would be twelve or twenty minutes. Either
way, hefigured he could hold up that long. It seemed likely that the fighting was done for the day. He
hated that he was going to have to admit to Colond Kincade that he' d been right to send the Guard
aong in support.

Had Sergeant Purefoy survived the day? If so, he could make the officia report to the colond,
saving Devlin the hasde. He headed over to where the Guard' s medics had set up atriage Sation to see
what he could do to help.

Laurel’ s back ached and she was seeing double from exhaustion. They’ d been bringing in the wounded
snce midday with no end in sight. She had started with two Paladins who required surgery to stop the
bleeding. Half a dozen more had major wounds that needed to be stitched up. She' d ordered fluids and
antibiotics to speed them to recovery.

At least her patientswould &l recover. Dr. Neal was tending to the wounded Guardsmen; one of
the nurses had told her that severd of them would never fight again.

She was afraid to ask how many more Paadins were waiting before they started bringing in the
dead, and she congtantly wondered where Devlin was. By dl reports the fighting had been brutal, with
amost no one escaping unscathed. The most severdly wounded had aready been brought in, leaving only
those who had very minor injuries, and the dead. She' d give anything to know which group Devlin was
in.

Her feet werekilling her, so she sat down while therewas adight lull in the flow of patients. Had it
only been half aday since she' d awakened next to Devlin in her bed? She knew she' d been cowardly by
leaving without waking him, adecision she now regretted. Chances were he would survive the day, but
maybe not. She could have smply said good-bye, or “the coffee son,” or even coaxed him into making
love onelast time. Instead, she’ d written anote that was astupid lie to avoid admitting how much the
night in hisarms had meant to her.

But when she’' d awoken, her body sated and a bit sore from the night’ s activities, she' d come
face-to-face with atruth she wasn't ready to ded with. Somewhere aong the line, she’d tumbled head
over hedsinlovewith Devlin Bane. The sex had been phenomend, but it was far more than that. In his
arms, she fdt cherished and safe. He was a hard man, one with problems that might prove



insurmountable, but there had been a gentlenessin histouch that had brought her peace of mind.
“Dr. Young?

Thetug on her deevejerked her attention back to whereit should have been. Judging by the
puzzled look on Kenny’ sface, it wasn't thefirst time he'd called her name.

She offered him aweary smile. “I’'m sorry, Kenny. | was somewhere else. It's been along day.”
“And about to get longer. They’ Il be bringing in the dead next. Time estimate is twenty minutes.”
Her stomach lurched and dropped to her feet. “ Any names yet?’

“Lonzo Jonesfor sure. Maybe a couple more.” He looked astired as she felt.

“Why don’'t you take aten-minute break? I’ [l get set up.” She pushed hersdlf to her feet. When he
hesitated, she made shooing motionswith her hands. “Go on, and take anyone who hasn't had a chance
to drink some coffee or st down for hours. We' |l need everyone back to peak form when that door

opensagan.”
“You sure?” Kenny asked.

“Yes, go on. Thetables have been set up; there' s nothing ese to do until we know how many are
coming in.” She prayed that Devlin wasn't one of the mortally wounded. She tried to push theideaout of
her mind; it didn’t bear thinking about.

To keep herslf busy, she restocked the trays and double-checked her supply of the specia drugs
necessary to aid in reviving a Paladin. Mogt of them could come back on their own, but medications
hurried that process dong.

Kenny and the others returned, still looking alittle worse for wear, but she had no doubt about
their ability to carefor their charges. She put on afresh lab coat and made onefina check to confirm that
the tableswere ready.

Two Guardsmen came through the doorway pushing agurney with Lonzo Joneson it. Her team
went into action, transferring him to the closest table and stripping him down, cleaning his body and
cataloging hiswounds. She began suturing alarge gash on histhigh just as another gurney came through
the door.

It was Devlin. She couldn’t see hisface, but she recognized his shirt. She'd worn it last night when
they had raided the kitchen. Kenny and two of the nurses|eft Lonzo’ stable to take charge of Devlin and
the Paladin on the third gurney just coming in.

Was he dead again? Last time they’ d been terrified that he wasn't going to make it back. She
forced her atention back to Lonzo. The others would get things started for Devlin and the other one.
Someone mentioned Cullen Finley’ sname. She couldn’t remember atime when this many from one
group had been taken down.

As she snipped off the last suture, she sent a prayer skyward that the barrier would hold long
enough to get these men healthy and back on their feet. She picked up anew suture pack and started on
the next wound, this one on Lonzo’ s shoulder. Once the major wounds were cleansed and closed up,
they could start his meds and move onto the next patient—Devlin.

Then she heard hisvoice, complaining loudly about something. Miracle of miracles, hewas only
wounded! Grestly relieved, shefinished the last of Lonzo' s stitches and turned him over to asurgica
nurse to bandage his wounds.

Her hands were shaking as she washed and disinfected them. Kenny handed her Cullen Finley’s
chart, meaning the triage team thought he was the more critica of the two.

She smiled down at her newest patient. “Wel, what brings you here?’ Sheflipped through the
notes from triage. Cullen looked too pae and his skin had aclammy fed to it. No doubt shock, brought



on by traumaand blood loss.

“Check hisblood count and get aunit of blood started. Get me the results stat.” She gave Cullen a
pat on the arm to reassure him. “You'rejust abit low on ail, Mr. Finley. Once we get your tank topped
off and get that nasty gash stitched up, you' Il be on the mend.”

“Told them it was nothing serious, Doc.” Cullen’ svoice wasfaint, but if he wastaking, he'd be
walking soon enough.

“I’'m going to check on your friend here while they get your wound ready for closure.”

She wrote her ordersin his chart and handed it off to Kenny. She drew a degp breath and then
turned to face Devlin, who was watching the flurry of activity surrounding Lonzo. Therewaspanin his
eyesthat she suspected had nothing to do with the jagged cut on hisarm.

“He |l befine, Mr. Bane. Lonzo isin good hands.”

Angry green eyes snapped back to glare at her. “Right now he' sdead, Dr. Young. Don't
sugarcoat it.”

She lowered her voice. “I know you' re hurting and you' re worried about your friends, but don't
take it out on me. I’ ve been the one picking up the pieces and stitching your friends back together.” She
gestured toward the cluster of medical staff surrounding Cullen and Lonzo. “ Those people have been
ankle deep in blood since the first gurney rolled through the door. We need support, not attitude right

For abrief second she thought his expression softened, but it was gone so quickly that she
couldn’'t be sure. He looked past her to where Kenny stood, waiting with yet another suturetray. “Fine.
Later.” Then he closed hiseyes and turned away.

The gash dong Cullen’sribstook her along timeto close, but with the infusion of blood and
fluids, he was dready looking better. Aslong asinfection didn’t set in, he should be fully recovered soon.

“Kenny, please move Mr. Finley into theward.” She mustered up another smile for her patient.
“Y ou're aready responding to the treatment, and I’ ve given you something to make sure you rest eesily.
I’1l be by to check on you after | seeto your friend here.”

“Don’t let Devlin scare you, Doc. He sdl bark and no bite.” Cullen gave her aragged smile as
they wheded him away.

Hewaswrong; Devlin did bite. She had the mark to proveit, but not where she was willing to
show it off. The memory brought asmileto her face and gave her the courage to dedl with her last
patient.

“Let’'sseethat am.” She gently tugged at the edge of the temporary bandage that triage had

applied. Between the adhesive and the dried blood, it was stuck tight to the skin. “Thisis going to hurt
unlesswe soak it off.”

“Ripit off, Doc. It'sgoing to hurt any way you doit, so just get it over with.”
“Brace yoursdf.”

Devlin gripped the Side of the gurney with his other hand while she drew a deep breath and
yanked. On the second pull it came free, breaking open the wound again. Shelet it bleed clean for abit.
What would have caused such awide, deep cut? It was the wrong shape for aknife wound and too fine
for asword.

“What did thisto you?" She deadened the area and held pressure on the wound until the local
anesthetic took effect.

“Throwing blade. They wereaming at my neck.” His matter-of-fact tone only made the image
more horrific.



“Glad you managed to block the blade.” She began the dow process of bringing the two sides of
the wound back into aignment with small, evenly spaced dtitches.

“I don't think you bled enough to need a unit of blood, but | want to give you an IV with
antibioticsinit. Oncethat’ s done, we' |l feed you and then seeif you' re up to going home.”

She darted to turn away, but his hand snaked out to catch hers, hisgrip firm but gentle. “Laurd.”
Sowly sheturned back to face him.
“I wasout of line earlier.”

If he could apologize, then so could she. “And | shouldn’t have run out. I'm not used to...” She
looked around to make sure no one was within hearing. “1 don't often have guests for breakfast.”

She was afraid she was blushing. She knew it for certain when Devlin’ smouth quirked upina
gmall grin that came and went in aheartbegt. The wicked gleam in hiseyeswas ill there, though.
“Maybe you need more practice, Dr. Y oung.”

They were playing with fire, flirting within earshot of the others. “Maybe you' reright, Mr. Bane.
I’1l be sure to keep you posted on my progress.”

“Get back!” The shout came from across the room where her team was still working on Lonzo
Jones. He was thrashing about, and she ran to help subdue the dead Paladin.

“Damnit! Get those redtraintsin place before he hurts himsdlf or one of you!” She used her full
weight to hold down his left leg while one of the others leaned on hisright. The sudden fit was over just
asquickly asit had begun. It took the lat little bit of Laurel’ s courageto lift Lonzo’'s eyelid to check the
color of hispupil.

“Hiseyesare il brown.”

At least hdf adozen people, hersdf included, sghed with relief at the sametime. That struck them
al asfunny. Ther laughter may have had atouch of hysteriatoit, but it sill felt good.

“Keep himisolated for now and keep those restraintsin place twenty-four/seven until further
notice. I’ ll want reports every fifteen minutes for the next two hours and then we' ll reevaluate.”

“Yes, Doctor.”

She made the necessary notesin his chart and handed it back to the nurse, intending to check
Devlin’svitas one moretime. Her footsteps faltered when she saw that his gurney was empty. Where
had he gone?

She looked toward the door. He was on the other side, watching her through the small square
window. Turning his head dightly, he focused on Lonzo briefly before meeting her gaze again. Hisface
turned stony and his eyesjade cold, as the distance between them stretched so much farther than afew
feet. He shook his head and then turned and walked away.

Hurt made her feet leaden as she tried to cope with the loss. Someone was bound to notice if she
stayed rooted in one spot, numbly staring at the doorway, but neither could she face her coworkers.
Rather than risk embarrassing herself, she caught Kenny’ s attention and nodded toward the door. She
hadn’t taken areal break in hours; no one would question her disappearing for afew minutes.

Outside of the lab, she took aquick look around. There were haf adozen or more armed guards
stationed dong the hall, but there was no sign of Devlin. No doubt he' d either charged past the guards or
elselied and said he' d been rdeased. With dl the commotion around Lonzo, they probably had believed
him or were too busy to notify her of his departure.

On any other day, she would have reported them for the lapse. But they were dedling with the loss
of severd of their own compatriots, and she didn’t want to add to their burden. If Devlin had left the
building there wasn’t much she could do except to change his chart to cover for him. She had afeding



that Colonel Kincade wouldn't take kindly to having a Paladin waltzing out of Research without proper
clearance.

“Can | hdpyou, maam?’ The closest Guardsman, looking impossibly young, stepped away from
thewall to catch her attention.

“Did Mr. Bane go thisway?’ She stuffed her handsin her lab coat pockets to hide how shaky
they were.

“Yes, he did. We escorted him out the front door about three minutes ago.” Then he frowned.
“Hewas cleared, wasn't he?’

She hated lying, but short of calling out reinforcementsto drag Devlin back, sheredly had no
choice. “Everything' sfine, Corporal. | just forgot to tell him something. I'm going out for a bresth of fresh
ar. Maybe’ll be lucky and catch up with him.”

The sun was just setting to the west, painting the scattering of clouds overhead in shades of peach
and orange as she stood on the top step and looked in both directions.

Devlinwasgone.

Her shoulders dumped in defeat. Seeing Lonzo go through the throes of death and revival had
clearly hit too close to home. That could have just as easily been Devlin they were strapping down, and
his eyesthey had been afraid to look at, for fear they’ d turned Other.

And he' d known that if S0, she would have reached for the needle and ended it for him, just as she
had that poor Paladin who had died yesterday. What kind of relationship could they have, when she held
the power of life and death over him?

The answer was obvious. no kind of relaionship at dl. Not if it was going to mean more than the
occasiona dinner together. Although she didn’t regret what they’ d shared, it only made it harder to facea
future without Devlin. He d shown her aside of himsdlf she bet few people had ever seen.

She turned abruptly to return to the lab, and ran smack into Blake Trahern. He reached out to
steady her when she backed up too quickly and amost tumbled down the steps. He looked down at her,
hisslvery eyes expressionless, making it impossible to guess what he was thinking or what kind of mood
hewasin.

Hewouldn't have been her first choice to ask afavor of, but he could track down Devlin and
make sure that hewasdl right.

“Mr. Trahern, can | speak to you for aminute?’ She tugged him over to the sde and out of sight
of the doorway. “Mr. Bane has|eft my lab without permission.”

“So?He sabig boy.” He started to walk away, but froze when once again she put her hand on
hisarm.

“I just need to know that he'sdl right. Lonzo died in the tunndlstoday. When my staff was
working on him, he reacted adversdly.”

“Y ou mean helost control.” Just as Trahern had, it went unspoken.

“Hehasn't revived yet, but we had to restrain him, yes. He wasn't conscioudy trying to hurt
anyone, and hiseyesare fill human.” Unless she was mistaken, therewas alessening in thetensonin
Trahern's stance.

“When | went to finish Mr. Bane' s care, he was gone. | know he’ sabig boy, asyou say, and he
should hed just fine without the antibiotics | would have given him.”

“But?’ Trahern stared down at her asif she were some new species he’ d never before
encountered.



“But | just need to know that he' sdl right. Can you check on him and let me know?’

“Will do, Doc. Hewon't likeit, though.” Surprisingly, Trahern smiled, for an ingtant bringing
warmth to thoseicy gray eyes. “But even Devlin Bane needsto get shaken up abit onceinawhile”

Her jaw dropped open in amazement. To add to the surreal experience, Blake crooked afinger
and pushed her chin up to close her mouth. “Don’'t want you to catch flies, Doc.”

Then he stepped around her and disappeared up the street, leaving her stunned and speechless.
Chapter 8

H ewas being followed and didn’t like it one damn bit. Hisarm hurt like hell, leaving him in no mood

to put up with Ordnance' s games. If they wanted him back in Laurdl’ slab they could damn well ask.
Then he could tdll them dl to go to hell and be done withit.

He marched through the Sesttle waterfront, daring al comersto bring it on. Hewas running on
adrendine and sick fury, but till had enough strength to take down ahandful of guardsif necessary. In
fact, he was looking forward to pounding something or even someone.

But even if he could escape his shadow, he couldn’t walk fast enough to escape the image of
Lonzo being subdued and strapped down like some rabid anima. And Laurd had joined the throng to
lend her strength to the others until once again Lonzo was no longer athreet, naked and vulnerable on
that steel dab.

He d been through it and seen others go through it before, of course. But never before had it been
his lover who had tightened that last strap, who decided to alow Lonzo to continuein his struggle to
revive. What if he' d had to stand there helpless as Laurd injected the toxins that ensured that Lonzo
bresthed hislast?

He admired her courage and willingness to take on the burden at such a cost to her own soul. He
wanted to wrap her in hisarms and protect her from such horror. Y et, he also wanted to curse her for
making him care again, knowing that each day took him one step closer to the end of his humanity. And
here he was, wanting desperately to spend every night of eternity in her armsand in her bed, losing
himsdlf in the sweet heet of her body, not in the insanity of becoming Other.

Son of a hitch, he needed afight. Rather than trying to elude his unwanted company, he
Sidestepped onto a staircase that led down to some basement-level shops. He kept his back to the near
sdewal and waited. It didn’t take long before afamiliar figure strolled by. Devlin climbed the stairs and
fel in behind his unsuspecting victim, then charged forward and dragged Trahern into ahandy aley.

In less than five seconds he had Blake shoved againgt awall, his hands on the man’ sthroat.
Trahern refrained from fighting back, leaving hisarms dack at hissde. Hislack of resistance enabled
Devlin to regain control of histemper. He dowly backed away, till itching for afight if Trahern made one
wrong move.

“Why areyou following me?’

Trahern shrugged. “It’ safree country. | wasn't aware you owned this particular stretch of
gdewak.”

“Damn it, don't toy with me. Y ou’ ve been trailing me since | left Research, and | don't like it one
damn bit.”

Trahern cameto full attention, like awolf that had scented prey. “No, | haven't. | spotted you just
before you went down those steps back there. Before that, I” d been heading straight for your place.” He
sneered. “Y our woman wanted me to check up onyou.”

Devlin'sfist connected with Trahern's jaw before he was even aware of taking aswing. Blake
stumbled back into thewall but made no moveto retdiate. As Devlin flexed his sore hand, he couldn’t



decideif he was disappointed or relieved.
“Don't cdl her that.”

“Not saying it doesn’'t makeit lesstrue.” Trahern spread his stance, hisfists clenched asif bracing
for another attack.

“I didn’t deny it. | just said don't say it. She deserves better.” Evenif it damn near killed himto
admit it.
“I’d guessthat isup to her, don’t you think?” Trahern relaxed a bit. “But you' ve got bigger

problems than you and the delicious Dr. Y oung having the hots for each other. | meant what | said before
you punched me. | wasn't the one dogging your footsteps.”

Devlin believed him. Trahern was many things—sarcastic, easily riled, and bitter—but hewas aso
brutally honest, because he didn’t give adamn if he offended anyone or not. If he said hewasn't Devlin's
ghogt, then hewasn't. So who ese might have been trailing him?

“You heard that the last time | waskilled it wasn't by an Other.” Cullen or D.J. would have made
surethat al the Paladins closest to Devlin knew what had happened.

“Yeah. That' sabitch. It's bad enough we have to fight those Otherworld fuckers without having
to worry about getting backstabbed.” Trahern looked past him toward the street, asif he expected
another attack to come boiling down the aley.

“Wadll, thisisn't the first time I’ ve had an itch; someone' s been breathing down my neck ever since
| revived. The other day in the tunnd, I fought and killed two Other maes. While | wastracking them, |
knew someone was behind me. The coward never showed himsdlf.”

“Probably waiting to seeif the Otherstook you down so he could move in for the permanent kill.”
Trahern' s eyes were cold enough to freeze the evening air.

“That’ swhat | thought at thetime.” Thiswas no time to keep secrets. “Y esterday | |eft Research
to goto Dr. Young's condo to see how she was dedling with putting down her first Paadin.”

“1 heard about that.” Trahern shook his head. “ She' s got backbone. She put the poor bastard out
of hismisery and still showed up for work today.”

“Yeah, well, | had to seefor myself that shewasal right.” It was none of Trahern’s business how
hard Laurel had cried or that Devlin had spent the night in her bed. “1 took a circuitous route from
Research to her place. | never saw anyone trailing me, but something was driving meto keep doubling
back.”

“So there’ sno way to know if you shook your tail or not. And if he managed to stay with you...”
“He would have found out that | went to Laurd’ s place. Damn.”

The urgeto hit something was riding him hard again. How could he have been so stupid? He
wasn't anyone sidea of awhite knight, and yet he' d gone charging off to rescue Laurd yesterday with no
thought to the fact that someone was out to kill him. He might very well have led the bastard straight to
her door.

“I don't particularly want to get punched again, but I’'m guessing you didn’t just share acup atea
with her and leave.” The sympathy in Trahern’snormaly cold eyeswas asurprise.

“No. | was dlill at her place this morning when Cullen sounded the dl-cal.” And he was about to
go charging right back there unless he could come up with a better idea. “Want to bet my shadow stuck
around long enough to know that | didn’t leave?’

“Shit, that sucks.”
The succinct comment startled asmile from Devlin. Trahern dways did have away of cutting



draight to the heart of the matter. He considered the possibilities.

“ Someone needs to watch her place.” He didn’'t want to ask more of Trahern than he was able to
give, but he hoped he' d volunteer to share the job. If he asked any of the other Paladinsto sharein
guarding her place, they’ d start to wonder why he cared so much. It wouldn'’t take them long to figure
out that there was something going on between Devlin and Laurd. She didn’t need the whole bunch of
them looking a her and wondering about the nature of their relationship. And he didn't have enough time
or energy to go around besting the hell out of any of them who even so much aslooked at her wrong.

“Leavethat tome.”
“Thanks. | oweyou.”
Trahern snorted. “I’'m not doing it for you.” He walked away .

Devlin stared after him until he disappeared into the shadows. Very little surprised him anymore,
but Trahern dways had been an enigma. He didn’t need to understand what made Trahern tick to know
that he could trust him to keep hisword, though. Evidently the man was't asimmuneto Laurel’ sgentle
treatment of her patients as he' d like everyoneto believe.

But for now, Devlin had amisson. He needed to draw his opponent out into the open, though not
yet. Too many of the other Paladinswere in no condition to fight, and his own arm was screaming with
pain. But in aday or two, there would be areckoning. He' d seeto it personaly.

“He sdl right.”

Trahern, never one to waste words, had aready hung up the phone before Laurel had achanceto
thank him. The knot of worry in her somach relaxed. She knew the recuperative powers of a Paladin,
but it helped to know for certain that Devlin was on the mend. Shewould have to repay Trahern for his
kindness. Chocolate chip cookies, maybe? The meds the kitchen prepared for him aways included some
cookies.

The small weakness made her smile. The big, tough Paladin had a sweet tooth.

The door to the lab opened, and Dr. Nedl entered the room with Colonel Kincade at hisside. She
quickly stood up. The man from Ordnance found it harder to intimidate her if she waslooking him straight
in the eye. Shejoined them beside Lonzo' s bed.

“How ishe?’ Dr. Neal asked as he picked up the chart and started flipping throughit.

“About as you' d expect. He hit arough patch earlier, but he' s been quiet for several hours now. |
ordered anew scan and tests for the morning.”

Kincade stepped closer to the table. “When will | get him back?” He turned his cold gaze toward
Laurd. “1 must point out how shorthanded we are right now. The mountain is till rumbling, and our
manpower isdown by at least athird. I'm not asking you to risk his hedlth, just for an estimate of when |
can reasonably expect him to be returning to duty.”

As much as she didiked the man, hisrequest wasn't out of line. “Based on his previousrevivals, |
would estimate another two days, three at the most. The wounds are already starting to close, and his
CPK leves have dropped. All of the other indicators seem to be on track, aswdll. I’ll know more in the
morning. I’d be glad to e-mail you an update after the results are andlyzed.”

“Seethat you do.” Heimmediately dismissed her, turning to Dr. Nedl. “ Shdl we vist my men then,
Doctor?’

“Of course. I'm sureavisit from you will cheer them al grestly.”

Dr. Ned winked at Laurel as he led the pompous ass out of her lab. She wondered how her boss
managed to maintain such a sunny disposition around such an irritating man. Well, he wasn't her concern.



Her gtill-unconscious patient was.

“Lonzo, don't worry about the colond. You'll be here until | know that you' re completely hedled.
It wouldn'’t be to anyone' s advantage to have you return to full duty too soon.” She patted him on the
arm and then placed her stethoscope on his chest. Closing her eyesto hear better, she listened for a
heartbeat. It was faint, but there. For the next twenty-four hours, his pulse would gradualy speed up until
it reached anormd rhythm. By then, hislungs should aso be back up to full capacity. A Pdadin’'s
recuperative powerswere truly amazing. “ Y ou’ re doing fine. Just be patient.”

It was getting chillier in thelab now that night was upon them. Maybe she was fooling hersdlf, but
sheliked to do what she could to make her unconscious patients more comfortable. A blanket straight
out of the warmer had to feel good on some level to these men asthey struggled to return.

Having done all she could for Lonzo, she returned to her desk and the mountain of paperwork that
awaysfollowed an influx of new patients. The mgority of the Paladins would be discharged by the next
afternoon. She wouldn’t be surprised to have only Lonzo left. That was fine with her.

Maybe she' d let her dictation wait until morning. Her eyes burned with fatigue and her back was
aching. After dimming thelights, she kicked off her shoes and took off her lab coat and laid it on the
counter. After brushing her teeth and running a brush through her hair, she stretched out on her cot. She
fell adegp wishing she were back in her own bed with Devlin’ sarms wrapped around her.

He had an excuse dl ready if anyone were to question why he was sneaking into Dr. Y oung’ s lab.
Someone had to make sure that the Paladin was strapped down tight. Everyone had heard about his
sudden eruption before they had gotten him under restraint. To give truth to hisdibi, he crept closer to
the bed, wishing that it was Devlin Banelying there, literally dead to the world. It would have made his
job much easer.

Instead, Bane had been discharged or e seleft on his own. He d heard both versionswhen he'd
reported for duty after returning from the bloodbath in the tunnels. He shuddered. He d backed up the
Pdadins before, but never in anything like this. Blood had run fregly, pooling in sticky puddlesto make
the floor dippery as more and more Others kept appearing from acrossthe barrier.

He d killed hisfair share, but nowhere near the number that any one of the Paadins had. Blake
Trahern and Devlin Bane, especidly, were two scary sons of bitches. The rest of them were bad enough,
but Bane and Trahern killed without hesitation and without remorse, asif they were mowing down hay
ingtead of living beings. God forbid they ever turn those cold eyes and sharp bladesin his direction.

Which madeit dl the more important that he find some way to take down Bane without incurring
thewrath of al the others. He eased closer to the cot where Dr. Y oung lay deeping. No doubt shewas
exhausted. Any other time, he would have felt bad for her. It couldn’t be easy working on dead bodies
like that Lonzo fellow, not to mention stitching up al those others. But he didn’t pity her, not anymore.
Associating with Paladins because it was her job was one thing. Fucking one was another.

He d thought better of her. In away, hewas glad it had happened, though, because it made it
eader for him to use her as bait to lure Bane into atrap. The bastard was just noble enough to trade his
lifefor hers.

Dr. Young gtirred in her deep, forcing him to retreat until she settled into degper dumber. She
seemed to be smiling, no doubt enjoying ahappy dream about rolling around naked with her lover. The
imagesthat filled his head made him sick. He' d dready decided that she would have to die with Bane
because of the very red possibility that she' d recognize him, and she would bring the fury of dl the
Paladins down on hishead. Yes, shehad to die.

He savored the heady taste of power, knowing it would be up to him whether she died the same
quick death he had planned for Bane, or if he would take histime with her. Maybe he'd make an



example of Dr. Y oung, to show everyone what happened to dutswho chose Paladins over rea men.
Y egh, heliked that idea.

