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 Prologue 
 
    This was probably the first time I had ever been truly broken. Pleading was not my style, but it was all I could do now. 
 
    I realised taking my life had never been enough of a threat to break me. Taking her away, however, would be the end of me. There had always been hope for us until now. I had been able to cling onto little slivers of it. But for the first time in my life, I felt utterly hopeless. Completely defeated. 
 
    His dark boots appeared beneath me and his voice sounded close to my ear. “You've had too many chances, I don't know what else to do with you.” 
 
    “Why can't you let me go? What do you want with me?” 
 
    His hand ran a line down my back and my skin prickled where he touched. “You're my wolf,” he murmured to himself. “You're mine.” 
 
   


 
  

 Varick 
 
      
 
    “This is stupid,” Selena groaned as I took another photo of her standing in the ocean, the sunlight sparkling on her bare arms. She tossed an ebony curl over her shoulder, shaking her head at me. 
 
    “You don't look stupid.” I gave her a hungry grin, clicking the shutter again. 
 
    I'd bought the camera from a local market. Greece wasn't like I remembered. I had never had a beach holiday in my entire life. Indeed, I'd spent a lot of time on beaches back in my pirate days, sailing between them, restocking my ship, trading with locals. But this was something new to me entirely. For the past month, we'd been travelling through the Mediterranean with Brendan and her mother. We'd busied ourselves with exploring and trekking. But now, we were here on this island to simply 'be'. And much to Selena's irritation, I had decided to document every moment of our time together. 
 
    Giving in to her pleading expression, I dumped the camera in my pack, wading out into the sea to join her. As I reached her, I tugged her against me, dipping my head to kiss her. The water was cool, splashing our waists, the gentle waves rolling past us. The sun warmed my skin and I soaked up the feel of it, basking in the light which had forsaken me for so many years. 
 
    Peace at last. 
 
    Her father had rented a villa with its own private beach, in addition to a pool, hot-tub and staff who cleaned and cooked for us. Then he'd left us to it, heading off to another part of the small island with Selena's mother. I was boundlessly grateful for the gift he'd bestowed on us: alone time. 
 
    “I think I'd like a go with that camera!” Selena wriggled away from me, splashing back to the shore and plucking the camera from my bag. She pointed the lens at me and I immediately stiffened. 
 
    The repetitive click of the shutter sounded her taking a series of photographs. I folded my arms. “I suppose I deserve that.” 
 
    Selena beamed, dropping the camera so it hung around her neck on a strap. “Yes you do. You haven't taken one picture of the scenery.” She opened her arms, gesturing to the incredible white sandy beach that stretched out on either side of us. 
 
    I waded out of the water, rejoining her. “The only beach I need is right here.” I ran my hand down the pale skin of her stomach, leaning in to kiss her neck. “Your skin is the shore and my mouth is the sea,” I murmured and she laughed, looping her arms around me. 
 
    “Well the sea is getting very handsy with the shore today,” she teased, locking her fingers behind my neck. 
 
    I was so happy being human. But the problem was, though I'd made my peace with my mortality, I hadn't quite made peace with Selena's. She had the type of soul that made this dark world a better place. It was the reason my life felt so full. So why wasn't I content? Knowing she'd grow old and die just like the rest of the human population? With me alongside her? 
 
    She is too wonderful a thing to let die. 
 
    She jolted me out of my morbid thoughts with a kiss. 
 
    I pushed a hand into her hair, holding her in place as I surveyed her. “I invited your mother and father over for lunch today.” 
 
    She caught her lower lip between her teeth. “It's strange seeing them together...” 
 
    “Yes, I imagine it is.” I didn't know if her parents could ever rekindle their love for each other, but I liked to think that they might. They were certainly spending a lot of time together on this trip. 
 
    What Selena didn't know, was that I had another agenda for inviting her parents to dine with us. One which made me anxious to my core.
  
 
    *★*
  
 
    We sat at a table on the veranda before the white stone house, overlooking the pristine beach. Selena's mother was still growing to understand the Immortal world. Initially, Brendan had asked a Vampire to Charm her into remaining calm. But now she was over the shock, Rachel was starting to grow inquisitive about everything. In particular, me. 
 
    “So you were a captive of these...Helsings?” she confirmed as we sat out on the veranda overlooking the sea. She didn't resemble Selena in the way her father did. Rachel's features were sharper, her eyes narrower and the softest of greens. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, a lump growing in my throat. I still felt a lot of guilt for the life I'd led under the Helsings. I didn't know if I'd ever truly get past it. And I was starting to accept that fact. When the nightmares came for me in the dead of night, Selena would hush me and whisper that it wasn't my fault. That I'd made up for my wrong-doings by far. But telling her mother about what I'd done reminded me that that wasn't really true. I could never make up for the deaths which had been dealt at my hand.  
 
    I focused my attention on the sea breeze and the lapping water against the beach, calming my worries. A mezze was laid out for us with fresh bread, hummus, cheeses and salad. I picked up a knife, slicing out bread for everyone. 
 
    I cleared my throat, figuring Rachel deserved more information. “They used to hold twisted games in their home, before your daughter stopped them.” 
 
    “We stopped them,” Selena corrected and Brendan chuckled as he spread hummus onto a slice of bread. “Alongside a lot of our friends, I might add. I think I was the least helpful, actually.” 
 
    I laid a hand on her bare spine. The black maxi dress she was wearing gaped open at the back, her hair gathered up at the nape of her neck. I leaned in closer, catching the whisper of a sweet perfume on her neck. “As I recall, you were the one who finished off the Helsings.” 
 
    Rachel looked to Brendan, her eyes wide and deer-like. That had probably been the wrong thing to say, reminding her that her daughter had killed people. Selena was smiling though, so perhaps not. I didn't judge her at all for the kills she'd made. But then I was from a different time. Death had always been a part of my life. My father had been a pirate. But we were entering a new era now, one where death didn't play a part anymore. Certainly not at our hands anyway. 
 
    “They were very cruel people,” Brendan supplied, patting Rachel's hand. She played with a curl of hazel hair, glancing up at him beneath her lashes. Selena was watching them closely and I felt the hope emanating from her that they would reunite one day. 
 
    “There's some wine in the fridge,” I said, looking to Selena. “Would you fetch it?” It wasn't my usual style, but I needed a moment alone with her parents. 
 
    She stood, narrowing her eyes at me suspiciously, but she left without complaint. Nothing got past her. 
 
    I fiddled with a cheese knife, flicking it around in my palm; it was the way I'd handled blades back in my pirate days. It felt as familiar as breathing. 
 
    I cleared my throat and Brendan folded his arms, looking at me expectantly. Rachel raised a brow, resting an elbow on the table. I shifted in my seat, flicking the blade around in my hand. Spin, catch, flick. Spin, catch, flick. 
 
    “So...I wanted a word with you both about your daughter. Though perhaps I am not quite the man you would have wished for her to meet-” 
 
    “Quite the opposite,” Brendan cut me off. “I couldn't think of a better man, in fact.” 
 
    My chest swelled at his words and I sat up straighter. 
 
    Rachel smiled cautiously. “From everything I've heard, you seem like a bit of a hero.” 
 
    “No...” I shook my head, fiddling with the blade. I couldn't find the words to answer her. I didn't want her building up a false image of me. “Rachel, I am, in all honesty, a man who lost his way. Who has done despicable things, unspeakable things...I was trapped in more ways than one, by Hunters and by the Vampire curse. They kept me hungry...and when I was hungry I was-” A jagged shard stuck in my throat, halting the end of that sentence. I was a monster. 
 
    “You had no control,” Brendan said in a low tone. “The Helsings kept you starved so that you would do those terrible things. They used your hunger as a way to control you. To manipulate you. Surely you see that, Varick?” 
 
    I bowed my head, spinning the blade in my hand. “I am still coming to terms with much of it. But I know, truly, in the deepest regions of my heart that I will strive every day to be deserving of your daughter.” I looked between the two of them. “And that's why I'd like to ask you both something. If you deem me fit, I'd like to ask her- christ!” The blade sliced my palm open and blood poured onto my linen trousers. I stood up abruptly, knocking the chair to the ground with a loud clatter. 
 
    Selena returned from the kitchen, hurrying toward me with a bottle of wine in her hand. At the sight of the blood splattered across me, she flew to my side, grabbing my wrist. 
 
    “I'm fine,” I said immediately. 
 
    “I'll get you a cloth,” she said, planting the bottle on the table. 
 
    “I said I'm fine,” I growled. My neck was hot and anger rolled freely through me. I'd been a complete fool. And now I'd spoiled this opportunity. 
 
    “You're bleeding. Don't be so proud.” Selena headed back to the house to fetch me a cloth. 
 
    “My apologies,” I muttered, bowing my head to her parents before walking after her. 
 
    I marched through the white walled house, my shoes thumping on the clean tiles and echoing around the large rooms. I followed Selena to the traditional Greek kitchen. Pots hung above the old-fashioned oven where Selena was rummaging through a drawer. She turned to me, holding out a tea-towel and I gave her an apologetic smile as she walked to my side, taking my hand. 
 
    She guided me to the huge basin, turning the tap on. 
 
    I let her unfurl my fist and hold it under the water, catching her in my gaze. 
 
    “I shouldn't have snapped at you,” I said softly. “I felt a fool.” 
 
    “You don't need to be so strong all the time.” She cupped my cheek, giving me a loving smile. I moved to kiss her and she turned away, grinning as she gazed down at my hand. 
 
    I lay a kiss on her ear instead, running my mouth down to her neck. 
 
    “Varick,” she gasped. 
 
    I trailed my mouth to her collar bone. Vampire or not, she smelt delicious. 
 
    “Varick!” she demanded and I looked up, my eyelids half-mast as I gazed at her. I was jolted back to my senses at the sight of her fearful expression. I followed her line of sight to my palm, doused in the stream of cold water.  
 
    I sucked in a breath, dragging my hand out of the water and gazing down at it. 
 
    Not a scratch. Not a scar. Nothing. 
 
    The cut was gone. 
 
   


 
  

 Jameson 
 
    I breached the ocean surface, gulping down air until my lungs didn't feel like they wanted to pop anymore. The moon hung low in the sky, gazing watchfully down at my predicament. 
 
    And shit was it a predicament. The cruise ship had sunk, presumably sucking down whoever was left onboard. But cries reached my ears across the dark sea. Survivors. Vampires, Werewolves, humans, Sirens, who knew? But from the amount of splashing, growling, grunting and shouting that was going on, I guessed there were a lot of them. 
 
    “Firefly!?” a voice stood out amongst them all. And it pissed me off. I'd been about to shout the exact same thing. 
 
    I hunted for Silas, swimming in the direction of his cries. With him wailing like an alarm, I didn't need to join in. Cass would hear him if she was close. As I approached, I noticed that between each of his shouts, he gave out a choked sob. 
 
    I spotted him floating on a large chunk of wood, curved in the middle. No doubt it had recently been part of the ship's hull. 
 
    “Jameson?” he gasped as I caught hold of the side. 
 
    He reached down, dragging me up onto the makeshift raft. I wanted to flop onto it and never get up. I was exhausted to my core from our ordeal on the ship, but I wasn't gonna rest until we pulled Cass from the water. 
 
    I refused to let myself believe for one, single second that she'd been killed. 
 
    No way. The universe wouldn't dare snuff out a light like hers. 
 
    Silas was soaking wet, his eyes bloodshot and his hands trembling. He didn't look so hot right then. But those model cheekbones were making a good effort to counter his floppy wet hair and pale lips. It was only then I noticed the absence of the little dead girl he'd been carrying around when the ship had been sinking. 
 
    “Oh...” I gazed at him and his shining, gold-flecked eyes met mine. 
 
    “Emma...she's gone...she's gone,” he murmured, his fingers flexing as if he was reaching for her in the icy air. “I tried to hold on.” He shook his head. “I couldn't.” 
 
    Silas gazed at me, needing something, looking absolutely desperate. I crawled across the space and tugged him into my shoulder. It was what I would have done with any of my pack members. And though Silas was hardly a friend, I wasn't going to let him sit this one out alone. For all I knew, I'd only have him and this raft for company for the rest of the night. 
 
    He clutched me with one arm, then finally drew away, taking a breath. “We have to find Firefly.” 
 
    I nodded, gazing out at the lapping ebony waves. I took a deep breath and called out her name, over and over until every single survivor could probably hear me. 
 
    Problem? Many of the Immortals were now swimming toward the life-saving piece of wood Silas and I were floating on. And I was pretty sure none of them were Cass. 
 
    As the moonlight flashed in the eyes of the closest survivor, my heart nearly stopped. Gnashing teeth, haggard features, his hair thin and patchy. Vampire. A starving, effing V. 
 
    Panic ricocheted through me. I turned to Silas, pointing at the horde of hungry Vs moving our way. I snatched hold of his collar and brought him within an inch of my face. “You had hungry Vs on that ship?” 
 
    “We didn't usually let them get hungry,” he growled. “But we had a blood shortage- money was tight.” His eyes flitted back and forth between the oncoming swarm and our raft. 
 
    “How many?” I demanded. 
 
    “Er-” 
 
    I brought my fist to his chin. “How. Many.” 
 
    “Thirty six,” he said, shoving me away. My shoe skidded across the damp wood, making a sharp squeal. I glanced over my shoulder as the noise drew more attention. 
 
    “Great. I'm betting we smell fantastic to them right about now.” 
 
    Silas nodded, visibly swallowing. I stood up straighter, balancing precariously on the raft as I gazed out into the sea. The moon highlighted a patch of land in the distance. It looked swim-able. By me anyway. I wasn't really taking Silas into account. He'd probably do fine. Maybe. I wasn't massively bothered. But could I outpace the Vs? 
 
    I didn't have time to make a decision as the first one reached us, grabbing hold of the raft and tilting it violently toward the sea. I fell onto my arse, sliding toward it, its tongue flicking out as it tried to get a taste of me. I slammed my boot into its face and it splashed back into the sea. 
 
    The panel righted itself and I glanced at Silas who was bracing himself against one of the curved sides, looking alarmed. He pointed into the dark water behind me and I followed his finger toward a slim plank of wood. “Would that work as a paddle?” 
 
    “It's either that or I'll have to rip off one of your arms,” I muttered, but from the silence that followed, I didn't reckon he was going to dignify that with an answer. 
 
    I crawled to the opposite edge of the platform, careful not to capsize us. Leaning out over the water, I splashed the surface, making a current to bring the paddle closer. I was frighteningly close to where the V had dunked under the sea. Maybe it was too stupid to swim and had sunk to the bottom of the sea. Or maybe it was waiting for the right moment to strike. The second option was less fun to think about... 
 
    I paddled harder and the plank reluctantly moved toward me, splashing over a small wave and bumping against my hand. I flexed my fingers as it bounced away again, the tips grazing the wooden edge. 
 
    “Come on you planky piece of crap.” 
 
    Growling filled my ears. 
 
    “Hurry,” Silas urged. “They're getting close.” 
 
    “No shit,” I said through my teeth, straining my shoulder with all my might. Maybe I should just swim to it? 
 
    My nails scraped across the wood as I stretched to my limits, balancing precariously on the edge of the raft. 
 
    An arm shot out of the sea, snatching my wrist. I fell forward, shouting out in surprise. Shouldn't have been surprised. Of course that toothy bastard had been waiting to eat me. My blood probably tasted like chocolate syrup. Note to self: ask Cass what I taste like. 
 
    I plunged into the sea, dragged under the surface, adrenaline surging through me. I threw out a blind punch, but met nothing but water. Teeth sunk into my shoulder and I roared in anger, kicking out. My foot connected with the V and it released me. I swam upwards. I'd sunk several feet already. Before I could make it above the waves, nails dug into my ankles. I kicked and kicked, powering upwards with my arms. 
 
    Not today blood-sucker. 
 
    The V clawed its way up my legs, scaling my thighs, my spine. 
 
    I hit the surface, gasping down air, feeling ice-cold hands clamp around my face. 
 
    “Silas!” I shouted, jerking wildly to try and shake the V off. 
 
    Silas stood above me on the raft, holding the plank I'd tried to fish out of the water. The splintered end of it was bloody, but before I could register why, he jabbed it toward my face shouting, “Duck!” 
 
    I followed his order in a heartbeat, slamming my face into the sea. The grip on me released and I spun sharply around, shoving the Vampire's limp body away from me. I resurfaced, swimming back to the raft, spying the speared head of the V as it floated face-down in the water. 
 
    I took in deep breaths, pulling myself out of the sea. Silas caught the back of my shirt, dragging me to my feet. His gaze was pinned on the horde of Vs closing in on us. As two more approached, Silas swung the plank of wood, hitting them with inhuman strength and keeping them at bay. 
 
    Beyond the two snarling faces of our closest assailants were twenty more, all surging toward us with splashing arms. Our only advantage was that in their starved state, they couldn't easily navigate the sea, evidently consumed by their hunger. 
 
    “Paddle,” I commanded Silas, my heart thundering in my chest. 
 
    I dropped to my knees, turning away from the Vs and dunking my hands into the water to help paddle us away from them. Silas dropped down too to keep the raft level, dragging the plank through the waves to get us moving. The current gave us an advantage, handing us a good start, but the Vampires were assisted by it too. 
 
    I pointed toward a floating chair several feet away and we splashed our way toward it without a word. Silas moved the plank in powerful strokes, unrelenting. 
 
    I fished the chair from the water, snapped the legs off and used the curved remainder as another oar. We were barely outpacing the Vs, but had no choice but to keep going. My biceps strained, but I never faltered. I could hear the snarls following us like the wind, sounding so close I could almost feel their breath on my heels. 
 
    “Maybe we should swim for it,” Silas panted, pointing to the mass of land up ahead. “I think we could make it.” 
 
    The raft tilted violently backwards and I craned my neck to see a V scrambling its way onto it. I threw out a kick that connected with its nose, hearing a loud crack in response. Silas whipped around and slammed the plank into its head to finish it off and the V slid back into the water. The attack had cost us precious moments and the closest Vampires swarmed us. 
 
    “No!” Silas shouted, wielding his plank like a bat as he bashed them away from the raft as quickly as he could.  
 
    I got to my feet, balancing on the rocking raft. I lifted the chair above my head and slammed it into the nearest V. It impacted with her neck and she screeched, writhing beneath it. I had her pinned down, her straggly blonde hair a mess of wet, bloody strands. I felt a pang of guilt as I finished the job, pressing my heel down on the chair, mustering my full strength to force it further into her neck. It got stuck hard and she slid back into the water, bringing the piece of chair with her before I could try and wrench it out. Blood speckled my cheeks, burning hot against the cool wind. My best friend was a V. Doing this felt wrong. But they were animals when starved. Less than that. We didn't have a choice. It was them or us. 
 
    Silas was in a frenzy, acting out of fear, of a will to survive, his blows lethal and wild. I caught his arm as he finished off another V. The tide of Vampires had fallen back a fraction, halted by the bodies now floating in the water before us. Blood stained the waves crimson under the bulbous moon. 
 
    The Vs surged forward once more and I tugged Silas back. We were going to get exhausted and the onslaught was going to overwhelm us. It was simple math. 
 
    “We swim, then,” I said, pulling him toward the back of the raft. 
 
    A hand curled over the edge, its fingers white and puffy from being soaked in water too long. The raft tilted sharply and I dove off the back of it, the shadow of Silas dropping over me as he watched. 
 
    I sank under the waves, the seawater enveloping me completely. Silas followed me and we started swimming, powering through the water. The grunts and groans of the pursuing Vs carried to me. Splashes cascaded over me as one of them got close. I kicked out, and my foot collided with something hard. 
 
    My gut spiralled as I sped on, keeping pace with Silas as we cut a path through the waves. Seawater burnt my eyes and seared my throat, but I didn't slow, not for one second. 
 
    I threw a glance over my shoulder and a hundred starving eyes gazed back at me. Panic threatened to take hold of me. But I'd been in shittier situations than this. Couldn't think of any right then but- 
 
    An icy hand caught my ankle and I was yanked underwater. I flailed, kicking out to try and break its persistent hold. I managed to fight it off and my head breached the surface. I just had a chance to spot the horde of Vs closing in on me as the first collided with me, his jaws open, fangs exposed and glinting. 
 
    I caught hold of his neck to hold him back, but it was futile. Three more came at me, their icy hands clamping down on my arms and shoulders. 
 
    “No!” I roared, trying to throw them off. But more and more of them surrounded me. 
 
    I threw a punch as a V tried to dig its fangs into me. I held another back, pressing my hand into its snarling face. My palm suddenly burnt like hell. I cried out, releasing him with a gasp of pain. 
 
    I winced, preparing for another onslaught, but it didn't come. The closest Vampire screamed, throwing its head back as its skin seemed to crumble from its bones, turning to ash. 
 
    More screams followed until the circle surrounding me were flailing, their heads catching fire. 
 
    I kicked away from them, spotting the golden light of dawn blooming on the horizon. 
 
    Shrieks filled the air and smoke billowed into the sky, the smell of decay rising into my nose. Every single one of them were alight, scorched by the sun's rays. The small blazes reached into the distance and the Vampires' wails grew to a painful crescendo. I cheered in utter relief as the flames sizzled out and the Vs turned to dust in the water, unable to believe our luck. 
 
    “Holy shit!” I cried, looking to Silas. He was wide-eyed and pale. Was he was going into shock? Well I suppose the guy had just lost his home, his work, his dead sister and now all of the Vs he'd had in his possession. Sucked to be him. 
 
    I swam toward him, catching his arm. “Let's move. If Cass is alive, she'll have swum that way.” I pointed to the island. “Will the sun hurt her?” I added as a wave of panic took hold of me. 
 
    He shook his head, blinking out of his stupor. “No, she's immune to the sun now,” Silas panted, dragging down a deep breath before starting to swim. I kept at his side, worry growing inside me the further I moved. I had to be right about Cass. I told myself with every stroke of my arm. 
 
    She's alive and she's on that island. She's alive and she's on that island. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Cass 
 
    “Taste...” 
 
    I sunk lower in the rock pool, fear inching through me. Cicadas sung in the dawn with a high-pitched noise that sounded like the world was screaming. The heat of the day already clung to me, muggy and oppressive. The cool water splashed with every small move I made.  
 
    I needed to run. And soon. 
 
    The chattering of teeth reached to me from the trees, followed by a disembodied voice, sounding the word, “Taste.” 
 
    A shudder took hold of me. I was its next meal if I didn't make a plan. 
 
    Just get up and run. 
 
    It was the most simple and most terrifying task at once. 
 
    The morning sunlight spilled across my legs, creeping up my body in a sheet of gold. I let the feel of it stir me, and finally found the will to sit up. Pain shot up my left arm which had been twisted beneath my body. Cuts circled my elbow and purple bruises were blossoming over my pale skin. But the bone was intact, I was certain. 
 
    Not too bad. I'm well enough to run. 
 
    Pressing my feet against the base of the pool, I pushed myself into a crouch, careful not to raise my head above the jagged black rocks surrounding me. If that Reaper was close by, it might spot me. And I wasn't sure how it hunted its prey. Scent? Sound? For now, I'd have to keep all of my movements quiet and hope my scent was covered by the seawater. The trees reaching overhead smelt strongly floral, which might have helped too. I certainly wasn't up for a fight right then. 
 
    My feet were bare, I must have lost my shoes after the ship went down. But I was thankful as they gave me a decent grip against the smooth rocks lining the pool. I moved upwards, keeping low, creeping up the rocks that led away from the lapping shore. My dark green gown was split up both legs from my ordeal on the sinking ship, giving me room to bend and climb. I peeked over the top of the rocks, spying the thick, lush foliage of a jungle, leading away from a black sand shore. 
 
    Where am I? 
 
    Exotic birds sung an unfamiliar chorus to welcome in the day; the whole place was alive with noise. It offered me cover to move undetected, but that meant the Reaper would be able to do the same. As I climbed from the pool, bending low, I moved onto a flat expanse of rocks and picked up a sharp stone as a weapon, cupping it in my palm. I glanced back toward the sea, the orange sun blindingly bright as it rose above the horizon. The ship was gone. I had no idea how far I'd drifted from the wreckage. I'd passed out underwater. I could have been miles from where it had gone down. 
 
    “Taste...” 
 
    My breathing quickened to match my rampant heart beat. 
 
    The voice had carried from further down the shore. I gazed back along the beach, hunting for the skeletal form of a Reaper, its black, mist-like cloak. But there was nothing there but a small gull wandering over the black sand. But wherever it was, it was definitely hunting me. 
 
    With a breath of decision, I made a dash for the edge of the jungle, the giant, damp leaves brushing my arms. I darted between them, panic rising in me as I sprinted faster and faster, needing to put as much distance between me and the Reaper. 
 
    A cracking of twigs sounded behind me and I willed my legs to move faster. 
 
    “Taste,” it hissed, but it was falling behind, I was sure of it. 
 
    I ran on, leaves and thorns whipping my skin as I forged a path through the thick undergrowth. My breathing came in rags. 
 
    I was forced to slow as I moved between the sprawling foliage of a large plant, slipping further into the jungle, desperate to remain hidden. The hairs on my arms prickled to attention and I gripped the sharp stone tighter.  
 
    I paused, listening intently, my heightened hearing picking out every sound in the forest. From the birds, to small mammals and reptiles, I could almost hear their pulses thrumming around me like little beating wings. But there was no sign of the Reaper. Perhaps I'd lost it. But I wasn't going to take any chance. 
 
    I continually placed one foot in front of the other, making a path between the vegetation. Soon, the forest canopy grew so thick that the only sunlight to penetrate the darkness cut through the air in diagonal shafts. Motes of dust and pollen plumed within in them, creating an ethereal world around me. The jungle was painted in every shade of green from jade to deepest teal. But as beautiful as it was, a forest like this could be deadly. I didn't know what kinds of poisonous snakes, spiders or even plants could live somewhere like this. Or whether I'd be susceptible to such things in my Hybrid form. So I had to be cautious. 
 
    The trees were close-knit and the bright green foliage clung to my hips, concealing the forest floor. My Hybrid vision picked up tiny movements within the shadows, rushing up the boughs, the swoop of a bird overhead. So long as the creatures were still singing and chattering, I felt relatively safe. From my time in the V Games, I'd learned to listen to the beating heart of the natural world. And the one thing that preceded danger in a forest, was silence. 
 
    With the Reaper far behind me, I turned my attention to my bone-dry mouth. I moved to a large leaf hanging from a tree close by. I tentatively tasted the water droplets gathered on them, but it was salty and bitter. So I'd have to go further into the jungle if I was going to find fresh water. 
 
    I strained my ears beyond the rush of noise, trying to pick out a gurgling stream or the roar of a waterfall. Nothing. 
 
    Before I moved further into the trees, an idea swum into my mind. I'd turned into a wolf during my trial on the ship. And in that form, I'd been able to kill a Reaper. It could give me an advantage; I'd be able to move faster, perhaps be able to smell fresh water from miles off. I shut my eyes, slowing my breathing as I silently willed my body to turn. I'd be safer, quicker, more deadly as a wolf. But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't capture the burning feeling that preceded the change. 
 
    Various scents found me between the trees, but the most desirable amongst them was animal blood. It wouldn't be nearly as satiable as human blood, but I wouldn't pass up the opportunity to drink if I got the chance. I hadn't been a Hybrid long enough to know what would happen if the V part of me started to starve. But I knew I didn't want to find out. 
 
    I dug my fangs into my tongue, wondering which fate was going to find me first: my all-consuming hunger, or the pursuit of a predator. But I wasn't giving up yet. 
 
    I finally let my thoughts turn to Jameson back out in the sea, of Silas. Then a bitter lance of pain reminded me of Kodiak's demise. Jameson and Silas had not met their ends too. I wouldn't let myself think it. So I had to press on through the trees and pray to god I'd find help soon. Then I'd hunt the ocean myself until I found them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Jameson 
 
    I swam until my arms ached and my stomach growled. The island had seemed much closer from the raft, but we were nearing it at last. As the morning light filtered over us, a shore came into sight ahead. The waves began to help our plight, washing us into a bay where a rainbow of coral glimmered beneath us. 
 
    The sun beat down on me like it was determined to boil the water and cook me like a lobster. Reason number two thousand and three of why being me was awesome? As a Werewolf, I was impervious to sunburn. Judging by the glowing red patch on Silas's neck, he was not. Sucker. 
 
    We swam into a bay where small islands of land stood like pillars in the water, jutting toward the sky. The sea was turquoise and sparkled like diamonds under the relentless sun. I hadn't visited a place like this since my pirate days. But as familiar as it felt, I couldn't help but wish I was here under merrier circumstances. Rum...skinny-dipping...a hot girl. Preferably a Hybrid with crimson hair... 
 
    Silas was panting as we finally hit the black beach, hauling ourselves out of the sea and slumping onto the heated sand. 
 
    I lay gasping in my ripped suit trousers and sodden shirt, gazing up at the cerulean sky above. 
 
    “We made it,” Silas panted. 
 
    I sat up with black sand plastered to my back, but I didn't give a damn. “Yeah.” I slapped a hand to his shoulder. “Don't suppose you've got any water stashed under that fancy Armani shirt of yours?”  
 
    He propped himself up on his elbows. Like me, he was still wearing the attire from the ball the previous night. It already seemed like a lifetime ago. 
 
    “No.” Silas dragged himself upright, turning to face the steep slope behind us. It led up to a thick jungle that warbled with a hundred bird songs. 
 
    I stretched my spine as I gained my feet and cupped my hands around my mouth, tilting my head toward trees. “Firefly!?” 
 
    Silas jabbed an elbow hard into my ribs. “Shut up.” 
 
    “Why?” I growled, tempted to punch him in response to the elbowing. 
 
    “Because this place is dangerous,” Silas breathed, his eyes darkening. “This island belongs to IDAHO.” He reached into his pocket, taking out his mobile phone. I had to inwardly applaud his optimism as he tried to turn it on. 
 
    “It's dead,” he announced. 
 
    “Surely not?” I gasped, snatching it from him and holding it to my ear. “No, wait, I'm getting something. Apparently you just won first place in the 'Stating the Obvious' awards. They want to know if you'll be accepting your trophy in person?” 
 
    Silas slapped the phone out of my hand and it flew into the sea, hitting the water with a distant splash. He glared at me. “Stop messing around, we are in serious shit here, Jameson.” 
 
    “Well we can continue to stand here while you to tell me things I already know, or you can fill me in on this island.” 
 
    Silas growled his frustration and I had to remember he'd just lost someone he cared about. I mean, sure, the girl seemed to have been dead before he dropped her in the ocean. But I didn't feel like opening that can of worms right then. 
 
    Silas pointed at the trees mounting the hill ahead of us. “This island is a breeding ground for Immortals. And not the fluffy Werewolf kind like you.” He jabbed me in the chest and it took every, single fibre of my being not to punch him for it. I slowly removed his hand from my chest, grinding my jaw. 
 
    “Like?” I asked through my teeth. 
 
    “Like Reapers,” he breathed, terror flitting through his eyes. 
 
    I frowned, gazing at the forest again. I didn't know much about Reapers, but they were ugly as sin and seemed hungry for human flesh. So I didn't fancy meeting one in a dark alley. Or a jungle for that matter. “Anything else I should be concerned about?” I asked, keeping my tone as calm as possible. 
 
    “Plenty,” he muttered, running a hand down the back of his neck. “There's an underground institute here. I've only ever visited it by helicopter. I've never spent a day out on this island...” 
 
    I folded my arms, giving him an even stare. “So you're telling me, that you allow dangerous Immortals to roam around on this island, living freely?” 
 
    “Yes,” he hissed. 
 
    “Why?” I demanded. 
 
    “The Reapers don't breed in captivity. I don't know why, it's just the way they are. They're about as fertile as Pandas. They need space and time to reproduce.” 
 
    “Pandas?” I balked. “Are you seriously comparing a colony of skinless, flesh-eating freaks to a bunch of cuddly black and white bears?” 
 
