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CHAPTER ONE

STEPHEN NOBLE

In the moments before his execution, Stephen Noble thought only of his children.

He knew Graham would be fine, but he worried about Rayna. She seemed to have acclimated well to the altitude in Boulder, and she didn’t have the problems he’d had with the cold. Still, she was his only daughter, which meant he had to protect her whether she was here in Colorado or back in the land where she’d been born. Stephen realized he would never see her again.

The Marshall Clan blocked the path to his office building. They wore their brown forest cloaks. Some held bows with arrows nocked. Some held swords or daggers. Stephen glanced behind him and saw that they had him surrounded. He could not return to his car. He breathed in the cool morning air, which was tinged with the wonderful smoky aroma from the fire consuming a nearby park.

Thomas Marshall, the eldest of the clan stepped forward and nodded. “End of your run, Stephen.”

“So it would seem,” Stephen said, his voice firm and strong. His piercing eyes held no fear. The wind whipped through his silver hair, and he allowed himself a grin. He knew that how one faced death was every bit as important as how one faced life. More important in some respects. Life was simple; you simply kept drawing breath. It was a habit. Letting go of life without regret seemed impossible. He worried that he hadn’t done more to prepare Rayna. He hoped Graham would look out for her. Beyond that, he’d left his remorse with his former life in his homeland.

“It’s the end for all of you,” Thomas said. “Your crimes and betrayals cannot be tolerated.”

Stephen looked at the twelve men who stood with Thomas. “Do all of you really believe I’m a criminal? Do you truly believe my actions deserve a permanent death?” He looked at the youngest, who had just turned nineteen. “Adam, I taught you to shoot that bow. Are you really going to use it on me?”

Adam fidgeted but did not lower the weapon.

“Peter, I helped you forge that blade,” Stephen said. “Would you use it to slay me? Do all of you feel the same?”

The men did not answer. Stephen knew they wouldn’t. He’d helped raise them. He’d introduced Thomas to his wife, their mother. Their families had been close for as long as any of them could remember, and while their stations may have been different, he still considered them to be friends.

“Face me,” Thomas said.

Stephen nodded and met his oldest friend’s gaze. “You know my reasons.”

“I do,” Thomas said.

“You’d have done the same to protect your children.”

Thomas shook his head. “No, Stephen. I would not.”

“You’d let your children die?”

“That is the way of things.”

“It doesn’t have to be.”

“That’s not for us to decide.”

Stephen shrugged. “You found us sooner than I expected.”

“You knew you couldn’t hide.”

After drawing a deep breath, Stephen gave him a half smile. “Will you do the honors?”

Thomas drew a sword from the scabbard strapped to his back. “Of course.”

Stephen knelt before his friend and bowed his head. “Before you kill me, will you allow me to say good-bye to Elizabeth?”

Thomas looked around. “Elizabeth is not here.”

Stephen pulled a cell phone from his pocket. He held it up so Thomas could see. “You’re new here. They have amazing technology in this world. With this little device, I can speak to Elizabeth no matter where she is provided she has a similar device with her.”

“If that’s a weapon, my boys will still slay you.”

Stephen continued to hold the phone out so Thomas could see it. “It’s not a weapon. It’s called a cellular telephone. If you remain here for long, you’ll find them to be indispensable. I often wonder how I got by without one.”

“You can speak to Elizabeth with that little box?”

“I can.”

“You realize we’ll find her too. Graham, Rayna, and your brother’s family as well.”

“Your tracking skills and your dedication were never in question, Thomas. May I tell my wife good-bye, or will you not grant that request?”

Thomas hesitated then nodded. “Out of respect, I will allow it.”

“Thank you.”

“In addition, I will grant your wife and children swift deaths. Your brother, however, will die slowly for what he did to Vanessa and Clara.”

“I understand. And I thank you for your generosity. I’ll call Elizabeth and we can end this. It will only take a minute.”

Thomas nodded.

Stephen scrolled through his contact list. He went right past Elizabeth and Graham and stopped on the name Mike Endar. He tapped the screen to place the call. He and Elizabeth had lived long lives and had done nearly everything they’d set out to do. He doubted Mike could protect her, so he expected that she’d soon join him in the nothingness of death. He listened to the phone ring and ring. Mike Endar never answered his phone, but that was all right. After the beep, Stephen spoke the words to protect his children.

“It’s Stephen and I’m sorry to say it’s time.” He ended the call, but as Thomas wouldn’t know that, he pretended to speak to his wife. “I love you. Say good-bye to Graham and Rayna for me. They are my world.”

He returned the phone to his pocket, met his friend’s eyes one last time, and gave him a slight nod before he bowed his head in submission. He’d done all he could to protect his family. The rest would be up to Mike Endar, the wizards at Dragon Gate Industries, and the protective team Mike promised to put in place once this day arrived. Stephen could rest easy with the knowledge that Thomas and his family would have their hands full. He only hoped it would be enough to save his children.

He stared at the cold cement of the parking lot outside his office until the sword came down and severed his head. Then everything faded away and nothing mattered.

FROM THE FILES OF JONATHAN SHADE

“You’ve avoided sparring with me for months,” Brand said as soon as I entered Kelly Chan’s dojo. “I want to hit someone.”

“Is Kelly here?” I asked.

“I can’t hit her. She’s too fast.”

“No, Brand. Is she here? As in currently at this location?”

“Oh. She’s in her office.”

I hadn’t done any sparring with Brand or Kelly since December. To them, it was four months ago. To me, it was nearly six years, but there was no way I could tell them that. Hell, they might not even believe me. There were times when it all seemed like a dream, but I still had the vivid memories of their dying. I still remembered the years without them. For reasons I’ve never understood, the emptiness could not be filled by their presence.

The months since I returned from the life without them had been filled with plenty of training. I’d learned a lot in the years before I was able to come back and save them. The problem was that my body didn’t have the actual experience from those years of training, so I needed to get myself into fighting shape. I wasn’t sure I wanted to test it yet. If I ignored those years, I could pretend they weren’t there. But they were, damn it. I might not have the physical remnants, but I certainly carried the mental scars.

I knocked on Kelly’s office door.

“Come in,” she said.

I steeled my nerves out of habit. The first few weeks I’d been back were the hardest because I’d grieved for her, yet here she was, alive and well, and I couldn’t say anything to her about it. I couldn’t tell her what happened. It was easier to see her now, but I still found myself going through the routine of making sure I was completely in control. I opened the door. “Ready for lunch?”

“Not quite.” Kelly sat at her computer. She wore a smart business suit and had her long black hair tied in a ponytail. She looked up at me. “Are you sure about the amount you put on my ten ninety-nine?”

“Triple-checked it,” I said.

Kelly worked for me as an independent contractor. Most of the work I did as a private investigator didn’t require her special skills, but whenever I needed her, she was stalwart and true. She was worth ten times what I could afford to pay her. That could soon change because I’d made a few investments I expected to pay massive dividends.

Brand joined us in the office and snapped his fingers to get Kelly’s attention. “Tell him he has to spar with me before we go eat.”

“Just drag him onto the mats. If you hit him, he’ll fight back.”

“Good idea,” Brand said. “I should have thought of that.”

Kelly shook her head and glared at the screen. I half expected the monitor to burst into flame and melt right into the oak finish of her desk. “How could I owe the IRS sixteen hundred dollars? Did I miss a deduction? God, I hate taxes.”

“So don’t pay them,” Brand said. “It works for me.”

“I don’t object to paying my share; it’s just that it seems high. I feel like I’m bleeding money.”

“Seriously,” Brand said. “Just ignore them. It’s not like they can put you in jail. They don’t have a big enough army.”

“They could freeze my accounts,” Kelly said.

“That’s why I operate on a cash-and-carry basis.”

It helped that he didn’t have a Social Security number or any kind of identification. He lived off the grid, and I suspected that his criminal ventures before hooking up with Kelly had paid well enough that he wasn’t worried about finances.

“All right, Jonathan, it’s time for you to play punching bag,” he said. He tried to grab my arm, but I pulled away before he could catch me. He seemed a bit surprised.

I leaned over Kelly’s desk. “How much time do you need?”

“Oh, give me five minutes. I’ll just file the damn thing and write out a check.”

“Fine,” I said and turned to look Brand in the eyes. At some point, I’d have to see where I stood in my training. Might as well do it now. “You want to spar, let’s make it interesting. If you take me down, I’ll buy you lunch. If I take you down, you buy me lunch.”

Brand laughed. “Careful, I can work up quite an appetite while I kick your ass.”

“Brag’s a good dog.”

“It isn’t bragging. Just stating a fact.”

“Stating a hypothesis,” I said. “You aren’t even up to a theory yet. Shall we test it?”

Brand practically raced from the office. Evidently the prospect of getting to hit someone was better than sex for him. He wasn’t allowed to hit the women Kelly trained, and he wasn’t fast enough to connect with Kelly, so I was the only living opponent he could strike on a regular basis. When I entered the training area, he stood waiting for me on the tatami mats. He was a Sekutar—a magically engineered assassin—so he didn’t need to warm up or stretch.

I’d already worked out that morning, but I figured I should warm up a bit before facing off with a warrior. I went through a few stretches, and it felt good. I slipped off my shoes and socks and stepped onto the mat.

“You don’t want to change into sweats?” he asked.

I looked down at my jeans and button-up shirt. “I don’t think I’ll work up a sweat before Kelly comes out.”

“You want to get blood on your pretty white shirt?”

“You expect to bleed on me?” I asked.

Brand laughed. He knew he was faster and stronger, and he had the advantage of not feeling pain. “You crack me up,” he said and approached.

He threw his first punch, which I easily blocked, but as I slid off the attack, I darted in faster than he expected and punched him in the face. His head snapped back and, for a moment, he froze. That’s a common reaction to being hit. Brand wasn’t used to someone slipping past his defenses. Before he could recover, I swept his feet and planted him hard on his back. I rode him down, pinning him to the mat.

“Lunch is on you and I’m famished.”

“How the hell did you do that?”

I rose to my feet and helped him up. “I’ve been training.”

“Bullshit. You just got lucky. You’d need years of dedicated training to get to this level.”

Of course, I’d had those years, but I couldn’t tell him that. He hadn’t lived them.

He reached for my throat, and I caught his hand and twisted him back to the mat. He tried to pull free, but I didn’t let go. I dropped my weight onto his wrist, and the snapping bone gave me a satisfaction I didn’t want to admit.

“Impossible,” he said, staring at his broken wrist. It would heal in a few hours. Being magically engineered has some obvious advantages.

Kelly exited the office, and her eyes widened a bit when she saw Brand on the floor.

“Ready?” I asked.

“What happened here?”

“Nothing exciting,” I said, reaching for my shoes. “Let’s go eat.”

She waved me off and walked over to Brand. “Did you underestimate him?” she asked.

Brand twisted his wrist into place and cradled it. “What was your first clue?”

“You getting your ass kicked. Something you want to tell me?”

Brand shrugged. “He’s a lot faster and stronger than I remember.”

“Go sit down, Brand.” Kelly pointed toward the bleachers that lined the wall. The other wall had floor-to-ceiling mirrors. She stared at me for a moment, kicked off her shoes, then assumed a fighting stance.

“You too?” I asked.

“Just a quick run-through.”

“Don’t hurt me too bad.”

I dropped my shoes, stepped back onto the mats, and approached her. I bowed then took up a fighting stance. We circled each other while Brand watched. Kelly kicked at me, but I stepped back to avoid it and slapped her foot away. She grinned.

“You have been training.”

“A bit.”

She darted forward with a few quick strikes. I dodged the first one, but she tagged me with the second. It hurt but I didn’t let on. Instead, I snapped a low kick. Kelly easily avoided it, but I almost got her with a quick punch. She slapped my hand away, tried to catch it, but I was just fast enough to break her grip. She tilted her head to the side a bit, and I knew from her look that she was impressed.

We circled again. I focused all my attention on her. I kept my eyes mostly on her feet and midsection, never looking into her eyes. I needed to rely on touch and speed and anticipation. Looking at an opponent’s face tends to be distracting.

The door to the dojo swung open, and when I turned to see who was there, Kelly grabbed me, flipped me, and slammed me down onto the mat so hard, the thud echoed off the walls. My breath burst from my lungs, and before I could blink, Kelly twisted me into an arm bar and her knee jammed into my jaw, forcing my face to the mat.

I heard clapping.

Kelly released me and I rolled over to see Mike Endar standing at the edge of the mat, wearing his standard black business suit and sunglasses. He kept clapping his hands.

“Bravo!” he said.

I got to my feet and worked the kinks out of my neck. “Mike,” I said. “What brings you here?”

“I have a job for you, and since you owe me one, you can’t refuse.”


CHAPTER TWO

JONATHAN SHADE

Mike removed his sunglasses when we entered the restaurant. He’d refused to speak on the ride over, so Kelly turned on some music to fill the silence, in this case, it was an Imagine Dragons CD.

Mike didn’t bring up anything business related during the meal either because that would be rude. When the waitress approached with the check, Mike tossed a credit card on the tray before she could set it on the table. She thanked him and walked off.

“Business expense,” Mike said.

“Works for me,” I said.

“Where’s your pretty little ghost?”

“Esther is at my place watching a marathon of Being Human on TV.”

“British or American?”

“Does it matter? You said you had a job for me.”

“I do.” He looked at me then at Kelly. “For both of you and your friend back at the studio.”

“Will we get to kill anyone?” Kelly asked.

“Definitely.”

“I’m in,” she said. “I’m off to the ladies’ room.”

When she left, I said, “What’s the job?”

“Have you heard of Graham Noble?”

“Sounds familiar but I can’t place him.”

“His family owns The Steam Room and a few other businesses in Boulder.”

“That weird spa I see advertised on TV all the time? What’s their slogan? No Pain, Still Gain or some shit?”

“Yes, and Let Off a Little Steam.”

“The girl in the commercials is cute,” I said.

“That would be Rayna, Graham’s sister. Their father was murdered this morning outside his office building.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“The killers will be after their entire family. Stephen Noble’s brother is part owner of the spa, and Stephen’s wife runs a hospice.”

“You want me to find the killers? Shouldn’t that be a job for the Boulder Police Department?”

“I want to hire you and your team to protect the family. Graham and Rayna in particular, but the rest if they’ll cooperate. Graham and Rayna do a lot of charity work and public appearances. They’re wealthy and popular and they’ll need a protective team.”

“Why are you doing the hiring, Mike? Shouldn’t they hire a firm?”

“Stephen was a friend. He asked me to provide protection for his children.”

“So they don’t even know about this?”

The waitress returned with Mike’s credit card and thanked us, so Mike didn’t answer until she wandered off to another table.

“They know.” He signed the check and added a less-than-generous tip—typical. “They don’t think they need protection, and they don’t trust wizards, so they won’t allow us to send anyone who’s part of the magical community. In order to serve Stephen’s wishes, I need you.”

“You knew this was coming when I hired that skinny girl last year.” I pretended not to know her name was Darla or that I’d gotten her killed that day before I found a way to set things right. I’ll never forget the look on her face when she died, but I try instead to remember her relief when she didn’t have to do much beyond a simple summoning spell on the reset.

“I suspected you’d be the right person for the job if it came up.”

“So this is for you and not for DGI?”

“Stephen was on the board for DGI.”

“He was a wizard?”

“No.”

“I thought only wizards could serve on the board.”

Mike shrugged. “We make exceptions in certain instances.”

“He paid you.”

“What?”

“The only thing that matters more to you guys than a magical pedigree is cold, hard cash.”

I wasn’t a big fan of the folks at Dragon Gate Industries. They charged for their services when they make plenty of money from their legitimate, nonmagical engineering firm, not to mention their real estate holdings and investments. However, I did owe them for loaning Darla to me and for a few other little things.

“Graham and Rayna need your help, Jonathan. And we’ll pay you a nice fee for your protection services.”

“We’re not normally in the protection business.”

“Nonsense. Our files indicate that you’ve had training as an executive protector through a well-respected firm and that you occasionally provide these services for visiting celebrities.”

“Protecting a TV star making a convention appearance is a lot different than protecting someone who has active death threats from a credible enemy who’s already proven their abilities by killing someone close to the target. The Nobles should hire a firm that specializes in this sort of thing.”

“Are you saying you think you, Kelly, and Brand can’t protect two people from a few bad guys?”

“What I’m saying is that counting Esther, there are only four of us. To provide a proper protective detail would require a larger team.”

“They won’t go for that.”

“Do they realize that in many cases, simply having a team visible will make an assassin give up? Most assassins don’t want to get caught.”

“These assassins may or may not have magical abilities.”

“I’m sorry, may or may not?”

Mike adjusted his collar, which looked perfect to me. “We don’t know for certain. Shouldn’t Kelly be back by now?”

“She’s waiting in the car.”

“She said she was—”

I shook my head. “She hates business meetings.”

“So why did she come along?”

“Free food. What can you tell me about the killers?”

“Alas, not much. You should talk to Graham Noble this evening. I told him to expect you.” Mike pulled a piece of paper out of his jacket and slid it across the table to me. “This is his address. He said he could see you at six but that he has only a few minutes, so don’t be late. He has a banquet to attend tonight.”

Great. We’d have to drive through rush-hour traffic all the way to Boulder.

“All right, Mike. I’ll talk to the guy.”

Mike slid an envelope across the table. “This should cover your retainer.”

I opened the envelope and looked at a sizable check. It was more than twice what I’d normally charge. I frowned.

“Problem?” Mike asked.

Mike knew my rates, so the large check told me he knew this was extremely dangerous. I shook my head. “We’re cool.”

oOo

We took Mike back to his car and returned to the dojo. I saw Brand leaning against the wall, clenching and unclenching his fist. His wrist was already healing.

Kelly had a class to teach in half an hour. I nodded toward her office. “I need to talk to you.”

“So talk,” she said as she followed me through the door.

I took the check out of my pocket and handed it to her. “What do you make of this?”

Kelly raised an eyebrow. “You’re one hell of a negotiator.”

“No, that check was made out before Mike came out here.”

“What’s the job?” she asked.

I filled her in.

“Maybe Stephen Noble told them to pay you more when he set this up.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Well, the assholes at DGI aren’t this generous, so maybe they’re saying this job is more dangerous than we think and we need to take it seriously.”

“Yeah. For DGI to pay this much without any hesitation, there’s more to this than what Mike told us.”

She grinned. “Isn’t there always?”

GRAHAM NOBLE

Graham looked at the body of his father, which had been released to the mortuary at Graham’s insistence. Normally a homicide victim would automatically be autopsied within forty-eight hours, but while Colorado law dictated that the coroner did not need permission to perform an autopsy, the Noble family had a team of lawyers on speed dial. Graham was able to have a court order in a matter of a few hours to secure the release of the body. Stephen Noble died just after eight in the morning, and the body was delivered to the funeral home before two. The police weren’t happy about it, but Graham didn’t care. After all, the cause of death was obvious.

His father’s head was positioned on the steel table to appear as if it were still attached to the body, but it wasn’t convincing. Graham placed a hand on his father’s shoulder. The skin was room temperature.

“I’ll watch out for Rayna and Mother,” he said. He bowed his head for a moment then turned and left the room.

The attendant, a middle-aged balding man who wanted to sell him a “dignity package,” waited for him just outside the door. The man followed Graham up the stairs to the main greeting area.

The room had dark paneling, and floral arrangements stood on nearly every surface. Comfortable chairs and a sofa lined one section where mourners could sit. The place was empty at the moment.

“Did your father want a burial or cremation?”

Graham wasn’t listening because through the glass doors, he saw Rayna pull into the parking lot and get out of her opal blue Lexus. She grabbed a bag and her purse then raced to the building. As soon as she entered, he met her gaze and found it impossible to keep his tears in check. Rayna blinked and tears streamed down her cheeks too. They embraced and he kept holding her while she cried. He stared at the tiled ceiling, focused on a water stain and how the tile warped around it. His father was dead, and that was awful, but worse was seeing how it affected his sister. She practically worshipped their father.

He glanced at his watch: 3:15. Their mother should have been here already. She’d been at the hospice, which was only five minutes away, while Rayna had been hiking. Graham pulled out his phone and, still holding his sister, placed a call to his mother.

The phone rang.

And rang.

Then went to voice mail.

Graham didn’t leave a message. Could the Marshall Clan have already found his mother too? Why were they starting with his parents when they should have gone after his uncle Lucas first? All of this began with Lucas.

Rayna pulled back and looked up at Graham. “Did Father suffer?”

Graham shook his head. “It was a clean death. An honorable death.”

Rayna nodded. “I’ll attend to him.”

“Very well.”

She hugged him again then turned to the attendant. “I’m Rayna Noble. Please take me to my father. I must prepare his body.”

“We have people to do all that. He’s in good hands. We’re very sorry for your loss.”

“You’ll be sorrier if you don’t take me to my father.”

Graham loved his sister more than ever at that moment. In spite of her own pain, she remained focused on the important rituals. It didn’t matter so much here. The attendant was right. They had people who would take care of the body. However, he knew Rayna saw it as her duty. Graham turned to the attendant.

“Our religion requires the female relatives to prepare the body for its journey to the afterlife,” he lied. They had no religion, but the attendant would honor religious beliefs without question while pragmatic family customs that let children understand that all life ends in death and that bodies must be cleaned and either burned or buried to avoid disease would be a bit harder to sell. The ritual helped daughters, wives, and mothers get closure. If the women weren’t there, the men would simply burn the bodies and move on.

The attendant nodded.

Graham knew they dealt with various religions, all of which seemed strange and rather silly to him, but he didn’t mind using it to make things easier for Rayna. She needed the ritual, and this was the fastest way to guarantee that. His mother would need it too. Where was she?

“While my sister attends to our father, perhaps you and I can go over the . . . what did you call it? A dignity package?”

“Yes, sir. We have a variety of options. Please wait in my office. I’ll take your sister downstairs, and I’ll be right back”

“We want the best for our father,” Graham said, and the attendant’s eyes lit up a bit at the prospect of a high-dollar sale. To his credit, he quickly reined it in and remained respectful and professional.

“We have a variety of options that will reflect the depth of your love for your father.”

The price would reflect it, Graham thought, but as money didn’t matter, he would let the attendant make the expensive sale. The paperwork would keep him busy and would give Rayna time. For now, that was all he cared about. His sister needed closure, and he would buy her the time to get it. Then they could move on.

RAYNA NOBLE

Rayna wasn’t used to death. She’d seen plenty of it back home, but she’d been a mere child at the time. Sure, she’d helped prepare her younger brother’s body when a sudden illness stole him away, and she’d helped Vanessa Marshall when her parents were killed, but those events seemed like two lifetimes ago. She hadn’t thought about Vanessa since Uncle Lucas killed her. Pushing the thought aside, she set down her purse and bag then approached the body.

“We’ll be all right, Dad,” she whispered, wishing she could believe it.

Rayna had a job to do, so tears were not an option. She stared at her father’s severed head, which the mortuary attendant had tried to position correctly. It looked off. That wasn’t surprising since it was off. She thought of a bad movie where everyone kept chanting, “Off with his head.” They didn’t have movies back home. She liked movies because the stories usually worked out. The hero won, the couple got together, and the bad guys were always vanquished.

That wasn’t how things played out in the real world. They never worked that way back home, either. Where was her mother? They should be doing this together.

It didn’t seem appropriate to wait, so Rayna pulled a needle and thread from her purse. Graham had told her what to expect. She had prepared the needle in advance because she worried that her hands would be shaking with the corpse of her father stretched out before her. She held out her right hand and was surprised to find it steady. That shouldn’t have surprised her. Difficult times brought out her strengths.

She adjusted her father’s head, connecting it with the rest of the body. The skin felt cold. This was not her father. This was simply the empty shell of the body he’d inhabited when he was alive. She poked the needle through the flesh and carefully stitched the neck together. In and out, around and around. It didn’t need to be perfect, and it didn’t have to hold for long. Her goal was simply to make sure the body was complete.

Rayna wasn’t sure about an afterlife. She knew her father didn’t believe in one, but most of the people she knew in this world swore up and down there was a place called Heaven. It didn’t make sense to her. Some of the people back home believed some crazy things about the weighing of souls to gain access to a better place. She figured it was something one told children to make them feel better, but just in case, she followed the oldest customs of her people. The prevailing belief back home was that if you had any hope of moving to the next world, your body needed to be whole.

She’d read about similar beliefs in ancient Egypt with the myth of Osiris. His brother Seth had chopped him into thirteen pieces and spread them throughout the Nile. Isis had gathered them all, except for his penis, so to make him complete for the next world, she fashioned a phallus out of wood. Of course, Isis and Osiris were the stuff of mythology and were there to simply teach a lesson without requiring a belief that the events were factual. Religion, on the other hand, expected belief.

Rayna preferred mythology.

When she finished connecting the head, it was time to clean the body with a damp sponge. This was a sign of respect. Her father had been dead for just longer than seven hours, and rigor mortis was beginning to set in. Once he was clean, she grabbed her bag and removed a suit of fine clothing. She dressed her father, making sure the shirt collar covered the stitching along the neck. Glancing at her watch, she realized it had been thirty minutes, and there was still no sign of her mother.

Worry gnawed at her heart. Rayna hoped her mother was all right.

But deep down, she knew better


CHAPTER THREE

JONATHAN SHADE

Highway 36 into Boulder was a freakishly long parking lot. Good thing I’d stopped for gas before we set out on our slow-moving trek. Kelly rode shotgun and Esther sat in the backseat.

I’d coughed up the cash to fix my Firebird, but the poor car was ready for retirement. Don’t even ask about my insurance rates. Strange how insurance companies aren’t keen on claims involving armies of skeletons or dead people smashing out windows even if you do report them as simple vandalism and leave out any hint of the supernatural.

Brand chose to stay at the dojo since he refused to ride in the back of my car because he wasn’t a contortionist. Esther didn’t mind how cramped it was back there, but being a ghost, her knees went right through the seat, so she didn’t have an issue with the lack of leg room.

We arrived at Graham Noble’s house five minutes late. Not bad under the circumstances. The house sat way back from the road, and a security gate blocked access to the driveway. I rolled down my window and pressed the buzzer on the intercom.

“May I help you?” asked a male voice with just a touch of a British accent. The words came out as if we were definitely intruders and he really didn’t want to help us. Those four words made it seem as though we’d asked the guy to prepare a five-course meal for a party of twenty with zero notice.

“Jonathan Shade to see Graham Noble,” I said.

“You’re late.”

“Traffic’s a bitch. You going to let us in?”

I expected a response, but one was not forthcoming. I wondered if the guy’s answer was a silent no, but right when I was ready to throw the car in reverse and head back to Denver, the gate buzzed and began its slow inward sweep.

“This should be fun,” Kelly said.

“Define ‘fun,’” I said.

The road to the house was about a quarter of a mile through a tree-lined drive. The trees stopped and the drive spilled into a huge circular lot in front of a massive modern-day castle. It looked like something you’d see in Europe, but here it was in Boulder, Colorado.

“Well isn’t that just the cat’s meow,” Esther said.

I parked between a blue Lexus and a red Lamborghini Aventador J. There were a couple of Mercedes and a Rolls Royce as well. The ashtray of the Rolls probably cost more than my entire car. Evidently there was excellent money in health spas and hospices. They get you when you’re living, and they get you when you’re dying.

In my experience, people who were self-made millionaires tended to be pretty cool and down to earth in spite of living in luxury. Those who inherited money were usually assholes. I wondered if the spa originally belonged to Graham’s father.

I got out of the Firebird, looked at the astonishing wealth displayed by the cars around me, and tried to keep from letting Graham shoot to the top of the asshole meter before I’d even met him. Reserve judgment, I told myself. The guy might still be in touch with reality. Then again, he might be like Gwyneth Paltrow and think that all women had personal trainers and a masseuse on call to help them get back into shape after giving birth. You live in Fantasyland for too long, and you think everyone’s rich.

Kelly looked at the Lamborghini and shook her head.

“Something wrong?” I asked.

“You spend scads of money on a car like this, and they don’t even give you a windshield?”

“Cheap bastards,” I said.

We approached the front doors. They were hand-carved cedar done up to look like the entry to an exotic French estate. Before I could ring the bell, the doors opened and I saw they were about three inches thick.

“Mr. Shade, I presume?” the British guy asked. He looked like a butler from the thirties. Think My Man Godfrey, but go with a crusty Brit instead of William Powell.

“That would be me.”

“Please do come in.”

We stepped into a two-story foyer with twin grand curved staircases that swept up to the second floor in symmetrical beauty. The white marble floor glistened and brightened the place in spite of the wood paneling. A crystal chandelier hung between the staircases. If you walked between the staircases, you could go into the center of the home. I suspected there would be a kitchen and several large dining and living areas before you hit the bowling alley, movie theater, and indoor swimming pool staffed with lovely lifeguards.

“Dr. Noble will be with you directly. Please wait in the drawing room.”

Esther stared in open-mouthed wonder at the place. The butler walked through her as he gestured to a side room three times the size of my apartment. He wandered off and I figured he was going to let Graham Noble know we were waiting. There was no urgency to his stride, so it was also possible he was heading to his own room to take a nap.

“We’re waiting in the drawing room,” Esther said, trying to mimic the accent.

There was a time when this would have amused me. I knew she was trying to get me to smile. At least she was talking to me.

I ignored the leather furniture and remained standing. French impressionist paintings hung on the wall. I gazed at them, but I couldn’t name the artists. I always meant to take more time to study and appreciate art. Maybe someday.

Kelly stood beside me, admiring the paintings.

“I want to haunt this place,” Esther said.

“You and me both,” Kelly said.

“Feel free to wander as far as you can,” I said to Esther, but she remained in the room. While she could have popped away to any place that held a piece of her old typewriter, she couldn’t go more than fifteen feet from whichever piece was nearest. I had a typewriter key on my keychain. Kelly had a key too, but I was closer to the foyer.

A few minutes later, Graham Noble entered the room. He wore an Armani suit, and as he approached, he removed his sunglasses and extended his right hand. What kind of guy wears sunglasses in his house?

Strike one.

“Graham Noble,” he said, shaking my hand.

“Jonathan Shade.”

“I’m afraid you’ve wasted your time. Mr. Endar phoned earlier, and I told him we don’t need protection.”

Strike two.

“Your father was murdered, and Mike thinks the killers will be after you and your sister.”

“Our entire family, if you believe him,” Graham said. “But that is not your concern.”

“We’re getting paid to make it our concern.”

“We don’t want you here.”

“But you agreed to meet with us.”

“To keep Mr. Endar happy. He’s a major investor in our company.”

“The Steam Room?”

He gave me a heavy sigh. “That’s one of our businesses. We have an umbrella company, Noble Enterprises, Incorporated. We have a variety of businesses under the parent corporation. My sister and I run The Steam Room. We’re not in any danger, Mr. Shade.”

Strike three. Definitely an asshole.

“Your father thought otherwise,” I said, trying to keep a professional tone.

Graham shrugged. “My father set up his deal with Dragon Gate Industries nearly two decades ago. At the time, he thought I’d be taking over his personal business. I have no interest in his investment firm. Rayna and I want to help people get into shape and feel good about themselves. Our spa is the result of ten years of hard work. I seriously doubt my father’s enemies have any interest in us.”

“You’re not a big fan of DGI,” I said.

“You’re very perceptive.”

“They’re footing the bill, so let us tag along for a while. We’ll make sure you’re safe, and it won’t cost you a thing.”

Graham laughed and gestured at the house and its contents. “Do you think I worry about what things cost, Mr. Shade? My sister and I make far more money than my father ever did, but we do it by helping people. We have no enemies, and we really don’t want strangers telling us what we can and cannot do. Especially in our time of grief. I’m sorry you wasted your time, but we really don’t want your help.”

A young woman with long dark hair entered the room. She wore a short sky blue dress that hugged her like a second skin. She was in perfect shape, so the dress didn’t need to be forgiving. I recognized her from the commercials—Rayna Noble. Her beauty was slightly marred because she wore her concern like a two-hundred-pound backpack.

“Graham, we need to go,” she said. Her eyes swept the room, taking in Kelly then me and finally settling on her brother. “Who are your friends?”

“They aren’t friends,” Graham said, “and they’re on their way out.”

“Is something wrong, Ms. Noble?” I asked.

She looked at me then cast a glance at her brother, who shook his head.

“We might be able to help,” I said.

“Who are you?”

“My name is Jonathan Shade. This is my partner, Kelly Chan.” I didn’t introduce Esther because they couldn’t see her. “We handle all kinds of problems for people. Especially life-and-death problems.”

Graham sighed. “Mr. Endar from DGI sent them.”

“At your father’s request,” I said.

She furrowed her brow. “My father?”

I nodded. “He had a contingency plan in place in case he was murdered. We’re here to help.”

“We don’t like wizards.”

“Neither do we,” Kelly said.

Rayna started to reply, but instead she turned to her brother. “I still can’t reach Mother. Frederick says she never came home. We need to find her.”

“We can help with that,” I said.

“She’s probably dead,” Graham said, ignoring me.

“Don’t say that,” Rayna said.

Graham sighed. “I’m supposed to be at the banquet in thirty minutes.”

“Mother is more important than your stupid banquet.”

I stepped forward. “One of us can go with Graham to the banquet, and the other can take you to find your mother.”

“I’m not taking a man to the banquet,” Graham said.

“I’ll be your date,” Kelly said.

“I’m supposed to be there with Rayna.”

“I suspect your father’s death will buy you enough sympathy to make a substitution.”

“People die,” Graham said. “I’m not looking for anyone’s sympathy.” He didn’t say it in a cold way. He said it in a very matter-of-fact way, as if death had been by his side from the day he was born and it was simply an accepted occurrence that didn’t slow anything or anyone down.

“Little tip,” I said. “Pretend to be stoic instead of heartless.”

“He’s not being heartless, Jonathan,” Kelly said. “He’s being a realist.”

Graham looked at Kelly with respect. “You’re lovely. I would be honored to have you on my arm tonight.” Then he frowned at her business suit. “However, you can’t go dressed like that. Rayna, could you help Ms. Chan find something more appropriate to wear while I have words with Mr. Shade?”

“Is he going to help me find Mother?”

“Yes.”

She nodded then led Kelly out of the room.

Esther watched them go then looked at me. “I’ll stay here for now,” she said.

I didn’t need to reply to her.

Once Kelly and Rayna were out of sight, Graham turned to face me. “You will protect my sister this evening.”

It wasn’t a question.

He hesitated. “This doesn’t mean we’ll let you accompany us again. I don’t believe my father’s enemies are after us, but if Rayna goes to find our mother and the killers are still there, she could be in danger.”

I nodded. “I’ll keep her safe.”

“There will be thirteen of them and one of you.”

“I’ll keep her safe,” I said again and held his gaze. He knew how many there would be, so he clearly knew who had killed his father. He also knew beyond the shadow of doubt that he and his sister were targets too.

He raised an eyebrow. “Very well. Your partner and I will be back by midnight.”

FROM THE JOURNAL OF KELLY CHAN

My best friend, Jonathan, told me I should keep a journal. He said a life worth living is worth recording. He didn’t come up with that line, but it makes sense to me. My life before I met Jonathan was not worth living or recording. It was filled with training and killing, and nothing much mattered. Now, thanks to Jonathan, I have a life and a purpose.

Perhaps I should cross that out and start over. I don’t really want to talk about how I feel about things. After all, who cares? Nobody is going to read this anyway. Except maybe Brand. Brand, if you’re reading this, I will cut off your head and mail it to Graceland. Close this notebook now. To hell with it. Let’s just move on.

<Two paragraphs scribbled out in ink.>

Rayna led me up one of the curved staircases and down a long hall to her bedroom. Her room was about the size of my dojo, but it was decorated in a much more feminine manner. I’m not a fan of pink unless it’s the watered-down blood of my enemies.

Rayna opened a huge walk-in closet and turned on a light. The room was filled with expensive clothing. I’ve never bothered with an extensive wardrobe. I prefer clothes I can fight in without multiple wardrobe malfunctions.

“You’re more slender than I,” Rayna said as she started sliding hangers aside. “I have a few gowns I bought because I loved them, but they’re a bit small for me, and I haven’t had them tailored yet. I think we can find something that will work.”

She pulled out a pink gown, and I made a face. “Black or red,” I said.

“Yes, I suppose pink would be a bit soft for you. Are you a Sekutar?”

“You know about the Sekutar?”

“I’m familiar with them. My father didn’t approve of the program. I heard horrible stories about the torture they put you people through before they deadened your pain receptors. Are they true?”

I nodded.

“I’m sorry.”

“For what? You didn’t make it happen.”

“Well, I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

“I’m not,” I said. “It made me who I am today.”

“But you were a regular girl before they tampered with you. Right?”

I pointed to a slinky black dress. “Let me try that one.”

She took the dress down and handed it to me. “How old were you when they took you?”

“What difference does it make?” I slipped out of my clothes and slid into the dress. It flowed over my body and felt cool on my skin.

“Come with me,” she said and led me to a chair in front of a large mirror with an array of lights around it. “Let me fix your hair and add just a touch of makeup. You’ll be a brand-new woman.”

“I’ll be sleek assassin in high heels and lipstick.”

She sat me down, undid my ponytail, and started dragging a brush through my hair. “You didn’t answer me. How old were you when you entered the program?”

“Eight. Why?”

“So young.” She looked sad. “I can’t imagine what you went through.”

“You don’t want to imagine it.”

“Are you happy?”

“That came out of left field.”

“Just making conversation.”

“I don’t normally talk about myself.”

“You want to do this protection job. Right?”

“I want it for Jonathan.”

“Strange for a Sekutar to align herself with a human.”

“He’s the best man I know,” I said. “But . . .”

“But?”

“Nothing.”

“Come on, Ms. Chan—”

“Kelly.”

She nodded. “Call me Rayna.” She finished up my hair, and it fell about my shoulders as if I’d been done up for a glamour shot.

I felt a bit uncomfortable. Rayna was turning me into a feminine creature instead of a warrior. Of course, I was all warrior, but it felt strange to look in the mirror and see a softer, more sultry look. Then again, that could prove beneficial since no one would expect a warrior to be dressed like a Hollywood actress at the Academy Awards. Rayna went to work on the makeup.

“You’re worried about your friend,” she said.

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to. It’s obvious to me. I pick up on things like that. I’m very . . . how do you say it here, in tune?”

“I want him to do this job.”

“I can talk to Graham and get him to go along, but I want to know why. Is he broken? No, that’s the wrong word. Without money. Broke?”

Broken. I hadn’t thought of that. Jonathan seemed so much harder and meaner lately. “It’s not the money,” I said. “He’s been making investments he swears will pay off. He seems certain about them. No, I just want him working on a job. He’s only done a few little things in the last several months. Our last real job went down in ways I didn’t see coming, and he’s not the same man. I miss the old Jonathan.”

“What about him do you miss?”

“His bad jokes,” I said. “And his smile.”

“He is a very serious man from what I can see.”

“You’re very good,” I said. “I haven’t told anyone my feelings about Jonathan. You don’t seem to be using magic.”

“I have no magic,” she said. “I just care about people. Perhaps you sensed that and said more than you normally would.”

That bothered me. I don’t normally lower my defenses. “Perhaps.”

“Hold still while I apply lipstick.”

When she finished, she had me look in the mirror, and I couldn’t believe the transformation. I really looked like a movie star.

“I like it,” I said. “I could walk through a crowd of bodyguards with a wink and a smile and they’d never know what killed them.”

“I do hope you’re speaking figures.”

“You mean figuratively?”

“Yes. I’m sorry. My English is improving, but I find I still struggle with some words.”

“Bullshit,” I said. “You’re pretending to struggle.”

She seemed surprised then gave me a wink. “You’re in tune too.”

It impressed me that she didn’t try to deny it. “I don’t normally like someone who tries to deceive me, but for some reason, I don’t think that was your intent.”

“I find that people open up more if I seem to struggle a bit with the language.”

“I don’t like opening up. I can’t believe how much I told you. I should probably hate you right now but I don’t. Weird.”

“Perhaps you sense I don’t have bad intentions.”

“That’s not it,” I said. I realized that it was because her interest in me was genuine. She wasn’t just having a conversation. She actually cared about people. Even someone like me.

“Then what is it?” she asked with a slight smile.

Her pretense with vocabulary was a tool she used to get people to open up. But there was more to it. Perhaps it was a distraction to keep her mind off her mother.

“I think it’s a useful technique.”

She seemed to relax a bit, but she gave me a knowing look. “Let’s get you some shoes.”

She picked out a pair of shoes that probably cost more than Jonathan’s car. They were black and had high heels that would make excellent weapons. I slipped them on.

“You’re almost ready,” she said. She reached for the typewriter key I wore as a necklace. “What’s this?”

“Family heirloom.”

“Leave it here. It really doesn’t go with your dress.”

I hesitated but figured it was only for an evening and I didn’t need Esther showing up during the banquet. I removed the necklace and placed it on the vanity counter next to my clothes. I started to grab my phone, but I didn’t have any place to put it, so I left it by the sink too.

“Shall we?” I said.

We went downstairs.

Graham nodded his approval.

Jonathan’s jaw nearly hit the floor.

“Wow,” he said. “You look amazing.”

I gave him a smile then placed a hand on Graham’s arm. “Are you ready?”

“I’ll have Bitterman bring the car around.”

I turned to Jonathan. “Don’t wait up.”


CHAPTER FOUR

JONATHAN SHADE

While Kelly and Graham slid into a Rolls Royce, Rayna, Esther, and I walked over to my Firebird. I opened the door and, to her credit, Rayna didn’t seem to notice the car wasn’t up to her normal luxurious standards. The same cannot be said for Esther.

“I want to go with Kelly.” She stared at the Rolls. “Now that is ritzy! You can handle this yourself, right?”

I closed the door and shot Esther a look. “I need you,” I whispered. “There could be trouble, and a heads-up would be nice.”

“I know, I know.” She stepped through the car into the backseat and folded her arms in resignation.

I climbed into the driver’s seat, started the car, and looked over at Rayna. “Was your mother working today?”

“Yes. She works at Sundown Hospice Center.”

“I don’t get up to Boulder very often. Which way do we go?”

Rayna glanced at me. “A man who will ask for directions? I’m impressed.”

“Well, I’ll let you in on a little secret. We don’t ask for directions if we don’t want to get where we’re going. We’re usually not lost.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Cruise down to 28th and turn right. We’ll take Baseline.”

I followed her directions through Boulder, and before you could say “antidisestablishmentarianism,” we were at the Sundown Hospice Center.

The modernist building had a rolling roof that would have made an impressive Slip’N Slide, but which could be a problem in heavy snowstorms. The siding was painted with muted earthy colors. It looked comfortable, which I suppose was the point. When you’re dying, you certainly don’t want to be uncomfortable, but you don’t want a bright and cheery atmosphere either.

Rayna had me drive to the far end of the parking lot. She pointed to a black Mercedes. “That’s Mother’s car.”

I parked beside the Mercedes and escorted Rayna to the building. My eyes swept the parking lot, looking for any sign of danger, but the place was calm. A family was getting into a car in the next row, and from the somber looks on their faces, I knew they were watching a loved one die. Such times are never easy, and my heart went out to them.

Esther walked ahead of us.

We entered through the double glass doors, and Rayna approached the receptionist counter. A guest book sat open, facing us. I glanced at it and saw you were supposed to write your name, the room number you were visiting, and the time you arrived. When you left, you were supposed to enter the time you exited.

“Hi, Ann,” Rayna said to the receptionist. “Is my mother still here? She won’t answer her phone.”

Ann was a middle-aged overweight woman with a kind face. She wore thick glasses and a flowered blouse. She looked at Rayna, and when she spoke, I detected a note of concern in her voice.

“I haven’t seen Liz in hours. I checked her office when your brother called, and she wasn’t there. She still isn’t answering her phone?”

Rayna shook her head. “My friend and I are going to have a look around.”

“Of course.”

Rayna and I walked down a hallway past a chapel and an open area with plenty of tables and chairs beside a kitchen. There was a sign on the refrigerator, but I couldn’t read it at this distance.

Esther passed through each door as we walked down the hall just in case Liz was there. Each time she exited, she shook her head.

We moved past a row of offices and stopped at the one with Elizabeth Noble engraved on a sign beside the door. The light was off.

Esther walked through the door and returned a few seconds later.

“It’s dark but I think there’s a body on the floor,” she said.

I glanced down the hall and saw a nurses’ station at an intersection. Patient rooms would be down the three halls shooting off from that counter. Two women sat at computers at the station, but they weren’t looking at us.

“Allow me,” I said. I grabbed the doorknob to Elizabeth’s office, but it was locked. “You have a key?”

“She never locks the door,” Rayna said. “I can get a key from Ann.”

“It’s all right. I’ve got this.”

I picked the lock in less time than it takes to write about it—a skill I’d acquired recently—and pushed the door open. When I flipped the light switch, the office appeared to be empty aside from the large desk and chairs. The chair behind the desk was pushed off to the side and up against the wall. The tiled floor looked clean except for a pool of crimson under the desk. I closed my eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. Esther was right.

“Wait here,” I said. I entered the office and walked to the side of the desk.

A headless woman’s body lay on the floor in a puddle of blood. I didn’t see any sign of struggle. Based on her position, she’d either knelt on her own or she’d been forced to her knees and held there while someone decapitated her.

“What is it?” Rayna asked from the doorway.

I held out my hand, palm toward her. “Stay there. You don’t want to see this.”

I cursed under my breath and moved closer. The woman’s head had rolled under the desk. From the state of the blood, I’d say she’d been there for at least a few hours.

Rayna ignored my suggestion, and I heard the sudden intake of breath when she saw her mother.

I turned and took her in my arms. “I’m sorry.”

She sagged against me, shaking as she cried into my shoulder. I held her tight. I had no words for her, but when a parent dies, you really don’t want any words because they feel empty and change nothing.

Esther stood at the doorway, keeping watch. I glanced over at her a few times, and she gave me an all-clear signal.

