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      CHAPTER ONE
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      The lair in St. Lucia

      
      “TELL ME your darkest fantasy,” she murmured against his ear, gently pulling the lobe between her teeth.
      

      
      Carlos smiled with his eyes still closed, too exhausted to do much else. Damali sounded so wickedly sexy, but why did women
         always go there—dredging for answers to questions that they really didn’t want to hear, especially while in bed? “I don’t
         have any, except being with you.”
      

      
      “Tell me,” she pleaded low and throaty, her tone so seductive that he’d swear she was all vamp.

      
      No. He was not going to go there, no matter what. He was not going to stare into those big brown eyes of hers and become hypnotized
         by them. Dark fantasies … She had no idea what went through a master’s mind. Despite himself, his smile broadened. The things
         he’d seen … sheeit. Had she any idea of the lifetimes of vampire knowledge he’d acquired from Kemet through Rome and beyond, just by being offered
         a council seat? And Rome … damn … no way.
      

      
      He stroked her still-damp back, his fingers reveling in the tingling sensation her tattoo created as he touched the base of
         her spine, hoping she’d let his love be enough to satisfy her.
      

      
      “You’re my fantasy,” he finally said to appease her when she became morbidly silent. But he’d also meant what he’d said, albeit skillfully avoiding the question she’d really asked. “You’re this dead man’s dream come true, baby.”
      

      
      Her response was a chuckle, followed by an expulsion of hot breath that caressed his ear. “Liar,” she whispered, as she slid
         her body onto his. “I know where you want to go.”
      

      
      “D …” he murmured, too tired to argue with her, and much too compromised by her warmth to avoid being stirred by her butter
         softness. “C’mon, girl … stop playing.”
      

      
      His hand continued to stroke her back, finding the deep curve in it that gave rise to her firm, tight bottom. He allowed his
         fingers to leisurely play at the slit that separated both halves of it, enjoying the moistness that he knew he’d created there.
         Her immediate sigh made him shudder and seek her mouth to kiss her gently, half hoping to shut her up, half hoping to derail
         his own darkening thoughts. Without resistance, she deepened their kiss, rewarding his senses with a hint of mango, the merest
         trace of red wine, and her own sweetness fused with his salty aftermath as his tongue searched the soft interiors.
      

      
      Damn, this woman was fine … five feet seven inches’ worth of buff curves packaged in flawless bronze skin, a lush mouth, brunette
         locks that kissed her shoulders, and a shea-oil scent that was slowly driving him crazy. It always did. He breathed in the
         fragrances held by her still-damp scalp: vanilla, coconut oils; and then there was also the scent of heavy, pungent sex hanging
         in the air.
      

      
      “You always smell so good,” he murmured, kissing the edge of her jaw. He could still taste her on his mouth when he licked his lips. “Hmmm …”
         Sticky, sweet-salty, female. The way she breathed against his neck, and her head found the crook of his shoulder, she fit
         so perfectly, like a handmade blanket on him. Even exhausted, her slick wetness made him want to move just to maintain their
         friction, their pulse. Merely thinking about it made him hard again.
      

      
      “I know you have to eat,” she said in a husky tone against the sensitive part of his throat, her tongue trailing up his jugular
         vein, causing him to tighten his hold on her.
      

      
      
      “Yeah, I do … in a few,” he admitted quietly, now too distracted to go out hunting.

      
      The way she tilted her hips forward—ever so slightly, a tease, an offering, just a contraction of the muscles beneath her
         bronze skin—fought with the hunger and was winning. They’d been at it all night, and he glimpsed the moonlight that washed
         over her through the deck opening. Silver blue hues shimmered on her smooth ass, and he touched the light with his fingers
         a millimeter above her skin. She shivered at the almost-touch. That was always her most powerful weapon; her reaction to whatever
         he was doing to her just blew him away. One more round and he’d have to go before dawn trapped and starved him.
      

      
      “What’s your darkest fantasy?” he said smiling, turning the question on her, and not caring that a little fang was beginning to show with
         his smile. He passed his tongue over his incisors, willing patience as he played the game that she seemed to be enjoying.
      

      
      Damali brought her head up to stare into his eyes with a mischievous smirk. “My darkest fantasy is fulfilling yours.”

      
      He laughed low and deep and slow. “Yeah?” He raised an eyebrow in a challenge. “But I don’t have any really dark fantasies
         … this is all I need.”
      

      
      “Liar,” she said again, chuckling from within her throat and planting a wet kiss on his Adam’s apple in a way that made him
         swallow hard. “I bet I know what it is, even if you won’t tell me.”
      

      
      She was rocking against him harder now, although she hadn’t allowed him entry. Faint sounds from the slick rub of wet skin
         against skin added to his agony. She had his full attention, his awareness of her engaged. The teasing sensation accompanied
         with her well-placed nips along his chest made him suck in a hard breath between his teeth.
      

      
      “This is working just fine,” he murmured, tracing her sides and finding both of her breasts to gently cradle.

      
      “But there’s always more,” she whispered, lowering her mouth to roughly suckle one of his nipples.

      
      
      “Curiosity killed the cat,” he told her, arching, trying to penetrate her without success.

      
      “But satisfaction brought her back.” She lifted her head and stared at him hard, her smile strained with anticipation, intensity
         boring into him from her expression of unmasked desire.
      

      
      For a moment, neither of them spoke. The exchange was telepathic, electric, and he found her neck, kissed it hard, then her
         shoulder, licking a path down her collarbone. When she moaned, he almost lost it and bit her.
      

      
      “Tell me what you want,” he murmured hot against her breast, before pulling a taut nipple between his lips.

      
      Her inhale was a deep hiss, a sound that traveled through his body, igniting his want for her that never seemed to disappear.
         Whatever she asked for, he’d give her one last time before dawn. Didn’t she already know, por ella seria capaz de cualquier cosa? Yeah, he would do anything for her. “Tell me,” he whispered, “and it’s done.”
      

      
      “I’ve already told you,” she said in a rasp, moving to allow him to slip inside her, then contracting around him before withdrawing.

      
      “C’mon, baby,” he said, feeling his voice tighten with the contraction. “Right now, I’m—”

      
      “Getting too hot to think about it?” She laughed and mounted him with a hard lunge that forced a groan up from deep inside
         him.
      

      
      “Yeah … something like that.” His lids closed on their own volition, his eyes rolling toward the back of his skull—the sensation
         was so gloriously sudden.
      

      
      “Then don’t think about it,” she whispered, moving away, but then coming back with quick jerky circles before plunging down
         again.
      

      
      “Oh shit, woman …”

      
      “I know, baby,” she murmured, her motions becoming more driven, but then backing away so that only the tip of him was within
         her drenched, slick valley. “But let me see if I’ve guessed it right. What would a master vampire’s deepest fantasy be? A
         possible throne-level council member, at that?”
      

      
      
      “You have no idea … what you’re doing to me.” That was the pure truth. A scent that had been locked in the deep registers
         of his mind filtered into his awareness, gradually at first, until it was all-consuming. Every inhale now was riddled with
         the maddening aphrodisiac that he’d sworn he’d forget—had to—but it moved his body, banished a portion of his control. Master
         or not, Neteru was entering his system and slaying him. If she kept this up, he’d slip and take her to the vanishing point
         with him for sure.
      

      
      Her hard shudder and the rhythmic squeeze of her inner thighs against his hips was practically his undoing. But it was also
         her boldness when she threw her head back and breathed out, “I know exactly what I’m doing to you.”
      

      
      He wasn’t prepared to argue with her, not now. Didn’t she know that that was one of the things he loved best about being with
         her—she was his match, a pure equal, and had had this effect on him before he’d ever been turned? But there were still some
         places he wasn’t prepared to go with her. Not if he wanted to ever retrieve his soul.
      

      
      But she was messing with his mind, talking all low and sexy, husky and deep, down the side of his throat, and into his ear,
         saying crazy things like, “C’mon, baby, tell me what you really want … I’ll give it to you,” knocking at the guarded black box of his senses, prying him open for a total mind lock while
         making him want to cum so badly his balls ached. He could feel every cell in his body poised, readied, a burn of pure energy
         threatening to split them, beginning to deconstruct him down to hot vapor, and her along with him.
      

      
      Her skin was covered with a light sheen of perspiration, and she slid against him like water flowing over rocks, liquid fire
         motion, hips undulating in a slow, rolling current, with eddies that spontaneously spun, lurched, took him in to the hilt,
         then washed him ashore, leaving cold air to knife at the hot surface that had been ejected from her body. His tightening grip
         would each time be enough to summon his return to her warm, wet center, only to be cast ashore by her fickle tide again and
         again, until he flipped her on her back and was done playing.
      

      
      
      “Enough.” There was no nonsense in his tone. He was beyond games as he stared into her eyes; saw a glow of red reflected back
         from her dark brown irises, knowing it came from his. Her scent bathed him, made him shut his eyes tight as he breathed in
         deeply and entered her hard. “That’s what I want.”
      

      
      His fingers tangled in her velvet-spun locks, and her arches finally met him in a rhythm they both knew by heart—no stopping,
         no more teasing, just hard down, uninterrupted returns until he felt his gums give way to the incisors he could no longer
         hold in check, no more than he could hold back the inevitable convulsion of pleasure that was about to rip through his groin.
      

      
      Nuzzling his throat, her fingers wound through his hair, and he was surprised by the force of her pull, that her fingers had
         made a fist at the nape of his neck, and that one of her palms slid against his jaw to push his head back, her breath on his
         throat in the way he’d always imagined. Trembling with need, the sensation was so damned good … if only … she could … just
         once … Oh, baby …

      
      Then she suddenly shifted her weight, her legs a vise, and rolled on top of him. Her strength came from nowhere. It happened
         so quickly. A sharp strike as fast as a cobra’s tore at his throat, making him shut his eyes harder, his gasp fused with a
         groan that transformed into a wail, and the pull that siphoned his throat sent the convulsion of ecstasy throughout his system,
         emptied his scrotum until his body dry heaved, made his lashes flutter from the rapid seizure, where every pull from her lips
         erupted hot seed from him into her, sheets gathered in knots within his fists before his hand again sought her skin, shards
         of color ricocheted behind his lids while he cradled her in his arms, stuttering, “Don’t stop … take it all.”

      
      His body went hot, then cold, minutes of unrelenting pleasure—her hold indomitable, a physical lock of sheer will, as she
         moved her hips in a lazy rhythm, ignoring his attempt to rush her with deep thrusts and staccato jerks, his voice foreign
         to him as it reverberated off the walls of the lair, echoed back, and taunted him … a master vampire, done for the first time, by what could only be a female vamp. A master female. One conjured from his darkest fantasy, riding him with more than skill, precise slow torture that he couldn’t stop, even
         if he’d wanted to.
      

      
      Winded, siphoned, turned out, he could barely open his eyes—but he had to. Which one of them had taken Damali’s place, stolen
         her form? Damn, his territory had some shit with it, but never in his wildest dreams would he have imagined it to be like
         this. If Damali ever found out … And how did this female get in here? Where was D?
      