He sidled back closer to her cot, wishing he dared touch her skin. Instead, he looked around for a
pair of scissors. With aquick snip, he stole alock of her hair to take with him. He held the smdl curl up
to his nose and breathed deeply. His body’ s reaction to the feminine scent wasimmediate and amost
panful initsintengty. Ohyeah, if he played his cards right, this could be fun.

He tucked the strand of hair insde atissue and tucked it in his pocket. Now was't the time to get
caught prowling; histime would come soon. The man with the money wouldn't be patient much longer.

Outsdeinthe hal, hereturned to his post. For now, he would take advantage of the quiet night to
make hisplans.

Laurd fumbled for her key in the depths of her purse. The day hadn’t gone badly, but she was
exhausted. Mogt of the Paladins had been discharged with instructions to check back with her or Dr.
Ned if they needed anything. Lonzo had made solid progress over the past twenty-four hours. She fully
expected him to be awake and dert within the next twelve hours.

Along with the reinforcements that Colond Kincade had ordered in from other sectors, they'd
requested another three Handlers. The carnage had been too much for Dr. Neal and herself to handle, so
tonight, one of the outsde Handlers was watching over her patient. Laurdl hated knowing that there was
agood chance that Lonzo would awaken with astranger by hisbed, but it couldn’t be helped.

She was so tired that she didn’t trust her own judgment, and she’ d headed home to recuperate.
There was nothing wrong with her that about twelve hours of uninterrupted deep wouldn't cure.

If only her bed wouldn’t seem empty without Devlin curled up behind her, spoon style. It had been
less than two days ago, but it aready seemed like forever.

Sheturned the key in the lock and pushed the door open. Before she' d gone two stepsinside, a
man’s arm gppeared from nowhere to yank her insde. Before she could scream for help, he clamped his
hand over her mouth.

“Laurd, it sme”

As soon as she recognized Devlin' s voice she dumped back againgt his chest, convinced her pulse
was pounding hard enough to bring on a heart attack. Then she got mad and kicked hisleg.

Heimmediately let go of her. “Ow! Why did you do that?’

Asif she could haveredly hurt abig, tough Paadin like him! She rounded on him and ticked the
reasons off on her fingers. “First of adl, you just scared ten years off my life. Secondly, I" ve been worried
sick since you escaped from my lab yesterday. Thirdly...I" m too tired to fight with you right now.”

“We need to talk, Laurel. It'simportant.” He took her coat and tossed it over the back of ahandy
chair.

“Nothing isthat important. I’ ve got plansfor the evening, and even you aren’'t going to spoil them
for me.” She pushed past him on her way to the kitchen.

He tagged aong behind her, so she set out two bowls and pulled out two boxes of ceredl. One
waswhole whedt, filled with fiber and nutrients. That wasfor him. Shefilled her own bowl with abrightly
colored cered that wasfull of sugar.

“Hey, | want that, too.” He shoved aside the box she' d set by his bowl.

She shoved it back. “Nope, thisoneisal mine. If you insgst on staying for dinner uninvited, you
get what you get.”



She' d never seen Devlin sulk before. 1t was cute, but not cute enough for her to share. When he
tried to sneak a spoonful out of her bowl, she rapped his knuckles with her spoon.

“Back off, big guy. When it comes to these beauties, | don’t share.” Fedling better than she had dl
day, she sat down on one of the stools at her kitchen counter and relished every bite.

When they were done, Devlin put their bowlsin the dishwasher.
“Now canwetak?”
“No, now I’m going to take a hot shower and go to bed.”

She did off the stool and walked away. Before she reached the bathroom, she looked back over
her shoulder to where Devlin gtill sat asif he had the right to take up residence in her home. Just ashe
had in her heart. Maybe she should order him to leave, but she couldn’t muster up the strength or the
desre.

He met her gaze head on. “I know | scared you, but | couldn’t wait outside where someone could
seme’”

She wondered how many timesin hislife Devlin had felt compelled to gpologize. Not many, she'd
bet. “You' reforgiven.” Wearily, she waked away.

Once insgde the bathroom, she turned the shower on hot before she peeled off her clothes. The
ging of the hot water felt snfully good to her sore muscles and aching bones. A blast of chilly air gave her
goose bumps when the bathroom door swung open. The man was making a habit of opening doors
without permission.

She opened the diding shower door far enough to glare a him. “Now what?’

“I’'m staying.” He didn’t bother to hide the fact that he was getting an eyeful of her naked body
through the rippled glass and liking what he saw.

“I"'m ill tootired to talk.” That much wastrue.
“Thenwewon't talk.”

Hisvoice did over her skin like silk as he sarted to pull his sweater off over hishead. Then he
reached for the fly of hisjeans.

A stronger woman would have ordered him out of the bathroom, maybe even out of her life. A
weaker woman would have swooned at the sight of al that lovely masculine flesh. But she was awoman
who needed this man, so she moved back and gave him room in her shower and in her heart.

He stepped inside the shower and did the door shut behind him, closing out al the worriesand
pain that existed out there. For now, it was only the two of them with water-dicked skin and mouths that
hungered for deep kisses. She loved thefed of her breasts crushed againgt his chest astheir tongues
tangled and danced.

Then she broke off the kissto savor the taste of his skin, starting with the strong line of hisjaw and
working her way down and down and down until she wasknedling at hisfeet. Shetook him gently in her
hands, stroking and tugging until he groaned and threw his head back and braced his hands on the wall
behind her.

Shetagted him with little flicks of her tongue, taking satisfaction in pleasuring her man. He
shuddered asif struggling for control and then hauled her back up for another heart-stopping kiss. He
picked up the bar of sogp and her washcloth, worked up alather on the cloth, and then turned her to
face away from him.

Histouch was gentle fire as his hand traced a circular pattern down to the small of her back and
then back up again. Over and over he repeated the caress, each time diding lower. He spent along time
on the curve of her hips. Then he knelt behind her to pay specia attention to the back of her kneesand



thighs. When he was satisfied with the back of her, he turned her around.

That washcloth took far too long to dide up the inside of her legs. She spread her legsaswide as
the tub would alow, and he stopped at her knees. Frustration made her want to howl, but then he
reached up to circle her breasts. When her nipples beaded with achy need, she leaned forward, begging
wordlessy for him to do something about it.

Histongue traced the same paths around her breasts, first one and then the other before suckling
her nipples. The man had wicked, wicked wayswith histongue and teeth. Then he went back to work
with the washcloth until she trembled. One dow stroke rode up the inside of her thighsto her nest of curls
and the hidden center of her body.

Oh Lord, if hedid that again, she was going to shatter into pieces. Then he dropped the washcloth
and ran ahand up the back of her legsto cup her bottom, and tugged her closer.

“Hold onto me, Laurdl, ' cause I’m not going to stop until you see stars.” He dipped onefinger
deep insde her as he began tasting her heat with histongue. She clung to his broad shouldersfor dl she
wasworth as his fingers and mouth stroked and plunged in unison to shatter whét little control she till
hed | ft.

When the first pulse rippled through her, she whimpered, not sure she could take any more and
remain sane. He dipped a second finger ingde her, thistime brushing her with histhumb.
Once...twice...and then the world exploded into colors there were no names for. When her legs gave
out, he eased her down onto hislap and cradled her gently.

After abit, he kissed her forehead and tried to rouse her. “Uh, Laurd, the water’ s getting cold.”
She giggled and snuggled her faceinto hisneck. “I don't care.”
He d created amongter. “1 know, but | don't want you to catch a chill.”

When she made a hafhearted effort to stand, he lifted her off hislap and roseto hisfeet. As
Laurd looked up, the evidence of how much he till wanted her stared her right in the face.

“Let’ stakethisdiscussion to your bed,” he suggested. “1t’'ll be alot warmer and more
comfortable there.”

He held her hand to steady her as she climbed out of the tub. She tossed him atowel and they
both dried off, stopping periodically to kiss. Then sheled him to her bed, right where he most wanted to
be. They did between the coversto meet inthe middle.

Her hand strayed down below hiswaist, but he captured it and brought it back up and held it over
hisheart. “That can wait abit.”

Shefrowned a him. “Y ou’ re not back to wanting to talk, are you?’
Stubborn woman. “Not as long as you promise to listen to what | have to say in the morning.”

She nodded. Now that he had her promise, he let go of her hand. It took a second or two before
sheredized that she was free to do as she pleased. She thought she was being sneaky as she eased her
hand down alittle bit at atime, but if shedidn’t hurry up, he might just lose hismind. When her hand
findly found itstarget, helifted hishipsin gpprovd.

“Kissme, Laurd.” Hethreaded hisfingersthrough her dark hair, loving the silky fed of it.
“Gladly.”

She climbed up on his chest, settling her body over his, open and welcoming. He thrust againgt
her, liking the sensation, but not daring to do more until he put on some protection. Their liveswere
complicated enough without risking pregnancy.

“Hold that thought, honey.”



When he threw back the coversto get up, she stopped him. “There sabox in the drawer.”

He sat up and reached for the box and redized it had never been opened. That pleased him, even
though he knew he had no right to fed that way. More than anything he wanted to stake hisclaim on this
woman, but that could only lead to disaster in the long run. They might have tonight and maybe afew
othersjust likeit, but that wasdll.

“Don’t think about it, Devlin.” She pressed her sweet breasts againgt his back and did her arms
around him. “Don’t let what might happen ruin thisfor us”

He closed hiseyes and let the comfort of her touch soothe him. Shewas right. They may not have
afuture, but they had tonight. He sheathed himsalf and then rolled back onto the bed, taking her with him.
Once again, she welcomed him with her smile and bodly.

And it was enough.

Thistime she was right there next to him when morning came. In al thelong years of hislife, he couldn’t
remember a single moment that had felt this good. If only the world would stay outside—but at best, he
could only hold it at bay another hour.

“It'stoo early to be thinking that hard.” Laurel pushed up to brace her head on one hand whilethe
other moved in smal circleson hischest. “1 know | promised to listen this morning—and | will—but at
least wait until after my first cup of coffee”

He kissed her fingertips. “Actudly, | wastrying to decideif | needed another shower.”

Her eyes, the color of extra-dark chocolate, drifted half closed. Her lips parted in a smile that was
pure temptation. “| never shower until after my morning workout.” And that wicked, wandering hand
drifted down and down and down.

Damn, he knew they shouldn’t. But when it cameto Laurel Y oung, it seemed that hewasa
pushover.

In awell-planned maneuver, hetrapped her benesth him. Judging from her smile, it wasright
where she wanted to be. He nuzzled her neck, drawing in her scent.

Shegiggled. “Don’t! That tickles” Her own fingers dug lightly into hisribs, trying to give as good
assheqot.

He d never had alover who was playful, and he liked it. It felt good to laugh in the morning,
especialy with abeautiful woman undernesth him. Her smile was enough to melt his heart.

Then the shrill ring of a cdllphone from the other room shattered his concentration. He rested his
forehead againg hers. “Isthat mine or yours?’

“Mine, | think. It'sin the Side pocket of my purse.”

Herolled off her and padded naked into the living room, pulling the irritating eectronic device
from her purse. On hisway back to the bedroom, asecond chirp joined the chorus. So much for their
morning plans. One cal might not signify anything; two could only mean bad news.

Laurel stood wearing a short robe when he walked back into the room. He tossed her the phone
and then stepped back out in the hal to answer his. It wouldn’t do for anyoneto hear her talking in the
background.

“Bane here”

“Good morning, Devlin. Hope you' ve had your first cup of coffee” D.J. sounded irritatingly
chipper.
“Wl,y?!



“Colone Kincade has caled aten o' clock meeting. Thought you’ d appreciate a heads-up. He
didn’'t say what it was about, but we' re assuming it’ s about coverage, with so many of us down right

Therewas no usein taking his sudden bad mood out on D.J. “Thanks. I'll bethere. Call
everybody you can. A show of strength never hurts.”

“Will do.” The phone went dead.

He had dmost two hoursto get to the Center. Maybe they ill had time for that shower. And then
they' d talk.

Hours later, he wasin afoul mood and didn’t give adamn who knew it. While they al stood around
waiting for the meeting, no one had been either brave enough or foolish enough to ask what had him
pacing the small confines of his office. He amost wished someone would; a down-and-dirty brawl would
be just the ticket to blow off the temper that smmered right below his skin.

Thetak he had with Laurdl had not gone as planned. Why that should surprise him, hedidn’t
know. Nothing about her was predictable. Those innocent-looking eyes and sweet smilewerea
disguised stubborn stresk amile wide. She definitely had amind of her own, something he would
normdly admirein aperson, but it was damn inconvenient at times.

What he couldn’t figure out was where he' d gone wrong. Y esterday, when he had planned his
strategy, his arguments about why they shouldn't see each other anymore made perfect sense. From the
gart, they had both known there was no future for them. He was more than three times her age, even if
no one could tell by looking a him. Hewasn't redly human any longer and would become less so astime
went on. Then there wasthe little matter of someone wanting to kill him. If hisunknown assailant grew
more desperate, anyone near Devlin could be caught in the fallout. He hadn’t shared that particular point,
instead reminding her that his calling was a dangerous one and that hisluck could run out any day.

He' d even told her that she deserved better than aman who lived to kill, athough the very thought
of someone ese sharing her life or her bed made him want to punch something.

She' d camly responded with afew points of her own. Seeing him outside of work was aclear
violation of anormd patient-doctor relationship. Any emotiond attachment she might develop for him
could very easlly cloud her professional judgment. Besides, if any of the Regentswho ruled over both
Ordnance and Research found out that she was seeing Devlin, her job would be in serious jeopardy.
Certainly, they would make sure that she never saw him again.

And athough she didn’t say the words, thelook in her dark eyes madeit clear that she was
worried about the possihility that shewould eventualy haveto kill him hersglf.

Yes, it had been dl sologicd. They were both adults who had given in to the temptation of playing
with fire—but the woman knew alittle about strategy and tactics herself. Before he could do the noble
thing and walk out her door, she'd untied the sash of her short robe and let it dide to the floor. HE d
taken her right there on the floor with little gentleness or finesse, but lots of desperate need. It had |eft
them both shattered and till poised on the edge of disaster. There had been no good-byes, no resol ution.

And sdfish bastard that he was, he had no regrets.

Chapter 9

D evlin waited until the last possible minute to enter the meeting room. Maybe it was petty of him, but

he didn't like being at Kincade' s beck and call. He also had asked Trahern, Cullen, and D.J. towalk in
with him. The Paladins al towered over Kincade and Devlin figured he hated that. When the four of them
waked in and stood side by side, it was bound to irritate the man from Ordnance.



That pleased Devlin to no end.

Just as he expected, Kincade stood in the front of the room. He glanced up at them and frowned
before turning his attention back to hiswatch. Devlin gave hisfriendsadight nod, signaling that therr little
display of power was done. The others found seats and waited for Kincade to start. Devlin, however,
leaned againgt the wall near the door, asif he might walk back out any second.

Kincade worked hard to ignore him, dividing histime between staring at the door on the other side
of theroom and hiswatch. A look of pure disgust crossed hisface as he turned his attention back to his
unwilling audience and took his position behind the podium. He stared at them, waiting for the room to
fal slent. Mogt of theloca Paadins and agood number of the reinforcementsignored him until Devlin
cleared histhroat. One by one, the men fell silent, acknowledging Devlin with their eyes before Colond
Kincade. Judging from the expression on hisface, the united gesture had sent the colond’ s blood
pressure soaring.

“I've cdled you herethismorning—"

Before he could finish hislittle speech, the door hel d been watching finaly opened. Devlin had to
laugh. Thelittle bastard had worked so hard to get their attention, and just that easily, it was gone. His
good humor was short-lived when every Handler in the area camefiling in with Dr. Nedl and Laurd in
front. Right then, the only person in the room who looked happy was Colond Kincade. Devlin
straightened up and tried to catch Laurel’ seye.

No dice. Infact, she positioned hersdlf so that she stood facing the other side of the room. Son of
ahitch, what was going on? From the smirk Kincade shot him from across the room, hewasn't going to
likeit onebit.

Kincade tapped the microphone to signal that it wastime to get down to business. “The command
here at Ordnance has expressed some concern over the current mental state of the Paladins under our
commeand.”

“What the hdll isthat supposed to mean?’ The question came from one of the imported Paladins
seated near the back.

“It meansthat each and every one of you will have a condition scan performed within the next
forty-eight hours.” The bastard was clearly enjoying himsdf.

“Like hel!” Trahern roseto hisfeet and stood with his arms crossed over his chest. Severd of the
othersfollowed suit.

The whole Stuation was about to get out of hand. There wasn't aman among them who would
willingly submit to abrain scan on awhim. “Isthis because of Dr. Y oung' s patient turning Other with no
warning?’ Devlin asked.

Kincade ignored him, and Dr. Neal had the good sense to redlize that Colond Kincade was
handling the situation badly. He stepped forward, drawing al the attention to himsdlf. Most of thelocds
knew him to be afair and caring man; he’ d brought most of them back from the edge at |east once.

“Mr. Bane has asked alegitimate question, one that deserves afair answer.” Hiscam voice
carried easily to the back of the room. “Y es, there is some concern because of the incident the other

day.
“That’sanice, sanitized way of looking at it, Doc. Why not call it what it is? Dr. Y oung made the
decision to execute one of us,” Blake said.

Laurd flinched. Damn it, she didn’t have anything to apologize for, Devlin thought. If she hadn’t
put the poor bastard down, someone e se would have. 1t was the way thingswere. They al knew it.

“Hewasn't one of you any longer, Mr. Trahern. He d turned Other, dmost without warning.
WEe vereceived hismedical records. For some reason, he hadn’t had ascan in dmost ayear.” There



was no mistaking the genuineregret in Dr. Nedl’ seyes. “All of usin Research fed that we need basdline
scans on everyone to prevent such atragedy, if we can.”

Devlin wished he could see Laurel’ s expression. This couldn’'t be easy for her. “ Scanswon’t cure
the problem, Dr. Nedl. At best they might give you abit of awarning, but that’sall.”

“That’ strue, Mr. Bane, but we' d like to find out more about why some of you progress so much
faster than others. The last scan on the deceased was normal.” He consulted his clipboard. “In fact, it
was on the low side of normal. There was no reason to think that he was so close to the edge.”

“What happensif we refuse?’

Naturdly Trahern would ask that question. Thetension leve in the room jumped to anew high. If
someone didn’'t step in and take control, the situation would get ugly damn fast. They couldn’t afford to
resort to lash out in violence. Ordnance would bring in the Guard in enough numbersto take them down.
Knowing the colonel, he probably had them on standby out in the hallway. Then Kincade would ensure
that those tests were run, and anyone on the edge—like Trahern—would no longer get the benefit of the
doubt when they revived angry and out of control.

“I'll takethe scan.” Devlin waked to thefront. “ All of uswill.”

Dr. Nea nodded his gpproval. “I’ ve got a schedule printed out here. | would appreciateit if you'd
each pick atime dot before you leave the room.” That they wouldn’t be alowed to leave until they did
went unspoken.

Cullen and D.J. more or less dragged Trahern with them to sgn up right after Devlin. Maybe if the
four of them went together, it would reduce the stress the test alway's caused.

Devlin made hisway to Dr. Ned, who gave him awelcoming smile. “Thank you for your
assistance, Mr. Bane. | have afeding if we'd left it up to Colone Kincade, things might have gotten abit
dicey.”

Devlin didn’t want the man’ sthanks, he wanted his scan over and donewith. “I'mfirst on theligt,
Doctor. Can we get it over with now?’

“Certainly. I'm sure Dr. Y oung will be ableto take you right away. We calibrated the machines
before coming down to Colond Kincade slittle gathering. That’swhy we were late.”

“I’d rather you did thetest, Dr. Nedl.”

He crossed hisfingers and hoped the man wouldn't ask why, since Laurdl was his officiad Handler.
A movement across the room caught his eye. She waswalking out of the room with Trahern, D.J., and
Cullentrailing in her wake. Hisfirst reaction wasjedous anger, but hereded it back in. Asedgy ashe
was feding, he didn’t need to be closed up in that dark little room with Laurd.

God knows how it would affect his readings, and with Colonel Kincade on a crusade to weed out
anyone skating on the edge, he couldn’t afford to take any unnecessary risks. Besides, if hisunknown
assallant was one of the Guard, it was best that he spent aslittle time as possible in Laurdl’ s company,

especidly in public.
Hedrew Dr. Ned’ s attention to the Situation. “ Seems Trahern has decided to cooperate. |
wouldn’t want to crowd him right now.”

“Very well, Mr. Bane. | think you have theright of it. Let’sgoto my lab.”

“Thiscan’'t beright.” Dr. Ned’ svoice carried more than atrace of frustration as he twisted afew dias
and pushed acouple of buttons on the console. “I’ m sorry thisistaking so long, Devlin, but I’ m going to
have to repeat that last series.”

“What' swrong?’ Were his scores that much worse than before?



“Apparently nothing iswrong, at least not with you. We just recalibrated al the machines, but this
one seemsto be a bit off, even though the control test scores are right on the button.”

“Then what' sthe problem?’
“Y our scores don't correlate very well with the scansthat Dr. Y oung ran the other day.”
“So maybe her machineis off.”

“No, we made sure that both machines get the same readings on the control samples.” He paused
to study the printout and then flipped through Devlin's chart and frowning. “I’ll be damned.”

He pushed another button, causing the machine to spew forth another couple feet of paper.
“Y ou'refinished for now, Mr. Bane, but | may need to have you back again. We'll get those eectrodes
off, and then I’ [l show you what has me puzzled.”

Back out in thelab, Devlin leaned over the doctor’ s shoulder to study the last three scanshe'd
done. Once Dr. Ned had them lined up side by side, the pattern became clearer. Normaly aPaladin's
scans showed asteady increase in the brainwaves that rendered them less and less human. In Devlin's
case, the pattern was reversed. The change from the oldest scan to the one Laurel had run was dight, but
definitely toward the better.

But the change in the newest one was drametic, to the point of being unbelievable. Such athing
was unheard of in the long history of Pdadins. Although the ability to track the changeswith scanswasa
relatively recent development, the Regents had kept records of Paladin symptoms and behavior patterns
for centuries. They dl got worse—no exceptions, no reprieves.

“I don’'t know what to make of this, Mr. Bane. I l| have to discussit with Dr. Y oung to learn her
thoughts on the subject. If necessary, I’ ll contact my colleaguesin other parts of the world to seeif they
can shed any light.” He turned to face Devlin. “Have you noticed any changesin how you fed? Areyou
doing anything differently than you used to?’

“No, my lifeis pretty much asit has dways been.” Besdes deeping with hisHandler and
harboring some pretty sirong feglingsfor her.

“Wall, if you think of anything, let me know. Maybe after | scan afew more of the others, I'll be
abletofigureout if it sthemachine or if it' sredly you.” He gathered up dl Devlin’sreadings and shoved
them back in his chart. “Would you send in the next man on your way out?’

“Surething.”

Cullen waswaiting in the hdl. If he was surprised to see Devlin coming out of Dr. Ned’slab
ingtead of Laurd’s, hedidn’'t say s0. 1 assumeit went well since you ' re till walking around.”

“Yeah, sofar. Dr. Ned said to send you onin.” He glanced toward Laurel’ sdoor. “ Any word on
Trahern yet?’

“No, but at least he wasn't fighting her on it. When she said she' d take him first, he went dong
meek asalamb. | swear, that woman must have some serious mojo if she can charm ahard-asslike
Trahern.”

She had some serious maojo, dl right. “1 think I’ Il wait around for awhile.”

“Good idea.” Cullen drew himsdlf up to hisfull height. “Wish me luck, Devlin. I’ d hateto give that
bastard Kincade the satisfaction of finding one of ustoo close to the edge for comfort.”

“Don’'t swest it. If | can passthetest, you can for sure” He dapped hisfriend on the shoulder.
“Stop by my place when you' re done. I’ ve got a couple of cold oneswith your name on them.”

“Will do.
After Cullen disappeared into Dr. Ned’ slab, Devlin sat on anearby bench. A couple of guards



shifted their positions, probably to keep awary eye on him. Aslong as he made no sudden moves,
they’d leave him done.

Hell, they should be smart enough to figure out that he was till fine. If there’ d been any doubt
about his stability, Dr. Nedl would have pulled the plug on him back in thelab. He closed hiseyesand
sretched hislegsout in front of him and tried to get comfortable.

What if those readings turned out to be right and he was becoming more human again? How could
that even be possible? The only changein hislife was his new relationship with Laurdl. What would she
think when Dr. Neal showed her the results? He let his eyes drift closed and settled back to wait for his
friends,

“Blake, | don’t mean to complain, but you' re crushing my wrist.” She managed to get the words out
between clenched teeth.

Heloosened hisgrip alittle, enough so that her circulation could be restored. Normally shewas
careful to keep her professond distance from her patients, especially one as prone to angry outbursts as
Trahern. But ever since he! d checked on Devlin for her, she had found him lessintimidating. Experience
might prove her wrong, but she was determined to give him the benefit of the doubt.

She' d thought Devlin dreaded the brain scan, but his worries were nothing compared to
Trahern’s. He had to know that he was one that Colond Kincade was targeting for close scrutiny. She
wished she could have told the man from Ordnance that he was wrong, that Trahern was stable and
doing fine. The tests were never meant to be aweapon for Ordnance to hold over the heads of the
Paladins, but that was how Kincade was using them.

The other day, when she' d run the scan on Devlin, his scores had improved. She had no proof
that holding his hand hel ped, but she' d been unable to account for the anomay any other way. If it
worked for him, maybe it would for Trahern. She wished she could have seen the expression on hisface
when the lights went down and she'd al but ordered him to hold on to her wrist for the duration of the
scan.

“Tak to me, Mr. Trahern.” If she could keep him focused on something other than the needles
scribbling endless wavy lines on the paper, maybe he would relax abit.

The slence dragged on for severa long seconds. Findly, he stirred dightly and said, “What
about?’

Must shethink of everything?“I don’t know. The wesather, books you' ve read, even your
childhood.”

“I thought you peoplein Research had us all cataloged down to the number of freckles on our
asses” Therewasno humor inhisvoiceat al.

Shetried again. “All right, where did you grow up?’
“On the streets”

If she hadn’t been looking right at him, she would have missed the quick twitch of hislipsthet
indicated he was jerking her chain and enjoying it. That was okay with her. Aslong as Blake
concentrated on thwarting her, hewas't thinking so hard about the scan.

“On the streets where?” She shook her forefinger a him. “1 promise not to go screaming down the
hall shouting your deep, dark secretsto anyonewho'll listen.”

“St. Louis” Hepaused again. “1 grew upin &t. Louis, Missouri. | wastransferred out herewhen |
turned eighteen.”

That was about the longest speech she' d ever heard him make. Certainly the most persond. “Do



you have any family |eft back there?”
“No.”

How could the man make one word sound just like adoor damming in her face? Maybeit was
time shedid thetalking. “I’m from the Midwest, too. My whole family il livesin onetown.”

“Why aren’t you there?’
“Because I’'m here” Two could play the game of cryptic answers.