When the tears slowed, I patted Rayna’s back. “Let’s get you out of here. I’ll call the police. They can ID her.”

She gathered herself, pulled away, and wiped the tears from her cheeks. “I can handle it,” she said as she moved to the body.

“Don’t touch anything,” I said. “This is a crime scene.”

“Where’s her head?” Rayna asked.

I pointed under the desk, and Rayna dropped to one knee to look. I expected the tears to start again, but she rose and met my gaze. Her eyes seemed almost lifeless in that moment.

“It’s her,” she said. “That’s Mother.”

“I’m so sorry.”

She closed her eyes and took a series of deep breaths then stepped closer to me. She gestured toward her mother. “If you’d been here, could you have protected her?”

I nodded.

“My brother will tell you we aren’t in any danger.”

“That’s what he said.”

Rayna shook her head. “He’s lying. I want you and Ms. Chan to be our protectors. The Marshall Clan will be after us next.”

“So you know who did this.”

“Of course.”

“Your brother let that slip too, but he refused to elaborate.”

“I’ll tell you what I know but not here.” She glanced at her mother’s body.

“I understand.”

I led her out of the room. We went back to the receptionist’s desk, and I told Ann to call the police. I gave her my card and told her to pass it along to the officer in charge but that I wanted to get Rayna home. I didn’t have any connections in the Boulder Police Department, and I knew they wouldn’t appreciate our leaving the scene, but as the Nobles were wealthy, I figured we could get plenty of leeway. The rules really don’t apply to rich people.

KELLY CHAN

Riding in the back of the Rolls Royce, I decided I really liked being chauffeured around. The seat was comfortable, and Graham wasn’t much of a talker, which suited me fine. We drank wine on the ride over. I could get used to this. The windows were made of one-way glass, so I could see out, but no one could see in. That struck me as a nice tactical advantage.

When we arrived at the banquet hall, we stepped out of the Rolls. I placed my hand on Graham’s arm at the crook of his elbow, and we approached the place as if Graham owned it. He probably did.

A man dressed in a nice suit opened the door for us. “Good evening, Dr. Noble.”

“How are you tonight, Charlie?”

“I’m well, sir.”

“Give my regards to Diana and the children.”

As we walked down a crowded hallway, all eyes were on us. Graham leaned over and whispered in my ear, “You look lovely, Ms. Chan.”

I nodded but kept my eyes on the people who milled about. They all wore expensive clothes. One outfit would probably pay the rent on my dojo for a year. The first thing I looked for was anyone who seemed out of place. Was someone wearing a Timex instead of a Rolex? Did someone have shoes from Famous Footwear? Were there any telltale bulges hiding a gun? Did anyone touch his or her waist, doing a weapon check? I did all of this simultaneously, letting my eyes pass over everyone. If something were off, I would know.

While Stephen Noble died on the wrong end of a sword, it was best to keep an eye open for anything. I did notice a few bulges that were definitely guns, but a glance at the men in question told me they were bodyguards. Their eyes swept the room like mine, but they either passed over me or lingered a bit too long, checking out my breasts or my legs. The fools. If I were looking to kill someone here, it would be child’s play.

Graham led me to a doorway leading to the banquet room. He stopped to chat with someone who clearly felt he was important. His wife looked bored or maybe stoned. Graham introduced me but I simply smiled and nodded then kept my eyes moving. I wasn’t here for pleasantries; it was my job to make sure Graham survived.

Banners that read, Welcome Doctors! hung on the walls.

The banquet room was about the size of a football field with circular tables arranged just so, with eight place settings, colorful floral centerpieces, and large bowls of salad with fancy pitchers filled with a variety of dressings. Cloth napkins folded to look like upside-down boats sat in front of each chair, and the tablecloths looked to be made of white linen.

It would be a bitch to get bloodstains out of those tablecloths should violence ensue. Part of me wished for violence. The other part of me wondered why people would spend so much money to go out and show off how much money they had.

Each woman in the hall had probably spent a small fortune getting her hair done this afternoon. I suspected everyone wore a new outfit too. One couldn’t be seen in public wearing clothes she’d worn before, after all. That would be criminal.

I considered the money being spent here tonight and felt an anger brewing deep in my soul. For a fraction of the cost of this evening, how many women’s shelters could be funded? How many babies could be fed? Or on a personal note, how many weapons could be purchased?

Graham introduced me to a few people. Their names went in one ear and out the other. They were all doctors, and I knew I wouldn’t see them again. I might send some business their way, but that was a subject I didn’t broach.

Eating dinner with strangers was not my idea of a good time. The people were nice enough, though I got the impression they assumed Graham and I were sleeping together. When we finally sat down to eat, I found myself sitting next to an older woman who wore too much perfume. Our table sat by a raised dais with a lectern and microphone. I hoped we didn’t have to listen to a speech.

“My name is Virginia,” the older woman said as she poured herself a glass of water. She gestured with the pitcher. “Would you like some?”

“Sure,” I said and held my glass so she could pour me a drink. “I’m Kelly.”

“Are you in medicine, or are you Dr. Noble’s date?”

“The latter.”

“Nice. How long have you known him?”

“Not long.” I didn’t want to tell her I’d met him less than an hour ago. She’d probably think I was from an escort service.

“He’s done so many good things for the community. We all adore him. Did you meet him at The Steam Room?”

I shook my head. Evidently Graham’s father’s murder wasn’t common knowledge. “A mutual friend introduced us,” I said.

I nudged Graham, who was speaking to an elderly man seated at the next table. Graham turned to me. “Yes?”

I leaned close and whispered, “Do these people not know about your father?”

“It won’t be on the news until tonight. I didn’t want it to interfere with the dinner. There are a few investors who are interested in one of our programs.”

“What kind of program?” I asked.

“We’ve developed a treatment for Alzheimer’s, and several pharmaceutical companies found out about it. Does this matter to you?”

“Not especially.”

Virginia tugged at my arm. I’ve killed people for less, but I turned and gave her a smile. Over smoked salmon and vegetables, I got to hear her entire life story.

When dessert arrived, she took a bite of chocolate mousse and said, “So what do you do?”

“I’m a teacher,” I said.

“How nice. What do you teach?”

“Chinese history.”

An attractive blonde woman in an elegant blue dress stepped onto the dais and approached the lectern. She pulled the microphone down to her level. “Good evening,” she said and waited for the room to quiet. “I’m Dr. Jenkins. Thank you all for coming. Are you enjoying the convention so far?”

A round of applause sounded.

“Excellent,” she said. “This is the moment we’ve all been waiting for. Our speaker tonight is a successful businessman and the inventor of what may prove to be the breakthrough drug of the twenty-first century. Please put your hands together for Dr. Graham Noble!”

Shit. Graham was the keynote speaker?

He rose and waved to the crowd as he stepped onto the dais.

The son of a bitch didn’t tell me he was speaking. I hadn’t secured the room. If someone wanted to kill him, he’d be an easy target.

“Thank you,” he said. “Thank you.”

The applause died down, and he began to speak. I didn’t listen.

Instead, I excused myself from the table and moved toward the doors. I wanted to be close to Graham to protect him, but my instincts told me that the people here in the room were not dangerous. I’d checked them out as they entered. If there were danger, it would come from the doors or possibly from the wait staff, though everyone seemed fine to me, and I’m an excellent judge of danger. It’s difficult to explain, but dangerous people carried themselves differently.

If someone were in the room behind the banquet, he or she could open fire through the wall with a machine gun, and I wouldn’t be able to save him. I glanced back at Graham when I reached the door.

“As some of you know,” he said, “my uncle Lucas and my mother, Liz, run the Sundown Hospice Center and they get Alzheimer’s patients from time to time. They’d been using the standard drugs—Aricept, Exelon, Razadyne, and Namenda—to treat dementia and memory loss in their patients. Three years ago, however, one patient insisted on using a blend of natural herbs and chemicals, and as he was dying anyway, a family member administered it without my uncle’s knowledge. Amazingly the patient’s memory returned quickly and there were no noticeable side effects.”

I checked the hallway, but it was clear. I moved toward the exit, and while I could hear Graham’s voice, I could no longer make out the words. I knew I wouldn’t be able to follow it anyway.

Nothing suspicious caught my attention as I swept through the building. I even checked the room behind the banquet in case a team of renegade mercenaries were hiding there with M60s. The room was empty.

I returned to the door leading to the banquet room and scanned the crowd again. Graham had them riveted as he explained the benefits of his wonder drug. I didn’t pay much attention to his speech. My job was to keep him safe.

“So,” he said, “what started as a homeopathic remedy turned out to be the basis for our new drug, Didracomine. We’re currently gearing up for clinical trials. Tomorrow we’re going to do a limited demonstration. While there’s a lifestyle component our center provides, we can discuss possibilities of duplicating that elsewhere when we move to the trial stages. If you haven’t already signed up and you’d like to attend, please speak with Dr. Jenkins before you leave.”

He wrapped up, thanking everyone for listening, and the crowd applauded.

When he stepped away from the lectern, I joined him at the table while Dr. Jenkins returned to the stage.

I glared at him. “You should have told me you were speaking.”

He grinned. “I assure you, I’m not in any danger here. Besides, you’re just supposed to be my date tonight, not my protector.”

“I’m very good at multitasking.”

“I’m sure you are.”

I stepped closer and jabbed my index finger into a particular nerve cluster and held it there. Graham’s face went pale, and his lips tightened.

“I can talk nicely while I inflict pain.”

I moved my finger, and he grabbed a deep breath and would have doubled over if I hadn’t caught him.

“Smile for the good people, Graham.”

He forced a smile and waved at a few people.

“Now sit your ass down and don’t ever withhold vital information from me again. Are we clear?”

He rubbed his side where I’d jabbed him. “Crystal.”

Dr. Jenkins made a few announcements, but I didn’t pay attention. Eventually she told everyone to have a wonderful evening. Finally! I grabbed Graham’s arm and pulled him to his feet, ready to guide him back to the car with a minimum of small talk.

Virginia rose and leaned close to me. “Are you all right?” she asked.

I turned to her. “What do you mean?”

“Well, you missed Dr. Noble’s entire speech. Did something not agree with you? I was worried you fell in.”


CHAPTER FIVE

JONATHAN SHADE

While I knew Rayna was upset by her mother’s death, she did an incredible job of keeping it off her face. We returned to my car.

“You know who did this,” I said as I opened the door. “Talk to me.”

Rayna closed her eyes. “Yes. Thomas Marshall believes my family is responsible for his wife Vanessa’s death. He and—”

I blocked her path to the door. “Back up. Is your family responsible for Vanessa’s death?”

“My uncle Lucas is, but that means the entire family carries the burden too.”

“How so?”

“Because it’s tradition. A family is only as good as the weakest member.”

“That’s messed up.”

“It’s how things are where we’re from.”

“Okay.” I got out of her way so she could get into the car, but she made no move toward it.

“As I was saying, Thomas and his twelve sons tracked us here, and they plan to eliminate us one by one.”

“Twelve sons?”

She nodded.

“I guess he really went for the whole keep-your-wife-barefoot-and-pregnant routine.”

Rayna shrugged. “He has sixteen daughters too.”

“Jesus! That’s twenty-eight kids. His wife must have had litters.”

She shook her head. “Vanessa was his main wife. His lesser wives provided most of the children.”

“A polyamory cult?”

“Are you going to keep interrupting me, or can I tell you about the situation?”

“To be honest, I’ll probably keep interrupting because I want to make sure I understand the situation.”

“Fair enough.”

“So is it strange that Thomas has more than one wife?”

She shook her head. “No, where I’m from, the women outnumber the men, so men take multiple wives.”

“Sounds like a place I’d like to visit.”

“I don’t think so. There’s something to be said for indoor plumbing.”

“There is that.”

“As a point of honor, Thomas and his sons have come after us to make us pay for what they consider to be treason and sacrilege.”

“Pay with your lives.”

“That’s right. You may need to know that for my family, it’s a point of honor to submit to the executions.”

“Run that past me again?”

“Thomas is right based on the laws of our land. As such, we are not permitted to fight back. When they catch up to us, we must kneel and accept death. My parents have already done so.”

“It’s still murder.”

“By your laws, yes.”

“You’re in our world now. Our laws apply to you too.”

“I understand that. I believe Graham understands that too.”

“So my instinct about the crime scene is accurate. Your mother simply knelt of her own volition and let someone kill her.”

“Yes.”

“That explains the lack of a struggle in there. But they still had to get into the building. Will you be all right here for a few minutes?” I asked.

She nodded.

“Good. I have something I want to check out.”

She climbed into the car, and I closed the door.

“What do you want me to do?” Esther asked.

“Keep an eye on Rayna.”

She nodded. I kept a typewriter key in the glove box, so Esther could always go to my car.

“Want me to pop over and pass along the news to Kelly?”

“Sure.”

Esther popped away. A moment later, she reappeared.

“That was fast,” I said.

“Kelly left her key at the Nobles’ place.”

“Okay, I’ll text her,” I said and reached for my phone.

“She left her phone too.”

“That’s all right. She’s fine and we don’t need to mess up Graham’s night at the moment. You stay here. Come get me if anyone shows up. I’ll be right back.”

I returned to the building and approached the receptionist’s counter. She turned toward me and held up a finger then pointed at the phone she had cradled between her ear and shoulder. “I’m on hold with the police. They’re on their way.”

“Excellent. I don’t mean to bother you. I just want a look at the guest book.”

She gave me a suspicious look.

“It’s all right. I’m a professional.” I showed her a license, and like most people, she barely glanced at it. Private investigators don’t need to be licensed in Colorado, but I kept a laminated poetic license card I picked up on eBay one night when I couldn’t sleep. It wasn’t quite as good as Doctor Who’s psychic paper, but it worked well enough for my purposes.

“Yes, I’m still here,” she said into the phone and turned away.

I pulled the book over and looked down the names on the register. I didn’t see anyone named Marshall. I would have been surprised if they’d stopped by the desk to sign in. That meant they used a different entrance.

I pushed the book back into place. The receptionist turned toward me again. I gave her a nod and left.

A glance across the parking lot and I spotted Esther standing on top of my car. She did a slow turn, watching for anyone or anything approaching. When she spotted me, I motioned for her to come over.

“No torpedoes in sight,” she said as she appeared in front of me.

“Good to know. I’m going to take a quick look around the building. Does she seem all right to you?”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

“I suspect that emotionally, she’s a wreck. She lost both her parents today. Drop down into the car to keep an eye on her too. Okay?”

“I can do that.”

“Good. You know the drill, let me know if anyone shows up or if she seems like she might be a danger to herself.”

“It’s all berries,” she said and popped back to the roof of my car. I watched her for a moment. She gave me a nod and dropped through the roof into the vehicle. I didn’t want to invade her privacy, but at the same time, I wanted to make sure she wasn’t going to hurt herself. It was unlikely but you just never know how people will react to things.

I walked around the building, looking for other ways inside. It wouldn’t be that difficult to go in through a window, but I doubted that was the method used. It would be a little too obvious in the daytime. There were three other entrances to the building through doors, but two of those only opened from the inside and the other required a keycard. I couldn’t rule those out. Someone taking a smoke break could have let one or more people enter. That sort of thing happens all the time.

Another way in could be on the roof, but there wasn’t an easy access point, so if they went in that way, they’d need some sort of climbing gear. The landscaping didn’t include any nearby trees. If the killers showed up disguised as workmen and used a ladder, that could work. Otherwise, they’d need someone like Jackie Chan who could bounce up window to window to the top.

I tested a storm drainage pipe. It wasn’t strong enough to support a grown man. I finished my walk around then went back to the car.

Without an obvious entry point, what Mike Endar said echoed in my mind. They may or may not have magical abilities.

Survey says: probably.

Of course, it was also possible Thomas went in alone through the front door when Ann took a restroom break. Or he could have signed in under a different name. That would have been the easiest way. With normal people, that’s what I’d assume.

With someone who might have magical abilities, it was better to overestimate an enemy until more data was collected. So my standing hypothesis was armed with magic, approach with caution.

KELLY CHAN

I saw them as soon as we stepped outside. Thirteen men of varying ages clad in old-fashioned tunics stood in a line on the sidewalk blocking the path to the Rolls. They looked like extras from a Lord of the Rings movie. They had weapons but at the moment, they were all strapped to their backs or hanging in scabbards at their waists. I swept my eyes over them, determining whom I should kill first. I figured I could take half of them out before they knew they’d been attacked.

“Stay behind me,” I said.

“It’s all right,” Graham said. “They aren’t here to kill me.”

“Why do you say that?”

Graham ignored the question. He strode toward the eldest man, but I grabbed him and pulled him back.

“Ms. Chan, please. I told you they aren’t here to kill me. Unhand me.”

“Stay behind me or I’ll just kill them all right now.”

“There are thirteen of them.”

“Your point?”

The eldest stepped forward. “Are you hiding behind the skirt of a fair maiden, Graham?”

“Not by choice, Thomas.”

He nodded and turned his eyes to mine. “Fair maiden, I would like a word with your charge.”

“Fair maiden? Not sure if I like that. You can speak from there. One move toward any of your weapons, and I’ll kill every last one of you.”

Thomas laughed. “You say that with such assurance.”

I held his gaze. “Try me.”

“Another time,” he said. He stood still and motioned to his men. They all took a step back and crossed their arms across their chests, hands away from their weapons.

“Why are you here, Thomas?” Graham asked. He remained slightly behind me so, like a dog; at least he could be trained.

“I’m here to tell you your parents are dead.”

Graham sighed. “It didn’t have to come to this.”

“You know full well it did. As soon as your family passed through the gate, you were all dead. I promised your father I’d give you the opportunity for a quick and painless death. We’ll come for you soon. In the meantime, prove your honor and tell me where she is.”

Graham stepped forward so perhaps I was too quick to give him credit. He bowed his head and in a low voice, he said, “Clara didn’t make it.”

“You brought her through.”

“Yes, and the journey was too much for her. I’m very sorry, Thomas. She’s dead.”

Thomas stared at the ground. He had the look Jonathan sometimes gets when he’s trying to determine whether someone’s lying to him. Finally he raised his head. “I warned you this could happen.”

“You did.”

“You didn’t listen.”

“It wasn’t my choice.”

“Yes, your uncle Lucas can be quite persuasive. Your father wanted me to tell you he loved you.”

“And I him.”

“One question before we go. Where is her body?”

Graham shrugged. “It’s gone. The legends were true. Clara couldn’t pass through the gate. Her screams will live in my heart until the day I die. I hope you never hear such a thing.”

“So she never set foot on the soil here?”

Graham shook his head. “Some of her ashes littered the ground beneath the gate. Other than that, no.”

Thomas nodded. “Grieve for your parents. We shall return.”

Thomas turned and led his men across the parking lot into the darkness.

“Who was Clara?” I asked.

“None of your concern,” Graham said.

Bitterman stepped out of the driver’s seat and opened the door for us. As Graham climbed into the car, Bitterman said, “I’m sorry, sir. They seemed to come out of nowhere.”

“It’s all right, Bitterman. As they say, no harm, no foul.”

I slid into the car. Bitterman closed the door and left me alone with Graham.

“I don’t think he believed you,” I said.

“I don’t care.”

“You’re not going to tell us what’s going on.”

I said it as a statement of fact, not as a question.

He spread his hands. “It’s none of your business.”

I nodded. I didn’t need to know what happened in order to protect him, so I let it go. After all, Jonathan was the detective. I was just here because I knew sooner or later, I’d get to kill someone.


CHAPTER SIX

RAYNA NOBLE

Rayna sat in Jonathan’s car and waited. She was glad to have the time to herself. Inside of twelve hours, she’d seen her mother and father dead. She needed the time alone to arrange her thoughts.

Graham seemed certain the Marshall Clan would come for everyone who had even limited involvement in what Thomas must have seen as a grand betrayal and murder. Be honest, she thought, he had to see it as the destruction of everything he’d ever believed or done. Betrayal that deep would require action.

Her father had certainly been involved. Graham too. The men usually handled things. However, Lucas was the mastermind. Rayna knew her mother went along because she wanted to be with her husband, and Rayna had come along because she had nothing else. After all, she was just a little girl.

She couldn’t stay behind. All that waited for her there was a marriage to a cold man who cared for little beyond his duty. At least here she could have a life. Here she could help people. Staying behind would change nothing.

Almost nothing.

She would either be married and living alone in a castle with no one for company, save the servants, or she’d already be dead.

Like Mother.

Like Father.

She bowed her head. Tears threatened to flow. At first she fought them, but then she looked out at the parking lot. Jonathan was nowhere to be seen. She was alone so she let the tears go. Soon she found herself with her face buried in her hands. Her body shook as she sobbed. Everything would change now. How could it not? She didn’t want to die. Especially now that she’d found a place for herself.

She cried until she could cry no more. She sniffed and opened the glove box, hoping to find a package of tissues. The glove box held only a car registration, proof of insurance, a little stick of metal with the letter X at the end of it, and an owner’s manual about the Firebird. She closed the box then opened the center console between the seats.

Altoids and some CDs.

Men never seemed to have tissues, and she’d used the last one in her purse this afternoon.

She let the console lid drop into place and wiped the tears from her cheeks with her palms.

Mother and Father were gone. The Marshall Clan would go after Graham next. Then Rayna. Then they’d finally close in on Lucas and his family. Move in, clear a circle, move to the center, clear that circle. Don’t stop until everyone is dead.

Rayna considered what would be expected of her. Could she bring herself to drop to her knees and bow her head? It wasn’t proper to even consider going against tradition. Family and honor. Nothing else mattered.

Right?

She looked out the window and saw Jonathan approaching the car. He was here to protect her. Was that even permitted?

Looking at it from old-world eyes, that would be a no. But she wasn’t in the old world. The rules for this world should apply.

She knew Graham still held on to the old ways, so he would send Jonathan and Kelly away tonight. Then she and Graham would face whatever came their way as brother and sister, the last survivors of Stephen Noble’s lineage. It would all end there unless she could get him to see things her way. That would be a first.

JONATHAN SHADE

When I slid into the driver’s seat, Esther let herself drop through the ceiling.

“All clear,” she said, “but the Sheba’s been crying. If I had tear ducts, I’d be a mess right now too. I wanted to comfort her, but well, you know. Sometimes I hate being dead.”

I gave Esther a nod then glanced at Rayna. Her mascara was smeared, and the tracks of her tears were still visible on her cheeks. I felt bad for her. I knew only too well what it was like to lose parents.

“I’m sorry about your mother,” I said. “I wish we could have been here to save her.”

“She was dead before you came to our house,” Rayna said, her head down.

She was right, of course. Elizabeth Noble was probably already dead when Mike Endar came to see me.

“I’ll take you home.”

As we left, several police cars turned in to the parking lot.

“What more can you tell me about the Marshall Clan?” I asked.

“Not much. You should probably talk to Graham about it.”

“I will.”

She sighed. “Just so you know, I fully expect my brother to tell you to go back to Denver. He’s going to see this as a family matter, and you are not family. The odds of him listening to me are slim to none. Oh well. It will all be over soon anyway.”

Her tone of voice told me more than she realized. It was the tone of someone who had given up. I’d had plenty of personal experience with that. She was resigned to the fact that she was going to die and there was nothing anyone could do to change the outcome.

“We’ll see about that,” I said.

oOo

Back at the mansion, I sat with Rayna in the drawing room. I didn’t try to convince her to let us help. She made it clear that she wanted us there, but in her view, it was up to Graham. I hoped Kelly had talked some sense into him. We could help. I knew we could.

Esther moved about the room, running her ghostly hands over expensive furnishings. From the look on her face, I knew she wished she could actually touch them, but without that sensory input, she quickly grew bored.

“Would you like something to drink?” Rayna asked. “I can have Jenkins bring some tea.”

“I’m good,” I said. I don’t wear a watch, so I pulled out my cell phone to check the time: 10:35.

“I’d like some tea,” Rayna said. She reached over and pulled on a fabric rope, and deep in the house, I could hear a bell chime.

A few moments later, the butler entered the room. “What can I do for you, Miss Noble?”

“Please bring us a pitcher of green tea. Perhaps some crackers too.”

“Yes, Miss Noble.”

Esther drifted over to me. “She’s single and attractive, Jonathan.”

I met Esther’s eyes.

“And she’s rich,” Esther said. “You could marry her, and I could have a big mansion to haunt.”

I knew Esther was trying to bring some levity to the room. She had a thing for me but was trying to keep it on the down low since she was dead and there was no future there. Back when the typewriter had been complete, she’d been bound to it, so if I went on a date, I could leave the typewriter at the office and Esther wouldn’t have to see anything. Now that the typewriter was in pieces and she could pop to any of them, she tended to show up when I was with a woman, and I knew it hurt her. So I knew she wasn’t being serious about Rayna.

Besides, Rayna was a client.

The front door opened. Graham and Kelly entered and found us in the drawing room.

“How did it go?” Rayna asked.

“Mother’s dead,” Graham said.

“We know. We found her body. You forgot your phone again. I tried to call you.”

Graham crossed the room, sat down beside his sister, and took her hands in his. “I’m sorry.”

“We knew it was likely,” she said, and I knew she was speaking about her mother, not the phone.

Kelly stood next to my chair and touched my shoulder. “We met some people I’d like to kill,” she said. “They looked like refugees from a Renaissance festival.”

Graham turned around. “You won’t be killing anyone.”

“Maybe not tonight,” Kelly said.

Jenkins entered the room with a large tray that held a pitcher of tea, two cups, and an assortment of crackers. He stopped when he saw everyone. “I’ll bring more teacups.” He set down the tray and backed out of the room.

Graham glared at me. “You two need to go now. This is a family matter, and you aren’t wanted.”

“There were thirteen men,” Kelly said. “You need us.”

“We’ve been over this. The answer is no.”

“Thirteen men,” I said. “You really want to face off with them alone? You really want them to kill Rayna too?”

“How dare you!” Graham said. He rose and approached me with clenched fists.

I stood toe to toe with him. “You need us.” Sometimes if you say something enough, it will get through someone’s head.

He struggled with himself for a moment. I knew he wanted to hit me, but the look in my eyes told him it wouldn’t be a wise decision. Graham was in good physical shape, but he knew that he was out of his league if he wanted to get into a fight.

“We can protect you,” I said. “Both of you.”

“We don’t want protection.”

“Nobody wants it. Most people just want quiet, peaceful lives.”

“Boring,” Kelly said.

“But when the shit hits the fan, you need people like us on your side. Or would you rather watch some asshole lop off your sister’s head?”

He stared at me. He tried to look tough again, but I wasn’t buying it. He obviously realized that because he turned away and backed off. “This isn’t how we do things.”

“It’s your call, sport.”

Graham glared at me for a long moment. Finally he turned to Rayna. “Do you want bodyguards?”

Rayna hesitated.

“Be honest,” Graham said.

She nodded. “I like my life here, and I don’t want to die.”

“It’s a violation of the Creed.”

“We violated the Creed when we came here.”

“Be that as it may—”

“I want to live, Graham. If Jonathan and Kelly can keep us alive, I say we let them.”

“They won’t be able to protect us.”

“You don’t know that. If Mr. Endar thinks they’re qualified to handle a threat like this, I think we should give them a chance. Would you prefer death?”

“We’re going to die regardless.”

“Then there’s no harm in allowing them to stay. Maybe they can give us a few more days to live and breathe. Who knows? They might be able to save us.”

Graham glanced over at Kelly. “Ms. Chan seemed to think she could take on the entire Clan by herself.”

Kelly gave a half grin.

“It can’t hurt to let them do their jobs,” Rayna said. “Please let them. If not for you, then do it for me.”

“You’re sure about this?”

She nodded.

Graham sighed. “Very well.” He slowly turned back to face me. “We shall allow you to accompany us in public. You’ll need to sign nondisclosure agreements in case you learn anything about our businesses. You will also give us privacy when we request it.”

“Provided that privacy doesn’t endanger your lives.”

“We are in control of our lives, Mr. Shade.”

“Let’s get this straight, Dr. Noble. Until the threat is eliminated, you’ll do as we say. We’ll do what we can to not cause problems for you, but for your own safety, you’ll need to follow our directions.”

“I don’t—”

“That’s not up for debate. We can’t protect you if you decide to do something stupid. You are not to go anywhere in public without one of us.”

He looked at the ceiling for a moment then exhaled. “Very well but if you cause too many problems, I’ll fire you.”

“It’s your life, pal.”

Jenkins returned with more cups. “Shall I prepare guest rooms?”

“Three of them,” Kelly said.

“Three?”

“We have one more guard to bring in tomorrow.”

Graham frowned and opened his mouth to protest, but after glancing at Rayna, he said, “As you wish.”

I sat down and Jenkins brought me a cup of tea. Danger aside, I could get used to this.


CHAPTER SEVEN

JONATHAN SHADE

That night, I lay in a king-sized bed wrapped in silk sheets. When I closed my eyes, I found myself drifting in and out of consciousness. My head spun with memories of intense training with various masters around the world interspersed with images of the shadowy demons that haunted the ether. Part of my training had included learning to release my spirit into the realm of those demons via remote viewing. Now it felt like every night, I fought to keep myself attached to my body because those demons were always there, waiting for me. If I ever slipped out again, I knew they’d tear my soul to shreds.

I’d faced them and escaped once, but I knew that was a one-time dance. They hadn’t expected me to come at them the way I had. Now they knew better. As I’d done every night for the past few months, I reinforced the walls that kept my soul trapped in my body. Maybe I worried about it too much, but I had a feeling that if I didn’t build that wall strong enough, the demons could reach into me while I slept, and that would be the final song of the show. No encore.

The rest of my training had been mental and physical. I was in the best shape of my life, but facing off against thirteen men seemed a bit much. Kelly and Brand could do it, but they felt no pain and didn’t get tired. I hoped Rayna’s life wouldn’t depend on my being as solid as my magically engineered Sekutar friends. I might be fast, and I might be strong, but I was still only human, and I felt like I wasn’t up to the task. I’d lost Naomi and I wasn’t able to save Miranda. I didn’t want to lose anyone else. To be fair, Miranda was probably dead before I ever met her. In that regard, perhaps she didn’t count as someone I’d lost. But that wasn’t how it felt.

I tossed and turned, trying to get my thoughts to stop churning. My job was to protect Rayna, and one way or another, I would keep her safe. Failure was not an option because I knew I couldn’t take another loss at this point in my life.

Sleep finally took me, and when I awoke four hours later, bits of a dream where I’d been unable to save Rayna from her assassins flittered across my mind then thankfully drifted away.

I crawled out of bed, stretched, then approached the window. The blinds were drawn, so I parted them with two fingers to peek out. The sun started to pull itself above the horizon, shooting orange streaks through the clouds. Movement in the yard caught my attention, and I yanked down on the blinds to get a better look.

Graham Noble clad in a blue jogging suit darted across the yard toward the gate.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said. Fortunately, I saw Kelly slip out of the trees to follow him.

Good. I ran my hands through my hair and grabbed my jeans from the chair as I looked for my shoes. I wanted to catch up to them, so I threw on my clothes and bolted out the door.

Esther smiled at me when I entered the hall. “I love your hair.”

I patted my head and could tell I had a serious case of bedhead going. I shrugged. “Nice. Can you keep an eye on Rayna for me?” I asked.

“Only if you gave her a typewriter key. What’s going on?”

“Graham evidently thinks it’s all right for him to go for a morning run on his own.”

“What about Kelly?”

“She’s on it.”

“You know which way he went?”

“Shit.”

“Just a second. I’ll check with Kelly.” She popped away.

I raced down the stairs and out the door. As I approached the gate, Esther popped back to me.

“Go right. He’s on the bike path heading north. Just be aware that Kelly says she doesn’t need you. She’s got it under control.”

“But Graham doesn’t know she’s there. He needs to know he can’t go running off like this.”

Esther sighed. “Don’t yell at him too much when you catch up. I want to be able to stay in this house for a while. It’s got a style to which I’d love to become accustomed.”

Being dead might interfere with that style, but far be it from me to say that to Esther.

Instead, I gave her a wink then slipped out the gate and turned right. Two blocks down, I saw a dirt trail leading up to the paved bike path. I raced up the incline and made good time racing down the trail. Two minutes later, Kelly slipped out of the trees to join me on the path.

“I told Esther you didn’t need to come,” she said, matching my speed.

I ran at a fast clip, but Kelly kept pace as if it were nothing. “Yes, I did. He needs to know—”

“Nothing,” Kelly said as she grabbed me and made me slow down. “I’ll keep him safe. You’ll just piss him off, and he’ll tell us to go home.”

She had a point, but I wasn’t ready to relinquish it. “In order to protect them, we need to have control over where they go and when they go there.”

“That’s not true. Go back to the house. Take a shower. Your hair is trying to get a starring role on a TV sitcom.”

“You don’t like it? It’s the latest style.”

“Right. Go eat breakfast. There’s a good chance Graham doesn’t need to know anyone is following him. Let him think he’s pulled a fast one. That way we can get paid and we can keep him and his sister alive. He might complicate the job, but I can easily keep tabs on him, and I can handle any danger he might encounter.”

“I hate it when you’re right.”

“You should be used to that by now.” She grinned and slipped back into the trees.

I stopped and listened for her movements, but all was silent. How did she do that? I couldn’t see Graham up ahead either, but I knew Kelly would stay close enough to him that everything would be fine.

It’s not like the Marshall Clan had a sniper on the payroll.

I jogged back toward the house, enjoying the cool morning air. I found myself wondering if Rayna was awake yet. Pieces of my nightmare crept back into my mind, and I saw an arrow pierce her chest, but I reeled the image backward like a film playing in reverse. When I let it start forward again, I caught the arrow and snapped it in two. I would keep her alive, and to do so, I needed to be in the right frame of mind. No room for doubt. I anchored that positive image in my mind as if that would automatically keep her safe. I knew that wasn’t the case, but I also knew that operating from a position of confidence limited the mistakes. The fewer mistakes, the more likely I could protect her.

GRAHAM NOBLE

Graham loved his morning runs. He thought of them as his daily hour of power, something he’d picked up from listening to a Tony Robbins CD set about getting the edge. When Graham first came to this world, he had trouble fitting in. There was so much to learn. Fortunately there wasn’t a language barrier because, while there were changes to the language—slang and turns of phrase—most of it had bled across the veil or had been taken there by his ancestors. As for the slang, he mastered that quickly thanks to television and movies. To the casual observer, he seemed like a normal person. Normal was relative, of course, but he cultivated that image.

He also cultivated an attitude of normalcy. Attitude was sometimes tough to maintain. At first, things were so different. He’d grown up with horses and nature. This place had shopping malls and cars. The culture shock messed with his image. He’d been a master of his old domain, but this place was so strange, it nearly defeated him. When he was twelve, he discovered the Tarzan books by Edgar Rice Burroughs. John Clayton, Earl Greystoke, was master of the jungle, and he mastered the city too. Graham wanted to be like Greystoke.

Then late one night, he saw infomercials about gym equipment for the home to get in shape and workout routine DVDs you could order and motivational speakers who claimed they could help you master every aspect of your life. Of course, Graham knew it was all about what you brought to the table with you.

Graham brought everything to that table.

He listened to the steady slapping of his running shoes on the pavement. He kept his breathing in check. He could run for hours, but he kept himself to his standard route, which would be nine miles. No need to push himself.

When he rounded the next curve, he saw Thomas Marshall standing in the center of the path, sword in hand.

“Good morning, Graham.”

The rest of the clan stood behind their father.

Graham slowed and stopped well out of range of the sword. He realized he should have altered his routine. The Marshalls were expert trackers. If he’d gone the other way, he’d have been able to simply enjoy his run. Now he wasn’t sure what he could do. He realized this was a domain he had not mastered.

“I didn’t expect to see you so soon, Thomas.” Graham glanced behind himself, but the path was clear. The danger was only in front. He considered running but that would be cowardly. Graham was not a coward.

“We don’t like this world,” Thomas said. “One of those rolling metal contraptions nearly ran me down this morning. I figured, why wait? We’ll kill you, your sister, and your uncle’s family today so we can go home.”

“There’s no need for this.”

“Will you face death with honor?” Thomas asked.

Graham sighed and looked at the men behind Thomas. They used to be his friends. Honor dictated that he not fight back. He was clearly in the wrong here. He’d supported Lucas. Lives were lost. Fleeing only proved his guilt and cowardice. To maintain honor was more important than anything else. He nodded to Thomas and met the eyes of his former friends each in turn. None of them turned away. They all stared at him without compassion.

“Honor is everything,” Graham whispered and dropped to his knees. He lowered his head, exposing his neck but thinking he should fight back. He didn’t have to take this. He wasn’t bound by the old ways anymore; he could change the outcome. He looked up at Thomas. “It doesn’t have to be this way.”

Thomas stepped forward and raised his sword. “Honor means silently accepting your fate, Graham. It doesn’t mean pleading for your life like a woman.”

Kelly Chan stepped out of the trees, startling everyone. “Pleading like a woman?” she asked.

Thomas glared at her. “This doesn’t concern you.”

“Am I supposed to go home and fix breakfast for all the big, strong men in my life?” she asked as she approached.

Graham noticed that she was empty handed.

“Go away, Ms. Chan. They want only me, but if you interfere, they’ll kill you too.”

Kelly ignored him and stepped right up to Thomas. “That blade looks awfully sharp. Someone could get hurt.”

“Back up or I’ll cut you down, woman.”

“You’d stab a poor, defenseless female? Really?” She opened her arms, presenting an easy target. “Show me how a real man handles a sword.”

“As you wish.” He drove the sword into her chest.

Graham saw the blade punch right through her.

“You dick,” Kelly said. “This is a new shirt!”

Thomas Marshall’s eyes widened, and Graham saw fear creep across his features. “What witchcraft is this?” Thomas tried to pull the sword free.

Kelly slapped him across the face so hard, she knocked him off his feet. She turned to the men and smiled as she gripped the sword, drew it from her chest, and whipped it around, flinging blood at them.

“Hi, boys. Anyone care to dance?”

Thomas pointed at her. “Kill her!”

The eldest son, Jacob, stepped forward, drawing a blade. “I’ll cross swords with you. Devil or not, I’ll have your head!”

Kelly tossed the sword to the ground and leaned forward. She swept her hair away from her neck. Graham couldn’t understand why she’d throw away a perfectly good weapon.

Kelly smiled at Jacob. “Let me see if I have this right. You have a silly no-fighting-back code where you accept death with honor. I’ll play but I’m not going to kneel before you. Take your best shot.”

Jacob swung the sword at her neck, but at the last instant, Kelly’s hands flashed up and caught the blade between her palms. “On second thought, maybe I won’t play by your rules. Fights are only fun if both parties are actually in the battle.”

Jacob tried to pull the sword free. Kelly smiled at him and slowly twisted the sword around and pushed it toward his neck. She drove him backward until his back pressed against a tree trunk.

Graham watched the other men, but they were following their code, allowing one man at a time to face the opponent. To interfere in a challenge was not honorable. Jacob had volunteered so this was his fight.

Kelly kept the smile on her face as she pushed the sword into Jacob’s skin. Blood trickled down his throat, across the blade, and dripped onto the ground. The drips grew into a steady stream.

“Weakling or not, I’ll have your head,” she said and drove the blade through flesh and bone. She grabbed his hair as the sword pushed through and yanked the head from his neck.

Graham blinked. He’d never seen anything like that. He didn’t know what to think.

Kelly turned toward the other men, holding the head high. “That was so much fun, I may have to start a collection. Who’s next?”

One of the men stepped forward, but Thomas pushed himself to his feet and raced over to shove him back. Thomas spun around to face Kelly.

“You killed my eldest son.”

“You’re welcome.”

“This isn’t over.”

“I certainly hope not. I’m not even warmed up yet. Can I kill you next if I say pretty please?”

“We shall allow Graham to leave unharmed for now.”

“Mighty kind of you, but what if I don’t allow you to leave?”

“Ms. Chan,” Graham said, “please let them go. It would be improper to kill them.”

“Improper? Even though they were going to kill you?”

“Yes.”

Kelly shrugged. “It’s your call. But just so you know, I’d be happy to kill them all right now.”

“There’s no honor in that,” Graham said.

“Maybe not but it would sure be fun. And Mike Endar might pay us a bonus if I end it right now.”

“I’d rather you didn’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because I want the opportunity to fight back.”

Kelly nodded and Graham knew that had he said anything else, she probably would have slain every member of the clan. She glared at Thomas. “I’ll let you go this time,” she said, “but before you leave, get your son’s body and take it with you. The city of Boulder has strict litter laws.”

“We’ll be back,” Thomas said. “Francis, Richard, get Jacob’s body.”

Kelly stepped back toward Graham, allowing the others to approach Jacob’s corpse. “Get up, Graham,” she said.

Graham rose. “They would have killed me.”

 “You were never in any danger. I had you in sight the whole time.”

“Thank you.”

Kelly didn’t reply. Instead, she crouched and picked up Thomas’s sword. “Mr. Marshall? You might want this,” she said and tossed the blade to him.

He caught it easily, wiped the blood on his pants, then slid it into its scabbard. “May I please have my son’s head?”

“I don’t think anyone’s ever asked me that before,” Kelly said. “Since you said the magic word.” She tossed the head to him. “Besides, where would I keep it?”

He caught the head, and as Richard and Francis carried the body past, he placed the head on Jacob’s midsection.

Thomas glared at Kelly then turned to his sons. “Move out,” he said.

As they turned to leave, Kelly waved and said, “You boys have a nice day now. You hear?”


CHAPTER EIGHT

KELLY CHAN

I have to admit that I really wanted to kill everyone. I could have ended the entire thing right then and there, but I watched them walk away. I’d ruined a perfectly good shirt for nothing.

Well, maybe not for nothing. If Graham grew a pair and stood up for himself, that would be a positive development. On top of that, I still wanted to be working with Jonathan. He seemed so much darker these days, so much more serious. Okay, I realize that fighting killers might not be the best way for some people to lighten up, but we were not most people. Jonathan needed an easy win, and this seemed like just the ticket. I could wipe out the Marshall Clan inside of thirty seconds, but it would be best to let Jonathan help. It also might be a good thing to have Graham help.

“You’d better fight back next time,” I said.

“I’ll try.”

“That’s not good enough.”

“It’s not how we were brought up.”

“Not how you were brought up?”

“If you know you’ve done wrong, fighting back brings dishonor to your family.”

“That may be the stupidest thing anyone has said to me in months.”

His jaw dropped. I guess he wasn’t expecting honesty.

“You want to finish your run?” I asked.

“No, I think we should head back.”

“Whatever works for you.”

Graham looked at me strangely. “You have blood on your hands.”

“Only a little,” I said. I was tempted to lick it off, but I didn’t think he could handle that, so I did the next best thing and wiped my hands on his pretty blue jacket.

“Hey!”

“What? You can afford a new running suit.”

He glared at me for a moment then turned and started jogging back toward the house.

I pulled out my cell and called Brand. He answered on the second ring.

“The bed is cold without you,” he said.

“Get your ass up to Boulder,” I said and gave him the address.

“Do I get to kill anyone?”

A man after my own heart. “I’m already one up on you.”

“Not fair.”

“It’s all right. There are plenty to go around.”

“I’m on my way.”

I hung up and jogged after Graham.

JONATHAN SHADE

“Here’s how this will work,” I said. Everyone was gathered in the kitchen. Brand had arrived fifteen minutes earlier. He, Graham, and Rayna sat at the table, while Kelly and I stood. Esther sat on the kitchen counter, looking bored. I pointed at Graham and Rayna. “You two will not go anywhere outside this house without one of us.”

“Okay,” Rayna said.

Graham shook his head. “I’m not willing to have my life completely disrupted.”

You’d think he’d have learned his lesson. “A bit of disruption is better than being dead.”

He glanced at Kelly then nodded. “I suppose.”

“When we’re in public, you will do exactly as we say. We’ll secure the rooms, and we’ll provide the best cover we can between vehicles and buildings. We’ll use a lot of back entrances, and we’ll vary our routes to any locations we go to more than once. In an ideal situation, we’d have a larger team, but we’ll simply have to make due.”

“Is it key time?” Esther asked.

I gave her a nod even though Rayna and Graham didn’t know she was there. I pulled out two typewriter keys with small rings attached.

“Slip these on your keychains. You will keep these with you at all times.”

I handed one key to Rayna and the other to Graham. They looked at the keys then at me with confusion on their faces.

“What are these for?” Graham asked.

“Turn around and look at the counter,” I said.

The turned and looked. Esther waved at them.

They looked back at me even more confused.

“What are we supposed to be looking at?” Rayna asked. “The microwave?”

They couldn’t see or hear Esther even with the keys, which meant they had zero magic. Good to know.

“Never mind. Just keep those keys with you.” If they couldn’t see her, there was no point telling them Esther was along for the ride. “Think of them as good-luck charms.”

“So these have some sort of protection spell on them?” Graham asked.

“Something like that.”

“I don’t trust magic.”

“I said it was something like that, not that it was that. There’s no magic involved. Let’s just say these are sort of an old-fashioned GPS locator.”

“If you say so,” Rayna said, and dug in her purse for her keychain.

Graham pulled out his keychain and added the typewriter key.

“We’re going to rotate protectors for you, so—”

“I don’t want to rotate protectors,” Graham said. “I want her with me.” He pointed at Kelly.

“I’m flattered,” Kelly said.

“You’ve already proven you can keep me safe, and if someone is going to be by my side, I’d prefer a beautiful woman over a couple of men.”

“Can’t argue with that,” Brand said. “But just so you know, she’s taken.”

I turned to Kelly. “You cool with that?”

She shrugged. “The bad guys already know me, so my presence alone might keep Graham safe.”

I considered that. She’d told me how she handled the situation, letting herself get stabbed so the attackers would think twice about facing off with her. If a sword through the chest didn’t kill her, what hope did they have? It was an effective scare tactic.

