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            CHAPTER ONE

         
 
         Life … or death?
         
 
         The words drifted at her through the darkness. Detached syllables. The rough scrape of a flat, airless voice that reached into the heavy drowse of her mind and forced her to come awake, to listen. To make a choice.
         
 
         Life?
         
 
         Or death?
         
 
         She groaned against the cold plank floor beneath her cheek, trying to bar the voice – and the relentless decision it demanded – from her mind. This wasn’t the first time she’d heard these words, this question. Not the first time in the space of some endless hours that she’d peeled one heavy eyelid open in the frigid stillness of her cabin home and found herself looking into the terrible face of a monster.
         
 
         Vampire.
 
         ‘Choose,’ the creature whispered thinly, the word drawn out in a slow hiss. He crouched over her where she lay, curled and shivering on the floor near the cold fireplace. His fangs glistened in the moonlight, razor sharp, lethal. The tips of them were still stained with fresh blood – her blood, drawn from the bite he’d made in her throat only moments before.
         
 
         She tried to get up, but couldn’t rouse her weakened muscles to so much as flex in response. She tried to speak, managed only a rasping moan. Her throat felt as dry as ash, her tongue thick and listless in her mouth.
         
 
         Outside, the Alaskan winter roared, bitter and unforgiving, filling her ears. No one to hear her screams, even if she’d tried.
         
 
         This creature could kill her in an instant. She didn’t know why he hadn’t. She didn’t know why he kept pressing her for the answer to a question she had been asking herself nearly every day of her life for the past four years.
         
 
         Ever since the accident that had taken her husband and little girl.
         
 
         How often had she wished she’d been killed along with them on that icy stretch of highway? Everything would have been so much easier, less painful, if she had.
         
 
         She could feel a silent judgment in the unblinking, inhuman eyes that fixed on her in the dark now, searingly bright, pupils as thin as a cat’s. Intricate skin markings tracked all over the creature’s hairless head and immense body. The webbed pattern seemed to pulse with violent color as he watched her. Silence lengthened while he patiently examined her as he might an insect trapped inside a glass jar.
         
 
         When he spoke again, this time his lips did not move. The words penetrated her skull like smoke and sank deeply into her mind.
         
 
         The decision is yours, human. Tell me what it will be: life, or death?
         
 
         She turned her head away and closed her eyes, refusing to look at the creature. Refusing to be part of the private, unspoken game he seemed to be playing with her. A predator toying with his prey, watching it squirm while he decided whether to spare it or not.
         
 
         How it shall end depends on you. You will decide.
         
 
         ‘Go to hell,’ she slurred, her voice thick and rusty.
 
         Iron-strong fingers clamped onto her chin and wrenched her around to face him once more. The creature cocked his head, those catlike amber eyes emotionless as he drew in a rasping breath, then spoke through his bloodstained lips and fangs.
         
 
         ‘Choose the course. There isn’t much time now.’
 
         There was no impatience in the voice that growled so near her face, only a flat indifference. An apathy that seemed to say he truly didn’t care one way or the other what answer she gave him.
         
 
         Rage boiled up inside her. She wanted to tell him to fuck off, to kill her and get it over with, if that’s what he meant to do. He wasn’t going to make her beg, damn it. Defiance churned in her gut, pushing anger up her parched throat and onto the very tip of her tongue.
         
 
         But the words wouldn’t come.
 
         She couldn’t ask him for death. Not even when death might be the only escape from the terror that held her now. The only escape from the pain of having lost the two people she’d loved the most and the seemingly pointless existence that was all she had left since they’d been gone.
         
 
         He released her from his hard grasp and watched with maddening calm as she sagged back down to the floor. Time stretched, impossibly long. She struggled to summon her voice, to speak the word that would either free her or condemn her. Crouched near her still, he rocked back on his heels and cocked his head in silent consideration.
         
 
         Then, to her horror and confusion, he extended his left arm and sliced one talonlike fingernail deep into the flesh above his wrist. Blood spilled from the wound, dripping wetly, scarlet raindrops falling to the wood planks below him. He thrust his finger into the open cut, digging into the muscle and tendons of his arm.
         
 
         ‘Oh, Jesus. What are you doing?’ Revulsion squeezed her senses. Her instincts clamored with the warning that something awful was about to happen – maybe even more awful than the horror of her captivity with this nightmarish being who’d taken her prisoner hours ago to feed off her blood. ‘Oh, my God. Please, no. What the hell are you doing?’
         
 
         He didn’t reply. Didn’t even look at her until he’d withdrawn something minuscule from within his flesh and now held it pinched between his bloodied thumb and finger. He blinked slowly, a brief shuttering of his eyes before they pinned her in a hypnotic beam of amber light.
         
 
         ‘Life or death,’ the creature hissed, those ruthless eyes narrowing on her. He leaned toward her, blood still dripping from the self-inflicted wound in his forearm. ‘You must decide, right now.’
         
 
         No, she thought desperately. No.
         
 
         A rushing surge of fury rolled up from somewhere deep inside her. She couldn’t hold it down. Couldn’t bite back the burst of rage that climbed up her raw throat and exploded out of her mouth in a banshee scream.
         
 
         ‘No!’ She raised her fists and pounded on the hard, inhuman flesh of the creature’s bare shoulders. She thrashed and raged, railing at him with every ounce of strength she could summon, relishing in the pain of impact every time her blows landed on his body. ‘Damn you, no! Get the hell away from me! Don’t touch me!’
         
 
         She beat her fists against him again, over and over. Still, he crept closer.
         
 
         ‘Leave me alone, damn it! Get away!’
 
         Her knuckles connected with his shoulders and the sides of his skull, blow after blow, even as a heavy darkness began to descend on her. It felt thick around her, a sodden shroud that made her movements sluggish, her thoughts muddled in her mind.
         
 
         Her muscles slackened, refusing to cooperate. Yet still she pounded on the creature, striking slowly, as though she were throwing punches in the middle of a black, tar-filled ocean.
         
 
          
         ‘No,’ she moaned, eyes closed to the darkness that surrounded her. She kept sinking deeper. Farther and farther into a soundless, weightless, endless void. ‘No … let me go. Damn you … let me go …’
         
 
         Then, when it seemed as though the darkness that enveloped her might never release her, she felt something cool and moist pressed against her brow. Voices speaking in an indiscernible jumble somewhere over her head.
         
 
         ‘No,’ she murmured. ‘No. Let me go …’
 
         Summoning the last shred of strength and will she possessed, she threw another punch at the creature holding her down. Thick muscle absorbed the blow. She latched on to her captor then, grabbing at him, clawing at him. Startled, she felt the crush of soft fabric bunching in her hands. Warm, knit wool. Not the clammy, bare skin of the creature who’d broken into her cabin and held her prisoner.
         
 
         Confusion fired a warning shot in her sluggish mind. ‘Who … no, don’t touch me …’
         
 
         ‘Jenna, can you hear me?’ The deep, rolling baritone that sounded so near her face was somehow familiar to her. Oddly soothing.
         
 
         It beckoned to something deep within her, gave her something to grab hold of when she had nothing but fathomless dark sea around her. She moaned, still lost, but feeling a slender thread of hope that she might survive.
         
 
         The low voice she somehow needed desperately to hear came again. ‘Kade, Alex. Holy shit, she’s coming out of it. I think she’s finally waking up.’
         
 
         She sucked in a hard breath, gasping for air. ‘Let me go,’ she murmured, uncertain she could trust her feelings. Uncertain she could trust anything now. ‘Oh, God … please, no … don’t touch me. Don’t—’
         
 
         ‘Jenna?’ Somewhere nearby, a female voice took shape above her. Tender tones, sober concern. A friend. ‘Jenna, honey, it’s me, Alex. You’re all right now. Do you understand? You’re safe, I promise.’
         
 
         The words registered slowly, bringing with them a sense of relief and comfort. A feeling of peace, despite the chill terror that was still washing through her veins.
         
 
         With effort, she dragged her eyelids open and blinked away the daze that clung like a veil to her senses. Three forms hovered around her, two of them immense, unmistakably male, the other tall and slender, female. Her best friend from Alaska, Alexandra Maguire. ‘What … where am …’
         
 
         ‘Shh,’ Alex soothed. ‘Hush now. It’s all right. You’re somewhere safe. You’re going to be okay now.’
         
