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Dedication

For Roma, Frances, and Kevin — my pride and joy. You will forever be babies in my eyes.


Glossary

Incomis Sippanus—A disease that can be transmitted from vampire to vampire or vampire to human through feeding or sexual intercourse. Symptoms are similar to leprosy or AIDS, including painful lesions and clouded white irises. Consumption of human blood alleviates visible symptoms but also speeds the disease’s progression. Harrow Gates is the first known carrier of the disease.  

Vampire Council—Governing authority of the vampire world, consisting of ten purebred vampires called Elders.

Harem—Goran’s mistresses, beautiful redheaded vampires who are trained in combat.

Dangeran—Metal with the strength and weight of titanium that has been infused with diamond bits, used in the construction of most vampire weapons.  Vampires cut by Dangeran will disintegrate unless the wounded area is cut from their bodies.

Arnis—Three-foot-long wooden sticks used as a sparring weapon.

Kalimetal—Metal version of Arnis. Three-foot-long sticks infused with Dangeran. Animal pelt is woven to the handle to provide a safe grip.

Blanch Room—A large secured area inside the Vampire headquarters that houses humans before and during transition.

Mentha—A plant extract believed to have a calming, numbing effect on vampires. 

Great Vampire Revolution—Uprising by a group of revolutionary vampires seeking freedom from Goran’s rule in the 1960s. 

Pure-Blooded Vampires—Elite class of vampires on the verge of extinction, they are able to reproduce and can read minds. Each possesses a unique gift, and they must feed from pureblooded vampires of the opposite sex to survive. 

Tack Enterprises—A company owned and operated by Pritchard Tack that manufactures guns for the military and private companies. Profits are used to support a large group of fighters, researchers, and medical personnel who are working on finding a cure for the disease Incomis Sippanus.  

Vampire Rebellion—A small resistance by vampires in upstate New York.  Reason for the uprising is unknown.




















Chapter 1




“I’m scared,” Gail cried when another deafening thud shook the underground facility.

Huddled in the I-room with the others, Allison Tack recognized the devastation of those around her. Her adopted brother, Harrow Gates, and their purebred ally, Rohnert, were conferring on the far side of the room, while Tor hovered in the background like a shadow. Tor Burns, Allison’s appointed bodyguard, sent an occasional look of reassurance in her direction, but he did not speak. He must have known that there were no words that could comfort her now. Each pounding, ear-shattering strike that drilled in their ears compounded the atmosphere of regret, apprehension, and loss. A significant chapter of their lives crumbled more and more with every strike of the wrecking ball.

Finality.

Allison watched while the little girl clutched Jordan close, her young eyes reflecting a mixture of fear and confusion. When they’d been unable to locate Gail’s mother, Jordan had stepped into the role, and Allison cherished the opportunity to be the adorable girl’s honorary auntie. Now, Gail’s stubby fingers dug into her new mother’s arms, and she buried her face in Jordan’s shoulder amid the sounds of concrete and metal colliding.

“Shh. Don’t be scared, baby. It’s all going to be over soon.” Allison reached out to pat Gail’s head, stroking the length of her hair to soothe her. She felt Gail’s body shudder and heard little sobs escape her lips, but they were drowned out by the relentless sound of the wrecking ball ramming the building.

At the recommendation of her godfather, General Leo Krever, she and Harrow had decided to level the building following the incident that had claimed the lives of her father and their close associates Dante and Leroy. The decision hadn’t been an easy one. The building, after all, stood as testimony to her father, Pritchard’s, achievements as one of the city’s most successful businessmen. Seeing it broken down into nothing more than piles of debris was heartbreaking.

One of the most persuasive arguments for taking such a drastic step pertained to the security of their underground structure. How could they safeguard everyone in the facility after the office building over the underground structure had been breached by Demetrius and his band of vampires? More attacks could come, and this possibility alone was enough to justify the demolition. Without knowing whether the head of the Vampire Council had knowledge of their operation, they couldn’t risk another breach. Caution was necessary, since the lives of their people took precedence over any emotional ties to the structure itself. Their continued survival would have been Pritchard’s top priority if he’d still been alive, and Allison would see to it that the people and mission her father had loved continued to thrive.

There had been inquiries from all over regarding the whereabouts of her father. So far, Allison and Harrow had managed to dodge the questions with vague excuses. It would suffice for now until more specific questions came up.

Each memory of her father hit her with new pain: dread, sorrow, longing, and remorse. The what-ifs never stopped tormenting her, often leaving her guilt-ridden and filled with shame.

To his credit, her godfather had been fairly active in maintaining the facility’s functions following Pritchard’s demise. After all, the two men had been close army buddies, sharing horrific experiences together in the army, family holidays and the births of their children throughout the years. Although things would never be the same, Leo’s presence had eased the burden of Allison’s misplaced guilt. No one except Jordan would ever know that she still lay awake most nights, crying and blaming herself for everything that had gone wrong.

Jordan’s amber eyes met her gaze now, conveying reassurance without speaking aloud. It will be over soon. This is for the best.

The stress of Allison’s situation had taken its toll, and a bubble of laughter rose in her throat. When it escaped, the brittle sound, edged with fear and uncertainty, echoed through the room. All heads whipped in her direction.

Jordan took her hand and squeezed it in a firm grasp, but Allison couldn’t accept the comfort her friend was offering. She wasn’t entitled to such an emotion. She, who was the root cause of it all; she was the reason three people were no longer among them.

“Allison, are you okay?” Jordan’s voice squeaked, contradicting her otherwise calm demeanor.

Despite her attempts to keep her emotions in check, Allison couldn’t help but laugh harder, tears pouring down her cheeks. It was a crime to sacrifice innocent lives in order to protect her. Dante, Leroy, and her father would still be alive if she hadn’t thrown a silly party, compromising their safety in the process. Now, they were demolishing the building that had been a prominent reminder of her father’s pride and hard work. Was she even worth all the trouble her father had gone through? She tried to nod her head in response to Jordan’s concern, but her body had begun to shake. Harrow shot across the room and crouched next to her, his expression laced with worry and his body taut with concern.

“Ally, what’s going on?” His fingers traced her face, in order to give him the answers his eyes couldn’t find. Harrow had the worst vision among all of the infected vampires. With the change in diet, his sight hadn’t gotten worse, but the damage had already been done. His white irises dilated when he tried to focus on her. Allison knew him well enough to guess he wanted to gauge her state of mind.

“Harrow, this is unbelievable. All of it.” She gestured with her hand, waving it above her head.

Harrow nodded in understanding before gathering her in an embrace. “I know, I know,” he said.

Allison knew that he meant to calm her, but lately, each time Harrow held her, a sense of helplessness crept up her spine. The realization that she was weak and in constant need of protection chilled her.

Harrow frowned when she tried to push him away, not understanding that she needed to soothe her frayed nerves. Her friends were looking to her to rise to the occasion. If she allowed herself to succumb to the constant grief, it would forever cement her as feeble and dependent in everyone’s eyes.

“I need to think. I have to get away,” she said, her legs wobbling underneath her when she stood. Harrow placed a hand on her elbow to steady her.

Tor moved closer but said nothing. Lately, his words were few and far between. It seemed like he had developed the habit of keeping quiet in her presence, although she knew very well his wry sense of humor was still intact.

“Allison,” Harrow said, turning her to face him. “It’s fine. Go—I’ll take care of things here.” He turned to Tor. “Take Allison, Jordan, and Gail upstate. Stay there until I say it’s safe to come back here. Clear every activity with me first.”