“They want to kill me first,” Graham said. “Especially now.”

“They might change their minds,” I said. “We’re not taking anything for granted.”

“If Kelly is with Graham, does that mean you’re with me?” Rayna asked.

“Brand and I can still alternate.”

“I feel safe with you,” she said.

I knew she’d be safer with Brand, but I was pleased by her comment anyway. I knew I needed to stay focused and not get emotionally attached. This was business and it was my job to keep her alive.

“All right. Brand will be backup.”

Graham looked at his watch. “We need to be at the hospice in thirty minutes for a presentation.”

“No worries,” I said. I was done talking anyway.

“I’ll have Bitterman bring the car around,” Rayna said and rose from her seat.

As she walked past me, she gave me a slight smile.

Esther grinned. “I think she likes you.”

I shot Esther a look and she frowned. I knew she was trying to make light of her jealousy, but I wasn’t here to try to get Rayna to like me, nor was I here to safeguard Esther’s feelings. I didn’t want to hurt her, but I couldn’t tell her she had nothing to worry about. To protect Rayna, I needed to make sure everything remained on a purely professional level. I figured that would be easy provided I didn’t allow myself to get to know her. Good luck with that one.


CHAPTER NINE

JONATHAN SHADE

The hospice felt different to me when we arrived that morning. There were quite a few cars in the parking lot, but we parked in the back to avoid any unnecessary exposure. Graham used his keycard to enter through a side door.

We made sure he and Rayna were covered, of course, even though there was no one in sight on the side of the building. As the Marshall Clan wasn’t using snipers, I wasn’t too worried about a long-distance shooter because an archer would have to be a lot closer.

Kelly took the lead through the door and cleared the hall while Brand and I kept Rayna and Graham between us.

We wanted to limit access to them, but Graham had to speak to a group of doctors about his wonder drug. We vetted the list of doctors as best we could on the ride over, and the nurses were supposed to be checking IDs, but the nurses had so many other duties, I wasn’t counting on it. We’d need to keep our eyes open for anything out of the ordinary. Kelly might recognize the Marshalls, but Brand and I had never seen them.

The key to being a protector in my view differs based on the situation. In some cases, you want to be seen because the mere sight of protectors can stop an assassin from making the attempt. In this case, we weren’t going to be able to blend in as doctors, so being seen might be advantageous. However, I felt the most important thing was to be close to the attacker should one present himself. Proximity can make a huge difference once an assassin commits to the attack. The closer we were to the people, the better in this instance. Of course, the farther away Graham and Rayna were from the attackers, the better.

Another key to consider was whether or not the attacker was willing to die to kill the client. To be perfectly honest, if someone is willing to die to kill a target, there’s not a whole lot you can do. He won’t seem nervous because he’s already determined he’s going to die. As such, when he makes his move, he isn’t worried about how he’s going to get away. He knows he’s not. That was one of my biggest worries with the Marshall Clan. I was afraid they’d be willing to die to kill Graham and Rayna. If that were the case, we stood a very good chance of losing them.

“I realize you want to protect us,” Graham said, “but when we get to the room, you really need to stay out of the way. I have to be able to show the doctors what we’re doing, and they need to be able to see.”

I watched a janitor clean up some water with a mop and bucket. Was he supposed to be here? We didn’t have time to vet the staff.

“Did you hear me?” Graham asked.

“Yeah, we’ll do our best.”

When we arrived at the nurses’ station, there were twenty doctors waiting for the presentation.

A quick scan of their faces didn’t set off any alarms in my head. I knew Kelly was checking them out too, and she glanced back at me to give me a quick head shake. None of them were from the Marshall Clan.

Good.

“Welcome,” Graham said to the doctors. “I’m afraid the room will be a bit cramped with so many of us here, but let’s give it a shot. Is Sherri here?”

The nurse manning the station pointed to a door. “She’s in the room, Dr. Noble.”

I nodded to Kelly, and she entered the room first. After a few moments, she reappeared. “We’re good,” she said.

“Excellent,” Graham said. “Ladies and gentlemen, if you’ll follow me.” He followed Kelly into the room, and we all filed inside behind him.

It was a good-sized room with a bed in the center of the floor. A few chairs sat off to the sides. A sliding glass door would have given us a nice view of the back lawn, but it would also give an easy shot to an assassin outside, so I knew Kelly had closed the blinds. They still wavered. The bed sat in front of a cabinet, which was mostly obscured by a green curtain. I wasn’t sure why they’d put a curtain in front of the cabinet, but I figured they had a reason.

Brand and Rayna stood against the wall beside the glass door. I stood in front of Rayna, and Kelly stuck to Graham’s side.

A middle-aged woman with close-cropped hair and glasses sat in the bedside chair. An old man wearing an oxygen tube and a gown sat in the bed. He fiddled with the prongs from the tube at his nose. Red marks around his nostrils told me he’d been on oxygen awhile and that he couldn’t stop pulling at the tubes, which were hooked under his chin and around his ears.

The doctors crowded around the bed but tried to keep a respectable distance.

“This is Carl Farmer,” Graham said, placing a hand on the old man’s shoulder. “He’s suffering from Alzheimer’s, but COPD is the bigger issue. Alas, we can’t do anything about that.”

Graham gestured to the woman wearing glasses.

“This is Sherri Mason. She’s a speech therapist who worked with Mr. Farmer before he left the hospital and came here. Sherri, I’ll turn this over to you for now.”

I looked at the headboard and noticed it had a hole in it at the base. There were oxygen tubes hooked to metal prongs. It looked to me that if Mr. Farmer were to lay back, the top of his head would be inside that hole in the headboard. I wondered about that, but Sherri was speaking, and I found myself listening to her as I kept my eyes on the doctors.

“Mr. Farmer,” Sherri said. “Do you remember me?”

“You’re my—” He closed his eyes for a moment, opened them again. “Daughter?”

“No.”

He shook his head, frustrated. He pointed at her and shook his finger then frowned and spoke with conviction. “They need to let him go. It wasn’t his fault.”

“Okay, Mr. Farmer. It’s all right. I’d like you to play a game with me.” She took out a pocket watch. “In the next sixty seconds, I’d like you to name as many animals as you can. Okay?”

“Okay, but he had nothing to do with it.”

She looked at the watch. “I understand that. It’s animal time. Are you ready? Name them starting . . . now.”

Mr. Farmer frowned. “Cat. Elephant.” He blinked. Seconds ticked by. “Skunk.” More seconds ticked by. “Person?” It seemed like an eternity passed away before he added, “Cat.” Hesitation. “Fox.”

“Time,” Sherri said. “Very good.”

She went through a few more tests, and the doctors all nodded. They passed around a chart and nodded some more.

Graham held up a little white pill. “This is Didracomine. It only takes one.” He handed it to Mr. Farmer along with a glass of water. “Medicine time.”

Mr. Farmer obediently swallowed the pill.

“Now lie back.”

Mr. Farmer stretched out on the bed. His head went into the hole, so from my vantage point, it looked like the top of his head was cut off.

The curtains behind the bed rustled a bit.

A draft? Air conditioning? I moved toward it.

Graham blocked my path. “Where are you going?” he whispered.

“There’s a slight space between the bed and the wall. Something moved back there.”

“Kelly already checked back there,” he whispered.

“Then it won’t matter if I look too.”

He tried to grab me, but I pushed past him. None of the doctors noticed our exchange. They were busy looking at the chart or watching Mr. Farmer.

I stepped over to the wall and pulled the curtain aside a bit.

A man knelt behind the bed with most of his body inside the cabinet, but he wasn’t exactly a man. His lips flared back, and his forked tongue jammed into Mr. Farmer’s head. He softly slurped and I saw white pus dripping from his lips. His eyes turned toward me, and I felt like I’d stepped into a nightmare.

A hand settled on my shoulder, and I nearly jumped out of my skin.

“It’s okay,” Graham whispered. “Nondisclosure agreement.” He pulled me away from the curtain.

I turned to look at him as if he’d flipped out, but like Mr. Farmer, I couldn’t find the words. I opened my mouth, closed it, blinked. Just as I was about to finally say something, Mr. Farmer sat up.

“Is my family here?” he asked.

“Well, hello, Mr. Farmer.”

“Hi, Sherri. Is my wife here? Where’s Dana?”

“She’s in the waiting room. I’ll get her in a minute.”

“Who are all these people?”

“They’re doctors.”

“See?” Graham whispered, his eyes imploring me not to make a scene. “It’s all fine. We’ll talk after.”

I wanted to yank that curtain aside and grab the thing in the cabinet, but Graham clearly knew what was going on, and Mr. Farmer seemed more alert, so I concentrated to slow my heart rate. “Damn right we will.”

I tried to get a better look at Mr. Farmer’s head, but while his hair looked a bit wet, I didn’t see any blood.

Graham faced the doctors. Kelly shot me a confused look, but I shook my head and kept my eyes on the curtain. If that thing came out, all bets were off. I crossed my arms so my hand would be close to the gun I kept in a shoulder holster.

“How do you feel, Mr. Farmer?” Graham asked.

“I have a bit of a headache, but other than that, I feel mostly fine. Might need a breathing treatment soon.”

“Of course. We have one ready for you anytime you need it.”

“Thanks. What’s going on?”

“They’re observing. It’s nothing to worry about. They’ll leave in a few minutes, and we’ll get your wife.”

“Okay.”

Sherri leaned forward and touched his knee to get his attention. “Mr. Farmer, do you remember the animal test?”

“Where I name animals? Sure.”

“Want to give that a shot right now?”

“I want to see Dana.”

She nodded. “Of course. Can we do this first? Then the doctors can leave and you can talk to Dana.”

“Fine.”

“Name as many animals as you can in sixty seconds starting now.”

“Dog, cat, raccoon, lion, tiger, bear, coyote, squirrel, elephant, seal, giraffe, antelope, deer, fox, aardvark, armadillo, leopard, rhinoceros, rabbit, pig, cow, horse, zebra, hippopotamus, monkey, wolf . . .”

And he went on without delay for the full minute. Hell, I wasn’t sure I could have named as many in that time period.

Sherri smiled at him. “Outstanding. Thank you. I’ll go get Dana for you.”

“I appreciate it. Thanks, Sherri.”

She rose, squeezed between a few of the doctors, and left the room.

Graham faced the doctors, who talked over one another so fast that Graham held up his hands. “I’ll answer all your questions, but we’ll need to leave the room.”

“That was one pill, and it happened that fast?” one doctor asked.

“It’s a higher dose than we’d use on a regular patient, so it worked faster than normal, but I’ll cover all of this momentarily. If you’ll all go to the waiting area, I’ll be right with you.”

Nobody wanted to leave, so Kelly stepped in and started guiding the first few doctors toward the door. “Waiting room. Now. Mr. Farmer deserves some time with his wife.”

They hesitantly left the room, casting glances back at the patient as they filed out.

As soon as they were gone, I grabbed Graham and spun him around. “What the fuck is that thing? And how did it get there?” I pointed at the curtain.

The curtain parted and the thing stepped out, but now it looked perfectly human.

“That thing is my uncle. Lucas, meet Jonathan Shade.”

“Hello, Lucas,” Mr. Farmer said. He clearly recognized him.

“Hi, Carl. How’s your head?”

“Feels better now, thanks.”

Lucas stood six foot four and looked like he ate trains for breakfast. No, make that brains for breakfast. I wondered how the hell he’d even fit into that cabinet.

“You’re with DGI?” Lucas asked.

“No.”

“DGI hired him. He’s independent,” Graham said. “Can you explain the situation to him? I have to finish talking with the doctors.”

“I’m going with you,” Kelly said, though she tossed me a look that told me she wanted an update as soon as possible.

“Of course,” Graham said.

As they left, an old woman entered the room. “Carl,” she said. “It’s so nice to see you.”

“Dana! Come here.”

Lucas glanced at them then nodded toward the curtain covering the sliding glass door. “Let’s take this outside.”

“Let’s,” I said.

“I smell a fight brewing,” Brand said.

“We’re not going to fight,” Lucas said as he pulled the curtains aside. He opened the door and stepped into the great outdoors.

Brand, Rayna, and I followed, leaving Carl and Dana to catch up.

I closed the door behind us and made sure Rayna was safely between Brand and me before I faced Lucas.

“Let me start by telling you I entered the room through the cabinet. It’s a false facing, as you may have surmised. We have a hidden hallway behind the Alzheimer’s rooms.”

“I figured,” I said, even though I hadn’t. “So what the hell are you?”

“He’s my uncle. He’s a good man,” Rayna said.

“Bullshit.” I jammed a finger into Lucas’s chest. “You were eating Carl’s brain!”

“What the fuck?” Brand said.

“Exactly,” I said.

“It’s not like that,” Lucas said.

“Spill it.”

He sighed. “I wasn’t eating his brain. I was eating the Lewy bodies that invaded his brain. They block his ability to think, and we can feed on that.”

“That’s disgusting,” Brand said.

“It allows our Alzheimer’s patients to communicate clearly with their families before they pass away. It gives the families closure. There are no drawbacks here.”

“No drawbacks? Your tongue was inside that man’s brain!”

“Removing the disease.”

“At what cost?”

“In case you hadn’t noticed, he’s dying. He gets breathing treatments every thirty minutes or he can’t draw enough breath to survive. He’s got two, maybe three days left. I’m helping him and his family. You think he could be talking to Dana right now without my help?”

“But feeding on their disease?”

“We only do that with terminal patients. That’s why we’re gearing up for the clinical trials on Didracomine. We’re covering all the costs ourselves, and Graham is going to offer some of the doctors a nice salary to help with the pilot program. Obviously we can’t be there to handle each patient ourselves, so we’re trying to isolate the chemical balance and distill it into a medication. If we can get the mixture right, those pills could save countless lives.”

“How?”

“If we can reverse the effects of—”

“Yeah, yeah, but how? What’s the secret ingredient in that pill?”

“Our saliva.”

“That’s nasty,” Brand said.

“So I ask again, what are you?”

“We’re mostly human,” Lucas said. “Our ancestors went through the gates with the dragons a thousand years ago. We had to adapt to our new world.”

“New world?” Brand asked.

“The gates lead to an alternate dimension.”

“Dragons?” Brand asked.

“Yes.”

“Real dragons?”

“Of course.”

“They exist?”

“Only a handful remain.”

“I don’t give a shit about dragons,” I said. “You can’t go around eating people’s brains. Especially when they’re still alive!”

“They sign a release.”

“That doesn’t make it right.”

“You’d prefer they spend their last remaining days in a state of dementia? Unable to communicate with their families?”

“It’s wrong.”

“You’re having an emotional reaction,” Rayna said. “What if it was simply taking a pill? Would that be different?”

I hesitated. “Yeah, I think I’d see it differently then.”

Rayna nodded. “That’s what we’re trying to develop here.”

“What do you think?” Lucas asked, looking at Brand.

“Hey,” Brand said. “Whatever tickles your pickle.”

I turned to Brand. “It doesn’t bother you?”

“Nope. Like they said, it’s helping people. They’re gonna die anyway. Where’s the harm beyond it grossing you out?”

Was it that simple? Did it bother me only because it looked so disgusting? I’d have to think about that. I glanced at Rayna and found myself wondering if she was a creature like her uncle, forked tongue and the whole nine. I couldn’t picture it. She seemed normal. Then again, Lucas seemed normal right now too.

“I realize I caught you off guard,” Lucas said.

I didn’t say anything. I just stared at him, thinking about the pus dripping from his lips, remembering his tongue darting into Mr. Farmer’s brain.

Brand slapped me on the back. “Dude, you’ve seen weirder shit than that, haven’t you? Come on, man. Chinese people eat scorpions and other bugs like candy on a stick. So this guy likes to slurp up tendril things from sick people’s brains. What’s the big deal?”

I shook my head. “It doesn’t feel right.”

“I’m not saying I want to join them for dinner,” Brand said, “but you don’t see me eating scorpions either. I’d much rather order a pizza and some beer. But to each his or her own.” He gave Rayna a nod as he spoke.

Brand kept on about the whole thing, trying to get me to see that it wasn’t anything to be freaked out about, but I couldn’t shake the image of Lucas feeding. I felt a sudden shiver and started for the door.

Rayna touched my shoulder. “Let’s give Carl and Dana a little more time.”

I nodded but couldn’t bring myself to look at Rayna at that moment. She wasn’t quite human, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

Brand nudged Lucas. “Hey, man. You gotta tell me. What’s it taste like?”


CHAPTER TEN

JONATHAN SHADE

After the doctors left the hospice, Kelly and Graham rejoined us in a vacant room. Lucas sat, tapping his foot. Rayna had been silent. Brand seemed to be dozing, but I knew it was an act.

When Graham entered, he strode up to me, glaring. “You could have ruined my presentation.”

“You recovered.”

“Yes, I did. We have an important contribution to make to medical science, and I refuse to let an imbecile like you compromise that. I want you gone.”

I pointed at Lucas. “Your uncle is quite the oddball. Are you like him? Do you feed on brains like a starved zombie?”

“We need this room for a patient in about twenty minutes. I’m done answering questions for you, and I don’t want you to protect us. Your partner can stay, but you need to get the hell out of here.”

“We’re a package deal,” Kelly said. “You send Jonathan away, Brand and I leave too. That happens, and you’re dead inside of twenty-four hours.”

“That whole being dead thing might stop you from making those contributions to medical science,” I said.

Graham nodded. “Perhaps that would be best.”

“You don’t mean that,” Rayna said.

“Stay out of this.”

“It’s my life too.”

Lucas rose from his chair. “Do I have any say in the matter? I am family, after all.”

“You’re the reason we’re in this mess,” Graham said.

“Guilty,” Lucas said. “But you didn’t raise any objections.”

“I didn’t see that we had a choice.”

“We always have choices.” Lucas turned toward me. “Are you here simply to protect Graham and Rayna, or do your services extend to me and the rest of my family as well?”

“We were hired to take care of Graham and Rayna.”

“I see. Was this something Stephen set up?”

“Yes.”

“If some of my children agree to stay at Graham’s, can you at least see to their safety while they’re there?”

I hesitated. I’m not proud of that hesitation, but after a moment, I said, “If I’m still on the job, sure, as long as you know where our priorities lie. We don’t have the manpower to do this the way I’d like.”

“You’re still on the job,” Lucas said. “Graham might be impulsive, but he’s not a complete dumbshit. He does value his life.”

“I don’t like him,” Graham said pointing at me.

Kelly laughed. “I don’t think he’s particularly fond of you either, but that’s not a requirement for protective duty.”

“He can guard Rayna when she’s alone. I don’t want him around me. Is that clear?”

“I thought we already had something like that arranged,” I said.

“You don’t understand,” Graham said. “I don’t want you around me at all. That means that when Rayna and I are together, you stay behind. Kelly and Brand will look out for us in those situations. You’re too likely to mess everything up like you nearly did this morning.”

“I saw movement so I checked it out. If I hadn’t done it, Kelly or Brand would have.”

“They didn’t even notice,” Graham said.

“Bullshit,” Brand said. “We all noticed. Jonathan was closest, so we let him investigate. He is the private investigator, after all.”

“That’s right,” Kelly said. “I didn’t hear the door open, but I did see the curtains move. Since Jonathan took the initiative, I didn’t bother.”

“Whatever,” Graham said. “I need to go to The Steam Room. Kelly, you can accompany me. Shade, you take Rayna home. Lucas, if your kids want to come over, that’s fine. Your entire family is always welcome.”

“Thanks. I’ll send the kids over tonight. If I know Thomas, he’ll want to save me for last, but if he can’t get to you or Rayna, he may come for my wife and kids sooner. Before you go, how did the doctors react?”

“We have three who will definitely sign on. I suspect a few more will come around when it sinks in that we’re providing a state-of-the-art research facility and a hefty salary. Two passed because they don’t have time. Most are going to get back to me next week. I think we’re set.”

They kept talking but I stopped paying attention. Instead, I thought about all these not-quite people being around. That primal prejudice was tinged with a note of fear, but I tried to keep it buried. I didn’t want to be that guy.

Still, I wondered if I should pick up a football helmet to wear when I slept. I didn’t want anyone trying to eat my brains.

KELLY CHAN

“Your friend has issues,” Graham told me as we rode in his limo. We were on our way to The Steam Room, the fitness center he and Rayna ran.

“Jonathan has a lifetime subscription,” I said, “but he’s the best man I’ve ever known.”

“Why are you with him?”

“Say what you will about him, but he saved my life and helped me become the person I am today. I don’t care if you like him. Just know this: Rayna will be safe with him.”

“He would sacrifice his life for her?”

“He will protect her,” I said. I didn’t want to tell him that Jonathan wouldn’t sacrifice himself for her. That wouldn’t do her any good. If he died, whoever killed him would then kill Rayna. To protect someone, you have to be alive. You’d think that would be common sense and obvious to everyone, but people rarely seem to see things like that clearly.

The driver pulled into a shopping center and dropped us off at the front entrance to The Steam Room. I got out of the car and scanned the people in sight for any danger. My eyes swept the rooftops and the parking lot. All clear. I escorted Graham to the door.

Posters of men with flexed muscles and glistening bodies plastered the windows. The posters of the women were less muscled, but definitely the athletic type with the sultry eyes that Jonathan always went for. The slogans read, No Pain, Still Gain, and Let Off a Little Steam.

I pointed at them. “Cute.”

“They’re also true,” Graham said.

I entered the center before him and saw no threats. I allowed him to follow me inside.

“Shall I take you to your office?”

“I’m safe in here.”

The temperature hovered in the nineties. The inside was huge with various body-sculpting machines arranged in rows. Over each workout station, a misty steam drizzled down on the people exercising.

I gave Graham a grin. “Take a shower while you work out?”

“Not exactly. We have a particular blend of chemicals in the steam. All harmless, I assure you. In any case, the chemicals ease the lactic acid, so people don’t hurt from the workout and they don’t pay the price a few days later. They can work out as often as they like. We do limit people to an hour a day, though. You should try it.”

“I don’t feel pain.”

“You’re also in incredible physical condition.”

“Always.”

We moved through the heated room toward his office.

“Why so hot?” I asked.

“Helps people sweat out toxins.”

I looked at the people as we passed. They all worked hard. They all looked almost euphoric. I was probably the only person in the building who would welcome a bit of pain. I figured there were no masochists present. I hadn’t felt any physical pain since I was eight years old. You wouldn’t think you’d miss it, but pain reminds you that you’re alive.

When we entered Graham’s office, I felt like we’d stepped into a blast furnace.

“Your heating bill must be enormous,” I said, thinking Jonathan would have had a great joke about it. Well, the old Jonathan would have. The new Jonathan probably wouldn’t make a comment unless I prodded him.

“I like it hot. Where I come from, the temperature rarely dips below ninety.”

“So you chose to live in Colorado?”

He shrugged. “I didn’t choose. My parents and Lucas made that decision. I simply never left.” He sat at his desk and turned on his computer. “I’ll be awhile. If you want to look around, feel free. I’d appreciate it if you remained on the ground floor once you’ve cleared the building completely, though. The Upper Echelon is for private workouts. I don’t mind you checking it, but those customers pay extra for privacy.”

I glanced around the room. There were no windows and only the one door. “I’ll keep you in sight, so unless you’re going upstairs or I sense danger from up there, I couldn’t care less about whatever goes on in the Upper Echelon. I’ll give it a quick check but that’s all.”

“Thank you.”

I cruised through the building, upper and lower levels. The upstairs was vacant at the moment. Once I’d verified things were safe, I took a position next to Graham’s door. Waiting was easy. I simply stood and watched the people working to tone their bodies.

The heat and humidity didn’t bother me. Evidently it didn’t bother anyone else either. I suppose that particular blend of chemicals worked wonders on people. Would it be as effective on someone new to working out? I scanned the crowd and didn’t see anyone who looked to be out of shape.

Perhaps the Upper Echelon was for new people who were flabby and too embarrassed to be seen in the presence of these hardbodies. That could explain the privacy. I didn’t think anyone here would object to an overweight person trying to improve him- or herself, but a few of the women I train would be self-conscious and intimidated by this place.

Some of the women were genetically predisposed to be heavy, but some put on weight because they didn’t want their husbands to find them attractive. It helped them insulate themselves to the violence and cruelty. I taught them to fight back and to respect themselves. The changes made life worth living. Helping them gave me a positive purpose.

I wondered if Graham and Rayna felt that way about the people they helped here in The Steam Room or even at the hospice. I understood why Jonathan reacted the way he did to Lucas, but I saw things differently. If something that seemed bad could be used for good, it was fine with me. Change was often worth it.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

JONATHAN SHADE

Esther kept tabs on Rayna while Brand and I walked the estate. Lucas’s kids hadn’t arrived yet, but we expected them within the hour. The temperature topped out in the low forties, so I wore my leather jacket. Brand wore a long-sleeved shirt, but he didn’t feel the cold.

I pointed out where the security cameras were and how I wanted him to adjust them to give better coverage of the grounds. Brand nodded and kept saying it would be no problem. He might have to make a run to the hardware store for a particular mount, but he had a few cameras in his truck and plenty of tools. Evidently Kelly had already mentioned most of this to him.

“Is that all?” he asked as we finished our assessment.

“Yeah. Why? You think I missed something?”

He shook his head. “I want to talk to you about something else.”

“You and Kelly having issues again?”

“I want to know how you managed to beat me yesterday.”

“Luck.”

“Bullshit. You’re faster. And I can see in your eyes, you’re meaner. You’re not the guy I knew a few months ago.”

“Yes, I am.”

“Don’t shit a shitter, Shade.”

“Say that ten times fast.”

“How did you do it?”

I sighed. “Don’t worry about it.”

“I want a rematch.”

“Fine, we can set something up after we deal with the Marshall Clan.”

“I was thinking right here, right now.” He took up a fighting stance.

“We’re working,” I said and turned away. I started back toward the house, but Brand grabbed me.

I expected it, of course, so when I spun around, I was ready for his attack. I blocked the first and second punches, but the third came a lot closer. I let his left fist flow past then trapped his biceps with my right arm, and before he could react, I cupped his chin with my left palm and threw him to the ground.

“We don’t have time for this, Brand.”

He pulled his legs to his chest and did a nice kip-up to his feet.

“I do hope we’re not interrupting anything,” a man said.

Brand and I spun to see two men standing on the security wall at the edge of the property. One held a bow with the arrow already nocked and aimed at us. The other held a sword. Both appeared to be in their early to mid twenties.

“As a matter of fact, you are interrupting,” Brand said.

The older of the two, the guy with the sword, dropped to the ground and stepped toward us. The archer kept him covered. “My apologies, good sirs. I’m here to see Rayna Noble, the mistress of the house.”

“You call this a house?” Brand asked gesturing at the mansion. “That’s like calling the Titanic a rowboat.”

“I don’t understand what you just said, so I’ll repeat that I’m here for Rayna.”

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“My name is Richard Marshall.”

“And I should care about that why?” I asked as I unzipped my jacket halfway. I wanted easy access to the Beretta seated in my shoulder holster.

“Because in my realm, you should kneel before me.”

“Good thing this isn’t your realm.”

“Do not stand between me and Rayna. I’m not here for you.”

“Oh, but I’m here for you,” I said.

“I will give you one last opportunity to step aside.”

“Or what?”

He shrugged. “Adam?”

The archer loosed an arrow.

The arrow plunged into my chest. It drove me back a step as the pain registered. I grunted with the impact, glad it missed my heart. As I reached for my gun, Brand sprang into action.

He rushed forward, plowing into the swordsman. The archer shot two arrows into Brand’s neck.

By then, I had my gun out. It hurt to raise my arm, but like a football player, I knew I had to play through the pain. I fired twice, center mass. Adam dropped the bow and fell backward off the stone wall. I heard the thump on the ground on the other side of the wall.

Brand had Richard pinned to the wall.

“You all right, Shade?” Brand asked.

“I’ll live.”

I approached Richard.

“We’re going to kill you all,” Richard said.

“Is that a fact?” Brand asked.

“One you can depend on.”

Brand laughed. “I like him,” he said. “He’s got spunk.”

“There’s nothing you can do to stop us. We will keep coming until you are all dead.”

“And here I thought you weren’t here for us,” Brand said, reaching for Richard’s sword.

“Let him keep it,” I said.

Brand looked at me as if I were crazy. “You serious?”

I nodded. “I’ve got this.”

“You’ve got an arrow in your chest,” Brand said.

“You have two in your neck. What’s your point?”

“I don’t feel pain.”

“Let go of him, Brand. Really. I’ve got this.”

He sighed. “If you say so.”

Brand let go of Richard and stepped to the side, getting a bit of distance. I stood a few paces away from Richard, gun in hand. Adrenaline pumped through me, and I barely noticed the arrow or the pain. “Reach for that sword, and I’ll shoot you dead.”

Esther popped into sight to my left. “We heard the shots. Is everyth— You’ve been shot!”

“Go back inside, Esther.”

Richard looked around then shook his head, confused. “Esther?”

“Go back to Rayna, Esther. Go now.”

She hesitated then popped away.

I looked into Richard’s eyes. “You assholes need to back off. Crawl back into whatever hole you crawled out of and leave Rayna and Graham alone.”

“We will never leave them alone.”

“Do you want to live, Richard?”

He swallowed. “It is my honor and privilege to slay Rayna today. You should not have involved yourself.”

“Bit late for that.” I reached up and yanked the arrow out of my chest. It hurt like a motherfucker, but I made sure not to wince or show any reaction to the pain. I held the arrow up, examined the bloody tip, then turned my gaze back to Richard. “I’m going to give you one opportunity to get out of here alive.”

“My mission is not yet fulfilled.”

“Nor will it be fulfilled. If you agree to leave now and give your father a message, I’ll allow you to leave here in one piece.” I kept the arrow up, so he’d stare at the blood dripping down the shaft.

“No!”

“Hear me out, Richard.” My chest burned with pain, but I focused to dial it out of my mind. “From what I understand, your real beef is with Lucas. You tell your father that if he wants to go after Lucas, he has my blessing. But he will steer clear of everyone else. There will be no retribution on Graham, Rayna, Lucas’s wife or children. Do you understand?”

Richard laughed. “Your weakness will be your downfall. There’s nothing you can do to stop us. We have you outnumbered, and we have weapons you can’t even dream of.”

“Those weapons sure helped Adam, didn’t they?”

“And Jacob,” Brand said. “Don’t forget Jacob.”

“Good point. You’ve come at us twice now, and you’ve lost two brothers. I think your father will see reason, so you pass along my message.”

Richard spit in my face. “I shall tell him you’re a coward. You had an enemy cornered, and you allowed him to slip through your fingers. We will never stop. We will come at you again and again until you are dead.”

Staring into his eyes, I saw that he meant every word. His contempt for me flowed like water.

I sighed. “King of the broken records. If that’s how you want to play it,” I said, and without hesitation, I drove the arrow through his eye into his brain, killing him instantly.

His body crumpled to the ground.

Brand shook his head. “Like I said, you’re not the man I knew a few months ago.”

I turned to Brand, glanced at the blood seeping through my shirt that stained the inside lining of my jacket. I felt light headed. “I think I need to sit down.”

I leaned forward and vomited.

“Well,” Brand said, “don’t sit there.”
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I wandered around The Steam Room, keeping an eye on Graham’s office as I checked out the equipment and watched people working out. A well-muscled man exited the men’s room. He wore a tight-fitting polo shirt with The Steam Room emblazoned over his left breast. He moved toward Graham’s office, so I made sure to get there first and block his path.

“Excuse me,” he said reaching for the door.

I slapped his hand down. “Consider yourself excused. If you have something to say to Dr. Noble, you’ll talk to me first. Who are you?”

“I’m Alan. I work here.”

“What do you need, Alan?”

“I need to talk to Graham. Why else would I be going to his office?”

“You could be approaching for any number of reasons. I don’t like to repeat myself, Alan, so this is the last time I’ll ask. What do you need?”

“Get out of my way,” he said and tried to push me.

I caught his wrist, twisted, and planted him on the floor. I could have broken his wrist, but I figured that might be a bit excessive. After all, he probably was just an employee. “I didn’t give you permission to touch me.”

Alan grimaced but to his credit he didn’t scream. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” he asked.

“What makes you think anything is wrong with me?”

“That hurts. You’re gonna break my wrist!”

“Only if you ask nicely.”

“I just need to talk to Graham about my schedule for next week.”

“If you’d said that when I asked, you wouldn’t be in pain right now. Store that away in your little pea brain for future reference.”

“What?”

“If a woman asks you what you need, just tell her.”

Keeping Alan in place, I reached back and knocked on Graham’s door.

“Come in,” Graham called.

“You come out here,” I said.

A moment later, Graham opened the door and stepped out.

Graham grabbed my arm. “What the hell are you doing, Kelly? Alan is one of my employees. He’s not a threat.”

“He should have identified himself,” I said and let go of him.

Alan rubbed his wrist. “I did identify myself, you psycho bitch.”

“Are you flirting with me?”

Graham helped Alan to his feet. “I’m sorry, Alan. Are you all right?”

Alan glared at me, rubbed his wrist some more, then nodded. “I’ll live.”

“What do you need?”

“I just wanted to see if Julie can cover my shift next Saturday. My girlfriend is moving into my place that weekend, and I need to help her.”

“If Julie doesn’t mind, I don’t mind.”

“Thank you, sir. I appreciate it.” He gave a head bob in my direction. “You might want to put her on a leash.”

I grinned.

Graham sighed. When Alan moved off to help a customer, Graham shook his head. “What was that all about?”

“Nobody gets access to you unless I know they’re okay.”

“Does he look like one of the Marshall Clan to you?”

“No, but maybe they hired some help.”

“Pull anything like that again, and you and your friends are done. You feel me?”

“Perhaps I should meet the rest of your employees so I’ll know who is allowed to talk to you.”

“I’ll give you a little hint. If someone is wearing one of our shirts, odds are they work here. If you don’t trust them, come in with them. But don’t go hurting my people.”

“If someone is allowed to get that close, they could attack.”

“I’ve seen you in action. If you’re in the room, they’d fail.”

“True,” I said.

Again with the head shake. “I have about twenty minutes’ more work to do. Think you can get through that time without putting any of my employees or customers in the hospital?”

“I can’t make any promises. Twenty minutes is a long time.”

“How do you people ever get hired?”

“Our goal is to have zero repeat customers.”

“Mission accomplished. Wait here.”

“Aye, aye, captain.”

As soon as he went back into his office, Esther popped into view.

“Kelly!” she said. “Jonathan’s been shot.”

“What?”

“With an arrow!”

“Is he all right?”

“Brand told Rayna to take him to the hospital.”

“Okay, if she’s taking him instead of an ambulance, it’s not life threatening. As such, I’ll stay here with Graham. We’ll head to the hospital once he’s done working.”

Esther glanced at the office door. “He can’t stop now? What he’s doing is more important than Jonathan?”

“Calm down, Esther. It’s okay.”

“Says you!”

“We’ll be along shortly.”

Esther looked worried. “I don’t want Jonathan to die. You should be with us.”

“He’s not going to die. He’s been shot before. Even with gunshots, most of them aren’t fatal.”

“You don’t even care about him enough to interrupt that ignorant palooka?”

“We’ll be there soon. Go check on him, and if you need to update me, come back here.”

Esther gave me a disgusted look and popped away. She’s been hopelessly in love with Jonathan for as long as we’ve known her. Jonathan doesn’t see it, but he’s a guy. Still, I figured it would be best to let Graham finish up here before heading to the hospital. Waiting here or there wouldn’t make any difference. Jonathan would want me to stay on the job. That’s what we do.


CHAPTER TWELVE
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Rayna heard a commotion downstairs, so she set down the Jane Austen book she was reading. She raced down the hall to the stairs. When she reached the living room, she saw Brand placing an unconscious Jonathan on the sofa. Jonathan bled from a chest wound.

“Jenkins!” Brand yelled. “Call nine-one-one!”

“What happened?” Rayna asked.

“He got shot with an arrow. He passed out. We need to get him to the hospital. Where’s Jenkins?”

Rayna approached and knelt before Jonathan. She pulled his shirt open a bit to examine the wound. “This is deep.”

“He played it tough at first, but it caught up with him. He needs a doctor. Don’t poke around the wound. Apply pressure. We have to stop the bleeding. Esther! Tell Kelly we’re taking him to the hospital.”

Rayna frowned and looked at Brand. “Esther?”

“She’s a ghost. You can’t see her, but she helps us all the time. She’s part of the team.”

“Is she here now?” Rayna asked, looking around.

“No, she popped over to see Kelly. Where the hell is Jenkins? Did he make the call?”

“Jonathan won’t need a doctor,” Rayna said. “I can handle this. It’s just a flesh wound, and since it missed his heart, it’s something I can handle.”

Jenkins entered the room. “Did someone call for me?”

Rayna nodded. “Yes, bring me a pot of hot water and a towel.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Jenkins left for the kitchen.

Rayna ripped Jonathan’s shirt to open it wider and prodded around the wound. Blood oozed from the injury.

“No offense,” Brand said, “but I really think we should get him to the hospital. I’m pretty sure he should have left the arrow alone since he seemed mostly okay until he pulled it out.”

“He might not have lost as much blood, but this is a serious injury no matter how you look at it.”

Jenkins returned with a pot of water and a towel. He handed them to Rayna.

“Thank you, Jenkins. Now can you bring me a large glass of cold water?”

Jenkins nodded and disappeared.

She dipped the towel into the pot of water then set about wiping the blood from Jonathan’s chest. She glanced over at Brand. “What you see next may disgust you.”

“Takes a lot to gross me out, darlin’.”

“If you say so,” she said. She turned back to Jonathan, leaned over him, and licked at his wound.

“What the hell are you doing?” Brand asked.

She pulled up some saliva and let it drip directly into the wound. Then she resumed licking and sucking at it. She spit blood into the pot of water then went right back to dribbling saliva and licking even more. The blood slowed.

She pinched the wound closed then shut her eyes and drew a deep breath through her nose. She let the air slowly escape from her lips. Another deep breath. Let it out.

Brand stared at her as if she were an alien Gray clad in pink spandex getting out of a flying saucer carrying a Stratocaster and Elvis sunglasses while dancing to the Macarena.

While she breathed, Jenkins returned with the glass of ice water. He set a coaster on the end table then placed the glass on top of it. He stepped back to watch.

Rayna kept up the deep breathing for a time then opened her eyes. Her irises shifted from deep green to a dark orange. When she drew the next breath and let it out, steam erupted from her lips.

Finally she turned back to Jonathan and blew flame onto his wound. The flesh sizzled. Jonathan flinched but she held him in place. She blew more fire then closed her eyes and sighed. Tendrils of smoke poured from her mouth. Now when she opened her eyes, they were green again. She reached for the water and took a mouthful. She swished it around inside her mouth then spit it into the pot.

The next drink she swallowed. She waited a moment then drained the glass quickly.

Brand stared in awe, and she went back to dripping saliva on the now blackened flesh.

“What is that strange bird doing?” Esther asked.

Brand spun toward her. “I didn’t see you pop in.”

“What’s she doing?”

“Hell if I know,” Brand said.

“Is that the ghost?” Rayna asked.

“Yeah.”

“Tell her Jonathan is going to be all right. His chest will hurt for a few days but he’s fine. We’ll want to let him sleep for a while, though.”

“She’s not deaf,” Brand said.

“How the hell did she heal him? He’s immune to magic!”

“Good point,” Brand said. “What kind of magic did you use there?”

Rayna laughed. “It’s not magic.”

“So you’re like your uncle, and you’re really not human?”

“We’re human but we’re . . . different.”

“No shit.”

“Does that bother you?”

Brand shook his head. “Can’t say as it does.”

“And the ghost?”

Brand looked at Esther. “That bother you?”

“Tell her that since she saved Jonathan, she’s pretty damn nifty if you ask me.”

“She thinks you’re cool,” Brand said.

“I’m going to tell Kelly that Jonathan is okay,” Esther said.

Brand nodded. “You do that.”

Jenkins sighed. “I hope I can get the blood out of the sofa.”

Rayna nodded. “Do your best. If it doesn’t come out, we’ll buy a new one.”

KELLY CHAN

Esther popped back to see me before Graham came out of the office. “You’re still here?” she asked.

“We’re almost ready to go. How is Jonathan?”

“He’s fine.”

“Fine?”

“Turns out the Noble family is hiding a big secret.”

“Really?”

“That Rayna bird spit into Jonathan’s wound then breathed fire on it.”

“She cauterized it? What? With her breath? Or did she use some kind of tool?”

“When I say she breathed fire, I mean she literally blew fire. Flames coming out of her mouth!”

I looked around to make sure nobody would see me talking to nothing. “Like Godzilla in those awful movies Jonathan watches?”

“Yes. Like a dragon. She asked Brand if it bothered him, but you know Brand.”

“I’m sure he thought it was hot, if you’ll pardon the pun. Did she have an explanation?”

“Said something about how they’re human but different.”

“That makes sense. Okay, Esther, I have a theory, and since Jonathan is out of commission at the moment, I’ll run it past you.”

“I’m not a scientist.”

“Just tell me if this makes sense.”

“None of it makes sense to me.”

“From what I’ve been able to learn from what the Marshall Clan said, the Marshalls and the Nobles came here through the Dragon Gate.”

“The flaming gate in the tunnels under DGI?”

I nodded. “They must have been on the other side of it, in another world or another dimension or something. They opened it and came through. I mentioned this to Jonathan the other night, and he thought I must have misunderstood what they said because there was no way anything could come through the Dragon Gate. But I know Thomas said they came through the gate. It would explain why they dress like refugees from a Renaissance festival. It would explain their weapons. And it would explain, to some degree, Rayna breathing fire.”

“If you say so.”

“Does it make sense to you?”

“Kelly, none of this makes sense to me. I just think those Marshall people are dangerous. Can’t you just bump them all off so we can go home?”

“Just like that?”

“Why not?”

“Because something more is going on here.”

“So? That’s not our problem. We were hired to protect Graham and Rayna. If you kill the Marshall Clan, they’re safe. Right?”

I considered that. In the old days, I’d have been more than happy to just go kill them all. These days, as much as I enjoy killing, I’ve also found that life is worth preserving when possible. I see it every day in the women I train at the dojo. I could go kill the guys who beat them, but that wouldn’t solve anything. By training the women and helping them find their confidence again, they can handle the assholes who beat them if those assholes show up again. Sometimes killing wasn’t the best choice.

I couldn’t believe I was thinking that, but there you go.

“Kelly?” Esther said, waving her hands in front of my face.

“Sorry, I was just thinking.”

“Well? Can you go kill them and end this now?”

“I could if I knew where they were, but I don’t know if that’s the right answer here.”

“They killed Rayna’s parents, and they shot Jonathan. That’s enough reason for me.”

“They also ruined one of my shirts.”

“See? That makes it personal,” Esther said.

I laughed. “You want me to kill them for ruining my shirt?”

“I don’t care why you do it; just do it.”

“Listen to yourself, Esther.”

“I want to go home. I don’t like this job.”

I heard the phone ring in Graham’s office. I could hear his voice, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying. Esther kept talking too.

“Time out, Esther,” I said. “We accepted the job, so we need to see it through. The job is to protect Graham and Rayna. It’s not to kill the Marshall Clan, though I admit that would be fun, and that’s part of why I wanted to come along, but still, that is not the mission.”

Graham exited the office. “Your friend was shot with an arrow,” he said. “He’s going to be all right, but maybe we should go check on him.”

“See? You could have interrupted him,” Esther said and popped away.

“Let’s go,” I said.

“Were you talking to someone a second ago?” he asked.

I pulled out my phone and held it up. “Just checking in with Diane at the dojo. No worries.”

JONATHAN SHADE

I woke up with a dull pain and tightness in my chest, but hey, at least I woke up. When my world went black, I thought that might have been all she wrote.

Someone had moved me inside the mansion and upstairs to a bed. Why wasn’t I in a hospital? I grunted with pain as I tried to sit up in the darkness. Rain pattered against the window, and I hoped it wouldn’t turn to snow.

“You’re awake?” Esther’s voice. “Don’t try to get up, Jonathan. Lie back. I’ll get Kelly.”

I touched my chest, which hurt. There was some kind of bandage covering the wound.

A moment later, the door opened and some light spilled in, which wasn’t too bad, but then Kelly flipped the switch, and bright light flooded the room. I shielded my eyes.

“Jesus!” I said. “Can the light be dimmed?”

“Good to see you’re alive,” Kelly said.

“Seriously, that light is killing me.”

“Deal with it.” She sat on the edge of the bed. Esther appeared near the window.

“What time is it?” I asked.

“A little after two in the morning.” She pushed me back. “You need to rest.”

“What happened?”

“You were an idiot.”

“I—”

“Brand told me all about your little fight with two Marshall brothers. He said the first guy you killed in self-defense, but the second guy you flat executed.”

“He tried to kill us. He was going to come back. So yeah, I killed him. It would be stupid to allow an enemy to live who’s tried to kill you once and threatened to do it again.”

“A few months ago, you wouldn’t have killed him. You had Brand with you. You could have captured him and held him. Questioned him. Arrested him. Something.”

“I can’t believe you’re giving me shit for killing someone. You of all people. Really?”

“You haven’t been yourself lately.”

“I’ve never been more myself.”

“You’re not the man I knew.”

“Whatever. Is everyone all right?”

“Everyone is fine. No more attacks. Lucas dropped off his kids this evening, but by kids, I mean they’re in their early twenties. I was expecting little kids, not two college girls.”

“Well, they won’t be underfoot, then.”

“True enough. What the hell happened to you?”

“I got shot.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I really don’t,” I lied.

Part of me wanted to tell her what I’d been through so she would understand, but to do that would be to admit that I’d failed a few months back and my failure had cost her, Brand, and Darla their lives. I could still see them dying in my dreams. I could still feel the loss. Yes, I’d found a way to save them, but in so doing, I was afraid I’d lost the part of me that Kelly liked and respected.

