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    For Tara, who was taken from this world far too young. 
 
    True immortality is the impact you leave behind on people's hearts. 
 
    And that's why, mi niña, I know you will live forever. 
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    “When he shall die,
Take him and cut him out in little stars,
And he will make the face of heaven so fine
That all the world will be in love with night
And pay no worship to the garish sun.”  
 
    - W. Shakespeare 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Preface 
 
    I never feared dying. My fear was of regretting a life half lived. And lying in the heat of my own blood, knowing my long life would soon draw to a close, I found I didn't regret anything I'd done, only what I hadn't. All of the opportunities that lay ahead of me faded into darkness; a lost life I'd never live. An intense love I'd never be able to fulfil. 
 
    Tears poured over my cheeks, hot and full of loss. Not mine. They belonged to her. I'd broken the unbreakable. I'd fractured the parts of her that were only just healing. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I breathed, our time dwindling now. Not long enough to offer her my endless line of apologies. And not nearly long enough to grieve missing out on each precious moment that was owed to us. That was the most painful part of death. What life could have been. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    I couldn't remember my father. He'd left when I was three; old enough to miss him though, or so my mother had told me. But this had caused angst with my stepfather. I hadn't accepted his place as my new father. Perhaps my three year old self had sensed what Elijah was. But now, as I walked one shaky step at a time out of Ulvic's cabin into the moon-bathed trees, with Varick's sturdy form at my side and Cass up ahead, I wished I knew something. Anything to grasp onto that linked me to my biological father.  
 
    I wouldn't even recognise him. Elijah had removed any trace of him from the house. Photos...all the memories gone before they'd ever really been made. 
 
    “He could be lying,” Varick growled, his grip on my hand tightening. 
 
    “He helped us in the game,” I whispered, my breath a puff of vapour in the freezing air. Snow was beginning to fall, a thin sheet of it already coating the grass at the bottom of the wooden steps. 
 
    “He looks like you,” Cass said, glancing over her shoulder with an encouraging smile. 
 
    Somehow, that made me feel even sicker than I already was. What else of mine did he possess? 
 
    “Where is he?” Tiredness gripped me in its fist. We hadn't rested since we'd escaped the games, having barely been on Ulvic's island for more than an hour. And I couldn't shake the haunting feeling that if my father had somehow found us, so could the Helsings. 
 
    “At the pier. He said he didn't want to intrude...” Cass led us further into the trees, winding down the steep, muddy track in the direction of the sea. 
 
    “Perhaps I should go ahead?” Varick suggested, but I quickly shook my head and he didn't press the issue further. This was one of those moments that needed to belong to me. And me alone. As soon as I found the courage to ask the others to hold back. 
 
    Clouds weighed heavily from the night sky, making the way forward increasingly dark as we left the light of the cabin far behind. 
 
    Pounding footsteps rushed through the trees to my right and Varick moved swiftly to intercept whoever it was. 
 
    Jameson crashed into him, his feet bare and his shirt buttoned up wrong. “I heard you talking.” He grinned from ear to ear, looking to me. “Who's here?” 
 
    “Selena's father apparently. Maybe you should go back inside,” Varick said calmly. “Check on Thames.” 
 
    Jameson shook his head. “Ulvic's taking the rest of the pack back to the cabin. She'll be fine.” He bounced on the balls of his feet. 
 
    I hurried to catch Cass, too anxious to stop moving but soon heard them fall in to step behind us. 
 
    Jameson casually brushed past me, putting himself between Cass and I, sliding an arm around her waist. “How's it going, Firefly?” 
 
    She slinked out of his hold, throwing him a scowl. “This is serious. Can you handle not flirting for five seconds?” 
 
    “Two?” he offered. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and headed on, quickening her pace. 
 
    Varick snatched the back of Jameson's shirt before he jogged after her, giving him a glare of warning. His intention was obvious. This isn't the time. 
 
    As we met the edge of the trees, a dark figure came into view on the pier. 
 
    I turned sharply, pressing one hand to Jameson's chest and the other to Varick's. “I think I'll speak to him alone.” 
 
    “But-” Varick started, but I kissed him to halt his complaints. 
 
    “You'll be right here to step in if anything goes wrong,” I assured him with the briefest of smiles, trying to ignore the brush of tiny wings in my belly. 
 
    “Fine,” he grumbled as I stepped away. 
 
    Jameson folded his arms, giving me an easy nod. 
 
    I headed past Cass and the pebbles of the beach shifted beneath my boots. Beyond Ulvic's vessel was another large catamaran, its cabin light illuminating the walkway behind my father. He was wearing a large coat with his hood pulled up. The light slid over me and I felt exposed, quickly hugging my arms to my chest and holding my chin high to try and gain a little composure. 
 
    The rickety pier creaked beneath my feet as I reached him. He lifted his face to the light, pushing his hood back and my heart stuttered in my chest. 
 
    He looked just like me, there was no denying it. Everything about him from his ebony hair to his steel-grey eyes. Eyes that were roaming over me, taking in every inch, his face a picture of pride. He was clean-shaven and his hair neat, sweeping back over the crown of his head. His height was where we differed; he was nearly as tall as Varick.  
 
    “I'm human,” he said softly, his voice gravelly. He raised his palms to me, showing his innocence and I noticed a wedding band shining on his left hand. 
 
    I inhaled an icy breath, unable to stop myself as I reached out and touched the ring. 
 
    “Did you remarry?” I asked, my throat constricting. Had he really abandoned us? Mum had said little of their separation, only that he'd left without notice. That she'd had to petition for a divorce on the grounds that her husband was missing. And that answer was suddenly the one I needed above all others. 
 
    “No.” His hand closed around mine and I instinctively pulled away. 
 
    I gazed at him, sensing a connection between us that longed to be explored. “You're Typhon?” 
 
    He nodded once. 
 
    “Mum said your name was-” 
 
    “Brendan,” he supplied with a crooked smile. “It is. Typhon was the name I went under to remain anonymous at the games.” He stepped closer and I forced myself to remain still. “I watched every second, Selena. And it nearly killed me not to walk out there and take on every Vampire I could for you. But you didn't need saving, did you?” He lifted a hand as if to touch me, then dropped it to his side. 
 
    My lips seemed stuck together as I took in every centimetre of him. What was someone supposed to say to a father they'd never met? But he wasn't just that, he was the spectator who had helped me escape from the Helsings... 
 
    “Were you there, on Raskdød? The first game?” I found my voice at last, shivering as the cold tried to drill its way into my bones. 
 
    “No...I heard about you though. That's why I went to the Isle of Lidelse. I have spies amongst the Helsings, they told me-” 
 
    “Wait- what?” Shock juddered through me. “Spies? Who are you?” 
 
    “I'll tell you everything in time. Tonight, I just wanted to meet you. And to promise that I'll help you. All of you.” He glanced over my shoulder and I followed his gaze to where Varick, Jameson and Cass were standing in a regimental line at the edge of the trees. Varick looked as statuesque as the boughs surrounding him. And my neck burned as I realised all of them could no doubt hear our conversation. 
 
    I turned back to my father. “Help us how?” 
 
    Brendan fixed me in his gaze. “I have friends, many friends who all have an investment in ending the games.” 
 
    I nodded slowly, then finally remembered my manners. I wasn't too sure how Ulvic would feel about what I was going to offer, but I voiced it anyway. “Do you want to stay? We can talk...” He was already shaking his head. 
 
    “Not tonight. Look at you, Selena. You haven't slept and dawn will be upon us in a few hours. Varick will have to find somewhere to wait out the day. And I'd very much like to acquaint myself with him properly.” 
 
    My heart stumbled over itself. How much had he seen of Varick and I together? What did he think of his daughter falling for a Vampire? And did I care what he thought? I didn't even know him. 
 
    “I'll return tomorrow night. Once we are both better rested.” 
 
    He stepped back and I suddenly felt a bond between us dragging me back toward him. “Wait-” I choked out. 
 
    He turned back just as I collided with him, wrapping my arms around his waist. “Thank you,” I said into his shoulder, the faint musk of cologne flowing over me. 
 
    He hesitated before hugging me back, but when he did his hold was bone-crushing. The type of hug I'd craved from a father my whole life. 
 
    “I'd never let anything happen to you.” His mouth moved to my ear. “I know you don't know me, that I haven't been present in your life, but I promise I'm not going anywhere now.”  
 
    I tugged back, the sharp sting of my childhood coming back to me. Did Brendan know what had happened after he'd left? Did he have any idea what me and Mum had been through? 
 
    His gaze was searching as I pulled away. “Your mother?” 
 
    “Alive,” I replied, as if that were the most positive thing I could say in relation to her. I didn't know if she was well, but I assumed not after everything that had happened. Tears welled and guilt rolled through my body. 
 
    “I see,” he said quietly. “I know have a lot of explaining to do. And I will, I swear it. But tonight you must rest. Tomorrow is a new day, and I'll answer everything you have to ask in full honesty.” 
 
    “Okay.” I backed up, swallowing the lump in my throat as I watched him board his boat. 
 
    Before he'd even pulled away from the pier, Varick was at my side, his arm locked around my shoulders. “He's right. You need to rest.” He whipped me into his arms and I let out a yelp as he sprinted back through the forest. 
 
    “Varick!” I clung to his shirt, though I knew he'd never drop me. I couldn't see anything from the speed he was moving and my head spun as he planted me on my feet back in the cabin. Ulvic was behind the breakfast bar, downing a glass of whiskey. He jerked his chin toward Reason and Mekiah's bedroom. “You can use that one. Guess they won't be needing it any time s-soon.” He started drinking from the bottle, but before I could ask if he was alright, Varick carried me into the room and slammed the door. 
 
    “Sleep.” He placed me on the bed, impossibly gentle as he skimmed his thumb under my chin. 
 
    “How can I? After everything...” I rested my head back on the pillow, sighing. My mind was doing cartwheels, but I was physically exhausted. It wouldn't be long before I passed out. 
 
    Varick watched me until I beckoned him to join me. “Do you want to talk about your father?” 
 
    I shook my head. Varick had heard all there was to be said between us anyway. And I needed to unravel my own feelings about it before I'd be able to discuss it. I was bone tired and couldn't keep my eyes fully open as I tried to keep looking at Varick. 
 
    His mouth hooked up at the side as he dropped onto the bed and I rolled into his arms. His skin was cooler than it had been earlier. He'd start to crave blood more intensely soon. 
 
    “I'll Charm you to sleep?” he offered. 
 
    I knotted my hands into his shirt, pulling him closer. “No,” I breathed, tracing his mouth with mine. 
 
    “Selena,” he growled and I felt the vibration of his voice thrum through my body. “You must rest.” 
 
    He was rigid, every line of his muscles tense. I knew I wasn't going to win this fight so settled on curling into the strong shell his body made. My breathing grew shallow as I let my hands run down his chest, exploring the firm arcs of him. I knew I was getting carried away, shifting a leg between his to move as close to him as possible. The raging, pulsing feelings inside me were new and electrifying, making every hair on my body stand to attention. Did he feel it too?  
 
    “I should go.” His voice was hoarse. 
 
    I stiffened, longing to ask him the question circling in my mind, hovering on my tongue. But I didn't have the nerve.  
 
    “Stay,” I insisted, knotting my fingers in his shirt, though I was certain I couldn't hold onto him if he chose to leave. 
 
    How could I have been through the V Games twice and still have been too cowardly to ask Varick a simple question? His answer held too much power over me. And I couldn't bear to learn that he truly wasn't capable of being attracted to me in an entirely human capacity. 
 
    I tried to settle on soaking in the peace of the moment.  
 
    Perhaps that was why sleep was eluding me. This moment was everything. We were safe at long last. And it seemed impossible to believe I wouldn't wake tomorrow in a coffin, hanging above a precipice or careering down a river. So maybe that was why I wanted him as close to me as he could possibly be tonight. In case we never got the chance again. 
 
    “I'll have to leave before dawn,” Varick murmured softly. 
 
    “Promise you'll wake me,” I breathed, letting my eyes fall closed. 
 
    “Alright,” his voice hummed in my ear. “Now go to sleep.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Varick 
 
    Peace came in the form of a steady pulse. Not mine, but hers. Selena's. Sleeping soundly in the large bed, her body curved against mine, her fingers curled into the patchwork quilt. 
 
    I watched unashamedly, until the stars began to fade and the dark sky grew pale. I'd have to spend the day in an outhouse a mile from Ulvic's cabin. I had no intention of waking her before dawn. She needed rest. Especially now her father would be returning to speak with her. She deserved a clear head and I was determined to give it to her. 
 
    The other Vampires would no doubt join me; Cass and our newfound ally, Kodiak. Though I'd not seen him since earlier that night. 
 
    Before then, however, I had some rather grim dealings to take care of. Another reason I preferred Selena to stay asleep. She'd seen enough blood to last a lifetime. 
 
    I strained my ears, listening to the rest of the house. I located Jameson in the lounge, snoozing quietly. Soft, sleeping breaths sounded all around the cabin, but his stood out to me. The cabin was big; a whole floor upstairs accommodated the rest of the wolves. But I knew we couldn't encroach on them for too much longer. For more reasons than one... 
 
    I moved swiftly and silently into the lounge, finding Jameson sprawled out on the sofa under a thin blanket, one leg hanging out of it, his mouth agape. 
 
    I prodded him, but he didn't wake. “Jameson,” I hissed, nudging him with my knee. 
 
    He snored loudly and I shook my head in dismay. Leaning down, I pinched his nose until he choked on a snore and jolted upright. 
 
    “Whaasappening-elsings?” 
 
    I grinned at him, his eyes blurry as they focused on me. Nothing had changed with him. And I was glad. My memories of my best friend had kept me going in the past. Now here he was, reminding me of all the fun ways we used to mess with each other. 
 
    “I need your help with something.” I yanked him to his feet and his blanket fell to the floor, revealing that he was entirely naked. 
 
    “Christ, James.” I grimaced, stepping away. 
 
    “I can't sleep unless I'm naked.” 
 
    “I remember.” I glared at him, recalling the time we'd gotten lost on an island in the Caribbean sea. We'd had to take shelter in a cave overnight. Not my fondest memory. “Don't you have your own room?” 
 
    “Gave it to Thames, didn't I?” Jameson dragged on his clothes, clearly in no hurry. “What do you need help with?” 
 
    I glanced toward the window where the sky was brightening. I didn't have much time. 
 
    I headed past the bar into a large kitchen, rummaging through drawers until I found a sharp, silver knife. My gut sank as I gazed at it. But I didn't have a choice. 
 
    Heading back to the room, I hopped up onto the breakfast bar and tugged my shirt off. 
 
    “What are we doing exactly?” Jameson yawned broadly, moving to my side. 
 
    I handed him the knife then pointed to my chest. “Ignus buried a tracking device somewhere around here.” 
 
    Jameson wrinkled his nose. “Oh shit.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I lay down, glancing at him. “So get on with it.” 
 
    “What if they're already tracking us?” Jameson shot a look at the front door as if Abraham might walk in at any moment.  
 
    “I don't think it matters. The Helsings know about Ulvic and his wolf pack. They're going to turn up here sooner or later.” 
 
    “Right.” Jameson passed the knife from hand to hand. “So how deep is this thing?” 
 
    I sighed, closing my eyes. “Deep.” 
 
    “Great...wonderful...good fun...” 
 
    “Just get on with it,” I said through my teeth, bracing for the sharp slice. When it didn't come, I opened my eyes, finding Jameson looking from my chest to the knife and back again. 
 
    “Problem?” I raised a brow. 
 
    He cracked his neck, positioning the knife tip at my sternum. “Nope...just another day in paradise.” He pressed down hard and I bit back a roar, my whole body tensing. 
 
    Jameson glanced at me before continuing. A crack sounded and pain ricocheted through my chest. 
 
    “Hurry. Up,” I snarled through my teeth. 
 
    Jameson placed the knife down, looking disgusted all the while as he dug his finger into the wound. I bucked upwards, unable to fight the pain. 
 
    Jameson extracted his finger, holding something tiny up to the light, his hand dripping blood.  
 
    I dropped my head back, sighing as my body healed over. Jameson wiped his hand on a tea towel then chucked it to me. I rubbed the blood from my chest, swinging my legs over the side of the bar, relief rattling through me. 
 
    “What now?” Jameson placed the tracking chip in the centre of his palm. 
 
    “If they've already located me with it, there's no point breaking it. So I say we use it as a diversion.” 
 
    Jameson nodded excitedly. 
 
    I gazed at the window. “But dawn's almost here. So I'm not going anywhere until dusk.” 
 
    “Can we afford another day?” Jameson's brow furrowed. 
 
    It felt like old times. Us making plans to escape the English King's men. But there wasn't just me to think of now. There was Selena. And I'd never let the Helsings get their hands on her again. 
 
    “Perhaps not. But dropping it in the middle of the ocean will do us no good. They aren't fool enough to fall for that.” 
 
    “Leave it to me.” Jameson closed his hand around the chip with a mischievous grin. 
 
    I trusted him implicitly so simply nodded my approval, jumping down from the bar. 
 
    “Now go get in that shed before dawn turns you into fried chicken.” Jameson shoved me in the direction of the door. 
 
    “Want me to find Cass on the way?” 
 
    “Already dealt with.” 
 
    I nodded, heading to the door. 
 
    “Varick?” he called and I glanced over my shoulder, finding him running a hand down the back of his neck, his expression unusually vulnerable. 
 
    “Do you think she likes me?” 
 
    I snorted a laugh. “Cass? No.” 
 
    “Why not?” he whined. 
 
    “To be honest brother, you come on a little...strong.” I opened the door. 
 
    “Strong?” he laughed. “I'm the most mellow guy I know.” 
 
    “That isn't an accurate assessment of yourself.” 
 
    He spat air. “I think I know myself pretty well, I've been around for over two hundred years now.” 
 
    “Sure. Well, continue to do as you are then.” I exited the cabin, grinning to myself as I jogged down the steps, hearing his laughter following me. 
 
    I knew Jameson well enough to know he wouldn't give up on Cass. He was like a dog with a bone when it came to women. He'd pursue them until they gave in – which was all of about five minutes in most cases. But I was pretty sure he'd bitten off more than he could chew when it came to pursuing a Vampire. Cass was no doubt still adjusting to the curse. She wouldn't have a moment to spare for entertaining a Werewolf's hounding. It had taken me nearly two hundred years to meet a girl who'd brought back my ability to desire. There was no reason to believe it would be any quicker for Cass. 
 
    Snow was falling outside, the world coated in white, the soft flutter of falling snowflakes filling my ears. I headed into the woods, running in the direction of the outhouse. It was nearly a mile from the cabin, but I reached it in less than a minute. 
 
    It was nothing more than a windowless, metal box. I banged my fist on the door, the noise resounding within in it. 
 
    Kodiak opened the door a crack, stepping aside to let me in. I felt like I'd walked into a giant toolbox. Sharp implements hung around the walls and were slung over every surface, the place a complete mess. I frowned, finding Cass across from me in the dark space, perched on a worktop she'd evidently cleared by chucking everything on the floor. 
 
    “Hey.” I nodded to her. 
 
    “Come to join the party?” Cass lifted a brow, but her expression was dark. 
 
    “Any food at this party? I'm ravenous.” Kodiak scowled, kicking a row of shovels and sending them crashing to the concrete. He had the kind of stature that spoke of the army; from his buzz-cut hair to his stiff posture. Apart from that, he was quiet, kept to himself. That could have just been his personality, or it could have been suspicious. I was yet to decide. 
 
    I folded my arms, eyeing him dangerously. Perhaps bringing him here hadn't been the best idea. But he'd kept his word not to hurt the girls so far. And from what Thames had said, he'd tried to help her when the other Vs had turned on them back on the Isle of Lidelse. 
 
    He held up his hands to me, showing his innocence. “I'm not going to eat anyone. I'm just saying. Surely you're both starting to get hungry?” 
 
    Cass gave him a guilty look, turning to me. I shrugged and Kodiak narrowed his eyes. “Well some of us don't have a human blood-bag following them around.” 
 
    Rage unfurled inside me and I flew at him, grabbing his neck. “You ever talk about Selena like that again, I'll break your damn spine.” 
 
    I threw him against the wall and several garden tools clattered down around him. Kodiak straightened up, his pride clearly hurt as he unhooked a pair of secateurs from his already ripped jeans. “I'm just saying,” he muttered. 
 
    “Well don't 'just say',” I snarled, my temper rising dangerously. 
 
    Cass sighed loudly. “Chill out, will you? Kodiak has a point. We're gonna have to deal with it sooner or later. And I'd rather I don't get so hungry that I take a bite out of one of my friends.” 
 
    My shoulders stiffened but I couldn't deny the truth of her words. Still, I wasn't going to share Selena's blood even if she offered it to them willingly. She was mine. And I didn't care how selfish that was. 
 
    Maybe Thames would be willing to give them some. But even as I thought it, I knew it was a bad idea. Thames had been through enough at the hands of Vs. She'd lost her legs for Christ's sake. It wasn't fair to ask such a thing of her. 
 
    I sighed, leaning back against one of the only bare walls. “We'll figure it out. Ulvic doesn't want us here for more than a day anyway.” 
 
    “So what's the plan?” Cass asked, folding her legs up beneath her.  
 
    “There isn't one yet,” I sighed, gesturing to our surroundings. “And if you haven't noticed, we're currently confined to a shed. So until it's dark again we're stuck...here...” I trailed off, a horrible thought sweeping over me. 
 
    “What is it?” Kodiak hissed, his brows lowering. 
 
    “What if the Helsings come? What if we're trapped in here, unable to help everyone?”  
 
    Selena. 
 
    I despised the curse then more than I ever had. At least I'd had relative freedom inside the Arctic Circle. Now, the sun would divide me from Selena for endless hours every day. And I wouldn't be able to protect her. 
 
    A banging came at the door and I flung around, grabbing the handle, my muscles coiled like a loaded spring. 
 
    “Are you mad?” Kodiak batted my hand away and I snarled at him. “The sun's up!” 
 
    I nudged him into a corner behind the door, pressing myself against the door so I was protected as I opened it. 
 
    The crack of sunlight was enough to burn my retinas and I immediately clamped my eyes closed. Someone barged inside and the door slammed shut. 
 
    “Music,” Jameson announced as I opened my eyes, finding him holding a large CD player.  
 
    “Did you deal with our problem?” I muttered, thinking of the tracker. 
 
    He nodded with a mischievous grin. “Dealt with. Now sit back, relax, and get ready to experience the 1960s, from start to finish.” 
 
    He swept several boxes of nails onto the floor and placed the CD player down, pressing play. Ulvic was not going to be pleased with the mess we'd made in here. 
 
    Jameson looked to Cass hopefully and she rolled her eyes. 
 
    He didn't seem remotely deterred, beaming around at us all. 'The Beatles' first number one hit, From Me To You, kicked off the start of their phenomenon.” 
 
    I smiled, sinking down to the floor, resting my head back against the door. Jameson always served to lighten my mood. Even if we were damned. Plus, I took comfort in the fact that if the Helsings did show up, Jameson and his pack were here to defend the island. And that would have to be good enough. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Kite 
 
    “Plenus annis abiit, plenus honoribus.” The priest bowed his head, the moon shining on the bald patch atop it. 
 
    In the shadow of the looming castle, the Helsings surrounded a grave. Ignus was no sore loss to the world. But I stood diligently at Abraham's side, his hand wrapped around the chain that led to my muzzle. I supposed I was one of the luckier Vampires. Even if what came next tonight would be hard to stomach. But I'd swallow it whole if it meant I kept my feet on earth another day. 
 
    The balding priest scattered dirt across the shining black coffin in the open grave. The entire household staff had been gathered, dressed in black, keeping their heads bowed respectfully. I wondered how many of them actually cared Ignus was dead. One of the women from the labs let out a small sob and I couldn't fight the urge to tut. 
 
    Liar. You can't have liked him.  
 
    Ignus had been a disgusting creep. A sadistic little weirdo. The world was a better place without him. 
 
    Mercy was dressed in an inappropriately short black dress but, of all the Helsings, she seemed the most affected by Ignus's death, continually wiping tears from under her eyes. Katherine was a statue, her eyes hard as stone as she gazed down into her son's grave, her golden hair billowing out behind her in the wind. Abraham's reaction was the one I feared the most. Because I knew what he was about to do.  
 
    Beside us was what I hadn't wanted to face for the entire funeral – and I was still trying not to look. I finally failed. Rows of Vs were lined up, thirty in total, all with bags over their heads. Their hands were bound with chains that tethered them to metal posts planted in the ground. 
 
    I fought a grimace, angling myself away from them. 
 
    Suck it up, Kite. You're still alive. That's what matters. 
 
    The priest finished his service and Abraham walked to his side, patting his arm. I was dragged after him by my chain, planting my feet before the priest who gave me a probing look. Something flickered through his eyes, something that didn't belong on this island. Pity. 
 
    “Abraham, I know you have been through very much,” the priest said, his voice as frail as his appearance. “But to call a funeral so quickly when you haven't even had time to process your son's death-” 
 
    “It is best he's in the ground,” Abraham said firmly. “I needed it to be dealt with.” His shoulders were tense, the only thing betraying the weakness inside him. The way he dealt with grief was fury. I'd heard it all the way back from the Isle of Lidelse. The boat ride had been grim. I'd been tied up with half the Vs they'd recaptured and watched as Abraham took them one at a time. I listened to their screams as he did god-knows-what to them. So long as it wasn't me, I was content. Well, perhaps content was kind of overkill when it came to my situation. But I was still alive. So I supposed I had to be grateful. 
 
    “Abraham...” The priest tried to steer him out of earshot of the staff, but he stood firm. “Isn't it time you stopped all these games? You are toying with the devil's creatures. Soulless beings that are tormented by demons. Put them out of their misery. End this madness.” 
 
    Like a shot, Abraham's hand came down on the man's shoulder. “I thank you for your service, Father. Truly, it was good of you to come so quickly.” 
 
    “Abraham-” he tried again. 
 
    “This is my birthright. As my father did before me, I will put Vampires under my heel. Where they belong. As a reminder to the world what we saved the human race from.” 
 
    “And what of the humans you pit against them? Do they deserve such a fate?” The old man's upper lip was sweating now. 
 
    My curiosity piqued and I stepped closer – a move that didn't go unnoticed by Abraham.  
 
    “Prisoners, Father. Killers, wastes of good oxygen.” Abraham shrugged his heavy shoulders. 
 
    “That is not for you to decide,” the priest said, suddenly stern, turning his face to the sky. Or God, as he probably thought. To me, God was a safety blanket. One I'd once prayed to when I was little and needed saving. He hadn't answered. So if he was up there, living in the clouds, my miracle must have gotten lost in the post. 
 
    Abraham's hand hadn't lifted from the priest's shoulder. “I don't expect you to understand my work, Father. But I do expect you to stay out of it.” 
 
    The priest visibly gave in under Abraham's intense gaze. I probably would have too, seeing as he looked like he was ready to murder someone. 
 
    Abraham turned away, dragging me after him, but the priest's voice sailed to us, making my stomach clench nervously.  
 
    Don't push him, old man. 
 
    “Is it all about the money?” 
 
    Abraham halted, but didn't look back. My eyes remained on him, my 'master', as his jaw ticked dangerously. You never take your eyes off a wild animal. And that was what Abraham was, through and through. I'd met people like him in prison, losing their shit at any moment, having shanks hidden up their sleeves, razor blades sewn into their clothes. I knew danger and he was it. 
 
    “Daddy...” Mercy whimpered, moving closer. “Don't.” She offered me a passing look. 
 
    Abraham's knuckles were white. I could see the urge in him to punish the priest for his insolence. Instead, he strode over to a heavy-looking box that sat before the bound Vampires. Wrenching it open, he pulled out three rifles, passing one to his wife and one to his daughter. 
 
    They lined up before the Vs and Abraham linked my chain through a metal loop on his belt so he didn't have to release me. Not that I would have gone anywhere. Not when the Helsings had three high-powered rifles and seemed ready to shoot anyone who made one wrong move.  
 
    Mercy didn't lift her weapon, I noticed. 
 
    “Every second V,” Abraham muttered before opening fire. 
 
    My heart thumped into life, but all I felt was horror as I watched Vampire after Vampire crumple to their knees. Both Abraham and Katherine's shots were clean, efficient, perfectly aimed. 
 
    I stared, endlessly, absorbing every death like it was my own. And suddenly I was doing something that wasn't like me at all. I threw myself at Abraham. I just needed a split-second distraction. Maybe I'd be strong enough to snap his neck. 
 
    Maybe- 
 
    He knocked me to the ground with a swipe of his arm, the barrel of his rifle swinging down to face me. I gazed into the endless black hole, seeing my death. A death I'd already faced. He'd dragged me back out of oblivion and put me here at his side. The girl who'd died twice, that's what I'd be. And no one would care. Not a single soul on this entire planet. 
 
    I raised my palms in defeat, cursing my idiocy. 
 
    “If one more V rises up against me, I'll kill the damn lot of you!” Abraham roared, whipping the gun back toward the line-up and pulling the trigger over and over. 
 
    I shut my eyes, the earth vibrating beneath me. I felt every thump as the Vs hit the ground. Ignus's death had borne more death. And I knew it wasn't over. Far from it. 
 
    
◐ ☼ ◐ 
 
      
 
    Abraham had a fistful of my hair, dragging me into a room back at the Helsings' castle. Apparently the chain attached to my muzzle wasn't worth using anymore. No, he was going to take out his anger on me. All of that pent-up, animalistic rage I sensed in him was going to be unleashed. And I'd just unwittingly decided to make myself the target. 
 
    “Let me go, you pig!” my voice rang around the metal muzzle over my mouth, echoing in my ears. I despised the stupid thing. My senses were tenfold, so every time I spoke it sounded like a klaxon going off in my head. It reminded me of the prison alarm. Buzzing for breakfast. Buzzing for lunch. Buzzing for dinner. I'd hated that noise. And now it was following me into my afterlife. 
 
    Abraham shoved me forward. He was impossibly strong. Easily enough to match my Vampire strength. Especially as I was kept half-starved. I was given just enough blood to keep me in line, but not enough to give me the strength to fight back. A lesson I'd just learned the hard way. 
 
    I stumbled into the room, but quickly regained my feet, spinning around to face him. I was in a luxurious bedroom with a velvet armchair and a large rug beside a king-size bed. 
 
    I faced Abraham head-on as he started rolling up his sleeves. Stepping forward, he produced a key from his back pocket and roughly removed the headgear from my jaw with a snapping of metal clasps. I gasped, lifting my fingers to my cheeks to feel them, skin on skin. 
 
    “This room now belongs to you,” Abraham announced. 
 
    I glanced around, unable to believe I'd just avoided a severe punishment and been given a gift instead. 
 
    “Any idea how I feel right now, V?” He dropped the muzzle to the ground with a harsh clang. 
 
    I shook my head, but I knew really, because his eyes spoke of the anger inside him like I was gazing into two pits of hellfire. 
 
    “Well...let me tell you. My son is dead. Brutally murdered by the Vampire who used to occupy this room. The game my great grandfather built from the ground up has been damaged, perhaps beyond repair, considering I will be hard-pushed to bring my clients back here after they watched their friends get torn apart.” 
 
    I took a wary step back, sensing a violent air to his movements. He stalked toward me, a Hunter in full form, his hands curled into fists. Oh no. I'd misjudged this moment. Prison life wasn't serving me as well as it used to when it came to survival. 
 
    “And I want a taste of revenge. I deserve it don't I, Vampire? You and your kind have done this to me. Only fair I get my pound of flesh for it.” 
 
    “So you'll go after them?” I guessed, unsure if I cared or not. Selena, I liked. The others, I could take or leave. But Selena hadn't spared a thought for me before she'd high-tailed it off of that island. Surely it wouldn't have been too hard to bring me with her?  
 
    “Yes, I'll get them back for sure.” He sneered, gazing down at me with a terrifying fury. “When I'm finished with you.” 
 
    Before I could move, his knuckles cracked across my cheek. I stumbled back in shock, but the throbbing pain eased to nothing as my body healed itself. I snarled as he launched at me again, this time avoiding the swing of his fists. 
 
    “You think you can take on me? A trained Hunter?!” he roared. “You have no idea what I'm capable of.” 
 
    He prowled toward me and I mirrored every step he took to keep away from him. I wouldn't have said I was scared exactly. I'd been in plenty of prison brawls. But I was pissed off. Pissed off at this bear of a man taking his anger out on me. Pissed off that I hadn't truly gotten to enjoy the benefits of being a V because of my imprisonment – and I was convinced there were benefits. Pissed off that I was alone and had to fight for my own goddamn self as always. And pissed off that I was definitely going to lose this fight. 
 
    Abraham's second blow brought me to the floor. I never cried out, just crumpled like a piece of paper onto the bed. Two things worth learning in prison fast; pick your battles, and know when to surrender. And I was starting to think this fight was better avoided. 
 
    Abraham's hands were around my throat in seconds. I may not have needed to breathe, but it still hurt like hell. 
 
    “Get off,” I snarled through my teeth. 
 
    “You want to know what it took to break Varick?” Abraham brought his face within inches of mine.  
 
    I remained silent, but he supplied me the answer anyway. 
 
    “My father drained him of blood every day, in every possible way he could dream up. Until he finally fell in line. Is that what it'll take from you, kitten?” 
 
    I went rigid. That word undid me. Simple and inoffensive as it was. Kitten. 
 
    Love you, kitten. 
 
    I shrieked like a banshee, slashing my nails across his face and tearing the skin open. I was on my feet in a flash, speeding toward the door, through it, into the corridor. I moved faster than I knew was possible. But as I hit the stairs, pain exploded in the back of my head. I tumbled forward, crashing down the stone steps, bones breaking from the impact. Crack, crack, crack. 
 
    I shuddered as I hit the bottom step, silver pouring through my skull from the capsule embedded in the back of my head, disabling me. 
 
    And I thought of her. One of the only people I'd ever loved. Let her fill up my mind as the pain eased, my body healed itself, only soon to be broken again by Abraham, no doubt. 
 
    Meaty hands took hold of me and I let Abraham carry me back to the room. The remote control that could leak silver into my brain was clamped in his hand. 
 
    When he was finished with me, I was left on the bed, blood soaking into the sheets around me. The cuts were healed, but I'd never forget what he'd done. How he'd battered my body until the bruises seemed to remain on the inside of my skin. Where they would live on forever. He was trying to make me his. Trying to bury whatever illusions I had of escaping. To teach me that whatever he asked of me would be done, or else I'd return here, to be beaten into submission once more.  
 
    Prison. I was back. But it was a place I knew well. And Abraham underestimated me. Because the shit he'd just pulled on me, I'd pulled on new inmates a hundred times. The problem was, I wasn't top bitch anymore. I was bottom of the food chain. I just had to figure out how to rise to the summit again. 
 
    After a while, the door reopened and I didn't move as someone approached the bed. Mercy's tan legs came into view beneath her short dress. She was truly beautiful which only made her cruelty more abhorrent somehow.   
 
    She sniffed as she gazed at me and I glanced up, finding her crying. Hadn't known the Helsings were capable of such a thing... 
 
    “How could you attack my father? At my brother's funeral?” 
 
    I found my way into a sitting position, gazing calmly at her. Of all the Helsings, Mercy didn't frighten me. Because, unlike the rest of her family, she was a coward. “I'm glad he's dead.” 
 
    She slapped me and I didn't flinch, the strike nothing in comparison to her father's fists. Did she even possess the strength the rest of her family were so notorious for? 
 
    “Don't you dare,” she snarled, her lower lip trembling. 
 
    “I will dare, Mercy. Because no matter how much your father uses me as a punching bag...no matter what your parents make me do, what they ask of me, I will always speak the truth to you.” I stood, coming eye to eye with her. “And the truth is, your brother was a sadistic little psycho. A freak. Tell me I'm wrong. Go on.” 
 
    She scowled, her pale brows pulling together. “I'd never talk ill of him.” 
 
    “But you think ill of him.” I shrugged. “Same difference.” 
 
    She raised a hand to hit me again but this time I caught her wrist. “Uh-uh, puppy.” 
 
    She yanked her wrist free, thrusting up her chin. “I'm taking a boat to scout out where Varick and the others are hiding.” 
 
    “Great. Hope you drown.” I shouldered past her but she caught my wrist, her gaze suddenly desperate. 
 
    “You're coming with me – Daddy's orders.” 
 
    My skin prickled at the mention of Abraham. I considered her words. I was pretty sure I'd rather be stuck on a boat with Blondie than her fist-swinging father. And I definitely had more chance of escaping under Mercy's watch than I did from either of her parents. I just had to figure out how to remove the capsule of silver from my head... 
 
    “When do we leave?” 
 
    She straightened her spine, evidently trying to gain authority over me. “Now.”  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    Darkness encased my body. A horrible scratching sound raked my eardrums, like nails against glass. Fine dresses surrounded me, each drenched in blood, so much blood. I sank further and further into the silk folds until I wasn't sure whether I was suffocating or drowning. My nose was smothered, my eyes the only thing free- 
 
    I jolted awake, drenched in sweat, my breathing erratic as I shook the nightmares from my body. A crow launched away from the window in a flurry of black wings. I rested a hand on my heart, willing myself to calm down. 
 
    I'm not in the games anymore. I'm free. I'm with- 
 
    “Varick?” I called, suddenly anxious, jumping to my feet and helping myself to one of Reason's large winter coats. I wondered where Ignus had sent her and Mekiah. If they were even still alive. I felt all the worse for tugging up the zip on her coat, gazing around at their room. 
 
    The world beyond the window was a dreamland of snow, so thick it had piled up against the windowsill where the crow had been. 
 
    The sky was laden with clouds, but it must have been nearly midday from the way the light was shining through them. 
 
    I sped out of the room and ran straight into Ulvic, nearly knocking us both over with my momentum. 
 
    He grumbled something, moving past me in his trench coat as he headed toward the door, pulling on his snow boots. 
 
    “Where's Varick?” I asked. 
 
    “In the outhouse with the rest of the parasites.” Ulvic stepped outside, slamming the door in my face. 
 
    I huffed my frustration, quickly tugging on my boots from the V Games and heading after him. 
 
    Winter enveloped me, its icy breath encasing my lungs and biting my bare hands. 
 
    I stuffed them into my pockets, jogging down the steps after Ulvic. He stuck his fingers in his mouth and whistled three notes into the snow-caked trees. 
 
    “Ulvic.” I caught his arm and he turned to me with heavily-ringed eyes. I was taken aback by his disheveled appearance and tentatively squeezed his arm. “Are you alright?” 
 
    His brows drew tightly together. “Ignus...I...I didn't want it to end so brutally.” 
 
    “Varick saved you,” I breathed in confusion. How could he care for someone like Ignus? After all he'd done to us? 
 
    Ulvic's expression contorted into a sneer. He shifted closer to me, leaning into my face. “That V is a monster. And mark my words, one day, he'll lose control with you. He'll forget any little connection you think you have.” 
 
    I pushed him away, fury heating my blood. “You don't know anything, Ulvic.” 
 
    Ulvic turned his gaze to the trees. “Either way, my faith in the Vs does not extend as far as yours does. They will be gone by morning. I won't have it any other way.” 
 
    “And what will you do if the Helsings turn up?” I challenged him. 
 
    “I have ten wolves – ah...eight.” His dusky eyes saddened and I felt the weight of his loss for Mekiah and Reason.  
 
    “We're stronger together,” I urged, extending an olive branch by resting my hand on his arm. 
 
    The padding of paws sounded through the trees and seven wolves appeared, dropping into a semi-circle around Ulvic. 
 
    I inhaled at the sight of them all. Strong, fierce animals, so willingly looking to Ulvic as their master. 
 
    “I have other friends...” He gave me a pointed look. “I hear Brendan Grey made an appearance?” 
 
    My heart seemed to stop beating for a few seconds. “You know him?” 
 
    He nodded vaguely which only infuriated me further. I clamped my hand tighter on his arm. “How?” 
 
    “We met a long time ago. I recognised him at the game...” His eyes trailed over my face. “I had no idea of his connection to you. Not until he spoke with me yesterday morning. He broke into the armoury and took the grenade that saved you.” 
 
    I nodded, my heart still beating too fast, my blood too hot. “But you know him? You're friends?” 
 
    “Friends is a little strong. We have done er...business together in the past, that's all. But he would assist me against the Helsings if necessary.” 
 
    Before I could ask more, Ulvic turned his back on me. 
 
    “Emerico.” He gestured to a grey wolf with white flecks across his muzzle. “Take Selena to the outhouse.” 
 
    The wolf jumped up, circling me once before padding off into the trees. I followed him, stuffing my hands into my pockets as I went. 
 
    “They'll be gone by dawn, Selena – remind them of that!” Ulvic's voice followed me into the trees. 
 
    I scowled, muttering, “I'll remind them of what a selfish, cowardly, piece of-” 
 
    Emerico barked at me and I gave him a small, apologetic smile. “Guess he's not all bad,” I backtracked, not wanting to rub the wolves up the wrong way. 
 
    Emerico slowed, pushing his head into my thigh. I stroked his ears, unsure if that was what he wanted. But he seemed happy enough as we walked on that way for nearly a mile. The outhouse loomed from the trees; just a huge metal box with no windows, topped with an icing of snow. I frowned at the place Varick and Cass were currently slaves to. It didn't seem fair that they were missing this beautiful winter's day. 
 
    Emerico howled his goodbye before shooting off into the trees and I knocked hesitantly on the door. 
 
    “Who is it?” Jameson called from within. 
 
    “It's Selena,” Varick snapped. “Move out the way!” 
 
    My heart flipped over. 
 
    I hurriedly flattened my hair, suddenly self-conscious. It was ridiculous really. After the way I must have looked during games, I didn't think he'd care much what I looked like now. 
 
    The door opened a crack and Jameon's grinning face came into view. 
 
    I stepped forward but he didn't move. “Password?” he teased. 
 
    “Move out of my way?” I tried to peer over his shoulder, but didn't have to wait long as Jameson was yanked roughly aside. 
 
    I hurried into the outhouse and shut the door to block out the sun. It was somehow colder inside the shed than out of it. 
 
    I shivered, squinting into the darkness. Lips met mine and my heart rate shot upwards. 
 
    I slid my hands around Varick's waist, recognising every hard plane of his body.  
 
    Someone cleared their throat and I realised, although I was blind in the pitch black room, the rest of the Immortal beings present were apparently not. 
 
    My cheeks turned scarlet but there was nowhere to hide as Varick released me. 
 
    “Hey,” I waved vaguely to the dark room and Cass started laughing. 
 
    “I think there's a light switch over there,” she said. 
 
    A lot of crashing and banging sounded and Cass shouted “Jameson!” before a single bulb flickered on above us. 
 
    “Sorry.” Jameson grinned, his hand still on the light switch, beneath which an entire shelf had collapsed. In fact, the whole place was a mess. Ulvic would not be pleased. 
 
    I gazed up at Varick, fighting a grin at his intense expression. “I thought you promised to wake me.” 
 
    His cool thumb ran across my cheek. “And bring you here? I don't think so.” 
 
    I spotted the rigid form of Kodiak across the room, his cheeks sucked in like he was holding his breath. 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed, glancing at Cass who was starting to look just as uncomfortable. “You're all hungry.” 
 
    “They're fine,” Varick growled immediately. 
 
    “Varick,” I said softly, scooting past him. “I can help.” 
 
    Kodiak's navy eyes brightened like two lamps and Varick suddenly clamped an arm around my shoulders, forcing me back against him. “No one is feeding from her, understand?” He glared at Kodiak in particular who backed off, looking disappointed. 
 
    I wriggled in his hold. “They need to eat-” 
 
    “Not from you,” Varick cut me off immediately. “You shouldn't have come here.” He practically carried me back to the door. “We'll be back at sunset.” 
 
    “Wait.” I blocked the door with both arms as he moved to open it. “Ulvic says we all have to leave before tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Kodiak spat air through his teeth. “And where will we go?” 
 
    “I don't know...” I started, biting my lip. 
 
    “Don't listen to Ulvic,” Jameson said. “I'll talk him round.” 
 
    “Yeah right,” Cass muttered. “You have to do what he says. So good luck with that.” 
 
    “Isn't Ulvic worried the Helsings will come after him?” Kodiak asked, frowning. 
 
    Jameson shook his head. “He reckons Ignus didn't have time to tell the rest of his family he betrayed them.” 
 
    “But won't they come after you?” I asked. 
 
    Jameson sighed. “I was only ever...on loan to the Helsings. Ulvic made a deal with them, I never belonged to them.” 
 
    “But you belong to Ulvic?” Cass clucked her tongue. 
 
    “Hey did I hear one of my pack bringing you over?” Jameson addressed me, ignoring Cass's remark. 
 
    “Yeah, I think his name was Emerico?” I replied. 
 
    “Sweet. I'm going for a run. Nothing like being a wolf in the snow.” He started stripping off. 
 
    “What's he doing?” Kodiak asked stiffly, lines forming on his smooth brow. 
 
    “I'm not gonna ruin every nice pair of jeans I have. These are Levis, bro.” Jameson pulled off his shirt, revealing a chiselled torso. 
 
    As he unbuttoned his jeans, Varick put his hand firmly over my eyes and I started laughing. 
 
    “I don't wanna see this,” Kodiak muttered. 
 
    “People would pay good money to see this,” Jameson quipped.  
 
    Kodiak grumbled his discontent then the door sounded and paws padded away across the crisp snow. I ducked under Varick's arm, grinning at his stern expression. I looked to Cass and she shrugged. 
 
    “He was naked half the time we were imprisoned together,” she said and I narrowed my eyes, hunting for any sign she was affected by that. But she had inherited the irritatingly perfect composure of a better fed V, just like Varick. How the hell was I supposed to read either of them? 
 
    Varick pulled me against him, his mouth suddenly by my ear and making white-hot energy race up and down my spine. His words extinguished the heat in a wave. “You should go.” 
 
    “Oh,” I sighed, pulling away from him, wanting to say a hundred things to the contrary. But my pride wouldn't let me. 
 
    Apparently I was easier to read than him, as he added, “It's freezing in here. Go back to the cabin. Stay warm, get some food. I'll come to you as soon as I can.” 
 
    I nodded, aching with parting from him again. We had been given so little time together as it was. Now even the sun was conspiring to keep him from me. 
 
    I slipped outside before my pride failed me and I decided to stay. I glared at the clouds with contempt. 
 
    When I arrived back at the cabin, I jogged up the steps, dislodging snow from the railing as I ran. I hurried inside, shrugging out of my coat and slipping off my boots, only one thing on my mind. Thames. 
 
    I hurried upstairs, calling her name until she answered. I pushed through one of several doors, finding her in a small, dark room, the curtains closed, her form a lumpy shape in the bed. 
 
    “Thames?” I approached her, the silence of the room pressing. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “What do you reckon?” She rolled toward me, and two bright eyes glared at me from beneath the covers. 
 
    “I'm sorry about what happened...” I shook my head, perching on the edge of the bed. She'd put her faith in mine and Varick's plan, and now her legs were severed from the knees. Her whole life would be altered until she could adapt. I knew she was strong enough to do so. But she'd always laughed in the face of danger as long as I'd known her. Now she seemed broken. Just a normal girl who needed help. 
 
    Her hand curled around my wrist and a small rattling breath passed her lips. “Wanna know the worst thing about this? I can't fight the Helsings when they come.” She yanked me closer. “And they will come, Selena. You think they're gonna let us get away with what we did?” 
 
    “No,” I said through my teeth, my heart rate spiking. 
 
    “Take your friends and get away from here,” she insisted as if we'd really leave her behind. 
 
    I sighed, dropping down into the space beside her. I knotted my fingers into hers and suddenly she was crying, dragging me into her arms and using me like a human teddy bear. 
 
    I let her continue for as long as she needed, her dramatic wails filling the house until some of the wolves started howling. 
 
    “Thames?” I whispered into her ear and she fell quiet. “You're one of the strongest girls I know. This isn't going to defeat you.” 
 
    “No, probably not...” She tugged the covers down and I slid in beside her. “Don't tell anyone I cried.” She fixed me with one of her fiercest stares. 
 
    “I'm pretty sure the entire island just heard you seeing as they've got super-sonic ears.” 
 
    I couldn't help but smile at her expression and she suddenly burst into laughter. It wasn't the manic cackles I knew so well, but sweet girlish chimes. 
 
    When she pulled herself together, wiping tears from her cheeks, she asked, “What's it like out there? I want to go outside and taste that freedom you promised me.” 
 
    “I'm pretty sure I didn't make any promises.” A sharp tug in my chest reminded me that not everyone in our group had made it away from the Isle of Lidelse.  
 
    Thames pinched my cheek overly hard. “They all died trying to live, Selena. They'd rather that than still be playing games.” 
 
    I didn't answer, moving out of the bed and heading across the room to open the curtains. Thames rolled toward me, squinting at the snowy treetops beyond the pane.  
 
    “It snowed?” she asked through a dramatic sniff, shuffling toward the edge of the bed as I nodded. “Always loved the snow,” she muttered. 
 
    I pursed my lips thoughtfully, then hurried back to the bed and perched on the edge of it, my back to her. “Come on, I'll carry you downstairs. Get on my back.” 
 
    When she didn't move, I glanced over my shoulder. “I don't offer rides to just anyone.” 
 
    She broke a small smile then shuffled her way toward me, wrapping what remained of her legs around my waist. The V blood Kodiak had given her had healed the skin over completely, leaving two perfectly smooth stumps. She wore only shorts and a vest, but the cabin was warm enough for the outfit. I lifted her, locking my hands around her back before heading downstairs. 
 
    “You're strong for a shorty,” she said in my ear, her dreadlocks tickling my cheek. 
 
    “You're heavy for a girl with no legs,” I wheezed and she let out a bark of laughter. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Kite 
 
    “How are we going to find them exactly?” I asked as Mercy ordered staff about on the motor-powered yacht.  
 
    “Varick has a tracker,” she said triumphantly, waving an iPhone in my face, showing a blinking light that was moving south through the North Sea. “A parting gift from my brother...” She tucked her hair back which was poking out of a red beret. Her outfit was ridiculous for such an expedition. Her legs were clad in thin tights and she wore heeled boots on her feet. At least she'd had the sense to put a coat on. Not that I gave a crap whether she froze to death or not. In fact, I was kind of looking forward to watching her suffer. 
 
    We set sail, heading across the churning sea, leaving Raskdød far behind us, passing the craggy outcrop of rock where the lighthouse stood. The memories of the game rolled over me. I wasn't weak, but that game had left its mark on me... 
 
    I sat with Mercy in the cabin, my tongue scraping against the roof of my mouth at her scent. Mercy's smell was delicious, but she was also off limits. The remote control around her neck reminded me of that. The man steering the boat, however, looked pretty tasty, too. 
 
    “Stop mentally devouring my crew,” Mercy said in a bored voice, running her finger down the remote control to remind me of her power. Her legs were crossed, her elevated foot bouncing with impatience. She wanted vengeance, just like her father. Her eyes were full of it. I'd always been good at reading people. That's why I'd cornered Selena the day after she'd entered prison. Girl may not have known it, but she was the kind of person people banded around. And no one was going to take my crown.  
 
    Course, she had beaten me in the V Games. And in all honesty, I had a bit of a crush on the girl -  not something many people achieved. So if anyone had to survive that wasn't me, I liked that it was her. 
 
    A radio buzzed on the console and Mercy stood, picking it up. 
 
    “Mercy, orders are to scout out Varick with that tracker,” Abraham's voice crackled down the line. “The second you locate him and whoever he's with, radio back to me and I'll follow with my crew, over.” 
 
    “Sure Daddy,” she said, pressing a manicured finger onto the radio. 
 
    “Over and out sweetie.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and Mercy glared at me, placing the radio down. “Problem?” 
 
    “You know Daddy's just sending you off to make you feel useful. He's probably got his own plan, packing up a boat full of weapons while you're out of the way.” 
 
    She pouted. “My father knows I'm capable. Once I find them-” 
 
    “If you find them you'll...what? Radio back to Daddy and wait for the real army to show up?” I ran my tongue over my teeth, enjoying the way she squirmed at my words, her cheeks turning bright red. 
 
    “I could take them on if I needed to. I'm a Helsing.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said vaguely. 
 
    She let out a huff of frustration and pointed to the door. “Go stand out there. I'm sick of the sight of you.” 
 
    I stood, lazily making my way outside, glad to be as far from her as she was from me. 
 
    I kept to myself, happy to be left alone at last after being dragged around like a dog for days. I guessed Abraham was taking a gamble on me now by removing my muzzle. His display of death at Ignus's funeral had certainly given me cause to worry. But why was he trusting me now? With his daughter of all people. Especially after what had just happened to Ignus. 
 
    Maybe I really wasn't strong enough to take on Mercy. She looked feeble enough, but even if I could part her from that remote control, maybe I'd find she wasn't the fragile flower she appeared to be. 
 
    As we sailed on toward the dark horizon, I cherished the night air, the sea spray, the way the moon glistened and sparkled on the waves. I'd always been more of a night person. It wasn't a sore loss to me to be confined to it. 
 
    Let's play, Kitten. 
 
    The ghosts were close tonight, closer than they'd been in a long time. I shivered, though not against the cold. I couldn't feel that at all. It was my past that froze my heart. And the memories seemed all-consuming as I gazed up at the stars. The mementos had been scrubbed clean from my skin. The tattoos that had marked my journey, reminding me of what I'd been through. It seemed stupid now. As if I could ever really lose those memories. They were chiselled into my skull. They weren't going anywhere. Tattoos or not. 
 
      
 
    Ten Years Ago 
 
    “Kitty! It's snowing again, it's snowiiiiing!” My little sister grabbed my arm, tugging and pulling me out of the chaise lounge I was curled up in. I had homework to do. Daddy said I could be the top of my class if only I worked a little harder. But I hated working. I loved dancing and singing and making up plays with my sister, Poppy. Or Puppy as I called her. 
 
    “Kittennnn,” she whined, tugging harder, throwing her head back so her black curls flew all around her. Six years old and a total menace. I was the grown up one. Eight and three quarters. But okay, I wanted to play, too. 
 
    I threw my maths book across the room and it slid over the hardwood floors, right up to the fireplace. 
 
    Poppy started giggling and I chased her toward the glass doors where light was streaming in. Snow and sunshine all at once. What could be better? 
 
    I dragged on my boots and skipped outside. Poppy took my hand, beaming one of her gappy-toothed grins at me. She'd gotten all the looks. Mummy said I took after Daddy. My face was all pointy and hers was round and chubby like the angel we put on top of the Christmas tree.  
 
    One week and one day till Christmas. I helped Mummy pick the presents for Poppy. I knew Santa wasn't real. I'd worked it out when I'd waited up all night last year. I'd watched as Daddy ate the mince pie we left out for Santa and even chewed on the carrot Poppy had left for Rudolph. My Daddy was as fat as Santa, but they weren't similar in any other way. 
 
    I'd jumped out from my hiding place behind Mummy's writing desk and he'd had to tell me everything. No Santa, no Tooth-fairy, no Easter bunny. I'd sulked for a whole week and the worst part of it all was that I wasn't allowed to tell Poppy. But Mummy let me help this year. I'd get to play Santa with her and Daddy. I was going to stay up until Poppy fell asleep on Christmas Eve then sneak presents into her room. So I was all grown up now. I knew the truth. And Mummy said knowing the truth was a great responsibility. 
 
    Poppy threw a snowball at me and I ducked, laughing as I scooped up a ball in my bare hand and threw it at her. I hit her right in the neck and she screamed, running away from me. “Catch me Kitten!” 
 
    “Slow down, Puppy!” I laughed, running after her. The garden was huge. Much bigger than my friends' gardens. We even had a stables and a whole woodland that belonged to us where I could ride my pony. My friends didn't have ponies. Only me. Me and Poppy. 
 
    Poppy skidded on a patch of ice and her legs went over her head as she fell. She never stopped laughing the whole time. When I plucked her from the snow, her pale cheeks were rose-red and snow clung to her little bobble hat. 
 
    “Be careful.” I sounded like Mummy, but Poppy was always so clumsy. She'd knocked the whole turkey onto the floor last Christmas. 
 
    “Oh Kitten, I'm fine. You'll always pick me up.” 
 
    I smiled down at her, brushing snow from her dark hair. “Always.” 
 
      
 
    ◐ ☼ ◐
  
 
    The sky was lightening on the horizon, the dusky blue turning pale purple. I returned to the cabin, muttering an explanation about us leaving the polar circle and Mercy wordlessly pointed to the stairs at the back of the cabin, leading below deck. 
 
    I headed into the depths of the yacht, picking out a bunk and climbing onto it. I turned into the pillow, the smell of fresh linen rolling over me. And I thought of Poppy, the only thing in my human life that still resonated with me wholly. I promised I'd never leave her. That I'd never forget her. And I was thankful Vampirism hadn't taken that from me. Not yet anyway. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    When dusk eventually arrived, I headed back to the outhouse to meet Varick. The sky had cleared and the sunset bloomed on the horizon in coral pinks and deepest magenta. I wound through the trees, the light dimming and dimming until the sunlight extinguished entirely. I'd hated the night in the games, the endless darkness, the shadows. But now I savoured it; it was a gift, freeing Varick. 
 
    The breath was knocked from my lungs as something collided with me. 
 
    Varick pressed me back against an oak tree, steadying me by the waist. He grinned at my startled expression before pressing his mouth to mine. I knotted my hands into his hair, my heart floating upwards until I was sure it would escape my body. 
 
    “I missed you,” he growled and I bit my lip, my cheeks burning away the cold air. 
 
    “You saw me a few hours ago,” I teased, but in truth I'd missed him too. 
 
    He grinned wolfishly, taking my hand. “Come on. Best get you out of the cold, sweetheart.” 
 
    “I can't feel the cold right now,” I admitted, heady from his proximity. 
 
    “Either way, I need to talk to you.” 
 
    Voices caught my ear and I turned, finding Cass and Kodiak walking side by side, looking ethereal as they appeared to float across the snowy ground. “Like this,” Kodiak was saying, taking hold of her chin and gazing into her eyes. 
 
    I slid out of Varick's hold, frowning as I watched them. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Cass glanced at me. “Kodiak's teaching me how to Charm people.” 
 
    I smiled, moving closer. “Try it on me.” 
 
    Varick muttered his discontent, but I ignored him, stepping closer to Cass.  
 
    She bit her lip, looking uncertain. “I don't want to make you do something you don't want to do...” 
 
    “Selena's immune to it,” Varick supplied. “But she can let you in...” 
 
    Cass looked between us, raising a brow. “Alright.” Her eyes met mine and I was struck by their sparkling green. Lighter than Varick's, like emeralds or fresh cut grass. 
 
    As she gazed at me, I felt her will press up against mine. But it was fleeting as I easily forced it away. Cass gasped, looking to Kodiak. 
 
    “Again,” he encouraged and the shadow of Varick fell over him. A warning. 
 
    I reached out an arm, holding him back as Cass tried once more. 
 
    I let her in this time and my arms fell limp as she took up my entire world. The forest dimmed around me until all that existed was her shining crimson hair and glittering eyes. “Tell me your first memory of me.” 
 
    “First memory...” I echoed, my mind seeming to split apart, a light shining on the memory she wanted and meeting with my lips. “I was scared...pretending not to be. Pretending to be the killer you thought I was. And you...were so strong. I wanted you as an ally, but not a friend. I didn't want any friends-” Varick muscled Cass aside, his eyes meeting mine, blazing so bright I fell into them instantly, my barriers already down. 
 
    “Enough,” he growled, but Cass's question was still in my head, forcing me to answer it, but now in relation to him.  
 
    “You terrified me. I knew you wanted to hurt me.” 
 
    Varick flinched away from my words and Cass's presence lifted from my mind. I sucked in the cold air, blinking as my self-awareness rushed to meet me. “Varick,” I gasped, reaching for him, but he was already walking away, his lasting expression full of regret. I moved to follow, but he was gone, disappearing as if the shadows between the trees had swallowed him whole. 
 
    “Selena – I'm sorry!” Cass called as I darted after him, unsure which way to go, but desperate to make things right. 
 
    My boots pounded against the frozen ground, the snow sparse beneath the heavy tree canopy. My eyes strained to adjust to the darkness. I'd been living in it for so long that I was better adapted than I'd once been. The ground rose beneath my feet and the trees thinned, the carpet of snow bright enough to guide my way forward. The wind picked up, tugging me forward and I followed it toward a low, craggy cliff. At the top of a precarious path was Varick, perched on the edge of the cliff, his legs dangling over the sea below. 
 
    I sighed, picking my way across the sloping rocks, using my hands to assist me as the hill grew steeper. He was like a statue, unmoving as I made the difficult climb toward him. When I arrived, I was breathless and boiling hot, unbuttoning my coat to let in the sea air. 
 
    “Stubborn, aren't you?” he mused as I halted behind him. 
 
    “Stubbornness will get a person through any journey,” I panted. 
 
    “It certainly gets you a lot of places. Mainly into trouble.” He glanced over his shoulder as I tiptoed forward, glancing toward the frothing sea below. 
 
    Varick held out a hand and I took it, letting him guide me into the safety of his arms as I dropped down beside him. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “I'm sorry-” 
 
    “Don't,” he snarled, making my heartbeat accelerate. He ran his fingers over my palms, exploring every line as I waited for him to speak. “Selena, I know you accept me as I am, but I will always be responsible for putting you in the games. If I had only defied the Helsings sooner...” He sighed heavily and I slid my fingers between his. 
 
    “If you hadn't taken me to Raskdød, I'd still be in prison. I'd still be...” Weak. 
 
    “What?” he pressed, but I shook my head. 
 
    “We're here, alive. Free.” I gestured to the sea and the dark sky that threatened more snow. “And yes, you frightened me once. But I didn't know you. The real you.” 
 
    Varick hung his head. “That is who I am. I spent nearly two hundred years obeying the Helsings, watching girls die. And I did nothing.” 
 
    “Because they would have killed you.” 
 
    “And maybe they should have!” He rounded on me, his eyes flaring, his expression so fierce I would have been scared if I didn't know his anger was borne from pain. 
 
    A knife twisted in my heart as I gazed at him, horrified at the idea of his death. I cupped his cheek, shaking my head. “We're both here because we survived what they did to us. They're the enemy. Our hands may have done terrible things, but it was their hearts that wanted it.” 
 
    He gazed out at the sea, his expression dark, but his fingers never parted with mine, so I hoped I was getting through to him. 
 
    After a while, he said in a low tone, “Do you want to know what I thought when I first met you?” 
 
    “Tasty snack?” I guessed, nudging him and he gave me a dark grin. 
 
    “Apart from that.” 
 
    “What?” I leant into him, his skin cool, but his touch somehow warming me down to my toes. 
 
    “You looked like dawn. Something I'd craved for so long, I'd forgotten how much I missed it.” 
 
    I dipped my head, leaning into him. I soaked in the calm, the breeze. “What will we do now?” I addressed the elephant in the room at last. All this peace would only last so many hours. Like a mayfly at dusk, our time was waning. 
 
    He tilted his chin toward the horizon and I followed his line of sight toward a large boat heading our way. 
 
    “Have they found us already?” I breathed, terror curdling in my gut. 
 
    “No,” he said with a confidence that calmed me. “Your father has returned.” 
 
    I moved to stand, but he kept hold of me. “There's something I need to tell you before you speak with him...something I should have told you sooner.” 
 
    “What?” His tone concerned me, his eyes flashing with danger.  
 
    This couldn't be good. 
 
    “You remember when I told you of your blood? How it is more appealing than other girls'?” 
 
    I nodded slowly, searching his expression for what he was about to reveal. 
 
    His thumb traced the back of my hand, his eyes pinned on that place. “Mercy and I spoke of it once. She suspected your blood might have an ability...” He took a deep breath, his brow furrowed as he looked me in the eye. “The ability to cure Vampirism.” 
 
    I let out a wary laugh, looking for the prank in his gaze, but it wasn't there. And before I could really absorb such a possibility, he began supplying me with evidence. 
 
    “Ravenos drank a lot of your blood, remember?” 
 
    I nodded, recalling how the V had had a strange reaction, falling to his knees and cursing me for doing something to him. But I'd had no idea what. He'd seemed entirely unharmed physically. 
 
    “I believe he had a stab of conscience. Turned more human than he'd been in over a century.” 
 
    “I-” I couldn't think of a response, my only instinct was to deny it. “But you drank my blood and you're not human.” 
 
    “No.” His eyes lightened a fraction. “But you know how it affects me. It's not like a normal feed. Even now I still feel my heart beating, my thoughts are clearer, my emotions are entirely present. And I haven't fed from you since yesterday.” 
 
    I nodded slowly, trying to let the weight of this reality sink in. 
 
    “And that's not all...” He gave me a small smile. “I know I haven't had a chance to tell you much about my human life, or even thereafter, but...I believe you are descended from someone I knew and loved very much.” 
 
    “What?” I stood in surprise. He followed me to my feet, keeping close. 
 
    I ran a hand through my hair, battling it back against the wind. “Who?” 
 
    “A friend of mine. Her name was Kaitlin.” 
 
    I nodded, gazing at my father's boat which was drawing in to shore, unsure what to say. 
 
    Varick followed my gaze. “When we have more time, I'll tell you everything I recall about her.” 
 
    I nodded, turning back to him. “So you really think I'm the cure?” 
 
    Frown lines formed on Varick's brow. “Yes, and from the smell of your father I'd guess he is, too.” 
 
    I searched his shadowed eyes. “How does it work?” 
 
    “I don't know.” He gave me an apologetic smile. 
 
    I reached up, running my thumb across his bristly chin. “Do you want to be human again?” I asked, no more than a whisper. 
 
    His face shifted into his most human expression, his eyebrows lifted, light dancing in his eyes, his mouth hooking up at one corner. “Do you really have to ask?” 
 
    Before I could say another word, Varick lifted me as if I weighed no more than a handbag, swinging me around his body so I clung to his back. He took off at speed down the hillside, heading toward the beach where my father would dock. The sight of that boat gave me hope. Hope that we had more allies than we knew. And that this freedom would persist. Perhaps even long enough to figure out how the cure worked. 
 
   


  
 

 Varick 
 
    “Do you want to be human again?” 
 
    I'd been asked that question three times in my immortal lifetime. Once from Nirena, once from Mercy and now from Selena. Of course, the answer had always been yes. But the reasons behind that had only been driven by a need for the thirst to stop, for the blood-lust and the rage to be gone. I wanted rid of the curse. But now I didn't just want rid of something, I craved the human life I could have. What humanity could offer me now was far greater than it ever had before. 
 
    Selena; I could love her as she deserved to be loved. I wouldn't have to sink my teeth into her anymore. I wouldn't fear that my strength would accidentally overwhelm her, break her. For as much as I loved her now, it was all lived enduring the struggle of letting her love me like this. But I could be so much more for her as a human. I could give her what she deserved. 
 
    I carried Selena down to the beach. Ulvic had lit a row of burning torches buried in the pebbles, his wolves lined up between them. His calm demeanour told me he trusted Selena's father. But although I wanted to do the same, I couldn't let my guard down too soon. Not after all we'd been through. 
 
    Ulvic glowered at me as I arrived and dropped Selena down beside him. 
 
    “Where's Cass and Kodiak?” she gazed around. 
 
    I angled my ear toward the woodland, hearing them there, talking in low murmurs. Evidently Ulvic had asked them to keep their distance. I pointed to where they must have been standing, just out of sight. 
 
    I located Jameson in the line-up of wolves, his black snout lifted into the oncoming breeze that guided the boat to shore. 
 
    It was still a fair way off and Selena continually glanced from the boat to the trees behind us. 
 
    “What's wrong?” I asked. 
 
    She bit her lip for a moment before sprinting off up the beach, leaving me confused and about half a second away from following her. 
 
    I heard her speak with Kodiak amongst the trees, my curiosity piquing further. What she asked him made my heart soften like a marshmallow over a fire. She returned a moment later and I kissed her without a moment's warning. I could name a hundred reasons why I loved her without ever stopping to catch my breath. And now she'd somehow added an extra reason. 
 
    After a minute, Kodiak appeared on the beach, having fetched Thames from the cabin as Selena had requested, carrying her down to join us, a blanket hanging over her legs. 
 
    “I didn't think you'd want to miss the fun,” Selena said brightly as Kodiak moved to her side, as quiet and obedient as if he were nothing more than Thames's steed. 
 
    “Thank you,” Thames muttered to Kodiak, glancing around the beach, her dreadlocks tangling in the wind. 
 
    He gazed down at her, looking mildly perplexed. “You're welcome.” 
 
    Ulvic shot Kodiak a glare, but he didn't ask him to leave. 
 
    As the catamaran drew in to shore, Selena stepped anxiously forward, tugging up her coat collar around her throat. 
 
    “Don't be nervous,” I said, taking her hand. 
 
    “I'm not.” She glanced over her shoulder. 
 
    “I can hear your pulse even over the wind.” 
 
    She dipped her head, smiling. “Maybe that's because you're getting hungry.” 
 
    I pulled her to my side, locking her under my arm. “Hm. Interesting theory.” 
 
    She laughed, the light, chiming sound calming my worries. The catamaran moored alongside the pier, bumping into Ulvic's vessel, much to his muttered discontent. 
 
    Selena's father, Brendan, disembarked, flanked by a tall man with deep, ebony skin and unusually fair eyes for his colouring.  
 
    No. Not a man. A Vampire. I tensed, keeping Selena crushed against me despite her obvious desire to move to greet her father. 
 
    “Good evening to you all,” Brendan spoke, his commanding voice carrying across the beach. 
 
    “It's good to see you again,” Ulvic said, walking forward and taking his hand. “I have high hopes that you'll soon be taking these Vs off my hands.” He jerked his chin in my direction and I offered him a snarl in response. 
 
    Selena hushed me, giving me a stare that told me to let her go. I reluctantly did so, squaring my shoulders toward the Vampire accompanying Brendan. He gazed easily back at me. He was strong, well-fed. That was good...and bad. His hunger was currently quelled, but his strength in a fight would be fierce. 
 
    “Darrell is a friend,” Brendan said, eyeing me as he gestured to the V. 
 
    Selena moved to greet him, holding out her hand. My muscles bunched as Darrell took it, inhaling at her scent but making no move to hurt her. Brendan smelt almost as good as Selena as I caught his scent on the ocean breeze. 
 
    I stole a glance at Kodiak and was glad to find he didn't seem tempted to make a move toward either of them. 
 
    Brendan scanned the group, his eyes landing on me. “Varick.” He approached me, his palm outstretched. “I have many thanks to offer you.” 
 
    Guilt swept through me. “Forgive me, but I cannot shake your hand. I should be offered no thanks. It's my fault Selena ended up in the games. I worked for the Helsings for many years.” 
 
    His hand came down on my shoulder, his eyes warm and full of an acceptance I'd only ever seen in Selena's gaze. “You were their slave as I understand it. I witnessed what you did, how you protected her.” He glanced toward Selena who was smiling admirably at me. My throat tightened as I hesitantly took Brendan's hand, feeling entirely undeserving of the man's gratitude. 
 
    “Good.” He released my palm, smiling around at the group, his gaze lingering on Thames before his eyes wheeled toward Ulvic. “We should talk.” 
 
    Ulvic nodded, gesturing to the track that led up to his cabin. Darrell stepped forward and a grey wolf jumped into his path, baring his teeth. 
 
    “I'd ask that no more Vampires are brought into my home,” Ulvic said stiffly, shoving his hands deep into the pockets of his trench coat. 
 
    “I see.” Brendan rubbed his chin. “Then no wolves either. Let us speak on equal ground. Perhaps Selena could accompany us, though?” 
 
    Ulvic nodded stiffly and Selena moved to follow them. My heart thumped hard three times in a row. I instinctively moved after her and Ulvic glared at me. 
 
    “No Vs,” he said through his teeth. 
 
    I didn't stop until Selena turned to me, giving me an apologetic look. “I won't be long,” she breathed. 
 
    Anxiety scattered through me as I watched her disappear into the trees with Ulvic and Brendan.  
 
    “Will you be alright out here a while longer?” Kodiak asked Thames and she nodded, her eyes pinned on the sea. 
 
    “Yup. Just fine.” 
 
    I approached Darrell and the shadow of Jameson followed me, sniffing the air around the V's legs. Darrell folded his thick arms, gazing at me calmly. “We're here to help, so it'd be a real good idea to stop acting like you wanna fight me.” 
 
    “I'm just letting you know who's in charge here,” I growled, not backing down. He was as tall as me and nearly as broad. But with Selena's blood in my veins, I reckoned I could take him in a fight if I had to. 
 
    “We're not on different sides,” Darrell said, his tone impassive, evidently unaffected by my display of aggression. Darrell raised a palm, his eyes slowly travelling over us. “This is a meeting of peace. We have no trouble between us.” 
 
    “Good, let's keep it that way.” I bared my fangs as Darrell's eyes steadied on Thames. 
 
    Kodiak bristled, his arms curling tighter around her. Cass appeared from the trees, moving down the beach to investigate the newcomer. 
 
    “The humans choose to be amongst you all?” Darrell raised a brow. 
 
    “It's a fairly new alliance,” Thames replied, producing a pistol from beneath her blanket. “But we're working on it.” 
 
    Darrell chuckled softly, turning back to me. “We're not all that different. You'll see.” 
 
    My eyes slid to the boat behind him, listening for any sound of life within it. But all was quiet. They had come alone. A move which had given us the advantage. It seemed they really did mean us no harm. 
 
    “When did you last feed?” Kodiak asked Darrell through tight lips. 
 
    “More recently than you from the looks of your eyes.” He broke a mocking smile, before heading back to his boat. 
 
    Jameson padded toward Cass who brushed her fingers over his head. He planted himself down, sitting beside her. The other wolves snarled their disapproval, but he didn't seem to notice as Cass continued to brush his ears, her eyes trained on the boat. 
 
    When Darrell reappeared a few moments later, my throat tightened at the scent of the bottled blood he was carrying, the lid open and the scent calling to me. 
 
    But I'd fed recently enough, and there was only one person's blood I desired nowadays. 
 
    Kodiak was rigid, his pupils dilating as Darrell approached. Thames watched him warily as if she feared he might drop her at any moment. Somehow, he managed to restrain himself long enough for Darrell to approach and hand him the blood. He downed half of it, holding Thames with one arm before Cass yanked the bottle from his lips and polished it off. 
 
    She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, thrusting the bottle toward Darrell with a look of disgust. “Where did you get it?” she demanded. Evidently she hadn't come to accept her need for blood yet. 
 
    Darrell tucked the bottle into a backpack he was carrying. “From home.” 
 
    “And where is home?” she hissed. 
 
    “That's not something I can speak of. However, if Brendan sees fit, he will extend an invitation to you. Depending on how well his talk with your people goes.” 
 
    Either way, me, Selena and the other Vampires would be leaving this island tonight. But I didn't like the idea of putting our lives in the hands of strangers. I only hoped Selena's conversation was going better than ours. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    Ulvic led the way to the cabin and I trailed behind him with my father, my heart beating a little too hard. 
 
    “I would have spoken with all of you, but Ulvic is...” Brendan trailed off. 
 
    “Difficult,” I finished for him, nodding. 
 
    “He's only seen Vampires at their worst,” Brendan said, glancing down at me, his breathing heavy as we climbed the steep hill. “Remember that.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him and he looked away. “But you've seen them at their best?” 
 
    He nodded once, throwing me a cautious smile. 
 
    The light of the cabin swept over us and I quickened my pace as the fire called to me from inside. Ulvic held the door open as we stepped inside and the heat enveloped me, thawing me through to the bone. 
 
    “Drink?” Ulvic offered, heading to the bar. 
 
    “I'll keep a clear head tonight, if it's all the same to you,” Brendan said, helping himself to a seat in a large armchair. 
 
    I waved Ulvic away before he offered me one, perching on the edge of another chair. 
 
    “Suit yourselves,” Ulvic muttered as he poured himself a large brandy in a glass marked with the Spanish flag. He took a swig of it before joining us and I noted the heavy circles beneath his eyes. Had he slept at all since we'd returned here? 
 
    Brendan folded his hands in his lap, seeming completely at ease. There was an air about him that commanded a room; both Ulvic and my gaze were pinned firmly on him as we waited for him to speak. 
 
    “I understand the Helsing boy was a casualty in the recent outbreak?” Brendan tipped up a brow, his eyes not giving away his feelings on the matter. 
 
    Ulvic's lips tightened as he nodded. 
 
    “I'm sorry, truly.” He bowed his head to Ulvic and my heart rate shot upwards. 
 
    “Sorry?” I blurted, but my father held up a hand before I broke into a full-blown rant. 
 
    “I'm not sorry that he is dead, but I am sorry for Ulvic's loss.” 
 
    My gaze swivelled to Ulvic, his cheeks blotchy and his eyes watering. “He tortured you,” I breathed, unable to believe Ulvic could have any sympathy left in his heart for Ignus. 
 
    Ulvic dropped his eyes, sucking in a small breath and nodding defeatedly in response. 
 
    “I don't understand,” I said, as softly as I could, trying to figure out how Ulvic was feeling. How he could possibly regret Ignus's death even for a second? 
 
    Brendan's features skewed, looking as if he were trying to come up with an explanation for me. 
 
    Ulvic answered first. “When you have lived as long as I have...” His lower lip quivered as he battled to keep his composure. “You learn that love is such a very rare thing. My heart once belonged to Ignus. And even now, after all he did, even with how much I hated him and wanted my revenge, I cannot say that I truly ever wished for his death. There is a part of me, perhaps, that never stopped loving him, even when the rest of me despised him.” 
 
    His heartbroken expression drilled its way through my anger, crumbling it to dust. I nodded slowly, finally understanding. And perhaps he was right. Perhaps I didn't know enough about love to judge Ulvic for his reaction to Ignus's death. But I despised the way he blamed Varick, how he hated him for what he'd done to Ignus.  
 
    Ulvic drank his brandy with a shaky hand, before saying with more strength, “But we are not here to discuss that, are we?” He looked to Brendan who nodded in confirmation. 
 
    “No. Actually, I'm here to offer you all sanctuary in my home.” Brendan cast his eyes over me. “But there is something you should know before you agree to come with me.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, cautious. 
 
    Frown lines formed around his eyes. “Your blood...”  
 
    “I know,” I said before he could go on. “Varick told me.” 
 
    “Told you what?” Ulvic butted in. 
 
    I looked to Brendan for guidance, unsure if Ulvic should know the truth. Evidently he trusted him enough as he said, “Selena's blood holds the cure to Vampirisim. As does mine.” 
 
    Ulvic's mouth fell open, looking almost comical as he gawped at us. “There is no such thing.” 
 
    “Believe me, there is,” Brendan answered. 
 
    “Do you know how it works?” My heart lifted in excitement, hope. Varick could soon be free from the thirst. He could see the sun rise again, walk in the day, experience summer and spring and all the things he'd missed. 
 
    “It is...complicated.” Brendan's brow furrowed, dowsing my dreams in cold water. 
 
    “But it works?” I pressed. 
 
    He sighed. “Not yet.” He glanced at the door. “This can be explained better at my home. I fear the Helsings will come for you soon, it is only a matter of time.” 
 
    Ulvic folded his arms. “I believe I can still slip under their radar, so long as the others leave.” He gave me a pointed look. 
 
    “I think you'd be a fool to believe such a thing,” Brendan said simply. “But if it's your wish to stay here, that is up to you.” His gaze flicked to me before Ulvic could reply. “And you? Will you come with me?” 
 
    “I...” My heart wanted to trust him, but I still knew nothing about him. Where had he been all these years? I plucked up my courage to ask the question I'd longed to know the answer to my whole life. “Why did you leave us...me and mum?” 
 
    His eyes darkened to two murky pools. “There's a company...an organisation of sorts, called IDAHO. The Immortal Discernment and Advancement for Humanity Organisation. They keep Immortals in captivity, test on them. They find ways for Immortals to benefit humans. They learnt of Varick's work towards a cure for Vampirism and-” 
 
    “Varick's work?” I cut him off. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I assumed he'd told you?” He glanced away and my heart caved in. 
 
    “No,” I muttered. 
 
    “He was part of a coven who were trying to find the cure.” Brendan glanced at Ulvic who looked as surprised about this news as I was. “They injected a girl called Kaitlin, our ancestor, with the serum. But one of the Helsings found them before they could test her blood.” Brendan lowered his voice to a whisper, “Varick saved her life.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” I breathed, my heart racing. 
 
    “I know one of the Vampires he worked with. She fled from the Helsings, only later returning for the girl.” 
 
    “So Varick knew I was the cure? Ever since we met?” My voice was rising but I couldn't help myself. Doubt poured through me like a dam breaking in my chest. 
 
    “Perhaps so,” Brendan said. 
 
    “Explains a lot,” Ulvic muttered. 
 
    My breathing became rapid as I tried to fight back the horrible possibility that the only reason Varick had protected me for so long was that I offered him a chance of returning to his human form. Something he'd wanted ever since he'd been turned. Something he wanted more than blood. More than anything. 
 
    I realigned my thoughts to my first question, not knowing Brendan well enough to share my fears with him and certainly not wanting to voice them in front of Ulvic. “What does this have to do with you leaving home?” 
 
    Brendan's brows pulled together. “That same organisation who were hunting for the cure discovered my existence. They came for me one night as I was leaving work.” 
 
    “Who?” I breathed. 
 
    “Vampires,” he growled. “IDAHO used them to find me. They didn't know about you. And I never told them...” 
 
    I shook my head, my heart splintering and cracking. “Oh.”  
 
    “I'd never give you up.” His eyes sparkled at me. 
 
    “It's true that they took him,” Ulvic said, clearing his throat. “I met Brendan at one of their institutions. Though I didn't know what purpose he served there...” 
 
    “You worked for them?” I gave Ulvic a horrified look before facing my father. “But you were their prisoner!” I snapped. “How could you be friends with anyone who worked for the people who did that to you?” 
 
    Brendan eyes darkened. “It isn't like you imagine. I wasn't kept in a cage. At first, I fought them, I tried to escape. But after many years, I found comfort in assisting their work. I grew curious about my own blood, the cure. I wanted to understand it, too.” 
 
    “So you just stayed there? You gave up on trying to get back to us?” My lower lip trembled. 
 
    Brendan shook his head, but Ulvic answered before he could, “Your father had no choice, Selena. You don't know these people. They're cages might not be made of iron bars, but they're up here.” He tapped his temple. 
 
    I took a calming breath, gazing at Brendan. “So how are you here now? How did you get away from IDAHO?” I narrowed my eyes on him. Did he still work for them? Is that why he wanted us to go with him? 
 
    “I escaped a couple of years ago,” he said quietly. “With some of the others being kept there. There was a rebellion of sorts and I decided to be a part of it. I may have cooperated with them for a long time, but ultimately...I wanted to leave.” 
 