      
      She smiled, looking down at him, and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

      
      “Who made you, baby?” Dazed, that was all he could ask.

      
      “You did,” she said, chuckling low, and pressing an index finger over one of his streaming bite wounds to help seal it before
         stemming the flow with a soft kiss. Then she slowly licked her finger and smiled before sealing the other so he wouldn’t entirely
         bleed out.
      

      
      “Seriously … look. I’ve got a lady, and—”

      
      “You’re damned straight you do, brother.” She cocked her head to the side, giving him a curious glance. “You should have told
         me that’s what you really wanted. It was good, though, wasn’t it? The first time’s always the best.”
      

      
      There was no denying that fact. Carlos blinked twice, staring. “Damali?” Two inches of fang glistened crimson in the moonlight
         within her lovely mouth, and a thin red line of blood had dribbled down her chin between her breasts. He resisted the urge
         to sit up and lick the dark trail to her stained lips.
      

      
      “Who else?” She shook her head, sat back with him still in her, and folded her arms over her chest. “Oh, so you had some other
         Jane on your mind while I was working?”
      

      
      “No … Oh … shit …”

      
      He grabbed her by her hips, and extricated himself from her to stand, stumbling a bit, but he needed motion—fatigue and the
         siphon notwithstanding. He had to break the physical contact with her. The pleasure wave of aftershocks were impairing his judgment, and if he bit her in this condition, he’d flat-line her for sure. Even standing away from her, he
         could still feel her hot seal. “No, no, no, no, no—this cannot be happening.”
      

      
      “That’s not what you said a minute ago, baby. Last I heard you were hollering, ‘Don’t stop,’ and some por favor mess before you went over the edge. Men.” She laughed and flopped back on the bed, lazy and sated, twirling one of her locks
         around a finger, then closed her eyes. “Damn, that was awesome. We should get you something to feed on, soon, though. I’m
         two quarts to the good, myself.”
      

      
      He could feel panic bubbling within him, and he had never been the kind of man to outright freak about anything. But this,
         of all the things he’d seen and been through so far, was scaring the hell out of him.
      

      
      “No!” he said fast, walking in a circle, then going from the deck back to the side of the bed, gesturing with his hands in
         a naked frenzy. “Something went wrong. I have to get you back to the guardians—to Marlene, your mom … baby, you’re turning—”
      

      
      “Turned,” she sighed with a smile, “and I love it. Relax. What’s done is done.”

      
      “You’re supposed to be immune to my bites! What the fuck? No. I’m not having my woman go out like that—oh shit, baby—”
      

      
      “You’re panicking because you need to eat.” She ran her finger down the side of her throat, summoning him with a lopsided
         grin. “You didn’t finish … or did you want to save it for when we wake up?”
      

      
      He shook his head no, and backed away from the glorious temptation.

      
      Damali yawned and nodded toward the opened deck doors. “Suit yourself, but it’s late, it’s almost dawn, and it’s time to go
         to bed, honey. Just—”
      

      
      “Oh, my God, D—”

      
      When she hissed and held both sides of her head and glared at him, he could feel hot tears begin to form in his eyes. He could call on the Almighty, but the Neteru couldn’t? What the hell had he done?
      

      
      She was sitting up now, seeming thoroughly annoyed. When she stood to fetch her white silk nightgown, she almost glided; her
         stride was so smooth, supernatural. Horrified, he watched her sashay out to the deck and turn her face up toward the moon,
         as though to bay at it.
      

      
      “I’m going to get us something before the sun fries us both,” she muttered, and then was gone.

      
      It took him a moment to process what he’d just witnessed. The edge of his lair was built into a cliff with no passable roads
         leading to it. But she’d walked down the stairs to the mountainside and was nowhere to be found in the dense, tropical foliage.
         However, he was painfully aware that the sounds of the night had gone still. She’d turned. Even the creatures knew it.
      

      
      Instantly, he sheathed himself with a pair of pants and his boots. Near dawn, his woman newly turned, and he was running around
         two quarts low on blood.
      

      
      Carlos rounded the deck, stood out on the cliffs, and willed Damali’s return. If he’d made her, then she had to come when
         he called … Then again, she still had a lot of Neteru running through her, not to mention general-purpose stubbornness that
         not even the underworld could probably sway. But what had gone wrong? Marlene had told them both that Damali was immune. All
         Neterus were supposed to be able to take a bite and survive it, unturned. He’d held off until she’d crossed over to full huntress
         … and when did she die? In his arms?
      

      
      Memories bound him as he thought back on night after night of sweet indulgence with her, no will as her barrier, no prayers
         to protect her from him; he was welcomed, wanted, considered a Dark Guardian, but approved by the team, nonetheless … and
         deep down, she’d found his Achilles’ heel, the one thing that he knew he could never have with her. A true vampiric bite,
         in the throes, at the moment of truth—something he had not allowed any female vamp in his territory to do to him, yet … Something that, until now, Damali would never be able to do … or so he thought. Guilt stabbed at him. If he’d done this
         to her, God help him.
      

      
      Yet, at the same time, what she’d done to him had been so powerful, totally unforgettable. So where did that leave them? Between
         another rock and a damned hard place. One taste of that was not going to be enough. That was raw truth. Lying to himself about it wasn’t a viable option. He had to take her home, before
         she came to him like this again.
      

      
      He had to get Marlene to give her something to turn her back, if there was such a potion or spell—which meant confessing how
         and when he’d seen her first crest of fangs. Yeah, right … explain to this girl’s mother-seer that he’d been hard-rocking
         her Neteru’s world every night for almost a month, siphoning a pint from her until one night she had bitten him? Marlene was gonna have a cow and Shabazz would rightfully mount a posse of Damali’s big brothers with stakes in their hands.
         He couldn’t blame them.
      

      
      But they were the least of his worries. Father Patrick and the Covenant would go nuts and the Vampire Council … there were
         no words. He was supposed to be protecting their vessel until her next cycle, a ruse to buy him, Damali, and her crew some
         time. This was not supposed to happen.

      
      But he could have sworn that he felt her ripening right underneath him. The scent of her was undeniable, and the sweet essence
         of her still lingered in the back of his throat. If her body changed while they were together—it was over. She would be his,
         pregnant, and there’d be no going back. Yet, how was that even possible, especially if she were already turned? It was like
         her system was going haywire … Marlene had to fix this, because he sure as hell couldn’t, had no frame of reference, nor a
         big black book of ancient text for answers. This was definitely some new whack shit. Still, the worst part of it was, his
         woman could be among the undead—the one person on the planet that he never ever wanted to see that way.
      

      Marlene had to bring her back.

   




      
      
      CHAPTER TWO
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      YONNIE STOOD on the roof of Club Vengeance and breathed in the night air. For he’d gambled right, had chosen to ally with Carlos Rivera,
         and had been handsomely rewarded. He’d been given management of the club with nearly free rein. Rivera was cool like that,
         it seemed.
      

      
      A blue haze filtered across the moon and he smiled. It was in the air, a surge of power that all vampires had to acknowledge.
         The blood in the territories had more adrenaline kick to it, the kills were more satisfying … existence was good. To be a
         third-level vamp and take a club from a second-level just by strategically aligning with the right man, was unprecedented.
         All of a sudden he cocked his head to the side, briefly shut his eyes, and felt the powerful surge of sex in the air. Damn!
         Even the sex in the territory was sweeter under Rivera’s rule. He just wished he knew who the vamp female was that Rivera
         had just turned. It was a fresh turn. Her vibe set his teeth on edge. But she felt stronger than a second …
      

      
      “Damn, sis,” Yonnie muttered as he strolled to the edge of the roof and peered down at the small specks of humanity beneath
         him.
      

      
      “Enough to give a brother wood.” All he could do was shake his head as he wondered what it would be like to become a second-gen vampire, or even a master.
      

      
      Yonnie chuckled to himself. Maybe if Carlos remained in a particularly generous mood he might share his new lair kitten. Yonnie
         quickly banished the thought. Not a strong female like that—she was destined for a throat mate-marking, for sure. No sense
         in a man getting his heart ripped out by the boss over wishful thinking. But to be able to transform into pure vapor and fuse
         with the blue haze of the moon … To be able to attract all the females that the master had no further use for, have them trembling
         for one vein hit. Yonnie shook his head as he balanced on the drain gutter, tempting his good fate. Rivera had been cool enough
         to give him Club Vengeance and let him run the other clubs in the network; pushing his luck farther to ask for more would
         not be wise.
      

      
      He turned his head and looked at the metal door leading to the club. He could sense the approach of a guard. He smiled. That
         was odd. As a third-level, he had some precognitive skills, but he had never been able to sense another third-gen like this.
      

      
      “Yo, man, what’s up?” Yonnie said, thoroughly amused by his new strength.

      
      “We just got back from Philly,” the guard said, shaking his head and raking his fingers through his ragged Afro.

      
      Yonnie allowed his gaze to roam over the thickly built vamp. His boy’s army fatigue vest was in shreds, his jeans were dusty,
         his Timberlands were crusted with mud and old blood. None of which was a good sign. Old human blood, yes. Black blood from
         the empire, no. Stack’s normally deep brown color was dull, which meant he’d been in battle and hadn’t stopped to refuel.
         Stack had been in a hurry. What had gone down in Philly? His euphoria quickly faded. If Rivera came back and found out that
         he and his boys couldn’t hold it down … He didn’t want to think about it.
      

      
      “What the fuck happened, Stack?” Yonnie said, walking up to his friend. He smoothed the front of his electric-blue suede jacket
         and hitched up his black leather pants. “Man, we just got this promotion. You know the boss’s rep,” Yonnie warned, speaking low and firm. “You fuck this up and there’s no tellin’—”
      

      
      Stack stepped away from Yonnie. “It ain’t like that. You shoulda been there. We was checkin’ on the Philly clubs, like you
         said. We was up in North Philly—where they have all them damned row houses stuck together so you can run a whole block roof
         to roof, if you get in trouble. But you have to be careful, because the humans got storefront churches in them houses, so
         some of the roofs are hot, and—”
      

      
      “Aw’ight, aw’ight, I get the picture. So, you was up in the badlands. The humans got outposts, so who hit us?”

      
      Stack stared at Yonnie for a moment and then looked away. “Humans.”

      
      “What?” Yonnie was incredulous. “The Guardian team is in LA, man. How you gonna tell me that—”

      
      “No, man,” Stack said, grabbing Yonnie by both arms. “Can’t you feel it in the air? We were in one of our clubs, everything
         was going smooth, the girls were dancing the poles. We were about to do a little dinner theater—chick about fifteen or sixteen.
         You know, blood sacrifice for the crowds, when the fucking door blew in and these big, burly, black motherfuckers came in
         and lit the joint up. Rowdy black giants, and shit, are what they call themselves.”
      

      
      Yonnie opened his mouth and closed it. Stack dropped his arms and walked away.