“Fine,” she said. “Go to sleep.”

“Can I go to the bathroom first?”

“I don’t think you should be up and about yet.”

“And I don’t want to be known as a man who wets the bed.”

She almost smiled. I wanted to be the man she remembered, but that guy was gone. I could find shadows of him, but that’s about it. I liked being strong, though I didn’t feel especially strong at that moment. Getting shot tends to take the wind out of your sails. Go figure.

“I’ll help you up.”

“I think I can do it.”

She rose and stood ready to catch me. I sat up, grimacing a bit with the pain, then pushed myself to my feet. I didn’t feel dizzy, so that was good. I was glad to see I was wearing underwear.

“You okay?” she asked.

“I’m good.” I padded out of the room and down the hall to the bathroom. When I returned to the bedroom a few minutes later, I was relieved to see that Kelly and Esther had left.

I sat on the bed and spent the next twenty minutes listening to the rain, and trying to remember the man I’d been before. What was so good about him anyway? I was stronger and faster. If I were her, I’d much prefer the new me. The new me could take better care of himself, well, if you give me a mulligan for the arrow injury. I stretched out and went to sleep. My dreams were filled with the images of Kelly and Brand exploding and drenching me in their blood.

Again.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

KELLY CHAN

The next morning, after checking on Jonathan, who seemed to be in relatively good spirits, I asked Esther to meet me in my room. Brand could watch the Nobles while Esther and I talked.

I paced the floor, and Esther watched me. To an observer without magic, I would have been pacing the floor, talking to myself and waiting for replies before talking more. Jonathan was pretty good at playing the game as if it were normal, but I hadn’t had the same amount of practice.

“Here’s what I want you to do today,” I said.

“I was planning to watch over Jonathan.”

“You can check on him from time to time if you like, but I want you to stick to Graham and Rayna. They each have a key, right?”

“Yes.”

“Brand will be with Graham and Rayna at The Steam Room, but even so, Graham likes his privacy. As such, I want you to keep tabs on him when Brand can’t. You can also keep up with Rayna if she’s not in Brand’s sight. Rayna said she had a fitness class to teach today, and Graham has plenty of work to do in his office.”

“So I’m your invisible spy.”

“Yes, you are. But you’re also there to make sure if the Marshall Clan attacks that you can let us know immediately.”

“I can do that.”

“And I want you to learn whatever you can about what Graham is hiding.”

“You think he’s hiding something?”

“I’m ninety-nine percent certain he is. He didn’t want Jonathan around because Jonathan is too nosy. Graham hates the thought of a detective being near him. He knows Brand and I aren’t trained investigators. We’re more like the brawn, but he’s underestimating us. And he doesn’t know about you.”

“Unless his sister told him.”

“Doesn’t matter if she did. He won’t be able to see you.”

“Still, he might not be hiding anything,” Esther said. “Jonathan thinks he’s just an asshole.”

“That’s true but I’d bet my sword collection that there’s more to it. I don’t know that it matters as far as our job of protecting him goes, but it might. I’d rather have too much information instead of not enough.”

“Okay. I know I shouldn’t be worried,” Esther said. “It’s not like they can do anything to me. Right?”

“Exactly. You’re safer than Brand and I.”

“So what are you going to do?”

“I’m going to make a run down to Denver. I want to check on something.”

“The Dragon Gate?”

I nodded. “Pop over to update me if you learn anything important. Otherwise, I’ll see you tonight. Got it?”

“It’s all berries.”

oOo

Two hours later, I entered Dragon Gate Industries. My favorite employee, Phil, stood at the reception desk. His eyes grew wide when he saw me. I kept my features blank, but inside I was grinning.

He fumbled with his computer screen. “I . . . didn’t see you on the appointment list for today, Ms. Chan.”

“I’m not on it. I need to see Mike Endar, and you’re going to facilitate that meeting for me.”

“I am?”

I scowled at him and he nodded.

“I am,” he said. “Go on up.”

“You’re a sweetheart, Phil.” I leaned over the desk and gave him a kiss on the cheek. From the look on his face, he probably thought I was going to bite his ear off. I winked at him and went to the elevators. I enjoyed messing with him more than I should, but it was harmless fun.

On the thirteenth floor, Mike Endar greeted me at the elevators. “Phil told me you were coming.”

“I knew he would.”

“What can I do for you, Ms. Chan?”

“Shall we talk in your office?”

“Here’s fine.”

I grinned. He tried to hide it, but I knew he was afraid to be alone in a room with me. The elevators opened into a large foyer that had several hallways shooting off to the offices and meeting rooms. He wanted to be in sight of anyone who stepped out of an office.

“No problem. I want to know what you held back from Jonathan when you gave him this job.”

“What do you mean?”

“You said to protect the Noble family.”

“Just Graham and Rayna. Those were Stephen’s instructions.”

“So you don’t care if Lucas dies?”

“Lucas isn’t on the board, nor does he contribute to DGI in any way, so he’s not my concern. Are Graham and Rayna all right?”

“So far,” I said. “The Marshalls have taken a couple of runs at us, and they’ve paid the price. Tell me about the Nobles.”

“I’m very sorry, Ms. Chan, but that’s not my place.”

“Do they have any magic?”

“Not that I’m aware of. The Marshalls don’t either, but the Marshalls may have access to a few individuals who do. That’s all I’m at liberty to say. I warned Jonathan that they might have some magic on their side.”

“I’m not here to hurt you, Mike.”

“I know that. If you wanted to hurt me, I’d be in pain right now.”

“See? You know me so well.”

“I also know you’re willing to hurt me if I don’t tell you what you want to know.”

“Bingo. Give the man a dollar.”

“The truth, Ms. Chan, is that I don’t know enough about the Marshalls to be of any help.”

“That’s fine. However, you might have mentioned that the Nobles aren’t exactly human. That would have been good to know in advance.”

“It wasn’t pertinent to the job. Nor should it matter now. They’re human enough.”

“Do you know why the Marshalls want to kill the Nobles?”

He nodded. “I do but I can’t tell you that.”

“You mean won’t.”

“No, Ms. Chan. I mean I can’t. I am physically unable to discuss their history with you. Nor can I write it down for you. When Stephen joined the board, he had all of us sign a nondisclosure agreement, and as you may be aware, nondisclosure agreements are magically binding at DGI. There were only a few things I was permitted to say when I gave Jonathan the job, and I promise you I told him everything I could.”

“They came through the Dragon Gate,” I said.

He smiled. “I’m not at liberty to discuss their history, Ms. Chan.”

“Is there anything you can tell me about the Marshalls that doesn’t violate your nondisclosure agreement?”

“I’ve told you all I can, Ms. Chan.”

I nodded. “Thanks. You’ve been very helpful.”

“Next time you’d like to come see me, please make an appointment.”

“Why?”

“Aside from it being the proper thing to do, it will save Phil from having a heart attack.”

I grinned. “But that’s half the fun of coming here.”

He laughed and shook his head. “Can I at least tell Phil you won’t hurt him again?”

“I haven’t hurt him in nearly a year.”

“I know but can I tell him?”

“You can tell him anything you like. I doubt he’ll believe you. I can’t help it if I make a strong impression.”

He chuckled. “You have a nice day, Ms. Chan.”

The elevator took me back to the lobby, and I gave Phil a great big smile. “Thanks for the taste test,” I said and licked my lips.

He tried not to look afraid, but sweat beaded up on his forehead in spite of the air conditioning.

I left DGI, crossed the street to the Starbucks, and went directly to their back room. Nobody tried to stop me, but then they probably thought I was heading for the restroom. In their back room, I flipped a switch behind a file cabinet, which slowly swung out to reveal a small door that led to a corridor. There used to be wards set on that door, but as I was able to pass through, either they were no longer there or they were for only mundanes. That corridor led to a staircase that went down into the deep, dark black. There used to be an elevator too, but it was destroyed and never replaced. I didn’t mind taking the stairs.

It had been nearly a year since I’d been down in the tunnels beneath DGI. If I’d been thinking, I’d have grabbed a flashlight from my car. I used my cell phone for illumination instead and moved into the long tunnel. I saw sconces on the walls, but they required magic to activate them. The tunnel itself was uneven and rocky. You’d think the wizards who created this place could have smoothed out the walls, but I liked the nod to nature. After all, those rocky walls could be helpful in a fight. You could easily kill someone with some of the jutting stones. I tend to appreciate that sort of thing.

The last time I was here, Jonathan and I fought wizards and an ancient sorcerer who tried to open the Dragon Gate.

We’d had help from Jonathan’s ex-friend Sharon that day. I didn’t think I’d ever see the gate again, but now I could see the soft red glow on the rocks.

I let my phone go dark. The gate threw enough light on the walls that I could see well enough, though everything was tinted orange and red.

The wards that normally held the gate closed were in place, but I could smell something that reminded me of a campfire. The gate itself didn’t give off any aroma. I pulled out my phone and used it as a light source again. When I aimed the light at the wall, I saw a huge area of stone burned black as the handle of my katana. I leaned close and sniffed.

Sure enough, the smell of burned wood was strong there.

I looked at the floor and saw a bunch of scuff marks as if something heavy had been dragged from right in front of the gate and down the hall. Had the light been better as I’d approached, I suspect I’d have seen the marks all along the floor. The bottom edge of the gate showed signs of scuffing too. Something had definitely come out recently.

I knelt and ran my fingers over the scuffs on the floor. Whatever made those scuffs must have been extremely heavy because there were deep gouges in the stone. I followed the scuffs for a few yards, but they ended suddenly. Had someone picked up whatever had been dragged? Or perhaps used magic to levitate it? I had no clue.

I looked back at the gate. Jonathan believed it was a dimensional portal to another world, which meant our enemies were indeed interdimensional visitors. The old Jonathan would have tossed off a few jokes about that bad Indiana Jones movie with the flying saucer. I would have rolled my eyes, but truth be told, I missed my friend.

JONATHAN SHADE

When I sat up in bed, my chest throbbed with a dull pain. I worked my shoulder around a bit, hoping to loosen things up. A bit of stretching seemed in order. I didn’t mind the pain. I’d certainly experienced far worse.

I got up, and glanced out the window to make sure it hadn’t snowed. The sun was out, and there were few remnants of the night’s rain. I grabbed a shower, dressed, and grabbed my keys and wallet. Then I went down to the kitchen. Two women sat at the kitchen table, eating waffles and bacon. I’d never seen them before. They looked like twins, and if Tori Amos had been there, they could have been triplets. The women had to be in their early twenties, so I figured they were Lucas’s daughters.

They turned to look at me as I entered. “Good morning,” Tori the first said. “You must be Jonathan.”

“Guilty,” I said. “And you are?”

“I’m Chantelle and this is Tess.”

I nodded. “Nice to meet you,” I said.

“Father didn’t tell us you were so handsome,” Tess said and giggled. Chantelle giggled too.

The giggling ruined the compliment. I felt a hypothesis forming in my mind that giggling automatically lowers the IQ of all who hear it. I didn’t want to test that hypothesis. While the women had seemed attractive at first, that faded quickly as they kept up with the giggling.

“Is there more bacon?” I asked.

“In the refrigerator,” Tess said. “Would you like us to fix it for you? As you’re looking out for us, we’d be happy to do anything you like while we’re here.”

“Anything,” Chantelle said, giving me a sultry look.

The innuendo wasn’t lost on me, but remember, they had been giggling. “I think I can manage.”

I opened the refrigerator. It was incredibly well stocked. My own refrigerator had a few condiments and a jar of sun tea. Maybe a green onion that needed to be tossed out. The Nobles had a variety of meats, vegetables, drinks, containers of leftovers, jars of stuff I couldn’t recognize but were no doubt expensive spreads, and all of it was neatly arranged.

Jenkins entered the room while I searched for the bacon.

“Can I help you, sir?”

“Just looking for some bacon,” I said.

“Allow me,” he said. “You’re moving things around, and I’ll never be able to find what I need.”

I stepped back and he quickly arranged the meats. I’ll bet he was a whiz at Tetris. He removed a packet of bacon.

“Thanks, Jenkins. Got some paper towels around here?”

“Whatever for?”

“So I can nuke the bacon.”

“Good heavens, Mr. Shade. A microwave literally rearranges the molecules of food. In my kitchen, it’s used only for boiling water. Sit down. I’ll prepare breakfast for you. Would you care for eggs, toast, pancakes?”

“Sure.”

I took a seat at the table with the two redheads. They looked at each other and, yes, they giggled again. If I’d had Lucas’s phone number, I’d have called him and told him to come pick up his girls. Instead, I forced a smile, which elicited, you guessed it, still more tittering.

“Where is everyone, Jenkins?” I asked to avoid having to talk to the girls.

“Mr. Easton is guarding Rayna and Graham at The Steam Room. I’m not sure where Ms. Chan went, but she said she’d be back this afternoon. As you can see, Lucas sent his daughters over, but he kept his sons with him.”

“We were thinking about taking a shower,” Chantelle said, placing her hand on my knee.

“You could join us,” Tess said with a grin, and you know what they did.

“Maybe next time,” I said.

“We’ll hold you to that,” Tess said, and cue the broken record again.

“We’d love to hold you,” Chantelle said.

They rose, held hands, and left the kitchen, stopping to glance over at me before they went. “We love to share too.”

I heard them giggling all the way down the hall.

“Hey, Jenkins?”

He turned to face me, frying pan in hand.

I cocked a thumb toward where the girls had gone. “What the hell is wrong with those two?”

“I daresay, sir, everything.”

“So it’s not just me.”

“One of them grabbed my privates this morning,” Jenkins said as he placed bacon in the pan. “She offered to do some rather odd things to my genitals.”

“That’s just gross.”

“I was mortified.” He didn’t look at me. He cracked eggs and added some milk to them before using a whisk to stir them up.

“But tempted, right?”

“Excuse me?”

“Well, you are here to serve.”

Now he looked at me. “I’m beginning to see why Graham despises you, sir.”

I shrugged. Kelly wanted me to try to joke around more, and I was trying, but clearly I’d lost my touch.

“Just messing with you, Jenkins. How well do you know Lucas and his girls?”

He went back to cooking. “Not well. Nor do I want to know them.”

“So they don’t spend much time over here.”

“I’ve been with the Noble household for five years now, sir. This is the first time I’ve met the daughters. I’ve met Lucas Noble and his two sons precisely once. He didn’t socialize with his family, though I understand he and Stephen had lunch each week.”

“Have you noticed anything odd about Graham or Rayna in the time you’ve worked for them?”

He turned the bacon. It smelled good. “Odd? Whatever do you mean?”

“You know, weird. Strange behavior?”

“Sir, the Nobles are wealthy. As such, any strange behavior, as you put it, would be considered eccentric.”

“Fine. Any eccentric behavior?”

“Not in the way you mean, sir. Graham insists on having the crust removed from his bread. He gives the crust to a neighborhood boy to feed to the ducks in a nearby pond. Neither Graham nor Rayna ever seem to go out on dates with anyone these days. They spend a great deal of time together, but they are not incestuous, so you needn’t concern yourself about that.”

“Good to know.”

“While I’m not particularly fond of you, sir, I must say that I am pleased that you and your friends are looking out for the Nobles. This dreadful business with the Marshalls had me very worried, so I appreciate your work.”

“You say that like you already know the Marshalls.”

“I knew Jacob and Francis. They’ve been here before.”

“When?”

“Six months ago. They lived here for a few months. They spent a great deal of time trying to talk Graham into going home with them.”

“Just Graham?”

“They wanted Stephen as well, but Stephen only visited twice in the time I’ve been here. Graham and Rayna always went to his house.”

“Where is his house?”

“I’m afraid I can’t help you there. I’ve never been.”

“All right. Tell me about Jacob and Francis.”

“They were nice gentlemen. Very old-fashioned. I liked them. They had a sense of propriety about them. They were wonderful guests until the day they left.” He shook his head. “That was a day I’ll never forget.”

“What happened?”

“It’s not my place to discuss that, sir. You might ask Rayna about it. Breakfast is ready.”

He served up a plate of bacon, eggs, and an English muffin. I guess the pancakes would have taken more effort.

“Thanks, Jenkins.”

“Would you like orange juice with that?”

“Is there any coffee?”

“No, sir. The Nobles tend to stay away from caffeine with the exception of hot tea.”

“Orange juice is fine.”

He poured a glass for me and set it on the table. Then he leaned toward me. “Please don’t allow anything bad to happen to the Nobles. They aren’t merely my employers; they are more like my family.”

I nodded and took a sip of the orange juice. It tasted good but had more pulp than I liked. Beggars, choosers, you know the drill. I wolfed down the food, which was terrific.

When I rose to take the dishes to the sink to rinse them, my head spun, and I had to sit back down.

“Whoa,” I said. “Head rush.”

“I apologize for my deception, sir.”

“Deshepshun?” I felt myself fading. The empty dishes slipped from my hands onto the table. One started to slide off, but Jenkins caught it.

I blinked several times then slid from the chair. It toppled backward and I fell to the floor. The room tilted and started spinning. I tried to fight it. At first I thought he’d drugged me to keep me from leaving due to my injury.

That notion vanished when I saw a group of men who looked like they belonged in a Robin Hood movie enter through the back door.

“We have your gold in the wagon out back.”

“Excellent.”

“Is the warrior woman gone?”

“Yes, she left an hour ago, and Mr. Shade won’t present a problem,” Jenkins said. “He’ll be unconscious in moments. If you kill him, please wait until I’m not in the room. I do so hate the sight of blood.”

“We’re not going to kill him.”

“He killed two of your sons,” Jenkins said, being helpful.

I tried to raise a finger to say it was self-defense, but my world went black.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

RAYNA NOBLE

Rayna loved being at The Steam Room. She had three private training sessions lined up, and she thought Brand would follow her to the other room, but he took a seat in the waiting area.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“I’ll keep an eye on things from here,” he said.

“You could come into the training room.”

“Does it drizzle this steam shit in there too?”

“Of course. It takes the pain out of training and soothes the muscles. It’s incredibly healthy.”

“I took a shower this morning,” Brand said. “I don’t want to take another one here while people work out.”

“Suit yourself. So I should call you if I need you?”

“Esther will keep tabs on you and let me know if I’m needed. I’ll keep an eye on your brother from here.”

Rayna wished she could see the ghost. It was a bit unnerving to know a dead woman was keeping an eye on her. She looked around at the various people working out. The Steam Room was packed this morning. She loved it when they were busy. Sure, they made plenty of money from people paying for memberships and then never using them, but she much preferred people actually making use of the facilities.

She entered the training area and began stretching to get ready for her first client. She and her brother had hired other personal trainers, but Rayna liked to have clients of her own. It made her feel more essential to the running of the business. Graham handled all the accounting and all the major aspects of keeping the business running. Rayna mostly appeared in the TV commercials, and she taught the occasional class, but her favorite part was working as personal trainer to individuals. That’s where she felt she made a difference in someone’s life, and that difference could be measured by their gains.

While she waited, she considered her situation. She hoped Jonathan and his team could protect her. She hoped they could keep Graham safe too. Kelly could clearly handle the Marshall Clan all by herself, but she worried that Jonathan might get killed if Kelly wasn’t there for him. Rayna wondered why he chose to live such a dangerous life. There were so many safer occupations. In any case, the Marshalls weren’t going to be much of a problem for someone such as Kelly. She just hoped the Marshalls had been unable to bring the crates with them. As long as it was just them, she felt she was safe. If they’d been able to get the crates with the destroyers through the Dragon Gate, all bets were off.

KELLY CHAN

The drive back to Boulder took forever in spite of the fact that I didn’t pay attention to the speed limit. Then again, I was in Brand’s beater of a truck, so it was a miracle that it even managed to make the speed limit. I kept telling him to buy a new truck but he refused. He could certainly afford a new vehicle with all his ill-gotten gains, but he insisted that as long as his truck ran, he would drive it. I kept resisting the temptation to intentionally drive it off a cliff.

When Highway 36 dumped me into Boulder, I considered heading straight for The Steam Room, but I knew Brand would have things under control there. I wanted to check on Jonathan, so I took a detour to the Nobles’ residence.

I parked the truck beside Jonathan’s Firebird. The truck engine ticked when I shut it off. I found the sound annoying, but Brand liked it. Brand liked a lot of annoying things.

When I opened the front door, I knew something was wrong. Jonathan may be the detective, but when I saw Tess’s head lying on the floor, even I knew I’d found a clue.

“Jonathan?” I yelled.

No answer.

I glanced to the right and saw an incredible amount of blood pooling at the base of one of the staircases.

“Jenkins?”

Still no answer.

I moved toward the blood. As I reached the stairs, I saw Tess’s headless body lying on the landing.

I took the stairs two at a time and checked the rooms. All were empty. “Jonathan?” I called again.

I took the other staircase down and found Chantelle’s body on that landing. Her head was missing.

My next stop was the kitchen. There were dirty plates on the table. That didn’t seem like something Jenkins would leave. The back door stood open, so I stepped outside.

Jenkins’s body was sprawled in the grass. His head was nowhere in sight.

I searched the rest of the property and the remainder of the house. No sign of Jonathan. If they’d killed him, they must have taken his body with them.

Now I regretted allowing them to live. If I’d killed them when I first ran into them, none of this would have happened. Shit, shit, triple shit.

I phoned Brand.

“Hey, baby,” he said. He knows I hate pet names, and baby was definitely not the thing to call me. I let it slide, as I did with many of the things Brand said and did. There were more important things to handle.

“Lucas’s daughters are dead. So is Jenkins.”

“How?”

“Doesn’t matter. Is Jonathan with you?”

“Of course not.”

“He’s not here at the house either. I think the Marshalls took him.”

“You think he’s alive?”

“For their sake, he’d better be.”

“Can you track them?”

“I have nothing to go on, Brand. It’s not like they left a trail of breadcrumbs.”

“In that case, you have two options. You can either come down to The Steam Room, or you can go guard Lucas.”

“If I guard Lucas, I’ll have to tell him about his daughters. I’m getting paid to watch over Rayna and Graham. They’re both fine, right?”

“Yeah. Any sign that Jonathan put up a fight?”

“Zero.”

“That doesn’t make sense. Even injured, he’d have taken out a few of them, so there’d be signs of that. Blood or something.”

“There’s a lot of blood, but it seems to belong to the bodies at hand. Goddamn it. I should have stayed here.”

“Jonathan’s a big boy. If they captured him, they’ll have their hands full. If they killed him, I promise you we’ll kill all of them slowly.”

“I’m going to assume he’s still alive,” I said. “He has to still be alive.”

“You’d best prepare yourself. If they caught him off guard, he could be gone.”

“They’d have left the body.”

“Unless they wanted to use him as leverage against you.”

“They haven’t seen us together.”

“You don’t know that,” Brand said. “They could have done a reconnaissance mission, in which case they’d know you were working with him. Seeing as how they’ve got to be shitting peach pits just thinking about what you’ll do to them, that does improve the odds that he’s alive.”

“It might diminish the odds. They might have killed him to upset me.”

“It’s always about you and Jonathan, isn’t it?”

“What?”

“Stop it.”

“Stop what?”

“Worrying about Jonathan.”

“I can’t help it.”

“Would you be worried if I was the one missing?”

“No.”

“Yeah, thanks for that.”

“You can take care of yourself.”

“So can Jonathan.”

“But he’s just a man.”

“He’s a tough son of a bitch so drop it.”

“Easier said than done.”

“It doesn’t do us any good. Just come out to The Steam Room. If they’re attacking and killing everyone, they may strike here next.”

“If they do, you make sure you don’t kill them all.”

“I’ll save a few for you.”

I ended the call and closed my eyes. Jonathan had better be okay.

oOo

“Where would they likely hole up?” I asked, looking at Graham. We were all in his office at The Steam Room. Brand leaned against the wall. Rayna sat in one chair in front of the desk, Graham in the chair behind the desk. I stood over Graham. Esther waited outside the door, keeping watch. She would pop in to alert me if anyone unsavory showed up.

“They’re used to village life,” Graham said. “They lived in a keep, so they’d be most comfortable in some stone building overlooking everything.”

“I’m not that familiar with Boulder. Can you think of a place that would suit their needs?”

“Maybe the Compton Castle?” Rayna said.

“Compton Castle?” I said. “I’ve never heard of it.”

“That’s sort of a nickname,” she said. “Henry Compton, a real estate developer, built a castle in the foothills overlooking Boulder a few years ago. I was dating a guy who sold them a lot of the stone. He worked at Tribble Stone Company, and it was a huge order.”

“Star Trek fans?” Brand asked.

“Tribble is the owner’s last name,” Rayna said.

“Did he have any daughters?”

Rayna frowned as she turned to look at Brand. “What does that have to do with anything?”

Brand shrugged. “Just wondering if they were born pregnant.”

“Be serious,” I said. “If they have Jonathan, I’m going to find them.”

“Tribbles?” Brand asked.

I glared at him.

“Sorry,” he said. “Couldn’t resist. So where is this Compton place?”

“You can see it from the highway. It’s just west of town.”

“And you think they’d just take over the place?” Brand asked. “Wouldn’t Mr. Compton have something to say about that?”

“He never moved in,” Rayna said. “The economy took a nosedive, and he ran out of discretionary funds, so they never finished building it.”

“And they’d know this how?”

“They’d seek the higher ground,” Graham said. “As you can see the castle from Highway 36, there’s a good chance they’d check it out.”

“It’s worth a look,” I said.

“I’m in,” Brand said.

“No, you need to look after Graham and Rayna.”

“We’ll go with you,” Rayna said.

“Right,” I said. “I don’t think so.”

“Why not?”

“Because taking the people we’re supposed to protect into the enemy’s stronghold is beyond stupid.”

“Not fair,” Brand said. “You get to go kill some people, and I get stuck with babysitting duty.”

“Get used to it,” I said.

“What did I do to piss you off?”

“You’re trying to make jokes, and you suck at it.”

“That’s not it,” Brand said.

“We can talk about that later. First, I have to find Jonathan.”

The look in his eyes told me all I needed to know. He was jealous that I cared more about Jonathan than I did about him. Sometimes he acted as though he were in high school. I wondered why I was still with him, but I had more important things to deal with, so I pushed it aside and left the spa.

oOo

I cruised out Highway 36 and hoped I wouldn’t miss the building. About the time I thought I should turn back, the road curved, and I saw the castle standing guard at the top of a rocky bluff. A moment later, I saw a dirt road for an exit, so I wheeled off the highway and bounced along until I drew close.

After parking, I climbed out of the truck, tucked a Glock in my pocket, grabbed my sword from behind the seat, and hiked the rest of the way to the castle. I don’t normally use guns, but I wanted to put these guys down fast in case Jonathan was with them.

Rayna was right. The place stood unfinished. There were pallets of stones stacked on the south side of the building. The back half was mostly wood and drywall. They needed to add the stone. The front side, however, looked like something you’d see in one of those Christopher Lee Dracula movies Jonathan made me watch a few years ago. I made a circle around the structure, keeping an eye out for sentries.

If the Marshall Clan lived here, they weren’t worried about unexpected guests.

When I was first being magically altered, I had failed a test because I walked straight to a door, not seeing the tripwire strung across the room. A massive mahogany beam dropped on me, breaking my collarbone and pinning me to the floor. I couldn’t breathe. No one would help me. The other future Sekutar warriors simply pointed and laughed. I was eight years old.

Since that day, I’ve never missed another tripwire. Today was no different. I spotted it easily enough. Until that moment, I wasn’t sure anyone had been to the castle since the construction crew had abandoned it.

I scanned for other traps. They were good at camouflaging them, but I was better at spotting them. I wove a path through the traps and made it to the building without triggering any of them.

There were a few windows, but they were blacked out, so I couldn’t peer inside. I moved toward the back of the building, straining to hear any activity inside.

Either they were very quiet or the place was built so well, sound couldn’t escape. I went with quiet.

After careful consideration, I decided stealth wasn’t doing me any good. I could wait for someone to show himself, but that could take hours, and if Jonathan was alive, they might be torturing him. As such, waiting wasn’t a viable option.

In the end, I opted for kicking in the door.

Subtlety is not my strong suit.

The door swung inward as the jamb splintered. Sword in hand, I walked in as if I owned the place.

“Anybody want to come out and die?” I called.

No answer.

I didn’t really expect a reply, of course.

I swept through the rooms on the main level. All of them were empty. No furniture. The floors weren’t finished. In two rooms, they hadn’t even finished laying the basic foundation.

The kitchen didn’t have any appliances, but there were small animal bones piled up on one of the counters and bloodstains on the Formica. The bones were probably from rabbits, but I wasn’t sure, and I didn’t care to investigate that as it wasn’t pertinent. Jonathan might have known, but then again, he might have just said they were rabbit bones because anyone reading it wouldn’t have known the difference. So what the hell, they were rabbit bones.

I completed my sweep of the ground level then moved upstairs.

“Nobody wants to die today?” I called. “Come on, guys. I want to kill someone.”

The bedrooms showed signs of habitation. Bedrolls and a few packs with handmade clothing. Tolkien could have described them in intricate detail, but I didn’t care. They weren’t my size, and they weren’t being worn by someone I could slice apart, so they didn’t matter.

When I headed to the basement, I heard heavy breathing, but it sounded muffled. There were scratches on the stairs as if something heavy had been dragged down them. I descended the steps and saw two huge wooden crates in the center of the floor. They were each larger than an Egyptian sarcophagus. The breathing came from inside them.

I didn’t recognize the writing carved into the sides of the crates. Some sort of symbols. It could have been a warning not to open the crates or it could have read, Made in Middle Earth. Based on the breathing, I knew it wasn’t Jonathan.

I moved through the rest of the basement and found two more crates with living things inside, but the rest of place was vacant.

I sighed, went upstairs, and pulled out my phone. Brand answered on the first ring.

“What’s up?” he said. “Did you find Jonathan?”

“No. There’s nobody here. There are a number of huge wooden boxes in the basement, and there’s something alive inside them.”

“Did you open them?”

“I’m not here for them.”

“I’d be curious. I think you should open them up and tell me what’s inside.”

I heard Rayna’s voice, but I couldn’t make out the words.

“Buzz off, I’m talking here,” Brand said away from the phone. “Get your own phone.” I heard more unintelligible talk in the background. “Oh, all right.” Then into the phone he said, “Rayna wants to talk to you.”

“Put her on.”

A moment later, Rayna said, “Kelly? What did Brand say to open?”

“There are several huge boxes here. Not a big deal.”

“Describe them.”

I told her about the symbols and the heavy breathing.

“Do not,” she said, “do not under any circumstances open those cages.”

“Cages?”

“That’s right. How many are there?”

“I count four.”

“Let’s hope they don’t get a chance to use them.”

“What are they?”

“Living nightmares.”

“That doesn’t mean anything to me.”

“They’re trackers, hunters, and killers. They tend to kill everything they encounter that isn’t of their own species. We just call them destroyers.”

“They sound like fun.”

“Their claws will rip through you like tissue paper. You don’t want to face off against one of those things. Sekutar or no, they will kill you.”

“Can they get out of the cages on their own?”

“Not if the wards are still in place.”

“They must be, so I’m not going to worry about that. I think the Marshalls are using this place as a home base, but they aren’t here.”

“You drove, right?”

“Of course.”

“They don’t have a car.”

“How do you know?”

“They’re from my homeland. Trust me. They’ve never encountered cars before, so they’re either on foot or possibly on horseback.”

“So it could be a while.”

“Yes.”

“Fine. I’ll settle in and wait.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

JONATHAN SHADE

When I woke up, I found myself tied up in the back of a wagon. I shit you not. The Marshall Clowns sat all around me with their father up front, chiding the horses to go faster. I didn’t see Jenkins. Yes, it was a wooden wagon like they used in the old west, only this one rolled along a bike path in Boulder. It was an open-air affair or I’d have been wondering if I’d been zapped back in time to the 1880s.

I felt woozy so I pretended to still be unconscious, but I stole a few peeks through nearly closed eyes. My wrists and ankles were bound with rope. I wondered why they hadn’t killed me. They didn’t talk among themselves at all. They just sat there like immovable statues, stoic as can be.

Patience is not my strong suit.

Once the fog lifted from my brain, I sat up. “Are we there yet?” I asked.

“Lay back and be quiet,” one of them said, kicking me backward. There were so many of them, and they looked so much alike, I couldn’t tell you now which guy spoke.

“That’s not going to happen,” I said, struggling to sit up again. The ropes were too tight, so I couldn’t wriggle free.

“Mark, could you beat him unconscious?” the guy said.

“Whoa now, guys. Beating someone unconscious leads to concussions and all sorts of bad side effects. I don’t recommend it.”

“We don’t care.”

“Out of curiosity, why didn’t you kill me back there?”

“You work with the woman who won’t die.”

“Her name is Kelly,” I said. “She rips out hearts and eats them raw.”

“We’re going to use you as leverage against her. She’ll back down, or we’ll kill you.”

“Kelly doesn’t back down.”

“Then you’ll die. Now be quiet or Mark will damage you.”

“Which one of you is Mark?” I asked.

Mark nodded to me. He was a big guy with a sheathed dagger at his waist. I wanted that dagger.

“Tell me something, Mark. If I kill you, will your brothers here kill me in turn?”

“You’re not going to kill anyone. You’re tied up.”

Their father must have overheard because he turned in his seat. “What’s going on back there?”

“Keep your eyes on the trail,” I said. “You might run over a jogger.”

“If he won’t shut up,” the father said, “just cut his tongue out.”

“If you cut my tongue out, I’ll scream. Wouldn’t you prefer a regular conversation?”

Esther suddenly appeared in the wagon next to me. “Jonathan! Brand told me you were missing. Are you hurt?”

I started to answer her but didn’t get a chance.

“Hold him still, Ian,” Mark said, pulling his dagger.

“Look out!” Esther said.

Someone grabbed me from behind. Ian, of course. No need to remember his name. As soon as he grabbed me, I launched myself back and slammed my head into his face. I heard bones break, and evidently it was his nose. Based on the way he dropped, I’d say splinters from his nose went into his brain and killed him instantly.

Mark was up by then. I jumped into him like an outside linebacker sacking a quarterback, and we both fell out of the wagon. I landed on top of him, driving the wind from his lungs. The landing hurt, but pain is transitory, so I ignored it. Instead, I twisted around, looking for the dagger. Esther pointed to it, so I maneuvered around to grab it and used it to quickly cut the ropes around my ankles.

The wagon stopped and the Marshalls piled out of it to race after me.

“They’re coming!” Esther said. “Hurry, Jonathan. You have to run!”

With my legs free, I scrambled to my feet and took off running away from the wagon. Trees lined the trail, and because I knew they had archers, I left the path, keeping as many trees between us as I could. My chest hurt a little but not nearly as much as I expected. When I landed on Mark, I worried I might reopen the wound, but my shoulder hurt a lot more than the arrow injury.

I heard them in pursuit. We were in Boulder, though. I shouldn’t have to go too far to reach a street. I scrambled down an embankment to a dried streambed then clambered up the other side.

“Left!” Esther yelled.

I dodged around a tree, and an arrow thunked into the trunk. Had I been a wee bit slower, I’d have been shot again.

“Thanks, Esther.”

“Just run! You need distance!”

I wanted to stop for a moment to try to cut my hands free, but the Marshalls were too close. I kept running, using a serpentine path to weave around the trees. Esther kept up with me and warned me twice more about arrows being fired.

Finally traffic noise reached my ears.

I sped up.

When I burst from the tree line, I slipped and slid down an embankment to a residential street. I regained my footing and darted across the road toward the houses.

Hunkering down behind a car, I took a few moments to catch my breath and slice the rope from my wrists. It was a difficult task, and the blade cut into my skin. Blood dripped from the wound, but I was free.

“Are they coming?” I asked.

Esther shook her head. “I don’t see them.”

I chanced a glance over the hood of the car. The Marshall boys gave up the chase at the tree line. Finally a stroke of luck.

“You’re a life saver, Esther.”

“I try.”

“You succeed.”

“Want me to get Kelly?”

I patted my pockets, searching for my cell. Good thing those clowns had no clue about technology. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and went to recent calls.

“I’ll just call her. Let me know if the Marshalls come after me.”

She nodded.

I stabbed at Kelly’s name, and the phone took care of the rest.

Kelly answered on the second ring.

“Jonathan? Are you all right?”

“My shoulder hurts but I’m okay. I could use a ride, though.”

“I was worried the Marshall Clan got you.”

“They did but I got away with a little help from Esther.”

“How did they capture you?”

“Do we need to go over that now? Come pick me up, and I’ll tell you on the ride back to the Nobles’ place.”

“A few things you should know. Tess and Chantelle are dead. So is Jenkins.”

“Jenkins deserved it. The bastard drugged me. I’m sorry to hear about the girls.”

“I’m at the Marshalls’ hideout.”

“Hideout?” I asked.

“I’ve always wanted to say that.”

“Me too. Color me jealous.”

“I could stay here and kill them all when they get home.”

“Where is their hideout?”

“Just off thirty-six, west of town.”

“Might be a while. They’re in a wagon. Wooden wheels and the whole nine.”

“I’d have you call Brand, but I have his truck. He could borrow the Rolls, but I doubt Graham would like that much.”

“It’s okay. Come get me. We’ll stage a raid on their hideout later.”

“They’ll know I was here. Well, that someone was here. I had to break in. The door is a bit messed up.”

“I wonder if they can read English. They speak it pretty well. You could always leave a note apologizing for breaking in too soon to kill them. I think you put the fear of Kelly into them.”

She laughed. “Someone had to.”

oOo

Kelly arrived thirty minutes later. It was great to see her. Had the Marshall Clan ventured into the neighborhood to get me, I wasn’t sure I could have held them off even with Esther working as a second set of eyes. As things stood, I stayed behind a car for most of that half hour. Esther kept me company, but she didn’t have much to say.

“Get in,” Kelly said as she pulled up beside me.

As soon as I was inside the truck, she stomped on the gas and we were off. “You can pop back to help Brand now,” I said to Esther.

She shook her head. “I’d rather stay with you and Kelly.”

“Yeah, but our clients are at The Steam Room, so it’s best if you go there.”

Esther pouted a moment then gave me a nod. “So much for an attitude of gratitude,” she said.

“I thanked you several times, but thank you again.”

“I just don’t feel very appreciated lately.”

“I appreciate you. Really I do. But I need you to keep an eye on Rayna and Graham.”

“Fine,” she said and popped away.

“What’s up with her?” I asked.

Kelly shrugged. “Could be that you’ve nearly been killed several times in the last few days. I think you’re stressing her out.”

“I nearly get killed all the damn time. You really think that’s it?”

“You’ll have to ask her. I don’t know how dead girls think.”

“I can’t say as I’m looking forward to that conversation.”

“You can handle it. Are you all right?” she asked.

“A few bruises. I’ll be fine.”

“Lucas will be devastated when he learns about his daughters.”

“You say that but I’m not convinced. I think he looks at death in much the same way you do.”

Kelly glanced over at me. “And how do you think I view death?”

“To you, it’s not something to get upset about. People die.”

“I would be upset if you died,” she said.

“So maybe he’s harsher than you.”

“Don’t presume to think you know what’s going on inside someone else’s mind, Jonathan. You’re pretty good with regular people, but you’re clueless when it comes to people like me and Esther, and I suspect you’re clueless about how Lucas will feel too. He sent Tess and Chantelle over to Graham and Rayna’s so they would be safe. When I say he’ll be devastated, I mean it. They were his family.”

“I think they lived in a tougher world than we do,” I said. “I think death is just a bigger part of it, and while he might be upset, he won’t be crushed.”

“They were his daughters.”

“Why didn’t he look after them?”

“It’s impossible for one person to be everywhere at once.”

“What the hell does that mean?” I asked.

Kelly glanced over at me then shook her head. “Let’s change the subject.”

“Fine.”

“We should have vetted Jenkins.”

“He seemed loyal until he drugged me.”

“I’m willing to bet that a quick background check will reveal something.”

“Financial issues,” I said. “They offered him gold. Fat lot of good it did him since they killed him rather than pay him.”

“True.”

“Fact is, I meant to do background checks on everyone from Jenkins to the employees at The Steam Room but didn’t get a chance. Some asshat shot me with a freaking arrow.”

“You should have checked them before that.”

“Yeah, well I’m sorry I’m not Mr. Perfect these days.”

“Nobody expects you to be perfect, but maybe it’s been too long since you took an actual job.”

“I was training.”

“And forgetting how to be a detective.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“You should know I went to DGI this morning.”

“So now you’re the investigator?”

She ignored my jab and filled me in on her little expedition. Then we tossed a few ideas back and forth about why the Marshalls gave up their pursuit of me. Our best guess was that they didn’t feel I was worth the hassle since they were really after Graham and Rayna. Before I knew it, we were at The Steam Room, and I felt like Kelly was pissed at me. I had no clue what I might have done to upset her.

Inside the spa, Rayna was delighted to see me. I can’t say the same for Graham. He gave me a nod but didn’t come out of his office.

“Esther told us what happened. Nice escape,” Brand said. “Too bad you only killed one of them. That does have you three up on me, though.”

“It’s not a competition, Brand.”

“Speak for yourself.”

I glanced over at Esther, but she was still upset and refused to look at me. I was batting a thousand with the women in my life.

“Are you on the clock?” Rayna asked as she pulled me away from the group.

“Twenty-four/seven,” I said, glad to get away for a moment.

“Good. Your friend Brand isn’t much of a conversationalist. He has a one-track mind.”

“Killing,” I said.

“Sex,” she said.

I cringed. “Did he hit on you? I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right. I don’t think he was serious because he’s with Kelly, and I think she’d kill him if he did anything. Still, it was a bit creepy.”

“He is a bit of a creep but he’s reliable.”

“I know.” She shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. This is your first time at The Steam Room, isn’t it?”

“It is. Can you give me a tour?”

She smiled and took my arm. “It’s what I live for.”

“Sarcasm,” I said. “What a concept.” I made a note to be careful because I didn’t want her pissed at me too.

She gave me the basic rundown. Kelly had told me about the place, but it was good to put the sights with the sounds.

I pointed to the stairs leading to the upper level. “What’s up there?”

“The Upper Echelon. Just more of the same, really, only it’s a private membership area. No waiting for the machines and more personalized instruction mostly. It was my father’s idea. He said it was a great way to charge more.” She started to laugh, but then she looked down and put a hand to her face. “He’ll never come in here again.”

I put an arm around her. “You okay?”

She nodded. “I’m sorry. Most of the time I’m fine, but then out of the blue it hits me. My parents are gone forever.” She took a deep breath. “Shall we continue the tour? Do you want to see the Upper Echelon?”

“More of the same?”

She nodded. “The machines are farther apart.”

“Anything else of interest?”

She shook her head. “Unlikely. But we have a small kitchen in the back, and it’s well stocked with various beverages.”

“I could go for a glass of water.”

“This way,” she said.

It felt good to be with her. She seemed more human than Graham. Granted, she was also drop-dead gorgeous, but the only time beauty affects me is when I see it. When we sat down at a table with our glasses of water, I didn’t feel as if I was protecting her.

She leaned forward, her eyes sparkling. “What made you become a protector?”

“I’m really more of a private investigator, but I sometimes hire out to protect celebrities when they’re in town.”

“Okay, what made you become a private investigator?”

“I liked The Rockford Files when I was a kid.”

She looked confused.

“TV show from the seventies starring James Garner?”

She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’m not as familiar with older television shows as I should be. Pop culture seems to matter a lot here. It’s like a shared cultural experience that creates a shorthand to communication. I focused on movies, and while I’ve enjoyed television, I haven’t studied it as much. Should I buy the DVDs?”

“What shows have you seen?” I asked.

“Nice try,” she said. “You tried to give me a flip answer to a serious question. The fact that I didn’t understand your reference doesn’t mean I don’t still want a real answer.”

“You’re good,” I said.

She smiled. That smile made me feel more human.

I made a mental note to guard myself against that. Her life might depend on it.

“I’m curious. So tell me. Why are you a private investigator?”

“Because I knew I’d make a lousy cop, but I liked getting to the truth about things.”

“Were you ever a police officer?”

“No. I started down that path, but there were too many limitations on what you could say or do. I don’t have the right temperament. If someone gets in my face, I tend to get right back in theirs. As a general rule, cops have to be polite even when someone is belligerent.”

“So you like finding the truth.”

“Who doesn’t?”

She laughed. “Most people. They want something that feels true enough, but they rarely want the real truth.”

“What makes you think that?”

“People want convenience. They want to believe their children are attractive and smart whether or not it’s true. They want to believe that everything will be all right when really, it’s just a matter of time before someone they love dies or is critically injured or someone breaks their heart.”

“I’ll bet you’re a hit at all the parties.”

“And again, you managed to sidetrack the question without really answering it.”

“You weren’t supposed to notice that.”

“Will you answer me honestly, or am I wasting my time?”

“I like helping people,” I said.

“That’s a simplified answer. Go deeper.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t want to go back into the common area where Brand will stare at my ass.”

“That’s not an answer, and I suspect most guys stare at your ass.”

“They aren’t as obvious. So tell me about what led you to this strange profession.”

“Why do you want to know?”

“Because I want to know who’s protecting me.”

“You’re worried because of Tess and Chantelle?”

“That wasn’t your fault. You were hired to protect Graham and me, and so far, we’re still alive.”

I wasn’t blaming myself for Tess and Chantelle. That fell to Jenkins, in my mind. Be that as it may, I didn’t want to seem callous or uncaring either. “So far, so good,” I said.

“Are you going to answer me, or are you going to keep dodging? Do you need your armor that much?”

“Ask me again when I know you better.”

She grinned and finished her water. “I won’t forget.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

JONATHAN SHADE

Esther appeared in the room where Rayna and I were still talking. “There are a couple of bulls coming in,” Esther said.

“Put away the good china,” I said.

Esther popped away.

“What did you say?” Rayna asked.

“Sorry, Esther just let me know the cops are here.”