    Silas's jaw ticked. “I am a scientist, Jameson. And the Reapers are Immortal beings, just like you-” 
 
    I planted a hand right in front of his face to halt him. “Compare me to them again and this hand will curl into a fist and send your nose on a one-way trip to the back of your skull.” 
 
    Silas side-stepped my palm with a grunt of annoyance. “The Reapers might be the least of our problems, to be honest.” He gazed up the beach again. He looked pale. Like the kind of pale I'd seen in the V Games. When someone was fairly sure they were going to die. 
 
    “Why?” I asked, unsure I wanted to learn the answer to that question. 
 
    “If we just had a way to contact them...” Silas walked slowly up the beach, ignoring me. 
 
    “Who?” I hounded after him, leaving large footprints in the sand. 
 
    “The institute.” Silas turned back, halting me. “There's a lot of security on this island. We can't just walk there. It's not safe.” 
 
    I gestured for him to go on. 
 
    Silas gazed down at the sand, snatching up a stick and drawing a circle between us. He placed a rock in the middle of the circle and drew four rings around it, one inside the other. Silas pointed at the rock with the stick. “This is the institute.” He pointed to the outer edge of the circle. “And we're here, on the edge of the island.” 
 
    “Right.” I folded my arms, waiting for him to go on. 
 
    Silas pointed at the circles moving in toward the institute. “Each ring contains various technology to stop intruders from reaching the institute by land.” 
 
    “Why? Who would bother coming to this island to get to your boring institute?” 
 
    Silas stabbed his stick in the sand, making a crater in his picture. “We can't take the risk that a threat would come here. That institute houses some very precious work.” 
 
    “Like?” I raised a brow. 
 
    Silas's jaw hardened. “That's none of your business.” 
 
    “Well if you want me to go there, it is.” 
 
    “I don't really care what you do.” Silas started up the beach. 
 
    I headed after him, having no real choice, figuring he was probably my best chance of finding my way to this 'institute'. My more pressing issue, however, was Cass. 
 
    This was the only land mass around for miles, so if she'd survived the shipwreck, she'd have come here. Girl was clever, and tough as nails. So I probably wouldn't have been worried, had it not been for the 'security' Silas had mentioned. But the only thing I could really do right then, was start walking and keep my senses primed to hunt her down. 
 
    “So these security rings...?” I questioned as I fell in to step at Silas's side. “What are we dealing with?” 
 
    “I plan on not dealing with them if I can help it,” Silas replied. 
 
    “Which means?” 
 
    “It means, we're miles from the institute. I need to figure out where we are in relation to it and then maybe we can send them a signal. Start a fire. I don't know. Anything to get their attention and send a boat or a helicopter to fetch us.” 
 
    “Where's the first ring of security?” I asked. 
 
    “About a mile inland as I recall. Unfortunately, I never took much interest in the details of the design.” 
 
    I pointed to the top of the hill, taking control. “So we climb, get a good view of the island and work it out.” 
 
    Silas nodded and I took the lead, powering up the hill until it became so steep that I had to use my hands to pull myself up the sheer rocks. Coulda been a rock-climber in another life. 
 
    When I was halfway to the trees, I paused to catch my breath, glancing below me to check Silas was doing okay. Not that I cared. But hey, I admittedly needed the guy right then. He gave me a thumbs up from a few feet down and I continued on, keeping my eyes on the trees above. 
 
    As I dragged myself onto a flat expanse of ground shaded by leaves, a loud whirring noise filled the air. A helicopter. 
 
    “Yes!” I sprang to my feet, moving into a gap between the trees so I was visible to the sky. I hunted for it above the cerulean waves, catching sight of Silas in my periphery as he heaved himself up onto the ledge. 
 
    I searched the horizon left and right, desperate to spot it. This was going to be easy peasy. We just had to hitch a ride, circle the island to find Cass and we'd all be clinking wine glasses by lunchtime. 
 
    A military-grade helicopter soared into view out to sea. I waved at it like a kid, bouncing up and down on my heels. 
 
    Silas sprang to his feet, running toward me as I waved my arms harder. He grabbed my shirt, launching me backwards into the trees. Anger tore through me. I staggered as my ankle caught on a branch and he slammed me to the ground, his weight crushing me. 
 
    “What the hell!?” I roared, trying to get up, but he struggled to keep me down, flattening me with his body.  
 
    I brought up my fist as he shouted, “That's Rockley Jones! Ulvic's on that helicopter. If he finds you, you're screwed.” 
 
    I went slack beneath Silas, gawping at him. Had he just saved my goddamn neck? And had he really just given up a chance to be saved himself? He didn't have any problem with either of those guys as far as I knew. 
 
    The helicopter zoomed overhead with a chugging, roaring sound, swaying the trees above us. Birds exploded from the canopy, the flash of blue wings glinting in the sunlight as they flew out toward one of the tall pillars protruding from the sea. 
 
    “Where does he think he's going?” Silas growled as I pushed him off of me. He held out a hand and I took it, letting him help me up. 
 
    “Your institute, apparently.” I brushed the mud from the arse of my jeans. 
 
    “Goddammit, I can't warn them. They'll let them in no questions asked,” Silas growled. 
 
    I surveyed him a for a moment, a feeling of gratitude growing inside me. “Thanks, man.” I was kinda in shock at the sacrifice he'd just made. “Why didn't you sell me out and go with them?” 
 
    Silas met my eyes, his surprise melting into a smile. “I'm not as bad a guy as you think, Jameson.” He surveyed the trees around us. I was, for once, rendered speechless. “Tell you what, you can repay me by hunting down Firefly with that wolf nose of yours.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. So this was about her. I should have guessed. And goddammit would he ever stop calling her Firefly?  
 
    “Of course I'll find her,” I said, my gratitude fading by several shades. “But not because of you,” I added as he walked away. 
 
    Silas gazed up at the canopy, following the bough of an enormous tree which seemed to be made entirely of thick, tangling vines. He moved toward it, resting his palm on the bark. “This is a strangler fig. It grows over a tree for years until it takes all of its resources. The tree dies, leaving it hollow inside.” He pointed to a sizable gap between the ancient vines. 
 
    “I say we climb it.” I moved forward. “Get a view of the island.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly.” Silas bumped shoulders with me as he tried to enter the hole first. 
 
    I shook my head at him. “You stay here, keep watch.” 
 
    I'm the hero here. Not you, bud. 
 
    He hesitated for a second before shrugging and turning his back on me. I slid between the gap in the vines, forcing my way through, my broad shoulders making it tricky, but I got there with some huffing and puffing – and effing and blinding. The vines were as stiff as bone, making the whole structure rigid. Inside, was not a cosy little cubby hole that Peter Pan would have liked to hang out in. All kinds of bugs crawled around it, the biggest of which was a millipede the length of my arm. Luckily for me, I wasn't scared of bugs.  
 
    It crawled over my elbow and I violently flicked it off with a strangled noise reminiscent of a dying goat. Okay, maybe I was one percent freaked out. 
 
    I scrubbed my hand down the back of my neck, feeling like tiny legs were crawling all over me. 
 
    Man up, bro. Silas is watching. 
 
    I took a breath, gazing upwards. Some of the vines were as thick as branches, curving around the inside of the structure. I set my sights on the blue sky at the very top of the tree then dragged myself up onto the first notch. The further I climbed from the ground, the less creepy crawlies I came across. Barring the eight inch tarantula that seemed to be making the same journey as me. Keep your distance you eight-legged soul-sucking freak. 
 
    As I met with the first level of the canopy, small red and black squirrels darted between the vines, leaping overhead. At some point during my climb, one of the little buggers used my head as a halfway point on its leap between the vines. 
 
    I pulled myself higher and higher, the muggy air making me sticky. I probably smelt about as appealing as a wet rag. Which might have been a good thing, considering the hungry Reapers which were lurking in this forest. I felt pretty accomplished as I reached the top, seeing as I'd basically just done a round in I'm A Celebrity Get Me Out Of Here. Though I didn't imagine Ant and Dec were about to show up and congratulate me. 
 
    I blew sweat from my upper lip as I surfaced from the vines. The air was cooler above the trees and I gulped it down like water. I soaked in the feel of the wind on my cheeks, gazing across the sprawling rainforest that swept down into a valley far below. Lush green hills rose like waves amongst the scenery, reaching on and on for miles. I squinted, cupping a hand above my eyes as I hunted for the institute. A flash caught my eye as the sun glinted atop a white dome. It was at least a couple of days walk away. And we'd have to cut directly through the jungle to get there.  
 
    A few miles down into the valley, water was sparkling between the trees. I licked my lips eagerly, but didn't fancy trekking into the first ring of the island's 'security system' to get to that river. No matter how thirsty I was. 
 
    The humming of Rockley Jones's helicopter carried to me from afar and I spotted it across the island, zooming low over the edges of the trees. A gut feeling told me they were looking for me. Ulvic wasn't going to let me go that easily. I was lucky they hadn't located me out in the water. Fear gripped my heart as I thought of them picking up Firefly. What if they already had her? 
 
    I couldn't let myself dwell on that thought. I had to hope she was out on this island somewhere. Safe. Maybe a little damp and pissed off. But still alive. 
 
    I started to descend, my sleeve snagging on little twigs as I moved. My white shirt was starting to turn black already from the sand and the earlier rock climb. 
 
    My trousers snagged on something and I halted to unhook myself, glancing down into the slim space below to try and see what I was caught on. I reached down, but I was too large now the vines had narrowed. I came unhooked as I shifted my leg and stood upright, coming face to face with two hollow eye sockets beyond the tree. A tongue lashed out, slimy and thick and as black as the skin stretched over its shadowed face. Fear rocketed through me. My stomach lurched as I lost my grip, crashing backwards and plummeting through the vines. I reached out to catch hold of something, shouting in alarm. I bashed into vines all the way down, making the whole structure fracture and shake. 
 
    Crying out, I finally snatched hold of a vine several feet from the ground. My arms yanked in their sockets as I caught myself. I swore several times, my heart beating a mile a minute. 
 
    “Jameson!?” Silas shouted. 
 
    Panting, I regained my footing, sweat pouring down my spine. A shadow passed through the sunlight and I craned my neck backwards to search for the beast, my heart thumping loudly in my ears. The snap and crack of twigs signalled a heavy creature moving through the tree canopy above. I dropped lower inside the vines, my heart pounding, adrenaline pumping through me in waves. 
 
    With a sigh of relief, I hit the floor, forcing my way out of the tree, coming face to face with Silas. He gripped my arm, looking alarmed. “What happened? Are you alright?” 
 
    I shuddered, moving away from the tree, my eyes still pinned on the canopy above us. The branches shifted and moved with the weight of the creepy animal. The birds were deathly silent and a squirrel was screaming an alarm call nearby. 
 
    “Shit, what the hell is on this island, Silas?” I grabbed his shoulders, glaring right into his eyes. 
 
    He tried to push me off. “Just Reapers, I told you.” 
 
    “That wasn't a Reaper,” I breathed, moving another measured step away from the vines. 
 
    Silas gazed up in the direction I was looking, but the canopy had grown still and the forest resumed its usual chirruping chorus. 
 
    “Must have been,” he muttered. “It didn't bite you, did it?” He glanced over my shirt. I still had a bite mark on my neck from where the Vampire had attacked me. But it wasn't too deep, already scabbing over. 
 
    I checked my arms to be sure, but thankfully the thing hadn't gotten its teeth into me. 
 
    Silas circled me, pulling up my shirt to check my back. He sighed his relief, pulling it down. “Did you see the institute?” 
 
    I nodded. “And I saw Rockley Jones's helicopter circling the forest.” 
 
    Silas's expression darkened. He scraped a hand through his hair. “Then we can't start a fire or they'll find us before a rescue team does.” 
 
    “Well...I saw a river this way,” I said, gazing in that direction. Did we really have a choice now? We had to move. We had to do something. 
 
    Silas's eyes widened as he realised what I was suggesting. “We can't enter the security rings. We'll be killed.” 
 
    “And what about Firefly, huh?” I demanded. “What if she walks into one of them?” My heart thumped harder at the thought. She may have been tough, but she'd be caught off-guard by something like that. “I saw a river that way, if she's as thirsty as us, she'll be heading for it,” I added. 
 
    Silas's shoulders sagged in defeat. “Fine. We find Firefly first. Then we try to find a way to contact the institute.” 
 
    I nodded, an idea coming to mind. “Hey...how about I shift into a wolf? I could go ahead, see if I can find her?” 
 
    His Adam's apple bobbed and I realised that I'd be leaving him entirely unprotected. Surprising me, he said, “Okay. That's not a bad plan...maybe wait until we get to the water though?” 
 
    I gave him a ghost of a smile. The guy obviously cared about Cass. Which should have been a good thing if I hadn't been insanely jealous. And especially because I had no way of telling her of my own feelings. Not whilst Ulvic's command still ran thick in my veins. 
 
    “Any idea what the first ring of security is?” I asked, but Silas shook his head. 
 
    “Like I said, I wasn't involved in the design. But I signed off a lot of paperwork on the use of robotics...” 
 
    “Fantastic.” 
 
    We walked in tense silence during most of the journey to the river, listening for signs of the Reapers. If it hadn't been for them and the unknown security measures that might unleash themselves on us at any moment, and the pounding headache growing at the base of my skull, oh and the thirst that was scrubbing my throat like sandpaper – wait, where was I going with this? 
 
    I figured shouting out Cass's name wasn't the answer, lest it bring down a hundred hungry Reapers on our heads – and not forgetting that monster I'd just encountered. So I settled on listening intently to the forest, desperate to hear her footfalls, or catch her sweet scent on the wind. 
 
    As we closed in on the river, a low vibration passed through me like a bee buzzing in my chest. I halted and Silas paused at my side, his hand going to his heart. 
 
    “Did you feel that?” I asked and he nodded. 
 
    I turned around, reaching out a hand as I sensed the continued vibration thrumming through the air. My fingers met something solid, though I couldn't see anything before me apart from the jungle we'd just trekked through. I pushed against it, then swore as I met complete resistance. I pushed harder against the solid air, but our path was blocked. It was a damn force-field. As I tilted my head, I could see the shimmer of the technology radiating through the air. 
 
    “Forget to mention something?” I rounded on Silas as he flattened his palm against the force-field. 
 
    He shook his head, looking fearful. “We've been working on DNA force-fields for years. But I thought they were still testing prototypes...” 
 
    “What does it do?” I demanded, thumping my fist against it, the strike causing a strange twanging sound. 
 
    “It won't let us back through. It thinks we're intruders.”  
 
    I gazed up at the canopy where birds flew through the invisible wall without trouble. Before I could question such a thing, Silas went on. 
 
    “It's triggered by certain DNA. Human...Werewolf, anyone who's not supposed to be here.” 
 
    “So the Reapers can move through this?” I asked, running my fingers across it. 
 
    Silas nodded. 
 
    “But we can't go back?” 
 
    Silas visibly swallowed. “No...now we either keep walking forward or get picked up by a rescue team.” 
 
    “Or Ulvic,” I growled, balling my fists as I moved cautiously forward. If I asked more questions, I knew I wasn't going to like the answers. And my fists were hungering for Silas's face right about then. Even if it wasn't directly his fault. There was plenty of blame I could have placed on him for our situation. Kidnapping Cass, for one. Running a controversial organisation that Alfric Hund had wanted to sabotage, for two. 
 
    A cracking of twigs caught my ear not too far in the distance. Footsteps. Several sets. 
 
    I halted, planting a hand on Silas's shoulder to stop him. “What is it?” he asked, but I hushed him, shutting my eyes to listen. 
 
    Training my senses on the sound, I picked out voices. “-the institute and Mr Madigan will be furious.” 
 
    “If he even made it off the ship,” a female voice answered, her tone fearful. 
 
    “What is it?” Silas's voice rang in my ear.  
 
    I blinked out of my focused state. “Survivors.” 
 
    His brows raised. “Which way?” 
 
    I pointed and we picked up our pace to a jog, heading in that direction. Perhaps one of them had a radio, or a phone, or a damn satellite strapped to their back. Or at the very least they might have some weapons with them. 
 
    Silas kept half a step behind me as I led the way, the forest seeming to close in around us. The rustling of leaves filled the air and my instincts cautioned me to slow my pace. 
 
    “What's wrong?” Silas demanded, looking anxious to keep going. 
 
    I shook my head, listening. The leaves were rustling, but there was no wind. All around us the trees seemed to press in. Bushes and branches tickled my shoulders, my shins. 
 
    “Something's wrong,” I said under my breath. 
 
    A male scream rang out up ahead and Silas took off before I could stop him, tearing through the trees. I flew after him, pushing foliage aside as it pressed in on all sides. 
 
    I lost sight of Silas as he slipped through a gap in the trees. I stumbled to a halt as the gap between them closed entirely, shaking my head to try and dislodge the vision.  
 
    That's not possible. 
 
    I forced my way around the trees through dense foliage, then walked on at a brisk pace, finding a way forward that was slightly more open. I felt like I was in a maze, moving through the only path allowed to me by the forest. 
 
    Pausing, I tried to step through the thick bushes to my left, pushing some of the leaves aside. It was tough and so thick, I could barely step into it before I was forced to turn back. 
 
    My breathing quickened.  
 
    I picked up my pace, calling, “Silas?!” 
 
    “Jameson!” his voice came in reply from somewhere up ahead. “Over here!” 
 
    Another scream followed. Female this time. 
 
    I spun around in circles in a small clearing. Two paths forked away from me. “Silas? Where are you?” 
 
    “This way!” his voice sounded further off this time, but it led me down the left path. I started jogging, the ground beneath my feet damp and soft, swallowing the sound of my footfalls. 
 
    A shadow rounded the corner ahead of me and I braced myself as it collided with me. A girl with strawberry blonde locks clung to me, looking fearful. Her nails tore into my arms as she gripped me, forcing me to take a step back. “Go back,” she demanded. “The other way. Go!” 
 
    Her arms were marked with strange, swirling bruises. I didn't have much time to examine them as she started running, urging me to follow. I fled after her, throwing a cursory glance over my shoulder, trying to understand what we were running from. I felt like a rat in a maze. Even more so as we arrived back in the clearing I'd just departed. Only now the way forward had changed to a single path heading directly ahead. The girl veered sharply down the path and I followed, finding ourselves in a tunnel of bending tree boughs. Vines hung from them, dangling above us, stroking my skin as I sped under them. 
 
    The underbrush was swaying either side of us and before I could figure out what was happening, the girl ahead of me screamed, slamming into the ground. Vines were wrapped around her ankles, dragging her sideways into the bushes. She cried out, reaching for me and I threw myself to the floor, gripping her arms. She was sucked backwards with inhuman strength. I was pulled after her sharply as if some impossibly strong thing had a hold of her. My eyes locked with her hazelnut gaze, full of terror. A horrible grinding noise followed and she screamed to high heaven. I knelt up, tugging back, hugging her torso to me, grunting with the effort it took to keep a hold of her. 
 
    “Don't let go!” she begged, sobbing and wailing. 
 
    My heart thundered in my ears. Fear stretched through me. 
 
    I was being pulled in too. She was up to her waist in the bushes, her nails sinking into my shoulders, clawing at my shirt. 
 
    She began to slip through my grip. I held on for as long as I could, but her body slipped away until I was only clinging to her arms. As her head disappeared into the bushes, a crunching noise silenced her screams. Her hold on me ceased. 
 
    I gazed on in horror, scrambling backwards away from the bush. Her hands reached toward me, but finally fell limp, twitching once in death.  
 
    A ticklish feeling ran around my wrist and I glanced down, finding a vine curling around it. I sprang to my feet, yanking myself free before it got a good grip. But all around me, the forest seemed to be descending, vines moving like vipers in my direction from the trees above and the bushes below. 
 
    I swore, charging forward, jumping over the reaching vines, dodging the whip and grab of their pointed ends. Sunlight filtered down on me as I breached the trees, following the path between more bushes, running faster than I ever had in my life. 
 
    A man almost collided with me, but neither of us stopped moving. We ran side by side. He wore a mask which was half torn from his face. Siren. 
 
    He kept pace with me well, his Immortal strength as pure as mine. He shot glances at me, his eyes wary as we sped on. We dropped down a steep hill until the bushes rose high above us. It was thick with darkness as we moved, having to slow our pace as we progressed. There wasn't much light for my wolf senses to pick up and I didn't want to trip. 
 
    A vine shot out from our right and the Siren took hold of my shoulders, shoving me toward it. It snared my arm, yanking me forward. “Bastard!” I shouted as he charged off into the darkness. I fell onto my back, dragged sharply sideways whilst more vines took hold of my ankles. 
 
    I will not be defeated by a hungry tree! 
 
    But that vow grew less and less likely as I slid halfway under the bushes. The grinding sound of something metallic reached my ears and panic set in hard. I rolled, clawing my hands into the soft earth, creating great gouges in the ground. 
 
    “Ah!” I cried my fury, thinking of Cass, of how I'd never get the chance to set things right between us. Because of a damn tree. 
 
    As much as I struggled, I knew I was done for. I didn't have the strength to beat it. I was gonna be sucked into a tree blender and ground up for dinner. 
 
    I pressed my forehead to the cool ground, praying this was gonna be quick. 
 
    A whoosh of air rushed over me and the vines released with a snapping sound. Hands clamped onto my wrists and I found myself being helped to my feet. Silas stood there, looking fierce. He had a hunting knife and an ebony-skinned girl stood behind him with an empty sheath in her hand. 
 
    I was so stunned, that I didn't even thank him as he started running, leading the way forward. I sped after him and the girl. We rose from the ditch, meeting with more bending boughs and hanging vines. 
 
    A shadow swooped overhead and I cried out a warning too late. An entire tree came down, flattening the girl, killing her instantly. Blood oozed. Her mangled arm spasmed. 
 
    Nothing I can do. 
 
    I climbed over the tree, spotting Silas up ahead. Another tree came down hard, slamming into the ground between us. “Go!” I shouted, urging him on. He hesitated a second longer before sprinting onward and I soon lost sight of him. 
 
    I clambered over the fallen trees, my hands sticky with something. Blood. 
 
    I grimaced, running forward, ducking my head as a rush of wind on my neck preceded another tree falling. As it hit the earth behind me, the ground trembled beneath my feet, but I never faltered. 
 
    The path Silas had taken was gone. Bushes swept me to one side, encouraging me into a narrow pathway. I was running so fast, I could barely catch my breath. I felt I was being funnelled towards an imminent death, the whole jungle narrowing and narrowing until it spat me out into a death chamber. But not yet. I fled into a clearing. 
 
    I stumbled and fell, slamming into the ground and rolling into a crouch. I gazed back the way I'd come, panting, expecting an attack at any moment. 
 
    I slumped in relief, spotting the light glimmering on the force-field I'd passed through. Surely I was safe beyond it? I'd moved into another ring. 
 
    Another man tore out of the bushes from a narrow path, powering his way toward me.  
 
    “Run!” I encouraged, getting to my feet. He sped in my direction, running along the edge of the force-field. “Just a foot this way you idiot!”  
 
    He dove toward it and two vines caught him mid-air, dragging him up into the trees kicking and screaming. He flew backwards, disappearing into the foliage with a guttural cry. Another metallic grinding noise sounded and blood rained down on me. 
 
    I stumbled back in disgust, wiping the heated specks from my forehead. 
 
    Silas appeared between two trees, another man at his side. They tore through the force-field together and quickly joined me. 
 
    As Silas reached me, he dropped his hands to his knees, panting. 
 
    The other man clasped his hands over the back of his neck, gazing into the bushes. He was a big bearish guy with hairy arms. “Miguel!” he called into the trees, sounding desperate. “Miguel run this way!” 
 
    “Are we safe here?” I asked Silas, nodding to the shimmering force-field, just visible where the sunlight hit it. 
 
    “Safe for now,” he replied, standing upright.“But shit, that was close.” Blood splattered his shirt, but he seemed unscathed. The knife was no longer with him. 
 
    “What the hell was that exactly?” I demanded. 
 
    “The security system,” Silas panted. “This island isn't natural. It's engineered. But Christ, I didn't know we had that kind of technology in use yet.” His eyes brightened a little as if he were impressed and I resisted the urge to punch him for it. 
 
    “That was technology?” the brutish man asked, his eyes widening. Evidently he was one of Silas's guards as he still had his suit trousers on and a gun at his hip. A gun I would be making mine as soon as possible.  
 
    “Yes, Raj,” Silas answered, patting his shoulder. “Bio-tech. It's what the institute specialises in.” 
 
    “It ain't natural,” Raj muttered, taking another wary step back. “Miguel...”  
 
    Silas ignored him, moving toward me. “Can you hear anyone else near here?” 
 
    His frantic gaze told me he was thinking the same thing I was. Cass. If she was heading this way, she was in trouble and there was no way to warn her. 
 
    Just as we started to move, a lean man ran out of the trees behind us, his long black hair wild around his shoulders. “Raj!” he cried as he spotted him, stumbling through the force-field. 
 
    They embraced hard and were soon kissing like there was no tomorrow.  
 
    Silas cleared his throat. “I don't allow relationships between my workers.” 
 
    “Is that really relevant right now?” I replied for them. 
 
    “It's unprofessional,” Silas said. “Try running a company with your workers all screwing each other and tell me how that works out for you.” 
 
    “More your Daddy's problem than yours, no?” I answered. 
 
    Silas's jaw ticked. 
 
    Raj and Miguel looked between us. 
 
    “It won't affect our work, sir,” Raj stepped forward. 
 
    Silas surveyed him, glancing at Miguel before sighing. “You've been through enough. We all want to get back to our loved ones.”  
 
    Miguel sighed, throwing Raj a small smile. 
 
    “Come on then,” I muttered, leading the way forward, hoping Silas hadn't been referring to Cass as his loved one. 
 
    As the river came into view through the boughs, I picked up my pace, keeping a wary eye out for danger. The trees bent over the stream, forming a tunnel of foliage above the gently winding water. After what we'd just been through, it didn't exactly comfort me. But I was too thirsty to complain. I splashed into the cool water, falling to my knees and soaking myself entirely, gulping down mouthfuls as I did so. 
 
    Silas and the others were soon beside me doing the same. At least we weren't going to die of thirst. That was one death option off the menu. 
 
    My shirt was bloodied and torn in several places so I didn't see much point in keeping it on considering the heat. I tore it from my body and let the river carry it away. 
 
    “I'm going to need these later,” I said, sliding out of my jeans and boxers beneath the water line. 
 
    Silas raised a brow as I tossed my sodden clothes at him. He caught them and I let the heat of my Werewolf blood rise in my veins, pulsing down my spine. 
 
    “I'm going to find Cass,” I answered Silas's probing look. 
 
    It was gonna hurt like a bitch, but it was worth it. Because the moment I turned into a wolf, I was going to find my girl and put her safely back at my side where she belonged. 
 
    Ready or not, Firefly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Cass 
 
    I moved through the forest, following the sound of a distant river. Frogs had led me toward it, making a low croaking noise that had scared me half to death until I'd spotted one of them perching on a leaf: speckled green with its throat bubbling out. 
 
    My clothes hadn't dried at all since I'd left the beach. In fact, the heated mist in the air and the damp leaves kept my whole body horribly damp. I was hot and sticky and my hair had doubled in size from the humidity. 
 
    To keep my thoughts from wandering to the Reaper I'd heard back on the beach, I distracted myself by coming up with baby names. Seeing as I'd decided to keep the little life-force growing inside me, I guessed it was as good a time as any to come up with something. And because I didn't know whether it was male, female or some weird Hybrid alien, I had a range of names to play with. 
 
    Family names were a no-go. I didn't want to be reminded of my doped up father every time I looked at my baby. Much as I loved him, I just couldn't see myself returning to that life. That drug-filled house.  
 
    I came up with names that had no meaning to me. This baby was going to be a fresh start, and I was going to do everything in my power to keep my past from ruining their life.  
 
    Girl names came easier.  
 
    Madeline...Eleanor...Elizabeth. I quite like Elizabeth if it's a girl... 
 
    Jameson would probably have called it Batman, no matter what gender it was. 
 
    Thoughts of him brought new fears to mind. If I ever saw him again, I was going to have to tell him the truth. Which wasn't the most relaxing thought on the planet. I tried to imagine his reaction when I told him. I feared his rejection. Not for myself but for the baby. What if they grew up without a father? I was hardly a decent mother as it was, so this kid wasn't exactly hitting the jackpot when it came to parents. But just because Jameson was a womaniser, didn't mean he wouldn't make a pretty good dad. So long as he wanted to be one, that was. In fact, seeing as he liked to be the best at everything he did, he'd probably excel at it. 
 
    My foot splashed into a small, bubbling stream, surprising me. Relief swept through me. I pushed back the waxy leaves concealing it, crouching down and cupping the water in my palms. I drank as much as I could, dropping back onto my heels, soaking in the feel of it rushing down my throat. Then I splashed it all over my burning skin.  
 
    Mosquitoes buzzed passed me, but apparently they weren't interested in my Hybrid blood. Thank God. 
 
    Just before I stood up, a rustling noise caught my ear and the birds fell quiet. 
 
    I stiffened, keeping below the line of leafy shrubbery that hung above the little stream. I tucked my feet under me, listening hard as my breaths fluttered over my lips. I still had the sharp rock I'd collected from the beach and I gripped it tighter in my palm. 
 
    A shadow crossed through the canopy and I shrank back under the large leaves, concealing myself beneath them. 
 
    The panicked wailing of a monkey filled the air and the trees shook violently above me. The scent of blood filled my nose and a crack ripped through the air. Loud drips hit the leaf concealing me. The light shone through the greenery, revealing the gloop sliding down the leaf and dropping to the floor. 
 
    As the scent of it flowed smoothly into my nostrils, I lost myself. 
 
    I darted forward, my tongue scraping the rock the liquid had landed on. I fell into a frenzy, falling to the ground as I licked every drop from the leaf too. Blood. The life-giving liquid was a godsend, and it sent a spark of adrenaline into my veins. 
 
    More. I need more. 
 
    I stood, gazing up at the canopy, my pupils dilating as the crunching of bones reached my ears. Without thought, I moved to the nearest tree, leaping onto the bough and scrambling up it, using my nails to dig into the bark. I followed the scent of blood like a tiger, moving across a branch in its direction. 
 
    A baboon flew at me, slashing its sharp claws, its prey gripped in its little fist. I hissed at it, exposing my fangs, slashing my hand out and catching hold of the dead creature in its hold. The baboon shrieked in complaint but I was bigger, stronger and hungrier. It took one more slash of my hand to send it flying off into the trees. I perched on the branch, crouching just like the baboon, digging my teeth into the remains of the small monkey it had been in the midst of eating. 
 
    Blood oozed down my throat and leaked from my mouth, staining my clothes, my hands. I lapped it up like a monster, devouring the metallic taste with delight. When I'd had every drop, the disgust at what I'd done crept into me. 
 
    I swallowed the last of the blood, trying not to overthink it. And was glad as hell that no one had been around to witness my creepy display. 
 
    I let the remains of the monkey fall to the forest floor, sure some creature would finish off the rest of the meal soon. I'd only wanted the blood. 
 
    I rested a hand against my stomach, pitying the baby growing in there. 
 
    What a mother I'll make... 
 
    I muttered a silent prayer that this baby would not be born with the blood lust of a V. I couldn't bear to see it grow up under that curse. At least I had some control over it. 
 
    I spotted the baboon lifting its head from a hole in the branch above me. Two younger ones poked their heads out, too. Guess we aren't so different. 
 
    I descended from the tree with less grace than I'd scaled it, returning to the forest floor. I found my way back to the stream and followed it through the forest, hoping it would lead me to a larger water source. If there were people living here, surely they'd remain near fresh water? 
 
    A breeze rustled the foliage around me. I'd entered a copse of close-knit trees and had to weave through them as I walked. Vines clung to them, wrapping around their boughs like snakes. 
 