    “But you didn't come home?” I asked in a small voice, feeling like a young girl once more. 
 
    Brendan bowed his head. “It was too dangerous. I couldn't risk bringing IDAHO to your front door. They've been hunting me ever since.” 
 
    Ulvic nodded. “And they keep tabs on those who've worked with them, like me. To make sure their work doesn't get leaked.” 
 
    Brendan nodded. “If there's one belief I share with IDAHO, it's that the less who knows about the cure, the better.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “Because it could cause a war, Selena. Hunters would seek to destroy it to keep their games, and Vampires would kill to find it.” 
 
    I nodded, sniffing as a tear trailed down my cheek, thinking of how different things could have been if Brendan had never been taken away. 
 
    “There is much more that needs to be said.” Brendan said gently. “But I fear staying on this island any longer. Will you come with me, Selena?” 
 
    My heart softened as I gave in to the idea, heading somewhere safe with my father... 
 
    I nodded slowly. “As long as the other Vampires are welcome, too. And Thames.” 
 
    My father smiled, clearly relieved. “Of course. Everyone on this island is welcome in my home.” He turned to Ulvic. “That invitation will remain, even after we have departed tonight.” 
 
    Ulvic nodded briefly, sipping his drink again. 
 
    “What about the wolves?” I asked, frowning, thinking of Jameson. “Will they be given a choice to leave?” 
 
    Ulvic tutted. “Of course they won't leave. They would never abandon their pack. Their home.” 
 
    I ground my teeth, praying Ulvic was right in thinking that the Helsings wouldn't come here after we left. 
 
    I glanced back at Ulvic as he polished off his brandy. I didn't have many possessions here. And the last thing I wanted to bring with me was the dress from the game. “Goodbye,” I said to him, stepping toward the door. “And thank you,” I added as an afterthought. 
 
    “Good luck, Selena,” he muttered, though I wasn't sure why. 
 
    I followed my father back to the beach, soaking in the calm of the snowy world. The clouds were drawn like a curtain across the sky, dipping the forest in deep, inky tones. 
 
    When Varick came into view on the beach, standing amongst the other Vampires and the circling wolves, I fought back my doubts about him. 
 
    The intensity in his gaze was surely love? He looked as though he'd he'd throw himself in front of a bullet for me. But a cruel, all-knowing voice in the back of my mind whispered my worst fears. 
 
    You...or the cure? 
 
    Varick rushed to my side, searching my gaze. “Is all well?” 
 
    “Yes,” I lied quickly, diverting my gaze to my father's boat out in the bay. “He wants us to go with him.” 
 
    I felt Varick's eyes burning holes in my head, but couldn't bear to meet them in case he read the doubt in my expression. “And?” 
 
    “And I think it's a good idea.” I forced myself to face him, glancing up beneath my lashes. “He says he knows about the cure.” 
 
    Instead of excitement or intrigue, I only saw trepidation in his eyes. “Did he now...” 
 
    “Yes.” I tugged Varick's sleeve. “And I trust him.” 
 
    He nodded slowly, absorbing my words. “If you trust him, then I do too.” 
 
    I gripped his arm before he could step away, preparing to voice the question in my mind. “He told me you worked on the cure once. That you saved my ancestor...Kaitlin?” 
 
    He inclined his head. “I hid her from the Helsings.” 
 
    I chewed my lip a moment before asking in a tiny voice, “Did you know I was the cure since you met me? Is that why you're drawn to me?” My voice was rising but I couldn't help myself, my breathing growing ragged. 
 
    Varick's eyes flared with anger. “Is that what you think? That I'm using you?” he spat. 
 
    Cass floated toward us, evidently sensing the tension between us. 
 
    “How long have you known?” I repeated, glaring up at him. 
 
    “I suspected, that's all,” he said in a resigned voice. “Towards the end of the first game, that's how long.” 
 
    I fell silent, soaking in his words. 
 
    “After I kissed you,” he growled, shifting closer. “After I felt hope again. After you awakened so much more in me than anyone had in my entire immortality.” 
 
    He reached for me and I melted, dissolving into his arms. “I'm sorry,” I breathed. “I shouldn't have doubted you.” 
 
    Ulvic appeared from the trees, clearing his throat. He gestured to his wolves and they all hurried to line up before him, everyone but Jameson who stayed at Cass's side. 
 
    “Alpha,” Ulvic growled and Jameson tentatively padded over to join them, sitting at the forefront of the group. Ulvic pointed back at the trees before commanding in a powerful voice, “Return to the cabin. None of you will be leaving this island with them.” His gaze landed on Jameson who barked his fury. “I order you to go,” Ulvic snarled and the wolves thundered into the trees. All but Jameson who dug in his paws, whimpering as if in pain. 
 
    “He can make his own choice!” Cass snapped, her crimson hair flowing behind her in the wind. 
 
    “Let him speak for himself,” Varick snarled, squaring up to Ulvic, but Ulvic snapped his fingers and Jameson charged off into the trees. 
 
    My heart rate rose as Ulvic gazed from Varick to Cass, daring either of them to challenge his authority. “I've been good to you Vampires. But do not test my generosity. Jameson is part of this pack. And I will not let him out of my sight again.” 
 
    “You have no right,” Cass growled, baring her fangs. 
 
    Varick took her arm, keeping her back. 
 
    “No, you have no right,” Ulvic spat. “Get off my island.” He pointed toward Brendan's catamaran and Varick guided Cass back down the beach, nodding to Kodiak in encouragement. 
 
    I threw Cass an apologetic frown as I walked beside her, following my father toward his catamaran. The furious howls of Jameson carried to us from the trees and I slipped my hand in to Varick's. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I said quietly as we stepped onto the boat. 
 
    “Don't be,” he muttered, turning his eye back to the island. “This isn't over.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Kite 
 
      
 
    Five Years Ago 
 
    Poppy wasn't a kid anymore. She wore make-up and sang songs written by stupid boy bands that thought they were cool. She had more friends than me. It figured. Poppy was the kind of girl everyone liked. All smiles and kindness. Offering seats to people she didn't know on the bus. Throwing spare change into the hands of the homeless. I was harder, colder. Less open to people. I found the pressing bodies of London suffocating, where as she enjoyed the weave and dance of people as they made their way to the underground station. I was dark, she was light. It had become more and more that way as we'd grown up. I became more like my Dad, whilst she became more like Mum. We were polar opposites and yet still, somehow, closer than we'd ever been. 
 
    Mum was playing the piano, humming along to Come All Ye Faithful a few days before Christmas. Dad was working. He was always working. I hadn't noticed it when we were younger because he always brought us presents when he came home, told us stories at bedtime, made up for the time he wasn't there. He didn't do that anymore. Nowadays, we barely saw him. And when we did, he was distant. He looked older. I was only thirteen and though he'd always looked old to me, he didn't seem youthful like he once had. His dark hair was turning grey. He wasn't fat and happy, he was grossly thin and always in a grim mood. 
 
    Mum made up for his absence though. Always happy, always baking or laughing, or singing songs. She seemed happier every day. But it was only today, when I really looked at her sitting there, whilst Poppy copied the dance of a girl band on the TV, that I saw through it. The way she glanced anxiously toward the door. Constantly checking the time. She did that a lot. As if she wondered when Dad was going to get home. As if he might not come home. 
 
    I left the book I was reading on the table. I liked to read. Liked the quiet, where Poppy liked the loud. All enjoyed within the same room somehow. 
 
    I moved to Mum's side as she hummed the last of her tune and her hands fell still. 
 
    “Christmas soon.” I smiled. “I wonder what Santa will bring.” 
 
    “Ha. Ha,” Poppy said from across the room. We'd managed to keep the lie going until last year. Ten years old. Much older than the rest of her class. I loved how much she believed in things. Her whole heart was invested. I envied her of that. 
 
    Mum gripped my hand, her wedding band pinching my skin.“Your father's had a big promotion this year. We're thinking of going away for Christmas, would you like that?” 
 
    “What?” I blurted and Poppy stopped dancing.“We've already set up the tree. What do you mean we're going away?” 
 
    She nodded, smiling brightly. Too brightly.“Yes. Anywhere you like. How does Disneyland sound?” 
 
    “Disneyland!?” Poppy jumped up and down, grinning her wide grin. 
 
    “Yes,” Mum said enthusiastically, but tears were in her eyes. 
 
    “Mum?” I gripped her fingers, sensing something was wrong. 
 
    A bang came at the door before she answered me. The kind of ear-splitting sound that only exists in horror movies. When someone's trying to get in. 
 
    We all turned, as one, looking toward the hallway that led to the front door. 
 
    Mum stood, her hand loosening on mine. I tried to hold on, but she pulled away, striding toward the noise. 
 
    BANG. 
 
    I jumped, a gasp escaping me as I backed up. Poppy was at my side in seconds, gripping my arm. 
 
    “Mum?” Poppy called as she crept toward the hall. 
 
    Mum glanced back as a huge crack sounded then feet pounded into the hallway. 
 
    “Go!” Mum hissed. “Hide!” 
 
    But it was too late. Three men in balaclavas stormed into the room, dragging my father behind them. His face was black and blue, his shirt torn as they threw him to the floor at my mother's feet. Blood spread across the sheepskin rug from a wound I couldn't see. 
 
    I pushed Poppy back, my heart pounding in my ears.  
 
    “No!” Mum dropped to Dad's side, cradling him in her arms. “What have you done-” 
 
    She didn't finish that sentence as one of the men whipped the butt of a gun across her head and she dropped to the floor beside Dad. 
 
    I screamed. Poppy screamed. The collective sound rang in my ears, so loud I couldn't hear anything else. I didn't think I'd ever hear anything else after that moment. 
 
    “You happy now?” One of the men grabbed hold of my father's lapels, dragging him upright. “I didn't wanna bring this to your family. But you steal from me, you steal from IDAHO.” 
 
    “I'm sorry, I'm sorry. Please, leave them alone. I'll pay you back. I'll get the money. I'll do anything you say!” Dad was in bits. I'd never seen him so weak. A gun swung to meet his forehead and Poppy screamed again, burying her face in my shoulder. 
 
    I gazed on, shaking. I didn't know what to do. Didn't know anything but what I'd been told at school. Ring 999 in an emergency. Useless now. I never considered it before. But when the emergency's happening, it's too late for help. Best case scenario, the police eventually show up and carry the bodies out one by one. Open a crime scene. 
 
    “Dad?” I said, my voice breaking. I wanted answers. I was angry. Angrier and more scared than I'd ever been. 
 
    “Your daddy's a thief, girl,” the man who'd spoken before addressed me. He had an accent, but in all the chaos I couldn't place it. No words would come to my head but these: Dad is a lie. Just like Santa had been. He isn't a businessman. He's a criminal. 
 
    “Don't listen, darling, don't listen,” Dad begged from the floor. 
 
    “This isn't how I wanted it to be, you know that?” The man pointed the gun at my mother. “But orders are orders.” 
 
    One of the men behind him grabbed his arm. “We don't kill them,” he growled and hope lifted my heart. 
 
    Yes. Maybe we'd survive this. Maybe we'd all walk free. Dad would explain. This could all be explained. 
 
    The leader shrugged him off and pulled the trigger. Mum slumped to the floor and I froze. My world crumpled in on itself. Poppy was sobbing, her nails raking along my arm. But I couldn't feel anything but the silent tears gliding down my cheeks. Always the same. Poppy loud, me quiet. Even now that didn't change. 
 
    “Get rid of the kids. We don't need any more mess to clean up here,” the leader ordered and the other two men moved towards us. 
 
    “NO!” Dad roared, throwing himself at the man with the gun. Another shot sounded and that was it. My world ceased as I knew it. I was an orphan. Poppy was an orphan. And we were about to be two very dead orphans. 
 
      
 
    ◐ ☼ ◐ 
 
      
 
    “Stop the boat!” Mercy flew out of the cabin and I watched with interest as she charged down the deck on her high heels with more grace than should have been possible. 
 
    The engine cut out and I headed in her direction to see what all the fuss was about. Her hand was clamped around her iPhone, wheeling it left and right as she moved from one side of the yacht to the other. “Here, Varick's supposed to be right here,” she said through her teeth. 
 
    The crew looked reluctant to speak, glancing awkwardly between one another. 
 
    I moved to her side, resting my elbows on the railing. “Well I guess that's that.” 
 
    She left out a dramatic huff, glaring at the dark sea in utter confusion. My ears pricked up at a noise approaching, a sound that didn't belong in the middle of the ocean. 
 
    A song was playing, growing louder as it drew closer. 
 
    “I've paid my dues...” 
 
    I looked to Mercy as she lifted her head, evidently hearing it too. 
 
    “Time after time...” 
 
    She hurried back to my side, gazing down into the water. 
 
    “I've done my sentence. But committed no crime...” 
 
    I snorted a laugh, unable to help myself as Mercy's pretty features contorted into manic fury. She was beetroot red. 
 
    As a large log floated closer and closer, the song blared out the chorus full volume and Queen's We Are The Champions filled the air. 
 
    “WE ARE THE CHAMPIONS MY FRIENDS, AND WE'LL KEEP ON FIGHTING TILL THE END!” 
 
    As the log floated past us, I spotted one of the tablets from the last game, blaring out the music. 
 
    Mercy pointed at it, her face going from beetroot to tomato to aubergine in less than a minute. 
 
    “WE ARE THE CHAMPIONS, WE ARE THE CHAMPIONS! NO TIME FOR LOSERS, CAUSE WE ARE THE CHAMPIONS...OF THE WORLD!” 
 
    “BRING THAT TO ME NOW!” Mercy screeched and several of her crew jumped into action, someone providing a long pole to manoeuvre the log closer to the yacht, and all the while We Are The Champions blared around us. I hadn't felt like laughing so much since way before I'd been turned. Whoever had thought of this needed some kind of award. 
 
    Mercy approached me, venom in her eyes. “You think it's funny, do you?” 
 
    “Clearly.” 
 
    She looked like she was about to hit me, when one of her crew called, “Get the log! Stop that music now!” 
 
    I leant over the railing, watching and Mercy did the same, her golden hair blowing in and out of my face. My eyes narrowed on the device as one of the men reached for it. A click sounded, probably a sound only I was capable of hearing over the music and the sloshing water. And a faint ticking sound reached me just as another chorus of We Are The Champions started up. It took me less than a second longer to spot the grenade, the pin attached to the tablet the man was extracting from the log. 
 
    I didn't hesitate, I jumped, launching myself into the water. 
 
    I'd barely hit it before the whole world was torn apart. My vision exploded with light.  
 
    Red – white - blue.  
 
    I was forced further underwater from the explosion, the entire yacht blown to pieces, debris blasted through the sea like shrapnel. 
 
    As I resurfaced, I gasped at the sight of the huge fireball billowing into the dark sky above me. There was nothing left of the yacht but planks of wood. I gazed left and right, unable to believe my luck, a smile growing and growing on my face. 
 
    No-effing -way. This has got to be my miracle. 
 
    I turned to swim away, knowing my strength could get me to land. Freedom was so close, I could taste it. 
 
    “Don't you dare!” Mercy's voice caught my ear and I turned, grimacing at the sight of the remote control clutched in her fist, managing to point it at me as she clung to a plank of wood with her other hand. 
 
    I groaned my frustration. “Why can't you be dead?” 
 
    “Because-” A wave hit her in the face and she resurfaced with a splutter, her hair plastered to her cheeks and her mascara running everywhere. “I'm a bloody Helsing!” 
 
   


  
 

 Jameson 
 
    I hadn't been this out of control since Ignus had taken away my humanity and turned me into a full-blown wolf during his experiments. I wasn't just human-pissed. I was wolf-pissed. The kind of angry that was definitely going to end in someone getting their head chewed off if I wasn't careful. I was the strongest of my pack. Especially when we turned. But the only person I really wanted to bite right then was Ulvic. 
 
    Fighting his command over us was futile. I was completely unable to. My limbs would move without me ever choosing to let them. It was a sick bloody hold he had over us. But in all the years he'd had that control, he'd never abused his power. Not until now. Over me. When he knew full-well, I would choose to leave with Varick and the others. I loved my pack fiercely. I'd die for them. But Varick was like a brother; I had a bond with him that probably would have outweighed my loyalty to my pack if I was ever released from Ulvic's hold. 
 
    I returned to the cabin, padding up the steps and ramming my head into the door so it nearly swung off its hinges. The other wolves were sitting inside, half of them already turned human again. I headed past them, hearing Emerico call after me in his Latino tones, “He does it to protect you, hermano!” 
 
    I snarled a response, heading into my bedroom that had been vacated by Thames; it was laden with band posters from the sixties, plus a record player that took up most of the remaining space in the small room. I might have been the Alpha, but Ulvic had yet to find me a female he deemed worthy of pair-bonding with me. So my room remained mine and was therefore the smallest. Did I care? Not one bit. In fact, I'd made it clear to Ulvic a long time ago that I wasn't willing to pair up with just any chick. I was a free entity. And I planned on remaining that way. One night stands aside... 
 
    I shifted out of my wolf form, dragging on some jeans and a shirt before storming back downstairs to face Ulvic. 
 
    Emerico was half dressed in chinos, pulling on a white shirt that stood out against his golden skin. He ran at me the moment I stepped off of the last stair, his ebony curls falling loose in his eyes. “Jameson,” he warned, thrusting a hand into my chest to hold me back. He was young, barely more than a pup at fifteen years old; the Omega of the group. So his hold on me was nothing more than a gesture. 
 
    My shoulders were squared as I gazed at Ulvic by the bar, casually pouring himself a drink. Nadine had an amused look on her face as she pulled on a too-tight jumper, showing off her hourglass curves. She gathered her plum-coloured hair up into a pony-tail, gazing between us keenly. 
 
    Blake and Kida padded down the stairs behind me, the Amazonian twins each taking hold of one of my arms. 
 
    “Enough,” Ulvic said, shaking his head. “Jameson wouldn't fight me.” 
 
    I shrugged out of the twins' hold and they shared a look that said they weren't convinced. Emerico backed up, letting me pass, his ebony eyes wheeling between us. I passed the remaining wolves who were growling at me, evidently concerned I'd actually attack our master. But we all knew that wasn't possible. All Ulvic had to do was command me not to. But he'd yet to say the words... 
 
    “You need to remember your place, Alpha,” Ulvic snapped, pinning me with a cold stare. “We are strongest as a unit. If the Helsings turn up here-” 
 
    “Then they will have your head on a platter and I'll be the first at the buffet.” I grinned at him and he glared right back. Course, I knew deep down I would never really betray Ulvic. I loved him in a way that was hard to explain. But liking him was another matter today. 
 
    Ulvic shook his head, looking to Emerico. “Will you set such an example to our newest member?” 
 
    “Em's been here for nearly five years,” I scoffed, shouldering Emerico playfully to show my solidarity. 
 
    Emerico bowed his head. “I know I have a lot yet to learn.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and Nadine gave me a wicked smile. 
 
    Yeah lap it up, Nadine. 
 
    Ulvic sipped from a tankard marked with the flag of Wales. “Take Emerico to North Point. You'll be his teacher tonight.” 
 
    I groaned loudly at the punishment, but Emerico looked thrilled, his eyes widening like two bright pennies. 
 
    “I can go, too,” Nadine offered. “There's a few things I'd like to refresh myself on.” She sucked her fat lower lip and Ulvic nodded, waving a hand in agreement.  
 
    Great. 
 
    I ground my teeth. I was not in the mood for babysitting. If anything, all I wanted to do was figure out a loophole in Ulvic's command that meant I could follow Varick. 
 
    “You'll not leave the island and you'll be back by dawn,” Ulvic instructed, evidently reading my I'm-getting-the-crap-outta-here-one-way-or-another-bro expression. 
 
    “Fine,” I snarled, jerking my head toward the door. Nadine grabbed a pair of shorts, pulling them on under her jumper before following. Her tan legs were left on show to distract me. But her usual displays were going to get her all of nowhere tonight. Probably. 
 
    “Mi hermano! Tell us about Raskdød,” Emerico fell into step beside me, his feet bare. 
 
    Nadine joined my side, linking an arm through mine. “We heard you helped kill Ignus Helsing.” 
 
    “I guess I was kinda involved.” Exaggeration? Yep. I'd not even been in the same wing of the hotel when Varick had ripped his heart out still beating – man, he was badass. 
 
    “Ulvic won't talk about it,” Emerico said in hushed tones as we stepped into the trees. 
 
    Ulvic's relationship with Ignus had been secret for years, but he'd confided in me once, followed up swiftly by a command never to tell anyone. Trust wasn't a thing Ulvic dished out easily. Not that I would have ratted on him anyway. And besides, it hadn't been until a few weeks ago I'd learned how much of a psychopath his boyfriend really was. 
 
    Seeing as I was hella-pissed with Ulvic at that moment, telling them the truth would have been a dream come true. That he'd shacked up with a guy whose idea of fun was slicing Immortals open and seeing what he could make 'em do. But my pack were still fairly naive to the ways of the Helsings. Since Ulvic had come along and rounded us up one by one, we'd all lived fairly sheltered lives. Especially since he'd bought Skorpa Island. We rarely left the place. To keep us 'safe'. 
 
    “Well, I'll start at the beginning.” I puffed out my chest. Far-be-it from me to shun an opportunity to show off. 
 
      
 
    ◐ ☼ ◐ 
 
      
 
    North Point was the furthest corner of the island from our cabin. Not surprising, considering Ulvic probably didn't fancy me looking at him like he was a rare steak tonight. I wasn't going to forgive him easily. Nope. I was owed an apology. And some grovelling. And possibly some sort of expensive gift. And it had better be something good. An Xbox or a fifty-inch TV that I'd make him try to hang on my forty-inch wall. 
 
    “It'll definitely fit, Ulvic. I measured it”– sucker. 
 
    The cliffs at the north end of the island funnelled into a sharp point where the rocks curved upwards like a tidal wave, forming a cave within the curve. Ulvic had made the place semi-comfortable with fur blankets and an old gas lantern. There was even a camping stove and lighter fluid, but we wouldn't be cooking tonight. We'd be hunting game on the island, wolf-style. I was glad Nadine had come along for that purpose alone. Emerico was yet to grasp the unity needed for a hunt. But Nadine was in tune with her wolf form as much as I was mine. So we'd make a good team whilst Emerico learned by observing. 
 
    By the time the moon was dipping low toward the horizon, we'd made a decent kill, my muzzle bloodied and my heart pounding as I led the others back to North Point. Our clothes lay in piles around the rocky space, a fire crackling at the heart of it. 
 
    Nadine shifted out of her cloud-grey wolf form and took her time getting dressed. We'd all seen each other naked a thousand times. And it was an integral part of pack training that we learned to become disengaged with the sight of each other's naked bodies. Evidently Emerico was still grasping that trait as he gawped in Nadine's direction. She liked the attention, always trying to convince higher ranking males to take her on as their mate. Me most of all. But Nadine wasn't much my type, even though she was hot-AF. I'd always kept the place of my mate widely open. And held firmly to the opinion that no one would fill that spot unless they were exceptional. Admittedly, I knew that wasn't the real reason I avoided taking a mate. I didn't really believe anyone could fill that role. Exceptional or not. Once I'd had my time with a girl, I grew bored. It was always the same. Something I'd accepted a long time ago. I was meant to be alone. That's the way I was made. Fact. 
 
    I sat across from Emerico at the fire and Nadine fell into the space beside me. I felt the separation from Cass scoring through my body. We'd spent a lot of time together in the game, relied on each other for comfort. That's why I was pining. Why I wanted to follow her. Why I'd rather it was her pressing up against me over Nadine. But I let Nadine get close tonight, just for once. Seeing as I was feeling at a loss. Probably needed some sort of distraction anyway. It might as well have been her. 
 
    Asshole. 
 
    “Tell us the wolf code again,” Emerico demanded, his eyes bright and shining. The kid was about as close to a little brother as I'd ever had. Varick had always been on my level, if anything taking the role of older bro. But Emerico looked to me for guidance. And that was a feeling I liked, seeing as puffing up my ego was one of my favourite hobbies. Course, reciting the wolf code was about the last thing I wanted to do right then. If there was one time I'd ever not wanted to be a wolf, it was tonight. 
 
    I sighed, dropping back onto my elbows to prop myself up. “You know it.” 
 
    “But you say it best,” Emerico encouraged. 
 
    I sighed, looking to Nadine. “Go on, Alpha.” Her long lashes fluttered. 
 
    I cleared my throat, soaking in the feel of their gaze on me. “Alone we fail, in strength we rise. The wolf bows to no one but the pack. Together we set our eye on greatness, but beware the weak link for it is the pack's undoing.” 
 
    Emerico started clapping and I shook my head, bemused. Nadine ran her fingers up my arm. “No weak links here.” 
 
    I lifted my arms over my head – subtly shaking her off - cupping my head with my hands. “We'll agree to disagree,” I muttered. 
 
    “Who's weak?” Emerico gasped as if I were accusing him. 
 
    “Not you,” Nadine said. “He means Ulvic.” Her voice had lowered in fear as if my remark had been blasphemous. 
 
    “He's just a man, you realise?” I lifted a brow, angling myself toward her. 
 
    Her hair had fallen loose around her shoulders, framing her heart-shaped face. “He's our master.” Her words sounded almost reverent. I couldn't blame her. Before I went to Raskdød, I'd idolised Ulvic almost as much as them. He'd saved each and every one of us from being hunted into extinction with the rest of the Werewolves. We were in debt to him, which was why his hold over us was iron-clad. Once we'd let our guard down and trusted him fully, his command over us was binding. Like a dog to its owner. 
 
    “Well I think he's wonderful,” Nadine cooed. Half the girls had a crush on Ulvic at one time or another. Guess being our 'master' had its allure. Was I the only one who had any gay-dar around here? 
 
    “Dunno, think I'm getting tired of having a master.” I rolled over, exposing my bare back to them. I didn't fancy cub-sitting any longer. And certainly not two pups who were lovelorn over the man who'd just separated me from Cass - uh- Varick. This was about my friend, wasn't it? Damn, my head was messed up since we'd escaped the Helsings.  
 
    “You're supposed to be teaching us,” Emerico whined and I ignored him. 
 
    “Leave him alone, he's been through a lot.” Nadine laid down behind me like she might if we were in wolf form, her body curving around mine for warmth. 
 
    Not really appropriate but if I imagined real hard, I got a pretty nice image of a redhead with endless legs wrapping herself around me. Guess imagination was all I had left of her now. Unless I could convince Ulvic to let me follow them... 
 
    Yah – fat chance of that happening. 
 
    Nadine brushed her fingers down my back and I decided to let her soothe me. So what if I was being needy as hell? I had damn good reason to be. But was I really gonna lie there pining after some girl who had probably forgotten about me already? Alright, maybe not completely. I mean, who could really forget these abs? But she still wasn't going to be lying in a cave somewhere in a ball of self-pity over it. Nope, apparently that was just me. And it was a downright first by my records. 
 
      
 
    ◐ ☼ ◐ 
 
      
 
    We returned to the cabin before dawn in wolf form, my grumbling stomach reminding me I hadn't eaten much since we'd returned to Skorpa. I mean sure, I'd had breakfast, lunch and dinner, but I was a major snacker. Had I really been that distracted that I'd eaten less than usual? There was definitely something serious wrong with me... 
 
    Whilst Ulvic harped on at me about the wolf code and why I should put the pack first and forget about going after the others, I tuned him out and mentally cooked myself a breakfast. 
 
    Bacon...mushrooms...tomatoes...eggs – fried or scrambled? - fried...yeah definitely fried. Or wait...what about poached? 
 
    “Are you listening to me?!” Ulvic bellowed, his face turning red. 
 
    Some of the other wolves barked their laughter as I tried to stop drooling – not so easy when you're a one hundred and fifty pound wolf with a bottomless stomach. I shifted back into my human form, standing upright and grabbing a throw from the sofa to wrap around my waist. 
 
    “No,” I said frankly. “I was thinking about breakfast.” I glanced over his shoulder in the direction of the kitchen. 
 
    Ulvic pointed a trembling finger at me. Rage spewed from him. But I'd woken up in a much more normal mood than yesterday and today I was going to face his bullshit as I usually did; with complete indifference. 
 
    “You'd better start falling in line, Jameson, or I'll-” 
 
    “You'll what?” I drawled, brushing past him as I headed into the kitchen. 
 
    “You're acting like a spoiled cub!” he shouted after me, but I ignored him, opening the fridge and stacking food into my arms. 
 
    Emerico padded after me, looking like he was about to try and talk me down. “Save it,” I muttered, dumping a wad of bacon by the stove. 
 
    “I just think-” Emerico started, but I held up a hand, a noise catching my ear. “Come on Jameson, I hate all this tension.” 
 
    “Quiet, will you?” I hissed, dropping the rest of the food I was holding and moving to the window. 
 
    “What?” he whispered, hurrying to my side. Dawn was barely in the air yet, the stars still shining brightly down from the heavens. Though it seemed entirely calm beyond the window, every bone in my body sensed something was wrong. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Just listen,” I snapped and he turned his ear toward the window. 
 
    “Footsteps,” Emerico breathed, confirming my fears. 
 
    I nodded once, marching back to the cabin, “Ulvic-” I growled, doing a brief headcount of the room. My gut wrenched when I realised three of us were missing. 
 
    “Oh do give it a rest, Jameson. I'm weary of the argument.” Ulvic slumped into a chair, rubbing his eyes. 
 
    “Someone's here,” Emerico hissed, pointing at the door. 
 
    Without Mekiah and Reason, the next strongest wolves -  besides me - were the twins. Blake and Kida were already stripping, readying to turn. 
 
    I took control, stepping to the centre of the room. “Blake, Kida, go find the others.” I rounded on Nadine. “Upstairs, take Emerico-” 
 
    “What?” she protested, springing to her feet from the sofa. 
 
    Before anyone had moved, a gut-wrenching howl sliced through the air, carrying to us from beyond the cabin. Another followed it and I didn't waste a second. A ripple of heat ran down my spine as my body changed, every inch of me splitting and tearing apart. But the pain was nothing today; the fear consumed me. The second I became a wolf, my hearing tripled and I heard everything. Heard the screaming howls, the breaking bones, heard my own heart pound in my ears like a rainstorm. Above it all, I heard them. The voices of two people who made my blood turn to ice. 
 
    The Helsings were here. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Jameson 
 
    I fled through the forest, my legs not moving fast enough as the death of my pack members surrounded me. The cracking of twigs beneath my paws made me flinch; every other sound wasn't a twig but a bone, a bone of my companion. Just up ahead. 
 
    Not far now. Just keep moving. 
 
    Blake and Kido were flanking me, two steps behind. I was the fastest, the fiercest, but I knew I'd act without sense or reason in this state. The smell of the Helsings' blood called to me. I longed to spill it. I'd have it run over my muzzle, my paws, I'd bathe in it when I was done with them. 
 
    I broke through the trees just in time to see Abraham's thick arms locked around Sampson's neck. He was dark grey; the oldest of the pack. He'd taught me so much about being a wolf. 
 
    I rammed my head into Abraham's hip, throwing him off balance, but it was too late. Sampson sprawled to the floor, his body limp in death. 
 
    Jess and Ryan were already dead, still in wolf form, discarded like broken toys amongst the trees. 
 
    No. This isn't happening. It's not happening. 
 
    I threw myself at Abraham, my claws ripping his fine jacket to shreds. He roared his fury at me, throwing a fist into my ribs. I was knocked sideways. I crashed through the mud and the snow, rolling and rolling until I managed to regain my feet. 
 
    Abraham lifted his pistol, aiming it at Blake then Kida. “Enough!” he boomed. “We are only here to talk.” 
 
    Blake whined as he spotted his mate, Jess, dead on the ground, launching himself at Abraham. I panicked, fearing his death with all my heart. Kida got there first, barging Blake aside as Abraham pulled the trigger. Kida's shoulder took the wound, but the damage wasn't fatal. The two of them stumbled back in fear, Blake bowing his head to lick the blood from Kida's shoulder. 
 
    My hackles rose as I slowly approached Abraham, my razor-sharp teeth bared. One, well-aimed bite could take him down. But I'd likely go out with him. 
 
    Abraham swung his pistol toward me and I pressed my forehead to the butt. I'd die for all of them, if that's what it took to stop this. 
 
    “Hello Alpha.” Abraham smiled, the expression somehow cold and calculating. 
 
    I growled, readying to launch myself at him, ready to die. 
 
    Kida barked and I swung toward the warning sound. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    With a crack and rustle of branches, someone dropped from the trees, clamping a heavy collar around my neck. A whirring caught my ear and a needle slammed into my throat before I could react. Katherine's fingers were tangled in my fur, her laughter ringing through the trees. My vision clouded and darkened but I watched in horror as Blake and Kida willingly took a collar whilst Abraham kept his gun steadied on me. 
 
    My legs began to wobble as I snapped feebly in Katherine's direction. She aimed a sharp kick at my side and I sprawled across the ground, falling into darkness. 
 
      
 
    ◐ ☼ ◐ 
 
      
 
    I woke to screams. Horrible, gut-wrenching screams. 
 
    Blinking slowly, I was groggy as I came to, finding blood spreading over my paws in a thickening pool. Not my blood... 
 
    “I'm growing tired of this, Ulvic,” Abraham growled. “How many more fingers do you want to lose for the sake of a girl and a Vampire?” 
 
    I blinked again, glancing up through the haze encasing my mind. I tried to speak, but realised too late I was still a wolf, a snarl rolling past my lips instead. 
 
    “He's awake,” Katherine said and I managed to lift my head enough to locate her in the cabin. Her long hair was wound in a Rapunzel-style plait, her hands smeared with blood; one of them fisted around a handgun. 
 
    Ulvic was strapped to a wooden chair, his wrist clamped in Abraham's hold who was perched casually on the sofa. He played with a switch-knife in his other hand, the blade stained red. My stomach rolled as I took in the remains of Ulvic's left hand. 
 
    I shut my eyes, wishing to return to the darkness. But I had to face this. Had to fight. 
 
    Unsteadily, I rose to my feet, knowing I wasn't yet strong enough to take them on. My heart beat harder at the thought of my pack and I spun violently around, trying to locate them. In a row along the cabin walls were what remained of us. Alive; their bellies rising and falling. Emerico, Nadine, Blake and Kida; all under the restraints of collars. My heart sank. We were done for. Our only chance of surviving was Ulvic giving up Varick and Selena. But I'd die before that happened.  
 
    How had two Hunters taken on my entire pack? 
 
    We could have been prepared. This is Ulvic's fault. 
 
    “You don't seem to be getting the message,” Katherine said, walking purposefully toward the row of wolves behind me. She aimed a rifle down at Kida's head and I barked sharply, rushing toward her. A swift kick took me to the floor again and I cursed whatever poison they'd injected me with. I could feel it slipping away though. The veil was drawing back and my strength would soon return. But how long would that take? 
 
    “How many of your wolves will you let die?” Katherine demanded. 
 
    Ulvic panted through his teeth, his body trembling and soaked in sweat. “I told you...I don't know where they are. I only helped my wolves escape the game. I have nothing to do with them!” 
 
    “Liar,” Katherine hissed, swinging her gun toward him. “We have witnesses who saw you leave the island with them!” 
 
    “They saw wrong!” Ulvic cried. 
 
    “Tell me...how much do you love these mutts?” Abraham dropped Ulvic's mangled hand and he cried out in pain. 
 
    “More th-than anything,” Ulvic sobbed, straining against the restraints around his chest. “Please. Don't kill any more of them.” 
 
    “Then tell us the truth. Did you help Varick and Selena escape?” Abraham asked, his tone as cool as ice. 
 
    Ulvic broke down, sobbing loudly. Abraham strode to his side, violently cutting the cords around him and dragging him to his feet. “Tell me,” he snarled, pulling Ulvic within an inch of his face. 
 
    Ulvic somehow managed to calm down, his breathing ragged as he finally gave in. “Y-yes. I he-helped them. But only to save my w-wolves.” 
 
    His words tore me apart. 
 
    No - don't give them up you traitor. 
 
    Abraham sucked in a slow, calm breath, firmly placing Ulvic down in an armchair. He took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the speckles of blood from Ulvic's cheeks. “Alright, that's all we wanted to hear. Just tell us the truth and no one else needs to die but you.” 
 
    “But m-me?” Ulvic stammered in horror, his eyes bulging. 
 
    Katherine gave him a grim look. Her sharp-angled face was model-esque and all the more horrible for it. “Yes, of course we can't let you away with what you did. But the rest of your pack will walk free.” 
 
    “I d-don't want to die,” Ulvic stammered, breaking down all over again, hunching forward in his seat. 
 
    “Tell us where they are, Ulvic,” Katherine probed. “And maybe we can discuss your options.” 
 
    “Op-options?” Ulvic lifted his head, hope glinting in his eyes. I snarled in warning but Ulvic ignored me, cradling his butchered hand. 
 
    Katherine nodded, lifting a foot and resting it on the coffee table, leaning closer to Ulvic. “Tell us.” 
 
    Ulvic sucked down three rattling breaths, looking to me then back to Katherine. I growled loudly, stepping toward him, ready to kill him myself if it meant their location stayed secret. 
 
    Abraham casually swung his pistol in my direction. “Now, Ulvic. And this will all be over.” 
 
    Ulvic nodded, dragging down another breath. “B-Brendan Grey. They're with Selena's father. At Th-The Sanctuary.” 
 
    “It exists?” Katherine raised a brow. 
 
    “Y-yes,” Ulvic nodded fiercely. “He th-thinks S-Selena is the c-cure to V-Vampirism.” 
 
    My heart sank as I listened.  
 
    “The cure?” Katherine questioned curiously, looking to her husband. “I suppose that would explain a few things...” 
 
    Abraham nodded, his brow lowering as he faced Ulvic. “So where is The Sanctuary?”  
 
    “I d-don't know. I've not b-been there. I don't know anything e-else, I sw-swear.” 
 
    Abraham looked to me, seeming to consider something. He stood, glaring at me as he pressed his gun to Ulvic's forehead. 
 
    “NO!” Ulvic cried, raising his good hand to uselessly hide from the gun. “Please! I beg you! H-have mercy!” 
 
    “Abraham...” Katherine gently tugged her husband's arm down. She turned to me, malice in her eyes. There was so much hate spewing from her expression, it was hard to understand it. What had I ever done to this bitch to make her look at me like that? 
 
    Her next words were my end. “Command the Alpha to kill the others. Then our debt will be paid here.” 
 
    “Wh-what?” Ulvic stuttered. 
 
    Terror spread through me, the heavy collar shifting around my neck. I shook my head, backing away, desperate. 
 
    Please no. Not that. Anything but that. 
 
    “It's you or them,” Abraham growled in agreement. 
 
    Ulvic sobbed again and I turned toward the nearest wall, having only one idea of how to stop this. I threw myself at it full-force. 
 
    Katherine's disgusted words fell over me. “What on earth is it doing?” 
 
    I tried again, ramming my head into the wall, desperate to knock myself out. I couldn't obey Ulvic's command if I was out cold. 
 
    “Do it,” Abraham snapped at Ulvic. “Now.” I heard the priming of a gun. The only sound that seemed to exist in the world. 
 
    Him or us. Him or us. 
 
    Be him. Be him. Be him. 
 
    “J-Jameson,” Ulvic's voice cut into me. I turned to him, devastation pouring through every inch of me. “K-kill them.” 
 
    I hated him in that moment more than I'd ever hated anything or anyone in my entire immortal life. I didn't know pain like this. And the worst thing was, I couldn't fight it. 
 
    I barked and thrashed, knocking over everything in my path as I tried to stop myself from following his command. But I was already there, standing above Blake who was sleeping soundly, never to wake again. I tasted the blood before I'd really registered what I'd done. My body didn't belong to me anymore. It belonged to my master. A man who was going to save his own skin by burying us all. By forcing me to do the most heartbreaking thing he could ever have asked of me. 
 
    Part of me wished I was one of my sleeping pack, not the one standing there above them having to do the unthinkable. 
 
    My teeth sank deep into Kida's neck and a cub-like cry rolled over my tongue. Ulvic sobbed apologies behind me and I willed my body to stop, to turn around and take his life instead. How could he do this to us? Did he value himself so much more than the pack? 
 
    I dug my paws in as I moved to Emerico's sleeping form. I growled ferociously, pushing back, desperate to stop myself. 
 
    I'd rather die than this. 
 
    I willed my body to turn, but the collar was keeping me this way. I was trapped in hell. I'd take the games, the Helsings, anything over this. 
 
    My teeth found Emerico's throat, but I held back from landing the crushing blow, my jaw shaking with exertion. 
 
    Kill me now. 
 
    End this Ulvic. Let me die. 
 
    My canines sank deeper and I knew I'd never forget the moment it happened. The sickening crack and Emerico's body falling entirely limp between my jaws. I released him with the kind of pained whimper a dog gives out when it's kicked. 
 
    I shifted toward Nadine, lost, a dark acceptance filling me. She who had loved her pack fiercely, whose loyalty had perhaps surpassed all the others, who wanted nothing more than to find a mate and bring kids into the world. But now none of it mattered. 
 
    Nadine blinked, stirring, looking up at me and my heart crumbled at the sight. She took in what was happening, her eyes wide as she found Ulvic across the room. 
 
    “I'm s-sorry,” he offered her and I willed her to move. 
 
    Run. 
 
    I snapped my jaw in warning as she eyed the blood on me. But she was shaky, getting to her feet, the drug in her body keeping her weak. 
 
    I had her pinned to the floor in moments, but still I held back, her paws flailing beneath me. 
 
    Fight me off. 
 
    She pushed back, but not nearly enough as I bore down on her, taking her throat between my powerful jaws. 
 
    A click caught my ear, enough to distract me and her claws ripped down my muzzle. But still, I didn't let go, my jaw tensed to land the killing blow. 
 
    “Stop! Stop!” Ulvic cried and I released her in a wave, his hold over me ceasing. 
 
    I stumbled back, unable to face what I'd done, turning to Ulvic, finding him alone in the cabin. I didn't hesitate for a second, rushing at him, the sound of my pounding paws drumming through the air. 
 
    The Helsings were gone, the house painted red from their visit. 
 
    “Do not hurt me!” Ulvic commanded, cowering back into his seat, his legs drawn up. 
 
    I skidded to a halt, crazed with a fury unlike anything I'd ever known. 
 
    “Nor you,” he added, looking to Nadine over my shoulder. 
 
    I panted, stalking back and forth before him, desperate to get my revenge. 
 
    I'll rip you to shreds. 
 
    “I'm sorry...oh my dear Alpha.” He reached for me and I snapped my teeth close to his hand, warning him off. Not that I could hurt him now. But he complied anyway, withdrawing from me, looking like the pitiful excuse for a man he truly was. 
 
    Nadine howled suddenly and I turned, finding her nuzzling Emerico's body. Pain unleashed inside me. I couldn't bear to face it. I couldn't be there a moment longer. I charged out of the cabin, howling at the night sky and cursing Ulvic Hund for ever having brought us to this island. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    I stood with my father, side by side as we gazed out across the murky sea. Reason's coat proved effective against the cold, but Brendan had found me some gloves and a scarf to wear too.  
 
    “I know it must be difficult to trust me, after all you've been through. But I'm glad that you have.” Brendan smiled at me, his gaze penetrating. I felt as though he were trying to memorise me, his eyes constantly flickering over my face. 
 
    Had he missed me? 
 
    “My instincts usually serve me well.” I gave him a half-hearted smile. 
 
    He floated closer, resting an arm on the railing. “You know...I expected to see your mother in you when we first met. But I see so much of myself in your looks that I feel almost guilty.” 
 
    “Why?” I breathed. 
 
    His brows knitted together, his gaze turning to the sea. “I haven't earned the right to our resemblance. You have achieved great things, become a fierce woman, Selena. And it can only be of your mother's doing.” 
 
    I dipped my head, heat rushing to my cheeks. Now was the time to talk about my stepfather, Elijah. Perhaps Brendan knew about him anyway, but I sensed not. The words burned my tongue, my lips pressed together, fighting them back.  
 
    It has to be said. 
 
    “Do you know about my stepfather?” I managed, my throat squeezing the words out. Even mentioning him set my pulse racing. 
 
    Brendan lifted a brow, turning to me once more. 
 
    He said nothing, so I continued, “Do you know why I went to prison?” 
 
    Brendan shook his head marginally. “In all honesty...I fear knowing the answer to that question. Perhaps I could have sought the answer out, but my pride was wounded enough as a father.” 
 
    My gut churned at his words. Would he be ashamed of me, knowing what I did? 
 
    He stepped closer, his expression one of regret. “Forgive me. I do not mean that in the way I see you've taken it. I only meant that, whatever it is you did, would not change how proud of you I am. How honoured I am to be your father. If only by blood.” 
 
    An icy feeling crept up my spine as I prepared to tell him the truth. He needed to know. And I had to say it. “Mum remarried after you left,” I said and I saw the pain flash in his eyes, fizzling away to acceptance. 
 
    “She did?” His voice was hoarse, broken. The loss of his family shone in his eyes like it was marked upon his soul. Like it was what defined him. 
 
    I cleared my throat before continuing. “Mum was lost when you left, I understand that now. But I still blame her for letting Elijah into our lives...” I clenched my jaw, my eyes finding Brendan's which were widened in horror already. “He made our home a living hell...and one day I just...snapped.”  
 
    Brendan's lip trembled, his eyes turning cold, absent. And there was something else there that terrified me: guilt. 
 
    “Elijah... Elijah Westbridge?” 
 
    His name from Brendan's lips was like a punch to my stomach. “You know him?” 
 
    Brendan took a step back from me, groaning, “No, no...no it can't be.” 
 
    “What?” I reached for his arm, desperate. 
 
    He glanced back, apologies shining in his eyes. “He worked at IDAHO. He was one of the guards. I grew close with him, he was sympathetic- he-” Brendan's faced turned ashen pale. “I asked him to check on you and your mother, but I never saw him again. I assumed someone had found out about our friendship, that he'd been reassigned, but-” He took in a ragged breath, gazing at me in horror. “Selena, he was a Siren.” 
 
    The words settled over me, but I didn't understand. I had so many questions, all flooding through my brain, begging to be answered. How was it possible my father knew Elijah? And if Brendan had been a prisoner of IDAHO, how was he here now? 
 
    “What's a Siren?” I chose the most pressing question, afraid of the answer. The cold wasn't the only thing making me tremble anymore. 
 
    “They're Immortals,” Brendan revealed. “Like the Vampires, the Werewolves. Their power, when abused, is one of the most dangerous things of all.” 
 
    “What is it?” I gripped his arm, unable to believe what I was hearing. Elijah was Immortal? How was that possible? 
 
    “Love,” Brendan breathed. “Anyone who looks upon the face of a Siren will fall instantly in love with them.” 
 
    “But-” I shook my head, backing up, my whole life rattling on its foundations. “But I didn't love him, I despised him!” I shouted. 
 
    “Oh Selena.” He reached for me but I stepped away. “Children are immune to Sirens.” 
 
    Varick suddenly appeared at my side, his expression grave. “Is this true?” he demanded of Brendan, evidently having been listening the whole time. 
 
    Brendan bowed his head in confirmation. “I trusted him,” he gasped. 
 
    My cheeks were growing stiff from the cold. I needed some time to think, to absorb all I'd been told. In some ways, I was relieved. Mum had been under the spell of a Siren my whole life. And it made it easier to forgive her. Easier to understand. To lay blame where it really belonged: with Elijah. 
 
    Varick took my hand and I let him guide me away, leaving Brendan to his thoughts under the canopy of stars. 
 
      
 
    ◐ ☼ ◐ 
 
      
 
    Sleep was easy in Varick's arms, even curled up next to him on a small sofa. Thames had been given the only bed onboard to sleep in, seeing as she didn't exactly have 'sea legs' anymore. And from time to time Kodiak would drift away to check on her.  
 
    Varick held me so tight that I barely felt the rock and sway of the vessel. Sometimes a nightmare would stir me and he'd hold me against him until I found peace again. How I'd ever slept well before he came into my life seemed like a mystery now. 
 
    As dawn approached, Varick shifted, evidently hearing something worth investigating. I wriggled free of his hold, murmuring a sleepy greeting before following him up onto deck. I'd not taken Reason's coat off since we'd left Skorpa, but the wind still hit me like an ice blast as I poked my head above deck. 
 
    “Hello?!” Brendan was shouting, pointing over the side of the catamaran. “Is anyone out there?!” 
 
    I hurried up to join his side, but Varick beat me to it – obviously – leaning far over the railing. He gripped my arm before I could look, giving me a warning stare. 
 
    I moved past him, gazing curiously down into the water. The black waves lapped against the hull and soft knocks sounded as pieces of wood floated into the side of it. 
 
    “What happened here?” Varick asked Brendan. 
 
    “Some ship's been blown to pieces.” He ran a hand through his hair, looking anxious. “I better circle the wreckage, see if there are any survivors.” 
 
    Before he could move, a white piece of wood floated by with the name The Swift printed on it. 
 
    Varick stiffened. “That's a Helsing vessel.”  
 
    My heart leapt upwards. “Do you think they were on it?” I took his arm, gazing into the murky water hopefully. 
 
    “Here! Over here!” Voices carried to my ears and I narrowed my eyes on the dark horizon, trying to spot the source. 
 
    “Get me a light!” Brendan ordered and Darrell ran to comply, returning with a large torch a moment later. 
 
    Brendan flicked it on, guiding the spotlight across the waves. “Hello?!” he called. 
 
    “Here!” a girl's voice drifted to us. 
 
    Varick pushed me back, looking fierce. “I know that voice.” 
 
    “Mercy,” I breathed in recognition, astonished. 
 
    Brendan swung his torch in the direction of her voice and a shimmer of blonde hair caught my eye. 
 
    Cass appeared beside me so suddenly that I jumped. “Mercy's out there?” she asked in disbelief. 
 
    I nodded, watching as Darrell guided the catamaran closer. Mercy was wrapped around someone else's back, clinging to them like a limpet. When her ride lifted their head, I recognised Kite with a jolt of my stomach. 
 
    “Oh my god,” I breathed, hurrying to my father's side. “Get her up!” 
 
    Mercy's eyes widened like headlamps as she spotted us up on the deck. “You have got to be kidding me.” 
 
    I smiled triumphantly and Varick mirrored my expression, casually resting his elbows on the railing, looking down at her. “Nice night for a swim.” 
 
    “Get me out of here, this second!” Mercy cried and Kite shouldered her away so she dunked under the water. Mercy came up spluttering, pointing a silver remote control in Kite's direction. “Out - or I'll kill her.” 
 
    My father cast out a rope and Mercy caught hold of it. “No need to start throwing threats around.” He guided her to the side of the boat and Varick took the rope from him to haul her up -not so gently – and the sopping-wet form of Mercy was planted before us. She shivered from head to toe, her thin grey coat dripping water over her bare feet. She was turning bluer by the second. 
 
    Kite clambered out herself with obvious ease, her dark eyes scouring everyone on deck before landing on me. “Selena Grey.” 
 
    “Kite,” I breathed, guilt sweeping through me at the sight of her. 
 
    “Thanks for abandoning me.” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I choked as I took her in. 
 
    “Tell you what, you take that remote off of Blondie over there and we'll call it quits.” 
 
    Varick restrained Mercy with a single arm and Cass plucked the remote from her fingers, crushing it into dust. She didn't put up a fight at all, but that probably had to do with the fact she was outnumbered ten to one. 
 
    “Mercy Helsing.” Brendan approached her, coiling the rope up in his hands. “You're now my prisoner.” He smiled. 
 
    “We can't leave her in those clothes,” I said quietly, earning myself a disgusted look from Kite. “She'll freeze!” I defended myself. 
 
    “Yeah, she'll freeze even better if we dump her back in the ocean.” Cass placed her hands on her hips. 
 
    I bit my lip, looking to Varick. I hated Mercy and her entire family, but she was under our command, completely vulnerable. How could we just kill her like that? I'd done terrible things in the past, but all in the name of survival. Now she was placed in front of me...I couldn't go through with an execution. 
 
    “Varick?” I said in a small voice. His eyes were dark as pitch as he gazed down at Mercy. I recalled how he'd ripped out her brother's heart without a moment's hesitation. Would he give her the same courtesy now? After all she'd done to him, why would he stay his hand? And why would I stop him? 
 
    “We're not pirates,” Brendan growled and Varick shifted awkwardly. “No one is being murdered aboard my ship. Darrell, take her downstairs, give her some clothes and lock her in the hold.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Darrell moved past me, grabbing Mercy's bound wrists. 
 
    “I'm not going with him. He'll eat me!” Mercy screeched as Varick shoved her into his arms. 
 
    Darrell started laughing as he guided her away. 
 
    “Kite.” I turned to her, perplexed. “How did you end up here?” 
 
    “Don't you know?” She snorted a laugh, looking out at the sea. “Thought you were the ones who booby-trapped us, seeing as we followed his tracker all the way out here.” She jerked her head at Varick. 
 
    “Jameson,” Varick breathed in realisation, starting to laugh. “He dealt with the tracker...damn, I wish he was here to see this.” 
 
    I couldn't fight a smile as Cass looked out at the wreckage. “Bloody wolf boy,” she muttered, a grin dancing around her lips. 
 
    I moved to embrace Kite, hoping to clear the air between us, but as I slid my arms around her, she stiffened. With a cry, she threw me onto the deck, falling atop me, her fangs slicing into my throat. 
 
    I screamed in shock, trying to push her back, my fingers tangling in her sopping hair. She began to rise, but it wasn't me who'd removed her, it was Varick. Forcefully, he gripped Kite's neck, twisting violently, blood still dripping down her mouth. She looked wild, flailing in his strong hold, a complete animal. 
 
    “Stop!” I screamed, cupping my neck as I scrambled to my feet. I grabbed Varick's tense arm, trying to ease his grip on Kite's throat. 
 
    Varick met my eye and the fury in his expression faded a fraction. He turned, slamming Kite against the wall of a cabin and snarling in her face, “You ever drink from her again – even touch her -  and I won't hesitate to kill you.” His body was rigid, his arms rippling with tension. If Kite had still needed to breathe I was certain she'd be turning blue by now. 
 
    Varick released her at last and she slumped against the wall, looking to me, her eyes wide and ravenous. “She smells -” She clutched her throat, turning to Brendan. “And him...” She covered her nose with her hand. 
 
    Brendan shot Varick a concerned look. “Put her in the hold with Mercy. If she's going to feed, I'd rather it was on a Hesing's neck.” 
 
    Varick grabbed Kite's collar and manhandled her below deck even though she barely fought him. 
 
    Kodiak looked pained as he gazed at my bleeding neck, now pooling into my collar bone. He moved forward, his arms stiff. I took a wary step back, but he lifted his wrist to his mouth, slitting it open and offering it to me. 
 
    “Here,” he rasped and I raised my brows in surprise. 
 
    “Oh...thanks.” I bent my head to drink his blood, but before I could even get close, someone whipped me into the air. 
 
    “Varick!” I cried as he carried me away, tucking me under one arm as he took me below deck. “What the hell?” I snapped as he planted me on my feet in the cabin. 
 
    “You're clearly not getting the message, sweetheart.” He curved his hand around the back of my neck, slamming his body against mine. “No one else drinks from you.” He tugged up his sleeve with his teeth, piercing his skin then pressing the small wound to my lips. “And you don't drink from anyone other than me.” 
 
    I nodded, my eyes locked on his as I drank his blood, the searing pain in my neck easing to nothing. Strange as the process was, I couldn't help but blush as Varick dropped his arm, the action strangely intimate. “Thank you.”  
 
    A low growl escaped his throat and the sensation rumbled through my entire body. 
 
    “We have Mercy,” I whispered, trying to distract myself from the fire that seemed to have started at the base of my spine. 
 
    “Yes, and what will we do with her seeing as you don't wish to kill her?” His words were full of bitterness and I tried in vain to rationalise my feelings. 
 
    I sighed, dropping my eyes. “I thought I wanted revenge. Now she's here...I just don't know if I can go through with it. I don't want to execute someone. That just feels...wrong.” 
 
    He ran his thumb over my bottom lip before he pressed his mouth to the same spot, chasing the cold away at once. “Admittedly...even I have my reservations about killing Mercy.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked, my voice small. 
 
    “Because...she's a victim of circumstance in some ways. And the things she has done will never amount to the crimes of her family. Ignus's death was justified, but perhaps Mercy doesn't deserve that fate.” 
 
    I nodded uncertainly. “So if it was Abraham we'd caught and not her..?” 
 
    “He would be dead already.” Varick pressed his forehead to mine. “Forgive me, Selena, but I will only stay my hand this once.” 
 
    I nodded, knotting my fingers into his shirt. “I know...I understand.” I bowed my head. “I don't know what's come over me.” If Abraham was at our mercy now, I knew I wouldn't be lenient. So why did I hesitate when it came to his daughter? 
 
    Varick's finger curved beneath my chin, tilting my head back up. “Your humanity is the reason I love you. If you killed without thought or feeling, you'd be as damned as them.” 
 
    Flowers blossomed in my belly at his words but I had to stamp them out as footsteps sounded down the steps. I ducked around Varick, finding my father there, looking curious.  
 
    “How long have you two been- er...” 
 
    I cleared my throat, suddenly shy as Varick grinned down at me. “Not long,” I answered, my voice too high. 
 
    “Hm, well a fine couple you make.” Brendan smiled, his eyes creasing at the corners. 
 
    “You'd be amongst the first to approve,” Varick said, folding his arms as he turned to him. 
 
    “Yes well, diversity is kind of my...thing.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “You'll see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Kite 
 
    My escort threw me ungracefully into a dingy room at the base of the boat – I was sure it was a cupboard – where Mercy was changing into an overly-large tracksuit. 
 
    The door slammed shut and the single bulb above us swung in time with the boat's swaying. 
 
    “Great,” I sighed, wiping the blood from my mouth. Why the hell did Selena taste so good? I'd had zero control once she'd gotten close. Even the scent of Mercy's blood paled in comparison. Speaking of which... 
 
    I grinned down at her, stalking closer. 
 
    “Stay. Away,” she snarled, raising her small manicured hands to fend me off. 
 
    “I'm not going to do that, puppy. And I'm definitely not going to be gentle.” I launched at her, pinning her against the wall. She didn't scream which kind of pissed me off, but still, her blood tasted heavenly. 
 
    Revenge. Was. Sweet. 
 
    The more I drank, the more my heart beat and the more clear my memories became. Soon, I was swamped with them. The rage. The guilt. The loss. Oh Poppy...I'm sorry. 
 
      
 
    Five Years Ago 
 
    There were two black cars in our driveway. Poppy and I were placed in the boot of one. She curled up in my arms, suddenly so small, I felt I was holding the whole of her body against me. It was dark and the car rocked, jostling us from side to side. I didn't have the energy to try and escape. Shock was making me numb, frozen. Poppy kept crying and begging me to soothe her but no words came. All I could do was hold my little sister and pray we'd live another day. 
 
    It could have been hours, could have been minutes, but at some point we stopped. The sharp click of a car door; heavy footfalls moving around the vehicle. 
 
    Were we about to die? 
 
    I'd never thought about death much. I'd always felt immortal. Like the rules of humanity would break - just for me. How stupid that seemed now. 
 
    The boot popped and a whoosh sounded as it lifted automatically. Above us was one of the two men who'd abducted us. I didn't know which. They all looked the same. Dressed in black, only eye holes in their balaclavas to see us with. 
 
    “Out!” he barked and Poppy wailed, clutching me tighter. 
 
    I clung to her, glaring up at the faceless man. His hands surrounded her and I held on to her with all my might. But he was too strong, dragging her away kicking and screaming. His hand came over her mouth and silence fell. I finally found my voice, for her sake. 
 
    “Let her go!” I roared as another man appeared. I launched myself at him, suddenly fearless, fuelled by adrenaline. I clawed at his mask and he pushed me back, but the material came with me and I was suddenly staring into the face of my attacker. I committed him to memory at once. Bearded, tall, young, dark eyes, golden brown like barley. 
 
    I see you. 
 
    “Christ.” He snatched the mask from me, spinning to face the man who had hold of Poppy. I couldn't run, not while they had her. 
 
    I took in my surroundings, the red lights on the back of the car illuminating the woodland in an eerie glow. We could have been anywhere. 
 
    I threw my head back and screamed for help. The unmasked man collided with me, his hand slamming down over my mouth. 
 
    “Shit, what now?” he barked at the other guy. 
 
    “You know what now,” he snarled, taking a large knife from his belt. 
 
    I fought, as hard and ferociously as a skinny thirteen year old girl could possibly fight. But the man holding me was too strong, taking mere moments to restrain me fully. 
 
    Shamefully, tears came. I wanted to be strong for Poppy. But watching her die wasn't something I was able to be strong for. 
 
    “N-no,” I sobbed into the man's glove. 
 
    “They're just kids,” my captive snapped at the other. 
 
    “They're loose ends, Cade.”  
 
    “Don't use my name!” Cade barked. His glove against my mouth smelt like moss and earth, the last scent I might ever experience. 
 
    “What does it matter? They'll be dead in a minute.” The other one took hold of Poppy's dark locks, bringing the blade up to her throat. 
 
    In seconds, I was on the floor, having been thrown forward by Cade. He had a gun, pointing it in his colleague's face. “Let her go,” he growled. 
 
    “Are you shitting me, Cade?” The knife came dangerously close to Poppy's throat once more. I crawled toward her, gripping her leg, trying to tug her away. A sharp boot to my side sent me sprawling. 
 
    A shot was fired. 
 
    I screamed, throwing my hands to my ears, unable to face what had just happened. Two bodies lay beside me, one was Poppy's, the other her captive's. 
 
    I rocked back and forth, choking down air, praying to god she wasn't dead. 
 
    Fingers curled around mine and I glanced up, finding Poppy's deep, dark eyes gazing into mine. “I'm alright,” she breathed and my whole body deflated in relief. I clung to her, looking up through watery eyes at Cade. He was running a hand through his unruly hair over and over, pacing up and down, the smoking gun still in his grip. 
 
    His phone was buzzing in his pocket. He snatched it out, taking a deep breath before pressing his finger to his lips, warning me and Poppy to stay quiet. 
 
    “Boss, we have a problem,” he answered, impressively calm after what he'd just done. After a beat he continued, “The kids got away. Snatched the gun off of Pike and fled into the trees. I tried to follow but...well, the cold will get them out here anyways. Not a town for miles.” He ran a hand through his hair again, his hay-field eyes continually sweeping over us. 
 
    He'd saved us. Incredibly, miraculously, he'd actually saved us.  
 
    “I know, I know,” he said through gritted teeth, evidently getting a reprimanding. “It weren't my fault. That half-wit, Pike, practically handed them the gun, got himself shot-” he cut off, nodding, running his hand down the back of his neck. “Yeah...got it. I'll head back to HQ. Gimme an hour.” 
 
    He pocketed his phone, gazing down at us, his breath lighting up in a red fog. “I ain't askin' you to trust me, kids. No – shit - scrap that. You're gonna have to pissin' trust me.” 
 
    He pointed to the car and I made the decision to follow his order. We'd be dead if it weren't for him. Like Dad...Mum. My heart weighed a thousand tonnes as I rose to my feet, pulling Poppy after me. 
 
    “No, Kitty, we can't.” 
 
    “It's alright, Puppy,” I said softly, laying an arm around her shoulders. “He's not going to hurt us.” I looked to Cade, summoning my strength. “Are you?” 
 
    He raised his palms in innocence then looked to his dead comrade on the floor. Stepping sideways, he concealed the body from sight just as Poppy looked up. 
 
    “In the car,” I encouraged, opening the back door for her. She slid in and I followed, not looking back. Mist swirled ahead of us, the headlights brightening the haze between the trees. 
 
    Cade didn't join us and I swivelled in the leather seat to try and catch a glimpse of him manoeuvring the body of Pike further into the trees. 
 
    “Kite, the keys,” Poppy hissed, pointing into the front of the car. 
 
    I shifted forward, leaning past the driver's seat, spotting the keys in the ignition. I didn't have the slightest clue of how to drive, but I was definitely going to try. 
 
    Quiet as I could, I climbed through to the front seat. I dropped into it, bracing myself on the wheel. Without another thought, I slammed my foot to the pedals, revving the engine loudly. 
 
    Poppy screeched and I took hold of the stick, trying to force it into the right slot. 
 
    “No no no.” My heart rate shot upwards. 
 
    The door ripped open and Cade's hands were on me, pushing me forcefully into the passenger seat. He dropped into the driver's seat, panting as if he'd just done something extra strenuous out in the woods and slammed the car door. 
 
    “Next time you wanna steal a car, kid. Try puttin' it in gear.” 
 
      
 
    ◐ ☼ ◐ 
 
      
 
    I yanked my teeth free of Mercy's neck, not wanting to think about my past any longer. I didn't want to go there. Didn't want to think of Poppy's big eyes and little round features. I fell to the floor, dragging my legs up to my chest, wiping the blood from my mouth. 
 
    I wish you were here, puppy. 
 
    Mercy was still in place against the wall, looking partly like I'd slapped her and partly like she'd just won the lottery. Freak. 
 
    She sank to the floor, her eyes pinned on me. “Varick always felt better after he'd drank,” she said quietly. “That's why we keep you starved. You'll do awful things without question when you have no emotions...” 
 
    I nodded, rubbing my head which was pounding with blood. Everything was too bright, too vivid. I didn't want the memories back. The thirst was welcome to them. 
 
    “But I always liked when he'd drank...just afterwards he had this look about him.” She was gazing at me, exploring my features. “Like you do now. Like you've just woken up.” 
 
    I scowled, shifting so my back was to her. 
 
    After a beat, Mercy muttered, “Did you see the way Varick looked at me? Like he despised me. Like the only reason he didn't kill me was because of her.” 
 
    “That was the only reason,” I snipped. 
 
    “Maybe,” she said quietly. “Maybe not.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder, frowning. “What do you care? You kept him prisoner, of course he despises you.” 
 
    She fell quiet and the sloshing of water against the hull was the only noise between us. But if I strained my ears, I could hear the others talking, seeming merry, free. Dammit, why hadn't I been able to control my hunger? I could be wandering around up there enjoying life, not still trapped within inches of Mercy. 
 
    “Do you hate me?” Her voice made me flinch with annoyance. Would she ever shut up? 
 
    “Of course I hate you,” I snapped, shaking my head. Idiot. Girl like her would have lasted all of five seconds in prison with me. 
 
    “Oh,” she breathed as if this was news to her. 
 
    “Yeah oh. You do realise the whole Vampire population would like to have your head served to them with a straw in it?” I glanced around to catch her reaction, sniggering at her wrinkled nose. 
 
    “What did I ever do to you?” she asked innocently. 
 
    I snorted my disbelief. “Er- one: you kept me as your little slave, two: your father used me as a punching bag, and three: you made me watch another V Games after making me compete in it as if I wouldn't give a damn!” 
 
    “Well I-” Mercy looked stumped, brushing wet strands of hair behind her ears. Much to my satisfaction, her mascara had leaked all down her face. “Those things weren't my doing.” 
 
    “Wow...” I shook my head, gazing at her in disbelief. Was she really that dumb? 
 
    “What?” she demanded, looking indignant. 
 
    “You're really going to shirk all responsibility? After what your family did? After what you've been a part of since you were a kid?” 
 
    “I never-I didn't-” She started shaking her head, lost for words. 
 
    “Right,” I said vaguely, turning away again. 
 
    “I was made to do those things,” she insisted. 
 
    I tutted in answer. 
 
    At last, she fell silent and I drank in the peace. It kind of sickened me how innocent Mercy really believed she was. How long had she spent convincing herself she wasn't a part of her family's circus? Maybe she'd been so wrapped up in buying dresses and painting makeup on her face that she'd stopped noticing how many people were dying under her nose. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Mercy whispered, so quiet I was sure I wouldn't have heard it if I hadn't been a V. But those words deserved my full attention. I swivelled around, bemused. “You're sorry? Wow, Blondie... well I absolve you of all your sins.” 
 
    “Don't mock me,” she said in what she must have thought was a threatening tone. 
 
    I held up my hands, faking innocence. “No, I mean, shit if you're sorry for what you did then that's alright, isn't it? No need to hold a grudge over the girl who made my life and afterlife hell.” 
 
    She growled like a tiger, springing to her feet, looking like she wanted to smack me. 
 
    She swung her palm in my direction and I grabbed her wrist in a bruising hold, slowly rising to my feet. “That's the problem with you Helsings, you think you're so above everyone else that you don't even make excuses for the way you act, don't have to apologise or own up to anything you do.” I twisted her arm and she let out a yelp, trying to bat me off. 
 
    I shifted closer to her, expecting to smell lavender but all I sensed was sea salt and the vague smell of gunpowder. “You want me to accept your apology? You want Varick to?” I raised a single brow and her cheeks touched with colour at his name, confirming what I'd already guessed. The girl was in to him. Which probably made her the most useless Hunter in the history of Hunters. 
 
    “Then start making up for what you did. Every word, every act, every thing you do from this day forward should be in payment for the massive debt your family owes.” 
 
    She nodded, screwing up her eyes in pain as she tried to prise my fingers from her skin. I released her and she clutched her wrist to her chest, red and purple bruises already blossoming across it. 
 
    “Good.” I smiled one of my don't-screw-with-me, prison smiles. I knew how to drive a message home to a girl. She was no different. I was back on top. And damn, did it feel good. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Varick 
 
    The catamaran approached a rocky shore I didn't recognise. But I was glad to be wherever we were, even if we had had to leave Jameson behind. It bothered me to part with him again, after only just having been reunited. I wasn't sure how to feel about Ulvic's hold over him, but I knew I couldn't understand the way of wolves as he couldn't fully understand the way of Vs. We weren't the same men we'd grown up together as. And we'd need time to learn how best to live our lives alongside each other going forward. 
 
    I'd spent the daylight hours below deck with the rest of the Vampires, wishing I could steal Selena away to myself. But she had much to talk about with her father so I'd left them alone, turning my ear to them only on occasion. It was hard to give her space when we'd had such a brief amount of time outside of the games with one another. But smothering her would only drive her away, so I had to find a way to control my craving for her company. 
 
    After discovering a deck of cards, Kodiak had seemed keen to play and I'd soon been encouraged into a game of Gin Rummy with him and Cass. 
 
    “I win.” Cass spread her hand of cards on the table, winning for the hundredth time.  
 
    “Curse you,” Kodiak muttered. “One more game.” 
 
    “You said that last time,” Cass sung, sitting back in her chair. “I'm getting tired of beating your ass.” 
 
    “A different game,” Kodiak insisted. 
 
    “What is it with you and cards?” I muttered, throwing my cards onto the table. I'd barely been paying attention for the last two rounds and realised I had only three cards of the same suit. Not much competition here... 
 
    “Well I've spent the last fifty years playing the V Games and eating people, so a game of Gin Rummy is kind of the dream right now.” Kodiak chucked down his hand, revealing he'd come within one card of winning. I felt a slight pang of pity for him, but was still too distracted to listen when Cass started asking him about how he'd ended up in the games. 
 
    “I'm going to...” I trailed off as I headed out the door and Cass started laughing, calling out that I was obsessed. Obsessed was probably a strong word. Probably. 
 
    But I'd gone nearly a whole day without Selena and the sunset meant I could finally return to the deck and track her down. I located her at the bow, standing up on a railing as her father pointed toward a craggy coastline ahead. Another island: fantastic. This one was small, almost all of it visible from here, the shape of it like the top of a hammer poking out of the sea. A sharp dip in the middle divided the two peaks. 
 
    Selena glanced over her shoulder as I approached, her dark hair streaming out behind her in the wind. Her eyes were wide and hopeful and held everything I had ever wanted inside them. 
 
    Yes, obsessed might have been right the word... 
 
    “Come look!” she called, pointing to where the moon hung low beneath the clouds, illuminating a building on the island before us. 
 
    “What is it?” I held her waist as I arrived. 
 
    “The Sanctuary,” Brendan supplied, beaming proudly. “We're twelve miles south of Iceland.” 
 
    I gazed ahead, taking in the rolling hills and the forest rising across the peaks. It was emerald green. Between the trees, a wide ring of flat land was just visible and an enormous building stood at the heart of it. 
 
    “You're safe here, I give you my word,” Brendan said, resting a hand on my shoulder briefly. 
 
    “Thank you.” I bowed my head as he walked away. 
 
    “Hiding away from the Helsings is starting to seem like a great idea,” Selena mused as I nuzzled into her, resting my head on her shoulder. She leant down, her lips brushing mine as the wind picked up around us, but the stormy air was nothing in comparison to the hurricane surging inside me.  
 
    “I hope you mean that.” I brushed my face against hers, her cheek icy from the prevailing wind.  
 
    The light in her eyes dimmed slightly, but she didn't say any more, allowing me to bask in the moment a while longer.  
 
    Safe. We were actually safe. Impossible to believe after everything. The world seemed to be opening up and expanding before me. Possibilities that I'd never even fathomed were now available to us. Even the cure...humanity. It might actually be within reach. 
 
    I gripped Selena more firmly, committing the moment to memory. In all my life and immortality, I had never felt like this. But there was one thing still keeping us parted. When the moon reigned, I could love her as she deserved to be loved. But unless the sun decided to let me walk in its burning light once more, I would only be able to kiss her half as often as I wished to. 
 
    Before we docked, I'd taken more kisses than was appropriate, especially since Kodiak had appeared above deck at some point then awkwardly departed. 
 
    “Varick, you know we have all the time in the world now?” Selena laughed, pressing me back. 
 
    “Just making up for lost time.” I devoured another kiss, this time travelling all the way to her throat. The blood-lust rose in me for the first time in many hours, and I closed my eyes, trying to swallow the jagged lump in my throat. For all the world, I wanted rid of it. To not need this sacrifice from her. But we both knew, without it, we were done for. 
 
    “When we're next alone,” she promised, dropping down from the railing, no judgment at all in her gaze. 
 
    I sighed, parting from her, wanting only to be near her when I was most human. Now that I knew what it was like to be in control again, it was the least she deserved to remove myself from her when my resolve dwindled. 
 
    Her fingers locked with mine before I could walk away, her shoulders pressed back as she led me toward the stern side where we would soon depart. 
 
    Brendan guided the catamaran through a narrow channel between two black cliffs. Their shadows fell over us, hiding most of the stars and all of the moon from view. 
 
    The sound of the waves against the rocks amplified around us, but soon the sound gave way to the wind caressing a thousand leaves. I faced the forest along the shore as we entered a tiny, crescent cove; ash and beech and oak all clustered on the hill like they had gathered to greet us. A single light flashed from the trees; a signal, quickly returned from the light strung high atop our vessel. It gave me hope that this place was guarded. That no other boat could come here without forewarning. 
 
    Darrell was standing statuesque before the railing and as we approached the shore, his eyes turned our way, glinting with the light of the moon. “Welcome to The Sanctuary.” 
 
    We were soon striding across the sandy beach, Darrell guiding Mercy as our prisoner and Kite at his side. It didn't sit right with me that a Helsing was accompanying us here, but logic told me she was outnumbered and there was no chance of her escape. But had we been right in leaving her alive? Strange as it was, I was happier knowing Selena's conscience was clear. And in all honesty, none of us needed any more blood on our hands than we already had. If the games had taught me anything, it was that killing was sometimes the easy option. The harder thing, and perhaps what divided the cruel from the just, was finding a reason to stay our hands. 
 
    Christ, let me be more like her. 
 
    Selena was sure in her footing as we headed up the beach, following her father. We met with a series of wooden steps and started climbing. Between the trees, my ear caught sounds of wildlife, but amidst them was something else. Just tiny, nearly imperceptible movements. Vs. Well-fed, able to remain almost entirely silent. 
 
    “How many Vampires are here?” I called to Brendan who glanced back over his shoulder. I moved instinctively closer to Selena, though she didn't seem afraid. Her trust in her father was something I had to try and have faith in. My instincts were good. No part of me sensed a trap. But I remained alert all the same. 
 
    “There are thirty three in residence here. The Vs protect the island during the night,” Brendan replied. 
 
    At the top of the steps, the trees gave way to a large fence. I gazed along the perimeter of steel topped with razor wire.  
 
    “Who are you keeping out?” I inquired, cautious. The metal wasn't silver, so Vs weren't the problem here. 
 
    “It's just a precaution,” Brendan replied, leading the way to a towering, electric gate. He waved up at a camera atop it and a low buzzing sounded. The gate rattled and clanged as it slid mechanically aside. 
 
    As we stepped through it onto a gravel path, I took in the grand, carefully tended grounds around us, stretching toward an ancient manor house. The grey stone was laden with vines, bare now as it was winter, but I imagined it would look beautiful in the spring. Above us, the stars hung in the velvety tapestry of the sky, quietly observing the world. 
 
    Cass joined Selena's side, throwing her a hopeful smile. A single word blazed in her expression: Safe. 
 
    Brendan picked up his pace, leading us into the grand manor house. The door was reinforced with heavy wooden slats on the inside that could have been drawn across in an emergency. Did Brendan expect IDAHO to turn up here bashing down his door? 
 
    The grand entrance hall was modern with honey-wood floors and painted white walls, the staircase before us dividing the house in two as if a mirror hung between us. 
 
    The only light inside was offered by bright chandeliers and bulbs set into simple brackets lining the walls. The windows were blacked out entirely by heavy shutters that didn't let even a sliver of moonlight into the building. But I knew it wasn't moonlight Brendan was trying to keep out. It was the sun. 
 
    “So this is what? A safe house for Vs?” I asked, furling a brow. 
 
    I spotted Mercy taking in the place with disdain - typical of her. She wasn't complaining though – which wasn't typical of her. 
 
    “Not just Vampires. All Immortal beings.” Brendan pointed to a corridor to the left. “The west wing houses the Vs. To the right, all other Immortals. Werewolves...Sirens...Shifters.” Brendan shrugged as if this meant nothing, pointing upstairs. “Our human population are kept separate due to their vulnerability to many of the – er- gifts Immortals possess. We all mix of course, but at night the humans are divided in case a V has a lapse of will or-” 
 
    I cut him off, the information too much to process at once. “Wait, you have humans here? Why?” 
 
    Brendan smiled, his eyes shining with pride. “Some of them are employees. Others are...refugees, I suppose you could call them. Survivors of the games, or escapees from IDAHO.” 
 
    “Survivors?” Selena questioned, stepping toward him. “There are others?” 
 
    “Yes.” Brendan briefly touched her arm, his gaze moving to the rest of us. “I'm sorry to lay down the law, but there are a couple of conditions upon you all staying here.” 
 
    “What kind of conditions?” Thames demanded, stiffening in Kodiak's arms. The girl evidently wasn't going to let her guard down easily in this place. And who could blame her? 
 
    Brendan clutched his hands behind his back, addressing us all. “As guests here, you will have access to the entire house and grounds during the day. I may ask the Vampires to sign up to the odd night patrol to ensure our safety here. Outside of patrols, you will each spend nights in your designated wings. You are to remain separate every night, all night.” 
 
    Selena gave me a lingering glance that set my temper rising. After all we'd been through, being told to remain apart even for mere hours seemed like a great sacrifice. 
 
    Brendan continued, “To ensure peace between the Vampire and human populations is maintained, humans will be required to donate blood weekly to keep the Vs fed. In return they offer their protection-” 
 
    “No,” I snapped before he could finish. “Not Selena.” I took her arm, yanking her closer.  
 
    “Varick,” she hissed, trying to tug loose of my hold. “It's a fair request.” 
 
    My jaw tightened, my unwavering possessiveness of her rolling up inside me. 
 
    “I cannot bend rules for even my daughter,” Brendan said apologetically. “This sanctuary can only work so long as the rules are adhered to. They are in place for the good of everyone. And I assure you that they are essential to keeping the harmony here.” 
 
    “Of course, and we'll comply,” Selena said through her teeth, her eyes on me. 
 
    I worked against the raging storm in my chest, slowly but surely, offering a small nod of acceptance. 
 
    Brendan gave me a warm smile before turning to Selena. “And if you're willing, I'd like you to take part in my work toward a cure for Vampirism. Only if you wish to, of course.” 
 
    Selena was already nodding. “Yes. Anything to help.” 
 
    “Great.” Brendan faced Darrell who was still holding Mercy by the arm. “Miss Helsing will have to be confined for now until I can make time to speak with her. Put her in isolation then show the Vs to the west wing.” 
 
    Darrell bowed his head, guiding Mercy away who didn't put up much of a fight, sparing us only a glance through her curtain of golden hair. 
 
    “Isolation? As in a prison?” Cass questioned, her tone sharp. 
 
    Brendan raised his hands, his expression open. “I was forced to build a holding area after a V attacked one of my staff members.” 
 
    Thames muttered her discontent and I could have sworn Kodiak held her closer to his chest. He cleared his throat; though often quiet, he commanded a room when he voiced his thoughts. “And what happened to that V?” 
 
    Brendan brushed his hands absently down his trouser legs. “I have no tolerance for such behaviour. He was exiled.” 
 
    “You sent a hungry V into the world?” I demanded, my eyes narrowing. 
 
    “No...” Brendan glanced at Darrell who folded his thick arms, supplying the answer for him. 
 
    “Brendan sent him to the outer perimeter where he'll serve two years outside The Sanctuary, proving his worth to the community by protecting it. Blood is brought to him beyond the fence, but other than that he has no contact with the residents here.” 
 
    “A choice he made, I might add,” Brendan said. “He wants to stay here and he'll do what it takes to make up for his mistake.” 
 
    “Rules, got it,” Kite said, taking in the grand hall. “Consequences, check. Now where's this blood you mentioned?” Her eyes swung over Brendan's head, pretending to look for it, a smirk on her face. 
 
    “Darrell will show you. I'll take the rest of you upstairs.” Brendan smiled, stepping onto the first stair. 
 
    “Wait,” Kodiak growled. “Thames can't manage alone.” 
 
    Thames grunted her annoyance but said nothing, still hanging in Kodiak's arms. 
 
    “I can carry her,” Brendan said, taking her into his arms without hesitation. 
 
    I gripped Selena's wrist before she made a move to follow. “Meet me here in an hour.” 
 
    “Okay,” she breathed, tiptoeing to kiss my cheek. I clutched her waist, holding her close for several seconds. 
 
    “Go,” she laughed, slipping away and following her father upstairs. 
 
    I was left in the company of the other Vampires; the only one I trusted entirely was Cass so I stepped smoothly to her side. 
 
    “You must be quite glad to be free of the Helsings,” Kodiak addressed Kite. 
 
    Her eyes slowly slid to him. “What do you reckon?” she tutted, turning away before he could answer and Kodiak shifted awkwardly. 
 
    “I see you haven't changed,” Cass remarked. 
 