The house upstate was one they had recently built and fortified to meet their special needs. Set in the middle of a wooded area with the Adirondack forest in their backyard, the location provided easy access to an abundance of wildlife. After careful deliberation and consultation with Leo, Harrow had bought the land and hired the best architect money could buy. Permits were secured using the General’s connections, and building took less than five months. The construction crew worked night and day, and before they knew it, a two-story, ten-room home had been erected, complete with an underground section the size of football field.

“Okay,” Tor grunted in reply. His eyes flickered to meet Allison’s for a second before he stepped back and leaned against the wall. Yes, Tor Burns and his silences were beginning to irk the hell out of her.

“Rohnert, would you mind keeping the ladies company, too? Maybe take Drake with you so someone can run errands during the daytime.”

“Not at all. How about you? Think you can handle everything here?” Rohnert asked, snapping his gaze in Jordan’s direction.

There had been a widespread speculation among the fighters that Rohnert could read minds or emotions, although the vampire had yet to make that admission. “I’ll stay here,” Jordan said before Harrow could speak again, further supporting this belief.

Harrow’s lips thinned into a tight smile. “Darling, I think it’s best if you keep Gail and Ally company. I’ll try to catch up with you guys when I find the time.”

The admonishment in his tone was clear, and Jordan sighed but said no more. Her body language made it clear that wasn’t what she’d wanted to hear but she’d give Harrow the support he needed rather than argue with him.

Harrow took a few steps in Jordan’s direction and kissed her on the cheek before giving Gail a tender pat on the back. “I love you ladies—you know that, right?”

Jordan nodded, her fiery hair swaying with the movement, and tilted her head in his direction. Gail’s head, still nestled in the crook of Jordan’s arm, bobbed several times.

Another jaw-clenching thud shook them, and Tor sprang forward. “If you ladies are done with your goodbyes, I think it’s best if we get ready leave as soon as sundown hits.” He strode to the door. “Allison?”

She smiled at Harrow, placing a hand on his arm for a moment before following Tor out of the room.
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Left alone, Harrow sat at the head of the table and glanced around the room. The same white walls stared back at him, a quiet witness to all that had transpired in the past months. He grabbed the remote control on the table before sinking back into the chair. The flat-screen television came to life with the click of a button, and the real-time, real-life action unfolded before his eyes. No matter how bad his eyesight, the development outside was as heartbreaking as if he had been standing in its midst, witnessing everything firsthand.

People in yellow hard hats were standing and watching; some were barking orders, others were hard at work. A crane stood next to the building while the large wrecking ball was already hard at work.  Harrow pressed a button and zeroed in on Leo, who was standing with Cyrus and Lambert. The latter two men appeared somber; their pale faces, lined with stress and anxiety, showing signs of undeniable sadness. Harrow felt every single one of their emotions. Each one tore through him like a jagged knife, cutting and puncturing his tattered nerves.

Harrow leaned toward the speakerphone on the table. One punch of a button connected him to Rayce, who was now the official tech guy after Dante’s untimely demise.

“Rayce.” He strained to make his voice sound firm and devoid of emotion.

“Yes, Harrow?” The human’s response was quick as lightning. Rayce had been recruited by Pritchard to be Dante’s assistant. What he lacked in brawn, he overcompensated for with intelligence. Thin and somewhat geeky, Rayce held his own within the group of snarling vampires and smart-mouthed humans. Dante’s protégé was as confident as his predecessor and just as competent. Reeking with potential, Rayce had been a fine addition to their team. Although Dante was missed, he’d left behind a lasting contribution to their team by giving Rayce all the training and knowledge he would need.

“Is it safe for me to go out there?”

There was a long silence. The speaker crackled as the pounding of a keyboard sounded in the background. “We’re about to hit sunset in a few minutes, boss. I think you’ll be good to go. Just wear those glasses of yours, and you’ll be fine.”

“Thanks, Rayce. Buzz me out through the side exit. Make sure the women and their escorts are tracked. Call me if there’s anything out of the ordinary.”

“Will do . . . and Boss?”

“Yeah?”

“Good luck out there. I know you made the right decision.”

“Thank you.” Harrow’s chest tightened. “You’re doing a good job, Rayce.”

There was another stretch of silence while the speaker idled. It took a few seconds before Rayce answered, “Thanks, Boss.”

Harrow got up. He felt for his daggers and the Glock underneath his jacket before picking up his Oakleys from the table—the same pair Pritchard had given him—and putting them on. Harrow strode out of the room and made his way down the long hallway. A few minutes later, he faced the door that would let him out into the twilight. Harrow faced another tie to Pritchard being severed. The man had not only given him and others a chance at a new beginning, but he had been a friend and savior to Harrow.




















Chapter 2




Melissa walked listlessly around her boudoir, feeling queasiness grip her like never before. It had been six months since she’d last seen or heard from her son, Demetrius. He had simply vanished.

There had been times in the past when Demetrius had found the need to take a breather from his father’s relentless expectations and demands. She couldn’t blame him for needing to escape Goran’s unrealistic whims and summons every once in awhile. Demetrius had gone on prolonged vacations before, but this time he had left without a word. There were times when the need to scream was too great, when she wanted to pull out her hair in frustration.

Caring for Goran’s redheaded pets and his children was an item on her list of assignments she was getting tired of, but she didn’t have an ounce of nerve to defy him. He trusted her to do things his way, and she had come through for him, every single time. Happiness and freedom had been taken from her, but her son made those sacrifices bearable. With Demetrius missing, Melissa felt the weight of his absence like a ton of bricks bearing down on her body.

She drifted to the porch, her feet heavy, dragging with every step. She opened the french doors, which led to a vast space of nothing—a dead end of walls and concrete. This was the life she knew as the head mistress of Goran’s harem: an existence underground, away from the prying eyes of humans and daylight. Although it was dank, dark, and dreary, it was the best view that could be afforded to the mistress of Vampire Council’s leader.

Gathering the skirt of her gown in her hand, she swung herself onto the railing and sat down. She let her feet dangle before releasing the hem of her gown. After yet another day filled with duties and obligations, there was nothing left for her to do. The Vampire Council was settling in for its scheduled slumber, and her silent suffering began again.

She was beginning to hate the endless blur of days and nights spent watching over the needs of Goran’s collection of redheaded women and their bastards. It was a big responsibility, one she would rather do without. Too bad she could no longer have children since she had been turned after giving birth to Demetrius. It was so different for the halflings, as they were often referred to by the others. Unlike their purebred counterparts, who were able to procreate at will, the created vampires no longer had that ability. Their biological clocks stopped ticking, halting the progression of life and removing the gift of childbearing. If she’d had a choice, Melissa might have wanted another child with Goran—another child to cherish and love, who could help her pass the time, but it wasn’t possible anymore.

Once they were turned, life as they knew it changed. Melissa was just worth the value of the services she provided. When the glitter of her star ebbed, she’d be kicked to the curb and cast aside for another woman with a better shimmer.

Melissa sighed. For now, she remained Goran’s favored female, or so Goran kept telling her. His actions so far hadn’t contradicted him. If and when that time came, Melissa wouldn’t know what to do with herself. Demetrius was the one constant in her life. Without him, there would just be a dull ache in her heart and countless hours of solitude.

She tried to recall any conversation she may have had with Demetrius that could lead her to his location, but she came up empty every single time. He had made no mention of leaving or of a special assignment had might take him elsewhere.

If I could only ask Goran. It was wishful thinking on her part. She sighed. He had been distracted, either by his redhead menagerie or by the Council’s demand for a purebred heir. A few times she’d overheard him muttering about being betrayed by someone, but the culprit’s identity was unknown to her.

