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CHAPTER ONE 
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TREY BLINKED AGAINST the dusty light permeating the back room of the abandoned clothing store. At first he wasn’t sure what had woken him, until he heard the sound of nearby voices. They came from outside, which made them no concern of his, and yet curiosity drove him up to his knees where he could peer through the cracks in the boarded over window. 

Three young men stood in the alley, smoking cigarettes and talking. Two of them had their blonde hair spiked, while the third sported a full on Mohawk dyed an obnoxious shade of green. They all wore faded jeans and black leather jackets emblazoned on the back with a flaming skull. 

The guy with the Mohawk dropped his cigarette on the ground and snuffed it out with the toe of his boot. “They better hurry it up,” he muttered. “I don’t plan on hanging around here all day no matter what Jace said.” 

“Yeah, sure, Burk.” One of the others laughed. “I’d like to see you say that right to Jace’s face. You’d look real pretty with no teeth.” 

Burk snorted. “I ain’t scared of Jace.” 

Trey, quickly losing interest in this less than sparkling conversation, started to turn away from the window. He paused as two boys, decked out like the first three, entered the alley with a teenage girl between them. Each of them had a firm grip on one of her arms. 

“About time you got here,” Burk said. 

“Hey,” one of the newcomers said, “you try kidnapping a girl and dragging her down a busy street and see how easy it is.” 

“I ain’t got time for excuses. Bring her over here.” 

Trey sat down with his back against the wall and his legs stretched out in front of him. He wasn’t going to watch. He wasn’t going to see. Whatever was happening in the alley was none of his business. Getting involved would only lead to trouble. And trouble was one thing he’d had more than enough of in his lifetime. 

Not seeing was easy. Not hearing was impossible. 

“Where are they?” Burk asked. 

“I don’t know.” The girl’s voice wavered on the edge of tears. Her reply was followed by the unmistakable sound of a slap. The girl cried out. The boys laughed, a mean sound full of bad intent. 

Trey stared at his reflection in the only broken shard of glass remaining in the frame of a full length mirror. Leave it alone, the voice of his reflection said. You don’t want to play hero. 

His reflection was right. Playing hero never worked out well for him. But the girl cried out again and the boys laughed again and the two sounds strummed across Trey’s nerves. He ran a hand back through his shaggy, dark blonde hair and sighed. 

You’re not the white knight, his reflection said. The girl would be no better off with you than those boys. 

Again, Trey’s reflection was right. And yet he found himself rising to his feet anyway. It was sure to be a mistake, but it seemed to be one he couldn’t help making. As he turned toward the door, his reflection laughed. 

Trey stepped into the alley through the store’s side door and instantly became the focus of five baleful stares and one look of desperate hope from a pair of bright blue eyes behind a curtain of dark hair. 

“Let her go,” Trey said, his voice low and measured. He was aware he didn’t cut much of an imposing figure in his shabby trench coat and worn sneakers, but he was hoping the lack of fear in his eyes would give them pause. 

“Get lost loser,” one of the spiky haired ones said. “This ain’t none of your business.” 

“I’m making it my business,” Trey said. 

“We got no fight with you,” Burk said. “Walk away like you didn’t see nothing and you won’t get your head busted.” 

Trey didn’t want a fight, but he knew this guy. He used to be this guy. The kind of guy who could only be communicated to with violence. Heat rose in his veins, eager to be unleashed. But he didn’t need the fire to deal with these thugs. 

Shifting his feet slightly, Trey lunged at Burk, grabbing the shorter man around the throat and lifting him off his feet. He could have broken the guy’s neck no problem, but he hadn’t killed anyone in a long time and he didn’t want that to change today. 

He slammed Burk into the wall, knocking him unconscious, then dropped his limp body to the ground and turned in time to catch hold of the wrist of a man coming at him with a knife. A quick twist and the man was howling in pain as his wrist bones snapped. 

The injured man stumbled back into his friends, who seemed to be considering taking Trey on in force. But with their leader down and one of their number already injured, they must have thought better of it. They turned and fled the alley. 

Trey watched them go, his hands flexing and clenching. He took a low, easy breath to calm the heated adrenalin coursing through his veins. 

“Thank you. You saved my life.” 

He turned toward the girl, having momentarily forgotten she was there. “Anybody would have done the same.” 