      
      “Lost three of our boys. They have one about the size of Damali’s big man, Mike. And a smaller version of Shabazz. Like ten
         or eleven of ’em, and they roll fast, combat-style, then be gone. We got our asses kicked, man. They drew us to the rooftops.
         We thought we could escape, but that’s their backyard. Lost one of our boys on a disguised roof—was hallowed ground and he
         torched on impact. Then that big Hannibal-looking guy threw a hammer at our other boy, and the way it hit him, it dazed him,
         and he fell wrong off the roof—two of them got him on the ground before he could get up. Third one got wrapped up in motorcycle
         chains—pure silver dipped in holy water—strangled to death. We was out.”
      

      
      
      “You sure they were human?”

      
      “Man, they bled red blood, okay?”

      
      Stack let his breath out hard and leaned against the metal door and shut his eyes.

      
      For a moment, Yonnie didn’t move. He became so still that he didn’t even breathe, sensing the atmosphere.

      
      “You feel like you’re getting stronger?” Yonnie whispered to his friend.

      
      “That’s the crazy thing about it,” Stack said quietly, peering around nervously. “We felt strong as shit going in. Every one
         of us was on top of our game. We were drinking toasts to you for getting us aligned with Rivera, and they were saying that
         even back in the day under the old regime, we’d never had the blood flowing like this. At one point tonight, it was like the
         females were all in heat. You could feel it in the air.”
      

      
      “Yeah, I know, man,” Yonnie muttered as he began to pace. “That’s what’s so freaky about humans taking you out like that.”

      
      Both vampires looked at each other for a long time but said nothing.

      
      “If we’re getting stronger, it has to be because he’s getting stronger.” It was more a question than a statement.

      
      “Then, it makes sense,” Stack said, but his voice seemed unsure. “If our side just kicked up a notch, then the light maybe
         kicked up a notch?”
      

      
      “That has to be it.” Yonnie continued to walk back and forth, running his palm over his jaw. “See, you guys probably ran into
         a regulation Guardian team—there’s like a hundred forty-four thousand of them bastards in hidden cells scattered throughout
         the globe. So, what happened in Philly was good. We’ll explain to Rivera that you tracked down a splinter Guardian unit in
         his territory. Cool?”
      

      
      “Right. Makes sense. We tell him that we were holding down his club, and we drew fire. Then, we can ask him if he wants us
         to take a small army back there to deal with the Philadelphia problem.”
      

      
      Yonnie was walking in circles now, perspiration making his black silk shirt cling to his body. “Yeah, man. That could work.”
      

      
      Stack wheezed as he pushed himself away from the metal door.

      
      “You need to eat,” Yonnie said with concern. He slung his arm over Stack’s broad shoulders.

      
      “Let it go, man,” Yonnie told him. We’ve gotta take this shit like men. We’ll feed, get laid, and be merry since tonight might
         be our last night once Rivera blows in here.”
      

      
      Berkfield walked the perimeter of his suburban home one last time before he set his top-of-the-line security system. His wife
         thought his job was making him paranoid; it was better that she and his teenage son and daughter believed that. They didn’t
         need to know that his floodlights were special UV halogens, nor did they need to know that the lawn and garden sprinkler systems
         contained holy water.
      

      
      If his family knew he believed in monsters, they’d have him committed. Then what would happen to them? Who would take the
         special precautions that had become a neurotic routine?
      

      
      He scanned the short hedges and peered into his neighbor’s yard. All seemed well. It was still light out, nearly dusk, and
         people were about, messing with yard equipment, calling children in for dinner, and washing their SUVs and minivans after
         work.
      

      
      Maybe he was crazy, but he’d witnessed his partner’s shot mysteriously turn on him when he’d tried to shoot a guy with fangs.
         Carlos Rivera had dropped a gold mine of info on the local drug lords in his lap. Then Rivera had disappeared and he’d come
         up empty on all his searching into Rivera’s territories. There was something very serious going on … Then again, maybe he
         was just crazy.
      

      
      Berkfield’s shoulders sagged resignation as he slowly walked toward the garage.

      
      A bee sting on his calf made him wince. He hated yard work and he hated bugs. He grunted with exertion as he leaned on the workbench to pick up the garage-door opener that had fallen—and froze when he saw a shiny pair of military-issue
         black shoes on the other side of his minivan. Then everything went dark.
      

      
      Groggy, Berkfield woke with a start, his gaze darting around. He was in a van. A gaunt, older, Caucasian male with dark sunglasses
         and a shock of unruly white hair leaned in close and shined a penlight in his eyes, causing him to squint.
      

      
      “You’ll be a little disoriented for a moment,” the man with the light said, “but it will wear off. Our apologies for the way
         we had to collect you.”
      

      
      “Who are you?” he said, his voice tense and angry. “What do you want? Where’s my family?” He let his mouth snap shut. What
         if his captors didn’t know that he had a beautiful wife, daughter, and son? Damn it! Whatever they’d given him had made him
         sloppy.
      

      
      “That’s why we have taken you,” the strange man said.

      
      Berkfield studied his abductor intently. He had a wild rush of silver hair all over his head, piercing gray eyes, and a seeking
         expression. He looked like someone’s professor. His accent was foreign, but hard to place. His demeanor was calm, almost too
         calm.
      

      
      “What do you want?” Berkfield noted the four heavily armed men on either side of the professor.

      
      “We’re trying to protect you,” the man said.

      
      “Protect me?” Berkfield’s eyes narrowed. “What branch of government are you from?”

      
      The man offered a patient smile. “What’s about to happen is an international issue. Not just an American issue. But you, my
         friend, are at risk.”
      

      
      Berkfield ran his sweaty palm over his bald scalp. His objective was singular—get home to ensure that these nuts hadn’t harmed
         his family. “I’m just a cop on a local force—not worth much to anybody,” he hedged.
      

      
      The man’s face became stern and the polite smile vanished from his face. “Let’s stop playing games, Detective Berkfield—or is it Captain now? You are lucky to have so narrowly escaped death at the hands of your partner. And even more
         lucky to be placed under the protective seal of the master vampire in this territory, Carlos Rivera.”
      

      
      Stunned, Berkfield leaned forward. “You’ve seen him? What do you know?” His voice escalated. Someone else, somebody in authority,
         knew there was such a thing as vampires! Berkfield grabbed his captor’s arms. The henchmen bristled, but the man before him
         remained calm. He nodded reassuringly.
      

      
      Gently extricating himself from Berkfield’s hold, the man sat back and removed his sunglasses. “They are the most fascinating
         creatures we have yet to study,” he said. “They have abilities that we could never fathom. Until we found out about your situation,
         we thought that they didn’t have anything resembling a conscience—that their capacity to discern emotions, like empathy, was
         impossible. But they can, which means there may be hope.”
      

      
      Total confusion kept Berkfield riveted, but there were so many questions that he needed to ask that he couldn’t contain himself.

      
      “You actually know there are such things as vampires? You guys study them? You’ve seen the vampires? You know about Carlos? When did he become one? How? We’d just seen him taking a stroll by day, then, bam, just
         like that, he’s a creature of the night—And the girl. Is she one? I’m not bitten, am I? You guys work for the feds, black ops? CIA? You said my family is at risk. Why? Some-fucking-body talk
         to me!”
      

      
      “Take a deep breath, Mr. Berkfield,” the man ordered. “Yes, to all of the above, except we don’t work for the feds. Every
         government has been searching for its next weapon of mass destruction. They’ve each set up very small, well-funded, independent
         science teams to research these areas. But a few years ago, several of us broke away from our countries and banded together
         under an international umbrella. Once the governments saw that they’d lose their top scientists and that their threats had
         minimal effect on men who’d lived their entire lives on a quest of knowledge, they begrudgingly funded our group. Currently, we’re made up of
         all the global superpowers. Recently we began to follow up on some old German research.”
      

      
      The man’s eyes contained pain, and his voice became weary. “Our directive, when attached to our respective countries, was
         simple. Find a way to harness the paranormal, if it existed, and give it to the highest bidder within our respective military
         units. Phase one was to determine if there was such a thing as a paranormal plane. We succeeded with those tests. But as we
         gained further insights, it became apparent that the dark energy was limitless and stratified—almost like finding out there’s
         an entire universe within a universe … space exploration is nothing compared to what we’ve uncovered. Yet, it’s all linked; the esoteric sciences are just as real as hard quantum physics.”
      

      
      He gazed at Berkfield, his beady, gray eyes shining. “We also found out that there was another side—a side we hadn’t considered.
         If there’s a Hell, there’s a Heaven,” he whispered. “You cannot even begin to quantify the energy of that realm. Since we
         couldn’t capture it, they wanted us to abandon that as a potential source for weaponry and to focus on dark matter. That’s
         when the group fractured … Several good scientists died or, better stated, were murdered or driven mad. Those of us who survived
         now pretend to go along with the demands of our governments.”
      

      
      Berkfield sat very still. “So, you guys are like a hostage ghostbusters team?” he said as he continued to look for a possible
         escape route.
      

      
      The man sighed. “Don’t be foolish. We found hard evidence behind every myth and legend. We’ve catalogued demon fila, Detective
         Berkfield. The ancient high priests, warlocks, witches, generals, you name it, called on deities to assist them in wartimes.
         The new era of so-called reason has made us forget their power.”
      

      
      “So, you plan to do what with me and my family?”

      
      Raking his fingers through his hair, the man looked Berkfield in the eye. “Listen carefully. We don’t have much time. There are two sides of this organization—those insane enough to believe that they can open up the gates of Hell and contain
         what comes out of it, so that they can proceed with imperialistic desires to rule humanity. And those of us who, after having
         studied the phenomena, have enough respect for it to leave it alone. We know that chaos will ensue. Therefore, the group is
         philosophically at odds with itself and threatening to implode. That means that valuable and dangerous research will spill
         out into the various nations that support this work, and as we all know, anything is for sale on the black market. Do you
         follow?”
      

      
      Berkfield nodded, but he still didn’t understand his role. This whole story was too bizarre to wrap his mind around.

      
      “You, my friend, are currently under the protective seal of the master vampire who controls this region; therefore, right
         now, you’re in full favor. The dark side essentially has a no-hit policy on you, and the Light apparently has you covered,
         as well. However, the way the power shifts seem to work within the vampire world are very much like old feudal law—they wipe
         out anything once associated with the outgoing incumbent. Understood?”
      

      
      Terror halted Berkfield’s breath for a moment. He touched his throat and then his fingers slid down to the small gold cross
         that he never took off. “But I’m a believer,” he rasped. “How could I be marked by the dark side?”
      

      
      The scientist calmly reached beneath his olive green flack-jacket and pulled a long chain from beneath it, bearing a sterling
         silver Star of David. “I’m a believer, too. The mark isn’t physically on your body. It’s in your aura. That’s what we measure—energy
         fields, if you will. Our equipment cannot pick up much more than that. All we can ascertain is that a very strong energy from
         the nether realms has been gathering in the region, and it has been sending out sensor tentacles in your direction. Time is
         nigh, my friend. We’re not exactly sure what this means, but it cannot be good.”
      

      
      “My wife, my kids—how do I get this fucking seal off me? I didn’t ask for it, I don’t even understand it!”