The big question was where Demetrius and his band of vampires were holed up. There were about ten of them who hadn’t been heard from since his disappearance. No one from the team he’d left behind had any information. Not even Hamilton, the hard-nosed and irritating vampire, could give her an answer. Melissa recalled her conversation with him a few days back. The vampire had just narrowed his eyes and had shaken his head at her question, acting suspicious of her inquiry.

“Are you baiting me to give you information you already know?” he had asked.

Melissa had felt her blood boiling. “Do you think I would ask if I knew? We’re talking about my son here.” The rage inside her had neared its saturation point, just like her patience. She remembered crouching and baring her fangs at the impetuous vampire.

Hamilton had sneered at her, mocking her in the manner that had made him hated among his peers, especially by her son. The lone reason she’d gone to Hamilton was the fact that Demetrius had mentioned working with him at Goran’s instruction.

“Dial down your anger, woman. If I knew where the bastard went, I would have reported to Goran right away.” With those words, Hamilton had strode away, leaving Melissa seething with anger and back where she started, with no leads and her hopes diminishing more with each passing day.

Desperation often led people to do stupid things, and she was afraid of reaching that point. She would give Demetrius three more months to emerge from wherever he’d been hiding, and then she would have to act upon what her instincts were already shouting for her to do.

If any unlucky fate had befallen him—no, she told herself, it couldn’t be. Her son was sturdy, a fine fighter, well-trained, and fierce. He would still be out there, burrowed in somewhere on his own. When he came back, she would wring his neck—snap the life out of him for reducing her to this tangled mess of worry. She would not even think twice about taking his life for being so irresponsible and insensitive.
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The drive toward the mountains had been uneventful and quiet. Everyone had retreated into their own private thoughts once they’d climbed into the car for the four-hour trip. They had taken a bulletproof limousine, a recent purchase Harrow had deemed a necessity.

Tor reclined in the front passenger seat and rested his head on the leather headrest. Dave, one of Pritchard’s rescued vampires, was driving and had been silent since they had left the facility. The same burden rested on everyone’s shoulders, and Tor felt it as well.

A partition glass separated the front seat from the rest of the passengers. Tor was not one to worry, especially when Rohnert was around, but given that Harrow had entrusted Allison to him, he had to make one quick check before he slept. He pushed a button, and the glass slid down.

“Everyone okay?” Tor asked. He smiled at the sight of Gail sprawled between Jordan and Allison. Her head rested on Jordan’s lap, and her little shoeless feet were nestled on Allison’s thighs.

Rohnert turned to face Tor and grinned. “Yes, we are. Get some sleep, my man.”

Allison looked away from the window just in time to meet Tor’s eyes. She gave him a blank stare, the same empty look she’d been wearing ever since her father had passed away. Tor searched her face until she offered a weak smile.

“I’m fine. Thanks,” Allison said.

Only after she’d spoken did Tor nod to Rohnert and roll up the partition glass, sealing him in a semi-private world. He could imagine Allison’s pain. Many times, without her knowledge, he’d heard her cry herself to sleep. Those had been the times when he waited outside her door until he was certain she was asleep before he would leave.

Yes, he took his role of guardian seriously, just like he had when Pritchard had given him his first assignment as Harrow’s babysitter. Tor had parked his ass in the vampire’s grill, not caring about his privacy, intent on just keeping him alive. Harrow had turned out just fine, and Tor took pride in knowing that he had been instrumental in that. They were good friends now; it was hard to believe that Tor had wanted the bastard dead in the beginning. Who would have thought that destiny would have such different plans for them?

Tor looked out the window and let his eyes rest on the looming darkness. The headlights weren’t necessary for him to see what was around them. They were in the outskirts of the city now. A few more hours, and they would be in a different place, far removed from the noise and the traffic.

Tor closed his eyes, stretched his legs in front of him, and let the lulling sound of the engine soothe him. He thought about Allison, her unending tears, and the pain of losing a loved one. The sentiment was not lost on him. He’d been there, seen it, and felt every single emotion that dealt with death—terror, grief, guilt, and loss.

No, he wasn’t going there. Not this time, after all these years. It had been difficult to bear then, and was even more so now. He tried to pull his thoughts back, but it was too late to prevent them sprinting down the forbidden memory lane. It was a path he dared not visit, if he could help it.

Not that he’d ever stopped thinking of her. There hadn’t been a minute that he’d ever stopped thinking of his Jessie. She had become a permanent resident in his mind, occupying each day with visions and torturous memories, good and bad.

Whether it was painful or tender, she invaded all of him. Jessie had a way of reminding him of what he’d lost and what he had done that forever changed their lives.

There was no backing out now as she took hold of him again. He forced himself to relax, despite the tension building in his muscles. Sleep, Tor, sleep, he urged himself. He needed a respite from the nagging guilt and his inability to forgive himself.

Tor could envision that day’s events as if they had happened yesterday. He had come home from work at the construction site, parking his old pickup in the designated spot of the apartment complex where he lived with Jessie, his wife. He’d turned off the engine, taken off his hat, and laid it on the passenger seat, stepping out into the afternoon heat.

Just like every other day, he couldn’t wait to get home and be with Jessie. They could spend a quiet evening over dinner and maybe watch TV before heading to bed. Evenings and weekends with his wife had been the focal point of his life.

He’d attempted not to make the slightest noise so he could surprise her he’d put his key into the lock. Given his size and weight, being quiet wasn’t a skill he possessed. At six-foot-three and two hundred or so pounds, he was nowhere near being light on his feet.

He’d grinned when he saw Jessie look up, a smile lighting her face. She had jumped off the couch in her robe and rushed to greet him.

“Darling, I knew it was you out there,” Jessie had said, wrapping her arms around his neck and pulling his face down to meet hers. Well, dangling would have been a more accurate term, since Jessie was five-foot nothing and weighed no more than a sack of rice.

“I was trying to tiptoe, but I guess it didn’t work,” Tor had said and laughed against her mouth. Her sweet scent provoked his overactive libido, and he was certain of one thing alone: This kiss would guarantee a delightful frolic in bed with his wife. Her delectable mouth seizing his was more than he could handle. He was, after all, a sucker for anything Jessie.

“I missed you.” Her smile was inviting.

He’d slammed the front door closed with his foot and grinned at her. Tor had closed his eyes, drinking in her scent before capturing her lips. He had cradled her in his arms like delicate china and crossed the length of the hallway to their bedroom in big strides. Even with his eyes closed, he’d known where he wanted to take her.

Jessie had broken their kiss just as they got inside the room to ask, “What about dinner? I made your favorite, Beef Strogan—”

“You’re dinner for me.” He kissed her again, and Jessie responded with ardent passion.

He held her after he laid her on the bed. With desire pulsating in his veins, he unknotted the tie of her robe like a ribbon on a gift, dying to see what he’d find. She whimpered with anticipation.

Tor lifted his eyelids to take a quick peek, but instead of the fair skin of her belly or the robust mounds of her breasts, Jessie’s blood-soaked body greeted him. Her eyes were wide open and unmoving, and her mouth was pinched into a bizarre and painful grimace. She looked lifeless—dead!

“Jessie!” he screamed and shook her, trying to call her back to life. “Jessie!”

Tor’s scream still echoed in his ears, and his eyes were filled with tears when he opened them. He struggled against Dave’s hand on his shoulder, pushing the other vampire away. “Jessie,” he cried out again, expecting to wake up from his nightmare.

The thing was, he was awake but seemed to be trapped in a nightmare—another one of those he wished would no longer haunt him. Tor knew, no matter what he did or how fast he’d run or how hard he tried to forget, the bitter reality would catch up with him and he could only hold the memories at bay for so long. He had to continue living with this torture, a fitting punishment for his crime.

“Tor, are you having a nightmare?”