 
         Jenna blinked, worked to focus. Slowly, the shapes standing around her bedside became human. Half sitting up, she realized her fists were still full of the wool sweater worn by the larger of the two males. The immense, fierce-looking African American with the skull-trimmed hair and linebacker shoulders, whose deep voice had helped pull her out of the drowning terror of her nightmare.
         
 
         The one she’d been pounding on relentlessly for God knew how long, mistaking him for the hellish creature who’d attacked her in Alaska.
         
 
         ‘Hey,’ he murmured, his broad mouth curving gently. Dark brown, soul-searching eyes held her waking gaze. That warm smile quirked with unspoken acknowledgment as she loosened her death grip on him and settled back onto the bed. ‘Glad to see you decided to join the land of the living.’
         
 
         Jenna frowned at his light humor, reminded instead of the terrible choice that had been forced on her by her attacker. She exhaled a rasping sigh as she struggled to absorb her new, unfamiliar surroundings. She felt a bit like Dorothy waking up in Kansas after her trip to Oz.
         
 
         Except the Oz in this scenario had been a seemingly endless torment. A horrifying trip to some kind of blood-soaked hell.
         
 
          
         At least the horror of that ordeal had ended.
 
         She glanced at Alex. ‘Where are we?’
 
         Her friend came near and placed the cool, damp cloth to her forehead. ‘You’re safe, Jenna. Nothing can hurt you in this place.’
         
 
         ‘Where?’ Jenna demanded, feeling an odd panic beginning to rise. Although the bed she lay on was plush beneath her, abundant with fluffy pillows and blankets, she couldn’t help but notice the clinical white walls, the fleet of medical monitors and digital readers assembled all around the room. ‘What is this, a hospital?’
         
 
         ‘Not exactly,’ Alex replied. ‘We’re in Boston, at a private facility. It was the safest place for you to be now. The safest place for all of us.’
         
 
         Boston? A private facility? The vague explanation hardly made her feel better. ‘Where’s Zach? I need to see him. I have to talk to him.’
         
 
         Alex’s expression paled a bit at the mention of Jenna’s brother. She was silent for a long moment. Too long. She looked over her shoulder to the other man standing behind her. He was vaguely familiar to Jenna, with his spiky black hair, penetrating silver eyes, and razor sharp cheekbones. Alex said his name on a quiet whisper. ‘Kade …’
         
 
         ‘I’ll get Gideon,’ he said, offering her a tender caress as he spoke. This man – Kade – was obviously a friend of Alex’s. An intimate one at that. He and Alex belonged together; even in Jenna’s rattled state of consciousness, she could sense the deep love that crackled between the couple. As Kade stepped away from Alex, he shot a look at the other man in the room. ‘Brock, make sure things stay calm in here until I come back.’
         
 
         The dark head nodded once, grimly. Yet when Jenna glanced up at him, the big man called Brock met her gaze with the same gentling calm that had greeted her when she’d first opened her eyes in this strange place.
         
 
          
         Jenna swallowed past a knot of dread that was climbing steadily into her throat. ‘Alex, tell me what’s happening. I know I was … attacked. I was bitten. Oh, Jesus … there was a … a creature. It somehow got into my cabin and it attacked me.’
         
 
         Alex’s expression was heavy, her hand tender where it came to rest on Jenna’s. ‘I know, honey. I know what you went through must have been awful. But you’re here now. You survived, thank God.’
         
 
         Jenna closed her eyes as a raw sob choked her. ‘Alex, it … it fed off me.’
         
 
         Brock had moved closer to the bed without her noticing. He stood directly beside her and reached out to stroke his fingertips along the side of her neck. His big hands were warm, and impossibly tender. It was the oddest sensation, the peace that emanated from his light caress.
         
 
         Part of her wanted to reject his uninvited touch, but another part of her – a needy, vulnerable part that she hated to acknowledge, let alone indulge – could not refuse the comfort. Her banging pulse slowed under the gentle rhythm of his fingers as they traveled lightly up and down the length of her throat.
         
 
         ‘Better?’ he asked quietly as he drew his hand away from her.
 
         She exhaled a slow sigh with her weak nod. ‘I really need to see my brother. Does Zach know I’m here?’
         
 
         Alex’s lips pressed together as an aching silence grew long in the room. ‘Jenna, honey, don’t worry about anything or anybody else right now, okay? You’ve been through so much. For now, let’s just focus on you and on making sure you’re well. Zach would want that, too.’
         
 
         ‘Where is he, Alex?’ Despite the fact that it had been years since Jenna wore the badge and uniform of an Alaska State Trooper, she knew when someone was sidestepping the facts. She knew when someone was trying to protect another person, trying to spare them from pain. As Alex was doing with her this very moment. ‘What’s happened to my brother? I need to see him. Something’s wrong with him, Alex, I can see it in your face. I need to get out of here, right now.’
         
 
         Brock’s big, broad hand came toward her again, but this time, Jenna swept it away. It had only been a slight flick of her wrist, but it knocked aside his hand as though she’d put all of her strength – and then some – into the motion.
         
 
         ‘What the hell?’ Brock’s eyes narrowed, something bright and dangerous crackling in his dark gaze, there and gone before she could fully register what she was seeing.
         
 
         And at that very moment, Kade returned to the room, two other men with him. One was tall and lean, athletically built, his disheveled crown of blond hair and rimless, pale blue sunglasses that rode low on the bridge of his nose giving him something of a geeky mad-scientist vibe. The other, dark haired and grim faced, strode inside the small room like a medieval king, his very presence commanding attention and seeming to suck all of the air out of the place.
         
 
         Jenna swallowed. As former law enforcement, she’d been accustomed to facing down men twice her size without flinching. She’d never been easy to intimidate, but looking at the likely thousand-plus pounds of muscle and brute strength that now surrounded her in these four men – to say nothing of the distinctly lethal air they seemed to wear as casually as their own skin – she found it damned hard to hold the scrutinizing, almost suspicious, gazes that were locked onto her from each man in the room.
         
 
         Wherever she’d been brought, whoever these men were whom Kade associated with, Jenna got the very distinct impression that the so-called private facility wasn’t a hospital at all. It sure as hell wasn’t a country club.
         
 
         ‘She’s been awake only for a few minutes?’ asked the blond, his voice carrying just the barest hint of an English accent. At Brock and Alex’s joint nods, he walked up to the bed. ‘Hello, Jenna. I’m Gideon. This is Lucan,’ he said, gesturing to his mountain of a companion, who now stood next to Brock on the other side of the room. Gideon frowned at her over the top of his shades. ‘How do you feel?’
         
 
         She frowned back at him. ‘Like a bus ran me over. A bus that apparently dragged me from Alaska all the way to Boston.’
         
 
         ‘It was the only way,’ Lucan interjected, command palpable in his level, ask-no-permission tone. He was the leader here, no question about that. ‘You hold too much information, and you needed specialized care and observation.’
         
 
         She didn’t like the sound of that at all. ‘What I need is to be back at home. Whatever that monster did to me, I survived it. I won’t be needing any kind of care or observation because I’m fine.’
         
 
         ‘No,’ Lucan countered grimly. ‘You are not fine. Far from it, in fact.’
         
 
         Although it was said without cruelty or threat, an icy cold dread seeped through her. She looked to Alex and Brock – the two people who’d assured her just a few minutes ago that she was all right, that she was safe. The two people who’d actually managed to make her feel safe, after waking up from the nightmare that she could still taste on her tongue. Neither of them said a thing now.
         
 
         She glanced away, stung and not a little afraid of what that silence might truly mean. ‘I have to get out of here. I want to go home.’
         
 
         When she started to swing her legs over the edge of the bed to get up, it wasn’t Lucan or Brock or any of the other huge men who stopped her, but Alex. Jenna’s best friend moved to block her, the sober look on her face more effective than any of the brute strength standing ready elsewhere in the room.
         
 
         ‘Jen, you have to listen to me now. To all of us. There are things you need to understand … about what happened back in Alaska, and about the things we still need to figure out. Things only you may be able to answer.’
         
 
          
         Jenna shook her head. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. The only thing I know is that I was held captive and attacked – bitten and bled, for God’s sake – by something worse than a nightmare. It could be out there still, back in Harmony. I can’t sit here knowing that the monster that terrorized me might be doing the same hideous things to my brother or to anyone else back home.’
         
 
         ‘That won’t happen,’ Alex said. ‘The creature who attacked you – the Ancient – is dead. No one in Harmony is in danger from him now. Kade and the others made sure of that.’
         