    Movement caught my attention and I glanced over my shoulder, searching for the culprit. There was no sign of any wildlife. In fact, it had grown disturbingly quiet. 
 
    I picked up my pace, moving further into the jungle, the trees seeming to grow closer on every side. Shadows moved overhead, but when I looked, nothing but the vine-laden canopy caught my attention.  
 
    Something brushed my arm, feather-light. I jerked backwards. I frowned at the strange sight before me. A vine had lifted from a tree trunk, reaching in my direction. 
 
    Something slid across my calves and I ran. At my movement, the entire forest came alive. Vines slithered toward me at speed, making me cry out. I leapt over more than one, not stumbling for a second. My Hybrid speed was phenomenal, moving me through the dark forest faster than a wild horse. I heard the rush of water up ahead. Not far. Not more than a mile. 
 
    I could make it. 
 
    The trees seemed to bend around me, the whole forest looming above, coming after me. 
 
    What the hell is happening? 
 
    I leapt over a thick vine, dodged another, ducked a few more from above. Panic snared my heart. They were moving quicker, lashing at me like whips. 
 
    A howl caught my attention. Pounding paws. A word exploded into my mind. Wolf? 
 
    I could barely process what that meant, never stopping, never taking my eyes off of the surrounding vines. I could feel the forest closing in behind me, the crash of enormous boughs as they fell, the earth shuddering beneath my feet. I pushed myself as hard as possible and suddenly I spotted him up ahead. A black wolf with two shining bronze eyes. Eyes I'd memorised down to the last shimmering fleck. 
 
    Jameson. 
 
    He was standing in a clearing up ahead, seeming to ram his head against thin air. I couldn't work out what I was looking at. But for the life of me, I couldn't slow down. Vines grazed my arms, tickled my legs, never quite catching me. I was a gust of wind in my haste. 
 
    I felt something tighten around my thigh just as I reached Jameson, slowing to try and work out what sort of barrier parted us. But nothing halted me. I stumbled and fell, but the vine still had hold of me, dragging me back. The moment I hit the floor, it let go and Jameson took hold of my dress, dragging me backwards several paces in the mud. 
 
    I rolled over and he dove on me, licking my face with the whole pad of his tongue. 
 
    “Ah!” I cried, half disgusted, half delighted. I hugged him, his black fur as soft as feathers beneath my palms. I couldn't fight the laugh of relief that escaped me. 
 
    “Oh thank God,” I breathed as he let me get up. I rose to my feet, gazing down at my filthy appearance, now a mix of monkey blood and mud. Jameson tugged the hem of my dress, guiding me forward. When I started moving, he turned, padding off ahead of me, his tail flicking happily back and forth. I couldn't fight a smile and was glad his eyes weren't on me at that moment. Jameson was alive. And he was here. Words couldn't quite explain what that meant to me.  
 
    A stream gurgled up ahead and I spotted Jameson diving into it, sending a huge splash onto the shore. I gladly followed him, soaking the dirt from my body, relishing the cool feel of it on my skin. 
 
    “What were those vines?” I asked Jameson, though I knew I wouldn't get an answer. 
 
    He growled, then swam back to shore, shaking violently to remove the water from his coat. He gazed around as if anxious to keep moving, his ears twitching as he listened to the forest. 
 
    I waded up to join him on the bank and he sat like an obedient dog, gazing at me, his tongue lolling out of his mouth. 
 
    I ran a hand over his head. “I thought you might be dead.” Voicing the fear sent a shudder of terror through me. No matter what he'd done to me in the past, losing him wasn't bearable. The idea alone was enough to rip at my heart. 
 
    Thank God he's okay. 
 
    He made a whimpering sound as he nuzzled my leg and I wondered if he'd suspected the same of my fate. 
 
    “Fancy changing out of that wolf suit so we can have a proper conversation?” I asked. 
 
    He titled his head and I swear he managed a suggestive expression. Damn wolf boy. 
 
    I figured out what he meant though. He'd be naked if he turned. 
 
    I picked up the smallest leaf I could find and held it out to him. “Well this would cover you just fine.” 
 
    He growled at me, clearly not amused and I let out a laugh at the jibe. I wouldn't have put it past him to turn human just to prove me wrong, but he remained as he was. 
 
    He nudged my hand with his nose, then moved forward so it trailed over his head and down his spine. When I didn't move, he repeated the movement, gesturing for me to follow. I kept my hand on his neck, walking at his side, my heart finally beating a steady rhythm again. God, I hated to admit it – and I would never ever voice the extent of my feelings - but I was overjoyed to see him. I tried to bury the other emotion that chased my relief, the one I'd locked away in a box at the back of my mind and buried under ten feet of cement. That emotion was so powerful that it was fighting its way to the surface, demanding to be acknowledged. But I wouldn't. Not ever. Jameson had betrayed me. Hurt me. And I would never be able to trust him emotionally again. I did, on the other hand, trust him to help me. He was a seriously handy guy to have around in a life-threatening situation. And the two of us were more than a match for one Reaper who'd washed up from a shipwreck. 
 
    Whilst Jameson couldn't talk, I figured now was kind of a good time to tell him the truth. All at the risk he might freak out and change back into a naked man. But I'd just have to take that risk... 
 
    “So...” I brushed his ears and he made a content sort of sound. “I have some news.” 
 
    He glanced at me, his eyes as deep bronze as they were when he was a human. 
 
    I cleared my throat, giving him an encouraging sort of smile. “Before the shipwreck, I'd sort of tried to tell you something. And seeing as you're a wolf right now, and you can't shout, or demand I get rid of it-” 
 
    Jameson paused. I paused. Cracking twigs sounded up ahead, silencing me. My bare feet sunk into the muddy ground. 
 
    I lowered to a crouch, keeping a hand knotted in Jameson's fur. He started growling, the noise reverberating through his entire body. 
 
    I tasted the humid air, trying to catch a scent, but there was nothing but birds and small mammals close by. 
 
    I crept forward and Jameson took hold of the back of my dress with his teeth to stop me. 
 
    “Let go,” I hissed, but he shook his head, dragging me backwards so I fell onto my butt in the mud. 
 
    Before I could rebuke him, he leapt over me, his wet underfur grazing my head before he darted off in the direction of the noise. 
 
    I moved after him, keeping low, using my Hybrid stamina to catch up. A bark caught my ear, then a whimper of pain. I increased my pace, my heart beating so hard I thought it might break free of my chest. 
 
    I emerged in a small clearing, gazing left and right. Jameson's paw prints led to the middle of the dirt patch, then disappeared abruptly. 
 
    “Jameson!” I called in alarm. His scent was everywhere. But he wasn't there. 
 
    Another bark caught my ear and I craned my neck back, spotting him high above my head tangled in a net that appeared to be made of vines. Luckily, they weren't moving like the last ones I'd encountered. The contraption looked man-made. 
 
    He wriggled in its hold, his legs poking out of it at awkward angles. 
 
    My heart rate slowed a little at finding him alive. I followed the single thick vine suspending the net in the air, hurrying to a tree where it was tethered to a notch. I used a sharp rock to cut through the sinews, rushing forward as the net fell. 
 
    Jameson flailed madly, but I caught him before he hit the ground. An oomph left my chest. Immortal or not, he weighed a tonne. I placed him down and he shook off the remainder of the net. I checked him over, but he wasn't paying attention to me. He was eyeing the net, his eyes wheeling back and forth. 
 
    “Someone made this,” I said. “Maybe we should wait for them to come and check their trap?” 
 
    Jameson shook his head sharply and I frowned. “Why not?” I asked, even though he couldn't give me an answer. 
 
    He nudged the backs of my knees, encouraging me to keep walking. I moved at his side, noticing he was limping with his back leg. I reached down to feel for a wound, but he snapped his teeth at me, nudging me harder. His intention was clear. Keep going. 
 
    I didn't know why he was so worried, but figured he might know something I didn't. I quickened my pace, the hairs on the back of my neck rising to attention. 
 
    We rushed through the trees until the stream grew to an all out river, cutting a path beneath the bending boughs. The light was growing dimmer and the birds had taken on a new tune that signalled dusk. How had it been almost a day since the cruise ship had sunk? This forest devoured time. 
 
    As we hurried along the bank, I spotted someone who made my heart race. Silas got to his feet where he'd been sitting next to a folded-up pair of jeans. Further down the river were two men, washing themselves in the water.  
 
    I rushed toward Silas and he flung his arms around me, crushing me into his body. He was damp and smelt of moss and a day in the sun. But beneath it all was the crisp, fresh scent of laundry powder. He cupped my cheeks and I recalled the moment he'd kissed me back on the ship. My heart beat out of tune as I fought the image away. 
 
    Jameson barrelled his way between us, nearly knocking us over as he snatched up his clothes in his teeth and disappeared into the trees, limping all the way. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Silas asked, his eyes dropping to my stomach. 
 
    I nodded, gripping his arm. “Fine.” I was glad to have washed most of the monkey blood from my dress in the stream. But there were still traces of it on my skin. 
 
    “I fed,” I answered his probing look. It was only then I realised that Silas was no longer carrying his little sister, Emma. I glanced around, trying to spot her limp little body. 
 
    Silas stiffened, raking a hand through his unkempt hair. “She's gone,” he read my mind. “After the ship went down I...” He cleared his throat, his eyes flashing with pain. “I lost hold of her.” 
 
    My hand went to my mouth then I threw my arms around his neck again. “I'm so sorry,” I whispered. 
 
    Before I could say any more, Jameson stepped out of the bushes, shirtless, his muscular chest gleaming like it belonged on the cover of a steamy romance novel. I stepped away from Silas, a lump the size of England lodging itself in my throat. 
 
    Before I could figure out how to react, Jameson pulled me into that chest, his muscles seeming to mould around my body as he squeezed me. His usual subtle scent lay beneath the musk of the forest. I gazed up at him and his eyes roamed over my hair. “Nice fro.” 
 
    “It's the humidity.” I tugged myself out of his arms, fury seeping through me. 
 
    “Hey boss.” One of the men approached; he was burly with hairy forearms. Silas introduced him as Raj and the other man as Miguel. “Reckon we should move on soon. Don't fancy those vines coming back.” 
 
    Miguel remained on the bank, staring at the water as if he'd recently seen something horrible. 
 
    “You saw them too?” I asked. 
 
    “Saw them?” Raj balked. “They killed most of us.” 
 
    “Oh God.” I turned to Silas again, his expression telling me he knew something important. And when he'd finished explaining about the deadly security system on the island and that we had already passed through two force-fields without any chance of turning back, I felt a little sick. 
 
    Raj gripped the gun at his hip. “Any idea what else we're up against?”  
 
    Silas sighed, shaking his head. “No, but I've been thinking...” 
 
    I folded my arms, waiting for him to go on. 
 
    “There might be an emergency override, or a way of contacting the institute to turn the system off.” 
 
    Jameson's brows shot up. “Where?” he demanded. 
 
    “I don't know.” 
 
    “Surely someone at the institute will be notified that the system's been triggered?” Raj asked hopefully. He suddenly gazed up into the trees as if an idea had struck him. “And what about cameras. A system like that would be monitored. I've worked at other institutes-” 
 
    “Indeed,” Silas cut him off sharply, gazing up into the trees himself. “But if there are cameras, they would have seen us by now...they would have turned the system off, sent a rescue team...” 
 
    As everyone deliberated his words, I started to grow fearful. 
 
    “If we're in the second ring, why aren't we dead yet?” I gazed around as if the whole forest might turn on us at any moment. 
 
    “Well...” Silas sighed. “We probably have a certain amount of time before each one is triggered.” 
 
    “How much time?” Jameson growled. 
 
    Silas shook his head in answer. 
 
    “Then we'd better start looking for cameras,” Jameson growled. “If they haven't seen us yet, we'd better make ourselves known.” Jameson moved forward to make his point, but stumbled on his injured leg. 
 
    “You're hurt.” I darted toward him, my stomach twisting. 
 
    “I'm fine,” he muttered, but he let me steady him. 
 
    “We need Larkspur.” I looked to Silas who gazed around the forest. 
 
    “It grows wild here,” he said. “If we can find the flowers, I can make some. But we don't have time to waste. If that system gets triggered, I don't know what we'll be up against.” He turned to Raj. “Take Miguel and start looking for cameras. Fan out if you have to.” 
 
    Raj nodded firmly, marching off toward Miguel. It seemed to take a few seconds to coax his friend to his feet, then they waded across a shallow part of the river, moving into the forest on the other side. 
 
    “You'll have to stay here,” Silas said to Jameson. 
 
    Jameson looked ready to argue so I pressed a finger to his mouth. “You can't walk. You'll have to wait here while we look for it.” 
 
    Jameson took hold of my wrist, removing my finger from his lips. Electricity coursed through my veins that had no business in being there and I regretted touching him at all. 
 
    “You'll stay together?” Jameson's eyes remained on me, but I knew he was addressing Silas. 
 
    “We need to split up. I'll look for cameras whilst Firefly looks for the flowers,” Silas said. I was locked in Jameson's hard bronze gaze, feeling like he was drinking in my soul. I turned away at last, gritting my teeth as I battled down my rising emotions.  
 
    “I'm assuming your men don't hunt out here?” Jameson turned to Silas at last, releasing my wrist as he gave him his full attention. I was glad to have a moment to recompose myself. An image filled my mind of me ripping out the unwelcome emotions from my chest and drowning them in the river. 
 
    Silas frowned. “No. Why?” 
 
    “I got caught in a net. The thing was made of vines. Had a trip-wire. If your men didn't make it, who did?” 
 
    My heart stuttered at what he was implying. Was that why he'd drawn me away from that trap so fast? Had he suspected it wasn't man-made? 
 
    “Maybe the institute's trying something new...” Silas didn't look convinced of his own words, his face draining of colour. “I'm sure it's nothing to be concerned about.” 
 
    “Yeah...I'm pretty sure people said that about Mount Vesuvius, too,” Jameson muttered, wincing again as he jolted his leg. 
 
    “Sit down,” I encouraged. Jameson resisted a moment longer before dropping down to the ground and resting his injured leg. 
 
    Silas turned to me, murmuring a description of the flowers. Purple with white flecks. The scent of jasmine would probably be enough to lead me to them anyway. Night was already drawing in so the sooner we moved, the better. As we headed off, Jameson remained on the riverbank, looking out of sorts at being left behind. 
 
    As Silas and I headed off, the light was almost entirely sapped from the forest and nature grew louder than ever. Fireflies bloomed to life over the water, splashing gold and green swirls across my vision. 
 
    “I'm going to head back to the force-field before it gets too dark. If there are cameras, there must be some near it,” Silas said when we were out of earshot of Jameson. He squeezed my arm to halt me. “Will you be alright?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said simply. 
 
    I gave him a reassuring smile before turning away. His footsteps crunched across the ground. 
 
    “Silas?” I called as an afterthought. 
 
    He turned back, one of his eyebrows furling in a question. 
 
    “I really am sorry about Emma.” 
 
    His mouth twitched at one corner. “Perhaps it's for the best.” He bowed his head and his face fell into shadow. “I mourned her loss a long time ago. Maybe it's time for a new chapter...” He marched off into the trees before I could respond, slipping between the leaves of a large bush. 
 
    With time weighing on me, I followed the river, hunting for the flowers by smell. Larkspur had the distinctive scent of jasmine and every now and then I caught it on the wind. 
 
    The darker the forest grew, the more disturbing it became. I could see well enough with my heightened vision, but everything seemed to be coloured navy and darkest green. I wondered how well Silas would fare. Did his Reaper-born body give him heightened senses like my own? I made a mental note to ask him.  
 
    Night animals had taken over the daytime chorus, their chirrups and croaks more ominous than the friendly birdsong had been. My feet sank into the damp river bank as I moved, the cool mud feeling good against my heated skin. But the temperature had barely dropped and the air still clung to my skin like a film. 
 
    Crossing the river, I headed up the bank, following the scent further into the forest, pushing through the dense foliage. Jasmine flooded my senses and I halted, dropping down to the ground and moving aside waxy leaves to reveal a cluster of little flowers beneath them. Their purple petals were closed up but the scent alone told me they were Larkspur. I tugged them from the root, gathering them in my fist. 
 
    A twig cracked behind me and I lurched forward, springing upright. I gazed into the darkness between the closest boughs. It was so thick, even I couldn't pick up any light within the shadows. A clicking sound grew from further away and my heart pattered wildly in my chest. I couldn't be sure it was a Reaper, but I wasn't going to hang around to find out. 
 
    I crept back toward the bank, trying to keep my footfalls silent, but the clicking grew louder behind me. I swore between my teeth, throwing caution to the wind as I started to run. I threw glances over my shoulder, trying to catch sight of my pursuer. 
 
    Maybe I'm overreacting. 
 
    The bellowing of a toad sounded close by and I whirled around, my back hitting something hard. 
 
    “Taste,” a Reaper hissed in my ear. 
 
    Fear spiked through me. I flung myself sideways before it could sink its teeth into me. Its bony face was the only thing visible, peeking out from beneath a dark cloak. I leapt backwards, dropping low and snatching a large branch from the ground. The Reaper crept toward me, seeming to float across the ground like a wraith. A skeletal hand appeared from beneath its cloak, reaching for me, fingers twitching. “Taste...” 
 
    I swung the branch, connecting with its arm, letting out a yelp of exertion. I didn't hold back, using my full strength. A loud crack sounded its thin bones breaking. It made a piercing cry of pain, dropping to all fours and scuttling backwards into the bushes. The large leaves swayed in its midst. A heated bead of sweat crawled down my spine. 
 
    I continued to back up, wielding the branch left and right. My frantic breaths were my only company. 
 
    The trees around me rustled and swayed, making me jump at every noise. 
 
    My foot splashed into the river and I gasped in alarm, stiffening as I adjusted to the feel of the cool water. I fell back on my instincts, calming myself down.  
 
    I am Cassandra Hollins, a Hybrid of a Werewolf and a Vampire. I survived prison, killed more hungry Vampires than I can count on two hands in the V Games, and burned down Rockley Jones's death resort. So I can handle a damn skeleton. 
 
    I waited there until I was certain the Reaper had gone, then turned on my heel and charged alongside the river bank. 
 
    Across the water, a loud crash sounded and my heart skidded into my rib cage. Silas tore out of the trees, his shirt ripped and his hair wild. As he spotted me, his shoulders slumped with relief. 
 
    “Are you alright? I heard you scream.” He waded across the river, hurrying to my side. 
 
    As he reached me, he laced his fingers with mine. I almost pulled away, but his presence soothed my frantic heart. 
 
    “There's a Reaper that way,” I whispered, gesturing toward the dark trees I'd come from. 
 
    “We'd better move.” Keeping my hand in his, he led me back in the direction of Jameson.  
 
    “Did you find anything?” I asked. 
 
    His expression darkened. “I couldn't spot any cameras. Maybe it's too dark...” 
 
    My heart dropped like a stone. “So what do we do?” 
 
    He shook his head, looking concerned. “Maybe a rescue team is already on its way...” 
 
    I nodded hopefully. “What if we started a fire, made a signal-” I started but his expression made me pause. 
 
    He shifted closer to me, lowering his tone. “Ulvic has been circling the island, looking for Jameson no doubt. He and Rockley Jones have probably been welcomed into the institute by now. If we set a signal, I fear it will be them who come to us first. And-” He paused, glancing over his shoulder into the trees. 
 
    “And?” I pressed. 
 
    He turned back to me, his charcoal eyes glowing like embers. “I'm in no position of power out in this jungle, Firefly. Rockley Jones has already made it clear to me that he wants to get his hands on you for what you did to his resort. I don't know if I could stop him from taking you.” 
 
    A flicker of pride ran through me. “I can handle Rockley Jones.” 
 
    “Not out here, you can't. He'll be ready for it. And one word from Ulvic will turn Jameson against us, too.” 
 
    I nodded, my shoulders dropping in defeat. “So if a rescue team doesn't turn up...we have to go on foot?” 
 
    “I believe so...” He sighed. 
 
    “What will happen to Jameson when we get to the institute?” I asked in a whisper. “He'll be a slave to Ulvic the moment he sees him.” 
 
    Silas pushed a hand into his hair. “I'm in charge at the institute. I have over a hundred men and women in my employment, security too. It's just in this forest that I'm useless. But not there.” 
 
    I nudged him playfully. “You're not useless.” 
 
    He shot me a roguish grin. 
 
    My heart lifted as we started following the line of footprints both Silas and I had left in the sediment, leading us back to Jameson. With a jerk of horror, I stopped walking, taking a closer look at the prints. Next to ours, there was another set. Wider and thicker than a normal human foot. 
 
    “Silas, look.” I dropped down, pressing my knuckles into one of the strange prints, the whole of it dwarfing my hand. 
 
    “Something followed us,” he whispered, his breath floating over my neck as he leant down. 
 
    I glanced up into his eyes, hunting for an answer. “A Reaper?” But somehow I knew this print didn't belong to the bony foot of a Reaper. 
 
    He frowned in answer and the pressing silence of the forest suddenly registered with me. The loud crack of a branch sliced the air in two. 
 
    Silas touched my arm as I braced myself for an attack, looking left and right, hunting for the source of the noise. I'd dropped the log I'd picked up earlier, leaving me unarmed. I fixed my gaze on the trees before us, the breeze swaying the branches and rustling the leaves. My instincts told me there was something there. My heart told me to move. 
 
    “Go,” I breathed, darting away, keeping a hold of Silas to drag him alongside me. My bare feet slapped against the mud and Silas's shiny shoes kicked up lumps of it. We tore along the river and I spotted a glowing amber light emitting from a cave near to where we'd left Jameson. 
 
    I forced my legs to move faster, longing to find him safe and sound. I scrambled up the small hill, gazing into the cave.  
 
    Jameson jumped to his feet, wincing and grabbing hold of his leg in his haste. A small fire burned at the heart of it beside a pile of figs. God only knew how he'd managed it all in his condition. 
 
    “What's going on?” he demanded, moving to meet me. 
 
    “Something's out there,” I whispered. 
 
    Jameson grabbed my arm, tugging me further into the cave. Silas followed, turning and backing up. 
 
    Beyond the dark mouth of the cave, the river bubbled and gurgled. Cicadas screeched. Monkeys shrieked. My heart wouldn't rest. Jameson moved to my side, a burning torch in his grip, evidently plucked from the fire. He limped toward the edge of the cave and I stayed at his side, fearful that he would be vulnerable in his injured state. Not that he seemed remotely deterred by that fact. 
 
    As I crept after him to the cave mouth, I held my breath, searching the dark jungle. The shifting of branches sounded up above, the weight of something frighteningly heavy moving through the boughs. Monkeys chattered and cried out, disturbed by the movement. I gazed upwards, trying to spot it, my heart crashing into my chest. Jameson's arm brushed mine and a thousand tiny hairs stood to attention. 
 
    The groaning of branches carried off into the distance as whatever it was moved on, heading further into the forest. 
 
    I took in a slow breath, glancing at Jameson. He visibly swallowed as he turned to me. “You okay, Firefly?” 
 
    I nodded, lifting the Larkspur flowers to show him it had been worth the journey. 
 
    Silas moved to my side, prising them from my hand. “I'll make up a solution,” he said, heading back across the cave. 
 
    I caught Jameson up on our current situation and his brows drew tightly together. “So we're risking death to avoid death?” He hobbled to the cave wall, lowering himself to the floor. “Sounds fantastic.” 
 
    “It's our only choice,” Silas said, tearing up the flowers into smaller pieces. 
 
    Jameson narrowed his gaze on him. “Have you ever been in a life or death situation before, Mr Armani Shirt?” 
 
    Silas's mouth fell into a flat line, his eyes turning from ice to full-blown Arctic winter. He clearly wasn't used to being spoken to like that. “I was with you when the ship went down, wasn't I?” he snarled. 
 
    “Not the same as surviving an island which is designed to kill you,” Jameson growled, glancing at me. 
 
    “He's right,” I sighed, but before Jameson's smug smile grew too large, I added, “But, this isn't Raskdød or the Isle of Lidelse. We don't know what we're dealing with beyond the Reapers.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Silas rose to his feet, stepping silently around Jameson before heading out to the river, his case evidently made. I watched him as he picked a large waxy leaf, fashioning it into a shallow bowl. He splashed water into it before returning to the cave, picking up a rock on his way. Dropping to the floor, he started grinding up the Larkspur flowers inside the leaf. 
 
    “Where are the others?” I asked, not really expecting an answer. The real question I was asking was, why aren't they back yet? 
 
    “Dead probably,” Jameson said under his breath. 
 
    “What's got into you?” I turned to him and he dropped his eyes, looking uncharacteristically sad. 
 
    “Nothing, Firefly.” 
 
    As I returned my gaze to the forest, a frown took shape on my face. Although I'd been in arguably worse situations, I couldn't shake the feeling that we were in serious trouble. My eyes lifted to the canopy above, now still, the monkeys having fallen back into their quiet chattering. That creature might have moved on, but it knew where we were. 
 
    When the Larkspur solution was ready, Jameson shed his jeans and Silas moved forward to apply it. 
 
    “Not you,” Jameson growled, snatching the leaf from his hand. He held it out to me and a tight knot formed in my belly. 
 
    “I think what you meant to say, was thank you,” Silas muttered, shrugging past Jameson and moving to my side. He stepped to the edge of the cave, gazing out toward the river. “I'll keep watch. Hopefully the others will show up soon...”  
 
    Part of me considered refusing to help Jameson, but the pained creases around his eyes made me soften toward him. I sighed, moving to his side and crouching down, trying to keep my eyes averted from his nearly naked body. The guy was all olive-skin and hard muscle. He was truly beautiful. The only flaw on him was a faded scar running over his shoulder. Claw marks. 
 
    “Werewolf attack,” he answered my curious gaze. He lifted his left arm, turning it inwards, revealing an equally faded bite-mark. My fingers itched with the urge to touch it. “That's how I was turned.” 
 
    I nodded, biting down on the words forming on my lips. This wasn't the first time I'd seen those scars, in fact, my fingers had clawed and trailed over them on one particular occasion. I could see in his eyes that he knew that, making blood rise hot and fast to the surface of my skin.  
 
    I snatched the leaf from his hand, trying to move swiftly on. “Where do you need it?” 
 
    He tugged his boxers down at the back. “All over the hip.” His grin was slap-worthy. 
 
    “I'm not sure I'm needed for this.” I gave him a blank stare. 
 
    “It's an awkward angle,” he said innocently, leaning over his knees, revealing the muscular V-shape at the base of his spine. 
 
    Deep, purple bruises flowed over his skin, following the line of his hip joint. My cheeks felt hot, too hot and the rest of my body was following suit. 
 
    Stop it, Cassandra. 
 
    The bruises ran from his hip all the way to the base of his spine. My brows pulled together as I dunked my fingers into the Larkspur, my skin tingling where it touched. I started with his back, moving in small, circular movements as I rubbed it into his tanned skin. I felt his gaze on me as he glanced over his shoulder, making the heat in my cheeks spread all over my face. I made sure to keep my expression as neutral as possible, aware that I was probably glowing as bright as the fire right then. 
 
    This is just a reaction to his stupidly hot body. This is not a reaction to him. He is the asshole who dumped you. 
 
    When I met the line of his groin, I stopped, passing him the leaf. “I think you can manage the rest.”  
 
    He grinned, taking the leaf and dipping his hand into his waistband to finish applying it. “Nothing you haven't seen before.” 
 
    My stomach twisted at the comment and I served him a scowl. “Nothing I'd like to see again, either.” 
 
    I turned away, but he caught my wrist and I glanced down at the gentle stroke of his fingers, spotting him rubbing Larkspur into the little cuts that lined my skin. After a day of walking through the underbrush, I was covered in them. I tried to make myself move, but couldn't, frozen in place by his electric touch. His eyes met mine as he continued to rub the solution up my arms. Apparently, he'd been unaffected by my harsh tone. 
 
    “Thank you for finding the flowers,” he said, his low voice making me heady. 
 
    I'd almost forgotten Silas's presence, his back still turned to us. 
 
    “You're welcome,” I murmured. He lifted a hand, running a line of Larkspur across a scratch on my cheek. 
 
    I drew away, digging deep for my resolve. Pain unfolded inside me and I fought it on the battleground. Now was not the time to dwell on the hurt he'd caused me, but it reared its ugly head all the same. 
 
    Silas cleared his throat and I pushed myself to my feet, moving to his side.  
 
    “You should rest,” he said. 
 
    “I don't think I can,” I said, stepping past him. “I'm happy keeping watch.” 
 
    Silas glanced over his shoulder at Jameson who was eating one of the figs. “Help yourselves,” he said around a mouthful. 
 
    Silas headed further inside, dropping down and picking up a fig. He bit eagerly into it then looked to me. My stomach growled in response. 
 
    “Come on, Firefly,” he encouraged. “You're eating for two now.” His eyes widened as he realised his mistake, his whole body stiffening. I felt like I'd been dunked in freezing water. 
 
    Jameson looked to me, his mouth falling open.  
 
    My heart collided with my throat. 
 
    “She's what?” he demanded. 
 
    Oh my God. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Varick 
 
    We arrived back at The Sanctuary, having dropped everything to return there. After deliberately slicing my hand open several more times -  much to Selena's disgruntlement - it had become very obvious that I was somehow capable of healing myself. Just like I had been when I was a V. 
 
    “It doesn't mean you're turning back into a Vampire,” Selena had tried to comfort me, but the fear was there like an oncoming heart attack. I couldn't become a V again. I simply couldn't return to that life. But what if this cure was only temporary? If being human was only possible for a brief window of time and now it was coming to an end? 
 
    “We mustn't jump to conclusions,” Brendan had muttered after Rachel had nearly fainted at the sight of me slashing my hand open with a kitchen knife for the fifth time. 
 
    The boat ride had been arduous. All of us were anxious to get home. Brendan wanted to start trials immediately to understand the reasoning behind my miraculous healing. 
 
    I spent most of the journey up on deck, trying to work out if the sun felt hotter than usual. If I was more sensitive to it. If my skin felt like it might turn to ash. But I still felt human. My breathing was normal, my heart beat in sync with it. So what was happening to me? 
 
    Night had fallen by the time we entered the bay of The Sanctuary. The golden beach stretched in a huge arc around us, meeting with the trees, the buds of spring visible even from the boat. Was my eyesight keener than usual? Or was I being paranoid?  
 
    Brendan flashed a signal out to shore and we waited for it to be returned.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I glanced at Selena at my side, her ebony curls tangling in the wind, her brow creasing as Brendan sent out the signal again. 
 
    She squeezed my hand. “What's going on?” 
 
    I didn't have an answer. My gut stirred uncomfortably as Brendan guided the yacht up to the pier. We hurriedly disembarked, heading up the white sand beach toward the wooden steps that led through the forest. Brendan called out to the Vampires who should have been guarding the perimeter, but no reply came. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” he muttered, but no one responded. The dread that filled my gut was palpable. 
 
    Selena and I led the way ahead, practically running up the steps and sprinting toward the security gate. It wasn't just open, it was hanging off its hinges. The camera above it was long since destroyed, the broken cables sprouting out of it in strands of red and green. 
 
    As we marched across the lawn, I spotted the caved-in roof of the west wing. I tried to tug Selena to a halt, but she cried out, darting away from me and fleeing across the lawn toward the manor. 
 
    I was hot on her heels. 
 
    “Cass!?” she yelled, throwing the front door open. “Thames? Kodiak? Twyla?!” she rattled off name after name, but no one answered. 
 
    As I followed her into the grand hallway, the quiet of the house swept over me. It felt like stepping into a tomb. 
 
    “Selena?” a voice carried to us and Nirena appeared from the east wing in a blur of movement. She wore the same black, velvet dress I'd last seen her in, her skin as pale as moonlight, her silver eyes sparkling as she caught sight of me. “Oh thank the lord.” She ran to me, throwing her arms around my shoulders.  
 