“No they wouldn’t. Most people would have walked away. But then, most people can’t fight like you can. You were so... fast.” She glanced down at Burk. “Is he dead?” 

“No.” Trey started toward the mouth of the alley. “I have to go.” 

“Wait.” She caught hold of the sleeve of his coat, but quickly let go again at a look from him. “I’m sorry. You’ve done so much for me, I shouldn’t ask for more. Only,” she wrung her hands, “I was wondering if you might walk me home? I’m kind of afraid to go alone.” 

Trey knew he should say no. He should walk away now, before he undid his good deed. But she looked so scared. Maybe it would be okay to walk her home. Make sure she stayed safe. 

First the white knight, now the guardian angel? the voice of his reflection asked. Haven’t we played this game before? 

Trey mentally scowled. It’s a busy street in broad daylight. I’m not an animal. 

Some might disagree, the voice said. Only I guess they can’t, since they’re all dead. 

“I can walk you home,” Trey said, choosing to ignore the voice’s last statement. 

She smiled the kind of smile which could brighten the darkest room. “My name is Sarah. Sarah Walker.” 

“Trey.” 

If his omission of a last name bothered her, she didn’t show it. “What do we do with him?” She nodded at Burk. 

Trey shrugged. “His boys will come back for him or else he’ll have to find his own way home. Not our concern.” He walked out of the alley first, wary of another attack. But the men were long gone. 

Pedestrians crammed the sidewalk, each person going on about their own personal business with little care for what was happening around them. This was one of the things Trey liked best about big cities, it was so easy to be invisible. Nobody wanted to see anything which didn’t directly affect them. Nobody wanted to get involved. Of course, this was also why two thugs had managed to manhandle a teenage girl into an alley. But that, Trey had learned well, was life. You couldn’t have the good without the bad. 

“I guess you must be wondering what that was all about.” Sarah looked at him from the corner of her eye. 

“It was a gang thing.” Five guys all wearing the same jacket, it couldn’t be anything else. Sarah hardly looked the type to be in a gang, but looks could be deceiving. 

“I’m not involved with a gang,” Sarah said. “At least, not directly. Not by choice.” She focused her gaze forward as they made their way through the crowd. “It’s my brother, Alex. He got into some trouble with the police and ended up doing community service with a youth group. He met a girl there, Sabrina, and they fell in love. Only trouble is, Sabrina already has a boyfriend.” 

“A boyfriend in a gang,” Trey guessed. 

“A boyfriend who leads a gang,” Sarah said. “Three weeks ago, Alex disappeared. Not a word of goodbye, not a note, not a phone call, nothing. I was scared maybe Jace, the boyfriend, might have hurt him or something. Until Jace called the house. Turns out Alex and Sabrina ran away together and now Jace wants me to tell him where they are.” 

“But you don’t know.” 

Sarah shook her head. “We haven’t heard anything from Alex since he left. He just took off, not even caring about the kind of trouble he was leaving behind. Typical Alex. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I love my brother, but he’s always been self centered. He never thinks about anybody but himself.” 

Trey didn’t have anything to say to that. He knew a thing or two about being self centered and how it could hurt the people who made the mistake of loving you. 

Sarah lived on a slightly quieter street where a row of identical brownstones lined the sidewalk. “This is me.” She climbed the steps toward her door but paused to turn and face him before opening it. “I want to thank you for everything. I’d invite you in, but then I’d have to explain things to my mom and I don’t want to upset her.” 

“I should be going anyway.” 

Yes, you should, the voice whispered. So why are you still standing here? 

“Well... maybe you could give me your phone number or your address.” Color bloomed in her cheeks at her own boldness. “I just...” She laughed. “I don’t want you to disappear. Not after what you’ve done for me.” 

“I spent last night in the building by the alley,” Trey said. “I have no phone number. No address. Believe me, you’d be better off if I did disappear.” 

“You mean, you’re homeless?” She shook her head. “Then you have to come in. I’ll think of something to tell my mom.” 

Trey’s heart trip hammered in his chest. “No. I can’t.” 

“Of course you can.” She turned her charming smile on him again. “You could at least stay for dinner, I owe you that much. Please? I’ll feel terrible if you say no.” 

She’ll feel worse if you say yes. 

Trey’s hand balled into a fist; nails biting into his skin. I can sit down and eat a meal like a civilized person. 

You don’t know what a civilized person even is. 