 
         Jenna felt only a ping of relief, because despite the good news that her attacker was dead, there was still something cold gnawing at her heart. ‘And Zach? Where is my brother?’
         
 
         Alex glanced toward Kade and Brock, both of whom had moved closer to the side of the bed. Alex gave the faintest shake of her head, her brown eyes sad beneath the layered waves of her dark blond hair. ‘Oh, Jenna … I’m so sorry.’
         
 
         She absorbed her friend’s words, reluctant to let the understanding sink in. Her brother – the last remaining family she had – was dead?
         
 
         ‘No.’ She gulped the denial, sorrow rising up the back of her throat as Alex wrapped a comforting arm around her.
         
 
         On the wave of her grief, memories roared to the surface, too: Alex’s voice, calling to her from outside the cabin where the creature lurked over Jenna in the darkness. Zach’s angry shouts, a current of deadly menace in every clipped syllable – but menace directed at whom? She hadn’t been sure then. Now she wasn’t sure it mattered at all.
         
 
         There had been a gun blast outside the cabin, not even an instant before the creature leapt up and hurled itself through the weather-beaten wood panels of the front door and out to the snowy, forested yard. She remembered the sharp howl of her brother’s screams. The pure terror that preceded a horrific silence.
         
 
          
         Then … nothing.
 
         Nothing but a deep, unnatural sleep and endless darkness.
 
         She pulled out of Alex’s embrace, sucking back her grief. She would not lose it like this, not in front of these grim-faced men who were all looking at her with a mix of pity and cautious, questioning interest.
         
 
         ‘I’ll be leaving now,’ she said, digging deep to find the don’t-fuck-with-me cop tone that used to serve her so well as a trooper. She stood up, feeling only the slightest shakiness in her legs. When she listed faintly to the side, Brock reached out as if to steady her, but she righted her balance before he could offer the uninvited assist. She didn’t need anyone coddling her, making her feel weak. ‘Alex can show me the way out.’
         
 
         Lucan pointedly cleared his throat.
 
         ‘Ah, I’m afraid not,’ Gideon put in, politely British, yet unwavering. ‘Now that you’re finally awake and lucid, we’re going to need your help.’
         
 
         ‘My help?’ She frowned. ‘My help with what?’
 
         ‘We need to understand precisely what went on between you and the Ancient in the time he was with you. Specifically, if there were things he told you or information he somehow entrusted to you.’
         
 
         She scoffed. ‘Sorry. I already lived through the ordeal once. I have no interest in reliving it in all its horrible detail for all of you. Thanks, but no thanks. I’d just as soon put it out of my mind completely.’
         
 
         ‘There is something you need to see, Jenna.’ This time, it was Brock who spoke. His voice was low, more concerned than demanding. ‘Please, hear us out.’
         
 
         She paused, uncertain, and Gideon filled the silence of her indecision.
         
 
         ‘We’ve been observing you since you arrived at the compound,’ he told her as he walked over to a control panel mounted on the wall. He typed something on the keyboard and a flat-screen monitor dropped down from the ceiling. The video image that blinked to life on the screen was an apparent recording of her, lying asleep in this very room. Nothing earth-shattering, just her, motionless on the bed. ‘Things start to get interesting around the forty-three-hour mark.’
         
 
         He typed a command that made the clip advance to the spot he mentioned. Jenna watched herself on-screen, feeling a sense of wariness as her video self began to shift and writhe, then thrash violently on the bed. She was murmuring something in her sleep, a string of sounds – words and sentences, she felt certain, even though she had no basis to understand them.
         
 
         ‘I don’t get it. What’s going on?’
 
         ‘We’re hoping that you can tell us,’ Lucan said. ‘Do you recognize the language you’re speaking there?’
         
 
         ‘Language? It sounds like a bunch of jibberish to me.’
 
         ‘You’re sure about that?’ He didn’t seem convinced. ‘Gideon, play the next video.’
         
 
         Another clip filled the monitor, images fast-forwarding to a further episode, this one even more unnerving than the first. Jenna watched, transfixed, as her body on-screen kicked and writhed, accompanied by the surreal soundtrack of her own voice speaking something that made absolutely no sense to her.
         
 
         It took a lot to scare her, but this psych ward video footage was just about the last thing she needed to see on top of everything else she was dealing with.
         
 
         ‘Turn it off,’ she murmured. ‘Please. I don’t want to see any more right now.’
         
 
         ‘We have hours of footage like this,’ Lucan said as Gideon powered down the video. ‘We’ve had you on twenty-four-hour observation the whole time.’
         
 
         ‘The whole time,’ Jenna echoed. ‘Just how long have I been here?’
         
 
         ‘Five days,’ Gideon answered. ‘At first we thought it was a coma brought on by trauma, but your vitals have been normal all this time. Your blood work is normal, too. From a medical diagnostic standpoint, you’ve merely been …’ He seemed to search for the right word. ‘Asleep.’
         
 
         ‘For five days,’ she said, needing to be sure she understood. ‘Nobody just falls asleep for five days straight. There must be something else going on with me. Jesus, after all that’s happened, I should see a doctor, go to a real hospital.’
         
 
         Lucan gave a grave shake of his head. ‘Gideon is more expert than anyone else you can see topside. This thing cannot be handled by your kind of doctors.’
         
 
         ‘My kind? What the hell does that mean?’
 
         ‘Jenna,’ Alex said, taking her hand. ‘I know you must be confused and scared. I’ve been there myself very recently, although I can’t imagine anyone going through what you have. But you need to be strong now. You need to trust us – trust me – that you are in the best hands possible. We’re going to help you. We’ll figure this out for you, I promise.’
         
 
         ‘Figure what out? Tell me. Damn it, I need to know what’s really going on!’
         
 
         ‘Let her see the X rays,’ Lucan murmured to Gideon, who typed a quick series of keys and brought the images up on the monitor.
         
 
         ‘This first one was taken within minutes of your arrival at the compound,’ he explained, as a skull and upper spinal column lit up overhead. At the topmost point of her vertebrae, something small glowed fiercely bright, as tiny as a grain of rice.
         
 
         Her voice, when she finally found it, held the barest tremor. ‘What is it?’
         
 
         ‘We’re not sure,’ Gideon replied gently. He brought up another X ray. ‘This one was taken twenty-four hours later. You can just make out the threadlike tendrils that have begun to spread outward from the object.’
         
 
         As Jenna looked, she felt Alex’s fingers tighten around her own. Another image came up on-screen, and in this one, the tendrils extending from the brightly glowing object appeared to lace into her spinal column.
         
 
         ‘Oh, God,’ she whispered, reaching up with her free hand to feel the skin at her nape. She pressed hard and almost gagged to register the faint ridge of whatever it was embedded inside her. ‘He did this to me?’
         
 
         Life … or death?
         
 
         The choice is yours, Jenna Tucker-Darrow.
         
 
         The creature’s words came back to her now, along with the recollection of his self-inflicted wound, the nearly indiscernible object he’d plucked from within his own flesh.
         
 
         Life, or death?
         
 
         Choose.
         
 
         ‘He put something inside me,’ she murmured.
 
         The slight unsteadiness she’d felt a few moments ago came back with a vengeance. Her knees buckled, but before she ended up on the floor, Brock and Alex each had an arm, lending her their support. As terrible as it was, Jenna could not tear her eyes away from the X ray that filled the screen overhead.
         
 
         ‘Oh, my God,’ she moaned. ‘What the hell did that monster do to me?’
         
 
         Lucan stared at her. ‘That’s what we intend to find out.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         
 
         Standing in the corridor outside the infirmary room a couple of minutes later, Brock and the other warriors watched as Alex sat down on the edge of the bed and quietly comforted her friend. Jenna didn’t break down or crumble. She let Alex wrap her in a tender embrace, but Jenna’s hazel eyes remained dry, staring straight ahead, her expression unreadable, glazed with the stillness of shock.
         
 
         Gideon cleared his throat, breaking the silence as he glanced away from the infirmary door’s small window. ‘That went well. Considering.’
         
 
         Brock grunted. ‘Considering she just came out of a five-day Rip van Winkle to learn that her brother is dead, she’s been leeched by the granddaddy of all bloodsuckers, brought here against her will – and oh, by the way, we’ve found something embedded in your spinal cord that probably didn’t originate on this planet, so congratulations, on top of all that, there’s a good chance you’re part Borg now.’ He exhaled a dry curse. ‘Jesus, this is messed up.’
         