      
      
      “That’s why we want you to make a decision—quickly—to come work for us. Maybe, just maybe, you hold the key to bringing both
         sides to a standstill, a stalemate. You were deemed a good man by both sides. You could be the key to creating world peace.
         We must have an opportunity to study you, understand the conditions that led up to—”
      

      
      “No! I don’t know! This is all so crazy!” Berkfield put his head in his hands. “I want my old life back, my kids and wife
         safe. I want to read the damned paper, drink beer, and worry about gas prices. I do not want to be a guinea pig, nor do I
         want my family traumatized.”
      

      
      “Then you should have never become a crime fighter, never should have made that bargain in that alley, never should have started
         researching otherworldly phenomena and come up on our radar. I am a man of logic. I’m a scientist with thirty years of hard
         research under my belt and degrees that would …” The man stopped, swallowed hard, his voice gravelly with emotion. He spread
         his hands before Berkfield, imploring him to understand.
      

      
      “I’m no cop. I’m no weapons designer. I opened a gate in a lab and found Hell,” he said in a barely audible tone. “I thought
         I was losing my mind, and I cried out to God to save me, and another door opened and bright light bearing a blade shut the
         gate. We all saw it—and all of those colleagues joined us that day.” The man’s gaze slid away and he held the hair at his
         temples in clenched fists as he stared at the locked back door. “Some said it was a group hallucination. We told our superiors
         and they gave us an unlimited budget. That’s when I knew we were in trouble.” His voice dipped to a scratchy murmur. “They
         don’t open the financial floodgates unless they know you’re close. We’re so close, and so are they.”
      

      
      “I thought I was the only one …” Berkfield said, dazed.

      
      “So did we,” the professor said sadly. “Then we began religious research, started looking at texts we had never considered
         in our scientific quest.” He glanced up at Berkfield. “Ever wonder why you were spared that night in the alley where your partner double-crossed you and pulled a gun on you? Ever wonder what higher purpose you are to serve?”
      

      
      The two men stared at each other, only the faint sounds of traffic droning on in the background.

      
      “But my family—”

      
      “Will be relocated and re-identified, just like ours had to be.”

      
      “But we can’t just leave our home—”

      
      “You make your informants do it all the time. Think of it as a witness protection program for scientists, and like I said,
         we’re well funded.”
      

      
      “I can’t make a decision like this without talking to my wife and my kids, and—”

      
      “All you have to tell them is that one of the drug lords you’ve put away is out now and looking for payback. They know what
         you do, so that’s not too far-fetched.”
      

      
      Berkfield sat back. “Why me? What special skill do I bring to the table?”

      
      His abductor leaned forward and touched his clasped hands. “You’re sane, you’re not on the take, you’ve been spared because
         you’re a good man, and you can call this master vampire to you. We need to speak to him. Plus, you know the inside of the
         American legal system like the back of your hand, and you have connections. And we may need sanctuary.”
      

      
      “But why now?” Berkfield asked, not convinced that this was his problem or that he needed to get swept up into the madness
         of trying to solve it. Truthfully, it was enough that he’d learned that vampires and demons were real. He didn’t need to know
         more, or want to know more—except how to keep them away from him and his family.
      

      
      “We’ve forecast a problem that is about to blow up on American soil. The dark-side energy levels are off the meters. We have
         a small sample of its atmosphere contained, and it’s expanding exponentially within the vacuum containers in the lab. More
         current is being drawn into it, and its density is increasing. Disturbance locations in the U.S., where we know there are dark energy fields, are almost, for lack of a better explanation, harvesting power.”
      

      
      The van came to a sudden stop. Berkfield and the scientist’s gaze locked.

      
      “You have twenty-four hours to make your decision. Push nine-one-one on your garage-door opener between now and then, and
         we’ll come collect you. They won’t expect the code to be imbedded there. Ignore our offer, and you’re on your own.”
      

      
      A henchman motioned for Berkfield to open the door. “You’re home. You never saw us. We do not exist.”

   




      
      
      CHAPTER THREE
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      CARLOS STOOD outside the compound door, his arm draped over Damali’s shoulder, willing his breathing to normalize. He wasn’t sure if it
         was his proximity to her, or the fact that he had to explain some real bad news to her people.
      

      
      Regardless, he hated going into her compound, which looked like a maximum-security prison. The concrete walls, iron-sealed
         windows, floodlights, and lack of trees until you hit the property border a mile away, gave him the feeling that he was walking
         into the federal pen. Maybe he was. He just hoped that he’d get out alive this time.
      

      
      Besides, this whole situation was bullshit. He’d had to splatter the front of his Beverly Hills lair with a courier’s guts,
         all because Damali was trailing ripe Neteru scent and the dumb bastard had reached for her. Damn straight he had to rip out
         the brother’s heart, but he also had to clean up the mess before any neighbors noticed and wondered why there was black blood
         dripping down the white marble columns and the huge oak-paneled door, and why the stained-glass windows were streaked with
         innards.
      

      
      Carlos let his breath out hard in disgust. He loved this woman dearly, but she always created drama! Council was right. It
         was time to get some guards at his doors, some security measures in place. He had descended and couldn’t roll solo anymore. If he were in his right mind, he’d just make Damali his queen and battle the expected consequences. He
         glanced at her. No. He wasn’t in his right mind to give her back to the Guardians.
      

      
      When Carlos heard the locks engage, a thousand ways to begin the dreaded conversation tumbled through his brain. There was
         no easy way to say any of it. Worst part was, he had no idea how Damali would react when she found out he was taking her there
         for good—not just until he came back up from Hell.
      

      
      “Que pasa?” Rider shouted, pounding Carlos’s fist with a wide smile as they entered the outer safety chamber.
      

      
      “Everything is everything,” Carlos said, returning the pound, but keeping a watchful eye on the team’s sharpshooter as they
         all moved deeper into the interior hallway. He immediately scanned the tall, muscular white guy with dirty-blond spike hair,
         and returned his smile—once he was sure that Rider wasn’t packing. Even if the guy was in his forties, Rider was an all-pro
         vamp assassin.
      

      
      “Hey y’all!” Damali hollered. “Can a person come home and get some love?”

      
      “You know that ain’t no problem from me, D,” Jose said, embracing her quickly, then stepping back.

      
      “We got nothing but love for you, li’l sis,” Rider said laughing. “C’mon in … er, uh, him, too?”

      
      “Yes,” Damali said, slapping Rider on the back. “If he wasn’t cool, why’d y’all leave me with him for a month?”
      

      
      “Point taken,” Rider said, stepping aside. “You’re in.”

       Carlos moved forward with Damali next to him. The young bucks were
         no problem. Jose looked like his younger brother and had a soft heart, would hesitate if something ridiculous jumped off.
         However, he paused when he saw the quick flash of resentment on Jose’s face. Something primitive and possessive rose in him
         and he fought it back down. Had to be Damali’s Neteru still working his system. Jose wasn’t a contender. He was family. He
         shook off the sensation. Kid was just probably still spooked.
      

      
      
      His gaze scanned the others, sensing for signs of resistance. Dan was a nervous, wiry blond with no real combat under his
         belt. But J.L. had some Jet Li moves on him … Carlos gave the Asian kid a nod, then issued his most disarming smile to the
         others.
      

      
      “Long time no see, hombre,” Jose finally said, laughing tensely, using his head to motion for them to enter beyond the first isolation chamber.
      

      
      Good. The noses, Rider and Jose, were out front, and hadn’t picked up anything unusual. Everybody had on T-shirts, jeans,
         sweats, no place to conceal a weapon, or get to one quickly. Big Mike, their audio sensor, had lowered his shoulder cannon
         and was all smiles. However, he wasn’t sure he liked having a huge, six foot eight, two-hundred-and-seventy-five-pound, old
         school linebacker walking behind him. Big Mike was usually cool, but even Carlos knew to always keep an eye on the team’s
         giant.
      

      
      He also noticed that the tactical sensors were hanging back. Shabazz, Dan, and J.L. just nodded, and Marlene had her arms
         folded over her chest. Not good, especially the positions of the two older ones, Shabazz and Marlene. However, if J.L. was
         out front, then maybe he’d temporarily abandoned the monitors before he could pick up two cold bodies incoming.
      

      
      But Carlos wisely noted that Shabazz was strapped—openly had a Glock on his hip and one in a shoulder holster, sending a
         quiet message to be cool, no doubt. Carlos scanned the streetwise Guardian from the ’hood. Instinctively he knew the old dude
         could feel trouble. It was as though Shabazz’s shoulder-length locks telegraphed the vibrational changes, almost like a current,
         and Marlene was a freakin’ seer. She had on a long, flowing, African-print robe—a great place to hide anything with a silver
         tip. The two of them together, late forties, early fifties, would surely be able to tell that something wasn’t right with
         their girl. He just wanted the chance to explain.
      

      
      “Oh, so now I’m like chopped liver,” Damali said, laughing when no one else immediately moved forward to greet her, then she embraced her team members one by one. “Dag, you all act
         like I’m a stranger.”
      

      
      Carlos hung back in the entryway, watching as the tactical Guardians bristled slightly from her hug.

      
      “Thought you weren’t coming home, you were gone so long, kiddo,” Marlene said with a sly smile, but her eyes were carefully
         scanning Damali the whole time. “Doesn’t leave much time for us to get ready to do the Australian gig and all that goes with
         it.”
      

      
      “Yeah … well … what can I say?” Damali replied, her smile widening as she glanced at Carlos. “Let’s go inside and catch up.
         Y’all got anything good in here to eat?”
      

      
      Carlos didn’t say a word as he monitored the uneasy glances that passed between the Guardians. But they followed her down
         the long cement corridor to the back of the facility; half of the team in front of him, the other half behind him, making
         him feel boxed in and claustrophobic. As they walked, he glanced up at the holy-water sprinkler system, hoping that there’d
         be no accidental discharge. He shook his head. No, it wouldn’t be an accident at all.
      

      
      Damali headed straight for the kitchen, and he was glad she hadn’t gone straight for the weapons room. If he had to make a
         hasty exit, at least there weren’t UV lights in there that could fry him—only harmless fluorescents. But the fact that she
         wouldn’t give off a reflection in any of the stainless-steel appliance surfaces was going to be hard to explain.
      

      
      “So, how were the islands?” Rider asked cheerfully, taking a backward seat in one of the wooden kitchen chairs.

      
      “Beautiful …” Damali crooned in a distracted tone as she hunted for what the compound cupboards didn’t have. “The water there
         is the prettiest blue, even if I did only see it at night.”
      

      
      Dead silence surrounded them.

      
      Carlos glanced at the large picnic-style butcher-block oak table. Wood. Matching wood chairs. If the big brother got hyped,
         there were eight chairs that could easily be broken down to make fast stakes. Shit.
      