Dave took his hand from Tor’s shoulder when he growled in confusion. There was pounding on the glass partition, and Tor noticed that Dave had stopped the car.

Tor rubbed his face in shame. He hated being caught in a vulnerable state, cornered in a place he didn’t want to be.

“No,” he said in acknowledgment. Welcome to my world.




















Chapter 3




“Tor, roll down the goddamned window.”

Rohnert pounded on the glass partition. Not one to curse even in the direst of situations, Rohnert was cursing now while he continued to bang on the glass.

Dave pressed the driver’s side button to roll down the window as he sat and watched Tor grapple with his sanity, not daring to touch him again—not when Tor was grappling against an unseen enemy.

When the glass rolled to a stop, Rohnert poked his head through the opening and glared at Tor. “What the hell is going on with you?” he asked, his tone terse.

Silence filled the car when Tor didn’t respond. He closed his eyes, not wanting to see the pity in Rohnert’s eyes. At this point, he was certain the vampire knew his secret. The only sound that broke the silence was Gail’s light snoring. Allison craned her neck to see past Rohnert’s head to check on Tor.

He sat up straighter and rubbed his eyes, trying to push the remnants of the godforsaken images away and tear his mind away from the vision of Jessie covered in blood. What could he do to erase the horrifying vision from his head?

“Tor, please say something.”

Allison’s pleading voice was like being doused with cold water. His eyes shot open, but he still saw Jessie’s face, her body, and the blood-soaked bed.

“It was just a bad dream,” Tor heard himself say, his voice sounding foreign even to his ears. He offered a feeble smile in Allison’s direction, refusing to meet anyone’s eyes.

“Let’s get moving,” he said at last, feeling a little semblance of his usual self creeping back in.

“Dave, let’s go,” Rohnert ordered when he hesitated. “Get us there as fast as you can, but be safe.”

Dave glanced at Tor before shifting the car into drive. Tor grunted in response and looked straight ahead. Only when the car had eased back onto the quiet highway did he begin to relax. That had been the worst flashback he’d had so far. Not daring to close his eyes again, Tor decided to focus on the dark highway. He started to count the trees that lined the road like brooding sentinels to keep the images at bay.

It was another hour and thousands of trees later before they reached their destination. Built in a secluded area about three miles off the highway, the house was accessed by a dirt road that no one would stumble onto, even by mistake.

The brand-new house loomed before them in the darkness, guarded by black wrought iron gates and brick walls. Dave reached for the remote control inside the glove compartment, pushed the button, and waited until the gates opened wide enough to allow entry. The soft glow of the moon cast shadows around them, creating an eerie backdrop. Judging from the grand structure, there was no doubt that the interior would be lavish, in accordance to the Tack’s preferences. One thing Tor was sure of—with Harrow running the show, the house would meet the demands of vampires’ nature.

When the car approached the circular driveway, lights flashed from every direction. The motion sensor was an added security measure that would illuminate the entire area if triggered. The car stopped by the front door.

“I’ll check the outer perimeter. You check the house,” Tor said before Rohnert and Drake could get out of the car. “Drake, stay with the women.”

Drake nodded and moved to the front passenger seat, his gun peeping out of his jacket. The car door locks engaged with a loud click.

Tor took the outer boundary of the property, while Rohnert walked straight to the house. It took a few minutes before they both returned and signaled for the others to follow. Drake emerged from the car first, holding the door for Allison and Jordan, who was carrying a sleeping Gail. The little girl remained dead to the world, still sucking her thumb. Rohnert walked over to Jordan while Tor took some of the duffel bags and suitcases from the trunk.

“Here, let me take her,” Rohnert offered.

“It’s okay. I’ve got her,” Jordan whispered, keeping her voice low to avoid rousing the sleeping child.

When they walked across the threshold of the brand-spanking-new house, Tor couldn’t help but wonder how on earth it had been built in a mere five months. And who had been behind the tasteful decorations and the state-of-the-art security system?

The dark-stained hickory floor gleamed like a winner while they all marched inside the brand new house. 

“Oh my God, I had no idea it would be this beautiful,” Jordan gushed when she wandered into a small sitting room just to the right of the foyer, still cradling Gail in her arms.

The house was a cube, designed with a bunch of goodies inside. Notable steel shutters were in place to block out the sun and its harmful effects on the vampires. Even with the shutters drawn tight, it was hard to miss the big picture windows lining the entire room. Jordan’s footsteps echoed across the floor, her excitement palpable. Tor hung back and leaned against the wall, watching Allison press a button on a remote to roll the shutters up. A vast landscape of trees greeted them, the bare windows exposing wide acreage that stretched as far as their eyes could see.
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The area was perfect for them. There were no neighbors for miles in any direction. The closest household was nothing but a faint light in the distance, like a star in the night sky: tiny, distant, and non-threatening. Building the place had taken almost no time at all; the Tack’s limitless cash reserves and Leo’s clout spoke volumes, and building permits had been signed faster than one could secure a marriage license in Las Vegas.

Instead of the stiff-looking decor of the old facility, the house was bathed in black and white. Other than the wood flooring, which was done in a red hue, everything was monochromatic—furniture, art prints, light fixtures, decorations, area rugs. The walls were done in a deep gray, lending a contemporary taste and a chic, macho touch to the whole room.

“You like it?” Allison seemed pleased, momentarily emerging from her cocoon of sorrow.

“Do I like it? Hell, I love it!” Jordan’s face lit up as she hurried to discover more of what the first floor had to offer.

“I’m glad. Harrow and I pored over blueprints and chose styles we knew would be acceptable to everyone.” Allison smiled.

Planning and designing the house with a high-caliber architect and interior designer was what had kept her sane in the months after Pritchard’s death. Harrow had a lot of input geared toward safety, comfort, and optimum use of the space. Allison, on the other hand, had more influence with the aesthetics, not wanting to sacrifice comfort for beauty.

“The windows are to die for. I’ve never seen such big windows in all my life,” Jordan said.

Allison laughed at Jordan’s reaction. Funny what love could do to a person. It wasn’t that Jordan had lost her edge, because the woman was still a fierce and determined vampire. Harrow seemed to have softened her. Jordan now listened before she acted, allowing her man to run the show instead of walking all over him. It went without saying that Jordan very much preferred looking after Gail, and in everyone’s eyes, she was now Gail’s mother.

“Too bad we can’t enjoy them to the fullest, but we have nighttime to appreciate the stars and the moon. Harrow ordered a telescope so Gail can see anything she wants,” Allison said.

“I can’t wait to see the rest of the house,” Jordan said.

Rohnert and Tor seemed to have disappeared. It was not a surprise that the men weren’t as enthusiastic as the women when it came to decorations and furnishings. As far as the men were concerned, the bolts and locks might as well be the most expensive painting, since those were the details that garnered their admiration.

“Why don’t we get you and Gail situated in your rooms first, and we can take a grand tour later?”

“Sure, lead the way.” Jordan looked unnerved by the grandiose residence Harrow and Allison had worked to create.

Allison walked to a long hallway that had triangular sconces illuminating the path. Several closed doors were on each side; she stopped in front of one that looked very much like it would lead to a closet. Allison turned the knob, and light illuminated another hallway that led to an elevator.

“Interesting,” Jordan commented as they got in the elevator.

“All the bedrooms are in lowest level, which is three floors down from where we came in. Harrow and I decided we wanted a subterranean home for protection. The next floor up is where we have our armory, the meeting room, and the audio-visual room. We’re connected to the facility now that we are here. Rayce has control over the cameras, as well as the microphones. We have a well-stocked kitchen on the floor that leads up to the main floor, as well as a training room.”

“This is a fortress,” Jordan said, checking every detail they passed while they made their way to the last door on the left.