“It’s a little disconcerting to have you suddenly turn and say something nonsensical.”

“You’ll get used to it.”

“Maybe if I were to hang out with more homeless people.”

“Or with me,” I said and realized I might enjoy her company more than I wanted to admit.

We went to meet the police at Graham’s office. The lead cop was a woman, and her partner was a thirty-ish man. Graham greeted them with a nod as he looked up from his computer.

“Dr. Noble, thank you for your help earlier,” the lead cop said.

I looked a question at Graham.

“We spoke on the phone earlier,” Graham said then made introductions. “Detectives Kramer and Fredericks, this is Jonathan Shade; his partner, Kelly Chan; Brand Easton; and my sister, Rayna.”

Kramer was a middle-aged woman who might have looked better with her hair down, but with it pulled back, it gave her an intensity that probably helped her on the job. A glance in her eyes made me think she was no-nonsense but fair.

Based on the crow’s feet at his eyes, I adjusted my estimate of Fredericks’ age to mid to late thirties. He had a tan that suggested he’d just returned from a tropical vacation since it looked natural. He had the look in his eyes that told me he’d seen a lot but that he kept it all in check.

Kramer directed her attention to Graham. “We notified your uncle about his daughters. We were unable to locate Horace Jenkins’ next of kin.”

“They’re in Wales,” Graham said.

“Your home is still a crime scene, so you’ll want to make other arrangements for tonight.”

“Very well,” Graham said. “Do you have any news for us?”

“It’s early in the investigation,” Kramer said. The Boulder police were more cautious in the way they handled things since the JonBenet Ramsey case back in the nineties. “You said no one else was at the house. Correct?”

“That’s correct,” Graham said.

Kramer nodded and jotted a note in her pad.

I figured Graham knew it would only raise more questions if they discovered I was there at the time. Rayna looked at me, but she seemed to understand too.

Graham shrugged. “Like I told you on the phone, my sister and I have been here all day.”

“And how are these three involved?” Kramer asked, pointing at Kelly, Brand, and me with her pen.

“They’re providing security for me and my sister at the moment. After our parents were killed, it seemed prudent.”

“No offense, Mr. Shade, Ms. Chan, and Mr. Easton, but you don’t look like a security team.”

“That’s the idea,” I said.

“Have you noticed anything unusual since you’ve been guarding them?”

“It’s been quiet,” I said. “We haven’t seen any threats or suspicious behavior from anyone, though clearly we would have seen something if these two didn’t have to work today.”

“Fortunate,” Fredericks said. He looked to me as if he knew they weren’t getting the full story. Cops tend to get that look a lot. It comes with the territory since they spend their days having people lie to them.

“Not so fortunate for Tess, Chantelle, and Mr. Jenkins,” I said.

“Had you been there, the casualties would have been higher,” Kramer said.

“On their side,” Brand said with a twinkle in his eye.

I gave Brand a look, and his grin faded.

“We’re very good at what we do,” I said. “There is certainly a chance that we could have stopped them, though it depends on how they attacked. I’m afraid I don’t have that information.”

Kramer almost smiled. “Do you have a card, Mr. Shade?”

“Of course.” I pulled out my wallet and gave her a business card.

She frowned. “Private investigator?”

“I sideline as an executive protector. I trained with Beckland and Associates.”

She nodded. “Excellent firm.”

“They are.”

She turned back to Graham. “Dr. Noble, you told me on the phone that you locked the house before you left.”

“That’s right.”

“And yet the back door was open with no sign of forced entry.”

“Okay,” he said.

“Horace Jenkins was found in the backyard without his head.”

Rayna covered her mouth.

“Jenkins is a smoker, so did you find any cigarettes near the body?” Graham asked. “We don’t allow him to smoke in the house. I mean, we didn’t allow that. I’m sorry. He was a good man.”

“He had a pack of cigarettes in his pocket,” Kramer said. “I’ll note that it’s possible he stepped outside to smoke. Have you had death threats, Dr. Noble?”

“Detective Jenkins, we’re on TV a lot, so we get death threats from time to time, but we haven’t had any recently. Do you think the killers were after us in particular? Earlier, one of the officers I spoke to said it looked like a home invasion team.”

“No, Dr. Noble. This was more of an execution. There are a lot of valuables in the house, and while we’ll definitely need you to do an inventory later to see if anything is missing, I saw some obviously expensive items that any burglar would have taken.”

“So you think we’re being specifically targeted.”

“That’s our theory. Four members of your family have been murdered in the last few days. Where I come from, we’d call that a clue. So yeah, I’d say it’s likely.”

I liked her.

“But why?” Graham asked.

“You tell us. Do you have any enemies?”

“I can’t imagine anyone actually trying to kill us.”

“Perhaps you should engage your imagination, Dr. Noble.”

“It just doesn’t make sense.”

Graham was convincing. He was quite the salesman, I’ll give him that. Still, I could tell Kramer wasn’t in a buying mood.

“Detective Fredericks has a few more questions for you.” Kramer turned to me. “Mr. Shade, I’d like a word.”

She led me outside.

“How can I help?” I asked.

“You have a team of three people to protect the Nobles.”

“That’s right.”

“Shouldn’t you have more?”

“Dr. Noble isn’t particularly thrilled to have three of us. He refused a larger team.”

She nodded and handed me a card. “If you think of anything or see anything, please call me. If he’ll accept police protection, we could probably arrange that too.”

I laughed. “No offense, Detective, but Dr. Noble will refuse protection. He doesn’t think he’s in any real danger.”

“In spite of all these deaths?”

“I didn’t say he was the brightest bulb on the branch. The only reason he’s letting us stick around is because his sister insisted.”

She sighed. “Some of these rich people seem to think that money makes them invincible.”

“If I see or hear anything that might be useful, I promise to call. In the meantime, we’ll do everything we can to keep Dr. Noble and Ms. Noble safe. And if you have any questions we might be able to answer, just call. We’ll do anything we can to help you.”

“Just be aware that this is clearly the work of a team. They are vicious. I’m not sure what they used to chop off the heads. Machetes is my guess.”

“Are you thinking MS-13?” I asked, suspecting that was where she was heading with the machete comment. MS-13 or Mara Salvatrucha is a criminal gang known for hacking people apart with machetes.

“I haven’t ruled it out.”

“Well, the Nobles aren’t drug dealers if that’s what you’re thinking. If they were, I wouldn’t work for them. And I can’t imagine how they could have come in contact with anyone from MS-13, but I’ll certainly be on the lookout.”

“Off the record,” Kramer said, “I know you’re holding out on me. I hope you know what you’re doing.”

The subtext here was that if she thought she could get away with it, she’d force the issue, but because the Nobles were rich and connected, she knew she had tighter boundaries. The department had to be careful when it came to people with money because, quite frankly, money is power. If the Nobles were even middle class, this entire conversation would have gone much differently—especially considering three corpses at their house.

“I understand,” I said.

She nodded. “You have my number. If you need us, please call.”

“Thank you, Detective.”

She looked at my card one more time then tucked it in her back pocket. “We’ll be in touch,” she said.

KELLY CHAN

After the police left, I pulled Rayna aside. “I need to talk to you. Is there someplace a bit more private?” I whispered.

“Sure,” she said. “Follow me.”

She led the way to a room filled with mats that had mirrors along one wall. It reminded me of my dojo, though I suspect they taught yoga or Jazzercise here instead of martial arts.

“This room will be vacant until seven tonight, so as long as you don’t need me for hours on end, I think we’re good.”

Rayna sat on the floor because there were no chairs, so I sat down on the mats too.

“What do you need, Kelly?”

“Answers,” I said. “First, how is Lucas going to react to his daughters’ deaths?” What Jonathan had told me earlier bothered me, so I wanted Rayna’s take. She knew her uncle.

Rayna frowned and didn’t speak for a moment. I could tell she was trying to choose her words with caution, and I suspect she needed time to compose herself too. “I wish we could have protected them. I feel terrible about it.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

She sighed. “Let’s just say it bothers me a lot more than it will bother Lucas.”

“Do tell.”

“Oh, don’t get me wrong. He’ll say a few things about how bad it is, and he might yell at Graham or Jonathan, but at the end of the night, he won’t really care. It’s not as if he lost his sons.”

“How many sons does he have?”

Rayna smiled, but it wasn’t a smile of joy. “Three. Wesley and Lucas Junior live in Boulder. His oldest son, Vance, is on the other side of the gate. He didn’t come with us because he married a noblewoman, so he now owns land.”

“What you’re saying is that Lucas doesn’t care because they’re women?”

“He holds on to the old ways more than my father ever did. Graham is closer in attitude to Lucas than our father. Where I’m from is probably best compared to how it was in Europe during the Middle Ages. Women simply don’t matter that much.”

“Don’t kid yourself, Rayna. It’s still that way in parts of the world today. Islamic countries, for example, or even China. The one-child policy led to incredible numbers of infanticide and forced abortions when the parents realized they were going to have a girl.”

“Did that have anything to do with you becoming a Sekutar?”

I shook my head. “No. I was born here in the States, but my father sold me to DGI after my mother died and he didn’t want to take care of me.”

“That’s horrible! I’m so sorry.”

I shrugged. “Ancient history. We’re all the people we are today because of what we’ve been through. If my father hadn’t sold me, I might be a lawyer or even an actress since that was my childhood dream.”

“Yes, well, if we’d remained on the other side, I’d probably be dead right now,” Rayna said. “Strange how the roads of life provide us exits to different destinations.”

“All right, so Lucas might be mad, but it will mostly be for show,” I said. “I think that’s criminal, but based on what Jonathan said, it unfortunately doesn’t surprise me.”

“Was there something else?” Rayna asked.

I nodded. “Tell me about those destroyers.”

“I don’t have anything useful to tell you about them. I’ve only seen them in cages, and that was when I was a little girl. I do have vivid memories of Thomas feeding a horse to one of the destroyers. The destroyer ripped the horse in half and devoured it in less time than it takes me to tell you about it. That’s why Graham and I called them destroyers. They’re really called bolons, and according to legend, two bolons can take out an entire army.”

“How do you kill them?”

“You don’t. At least, I don’t know of a way.”

I shrugged. “If it comes down to it, I’ll go with decapitation. That generally works on everything.”

“They don’t really have necks, so that might be harder than you think.”

Esther popped into the room. She looked at Rayna then at me. “Am I interrupting?”

“It’s all right, Esther,” I said so Rayna would know whom I was addressing. “We’re just enjoying some girl talk.”

“That sounds like berries to me, but I’m here to tell you Graham is ready to go.”

“Well, it certainly wouldn’t be proper to keep a man waiting,” I said without getting up.

“Is it time to go?” Rayna asked. She started to rise.

I motioned for her to sit. “Don’t even think about going right now.” I turned to Esther. “Have Jonathan tell Graham we’ll be ready in a bit.”

“Okay,” Esther said and popped away.

“Graham won’t like that,” Rayna said.

I smiled. “Good.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

JONATHAN SHADE

That night, we all stayed in a hotel. Brand shared a room with Graham, Kelly shared a room with Rayna, and I had a room to myself. Esther stood guard in the hallway so she could pop in to warn me or Kelly in case of danger.

We didn’t expect danger, of course. The Marshall Clan wasn’t up on technology, so they weren’t likely to be checking local hotels. From what I’d seen of them, they were physically dangerous, but they weren’t likely to be much trouble.

After we all got cleaned up, we met for dinner in the hotel restaurant. Graham wanted to go somewhere else, but everyone was tired, so he decided to make do.

Rayna sat on one side of me, Kelly on the other. Graham did his best to ignore the conversation. He just wanted to eat and go to his room to work on the development and rollout plan for his wonder drug. I didn’t know how he expected to make that work since it required their saliva, which didn’t seem like something they could easily mass produce, but that was above my pay grade. Brand ate quickly so he could guard Graham. When they excused themselves, Graham told Rayna to charge the meals to the rooms and he’d cover them all.

“We need to go kill the Marshalls tomorrow,” I said.

“Just like that?” Kelly asked.

“They’re the enemy. We kill them, we can go home.”

“You know, a year ago, I’d have suggested that, and you’d have shot it down as an option. You’d try to find a nonviolent way to resolve things.”

“They’re killers.”

“I’m not saying I disagree, Jonathan. I’m simply saying this doesn’t sound like you.”

“I’ve got a clearer view of how to do things these days.”

“Just kill anyone who gets in the way?”

“When they deserve it.”

“And you’re the one to decide that?”

“Somebody has to.”

“How the hell did we switch roles?” Kelly asked.

Rayna shifted uncomfortably in her chair.

I turned to Rayna. “You have a problem with us killing them?”

She frowned. “I’m staying out of this.”

“You have a say, Rayna. We’re here to protect you. The Marshalls want to kill you, so I say we kill them first. What’s the trouble?”

“I don’t want to go into—”

“Go into it anyway,” I said.

She took a deep breath then turned to look into my eyes. “Very well. In my opinion, taking someone’s life shouldn’t be something you just toss out there as an item to cross off a to-do list. And certainly not a group of people. Shouldn’t life mean more than that?”

“It should.”

“But to you, it doesn’t?”

“It used to,” Kelly said.

“You’re talking about murder,” Rayna whispered even though we weren’t close enough to any other diners for them to overhear.

“They’ve made runs at you, so it’s time to end it before they succeed. Think of it as a preemptive strike, or think of it as retaliation. Whatever makes you sleep well at night.”

“You’re just so casual about it,” Rayna said. “You could be talking about ordering a salad, and telling the waiter to hold the cheese.”

“I’m doing it for you and your brother.”

“That’s why it bothers me.”

“You feel responsible?” Kelly asked.

She nodded. “They’re dying so I can live.”

“You’d rather die?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No, but I don’t think they should have to die either.”

“You have a better idea?”

“Send them back through the Dragon Gate, and seal it forever.”

“You want me to ask them politely to leave? Or maybe leave a trail of gingerbread crumbs to get them to follow? Tell them they can have you and Graham if they come to meet us at the gate?”

“I don’t know. I just don’t want to be the reason for anyone’s murder. That’s all.”

“They won’t give up.”

“I realize that. And yes, I know they killed my parents and Jenkins and Lucas’s girls. Life is cheap in the other world. Men die on hunts; people die from diseases or common colds. It’s a rough world, but under normal circumstances, we don’t murder each other.”

“Could have fooled me.”

“These aren’t normal circumstances.”

“In that case, it shouldn’t bother you that we go kill them.”

“Let me rephrase. To them these aren’t normal circumstances. They were wronged. They have valid reasons for wanting to kill us, Lucas in particular, but because of what he did, it means all his family must die too. They’re only enforcing the rules that have been in place for thousands of years.”

“What did Lucas do?”

Rayna looked down. “I’m not allowed to tell anyone. You wouldn’t understand it anyway. You’d say it’s stupid and it’s not a reason to kill someone. Or maybe you don’t need reasons. Hard for me to say.”

“I do need reasons, Rayna. But they’ve given me five reasons already. Your parents, Tess, Chantelle, and even though he drugged me, Jenkins.”

“By my count, you’ve killed four of Thomas’s sons.”

“Kelly killed one, so my score is only three.”

“Since Jenkins was a traitor, that should have things evened out, then. Right?”

“So you think we should try diplomacy?”

“I don’t know what you should try, but you should try something other than death. I want to go to my room.”

Kelly pushed away from the table and rose. She leaned close and whispered, “You sure have a way with the ladies these days.”

Back in my room, I tried to understand why Rayna took issue with my plan. They were trying to kill us, so it made sense to kill them first. Playing defense wasn’t doing us any good, so I wanted to take the battle to them. What was so wrong with that?

I knew that even a few months ago in this timeline, this would have seemed wrong to me, but a few months ago, I was an idiot. If you have enemies who want you dead, your best course of action is to kill them before they kill you.

The old me would be going into a spastic rage about how life is sacred and you only kill when there’s no other alternative, but that version of me had never seen what I’d seen—my friends exploded in front of my face—and I’d worked five long years to find a way back to change that. While they were unaware, I continued to relive that other timeline in my dreams. I kept watching Kelly die, and that was something I never wanted to see again. So yeah, I understood where Rayna was coming from on this, but my darker view of humanity overpowered her civilized pacifism. The Marshalls had to die.

KELLY CHAN

When Rayna and I were alone in her room, she sat on the bed and cried. I was used to seeing women cry. The women I trained often cried because of what they’d been through or because they knew they were finally safe or happy. Crying isn’t part of my nature, but I didn’t see it as a weakness. I saw it as being in touch with one’s feelings. While I didn’t need to cry, I knew many people did. Rayna, clearly, was one.

I sat on my bed and started writing in this stupid journal. After a time, Rayna stood and walked over to me. “Can you take me to the house?” she asked.

I looked up at her. “What do you need?”

“I need you and Jonathan to understand us.”

“And going back to the house helps in that regard?”

She nodded at the notebook in my lap. “You’re writing a journal?”

“Jonathan’s idea. Not mine.”

“I used to keep a journal. As I’m not allowed to tell you what happened, perhaps I can dig out my old diaries and let you and Jonathan read about it.”

“And you want me to take you? Jonathan might be better company because you need him to understand why you don’t want us to kill the Marshall Clan. Convince him. I don’t care one way or the other. I can kill them when they attack us, or I can go kill them if Jonathan feels that’s the way to go.”

“And you won’t lose sleep over it?”

I cocked a thumb toward my chest. “Assassin.”

She furrowed her brow. “How many people have you killed?”

“I haven’t kept a running tally.”

“Do you like it? The killing, I mean?”

I gazed into her eyes. “To be honest, yes, I do.”

“It makes you feel like a god?”

“There are no gods, Rayna. The truth is that when I kill people these days, they are always people who deserve to die. They attacked me or someone I care about or someone I’m paid to protect. I don’t go around killing people just because it’s fun.”

“I still want you to take me to the house.”

“It’s your call. I can take you.” I tossed the notebook on the nightstand, set my pen on top of it, and rose. “Shall we?”

oOo

The Noble mansion was quiet. Police tape stretched across the front door. Rayna tore it down, and we entered the house. The place was still a crime scene, and they hadn’t cleaned up the blood. The bodies were gone, but there was still blood on the floor where they had been.

“Try not to disturb anything,” I said.

“I don’t even want to look at it,” Rayna said. “Chantelle or Tess died right here.” She stared at the congealed blood. Most of it was dry, but some was still a little moist and sticky.

“Let’s get that diary and go,” I said.

She started up the stairs, but I touched her arm. “Let me go first. Just in case.”

She nodded.

I moved ahead of her and quickly went upstairs. Nothing moved in the house. There were no unusual sounds. The place felt empty. I moved into Rayna’s room and did a quick sweep to verify everything was all right. I motioned for her to enter.

“Can I turn on the light?”

“It’s your house.”

She clicked on the light.

Everything looked fine. Normal.

She moved to her dresser, knelt, and opened the bottom drawer. She rifled through some papers and notebooks until she found the one she wanted. “Here we go,” she said.

“Since we’re here, do you want to grab anything else? Clothes, toiletries?”

“Good idea. I’ll pack a bag for myself and one for Graham.” She pulled a suitcase out of the closet, set it on the bed, and opened it.

“I’ll double-check his room,” I said.

“Great.”

I left her in her room to pack, moved down the hall, and switched on the light in Graham’s room. I hadn’t been in there before. It was a large master bedroom with a king-sized bed. He had a massive walk-in closet. I turned on the light in the room then stepped into the master bathroom and hit the switch there too.

Something smelled rank in the bathroom.

I glanced over at the sink, a long marble affair with twin basins. In the second sink, I saw Jenkins’s head. Beneath the head was a foul green and brown slime. It smelled like rotten chicken. That didn’t make sense. The police would have checked the house. They’d have found the head.

That told me that the Marshalls had returned to the house. And they might still be here, watching.

We’d been turning on lights, so they would know where we were. I drew my sword and quickly moved down the hall to Rayna’s room. She was still packing. Good.

She glanced over at me in the doorway, saw the sword, and said, “Something wrong?”

“Maybe.”

I heard something outside. A whistle. Bird? Human?

Rayna started to turn toward me, but something crashed through her bedroom window. And when I say something, I mean some thing. It was large, covered in brown and white fur, and had a long snout with huge fangs. It moved on all fours and had massive claws that made me think of the comic book character Wolverine. It was one of the destroyers.

Rayna screamed.

Before she finished her scream, I darted into the room, grabbed her, and threw her behind me. I raised my sword as the beast got its bearings and scrambled toward me. It rose onto its hind legs, let out an inhuman howl, and took a swipe at me with those claws.

I moved to parry them with the sword, but its claws slashed right through the steel. I stared at my broken blade.

“Shit.” I liked that sword.

I threw the handle at the beast’s face.

“Run!” I said.

Rayna raced out of the room, and I heard a crash downstairs.

“Oh no!” she said.

The destroyer jumped forward and took another swipe at me, but I dodged and leaped backward out the door. I tried to pull the door closed behind myself, but the beast clawed through it, sending chunks and splinters of wood flying. A few splinters hit me, while others speared the wall, and the larger pieces bounced off and clattered to the floor.

I had to get Rayna to safety.

I darted in quickly and kicked the destroyer in the gonads. It hit me hard, and I found myself flying. I crashed into the wall, breaking the plaster and drywall. The destroyer charged at me and rammed into me headfirst. It drove me through the wall and pinned me to the floor.

“Get out of here, Rayna!” I yelled.

The monster slashed my arm so deeply, I worried it would tear completely off. If my arm came off, I wasn’t sure it could be reattached, and I didn’t want to learn the hard way.

I tried to push the beast away, but it was too heavy, and I had no leverage. It clawed my stomach open, and I saw my intestines flying against the wall. It bit into my shoulder. If I’d been a normal person, I’d have been dead. I’d never been damaged so severely, though. I found that I couldn’t use my left arm. My right arm was pinned beneath me, and I couldn’t use my legs because the monster, weighing in at nearly eight hundred pounds, was on top of them.

The beast clawed my chest open. Then it reared up to slash my head off, but that gave me the release I needed to get my right arm free. When the beast came down, I stabbed my fingers into its left eye. It howled in pain and scrambled off me.

I tried to get up, but I couldn’t move. I was too badly damaged. I opened my mouth to call out to Rayna, but my lungs didn’t work. I tried to breathe. Couldn’t get enough air.

My eyes blurred and everything faded away.

RAYNA NOBLE

Rayna knew the first destroyer had killed Kelly. Even a Sekutar stood no chance against one of these animals. But Kelly kept it occupied. Rayna raced toward the stairs, but a second destroyer crashed through the door. The doors flew off their hinges and clattered across the floor, coming to rest near the second staircase. The doors were three inches thick, but the destroyer knocked them aside as though they were made of balsa wood.

“Oh no!” she said.

The destroyer entered the house at a gallop, skidded on the parquet floor, righted itself, and started up the stairs toward Rayna. The beast moved quickly, but Rayna didn’t wait for it. She turned and ran down the hall. As she ran, she dropped her journal. She didn’t notice. In her peripheral vision, she saw the first destroyer ripping Kelly apart.

The first beast turned toward her as she ran past. It left Kelly and burst into the hallway as the second monster reached the top of the stairs.

They snapped at each other, which gave Rayna time to run down the hall to her brother’s room. She bolted into the walk-in closet and hit the panel on the back wall, and the panic room door slid open. She rushed inside and hit the button on the left. The door slid closed right as one of the destroyers raced into the closet.

It slammed against the door, but the entrance to the panic room was constructed of steel beams and bullet-resistant Kevlar, and it had top-of-the-line electromagnetic locks. On the outside, it looked like the simple wall of the closet, but from the inside, it was purely functional. The Nobles spared no expense in their construction. The floor was made of concrete. The entire second level of the house had reinforced floors. An identical security room was in Rayna’s closet, but as the destroyer was by her room, she couldn’t have gotten to that one.

She heard the beasts growling and scratching at the door. Their claws were incredibly powerful, and she worried that the door wouldn’t hold, but the reinforced steel was three inches thick on all sides, with the center even thicker. The vents were designed to keep air flowing but also to prevent poison gases from being pumped into the room. She clicked on the monitors and watched the destroyers pound and scratch the door. They gouged the metal a bit, but so far, it was holding.

She knew she couldn’t get a cell signal from inside the room, but they had landlines inside, so she picked up the phone. She looked up Jonathan’s number in her cell and placed the call.

“Shade Investigations,” he said.

“Jonathan! This is Rayna! Kelly is dead and there are two destroyers trying to get me and I’m scared! Please help me!”

“Slow down,” he said. “Where are you?”

“I’m at the house, in my brother’s security room. They’re trying to claw through the door!”

“I’m on my way. Stay on the line. Talk to me and calm down. You’re safe for now, right?”

“For now but the door won’t hold for long.”

“I’m coming to get you.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

JONATHAN SHADE

“Esther!” I called as I stepped out of the hotel room. I had my cell in one hand. Rayna was still on the line with me.

Esther popped into view beside me. “You don’t have to yell,” she said. “I was just in Graham’s room with Brand.”

“I need you to check on Kelly, then pop right back to me.”

My tone of voice made her eyes go wide and she disappeared. I pounded on Brand’s door. “Brand, get out here. We have to go!”

The door opened and Brand gave me a smile. “Do we get to kill anyone yet?”

“Rayna’s in trouble, so yes.”

“I’ll grab my shoes.”

Into the phone, I said, “How’s that door holding?”

“They’re still scratching at it. I can’t get a good view from the camera angle. The destroyers are too big.”

To Brand I said, “You have weapons in the truck?”

He looked at me as if I were an idiot. “Duh.”

“Rayna, have you called nine-one-one?”

“These things will eat any policemen. I can’t get more people killed. Kelly is too much already.”

Graham came to the door as Brand stepped into the hall. “What’s going on?” Graham asked.

“You stay here,” I said. “Don’t open the door for anyone until we get back.”

“Is something wrong?”

“Yes,” I said. “Come on, Brand, we’re wasting time. Graham, stay put!”

“Is it Rayna?”

“We’re handling it, now get back in there. Close and lock the door.”

For once, he did as he was told.

“I’m scared,” Rayna said.

Brand and I raced to the elevator. I was worried for Rayna, and my thoughts kept going back to Kelly. Rayna said she was dead. I wanted to scream at the world, but that wouldn’t do anyone any good, so I kept my voice calm. “I know but it’s going to be all right. We’re getting on the elevator now, so if we lose signal, I’ll call you right back. Do you have any weapons in the room with you?”

“I’ll look.”

Esther popped into the elevator with Brand and me. She looked beyond pale, even for her. “Oh my God, Jonathan. Kelly is torn open, and her insides are all over the place!”

“What?” Brand said. He looked like someone had jammed a dagger into his heart and he’d actually felt it.

“Is she alive?” I asked.

“How could she be?”

“She’s a Sekutar.”

“What happened?” Brand asked, his voice breaking.

“There’s so much blood.” Esther shook her head.

I looked at Brand. “She was attacked. How much trauma can you guys take?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. What could possibly have done this to her?” I’d never seen him so pale.

“We’re going to find out. Esther, go to Rayna. I want you to go through the door and then come back to us and describe what’s after her.”

“Whatever it is killed Kelly. You can’t go there, Jonathan.”

“Go now, Esther!”

She gave me a pleading look then popped away.

The elevator doors opened, and Brand and I darted through the lobby to the parking lot. My car was still at the Nobles’ house, so we ran to Brand’s truck.

“I don’t see anything that’s going to help me here,” Rayna said.

“No guns?”

“We don’t own any guns.”

I heard something banging in the background. “What’s happening?”

“The destroyers are charging the door, trying to break it down.”

Brand stomped on the accelerator, and we were on our way, but it was taking too long.

Esther returned. “You’re not going to be able to stop them,” she said. “They’re huge!”

“We’ll stop them,” Brand said.

“The door is shaking every time they ram it,” Rayna said. “I don’t know how much longer it can hold!”

“Is there anything you can brace it with? Furniture? Anything?”

“It’s a panic room, Jonathan. There’s a fold-up chair. Everything else is built into the walls. The few cabinets have some snacks, bottled water, and a first-aid kit. No weapons, nothing useful for this kind of attack. I don’t know what to do!”

“You’re doing fine, Rayna. Brand, can’t this truck go any faster?” I was worried about Kelly. Could she really be dead? I had to force those thoughts away. I couldn’t help her if I lost control. I was also worried about Rayna. Could we get there in time to save her? Could we save her? I was worried about the animals we’d find. Could we kill them? I told myself to stop thinking. Handle one thing at a time. First, we had to get to the mansion.

“They’re massive,” Esther said. “They have claws like this!” She held her hands about a foot apart.

“Okay, Esther. I need you to go back to Rayna. Stay with her and if the destroyers start breaking through, I want you to come back and tell me.”

“Oh, if they break through, I’m definitely coming back here. I don’t want to watch Rayna get torn to shreds. I can’t believe how they ripped Kelly apart.” Her voice cracked on the last word, and I wondered if ghosts could cry. She shook her head and disappeared.

“Rayna, you still with me?” I asked.

“I’m here. I’m really scared.”

The light at the intersection in front of us turned red. Brand slowed down.

“Dude, just run the light,” I said.

“I will,” Brand said, “but I’m not just barreling through. I want us to get there in one piece.”

I knew he was right, but that didn’t make it any easier. “You’re going to be fine, Rayna. We’re almost there.”

“The door is buckling!”

I could hear the thudding as the beasts threw themselves against the door. They really wanted to get in there.

“Tell me more about these animals, Rayna. Why are they working so hard to get to you?”

“They’re incredible trackers, and they’re nearly indestructible. Once they get your scent, they will hunt you to the ends of the earth to kill you and eat you.”

I wondered if they’d eaten Kelly at all. Esther said she was torn apart, but I refused to think about that. Kelly had to be fine. She had to be.

“So you think the Marshalls stole something of yours and put these bastards on your trail? Or did they just sic them on you and trust that they’d get your scent once they were inside?”

“Does it matter?”

“Yes. It does. If they gave them your scent, that means the Marshalls have some semblance of control over them.”

“Thomas raises them, Jonathan. He trains them from the time they’re cubs. He sells them to the king and the royal guard as protectors of the realm.”

“What weaknesses do they have?”

“None that I know about,” she said. “The door is starting to give. Oh, God! I don’t want to die! Not like this!”

“You’re not going to die. Try to calm down. Tell me anything you can about them.” I had to keep her talking.

Esther popped back into the truck.

Shit.

“There’s a gap between the door and the jamb now, Jonathan. I can’t stay there. I can’t watch her get shredded with those claws. I just can’t do it.”

I nodded to Esther, glad that Rayna couldn’t hear her.

Brand took the next corner at fifty. The tires screeched and I was thankful for my seat belt. The truck went up onto two wheels for a moment but then came down. The last thing we needed was to have a rollover.

Rayna sobbed into the phone. “They’re going to get me.”

“Rayna! Tell me more about the animals. If they breathe, they can die. Give me something.”

“I don’t know! One of them is gripping the door, trying to claw through!”

As long as they weren’t ramming the door, I wasn’t too worried. I didn’t think their claws could slice through metal as thick as what must be on a panic room.

“We’re just about there, Rayna. We’re going to save you. I will not allow them to kill you. Do you hear me?”

“There’s nothing you can do. They killed Kelly and now they’re going to kill me.”

Brand skidded the truck around another corner, bounced over the curb, and plowed through a bush on his way back to the street.

“We’re on your street now, Rayna. We’ll be there in no time. Hold on!”

Brand crashed through the security gate, raced down the long drive, spun the wheel, and screeched to a halt by the front door.

I bolted from the truck before it stopped moving and pulled my Beretta from its holster. I thumbed off the safety as I hurried to the entrance.

The doors lay on the floor by the stairs.

“We’re here,” I said. “I’m on my way upstairs.”

I took the stairs two at a time and ran down the hallway. As I passed Rayna’s room, I saw Kelly lying in a puddle of blood. Her insides were strewn against the wall. My heart dropped, and I thought, no, not again! It was like the universe was telling me she was supposed to die on that bridge, but the second floor of a mansion would work just as well. I thought my heart was going to stop beating. I wanted to trade places with her. I should be the one to die. Not Kelly. Those thoughts all hit me in an instant, but my body didn’t slow down.

I didn’t have time to stop. I had to get to Rayna.

I could hear the beasts huffing, growling, scratching. I also heard the sound of metal tearing.

“Hurry!” Rayna said.

I burst into Graham’s room, hoping Brand wasn’t far behind.

“Hey, you ugly motherfuckers!” I yelled.

The door to the panic room clanged open as I reached the closet, but the animals spun to face me. Holy shit. They were gigantic. Their eyes blazed with malevolence. As soon as they turned, I fired three shots at the first destroyer. I aimed for the eyes.

The beast howled in pain then dropped to the floor.

The other destroyer charged me, rising up with those massive claws. I kept pulling the trigger over and over and over as if that could change what had happened to Kelly, could erase the burden I’d been carrying for the five years only I had lived. The gun held fifteen rounds in the magazine, plus one in the chamber, and three went into the first guy, so I know I fired thirteen rounds at the second destroyer.

The beast plowed into me, but it was mostly momentum and inertia. It drove me to the floor, but as it landed on top of me, it expelled its final breath. I wrinkled my nose at the horrific aroma. Life had given me another Get Out of Jail Free card even though I knew I didn’t deserve it. I tried to push the beast off, but it was too heavy.

“Rayna? Are you all right?” I called.

“I think so.”

Brand rushed into the room.

“Fuck me sideways,” he said. “You alive, Shade?”

“Yeah, can you get this thing off me?”

He rolled the beast to the side. I looked down at my shirt. It was stained with destroyer blood. At least it wasn’t mine.

As soon as I pushed myself to my feet, Rayna threw herself into my arms. She held me tightly. Her whole body was trembling.

“Check on Kelly,” I said to Brand, but he was already on his way to her.

I held Rayna. “You’re okay,” I said, and because repeating it might make it true, “You’re okay.”

She didn’t speak. She just clutched me and sobbed into my shoulder.

“I need to check on Kelly,” I whispered. I rubbed her upper arms and held her tighter for a moment.

“I know,” Rayna said. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“If I hadn’t insisted on coming back here, she’d still be alive.”

“Kelly knew the risks,” I said, but the words felt hollow.

Rayna and I moved down the hall.

Brand knelt by Kelly, his fingers on her neck, checking for a pulse. Esther stood near him, shaking her head. From the look on her face, I knew that ghosts can’t cry, but I also knew Esther still felt the emotions.

Brand looked up at me, tears in his eyes. “She’s alive,” he said. “Barely.”

I knelt beside him and brushed Kelly’s hair out of her face. “Hold on, Kelly. You can’t leave us.” I pulled out my phone, scrolled through to Lina, and placed a call.

Lina was a healer. She lived in Five Points, which was too far away. There was no way Kelly would survive long enough for Lina to get here.

“Hello?” Lina said.

“Lina, it’s Jonathan.”

“Oh, how wonderful to hear from you. How—?”

“Lina, this is an emergency. Do you know any healers in Boulder?”

“Ophelia stays up in Boulder, but you’re impervious to magic, so who’s hurt?”

“Kelly. She’s dying, Lina. Can you get Ophelia to come to us?” I gave her the address.

“I’ll call you right back.”

While we waited, I held Kelly’s hand. I didn’t want to move her, and as badly as she was torn apart, I knew there was nothing I could do for her. Scooping up her intestines wouldn’t help, so I just held her hand and hoped that Ophelia would answer her phone.

“She’s not bleeding?” Rayna asked.

There was blood all over the place. I was kneeling in her blood myself. However, Rayna was right. Kelly’s wounds did not ooze any blood now. She was magically engineered, so her body must have gone into healing mode to the extent that it could. But it couldn’t recover from such gaping wounds without help.

“Sekutar,” Brand said, as if that explained it all.

I noticed a journal lying next to Kelly’s shoulder. It was drenched in blood. I picked it up and watched crimson streams drain from the pages.

“My journal,” Rayna said.

“You’ll want to buy a new one,” I said.

“That’s what we came here to get. I was going to have you read about the Marshall Clan and what happened.”

“No one’s going to be able to read this.” I set it on the floor and looked at my hand. It was covered in Kelly’s blood.

After what felt like an eternity but in reality was perhaps ninety seconds, my phone finally rang. The display read, Lina.

“Give me good news, Lina.”

“Ophelia is on her way. She isn’t far. Maybe five minutes?”

“Thank you, Lina. I have no words.”

“She can’t promise anything. For a Sekutar to be unable to heal, Kelly might be too far gone. I pray that’s not the case, but I don’t want to mislead you.”

“I understand.”

“Is there anything I can do?”

“Thanks, Lina. I wish there was something, but I can’t imagine what it could be.”

“I’ll pray for her.”

Lina was the only person I knew in the magical community who believed in God. The rest of the wizards, necromancers, sorcerers, and such knew there were no gods. Those were merely stories told to children so they could face the world each day, believing someone was out there to love them if they did good and punish them for eternity if they did bad. I’d never spoken to her about her belief. She didn’t really associate with the folks at DGI.

“Thank you, Lina,” I said. “I’ll call you to let you know how it goes.”

When I ended the call, Brand looked at me. I’d never seen him afraid of anything, but now I saw fear in his eyes, fear that he would lose Kelly. “Someone’s coming?”

I nodded. “A healer named Ophelia.”

Brand sighed with relief.

“You need to understand she might not be able to do anything.”

“At least someone can try. That’s what counts.”

“I agree,” I said. I kept holding Kelly’s hand.

Rayna knelt beside me and put her arms around me. None of us spoke. We remained like that for what seemed a hundred years. Those were the longest five minutes of my life.

Finally, a woman entered the house and called out to us. “Anyone here?”

“Upstairs,” I called.

Ophelia was a large woman with olive skin and long gray hair. She was in her mid sixties and dressed in a tie-dyed dress and moccasins. She had kind brown eyes. Brand, Rayna, and I moved out of her way.

“I wasn’t sure I was at the right—” She saw Kelly. “Oh my word.”

“Can you help her?” Brand asked, his voice quivering.

She blew out a long breath of air. “I’ll do my best.”

“What can we do to help?” I asked.

“Nothing at the moment.”

She knelt beside Kelly. Ophelia ran her hands along Kelly’s wounds. She shook her head, drew a deep breath, turned, and looked at me. “I don’t know about this,” she said. “I’ve never seen anyone in this condition who was still alive.”

“She’s a Sekutar.”

“I know. The problem is that her body has been trying to heal itself. In order for me to help her, I’ll have to reopen the healed wounds. The trauma might be too much for her. The healing process could kill her. Do you know her blood type?”

“She’s type O,” I said.

“I’m type O,” Brand said. “If she needs blood, you take it from me.”

“She’s going to need a lot more than just blood,” Ophelia said.

“Anything,” Brand said. “My life means nothing without her. If she needs anything from me, you take it. Do you understand?”

“She’ll need life energy.”

“Take it.”

“She’s in a deep coma right now. Even if I can heal her, she may never come out of it.”

“I’ll take that chance,” Brand said.

Ophelia rose and faced him. She reached out and placed her hands on his face, leaned her head back, and closed her eyes. “Hmm,” she said. “Not good.”

“What?” I asked.

“He’s a Sekutar but he’s not the same as her.”

“What do you mean?”

“Different generation,” Brand said.

“So it won’t work?”

Brand shook his head. “It’s not that. Remember that she’s a permanent Sekutar. I’m not. I have maybe six more years before the magic wears off and I revert to being a regular man.”

I nodded. “I remember.”

Ophelia looked at me. “He may lose those years by giving of his life energy.”

“I’ll give my life if need be,” Brand said. “You take what you need.”

“You’re sure?”

“You’re wasting time! I’m positive. Now save her!”

“Is anyone else type O?” Ophelia asked as she knelt beside Kelly again.

I wasn’t. Rayna wasn’t even from our world, so she wasn’t either. “I’m afraid not,” I said. “Should I go to the hospital to get some?”

“They won’t just give you blood, Mr. Shade.”

“They won’t be able to stop me from taking it.”

“That won’t be necessary. Let’s see if I can get her to a stable place before we worry about that. If I succeed, we can transport her to DGI.”

“They’ll charge us a fortune,” I said.

“I’ll pay,” Rayna said. “Money isn’t an issue.”

I felt tears welling in my eyes. I wasn’t sure I could speak, so I simply nodded.

Ophelia got to work. She gathered up Kelly’s intestines and shoved them back into Kelly’s body. The visual wouldn’t have been so bad, but the sound of squishing nearly turned my stomach. As Ophelia waved her hands over the intestines, they twisted and folded into their proper place with more sounds of wet meat being wrung like a washcloth.

“I can’t watch this,” Esther said and turned away.

Ghosts can’t get sick, but I understood how she felt.

Ophelia looked at Brand. “What’s your name?”

“Brand.”

“All right. Brand, I need you to come over here. Lie on the floor with your head next to Kelly’s.”

Brand did as he was told. Blood seeped into his clothes and hair, but he didn’t pay any attention to that. He simply looked to Ophelia for guidance.

“When I start the healing process, I’ll lay a hand on you and a hand on her. I’ll be the conduit between you, so your blood will flow through my hands into Kelly’s body. I’m telling you these things because I’ll be so focused on the mental side of this that I won’t be able to speak. If you have any questions, you’ll need to ask before I begin.”

“No questions. Just get on with it.”

“As I pull your life energy, you need to let me know if you feel any pain.”

“I’m a Sekutar,” Brand said. “I don’t feel pain.”

“If your years run out, you will.”

He hesitated. “I understand.”

I wondered what was going through his mind. I just wished I could trade places with him. But my blood wouldn’t do Kelly any good, and Ophelia couldn’t magically take it from me anyway. “If Brand starts to feel pain, can I step in and donate energy too?”

Ophelia shook her head. “Lina explained your situation to me, Mr. Shade. I can’t even draw energy from you.”

“What about from me?” Rayna asked.

“No offense, my dear, but you look like you’ve been through hell. You need your life energy right now. Anything else?”

“No,” Brand said.

“Then let’s begin.” Ophelia placed a hand on Brand’s chest and one on Kelly’s shoulder. Her hands glowed. Other than that, I couldn’t see anything different. But the look on Brand’s face told me things were happening. He opened his mouth as if he’d been shocked by an electric fence.

I watched as Ophelia poured energy into Kelly’s body. Her concentration was incredible. Kelly’s flesh knit itself back together. I understood the principle behind it because Lina once explained it to me. The body knew how it was supposed to be, so Ophelia as the healer simply sped up the process with her magic. Most healers used their own energy to handle minor injuries, but for something of this magnitude, it would be suicide.

If we’d been at DGI, they had energy lines healers could tap into, but here, we were shit out of luck. Brand would have to supply the energy, and the sacrifice could very well cost him his own life. To his credit, he never wavered. He loved Kelly so there was no question in his mind that he would give everything to her. I felt the same way, but I was helpless. Being impervious to magic had its positives, but it also had its drawbacks.

Brand closed his eyes. Now that the initial shock was gone, he looked to be at peace. He inhaled and exhaled in a steady rhythm, so I knew he was doing fine.

As I looked at Kelly, I saw color returning to her face. Her chest rose and fell, something that was previously undetectable. My hopes climbed. This could actually work.

Time stretched on. Kelly’s fingers twitched. I took that as a good sign. The shredded skin looked almost normal now, just a lot of scarring. I knew the scars would fade as she healed.

Brand still looked at peace. He breathed in and out as if everything were fine. I watched him for any signs of pain. I figured his jaw would clench if the pain started or his body would tense. So far, so good.

Ophelia looked to be in pain, though. Sweat beaded on her forehead. She opened her mouth, but no sound came forth.

I looked at Rayna. “Can you get some water? I think Ophelia will need some. Brand might too.”

Rayna gave me a nod. “I can do that.” She hurried downstairs.

It occurred to me that the Marshall Clan might be nearby. They’d sent the destroyers in, so we weren’t safe.

“Esther?”

“I can’t watch,” she said.

“I know. It’s okay. Can you pop down to Rayna? Make sure she’s not in any danger?”

“That I can do. Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For making me feel useful,” she said and disappeared.

A few minutes later, Esther reappeared and Rayna returned with a tray loaded down with glasses and a large pitcher of water. “I didn’t know how much to bring,” she whispered.

I took the tray and placed it on the dresser in Rayna’s bedroom. Esther followed me. “All clear down there,” she said.

“Good. Thanks, Esther.”

Esther looked concerned. “Think she’ll make it?”

“It’s Kelly,” I said and nodded. “Of course she’ll make it.”

I spoke with confidence, but inside I, too, was worried. I’d never seen Kelly in such bad shape. She was in better shape when the wizards at DGI were killing her, but that’s another story for another time.

Finally Ophelia’s hands stopped glowing. She broke the connection and lowered her head. I poured a large glass of water and brought it to her.

“Thank you,” she whispered. Her voice sounded like something from beyond the grave. She sipped the water, nodded, and sipped again. Then she tilted the glass and drained it in a few quick gulps.

“More?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Brand?” she asked. “How are you doing?”

Brand sat up. “Fit as a fiddle. How’s Kelly?”

“Stable but still comatose. I’ve done all I can for her. Such traumatic injuries may have been too much for her. As I said, she may never wake up. She needs a blood transfusion. I took only enough from Brand to stabilize her.”

“So we can move her?”

Ophelia nodded. “Her physical body is mostly healed. Once she has enough blood, the rest will take care of itself.”

“I can’t thank you enough.”

Rayna stepped forward. “You send me the bill, Ophelia.”

“Oh, honey, I’m not worried about that. Lina is my friend, so I wouldn’t dream of charging you.”

“When a plumber comes to fix the pipes, I pay the bill. You saved Kelly’s life. I’m going to pay you, and you’re going to accept that payment.”

“My mother always told me that only a fool turns down a paycheck,” Ophelia said.

“Good.”

“We need to get Kelly to DGI,” I said. “But somebody needs to stay with Graham.”