      
      
      Big Mike leaned on the door frame, catching something unspoken in Shabazz’s rigid carriage. Marlene hung back, and leaned
         against the sink, watching Damali begin to root inside the fridge. Jose, Dan, and J.L. took their time finding seats at the
         table, their glances nervously darting from Carlos to Damali and back to the team. J.L. fidgeted with a set of sharp knives
         that protruded from a wooden carving-set holder. Jose’s eyes were practically welded to Damali, following her every move around
         the room. Dan’s line of vision darted between Jose’s and J.L.’s, then kept monitoring Marlene’s unreadable expression.
      

      
      Carlos found the closest spot by a window and vent near the far end of the oak cabinets, then leaned against them. Even the
         thick bulletproof windows were sealed by steel grates. Yellow designer mini blinds were ludicrous; it was still a prison.
      

      
      “You only saw the islands at night?” Marlene asked coolly.

      
      This could get ugly. Carlos studied the group’s reaction and hoped Damali had enough sense not to just blurt out the truth.

      
      “Well,” Damali said, not paying Marlene’s tone the attention it deserved, “we mostly stayed in during the day and slept.”

      
      “She did the day thing by herself for a while, but something happened down in St. Lucia,” Carlos said quietly. “We need some
         advice, Mar.”
      

      
      All eyes were on Carlos as Damali slammed the refrigerator door and put one hand on her hip. He held up his palm, and begged
         her with his eyes not to start.
      

      
      “While you’re here, D, I order you to not harm anyone in this compound, or any other human. I don’t care how hungry you get—that’s
         nonnegotiable. Got it? Call me if it gets bad.”
      

      
      “Who are you ordering? Have you lost your mind? And why would you try to out me like that in front of my people? Damn, Carlos. Very uncool.”
      

      
      “Oh, shit,” Rider muttered, standing slowly and backing away from the table.

      
      
      Rider’s slow withdrawal made the other younger Guardians near him stand and ease back. Only Jose stood his ground. Marlene
         covered her heart with her hand and remained frozen, centered between Damali and Carlos. Her gaze immediately went toward
         the stainless-steel stove, then tore back to Damali, and back to where there was no image of Damali to be found. Marlene’s
         eyes then narrowed on Carlos.
      

      
      Big Mike moved from his leaning position on the door frame with slow caution. Shabazz fingered the holstered weapon at his
         hip. Jose casually retrieved a crossbow from beneath the kitchen table and held it at his side.
      

      
      “Talk to me,” Shabazz said in a quiet voice. “Fast.”

      
      “It wasn’t supposed to go down like this,” Carlos said in a near whisper, shaking his head.

      
      “Like what, brother? What did you do to li’l sis, man? Speak now, or forever hold your peace.” Big Mike had raised the shoulder
         cannon again, positioning it in Carlos’s direction.
      

      
      Shabazz drew like lightning, the Glock muzzle pointed at the center of Carlos’s forehead.

      
      “Put it down, Mike,” Marlene ordered. “You wanna hit a gas line and blow up the whole frigging kitchen? Stand down for a second,
         ’Bazz. Please, gentlemen.”
      

      
      “Something went wrong,” Carlos said in a slow, controlled voice, “and I think she’s turning.”

      
      Carlos had less than a second to duck before Shabazz and Rider emptied half a clip each into the kitchen wall behind him.
         He was immediately forced to fake right to avoid the crossbow stake released by Jose, who was reloading. Before J.L. could
         reach for the stashed lights, Carlos sent them crashing to the ground.
      

      
      “Yo!” Carlos yelled, avoiding the onslaught in the close confines while trying not to hurt anybody. “Chill, I’m on your side,
         remember!”
      

      
      “Fuck you!” Shabazz shouted. “Kill this mother dead, now!”
      

      
      
      Carlos had taken a crouching position on the ceiling. He could smell the compound being flooded by the holy-water sprinkler
         systems; the heat of UV lights trapping him from a hallway exit was leaving him limited options; he might have to take a body
         to get out of there. “It didn’t go down like you think and I thought you all said she couldn’t turn after twenty-one! Why
         would I bring her back, if I’d meant to turn her? Think about it!”
      

      
      “She isn’t supposed to turn after twenty-one!” Marlene shrieked. “What type of dark energy did you hit her with? I’ll climb
         up there on the ceiling and stake your ass myself for this!”
      

      
      “Naw, Mar,” Mike said, aiming the shoulder cannon in Carlos’s direction. “I got him.”

      
      Immediately Carlos vaporized and reappeared on top of the gas range. “If you hit me here, we all go up, Mike. We need to talk.”

      
      “This is waaaay out of hand, people.” Damali shook her head and suddenly laughed. “Carlos is tripping about nothing worth
         getting all hype about. You all are bugging.” She walked away and flopped down in a kitchen chair, leaned her head back, and
         blew out a long breath of annoyance. “This shit don’t make no sense.”
      

      
      The members of the Guardian team cast nervous glances in each other’s direction, their gazes settling on Marlene. Carlos glimpsed
         the bullet-ridden kitchen wall, destroyed cabinets, and shards of glass and dishes. Damali was right, this didn’t make any
         kinda sense—but he could understand it.
      

      
      “Stand down,” Marlene finally said, breaking the standoff and breathing hard. “If we kill him, we won’t know what we’re up
         against or how she …” Marlene’s voice trailed off. “I can’t even say it.” Her eyes narrowed on Carlos as her tone became lethal.
         “What did you do to her?”
      

      
      “Yeah!” Shabazz yelled. “Talk to us, man.”

      
      “Fuck talking,” Jose said, tears standing in his eyes. “Kill this bastard, finish it, right here, right now!”

      
      “Hold up,” Rider said, and pulled his gun barrel back, pointing it to the ceiling away from Carlos. “The only thing that is making sense is that he brought her here.”
      

      
      Mike nodded with Dan and Marlene.

      
      “Speak,” Shabazz ordered, his jaw pulsing with rage.

      
      “She bit me,” Carlos said, his voice low, shame almost burning the words from his mouth.

      
      For a moment, no one spoke. Jose looked away and folded his arms over his chest. Finally, Rider was the first to break the
         silence with a full, tension-relieving belly laugh.
      

      
      “Damn, man, is that all? You almost got yourself smoked in here because we thought she’d really turned.” Rider glanced around and watched his teammates begin to slowly relax. “Oh, God help us all. Young bucks. Well …”
      

      
      But Rider’s voice trailed off as Damali brought both hands to the sides of her head and winced.

      
      “Yeah,” Carlos said with more authority in his tone. “Like I said. She bit me. Dropped two inches of fang in my jugular and
         came away with a coupla quarts. You feeling me?” He glanced at each member of the team, vindicated yet sad that their semi-amused
         expressions had gone ashen.
      

      
      “You weren’t complaining when—”

      
      “D, that’s our business. I ain’t going there, not here in front of everyone,” Carlos warned. “I just want to ask Marlene why. How could
         something like this happen?” Even the now-drawn weapons couldn’t keep him from materializing in the middle of the kitchen
         floor and pacing. However, he kept his motions slow and steady as he stopped in front of Marlene, his eyes searching her wise
         ones for answers. “Mar, you gotta believe me. I didn’t mean for this to happen to her.”
      

      
      “Y’all young bloods never do,” Marlene said flatly, swallowing hard and fighting back tears. “Everybody drop your weapons.
         Shit. This is a family crisis. I’ll rip his fucking heart out myself with my bare hands if he fangs-up in my presence. Right
         now we need answers.”
      

      
      Nobody moved as Marlene brushed past them and left the room. The fact that Marlene had cursed, like that, and had pushed a master vampire out of her way without a trace of fear was not lost on a soul in the room, especially not
         Carlos.
      

      
      
      “I knew she would take it hard … but …” Damali said in a far-off tone, her eyes following the path Marlene had taken. “But
         shit happens.”
      

      
      “You okay, D?” Jose said, his voice strident with worry. He went to her side and placed a hand on her shoulder. She touched
         it and nodded yes, but Jose never drew away from her.
      

      
      “Look, man, I’m sorry,” Carlos muttered, trying to offer Shabazz a truce, even if an allegiance was impossible. But his glance
         kept traveling back to where Jose stood—way too close to his woman.
      

      
      “Save it, motherfucker. If Marlene can come up with a cure, then I might forgive you. If not, I will smoke you, if it’s the
         last thing I do.”
      

      
      The expression on Shabazz’s face went beyond rage. His gaze was straight ahead, looking past Carlos down the hall in the direction
         Marlene had gone, totally stoic. Carlos simply nodded. He knew that place where Shabazz was, well past rage and so totally
         done that there were no words. He’d lived there most of his human existence.
      

      
      “Once a dealer, always a dealer, right, Rivera? Damn, man, I expected better from you. D is like your family, but you got
         her all turned out with that ‘first hit’s on me’ vampire bullshit.” Big Mike sucked his teeth. “I might never forgive your trifling ass.”
      

      
      Carlos nodded and studied the terra-cotta tile floor. He could dig it. What was there to say? They would never understand.

      
      It felt like it took twenty years for Marlene to come back into the room, and if looks could have killed, they’d all be goners,
         especially him. She shot each one of them the most lethal glare he’d ever seen, then slammed a huge black leather-bound book
         in the center of the kitchen table.
      

      
      “The Temt Tchaas has nothing in here to deal with a situation like this!” Marlene rubbed her palms over her face. “Does Father Patrick know about this
         yet? Does he?”
      

      
      “No,” Carlos muttered. “I’m going to tell him later tonight.”

      
      
      Damali hung her head. “Ouch. I forgot about the priests.”

      
      “Well you two need to take it from the top and explain exactly what happened—so maybe, just maybe, I can jookup some sort of antidote … I just don’t know. How far gone is she?”
      

      
      The fifty-million-dollar question, and he didn’t have an answer. “I don’t know,” Carlos said honestly, tension winding its
         way down his spinal column. Suddenly he looked at Jose hard. “If you know like I know, you need to back up off her, man.”
         The two men’s eyes locked in a silent standoff, until finally Jose left Damali’s side.
      

      
      “Oh, that’s just beautiful,” Rider said, slapping his forehead. “The man lays down a turn bite, and as a master, doesn’t even know when—”
      

      
      “That’s the point!” Carlos shouted. “I never did! I mean, I never meant to turn her; there was no will behind the action.
         No intent, man, for real.”
      

      
      “So, you all just talk about me like I’m not here, why don’t you?” Damali was on her feet.

      
      “Okay, okay, okay,” Marlene said quickly. “Everybody take a deep breath. Let’s summon calm so we can get some answers. If
         I have to conjure, then I need a brainstorm, and information, and plenty of prayers.” She cast a hard glare at Damali. “And,
         yes, you will have to suffer through each one of those prayers, sister. Have a seat. It might be a long night.”
      

      
      Quiet filled the kitchen as Marlene took a deep breath, closed her eyes, then let it out slowly to center herself. She said
         nothing for what seemed like a long time, and then finally opened her eyes, her gaze going right for Carlos.
      

      
      “Talk to me,” Marlene said in a quiet voice. There was no judgment in her tone this time, just a weariness that he could appreciate.
         “How many times have you bitten her?”
      