    Kite shrugged, folding her arms and saying no more. 
 
    When Darrell returned, I was glad to be free of the awkward silence, following him into the west wing. 
 
    “How long has this sanctuary been here?” Cass questioned as we walked, tilting her head back to gaze up at the high ceiling. If we hadn't all been so sly of foot, I was sure our footsteps would have clicked loudly across the wooden floors and echoed around the cavernous halls. 
 
    “Not long,” Darrell replied. “Brendan learned about the house two years ago after he escaped IDAHO. It used to belong to his grandfather, but it was in quite the state of disrepair when he first arrived. We've been doing it up ever since.” 
 
    “Did you come from this...IDAHO?” Kodiak asked, falling in to step beside Darrell. 
 
    “No, not me. Brendan employed me here as a scientist, back when I was human. That V he mentioned? The one who attacked a member of staff?” He pointed to his own neck. “Well that was how I died. Brendan found me, buried me in the garden and brought me back as a Vampire.” He ran a hand around his muscular neck. “No greater reason to try and find a cure now, is there?”  
 
    “This cure you keep mentioning...” Kodiak started. “Is it really possible?” There wasn't hope in his voice as I expected, but fear. 
 
    “Yes, of course. We have come very close to success already.” Darrell beamed, but Kodiak hunched his shoulders, looking more troubled than before. 
 
    “And are we to take this cure, as your guinea pigs?” Kodiak asked. There was something unshakable about his demeanour, his tone never rising in anger, but the threat in his voice was clear. 
 
    Darrell narrowed his eyes at him. “Of course not. Why? You don't want to be human again, my friend?” 
 
    Kodiak shrugged in answer, turning away, but I suspected there was more that he wasn't saying. 
 
    Darrell picked up his pace, guiding us up a stone staircase and along a wide corridor of pale white tiles. Large windows lined the walls, but all were blacked out, the glaring spotlights above us illuminating our way instead. 
 
    The corridor widened until it met with a large common room. It was full of bookcases, as well as a mish-mash of armchairs and sofas from deep burgundy divans to love seats and chaise lounges. A single, high-arched window was blacked out at the centre of the back wall, but a light shone through it, bright enough to almost be mistaken as the sun, casting the room in an amber glow.  
 
    An ancient fireplace sat on one side of the room, its mantel laden with books, DVDs, CDs, and all kinds of entertainments. It reminded me of a library I'd visited once in Manchester – Jameson had thought it would be a good place to steal from. But he'd ended up getting lost in Gulliver's Travels for half an afternoon whilst I pocketed small, fairly worthless trinkets. Not our finest moment. But I never forgot how Jameson's face had lit up when he'd recited a quote to me, “Every man desires to live long, but no man wishes to be old.” Guess he'd gotten that wish in the end. 
 
    A ladder at the back of the room led up to a balcony, framed by heavy, maroon curtains. More bookshelves peeped from the shadows and the flashing colours of a television spread across the ceiling. 
 
    The most surprising thing of all was the Vampires. Nearly twenty of them all sat around in chairs, reading books, sipping on small bottles of blood, chatting together as if this was the most normal thing in the world. Even in the few years I'd lived a free life as a Vampire I'd never experienced such ease. These Vs looked...at peace. Happy even. 
 
    “There are private rooms through there,” Darrell pointed to a door tucked in one corner of the room. “But most of the Vs tend to prefer the balcony for some quiet time.” He nodded to the ladder. “There aren't enough private rooms for everyone, but sleep isn't exactly relevant for us as you know.” 
 
    Kodiak thanked him quietly, drifting further into the room and picking up a small bottle of blood that had been left on a table. When he glanced back at Darrell, he nodded his encouragement before he drank it. 
 
    I took a step back, the metallic scent of the blood calling to me.  
 
    I'll drink from no one but Selena. 
 
    “It's best you feed,” Darrell said to me quietly as Kite and Cass joined Kodiak by the table, each taking a bottle. 
 
    “I'm fine,” I said curtly. 
 
    Darrell caught my arm as I stepped forward. “Forgive me,” he murmured. “But Brendan's daughter has such precious blood. It's best you feed as all the other Vs do and not in such a...primitive way.” 
 
    A ripple of heat ran down my spine, my hands curling into fists. 
 
    “I don't mean to offend you,” Darrell said softly, his hand on my arm suddenly irking me. “But it is only right that you adhere to the rules that all the Vampires do. Drinking from a human's neck is prohibited here.” 
 
    I turned away, torn and angry. Perhaps Selena would prefer that anyway. I shouldn't have been thinking so selfishly. But still... 
 
    “It takes a while to adjust to this life, but it's for the benefit of everyone.” Darrell patted my arm, evidently trying to keep the peace. “The girl clearly cares for you and I'm sure she allows you to feed from her because of that. But do you truly believe she enjoys it? That she would choose to allow any other Vampire to suck at her neck like that?” 
 
    I stiffened, a blaze of shame rolling through me, thinking of Selena in the V Games. Of what she'd endured at the hands of other Vs. At the hands of me. 
 
    “Of course not,” I muttered, hurrying away, but still bypassing the blood on the table. 
 
    I made my way to the back of the room, randomly plucking a book from a crooked shelf on the wall and dropping into an armchair. I read the first line a hundred times, my mind firmly elsewhere. On Selena. And the guilt at my refusing to drink other blood. I should have done it for her sake. To be strong without taking from her. I had the choice now. So why wasn't I doing it already? 
 
    My gaze dropped to a couple of bottles of blood that had been placed on a side table, squeezed between my chair and another. I sighed, picking one up and rolling it across my palm. But even as the thirst gripped my throat, I didn't drink it. 
 
    I let my eyes fall to the page again, but the words seemed like an unbreakable code no matter how hard I tried to make myself read them. 
 
    “Varick Cartwright...I heard you were here.” 
 
    My head snapped up at the feminine voice and I was sure my heart was about to stop. 
 
    “Impossible,” I breathed, standing, the book falling at my feet as I gazed at the familiar Vampire before me. 
 
    “Not quite.” Nirena smiled, her long lashes batting as she moved forward, slipping her arms around my stiff shoulders. The Vampire who had turned me, all those moons ago. “It's so good to see you again.” 
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    The human quarters were luxurious. At the heart of a square conservatory at the highest point of the building, the silver light of the moon spilled across the golden floors. The furniture was cream and blankets, throws, cushions and rugs adorned the space, making every surface practically huggable. On the walls hung paintings of fields and sunshine and beaches - all the things I'd missed from my old life. 
 
    Thames and I shared a room – despite there being plenty of rooms according to Brendan – but I'd insisted, knowing the help she'd need to get around. We'd been through enough together to not let each other down now. 
 
    The best things of all were the fresh clothes, the bath, the sweet soap that didn't smell remotely of lavender. I felt brand new again, dressed in a simple pair of jogging bottoms and a t-shirt. Brendan had jotted down our sizes, promising us more clothes soon. 
 
    After helping Thames bathe and change, I propped her up in one of the beds. Thames sighed her contentment. “I could get used to this.” 
 
    I moved toward the large window, gazing out over the estate. It was breathtaking, overlooking a beautiful rose garden that stretched toward an ancient tower ruin in the distance – perhaps part of an old church. Vines had climbed its grey stones, crawling inside a crumbling hole at the top of it. I made a mental note to explore it the moment I had a chance. 
 
    I checked the clock, finding it almost time to meet Varick.  
 
    Thames yawned broadly. “You should go, I'm gonna get some sleep anyways.” 
 
    “You sure you'll be okay?” I bit my lip and she nodded, ushering me toward the door, sinking down lower on her bed, looking half asleep already. 
 
    I headed through the conservatory, passing other people milling about. They threw me curious looks as I reached the large security door. It was metal, silver-plated according to Brendan and had a passcode we weren't allowed to tell the Vampires. I typed it in and the door buzzed open, freeing me from the human quarters. 
 
    I met the edge of the staircase, hoping Varick would already be waiting for me, leaning back against the wall, a casual grin on his face. But he wasn't. 
 
    I walked down the stairs, glancing around as I waited at the bottom. Time ticked by. 
 
    I soon gave up waiting and decided to go exploring, heading into the west wing. I wandered through the cavernous halls, peeking in rooms. The manor seemed to be going through renovations. Half of the rooms I discovered were clearly unused, lined with dust. One even had scaffolding propping up the ceiling. But something about the creaking doors, the wood beams and musty carpets, made me feel at home. 
 
    The sound of many voices reached to me as I passed under an arch and emerged in an enormous common room. A fire burned on one side of the room, but it wasn't nearly large enough to warm the space. I wrapped my arms around myself as goosebumps prickled my skin. Vs stiffened as I passed them, smelling the air, their eyes following me as I moved. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Kodiak's voice caught my ear. I turned to face him, sat in an armchair, looking bright-eyed and relatively human.  
 
    “I...” I trailed off as I spotted him across the room. Varick. Laughing. Looking like a film star with his high cheek bones and bulging muscles. I would have been floored by that expression, had he not have been offering it to a woman who visually matched his perfection, clutching onto his bicep as she laughed alongside him. 
 
    My body froze, neither letting me leave the room nor step toward him.  
 
    I couldn't be jealous of a woman I didn't know. That was ridiculous. But I couldn't fight the rising irritation for the reason he'd forgotten about our arrangement. 
 
    “Wasn't he supposed to meet you?” Kodiak asked unhelpfully, making my stomach clench. 
 
    As Varick's laughter died away, he breathed in deeply, suddenly alert as his head snapped in my direction, evidently smelling me. Not exactly the most dignified way to be noticed. But there it was. 
 
    He immediately rushed toward me, his usual surly expression taking the place of his amusement. 
 
    Varick paused before me, taking my hand. “Selena, I want you to meet-” 
 
    “Weren't you supposed to meet her a while ago?” Kodiak asked bluntly and we both dropped our gaze to him sat before us in his large armchair. 
 
    “Oh-Christ.” Varick threw a glance at a clock on the wall. “Time's different for Vs,” he hurried to explain, his eyes blazing at me. “An hour seems like a minute.” He cupped my cheek and my anger ebbed away. “I'm so sorry.” He moved to kiss me but I resisted, not wanting a whole audience of Vampires as witnesses. His eyes darted between mine. “I bumped into someone I know, from a very long time ago.” He turned, tugging me in the direction of the beautiful, ebony-haired woman. 
 
    “Selena Grey,” she said brightly as I approached. 
 
    I smiled, holding out my hand and she took it. Her palm was ice-cold, taking me by surprise. “Varick's been telling me all about you,” she said, glancing at him over my shoulder. “I'm Nirena, the Vampire who turned him.” 
 
    “Oh.” I nodded, unsure how to feel about that. Varick hated being a Vampire, so why did he look like he'd been reunited with an old friend? 
 
    Varick's arm slid around my waist. “Nirena has been helping your father here, continuing the work we started all those years ago.” 
 
    Nirena's eyes trailed over me as if I was as fragile as an egg. I didn't like it one bit. “Our fates have crossed at last. Things have not worked out as I expected.” Her eyes slid to Varick, unblinking. “But I always knew Varick would play an important role in the development of the cure.” 
 
    “So you know how it works?” I asked. 
 
    “Sadly...not yet. Though your father and I are very close to an answer. I have some theories we'll soon be testing.” 
 
    “On who?” Varick interjected. 
 
    She smiled and it was as perfectly shaped as a crescent moon. “Myself, other Vs. You, if you wish?” 
 
    Varick nodded once. “Anything to help.” 
 
    I spotted Cass over Nirena's shoulder, talking to Kite. I felt a separation from them all I didn't like. The segregation of Vs from the humans was something I'd have to get used to. But I already felt like an outsider standing amongst them. 
 
    My stomach growled loudly and some of the Vs nearby laughed. My cheeks scorched with heat – it probably sounded like a thunder clap to their sensitive ears. 
 
    “Come, let's find you some food.” Varick took my hand and I nodded my goodbye to Nirena. His grip tightened on me as we walked. “I truly am sorry for leaving you waiting.” 
 
    I nodded, giving him a reassuring smile. “It's fine, it gave me some time to explore.” 
 
    “And what did you find?” he asked as we strolled beneath the large archway. 
 
    “Not much but...” I bit my lip, happiness enveloping me. “Varick, I adore this place. 
There's just something about it.” I gazed up at the arching ceiling and when I dropped my gaze, found Varick watching me. I got trapped in his deep eyes and a smile dragged my lips wide. 
 
    “Hey!” someone barked, making me jump. 
 
    I spotted Darrell striding toward us, his brows drawn together. “No humans down here. It's not appropriate.” 
 
    Varick snarled his irritation with Darrell and I battled an eye roll. I didn't want to step out of line here, not after my father had taken us in to his home, even if it was frustrating to follow the rules.  
 
    “We'll go elsewhere,” I confirmed and Varick shifted closer. 
 
    Darrell gave us a genuine smile. “It's not that I don't commend this-” he gestured between us, “-union. But for your own safety, Miss Grey, I urge you to keep out of this wing.” 
 
    I nodded, looking to Varick whose brow was etched with taut lines. 
 
    “We understand.” I gripped his hand, tugging him along. 
 
    As we passed out of sight around a bend, Varick said in a low voice, “Let's find somewhere more private then.” 
 
    My heart danced as we walked silently through the corridors, searching the house until we stumbled across a vast food hall. People were milling about, grabbing drinks and plates of food all laid out on tables. The smell of roast chicken called to me. 
 
    “Eat,” Varick encouraged, ushering me toward the buffet. Glancing back at him, the ravenous look in his gaze reminded me that I wasn't the only one who was hungry. 
 
    Eyes followed us around the room. Some wore lace masks over their faces, sparking questions in my mind. As I queued up for dinner, Varick waited at the edge of the hall, surveying the room. 
 
    Food was laid out on hot plates and in containers, like in a hotel. I took a plate and piled it up with steamed vegetables, moving along the line. In front of me, a man in a mask with scraggly copper hair was adding mashed potato to his already over-flowing plate. His eyes strayed to me more than once. 
 
    “Hi,” I said politely, adding a chicken leg to my plate. 
 
    He raised his brows above the mask over his face, only his mouth visible beneath it. “You're the Grey girl,” he said, seeming impressed. “I'm Ned. Good to have you here.” 
 
    I shook his hand as he offered it to me, finding it warm and human. “Can I ask...why are you wearing that mask?” 
 
    “What mask?” he said and I opened and closed my mouth, trying to backtrack. 
 
    He roared a laugh, clapping a hand on my shoulder and sending a Yorkshire pudding flying off his plate. “That joke never gets old.” He pointed at the mask. “I'm a Siren.” 
 
    I immediately recoiled, thinking of Elijah, of what my father had told me. 
 
    He frowned. “Don't worry, I have to wear this mask. Them's the rules. Otherwise you'd be drooling into my roast dinner right now. And we can't have that.” 
 
    I gave him a wary smile. “So all you have to do is take that mask off and...” I couldn't quite finish that sentence. 
 
    “You'd fall desperately in love with me.” He grinned wolfishly. 
 
    A gust of air sent my hair flying around me as Varick arrived at my side. “Time to eat.” He steered me away from Ned, glaring back at him as we went. 
 
    “I'm not sure how I feel about Sirens,” I whispered and Varick muttered something incoherent. 
 
    After I'd eaten as much food as I could manage – savouring the incredible meal - I led Varick from the room, knowing his own hunger was rising. 
 
    “Where are we going?” he mused, letting me guide him. 
 
    “I think I know a place- ah here.” I turned toward a door beneath the grand staircase, tugging it open to reveal a wide cloakroom with benches in between the coat racks. Leading Varick inside, I shut the door and pulled my hair aside, lifting a brow when he didn't immediately act. 
 
    His eyes travelled down my neck, his Adam's apple rising and falling. “Darrell informed me that drinking from humans is against the rules.” 
 
    I bit my lip, gripping his shirt in my hands. “Well our situation is...different.” 
 
    He raised a brow, taking a small step closer. “There's blood on offer here, Selena. There's no need for me to drink from you. It was necessary before, but now...you can be free of it.” 
 
    I felt a strange, sinking sensation in my chest at his words. Did he think I despised him biting me? Obviously it was different in the game. The starved Vs were vicious, but with Varick, there was something very intimate about sharing blood with him. Giving him humanity... 
 
    “I want you to,” I insisted. 
 
    His eyes flashed with surprise. “You do?” 
 
    Slowly, I nodded, moving into his personal space and sliding my hands up and over his broad shoulders. “Besides, wasn't it you who said we can only drink from each other?” 
 
    A smirk pulled up one side of his mouth. “That was before I was banned.” 
 
    “We've broken rules before...” I grinned, thinking of our escape from the V Games. What I would have given to have seen the look on Abraham's face as his whole world fell at his feet. 
 
    “That we have.” Varick's voice was a low growl, his mouth dropping to my neck. I inhaled at the pierce of his canines, locking my hands around him as I hung in his arms. 
 
    When he pulled his teeth free, he immediately kissed me and the metallic taste of my blood ran between us. Heat travelled down my spine, pooling in my belly. His arms encircled me until I was nothing but a ragdoll in his arms. At last, he released me from his hypnotic touch, offering me his blood to heal the bite mark. The second my mouth parted from his wrist, he dragged me out of the cloak room. It was only then I realised he must have heard someone coming our way. 
 
    A woman gave as an odd look as she headed past us into the cloak room and we stifled our laughter, hurrying away from the crime scene. 
 
    We spent the evening exploring the house, finally able to bask in lengthy hours of each other's company. From the vast library, to the grand bathing house and pool room, we visited every corner of the estate except for the east wing where the other Immortals were housed. 
 
    As curiosity got the best of us, we headed in that direction, but before we made it there, Brendan and Darrell appeared in the corridor ahead of us. “Ah there you are. I was wondering if I could borrow Selena for a while?” He lifted a brow at Varick who slid his arm free of my waist. 
 
    “And perhaps you'd like to accompany Darrell tonight on a perimeter watch?”  
 
    “As you wish.” Varick shrugged, his gaze following me as I moved to my father's side. 
 
    As I headed away, I blurted out, “I love you,” like a love-struck idiot. Parting from him wasn't ever easy since we'd left the games, even for small pockets of time. Perhaps my attachment to him was bordering on possessive, but I was too far gone to care. 
 
    Varick grinned at me, not looking embarrassed, but proud, his chin tilted high. “I love you too, sweetheart.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Jameson 
 
    Sixteen times I circled the island, panting, the fog of my breath hanging around me. I broke the collar off my neck, slamming it repeatedly against a boulder. Eventually, I padded back to the cabin, pausing on the wooden steps as I gazed up at the door. The stairs creaked under my weight. I reckoned I was heavier than I had been yesterday. My soul, my heart, all of it was definitely dragging me down now. Had to be. 
 
    It would have been easy to blame myself, but it wasn't my nature. Ulvic was the culprit here. My teeth had struck the blows, but it had been his will behind the command. 
 
    I shut my eyes, whining softly as I tried to fight away the pain inside me. I didn't want to return to my human form, knowing it would be harder to keep the grief away. And I didn't want anyone to see me crumble. Me, Jameson, I was the one who never cracked. And no one was going to see it. No one. I was the one who dealt with shit with a smile on my face. That wasn't gonna change now. 
 
    I don't break. Fact. 
 
    I lifted my head to the dark sky, the moon glaring down at me. How had I been out here all day? It felt barely more than a few hours. 
 
    Inside, the bodies were gone. Dealt with. Ulvic's blood stained the floorboards red, but it'd been scrubbed. Someone had cleaned up the mess. And I had no doubt it was Nadine. Whether she'd done so at Ulvic's command or of her own choice was yet to be seen.  
 
    The quiet was pressing as my eyes were coaxed toward the shadowy corner of the room where my dead pack had lain. 
 
    My ears twitched as I located Nadine and Ulvic within the cabin. Nadine was singing softly, her voice lilting – she'd always had a pretty voice, not that I'd ever told her that. Not really my style. Compliments were saved for girls I fancied one-nighters with. 
 
    I headed upstairs, returning to my human from in the privacy of my room. I gazed at the band posters and the records, a grimace darkening my features. Couldn't take any of it with me when I left this island. And I was leaving, come hell or high water. This place wasn't my home anymore; it was a graveyard. 
 
    I dressed in warm clothes, packing a bag and throwing it over my shoulder. Before exiting the room, anger boiled up inside me. It was dangerous, the kind that would normally have me turn and rip someone's throat out. But I was still bound by Ulvic's command. I couldn't hurt him. And whilst I'd circled the island all day long, I'd fiercely hoped he'd bleed out before my return.  
 
    There was a photograph on my night stand: our whole pack sat around Ulvic in human form. We were at a bar in London, beers in hands, smiles bright and care-free. I took it in my fist, glaring at the man at the heart of us all. How had we ever seen him as some kind of hero? He'd tricked us. Glossed over the truth of what we really were, painting our world in colourful tones so we didn't see the monochrome reality beneath it. He. Owned. Us. We weren't friends. We were his possessions. His pets. His attack dogs. Just like the Helsings had kept Varick. And when danger had come Ulvic's way, he'd thrown us all under the bus to save himself. 
 
    The wooden frame snapped between my finger and thumb, my grip so tight the glass splintered and fractured down the middle. A lightning bolt of a crack passed through the centre of the photograph, splitting Ulvic's face in two. Fitting. Two-faced liar. 
 
    With a final, lingering glance at Emerico's smiling face, I dropped it at my feet, crushing it beneath my boots as I exited the room. 
 
    The next step would be even more difficult. But I had to find a way to leave. A way to reach my friends. 
 
    I headed to Ulvic's room, Nadine's voice guiding me there until the toes of my boots pressed up against his door. 
 
    Dropping my bag in the hall, I shouldered inside, my body tense, primed, but ultimately useless. I couldn't fight him. All I had were words. But luckily for me, they were something I'd always been good with. 
 
    “I'm leaving,” I said as casually as I could, my gaze falling on Ulvic propped up on his king-sized bed. Nadine was winding a bandage around his stump for a hand. 
 
    Ulvic's face was sallow and the blueness of his lips spoke of how much blood he'd lost. 
 
    Good. Traitor. I wish you'd bled out. 
 
    “Jameson-” Ulvic started but I held up a hand, finding it difficult to continue looking at him. 
 
    You will not see me come undone. 
 
    Instead, I focused on Nadine, her plum hair pulled into a ponytail, her tan face free of makeup for once. Her eyes were heavy with circles; she looked older, changed, altered. Wasn't gonna happen to me. I wasn't headed that way. I was still the same man I'd been yesterday, goddammit. And yet... 
 
    “You can command me to stay, but I reckon we'll both want rid of each other now. I don't wanna remember this night.” I forced myself to look at him, his dusky eyes watering with tears. “And I know you cared for us – not as much as yourself, of course – but enough that this will haunt you forever. So I'm leaving. And you'll allow me to. And Nadine, too, if she wants.” 
 
    Nadine lifted her head and the dried tear-streaks on her cheeks became visible. “Yes.” Her hands continued to fix Ulvic's injury which confirmed she was under his command. “I want to leave.” 
 
    I saw no blame for me in her eyes. Good. I was as innocent as a choir boy. She understood what Ulvic had done. Not me. 
 
    Not me. Please not me. 
 
    Ulvic slowly nodded, his gaze boring into mine as if he wanted to say something. An apology perhaps. But I think we both knew the insult that would have been. No apology, no words, no act would undo this. 
 
    Ulvic cleared his throat, the sound chalky and raw. “I can take you to Brendan Grey. I'll call him...get the coordinates.” 
 
    “And what will you do then?” Nadine whispered softly, her hand clutching Ulvic's wrist. She still cared about him. Which sucked for her. And made me want to shake her. But I didn't. Just stood there. Waiting for Ulvic's words, not really caring where he ended up so long as it was miles from where I was. 
 
    “I'll go in search of Mekiah and Reason...” 
 
    The names of my fellow pack members bit into me, snaring my attention. I couldn't accompany Ulvic for such a task, important as it was to me. I couldn't be around him anymore. I needed out of this life. “And where will you look?” 
 
    “I have an idea or two...” He hung his head and I shifted toward him, needing him to expand. “I will send word if I locate them, is that fair?” 
 
    My mouth twitched in response. 
 
    Eventually, I inclined my head, knowing it was the best solution for now. I needed time. Needed friends around me. Had to forget this, bury it, not lose myself. 
 
    You are Jameson Fairfax. Werewolf, man, legend. You did not do this. You are not responsible. 
 
    “Call him now,” I confirmed, turning on my heel. “We leave as soon as you can get up.” 
 
    I exited the room, not waiting for a response. A shudder ran down my spine as the door swung shut, the air seeming to contract around me. My lungs compressed and panic grew like bamboo in my stomach, piercing my organs. 
 
    I leant back against the wall, sinking down to the floor, sucking in slow, ragged breaths.  
 
    You didn't do this. He did. And one day you will kill him for it. 
 
    I jabbed my fingers into my eyes, trying to force away the memories of what I'd done. The taste, the cracking sounds of bone. It was all still there, waiting on the fringes of my mind to devour me. And I couldn't fight the fear growing in me. If this was Ulvic's fault, why did I feel so guilty? 
 
    Have to get up. Get moving. Find Varick. He'll know what to do. 
 
    I stood; my legs unsteady, but my resolve intact. I scooped up my bag, throwing it over my shoulder as I jogged downstairs. 
 
    Death hung in the air, silent but somehow everywhere at once. 
 
    I didn't have to wait long for the others to appear. They probably wanted off this island as much as I did. 
 
    “Where are they?” I asked, my voice coming out strong despite the tightness of my throat. 
 
    “I buried them by the lake,” Nadine breathed. 
 
    Her words cut me to shreds. I should have helped her. She shouldn't have had to carry that burden alone. 
 
    Ulvic hobbled down the stairs behind Nadine, taking her arm for support, blinking heavily. His trench coat was in place and a travel bag was tucked under his good arm. His breathing was slow, but some colour had returned to his face. Ulvic's medical supplies were extensive and his Hunter body would recover from the attack quicker than a human could- which pissed me off. 
 
    “We'll take the plane,” Ulvic confirmed, nodding to the door. 
 
    I led the way to the small hangar up on the east ridge, overlooking the sea. The moonlight sparkled on the water like diamonds had been sprinkled across its surface. This night was too beautiful to exist so soon after a massacre. The sky should have been crying. The sea roaring. The world splitting and tearing at the seams. But it was so calm, so quiet that it hurt even more. The world didn't care that they'd died, it just kept turning like today was as ordinary as the last. 
 
    The small aircraft was only big enough for four; two seats in front and two in the back. I took the back, letting Nadine help Ulvic with the controls. He was the only one who knew how to fly the thing, so I had to put my life in his hands. It was the last time I'd do be doing that... 
 
    Was I an idiot for going with him? Probably. But I didn't have a whole lot of options right then. 
 
    The engine stuttered to life beneath me, the doors to the small, metal hangar opening on cue. 
 
    Ulvic prepped the plane, flicked switches, turned on lights, gauges – none of it I understood. Didn't care to either. I wanted off the ground. Moving. That was the answer. Keep moving forward. Every moment that passed took me one moment away from last night. 
 
    “Brendan gave you the coordinates, then?” I asked, glaring at the back of Ulvic's head. 
 
    He nodded once. 
 
    “Did you tell him what happened?” I growled. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Na, suppose he wouldn't have given the coordinates to a coward, would he?” 
 
    Ulvic didn't reply. Nadine sniffed. 
 
    The propeller affront the plane spun to life, the low whirring growing to a persistent buzzing. The aircraft bumped and jostled out onto the tiny layer of concrete we'd laid years ago when we'd first bought the island. That had been an ace day. Summer sun, cold drinks, mojitos made by yours truly. The flavour of mint lingering on my tongue... 
 
    Gone gone gone. 
 
    The plane rolled along, picking up speed bit by bit, heading toward the sea as if we might plunge straight down into it. Instead, the lightweight plane lifted into the sky and we soared higher and higher, leaving Skorpa island beneath us. 
 
    Below, the fjords stretched between the surrounding islands like stepping stones in a stream. The moonlight flashed across the white wings of the plane and I squinted out toward the horizon as the aircraft curved in a wide arc. 
 
    Even now, I was amazed by the mode of transport. Ships and carts had been all I'd known once.  
 
    And high above the world, I finally felt I could get some distance from reality. 
 
    “Thank you Nadine,” Ulvic said softly. “I can manage from here.” 
 
    Nadine nodded, unclipped her belt and climbed into the back seat with me. She looked to me for something, only briefly, then evidently thought better of it, shuffling up to the window and resting her head against it. Her sadness was written in her movements, her slumped shoulders and knotted hands.  
 
    Probably should do something. 
 
    I shifted closer to her, laying an arm around her shoulders. Silently she turned into me, letting the tears fall, quietly soaking into my shirt. I held her tighter, letting her cry until she found enough strength to stop. 
 
    After a time, her fingers reached for mine, sliding between them and clamping on tight. I gazed numbly down at our clasped hands, resting on my knee. Yeah, suppose it was the right thing to do. Let her take comfort from me. I was still her Alpha after all. 
 
    I gave her a twitch of a smile as she rested her head on my shoulder. 
 
    As we rose into some clouds, the view disappeared and was replaced by an impenetrable blackness. The persistent buzzing of the aircraft was the only sound between us, but it might as well have been total silence for the way it felt. An echoey space was growing between Ulvic and I. A space that could never be filled again. 
 
    Sooner than expected, the plane began to lower, the wind rocking us side to side. Nothing as simple as turbulence ever scared me, even when Ulvic muttered curses and yanked down a lever. I was an unshakable, immortal Werewolf. Nothing was ever gonna change that. Nothing. 
 
    Except what you did, whispered a voice from the darkest shadows of my mind. 
 
    Yeah, except maybe that. 
 
   


  
 

 Varick 
 
    Darrell led me to the perimeter of The Sanctuary. We moved beyond the gate, past a thicket of brambles and into dense tree cover. A human couldn't have seen anything, but my eyes adjusted to the absence of light so the forest appeared in dark blue tones. The moon had been swallowed by thick clouds, threatening snow. I could almost smell it in the frozen air. 
 
    “Who do you protect this place from?” I asked as Darrell led me deeper into the woods. 
 
    “Anyone who might seek to harm us.” 
 
    “Helsings?” I inquired. 
 
    “Amongst other Hunters. But they're not our biggest concern.” 
 
    “So that organisation you mentioned...they're dangerous?” I frowned. 
 
    “IDAHO,” he confirmed with a dark look. “If they ever found this place, the Immortals here would be in grave danger.” 
 
    “But the company is surely run by humans?” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “Yes, but they have an employment of Immortals doing their bidding. And humans are not as weak as some Immortals may be fooled into believing.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking of Selena. Of all the people I'd ever known, Immortal or not, she was by far the strongest. Perhaps not physically, but in her courage, her infallible determination, her hope. 
 
    “So what are we to do tonight?” I asked as Darrell led me down onto the sandy beach. The waves lapped quietly against the shore; the lull and clap of the catamaran rocked against the pier and a gurgling pool ran close by. When the wind blew, the leaves made a rushing, hissing noise that rippled across the whole island. 
 
    Darrell pointed to an X marked on a tree at the edge of the beach. “Each V stands at one of these marks. They ring the entire island. If there's any cause for concern, a boat in the bay, for example, just ring this.” 
 
    He pointed to a bell hanging from one of the branches. The Vs will be able to hear it, but the entire island will not be alerted until the threat is confirmed. We don't want to start a panic.” 
 
    I nodded and he gestured toward the tree again. “You can take this post. We stand here until dawn; most Vs do three nights a week.” 
 
    “Glad to help.” I gave him a small nod and he headed away up the beach.  
 
    I gazed out at the dark sea, relaxing. Passing time was something that came easy to me. Without sleep, the Helsings' castle had been a waking nightmare. I'd let my thoughts carry me away, hours merging into one another until time took on a whole different meaning. 
 
    Tonight was easier, standing on the sand, gazing at the quiet scene before me. The sea, I loved. I could gaze at her for all eternity. The frothing surf, the reaching tide and the roaring crash of waves breaking along the beach. The sea had once given me a home. I knew how to navigate the world by the stars, how to sail through storms and thick sea fog. But the longer I stood there, the more I thought of another possibility. The chance of a home elsewhere. On land. Alongside a girl who had captivated me so entirely that I no longer belonged to the sea. But to her. She was more tempestuous than the wind had ever been, and more calming than the crystal clear waters of Greece. I didn't need the sea while she stayed at my side. She was the sea. 
 
    After a time -  I couldn't have said how long – a droning sound caught my ear. I didn't recognise it at first, but as it approached, I lifted my eyes to the sky, searching. 
 
    A plane. Christ. Was that cause for concern? 
 
    I lingered by the bell, unsure. There was a whole ring of Vs surrounding this island, and certainly they were aware of the plane by now? 
 
    I stepped further on to the beach as it came into view, the white underbelly of a small aircraft careering over the waves. 
 
    A light flashed from the cabin. A signal perhaps. 
 
    My shoulders relaxed as Darrell appeared from the trees, waving a light back at the aircraft. It circled lower and I realised it was about to land on the beach. 
 
    Backing up, I watched as the plane jerkily touched down, throwing up sand around it. 
 
    My heart lifted as Jameson dropped out of the cabin, but immediately plummeted again at the sight of his expression. One of his wolf pack followed him; a girl I only knew by sight. 
 
    “What's going on?” I demanded, stepping into the light of the aircraft. 
 
    Jameson crashed into me, his hand cupping the back of my neck as he hugged me. “It's so good to see you.” 
 
    I pushed him back to get a better look at him. “What's going on?” I repeated, lowering my tone. He didn't look like he'd slept since I'd last seen him, his eyes bloodshot and lacking all light. 
 
    “Nothing.” He turned, slamming his hand against the door of the plane as Ulvic tried to get out. A low groan sounded from inside the cabin. “Ulvic was just dropping us off.” 
 
    The girl sniffed, looking to Jameson for direction, her eyes watery. What on earth was going on? 
 
    Darrell approached the plane, calling to Ulvic, “Are you alright?” 
 
    Ulvic raised a hand in response. 
 
    “We've come to stay,” Jameson announced, turning and pressing his back to the plane door to keep it shut. 
 
    Darrell turned to me. “Perhaps you'll show them inside? I'll speak with Ulvic before he leaves.” 
 
    Jameson pushed off of the plane with a shrug. 
 
    I led him and his companion up into the trees, taking the path Darrell had shown me back to the main gate. 
 
    As we approached, I glanced up at the security camera and a moment later the gate jangled aside. As we stepped through, Jameson caught my arm, looking at Nadine. “Go on ahead of us.” 
 
    Nadine opened her mouth to protest, but Jameson barked, “GO.” 
 
    She scurried away, heading across the wide lawn toward the manor. 
 
    When she was out of sight, Jameson turned to me, his expression fierce. I wasn't sure I'd ever seen him like this before. 
 
    I lowered my voice. “What's happened, brother?”  
 
    He released my arm, scraping a hand through his hair which was now hanging loose from his usual braid. After he took in a breath, he explained what had occurred, his tone flat. 
 
    “I'm so sorry.” I kept my hand on his shoulder as he finished regaling the grim tale, shaking my head in horror. 
 
    He gave me a firm stare. “You're not to tell the others.” 
 
    Panic rose inside me like acid. “I can't keep this from Selena. And if the Helsings are coming here, we'll need to warn her father so we can prepare-” 
 
    Jameson caught my neck, bringing his forehead to mine. “You cannot tell them what I did.” His voice was laced with pain, but most of all fear. 
 
    Releasing me, he took a calm breath before a mask drew over his features, his anxiety vanishing. “Selena,” he conceded. “You can tell her. But the others can only know half the truth. That the Helsings came and murdered most of my pack.” 
 
    I nodded, my heart twitching as I reached for him, resting a palm on his shoulder again. “Brother, that is what happened.” 
 
    He nodded, but I knew my words meant nothing. Though he was trying not to, Jameson blamed himself. I could see it in his eyes. And I knew exactly what that felt like.  
 
    As we started walking toward the house, I decided to air my thoughts. Though I had no idea what good they'd do him. “Back in the last game I had no control over myself. When I found Selena I...” The words stuck in my throat like they had sharp edges. I forced them out all the same. “I nearly killed her.” 
 
    Jameson's eyes found mine and in a low tone that shredded me to pieces, he said, “Yes Varick...but you didn't.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    My father led me to the basement of the manor house and my skin prickled with the memories of the cells beneath the Helsings' castle. Thankfully, Brendan's laboratories were nothing like theirs. The single room was large and full of benches laden with bottles, petri dishes and all manor of scientific devices – none devised to torture a Vampire. 
 
    As Brendan led me to a huge, white fridge across the room, motion-sensored lights illuminated our way. Pulling the door open, he took out a small bottle of blood and carried it to a work bench. 
 
    “Here, come see.” He gestured for me to take a seat beside him and I did so, watching curiously as he lined up a slide beneath a microscope with a pin-prick of blood on it. When he was finished fiddling with the nobs and buttons, he moved aside, allowing me to look. 
 
    Pressing my eye to the lens, I gazed down at the magnified droplet. The blood cells were a dull, pink colour, floating through dark plasma as it oozed across the plate. 
 
    “That's Vampire blood,” my father explained. “Now keep an eye on it as I add a sample of my own blood to it.” 
 
    I bit my lip as I waited, a flutter of anticipation in my tummy. 
 
    As Brendan added his own sample, the blood turned bright red and the two liquids mixed and settled. The cells from his blood were bright and vividly red. But as the two types of cells bumped into each other, they latched on and, impossibly, started to merge. 
 
    “What's happening?” I asked, excited. 
 
    “This is what happens when a Vampire absorbs human blood. For a time, the cells merge and their bodies act human for a while. The more blood, the more human they become.” I felt his arm brush mine as he moved closer. “But our blood makes a much longer connection with Vampire blood cells than your standard human. We simply need to find a way to make this change...permanent.” 
 
    I looked up from the microscope, my mind exploding with questions. “But Varick doesn't become entirely human when he drinks from me.” 
 
    “No...but drinking is not the best way to er...transfer humanity.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” My brows descended. 
 
    Brendan ran his fingers through his neatly-styled hair. “Well, think of it like an inoculation.” 
 
    My eyes widened as I understood what he meant, thinking back to school when I'd received my BCG vaccination. “You mean it has to be injected?” I gasped. 
 
    Brendan smiled, his eyes bright. “Precisely.” 
 
    “But you said the cure doesn't work yet?”  
 
    Brendan nodded, looking solemn. “It is effective, but only temporarily. The longest we have recorded a Vampire walking in the sun is just twelve seconds. Plus...they tend to crash quite dramatically afterwards. That's why the Vampires still drink blood here. It is more predictable.” 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed. “But surely a permanent cure can be found?” 
 
    Brendan sighed, shaking his head. “Truly, I don't know. We've tried everything to lengthen the effects.” 
 
    I dropped my eyes to the petri dish, trying to come up with a solution. But if my father couldn't come up with one after all of his research, there was no chance I'd be able to pluck an answer out of thin air. 
 
    “If you're happy to, I'd like to try your blood? To see if it has any different impact than mine.” 
 
    I nodded quickly. “Of course. Though...perhaps Varick could try it first?” 
 
    Amusement passed through Brendan's eyes, but he only nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    My heart lifted as I realised Varick might actually be able to walk in the sun once more. Even if only for a very short time. 
 
    I checked a clock that was ticking quietly on the wall. It was nearly midnight. But perhaps... “Can we try it tomorrow morning? Before dawn?” I was off my seat in a flash, my heart quickening by the second. 
 
    Brendan let out a short laugh. “If you like. I'll send for Varick at 5am. I trust you'll have no trouble waking at that time?” 
 
    “None.” I beamed as I backed toward the door. 
 
    “Good. Meet me in the entrance hall.” 
 
    As I reached the staircase leading to the human-sanctioned area of the manor, the front door opened. My heart jolted at the sight of Varick with Jameson at his side.  
 
    A pretty girl with plum-coloured hair jumped off of the staircase to greet them. “I don't appreciate being left out of the loop,” she snipped at Jameson. 
 
    Varick's eyes were locked on me as he arced around the girl and joined my side. His hand gripped mine - hard. 
 
    I glanced at Jameson who gave me a casual smile. 
 
    “What's going on?” I asked, my instincts telling me something was wrong. 
 
    A gust of air announced the arrival of another Vampire and Darrell stepped purposefully through the door. He shot Varick a curious look before turning to Jameson and the girl. “Let me show you where you can sleep.” 
 
    “I'm not sure sleep is the answer right now,” Jameson said, folding his arms. 
 
    “Ulvic told me everything. I must talk with Brendan about this turn of events,” Darrell said firmly. “In the meantime, I need you to adhere to the nighttime rules and go to the east wing of the building.” 
 
    “Rules?” Jameson scoffed and Varick gave him a sharp nod to quell the argument rising in his friend's eyes. 
 
    “We'll talk in the morning,” Varick said firmly and Jameson's shoulders slumped in agreement. I didn't know him that well, but I was fairly sure Jameson wouldn't have taken orders so easily from anyone else. 
 
    “That includes you two,” Darrell said sternly, glancing between Varick and I before leading the others away down a corridor. 
 
    I glanced up at Varick, about to speak, but he pressed a finger to my lips and said, “Good night,” more loudly than was necessary. 
 
    A heartbeat later he threw me over his shoulder and darted out into the grounds of the manor. 
 
    Fresh air and the scent of junipers enveloped me. 
 
    When he planted me down, I found myself gazing up at the moon peeping through the clouds, the two of us bathed in a circle of silver light as it flowed through a hole in the roof above us. 
 
    “Varick! What the hell's going on?” I demanded, dizzy from the speed he'd travelled at. I gazed around, realising we must have been in the tower ruin I'd spied from my window. Crumbling stones sat around us, the floor thick with moss and little snowdrops poking up between the rubble. The place was breathtaking, the moonlight highlighting fluttering moths and other tiny, winged creatures floating through the air around us. 
 
    “There's been trouble on Ulvic's island,” Varick sighed, dispelling the enchantment of the place. 
 
    “Trouble?” I questioned anxiously. 
 
    He nodded, half his face cast in shadow, the other bathed in the pale light of the moon. “The Helsings turned up, killed most of the wolf pack and...” He sighed heavily, pain flaring in his deep green eyes. “They made Ulvic command Jameson to do it.” 
 
    My hand went to my mouth, shock juddering through my body. I shook my head in horror. “How could they?” I whispered, but I didn't expect an answer. Both of us knew what the Helsings were capable of. “How could Ulvic?” 
 
    “Because he's a damn selfish coward,” Varick snarled. 
 
    I dropped my eyes, a leaden weight hanging from my heart. 
 
    He cupped my cheek, his expression so sad that it made me tired. Tired to think of all that was to come. That this wasn't anywhere near over. And the illusion of being safe here had just been shattered like a brick through glass. 
 
    “How long?” I managed, my tone dark. 
 
    “I don't know. We can't be sure they'll find us.” 
 
    I nodded slowly, dropping my eyes to the mossy ground. Plant life was fighting its way into the ruined building; perhaps it had once been a church or a chapel, the shape of it seemed so. Could we rise like nature was able to? Reclaim what was ours? End the Helsings and still have a chance at happiness. At life? 
 
    My hand brushed Varick's chest and I felt his heartbeat, recalling what I'd talked about with my father. Even if he worked out the cure tomorrow, I didn't want Varick to turn human again until the Helsings were gone. He'd be too fragile. He could die. Even now, there was risk enough of that. And without him, I'd be lost. 
 
    “What do we do?” he asked me as if I could provide some solace, some answer. I leaned into him, trying not to let this knowledge wear me down, to hold on to hope. 
 
    “We fight,” I managed at last. Because of course that's what this always was going to come to. We couldn't have run, or hidden, no matter how appealing that may have seemed just minutes ago. Deep down, I'd known, it would inevitably come to this. 
 
    Varick didn't answer and I sensed the heated frustration growing between us. The argument. In a heartbeat, his mouth met mine and it all evaporated. I knew we were putting off the discussion, but in that moment I didn't care. 
 
    My breathing hitched as he walked me backwards, my spine brushing the cool stone of the towering wall. His kiss intensified until we were reduced to two souls, scratching at the physical walls between us just to be an inch closer.  
 
    The tension grew nearly unbearable until I had to face what was coming. Lines we hadn't crossed, but only now might we have time to cross them. 
 
    The air was heavy with unspoken words. Questions needing to be asked, but neither of us daring to voice them. The guessing was agony. Would we? Wouldn't we? Was I ready? Was this even possible? All of it condensed the moment into something dreamlike as his soul finally seemed to find its way to mine. 
 
    This was real and the decisions were mine to make. Decisions I'd never made before and could never be undone once they were voiced. Varick caged me in with his arms, his hooded eyes pinned on me, his muscles bunching through his shirt. I didn't know what I was doing. I'd only ever been this close to one man before and had murdered him before he could steal my innocence. 
 
    Now, I didn't feel like something was being stolen from me. I wasn't giving up anything. I was sharing what already belonged to Varick.  
 
    Desire blazed in his eyes, but he didn't touch me again. My lashes framed my vision as I gazed up at him, neither of us making a move. 
 
    The next touch would set off a chain reaction, like the wind brushing a line of dominoes. I was afraid to make it, but knew it had to come from me. Varick would need the reassurance, knowing what lived in my past. Understanding that this single act would incinerate what remained of my childhood. But I wasn't innocent anymore for so many reasons that it almost seemed ironic that I was still a virgin. After so much sin had been dealt at my hand. 
 
    My fingers trembled as I lifted them, reaching through the space between us, resting my palms against his chest. He was hot to touch even through his shirt, as human as I'd ever seen him. His heart beat hard and steady beneath my hand, confirming the Vampire part of him was nowhere to be seen tonight. 
 
    He inhaled a slow, controlled breath at my touch and I closed my eyes, feeling his heart quicken to match the rampant beat of my own. Words brushed my lips but I kept them back, knowing the second the silence was broken, this moment could vanish. 
 
    Tonight was all we had. Tomorrow could be our last day alive. So, for now, our hearts deserved to beat against each other's. 
 
    My fumbling fingers slid upwards and I undid the top button of his shirt. I bit my lip all the while, so hard I was sure I'd drawn blood. Between our heavy breaths and the movements of my hands, another sensation arose in me. A deep, primal squeeze in the pit of my belly. The butterflies awoke, too, until my whole stomach was alive with miniature wings. 
 
    Varick released a growl that set me shivering. I could sense he was going to ask me what I wanted. I could see the question blazing in his dark eyes. Perhaps he was as afraid of the answer as I was. But I still didn't want either of us to speak, certain the words would devour the intensity of the moment. So I gripped his collar, encouraging him toward me. He let me guide him. Close enough that his lips were millimetres from mine, his muscles flexing on either side of me as his arms went lax against the wall. 
 
    The scent of him washed over me; the intoxicating aroma of pure power. And yet still he resisted, not meeting my advances.  
 
    Fearful of losing my nerve, I gazed into his eyes, asking, offering, telling. 
 
    I want this before it's too late. 
 
    The tension in his arms melted and his mouth met mine. Every hard angle of his body seemed to soften to fit against me. My heart leapt into a rhythm I didn't know, every frantic thump promising me this was the right decision. 
 
    His kiss was filled with all the answers I could ever have needed. His hungry passion fed mine, near-paralysing me in his arms with how he possessed me. It was easy to let him take the lead. It made sense, too, seeing as I had no idea what I was doing. But it wasn't until his lips had met mine again that I'd entered an entirely unknown territory. One that told me I not only wanted this to happen for the sake of growing up, of offering all I could to the man I loved, or for doing all of those things before they were too late to be done, but because it was very possible I'd also enjoy every second of it, too. 
 
    Varick's mouth painted trails down my throat, his grip on my waist never faltering as he held me in place against the wall. My leaden arms were suddenly light as a feather. I wrapped them around his broad shoulders, bringing him closer until I was sure the tiny space between us only existed to allow me to continue breathing. 
 
    My fingers tangled in his hair as I drank in his kisses, each sending a rapid flight of goosebumps sweeping across my body. I was soon too dizzy to know up from down, left from right. His hold on my waist was so tight that I'd barely noticed he'd lifted me half a foot off the ground, my legs hanging around his hips with no effort at all on my part. 
 
    He carried me purposefully into the circle of light the moon was casting on the earthy ground and placed me on my feet. Gently, he pulled my top over my head, discarding it on the floor. I fell into unknown territory, my body beginning to tremble. After all the terrible things I'd lived through, why was this making my body quake? It wasn't fear exactly. More trepidation. The worry of doing something wrong, of spoiling this all with fumbling hands and uncertain movements. The shame of knowing Varick would sense my reaction right down to my unsteady heartbeat was nearly overwhelming. 
 
    He was unfaltering where I hesitated, fluid where I froze. But all the time our lips remained sealed, I didn't have to acknowledge that I was probably doing this all wrong. 
 
    When Varick released me, I became painfully aware that I was topless and he was still fully dressed. As he stood back, gazing at me with a heat that could have burned down a whole forest, my cheeks picked that moment to turn scarlet. 
 
    Words. The words were coming. The ones where he voiced his concerns. That I wasn't ready. That he didn't want to do this with me. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how much I feared this?” His voice was a sharp knife that cut the air to ribbons. I offered him a shake of my head, my cheeks still aflame as I tried to understand what he meant. He stalked forward, lowering his mouth to my ear, making me quiver. “I feared that I'd never want anything more than your blood. That it wouldn't be fair for this to happen if I wasn't entirely devoted to the moment.” 
 
    “And?” I asked, my throat barely releasing the word. 
 
    His hands rested on my hips, leaning back so his eyes bored into mine, unblinking. “And all those worries seem pointless now...” His thumb skated across my lower lip. “I may need blood to live, but I need you to breathe, to feel...to love.” 
 
    My trembling hands stilled. The heat bled from my cheeks and spread into the furthest regions of my body. Without him there was no future. The idea of losing him was no more bearable than the moon parting from the stars. And with that knowledge, this all became easy. 
 
    I moved into the arc of his arms, more confident now as I trailed my fingers down his half-open shirt, slipping the final buttons free from their holes. My eyes never left his and the desire to kiss him nearly overwhelmed me. But I wanted him to see me unafraid. 
 
    As I slid the shirt from his shoulders, I dropped my eyes to the ridged muscles of his chest, the shadowed crevice of his sternum meeting with the hardened ovals of his abs. 
 
    I let my fingers roam, wanting to memorise each line illuminated by the moon, a hunger growing inside me, ready to devour him. 
 
    Slowly. Memorise all of this. Just in case. 
 
    When I glanced up, his eyes were wanting, but not for blood. 
 
    I slid my palms over his marble-like body, reaching around his wide shoulders and tip-toeing up. He caught my chin, tilting my head back, his mouth a centimetre from my own as our bodies melded against one another. 
 
    “I'm starting to get the impression you like me.” His mouth hooked up at the corner, his sarcastic tone making me laugh and melting what remained of my fear. Before I could answer, he pinned me down, following me to the ground until I was layered between the soft moss and his firm body. 
 
    His hands hooked up my legs, tangling me around him. It wasn't long before I'd forgotten the ruin even existed, my whole world centering on us and nothing else. The tantalising feeling of skin against skin, the friction, the heat. All of it was more than I ever could have imagined it would be. 
 
    From the bittersweet pain to the impossible closeness I felt with him, there wasn't a moment I didn't love - not even the breathless mess I was reduced to under the weight of his unshakable perfection. 
 
    As the moon slipped out of sight and the space around us darkened, Varick pressed his forehead to mine, waiting for my lungs to stop labouring and my heart rate to settle. As I caught my breath, I let out a shaky, embarrassed laugh as he nuzzled into my neck. He was entirely unaffected, not a bead of sweat or a single ragged breath to be seen. Damn V. 
 
    “On a scale of one to human, how are you feeling right now?” I asked to divert the attention from me, wriggling out from beneath him. His arms caged me in as he rolled over, drawing me back against him, a roguish smile dancing around his lips. “I think you know the answer to that.” 
 
    “Not tempted for a snack?” I propped myself up on his chest with my elbows. 
 
    He eyed my neck with a widening grin. “If you're offering.” 
 
    I smacked him, ducking my head into his body to hide my embarrassment. His hands encased me, dragging me upwards so my mouth met his. His soft kiss made reality fade from view. Even the cold couldn't find me here. Varick had banished all of it. 
 
    When he released me, he was frowning, his fingers painting patterns on my skin. “Are you alright?” 
 
    I nodded once, not wanting to elaborate. I'd probably be amongst the last in my school year to lose my virginity. I'd heard the stories – some in way too much unwanted detail – and I'd known what to expect. But if anything, this was more perfect than I ever could have predicted. 
 
    Our time together had always felt like winter. Snow would fall and settle then thaw. Temporary, but while it lasted, it changed the look of the entire world. Now, it seemed the world was blossoming, offering us a spring to make up for the long winter we'd been served. But I knew there was one last thing we had to do before we could enjoy it. 
 
    Varick kissed the corner of my mouth. “Don't think about it. Not tonight.” 
 
    I nodded, curling into the crevice his arm made. “I don't want to go back to separate rooms.” 
 
    His mouth met my forehead. “Rules are rules.” 
 
    I knew he was teasing, but it still bothered me. We didn't exactly have the typical human to V relationship. 
 
    I thought of dawn, biting my lip, excited to offer Varick something he'd missed for his entire immortality. “If I go back to my room, will you meet me on the stairs at 5am?” 
 
    He lifted his head to get a better look at me. “Why?” 
 
    “It's a surprise.” I kissed him quickly, sucking my lower lip to hide my grin as I wriggled free of his hold. I hurriedly pulled on my clothes, unable to help feeling self-conscious, despite what we'd just done. When I was finished scrambling into my top and tugging on my jeans, I found Varick standing fully dressed, leaning against the ruin wall as if he'd never even gotten undressed. 
 
    I pouted my annoyance and he gave me that slanted grin of his. The one that had given me butterflies even back when I'd feared him. 
 
    My mouth was rubbed raw by his stubble and my hair looked as if a bird had made several attempts at building a nest in it. I patted it down as best I could, slipping on my shoes.  
 
    “This isn't going to go undetected,” Varick noted, eyeing me. 
 
    My cheeks flamed as I tried harder to flatten my hair. 
 
    He approached me in a flash, his lips meeting mine for half a second. “Thames might notice you sneaking in.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Why does it matter?” 
 
    His eyes dropped and a rare flash of vulnerability passed through his eyes. I touched his cheek, horrified at what his expression was implying. “I love you. If you think for a second I care what anyone thinks about this, you're wrong.” 
 
    “I'm a Vampire-” he started and I pressed my palm flat to his mouth, forcing him to stop. 
 
    “My Vampire.” I smiled and I felt his lips lift beneath my hand. 
 
    Slowly, I dropped my palm and he grabbed my waist, tugging me against him. “Well, when you put it like that...” 
 
    I giggled as he buried his head in my neck, pretending to bite me. 
 
    My laughter reached toward the sky and for a moment I hoped the whole world was listening, because all I wanted to do right then was scream to the moon how much I loved him. And how no one on Earth, Van Helsing or otherwise, was going to take him from me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Varick 
 
    As 5am approached, I sat on the staircase in the entrance hall. Not that I had high hopes of Selena waking up for whatever reason she had in mind. Still, I'd wait and see. 
 
    Tonight had been...impossible really. I'd barely entertained the idea that we'd be capable of such a human thing. But the moment I'd broken the news to Selena about the Helsings, seen her face fall for the first time in days, I'd started to forget my doubts, desperate to comfort her. To be close to her. And to hold onto this peace a little while longer. 
 
    But every taste of humanity I got, I wanted more. It was like a drug; the longer I had to go between feeds, the more I craved it, feared the oncoming hunger, the detachment to my emotions. 
 
    I shuddered. I could never go back to that place again. I'd climbed from the pit of hell, but I was barely holding on by my fingertips. 
 
    A question nagged at me to be answered. If no cure could be found, was I able to live like this? To keep feeding from Selena, using her to remain as human as possible? 
 
    I shut my eyes, the pain of that reality setting in. How could I put such a burden on her? What kind of life would she have chasing shadows with me? Living her daytime life alone whilst I skulked in the darkness? 
 
    And what would happen when nature set in and she'd start to long for children? A family? 
 
    I couldn't offer her that. And that knowledge threatened to one day break my heart. 
 
    Footsteps caught my ear and a voice spoke a moment later, “Ah, you're here already.” 
 
    I stood, approaching Brendan at the bottom of the stairs, holding something in his hand. 
 
    “Selena asked me to meet her here.” I dropped off of the bottom step, trying to get a better look at whatever he was holding. 
 
    He checked his watch, glancing upstairs, evidently not wanting to elaborate until Selena arrived. 
 
    “Did Darrell speak to you of what happened to Ulvic's pack?” I asked. 
 
    Brendan gave me a grave look. “Yes, I'll double the guards at the perimeter. Two Helsings might be strong, but they're not enough to take on an entire island of Immortals.” 
 
    His words lulled me into a feeling of security. He was right. We were safe here. Truly. 
 
    The door banged open behind me and I turned to find Selena jogging down the stairs, dragging a jumper on and rubbing the sleep from her eyes. “I'm here,” she announced, almost bumping into me as she hit the bottom step. 
 
    A grin tugged at my mouth and I had to fight the urge to kiss her in front of her father. Instead, I folded my arms, waiting for her to give me an explanation for this meeting. 
 
    She rolled up the baggy sleeves of her hoodie, thrusting an arm towards Brendan. 
 
    I frowned, watching as Brendan procured a syringe and took a sample of blood from the crook of Selena's elbow. I started to cotton-on as I waited, my skin prickling with tension. Did they really think her blood could cure me? Surely we knew the answer to that by now. 
 
    “It's not a cure,” Brendan confirmed. “But when our blood is injected into a Vampire, they have some enhanced...humanity. For a brief time,” he added, moving toward me. 
 
    I held out my arm, looking to Selena who was grinning from ear to ear. Brendan pushed the silver-tipped needle into a vein in my forearm, pressing slowly down on the plunger. 
 
    When he was done, he stepped back, gesturing for Selena to take the lead. She ran her fingers absently over the place the needle had pierced my skin and I felt the warmth of her fingertips like they were on fire. 
 
    Slowly, my body reacted to the blood. Some of my Vampire senses dulled, but my emotions flared brighter, my heart began to beat harder until it met a steady, human rhythm. 
 
    The constriction in my throat eased to nothing, until my thirst literally vanished. My hand went to my neck in delighted surprise and Selena's smile brightened. 
 
    The next sensation made me double over and I gripped the banister for support. It felt like a balloon was expanding inside me. Air ran deep into my lungs and out again until I was wheezing. 
 
    “Is he alright?” Selena's voice drifted to me. 
 
    “He's breathing,” Brendan announced, sounding elated. It had been so long since I'd done so that it wasn't until he said it that I knew his words were true. Of course, I naturally took in air to talk, but this was different. I needed to do this. 
 
    I stopped trying to control it, letting my body take over, oxygen flowing freely into my lungs. I cupped my mouth and nose to block the passage and sure enough, my lungs began to ache for air. 
 
    “Selena,” I turned to her in absolute awe. 
 
    “I've never seen progress like this,” Brendan said, shaking his head in surprise before checking his watch. 
 
    Selena gripped my wrist and I felt her everywhere, electricity exploding down my veins, bringing every part of me to life. I grabbed her, kissing her, lifting her into the air, inhaling through my nose – having to. 
 
    Selena danced away, taking my hand and dragging me toward the door. 
 
    “Dawn,” she whispered and I shook my head, suddenly fearful. The sun had despised me for so many years. “Trust me,” she encouraged and it took me an age to nod in response. 
 
    She reached for the door, twisting the knob and pulling it open. I flinched instinctively, but no pain met me. I squinted at the light, moving into the doorway just as the sun spilled over the horizon. My breathing increased as I clung to the door frame, my senses so human it was like I'd been reborn. Coral and pink tones leaked through the sky, the amber sun lifting and rising, gazing right at me. 
 
    “Not possible,” I breathed. 
 
    “Fifteen seconds,” Brendan announced. “This is a record.” 
 
    The heat of the sun met my cheeks, seeping into my skin and it took all I had not to crumple to the ground at the feeling. 
 
    Pain suddenly rushed across my hands, scoring its way to my throat. 
 
    I lurched backwards, my skin singed and smoking, an ache in the base of my throat rising like acid. 
 
    I was tumbling into darkness faster than I'd ever known. My knees hit the floor but I could barely see, writhing as my body tore apart from the inside. 
 
    “What's happening?!” Selena screamed, her hands on my back, trying to calm me. 
 
    But I knew what was happening. I was dying. Returning to my Vampire form. My lungs compressed and stopped working altogether. My eyes seared from the sunlight they'd been exposed to. And my throat. It ached with an intensity that frightened me. I shouldn't have been drained. Not even close. 
 
    But I felt the hunger rising to meet me, my reality rushing away. 
 
    Selena. Don't hurt Selena. 
 
    I crawled backwards, scrambling my way up the stairs to get away from her. 
 
    Darkness washed over me like I was underwater. All I could feel was hunger, rage. The last thing I was truly aware of was Selena rushing up the stairs, her lips forming my name. 
 
    It took me an age to realise that my teeth were sunk deep into a soft neck. Blood poured down my throat, warm and sating every ache in my body. I was addicted to the taste. Nothing mattered but quenching that need inside me. As I regained my senses, the scent of Selena washed over me, her hair brushing my cheek as she leaned down – offering her neck to me. I bunched my hand in her hair, extracting my teeth as gently as I could. 
 
    “No,” I groaned but she hushed me, shaking her head, tears on her cheeks. 
 
    “It doesn't matter,” she insisted. “You're alright. For a moment I thought-” She ducked her head and I wiped the tears from her face, a hole opening up inside me. 
 
    “I can't keep doing this to you.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” She almost laughed through her tears, one of her knees nudging mine as she half straddled me. “Varick you saw the sun, for a moment you were human.” 
 
    I sucked the last of her blood from my lips, the weight of what had happened dawning on me. 
 
    “This is my fault,” Brendan's voice reached us. “It's completely unsanctioned. We should have run the test in more controlled conditions.” He continued muttering to himself and Selena rolled over to sit beside me, gazing down at her father. 
 
    “It's fine,” Selena urged. 
 
    Brendan looked between us, his eyes creasing with anxious lines. “No, the two of you...this bond you have. I should have realised it before...” His eyes glazed over as he started pacing. 
 
    “Realised what?” Selena demanded, her hand linking with mine. 
 
    I pushed myself upright, rubbing my throat as the pain of it eased off a fraction. 
 
    Brendan paused, looking to us, slightly out of breath. “Your blood is stronger than mine. And Varick is capable of loving you because of it, don't you see? No Vampire I've ever worked with has been able to rise above the thirst for such a thing.” 
 
    “But you said the Vs are more human when they drink-” Selena started, but Brendan cut in. 
 
    “Yes more human. Not human enough to love someone.” Brendan gazed at me and I felt caught out somehow. Not that I'd done anything I had any control over. Brendan started pacing again. “I should have realised it before now. I saw the way he looked at you, the way you sought each other out in the game, but I wasn't certain until now that he truly loved you. But if I'd accepted it before, I would have known your blood was stronger, that this was a foolish experiment. That we should have taken more precautions.” 
 
    I stood and Selena followed me down the stairs. “It doesn't matter,” she said. “Everything's fine, isn't it?” 
 
    Brendan reached out a shaking hand to touch Selena's arm and it hit me how much he loved her. My gut spiralled as I caught on to what he was saying. That I could have killed her. That he wanted to protect her.  
 
    “We'll be more careful in future,” I spoke at last, giving Brendan a nod that I hoped conveyed the understanding between us. “No more breaking protocol.” 
 
    “No more drinking from her directly. Selena will give blood donations,” Brendan said firmly, seeming relieved by my response. 
 
    “Wait a second-” Selena started, gazing between us. “Can you both stop talking like I'm not here? I'm perfectly happy for Varick to feed from me.” 
 
    “No,” Brendan and I said in unison. 
 
    Selena glared at us, the kind of fierce expression that spoke of why she'd won the V Games. 
 
    I softened my tone and repeated, “No. Not directly at least. We must do this Brendan's way. To keep you safe.” 
 
    “You can donate blood,” Brendan urged. 
 
    Selena folded her arms, but the fight went out of her expression as she gazed at me. “Fine.” 
 
    Brendan gave us a smile. “I'll leave you to your day.” He left us alone, the quiet between us thick, Selena's scent running over me like sweet blossoms. 
 
    Selena sighed, dropping her eyes as some thought took root in her mind. “We need to start coming up with a plan. If the Helsings show up here...” 
 
    I resisted for a moment, but knew it was time. The Helsings may have been making their own plans to find us, kill us. And as much as I wanted to put it off, it was time we started making a strategy to deal with them. 
 
    I gazed in the direction Brendan had headed, an idea filling my mind. “Perhaps it's time I spoke to Mercy.” 
 
    “We,” Selena corrected, giving me a stubborn stare that made me want to kiss her. 
 
    “She's more likely to talk to me alone.” 
 
    Selena's brows knitted together, then she sighed. “Alright, if you think that's best.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    She gripped my wrist, giving me a pained smile that spoke of how much she cared for me. “I'll see you later then.” 
 
    We said our goodbyes and I headed in the direction of Mercy's scent.  
 
    The entrance to the basement was located behind the stairs, leading down into a dank-smelling place with dim lamps on the exposed brickwork. 
 
    Up ahead was a single metal door - silver. The door was locked, but the key hung on the wall beside it. If I was careful, I reckoned I could open it. 
 
    Taking the key, I pushed it into the lock, turning it. I tugged my sleeve over my hand to press the handle and stepped inside. A wave of heat rolled over me from a fan heater, whirring away in the low-lit room. I caught sight of a lumpy shape on a small bed. 
 
    “Mercy?” I called. The lump under the cover shifted and I moved to the bedside, gazing down at the remnants of Mercy's pride. 
 
    “Get up or I'm leaving,” I demanded and the cover flipped back. 
 
    Her eyes met mine and I heard the elevation of her heart rate. She scrambled upright, dressed in an over-sized jumper and jeans. I'd never seen her in so many clothes, and certainly not without make-up. She actually looked...normal. 
 
    “What do you want?” she demanded, running a hand self-consciously through her hair. 
 
    “To talk,” I said as calmly as I could manage. But I wasn't calm. In fact, my hands had already curled into fists and my fangs were aching with the desire to destroy her. But I knew that wasn't sensible. For more reasons than one. Brendan could have me removed from The Sanctuary if I killed her. And apart from that, she was the only bargaining chip we had. 
 
    “I need your cooperation,” I explained. “Unless you want to live in this basement forever.” I gestured to the damp walls. 
 
    Fear radiated from Mercy, but no sign of it reached her face. Her features were relaxed, her eyes trailing over me. “What do you want, Varick?” 
 
    I inched closer to her, gazing down at her petite form, reminding her of exactly who had the upper hand these days. I couldn't resist a jibe. “Apart from your blood spilled all over these walls?” 
 
    She backed up and her legs hit the bed frame. “You wouldn't,” she insisted, her eyes suddenly watery. “I know you were a prisoner of my family but we were...well, we got along okay, didn't we? I never did anything to you.” 
 
    “Except threaten me and coerce me into doing terrible things in your name.” 
 
    She let out a small whimper of fear as I edged closer. “You killed my brother,” she breathed, a tear sliding down her cheek. 
 
    The sight was intensely satisfying. I'd finally struck a blow against her that had truly impacted on her. 
 
    She hurriedly wiped the tear from her cheek, jutting up her chin to face me. “I know why you did it. I couldn't accept it at first, but Ignus did a lot of bad things in the name of his work. I know he hurt you. Hurt all the Vampires.” She reached for my arm and I recoiled, glowering at her. 
 
    But a dark part of me knew I should play this game once more. If I wanted her to help us, give us information, it was in all our best interests for me to let her believe I cared for her. 
 
    I sighed, dropping my head. “It's confusing for me, seeing you here, like this.” 
 
    Mercy's brows raised. She wasn't going to be easily fooled twice, and I didn't know if I had the acting skills to pull off the 'internal struggle' I was trying to convey. But anything was worth a shot. 
 
    “Anyway,” I changed the subject quickly, turning my back on her as if I were trying to hide something. “The only reason I came here was to get some answers. I need to know what your parents will try to do now that we've wrecked one of their games.” 
 
    Mercy's hand pressed to my spine and I fought the urge to flinch with all my might. “That's the only reason?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said firmly, remaining in place. “They will come for us, no doubt. Especially if they believe you're dead.” 
 
    She extracted her hand and I could almost hear the cogs and wheels turning in her head. “They were angry...I'd never seen father like it. At Ignus's funeral he killed half of the Vs we had left.” After a stretch of silence she added, “They haven't got the means to set up another game anytime soon...but...” 
 
    “But?” I flipped around, the word holding a world of terrifying possibilities. 
 
    “But their friend does. He's holding a game...in tribute to my family.” 
 
    “Another game?” I barked, grabbing hold of her arm. She didn't wince, even though I was sure I was gripping her too tightly. 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed.  
 
    “When?” I demanded. 
 
    “This week,” she revealed. 
 
    “This week?!” I bellowed, lowering my face to hers. 
 
    “I thought you knew!” 
 
    “How could I know?” I snapped. 
 
    Mercy's eyes rounded. “Because he knows. He already questioned me about it.” 
 
    “Who?” I snarled, but I was certain I already knew the answer. 
 
    “Brendan Grey, of course.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    Despite my burning curiosity, Varick had insisted we round up the rest of our group before divulging a single detail from his talk with Mercy. 
 
    I piggy-backed Thames to the large food hall, helping her onto a seat beside mine whilst Varick fetched the other Vs. There were other groups dotted around the room on circular tables, but no Vampires. I supposed they didn't need to come here. 
 
    Jameson arrived before I could go in search of him, with Nadine at his side, looking weary. Apart from the circles under Jameson's eyes, he looked his usual self, soon dropping into the seat beside mine with a plate of food bigger than his head. 
 
    Nadine sipped on a glass of orange juice, keeping close to his side. 
 
    “Varick told me what happened,” I said in a low voice, resting my hand on Jameson's arm beneath the table. 
 
    Jameson offered me a grim look, nodding as he speared a sausage with his fork. “What ya gonna do, eh?” He ate it in two short bites. 
 
    “How can you eat?” Nadine hissed at him. He shrugged off her fingers which were digging into his bicep.  
 
    “I'm hungry,” he answered and she sighed, looking down into her juice like it held all the answers she longed for. 
 
    “I'm sorry.” I leant forward to catch her eye. “Nadine, isn't it?” 
 
    She nodded, giving me a ghost of a smile.  
 
    Varick stepped into the room with Kodiak, Kite and Cass flanking him and my heart flipped over. Jameson placed his fork down mid-bite - which seemed like a big deal when it came to him. 
 
    Cass's eyes widened to saucers, but she never slowed down, dropping smoothly into the seat opposite him. Kodiak, Kite and Varick filled the remaining chairs. They looked like four perfect statues brought to life, each movement so delicate and refined. 
 
    “You're here,” Cass addressed Jameson, her tone casual. 
 
    He lifted his discarded fork to his mouth and ate the contents, dropping his eyes. “Ya-huh,” he managed around the food. 
 
    “Thought you were given orders not to be here,” she teased and I kicked her harshly under the table. Being a V, she didn't react, but her eyes slid to mine, her brows knitting together in a question. Hadn't Varick tipped her off about what had happened? 
 
    “What?” she mouthed as Jameson continued to eat. Nadine suddenly burst into tears. Kite wrinkled her nose. 
 
    Jameson wordlessly dropped an arm around her shoulders whilst continuing to eat with his free hand. 
 
    I shifted awkwardly, looking to Varick for help, but he seemed deep in thought. 
 
    “How are you?” Kodiak suddenly cut through the silence, evidently not aware of what was going on. He leant past Cass, looking directly at Thames. 
 
    She raised her brows in surprise, nodding as she quickly swallowed the cereal in her mouth. “Fine. Except, you know, I can't walk. So there's that.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kodiak said, his voice grave. “There is that.” 
 
    “We need to talk about the Helsings,” Varick changed the subject. He leant in closer, lowering his tone. “Specifically, we need to talk about Mercy.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Jameson looked up. 
 
    “Mercy's here, Brendan has her locked in the basement,” I filled him in. 
 
    Jameson stilled for several seconds before continuing to eat as if the news hadn't affected him. 
 
    “How's the little brat doing?” Kite asked, her eyes flashing with delight. 
 
    “Brendan's treating her better than the Helsings would treat us,” Varick answered. 
 
    “You went to see her?” Cass asked. 
 
    Varick gave her a grave look as he nodded. “She told me her parents are attending another game...this week. It's being held in their honour.” 
 
    My heart plummeted. “Another game? Where? Who's holding it?” I demanded, unable to get the questions out fast enough. 
 
    “I don't know,” Varick growled. “But I think your father does.” 
 
    “Why wouldn't he tell us?” I hissed. 
 
    “Who cares where it is?” Thames said. 
 
    “Because if we know where they are we can...” I struggled to finish that sentence. 
 
    “You can what?” Kite laughed. “Show up at the game and shoot them?” 
 
    “Well why not?” I snapped. “We can find a way in-” 
 
    “That'd be suicide,” Jameson pointed his fork at me. 
 
    “Not if we were careful,” I insisted, looking to Cass for back-up. 
 
    She frowned. “We need to find out more.” 
 
    “Yes,” Varick sounded exasperated. “No one's doing anything until we have more details.” 
 
    Silence fell at the table and I rose to my feet. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Varick stood. 
 
    “To talk to my father.” 
 
    His jaw ticked, then he nodded, gesturing for me to lead the way. I practically jogged from the hall and Varick took the lead as he used his sense of smell to locate my father.  
 
    We soon arrived in a narrow corridor and Varick pointed to a door. “He's in there.” 
 
    I remembered to knock at the last second. 
 
    “Come in,” Brendan called. 
 
    I stepped into a large office of cherry-oak wood and deep, magenta carpet. Brendan was perched against a desk with Nirena before him. They gazed at us expectantly and I quickly composed myself. “When were you going to tell us about the game the Helsings are attending?” 
 
    Brendan's face paled and Nirena slowly unfolded her arms, looking to him for direction. From her expression, it was obvious she knew about this too. 
 
    “Well?” I pressed. 
 
    “Who told you?” Brendan stood up straighter. 
 
    “It doesn't matter. Were you ever planning on telling me?” I demanded. 
 
    Brendan's guilty expression gave me my answer. 
 
    “Why did you keep this a secret?” Varick stepped in. 
 
    Brendan's eyes fell on me. “To protect you.” 
 
    My heart tugged a fraction. 
 
    “You have already been through so much, Selena,” he continued. “And I have seen the fire in you that would have you go after the Helsings. And I cannot let you do it.” 
 
    “That isn't your decision to make,” I snapped. I took a breath, attempting to soften my tone before continuing, “Please, Brendan. If you know more about this game, you need to tell us.” 
 
    I felt Varick's eyes on me, but didn't turn my gaze from Brendan. 
 
    “Brendan has spies amongst the game spectators,” Nirena answered when my father didn't. “He sets them up to be invited to all the Hunter events.” 
 
    “Nirena,” Brendan hissed. 
 
    “There is no point keeping this from them now,” she said. 
 
    Silence stretched through the air for a moment. 
 
    “Alright,” Brendan sighed, giving in. “Well...what Nirena said is true. I started using spies a few years back to reach out to Immortals. Able to smuggle the odd one from the games. They're not always like the Helsings' games. They're not so heavily guarded.” 
 
    I nodded, waiting for him to elaborate. 
 
    He moved around his desk, his brows drawn together as he opened a drawer, extracting something from it. “Those of my men who are still undercover have received a new invitation.” Brendan walked to me, slow and defeated as he handed me a cream card, embossed with golden lettering. My eyes dropped to the words written on it. 
 
      
 
    You are formally invited to the Hunters Festival. 
 
    Held in the name of the Helsing family for both Hunter and man alike, to show our support for their recent loss. 
 
    The event will last three days with games held in their honour like nothing you have ever seen before. 
 
    RSVP in the usual way. 
 
    Location will arrive one day before your departure. 
 
      
 
    I fought the urge to crush the invite in my fist. “Who is this from?” 
 
    “A wealthy Hunter named Rockley Jones,” Brendan said as I passed the invite to Varick. “He has held games nearly as long as the Helsings have.” 
 
    “But they are not quite so civilised,” Nirena added. 
 
    “And the Helsings' games are civilised?” Varick snarled. 
 
    Nirena quickly shook her head. “Not at all. But believe me, I've heard the stories, Varick.” Terror blazed in her eyes. “Peeling the skin from living Vs. Burning women in fine dresses whilst the spectators warm their hands on the flames. Rockley has a certain type of clientele. But if he is inviting all the Hunters to his event then-” 
 
    “Then we have an opportunity,” I cut her off, turning to Varick, excitement and fear darting through my veins. All the Hunters gathering in one place, making themselves the most appealing target I ever could have imagined. “We have to be there. We can finish them.” I gripped his arm and he gazed at me, looking uncertain. 
 
    Varick turned to Brendan, his eyes dark. “When does the game start?” 
 
    “The day after tomorrow,” he breathed and my heart raced. 
 
    “Can you get us in?” I asked, desperate. 
 
    Slowly, Brendan nodded. “Yes...but it won't be easy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Jameson 
 
    I sat at the breakfast table, quietly shovelling food into my mouth whilst the others hashed out plans to kill the Helsings. Most of them sounded like death wishes to me. And the longer I sat there, the more I couldn't bear it. The idea of this lot heading off to die, throwing away the freedom we'd all fought so hard for, it was just too much. 
 
    I was tired as hell of losing people I cared about. Apparently life wasn't all daisies and sunshine. And yeah, I'd known that before. But I guess I'd never really lost someone I loved until now.  
 
    I felt Cass's eyes on me, but tried to ignore her. She moved into the seat beside mine and I was pretty sure every hair on my body stood to attention. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked. 
 
    “Just swell, Firefly.” I continued to eat, not wanting to look into those emerald eyes of hers. They'd be my undoing. What would she think of me if she knew what I'd done to my pack Shit...what Ulvic had done. 
 
    Guess I couldn't fight the guilt anymore. It was swallowing me more and more every minute that passed. 
 
    Thames and Kite started coming up with outrageous plans to kill the Helsings, making each other laugh.  
 
    “I say we mail Mercy's head to the Helsing castle before her parents go to this new game,” Thames suggested and Kite laughed wildly. 
 
    “Do you think they'd still go?” Kodiak asked, suppressing a grin as he looked between them. 
 
    “Of course they would,” Kite said. “I didn't see either of them shed a tear at Ignus's funeral. And they actually liked him.” 
 
    Thames cackled loudly. 
 
    Their words sank into my brain and an idea suddenly hit me. The Helsings were at home, tucked up in their castle. Varick had said the new game was being held this week. But not today. Not now. 
 
    Like a shot, I looked up at Cass, locking eyes with her. 
 
    “What?” she asked, seeming alarmed by my expression. And god, she looked hot. So hot, that I couldn't resist my next move. Not after the reckless decision I'd just made in my head. And this could be my only chance. So I was either about to get the biggest slap of my life, or the biggest thrill. Ready or not. 
 
    I didn't give her a moment to think, lurching toward her. Our mouths met and the rest of the world melted into a greyish blur. My heart did something new like it had fallen off a bike and rolled top speed down a hill. She didn't fight me off which was a definite bonus. And when she wrapped her arms around my neck, I was pretty sure I had an aneurism. I dragged her against me and my hands slid up the back of her top, her skin silky smooth and as cool as marble. She was unbreakable, powerful and in that moment, she was entirely mine. 
 
    Someone loudly cleared their throat and I was only half-aware that it was Nadine. 
 
    I pulled a hand free of Cass's vest, pushing my fingers fairly roughly into her hair as I stopped kissing her. I held her in place, her bright eyes in line with mine, my body seeming to experience an earthquake located solely in my chest. I remembered how broken she'd been in the cells back in the V Games and soaked in the way she looked now; practically glowing. 
 
    “Don't ever lose your light again.” I released her, glanced at the shocked table with a nod of goodbye and left without looking back. 
 
    If I looked back, I'd stop walking. If I looked back, I'd never be strong enough to do what I was about to. 
 
    Next stop: supplies. 
 
    I headed to the outhouse where Brendan kept his weapons. Yeah, so maybe I'd snooped around last night instead of going to bed. I wasn't gonna be told where to park my arse for the night.  
 
    Sorry Darrell, I've been breaking your rules ever since I arrived. 
 
    I strolled across the manicured lawn, the sun beating down on me, reminding me of what I was giving up. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I muttered to myself. The decision was made. I wasn't backing out now. 
 
    I found the outhouse on the outskirts of the rose garden; an old red brick building with a padlock on the door. Not even a single man there to guard it. Picking up a reasonably sized rock from the ground, I bashed it hard against the lock. It broke in two, falling onto the grass. Yanking the door open, I stepped into the dark space, flicking a light switch. 
 
    Guns were hanging in brackets on the walls – including some seriously high-powered shit. Grabbing a large duffel bag from under the racks, I moved around the room, loading it with ammo, a rifle, and two hefty handguns. The rest of the space I saved for grenades. I wasn't about to change my style. This was going down one way and one way only: explosively. 
 
    At the back of the weaponry was a door. I pushed it open and raised a brow. Food was stockpiled on shelves, the place smelling like flour and almonds. I gazed at the tinned food, figuring I should probably bring something to eat. Then my eye was caught by a large bag of M&Ms next to a row of alcohol. 
 
    Oh hell yes. 
 
    I snatched the M&Ms up, chucking them into my bag followed by two bottles of rum and an ancient scotch whiskey layered in dust. Sorry Brendan. You snooze, you lose. 
 
    Beyond the food were other household supplies. I grabbed a role of duct tape and threw it into the bag. 
 
    Zipping up my duffel, I was filled with one of those feelings. A sort of sixth sense that told me nothing was going to be the same after I stepped out of this building. It was muddled with the loss of a life I could have rocked the hell out of. With Cass. Varick. All of them. That life was still possible, still salvageable. Just not for me. 
 
    I headed back to the manor, my heart weighing as much as a brick, but a new feeling of purpose guiding me forward. Some decisions are made by that feeling. Those were the important ones, I knew that much. So I had to go with it. 
 
    I found Mercy in the basement as Varick had said. The place smelt like mould and mildew, the walls crawling with gross creatures. Slugs...snails? Whatever, they creeped me out. 
 
    I snatched the key from a hook beside the door and hummed whilst I jiggled it in the lock and ripped the door open. 
 
    Mercy looked like hell. A big, stained grey jumper swamped her tiny body and her hair was lank. I leant against the door frame, tutting. “Jesus, what happened to you?” 
 