“You could say that. We had to make sure we’d be safe here. This will be our second home from now on. When someone feels like they want to get away, this is the place to go.” Allison offered a little smile. “All the windows in the upper floor are bulletproof. Impenetrable, even with Dangeran bullets or any other weapon out there.”

“A bomb?” Jordan grinned.

“Yeah, sure. Good luck with that one.” Allison grinned, then pushed open a door to reveal a large bedroom with a king-sized bed. The room was sparsely decorated, which appealed to Jordan’s taste.

“This is your bedroom. Harrow was clear about your preferences, so there’s just a bed, a desk, and the bathroom. He said you didn’t care for frills or unnecessary luxuries, so we’re giving you a bare bedroom.” Allison rolled her eyes.

Jordan nodded. “Harrow knows me well enough.” She tested the bed before adding, “Good man.”

Allison walked across the room to another door. She opened it before Jordan could ask. “This is Gail’s bedroom. She has a door from the hallway, too, but Harrow wants her to feel secure knowing you guys are connected. He told me that Gail wanted to sleep in your room because she’s afraid to be on her own. We hope this will solve that problem.”

Gail’s bedroom was decorated in dainty shades of pink, yellow, and white. Stenciled patterns of tulips graced the walls, mingling with the Aqua Pets she’d been crazy about lately. Several favorite posters hung on the wall. Hello Kitty, boy bands, and Barbie took the “hall of fame” wall closest to her bed.

Jordan surveyed the room with appreciation. Allison watched while Jordan took in every detail she had put together, right down to the tiny pillows, bedspread, and princess canopy bed on the far side of the room. Allison lifted the bedspread and folded it the foot of the bed, and then she pulled down the sheets so Jordan could put Gail down on the mattress. The little girl was still fast asleep, sucking her thumb with fervor. She had been seesawing between keeping her own sleeping schedule and that of the vampires. Although most times she ended up following their schedule, the moving vehicle had lulled her to sleep.

“There’s a nightlight for her. I don’t want her to be afraid when she wakes up.” Allison turned the lights off and a flicker of light shone from the bedside table. Jordan followed her back into the master bedroom. “My room is right across the hall from yours. Tor will be in the one next to me, since Harrow doesn’t want Tor too far away.”

Jordan smiled. They both knew how bullheaded Harrow could be once he’d set his mind on an idea.

“Altogether, we have ten rooms in this house. We’re at the foot of the Adirondack Mountains, so there’s no limit when it comes to hunting animals.”

“I can’t get over how you two got this house planned and built so fast. It’s amazing,” Jordan said as they walked down the hallway.

“The facility can be stifling, especially since . . .” Allison stopped, not wanting to swim into the sad territory of her father’s absence. The wounds were still fresh; they always would be for her.

“I know. This is perfect. For you, Harrow—and everyone.” Jordan took her friend’s hand.

“I hope it gives Tor a chance to settle his nerves, too,” Allison said.

Jordan nodded. Before they entered the elevator, the phone on the hall table rang.

“That’s gotta be Harrow,” Allison said matter-of-factly. “Answer it.”

Jordan grinned before picking up. “Hello?”

“Hey, I can see you guys are all settled.” Harrow’s voice sounded like he was close by, and Jordan looked up to find a camera pointed at them. She waved at it.

“Having fun snooping on us?” she asked.

Harrow chuckled. “Actually, yes. I forgot to tell you how lovely you look tonight.”

A ping from the elevator signaled it was ready.

“I’ll see you later,” Allison called out, waving at Jordan after she’d stepped inside.

Jordan waved back before the elevator doors pressed together.
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Allison pressed the button that would take her to the top floor. She doubted anyone was still up, since the sun would be rising in less than an hour. It was enough time to lounge on the deck for a few minutes and get her bearings.

Exiting the elevator, she zeroed in on the stocked bar. Her palate, as well as her behavior, had gone through some dramatic changes as along with her diet. The meek and mild Allison was no longer around; bits and pieces of her old self surfaced once in a while, but the new Allison was persistent and determined. God knew how much she tried to rein in her aggression. At this point, she wasn’t certain if she liked the new Allison.

She strode to the bar, grabbed a glass, and was halfway into pouring a drink when a voice came from behind her. Pivoting, she sensed Tor’s eyes watching her with intensity.

“Can’t sleep?” Tor asked. He was standing directly behind her, holding a bottle of tequila in a death grip. Clad in his usual black leather jacket and dark jeans, Tor was a threatening piece of work. His wide shoulders were tensed, his jaw taut, and his mouth set into a grim line. She watched him push an unruly dreadlock away from his face.

“Sleep is a luxury for me these days,” Allison answered while she continued to pour. Her heart had started doing the jitterbug—her bodyguard had that effect on her. She found herself drawn to him, which wasn’t a development she needed at the moment.

“You need sleep. It isn’t healthy to go without, even for us.” Tor moved closer.

The bar was set into the far corner of the deck, where pool and poker tables sat side-by-side. An entertainment center, complete with a flat-screen television and stereo, was perched at the opposite end of the space. Designed for nighttime activity, half of the deck was covered by a roof and the rest was left open. It could be used for stargazing, reflecting, or just as a hang-out.

“You don’t get much sleep yourself,” Allison said.

“Sleep and I aren’t friends,” Tor replied gruffly. He had turned his back to her and was staring into the darkness.

Allison took his tone as a warning not to prod further. She knew something was bothering him, and the incident in the car reinforced her suspicions. What in the world could turn a confident and self-possessed man into the ball of terror she’d witnessed earlier?

This was the big question, and she intended to find the answer soon. Waiting would have worked for her before, but not anymore. Should she ask for an explanation or let him come to her when he’d decided he was good and ready? In the end, her curiosity won out over her better judgment.

Allison downed her vodka in one swig, feeling feistier by the second. She walked over to where Tor leaned against the railing; standing next to him was like cuddling up to a statue. He was so still that it appeared as though he might be incapable of breathing or movement.

“What’s bothering you, Tor?” she asked.

Looking up at him, all she could see with her faulty eyesight was the outline of his face. Thanks to the Gates Syndrome, Allison had to tilt her head sideways and use her peripheral vision to get a clearer picture of Tor’s expression. What little she could see of his face told her that her question wasn’t a welcome one.

Tor’s grip on his glass tightened. Allison waited for several minutes, the steady, soft whistles of frogs and the chirping of crickets provided a background harmony to the darkness. These were the sounds that the city didn’t offer, since they were drowned out by screeching cars and human activities. These were the sounds of the purity of nature at its best.

“Would you like to talk about it?” Allison asked, inching close enough to feel when the strength of his body faltered a bit.

“Allison, I don’t have anything to talk about. What makes you think I have something to say to you?” Tor asked, his voice thick with contempt.

“I know you are keeping something in there.” She jabbed her finger at his chest and watched him flinch at her accusation.

Tor faced her now. She could imagine the fire in his purplish-red eyes and hear the sting in his voice. He didn’t mince words. “Don’t think you have the right to butt into my business just because I’m your bodyguard.”

Tor seized her arms and turned her to face the door. His fingers dug into her flesh, and she winced at his sheer strength.

“You’re hurting me,” Allison protested, but it was a lie. His touch ignited something inside her far more stirring than any other pleasure she’d gotten in the past.

Tor drew back a little but did not loosen his grip. Marching her toward the door, he said, “I don’t want to talk about myself. And don’t ever ask me for any information again. You wouldn’t want to be around me if you knew what I am and what I’ve done.”

Allison pulled against his hold while he pulled her across the deck. “You can’t make me do anything I don’t want to do. And your words don’t scare me. Now, get your hands off me and leave me be,” she commanded in a tone that startled them both.