 
         ‘Yeah, it is,’ Lucan said. ‘But it would be a hell of a lot worse if we didn’t have the situation contained. Right now, all we need to do is keep the female calm and under close observation until we gain a better understanding of the implant itself and what, if anything, it could mean to us. Not to mention the fact that the Ancient must have had a reason for placing the material inside her in the first place. That’s a question that begs an answer. Sooner than later.’
         
 
         Brock nodded in agreement with the rest of his brethren. It was only a slight movement, yet the flexing of his neck muscles set off a fresh round of pain in his skull. He pressed his fingers into his temples, waiting for the knifelike agony to pass.
         
 
         Beside him, Kade frowned, jet-black brows furrowing over his wolfy, silver eyes. ‘You okay?’
         
 
         ‘Peachy,’ Brock muttered, irritated by the public show of concern, even though it was coming from the one warrior who was as tight as a brother to him. And even though the hard stab of Jenna’s trauma was shredding him from the inside out, Brock merely shrugged. ‘No big thing, just par for the course.’
         
 
         ‘You’ve been eating that female’s pain for almost a week straight,’ Lucan reminded him. ‘If you need a break—’
         
 
         Brock hissed a low curse. ‘Nothing wrong with me that a few hours back out on patrols tonight won’t cure.’
         
 
         His gaze strayed to the small panel of clear glass that looked in on the infirmary room. Like all of the Breed, Brock was gifted with an ability unique to himself. His talent for absorbing human pain and suffering had helped keep Jenna comfortable since her ordeal in Alaska, but his skills were just a Band-Aid at best.
         
 
         Now that she was conscious and able to provide the Order with whatever information they needed about her time with the Ancient and the alien material embedded inside her, Jenna Darrow’s problems were her own.
         
 
         ‘There’s something more you all need to know about the female,’ Brock said as he watched her carefully swing her bare legs over the edge of the bed and stand up. He tried not to notice how the white hospital gown rode halfway up her thighs in the instant before her feet touched the floor. Instead he focused on how readily she found her balance. After five days of lying flat on her back in an unnatural sleep, her muscles absorbed her weight with only the smallest tremor of instability. ‘She’s stronger than she should be. She can walk without help, and a few minutes ago, when it was just Alex and me in the room with her, Jenna was getting agitated about wanting to see her brother. I went to touch her and calm her down, and she deflected my hand. Tossed me off like no big thing.’
         
 
         Kade’s brows rose. ‘Forgetting the fact that you’re Breed and have the reflexes to go along with it, you’ve also got about a hundred pounds on that female.’
         
 
         ‘My point exactly.’ Brock glanced back at Lucan and the others. ‘I don’t think she realized the significance of what she’d done, but there’s no mistaking the power she threw at me without really trying.’
         
 
         ‘Jesus,’ Lucan whispered tightly, his jaw rigid.
 
         ‘Her pain is stronger now than it has been before, too,’ Brock added. ‘I don’t know what’s going on, but everything about her seems to be intensifying now that she’s awake.’
         
 
         Lucan’s scowl deepened as he glanced at Gideon. ‘We’re certain she’s human, and not a Breedmate?’
         
 
         ‘Just your basic Homo sapiens stock,’ the Order’s resident genius confirmed. ‘I asked Alexandra to conduct a visual scan of her friend’s skin right after they arrived from Alaska. There was no teardrop-and-crescent-moon birthmark anywhere on Jenna’s body. As for blood work and DNA, all of the samples I took came back clear, as well. In fact, I’ve been running tests every twenty-four hours, and there’s been nothing notable. Everything about the woman to this point – aside from the presence of the implant – has been perfectly mundane.’
         
 
         Mundane? Brock barely refrained from scoffing at the inadequate word. Of course, neither Gideon nor any of the other warriors had been present for the head-to-toe body search performed on Jenna upon her arrival at the compound. She’d been racked with pain, drifting in and out of consciousness from the time Brock, Kade, Alex, and the rest of the team who’d joined them in Alaska had made the trip back home to Boston.
         
 
         Given that he was the only one who could level her out, Brock had been drafted to stay at Jenna’s side and keep the situation under control as best as it could be. His role was supposed to have been purely professional, clinical and detached. A specialized tool kept close at hand in case of an emergency.
         
 
         Yet he’d had a startlingly unprofessional response to the sight of Jenna’s unclothed body. It had been five days ago, but he remembered every exposed inch of her ivory skin as though he were looking at it again now, and his pulse kicked at the memory.
         
 
         He recalled every smooth curve and sloping valley, every little mole, every scar – from the ghost of a c-section incision on her abdomen, to the smattering of healed puncture wounds and lacerations that peppered her torso and forearms, telling him she’d already come through hell and back at least once before.
         
 
         And he’d been anything but clinical and detached when Jenna lapsed into a sudden convulsion of agony in the moments after Alex had finished searching in vain for a birthmark signifying that her friend was a Breedmate like the other women who lived at the Order’s compound. He’d placed his hands on both sides of her neck and drawn the pain away from her, all too aware of how soft and delicate her skin was beneath his fingertips. He fisted his hands at the thought as it rose up on him now.
         
 
         He didn’t need to be thinking about the woman, naked or otherwise. Except now that he’d gone there, he could think of damned little else. And when she glanced up and caught his gaze through the glass of the little window in the door, an unbidden heat went through him like a flaming arrow.
         
 
         Desire was bad enough, but it was the odd sense of protectiveness serving as a chaser that really threw him off kilter. The feeling had begun in Alaska, when he and the other warriors first found her. It hadn’t faded in the days she’d been at the compound. If anything, the feeling had only gotten stronger, watching her fight and struggle through the strange sleep that had kept her unconscious since she’d come out of her ordeal with the Ancient in Alaska.
         
 
         Her frank gaze still held his from across the infirmary: cautious, almost suspicious. There was no weakness in her eyes, nor in the slight tilt of her chin. Jenna Darrow was clearly a strong female, despite all she’d been through, and he found himself wishing she’d been a mess of tears and hysteria instead of the cool, in-control woman whose unflinching stare refused to let him go.
         
 
         She was calm and stoic, as brave as she was beautiful, and it sure as hell wasn’t making her less intriguing to him.
         
 
         ‘When was the last time you ran blood work and DNA?’ Lucan asked, the grave, low-voiced question giving Brock something else to focus on.
         
 
         Gideon pushed back his shirtsleeve to check his watch. ‘I drew the last sample about seven hours ago.’
         
 
         Lucan grunted as he pivoted away from the infirmary door. ‘Run everything again now. If the readings have changed so much as an iota from the last sample, I want to hear about it.’
         
 
         Gideon’s blond head bobbed. ‘Given what Brock has told us, I’d also like to take some strength and endurance measurements. Any information we can gather from studying Jenna could be crucial to figuring out what exactly we’re dealing with here.’
         
 
         ‘Whatever you need,’ Lucan said grimly. ‘Just get it done, and fast. This situation is important, but we also can’t afford to lose momentum on our other missions.’
         
 
         Brock inclined his head along with the other warriors, knowing as well as any of them that a human in the compound was a complication the Order didn’t need when they still had an enemy on the loose – namely Dragos, a corrupt Breed elder whom the Order had been pursuing for the better part of a year.
         
 
         Dragos had been working in secret for many decades, under more than one assumed identity and within clandestine, powerful alliances. His operation had grown numerous and long-reaching tentacles, as the warriors were discovering, and every one of those grasping arms was working in concert toward a single objective: Dragos’s complete and total domination over both the Breed and humankind alike.
         
 
         The Order’s primary goal was his destruction and the swift, permanent dismantling of his entire operation. The Order meant to take Dragos out at the roots. But there were complications to that goal. He had all but vanished recently, and there were, as always, layers of protection in front of him – secret allies within the Breed nation, maybe outside of it, too. Dragos also had an unnumbered army of skilled assassins at his command, every one of them born and bred specifically for killing. Deadly Breed males who were direct progeny of the otherworlder who, until his escape to Alaska a few weeks ago and subsequent death, had been under Dragos’s command.
         
 
         Brock glanced into the infirmary room where Jenna had begun to pace back and forth like a caged animal. To say the Order had their hands full at the moment was putting it mildly. Now that she was awake, at least his part was over. His talent had seen Jenna through the past week; where she went from here would be up to Gideon and Lucan to decide.
         