    I gripped her briefly before pushing her back. “What happened here?” 
 
    Brendan and Rachel hurried through the door, panting heavily. “What's going on?” Brendan boomed. 
 
    Darrell appeared beyond Nirena, his dark skin shining under the chandelier above him. “Brendan, sir, we were discovered.” 
 
    “By who?” Selena asked, her eyes rounding with fear. 
 
    “By IDAHO,” Darrell answered. “They arrived the night you left. They were well-armed. They took most of the Immortals away, and even some of the humans. We were unprepared. Nirena and I...we...” 
 
    Nirena thrust up her chin. “We saved who we could. We led them into the passages beneath the manor.” 
 
    Brendan scraped a hand over his face. “Good Lord...” 
 
    “Who did they take?” I asked, my shoulders tensing. 
 
    Selena was shaking with anger or fear, perhaps both. “Cass?” she asked. 
 
    Nirena nodded. “We did a headcount. We have a list of those who are missing. It's in your office, sir.” She addressed Brendan. “We were waiting for you to return before we abandoned The Sanctuary completely.” 
 
    “What about Jameson?” I demanded. 
 
    Nirena shook her head. “He left before the attack. He took a boat with Ulvic Hund and Mercy Helsing, and the other Werewolf girl...Nadine?” 
 
    I nodded, but was only marginally relieved. If Jameson was with Ulvic, he was in trouble. I should have known he'd go after his pack members. I'd been so caught up in turning human, I'd let him down. I should have bloody well gone with him. 
 
    “We can't stay here, IDAHO could come back,” Brendan said, resting a palm on Selena's shoulder. 
 
    “Aren't they the company who kidnapped you all those years ago?” Rachel asked, clinging to the stair banister for support. 
 
    Brendan nodded. “This place is no longer safe.” 
 
    “What can we do?” I growled, adrenaline surging through my veins. I needed to make a plan, I had to help our friends. 
 
    Brendan's jaw hardened as he thought about it. “We'll pack our things. Take everything of value, and head for safety.” 
 
    “But where can we go?” Nirena asked, looking desperate. “Darrell and I have spent hours pouring over options. But we're limited by the sun.” 
 
    “Of course,” Brendan said simply. “We will take precautions, travel by night...” 
 
    “But where to?” Darrell pressed. 
 
    “My place is empty in London?” Rachel suggested. 
 
    “We cannot walk a group of Immortals into London,” I said, harsher than I intended. But the idea was ludicrous. Immortals had been separated from humans for centuries. One slip up and their true identities could be revealed to the world. The consequences weren't worth thinking about. 
 
    “There is one place...” Selena said, giving me an anxious glance. 
 
    “Where?” I pressed, not liking the dangerous flare in her eyes. 
 
    “Raskdød,” she breathed. “Jameson said only half the Helsing castle was destroyed, which means the other half might still be habitable...” 
 
    My gut spiralled. 
 
    “The Helsings' castle?” Nirena gasped, looking to me for a reaction. 
 
    I'd been a slave to that place for nearly two centuries. But as Selena gazed at me, her eyes full of apology, I knew she would never have suggested it if there was another option. 
 
    In fact, if I could overlook my dark past, it was the ideal place to house a group of Immortals. No one would look for us there.  
 
    “Selena's right.” I straightened my spine, not allowing anyone to see my doubt. But I could feel Selena's steel-grey eyes burning holes in my head. She had plenty of demons in that castle, too. I wasn't the only one making a sacrifice. “The place is abandoned, it's in the Arctic Circle. And it's big enough to house us all.” 
 
    “What about our friends?” Selena asked, looking to me. 
 
    I gritted my teeth. “We're going after them of course.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Jameson 
 
    What. The. Actual. Shit? 
 
    I stood, gazing between Silas and Cass, waiting for an explanation. The Larkspur had nearly done its job healing my leg, but there was a whole new kinda feeling taking hold of me. Shock. And potentially a heart attack. 
 
    “Firefly?” I demanded, rounding on her, my heart beating a frantic rhythm in my chest. 
 
    Her eyes were locked with Silas's. She looked ready to kill him. Oh, had pretty boy dropped the ball? Was this their little secret? Had they decided to keep it from me? Founded a little keep-life-altering-things-from-Jameson-club?  
 
    A horrible, gut-wrenching possibility filled my head, that he was the father. 
 
    I took a shallow breath, trying to hold back my abject rage at that thought. I spoke in a calm, but deadly tone, “Someone better give me an explanation because-” 
 
    “It's yours,” Cass blurted. 
 
    I was fairly sure I'd just been sucker-punched in the gut. Didn't realise words were capable of that. Apparently they were also capable of squeezing my heart in a vice and strangling my voice-box from the inside. 
 
    For once, I was speechless. 
 
    Cass's desperate gaze blazed at me. “I'm pregnant and it's yours,” she clarified, slower this time. 
 
    In the wake of the shock, a surprising bloom of relief sank into my stomach. 
 
    “Not possible,” I said, shaking my head. Because it wasn't. It just wasn't. 
 
    “I'm not a V anymore,” she whispered, her shoulders slumping. “Not quite anyway.” 
 
    “But we -”  I gestured frantically between us. “That happened before Silas turned you into one of his Hybrids. Are you sure he didn't shove a baby inside you as part of his science project?” 
 
    Cass looked horribly offended. “No,” she snarled. I could see fear spread through her eyes and she quickly disguised it with anger. “But you know what? Maybe it would be better if he had. Because having no father is probably better than having one who dumped their mother the second he'd had his way with her.” 
 
    Another punch to the gut. I didn't leave you by choice, I was forced to! None of those words came out of my mouth, however. All credit due to Ulvic for that. 
 
    Silas sidled toward the cave exit. “I'd better leave you to talk.” He plucked a burning log from the fire as he went. 
 
    Cass looked ready to kill me, or Silas, or maybe she was about to cry. I was getting better at reading her. But her expression right then was about as decipherable as the Da Vinci Code. I didn't like any of my predicted outcomes. Except maybe the Silas one. I could live with that. 
 
    I raised my hands in a truce, trying to process this information. I mean, in a way, I was kind of over the moon. The timing certainly wasn't perfect, or the circumstances. But yeah. If having kids was on the agenda, she was my first and only choice as a mother. I started smiling and Cass's expression went from hot to volcanic. 
 
    Oops. 
 
    “Why are you smiling?” she snarled. 
 
    I was smiling for two reasons. One: because I was going to be a father, and two: Ulvic's command did not extend to this situation. So I could say whatever I damn liked about my own kid. 
 
    “We'll call him Jameson Junior like we planned.” 
 
    She strode across the space and struck me across the face, her lower lip quivering with anger. “You don't get to name it. You can be involved, Jameson, but I'm not going to risk you walking out of this kid's life like you did mine.” 
 
    My throat burned with a million words. I crowded her in against the nearest wall, forcing my way past as many barriers as I could. I wasn't happy anymore. I was angry. Angry at this bullshit situation that was keeping her away from me. Screw you, Ulvic.  
 
    I needed to kiss her. I couldn't. But I could touch her now that I'd broken down that particular command. So I pressed my hand to her stomach, holding her in my gaze. “I'm not going anywhere,” I promised. It might as well have been one of Ulvic's commands for how strongly I felt about it. I was going to be there for this kid. And Cass. And one day, I was going to explain away this whole roadblock in our relationship. 
 
    She shook her head, her expression taut. “I'd believe you if you hadn't already broken that promise.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “You told me everything you thought I wanted to hear, didn't you?” She jabbed me in the chest. “You lied through your teeth to get me into bed. I'll never trust anything you say again.” 
 
    I shifted closer, closing the gap between us until my chest brushed hers, my palm still flat against her belly. No bump. Not yet. But I knew that little life was in there, I could see the truth in her eyes like a wildfire. I'd wanted our paths irrevocably tangled and here I was, my wish being granted in the most surprising way possible. 
 
    I could taste her breath on my lips. I could count every freckle on her nose. And I could see the distrust in her gaze. She was the single most beautiful creature I'd ever encountered. Those emerald eyes were drowning me. They owned me body and soul. Why couldn't she see that? Why did I have to spell it out for her? 
 
    Cass ducked under my arm, slipping away from me in more ways than one. She headed out of the cave without another word. Going to him. 
 
    My heart crumbled like a cookie in a fist. “I love you,” I said to the wall. The words came out too quiet for her to hear, strangled by Ulvic as if he was here now with his hands around my throat. I pressed my head against the cool stone, saying it again, and again, until I was sure it was just a fraction louder. 
 
    The sound of Cass's scream grabbed my heart and made my legs sprint in her direction. 
 
    I found her beyond the cave near the river, her hand clamped over her mouth, choking away her scream. She was crouched on the floor, her hands pressed to the mud. She turned to me, lifting her palms up, showing the blood dripping from them. I dragged her to her feet. “Are you hurt?” I demanded, panic flowing through me. 
 
    Thunder grumbled overhead. 
 
    She shook her head, gazing around at the trees. “Silas...he's gone. I heard a struggle in the trees. Something took him.” She pointed at a large plant where more blood stained the huge leaves. 
 
    “Stay here,” I growled, stepping forward.  
 
    Cass caught my arm. “We're not splitting up,” she hissed. I almost argued, but figured I'd rather she was by my side than anywhere else. Plus, the girl was probably tougher than me at times. 
 
    She headed toward the bloody leaves, just as a lightning bolt split the darkness in half. I hurried after her as the first of the raindrops splattered my bare shoulders. The storm was rolling in fast, drowning my senses as we ran, the feel of the rising static raising the hairs on my arms. The canopy held the worst of the storm at bay, but the water trickled in streams down the giant leaves above. 
 
    Silas's blood was fast being washed away, taking the scent with it. 
 
    “Come on,” Cass urged and I quickened my pace to catch her, keeping an eye set on the crimson locks that were plastered to her back.  
 
    We pounded on through the forest, until both of us were soaked to the bone. 
 
    “I can't smell him anymore,” I said as Cass paused in a small clearing. Puddles lapped at her bare ankles.  
 
    She breathed in deeply, closing her eyes. “This way,” she said, darting off through the damp bushes. Guess her sense of smell was better than mine these days.  
 
    Another lightning strike tore overhead, casting floating white ghosts before my eyes. We were moving at a phenomenal speed, cutting a path through the thick forest. 
 
    A growl caught my ear, the word 'Taste' echoing back to me. 
 
    “Cass,” I hissed and she paused, hearing it too. 
 
    I crept toward the noise, pushing a large leaf aside. The sight before me made my gut churn. Raj was lying on the floor, most of the skin from his body eaten away, the remaining flesh shredded and torn. And the reason I knew it had been eaten was because of the man standing over him, dripping blood from his mouth. Miguel. But it wasn't Miguel. Maybe he hadn't been Miguel ever since he'd run through the second force-field. He was a Reaper and he decided to prove it by dropping back down and feasting on the remains of Raj's neck. 
 
    Cass opened her mouth on a gasp and I clamped a hand over her mouth, dragging her backwards. I turned her around and we started moving, then jogging, then flat-out sprinting away from the carnage.  
 
    A fresh splatter of blood lined the ground ahead and Cass moved faster. I pushed myself to keep up, my calves burning. Silas was probably dead. Did I care? Not really. But Cass seemed to. So that was enough to keep up my pace. 
 
    Cass slammed to a halt before me and I was moving too fast to stop in time. I collided with her full-force and we tumbled forward, falling down a hill. I tried to hold her against me to protect her, but the hill was too steep, our momentum out of control. We hit the bottom, sinking into a foot of mud with a unified groan. 
 
    I dragged myself upright, tugging Cass after me. Both of us were smothered, looking like swamp monsters. 
 
    Before I could say a word, a collective hissing and clicking noise filled my ears. There was an almost musical chant to it, a rhythm. 
 
    I kept hold of Cass's arm as we moved toward the sound, dragging ourselves out of the bog and up a less muddy hill. I dropped to an army crawl and Cass joined me, moving through the dirt at my side. 
 
    We poked our heads through some leaves, finding ourselves overlooking a clearing below. Reapers stood around it in a circle, standing silent and still, their hollow eyes gazing at the man tied upright to a pillar of bones, his arms stretched above his head. 
 
    “Silas,” Cass breathed in horror, catching my eye. I held her tight, not letting her move forward - though taking on twenty Reapers should have been off-putting enough. As much as I wished we were, I had to admit we were not the Avengers. Or The A Team. Or even a couple of Power Rangers. We didn't have the numbers to take on this lot. All it would take was one bite to give them our bodies, our strength. 
 
    I don't want to end up like Raj – sorry bro. 
 
    The Reapers chanted and clicked their tongues, the noise sending a horrible slithering feeling down my spine. 
 
    Silas writhed against his restraints, his muscles bulging, his mouth gagged with a slim vine. I ground my teeth as I watched, trying to figure out what to do. Option A: leave Silas to be eaten alive by a bunch of Reapers (tempting) or option B: run down there and risk our necks to save him (less tempting). I didn't fancy hanging around for whoever those creepy mother-suckers were waiting for. Especially as I was pretty sure it wasn't going to be Justin Bieber. So Option A seemed like the obvious choice. 
 
    Blood was soaking through a wound on Silas's shoulder, but apart from that, he seemed in reasonably good shape. Discounting the fact he was tied to a pillar of bones like a human sacrifice. 
 
    The lightning sliced the sky in two above the trees and the Reapers craned their necks back, the hoods of their cloaks falling away to reveal their thinly-skinned heads. 
 
    I followed their gaze upwards, spying a dark shape amongst the swaying boughs, surveying the scene below. It was as large as a gorilla, but its stance more human. Its features were obscured by shadow, but something told me this was the creature I'd come eye to eye with in the vine tree. Definitely not Justin Bieber. Unless that bro had been lifting like a champ. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” I whispered. 
 
    “We're not leaving him,” Cass insisted. In my eyes, Silas was a goner. Much as I liked to be the hero, I didn't fancy swooping down into that pile of hungry skeletons to risk my neck. And not just my neck, but all the flesh on my bones. 
 
    The figure in the trees dropped like lead, hitting the ground and spraying mud around its thick-skinned feet. Bare and chimp-like. It threw its head back, howling like a baboon. 
 
    Hasta la vista, Silas. 
 
    The beastly creature stalked closer to Silas, towering over him. Its teeth gnashed together, the sound cutting through the air like a thunder clap. 
 
    The Reapers' chanting grew louder, the hissing, rattling sound scratching against my eardrums. 
 
    My stomach churned. 
 
    Cass gave me a look that said 'I'm sorry' then sprung to her feet and howled to the sky. She cupped her hands around her mouth, continuing the noise until every Reaper turned its attention to us. Largest beasty included. 
 
    Ho-ly shit. 
 
    “Help him,” Cass ordered before charging toward the nearest tree, clambering her way up it. 
 
    I watched in terror and awe for several seconds as the Reapers surged toward her. They dropped onto all fours, scuttling like animals as they followed. Their leader ran toward the closest tree, resting its hands on its knuckles, moving like an ape. But that was no ape. It scaled the tree trunk in less than thirty seconds. I could just see Cass high up above, tip-toeing across the branches, leaping between them like a cat. 
 
    I didn't waste a second longer, barrelling down into the pit to rescue Silas. Apparently, it was his lucky day. 
 
    Charging to his side, I snapped the vines around his wrists, dragging him forward. He immediately cupped the wound on his shoulder, nodding to me in thanks. Up close, he was as pale as a sheet. 
 
    “Can you walk?” I demanded. 
 
    He tugged the vine free from his mouth. Before he answered, his eyes darted over my shoulder and he barged me aside. A Reaper caught hold of his arm instead of mine. 
 
    “Shit!” I barked, throwing a punch at it. It moved fast, dodging my attack. 
 
    Its bony fingers were locked around Silas's wrist. I grabbed hold of its skull-like head, squeezing as hard as I could.  
 
    Time to go Hulk.  
 
    Silas held its arms back as I struggled to hold onto the Reaper's head. It screeched like a banshee as I used all of my strength to cave in its skull, crushing it like a tin can. 
 
    A satisfying crack filled my ears and the Reaper slumped to the ground. A greenish-black gloop coated my hands. Nice. 
 
    “Jameson!” Cass's voice reached to me and I snapped my head up, searching for her in the trees. 
 
    She was hanging from a branch, her muddy legs dangling and kicking, but she didn't seem to be in trouble. Apart from the fact nearly twenty Reapers were scuttling along the branch she was hanging from. 
 
    “Catch me!” she cried, letting go. She fell through the air, her tattered green dress sailing up around her wheeling legs. 
 
    I stumbled forward, holding out my arms as she crashed into me. I crushed her to my chest, panting in alarm. “What if I'd missed!?” I shouted. 
 
    “You didn't – now go!” she screamed as she kicked free of my arms and started running. The girl was nuts. And damn, did it make me hot for her. 
 
    Silas sprinted after her and I followed, hot on his heels, keeping up the back of the line. 
 
    The racket above us was enough to confirm we were being followed. The creaking branches and creepy chanting was an even bigger clue. 
 
    I didn't let Silas slow for one second, despite the fact he was dripping blood. If these things hunted by scent, I didn't know how we were going to lose them. But my own prayers were answered as Cass shouted, “Waterfall!” 
 
    I slowed as we emerged up on a high cliff, looking out over a vast expanse of water, illuminated by a flash of lightning. A huge waterfall poured over the cliff opposite in froths of white foam. The sound of it rushed into my ears, roaring like an animal. 
 
    “Do you think it's safe to jump?” Cass asked, glancing back at me. 
 
    I rammed my shoulder into Silas and he fell over the edge, crying out in shock as he plummeted into the water below. 
 
    “Jameson!” she gasped, darting to the edge to try and spot him. 
 
    Silas resurfaced with a shout of fury. 
 
    “Yeah it's safe.” I gestured for Cass to jump, fighting a grin. “Knees to chest please,” I said, eyeing her stomach. 
 
    She rolled her eyes before canon-balling off the edge. I took a running leap, opening my arms and full-out swan diving into the water. I hit my mark like a pro, gliding under the water with all the grace of a dolphin. 
 
    The water was refreshingly cool and washed the mud from my body in an instant. As I breached the surface, I pointed to the waterfall, glancing back up at the bank we'd jumped from. Rain hit the water like bullets around us, obscuring my vision. 
 
    “Swim under!” I shouted above the roaring storm. 
 
    Neither Silas nor Cass resisted my order, immediately diving under the waterfall. I took a breath, swiftly following as a dark shadow appeared up on the cliff. 
 
    I didn't reckon those Reapers would fair well in water. But that big monkey-troll thing might have risked it. 
 
    I didn't stop swimming until I felt the pressure of the waterfall ease overhead, coming up for air. The cave was large and narrowed into a tunnel, disappearing into the darkness. Result. 
 
    I dragged myself up onto the rocks where Cass started to nurse Silas's wound.  
 
    “I need something to bind it with,” she said as I moved closer. It was clear that claw marks had caused the wound on his neck, not a bite. So at least there wasn't another Reaper-Silas wandering around out there somewhere. 
 
    “Here.” Silas pulled his shirt over his head and holy-hell was his body screwed up. Tiny scars ran all over his chest in neat little rows. 
 
    “Woah, what happened to you, dude?” I dropped down, rocking back onto my heels. 
 
    He looked to Cass then dropped his eyes. “I had an accident when I was younger.” 
 
    I tutted. It was an obvious lie and the look in Cass's eyes told me she knew the truth. “Yeah, let's continue to keep things from me then. That's a great idea.” 
 
    Neither of them answered me. 
 
    Cass used the shirt to make a tourniquet around Silas's shoulder, stemming the bleeding. The roaring of the waterfall became the only noise between us. 
 
    I stood, rolling my shoulders, my pride hurt by their little 'Silas and Cass's Secrets Club'. I headed toward the back of the cave, checking out the dark tunnel. It seemed to go pretty far and I wondered if it might offer us a passage away from the Reapers. I could picture them all out there, waiting for us to reemerge. Creepy. With a capital C. Actually, capital everything. With an exclamation mark. 
 
    To distract myself, I whistled as I moved, thinking of my iPod, now lost to the ocean. What a waste. Better than it getting stolen by Lynch though. When was the next time I was going to hear good music again?  
 
    I started singing Hotel California under my breath. As I moved further into the narrow cave system, my mind drifted to Mercy. God only knew what was happening to her back at Alfric's house in the care of a guy like Lynch. 
 
    Hang in there, Baby H. 
 
   


 
  

 Mercy 
 
    100 years ago 
 
    I often ran barefoot around the castle. If mother saw me, she'd order me back to my room to put on shoes. But I loved the feel of the smooth flagstones beneath my toes. And the way I could move as silently as the wind between the corridors.  
 
    The castle was enormous, and sometimes I still stumbled upon passages and rooms I'd never seen before. There was even a secret staircase behind a tapestry in the east wing. That was where I crept to now, slipping behind the tapestry of red and black thread which depicted our family crest: a white eagle perching atop a pile of fanged skulls. Vampires were an important part of our family history. Daddy said us Helsings saved the Vs from their cursed lives. They were the undead, their human soul still trapped inside an eternal, sin-ridden body. Killing them sent their souls to heaven or hell. Wherever they belonged. 
 
    I took a box of matches from the sleeve of my thick-knit jumper, striking one as I stepped into the gloom of the hidden stairwell. It spiralled down below me and an icy wind stirred around my toes. A thrill danced through my body as I started down them, as quiet as a mouse. 
 
    Down, down, down, passing other secret doors, even the back of a painting I could push through if I wanted. It would lead me to the kitchens where the servants made everything from sweet red jelly to prime-cooked steak. The smell of pastry crept into my nose and my stomach grumbled hopefully. But I wasn't in the mood to eat. 
 
    Another couple of flights led me down to the dungeon beneath the castle. It was immediately colder. Autumn was waning and I knew the V Games would begin again soon. And Daddy was hoping to have his new pet ready this year. He wanted to present his Vampire slave to the spectators. Not that he'd told me that. I'd overheard him telling my brother. Ignus was only a few years older than me, but he'd already finished his next growth cycle, making him look eighteen now. I was still stuck looking like a child, but I aged quickly during the cycles and in another year, I'd look at least sixteen. I couldn't wait. I'd been stuck looking like an eight-year-old for nearly five years now. But in my mind, I felt older. And when my looks matched my mind, perhaps Daddy would include me more... 
 
    At the base of the secret staircase was a passage, leading toward the Vampire cells. Screams reached my ears, making me pause. A tremor went through me. Fear, excitement. Both.  
 
    I crept along the narrow space, knowing I was running parallel to the corridor beyond it in the prison. It came to a dead end where the passage turned into another stairwell. One which was so dark, it sent a chill through to my core. I'd never been down there. Sometimes the wind rolled through it in such a way that it sounded like a groaning beast.  
 
    I kept my distance from the damp stairwell, moving to the wall where a small hole let a circular beam of light into the space. I pressed my eye to it and spotted Daddy standing over one of the Vampires. He was actually in a cell with a V. My Daddy was so brave. I couldn't imagine getting so close to a Vampire. But one day I hoped Mother would show me how to fight them. 
 
    “How much more Varick?” My Daddy commanded of the Vampire. He was the one Daddy wished to tame, I realised. I had never seen his face without blood on it, his unruly hair coated with it, too. I chewed on my lower lip, anxiety rippling through me. 
 
    Varick groaned, pushing himself upright. He looked pale, his eyes sunken. He looked almost as starved as the Vs in the surrounding cells. The ones who were kept for the games. I'd never seen a round of the V Games before. But I hoped perhaps next year I'd be allowed to at last. Mother said it was a grown up game, but Ignus was allowed to attend now, so surely they'd let me watch it soon? 
 
    Daddy had something metal in his hand, silver and wet with blood. I squinted to see better and Daddy uncurled the chain in his hand. With a powerful strike, he whipped Varick across the chest. Blackish-red blood dribbled from the wound as Varick hit the floor once more. He coughed hard and a little pang of sympathy ran through me, almost imperceptible. But there it was. Mother would have laughed if I'd told her I had sympathy for a Vampire. 
 
    What I didn't understand, was why Daddy was trying to tame a V at all. Weren't we supposed to free their souls from their bodies? 
 
    The V Games supported our family, Mother had told me. I understood why we kept Vampires for that purpose. And in time, they would surely die anyway. But why was Daddy so determined to tame one of them? And by punishing Varick, wasn't Daddy punishing the human soul living inside him too? I had to tip-toe to keep my eye pressed to the hole. As I shifted, I spotted Ignus approaching the cell. He opened the cage door, crowding in around Varick on the floor. He had a strange contraption in his hand. It looked like a gas mask, but it was metal, with a chain dragging from it. 
 
    “Are you sure this will work, son?” Daddy asked. “Your inventions have failed before.” 
 
    “Not this one. I'm sure, father. You will be able to guide him like a muzzled dog.” 
 
    “I don't know,” Daddy sighed. “Perhaps I cannot tame a V after all.” 
 
    “The fact we are standing in a cell with one without it fighting back, is a testament to your efforts. I believe you are close and that this may help. Once he's out of this cell, he'll understand it is better for him to behave.” 
 
    “Alright,” Daddy conceded. “Get it on him.” 
 
    Daddy gripped Varick's arm, heaving him up into a sitting position. It was then I got a good look at his face. He looked half-dazed. Blood glistened on his chest. His eyes were deepest green, flecked with red veins. I pressed closer to the cold wall, watching as Ignus clamped the contraption over Varick's mouth, buckling it at the back of his head.  
 
    “The inside is steel, but the outer edge is silver, so he can't break it off,” Ignus explained.  
 
    Daddy tugged on the chain attached to a ring beneath the mask. Varick was yanked to his feet. It surprised me that he was as tall as my father, perhaps even slightly taller. If this Vampire was well-fed, he would be a fearsome thing to fight. My grandfather had caught him, but he'd given up trying to beat him into submission when he'd grown ill. After his passing, Daddy had taken over the cause, trying to achieve what Grandaddy hadn't been able to. 
 
    Daddy pulled on the chain, encouraging Varick to step out of his cell. The only clothing he wore was a ragged pair of trousers. Nearly every inch of his pale skin was speckled with blood. 
 
    Ignus beamed with pride. “We'll have the servants dress him.” 
 
    “It's only a few weeks until the Games begin, I would like him to be working for us by then,” Daddy said, stepping closer to Varick who was gazing around the corridor as if unable to believe he was free of that cell. “If you behave, you will be given blood regularly.” 
 
    Varick's eyes snapped back to Daddy's, gleaming with thirst. “Blood?” 
 
    Daddy nodded and Ignus plucked a shining bottle from his trouser pocket. It was small, not enough to sate a large Vampire like Varick. But perhaps that was the idea. To keep him just sated enough so he wouldn't be able to fight back. 
 
    Ignus opened a hatch in the front of the collar with a small key. Then he dropped it back into his pocket, handing Varick the bottle of blood. 
 
    Varick hesitated, seeming to wonder if this was a test. But as Daddy gestured for him to take it, Varick snatched the small bottle, uncorking it and pouring the lot through the hatch. He sighed his utter relief, dropping his head forward.  
 
    Ignus snapped the hatch shut and Daddy gave him a proud look. Jealousy itched at me. I wanted Daddy to look at me like that. 
 
    As they encouraged Varick along the corridor, I lost sight of them. My heart danced and leaped in my chest. I turned on my heel, running back to the staircase and sprinting up it. I wanted to see the Vampire walking around our castle!  
 
    I darted through a door concealed in the wall, slamming it shut and running in the direction Daddy would arrive from. As I heard their footsteps on the stairway, I ran toward a line of portraits on the wall, pretending to admire them. I clenched my toes, excitement rattling through me. 
 
    Ignus arrived in the corridor first, his eyes arrowing toward me. “Mercy, go back to your room.” 
 
    “No,” I said immediately, planting my hands on my hips. I glanced over his shoulder as Daddy appeared behind him, the Vampire still out of sight. Daddy paused, his eyes narrowing as they spotted me. “Do as your brother says, sweetheart.” 
 
    “But Daddy-” I started, but Mother's harsh voice cut through the air. 
 
    “Shoes Mercy! How many times do I have to tell you!”  
 
    I turned to face her as she emerged from the games room across the hall. I wasn't allowed in there. But I'd caught glimpses of poker tables and plush armchairs once.  
 
    Mother's eyes were fierce, piercing blue and her full lips were pressed hard together. I cowered away, backing up toward the nearest stairwell. I tried to argue, throwing another hopeful glance toward Daddy, but he was keeping Varick hidden. Maybe because of all the blood on him. But surely I'd see him soon anyway? 
 
    “Now!” Mother barked at me and I scampered away, running upstairs, a scowl gripping my features. 
 
    I never get to do anything fun around here.
  
 
    *★*
  
 
    I woke to thoughts of my family. My mother, my father, my brother. All of them were dead. I felt the weight of grief like the weight of the moon pressing on my shoulders. It was hard to shake the feeling of guilt over their deaths. I'd actually assisted the people who'd murdered them. But all I'd really wanted was to take a stand against my family's ways. To stop the V Games, the death, the blood sports.  
 
    Despite knowing I'd made the right choice, I felt alone in that decision now. As much as Jameson had tried to help me integrate back at The Sanctuary, I was never going to be accepted there. The whispers that had followed me in the hallways, the stares. It was all a reminder of who I'd once been. And I couldn't exactly blame them for looking at me the way they had. I may not have wanted to be a Helsing anymore but by blood, I always would be. I'd played my part in the V Games, even if it was only in allowing it to continue for so many years. How many girls' lives could I have saved if I'd made a stand sooner? 
 
    Perhaps that's why I wasn't as terrified as I should have been in Alfric's home. In a sense, I felt I deserved this. Maybe karma was taking a bite out of me for all the bad stuff I'd done. And I kind of wanted it to. I'd gotten off lightly for my crimes. And something about this pain held a sense of justice in it... 
 
    The door to the attic opened and I didn't flinch, expecting it to be Colt arriving to change my bandages. 
 
    It wasn't. 
 
    Lynch strode across the room, glaring down at me in my small bed. “Bathroom break,” he announced. 
 
    Colt usually carried me to the lower level so I could use the toilet. And something told me I did not want this man's hands on me. 
 
    “Where's Colt?” I asked pathetically and Lynch's moustache twitched. 
 
    “None of your business.” He leant down, scooping me roughly into his arms and my screaming bladder forced me to stay quiet. 
 
    Downstairs, he walked me into the tiny bathroom, planting me roughly on my feet. I gasped as my broken leg moved automatically, trying to brace me. Pain shot into my knee and I crashed to the floor, just managing to elevate my bad leg before it hit the dusty floorboards. 
 
    “Two minutes,” Lynch barked before turning on his heel and marching out of the room. He left the door wide open, giving me a view out onto a small balcony above the staircase. 
 
    Mould bloomed on the walls and ceiling, the smell of it floating into my nostrils. I winced as I dragged myself backwards and manoeuvred myself onto the toilet seat. It was the sort of toilet I would have either refused to use in my past life, or squatted over to keep as far away from as possible. 
 
    A cobweb took the place of the toilet roll on the rack beside me. Colt had at least given me tissues and privacy. This was plain abuse. 
 
    I buried my face in my hands as I peed, the tinkling sound seeming like the loudest noise in the entire universe. What my mother would think if she could see me now... 
 
    I heard Lynch chuckling out in the hall and the back of my neck burned with shame. Awkwardly, I shimmied back into my torn jeans, hopping onto one foot. I didn't wait for Lynch to come and fetch me, hobbling back out into the hallway, using the heel of my foot on my injured leg to keep my balance. 
 
    I clung to the door frame. It was only then I realised the difference the V blood had already made, given to me in secret by Colt. I couldn't have rested an ounce of weight on my leg the day before. But now... 
 
    Lynch stepped into view, his beetle-like eyes dropping to my bandages. I let out a groan of pain, just in case he suspected anything. 
 