    She sprang to her feet, her features twisting into a snarl. “What do you think, idiot? My yacht got blown to pieces and now I'm stuck here!” 
 
    I burst out laughing, pleased my trap had worked so well. 
 
    Mercy picked up a tray from her bed and threw it at me. I ducked it, grinning. 
 
    Oh, so I had a feral little Helsing to wrangle. 
 
    Fun for me. 
 
    I shut the door as I stepped into the room, placing my bag down in a calm manner. “So...here's how this is gonna go. You're gonna save the screaming and the pleading and the blah blah don't hurt me blah, and come with me.” 
 
    She folded her arms, glaring at me. “I'm not going anywhere with you. Where are the others? Where's Varick?” Her bottom lip quivered a fraction. 
 
    Oh good. I was scary. Didn't think I'd been that for a while. “Yeah...Varick's not coming to save you. No one is. Why would they?” I looked her up and down. “You're the reason a lot of people are dead. Including most of my family.” 
 
    “Me?” she breathed. “I didn't do anything to your family!” 
 
    “Uhuh,” I said vaguely, stepping toward her. “See, to me, you Helsings are all the same. Mummy and Daddy might have been the ones to do it, but they're not here, are they?” 
 
    She put her hands out to try and stop me from approaching. A really useless tactic if we were both being honest. 
 
    “I didn't touch them,” she repeated, her eyes widening in fear. 
 
    “But an eye for an eye would be fair...” I gazed at her, giving her my most ferocious stare. 
 
    She cowered which was totally satisfying, but I wasn't actually about to kill Mercy. Not yet anyway. 
 
    Taking out the duct tape from my bag, I gestured for her to comply. “Hands out.” 
 
    “No,” she gasped in horror, hitting the bed as she backed up. 
 
    “Come on, are you really gonna make me pin you down?” I raised a brow suggestively and she opened and closed her mouth twice before lifting her wrists for me to bind. “That's the spirit.” 
 
    I bound her wrists together, tighter than was necessary then ripped a single strip of tape off for her mouth. Gently, I pushed her hair behind her ears to make sure it didn't get caught in the tape. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” she blurted as I lifted the tape to her mouth. 
 
    “I wouldn't want to ruin the surprise, Baby Helsing.” I pressed the tape to her mouth then dragged her toward the door, slinging the bag over my shoulder. 
 
    It was way too easy kidnapping Mercy. I walked freely through the halls, listening for movement about the place, exiting the manor and heading east toward the boathouse. Unlike on the Helsings' island, no one was trying to keep me from leaving. So finding keys hanging in a cupboard in the boathouse was a piece of cake. 
 
    I took the smallest boat with a cabin that would be big enough for the both of us for half a day's journey. And on our merry way we went, whizzing out onto the azure sea, the sun beating down on us with a decent effort at trying to heat the world. Not quite effective. But my Werewolf blood was keeping me cosy enough. As I watched Brendan's island shrink into the distance, I said a silent apology to Varick. He was gonna be seriously pissed at me for this. But if I could save him and the others from a fight with the Helsings, I had to do it. 
 
    I'd placed Mercy on the floor, unbinding her wrists and tugging the tape from her mouth. She didn't exactly have anywhere to run to. Plus, I needed to get that gross hoodie off of her before I implemented Plan B. 
 
    “Arms up,” I instructed, but she didn't comply. I sighed wearily. “This will all go much more smoothly if you just do as I say.” 
 
    She clenched her jaw, glaring at me, her arms locked around her body. 
 
    Right. If she was going to play hardball, so was I. 
 
    I wrestled her to the floor, using my knees to pin her down whilst yanking the hoodie off of her. She trembled beneath my weight and I tried to ignore the writhing feeling in my stomach. I felt like a bloody rapist with the way she was looking at me, so decided to extinguish the flames on that fire. “Er, I think stealing you away on a boat to have my way with you would be a bit tragic, agreed?” 
 
    She visibly relaxed which only served to make me feel more like a prick. Also, a very unwelcome note of irritation passed through me that this girl gladly gave her body up to psychotic men who bet on the V Games, but apparently, to her, I was a worse option than them. Good to know. 
 
    I discarded the hoodie, taking her wrists and pulling her up into a sitting position. Her arms didn't pepper with goosebumps as I expected, so apparently Hunter blood was as decent as my own at fighting off the cold. 
 
    “Right. Now for the fun stuff.” I grinned in an attempt to make this less weird. But who was I kidding? That only made it more weird. 
 
    I reached for the duffel bag, longing for some music to take away the agony of the silence between us. I settled on humming- something I often did but definitely made me sound more like a psycho as I started duct-taping grenades to the girl's body. And even more so because I was humming Yesterday by The Beatles. Yup. Creepy. But still, I persisted. Figuring it didn't really matter what Mercy Helsing thought of me at this point. 
 
    Mercy didn't fight; I guess she knew I was stronger. And that I wasn't going to pull the pins on these grenades whilst we were on a boat in the middle of the ocean. That would have been a wasted opportunity. 
 
    I left her arms free of grenades but bound them behind her back. Then I stood, admiring my handiwork with a nod. Three rows of grenades were wrapped around her body, suicide-vest style. I met her eyes at last. They were blazing. With fury? Fear? A mixture of both? 
 
    “Relax, Baby H, you're in good hands.” I dropped onto a seat, checking the coordinates were set in correctly to the autopilot. If there was one thing I was great at – but to be fair, I was great at a lot of stuff – it was boats. Never had lost that ability, even when ships had turned into automatic things with buttons and levers. My pack and I had spent months in coastal towns, on islands. Ulvic had never held me back in my interests. Good of him. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” she rasped. 
 
    I rummaged in the duffel bag for my M&Ms, ripping open the bag and kicking my feet up on the console to one side of the cabin, angling myself toward her. “I'm gonna eat these. But just the red ones. Don't like the others.” I placed a random M&M in my mouth, tasted that it wasn't red and spat it in her direction. 
 
    She scowled at me, her cheeks turning scarlet in anger. I repeated the process, not looking each time I reached in, placed one in my mouth before spitting it in her direction. 
 
    On the fourth go, an M&M landed in her lap and she bit down on her lip as if she were about to scream at me. She flinched as I put another in my mouth, but this time I bit down. “Red one.” I grinned. 
 
    She shook her head. “What is the matter with you?” 
 
    I shrugged, swivelling side to side on my chair. “Nothin'.” I spat the next M&M at her; it bounced once and rolled into her shoe.  
 
    “They aren't different flavours!” she screeched at me. 
 
    “Then how do I know which ones are red?” I countered, crunching down on one. 
 
    “You're insane. Where the hell are you even taking me?” she demanded, her back straightening. Bit late to get angsty now I had her all taped up in grenades. 
 
    And anyway, the only answer she was going to get was one of my shit-eating grins. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
      
 
    A loud knocking came at Brendan's office door. Before anyone could answer, Cass burst through it. Her eyes were wild as she strode into the room, holding a piece of paper in her hand. “Jameson's gone! He's taken Mercy.” 
 
    “What?” I blurted, stepping toward her.  
 
    “What do you mean he's taken her?” Brendan demanded. 
 
    Cass shook her head. “He was acting weird. I looked for him, but it was too late. He left this pinned to the basement door.” 
 
    She held out a note that read: 
 
      
 
    Helsings are gonna pay. 
 
    Don't let my record collection go to Ulvic. 
 
    - J 
 
      
 
    “Goddammit.” Varick snatched the note, crumpling it in his fist before speeding off into the manor. Cass called after him, “I've looked everywhere!” 
 
    “Not outside, though,” I breathed. 
 
    “Go!” Brendan barked, waving me ahead of him. I jogged then flat-out sprinted through the manor to the front door. I tugged it open, quickly stepping into the sunlight. The door slammed behind me as Brendan followed. 
 
    “Head to the dock!” Brendan panted, pointing toward the gate. I ran as fast as I had in the V Games, my lungs labouring as I dragged down air. The grass was beaded with dew, the air crisp and cool against my cheeks. I wrenched the perimeter gate open, charging down the wooden stairs toward the beach. 
 
    I already knew it was too late. I felt it in my bones. But where would Jameson take Mercy? Why wouldn't he tell us? 
 
    I outpaced Brendan, heading to a wooden boathouse and throwing the door open. Empty. 
 
    I turned, finding my father slowing to a halt next to me. He raised his brows, panting and clasping his side. 
 
    “He's gone, he's taken a boat,” he announced and my chest constricted. “What on earth does he think he's doing?” 
 
    I ran a hand through my hair, having no answer, terrified of what Jameson was planning. 
 
    I'd never seen Brendan look anything but calm, but he was certainly upset now. Angry. Furious, even. 
 
    “What do we do?” My shoulders slumped. 
 
    Brendan drew in a deep breath before saying, “There's nothing we can do.” He marched back up the beach and the sky seemed to fall. This was it. Whatever Jameson was planning was going to set off an avalanche. Danger was rushing toward us and I could barely draw breath as I realised what that meant. More pain. More loss. More death. 
 
    I followed Brendan back to the manor, where Varick and the others were gathered in the entrance hall. Kodiak sat beside Thames on the stairs. Cass hurried forward from where she'd been standing beside Kite and Nadine.  
 
    “Did you find him?” Nadine asked. 
 
    Brendan shook his head, coming to a halt before her. “He took a boat.” 
 
    “To where?” Varick snarled, looking willing to walk out into the direct sunlight if it would help find his friend. 
 
    “I don't know,” Brendan said softly. “We will have to wait-” 
 
    “Wait for what?” Varick barked. “For him to get himself killed?” 
 
    I moved to Varick's side, resting a hand on his arm, hoping to offer some comfort. 
 
    At that moment, the copper-haired Siren stepped through the front door, quickly shutting it behind him to block out the sunlight. I recognised him from dinner the previous night, his lace mask in place over his pale features. “Sorry to interrupt, Mr Grey.” He opened his palm and a broken padlock came into view. “The armoury has been broken into, a lot of weapons are missing.” 
 
    My gut constricted. 
 
    “Thank you, Ned,” Brendan muttered, scraping a hand through his hair. 
 
    “Guess he reckons he can take on the Helsings solo,” Kite said, smirking. 
 
    “Dammit Jameson,” Varick swore. 
 
    Nadine started crying, sinking down onto the bottom step of the stairs. 
 
    “Can't we go after him?” Cass suggested, looking anxious. 
 
    “We can't do anything until the damn sun sets.” Varick started pacing. 
 
    “Why would he do th-this?” Nadine sobbed. 
 
    I looked to Varick and his expression grew tortured. He halted, a dawning comprehension filling his eyes. “Because he's trying to save us.” 
 
    Brendan's gaze darkened. “Well then, I suggest we continue making a plan. Because if he fails, we'd better be ready.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should all go after the Helsings, attack in force?” Varick suggested, but Brendan shook his head. 
 
    “This place is a sanctuary for Immortals who have been hurt by Hunters...men. I will not ask them to fight, to risk their lives for something they have already escaped.” He remained quiet for a moment in thought. “I believe this can be handled stealthily. I have tickets to the game held in the Helsings' honour...so perhaps if we sent a small team there...” 
 
    My heart lifted in hope. “I want to go.” I gritted my teeth, hardly recognising my own blood lust. I wanted to see the looks on the Helsings' faces when they realised they were going to die. 
 
    Brendan hesitantly nodded. “It's a masked event, like all of them. If we disguised you well enough, no one would ever recognise you.” He glanced between the others. “Even Vampires so long as you had enough blood to sate you. And the event will no doubt be held in the arctic circle.” 
 
    “So women can attend this game?” Cass asked. 
 
    Brendan dipped his head. “Yes, it's not like the Helsings' games. Hunters will arrive with their partners and the spectators are permitted to bring one guest, male or female.” 
 
    “So we go in undercover...then blow the place to hell?” Kite asked, her eyes brightening. 
 
    “I will work out the details...” Brendan said uncertainly. “I have access to three tickets, that's all. So only six may go.” Brendan gazed around at us all and I wondered who would volunteer. And who would stay. 
 
     “If I may, sir?” 
 
    I turned at the voice, finding Ned had remained, lingering by the staircase. “I wish to put my name forward for this.” 
 
    Brendan raised his brows. “Of course, I understand.” 
 
    I frowned, curious as to what the Siren had against Hunters.  
 
    “I will give you some time to talk,” Brendan addressed the rest of us. “Perhaps you can decide between yourselves who will come.” He turned to me with a look of defeat. “If you want to be a part of it, I won't stop you. But I ask that you think about it seriously. Both of you.” He looked to Varick. “You can remain here indefinitely, be together, stay out of danger.” He glanced at the others. “That goes for all of you.” 
 
    He was right. The idea of every one of us throwing ourselves back into the lion's den seemed ludicrous. Some of us had to remain safe here after all we'd sacrificed to escape. 
 
    I settled on a stiff nod. 
 
    Brendan stepped closer, his brows drawing together. “I urge you to cling to this life while it's handed to you. Love doesn't often strike twice.” He sighed, heading in the direction of his office, and I wondered if he was referring to Mum. If he missed her, and believed their parting was final. Would she have taken him back now? Would he even let her into this world? I had no idea how she'd take it, all of this. Vampires, Werewolves, Immortals. And men who were bigger monsters than all of them. 
 
    “I'm going,” Cass said immediately and a tumult of arguing broke out. 
 
    “Me too,” Thames said. 
 
    “You don't even have legs!” Kite shook her head. “You can't go.” 
 
    “I've already saved my spot,” Ned said loudly, turning to leave. 
 
    “Who even are you?” Kite hissed. 
 
    “No one gets to save a spot,” Cass sighed. 
 
    “Only one of us has to stay and I'd rather not go anyway,” Kodiak said, but no one seemed to be listening to him. 
 
    Varick turned me to face him. “I don't want to lose you, Selena. And if you decide to keep out of this fight, I'll understand.” 
 
    It was so tempting that it nearly broke me apart. Standing before him, offering me a life, a choice, a future. We didn't have to fight. We didn't have to risk death, risk losing each other. 
 
    I hadn't considered staying out of this, not until Brendan had insisted I think about it. But the weight of this decision suddenly hit me like a tsunami. What if doing this meant I lost Varick? 
 
    I bowed my head, not knowing what to do. I didn't want to be a coward, but suddenly knowing how easy it would be to walk away, let someone else take the reins for once was nearly paralysing. 
 
    Varick pulled me into his chest so his scent rolled over me, consuming me. Was I willing to risk losing what we had for the sake of revenge? 
 
    “Come, we should talk.” He took my hand. 
 
    I let him lead me away from the argument growing between our friends, quiet and self-assured as he walked beside me, guiding me, keeping me grounded. I barely noticed where we were going until we arrived outside a bedroom in the Vampire quarters. We headed inside and he let go of my hand as he shut the door. The click of the lock sounded on for an eternity between us. 
 
    Us. This was all about us. About what we wanted for ourselves. It would all have to be spilled now, all our inner truths, everything we'd felt and not had time to say in the past. All the pain I'd been through, he'd been through. 
 
    I dropped down onto the edge of the single bed, my weight pressing into the mattress, surely more than it had been when I woke up this morning. 
 
    Varick was calm, quiet, his presence alone reminding me of the reassurance he'd provided me for the weeks I'd been captive to the Helsings. He'd been my light in all the darkness. And now I was lost in it, wholly, completely. So easy was it to stay this way. How could we choose a fight over this peace? 
 
    Varick stayed by the door, giving me space to breathe, to think outside of us. 
 
    He gave me an intense look. “I'll say this once, and only once. Because I know already that it's futile, but I'll ask it of you anyway, because if I don't try then I'll never forgive myself.” His brows knitted together. “Please don't get involved in this plan. Let me go. Alone.” 
 
    My body tensed all over, my heart beating so hard I was sure it must have sounded like a war drum in Varick's ears. “How can you ask that of me?” I snapped, part of me wanting to hit him for even voicing the words. 
 
    He approached me, his eyes full of pain. “Because I love you. More dearly than anything or anyone I have ever known. And losing you would be the end of me. The end of everything.” 
 
    My next words halted and died on my lips. “Don't you know I feel the same about you?” 
 
    He remained silent, his shoulders sagging. 
 
    “How can you think for a moment, I'd let you walk into that fight without me?” I asked. 
 
    He groaned and I knew he'd already accepted I was going to be a part of this. But he was making his feelings on the fact known. 
 
    “I had to ask,” he breathed. 
 
    Losing him wasn't an option either. 
 
    “Varick...” My insecurities rose in me like a dam breaking in my chest. “I know I'm human. I'm not as strong as you, but-” 
 
    “I don't believe that was ever true.” 
 
    Reflected in his eyes was the powerful image of myself that he saw. But it was wrong. So very wrong. “I grew up weak, abused. I let myself be hurt. I never fought back. But suddenly one act of strength made everyone look at me differently. Like I was someone tough, capable. But I'm not. I'm still that frightened girl being bullied by someone bigger than her. Only now I know the consequences of never fighting back.” I dropped my eyes to my knotted hands. “And it's not just about me anymore. It's about you...our friends. All the girls they're yet to take and force into their games. I don't know how much I can offer in a fight against the Helsings. But I can hold a gun and I can pull a damn trigger. And I will. I'll be there, at your side. And we'll do this together.” 
 
    Varick frowned, doubt in his eyes. “Selena, we've been together for such a brief amount of time. I took you from prison barely a month ago.” He took a heavy breath. “I am responsible for your involvement with the Helsings. When I first met you, my desires were their desires. I gave them what they asked of me. But a selfish part of me wanted more than that for the first time since they'd captured me. I wanted you. Your blood. I wanted you to play the game and win for me. I wanted the prize of feeding on you.” 
 
    His words were as sharp as a knife and I fought the urge to wince as I listened. 
 
    He moved closer, one slow step at a time. “I am in debt to you in so many ways. I owe you vengeance. I owe you penance.” 
 
    “No,” I breathed. “You've already given me those things.” 
 
    He sighed as his legs bumped mine and he knelt down before me; a priest before an alter. “It will not be enough until I take from them what they took from you. I have a need in me that will not be sated until it's done. More than blood, more than want, I must kill them for you.” 
 
    “Varick,” I gasped, placing a hand on his shoulder, his muscles flexing beneath my palm. “You don't owe me anything. Not now.” 
 
    He looked up and I fell into his deep green irises, so captivating that I could see nothing else. I let him go on, despite wanting to scream and fight and force him to believe that he didn't owe me anything anymore. 
 
    He took one of my hands, wrapping it in his. “I know that you will go if I go. So what am I to do?” 
 
    The question hurt. More than any question had ever hurt. Because it wasn't a question, it was an answer. 
 
    I brushed my fingers through the coarse stubble on his cheek. I shut my eyes to save myself from his probing gaze as I laid my heart on the line. “On Raskdød, I believed there was only death in my future. That my time was limited by the Helsings, one way or another. I didn't think I could win, and even if I did, deep down, I knew they'd want more from me. And they got it. They got their pound of flesh, their suffering for their entertainment. They had it all from me, live for the spectators. Twice,” I whispered the word. “But during all of it, they could never have predicted, I could never have predicted, that I'd find love. Find something worth facing death for every day. I went back to Raskdød after you saved me, for you. And I played the second game. All of it was for you. And I know that we're owed this life. We're owed happiness. But I think...maybe...” An earth-shattering sigh trembled through my body. “That it's worth risking us one more time. Because I think there's a reason we're so strong together. Because it makes us strong enough to defeat them. And if we refuse to fight now, the Helsings will win again. But together, I think we can end this. I think...I think we're the best chance of that.” 
 
    Varick rested his head against my knees and sighed heavily, “I think you're right.” 
 
    I slid my hand beneath his chin, finding his shirt collar and pulling to encourage him upwards. I gazed at him with my most resolute stare. “We will not die,” I enunciated every word, pouring all of my fury and devotion into them. 
 
    He nodded, his jaw tightening. The determination in his eyes was as fierce as my own. He didn't stop moving as he bore down on me, pressing me back until the decision wasn't on my mind anymore. It was made. Done. We'd go, we'd risk it all again. 
 
    But one last time, we'd love each other like no one could ever tear us apart. 
 
   


  
 

 Jameson 
 
    Raskdød: the Helsings' playground. 
 
    Darkness enveloped us. Spending most of the day on a small boat with Mercy had been...interesting. Perhaps I should have taped the grenades onto her closer to the time we'd be disembarking... 
 
    Na. The look on her face every time she bumped into something had been priceless. I tethered the boat to the dock behind one of the Helsings' yachts. When it was secure, I led Mercy out of the cabin and dragged her onto the pier. 
 
    She gave up fighting as we reached the winding stone steps that led up to her castle. 
 
    “You brought me home?” she questioned, her eyes fearful. 
 
    I ignored the dumb question, keeping her close as I marched her up the steps. Passing through the huge stone courtyard atop the cliff, I gazed around for signs of life. A handgun was tucked into the back of my jeans, the cold, lumpy feel of it reassuring. Not that I was planning on living much longer. Course, if I could manage chucking Mercy into the arms of her not-so-loving parents primed to blow, I might manage to escape certain death. Not likely. But I'd made my peace with that. My death would save a fight between the Helsings and my friends. No more living in fear. This would all be over for them. 
 
    We reached the huge entrance, the wooden doors tall and arching, studded with metal spikes around the edges. I tried the door handle and it opened, making a loud groaning noise as I yanked the heavy thing wide enough for us to enter. 
 
    Silence and darkness greeted us. My heart beat angrily against my rib cage. 
 
    I raised a brow at Mercy, but she said nothing. 
 
    The corridor was quiet and icily cold. Either I was about to walk into an ambush, or no one was home. I wasn't sure what I hoped for more at that moment. Shit, I needed to man up. 
 
    Guiding Mercy through the empty, cavernous halls, I tugged her through a large set of doors, finding myself in a huge auditorium. Our footsteps clapped across the dull tiles as we weaved between poker tables. The enormous screens around us were off, but the memories of the V Games suddenly clung to me. Death and money lived in this room. Nothing else. Nothing but us and a plan that seemed more likely to fail by the second. 
 
    Tugging Mercy toward a control panel tucked in one corner, I figured out the system and got it running. I needed to make my presence known, and fast.  
 
    Hot damn, no expense spared here. 
 
    Spotify. Easy. 
 
    I picked out a song and hit play, directing it to broadcast across every screen in the castle. If the Helsings hadn't figured out I was here yet, they sure knew now. 
 
    Pretty Woman by Roy Orbison rang through the room. Mercy's eyes were wide and watery as she looked at me, quivering as I took hold of her waist, my thumb trailing casually over one of the grenades on her chest. “Sorry babe. Party's dead. But I think I can liven it up.” 
 
    I practically lifted her as we headed from the room and just as I stepped through the doors, dragged a pin free from a grenade at the base of her spine. 
 
    Mercy squealed at the ticking sound, fighting against me, but I ignored her, ripping the grenade off of the duct tape and launching it behind us as the doors swung closed. The explosion shook the whole floor, but I didn't stumble, lifting Mercy against my hip with one arm as she screamed bloody murder. Dust cascaded over us from the ceiling and my heart rate spiked with excitement. 
 
    I gazed around expectantly at the doors in the corridor. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Well if no one was going to show up and stop me, I was going to have some fun ripping this hellhole apart from the inside out. 
 
    I followed the sound of Pretty Woman down the corridor past paintings of the island; from the towering lighthouse to the colossal ebony tower where the final round of the games were held. I twirled Mercy around as I danced us in the direction of another door. 
 
    I dropped my mouth to Mercy's ear as she moved rigidly in my arms.“Loosen up. You're kind of killing the mood.” 
 
    She tried to head-butt me and I caught her arms, forcing her to spin away just as Roy Orbison growled, “Mercyyy.” 
 
    I kicked the next door open, plucking a grenade from her hip and throwing it inside. “Pretty woman, stop a while,” I sang, shifting Mercy behind me as flames blazed from the room. I swung her against my hip before two-stepping her down the corridor. “Pretty woman, talk a while. Pretty woman, give your smile to me.” 
 
    As we reached a stairwell, I threw her over my shoulder, figuring a scream or two could help bring her parents our way. “You're crazy!” she shrieked as I carried her upstairs, taking them two at a time as we circled upwards. 
 
    I purred in time with the song, setting her down. “Your family host death games for young women, and you think I'm crazy?”  
 
    I kicked another door open, my handgun raised. Nothing there. Just a guest bedroom for the games, practically vomiting luxury. Guess it was bye bye castle. 
 
    By the time we'd sung and danced our way to the next staircase – or more like I had – the floor beneath our feet was shuddering precariously. 
 
    Inside the next room was a huge four-poster bed and a giant crossbow on the wall that looked as though it were carved from ivory. A family painting hung beside it; Ignus and Mercy were children, standing in front of their parents whose hands rested on their shoulders. Nice legacy, suckers. Such a shame I was blowing it all to shit. 
 
    I dipped Mercy low, reaching for another grenade on her back, smiling in her face as I detached it and chucked it into what I was fairly sure was her parents' bedroom. 
 
    I fled down the next stairwell, dragging Mercy after me, figuring taking the place out from the foundations wasn't a bad idea. Plus, I thought I'd enjoy seeing all those Vampire cells go up in flames. 
 
    Bright lights illuminated in the underground prison, but the V cells were empty. I frowned, looking to Mercy. “Where are they?” 
 
    Her face was gaunt as she answered. “Daddy sent them to a friend's game.” 
 
    I grimaced. How many psychos were there in the world? 
 
    Moving into the laboratories, at last, I found people; workers, scientists, every manner of bastard. 
 
    “Keep back!” They'd barricaded themselves in an examination room. Pretty stupid if they had any idea what I'd come armed with. But I guess they weren't to know. 
 
    I waved through the window, pressing Mercy's face to the glass as I yanked a few grenades from her ribs. They started shouting and shaking their heads. I smiled, tucking one into the gap behind the door handle and placed the others on the floor. Amongst the mass of scientists, I recognised a few of the pricks who'd worked on the Werewolf collar I'd been subjected to. I pointed at them with a wink, singling them out. 
 
    Keeping a tight hold of Mercy, I ripped the pin out of the grenade lodged behind the door handle. With a quick grin that would be the last thing those arseholes ever saw, I ran with Mercy past the empty cells. I laughed as we reached the stairs and an ear-splitting BOOM sounded the whole prison going up in flames. 
 
    Bricks shifted from the walls as I ran, chucking Mercy over my shoulder, dodging the rubble as the stairway tore apart from the blast. 
 
    I reached the next floor, adrenaline fuelling my muscles. I had to get out fast if I was going to live through this. 
 
    Keeping a tight hold of Mercy's legs, I ran flat out toward the entrance, my boots pounding against the trembling flagstones, the grey walls looming on both sides of us. Generations of Helsings glared down at me in painting after painting, witnessing the destruction of their estate. Ruined by one, single Werewolf with a truck-load of gall and a grin on his face. This was going to be my legacy: pissing all over theirs. 
 
    I reached the huge, arching wooden doors as a roaring sound bellowed from somewhere behind me. Ripping two more grenades from Mercy's stomach, I flicked out the pins and chucked them over my shoulder. They skittered and bounced with a tinkling, metallic sound. I didn't wait to see the rest, flying past the huge stone fountain in the courtyard and running for dear life as half the castle came crashing down. The song was still just about playing on repeat as a final, earth-quaking boom took hold of the island, and the lyrics abruptly cut off. 
 
    I paused to catch my breath, turning to find the whole east wing of the castle caved in, dust billowing into the sky and shading the moon. 
 
    I dropped Mercy roughly to the ground as I laughed, a stitch ripping into my side from how hard the laughter was coming. I'd never felt so good.  
 
    She sat in the dirt, shaking, sobbing while I gazed at the devastation, hands on my hips. When the groaning of the castle subsided, I glanced down at her, reining in my amusement. “Hurts doesn't it?” 
 
    Her brows lowered, her tears stopping as she gazed up at me; a lost lamb. Slowly, she nodded and I held out a hand for her. Hesitantly, she took it, and I dragged her up beside me. 
 
    “Guess Mummy and Daddy aren't home,” I remarked. 
 
    “So what are you going to do?” Her hand shook in mine and I tilted my head at her frightened expression. For the first time ever I saw her as an actual human being, not just a mindless, uncaring vegetable who went along with her family's sick philosophies. 
 
    “What do you think I should do?” I folded my arms, giving her a chance to run, fight, anything but continue to stare at me like she was a cub I was about to drown. 
 
    She faced the burning castle, her lower lip quivering, her wide eyes dropping to the single grenade left attached to her chest, right over her heart. 
 
    She reached for it, her fingers tracing the rivets on the metal. “I think I've been blind. For a very long time.” Her voice was barely a whisper. She gazed up at me, her eyes watery again.  
 
    Emotion wasn't really my thing. And I certainly wasn't going to stand there comforting a Helsing. Hand her a hot cup of tea and talk out our differences. No way. The girl needed some sort of help. But she wasn't gonna get it from me. 
 
    Still, her hand hovering over that pin was making me feel strange things. Guilt maybe. Okay, not quite. A touch of remorse? I could show mercy to Mercy, couldn't I? Probably. Maybe.  
 
    Nope. 
 
    I ripped the pin out. 
 
    She gasped, flailing for the grenade, but I caught both of her wrists. 
 
    “One,” I counted, glaring straight into her cerulean eyes. If I had to die, I could do it taking down the Helsing castle and a Helsing right with it. Not a bad way to go out. I'd be a hero. Remember that hot Werewolf who saved the day? Yeah, I liked the sound of that. “Two.” 
 
    “Stop stop stop!” she screamed, her eyes alight with terror. “Please, please, Please! I'm sorry!” 
 
    “Three,” I breathed in her face and it took her several seconds to realise I'd pressed my thumb to the trigger, halting the blast.  
 
    Na, I wasn't suicidal after all. But having Little Miss Helsing nearly pee her pants in front of me had been worth it. I ripped the grenade from her body, casting it into the water fountain in the stone courtyard. Perfect shot. 
 
    The eerie-looking stone women were torn apart in a bright, fiery, watery display. We were far enough away to watch the courtyard take the hit and the arch that led into it crumbled, sagging like it had given up on life. 
 
    Mercy slumped against me and I slid an arm around her shoulders. “That must have sucked for you.” 
 
    She took in two, slow breaths then rasped, “I hate you.” 
 
    I had to admit, the chick had balls. 
 
    I guided her away from the smoking wreckage of her home, leading her down the pier. Her legs were shaky and I had to hold her up more than once. Suppose that was a natural reaction to what she'd just witnessed. Did I give a shit? Not one. 
 
    Figuring some celebration was in order, I planted her down on the edge of the pier, her legs hanging over it as I hopped into the boat and grabbed the two hundred year old whiskey I'd nicked from Brendan. Same age as me. Almost like it was meant for me. Definitely wasn't though. 
 
    I ripped out the cork with my teeth, spitting it into the sea as I dropped down beside Mercy. 
 
    “Want some?” I offered her the bottle and she flinched away from me. 
 
    Oh yeah. Course she doesn't. 
 
    Shoulda repented or something before it came to all this. I wasn't a goddamn martyr but it was sure gonna look that way. Varick would get it. He knew what I was like. Always spreading myself too thin, smiling when other people frowned. Burying worry and growing positivity in its place. It had worked for a long time. Kept me sane. But I had to face it now – the admission was not going to be easy – but being a Werewolf sometimes sucked balls. Hard. Years of complaints I'd bottled up and stomped on were about to come surging up like a tidal wave. 
 
    Turning into a wolf hurt like a bitch. No, scrap that. It was like someone taking a razor blade to your spine then bending your ribs out of shape one by one. Then there was the whole 'pack leader' bullshit I'd had the misfortune to come under. Sure, Ulvic had never gone as far as he had recently, ordering me to kill my pack. But that was the icing on a generous helping of dog-shit pie I'd swallowed for years. 
 
    Obedience: one thing that had never come easily to me. 
 
    I'd battled Ulvic's will from the start. He was a friend, always took us fun places, bought us nice shit. Seemed great. Until you wanted to spend a night with a hot chick in Barcelona and he laid down the law with a single word. No. 
 
    Might as well have said, Sit, Jameson. Beg, Jameson. Don't shit on the neighbour's lawn, Jameson. 
 
    Holy shit, why had I put up with being treated like a dog for so long? Oh yeah, 'cause I'd god damn had to. Else it was... 
 
    You're not leaving the pack, Jameson. You have a responsibility, Jameson. You're an Alpha, Jameson. 
 
    “Because you said so!” I roared at the sky, serving me with an alarmed look from Mercy. Girl probably thought I'd lost my mind. And she wouldn't be far off. I pointed at her with the bottle, having a sudden realisation. She'd been under the thumb, too. Not like me. She'd had a choice. She just never took it. “Why'd you never say no to them? To your folks?” I demanded, fury leaking through my veins. She'd had a choice! 
 
    She just shook her head and I hunted for the evil in her. I longed to see it like when a baddy winks at the camera in an old seventies film. But it wasn't there. She looked fragile and broken and scared. 
 
    I pulled myself up to kneel, facing her, the bottom of the bottle bumping the wooden slats between us. “Why?” I breathed in her face, knowing she'd taste the acrid flavour of the alcohol on my breath. “Tell me why.” 
 
    She took a shaky breath, slowly, carefully prying the bottle from my fingers. She took a sip, grimacing as she swallowed. “I used to like it,” she admitted in a dark tone, her eyes never breaking contact with mine. Not even to blink. “When I was old enough to understand the games, understand why we had so many guests all the time. When I was old enough to watch...” Her lips parted then sealed. Parted then sealed. 
 
    “How old were you?” I growled. 
 
    “Fourteen.” Her voice was growing in strength. “Daddy let me watch the game in the auditorium with the other men. I'd felt so alone up until that point. I'd never even left the island. Ignus never spent time with me growing up, he had his own interests. Suddenly my life was fuller. The men showered me with attention. The funny thing was, it wasn't the blood that I noticed. The death...the screams. It was the way the men cheered at all of it. The way they took pleasure in it. And I felt...” Her eyes finally dropped from mine, shame lighting her cheeks. “I felt like I was part of something.” Her shoulders sagged and it took an age for her to look up at me again. 
 
    I didn't say anything, scouring those baby blues of hers. Hunting for the devil. 
 
    “It wasn't until a few years later that I started entertaining the men's advances...my mother always encouraged me to spend time with them. Chose my clothes...prepared me, I guess.” 
 
    “How old are you?” Her face was youthful. She didn't look a day over eighteen.  
 
    “Nearly thirty now,” she replied, touching her cherub-like cheek exactly where my eyes were pinned. “Stopped aging at eighteen. But Mother says when I reach fifty, I'll age again for a while.” 
 
    “Hm,” I grunted, my boot grinding against the wooden slat. “And you screw the men because...?” I raised a single brow. “Mummy says so?” I knew I was belittling her, but I still didn't see why the girl would go along with such a thing. 
 
    She shrugged her small shoulders, but I could tell she was fighting back more words. 
 
    I gestured for her to drink again and she did, a sigh parting from her wet lips when she was done. “At first I enjoyed it. It made me feel useful. Mother said it kept the men in line. Stopped them from getting violent or something. I dunno. Now I think it was just another service to offer them. Like the luxury rooms, the free booze, the food. I was just another delicacy they could have as part of their...experience.” 
 
    I grimaced, she grimaced. Part of me wanted to hock up the spit that had formed in my throat. Instead, I settled on calling them a bunch of psychotic c-words. 
 
    Mercy's eyes had welled and shame had engulfed her expression. She took several more sips of whiskey before she made an effort to talk to me again. In the meantime, I dropped into the space beside her, resting my hands behind me as I tilted my chin up to the sky. The crescent moon was a cat's smile tonight. It reminded me of Cass. I wondered what she'd say if she knew what I'd done tonight. Proud? Disappointed? I hadn't exactly achieved what I'd set out to do. By all intents and purposes both me and Baby Helsing should be splattered across the walls of the castle by now along with Abe and Kathy-kins. Kinda glad that wasn't the case though... 
 
    Mercy passed me the bottle again and I happily took it, knocking back a shot that burned all the way down to the pit of my stomach. 
 
    “Since the last games, I keep thinking...” Mercy raised a hand to her hair, running her fingers through it absently. 
 
    “What?” I asked, softer than I'd planned. 
 
    She looked to me, those sea-blue eyes asking for my forgiveness. Me. A goddamn drunk Werewolf who'd just blown up her family home. Life was full of unexpected U-turns. 
 
    “I think I've given nearly every piece of myself away. And the centimetre I still have left keeps evaporating, a fraction at a time. And...a part of me wishes you'd let that grenade go off while I still had something to hold onto.” 
 
    Her words yanked and tugged at my heart, wringing out an emotion in me that didn't belong anywhere near a Helsing. Pity. Because I knew her feelings all too well. 
 
    “Shit,” I sighed. What was I gonna do now? Tie a boulder to her ankles and push her off of the pier? Unlikely. 
 
    This was not how I'd planned on our trip going. I should have been living it up with Emerico in Werewolf heaven by now. This wasn't supposed to be a weekend bonding trip with the Helsing chick. It was like we were in bloody rehab. Apart from the alcohol. And the bombs. And the loaded handgun stuck in the back of my jeans. Yeah, apart from those things. 
 
    Clouds drew over the sky and Cass's 'moon smile' vanished. God, what I'd give to see her now. When I'd kissed her, I'd felt a pull toward something I'd never dreamed I could have. She filled me up, welding my cracks together. And a voice had whispered in my ear that that was how it was supposed to be. The one? More like some-one. I'd never considered that a person could affect me in a way that would make me want to spend all of my time with them. Sex or no sex. That girl had a hold on me I wasn't sure how to shake. 
 
    Logic talked me out of the strange pit I was falling into. Intense situations bonded people in weird-ass ways. Cass and I had been stuck in cells next to each other, forced to kill, forced to keep living side by side. That didn't equal love. And it certainly didn't give me cause to change my ways. That time together had expired. I'd been hung up on girls in the past. Girls who kept me at bay for a while, made me work for their attention. But it wasn't like that with Cass. She genuinely didn't want anything to do with me. Maybe she wasn't even capable of doing so. But seeing Varick with Selena made me doubt that. So perhaps I was just dealing with the first time I'd ever actually been rejected by a girl. I let out a groan as I thought of that kiss. Well done, dickhead. She probably gargled mouthwash for twenty four hours after that. 
 
    Could've pushed me off though... 
 
    A lightning bolt tore through the clouds right above our heads and barely a minute passed before the rain followed, washing down on us. Neither of us moved for a long time, letting the rain soak in, chasing away the heat the alcohol had provided. 
 
    After an age, I shifted my arm, dropping it behind Mercy, almost touching, but not quite. It was a gesture. A truce. And slowly, daringly, she dropped her head onto my shoulder, her blonde locks plastering to my shirt. I felt a sort of vague brotherlyness – not a word but whatever -  toward her. Perhaps Ulvic had been right in picking me as an Alpha. The instinct to protect rose in me. Problem was, once I took someone under my wing, they rarely came out. Which meant I was gonna have one helluva lot of explaining to do when we got back to The Sanctuary. 
 
    Varick, you are not gonna believe this one. 
 
   


  
 

 Varick 
 
    The next morning, Brendan called a meeting in his office inviting those who wanted to attend the game. Much to Thames' disappointment, she'd accepted she couldn't play a part in the plan. Kodiak had decided to stay with her and Nadine had no interest in going, which left five of us still volunteering to go. Me, Selena, Kite, Cass and the Siren, Ned. 
 
    Nirena and Darrell walked into the office, moving behind Brendan's desk, gazing at us all in admiration. 
 
    Brendan kept glancing at the clock. 
 
    “What's the matter?” Selena asked. 
 
    “There's been a development,” he replied, but before he could explain two people walked in the door. In an instant, I was both relieved and irrepressibly angry. Jameson had a sideways grin on his lips as he led Mercy into the room. 
 
    “Miss me?” He furled a brow and I ran at him. In a heartbeat, I had him pinned against the wall by the throat. Mercy went flying. 
 
    “What the hell were you playing at?” I roared, emotion racing through me. 
 
    Jameson laughed, gripping my arm. “Va-rick. Can't br-eathe.” 
 
    I snatched my hand back and he slumped against the wall, still smiling. “Mercy and I were working out our issues.” 
 
    I swivelled toward Mercy who had freshly washed hair, and was dressed in a pair of jeans and an over sized t-shirt. “I want to help you.” Her eyes sparkled at me. Christ, what was going on? 
 
    “Help us?” Cass spat, moving toward Mercy like a hawk narrowing in on its prey. She shot a glare at Jameson, practically snarling. “She shouldn't be here. She shouldn't know anything about what we're planning.” 
 
    Jameson held up a hand, his eyes drifting casually down Cass's body. “Um, yeah, change of plan, Firefly. Baby H stays.” 
 
    “No way,” Kite snarled, fangs on show. “Mercy's ten shades of screwed up.” 
 
    “She can't be trusted,” Selena agreed, looking to Brendan. 
 
    Brendan folded his arms, leaning back against his mahogany desk. Nirena and Darrell shared a look that said they weren't sure either. 
 
    “I have spoken with Jameson and believe Mercy wishes to assist us. Of course, it will require an inordinate amount of trust from you all. But if she stays true to her word, we will have an extra hand in this mission. Someone who can keep a direct eye on Katherine and Abraham.” 
 
    “You're going to send her back to them?!” I bellowed, having half a mind to snap Mercy's neck before this plan was even remotely put in to place. 
 
    Brendan nodded slowly. “Yes, but not without precaution. Jameson gave me the idea to rig her up with the same technology her family used on the contestants.” He took something out of his pocket, holding it up to the light. “A poison capsule that Kite will have control over.” 
 
    Kite's hard expression melted to delight. “I get the detonator?” 
 
    Mercy shifted uncomfortably as Brendan nodded. “You will head to the game under the guise that you are still in Mercy's command.” 
 
    Kite nodded keenly, then pointed to the back of her head. “What about the silver capsule in my head? It's still in there.” 
 
    “I'll have someone remove it before you leave,” Brendan answered. 
 
    Kite looked to Mercy, grinning darkly. “So you're gonna let us kill your parents?” 
 
    Mercy opened and closed her mouth, drawing herself up to her tallest height. “I don't want them to be hurt. That's my condition for helping you.” Her eyes strayed to me. 
 
    I tsked my disdain, keeping my eyes on Brendan. “She will betray us the first moment she gets. And surely the whole point of this plan is to kill the Helsings?” 
 
    Brendan shook his head, pointing a finger at me. “No. The point of this operation will be to end the games. That is what's most important. You'll be required to kill enough Hunters and spectators so that future games will be improbable.” 
 
    “Improbable?” Kite said the word like it tasted foul. 
 
    “The Helsings will run games so long as they're still breathing,” I insisted, every muscle in my body hardening to steel. 
 
    “I believe not,” Brendan countered calmly, evidently not affected by my show of aggression. “There are only a certain amount of people in the world willing to take part in such an event. So long as they are dead, there can be no more games.” 
 
    “There's plenty of bastards in the world,” Cass supplied, nodding her unison with me. 
 
    Brendan surveyed us all, splaying his hands behind him on the desk. “This plan will be conducted under my orders. I'm asking for a very small sacrifice that will ensure we win this fight. Mercy can give us insight into the entire game. Her parents will speak freely to her about the security in place there, about what we need to watch out for to ensure you all get out alive. And Kite will make sure she does not give you away.” 
 
    I nodded at last, but had no intention of keeping my word. “If it's the only way.” 
 
    “It is,” Brendan confirmed. 
 
    Selena held my eye for a moment, a promise in it. Yes, we'd play by the rules for now. But not if we got our chance to kill the Helsings. I wondered if Brendan knew that, too. Perhaps this deal with Mercy was simply a ruse to keep her on side. 
 
    Selena moved toward Mercy, pausing and looking to Jameson. “Why do you trust her?” 
 
    Jameson kicked off of the wall I'd strangled him against. “I took her to Raskdød. I planned to blow her up along with her sadist parents. But no one was there. So I took out the castle, the workers.” He shrugged. “Mercy and I had a nice little chat after. And I believe she wants the games to stop, too.” 
 
    Cass huffed, folding her arms. “I'm not agreeing to keep my teeth out of her parents if I get near them.” 
 
    Brendan stood up straight, glaring at her. “If you cannot follow orders, you will not go at all.” 
 
    Cass clenched her jaw, but remained quiet. 
 
    Brendan started pacing. “I never promised you the Helsings' heads. I offered you a part in this plan.” He turned on his heel, glaring around at us. “If you cannot do as I say, then there's the door.” He pointed, but no one moved. 
 
    I glanced at Ned who was yet to say anything, but he remained still, his eyes focused on Brendan. 
 
    “We take out the games.” Selena stepped forward. “That's enough.” 
 
    “Good,” Brendan breathed. “Anyone have a problem with that?” Still, no one moved. He pointed to me then Jameson. “Go with Darrell, he'll get you in shape. And you two.” He pointed to Selena and Cass. “Go with Nirena. When they're finished getting you ready return here and I'll brief you.” 
 
    “What about me?” Ned spoke for the first time. 
 
    Brendan folded his arms. “I'll speak with you, Kite and Mercy now.” He gestured toward the door when none of us moved and I followed Darrell out, closely followed by Jameson. 
 
    I didn't get a chance to speak with Selena as Darrell guided us in the opposite direction to where Nirena was taking her. 
 
    “It's good to see you, brother,” Jameson said, falling in to step at my side. 
 
    I grunted a response, still angry with him for taking off. 
 
    “You're mad at me,” he stated. 
 
    “What did you think you were doing, disappearing out of here with Mercy?” I hissed. 
 
    He dipped his head, bumping shoulders with me. “I thought I could fix things on my own.” 
 
    “And now?” I growled. 
 
    “Now I know better,” he said simply. 
 
    I fell silent a moment, glancing at him thoughtfully. “Did you really blow up the castle?” 
 
    Jameson's scolded expression melted into a broad grin. “Blew it to shit.” 
 
    A weight lifted inside me, my own mouth mirroring his. “Thank you.” I clapped him on the shoulder. “That place was my prison for so long. Christ, I wish I'd been there to see it.” 
 
    Jameson looked to Darrell, and I guessed he wanted to say more but didn't feel comfortable doing so in front of him. Instead, he scratched the corner of his mouth; a signal we'd used back in our pirate days to arrange a private conversation. For half a second, I was yanked back to the past, standing beside him at the helm with a ring of my crewmen around me, explaining for the hundredth time why we couldn't simply go after Melwick's Gold. The treasure my father had hidden after he'd murdered the pirate for killing my mother. A location only I had known. But the promise of that treasure had kept the men in line, taking to my captaincy without complaint as they'd known the prize I could offer them. 
 
    I wondered vaguely if the loot was ever found, or if it was still hidden away from the modern world. Unlikely. But perhaps worth a look one day. If I ever lived to a time when gold had meaning for me again. 
 
    Darrell took us to a large bedroom with gilded mirrors on the walls. A table and chair were lined up before one of them with a pair of clippers, a razor and a sharp pair of scissors on it. 
 
    Darrell turned to us, snatching up the scissors. “Who's first?” 
 
    Jameson gripped his plait with a dramatic gasp. 
 
    “Don't be such a fool.” I dropped into the seat. “Is your hair worth your life?” 
 
    Darrell immediately tugged my hair over my shoulders, readying the scissors. 
 
    “It's worth something,” Jameson complained. 
 
    “You're too recognisable,” Darrell confirmed my own thoughts. “My job is to make you look as different as possible.” 
 
    “Go for it.” I folded my arms, not caring one bit as he sheared my hair away into ribbons on the floor. 
 
    “I've never seen you with short hair,” Jameson mused, perching on the Queen-sized bed behind me. I caught his eye in the mirror, shrugging. “What difference does it make?” 
 
    “None...it just seems like everything is changing.” 
 
    “And it will change again, brother. But for the better this time.” I ground my teeth, determined for my words to be true. 
 
    “I guess,” Jameson sighed. 
 
    “I think I'll give the Werewolf a bob,” Darrell muttered in my ear. 
 
    “Ha. Ha,” Jameson said dryly. “If you do, we'll all find out what it looks like when a Vampire tries to remove scissors from his arsehole.” 
 
    I spat a laugh as Darrell grumbled his irritation, picking up the clippers as he cut away the remaining length of my hair.  
 
    “You know how to use those, right?” Jameson asked as the low buzz of the motor pricked the air. 
 
    Darrell didn't answer, pushing the clippers into the front of my hair. He left it longer at the front than the back, clipping the sides in closely. When he was finished, he ran some wax into it, pushing it back, styling it in a way I'd have no idea how to replicate. 
 
    I already looked like a different man and that was before he picked up the cutthroat razor and shaving foam. He angled the chair back so I gazed up at him as he rubbed the foam onto my cheeks.  
 
    The slice of the blade was cold and repetitive. I grew bored as Darrell took his time, fairly skilled with the blade. 
 
    “My father was a barber,” Darrell said. “He let me shave him once. The first time I'd ever done it. I only cut him twice.” 
 
    “Reassuring,” Jameson drawled. 
 
    “At least Vampires can heal themselves,” Darrell glanced in the direction of Jameson. “Werewolves have more trouble, I hear?” 
 
    Jameson grumbled something and Darrell ignored him, grinning to himself. 
 
    When he was finished shaving me, I stood, gazing at my new self in the mirror. 
 
    Jameson stood up, his bravado vanishing as he took in my appearance. “Shit, there's no way even Selena's gonna recognise you let alone a Helsing.” 
 
    Doubt ran through me as I pushed my fingers into my hair, my head feeling light. Different. Would Selena like this new look? “Do you think so?” 
 
    Jameson elbowed me, grinning his head off. “You're so whipped, you know that?” 
 
    I shoved him down into the chair, wrapping the towel tightly around his neck and smacking him on the shoulder.  
 
    “Enjoy,” I said to Darrell, moving to sit on the bed. 
 
    As Darrell worked, I expected Jameson to complain the whole way through, perhaps even grip his plait in his fist until Darrell prised his fingers away. But for some reason, he remained quiet, his eyes hollow, speaking of how little sleep he'd had the past few days. Guilt spiked through me at seeing him that way. All of his casual words were just a guise. He was still haunted by what the Helsings had done to him and his pack. And I vowed to help him through it, even if he never admitted what he was feeling. 
 
    The shaved sides of his hair had grown out since I'd first been reunited with him, and by the time Darrell was done, it was that length all over. He looked...smart. Impossible, considering who he was. Especially when Darrell had finished shaving him, I barely recognised him as my friend. 
 
    Darrell took the towel from around his neck and headed to the door. “Coming?” he inquired when neither of us moved. 
 
    “We'll be there in a minute,” I answered and Darrell nodded, heading out the door. 
 
    We waited a few moments until I was certain he was gone then turned to Jameson who was running a hand back and forth over his short hair. 
 
    “I'm concerned about you, brother.” I folded my arms as I gazed at him. 
 
    He tongued his cheek, looking away. “Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Since when do we lie to each other?” I stared him down until he looked back at me. His shoulders slumped and I felt the weight of the world dragging him down. 
 
    “Thought I could fix everything by going to Raskdød, killing Abraham and Katherine. But even if I had...I dunno...” He scratched behind his ear. 
 
    I thought about Mercy, about what Jameson had done, bringing her to that island, planning to take on their whole family at once. Typical of him to try and kill two birds with one stone. And it hadn't been such a bad plan, only I doubted it was something he would have lived through. And that was the most worrying thing of all. Jameson would never choose to die. Ever. He was bloody life itself. 
 
    “So what happened with Mercy?” I asked. I trusted his judgment implicitly, but I was still curious how he'd come to the decision of really trusting her. 
 
    “Look, the girl's got issues. I'm not saying she isn't gonna double cross us, 'cause she probably is. But for now, I reckon she'll help us in order to stay alive. Make up for some of the shit she feels responsible for, then probably try to bail when things get too hard.” 
 
    “So you don't trust her?” My brows lifted. 
 
    “Not really. Figure we can use her though. We send her back to her parents with a capsule in her head, she won't say shit. But she will give us some valuable information. If we're going to hang out with a bunch of Hunters, we're best to keep away from Abraham and Katherine, especially as we're going to need time to pull off whatever shit Brendan's got in mind.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “You think they'll recognise us?” 
 
    “With this hair and a mask on? Na. It's too goddamn ballsy to walk into a game, they'd never think we'd do it. Wouldn't even suspect it.” 
 
    “How do we know they're even going to attend this ball?” 
 
    Jameson barked a laugh. “You think the Helsings aren't going to attend a ball held in their honour, with games entirely devoted to making them look awesome?” 
 
    I released a breath of laughter. He was right. If there was one thing we could bargain on the Helsings being, it was egotistical narcissists. 
 
    “And the promise we made Mercy?” I asked as Jameson headed toward the door. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder, his brows lowering and clouds drawing across his bronze eyes. “We break it when the time's right.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth, nodding. “You and me?” 
 
    “We make them pay for what they did to my family, to Selena, Cass.” 
 
    He said Cass's name with a sort of reverence. Despite having openly talked about far deeper subjects, I held my tongue on asking him about her. If I so much as suggested he might actually have feelings for a girl, he'd actively work to convince himself that he didn't. Always had been a womaniser. But if there was anyone who could tame him, it was bound to be a fiery, no-nonsense girl like Cass. The fact that she didn't have any time for him was probably the one thing keeping him hooked. 
 
    I followed him out of the room, brushing shoulders with him and murmuring, “You know we might not get out of this alive, don't you?” 
 
    Jameson smirked. “Aye, Captain. I do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    The next hour was spent being preened to perfection by Nirena. Nails, waxed legs, hair washed and, in my case, dyed. 
 
    “I can't make it lighter in the amount of time we have, so I went for different,” Nirena said as she passed me a silver-rimmed mirror. My brows raised as I took in the new look. My hair was just past my shoulders now and the colour was a deep burgundy, like red wine. Cass's hair had been perfectly straightened and she had a fringe that gave her an air of innocence. 
 
    “Shouldn't you dye my hair?” Cass blew at the strands above her eyes. 
 
    “I don't see the need. Selena's the one people will recognise. Just wear it up during the ball,” Nirena instructed Cass, before giving us both a pointed look. “And remember not to take your masks off.” 
 
    “We're not idiots,” Cass said. 
 
    Nirena waved a hand, ignoring the comment. “Clothes will be provided for you at the venue. But Brendan has outfits that you can travel in.” 
 
    “And how will we get to wherever we're going?” I asked. 
 
    “By boat. Brendan has men who can take you there.” Nirena gave me a hard look, then moved forward and embraced me tightly. 
 
    I was so taken by surprise that I simply stood there in her hold, not moving. She released me with a small sigh. “Good luck, Selena.” 
 
    As we returned to Brendan's office, my mind was whirling in circles. I was jolted back to the present as I stepped into the room. Varick and Jameson looked like they'd taken a side-step into a completely different life as modern-day models. 
 
    “Holy crap,” Cass breathed, stopping beside me. 
 
    Varick grinned, his eyes sliding down me until I felt like I was the only person in the room. 
 
    “This is just plain sad.” Kite gazed between us. “Should I wait outside until you're all finished staring at each other?” 
 
    I blinked out of my stupor, turning to Cass to hide away, but she'd seemed to have frozen into an ice sculpture as she gazed at Jameson. 
 
    “Okay.” Ned stood from a chair in the corner. “Now for the finale.” He whipped his mask off and I was fairly sure I'd been punched directly in the heart.  
 
    It made no sense at all. He was short – not my type- stocky – not my type – and grinning at me like he wanted to eat me – maybe my type. But god help me, I was fairly sure I was in love with him. 
 
    Cass breezed forward, her solid form melting into limber limbs and drifting hair. “Hi,” she whispered, so quietly I reckoned I was the only one who heard it. 
 
    A wave of jealously reared up inside me that had no place in being there. This man -Ned? -was mine. I wanted him. Needed him to look at me and feel what I was feeling.  
 
    I tucked a lock of hair behind my ear, my heart somersaulting as he looked at me. Me not Cass. Ha! 
 
    Mercy floated into view beside me, her cheeks bright pink. I fought the urge to shove her. 
 
    A dark shadow flashed through the room and in less than a second Ned was on the floor screaming. I was yanked back to my senses like a lightning bolt had struck me. 
 
    My hand went to my mouth in shock- disgust. 
 
    “What the hell?” I blurted. 
 
    Varick was leering over Ned, his knuckles bloody from the nose he'd just obliterated. “You do that again and it won't be your nose I crush.” 
 
    “What just happened?” I kept my hand over my mouth, feeling decidedly sick over what had just happened to my emotions. 
 
    Jameson was laughing. Loudly. 
 
    Brendan stood from behind his desk, whipping off a pair of reading glasses and glaring at the chaos. “Hell, Varick, did you have to break his goddamn nose?” 
 
    Varick practically flew back to my side, tugging me against his hip as if someone else was going to make me fall in love with them. 
 
    “What happened?” I demanded, looking up at him, but he was too busy grinding his teeth to dust to answer. 
 
    “Ned is a Siren, when he removes his mask, anyone inclined towards men will be infatuated with him,” Brendan explained, gesturing for Kite to help Ned. She hadn't seemed remotely affected by the guy's strange charm. 
 
    “You should have seen your faces!” Kite laughed, bending low and cutting her wrist so Ned could drink her blood to heal his nose. After a beat, he was back on his feet, his mask in place, his white shirt stained red and his ego obviously bruised. 
 
    “Right,” Brendan cleared his throat. “Enough time wasting. Kite and Mercy will head to the game tonight. The rest of you will leave early tomorrow morning. Some of you will arrive as couples, so Varick will pair with Selena-” 
 
    “Fairly self-explanatory even if we hadn't all just witnessed him pissing on his tree,” Jameson said casually. 
 
    “I'm not a tree,” I muttered. 
 
    Brendan spoke louder over our chattering, “And Jameson with Cass. Ned will travel alone. Vampires will feed from their partners, no complaints please. You will have the benefit of your Vampire's healing blood if things turn south.” Brendan rounded on Mercy. “That includes Kite if she gets into trouble.” 
 
    Mercy nodded, not seeming bothered. 
 
    “I can't feed from a wolf,” Cass balked, pushing a piece of hair behind her ear that was already in place. 
 
    “You can and you will,” Brendan insisted. “It is possible – not entirely pleasant – but completely nourishing.” 
 
    Jameson raised a hand like he was a kid in school and Cass looked anywhere but at him. 
 
    “Yes?” Brendan asked tiredly. 
 
    “Wolves can't be healed by V blood.” 
 
    Brendan headed to his desk, tugging out a drawer and producing a tube of acne cream. “This is Larkspur. You will carry it with you at all times.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? Couldn't you have put it in a different tube?” Jameson demanded. Cass laughed. 
 
    “I could have,” Brendan said lightly. “But the chances are security will be tight when you arrive at the venue. They aren't going to let anything into the event that is already provided by them...shampoo...hand cream, it will all be there for you. After the Isle of Lidelse disaster, they will be strict. But you should be able to get away with this for medicinal purposes.” 
 
    Jameson sighed, snatching up the tube before stalking toward Cass and linking his arm through hers. 
 
    “What are you doing?” She shook him off. 
 
    “We're a couple now.” He grinned in her face and Cass looked to me for help. I fought back a smile but it won. 
 
    “He's right,” Brendan said. “The spectators remain anonymous anyway, but you will share rooms and I'll give each of you wedding rings. Your names will be a guise, something simple, something the other spectators would use.” 
 
    “Macho-Dragon Master?” Jameson offered. “Wasn't that what one of the men called himself in the last game?” 
 
    “I'm not calling you that,” Cass snipped. 
 
    “Well I already know yours.” Jameson slid an arm around her waist. “Firefly.” 
 
    To my surprise, she didn't argue and Brendan jotted it down. “Anyone else?” he offered. “Or I can assign you one.” 
 
    “Biggie,” Ned said, offering me a wink and Varick snarled a warning. 
 
    “Ew,” I breathed. How could I have felt so much emotion just from seeing his face? I hated the idea that he had that power over me. I whispered to Varick, “If he ever takes his mask off in front of me again, you have permission to either cover my eyes or gouge them out.” 
 
    “Noted,” Varick said quietly. His hand slinked into mine as he dropped his mouth to my ear. “What shall we be called?” 
 
    I looked up at him, sucking on my lower lip. “How about Night and Day?” 
 
    “Easily remembered.” He smiled, not needing to ask who was who. Brendan wrote it down and looked to Jameson and Cass who were still arguing about the name he wanted to pick. 
 
    “I'm not calling you BJ!” she hissed. 
 
    “You just have a filthy mind, it stands for Beetlejuice...my favourite film.” Jameson's expression suggested otherwise. “It's BJ or Macho-Dragon Master. Those are your options.” 
 
    Cass glared at him for five whole seconds before turning resolutely toward Brendan and demanding, “Call him Mutt.” 
 
    Brendan chuckled as he wrote it down. 
 
    “Hey!” Jameson barked, but Brendan gave him a look that said he was done waiting around. “Alpha,” he begged. “Come on, be fair.”  
 
    Brendan raised a brow at Cass, looking for approval and she nodded. 
 
    “Right.” Brendan picked up the piece of paper on his desk. “You will arrive at the game in your separate couples. You do not know each other. You may get acquainted on the first day and then spend time together in the company of the other spectators.” He moved around the desk, leaning against it, looking to Nirena who stepped forward, smiling at us. “You can't bring weapons to this event since the attack at the Isle of Lidelse...however-” She turned to Brendan who produced a black box from the desk and unlocked it, flipping it open to reveal the contents. 
 
    Two small bottles were sat inside it. “These will be stitched into your travel clothes – one per couple. Each bottle contains twenty millilitres of highly concentrated arsenic. Both will be needed to wipe out the spectators. There will be a toast on the evening of the third and final day. Everyone will be poured drinks from an elaborate fountain – something Rockley Jones brings out every year...or so I've heard. This is your shot at poisoning the spectators in one fell swoop.” Brendan gave us a wary look before continuing. “Unfortunately, Hunters cannot be killed this way.” 
 
    “How many are going to be there?” I asked in alarm, my heart rate accelerating. 
 
    “My best estimate? Twenty...perhaps as many as thirty,” Brendan supplied. “Hence why you must take out the spectators in one blow. The moment they fall, you will need to be ready to fight the Hunters.” 
 
    “So how are we supposed to take on twenty-perhaps-thirty Hunters?” Ned placed his hands on his narrow hips. 
 
    “There will be weapons at the event...” Nirena looked to Brendan. 
 
    Brendan nodded and I clutched Varick's hand tighter. 
 
    “So our only chance is breaking into their weaponry?” Cass confirmed. 
 
    “I can do it.” Jameson shrugged. “Easy.” 
 
    “Most likely not easy,” Brendan said grimly. “And we won't be able to help you once you're in there. So you'll have to figure it out for yourselves.” 
 
    “Comforting,” Kite scoffed. 
 
    “There's no point lying to you all,” Brendan said frankly. “This is more likely be a suicide mission than a victory.” His gaze burned into mine and I had to look away, guilt poking at me. 
 
    But the decision was made. I was going. And Brendan was letting me. We both knew what was at stake. 
 
    “So...” Brendan sighed. “If you can't find a way into the weaponry, I urge you-” 
 
    “We urge you.” Nirena looked intently at Varick. 
 
    “To abandon the mission,” Brendan said. “So long as you remain undetected, we will still be able to get you back here. Safe. And if any of you are detected...” Brendan gazed at me again. “Get out of there by any means necessary.” 
 
    It wasn't much in the way of hope. I felt like a red target had been painted on my forehead. 
 
    “You'll leave first thing tomorrow. If you have goodbyes to say, say them tonight.” Brendan bowed his head, dismissing us and a dark cloud encased my heart. 
 
    Tomorrow, we were going to be playing games again. But I was going to make sure this was the last time. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Varick 
 
    “It's only in experiencing the absence of something do we truly appreciate it when it arrives.” My father told me that once. 
 
    Selena was a gift. Of a magnitude I couldn't quite fathom. Nearly two hundred years as the Helsings' captive, believing my human life was entirely over, that I'd never see the sun again, and that I'd never truly feel anything worthwhile so long as I remained on earth, had all been proved entirely wrong. But the speed at which I'd experienced every one of those impossible things wasn't quite fair. 
 
    More. I needed more. But perhaps an entire lifetime spent with Selena would never have been enough. Perhaps the brevity of our love only made it burn brighter than it could have if we'd had more time. But what did I know about love? This was the first time I'd felt it. And I didn't truly know what the future could hold for us. But Christ, I longed to. I yearned for it with all my heart, doubting the decision we'd made, over and over. 
 
    Always, I came back to the same conclusion. The one we had both made in our hearts. 
 
    It had to be us. 
 
    I waited for Selena whilst she fetched Thames to say goodbye – we'd be leaving early in the morning and might not have another chance. Kodiak appeared from the west wing, pushing something in front him. I managed a smile at the sight of the wheelchair. It looked like he'd built it himself, the seat made from one of the common room chairs with a criss-cross blue pattern on it. The wheels were heavy-set like he'd pinched them off of a couple of mountain bikes. 
 
    “Impressive,” I remarked and he shrugged. Never said much, but the guy had certainly grown on me. “She'll be grateful, I'm sure.” 
 
    Kodiak inclined his head, his expression dour. “You're leaving, I hear?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He looked like he was struggling to say something, and one of the wheels squeaked as he rocked the chair back and forth. Sounding a decisive breath, he released the chair and moved toward me in a rather awkward, hunched-shouldered way. He gave me a one-armed hug and my brows raised in surprise before I hugged him back. 
 
    “You've given me life again.” He stepped away, nodding stiffly, not quite meeting my eye. “You and the others.” 
 
    Gazing at him, it hit me that this mission wasn't just about stopping the games, it was about freeing the Vampires, the contestants. Offering to them what Kodiak now had. What I had. 
 
    “Don't waste it,” I ordered and Kodiak nodded, his mouth pulling up at one corner. 
 
    The door opened at the top of the stairs and Selena appeared, carrying Thames on her back. 
 
    “What's this?” Thames gasped as Selena placed her down in the chair. She looked up at Kodiak with the kind of open-mouthed smile that kids give their parents when they gift them a new toy. 
 
    “So you can get around easier,” Kodiak said stiffly, his hands balling and un-balling at his sides. 
 
    “I love it!” Thames scooted the chair along, rolling the wheels between her hands. She crashed immediately into the stairs and started laughing her manic laughter, turning to Kodiak. “Might need some help at first.” 
 
    Kodiak took hold of the handles made from bent metal poles and pushed her in the direction of the canteen. 
 
    “We'll catch you up!” Selena called after them, but as she took my hand, I could see she had no intention of following. 
 
    Now it was time for us. 
 
    “Dusk's fallen,” she said quietly and I knew what she was implying. We could slip away to the ruin, our haven. Though I didn't want to entertain the idea, I couldn't help but fear what might happen once we left The Sanctuary. What if we failed? Was this decision a coffin lid closing on our future? 
 
    “Yes.” I bent my head to kiss her, pushing the worries from my mind. “But the day was very fine indeed.” 
 
      
 
    ◐ ☼ ◐ 
 
      
 
    The morning dripped into existence, like a leaky tap, slowly filling a sink until it overflowed. Selena and I returned to the manor an hour before dawn. She hadn't slept and I'd only suggested once that she should. But it hadn't been possible for her to do so with everything on her mind, even if I'd actually wanted her to. 
 
    Brendan greeted us at the door, looking tired. “It's time. Mercy and Kite left late last night and the others left an hour ago.” 
 
    “What will Mercy tell her parents?” I asked. 
 
    “That her yacht was blown up, that she and Kite were picked up by fishermen and taken to shore.” 
 
    Selena nodded. “So everyone's gone?” 
 
    It hit me that we had been so absorbed in each other that we hadn't offered any time to our friends to discuss our plans. To say our goodbyes if we were caught out before we made it to the new game. 
 
    Brendan nodded. 
 
    I scraped a hand through my hair, forgetting how short it was now as my fingertips reached for more than was there. 
 
    Selena pressed back her shoulders, facing her father. “When do we leave?” 
 
    “I have clothes for you to change into in my office. Then a boat will take you up north.” Brendan's thick brows drew together, looking like he wanted to reach out and touch his daughter. 
 
    I realised with a powerful certainty that I should give them a moment to say goodbye. They may not have known each other well, but they could have grown to love each other in time. And hopefully they still would one day. 
 
    I parted from Selena. “I'll get changed.” 
 
    Selena gave me a small nod of thanks as I walked away, but their words still found me as I moved, my hearing picking up everything in the quiet house. 
 
    “I'm sorry it has to be this way,” Brendan said. “I wish I could have convinced you to stay. But it would have been wrong of me.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Selena said quietly. “For all you've done for us. And for believing in me.” 
 
    “I never stopped,” he said softly. “I want you to know... I thought of you every day since we parted. And you've grown into such a strong woman. I couldn't be prouder.” 
 
    The crush of their bodies made me sigh, embracing each other like no time had been lost between them. Lost memories, a lost life. It struck me that if he hadn't left home, Selena would never have found her way to me. I supposed I wasn't the only one responsible for her situation. Then again, I imagined she'd disagree entirely about who was to blame for her being here. 
 
    I headed into Brendan's office, finding fine travel clothes laid out for me. Smart trousers and a black shirt with a thick overcoat to be worn over a blazer. I left my jeans and shirt folded on the desk, my hand straying to the black velvet dress laid out for Selena next to a long red coat and a handful of jewels. She may have had to dress up to suit Hunters again, but this time the cards were in our hands. And I wasn't going to walk out of that game until every single one of them paid for their sins. 
 
    I let out a breath of laughter. 
 
    Odd. A Vampire turned vigilante. Guess I really was the same old pirate I once was. 
 
      
 
    ◐ ☼ ◐ 
 
      
 
    We travelled north until we entered the arctic circle, leaving the sun far behind. 
 
    Selena had remained below deck with me, curled up on a small sofa. “You must miss the sunshine.” 
 
    “You gave it back to me.” I kissed her. 
 
    “For thirty seconds,” she groaned. “Not nearly enough.” 
 
    “Maybe we'll figure it out one day.” 
 
    She sighed tiredly, clutching onto my shirt as she leaned back, giving me a firm stare. “No more maybes okay? Let's do this like we're going to survive it.” 
 
    “Like you did in the V Games?” I kissed the tip of her nose. 
 
    Her eyes brightened. “I was fairly sure I was going to die every round, but sure.” She shrugged. “If you wanna imagine I was that brave, go for it.” She laughed and I crushed her against me. 
 
    “Alright, so we go in, we kill the bastards and we get out,” I said, feeling better just for saying it. 
 
    Selena straddled me, cupping my cheeks in her palms, gazing down at me with a wide smile. “Exactly.” 
 
    I liked the pretence. It reminded me of the way Jameson and I had always charged fearlessly into fights, looting ships and battling Kingsmen. We'd always emerged alive, so there was no reason why we couldn't keep up the trend. 
 
    I gripped Selena's waist, sure I was going to get carried away if she didn't detach herself from me soon. The velvet dress she was wearing rode up over her dark stockings, making my pulse reach near-human levels. But something else was bothering me. Hunger. We'd promised Brendan I'd feed during the journey to be sure I was as human as possible when we arrived at the venue. Ironic, considering I'd only recently sworn not to feed from her directly anymore. 
 
    Selena wordlessly slid her hair over one shoulder, exposing her throat to me. Her pulse was my favourite song, thrumming in my ears, calling to me. 
 
    For the sake of keeping us all undetected, I'd have to feed from her as regularly as she'd allow. 
 
    I gently sank my teeth into her neck until she let out a small gasp. Not of pain, but enjoyment, only encouraging my bite deeper. 
 
    The hardest part was the internal battle. The monster in me was dormant, but when I fed it rose its head from slumber, making me question my self-control. Planting thoughts in my mind of pinning her down, drinking and sating my desire entirely. But I never listened. I battled it away, quietly hating myself for that part of me which would forever haunt my moves. It was a stark reminder that, no matter how much blood Selena offered me, I could never truly be human. 
 
    I extracted my teeth, finding Selena's pupils dilating as she gazed at me. She wiped her thumb across the corner of my lips, catching a drop of blood and placing it in my mouth. 
 
    “No spills, or they'll notice,” she whispered. 
 
    I grinned before splitting the skin of my thumb with my teeth, offering it to her. “And especially no bite marks.” 
 
    She smiled back, taking the offering of my blood. The monster in me drifted back asleep and calm descended over me like a gentle sea mist. 
 
    The captain of our small vessel was a quiet man. Human and overly keen on rather explicit audiobooks. Every time I turned my ear to him I heard a sex scene described in graphic detail. 
 
    I shook my head, fighting a laugh as Selena gave me a questioning look, shuffling down into the space beside me. I didn't answer her probing stare, instead tucking her under my arm and resting my head atop hers. 
 
    The cabin was small, but comfortable enough to endure a day's trip in. I relished the lap of the waves, the warm presence curled up beside me, the fleeting calm. 
 
    “Courage Varick.” My father's words during my first raid of a King's ship. “Your heart will deliver you to the doorstep of all your desires. But only courage will have you step through the door.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    We docked at an island our captain called Øyafrelse; apparently it was somewhere between Russia and Svalbard which, to me, might as well have meant we were in space. We were so far off the coast that we were hours from land, practically dropped in the middle of the Atlantic ocean. 
 
    I pulled on my warm, red coat and Varick adjusted the collar, giving me a small nod to confirm the bottle of arsenic was still stitched into the lining. He'd wanted to carry it, but Brendan had insisted the security checks would be more rigorous for the men. Stupid really, considering these people pitted girls against Vampires for entertainment. Did they really think men could do a better job at surviving? Perhaps that's why they only entered women into the games, sitting back in their fancy chairs with whiskey glasses in hand discussing how they'd manage the situation so much better than us girls. 
 
    Pigs. I'll show them exactly what girls are capable of. 
 
    My breathing was uneven as Varick took my hand, leading me off of the boat onto a huge, well-made pier. I couldn't see much beyond the yachts and large vessels bobbing in the sea. The moon was hidden behind clouds, but glowing rows of lampposts led our way to a path on the shore. The pier rose above the beach so we never had to step foot on it. Every inch of the island I could see was frosted with snow. The land before us was flat, with a few bland, grey outbuildings dotted around, nothing note-worthy. Nothing that spoke of death and blood and Immortals being forced to murder innocent people. 
 
    Beyond the flat expanse of ground were mountains, cast in shadow by the night, but their hulking figures could still be distinguished from the backdrop of stars. 
 
    The cold was more bitter than I'd ever experienced, grasping at every bare piece of skin I had on show. 
 
    As we followed the lamp posts off of the jetty onto a concrete path, vehicles came into sight. Shiny, black 4x4s with studded tires. They were lined up behind a fence that stretched out on either side of us, barely visible until I got close. I could soon see that it followed the line of the coast, disappearing into the distance. 
 
    “Welcome!” a voice boomed from a megaphone attached to the top of a gate. “Please pass your ticket to the attendant.” 
 
    Varick guided me left along the edge of the fence toward a booth. A man sat inside in a puffy winter jacket, holding his hand through a hole in the glass window before him. 
 
    Varick took out our ticket and passed it to him. My heart was in my throat as I waited. Lazily, he scanned it, tapping something onto his computer. He sipped from his coffee as he continued to type something into the system. I was fairly sure my heart was going to choke me. Varick's hand tightened on mine so hard my fingers overlapped each other. 
 
    The guard stamped the ticket with a large red insignia then passed it back, his eyes still on the screen. 
 
    “A driver will take you to the venue where you'll be required to go through a security check.” The guard looked up from his laptop when neither of us spoke. I felt a little shell-shocked and figured Varick was too. It was all so easy, so casual. 
 
    The guard's gaze lingered on me then shifted slowly to Varick. “Any questions?” 
 
    I broke a small laugh which I hoped passed for real because my heart seemed to be trying out for the Olympics. “Only one: when do the games begin?” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” The guard smiled, his eyes moving back to me. Which I was thankful for, just in case Varick was giving off some sort of 'Vampire vibe'. 
 
    “Little bird like you gonna handle watching the games?” the guard teased. 
 
    “She can handle it,” Varick spoke for the first time. 
 
    “It's my first time,” I laughed again, sounding like a completely different person.  
 
    The guard lifted a brow, looking to Varick. “You two have a great time.” He cupped his mouth with his hand, speaking only to Varick, “Make sure to look after the newbie.” 
 
    “Sure will.” Varick winked – actually winked -  then the gate slid smoothly open and we stepped through. 
 
    A breath left me like a balloon deflating in my lungs. 
 
    “Not there yet, sweetheart.” Varick ran his fingers over the wedding ring I was wearing. 
 
    One of the black SUVs pulled up before us and a smartly-dressed driver popped out, hurrying to open the back door for us. Varick guided me toward it, pressing his hand to my spine as I climbed inside. Heat enveloped me and I sighed, rubbing my hands together. Varick dropped in beside me and the driver darted back into the car. “Welcome to Øyafrelse. I'm Curt. Bloody freezing, eh?” 
 
    Varick mimicked me, rubbing his hands together as if he were affected. “Not that different to England.” 
 
    Curt laughed, pulling down the single road that led to the mountains. “Don't worry, your hotel is the shit – oh - 'scuse my language, miss. Not used to havin' women stay with us. Times are changin' I guess.” He nodded to me in the mirror. 
 
    “No problem,” I said, smiling. My jaw was going to be bruised by the time we were done faking all of this happiness. 
 
    “With the women attending I suppose the games will be a little tamer?” Varick asked, and despite his sexist comment somewhat irritating me, I knew he had to play the part to fit in with the men here. 
 
    “Ha, not likely. Rockley is promising something real bloody. 'Specially since what happened at the Helsings' game. It's in their honour, you know? You hear about it?” 
 
    “A friend mentioned it,” Varick said quietly, nodding. 
 
    “Jesus, was he there? Half the spectators got eaten, I heard.” 
 
    I fought a smile, burying my teeth into my lower lip. 
 
    “No, I guess he heard it on the grapevine,” Varick covered. 
 
    “Course, I didn't reckon anyone would show up to these games so soon after it happened. But I guess some people don't get put off easy.” Curt caught my eye in the mirror. “You don't have to watch everything by the way, love. If it's too much for you, you can spend time at the spa, eh? Leave the men to their games.” 
 
    I nodded, giving him an innocent look. “I'm sure I'll be fine.” 
 
    “You have prepared her right, guv'nor?” Curt looked to Varick. “For what goes on here?” 
 
    “She knows,” Varick replied. 
 
    “I ain't tryin' to offend you or nothin', love, but I've been doin' my duty by warnin' all the women who I've driven today.” 
 
    “How kind,” I said. “Well I may look delicate, but I assure you I like hunting as much as the next person.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. Got a firecracker there, huh guv?” Curt gave Varick a grin I wanted to hit him for. 
 
    The worst part was Varick returning it. 
 
    Oh god. How was I going to get through five days of this without wanting to slap everyone I came across? 
 
    Curt drove us into the mountains, the dark path winding and steep until I was sure the road beside us sloped away into a sheer drop. Eventually the road lowered out and I figured we'd driven through a mountain pass as we dropped down, down, down, winding back and forth. The only light ahead now were the two pin-pricks of the headlights on the road.  
 
    Worries inched into me as I thought of how far we'd travelled from the dock: our only escape. 
 
    Before us, a strip of lights splayed across the land on the edge of a glistening, navy lake. A rainbow of neon lights clung to the oddly-shaped buildings, from domes to a giant pyramid and a tall cylindrical tower at the heart of it all. It was like Vegas had been ripped from the desert and planted in the arctic. 
 
    “Jesus,” I breathed, leaning forward in my seat as we drove toward the single, chaotic street. 
 
    “Welcome to the Devil's Playground. Rockley always did have a thing for Vegas.” Curt winked at me in the mirror and I was so in shock at the sight before me that my insides didn't even shrivel. 
 
    This wasn't just a hotel. It was a whole goddamn resort. 
 
    Varick took my hand, but my fingers were as stiff as ice as he prised them from my knee. He leant closer, gazing past me out the window. “Look darling, they have a shooting range.” 
 
    I pin-pointed the building he was looking at which had a huge sign above it shaped like a rifle. The words Al's Shooting Barn lit up one letter at a time until the whole thing flashed and the process repeated. 
 
    I turned to Varick, locked in his eyes, my heart beating so hard I knew he heard it. And I realised he was trying to comfort me. A shooting range meant guns. But holy hell, we were going to need a lot of them. 
 
    “Oh how wonderful,” I feigned delight, but my stomach was in knots. I grasped Varick's hand, drawing strength from him, my nails digging in so sharply I was sure if he'd been human I would have drawn blood. 
 
    The SUV descended from the mountain pass and we took a straight road that split the vast, snowy valley in half, heading directly toward the strip of lights that divided into a T. 
 
    The resort grew closer, louder, brighter until it swallowed us whole. The night sky was dazzled out of existence above us. As we pulled left onto the street, I caught sight of the still lake beyond the building, sparkling and rippling with colour. 
 
    “Brilliant, ain't it?” Curt said as I gazed out at the casinos, the bars and even a large stadium shaped like a beehive, throwing beams of light into the sky. 
 
    “Yeah,” Varick answered gruffly. “How will this work? Will the games be spread across the strip?” 
 
    “Can't give much away, but you'll have a timetable of sorts,” Curt answered before changing the subject, “You must be looking forward to the ball tonight?” 
 
    “Ball?” I questioned. 
 
    “Yeah, standard first night. Didn't you tell her about the pre-game party?” he addressed Varick. 
 
    Varick didn't miss a beat, lying as easily as if he were telling the truth. “I wanted to keep it a surprise.” 
 
    “A party? How exciting.” I beamed at Curt in the mirror and he grinned back, swerving on the road a little. 
 
    “Here we are,” Curt announced, pulling into a crescent that led up to a foyer for the tall tower I'd seen from the mountain pass. “The Troposphere.” He turned to us, holding out two masks. “There you go.” He passed Varick the smaller black one and handed me a gold, feathered one. 
 
    We put them on and I immediately felt more at ease. 
 
    Curt hurried out, opening the door for me and I slid out of the car, followed closely by Varick. We nodded our goodbye and headed up to the hotel. 
 
    Rotating glass doors greeted us, flanked on each side by two elaborate stone fountains. 
 
    A couple of guards stood beside them with huge machine guns strung across their bodies and thick army belts packed with weapons. 
 
    My mouth went dry as we approached them, but they only smiled as we passed into the foyer. People were milling around in a bar area dressed in luxurious suits and dresses, all wearing masks like ours. 
 
    Between us and them was a barrier of metal detectors, divided down the middle by a sign. 
 
    Men left. 
 