“Do your parents know what you do for aliving?’ Trahern let go of her arm, seeming more
relaxed.

“They know I'm adoctor and that | do research.” She leaned back in her chair. “My parentslove
me, but they’ [| never understand how | can be happy living so far away. If they had their way, | would be
married with aherd of children by now. Sometimes | think they want grandchildren more than they want
me to be happy.”

Shock had her gitting upright again. She' d never admitted that before, even to hersdlf, and here
she was confessing dl to Blake Trahern. “Forget | said that.”

The machine beeped to signd that the test was done. “Let me take aquick look at the printout
before we disconnect you.”

Just that quickly the silence was heavy with tension as Blake waited to hear the verdict. Shetried
to hurry, but not so fast that she’ d miss something important. Asfar as she could see, his readings were
holding steady—an improvement over hisusud pattern.

She smiled down at her patient and started gently removing the electrodes. “Well, Mr. Trahern, I'll
take readings like these from you anytime. Most are exactly what they were on your last scan; acouple
have even dropped dightly.”

He swung hislegs down off the bed. “Thanks, Doc.”
“You are most welcome. I'll forward the results to Colond Kincade when wefinish running dl the

SCans.

He started out the door. Just before he stepped across the threshold, he turned back. “Y ou know,
sometimes those who are closest to us have the hardest time seeing who weredly are.”

Then he was gone, leaving her wondering who had looked a Blake Trahern and not seen theredl
him.

Devlin opened the door and stood back as half a dozen Paadinsfiled into hisliving room. Most had been
there before and made themselves comfortable on his oversize leasther sofaand chairs. He' d had the
devil’ sown time getting the furniture through the door when he bought it, but it had been worth the effort.
Like most of the Pdladins, he was severd inches over six fedt.

“Beer’sinthefridge, and the pizzas should be herein afew minutes”

He was about to close the door when Trahern appeared on his porch. Devlin hadn’t been
expecting him, since herarely chose to hang out with any of them.

“Blake, comeonin.”

“I can't stay.” He looked past Devlin toward the others. 1 wanted to tell you something. Can you
come outsde for aminute?’

“Sure. Jugt let metdl the otherswhere I’ll be.”” He waked into the living room. “I’m going to
watch for the pizza. Try not to drink &l the beer before | get back.”

Cullen came out of the kitchen carrying atray full of cansand abowl of chips. “1 wouldn’t stay



gonetoo longif | wereyou.”
“Savemeone, at least.”
Hefollowed Trahern a short distance down the street, out of hearing and sight of the others.
“What' sup?’
“| passed my scan. Thought you might want to know.”
“That’ sreal good news, Blake. | bet that'l piss off Kincade.”
“I hope s0.” Trahern smiled but kept his eyes focused over Devlin's shoulder.
“Youdidn't comedl theway herejust to tell methat.” He could have phoned that in.

“I wanted to tell you that I’ ve been watching Dr. Y oung' s condo like you wanted. | don’t know if
it means anything, but | found a pile of cigarette butts behind a Dumpster near her building. If | were
going to stake the place out mysdf, it’sright whereI’d stland.”

“Damnit dl to hell. Doesit look like the bastard has been back?”’
“Difficult totdl. | counted the butts, though. I'll know if he' s added to the collection.”

“Thanksagain, Blake.” Devlin meant it. He d rather take charge of the Stuation himsdlf, but he
wouldn’t risk leading his unknown shadow right back to Laurel’ s doorstep.

“Likel said, I'm not doing it for you.”

Then Trahern was gone. No explanation offered and none asked. He watched his friend disappear
down the sireet just as the pizza ddliveryman pulled into the driveway. Devlin took the stack of boxes
and went back insde to join the others.

The lightsin his office were a shade too bright for comfort. Maybe he should have resisted drinking those
last two beerslast night, but the impromptu gathering had evolved into amagjor celebration. Not one of
the Pdadins had run into problems with the mandatory scans. He didn’t know exactly what Colonel
Kincade had been trying to accomplish, but he' d failed on every count.

Blowing off some tension was worth a headache any day.

D.J. knocked on the doorframe and then entered. He tossed afile down on Devlin' s desk, then
snagged anearby chair and flopped down in it. He closed his eyes and |eaned back.

“Good party last night.”

“How’syour head?’ Devlin rarely took pain medicine, but he pulled some aspirin out of his
drawer and took two with asip of coffee before tossing the bottle into D.J." s lap. “Heads up.”

D.J. opened his eyeslong enough to catch the bottle. After swallowing a couple of the pillsdry, he
st the bottle back on Devlin’sdesk. “ Y ou'll find that report pretty damn interesting.”

“What isit?” Until the aspirin kicked in, hewasn't in any hurry to read much of anything.

“It' sthe results of the tests that my friends at Research ran on those bags we found in the tunnel
the other day.” He opened one eye. “They don’t know what to make of it. If I’m understanding it right,
the dust in those bags shouldn’t be there.”

Devlin was confused. “What' s that supposed to mean? How would they know what those gray
bastards carry in their little bags?’

“They said they didn’'t have enough of the stuff to run every test they wanted to. However, what
they did get had dl those science geeks Sitting up and taking notice. If their results are to be believed, the
dust comesfrom acrysta unknown in our world.”



“ &?l

“Wéll, blue garnets might not exist in our world, but if they did, everyone and their brother would
be fighting to control the market on them.”

Devlin' s headache was getting worse. “What would they be good for?’

“They weren't completely sure. They want usto bring them abigger sample. | suggested if they
wanted to import stuff from acrossthe barrier, they should set up business down in thetunnels. You
know, one free pass above ground for abag of pretty blue rocks.”

The niggling feding was back, that he’ d missed something important. Devlin decided D.J. had the
right idea and leaned back and propped hisfeet up on hisdesk. Maybe if he closed hiseyesand let his
mind wander, it would finaly cometo him.

The two of them sat in companionable slence for severd minutes while they waited for the aspirin
to kick in. Sowly, the steady pounding diminished.

The blue crystals had something to do with the Others. They had to be vauable, because a handful
of Guardsmen hadn’t been killed for no good reason. The bags had been dit open and the contents
taken. Why take the time, when each passing minute might have meant discovery? Because the bags
carried the stench of the Others world? The stones did, aswell, but they had vaue. And the stones
would be easier to hide without the bulk of the bags.

So someone knew about the stones and had made some arrangements to get them. But how? The
Otherswouldn't be giving the stuff away for nothing, either.

That’ swhen it hit him. He thought back to hisfird trip into the tunnels after herevived, when he'd
fought and killed the two maes. One of them had claimed to have dready paid. They must have thought
they were paying their way across with the blue stones. Son of a bitch—who had the clout to set up a
ded likethat?

It had to be either Research or Ordnance. The Paladins wouldn’t betray their own kind that way.
They’ d spent too many years and too many lives holding the line againgt the ongoing invasion.

Thiswastoo big to keep to himsalf, and it was obvious that he couldn’t handle it through normal
channels. Until he and the others could figure out who could be trusted, they’ d have to do thison their
own.

Firg thingsfirst. He dropped hisfeet back to the floor with athud, startling D.J. back to
consciousness. “D.J,, tell Cullen and the others to meet me here this afternoon. Keep it casud. | don’t
want to raise any red flagsif we can avoid it.”

D.J. leaned closer. “Y ou' vefigured it out, haven't you?’
“I’ve got someidess, but | want to keep thisquiet aslong as possible.”
“Okay, I'll let them know.”

Judging by the energetic bounceto D.J.’ swalk, either the aspirin had cured his headache or the
chalenge of aproblem to be solved had given him anew surge of energy. Devlin felt atwinge of envy.
Héll, hedidn’t need dl of thisto break loose now. He had enough on his plate watching his back and
trying to keep Laurd safe.

He had no proof, but he' d bet his favorite sword that it was al connected somehow. Whoever
wanted the stones also wanted him dead. The chain of events was too close together for it to be
otherwise.

He glanced at the clock. If he hurried, he would be able to check on Laurd and ill have timeto
study Research’ s report on the blue stones. Considering how she' d stared right through him at the
mesting on the previous day, hewasn't a al sure about hiswelcome. But hewouldn’t be ableto



concentrate on anything until he knew she’ d madeit to work safely. A phone cal would be more
efficient, but seeing her in person would be far more satisfying.

His headache dl but forgotten, he headed out, figuring he could come up with aplausible excuse
aong theway.

“So you'retdling methat they’ ve finally figured out away to beet thetest.” Colond Kincade glared
acrossthetableat Laurd, asif it were her fault that all of the Paladins had passed their scanswith flying
colors. Even Trahern.

“No, that’snot what | said.” Shewastired of hisbdligerent attitude and obnoxious persondity.
“What we said,” nodding in Dr. Nedl’ sdirection for emphasisthat shewas not donein this, “isthat the
scans revedled agreat deal of stability across the board. Some had progressed toward the higher-end
readings, but none had crossed theline.”

Dr. Nedl shuffled through astack of papersuntil he found the ones he wanted. “We dso
recdibrated the machines, both before the tests and in between patients, aswell. The control readings
were right on the mark. I've made you a copy of our report.”

He shoved a hefty stack of papers across the table toward the colonel, who predictably ignored it.
Dr. Nedl smiled but said nothing.

That |€ft it up to her to throw down the gauntlet. “I must say that | find your reaction to our
findingsto beabit odd, Colond. I would think that you' d be relieved to know that your fighting forceis
ready and able to face the continuing threet of invasion. Instead, you seem a bit disgppointed.”

Maybe she shouldn’t provoke the man, but the whole mess had her teeth on edge. That, and not
knowing where Devlin was or what he was thinking. Everything felt digointed. Y esterday she woke up
happily snuggled next to her new lover, only to have him ruin the mood. She should have known that he
would equate talking with lecturing and giving orders. Well, she' d shown him when she—

“Dr. Young, what do you think?’

Dr. Ned’ squiet voice yanked her back into the conference, away from the memories of what she
and Devlin had done on her living room floor. Fortunately, he repested the rest of the conversation.

“Colond Kincadethinks, and | tentatively agree, that we should set up aregular schedule of scans
for dl of the Paladins. In the past, we ve only done them when there was cause for concern.” He gave
Laurel asdelong look. “For example, the scan you ran on Mr. Bane when it took so long for him to
come back from hislast death.”

She stared a her hands, examining the ideafrom severd different angles. Her persona didike for
the man from Ordnance was not alegitimate reason to rgect his suggestion.

“Onthe surface, I’ d have to agree that the ideamay have some merit. It would al depend on what
we would be using the datafor. These men aready fed threatened by the test, which we can adl certainly
understand.” Well, at least she could. “If we are using the scans as ameansto better understand the
developmenta process a Paladin goesthrough over time, fine.”

She fixed her gaze on the colond. “But if you' re going to hold the tests over their headsasa
threat, | will not be aparty to such amisuse of apatient’s medical care”

Kincade s eyebrows snapped together and hisface turned an interesting shade of red. But before
he could explode, a guard knocked and then stuck his head into the room.

“I’'m sorry to interrupt, Dr. Y oung, but you have a phone cdll. She said it wasimportant.”

The opportunity to escape could not have been better timed. “ Gentlemen, if you'll excuse me.”
She followed the guard down the hall to the front desk.



He resumed his position againgt thewall, giving her theilluson of privacy. Who would be caling
her at work? Her mother would be morelikely to cdl Laure’ s cellphone. But maybe not if it wasan
emergency. Her pulse quickened as she reached for the phone.

“ThisisDr. Young.”

“Meet mefor lunch in ten minutes. Same place as before.” The phone went dead as soon as
Devlinfinished talking.

She gritted her teeth. These men and their dictatorid attitudes. Couldn’t he have a |east waited for
her answer? Instead, she was left standing there having to pretend to carry on a conversation with an
imaginary caller, awoman a that. Who had he coerced into caling for him, to keep the guard from
recognizing hisvoice?

“Y es, thank you for the heads-up call. I'll take care of it.” She set the phone back initscradle as
she smiled her thanksto the guard. “I’ll beleaving the building for acouple of hours. Thanksfor coming
to get me.”

“Y ou' re welcome, Doctor.”

Shereturned to her lab to hang up her lab coat and get her purse. Each step of the way, she
debated whether she would follow Devlin’ srather abrupt orders. If he needed her, al he had to do was
ask. No doubt he wanted to keep the conversation short to ensure that no one guessed that she was
talking to him and not some anonymous woman, but that didn’t excuse his rudeness.

So she'd meet him for lunch, but he was going to get an earful about smple good manners.

She signed out, leaving her expected return time blank since she had no idea how long she'd be
with Devlin. If anyone else needed her, they could call her cell. She dipped out the back to lessen the
chance of anyone taking note of where she was headed.

The sun was shining brightly, bathing the city with warmth. It felt good to be breathing fresh air and
enjoying the sunshine. Too bad Devlin had given her such short notice. Otherwise, she would have taken
amore indirect route to the restaurant just for the sheer pleasure of it.

She would like to think that he’ d wanted her to join him for lunch because he missed her. No
doubt he had questions about the scans or some other Paladin business he wanted to discuss with her
away from the prying eyes and ears of Ordnance and the othersin Research. She' d help him if she could,
but not if it meant compromising her integrity asadoctor.

Before opening the door to the restaurant, she paused to take a casual ook up and down the
street. The coast appeared to be clear. When aman opened the door of the restaurant on hisway out,
shedippedingde.

It took a second or two to adjust to the dim light, but she spotted Devlin dmost immediately at the
sametable they’ d shared before. From another man, she might have thought he picked it out for
sentimental reasons. But Devlin had no doubt chosen it because it was tucked in an out-of -the-way
corner, yet gave him aclear view of the door.

Her heart jJumped when his eyes met hers, making her wish they were someplace awhole lot more
private. She wound through the clutter of tables and chairs to where her lover waited. The thought thrilled
her, and she stood beside the table until he got up and let her didein next to him.

Helad hisarm dong the back of the booth, pulling her closeto the heet of hisbody. Her lecture
on manners scattered to the winds when she realized he was about to kiss her, and she met him hafway.
Histongue did into her mouth amost ingtantly as his hand anchored the back of her head at just the right
anglefor himtokissher.

She grabbed on to the front of hisflannd shirt and held on for dear life ashistongue did in and out
of her mouth, making her want to pull him on top of her and finish what they’ d started. Unfortunately,



someone next to their table cleared histhroat, reminding them both that thiswas hardly the place for this.

Her face flamed bright red as Devlin pulled away, his green eyes sparkling with heat aimed directly
at her. It was al she could do not to dink down under the table in embarrassment, but Devlin kept her
anchored at his side as he turned to deal with their waiter.

“WE Il havetwo dark ales and two smdll pizzas. one veggie with artichokes and one with the
works.” He gave Laurd ady grin. “And you' d better hold the onions.”

Thewaiter laughed as he quickly headed toward the kitchen. Considering how close she cameto
tossing her glass of water & him or Devlin, it was awise move on his part.

Chapter 10

H eknew he shouldn’'t have kissed her like that, but it would have taken afar stronger man than he
wasto resst. She tasted sweet, with ahint of hot temper thrown in for spice. Heliked it. It didn’t teke a
genius, though, to figure out that the good doctor wasn't particularly happy with him right now. She
definitely hadn’t gppreciated his abrupt phone cal. But if she wanted flowery words and fancy manners,
she' d picked the wrong man for alover.

He gave her hair aplayful tug. “ So how pissed are you?’

Her eyes narrowed. The dark circles under them reminded him that the past few days hadn’t been
easy for her, either. Maybe he was a sdfish bastard, but he couldn’t regret anything that had happened
between them.

“Next time, ask meif you want something; you'll find | don’t respond well to orders. Try this
again, and you'll st here until hell freezes over waiting for meto show up.”

She scooted over to the far side of the booth to put some distance between them. Devlin laughed
as he hauled her right back to his side and kissed her again. Slowly, her resistance melted. She leaned
againg him, content for the moment to let him hold her.

“Now that we have that out of the way, why did you order me down here on such short notice?’
“Do | need areason?’

“Y es, you do, especialy when you called me away from ameeting with my boss and your Colonel
Kincade”

That caught his atention. “What did that bastard Kincade want? He can’t be happy that we al
passed your damn tests.” If he sounded bitter, too bad.

“They aren’'t ‘my’ tests, Devlin. And besides, how did you know that everyone passed?” The
temper was back in her eyes.

“Don’'t worry, Doc. Wedidn't hack into your medicd files.” Although now that he thought about
it, it wasn't abad idea. D.J. could do it without leaving any trail. “Most of the locals and afew of the
imports showed up a my place yesterday for pizzaand beer. It won't come as a surprise that the subject
of mandatory scanswas atopic of interest to al of us.”

“Hmmm. Sounds like you guys had way more fun than | had. | was at the lab until the wee hours,
scoring the scans and dictating reports.” She eased her head back against his arm and closed her eyes. “I
am o looking forward to going home tonight.”

Hewished like hell that he was going to be there waiting for her, but that wouldn't be wise. Even
now he didn’t have much time before he needed to be back at the Center to talk to the others. If that
waliter didn’t hurry up with their order, they’ d have to have it boxed up to go. He caught the man’s eye,
and the waiter signaled that their food was on the way.

“So about Colond Kincade...”



Laurel sghed. “He wants mandatory scans on a predetermined schedule. No decision had been
madewhen | |eft.”

Damn, he' d been afraid of something likethat. “ Do you think he'll get hisway?’

“I don't know. Testing has always been up to Research, not Ordnance, but the man is being pretty
ingstent. After what happened the other day, the Regents may giveinto him. | know you dl hatethe
scans and the tests, but if we can determine what it is about your physiology that brings you back from
such horrific wounds, maybe we can learn to control the bad effectsit has on Paladinslong term.”

“We ve done finefor centurieswithout it.”

She had the nerve to laugh. “Who would have thought that abig, tough guy like you would be
such agtick in the mud? Just because something has dways been done oneway, it doesn't mean that's
the only way or even the best way. What if we found out away to improve the readings on your scans,
somehow dowing down the process? Wouldn't that be worth suffering through afew extratests?’

Maybe. But what if their scoresimproved, but they still turned Other with no warning? And hadn't
Dr. Ned said that Devlin’s own scan readings were lower than before?

“Did Dr. Ned mention anything about my scan results?’

“No, we barely had time to caculate the results on the ones we each ran, without exchanging
reports. | was going to look over al the reportsthis afternoon. What did he say to you?’

“He mentioned a couple of the readings stuck out, that they’ d dropped lower from the scan you
did the other day.”

Before she could respond, the waiter appeared with alarge tray balanced on his shoulder. He set
their food on the table and for afew minutes, they concentrated on their medl.

Devlin practicaly inhaled al hispizza, aswell asapiece of Laurd’s. He wished that they had time
to wander back down to the waterfront again, afterward, but they both had pressing business to seeto.

“Thanksfor coming.”
“You dill haven't told mewhy you caled.” She wiped her mouth with her napkin and set it down.

“I wanted to make sure you were dl right.” He' d arranged to have Trahern follow her to the
restaurant and back to seeif anyone showed too much interest in her activities. He knew he could
depend on Trahern to protect her, but it would be along wait until he got acdl saying she' d arrived back
at thelab safe and sound.

“|sthere areason to think | wouldn't be?’

How much should hetell her? Enough to make her careful, without sending her screaming back to
headquartersto raise the darm. His Handler was no weskling, but she wanted to see only the best in
people. The fact that she thought Pal adins were redeemable showed how innocent she redly was.

Hedid aquick check of the patronsin the restaurant to make sure there were no familiar faces.
“There sbeen alot going on recently that doesn’t add up. We' re trying to get ahandle on the Situation,
but we ve got way more questions than answers a this point.”

“Questions about what? I’ ve dready explained about the scans.”

“No, not about your end of things. There' s been some weird shit going on at our end. It's
probably nothing, but it has us being extra cautious.”

Like not trusting any of the guards or Kincade or even Research. Until they knew who was
dedling with the Others, everyone was suspect, except for the Pd adins and the woman sitting next to him.

“You'renot tdling me everything.” 1t wasn't aquestion.
He shrugged. Hiswoman had atendency to tilt a windmills. If she thought for one minute that



someone within the organization was corrupt, shewouldn’t rest until she raised the alarm. Once that
happened, he might aswell paint atarget on her back. “No, I’m not.”

She stared into his eyes, trying to ferret out his secrets. “Promise me you' |l tell me when you can.”

When he nodded, she surprised him by reaching up for akiss. The spice of temper had been
replaced by oregano and dark ae, but the passion was gill the same. Hot and sweet and addicting. She
was playing with fire, and they both knew it. Findly, one of them showed the good sense to bresk it off.
He was pretty surethat it hadn’t been him.

“I’ve got to get back to thelab.” Her lips were swollen and too damn inviting.
“We should leave separately.” Although she wouldn't be done, but he didn’t tell her that.

“Will | seeyou later?” There was ashadow to her dark eyes, because she dready knew the
ansver.

1] NO.”
She pasted on a bright smile. “Well, then, this has been pleasant, Mr. Bane. Thank you for lunch.”

Hedid out of the booth to et her out, wishing like hell that he didn’t have to. She had obligations,
and so did hefor that matter. But given half achance, he'd chuck it al for another night spent in her bed.

Laurd must have sensed something about the direction of histhoughts, because she gave him one
of those mysterious womanly smiles—the kind that could bring aman to hisknees. He took ahalf step
back before he realized what he was doing, and her smileturned into abig grin.

“Chicken.” Then thelittle minx patted him on the cheek and sailed past him toward the door.

Asif that weren't enough, she put alittle extrasway in her walk. Hetried to convince himsalf that
infarnessto Laurd, he should chak up their relationship to hot sex and afew laughs and let it go. But
when she gave him one more sweet ook from the door, he knew that wasn't going to happen.

Cursaing under his breath, he yanked his cellphone out of his pocket and hit anumber on his speed
dial. “ She' s out the door. Keep me posted.”

Devlin had cdled for the Paadins he knew the best and trusted. Y ears of fighting together against a
common enemy had made them closer than brothers, each afinely honed weapon againgt the darkness.

Devlin flexed his sword hand, wishing he had a better idea of what they were up againgt. One
rogue would eventualy dip up, and they’ d have him. But if the treachery was deeply ingrained within the
Regents, who knew how far up the chain of command the problem went?

His office door opened and hisfriendsfiled in. Unless Colond Kincade chose that moment to
dropin for oneof his unannounced visits, no one would give adamn if Devlin and hisfriends wanted to
hang out together. They frequently gathered in his office just to shoot the bull.

D.J. plopped down in aconvenient chair and propped his boots up on the edge of Devlin’s desk.
Cullen did Devlin the favor of knocking D.J.’ s feet back down to the floor. Although he appreciated the
gesture, they both knew it wasfutile. D.J. had no respect for his own belongings, much less other
peopl€ s property. His scuffed combat boots would be back to scratching the woodwork within minutes.

Trahern wasthe last one through the door, quietly closing it behind him. Asusud, he sood with
his back to the wal asfar from the others as possible. He wouldn't say much during the meeting, but
when he did speak the otherswould listen. He had aknack for seeing through the bullshit to the heart of
the matter.

D.J. raised hishand like akid wanting the teacher’ s attention. “Want to tell uswhy you dragged us
in here, Dev? 1’ d planned on spending the afternoon doing some research.”



Cullen snorted. “Y ou mean you were going to hack into some other poor bastard’ s security
system, drumming up business for your new program.”

“I prefer to think of it as doing market research.” The innocent expression on D.J.’sfacedidn’t
fool anybody.

Devlin tried not to laugh but failed. “ Sorry, D.J., but you won't have timefor recesstoday. I've
got somedigging | want you to do.”

D.J’ssmileturned predatory. “More on the Guard? | checked out most of the localsand didn’t
see anything. Bunch of fucking Boy Scouts.”

“Expand your search and repest it every day or so. Something is going to show up eventudly.” He
sat down on the edge of his desk and met the gaze of each of hisfriends. These were the men who he
would trust with hislife, and more important, he' d trust them with Laurd’s, aswell.

“You dl know part of what I'm going to tell you, but I’ m going to start at the beginning to bring
you al up to speed.” He closed his eyes briefly to gather histhoughts. “Thelast time | died, human hands
were wielding the sword. That’swhy D.J.’ s been checking out the bank records of the Guard. Someone
had to have a good reason to come after me. Since | don’t know of any reason that one of the Guard
might haveit infor me, I'm assuming money is the motivation. | hope so, because that would give usa
chance of catching him.”

“I'll rerun everything when we' re done here.” D.J. started to put his feet back up on the desk, but
aglarefrom Devlin stopped him cold. He grinned sheepishly and sat up straighter.

Devlin resumed hisexplanation. 1 haven't actualy seen him, but my gut tells me someone has
been following me, both down in the tunnels and on the streets”

These men wouldn't question hisrelying on agut feding. None of them had survived thislong
without having ahighly developed surviva indinct.

Cullen spokefor dl of them. “ That takes bdls. The stupid bastard has to know that he'sawalking
dead man. Any one of uswould lovethe privilege of gutting him with adull blade for what he' s pulled.”

“That’' swhy | figure there must be some serious money behind the attack. They would haveto
make it worth the risk. But there’ s more to this than someone being pissed a me. D.J. got the test results
back from hisfriend in Research this morning. Those bags we found had traces of blue dust in them.
Seemsthe stuff had to come from across the barrier because there' s nothing like it on Earth.”

“Yeah,” D.J. agreed. “He couldn’t do afull andysiswith the smal amount of the stuff he could
collect from the bags. He seemed to think it came from some kind of garnet, except they aren’t bluein
our world. | don’t know yet what they’ d be good for. We |l need more than dust to figure that out.”

Restless, Devlin paced across to hisweapon wal and back. “ Something has been bothering me
sncewe found those bags, and | finaly figured out what it was. My first time back in the tunnels, |
cornered apair of males up near the surface. They seemed damned surprised to have to fight. The older
one even asked me why | wasthere, because they’d *dready paid.” Someoneistelling the Othersthat
they get afree passto the surfaceif they cough up ahedlthy bribe. Then the sick bastard turns usloose to
mop up hismess. No wonder they’ ve been coming acrossin such big numberslady.”

Thetenson leve in the room was climbing by the minute. Paladins weren't aways likesble men,
but to the last man, they were men of honor. To betray the safety of the entireworld for profit was
unthinkable. Whoever was operating behind the scenes had alot to answer for.

“Right now the readings are stable, but Mount St. Helens has been venting steam and ash pretty
frequently. Next timeit looks asif she sgoing criticd, | want us down in the tunnelslong before she
blows to catch whoever killed those guards and dit the bags, before he has a chanceto do it again.”

“Do you think he’ sthe same one who has been following you?” asked Cullen.



“No way to know for sure, but it makes sense. It strikes me that the one doing the dirty work is
getting paid for hiswillingnessto kill, not for his brains. Someone eseis doing the thinking for him.” He
crossed hisarms over his chest.