    He dragged me into his arms and carried me back upstairs. He was only slightly more gentle when he placed me down on the bed. I perched on the edge, steadying myself with my hands. 
 
    Lynch tilted his head, seeming to assess me. “Better change those bandages then.” 
 
    He picked up a wad of them, moving to the end of the bed. His eyes travelled shamelessly over the bare skin of my thigh where my jeans were torn. I had to stop him touching me. I couldn't bear it. An idea came to mind and just before he placed his hands on me, I said, “The smell's getting better, I think, but you'll need to wipe up the puss before you put clean dressings on.” 
 
    Lynch hesitated, as I'd hoped. His nose wrinkled as he eyed my leg and I quickly went on. “Sometimes you have to squeeze it out if-” 
 
    “Alright,” he cut me off sharply, steeping away. “Colt's better at this shit anyway.” He chucked the bandages down, heading back to the door, slamming it as he went. His voice rattled through the house as he called for Colt. 
 
    A moment later the front door slammed and I heard voices outside. Pushing myself up, I found I could use my leg a little as I made way to the dusty window on the far side of the room. I pushed it open as far as it would go – which wasn't nearly enough that I'd ever be able to climb out of it – and took in a lungful of the crisp, Norwegian air. 
 
    I gazed down to the porch below, just catching sight of Colt standing before the steps, his skull bandanna in place over his mouth. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Lynch demanded. 
 
    “Mucking out the horses. The stable boy left this morning. He quit.” 
 
    “Quit?” Lynch growled. “That little shit, I'll hang him.” 
 
    “I wonder why he left...” Colt said dryly, stepping forward. He halted again, his way evidently blocked by Lynch. 
 
    “That girl needs her bandages changes. Sounds like that leg's really festering. Probably infected.” 
 
    Colt didn't answer immediately, but his eyes trailed upwards and I quickly ducked below the window. I didn't hear anything more until the front door slammed shut. 
 
    Peeking over the edge of the windowsill, it was clear they'd moved inside. My eyes were drawn to the roof where tiles had come loose, cracked or fallen entirely away. A jagged piece of tile was caught in a nook, just an arm's length away. It looked like it was about to fall, but perhaps if I was careful... 
 
    I reached through the window, jamming myself against the frame, my fingers flexing toward the tile. 
 
    Footsteps sounded downstairs and I pressed myself harder against the frame. The fractured wood bit into my shoulder and I felt my skin tear just as I got hold of the tile. I dragged myself backwards, snatching my arm from the window. The doorknob rattled. I threw the tile across the floor and it skidded under the bed, disappearing just as Colt walked into the room. He had a bowl of cereal in his hand and a suspicious look in his eyes. 
 
    I clung to the window frame, giving him an innocent look. “I needed some air,” I said in explanation. 
 
    Colt didn't answer, stomping across the floor so the whole attic rattled. Placing the bowl on my night stand, he moved toward me at speed. My thoughts raced. Did he know what I'd done? Could he see the guilt in my eyes? 
 
    He took my arm and I flinched, expecting him to be rough. But his touch was gentle, despite the callouses on his palm. He guided me back to the bed and my heart rate began to settle. 
 
    He doesn't know. He couldn't. 
 
    I eased out of his grip as soon as I was rested against my pillows, not liking the way my heart hammered at his touch. He took the cereal, jerking it toward me. Apparently he was back to giving me the silent treatment. 
 
    I took the bowl, shovelling down several mouthfuls, hungry despite myself. Colt set to changing my dressings, falling into the routine I'd grown accustomed to. 
 
    Whilst I ate, Colt worked. His hands fell into a familiar rhythm as he removed the bandages. I finished my cereal in record time, placing it on the bed-stand before peering down at my unveiled my leg. There wasn't a single bit of puss in sight, so I had to be glad Lynch hadn't called my bluff. The cut was healed over at last, leaving only the redness and swelling of the wound behind. I bit down on a smile, looking for Colt's reaction. Despite the fact he'd been the one to give me the V blood, he looked concerned. 
 
    “What's wrong?” I asked. 
 
    He didn't answer as he started to bandage the wound again, even though it clearly didn't need it. But Lynch wouldn't know that.  
 
    I wondered if I should trust Colt. He was helping me after all. Did that mean he might also help me escape? 
 
    My hopes were doused with his next words. “I can't give you more Vampire blood,” he murmured, his rough voice rumbling through my bones. 
 
    “Why not?” I begged. 
 
    He stood as he finished his work, his silvery eyes meeting mine. “I'm under orders.” 
 
    “Orders you've already broken,” I gasped, but keeping my voice down to avoid Lynch overhearing us. 
 
    Colt's shoulders grew rigid. “That doesn't mean I have any further intention of helping you. I'm not in the habit of letting people suffer. That's not in my job description.” 
 
    I set my jaw, glaring at him. “But holding people hostage is?” 
 
    Colt's eyes shadowed. Again, he didn't answer. He was infuriating. 
 
    I tried to work out his motivation. He wasn't malicious like Lynch. So I guessed money was involved. And that was something I had in bucket-loads. “I'll triple whatever Alfric Hund's paying you. I'm a Helsing, Colt. You must know what that means.” 
 
    The information simmered in the air between us. Colt folded his muscular arms, surveying me curiously. “You think I'm here for money.” It was more of a statement than a question. 
 
    “Well, what else?” I was growing frustrated. If he didn't want money, then what more could I bargain with? The only other thing I had was something I'd sworn I'd never give to any man again: my body. Colt didn't seem like the type to take that from me. But if I offered it to him... 
 
    Nearly all of the men I'd ever met could be swayed by sex. But even as I thought it, my gut coiled into a tight ball. No. 
 
    Never. Again. 
 
    I sighed, resting my head back against the pillow and shut my eyes. 
 
    Colt didn't speak for so long that I would have assumed he'd left, if it hadn't been for the fact his footsteps hadn't pounded through the room. “Do you know what Dødstårn is?” 
 
    “Of course,” I whispered, the words kindling a childish kind of fear in me. Dødstårn was a prison for Immortals and Hunters alike. Supposedly any Hunter who'd been sent there, had never lived out their sentence. It was a place run by an ancient race of Hunters, known as the Watchers. I'd only ever heard stories about the prison. When I was a child, my parents had used it as a way to frighten me into behaving. “The Watchers will come for you, they'll take you to Dødstårn where you'll never see daylight again.” 
 
    Their laws were ingrained in our Hunter culture, which was why it was a very rare occurrence that a Hunter was ever sent there. It was basically a death sentence. 
 
    “Why?” I pressed when Colt didn't immediately explain why he'd brought it up. 
 
    Colt sighed, moving closer, perching on the edge of the bed. “Never mind.” 
 
    His words frustrated me to my core. Why was he being so damn cryptic? Rage spilled through me and I decided I'd had enough with his games. In a flash, I lurched forward and snatched the bandanna from his face. He stumbled to his feet, throwing his hand up. But it was too late, and he knew it too, letting his hand fall to his side as he gazed at me, exposed. 
 
    First, I noticed how striking he was. His deeply bronzed skin and dark stubble; his mouth and nose looked as though they'd been cut from glass. The only flaw was a thin scar running from his right cheek bone down to his throat. But that wasn't what struck me most. It was that I knew who he was. With a terrifying clarity. His full name filled my mind like a tidal wave crashing to shore. I suddenly knew exactly why he'd feared showing me his face, of me knowing his name, of me working out who he was. 
 
    Accolt Jones. 
 
    Rockley Jones's estranged son. His mother had supposedly been a contestant in one of his death games. The rumours about Accolt had been prolific when I was a child. Gone on the run after he'd murdered eight Hunters, brutally, planting their heads on spikes outside their homes. He was the most notorious serial killer of my time; his picture had been sent to every Hunter in the world as the Watchers tried to track him down. 
 
    His shoulders slumped in defeat as he gazed at me, his eyes becoming as hard as stone. “That's why,” he growled. 
 
   


 
  

 Cass 
 
    “So...I'm still getting my head around this whole pregnancy thing,” Jameson said as I walked at his side. We were weaving through a narrow cave system behind the waterfall and I was starting to feel claustrophobic. I'd lost track of the time that had passed in the winding passages. Damp clung to the rough stone walls and the occasional bat flitted over head, comforting me that there was a way out up ahead. The only light in the space was a smattering of electric blue glowworms wriggling along the cave roof. 
 
    Silas took the lead, and though we should have walked single file in the small space, Jameson had determinedly wedged himself in beside me. The path had grown steeper and steeper, leading upwards as if we were moving through a hill. 
 
    “What are you not getting?” I asked lightly. “You're over two hundred years old, has no one ever explained to you how babies are made?” I was really just trying to deflect an emotional conversation. I didn't want to delve into this discussion. I'd barely made peace with the idea myself. And I certainly didn't want to make custody plans whilst we were being hunted by a horde of hungry Reapers. 
 
    “Ha. Ha,” he said dryly. “You know what I mean. How is it possible? You were a V when we...” He trailed off and from the look in his eyes, he was coming to some wild conclusion. “Oh,” he said, nodding as if he'd figured it out. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “What?” 
 
    “Well, it's obvious isn't it?” 
 
    “What is?” I pressed. 
 
    “Well I've got-” He stopped talking as he caught my eye, a mischievous glint in his gaze. 
 
    “Finish. That. Sentence,” I demanded. 
 
    “Super sperm.” 
 
    “Oh for God's sake.” I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “What? Come on, think about it. If anyone's got super sperm, it's me.” Jameson smirked, but it was obvious he genuinely believed his own words. 
 
    “You're an idiot.” I tried to pick up my pace, but he jogged to keep at my side. “And an asshole.” 
 
    “So I'm an ass-iot?” He grinned. 
 
    “Jameson!” 
 
    “Or an idiohole?” 
 
    A laugh fought its way up my throat and I tried to stifle it. 
 
    “I think you're both,” Silas said, his voice carrying back to us. 
 
    “I'm pretty sure no one asked your opinion.” Jameson turned to me. “Firefly? Did you ask his opinion? No. I don't think you did. Weird that he gave it then, isn't it?” 
 
    Silas stopped dead and Jameson almost walked into him, halting an inch from the back of his head, scowling. For a second, I thought another fight was going to break out between them, but then I noticed the reason Silas had stopped. 
 
    We'd met a ledge that overlooked an enormous cave. It was filled by a black lake, as still and as smooth as glass. On the far bank at least a hundred feet away, was an opening leading back out to the jungle. The moonlight glimmered through the cave mouth, rippling across the water, promising us freedom. 
 
    “So we just...swim across,” Silas said simply, glancing at me. 
 
    “Easy,” Jameson said, taking the lead as he dropped over the ledge, sidling down a steep bank of black sand toward the water's edge. Silas caught my arm before I followed. 
 
    “Look, I know this isn't the right time to discuss it, but...” He ran a hand through his messed-up hair, his bicep flexing. “When we get out of this, I want you to know you have a place to stay if you need it. I have properties all across the world. I'll give you full support for you...and your child.” 
 
    I gripped his arm, giving him a vague smile. “I'll think about it.” 
 
    “I just don't want you to end up alone in this...” His gaze trailed to Jameson, hinting at what he meant. “I can offer the support you need.” He cleared his throat.  
 
    “I thought I was the property of IDAHO?” I said, only somewhat bitterly. 
 
    He sighed. “You're not my prisoner anymore, alright?” He moved closer until he was all I could see: his gold-flecked eyes and furrowed brow. “I'm sorry,” he whispered. “When we get out of this, let me help you. Let me try and make up for everything I've put you through.” 
 
    My brows pulled together. I looked to Jameson and my heart twisted uncomfortably. I was sure he'd be a part of his child's life, but I didn't trust him enough to know he'd be there for me, too. Knowing I had someone to rely on felt like a weight lifting from my shoulders. I couldn't remember a time I'd had someone to rely on. And Silas understood me in ways I wasn't sure anyone ever had. He had as dark a soul as mine. And despite the twisted way we had come to meet, I'd begun to trust him. Like him. Even care for him. 
 
    “Thank you,” I breathed, squeezing Silas's wrist briefly. “I'll think about it. Really.” 
 
    We made our way down to the edge of the lake where Jameson was waiting. I knew he'd heard the discussion, he wouldn't have been able to avoid it with his heightened senses. The look he gave me was full of desperation, but he said nothing, instead leading the way into the lake. 
 
    I followed, gasping at the icy feel of it. No sunlight had ever warmed this water, that was obvious. I steeled myself as the floor dropped steeply away beneath my feet. I dunked into its depths and started swimming forward. 
 
    The lapping of the little waves we caused was the only noise in the expansive cave, amplified tenfold as we moved. I tried not to think about how deep the lake was, or what might be lurking beneath me. 
 
    “Do you think we should be concerned about the security system?” I asked Silas as we moved. There had been no sign of it yet. But surely we were running out of time? 
 
    “We'll deal with it if and when we come across it,” he said. “I'm still half-hoping there's a rescue team on the way. Perhaps Raj and Miguel found a way to contact the institute...” 
 
    My heart twinged uncomfortably. I lowered my voice as I spoke my next words. “They're dead...Jameson and I found them. Miguel was a Reaper, he must have attacked Raj...” I wrinkled my nose at the memory. 
 
    Silas's face paled. “Oh,” he breathed, but said nothing else on the matter. 
 
    My breathing grew shallow as we reached the halfway point, my teeth beginning to chatter. 
 
    We soon reached the other side and I was overjoyed to depart from the icy pool, wading quickly up onto the shore. Something cracked under my bare foot and I lifted my heel to see what.  
 
    Bones. Sprawling out across the shore, leading all the way up to the cave mouth. So densely packed that there had to be hundreds of little bodies. Small mammals, birds, even what looked like a large cat skull sat amongst the mass. 
 
    A shadow passed over the cave mouth high above us. 
 
    Panic flitted through me. 
 
    “Hide,” Jameson growled, dragging me after him. Silas was still wading out of the pool and I turned, gesturing frantically for him to hurry. 
 
    Jameson didn't let me slow, tugging me into a crevice between two large boulders. The heavy footfalls of a beast carried to us from the cave mouth. I glanced out behind the rock. The dark-skinned creature was enormous, almost ape-like. But that was no monkey. And the carcass it was dragging seemed to be a leopard as big as me. 
 
    Silas darted toward a jutting rock, falling to the ground and pressing his back to it. He was barely concealed, but he had no choice but to stay there. Jameson pressed me against the rocks, his body surrounding me until I couldn't see anything but him. He gazed over the top of the boulder, before quickly ducking his head. 
 
    The crunching of bones filled my ears and I shut my eyes for several seconds, fighting away the fear. Perhaps we could have beaten it in a fight, but I didn't think it was worth the risk. And there was no way in hell I was going to let Jameson fight it alone. 
 
    I gripped his arm to communicate that feeling. I met his eyes and he shook his head, telling me he was going to go out there. 
 
    “Don't,” I breathed, holding on tighter.  
 
    My heart pounded out of tune. 
 
    “I can take it,” he whispered. 
 
    A horrible, groaning noise sounded from the creature and more munching followed. I shook my head, fixing him in my gaze.  
 
    Please. Don't. 
 
    He shifted away and I could see the determination in him to be the hero. But I simply couldn't allow it. A hundred feelings rolled through me at once, all battling each other to be heard. In my panic, I did the only thing I could think of doing. I leant up, pressing my mouth to his, dragging him back toward me. 
 
    Electricity surged between us. Jameson stiffened in surprise, then pushed me hard back against the rock. 
 
    He melted against me, his arms flat against the cool stone. The heat of his mouth was like a furnace in comparison to the surrounding cold. He slid a hand around the back of my neck, holding me in place as he crushed me against the boulder. I was no longer in control. So I'd definitely gotten his attention. 
 
    I didn't let myself consider the repercussions of this. I allowed myself to get sucked into the moment, let the frantic emotions inside me spill over. Fed the hungry creature inside me that wanted him and no one else. 
 
    “It's gone,” Silas's voice jolted us apart. Heat fled to my cheeks. “It's been gone for a while actually.” He stalked away and I felt like I'd been punched directly in the heart. I was tangled shamefully around Jameson, his body jammed up against mine. 
 
    What am I doing? 
 
    I shoved him away, untangling my limbs from his before trying to run. He caught my arm, twirling me back around to face him like I was a ballerina in a music box.  
 
    “What was that for?” 
 
    “It was a distraction,” I said firmly. 
 
    I tried to move, but he kept hold of me, his eyes bright and shining. “You can't run forever.” 
 
    “Yes I can,” I breathed. His fingers scorched my skin where they gripped my wrist. “If you let me go,” I whispered, meaning it in more ways than one. 
 
    He released me, looking hurt. I didn't want to feel guilty, but I did. And it wasn't fair, because what he'd done to me in the past was so much worse.  
 
    I turned, hurrying away, following Silas up the steep hill toward the cave exit. Rain drizzled persistently from the grey sky, but the worst of it had passed on. Thunder grumbled in the distance, sounding the storm's demise. 
 
    We were on a rocky ledge that overlooked the jungle canopy. I gasped as I spotted a rope bridge leading over the forest below, tethered to an enormous tree bough opposite us. It must have been the tallest tree in the jungle, jutting high above the forest. A rusted steel cage looped around it, inside which was a metal treehouse. 
 
    “It's an outpost!” Silas gasped, stepping onto the bridge. “We're bloody saved.”  
 
    Jameson arrived at my shoulder and I quickly moved onto the bridge. “Can we get inside?” I addressed Silas as he led the way forward. The wooden slats were wet and slippery and I didn't like to think how old they might be as we headed across it. 
 
    The slats creaked behind me from Jameson's weight, his hand running across the rope an inch from mine. I moved faster, but he kept pace. 
 
    The bridge swung in the breeze, but with my thoughts fixed on the treehouse, I didn't let myself worry. 
 
    Below us the forest hummed with life. And above, the moon peeked through thick clouds in the wake of the storm, barely lighting the world in a milky glow. 
 
    Silas reached the steel gate, tugging some vines away from the door. Jameson kept a watchful eye on the surrounding trees, looking out for the fearful creature.  
 
    Silas lifted a little hatch on an old keypad in a glass box, quickly typing in a code. The red light blinking on it turned green and the gate clunked open. 
 
    “No way!” I gasped, elation filling me, anxious to get inside. 
 
    “We've used the same codes for years,” Silas said. “In fact, when I get to the institute I'm going to make it a priority to update our security.” He stepped through the gate and Jameson and I followed him onto a metal walkway. A huge drop laid beneath the grate of the walkway, reaching all the way down to the forest floor. Before us was the treehouse, made from steel with a small door leading inside. 
 
    Silas hurried to the door, wrenching it wide with a screeching sound as the rusted hinges protested. Inside, the place was impossibly dry and completely isolated from the wind, but it was clear no one had been there in a very long time. 
 
    A single bed was built into a wall and a huge console took up one whole side of the space, overlooking a glass window. The tree trunk was hidden behind a ring of steel. 
 
    Silas ran to the console, tapping several buttons before slamming his hand against it. “Shit. The power's been cut.” 
 
    “Can we get it running?” Jameson asked, moving to his side. He picked up a radio, holding down the button, but no static sounded across it. 
 
    “Maybe it's controlled from the institute...” Silas said thoughtfully. “There could be a fuse box though. If we could find the power source, we might be able to get it running.” 
 
    Jameson nodded, starting to search the place. I slipped outside, leaving them to it, feeling awkward after what had occurred between Jameson and I. On reflection, kissing him as a distraction had been a stupid idea. No, scrap stupid. Downright shameful.  
 
    You're supposed to be over him, Cassandra! 
 
    Now I'd gone and opened a can of worms that needed welding shut. And Jameson was probably feeling smug as hell about it. My hands curled into fists. What the hell was the matter with me? 
 
    I gazed at the view around me, blowing out a sigh. The wind was warm, but not as humid as it had been down in the forest, whipping around me and helping to dry my sodden dress at last. The grate of the circular walkway pressed into my bare feet as I moved. Chattering caught my ear above, and I gazed up into the tree canopy, spotting a small family of monkeys on the branches. My gut lurched sharply. Clinging to the tree trunk above the cage, an enormous shadow sat watching me, its eyes glinting. I stilled, my gaze travelling from the monstrous creature to a large metal box beneath it. 
 
    In a surge of movement, the beast released its grip on the tree, dropping onto the cage above me with a metallic clang. I instinctively ducked, my heart beating out of tune. Its skin was ape-like, its back curved over and inhuman, but its face was that of a Reaper's. The only difference was its eyes, penetrating and slit up the middle like a snake's. 
 
    It dipped a bony finger through the cage, trying to reach me. “Taste...” 
 
    I relaxed when I was sure it couldn't get through the bars. It scrambled across them, its monkey-like feet allowing it to move with great skill. The creature dropped onto the bridge before the door, yanking on the gate. Its tongue whipped out, black and slimy, running up the bars. 
 
    I shrank away, fear darting through me. 
 
    It can't get in. 
 
    I rushed back inside, finding Jameson and Silas pulling the place apart to find the fuse box.  
 
    “I think I found it,” I said and they paused their hunt, following me outside. 
 
    The Reaper had moved back to the tree bough, hugging onto it, just above the box. 
 
    I pointed, gulping down the lump in my throat. 
 
    “Shit,” Jameson growled, gazing up at the predicament. 
 
    “It's a Reaper,” I said, turning to Silas. “Look at its face.” I shuddered as it scurried up the bough, moving into the foliage and disappearing from view. 
 
    “It must have been feeding on the wildlife,” Silas breathed. “They're not usually attracted to animal blood.” He gazed at me with dread in his eyes. “I don't like to think what it's capable of.” 
 
    “I can handle it,” Jameson said, rolling his shoulders. 
 
    “Don't be an idiot,” I said. 
 
    “Hey! Hey! Boss! Is that you!?” a man's voice carried from the bridge. I spun around, spotting a guy dressed in black, a gun strapped to his hip, a balaclava covering his face. Behind him were two more survivors from the cruise ship, including Nurse Rakefield who'd cared for me after my transformation into a Hybrid. The other woman was another guard. She had a pistol in her hand and another tucked into a weapons belt. 
 
    “Jesus.” Silas hurried forward to let them into the cage.  
 
    The shadow of the Reaper swooped over us and I cried, “Watch out!” 
 
    The Reaper hit the bridge and it swayed violently, creaking beneath its weight. A machine gun went off and someone bowled into me. I hit the floor as bullets sprayed overhead, finding Jameson pinning me down. I wriggled out from beneath him as he tried to drag me inside. 
 
    Silas hesitated to open the gate, ducking low as he shouted out to his employees, “Run!” 
 
    The Reaper moved fast, dropping onto the wooden slats of the bridge and scuttling across it on all fours. If any of the bullets had hit it, they had clearly done no damage. 
 
    The guard fired again, but the chamber rang empty. The Reaper launched into the air, dropping atop him and ripping into his neck with sharp claws. Nurse Rakefield screamed to high heaven, stumbling back into the female guard. She shoved her forward, screaming, “Go!”  
 
    The guard pushed Rakefield twice more before she got her moving. With hurried movements, they clambered past the frenzied Reaper, sprinting toward us. 
 
    The Reaper lifted its head, blood dripping from its slack jaw as it spotted Silas opening the gate. It turned in a heartbeat, running on all fours toward us. 
 
    “Hurry!” Silas barked, holding the door wide. 
 
    My heart did cartwheels. I prepared myself for a fight, crouching low. Jameson was at my side, his shoulders tense, having given up trying to move me into the treehouse. 
 
    The guard shoved Rakefield ahead of her and she slammed onto her knees before us, trembling like a leaf. The guard dove after her and Silas slammed the door, just as the Reaper collided with it. A metallic dong rang out from the impact. The Reaper drew itself up to its enormous height, gazing directly at Silas, blood oozing from its black lips. “Taste,” it growled before skulking back to its prey, feasting on the man's body. 
 
    I shuddered, dropping down and helping Rakefield to her feet.  
 
    “Oh my goodness,” she said as she took me in. “You're alive?” 
 
    Silas took hold of the guard's arm to get her attention. She had a long, hazel ponytail and enormous amber eyes, giving her the appearance of a deer. The muscles in her golden-brown arms and the weapons attached to her belt said she was not as innocent as her face suggested. 
 
    “It's good to see you, sir,” she addressed Silas; her voice had subtle Latino inflections. 
 
    “And you, Lorena. Are there other survivors?” Silas asked. Despite being shirtless and caked in filth, he somehow assumed the role of boss as easily as slipping on a glove. 
 
    “Many were in the water,” Lorena said. “I'm not sure how many made it to shore. There were more of us...but...” She looked to Rakefield who started crying.  
 
    Lorena guided Silas away, moving out of earshot of Rakefield, but Jameson and I would have been able to hear her even if she was still on the other side of the bridge. “I had to put Avery down. A Reaper ate most of the skin from his bones before it morphed into him. I made sure it met its end, too.” 
 
    Silas rested a hand on her arm. “You've done well. I won't forget it.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” She bowed her head, her eyes trailing to the bridge. I followed her gaze. The Reaper was gone, making the hairs on my arms bristle. 
 
    I turned to talk to Jameson, but he wasn't there. Spinning around, I hunted for him, then a clanging of noise made me look up. Jameson was climbing through a metal hatch in the cage roof, dragging himself out atop it. 
 
    “Jameson!” I shouted in alarm, but he didn't listen, lunging upwards and climbing the steep tree trunk. He dug his nails into the bark, shimmying up towards the fuse box. 
 
    “You're insane!” Silas barked at him. 
 
    “Yeah, remember to put that on my gravestone, will you?” Jameson said through his teeth, climbing higher. “Right beneath hero and mastermind.” He wrenched the fuse-box open, gazing inside for several seconds before flicking a switch. “And just before 'legend with a mega-ripped bod'.”  
 
    Lights came on in the treehouse followed by a whirring sound as the computer started up. 
 
    “We're saved!” Rakefield cried as Jameson let go of the tree. His boots slammed into the cage above, rattling the whole structure. He slipped back through the hatch, swinging it shut before dropping to the floor beside me. He grinned triumphantly and I fought a smile. “That was stupid, but...thanks.” 
 
    “The Reaper just fed.” Jameson stretched casually as the group hurried inside, leaving us alone. I moved to followed, but Jameson caught my arm. “Hey, about that kiss...” 
 
    My blood heated up by fifty degrees. “This isn't the time, Jameson.” 
 
    “Why not?” He gazed at me with a puppy-dog look. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Just forget it happened.” 
 
    His jaw ticked. He looked like he wanted to say something, but was struggling to do so.  
 
    I dipped my head, feeling bad for snapping at him. “We're never going to be together, Jameson. I understand that. But I can't do casual with you. It's all or nothing. So it's nothing.” The admission made my heart beat out of rhythm. 
 
    Jameson made a noise of frustration in his throat.  
 
    A crackling sound caught my ear: static from the radio. All thoughts were forgotten as I darted inside, spotting Silas holding it to his mouth. 
 
    I held my breath, waiting, all hopes of rescue pinned on this moment. 
 
    “Site D, come in. This is Silas Madigan, requesting immediate assistance from this outpost.” He let go of the button, waiting for a response. 
 
    Tense silence ran through the space.  
 
    Rakefield clung to Lorena, looking desperate. 
 
    Another crackle of static followed. 
 
    “Come on,” Silas said under his breath. He pressed the transmitter again. “Site D, come in. This is Silas Madigan, I'm trapped out on the island with a group of survivors. We need immediate assistance.” 
 
    Another bout of static, then a cool, musical tone filled the air. A voice that chilled me to my core. “Ah Mr Madigan, you sound like you're in quite de predicament,” Rockley Jones answered. “I'd be happy to assist you, but I am quite busy at de moment.” 
 
    Silas's face remained perfectly composed, but his jaw clenched tightly. When he spoke, he did so in a deadly tone. “If you've hurt any of my people, Mr Jones, you will pay.” 
 
    “A somewhat useless threat, considering you're out dere and I'm in your institute. Especially if you want me help. I'd thought you mighta been killed in de sinking of your vessel. It comforts me some to hear you're alive and well, old friend. And I suppose dat means dere are more survivors?” 
 
    Silas paused, his eyes catching mine.  
 
    Jameson roamed closer, his shoulders tense. “Tell him to go to hell,” he growled. 
 
    Silas thought on that before shaking his head and lifting the radio to his mouth. “What do you want, Rockley?” 
 
    “Ah, finally dropped de formalities? Now we can talk frankly.” Rockley cleared his throat. “The deal is dis. You give me your location and I'll send a rescue team to pick you up. All you have to do in return is hand over de redhead quietly. I'll transfer funds to your company for the damage done to your ship, enough to sustain your little experiments, and we part as good friends.” 
 
    Icy fingers crept up my spine. Silas avoided my eye, turning his back on me. I felt Rakefield and Lorena's gazes turn to me, assessing. 
 
    Jameson shifted closer to Silas, his stance threatening. 
 
    “No deal, Rockley,” Silas snarled. “By the time I get to my institute, you better be long gone on that helicopter, or I'll make you regret ever stepping a foot on this island.” 
 
    Rockley's smug laughter followed. “So she is alive den?” 
 
    Silence spread through the room and I slowly approached Silas, his back firm with tensed muscle. 
 
    Rockley spoke again. “Let de game of cat and mouse begin, Silas. But remember, I'm de one with de claws.” 
 
    Silas dropped the radio, crushing it under his shoe. He turned sharply around, fury lining his symmetrical features. I wrapped my arms around him and he stiffened in surprise. 
 
    “Thank you,” I breathed in relief and he softened, pulling me closer. He had given up his one opportunity to be saved. For me. And words couldn't quite encompass what that meant to me. 
 
    “I'm not giving you up,” he murmured, close to my ear. I knew Jameson would have heard it. And I didn't care one bit. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Mercy 
 
    Swiftly after Colt had revealed who he really was, we'd been interrupted by Lynch calling his name from downstairs. I was glad to have time alone to think about what I'd learnt, away from Colt's watchful eyes. The eyes of a brutal killer... 
 
    I was suddenly more frightened of Colt than I'd ever been of Lynch. The guy was a mass murderer, who specialised in torturing and mutilating Hunters. For what? Fun? He was a Hunter himself. Or at least, half of him was. If his mother really had been in his father's resort, maybe she'd been human... 
 
    I couldn't remember the details of the murder cases that well. All I knew, was that they'd happened over a period of years, causing panic to rise amongst the Hunter community. The Watchers were called in to help track down the culprit. And when Accolt had admitted to his father what he'd done, Rockley Jones had reportedly called in the Watchers to arrest him. But when they'd shown up at his home, Rockley was out cold and there was no sign of Accolt. He'd been in hiding ever since. 
 
    Surely Alfric Hund had known who he was? So why would he employ him? He'd said himself he despised blood traitors. Questions continued to circle in my mind, driving me nearly insane. I decided to spend the time testing my leg by putting a little weight on it. Now that I knew who I'd been left at the hands of, I wanted out more than ever. The strange thing was, despite everything I knew about Colt, he had never revealed his violent side to me. Which kind of stumped me. If he really was a Hunter-killer, why had he shown me any kindness at all? 
 
    The door swung open barely a moment after I'd tucked my leg back under the covers. I'd been so distracted thinking about Colt, that I'd not noticed the footsteps approaching the door. 
 
    Lynch strode into the room. His presence sent a wave of recognition through me. Not because of who he was, but what he was. Today, his aura was the exact same shade of the men who'd attended the V Games. The kind of people whose souls were bound for hell. And because of that, they didn't care how much suffering and pain were dealt at their hands. 
 
    Lynch gripped his Harley Davidson belt buckle, tugging his jeans a little higher over his hips. Something about the action made me uncomfortable.  
 
    He released a slow, measured breath. “Colt showed you his face?” 
 
    I nodded. There was no point in lying. Colt had probably told Lynch what he'd done anyway. Why would he protect me now? I'd exposed him. I knew who he was. And if I ever got free, he'd assume I'd turn him in to the Watchers. 
 