    Women right. 
 
    I gave Varick a reassuring smile as I parted from him, heading through a metal detector as a guard gestured for me to do so. 
 
    “Evening, miss,” he said. “Arms up please.” 
 
    I complied, giving him an innocent smile. “Is this really necessary?” 
 
    “Yes, miss. There's been trouble at some of the other games.” 
 
    He ran a flat paddle over my body then placed it down, squeezing the pockets of my coat before reaching for my collar. 
 
    My heart flew upwards and I blurted, “A girl like me surely isn't any threat?” 
 
    He grinned as I caught his eye, thumbing the lapels of my coat as I tried to hold him in my gaze. “Of course not. It's only a precaution, you understand?” 
 
    I tried to force a blush into my cheeks but it was nearly impossible. “Well I wouldn't want you to get in trouble for not doing your job properly.” I unbuttoned my coat. “You can check through it if you like?” I bluffed, holding the coat wide as if to take it off, giving him an eyeful of the fitted dress I was wearing. A skin-crawling card to play, but the only one I had left. 
 
    A lock of curly golden hair fell into his eyes as he tilted his head down to look at me. “I don't think that will be necessary, miss. Enjoy the games.” He shot me a hungry smile as I headed past him. 
 
    My heels clipped across the white tiles as I hurried toward the reception desk, glancing over my shoulder to catch a look at Varick. He was being treated slightly more roughly as two guards probed through every pocket and crevice of his jacket. I let out a slow breath, thankful that I'd carried the arsenic. 
 
    When he joined me, queuing toward the reception desk, he looked ready to punch someone. 
 
    “Everything alright?” I adjusted his skewed collar, gazing up at him. 
 
    He softened as he met my eye. “Fine, sweetheart.” 
 
    He produced the ticket from his pocket as we met with a beautiful woman behind the desk, her blonde hair bound in a perfect bun. “Welcome to the Troposphere, may I see your ticket?” 
 
    Varick handed it over and we waited quietly as she scanned it. 
 
    “Oh!” she said in alarm and Varick and I stiffened. 
 
    “Everything alright?” Varick demanded, tugging me close. 
 
    The receptionist broke into a wide, man-eating smile. “Yes, absolutely. In fact, congratulations! We have a lottery running in the system and you just won. Ten guests are being randomly chosen to win an upgrade. You're now both golden ticket holders. We're gifting you a card worth twenty thousand pounds to be spent during your stay on any luxury you wish to indulge in.” The woman handed over a golden card and I wordlessly took it, giving Varick a wide-eyed look. 
 
    “Thank you,” Varick said gruffly. 
 
    “Here are your room keys. You'll be staying in a suite on the fiftieth floor, one of our finest rooms.” She beamed as she passed Varick two key cards and he pocketed them. 
 
    She smiled. “Anonymity of our guests is of high importance to us. Your masks are not compulsory, but we urge you to wear them so that you feel comfortable at all times in your enjoyment of the festivities.” She sounded like she was reciting the words. “We wish for your time here to be enjoyed without the fear of judgment and concealing your identities will provide you with a more genuine experience. In your rooms you'll find a welcome pack that contains all you'll need during your stay. Please read the rules of conduct before pursuing your first activity. And if you have any questions or concerns, just dial zero on your receiver and you'll be able to speak to one of our loyal staff twenty-four hours of the day.” She beamed and I was momentarily dazzled by her overly white teeth. “Enjoy the games.” 
 
    I offered her a smile before following Varick across the room. We took a golden-walled elevator up to the fiftieth floor with a few other men and women who seemed a little tipsy. I felt like I'd been plucked out of my own body. 
 
    These people would gladly have watched me fight for my life in the V Games. Maybe some of them had. 
 
    I pressed my spine to the cold back wall and was thankful when they filed out of the lift on the thirtieth floor. My hands were knotted with tension. 
 
    “Calm,” Varick said quietly, his eyes trailing over me. A camera was angled directly at us from one corner of the ceiling so I simply smiled and leant into his shoulder, veiling my anger. 
 
    On the fiftieth floor, we stepped into a corridor lined with soft grey carpet. We found our room in a corridor of its own and Varick slipped the key into the lock, opening the door. The first thing I noticed was the view. Floor length windows ran across the back of a huge lounge, the blinds wide open to reveal the twinkling mass of the strip stretching out below us. To the left was the vast lake, reaching toward the edges of the mountains in the distance. 
 
    I shed my mask, sucking in a deep breath. We'd done it. Cleared the first hurdle. 
 
    Stripping out of my coat, I ran my thumb under the collar. Arsenic: check. I felt like I'd run a marathon, but I'd only done the warm-up. 
 
    My anger was going to be the hardest part in all of this. Every time a spectator laughed or an attendant smiled at me, I wanted to scream, why are you here? Why don't you care?! 
 
    Before me, the room was decorated in greys and whites with neon-blue lighting beneath the huge bed and built-in wardrobe. A bottle of champagne was cooling in an ice bucket at the heart of the seating area. Beside it was a package that Varick strode toward, picking it up. 
 
    I drifted toward the window, feeling small in the expansive room. Everything was modern, sleek, simple, and so clearly worth a fortune. I pressed my hand against the cool pane, gazing down at the busy street where people were milling in and out of the casinos and restaurants. So at ease. Where was the death in this place? I was sure it was close. Hiding around every corner. I could sense it like the smell of smoke on the wind. The fire was here, I just couldn't see it. 
 
    “Selena, you need to come and look at this.” Varick's tone was grave. 
 
    I hurried to his side, gazing down at a tablet he'd evidently taken from the welcome package. On it was a map depicting the strip. He zoomed in and names popped up with a list of events, times, days. 
 
    Varick tapped one entitled: The Helsing Hall of Fame, gripping the tablet so tightly in his fist I feared he'd break it. 
 
    “What is it?” I breathed, taking the device from him. 
 
     “Some sort of museum for the Helsing games,” Varick replied. “I'm thinking we should avoid that one.” 
 
    I nodded, scrolling my finger over the screen as I checked out the different venues. A lot of the event information was vague but they had horrible names like: Blood-curdler and Fire-bomb. 
 
    I dropped into an armchair behind me, sinking into its cushy surface, but I might as well have dropped onto a bed of spikes with how comfortable I felt. Leaning forward, I picked up the welcome pack, sliding an envelope from within it and finding another tablet. 
 
    Taking out the letter, I read it aloud to Varick. 
 
      
 
    Welcome to the Øyafrelse Resort. 
 
    In order to make your stay as pleasant as possible, the owner requests your co-operation in viewing the following as an agreement between him and all guests. 
 
    1. Agreement of participation 
 
    Guests will sign the non-disclosure agreement attached to this form in a gesture of good will to ensure that the resort can continue to offer the private services no other resort offers to its guests. 
 
    2. Complaints 
 
    All events are attended at the will of each guest and no complaint will be filed if said event offends spectators. 
 
    3. Personal Items 
 
    In accordance with new security protocol, personal items are now prohibited within the resort. Any personal effect brought into the resort without declaration to staff will be treated ruthlessly in accordance with the owner's wishes. The nature of the artefact will determine the outcome. A leniency period will be in place due to the recent implementation of this rule, therefore if any item is declared within the first 24 hours of arrival, no further action will be taken. Following that, these items will result in prohibition from future games both at this resort and others: 
 
    ·  Firearms (including air rifles and starting pistols) 
 
    ·  Explosives: detonators and fuses, mines, grenades, and other explosive military stores, fireworks and pyrotechnics, smoke canisters, smoke cartridges, dynamite, gunpowder, plastic explosives (including black powder and percussion caps), flares, and hand grenades 
 
    ·  Blades of all varieties (including razors and scissors) 
 
    ·  Mobile phones, tablets or other devices not provided by the hotel 
 
    ·  Cigarettes, cigars, cigarette lighters, smoking pipes or any other smoking paraphernalia. (All cigarettes and cigars at the resort are free and are available from the hotel reception as well as  all other major venues) 
 
    ·  Narcotics – including but not limited to: cannabis, heroin, oxycontin, opium, codeine, lortab, vicodin, zydone, procet, oxycodone, morphine, diffanoxin, and methamphetamine hydrochloride. 
 
    ·  Chemicals, toxic substances and poisons – including but not limited to: alcohol, oxidisers and organic peroxides, including bleach, acids and alkalis, corrosives or bleaching agents (including mercury and chlorine), self-defence or disabling sprays (for example mace or pepper spray), radioactive materials (including medicinal or commercial isotopes), poisons or toxic substances (for example rat poison), biological hazards (for example infected blood, bacteria, viruses), materials that could spontaneously combust, belladonna (Deadly Nightshade), hemlock, animal venom, arsenic, strychnine, cyanide, nerve gas, and wild mushrooms. 
 
    Exceptions: 
 
    Leniency will be shown to guests bringing essential personal medication and to items of medical requirement (for example crutches) but this must be declared to staff and permission given. 
 
    4. Health and Safety 
 
    Due to a recent security breach during another game, the security of this resort has been elevated to ensure your safety. The owner has doubled armed presence and further CCTV has been erected around the resort. 
 
    Dialling 111 on your personal handset will direct you to our security team. If you notice any suspicious behaviour amongst guests or game participants, do not hesitate to alert the team. 
 
    In case of emergency (for example fire or participant outbreak) an alarm will sound throughout the resort to encourage guests to the evacuation zone located below the hotel (see attached map). 
 
    Any accidental injury or death of guests will be treated with the utmost discretion. Remains will be returned to families without links to this resort or any other worldwide game. 
 
    5. Departure 
 
    Check out is on the third and final day of the event. Cars will take you to the dock throughout the day. For specific times, please inquire at reception. 
 
    Departure before the final day must be discussed with the owner and will only be permitted if he deems there is due cause. 
 
    6. Damage to Property 
 
    The guest will be held responsible for any loss or damage to the hotel property caused by themselves, or their guests. 
 
    7. Owner's Rights 
 
    It is agreed that the guest will conduct him/herself in a respectable manner and will not cause any undue problem or annoyance within the resort. 
 
    The owner has the right to request any guest to vacate his/her room or other areas of the resort forthwith without previous notice and without assigning any reason whatsoever. 
 
    8. Resort Law 
 
    Within this resort, guests will be participating in illegal, violent and extreme activities that do not adhere to any governmental laws or rules worldwide. This has been made clear before arrival and hence all guests fall under the owner's laws whilst in residence at his resort. Divulging any information in relation to this resort (e.g location, description, inside information such as video or photo evidence) will be seen as a direct attack against the owner and all Hunters in the North Sea Game Association. 
 
    Punishment will be severe. 
 
    I looked up at Varick who had sunk into a chair opposite me, his face stoic. He flipped over the page, scribbling a signature onto the bottom of the NDA before sliding it toward me. I faked a signature, placing down the pen and gazing up at him. 
 
    Impossibly, he started smiling and it was so infectious that my mouth hooked up at one corner. 
 
    “We're in the hen house, sweetheart.” 
 
    Relief swept through me in a wave. He was right; we'd made it this far undetected. The hardest part was going to be implementing our plan. But we'd figure it out, we had to. 
 
    “I'm looking forward to killing some chickens,” I replied, my smile spreading wider. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Jameson 
 
    “I should have just Charmed them!” Cass was pacing back and forth before the bed I'd made myself comfortable on. Hands behind my head, sunk three inches into the cushions. 
 
    “Don't be ridiculous, someone would have spotted what you were doing,” I said lazily, watching her walk side to side, side to side. 
 
    “What if you get hurt?” She turned to me and a lump rose in my throat. Shit, she was beautiful. And now I got to share a room with her for three whole days. Not exactly under the circumstances I would have chosen, but hey, who was I to complain? 
 
    “Jameson!” she snapped when I didn't answer, my eyes half-mast as I gazed dreamily at her. 
 
    The Larkspur had been taken off of me during the security check and slam-dunked into the bin. I'd tried complaining about my complexion but who was really gonna believe that when they looked at my flawless perfection? 
 
    “Chill, Firefly.” I rolled out of bed, moving toward her, arms wide. 
 
    Hug time. 
 
    She huffed, striding away from me, disappearing into the bathroom. The room she needed absolutely nothing from, designed only for human needs. So I begrudgingly accepted she was avoiding me. 
 
    Damn. Had I lost my touch? I hadn't exactly had time to flirt with women lately. Every move I pulled seemed to push her further away from me. But when I'd kissed her, she'd definitely reacted. 
 
    I floated toward the bathroom, but before I reached the door, a hurricane erupted from it. Cass barged past me, heading for the door. “I'm going to get it.” 
 
    “Are you crazy?” I launched at her, snaring her in my arms so she was crushed against the door, her back to me. “You're not risking it,” I ordered, my mouth by her ear. 
 
    “But if you get hurt-” 
 
    “I won't,” I growled, holding her arms flush to her sides. I reckoned we were pretty evenly matched on the strength front. 
 
    And wow maybe she did care about me. More than a friend, though? 
 
    I pushed my luck, twisting her in my hold and eyeing her mouth. 
 
    “Kiss me again and I'll rip your lips off,” she warned, her eyes like two emeralds that had burst into flames. 
 
    I sighed, releasing her. “You really gonna pretend you didn't enjoy it last time?” 
 
    “No need to pretend. And I'm not going to forget that you're a kiss rapist.” She stormed away again and I gazed after her, anger pumping through me. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Cass.” 
 
    She glanced back at me from the floor-length window. Fifth floor. Cheapskates. We had a balcony though which was a plus. I wondered how close the others were... 
 
    “Alright,” she sighed. “I take that back.” 
 
    “Good.” I folded my arms. “And for the record, I won't kiss you again until you ask me to.” 
 
    “Great, so that'll be never,” she said lightly, stepping out onto the balcony. 
 
    “Game on,” I muttered under my breath then remembered she had damn Vampire hearing. 
 
    She turned, pressing her middle finger to the sliding door. 
 
    “Give it up, wolf boy,” she snarled, sending an electric current down my spine. 
 
    How the hell was I supposed to give up when she was presenting me with the biggest challenge ever? And one that could very well be my last conquest. If there was one thing I was put on this earth to do it was make women fall in love with me. So how was I supposed to resist trying to win what would be my crowing glory? 
 
    Well, I wasn't. That much was clear. And besides, I'd need a distraction from the horror show that was going to be our lives for the next few days. Maybe the universe was offering me the challenge of a lifetime as a last hurrah. Or maybe I was just so caught up on this girl that I was gonna convince myself to keep pursuing her no matter what the reality was. 
 
    She doesn't like you, bro. Get over it. 
 
    Na. Too late. I was gonna have to bring out my big guns. And by that, I didn't mean my pecks. But then again... 
 
    I yanked my shirt off, heading toward the bathroom at a casual pace, my eyes drifting to the window and back. She wasn't looking. 
 
    Look, dammit. Look. 
 
    Jesus, this was a low point for me. What the hell was I doing anyway? There was shit to get done in this place. People to kill, blood to spill. That needed to be my motto. Not: attention to snag, women to sh- 
 
    A knock came at the door. At least Cass was looking at me now. But not in the way I'd hoped. She gazed from me to the door, anxiously hurrying across the room and straightening down her dress. Green. Like her eyes. Like my envy of any man who'd ever touched her. 
 
    She opened the door revealing Ned standing there, leaning against the frame. A cigar hung from the corner of his mouth beneath the standard black mask we'd all been given to wear. I hated him in that second. Like I'd hated him when he'd taken his mask off in front of Cass. It wasn't just that she'd fallen H over T (heart over tit) for him in less than a second, it was that he had the sort of hold on people that was dangerous. It reminded me of Ulvic. Of how I'd happily trotted at his heels for so many years without question. 
 
    Course, none of that mattered now. Ned was an ally. And any internal feelings I had toward him, justified or not, needed to be put aside for the sake of this mission. 
 
    “Thought I'd introduce myself to the neighbours,” he said overly loudly. 
 
    Great actor, this one. 
 
    “Oh- sure. Would you like to come in and meet my husband?” Cass offered and heat pooled in my stomach at her referring to me like that. 
 
    Damn. Never wanted to be anyone's husband before. Why her? Why now? 
 
    Intense situations. That's what it was. We'd been through hell and back together. Now I was experiencing an attachment to her that she wasn't reciprocating. 
 
    Ned strolled into the room, at ease as he closed the door behind him. 
 
    “I saw you enter this room,” Ned announced, dropping the act. “I figured Selena and Varick would be close too but the next room along isn't theirs.” 
 
    “We'll find them,” Cass assured him. 
 
    Ned dropped into an armchair, flicking his cigar ash on the coffee table. 
 
    “Did you have any trouble with security?” Cass asked, perching on the sleek, white sofa. 
 
    Ned shook his head. “It went as smooth as a baby's bum.” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose, but remained silent. Who even was this guy? What was his reason for marching in here like he gave a steaming shit about the Helsings? Had he been captured and forced to compete in death fights for days on end? Doubted it. 
 
    “So what's your deal, bro?” I folded my arms, figuring I might as well call bullshit while I smelt it. 
 
    “My deal?” He echoed in a mocking tone, raising a brow beneath his black mask. Guy was average-looking at best. I didn't need to be a Siren to pull chicks. Sucked for some. 
 
    “Yeah.” I approached him, jaw set. “Why are you risking your nuts to bring down this place? What's it to you?” 
 
    Ned puffed on his cigar, leaning back in his chair. “None of your business.” 
 
    “We don't need to talk about why we're all here. Everyone has their reasons,” Cass sided with him, giving me a hard stare. My gut tugged uncomfortably. She didn't want to offer an explanation to Ned if I forced him to open up, I got that. But shouldn't we all have been on the same page before charging into battle together? 
 
    I shrugged at their cool expressions, heading to the balcony and shutting the door behind me. The rush of air nearly froze my lungs, but I was too stubborn to go back inside. Damn arctic wind. 
 
    I gazed down at the strip below, the sound of laughter and music reaching me. I'd visited Vegas once with my pack. Lost eight grand in a hand of poker. The gutting part was, it had been Ulvic's credit card I'd used to make the bet. Didn't feel so bad about that now, funnily enough. 
 
    I wondered where he was, thinking of Mekiah and Reason. Pain pricked my heart like someone was using it as a dart board. I might not ever find out what happened to them. Might not live that long. But if I did, I'd go after them. I'd stomach Ulvic's company for the sake of them. But ideally, I needed to find a way to break Ulvic's hold over me between then and now. Not that I had any idea of how to do that. 
 
    I sighed, resting my elbows on the icy railing. That was a problem for another day. Another life. 
 
    Down in the street, a huge billboard lit up and a woman's voice projected throughout the whole resort. “The arrival ball will start shortly. Please make your way to the ballroom on the ground level of the Troposphere.” The video showed a grand room, panning over tables dressed for dinner and sparkling chandeliers above them. 
 
    I turned, finding Cass on the balcony, silent as ever, gazing at me with worry in her eyes. 
 
    I moved to her with the sole intention of evaporating that look from her face. “Looks like the big bad wolf is taking you to the ball, Red.” 
 
    I could see her fighting a smile and triumph bloomed in my chest. I glanced over her shoulder, checking that Ned had gone, having stubbed his cigar out on the coffee table. Was that a dig at this place or at me? 
 
    Cass took hold of my chin, making my heart do something weird. I snapped my eyes to hers and she grinned, angling my neck to the side and baring her fangs. 
 
    “Pretty sure this wasn't in the fairy tale.” I watched her from the corner of my eye. 
 
    “Pretty sure this wasn't either.” She sank her teeth into my neck and I yelped like a puppy. 
 
    Real smooth. 
 
    “I thought the wolf was the one with the big teeth?” I tried to continue the joke, but she held me in place as she fed from my neck and my muscles tensed against the restriction. I wondered if I could have fought her off, but didn't try. She needed to be strong. And, admittedly, her touching me at all was a total turn on, even if she was gum-deep in my neck right now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Cass 
 
    Jameson's blood didn't taste as bad as I'd expected. Kind of like the fat-free version of my favourite milkshake. I dug my hands into his spine, drawing him closer. He didn't even resist, gladly moulding his body against mine until I was sure he was getting off on this. 
 
    After about three seconds, something hit me. A flash of images scrolling across my vision. Small snippets of a life I didn't know. A young boy on a ship with scraggy black hair and someone laughing in a deep, booming voice. 
 
    “You'll learn the ropes from my son, and won't be any trouble.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” The voice seemed to come from me, as if the memory was mine. 
 
    I smelt sea air and the brush of wind on my cheeks, the crash of waves against the hull of a ship. Little blonde curls blew around my face. I felt fear coursing through me, the worry of not being accepted. 
 
    I yanked my fangs free, stumbling back, my hand going to my mouth as I gazed at Jameson's stumped expression. 
 
    “What?” he asked dumbly. 
 
    Memories. I'd seen his memories. 
 
    I turned away from him, the intimacy of that fact too much to reveal. Surely he wouldn't let me drink from him if he knew what I'd seen? 
 
    “Nothing,” I muttered, trying to recover. “You taste like a dog, that's all.” 
 
    Is that what Brendan had meant when he'd said drinking from a Werewolf was unpleasant? Jameson surely had no idea, or he would have warned me. Wouldn't he? The idea of someone having access to my memories was abominable. 
 
    “I'm going for a shower.” He strode past me, throwing me a suggestive look before stepping into the bathroom. “Feel free to join.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, heading to the wardrobe across the room to keep my hands busy. Dresses and suits were hanging in rows to our size requirements; Brendan had provided them for us in the invite responses. 
 
    My fingers halted on a green gown; it was so similar to the one I'd worn in the V Games that it made fear crawl beneath my skin. I quickly moved on from it, plucking out a black halterneck and changing into it. I paired it with some high heels – the type I'd never have been able to walk in before I was gifted the grace of a V – and moved to the mirror. Make-up was a pointless endeavour these days. I looked my best at all times regardless, my lips plump and red, my eyes forever sparkling. 
 
    I missed the old me. 
 
    I missed having to shave my legs and pluck my eyebrows. I missed the little human things that were always such a bother but now divided me from the world I'd always known. 
 
    I was a girl frozen in time. No more than a statue in a fine dress. Even my smile was different. More alluring, more seductive. I despised it. 
 
    Jameson's blood had a slower effect on me than human blood. I could feel it sliding through my veins. It was warmer than human blood and I was sure my temperature had risen to match it. But my pulse had barely elevated. I carefully laced my golden mask into place, double knotting it for fear of it coming undone. 
 
    When Jameson appeared from the bathroom with a towel wrapped around his waist, I realised what else his blood had returned to me. Desire. 
 
    I looked immediately away, cursing him and his stupid wolf blood. 
 
    “Seeing as you're probably going to be the last girl on earth to gaze at my abs, I'm happy for you to do so as much as possible.” 
 
    I heaved a sigh, hearing the sound of the towel dropping and him taking his time to put on clothes. 
 
    After a while, he asked, “How do I look?” 
 
    I turned as he tugged on the lapels of a fine black suit jacket. He looked stupidly hot as he spent a moment tying his mask on, which made me all the more angry. 
 
    “Like a spectator,” I bit out. 
 
    He frowned, approaching me, his eyes casting over my dress for the first time. “Lucky guy to have a wife like you.” 
 
    “Well maybe she's cheating on him,” I played along as he entered my personal bubble, popping it like gum. 
 
    “I doubt she'd need to,” he growled, his hand brushing a lock of hair from the bare skin of my shoulder. 
 
    With my heels on, I was eye to eye with him, but I was starting to feel smaller by the second and I didn't like it. I battened down the hatches on my emotions and gave him a cool stare. “Dog like you can't even satisfy your own hunger, let alone a woman.” 
 
    His easy demeanour faltered for half a second, but I sensed it. For a moment, I relished watching his cracks appear. No man would have the upper hand with me ever again. 
 
    He leant past me, opening the door and heading into the corridor without a word. Guilt lanced through me at my vicious attack, especially after I knew what he was dealing with right now. But his advances needed to stop. This was a mission. We weren't on honeymoon. And I wasn't going to play happy families when we weren't acting. 
 
    We met with Ned in the elevator alongside a handful of other beautifully dressed people. I shifted closer to him, chatting with him lightly to make sure our new-found friendship seemed realistic. 
 
    Jameson slipped his fingers between mine, taking me by surprise. He hadn't said anything since my lash at him, but his hold on my hand was full of comfort as he ran his thumb casually over my knuckles. 
 
    I barely heard what Ned was saying as we descended, running his mouth with a lie about him owning a chain of restaurants in the states. 
 
    As our conversation died, two men chatting caught my ear, “-blood everywhere and she was still screaming for help. It was brutal.” He bounced on his heels with his excitement. 
 
    The other man folded his arms. “That's nothing. In the Partridge Games, I saw a Vampire tear out a guy's intestines like he was doing a magic trick, just kept coming and coming.” 
 
    They were both laughing by the time the elevator door opened and everyone exited apart from Jameson and I. My fangs dug into my tongue, my desperation to kill them nearly overwhelming me. 
 
    Ned waited in the foyer, giving us an expectant look. But I couldn't move. I was rooted to the spot, the animal in me wildly present. 
 
    Jameson moved his mouth to my ear, pretending we were having an intimate moment as he stepped in front of me. “Patience, Firefly. I'll bring you both of their heads before this mission is over.” 
 
    “I want more than their heads-” 
 
    “Cameras,” he breathed and I nodded, pretending to duck my head shyly at something he'd said. My eyes locked with his as he slid his arms around my waist. He jabbed the door button with his elbow and they closed behind us, stealing us some privacy. 
 
    “If it ever gets too much, I'm here.” He gave me an intense look, no walls between us at that moment. “I know I'm a cocky shit ninety nine percent of the time. But I'm still here for you, okay?” 
 
    I nodded, the burning sensation in my throat easing. “Okay,” I breathed. 
 
    His mouth brushed my cheek as he stepped back. “Let's go.” 
 
    I let him guide me forward as he pressed the button so the doors opened. We stepped out into the grand foyer, joining Ned. 
 
    We followed the ebb and flow of the crowd, guided through a wide corridor into a grand ballroom, large enough to seat over five hundred people. The lighting was low and pop music was playing as everyone took seats at tables around the place. Jameson went ahead of us, locking down a table in a shadowy corner of the room. He and Ned threw their coats on two spare chairs to hold them for Selena and Varick, but we'd seen no sign of them yet. Beyond the tables was a large stage and coloured lights were swinging across the raised platform. 
 
    We were promptly handed champagne from a waiter and I realised we were about to face our first problem. 
 
    “I can't eat or drink,” I hissed at the others. 
 
    Jameson tongued his cheek in thought. “I'll eat your share.” he decided with a shrug. 
 
    “What if someone notices?” I asked. 
 
    Ned leant back in his chair, at ease. “Half the women here are stick thin. I doubt any of them eat anyway.” 
 
    An unexpected smile caught my mouth. 
 
    The music died and applause thundered through the room. I turned sharply to face the direction everyone else was looking. Being lowered from the ceiling in a hammock of chains, was a man. He was draped across it like a human sacrifice. I shared a glance with Jameson who had folded his arms, sitting back in his chair as he watched the strange display. 
 
    Spotlights flooded over the descending man, his face obscured in shadow. The beat of drums filled the room and as he reached the stage, the chains slackened and he dropped gracefully onto it, his head bowed forward and his arms outstretched. 
 
    He wore a sleeveless green tunic, gaping open in the middle to reveal a chiselled torso decorated with tattoos and long golden necklaces. Dark dreadlocks were gathered above his head in a bun, spewing from a silk band like a potted plant. As cannons of fire and smoke exploded either side of him, he looked up and lights wheeled over his face. He was beautiful, model-like and young. But by Hunters' standards perhaps that didn't mean much. He widened his arms in greeting, smiling at everyone, flashing shining teeth. 
 
    When he spoke, he did so with a Caribbean accent, his voice deep and musical, “I wanna welcome yous all into me home. Dis place be a place of many freedoms.” He moved with easy grace, descending from the stage and moving through the crowd, greeting everyone, brushing his fingers over some of their shoulders. I was glad we'd chosen a table so far from the stage, tucked away from him. “We all be here to pay tribute to a family yous all know well. Dey been hurt bad in their last game. Reminded us all what Vampires be capable of. But the next three days, we be gettin' our revenge. We be showin' de Helsings how much we support dem. We be hurtin' the people who hurt dem.” 
 
    A cheer went up and more applause followed. Some of the men hooted and pumped their fists in the air. A few even downed their drinks in their excitement. 
 
    Nerves trickled through me and I instinctively reached for Jameson's hand under the table. He took it, his eyes still fixed on the man. 
 
    He turned in our direction, smiling keenly and for a moment I feared he saw right through me to what I really was. “I be Rockley Jones. Owner of dis here resort. I be a Vampire's darkest nightmare.” He dragged a silver stake from his belt, waving it in the air to more applause. 
 
    “Enjoy de evening, de food, de wine.” He marched through the room and though I hadn't moved a muscle, my skin felt like it was on fire, a blazing beacon giving away my secret. He fell into a chair at a large table where he was greeted with more cheers. 
 
    Pop music blared out again and the room fell back into excited chatter. Waiters appeared, handing out menus and more drinks. 
 
    My hand was still firmly clamped in Jameson's and I quickly extracted it, feeling foolish for seeking comfort from him. I was a V. I could look after myself, even before I'd been turned. I certainly didn't need a man to take care of me. 
 
    He didn't seem to be paying attention anyway as he snatched a menu from a waiter and started flicking through it greedily. 
 
    “How can you be hungry?” I demanded, hearing his stomach growling. 
 
    “I get low blood sugar,” he answered innocently. 
 
    “Bullshit,” I laughed and he shot a grin at me. 
 
    “Aren't you worried about where the others are?” I glanced around the room again, trying to pinpoint Varick and Selena. What if they'd been caught? What if they hadn't made it through security and were currently being tortured for information? 
 
    “Relax. You really think those two can't handle themselves?” Jameson raised a brow. 
 
    I sighed, relaxing marginally. He was right. But still...where the hell were they? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea?” I whispered, hurrying along at Varick's side as we headed out of the hotel, turning left along the street. 
 
    “Everyone's going to be at the party. It's the best time to scout the place out,” Varick answered, taking my hand. We walked like lovers down the quiet street beneath the flashing lights and milky moon above. 
 
    The plan was to figure out the best escape route if things went south, but the further we walked, the more armed guards I noticed outside the casinos and the restaurants. My doubts rose like flames in my belly. 
 
    “They're prepared for an outbreak this time,” I whispered, leaning up to his ear as if I were saying something seductive, faking a shy smile as I spoke. The guards didn't seem that interested in us, but I felt it was best to keep up the pretence all the same. 
 
    Varick halted as we approached one end of the street where the road disappeared into the snowy wilderness. He gazed keenly into the distance, but I couldn't see anything through the impenetrable darkness. 
 
    He pulled me into a hug so he could continue to look over my shoulder and a moment later, dropped his mouth to my ear. “There's a helicopter pad up there.” 
 
    My heart did a little flip. “Can you fly one?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    “No....but I can always threaten someone who can.” 
 
    I bit my lip. “Okay, let's put a pin in that idea.” 
 
    He let out a dark chuckle, turning me as we crossed the street and headed back in the direction of the hotel. “There's boats on the lake, but no passage out to sea,” Varick said after a while. 
 
    I wasn't much use on this scouting expedition, seeing as I didn't have the ability to see in the dark, especially when I was being blinded by neon lights every step of the way. 
 
    “What about the trucks?” I whispered. “There must be vehicles around here somewhere.” 
 
    “Hm,” Varick hummed thoughtfully. Not a single car had passed us on our walk. “We'll keep an eye out.” 
 
    We passed a museum tucked between two casinos with wooden walls and a large poster outside, naming the attraction as The Helsing Hall of Fame. I hesitated as we passed, curiosity getting the better of me. 
 
    Varick took my arm, guiding me away. “Best not.” 
 
    “No one's here...” I bit my lip. “Just a quick look.” 
 
    “Selena,” Varick growled as I twisted out of his hold and headed through the door. 
 
    The air was warm, seeping over me and warming me through to the bone. I jumped at the sight of Abraham standing tall and proud on a podium. A wax work. I fought a grimace, considering there were probably cameras around the place. 
 
    Further along were other wax effigies of his family, each with an illuminated name etched on a wall beside them above a paragraph of information. 
 
    Varick appeared at my side, not disguising his grimace as easily as I had. We followed a velvet rope further down the line of wax works, coming across one of a broad-shouldered man with a shock of white hair. He resembled Abraham in ways, but I could see more of Ignus in his face, the cruelty in his eyes had been captured perfectly. 
 
    “Cassius Helsing,” Varick muttered. “Abraham's father.” 
 
    I glanced up at him, the coolness in his eyes telling me he knew him. I gripped his arm a moment as I read the plaque on the wall. 
 
      
 
    Cassius Van Helsing inherited the Helsing estate in 1784 after his father's passing. He continued the V Games in his own fashion, making vast adaptions to the game. He was a pioneer in Vampire control, inventing more than thirty devices during his lifetime to further the technology. Many of which are still used today. He is likened to his grandson, Ignus, in both appearance and his scientific abilities. He was the first Helsing to train a Vampire after boldly stating 'I can break a V like I can break a horse' in 1798. But it wasn't until 1859 after his passing that his work paid off and his son, Abraham, revealed their 'Vampire Slave' to a host of guests. And to this day, the very same Vampire is under their rule. 
 
      
 
    I turned to Varick whose expression was sour. I gave him a grin and his frown deepened. “I think they need to update their information.” I tiptoed to kiss him, leaving him looking bemused as I walked further into the museum. 
 
    A corridor of red walls had screens set into them, playing footage, each with headphones hanging beside them. The first screen showed a grainy film, entitled: 
 
      
 
    The earliest recording of the V Games on Raskdød island. 
 
      
 
    Men and women were running across the island in cloaks, armed with stakes, grouped together. 
 
    “No girls in dresses?” I lifted a brow. 
 
    “Not until the late 1800s,” Varick said in a low tone. “Abraham's idea.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said through my teeth. 
 
    “The spectators were always wealthy men. He was trying to cater to their desires.” 
 
    I nodded, heading further down the room, the black and white films changing to colour, the contestants all wearing dresses now. 
 
    “Prisoners?” I whispered. 
 
    “Mid 1950s,” Varick answered. “Around the time CCTV was making a worldwide appearance.” 
 
    “Uhuh.” I moved further along, knowing what was going to await me at the far end of the room: my game on Raskdød. 
 
    But before I reached it, I paused by a game played just a week before mine. A blonde girl in the same colour dress as mine was jumping for the helicopter. She caught the edge of it, but couldn't hold on. Slipping and slipping. 
 
    My hand went to my mouth as I stepped back, bumping shoulders with Varick. 
 
    “No one survived that game,” Varick said in my ear, his tone grave. 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed. “And the week before?” There wasn't footage of all the games, how could there be? When they ran games for six months every year during the Polar Night? 
 
    Varick sighed, his head dropping. “A single girl made it, like you.” 
 
    “And?” I whispered, shifting closer to him, my heart suddenly pounding an erratic beat. 
 
    “And I drank from her and she was given to the highest bidder. You know this,” he whispered. 
 
    I gazed into his eyes, trying to hunt for more answers. “And then what? Did she go home?” 
 
    His mouth twitched, his expression one of pained regret. “The girls never go home,” he revealed in a small breath. 
 
    I stepped back, horrified that I hadn't known this. “I always thought-” 
 
    “That's what they want you to think. If you have hope, you'll fight to live in their games. Any winners simply get passed on to other Hunters, to play more games until eventually one of them takes you out.” 
 
    A large ball rose in my throat. Of course there had been girls on the Isle of Lidelse who had played before. But for some reason I'd not considered that the Helsings didn't keep their word on sending the girls home. Stupid, really. That I'd believed they had any good will at all. 
 
    “I assumed you knew,” Varick said quietly, brushing a lock of hair behind my ear. 
 
    I shook my head, feeling embarrassed by how naive I'd been. 
 
    “Think about it, your whole community is told you're dead, killed in some prison brawl or committed suicide. How can that be undone?” 
 
    I nodded, a searing pain in my chest. “Of course.” I shook my head, forcing my thoughts back into alignment. “Silly of me.” I floated away along the corridor, heading into a room full of display units, highlighted by bright lights. Inside each were the different contraptions the Helsings used to keep Vampires under their control. On the wall beyond them were dresses. Real dresses that had been worn by real girls, a rainbow of colours all lined up, nearly fifty of them along the wall. There were even blood stains on some of them. 
 
    I turned to Varick who was gazing at a horrible-looking mask with spikes inside it. Silver. Had he worn one of those? 
 
    My heart started to race. I felt ill. 
 
    “I'd like to go now,” I kept my tone light. 
 
    His eyes snapped to mine, full of some past horrors that made me want to wrap my arms around him and never let go. 
 
    He nodded and I hurried to his side, taking his hand. We headed out of the museum, leaving the nightmare place behind and I murmured, “I love you,” because it was important he heard it right then. That place must have reminded him of all the things he'd done, the torture he'd been subjected to. It had been selfish of me to bring him in there. “I'm sorry,” I added as we continued down the street. 
 
    He wrapped his arm around my shoulders. “Me too, sweetheart.” 
 
    Inside the Troposphere, we followed the sound of music to a grand ballroom where the lights were dimmed and tables filled most of the space. 
 
    Varick took in a breath then nodded in the direction of a table tucked into one corner. “They're over there,” he said quietly and we weaved our way toward our friends. 
 
    Cass looked like she wanted to hug me as we arrived. 
 
    “Are these seats taken?” Varick asked, keeping up our act. 
 
    “No, help yourselves.” Ned extended his hand and we spent a moment introducing ourselves. 
 
    Jameson nodded to us, his eyes dropping back to the menu he'd been reading. 
 
    I picked one up, hungry despite myself as I thumbed through the pages. My appetite took a dive, however, when my gaze fell onto the list of delicacies. My throat constricted as I read them and had the strong feeling that I was going to be sick. 
 
    Varick sensed the change in me, shifting closer, but before he could see what I was reading, a hand came down on his shoulder. My heart lurched upwards as I snapped around to face the man with dreadlocks and open tunic that revealed reams of tattoos. 
 
    Thankfully, he was smiling at us. “Evening friends. I noticed you two came in a little late, so thought I'd introduce meself to yous personally.” 
 
    “Hi I'm Day.” I smiled. “This is my husband, Night.” I gestured to Varick. 
 
    “Rockley Jones, owner here at dis resort.” Pride flashed in his eyes. “Come to show your support for de Helsings?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said quickly. “What happened to them was just terrible.” The lie practically burnt my tongue, but I got a small thrill at knowing I was deceiving this man. That I'd been integral in striking that blow to the Helsings. And I was going to strike another, even harder one to this place. 
 
    Rockley's golden eyes dropped to my menu and he jabbed a finger on to one of the delicacies. “Who's brave enough to try de V neck? Sink your teeth into dem for a change, huh?” 
 
    The silence around the table was painful. Varick was gripping the edge so hard I worried he'd break it. 
 
    “V neck?” Cass echoed and I reckoned the blood would have drained from her face if she'd still been human. 
 
    “I think I'll pass,” I laughed, sounding surprisingly calm. I patted Varick's arm and he nodded his agreement with me. 
 
    “Yes,” he said calmly. “Not tonight anyway.” 
 
    “Suit yourselves.” Rockley's hand was still on Varick's shoulder; it must have been killing him not to throw him off. “Enjoy de festivities.” He headed off, loudly introducing himself to another table where he received a round of applause. 
 
    A snapping sounded a piece of the table coming off in Varick's hand beneath the table cloth. 
 
    I gently prised it from his fingers, tucking it into my coat pocket. 
 
    “It's alright,” I breathed, but his eyes were glowing dangerously. 
 
    “We'll get our chance,” Cass growled bitterly. “The only neck I'll be munching on soon is his.” 
 
    “Shh,” Ned hushed her quickly, though no one was paying attention to us. “This is the least we're going to face in this place. So you'd all better sit tight and hold your tempers.” 
 
    Jameson gave him a sweeping glance. “You ever been to a game before Biggie?” 
 
    Ned gave him a cool glare. “No, I haven't but Brendan told me-” 
 
    “It doesn't matter what he told you,” Jameson cut him off. “Nothing will prepare you for the sound of breaking bones, the sight of enough blood to fill a swimming pool, the screams for help when no one is coming-” 
 
    “Enough,” I hissed. 
 
    The back of Ned's neck had turned crimson. “I- of course I don't know. But I'm prepared.” 
 
    “You can't prepare,” Cass said in an icy tone. “All we can do is try not to react. Until it's time.” 
 
    A waiter arrived and we all slapped polite smiles on our faces. 
 
    After we'd picked our way through our meals and the Vampires had managed to sneak enough food onto our plates to disguise their lack of eating, I was starting to relax again. No one was watching us. Most of the spectators were drinking heavily and raucous laughter and chatter filled the room. It wasn't until Varick stiffened sharply and a spotlight swung toward the entrance of the room that my heart rate shot up again. 
 
    “The Helsings are here,” he said under his breath and I silently took his hand beneath the table. A round of applause broke out as Rockley announced their arrival and I turned to take in the three of them moving into the ballroom. 
 
    Abraham and Katherine flanked Mercy, gliding through the hall wearing bright smiles. Mercy's dress was more elegant than her usual style; a flowing Grecian white gown. Katherine wore a golden, slim-fitting dress of the same length. Abraham was cleanly shaved with an ebony suit that made his near-white hair stand out starkly under the spotlights. Behind them, was Kite, her head bowed diligently, her dress a simple black gown. 
 
    Fear gripped my heart as I gazed at them all, but overriding it was my burning thirst for revenge. And for the first time since I'd learned about the existence of Vampires, I knew what it was truly like to hunger for blood. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    Sleep was impossible. Varick held me whilst I tried to rest, but every time my mind relaxed, nightmares rose from the past. The games were about to begin and it felt as if I was going to wake tomorrow out an island, running for my life. And somewhere in this resort, were girls who would be doing just that. It was unbearable. 
 
    I finally managed to drift off in the early hours of the morning, but all too soon, a bell cut through my dreams. The persistent dong, dong, dong reminded me of a church near to my home. I blinked awake, reaching for Varick, but he wasn't there. An icy fist clutched my heart and I sat upright at speed. His silhouette was highlighted at the window, the moon dipping low in the night sky so the room sparkled with silver light. 
 
    I realised the bells were sounding from a screen on one wall. Words flashed on it, announcing that the first event of the games would begin in an hour in the arena on the strip. 
 
    I gathered my knees to my chest, thinking of the girls who were no doubt held somewhere awaiting to be thrown into hell. 
 
    “We don't have to watch,” Varick spoke from the window, his voice grave. “We can avoid the games altogether, no one would know.” I saw him shift and in a blur of movement he stood at the edge of the bed, gazing down at me. 
 
    I bit my lip as I considered his words. He was right. And yet... 
 
    “No,” I said through my teeth. “At the end of this, we'll need to know who the girls are so we can save them. We have to know what the arena's like, work out where they're being kept...” 
 
    Varick leant forward, his thumb tracking across my cheek. “I wish I could protect you from another game.” 
 
    “There's nothing more they could do now that would shock me.” I scrambled out of bed, moving past him, taking a couple of deep breaths to calm my pounding heart. 
 
    “That's not the point,” Varick's voice followed me into the bathroom.  
 
    I gently closed the door, stealing a few human moments of privacy. When I'd showered, I picked out the most casual dress I could find – a black cotton maxi – and paired it with some boots and a lined leather jacket before putting the gold mask over my eyes. 
 
    Varick was dressed in a shirt and trousers and I reminded him to bring a coat before we exited the room.  
 
    “You're human,” I whispered, tiptoeing up to place a jacket over his shoulders. “Humans get cold.” 
 
    He gave me a sideways grin before taking my hand and leading me toward the elevator. 
 
    The lift filled up on the way down until we were pressed to the back wall. Everyone was excited, dressed in luxurious gowns and fur coats, some of them sipping from bottles of alcohol they'd evidently brought from their minibars. Polar night or not, it was still barely eight in the morning. Perhaps some of them needed Dutch courage to watch the games. 
 
    We exited into the foyer and Varick kept a tight hold on my hand as we followed the flow of people through the bright room toward the exit. I gazed amongst the crowd, searching for a swish of red hair. I caught Cass's eye as we headed onto the floodlit street, tugging Varick in her and Jameson's direction. By the time we reached them, Ned had appeared too. With a pang of surprise, I realised we'd all chosen to wear black, as if we were attending a funeral. Perhaps some part of us knew that we were. 
 
    “Sleep well?” Jameson gave us a casual smile, but darkness lived in his eyes. 
 
    “Never better,” I said, my bleak tone speaking of the nightmares, the constant tossing and turning, the fear eating into my heart all night long. 
 
    It was a miracle I didn't have heavy circles ringing my eyes, but then again, I'd had enough sleepless nights recently for my body to adapt. 
 
    We followed the crowd at a steady pace, falling behind them a little so we didn't have to listen to the excited chatter that was making my stomach churn. 
 
    Ned pretended to take an interest in the buildings around us, pointing up at them as we moved. But our conversation was stilted at best. It was obvious no one wanted to put one foot in front of the other. The only thing filling our minds was what horrors we were about to watch. 
 
    I recalled the last game, standing above the amphitheater on a tiny platform raised into the air, gazing down at a horde of bloodthirsty Vs, waiting for me to drop. The crowd hoping I would. 
 
    Air refused to enter my lungs for a couple of seconds and I clutched Varick's arm. His fingers slid between mine and I was able to breathe again, rediscovering my resolve. We had to see this through. And when we got our chance, we'd make every last spectator pay for coming here. 
 
    Half way down the street, the crowd filed through the double doors that led into the arena. It rose high above us in a dome, the criss-cross pattern on the walls making it look like a giant beehive. The entire thing was made from shining glass so as we stepped inside, we could still see out, the night sky stretching above us. 
 
    The arena was twice the size it had seemed from the outside, reaching underground as far as it did above. Black leather seats ringed the edge of the dome in a giant crescent, sloping all the way down to an enormous stage at the bottom. Screens were erected everywhere, so I knew no matter how far away we sat from the stage, we wouldn't be able to escape the view. 
 
    Another wave of people entered behind us and we were forced to descend the steps, drawing much too close to the stage for my liking. Eventually, we filed down an aisle, dropping into five seats. I sat between Cass and Varick, my hand still joined with his. The screens around the arena were dancing with high definition shapes and colours as we waited for the show to begin. 
 
    Staff were moving amongst the crowd, handing out drinks and snacks from shiny black cases they carried around their waists. As one passed down our aisle, the girl opened her case and I could see into a small refrigeration unit. 
 
    Jameson took a bottle of vodka and a glass, and both Ned and I soon chose to take a shot for courage. It burned like acid, streaming down my throat, but a moment later, the kick of heat gave me some strength. 
 
    The crowd finally settled and the lights dimmed low. Hoots of excitement met my ears and I ground my teeth as I gazed around at all the hungry spectators, wishing it was them I was about to see killed. 
 
    Rockley appeared on the large stage in a stream of smoke, illuminated by red spotlights ringing the platform. He was shirtless with a collar of chains around his neck and a metal whip in his hand. His dreadlocks hung loose around his shoulders and thick eyeliner had been painted around his eyes. 
 
    When he spoke, his voice was amplified around the room through the screens, his face blown up on them for the whole stadium to see. 
 
    “Today you'll experience the story of de Vampires and de Hunters. From the dawn of man, there have been predators. Beasts with powerful jaws, with claws dat could rip bellies and spill guts.” Rockley raised his arms in the air and the whip he was holding rattled across the floor behind him. Music grew in a low beat, weaving tension through the room. 
 
    “But man overcame dem beasts!” he cried and a cheer followed from the crowd. “Until one day, man turn on his fellow friends. The devil himself chose men, women, children, all to live forever, to never age, never sleep, never walk in de sun again. But he also made dem hungry...” He ran a hand over his abs, grinning at the audience, the sight making my hackles rise. “Den nature fought back and Hunters were born, strong fighters who could protect humans from dese monsters.” A spotlight wheeled through the crowd and Hunters waved from the front row, all dressed in white and sat on sofas laid out just for them. I tried to count them but the camera panned by too fast. 
 
    “Twenty eight,” Varick whispered in my ear and I nodded. That included the Helsings, sat right at the heart of the seating area. One well-aimed grenade could take out the lot... 
 
    The crowd didn't stop cheering for a long time, waving their hands in the air and calling out names of Hunters I didn't know. 
 
    Rockley waited for them to calm down before continuing. He pointed at the Hunters. “Who wants to show dem what a Hunter can do, huh?” 
 
    The camera wheeled across the Hunters, slower this time so I could take in their faces, their fine clothes and, with a jolt, the weapons resting against their legs, on tables, across knees. Guns, knives, crossbows, stakes. They were armed to the teeth. 
 
    Some of them waved the cameras away, laughing. A man stood and the camera halted on him. Abraham's towering form filled the screen, his white clothes making him look angelic under the lights. He had a single curved blade in his hand, silver and shining like the moon. 
 
    “I'll gladly volunteer.” 
 
    “Can I have a round of applause for one of our most esteemed guests, Mr Abraham Van Helsing.” Rockley bashed his hands together and the applause that followed was deafening. 
 
    Abraham was a hero here. It made me cold to the bone. Especially as we had to join in, clapping along so we didn't seem suspicious. It sickened me. My mother had once told me that applauding someone in power just because everyone else was doing so, was like adding kindling to a wildfire. 
 
    Abraham ascended to the stage, his teeth flashing as he beamed. 
 
    “You ready to get ye hands dirty?” Rockley jested, nudging him. 
 
    Abraham rolled up his sleeves, turning to face the back of the stage, but the cameras kept feeding his face to us. 
 
    One day soon, I'll get my chance to kill you. 
 
    “Let's show them what we can do, eh?” Rockley raised his hands. 
 
    Silence stretched through the room. 
 
    BANG. 
 
    I jumped as four trapdoors flew open on the stage. Erected from them were Vs. Thin, emaciated and snarling. They ran full pelt at Abraham and Rockley, snapping and growling. At the last second, chains around their throats yanked them back.  
 
    My heart dropped. It was a set up. The Hunters weren't going to risk getting hurt. 
 
    Abraham made the first kill, but didn't make it quick, slicing off limbs before finally putting the screeching V out of its misery with a thrust of his blade through its chest. I forced myself to watch, and all I felt was a weight of guilt for how many Vs had died at my hand. I may have had no choice, but that didn't make me feel any better about it. Especially watching them be cut down so brutally now. 
 
    Rockley used his silver whip with skill, slashing great ribbons of red across the first V who got close. The Vampire screamed, rearing backwards, its skin singed from the metal. Rockley took a stake from his hip, using the whip to trip the injured V before burying the stake in its chest. As he did so, the Vampire ripped its claws down Rockley's chest and a smile pulled at my lips. But Rockley only laughed, springing backwards as the V died and raising his bloodied stake into the air. 
 
    The crowd whooped as Rockley opened his mouth, letting the blood drip onto his outstretched tongue. The cameras zoomed in on his chest, showing us the claw-marks knitting over and fading to nothing in a few short seconds. 
 
    Abraham cut down the final two Vs, making a vile display of both deaths. By the end, their blackish blood ran across the stage like hot tar, dripping from its edges. 
 
    Abraham's clean clothes were speckled with V blood, but he'd somehow managed to remain mostly clean of it. He descended from the stage with a bow and another round of applause broke out as a clean-up crew hurried to mop up the blood. 
 
    My stomach rolled at the carnage, but it only made me want to crush the Hunters more. 
 
    Rockley took centre stage and a hush descended on the crowd. “De Vampires were brought under control by the Hunters. Humans no longer had to fear dem. Dey could have wiped out de species, but de Helsings had a better idea. De games remind de world what Vampires can do. The danger dey pose. We offer dem sacrifices so dat you may witness dey're power. So that it is not forgotten what the Hunters did for mankind.” 
 
    I managed to bash my hands together in time with the rest of the audience. 
 
    “But...my friends.” Rockley sat on the edge of the stage, gazing out at the crowd, solemn. “We have all recently been reminded of dat power in full force.” The screen lit up behind him, playing footage from the amphitheater on the Isle of Lidelse. Suddenly my face was centre screen, standing between Veta and Thames, hands linked as we awaited our deaths on the day we'd escaped. The Vampires swarmed from the underground passages, surrounding us. The footage cut out, not showing that moment of unity, but instead skipping ahead to the Vampires tearing through the crowd, murdering everyone they came across. A swell of pride filled me and I instinctively tilted my chin up. 
 
    “I'd do it again,” I whispered and a low chuckle left Varick's throat. 
 
    “And we will,” he said quietly. 
 
    The footage continued to play, then changed to the game on Raskdød. I frowned, glancing at Cass whose eyes sparkled like jade. 
 
    Clips from my first game flooded the screen, changing so fast that all the deaths were condensed into less than a minute. Girls I'd known. Girls I'd liked. Girls I'd killed. 
 
    Marie's screaming face filled the screen, my stake buried in her belly. 
 
    I shrank back into my seat, my nightmares flooding over me in real time. I couldn't settle my breathing. This was too much. 
 
    “Dis girl made a mockery of the Helsings!” Rockley cried out as the footage paused on me winning the game, riding away in the helicopter across the island, sweaty and bloodied. 
 
    Boos filled the air and I glared around at them all, despising them, wishing I could stand up and show them how I'd deceived them once more. That I was here amongst them now. That they were all going to die for what they were a part of. 
 
    “So we are going to pay tribute to de Helsings in a very special way,” Rockley's tone relaxed as he stood and a light illuminated the back of the stage where a black curtain had been drawn. 
 
    Rockley moved toward it, swinging his whip as he took up position beside the stage. “If we cannot punish Selena Grey, then we punish everyone who helped her.” 
 
    The curtain dragged open and my heart stopped. I was out of my seat in a second and Varick's arms were around me. It didn't matter because the whole audience were standing, cheering at the five girls lined up on the stage, placed upright in glass coffins. They wore their dresses from the games, their eyes shut, their skin marble-like. 
 
    Twyla-Rae, Sakura, Briony, Angelina...Marie. 
 
    “During the games, they will die again as a symbol of our unity with the Helsings!” Rockley cried. 
 
    My heart ached, my pulse pounded like a war drum in my ears. 
 
    Vampires. 
 
    They were all Vampires. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    I couldn't stay for the rest of the show, hurrying down the aisle, rage pulsing through me. Every spectator I brushed past, I wanted to strangle, to bring them to their knees and make them pay. 
 
    Varick was hot on my heels as I made it outside, dragging down a lungful of air. The others weren't far behind and it took every ounce of self-control I had to keep my expression casual as I passed guard after guard on the street. 
 
    Back at the Troposphere, we travelled in silence upstairs, all six of us heading to mine and Varick's room without debate. The second the door was shut, I screamed. 
 
    Varick's arm slid around me and I kept my eyes pressed to his shirt as I fought to calm myself down. 
 
    “How did they get hold of them?” Cass asked, her voice tense. “They were dead-” 
 
    “Yeah and so were you,” Jameson said in a dark tone. “They gathered up their bodies and dragged them here to be punished.” 
 
    I lifted my head just as a loud thump sounded Cass punching a hole in the wall. 
 
    Ned ran a hand through his hair, the only one of us not to have removed our masks. 
 
    “We can't let them die.” I stepped away from Varick, looking between everyone. Cass nodded her support but the others glanced at each other with doubts in their eyes. 
 
    “We have to act now!” I insisted, marching to the wardrobe, ripping the door open and snatching out the red coat with the arsenic stitched into the collar. I slid my nail beneath it, searching. 
 
    My hair ruffled with air as Varick shot to my side, taking hold of my hand. “We can't, Selena. Not yet.” 
 
    I ground my teeth, looking up at him, pain scoring through my heart. “They're going to kill them. Torture them.” 
 
    Silence stretched through the air, frustrating me further. 
 
    “I'm not letting them die. Not again.” I looked up at Varick, his expression conflicted as he gazed down at me. 
 
    “We have no choice,” he said quietly, speaking only to me. “I'm sorry.” He reached for my cheek and I smacked his hand away, stepping back. 
 
    Ned folded his arms. “If you didn't know who they were, you wouldn't care so much.” 
 
    My throat constricted at his words and shame washed through me. “Of course I'd care,” I said in a small voice. “But this is different...they're going to die because of me.” 
 
    Ned tutted. “So now you want to risk our entire plan? Just because you know some of the contestants?” 
 
    “I have to do something,” I snapped. I looked to Cass, the only one of them siding with me. “You'll help?” 
 
    She set her jaw. “Of course.” 
 
    Jameson floated to her side, shaking his head. “Nope. Not happening.” 
 
    “We're rescuing them,” I bit at him, furious. “How can you all be so heartless?” 
 
    “It's not a case of being heartless, sweetheart,” Varick said softly. 
 
    “Don't sweetheart me,” I snapped, glaring at him. “What if it was one of us down there? It might as well be!” 
 
    Varick fell silent, his eyes swivelling to Jameson again. 
 
    I threw up my hands in anger, heading to the bathroom. As I entered, my heart launched into my throat. 
 
    A maid stood there, her mouth agape, a ball of wet towels clamped in her hand, her face drained of colour. 
 
    “Get back!” she screeched, trying to dart past me. 
 
    I threw my arms out to catch her, crying out to the others as she escaped my hold, dropping the towels as she fled. 
 
    “Varick!” I screamed, chasing after her. 
 
    Varick had her braced against him in seconds, his hand clamped over her mouth. Tears streamed down her face as she trembled in his arms. 
 
    “Shit,” Jameson breathed. 
 
    Ned had both of his hands on his head, gazing at the maid in horror. 
 
    “What do we do?” I asked. 
 
    “We'll Charm her,” Varick said quickly, turning the maid and taking hold of her chin so she was forced to look into his eyes. “Calm,” he commanded and she fell still, gazing dreamily up at him. “You saw no one in this room. You heard nothing. You replaced towels and moved to the next room, understand?” 
 
    She nodded. “The next room,” she echoed. 
 
    My heart rate began to settle. 
 
    “Good.” He released her and I hurried to gather up the dirty bath towels, handing them to her as she headed into the hall. She dumped them in a trolley outside before moving on to the next room. 
 
    The air left me as Varick shut the door, pressing his back to it. 
 
    “Hell, didn't one of you smell her?” Ned demanded, looking between Cass, Varick and Jameson. 
 
    “This whole place smells like people,” Jameson snapped. “So our spidey senses are a little off, alright?” 
 
    Varick ran a palm over his face, taking a breath. 
 
    “We have to be more careful,” Ned insisted. 
 
    “You're right,” Varick sighed, dropping his hand. “We shouldn't even be talking about this. We stick to the plan. End of discussion.” He gave me a hard stare as he opened the door, gesturing for the others to leave. 
 
    As Jameson passed, he muttered something in his ear I couldn't catch, only making my temper rise further. 
 
    The door clicked shut and I lifted my chin, trying not to give in to the small flutter of nerves running through me at Varick's fierce expression. 
 
    “We do this how we planned, on the last day, when we can poison the spectators all at once,” he spoke in a low tone, moving closer to me at a slow pace. “There is no other way. We make a mistake and this whole thing fails.” 
 
    “I can't watch them die again.” Pain flared in my voice and I despised how weak I sounded. I turned away, not wanting Varick to see the emotion in my eyes. 
 
    How could I just let them die? I had another chance to save them, something I simply couldn't pass up. 
 
    “Jameson is concerned that this is a trap,” Varick revealed and I felt the heat of his body radiating from behind me. 
 
    I remained silent, waiting for him to elaborate. 
 
    He ran a piece of my hair through his fingers as he spoke. “The Helsings no doubt want to draw Brendan's spies out from hiding. They know we have a connection with him now.” 
 
    I frowned. “You think the Helsings know about Brendan's spies?” 
 
    “After what happened at the last game, I'm sure they will suspect someone's infiltrated them.” 
 
    I sighed, a shudder running through my body. 
 
    I chewed my lip as I thought over my next move. “I won't do anything rash,” I agreed and Varick's expression softened. “But...if I get a chance to save them, I will.” 
 
    I stared determinedly up at Varick but there was no surrender in his eyes. “Just do as I say,” his tone was cutting and I fought the urge to flinch, holding my own. 
 
    “I'll do what I think is right,” I snarled. 
 
    He grabbed hold of my waist, keeping me in place before I could escape. “What you think is right will get you killed!” 
 
    My heart broke in two at his words. I'd do anything to take back the part I'd played in their deaths. “I'd rather die doing what's right, than stay alive as a coward.” 
 
    “A coward? Do you even hear yourself?” He shook me a little and I refused to let his intensity cut through me. “You're already sacrificing everything to be here. Please don't throw away the only chance we have because of those girls. They're already dead.” 
 
    I jerked out of his hold and he let me go, my heart sinking into the pit of my stomach. “How can you talk about them as if they don't matter? They're Vs. Like you. They're as alive as you are.” 
 
    He sighed, rubbing his eyes before attempting to approach me again. I retreated, my legs hitting the bed post, halting me. 
 
    “They do matter,” he admitted. “But saving them will be the end of us. Saving them doesn't stop the games or the Helsings. We have to look at the bigger picture, Selena. They are going to die here in this game, whether we like it or not. It's already done.” 
 
    Tears slid down my cheeks and I hurriedly rubbed them away, angry with myself. I longed to have his self-control. To be able to make a decision based on logic and nothing else. But my heart was beating out of sync, demanding I do something to help the girls I couldn't save before. 
 
    For now, I had to give in. Varick reached out, sliding his arms around me until I succumbed to his scent, the press of his shirt against my cheek and the slow beat of his heart in my ear. 
 
    Varick snapped his head toward the door just before a knock sounded. He released me, tying on his mask as he crossed the room. He waited for me to get mine in place before opening the door, revealing a man in a white shirt and trousers, holding a bucket with a champagne bottle in it. 
 
    “Sorry to disturb you sir, but one of our CCTV crew noticed you leaving the arena before the show had finished. We of course don't like to intrude, but as two of our golden ticket holders we take it upon ourselves to ensure everything is to your satisfaction. Was there something we could have rectified in the show to maintain your interest?” 
 
    Varick leant an arm against the door, blocking the man's way in case he tried to come in. “None at all,” he said calmly. “My wife and I had a small disagreement, that's all.” 
 
    “Oh dear, I do hope everything's been resolved?” He shot a glance under Varick's arm in my direction. 
 
    I gave him a polite smile, wiping the remaining tear stains from my cheeks, using them to sell the lie. 
 
    “We'd like to offer you this bottle of Bolinger to improve your day. Where shall I set it down?” 
 
    Varick plucked the bucket from his hands, not letting him in. “That's kind of you.” 
 
    “Oh and Rockley Jones has a table booked at the Parision for your lunch together at one o'clock.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Varick balked. 
 
    “Your lunch, sir?” The man looked between us, confused. “It was in your itinerary, on your tablets. As golden ticket holders, you have the honour of dining with the owner of the resort.” 
 
    My lungs wouldn't take in air as I absorbed his words. 
 
    “We don't want to intrude-” I tried but the man waved me down. 
 
    “It is an honour for Mr Jones, ma'am. He will be delighted to entertain you.” 
 
    “I...of course,” I said brightly, my throat constricting with trepidation. 
 
    “Thank you,” Varick said tersely, closing the door on him. “Christ.” He scraped a hand through his hair, turning to me. 
 
    My gut spiralled with worry. How on earth were we going to fake our way through lunch with the man who ran this place? 
 
      
 
    ◐ ☼ ◐ 
 
      
 
    Rockley Jones hadn't just booked a table for lunch, he'd reserved an entire glass balcony that hung above a huge casino. The air was cool and oxygenated – presumably to keep the spectators wide awake so they'd continue gambling. I certainly didn't need any help keeping awake in this place.  
 
    As we ascended the glass stairs onto the balcony, I spotted Rockley leaning back in a large red chair, his white shirt buttoned up halfway, revealing the dark tattoos that seemed to cover every inch of his body, even down to his hands. Rings, bracelets, and gold necklaces were draped over him like he was a human jewellery display. 
 
    One huge gold hoop hung from his ear, visible now that his dreadlocks were tied into a knot atop his head. He smiled as we approached, but didn't stand. I gazed around the table, noticing it was set for six. I automatically adjusted my mask as a waiter pulled out a seat for me. I muttered my thanks, gazing at Rockley, waiting for him to speak, my heart in my throat. 
 
    He nodded to a waiter who immediately offered us drinks. 
 
    “Just water,” I said and Varick nodded his agreement. 
 
    “Oh come now, surely you'll have a drink wid me?” Rockley gazed at us with an encouraging grin. 
 
    “My husband is T-total,” I lied quickly, taking Varick's hand. “I tend to follow suit to show my support.” 
 
    “T-total?” Rockley rolled the word across his tongue, his eyes on Varick. “Den surely you won't deny your wife de pleasure of a drink dis one time?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Varick said, releasing my hand with an easy smile. 
 
    I mirrored it as a waiter placed down a glass of water in front of him and turned to take my order. 
 
    “Perhaps you'll give me de honour of ordering a drink for you?” Rockley asked, mischief in his golden eyes. 
 
    I hesitated before saying, “Go ahead.” 
 
    A waiter bowed his head so Rockley could whisper the order in his ear, and he hurried away toward a bar at the far end of the balcony. 
 
    “Who else is accompanying us?” Varick inquired, gesturing to the other place-mats. 
 
    “De Helsings,” Rockley announced like it was a special treat for us.  
 
    My heart froze. 
 
    I could feel the blood draining from my face one drop at a time. Mask or not, Abraham and Katherine would recognise us up close. There was no way we could disguise ourselves. Varick had worked for them for nearly two centuries, they'd know his voice even if they didn't know him to look at. 
 
    Rockley evidently sensed our unrest as he added, “Dont be nervous, de Helsings are good people. Dey love to meet dere fans.” 
 
    “We wouldn't want to intrude on their busy day,” Varick said, resting a hand on my bouncing knee. 
 
    “Not at all.” Rockley raised his arms wide in greeting and my eyes wheeled in the direction of the staircase. 
 
    Mercy hurried toward us in a wrap-around blue dress. She seemed a little out of breath as she moved at speed on sky-scraper heels. Keeping one step behind her, was Kite. 
 
    “Sorry I'm late.” Mercy dropped into a seat opposite us, avoiding our gaze, keeping her eyes pinned on Rockley. “I'm afraid my parents can't come, they have some business to attend to.” She looked to Varick at last, her mouth parting silently as she took him in. 
 
    Relief swept through me. 
 
    “Oh dat is a shame.” Rockley frowned, his eyes falling on Kite who was standing behind Mercy, her eyes downcast. “Much as I admire your family's ability to train de Vs...I'd rather it stood away from our table whilst we ate.” 
 
    Mercy turned, wafting Kite away like she was an obedient dog. Kite complied, backing up to the railing and turning to look down over the casino. I longed to speak with her, to make sure everything was going to plan, that the Helsings suspected nothing. But I didn't know if I'd ever get the chance. 
 
    Seemingly satisfied, Rockley ordered a drink for Mercy before saying, “Excuse my manners, Miss Helsing. This be two of my golden ticket holders, under de names Night and Day.” 
 
    “Ah, of course,” Mercy said brightly. “You mentioned them earlier, I think, when you invited my family.” She gave us a brief glance and I guessed that meant she'd saved us from her parents' company somehow. 
 
    I reached a hand across the table and Mercy took it, her palm sweaty against mine. “Pleased to meet you,” she said, before offering her hand to Varick. 
 
    The waiter returned with our drinks, placing down a clear, fizzing martini with a shot of thick, red liquid beside it. 
 
    “I call dis a V Bomb,” Rockley chuckled, picking up the shot and tipping the gloopy liquid into the martini glass.  
 
    “V blood?” I guessed, my heart twisting in my chest. I couldn't exactly turn down the drink when it was sitting right in front of me. 
 
    “Of course. De only good thing about Vs. Dere blood provides perfect health to anyone who drinks it.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, taking the shot and tipping it into my glass. 
 
    “You do?” Rockley inquired. 
 
    “I've heard so,” I said quickly, smiling before taking a sip of my martini. It was bitter and citrusy, overriding the metallic flavour of the blood. Sugar laced the rim of the glass, taking away the bite of the drink as it went down. 
 
    “You like?” Rockley was watching my reaction intently. 
 
    “It's...unusual,” I said honestly. “How do you get the V blood? Aren't they feral?” 
 
    “We have dem under control.” 
 
    “How so?” I pressed, figuring the more information we had about this place, the better. 
 
    Rockley leaned forward like he was about to tell us a secret. “Those dat do not follow orders...” He ran his finger along his throat and I wrinkled my nose, sitting back in my seat. 
 
    Rockley laughed, looking to Varick. “Your wife is squeamish for such a place, yes?” 
 
    “She's tougher than she looks.” Varick squeezed my knee and I laughed lightly. I despised Rockley much more than I could ever hate a hungry V. They were forced to kill the same way the contestants were forced to run. 
 
    “What's going to happen to the girls you brought back from the old Helsing games?” I asked, needing to know. 
 
    Mercy cleared her throat as if I'd offended her in some way. 
 
    She answered before Rockley could, “We will have our revenge on them. Those girls helped Selena Grey become what she is today.” 
 
    “And what's that?” I asked, unable to tell if Mercy's words were an act or not. 
 
    “A problem,” she said simply. “She's the kind of girl who gets people to rally around her. Even Vs apparently.” Her eyes darted to Varick and back. Was she mocking us? 
 
    “De girl is long gone, Mercy.” Rockley waved a hand as if the subject didn't interest him. 
 
    “My parents think otherwise.” Mercy turned to him and my heart rate elevated. Was she giving us information? Or was she threatening us? “That's why they gifted you the girls. Turned them into Vs for your games.” 
 
    Rockley finished his drink in a long slurp. “And what is da purpose of dat beyond revenge?” 
 
    Mercy's baby blue eyes halted on Varick. “Because they suspect she's going to turn up here.” 
 
    Rockley laughed loudly, but he was the only one to do so. 
 
    My heart beat harder. 
 
    “And how would de girl do such a thing?” Rockley continued to laugh. “I have already upped security here. De girl is not a ghost, Miss Helsing. She cannot walk through fences and walls. Are you really so afraid of her?” 
 
    “She's done the impossible before,” Mercy said quietly, then added, “But of course I don't believe she could get past your security, Mr Jones.” 
 
    “Den what are we all worrying about? Your parents will have their fun punishing Grey's friends and we'll all go home happy.” He gestured for the waiter to bring him another martini. 
 
    “So tell me,” Varick addressed Rockley. “I've not been to your resort before, how do the games work here? Is there a contest?” 
 
    “No contest, no,” Rockley confirmed. “Each event is designed to explore de many faceted ways in which death can be...indulged in.” His golden eyes glimmered with something akin to lust. 
 
    The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. It felt as though the icy room had dropped another ten degrees. 
 
    “Indulged in?” I echoed. 
 
    “Money and death go hand in hand,” Rockley purred as a waiter placed down his martini. He took his time dribbling the V blood into its fizzing depths so it spiralled like ink to the bottom of the glass. “I cater to those who can afford death as a commodity.” 
 
    “In what sense?” I asked. 
 
    Rockley leant back in his chair, taking a long sip of his drink as he considered his answer. “My games are for de spectators. Each offers a unique opportunity to gamble and win a fortune. But the only way to win, is to truly know death. To look into a victim's eyes and bet how long they will live under certain...conditions.” 
 
    My stomach turned as I gazed into the face of pure evil, making my own silent bet on his life.  
 
    You won't live beyond the final day of this game, Rockley Jones. 
 
    Mercy cleared her throat, drawing all attention back to her. 
 
    “Have the events started?” she asked as a waitress handed out menus. 
 
    Rockley checked his watch. “Yes, you'll find all de events on your tablets. De evening show is always held at eight o'clock, after dinner. I encourage all my guests to attend dat one.” He gave us a pointed look. “I do hope I will keep your attention long enough dis time.” 
 
    I sensed an edge to his tone and knew we'd insulted him by walking out during the opening ceremony. 
 
    “It won't happen again,” Varick confirmed, his hand encasing mine. 
 
    “If dere are any improvements you'd like me to make? Perhaps a certain type of kill you'd like to see?” 
 
    “I'm sure you know best,” I said with a smile. 
 
    Rockley beamed, seeming to relax as he thumbed through his menu. I glanced at Varick, fearing how we were going to disguise his lack of eating. 
 
    “There is a hands-on event soon, isn't there?” Varick questioned, taking out his tablet. “In the Brystkasse?” He gestured to the building on the map shaped like a split open ribcage. 
 
    “Yes,” Rockley confirmed. “Did you want to be dere?” 
 
    Varick looked to me and I could see he was trying to avoid facing the meal. “Well...my wife wouldn't enjoy that one I don't believe.” 
 
    Rockley spread his arms wide. “Go my friend, I'll keep the women company. What host am I if I deny the desires of my guests?” 
 
    Varick stood, bending to place a kiss on my cheek. “Meet me at the hotel room when you're done,” he murmured in my ear. I nodded, watching him go until he was out of sight. 
 
    “Now,” Rockley lowered his tone, giving us both a wicked grin. “Let's eat.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Jameson 
 
    My day was going just dandy. Apart from the screams, the blood and general death I found in every casino. Wanna play poker? Could do, so long as I was sitting next to a glass room where girls were being butchered by Vs. Blackjack? Sure, if I was willing to accept 'going bust' meant the death of the girl I'd been assigned to play for. 
 
    Lives. Were. Currency. 
 
    And I was running out of excuses for not playing a hand. So I made my way back to the hotel after my not-so-relaxing morning and headed to the spa. Cass had stayed in our room, making it fairly clear she wanted some space from me. Fairly clear; as in she'd locked me out of the room and told me if I didn't think saving those girls was a priority, then she didn't want to spend a second longer in my company. 
 
    I tugged my clothes off in a white-walled locker room and pulled on a fluffy white robe. 
 
    Guess swimming trunks are off the menu here. 
 
    I followed the signs and the guiding warmth of the steam through to a large bath house designated for the men. 
 
    It was empty. I guessed most people staying at the hotel preferred murdering chicks as a mode of relaxation. Not my style, funnily enough. 
 
    I dropped my robe and slipped into one of the bubbly hot-tubs dotted around the edge of the large swimming pool. 
 
    I rested my elbows on the side, sighing out a breath of relief. If I could hole up in here for the next three days – bar looking like a prune – I could totally survive it stress-free. 
 
    “Can I get you a drink, sir?” I jumped at the voice, gazing up through my mask at a girl in a small, white dress. It was basically see-through and the blonde wasn't sporting much in the way of a bikini underneath. 
 
    “Whiskey, thanks.” I shut my eyes and when she returned, felt her hand slide down my shoulder to get my attention. “Here you are.” she planted the crystal tumbler in my hand and I glanced up at her, her eyes fixed firmly below my waistline. 
 
    “Is there anything else you need, sir?” She bit her lip and for a moment I considered what the hell? But even I was beyond screwing a girl who voluntarily worked in a psychopath's playground. 
 
    “That'll be all, cheers.” I tipped the whiskey up, letting the whole thing wash down my throat. Was it before midday? Probably. Did I give a damn? Hell no. 
 
    Unfortunately, Miss See-Through Gown had brought up a couple of feelings I was trying to avoid. Cass-related feelings. Maybe there'd been another reason for turning her down. This was getting ridiculous. I probably should have spent time with another girl or two to get my attention off of her. But something was holding me back. 
 
    Goddammit. What's the matter with me? 
 
    “Keep 'em coming.” I gestured to the blonde who had shed her gown and was stood behind a bar in her minuscule pink bikini. 
 
    Ho-ly shit. 
 
    I shut my eyes when she walked over, planting another drink in my hand. “Just you and me today,” she laughed. 
 
    I peeped up at her, hmming my agreement. Before she walked away, I caught her ankle. “You like working here?” I was beyond curious as to how Hunters employed their staff. I mean, seriously, they must have had to be warned about what they were signing up for beforehand. Or did they turn up on day one and get stuck here, blood, guts and all to deal with whether they liked it or not? 
 
    “Of course, sir.” Her smile was terse, giving away the truth. 
 
    I sat up straighter. “You can be frank with me. It's my first time and it's a bit much even for me.” I gave her one of my winning smiles and her cheeks coloured on cue. 
 
    She dropped to a crouch, her platinum hair falling forward to create a curtain of privacy. “It's alright here. But I used to work in the Fortress.” 
 
    “What's that?” I frowned. 
 
    “The red building on the edge of the strip. I mean...I've done stripper work before, that's how I got this job. One of Rockley's men spotted me in a club in Amsterdam. But that place...” She glanced over her shoulder, moving to stand but I grabbed her wrist to halt her. “I shouldn't be talking about it,” she hissed. 
 
    “You can trust me,” I promised, knowing deep down I probably shouldn't have been trying to find an ally amongst the house staff. She was clearly afraid and scared people usually made stupid decisions. 
 
    “The things they ask the girls to do...” Her eyes filled with some dark memory. “I told Rockley I didn't want to do it any more and he moved me here.” Her pale blue eyes sparkled. “He looks after me.” 
 
    “What about the other girls?” I narrowed my eyes on her. 
 
    Her gaze darkened. “A lot of us don't know what we're signing up for before it's too late.” The sound of men chattering made her hurry to her feet. “Can I get you anything else?” she asked formally and I shook my head, glancing at the three men walking in; butt naked and in more need of a sack, back and crack wax than anyone I'd ever seen. 
 
    I finished my whiskey as they dropped into the tub next to mine, discussing the money they'd made and lost on girls' lives that morning. 
 
    Charming. 
 
    “They've got men down at the Chantelon,” one of them said. 
 
    “Na, not interested in killing blokes,” another replied in an east London accent. 
 
    I stood, giving them an offensive eyeful of my junk as I climbed out of the pool and grabbed my robe. “Only little girls screaming get you off?” I raised a brow, pulling my robe on. 
 
    They grinned, nodding their agreement as if I'd been serious and I marched away in disgust, planting my glass down on the bar as I left. 
 
    As I headed into the changing room, the pattering of light footsteps followed me. I turned around, finding the blonde girl standing there with a piece of paper in her quivering hand. “If you need anything, let me know.” She held out the paper which had a name and number on it. “Call this – it's a direct line to my tablet. I'm Gina.” She moved to leave, shooting a glance over her shoulder, looking uncertain, before impressing, “Anything.” 
 
    It probably would have sounded sexual to any other ears than my own, but I was ninety nine percent sure Gina had just given me a not-so-subtle hint that she didn't like this place. And she sensed in me that I didn't either. What she wanted out of our newfound connection, I couldn't be sure. She had no idea who I really was or what I was planning. But hey, having friends in this place had to be a bonus. 
 
    I tugged on my clothes and pocketed the number, heading out of the spa and walking to the elevator with the vague hope that I was no longer banished to the rest of the resort by Cass. As I waited for it to arrive, standing before the golden doors, screams rang out from the ballroom. My throat constricted as cheers followed and morbid curiosity drew my feet in that direction. 
 
    To say I regretted walking into that ballroom was the understatement of the century. A girl was armed with a single stake against four Vs, one of which was currently chomping on her arm. A web of silver parted the crowd from the erected stage so the Vs were contained within it.  
 
    She was dressed in a skimpy red dress that was slashed open across the belly. It only took three more seconds before the Vs had torn her apart and a tumult of noise rang out. A man called out the winning bid which had come closest to the time of death. 
 
    I stuffed my hands in my pockets, trying to act casual as I backed out of the room and headed to the elevator. 
 
    Sick. Sick. Sick. 
 
    Buried memories split open inside me of Emerico's neck snapping between my jaws, of the taste of my pack's blood on my tongue. I jammed the button to the elevator again and again, anxiety rising inside me like a dam about to break. Pressure was building. I was going to lose it. 
 
    The elevator climbed painfully slowly. 
 
    “Come on, come on,” I said through my teeth. 
 
    The doors finally slid open and I was through the gap before it was really wide enough, marching down the corridor of grey carpet, angelic music warbling in my ears. I bashed my fist on the door to my room. 
 
    “Open up, Firefly,” I barked and the door wrenched open. 
 
    I stepped into the room and my anxiety was forgotten at the sight of the tears dampening Cass's cheeks. Didn't realise Vampires could cry. 
 
    She moved toward me in a flash, slamming the door shut. Her chin tilted up as she invaded my personal space, her eyes locking with mine. Not that I minded. Invade away. 
 
    An urge to kiss her overwhelmed me, but I remembered my vow not to. 
 
    “Hey...” I reached for her and she smacked my hand away, her eyes ablaze. 
 
    She knotted her fingers into my shirt, pulling me close again, looking at war with herself. I kept still, unsure how to act. 
 
    “Er...” 
 
    “Kiss me,” she demanded and a lump rose in my throat. 
 
    “You told me not to,” I groaned. Was I actually refusing to kiss the girl of my dreams? 
 
    She moved closer so I could count every damp eyelash, every tiny freckle on her cheeks. 
 
    “I changed my mind,” she breathed. 
 
    Well hell if I was gonna say no twice. 
 
    I crushed my mouth to hers. 
 
    She reciprocated with passion equal to my own. I knew stopping would make her question what she was doing, and selfishly I couldn't let that happen. So I didn't stop. I didn't ask her why she was crying. Or why now she'd chosen to want me. 
 
    We rushed our movements like both of us knew stopping would put an end to this entirely. Her fingers dug into my spine as she led me toward the bed where all my dreams were about to come true. 
 
    But the floodgates opened. Inevitable and so god-damn infuriating. As we reached the bed, I stopped, leaning back from her with a sigh. 
 
    Her mouth was parted in surprise as I said, “We can't.” It sounded like a death sentence. And it probably was one - on our relationship anyway. But she was crying and seeking comfort in me. It would have been the arsehole thing to do to keep going. Had I been guilty of doing that in the past? Oh god yes. But not now. Not with her. 
 
    I cupped the back of her neck, not letting her escape. “Talk to me,” I commanded before her walls slid up. 
 
    She shook her head so I growled the words like they were one of Ulvic's commands. “Talk. To. Me.” 
 
    She clutched my shirt as if I was going to make a run for it, but we both knew it was her that was more likely to bolt. Her eyes were more beautiful to me in that moment than they'd ever been because they were letting me in for once, not shutting me out. 
 
    “Please,” I breathed and her body went limp in my arms. 
 
    “I don't want to die anymore,” she admitted as if it was a bad thing. Tears spilled over again and I hugged her to my chest, the sight slicing my insides to ribbons. 
 
    “And why are you crying about that?” I murmured in her ear, my nose buried unashamedly into her hair. 
 
    “Because the others...Marie, Briony-” She choked, clutching onto me so tightly she'd probably have broken bones if I were human. “They're going to wake up and hate themselves. They're going to be like me. They're going to think there's nothing worth living for.” 
 