“So, what are we going to do about it?’ Cullen’ s eyes narrowed, and his smile was grim. “Besides
kill the son of abitch.”

“I want him deed, too, but we need information more.” Devlin held up one hand and began ticking
off items. “Firgt we need to find the money trail, because that’ swhere we' Il find the most answers.
Secondly | want to find some of those blue stones to test. Once we know what they are good for, we'll
have a better idea of who wantsthem so badly. Findly | want to get my hands on the little rat bastard
who' s after me.”

He glanced at Trahern in the back. He d had no intention of bringing up Laurd!, yet it was hisfault
that she wasinvolved. She wouldn't appreciate having her name linked with his, though, not in front of
the other Paladins.

Trahern understood what he was asking and shrugged. “ So, do you want meto tell them the rest
or do youwant to do it?’

No, goddamn it, he didn’t. “Maybe you’ d better, snce you' re the one who found the evidence.
I"ll fill any holeswhen you' re done.”

Cullen and D.J. twisted around to look at Trahern. “The rest of what?’
“Someone has been spying on Dr. Y oung.”
“How do you know?’

“I found apile of cigarette butts behind a Dumpster. The spot gives you the perfect view of the
front door of her place.” Trahern’slight-colored eyes darkened to the color of sword sted. 1 found
some of the same brand on the other side of the street, by one of those bus stop benches—too many
butts for someone waiting for abusthat runs every haf an hour.”

Cullen went right for the heart of the matter. “ And you just happened to be hanging around her
place because why?’

Trahern kept hiseyes on Devlin, hisexpression carefully blank. “The day she pulled the plug on
that Paladin, Devlin went to her place to see how she was handling it. We think he was followed. Now,
maybe some poor homeless SOB deeps there every night and the cigarettes belong to him, but we doubt
it. Devlin and | both think the guy isredly after Devlin and hopesto catch him coming out of Dr. Young's
place”

Cullen swung his attention back to Devlin. “Y ou’ ve gone back to her place? How many times?’

Devlin bit back the urge to curse loud and long. Cullen had managed to convey severa levels of
questionsin those few words, the answers to which were none of his damn business.

“That doesn’t matter. She doesn’t deserve to be collateral damage just because she knows me.”
“So what do we do next?’

“We can’t do much about the blue stones until the pressure builds up on the barrier again. The
way it’'sbeen flickering lately, that could be any minute. Asfar asmy own problem, Trahernand | plan
on leading the sneaky little bastard on amerry chase.”

D.J. sat up like ahunting dog on point. “And what about Doc Y oung? I’ d be glad to keep her
safe. Hell, if she does't mind you sniffing around, maybe she' d let me console her, t0o.”

Devlin’stemper flashed hot and furious. He hauled D.J. up out of his chair by his shirt and put dl
his strength into a punch straight to hisfriend’ sgut. “SHOW HER RESPECT OR I'LL KICK YOUR
WORTHLESS ASS OFF THE NEAREST PIER.” Then he shoved D.J. back, who dropped to the



floor in apuddle of pain.
He stepped back to look at Cullen. “ Any questions you want answered?’
“Ah, that would be no.”

Trahern’ slaugh sounded rusty as he held up his handsin mock surrender. “Y ou' ve dready given
me that particular lecture.”

“Okay, back to businessthen. | haven't told Dr. Y oung about our concerns, because every
thought she has runs across her face like afucking billboard. If wetold her to be careful around the
Guard, she'd get dl twitchy around them and warn the bastard off. And | can’'t Start showing up to carry
her books home every night like alovesick schoolboy without causing al kinds of complications.”

“So where does that leave us?’ D.J. had managed to Sit up, hiswords ragged with pain.

“As much as possible, she should have an escort. She just won't know it.” Devlin offered D.J. a
peace offering with ahand up off thefloor. “1 figure we can take turns, working in pairs. Trahern will
stake out her place late this afternoon. I’ll trail her home. Y ou two can do the same tomorrow.”

“Fineby me” Trahern said. “And if you don’t mind, I’'m going to cal in acouple favorsfrom
someone to see what he can find out.”

Devlin frowned. “Y ou're sure you can trust him?”
“With my life” Trahern met his gaze head on and didn't blink.
“That' s good enough for me.”

“Okay. If you don’'t need me for anything else, I'm out of here.” Trahern disappeared out the door
with D.J. hobbling after him, still rubbing his somach.

Cullen hung back until they were both gone,

“What?’ Devlin knew he sounded belligerent, but Cullen was used toit.

“I’'mthinking Doc Y oung isn't your usud type.”

“What the hell isthat supposed to mean? | wasn't aware | had atype.” He prepared to punch
another friend.

“We usudly limit our choice of women to those who' ve been around the block atime or two and
don’t expect more than agood time, especially in bed. Laurd Young isn't like that. She’ stoo good for
thelikesof us”

Devlin knew that and even agreed with it, but that didn’t mean he appreciated Cullen shoving it in
hisface. “Keep your opinionsto yourself.” He widened his stance. “What' s between her and meisn't up
for discusson, not even with you. Maybe especidly with you.”

What Cullen lacked in size, he more than made up for in sheer cussednesswhen it cameto
fighting. They’ d sparred together before, but never got down and dirty enough to hurt each other. Devlin
had afedling that was about to change.

Cullen backed away to give himsdlf room to maneuver. “That’ s bullshit, Devlin, and you know it.
Y ou get in her pants, and she’ sgoing to be hearing wedding bells and dreaming about little babieswith
your ugly face”

“Shut up, Cullen. Y ou don’t know what you' re talking about.” Hisface flushed hot.
Hisfriend’ sjaw dropped. “ Oh hell, you two have dready done the dirty.”

That didit. Devlin'sleft fist shut Cullen’s mouth for him, sending him stumbling back afew steps.
Devlin followed, but before he could land a knockout punch, Cullen got in afew good licks of hisown.
The little bastard was as dippery as a snake, combining martial arts with down-and-dirty street fighting. It



didn't take long before Devlin had blood streaming down his face from a cut above hisright eye. Cullen
wasn't faring much better, but he was ill dancing from onefoot to the other.

“Come on, you can do better than that.”

Devlin charged, sending Cullen crashing into achair that cracked and splintered under the impact
of the two men. They both went down onto the floor, taking alamp and asmall table with them. When
Devlin got Cullen pinned and was about to pound him into the floorboards, something that felt
suspicioudy like the tattered remains of his conscience stayed his hand.

Breathing heavily, herolled to the side and tried to bring his temper and pulse back under control.
Cullen lay where he was for afew seconds and then dowly sat up.

“Got it bad, huh?’ He grinned and wiped adribble of blood off his mouth with his deeve, then
checked to seeif histeeth wereloose.

Thistime Devlin didn’t bother to deny it. “ She' sgot metied up in knots that would make asailor
proud, but I don’t want to talk about it. It's going nowhere and we both know it.”

“Fair enough. Well, I’ve got to go help D.J. with hishacking.”

Devlin dowly climbed to hisfeet, wincing when acouple of bruised ribs protested. At least they
didn’'t fed cracked. He laughed when Cullen spat out astring of colorful curses ashetried to move
dowly enough to avoid pain. It didn’t work.

“While you two are playing cybergames, see how hard it isto get into our medical files without
leaving atral.”

Thefight aready forgotten, Cullen smiled. “Y ou forget who you' re talking to. | have amodest
talent for diding in and out of tight places online, but D.J. isafucking genius. Do you want anything in
paticular?’

“No, I just want to know if we can doit. Colond Kincade can’'t be happy about our scansand |
wouldn’t put it past him to try to ater afew. Might pay to keep an eye on them.” He dropped his voice.
“Especidly Trahern's”

“Will do. Take care, Devlin. And let me know if there sanything | can do to help.” Helimped to
the door. Just before he | eft the room, he looked back, his eyesfull of sympathy. “1 think I’m jealous, you
lucky bastard. Keep her safe. And if you hurt her, we' Il pick up where we just |eft off.”

“Fair enough.” If the Stuation were reversed, he' d bethefirst inlineto start swinging hisfists.

Helooked at his desk and the stack of paperwork piled on the corner. Then there were al the
e-mails he needed to answer. Rather than ded with either one, he decided he had timeto check in on
Lonzo beforeit wastime for Laurd to leave work. Besides, it gave him alegitimate reason to bein the
area. Satisfied with his plan, he walked out and |ocked the door behind him.

He had to do something and soon. Every time the phone rang, he about jumped out of hisskin. The man
had been patient up until this point, but he wouldn’t stay that way for long. He hadn’t mentioned a
deadline, but no one offered that much money for ajob without expecting that it get priority.

Luckily, he'd finally come up with aplan to take down Devlin Bane. If Laurd Y oung were taken
captive, Bane would walk graight into hell to try to save her, evenif it meant thistime when he died, he'd
stay dead.

His cigarette had burned down to astub. He dropped it at hisfeet and then ground it out with the
hed of hisshoe. It was getting too dark to risk lighting another one. Before he could lure his bait out of
her home, he had to take care of onelittle problem. He didn’t know how Trahern had cometo be
standing guard outside of her home, but the last thing he wanted was for that haf-crazy bastard to come



after himwith death in hiseyes.

So, he' d arranged alittle distraction for Trahern. It wouldn’t fool the man for long, but it should
forcehimto reved his current position. Although he couldn’t compete with aPdladin like Trahern, he
was adamn fine shot. Trahern would be unlikely to recover from ahead shot. But evenif he did, he'd be
out of the picture long enough for the rest of the plan to succeed.

He checked hisrifle and sghts. His night gear gave everything an unnatural glow, dlowing himto
pick out far more details than norma eyesight. From his position on the roof acrossthe street from Dr.
Y oung's condo, he had a clear view of every possible approach. His cellphone vibrated, telling him that
the next step in the plan was about to be put in motion. He settled himself comfortably and waited for the
show to Start.

Lord, shewastired. She couldn’'t remember her last good night’ s eep. After locking the door and
throwing the deadbolt, Lauren kicked off her shoes and tossed her purse on the closest chair. She dso
missed Devlin. Of coursg, if he were there, they wouldn’t spend much time deeping, but that wasa
sacrifice she' d be willing to make.

He' d told her that she wouldn’t see him tonight, and she believed both what he said and the regret
in hisgreen eyes. Although she might not be dl that experienced, awoman knew when aman wanted
her. She could till fedl the heet of his gaze when she' d turned back to smile at him.

She padded into the kitchen to pour herself someiced tea. A glass of wine sounded better, but
she dtill had afew thingsto take care of beforeretiring for the night. Dinner was dueto be ddivered in
half an hour or so. Unitil then, she’ d change into her favorite flannel boxers and abaggy T-shirt.

Maybe she’ d put in amovie to watch while she ate, something romantic and sweet.

Back in her living room, she waited for the ddlivery car to arrive. Her mother would be horrified to
learn that Laurel rarely cooked. She knew how, of course. Her mother had seen to that because a
woman was expected to cook for her family. However, working twelve-hour days through medica
school and with longer days and sometimes nights at the lab now, she wasted little free time on household
chores.

The doorbell rang. She checked out the window to make sure she recognized the driver, then
handed him a check in exchange for abag holding severa white boxes. The smdll of soy and garlic had
her somach rumbling in cheerful anticipation.

She set the bag on the counter while she got out a plate and flatware. But before she even had the
boxes out of the bag, the peace and quiet was destroyed by sudden screams and the shriek of sheet
metal crashing against something solid. Adrendine had her running out of her front door toward the
accident before she redlized she’ d even made the decision to do so. She could render first aid until an
ambulance arrived.

From the condition of the small import wedged against the building across the street, she had no
doubt that someone was hurt, maybe several someones. She ran back to her condo to grab the medica
bag in her hdl closet.

It took some quick maneuvering to work her way through the clutter of people. Intent on her god,
shedidn’t notice she was no longer aone. Just as she passed a Dumpster, a big hand reached out to snag
her arm and drag her into the dley. Before she could manage more than an outraged squesk, the hand's
partner clamped down over her mouth.

“Don’t scream, Laurd. I’ sme. Y ou' re needed.”

Devlin's harsh whisper in her ear |eft her limp and shaking. She nodded so that he' d release her,
then she rounded on him, ready to rip into him but good.



“Areyou crazy? Y ou scared me hdf to death! Again!” Then she remembered the accident. “1've
got to get to that car.”

He blocked her way. “1 need you here more.”
“Somebody could be dying out there.”
Devlin looked grim. “I’m sorry, but the ambulance should be there any minute. Trahern can't

walt.
He was right—the sound of srenswas growing louder. “Trahernishurt?1 didn't get acal.”

“You wouldn't have. HE sback hereinthe dley.” Hetook her arm and pulled her aong with him.
“He sbeen shot. Wecan't let him die”

She shoved the car wreck to the back of her mind and concentrated on keeping up with Devlin,
regretting she hadn’t put on shoes before charging out the door. The alley was relatively clean, but rocks
and other objects made walking painful.

When she ssumbled for the second time, Devlin findly redized what the problem was. Without
breaking his stride, he swept her up in hisarms and carried her down to the other end of the alley where
she could see Trahern’ slegs sprawled on the ground behind some boxes. Oh Lord! He wasn't moving.
Fear for him burned like acid. How many more times could he die and come back human?

Not many.

Chapter 11

D evlin sat her down and then flattened one of the boxes for her to knedl on. She dropped to

Trahern’sside, fearing for hislife. A bright splash of blood had stained the entire right Sde of his shirt and
had pooled on the ground next to him. She checked his pulse and was rdlieved to find it was steady. His
eyes blinked open.

“Doc?’ He made afeeble attempt to Sit up.

She put her hands on his shoulders and gently pushed him back. “Y eah, Blake, it sme. Try not to
move until | see how badly you're hurt.”

When shetried to ped up his T-shirt, it stuck in the aready thickening blood. She pulled ascalpel
out of her bag to cut the material away, but it was dow going.

“Devlin, | need your knife.”

A deadly-looking blade appeared in front of her face. “Don’t do anything fancy, Laurel. We need
to move him out of here before any of those cops pulling up out there decide to get curious. We don't
need that kind of trouble.”

“I canwak.” Trahern tried once again to push himself up off the ground.

“Liedill! Movelikethat again and you'relikely to get cut with thisknife. That’s not what you need
right now.”

She managed to cut away enough of the shirt to see the wound more clearly. She generdly treated
Pdadinsfor blade wounds, but a bullet had created this particular one. It had cut adeep groove aong
Blake' s abdomen.

Devlin looked down over her shoulder. “How bad isit?’
“A bad bleeder, but not fatal .”

Grabbing severa packs of gauze squares from her bag, she put together a makeshift pressure
bandage and used surgical tape to secureit in place. Once they had Trahern somewhere more private,
she' d do a better job tending the wound. Right now, both men were tense with the need to get out of the



dley. Shedidn’'t blame them; shewasfedling pretty exposed hersdif.

“That should hold him until we get himinsde.” She pushed hersef to her feet. Devlin was standing
with his back to thewall, anasty-looking gun in his hand. He dways |ooked dangerous, but thiswasthe
firgt time she' d ever seen him with his game face on. It scared her, even knowing he was guarding her
and hiswounded friend.

“Uh, Devlin, we can go.”
Hiseyesflicked in her direction and then down at Trahern. “ Stay here until | check the street.”

The police were till at work on the accident; the last thing they needed to do was carry a
wounded Trahern past them with his shirt in bloody shreds. While Devlin scouted out a safe route, she
did her arm around Trahern’ s shoulders and helped him into a Sitting position. None of the Paadins
showed much reaction to pain, but his face was drenched with sweat and he bit hislip to keep from
maoaning.

She both hated and admired their stoicism. “ Go ahead and curseif it will help, because standing
up isgoing to hurt even worse.”

Hedidn't waste his breath on talking of any kind until she had him up on hisfeet. While she
gathered up her medica supplies, heleaned back againgt the wall with his eyes closed. Judging by his
pallor, nothing but sheer cussedness was keegping him on hisfeet. There wasn't anything she could do
about the blood on the ground, but she moved the cardboard over it to hide it from immediate sight.

“Shall wetry?”

Shewrapped Trahern’sarm around her shoulder and helped him start shuffling down the aley.
They’ d gone no more than ahandful of stepswhen Devlin returned. He immediately took Trahern’ s other
gde

“Almost everyoneis still congregated at the other end. | didn’t mean to be gone so long, but |
wanted to check out the situation about the car while | had a chance. Seemstherewasno oneinit. The
owner ishopping mad, because the police are accusing him of negligence for not setting the parking
brake and leaving the car in neutral. The owner swears he dways sets the brake and that someone had to
have messed with the car. The cops aren't buying his story because the car was locked up tight. Anyone
trying to open the door without the key would have set off an darm.”

Trahern shook his head. “ The wreck was timed to hide the sound of the gunshot.”

“That’swhat I’'m thinking, too.” Devlin angled his body to stand between Trahern and the crowd a
block away. “I can't support you like thiswhile we' re out in the open. If the bastard wants to try another
shot at one of us, | need to be able to move fast.”

Shefdt Trahern shift more of hisweight to her shoulders. “ Sorry, Doc, but it’ syou and me.”
“Comeon, big boy, let’s get acrossthe Street.”

They started forward again, finding their rhythm. Hislong legs took one step for every two of hers,
but they kept at it. Once they reached her side of the street, they turned their backs on the ruckus a short
distance away and made their way up to her place.

Devlin blocked their way. “Why isthe door standing wide open?’

“I probably didn’'t closeit on my way out. When | heard the crash, | ran out and then went back
to grab my medicd bag.”

“Wait here.” Devlin had hisgun in his hand as he disgppeared ingde her home. It didn’t take him
long to check the place out.

“All clear.” He dipped the gun into his bt at the back of his pants and reached for Trahern.
“Where do you want him?’



“The guest bedroom. We can lay him down in there.”

Trahern snarled, “ Quit talking like I’ m not here. Take meinto the bathroom and leave me done.
Oncel get washed up, I'll be out of here.” He frowned a Devlin. “I’ll need something clean to put on.
Walking down the sireet like this might draw some attention.”

Therewas no use in arguing with Trahern. She knew him well enough to know that he wouldn’t
giveinto aninjury that was no worse than thisone. “I’ ve got some extralarge men’s swests that should
fit you. Devlin, while | get them, you make sure he gets that wound cleaned out with antiseptic wash, then
dather it with this.”” She pulled a bottle of Betadine solution and atube of antibiotic ointment out of the
vanity drawer. “ Bandages arein the other sde. Clean towels and washcloths are in the linen closet.”

While the two men handled the necessary first aid, she rooted through her closet to find the swesats
her brother had |eft behind on hislast visit. He wasn't quite as big as Trahern or Devlin, but the soft
fleece would do until Trahern got home.

She handed them to Devlin and then left them aone again. She went into the kitchen to rehest her
dinner. By the time Trahern and Devlin joined her, she had three plates on the table and the food ready.

“Sit down and eat. And before you argue, Blake Trahern, remember thisisyour doctor talking. |
know you are the toughest thing around, but either you eat now, or | cdl the lab and have you picked up
and admitted for observation.” She'd do it, too. The adrendine rush of the crisiswas starting to wear off
and there were questions she wanted answered before she collapsed for the night.

Neither of the men bothered to argue. Devlin took the seat on her right. “Looks like you ordered a
lot of food for one person.”

Lord save her from ajedous man. “The swegts are my brother’s, Devlin, and | happen to like
Chinesefood. | usually order enough for two or three medls. Saves on delivery charges.”

Both men started shoveling the food into their mouths like there was no tomorrow, probably
because they knew the questions were coming and neither one wanted to be the one to answer them.
Shelet them et in Slence, giving hersef time to come at the Situation from severd different angles. What
had just happened?

When the eating dowed down, she set her plate asde and leaned forward. “ All right, gentlemen.
Timefor some answers.”

“Look, I’ve got to go while | can till walk.” Thisfrom Trahern. His color was marginally better,
but the pain showed in the lines bracketing his mouth.

“Not until 1—"

Devlin interrupted. “ Come on, give him abreak. Look, I'll call D.J. He can take Blake home and
keep an eye on him. But while we re waiting for him, you go pack.”

“Pack?What are you talking about?’

But Devlin had turned his back to her as he punched in D.J.’ s phone number. Something was
going on, something neither one of the men wanted to talk about. And whatever their problem was, it
now involved her. After dl, how did Trahern cometo be shot in the dley so close to her home? Then
there was the little matter of Devlin conveniently being there to rescue hisfriend.

Oh, yes, the man had alot to answer for, but it could wait until they were aone.
“Hey, Doc, do you have anything you could give me for the pain? Maybe a couple of aspirin?’

She couldn’t refuse Trahern' s request, but she suspected he was only trying to distract her. “I'll
get somefor you.”

When she returned from the bathroom, the door from the kitchen to the garage was open and
Devlin and Trahern were gone. She listened for a couple of seconds and heard them talking softly out in



the garage asa car pulled into her driveway. Disgusted that she' d fallen for Trahern’sruse, shetook the
aspirin hersdf, figuring that whatever Devlin had to tell her was going to give her aheadache.

To keep hersdlf busy, she cleaned up the remains of their dinner and put the leftoversin the fridge.
She was stuffing the last of the platesin the dishwasher when she heard footstepsin the garage. Once
again, her pulse sped up.

Maybeif she enticed Devlin into her bed, he’ d be in no position to duck her questions. Theidea
pleased her in severa ways, athough she didn’t want to jump him as soon ashewaked in. She'd let him
shut the door firdt.

He camein with adetermined ook in his eye. She stood her ground, resolved to make him come
to her and hoped that she wasn't the only one who couldn’t wait until they got naked. But one look at the
expression on hisface told her he had other plansfor the two of them. He stopped just short of where
she stood.

“Wherée syour suitcase?’
“I don't respond well to orders, Mr. Bane.”
“Look, Laurel, | don’'t havetimefor this. We need to get the hell out of here.”

Hiswords hit her like a gplash of cold water. Nothing much scared aman like Devlin, but there
was extratension in the set of hisjaw.

“Why?What aren’t you telling me?’

Heran his hand through his hair in frustration. “ Trust me enough to dowhat | ask. I'll explain later,
but right now you' re not safe here. Go pack enough clothesfor several days.”

She wasn't about to be run out of her own home without good reason. Crossing her arms over her
chest, she prepared to wait him out. “I’ m not going anywhere until you tell me what’ s going on.”

Devlin crowded closer to her, usng hisheight to try to intimidate her. “Don’t argue, Laurd. Just
doitor I'll pack for you and carry you out of here over my shoulder. Once we' re settled someplace
that' ssafer I'll explain more, but right now thereisn’'t time.”

She had no doubt that he meant every word. “Fine. Be that way.”

As she marched past him to her bedroom, he caught her arm and swung her around to face him.
His mouth, so grim and unhappy, crushed down on hers. The wild flavor of awarrior ready for battle
mixed with the taste of her anger to form avolatile mix. It wouldn’'t take much for it to explode out of
control. She wanted it to; she needed it to. Their tongues tangled and mated, maybe soothing their
tempers but fanning the flames of their passion until they both burned red hot. He lifted her up so that the
curves of her body fit againgt the hard planes of his.

“We don't havetimeto finish this.” Not that he moved to put any distance between them ashe
nuzzled her neck.

“That doesn't seem to matter.” She wanted to climb him or throw him to the floor.
“The sooner you get packed, the sooner we can get naked someplace safe.”

Asbribeswent, it was adandy. She dragged a suitcase out of the back of her closet and opened
it on the bed. She started with underwear, making sure to pick out the laciest ones she owned. Since he
was going to see them, she wanted to |ook good.

In the bathroom she loaded up the basics, figuring she could always come back for anything she
forgot or buy more. There wasn't much she couldn’t live without for afew days.

That |eft clothes. She packed several pairs of basic dacks and the blouses to go with them, clothes
sheworeto work every day. She added some jeans and three sweatshirts, her hands shaking enough to



meakeit difficult to fold things nestly.

After onelast look around, shetucked in two pairs of shoesand alittle jewdry. Finaly she was
ready, although it took acouple of triesto get the suitcase closed. She pulled up the handle and rolled the
suitcase behind her into the living room. The drapes had been drawn and Devlin was standing at the edge
of the window, staring out into the now-dark Sesttle night.

“I'm ready. Where are we going?’

“My placefor the night. After that, we'll be better able to make our plans.”

She picked her keys up from the counter. “ Do you want to drive or do you want meto?’
Hehdd out hishand. “I will, just in case.”

A flock of butterfliestook up residencein her ssomach. “In case of what?’

He offered her the comfort of histouch. “In case the bastard who killed me once and shot Trahern
isdill waiting out there.”

Goose bumps sent chills up and down her body. “Is he after me, too?

“I think he wants to use you to get to me, because I’m hard to corner.” Devlin picked up her
suitcase. “Maybe hefiguresif he threatensyou, I’ d walk into atrap bare-ass naked with my hands up.”

“And would you do that?’ she asked, even though she already knew the answer.

“Inaminute and with asmile on my face.” Then he planted aquick kisson her cheek to lighten the
moment.

Shefollowed him out to the garage, feding sick. If his stalker succeeded in killing Devlin, he' d
make sure Devlin stayed dead thistime. He'd have to, or e se spend the rest of hisliferunning like hell
with Trahern and the otherson histrail.

She climbed into the passenger seat of her car and buckled up as Devlin drove out into the night.
Asthe door of the garage dowly closed, she looked back and fdlt asif it was closng on her life, aswell.

“Son of abitch!”

He was tempted to take a shot at the car asit backed out of the garage, but policemen were
canvassing the neighborhood, looking for witnessesto the car accident.

Hewasn't worried about that. When he' d paid that punk to release the brakes and put the car in
neutral, he' d been wearing different clothes and a hat pulled down low over hisface. His own mother
would have had adifficult time recognizing him. He'd come that damn close to grabbing Laurd Y oung
andfailed.

Hekicked atrashcan and sent it flying acrossthe dley. He should have known that Devlin Bane
wouldn't trust Trahern to watch hiswoman for him. No sooner had he pulled the trigger than Bane came
out of cover to check on hisfriend.

That should have kept Bane occupied long enough to dlow timeto kidnap Dr. Y oung. Instead,
she’ d managed to walk right into Bane' swaiting arms. Now he d haveto go to all the trouble of tracking
her down again. Chances werethat it would be days before the canny Paadin let her within spitting
distance of her condo again. And she' d be surrounded by a bunch of his cutthroat friends the whole time.

So he' d have to find some way to catch her donein her lab. Y eah, that could work. But time was
running out. If he didn’t succeed soon, he’ d have no choice but to make arun for it.

He d haveto leave Seettle one way or the other, but he' d prefer to leave with anice chunk of
change stashed away to keep him in good wine and pretty women for decades to come. With that
thought in mind, he headed back home to make plans and pray that something would go right for once.