    Would I do that? I didn't really know. It was hardly my first thought when it came to escaping. All I really wanted to do was get out of there. But after that? I wasn't sure. I didn't have a home to go to anymore. I didn't feel wanted at The Sanctuary. So I doubted I'd have anyone to tell. 
 
    My thoughts were getting carried away. I focused back on Lynch as he approached me, making the floorboards creak beneath his cowboy boots. They were a deep, tan leather with spurs on the back of them. Seriously? 
 
    “Well you've gone and pissed the kid off,” he said, smoothing his moustache down with his finger and thumb. “Guess I'll have to take care of you from now on.” 
 
    I thought of the jagged piece of tiling I'd stashed beneath the bed. I did not want his hands on me. Could I get to it in time if I needed to protect myself? 
 
    I nodded, not trying too hard to hide my discontent about that fact. “Well, Colt already changed my bandages today.” 
 
    Lynch's eyes trailed over me for a moment, then he shrugged, heading back to the door. “Tomorrow then.”  
 
    The door clicked shut behind him and I let out a slow breath. His presence weighed a tonne. It was strange that a man like him made me fearful now, after I'd spent so many years flirting and manipulating men like that. It was something I still knew how to do. Something I'd learned from a very young age. Too young, perhaps. It was only in the wake of my parents' deaths, and in the events leading up to them, that I started to see my upbringing in a different light. Which, despite my situation, made me uncomfortable falling back on those 'skills'. 
 
    I sighed, making a quiet decision. I'd already placed weight on my leg. That would have to be good enough. Because I was going to get the hell out of there before Lynch laid a single slimy finger on me. Before I had to implement old tactics that would make me feel like the girl I used to be. Instead, I'd run. And I'd do it tonight. 
 
      
 
    100 years ago 
 
    I finally looked sixteen! One year, two weeks and three days after I saw Ignus put that mask on Varick and I was surely old enough now to be allowed to watch the V Games. 
 
    I rarely saw Varick. Daddy had used him as an assistant in the last V Games, even took his mask off when he'd been around the spectators. I'd occasionally caught a glimpse of him in smart trousers and a dark robe, following Daddy down a corridor. Nowadays, it seemed Daddy only took him around the castle late at night. But I'd given up trying to follow them after Mother had caught me sneaking around after bedtime. Eight o'clock sharp. It was a joke. Ignus never had a curfew. Even before he'd aged. 
 
    They treated me differently because I was a girl. And I despised it. I felt powerless. And now that Ignus was all grown up, I had no one to hang out with. 
 
    That morning, I dressed in thick leggings and a jumper. The castle was always so cold now that Arctic winter was almost upon us again. I couldn't even ride the horses out on the island any more. Mother said it was too dangerous in the dark. I could fall and hit my head. But that had been my one form of entertainment back in the summer. 
 
    I combed my hair for a while before winding it up into a ponytail and heading out into the corridor. I was startled by the sight across the hall. Varick. Masked. Chained to the wall behind him, but completely alone. 
 
    His eyes honed in on me, a hungry glint in them. 
 
    I glanced up and down the corridor, searching for my parents, or Ignus. No one was there. Why would Daddy leave the Vampire outside my room? 
 
    I tiptoed toward him, pushing my hands into the snug pockets of my woolen jumper. A big green knit, my favourite colour.  
 
    I cleared my throat, stopping just out of arm's reach from the Vampire. “Hello.” My voice sounded a little high-pitched so I cleared my throat, not wanting to seem afraid. “I'm Mercy,” I went on, eyeing the white shirt he wore. It seemed silly that he was so finely dressed. I'd never seen such a thing. 
 
    He said nothing, but his Adam's apple bobbed hungrily. Did he want to eat me? Mother had told me that our Hunter blood was more desirable to Vampires. The thought gave me chills. But something about the idea was kind of alluring. This huge scary Vampire was hungry for me. 
 
    “What's your name?” I asked, though I already knew it. 
 
    “Varick,” he answered at last. 
 
    “And what are you doing out here, all alone?” I glanced up and down the corridor again, expecting to see Ignus spying on us, but he wasn't. 
 
    “Abraham tied me up and left me here,” he answered simply, his voice echoing around the chamber of his mask. 
 
    “That seems odd. Daddy's very protective of me.” I pressed my toes into the soft rug beneath my feet, leaning ever-so-slightly closer. 
 
    “I won't hurt you,” he said, though the tension in his body said otherwise. He certainly wanted to hurt me. Did Daddy really trust that he wouldn't? Enough so to leave him here, just the two of us? Despite the fact Varick was chained to the wall, if he got hold of me, I didn't think I'd stand much of a chance against those muscles. 
 
    “Why not?” I folded my arms. “Don't I look appetising?” I teased. 
 
    His eyes lit up and a low chuckle rumbled from his chest. Something about the noise sent a shiver right down to my toes. I fought back a laugh. “So I do look appetising?” 
 
    “You smell good, that's all,” Varick replied, clearly trying to recompose himself. Had I caught him off-guard? I wondered when was the last time he'd laughed. 
 
    Footsteps pounded down the hall and I straightened, finding my mother striding toward us. She gazed between Varick and I, a curious look in her gaze. Her eyes travelled from my baggy jumper to my bare feet. In comparison, she was dressed like a duchess. A beautiful mauve dress clung to her slim figure. 
 
    I backed up from Varick, giving her an innocent look. “Daddy left him here-” I started to defend myself, but she cut me off. 
 
    “Yes, I know. His faith in the Vampire extends far beyond my own.” She glanced at Varick with a sneer wrinkling her nose. Taking my arm, she led me away from him. As we walked, she tangled a finger through my ponytail. “Mercy, you've aged well this year.” 
 
    “I know! How old would you say I look now? I think sixteen.” 
 
    “At least,” she announced brightly, her gaze dropping to my jumper again. “Perhaps it's time I taught you a thing or two about womanhood.” 
 
    A fire lit up inside me. Mother and I never spent time together. Not outside of supper time. She was always busy. Busy planning the next Games. Busy on trips to visit other Hunters, or to butter up potential spectators. 
 
    “I'd love to,” I said brightly. She guided me upstairs, opening the door to her and Daddy's bedroom. I hesitated. I hadn't been in the room since I was a little girl. Mother had told me it was an adult space, not to be disturbed.  
 
    “You're an adult now,” she answered my questioning look. I stepped through the doorway, my bare toes meeting fine, dark wood floorboards. I had vague memories of this room, but it was grander than I recalled. A large painting of our family hung on the wall. I remembered it being done. Mother had berated me for squirming and I'd ended up crying after two hours of posing in the same place. The artist had omitted that detail. My eyes weren't puffy and red like they had been on that day. They sparkled like two sapphires. On the wall opposite was a large crossbow of white oak. I moved toward it, trailing my fingers over the silver-tipped arrow loaded in it. 
 
    “Come here,” Mother called and I followed her to a grand vanity unit. Hand carved and ancient. The mirror atop it was gilded with gold. Little wooden boxes held treasures that I itched to explore. 
 
    Mother pressed down on my shoulder and I dropped onto the little embroidered stool, taking in my appearance. I didn't have anyone to compare myself to in terms of my looks, apart from my mother. And she was beauty embodied. In comparison, I was plain. But my hair was just as golden, if not more so, and my eyes were wider, framed with the same thick lashes. Perhaps I would be as beautiful as her some day... 
 
    She eased the grip from my hair and it fell about my shoulders. “Jumper off,” she commanded, and I tugged it free, a shiver chasing the hairs across my bare arms. The little vest I wore beneath it was too thin to keep out the cold. Mother plucked a fine necklace from a stand, an opal hanging from it in the shape of a teardrop. She laced it around my throat and the fine jewel sparkled on my breast bone. 
 
    I smiled, glancing up at her for approval and I saw it shining in her eyes. 
 
    Next, she took make-up from a drawer, showing me how to powder my skin to give it a dewy look, how to highlight my eyes and paint my lips in a deep coral tone that complimented my colouring. 
 
    When she was finished brushing my hair, I glanced at her, comparing myself. 
 
    She dipped her head, planting a rare kiss on my cheek. It burned on forever, warming me right through to my heart. A smile pulled at my lips. “Do I look beautiful?” 
 
    “You look radiant, darling.” She ran her fingertips through my hair and I sighed at the gentle touch. It soothed a soft ache inside me I hadn't noticed existed before. 
 
    Stepping back, she pulled me up by the hand, walking me to a fine oak wardrobe. She opened it wide and dresses of satin and silk shined out at me, asking to be touched. I ran my fingers over the lace hem of a blue gown she'd worn a few weeks back. A gift from my father.  
 
    “Would you like your own dresses made, Mercy?” she asked and I nodded, glee spilling through me.“You would have to wear fine shoes too. Do you think you could manage?” her gaze dropped to my bare feet and I scrunched my toes up as if I could hide them from her scrutiny. 
 
    “Yes,” I said quickly. “I could manage that.” 
 
    Another kiss. My heart heated like a furnace. 
 
    “What's your favourite colour?” she asked. 
 
    “Green,” I answered easily. “Green like the forest on the island.” 
 
    “Then green it shall be.” 
 
      
 
    *★*
  
 
    Two weeks before the V Games commenced, I was walking around in high heels, practising. I was still getting used to the strange feel of them. The way some of them pinched my toes, making them angry and red. I had more gowns now than I could count, and Mother insisted I wear them daily, growing used to the tight bodices and the heavy skirts. I felt like a princess. Like I was important. And that feeling grew even larger when Daddy ordered Varick to guard me one day. 
 
    Varick's metal muzzle was always in place when he watched over me. I guessed Daddy didn't trust him entirely with his baby girl. I spoke to Varick daily, finally feeling less afraid of him. But I knew the feeling might never die completely. Mother trusted him at last. Varick had never overstepped the mark during his newly acquired position as our slave. I didn't quite understand his purpose yet, but Daddy said he was useful during the games.  
 
    For now, Daddy was buried in work. He and Ignus spent hours out on the island, preparing it for the new season. I had asked to join them more than once, but apparently it was 'men's work'. Whatever that meant. 
 
    At least I had a new hobby to occupy me now. Mimicking my mother's straight posture, perfecting my hair and make-up. She spent more time with me now than she ever had before. She taught me to dance, how to walk tall, how to speak with men. It was all in preparation for me participating in the events this year, she told me. When the spectators came to the castle, she wanted me to be ready. To present a lady to them. And I was determined to get it right. 
 
    Varick floated lazily behind me as I danced down the stone corridor, practising my turns and arches, my arms raised around an imaginary man. 
 
    “I'm getting better, aren't I?” I called to Varick. 
 
    “Yes, ma'am,” he said quietly, clearly bored. 
 
    “Mercy, please. How many times do I have to tell you? Ma'am makes me sound like an old woman.” 
 
    “It's not appropriate.” 
 
    I halted dancing, turning to him and placing my hands on the clustered blue satin at my hips. “Oh Varick, don't be a bore.” 
 
    He gazed coolly back at me over the muzzle on his mouth. I sighed. That thing was ugly as hell. I had no idea why Daddy still made him wear it. If Varick wanted to kill me, he could do so with his bare hands. 
 
    He surveyed me a moment before saying, “You dance like a man.” 
 
    My mouth fell open. If he had struck me, it would probably have hurt less. 
 
    “Men lead, women are led,” he continued calmly, evidently not bothered about upsetting me. 
 
    I tsked at that. “Well perhaps I want to lead.” 
 
    “Your mother would not be amused if you tried to lead her spectators in a dance. They will expect to lead you.” 
 
    I ground my teeth, considering his words. “I don't like it,” I muttered. 
 
    “It is the way of dancing.” 
 
    I raised a brow. “Not just dancing,” I huffed. “I can't even go out on the island with Daddy and Ignus. Even though I'm the best horse rider in our family and they know it.” 
 
    “No doubt they are doing more than riding horses around the island.” Varick's eyes darkened. Daddy had sent him out into the games once to chase the contestants. When he'd returned, I'd watched from my cubby hole as he'd begged never to go back. Daddy thought that would be the turning point in his training. It had taken another few years before he'd broken him though. 
 
    I sighed, gazing up at the ceiling as I accepted what Varick was saying. “Show me,” I demanded, moving toward him. “Show me how to be led.” 
 
    He stiffened as I opened my arms, gesturing for him to come closer. A little voice in my head screamed, What are you doing? But I didn't back down, moving closer still. “You dance, do you not? Or you wouldn't have had such a suggestion.” 
 
    Varick's shoulders tensed. “It's not appropriate.” 
 
    “You are here to look after me, aren't you? Why not do something useful for once?” 
 
    His eyes flickered with shadows then he stepped forward, looming over me, his hands outstretched. “If your father sees us-” 
 
    “He's out on the island.” I waved him down. “And Mother is still away. She won't be back until this evening.” 
 
    It struck me that I had been left entirely alone with Varick today. Usually, Daddy would check in on me from time to time. But not today... 
 
    Something about the situation sent a wave of heat into my veins. Adrenaline surged. I liked the danger. Varick hesitantly laid his hands on me, one on my waist, the other taking my hand. He was ice cold to the touch and a little gasp left my lips. 
 
    I'm touching a Vampire! 
 
    A little laugh escaped me and Varick's brows raised. He seemed about to reconsider this idea, so I stepped forward, encouraging him to dance. 
 
    “You're trying to lead again,” he said, though not unkindly. 
 
    I planted my feet, waiting. “Well go on then. Lead.” 
 
    He stepped forward and I shuffled back, missing the step. He didn't rebuke me as my mother would have, only moving slower until I grew used to his rhythm. I watched his feet, clad in shiny shoes. How silly it was, dressing up a Vampire like a wealthy man. But for some reason I didn't find it funny, I found it kind of sad. He moved with a grace that spoke of his past life. A man able to dance, able to court women. Had there been someone in his life whom he'd loved? 
 
    I glanced up into his deep green eyes, falling back on my instincts. I knew how to dance and it was actually easier being led. The moves were prompted by him, allowing me to move naturally in time with him. 
 
    My gaze travelled to the ugly muzzle over his mouth and a frown took hold of my features. “Is it uncomfortable?” 
 
    His brows drew together curiously. “At times. Mostly I forget it's there.” 
 
    “I would not much like to wear it,” I remarked thoughtfully. 
 
    “I am not like you,” he said, his voice low. 
 
    “No...” I glanced over his shoulder, taking in the fine portraits on the wall, watching us. My great, great grandparents. Aunties. Uncles. What they would think if they saw me dancing with a Vampire? It evoked another little laugh from me. 
 
    I stepped free of Varick's hold, remembering myself. I was a Helsing. Mother always said I had a duty to hold up the family name. Vampires were our enemies. And yet Varick seemed like quite the opposite at times. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, bowing my head slightly. When I looked up, confusion rippled in his eyes. I cleared my throat, thinking of my mother's instructions to keep my distance from him. To treat him like a guard dog. I shouldn't have bowed to him. He wasn't a gentleman, he was a beast. A rather light-footed one, but a beast all the same. 
 
    Helsings don't make friends out of Vampires. 
 
      
 
    *★* 
 
      
 
    That evening, Mother returned home. We sat around the grand, oval table in the dining room. A fine feast was laid out with the best silverware and warbling music played from a large gramophone. 
 
    Daddy sat at the head of the table in his finest suit with Ignus on his left. Mother entered the room in a gown of silver silk, a lilting laugh leaving her throat. Beside her were two men. One of grey hair and a handle-bar moustache, the other young with raven hair that was as dark as his eyes. He was striking. Perhaps a few years my senior, but not more. His waistcoat was a deep, blood red, the buttons cut from ebony. 
 
    I stood, following suit from my father and brother. My gown was new, brought home as a gift from my mother and laid in my room by one of the servants. But I hadn't yet seen her since her return. It was peony with a golden hem. 
 
    Mother's eyes turned to me, as did the eyes of the two men, all appraising. A swell of pride filled my chest.  
 
    “This is my daughter, Mercy.” My mother gestured toward me before introducing the men to Daddy and Ignus. The eldest man was named Todd, and the younger man was his nephew, Frank. Their accents were strange, American apparently. Something captivated me in the musical way they spoke. 
 
    Frank sat opposite me and my mother took the seat at my side. 
 
    “You have a beautiful home, Miss Katherine,” Frank addressed my mother. “I haven't had the pleasure of visiting a castle before.” 
 
    “Thank you. Our ancestors built it many hundreds of years ago. I am sure Mercy will enjoy giving you a tour of its many rooms.” 
 
    Frank's eyes slid to me and a blush crawled into my cheeks. “That would be a delight, if it's no bother Miss Mercy?” 
 
    I giggled softly and Mother nudged me sharply under the table. “Of course. It would be my pleasure,” I answered, unable to hold Frank's eye. 
 
    Todd spoke of the cotton plantation he ran back home and Frank chimed in with amusing anecdotes. Varick stood sentinel by the door and occasionally Todd's eyes roamed his way. “Is that really a Vampire, Abraham?” he asked my father. 
 
    Daddy sat up straighter. “Indeed. My son and I have trained him. He even assists with the games.” 
 
    “I can't imagine how the spectators react to that.” Todd laughed, sipping on a goblet of wine. 
 
    Frank glanced at Varick, seeming less comfortable with his presence than his uncle. “Does it always stand so still?” 
 
    I suppressed another giggle. “No, he often follows me about the place, don't you Varick?” 
 
    Mother pinched my arm under the table. “Mercy, we do not address Vampires in such a way. You know better.” 
 
    Shame flowed through me at being belittled in front of Frank and Todd. I reached for the wine decanter on the table, filling my glass. I expected Mother to stop me, but she had let me drink wine on occasion recently. I took a sip of it, hiding my reddening cheeks. 
 
    “Well I don't know,” Frank chimed in. “I'd rather think him less frightening if I spoke to him as if he were human.” 
 
    “A foolish idea,” Daddy boomed. “Vampires can get strange ideas about their place in the world. They can be easily encouraged.” 
 
    Todd and Frank laughed. 
 
    “Not with you around, old boy,” Todd said, gesturing at my father with his goblet. “You keep them under your heel, clearly. But a muzzle, Abraham? It rather suggests he is not trained.” He jerked a thumb in Varick's direction.  
 
    Ignus sat up straighter.”We don't muzzle him during the games.” 
 
    “Then why muzzle him at all?” Frank addressed my father. 
 
    Daddy took a moment to carve meat off of the pheasant leg on his plate. “I do not want any accidents. Varick spends a lot of time guarding my daughter these days.” 
 
    “Varick's no threat,” I insisted and Daddy shook his head at me. 
 
    “Do not be so naive, Mercy,” he said softly, but it still stung. 
 
    “Will you be attending the game?” I asked Frank to change the subject. 
 
    He shook his head, looking to his uncle. “Unfortunately, we are only here for a couple of weeks. We'll soon be visiting family in London. Your mother offered us the kindness of lodging here until then.” 
 
    “But you have been to a game before?” I asked, delicately slicing a potato apart on my plate. 
 
    “Sadly not,” Frank said. “But I hope to attend later in the season.” 
 
    Todd nodded, glugging down more wine. 
 
    After dinner, the men retired to the smoking room. My brother included. I scowled at the door as it closed in my face. “I don't see why we can't join them.” I turned to my mother, spotting Varick watching me over her shoulder. 
 
    “It would only bore you, darling. This is how men feel powerful, boasting about their wealth and their assets to each other.” Mother brushed out the creases from her dress, snapping her fingers at Varick so he was encouraged to follow us. We left the servants clearing the table in the dining room, heading into the corridor. 
 
    “How do women get to feel powerful?” I asked and Mother gave me a knowing look. I itched with curiosity as she looped an arm through mine. 
 
    “Well...women must be subtle. We must use our looks, our smiles, even our laughter. That way, we can get what we want from men, but they must always believe they are the ones in control. Even when they are not.” 
 
    “Why?” I pouted. “Why can't we smoke and talk about our possessions. That sounds much easier.” 
 
    “Because those vices are what give women power. We do not need to puff out our chests and show off. We obtain control and that is enough for us.” 
 
    “But how?” My brows drew together as Mother guided me upstairs in the direction of my room. 
 
    She surveyed me. “Perhaps you are still a little young to understand.” 
 
    “I am nearly as old as Ignus, and he is allowed to do as he pleases.” I planted my feet on the stairs, growing frustrated. 
 
    Mother brushed a loose lock of hair behind my ear, her lips pursed. Varick hung back on the staircase, always keeping several feet between us now that my mother was with me. 
 
    “Oh Mercy, are you really so anxious to grow up?” My mother's brow creased, then she sighed softly. “If you insist, I will tell you. But once it is said, it will be too late for you to remain in childhood. Do you understand? You must be willing to grow up, to do what is necessary once we have had this conversation.” 
 
    I chewed on my lip, suddenly unsure. I couldn't imagine what my mother was going to say that would require such a change in me. But then, I had always wanted to be grown up. To be listened to, to gain some real power in my life. I nodded firmly. “I'm ready.” 
 
    She ran a finger under my chin, a smile playing around the corner of her mouth. “Come.” She gripped my arm, leading me upstairs to my room. When we arrived, she ordered Varick to remain outside, leading me into my bedroom. Teddy bears still lay on my bed. Daddy gave me a new one every birthday and Christmas. But I felt a touch of shame now as my mother eyed them. I cleared my throat, hurrying across the room and throwing a blanket over them. 
 
    Mother eased the pins free from her hair as she dropped onto a stool by my new vanity unit. She sighed, rolling her neck as she gathered her golden locks to one side. “The way we women gain power, Mercy, is by giving men what they need...” 
 
      
 
    *★* 
 
      
 
    Frank stayed another two weeks. Every day Mother encouraged me to spend time with him, to practice what we had spoken of. My mind was still reeling from the conversation. I had blushed more than once, but Mother had urged me to suppress the 'childish' reaction. Becoming a woman, meant giving a man my body. And in doing so, he would offer me anything I ever dreamed of. But the idea of doing that frightened me, though I had never admitted that to my mother. She seemed so confident. So certain of how easy it all was. But I wasn't so sure. 
 
    After days spent with Frank, practising flirting, brushing his arm as Mother had taught me, placing kisses on his cheek every now and then, he revealed he was making a huge donation to my father. That a new tower was going to be built out on the island to play a role in the V Games. And on another day, he gifted me a fine necklace of silver. 
 
    Varick followed us as we explored the castle and Frank eventually grew used to him - enough so to ignore him anyway. Sometimes Varick caught my eye over Frank's shoulder, but I could never tell what he was thinking. 
 
    The day before Frank's departure, I took him to the highest point in the castle. Varick waited out in the stairwell, but I wondered if he could hear us anyway. The east tower held an old attic full of bookcases and even a little ladder that led right up to a small platform near the rafters. We sat up there, gazing out at the island through a circular window. Snow drifted lazily down outside, the clouds shielding the moon tonight. 
 
    “I shall be sad to leave this place,” Frank said, brushing a lock of hair behind my ear. I blushed on cue. I had grown fond of Frank and his funny accent. I wondered if I'd miss him when he left, but I craved my own company again, too. 
 
    “Will you come and visit me?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” he said immediately. His eyes dropped to my collar bone and he reached for the silver necklace he'd given me, hooking his finger through it. He tugged, drawing me closer and before I knew it, his lips were on mine. Soft at first, then hungry, demanding. 
 
    I pulled away, my heart hammering hard in my ears. His dark eyes grew keener. 
 
    I cleared my throat, losing my nerve. “Perhaps we should head back downstairs...” 
 
    “As you wish.” He gestured for me to go ahead, then followed me down the ladder. At the bottom, he took my waist, pulling me close again. “You are very beautiful, Mercy,” he whispered in my ear. 
 
    My heart swelled in my chest. “Do you think so?” 
 
    “The most beautiful girl I've ever seen.” 
 
    My blush deepened and I turned into his arms, gazing up at him, trying to remember what my mother had taught me. “I suppose you say that to all the girls.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but it is only true this time.” 
 
    I laughed softly, dancing away from him and heading through the door. Varick stood there, blocking my way. His eyes slid over my head. “I believe it is time I escorted you back to your room, Mercy.” 
 
    I ducked past him, but when I turned back, found Frank hesitating to do the same. Varick was a solid wall between us. 
 
    “Tell it to stand down, will you?” Frank called to me. 
 
    I took Varick's arm and he turned toward me, his eyes flickering with something. Concern? 
 
    “Mercy,” he implored, but I laughed him off, gesturing for Frank to walk around him. 
 
    Frank took my hand, pulling me away from Varick and guiding me downstairs. “I don't like the way it leers at you.” 
 
    I glanced back at Varick, not feeling the same. I adored the way Varick looked at me. It made me feel important. This powerful beast was directed to watch over me. As if I were a princess. 
 
    Varick followed us all the way back to my room and Frank hesitated, leaning in to kiss me goodnight. 
 
    I turned the door handle behind me. This was my last night with Frank and I longed to feel what Mother had promised me I would when I gave myself to him. 
 
    Varick's shadow fell over me. “I will walk you to your room, sir,” he addressed Frank. 
 
    Frank stepped back, but I knotted a hand in his shirt. My eyes flicked to Varick. “That won't be necessary.” I turned the handle, my heart beating a frantic rhythm in my chest. Small doubts flickered around my mind, but I smothered them. Mother had promised me this would provide me power. That Frank would give me everything I had ever wanted. 
 
    Frank walked in after me, not needing much encouragement. I shut the door, my hands beginning to shake. I didn't feel any of the power I craved yet. But perhaps I would soon... 
 
    Frank loosened his neck-tie, his eyes roaming over me. He stepped forward and I instinctively stepped back. 
 
    Don't be silly. This is what you want. Isn't it? 
 
    I plastered a playful smile on my face, but I didn't feel playful. I felt scared. And a part of me wanted me to scream out to Varick and order him to take Frank away. But I didn't. I just kept walking backwards toward the bed, promising myself this would be worthwhile. That I'd feel in control for once. 
 
    Frank took his time undressing me and as the heavy layers of my dress fell around my feet, I began to tremble. He didn't waste time on anymore kisses or compliments, lowering me onto the bed. I felt the lump of the single teddy bear I hadn't stuffed under my bed, now hidden beneath my duvet.  
 
    Frank pressed me down and I my heart felt torn in two. I wanted it almost as much as I didn't want it. But my reasons for doing this were suddenly blurred. I had no control here. What had mother been talking about? 
 
    Frank's hands locked around my wrists and before I knew what was happening, pain tore through my body. I cried out, but he didn't slow. My heart beat out of tune in my ears. I shut my eyes, feeling a tear rolling down my cheek.  
 
    I want this, I want this, I want this. 
 
    When it was over, Frank rolled into the space beside me, panting. I didn't move. I felt altered in some way I didn't understand. I didn't feel powerful. I felt small. I felt that something vital had been taken from me. 
 
    Frank stood, buttoning up his trousers and I took the time to pull a sheet over myself. He turned, his eyes full of satisfaction.  
 
    I sat upright, trying to feel stronger, trying to regain some control. Frank took a tin of tobacco from his pocket, lighting up a pre-rolled cigarette. As he smoked, the ash fell onto the floorboards at his feet.  
 
    I dipped my head, needing to talk about what had just happened. "I'm not sure how I feel about...everything. I didn't think it would be like that." 
 
    Frank took a deep drag on his cigarette and smoke sailed into my nose. "Word of advice, Mercy: men don't give a shit about your emotions." He took another drag as I tugged the sheet higher around me. His gaze was still searching, hungry. And it was in that moment, I finally understood what my mother had meant. I lowered the sheet around my waist and Frank's Adam's apple bobbed. He dropped the cigarette, crushing it beneath his boot as he stepped toward me again.  
 
    This was my power. My body. And it wasn't the giving of it that gave me control, it was the withholding of it. Up until this moment, I had had Frank wrapped around my little finger. He had lavished me with gifts, compliments, kisses. 
 
    "Goodbye Frank." I pointed to the door. 
 
    He didn't move, his breathing increasing. "I've given your family plenty. I get a whole night with you." 
 
    I tried not to show my anger at that remark. That was what I wanted anyway. The money. The gifts. The feeling of self-worth. Wasn't it? 
 
    "Varick!" I called and he stepped immediately through the door, but not before I'd gathered the sheet back around me. 
 
    "Frank was just leaving," I said firmly and Varick took Frank's arm, his gaze endlessly dark. 
 
    Frank glanced at me, pressing his tongue into his cheek, looking like he wanted to argue the point. Varick growled low and despite his muzzle, Frank cowered.  
 
    "Alright," he muttered, jerking away from Varick and heading toward the door. "I got what I came for anyway." 
 
    The door slammed and I flinched, my body starting to shake again. Varick turned around, averting his eyes from me. I came apart in that moment and was so used to Varick's presence that I didn't even think of holding back the tears. I dropped onto the bed, burying my face in the pillows, trying to reason with myself.  
 
    I know how this works now. Next time will be better. 
 
    A hand pressed to my back, icily cold. I stopped sobbing. I glanced through my tangled hair as Varick sat on the edge of the bed. He immediately retracted his hand and I choked, "Don't stop." 
 
    Slowly, he placed his cool palm back on my shoulder, rubbing softly, and my heart grew warm.  
 
    "I wanted to grow up," I whispered after a time. 
 
    Varick heaved a sigh, but said nothing. 
 
    "Is it always that bad?" I asked, hardly able to believe I was asking a Vampire for advice. But of everyone, I knew I would get a straight answer from him. 
 
    "No," he said quietly. "But you should be more careful who you choose to let into your bed." 
 
    I rolled over, tugging the sheet higher up my body as I gazed up at him. I should have been frightened, but somehow I felt safe with him. "Thank you for helping me," I whispered. 
 
    His brows pulled together and I reached out, brushing my thumb over his cheek, running it down to the metal muzzle. "I'll ask Father to take it off. You won't have to wear it ever again." 
 
    His eyes burned with hope, but he said nothing, silently nodding. He stood, but before he could leave, I called, "Stay with me. Watch over me while I sleep." 
 
    "As you wish," he murmured, pressing his back to the wall.  
 
    I shut my eyes, rolling onto my side.  
 
    My skin crawled with goosebumps. This was dangerous. I knew how much he hungered for my blood. But I supposed the power was in the withholding... 
 
   


 
  

 Jameson 
 
    The night crept on at a snail's pace. We'd decided to spend a night in the treehouse to work out our next move. No one wanted to talk about Rockley Jones, or what we'd do when we reached the institute. Pathetically, all I kept thinking about was the way Cass had looked at Silas after he'd refused to make a deal with Rockely. Like he was some hero. Like he wasn't the guy who'd kidnapped her and stuffed a new heart in her chest without asking.  
 
    As the hours ticked by, tension grew between us all. I was sat with my back to one wall, balling and unballing my fists. 
 
    “Do you think it can hear us?” Rakefield whispered, gazing up at the metal roof. 
 
    Lorena was quiet, sitting in one corner, her eyes closed. Probably to block out the incessant questions spewing from Rakefield. It was at least the fifth time she'd asked a different version of the same question. “What if that Reaper is still out there? Do you think it could get in? How are we going to get out of here without it catching us? I'm not leaving this treehouse to get eaten.” 
 
    A small, irrational part of me wanted to pick up the nearest chair and hit her with it. But I held the urge at bay. It wasn't quite my style to slam-dunk a frightened woman with a piece of furniture. But for her I might have made an exception. 
 
    Her next question made me want to walk straight out of the treehouse and let the Reaper eat me just to get some peace and quiet in the afterlife. “What if it's out there picking the lock?” 
 
    I stood and walked out onto the metal balcony ringing the structure. Unsurprisingly, I did not find the Reaper picking the lock. 
 
    The warm night breeze enveloped me and I relaxed as the heat in my veins slowly cooled off. Didn't happen easily. My body was like a furnace with all the frustration coursing through me. 
 