“Like hell,” Brand said. “You get him on the phone and tell him he’s coming with us because I’m not staying behind and I know you won’t leave Kelly’s side either.”

“I’ll call him,” Rayna said. “He’ll come with us.”

“I’m coming too,” Ophelia said. “The next few hours are critical, and I don’t want to turn Kelly over to any of the healers DGI employs. Not that they’re bad, you understand, but she’s my patient.”

“No problem. DGI is closed at this hour, so I’ll call Mike and have him get someone to meet us there.”

I felt ready to pass out. I’d been running on adrenaline since Rayna’s phone call. Now I just wanted to lie down, but I knew if I did, I’d probably be out for hours. I steeled myself because I knew there were long hours of waiting ahead of us. Kelly might be stable, but she wasn’t out of the woods.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

JONATHAN SHADE

I left Mike a message, and as we carried Kelly to a Mercedes parked in the circular drive, my phone rang. Brand and I loaded Kelly into the backseat; then I answered.

“Thanks for calling me back,” I said.

“What do you need, Shade? Your message was practically incoherent.”

“We’re on our way to DGI, but we’re a good forty-five minutes to an hour away. I need you to have someone there to let us in, and I’ll need healers ready with type O blood. Kelly’s been injured. She’s stable at the moment, but she needs help.”

Rayna moved up beside me and shouted into the phone, “This is Rayna Noble. Get your best healers there. Price is not an issue.” She put a hand on my arm, gave me a nod, then climbed into the front passenger seat. Esther was already in the car, but she didn’t take up any space.

“I’ll meet you there personally,” Mike said. “I want to know what could have possibly injured Kelly.”

I moved around the car to the driver’s side. “If you send a team to Boulder, they can have the corpses of the destroyers who did a number on her. See you soon.” I disconnected the call.

Brand stood on the driver’s side. “Want me to drive?” he asked.

“No. You and Ophelia stay in the back with Kelly.”

Ophelia slid into the back and let Kelly’s legs rest on her lap.

I opened the door to get into the car, and an arrow flashed by over my shoulder. It plunged into Brand’s upper arm. He cried out in pain, which shocked me. Brand never felt pain. I couldn’t believe we’d dropped our guard. My gun was in my hand in a heartbeat. We took cover behind the car door, and I searched for a target.

“You all right?” I asked.

“I’ll live,” Brand said. “I forgot what pain felt like.”

The ramifications hit me. Brand was no longer a Sekutar. He’d given more of his life to save Kelly than I’d realized. He yanked the arrow from his arm and winced.

“Get in. We’ll just run over anyone who tries to come at us.”

Brand crawled into the backseat with Kelly and Ophelia. He rested Kelly’s head on his lap then held his arm.

I searched the night for the archer but didn’t see him. I slid into the driver’s seat and closed the door. I started the car, flipped on the headlights and for a moment saw one of the Marshall Clan, but he was running to get out of the light. I wanted to jump out of the car and shoot him, but Kelly’s life was more important, so I threw the car into gear and raced toward the road.

oOo

“How’s your arm, Brand?” I asked once we were on Highway 36.

“It hurts.”

“I can heal it for you,” Ophelia said.

“No. I want to feel the pain. It’s been years since anything hurt.”

“If I’d known you were giving so much,” Ophelia said, “I’d have stopped sooner.”

“And Kelly might not be stable.”

“You could have died.”

“Without her, I have no reason to live.”

“And if she never comes out of the coma?”

Brand shook his head. “She’ll come out of it.”

“But what if she doesn’t?”

“She will. Don’t even think anything else.”

He was silent for the rest of the trip.

oOo

As promised, Mike was waiting for us at the doors to the DGI building. He had a gurney and two healers with him. When I pulled up in front of the doors, the healers helped Ophelia out of the car then carefully loaded Kelly onto the gurney. Brand climbed out and went with them, leaving a body-shaped bloody print on the backseat of the car. He held his arm, and I could see a little blood seeping between his fingers. Esther accompanied them too. Rayna didn’t open her car door.

“You should go up with them,” I said. “I’ll go park the car.”

Rayna shook her head. “I’m staying with you, Jonathan. You saved me where even Kelly couldn’t.”

“Kelly didn’t have a gun. Normally she wouldn’t need one.” I gave Mike a nod and pulled away from the curb.

“If not for you, I’d be dead right now. I know it and you know it.”

“I was hired to protect you.”

“Yes, just doing your job. What if the destroyers weren’t bothered by bullets?”

“Then we’d both be dead right now.”

“How did you know that would work?”

“I didn’t.”

“But you shot them like you knew it was the thing to do.”

I pulled into the parking lot and found a space. “It’s not like I had other options. Let’s go. I need to be with Kelly.”

She didn’t move.

“Are you all right?”

She held her hands palms down in front of her. They were shaking. Tears welled up in her eyes. “I don’t know. I’m sorry, I know Kelly needs you. I’ll hold it together.”

I turned in the seat to face her, and I took her hands in mine to steady them. My right hand was still stained with Kelly’s blood. As I gazed into her eyes, I said, “You’ve been through a traumatic experience, Rayna. I know you’re a bit freaked out. It’s all right. I’m here for you.”

“You’re as calm as you ever were. How do you do it?”

“This isn’t my first rodeo.”

“How can you get used to something like this?”

“You’d be amazed what you can get used to, but I hope you never learn that firsthand. Listen to me.”

She kept staring out the window.

“Look at me, Rayna.”

She met my gaze but clearly didn’t want to hold it.

“Listen and hear me. Are you listening?”

She blinked a few times, and a tear rolled down her cheek. I kept hold of her hands in a firm but gentle grip. She sniffed and bit her lip then finally nodded.

“I won’t let anything happen to you.”

“But now it’s just you. Brand is a normal person now. He won’t be able to help. Kelly might not recover. I know you have the ghost, but she can’t do anything. So it’s just you standing between me and the surviving Marshalls. And they have more destroyers. How can you protect me from all of that when you’re alone? What can we do? Where can we go?”

I just held her hands and stared into her face. Every once in a while, she’d meet my eyes, but mostly she looked elsewhere. When she finally stopped to take a breath, I said, “You done?”

She took a few deep breaths then gave me a nod. “I’m sorry.”

“You’re in shock. It’s all right. I won’t let anything bad happen to you, Rayna. I don’t care what they send at us, I will keep you safe.”

“But who’s going to keep you safe?”

I forced a smile for her. “That’s not going to be an issue.”

The Marshall Clan didn’t know it yet, but they were all dead. I was going to kill every last one of them.

oOo

Rayna and I met Mike on the thirteenth floor. “Destroyers?” he asked. “Care to elaborate?”

“In my world they’re called bolons,” Rayna said. “They’re raised to serve one master, and when they go after a target, they will kill anything and everything that gets in the way.”

“Fortunately for us, a few bullets in the head puts them down,” I said.

“I can’t wait to see what they look like. I’ll send a team to retrieve the bodies in the morning. Where is Graham? Is he dead?”

“He’s at the hotel in Boulder. He decided to stay there and work since there’s nothing he can do to help here. Update on Kelly?”

“No news. They’re doing the transfusion now. I had a healer take care of Brand’s injury. Speaking of which, you want to explain that to me?”

“Short version? He’s no longer a Sekutar.”

“They’re going to be a few hours doing the transfusion, so I’d love details. I understood Brand had ten years before the magic would fade. We created the second generation of Sekutar with a definite shelf life.”

“He gave up those years to save Kelly. If you don’t mind, I want to check on her.”

“Of course.” He led us to the room where the healers were working their magic. I’d been there before, so I knew the setup. Kelly was stretched out on a bed, and they had tubes hooked to her along with plasma and platelets. Energy lines hung from the ceiling, so the healers could recharge. They gave of themselves to heal, so they needed a way to regain their lost strength. Tapping into the energy lines took care of that issue. Ophelia held one of the lines and had her head tilted back as she filled herself to the brim. I knew that, even holding some of Brand’s energy for herself during the transfer, she was still exhausted.

Kelly wasn’t moving at all. Two healers worked on her injuries. They’d cut her clothes off; they lay in bloody tatters on a counter off to the side. Now she wore an ugly green hospital gown, though it folded down at her waist.

Ophelia looked over and saw me as I entered the room. Esther stood behind the bed, looking concerned.

“They’re doing all they can for her,” Ophelia said without releasing the energy line. “The transfusion will take about ninety minutes. An hour for the actual transfusion plus another thirty minutes to make sure it’s all right. We could speed that along with magic, but as her injuries were so extensive, we felt it was best to do it slowly in order to avoid further shock to her system.”

“What are they doing?” I asked.

The healers were placing their hands on Kelly’s chest and stomach.

“The beast that slashed her open had unbelievable claws that sliced right through her bones. Her ribs and breastbone were mangled. The healers are guiding the body to heal the breaks.”

“Where’s Brand?” Rayna asked.

Ophelia pointed to a door on the far side of the room. “He’s resting. We healed his wound and took the liberty of easing him into a deep sleep. He needs rest.”

“Rayna,” I said, “you need rest too.”

“Both of you could use some sleep,” Ophelia said. “There are beds in the next room. I promise to wake you if there are any changes in Kelly’s condition.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“You’re welcome.”

“No,” I said and placed a hand on her shoulder. I waited until she met my eyes. “Words can’t relate how much I appreciate what you’ve done.”

“It’s too soon to know if this will work.”

“It doesn’t matter. You came in at a moment’s notice, and you saved her. I know you paid a price for that too.”

She nodded. “It’s what I do.”

“And I doubt you get thanked enough.”

“Having people survive and thrive is all the thanks I need, Mr. Shade. Kelly will survive but unless she thrives, I don’t deserve your thanks.”

“She’ll be on her feet, kicking ass and taking names in no time.”

“I hope you’re right, but you forget, I saw how far gone she was. I don’t want to extinguish your hope, but you need to have realistic expectations here. Even if she recovers enough to be able to walk, she may never be the person she was. There was damage to her spinal cord. She hasn’t moved since I first saw her. It’s possible she’ll be paralyzed. How will you feel then?”

“If that’s the case, I’ll take care of her. She’s the best friend I’ve ever had.”

Ophelia nodded. “Your loyalty is admirable. Now go get some rest.”

“In a minute,” I said and walked over to Kelly’s bedside.

Esther moved over to stand beside me. “I’ll stay with her, Jonathan.”

I took Kelly’s hand in mine. “Thank you, Esther.”

“I hate being so helpless.”

“Me too.”

“I wish I could hug you right now and just hold you. I wish someone could hug me back.”

I didn’t know what to say to her.

The healers stepped back to give me a moment. They were both middle-aged women. I thanked them then leaned over and kissed Kelly on the forehead. I whispered in her ear, “I’m here for you, Kelly. I will always be here for you.”

There was no reaction, but I hadn’t expected one. I’d like to believe that she heard me, though.

I looked at Esther again. “I wish I could hug you too.”

I hadn’t felt much emotion in the past several years. I’d hardened myself to the point where feelings didn’t matter, but now seeing Kelly like this and seeing Esther hurting, I felt emotions well up in me, and I had to fight back tears. If Esther had been alive, I suspect I’d have clung to her and we’d have held each other until we cried out all our tears. But she was a ghost, and in a way, so was I.

Rayna slowly approached me after a time. She took my hand, and we left the room.

In the next room, a line of six beds stood along one wall. Brand slept in the one closest to the door to Kelly’s room. He wore different clothes and had taken the time to wash the blood from his hair and skin.

Rayna nodded toward one of the beds and pulled back the covers. She turned back to me, hesitated, then embraced me.

She didn’t say anything. She just held me.

I wrapped my arms around her and held her tightly. Again, I fought back tears. I knew she was scared both for herself and for me. She thought I was in danger and that the Marshall Clan had the upper hand.

I released her and kissed her on the cheek. When she climbed into bed, I tucked her in. “Rest well,” I said.

I started toward the door.

“Where are you going?” Rayna asked.

“I’m going to wash off some of this blood. I’ll be right back.”

I found a restroom and stared at my haggard face in the mirror. After a minute, I turned on the water, let it run to get nice and hot, then scrubbed my hands. The water turned red as it dripped from my fingers, and Kelly’s blood went down the drain.

When I returned to the room, I took the bed next to Rayna. As I lay there, waiting for sleep to take me away, I thought about the Marshall Clan. As far as I was concerned, they were living on borrowed time and I was going to show up to collect their lives like the Grim Reaper on a mission of vengeance. There wasn’t a goddamn thing any of them could do to stop me.


CHAPTER TWENTY

GRAHAM NOBLE

With everyone gone, Graham expected to catch up on his sleep, but instead, the phone woke him up. His sister called to say she and the others were taking Kelly to DGI because she’d been seriously injured and the Marshalls had attacked them at the house with destroyers.

He told her he wouldn’t be of any use at DGI, so he refused to go into Denver. He knew Rayna seemed disappointed, but he didn’t realize she wanted him to be there for her. Graham was more concerned about himself. He had to get things ready for the doctors to work on prepping Didracomine. This drug could be his legacy.

Graham knew he wasn’t going to be able to get any more sleep, so he called Bitterman to come pick him up, dressed, and headed down to wait for his car.

At one in the morning, the hotel was quiet. Outside, he could hear sirens in the distance. The air was a little chilly, but while he preferred warm weather, he and his family settled here because they hoped the Marshalls would search for them in the warmer climates.

While he waited for the car to arrive, he considered his options. Had he been Americanized enough to stand up to Thomas should he come face-to-face with the man again? Or would he fall back on tradition, kneel down, and give up his life? Honor meant everything in his older life, but here it seemed to have little value. For years, he’d watched politicians caught in sex scandals, and they were always able to come back from them. Stories of redemption resonated in this culture. Where Graham came from, redemption was available only in death. Sex wasn’t much of a scandal, but abandoning your duties in life certainly was. And the Noble family had definitely done that and worse.

So it seemed his choices were to allow himself to be killed and, thus, atone for his crimes, or to try to kill the Marshalls, which would compound them. Graham liked being alive, and he liked being rich in a world that worshipped money. Did honor really matter? Was it a core value, or could he discard it as he’d done with his responsibilities back home? Of course, he’d been a child then. Things were different now.

In his mind, it all came back to the drug. If he could get it to work without Lucas or himself assisting the patients, he’d have his own redemption, and he’d earn the respect of the medical field. That mattered more to him than anything else because it would ensure a better legacy for the Noble family.

While Jonathan had told him to remain here, he knew he wasn’t safe anywhere as long as the Marshall Clan had destroyers. Leaving the hotel against Jonathan’s orders did two things. First, it showed that he didn’t take orders from anyone, and second, if there were destroyers after him, it would protect the other guests in the hotel.

Bitterman pulled up to the curb, exited the limo, and moved around to open Graham’s door for him. In his homeland, Graham would have been a servant. That station was decided by birth and could not change.

“Thank you,” Graham said as he entered the car.

Bitterman started. “Um, you’re welcome?”

Graham realized it was the first time he had ever thanked Bitterman for his services. Payment was thanks enough, perhaps, but he wondered about that. How did he go from being destined to servitude to being one of the privileged few?

“I know I woke you and took you away from your family,” Graham said.

“I’m on call twenty-four/seven, sir. Are you feeling all right?”

“I’m fine.”

Bitterman nodded and closed Graham’s door. “Where to, sir?” Bitterman asked as he slid into the driver’s seat.

“Home.”

Bitterman glanced over the seat at him, eyes wide and concerned, but then he shrugged and put the car in gear. Bitterman must know his place, Graham thought. Do I?

He didn’t speak on the ride home. Instead, he pondered his place in the world. He liked being on top. He liked being the boss. He liked the power and the respect. He didn’t want to lose those things. He focused his thoughts. His upbringing might dictate that he respect Thomas, but he refused to be limited by his past. Thomas was just a former employer who needed to let go of his vendetta. Graham had never personally done anything to Thomas or any of the Marshalls. And he refused to accept responsibility for the actions of his father for stealing Clara from the Marshalls then leaving the other realm, and his uncle for killing Vanessa.

Bitterman pulled up and stopped before the open security gate. “Um, sir?” he said.

Graham leaned forward and scanned the property through the windshield. The porch light was on. He didn’t see any movement.  One of the front doors was closed, but the other wasn’t even on the hinges. He could see it lying on the floor, butted up against the staircase.  To: The front doors weren’t even on the hinges. He could see them lying on the floor, butted up against the staircases. “It’s all right. Let’s go in.”

“Are you sure, sir? Perhaps we should call the police.”

“That won’t be necessary.”

Bitterman shook his head and pulled forward.

He parked next to the Lamborghini, stepped out of the limo, and opened Graham’s door. “Will you be needing my services again tonight?” he asked.

Graham shook his head. “No thanks, Bitterman. Go on home to your wife.”

“Sir, she left me last year.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize.”

Bitterman nodded.

Graham started toward the front door but stopped and turned back. “Bitterman?”

The man stopped his slide into the seat and rose to look at Graham over the vehicle. “Yes, sir?”

“Have you enjoyed working for me so far?”

“Excuse me, sir?”

“Your position is secure, Bitterman, but I want an honest answer. Have we been good employers?”

“You pay me on time, and you pay me well. That, sir, is all I ask from an employer.”

Graham considered that. “Very well. Thank you, Bitterman.”

“You’re welcome, sir.”

Graham looked at the doors lying by the staircase as he approached the house. He’d have to call someone to put them back in place. Could he do that now, or should he wait until the sun came up? He stepped through the entrance. He started to call to Jenkins but remembered Jenkins was dead. He realized that he took his servants for granted. He himself would have been taken for granted had he grown up in his homeland. It altered his perspective.

The bloodstains on the floor where Chantelle and Tess died were still there, and Graham stared at them. Evidently Rayna had left the lights on when she, Shade, and Brand took Kelly out of the house. She was normally better about turning off the lights when she left. As if her nod toward energy conservation made a difference when they lived in a home such as this. Back home they’d have lived in a small cottage if they were lucky—a cottage that by American standards would have been little more than a shack.

Graham started up the stairs when he saw movement above him. Kent, Mark, and Nathan Marshall blocked his path on the landing. He heard footsteps and turned to see Francis, Henry, and Robert take up positions at the foot of the stairs.

Thomas left the drawing room with Peter by his side. They stopped and gazed up at Graham as Matthew entered the foyer from the kitchen.

“The running is over,” Thomas said.

Graham shrugged. “I haven’t been running.”

“Your protectors aren’t here now.”

“I never asked for them.”

“Talented crew,” Thomas said. “In addition to four of my sons, they killed two destroyers.”

“Just so you know, they’re going to kill all of you.”

“I doubt that but it doesn’t matter. You won’t be around to see how the dust settles.”

Honor dictated that he surrender, go down and kneel before Thomas. He should lower his head and allow them to decapitate him. Then his sins would be forgiven and he would bring honor to his family name. But he had so much to do. He fought against his ingrained need to follow the family way. They hadn’t followed that path when they came to Colorado. They certainly hadn’t lived as their birthright suggested. Most of his life, he’d lived in America. The other world seemed like a dream to him. He refused to give in to a hazy memory of times gone by.

“Do my sons need to escort you down here to face me?” Thomas asked. Kent, Mark, and Nathan began descending the stairs toward him.

“That won’t be necessary,” Graham said. He moved down the steps; nodded to Francis, Henry, and Robert; and took up a position facing Thomas.

“I’m glad you came to your senses. Kneel.”

Graham shook his head. “I have a better idea.”

“Do the honorable thing, Graham. Don’t taint your family name any further.”

“Lucas is the one who wronged you, Thomas. To a lesser extent, my father too. However, Rayna and I were children. We had no say. You already killed my parents. There’s no reason to kill me or Rayna. I can tell you where to find Lucas.”

“We know where Lucas is living,” Thomas said. “You’ve lived in this decadent world so long, you’ve forgotten your place. Kneel.”

“What if I give you Jonathan Shade? He killed three of your sons.”

“We’ll deal with him when the opportunity arises. Now are you going to kneel, or are you going to dishonor your family?”

The Marshalls closed in on him but didn’t touch him. They blocked his escape but tried to allow him to hold his honor.

“You can’t fight history, Graham. Your fate was decided when Lucas murdered Vanessa and when Stephen stole and killed my inheritance.”

“How is it right that I should pay the price for what others have done? I had nothing to do with your wife’s death, and I certainly had nothing to do with the theft of your dragon. My father felt horrible about how things went down. Vanessa wasn’t supposed to be there. Lucas didn’t mean to kill her. He was just trying to keep her quiet.”

“You weren’t there,” Thomas said.

“But I’ve heard the story my entire life.”

“That changes nothing. My wife is dead, my dragon is dead, and now that I’ve found you, I can bring honor to my house by seeing to it that your family line ends with you. Kneel!”

Graham hesitated but as the Marshall brothers started to reach for him, he dropped to his knees.

“That’s better. Bow your head. This will be over quickly.”

“I don’t want to die,” Graham said.

“Yes, you do. That’s why you came back here. You knew we’d be waiting. You knew it would shame your father for you to keep hiding like a child behind a woman’s skirt.”

“I suspected you’d be here, but I didn’t come here to die.”

Thomas shook his head. “Have you no shred of honor?”

“What if I told you your dragon is alive and well?”

“The dragon couldn’t pass through the gate. It was disintegrated.”

“I lied. Clara is alive, Thomas. Wizards from this world used their magic to protect her as she passed through the gate to this world. Let me live, and I’ll take you to her.”

“Your parents would have told me if she’d lived. They were her caretakers.”

“I’m telling the truth. I say again, grant me my life, and I’ll return her to you.”

Thomas scratched his chin. His sons grew restless, but they knew their place and remained silent. “She’s truly alive?”

“As you said, she was our responsibility. My family has cared for her all these years. You were going to slay her. My father couldn’t live with that.”

“Is that what he told you?” Thomas shook his head. “You’ve grown up on lies, boy. Vanessa and I were going to move the dragon to a new castle nearer the kingdom. Stephen and Lucas were going to stay behind. They begged and pleaded with me to allow them to come along to care for the dragon, but there was a better family waiting for her to prepare her for mating. Your family discarded honor by stealing her. The only way you can regain honor for your family name is to bow your head and give your life.”

“I think I’d prefer life to honor,” Graham said. “Spare my life, and Clara is yours.”

“The dragon is mine. Bow your head or do my sons need to do it for you?”

Graham took a deep breath. He realized his entire life had led him to this moment. And now it was over. His future drained away in his mind until it extended mere moments into the future. He would never see Rayna again. He would never work with the other doctors to perfect Didracomine. He would never see another sunrise. He could face death begging, or he could be strong and accept it. Ultimately, to honor his father, he bowed his head.

“Peter? Would you do the honors?” Thomas said.

Peter was the same age as Graham. They had played together as children. Graham fought back tears and willed his heart to slow down. He forced his fear away and stared at the floor.

He watched Peter’s boots as Peter walked by and took up his position. Graham listened to the whisper of steel on leather as Peter drew his sword.

He took one last breath, let go of his regrets, and was dead before his head hit the floor.

JONATHAN SHADE

My phone woke me up. I sat up and pulled the phone from my pocket. The display just showed a 720 number, so it was a local number, probably a cell, but the caller wasn’t in my contact list. I hit answer.

“Shade Investigations,” I said around a yawn.

“Mr. Shade, this is Detective Kramer. Where are you right now?”

“I’m in Denver. Tech Center. Why?”

“Is Rayna Noble with you?”

I rubbed sleep from my eyes. “Yes, she is. Why are you calling?”

“I’m calling about Graham Noble.”

“He’s at a hotel. If you have a valid reason to talk to him, I can get him on the line for you.”

“Um, no, he’s at his house. I’m looking at him right now.”

“He was supposed to stay at the hotel. Put him on the line.”

“That’s not going to happen, Mr. Shade. Let me rephrase. I’m looking at his head. His body is three feet away.”

The grogginess vanished in a flash. I got out of bed and padded to the door opposite the room where Kelly was recovering. I stepped into the hall so I wouldn’t wake Rayna and Brand.

“Are you still there?” she asked.

I eased the door closed behind myself. “Uh, yeah, I’m here. When did this happen?”

“I don’t have an official time of death yet. Coroner estimates six or eight hours based on the state of the body and the consistency of the blood on the floor.”

I lowered my phone to check the time: 9:57. “You’re telling me he was decapitated like his parents?”

“That’s right. And I think you know who did it.”

“I do.”

“Care to share that information.”

“A man named Thomas Marshall, but he’s not from Colorado, and I don’t have an address for him. He and his sons are trying to kill my clients. Well, client now.”

“Clearly they hired the wrong people. Why didn’t you give me this information yesterday? You said, and I quote, ‘It’s been quiet.’ No mention of Thomas Marshall.”

“I apologize for that, Detective. At the time, I didn’t have Mr. Marshall’s name. That came to light last night.”

“I don’t believe you. Care to tell me why you allowed Dr. Noble to return to his home? It was still a crime scene. He wasn’t supposed to be here, but we can tell there have been quite a few people in the house since we taped it off. We found a massive puddle of blood upstairs too.”

“Anything else?”

“Such as?”

“Other bodies? If you found a massive puddle of blood, I would expect at least one more body.”

“We searched the rest of the house. There was a head in the sink in the master bath. There were bloodstains in the closet next to an open panic room in the master bedroom. The door to that panic room looked like someone rammed a Mack truck into it over and over again. Do you know anything about that?”

“I’m afraid not,” I said.

“And the lies just keep on coming. We found a bunch of nine-millimeter shells in the master bedroom too. If we can pull any prints from them, do you have any idea who they might belong to?”

The odds of getting prints were slim. The climate in Colorado is too dry, but she knew that, so I just said, “No clue.” Ballistics would give me away, but she’d need a court order to test my gun.

“I suppose I’m done asking you questions you won’t answer.”

“You know I didn’t kill Graham or you’d have someone here to arrest me.”

“For all you know, we’re tracing this call and we’ll show up to arrest you momentarily.”

“Should I wait under the cell tower?”

“I’ve decided that I don’t like you, Mr. Shade. But you’re right. I don’t think you killed Dr. Noble.”

“Good. Do you need me to head back to Boulder to give you a statement?”

“That can wait. I’ll be here at the house most of the day. What I’d like you to do is come clean and tell me everything you can about this Thomas Marshall gentleman.”

I considered it for a moment. If the Marshalls returned with more destroyers, Detective Kramer and the other law enforcement agents would not be prepared for them. It was better to fill her in on some of it because I didn’t want anyone else to die.

“Late fifties,” I said, “Caucasian, silver hair worn long. Has, at last count, eight sons with him, ages ranging from around eighteen to thirty-five. All with long hair. Black, brown. When I last saw them, they were wearing period costumes as if they’d come from the Renaissance Festival down in Larkspur.”

“That only runs in the summer.”

“I said like that, not that they were actually from there. I don’t know where they’re from. I do know that they want to kill Rayna and that Lucas Noble is also on their list.”

“I met him. He didn’t mention anything about Thomas Marshall either.”

“That doesn’t surprise me. He’s a strange one, very private.”

“Well, that’s true. He barely spoke to us. If you’d told me all this yesterday, Graham Noble might very well be alive right now. We could have provided police protection.”

“No offense, Detective Kramer, but if you’d provided police protection to Graham, you’d be bagging and tagging the bodies of those officers along with Graham right now. I’ll warn you that the Marshalls are medieval weapons experts. They’re archers and swordsmen in particular. Don’t underestimate them. They’re killers.”

“And you’ve finally told me something useful.”

“Be careful, Detective. I’ll be back in Boulder as soon as I can, and I’ll see if I can stop them.”

“If you find them, you call the police. Let us handle it. Do not take the law into your own hands.”

“Don’t worry. My first priority is to keep Rayna safe. I’ll call you if I think of anything else. Cool?”

“We’ll have more questions, but we can go over that later. I trust you’ll inform Ms. Noble about her brother?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’ll handle it.” I hung up before she could say anything more. I leaned against the wall and thought about Rayna, who was still sleeping. I didn’t want to wake her to give her more bad news. She needed the rest.

I walked down the hall to the other entrance to Kelly’s room. Ophelia saw me come in. She shook her head. I glanced at Kelly, who remained in her coma. Esther moved over to me.

“No change,” Esther said.

I nodded.

“Something else bothering you?” she asked.

Again, I nodded. “Graham is dead.”

“How? I thought he was at the hotel.”

“Evidently he took it upon himself to go home, and the Marshall Clan killed him. Has Mike been back?”

“No.”

“Stay with Kelly. I’ll be back in a few.”

“Where are you going?”

“I’m not leaving. I just need to talk to Mike.”

“Okay.”

I stepped back into the hall and went down to Mike’s office. He wasn’t there. It was just after ten in the morning, so he probably wouldn’t be back for a few more hours. I called him, left a message for him to call me back, and waited for my phone to ring.

He called me two minutes later. “Any change with Ms. Chan?”

“No,” I said. “Did your team get out to the Nobles’ house to retrieve the bodies of the destroyers?”

“Not yet. I was going to send them first thing this morning.”

“The bodies are gone. And Graham is dead.”

“So the Marshalls took the bodies?”

“Evidently.”

“Damn, I wanted to see them.”

“Yeah, I wish you’d have sent a team last night.”

“You’re implying that Graham would still be alive.”

“Oh, I’m flat out saying it.”

“Allow me to be blunt, Mr. Shade. Graham was your responsibility, not mine. Clear?”

I hung up.

How had everything spun so far out of control? I backed into the wall then let myself slide down to a seated position. I sat there for a long time.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

JONATHAN SHADE

Brand sat at Kelly’s bedside, holding her hand. Esther stood behind the bed, and I sat in a chair opposite Brand. Kelly hadn’t moved a muscle. Ophelia and the other healers weren’t in the room, and Rayna was still sleeping next door.

“How you holding up, Brand?” I asked.

“Better than Graham.” I had filled him in.

“I’m going to head back to Boulder once Rayna is up and informed.”

“I’ll be ready,” Brand said.

“You need to stay here with Kelly.”

“Esther can stay here. You can’t face those guys alone.”

“You aren’t a Sekutar anymore.”

“You aren’t a Sekutar either,” he said. “Don’t forget, I am an expert with more weapons than you can name.”

“You aren’t used to pain. You might freeze the first time you get hit. It’s a natural reaction.”

“I’m not going to argue with you, Shade. I’m going with you. End of discussion.”

“End of what discussion?” Rayna asked as she entered the room.

Shit. I wasn’t ready to talk to her about Graham. Oh well, no time like the present. “Rayna, we need to talk.”

My tone of voice set her back. “What’s happened? Is Kelly . . . ?”

“We don’t know about Kelly yet. No change there. It’s about your brother. Let’s go in the other room.”

I led her back to the room with the beds and had her sit down. I tried to be gentle as I spoke, ready to break the news as easily as I could. I knew the tears would flow, and I knew she’d need time to process it.

Instead, she simply looked at me as I told her. She didn’t break down and cry. Her face remained impassive as if she’d expected it.

“He thought he could break with tradition,” Rayna said at last. “He was wrong. It was too ingrained.”

“You’re taking this well.”

“Death is simply the end of life, Jonathan. Once my parents were killed, I knew we were next. I’ve been preparing myself for this from the moment I learned about my father. This means I’m next.”

“No. I won’t let that happen.”

“You did what you could. I’ve had a few extra days of life thanks to you. But now I’m going to ask you to step away. My life was forfeit the moment we stepped through the gate. There’s no reason for you or anyone else to die.”

“I’m going to take the battle to the Marshalls.”

She shook her head. “You’re still on that kick? That’s suicide. You can’t do it alone, and Brand hasn’t recovered from giving away everything he was to try and save Kelly. He’s a regular man now. Less than that at the moment because he gave more of his life energy than was safe.”

“He thinks he’s fine.”

“Look into his eyes. When he turned to look at me a few minutes ago, his eyes were dead. He just wants to go out fighting. Die as a warrior. What he needs to do is stay here so he can be with Kelly when she wakes up.”

“If she wakes up.”

“He’s probably afraid she won’t wake up. He’s also probably afraid that she won’t want to be with him now that he’s not a Sekutar. I read people very well, Jonathan. I know you’d do whatever you can to kill the Marshalls and to protect me, but I don’t want you to do that. I don’t want you to die too. You are a complex but simple man. Almost a contradiction. I can see a good man inside you, but you’ve suffered so much, you’ve built armor around you that no one can pierce.”

“Wow, I wanted to talk to you to let you know about your brother, and now instead of grieving, you’re thinking of others, and you’re psychoanalyzing me.”

She forced a smile. “It beats crying.”

“I don’t know about that.”

“Can we please not talk about death right now? I don’t want you going down that path.”

“That’s what lies on the road ahead, but it’s for the Marshall Clan, not me.”

“You can choose a different road.”

“So now you want to die?”

“No. I want to live.”

“Then let me do this.”

She gave me a half smile. “Listen to me. Last night, I was afraid to die, but there’s a huge difference between having destroyers wanting to rip you apart and kneeling down to allow someone to cut off your head. It’s partly a choice.”

“It’s a bad choice.”

“It’s not a choice for today, though. Today I’d like to celebrate life. Would you help me with that?”

I wasn’t sure if she was saying she wanted to make love with me or if she had something else in mind like a great meal at her favorite restaurant or a walk through nature. Regardless, I couldn’t understand how she could go there in the first place. My best friend in the world was lying in a coma in the next room. I didn’t know if she’d recover. Her lover was in a bad place psychologically too, and he’d proven himself loyal to her and to me. He was a friend. I knew Esther was scared, and I didn’t know what to say to her.

“I’m asking for your help,” Rayna said. “I can help you too.”

“Rayna, I don’t know what to say. I think—”

Esther popped into view beside me, startling me. “Kelly’s waking up!” she said and popped away.

“What do you think?” Rayna asked.

“Sorry, Esther just told me Kelly’s coming around.”

We rushed into Kelly’s room.

Brand still held her hand, but now he was on his feet. I rushed to the other side of the bed and took Kelly’s other hand in mine. She squeezed weakly. Her head moved slowly from side to side, but her eyes remained closed.

“I’ll get Ophelia,” Rayna said.

“Kelly, we’re all here for you,” I said.

I saw tears in Brand’s eyes. “I love you,” he said. “I know I’m an asshole, and you don’t like me to say it out loud, but I want to make sure you know that I love you more than life.”

Kelly opened her eyes. She looked weaker than a newborn kitten. She looked at Brand and tried to speak. We all leaned down to hear, and her voice came out as a broken whisper. “Don’t get sappy,” she said.

Brand laughed and kissed her forehead. “I’ll get so sappy, you’ll be able to play Lionel Richie songs to get the saccharine taste out of your mouth.”

Kelly looked over at me, blinked, and tried to smile.

“I’m here,” I said.

She managed a nod. “Always.”

Ophelia entered the room. “Okay, guys, give me some room.”

We stepped back and she took over, placing her hands on Kelly’s stomach. She closed her eyes and gently moved her hands over Kelly’s body.

Kelly tried to say something, but I couldn’t make it out. “What did she say?” Brand asked.

Esther grinned. “She said a little to the left.”

“That means she felt the pressure.” Brand smiled and wiped tears from his eyes. “She’s going to be fine.”

oOo

We visited with Kelly for as long as Ophelia would allow, which turned out to be five or six minutes. Now that Kelly was out of the woods, Ophelia wanted to continue the healing. Ophelia was still hedging her bets on whether she would make a full recovery, but she was optimistic that Kelly would at least be able to improve to some degree.

Out in the hall, I looked at Brand and Rayna. The relief seemed to take a major load off, but they still looked as if they could each use a week of solid sleep. I checked my phone for the time. It was nearly eleven.

“I don’t know about you two,” I said, “but I’m famished. Can you face fast food? If so, I’ll run get some.”

“I think I could eat now,” Brand said. “There’s an Arby’s over on Yosemite.”

“Works for me,” I said.

Rayna nodded. “A beef and cheddar does sound good right now.”

“This from a personal trainer?” Brand asked.

“I eat well six days a week,” she said. “The seventh, I eat whatever I want.”

“I eat what I want whenever I want,” Brand said, “but that might have to change now that I’ll be in a position to gain weight. Being a regular person is gonna suck a thousand assholes for that very reason.”

“Food will be here in no time,” I said.

“Hurry back,” Brand said. “Now that you mentioned food, I’m starving.”

I took the elevator to the lobby and approached the guard station. As usual, Phil was on duty.

“Hey, Phil, I need a favor.”

“They warned me you were in the building. I don’t do favors.”

“This one will take fifteen minutes, and it pays more than fifty bucks.”

“I have been known to occasionally accept a side job,” he said. “What do you need?”

“I need someone to run over to Arby’s and get some food for Brand and Rayna on the thirteenth floor.”

“Why can’t you do it?”

“Because I have something to do.”

Phil leaned back in his chair. “I’d have to get Joe to cover for me, and he and I are both bound to be hungry. It would be cheaper for you to delay whatever you have planned and bring back the sandwiches yourself.”

“Don’t be a dick,” I said.

“You want to get away without having to tell your friends you’re leaving. In my book, that makes you the dick.”

I pulled out my wallet and tossed a hundred-dollar bill on the counter. “That ought to cover it.”

“What do they want?” Phil asked as he tucked the bill into his pocket.

oOo

I made a pit stop on the way back to Boulder. A friend of mine named Max is a bit of a survivalist. Okay, to be honest, he makes those doomsday preppers you see on TV seem sane.

He lived outside Superior, and he had a bunker filled with so many weapons, he could supply a large army. I phoned him in advance, and he met me at the gravel drive that led to his house.

“What’s up, Jonathan? Ain’t seen you in years!”

“Yeah, sorry about that,” I said, climbing out of the Mercedes.

“You must be banking these days.”

“The car? It’s not mine. I’ve still got the Firebird.”

“Well, we can catch up another time. I know this is a business call. You still carrying that stupid Beretta?”

“Yeah, I like it.”

“Dude, you need to update. Let me hook you up with a nice Glock 30S. Damn thing is perfect for concealed carry, and they slimmed down the slide. It’s nice: compact and accurate. Ten rounds in the mag plus one in the chamber.”

“I’m actually here because I need a good submachine gun.”

“I can hook you up with an HK MP5 today, m’man.”

“That’s the one the Navy SEALs use, right?”

“Fuckin’ A right, buddy. It’s the definitive submachine gun for special operations and counterterrorism units around the world. Delayed blowback, reliable, easy to maintain, safe. Well, provided you’re the one doing the shooting, of course. Fires from the closed-bolt position, so it’s big-time accurate.”

“Hook me up, bro.”

“Right this way,” he said and led me to his bunker. He unlocked it and we descended into the most extensive armory I’ve ever seen.

On the walls, shelves, tables, and counters were more guns than I could count in a month, plenty of ammo stacked in crates, RPGs, you name it. I even saw a cannon tucked into the back behind three crates labeled Pancor Jackhammer. The bunker extended farther back too, but there was a gated entry with a sign that read, No Admittance—This Means You!

Max moved a few things around then turned and smiled at me. “Here we go,” he said and held up a submachine gun. He handed it to me then gathered up a bunch of magazines.

“Thanks,” I said.

“No sweat. I have more.”

Looking around, I suspected he had at least three of everything.

“Go on, take it outside.” He shoved me toward the stairs.

I carried the gun up and waited for him to follow with the magazines, but he didn’t come up right away. I waited a few minutes then started back down the stairs.

“Max? You okay?”

“Of course. I’ll be right there.”

He came back carrying a large box. The magazines for the MP5 were on top of it.

“At the risk of sounding like Brad Pitt, what’s in the box?” I asked.

“A bunch of Glocks.”

“I’m fine with my Beretta. Really.”

“What makes you think these are for you? I just don’t want to make another trip later this afternoon.”

“Okay.”

He grinned at me. “Some guys are coming out later to pick up some Glock 17s. They’re hooked on that TV show Justified, and the main character uses the 17, so I’ve been selling the living shit out of them the last few years.”

He set the box on his porch, opened it, and pulled out a gun. He held it out to me.

“You want me to be Raylan Givens now?”

“Huh? No, man. This is the 30S I was telling you about. Try it. You’ll love it.”

After some back-and-forth, he talked me into buying it. I suspect I overpaid, but then again, I didn’t have to deal with a waiting period. He’d have all the papers ready for me in a few days to make it all legit, but I knew I might not be alive in a few days, so I wasn’t worried about it.

“You want a sound suppressor for the MP5?” he asked as he walked me back to the Mercedes.

“No thanks. The loud noise might be beneficial.” I figured it would scare the Marshalls, and I needed every advantage I could get.

“All right then, partner. Put ’er there,” he said and held out his hand. I shook it and he pulled me in closer to bump chests in a manly hug. “Lunch next week sometime?”

“Sure,” I said. “Give me a call.”

oOo

Thirty minutes later, I found the castle Kelly mentioned. After parking off the road and out of sight, I did a quick surveillance. I easily spotted the various traps she told me about. As when she was here, there didn’t seem to be anyone home. I approached the building, the MP5 ready to go. I didn’t feel like a Navy SEAL, but there is definitely something to be said for carrying so much firepower.

I entered the building through a window and cleared the place room by room. Nobody home upstairs or on the main level. That left the basement, where Kelly had first discovered the cages with the destroyers or bolons or whatever they wanted to call them.

Descending the stairs, I kept the submachine gun ready. If any of those destroyers were out, I knew to aim for the eyes. There were two empty and open containers, no doubt the cages Kelly saw. In the back of the basement, I found two more of them. They were empty too.

It made sense to assume they had the animals with them. I was pretty sure I could take out both of them with the MP5. I turned to head back to the staircase. For a moment, I thought I saw Esther, but it had to be my imagination because she was still back in Denver with Kelly, and if she were here, she’d let me know. I wondered if someone died here during the construction of the building. Ghosts weren’t common but I could see them when they were present.

As I moved up the stairs, I heard the front door open, and all thoughts of ghosts vanished.

“Shit,” I whispered and backed down the stairs as quietly as I could. There were some shadows in the corner. I didn’t think they’d conceal me, but they might take longer to spot me should they come down here. I got down on one knee, aiming the MP5 up the stairs.

Listening to the footsteps above me, I knew there were at least three people inside now. I didn’t hear any telltale signs of claws clicking on the floor, so it was unlikely they had any of the animals with them.

It made sense to wait to see if anyone else was coming in, so I remained quiet and ready. After ten minutes, there were no more footsteps and no sound of a door opening or closing.

My heart thundered in my chest, so I concentrated and drew in several deep breaths to get things under control. I wanted the adrenaline, but I didn’t want any panic. Could I take out three guys? It depended on position, of course. It also depended on the element of surprise.

I crept up the stairs, keeping to the sides and edges to minimize creaking. When I reached the door, I put my ear to the wood and strained to hear any movement or voices.

Too bad Esther wasn’t with me. She could tell me who was there, where they were, whether they were armed, and if they were approaching. I should have brought her along, but I knew she wanted to be there for Kelly, and if I’d taken her, Brand would have known I wasn’t just going for food.

Well, no time like the present. I twisted the doorknob and heard the soft click. Gently I inched it open and peeked through the crack. Nobody in sight. I pushed the door open a bit more and stuck my head out to peer around it.

The coast was clear.

I stepped into the kitchen, quietly closed the door behind myself, and using caution and stealth, moved to the doorway to sneak a peek.

Two of the Marshalls sat Indian-style on the floor. Their eyes were closed. Were they meditating? That left at least one guy unaccounted for.

The two men in sight had swords lying on the floor beside them in easy reach. Through the front window, I couldn’t see anyone outside. That didn’t mean they weren’t there, of course. They didn’t have cars. I didn’t see a wagon or horses or anything either.

Finally, I heard a noise upstairs, a soft thump. There was no telling what caused it, but I figured it had to be the third man.

Thoughts raced through my head. Should I try to capture these guys? Should I simply kill them? They certainly showed no mercy to Graham or his parents. They sent the destroyers after Rayna and nearly killed Kelly. Last month I’d have simply killed them. Today I wondered what Rayna would think of me if I did.

Indecision can get you killed.

I didn’t want to die.

I also didn’t want to just shoot them in the back. Stupid? Maybe. Survival mattered but being able to sleep at night mattered too. I had no qualms about killing someone who was trying to kill me, but I preferred to do it face-to-face.

Decision made, I stepped into sight.

“Hey, you dickless wonders, am I interrupting a spiritual experience?”

Neither man moved a muscle.

“You guys alive?”

Still nothing.

With the submachine gun set to semiautomatic, I cautiously approached the men, tossing a glance toward the stairs in case thug number three came down.

This could easily be a trap, but I didn’t feel I had much choice. I shoved the muzzle into the back of the first guy and pushed him forward. He bent a bit at the waist then tipped to the side and lay still. Now I got a better look at the other guy. His throat had been cut, and the front of his tunic was stained with blood.

Both of them were dead.

I spun to face the stairs. “Come on down,” I called. “It’s your turn to play on The Price Is Right.”

“I trust you’re armed,” a familiar voice called.

“Damn straight.”

“Is that Jonathan Shade?”

“Who’s up there?”

“Just me,” the voice said. “Lucas. I’m coming down. I’m armed, but only with a dagger.”

“Put it away before you come down.”

“I’ll do no such thing. The rest of the Marshall Clan could be back any moment. But I promise not to kill you.”

He had a dagger; I had a submachine gun. As he’d have to come down the stairs, turn the corner, and run at me, I figured I still had the upper hand. That said, it’s best to never underestimate someone with a knife even if you have a gun.

“Come down slowly.”

“That I can do.” I saw the feet first, sheathed in expensive shoes, then the legs clad in slacks. Lucas bent down to peer over the banister at me.

“Lucas,” I said but didn’t lower my weapon.

“In the flesh.”

“Why are you here?”

“Stupid question, Jonathan.” He descended the remainder of the stairs but kept the bloody dagger in his right hand.

“That’s far enough.”