Devlin kept awary eye on the rearview mirror as Laurel’ s condo disappeared behind them. He had
complete confidence that he could evade anyone following their car, but they were ill vulnerableto
gunshots. Asthey put more distance between themsel ves and the danger behind him, his muscles started
torelax.

“Areyou dl right?’ His superior vison let him seefar more clearly in thedim light of the car than a
normal human could. Laurdl had leaned back against the headrest and closed her eyes.

She managed asmall smile. “Yeah, I’'m okay.”

“I want to drive around for afew more minutes to make sure we haven't picked up atail, but
we're not far from my place.”

“Good, because I’ m ready for today to be over.” She reached over to lay her hand on hisarm.
“Almost ready.”

The heat of her touch did through him like a benediction. Oh yeah, he liked the way thiswoman
thought. He accelerated to make the light ahead and then made an abrupt left turn. If anyone was after
them, he would have to wait until the light changed again to follow them. Halfway down the block, he cut
through a parking lot to change direction. He stopped between two cars parked near the exit to make
sure no one was paying undue attention to their activities.

The coast was clear. He drove out of the lot and headed for his place. They should beinsde and
out of sight within minutes. He headed east and pulled into his driveway a short time | ater.

Laurel looked more dert, taking in dl the details she could. “We re dmost neighbors.”
“Yeah, asacrow flies, it'sno more than amileto your place.”

He parked her car next to his vintage Porsche. After retrieving her suitcase from the trunk, he led
the way into the house. What would Laurel think of the place? He was betting she' d like it fine. He spent
too much of hislife underground, but coming home to a spectacular view of Puget Sound and the
Olympic Mountains to the west went along way toward making up for it. A six-foot-high cedar fence
kept hissmall backyard safe from the prying eyes of neighbors. Like most of the Paladins, he valued his
privacy.

He carried her suitcase down the hall to his bedroom. He supposed he could offer her the
guest-room, but he didn’t believe in playing games. There was nothing he wanted more at that moment
than Laurel Y oung in his bed.

When he returned to the living room, she was standing out on the deck, staring down at the lights
reflected on the water in the distance. He walked up behind her and did hisarms around her waist and
cradled her back againgt his chest. The scent of her skin and hair had an immediate and predictable effect

on hisbody.
“Beautiful view.”
“I likeit.” Herested hischin on her head. “It’' sdways different.”
“Areyou going to tell mewhat al of thisisabout now?’

“I said | would.” He nuzzled her neck and then traced the shape of her ear with thetip of his
tongue. “ Afterward.”

She arched her neck to give him better access. “Good idea.”

He did hishands up to cup her breasts and gently squeezed them as he kissed her neck. She was
gtill wearing the T-shirt and flannel boxers she’ d had on at the gpartment. No bra. He liked the fed of the
soft cotton diding over the soft mounds. Laurel moaned softly and twisted dightly to demand akiss. It
was nothing like the one they’ d shared earlier in her gpartment. The heat was definitely till there, but



none of the temper. He could have spent hours doing nothing more than smply holding her, letting her
scent and tagtefill his senses,

Well, maybe not. The cool evening air was definitdy heating up around them. If they continued
down this path, it might be wise to move back indoors. He forced himself to step back and hold out his
hand. Her smile was dl he could have hoped for. She alowed him to lead her down the hdlway to his
bedroom.

He yanked the bedspread down and out of the way. When he turned back to Laurel, she'd
aready stripped off her shirt. He grinned. “ Thank you, Laurel.”

Shetipped her head to one side, ateasing smile on her lips. “ So how are you going to show your
grditude?’

“I canthink of anideaor two.” He pedled off hisown shirt; alittle skin-to-skin waslong overdue.
“Nice gart, but what €l se have you got to offer me?’ She backed up a step.

She wanted to play, did she? He reached for the zipper on his pants. Her eyesfollowed his hand
as hedid the tab down. When he hooked his fingersin the top of hisjeansto yank them down, he could
hear her breath quicken. In afew quick movements, he stood before her wearing nothing but asmileon
hisface.

“Wadll, thereisthat, | suppose.”

She dill had on her boxers, but he wasin no particular hurry for her to shuck them off.
Once again, he held out his hand to her. She hesitated.

“Fedingshy?

“No, I’'m trying to decide where to sart. The possibilities seem endless.”

“I"m open to anything you havein mind.” He held hisarms out dightly and dowly did athree-sixty,
giving her agood look at what he had to offer.

“I think | want you to lie down.”
“Yes, maam.”
He stretched out on the bed, his hands behind his head, and waited to see what she' d do next.

Laurdl could hardly takeit dl in. Devlin’sbody wasawork of art, al strong lines and power. She
ran afeather-light touch up the length of hisleg and then gently caressed his peniswith her fingers. It
jumped in response, sartling her. Devlin laughed, but she didn’t mind. He didn’t laugh often enough.
Whatever scary news he had to tell her, she was determined to concentrate on driving it from his mind for
awhile

She straddled him and felt the power of him centered right between her legs. She wanted him
insde of her, but not yet. There wasfar more territory to explore. Scooting farther up his body, she
cupped her breasts, offering them up to histaste and touch.

Histongue flicked over the senditive tips, making her arch backward to thrust her breasts out
more. He used histeeth and lipsto suckle her, each tug sending another shiver of heet to pull degp within
her. Without being asked, he seemed to know she needed more. He placed his palm on her midriff and
followed the curve of her ssomach down and down until his hand dipped under the elastic band of her
shorts.

He offered up hisfingersfor her to ride, rubbing them against the center of her need and then
insgde her dick passage. The sensations were dmaost more than she could handle.

“Devlin...” Hisname was apleafor him to take charge, to give her what they both needed so
badly.



Herolled her off his chest and onto her back. Tugging her shorts down and off, he tossed them
over hisshoulder. He kndlt between her legs, staring down at her with such intensity she would have
sworn she could fed his gaze touch her skin.

“I"ve been imagining you here, just like this” His voice sounded rough as he reached down to
stroke her where she ached the most. Her hipslifted in response and in invitation. “ Tell me what you
want, Laurdl.”

“I want you to take me, Devlin. | don’'t care how, just take me.”
“Then you' d better hold on tight, honey, because it’ sgoing to be along, hard ride.”

Herased her up and dowly eased insde of her. She fdt stretched and tight and so wonderfully
full. When she thought he' d gone asfar as he could, he pulled her up off the bed and settled her on his
lap. Helifted up, pressing himsalf insde her just that much farther. Cupping her bottom with his callused
hands, he held her still while he pumped up and down. He seemed to know the exact angle that would
give her the greatest pleasure.

“Devlin!” Shewhimpered asthe tension inside of her kept building until she was poised & the
edge.

Beast that he was, he froze, refusing to give her that little bit more. Instead, he withdrew and did
down to use histongue ingtead. Once again, she felt hersdlf spiraling out of control. Thistime she

climaxed, keening out her release. Heimmediatdly lifted her legs high onto his shoulders and entered her,
hardly giving her timeto regroup before he started them both on arelentless drive to the pinnacle again.

She dug her fingersinto the sheets and held on for dear life. For the second time he stopped,
holding himself back by sheer will done. His swest-dicked body shivered with the need to find his
release.

“Why are you stopping?’

“A condom. Beforeit'stoo late.” Heleft her abruptly to fish one out of the bedside table.
Seconds later, he was back.

Then hetook her hard and fast, holding nothing back. She loved the fed of him pounding into her
body, making sure that she took as much pleasure from their coupling ashe did. Thenin afew last
powerful strokes, he took them both over the top and was waiting to catch her as shefell back to earth.

They both dept. It may have been minutes or hours later that she felt him stir next to her, dragging them
both back to consciousness. It wastime to talk. She would have been content to bask in the warmth of
hisarms, but the night wouldn’t hold the rest of the world at bay for long.

“Start at the beginning.”

Hisfingerstoyed with her hair as he gathered up his thoughts. “ There was something different
about thelast timel died.”

“Other than how long it took for you to come back?’

“Y eah, besidesthat. | don’t know, maybe part of the reason for that wasthat | waskilled by a
human, not one of the Others.” Hisvoice was cam, but she could fed the tenson building insde him. “I
didn’t see hisface, but the hands on the sword were human.” He paused. “It’ s strange, but thisis about
the fourth time I’ ve told somebody about it, and it till doesn’t seem redl. That day | cameto check on
you and again atime or two down in the tunndls, I’ ve felt someone following me. | haven't been ableto
catch him, but he’ sthere just the same.” He looked down at her. “I’m sorry, but | think he followed me
to your placethat first night I came to check on you and then stayed over.”

“So he knowswe reinvolved.” She snuggled closer. “And that’ swhy you had Trahern watching



my place”
“I was onmy way to find out if he’ d seen anything when | found him bleeding inthe aley. We

figure the car accident was staged as adiversion. Trahern was right about the crash covering the sound of
the shot, but | think the culprit also planned on using the confusion to make agrab for you.”

“Hefigured I'd come running with my medica bag, and | played right into hishands.” She
shivered despite the warmth. “ Any ideawho it might be?’

He hedged hisanswer. “We re pursuing severd lines of investigation.”

She lifted her head and propped it up on her hand. “Don't give me that line of hooey, Devlin. Tdll
me everything. Y ou promised.” She poked him in the chest with afinger.

He grabbed her finger and brought it to hismouth for akiss. “Okay. Wethink it'sdl tied in with
something going on with the Others. We ve found some cloth bags down in the tunnd with ablue residue
inthem. D.J. had afriend test the stuff. It comes from some kind of gemstone, most likely atype of
garnet we don’'t havein our world. It seemslikely that someone on our sSideistaking bribesto let the
Othersthrough.”

“Only they aren't getting through, are they?’ The double betrayal made her sick.

“No, it'sbeen business as usud for us. If they don’t stay on their side, we hunt them down and kill
them. Or they kill us.”

Hisbruta honesty made her hurt for him and the other Pdadins. And, athough she would never
admit it to him, shefet some sympathy for the Others, facing the end of aPaladin sword instead of
finding the sanctuary they so desperately sought.

“Y ou suspect someone in the Regents or the Guard.” It was the only answer that made sense.

“Likel sad, we're pursuing severd lines of investigation. But starting tomorrow, you won't leave
the safety of your lab unlessyou' rewith one of us. I'vetried to keep alid on things, so I’ ve only told
D.J,, Cullen, and Trahern. Lonzo knows some of what’ s been going on, but he' s missed out on the most
recent Suff.”

At last, some good news she could share. “He should be released in the morning, if Dr. Nesl
didn’t dready let him go this evening. They were waiting for the last of his blood work.”

“That isgood news. WEe re going to need every sword arm we can muster beforethisisover.” He
leaned over to kiss her again. “Now get some deep. Tomorrow will bealong day for dl of us.”

Sherolled over on her side and Devlin curled his body behind her. With hisarm across her waist
and holding her close, shelet the worries of the day dip away and dept.

Hoursater the phone rang, loud and shrill. Devlin stirred restlessly and then flung an arm out to pick up
the receiver. After hanging up, he grumbled something about somebody being a dead man as he pulled
on sweats and | eft the room. Laurel ignored him and burrowed back into the warmth of the blankets. But
before she managed to drift back to deep, he was back, yanking the covers off her.

“Hey!” She made agrab for the sheet, trying to recapture the warm comfort she’ d been enjoying.
“Trahern’s here. Get dressed.”

Devlindidn’'t sound at al happy about hisfriend s early morning visit, but he didn’t have to take
his bad mood out on her. She sat up and glared a him. “Give me the sheet. I’ m naked and cold, or
didn’t you notice?’

Hisgrin was dl male as he tossed her the sheet. “1 noticed, dl right. And if Cullenand D.J.
weren't on their way over, too, I’ d be right happy if you decided to stay that way.”



She wrapped the sheet around herself, moving dowly to give Devlin the best show. Judging by the
gleamin hiseyes, he definitely appreciated her efforts. He drew her into hisarmsfor along kiss.

Sowly, he pulled back. “ Trahern and the others want to talk about what’ s going on. Once we
hear what they have to say, we [l make plans.”

Shedidn’t like the sound of that. “What plans? What aren’t you telling me?’

“I’'m not comfortable with your going back to the lab until we know more. If the man behind these
attacksis one of the guards, you aren’'t safe there.”

“Neither are you safe, but you keep going right back into the trenches. Y ou're just as vulnerable
asl am.”

He cocked an eyebrow, reminding her without words that he was atrained warrior, able to
defend himself. But they both knew that bullets could bring a Paladin down more easily than asword.
Once they were down and bleeding, they were just as vulnerable as any other man.

Devlinlet go of her and stepped back. “We don't have timefor this right now, unless you want to
serve coffee and doughnuts wearing nothing but a sheet and asmile.”

“Then get out 0 | can get dressed, Devlin. I'll St in on your meeting, but then I’'ve got to gointo
thelab.”

Devlin ran his handsthrough hishair in frustration. “Laure, | know thisis hard for you, but please
don’'t do anything until wetak.”

Either shetrusted him or shedidn’t. “All right. I’ ll wait.”
He pressed aquick kisson her lipsjust as the doorbell rang.

After hel€eft, she pondered what to put on as she brushed her teeth and ran a comb through her
hair. If shewore her work clothes, Devlin might take it wrong. On the other hand, sweats didn’t seem
right, either. She settled for her best pair of jeans and a short-deeved shirt. She could change if necessary
after Trahern and company |eft.

Slipping on apair of sandas, she took a deep breath and headed to Devlin'sliving room. The
othershad arrived. A sudden wave of shyness washed over her when sheredlized that thiswas the first
time that she was spending time with them as Devlin’slover rather than astheir Handler. Devlinwasn't to
be seen, but she could hear him banging around in the kitchen. Please, let him be making coffee. A shot
of caffeine would be quite welcome.

Three of the Paladins were sprawled on the living room couch and chairs. Blake Trahern wasthe
first to notice her ganding in the doorway. Although he didn’t actualy smile, there was more warmth than
usud inhisicy gray eyes

“Good morning, Blake. How are you feding this morning?’
“I’'m okay.” He scooted over and patted the cushion next to him, offering her aplaceto sit.

When she accepted the invitation, Cullen and D.J. looked &t the two of them asif they’d each
grown a second head. She suspected Trahern enjoyed the tir. Maybe it would deflect some of the
attention from her and Devlin. Either way, she drew some comfort from his acceptance.

“Good morning, D.J. You, too, Cullen.”
D.J. shifted restlesdy in his seet. “Morning, Doc.”

“Sorry to bother you so early, Doc.” Cullen smiled at her. “Blameit on Trahern. He rousted al of
usout of bed thismorning.”

“Goto hdl, Cullen.” Therewas no red hest in Blake' swords.
Before Cullen could respond, Devlin walked into the room carrying atray full of coffee cupsand



padtries. “ Before you complain any more, Cullen, remember that Blake' s the one who brought
breakfast.”

D.J. chimedin. “It' sthe only reason he’ snot bleeding.”

Laurel held up her hand. “ Sorry, guys, let’ s not go there. | don't like blood before breakfast. Y ou
know how squeamish | am.”

That littlelie had them laughing. Even Trahern managed arusty chuckle. Devlin poured her thefirst
cup of coffee, his eyes warm as he handed it to her. Once everyone else was served, he sat down on the
couch next to her. Being flanked by two of the most powerful Paladinsin the Sesttle region was aheady
sensation.

Cullen st his cup down on the coffee table. “ So, what’ s so important that we had to miss our
beauty deep?”’
Devlin took charge of the discussion. “ Somebody staged an accident in front of Laurel’ s place last

night. The noise from the crash accomplished two purposes. It drew her outside, where she'd be
vulnerableto attack, and the noise covered the sound of Trahern getting shot.”

“So the bastard has taken thisto anew level.” Devlin stood up. “It’ s one thing to come after me,
but attacking Laurd isanother.”

“Damn graight!” D.J., dwaysthe easiest torile, was on hisfeet and ready to fight.
“St down, D.J. You makeit hard for everyone eseto think,” Devlin said.

He dropped back into hischair, but Laurel could dmost see him vibrating with barely controlled
energy from where she st.

“| want this bastard caught and soon. He came damn close to getting Laurd last night.” Devlin did
his hand around her shoulders, tugging her closer. “Obvioudy watching her place didn’t work, but we
didn’t know hewas crazy enough to go after Trahern.”

Blake didn’t respond, but he didn’t need to. They al knew how it would go down if his attacker
ever crossed paths with Trahern again.

“I"d liketo draw him out of hiding. | figure we' d stand a better chanceif Laurel and | disappear
for acouple of days. If she doesn’t show up at work and we're not at my place or hers, he’ s bound to
gart panicking. Whoever is paying him won't like how long it’ staking him to get the job done.”

Laurel frowned up at him. “I can't just take off, Devlin. I’ ve got responsibilities.”
“You said Lonzo is being released this morning. He was your last patient, wasn't he?’

She clearly did not like being forced to admit that. “ Y es, but that could change any minute. You all
know that.”

“I can't go far, either. We' Il hole up somewhere within easy driving distance, so we can get back
quickly. Y ou have vacation coming, don’t you?’

“Well, yes, but—"

“Fine. Thenit's settled. While we re gone, recruit a couple of the othersto keep an eye on my
place and hers. And if anyone starts asking questions, we' |l have our culprit.”

Devlin could tell Laurel was about to start arguing, but he squeezed her shoulder, hoping she'd
take the hint and wait until the others were gone before exploding. His hands ached to get ahold of the
dimy little prick who was behind the attacks, but he needed to keep Laurel safe even more.

“If the two of you use credit cards, you might aswell leave atrail of breadcrumbsfor him to
follow. Even your cdllphonesaren’t secure.” D.J. spoke with authority. After dl, hisfavorite pastime was
hacking into supposedly secure Sites.



Devlin nodded. “ Good thinking. I’ [l buy one of those prepaid phones and cdl you with the
number. And cash will work to hide our tracks.”

Cullen wasthe one shaking his head thistime. “They could be watching for any large cash
withdrawals from either of your accounts, but we can get around that if abunch of ustake out smaller
amounts. Then D.J. can make the transactions disappear or at least change the dates on them. Leaveit
uptous”

“Wedon't havelong, Cullen.”

“I'll be back in a couple of hourswith astack of cash. Comeon, D.J. And, Trahern, I’ [l need your
account numbers and debit card.”

Ashisfriend reached for hiswallet, Devlin looked down at Laurel. “Do you like the mountains or
the water?’

Chapter 12

T hey lucked out and got aroom on the ocean side of the hotdl. Laurel opened the diding door and

stepped out on the small balcony. Drawing a deep breath of the pungent ocean air, she could amost
believe that she and Devlinredly were on alovers getaway to the coast.

Hefollowed her out and wrapped hisarms around her, resting his head on top of hers. The heat of
Devlin’sbody felt even better than the sun on her skin. She leaned back into his strength and let her
tensondrain away...

Only to be replaced by anew set of sensations. Shetilted her head to one Sdein invitation to
Devlin. Bright man that he was, heimmediately nuzzled hisway up her neck. He gently bit the lobe of her
ear, then kissed it in gpology for the smdl hurt.

“Want to movethisingde?’ he asked.

Hiswhispered question beside her ear sent shivers of heat up and down her spine. “Why? Got
something in mind that might shock the neighbors?’

“| certainly hope s0.” He turned her around and kissed her soundly. Cupping her bottom, he lifted
her up to better fit her body againg his.

It felt like heaven. “Take meto bed, Devlin.”
“I thought you' d never ask.” He carried her indde, leaving the door open to the ocean breeze.

Devlin cuddled her closer, loving thefed of her head on his shoulder and the way she felt stretched out
beside him. Her breathing was dow and steady, deep about to overtake her. That was good.

Neither of them had gotten much deep the night before, after they’ d reached hishouse. The stress
of knowing that there was a killer after both of them wastaking atoll on her. He and hisfriendswere
doing al they could to remove that danger, but the memories would till linger.

Damn, he loved thiswoman. It hadn’t been easy for her to face D.J. and Cullen early that
morning, but she d faced the Situation with the same determined strength as she did everything else. She
might not have noticed the jealouslooks they’ d given him, but he had. All of them knew that Paladins
didn't fal inlove. Lust was as good asit got for them, but what he felt for Laurel was far more than that.

He wished he could turn his back on hisjob and marry her, so the two of them could live out their
livesasanormd married couple. But that wasn’t going to happen because each of them were committed
to thelivesthey were living. Changing that would beimpossible. Wouldn't it?

The cellphone they’ d bought started vibrating on the bedside table. He grabbed it and pushed the
answer button.



“Bane here. Give me asecond.” He eased away from Laurel and took the phone into the
bathroom so he could talk without waking her up. “1’m back.”

He listened to Cullen’ sreport. So far, no activity on any of their accounts. Devlin was tempted to
ask hisfriend if heand D.J. would be ableto tell if the guy on the other end was as good asthey were at
hacking. They' d teke it as an insult, and right now he didn’t need them mad at him.

“Thanksfor letting me know. We Il be here tomorrow and head back the morning after thet. I've
hed ahard enough time convincing Laurel to stay gonethat long.”

Cullen promised to call back the next morning and again the day after unless something urgent
came up. Devlin hung up the phone and then about jumped out of his skin when he looked up and saw
Laurd standing there. She rubbed her eyes deepily.

“Who wastha?’

“Cullen. Sofar, dl isquiet.”
“So can we go back sooner?’
“No.”

She wanted to argue. It was therein her eyes, but she didn’t try. Instead, she surprised him. “|
want to fly akite. And then | want to ride a scooter.”

“What?’
Shelaid her head on his chest and wrapped her arms around hiswaist. “If we' re here pretending

to be acouple, then | want to do dl the things couples do here. | want to fly one of those big fancy kites
on the beach and then ride a scooter.”

“Have you ever ridden a scooter?’

“Nope. It sthat or go horseback riding.” Shetipped her head back asif studying him. “I suspect
you're more of a scooter man.”

If hewas going to ride abike, hewanted it to be abig, fat Harley. But hiswoman was looking
playful, and hewasin the mood to indulge her. Especidly if it kept her mind off their problemsfor afew
hours.

“All right. Let’ sgrab alate breakfast and then go from there.”
“You'vegot aded.”

Flying kites turned out to be alittle more complicated than he' d expected. He couldn’t remember ever
flying one before. HE d spent most of his childhood scrambling for extramoney to keep food on the
table—his mother had meant well, but as a parent sheredlly sucked. And Laurel had picked out one of
the most complicated kites the shop carried. She' d chosen alarge dragon after looking at it and back at
him acouple of times. He kept waiting to hear her say that it reminded her of him.

Personally, he thought it needed afew battle scarsto qualify as aPaadin. Once they’ d managed
to assembleit after much laughter and botched attempts, Laurel had designated him to be the one to hold
the kite while she took off running. Watching her laugh asthe kite finaly caught the wind and dmost
pulled her from the ground would remain etched in hismemory for decadesto come.

He d finaly taken the handle that held the string from her hand and dragged her down to Sitinthe
sand with him. She settled between his knees and leaned back againgt his chest as the two of them
watched their dragon swoop and soar above the blue waves.

“He srather fierce, don't you think?” Laurel asked, pointing up toward their dragon. “I finaly
figured out who he reminds me of. He sthe same color as Trahern's eyeswhen he' ssmiling.”



Devlin snorted. “ Trahern doesn’'t smile” And hewasn't jedlous that she was thinking of hisfriend.
Not much anyway.

“Sure he does, but usudly it' sjust with hiseyes.” She tugged on the string, making the dragon
swoop down and back up.

“I redly don’t want to hear about Trahern’seyes.”

Thelittle minx giggled. “Oooh, Mr. Big Tough Guy isjedous. Well, I'm not here with Trahern, am
I? And that certainly wasn't Trahern | was dl over back therein our room.”

No, it hadn’t been. And the thought of some of the particularly inventive things she' d come up with
had him wishing they didn’t have such along wak back to the hotdl. Maybe she was having some of the
same thoughts, because she took the string from him and began regling in the dragon. The big reptile
fought to stay aoft, but finaly it surrendered to Laurdl’ s persistence and came peacefully back to roost.

Then shetook Devlin by the hand and led him back to their room.

“Any luck?’ Cullen leaned over D.J.’s shoulder and watched the screen.

“He' sadippery little bagtard, I'll grant him that.” D.J.’ sfingersflew over the keyboard as hetried
to trace who was behind the backdoor inquiries of Devlin’sand Laurel’ s bank accounts. His hands stilled
as he muttered afew choice curse words.

“Did he get away?’
“Not exactly, but he' s hiding behind some pretty tough security.”

Cullen pulled up aneighboring chair, prepared to await the outcome of the cyberbattle. “Y ou can
breach the security codes, though. Right?’

“I should be ableto. You and | wrote it for the Regents, so whoever is sneaking around out there
isusing our software. Damn, | knew we were good, but maybe too good.”

If they couldn’t trace the attack back to a specific person, they’ d be no better off than they’ d been
before, except they now knew that their quarry was part of the Regents organization.

Cullen’s cdll rang. He recognized Trahern’s number. “ Got something for me?’

Trahern’ svoice sounded hushed. “ Someone swalking up in front of Laurel’ s place, but he’ s not
being sneaky at dl about it. I'm alittle too far away to get agood look at hisface, but judging by his
build, I think it'sDr. Ned.”

“I can't believe he' d beinvolved in anything crooked. Even if he took asudden didiketo us, he
wouldn't hurt Laurd.”

“I'm not judging the man; I'm just telling you what I'm seeing.” Trahern sounded alittle pissed off.

“Wdll, we' re getting a definite nibble on the bank accounts. Twicein the last hour, someone has
tried to break through to Devlin’ srecords and then Laurel’ s. The last time was about five minutes ago.”

“That diminates Dr. Nedl. HE s been right in my sghts during that time.”

“Good. I'd hateto think | couldn’t trust the man who' s responsible for putting me back together.”
“Penn is supposed to rdieve me soon, then Il be coming in. Want anything?”

“Y eah, acouple of big greasy pizzas and asix-pack. It'sgoing to be along night.”

“Giveme half an hour. And tdll D.J. to nail the bastard.”

“Will do.”



“Oh yeah, that’ sright, baby. Right there.”

Laurel lifted her head up long enough to enjoy thelook on Devlin'sface. Evidently what shewas
doing with her mouth and tongue pleased him greetly. She cupped his penis again and ran her tongue up
and down thethick length of it before diding her mouth down over the tip. Her man’ simmediate reaction
|eft little doubt that he wanted more of the same,

After only afew seconds more, though, he stopped her, and pulled her up for ascorching hot kiss.
Helifted her so that shewas straddling him. “Ride me.”

She moved until he was poised at the entrance to her body and dowly took the length of him
ingde her. They both groaned a how wonderful their joining felt. Then she rocked forward and back,
loving thefed of him deep inside her. His big hands reached up to cup her breasts, squeezing and
kneading them as she pleasured them both.