    Cass had kissed me, which had potentially been the second best moment of my life. Then she'd told me we were never going to be together. Which I understood. But still. I was just a lock-lipped idiot, unable to tell her the truth. The plus side? She maybe still had feelings for me. Which was akin to winning the lottery after my fears about her and Silas. Didn't mean she wasn't keen on him. But she had history with me. And she'd slept with me. Which was ten reasons to pick me wrapped into one. 
 
    Optimism was definitely harder to come by these days, but I battled to hold onto it. Pros: Cass still cared about me, still found me attractive, and still wanted me (sans the 'me betraying her' part). I had also somehow overcome the inability to kiss her. But perhaps only when she kissed me first... Cons: I was stuck in a jungle full of man-eating creepazoids and the girl of my dreams was being wooed by someone else. No point listing the other reasons. I'd be standing there all night if I did. 
 
    A scraping, metallic sound caught my ear. Like hinges creaking...or bolts twisting. I snapped my head up, squinting at the cables above us. A dark shadow sat over one of the bolted down ends of the cables, unscrewing it. 
 
    Oh holy shit no. Damn you Rakefield for being right! 
 
    I swept my eyes over the treehouse, hunting for bolts inside the cage that might also be holding us in place. None. Not one. And what did that mean? Meant some idiot had designed this thing. Some goddamn moron who I'd like to meet down a dark alley one day with a baseball bat. Was that a little extreme? Nope. Not a touch. 'Cause if that Reaper unscrewed those cables, we were going to take a ride on the jungle express. Destination: death. 
 
    I ran back inside, my eyes falling on Lorena. “Gun.” I held out my hand, my heart sprinting into top gear. 
 
    “Que- why?” She stood, clutching her guns like they were little ducklings she was trying to protect. 
 
    “Gun,” I reaffirmed. “Now.” 
 
    She looked to Silas who was leaning against the console, his brow creased. “What's wrong, Jameson?” 
 
    “I don't want to cause a panic,” I muttered, nodding toward the door in hopes of a more contained response to this. Especially considering Rakefield's worries had now been brought vividly to life. And I wasn't looking forward to her reaction when she found that out. 
 
    Silas frowned and I sighed. Well, can't blame a guy for trying. “There's a Reaper out there unbolting us from the tree. So I'm guessing we have minutes, maybe even just seconds before he gets the cables free and we all plummet to our deaths.” 
 
    Rakefield wailed. Lorena darted toward her, laying a hand on her back. 
 
    Firefly stood up and hurried to my side. Yep. Guess she knew exactly who to be beside in an emergency. My chest puffed out as she arrived, but she strode past me, heading outside, tossing a crimson lock over her shoulder. My shoulders went slack. Oh. 
 
    I marched toward Lorena, holding out my hand for one of her guns. Her eyes flashed, but she reluctantly passed me a pistol. “Do you know how to use it?” 
 
    The question was practically laughable when it came to me, so I walked away without a word, heading after Cass. 
 
    I brushed shoulders with her, gazing up at the beasty above. Time to shine. 
 
    I climbed up the side of the treehouse and dragged the hatch open in the mesh roof.  
 
    “Jameson!” Cass cried.  
 
    Aiming my gun, I took a shot at the Reaper. It screeched, darting sideways and somehow evaded my bullet.  
 
    “Hey!” Cass called for my attention. 
 
    I glanced down, finding her following me, clambering her way up the treehouse. Reaching down, she gripped my hand and I pulled. 
 
    I dragged her to my side, one-armed. Like a boss. Without warning, she climbed me like a cat before launching herself from my shoulders. Dream team? Check. 
 
    She gripped the tree, shimmying toward the first cable the Reaper had loosened, trying to tighten the bolt back up. 
 
    The Reaper snarled, scurrying around the tree on all fours, darting toward her. I took another shot, and this one hit bone. The Reaper screeched as its leg oozed greenish blood, dripping down the bark. Hot flecks speckled my chest. I climbed fully atop the cage, launching myself upwards to try and catch its ankle before it reached Cass. 
 
    I missed. 
 
    “Firefly!” I roared and she dropped from the tree trunk, missing a deadly blow from the Reaper's claws. They were curved and huge like a sloth's, gouging great chunks out of the bark. One of them hooked into the cable, tugging it completely free. 
 
    Oh shit. 
 
    Cass landed next to me just as the whole structure tilted violently to one side. 
 
    I almost lost my footing, flailing my arms, leaning backwards, about to fall. Cass gripped my hand, tugging me forward and I fell into her, knocking her over. We clung to the wire roof as the Reaper moved around the tree trunk, scuttling toward the final cable. Screams carried from below. Rakefield's screams. “We're going to die!” 
 
    Shut up, Rakefield. 
 
    I dragged myself upwards, following Cass as she gained her feet, readying to dive up toward the Reaper again. 
 
    “Firefly!” Silas's voice carried to us, his desperation clear. 
 
    I gasped as the Reaper worked the final cable free. I sprang upright, running, feet pounding across the metal, wrapping an arm around Cass's waist and launching us from the cage. She screamed. My gut swooped. The cage plummeted with a screeching of metal, sliding down the trunk at a phenomenal speed. But Cass and I were flying through the air, my free hand held out before me.  
 
    We hit the branch I'd been aiming for and I took the brunt of the collision. The branch was a foot wide, big enough to stand on. Cass was up first and I tugged myself after her, feeling her hands steadying me. She lowered into a fighting stance, her eyes pinned over my head. 
 
    I turned, finding the monstrous Reaper crashing toward us through the trees, spraying leaves and breaking twigs as it moved. 
 
    “Together,” I growled, leading the way forward, my balance perfect as I moved between the huge branches. We clambered up onto a larger branch above us, ancient and gnarled, giving us more room to manouevre. 
 
    Cass moved to my side, hands raised. 
 
    The Reaper dropped onto the branch before us with a loud thud, making the whole structure shudder. Sucker was huge, drawing up to at least six and a half feet. It strode toward us, teeth bared, its snake-like eyes flicking back and forth between us. 
 
    I grinned. “Come and get it, beasty.” 
 
    A rustling sounded above us and I glanced upwards, spotting a skeletal Reaper falling from the canopy. I moved to intercept it, but it fell like a stone, catching Cass's arm and tugging her over the edge before I reached her. She dropped out of sight with a cry of alarm, crashing through the canopy below. 
 
    “No!” I roared, but the huge Reaper was upon me, slamming me down onto the branch, gnashing its teeth by my ear. “Cass!” I cried, trying to fight free of its hold. 
 
    I threw punch after punch, battling against its ferocious strength, my thoughts trained on getting to her. My heart pounded out of sync. I saw red. Heat surged down my spine, but I fought the urge to turn into a wolf, knowing I'd be at a disadvantage up in the trees.  
 
    “Firefly!” I roared so loud that it echoed back to me from every corner of the island. The Reaper slammed its weight down on me again, trying to get a bite. I gripped its throat, crying out my fury. 
 
    I drew on every ounce of strength in my bones, forcing it off of me. In a heartbeat, I gained my feet, launching myself toward it. I slammed my fist into its vile face. Something crunched. Its claws raked up my leg. 
 
    Not too deep. 
 
    With a gasp of pain, I threw my weight at it, throwing elbows and fists, trying to get a hold of its meaty throat. It pressed a large paw into my face, slamming me down onto the branch and suffocating me with the leathery pad of its hand. I bit down with all my might and blood poured, filling my mouth until the taste of rot and decay made me gag. 
 
    The Reaper screeched and I pressed my advantage. I writhed away from it, rolling onto my knees, taking its head in both hands and bashing it full-force onto the branch.  
 
    All I could hear was the blood pounding in my ears, the cries and screaming of monkeys in the trees and the persistent, cracking thump every time I slammed the Reaper's head into the branch. 
 
    It finally fell still and I kicked it from the tree with a wheeze of effort. It slid forward, falling silently into the trees below, a distant crash following a moment later. Dead. 
 
    I panted, wiping a line of blood from my brow. I sucked in breath after frantic breath before crawling forward, clinging to a knot in the bark and lowering myself onto the branch below. 
 
    I moved in a continuous, fluid movement. Grip, lower, fall. Grip, lower, fall. Again and again, over and over, making my way to the forest floor. Making my way to her. 
 
   


 
  

 Jameson 
 
    The forest was dark and sweltering. A persistent dripping sounded from a nearby cave. My shoes crunched over debris on the ground, fallen leaves and twigs. There had been a struggle here... 
 
    I shed my jeans, letting my instincts have their way as my body changed. I remained silent through the pain, grinding my teeth as my muscles stretched and my bones morphed. 
 
    When I had four paws on the ground, I carried my jeans up to the cave and left them at the foot of the small space. I hurried away, my senses tenfold in my new form. Cass's scent reached to me on the wind and I tore through the undergrowth, sprinting flat-out in her direction. 
 
    The metallic scent of blood was mingled with her own blood, making me dash as fast as the wind. 
 
    I'm coming, Firefly. Hold on. 
 
    I howled to the sky, calling out to her. No sound came in return. Until, eventually. Yes, on the breeze, I could just hear her voice. 
 
    “Jameson!” 
 
    I ran faster, my muscles bunching and flexing, working harder than they ever had before. I skidded to a halt at the base of an enormous tree, the roots so large they curled up out of the ground, creating a cage-like structure beneath it. Cass crawled out from within it and I ran my tongue over her, furiously licking every bare inch of her skin. She waved her hands at me to stop and I sat down in the mud, pounding my tail with relief. The Reaper's scent was gone, so I prayed that meant we were safe. 
 
    Cass stood up on shaky legs and I circled her, guiding her back in the direction of the cave. She gripped my fur, silently letting me guide her and I nuzzled her leg, urging her to say something. Was she alright? Was she mad at me? Did she blame me for what had happened? 
 
    When we reached the cave, I gathered up my things and hurried inside, anxious to return to my human from. Moments later I was stood, entirely naked, tugging my boxers and jeans back on.  
 
    Cass cleared her throat behind me and I turned, quickly zipping up my fly. Her eyes trailed unashamedly over my body. It didn't seem like an appropriate time to be looking at me like that, but hey, who was I to complain? 
 
    “You okay?” I moved toward her as she nodded, looking intrigued. Guess I still had an effect on her. Very good to know. “How long have you been standing there?” I jibed. 
 
    She didn't answer, just laid a heated palm flat on my stomach. I tensed in surprise, my abs firming beneath her confident touch. My mouth went desert dry. The last time she'd looked at me like that... 
 
    I cleared my throat as her hand sailed up my chest and over my neck. She slipped into my personal space, her voice dropping to a husky tone that had a serious effect on me. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I didn't do anything,” I admitted, though I wasn't sure why. Why was I putting a dampener on my inflated ego? Cass was bloody praising me. Her hands were on me. And yet a part of me resisted her. 
 
    Shut up brain. 
 
    A flirtatious smile spread across Cass's beautiful face and she moved closer, devouring the small space between us until she was pressed fully against me. 
 
    “Oh man, I love you,” I said on a sigh. It hit me like a lightning bolt that I'd actually said the words. I'd broken the bloody hold on me. Elation spilled through every inch of my body. “Holy shit! I said it. I love you!” 
 
    Her eyes widened with joy. She pressed me back and I let this go wherever it was gonna go. Even if it wasn't quite the reaction I'd imagined from telling the girl of my dreams I was in love with her. Especially when we probably should have been looking for Silas and the others. Maybe they were dead, or dying. But I was under her spell as she pressed down on my shoulders, encouraging me to drop to the floor. I did. No hesitation. I was hardly gonna say no when Cass was looking at me like that. 
 
    She slid smoothly into my lap, hitching her dress up as she straddled me. Several swear words left my mouth and I dipped my head, laying my lips against her neck, running kisses up her throat. Brain finally shut up and body took over. I ran my hands up her spine, getting carried away as she pressed her lips to mine. 
 
    “Firefly, I love you, did you hear me? Ulvic commanded me to stay away from you. Did you work it out?” I ran my hands into her hair, breathing her in, trailing kisses from the corner of her mouth to her throat. 
 
    “Uhuh,” she sighed against my mouth. I was about to lose my mind. 
 
    I got lost in kissing her, so absorbed in what we were doing that I didn't let myself think about the Reapers, or about the cage that had plummeted to the forest floor, possibly killing everyone inside. 
 
    Asshole through and through. 
 
    I was completely unprepared when someone gripped Cass's hair and wrenched her backwards onto the ground. 
 
    I shouted out in alarm, looking up at the person who had hold of her. Who was - 
 
    “Cass?” I gasped in confusion. 
 
    Two Cass's were before me. The newly arrived one had a thick log in her hand. She swung it down to hit the Cass she'd pinned to the floor. 
 
    I lunged forward in fear, trying to shield her, but the log hit home, slamming into her chest. Three more beatings had her lying still and greenish blood poured beneath her. I cupped two hands to the back of my head as I realised what had happened. I gawped at the real Cass as she chucked the bloody log aside. She had an open wound on her arm, a bite-mark. 
 
    Bile rose quickly in my throat. 
 
    Cass planted her hands on her hips as I placed my knuckles in my mouth and bit down.  
 
    “How stupid do you have to be to think I'd actually have sex with you in this cave? Or ever again?” 
 
    I rolled over and heaved, thanking the lord I hadn't gone any further with that Reaper. “Oh no,” I croaked on another heave. “No, no, no.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cass confirmed, a ripple of amusement in her tone. “Your tongue was just stuck in a Reaper's mouth.” 
 
    I spat on the floor before turning to Cass in my desperation. “No!” 
 
    She started laughing. I groaned, covering my eyes with my hand. Everything I'd said, had been said to a bloody Reaper. I hadn't broken Ulvic's command at all. And that was the worst thing of all. Well possibly the worst thing. That and the fact Cass could have turned up five minutes later and found me doing something else to a Reaper that I'd be needing counselling for, for the rest of my life. 
 
    “How about we never mention this again?” I begged. 
 
    “Oh I think I'll be mentioning it a lot,” Cass said, her eyes sparkling. 
 
    I caught her wrist, dragging her toward me, suddenly hopeful. “You didn't happen to hear what I said to it, did you?” 
 
    Her smile faded away. “No, why?” 
 
    My lips locked and I simply shrugged. Gah. 
 
    I glanced at the dead Reaper on the floor, discovering it had returned to the gross pile of bones it had formerly been. “Why did it screw with me like that?” 
 
    Cass's cheeks turned pink and she quickly walked toward the cave exit. “I don't know.” 
 
    I darted after her. “You do know!” I accused. 
 
    She remained silent as we began hurrying through the forest, heading in the direction that the treehouse must have fallen. 
 
    “Come on,” I pleaded. “I just tongued a Reaper.” 
 
    I fought another heave at the memory. Goddamn horny skeleton. 
 
    She glanced away. “Well, Silas said they become us for a while. They have access to all our memories...everything.” The blush in her cheeks deepened and I had to admire her courage for admitting she was still attracted to me. It felt like my chest had been puffed full of air. 
 
    “So...hypothetically. If I hadn't done...what I did...back at The Sanctuary?” I left the question open, unable to say too much on the subject. 
 
    “Irrelevant,” she said quickly. “You did do it.” 
 
    “Hm,” I grunted. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, her tone dark. “We need to find Silas.” 
 
    “Maybe he died on impact?” I offered, mock-hopeful. 
 
    “Don't say that,” she hissed. 
 
    “I don't know why you care about him so much, Firefly. I don't get it.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, not answering me. 
 
    A dark thought entered my mind. Was this really it for us? Was Cass truly done with me? 
 
    I'd always hated people who skipped to the end of books to assure themselves that everything ended well. But now I longed to skip the pages of us, to peek at the end of our story to be sure we arrived at it together. But what if her story led her to him?  
 
    From the deepest regions of my soul, I knew we were meant to be together. But that didn't mean she knew that. And why would she waste her time dwelling on someone who'd dumped her? In her reality, I'd treated her like crap. 
 
    I thought of what I'd overheard Silas saying to her, offering her the life I couldn't. Not unless I was free of Ulvic anyway. I hated my pack leader more in that moment than I ever had. 
 
    At the sound of voices up ahead, Cass gave me a look of relief. She hurried forward and I caught her hand, forcing her to look at me. My heart tripped over itself. I formed the words as best I could within Ulvic's restrictions. “Please don't let Silas help with our kid. I'm going to be there. I am.” I meant it. Maybe more than I'd ever meant anything. Except loving her. Those were my two most powerful truths. And one of them had been stolen from me by Ulvic. 
 
    Her eyes glistened and for a moment she squeezed my hand. “You'll always be a part of their life, Jameson. I promise.” 
 
    “But not yours?” I choked out. 
 
    Her eyes grew shadowed. “No...not mine.” 
 
    I nodded, letting her go. My heart felt like it had just been blown up with a grenade. I desperately wanted to keep her close, but as she strode off I felt like she was further away than ever. And I knew for sure, if I couldn't escape Ulvic, then that distance was going to grow until she was so far beyond my reach, that I'd never get her back. 
 
    Ulvic 
 
    I eased a shirt button free from my neck, giving myself some air. I was locked in my own gaze. The mirror in the small room I'd been provided in the IDAHO institute was round and misty. The extent of their money struggles were evident in the cheap linen on the single bed, and the sparseness of the furniture. Any money they did have was evidently being poured into their experiments. Mr Madigan was a pioneer in Immortal technologies. We'd bonded during my time at IDAHO, nearly twenty years ago now. I looked forward to meeting with him again soon. 
 
    A great change had taken place inside me since I'd killed my father. For the first time in my life, I felt powerful. In control. And I didn't care what the wolves thought of me anymore. They should have been grateful for all I'd provided them with. But even Reason, my most loyal Werewolf, had expressed her concern over my actions of late. Even asked to leave the pack, to search for Jameson. 
 
    Well they were going to search for him alright. They'd drag him back here by the scruff of the neck. I was done being snubbed and jibed by the lot of them. Jameson was the ringleader; I'd let him away with too much over the years. I could see that now. How he'd slowly dissolved the pack's respect for me with his taunting. And the answer to that was clear at last. Once I had him, I'd use him to teach them all a lesson. No more disobedience. I was going to gain back power, as I had every right to. I was going to take what they owed me for all the kindness I'd offered them. The home I'd given them. All without thanks. 
 
    I ran a hand through my hair, pushing it back, styling it differently than usual. I left the thickening stubble on my chin. I needed a new look. I wasn't the same man I'd been a few weeks ago. I was now the Lord of Hund Manor. I was going to take my father's position and do what he could never do. I was going to bring honour to our family name. I was going to make sure every Hunter in the world respected us again. 
 
    A knock came at the door. “Enter,” I called, turning. 
 
    Rockley Jones strode in. He'd evidently still held onto his suitcase after the ship had sunk, because that glittery sequinned shirt was not amongst the simple attire my wolves had found in this place to wear. Paired with skin-coloured leggings. I'd think him ridiculous if I wasn't aware of how dangerous he was. 
 
    “Ulvic.” He beamed, stepping into the room. “Silas Madigan has been in contact. Sounds like he's in trouble out dere.” 
 
    “Is he with Jameson?” My heart rate rocketed. 
 
    “I don't know. He's certainly wid de girl. And he's refused to give her up.” Rockley toyed with a gold chain around his neck, seeming unaffected by this news. 
 
    “Cassandra is alive?” I asked in horror. I'd ordered Jameson to kill her. How was that possible?  
 
    “Yes and she will stay so until she's in my clutches. Her death belongs to me, Ulvic. Understand dis.” 
 
    I eyed him momentarily. The truce between us was new, fragile. I'd never been fond of Rockley's ways. But he was a strong ally to have now. And I needed to build bridges. “You can have her, so long as she stays away from my wolves, I don't care what happens to her.” 
 
    Rockley nodded, a dark glint in his eye that drew me to ask my next question. 
 
    “Indulge me, what is it you're going to do with her?” 
 
    “Dat is not your concern.” 
 
    “If you wish to do business together, I'd appreciate you frankness.” 
 
    Rockley smiled, moving through the room with fluid grace. “I have such plans, Ulvic. Plans which would make your cowardly heart stop in its tracks.” 
 
    I scowled, anger lancing through me. “Don't speak to me that way. You have a lot to gain from my allegiance, I assure you. But I will not be spoken down to by you, or anyone else.” 
 
    Rockley's brows raised in mild surprise. But I doubted there were many things in life that truly shocked him. Blood games were a regular occurrence for him, amongst other dark indulgences no doubt. “Forgive me, my friend. I misjudged you.” 
 
    “Indeed.” I nodded sharply and Rockley's face melted into another smile. 
 
    “I have made a discovery you will much enjoy.” He turned to leave. “Come.” 
 
    I followed him into the corridors of faded white paint. The institute was entirely underground, the air cool, escaping the pressing humidity of the African island we were on.  
 
    Rockley led me down another level, heading into an office. He stepped aside, revealing a large flat screen spread out like a table before us. Rockley gestured for me to move closer and I gazed down at the screen which was split into several feeds from cameras out on the island. Rockley moved closer, swiping his hand across it, bringing up more angles, flicking through them before pausing on one. It enlarged to encompass the whole surface and I spotted Silas Madigan walking with two women beside him. Cassandra appeared at the edge of the screen, but it was the man behind her who filled me with relief. 
 
    Jameson. Shirtless, grubby, but completely alive. 
 
    Rockley pressed a hand to my shoulder. “We have a location. Are you ready to send de Werewolves after dem?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, smiling satisfactorily. Things were starting to go right again. It wouldn't be long before I had my pack back together and could get things in order. 
 
    “I have de helicopter on standby. We will have to drop dem out to dis point. Dey cannot walk through the force-fields from here.” 
 
    Excitement flooded my veins. “I'll round them up.” 
 
   


 
  

 Cass 
 
    There's a longing that lives inside everyone. A hole that can be momentarily filled, drowned or forgotten. Drugs, drink, distraction. I'd seen my family try to fill theirs with all three. Mine had been filled by a man who'd loved me for a while, before he'd found someone easier to love. After he left me, that hole grew so wide it was all I could feel. Especially after I'd struck the match that burnt down a whole building, destroyed so many lives to get my revenge on him. And after I'd taken the pills that were meant to end all of it. Take away the emptiness, the loneliness. For a time, it seemed my body had contained nothing but a void. 
 
    Stomach pumped. Arrested. Prison. 
 
    It wasn't until I'd been kidnapped and taken to Raskdød to fight in the V Games, that I'd found a new lease of life. Discovered some quiet, persistent voice inside that told me to keep walking, keep living. But I hadn't realised what I'd been walking toward until I'd found Jameson. I had never, in all my life, met someone who could smile in the face of death. Who'd brought out a life-force in me that filled me up to the brim. Healed me, reminded me who I truly was, rekindled a fire inside me and made it burn brighter than it ever had before. 
 
    Now, as he walked at my side, the sky barely pinking at the crest of dawn, his expression was as dark as the forest surrounding us. The man who smiled in the face of anything, was no longer smiling. And I had the awful, writhing feeling that it was because of me. 
 
    My eyes darted to him again and again. Confused thoughts were niggling at me. Something didn't add up with Jameson lately. What kind of person devoted themselves to someone just to get them into bed? Was it really worth all of this angst? And now he acted like it frustrated him, too. But then he was the one who'd finished things with me. He was the one who'd made the decision.  
 
    Unless he wasn't..? 
 
    “Hey!”  
 
    My thoughts were snatched by the appearance of Silas, running toward us, relief spilling across his features at the sight of us. No, not us. Me. 
 
    I jogged to meet him, spotting Rakefield and Lorena hurrying up behind him. Rakefield was clutching her right arm as if it pained her, but apart from that, they were all miraculously unharmed. 
 
    “The treehouse got stuck before it hit the ground, we climbed the rest of the way down,” Silas explained before dragging me into a hug. 
 
    Relief ebbed through me as I relaxed in his arms. 
 
    “Where's my gun?” Lorena asked Jameson, scanning him over. 
 
    “Gun? I don't recall...” He smirked and I spotted it tucked into the back of his waistband. 
 
    “Hijo de puta,” she muttered as she helped Rakefield clamber over a fallen tree. 
 
    “Probably, but I never knew my mum,” Jameson replied coolly. 
 
    “So the idiota speaks Spanish?” Lorena looked mildly impressed. 
 
    “Just the swear words, chica.” Jameson winked at her. 
 
    Rakefield stumbled a little as she walked. “I don't think I can go on much further. I'm starving, I can't see straight.” 
 
    I frowned around at everyone's anxious faces. Though no one said it, I wondered if they felt as hungry as Rakefield looked. 
 
    “We need to move away from this area,” Silas said. “Rockley might be able to locate that treehouse.” 
 
    Lorena glanced about nervously. “Yes, and I'm worried about that creature coming back.” 
 
    Jameson examined his nails. “That won't happen.” 
 
    “Why not?” Rakefield asked, moving closer to the group, leaning on a tree for support. 
 
    “I killed it,” Jameson announced, with only a hint of smugness. 
 
    “Thank Christ,” Silas muttered and Lorena breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “What if there's more of them?” Rakefield looked up into the trees uncertainly. 
 
    “Then the slowest runner is in trouble.” Jameson winked at her and Rakefield scowled. He waved over his shoulder, encouraging us to follow. “Let's move.” 
 
    I fell into step beside Silas as we all headed after Jameson. We were soon walking at a brisk pace, despite Rakefield struggling to keep up. But Silas was right, we needed to put some distance between us and the treehouse. I turned my ear to the sky more than once, listening for a helicopter, but there was nothing yet. 
 
    My stomach grumbled and Rakefield gave me a hopeful look as we passed into a thinner patch of forest. A river sounded up ahead and Jameson turned in that direction. 
 
    It crossed my mind that we could come up against the security system at any moment. But there was no way to predict it. So we had to keep moving. 
 
    We passed into an area of rocky ground where moss clung to boulders. After another hour, Rakefield slumped down on a rock, resting a hand on her forehead. 
 
    “We can't stop,” Lorena said, taking her arm, but she shrugged her off. 
 
    “I will not last another minute without food,” Rakefield said sharply. 
 
    Jameson halted, turning back with a frown. He glanced at me and my stomach growled on cue. 
 
    “We eat,” he announced immediately. “There's a cave up here.” He pointed to a large rocky mass. “Rest in there whilst I get us some food.” He headed off into the trees without another word, giving no one a chance to argue. 
 
    Rakefield sighed satisfactorily. 
 
    I led the way to the cave and Silas picked up pieces of dry wood as he came across it. It wasn't much, but it might be enough to cook whatever Jameson came back with. 
 
    When everyone had filed into the cave, I searched for a couple of flints to get the fire going, falling back on the skills I'd picked up in the V Games.  
 
    We soon had a small blaze going and Rakefield visibly relaxed now that the cave wasn't pitch black. 
 
    I kept forgetting what it was like to be human. It was probably a lot harder to navigate the jungle without Immortal senses. And I had to admire how far they'd gotten. I supposed Lorena's guns had helped. 
 
    As the smoke filtered out of the cave mouth, I moved to the edge of it, watching the trees for signs of movement. All was quiet apart from the persistent cicadas and the lap of a nearby stream. I was left with my thoughts, thinking of Jameson again, wondering if I'd been completely blind to something all this time. Had Ulvic done this? Forced him to abandon me? Perhaps it was just hopeful thinking, borne from the hungry part of me that still longed for him. 
 
    Move on. He doesn't want you back. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder, finding Silas watching me. A smile rose on his lips, beautiful and alluring. 
 
    Maybe Jameson doesn't want me...but there's someone else who does. 
 
   


 
  

 Jameson 
 
    I moved through the forest at a jog, the sound of a stream guiding me forward. Water meant fish. And I was an expert at fishing. Like I was at most things. 
 
    When I reached the stream, I moved along the bank until I found a fairly still patch of water. A ring of rocks slowed the current, making it the perfect spot for a catch. I moved back into the forest, searching for what I needed. When I came across some young bamboo, I broke a pole off, leaving a sharp point on one end. 
 
    Slowly, I waded into the water, one careful step at a time. As the water flowed up to my thighs, I paused, waiting, poising the make-shift spear above the surface. It only took a few minutes before the fish grew used to my presence, swimming around my legs. With brute force, I slammed the stick down, spearing a large fish on the end. It took two more tries to catch another. 
 
    Feeling smug, I headed up the riverbank, walking back in the direction of the group, my catch slung over my shoulder on the spear. It didn't take long before the smell of smoke carried to me and I followed it all the way back to the small cave. 
 
    Cass was sitting in the entrance and I slowed my pace to admire her. Her scarlet hair was gathered to one side of her pale neck. A neck I could just about taste if I really thought about it. A small sigh parted from my lips and she jumped to her feet as she heard me.  
 
    I held the fish out triumphantly and she beamed, hunger sparkling in her eyes. “You caught those?” 
 
    “Course I did.” I headed past her into the cave where the others were already sitting around a fire.  
 
    Rakefield stood. “Thank the lord.” She wafted her face from the heat. “I think I'll wait outside whilst they cook.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Lorena said, following her out of the cave with a pistol in her grip. 
 
    Guess I'm cooking too, then. 
 
    I set to work filleting the fish as best I could with a sharp rock and the end of the bamboo spear. Silas helped me, occasionally adding kindling to the fire. 
 
    The sound of Cass and the others drifted away as they moved down the bank and I was suddenly left alone with Silas. 
 
    After a time, he cleared his throat, making the silence a little more awkward. I could sense he was about to start making an effort with me.  
 
    Good luck with that, bro. 
 
    “You know...before the ship sank, Firefly told me about what Ulvic Hund did to you...” 
 
    I grunted in response. If he thought bringing up my miserable past was a good way to bond with me, he was deluded. 
 
    “It's messed up,” he went on. 
 
    I nodded once. 
 
    “Firefly also said-” 
 
    “Could you stop calling her that?” I snapped my head up, fixing him in my gaze, my fury definitely apparent. 
 
    “It's the name she gave me,” Silas said gently, clearly not wanting a fight. I, on the other hand, would have welcomed a fight to blow off some steam. I didn't care how friendly he was trying to be. He was also being friendly with my girl. Overly-friendly. 
 
    “No, it's the name I gave her. Her name is Cass. To everyone but me.” I went back to gutting the fish, blood staining my hands as I made sloppy incisions. 
 
    “You really care about her,” Silas murmured and I could feel his eyes on me like glue. 
 
    I wanted to tell him that yes I do, you prick, so back the hell off. But I couldn't. I was forced to give a response that complied with Ulvic's orders. A fact that apparently hadn't applied to a mindless, horny Reaper.  
 
    “Yes,” I growled, then Ulvic's command choked more words out of my mouth. “We're friends.” Disgust filled my chest at saying those words.  
 
    That's not all we are, dammit. 
 
    “But you were close once. Back on the Isle of Lidelse?” 
 
    I lifted my head again, dropping the fish. Why the crap would Cass have been telling Silas so much about me? He was the one who'd kidnapped her and experimented on her. Why was she telling him anything at all? 
 
    “What exactly is your point, Silas?” I growled. I was a man on the edge. And now this guy was pushing me for some sort of reaction. What the hell was his deal? 
 
    He looked irritatingly composed like I wasn't intimidating him one bit. And that was a damn rarity.  
 
    “So you don't have feelings for her?” Silas raised a brow. 
 
    I tried to fight back the lie rising in my throat, but it forced its way from my lips before I could stop it. “No. We're friends. We screwed, it was a one time thing.” Lies. Lies. Lies. 
 
    My heart pounded against my rib cage as I gazed at Silas. Had I just given this guy the go ahead to try it on with Cass?  
 
    Give me this one thing, universe. Give me her and I'll be happy. I'll never be an arsehole again. Except maybe to Ulvic. I'll be a real arsehole to him. But only him, I swear. 
 
    Silas stood, frowning. “Then you're an idiot.”  
 
    “Please-” I blurted, desperate to tell him to back off. To not try it on with Cass. But the words wouldn't come out. 
 
    Silas's brows pinched together. “Please what?” 
 