It was as if she had slapped Tor in the face. His features darkened, and he released his hold on her arms. She watched as he took a step back and appeared to deliberate for a few seconds over what he should do next. To her surprise, he spoke instead of leaving. “As much as I would love to leave you alone, I can’t and I won’t. Orders are orders, and I’ll follow them as I was asked to do. So, let me tell you now: You’re as stuck with me as I am with you.”

Allison lifted her head in defiance and stared straight at him. “And I’m telling you as your employer that I don’t need you watching over me night and day. You can ease up and do something else. I can take care of myself, regardless of what you or Harrow think. As far as being stuck with me, you can un-stick yourself any time. It’s no big deal.”

She shrugged and walked back to the bar, aching to get another glass; she hoped the next one would leave her numb. Grabbing the bottle from the counter, she poured another glass of Kauffman to the brim. She watched the clear liquid dance around the glass before bringing its contents to her mouth, swallowing the whole thing without missing a beat.

“Are you crazy?” Tor asked from behind her.

“What if I am? And just for the record, you need to mind your own business. That BS goes both ways.”

Allison smirked and poured another glass. Before she could drink, Tor wrenched the glass from her hand, the liquid spilling on her and the ground.

“Stop it, Allison. Stop it. You’re not in a good frame of mind. Let me take you back to your room now.”

“Don’t tell me what frame of mind I should be in. If you can’t stand it, just leave.”

At that moment, she didn’t care what she said. She’d had enough of Tor telling her what to do and pushing her away when she offered a sympathetic ear, and she’d had enough of their one-sided conversations.

“As your bodyguard, I have the right to tell you when I see that your safety is being compromised. Enough of your childish tantrums,” Tor said before picking her up like she weighed nothing and slinging her over his shoulder.

This made her pause, but when the heat of his body radiated to hers, Allison pounded at his back with her fist.

“Let me go!”

Tor wasn’t listening. He strode to the elevator, carrying her. She kicked and pushed, but as much as she tried, she couldn’t escape his hands around her waist. All she could hear was the rapid thrumming of their hearts.

“You want to act like a child, I’ll treat you like one. Daylight is upon us, and I won’t have you burning like bacon out there. I don’t want to be the one to answer Harrow when he asks why you turned into a pile of ash.” Tor grunted when he kicked her bedroom door open. He walked in and kicked the door closed with his foot. Allison continued to struggle, pounding her fists on his back.

“Put me down,” she ordered when they reached her bed. Tor did what he’d been told. He held her waist and attempted to throw her down on the mattress—little did he know that she wasn’t intending on going down alone.

Allison held onto his neck as tight as she could, and they both fell on the mattress, Tor landing on top of her. She didn’t let go, even though the weight of his body was heavy on her small frame.

“What the hell are you doing?” Tor shouted as he pushed himself up, but Allison locked her legs around his waist, trapping him.

“Doing what I want to do,” she answered and moved her mouth to his. She felt his breath catch in his throat, and a look of terror crossed his face. This reaction was not what she had hoped for, and his rejection hurt.

Tor moved his mouth away like she was offering him poison instead of herself. “You’re insane.” He held her shoulders with restraining fingers before he pushed her body away, despite her resistance. Her strength was no match against his, and he set her aside like a ragdoll, unwanted and rejected.

He stood, his dreadlocks falling over his shoulders. Looking at her with disgust, Tor’s nostrils flared before he stalked out the door, slamming it shut. The silence that followed was deafening. Allison was left stunned and unable to move, her eyes stinging with tears of humiliation.

What had she done?




















Chapter 4




“What the hell is going on?” Zane lashed out at the television when the breaking news flashed across the screen. The building he had visited twice—once when he’d posed as a possible investor, and the next with his father, Demetrius—was being demolished.

The newscaster was saying, “The legendary architectural landmark known as the Tack Enterprises Building is being torn down as we speak. Details are still sketchy at this point. The billionaire owner is unavailable for comment and is rumored to be out of the country for an indefinite period of time. Stay tuned, and we will give you up-to-the-minute news as more updates become available.”

“Damn it!” Zane pounded the arm of his chair, and his mind raced. What on earth had happened to the place? And why wasn’t his old man answering his phone? It had been months since he’d last spoken to or seen his father. It had been a while since the last deposit had been made into his account, which was rapidly depleting. Not good.

Then there was the bank account his father shared with him. Zane thought about it and knew that if Demetrius didn’t answer in the next week or so, he’d be forced to dip into that small fortune. He had to stay alive and maintain his goodies and his sweet ride. There was no other choice.

Something smelled rotten, and it wasn’t a dead fish. Zane knew there had to be a connection between his father’s theory about Pritchard Tack and the sick vampires they’d killed a few months ago. The whole thing didn’t make sense. Now the building was being torn down, going up in a cloud of dust, and any answers would go down with it. Without pausing to think, Zane grabbed his cell phone and made a mad dash out of his penthouse and into the diminishing light of day.

He smirked as he ran through the busy New York City streets in the direction of the falling building. Thanks to whichever vampire gods were watching over him, he had a gift no other of his species had: the ability to go out in broad daylight. It was a glitch that he and his father celebrated. He had taken after his mother’s human half; what other explanation could there be?

Zane ran down the busy street, heedless of the questioning stares and not paying attention to the people he bumped into along the way. All he had in mind was getting some information he could report to his father. He knew that Demetrius would be pleased if he could give him some valuable information regarding Tack Enterprises. The funny thing was, he had no idea where his father lived. He knew Demetrius lived somewhere in the vicinity of Rockefeller Center, but the exact location had never been divulged. Whose safety was it for, anyway? Zane had been kept a secret long enough.

That would be another project for him, then, after he found out what the hell was going down at Tack. Zane flashed across the bridge, faster than his car could have carried him.

He was approaching the site, where many uniformed soldiers were congregated. There were barricades everywhere, and checkpoints had been positioned at all corners, covering all entry points to the cordoned-off property. This only confirmed his suspicion that the government was involved in the project.

The immediate area buzzed with activity. The noise level was high, and the general mood was that of frenzied hurry. Zane heard several walkie-talkies blare while he walked by.

“General Krever is expecting this to be finished in the next day or so. Make sure you get all the other crew here by tomorrow. Copy?” The voice boomed from one walkie-talkie. Zane took note of the name and stored it in his memory. A little Googling would be necessary.

“Ten-four,” answered a man in uniform, walking close by while eyeing the crowd that had gathered around the perimeter fence. Zane parked himself by the fence and tried to blend in. Acting came easy to him.

“What’s going on?” he asked, trying to start a conversation with an older gentleman standing next to him.

The man glanced at him. “They’re tearing down the building,” he said with a hint of annoyance. “Heard from another fella that it must be a structural damage.” The man shook his head. “Don’t think so. The building looked fine to me.”

Zane feigned interest, his fingers curled through the chain-link fence. “Yeah, it seemed fine to me, too.” He tried to appear like any casual gawker while straining to listen to the conversation a soldier nearby was having via walkie-talkie.

He heard the soldier say, “If you have any questions, there’s a man in a black jacket and dark sunglasses who would be able to answer your questions.” Zane’s eyes followed the direction the soldier’s head tilted.

Man in a jacket. Zane scanned the multitude of people milling about. There were tons of them, but the only one wearing dark-colored lenses stood out. His clothes were distinctive; Zane could appreciate the fine duds the man was sporting. What made the man most noticeable was his grim expression, which exuded a deep emotional turmoil.

Zane wondered who he was and what position he held within the company. He looked young and attractive by the standards of the New York City elite. Having hobnobbed with the rich and famous for some time now, Zane had rubbed elbows with influential members of society when they were needed for a particular project his father had. He was known to them as Zane Drew, an influential businessman among the city’s cream of the crop.