    I held her, waiting for her to go on because hell if I understood what she meant. 
 
    “But I didn't know that there was still a chance, that I could still feel.” She leant back, fixing me in those eyes that were surely going to be the death of me. “You showed me that,” she breathed, her lips damp from tears and looking like the most edible thing I'd seen all day. 
 
    I tried to swallow the ball in my throat to no avail. “I didn't do anything,” I rasped. 
 
    She detached herself from my arms and I was certain she took a chunk of my heart with her, possibly the whole thing. 
 
    “You care about me, don't you?” she whispered. 
 
    “Of course.” I stepped closer, hoping to close the space between us again. “Only you.” My heart slammed into my throat at the admission. Shit, I was whipped. 
 
    The piece of paper Gina had given me chose that moment to work its way out of my pocket and float down between us like a grenade. I knew what it meant, but Cass didn't. And I watched as the shutters slammed in her eyes as she took in the name and number written on it. 
 
    She didn't shout at me, or accuse me of lying about my feelings for her or even of sleeping with Gina. She did something much worse. She tsked, as if it was so typical of me that she couldn't even believe she'd bought into my bullshit for half a second. 
 
    Before I could try to explain, she'd shot toward the door and was gone in a heartbeat. 
 
    Drama. That's what this mission needed. Yeah, like I needed a hole in the head. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Varick 
 
    Leaving Selena in the hands of Rockley Jones and Mercy Helsing didn't sit well with me. But I knew she could handle herself. And I couldn't have blagged my way through a whole meal without Rockley noticing I hadn't eaten. 
 
    I recalled the time I'd tried to eat a few months after I'd been turned. The desire had been lost the day I rose from the ground, but my curiosity had gotten the better of me. Had I known that I'd not only be vomiting it up moments later, but been in agony for several hours after, I'd have hesitated before acting on that curiosity. The lesson had been thoroughly learned. And it wasn't one I was going to repeat any time soon. Especially not in front of a man who would no doubt recognise my reaction to food for what it was. 
 
    Though he hadn't spoken much about the Vs he kept here, I suspected Rockley knew as much about them as the Helsings did. Hunters were fed on Vampire knowledge their whole lives. And though he looked like a young man, he was probably older than me by all accounts. 
 
    I made my way to the ribcage-shaped building named the Brystkasse. Even though I didn't want to attend the event being held there, I thought it would be best to stick to the story I'd weaved, just in case. 
 
    I followed a surprisingly small queue inside, offering vague smiles to those men and women who tried to engage with me. I might have been pretending to be one of them, but I certainly wasn't going to spend more time talking to them than I had to. The longer I spent in their company, the more I hungered for their deaths, picturing the slice and rip of their skin, their screams, their begging for redemption. All of it was coming their way. So long as I still walked this earth, their deaths were imminent. 
 
    There were only thirty of us, which struck me as odd. But then again, there were events being held around the entire resort every hour, so I supposed there wouldn't be too many guests at each one. Made it a more personal experience. Nice. Something the Helsings had always been trying to achieve. 
 
    I might have been revolted by the entire place, but I could also appreciate the thought that had gone into it. I'd been under the rule of Hunters for years and they'd never achieved anything on the scale of this resort. Rockley had seemingly done so alone. A testament to his dedication. Which only concerned me more. He was not a man to underestimate. But then again, neither was I... 
 
    Inside, we headed down a narrow corridor. Low music sounded through the place in a thrumming beat. Heat slid down my spine as I walked. 
 
    The deep magenta carpet beneath our feet guided us into a large room full of eerie paintings on the walls. 
 
    A girl awaited us, dressed in a leather doublet, fishnet stockings and high heels. Her blonde hair was pulled into two pig-tails and her face was concealed behind a smooth black mask. 
 
    Some of the men clapped their hands in anticipation and I tongued my fangs with my growing unrest. 
 
    “Step this way, step closer.” The girl beckoned us with taloned fingernails until we were gathered around her in a crescent. She moved through the crowd, running her hands over some of the men, her nails scraping under my chin as she passed. I fought the urge to jerk away, watching her in silence. 
 
    “Each of you will be given the opportunity to unleash your anger on the Vs. To remind them that in the end, humans always prevail, whatever the species, however powerful it is, we will rise above them.” 
 
    I felt a marginal pang of smugness at the fact I was standing amongst these people without their knowledge. And that I could kill each of them with barely a swipe of my hand. 
 
    Who's really prevailing here? 
 
    The girl handed out a key to everyone. As she placed one in my palm, her thumb caressed the back of my hand. “Enjoy,” she purred, gesturing for me to lead the way through a dimly lit corridor. A number was attached to the key in my hand; it was marked with a curling five. 
 
    I passed the doors in the corridor until I reached the fifth door, inserting my key into the lock. Doors opened all around me as the other spectators entered their rooms. 
 
    I pushed inside and the choked scream of a girl filled my ears. I shut the door sharply behind me, turning to face whatever awaited me. A Vampire was tied to a chair by silver chains, dressed in a pale pink ball gown. She fought against her restraints, screaming against the gag in her mouth. 
 
    I didn't react for several seconds, taking in the space, keeping very still as I assessed my next move. Shutting my eyes, I listened above the sound of her struggles toward the walls, the ceiling, trying to detect the buzz of cameras...microphones. But there was nothing. 
 
    I relaxed, but only a fraction, knowing I was in serious trouble here if I didn't leave this room without a dead Vampire in that chair. 
 
    I took in the silver weapons laid on silk cloths on tables around the room. 
 
    “Shit,” I breathed, turning to the door to lock it. I left the key in place to make sure no one could enter from the other side and finally approached the girl. 
 
    Possibly the worst thing about this was that she was well-fed. Bright-eyed, completely aware of what was going on. Able to feel fear, even able to cry. 
 
    “Don't scream,” I commanded, reaching for her gag. 
 
    She lurched away, her auburn hair whipping across her face. I slowed my movements. 
 
    “I'm not going to hurt you,” I promised, gazing into her eyes. 
 
    It was obvious she didn't believe me, shrinking further back into her chair. The burn marks where the silver chains held her down looked deep, but there was nothing I could do to help until I got her to listen to me. 
 
    A screen illuminated on the back wall and a tutorial started playing, showing me how to kill a Vampire. And, most disgustingly of all, how not to kill one for as long as possible. 
 
    I rubbed my eyes, anxiety coursing through me. I was in deep here. And I had to figure out how I was going to walk out of this room without a dead body on my hands. 
 
    I sighed. “Okay, listen.” 
 
    She fell still, looking up at me through watery eyes. 
 
    “I'm going to be honest with you.” I bared my fangs. “I'm like you. A V. I'm here to help.” 
 
    Her eyes were full of fear and I could still see she wasn't entirely convinced, as if this was just some trick to make her relax. I reached for the gag again and this time she let me pull it free from her teeth. A sticky red mess stuck to it, signing that her fangs had been removed. It would take an hour or so for her to regrow them. 
 
    Sick bastards. 
 
    I slowly lowered to a crouch, raising my hands to show her I meant no harm. “I'm undercover. No one knows I'm here.” 
 
    She gazed from me to the door, me to the door. “I don't believe you,” she said at last, her accent Russian. 
 
    “Why would I lie?” I gazed at the silver bonds, wondering how I could cut them. 
 
    “You're playing with my head, this is just another game!” she spat at me so blood speckled my white shirt. 
 
    I stood, moving toward the tools around the room, searching for something to break the chains. They were all silver, making it impossible for me to pick up. I growled my frustration, snatching up the end of a silk cloth and yanking it so all but one set of bolt cutters fell from the table. The girl screamed bloody murder but there was nothing I could do. And if anything, it was only buying me time. 
 
    I held the cutters beneath the silk, moving to her side. “I'm a V, see? I can't touch the silver.” I showed her, grazing my thumb over the metal chain around her wrist, hissing as it scolded me. 
 
    She gazed up at me, her thick brows pulled together. 
 
    Slowly, I cut the chains, freeing her. She didn't move until her skin was healed over, but the second it did, she launched herself at me. 
 
    “I've heard of the Vs they have under their rule!” she screeched, gripping my neck in her small hands. She was strong enough to throw me off balance, but not enough to stop me getting the upper hand in seconds. I spun her in my arms, restraining her against me. 
 
    “I'm not on their side,” I snarled in her ear, but she wouldn't listen, jerking and writhing in my arms, scratching me until my skin was bloody and torn. 
 
    “I won't go back to those cages – I won't!” 
 
    “What cages?” I growled, holding her still as best I could. 
 
    “Chambers – beneath the resort! So many cells – so many Vampires!” she wailed. “The sunlamps – they burn us!” 
 
    She slashed at me, writhing like a wild animal as she tore her broken nails across my neck. 
 
    “Enough!” I shoved her from me and she stumbled, turning and dropping into a cat-like stance. 
 
    “I'm not on their side,” I repeated, rubbing the blood from my arms as the cuts healed over. 
 
    She hissed at me, prowling closer. 
 
    “What's your name?” I asked gently, trying to connect with her. If only she would accept I wasn't here to hurt her. What had they done to her already that she couldn't even trust her own kind? 
 
    “My name belongs to me. You can't take it from me, none of you can.” Her eyes were wild and suddenly she launched at me again, spitting and hissing. 
 
    I caught her in a headlock, her ferocity forcing me to use more strength. Her hand slammed into my stomach, nails tearing, gouging, reaching- 
 
    Pain scored through me. I pulled sharply sideways, trying to stop her and a sharp crack sounded through the air. 
 
    She went limp in my arms and I sucked in a breath of horror. I twisted her around and her head rolled awkwardly across my forearm. 
 
    “No,” I snarled through my teeth, shaking her. But it was too late. I'd killed her. 
 
    I lay her gently on the floor, clutching my stomach where she'd gouged a huge slice out of my skin. I gritted my teeth until the wound healed over, resting back against the wall and gazing at the devastation before me. 
 
    My shirt was torn and bloodied, but without wounds, no one would know it wasn't her blood. I manoeuvred her back into the chair. Sickened to my core, I headed back to the door, unlocking it and slipping through, saying a silent apology. As I headed down the corridor, I had to force my legs to move past the screams that roared behind the other doors. 
 
    I moved at speed back into the main room, the first to reemerge. 
 
    “Was everything to your satisfaction, sir?” The blonde hurried over to me. 
 
    “Yes,” I said quickly. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Would you like another round?” she called as I left. 
 
    I threw her a smile, forcing myself to act. “I've had enough for today.” 
 
    She relaxed under my gaze and I marched out onto the street covered in blood. Hardly anyone batted an eye at my appearance, some of their fine outfits were even flecked with blood as well. I moved at speed toward the hotel, wanting to wash the blood from my body before Selena returned from lunch. 
 
    By the time I got back to the room, anger was swelling up inside me. Vampires had no value here. I'd spent years despising myself for what I was, for my need for blood. But I didn't butcher people for fun. I wasn't psychotic. 
 
    I stood in the scorching shower, scrubbing the blood away and running my hands through my hair until I was sure no trace of it was left. 
 
    Soon, I'd get my revenge. I'd make them feel the pain of every girl, every V they'd ever tortured. 
 
    And then I'd walk off this island with Selena by my side, and we'd never look back. 
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    It was a relief to return to the hotel room, and even more so to hear the sound of the shower running. 
 
    “Varick?” I called, just to confirm it was him after the maid incident. 
 
    When he didn't answer, I gently pushed the door open, spying his broad back tensed, his head hung low. 
 
    “Varick?” I tried again, knowing he could hear me, even over the running water. 
 
    When he didn't move, I tip-toed into the room, holding onto the edge of the walk-in shower unit. 
 
    “What's wrong?” I reached for him and as my fingers traced his back, he turned, dragging me into the stream of water and crushing me against him. 
 
    “I did something,” he said in my ear and I could hear the fury in his voice. “I hurt someone...it was an accident, but-” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I gazed up at him through the heated stream of water cascading over his shoulders. 
 
    As he told me what had happened, fear took root in my chest. At the depravity of the people who would take part in such a thing, and of what Varick had had to go through. “It wasn't your fault. She was scared-” 
 
    “And I should have protected her,” he hissed. 
 
    I cupped his cheek, lined with a fresh day of stubble and tilted his jaw down so I could kiss him. “You tried to.” 
 
    He shook his head and I continued, “Varick, how could you have explained walking out of there without killing her? Or even if you had, someone else would have come along and done the job for you. There wasn't a way to save her.” 
 
    He gave me a dark stare. “You're right,” he agreed at last. “Like all the girls in this place.” 
 
    A razor cut into my heart as I realised I was being a hypocrite. Letting the girls from the previous games die here was the same as him killing that Vampire. We were immobilised until the final day, when we'd have an opportunity to fight back. 
 
    I nodded, bringing his wet fingers to my mouth and kissing them. “We should prepare for when we can do something. Let's go and check out the shooting range.” 
 
    I moved to leave, but he didn't let me go and the hunger in his eyes was all I needed to give in to his advances, letting him press me back against the glass wall. My dress was soon in a sodden heap at our feet and I let the moment suck me in entirely until there was nothing but me and Varick in a world of our own. We were trying to forget what had already passed, and avoid what was yet to come. But the second we parted, I knew it would find us again. 
 
      
 
    ◐ ☼ ◐
  
 
    Al's Shooting Barn towered above me toward the night sky. The moon wasn't visible, but a glimmer beyond the mountains hinted at its hiding place. Varick placed his hand on my spine, guiding me through the door which was lined with metal detectors. No guns could leave this place without setting off that alarm. But we'd cross that bridge when we came to it. Weapons were essential if we were going to take on the Hunters. 
 
    Country music greeted us; the interior was decorated like an old-fashioned saloon. A wooden bar curved through the heart of the space where a couple of men were drinking beer – one even wore a cowboy hat. On the walls were animal heads and displays of old hunting guns and traps. 
 
    A set of swing doors led beneath a sign for the gun range so we headed that way. A corridor led us through another metal detector and we emerged in a large weaponry. It looked onto a gun range through a long, glass window. No one was currently shooting, but the red stains on the floor of the range made my fists clench. 
 
    A man in a cowboy hat and a red checkered shirt greeted us, placing down a rifle he'd been mid-cleaning. 
 
    “Afternoon.” He tipped his hat to me and I forced a smile. The place was a goldmine in terms of weapons. Everything from a handgun to a rocket-launcher was mounted on the walls; there was even an entire section devoted to ammunition. 
 
    “I'm Al, do ya'll wanna shoot today?” He moved around the counter, smiling through his white-flecked beard. 
 
    I looked to Varick, figuring we couldn't exactly back out now that we'd turned up here. But I didn't want to be forced into killing more Vs. 
 
    “I've never shot a gun before,” I played my innocent, naive girl act. “Could I try shooting a still target?” 
 
    “O' course. I'll show you the basics, young miss. And how about you, sir? Man like you seems like he'd know his way around a gun or two.” 
 
    Varick folded his arms. “I'll start with still targets, too.” 
 
    “Alrighty then. So what would the little lady like to shoot today?” Al gestured to the vast array of guns on the walls. 
 
    Figuring I might as well get some practice in, I pointed to a handgun and Varick picked out a rifle. Al led us through the range which stretched out before us. A barrier of silver divided us from the range, but holes in it allowed us to aim our guns. Al showed me how to load the handgun whilst Varick swiftly readied his weapon and aimed it through the hole next to mine. 
 
    I gazed down the sight of my gun whilst Al explained how to aim, locking my thumbs over each other to steady it. My eye was drawn to the metal doors at the back of the enormous range and my heart rate spiked. 
 
    “Just paper targets, right?” I confirmed, glancing at Al as he placed a set of noise-cancelling headphones over my ears. 
 
    He laughed, looking to Varick to share the joke, but he didn't return a smile. 
 
    “Alright,” Al conceded, his voice muffled as he pulled on his own set of headphones. “But we don't use paper targets.” He headed to a panel behind me and tapped something in on a screen. Before me, a hologram flashed into existence. An effigy of a Vampire snarled at me around ten paces away, unmoving. I sighed my relief, taking aim. Varick put on his own headphones, though I doubted he needed them. 
 
    “You wanna try something harder?” Al called to Varick who gave him a thumbs up. 
 
    I focused on my stationary target, breathed slowly out through my nose and pulled the trigger. The hologram jerked backwards as a life-like wound appeared on its shoulder. 
 
    “Keep both eyes open,” Varick advised me as I tried again. 
 
    This time, the shot hit the V's chest and the hologram died. 
 
    “Your turn.” I raised a brow at Varick as Al programmed the range for him. Three Vampire holograms appeared side by side at the back of the room, then started running in unison toward Varick. 
 
    Varick jammed the butt of the rifle into his shoulder, aimed down the sight and in quick succession, pulled the trigger three times. Head shot. Head shot. Head shot. 
 
    I gazed at him, his expression smug as he placed the rifle down. “Your turn,” he echoed me. 
 
    We spent the next hour practicing on the holograms until I could take down some of the moving targets. I was more confident by the time we were thinking about leaving. But before we'd set down our guns, a woman walked in carrying a machine gun. 
 
    When Al tried to help her set up, she barked at him to leave her alone and in just a few seconds, she'd assembled her beast of a gun. 
 
    She muttered something to Al as he programmed her range and Varick took my arm, guiding me toward the exit at speed. 
 
    “Ready?” Al asked as we stepped out of the room. I shouldn't have glanced back, but I did, the metallic sound of doors opening drawing my ear. 
 
    Vs spilled into the room, hungry and desperate, barely clothed. With a rat-tat-tat of the machine gun, they were all cut down one by one. 
 
    Fury consumed me, but Varick didn't let me slow, taking the gun from my hand and placing it down with his rifle on the counter. We headed from the building in silence, the drilling sound of the machine gun carrying all the way back into the saloon. 
 
    “At least we know a way in,” Varick said in a growl as we walked back to the hotel. 
 
    “What?” I breathed, unable to get my thoughts aligned. 
 
    “There are chambers under this resort where they keep the Vs. If we find a way into them, we can get into the shooting range.” 
 
    I looked up at him in surprise. “That's brilliant.” 
 
    He shrugged, but a satisfied grin pulled at his lips. 
 
    “But what if it's guarded?” I questioned as we headed into the hotel and heated air washed over me. 
 
    “We'll work out the kinks later. Let's focus on finding a way in first.” Varick smiled casually as we passed through the security gates, making our way to the elevator. People were already heading toward the ballroom where tonight's dinner and show would be held. The last place I wanted to go. But with Rockley ensuring we were 'enjoying' our stay, I didn't think we'd have much choice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Cass 
 
    I couldn't maintain my distance from Jameson for very long. After spending the afternoon in the company of psychos, I realised Jameson's man-whore ways were the least of my problems. I just wished I hadn't broken down on him – kissed him! That wasn't like me. And since when was I able to cry again? It was an embarrassment. I hadn't even cried in the V Games, let alone here, sobbing into a Werewolf's shoulder because I felt...what? Sick. And guilty. And full of a realisation that filled me with shame. 
 
    Vampires weren't hollow shells who loved to kill. They were slaves to a curse that, day by day without blood, robbed them of their humanity. And now I was one of them. I'd spent the V Games despising Varick for what he was. But now I knew the truth. Which meant I couldn't simply write off those girls as dead – Sakura, Briony, Marie, we'd all been friends. Even Angelina had only been trying to survive. And they'd been unwittingly given another chance at life. It tore me up inside to admit it, but so long as I had a healthy supply of blood from a willing participant, I sure as hell wasn't going to be killing myself any time soon. Being a V was a struggle, but it was definitely better than death. 
 
    I returned to the hotel room, the effects of Jameson's blood from the previous day having worn off a fraction. Brendan had commanded we feed every day to ensure we were as human as possible. But asking for his blood at that moment was the last thing I wanted to do. 
 
    Shame bubbled inside me like lava. 
 
    Why did I have to kiss him? What was I thinking? 
 
    I stepped into the room, expecting a barrage of nonsense from Jameson but he was slumped in a chair, a glass of whiskey barely gripped between his fingers as his arm dangled over the side. 
 
    I moved silently toward him, carefully extracting the glass and placing it down on the table, sliding it away so the overpowering scent didn't bother me so much. 
 
    His brows were knitted together, hinting at the dark dream he was having. I considered waking him, but that would have meant dealing with what had happened earlier. Why I'd kissed him, what it all meant. Questions I was quite content to ignore, but ones Jameson would ask without a care in the world. 
 
    Why did he pursue me so hard if he was happy to go around and screw random Ginas in this place? Was he just that arrogant that he thought he could have his cake and eat it? And why would he even bother with me when there were girls in every building in the resort that would happily go to bed with him? Not that their morals were much to speak of. But I didn't imagine Jameson was the type of guy who gave a crap about that. 
 
    The time slid by until it was ten to eight. I'd sat in total silence, the room completely dark apart from the amber glow of a lamp on a table beside Jameson's chair. His expression had softened and peace emanated from him. Waking him seemed cruel. What we'd have to face tonight wasn't worth leaving nice dreams for. But we had to show our faces. And more than that, we had to check in with the others. 
 
    I headed to the wardrobe, changing into a navy blue dress with little lace sleeves before returning to Jameson's side to wake him. 
 
    I hesitated, considering how to do so. Half of me wanted to slap him and the other to kiss him. I rolled my eyes at myself. What on Earth was getting in to me? I wasn't the type of girl who was sucked in by smooth words and pretty faces. Not any more anyway. 
 
    I settled on poking him in the chest and he jerked awake. “Firefly?” he peered up at me, grinning sleepily. “Thought you'd left me for another man.” 
 
    I pursed my lips, choosing to ignore the remark. “Get changed. We have to be at dinner in ten minutes.” 
 
    He sighed, standing, his eyes lingering on the glass I'd taken from his hand then trailing to me. A small, vulnerable look passed through his gaze then he walked to the wardrobe and started stripping. I turned my back on him, heading to the vanity unit to pointlessly check my hair and makeup. Perfect. As usual. For the first time since I'd been turned, I was grateful for that. My eyes slid to Jameson's reflection in the mirror, my gaze dropping to the tapered muscles at the base of his spine. 
 
    I dragged my eyes away, glaring at myself in the mirror. 
 
    What are you doing?! 
 
    “Ready,” he announced a minute later and I stood upright, turning to him with an impassive expression. 
 
    “Let's go.” I headed toward the door, but he didn't move, unbuttoning his collar and dragging it aside. “It's feeding time at the zoo.” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. “You're a pig.” 
 
    “Wolf actually. Come and get it.” He flashed his neck like he was tempting in a lion and I narrowed my eyes at him. 
 
    “I'm not hungry,” I stated, moving closer to the door. Apart from anything else, I didn't feel right intruding on his thoughts again. And I wasn't about to reveal that truth any time soon. 
 
    “Brendan's orders.” He folded his arms, raising his brows until I gave in, stalking toward him. 
 
    The closer I moved to him, the more tension rippled between us. I acted unaffected, but I wasn't. My skin tingled at the proximity of him. Even when I tried to control the situation by gripping his hair in my fist and dropping my mouth to his neck. 
 
    He muttered in my ear, “Sorry about earlier.” 
 
    I halted, my fangs a millimeter from his neck, a million responses running through my head. I swallowed them all, digging my teeth into him and trying not to feel guilty about my silence. 
 
    He never wore cologne, which I appreciated seeing as the scent would have been like a bottle spilled over my face. And his blood smelt of nothing. So I really shouldn't have had any distractions. But as I drank, I noticed that he did smell of something. It was so subtle that I'd barely noticed it before, but it was a sweet kind of flavour that was uniquely, entirely him. It made me think of home. Not of the home I'd grown up in, with my drug-addict family, or in the home I'd tried to make with my ex-boyfriend which had been built on a foundation of lies, but of the home I'd never had. The home I had always wanted. A place that made me feel entirely safe. A place I wanted to come back to again and again. 
 
    His memories hit me in a rush that almost made me extract my teeth from his neck. 
 
    I was gazing up at a full moon on the deck of a ship awash with blood. I saw through Jameson's eyes as he screamed, felt the pain as he clawed at the clothes on his back until they shredded from his body. My spine – his spine - was curling, snapping, reshaping. 
 
    “The first time you turn is always the hardest,” a male voice rang through the air. Deep and comforting. A hand pressed to my shoulder, but I couldn't see his face. “You will have great gifts, but there is one curse that could be your undoing.” 
 
    I looked up through Jameson's eyes, my mouth moving for his words. “What?” he rasped through grinding teeth. 
 
    The man was shrouded in shadow, the moon glowing behind him like a halo. “Obedience. The first person who gains your utter loyalty shall have power over you until their death.” 
 
    “What can I do?” Jameson begged. 
 
    But I never got that answer as I extracted my teeth from Jameson's neck, quickly stepping away, feeling his eyes on me. 
 
    His expression was earnest and lacking humour for once. “Look, I'm sorry about Gina. She's just a girl who works here. She wanted some help.” 
 
    Slowly, I nodded, accepting he was being honest. “I've been hurt by someone like you before,” I forced out the truth. 
 
    He closed the distance between us, his eyes light and playful. “Wrong, Firefly. You've never been with someone like me before.” 
 
    I pressed my hand to his chest as he got too close, his scent surrounding me. Now I'd noticed it, it was all I could smell. He leant in to kiss me and at the last moment I offered him my cheek. His lips pressed to my skin, then he growled something incoherent and stalked away. 
 
    He buttoned his shirt to the top, hiding the bite mark on his neck before opening the door. I headed after him and we walked side by side to the elevator. 
 
    Jameson caught my arm before I stepped into the open lift, the space empty and waiting. 
 
    “No more of this,” he insisted, his expression tortured. “If I can't have you, then I need it to stop.” 
 
    A million words lodged in my throat. Whatever I thought of him, I couldn't deny he had feelings for me. Messed up feelings that probably had more to do with the fact we'd been stuck in a death game together for days, but still, I couldn't deny what was blazing in his eyes. 
 
    I wanted so much to give into him at that moment, to tell him he could have me, all of me. But my past wouldn't let me. The years of being alone, of knowing the only thing that came with love was pain. 
 
    “Consider it stopped,” I breathed and his heart broke, I could almost hear it. 
 
    His mouth twitched as if he wanted to say more, but neither of us did, stepping quietly into the elevator. Each level we descended was mirrored in my body, my heart plummeting into the depths of loss and a deep, bitter acceptance. 
 
    This charade was over. It was time to start focusing on what we'd really come here to do. And any feelings I had toward Jameson needed to be buried deep and never looked at again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    My fingers were threaded together on the table as we waited for our friends to appear. Ned, Cass and Jameson joined us shortly and a darkness hung in everyone's eyes. The show tonight would see the end of one of the girls from the previous games. Which one? Did it matter? I didn't want to think like that. But my mind flashed through the possibilities of what I could be faced with tonight. None of it seemed bearable. Their deaths were already burned into my skull, did I really have to witness it all over again? 
 
    Ned, Jameson and I ate as much as we could, trying to disguise Cass and Varick's food on our plates. But none of us came close to finishing a meal. The waiter asked if there was something wrong with our food and Ned quickly lied, telling them we'd eaten at a restaurant on the strip. I was glad that some of us were still on the ball, because faking it seemed like an impossible task at that moment. 
 
    Varick's attention was on the guards around the room, the doors the waiters moved in and out of. I knew he was thinking about how to get into the V chambers beneath the resort. I tried to focus my attention on that too, desperately needing a distraction. 
 
    Varick leant close to me, pretending to adjust my hair as he murmured in my ear, “I could Charm a guard to tell me where to go. Even lead me down there.” 
 
    I nodded, my gut prickling with anticipation. He looked to the others as if picking who to take with him and I decided to shut his intentions down quickly. “It should be girls who do this,” I whispered. “If we're caught, we can play naive. Say we got lost. They seem to soak up that crap around here.” 
 
    Cass's eyes were on us, her sensitive hearing evidently picking up what I was saying. 
 
    “Not you,” Varick growled. 
 
    “Yes me,” I hissed. “And Cass.” My eyes slid to her and she raised a brow, curious. 
 
    “No,” Varick said through his teeth. 
 
    “What are you two arguing about?” Jameson deadpanned, looking glummer than the last time I'd seen him. I guessed we were all dealing with our own demons here. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said lightly. “I just fancy a walk.” I stood. “Cass? Join me?” 
 
    She stood and the others gazed at us with questions in their eyes. 
 
    I couldn't deny there was more to my bravery than I was putting on. I'd rather be surrounded by Vs in cells, risking my neck for the sake of our plan than watch another girl die. 
 
    Varick took hold of my wrist, not letting me go, begging me with his eyes. 
 
    “I won't be long, darling.” I bent to kiss his cheek and he growled profanities in my ear before I pulled away. 
 
    Reluctantly, he released me and Cass followed me through the ballroom, heading back to the foyer. 
 
    “What's going on?” she breathed as I guided her to the elevator. 
 
    I didn't explain until we were back in my room, finding the biggest handbag I could in the wardrobe and passing a similar one to Cass. I stuffed them with a couple of jumpers before slowing down enough to explain. 
 
    When I'd finished, her eyes glittered with excitement – not quite the reaction I'd expected. 
 
    “What?” she questioned my baffled expression. 
 
    “I just forgot what a good ally you make.” I broke a smile. 
 
    “Well I'm about to remind you, little killer.” 
 
    I grinned at the old nickname. 
 
    “I'm guessing Varick's super happy with this plan?” she teased as we headed back to the door. 
 
    “Thrilled.” 
 
    We returned to the foyer which had grown quiet. Music and flashing lights beckoned us into the ballroom. My stomach knotted with tension as we stepped back into it, gazing around to see if anyone was paying us attention. But even the guards were focused on the stage which was illuminated in a deep red glow. I forced myself to follow their gaze, taking in the huge pyre of wood that had been erected at the heart of it. The struggling form of a girl was tethered to it by silver chains, her long blonde hair cascading around her like a waterfall of gold. 
 
    Angelina. 
 
    The heavy beat of war drums filled the room, pounding through my skull, louder than her screams. 
 
    Oh god. Oh no. 
 
    Rockley appeared, his chest bare and painted in red stripes, his hand clamped around a burning torch. Three guards ringed the pyre, each equipped with a large crossbow, pointing directly at her. She had no way out. And there was no way to help her. 
 
    My feet were rooted to the spot as Cass nudged me forward. I stumbled as I forced myself to move. 
 
    The darkened room provided us cover as we crept around the edge of the hall toward one of the doors that led to a restricted area. Beyond it might only have been kitchens and staff rooms, but we had to try. Had to start searching for a way beneath this place. Anything not to be in this room anymore. 
 
    I slowed as we approached a guard manning one of the doors, a machine gun hanging limp around his body as he gazed eagerly at the stage. 
 
    Angelina's screams grew more intense, but they were lost to the sea of cheers that filled the room. Rockley's amplified voice boomed over all of it. “Let's send dis demon outta dis world forever!” 
 
    I reached for the guard's arm and he jerked, snatching his gun instinctively. I gave him a doe-eyed smile and he visibly relaxed. 
 
    “Everything alright, miss?” he shouted over the crescendo of noise. 
 
    No. Nothing. And I want to kill everyone in this room for it. 
 
    “Of course.” I smiled again, stepping aside to allow Cass to get closer. 
 
    When his eyes locked with hers, his expression melted into one of complete ease. 
 
    “You're going to take us through that door and show us where you keep the Vampires in this place,” Cass commanded in a fierce tone, using her Charm. 
 
    He nodded, giving her a dreamy smile before opening the door and gesturing for us to follow. I glanced back over my shoulder to check no one had seen us. All eyes were on the stage and the billowing smoke that was being sucked through a vent at the back of the room. Fire blazed, burning my retinas, so close to Angelina's legs that I wanted to be sick. Wanted to cry out and beg for it to stop. 
 
    But I couldn't, I just couldn't. 
 
    Her screams heightened from fear to pain and I knew the flames had reached her. She was lost. And I didn't know how I'd ever rid myself of the guilt. 
 
    I'm sorry, I'm so sorry. 
 
    Cass took my hand, dragging me through the door. It shut with a metallic thump that muffled the worst of the noise. 
 
    My breathing was growing wild and I was filled with flashes of the tower in the first game. Of my hand gripping onto Angelina as she was sucked under water, dragged from my grasp. 
 
    The lights around me were as bright as they were that day. The corridor white and stretching off either side of us. 
 
    The guard moved lazily around us as Cass gripped my hand, trying to get me to focus. I dug deep for my resolve and forced myself not to panic. 
 
    I thought of Varick and his calm, steady presence. His assurance that this would all work out so long as we stuck to the plan. 
 
    And words he'd spoken to me once all those days ago when I'd first won the V Games. 
 
    “Timing, sweetheart.” 
 
    Revenge could only be dealt when two things aligned; anger and timing. 
 
    The anger was here, growing stronger every day and the time to act was close. So damn close. But it wasn't here yet. So we had to keep moving forward, keep our eye on the prize. And doing this could help us win the fight that was to come. 
 
    “Let's go,” I said, swallowing the golf-ball sized lump in my throat. 
 
    My footsteps seemed loud in the confined space, following the guard along the corridor. He soon led us through another door, pressing his thumb to a security access panel before opening it. Ahead of us was a dark, metal stairwell leading down into the unknown. 
 
    A cool breeze met my cheeks as I stepped onto the first stair. 
 
    Cass turned to the guard. “Are there cameras down there?” 
 
    “No cameras,” he replied. “Top secret.” 
 
    “Good,” Cass said. “Now go back to the ballroom. You never saw us.” 
 
    “Never saw you,” he echoed as he walked away. 
 
    Cass gave me a nod before leading the way ahead. 
 
    The door shut behind us and I had the distinct feeling of dread that I'd always gotten just before a round in the V Games. 
 
    Cass descended in silence despite her five inch heels while my clanging footsteps chimed all the way down. At the bottom, we reached a silver door that I had to hold open for Cass before stepping through myself. 
 
    Snarling filled my ears, accompanied by the shifting and shuffling of a hundred bodies. We entered what looked like a warehouse, stacked with crates to both sides of us, beyond which were huge cages of silver mesh. A fan was whirring somewhere nearby, its persistent humming evidently the source of the freezing air being pumped into the room. I shivered as we crept along, passing the crates of hotel supplies and approaching the cages. Despite expecting it, I was still shocked to see the Vs crammed in together in groups, their emaciated bodies barely clothed. Their haggard faces probably wouldn't have been recognisable even to their own mothers. 
 
    As I drew closer, they swarmed toward the edges of the cages at my scent. Most of them stopped short of the metal wire, but some were too blinded by the possibility of blood to slow down, burning themselves against it before slumping to the floor. 
 
    I shuddered at the sight, the cold no longer the thing making goosebumps spread across my skin. 
 
    Cass shared a grim look with me as we moved through the maze of cages, heading in the vague direction of the shooting range.  
 
    A harsh buzzing sounded and a red light illuminated on the back wall of one of the cages. 
 
    Cass grabbed my hand and in a whirl of movement, she dragged me behind a huge crate, leaving my head spinning. But I was thankful that she had as the sound of heavy boots filled the air a second later. 
 
    “Rockley needs four Vs up on stage. De-fanged.” The man's voice was clipped, professional. 
 
    “I ain't de-fanging another V. Last time, one of the suckers bit me.” 
 
    “That's what you're paid to do, Wesley. Bring one here, I'll show you how it's done.” 
 
    Unable to fight my curiosity, I peered around the crate, spying two men just a few feet from us. I watched as Wesley opened a hatch in the cage door, sliding in an extendable silver pole with a sharp clamp on the end. A screech of rage sounded and a moment later a female Vampire was dragged forward, the silver clamp buried in her cheeks as they dragged her to the hatch. The clamp locked her into place so her mouth was forced open. 
 
    The man in charge took a pair of silver pliers from his pocket and held them firmly over one of the Vampire's fangs. “Like this, keep your fingers at the end of the pliers and pull down.” He yanked and I screwed up my eyes at the scream the Vampire let out. 
 
    Ten agonising seconds later, Wesley had removed the other fang. 
 
    “Good. Now get me three more. Rockley's waiting.” He marched away, leaving Wesley to finish the job. 
 
    Cass was snarling next to me, hungering for a kill. And I wished she could have had it. 
 
    Wesley released the first V from the clamp and her torn cheeks healed over as she reared away from the contraption. He grumbled his way through three more fang extractions before turning a sun lamp on in the cage. The Vampires screamed as the light scorched their exposed skin, destroying what little clothing they had left. A door slid open at the back of the cage, giving them access to a small lift. The Vs had nowhere to go but into it and a moment later they were gone, evidently having been transported upstairs for the show. 
 
    Wesley whistled as he walked away, leaving footprints of blood behind him. 
 
    I turned to Cass, sure my face was as pale as hers at that moment. 
 
    Her eyes were trained off into the distance as she listened to the men's movements, soon taking my hand and tugging me to my feet. We walked in silence, finding our way easily now. It was obvious this place ran the length of the entire strip. And on the walls beside the various cages were signs for each building up on the street. 
 
    The closer we grew to Al's Shooting Barn, the more I began to worry about our plan. How were we going to get into the range without entering one of these cages? I might have felt sorry for the Vs, but I wasn't about to walk into a pen full of them when they looked like they hadn't had a good meal in a month. 
 
    “Selena?!” 
 
    My heart nearly stopped at the voice. I wheeled around, coming eye to eye with Twyla-Rae, on tip-toes as she tried to get a good look at me from a cage we'd just passed. 
 
    I turned back, gasping as I took in the confined space she was sharing with the others. Girls I'd last seen dead, lifeless, gone. Sakura's bright purple hair swung about as she gazed at me, her body clad in a dress almost the same colour. Briony and Marie were huddled together in one corner. All of them were wearing the dresses I'd last seen them in. I reached through the wire mesh for Twyla and she jerked backwards, throwing a hand to her nose. 
 
    “Get back! I can't control myself!” 
 
    I pulled my arm back as the others drew closer. Briony hissed at me, seeming more animal than the rest of them, her eyes bloodshot and red. 
 
    “Sakura?” I looked to her and she rose from the floor like a statue brought to life, gliding toward me. Had she always been so beautiful? Her cheeks were as white as bone, her almond eyes two-toned and practically glowing. Of all of them, she must have fed the most recently. 
 
    My throat constricted at the sight of them, and what they must think of me. I couldn't stand to look at Marie for more than a second, her gaze as cold and lifeless as ice. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Twyla pressed, looking desperate to come closer to me. For blood or otherwise, I couldn't tell. Her black dress was ripped around the hem, her dark skin glossy and bronzed where it was on show. 
 
    “We don't have much time,” Cass snapped, her fangs bared. 
 
    Sakura inhaled sharply. “You're one of us.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cass hissed. “Keep your voices down.” 
 
    “They don't know you're here?” Twyla asked, achingly hopeful. 
 
    I shook my head, stealing another glance at Marie who'd risen to her feet. A silky yellow dress clung to her tiny body. 
 
    “Is it really you?” she asked in her french tones. 
 
    “Yes,” I could hear the tears in my voice and fought them back so hard I almost choked. Marie's face was just as I remembered it; her features so small and delicate, her eyes wide and round. 
 
    “You came here to help us?” she asked and my stomach churned violently. 
 
    How could I tell them the truth? That we'd not meant to help them at all? 
 
    I clung to the mesh, despite knowing it wasn't safe. “I'm sorry,” I whispered. 
 
    “We need to go,” Cass insisted, turning her head toward the way we'd come. 
 
    “Go?” Sakura demanded. “Go where?” 
 
    “We're getting weapons,” I said quickly. “I promise we'll come back for you.” 
 
    “You can't leave us,” Briony spoke for the first time, a haunted look in her sunken eyes. “Not again,” she snarled, the dig hitting home. 
 
    Cass gripped my arm, drawing me away. “Don't tell anyone we're here,” she warned the girls, pulling me further away, her grip as strong as iron. 
 
    I shared a lingering look with Twyla who raised a hand in goodbye, setting her jaw as if she were hopeful that I'd truly pull through for her. How could I leave them now? 
 
    How could I ever have thought that I could? 
 
    “Promise me we'll get them out,” I whispered to Cass, trying to walk as quietly as possible at her side. 
 
    “I can't promise that,” she said darkly. 
 
    I dug my nails into the hand she was still holding on to me with. “Yes you can,” I said through my teeth. “We can think of something-” 
 
    “Of what?” She snapped around, halting me mid-stride, her eyes aflame. “We are in up to our necks here, Selena. If we break them out, what do you think's going to happen?” She glared at me as I tried to come up with an answer, furious. 
 
    “You said you wanted to help them,” I hissed. 
 
    “And I do. I want to. But I can't. We can't.” She flinched at some sound I couldn't hear then encouraged me onward until we were practically jogging. The shooting range couldn't be far. I gazed left and right, trying to find the sign and suddenly there it was; a red poster on the wall with a faded symbol of a rifle on it. Beside it was the largest cage of Vs yet. None of them seemed even remotely sentient, moving around the space like zombies. The moment I got close, though, they surged forward, burning themselves on the silver mesh again and again as they tried to reach me. The noises they made rang through the air. The commotion wouldn't go unnoticed for long. 
 
    At the far end of their enclosure were several lifts. 
 
    I pointed to them and Cass nodded, stepping back to assess the way forward. I skirted the edge of the cage, searching for the door. It was locked by a keypad and as I gazed at it, I knew what we had to do. 
 
    Marching over to Cass, I passed her the handbag I'd been carrying. “There's only one way we're pulling this off.” 
 
    “Which is?” she frowned, skeptical. 
 
    “We stage a breakout.” 
 
    She was silent in response, the craziness of my idea evidently settling in. Before she could object, I barreled on. 
 
    “You rip the keypad off that cage, then we'll open the hatch in the door to make it look like one of the guards left it open and a V broke the lock.” 
 
    “And let me guess? You want to be the little distraction that gives me a chance to take one of those fun-looking lifts up to the shooting range, shove these bags full of weapons then come back down here and save your arse in time to get back upstairs before the guards find us?” 
 
    “Yes.” I beamed. “Apart from the saving me part. Pretty sure I'll be saving your arse by the end of the evening.” Fear tangled inside me, but playing brave certainly helped. 
 
    “That sounds like a challenge.” She shouldered the bags. 
 
    “So do you want a head start?” Cass raised a brow and I backed up so I had a good twenty foot gap between me and the cage. 
 
    I took a deep breath, slipping my heels off and gripping them in my hands. “Okay,” I exhaled, adrenaline spiking through my veins. All I had to do was run. I'd done that plenty of times in the games. This was no different. And in a sense, it probably should have been easier than in the games.
But my heart still pounded out of rhythm as I tried to mentally prepare myself. 
 
    “If you can't get out, hide,” Cass warned. “The guards will be so busy rounding up these Vs that you should have time to slip out unnoticed.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I gave her a 'we might die' smile that said I love you and I'm sorry all at once. Something we'd shared way too often during our friendship. 
 
    “Good luck.” Cass took hold of the keypad and ripped it from its socket, sending sparks flying over her feet. 
 
    Without a moment's hesitation, I ran. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    I pelted, flat out down the corridor, heading toward the exit. The moment Cass had opened the door, an alarm rang out in the room. A persistent buzzing that droned in my ears. My bare feet slapped against the concrete floor as I fled past cage after cage. The Vs inside them were riled up, hissing and spitting at me as I passed. 
 
    As I rounded a corner, my ears rang with silence as the alarm stopped. It nearly made me pause to check the Vampires had actually escaped. But as I threw a brief glance over my shoulder, I saw the bared fangs of those in hot pursuit. 
 
    I let out a strangled noise of fear, pushing myself harder, running toward the exit with all the speed I could muster. I passed large and small storage crates all stacked up between the cages as the exit came in to sight. Even if I made it out before a Vampire caught me, guards could be just on the other side of that door. Hiding seemed like the better option, but not when the thirty Vs chasing me could sniff me out. 
 
    A hissing noise poured through the air and my head snapped up in the direction of the sound. Huge vents around the edges of the room were leaking a silvery mist into the air. It descended over the entire space like a cloud dipping into a valley. 
 
    I instinctively covered my mouth as the fog enveloped me. I could barely see five paces ahead, but I couldn't stop. The Vs were too close behind me. 
 
    I coughed as the mist hit the back of my throat and was forced to slow. Silence pressed in on me. 
 
    No pursuing footsteps. No snapping jaws. 
 
    I turned on my heel, squinting back the way I'd come, braced. All I could see was fog. 
 
    “They're coming,” said a male voice to my right, making me jump. 
 
    I froze, unsure who had spoken or even if I'd imagined it. The memory of the mist from the first V Games struck fear in my heart. If I started hallucinating, I'd never get out of here alive. 
 
    “Move, you idiot. Come toward my voice.” 
 
    “Me?” I breathed into the silence, just to be sure. 
 
    “Of course you,” he growled. 
 
    I cautiously moved back the way I'd come and my foot hooked on something soft. Glancing down, the mist swirled by my feet, revealing one of the Vs who had pursued me. He'd seemingly collapsed mid-running, his arm still outstretched in my direction. 
 
    My heart tipped over. They'd planned for a breakout meticulously. This mist was no coincidence. 
 
    I side-stepped the body, moving to my left where the voice had come from. My shoulder met with a silver wall of mesh. 
 
    “Here.” The mist shifted enough that I could see into the cage. A Vampire stood inside, his shirt looking as though it had been ripped from his body and strapped around his mouth. I could hardly see anything of his face, but he wore smart-looking trousers, his feet bare. 
 
    He pointed beside his cage where a stack of crates towered up the side of it. 
 
    “Climb up there.” 
 
    “Why are you helping me?” I whispered, hurrying to obey. I hardly had a better idea and his orders suggested I needed to move fast. Guards were surely already on their way here to clean up this mess. I just prayed Cass didn't take the elevator back down here anytime soon. She'd pass out the second she stepped through the door. 
 
    Hurriedly putting my heels back on, I freed my hands to assist my climb. I hoisted myself up onto the first crate, clambering higher and higher until I was level with the top of the V's cage who'd helped me. 
 
    Behind the top crate was a gap between it and the wall, so I quickly slithered into it. I tucked my knees up, pressing my back to the hard wall, gazing down into the cell where the Vampire was. He'd moved as far back from the front of the cage as possible where less of the mist had gathered. 
 
    He slid down to the floor, glancing up at me, his obsidian eyes like two black discs. 
 
    “How are you still awake?” I asked, knowing I didn't need to raise my voice for him to hear me. 
 
    “Vs don't need to breathe, but we do so to talk, or out of habit, that's why this mist works.” 
 
    “Do the guards use it often?” I asked. 
 
    “No. But they used it to catch me.” His dark brows lowered. 
 
    “What's in it?” I whispered, twisting my hand before me in the silvery air. Whatever it was, evidently didn't affect humans. 
 
    “Blood sap,” he replied, lowering his voice. “It comes from white oak trees. A dose can knock us out for hours.” 
 
    I nodded and he said, “Name's Decon by the way.” 
 
    Before I could respond, he pressed a finger to his lips over the shirt on his mouth. 
 
    The distinctive screech of a door's hinges echoed through the room a second later. I steadied my breathing, shivering against the icy brick wall as heavy footsteps approached. 
 
    “Jesus Christ. How did they get out?” a male voice reached me. 
 
    “You tell me, Wesley.” I recognised the authoritative voice from earlier. “Everyone get this shit cleaned up and someone better tell me how this happened! Fifteen minutes!” he roared and the shuffling of feet and heaving of bodies filled the air as they manoeuvred the Vs back to their cell. 
 
    I shut my eyes, praying Cass was somewhere safe. That she'd somehow avoided this mist. That they weren't going to find her asleep somewhere with a bag of guns. 
 
    My eyes fell to Decon below me, his eyes now shut as he pretended to be unconscious. I was beyond grateful that he'd helped me but, with a sinking feeling, realised there were plenty of Vs in this warehouse who could still rat me out. I just prayed they hated the guards enough to keep their mouths shut. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Cass 
 
    The elevator ascended with a jerk and I waited anxiously in the dark space, surrounded by metal walls. It stopped as violently as it had started and the door before me slid open. I stepped cautiously into the expansive shooting range. Moving quickly and silently, I hurried to the other end of the cavernous space where a wall of silver parted me from the armoury. 
 
    “Shit, Selena,” I muttered, gazing at the mesh. How was I going to get through that? 
 
    I walked up and down, assessing the fence for weaknesses. There was one gate at the far end. Locked and impenetrable to me. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder in the direction I'd come, figuring I'd have to give up, when a door on the other side of the fence opened. 
 
    A large man backed into the range pulling a trolley, humming happily to himself. I eyed his huge backside impatiently, quickly working out a plan. 
 
    I whistled sharply and he nearly fell over as he turned to face me. 
 
    Before he could so much as shout in alarm, I caught him in my gaze. “Calm,” I commanded, forcing my will over his. 
 
    His shoulders slumped as he moved toward me at a relaxed pace. 
 
    “Open the gate,” I said, nodding to it. 
 
    He reached for a set of keys that were strung around his meaty neck, pulling them out and sliding one into the lock on the other side. I waited impatiently as he jiggled it, eventually sliding the gate open. 
 
    I stepped through, passing him the two handbags. “Fill these up with weapons and ammo.” He led me into the next room and I bit down on my tongue at the sight of the extensive weaponry. “Don't pack anything that will be missed,” I added as the man, who was evidently called 'Al' according to the name tag he was wearing, reached for a pistol. 
 
    He extracted his hand, moving strategically around the room, filling the handbags with guns, ammo, blades and grenades from drawers beneath the display racks. 
 
    When he was finished, I took the bags from him, slinging them over my shoulder and pointing to the CCTV camera glaring at me from one corner. “Erase the tape from the last twenty minutes. If you get questioned about it, tell them there was a malfunction with the system and you had to restart it.” 
 
    “Restart it.” Al nodded, smiling sleepily at me. 
 
    I stepped closer, gazing into his grey-speckled eyes. “You never saw me and the guns I'm taking were never in your possession.” 
 
    “Never saw you,” he echoed and I smiled satisfactorily. 
 
    Glancing over at his desk, I noticed a stream of CCTV playing on his computer; it looked as though it were being fed from a women's shower room in the resort. I grimaced, figuring I might as well have some fun whilst I had him under my absolute control. “Whenever you see a naked woman again, for the rest of your life...” I shifted right up into his personal space, glaring into his eyes unblinkingly. “You'll be afraid. Terrified. You won't want them anywhere near you.” 
 
    He nodded and I stepped away, grinning. “Pervert,” I muttered, walking back into the range, calling out to him to lock the gate as I left. The clunk of it locking followed as I reached the lift and stepped inside. After a beat, the door closed and it descended automatically. 
 
    When I reached the bottom, the door slid smoothly open. Immediately, I knew something was wrong. A vile tang hung in the air, assaulting my senses. A finger of mist curled into the base of the lift, swirling around my legs. 
 
    I squinted out into the heavy fog in the cell before me, spotting a few Vs beyond the door, sprawled on the ground. 
 
    I threw a hand to my mouth and nose, my vision going a little fuzzy. As I stepped into the cell, I made sure I didn't breathe in again. 
 
    The shout of men and shuffle of footsteps came my way, so I sped through the room, silent and as fast as a gust of wind. I used the mist for cover, moving through the space by memory, listening for the men up ahead. I hoped Selena had gotten out in time. If they'd caught her down here, there was no knowing what could await me back upstairs. What if they were questioning her already? Torturing her? 
 
    Fear darted through me but I forced it away. All I could do was stick to the plan. Get the guns back to the hotel room as soon as possible. But how was I going to get out of the warehouse without bumping into a guard? 
 
    Eyeing a stack of crates to my left, I darted toward them, climbing them with the agility and speed of a cat. Atop them, the mist had thinned and I could see across the cages all the way to the exit. I moved like a shadow, springing from one cage to another in perfect silence, keeping the bags locked under one arm to stop them from jostling. 
 
    As I drew closer to the exit, movement caught in my periphery. I perched on the edge of a cage, bird-like. 
 
    There. Behind a stack of crates opposite me, Selena was waving a hand at me. I had to find a way across to her. 
 
    Glancing up, I inspected the roof a few feet above my head. A string of pipes led in Selena's direction, bridging the gap between us. I stood, reaching up so my fingers grazed them. I hadn't tested my strength out to any particular extent since I'd been turned, but I knew I could do it. It was innate. I was a Vampire through and through now. And a well-fed one at that. 
 
    Bending at the knees, I sprang upwards, gripping the pipes between my fists. It was too easy. I shimmied forward, using the pipes like monkey bars to cross the space. My eyes dropped; the mist was thinning so I could make out the shadowy shapes of the men. 
 
    Just keep moving. Don't stop. 
 
    I landed silently on the crate Selena was hiding behind and her face split into a relieved grin. 
 
    She whispered, “Thank god,” and I dropped down beside her, pulling her into a hug. 
 
    I pressed her back. “Get on my back,” I mouthed, unable to use my voice in case I breathed in some of the toxic mist. Selena stood, not hesitating for a moment. She took the gun bags from me, heaving them onto her shoulders with obvious effort. 
 
    I raised my brows, unsure if she could take their weight. 
 
    “You just focus on carrying me,” she said in response to my expression. I bent down so she could clamber onto my back. My strength didn't fail at all; she might as well have been a feather for all the effort it took to hold her. 
 
    Before I could move, a deep male voice caught my ear. “You better not forget I helped you.” 
 
    I glanced down into the cell below us, catching the eye of a V with dark, floppy hair, his mouth and nose concealed by his shirt. 
 
    “We won't forget,” Selena said. 
 
    He gave us a stiff nod as if we'd made a binding deal. Weird, considering he had absolutely no leverage. We weren't in much of a position to help ourselves right then, let alone some random guy. 
 
    I nodded to him before leaping off of the crates onto the top of the next cage. Selena clung to me like a limpet, not letting out so much as a whimper as I scaled walls and leapt across heart-dropping gaps. 
 
    That's why I'd been drawn to her in the first place. Brave as a lion. Even if she didn't know it. 
 
    By the time we reached the final stack of crates, the mist had nearly dispersed. I stared down toward the exit. The door was shut and no one was near it, but as I readied to spring to the ground, it opened. 
 
    I jerked backwards and one of the gun bags swung sharply forward, bashing into the nearest crate. 
 
    The collision resounded in my head for an age. I froze to the spot as I waited for someone to see us. 
 
    One second. 
 
    Two. 
 
    Three. 
 
    The guard who'd entered kept walking at a fierce pace, his attention elsewhere. Selena released a breath of relief and I prepared to jump again. 
 
    Steeling myself, I launched forward, hitting the ground with the kind of grace that would have had no place in my human life. I darted through the door open, barely slowing as I scaled the stairs two at a time, the slit in the leg of my dress giving me a decent amount of freedom to manoeuvre. 
 
    At the top of the stairs, I heard the handle jiggle. Voices beyond the door. 
 
    I flattened Selena to the wall at the top of the stairs, just as the door swung open, hiding us behind it. Selena didn't even wheeze, but her fingers dug into my arms so hard that I could almost feel the pain of her grip. 
 
    Two women in uniform jogged downstairs, their belts packed with weapons that could have ended both of us. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, willing them to keep walking, not to look back. 
 
    The second they passed through the door at the bottom of the stairs, I moved, slipping out into the corridor. We were so close. Just twenty paces to the ballroom. 
 
    I ran full pelt toward the door and jarred to a halt beside it. Selena dropped to the ground, straightening down the skirt of her dress before passing me one of the handbags. 
 
    “Big smile,” she said through her teeth, taking the lead as she pulled the door open. 
 
    The guard I'd Charmed earlier was back on his post, offering us a vague smile as we slipped into the ballroom. 
 
    “You never saw us,” I muttered, releasing him from my hold. 
 
    He blinked stupidly as we walked away. 
 
    Applause abruptly broke out and people jumped out of their seats in a standing ovation. 
 
    We joined in, clapping along with them, but I was glad I couldn't see what they were cheering through the sea of heads. As we headed into the foyer, taking the lift up to Selena's room, she started laughing. 
 
    I slumped back against the wall, relief sweeping through me in waves as laughter bubbled up from my throat, too. 
 
    “We did it,” she breathed, her eyes sparkling. 
 
    “Told you I'd save your arse,” I laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Varick 
 
    After sitting through Rockley's disgusting evening show, I was losing my mind with worry. Selena was off risking her life somewhere and I could do nothing but sit there and wait it out. 
 
    The second I smelled her re-entering the ballroom, I barged my way out of there to follow her. The others were hot on my heels as we headed upstairs. 
 
    By the time I reached our room, I was practically shaking with anxiety. I forced the key-card into the lock, nearly breaking it before I managed to get the thing to work. I shouldered into the room, relaxing at the sight of Selena and Cass standing by the bed. On the mattress were guns, blades, ammo, grenades all laid out. 
 
    Christ. 
 
    Selena was smiling so broadly that I couldn't fight a grin in return, rushing to her side and dipping her into a kiss that our friends would simply have to endure. 
 
    When I released her, her cheeks were crimson. 
 
    “Did you doubt me?” she mused. 
 
    “Never,” I growled. This girl was capable of miraculous things. And no matter how much I'd feared her safety, I'd known deep down if any of us could pull this off it was her. 
 
    I turned to Cass, readying to pull her into one of my rarely-offered hugs, but she raised her hands to halt me. “You don't have to kiss me, too, Varick,” she joked and everyone laughed but Jameson who gazed at Cass with puppy-dog eyes. 
 
    I noted her gaze didn't stray to him at all, keeping her attention firmly on the weapons. 
 
    “So...we may have caused a bit of a panic downstairs,” Cass explained. “But I'm pretty sure we got away with it.” 
 
    Ned anxiously rubbed the back of his head. “What if they caught you on CCTV?” He was starting to sweat, the salty scent filling my nostrils. I wrinkled my nose. 
 
    “Chill,” Jameson insisted. “We wouldn't all be standing here if they'd been seen, isn't that right Firefly?” He looked to Cass who shrugged, still not quite meeting his eye. 
 
    A knock at the door made every one of us stiffen. A surge of heat sped down my spine; my first instinct was to grab Selena and keep her safe. 
 
    “Relax,” Cass hissed, moving toward the door. “We'll just see who it is.” 
 
    I listened intently but whoever was standing out in the corridor was doing nothing more than breathing. 
 
    Cass pressed her eye to the peephole and her shoulders dropped. Before I could object, she'd unlocked the door and stepped aside to let the arrival in. 
 
    Mercy stepped into the room in a baby blue dress that matched her eyes. Small buttons ran up the middle of it, closing it all the way to her throat. Half a step behind her, was Kite. Her gaze fell to the stash of guns as Cass shut the door behind her. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Kite gasped, striding toward the guns. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Mercy breathed, halting in her tracks. She gazed between us all, her eyes pausing on me. 
 
    Figuring I knew her best out of everyone – even if our relationship hadn't been the healthiest – I moved toward her, taking the lead. “Why are you here?” 
 
    She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear before answering. “Rockley told us there was a breakout from the Vampire cells. When I saw you all hurrying out of the ballroom...I thought, maybe you were involved.” 
 
    “So they don't know it was us?” Selena asked, hopeful. 
 
    Mercy shook her head. “Of course not. I wouldn't be here if they did.” 
 
    Kite started loading some of the weapons, her skill speaking of her familiarity with guns. “Her parents are too busy kissing the spectators' arses to notice we left.” 
 
    “How's Mercy behaving?” Cass asked, folding her arms. 
 
    Kite shrugged. “She hasn't pulled anything yet.” 
 
    “And I'm not going to,” Mercy snapped. 
 
    Kite glared at her. “So are you going to tell Jameson, or should I?” 
 
    “What?” he demanded, stepping toward Mercy. 
 
    “Ulvic arrived at the hotel tonight,” Mercy revealed and Jameson's eyes darkened. She hurried on, evidently sensing his reaction. “He thinks your pack members are here.” 
 
    “Mekiah and Reason?” Jameson stepped forward, looking slightly desperate. 
 
    “Yes. But they're not here, Jameson. I'm sorry.” 
 
    Jameson looked to Kite for confirmation. 
 
    She nodded. “Rockley's dragged us on tours all over this resort. There's no Werewolves here.” 
 
    “But you must know where they are,” Jameson growled, taking hold of Mercy's shoulders. 
 
    She nodded tentatively. “Mother told me...Ignus sent them to Ulvic's father.” 
 
    Jameson's jaw tightened as he processed the news. 
 
    “Brother?” I questioned, moving toward him. 
 
    He ignored me. “Where's Ulvic?” he growled. 
 
    “In the hotel.” Mercy shrugged. 
 
    “Which room?” he snarled, looking unlike himself. 
 
    “I don't know,” Mercy shook her head. 
 
    “Which. Room,” he repeated, gripping her harder. 
 
    “I don't know!” Mercy insisted. 
 
    “James,” Cass said softly, the nickname sounding intimate in her voice. 
 
    He glanced at her and the strength went out of his body as he released Mercy, walking away. Her gaze strayed to the guns again, then to me. “What are you planning?” 
 
    I pressed my lips together, folding my arms. 
 
    Mercy tutted, looking around at us all, clearly feeling unwelcome. Surprising me, Selena stepped toward her, giving her the briefest of smiles. “We're just taking precautions. If things don't go as planned, we need to be armed.” It was sort of true. But we all knew that these weapons were here to take out the Hunters. And I had every intention of driving a blade into Abraham's heart myself. But Mercy needed to believe that that wasn't going to happen. 
 
    “Right, well...” She floated toward me. “Tomorrow's the last day...” 
 
    “And?” I questioned softly. 
 
    “And Rockley's fountain will be set up in the ballroom.” She moved closer, sharing a look with Kite before holding out her hand. “Brendan told me what you brought here.” She placed a silver-tipped syringe in my palm. “I think you'll be needing this.” 
 
    I gazed at the needle in confusion as Mercy headed toward the door. 
 
    “Thank you,” I called before she stepped into the hall. I was actually starting to believe she wanted to help us. Hard as it was to accept. But I didn't like to imagine what the syringe implied. 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder, batting her long lashes at me. “You're welcome.” Kite followed her into the hall and the door shut between us. 
 
    Selena sighed, her shoulders dropping. “This will all be over tomorrow.” 
 
    The only one of us whose mood didn't visibly brighten was Jameson who headed to the minibar, taking out a bottle of rum and slumping into a chair with it. 
 
    I moved to join him as the others broke into excited chatter. “Do you want to talk?” 
 
    Jameson shook his head stiffly, sipping from the small bottle. 
 
    “You can't kill Ulvic,” I said quietly, certain that was what he was thinking. “He ordered you not to.” 
 
    He nodded, finishing off the rum and sitting forward so his elbows rested on his knees. “If he finds out I'm here... he can make me do whatever he wants so long as I'm in earshot.” 
 
    I clapped a hand onto his shoulder, my loyalty to him flaring inside me. “He can't order me to do shit.” 
 
    Jameson glanced up, looking like the young man who had once seen me as a captain. “That's true.” 
 
    “So what say I deal with Ulvic when the time comes?” 
 
    He nodded keenly, sliding his hand around the back of my head and grinning at me. “That sounds like an ace idea.” 
 
    I stood, turning to the room which was descending quickly into a celebration of sorts. Ned fiddled with a sound system until pop music blared into the room. Selena caught my eye as Ned handed her a glass of champagne. She smiled shyly, her eyes on me as Ned spoke animatedly to her about something I had no interest in listening to. 
 
    Jameson was soon back to his usual self, out-drinking Ned two-fold, challenging him to ridiculous drinking games we'd played back in our pirate days. 
 
    At least within the confines of our room, we had a piece of normalcy. I sat quietly by the window, watching Selena as she spoke with Cass. Admittedly, I'd crossed the borders of obsession with her. But to me, she was life itself. She'd gifted me what no other person in the entire world ever had. Or could come close to. And I knew that every day from now on, I would follow her as closely as her shadow. 
 
    Ned dropped into the seat beside mine, his hand over his eyes. “Your friend's a maniac.” He groaned from some alcohol-induced feeling. 
 
    I couldn't clearly remember what it felt like to be drunk. I didn't much like the idea nowadays, either. Alcohol dulled senses, reactions. And unless I stepped into a new life where death didn't lurk around every corner, I didn't think I'd ever miss it. 
 
    Selena stole away from the girls, dropping into my lap and pressing a kiss to my cheek. “Happy?” I mused. 
 
    “That's a stretch.” She smiled, seeming relaxed from the drinks she'd had. “Hopeful maybe.” 
 
    The music changed to a soft, lulling song I didn't recognise, the artist singing about being lost in the light. I knew that feeling well. Everything up until the moment I'd met Selena seemed dark, hollow. And the way she was looking at me now, her eyes smokey grey and full of warmth, reminded me of the feeling of sunlight on my skin. 
 
    “Damn. The minibar's out,” Jameson said, kicking the door to shut it. He headed toward the exit, not even swaying despite the fact he must have drunk over half the fridge. 
 
    “Where are you going?” I called. 
 
    “To get more booze.” He stepped into the hallway and I rolled my eyes. 
 
    I stood, planting Selena on her feet with a look of apology as I hurried after him into the corridor. 
 
    “I don't think we should spend more time out in the hotel than we have to.” I took his arm, but he shook me off. 
 
    “Relax, Varick. I'm in dis-gu-ise,” he enunciated the word, adjusting the mask over his face. 
 
    I followed him to the lift and he punched both the up and down buttons to call it. 
 
    The first lift arrived, heading up. As the doors slid open I came face to face with a terrified blonde girl. Human. She had a gag in her mouth and her arms were tied behind her back. Behind her were two men, young, both clearly eager to get on with whatever they were planning. 
 
    “Going up?” one of them asked me as Jameson peered into the lift. 
 
    “What the f-” I halted him by smacking the back of his head. 
 
    “Yeah, we're going up,” he growled a second later, shouldering me into the lift and smiling a predator's smile at the men. 
 
    “Up it is,” I conceded, glancing at Jameson suspiciously whose eyes were pinned on the girl. 
 
    She was slim, dressed in a crop top and a small pair of shorts. Her blonde hair was lank with sweat, clinging to her cheeks. 
 
    “Where did you get her?” I inquired. 
 
    “You can bid for chicks over at the Fortress,” the bigger of the two answered. He may have had muscles, but they'd do nothing against me. 
 
    “I see,” I said quietly. 
 
    “And how long do you get with her?” Jameson asked, swaying a bit beside me. 
 
    They just laughed in answer, making my hackles rise. 
 
    At the very top of the building, the doors slid open onto a wide roof. A group of hot tubs and a help-yourself bar greeted us. Glass screens around the edges kept the wind at bay. We were the only ones there, which I was glad of. I may have had my reservations about following the men up here, but it didn't feel right leaving the girl to their devices. Still, I didn't know how we were going to intervene without drawing attention to ourselves. 
 
    The men dragged the girl over to a gap in the glass panels that gave an impressive view over the strip. 
 
    The wind whipped her hair behind her as she thrashed against them. They pushed her closer to the edge, howling their laughter, clearly drunk. 
 
    “Let's see how pretty you are when your face is smeared all over the pavement,” one of them taunted her. 
 
    She screamed against her gag, digging her heels in to try and keep away from the sheer drop. My gut spiralled as I watched them, disgusted. 
 
    Jameson stumbled his way toward them, but I was faster, speeding past him as the two men leant the girl back, her toes right on the edge of the building. She screamed against her gag, clawing at their arms as they tried to push her over. 
 
    “Let go, whore. I wanna see you fall,” one of them snapped at her. 
 
    In a flash, I curled an arm around her waist and barged the two men aside, carrying her away from the ledge. 
 
    “What the hell?” the muscly one dabbed a split lip that my elbow had delivered him. 
 
    Jameson arrived, taking the girl from my arms as he barrelled into us. He stumbled, knocking into the meathead and sending him flying forward. The guy's arms flailed and with a yelp of horror, he plummeted over the edge. 
 
    His friend cried out, reaching uselessly into the empty sky. His scream tore through the air, all the way down until an abrupt thwack sounded his end. 
 
    I snarled my frustration, grabbing the other guy before he made a run for it and glared into his eyes. “We came up here together and your friend had an accident. Go to the foyer and start crying. Tell them he fell off the roof.” 
 
    “He fell...it was an accident,” he started to cry, hurrying away from me in the direction of the lift. 
 
    “Shit-did-you-see-that-guy-fall?” Jameson said in a drunken slur, gazing over the edge of the roof. 
 
    “Yes. And he didn't fall, you bloody pushed him!” I shoved Jameson back in the direction of the lift and he dragged the girl with him. He snapped the binds around her wrists with a sharp tug and she ripped the gag out of her mouth. With a choked sob, she threw her arms around Jameson, clinging to him like he'd saved her life. Even though I was pretty sure it had been me. 
 
    “Easy Gina,” Jameson cooed, circling an arm around her waist. 
 
    “You know this girl?” I demanded. 
 
    “She works here,” Jameson explained. 
 
    “I h-hate it here,” she sobbed into his shoulder. “They s-sent me back to the F-Fortress after I r-refused to screw some f-fat p-pig in the bathhouse.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Jameson muttered. 
 
    I gazed around the roof, hunting for cameras. Luckily for us, there weren't any. But there sure as hell were cameras in the lift. I just hoped the Charmed guy heading to reception was enough to explain our way out of why a spectator was currently splattered across the street. 
 
    “What are we going to do with her?” I hissed, unnerved by our predicament. 
 
    “Gina, honey, did anyone else see you with those men?” Jameson kept her close as he guided her to the lift. 
 
    “I d-don't think so,” she said through heavy sniffs. 
 
    “What did I say about leaving the bloody room?” I growled my frustration. 
 
    “Too late now,” Jameson said. “Better take her with us. Keep her hidden.” He planted Gina in front of him and asked, “That okay?” 
 
    “Of c-course.” She smiled through her tears. “But what then? They'll c-come looking for me. They'll p-punish me.” 
 
    “Not if they think you belong to him now,” I said thoughtfully, stepping closer. “Put the gag back in. Let them see Jameson take you downstairs.” 
 
    She gazed at me with wide eyes, then started nodding. “Alright.” She pulled herself together a little, tying the gag back in place. 
 
    “This is not going to go down well with the others,” Jameson mumbled as we stepped into the lift. 
 
    I sighed. “No, I don't suppose it is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Jameson 
 
    When Varick and I had explained about the shit-show that had gone down on the roof, everyone was predictably riled up. Okay, so maybe I'd been a little heavy-handed. Maybe shoulder-barging Mr Muscle off the roof of the hotel had been a questionable move to make. But if I was being entirely honest, I kinda blamed the rum. And hey, who really knew? Maybe he'd fancied going skydiving without a chute. 
 
    I grinned to myself. Sucker. 
 
    By the time everyone had calmed down enough to stop shouting, my head was pounding. “Give it a rest. We are where we are. Que sera sera and all that french shit.” 
 
    “Spanish,” Ned corrected me and I glared at him. 
 
    Cass planted her hands on her hips. “You could have got caught! What if there'd been cameras up there!” 
 
    “But there wasn't,” Varick said for the millionth time. 
 
    Gina was sitting in an armchair, nursing a cup of tea Selena had made her. Damn saint that girl was. 
 
    “Jameson's right,” Selena said wearily and my mood lifted a fraction. “We can't change what happened. No one has come knocking at the door, so we have to assume everything's fine.” 
 
    Ned kept looking at Gina, swaying a little from how drunk he was. “One of you Vs should Charm her. Send her back to the whorehouse and make her forget any of this happened.” 
 
    Gina squeaked in alarm, looking between us all. God only knew what she thought of us. Surely she'd figured out by now that half of us weren't human? 
 
    “We've been seen on CCTV ass-hat,” I rounded on Ned. 
 
    “What did you just call me?” he snarled, squaring his shoulders. 
 
    I was not in the mood for his shit. I was pissed off, tired, mega thirsty and post sort-of-accidentally murdering someone. 
 
    I squared up to him, gazing down my nose. “Ass. Hat. As in, a person whose head is so far up their own ass that they're wearing it as a hat.” 
 
    “Oh you wanna go, dog?” he said in a gruff voice, swaying. 
 
    “Do I wanna go?” I laughed. The guy was off his face. I'd have him on his arse in less than a second. 
 
    “Enough.” Varick put himself between us, his expression warning me to listen. He may not have been my captain anymore but I knew better than to challenge that look. 
 
    I tongued my cheek for a second, letting my anger subside. “We're done with this conversation. Gina can come back to our room, can't she Firefly?” I looked to Cass whose expression was ice cold. 
 
    “Fine.” She marched toward the door, gesturing for me to follow. 
 
    I hurried to Gina's side, pulling her up by one hand. “Come on, cupcake.” 
 
    She gave me a little smile, but I could tell shock had taken hold of her. I frowned as I guided her toward the exit. 
 
    Varick met me at the door before I left. “Just keep her hidden until tomorrow evening,” he said in a low tone. 
 
    Gina's eyes turned to saucers. “What happens tomorrow evening?” 
 
    “I'll explain later,” I muttered, giving Varick a nod as I led her out into the corridor. 
 
    Cass had gone ahead of us and we didn't meet anyone on the way back to our room. I expected an explosion when I stepped through the door, but Cass was quietly making up a bed on the sofa. She turned to us as we entered. “You could probably use a rest,” she offered Gina who sniffed in response. 
 
    “I'll take the sofa,” I said, guiding Gina to the bed. 
 
    She kicked off her shoes, crawling under the covers and pulling them right up to her neck. I moved to leave but she reached for my hand, tugging me down to sit beside her. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    I gave her a smile, lightness filling my chest. This was where I was most comfortable: being admired and congratulated by others. It felt good to be doing something right again. 
 
    “Nothing's going to happen to you,” I said quietly. 
 
    “Who are you?” she breathed, her eyes darting in the direction of Cass. 
 
    “A good guy, I think.” I stood, moving away. No point dropping the Werewolf bomb just yet. I wasn't sure how she'd react to that. And considering everything she'd been through tonight, I didn't think it was the right time for an explanation. 
 
    Cass and I sat quietly in the lounge until Gina's breathing levelled out, signalling that she was asleep. 
 
    “You could have got us all killed tonight,” Cass said in a quiet voice. 
 
    I glanced at her, my stomach writhing with guilt. Before I could offer another explanation, she added, “But I'm glad you did.” She silently laid a hand on my knee, giving me an intense look that made my Adam's apple feel like it had doubled in size. “We're not just here for ourselves. And before this ends, I hope we can save some of the others.” 
 
      
 
    ◐ ☼ ◐
  
 
    I woke to the sound of the door opening. I jerked off of the sofa in my boxers (an item of clothing enforced by Cass), gazing bleary-eyed at the scene before me. 
 
    Two armed guards were in the room, marching purposefully toward the bed. Cass was sitting at Gina's side and both of them sprang to their feet at the sight of the guards. A lamp on the bed-stand went flying as one of the men grabbed Gina's arm, dragging her away from Cass, smashing it to pieces on the floor. 
 
    “What's going on?” I demanded as Cass hurried to my side. 
 
    “A spectator died last night. We're taking this girl for questioning.” One of the men swung a gun in my direction whilst the other manhandled Gina toward the door. When she fought back, he slapped her forcefully to get her to behave. 
 
    “Hey!” I barked, storming toward them. 
 
    Cass grabbed my arm, tugging me back. 
 
    “Nothing to worry about, sir. It's just protocol,” said the one with the gun in my face. “But we can always make this about you if you prefer?” 
 
    Cass's fingernails sank into my arm and I bit down on my tongue, holding back a retort, trying to regain my composure. 
 
    “We don't want any trouble,” Cass said firmly. How was she so goddamn calm? 
 
    “And we don't want to give you any, ma'am,” the guard said, lowering his gun. “But this girl was purchased by the man who died and his friend isn't giving us any information.” 
 
    “He fell,” I said. “I saw it.” 
 
    “We have reason to believe the girl pushed him,” the guard said, glancing at the man who had Gina locked under his arm. She struggled uselessly, sobbing into his bicep. 
 
    “She didn't,” I insisted. 
 
    “It's none of your concern now,” the guard said. “Go about your day. This is not to be questioned.” 
 
    I reluctantly gave in, knowing I couldn't do anything without risking our cover being blown. I shrugged casually, sliding an arm around Cass's waist. “I'm just pissed you've upset my wife,” I lied. 
 
    “Our apologies, sir. Another girl can be sent in this one's place if you wish?” 
 
    I pretended to consider it then shook my head. “Just go.” 
 
    He nodded, gesturing to his companion to leave. Gina's eyes were on mine, confused and desperate. There was no reason she wouldn't give us up now. None but loyalty. And I didn't think that would last very long if they hurt her. 
 
    I turned my back on her, a spear driving into my heart as I let them take her. The door snapped shut and I buried my fist in the nearest wall. Plaster crumbled uselessly to the floor as I tried to steady my breathing. 
 
    “There's nothing you could have done,” Cass said softly. 
 
    “I know,” I said through my teeth. “But what if she gives us up?” 
 
    Cass sighed and I felt her breath on the back of my neck. “I Charmed her this morning,” she revealed, her tone laced with guilt. I swung around and she frowned deeply. “Don't be mad,” she said quickly. “I thought it was best she forgot.” 
 
    The tension ran out of my body and I dragged her into a hug. “Thank God you did, Firefly.” 
 
    “But they're going to hurt her,” she said in a tiny voice, pressing her chin into my shoulder. “And she won't understand why.” 
 
    I held her close, shutting my eyes, trying to find a silver lining to this situation. “Once they realise she doesn't know anything, they'll let her go.” 
 
    Cass nodded, but I didn't think either of us really believed my words. Life was cheap in this place. I doubted they would spare Gina if they suspected she was involved in a spectator's death. 
 
    “We need to be prepared today.” I released her, heading to the wardrobe and throwing on some clothes. “I'm going to talk to Varick,” I told Cass, heading to the door. 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    I turned, finding her holding my mask in her hand. I took it from her and her fingers grazed mine.  
 
    “Thanks.” I smiled, tying it in place. “Where would I be without you?” 
 
    “Probably deep in hell already,” she teased. 
 
    “The devil's been waiting for me for a long time, Firefly.” I gave her a wink as I stepped out the door. “And I plan on keeping him waiting.” 
 
   


  
 

 Mercy 
 
    I picked a long gown for the day ahead, covering my legs, the neck high and concealing me well. I was done with the skimpy outfits and the endless flirting. And I already felt more myself. The self that was buried inside me, whispering to me in the quiet, the dark. When I was alone I felt okay. Alone meant I didn't have to pretend, I didn't have to act. 
 
    Not that that had been easy since I'd been returned to my family. Brendan had told me to lie, to tell them Kite and I had survived the attack on the yacht and been picked up by a fishing boat. I'd expected my parents to question me a little harder when we'd located them at my cousin's estate in Norway, but they'd swallowed the lie as easy as anything. 
 
    Mum stepped into my hotel room in a fitted black jumpsuit that accentuated her curves. She always looked like a true Hunter, an angel of death. That wasn't what mums were supposed to looked like, was it? They were supposed to be soft and comforting, their eyes shouldn't have held so much hate and anger. Why was she so angry? She had everything she could ever want for and more.  
 
    She clicked her fingers at Kite who was standing quietly in the corner and pointed to the bathroom. It was pointless, considering she would be able to hear everything we said anyway. But Kite bowed to my mum's show of power, heading into the bathroom without a word. 
 
    My mother's eyes flicked up and down my outfit, her mouth shifting into a scowl. “What's going on, Mercy?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I returned my eyes to the vanity unit before me, gazing at my reflection, applying a soft coral lipstick. 
 
    “We need to keep acting as normal. I don't want the spectators to be put off attending another one of our games.” She floated through the room, gazing around at the clean space. I was notoriously messy, trying on a hundred outfits before I settled on one. Not anymore. It was easy now I wasn't trying to impress anyone. 
 
    “I am acting normal,” I said simply. Only, normal for me was something I hadn't ever had the luxury of being. So it must have looked odd to her. 
 
    She rested a hand on my bare shoulder, her sharp nails running gently over my collar bone. “Wear one of the dresses I chose for you. They're in the wardrobe.” 
 
    “I know where they are,” I bit out. I'd ordered a new selection from reception the second I'd seen them. The array of skimpy little numbers that would serve unwanted looks from the men, brushes of fingers across my waist. No thank you. Not anymore. 
 
    Mother's nails dug in as she bent down, locking eyes with me in the mirror. “Then why aren't you wearing one of them?” 
 
    I couldn't hold her gaze for long, looking down at my makeup bag as I extracted a mascara from it. “Because I don't want to.” 
 
    “And why not? The men won't look at you if you aren't dressed appropriately.” 
 
    I stood, knocking her hand from my shoulder, my pulse thumping in my ears. “Maybe I don't want them to look anymore.” I turned, forcing myself to glare up at her. 
 
    She was so tall. Over six foot in her heels. I'd always been short, but at that moment I felt minuscule. She sighed dramatically, walking away from me. “Why are you being so difficult?” She walked purposefully to the wardrobe, taking out a little silver dress and laying it on the bed. “Change into this. I'll meet you downstairs in five minutes.” 
 
    She headed toward the door and I forced the word out of my mouth that was stuck in my throat, “No.” 
 
    She paused, her fingers lingering on the door handle. “No?” she breathed, not turning to face me. 
 
    I glared directly at her, straightening my shoulders. “No,” I confirmed. Maybe she wouldn't take this that badly. Maybe if I stood up to her, she'd listen. She was my mother after all. 
 
    Mum spun on her heel, storming toward me and grabbing hold of my wrist, half dragging me toward the silver dress. “You're being petulant. Do you really want to cause an argument with me after everything I've been through?” 
 
    “Everything you've been through?” I asked bitterly. 
 
    “Yes, I lost my baby boy and now you're acting up to get my attention. Well I can't offer it to you right now, Mercy, I have too much on my mind.” 
 
    I snatched my wrist from her grip, glaring up at her. “I lost him, too.” 
 
    “Of course you did, my girl.” She reached for my cheek, softening. “So let's all pull together and do what's best for our family.” 
 
    Hot, pent-up rage flooded through my veins. “And whoring myself out is what's best for our family?” I blurted. 
 
    My mother paused, her features darkening, the emotion in her eyes vanishing like a snuffed candle. She struck me, her palm clapping hard across my face. “Enough of this,” she hissed. “You'll bring shame on our family. Sometimes I wish-” She shut her eyes a moment and I took a second to rub my stinging cheek, hurt cutting through me. 
 
    “You wish what?” I whispered, shrinking back into my former self. 
 
    She opened her eyes, taking in a sharp breath to contain her anger. “That it wasn't Ignus who we'd lost.” 
 
    I withdrew from her, appalled that she could say such a thing and heartbroken that she would. Tears choked me, welling until they spilled over. “I've done everything you've ever asked of me!” 
 