It would be wrong of him to say yes and put this girl in danger simply to defy the voice. He knew that. And yet he found himself saying the words he shouldn’t be saying anyway. “I guess I could stay for dinner. If your mother agrees.” 

“Great.” Sarah opened the door. “Mom won’t say no. Trust me.” She led him into a living room decorated in soothing earth tones. A framed photograph of a uniformed police officer hung on the wall behind the charcoal colored couch. His warm blue eyes were a perfect match for Sarah’s. 

Trey froze, his stomach all twisted up in knots. “Your dad is a cop?” He lingered near the door, prepared to run. 

“He was.” Sarah gazed wistfully at the picture. “He died five years ago.” 

The tension eased out of Trey’s shoulders. “Sorry.” 

“Thanks.” She moved toward the door on their left. “Mom, are you home?” 

“I’m in the kitchen.” 

Sarah and Trey walked through the living room into a green and white tiled kitchen. A Latina woman in her late thirties stood at the sink washing dishes. She looked up as they entered the room. “Hi, sweetie. I... Oh,” her smile slipped when she saw Trey, “who is this?” 

“Mom, I don’t want you to freak out, but on the way home somebody tried to mug me. Trey stopped them and then he walked me home.” 

“Oh, baby.” She dried her hands off on a dishtowel and then lightly touched Sarah’s arm. “Are you okay?” 

“I’m fine. The creep only wanted my purse. But, um, see Trey is homeless so I figured the least I could do was invite him in to dinner. To thank him. Is that okay?” 

“Of course.” Her smile was warm, but her brown eyes held reservation. “Thank you so much for helping my daughter, Mr....?” 

“It’s just Trey.” 

“Ah, I see. Well, you can call me Annie. Dinner won’t be for a little while yet, but if you’d like a shower you’re more than welcome to the bathroom.” 

Sarah gasped. “Mother!” 

“Oh,” Annie pressed a hand to her lips, “I didn’t mean to imply you... I only meant... That was so rude of me. I apologize.” 

“It’s okay.” Trey was pretty sure she’d meant exactly what it sounded like she meant. But she was probably right. The last time he’d had a real shower was longer ago than he cared to think about. Most of the time he cleaned himself in whatever source of water was handy, which usually meant a drainage ditch. So he could imagine he must smell a little ripe to other people. “Actually, a shower sounds nice.” 

“Come on,” Sarah said. “I’ll show you the way.” 

A staircase at the back of the kitchen led to the brownstone’s second floor. “This is the bathroom.” Sarah opened the first door on the left. “Towels are in the closet behind the door. If you need anything, yell. I’ll be in the kitchen.” 

Sarah flashed him another of those brilliant smiles before heading back down the stairs. Trey was captivated by the sight of her long, dark hair swaying against her back as she descended. He imagined how it would feel to run his hands through those silky strands. He quickly looked away, disturbed by the unbidden images in his mind. 

The bathroom was cramped, but every surface gleamed and the scent of cinnamon hung sweetly in the air. Trey peeled off his grimy clothes and dropped them onto the floor, then climbed into the shower. 

Steamy water poured across the top of his head and ran down his back. He closed his eyes and sighed, enjoying the sensation. Hot water was a luxury he’d not had in a long time. He scrubbed himself off good, grimacing at the brown water slipping into the shower drain. 

After he dried off, he looked down at his clothes and made a face. He leant over to retrieve them when someone knocked on the door. He froze, his damp hair hanging across his cheeks. “Yeah?” 

“I thought you might like some clean clothes after your shower,” Sarah said, her voice slightly muffled through the door. “So I brought you some of my brother’s things. You may be a little taller than him, so it won’t be a perfect fit but....Well, I’ll leave them by the door.” 

“Okay.” Trey waited until he was certain she’d had enough time to get back downstairs before opening the door. Folded neatly at his feet was a pair of blue jeans, a gray hoodie, and red checkered boxer shorts. He scooped the clothes up and stepped back into the bathroom. 

The blue jeans fell slight short of his ankles and the hoodie was a little tight across the shoulders, but they were clean and that was good enough for him. How sweet of Sarah to think of giving them to him. 

Trey lifted his head and caught his reflection’s smirk in the medicine cabinet mirror. Oh, yes, she is a sweet girl. So very sweet. Wouldn’t you like a taste? 

“Shut up,” Trey growled, his hand balling into a fist. He had a strong urge to punch
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