 
         Inside the room, Alex pivoted away from her friend and approached the door. She opened it and stepped out to the corridor, her brown eyes soft with concern under the dark blond bangs that fringed her forehead.
         
 
         ‘How’s she doing?’ Kade asked, moving toward his woman as though gravity pulled him there. They were a newly mated pair, having met during Kade’s mission in Alaska, but looking at the warrior and his pretty bush pilot Breedmate, it seemed impossible to Brock that they had only been together for a couple of weeks. ‘Does Jenna need anything, babe?’
         
 
         ‘She’s confused and upset, understandably,’ Alex said, moving into the shelter of Kade’s body just as he had done with her. ‘I think she’ll feel better after a long shower and some fresh clothes. She says she feels stir crazy in the room and wants to take a walk to stretch some of the tightness out of her legs. I told her I would ask if it was all right.’
         
 
         Alex looked to Lucan as she said it, directing the request to the Order’s oldest member, its founder and leader.
         
 
         ‘Jenna is not a prisoner here,’ he replied. ‘Of course she is free to wash and dress and walk around.’
         
 
         ‘Thank you,’ Alex said, gratitude brightening some of the uncertainty in her eyes. ‘I told her she wouldn’t be kept here as a prisoner, but she didn’t seem to believe me. After what she’s been through, I guess that’s not surprising. I’ll go tell her what you said, Lucan.’
         
 
         As she turned to slip back into the infirmary, the Order’s leader cleared his throat. Kade’s mate slowed and swung a glance over her shoulder, some of the wind already leaving her sails as she met Lucan’s stern look. ‘Jenna is free to walk about and do most anything she likes – so long as someone is with her, and so long as she doesn’t try to leave the compound. See that she has whatever she needs. When she’s ready for her walk around the compound, Brock will take her. I’m putting him in charge of her well-being. He’ll make sure Jenna doesn’t lose her way.’
         
 
         Brock had to work to bite back the curse that rose to his tongue.
         
 
         Just frigging great, he thought, wanting like hell to reject the continued assignment that would keep him in close quarters with Jenna Darrow.
         
 
         Instead he acknowledged Lucan’s order with a nod.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         
 
         Jenna’s hands were fisted as she shoved them deep into the pockets of the belted, white terry robe that covered her thin hospital gown. Her feet swam in the new, but extra-large, man-size slippers Alex had retrieved out of a cabinet drawer in the infirmary room where Jenna had awakened less than an hour ago. She shuffled beside her friend, walking along a lighted, marble-white corridor that snaked and twisted in a seemingly endless maze of similar walkways.
         
 
         Jenna felt oddly numb, not just from the shock of hearing that her brother was dead but from the fact that the nightmare she’d awakened from had not ended with her survival. The creature that had attacked her in her cabin might have been killed, as she’d been informed, but she wasn’t free of its hold.
         
 
         After what she saw in the X-ray images and on the video feed from the infirmary, she knew with a bone-deep dread that part of that fanged monster still held her in its ruthless grasp. She should be screaming in terror for that knowledge alone. Deep down, fear and grief roiled. She clamped a hard lid on her bubbling hysteria, refusing to show that kind of weakness, even to her best friend.
         
 
         But there was a true calmness inside her, one that had been with her in the infirmary room – since the moment Brock had put his hands on her and promised she was safe. It was that reassurance as well as her own determination to soldier on that kept her from breaking down as she walked the labyrinth of corridors with Alex.
         
 
         ‘We’re almost there,’ Alex said as she led Jenna around another corner, toward another long stretch of gleaming hallway. ‘I thought you’d be more comfortable getting cleaned up and dressed in Kade’s and my quarters rather than the infirmary.’
         
 
         Jenna managed a vague nod, although it was hard to imagine that she might be comfortable anywhere in this strange and unfamiliar place. She walked cautiously, her rusty cop instincts prickling as she passed unmarked room after unmarked room. There wasn’t a single exterior window in the place, nothing to indicate where the facility was located, nor what might lie beyond its walls. No way to tell even whether it was day or night outside.
         
 
         Above her head, tracking the length of this corridor like the others, small black domes concealed what she guessed must be surveillance cameras. It was all very state-of-the-art, very private, and very secure.
         
 
         ‘What is this place, some kind of government building?’ she asked, voicing her suspicions out loud. ‘Definitely not civilian. Is it some kind of military facility?’
         
 
         Alex slid her a hesitant, measuring glance. ‘It’s more secure than any of those things. We’re about thirty stories below ground, not far outside the city of Boston.’
         
 
         ‘A bunker, then,’ Jenna guessed, still trying to make sense of it all. ‘If it’s not part of the government or military, what is it?’
         
 
         Alex seemed to consider her reply for a moment longer than was needed. ‘The compound we’re in, and the gated estate that sits above us on street level, belongs to the Order.’
         
 
         ‘The Order,’ Jenna repeated, finding that Alex’s explanation was raising more questions about the place than it answered. She’d never been anywhere like this before. It was alien in its high-tech design, a far cry from anything she’d ever seen in rural Alaska or any of the places she’d been in the Lower Forty-eight.
         
 
         Adding to the strangeness, beneath her slippered feet, the polished white marble was inlaid with glossy black stone that made a running pattern of odd symbols along the floor – arcing flourishes and complex geometric shapes that somewhat resembled tribal tattoos.
         
 
         Dermaglyphs.
         
 
         The word leapt into her thoughts out of nowhere, an answer to a question she didn’t even know to ask. It was an unfamiliar word, as unfamiliar as everything about this place and the people who apparently lived here. And yet the certainty with which her mind supplied the term made it feel as though she must have thought or said it thousands of times.
         
 
         Impossible.
 
         ‘Jenna, are you all right?’ Alex paused in the corridor a couple of steps ahead of where Jenna’s own feet had ceased moving. ‘Are you tired? We can rest for a minute, if you need to.’
         
 
         ‘No. I’m okay.’ She felt a frown creasing her forehead as she glanced up from the intricate design on the smooth floor. ‘I’m just … confused.’
         
 
         And that was due to more than just the peculiarity of where she found herself now. Everything felt different to her, even her own body. Some part of her intellect knew that after five days unconscious in a sickbed, she probably should be exhausted from even the short distance she’d just walked.
         
 
         Muscles didn’t naturally rebound from that kind of inactivity without a bit of pain and retraining. She knew that from her own personal experience, from the accident four years ago that had put her in the hospital ICU in Fairbanks. The same accident that had killed her husband and young daughter.
         
 
         Jenna remembered all too well the weeks of hard rehabilitation it had taken to get her back on her feet and walking again. And yet now, after the ordeal she’d just awakened from, her limbs felt steady and nimble. Completely unaffected by the prolonged lack of use.
         
 
         Her body felt oddly revived. Stronger, yet, somehow not quite her own.
         
 
         ‘None of this makes sense to me,’ she murmured, as she and Alex continued their progress down the long corridor.
         
 
         ‘Oh, Jen.’ Alex touched her shoulder with a gentle hand. ‘I know about the confusion you must be feeling right now. Believe me, I know. I wish none of this had happened to you. I wish there was some way to take back what you’ve gone through.’
         
 
         Jenna blinked slowly, registering the depth of her friend’s regret. She had questions – so many questions – but as they walked deeper into the maze of corridors, the mingled sounds of voices carried out from a glass-walled room up ahead. She heard Brock’s deep, rolling baritone and the lighter, quickly spoken, British-tinged syllables of the man named Gideon.
         
 
         As she and Alex neared the meeting room, she saw that the one called Lucan was there, too, as were Kade and two others who only fortified the large-and-lethal vibe that these guys seemed to wear as casually as their black fatigues and well-stocked weapons belts.
         
 
         ‘This is the tech lab,’ Alex explained to her. ‘All the computer equipment you see in there is Gideon’s domain. Kade says he’s some kind of genius when it comes to technology. Probably a genius when it comes to just about everything.’
         
 
         As they paused in the passageway, Kade glanced up and gave Alex a lingering look through the glass. Electricity crackled in his silver eyes, and Jenna would have to be unconscious in her sickbed not to feel the shared heat between Alex and her man.
         
 
         Jenna got her own share of looks from the others gathered in the glass-enclosed room. Lucan and Gideon both turned her way, as did two other big men who were not familiar to her. One of them a severe-looking, golden-eyed blond whose stare felt as cold and unfeeling as a blade, the other an olive-skinned man with a thick crown of chocolate-brown waves that accentuated his long-lashed topaz eyes and an unfortunate mass of scars that riddled the left side of his otherwise flawless face. There was curiosity in the men’s frank stares, maybe a bit of suspicion, too.
         