“Lean down.”

She did as ordered, whimpering with pleasure as he suckled her breasts. Already she could fed
the sorm building inside of her. “Devlin!”

“Letit come!” Hethrust up, pushing himsdlf degper as her muscles clenched, holding him tightly
ingde of her. Finaly, she collapsed on top of him, both of them bresthing hard with the aftermath of

passion.
“Thank you,” she panted.

He laughed and kissed her on the forehead. “I won't say the pleasure was al mine, but at least half
of it was”

“I’'mtootired to laugh.” But she did anyway.

“I'mtoo tired to move.” He eased her to hisside, once again tucking her in close. A man could
get addicted to momentslikethis.

But tomorrow morning they’ d be checking out of the hotel and returning to their redl lives. No
more pretending that the fun they’ d shared on the beaches of Ocean Shores was going to last forever.
Theideahurt.

Laurel must have sensed the change in hismood. “What happens when we get back?’

“I’'mnot sure.” And the uncertainty was pissng him off. “Unless Cullen and D.J. can track down
whoever was trying to get into our bank accounts, we' |l have to go back to plan B.”

Sheran her fingers up and down hischest. “Which is?’
“We return to work and try to catch him some other way.”

All of the Pdadins were taking the betraya within the organization persondly. Not only had one of
their own been attacked and killed, but their favorite Handler wasin danger, aswell. Laurel wasn't going
to walk out her door without having at least one Paladin shadowing her footsteps.

Inside her lab would be harder, but there was no way for Paladins to hang around; the only reason
they set foot in the labswasiif they were bleeding. Unlessthe barrier came down, it would be hard to
explain aseries of wounds.

Sherose up to smileat him. “We till haven't ridden scooters, buster. Get dressed or I’ m going by
mysdf.”

He grabbed her hand and kissed her fingertips. “ Are you sure you want to do that?’

“Afrad I'll outrideyou?’

“No, I'm afraid you'll leave agood part of your skin on the pavement.” He was only haf kidding,
but he d take her if sheredlly wanted to go.



“And after that, we'll try out the go-karts. | bet I'm a better driver than you are.”
That wasit. He sat up and glared down at her. “What makes you think you can beat me?’

Sheonly laughed a him. “I double dare you, Devlin Bane. | can outride you on a scooter and I'll
win at go-karts.”

“You'reon.” Hereached for hisjeans.

A few minutes|ater, they were waking toward the rental place. Laurel twined her fingersin his
and dl but dragged him down the sidewalk. He couldn’t remember the last time hel d taken the time to
play, with or without awoman at hisside.

He planned on taking the dragon kite home to hang on his den wall to remind him of thesetwo
days. And they were about to build afew more memories againgt the long days ahead when he waited
for the next battle to begin.

“| want the red one. Devlin, | think you should take the green one because it matches your eyes.”

He groaned even though she was just teasing him. Ignoring her suggestion, he picked out ablack
scooter that |ooked newer than the others, while Laurel tried out the controls on the one she' d chosen.
The boy who worked on the ot took along time explaining thingsto her, ignoring Devlin—not that he
blamed him. With her happy mood and bright smile, shewasamost irresistible.

Ten minutes|ater, they were“roaring” down the street at twenty-five miles an hour. When acar
passed by, Laurel dowed even more.

He pulled up next to her. “ Everything okay?’
She shook her head. “I didn’t realize how big carslooked when you' re on one of these things.”

She had enough to be scared of these days. After considering their options, he called back to her,
“Follow me”

He turned off the main road and soon they were riding on the wide-open beach. Although the dry
sand was difficult to maneuver in, once they reached the wet sand that was packed down from the
receding tide, they could redlly let loose.

Innotimeat dl, Laurd was laughing with sheer joy as she raced past him and then circled back to
coax himinto playing, too. They drovein circles, leaving their mark on the sand in big loops and
whooping at the seagullswho flew low overhead. Then they raced afew times, with each of them
claming victory at the end. Findly they rode side by side, content to be together as the sun began to sink
downinthe sky.

When they returned to the rental store, Laurel dismounted and patted the scooter on the seet, asif
it had been atrusty steed deserving of areward. She surrendered her helmet to the waiting clerk and
shook her head to fluff out her hair.

“Now, Mr. Bane, we're off to the go-karts—where you' re going to breathe nothing but fumes.”

He made agrab for her hand, but she giggled and danced out of hisreach. “What' s the matter, big
man? Afraid of alittle hedthy competition?’

Hewas afraid he' d never have another day likethisonein hislong life, but he couldn’t say that.
Not when she was so happy. Tomorrow would be enough time for her to face redlity.

For the rest of the evening and the night that stretched out before them, he was smply going to
have fun with hiswoman. And damn if he'd let her win. There d be no living with her if hedid.

Laurel dipped out of the bed and pulled Devlin’s shirt on over her shoulders. It hung hafway down her
thighs, providing decent enough coverage to step out on the bal cony. She should be deeping after the



active day they’ d shared, but nightmares hovered and she couldn’t seem to push them away.

Moonlight rippled on the ocean waves, giving the night asilvery glow. Theair had cooled down
since the sun had disappeared beyond the horizon in ablaze of fiery color. Asthe darkness had claimed
the town, she and Devlin had sought out the privacy of their room, al too aware that their remaining
hours together were dipping through their fingerslike the sand on the beach.

Once again hejoined her on the bacony, thistime standing off to one side rather than holding her
inhisarms. Even if she understood his need to distance himsdlf again, the rgjection hurt.

Crossing her arms, she turned to face him. “1 would have never thought you a coward, Devlin.”

“It'sfor your own good, and you know it.” There was no mistaking the hurt mixed with anger in
hisvoice.

“And who are you to decided what’ s good for me and what isn't?” She' d lived her whole lifewith
her family trying to pigeonhole her into anice, neet life they could understand. She was't about to let

Devlin do the same. “ Y ou’' ve never asked me about my family, Devlin. Isthat because you don't care, or
because that would make me more than agood timein bed?’

The musclesin hisjawsworked as he bit back whatever he wanted to say. She prodded him
some more.

“Wall, let metell you about them. They are good, decent people who go to church on Sundays
and rarely travel beyond the county they livein. My sblings have dl married their hometown sweethearts
and settled down to produce the next generation. All of them love me, and not one of them understands
me. I’m the oddbd in the family—the fregk, the only one for whom staying there wasn’t enough. |
wanted something different. | thought I’ d found it with you.”

“Laurd...”

She didn’t bother to hide the tears streaming down her face. “No, let mefinish. You'rethe only
one who understands how important my work isto me, how much it meansto meto fight to save every
Pdadin who enters my lab. Not only do you respect what | do, but you' re proud of what I’'m trying to
accomplish. | know you and the othersthink of me as alittle sister who needs protecting, but I’ m not
some weskling who can't face up to adversity.”

She used the hem of the shirt to wipe her face. “Damn it, Devlin, | loveyou and | won't let you
deny methat right.”

Then there was silence. She waited to see what he would do or say.

It was't long in coming. He cradled her in the safe harbor of hisarmsand held her asif shewere
al that was wonderful and dear in hislife.

“Your loveisthe best gift I've ever been given, Laurd. It sbeen along timesince I’ ve let mysdlf
care about anyone other than my friends, mainly because they were the only ones who truly understand
what I am: aman born to spend hislife killing. Then you came dong with your bright smilesand gentle
touches”

He pressed akissto her forehead. “1 love you, too, but | won't let you die because of me.”
Hewalked back into the room and |eft her one.

That did it! She sormed inside and turned on the lights. Devlin was sitting on his side of the bed
and reaching for his cellphone, and the sudden brightness made him stop midmoation.

“Don't you dare lay that on me, Devlin Bane. Y ou don't have the right to make choices for me,
not without talking to mefirgt. It’s hardly your fault that some whacko is after you. Heck, adrunk driver
could run me down tomorrow. Would that be your fault, too? How about aterrorist attack on the city?
How much blame are you willing to take on, to avoid taking a chance that this might work out between



ng?!

She marched over to stare down at him, and he tumbled her down onto the bed and pinned her
with al hisweight. Ashe glared down at her, she smiled and reached up to cup hisface. “So you love
me, huh?’

“Damn draight | do.” He swiftly freed himsdf from the confines of hisdrawstring flanndls, andina
few short thrusts, he wasingde her. “ And you love me.”

Shelifted her legs and wrapped them high around hiswaist, urging him on. “Yes. And
nothing—not even you—is ever going to changethat.”

Chapter 13

L aurel was done, and so was he, Thiswasit! Either he made his move now, or he might aswell grab

his packed suitcases and disappear. He hadn’t been home when his mysterious employer caled, and the
message on the answering machine had been short and to the point: Get the job done or prepareto diein
Bane' s place. The cold, matter-of-fact tone made the threat al the more scary.

He d scrambled around for two daystrying to find Devlin Bane, with no luck. If he couldn’t find
his prey, then he d force the Paladin to come to him. He' d waited dl morning for achanceto get Dr.
Y oung aone, but she' d been in meetings with Dr. Neal and then Colond Kincade. He didn’'t know what
had been discussed, but judging by the expressions on their faces, it hadn’t been good. He hoped it was
some bad news about their precious Paladins. Maybe the whole ot of them needed to be put down like
the rabid dogsthey were.

He liked that idea except for the problem of the Others. Sure, he and the other guards could
handle the Situation when only afew of them crossed at atime. But when Others poured past the barrier,
it took those crazy bastards to turn back the tide. Maybe the Regents should lock the whole bunch in
cdls underground and only open their cages when things got redlly bad.

Of course, who' d be crazy enough to be the one who tried to shove them back in the cellswhen
the fighting was done? Not him; he had no death wish.

He peeked through the window into her 1ab. Son of abitch, she was eating a sandwich at her
desk. What was up with that? She dmost always went out to pick up something for lunch, saying awak
inthefresh air cleared her mind. Often she offered to bring something back for whatever guards were on
duty, induding him.

She couldn’t help but be suspicious that something was going on, after the fiasco the other night.
Under other circumstances she might have told Bane and Trahern that they were paranoid if they had
tried to convince her that someone was after her. But shooting Trahern had no doubt given their
arguments the proof she’ d needed. The only question was, had they warned her about trusting members
of the Guard? He was pretty sure he' d covered histrail, but Bane may have told her not to trust anyone
except himsdlf.

Therewas only oneway to find out. Time was running out on him. Unless he succeeded in taking

her now, he might aswell put the barrdl of hispistal in hismouth and pull thetrigger. It would be an
eader death than ether hisunknown boss or Devlin Bane would give him.

His hands were alittle unsteady as he braced himsdlf to confront the delectable Dr. Y oung.
Maybe he' d keep her “occupied” for aday or two before |etting Bane know whereto find her. He
figured the last place the bastard would ook was in the tunnel's below the Center. If he got tired of her
himsdlf, he could ways leave her in one of the tunnelsfor the Othersto find on their next attempt at
crossing over.

Y eah, heliked that idea. They’ d kill the bitch without hesitation. And when her lover boy found
out, Bane would go berserk. It wouldn't take much to convince Kincade or even Dr. Nedl that Bane had



crosd the line, making his death amercy kill. His hands steadied now that the pieceswere dl falling
together.

He checked his gun one last time and pushed open the door.

Laurel couldn’t believe her eyes, but she’ d been staring at the truth for the better part of an hour. The
changein Devlin's scans had been substantia on the scan she' d run after he' d revived and when Dr.
Ned repeated the tests as part of the general screening.

Unless she was reading more into the numbers than she should be, his scores had first dropped
when she' d reached out to hold his hand. She' d like to think that was significant, but the scientist in her
wouldn’t let her jump to conclusions. It had to be done right; she' d have to set up controlled experiments
to vaidate thefindings.

The trouble was, she didn’t know what was triggering the changes. Could it be something as
sampleasphysicad contact?

Images of the way she and Devlin has spent the previous evening filled her head. Now there was
an experiment she’ d volunteer to participate in, at least in private. The scenario made her grin.

Her intuition was convincing her that she was on the brink of something important. She carefully
packed up the reports in date order and returned them to Devlin’s chart. He' d have to be told after Dr.
Neal had reviewed the data. No doubt he’ d be upset to find out that she' d crossed the line by becoming
involved on apersond, not to mention intimate, level with one of her charges.

But she' d willingly take the heat, if it meant they had found away to help the Paladins escape the
endless cycle of death and destruction. She gave into the urge to do alittle happy dance—

And came face-to-face with the business end of arevolver. Frozen with terror, it took her a
minute to recognize who was holding the gun. Hisnormaly friendly eyeslooked morelike Trahern’s
now.

“Sergeant Purefoy? Isthis some kind of joke?’ Onelook at the cold hate in his eyes burst that
particular little dream.

“Yeah, Doc, it'sajoke. But I'll bethe only one laughing.” He motioned toward the door with the
barrdl of the gun. “Y ou and me are going to find someplace nice and private to hole up for aday or two.
| have some specid funin mind just for us.”

He focused his gaze on her breasts and then dowly moved down her body from there. Then he
amiled, letting her know exactly what he had in mind. She stepped back even asher somach roiled. It
was asif shewere staring at a stranger, rather than aman she' d known and trusted.

Her revulson must have shown on her face because he drew back his hand and dapped her.
“Don’'t give me that holier-than-thou look, bitch. I know you' ve been spreading your legsfor Bane. Hell,
he snot even human.”

She met his gaze head on, determined not to cower. She glanced at the cameramounted in the
corner, hoping that someone was watching thislittle dramaplay out. Surely not adl of the guards were
involved inthismess.

When he noticed, he laughed. “Who do you think is supposed to be monitoring the [abs right
now? And my partner had asudden bout of food poisoning and had to go home. Imagine that—such an
amazing coincidence. So until the next shift arrives, I'm bravely carrying on aone.”

He picked up her cdllphone from the counter and tucked it in his uniform pocket, then waved the
end of hisgun in the direction of the door. “Y ou' re going to walk through that door with me and act like
everything isjust fine. One false move or any attempt to escape, | won't hesitate to shoot anyone we run
into.” Hesmiled again. “Y ou, too—although not to kill, mind you. But aleg wound wouldn't interfere



much with my plansfor us”

That didit! Shewasn't going to go aong with his planslike adocile sacrificid lamb. What could
she use for awegpon? He must have figured she' d try something because he shoved her away from the
counter into the middle of the room. Then he was beside her, hisgun pressed firmly against her ribs. He
half dragged her down the hal to aflight of stairsthat led down to therarely used lowest leve.

She ddiberately sstumbled, breaking her fall by grabbing on to therailing, and sat down hard.
When heimmediately tried to drag her back to her feet, sherefused to move. “ Unlessyou want meto fall
and break my leg, you can hold on for asecond.” She yanked off one of her shoesand held it up.
“Thanksto you, I’ ve just ruined a perfectly good pair of hedls”

Before he could stop her, shetossed it behind her and then sent its mate tumbling down the steps.
Purefoy yanked her back up by her hair, the last vestiges of civility gone.

“I’'m not stupid, Laurdl.” Heran the barrel of his gun down the curve of her neck. “I know you're
trying to leave atrail for your Paadin lover to follow, but it won't work. Evenif hefindsthe shoes, he'll
think I'm trying to lead him into atrap. By thetime hefigures out that | redlly have taken you down into
the tunndls, it will be too late—for you and for him.”

He started down the stairs, keeping up his commentary. “ At onetime | thought about trying out
one of thefemae Others. Once | caught one, though, | couldn’t get past the stench of their world. And
with that gray skin, she looked like acorpse. But I'm willing to bet that one of their maleswouldn’t mind
getting it on with ahuman femae. Did you know the maes sometimestrave in pairs? That would make
the experience extraspecid for you, don’t you think? After al, there has to be some reason they keep
crossing the line between worlds. Maybe it s something as Smple as getting laid by awoman who
doesn’t look dead.”

“Better one of them than you, you sick bastard.”

She braced hersalf for another blow, but Purefoy didn’t react to her taunt. He shoved her into the
corner at the bottom of the stairwell while he fumbled with the keypad. After he’ d entered the code and
opened the door, he grabbed her by the arm and dragged her into the storage room beyond.

They were surrounded by a deep silence, broken only by their own breathing. She knew from
previous visitsthat the room wasfilled from floor to ceiling with environmentally controlled files. Asa
further protection, the lighting was limited to asmdl poal of light right at the door. Beyond that, motion
detectors were st to switch on the overhead lights as needed, limiting the amount of light. Such
precautions were necessary because here lay the heart of the history of the Paadins, carefully written and
maintained by the Regents since the misty beginnings of the written word.

“Comeon.” He headed for the farthest corner, sumbling along the aide at the leading edge of
darkness as he outran the speed of the detectors.

They skidded to ahalt in front of an eevator tucked way back out of sght. Purefoy’ sfingersflew
over the keypad, caling the devator up from the depths below, and achill settled over Laurd. She'd
never seen an Other except in pictures, and once in an autopsy done to show new Handlers the kind of
being the Pdladins did battle with.

The thought of being staked out like agoat to attract a predator male made her sick. But would
that be any worse than being used by the crazed man at her side? Had the fact that she' d chosen a
Pdadin lover redly driven him to this extreme?

No, that didn’'t make sense. If he'd ever been interested in her as awoman, he’ d never show any
sgnof it. Thelr relationship had dways been professona but cordid.

What was motivating him to risk certain degth at the hands of the Pdladins? Surely he had to know
that even if he was successful in his attempt to kill her and Devlin, the otherswould line up for the chance



to take him down.

“Why are you doing this?’ She did her best to keep her voice level and cam. Purefoy aready
showed signs of coming apart, from dilated pupilsto beads of sweet on hisface. Therewasno telling
what he'd do if she pushed too hard.

“Enough money to makemerich.”

The elevator opened in front of them. He gave her a shove and then followed her in. “The Regents
givether pet Pdadinsal the riches and glory. Meanwhile, us Guards make piss-poor money and barely

get by.”

“But the Pdladins fight the Others.” And how could he think the Paladins were steeped in glory,
when their existence was one of the best-kept secretsin history?

Purefoy snorted. “ Oh yeah, they haveto fight, what, maybe afew days a month? Even when
things go bad, they come back from the dead like some fregkin’ zombie. We get sent down into the
tunnels to back them up, but when we die, we stay that way.”

There would be no reasoning with the man. The more they talked, the more he would convince
himself that he was on some mora quest to right awrong on behdf of the Guard everywhere, rather than
just being greedy. Meanwhile, the devator continued itstrip downward to the tunnelsfar below the
streets of Sesttle.

They reached bottom with ajarring thump. When the doors dowly did open, she got her first
view of the dank tunnels where the Others and Paladins fought and died. And where she might die, as
well.

Cullen stuck hishead in Devlin’sdoorway. “Hey, Dev, you wanted to know if we picked up any unusua
readings”

Devlinlooked up from the scan reportsthat D.J. had printed out for him after hacking into the
medical files. He pinched the bridge of hisnose, wishing Laurel wasthereto interpret the medica jargon
for him. He should have made it his businessto learn more about how to read the damn things before
this

“What' s going on? Isthe mountain acting up again?’ Lonzo wasn't quite up to speed yet and
Trahern was moving dowly; the last thing they needed was another free-for-dl right now.

Cullen shook hishead. “No, but D.J. picked up ablip on one of the monitorsin thetunnels. He's
trying to traceit, but it was only that onetime.”

“Keep me posted.”

“Will do. By the way, we re sending out for sandwiches from the ddli. Interested?”’

He hadn’t realized how late it had gotten. “No, I’ ve got plansfor dinner.” For after dinner, too,

but Cullen didn’t need to know about that. The only one who knew that Laurel was till staying at his
place was Trahern. For her sake, he planned to keep it that way.

“Okay, I'll be gone about haf an hour if you need me.”

When the door shut, Devlin leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, hoping to ease the
headache that reading and the lack of deep had given him. He couldn’t help but grin, though. Last night
with Laurel had been energetic to say the least. The woman must work out, because she sure ashell had
stamina. After talking about the current mess, they’ d managed to deep. But then she' d nudged him
awake a couple of hourslater, and he' d returned the favor just before their larm had gone off.

They'd dso tried out his shower to see how it compared to hers. Soap-dick skin and pulsating
water jets had gotten his morning off to ahappy start. They’d run out of hot water; he' d haveto order a



larger water heater as soon asthings calmed down.

Theidea had him reaching for the phone. It was almost six o’ clock, timeto check in with Laurel to
see when she wanted him to pick her up. If he shared some of hisideasfor the evening, she might decide
that some of her work could wait until tomorrow.

He punched in her number and leaned back in hischair. Thelab phone rang five times and then
kicked over to her voicemail. He consdered leaving a message, but there was no telling how securethe
system was. Thelast thing he needed was Dr. Nedl or one of the guardslistening in.

Maybe she wasin the middle of something and couldn’t come to the phone. Hetried her
cdlphone anyway. It rang once and then went immediately to voicemail.

They had agreed, when he' d dropped her off at work, that he' d check in sometime during the
day. Why would she have her cdll turned off? To do so was either careless or stupid, and Laurdl Y oung
was neither one of those things.

Son of abitch, had they underestimated the bastard? It would take balls to snatch her at work,
with guardsand Dr. Nedl likely towak in a any minute.

He reached for his gun and then picked up his sword. If the bastard had laid asingle finger on
Laurdl, Devlin was going to take grest pleasurein carving him up in little pieces.

On theway out, he stopped to tell D.J. where he was going and why, but D.J. wasn't at his desk.
Rather than wasting time hunting him down, Devlin got on the intercom and did an dl-cdl for him.

“D.J., get your worthless butt back to your desk!”

In less than ten seconds his friend appeared at adead run, with Lonzo and Trahern not far behind.
Onelook at Devlin'sface and D.J. withheld whatever smart-ass comment he' d been about to make.

“What'sup?’
“I"'m heading over to the lab to check on Dr. Y oung.”
“Is something wrong?” Trahern pushed past Lonzo. “Do you heed me to come with you?’

“I don’'t know yet. She's not answering either the lab phone or her cell. 1t could be nothing, but
that isn't like her.”

“You'reright. Itisn't.” Trahern’sown worry showed in the chill of hiseyes. “Let meknow if you
need backup.”

“Thanks, | will.” He started for the door. “I'll call with an update as soon as| know anything.”

He drove straight to the private parking garage provided for the Regents and their staff. The place was
virtudly empty, the day shift having gone home. No one stuck around much past 6:00 PM. unlessthe
barrier was acting up and wounded Paladins were expected.

After locking the car, he walked around to the front door of the building. Onceinsde, his sense of
unease increased geometrically when he saw the guard station was empty. Even when the guard was
shorthanded, Colond Kincade ingsted that the front desk be fully manned. The guards stationed there
werethefirgt line of defense for the whole building, 24/7. Additionally, they were responsible for
monitoring the cameras and microphonesin security-sengtive aress like the labs.

He pulled out his cell and hit speed did; D.J. answered on thefirst ring.

“The place feels empty and there are no guards at the desk. I’'m going back to my car to retrieve
my weapons. I’ [l need you to shut down the sensorslong enough for meto get in without sounding the
adam. Can you do that?’

Hewaited impatiently while D.J. conferred with someone, most likely Cullen. What one of them



couldn’t do on acomputer, the other could. It didn’t take long. Just as he expected, D.J. promised him a
minimum of sixty seconds of downtime,

“Thanks, D.J. I'll ring your phone twice when I’ m ready and then count to thirty before crossing
the sensors. Tell Trahern he might want to head thisway.”

Hewas relieved to hear that hisfriend was aready on the way and should arrive shortly. More
and more, hisgut wastelling him that something was horribly wrong.

When he returned to the lobby with hisweapons, it was still deserted. He punched in D.J.’s
number and disconnected after two rings. Staring at the clock on the wall, he impatiently counted down
the seconds until he could safely cross. He alowed an extraten seconds, but even so, he half expected
the darmsto Sart clanging away.

The sllence was thick with tension as he crossed to the entrance of Laurel’ slab. He walked with a
hunter’ s stedlth, gun in hand. His sword hung at hisside. It was only when the Paladins fought the Others
that they resorted to weapons from ancient times. But here, safely distant from the fragile barrier, he
preferred a more modern weapon, one that would make quick work of any son of a bitch who dared
threaten hiswoman.

He approached the door to her |ab from the side, working hisway to the smal windows that
would alow him aquick glimpseinto the room. It didn’t take long to decide that the lab was empty, at
least as much of it as he could see. He shoved the door open far enough to step through, holding hisgun
with both hands. Other than the soft mechanica whir of the lab equipment, the room was silent. And
empty.

After settling the gun back in the waistband of hisjeans, he started in one corner of the lab and
began checking the counters and cabinets and even the empty patient beds for any sign of violence or
clues asto what had happened to Laurel. The only thing in the wastebasket was the wadded-up wrapper
from the sandwich he’ d made for Laurel’ slunch. He' d known in his gut that she wouldn’t have broken
her promiseto remain in the building; the crumbs and plastic bag confirmed that.

He dammed his hand down on the counter in frustration. Maybe she’' d been cdlled away for alate
meeting, but he' d never seen her leave her purse Sitting out on the cabinet. And wouldn't she have taken
her laptop?

His cdllphone rang, shattering the sllence. The number on the screen was Laurd’ s, and he knew
even before he answered that something was terribly wrong.

“Bane here”
“Devlin?’

He thought her voice was a bit shaky, but the reception on the call sucked. Either she was dmost
out of the service area, or somewhere that interfered with eectronics.

“Where are you, Laurel? And who are you with?’ He kept his voice cam, pacing back and forth
acrossthe lab.

“I can't tdll you that, but right now I'mfine.”
Implying that she wouldn’t befor long. He d kill the bastard three times over.
“Hesaid to tel you that he'll let you know when he wants you to join the party.”

The line went dead, then his phone rang again. It was D.J,. telling him that Trahern had arrived and
was about to enter the building.

The other Paladin stepped through the lab door just as Devlin stuffed the phone back in his
pocket. Trahern lowered hisgun and put it back in his shoulder holster, taking in the empty lab with his
chilling gaze. “ She sgone.”



“He sgot her,” Devlin said.

“Other than he’ s a dead man, do we know anything about him?” Trahern moved closer, but kept
maneuvering room between them in case of any unexpected thrests.

“No. Hetold her to tell methat he'd let me know when I'd beinvited ‘to join their party.”” Images
of what the bastard might havein mind for Laurd flashed through his head, making him want to howl! with
fury.

“Sowefind them first.” Trahern nodded toward the laptop. “Did you check it to seeif she had
timeto leave usaclue?’

Devlin swore and booted up the laptop. It was a pretty remote possibility, but the fact that he
hadn’t even thought to check worried him, because it showed how messed up he was. “No recent
entries”

He pondered their choices. “Cdl D.J. and have him send Cullen over to check out the guard
station. Maybe one of the cameras caught the bastard on film. If nothing else, he can bring up thelogsto
see which guards were scheduled to be on duty today.”