    “Oh darling...” She reached for me but I flinched away. “All I mean is that Ignus worked hard for our family. And family is the most important thing of all. You've done well in the past, but you never took an interest in pursuing greatness, of carrying on the family legacy. What will happen to our heritage when your father and I are gone?” She shook her head, mournful. “If only you tried a little harder-” 
 
    “Harder?” I snapped, insulted. “What more can I do, Mother? Would you have me strip naked and dance in the whorehouse for the men with the other girls? Or would you rather I spilled blood like Daddy does? Like Ignus did? Torture Immortals until they fall into line?” 
 
    She grimaced at me, suspicion flaring in her gaze. “Where is this coming from? You're not yourself.” 
 
    I took a step back, bile rising in my throat. “Maybe I'm just done with being a part of this dysfunctional family.” 
 
    A warning flared in my mother's eyes. “You ungrateful little brat.” She lunged forward as if to hit me again, but I was faster, lurching aside and throwing my own hand up. 
 
    The slap I delivered her cut the air to ribbons. I was frozen, surprised at what I'd done, perhaps as much as my mother was from the look on her face. 
 
    I took a wary step back, pointing a trembling finger at her. “What we do as a family is wrong. We don't have to hold the V Games anymore. We can start afresh.” If I could only make her see my point of view, maybe I could save her and my father from the fight that was coming. Varick and the others might have promised not to hurt them, but I didn't have high hopes of them keeping that vow. 
 
    Mother deliberated my words, glowering at me. “I always knew Varick got into your head. When he was ours, you pitied him, spared him punishments that he'd earned.” She batted my pointed finger aside, striding into my personal space and tilting her chin up. “Helsings do not take pity on Vampires.” 
 
    “I don't pity him,” I breathed, my courage nearly failing me as I added, “I love him.” 
 
    She snatched a fistful of my hair, yanking backwards so I was held in place, forcing me to look up at her. 
 
    She practically spat venom as she snarled, “You will never speak those words again. You insult me – our entire family! Do you hear me?!” 
 
    I yelped as she pulled back sharply, my neck aching from how hard she did so. 
 
    “Well?” she demanded. 
 
    “Yes, yes!” I squealed to make her let go. 
 
    She released me and I stumbled back, clutching my hair where it had been nearly tugged from the roots. 
 
    Mother moved to the door again, halting just before she left. “I won't tell your father of this, be thankful of that.” 
 
    She left, and I sank to the floor, clutching my chest where my heart was beating frantically. I ducked my head into my knees, letting a few more tears flow before I found enough resolve to stop. 
 
    What was I going to do now? Fall into line again? Put on that silver dress? 
 
    I looked at it on the bed, standing and decidedly snatching it in my fist. Heading to the balcony, I opened the door and let the howling wind take it from my hand. It sailed out over the street below before following the breeze toward the lake and gently cascading into it. 
 
    I was done with following rules. Blindly letting people die under my watch. I loved my parents with all my heart, but I couldn't let them continue this madness any longer. I wouldn't. 
 
    The only problem was, standing up to my mother was one thing. But my father, I feared. Standing up to him was the most frightening thing I'd ever have to do. But I would try. 
 
    I have to try. 
 
    Kite stepped out of the bathroom, moving toward me with a strange look on her face. “They aren't going to change who they are, Mercy.” 
 
    I battled back tears, turning away from her. “What do you know? You don't know anything about family. People can change for the ones they love.” 
 
    Kite was silent for so long, I glanced around to be sure she hadn't left the room again. Her expression was dark. “I get why you want them to live, but do you really think they're worth saving?” 
 
    My heart crumbled at her words. I refused to answer that question aloud. But inside, a tiny voice answered it for me. A voice I crushed and stamped on, trying to force it away. 
 
    No. And I'm not either. 
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    I woke to the chiming bells that sounded a new round of events starting. I pulled the covers over my head, holding onto the peaceful moment a little longer. Today could be my last day on earth. Or it could be the start of a whole new life; one where I didn't have to fear the Helsings or the games. It could all be over. The thought was so tantalising, I could almost taste it. 
 
    Varick's skin was cooler than the previous day. I wrapped my arms around his waist, burying myself deeper under the covers. 
 
    “Good morning, limpet,” he teased, reaching down for me and tugging me up to his chest. 
 
    He pulled the covers over his head, joining me in my little cocoon. 
 
    “Sleep well?” he asked against the corner of my mouth. 
 
    I hadn't particularly. The nightmares always found me, but having him close helped. 
 
    “Well enough.” I kissed him, running my hands across the firm planes of his shoulders. “You need to be strong today.” I slid my hair over one shoulder, offering him my neck. 
 
    He didn't resist, dipping his mouth to the muscle joining my shoulder and biting down. I shut my eyes, shifting on top of him to give him easier access. I loved giving him life. It was the biggest gift I had to offer him. 
 
    My skin tingled as goosebumps skated across my arms and back. His grip on me tightened and I knew this exchange wasn't going to stop at blood. 
 
    Someone pounded on the door and Varick shot from the bed in a heartbeat. I peeped above them as he wrenched the door open in nothing but his boxer shorts. 
 
    Jameson barreled into the room. 
 
    “They've taken Gina for questioning,” he revealed and my heart took a dive. “Cass Charmed her, but they know we were with her last night, so I reckon they'll be watching us.” 
 
    Varick clawed a hand through his hair as Jameson's eyes fell on me. I yanked the covers to my chin, hiding my bare skin. 
 
    “Woops, was I interrupting-” 
 
    “Yes,” Varick snapped at the same time I squeaked, “No.” 
 
    Jameson gave me an apologetic smile, turning to face Varick instead. 
 
    “We need to be seen out in the resort today,” Varick said, his expression grave as he turned to Jameson. “We'll get dressed and meet you in the lobby. Fetch Cass and Ned. We're going to have to prove we're just like all the other spectators.” 
 
    I felt sick at his words, but knew he was right. If anyone suspected Varick and Jameson's involvement in last night's death, we were going to have to show them how wrong they were. 
 
    Jameson nodded, heading out the door. 
 
    As the door clicked shut, Varick turned to me, his brows drawn tightly together. “Sorry, sweetheart, but we need to do this.” 
 
    I nodded, slipping out from beneath the covers and hurrying to the wardrobe to get dressed. My heart wouldn't rest as I slipped on a pair of boots beneath a long, grey dress. No heels today. At some point, I was going to have to run. And I needed to be prepared for that to happen at any moment. 
 
    At last, I pulled on my red coat. The arsenic would stay close to me. Today, we'd be using it. And the thought made my heart skitter and dance. 
 
    “Calm,” Varick commanded as if he were trying to Charm me. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder, finding him by the door, dressed in a coat, pretending to be ready for the cold. His eyes were on the bag of weapons peeking out from beneath the bed. 
 
    I would have felt much better being armed today, but there was no way we could take guns out of the hotel. Not unless the alarms were already going off. Which at some point, I imagined they would be. But would we have time to run all the way up here to fetch them? 
 
    Varick's thoughts were evidently on the same track as he said, “We'll take them downstairs, split them between the other rooms.” 
 
    I nodded, dragging them out from beneath the bed and shouldering one of the bags. Varick took the other, taking out a couple of handguns and a blade before tucking them back under the bed. 
 
    “Just in case.” He grinned darkly and worry spiralled through my belly. 
 
    We headed downstairs and once we'd stashed the weapons in the others' rooms, we descended to the lobby as a group. 
 
    “We shouldn't split up today,” Varick whispered as we headed toward the exit. “Not now. Not when we're so close.” 
 
    Outside, the moon was bright and hanging right above us. 
 
    “Ah good morning!” Rockley's voice boomed in my ear. He made a bee-line for us and I had to check over my shoulder that he really was addressing us. “Golden ticket holders are allowed into a very special game today.” He was dressed in a pair of ripped jeans with a red cape strung around his neck. Nothing else. It gave me a view of the tattoos scrawled across his chest. Written across his pecks in curling script were the words: King of Death. 
 
    “Great,” I said brightly, but my heart was doing cartwheels as I dragged my eyes up from the words. 
 
    “Come wid me, I'll show you a very good time.” He glanced at Varick. “No disappointments today, huh?” 
 
    Varick smiled in return but it didn't quite meet his eyes. “Of course. But my wife might fancy something a little tamer-” 
 
    “I'm fine,” I cut him off, locking my fingers with his. I wasn't going to be leaving Varick's side any time soon. No matter what I had to face today. 
 
    “You can go with the others, sweetheart,” he nearly snarled at me, nodding to Ned, Cass and Jameson who were lingering nearby. 
 
    “Nonsense. Your wife has clearly made up her mind,” Rockley said, dropping an arm over my shoulders. “Haven't you?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said in a light tone and Varick gave in, having no choice. “See you later,” I said to our friends. 
 
    “Have fun.” Jameson smiled easily, leading the others away. 
 
    Rockley guided us down the street toward a huge red building with The Fortress etched above the doorway. 
 
    Inside, thumping music and low lighting greeted us. A nightclub was in full swing, looking as if it had been going all night. Near-naked men and women danced in cages above our heads and on podiums around the room. Everything was red, from the seating to the vivid dance floor. Men and women danced, arms raised, eyes unfocused like they were riding the biggest high of their lives. 
 
    Varick never let go of my hand as Rockley led us through the room. The faint smell of metal reached my nose beneath the sweat and smoke. Blood, I realised, making my stomach turn over. 
 
    The room stank of sin. And I could sense I was going to witness something horrible here. 
 
    Rockley guided us through a door, shutting the clamour of music out as we ascended an iron staircase. His cape billowed behind him as we followed and I couldn't fight a grimace at his back. The King of Death sure did think a lot of himself. 
 
    We entered a long room with a roulette table at the heart of it. As I moved closer to it, a screen to my left gave a view into a room where two Vampires were standing together in a glass tank, clutching onto each other. Briony was dressed in black and Marie in red. They looked as terrified as I felt as my gaze met theirs. Did they recognise me? In a cowardly way, I hoped they didn't. 
 
    I forced myself to look away, terror streaming through my heart. 
 
    What do I do? 
 
    What can I do? 
 
    There were eight others already present, sat around the table with drinks in their hands. I recognised a couple of them from sight, but knew none of their names. I didn't care to either. But of all of them, only two mattered. Abraham and Katherine were sat by the roulette, chatting with a couple of the other spectators. 
 
    Varick guided me to a chair, forcing my leaden legs to move. We sat as far away from the Helsings as we could, our faces angled away from them. I felt like I was sitting there with a name badge on. 
 
    If they recognised us, even suspected for a second who we were, we were dead. Our mission would fail. 
 
    Rockley moved to the end of the table where the roulette was, spinning it idly as he surveyed us all. The room fell quiet, looking to him. 
 
    “This is a very special game. You will place one bet on the roulette: red or black. And we will continue to play until one of the Vampires die. Your initial bet will be locked in. And those who pick the survivor will have the pleasure of killing her themselves.” 
 
    My gut rolled. I couldn't let this happen. 
 
    Varick took my hand, taking out the golden card worth twenty grand we'd been given upon our arrival. “Red,” he said, chucking it across the table as others placed their bets. Red was Marie. 
 
    “Black,” Abraham said casually, sipping on a glass of whiskey. “Red only survived in my game because of her.” 
 
    Did he not even remember their names? I wanted to carve them into his forehead so he'd never forget. When the bets were made, Rockley spun the wheel, throwing the tiny silver ball into it. The rattle of it jumping and bouncing within the roulette wheel made me feel ill. 
 
    I chewed my lip so hard it nearly split open as the wheel finally stopped spinning and the ball slid onto black. The second it stopped, a sunlamp flew on above Briony behind the glass pane. I realised her feet were shackled in place so she couldn't move out from beneath it. She crumpled to the ground, screaming, her exposed skin bubbling and blistering. The glass was soundproof so all I could hear was the spectators' cheers. 
 
    I forced myself to watch, unblinking, but water gathered in my eyes, hiding her from view. 
 
    Varick was tense beside me, but his expression casual. The flaring light died and I blinked, forcing a tear from my eye. The mask hid it from view and I quickly smiled to make sure my reaction had gone unnoticed. 
 
    A round of applause sounded as Briony healed over and got to her knees. Marie was screaming beside her. 
 
    It was barely seconds before the process started all over again, the sound of the roulette making my heart beat harder and harder. 
 
    What could I do? Was I really going to sit through this? Watch both of them die? 
 
    The ball landed on Briony again and I shut my eyes for several seconds as the sunlamp flared back to life. 
 
    “Goddammit.” Abraham slammed a huge hand on the table. “I've already lost fifty grand in this resort, Rockley.” 
 
    Rockley laughed. “Things may turn back in your favour yet.” 
 
    I sucked in slow breaths as the lamp died and the roulette started spinning again. How long was this going to take? It was torture to watch, let alone what Briony was going through. How much could she withstand before this killed her? 
 
    On the third spin, the ball landed on red. Marie shielded her eyes from the blaze, but it did no good, her skin practically catching fire beneath the lamp. Her mouth was agape in a scream I couldn't hear. All I could think of was how she'd looked when I'd killed her. How I might have to endure that pain once more. 
 
    The game continued until I was growing hot, my heart beating an erratic tune in my ears. Most of the spectators had risen to their feet, moving close to the glass to get a better view, cursing or cheering, hoping the one they hadn't bet on would die. 
 
    When the Helsings moved to join them, I stood, my eyes on a toilet door beyond Rockley. 
 
    “I'm going to the bathroom,” I whispered to Varick and his expression told me he wanted to protest. Instead, he nodded and I felt his eyes on me as I crossed the room and darted into the bathroom. 
 
    I shut the door, taking in a deep breath. 
 
    Gazing around, I tried to think of a plan. Of anything I could do to stop them hurting Marie and Briony. I hurried to the sink, splashing cold water onto my cheeks, looking into the gilded mirror above it. My eyes were dark beneath my mask, daring me to act. To do what was right. Even if it put me at risk. But I couldn't risk Varick, too. I couldn't be rash. 
 
    I jammed the heel of my palm into the hand-dryer, burying my frustration. It turned on with a low, monotonous whirring sound and like a lightning bolt, an idea struck me. 
 
    Gathering water in my palms, I splashed it all over the power socket for the dryer. When nothing happened, I did it again and again, until the whole thing was soaked. Sparks flew from it and I jumped back as the light cut out above me. 
 
    My heart leapt with hope. I'd short-circuited it. The sound of boos from the other room told me I'd done enough damage. I hurried back into the room, finding myself in total darkness. Varick's hand found mine and he led me at speed away from the bathroom. 
 
    “What's going on, Rockley?” Katherine's voice blared through the room. 
 
    “One moment,” he replied, his voice lowering to curses as he spoke into a phone. 
 
    After a beat, dim red bulbs illuminated around the bottom of the room. I caught sight of Briony and Marie on the floor beyond the glass. Briony was burnt beyond recognition, her body no longer moving. I walked to the glass, dropping to a crouch before Marie. Varick attempted to pull me up but I shrugged him off. 
 
    Marie's eyes met mine. Her body was charred, right up to her neck. She blinked in recognition, slowly bringing her blackened palm to her lips then holding it toward me. Pain unleashed inside me. I mouthed my apologies to her and she shook her head, just enough, letting me know she wasn't angry. Her eyes slid closed and I let Varick pull me to my feet. My efforts hadn't been enough. Not nearly enough. 
 
    I was trembling. If anyone looked at me closely, they'd see the rage in my eyes, the pain. But everyone was more concerned about how this had affected the betting to be focused on me. 
 
    I had a minute to recompose myself before the lights flooded on. 
 
    “Black died first,” Rockley announced, handing out the winnings. 
 
    I marched from the room, not looking back. The game was over. We didn't need to explain why we were leaving. 
 
    “Tonight,” Varick whispered in my ear as the tha-thump of club music filled my senses. 
 
    I clenched my jaw, more determined than ever to have my revenge. I'd do it for Briony, for Marie. For all of us who'd ever been forced into these monsters' games. And I was willing to do whatever it took to put an end to them. 
 
   


  
 

 Kite 
 
    I'd had a strong stomach even as a human. And watching a girl get eaten by Vs whilst tied to a pole – right down to the bone – didn't make me feel remotely ill. As a V, my stomach may as well have not existed. I still cared about the girl. Sort of. I mean, I'd rather not have seen her get eaten alive. And I wanted to kill everyone in the resort for it. But it didn't exactly 'affect me'. 
 
    Someone who clearly didn't share that sentiment, was Ned. He stood across from me and Mercy within the crowd, his face shifting from white to green. I could smell the sweat on his forehead as a single bead trailed under his mask. Jameson and Cass had headed toward the bar a while ago, probably to try and avoid the show. But Ned, for reasons beyond my comprehension, had weathered out the entire display of death. 
 
    I nudged Mercy, subtly gesturing toward him. She watched him for a few seconds before weaving her way to his side, laying a hand on his arm. I trailed after her and the spectators gave me a wide berth. 
 
    “Come to my room for a drink,” Mercy said, flicking her hair flirtatiously. 
 
    “Of course,” Ned said, looking grateful as Mercy led him from the circular room. I followed them back to the Troposphere and we headed upstairs in the elevator. Ned looked seriously peaky by the time we entered Mercy's room on the 51st floor. The second she closed the door, he darted into the bathroom. 
 
    Mercy frowned as the sound of Ned's heaving reached us. 
 
    “Guess some people can't handle blood and gore,” I muttered. 
 
    Mercy remained silent for several seconds before asking, “Do you think I should have brought him here?” 
 
    “No one's going to bat an eyelid at you bringing a guy back to your room.” 
 
    Mercy glowered, but didn't contradict me. 
 
    Ned stumbled out of the bathroom, dabbing his forehead with a white towel. 
 
    “You alright, puppy?” I raised a brow. “Thought you might have coughed a lung up.” 
 
    “I'm fine,” he muttered, looking like he might retch again. 
 
    Mercy fetched a water bottle from the mini fridge and passed it to him. 
 
    I observed him as he took little sips. “You're not really cut out for this, are you?” 
 
    Ned grimaced at me. “I earned my place here, just like you. Doesn't mean I can watch it with a smile on my face.” 
 
    “I never smiled,” I snarled. “Blood just doesn't bother me anymore. Well, apart from when I'm hungry. Then it bothers me that I'm not drinking it.” My eyes slid to Mercy's neck. I'd fed on her a couple of times, and she hadn't complained once. 
 
    Ned dabbed his forehead again, releasing a shaky breath. I could tell it was more than the death show bothering him. 
 
    Mercy gestured for him to sit on the sofa, dropping down beside him as he did so. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Ned hung his head. “I just have some stuff on my mind.” 
 
    “Like?” she said softly. 
 
    Ned pushed away the sweaty hair that was clinging to his mask. “My daughter died in a game,” he said in a hoarse voice. “Seeing girls killed here...” He trailed off and my heart tugged a little. 
 
    “Oh,” Mercy said quietly. “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    I bit my tongue on interjecting. Surely Mercy was the last person Ned would want to talk to about this? 
 
    Ned sipped his water for a minute before saying, “She was backpacking in South America. Girls go missing all the time out there. But I'm Immortal; I know where some of them end up.” He rubbed his eyes wearily. “I tracked her to the Partridge twins' game in Peru. Took me two years to find out where it was...just to learn she'd been dead all that time.” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Mercy said, her eyes straying to me, encouraging me to be more sympathetic. 
 
    I floated closer, perching on an armchair nearby to show I was listening. 
 
    He shook his head vaguely, his eyes glistening. “No point being sorry. Doesn't bring her back. But I can do something. I can help stop these games for good.” 
 
    He relaxed a little with his admission and I listened to his heartbeat slowing. “So you're married?” I asked, searching for a ring on his finger. 
 
    “Na,” he spluttered a laugh, pointing at his face. “Knocked a girl up by accident. I was an idiot when I was younger. Used to use my power to make beautiful women fall in love with me, take them to bed.” He grimaced at himself. “Not exactly proud of it. After I found out I was going to be a father, I straightened myself out. Sent money, kept a watch over her. I chose not to be a part of her life. I couldn't talk to her mother without explaining what I was, that I'd essentially tricked her into loving me...” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. It was pretty gross to think someone could do that to a person. But I decided it was best not to voice that thought right then. It'd probably make him cry. And crying people made me uncomfortable. 
 
    Mercy laid a hand on his knee. “I understand.” 
 
    I sensed I was intruding on something as they continued talking, and casually made my way out onto the balcony. I leant my elbows on the railing, breathing in the scent of death on the breeze. It was a scent I knew all too well. 
 
      
 
    Five Years Ago 
 
    Cade drove us down the dark country roads at speed. I could barely focus on the blur of trees surrounding us. 
 
    Poppy reached around the passenger's seat, clinging to my hand. It was sweaty and hot but I never let go, not once. 
 
    “Where are you taking us?” I asked, my voice shaking a little. 
 
    “Somewhere safe,” Cade replied, not looking at me. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes on him. He looked flushed, panicked. He didn't know what he was going to do with us, I could tell. And that scared me even more. What if he changed his mind about killing us? Realised it was the easier option? 
 
    I clung to the seat with my free hand, my nails digging in. Cade took corners so fast, I feared the car would roll every time. 
 
    “Why should we trust you?” I snarled and Poppy's fingernails dug into my palm. 
 
    “Because you have no choice,” Cade snapped, glancing at me. 
 
    “Let us go, we'll make our own way home,” Poppy pleaded. 
 
    “We can't go home, puppy,” I answered before Cade could. “The bad men will find us.” 
 
    Poppy started crying. 
 
    “Stop that,” Cade snapped. “I can't think straight.” 
 
    A clip sounded and Poppy suddenly had her arms around me. 
 
    “Put your belt back on!” Cade barked at her, turning to push her back. 
 
    “Poppy – listen to him!” I tried to peel her hands from me, but she wouldn't let go. 
 
    “Pull over, I'll get in the back with her,” I said to Cade. 
 
    But I never got an answer from him. Lights flared beyond his head. A horn screamed in my ears. The crash happened so fast, I couldn't focus. My world became a kaleidoscope of colours, lights, pieces of metal bending and buckling. 
 
    I reached for Poppy but she wasn't there. An airbag exploded in my face. I couldn't breathe. I was suffocating. My heart wouldn't stop racing. I was numb, shaking, trying to work out if I was hurt. I just couldn't tell. 
 
    The bag deflated enough for me to breathe. I pushed it away, finding myself hanging in the seat belt, my hair dangling around me. We were upside down. Cade was unconscious beside me, blood dripping from a cut on his temple. 
 
    I smelt smoke. Fire. 
 
    I started screaming for help, reaching for Cade, shaking him. 
 
    Eventually, I calmed down enough to unclip my belt, bracing myself against the dashboard. I fell to the roof in an awkward tangle of limbs. I slid through the window, the broken glass slicing my clothes, dragging over my skin. I scrambled off of the road, rolling into the grassy lay-by away from the glass and the jagged bits of metal. The headlights were still on, illuminating a still figure lying in the road. 
 
    “Poppy!” I screamed so loud my throat hurt. I crawled my way to her, gently rolling her onto her back. She was floppy and unusually heavy. The blood in her hair made me ill. Her face was somehow untouched, but the top of her head was bent inwards like it was made of rubber. 
 
    I laid with her hugged to my chest for so long. Time stretched by. Clouds thickened overhead until we were drenched by rain. The blood swirled around us in a growing puddle. 
 
    At some point, an engine approached. A man appeared from a huge Land Rover, the headlights blinding me as it stopped before us. I couldn't see his face; he was just a silhouette moving toward us. 
 
    “Please. Help her,” I begged. 
 
    He stopped beside me, his boots huge and shiny.  
 
    “Cade!?” he called to the car and my heart sunk like a stone. He was one of them. No one was coming to help us. “If you're alive in there, I'm gonna kill you myself.” He huffed his annoyance, taking something from inside his large coat. “I'm sick of cleaning your mess up,” he muttered.  
 
    The flash of a needle caught my eye and I tried to slap his arm away as he reached down. “Get away!” I screamed, trying to move, trying to take Poppy with me. 
 
    He grabbed a fistful of my hair, grunting as he jammed the needle into my exposed neck. 
 
    A fog filled my mind, dragging me away. Away from the road and the rain. Away from Poppy. 
 
    “No. I love you, pup. I love-” I slumped forward, never feeling the press of her body against mine as I flew away on dark wings. 
 
      
 
    ◐ ☼ ◐ 
 
      
 
    I woke on a soft bed. Sunlight filtered through a nearby window. A vase of flowers sat on the table beside me. Birdsong filled the air. Sweet and calming. But I was anything but calm. 
 
    “Poppy!” I bolted upright, but found myself held in place by straps on my arms. I wheeled to face the door across the room. “Hello!? Help! Help me!” 
 
    A golden-haired nurse burst into the room, sighing at the sight of me. She produced a needle and I tensed with all my might to get away from it. 
 
    “No! No – don't- please,” I begged. 
 
    “There, there. It's alright, child. It's just a sedative,” she said in a thick Manchester accent. “Take a breath and I might not need to give it to you.” She held the needle back and I forced myself to breathe, not wanting to be drugged again. 
 
    “Where am I?” I demanded. “Where's Poppy?” 
 
    Her lined face softened and she laid a hand on my arm.“You're in Sunny Lodge. We're looking after you here.” 
 
    I gazed down at my body. “Am I hurt?” I felt fine. There wasn't a scratch on me as far as I could tell. How was that possible? 
 
    “No love, you're not hurt. Your uncle brought you here, remember? Just over a week ago.” 
 
    I shook my head violently. “What? I was in a car crash. Yesterday – it must have been yesterday!” 
 
    She smiled vaguely, moving away. “So you've been saying.” 
 
    “I don't understand. Where's my sister?” I demanded. 
 
    She gave me a sad smile. “Your family died a long time ago. Your uncle believes you've become unstable since. Making up stories...stories that you've convinced yourself are true.” 
 
    I shook my head, gazing left and right, desperate for a way out. “You're lying. I don't even have an uncle!” 
 
    “It's alright, my dear. We're going to help you. We'll get you better.” 
 
    “You're not listening!” I screamed, fighting against my restraints. “Where's my sister!” But I remembered how still she'd been, how her chest hadn't risen and fallen with breath. Tears welled and suddenly I was sobbing, pain lancing through my whole body. My family were dead. And whoever had found me on the road had brought me here. Told them some lie. 
 
    The nurse moved closer again, taking out the syringe. “It'll all go away in a minute.” 
 
    “No- I don't want it to go away. Please listen to me-” The needle sank into my neck and my head swam. I descended into a mist that clouded my emotions, made thoughts hard to grasp. And I didn't think it would lift ever again. 
 
      
 
    ◐ ☼ ◐ 
 
      
 
    It took three years to break out. Three years where time blurred. My thoughts jumbled. I held onto the few things I knew to be true. That my family had been killed. Poppy had died in a car crash. A man called Cade had helped us. These things I knew. So every time I rose from the lull of the drugs, I repeated those facts. Over and over. Until they were hardwired. Until they reached me even when I felt like I was nothing more than a girl floating on a cloud. 
 
    Sixteen years old. Dates, days, all of it was gone. But I caught sight of my nurse's watch every now and then. Worked out how long I'd been this way. Today was the day I realised I'd been sixteen for three months and eleven days. 
 
    “Three years,” I breathed as I ate breakfast in the cream-walled canteen. The girl across from me was drooling. She was more doped up than I was. I'd learned that if I behaved well enough, kept my thoughts to myself, they didn't give me as many sedatives. The girl across the table was new. She hadn't worked that out yet. 
 
    Plastic cutlery. Always. But for the past few weeks, I'd been making a shiv, sharpening the end of a plastic knife using a stone I'd smuggled into my room. It was currently up my sleeve. 
 
    Emotions were gone. Side-effect of the drugs. So what I was about to do didn't bother me. Not in the slightest. 
 
    Standing, I grabbed hold of the drooling zombie opposite me and rammed the shiv into her neck. She gurgled a scream, flying backwards as I leapt onto the table. 
 
    That was where I'd make my stand. The drooler was a sacrifice that led the nurses to me. In swarms. I slashed at them, driving my shiv into every piece of soft flesh I could get close to. Blood splattered my arms, coated my sleeves. 
 
    I spotted my nurse, Mrs Lewis, the blonde-haired bitch, drawing up a syringe, her eyes pinned on me. “Get her on the floor!” she commanded. 
 
    I booted a male nurse in the face, breaking his nose. Little did they know, I'd timed this just right. At the precise point my drugs began to wear off. I wouldn't get my dose till after breakfast. It had been that way for months on account of my good behaviour. 
 
    I dove at her before they could get me off the table, yanking her hair. She screamed, rearing backwards as I snatched the syringe from her hand. 
 
    I held it to her neck. “Get back!” 
 
    “It's just a sedative,” Mrs Lewis growled. “Go ahead.” 
 
    I jammed my thumb down onto the plunger, squirting the drug everywhere before drawing back up nothing but air. I held it to her neck again. I'd seen it in a movie once. A shot of air right into the veins could kill a person. I just hoped everyone else in the room knew that, too. 
 
    “Stop!” Mrs Lewis shouted at the nurses as they hurried forward. 
 
    I tugged her backwards by the hair toward the security door. “Let me out,” I snarled and Mrs Lewis waved her hand, gesturing for one of the nurses to unlock the door. 
 
    The second it was open I pointed into the hall. “Throw your passes in there. All of you!” I screamed, pressing the needle against Mrs Lewis's throat. She squealed, waving at them to comply. 
 
    When every single one of the nurses had thrown their passes into the hall, I snatched the one hanging around Mrs Lewis's neck. 
 
    “You should have believed me,” I growled, then jammed my finger on the plunger as hard as I could, shooting the air into her neck. 
 
    I stumbled back, slamming the door, running flat-out down it. Every door I met, I could open with the pass. 
 
    I made it to the front door, threw it open, hearing a guard shouting behind me. 
 
    I didn't slow as I ran barefoot down the gravel path, as fast and as hard as I could. The gate was high but not so high that I couldn't climb it. I threw myself over the top and suddenly I was on a country road, surrounded by towering trees in every direction. I flew into them, knowing they'd find me more easily on the road. Twigs whipped against my cheeks, my feet sank into the mud, but I never slowed. 
 
    I ran for miles, breathless and gasping for water. I'd never go back there. I'd die first. Finally after three years, I was free. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    Varick had drawn the arsenic up into the silver-tipped syringe Mercy had given us. I'd guessed what it meant. But I still wasn't prepared for the sight that awaited us in the ballroom that evening. 
 
    Next to the stage, was a huge, wooden X, suspended above a crystal fountain. Tethered to the cross by silver chains across his bare chest, was a Vampire. My heart accelerated as I recognised him as Decon. He'd helped me escape from the V cells. And now he was strung up to die like an animal in a slaughterhouse. 
 
    The fountain was currently dry, but I knew that wouldn't last long. 
 
    “I know him,” I breathed as we headed across the room to our usual table. 
 
    Varick lifted a brow. 
 
    “Give me the syringe,” I lowered my voice. It was currently buried in Varick's pocket with the intention of him using it. But Decon wasn't some starved Vampire who wouldn't notice Varick injecting him. He might object. 
 
    “It's not safe,” Varick hissed. 
 
    “He'll recognise me. I can explain the plan.” 
 
    “Selena,” Varick growled, catching my wrist as I dipped my hand into his blazer pocket. 
 
    “Let me,” I begged and he eased his grip, allowing me to take the syringe. 
 
    A shadow passed through his eyes as I stepped away, heading in the direction of the stage. A guard stood at the opposite end of it, gazing around the room. I glanced over my shoulder, catching Jameson's eye. He'd insisted on being the diversion in this plan. And he was clearly prepared as he sprang from his seat, heading toward me. 
 
    I slowed my pace and Jameson swayed as he overtook me, pretending to be drunk. I followed at a distance, the syringe clutched painfully tightly in my palm. As soon as the guard looked away, I'd have to act fast. 
 
    My heart pounded an unsteady rhythm in my chest. 
 
    I took a shaky breath as Jameson stumbled into the guard who immediately shoved him back, barking, “Watch it!” 
 
    I crept closer, sidling toward the fountain, passing Hunters in white clothes sitting around tables. 
 
    “Go back to your table, sir,” the guard urged Jameson, catching my ear. 
 
    I glanced over as Jameson slid an arm around the guard's shoulders, trying to turn him around. 
 
    I moved to the far side of the fountain, coming in line with Decon's legs as he dangled above it. 
 
    “Hey.” I prodded him and he jerked, gazing down at me through bleary eyes. He'd clearly been drugged. 
 
    “Oh it's you,” he said. “Come to untie me?” 
 
    “Not yet,” I whispered, barely audible, but knowing his sensitive hearing would pick up the words. “I have a syringe filled with arsenic.” 
 
    I gazed at the fountain as if marvelling at it, then dropped my head as I added, “If you let me inject you with it, we can kill the spectators.” 
 
    “Then be my guest,” he growled. 
 
    I didn't immediately act, glancing around to check if anyone was watching me. I couldn't risk being seen, and plenty of people were admiring the fountain. 
 
    I caught Jameson's eye again and he started shouting curses at the guard, shoving him hard in the chest. My heart lurched as the guard seized his arms, forcing them behind his back. 
 
    “What the-?” the guard snapped. 
 
    His hand was on Jameson's back. In a swift movement, he plucked a gun from Jameson's waistband, his expression fierce. 
 
    My heart did a double flip. Why on earth was Jameson armed? 
 
    “Where did you get this?!” the guard roared. 
 
    “I- er-” Jameson stuttered, looking unnerved. 
 
    I forced myself to act. Everyone's eyes were now on Jameson. Reaching up, I quickly took hold of the V's ankle, trying to decide where the best place to inject him was. He flexed his toes and I jammed the needle between two of them, pressing down on the plunger. 
 
    My heart pounded in my ears. 
 
    My hand began to shake. 
 
    I dropped my arm, turning, trying my best to act casual as I stepped away from the fountain. No one was watching me. Jameson was battling with two guards as they tried to escort him across the room. 
 
    Rockley strode purposefully toward them. “Enough!” he bellowed. “You insult me as your host.” 
 
    I felt Jameson's eyes swivel toward me and I thanked him silently for the sacrifice he'd made. But what would they do to him now? Had he carried a gun for this purpose? 
 
    Jameson's eyes swivelled toward me before slurring, “Sorry, sorry, Mr Rockley sir,” and let the guards guide him away. 
 
    Rockley turned back to the room, stretching his arms wide. “My apologies everyone. Do enjoy the rest of your evening.” 
 
    The music increased in volume as I hurried back to my seat. Varick kissed my cheek, taking the syringe from my hand and tucking it into his pocket. 
 
    “Why did he have a gun?” I breathed. 
 
    His brows lowered. “He knows what he's doing.” 
 
    “So now we just wait?” I whispered, knotting my fingers into the skirt of my dress. 
 
    He nodded, the corner of his mouth curling up. 
 
    The waiters soon handed everyone a glass of champagne to distract from the recent drama. The alcohol soothed some of my nerves. But I couldn't help sharing anxious looks with Cass during our meal. 
 
    After our mains had been served, Abraham rose to the stage, dressed in a deep navy suit, his jaw clean-shaven and his eyes sparkling with happiness. “Good evening all, I wanted to personally thank you for the honour you've bestowed upon me and my family. For the support you've shown in our time of great loss.” He paused for applause and I clapped along with the rest of them. 
 
    Abraham continued, smiling one of his white-toothed grins at everyone. I despised him so viscerally that it made me ill. What I'd give for a blade to drive into his heart and wipe that smile permanently from his face. 
 
    “Every single one of you have contributed greatly to the continuation of these events. You are the elite; remember that even when you return to your normal lives. When routine grinds you down and you long for the freedoms our games provide. Remember that there is a place where all of your desires are fulfilled. That you are a god amongst gods. That the limitations of your own lives do not define who you are.” 
 
    An acrid flavour filled my mouth. How could there be such darkness living in so many people? It was terrifying to think that such evil lived in society, lurking beneath the surface, just out of sight. I doubted any one of them were known for what they truly were back in their everyday lives. Anonymity gave them power. The freedom to be whomever they wanted. And they chose to be monsters. 
 
    Abraham was still talking, “Remember all of you, that life is a game. And we are all the winners.” 
 
    Cheers rang out as he gestured to the table closest to the stage. “Mercy, come join me.” 
 
    I spotted Mercy sitting beside Kite at a table full of Hunters. She rose from her seat in a demure white gown, her blonde hair wound into a mermaid tail down her back. She ascended to the stage, taking her Dad's hand as he offered it. 
 
    “My daughter has a grand weight on her shoulders now. One day she'll carry on our legacy, inherit the family home and continue the games as she sees fit.” 
 
    She nodded, but she wasn't smiling. 
 
    Abraham strode purposefully toward the edge of the stage, where Decon was tethered to the cross. Someone passed him a blade and a crescent-shaped, silver object. I fought back bile as Abraham whipped the blade across Decon's throat, placing the silver clamp onto his neck to keep the wound open. Decon jerked violently against his bonds as blood poured down his chest, filling the fountain one level at a time. 
 
    People started clapping and I turned my eyes to Mercy, unable to bear the sight of Decon suffering. Mercy's eyes were round, her cheeks pale, and suddenly she screeched, “This is sick!” 
 
    Silence fell as Abraham turned to her, his eyes narrowed to slits. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You heard me,” she snapped, pointing at Decon, then to the audience. “What we all do – it's wrong! All of you are twisted!” 
 
    Abraham stared evenly at her for one second, two. I feared his next move. He was formidable, towering over her nearly two feet. “Off. The. Stage,” he commanded, tugging her toward the stairs. 
 
    “Let me go!” she demanded, visibly shaking as she tried to wriggle free. 
 
    Two guards rose to the stage at Rockley's command. 
 
    Abraham bellowed a laugh, starting to clap. “My daughter is joking with us, of course. Please enjoy your meals.” He gestured to the guards who grabbed her and dragged her from the stage. Abraham pounded after them, looking ferocious. 
 
    Nervous laughter broke out and a few people clapped, but the damage was done. None of them were convinced by Abraham's lie. Least of all me. 
 
    I turned to Varick. “What's she doing?” 
 
    He shook his head, seeming baffled. 
 
    Mercy was escorted through the room in the direction Jameson had been taken. Her eyes swivelled to us for a moment, her gaze gripping mine. She tilted her chin up and I gave her a small nod in recognition of what she'd done. 
 
    Abraham followed her through the door and it swung shut with a harsh thud. I didn't envy what awaited her beyond that door. She was in serious trouble. But why had she chosen now to stand up to her father? 
 
    Rockley rose to the stage, not seeming affected by the outburst. “Dessert will now be served. Then will shall each delight in the blood of our enemy.” His eyes fell on Decon who was now unconscious, his head lolling against his chest. 
 
    The crystal fountain was stained red and blood oozed through it, dripping from each level in perfect streams. 
 
    It was almost time. I just had to hold out a little longer. Then we'd make everyone in this room pay the ultimate price. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Mercy 
 
    Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. 
 
    I never had chosen my moments well. And now that we were headed into a room out of sight of the entire crowd, I realised how foolish I'd been. 
 
    “Leave us,” my father snapped at the guards and they hurried to comply, exiting without a word. 
 
    I turned to him, shaking like a leaf. The room was an office of sorts, with CCTV monitors on the walls. 
 
    I backed up, placing a desk between me and him. 
 
    “What the hell do you think you're playing at!?” he roared, the walls practically trembling. 
 
    “I- I-” Oh no. Words were failing me. I was a little girl again before my Daddy. The man I'd never crossed, not once in all my life. But I knew what he was capable of. I knew what he could do. Would he hurt me? I didn't know. And it scared me that I wasn't certain. That I'd always had this underlying fear that he might lay a hand on me one day. That if I overstepped the mark he'd treat me as he treated anyone else who crossed him. And now I had. Big time. 
 
    “Spit it out,” he hissed, slamming his meaty palms down on the desk between us. A crack slit up the centre of it. 
 
    I had to say it. I couldn't back out now. I'd gone this far. 
 
    “I don't want to do this anymore,” I managed, fighting to keep my voice from shaking. 
 
    “You are on thin ice, Mercy. Tell me what you mean or so help me-” 
 
    “The games,” I blurted. “I hate them. It's wrong. I love you Daddy, but what we do is so...so wrong.” 
 
    His face turned purple, his upper lip curling back in a snarl, but when he spoke, he was deathly calm. “Wrong?” 
 
    “Yes,” I whispered, holding his gaze. He was still my dad. Perhaps he really wouldn't hurt me. He loved me. And the knowledge of that gave me courage. “I can't do it anymore, Daddy. I don't want to keep hurting people.” 
 
    My father moved around the desk and I stood rooted to the spot, trying to hold onto the trust I'd had for him my whole life. Had it always been so brittle, that one small act of rebellion could shake the entire foundations of our relationship? 
 
    He'd never hurt me. Never. 
 
    “I knew we should have trained you sooner,” Father sighed, gazing down his nose at me. “Your mother wanted you to have a normal childhood. You and Ignus. But it's softened you, as I feared.” 
 
    His eyes slid over me, assessing. “That time has passed. I will train you as my father trained me.” He snatched my arm, dragging me forward. 
 
    “Daddy!” I begged, pulling back. 
 
    He raised his fist and I flinched back, fear juddering through my body. He paused before he struck the blow, his eyes flashing with some small vulnerability. He loved me. Truly. He didn't want to hurt me. But I could see that he would if I pushed him to do it. 
 
    His eyes slid to a monitor on the wall. Before I could glimpse what was on it, he guided me out of the room, marching me down the white-walled corridor at speed. 
 
    “If you'd just listen to me-” I started, fighting back the fear spilling through my gut. 
 
    “Enough Mercy! You will obey me. I will not hear another word of this insolence.” 
 
    Where were we going? What was he going to do to me? 
 
    I struggled against his grip, but he didn't relent, dragging me onward until I could barely keep up. 
 
    He tugged me to a halt outside a security door, pressing his thumb to a scanner beside it. The door clunked as it opened and Daddy dragged me through it. 
 
    We emerged on a narrow metal walkway, our footsteps clanging loudly across it as we moved. The hiss of steam and bubble of liquid met my ears. Heat washed over me and a sharp tang crawled into my nose. 
 
    The walkway intersected with others, forming a large square around an enormous metal tank. The tank reached all the way to the floor below, but I couldn't see beyond the flash of guards' uniforms moving down there. At my father's command, the men surrounding the top of the tank were dismissed, leaving me all alone with him. 
 
    He pulled me to a halt next to a control panel, gripping a lever on it and pushing it upwards. With a cranking, screeching sound, the top of the giant tank opened, revealing the oozing gallons upon gallons of blood inside. 
 
    I'd seen enough blood in my lifetime not to be horrified, but I worried all the same what this meant. 
 
    “V blood?” I asked, trying to build some sort of bridge with my father. The malice in his eyes was shredding my nerves to pieces. 
 
    “Human,” he corrected, his fingers still curled around my arm. 
 
    He turned to me, his fair features suddenly seeming dark. Why was he so cold? He'd always been a source of comfort to me. My mother had been the harsh one. The one who told me what to do, how to act. Daddy had left her to it. He'd always given me what I'd asked. Given in to my childish whims. Now I saw the distance between us, the lie that had been our relationship. He'd never been there for the real stuff. The emotions, the teenage years. He'd always kept his distance. And buying me anything I'd ever wanted didn't mean he had been kind to me. He'd simply been placating me. 
 
    “Dad...” I breathed, taking a wary step back.  
 
    “You will call me Abraham from now on,” he commanded, his mouth curving into a sneer. 
 
    “What?” I shook my head in disbelief. 
 
    “We are Hunters, Mercy. You are my sole heir now. And it's time you grew up. Time you became the powerful woman you truly are.” 
 
    I shuddered, keeping my lips sealed, trying to think of a way out of this. I didn't want to be standing in this room any longer. The heat in the air was making me sick, the smell of blood curdling my stomach. 
 
    “I'm not a Hunter,” I said. “Not like you. Not like Mum. I don't feel the need to kill Vampires. I don't want to wield weapons and hurt them.” I stepped back and he stepped forward. 
 
    “You don't know what you're saying.” He reached out, his fingers brushing my cheek, so gently that it made me more afraid than if he'd struck me. “When you are trained in our ways, you will relish spilling their blood. You'll want to bathe in it.” At his words, he pushed me. 
 
    My scream echoed into eternity, my hands reaching, flailing. I splashed into the blood, the warm stickiness enveloping me, silencing me. 
 
    I sank like a stone, kicking and flailing against the thick substance. It was everywhere, my mouth, my nose, my ears. My senses were consumed by blood. And I was going to drown in it. I was surely going to die. I kicked my legs, but it wasn't like water. The weight of it dragged me down, clinging to every inch of me. 
 
    I gasped in my desperation for air, sucking in a mouthful and immediately gagging. Panic lanced through me as I fought for life, for air. 
 
    I reached upwards, my fingers breaching the surface and air rushing over them. A second later, my head followed and I swallowed down a lungful of oxygen. I tried to blink away the blood, but all I could see was red. 
 
    I swam forward, reaching desperately for the edge of the tank. 
 
    I found purchase and the blood finally left my eyes. I tilted my head up, spying the boots of my father on the walkway above me. Too far. I couldn't reach it. 
 
    “There are only two ways out of this tank,” he spoke, his voice cold and disconnected. 
 
    My fingertips barely grazed the walkway as I waved my arm above my head. I couldn't do it. It was too far above me. 
 
    “Please,” I begged. “Daddy - help me out!” Cold steel met my fingertips again and again, but I couldn't find purchase. It was too high. 
 
    “Either you climb out,” my father continued. “Or you swim to the valve at the bottom and open it.” 
 
    “Please!” I screamed, raising my hands to him like a child in a swimming pool. Daddy stepped back and I felt his absence like a knife carving a hole in my heart. “Don't leave me here!” I cried as he walked away, his footsteps clanging loudly across the walkway. 
 
    “Daddy!” I yelled like a child. I sobbed, screamed, begged, wailed, but it did me no good. 
 
    Eventually, I clung quietly to the edge of the tank, panting, my lungs rattling as panicked breaths slid in and out of me. 
 
    The silence was pressing. No one was coming to help me. My father would make sure of it. 
 
    So I had to find my own way out. I reached up for the hundredth time, my muscles straining, my fingers reaching to their absolute limits. But eventually I had to accept that the walkway was too far above my head. I'd never make it out that way. Which left me with the more horrible of my options. Swim to the bottom and pray I could find the valve before I drowned. 
 
    Tears flowed from me for a few minutes. I gripped the warm metal side of the tank, trying to slow my breathing, focus my mind. 
 
    This was my punishment for what I'd done. But incredibly it wasn't forcing me into line. It was driving me further away. How could my father do this to me? All I wanted was for the death to stop, the games. But I should have known he'd never understand that. He believed in the games like a divine calling. Like our family was placed here on earth to run them. But if being a Helsing meant forcing Vampires to murder people, to watch and cheer whilst they did so, then I wasn't going to be a bloody Helsing any longer. 
 
    I gazed up at the drab metal ceiling, sucking a slow breath down into my body. 
 
    If I die, at least I'll do so as me. 
 
    The little inch of humanity inside me expanded and bloomed. I felt peace sweep through me and with a lingering feeling of calm, I dunked under the surface. 
 
    I kicked with all my might, swimming down, using my arms and legs to propel me into the bloody depths of the tank. I kept my eyes clamped shut, my lips pressed together in an effort to keep the blood from passing them, but it did little good. 
 
    Soon, my palms met with the smooth metal base of the tank. I kicked harder, my lungs already straining for air. The only thing I could do was keep moving, reaching, feeling for the valve my father had promised was there. 
 
    What if he lied? 
 
    I forced the thought away, continuing my search, growing more desperate by the second. 
 
    At last, my hands met with a metal wheel and I forced all my strength into turning it. My arms strained as it shifted an inch to the left. One more pull and I had it spinning. But my vision was fading fast. My lungs bloated like they were about to pop. 
 
    I kept my hands moving, turning, turning, turning, until some other force took over from me. 
 
    A yanking, sucking feeling pulled my body down, down, down. 
 
    I lost all sense of which way was up. I was tossed and turned, confined in some tiny space. A tube, I was in a tube! 
 
    Panic grew inside me as I thumped my fists against the plastic surrounding me. 
 
    I was going to die. My lungs were caving in. My nose burnt, my eyes stung, my throat screamed for air. 
 
    With a whooshing sound, I was spat out into something hard and metal. I was shaking as I forced myself upright, coughing and spluttering. 
 
    I wheezed as I gained my feet, wiping the blood from my eyes as best I could. My heart shot into top gear. 
 
    I was stood in a metal trough, surrounded by ravenous Vampires. 
 
    At once, they were upon me. I screamed, throwing up my hands, but incredibly they paid me no attention, dropping into the blood around me, swallowing it like animals. 
 
    I was in a cage. Above me, the tubing I'd been forced through dripped blood, plenty still washing along the inside of it. I followed it around the huge warehouse, the sound of frenzied Vampires filling the air. 
 
    Blood was pouring into their cages, feeding them, the entire tank of blood I'd been in was unleashed at once. 
 
    A laugh escaped me as I realised my father's mistake. He'd just unwittingly had me feed every V in the resort. 
 
    Guards were shouting out in alarm, running around the place like scurrying mice. But the damage was done. And I wasn't going to stop here. 
 
    I crept past the Vampires surrounding me, hurrying to the edge of the cage where a gate separated me from the warehouse. I called out to a guard as he passed. “Please! Let me free! I'm Mercy Helsing!” 
 
    He stopped, looking at me in wide-eyed horror. “What on earth?” He backed up, surveying me as if I were a ghost. From the look of me, I wasn't surprised. 
 
    “I fell into the blood tank,” I lied quickly. “Hurry!” I demanded, using the voice I'd used my whole life to get what I want. “Or will you have a Helsing's death on your hands to deal with too?” 
 
    He hurried forward, fumbling with his lanyard to swipe his card down the keypad, muttering his apologies. After a beat, the door slid open and I ran out into the hall. Sometime during my ordeal, I'd lost my heels, so my feet were bare against the concrete floor. 
 
    As the guard went to shut the door, I caught hold of it, halting him. I might not have been trained, but I'd always been stronger than humans. And my mother had taught me how to defend myself against men. 
 
    I thrust the heel of my palm into his nose and he reared backwards in shock. In a flash, I yanked the lanyard from his neck, snapping the cord. 
 
    Before he could cry out, I rammed my knee between his legs and he buckled to the floor, wheezing. Hurrying along the corridor, I swiped his card on keypad after keypad, opening door after door to the cells. 
 
    Before anyone could stop me, half the cages were open and Vampires spilled into the corridor. 
 
    Covered in blood and with the scent of a Hunter on me, I knew I needed to hurry if I was going to get out of here alive. My instincts were wild as I moved, acting rashly, crazily. But hell if I was going to fall under my father's rule now. With a surge of defiance, I thought of Varick, of Jameson, of Selena even. I wanted to help them. I wanted to be a part of this war, fighting on their side. 
 
    I slashed the card against another keypad, coming face to face with the remaining girls from the previous games. Twyla-Rae and Sakura looked at me, their mouths smeared with blood and their eyes bright with strength. 
 
    “God-damn, is that Mercy Helsing?” Twyla breathed. 
 
    “I know you don't trust me,” I whispered, pulling their door aside. “But this is the biggest apology I can offer you right now.” 
 
    “I can think of a bigger one.” Sakura bared her fangs at me, but Twyla gave her a firm look. 
 
    I stepped back, fear inching through me as the two girls emerged in the corridor, moving like predators. My pulse thrummed in my ears. What I'd done here could be the end of me. I just hoped it was enough to redeem some of my mistakes. 
 
    A hissing sound filled the air, causing us all to snap our heads up toward the ceiling. A silvery mist was filtering through the vents. 
 
    “We have to get out- fast!” Sakura shouted and I nodded once, running flat-out toward the exit. Twyla-Rae snatched the lanyard from my hand, speeding away from us as she made swift work of unleashing the rest of the Vs. 
 
    The screams and gurgling cries of dying guards filled the air. I was on borrowed time. Surely I was next to be cut down? Why Sakura hadn't yet done so was a mystery to me. She kept at my side, hissing at any Vampire who came close to us. 
 
    “A life for a life,” she answered my questioning look. “You get me out of here and I'll forget about you for tonight.” 
 
    Luck was on my side for now. 
 
    I yanked open the security door as I met it. Sakura wedged it ajar with a large crate. But before I could step through, a guard barreled into me, nearly knocking me over. It was clear he didn't recognise me, my blood-soaked attire evidently disguising me. 
 
    Before he could so much as raise his gun, Sakura snapped his neck. The crack filled my ears like splintering wood. 
 
    I leapt over him, fleeing upstairs, my heartbeat thumping a wild, unfamiliar rhythm. And bloody hell, did it feel good. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Jameson 
 
    Knuckles thwacked across my cheek for the third time. My head wheeled sideways and the wooden chair I was tied to rocked precariously. 
 
    I spat blood, heat pulsing through my face. I was definitely still hotter than this loser though. He looked like a giant thumb. 
 
    “Where did you get the gun?” he drawled for the hundredth time. 
 
    “From your mother's-” He punched me again, so hard the world spun for several seconds after. I panted, blood dribbling from my lips into my lap. “Womb,” I finished, laughing. 
 
    I'd taken the gun for insurance. What good was a distraction if I wasn't able to 'distract'? 
 
    “Enough!” he bellowed, hitting me again. My face felt like tenderised meat. But a Werewolf could withstand a hell of a lot more punches than this guy could dish out. “If you do not answer me, Mr Jones will have you removed from the resort.” He leant in close to my face, the smell of cigarettes washing over me. “In a body bag.” 
 
    I blinked away the ashy smell of his breath, wrinkling my nose. “Breath mints are free here. You have no excuse for-” CRACK. 
 
    My ears rang from the impact. The Thumb was still in my face. In fact, all I could see through my blurry vision was a vague outline of his bald head. I started laughing, manic, crazed laughter. 
 
    I reckon I've stalled long enough. 
 
    Raising my knees, I lifted my feet to his chest and slammed them as hard as I could into him. He lurched away the same time I fell backwards onto the floor. My wrists took the blow, but the only thing that broke was the chair. Wolf blood. Definitely some perks. 
 
    I shook off the coil of rope from my wrists, flying to my feet, finding the guard on the floor. He scrambled up onto his knees but not before I booted him hard in the face. 
 
    He collapsed to the ground again, reaching for his gun. Too slow. I whipped it from the holster, angling it down into his face. 
 
    “No- please!” he begged and a dark stain grew around his crotch. 
 
    I raised a brow, considering my next move before slamming the butt of the gun across his temple. He groaned, his head lolling as he passed out. 
 
    No one deserves to go out covered in piss. 
 
    I hurried to the door, jiggling the handle but finding it locked. 
 
    Hm. What now? 
 
    I eyed the keypad next to the door. Thumb print scanner. Lucky for me, I had a giant thumb in the room. I dragged the guy by the wrist, heaving his huge body to the door. I angled his thumb onto the scanner and a click sounded the door unlocking. 
 
    Easy peasy. The next part might be less than lemon squeezy though... 
 
    I opened the door, glancing out into the corridor. Empty. Result. 
 
    I thrust the gun into the back of my trousers, stepping out into the corridor. I hurried down it, figuring I'd be best to try and get back to my room, lay low until Varick and the others unleashed the rest of our plan. Arm myself good and proper before the going got tough. 
 
    A groaning noise caught my attention and I paused, pressing my ear to the door across the hall. I almost went to leave, when a sob reached me. I tried the handle, finding it locked. 
 
    “Help,” a girl moaned. 
 
    I wasn't the type to pass up the opportunity to be a hero. Leaning back, I rammed my shoulder against the door. It took two tries before the lock broke and I fell into the room. 
 
    I slid on something wet and just caught myself before I hit the ground. Blood soaked the floor, surrounding a blonde girl, her legs curled up to her chest. 
 
    “Gina?” I gasped, dropping to my knees. She lifted her head, a smile reaching her eyes as she took me in. 
 
    “I can help you,” I said quickly. I just needed V blood. 
 
    “No,” she breathed. “No more. Just hold...me.” 
 
    I held her close and with a sigh that sounded her relief, she died. A lump rose in my throat. I brushed the hair from her face, whispering an apology into her ear. No good. Nothing I did would take this back. 
 
    Footsteps pattered beyond the door and I whirled around. Shouts followed. I propped Gina against the wall, poking my head out of the room. 
 
    Three girls ran in to view. One of them held my attention the most. She was covered in blood, her fine gown drenched and her hair a mop of red. As her eyes locked with mine, I recognised her. 
 
    “Mercy?” I said in astonishment, stepping into the hallway. 
 
    “Run!” she hissed, charging faster toward me. The other girls drew my attention. Twyla-Rae and Sakura in long ball gowns. Ho-ly shit. What was going on? 
 
    I turned on my heel, not wasting a moment as I ran. I led them back to where I'd been held, yanking the door open and holding it wide for the girls. They filed in and I followed, slamming the door shut just as the commotion of guards drew closer. The door locked automatically and I relaxed. But the calm didn't last long. 
 
    Mercy yelped and I flung around, finding the Thumb up on his feet, his arm locked around her throat. 
 
    Blood poured from his nose as he gazed from me to the other girls. “Get back,” he growled. “Or I'll break her neck.” 
 
    I tutted. Shoulda a killed the prick. Served me right for showing him mercy. 
 
    I looked to Sakura, her purple locks twisted around her shoulders. She didn't know me. But I knew her. Remembered her from the first game. I'd saved her life more than once. Hero that I was. 
 
    She moved in a flash, throwing the guard full-bodily against the back wall. Before he hit the floor, she pinned him to it by his throat and sank her teeth into his shoulder. Twyla shot forward, joining the food fest. The guard struggled uselessly as the girls had their fill of him. 
 
    Mercy stumbled toward me, taking my arm, guiding my attention away from the dying guard. “What now?” Her blue eyes sparkled up at me. 
 
    Oh, I was in charge. That felt good. 
 
    I gave her a cocky grin, dropping an arm around her shoulders. “Now we wait.” 
 
    “Wait?” she pouted. How did she still look like a petulant child even now, covered in blood, obviously having been through hell and back to get here? 
 
    “For the alarm.” I grinned, knowing it wouldn't be long now before our plan was put into place. A whole lot of dead spectators were gonna set off the alarm at any second. And when they did, we'd be ready to step the hell in. Course, I would rather have been armed to the teeth when that happened. But with the corridors filled with guards, I reckoned we were better off waiting until the time was right to move. 
 
    The Thumb slumped to the ground, pale-faced and very much dead. 
 
    Guess some people did deserve to die in their own piss. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    Waiters poured out shots of blood from the fountain for everyone in the room. My eyes were continually drawn to Decon, his body pale despite his olive skin tone, his arms slack against his restraints. 
 
    “Can Vs die from blood loss?” I whispered to Varick. 
 
    “No...he will be ravenous though. Soon enough, as his strength returns,” he answered. 
 
    Grinding my teeth, I vowed to give him back the blood he'd lost. I just had to find a way to free him. 
 
    A waiter placed a shot down in front of me and I prayed this plan would work. That the arsenic had been in Decon's system long enough to filter into his bloodstream. 
 
    Anxiety knotted my belly and made my palms sweat. We were so close. This was going to happen. Now. And I didn't feel ready at all. 
 
    I went over the plan in my head. Get back to the room. Get weapons. Kill the Hunters. Get to the helipad and find someone Varick could Charm to fly us out of here. 
 
    Killing the Hunters. That was the most difficult part. The most risky. I shut my eyes, counting the seconds as Rockley ascended to the stage. 
 
    “A toast, to the Helsings, to the games, to our future as rulers of the Vampires.” He raised his glass into the air and everyone followed suit, standing from their chairs. 
 
    I reached for Varick, his eyes meeting mine. 
 
    “I love you,” he mouthed and I mouthed it back, gripping his fingers like they were the only thing grounding me. 
 
    I looked to Cass then Ned. They were ready, their expressions cold, fierce, prepared. I didn't think I looked that way. I drew courage from their strength, pressing my shoulders back. 
 
    Whatever happens, we'll leave our impact here today. 
 
    Everyone but us drank the V blood. The second it took for them to do so lasted an age. My eyes skipped from one spectator to the next, waiting, hoping. 
 
    Please work. 
 
    They dropped like flies, some gasping, screaming, others dead in seconds. We all followed suit, dropping to the ground, pretending to be effected. 
 
    Rockley started shouting, but I couldn't focus on anything but Varick a foot away, his eyes locked on mine. 
 
    An earthquake seemed to grow in the room as panicked voices broke out from the Hunters. 
 
    The din grew louder, rumbling in my ears, trembling through my body. I wasn't imagining it. It was drawing closer, closer- 
 
    Death descended on the room like a tidal wave. Starved, hungry Vs poured through a security door, ripping it from its hinges. Guards screamed, shots were fired. An alarm went off that burrowed into my eardrums. 
 
    Varick dragged me to my feet and I only had a second to absorb the chaos surrounding us as thirty or more Vs sped through the room. The Hunters acted quickly, some ascending to the stage. A rat-tat-tat of a machine gun filled the air and Vampires were cut down in waves. 
 
    We started running, my hand still in Varick's as we fled from the room. Through the lobby. To the elevator. Kite caught up with us in a flash, joining Ned's side. 
 
    I bashed my hand on the button, turning as screams filled the foyer. The reception staff were being eaten alive by Vampires. 
 
    “Who freed them?” I asked in awe, but no one had any time to answer as three Vs fled toward us. Cass swiped her hand through the air, cutting down the first, his head ripped clean off. 
 
    Varick forced me back, grabbing the female V who flew toward me, arms outstretched, eyes wild and bloodshot. He snapped her neck, throwing her aside. Kite caught the last, just as the V sunk his teeth into Ned's arm. He yelped, throwing a useless punch into its gut before Kite tore the Vampire away from him, twisting its neck sharply. I didn't see the rest as Varick threw me into the elevator. 
 
    I stumbled, hitting the back wall, gasping for breath. 
 
    The others swarmed into the elevator and three staff members screamed for us to hold the doors. Kite pressed her finger down on the 'shut' button, wiggling her fingers at them. 
 
    The doors closed and thumps sounded as the staff collided with them. 
 
    My breathing became erratic as we rose in silence, a light jingle of music in the air. 
 
    Kite suddenly laughed. “You shoulda seen Katherine's face when she tried to detonate the silver capsule in my head.” 
 
    I relaxed a little at her tone, grinning. “I wish I had.” 
 
    “We need to find Jameson,” Varick said as the doors slid open on the fifth floor. 
 
    I nodded, silence falling between us as we headed out of the lift, running down the corridor. Kite and Ned split away into his room and we slipped into the peace of Cass and Jameson's. 
 
    Cass ran to her bed, dragging out the bag of weapons from beneath it. Spilling the contents onto the mattress, she grabbed a silver machete and slung a rifle over her shoulder. I picked up a handgun and a stake, the only two weapons I felt comfortable enough using. Varick took a large hunting knife and strung a rifle over his shoulder, stuffing a handgun into the back of his trousers. 
 
    “How are we going to carry the ammo?” I gazed down at the elegant grey gown I was wearing with a frown. 
 
    Cass hurried over to a drawer, plucking out a roll of duct tape. She waved it proudly before ripping off a large strip. “Help me tape some to my leg.” 
 
    She tugged up her dress and Varick immediately looked away. I rushed to help her.  
 
    When we were laden with all the ammo we could carry – and a couple of grenades for good measure - we slipped back into the corridor, finding Kite and Ned armed to the teeth and looking terrifying. I took the mask from my face. 
 
    “I want them to know who did this,” I said in a low tone and everyone but Ned followed suit, dropping their masks to the ground. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked and everyone assented. 
 
    “We should split up,” Cass said as we hurried back to the lift. “Two of us look for Jameson, the rest of us can get to the Hunters before they've dealt with those Vampires. We don't have long before they get this under control.” 
 
    “I'll look for Jameson,” Varick said. 
 
    “Me too,” Cass added before I could. 
 
    “But-” I started, but Varick cut me off. 
 
    “The Vs came from the direction Jameson was taken. There could be hundreds more that way.” 
 
    I despised the idea of splitting up from Varick and the look on his face said he felt the same. 
 
    I nodded, giving in. “When you find him, head to the street, we can all meet up there.” 
 
    We'd see each other again. I'd make sure of it. 
 
    The doors panned aside on the ground floor and only the ringing of the alarm met my ears. Bodies were strewn about the place, Vampires and staff alike. Not one Hunter as far as I could tell. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” Ned whispered as Kite shouldered past him into the foyer. 
 
    “Let's not wait to find out!” she called, running off in the direction of the ballroom. 
 
    Varick dragged me into a kiss before we followed and courage spilled through my veins. We hurried after the others, moving as a tight-knit group into the ballroom. 
 
    “Get down!” Cass hissed, letting out a burst of gunfire. 
 
    I dropped to the floor, darting behind a table for cover. Shots rang out, deafeningly loud. 
 
    Ned was at my side in seconds, panting, his eyes wide. Varick, Cass and Kite stood behind us, shooting over our heads into the ballroom. 
 
    “What's happening?” I shouted over the noise. 
 
    “Hunters,” he gasped, his eyes full of fear. 
 
    I chanced a look around the edge of the table. Many of the escaped Vampires were dead, blood dripping across white table cloths and oozing across the floor where they lay. A couple of men in white suits laid dead amongst them. Hunters! 
 
    But the battle wasn't anywhere near over. Five Hunters were still standing their ground up on the stage beside Rockley Jones, but Abraham and Katherine weren't amongst them. Any Vampire who got close was cut down in a rain of bullets. 
 
    Rockley was narrow-eyed and furious, his teeth clenched as he fired shot after shot at us. A Hunter beside him flew backwards as a silver bullet took him down. 
 
    I nodded to Cass and Varick before kneeling up and starting to shoot, covering them as they headed for the security door. 
 
    Kite flew through the room at speed, a blur as she darted left and right, dodging bullets like the wind. In a heartbeat, she was up on the stage, falling atop a woman in a white dress, smashing her head down on the floor. 
 
    The other Hunters shifted their attention to her. 
 
    “Keep shooting,” I ordered Ned, darting toward a table closer to the stage. 
 
    Ned swapped his pistol for the machine gun on his back and the rattling of quick-fire shots punctured the air. The Hunters were forced to take cover, diving from the stage. Rockley grabbed Kite's hair as he fell, dragging her with him. 
 
    No! 
 
    I ran at a crouch, my vision trembling from the bullets roaring over my head. 
 
    Just keep moving. One foot in front of the other. 
 
    I spotted a woman in a white jumpsuit crawling away from the carnage, heading for the closest exit. I dove on top of her, slamming her into the ground. I gripped her hair in my fist, my knee digging into her spine. I had the upper hand. I could take a shot right at the back of her skull. 
 
    But I hesitated a second too long as she reared backwards, throwing me off with phenomenal strength. 
 
    I crawled backwards, bringing up my handgun. She turned at speed, lunging at me with a knife. 
 
    I cried out in fear, pulling the trigger. Once. Twice. Three times. Blood exploded from her chest as she fell to the ground, dead. 
 
    I steadied my breathing, gasping down air as I righted myself. 
 
    I couldn't hesitate again. I had to fight without mercy. But I wasn't used to killing without being forced to do so. This was a choice. These were murders by my hand. 
 
    At the sound of Kite screaming, I wheeled around. 
 
    Ned's machine gun rang empty and I dived forward, the silence loud in its absence. I spotted three Hunters dart through a staff-only door. I cursed under my breath as I searched for Rockley. 
 
    My stomach lurched as I found him next to the stage, straddling Kite, burying a knife in her belly. “How dare you- you bitch!” He drove another blade into her side and she screamed like a dying animal. I stood, levelling my gun on him. 
 
    Kite's eyes met mine and she nodded, blood bubbling from her lips. 
 
    I pulled the trigger and Rockley roared in pain, falling forward from the wound I'd inflicted on his shoulder. 
 
    With him on top of Kite, I couldn't risk pulling the trigger again in case the silver bullet went through him and hit her. 
 
    Kite threw him off of her, rolling over and sinking her teeth into his throat. A groan caught my attention close by. Decon was snarling, his eyes hollow, his fangs bared, still tied in place on the wooden cross. I grimaced at the bullet holes ripped into his chest as I clambered onto the stage, fleeing toward him, leaving Kite to finish Rockley. 
 
    Decon snapped at me as I reached him. Carefully, I tugged the clamp free from his gaping throat, yanking my hand back before he could bite me. His neck healed over, but he was still in trouble. Recalling how I'd had to dig out the silver bullet from Varick's side in the past, I shifted closer. 
 
    Steeling myself, I dug my fingers into the first wound, squeezing the bullet out. One at a time, I extracted them all, muttering my apologies as Decon roared in agony. 
 
    The wounds healed over as I reached for his restraints, pausing before releasing him. 
 
    “Kite!” I called, spying her on the floor, butchering Rockley like he'd done to her. He was a mess of blood, his body deathly still beneath her. 
 
    I fought the writhing of my stomach as she paused, glancing over her shoulder in my direction. 
 
    “Decon needs blood,” I said in a dark tone and Kite nodded, dragging Rockley up by the neck. He was barely alive, woozy as she moved him in my direction like a puppet. 
 
    I steadied my gun on the lock behind Decon's back, keeping the silver chains in place. I aimed carefully, pulling the trigger and the lock exploded. Decon fell forward, smashing the fountain below him into a thousand shards. Kite shoved Rockley toward him and Decon sprang forward to meet him. 
 
    Rockley swayed, his eyes finding mine. “This is my resort!” he cried, practically sobbing as he opened his arms wide. Decon was wild as he reached him, sinking his teeth into Rockley's arm. 
 
    I watched, a dark cloud falling over me as I absorbed the sight. Rockley swayed sideways suddenly and slammed Decon's head into the stage. I gasped, raising my gun- 
 
    “Selena!” Ned called and I spun in his direction. 
 
    Hunters poured into the room and gunfire blazed in my vision. I threw myself from the stage, crawling under the nearest table for shelter. Beneath it, I spotted Rockley staggering away and cursed under my breath. 
 
    Kite flew after him, bringing him to the ground, but his knife came up, slicing across her throat. 
 
    “No!” I screamed, watching in terror as he drank from the gaping wound on her neck, healing himself and draining her of life in the same moment. The second he was healed, he threw her like a ragdoll and she slid across the floor, trailing blood. Rockley fled toward the security door, disappearing through it in a flash. 
 
    I blinked, my world slowing for a moment as I tried to calm myself down enough to make a decision. I reached for Kite, trying to pull her under the cover of the table, but she was too far away. Not moving. Was she dead? 
 
    Please don't be dead. 
 
    I trembled as I tucked my head down, the gunfire resounding through my bones, riddling the stage with holes. 
 
    Until it stopped, I was trapped. 
 
   


  
 

 Varick 
 
    The first guard I met, I Charmed, yanking him practically off his feet as I forced him to look into my eyes. “Where do they take prisoners for questioning?” 
 
    “Down there - third room on the right,” he answered immediately, pointing down the corridor. The smell of sweat rolled over me. Somewhere, he was bleeding, though I couldn't see the wound. I snapped his neck, throwing him to the floor and running in the direction he'd pointed. 
 
    “He could have told us more,” Cass hissed at me, but I ignored her. The girl had never liked me much. That had been obvious from day one. But to be fair, I hadn't liked myself much either in the past. And she had damn good reason to hate me. For Selena's sake, I guessed she'd gotten over it for the most part. But I didn't imagine she'd ever warm to me entirely. 
 
    I reached the third door, trying the handle before pounding my fist on it. “Brother – are you in there?” 
 
    The door wrenched open and I met Jameson's eye, his face bruised and his lip split. He had a severed thumb in his hand which he quickly tossed aside. 
 
    “Christ.” I stepped into the room, gripping his shoulder. “Are you well?” 
 
    “Couldn't be better.” He grinned and I relaxed, spotting Sakura and Twyla-Rae behind him, their mouths stained red from a recent kill. My eyes fell on Mercy, her whole body soaked in blood, her white dress stained dark red. 
 
    “What's going on?” Cass demanded, narrowing her eyes on Mercy. 
 
    “I released the Vs,” she announced, folding her slim arms. 
 
    I looked to Jameson and he shrugged, smiling his head off. “Girl's got balls.” 
 
    “Where's Selena?” Twyla asked in her southern tones. 
 
    “Back in the ballroom.” I pulled the handgun from the back of my trousers, hesitating before holding it out to Mercy. “Are you with us?” 
 
    She reached out, her fingers meeting my skin as she reached for the gun. I fought the urge to flinch, holding her azure gaze. Pity struck a chord in my heart. Forgiveness wasn't easy for me at the best of times, but a part of me wanted to be capable of it at that moment. Perhaps we were all doomed anyway. And I didn't fancy heading into death with unfinished business. 
 
    Mercy took the gun, her eyes never leaving mine. An apology blazed in them. Tension spanned through the room in waves. I was going to have to be the bigger man here. Besides, if I showed unity with Mercy, the rest of our allies might be more easily persuaded to do the same. And something told me trust was going to be important soon. 
 
    “We've both done terrible things under the Helsing name,” I said and Mercy's gaze ignited with hope. “Perhaps it's time we left those things in the past. I believe we are both owed a second chance.” 
 
    Mercy's mouth gaped for a moment, then she rushed forward and threw her arms around my waist. I stiffened, patting her awkwardly on the back. 
 
    “You have no idea how much that means coming from you,” she whispered into my chest. 
 
    “Yes, well-” I cleared my throat, gently pushing her away. “Let's not dwell on it.” I turned toward the door, my focus shifting dramatically and wholly to Selena. I glanced back to make sure the others were following, finding them looking to me for orders. 
 
    Opening the door, I hurried into the corridor, running in the direction of the ballroom. Gunfire rattled through the hotel. It came from all directions. Above us, below, all around. My heightened senses were drowned in screams, pounding footsteps and gunshots. 
 
    A door flew open to my right and guards poured out, clad in silver-plated armour with heavy helmets over their heads. Two, three, four, five- 
 
    I grabbed the first one by the back of the neck, using his own momentum to ram him head-first into the wall opposite. He crumpled like paper and I spun around, swinging the rifle over my shoulder. I cocked it before pulling the trigger close-range in the next guard's face. He flew backwards, taking two of his comrades out with him. But more were coming, three already engaged with Twyla and Sakura, keeping them at bay with a spray of gunfire. 
 
    Someone caught my arm, yanking me backwards and a bullet whistled past my ear. 
 
    “Just like old times, huh?” Jameson pressed his back to mine, using his fists to fight the guards off. He focused on their defences, ripping the silver armour from their bodies. I grinned as the plates clattered to the floor. Jameson sprang aside, letting me take his place. 
 
    I unleashed the rampant, hungry monster inside me, cracking ribs and burying my hands in warm bodies, tearing them limb from limb. In seconds, the corridor was quiet. Blood dripped from me in a steady stream. Mercy was hugging the handgun I'd given her, her back pressed to a wall. As far as I could tell, she hadn't fired a single shot. 
 
    Twyla and Sakura were further down the corridor, surrounded by their own massacre. 
 
    Jameson barked a laugh. “Well that was-” 
 
    A guard sprang up amongst the bodies, his gun aimed at me. 
 
    BANG. 
 
    My ears rang, my vision trembled. The guard crumpled to the floor with a tremendous crash, shaking the floor beneath my feet. 
 
    A clean bullet hole was carved through his helmet. A frighteningly clean shot. 
 
    I lifted my head, finding Mercy holding her gun high, the barrel smoking. She gazed at the dead man, panting slightly. 
 
    I nodded my thanks to her. Had Mercy Helsing just saved my life? 
 
    “Holy shit, Baby H.” Jameson slapped her on the shoulder, sending her stumbling. “You've got some aim in those beanpole arms of yours.” 
 
    She danced away from him, offering him a flirtatious laugh reminiscent of her old self. 
 
    Another door opened ahead and I braced for an attack, my upper lip curling back into a snarl. A girl appeared in a maid's uniform, nearly falling over her own feet. She stiffened as she spotted us, freezing like a rabbit in the headlights. 
 
    “Please! Please don't hurt me!” she wailed, falling to her knees, her hands clasped together in a prayer. 
 
    Twyla prowled to my side, baring her teeth. “Should I kill her?” 
 
    I glanced at her, her eyes dark and honed in on the maid. 
 
    “We only kill those who would see us dead.” I glanced over my shoulder, adding, “That's an order.” 
 
    Jameson bobbed up and down on his heels. “Yes, captain.” He grinned, taunting me. 
 
    I headed up the corridor, passing the squealing maid. 
 
    Before I reached the door to the ballroom, a scream cut through the air that I'd have known anywhere, in any world, in any lifetime. 
 
    I was already running as I roared, “Selena!” 
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    I darted toward Kite when the Hunters had to reload. I heard Ned launch his attack, crying out as he unleashed a torrent of gunfire back on them. Decon had recovered from his injury, darting off in the direction Rockley had taken. I wished him all the luck in the world on that mission. 
 
    There was so much blood slipping beneath my hands, soaking into my skirt as I crawled to Kite's side. I pressed my wrist to her mouth, encouraging her to bite down, but she wasn't conscious. 
 
    “Dammit,” I growled, biting into my own wrist and repressing a squeal as it tore open. I pressed the wound to Kite's lips, willing her to move, to drink, to live. 
 
    “Come on. You don't go out like this,” I whispered. I clutched the gun in my free hand, fearing an attack at any moment. 
 
    “You're right. I'm much better than that,” Kite groaned, shifting upright as her wounds healed over. “Varick won't be pleased.” She wiped my blood from her lips, sucking it from her fingers. “But damn, you taste good.” 
 
    “Come on out!” Ned's voice reached me. 
 
    My ears were ringing so much, I'd barely noticed the gunfire had stopped. Ned was standing before two female hunters, their guns at their feet in surrender. They were raven-haired with golden skin, the two of them freakishly similar to one another. Ned's mask had been removed, clamped in his free hand, but I could only see the back of his head. 
 
    “What are you doing? Kill them!” Kite commanded, running forward. 
 
    I jogged after her, my legs a little unstable as I moved. 
 
    “It's them,” Ned whispered, barely audible. 
 
    “Who?” I closed in, lifting my gun, trying to get a better angle to take a shot. 
 
    “The Hunters who killed my daughter.” Ned lifted his machine gun, sweat pouring down the back of his neck. I didn't want to get too close in case I got a good look at his face and fell under the same charm. 
 
    Kite jarred to a halt and held up a hand to halt my progression. I lowered my gun. Revenge was what we were all here for. I couldn't take that right away from Ned. 
 
    The Hunters were smitten, gazing at his face, reaching out to him. Their hands never made contact with him as he opened fire, roaring his fury, his pain. They were dead long before he stopped shooting. Keeping my eyes downcast from his face, I hesitantly approached, reaching out to touch his blood-smeared arm. He was shaking like a leaf. 
 
    Before I could reach him, a blade whistled past my ear, hitting him squarely in the back. He staggered forward and shock juddered through me. 
 
    “No!” I screamed. 
 
    He collapsed to the floor, jerking once in death. I was able to look directly at his face, the ghost of a smile around his lips in his restitution. 
 
    Hunters burst through a security door by the stage and Kite flew at them, engaging in a ferocious battle of teeth against blades. 
 
    I wheeled around, trying to spot who had thrown the blade, my eyes falling on Katherine's lean form in the doorway. She was scowling, her eyes fixed on me as if she'd been waiting for me to notice her. Light from the foyer spilled into the room, surrounding her in an angelic glow. 
 
    I didn't stop to think, already running toward Katherine, firing shot after shot from my gun. She fled back into the foyer, evading every bullet I sent her way. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, working my muscles as hard as I could. The only thought running through my mind was, this is it, I'm going to kill her. I'm going to get my revenge for what she did to me. To Varick. 
 
    As I sped into the foyer, three tasers connected with my body, one in my thigh, one in my stomach, one in my back. I screamed as I hit the floor, bruising bones as I rolled. My jaw suddenly locked and I bit my tongue so hard, I feared I'd ripped a hole in it. Blood filled my senses as my back arched, my body trying uselessly to fight off the electricity crackling through my veins. 
 
    When the pain eventually stopped, a shadow fell across me, my vision clouded by darkness. Katherine's mellow voice dripped into my ears. “I expected more of a challenge.” She knelt before me, a sharp nail suddenly digging beneath my chin. “Selena Grey,” she said my name like she was taking a bite out of it. “I should have guessed this was your doing. Where are the rest of your friends?” 
 
    I pressed my lips together, glaring up at her. 
 
    “Fine. Have it your way.” She dragged me to my feet by my hair. I slapped her hands away, but my thoughts were fuzzy and my balance off. She laughed, pulling me after her as eight guards surrounded us. 
 
    They jabbed guns into my spine as Katherine marched in front of me, her head high with pride as she displayed me as her captive. 
 
    Outside, Hunters were on the streets, fighting with starving Vs in bloody battles. It was clear the Hunters were winning and my gut lurched in panic. Blood bathed the road, the hem of my dress trailing in it as we moved. 
 
    Some of the Hunters stopped to watch as Katherine led me past them. 
 
    “Selena Grey is responsible for this!” she called out to them. “I will see that she is punished brutally!” 
 
    A cheer resounded around me. 
 
    My heart beat out of tune. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder, gazing back toward the hotel. 
 
    Varick appeared through the door, bloody and unkempt. My heart soared. But my elation only lasted a second as I was bundled into the back of an SUV. Hunters swarmed toward him and I lost sight of him as the car hurtled down the street at high speed, leaving my heart behind it. 
 
    Katherine was in the front beside the driver, the window down as she took shots at the surrounding Vampires. Every bullet met its target. She was lethal. A perfect killing machine. 
 
    I tried the door handle, but I was locked in. 
 
    I spun around, gazing out the back window to look for Varick, but the only thing behind us was another armoured SUV, full of guards. 
 
    With a surge of hope, I remembered the stake stuffed into my dress. I extracted it in a flash, but the driver caught my eye in the rear-view mirror as I lunged at Katherine, swerving the car violently. My stake hit flesh, sinking in. But I'd missed my target, finding Katherine's shoulder instead. 
 
    She screamed, flinging around and digging her nails hard into my hand which was still clamped around the stake. 
 
    I ripped it free, bringing the stake with me. Katherine spun around, aiming her gun at me until I was forced to stop fighting. “One wrong move and I decorate the rear window with your brain.” 
 
    My breathing grew shallow as I gazed at her, her upper lip curved back in abhorrence. 
 
    “You asked for this,” I snarled. “You torture girls. You force us to kill for your pleasure. What kind of woman are you!?” I screamed, my entire body thrumming with anger. 
 