 
         ‘That’s Hunter and Rio,’ Alex said, indicating the menacing blond and the scarred brunet respectively. ‘They’re members of the Order, too.’
         
 
         Jenna gave a vague nod of acknowledgment, feeling as conspicuous in front of these men as she had her first day on the job with the Alaska State Troopers, a fresh-from-the-academy rookie and a female besides. But here, the feeling wasn’t so much about gender discrimination or petty male insecurities. She’d known enough of that bullshit during her tenure with the Staties to realize this was something different. Something a whole lot deeper.
         
 
         Here, she felt that by virtue of her mere presence, she was treading on sacred ground. In some unspoken way, she got the sense from the five pairs of eyes studying her that in this place, among these people, she was somehow the ultimate outsider.
         
 
         Even Brock’s dark, absorbing gaze settled on her with a weighty appraisal that seemed to say he wasn’t sure he liked seeing her there, regardless of the care and kindness he’d shown her back in the infirmary.
         
 
         Jenna wouldn’t have argued that point for a second. She tended to agree with the vibe she was getting through the glass walls of the tech lab. She didn’t belong here. These were not her people.
         
 
         No, something about each of the hard, unreadable faces fixed on her told her that they were not her kind at all. They were something else … something other.
         
 
          
         But after what she’d been through in her cabin in Alaska – after what she’d seen of herself in the infirmary room – could she even be certain of what she was now?
         
 
         The question chilled her to her bones.
 
         She didn’t want to think about it. Could hardly bear to accept that she’d been fed upon by something as monstrous and terrifying as the creature that had held her prisoner in her own home all those hours. The same creature that had implanted the bit of foreign matter in her body and turned her life – what little had been left of it – inside out.
         
 
         What was to become of her now?
 
         How would she ever get back to the woman she was before?
 
         Jenna nearly sagged under the weight of more questions she wasn’t ready to consider.
         
 
         Making it worse, the sense of confusion that had followed her through the corridors of the compound rose up on her again, stronger now. Everything seemed to amplify around her, from the soft buzz of the fluorescent lights over her head – lights that glared too bright for her sensitive eyes – to the accelerating drum of her heartbeat that seemed to be heading for overdrive, pushing too much blood through her veins. Her skin felt too tight, wrapped around a body that was quickening with some strange new awareness. She had felt its stirrings from the moment she’d opened her eyes in the infirmary, and instead of leveling out, it was getting worse.
         
 
         Some strange new power seemed to be growing inside her.
 
         Stretching out, awakening …
 
         ‘I’m feeling kind of weird,’ she said to Alex, as her temples ticked with the pound of her pulse, her palms going moist where they remained fisted deep inside the pockets of her robe. ‘I think I need to get out of here, get some air.’
         
 
         Alex reached out and brushed a strand of hair from Jenna’s face. ‘Kade’s and my quarters are just up this way. You’re going to feel much better after a hot shower, I’m sure.’
         
 
          
         ‘Okay,’ Jenna murmured, allowing herself to be guided away from the glass wall of the tech lab and the unnerving stares that followed her.
         
 
         Several yards ahead in the curving hallway, a pair of elevator doors slid open. Three women walked out wearing snow-dusted winter parkas and wet boots. They were followed by a similarly bundled-up young girl who held a pair of dogs on leashes – a small, exuberant mutt terrier and Alex’s regal gray-and-white wolfdog, Luna, which had apparently also made the recent move from Alaska to Boston.
         
 
         As soon as Luna’s sharp blue eyes lit on Alex and Jenna, she lunged forward. The girl who held the leash let out a little yelp, more giggle than anything, her parka hood falling back and freeing a mop of blond hair to bounce around her delicate face.
         
 
         ‘Hi, Alex!’ she said, laughing as Luna pulled her along the corridor in her wake. ‘We just got back from a walk outside. It’s freezing up there!’
         
 
         Reaching out to pet Luna’s big head and neck, Alex gave the child a welcoming smile. ‘Thanks for taking her. I know she likes being with you, Mira.’
         
 
         The little girl bobbed her head enthusiastically. ‘I like Luna, too. So does Harvard.’
         
 
         Whether in protest or agreement, the scrappy-looking terrier barked once and danced frenetically around the larger dog’s legs, stubby tail wagging about sixty miles an hour.
         
 
         ‘Hello,’ said one of the three women. ‘I’m Gabrielle. It’s good to see you up and around, Jenna.’
         
 
         ‘I’m sorry,’ Alex interjected, rising to make quick introductions. ‘Jenna, Gabrielle is Lucan’s Breedmate.’
         
 
         ‘Hi.’ Jenna brought her hand out of her robe pocket and extended it in greeting to the pretty auburn-haired young woman. Beside Gabrielle, a striking African-American woman offered a warm smile as she extended her hand in welcome.
         
 
         ‘I’m Savannah,’ she said, her voice like velvet and cream, instantly making Jenna feel at home. ‘I’m sure you’ve already met Gideon, my mate.’
         
 
         Jenna nodded, feeling ill-equipped for pleasantries despite the warmth of the other women.
         
 
         ‘And this is Tess,’ Alex added, indicating the last of the trio, a heavily pregnant blonde with tranquil, sea-green eyes that seemed wise beyond their years. ‘She and her mate, Dante, are expecting their son very soon.’
         
 
         ‘Just a few more weeks,’ Tess said as she briefly clasped Jenna’s hand, her other coming to rest lightly on the large swell of her belly. ‘We’ve all been very concerned about you since you arrived here, Jenna. Do you need anything? If there’s something we can do for you, I hope you’ll let us know.’
         
 
         ‘Can you zap me back in time about a week?’ Jenna asked, only half joking. ‘I’d really love to erase the past several days and go back to my life in Alaska. Can anyone here do that for me?’
         
 
         An uneasy look passed between the women.
 
         ‘I’m afraid that’s not possible,’ Gabrielle said. Although regret softened her expression, Lucan’s mate spoke with the serene confidence of a woman cognizant of her own authority but disinclined to abuse it. ‘What you’ve been through is terrible, Jenna, but the only way through it is forward. I am sorry.’
         
 
         ‘No sorrier than me,’ Jenna said quietly.
 
         Alex murmured a few hushed words of goodbye to the other women. Then she scratched Luna behind the ears and gave the wolfdog a quick kiss on the snout before navigating Jenna back toward their trek up the passageway. Somewhere in the distance, Jenna picked up the harsh grate of metal striking metal, and the muffled sounds of laughter amid a spirited conversation – by the tone of it, a good, old-fashioned pissing contest – between at least one woman and no less than three men.
         
 
         Jenna shuffled alongside Alex as they turned a corner in the corridor and the din of voices and weaponry faded away. ‘How many people live here?’
         
 
         Alex cocked her head, considering. ‘The Order has ten members right now who live here at the compound. All but Brock, Hunter, and Chase are mated, so that makes seven of us Breedmates, plus Mira.’
         
 
         ‘Eighteen people in total,’ Jenna said, absently counting them off in her mind.
         
 
         ‘Nineteen now,’ Alex corrected, as she slanted a gauging look over her shoulder.
         
 
         ‘I’m temporary,’ Jenna said, walking along, up another length of marble hallway, then pausing behind Alex as she slowed in front of an unmarked door. ‘As soon as one of your new secret agent pals figures out how to get rid of the thing in my neck, I’ll be leaving. I don’t belong here, Alex. My life is in Alaska.’
         
 
         The way Alex’s sympathetic smile wavered on her lips put a lurch in Jenna’s pulse.
         
 
         ‘Well, here we are.’ She opened the door to a private apartment and motioned Jenna inside. She walked ahead of her and turned on a table lamp, filling the spacious quarters with a muted glow. Alex seemed anxious somehow, walking through the place like a whirlwind and talking too fast. ‘I want you to make yourself at home, Jen. Relax for a minute in the living room, if you like. I’ll get you some fresh clothes and start the shower for you. Unless you’d rather close your eyes for a little while? I could give you one of Kade’s T-shirts to sleep in and turn down the bed for you.’
         
 
         ‘Alex.’
 
         She disappeared into the adjacent bedroom, still talking a mile a minute. ‘Are you hungry? Would you like me to fix you something to eat?’
         