While Trahern made the cal, he forced himsdlf to breathe deeply, searching for the battle calm that
came over him just before the barrier came down and the Others came pouring through.

The barrier. There was something about the barrier. He reached over to snatch Trahern’s phone
out of hishand.

“D.J,, did you follow up on that blip you noticed earlier? The one you said wasin one of the
remote tunnels?’

No, he hadn’t had time to check yet, but it had only been that onetime.
“Where are the tunnels located? Can you tell me that?’

D.J’ sanswer had him running for the door, with Trahern right on hisheds.
“Where are we going now?’

“Earlier, something triggered the sensors in aremote tunnel—remote only becauseit’ s not near the
barrier, but it' sright under thisbuilding. D.J." s researching the layout to tell me how to access the tunndl
from here. Otherwise we' Il have to go down through the Center and backtrack. Until he calls with more
information, al we can do issearch.”

Three hallways converged at the lobby. They picked the one on the left first because it wasthe
shortest. Thetwo of them did a standard search pattern, first one and then the other leading the charge
into each room and office they passed. Most rooms were dark, the normal occupants obvioudy gone for
the day.

They started down the second halway. About halfway down, they struck pay dirt. A woman’s
shoe was lying near the head of a staircase, and Devlin knew even before he got agood look at it that it
was Laurd’s. What he didn’t know was whether she was|eaving him atrail to follow, or if her captor
had tossed it there asared herring.

When Trahern caught up with him, Devlin showed him the shoe. “It' sLaurd’s”
“Think she' sthe onewho left it there?”

“I’d liketo think so, but there’sno way of telling.” He considered their options. “ Any ideawhere
that staircase leads?’

Trahern gave the obvious answer. “Down.”

“Thanks.” Devlin set the shoe back down. “I figure the stairs are our best choice, but we should
do aquick check of the rest of thisfloor before committing oursalves. I'll finish thisend. Y ou take the



other. If D.J. callsback, I'll let you know.”

It didn’t take long to finish their search, which turned up nothing. The kidnapper would have been
afool to take Laurel to one of the upper floors where they could be cornered with no exits. No, they
ether left the building through aground level door or found another way out. Dragging an unwilling
woman, especidly one missing at least one shoe, out onto a public street even for the minute or two it
would take to reach a car was too risky.

That |eft the staircase. Devlin’s phone rang just as Trahern returned. When Devlin looked at him,
he shook his head. Nothing, which only confirmed what he’ d suspected.

“Givemegood news, D.J.”
Hisfriend’ sreport didn’t take long.
“Thanks. No, stay there. | may need you to cal in the troops. W€ |l keep you posted when we

”

can.

Hetold Trahern, “There' saclimate-controlled vault on the lowest floor of the building that houses
the Regent’ srecords. According to the schematics that D.J. pulled up, the only access is through adoor
at the bottom of these steps, and you have to know the security codesto openit.”

“I assume D.J. istaking care of that little problem for us”
Devlin shrugged. “He' sgoing to try, but if thet fails, I'll blast the fucking thing open.”
“Soundslikefun.”

Chapter 14

D evlin checked his gun and the dide of his sword in his scabbard while Trahern did the same thing.

When they were both ready, Devlin started down thefirst flight of steps. At the landing, they stopped and
legpfrogged the rest of the way down, offering each other cover in case the kidnapper wasn't working
done.

When they reached the bottom, the first thing Devlin noticed was that the door to the records
roomwas dightly gar. Hedided D.J.

“Did you open the door? No? That' swhat | thought.” He disconnected before D.J. could ask any
questions of hisown.

“Devlin, look.” Trahern was pointing toward the corner.

Laure’ s other shoewaslying in the shadows, dmost out of sight under the staircase. That
convinced him that Laurel was leaving the clues. If her captor had wanted to lay afasetrail, hewould
have | eft the shoe out where Devlin couldn’'t have missed it. It was definitdy Laurd, trying with limited
resources to lead her rescuers straight to her. He hoped she drew comfort from her faith that he'd come
after her. And once he got her back, he wasn't going to let her go, come hell or high water.

But right now it was time to see what was behind door number three. “ Shall we?’
Trahern nodded and followed him through the door and into the darkness.

The cold seeped into Laurd’ s bones as Sergeant Purefoy dragged her through an endless maze of
tunnels. At first she'd tried to keep track of al the twists and turns, but gave up when sheredized that his
route doubled and tripled back onitself. Even if she managed to break free and escape, she had little
hope of finding her way back to the eevator that had brought them down into this hell.

Just when she thought he would never stop, he took a sudden turn to the left. The abrupt changein
direction amost sent her ssumbling to her knees, and she fought to keep her feet. Purefoy looked down



the narrow passage he' d chosen and nodded asif satisfied. Laurel couldn’t see anything that
digtinguished it from any of the others, but didn’t care. She wasjust glad to stop running for afew
minutes. Then she saw what was tucked back against the wall and her somach did asow roll.

“Welcome to your new temporary home.” Purefoy’ s mouth twisted into anasty grin as heled her
to anarrow cast-iron bed with stained mattressticking. “1 know it’s not much on the amenities, but you
aren't exactly here on vacation, are you?’

She yanked her hand out of hisgrasp. “I’d tell you to go to hell, Purefoy, but you' Il get there soon
enough. About five minutes after Devlin Bane gets his hands on you—if you' re lucky. Otherwisg, it could
take hours.” Her show of bravado went along way toward bolstering her spirits. His eyesimmediately
flickered back the way they’ d come, telling her she' d scored ahit.

“Shut up, bitch.”

“Makeme.” She knew the minute the dare dipped out that she'd made amgjor tacticd error. The
man was aready running on nerves and adrendine. She didn’t need him to add testosterone to the mix.

His hand lashed out to jerk her toward him. “| figureif you like what Bane dishes out in bed, you
probably likeit rough.”

She could fed the heat pouring off him despite the damp chill inthe air. It was astruggle to keep
her voice calm. “Don’t do this, Sergeant Purefoy. Y ou know you redly don’t want this.”

“That’ swhere you rewrong. | want thisalot.”

Heran hisfree hand up to her shoulder and then back down to knead her breasts hard enough to
make her wince in pain. Then he cupped her bottom and squeezed, pulling her againgt his body. When he
tried to kiss her, she jerked away at the last second. He retaliated by fisting hishand in her hair and
dragging her face around to plant awet, doppy kiss on her mouth. When shetried to resist, he yanked
her hair hard enough to make her cry out. She dmost gagged when he thrust histongue into her mouth.
To make him stop, she bit down hard.

Purefoy yel ped and jumped back, cursing and spitting blood. He dapped her hard enough to
make her jaw ache, but at least he made no other move toward her. She' d have another bruise on her
cheek, but that little bit of defiance made her fed lesshelpless.

“Hold out your wrigt.”

He dangled apair of handcuffsin front of her face. The manic gleam in hiseyestold her that he
hoped she' d make him useforce. She dowly lifted her hand, the sick feding in her somach growing
worse. With aquick shove, he sent her flying back onto the bed. He straddled her and snapped a cuff
onto her left hand and the other to the rusty metal headboard.

“I"d ask if you were comfortable, but once the Othersfind you, comfort will be thelast of your
worries”

He jerked on the handcuffs to make sure they were secure, then leaned down to plant another
doppy kiss. With a cheery wave, he headed back the way they’ d come, leaving her alone in the damp
chill of thetunnd. At first, she remained motionless, listening to the sound of hisfootsteps fading. Because
the passageway's seemed to circle around one another, she couldn’'t be sure that he' d really gone very
far. He could just be lurking nearby to seeif shetried to escape.

Why had he picked this particular location to leave her? For its remoteness and its proximity to the
barrier? Although she' d seen photographs and film of the barrier, neither had doneit justice. Inthedim
light, the luminescent wall at the far end of the tunnel glowed in amyriad of colors and shimmering
textures that she knew no namesfor.

Her first impulse would have been to reach out and touch it if she hadn’t known better. More than
one of her Paladins had gotten burns from run-inswith the barrier when they werefighting. It was as



deadly asit was beautiful.

She decided she didn’t care what Purefoy was doing. Even if he stayed gone, there was dways
the chance the barrier would flicker, leaving her at the mercy of the Others. She shoved that ideato the
back of her mind, refusing to let fear incapacitate her, and concentrated on trying to get free.

Her firgt few tugs on the handcuffs were tentative, to seeif themeta had any giveinita al. The
results were discouraging. With just thet little bit of effort, the cuff had worn a sore place on her wrigt.
She struggled to sit up, finding it more difficult than she expected without the use of her hands and arms
for balance. Turning to face the headboard, she braced her feet againgt it and jerked backward, throwing
her full weight behind the effort.

Blood dripped down her forearm, but the weld that attached the pipe to therest of the frame
didn’t budge. She breathed deeply, ignoring the pain, and worked herself up to another try. Thistime she
yanked and fell back, alowing hersdlf to yell. Back in college, she' d taken a semester of judo where the
teacher had encouraged all of the students to vocdize loudly whenever they practiced. She didn’t know if
it was the second try or the hollering that helped, but she felt some givein the frame.

Unfortunately, the heavier pipeitsaf remained intact. She wasn't sure how many moretimes she
could try before she did seriousinjury to hersalf. On the other hand, the damp cold of the tunnel was
bound to sap her strength if she remained motionlessfor much longer.

Setting her feet, sheinhaded deeply through her nose and released the breath through her mouth.
But before she could lunge, a high-pitched buzzing started, growing in intengity until it felt asif someone
were stabbing her eardrumswith anice pick.

Sinking down onto the mattress, she watched in horror asthe barrier pulsed with ugly splotches of
color. Every so often, she thought she caught a glimpse of someone moving on the other side...an Other
waiting to crossinto her world. It had to be. And from what she knew of their generd physiology, it was
most likdy afully growvnmde.

Fear, cold and bitter tasting, crept through her. If the barrier wereto fail, it wouldn't matter if
Purefoy returned. An attack from an Other would play right into hisplans: If he madeit ook asif she'd
died at their hands, he might actually get away with kidnapping her. He d left no obvious cluesasto his
identity.

Up until this point, she’ d managed to remain focused on escaping and waiting for Devlinto find
her. With this new and immediate threat, however, what should she do? Think...she had to think. She
was used to analyzing data and then deciding on a course of action. Doing her best to ignore the buzzing,
shelooked at her surroundings.

Thetunnel wallswere uneven, asif carved directly out of stone. Someone had added alayer of
concrete at one point, most likely for stability. Electrica conduits ran along the ceiling, interrupted every
ten feet or so with motion-sengtive lights. She froze. Purefoy had chained her in asmall offshoot of the
main tunnd. If she wereto quit moving completdly, thelights should go inactive, leaving her cloaked in
darkness.

Maybe the Other wouldn't see her if sheflattened hersalf againgt the mattress to become part of
the shadows. How long would it take for the lights to go off? She moved again to reactivate their sensors
and then stayed till. Counting off the seconds, she waited until the dim lights began shutting down, one
after the other, until there was nothing left but the sound of her own bresthing and the shimmer of the
barrier.

She sat up again. Immediately the lights came up to full intensity, enough o that she had to shield
her eyesbriefly with her arm to give them time to adjust. Something niggled &t the back of her mind about
the extreme brightness, something to do with Others and light. After asecond or two, it hit her. Thelights
in the tunnels were st to flare brightly enough to make it harder for the Othersto see. Once they had



been on for awhile, though, the lights would return to normd intensity. It wasn't much of an advantage
for the Paladins, but one they made full use of.

The buzzing died away without warning, and the barrier once again returned to normal. While it
was under control, she resumed her effortsto break free, knowing the respite might be brief. If the
buzzing came back, she would resume her position on the bed and hope for the best.

Damn, he' d thought for sure he had brought the barrier down that time. Stepping back, Purefoy glared at
the glowing wall of energy. For afew secondsit had weakened enough for objects on the other sideto
become visible, but not enough to interrupt the flow of the energy. Where had he gone wrong? He'd tried
before to interrupt the flow by stabbing it with Bane' s sword, but that hadn’t worked. If he hadn’t been
careful enough to wear insulated gloves, the damn thing would have fried him right there on the spot. Asit
was, the power had burned through the outer layer of fabric, forcing him to yank his hands out of the
gloves before the smoldering heat caused bligters.

Thistime, he' d come better prepared. After staking out his prisoner where she’ d be found by an
Other as soon as he brought down the barrier, he' d returned to the stash of wegpons he' d secreted over
the last week. The smal explosion he'd just set off should have put abig enough holein the barrier. He d
haveto try again usng moreforce. Evenif it only brought the roof of the tunnel down, that might do
enough damage to produce aflicker or two—enough time for the waiting Othersto cross over.

Oncethey caught the scent of ahuman femae, the fun and games would begin. Hisorigina plan
had been to have her for himsdlf, but with hisemployer growing impatient and Bane aready on histrail,
therewasn't timefor abit of rough sex. Once the barrier came down, every Paadin in the region would
come pouring into the tunnels.

His plan depended on Bane being the first to arrive. While the Others kept the bastard busy
protecting his woman, Purefoy would use agun to bring Devlin to hisknees. Once that happened, he
could finish the job with asword.

Andif Laurel Y oung survived her first encounter with an Other, he still might be able to have some
funwith her. It would serve the bitch right; histongue sill hurt where she' d bit it. Maybe after an Other
used her atime or two, she' d gppreciate anorma human male. Whistling tunelesdy, he wiped his hands
on his pants and then began the arduous process of wiring his next attempt to blow the barrier to hell and
back.

For asecond Devlin dlowed himself to imagine how good it would fed to get hishands around his
quarry’ s neck and squeeze until the bones snapped. That pleasure would have to wait awhile, but ill
made him fed better. It had taken way too long to hotwire the evator, minutesthat they didn’t haveto
wagte.

He and Trahern could have rushed the job, but he didn’t want to risk setting off an darm. The
rogue guard had to know that Devlin would be coming after him, and if the son of abitch felt cornered,
he might kill Laurel. So Devlin had been forced to take histime in circumventing the safeguards on the
elevator controls. Each extraminute Laurel spent in her captor’ s clutchesfilled him with acold fury.

“There, that should do it.” He reattached the keypad and listened with his ear against the door.
Somewherein the depths below, he could hear the click and whir of machinery starting up. “It' sonits
way.”

“About time.” Trahern moved closer. “ So what' s the plan once we get down there? Should we
split up or hunt together?’

“I’'m figuring he has asurprise or two in store for us, so we should separate. With luck, hewon't
have had time to set traps everywhere. Going separate ways gives us a better chance of getting through



toLaurd.”

Trahern nodded. “If | catch him first, can | kill him or do | have to save that little pleasure for
you?’

“I want him to wish he' d never been born, but we' ve got bigger problemsthan him. And if he dies,
everything he knows dieswith him.” The devator pinged softly and the doors did open. Devlin motioned
for Trahern to stand back while he entered the elevator first. When nothing happened, he nodded for his
friend tojoin him. “Thisguy is at the bottom of the food chain and on somebody’ s payroll. | want to
know who' s on top, forking out the money and playing both sdes againgt the middle.”

“So we catch him and convince him to talk first.” The corner of Trahern'smouth quirked upina
amall grin that showed lots of teeth. “Then wekill him.”

Devlin smiled back a him. “That’ sthe plan.”
“Worksfor me.”

Inal the years he' d served in the Northwest, Devlin had never spent much timein this particular
end of the maze of tunnelsthat hugged the length of the barrier through Puget Sound. The areathisfar
north rardly had much saismic activity, although someone was dways saying Seettle was due for the big
one.

That’ sl they needed right now. Even the dightest shift in the plates could bring the barrier down
long enough to let the Others through. He wouldn’t even let himsalf think about what would happen to
Laurd at their hands. It was the main reason that the Regents had a hard-line policy againgt alowing
women down in the tunnels. In fact, asfar as he knew, there had never been afemae Pdladin; he'd
aways assumed that the Y chromosome had something to do withit.

If helived through the night, maybe he'd ask Laurdl if that wasthe case. It had never been a
particular concern of his because he' d never had unprotected sex; the complication of getting someone
pregnant had held no apped for him. But he and Laurdl had skated the edge of carel essness a couple of
times. They were both old enough to know better, but the sex between them burned so damn hot that
COMMOoN Sense camein a poor second.

The ping of the elevator door signaled their arrival at the bottom, just as an image flashed through
hismind of Laurel huge with child—his child, their child. The very thought should scare him, but hefound
himsdf grinning.

Trahern was staring at him asif he' d grown a second head. “1 don’t know where your mind is,
Devlin, but it better be right herein this elevator with me. When that door opens, who knows what kind
of messwe Il bewaking into.”

“Don'tworry. I’'m here”

He brought up his pistol, and each of them moved to stand asfar out of sight asthey could. Only a
fool would stand right in front of the door and offer himsdlf up as atarget. When there was no immediate
attack, Devlin nodded at Trahern that he' d take point. He dropped low and rolled out of the door and
back up on to hisfeet, ready to fireif necessary. Trahern followed close on hishedls.

Their motion set off the lights. From years of practice, both of them automatically focused their
eyes on the floor, awvay from the blinding brightness. It wouldn't take long for their eyesto adjust, but for
afew secondsthey were vulnerable.

“Seeif they left any trall that way. I'll check in thisdirection.”

Trahern arched an eyebrow. “How many shoes do you think your woman carries around, just in
case she needsto leave atrail 7’

“Very funny.”



Before either of them could move, awave of energy rolled toward them from the left. Devlin
braced hisfeet wide and stood with his head tilted forward asif leaning into astrong wind, while Trahern
did the same. When it had blown past them, he shook his head to cleer it.

“What the hell wasthat?’ Trahern stared beyond them, asif expecting arepeat performance.
“My guessis someone is messing with the barrier—most likely our kidnapper.”

“Only adamn fool would risk bringing it down. If we reright about this guy being one of the
Guard, you' d think he' s seen enough of what the Others can do to know better.”

“Y egh, but you' re assuming thisguy is sane. He sthe same one who thinks he’ sgoing to live long
enough to actualy spend whatever he' s getting to take me out. That aone proves he' sthree kinds of
crazy, but we' re going to need help if he does manageto bring it down. There' sno telling how far the
damage will gtretch.”

He dug in his pocket for his cellphone, but they were too far down underground to get reception.
“Shit! You'll need to go back and get help. An energy burst like that could have taken down the entire
grid of sensors, so they’ re probably working blind up there.”

Trahern obvioudy didn't like the idea of leaving Devlin done, but the barrier had to take
precedence over thelife of one woman or even a Paladin. That was the one truth they lived with.

Thetunnel remained quiet. “Go ahead and go. It fedslike the barrier held, but he might not be
satisfied with one attempt.”

“I'll beright behind you as soon as| get back up top and call in.”

“1 know. Tdl Cullen to come from the other end. | want to make sure we catch the bastard
between us.”

“Will do.”

The two of them set off in opposite directions. As he ran, Devlin sent up aprayer to the God he
rarely even thought about, asking that He keep Laurd safe. At least until Devlin got there and could teke
over thejob.

The buzzing was back. Already Laurd could see the shadow pacing back and forth on the other side.
Fear burned at the back of her throat. Forcing hersdlf to remain cam, she resumed her deliberate
attempts to breek free of her bonds. The pieces of rusty metal were finaly starting to separate. If she
could just get it to move alittle farther, she might be able to work the joint free.

The humming grew worse, making her ears hurt again. Time was running out. She wrapped her
hands around the pipe, closed her eyesto concentrate al of her strength, and tried to turn the pipe. It
gave aminute fraction of aninch, but it definitely moved. Shetried again and then again. Small flakes of
rust rained down on her hands, and it came |oose!

Now shejust had to bend it down far enough to dide the handcuff chain over thetop. And if she
could work a piece of the pipe free, it would be aweapon. Severa sweaty minutes later, sheheld a
two-foot length of pipein her hands.

It wastimeto leave.

The barrier had grown thinner; the clear, vivid colors she' d seen earlier had faded to amuddy tan
streaked with sickly green and black. It looked poisoned, asif the beautiful colors had become tainted.
And the shadow was no longer ablank silhouette. She could dmost make out the features of the Other
standing vigil on the other side. As she moved, his head turned, warning her that he could see her just as
well—perhaps even better—because she' d triggered the lightsin the larger tunnél.

She needed to run, but which direction should she go? Devlin would have found her shoes by now



and knew where to start his search. If he used the same eevator, then she wanted to be moving toward
him, not away. On the other hand, Purefoy had gone in that same direction.

Going the other way might have its own dangers, ones she couldn’t even begin to fathom.
Deciding she was better off risking arun-in with Purefoy than an untold number of Others, should the
barrier continue to weaken, she sidied past the spot where the Other waited. Once she passed that point,
she kept her back to the wall and moved dowly forward. Shewas dready logt; al that mattered now
was not being right where Purefoy expected her to be.

Assheturned the first corner an explosion shattered the air, the concussion making the world
around her heave and roll. She watched in horror as the barrier flickered and then disappeared
atogether. A heartbest later, apool of blackness, inky and thick, rolled through her mind, and the floor
rushed up to meet her.

“Son of abitch!” Devlin sat next to the wal and waited for the nausea and dizzinessto pass. He didn't
know what had just happened, but it was bad. Hefelt asif he' d been flayed dive, because someone had
ripped the barrier out by itsroots.

He braced himself against the wall and tried to push himsdlf to hisfeet. It took two tries before he
succeeded, and even then he knew the dightest wrong move would land him flat on hisface again. Ever
so dowly, he stooped to retrieve his sword, avare that he' d be damn lucky if he could even lift it.

Then hefdt hisway aong the tunnel, hoping that his head would clear in timefor himto help
Laurd. Hedidn't let himsdf think about what the blast might have doneto her, closer to the center of the
explosion. Shewasal right. She had to be.

Thefirg ftirrings of consciousness brought Laurd the unwelcome news that shewas no longer donein
the tunnd. She could hear someone moving around, but asfar as she could tell she had yet to be spotted.
She pushed herself up to her knees and then to her feet. What had caused the explosion?

It had to have been Purefoy, athough why he would want to destroy the barrier was beyond her.
Did he want their world to become inundated with Others? What good would that do? It appeared that
only one Other had crossed in the near vicinity, but that one was headed her way.

Thetunnel split ahead. Which way to go? She picked the right hand side because it was dark;
something had shut down the power in that particular offshoot. The shadowed entrance was her one
hope for refuge from the terror that stalked her.

She reached the darkness just in time. She could hear the steady approach of the Other coming
her way. Raising the pipe over her head, she waited until he reached the split in the tunndl. He paused just
out of sight, no doubt trying to decide which path to take. What was he doing? It sounded asif he were
sniffing the ar. With their limited eyesight in the brightness of her world, did they rely on their sense of
smdl more than humans did?

“Fema e human, come out.” The guttural sound of hisvoice sent shivers up her spine.

She' d dready been the prisoner of one man; she wasn't about to put hersdf in that position again.
Maybe she could catch him off guard.

“I’m coming out. Don’'t hurt me.” Sheinjected as much fear into her voice as she could. Let the
fool think she was broken and ready to surrender. Instead she charged out of the tunndl, her pipe
swinging around to take her would-be captor by surprise. It worked. Her makeshift club connected with
the Other’ s head with a sickening thud.

A low groan told her that she hadn’t killed him. Throwing caution to the wind, she charged down
the tunndl, running full tilt. When sheturned the corner, she saw the last person she ever wanted to see



again. Skidding to a stop, she looked for an escape route, but Purefoy had already seen her. He waved
hisgun a the pipein her hand. When she didn’t immediately drop it, he pulled the trigger. The bullet
ricocheted off thewall by her face, sending rock chipsflying and startling her into dropping the pipe a
her feet with aloud clang.

“Wadll, Dr. Young, lookslike you' ve been busy sincel last saw you.” Purefoy closed the distance
between them and grabbed her, hisfingers digging into her arm hard enough to leave bruises. He pulled
out the key for the handcuffs and quickly snapped the loose end onto her other wrist.

“It aso lookslike my plan to leave you to the tender mercies of the Others met with failure. And |
had such high hopes, too.”

“Sorry to disgppoint you, Sergeant.”

“Wadl, he can’'t have been the only oneto cross over. And with the barrier till down, there' s ill
hope.” He dragged her back to where he' d chained her before.

“Y ou know you won't get away with this. As soon as you damaged the barrier, every Pdadin
within ahundred milesknew it. If | wereyou, I’ d get the heck out of Dodge while you have a chance.”

“And | bet you think | should leave you behind so | can travel fagter.” Helaughed. “The only way
I’ll leave you behind isif you' re dead. Of course, if that’swhat you warnt...”

A guttura voice said, “Only acoward hides behind an unarmed femae, human.”

The Other she' d clobbered was waiting for them ashort distance down the tunnd. A smal trickle
of dark blood on his cheek was the only sign that she'd hurt him. He stood leaning against the wall, but
his relaxed stance was deceptive. When he moved to block their passage, he brought hissword upina
two-handed grip that seemed second nature to him.

“Humean female, step away from him.”

Purefoy’ sgrip on her arm tightened. “ Get the hdll out of my way or die where you stand.” At least
now hewas aiming his gun at the Other rather than at her.

The dien malelooked remarkably unconcerned. “ Only acoward killsfrom adistance. | likethe
fed of my sword dicing into an enemy’sgut.”

Laurel shuddered. Hisrough, low pronunciation took all of her concentration to follow. But there
was no mistaking the deedly threat he represented. Despite his palor, he was striking looking, with long
hair the color of tarnished slver and eyes only ashade or two lighter. Dressed in unrelenting black from
head to toe, he reminded her of avillain straight out of an old black-and-white horror film.

Purefoy risked aquick glance back down the tunnd behind him. If he pulled the trigger, he might
very wdl kill the Other, but any Paadin in the areawould come running. Shefdt hisweight shift dightly,
warning her that he'd made hisdecision.

In asurprise move, he turned the gun on her, pressing it againgt her temple. “ Drop the sword or
shediesnow.”

Theflat cam of Purefoy’ svoice sent chillsthrough her. Did the Other understand enough about
humans to recognize that Purefoy’ swords weren't athreat, but a promise? As she counted off what
could be the last seconds of her life, it grieved her to know that Devlin would most likely be the one to

find her bodly.

“What'sit going to be?Y our sword or the woman’'slife?’

The Other’ seyesmet Laurd’ sfor abrief second. Had that been regret in the Silver of hiseyes?
The clang of meta hitting stone echoed through the tunnel as his sword hit the ground. The Other held his
hands out to the side to show he was now harmless—not that she believed it. She' d been around too
many Paladins not to recognize atrained warrior when she saw one. Unfortunately, that was equdly true



for Purefoy. He camly pointed his gun at the Other and pulled the trigger.

She screamed as the Other collapsed on the ground with blood pouring out of hisleg. Her captor
shoved her toward the wounded man.