      
      The question caused him to glance at Damali, who shrugged and looked down at the floor. Total humiliation stripped him in
         front of her team. He should know things like this—but they just didn’t understand what being with her was like. “I don’t
         know,” he finally admitted. “A lot.”
      

      
      
      “Jesus H. Christ!” Rider said, disgusted, kicking over a kitchen chair and walking to stand by Shabazz.

      
      When Damali covered her head with her hands and gasped, everyone merely stared.

      
      “It’s like that,” Carlos said, going to Damali, his palm stroking her soft locks as he stooped beside her. “I don’t know why
         I can take it … hear the sacred names … but, now, she can’t. It’s fucking me up. I’m the one who’s been banished by the Light.
         Mar, you’ve gotta make her better. My baby can’t go out like this.”
      

      
      He wasn’t sure whether it was the simple truth that seemed to galvanize the team, the fact that he didn’t care that they saw
         just how worried he was for her, or if it was the fact that they were finally understanding just how serious this was. But
         the tension in the room eased, weapons got lowered in earnest, and a few younger Guardians moved toward the huge oak table
         to sit down again.
      

      
      “I’m gonna do what I can, Carlos,” Marlene said, a promise held in her voice. “She’s our baby, too, and we know how you feel.”

      
      “Mar, honest to goodness,” Carlos said, his tone fervent while double-checking himself not to say any words that would hurt
         Damali. “At first, things were cool. Just like you said. If things got … intense, and I bit her, it was all good. I had enough
         discipline not to flat-line her.” His gaze swept the group, hoping for understanding, while feeling so stupid for even being
         in such a predicament. A council-level master, no less. This was beyond embarrassing.
      

      
      When Rider rolled his eyes, Carlos pressed on, ignoring him. “I knew to siphon less than a pint. I wasn’t trying to kill her.”

      
      Carlos could feel the tension in the kitchen gathering like a slow storm, but knew an explosive reaction was soon coming.
         He could hear the energy whining like a turbine. As the thought formed, Jose blew.
      

      
      “Are you out of your fucking mind? There was no reason to bite her, man! I’ll fucking kill you!” Jose spun toward the older
         armed Guardians at the door for a second and quickly raised his crossbow, holding Carlos in his sight. “’Bazz, let me put this bastard down once and for all!” He held out his
         hand toward Damali to come to his side of the room, but she just looked at him.
      

      
      Only when Shabazz didn’t move did Carlos stand and stalk away from Damali’s side, far away from the group. From his peripheral
         vision, he saw Rider touch the young Guardian’s arm, and saw how Jose angrily jerked away from his older, wiser comrade, following
         but not liking the silent message to stand down. He’d misjudged; the young bucks were a problem. A hair-trigger variable.
         He should have known better. The young ones weren’t as effective, but were always shaky, nervous, and too stupid to know they’d
         die trying. However, if the old boys were holding steady, then he had a chance to explain. But he kept his primary line of
         vision directly on Marlene—the only reasonable one among them.
      

      
      “Most of the time, she’d hang out on the beach, dozing during the day, or doing whatever, while I slept. Then at night, we’d
         go out on the town, chill, listen to some music, check out a festival, get her something to eat, go back to the lair. Everything
         was peace,” Carlos finally said in a controlled tone.
      

      
      Jose’s eyes glittered raw fury, just like Shabazz and Big Mike’s did, but …

      
      “Just groovy,” Rider muttered, with a scowl. “Okay. So, since everything was copacetic, when did you notice girlfriend had
         fangs and couldn’t do a day at the beach even with sunblock?”
      

      
      “Last night,” Carlos said under his breath. “Everything changed last night.”

      
      “Why?” Shabazz asked, his tone so tightly controlled that it made Damali look up.

      
      “I’m not exactly sure,” Carlos admitted, glancing at the same spot on the floor Damali had focused on. Marlene’s appraisal
         was also too intense to continue direct eye contact with her at the moment.
      

      
      
      “All right,” Marlene said, her voice like a schoolteacher dispensing facts. “For twenty-eight days and nights, everything
         was fine. I take it you bit her multiple times every one of those nights—no need to answer. Fact one.” Her gaze went to Damali.
         “And, during said time, there was no fight, no resistance, correct?”
      

      
      Damali glanced out the kitchen window. “No.”

      
      Jose walked so far away from the group that he was nearly beyond the kitchen entry. Carlos glanced at him, expecting to see
         worry, but the glare Jose gave him was almost a direct challenge. He could feel himself begin to bulk, but willed away the
         sensation. The young blood was definitely working his nerves.
      

      
      “Herein lies the beginning of our problem,” Marlene said on a long sigh. Disgusted, she put the reading glasses that dangled
         from a silver-beaded cord about her neck on the bridge of her nose, and opened the Temt Tchaas hard in the middle of the table. “This is partly my fault.”
      

      
      “How’s that?” Shabazz holstered his gun, folded his arms, and stared at Marlene, unconvinced.

      
      “The Neteru physiology is designed to create vampire antibodies under battle conditions. When fully amped, in a bloodlust,
         in the heat of battle with adrenaline pumping, everything in her whole system works as a unit to seal the wound, kill the
         attacking virus. But with a serious endorphin rush happening with every bite … no anger, no fear, total open trust and willingly
         offering her throat …”
      

      
      “No,” Shabazz said, his words seething past his lips. “They would have had a seduction provision in there, knowing that a
         Neteru could get within intimate proximity to a master vamp while on the hunt and possibly get hypnotized, whatever. It’s
         not your fault; that much I do know.” He glared at Carlos. “The bastard wanted her like this all along—you and I both know
         that, Mar. Subconscious intent was there from the door.”
      

      
      “Shit.” Carlos just closed his eyes. “I should have seen this coming.”

      
      
      “Poor choice of words, dude. We’re still armed.”

      
      He refused to dignify Rider’s comment, but it was a direct blow to his ego. The way the muscle in Jose’s jaw pulsed grated
         him. Carlos turned away toward the sink, now unable to look at any of them.
      

      
      “Then, you mix in the normal fluctuations that happen to a normal female’s body chemistry on a monthly basis,” Marlene added,
         her voice pained as she spoke, “and we have a recipe for disaster. A variable. You’re the only one she would have allowed
         to be with her like this, and there’s nothing in the Temt Tchaas about a Neteru falling head over heals for a master vampire—ever. This wasn’t a vamp seduction or treachery that would have
         had resistance still lingering in her subconscious; she wanted to be with you, that’s the issue. There was no resistance to
         fire her system up to fight the turn.”
      

      
      Damali stood and went to Carlos’s side. “It wasn’t his fault, y’all. It wasn’t anybody’s fault. I didn’t know; he didn’t know;
         you guys didn’t know.”
      

      
      Her voice had become so tender that he almost reached for her.

      
      “There was nothing to resist,” she said, still defending him. “He was supposed to be a Guardian, and he is a good man. Carlos
         didn’t want to turn me … it just sorta happened.”
      

      
      He had to get away from Damali’s sweet words, so he concentrated instead on Marlene’s eyes, the pain and anger he saw there.
         He had to stay focused, so the group’s motherseer could save Damali. He just wished that he hadn’t blocked the older woman’s
         second sight from entering his lairs. Maybe she could have prevented this.
      

      
      “We’re not here to cast blame, honey.” Marlene’s voice was gentle. “But we have to find a solution, or by the end of the night
         …”
      

      
      “The hunger is gonna hit her,” Carlos said, giving his back to the group again.

      
      When Damali touched his shoulder, he turned slowly and lifted her chin with one finger. “Baby … I’m so sorry. They’re gonna have to lock you up, and seal you in a room without sunlight until—”
      

      
      “Oh, hell no!” Damali snatched away from him, and started for the door, but stopped as Big Mike, Shabazz, and Rider blocked
         her exit.
      

      
      “I might be the only one who can feed you, until Marlene figures out a way. Call me, if it gets real bad, and I promise, I’ll
         come to you. From my veins is the only way, at the moment.” Carlos looked at her team. “And you all are gonna have to be cool
         and let me in so she can feed. If she gets out I don’t want her hunting alone—she might take a body. That can’t happen. Or
         another male might approach her and feed her. That definitely can’t happen.”
      

      
      “No, it can’t,” Marlene said, ignoring Damali’s stricken expression.

      
      “But there’s one other problem,” Carlos muttered.

       “What the hell else could be worse than this?” Jose walked into the kitchen
         again to stand by Shabazz, Rider, and Big Mike.
      

      
      “I think she’s ripening early,” Carlos said in a distant tone, his gaze going toward the window. “So you’ve gotta find a cure
         fast, because I won’t be able to come in here and just feed her. Understand?”
      

      
      “You have got to be bullshitting me.” Rider let his back slam against the wall and he closed his eyes.
      

      
      “Wish I were, man.” Carlos went to Damali and touched her hair. “That’s when the shit got really out of hand … last night.
         One hit of her fragrance, and I was near gone. If she hadn’t siphoned me first, I would have flat-lined her. You have no idea
         how close it came to that.”
      

      
      Shabazz had taken two paces in Carlos’s direction, but Big Mike grabbed the back of his shirt.

      
      What could he say? It was the cold-blooded truth. Carlos spoke slowly; he needed them to understand. “A mind lock went down,
         she took a walk on the dark side with me. She bit me, took two quarts, and the virus is all through her … not just from my
         bites, but now from a total blood exchange—a double plunge. She woke up hungry, and watched me drop an international courier to feed her without batting an eyelash.”
      

      
      Fuck it. This wasn’t the time for shame or games. Carlos looked at the group hard.  “You remember what our international messengers
         look like, don’t you?”
      

      
      “Huge mothers,” Big Mike replied, nodding. “She made you take one of those, then, forewarned is forearmed.”

      
      Both men nodded.

      
      “But she didn’t die,” Marlene said in an urgent rush. “That may be our only hope.”

      
      “You sure she didn’t?” Jose asked, his voice cracking from his obviously dry throat. “I mean, I’m not trying to be negative,
         or anything … but how do we know?” His eyes darted between Damali and Carlos, then back toward Marlene.
      

      
      “Jose’s got a point,” Dan chimed in. “No offense.”

      
      “No offense taken. Definitely a valid point.” Carlos could almost feel Marlene’s gasp pass through his skeleton. “We shouldn’t
         take anything for granted. There were periods when I wasn’t conscious.”
      

      
      “C’mon, man,” J.L. protested. “Wouldn’t you know if she died on your watch, even if it happened during your daytime sleep?”

      
      A slight smile tugged at Carlos’s mouth. “That’s not necessarily when I was out.” They just didn’t understand.

      
      “Je—”

      
      “Don’t say it, Rider,” Marlene warned, holding up her hand. “If she died in your arms, and came back … say within minutes
         … oh, I don’t know.”
      

      
      “I will kill you,” Jose said slowly, moving forward in preparation for a foolhardy lunge, but was stopped by Shabazz’s arm.

      
      “Gives a whole new meaning to petite mort,” Rider chided, shaking his head.

      
      “How about a grand mal seizure,” Damali whispered, sidling up to Carlos. “Let’s get out of here, baby. We told them enough
         … and I’m hungry. I can tell you’re starved, too.”
      