    She didn't answer, her eyes suddenly widening as they slid over my head. I turned, following her gaze, finding the SUV behind us flying through the air, spinning over and over. It hurtled back toward the street, smashing into the tarmac with a force that made the back wheels of our vehicle bounce. Flames billowed as the entire SUV exploded, blasting a crater into the middle of the street. 
 
    Beyond the smoke and the devastation, I caught sight of silhouettes moving through the flames. One I knew as well as my own shadow. 
 
    I turned to Katherine, smiling my triumph at her, my palms sweaty, but my heart finding a slower rhythm at last. Varick was coming for me. 
 
    Katherine commanded the driver to accelerate and he slammed his foot to the pedal. 
 
    I was pressed back into my seat as we tore down the road, speeding out into the expansive snowy plane between the mountains. The moon cast the world in bluish tones; time seemed to have frozen out in the still landscape. 
 
    Ahead of us, dark shapes loomed on the horizon. Floodlights illuminated them as we approached and I took in the helicopter pad as we circled it. The wheels nearly left the road as the driver parked by an enormous green helicopter, big enough for ten people. 
 
    Hunters were already sitting inside, the propellers spinning atop it, ready to go. 
 
    “No,” I breathed in horror as Katherine leapt from the car. 
 
    I can't let them get away. 
 
    I tried to stop her from opening my door, but she was too strong, whipping it back and dragging me from the car. She kept her gun levelled at my head. 
 
    “Drop it.” She gestured to the stake clamped in my fist. 
 
    Reluctantly, I did so and the silver weapon clattered against the concrete. 
 
    She gripped the back of my neck, forcing me ahead of her as she led me to the helicopter. 
 
    I scanned through the Hunters inside, not finding Abraham amongst them as I'd expected. 
 
    Katherine forced me into a seat near the front of the helicopter, tying my hands, using the harness to keep me in place. 
 
    I glowered at her as she took the seat beside mine, straightening down her jumpsuit. She let out a relieved breath as the helicopter began to rise, dabbing at the wound I'd inflicted on her shoulder. 
 
    Panic flitted through me. I pressed my face to the window, gazing down at the ground as it dropped away beneath us. 
 
    “Varick,” I breathed, desperate. 
 
    We were too high now, even for a Vampire to reach us. The lake sparkled up ahead, fires reflecting in it from all over the strip. My chest swelled. We'd done it. Even if we hadn't taken down all of the Hunters. Even if we hadn't killed Abraham and Katherine, the game was destroyed. The spectators were dead. No one was ever coming back here. 
 
    And what awaited me beyond this, I'd endure, for the sake of all the girls who would never have to play the V Games. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” I demanded, finding my courage growing. 
 
    Katherine turned to me with a glower that spoke of how much she despised me. “The castle of course.” 
 
    I couldn't fight a smile. “You don't know, do you?” 
 
    “Know what?” She narrowed her eyes at me. 
 
    “Jameson blew up your precious castle.” 
 
    Katherine absorbed my expression, the light in her fair eyes extinguishing. She recomposed herself before answering. “Well we can go elsewhere. You didn't think Raskdød was our only property, did you?” She assessed me, her eyes boring into mine. “I suppose those not born into privilege wouldn't have any idea about what wealth can offer.” 
 
    “Even death apparently,” I said in a low tone. “I get that you hate Vampires, but why the girls? Why hurt so many people?” I shifted as close to her as I could and I felt the ammo taped to my legs. A small, tiny flicker of hope passed through me as a crazy idea formed in my mind. 
 
    Katherine's eyes flickered over my face. She ran a cold finger down my cheek and it took everything I had not to flinch away. “Criminals,” she corrected. “The blight of humanity. The sort of people who should still be privy to the death penalty. But you...” 
 
    My blood heated with rage. What I'd give to kill this woman, for all the people she'd ever hurt. “What about me?” I snarled. 
 
    “You were never meant to be a part of the games.” 
 
    “What?” I hissed as Katherine sat back in her seat, at ease. 
 
    “Varick took no more than two women from any prison. And he picked them based on two things: their looks, and the severity of their crimes.” 
 
    My brows knitted together. “What are you saying?” 
 
    Katherine didn't look at me, her gaze sliding to the window as we closed in on the lake ahead. “Oh Selena, you may be a pretty thing, but your crime was hardly noteworthy. Murdering a man who abused you your whole life? You're not a natural killer. You should have died on day one in the games.” 
 
    “But I didn't,” I snapped, forcing her to acknowledge me. 
 
    She met my eye once more, her lips curving down at the corners. “No. You didn't. And now you're here all because Varick couldn't resist getting a taste of you. How do you not despise him?” 
 
    A lump rose in my throat. “I love him.” 
 
    She laughed wholeheartedly and I lurched forward, trying to fight my restraints, desperate to lay a hand on her. The belt gave way a fraction, but not quite enough. 
 
    “He's made you into a killer,” she said in a deadly tone. 
 
    “No,” I growled. “Your family did that.” 
 
    Katherine smiled coolly. “Do you really think he cares for you? Because I happen to know exactly why he protects you, Selena.” 
 
    My throat constricted as I gazed at her, fearing what she was about to reveal. That she knew the truth about me. My blood. 
 
    “You're the cure,” she said quietly, confirming my fears. “Why else would I keep you alive now? Your blood is very, very valuable.” 
 
    “What good is it to you?” I snarled. 
 
    She only smiled, ignoring my question as she unclipped her harness and rose from her seat. As she leant into the cockpit, I tugged against my restraints. I heard her giving the pilot new coordinates. 
 
    I wiggled my wrists and just managed to get one hand free. Adrenaline surged through me. I only had seconds to act. 
 
    Reaching under my dress, I grabbed the grenade on my left thigh, tearing it free, wincing as the tape tore across my skin. I shook off the harness, standing. One of the Hunters shouted out a warning to Katherine. 
 
    She swung around, but I was ready, throwing my full weight against her, slamming her head against the wall. She screeched, shoving me back, but I ducked under her arm, launching myself toward the door. 
 
    I could hear the Hunters surging toward me as I slid the door wide. The moon was reflected on the lake below, like a silvery target painted just for me. The helicopter tilted violently and I threw out an arm to catch hold of the doorway. 
 
    Screams rang out as everyone was thrown back into their seats. I clung on for dear life, the freezing air surrounding me, dragging my hair forward. As the helicopter levelled out, I turned, plucking the pin out of the grenade with my teeth. My heart thumped in my ears. 
 
    Katherine was gazing at me, clinging to her seat, her eyes wide and her mouth agape. 
 
    If this kills me, at least I'll take you with me. 
 
    At the exact moment I jumped, I threw the grenade. 
 
    “NO!” Katherine screamed, her hand outstretched toward me. But it was too late. I was gone. 
 
    My world spun. The sky consumed my vision, peppered with stars, the moonlight bathing me in its silver light. The helicopter seemed to fall toward the sky, but it was me who was plummeting. 
 
    Jumping into the lake had seemed simple just moments ago, but I was much higher than I'd realised. I could still die from the impact. 
 
    The helicopter exploded with a deafening screeching of metal, a colossal fireball expanding above me. 
 
    The wind ripped through my hair, my bones. 
 
    I hit the water with what felt like the impact of a meteor hitting earth. My scream was smothered. It was colder than anything I'd ever experienced. My senses were drowned. I turned over and over, rolling beneath the surface, sinking into the endless depths below. 
 
    My limbs wouldn't move. I weighed a tonne. I was never going to rise from this cold again. My bones would live at the bottom of this lake in eternal darkness. 
 
    Arms encased me. At first, I was sure I'd imagined them. My body was too numb to truly feel their presence. But then I started to rise, and the moonlight above me danced and skipped on the surface, calling to me. 
 
    My lungs burned for air as I finally found the strength to start swimming. I kicked as hard as I could. 
 
    As wind met my cheeks, I gulped down a lungful of air. Varick was holding onto me, his eyes wide, his skin as pale as the moon above us. 
 
    “I thought I'd lost you.” He shook his head, clutching me to him and I felt the frantic beat of his heart against my chest. 
 
    Our lips met and my bones thawed out a little from the heat sparking inside me. 
 
    Above us, a fiery display rained down what was left of the helicopter, little pieces leaving bright trails as they arced through the sky. 
 
    Jameson's laughter rang out and I spotted him on the shore as he gazed up at the carnage. 
 
    Light blazed in Varick's eyes. “Katherine was on that?” 
 
    I nodded, my teeth chattering as I held onto him. Oh my god I killed Katherine Helsing. 
 
    Varick let out a light laugh, squeezing me tighter. “You're incredible.” 
 
    The last of the burning wreckage fizzled out as it hit the water and the world sank into darkness. 
 
    The contrast made my retinas struggle to adjust, leaving me blind for a moment. Varick guided me toward the shore, his grip reassuring me. 
 
    Jameson was still laughing up ahead, occasionally cheering and shouting, “Did you see that? Selena you are seriously badass!” 
 
    Varick kept his attention on me as he moved, swimming fast toward shore. Jameson's laughter abruptly cut off and shrieking screeches filled its place. 
 
    A surge of movement on the beach made me panic. Varick increased his pace and we were soon scrambling up the icy beach. 
 
    Before us, Jameson was fighting feral Vs, snapping necks as fast as they came at him. His shirt was torn half off and a cut blazed red up his neck and torso. 
 
    “He's h-hurt!” I gasped through chattering teeth as Varick and I ran toward him. 
 
    Jameson dispatched the final V with an ear-splitting crack. He turned to us with a grin, but he winced, quickly clutching his side. 
 
    “You alright, brother?” Varick asked as we joined his side. 
 
    “Never better,” Jameson said, brushing off the comment, but blood was soaking through the remains of his shirt. 
 
    Varick nodded, but his eyes were dark. “Selena needs to get out of the cold.” 
 
    Jameson pointed to a tall orange building up ahead. “Didn't they hold the firebomb show there?”  
 
    “Let's find out.” Varick guided me forward and I was grateful for his support. The cold was gnawing so far into my bones that I felt I was losing control over my limbs. 
 
    Jameson flattened himself against the back wall of the building, whipping out a handgun and gesturing for us to move behind him. Varick didn't let go of me, keeping close as we shuffled around the side of the building and moved along a narrow alley. 
 
    A screeching cry sounded above us, making my blood curdle. Varick threw his arms over my head as a Vampire dropped from the roof. It landed behind us and Varick pushed me forward as the starved V dived onto his shoulders. 
 
    Its face was feral and snarling, digging its teeth into Varick's neck. Varick threw his weight backwards, crushing the V against the opposite wall again and again until it slumped to the floor. 
 
    Another cry followed and I looked up as Vs rained down on us, dropping one after another from the roof. Their hungry eyes were pinned on me and me alone. 
 
    I was unarmed, my fingers flexing uselessly for a weapon. But I had nothing. 
 
    Jameson aimed upwards, pulling the trigger, some of his shots hitting their targets. Vampires dropped dead and alive around me. Varick swept two aside just as they landed, but a third grabbed my throat, its tongue flicking out as it tasted the air around me. 
 
    I clenched my teeth, shoving it back as hard as I could with a grunt of effort. Varick battled four more as he tried to reach me whilst Jameson kept firing at those falling from the sky. 
 
    “James!” Varick roared, forcing his attention towards me. 
 
    Jameson fled my way, just as a V with matted hair thrust me back against the stone wall. Jameson planted a bullet in his skull, taking my hand as he dragged me away from it. 
 
    Varick broke three more necks in the time it took me to reach him. He snatched my hand from Jameson's and threw me over his shoulder, outpacing the starved Vs that remained in the alley. 
 
    Jameson led us to the front door, rounding onto the street, his arm clutched around his stomach. I caught sight of the SUV wreckage several feet away, the smoke giving us cover from the battle that was raging further down the road. Jameson heaved the metal door open and Varick dove inside, carrying me with him. 
 
    A loud clang sounded it shutting and Varick placed me down, checking me over. I glanced past him, looking to the door. Silver. Thank God. 
 
    We were in a dark space where firelight flickered and danced on the walls. Jameson went ahead and we followed him onto a round walkway that circled an enormous fire pit. The fire was burning low, but was bright enough to warm the place. Despite the heat, it gave me chills to think of the type of shows that had taken place here. 
 
    Varick soon located the control room and increased the fire to a roaring blaze, the tips of the flames just licking the edge of the walkway. The bottom was obscured by flames, but from the looks of it, it stretched several feet down into a metal shell. Scorched bones caught my eye, jammed in a grate halfway up the giant burner. An arm, I realised, the fingers eternally wedged into the grill as a sickening reminder of what had happened to someone here. 
 
    I fought the bile down in my throat, turning my back on the fire and sinking to my knees. 
 
    How long did we have until someone found us here? 
 
    Varick and Jameson stripped out of their shirts. Jameson threw the remnants of his into the fire and I took in the deep gouges across his abdomen. He groaned a little as he lowered himself to the floor.  
 
    “Are you sure you're okay?” I asked. 
 
    “I'm ace, Selena,” Jameson said lightly and I relaxed a little. 
 
    Varick laid his to shirt to dry on the railing, dropping down to sit beside me. He tugged my coat from my shoulders and I sat quietly as he checked me over for injuries. As soon as he discovered the taser marks that had burnt holes through my dress, he bit into his wrist and offered it to my lips. 
 
    I smiled gratefully, drinking from him without complaint. And when I was finished, I offered him my own wrist. We all needed as much strength as possible. 
 
    We sat in silence for an age, the sounds of the outside world muffled by the enormous, oven-like building. I thought of Cass and Kite. I knew they could handle themselves, but worry still niggled at me. What if they were hurt? Or worse, dead? 
 
    Jameson dabbed at the wound on his chest as he propped himself up against a wall, his expression contorting with pain. 
 
    I moved to his side and knelt down. “Let me see,” I said quietly, pulling his hand away. 
 
    I frowned, following the line of the cut with my finger from his neck to his sternum. He winced as I passed over his ribs and from the looks of the bruise blossoming beneath them, he'd fractured one, if not more. 
 
    I glanced at Varick over my shoulder, concerned. “V blood won't help him?” 
 
    Varick shook his head as Jameson took my wrist, extracting my hand from his sore ribs. “It's just a flesh wound,” he said in a choked voice. 
 
    “You need Larkspur,” Varick growled, standing. He pulled his shirt back on and I stood too, knowing what he was thinking. My clothes were close to dry and I was certainly warm enough now. 
 
    “I'll go with you,” I insisted. 
 
    He cupped my cheek and I took in his beautiful face, smeared with ash and blood. “You'll be safer here.” 
 
    “I'm safest with you,” I said and slowly, he nodded.  
 
    Jameson reloaded his handgun and passed it to me with a wink of encouragement.Varick held my coat up and I shrugged into it. 
 
    “Hurry back,” Jameson's voice followed us as we headed toward the exit. “I wanna get back in that fight!” 
 
    Varick listened for sounds of movement beyond the silver door. When he gave me a nod, I unlocked it, holding it open for him to pass through. He ducked under the frame and I jogged after him into the icy air. The flaming car had died down to an orange glow, casting the street in ominous tones. The smoke had thickened to a black smog that smelt of burning plastic. I covered my nose as I followed Varick along the road where the sounds of battle had moved further into the distance. The Troposphere loomed ahead of us, now an inferno above us, flames bursting through the hotel windows and reaching toward the sky. 
 
    “Cass led the others back here. Said she was planning to bring the Troposphere down,” Varick explained as we jogged side by side. 
 
    Before I could answer, an explosion sent me sprawling into the street. The glass walls of The Fortress cascaded down on us, but I was quickly spared the shards as Varick leapt on top of me. Heat blazed against my cheeks as I looked up, finding scantily clad girls screaming as they ran into the street. Another explosion made the whole building shudder on its foundations. 
 
    “Ah no! No!” a man sobbed close by. 
 
    I spotted Al emerging from his shooting range across the street, falling to the ground and shielding his eyes from the strippers as they sought shelter in his venue. “Get away!” he roared, rolling back and forth on the ground, covering his eyes. 
 
    What on earth? 
 
    Varick tugged me up, his torn skin healing over immediately. I thanked him, squeezing his hand before raising my gun at the blazing building. A shadowy figure loomed within it, moving gracefully through the wreckage, swaying her hips. 
 
    Cass appeared, flames licking her bare legs, her skin impervious to its tongue. She smiled as she spotted us, her eyes shining like jade. 
 
    She ran to me in a blur of movement, wrapping her arms around me. After a beat, she looked to Varick, her brows pulling together. “Where's Jameson?” she demanded. 
 
    “Injured,” I replied, pointing toward the orange building he was holed up in. “We're looking for Larkspur.” 
 
    Her eyes ignited as she nodded. “I know where to find it.” She fled away toward the Troposhere, but before I could follow, Varick tugged me in the direction of the shooting range. 
 
    “My rifle's out of ammo, and I'd prefer if you were better armed.” 
 
    I didn't argue, trusting Cass was Jameson's best hope at that moment. 
 
    Inside the range was a badly-made barricade built from bar stools. It had been recently barged aside, leaving a mass of wooden chairs beside the doors. Blood splattered the walls and a man in a cowboy hat was face-first down in a spilled bottle of whiskey, blood dripping from his neck. 
 
    We hurried into the range, finding the girls arming themselves with weapons, hanging rifles over their bare shoulders and jamming ammo into their bras. 
 
    I halted in surprise, their eyes swivelling toward us, but Varick didn't slow, grabbing one of the remaining boxes of rifle ammo from a shelf and loading his gun. 
 
    “We're on your side,” I said to the nearest girl who had a pink tu-tu on and practically nothing else. 
 
    She didn't seem convinced, taking a wary step away from me. 
 
    “Selena Grey!” one of them called out. “That's Selena Grey!” 
 
    “The one who brought down the Helsing game?” another replied. 
 
    “It is!” a girl in a leather corset gasped, pointing at me. She clapped her hands together. “We're saved!” 
 
    Before I knew it, I was in the middle of a group hug for the first time in my life. Varick soon extracted me from it, pulling me to his side and handing me a new stake. 
 
    I tucked it into my dress, grinning up at his calculating expression. 
 
    “So you're the Helsing Vampire?” the girl in the tu-tu asked, giving him an appraising look. 
 
    “How do you know all of this?” I asked. 
 
    “We talk to the men. We hear everything...” she replied. 
 
    I gazed around at them all. “Well...maybe you can help us?” 
 
    “Anything!” The girl in the corset jumped up and down. 
 
    I glanced at Varick with a dark grin before saying, “We're looking for Abraham Van Helsing.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Cass 
 
    I'd left the rest of our group in the Troposphere to start a blaze, heading off to spread fire through the rest of the town. Whilst the escaped Vs were still distracting the Hunters, it had worked fine. But now their numbers were dwindling, and the Hunters would soon come looking for us. And nothing was more important to me at that moment than finding Larkspur for Jameson. 
 
    I hadn't waited to find out how badly injured he was, but if he wasn't fighting, then it had to be serious. Nothing would keep him from this battle unless it was life-threatening. Which was why, as I flew into the burning hotel, speeding through the foyer which had yet to be touched by the flames, I made my way to the garbage chute. 
 
    It was only a faint scent, concealed behind walls and doors, but I trained my senses on it. I flew down corridors, into a dark servant's hall that led under the main foyer to an industrial-sized kitchen. 
 
    I hurried through the empty room, finding a large metal trap on the wall. I yanked it open and the vile scent that washed over me was nearly overpowering. If I could still have been able to retch, I would have been heaving. 
 
    I grabbed a tea-towel from a hook and wrapped it around my nose, tying it behind my head. Better, but not nearly good enough. 
 
    I tried not to think about the sticky green substance that coated the edges of the chute as I removed my heels and shimmied into it. I shut my eyes, disgusted by what I was about to do as I let go of the hatch. 
 
    I shot down at high-speed, my vision a blur. After a second, I dropped from the bottom of the chute, falling into a mountain of sludge inside an enormous skip. 
 
    I sank several inches into it and for a second, I simply screamed my disgust. Garlic filled my senses, making me lightheaded as I waded through it. In the skip beyond the food waste was another for general waste. If only I'd found my way to that chute, I wouldn't have been covered up to my elbows in compost. 
 
    I dropped into the next skip, digging through it. My senses were drowned by the decaying food. I focused as best I could on the scent of Larkspur. I'd only smelt it once, when Jameson had uncapped the acne tube it was in. I focused on that memory, shutting my eyes, letting it fill me up and block everything else out. 
 
    It smelt like pine with the faintest floral hint. Jasmine... 
 
    My eyes flew open as I caught the scent. I scrambled through the waste, throwing it aside in huge heaps until my hand found the tube. Silky smooth and as full as it had been on day one. 
 
    “Yes!” I squealed, climbing out of the skip and dropping onto the concrete. I didn't fancy crawling back up the food wastage chute, so headed toward a door and ripped the lock off it before exiting. A stairway took me back upstairs and I grumbled to myself about having not found that way in. I circled back to the foyer, hurrying across it, the smell of burning drawing closer. 
 
    Out on the street, shots were being fired. I glanced toward the battle, spotting Kite, Twyla and Sakura amongst those fighting the Hunters. No Mercy. Had she scampered off like a frightened mouse already? I hadn't expected her courage to last long. She was a Helsing right to her core. And she'd get off this island the second she could. Perhaps she was already on a boat, sailing her way home. 
 
    I kept my head low, running in the direction of the orange building Jameson was hiding in, trying not to imagine all the kinds of horrible injuries he might have. Varick and Selena wouldn't have left him alone if they'd feared for his life though. I was certain. 
 
    I reached the door to the building and cursed. Silver. 
 
    I called out to Jameson, but there was no reply. Doing a quick circuit of the building, I figured I had no choice but to climb it and try to find another way in. Stuffing the Larkspur between my cleavage, I bashed my hand into the nearest wall, ripping a handhold into it. I did the same with my feet as I moved, gouging great holes in the orange brickwork as I climbed. It didn't take long before I'd scaled the building, the wind tangling with my hair as I ran toward a door atop it. Not silver thankfully. I ripped it open and darted inside, taking a spiral staircase down, down, down-  
 
    Oomph. 
 
    I hit the floor, a heavy body pinning me to the metal walkway. 
 
    “Cass?” Jameson wheezed, rolling off of me, evidently having used the last of his energy to stage the attack. 
 
    I sprang to my feet, assessing his wounds whilst he muttered something about me smelling terrible. 
 
    I dropped to my knees, taking the Larkspur from my bra – Jameson watched with a filthy grin – then squirted some onto my hand. 
 
    “You're here.” He smiled dreamily then passed out. 
 
    I frowned, gently applying the cream to the jagged wound down his neck and chest, running it over the bruises on his ribs. From the time I'd spent with him in the last V Games, I knew the Larkspur took almost fifteen minutes to heal wounds like this. 
 
    I spent that time removing the worst of the grime from my body, ripping off the bottom half of my dress and using the inside to wipe down my arms. I chucked the shredded clothing into the furnace, watching as it went up in sparks. 
 
    Jameson soon stirred, sitting upright, his eyes bleary. My heart fell into a steady rhythm once more and the tension went out of my shoulders. His chest was completely healed and perfectly shining under the light of the fire. 
 
    My heart beat harder than it had since before I'd been turned. My relief at him being alright spilled over and I threw caution to the wind, launching myself at him. He caught me at the last second, dragging me into his arms and pulling me into the most intense kiss of my life. The heat of the room was nothing compared to the fire coursing through my veins. I was alive for a moment. Perhaps more so than I'd ever been as a human. 
 
    I pulled away, keeping my eyes closed and my forehead rested against his. “That was because we might die.” 
 
    “I'll take it,” he growled, pushing me to my feet. Before I could escape, he stole another kiss, leaning me against the burning railing. His hand slid around the back of my neck, holding me in place – not that I was going anywhere this time. 
 
    When he pulled away, his hooded eyes stirred up some long forgotten emotion inside me. 
 
    “That was because we might live.” He smiled greedily, stepping away but keeping his hand locked around mine. “Now let's go kill some Hunters.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Kite 
 
    I'd claimed four Hunters' lives. But there was one whose blood I craved more than anyone else's. I hunted Abraham down by scent, battling my way through the street, moving like the wind. He was somewhere in the Parision casino and Mercy was with him. The second she'd seen the battle raging in the streets outside the Tropsophere, she'd run off. What a surprise. Not. 
 
    I sped through the casino door, finding the place quiet apart from the odd worker taking shelter beneath the poker tables. Red carpet adorned the floor, chandeliers sparkled above me. 
 
    I weaved through the tables, hunting Abraham. I would have his head. I'd get my revenge for what he'd done to me. 
 
    “Abraham!” I shouted, pausing in the centre of the room, gazing up at the glistening glass balconies above. “Come out and fight, you coward!” 
 
    He appeared atop one of the balconies with Mercy at his side. “Kite- go!” Mercy shouted. 
 
    “Listen to my daughter, girl,” Abraham growled. “Or I'll spill your guts.” He aimed a crossbow down at me, loosing an arrow. I darted aside and it embedded itself in a poker table behind me. 
 
    I laughed, raising my arms. “You'll have to do better than that.” 
 
    “You are no more than a speck on my radar. Send a more worthy opponent if you wish to challenge me.” 
 
    “Why don't you come outside and face us yourselves!” I screamed as he loosed another arrow. I ducked and it slammed into the carpet. 
 
    “Let's go,” Mercy urged her father, my heightened senses picking up her quiet voice. “Mother's bringing the helicopter.” 
 
    “The one which just crashed into the lake?” I taunted. I'd seen the thing explode in the sky above the strip. If Katherine Helsing was on it, then she was hopefully sinking into her watery grave as we spoke. 
 
    “Liar,” Abraham snarled, spitting venom. 
 
    I grinned, leaning casually back on one of the tables. “I saw it myself.” 
 
    “Kite?” Mercy's voice was laced with pain. “Is that true?” 
 
    I nodded; I had zero pity for the loss of her mother. 
 
    Abraham roared his fury, throwing himself off the balcony and landing with an earth-quaking boom on the ground below. 
 
    I smiled, straightening up. “That's more like it.” 
 
    He charged forward, shooting another arrow. I darted aside, laughing my joy as it zoomed overhead. 
 
    I ran to meet Abraham, a silver blade in his hand. He jabbed it toward my chest and I side-stepped, trying to trip him. He was too fast, swinging around and slashing out again, spittle flying from his mouth. 
 
    “My wife is not dead!” he bellowed, striking at me again. The blade slit across my arm as I failed to move in time. I gasped, dropping low and throwing my weight into him. My heels tore through the carpet as the full force of him collided with me. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, slashing his stomach with my nails. He jammed his elbow into my shoulder and I fell to one knee. Before he could finish the job, I rolled backwards and his blade slammed into the carpet. He yanked it free, stalking toward me, his shirt torn and bloodied where I'd left my mark. Not nearly deep enough though. 
 
    “You disgusting V, run back and fetch your friends. If they want me dead, tell them to fight me themselves!” He licked the blood from his blade and I watched in disgust as the wounds on his abs healed over. 
 
    “Kite – stop!” Mercy begged, her voice closer now, though I didn't turn to look. 
 
    “I'll bring your head to Selena Grey myself!” I leapt at Abraham, flying through the air and gripping his head as I tried to bring him to his knees. His blade tore across my back, making me fight harder against the scorching pain. 
 
    I buried my fingers in his eyes, digging deeper and deeper until he roared, throwing me from him. The room spun as I flew through the air, smashing into a poker table and cleaving it in two. I sprang to my feet, finding him drinking my blood again, his mouth wet with it as he smiled. His reddened eyes gleamed as they healed. 
 
    My weakness is his strength. 
 
    I ripped a wooden leg from the table, snapping it in two before throwing them like javelins in his direction. Abraham dodged the first but the second lodged in his shoulder, knocking him to the ground. I dove forward to finish the kill, but before I could get close, someone collided with me. Mercy knocked me off balance, screaming desperately for me to stop. 
 
    I grabbed a fistful of her hair, spying Abraham rising to his feet in the corner of my eye. In a flash of decision, I dragged her against me, locking my hand around her throat. 
 
    “Surrender or I'll snap her neck,” I snarled. 
 
    “Daddy!” Mercy screamed, writhing in my arms. 
 
    “Shut up!” he roared, glaring at her. “You brought this on yourself.” He pointed the bloody blade at her, his eyes shifting to me. “Go ahead, kill the wretch who would defy her family.” 
 
    I stilled, unsure if he was bluffing. 
 
    “You don't mean it!” Mercy cried, going rigid in my arms. 
 
    “You bring shame on our name, daughter,” he snarled. “You think I don't know it was you who released those Vampires? You think I don't know what you did?!” 
 
    His booming voice echoed around the casino and the chandeliers tinkled above us. 
 
    Mercy gasped, pressing back into my arms like she was seeking protection from me. “I-I-” 
 
    “Go ahead, deny it,” I growled in her ear. “Be the coward I know you are.” 
 
    “I did it,” Mercy breathed. 
 
    Abraham looked ill, like he hadn't been sure at all of his accusation. 
 
    She barreled on, “But I never wanted you and Mum to get hurt. I made a deal with them-” 
 
    “HOW LONG HAVE YOU BEEN ON THEIR SIDE?” he roared, his face turning purple as he raised his crossbow, level with her heart. 
 
    She trembled in my arms and I almost let her go. 
 
    Get a grip, Kite. 
 
    I thought of Poppy. Of the little sister I'd tried to protect my whole life. No one had ever protected Mercy. 
 
    “A while,” Mercy admitted. “I can't be a part of this...” 
 
    Abraham's face paled. His eyes grew distant as he lifted the crossbow. “Then you're no longer my daughter.” He pulled the trigger. 
 
    As if in slow motion I saw the arrow whistling toward us. Her. 
 
    I twisted one-eighty on my heel. The pierce of the arrow was agony, slicing through my spine, breaking every bone and muscle along the way. 
 
    A breath rolled into my lungs, sweeter than anything I'd ever tasted. It tasted of peace. 
 
    I dropped to my knees, releasing Mercy. She fell forward, turning back to me, her eyes wide. 
 
    She reached for my cheek and suddenly she wasn't the golden-haired Helsing girl. She was Poppy, lying in my arms on a windswept road, the rain blowing around us. 
 
    She was awake, bright-eyed and smiling up at me like she'd just risen from a deep sleep. 
 
    “You saved me,” she whispered and I grinned, taking her hand. 
 
    “That's what sisters do,” I murmured, the pain ebbing away and peace taking its place. “Love you, Poppy.” My eyes fluttered closed as I left this bitter, blood-filled world behind me. 
 
    I was the girl who died twice. And wherever I was going, I knew I'd find Poppy there waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    Two Years Ago 
 
    A policeman locked cuffs around my wrists. I'd been on the run ever since I'd broken free from the asylum. I'd killed three people in my escape. The drooling patient, a nurse and Mrs Lewis. My face had been all over the newspapers. I was 'dangerous and unstable'. And yet I felt more sane than I had in years. I laid low, cut my hair, made friends with the sort of people who belonged on Crimewatch. 
 
    I'd do whatever it took to survive. Mugging became a way of life. Something had happened to me in that godforsaken place. I'd lost a vital piece of myself. Killing didn't bother me. In fact, sometimes it made me feel better. When I killed, I thought of Cade, of his friend in the woods, of the man who'd shot my father. I pictured driving my switch-blade into them again and again. Sometimes I went too far. 
 
    Today had been one of those days. I'd followed a man from a cash-point. Nice suit, nice shoes, nice life. I knew he had money. I never aimed to kill. Usually I didn't have to. Just pointed a blade at them until they gave me what I wanted. They assumed I was some wasted druggy out looking to buy my next hit. But I'd never touch the stuff, not after spending three years forced out of my own mind by drugs. No, I was buying myself a future. Saving every penny I could, planning for the day I could afford a lawyer or a detective who could dig into my past, clear my name. It was the stuff of movies. Stupid, really. But all I had to hold on to. 
 
    So when I'd followed that guy into the park, I'd been thinking of freedom, not of what could happen if I got caught. I never got caught. I was fast, clever. I covered my face, my hands. Just didn't realise I'd been out-moved this time. It was a set-up. Worst of all, it hadn't been for me. It had been for some other mugger in the area. I never struck the same place twice. I'd been caught by someone else's idiocy. 
 
    When they brought me to the station, I gave the only thing I still had of my past. My name. 
 
    “Kite Hargreaves.” 
 
    They knew that name. They'd been searching for me for a long time. 
 
    “Shit boss-” The policeman who'd arrested me called in a whole unit to process me. Took most of the night. I sat in a cell, numb, wondering if this might work out for the best anyway. Maybe they'd look into my past now. Maybe all I'd needed was to get caught. 
 
      
 
    ◐ ☼ ◐ 
 
      
 
    My lawyer got me a better deal than I could've hoped for. My story about my family's death didn't fly. No matter how far my lawyer dug into it, he couldn't find a scrap of evidence. They'd been buried in the graveyard near my home. Car crash. Simple as that. He said I must have had a minor breakdown when it happened. That's why I'd ended up in the asylum. 
 
    The sad part was, I'd had to accept that as the truth. For the sake of getting a decent deal in court. I'd murdered more people than I remembered. Maimed plenty of others. Stolen thousands of pounds in jewellery, watches, gadgets. 
 
    So the only thing I could ask for was that I wasn't shipped off to another asylum. I wanted the opposite of what every other criminal in history wanted. To go to prison. Because at least there I'd keep my mind. At least I wouldn't be written off as insane. And that was all I could pray for now. 
 
    Lucky for me, new assessments for mental illness had been introduced to criminal trials during my time on the run. So despite the fact I had a 'history of mental illness' I was allowed to be re-tested. Passing the sanity test with flying colours. It was kind of reassuring even to me to know I'd been right all along. That some screwed up, underground society had buried my family's deaths. And they'd tried to bury me too. It wasn't exactly a win. But it was something. 
 
      
 
    ◐ ☼ ◐ 
 
      
 
    Prison was easier than I'd expected. Turned out, having little emotion made me strong. A girl named Rita called herself Top Bitch, naming every one of her subordinates her 'mutts'. I had to get used to the dog terms fast, and with Poppy's nickname always sparking fury in me, I decided to desensitise myself to it. Started calling everyone Puppy until it no longer meant anything to me. I worked my way up under Rita until I was her right-hand woman. We had a thing for a while, then she was transferred to another prison up North and I took her place. 
 
    What wasn't easy, was the lack of purpose. The future I'd held onto for so many years, working toward exoneration. And the ever-nagging question of who was it that had buried my family? Who had my father worked for and pissed off? 
 
    I never really made peace with that. 
 
    Life's a bitch, I guess. And then you die. 
 
   


  
 

 Mercy 
 
    I crawled away from Kite's body, horrified and baffled that she'd given her life for me. I'd never done anything to deserve that kind of sacrifice. And it sparked in me something I'd never felt before: hope. 
 
    Pounding footsteps sounded the approach of my father. I couldn't defeat him. I wasn't even trained. So I used the only advantage I had and moved like a cat beneath the poker tables, darting between them at speed. 
 
    “Get up and face me, Mercy!” Father bellowed, throwing tables aside as he searched for me. My heart thumped against my chest, drumming in my ears. 
 
    He'd tried to kill me. My own father. 
 
    I'd returned to him in the hopes I could keep him safe. He may have been cruel, even to me of late, but I loved him with all my heart. And now this. 
 
    Hot tears rolled down my cheeks as I moved on hands and knees, the carpet burning my skin. I just had to get to the door. Find the others. Find help. 
 
    I darted out from beneath a table, springing to my feet. 
 
    “Stop!” my father bellowed, but I didn't slow, not even for a second as I fled out onto the street. 
 
    A Vampire collided with me and I screamed as his dirty fingers raked at my dress. I kicked and fought with all my might. Miraculously, I got free and in seconds I was back upright, running into a battle unarmed. 
 
    I spotted a Hunter I knew, bloodied from head to toe, her silvery hair billowing out behind her. “Clarice! I need a weapon!” She dispatched a V with a heavy blow, burying a machete in its chest. 
 
    She turned to me, her pale features speckled with blood. She nodded in recognition, passing me a blade from a belt around her waist. I took it, muttering my thanks before running on, my eyes trained on the burning Troposphere ahead. 
 
    I may have been on the side of Selena Grey now, but I didn't have it in me to kill people I'd known my whole life. Even if they had done terrible things... 
 
    “Mercy!” my father roared from behind me. 
 
    I darted further into the crowd, fear juddering through my bones. Glancing over my shoulder, I caught sight of him hot on my heels, his eyes full of murder. Did he really want me dead? 
 
    I fled into the hotel, finding the roof crumbling above me, fire flaring through the doors around the foyer. I'd run right into a death trap. 
 
    Spinning around, I darted back to the exit, but my father was blocking the way forward. 
 
    “Face me or the fire, Mercy,” he snarled, his face practically unrecognisable to me. “You could still be a great Hunter. Ask for my forgiveness and we'll leave this place together.” 
 
    “No.” I backed up, the heat of the flames caressing my spine. “Never!” 
 
     A ripping, crunching, crashing sounded as a chunk of the ceiling tumbled toward me. I threw myself across the floor, skidding on the tiles, my knees grazing against sharp pieces of debris. Part of the first floor came crashing down, barricading the door. As my father was parted from me by the destruction, I felt an unraveling sensation in my chest, as if some invisible cord between us had been severed. I lay for a moment, panting, gazing in the direction he'd been standing. 
 
    Goodbye Daddy. 
 
    I dragged in laboured breaths, searching desperately for a way out. I was trapped. Doomed to die in a fiery blaze. 
 
    I coughed against the fumes, the smoke winding its way down into my lungs. I covered my mouth, forcing my legs to move. 
 
    Get up. 
 
    I pressed my hands to the floor, pushing myself to my knees. 
 
    Do something useful for once. 
 
    I forced myself upright, shielding my eyes from the fire blazing across the remainder of the reception desks, devouring everything in its path. 
 
    I moved, staggering at first, then running at speed through the only remaining door. I practically fell through it, gasping down the clean air in the corridor. A stairwell beckoned me, disappearing down into pitch darkness. I had no choice but to keep going. It could be the only way out. 
 
    I took a steadying breath, bracing my hand against the wall before descending. In moments, my vision was stolen. I made my way by instinct alone, running my hand along the wall beside me. 
 
    “Keep going,” I urged myself. I had to be strong. Had to be everything I didn't feel at that moment. 
 
    My other hand was still wrapped around the blade I'd taken from Clarice, but it was trembling like mad. 
 
    I'd never liked the dark. Probably because I'd been raised in the arctic circle, spending six months of every year in the endless night. I longed for sunshine and bright mornings. I let the image fill me up, guiding me forward, promising myself I'd see those things again. 
 
    My foot hit the floor and I continued forward into the darkness, my blade raised. The air was cool and damp, surrounding me like a mist. 
 
    A dripping noise sounded somewhere close by, raising the hairs on the back of my neck. I took shallow breaths, shifting forward with painfully slow steps. How was I ever going to find my way out? Would I be stuck down here when the whole hotel collapsed? Lost beneath a mountain of rubble, my body never found? 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut, pausing a moment as I forced the image away. A crunching sound caught my ear, followed by a sickening slurp. 
 
    A murmur of fear passed my lips and I remained stock still. 
 
    A rush of air ruffled my hair and I swung my blade blindly forward. “Stay back!” I shouted, swinging it again, slashing madly through the air. 
 
    Silence fell and a low, hissing breath rolled over my neck. I lurched forward, but it was too late. Arms locked around me, claws slashed my arms, my chest. I screamed, slammed the blade backwards. It sunk into flesh, digging in deep. The Vampire who had hold of me screamed, releasing me in a second. 
 
    I swung around, instinct taking charge of my movements. I slashed, left, right, then jabbed hard. Just as I'd seen my father do a hundred times. The blade hit bone and the resistance jarred my elbow. I cried out in fury and fear, forcing the knife deeper. 
 
    Lights blinded me. Two spotlights to my left. I squinted as the bloody V was revealed before me. A male, stumbling back, clutching the silver blade buried between his ribs. 
 
    The lights grew brighter and a revving engine roared. I leapt backwards as the vehicle flew toward us, colliding with the Vampire. He slammed into the back wall, crumpling into a bloody, broken heap. 
 
    I gazed at the SUV as the window rolled down with a mechanical whirring. In the driver's seat was a face I recognised; his beard overgrown, his eyes sunken, but with the same cloud-grey irises that had once been trained on my brother. 
 
    “Ulvic?” I gasped. 
 
    “Get in!” he commanded, throwing the passenger door open. 
 
    I didn't hesitate, darting inside. He was already driving forward, wheeling the car around and speeding past row after row of armoured vehicles. 
 
    “What is this place?” I breathed. 
 
    “Evacuation route. Doesn't look like anyone's made it this far yet.” 
 
    “The hotel's falling down – they can't get in here,” I said, wiping the blood from my hands onto my filthy dress. God only knew what I looked like at that moment. Layer upon layer of blood, ash, dust and grime. In a way, I was glad. Because I didn't want to look like the Mercy I used to be. I was altered, morphing into someone new I didn't recognise, but longed to get acquainted with. 
 
    “How did you get down here?” I asked, glancing up at him. He looked in good shape. No cuts or bruises to speak of, his fine clothes concealed beneath his trench coat. I glanced into the back of the car, spotting his packed trunk. 
 
    His Adam's apple bobbed as he held off answering me. Eventually he mumbled, “I hid down here when everything- ah – happened.” 
 
    I couldn't exactly blame him. I hadn't been the most courageous of people in my lifetime. 
 
    I rested a hand on his arm briefly, muttering, “Thank you for saving me.” 
 
    “I didn't recognise you at first,” he said quietly. “Thought I was saving some innocent girl.” 
 
    The tires screeched on the tarmac as he took a sharp turn down a ramp that descended deeper under the hotel. 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you,” I replied, pulling my seat belt on as an afterthought. I didn't know how many people had my back anymore. So I had to have my own. 
 
    He grunted in response and silence stretched between us as we sped down a low-lit tunnel. 
 
    “Where does this lead?” I asked. 
 
    “My guess? The helipad. Quickest route off the island.” 
 
    I glanced at him, a dry lump rising in my throat. “I can't leave. Not yet. Not without...” I bit my tongue, thinking of Varick. I shut my eyes a moment, cursing myself for the thought. “We have to go back for them.” 
 
    “Who?” he demanded, his voice gruff. 
 
    “Selena, Varick, Jameson-” 
 
    “Jameson?!” Ulvic barked, the car weaving wildly for a second. “He's here? This is their doing?” 
 
    “Of course, who else?” I remarked dryly. 
 
    He tsked his disapproval, increasing his speed. “I thought he'd have the sense to stay away from the Helsings after-” He halted mid-sentence, clearing his throat. 
 
    My heart twisted. “They're not here, you know?” I said quietly. 
 
    “Who?” he demanded. 
 
    “Your wolves. The ones my brother sent away.” 
 
    Ulvic spun toward me, his eyes flaring with desperation. “You know where Mekiah and Reason are?” 
 
    I nodded, my throat constricting. “He sent them to your father.” 
 
    The little colour that remained in his face drained away. He turned back to face the road, his arms stiff as he gripped the wheel. 
 
    “I'm sorry-” 
 
    “Don't,” he cut me off sharply. He sucked in a breath, his shoulders relaxing marginally. “I have a plane,” he revealed and my heart lifted with hope. “We'll head there. Get the others...” His eyes glazed over in thought. 
 
    The tunnel started to ascend and moonlight glowed up ahead. Ulvic accelerated up the ramp, the wheels leaving the ground as we flew up onto the road, just fifty metres from the helipad. 
 
    I spotted something that made my heart sink like a stone. 
 
    A line of guards with machine guns surrounded the airfield. Beyond them, two armed guards were guiding Rockley Jones into a helicopter. 
 
    “Shit,” Ulvic cursed, reaching behind him to the back seat. He produced an automatic pistol from somewhere and jammed his finger on the button for the window. 
 
    “Hold on tight,” he ordered, before ripping up the handbrake. The car spun on its axis. I was thrown sideways and caught hold of the dashboard to steady myself. Ulvic's window slid down just as the SUV wheeled around, parallel to the guards. 
 
    “Hold the wheel,” he commanded me and I noticed his left hand was heavily bandaged. 
 
    I did as he said and he jammed the stick into gear, accelerating along the line of guards. At the last second he hung his right arm out the window, gun primed. 
 
    BANG. BANG. BANG. BANG. 
 
    One by one they fell, barely having time to register what was happening. A few took aim, even rattled off a few bullets that sprayed harmlessly across the reinforced metal of the SUV. 
 
    I grabbed hold of my seat to steady myself, watching in awe as Ulvic made head-shot after head-shot. Clean, efficient, and so impossibly quick. The first guard hit the floor barely a second after the last one crumpled. Eight in total. 
 
    “Ulvic! Stop Rockley!” I screamed, pointing to the helicopter as it rose a foot off the ground. Ulvic steered the SUV onto the helipad, speeding toward the rising helicopter, engine blaring. 
 
    I unclipped my belt, snatching his gun and jamming my finger on a button to open the sunroof. In a flash, I was on my feet, the wind whipping around me as my upper half raised above the car. The noise was deafening as the helicopter rose above me, its dark green base a shiny target. 
 
    I raised the gun, pulling the trigger again and again, shouting out my fury. The helicopter veered sideways, still flying, raising higher and higher. The damage wasn't enough. Rockley was gone. The helicopter too far away, disappearing into the night like a bat. 
 
    I sunk back down into the car, dropping onto my seat. 
 
    “Good try,” Uvic muttered, raising a brow. 
 
    I huffed, disappointed with my efforts. “Not good enough.” I'd never warmed to Rockley. Even I had drawn lines when it came to the games. Ignus had told me about Rockley's resort and the kinds of things that went on here. At least the girls in the V Games had had a fighting chance... 
 
    Ulvic pulled up next to his light aircraft, yanking the handbrake up. 
 
    “One of us should stay here,” he said. “Protect the plane.” 
 
    “And I'm guessing that'll be you,” I snipped. 
 
    “Actually...” He leant over me, opening the passenger door and gesturing for me to get out. 
 
    I hesitated, staring at him, confused. “You'll go back for them?” 
 
    “Yes.” He reloaded his gun, slipping it into a harness under his clothes. 
 
    “How did you get guns into the hotel?” 
 
    “I didn't.” He smiled a grim smile. “I took it off a dead guard.” 
 
    “Was he dead because you killed him?” I raised a brow. 
 
    Ulvic released a dry laugh. “I've been hiding this whole time. Do you really think I'm brave enough to fight an armed guard with my bare hands?” 
 
    “Hm...” I dropped out of the SUV, grabbing the blade I'd left on the floor. I hesitated before shutting the door. “I'm not sure, Ulvic. Because a coward wouldn't go back for Varick and the others.” 
 
    He gave me a dark look. “I guess I have my moments.” 
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    The strippers and dancers charged fearlessly into the fray, leading the way down the strip. I had to admit, I was impressed by their gall. But then again, who knew how long they'd been living at this resort, forced to do god knows what? They must have seen things that would make any normal person shudder. 
 
    I fled after them with Varick at my side, my gun primed and ready in my hand. Varick's brow was drawn, determination flaring in his eyes. One of the girls had seen Abraham just before the Vs had found their way out of the hotel, near the casino at the far end of the street. Our best chance was that he was still in that area. 
 
    I counted ten Hunters still standing, killing Vampires with vicious swipes of silver swords, knives, machetes. Those with guns stood back, taking well-aimed shots at the Vs. 
 
    A Hunter collided with Varick, parting him from me in seconds. The battle shifted around me as I turned, desperately trying to find him again. Blood splattered my dress as a Hunter dispatched a hungry V before me. I didn't waste a second this time, pulling the trigger and taking him down in a barrage of gunfire. I leapt over his body on the floor, just as a Vampire barreled into me. Teeth sank into my arm and I yelped, throwing a punch at her head. She wheeled sideways and I angled my gun at her temple, taking the shot. 
 
    I found my way to my feet, the world seeming to spin as I searched for Varick. Hunters and Vs swarmed around me in a blur. I ground my teeth. 
 
    Where is he? 
 
    My heart leapt upwards as I caught sight of him battling Abraham. The two of them were locked together, fighting tooth and nail to get the upper hand. Abraham's cheek was slashed open, the gash oozing blood down his jaw. There was blood soaking through Varick's shirt but I couldn't tell how badly injured he was. 
 
    “Varick!” I cried, charging forward. 
 
    Vampires came at me, left and right, but I cut them down, strike after strike, my stake always finding its target. I never faltered, never stumbled, just kept running, the pounding of my heart guiding me all the way to Varick. 
 
    I have to reach him. 
 
    I couldn't falter now. Together, we'd have the upper hand. Together, we'd finish off the Helsings. 
 
    Abraham caught my eye and I bared my teeth, running flat out, gun raised, trying to get close enough to take aim. 
 
    An arrow loosed from Abraham's crossbow and sliced past my temple. Pain exploded across my vision as blood poured down my face, but I didn't stop. I wiped the blood away with the back of my hand, half blinded, gritting my teeth as I increased my speed. Abraham's eyes found mine again and again. He knew the second I arrived, he was done for. 
 
    I'm coming for you. 
 
    A Hunter blocked my way; a girl with rosy cheeks and grey-streaked hair. Her blade slashed close to my belly and I jerked backwards, crying out in fury. I lifted my gun, pulling the trigger three times before she fell, her chest a mess of blood as she dropped like a fly. 
 
    I sprang over her, just feet from Abraham and Varick. Abraham jammed a silver blade down into Varick's shoulder and he roared in pain, stumbling back. 
 
    “No!” I cried, leaping forward into the space he'd vacated. 
 
    Abraham spat blood from a torn lip, the spittle spraying over me. 
 
    “Selena!” Varick shouted from behind me, seeming like the only sound in the universe at that moment. 
 
    But I couldn't turn to face him. I knew he'd heal from the wound on his shoulder. And I had mere seconds to act. For him. For me. Both of us. For everyone Abraham had ever hurt. 
 
    Abraham caught my wrist as I raised my gun, but I was ready, even when I heard the snap of bone and pain ripped up my arm. 
 
    I brought my stake up, ready to strike a killing blow, just like I'd done a hundred times back in the games. The games he'd thrown me into without a care. 
 
    But he'd damn well underestimated me. And I'd had enough. He was going to die the way the Vs died in the games. He was going to hell, and I was going to send him there. 
 
    I brought the stake up, whipping it into the air and bringing it down with all the force I could muster. 
 
    Abraham released my wrist, jerking up his crossbow with a triumphant smile. The arrow loosed the second I thrust my stake into his chest. I felt every sinew, every muscle and bone give as it buckled under the pressure of my attack. The silver stake sunk deep into his chest, hitting home. And the moment it did, Abraham gasped his surprise. 
 
    His knees buckled. He sank before me like he was kneeling before a queen. 
 
    Even with my broken wrist, I managed to lift the gun enough to bring it to his forehead. I rested the butt between his eyes, the world seeming to slow around us. Three things existed in that moment: the ragged breaths parting from my lips, the wind tugging my hair back and the endless stare Abraham gave me from the ground. 
 
    “Enough,” I whispered, to myself, to him. It didn't matter. I was done with him and his family and their cruel games. Done with pain, done with regret and guilt and loss. “Life's a game, isn't that what you said Abraham?” I asked, suddenly calm in my moment of victory. 
 
    He groaned, blood leaking from his mouth, his eyes glassy and horrified. 
 
    I lowered my face to make sure I'd be the last thing he ever saw. “So I guess that means you lose.” I pulled the trigger and the shot echoed on into the frozen night. 
 
    Abraham slumped backwards, his large body slamming into the ground and rocking the earth beneath my feet. 
 
    Silence fell around me. The Vs had moved on. The remaining Hunters either lay in pieces on the ground or were fleeing into the distance. 
 
    We'd won. It was over. 
 
    “Selena...” 
 
    I turned at the broken voice, barely recognising it. My world shattered at the sight behind me. Varick was on the ground in a pool of his own blood, an arrow embedded deep in his chest. 
 
    “No,” I breathed, my heart breaking, splitting, cracking. 
 
    Not now. Not him. 
 
    I ran to him, crashing to my knees, trembling all over as I gazed at his still body. 
 
    I reached for the arrow with shaking hands, but he groaned a few small words that could have killed me, “No, sweetheart...it's too late.” 
 
   


  
 

 Varick 
 
    I never feared dying. My fear was of regretting a life half lived. And lying in the heat of my own blood, knowing my long life would soon draw to a close, I found I didn't regret anything I'd done, only what I hadn't. All of the opportunities that had lay ahead of me faded into darkness; a lost life I'd never live. An intense love I'd never be able to fulfil. 
 
    Tears poured over my cheeks, hot and full of loss. Not mine. They belonged to her. Selena. I'd broken the unbreakable. I'd fractured the parts of her that were only just healing. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I breathed, our time dwindling now. Not long enough to offer her my long line of apologies. And not nearly long enough to grieve missing out on each precious moment that was owed to us. That was the most painful part of death: what life could have been. 
 
    I reached up to her face, wiping the blood from a cut by her eye. She looked like an angel, even covered in ash and dirt and blood. Pale as snow, with lips as red as dawn. “You are so beautiful.” 
 
    She released a choked sob, cupping my hand where it lay against her cheek. “Please, you can heal-” 
 
    I shook my head. The silver tip of the arrow was deep in my heart. I had seconds left. And I didn't want to waste one of them convincing her to accept this. 
 
    I pulled her toward me until her lips met mine, tasting her pain as her tears seeped between our mouths. Death closed in on me like a shadow drawing across the moon. How easy it was. How quiet. Life was just a light extinguishing. A light she'd given back to me for a time. 
 
    Only in death did the meaning of my life truly come to me. The sun rose and set, rose and set. Day in, day out. For all of time. But one day it would not. One day the sun would grow tired and give up. But my soul would never grow tired. It would never give up. My love for her would live on even after the sun ceased to exist. In whatever capacity it could. So long as I was once a part of this world, my love for her would remain. So I let go, safe in the knowledge that that part of me would live on. That it was the sole reason I'd spent hundreds of years in purgatory, waiting for her, waiting to love. 
 
    I was comforted by that thought, even as death dragged me away from her. 
 
    “Till we meet again,” I managed as my heart beat its final beat. 
 
    And we would. 
 
    One day. 
 
    Somehow. 
 
    We would. 
 
   


  
 

 Jameson 
 
    “Come on baby, light my fire,” I sang under my breath. “Come on baby, light my fire. I can set the night on fire-er.” 
 
    Cass punched my arm and I served her a smirk. 
 
    We hadn't gotten quite as far into the battle as I'd hoped. And by not far, I meant nowhere. We were on the roof of the giant oven building, backs to the door as two Hunters tried to force their way out. 
 
    The ice-cold metal bit my bare back. I was about two seconds from turning. But if I went full wolf I'd have to leave Cass to hold the door on her own. Probably could have managed it, powerhouse that she was. But I wasn't about to abandon my one and only. Thing about life or death situations was, they apparently turned me into a real sap. Like, imagining my wife and children with the leggy redhead currently sat at my side. That kind of sappy. 
 
    “What do you think of the name Thor for our first child?” I mused, jamming my back against the door as it opened an inch. 
 
    “Jameson!” Cass snapped. “Can you please concentrate?!” 
 
    “Yeah, you're right. Thor's not cool enough. How about Rambo?” 
 
    “Jame-es-son,” she snarled through her teeth as she battled against the door. 
 
    “Shit - of course! Jameson Junior.” 
 
    “That's it,” she snarled. “On three, we move and face them. If we're quick enough, we'll have the advantage.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Firefly.” I gave her a grin, my hair falling forward into my eyes. 
 
    She snorted a laugh. “Go!” she commanded and I followed her like a dog on a leash. 
 
    She rolled, I rolled. In seconds we were facing the door as it flew open. 
 
    Two ebony-haired Hunters stumbled through it, guns raised. They looked related. Brother and sister? Uncle and niece? Maybe he was her father-uncle – who really knew how messed up these Hunters were? I wouldn't put incest past them. 
 
    Cass leapt onto my back, using my shoulders like a springboard to propel herself into the air. Did I get a view up her dress? Yes. And it served me with a sharp punch to the jaw from the father-uncle. I staggered backwards, falling like a toddler onto my arse. 
 
    “Ow,” I barked, swiping my legs sharply to the side and knocking him to the ground. In a flash I was on top of him, hand in his hair, ramming his face into the gravelly rooftop. 
 
    His elbow impacted with my jaw and my ear popped in a worrying way. How was I gonna put Larkspur on that? Might have to use a cotton swab... 
 
    I rubbed his face further into the gravel, knocking a blade out of his hand. I snatched a gun from the back of his jeans, but before I could press the barrel to his head, he threw me off him in some ninja-ass move. 
 
    I flew across the roof, skidding and skidding until the ground disappeared beneath me. My stomach floated, my heart dove-  
 
    I reached out at the last second, gripping the edge of the roof, hanging my weight from one arm. I'd kept hold of the gun with the other and took shot after shot as the footsteps of the father-uncle stormed towards me. My aim was off. Way off. I couldn't see for shit. 
 
    “Argh!” I roared my rage, scrambling to get myself up. 
 
    One knee over the edge, I hauled myself forward. Too late. Father-uncle gripped my belt and threw me backwards. Not before I grabbed his leg, taking him with me. 
 
    I go out, you go out. 
 
    He flew over my head and the world dropped away beneath me. A hand caught my arm and I swung hard into the side of the building, bashing my forehead. 
 
    The world swayed for a second. 
 
    Cass tugged me up onto the roof and I buried my nose in her hair, gripping her waist. Beyond her, the other Hunter lay in pieces on the ground, blood oozing toward us in a glistening stream. 
 
    That's my girl. 
 
    I glanced down to the street where my attacker lay in a twisted heap of limbs. 
 
    Cass wordlessly applied Larkspur to my various wounds and I watched her with a roguish smile. 
 
    “Jameson!” a voice reached to me from the road below. 
 
    My heart tumbled into the pit of my stomach and acid filled its place. Nasty and acrid. I turned, practically snarling, hands in tight fists as I gazed down at Ulvic, poking his head out of an SUV at the edge of town. 
 
    What the hell was he doing here? 
 
    “I have a way out!” he called, his voice choked as he locked eyes with me. “Come with me,” he pleaded, but it wasn't a command. 
 
    I gazed down at the street below, spotting a streetlamp a few feet away. Throwing myself forward, I caught the pole between my hands and slid down it at speed. I hit the tarmac with a thump then marched toward Ulvic, passing the smoking wreckage of the vehicle Varick had taken out earlier. 
 
    I grabbed Ulvic by the collar, yanking him half out of the open window. 
 
    “You can't hurt me,” he yelped, his face inches from mine. I longed to rip his head off and feast on it in wolf form. 
 
    “No, but I can.” Cass floated past me, quiet, hauntingly beautiful as she approached him, teeth bared. 
 
    I smiled, urging her to do it, holding his neck out for her. 
 
    “I'm the only one who can fly the p-plane!” he blurted. 
 
    Cass paused, glancing at me, her eyes flashing. 
 
    I trembled with rage, gripping him, wanting to snap every bone in his body but bound by obedience not to. And now this. He was either a dead man, or our saviour. The choice was mine. 
 
    I shut my eyes, energy thrumming through my body. Cass took hold of my wrist. 
 
    “We need him,” she said softly. “You'll have another chance.” 
 
    I opened my eyes, falling into the green wells of her irises. Heat scorched away the hate inside me, burying it under some alien emotion. 
 
    I released Ulvic and he fell back into his seat, panting, wiping his sweaty brow. 
 
    Cass turned back in the direction of the hotel. All was quiet. The battle was over. It was time to find the others. Time to get off of this godforsaken island. 
 
    “Stay here,” I muttered to Ulvic and he whimpered a reply. 
 
    Cass moved at my side as we headed down the road, but the closer we grew to the site of the dying battle, the more my hackles rose, my instincts telling me something was wrong.  
 
    Very wrong. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Selena 
 
    Life is grey, eternally grey. There is no light or dark, just an endless shade of something in between. 
 
    Jameson found me, falling to the ground at my side and taking me into his arms. He rocked me until our pain blended with each other's. 
 
    My hand remained wrapped around Varick's all the while. It was already ice-cold. I couldn't bear to look into his lifeless eyes, gazing up at the sky and reflecting the entire galaxy in the lakes of his irises. 
 
    You are my world. 
 
    There was no pain akin to grief. My broken wrist, the slits and bruises marring my skin. They were numb in comparison to the black hole opening up inside me. 
 
    “He never got to be human,” I sobbed, pulling away from Jameson. 
 
    His eyes were watery and reflected my pain. “Yes he did,” he said softly, running a hand through my hair. “You gave him back everything, Selena. He didn't need the cure. You were the cure for him.” 
 
    I melted into more tears, gripping onto Jameson's arms until he eventually murmured that we needed to move. 
 
    I glanced up, finding a crescent had formed around us. Cass, Sakura and Twyla gazed from Varick to me. 
 
    “I'm so sorry,” Cass gasped, dropping to her knees. She reached for Varick's eyes, silently closing them. 
 
    Silence stretched between us, marking his absence, burrowing into my body and hollowing everything out on its way. 
 
    “We need to move.” Jameson stood, lifting me with him, his expression lost. 
 
    “I can walk,” I said quietly, tucking my broken wrist to my chest, clinging to his side. He loved Varick, too. And I needed him close. Needed someone who could feel this pain. To lighten the load, if only a little. 
 
    “Ulvic's waiting,” Cass said, her eyes glazed, fixed somewhere over my shoulder as she spoke. 
 
    “We'll take him with us,” I told no one in particular, suddenly panicked at the idea of parting with Varick's body. 
 
    “Of course.” Jameson bent down, heaving him into his arms. Varick's arm swung limply as Jameson moved, his friend muttering apologies as he walked. We all followed like a funeral procession, my heartbeat dropping by the second. 
 
    This wasn't something I could fight back against. I'd been battling all this time for us. For our future. What was there to live for now? 
 
    Ulvic's face paled at the sight of Varick, but he said nothing, silently sliding the door of the SUV open to let us in. 
 
    No one spoke a word to him either, a silent unity between us. I despised him for many reasons, but he was our only way off of this island now. And I had to accept that. 
 
    When we arrived at the helipad, we moved in silence to the plane. Mercy stood beside it, a gun in her hand. When she spotted Varick, the world grew loud again with her cries. She pounded Jameson's arm, begging and wailing. 
 
    I watched her through watery eyes and before I knew what I was doing, I'd struck her hard across the cheek. Her sobs died. She looked up at me, then whispered words that sliced my insides to shreds, “I'm sorry.” 
 
    When we were bundled into the plane, Ulvic spoke over a radio, talking to Brendan, communicating little of what had happened, asking him to send a boat for the other survivors. 
 
    Cass slid her hand between mine as we sat side by side in the plane. She offered me blood from her wrist and I recoiled at the sight. Varick's words from the past flared into my mind. 
 
    You drink from me, no one else. 
 
    “Your wrist,” Cass said softly. “You need to heal.” 
 
    I shook my head, turning away. 
 
    Jameson lay Varick's body between us on the floor. I gazed down at him, tears streaming silently over my cheeks. 
 
    “Kite?” Cass questioned after a time, but I didn't look up to see who she was addressing. 
 
    “She died,” Mercy whispered. “She died for me...” 
 
    My eyes never left Varick's pale face. Gone...he was gone. 
 
    Loss was torture. This was something I wouldn't survive. I knew he'd want me to live, but all I longed to do was follow him swiftly into the grave. I fingered the gun I'd killed Abraham with. 
 
    One shot left. 
 
    Silently, I made the decision. But first I'd see Varick buried, put things to rest with my father, my friends. 
 
    Then I'd follow him into whatever life awaited us beyond this one. 
 
    Till we meet again. 
 
      
 
    ◐ ☼ ◐

  
 
    The time we'd been offered together seemed hardly anything now. It was too brief. The love between us was a fire, doused before it had really taken flame. Ripped from my grasp and stamped out. Love had given me back the piece of myself I'd lost in the games. Him. Us. And now it was gone. 
 
    Ulvic landed the plane on the beach of The Sanctuary. I barely remembered walking to the manor, but after an unguessable amount of time, I was sitting in Brendan's office with a cold cup of tea on the desk before me. 
 
    The tick of a clock in the room taunted me. Cass wouldn't leave me alone, not since they'd taken Varick away. 
 
    She was so silent in her movements that it was easy to forget she was present as I gazed numbly down at the grain of the desk. 
 
    At some ungodly hour of the night, the door whipped open and Brendan strode toward me, his hair unkempt and his eyes ringed with circles. “Selena-” 
 
    “Don't,” I halted him. I didn't want his condolences, his apologies. I couldn't bear it. 
 
    His shadow slid over me and I was forced to look up. He reached down, gently running his fingers over the skin near my swollen wrist. “Let me treat this at least, if you won't drink V blood?” 
 
    “I won't,” I confirmed, biting back another wave of tears. 
 
    I don't drink from anyone but Varick. 
 
    Gently, he guided me from the room, down to the lab below the house. All was quiet, still. Everyone was sleeping as if this night was as normal as the next. But to me, it was as if I'd stepped into another dimension. One where Varick didn't exist and pain stood in his absence. 
 
    Brendan slid an arm around my shoulders as we moved and I was thankful for his silence. I didn't want to answer questions, or explain what had happened, the others could do that. Perhaps they already had. 
 
    “Where is he?” I asked in a strangled voice, stepping into the laboratory. 
 
    Brendan gently sat me down on a stool. “He's being taken care of. Jameson offered to ready him for...burial.” 
 
    I dissolved. Tears rushed out so fast that I had no control, descending into sobs. Brendan moved to hug me and I clung to him with my uninjured arm, desperate for comfort. For the pain to ease. But most of all, for someone to take this night back. To bring him back. 
 
    Brendan ran his hand over my hair, hushing me softly, letting me cry until I couldn't cry anymore. 
 
    “Let me see that wrist,” he said, taking my arm. 
 
    He laid it on the work counter, assessing it for a moment before heading to a cupboard across the room. He returned a moment later with a syringe and placed the tip of the needle against the crook of my elbow. The sting was nothing compared to the pain unfolding inside me. I watched, detached as he worked on setting my wrist, eventually wrapping it in a sling. Whatever he injected me with soon took away the pain of the fracture, but did nothing for my broken heart. 
 
    “Dawn is close,” Brendan said when he'd finished. “I thought...perhaps we could lay Varick in the sun before he's buried? His body won't be harmed by it now.” 
 
    I nodded, mute, my lips chapped and split from the arctic wind, the salt of my tears making them sting. “I'd like some time alone with him.” 
 
    “Of course. Why don't you go and wait outside? I'll have Jameson bring him to you.” 
 
    A lump in my throat stopped any more words from leaving my lips. I inclined my head, dropping from the stool and exiting the room. I paused before leaving, reaching up and placing a kiss on my father's cheek. 
 
    Goodbye. 
 
    The house felt empty, but perhaps it was me that was hollow. I walked my final steps toward the front door, pulling it open and breathing in the morning air. My pistol was tucked in the back of the jeans I'd changed into. I barely remembered doing it. Perhaps I'd had help. 
 
    As I walked, the cold enveloped me, easing some of my pain, promising me the end was close. 
 
    I kicked off my shoes and focused on the feel of the damp grass sliding between my toes. Dawn was near, the sky growing brighter, a beautiful display of magenta clouds hanging above me. 
 
    Soon, the door behind me opened and I remained still as someone approached. Jameson appeared with Varick held in his arms, the blood wiped from his body. He was dressed in a new shirt, the arrow now removed from his chest. Jameson lay him on the ground at my feet then stood at my side, taking my hand in his, his eyes watery and empty. He said nothing, but I felt the weight of his pain as heavy as my own. I squeezed his fingers, fighting back another wave of tears. 
 
    Silently, he walked away and I dropped to my knees, carefully arranging Varick's hands by his sides. He looked at peace, which only made me want to follow him into death even sooner. I bent down, pressing a final kiss to his lips as I brought the gun to my temple. 
 
    Fear wasn't present. Survival didn't matter anymore. In fact, I didn't think it had mattered for quite some time. I hadn't just wanted to survive this past week, I'd wanted to live. To spend a lifetime in Varick's company, surrounded by the odd family we'd started to form here with Brendan and all of our friends. 
 
    Golden light poured over us and I blinked up at the dawn, sliding my hand into Varick's. My pulse slowed, my hand steadied as the bitingly cold barrel of the gun kissed my temple. Varick was bathed in sunlight, his skin not marring or burning, the curse finally broken for him in death. 
 
    I basked in the feel of it seeping across us, together in the morning sun. As it should have been. 
 
    “We did it,” I breathed, a tiny, impossible flare of peace passing through me. “We broke the curse.” 
 
    I pulled the trigger. 
 
   


  
 

 Varick 
 
    It started with a heartbeat. As if I was submerged in water, listening to the magnified sound, consuming my reality. Then, from total darkness, came light. Sunlight. Pouring down on me, warming my cheeks. But despite it, I felt cold, damp, uncomfortable. An icy wind bit at my exposed skin. The only warmth I could feel was someone's hand in mine, a body pressing down on my chest. 
 
    I couldn't move at first, the stiffness of my muscles not easing at all. Oxygen poured into my lungs, and with a spike of joy, I realised I was breathing. Truly breathing. 
 
    I blinked, making an effort to force the heaviness from my limbs. Where was I? Why was I so weak? 
 
    I recalled the arrow Abraham had fired at me. Selena kneeling over me, her hot tears on my face. 
 
    Selena. 
 
    I opened my eyes and dark tendrils of hair were the first thing I saw, blowing loosely in the wind. I reached for her, my arm so heavy, it took an age to move. I tilted my head, trying to see her and my eyes locked on a gun at her temple. 
 
    The weight of the entire universe couldn't have stopped me from moving then. My hand shot through the air and I knocked the gun aside just as she pulled the trigger. 
 
    The shot echoed off into the distance and the sound of flapping bird wings filled my senses, startled out of the nearby trees. 
 
    She gasped, rearing upwards, her eyes finding mine, coal-grey and absolutely beautiful. Christ, how I loved her. It tangled with every fibre of my being. 
 
    “Selena?” I managed, my throat parched in a way I didn't recognise. 
 
    She trembled all over as she looked at me, her eyes wide as if she were seeing a ghost. 
 
    I propped myself up on my elbows, groaning as my muscles protested every move. It was as if they'd turned to lead. 
 
    “What's going on?” I eased the gun from her grip as she started shaking her head. 
 
    Before I knew it, she'd slammed me back into the ground, clinging to me, sobbing uncontrollably. 
 
    “Selena-” I groaned, gasping, suddenly aware my lungs were starved of oxygen. 
 
    That couldn't be right. None of this was right. The sun was shining, daylight surrounded me. I was dreaming, I had to be. But why did it all feel so real? 
 
    I draped my heavy arms around Selena, trying to soothe her. She flinched as my hand caught her left wrist and I glanced down to find it in bandages. 
 
    “What happened? Are you alright?” 
 
    Laughter bubbled from her throat in response. She leaned up and cupped my face. “Am I alright?” She laughed harder and I gazed at her, baffled. 
 
    “What on earth's going on?” Brendan's voice sailed to me. 
 
    “He's alive!” Selena practically screamed, kneeling up, turning to him. 
 
    “What?” Jameson barked from somewhere close by. 
 
    In moments, I was surrounded. Jameson and Brendan crowded in, gazing down at me. The breath was knocked out of me as Jameson flattened me back to the ground in a bone-crushing hug. And it really was bone-crushing. I gasped from the force he used, trying to free myself of him. But I was weak, useless against his strength. 
 
    He released me in a wave, gazing at me with a curious, head-tilted look. “What's wrong with him?” 
 
    Selena started laughing again, taking my hand and guiding me up into a sitting position. I blinked as a headache descended on me. Something I hadn't experienced in well over a century. 
 
    “Christ.” I covered my eyes from the glaring sunlight. 
 
    “He's human,” Selena laughed. 
 
    “Impossible,” Brendan breathed and I wholly agreed with him. But why then did I feel this way? Why were my superior senses dulled, my heart beating a steady rhythm in my chest? Why was I sitting out in the sunlight without bursting into flames? 
 
    “She's right,” I suddenly laughed. “And it hurts like hell.” 
 
      
 
    ◐ ☼ ◐
  
 
    My morning wasn't spent out in the sunlight like I would have hoped but in Brendan's lab, being prodded and poked by a team of scientists. 
 
    Selena stayed with me all the while, sitting in a chair beside me. The only sign of the arrow that had pierced my heart was now a little reddened X across my skin. I ran my hand over it again and again, lost for words as to how I had survived. And not only survived, but turned human. 
 
    I was given painkillers for my headache and for the first time ever, experienced the powers of modern medicine. And not only that, but drank them down with a glass of water. I marvelled at the feel of it flowing down my throat, erasing the dryness it met along the way. Soon, the pain in my head ebbed away to nothing. 
 
    The weakness of my body was my biggest concern. I could barely walk without growing breathless. 
 
    Brendan came to me around midday, a clipboard in his hand. He dismissed the other scientists before speaking to Selena and I. “It is very early to draw conclusions, but I have a hypothesis that may explain a few things.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said, keen to understand this miracle, if only a little. 
 
    Brendan smiled, gazing between us as Selena took my hand in hers. “Selena's blood was in your veins when you died. The cure already lived in you. I had injected you with it and you have also been feeding on her for a long time. I can't say just yet which was most important, but those are the facts. Forgive me if this is a rather crude analysis, but it seems your death was the catalyst to 'switching on' your humanity.” 
 
    “But what about the arrow? How did he heal?” Selena asked, gripping my fingers tightly. I could feel the squeeze, the almost-pain. Evidently she was used to holding onto me as tightly as she liked. But I didn't mind. The feeling was human, and that wasn't something I was going to complain about any time soon. 
 
    “Once the arrow was removed, Varick would have had enough Vampire blood in his system to cure himself whilst the change was made.” Brendan shrugged. “That's the best explanation I have for now.” 
 
    Selena gazed at me and I melted at the desperate look in her eyes. “I'm so sorry.” I must have scared her half to death. And I nearly did. The thought made my stomach churn. What if I'd woken up a minute later? 
 
    “Your muscle fatigue will pass,” Brendan addressed me. “From our assessment, I believe you have similar symptoms to that of someone who's been in a coma. Your body has been fuelled by V blood for a very long time. You have maintained very limited human muscle mass. So...” He smiled. “You will need physiotherapy until your muscles regain their strength. I'll set up a daily exercise routine for you and you'll be back to your old self in no time. Your old, human self that is.” He grinned and I shook my head in disbelief. 
 
    Brendan left us to it and I tugged Selena up to lay next to me in the hospital bed – which was much more difficult than it would have been once. And I was sure she helped. 
 
    “This will take some getting used to,” I growled as she nuzzled into my neck. 
 
    “It's strange to be stronger than you for once,” she teased and I grinned up at her, a challenge in my gaze. 
 
    “Don't get used to it. I'll be fighting fit in no time.” 
 
    “I don't doubt it.” She kissed me and as our lips met, every human desire I'd ever had unleashed on me twofold. A lump rose in my throat. 
 
    “Another thing I'm going to need to get used to.” I pressed her back a little and she pursed her lips. 
 
    “This is going to be fun.” She beamed and I had no doubt, she was entirely right. 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue: 
 
    Selena 
 
    Water gurgled through the ancient stones as rain beat down on the world. Varick and I were in the ruin on The Sanctuary grounds; me sat with an umbrella, perched on a rock with my legs pulled to my chest whilst Varick stood beneath the circular gap in the ancient roof, head tilted to the sky. He looked like a painting, arms stretched wide, completely still as he experienced the rush of raindrops on his skin, soaking him to the bone. 
 
    “You'll get sick,” I warned, but couldn't fight the smile on my lips. 
 
    “The fact I can even get sick makes me oddly happy,” he replied and my smile grew. 
 
    Slipping from the rock, I hurried to his side, raising the umbrella above both our heads. “You have to look after yourself. You're not Immortal anymore.” 
 
    He trailed an icy thumb down my cheek, reminding me of the first time he'd touched me. He shivered as I slid my arms around him, his white shirt turning transparent from the rain. 
 
    He was stronger even after a week of physiotherapy, able to walk without support. I suspected pure stubbornness alone had brought him along this far. He resented Jameson propping him up, the cane my father had given him to walk, the way I steadied him when his legs grew weak. He had been strong for so many years that he was fighting his frailty with a fierceness equal to his old Vampire self.  
 
    As for everything else, he hadn't really changed. But he had a lightness about him now. No more craving blood or hiding in the shadows. No more fear of hurting me, or of feeling inadequate. Not that any of that would have stopped me staying with him before. He could have been a leprechaun for all I cared and I'd still love him until the end of time. 
 
    Varick's weakness had restricted him in how much time he could spend outdoors. Mostly, he spent his days in Brendan's gym, whilst I watched, assisted when I could, but I knew this was something he wanted to do alone. My helping him only made him feel weaker and I had to respect that. So I settled on encouraging him, watched his progress, cheered him on, but I never told him to take a break or have a day off. If he wanted to, he would. And I could see in his eyes his absolute drive to be fit again. Capable of running, swimming in the sea, roaming across the island to explore. We'd talked about it a lot; our future plans. From the little things to the large. When he was well enough, we'd head back to England, spend some time together alone, visit my mother and figure out a way to explain my reappearance. 
 
    Brendan had assured me we could stay in The Sanctuary for as long as wanted. Forever, if we liked. Every day there felt more like home. Our friends were our family. Most of the residents had been through hell and back, including all the new ones who'd arrived from Øyafrelse. Decon was amongst those to survive, plus a handful of the strippers from The Fortress. But despite the circumstances we'd all endured to find our way here, I finally had a home that wasn't broken. A place where nothing but peace greeted me in its corridors, even in the darkest of rooms. Here, I was safe. And I never wanted that to change. 
 
    “Selena!” my father's voice sailed from the manor. 
 
    I led Varick out of the ruin and we walked arm in arm across the soaked lawn, keeping close beneath the umbrella. The smell of food sailed from the house and Varick's stomach growled. He'd eaten his way through loads of meals since his return to humanity. The first thing he'd asked for was pineapple and I'd watched him devour the slices with so much vigour that I'd immediately ordered more from the kitchen and devoured some myself. He'd eaten it every day since. He adored fruit. Cheese was second, then pizza, pasta and anything deep-fried. Many of the foods he tried hadn't even been available to him in his previous life. But after three days of stuffing his face, Jameson had pointed out that he was going to get fat before he got fit, and Varick had immediately reduced his portion sizes. 
 
    The only thing he didn't eat, was meat. He'd had enough blood to last him a lifetime, he'd said. And I'd decided to join him in his newfound vegetarianism. I liked the idea. Our future would hold as little death as possible. 
 
    Despite Brendan's work on the cure, he was holding off on offering a solution to the other Vs. I knew Cass was desperate to have what Varick had. She watched him appreciate life with undisguised jealously. And though I tried to assure her Brendan would soon find the best way to induce the cure, even I was nervous of her trying it out. If a Vampire had to die to once again live, the risk was too high with my best friend. What if it didn't work a second time? Or we were missing a crucial factor that had led to Varick's cure? It was too big of a risk, and though Cass probably would have taken it, not me, Jameson or any of our friends would let her. 
 
    Brendan was holding the door open for us as we approached. He was smiling, but nerves flickered in his gaze. “While you were at the games, I sent Darrell and Nirena to England...” He opened the door wider and we stepped inside. I closed the umbrella, shaking it out before placing it to dry in a rack. My wrist was long-since healed. Varick had insisted I drink Cass's blood the day he'd been resurrected, even though it had been the last thing on my mind. 
 
    “Oh?” I questioned my father as he led Varick and I in the direction of his office. 
 
    “Yes, I thought it was time I started making amends for the past...” He said no more, quickening his pace as he reached the door to his office. He turned to me with a sad but hopeful sort of smile. “Nirena had to Charm her, to keep her calm, to help her understand-” He pushed the door open and there she was. My mother. Skinnier and smaller than I remembered, her hazel hair pulled into a hap-hazard ponytail. Her eyes were ringed with heavy circles, but contained in them was utter joy. 
 
    “Selena!” She ran to me, enveloping me in her arms. How long had I been taller than her? She was so small, so fragile. I felt the rub of her bony shoulders against mine. 
 
    I glanced at Brendan over her head and he smiled, pride and regret filling his eyes. 
 
    “I'm so sorry, Mum.” I gripped her tighter as she pressed her cheek to mine. Tears welled, my heart hurt with how much I'd missed her. 
 
    “You have nothing to apologise for. It's me who's sorry. For all those years I let that terrible man hurt my baby, for not running away when we had the chance-” 
 
    “A fault that weighs on my shoulders, too,” Brendan said, shifting closer, his eyes never straying from my mother. Did he love her still? I hoped so. I hoped there was a glimmer of a possibility for their future. But so much time had passed, and so much had happened, that I couldn't be sure if their love could be rekindled now. 
 
    “You weren't to know,” Mum said to him, pulling away from my arms with a sniff. “I was a coward- weak-” She held a hand to her forehead in shame. 
 
    Brendan tentatively slid an arm around her shoulders. “It wasn't your fault. He was a Siren. And anyway there's still plenty of time to set things right.” 
 
    “Yes, and I will, I promise,” my mother answered. 
 
    Love swelled inside me and I realised that this was the difference between us and people like the Helsings, the spectators. Everyone had shades of darkness in them, tones of light, but it was our decisions that mattered. Whether we chose to act out of love, or out of hate. Whether we took pleasure in power, or if we were able to surrender to our so-called weaknesses of kindness and compassion. That was where I saw true strength. It was why I admired Varick so wholly. Because he proved that no matter what demons lived inside you, no matter what past haunted you, or how far buried beneath it all you were, the person you became was always your choice. 
 
    Varick moved behind me, extending a hand to my mum. She took it, glancing from me to him with a curious look. 
 
    “This is Varick,” I said quietly, a blush crawling into my cheeks. 
 
    Introducing him by his name didn't quite seem enough to encompass what he really was. Pirate...Vampire...Monster...Saviour...Man. 
 
    But none of those things were worth mentioning. Because the only thing he was that truly mattered, was mine. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Enjoyed the conclusion of Selena and Varick's story?  
 
    Please leave a review! 
 
    It takes thirty seconds and will contribute massively to getting the word out about this series! 
 
      
 
    And if you want more of the V Universe, then join Jameson and Cass on their next adventure in the upcoming  
 
    Wolf Games Trilogy 
 
    Featuring Mekiah and Reason plus a host of other well-known characters. 
 
      
 
    Click here to sign up to my mailing list to be the first to hear about the release of Wolf Games. 
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