 
         Jenna walked over to the open doorway. ‘Tell me what’s going on here. I mean, what’s really going on.’
         
 
          
         Finally, Alex paused.
 
         She pivoted her head around and just stared for what felt like a full minute of silence.
         
 
         ‘I want to know,’ Jenna said. ‘Damn it, I need to know. Please, Alex, as my friend. Tell me the truth.’
         
 
         Alex stared at her, let out a long exhalation as she slowly shook her head. ‘Oh, Jen. There’s so much you don’t know. Things I didn’t know myself until just a couple of weeks ago, after Kade showed up in Harmony.’
         
 
         Jenna stood there, watching her normally frank and forthright friend struggle for words. ‘Tell me, Alex. What is this all about?’
         
 
         ‘Vampires, Jen.’ The word was whispered, but Alex’s gaze didn’t waver. ‘You know they’re real now. You saw that for yourself. But what you don’t know is that they’re not like we’ve been taught to believe from movies and horror novels.’
         
 
         Jenna scoffed. ‘That thing that attacked me was pretty horrific.’
         
 
         ‘I know,’ Alex continued, imploring now. ‘I can’t excuse what the Ancient did to you. But hear me out. There are others of his kind that are not so different from us, Jen. On the surface, of course, we aren’t quite the same. They have different needs for survival, but deep down, there is a core of humanity inside them. They have families and friends. They are capable of incredible love and kindness and honor. Just like us, there is good and bad among them, too.’
         
 
         It wasn’t that long ago – a mere week, in fact – that Jenna would have burst out laughing at hearing something so outlandish as what Alex was telling her now.
         
 
         But everything had changed since then. A week ago felt like a century from where she was standing now. Jenna couldn’t laugh, couldn’t even muster a word of denial as Alex went on, explaining how the Breed, as they preferred to be called, had come to exist and then thrive for thousands of years in the shadows of the human world.
         
 
         Jenna could only listen as Alex told her how the Order had been founded centuries ago by Lucan and a handful of others, most of whom were long dead. The men headquartered in this compound were all warriors, including Kade and Brock, even the charmingly geekish Gideon. They were Breed, preternatural and deadly. They were something other, just as Jenna’s instincts had told her.
         
 
         To a man, the Order’s members, then as now, had pledged themselves to provide protection for both the human race and the Breed, their mission hunting down blood-addicted vampires called Rogues.
         
 
         Jenna held her breath when Alex softly confessed that when she was a child in Florida, her mother and younger brother were attacked and killed by Rogues. Alex and her father had narrowly escaped with their lives. ‘The story we told everyone about my mom and Richie when we moved to Harmony was just that, Jen. A story. It was a lie we both wanted to believe. I think Dad eventually did, and then the Alzheimer’s took care of the rest. I almost could have believed our lie, too, until the killings began up in Alaska. Then I knew. I couldn’t run from the truth anymore. I had to face it.’
         
 
         Jenna closed her eyes, letting all of these incredible realizations settle on her shoulders like a heavy cloak. She could hardly dismiss what she’d been through, no more than she could dismiss the raw pain of her best friend’s experience as a child. Alex’s ordeal was in her past, thankfully. She had carried on. She had found happiness finally, perhaps ironically, with Kade.
         
 
         Jenna hoped she might be able to move beyond the nightmare she’d endured, but she felt the cold touch of a shackle when she thought about the bit of unknown material floating beneath the base of her skull.
         
 
          
         ‘What about me?’ she heard herself murmur. Her voice rose with the spike of anxiety that flooded her bloodstream. ‘What about the thing that’s inside me, Alex? What is it? How am I going to get rid of it?’
         
 
         ‘We don’t have those answers yet, Jenna.’ Alex moved closer, concern creasing her brow. ‘We don’t know, but I promise you, we’ll find a way to help you. Kade and the rest of the Order will do everything in their power to figure this out. In the meantime, they will protect you and make sure you’re well cared for.’
         
 
         ‘No.’ Jenna wrapped her arms around herself. ‘All I need is to be back home. I want to go back to Harmony.’
         
 
         ‘Oh, Jen.’ Alex slowly shook her head. ‘The life you knew in Alaska is gone now. Everything in Harmony is changed. Precautions had to be taken.’
         
 
         She didn’t like the sound of that at all. ‘What are you talking about? What precautions? What’s changed?’
         
 
         ‘The Order had to make sure that word of the Ancient and the strange happenings around town didn’t leak out to the rest of the population.’ Alex’s gaze stayed steady on hers. ‘Jenna, they scrubbed everyone’s memories of the week surrounding the killings in the bush and the other deaths around Harmony. As far as anyone up there is concerned, you and I have both been gone from Harmony for months already. You can’t go back and raise a lot of questions. It would all come crashing down around us if you do.’
         
 
         Jenna forced herself to hold it together as she processed everything she was hearing. Vampires and covert headquarters. An alternate world that had existed alongside her own reality for thousands of years. Her best friend of the past two decades having barely survived a vampire attack as a child.
         
 
         And then the part that brought back a fresh wave of grief: the recent multiple homicides in Harmony, which apparently included her brother. ‘Tell me what happened to Zach.’
         
 
          
         Alex’s face was full of regret. ‘He had secrets, Jen. A lot of them. Maybe it’s better if you don’t know everything—’
         
 
         ‘Tell me,’ Jenna said, hating the gentle treatment she was getting, particularly from Alex. ‘We’ve never let bullshit stand between us, and I sure as hell don’t want to start now.’
         
 
         Alex nodded. ‘Zach was dealing drugs and alcohol to the Native populations. He and Skeeter Arnold had been working together for some time. I didn’t figure it out until just before Zach …’ She exhaled softly. ‘When I confronted Zach about what I knew, he got violent, Jen. He pulled a gun on me.’
         
 
         Jenna closed her eyes, sick to think that her older brother – the decorated cop she strived to emulate practically all her life – was, in fact, corrupt. Granted, they had never been truly close, siblings or not, and they’d been drifting apart more and more in recent years.
         
 
         God, how many times had she pressed Zach to look into Skeeter Arnold’s questionable activities around Harmony? Now Zach’s reluctance to do so made a lot of sense. He didn’t really care about what was going on in town. He was more concerned with protecting himself. How far would he have gone to protect his dirty little secret?
         
 
         ‘Did he hurt you, Alex?’
 
         ‘No,’ she said. ‘But he would have, Jen. I took off on my snowmachine, out to your place. He followed me. When we got there, he fired off a shot – to scare me, more than anything. Everything happened so fast after that. The next thing I knew, the Ancient had crashed out of your cabin and took him down. After the initial strike, it was over very quickly for him.’
         
 
         Jenna stared then, for a long moment, utterly at a loss for words. ‘Jesus Christ, Alex. Everything you’re telling me here … it’s all true? All of it?’
         
 
         ‘Yes. You said you wanted to know. I couldn’t withhold it from you, and I think it’s better that you understand.’
         
 
         Jenna stepped backward, stumbling a bit. She was suddenly awash in confusion. Suddenly swamped in emotion that shortened her breath and put a tight squeeze on her chest. ‘I have to … need some time alone …’
         
 
         Alex nodded. ‘I know how hard this must be for you, Jenna. Believe me, I know.’
         
 
         She drifted toward the adjoining bathroom, Alex moving across the floor with her, sticking close as though she thought Jenna might collapse. But Jenna’s legs weren’t about to give out on her. She was stunned and shaken by what she’d just heard, but her body and mind were far from weak.
         
 
         Adrenaline coursed through her, flooding her senses and putting her fight-or-flight instinct on high alert. She forced a calmness into her expression as she looked at Alex now, while inside she felt anything but calm. ‘I think I’ll take that shower now. I just … I want to be alone for a little while. I need to think …’
         
 
         ‘All right,’ Alex agreed, ushering her inside the enormous bathroom. ‘Take whatever time you need. I’ll get you some clothes and shoes, then I’ll be right outside if you need me.’
         
 
         Jenna nodded, her eyes following Alex to the door and waiting for it to close behind her. Only then did the tears begin to fall. She wiped at them as they streamed down her cheeks, hot as acid, even while the rest of her felt chilled to the core.
         
 
         She felt lost and scared, as desperate as an animal caught in a trap. She had to get out of this place, even if it meant chewing off her own limb to escape. Even if it meant using a friend.
         