However, he had never seen this man before.

Zane continued to study the face hidden by the dark glasses. There was a definite difference in the man’s aura, something out of the ordinary. He couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was. Taking his cell phone from his jacket, Zane took a few quick shots of the gentleman in question—another addition to his growing number of research projects.

Zane continued to observe the man as he conferred with a high-ranking official, their conversation muted even to his sensitive ears. He tried to lip read, but it wasn’t a skill he possessed. Too intent on his task, he was caught off guard when the strange man glanced in his direction.

Despite the dark lenses, Zane knew the man was looking directly into his eyes. For some insane reason, the hair on the back of Zane’s neck rose and a prickling sensation made him uneasy. He held the man’s gaze for as long as he could and tried to conceal his discomfort, even tipping his head to show empathy. It was a bizarre stare-down, without a doubt.
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Harrow walked around the demolition site feeling lost. Each strike of the wrecking ball felt like it was killing him little by little. With every hit, the sense of loss tore deeper into his heart.

His conversation with Leo had confirmed the job was ahead of schedule. Two more days and the demolition phase would be over, then cleanup would start. It wouldn’t end their misery, but at the very least, the noise and the constant pounding would stop. The pile of rubble would serve as a sad reminder of the place they had grown to love would no longer be there.

Inquiries about the location of the new office building bounced around like a ping-pong ball when a few reporters spotted him following his brief chat with the General. He began fielding questions as soon as he walked out into the dying sunlight. This should be a task for the lawyers. He he needed more time to assess the safety of their underground residence.  At the moment, he’d rather keep to himself or be in the company of the people who understood his pain.

Mindless of the onlookers behind the fence, he was gauging the progress of the demolition when he felt eyes stabbing into him like daggers. Since the change in his diet, he’d noticed some remarkable differences in all his sensory functions. Although his central vision remained close to useless, his peripheral vision remained intact. His ears had grown sensitive to the smallest details like a scratch or an exhalation of breath. Harrow now sensed someone watching him and studying his every move. His body twitched at the prospect of danger; he’d been itching to unleash his daggers and unload some of his bottled up aggression.

Harrow sensed an inexplicable danger emanating from one bystander, and he glanced in the man’s direction while he whispered to Rayce on his walkie-talkie.

“Zero in on the man in the dark jacket by the northeast section. Redhead. Do you see him?” It wasn’t a surprise that he’d noticed the color of his watcher’s hair; it was the same color as Jordan’s.

“Got it,” Rayce answered just as the man dipped his head in Harrow’s direction.

He could sense the man’s curiosity, and his body emitted the scent of inquisitiveness. It rolled off this stranger thicker than the rest of the onlookers.

The sun was kissing the horizon now, and the orange glow was fading, to be replaced by the promise of darkness. Still basking in the tingling sensation the diminishing sun had left on his skin, Harrow surveyed the area and focused on his two friends, who appeared to be feeling as drained and empty as he was.

Harrow walked over to Cyrus and Lambert and stood between them, putting an arm around each of their broad shoulders.

“How are you, my brothers?” Harrow asked, plastering a smile on his face.

Cyrus cast him a sideways glance before he lowered his shoulder to give Harrow a bump, and Lambert grunted.

“Is there anything else we’re missing here?” Harrow asked in an attempt to draw the two trusted men into conversation.

“I think Leo’s got it all figured out,” Cyrus answered in a solemn voice, his eyes transfixed on the work happening in front of them. “How are you holding up?”

“Is that a trick question?” Harrow laughed. It was shallow and didn’t reach his eyes.

“Well, just like you are, I’m attempting conversation here,” Cyrus said without humor.

Lambert snorted.

These were Harrow’s friends—men with few words but loaded with attitude. How could he not love them? He gave them a rueful smile.

“Nice weather,” he commented after a few minutes.

“I’m surprised you didn’t sizzle and pop, boss,” Lambert remarked, his eyes glued to the demolition.

“If it’s not a direct hit, there’s no problem.” Harrow smiled.

“I wonder about you sometimes, Harrow.” Cyrus moved out from under his arm and turned to face the vampire. “Do you have a death wish? Why are you risking your hide walking out in the daylight?”

Harrow laughed. He and Jones, Leroy’s successor, had tested bits and pieces of the changes to Harrow’s body, and one of the first things they’d experimented with was his susceptibility to sunlight. He hadn’t mentioned these attempts to the others yet. The sun at its peak still caused him to blister, so further testing had been aborted. Death from exposure was still a possibility.

In the later part of the afternoon, when the rays had toned down to a subdued glow, they only caused tingles in his skin. This was a positive change from his no-sunlight existence. However, his eyes remained sensitive to the glare.

“Tried and proven to be UV-safe at this time of the day. Besides, I need the Vitamin D,” Harrow teased, and he saw honest-to-goodness smiles from Lambert and Cyrus for the first time in months.

“I think you’re nuts.” Cyrus slapped him on the back.

“Even a nut like me deserves a good day in the sun. The doctor said we needed it.” Harrow watched the wrecking ball batter another concrete wall.

“Why don’t you take a pill instead?” Cyrus glared at him, and Lambert broke into an infectious laugh, which seemed to irk Cyrus even more.

“Whatever. Don’t come crying to me when you develop a mean sunburn.” Cyrus shook his head in a way Harrow knew well. The human wasn’t going to push it further.

“I won’t. Right now, what I need is a sparring partner. Up for a little butt-kicking?” Harrow said, cocking his head in Lambert’s direction. “Come to think of it, Lambert should come, too. Two-for-one sounds appealing to me right this minute.”

“You’re a cocky SOB, you know that?” Lambert gave him a good-natured shove.

“That’s my middle name.”

“Put your money where your mouth is,” Lambert said. He turned to Cyrus. “Well, let’s go and teach this bastard a lesson in Humility 101.”

Cyrus laughed and grabbed Harrow by the neck, pushing him forward. They all laughed and started jogging toward the back of the fallen building. Before Harrow disappeared behind the structure, he took one last look in the direction of the man who had been watching him earlier.

The stranger was gone. Harrow knew he had some checking to do, like name, residence, and background. It was the basic shit he needed to establish for every questionable character that crossed his path.




















Chapter 5




“I’ll see you guys in the training room in thirty,” Harrow said, once inside the facility and away from the relentless noise outside the building.

“Bring it, Gates.” Cyrus snickered before he and Lambert stepped into the elevator.

“You bet.” Harrow waved and proceeded straight to the control room to see what information Rayce had for him.

The blasted construction noises followed him as he walked to the control room. The moment the door closed, the room’s acoustics muffled the irritating sound.

“Show me what you got.” Harrow positioned a roller chair next to Rayce’s.

The human gave him a wry acknowledgement before pressing a button that brought several screens to life. With the flick of the mouse, the figure on the screen zoomed into focus.

“I checked him out. Name’s Zane Drew. Twenty-five-years old, owns a penthouse in Manhattan, drives a Porsche GTS, bank account is almost drained. The parents’ names on the birth certificate turned out to be bogus.” Rayce pushed a button, and another picture flashed on the screen. “This is the birth certificate.”

Harrow was quiet while going through all the data, his nose pressed close to the screen to get a better angle. “Hmm . . . what else do you have?”

“Well, I cross-referenced his photo, and guess what I found?” Rayce pushed his glasses up his nose, looking pleased with himself. Harrow couldn’t help but chuckle at his expression.

“I’m sure you’re going to tell me.”

“We had him here as a visitor not too long ago,” Rayce said.

“Show me.” Harrow felt his insides churn, and his shoulders tightened like cables. His gut screamed that this man and their unwanted visitors a few months ago were somehow linked.

