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CH A P T E R 
ON E

DA R R E N

Ev ery time the door to the din er open ed a n d 
closed, my head jerked to attention, my gaze scanning the 

faces. Every time, it was some random person, an unimportant 
nobody. Danny sat across from me in the booth, drumming his 
fingers on the table out of boredom.

“We’ve been coming for the last three weeks, Darren. They aren’t 
coming,” he announced in a low tone.

“We don’t know that,” I replied, my right hand slipping into the 
pocket of my trench coat, brushing against the neatly folded piece 
of paper bearing Edith’s message. She’d told me she would wait for 
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me here. So, I’d been coming here every day since we’d stormed 
Heartsong’s compound and found it cleared out. I wasn’t giving up.

“You know I want them to be okay as much as you do. Prob-
ably more. But maybe we have to face facts they won’t show up 
because they can’t.”

The quiver in my little brother’s voice drew my eye, and I can 
see fear pinching the corners of his lips into a frown. He doesn’t 
think I’ve noticed that he’s been waiting up at night, hoping for a 
sudden appearance by Parker or his friends. I can’t let him know 
I haven’t been sleeping either or that I share his fear. Sleep brings 
dreams of Edith being burned in front of me, her screams echoing 
in my ears.

“They’re out there,” I finally replied as the waitress with her arms 
sheathed in tattoos approached our table. She toted a coffee pot 
and gave me a flirty smile as she bent over, flashing her cleavage.

“Can I get you a refill?” She licked her lips as if promising some-
thing more than just another cup of coffee.

“I’m fine,” I answered, turning my attention to the door opening 
across the way again.

“How about you, honey? Can I get you a soda or something?” 
She addressed Danny like he was five.

“I’m fine, too,” he answered.
Realizing we wouldn’t engage with her, she trounced off to 

another table where she might have a better chance of getting 
tips. I spun the empty mug between my fingers, trying to formulate 
our next move. I’d keep coming here every day until Edith showed 
up. I never expected to have such a connection with anyone, let 
alone a vampire. But there was definitely something there, and it 
was worth exploring.

I’m not a romantic by any stretch but I couldn’t just abandon 
her and her family, not when they needed a home now more than 
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ever. Besides, I hated disappointing Danny, and he was still moping 
around over his boyfriend. I still had to remind myself that my 
brother had a boyfriend. That fact didn’t bother me, but it was a 
truth he’d kept hidden from me. Which made me wonder what 
else he hadn’t told me.

“Darren, can we please go? All we’re doing is getting weird 
looks from the manager over by the cash register,” Danny whined.

I slid the empty mug to the other end of the table and stood, the 
ends of my coat trailing along the seat. “Fine.” Maybe putting my 
focus elsewhere was a better use of my time, anyway.

The Institute was quiet this early in the day. Hunters who’d been 
out at night chasing down bloodsuckers were crashing hard. A 
wave of guilt washed over me as I crossed the threshold. Every-
one else believed that I was hunting down rogue vampires from 
Heartsong’s clan for almost murdering my brother. I wanted to 
punish Heartsong for his bullshit, but it wasn’t just about Danny. I 
wanted to hurt him for putting people I now cared about in danger.

“Still a bust?” Caden called from the couch.
Although he had a perfectly safe and loving family to go home 

to, he’d been staying at headquarters since Heartsong’s people 
went underground. He insisted it was because he wanted to be 
there when we found Edith and the rest of her family. He missed 
Angel and Hope. I had enough trouble with one woman. I couldn’t 
imagine having to navigate the feelings of two at once and sisters 
no less.

“It’s just a matter of time,” I answered, settling in an armchair 
and pulling out my favorite pen. I twirled it between my fingers, 
feeling the sleek exterior against the pads of my fingers. I could 
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envision plunging its point deep into Heartsong’s chest, turning 
him into ash. It gave me a sense of pleasure to think I would be 
the one to take out the old bastard.

“The waitress flirted with him this time,” Danny offered as he 
joined Caden on the couch.

“Dude, you’ve been moping for weeks. It’s not like you and Edith 
were an official thing. If she’s cute, nothing wrong with a little fun.”

I bristled at his statement. Not because it wasn’t true, but because 
I didn’t want to have fun with anyone else. “I am not taking advice 
from a teenager.”

“All I’m saying is you’re wound tight, and everyone can tell.”
My fingers tightened around the base of the pen, and I rose to 

my feet, leaving them to snicker at me. I traced the path down to 
the basement and the training room. It was set up like an obsta-
cle course. Shedding my coat, I stretched out my arms and neck 
muscles, following the course’s trajectory from one end of the 
room to the other. I’d run it hundreds of times. I could do it blind-
folded. At least, I used to.

Those seventy-two hours had changed too many things. It had 
disrupted my focus, my mission. I knew now that not all vam-
pires were the enemy, but letting my emotions get the better of 
me would get people who counted on me killed, and I refused to 
let that happen. Time to get down to business.

A small timer hung on the wall and I looped its strap around 
my belt, hitting the ‘Start’ button as I pushed off with my back 
foot. I focused on my breathing, keeping it even and slow as the 
first obstacle flew into view. A little boy being held by a slavering 
vampire. I uncapped my pen and slammed its point through the 
foam of the dummy, counting that as the first win of the course.

To keep our reflexes sharp, they changed up the sequence 
every two days. I hadn’t been on the course in almost a week, so 
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I couldn’t anticipate what was coming next. I kept my gaze on a 
swivel, crouching to scoop up a discarded knife and gun along the 
way. Sweat prickled on my brow as I made it through each part of 
the sequence, delivering kill shots to each pretend vampire along 
the way. And then…

The ultimate confrontation before the end looked too much like 
her. I stopped mid-motion, blinking back sweat. My vision waved 
as soft feminine cheekbones, and dark eyes replaced the dummy’s 
grotesque features. There she was in all of her haunting beauty.

“You want to tell me what’s gotten in your head, Paxton?” 
My mentor Harrison’s voice wasn’t accusatory. Not like I 
expected it to be.

I pivoted, slamming my fist into the timer on my belt. “I 
don’t know,” I lied.

He batted aside the foam dummies to stand across from me. 
“You’ve been going to that same diner for weeks. Don’t think 
I didn’t notice.”

“You’re having me followed now? What happened to all 
that trust?”

“Seems to have disappeared along with Heartsong.”
“I told you, I don’t know where he’s gone. But I’m going to find 
out,” I vowed.“What angle are you working here?”

“I may have converted some of his followers to our way of think-
ing.”

He let out a harsh bark of laughter. “No one turns traitor against 
that monster.”

“I disagree. I saw how he treats his own people. Some of them 
are fed up with his bully tactics. I just need a little more time to 
find them and bring them in.”

“Bring them in? You can’t seriously be proposing you bring 
them here.”
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I stepped up, so we were nose to nose. “You have my word that 
they will not cause trouble. And they will be under my protection.”

“You’re taking an enormous risk here. And for what?”
“We wanted to know what Heartsong has been planning. Believe 
me, we will find out this way. I just need a little more time.”

“You have one day. You find these supposed turncoats, and I’ll 
give my blessing to let them seek asylum here.”

I gave him a nod of understanding, slid the timer off my 
belt, and pressed it into his palm. I took the stairs to the main 
floor three at a time and nearly bowled Danny and Caden over. 
They were falling all over each other like they’d just won the 
lottery.

“What is it?” I demanded.
Danny held up his phone, showing me a text message from 
Parker that read: “We are safe.” It had a timestamp of twenty 
minutes ago. “Set a meeting. We need to bring them in by tomor-
row, or they’re going to put a permanent end to this mission.”
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