 
         Jenna cranked the hot water in the massive two-person shower. As the steam began to fill the room, she thought about the elevator that had carried the other women and the young girl down from the outside.
         
 
         She thought about freedom, and what it might take for her to taste it.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
          
         ‘Still another two bloody hours to sundown,’ Brock said, glancing at the clock on the tech lab wall as if he could will the night to come. He pushed off the conference table he’d been leaning against, his legs antsy, his body needing to move. ‘The days may be short this time of year in New England, but damn, do they crawl sometimes.’
         
 
         He felt eyes on him as he began a tight prowl of the room. It was only himself, Kade, and Gideon in the tech lab now; Lucan had gone to find Gabrielle, and Hunter and Rio had both left to join Renata, Nikolai, and Tegan in the weapons room for a bit of sparring before the start of the night’s patrols in the city. He should have gone with them. Instead he’d stayed behind in the lab, curious to see the results of Gideon’s latest blood work on Jenna.
         
 
         He paused behind the computer screen and watched a set of stats scroll on the display. ‘How much longer is it going to take, Gid?’
         
 
         For a few seconds, the clatter of fingers racing over a keyboard was the only reply. ‘I’m just running one last DNA analysis, then we should have some data.’
         
 
         Brock grunted. Impatient, he crossed his arms over his chest and continued wearing a track in the floor.
         
 
         ‘You feeling all right?’
 
         When he pivoted his head, he met Kade’s narrowed, assessing look. He scowled back at the warrior. ‘Yeah, why?’
         
 
         Kade shrugged. ‘I don’t know, man. I’m not used to seeing you so twitchy.’
         
 
         ‘Twitchy?’ Brock repeated the word like it had been an insult. ‘Shit. I don’t know what you mean. I’m not twitchy.’
         
 
         ‘You’re twitchy,’ Gideon put in over the clickety-clack of his work at the computer. ‘In fact, you’ve been visibly distracted for the past few hours. Ever since Alex’s human friend woke up today.’
         
 
         Brock felt his scowl deepen even as his pace across the floor grew more agitated. Hell, maybe he was on edge, but only because he was eager for darkness to fall so he could hit the pavement on patrol and do what he’d been trained to do. That was all. It had nothing to do with anything – or anyone – else.
         
 
         If he was distracted by Jenna Darrow, it was because her presence in the compound was a breach of Order rules. They had never permitted a human inside their headquarters. All of the warriors were acutely aware of that fact, a point made obvious when she and Alex had walked past the tech lab a short time ago. And that this human woman carried something alien inside her – something undetermined, which may or may not prove detrimental to the Order and its mission against Dragos – made her presence there all the more disturbing.
         
 
         Jenna had everyone on edge to a certain degree. Brock was no different. At least, that’s what he told himself as he paced one final time behind Gideon’s workstation, then exhaled a rough curse.
         
 
         ‘Fuck it, I’m outta here. If anything interesting comes in on that blood work before nightfall, I’ll be in the weapons room.’
         
 
         He strode to the tech lab’s door and paused as the wide glass panel slid open in front of him. No sooner had he stepped across the threshold than Alex came rushing toward the lab from the direction of her and Kade’s quarters.
         
 
         ‘She’s gone,’ Alex blurted as she entered the room, clearly upset. ‘It’s Jenna … she’s gone!’
         
 
         Brock didn’t know why the news should hit his gut like a physical blow. ‘Where is she?’
         
 
         ‘I don’t know,’ Alex replied, misery in her eyes.
 
         Kade was at his mate’s side in less than half a second. ‘What happened?’
         
 
         Alex shook her head. ‘She took a shower and got dressed. When she came out of the bathroom she said she was tired. She asked me if she could lie down for a while on the sofa. When I turned around to get her a pillow and spare blanket from the closet, she was just … gone. Our apartment door was wide open into the corridor, but there was no sign of Jenna. I’ve been looking for the last few minutes, but I can’t find her anywhere. I’m worried about her. And I’m sorry, Kade. I should have been more careful. I should have—’
         
 
         ‘It’s okay,’ he said, gently stroking Alex’s arm. ‘You didn’t do anything wrong.’
         
 
         ‘Maybe I did. I told her about the Breed and about the Order. I told her everything about Zach, and about how we left things back in Harmony. She had so many questions, and I thought she had a right to know.’
         
 
         Brock stifled the curse that was riding at the tip of his tongue. He knew damn well that he would have been hard-pressed to lie to Jenna, too.
         
 
         Kade nodded, sober as he dropped a kiss on Alex’s brow. ‘It’s okay. You did the right thing. It’s better that she knows the truth up front.’
         
 
         ‘I’m just afraid that the truth has sent her into a panic.’
 
         ‘Ah, Christ,’ Gideon muttered from his position in front of the compound’s computer banks. On one of the panels that monitored the estate’s motion detectors, lights started blinking like a Christmas tree. ‘She’s in the mansion at ground level. Or, rather, she was in the mansion. We’ve got a security breach on an exterior door.’
         
 
         ‘I thought all topside points of entry were locked as procedure,’ Brock said, not meaning it to come out as the accusation it sounded like.
         
 
         ‘Have a look for yourself,’ Gideon said, pivoting the monitor as he clipped on a hands-free headset and punched a speed-dial number. ‘Lucan, we have a situation.’
         
 
         While the Order’s leader got a quick rundown, Brock stalked over to the computer command center, Kade and Alex following. On the security camera feed from the estate above the compound, one of the mansion’s steel-reinforced lock bars was twisted off its mountings like a piece of taffy. The door was flung open to the daylight outside, the glare of solar rays on the snow-filled yard nearly blinding, even on-screen.
         
 
         ‘Holy hell,’ Brock muttered.
 
         Beside him, Alex gasped in disbelief. Kade was silent, his gaze as grim as it was stunned when his eyes slid to Brock. On the phone, Gideon was now giving urgent orders to one of the Order’s more formidable females in residence, namely Renata, to head topside on the double and bring Jenna back in.
         
 
         ‘I’ve got her location on camera now,’ he told Renata. ‘She’s on the east side of the property, heading southeast on foot. If you take the south service door, you should be able to head her off before she reaches the perimeter fence.’
         
 
         ‘The perimeter fence,’ Brock murmured. ‘Jesus Christ, that thing is juiced with more than fourteen thousand volts of electricity.’
         
 
         Gideon kept talking, advising Renata of Jenna’s progress and position.
         
 
         ‘Cut the power,’ Brock said. ‘You have to cut the power to the fence.’
         
 
         Gideon swiveled a dubious look on him. ‘And let her waltz right off the property? No can do, my man.’
         
 
         Brock knew the warrior was right. He knew the smartest, best thing to do for the Order was to ensure that the human woman stayed contained within the compound. But the thought of Jenna coming into contact with a potentially lethal dose of electricity was too much. It was, in a word, unacceptable.
         
 
         He glanced at the security camera feed and saw Jenna, clad in a white sweater and jeans, her loose brown hair flying behind her as she raced across the snowy yard at a blind clip toward the edge of the property. Straight for the ten-foot-tall fence that hemmed the estate in from all sides.
         
 
         ‘Gideon,’ he growled, as Jenna’s fleeing form grew smaller on the monitor. ‘Cut the goddamn power.’
         
 
          
         Brock didn’t wait for the other warrior to comply. He stalked over and slammed his hand down on the control panel. Lights blinked on, and a persistent beeping kicked up in warning of the disabled power grid.
         
 
         A long silence filled the room.
 
         ‘I see her.’ Renata’s voice came over the speaker in the lab.
 
         ‘I’m right behind her.’
 
         They watched on-screen as Nikolai’s mate sped on foot in the direction of Jenna’s trail in the snow. Moments ticked by as they waited for further word.
         
 
         Finally, Renata spoke, but the curse she hissed into her mouthpiece wasn’t what anyone in the room had hoped to hear. ‘Goddamn it. No …’
         
 
         Brock’s veins went cold with dread. ‘What’s happened?’
 
         ‘Talk to me,’ Gideon said. ‘What’s going on, Renata?’
 
         ‘Too late,’ she replied, her voice oddly wooden. ‘I was too late – she got away. She’s gone.’
         
 
         Gideon leaned in, cocking his head toward Brock. ‘She climbed the bloody fence, didn’t she?’
         
 
         ‘Climbed it?’ Renata’s answering laugh was more of a sharp exhalation. ‘No, she didn’t climb it. She … ah, shit. Believe it or not, I just watched her jump over it.’
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