      
      
      Again the room went stone-cold still.

      
      “No,” Carlos said firmly. “Baby, listen. I’ve gotta go to Hell, handle a few things—”

      
      “Do you hear yourselves!” Rider was walking in a circle, arms outstretched. “Where’s my fucking clip?”
      

      
      “Got one you can borrow,” Shabazz said, tossing Rider the spare ammo clip from his shoulder gear, and pulling Sleeping Beauty
         from his hip again.
      

      
      Jose eyed the crossbow that Rider had discreetly taken from his side, noting that it was too far away for a quick grab. Opting
         for the available, he unsheathed a bowie knife, stripping it from Rider’s belt. In a lightning move, J.L. had snatched the
         largest knife from the carving set, and had tossed Dan one that was only a bit smaller.
      

      
      “I take it this has hallowed-earth-packed rhinos locked and loaded?” Rider asked Shabazz with a sneer in Carlos’s direction.

      
      “You know me, brother,” Shabazz said in a tight voice.

      “Would you people relax?” Damali said, thoroughly annoyed. “We’re just
         going out and will be back in a few.”
      

      
      “No, D. They’re right. That’s how this all got started in the first place. Me and you were gonna go and just talk at Father Pat’s … and it got crazy. Then, you were gonna take the shortcut home from Brazil, and wound up staying waaay too
         long in my Rio lair. Then, St. Lucia was supposed to be a one-night pit stop, but lasted longer. So, I’m out. Remember what
         I said—no humans, ever.”
      

      
      “Oh, so you’re just gonna leave—just like that?” Both hands were on Damali’s shapely hips, and the outrage that glittered
         in her eyes was like a magnet.
      

      
      Carlos paused, then shook off the temptation. “I have to.” He had to get away from her before he changed his mind.

      
      “Yeah, he does,” Marlene agreed, telling Carlos with one look that it was time to go. “He’s getting stronger, though … each
         time we see him—I don’t know if that’s bad or good.”
      

      
      “Bad sign,” Rider said fast. “We were real happy to have you on our side down in Hell, and in the Amazon, but turning our
         li’l sister was not a part of the dealio.”
      

      
      
      “You got that right,” Jose said, his voice low and dangerous.

      
      “Mar,” Carlos warned, ignoring the other guardians. “She was made by a master with council-level lineage. Hear me? From all
         indications she rolls like a female master, not a second-generation.”
      

      
      “Marlene, what’s he talking about?” Jose stood back to allow Carlos an opening to pass.

      
      “All I’m hearing is the part about council-level lineage,” Shabazz said slowly.

      
      “Council-levels make masters. Masters make seconds. If he was the one who made her, he just made a topside female master,
         people. When Nuit bought it, then Damali dusted Vlak, Carlos must have descended—that’s the power shift. Brother just moved
         a level up in the vamp food chain.” Marlene shut her eyes. “Oh, Lord …”
      

      
      Damali weaved and held her temples. “Mar, please … gimme a break!”

      
      “Yeah, Mar. Dead on.” Carlos looked at the team and lowered his gaze. “It went down something like that. Open territory. I
         was next in line. Mar, see if the book says something about a councilman’s bite. I’m way more than a master these days, sis.”
      

      
      “Oh, and you couldn’t have dropped that little bit of info on us before we let you take her to your lair in Rio! Are you nuts?”
         Rider was holding his gun so tightly that it shook.
      

      
      “Get real,” Carlos said. “I’m a damned vampire, not a saint.”

      
      “As far as us watching her, what does this mean?” Jose asked, his eyes searching Marlene’s face.

      
      Carlos brushed past the Guardians at the door, who gave him wide berth, then stopped in the hallway and turned to look at
         them all hard. But for a split second his concentration fractured. Something strong and distant was calling him. It was a
         garbled, muffled, indecipherable call that had become muted within the prayer-guarded walls of the compound. He had to get
         out of there. Now. He could feel it, knew he had to address the 9-1-1 pulse within his territory.
      

      
      
      Shaking the distraction, Carlos glimpsed at Jose, knowing that Guardian would be the weak link in the chain. If Damali needed
         to feed, Jose was dinner. “What I’m telling you all is, her mind lock is beyond the strength you can imagine—I almost couldn’t
         fight it.”
      

      
      “No, you couldn’t, could you?” Damali casually leaned against the refrigerator and smiled. “But you are not leaving me here,
         with them.”
      

      
      Carlos ignored her, and kept talking to the group. “The master vamp powers of seduction are deep, trust me. But don’t make
         me have to come in here and take a body for her—it’s in my nature, what can I say? Don’t ever forget she’s my woman.” Although
         his statement was issued to the entire group, and his eyes scanned each member of it, his gaze lingered longest on Jose.
      

      
      “Shit …” Rider walked away deeper into the kitchen to get out of Carlos’s possible swing range when Marlene bristled.

      
      “No male in this joint is immune,” Carlos muttered, still holding Jose’s line of vision. “She will do anything to get out of here, and she went into the turn with Neteru strength … whatever she got from me, I don’t know.”
      

      
      “You know what I got from you,” Damali murmured, the barest hint of fang glistening in the fluorescent kitchen light.

      
      Carlos swallowed hard, but motioned with his head toward her. “I want you all to see this, so we’re all clear before I leave.
         It’s in your best interests not to have any illusions.”
      

      
      He walked back into the kitchen, stood before Damali, embraced her, and exposed his jugular to her. Her body fit against him,
         slid against all the right places so smoothly that he fought not to groan—respect for the family. Her hunger was palpable,
         just like her desire to be alone with him. She raised herself on her toes, pressing her abdomen against his, belly-to-belly,
         nearly climbing up him to reach just the right spot. C’mon, baby, get it over with, before I drag you out of here. He could feel his lids go to half mast as he struggled to keep his own incisors from lowering. Her family would be traumatized
         enough, they didn’t need to also witness him feeding from her. But she was mentally coaxing him into a double-plunge. “Uh-uh, not in front of family,” he murmured. They
         had no idea what resisting this urge was like.
      

      
      “Right. What was I thinking?” she whispered, and then nuzzled his throat. “Later.”

      
      “Just do it,” he said tensely, then shut his eyes, blocking out the stricken expressions of her family.

      
      When the strike came he closed his lids tighter and mentally blocked out the gasp that rattled the group. He’d vowed to never
         do this in public, but this was necessary, and it took everything within him to break from Damali’s hold without biting her
         in return. Girlfriend was all pro, had pulled blood from his veins with the intensity of a master, sending pleasure throughout
         his system to block the pain, a smooth siphon that made sweat form on his brow and caused an involuntary shudder throughout
         his body. It felt like an eternity as he waited for her to lift her head. He opened his eyes, only to be met by hers and a
         sexy smile. Her tongue ran over her crimson bottom lip, leaving it moist.
      

      
      “Want some?”

      
      He ignored the generous invitation. This was not the time or place. Winded from her feed before he’d hunted and fed, he kissed
         her hard and staggered away from her, fighting the urge to take her to his lair to finish what she had started. He dabbed
         the corner of his mouth with the back of his fist, his mouth practically watering. Humiliation made his face burn, but he
         looked at her team, nonetheless. “Now, do you see what I’m talking about?”
      

      
      Quiet tears streamed down Marlene’s face. Dan turned and vomited on the kitchen floor. Rider and J.L. were taking in slow
         sips of air. Jose’s face crumbled and he turned toward the wall. Shabazz and Big Mike stood motionless, their eyes moist,
         their glares unmoving.
      

      
      “Fix this shit, Marlene,” Shabazz finally grumbled. “Tonight. I don’t want to ever see this bastard in our compound again.”

      
      “She’ll be all right for the next twenty-four hours,” Carlos said without emotion. He understood. It was horrifying. And there was no one to blame but him.

      
      His fingers traced Damali’s cheek as he watched her begin to normalize—but her family would never be the same. “I’ll be back,”
         he told Damali, “and Marlene is going to make this all right. Stay in, and don’t fight them when they try to help you—promise
         me?”
      

      
      She nodded and pressed her fingers to his throat wound, then licked them. That was Big Mike’s last straw. When the big brother
         broke down and cried openly without shame, Carlos was out. He couldn’t watch pain like this. They were family.
      

      
      The ground was pulsing. Clouds of bats filled the night sky, screeching his name. Council had sent out an all-points bulletin
         for him. He could tell by the look on Father Pat’s face that Marlene had already filled in the Covenant. News traveled fast,
         especially bad news. They all stood on the cabin steps, not speaking, but he knew a new round of prayers now barred him entry
         to what had been his safe house. Father Lopez, the youngest of the priests, looked away as silent tears slid down his brown
         cheeks. The Moor, Asula, was practically gray. Monk Lin turned away and swallowed hard.
      

      
      “But I love her,” was all Carlos could say. “No matter what.”

      
      “I know,” Father Pat said quietly, his tone gentle. “But now we have a situation. It’s greater than you can imagine, and the
         timing …”
      

      
      “Do whatever you can to get her straight.

      ” The old priest nodded. “We’ll do whatever we can. We’ll take a blood supply to
         her. In two days, you won’t be able to.”
      

      
      “Thank you.” That was all there was left to say before Carlos turned toward the night wind and was gone.

   




      
      
      CHAPTER FOUR
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      CARLOS’S GAZE narrowed on the dark blue horizon as he opened his arms, feeling the wind gather about him. Going down to Hell alone was
         not an issue at this point. One more night of freedom—for what? He was so worried about what might happen within the compound
         that he just willed himself to council chambers without waiting for the formal VIP escort that was on its way.
      

      
      As the earth split at his feet, emitting a black cloud that swirled around him, pulling him down, he could sense slippery
         things reach out for him, then think better of it. Even the demons knew he was not to be messed with right now.
      

      
      As soon as he landed in the black-stalactite-studded outer council chamber corridors, the messenger bats screeched their confusion,
         gossiping wildly, stirring their putrid ammonia-ridden stench. Several hooded domestic couriers stepped out of the sulfur
         fumes, and materialized from behind slick stalagmites, their eyes glowing red.
      

      
      Two scythes dropped before him, blocking his approach, and the bolder of the two messengers that stopped him hissed its concern.

      
      “Master Rivera, it is customary to be escorted to chambers by VIP escort at your level when the chairman has summoned you.
         We believe your furlough expires tomorrow night. Then and only then does your full installation as a councilman occur.”
      

      
      The tunnel went silent, all entities waiting for the proper response. From the corner of his eye Carlos could see the narrow
         path that led to the molten sea of Perpetual Agony that surrounded the main chamber. For a moment, the sight of the howling,
         begging, lost vampire souls within it gave him pause. Their relentless shrieks always made the hair stand up on his arms,
         but that would be the last thing he’d have to worry about if the chairman decided he didn’t like what he had to say.
      

      
      “I didn’t send for a courier, because the international one I summoned broke protocol and reached for my package.” Carlos
         gave the smaller, domestic couriers a threatening smile. “I had to … fire him. The chairman needs to know about things like
         that. Besides, I’m responding to a nine-one-one.”
      