“We’re on the same side. We’re here for the same reason. To kill all of the surviving Marshalls. I’d have done it sooner, but that Detective Kramer took too much of my time yesterday.”

“So you want revenge for Chantelle and Tess.”

“That’s secondary. I want to protect myself and my sons.”

“I forgot, women don’t mean much in your culture.”

“They mean a lot to me, but they aren’t my first priority. Are you here alone?”

I nodded.

“Why didn’t you bring your Sekutar friends? Surely they’d have been happy to dispatch some of the Marshalls.”

“They’re looking after Rayna.”

“I heard about Graham. Shame, that.” He moved to the window and peeked out. “The others should be back any time.”

“Just so you know, they may have destroyers with them.”

“Four bolons were brought through the Dragon Gate. I’m not particularly concerned about them, though.”

“You should be.”

He laughed. “I have something out there that eats bolons for breakfast. You’ll want to stay with me for the rest of this, Jonathan. She might see you as food too.”

“What’s out there?”

Lucas smiled. “My dragon, of course.”

“You have Smaug here?”

“Her name is Clara, actually, and unlike your Smaug, she’s real. She’ll eat any bolons they have with them. If we’re lucky, she might eat a few of the men too.”

“One can hope,” I said. I couldn’t bring myself to trust him. He didn’t seem concerned that I still held the MP5 aimed at him.

“You knocked Robert over,” Lucas said nodding toward the fallen Marshall. “I took the time to set him and Francis up special for Thomas. Think you can prop him back up?”

It occurred to me that I’d heard at least three distinct sets of footsteps when Lucas entered, but if these guys were dead, that meant—

A blade touched my neck. “Don’t twitch,” a man whispered.

Another man stepped into sight and took the MP5 from me.

“Jonathan Shade,” Lucas said, “I’d like you to meet my sons, Lucas Junior and Wesley.”

“Should I kill him, Dad?” Wesley asked. Wesley was the guy with the knife at my throat.

“That won’t be necessary. He’s here to kill the Marshalls too.”

“But you don’t want me to give him back this gun, right?” Junior asked.

“Of course not. You’ll want to search him too. I’m willing to bet he has at least one handgun on his person.”

As it happened, I had two: my Beretta and the Glock. Junior took them both. Lucas’s sons looked to be eighteen or nineteen years old. That meant they were probably born here in Colorado and not in the other dimension. I wondered if Thomas would care where they were from. Probably not. If he hated Lucas, he’d want to kill everyone in the family regardless of birthplace.

“You can have a seat on the floor, Jonathan. I’m happy to give you a front-row seat to the coming carnage. No offense but since you couldn’t protect Graham, I’d rather you sat this one out.”

Wesley led me to the wall and let me sit down.

“Want me to tie him up?” Wesley asked.

Lucas laughed. “I think he’ll behave.”

“You sure?”

“If it makes you feel better, zip-tie him.”

“That would make me feel a lot better,” Wesley said.

Lucas nodded and addressed me. “Jonathan, I don’t really have anything against you, so if you behave, we won’t hurt you. Once this is over, just wait thirty minutes before you leave. That was one of Rayna’s cars you parked off the road, right?”

“Yes, it is.”

“I’ll leave your weapons in the backseat. Fair enough?”

“It’s your call.”

“Indeed it is. And now it’s time for you to be quiet until this is over. Got it?”

I gave him a thumbs-up. Then Wesley pulled my hands behind my back. I clenched my fists as he secured my wrists with a zip-tie. When he was done, I unclenched. The slight give wasn’t going to help me get free, but it did mean he hadn’t cut off my circulation as much.

“He’s not getting loose,” Wesley said.

“Excellent.” Lucas nodded to his sons. “Okay, boys, let’s get ready to kill some assholes.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

RAYNA NOBLE

Brand was not a happy camper when the food arrived. Rayna frowned at his colorful language, but the Hispanic man who handed the bag of sandwiches simply shrugged.

“I got the order right,” Phil said.

“I don’t give a flying fuck about the order, you two-bit little shit stain!”

“Got it,” Phil said. “If you ever do give a flying fuck, let me know so I can film it and upload it to my YouTube channel.”

“You dare to talk back to me?” Brand said, his face red.

“Word on the street is you’re not a Sekutar anymore, so yes, I do dare to talk back to you. Enjoy your meal.”

Phil returned to the elevator, and right before the doors shut, he gave Brand a wave.

“That little bastard!”

“He brought you food, so that’s something,” Rayna said.

“Not Phil. Shade. He went up to Boulder to deal with the Marshalls without us.”

“Evidently.”

“He could get himself killed.”

Rayna grabbed the bag from Brand and dug out her beef and cheddar.

Brand stared at her, incredulous. “Really? You don’t even care?”

Rayna tossed the bag to him. “Of course I care, but I can’t do anything about it. I can do something about my hunger. Jonathan made his decision. He’s protecting us. All of us.”

“Did you put him up to this?” Brand asked.

“No. I told him to back down and take care of Kelly. I could go back to Boulder and end this by letting them kill me. I was prepared to do that. In fact, I’m still prepared to do that if it would save Jonathan. He seems to think he can handle the Marshalls all by himself.”

“So you manipulated him?”

Rayna couldn’t believe Brand said that to her. “Of course not! I don’t want him to die!”

“But you let him go.”

“I had no idea he was going to go up there alone like that. I thought he was on a food run, same as you. But I do understand why he went. With Kelly out of commission and with you so weak that even I could take you down, he felt he was on his own. And with me willing to die so everyone else would be fine, he decided to take my choice off the table. You’re right. I don’t want to die. I hope Jonathan succeeds. If not, I hope he can escape with his life.”

“I need to go after him.”

“Okay, genius, where did he go?”

“Boulder.”

“Yeah. Where in Boulder?”

Brand opened his mouth then closed it. After a moment, he grinned. “Kelly will know.”

“She’s sleeping.”

“I’ll wake her up.”

“You think Ophelia will allow that?”

“Fine.” Brand clenched a fist and looked ready to punch a wall, but then he stopped and gave Rayna a knowing smile. “Oh, Esther!” he called.

Rayna couldn’t see Esther, but knew the ghost must have appeared because Brand stared at an empty space in the hall and carried on a conversation. It was unnerving.

“Can you check on Jonathan?”

Brand stared at the empty space.

“Yes, right now.”

More staring.

“Because I want to know where he is. Oh, and Esther, don’t let him see you.”

Still more staring.

“Well, pop in behind him if you can.”

Brand turned to Rayna. “She’s going to check it out.”

“So eat your sandwich and wait.”

Brand spun toward the empty spot. “Back already? Where is he? . . . That doesn’t help me. You’re sure he didn’t see you? . . . Okay, keep tabs on him. Let me know where he goes. As soon as he stops, I want you to come back here and tell me.”

“You’ll be at least an hour behind him,” Rayna said.

“I’ll catch up. I’m heading toward Boulder.”

“Then I’m going with you.”

“No way.”

“Yes way.”

“Jonathan will kill me if I take you into danger, and unfortunately, now he could actually do it.”

“I’ll pay you one hundred thousand dollars if you take me along.”

“Not a chance.”

“Five hundred thousand.”

“Well, that’s getting closer. I’ll think about it.”

“An even million.”

“You can spare a million dollars?”

“I’ll even offer to pay the wizards here at DGI to give you back your powers.”

Brand sighed. “I wish it were that easy. Unfortunately, as a second generation warrior, once the battery runs down, it can’t be recharged.”

“Are you sure?”

“That’s what they told me.”

“And you believed them? This is DGI we’re talking about.”

“Mike would know. He won’t talk to me, though.”

“My sandwich is getting cold. Let me eat; then I’ll ask him.”

“I was thinking I’d eat my sandwich on the way.”

Rayna sighed. “You drive a hard bargain.” She moved down the hall to Mike’s office and knocked.

“Come in,” Mike said.

She entered. Brand followed her. The office was Spartan with only a desk and Mike’s chair. Mike had a laptop opened on top of the desk, but that was it. No pictures, no plants, no personalized touches.

“Quick question, Mike,” Rayna said. “How much would it cost to restore Brand’s position as a Sekutar?”

“I’m very sorry, Ms. Noble, but that would be impossible.”

“Twenty million dollars,” Rayna said.

“You could offer twenty billion dollars, and the answer would be the same. His body won’t hold the magic again. After the trouble with the first generation, we intentionally set limits on the second batch. He gave the rest of his time to Kelly.” Mike looked at Brand. “Which was an admirable thing to do.”

“So you seriously can’t help?” Rayna asked.

Mike spread his hands.

“Fine. Are there any wizards we can hire to help us deal with the Marshall Clan?”

“We don’t hire out wizards to kill people.”

“You could simply incapacitate them or incarcerate them.”

Mike smiled. “I can’t even invite them. Your father’s orders were clear. I was to hire someone to protect you, but we couldn’t use anyone from DGI.”

“My father is dead,” Rayna said. “So is my brother. And I say it’s okay to use DGI wizards.”

“Your father is the one who paid us.”

“I’ll pay you.”

“I wish I could help, but it was a magically binding agreement. You’re welcome to stay here until Mr. Shade can guarantee your safety, but we can’t lift a finger against the Marshall Clan. We signed a contract. Sorry.”

“You’re an asshole,” Rayna said.

“That has nothing to do with this,” Mike said.

As they left Mike’s office, Brand said, “Told you.”

On the elevator ride down, Brand started. “Esther! . . . He’s at Max’s? Who’s Max? . . . Oh. Okay. Well, at least he’s gearing up for a battle. Go back and keep me posted.”

“What did she say?” Rayna asked. “Who’s Max?”

“Some illegal arms dealer. Evidently Jonathan saved him a bundle of money a few years back by proving the guy’s wife was cheating on him, which invalidated a prenup.”

“Charming.”

“Pays the bills.”

They cruised toward Boulder in Brand’s truck. “We’re gonna have to stop for gas before we get there,” Brand said.

“Can we stop at that Max’s place and buy some guns?”

“Right. Like the guy’s gonna sell to a couple of strangers. I don’t think so.”

“What kind of weapons do you have here?”

“Swords, daggers, katars, sais, a mace, and a baseball bat.”

“No guns?”

“Never needed guns before.”

“All I have in my purse is pepper spray.”

“Well, it’s something. Whoa! You scared the shit out of me, Esther! . . . I’m not sure where that is.” Brand glanced at Rayna. “You know where that incomplete castle is located?”

“Yes, I do. Same place I sent Kelly.”

“Then we’re in business.”

“Is Esther still here?”

“Nope. She went back to Jonathan.”

“All that bouncing back and forth, it’s a wonder he didn’t see her.”

“She can be sneaky.”

JONATHAN SHADE

I sat quietly with my hands zip-tied behind me and watched the Nobles prepare for battle. Lucas had Junior in the front room in my sight. He sent Wesley to the back door just in case they came in that way. Lucas took his position upstairs. He kept my MP5, Junior got my Glock, and Wesley got my Beretta. They each also had swords plus a bow and a quiver of arrows per person.

The odds of my surviving the coming battle seemed to be about fifty-fifty. Lucas didn’t have a reason to kill me, but just by being here, I was in danger. Fortunately the Marshall Clan didn’t have guns, but if they overran the place, I didn’t stand a chance with my hands bound. I tried to think of a way to improve my odds.

“Jonathan, can you hear me?”

It was Esther. Maybe I had seen her.

I turned my head to the side, and she stuck her head through the wall next to me. I gave her a grin. It was good to see her, though it would have been better had she made her presence known sooner.

“You got yourself into another mess,” she said.

I wanted to thank her for the breaking news update, but I couldn’t even whisper without one of Lucas’s sons hearing me, so I just gave her a dirty look.

“I wasn’t gone that long. I’ve been keeping tabs on you since you went to Max’s. I know you can’t answer and even nodding might be too much. These men seem a bit agitated.” She stepped through the wall and stood in front of me. “We’ll go with blinking. One blink for yes, two for no. Got it?”

I blinked once.

“Good. I thought you were going to stay in the basement, so I popped out to tell Brand and Rayna where you were.”

I stared at her.

“Sorry about that. If I’d known you’d get caught, I’d have stayed here to warn you.”

I stared at her some more.

“Lucas is upstairs?”

One blink.

“So these must be friends of his?”

Two blinks.

“Relatives?”

One blink.

“Sons.”

One blink.

“They got your guns.”

I didn’t bother to blink; I just glared at her.

“I’ll make sure Brand knows where to come and that the Nobles are here.”

I blinked twice.

“You don’t want him to know that?”

I tilted my head to the side.

“Oh, you don’t want him to come here at all.”

One blink.

“Yes, so you want him to come?”

Two blinks.

“He’s going to show up whether or not you want him to. Rayna is with him.”

I shook my head and looked away.

“I know,” she said. “But she wants to help.”

Junior kept staring out the window. Sweat stained his underarms and back. It wasn’t hot.

“Tell them to turn back,” I whispered.

“Shh!” Esther said.

Junior turned to look at me, Glock in hand. He had his finger on the trigger, which was dangerous. “You say something?”

“Yeah, can you give my gun back?”

“Funny.”

“Can you at least loosen the zip-tie? It’s cutting off my circulation.”

“Too bad. Now shut up.”

“Have you ever fired a Glock?”

“I said shut up.”

“Did you click off the safety?” I asked. Glocks don’t have a manual safety, but I was willing to bet this clown didn’t know that. “It would really suck to pull the trigger and have nothing happen.”

He examined the gun. “I don’t see a safety.”

“Wow. If you can’t even find it, how are you going to turn it off?”

“Damn it,” he said turning the gun every which way.

“If you loosen the zip-tie, I’ll show you how it works. Otherwise, you’re going to get yourself killed.”

Wesley walked into the room. “Why are you two talking?”

“Your brother doesn’t know how to use a Glock,” I said.

“You point and shoot. Nothing to it.”

“Where’s the safety on this thing?” Junior asked.

I tensed. What if Wesley knew his guns?

Wesley held up the Beretta. “Safety is right here on this one,” he said, pointing to it. “I can just thumb it off, and I’m good to go. Yours should be in the same place.”

“I don’t see one on mine.”

Wesley sighed. “Let me see it.”

“What are you doing?” Esther asked.

“Is it clear out back?” I whispered.

Esther stepped through the wall and returned. “Near as I can tell.”

I nodded, glanced at the Noble boys searching in vain for the safety switch, then rose to my feet, ran, and dived out the window. There was no glass since they hadn’t completed the building. I hit the ground hard, but rolled with it as well as I could. My elbow twisted a bit and my shoulder throbbed, but I was outside. Esther followed me.

“What the hell?”

“I can’t trust that they won’t kill me if they win the battle, so it’s best not to be here.” I crouched in some bushes. I took a quick look back at the building, but the Nobles weren’t following me. I knew they had to have seen me make my getaway, so why weren’t they trying to catch me?

“Why would they kill you?” Esther asked.

“I don’t know. Why would they bind me and take my weapons instead of ask me to help in the fight? Where are Brand and Rayna?”

“I’ll check.” She popped away.

My elbow still hurt, but it wasn’t too bad. I pushed myself to my feet and ran for the tree line. No shots rang out, so either the Nobles didn’t care about my exit or they knew better than to fire in case the Marshalls were close.

I maneuvered through the trees, keeping out of sight of the house, and headed toward the Mercedes at the bottom of the hill. If I ran into the Marshalls, all bets were off.

Esther returned. “They’re turning on the road that comes up here. The castle house thing is in sight.”

“Castle house thing? Really?”

She shrugged. “Fine. Building.”

“Whatever. Tell them to meet me at the bottom of the hill here. I have the Mercedes there, but I can’t drive with my hands tied behind me.”

“It’s all berries,” she said and disappeared.

I eased through the trees. Branches scraped my arms but didn’t break the skin. As I neared the bottom of the hill, I heard something breathing behind me. It sounded huge. I spun around.

A real live dragon broke through the trees.

“Holy shit,” I said.

The dragon stood twenty feet tall. The scales were gold, green, and brown. Its eyes were golden, and when it opened its mouth, it screeched like a pterodactyl in the Jurassic Park movies. The teeth were gigantic. If it had wings, they were folded back against its body. I couldn’t see all of it through the trees.

I hoped it didn’t want to breathe fire on me. I broke into a sprint and darted around trees, hoping to put some distance and some barriers between myself and the massive reptile.

It screeched again and huffed. I dropped and rolled, and a gout of flame shot over me, lighting a tree on fire.

The heat was intense.

“Screw that,” I said. I scrambled to the side and ran in a serpentine pattern around the trees.

The dragon pursued. I heard trees crashing to the ground as it barreled after me.

I careened down an embankment, and the Mercedes sat parked before me. But there was no sign of Brand and Rayna. I ran toward the car.

The dragon broke through more trees, and I heard it draw another deep breath.

I leaped and slid over the car. As I dropped to the ground, flames engulfed the Mercedes. As the vehicle had three-quarters of a tank of gas, it didn’t seem wise to remain where I was. I ran onto the road as, behind me, the vehicle exploded.

The shock wave threw me to the pavement. I rolled over, dazed. I tried to sit up, and the dragon broke out of the trees, scampering onto the road ten yards from me. It drew in another deep breath.

I heard screeching tires behind me. I tried to roll off the road; then I heard Rayna’s voice. “Clara, no!” she yelled.

The dragon reared back.

“Don’t you do it,” Rayna said.

The dragon wove back and forth then aimed skyward and let out a blast of flame that shot fifty feet into the air.

“Good girl,” Rayna said. She rushed past me to the dragon. “Good girl.” The dragon lowered its head, and Rayna patted its neck.

Brand climbed out of his truck and ran over to help me up. He used a pocketknife to cut the zip-tie, freeing my hands. I rubbed my wrists to get the blood flowing.

Brand looked over at the giant reptile. He shook his head and said, “Look at the fucking dragon.”
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Rayna calmed the dragon by stroking its neck. I didn’t want to get too close, and Brand shared my reluctance. Esther stood behind us, even though she couldn’t be harmed by it.

“She’s a sweetie,” Rayna said.

“She damn near grilled my ass,” I said. “I wouldn’t call that sweet.”

“She didn’t even ask for your safe word,” Brand said.

“Come closer. I’ll introduce you,” Rayna said.

“Introduce us from way over there,” Brand said.

“She won’t bite.”

“Or fry?” Brand asked.

“She does like her meat smoked.”

“I’m reminded of a Tom Lehrer song,” I said.

“‘We Will All Go Together When We Go’?” Brand asked.

“That’s the one.”

“I’d whistle it, but the dragon might take that as an invitation.”

“Don’t be cowards. She might take it personally and think you don’t like her,” Rayna said. She turned to the dragon. “They’re afraid of a poor little ol’ dragon.”

The dragon chuffed and smoke blew out its nostrils.

“Fried snot, anyone?” Brand asked.

I slowly moved toward the dragon. “Here goes nothing. Brand, my will is in the top drawer of my filing cabinet.”

“I think I’ll wait in the car.”

“It’s okay,” Rayna said. “She’s calm now. Jonathan, meet Clara. Clara, this is Jonathan.”

“Um, hello,” I said.

“You can stroke her under her chin. She likes that.”

“Maybe I’ll leave that to you.”

The dragon lowered its head further and twisted a bit to place her head between me and Rayna. I found myself staring into a gigantic eye. When the dragon blinked, the upper and lower eyelids closed and opened, but a third went horizontally across the eye too.

“Extra eyelid?” I said.

“Many animals have a nictitating membrane.”

“If you say so.” I slowly reached out and touched the dragon’s scales beneath its eye. They felt rough and hard. The dragon moved its head to the side and damn near knocked me on my ass. I managed to keep my feet. “Whoa.”

Rayna laughed.

“You think it’s funny? The dragon made me quote Keanu Reeves. Next thing you know, I’ll break out in air guitar.”

Her laugh faded to a kind smile. I liked to see her smile. It had been a long time since I liked anything that way.

“We should get her to safety,” Rayna said.

“I suspect she’d be safe damn near anywhere.”

“She likes the cavern beneath The Steam Room. She’s actually our secret ingredient. Her breath, when channeled properly through a vent, removes the pain from lactic acid buildup in muscles.”

“You keep a dragon under the gym?”

“Yes. Lucas must have closed the center for the day.”

“Can he do that?”

“He owns a third of the company, so yes.”

“How the hell did you get a dragon into Boulder?”

“Clara was transported when I was a child. We came through the gate, and the wizards at DGI helped us get Clara through. We spent weeks healing her up. My father told me the Marshalls planned to sacrifice her because she couldn’t provide eggs anymore. She’s ancient, so they were going to retire her. Lucas and my father didn’t like that idea, so we brought her here. We are her caretakers. Isn’t that right, Clara?”

The dragon chuffed again.

“I had all this written in my diary, and planned to have you read it, but that’s not possible now.”

I remembered the diary sopped in Kelly’s blood and nodded. “It’s all right. You can tell me whatever I need to know.”

“I’ll try.”

Brand and Esther finally approached the dragon.

“Wow,” Esther said. “I’ve never seen anything like this.”

“Isn’t she wonderful?” Rayna asked.

“As long as she doesn’t decide I’d look better baked,” Brand said. “Should we be worried about the Marshalls showing up?”

I laughed. “You think they’d do anything when we have a dragon here?”

Rayna frowned. “Actually, Brand is right. We should get her to safety.”

“She’s a dragon. What could they possibly do to her?”

“They use dragons, Jonathan, so they do know how to kill them. They hunt them for sport, or they enslave them.”

I didn’t say anything about the enslavement because if the Nobles were keeping a dragon locked in the basement of The Steam Room, that was a kind of slavery too. But people don’t like it when I point out things like that. They’d have their own justifications, but it didn’t make it right. Still, who was I to judge?

“Fine. And how do you propose we transport the dragon?”

“I don’t know how they transported her last time.”

“Lucas just brought her up here today,” I said. “Odds are he used a big truck.”

“Or he rode her.”

“This is Boulder, not Pern. I think people would notice someone riding a dragon through the sky. Then again, it is Boulder, so maybe they noticed but just thought it was cool.”

“I can ride her,” Rayna said. “What do you say, Jonathan? Want to fly on a dragon?”

“I’ll drive my truck,” Brand said. “Meet you two at The Steam Room.”

Rayna stroked the dragon’s neck and whispered in her ear. The dragon chuffed again, which was unnerving then lowered her center of gravity. “Okay, Jonathan, she’s ready for us.”

“How do you know that? You have some sort of telepathic link to her?”

“She’s ready to be mounted.”

“I’m not taking that straight line,” I said.

Rayna blushed.

I watched as she climbed onto the dragon. She wrapped her arms around the neck.

“Here goes nothing,” I said and climbed up behind Rayna. I put my arms around her, and it felt good. Her hair smelled of mint.

The dragon rose then lowered itself. I felt the mighty animal’s muscles flex, and we launched into the sky. I held on to Rayna for all I was worth.

Below us, I heard Brand say, “Only in Boulder.”

With every flap of the dragon’s wings, we rose, then started to drop, then rose again. This continued as the dragon gained altitude. I was glad I hadn’t eaten anything in the past few hours. Then she went into a smooth glide.

I kept hold of Rayna and tried not to look down. I felt this would be one of the coolest things I’d ever done if I could simply enjoy it, but I worried that the dragon would do a barrel roll and send me plummeting to my death. I fought to control my breathing. Riding bareback on a dragon was definitely an experience, but it made me wish for a saddle with reins. My feet dangled and I couldn’t find purchase anywhere. I didn’t want to move too much because I didn’t want to upset the dragon either.

Rayna shifted to try to look back at me, and I felt my weight shift so far, I thought I’d fall, but the dragon angled herself to keep me aboard.

“She likes you,” Rayna called back.

“I hope so.”

“Are you nervous?”

“Only extremely.”

She laughed. “Not to worry. I’ve ridden Clara many times, though it’s normally on summer nights. This is the first time in the afternoon. Look how beautiful the mountains are.” She pointed.

I glanced over. “Yeah, real nice.”

She laughed again. “You really are nervous. When I was a little girl, riding Clara on a July night was the highlight of my summer. She’s a very gentle animal.”

“Unless she’s blowing fire at you.”

“She didn’t know you then.”

As the flight continued, I calmed down a bit. That initial takeoff was rough, but the gliding was actually relaxing. The only problem was that I kept thinking eventually we’d have to land, and the lack of control bothered me a lot. It wasn’t that cold, so the temperature didn’t bother me.

“There’s the CU campus,” Rayna said and pointed toward the university. “Folsom Field is right there.”

“At least we’re avoiding the traffic,” I said.

“Want to go higher? Maybe fly over the foothills?”

“Mostly I want my feet back on terra firma.”

The dragon banked to the right and did a lazy circle. I closed my eyes and held tighter to Rayna’s waist. Inertia held us in place, but this did not feel like a safe mode of air travel.

“There’s The Steam Room. She’ll land at the back of the building.”

“We’re coming in a bit fast, aren’t we?”

“Landing might be a bit bumpy, so hold tight.”

My heart thundered as the dragon swooped down toward the street. There was a narrow alley behind the strip mall with Dumpsters and pallets and a few trucks. I wanted to close my eyes, but I worried that if I did, I wouldn’t know when we’d land and I might be thrown from the dragon’s back.

The ground came up fast.

“Oh shit!” I dragged out the last word with all the breath I had in me.

Rayna laughed.

Then the dragon flapped its wings, lurched up a bit, then dropped to the ground with about the same force as you’d get jumping from the third step on a stairway.

“You can let go now,” she said, trying to keep from laughing more.

I took my hands from her waist. “I hope I didn’t leave any bruises.”

“It’s all right. It’s nice to know something scares you.”

I slid to the ground and moved to the front of the dragon. I patted her neck. “Thanks for not killing me,” I said.

The dragon’s lips cracked in what looked like a smile, but that had to be my imagination.

Rayna dropped to the ground and stroked the dragon’s neck. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a set of keys. She selected one and handed the set to me. “This is to the lock on the rollup door there.”

I knelt and unlocked it then pulled the door up. It rolled easily enough.

Inside, Thomas Marshall and three of his sons stood ready for us. One had an arrow nocked. One had a sword ready. One had a battle ax. Thomas Marshall had a sword.

“I thought I heard something,” he said. “Rayna Noble, your time has come.”
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As soon as I spotted the Marshalls, I did the only thing I could. I yanked the door down. I heard an arrow thunk against the door, so at least that part worked okay.

“Get on the dragon and get out of here!” I yelled.

“What about you?”

“They’re after you. Now go!”

She scrambled onto the dragon, and I felt a whoosh of air as Clara launched them into the sky. I managed to get the door closed and locked.

I looked both ways down the alley, but neither way looked promising. Too far in either direction. There was a little bit of cover with the Dumpsters and trucks but not enough.

I saw a stack of pallets next to a Dumpster. That seemed to be my best bet. I raced over and used the Dumpster for leverage, thankful that it was full and heavy. It rolled a bit, but the wall of the building kept it from going too far. I kicked the top pallet over a little then got on top of the stack, pulled the askew pallet over, and leaned it against the building. It was just high enough that when I climbed it, I could reach the roof. I grabbed hold, swung one leg up for purchase, and pulled myself up. I rolled onto the roof and kipped up to my feet.

I ran to the other side of the building and glanced over, looking for the Marshalls. I figured they’d come out through the front door. I didn’t see them yet, so I looked to the west and saw the dragon carrying Rayna off into the sky.

If anyone saw her, I suspected they’d think they’d received some great drugs on that last buy.

My weapons were all at the unfinished castle with Lucas and his sons. I looked around on the roof but didn’t see anything useful. When I heard the front door open, I chanced a glance over the side of the building and saw the Marshalls burst into the parking lot. Thomas pointed in both directions and battle ax guy went one way to go around the building while archer boy went the other. The two swordsmen stood in the parking lot.

I could hear Thomas speaking, but with the traffic noise, I was too far away to make out the words.

Maybe I could wait them out. I sat down, making sure I was out of sight. Once they were gone, I’d find a way down. I pulled out my cell to check the time. It was 4:22.

It occurred to me that I should make a phone call. I patted my pockets, found the business card, and punched in the number. The phone rang.

“Detective Kramer.”

“Hi, Detective. This is Jonathan Shade. You wanted me to call you with any new information.”

“I’m listening.”

“If you’re really fast, you just might find the guy who killed Graham Noble at The Steam Room.”

“I’m on my way.”

As I ended the call, I heard a sound on the other side of the building. By the time I realized what it was, the ax man pulled himself onto the roof with me. I should have kicked the pallet back down. Damn.

He saw me and smiled but didn’t come at me. Instead, he reached down and helped archer boy onto the roof. This just wasn’t my day.

Archer boy pulled an arrow from his quiver.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out a handful of coins. As he nocked the arrow, I threw the coins at him. They didn’t do any damage, but at least they threw off his aim. The arrow flew harmlessly past, and I charged at the two men, screaming at the top of my lungs.

Ax man raised his weapon, but I was on him before he could bring it down. I slammed into him as hard as I could, and he flew backward against archer boy. The archer couldn’t keep his balance and fell off the roof. I jumped back and did a quick snap kick to ax man’s chest, and he followed his brother off the roof.

I heard them land, and it didn’t sound good.

A glance over the side told me they weren’t going to be doing anything for a while. The archer landed badly and clutched his broken leg. Ax man landed worse and with his head at an unnatural angle; it was safe to say he was no longer among the living.

I lowered myself over the side of the roof, dropped to the stack of pallets, then jumped to the ground. I grabbed the ax and the bow. The archer tried to fight me when I took his quiver of arrows, but a solid punch to his face smacked his head against the ground, and he was too dazed to fight anymore.

Should I kill him? That was the real question.

Before I could decide, a man pushed through the exit of the business next door to The Steam Room. “What’s all the noise?”

“These guys fell off the roof,” I said. “Call an ambulance.”

If he thought anything about me holding a battle ax in one hand and a bow and arrows in the other, he didn’t say. “I’m on it,” he said and went back inside.

I knelt beside the archer. “Don’t make me regret not killing you.”

He was in too much pain to give me any grief.

I strapped the quiver to my back and jogged down the alley. When I reached the end, I peeked around the building: all clear. I moved to the other side and peered into the parking lot.

Swordsman stood near the door to The Steam Room. He looked this way and that but didn’t spot me. I set the ax down, grabbed an arrow from the quiver, and stepped out into the open. I wasn’t much of an archer. I’d never had any training; I’d just messed around with a bow and arrow a few times. Who was I kidding? The guy was fifty yards away. I couldn’t make that shot.

“You!” he shouted when he spotted me. He drew his sword and strode toward me, an intense look on his face.

I nocked an arrow and let it fly. It hit the building ten yards away and dropped to the ground with a soft thwack. Clearly I wasn’t Robin Hood material.

The swordsman laughed.

“You think that’s funny?” I tossed the bow aside, let the quiver drop to the ground, and lifted the battle ax.

The swordsman stopped when he saw the ax. His smile twisted into a frown.

“That’s what I thought.”

“Where’s Henry?” he asked.

“There are too many of you clowns running around, man. Which one was Henry?”

“You have his ax.”

“That should tell you something.”

“Did you kill Matthew as well?”

“Not yet. He’s not feeling too well, though. You can back off now, and I’ll let you go.”

“My name is Peter,” he said.

“Somehow I don’t think introductions are necessary.”

“I just wanted you to know who killed you.”

“You’re getting ahead of yourself, Peter.”

He raised his sword to a fighting position. I kept the ax ready, but the damn thing was heavy. After what felt like an eternity, he attacked.

I managed to parry the first blow with the ax. He whipped around to come at me again, but I jumped back. I hit the edge of the curb, lost my balance, and fell into the parking lot. When I rolled over to my feet, I no longer had the ax.

He rushed me. I jumped to the side, did a shoulder roll to my feet, then circled around. I needed him to commit to another attack. Then I could try to move inside his attack, disarm him, and maybe break his neck.

It wasn’t a good plan, but it was all I had.

We circled a bit. “I’m unarmed,” I said. “I should be an easy kill for you.”

He smiled. “You’re not afraid. You’re still alive and you’ve taken down several of my brothers. I suspect you’re dangerous whether or not you’re armed.”

“We could call it a draw and go grab a beer.”

“What’s a beer?”

“You’ve been so busy killing people, you haven’t tried a beer? You haven’t lived, Peter. There’s a tavern across the street,” I said and pointed.

He didn’t fall for that, but I hadn’t expected him to, so that wasn’t a big deal. I stepped up onto the curb and circled around again. I smiled and dropped my guard.

He looked confused. “This must be a trick.”

I held my arms out to my side. “Run me through.”

He hesitated, as I knew he would. He couldn’t chance that this wasn’t a ploy to get him to commit so I could kill him, especially since he’d seen this move before when Kelly performed it. Of course, I didn’t have any hopes of killing him at this point, but he didn’t know that.

“Drop the sword!” Detective Kramer said as she got out of the car behind Peter, gun drawn and ready.

He spun toward her, and she shot him in the shoulder. He dropped the sword and grabbed his wound. A moment later, he sat down and blinked several times. He glanced over at me.

I shrugged. “You should have obeyed her,” I said.

Detective Kramer and her partner, Detective Fredericks, moved in to cuff Peter.

“You all right, Mr. Shade?” Kramer asked.

“I am now, thanks to you. There’s one more inside the spa. Thomas Marshall himself. And unless I’m way off my game, he’s the one who killed Graham.”

Fredericks pulled Peter to his feet and shoved him into the back of the car. “I suppose I should call an ambulance.”

“There should already be one on the way. Injured guy in the back alley.”

Fredericks nodded. “Cool.”

“You stay out here,” Kramer said to me.

“No worries. I’ll keep an eye on Peter here.”

Fredericks closed the door. “Anything else you can tell us?”

“Thomas Marshall is armed with a sword.”

Kramer nodded. Then she and Fredericks entered The Steam Room. I sat on the warm hood of their car and waited.

RAYNA NOBLE

Rayna held tight to the dragon. She didn’t know where to go. Should she circle back for Jonathan? That could be dangerous with the Marshalls right there. But he could be killed. Still, she knew he’d be angry because he sent her away to be safe.

She didn’t feel safe going back to the unfinished castle because Lucas and his sons were probably engaged with the other Marshall sons. She couldn’t go home. It also didn’t make sense to fly all the way to Denver. A dragon in Denver wouldn’t exactly be keeping a low profile.

She knew Brand and Esther were on their way to The Steam Room, but she wasn’t sure which route they would take. Ultimately she didn’t want to be too far from Jonathan, so she had the dragon take her down to the roof of a nearby strip mall. She climbed down and stroked Clara’s neck. Rayna didn’t care if people saw her with the dragon. After all, what could they do about it?

Standing there with her dragon in the middle of Boulder, she found herself thinking about her brother. He had been a fixture in her life, and now he was gone. Her immediate family was dead. She was the last. Her future was uncertain at best. With a little luck, Lucas and his sons would take care of some of the Marshalls. Maybe Jonathan could handle the rest. But when the danger was over, what would she do?

She had The Steam Room, of course. As long as she had Clara, she could keep the business going. If her uncle survived, he would have the hospice. One thing she hated was for the big things in life to be up in the air. She’d never had to consider such things when Graham was alive.

Shouldn’t she feel something? Shouldn’t his death have some sort of impact on her? She felt bad because she didn’t seem to feel anything one way or the other at that moment. She knew it could just be shock. She’d certainly been through a lot in the past few days. Her vision clouded and she went to rub her eyes. Her fingers came away wet. Once she felt the tears, the emotions welled up in her and she had to sit down to cry.

Life would never be the same.

An emptiness opened within her, and she couldn’t fill it because it was a space abandoned by her family. She realized how alone she truly was. She had nowhere to go. No one could help her.

She wiped the tears from her cheeks and wished she had a tissue so she could blow her nose. The dragon nudged her gently and she turned.

“I’m okay, Clara. At least I have you.”

She rose and wrapped her arms around the dragon’s neck. But it wasn’t the same. She needed a human touch. She wanted someone to hold her.

That brought her thoughts back to Jonathan.

Was he all right?

What if the Marshalls killed him?

She couldn’t let that happen.

“Clara,” she said, “we need to save Jonathan.”

She climbed onto the dragon, and they launched into the sky, heading back toward The Steam Room.

JONATHAN SHADE

Kramer and Fredericks came out of The Steam Room empty-handed. “There’s nobody in there,” Fredericks said.

“I locked the back door from the outside,” I said. “Unless there’s another exit, he has to be in there.”

“Maybe his son knows something,” Fredericks said, nodding toward Peter in the backseat.

“You can ask.”

“What the hell is that?” Kramer asked, pointing into the sky.

I turned and saw Rayna riding the dragon. The dragon did a slow circle then came in for a landing in the parking lot.

“That,” I said, “is a dragon. Didn’t you see The Hobbit?”

Kramer and Fredericks stood with mouths open. Kramer shook her head.

Rayna climbed off the dragon and hurried over to me. “You’re alive!” she said and threw herself into my arms. She held me tightly.

She felt wonderful in my embrace. Holding her, I felt like life was once again worth living. That might be overstating things a bit, but the past several months, I’d worked hard at not feeling anything, so my perspective may have been skewed.

“That is a real dragon,” Fredericks said, pointing.

“Breathes fire and everything,” I said.

“He’s amazing.”

“She,” I said.

“She? She’s beautiful. I think I should wake up any second now.”

Detective Kramer stared at the dragon for a time then looked at me. “What about Thomas Marshall?”

I shrugged. “Rayna,” I asked, pulling away from her a bit, but taking her hands in mine, “how many exits are there from The Steam Room?”

“Four if you count the entrance.”

I turned to Kramer but didn’t let go of Rayna’s left hand. It felt good to hold her hand. I half expected a Beatles song to play in the background. “I don’t want her going in there,” I said. “Marshall wants to kill her.”

“Ms. Noble, where are the exits?”

“The entrance right here, of course. There’s the back rollup door where we take deliveries. There are also emergency exits in both the men’s and women’s locker rooms. That doesn’t count the windows in the Upper Echelon.”

“I didn’t see an exit in the men’s locker room,” Fredericks said.

“At the end of the row of lockers. If you don’t go down the row, it’s easy to miss. Same thing in the women’s locker room.” As she spoke, Rayna gently squeezed my hand.

“He probably got out through one of those exits before we cleared the building, but I’ll call for backup, just in case,” Fredericks said and moved to the car door, never taking his eyes off the dragon.

“Is it wise to keep a dragon in the parking lot?” Kramer asked.

“People driving by will think it’s a gimmick. They won’t think it’s real,” I said. “Anyone coming out of the bagel shop will think it’s animatronic. Right?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Tell you what, if anyone asks, I’ll tell them it’s for a movie and I’ll give them my best Sean Connery voice. A sequel to that dragon movie he did. The title escapes me.”

“Dragonheart,” Rayna said.

“That’s it. So we’re gearing up to film Dragonheart 2: Invasion of Boulder.”

“They already filmed a sequel to Dragonheart,” Rayna said.

“With Sean Connery?”

“Robby Benson.”

“I’m glad I missed that. So we’re doing Dragonheart 3.”

“You think that will work?” Kramer asked.

“Well, it worked with zombies,” I said.

“I don’t think I want to know.”

“You probably don’t.”

“Backup’s on the way,” Fredericks said. “Marshall’s son is bitching about being left in the car too. Says something about the dragon being his and he’ll kill anyone who tries to keep them apart.”

“He has a rather strange view of animal husbandry,” I said.

“I don’t need that image in my head,” Fredericks said.

Esther popped into view in front of me.

“We’re here,” she said. “Brand is parking. Is everything okay?”

I nodded because I was the only one who could see her. I didn’t want Kramer and Fredericks wondering about a ghost they couldn’t see. They might start playing Gordon Lightfoot songs.

I grinned.

“Something funny?” Kramer asked, trying to keep an eye on the front door and the dragon.

“I’m just glad you guys are here to check out the building so I don’t have to mess with it.”

Brand approached a moment later. “You under arrest again, Shade?”

“Not yet but the day is still young.”

Kramer nodded at Brand. “Hello, Mr. Easton.”

“Fill me in.”

I told him as much as I could in front of the cops. That meant it wasn’t much. Just that Thomas was possibly inside with a sword.

“You going in after him?” He glanced down at my hand, which still held Rayna’s, but he didn’t say anything.

“Not my job,” I said. “Boulder’s finest have it under control.”

Three more police cars rolled in and parked.

The cops stared at the dragon. “What the hell?” one cop asked.

“We’re going to be filming a sequel to Dragonheart next month,” I said. “Just testing the dragon to see if it works. What do you think?”

“Looks kinda fake to me,” the cop said.

“Yeah, well, the special effects guys will fix it in post,” I said and gave Kramer an I told you so look.

Fredericks gave the cops directions, and I motioned for Kramer to come closer.

“You have my number. I want to get Rayna to safety. Can you call me when you get Thomas Marshall in custody?”

She hesitated but finally nodded. “You’ll get that dragon out of here so I don’t have to explain it to anyone?”

“You bet.”

“Go.”

Kramer and the other cops entered The Steam Room again.

“Where can we take the dragon?” I asked.

“Clara normally lives in the basement here.”

“Shit. Thomas could be down there.”

“We could take her back to the house,” Rayna said, “but I’m afraid there might be a few of the Marshall Clan keeping an eye on it.”

“Yeah, not a good plan there either.”

“We could go to your place,” Rayna said. There was a hint of something more there, but it could have been my imagination.

I shook my head. “I live in an apartment. I can’t imagine the pet deposit for a twenty-foot dragon.”

Brand grinned. He tossed a significant glance at Esther, and she grinned too.

“What?” I said.

“You made a joke,” she said. “That makes me happy.”

I shrugged but I knew she was right. I felt different in spite of all the danger and stress. Kelly was alive; I knew that one way or another, we’d get through this without any more casualties; and I knew I’d be spending more time with Rayna. That last made me smile.

The smile was contagious, and soon everyone was smiling, even the damn dragon.

“Okay, Brand, you and Esther go look after Kelly. Lucas and his sons have the castle place covered. If we’re lucky, the cops have Thomas Marshall cornered, but we can’t count on that. Rayna and I need to find a place to hide a dragon, but there’s no reason for you two to hang here.”

“What about the dojo?” Brand asked.

“What about it?”

“If you can get it through the door, it’s big enough for the dragon. But if it shits on the floor, you’re cleaning it up. If it doesn’t fit, there’s that little courtyard out back.”

“And how do you propose we get the dragon over to the dojo?”

“Fly. Just avoid the traffic copters, and you’ll be fine. People might report a UFO or something, but even if they film it and put it on YouTube, nobody will believe it.”

“Point taken.”

Brand punched my shoulder lightly and pointed at me. “You keep smiling.”

“What was that all about?” Rayna asked after Brand left.

“Nothing.”

As we were climbing onto the dragon, my cell phone rang. It was Brand. I answered, “You forget something?”

“Yep. You two can stay in the storage room above the dojo. It’s tiny, and crowded with junk, but there is a cot up there. That said, you’d better change the damn sheets.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

JONATHAN SHADE

You’d think that flying on a dragon from Boulder to Denver would attract some attention. Not so. We made the trip from The Steam Room to Kelly’s dojo near 32nd and Sheridan in about thirty minutes. I wasn’t nervous this time. I just held on to Rayna, which was great. I breathed in her scent and felt calm. She was beautiful, smart, and single. In the past several months, it seemed every woman I met was married.

Not that I was relationship material. I was hardened by life, saddened by the knowledge that any of us can die at any time with no way to prevent it, and saddled with an attitude that I’d better be the meanest son of a bitch on the block or I’d pay the ultimate price.

Holding Rayna, I recalled what it felt like to be alive. She’d suffered loss but she seemed to understand that death was simply part of life. That was something I knew intellectually but tried to fight every step of the way. She mourned her parents, her brother, and her cousins, but she knew they’d want her to live a full life in the time she had remaining.

Her influence on me was powerful. I realized now that whenever I was with her, I felt better about life in general. She exuded a sense that no matter what kind of hell you’ve gone through, if you’re still alive, you have value and purpose. The purpose part I had down. My purpose was to help people, and while Graham had died, he hadn’t wanted my help, so that wasn’t my responsibility. After all, you can’t fix stupid. Rayna was my responsibility, and she was still very much alive.

The professional in me told me I should keep things platonic. I was her protector and nothing more. Emotions would only cloud the issue and might affect my judgment. I also knew I was her only real hope of surviving. Her upbringing would be difficult to overcome, so if Thomas Marshall caught her, she’d give in to the customs she’d learned from her family, bow her head, and wait for death.

A few days ago, I would not have been willing to lay down my life for her, but now I’d gladly die if I could guarantee her survival. I didn’t want to die, of course, but if it came down to it, I’d be okay with it.

At that moment, I wanted to spend as much time with her as I could. I didn’t know her well enough to be in love with her, but I wanted to know her, and I wanted to love her. Holding her felt right. Of course, it always feels right when you’re “in the new” or getting ready to go there.

The dragon’s muscles flexed, and the wings flapped to take us higher. The rhythm was reassuring. The air was a bit chilly, but it felt good. We glided along for a time, and I stared down at the buildings. I didn’t know Denver that well from the sky, so I kept my eyes open for landmarks to keep my bearings.

“We’re getting close,” I said. “There’s Lakeside Amusement Park.”

“I love roller coasters,” Rayna said. “That one goes right up to the lake.”

It had been years since I’d been on a roller coaster. I imagined riding the Cyclone with Rayna, and I could have lost myself in that image, but we were close to the dojo.

“That’s Sheridan, so we’re around 46th. We need to go south about fourteen blocks.”

Rayna guided the dragon south. Traffic was snarled up, but one of the obvious benefits of flying the Dragon Express was that traffic didn’t slow us down.

“It’s up there on the left,” I said.

Rayna nodded. “I see it. Should we land in back?”

“That might be best. Fewer people to see us.”