Rayce quickly pulled up the segments, and several new screens opened. Harrow’s heart plummeted when he saw Pritchard and Zane talking in Pritchard’s office. It was the same man he’d seen outside watching him.

Who was this guy?

Harrow’s mind reeled as he considered possible connections between Zane and the breach in their security that had led to the deaths of Pritchard, Dante, and Leroy. There had to be a connection; Zane was the last client Pritchard had entertained before his birthday.

Harrow strained his eyes to see as much as he could. There was Pritchard laughing and talking, and totally in his element. It sucked balls to watch him so animated and full of life, when the bitter reality was that Pritchard was no longer with them.

“Get Tor and Rohnert for me.” Harrow pounded his fists on the table, exasperated at this latest development.

Rayce set up a conference call.

 “Rohnert answered first. “Hello?” 

And Tor chimed in, “Yeah?”

“There’s something I want to discuss with you. Think you can hustle back here right away?” Harrow asked.

“Sure,” Rohnert answered.

“What about the women?” Tor asked.

“I’ll send Lambert, Knox, and Peyton over. They will leave in a few minutes. They should be fine with Drake and Dave around in the meantime.”

“Okay.” There was a tinge of hesitation in Tor’s voice that Harrow didn’t miss.

“Is there something wrong, my man?”

“Nothing. I’ll discuss it with you when I get there,” Tor said.

“Okay, then. I’ll tell Lambert, Knox, and Peyton to get packin’ and leave ASAP.”

“Sure will. Anything else?” Cyrus asked.

“I’ll see you all in the I-room in four hours. Rohnert, tell Jordan I’ll call her in a few minutes.”

“Will do,” Rohnert answered before Rayce disconnected the call.

Harrow turned to Rayce. “I want you to keep logging any information you can on this Zane person. I want to know what he eats, when he shits, and all the dirty laundry you can rustle up. Get me an address, too.”

“Right away, boss.”

“And Rayce?” Harrow stood up, put on his sunglasses, and patted Rayce on the back.

“Sir?”

“Stop with the boss crap,” he scolded. Rayce chuckled and nodded. “Good job.”

Rayce smiled sheepishly before returning his attention to the multiple screens.

Harrow went to his room to change and give his aggression an overdue release. Walking into the bedroom he shared with Jordan, Harrow pulled out his cell phone and pressed Jordan’s speed-dial number. While the phone rang, he emptied the holsters of his weapons and placed them on top of the bureau.

“Hi there.” Jordan’s pleasant voice greeted him, and Harrow felt a pang for her. It sucked when things weren’t on the up-and-up in the facility and he had very little time to spend with her. As soon as he could, he’d make sure to get a much-needed break and take her somewhere nice.

Harrow sat on the edge of the bed and toed off his shoes. “Hey, how are you and the girls?”

“They’re fine. I believe Allison’s reading, and Gail is watching cartoons.”

Harrow pictured Jordan rolling her eyes whenever she mentioned Gail’s cartoons. God knew they had bought every available movie they could get their hands on. They needed to keep the little girl entertained enough to quit asking questions. Gail had been making a lot of inquiries about why they didn’t eat as much, why they preferred to stay indoors in the morning, and why they couldn’t open their mouths the whole way when they spoke. These were questions no one was willing to answer. Not yet, anyway. Maybe not ever. They had to be careful with everything they said around her if they intended to shield her from the truth of what they were.

“How are you?” Harrow asked again.

There was a brief pause at the other end of the line before Jordan answered with a sigh. “I miss you. I wish I was there with you.”

“I miss you more. But I think you’re needed there.”

“What’s wrong, Harrow?”

“Nothing. There are some developments I’m looking into. Listen, I asked Tor and Rohnert to come back here, and I’m sending Lambert, Knox, and Peyton in their place. Can you do me a favor and keep an eye on Allison while Tor’s away?”

Jordan knew the reason behind Harrow’s concern. They’d both agreed that Allison was somewhat teetering on the line between in-control and a possible breakdown. Since Pritchard’s death, Harrow and Jordan had been watching Allison. They were particularly concerned about her well-being since she had no other close relatives other than them.

“You know I will.”

“I promise we’ll find some alone time soon, but sit tight for now. I’ll give you the details later. Promise me you’ll take care of yourself, too?”

“Yes, I will,” Jordan said and added, “I love you, Harrow.”

That made him smile. “I love you more.”

“Take care of yourself. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

After they hung up, Harrow changed into sweatpants and a white T-shirt. He had a date with Cyrus, and he was certain that they’d be working each other real hard during the next few hours.

 [image: Image] 

“Allison?” Tor knocked on her bedroom door right after the phone call from Harrow. He wondered what had brought on the sudden decision to bring him and Rohnert home. Whatever Harrow’s reason, Tor was certain it had to be important if they were to be relieved of their guard duty.

He heard footsteps approaching the door and held his breath. The kiss and the feel of Allison’s soft lips were still fresh in his mind. Had he not pushed her away, he knew he would have lost control.

Allison was more potent than all the drugs he’d taken back in his human days—the same evil drugs that had fucked him up and turned his life upside down. All he could think of was her body pressed against his. Her remarkable scent never failed to make him hard and unable to think straight. He was careful to breathe through his mouth to keep her sweet aroma from assaulting his senses.

Would God ever listen to his pleas to keep him strong enough to resist her? Tor couldn’t afford the torment of losing another woman he cared deeply about. The knowledge that he cared for her was a good enough reason to keep him from touching her and taking what she so willingly offered.

The door swung open, and Allison’s sullen face greeted him. She neither smiled nor acknowledged his presence. She just stepped back to let him in. He noted her disheveled hair, which led him to believe that she’d had as bad a day as he had.

I’m such an ass. “Is everything all right?” he asked, stepping inside her bedroom. Allison kept her gaze averted, and Tor longed to tilt her chin so she would look up at him. Instead, he put his hands inside his pockets, where they belonged.

“Everything’s fine,” she replied in a clipped tone.

Jesus, he’d give anything to make her smile.

“I came by to let you know Rohnert and I will be leaving soon. Harrow called. He needs us, but I’ll come back as soon as I can. Lambert and some others are on their way here to be with you and the girls.”

Allison’s eyes shot up. She took a step forward, but then stopped and searched his face. He saw the confusion in her eyes.

“Why do you have to leave? Is everything okay with Harrow and the rest?”

“I think so. He didn’t go into details, but I figured it must be important for him to pluck us out of here.”

Allison took another step forward, and Tor fought the urge to step back. It would be unfair to make her feel rejected when he was the one who should be made to suffer. He lamented in silence; one touch from Allison would guarantee his unraveling.

“You’re not going out to fight, are you?” She sounded on the verge of crying.

“I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. I’ll do what I’m expected to do,” Tor answered. How in the hell would he know? Harrow had been vague during their phone conversation. Tor would rather stay and keep watch over Allison, no matter what consequences he might be up against.

“Can you tell Harrow not to send you out to fight?”

“Why would I tell him that?” Tor was incredulous. Imagine him dictating to Harrow. The woman must be out of her mind.

“Because I—I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.” It sounded like she was struggling to keep her words as uncommitted as possible, but she wasn’t succeeding.

“I’m more than capable of taking care of myself. Don’t worry about me. You, on the other hand, have to feed soon. I’ll try to get back by sundown tomorrow to take you hunting. Can you wait for me?”

Allison nodded but said nothing. She looked at him before turning to her desk, where an open book laid waiting for her.

“Take care of yourself. Stay indoors until I get back,” Tor said before turning to the door, his reluctant feet feeling heavier with each step.

Silence answered him.
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