      
      At once the corridor erupted with screeches and squeals of delight—juicy gossip always fed the blind. The messengers raised
         their scythes, and hissed their approval, signaling that Carlos could pass.
      

      
      “How did you kill him?” a voice echoed behind Carlos.

      
      “Tore his arm off when he reached for my package, then ripped his heart out.”

      
      A chorus of delighted squeals cheered Carlos as he walked away.

      
      He crossed the bubbling pit on a six-inch band of earth and once at the massive, black marble double doors, Carlos steadied
         himself before reaching for the golden, fanged door knockers and submitted to the required serpent strike on his hand that
         would identify his black blood for entry.
      

      
      The doors slowly opened, and he was once again standing before the ancient power center. His footsteps echoed on the black
         marble floor veined with blood. Carlos held his head up, his jaw set hard, his eye contact with the chairman never wavering
         as he approached the pentagram-shaped council table. Dense smoke from the iron wall torches plumed in a spiral upward, joining
         with the ever-present black transport tornado that circled high above in the ceiling’s arch.
      

      
      
      Everything seemed to be in order, calm. He nodded at the chairman, who returned the gesture, lacing his long, clawed fingers
         together under his chin. Carlos then acknowledged the two remaining council members, detecting a level of nervousness.
      

      
      “Mr. Chairman,” Carlos said in his most confident voice. “Gentlemen. It is good to be back at this table.”

      
      The chairman stood and issued a sly smile with a raised eyebrow, and put his hands behind his back. He took his time rounding
         the table, his long onyx-colored robe making a soft swishing sound as he neared Carlos. The blue blood within his veins moved
         slowly under his paper-thin gray skin. And although that was a good sign that the chairman’s mood was calm, even the cloud
         of transporter bats high above in the arched ceiling fell eerily silent.
      

      
      “How were the islands?” the chairman asked, his tone cooing, almost amused.

      
      “Fine, sir, but that’s not why I’m here, right? You sent a high-priority message for me to …” Carlos’s statement died as he
         watched the chairman continue to move toward him.
      

      
      The chairman circled him slowly and Carlos knew better than to move. His body temperature dropped to a nervous twenty-eight
         degrees when the chairman came close enough to rip his heart out.
      

      
      “You had one more night before your furlough expired.” The chairman put a hooked claw to his lips and made a little tsking
         sound. The other senior members shook their heads, then began filling their golden goblets with blood that oozed from the
         table’s pointed edges.
      

      
      “Mr. Chairman, we’ve got major problems topside,” Carlos said firmly, his chin still held high, his gaze level with the chairman’s.

      
      “I know we have major problems topside!” the chairman shouted, fangs suddenly eight inches and growing longer by the second as he
         grabbed Carlos by the throat. “We got a visit from the seventh level last night. They sent harpies to inform us that the Neteru
         might have turned. Speak to me, now!”
      

      
      
      The force of the chairman’s grasp was crushing his Adam’s apple, but Carlos managed to croak out, “She’s not turning. She’s
         in flux.”
      

      
      The chairman dropped him and began to pace. “Explain,” he said in Dananu.

      
      Thinking fast, Carlos threaded every truth he knew with the best lies. The fact that the senior council member had asked the
         question in the old language was not good, but it also meant that he was unnerved by the level-seven inquiry, and that was
         potentially advantageous.
      

      
      “As you gentlemen know, I have been protecting this package since the day I was turned.” Carlos took his time. This had to
         be an airtight game. “After the incident in Brazil, where we lost Counselor Vlak, and with Nuit’s seat also open, our council
         was suddenly and extremely vulnerable. We need five points of the pentagram territories inhabited by a throne-level master
         to keep the power flow at peak levels.”
      

      
      “Dispense with the history,” the chairman snapped, his patience gone. “Explain the flux.”

      
      “You gave me a month to work on her, to keep her confused, in an open state. I marked her, and even her family had its guard
         down after my team’s performance in Brazil.”
      

      
      Carlos glanced at the still-seated councilmen, who nodded their approval, and he could feel his body temperature begin to
         normalize as the chairman moved away from him to take a seat at the table. But their icy glares said they were waiting for
         more answers.
      

      
      “The repeated bites I delivered were not enough to turn her, just influence her. I know that she cannot be allowed to die,
         or be compromised.”
      

      
      He waited until the old chairman nodded.

      
      “But I still had the tracer of ripening were-demon on me from … let’s say … a brief indiscretion I had while tracking the
         Neteru.”
      

      
      Again, he waited, and when the old men around the table smiled, he began to relax. “Bottom line is, the scent caused an international
         courier to get confused, try to rush the Neteru, and he nicked her,” Carlos said, puffing up to seem indignant. “To keep her family placated, I took her home so they can perform whatever rituals are necessary to flush her system
         of the bite overdose—the courier’s is now added to mine. Her womb has to remain inviolate.”
      

      
      “That fool!” the chairman exclaimed, aghast. “If you had not exterminated him, surely I would have.”

      
      The chairman’s statement was met with a round of murmurs from the others at the table.

      
      “My point exactly,” Carlos replied with confidence. “I had to smoke him right in front of her. But it worked to our advantage.”

      
      “The Guardians will be able to rectify this?” The chairman’s eyes searched Carlos’s.

      
      “That’s why I took her to her compound before responding to your urgent page. Nothing short of a serious emergency would have
         made me do something like that, Mr. Chairman.”
      

      
      It was a standoff. He could feel the chairman trying to break through his mental barriers. All he could hope was that the
         Covenant had not rescinded the prayers they’d had around him that created a Vampire Council blind spot.
      

      
      Finally, the chairman sat back and closed his eyes. “Our apologies,” he said in a soothing tone. “You do appear sufficiently
         alarmed by the incident. We are all under duress.”
      

      
      Carlos nodded and let his breath out slowly. “Thank you.”

      “The timing of this situation is very delicate.” The chairman was
         on his feet again, slowly pacing behind the table.
      

      
      “Don’t worry, I’ve got this under control,” Carlos said, holding up his hand, hoping to arrest the old man’s agitation. “It
         was perfect.”
      

      
      All eyes were trained on Carlos as a lopsided smile tugged at his mouth. “I saved her, yet again, from danger when I dropped
         the courier. I brought her to her people and asked them to pray away the turn, to find an antidote. I, a vampire, asked them to pray.”
      

      
      The chairman stood so still that Carlos wasn’t sure if the old man was even breathing. “Brilliant,” the senior vampire whispered.
         “What then?”
      

      
      “She argued with them, because, of course, they were angry at me for putting her in harm’s way … but she went against her entire team and even the Covenant … for me. We have fully co-opted the Neteru, gentlemen.” Carlos allowed the silent awe to sweep through the three elder vampires.
      

      
      Triumphant, Carlos lifted his chin higher as fanged smiles slowly opened on the faces around the table. The chairman threw
         back his head and laughed.
      

      
      “Rivera, each time you come to council chambers, you delight me. And, your plan, now, young man?”

      
      This was it: the bargaining hour. Time to call in more resources, and to buy him and Damali more time.

      
      “I still want her people protected until the very end so she doesn’t get nervous and think I’ve started picking them off one
         by one. I’ve invested a lot to keep her on my side.”
      

      
      “Done,” the chairman murmured, rubbing his long, pointed chin with satisfaction.

      
      “I can’t travel down here by courier for a while, even though I know the two empty seats creates a power drain, but it’d only
         be temporary. I can come down for serious business, meetings on significant topside matters, but I shouldn’t risk going back
         and forth unescorted on a regular basis. I need to stay topside to keep the vessel out of harm’s way. None of us knows how
         many scattered rebel forces from the civil war still remain at large.”
      

      
      All the bald heads around the table nodded their consent.

      
      “These are indeed unstable times, Rivera. You have been our best insurance, thus far.”

      
      “But my lairs are wide open. I haven’t had time to set up lieutenants I can trust. So, I’ll need some Hell-dogs to watch my
         back while I handle my territory realignments.”
      

      
      “There are four other masters topside, Mr. Chairman,” one of the other councilmen said with concern. “Each continent has one.
         Nuit’s old territory was ceded to Carlos, and it is vast with breechable borders. Surely we can authorize some safeguards
         for our esteemed Councilman Rivera?”
      

      
      The chairman nodded. “Absolutely. While he is in-lair, his perimeters must be held. But, as you travel you’ll need bodyguards,
         of some sort.”
      

      
      
      “I’ll work it out. I can make some bodyguards; that’s not my primary concern. I just want to be sure that I don’t get smoked
         in my sleep.”
      

      
      “These are dangerous times to be at our level, Carlos,” the chairman said carefully. “Fallon Nuit’s coup attempt has given
         the other masters ideas … and none of them is pleased with our choice to promote you before them. Envy is such a powerful
         emotion.”
      

      
      Carlos watched the elderly vampire’s eyes, slowly becoming aware that while the Neteru situation was a problem, something
         much worse was brewing. When the chairman glanced at the other seated council members before proceeding, he was sure of it.
      

      
      “Sir,” Carlos asked with total deference in his tone, “if there’s something compromising our position, I need to know.”

      
      The old vampire closed his eyes, let out a long, weary breath and laced his gnarled fingers together. “Your territory had
         a key hidden within it, as all the territories do. The gray zone of choice is where the catalysts of the Armageddon lie.”
      

      
      Cool beads of sweat crept between Carlos’s shoulder blades until they united into a silent trickle down his spine. “You said,
         ‘had’ …”
      

      
      “Damned scientists,” the chairman muttered so quietly that no one at the table breathed for a moment. “Their ignorance … lack
         of knowledge and understanding.”
      

      
      Carlos and the others watched the chairman battle repressed rage, a slight tremor running through him as he stood and swept
         past the table to stop before the torture wall. He opened his fingers wide, stretching them until the ancient skin seemed
         like it would rip. They all watched as each digit soon glowed with an eerie red heat, and when he was satisfied that enough
         energy had collected within his now blue-white palm, he pointed to the wall, scorching it with laser-like flames as he drew
         the diagram for them.
      

      
      “There is a key for the Seven Seals as specified within the sixth chapter of Revelations—contained within the book we never mention. Someone from the sixth realm—a master vampire—has stolen the key that will unlock the sixth seal.”
      

      
      Carlos was leaning forward so far in his throne that he almost fell to the floor. The key to the sixth seal had been stolen?

      
      “When opened, the sixth seal turns the sun to ash, making it black like sackcloth … perpetual night.” The chairman paused
         as murmurs swept the chamber. “The moon will turn to blood. Heaven will roll away as though a scroll taken up.” His hard gaze
         stabbed into every set of pupils that remained riveted to his. “The opener of the seal would be powerful enough to mark his
         territory with the sacred number of our empire. He would not need a daywalker bloodline, as night would be eternal! The sun
         would be forever banished. Heaven would have rolled away, giving rise to earthquakes and landmass realignments—our territories
         would be in chaos … and this victor would rule under a blood moon, rendering this council obsolete as a ruling body!”
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