The dragon coasted down for a nice, easy landing in the small courtyard behind the building. Technically, it was really more like two parking spaces with room for a Dumpster backed up to an alley, but there you go. I bounced a bit but nothing like the first time.

I hopped down and Rayna followed. We stroked the dragon’s neck. “Thanks for the ride,” I said.

The dragon chuffed. I wasn’t sure if she understood, but I took it as a you’re welcome anyway.

I looked at Clara then looked at the door. “There’s no way we’re getting her in through there.”

“I doubt anyone will mess with a dragon in an alley.”

“Good point.”

“I think she’s hungry. She loves steaks and roasts.”

“We flew over a King Soopers. It’s about six blocks north. We can walk over there to get her some food.”

“We can get some food for us too,” she said.

“I’m not much of a cook,” I said. “But we can pop over to the Edgewater Inn to get some pizza.”

“You’re trying to fatten me up,” Rayna said. “I’ll have to work out for three weeks to get rid of the sandwiches and pizza.”

“You’re not in any danger of getting fat,” I said. “Besides, you said this was your cheat day.”

She smiled. “Yeah. But I have to keep myself fit. Wouldn’t be right to run a spa and work as a personal trainer if I didn’t look the part.”

“Oh, I think you could look the part with no effort.”

She smiled. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Well, you’re not too ugly, I guess.”

She laughed and punched my arm. “Fine. We’ll get some food for Clara; then we’ll go get fat on pizza. You just have to promise me we’ll work it off tonight.”

The look in her eyes made me really look forward to the workout.

oOo

With the dragon fed and hanging out behind the dojo, Rayna and I took a cab to the Edgewater Inn. We grabbed a booth in the back and ordered a pizza. As always, the food was terrific. After we finished eating, we ordered a few more beers and talked.

“What do you remember of the world you came from?” I asked.

“Not much. We came through the gate when I was six.”

“And they speak English over there?”

“Languages bleed across the veils.”

“So the Dragon Gate literally leads to another dimension.” I knew this, of course, but it still seemed odd.

She nodded. “Does that scare you?”

“Not especially. I’ve been to a few dimensions in my day.”

She laughed, thinking I was joking, but the Underworld was located in another dimension, and I’d been there several times. I’d also been to another dimension, or perhaps a domain between dimensions, when I sent my spirit back in time last year. The denizens of that place would kill me if I ever returned. I let Rayna think what she wanted. Her laugh made me feel good, and her smile warmed my heart.

It had been years since I felt like this, and I didn’t want to do anything to change that. I’d been dead inside for so long, and waking up to life changed my perspective on everything. I found myself smiling, which felt alien to me, but it also felt great.

“So, my handsome dimension hopper, where all have you been?”

“Let’s talk about you,” I said. “You haven’t mentioned any boyfriends.”

“Subtle,” she said.

“Subtlety is my specialty. I studied with Mike Hammer.”

She gave me a grin, but I suspected she’d never read a Mickey Spillane novel. “I’m not seeing anyone right now. My last relationship ended amicably enough. Scott was an engineer, and he was offered an incredible job in Seattle. I wanted to stay here. I like rain but I prefer sunshine. Besides, my family was here, and I love working at The Steam Room. So he moved and while I’ve had some dates, I haven’t been serious about anyone since then. A lot of men are either after my money or they’re intimidated by it. Of course, most of them just want sex.”

“That does not surprise me.”

“The money part or the sex part?”

“Both.”

“And what do you want?”

“Professionally, I want to keep you alive.”

“And personally?”

I looked at the table. My luck with relationships lately had been dismal by anyone’s definition. Miranda turned out to be a dead woman whose body was controlled by a goddess, which sounds better than it was since that goddess destroyed my life. The girlfriend before that died because I couldn’t find a way to save her. Most of the women I dated were fine until they encountered the darker side of my life. They want a hint of danger, not life-threatening reality.

Rayna remained silent. I knew she’d allow that silence to drag until I answered. I’ve used that trick on people myself. You leave a long, awkward silence, and people will say something to fill the void. They often tell you things they didn’t mean to tell you, which is great if you’re trying to get information. But Rayna’s silence wasn’t to get information, really. I knew she was silent out of respect because she seemed to know things were a lot more complicated than they might have looked.

Finally I looked up and met her eyes. “What I want and what I can have tend to be very different things.”

She reached out and placed her hand on mine. “What are you afraid of here?”

“I’m worried that I won’t be able to protect you. And I’m worried that protecting you means too much to me right now.”

“We’re safe tonight,” she said.

“We should be. There’s no way the Marshall Clan can track you here. Even if they could, they don’t have fast transportation. The smart thing would be to get you as far from Boulder as possible. The world is a mighty big place, and they don’t know their way around.”

She nodded. “You’re thinking that because I have money, I can easily start over somewhere else. Belize maybe.”

“That would be nice.”

“But Boulder is my home.”

I nodded but my expression said more than I intended.

“You don’t see it that way?” she asked.

“In your position, I’d make a new home elsewhere. Of course, I’d be happy to leave Denver. Too many bad memories.”

“So you’d run away from a battle?”

“If I thought it was a battle I’d lose.”

“Liar.” She shook her head. “If you were in my position, you’d attack the Marshall Clan with everything you could. If they’d killed your family, you wouldn’t stop until every last one of them was dead or at least unable to ever harm you again. In fact, that’s what you were trying to do for me.”

“Your uncle messed that up,” I said. “If not for him and his sons, I’d have either solved your problem or I’d have died trying.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re alive. And I want you to stay that way.”

“That would be nice.”

Rayna looked deep into my eyes. “Can I ask you a personal question?”

“Of course.”

“What are you hiding from your friends?”

I didn’t like where she was heading. “What do you mean?”

She held my gaze, searching my eyes for honesty. “Your friends know you’re hiding something. They know there’s something different about you.”

I shook my head. “I don’t want to talk about that.”

“Maybe you should talk to Kelly.”

“No way!” I said with more force than I intended.

“Whatever load you’re carrying is clearly weighing you down, and it has your friends worried about you.”

There was no way I could talk to Kelly about what had happened. I couldn’t go there. Brand wouldn’t understand. He’d think I was being an idiot. Esther wouldn’t get it either. “It doesn’t matter,” I finally said. “It’s my problem and I can carry it fine.”

“But you don’t have to.”

“Yes, I do.”

“You can set it down, Jonathan. Kelly loves you for who you are at your core, so whatever you’re hiding from her won’t change how she feels. You don’t have to tell her, of course, but you need to deal with it.”

I pulled my hand away from her and stared at the table.

“I am dealing with it.”

“Oh yeah, you’re fit as a fiddle.”

I looked at her, but something in her eyes showed me that she actually cared about me, and she was pushing for that very reason. “Cute,” I said.

“You’re good at hiding things from people who don’t know you, but Kelly knows something is wrong. So does Brand. You should talk to someone.”

“Right. It’s not something anyone will understand.”

“Try me. I’m a good listener.”

“You barely know me.”

“I’m trying to get to know you. Talk to me. Whatever you tell me will stay right here.”

Somehow I felt I could trust her. Or maybe I really did need to talk about it. I’d been carrying it for months, and she was right. It was too heavy. And she was right that Kelly knew something was wrong.

I drew a deep breath and spit it out. “Kelly died late last year, and it was my fault.”

“That will need an explanation,” she said.

So I told her about Persephone on the Royal Gorge bridge and how everyone died and how it was my fault for thinking I could stop someone who ruled the Underworld for centuries with a piss-poor plan that wouldn’t have worked on a low-level wizard, let alone a goddess. I told her that Brand and Kelly had died honorable deaths in battle, and they would have been proud of those deaths.

And I told her that I’d taken those deaths away from them.

My failure had cost them their lives.

My selfishness had brought them back.

And I didn’t want Kelly to know how badly I’d failed her.

Once I started talking, I couldn’t stop. Rayna placed her hand on mine as I talked. She listened and did not judge me. As I finished, she simply nodded.

“I can’t tell her because if she knows she died and that I found a way to go back and change that, to take away a death she’d have been proud of, she’ll never look at me the same way. She’ll lose all respect for me.”

When I finally finished, Rayna shook her head. “I think she’d be impressed at the lengths you went to in order to save her and to set things right. You may have grieved for her, but you also saved her. She lives to help people now. You gave her a purpose. Without you, she’d be like a Ronin.”

“She’s Chinese, not Japanese.”

“Same difference. I wish you could see yourself through my eyes.”

I looked up at her, and she had a gentle smile on her face that lit up her eyes. I didn’t speak. I’d said too much as it stood.

She filled the silence. “What I see is a man who will do anything to right a wrong, to save his friends and loved ones. A man who needs to forgive himself for perceived shortcomings. You didn’t fail anyone on that bridge, Jonathan. You found a way to save everyone. The problem is that you spent five years getting to that point, and you tortured yourself every single day, thinking of yourself as a failure when, in reality, you refused to accept failure.”

“That’s how you see it?”

“That’s how it is.”

“But—”

She shook her head. “You don’t have to tell Kelly. She wouldn’t be upset with you if you did, though. But you do need to stop beating yourself up over a win.”

“I’m trying.”

“You’ll succeed. I have faith in you.”

There was no judgment in her eyes, or if there was, she judged me as worthy. I let out a deep sigh and felt like a massive burden had been lifted off my chest and I could breathe for the first time in five long years.

She still had her hand on mine. She squeezed a bit then said, “Let’s get out of here.”

oOo

When we entered the dojo, I clicked on the lights, pulled the shades, and locked the door. I turned to tell her about the classes Kelly taught, but as soon as I turned, Rayna was in my arms. She kissed me gently, tentative, but I couldn’t resist her, so I kissed her back. Our kisses grew in intensity. Our hands wandered and our need for each other was overpowering.

She pulled my shirt over my head, and we left a trail of clothing from the door to the mats. I wanted her, needed her. She guided me inside. I entered her with gentle strokes, slowly then faster. We made love on the floor in front of the wall-to-wall mirrors, with our writhing bodies reflected back to us.

We transcended the physical, and I felt as if she made me whole for the first time in more years than I cared to remember. I could roll out the clichés about how we fit together and how the experience was spiritual, and those are certainly true, but mostly it was so nice to hold someone and to be held, to be accepted for all my faults, and to not be judged for my failures whether they were real or imagined. I held her tightly then gently. We moved together, joining, then separating, but never losing each other.

I felt tears running down my cheeks, and Rayna kissed them away. All the pain and anguish I’d felt for oh so many years seemed to melt away, replaced by a joy and inner peace that we shared. I felt her fears and loneliness mingle with mine. It was as if we truly knew each other, accepted each other, loved each other.

They say you can never achieve perfection, and perhaps they’re right, whoever they are. But I can tell you that making love with Rayna, if not perfect, was certainly right next door to it.

Later, we lay in each other’s arms, spent but relaxed. If I’d died right then, I’d have died a happy man.

We didn’t speak. We simply held one another. When I drifted off to sleep in her arms, I felt loved for the first time in my life.

RAYNA NOBLE

When Jonathan fell asleep, Rayna stroked his hair. She felt as if they shared an emotional link that could never be shattered. It was as if every road she’d ever walked down had been leading to this night and to this man.

She wanted to stay right where she was for all eternity, just holding him and loving him. His skill as a lover was terrific, but far more important was the honest sharing and the truly intimate connection. She’d found him attractive before, but now she felt she wanted to spend the rest of her life with him. She knew she could trust him, that he would always be there for her, just as she would be there for him. That certainty surprised, amazed, and excited her.

Most of the men she’d been with had been more interested in impressing her with their bedroom skills, and many had been so nervous that they couldn’t perform. They told her she was too beautiful or too perfect. A few tried to get violent but only a few because she was normally an excellent judge of character.

Jonathan, however, had been all about living in the moment with her, sharing the experience. He wasn’t trying to impress her. Instead, he worked with her to—

Her cell phone rang, interrupting her thoughts.

She didn’t want to wake Jonathan, so she eased him over and went in search of her purse. The phone kept ringing as she dug it out of the center pocket. The caller ID read, Lucas.

“Hello?” she whispered.

“Rayna? Where are you?” His voice sounded distant and weak.

“Safe,” she whispered. “You sound strange, Lucas. Are you all right?”

“For now,” he said.

“Am I on speaker?” she asked.

“Run, Rayna! Don’t ever look back! Just run!”

She heard a thwack sound. “Beat him down!” a voice said; she recognized it as Thomas Marshall.

Evidently he’d eluded the police.

“Lucas?”

“He’s still alive,” Thomas said. “For now.”

“She’s in Denver,” another familiar voice said.

“Wesley? Is that you?” Rayna said.

“You won’t hurt my brother anymore, right?” Wesley said. He wasn’t speaking to Rayna.

“That depends,” Thomas said.

“You promised,” Wesley said. “You swore that if I could locate Rayna, you’d let us live.”

“Wesley?” Rayna said. “What are you doing?”

“I’ll disconnect the call,” Wesley said. “She can’t hear us now.”

Of course, he hadn’t disconnected the call, and Rayna realized he’d done it on purpose. He was doing what Thomas wanted, but he was making sure she had adequate warning.

“You say this device will lead me to Rayna?” Thomas asked.

“Yes. I activated the GPS in her phone.”

“What does that mean?”

“You know how destroyers can track anything if they’ve caught its scent? This phone will lead you right to Rayna. It’s tuned in to her location. The destroyers can find her, of course, but this is faster.”

Rayna remained silent.

“I don’t know how this works,” Thomas said.

“If you let us live, I’ll take you to her.”

“Very well, I’ll allow you and Lucas Junior to live. Your father, however, is going to die tonight.”

“You promised he would die last. You can leave Kent, Mark, or Nathan here to guard him and Junior.”

“We’ll bring everyone with us.”

“Why? You have two more destroyers. Why put your sons in more danger?”

“We live for danger. Once Rayna is gone, Lucas will kneel and accept an honorable death, or all of you will die.”

“Please don’t hurt my sons,” Lucas said.

“You’re pathetic,” Thomas said.

The call disconnected. She put the phone in her purse.

Rayna looked over at Jonathan. She so wanted to let him sleep, but now she needed him to be her protector. Without him, she would be dead by morning. Then again, perhaps that would be best. She didn’t want to be the cause of his death. She closed her eyes and considered her options. She could tell him the truth about the GPS and try to help him with the Marshalls or she could lie and protect him from them. If they killed her, he would be safe.

She moved to his side and watched him sleeping peacefully for a few more moments. Then she touched his shoulder. “Jonathan? I need you,” she lied.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

JONATHAN SHADE

Thomas Marshall was on his way. If Rayna was correct, he had two destroyers and three sons with him. Wesley, one of Lucas’s sons, would certainly be with them, but he wouldn’t necessarily be on their side. Of course, we couldn’t count on him to be on our side either, so it was best if I counted him as being on their team. Same thing held for Lucas Senior and Junior.

Kelly was still recovering. Brand and Esther were with her over at DGI. I wanted Esther with us because I needed Rayna to stay out of danger, and I couldn’t fight everyone on my own. Kelly didn’t keep any guns at her dojo. She could use guns, and she owned a Glock, but she didn’t like them. Maybe her tangle with one of the destroyers would change her mind on that front.

I thought it would be nice to have the dragon inside to help us, but the poor animal wouldn’t fit through the door, so unless I could get them to go around back, the dragon wasn’t going to be any help in the fight. That didn’t mean I didn’t have a use for Clara, though.

I went through Kelly’s weapons cabinets, selected a nice katana, a handful of shuriken, and a shield in case Thomas still had any archers. I strapped on a belt with a dagger on either side.

“So they called you and told you they were on their way?” I asked for the third time. “That doesn’t sound very bright. How did they find out where we are?”

“I don’t know but Wesley specifically mentioned Denver.”

“How could they know we were here? I gave Lucas a card, but that has my address on it. I suppose he could have found the dojo’s address online, but that still doesn’t tell me how they could know we were here.”

“He didn’t say. Look, why don’t we just leave? Go stay in a hotel room.”

I shook my head. “No. I want this over.” I grabbed a sword and whipped it around a bit, liking its balance.

“What about me?” Rayna asked.

“Don’t you want this to end?”

“Of course, but that’s not what I meant. Shouldn’t you give me some weapons?”

“You won’t be here for this fight.”

“I’m not leaving without you.”

“Yes, you are.”

I still had more to arrange to be ready for the coming battle. I dragged a few folding tables out of the back room and set them up. I placed a number of swords on each table along with daggers and more shuriken.

“I want to help,” Rayna said.

“Okay, are you any good with any of these weapons?”

“Well, no.”

“Okay, then. My job is to protect you.”

“You don’t have to stay here, though. I have more money than I can spend in a lifetime. Now that this is all too real, maybe we can run away together. We can go live in Switzerland or New Zealand or the Bahamas. Anywhere you want to go. We can bring Kelly, Brand, and Esther along if you like.”

“And you’d always be looking over your shoulder.”

“There are too many of them, Jonathan. And they have two destroyers!”

“I killed two destroyers already,” I said.

“You had a gun. Kelly tried to fight one destroyer, and look what happened to her. She’s twice the fighter you are.”

“More like three times the fighter, probably. After all, she doesn’t feel pain and she heals fast, provided she’s not extensively damaged.”

“And you think you can handle two destroyers plus Thomas and his sons?”

“It’s not like I have a choice.”

“But you do have a choice. We can avoid them for now. Let Kelly heal up, and she can help take them down. Handle them one at a time.”

“Hold that thought,” I said as I placed more weapons on the tables. I pulled out my phone. “I still have more preparations to make. We have maybe twenty minutes until they get here unless Wesley speeds. What I want you to do is get on Clara and fly to DGI.”

“Not without you.”

“I need to know you’re safe.”

“Then come with me.”

I shook my head and placed a phone call.

Brand answered on the second ring. “Calling for an update? Kelly’s in good spirits. She should be up and at ’em in a couple of days. Give her a week, and she’ll be good as new, though some of the scars might be with her for a while.”

“Good to know. I’m glad she’s feeling better. Can you send Esther to me?”

“Uh, sure.”

“Is Kelly awake? I’d like to talk to her if she’s up to it.”

“She’d love to talk to you. Hang on.” His voice grew distant. “It’s Jonathan. He wants to talk to you,” Brand said to Kelly.

A moment later, I heard Kelly’s voice. She still sounded weak and sleepy. “Hey, Jonathan, it’s good to hear from you.”

“And it’s great to hear your voice.”

“What can I do for you?”

“You can heal up and live a long and wonderful life.”

“That sounds good. How’s Rayna?”

“She’s being stubborn. Listen, I just wanted to tell you that I love you. I don’t say that very often, but this was too close, so I just wanted to tell you. You’re like an older sister to me, and I appreciate everything you’ve ever done for me.”

“Are you in danger right now?”

I laughed. “I just wanted to say that, and I knew it would be easier over the phone.”

“Bullshit. You’re in trouble, aren’t you?”

“Not right now, but I promise I’ll get in trouble soon. Okay?”

“Soon as in tonight. You’re speaking like this might be the last time we talk. What’s going on?”

Kelly knew me too well. “Just getting ready for some on-the-job training. Nothing to worry about. You get some rest. I want you on your feet, kicking ass and taking names as soon as possible. Put Brand back on.”

“Don’t do anything stupid, Jonathan. If there’s trouble and it’s not there yet, get out of there. We can handle it next week.”

“Put Brand on.”

She sighed and two seconds later Brand said, “I’m on my way. Don’t get killed before I get there.”

“Just send Esther, Brand. You stay there with Kelly.”

“I can’t hear you, man. Bad connection.” He made a static sound and disconnected.

Brand probably couldn’t get here before the Marshalls, and since he was mortal now, I didn’t want him to be in this fight. The problem with a Sekutar is that they’re trained to fight straight on without worrying about taking some damage because unless they’re torn to shreds or decapitated, they’ll come back from damn near anything. Brand wasn’t trained to fight where he’d have to deal with pain or exhaustion. I knew he’d drive as fast as he could, so I hoped the Marshalls arrived and I had time to deal with them before he could get here.

Esther popped into sight. “You rang?” she said.

“I most certainly did. I’ll need you to be my lookout.”

Esther looked around. “There aren’t any enemies here.”

“They’re probably fifteen minutes out.”

“Then you have time to get away.”

I shook my head. “I want this done.”

Rayna interrupted. “Is that Esther? Is she telling you to get out of here too?”

I turned to Rayna. “You’re gorgeous when you’re pissed.”

“Why won’t you listen to any of us?”

“This isn’t up for discussion, Rayna. I have a plan. It should work.”

“Against two destroyers?”

“There are two more destroyers?” Esther asked. “Get out of here, Jonathan!”

“I’m not going anywhere, Esther. And yes, Rayna, the destroyers don’t worry me much. If my plan works, they won’t be a problem. If my plan doesn’t work, they’ll kill me quickly, and it will fall to Kelly to protect you. That’s why you need to get on Clara and get the hell out of here.”

She stared at me.

“Clara can carry us both,” she said.

“She’s right,” Esther said.

“Yes, but I have a job to do.”

Rayna raised her voice. “Esther, if you can hear me, can you please talk some sense into him?”

“She’s not deaf,” I said. “You can use an inside voice.”

“I’ll be right back,” Esther said. “I’m going to update Brand on your stupidity.”

Esther popped away.

I smiled at Rayna and reached out to touch her cheek. “This is what I do, Rayna. I’ve faced worse odds than these, and I’ve always pulled through.”

“Even your friends think you should wait for better odds and a better time.”

“And waste all the preparation I’ve done? Nonsense. But I do need you to get to safety. You are the one I’m fighting for, and that’s enough motivation for me to handle four destroyers and a thousand Thomas Marshalls.”

“Can I ask you something?”

“Anything.”

“How often do your plans actually work?”

“So far?” I did the math in my head and counted on my fingers. “Four, five, six . . . okay, never. The plan is just the start. I roll with the punches and improvise with the best of them. But in order for me to win, I need to know you’re all right. So please, get on Clara and go to DGI. I’ll handle these idiots and I’ll join you before morning.”

“It’s already morning,” Rayna said.

“You know what I mean.”

She looked at the floor. I reached out and lifted her chin with a finger. I leaned forward and gave her a long, gentle kiss. “I’ll be all right. I promise.” I walked over to get her purse for her. I knew she’d want to have it with her. When I returned, I held it out.

She took the purse and hesitated, drawing a deep breath and letting it out. “Fine. I’ll go.” She slung the purse over her shoulder.

“Thank you.”

I walked her outside and around to the back. The dragon was sleeping but woke when we got close.

“Go,” I said.

She embraced me, held me tightly for a long moment, then pulled back and looked deeply into my eyes. “You’d better come back to me, Jonathan.”

“You’re the only person on my dance card.”

She embraced me again then kissed me hard. Tears welled in her eyes, but she wiped them away. She turned to the dragon. “Okay, Clara, let’s get out of here. You’re not safe here either.”

She climbed aboard and looked back at me. “I sure hope you know what you’re doing.”

I gave her a thumbs-up.

Deep inside, though, I, too, hoped I knew what I was doing. This had better work.

RAYNA NOBLE

Rayna flew off into the night on Clara the dragon. They soared over the streets of north Denver, heading back toward Boulder. She hadn’t told Jonathan about the GPS tracking Wesley had activated on her phone because she had hoped he’d come with her but suspected he would insist on fighting everyone. Rayna wanted to keep him safe. If he’d agreed to go with her, she’d have told him about the phone, and they could have dumped it before they left the state.

The problem was that she couldn’t just dump the phone now because Jonathan was right. With Wesley’s help, they could easily hop online to get the address, then check Kelly’s dojo; it would be their first stop. She didn’t want them going to the dojo while Jonathan was still there.

She considered her options. She needed a place where Clara could even the odds a bit, someplace open enough that Rayna could see the Marshalls coming.

“Think you can kill a couple of destroyers for me?” Rayna asked.

Clara let out a screeching roar.

“How about the Marshalls?”

Another roar.

“So all I have to do is overcome a lifetime of conditioning and refuse to kneel and bow.”

Rayna’s heart pounded heavily. She wasn’t sure she could do that. “It’s to save Jonathan,” she said aloud.

After some consideration, she decided Folsom Field was the perfect place to take down the Marshall Clan. There were only a few of them remaining. Clara could handle the destroyers with her fire. Rayna wasn’t a fighter, so she’d have to trust the dragon to save her from the men too.

“We can do this,” she said. “I know we can do this.”

All she had to do was get to the football field at the college and wait for Wesley to lead the enemy to her via the GPS on her phone, and if her luck held out, she’d be able to finish this tonight.

She and Clara made good time. Soon they neared the football field. Clara circled the stadium and finally came in for a soft landing at the fifty-yard line. Rayna climbed down. She wanted to check the time, so she reached into her purse to get her phone.

“Shit!”

The phone wasn’t there.

JONATHAN SHADE

I stared at Rayna’s phone. She thought I’d been asleep when she took the call from Wesley, but the phone woke me too. I was simply playing possum. I’m not the most trusting soul on the planet these days. I’d been betrayed by friends and lovers before, so I liked to play things close to the vest.

When I went to get Rayna’s purse, I’d taken her phone while her view was blocked. Once I knew she was actually concerned for my safety, I knew I’d do whatever I needed to do to protect her, and if that meant letting her believe she was protecting me, that was fine. I knew she’d be far enough away by the time she realized what I’d done that she’d be out of harm’s way until all the violence was history.

Where the hell was Esther? She was supposed to come back to help me.

I heard a vehicle pull into the parking lot. That surprised me. I wouldn’t have expected Wesley to just park in front of the dojo. Common sense told me they’d want to park at least half a block away to have some semblance of surprise. Of course, had Esther been here, I’d have had plenty of advance warning regardless, but it seemed incredibly amateurish to simply pull in and park.

I figured they’d send the destroyers in first, so I took a deep breath, backed to the far wall, prepared myself, and waited.

The door swung open, and Brand entered with Esther behind him.

I sighed. “Did you set a new speed record?” I asked.

“There might be a few traffic cops behind me,” Brand said. “Way way way behind me.” He grinned.

“Esther, you were supposed to come right back.”

“I went to see Kelly.”

“Are we clear right now?”

Esther stepped through the front wall then back into the dojo. “For the moment.”

“Do me a favor and pop over to Rayna. See if you can figure out where she is.”

“Here goes nothing.”

She popped away.

“What’s your plan?” Brand asked. “I don’t want to be Purina Destroyer Food.”

I told him my plan and he nodded.

When I finished, he said, “Oddly enough, that just might work. You take one destroyer, I’ll take the other.”

“They’re fast, so you’ll want to get back here with me.”

“What if they come in through the back door?”

“Then we rush to the middle of the floor?”

Esther returned. “She’s cussing up a storm, digging through her purse at some football stadium.”

“Folsom Field,” I said. “Nice and open and the dragon could circle overhead and take out one or both destroyers. Not bad.”

“How’d you get her to leave?” Brand asked.

I started to fill him in, but the two destroyers crashed through the front window. Safety glass flew every which way. The animals landed in a dead run and raced toward us.

I palmed a few shuriken and let them fly. Brand did the same. We sent as many sailing toward the destroyers as we could in the time we had.

Our aim was true.

Three of the shuriken I threw plunged into my destroyer’s eyes. Brand managed to get four of his throwing stars into his destroyer’s eyes. Both beasts howled in pain, stumbled, and fell to the mats, rolling over and trying to paw the ninja stars from their eyes.

With them blinded, we had no trouble dispatching them with swords. I decided this was going to be easier than I thought.

Thomas Marshall and his sons entered the dojo armed to the teeth. Wesley was with them. One of the Marshalls had the MP5 Wesley and Lucas Junior had taken from me. Thomas and another of his sons had the Beretta and the Glock respectively.

“Uh-oh,” I said.

So much for easy.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

JONATHAN SHADE

“Is it too late for me to back out?” Brand asked.

We stared at the remaining members of the Marshall Clan. We’d brought knives, swords, katars, sais, maces, staffs, and shuriken to a gun fight. But hey, at least there were no archers. Wesley, Lucas, and Junior stood with their hands zip-tied behind them, while the Marshalls stared at me and Brand.

“How’s life in the big city treating you, Thomas?” I asked.

Thomas stepped forward. He pointed the Beretta at my face. “Where is Rayna Noble?”

“She’s playing Hide and Seek with Waldo,” I said.

Brand looked at me. “You choose now to start cracking jokes again? I think I preferred you all moody and serious. At least then you wouldn’t get me killed by tossing lame-ass remarks at backward ass fucktards.”

“We’re not on their list of people to kill, Brand. They have a code to live by. They can only kill people who kneel before Zod here.”

“Numbnuts here won’t get that reference,” Brand said. “You’re all positive and light again. Jesus, dude, did you finally get laid?”

Thomas didn’t seem to know what to do, so he looked from Brand to me as if we were insane.

I glanced over at Brand.

Brand smiled. “Holy shit. You did get laid! Hell, if I’d known that was all it would take, I’d have given you a couple hundred bucks to tap some chick at the Asian massage parlor down the street.”

“I am in control here!” Thomas yelled.

I looked at the gun. “You realize the safety is on, right?” I figured it worked on Junior, I might try it on Thomas. Of course, in the case of the Beretta, it really did have a safety, and I could see that it really was on. After all, one does not simply mouth off to a man like Thomas Marshall without knowing one won’t get shot right away.

Thomas looked confused.

“You do know what a safety is, right?” I asked.

“Shut up and tell me where Rayna is.”

“Two orders that contradict one another,” I said. “If I shut up, how can I tell you where she is?”

“All I have to do is pull this trigger,” Thomas said.

“Been watching some TV since you left the Shire?”

“Father,” one of the Marshall boys said, “let me beat the information out of him. He killed Richard and Adam and Ian and Robert and—”

“Jesus, dude, it’s easier to name off the assholes in your family that I haven’t killed.”

Thomas held up his left hand. “Stay back, Kent. He is trying to provoke us into killing him in a valiant attempt to save Rayna Noble.”

I looked at the guy holding the Glock. “What’s your name?”

He looked at me as if he thought giving his name would give me power over him or something. Then with a little more hesitation, he finally said, “Nathan.”

“How do you clowns keep each other straight? There are so damn many of you, I’m surprised Thomas here can even remember all the names. I hope there won’t be a quiz next period.”

“Where is she?” Thomas said again, moving closer.

I glanced at Brand, who casually slipped his hand into his pocket. “Nathan thinks you’re cute.”

Brand removed his hand from his pocket and turned it slightly to show me he’d palmed a shuriken. “He’s not my type,” Brand said.

“Sorry, Nate. You’re outta luck.”

“Enough with your delays!” Thomas said, walking toward me. “Where is Rayna? Tell me or I’ll kill you.”

He was too close. I leaned forward so my forehead pressed against the barrel of the Beretta.

“Pull the trigger, baby, ’cause I’m not telling you shit.”

The next few things happened so close together, they probably seemed simultaneous to the Marshalls.

Thomas squeezed the trigger.

Brand threw his shuriken.

The gun didn’t fire, and I moved quickly to grab the barrel and twist it hard and down, breaking Thomas’s finger.

The shuriken stuck in Nathan’s face, and he screamed in pain.

Brand followed the shuriken, charging Nathan.

I took the Beretta from Thomas.

Brand knocked the Glock out of Nathan’s hand and tackled him.

The other Marshall boy whose name I didn’t know but who held the MP5, froze for a moment. That happens a lot when sudden violence erupts.

I thumbed off the safety and put three rounds into MP5 boy’s head. He dropped. I turned slightly and fired two rounds into Kent’s chest. He went down hard.

Brand snapped Nathan’s neck.

I pulled Thomas to his feet and put the gun in his face to see how he’d like it.

The look on his face told me he didn’t care for it.

“Sit down,” I said.

His ears were probably ringing from the gunfire. I know mine were. I told him again to sit, this time much louder. He sat.

I took a deep breath.

“If my math is correct, Thomas, you and two of your sons are still alive. Peter is in the hands of the Boulder Police Department. Your other son, whatever his name is, is probably at the hospital, but he’s also technically in custody.

“Matthew,” Thomas said.

At first I thought he said “Meth You,” but then I realized he was telling me the name of his other son. Maybe he was trying to tell me he remembered all their names.

“Whatever,” I said.

He looked defeated. He held his broken finger and refused to look at me.

“What about us?” Wesley said.

“What about you?” I asked.

He turned around and wriggled his hands to show he was still zip-tied. “You gonna cut us free?”

“You brought these assholes down on us.”

“But I gave Rayna a warning so she could tell you and you could either be prepared or be gone.”

“What’s he talking about?” Brand asked.

“He called Rayna and made sure not to disconnect the call. That way we could hear Thomas make his plans to come after us by tracking the GPS on Rayna’s phone.”

“That was clever,” Brand said. He grabbed a dagger from the table and went to cut them free.

“You were much better than I thought,” Lucas said.

I ignored him and focused on Thomas. “What am I going to do about you, Thomas?”

“You defeated me in battle. You have swords over there. I shall do the honorable thing and accept my death.”

“I’m not sure that’s the right way to handle this.”

“I have been defeated. You must do me this honor. My gods will not be pleased if I’m held captive.”

“So now you’re telling me your gods will come after me?”

He shook his head. “No, they will not allow me access to the afterlife. You are a worthy warrior, Jonathan Shade. The honorable thing for you to do is to take my head.”

“There’s already more blood on the floor that I’ll have to clean up later. I don’t want to make an even bigger mess.”

“Then take me outside and do it.”

Brand finished freeing Lucas and his sons. They rubbed their wrists.

“I’ll do the honors,” Lucas said. He looked at me. “It is the way of our people. To deny him this is wrong.”

“Even after he killed so many members of your family?”

“It is our way.”

“Can you lay down some plastic first?” I asked.

“Kelly has some trash bags in the back,” Brand said.

“This doesn’t feel right to me,” I said.

“Having us cure Alzheimer’s didn’t seem right to you either,” Lucas said.

“Please,” Thomas said. “I know you don’t owe me anything, but now that you’ve seen to keeping Rayna alive, it costs you nothing to grant my request.”

“Honor is good,” Brand said. “It has the added bonus of getting him to shut the fuck up.”

“There is that,” I said.

“I’ll handle it,” Lucas said. “I know you’d see it as murder, and as you’ve saved us, I’ll take it upon myself.”

I shrugged. “Whatever.”

“I’ll get the trash bags,” Brand said.

Junior and Wesley shuffled their feet a bit while Lucas led Thomas toward the front door. Brand returned with two large black trash bags.

“Hey,” I said. “If you’re going to do it, at least do it out back to avoid potential witnesses.”

“Good idea,” Brand said. “This way, guys.”

Brand led Lucas and Thomas out the back door.

Wesley and Junior moved to follow them.

“Hold up, guys,” I said.

They turned toward me, their backs to the tables of weapons.

“We want to watch this,” Junior said.

“Fine, but answer me one question first.”

They nodded. “Anything.”

“You guys took my guns, so you had two handguns and a submachine gun, plus you thought you had a dragon.”

“We heard the dragon leave, but what’s your question?” Wesley said.

“How did the Marshalls get the drop on you when you had them outgunned?”

Wesley and Junior looked at each other then sheepishly turned back to me. “Promise you won’t laugh?”

“Why would I laugh?”

Junior cocked a thumb at Wesley. “Because this loser fell asleep when he was supposed to be keeping watch on the back. They came in the back way and got the drop on me. Father gave up because Thomas promised to let us live if he’d cooperate.”

“You fell asleep?” I asked.

“Well, they took forever to get to the castle, and I got bored. I’m not cut out for this kind of shit.”

I shook my head.

“Can we go?” he asked.

I motioned for them to leave then turned toward the front. Esther popped in.

“Where the hell were you?” I asked.

“I went to see Kelly and Rayna. I got to ride a dragon!”

“So you just left us?”

“I didn’t want to watch you die.”

“Wow,” I said. “Thanks for that.”

The front door opened and Rayna entered. She saw the bodies then looked at me. “You’re okay!” She ran over to me and grabbed me in a tight embrace. She kissed me. “I’m so glad you’re okay that I’ll forgive you for stealing my phone.”

“All’s well that ends well,” I said. “Clara?”

“She dropped me off out front then hopped on the roof. Where’s Thomas?”

“Out back. Lucas is going to decapitate him.”

“I want to watch.”

“You people are sick,” I said, but I followed her out the back door.

Esther shook her head. “I’ll be with Kelly.”

In the back, Brand stood slightly in front of Junior and Wesley, who had both helped themselves to swords from one of the tables. Did they plan to cut Thomas up afterward? I wasn’t sure how this whole thing worked. I remained close to the door.

Thomas knelt on the black bags, and Lucas stood before him, sword in hand.

“Rayna!” Thomas said. “You’ve come to watch me die?”

“Call it closure,” Rayna said.

I heard something scrabble across the roof, so I looked up and saw the dragon perched there, watching. We were certainly a macabre bunch.

Thomas looked up at the dragon. “And there is Clara. She shall have a long life after all.”

Lucas nodded. “Do you have anything to say before we end this?”

Thomas smiled. “I’d like to repeat Graham’s last words because they seem particularly fitting.”

“Really?” Lucas asked. “What did he say?”

“He said, ‘I’m not ready to die.’ And then he knelt, bowed his head, and accepted his fate.”

“As you are,” Lucas said.

“Do it now,” Thomas said and bowed his head.

Lucas raised the blade.

I didn’t want to watch this, and while I knew Rayna did, I didn’t want her so close to the execution, so I pulled her back a few steps.

Those few steps saved her life.

Lucas spun around, swinging the sword toward Rayna.

As I said, most people freeze when sudden violence erupts. Rayna froze.

On the other hand, I’ve seen so much violence in my day that I don’t freeze. I knew something was wrong the moment Lucas started to spin.

I grabbed Rayna and pulled her farther back.

The sword swished around harmlessly.

I was so focused on protecting Rayna that I saw Wesley and Junior only out of the corner of my eye.

They stuck the swords they’d grabbed into Brand before he knew anything was amiss.

Once Lucas’s attack went by, I darted forward, grabbed him, and drove him to the ground. I landed on top of him and saw Thomas bolt toward Rayna. I slammed Lucas’s head against the concrete a few times with one hand while fumbling for my gun with the other, but as I pulled it, Lucas bucked, and as I didn’t have a good grip, the gun slipped from my grasp.

Brand dropped to his knees then Wesley and Junior yanked their swords out of him.

I heard Rayna scream.

Lucas kept bucking, so I rolled off him, grabbing the sword he’d dropped. I got to my feet as his sons attacked me.

Fighting two swordsmen at once looks great in the movies, but I don’t recommend trying it in real life. If Lucas hadn’t been trying to get up, I’m not sure I’d have survived, but he was in Junior’s way, which allowed me to focus first on Wesley.

I parried his first attack then kicked him in the chest. He staggered back and I drove my sword into Lucas’s chest. Releasing the sword, I jumped back to avoid Junior’s attack. I wanted to thank Lucas for blocking his direct line to me. I darted in, grabbed the handle of the sword sticking out of Lucas, and pulled it free while kicking him toward Junior.

Wesley was on me again, but I parried and attacked. I whipped around quickly because I sensed Junior approaching, and I lopped off his sword arm at the elbow. He screamed and fell to the ground, clutching his stump.

I spun back just in time to parry Wesley’s next attack. I circled around to position him where I wanted. His footwork was pretty good, but he wasn’t paying close enough attention to where he was on the battlefield.

I pressed forward in a hack-and-slash manner that relies more on berserker rage and speed than any real skill. While I am skilled with swords, I didn’t need that skill at the moment. I just needed Wesley to retreat. And of course, he did retreat without looking back, and he tripped over his dead father. He hit the ground hard, and I stabbed him in the gut then kicked his sword away.

I knew he’d live, but he and his brother were done fighting. Losing an arm and getting a deep stab wound in the gut will do that to you. I knew they were going to into shock, but I didn’t give a shit. Thomas was after Rayna, and I had to save her.

RAYNA NOBLE

Rayna didn’t know what to think when Lucas spun around and tried to kill her. If not for Jonathan’s quick reaction, she knew she’d have been killed.

Then Jonathan was dealing with Lucas, and Thomas bolted toward her. Rayna ran back inside with Thomas on her tail.

She burst into the dojo where there were tables lined with weapons. She grabbed a dagger from the first table, stopped fast, and spun around as Thomas ran into the room. She threw the dagger, but he didn’t slow down, and it hit him handle first in the shoulder then dropped to the floor.

“Kneel and accept your fate!” Thomas said, grabbing a sword from one of the tables.

Years of conditioning made her stop. Tears filled her eyes as she grabbed the table in front of her. She tipped the table over as she dropped to her knees. Daggers and swords scattered on the floor in front of her.

“Before you kill me, can you answer a question?”

“Perhaps.”

“Did you tell Lucas he could live if he killed me and spared you? Is that why he attacked me?”

“No. He knew he was going to die. Honor required it of him the same as it requires it of you. Our deal was that we would allow his sons to live. And if Mr. Shade hasn’t killed them, I’ll stand by that agreement.”

“How honorable.”

“I think so. Now do you have any last words?” Thomas asked.

“I do,” she said. She sobbed and mumbled something unintelligible.

Thomas rolled his eyes. “Women. Must you always cry? Your mother cried too, but at least I could understand what she said.”

She leaned forward so far, she had to put her hands on the floor to keep her balance. “I’m sorry,” she said around the tears.

“Try again. That way you can die with dignity.”

She looked up at him. He had the sword raised high. He waited for her to speak. Her fingers curled around the handle of a dagger on the floor.

“Honor this,” she said.

His eyes grew wide as she thrust the dagger into his groin. He gave her a look of surprised betrayal then blinked several times and dropped his sword.

Rayna pulled the dagger free then rose. “This is for my parents, my brother, and Lucas’s daughters.” She plunged the blade into Thomas’s heart.

“Unnnhhh!” Thomas said and dropped to his knees.

Rayna took a sword from a nearby table. Thomas was already bent over, so she raised the blade. “And this is for me,” she said and brought the blade down hard.

Thomas’s head bounced on the tatami mats, rolled over to balance momentarily on the ear, then dropped back to settle on its face.

JONATHAN SHADE

I raced into the dojo and stopped when I saw Rayna holding a sword with one foot propped up on Thomas’s fallen body. His head lay off to one side.

“Oh,” I said.

“Thought you’d have to save me?” she asked with a grin.

“Well, yeah.”

“Thought I was some helpless little rich girl?”

“Not exactly.”

“I’m actually well versed in various weapons,” she said.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because you seemed to need to protect someone. I didn’t want to steal your thunder.”

“I think I’m in love,” I said.

“What about Brand?”

I hurried out back. Brand had rolled over onto his back. I knelt beside him and touched his neck. He had a pulse.

“Don’t even think about kissing me, Shade,” he said.

I laughed. “Don’t worry.”

“That said, I could use a healer. Getting stabbed fucking hurts.”

There was a lot of blood. He made it seem like it wasn’t that big a deal, but I knew he was hurt bad. I also knew that I could get him to Lina inside of ten minutes because we had our own Flight for Life in the form of a dragon named Clara.

“One healer coming up,” I said. “This is going to hurt, Brand.”

“I’ve come to a surprising conclusion,” he said as the dragon dropped from the roof at Rayna’s call.

“What’s that?”

“I’m not a big fan of pain.”

“Don’t be a baby,” I said.

We got him loaded onto the dragon, but Clara couldn’t carry three of us. Rayna promised to take Brand, but she needed to know where.

“Leave that to me,” I said. I gave her directions to Lina’s place. “Watch for the flashes,” I said.

I placed two phone calls once the dragon took off into the night sky with two passengers. The first was to Lina. I told her to wait five minutes then start flashing her lights, both the inside and the porch light since the switches were next to one another.

The second call was to my friend Patrick O’Malley of the Denver Police Department. He was used to calls from me about injured assholes and dead guys. I knew he’d help me through the days of interrogations and paperwork to come.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

JONATHAN SHADE

A few weeks later, Rayna and I met up with Kelly and Brand at the dojo. There were still loose ends with the police departments of both Denver and Boulder, but with O’Malley and Kramer, respectively, plus Rayna making some rather substantial donations to the right police charities, I knew everything would work out fine.

Brand was in good spirits, and he was completely healed. Lina does excellent work. Esther moped around for a week because she wasn’t happy I was dating Rayna, but she got over it.

“Ready for lunch?” I asked as we entered.

“I need to work up an appetite,” Kelly said.

“And how do you propose to do that?”

“By kicking your ass.”

“That doesn’t sound like a good idea to me,” I said.

Kelly laughed. “But it does to me.”

“Are you all better now?”

“One hundred percent.”

“In that case, I’ll pass.”

Kelly shook her head. “Right before all this started, you took Brand down a little too easily. Then you were a lot faster than I expected. I won that matchup partially because Mike distracted you.”

“You’d have won anyway.”

“Let’s find out.” She stepped onto the mats, which I have to tell you were a royal bitch to clean. There were still a few spots where if you looked closely, you could see bloodstains.

“I forfeit,” I said.

“Come on, Jonathan.”

“I don’t want my girlfriend to see you kick my ass. It hurts my masculine pride.”

She laughed. “Fine,” she said and stepped off the mat. “Brand, when he wouldn’t fight you, what did I tell you to do?”

“You told me to hit him because he’d probably hit back.”

I tried to back away, but Rayna pushed me forward.

“Hey,” I said. “Whose side are you on?”

Kelly grabbed me and threw me onto the mat. I rolled to my feet, and she was on me in a heartbeat. To my credit, I did manage to block a few of the punches before she proved to me that she was back to full strength.

As I flew through the air, I heard Esther say, “Atta girl, Kelly! Show him who’s boss!”

Kelly pinned me to the floor. “Do you give up?” she asked.

“Yes. I tried to give up before you started.”

She laughed and helped me to my feet.

Rayna took my hand and leaned into me. “You got beat up by a girl,” she said.

“I know,” I said, “but I’m used to it.” Then I kissed her.

THE END
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