“Get him up on hisfest. We' re bringing him with us.”

“I can’t lift him with my hands cuffed together.” She didn’t know if that wastrue or not, but it was
worth trying.

“Fine.” Purefoy pulled the small key from his pocket and threw it on the ground next to her. “Get
moving. | want to be gone before your lover shows up.”

She congdered fumbling with the key to delay their departure, but Purefoy was clearly running on
the edge. It wouldn't take much to push him over. They both knew he was a dead man if Devlin caught
up with him, regardiess of whether Laurd was till breathing. She was abargaining chip and nothing
more.

The key worked on the second try. Before she could start on the other cuff, Purefoy demanded
the key back.

“Now get him moving.”
Ignoring Purefoy, she studied the Other’ s bleeding leg. “How bad isit?’ she asked.
“I will walk.”

He avoided her touch by trying to stand on his own. His attempt failed miserably. She wasn't
about to let him hurt himself worse out of stubborn pride. They may be from opposing worlds, but at this
moment they were bound together by their common enemy.

“I need to bind hisleg or he'll bleed out, Sergeant.” She glared up at their captor. “1 don’t know
what you havein mind for the two of us, but dead, he won't be any good to anyone. Besides, blood
makesfor an easy trail to follow.”

Without waiting for his approva, she looked around for something she could use as a bandage.
Findly, Purefoy pulled ahandkerchief from his pocket and tossed it to her.

“Here, but makeit fast.”

“I'll need your uniform tie, too.” She offered her reluctant patient atentative smile. “1’m adoctor.
Let me seethewound.”

He tugged up the cuff of his pantsfar enough to reved awell-muscled leg with anasty hole
through the meat of the calf. He winced when hetried to straighten hisleg. Just that quickly, he ceased to
be anything but awounded patient who needed her care. A quick examination told her that the bullet had
gone straight through the muscle. It was still bleeding, but at least that would have cleaned the wound.

“I think it will heal, with care.” After she wrapped the cotton handkerchief around hisleg, she used
thetieto bind it in place and to keep pressure on both sides of the wound. She tried not to think about
the possible contamination from touching his Otherworld clothing and skin.

“That should hold for awhile. | wish | could do better, but | have no medica supplieswith me.”

“Y our effortshonor me.” The Other gave her agrave nod and then accepted her assistancein
standing up. He couldn’t hide the wince of pain when he put weight on hisleg, but then he stood straight
andtal.

“All right, move on out.” Purefoy prodded her with his gun. He' d aso picked up the Other’s
sword. “We need to be out of here.”

Her ssomach clenched. “What have you done, Sergeant?’
“I left alittle surprise for your lover.”



The smug look on hisface made her want to smack him. “Y ou're just piling up reasonsfor him to
take you down, Purefoy.”

“Notif | kill himfirst.”

She shook her head. “Y ou forget—even if you kill him, hewon't stay that way. Eventudly helll be
right back on your trail, and Devlin gets testy when someone kills him. But you know that, don’t you?
Y ou' ve dreedy killed him once.”

“Shut up, bitch.”

“Of course, then there are all those other Paladins. | suspect that Trahern’s a nasty enemy to have.
And thelast time Lonzo died, it took six of usto hold him down long enough to restrain him.”

She didn’'t know why shefelt compelled to keep jerking his chain, but she did. Every second he
spent reacting to her taunts was one he wasn't concentrating so hard on his plans. Besides, if shewas
going to die, shewanted her killer to be fully aware that his own hours wereticking away as the Paladins
hunted him down like the vermin he was.

The Other oically marched on beside her. Unless hiskind wereimmune to pain, each step had to
be agony, but he gave no sign of it. She never thought to admire anything about an Other, and the
unexpected feding wasjarring. Far too many of the Paladins had suffered at their handsfor her to seethe
Others as anything but the enemy. But the man next to her had shown himsdf to be far from the
murdering anima she' d expected.

Surely hewasn't typica of hiskind.
“What' syour name?’ she asked softly. “I’'m Laurel Young.”

The Other had his eyestrained on the ground ahead of them, asif it took every bit of his
concentration to keep moving. After afew steps he glanced toward her, his slver gray eyes bracketed by
linesof pain. “Barak.”

She surprised them both by smiling. “I am pleased to meet you, Barak. Isthat your complete
name?’

Heimmediately turned his attention back to thefloor. “It isal that isleft of who | wasand no
longer am.”

She wanted to ask what he meant, but Purefoy interrupted them. “Y ou two quit talking. You're
here to die, not to become best buddies.”

Since Barak showed little inclination to continue the conversation anyway, shefell slent. After a
bit, she asked, “Where are we headed? Or is your plan to wander around in this maze until the Pdadins
find us or you manageto find adoor somewhere?’

She was disappointed that he didn’t rise to the bait. Instead, he prodded her with Barak’ s sword.
“Veer left”

It was another dead end, amost indi stinguishable from the one where he' d chained her earlier.
Once they reached the back, she and Barak dowly turned to face Purefoy. With their backsto the wall,
shewas uncomfortably reminded of pictures of afiring squad. Her thoughts must have shown on her
face, because Purefoy laughed.

“Tell youwhat, Laurel. Show mealittle of that same heat you’ ve been generating with Bane, and |
might just let you live”

“Not inthislifetime”

“Then chain yoursdlf to your new buddy. I’'m sure Bane will love finding hiswoman in the arms of
hisworst enemy.” Then hetipped hishead to onesde. “Actudly, | guess|’m hisworst enemy now.”



When shedidn’'t immediately fasten the loose cuff to Barak, Purefoy moved within carving range
and raised the sword. “Now, Laurd, or I'll start hacking away. Think Bane will still want you cut up and

ugy?
“Pdadinsarewarriors. He will understand valor evenif you do not, human.” Barak moved to

gtand dightly infront of Laurel. “It iseader to fight an unarmed femae than to use that onamale. Give
me my sword back, and wewill see who gets carved up.”

Purefoy started to back away and then caught himself. “ Chain yourself to the woman, you freak,
or I'll shoot your other leg—for starters.”

Each minute they kept Purefoy occupied gave Devlin moretimeto find them, but shewouldn't et
Barak get shot just to avoid being chained to her.

She snapped the cuff in place before he could react. “Now what?’
“Turn around and St down.”

For thefirst time, she noticed there was aline right down the middle of the narrow passage. It
looked asif it had been etched there, arrow straight, by alaser, and she realized the barrier itself had cut
through the rock. And if they were Sitting on that line when the Paladins restored the energy, the two of
themwould die.

There had dready been brief flashes of light along the passage, asif the barrier wereflickering
back to life. Purefoy started to move away, but in a sudden move he clubbed Barak on the side of the
head with the butt of his pistol. The Other dumped against her shoulder and did back onto the floor.

Laurel braced hersdlf for asmilar attack, but Purefoy backed away.

“Dragging an unconscious anima aong with you should dow you down. I'd loveto stay and
watch, but | need to leave.” Hetipped his head and listened. “1 should have just enough timeto get in
position to watch it al come down.”

A few minutes later the lightswent out, leaving her in the dark—waiting to seeif death or Devlin
would bethefirst oneto find her and her silent companion.

Chapter 15

D evlin had been cursing for the past fifteen minutes as he figured out how to get around the messin

front of him. The son of abitch was clever, he had to give him that. Half adozen or more laser lights
were angled across the narrowest point of the tunnel, forming atangled web. If they hadn’t resonated on
afrequency closeto the barrier’ s, he wouldn’t have even redlized they were there. One more step would
have triggered whatever little present his enemy had left for him.

The lasers served as a solid wall, trapping him on one side and Laurel on the other. In al those
action movies, people dways came up with some clever way to avoid the lights—either mirrors or smoke
or convoluted body movements that would make agymnast ook clumsy. Unfortunately, he was fresh out
of al those things. The best he could hope for was that the lasers weren’t hooked up to the current and
their batterieswould die.

Devlin consdered his predicament from al sdes. Within seconds, it hit him: Lasers were energy,
and likedl Paladins, he had an affinity for manipulating the pulsating energy that formed the barrier.
Could he do the same with these narrow beams of light?

He closed his eyes and reached out with his mind to find them. As his breathing dowed, hefelt
their faint but steady flow crisscrossing the passageway. Bracing himself for the worst, he willed the
uppermost beam to move, bending its path to apoint afew inches higher up thewall.

Success! Herolled his shoulders and ignored the beads of swest dripping into his eyes. When the
light beam remained stable, he went back to work, taking histime with each smdl adjustment until he'd



managed to create enough room to dide under. It would be aclosefit, but he didn’t have timeto do
more. His fellow Paladins had to be working on restoring the barrier. If it were to flash back on, the
power surge could be enough to detonate the trap anyway. Worse, even if he managed to avoid
triggering the explosion, Trahern could blunder into it. Using hisknife blade, he scratched the word
“laser” in the floor ashort distance back and laid the knife down where Trahern would be sureto seeit.
It wasn't much of awarning, but it was the best he could do.

Then he knelt down on the floor and did his sword and his gun under the lasersto test the stability
of the changes he' d made. When nothing happened, he stretched out on the floor and began carefully
pushing himself along the uneven floor, knowing that desth hovered only afraction of an inch over his
head. The rasp of his shirt and jeans diding over the stone echoed in his ears, making him wish even his
buttons were thinner. His size had dways been an advantage in battle, but right now he' d give anything to
have Cullen’sdender build. Inch by inch, he crept forward. At the end, he turned hisfeet out to the Sdes
and dug in hard, shoving himsdlf that lat little bit to freedom.

Safely on the other side, he rested againgt the blessed coolness of the floor, wishing he could stay
there longer. Working with energy aways drained him, but rest would come later, when he had Laurel
sfe.

Thetunnelsin this area seemed to twist and turn more than most, which was both good and bad.
He could run for only short distances before pausing to listen when the tunnel veered off sharply enough
so that he couldn’t see past the turn. It aso meant that he wasn't exposed for long distances with no
cover.

A flash of light on hisright caught his attention. The barrier was struggling back to life. Trahern
must have gotten through to Cullen and the others, so that problem was solved. Bit by bit, they’ d piece
the barrier back together. He could only hope that the unexpected interruption had caught the Others by
surprise, too, so that huge numbers hadn’t been waiting to cross. But that was someone else' s problem,
not his.

The barrier flickered again, thistime with more substance. Based on the usua pattern, it should
come back full strength within the next couple of attempts, which meant he needed to put serious distance
between him and the trap in ahurry. Even if the barrier didn’t stay up, there was probably enough energy
init now to set it off. Hetook off at adead run just asthe tunnd lit up with abrilliant surge of light. The
resulting explosion wasn't long in coming, but he' d managed to put another couple of turns between him
and theworgt of the damage.

But hiswould-be killer didn’t know that. Asthe rumbling died away, Devlin waited, hoping that
his enemy wouldn’t be able to resist the urge to check. Sure enough, the sound of footsteps whispered
through the air so softly that if he hadn’t been listening so hard he would have missed them.

He eased forward to peek around the corner and immediately jerked back out of sight. At last he
knew theidentity of his enemy—Sergeant Purefoy. What had he ever done to him? Hell, he’ d gone out
of hisway to be cooperative with the sneaking little bastard whenever he could. Whatever the man's
reasonswere for coming after Devlin and his woman, he hoped they were worth dying for.

He listened again, but the footsteps were receding. Damn, he’ d hoped the fool would come
charging down the tunndl. Instead, he' d disappeared back down the way he' d come, probably to check
on hishogtage. With hissword in one hand and his gun in the other, Devlin charged forward, determined
to reach the other end of the straightaway before Purefoy returned on another scouting mission.

A shot rang out before he' d made it little more than halfway. He dove for the ground and rolled to
the side, dropping his sword to free up one hand to control hislanding. Two more bullets ricocheted past
him as he scrambled forward, not even considering the possibility of retrest.

“Stay back, Bane, or I'll finish your woman off right now.”



“I wouldn't if | were you, Purefoy. She' sthe only reason you're il breething.” Devlin duck
walked another few feet, stopping only abody length awvay from the find turn in thetunnd. “Turn her
looseand I'll giveyou ahead start.”

“Not unless| take her with me for insurance, in case your friends are waiting at the other end.” His
voice sounded farther away thistime.

If the bastard had gone to ground, chances were Laurel was close by. Purefoy knew right where
Devlin was, so stedlth was no longer needed.

He bellowed her name at the top of his lungs, knowing his voice would carry down the tunndl.
“Laurd!”

The only response was a muffled sound some distance away.
Cocking his head, he couldn’t decideif that had been her answering or not. Hetried again.
“Devlin, I'm herg!”

Thistime hewas sureit was her voice, but the yelp of pain that followed right on its heels made his
blood run cold and histemper hot.

He made sure his gun was fully loaded and retrieved his sword; then he ran full out. He madeit to
the end of another straight stretch with no sight of his quarry, and he hardly dowed as he rounded the
corner. Nothing and no one. The path ahead split in two, one side veering off to the | eft; the other led
closer to the barrier.

Purefoy wouldn’t be that stupid, would he? Maybe. Even probably. If he'd stashed Laurel
somewhere that would trap her on the wrong side of the barrier, he knew Devlin would sacrifice himsalf
to bring her back. If he couldn’t kill Devlin himsdlf, he d let the Othersdo it for him.

The barrier continued to flicker and flame.
Therewas no turning back.

If he were wrong, there' d be plenty of timeto check it out. But the seconds were ticking away
before the Paladins restored the barrier to full strength. Bracing himsdlf for the worst, he stepped into the
right tunnel and marched forward.

“Laurd!”
Thistime the answer was clear and immediate. “ Devlin!”

He could just make her out crouching on the human side of the tunnel. Someone else was on the
ground next to her. Purefoy stood beyond her, clearly planning on using her asashield.

“Stop right there, Bane.” Purefoy grabbed Laurel by the hair and pressed his gun to her templein
warning, then he pointed it right a Devlin’s chest. “ One more step and she' sdead.”

“What' sthe point of winning thislittle gameif you' re dead, too?’ Devlin kept hisvoice low, asif
only mildly curious about the answer. Insde, he was dying.

“If you had stayed dead thefirst time, Paadin, | wouldn't have had to drag her into this.”

“Soit'smy fault you' reascrew up?’

“Shut up, Bane, and back out of thistunnel. Let usout of here, and I'll turn her loose as soon as
it ssafe”

“Don’t doit, Devlin. He s got me chained to an Other who is unconscious. He can't drag us both
withhim.”

Son of abitch, could it get any worse? If the Other regained consciousness, there was no telling
how he' d react. He was already dedling with one crazy; he didn’t need another one. He' d settle that



problem with asingle shot to the Other’ s head, but he couldn’t risk hitting Laurel.

Purefoy shifted from foot to foot, clearly on edge. “What' sit going to be, Bane? Her life or my
freedom?’

Devlin shrugged and hoped Laurel would find it in her to forgive him. “My job isto protect the
barrier, Purefoy, and you managed to bring it down. For that, you die here and now.”

“I don’'t believe you. She meanstoo much to you.”

Devlin forced himsdf to laugh. “Don’'t be stupid. Y ou’ ve been around Paladins long enough to
know that we go through women like water. If you want her, take her, but you have to get past me.”

Hewidened his stance and waited. He didn’t have to wait long.
Purefoy shrieked out hisfrustration and lowered the gun.

“Laurd, drop!” Devlin yelled, to get aclear shot at the desperate Guardsman. Shedid ashe
ordered, but even as she flattened down, the dark form next to her surged to hisfeet and threw himsdlf
between Laurd and Purefoy, sending the Guardsman sprawling. Devlin pulled the trigger at the sametime
Purefoy did, the flashes of gunfire blending in with a powerful flash of light that ran the length of the tunnel.

Purefoy’ s scream died aoruptly asthe barrier cut through him, leaving him haf inthisworld, half in
the dark world, and dead in both. The echoes of the gunshots died away, leaving only the healthy hum of
the barrier tofill the slence.

Devlin surged forward to pull Laurdl back into the safety of hisarms, but she fought him off with
her free hand.

“Laurel, you know | didn’t mean any of what | said to him.”

She gave him adisgusted ook as she struggled to get closer to the Other. “I' m not stupid, Devlin,
but right now I’ ve abigger problem on my hands. Barak’ s been shot.”

“So what? He' s an Other. He knew when he crossed the barrier that he was a dead man.”

“He saved my life, Devlin. I'm not leaving him here to diein this godforsaken place” Then she
lifted her arm. “Besides, I'm chained to him. Where | go, he goes.”

“Where sthe damn key?’

He wished he could take back the question when Laurel turned toward the half of Purefoy that lay
on their side of the barrier. Her complexion took on a decidedly green cast, and she swallowed hard
Sseverd times.

Her voice quavered when she spoke. “It' sin one of his pockets.”

Devlin moved to block her view as he patted down the pockets he could till reach, being careful
to avoid coming in contact with the barrier. He found the small key in the front pocket of Purefoy’ s pants.
His own stomach was fedling pretty damn queasy when he redlized the two haves of Purefoy were no
longer connected.

Hewiped the blood off the key on Purefoy’ sleg before handing it over to Laurd.
“If I undo this, will you help me get him out of here?’

He d promise her the moon and the starsif it would get them both away from the macabre sight
behind him. “I'll carry him for you. Let’ sjust get the hell out of here.”

Her answering smile went along way toward melting the core of fear he' d been living with since
he' d realized she had been taken. As soon as she stood free, he lifted the Other off the floor, draping the
grayish arm around his shoulders and dl but dragging him down the passageway. Laurd did her best to
hel p once the path widened enough for them to walk abreast.



Thewe come sound of running feet greeted them when they reached the main passage. Devlin
stopped and eased his unwanted burden down to the ground. Laurd immediately knelt down and began
checking the Other for wounds. The sight made him sick.

“He snot human, Laurdl. Hiskind is bad for our world.”

“That may be true. But more than once, he did his best to save me from Purefoy, and he didn’t
haveto do that. | won't let you or anyone el se hurt him.”

Damn, he was afraid of that. He' d been trying to convince himself that the Other’ s attack on
Purefoy had been afluke, not a ddliberate attempt to save Laurel. He owed the Other adebt he could
never repay, especidly with abullet or asword.

“Thisisgoing to cause al kinds of problemswith the Regents, not to mention the Paadins. None
of them are going to like having their favorite doctor fussing over an Other.”

“HisnameisBarak.”

“Damnit, Laurdl, he' snot a pet who followed you home. Y ou can't keep him.” He cupped her
facewith hishand. “ The best you can hope for is getting him stable and then shoving him acrossto his
sdethe next time the barrier goes down.”

The Other groaned and struggled to st up. “Kill me now, human. | will not go back.”
Devlin glared down at hisenemy. “I can't. If | kill you, she'll kill me.” Either literdly or by leaving.
It didn’'t help his mood any when Barak smiled and shook his head.

Trahern wasleading the charge down the tunnel straight toward them. Asglad as Devlin wasto
see them, he raised his sword and prepared to defend the woman he loved and a half-dead Other.

It had been touch and go for awhile, but she' d finaly gotten Barak stabilized. Since no one had ever
treated an injured Other, it had been mostly guesswork and luck that she’ d managed to bring the
bleeding under control. His blood wastoo different for her to risk giving him transfusions, so she had
pumped him full of dinelVs.

Dr. Ned cameinjust as shewas pulling off her gloves.
“How isyour patient?’

“Stable for now.” She put her hands on her waist and stretched from side to side, trying to ease
some of the stiffness from going too long without rest. “We |l know more by morning.”

Dr. Nedl picked up Barak’ s chart. “1t would help if we knew what normal was for one of hiskind.
But aslong asthe readings don’t go haywire, I’'m guessing he'll pull through.”

He peered over thetop of hisglassesat her. “And you, young lady, have alot to answer for.”

“I couldn’t let Barak die, not when he saved my life.” That wastrue, but she aso knew that her
patient wasn’t what Dr. Neal was referring to.

“When were you going to tell methat you' ve become. . .shal we say, involved with Devlin Bane?’
He sounded more disappointed than angry. “1 can’t help you if | don’t know the problem exists.”

“1 know, but—"

“No buts, Laurd. We all get attached to our allotted Paladins, but | suspect you' ve gone way
beyond that. The minute you knew that your fedings for Devlin Bane were no longer what adoctor feds
for afavorite patient, you should have come straight to me.” There was anger in his voice now.

“And | would have, but there was no time. And then there were hisimproving test scores. | was
afraid someone new might not follow up on them.”



He arched an eyebrow and pursed hislips. “ Are you saying the rest of us are dipshod when it
comesto the long-term care of our patients?’

That was exactly what she' d been thinking, at least on someleve. “I'm sorry, i, but | know the
changes are important. Think what it could mean to someone like Trahern if the damage could be
reversed. Maybe the changes are unique to Devlin, but maybe not.”

“And that isthe only reason you aren't being transferred out of here.” He glanced past her to
Barak. “Not to mention him. Y ou have to know that Colonel Kincade and the Regents will be watching
your research very carefully, aswill 1.”

“1 know.”

“Devlin Banewon't be an easy man to live with, Laurd, but | have an enormous amount of
respect for him. | hope he makes you happy.”

Hethrew hisarms around her in asurprise hug. “Tdl that young man of yoursthat | owehima
debt of gratitude for bringing you back safely. Now go home and get some rest. Tomorrow will be soon
enough to start taking a closer look at the scan results. I'll keep an eye on Barak for you, but oncethe
Regents catch wind of his presence here, there’ sno telling how they’ll react. Just be forewarned.”

“Thank you, Sr. For everything.”
She trudged out the door. Tomorrow she’ d be better prepared to do battle again.

It worried her that she hadn’t seen Devlin after he and Trahern had lifted Barak onto thelab table.
Every time she closed her eyes, shefdt theterror she d experienced watching her lover face down his
friendsto protect a creature they had been born to hate. He' d done it, though. Trahern and Cullen had
findly lifted Barak between them, leaving Devlin freeto lead Laurd to the elevator.

When they reached the top, she stepped out into the fresh air, feeling suddenly free of the burden
of the entire Earth pressing down on her. It gave her anew appreciation for what Devlin and the other
Paadinsfaced on adally bass.

With hisusud efficiency, Cullen had called ahead for transportation to take her and the wounded
Other to her lab. Trahern and Devlin had made the trip with her. She could only hope her insstence on
protecting Barak wouldn’'t permanently damage her rapport with her assigned Paladins. But that was
something el se she would worry abouit later.

She tossed her bloodstained lab coat in the laundry bin on her way out. When she reached the
lobby, it was divided with nervous-looking guards on one side and one very large Paadin on the other.
Just that quickly, her world righted itself. She walked straight into Devlin’sarms, no longer caring who
saw them.

“Takemehome.” She snuggled againgt his chest, needing hiswarmth and strength.
“My place or yours?’ Hiswords rumbled through his chest.
“Yours”

The short distance to Devlin’ s house seemed to take forever. His silence bothered her. Once they
wereingde, safe from therest of the world, she' d find out what was wrong.

Headl but carried her into the house, kicking the door shut behind them. He walked straight
through to set her down in the bathroom. Still looking decidedly grim, he set about stripping off her
clothes. Shelet him take care of her and then waited patiently for him to get naked, too. After setting the
water on full blast and steaming hot, he picked her up again and stepped into the shower. Then therewas
nothing between them but heat and hot kisses. Devlin took her fast and hard, driving them both over the
edge with pounding thrusts that filled her body and her heart.



Devlin feared he' d been rough with her, and for that he was sorry, but they’ d both been out of control
with need. Afterward they stood under the showerhead for along time, letting the water wash away the
twin stains of death and fear. Findly, he' d turned the shower off and reached for atowd. Ashedried
Laurel’ s skin, he quietly checked her from head to toe. The bruises on her face and the abrasions on her
wrists made him sick, but he was relieved to see her injurieswere minor. Shetolerated hisfirst ad
attempts without complaint. Then heled her to hisbed and tucked her in next to him, not wanting even
the thickness of a T-shirt between them. Resting his forehead againgt hers, hetried to find the right
words.

“I amost logt you.” Even now, that fear left amark on him, one that no amount of soap and
scrubbing would erase.

“I’'mright here.” She smiled up a him. “I knew you’ d comefor me.”

“I dmost didn’t makeit. Purefoy was a smart bastard. Smarter than | would have given him credit
for.”

“Not that smart, Devlin, or he never would have tried to go after you.” Her hands did up hisarms
to his shoulders. “ Someone was paying him.”

“That' swhat | figured. The question iswho, but | don’t want to think about that now.”

She did her hand down his chest to his belly, and then down some more. With asren’samile, she
curled her fingers around the hard length of him and gently squeezed, thelittle tease. “ Then what do you
want to think about?’

He caught her hand and pulled it back up to where he could keep an eye on it. “We need to talk
about what | said down in the tunnel...about Paladins and women.”

Some of thelight in her eyesdied. “I’ ve heard more than enough about that subject. | don't care
about your past, Devlin.”

But she did; he could hear it in her voice. “1 won't lieto you, Laurdl; I’ ve known my fair share of
women. But until you, I’ ve never faleninlove, and I’ ve never asked awoman to marry me.”

Hekissed her long and hard. Both of them were short of breath when he broke it off. “| saved
thosefor you.”

He lifted her up to straddle him. “Will you love me back and be my wife?’
She smiled down at him as she rose up to take him deep inside her body. “I will, on both counts.”
He decided there was no more need for words. After al, he'd aways been a man of action.

Epilogue

T he phone rang again. He had ignored it thefirst half dozen times, but avoiding his angry superior

wouldn’t make the man go away. Bracing himself for the worst, he picked up the recelver. Assoon as he
identified himsdlf, his boss went on the attack.

“WEe ve got more problems—besides the fact that you obvioudy picked the wrong man for the
task.”

“Purefoy was aregrettable mistake, Sr, but thistime 1’|l persondly make sure Devlin dies and
staysthat way.” Though now that Bane knew he was atarget, he’ d be harder to corner than ever.

His superior sniffed. “ Forget him. He' stoo busy screwing himsalf blind with that doctor woman to
notice what' s going on around him. He s not our biggest problem right now.”

“Thenwhet iS?’
Silence hung heavily. His superior would start talking when he was ready and not a second before.



“Trahern made some unfortunate phone cals.”
That unwel come news made him want to cuss loud and long. “What do you want me to do?’
“Handleit, damnit. | don’t care how, but handleit.”

“It could get messy. Trahern’ sfriend has connectionsin high places. Besides, the judge is squeaky
clean and dways has been.”

“Then make him look dirty, and take the bastard out before he causes us any trouble.”
“Yes, gr. Congder it done.”

The phone line remained open but silent again. Findly, his superior spoke again. “ Y ou' vefaled me
once. Don’t do so again.”

Thefindity of the click on the other end of the line sent a chill up his spine, but heignored it. There
was no timefor fear in hislife—not when he had plans to make and peopleto kill.

He reached for apad of paper and began making notes.
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