    My tongue burned. My teeth ground together. “Please. Don't. Take-” her from me. Hard as I tried, I couldn't get those words out. Ulvic's orders slithered around my voice box and hijacked my tongue, forcing me to finish that sentence a different way. “Please don't take her for granted. She's a great girl. Just...look after her. Like I didn't.” Sucker punch. 
 
    Silas nodded, giving me a small smile before he walked from the cave. I was left gazing at the gutted fish on the ground, feeling exactly like it looked. 
 
    I blew out a breath, continuing to prepare the fish until they were decent enough to cook. Plucking a dry piece of wood from the pile of kindling, I lay them out on it and placed the board gently in the fire. 
 
    Despite the burning heat of the cave, I remained in there. Alone. My spine pressed to the wall, my elbows resting on my knees. I was gonna lose my mind in this jungle. If Silas's obvious pursuit of Cass didn't do it, then the Reapers and the humidity would. 
 
    The longer I sat there, the more a foul mood descended on me. I could handle most shit with a smile on my face. But not this. Not when I didn't feel like I had an ounce of control anymore. I tried to suck it up and not fall into moody teenager mode. But when a bat shat on my head, my willpower gave out. I rose to my feet, heading out of the cave to find a bunch of leaves to rub it off. The group had moved down the hill to perch on a fallen tree. I stole a moment of privacy to clean the shit from my hair, wishing I could do the same from my life. 
 
    I sucked in a slow breath. Nope. I was not going to let this situation get the better of me. 
 
    I was Jameson Fairfax. And I didn't let the world get me down. 
 
    I caught sight of Cass leading the way back up the hill, her hair a mess of tangles and her skin dirtied with soil. I couldn't keep my eyes off of her as she moved, reached the cave mouth, then turned - searching for me? 
 
    I pushed through the shrubbery, slapping a grin onto my face, but something in her eyes told me she didn't buy it. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure, why wouldn't I be?” 
 
    She stepped closer, her brow furrowed as if she wanted to ask me something. “Jameson...I was wondering, I mean...I was thinking about Ulvic.” 
 
    I straightened, eyeing her keenly. “What about him?” I asked, the hope in my voice apparent. Had she guessed? Surely not?  
 
    Oh please let it be true. 
 
    She dipped her head as if she felt foolish saying what was on her mind. 
 
    “Cass?” I pressed, my tone serious. I didn't use her real name unless I meant business. 
 
    She walked closer still. “This is going to sound crazy.” She laughed weakly. 
 
    I gazed at her, unblinking. Say it. 
 
    She moved closer again, only a foot away now. When she spoke, she'd lowered her tone to a whisper. “Did Ulvic order you to...” She took a breath, then expelled the end of her sentence fast, “Stay away from me?” 
 
    The question gripped my heart and simultaneously choked me. Ulvic's command took a firm and powerful hold on me, moving my lips in the answer he had ordered me to give. To do 'whatever it took' to convince Cass of the lie. 
 
    “No,” I replied smoothly. My calm exterior didn't reflect the man screaming inside me, clawing at my insides. “I'm sorry, Firefly. I really didn't mean to hurt you. But...it's always been Nadine. I realised that after we...you know.” 
 
    Her cheeks drained of colour, but her expression didn't give anything more away. She nodded once sharply. “Good. Good. That's good,” she said on a nod. 
 
    “Is it?” I asked, hating myself for it. But if she got over me, moved on, that was it for us. Even if I got past Ulvic's commands one day, she might be over me. Met someone else. 
 
    Please don't give up on me. Not yet. 
 
    “Yes,” she said on a sigh. I could have sworn her eyes were glimmering, but when she blinked the illusion was shattered. She glanced over her shoulder toward Silas and I could tell what she was thinking. 
 
    “You like him,” traitor-me took over again and I wanted to run away to force this conversation to stop. I would have taken any kind of torture but this. 
 
    After a beat, she nodded. “There's something about him. I don't know...he understands me, I think.” 
 
    I understand you! 
 
    “You should tell him how you feel,” my mouth said. No please. Please don't. “We would have been a car-wreck anyway, right?” 
 
    She nodded vaguely, giving me the ghost of a smile before walking away. The others soon arrived, looking for food, drawn by the mouthwatering scent floating through the air. I headed into the cave, dishing up portions for everyone. They sat on boulders beyond the cave, chewing on the soft fish. 
 
    I sat alone, watching as Silas dropped down next to Cass. She smiled up at him under her lashes, a blush lighting her cheeks. And my heart broke into a million pieces, probably never to be whole again. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Cass 
 
    After we'd eaten, we started walking. There was still no sign of the security system kicking in, but we had no choice but to walk toward the institute and hope we'd make it there in one piece. 
 
    I doubted Rockley Jones had been so kind as to turn off the system, but perhaps his desire to kill me himself might have swayed him. A delayed death wasn't much to look forward to, and as I walked at Silas's side, I voiced my thoughts. 
 
    “What will we do about Rockley when we get to the institute?” 
 
    Silas pressed his lips together. “We'll be fine. I won't let him get his hands on you.” 
 
    It wasn't an answer exactly, but I trusted Silas. And now that Jameson had shut down my doubts about why he had dumped me, I allowed myself to get closer to Silas. To envision the idea of us together. Of me saying yes to his offer of helping with this child. From what I'd learned about Werewolf pregnancies, I only had four months left until this baby arrived. And the thought terrified me. If Silas was going to offer us a safe place to live, I had to take it. For the sake of my child. 
 
    Jameson carved a path through the jungle up ahead, and Lorena and Rakefield lagged behind. I felt a little uncomfortable talking to Silas, knowing Jameson could hear me. But he had made it clear he didn't care.  A weight had lifted from me after I'd asked about Ulvic. If Jameson was truly in love with Nadine, I had to try and make my peace with that. A part of me – albeit a rather bitter one- still wanted him to be happy. 
 
    “When this is all over, maybe we can do something normal,” I said to Silas. 
 
    He glanced at me, his gaze curious. “Define normal,” he laughed. 
 
    “I don't know...pizza and beer sound good?” 
 
    He groaned longingly. “That sounds incredible.” 
 
    A droning noise filled my ears, growing louder by the second, dragging our attention back to the surrounding forest. 
 
    “Helicopter?” I asked warily, looking to the sky, but the canopy was too thick to see much through the leaves. 
 
    “No...that's no helicopter,” Silas said, his tone ominous. 
 
    The collective buzzing noise grew louder. 
 
    “We need to move,” Jameson barked from up ahead. 
 
    “Go!” Silas called to the others and we started running, though I had no idea what from. 
 
    My calves flexed as we scaled a mossy hill, pushing through the leafy undergrowth. Silas kept up with Jameson and I, but I heard Rakefield struggling up the hill behind us, urged on by Lorena. Sometimes in Spanish, sometimes in English. Though I sensed from her tone, the Spanish words were used to express her frustration. 
 
    The buzzing grew to a drone and I glanced at Silas for answers. “What is it?” 
 
    He wet his lips, not replying, a small bead of perspiration sailing down his brow. At that exact moment, a large, silvery wasp landed on his shoulder. I frowned as I focused on it, its body oblong and shining like metal. Its wings buzzed; they were a blur with how fast they moved. In an almost mechanical movement, it dropped its head and opened two sharp pincers. 
 
    “Silas!” I jerked forward to waft the creature away, but it took a large bite of him as I got there. He gasped, throwing a hand up and catching hold of the creature in his fist. I caught his wrist before he crushed it, unfurling his fingers to get a better look at the thing. It was broken into two parts, a sparking wire protruding from its back. A small line of blood was leaking down his shoulder from the bite. 
 
    Silas gazed at the robotic bug in horror, his eyes sliding up to meet mine. “We need to move. Now!” He chucked the thing to the floor and crushed it under his foot. Jameson marched over to us just as Rakefield and Lorena crested the hill. 
 
    As the buzzing drew closer, we started running, no questions asked, tearing through the foliage side by side. Jameson kept to my left and I caught his eye more than once as we sprinted away from the gathering sound behind us. The image of a thousand of those bugs filled my mind, descending on us like a swarm of locusts. 
 
    My muscles worked harder and I took the lead amongst the group, shooting a wary glance over my shoulder. Lorena was still helping Rakefield, the two of them keeping up a reasonable pace, but it was nowhere near fast enough to catch Jameson, Silas and I. 
 
    I forced myself to look ahead, focusing on the way forward. Leaves whipped my skin and thorns tugged at my dress and bare calves. 
 
    The buzzing grew so loud, it was all I could hear. Even when I looked at Jameson and saw his mouth form the words 'keep going', I couldn't hear him. 
 
    I urged my legs forward, but was forced to look back at the sound of a piercing, blood-curdling scream. I spotted Rakefield on the ground. Lorena was trying to tug her up, but the swarm was already upon them. Rakefield waved her arms madly, looking like she was having a fit as the metal creatures sank their teeth into her. Lorena cried out, stumbling away, firing panicked shots into the air. 
 
    I stumbled as my foot caught in a root and tumbled to the floor. Gasping, I scrambled to my knees, trying to draw breath, my eyes wheeling to Rakefield once more. 
 
    The bugs flew around her like a sand storm, and in all the rapid, blur of movement, blood began to fly. Rakefield flailed madly against the onslaught, the small silver wasps ripping and biting her skin. Lorena ran, leaving her behind, waving her hands madly around her face as some of the bugs followed. 
 
    Jameson was suddenly at my side, dragging me to my feet. His hand cupped my cheek, but I couldn't look away from Rakefield. In moments, she was reduced to a pile of bloody bones, her jaw hanging open in a silent scream. She slumped to the floor as the bugs moved on, searching for their next victim. 
 
    I tried to steady my thoughts as Jameson turned my face to look at him, drawing my eyes from Rakefield's butchered body. Blood pounded in my ears. 
 
    Lorena was crying out as she ran toward us. 
 
    I was drowning in Jameson's bronze eyes. 
 
    He dragged me forward, his hand clamped around mine as we started fleeing once more. I nearly bumped into Silas where he'd evidently turned back to help me, too. His eyes slid over my head, spotting Rakefield, his panicked gaze melting to horror. 
 
    “Go!” Jameson roared at him, dragging me onward. My feet thumped against the damp ground and I clung to Jameson's fingers, fearing ever letting go. 
 
    That can't happen to us. 
 
    The trees began to thin, making it easier to run. We beat a path through the wet underbrush, pushing on as hard as we could. A buzzing caught my ear and one of the bugs landed on my arm. I gasped, as it dug its teeth in and I slammed my hand down on it, crushing it to dust. I moved harder, faster, the heated trail of blood leaking down my arm a vivid reminder of what would happen to me if I stopped. 
 
    Silas cried out up ahead and my hand parted from Jameson's as we fled either side of a giant tree. I found Silas on a ledge above a canyon, a rampant river flowing between two plates of land. Lorena stumbled into Jameson and he steadied her. Her eyes were wild. Up close, I could see the bite marks on her arms, her face. Lines of blood trailed across her buttery skin. 
 
    “Here!” Jameson cried, snatching up vines that were trailing over the edge the cliff. 
 
    It was too far to jump into the river. The water too choppy, probably hiding sharp rocks beneath the waves. We were going to have to abseil. Jameson planted a vine in Lorena's hand. She immediately stepped backwards over the cliff. 
 
    We all snatched up vines and moved backwards over the edge without hesitation, Jameson to my right and Silas to my left. 
 
    I was too afraid of the bugs to fear the height, despite the fact we were nearly two hundred feet above the river. 
 
    The droning noise sounded the swarm's arrival and I moved faster, bouncing my feet against the sandstone rocks as I let the vine sail through my hands. Down, down, down. 
 
    Just a bit further. Keep going. 
 
    The sound of the raging river reached my ears as we left the cliff-top behind. But a dark cloud sailed over the morning sun and I spotted hundreds of the bugs swooping over the top of the cliff, hunting for us. 
 
    I panted hard, dropping a metre at a time, the tough vine giving me a good grip.  
 
    The swarm moved in an arrow-like line, heading straight for Jameson. His death was so frighteningly close, that I reacted without thought. I swung hard toward him with a scream of defiance, knocking him off balance. His feet came free from the wall at the same time mine did and we swung in a huge arc, wheeling along the cliff and spinning out of control. I wrapped an arm around his waist and he caught hold of a small shrub growing out the side of the cliff to stop us. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder, wrapping my legs around him to make sure I didn't fall.  
 
    “Let go of your vine,” he said in a strained voice. “Climb onto my back.” 
 
    I did as he said without question and my vine sailed back into the ravine.  
 
    A scream ripped through the air, travelling all the way to my core. 
 
    I looked down, spotting Lorena under attack from the locusts, having become their new target. A horrible part of me knew it was my fault. Lorena flailed, losing her grip on her vine and plummeting  toward the river below. She hit the water with a large splash, disappearing under the waves. I prayed she'd been low enough to survive the fall. The locusts circled above the waves, searching for her, giving us a modicum of time to act. 
 
    The shrub in Jameson's grip was coming loose from the soil, sending sediment crumbling down the cliff wall. 
 
    “Hold on tight,” Jameson growled and I nodded against his shoulder, gripping him with my whole body. 
 
    He adjusted his hold on the vine, then let go of the shrub. My stomach soared as we swung rapidly across the cliff wall. My heart rose into my throat. My stomach spun in circles. 
 
    I spotted Silas below us, almost at the water. The locusts swarmed toward him and with a lingering look in my direction, he let go of his vine, dropping like a stone into the river. 
 
    We were now their prime target. And we were still thirty metres from the waves. 
 
    Jameson slammed his feet to the cliff wall, halting our swing and moving rapidly down the vine. His muscles strained beneath my body, but I never once eased my grip, keeping myself flush against his back. 
 
    He panted with exertion and I muttered encouragement in his ear. A searing pain on my thigh signalled the arrival of the locusts. I bit down on a scream, not wanting to panic Jameson. Several more landed on my back, their pincers digging in. I clung to Jameson tighter, shielding him with my body. Several more landed on my arms and I swatted one from his neck. The sharp sting of their metallic teeth ripped into me. 
 
    When I couldn't fight it any longer, a groan of pain left my lips and Jameson stiffened beneath me. He glanced over his shoulder, a shadow of the creatures falling over us. A decision flared in his eyes. He let go of the vine. 
 
    I screamed. He locked his hands around mine as we fell.  
 
    Ten, twenty feet. Slam. 
 
    We hit the water and the current was so violent that we immediately broke apart. I couldn't get my head above the water, I couldn't swim. I had to succumb to the current, praying the pressure would ease up enough that I could swim up for air.  
 
    My thigh hit a rock, tearing across the skin. I screamed into the water, losing precious oxygen. 
 
    I spun madly, my body as limp as a rag-doll as I rolled and tumbled beneath the waves. 
 
    After an eternity, the pressure eased and I kicked as hard as I could, managing to get my head above the surface. I dragged down more air, gazing up at the canyon walls on either side of me as I was swept further down the river. There was no sign of the bugs, so that was one small victory. 
 
    I spotted the back of Silas's head a hundred yards ahead, but I dunked under the water again before I could call out to him. I kicked hard, managing to resurface, my arms reaching up of their own accord as if I could find something to hold onto. 
 
    A roaring noise filled the air and I feared the bugs had returned. But a moment later, a helicopter soared overhead. I gasped at the sight of its black underbelly, its spinning blades. 
 
    Panic spiked through my chest. But there was nothing I could do as the waves kept me their prisoner. The helicopter slowed its pace, following the line of the river. I was sure I'd been spotted. And that meant one thing: Rockley Jones was coming for me. 
 
   


 
  

 Mercy 
 
    Just before dawn, I made my move to escape. Colt never came to check on me before the sun was fully up, so I knew I had time. I'd heard both of them walking around in the house until the late hours of the night. So hopefully they'd be sleeping in today. 
 
    I crept from the bed, finding my leg further improved. With a hobble, I could probably walk fast enough. Not enough to run, but so long as I was quiet, that might be all I needed. I bent low, feeling for the broken tile beneath the bed. My fingers scraped the hard edge and I took it into my palm with an icy feeling creeping over my neck. 
 
    I moved toward the attic door, finding it locked. I'd suspected it would be, but that wasn't going to stop me. 
 
    I took the sheet from my bed, dragging it to the door. Next, I rummaged through the old pile of furniture in one corner, prising a screw from a desk drawer. 
 
    I returned to the exit, moving as quietly as possible. Threading the sheet under the door, I pushed it out into the hall beyond the room. Standing, I eased the screw into the lock, jiggling it until the key fell onto the sheet below. 
 
    I gently retracted the sheet from beneath the door, plucking the bronze key from it with a smile of triumph. I placed it in the lock, gently turning it until the satisfying click followed. 
 
    Step one complete... 
 
    Taking a slow, measured breath, I crept into the hallway, keeping the jagged tile clutched in my palm and dragging the sheet after me. I tiptoed across the small space, bending down to kneel beside the attic hatch. 
 
    I was prepared for it falling open this time, so I looped the sheet through the iron ring in the centre and tied a knot. Pressing my weight on the hatch, the extendable stairs dropped away beneath me. I held on tight to the sheet, lowering the stairs carefully to the floor below. 
 
    With a soft tap, the bottom stair hit the floorboards. I held my breath, waiting for someone to come running. But the house remained quiet. 
 
    I crept down the steps, taking my time, my injured leg struggling with the awkward climb. 
 
    At the bottom, I moved through the dark hallway. I wouldn't get far in the forest without a coat or shoes. I'd freeze to death before I ever made it close to escaping the sprawling Norwegian forest. 
 
    This was the most risky part, but perhaps the most important.  
 
    I can do this. 
 
    I moved toward the first door, pressing my ear to it. When I heard nothing, I pushed it open. 
 
    I was in luck. An empty bedroom stood before me. I tip-toed across it toward a huge oak wardrobe, tugging open the stiff doors.  
 
    Empty. Damn. 
 
    I checked the drawers, but the room was lined with dust. It mustn't have been used for years. 
 
    I returned to the hallway, moving to the next door, pressing my ear to it. Slowly, I turned the handle. The door swung inwards and I cupped a hand to my mouth to halt my breathing. Colt lay asleep on the double bed. One arm hung off of it, a whiskey tumbler still clamped in it. His other arm lay over his eyes. The low glow of a mobile phone screen suddenly illuminated the room. It flashed again and I suspected he was receiving messages. 
 
    The phone was too tempting to ignore. But even as I thought of taking it, I struggled to think who I'd call. 
 
    Steal now. Decide later. 
 
    Creeping toward Colt's night stand, my shadow fell over him from the dim light cast from the hallway. He'd fallen asleep in his jeans and shirt, all but his boots which looked like they'd been unlaced and kicked off at the foot of the bed.  
 
    I picked up his iPhone, my heart beating out of tune in my chest as I cast my eyes down to the screen. 
 
      
 
      
 
    RJ: 
 
    Alfric's dead. 
 
      
 
    RJ: 
 
    Move soon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    My heart slowed for a beat. Alfric Hund was dead? How? When? Was Jameson involved? My gut told me he had to be. 
 
    I forced my thoughts back to the room, clutching onto the phone as I moved toward the wardrobe. I had bigger problems to focus on right then. 
 
    I took hold of the handle, tugging gently, then more sharply when it didn't open. The hinges groaned loudly and I gasped, dropping to the floor in my panic. 
 
    I ducked my head below the end of the bed, keeping concealed. The sound of creaking bed-springs followed and I held my breath, my shoulders hunched as I forced myself not to take a single breath. 
 
    My eyes shifted to the door. It had swung over so it was ajar, but not fully open. Even if Colt woke, perhaps he wouldn't notice? 
 
    He mumbled something in his sleep that sounded like, “Dødstårn...” 
 
    Peeking over the mattress, I saw Colt had rolled onto his side, his hand removed from his face. His expression was relaxed, making him appear innocent in sleep. But I knew better. And I didn't want to find out what he might do to me if he found me creeping around his bedroom. Behead me like one of his murder victims perhaps... 
 
    I shuddered, slowly rising to my feet and peering into the wardrobe. I carefully extracted a fur coat, tugging it on and stuffing the phone into the pocket. Shoes were a bigger problem. I found a couple of boots at the base of the wardrobe. All too big. I took the smallest pair and a couple of thick socks. They would have to do. 
 
    Turning toward the bed, my heart jolted sharply. For a moment, I could have sworn Colt had been looking at me. 
 
    His jaw was tensed, but his eyes were closed. 
 
    Must have imagined it. 
 
    My heart rate slowed again as I moved toward the door, breathing a sigh of relief as I stepped into the low light of the hall. 
 
    I headed downstairs, wincing at each creak of the steps. But finally, I was stood before the front door, my hand hovering over the doorknob. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled at the sound of footsteps overhead. 
 
    Someone was awake. 
 
    My heart urged me to move and I quickly twisted the lock before silently tugging the door open. Freezing air poured over me, slamming into my lungs. 
 
    I stepped onto the porch, shutting the door so as not to alert whoever was awake with the icy gust. Tugging on the thick socks, I pushed my feet into the boots, lacing them up as tightly as I could. My bad leg jarred more than once, but the pain was dulled by the adrenaline fuelling my movements. 
 
    In seconds, I was half-jogging, half-limping off into the trees. The woods were woven with mist, consuming me the moment I stepped into them. I was grateful for the cover, but the way forward would be more difficult to navigate. Especially as I didn't even know which way to head. 
 
    The sky was cobble grey as dawn seeped through the clouds. I staggered on, twigs crunching and leaves cracking under my boots. 
 
    The sound of a whinnying horse caught my ear and I halted, listening for it again. A horse could solve all of my problems... 
 
    As a neigh rose into the air, I turned on my heel, changing course toward the sound. An old stable emerged from the mist. I hurried toward it, crossing the courtyard toward one of the stalls, sliding the bolt and pulling it open. A brindle mare snorted her indignation at me, squinting in the light. I moved slowly toward her, raising a hand. 
 
    I'd been around horses when I was younger. Before my father had purchased the helicopters and SUVs to run the V Games, we'd used horse and carriages to get around. I used to love when a season of the games came to an end and the six months of summer would reign. The Vs were kept indoors and I had free access to the island. I'd ride all the way out to the furthest point and visit all the checkpoints of the games in one day. 
 
    The mare stamped her foot and I cooed gently, soothing her. “It's alright, come on girl.” A few moments of silence passed between us before she stepped forward in the hay, pressing her soft nose into my palm. 
 
    “That's it.” I ran my hand up and over her brow, moving around her. There was no time to saddle her. I'd ridden without tack before, but not for years. And not with an injured leg. But I'd have to get a bridle on her if I was ever going to steer her. 
 
    I found one hanging outside the stable and she took the bit into her mouth without complaint. I ran the reins over her head, resting them on her neck. Next, I threw a thick blanket over her back and placed my hands on her spine. With a steadying breath, and with the mare glancing at me over her shoulder, I hauled myself up. When I had my legs dangling either side of her, I smiled broadly, gently spurring her on.  
 
    My injured leg protested when I nudged her with my heel, but I could do enough with my good leg to get her going. She trotted out into the courtyard and with a little more encouragement, I had her heading into the trees. A laugh escaped my throat and the mare answered with a joyful neigh as we trotted into the forest. 
 
    Just as she picked up her pace, the mare reared and I had to fall forward, clinging to her mane to ensure I didn't fall.  
 
    A figure came into view, reaching for the reins. My elation died in a wave. Lynch. 
 
    “No!” I shouted, kicking out at him, thankful that he'd approached on the side of my good leg. He was bleary-eyed and sloppily dressed, but the only thing I could focus on was the gun in his hand. 
 
    He snatched the reins of the horse and I kicked at him again. He swore, pointing the old pistol at me. 
 
    “Get down!” he roared. I ducked my head as if I could avoid the bullet by sheer will alone. I knew it was pointless, but my gut wouldn't accept it. I simply couldn't go back to that room. 
 
    “No,” I said through my teeth, reaching for the broken tile in my pocket. He clearly didn't want to fire that gun. And perhaps that meant he didn't know his master, Alfric Hund, was dead. So he was still keeping me alive on orders. 
 
    Lynch's hand clamped around my calf and he tugged hard. I tried to cling on to the horse, but she reared up again in a panic and I slid to the ground, slamming into the mud. I shimmied backwards as fast I could, the jagged tile still clamped in my palm. 
 
    Lynch slowly approached as if he were enjoying watching my plight. 
 
    “Lord Alfric's dead,” he said, surprising me that he knew this. Then why didn't he take the shot? 
 
    He placed a foot on the ankle of my injured leg. Pain blossomed up the bone. A scream ripped from my throat and I thrashed out of his hold, turning onto my hands and kneels to crawl away. 
 
    Lynch's heavy footfalls followed and a kick to my side sent me flying onto my back again. He took hold of his belt buckle with a smirk that ate at my insides. “Which means I don't have to follow orders anymore.” 
 
    He dropped his weight onto me, his pistol still clamped in his palm. But it wasn't aimed at me, so I had a single, tiny moment of advantage. My mother had taught me how to handle men like this. And it was her lasting legacy to me now. As he tried to pin me down, my good knee came up, slamming hard between his thighs. He let out a strangled roar, swinging the pistol toward me. I jammed the heel of my palm into his nose and a satisfying crack followed. Droplets of blood splattered my face, some fell into my eyes. I saw red, literally, slashing the sharp tile up, slicing his shoulder in a haphazard line. 
 
    His anguished cries filled the night air as I threw him off of me, scrambling to my knees, my injured leg protesting all the way. My foot caught on something and I spotted the pistol discarded in the leaves. I snatched it up as I stumbled away. My limp was back in full force as I moved through the woods, gasping, desperate, but determined. 
 
    I found the horse lingering by a tree, looking frightened, swinging her head in a jittery movement. 
 
    “Here girl...I won't hurt you.” I raised my sticky red palms, which didn't help my cause. I wiped the blood from my eyes with the back of my sleeve, moving toward her, urgent in my advance. 
 
    Please don't run. 
 
    I didn't know for sure Lynch was dealt with. 
 
    The mare let me approach and with a gasp of relief, I dragged myself up onto her back. A shadow emerged from the mist, pelting toward me at speed. Colt appeared, his boots unlaced, dressed in his shirt and jeans, a leather jacket gripped in his fist. His eyes met mine, his mouth agape as I spurred the mare on with a loud and triumphant, “Yah!” 
 
    He didn't even have a weapon. I had a phone, a horse and a gun. So I win. 
 
   


 
  

 Mercy 
 
    The mist swallowed me whole as the mare charged through the forest. Riding was familiar and I soon fell into the rhythm of the horse's strides, keeping myself balanced by leaning forward and gripping her mane. I didn't know where I was going, I just needed to get as far away from that place as possible. 
 
    As my racing heart began to slow, another thumping noise took its place. Every beat of the mare's hooves seemed to have an echo. Casting a glance over my shoulder, I could barely draw breath at the sight of the pursuing shadow tearing through the fog behind me. 
 
    “Stop!” Colt's voice reached me, his tone frighteningly loud. 
 
    He burst through the mist on a huge black stallion, his eyes narrowed on me with a predator-like precision. 
 
    A gasp escaped me as I urged the mare onward with a kick to her sides. “Go – go!” I pleaded and she reacted to my urgency with panic of her own, bolting into the forest ahead. The mist swirled around her hooves as she tore across the damp leaves at high speed. I slid down her back an inch and grasped onto her tighter, my bad leg making it difficult to grip her sides. 
 
    She weaved through the trees at speed, their slim boughs whipping past me with a whoosh of noise. The pursuing hooves pounded louder, harder. That stallion was huge and I didn't know if my horse could keep up the advantage. 
 
    “Mercy!” Colt's voice howled through the trees like a hungry wolf. 
 
    In knowing who he truly was, I feared him catching me more than I ever had Lynch. The image of him beheading me was all too vivid as I urged the mare on another time. Over and over I begged her to keep up her speed, praising her for her hard work. Sweat was gathering on her flanks, and she was starting to pant with every bounding pace she took. Still, she didn't slow, but neither did the stallion. 
 
    I tried not to picture how this might end. If only I had a vague idea of where to head. Of a town I could aim for. I needed to find people. I needed a crowd to scare Colt off. But the forest never changed, the mist, the greyish-brown trunks, the endless iron sky. 
 
    Something hard was digging into my hip, crushing between me and the horse. 
 
    Lynch's gun! 
 
    I snatched it from my coat pocket, turning and trying to get a good shot over my shoulder. Colt slowed his steed, veering sharply to the left, his dark expression never changing. He tore into a denser patch of woodland, keeping to my left. Gaining on me with every stride as he used the trees for cover. 
 
    I cursed under my breath. Changing tact, I lifted the pistol skyward and fired two shots in quick succession, then I screamed as hard and as loud as I could. “Help! Help me!” 
 
    If anyone was close. Perhaps a farmer. Someone. They might come. 
 
    As we charged on and I checked the barrel of the gun -four shots left – I guided the mare to the right. 
 
    She turned sharply, responding to me quickly. We cantered away from Colt and I heard him curse loudly as he fell behind again. 
 
    “I'm not going to hurt you!” he yelled. 
 
    Yeah right. 
 
    “Then let me go!” I screamed back, swinging the gun toward him once more. 
 
    I aimed, narrowing my eyes. I had the gift of a Hunter's aim. And his expression told me he knew that. I took the shot as he yanked his reins sideways. The bullet planted in a tree trunk precisely where his hair had just been. 
 
    “Enough!” he roared, then shouted at his horse, “Yah!” 
 
    The stallion snorted harshly as it increased its pace once more, this time gaining on us faster than the mare could possibly outrun. 
 
    “No, come on, come on,” I begged, but her responding whinny told me how tired she was. 
 
    The stallion pulled up on our flank and I turned to fire the gun once more. Colt ducked. The mare jumped suddenly, leaping over a fallen log. The gun left my hand and I gasped as it fell away from my palm and hit the forest floor. I dropped quickly forward to ensure I didn't follow it to the ground, clinging to the mare's neck. 
 
    She cantered on, but the stallion pulled up beside us and Colt reached for my reins. 
 
    “No!” I screamed, pulling them out of his reach. I did the only thing I could think of and yanked back hard. The mare protested with a loud neigh but rammed her hooves into the ground all the same, slamming us to a halt. Colt was caught off-guard, taking longer to turn his horse about. 
 
    I turned the mare one-eighty, kicking her on, but she only made it into a half-hearted trot. I circled back, searching for the gun I'd dropped, sliding from the horse when I spotted it.  
 
    I started running but I could hear the stallion charging me down. And I didn't have the strength in my leg to gain any speed. I darted forward as I spotted the weapon amongst the dead leaves. The weight of a tonne fell atop me as Colt dropped from his horse, knocking me to the ground. I scrambled forward, my hand grasping desperately in the mud as I tried to reach the weapon. His hand clamped around one of my wrists, then both, turning me over as he slammed them into the mud. He pressed his hips down to hold me in place. 
 
    I gazed up at him through strands of dirty blonde hair, blowing harshly to remove them from my eyes. My heart beat madly. My breathing was frantic. I felt like a rabbit in a trap. 
 
    I let out a huff of defeat, letting my head fall down against the soft earth. “I'm not going back there,” I said, my voice surprisingly calm despite my heaving breaths. 
 
    Colt's jaw was set and his eyes were hovering over my expression. “I can't let you go.” 
 
    I pressed my lips together, the cogs wheeling in my head. He didn't know, I realised. He hadn't got the message about Alfric being dead. 
 
    It struck me now that perhaps I should have tried calling someone for help. But I still couldn't fix on who. Even if I'd called the Norwegian police, how many hours would it have taken for them to get here? 
 
    Colt rearranged my wrists above my head, gripping them both in one of his hands to free his other. Reaching down, he patted my clothes then rummaged in my coat pockets, his eyes never leaving mine. Fear took hold of me. If he checked his phone, he'd discover the truth. But there was nothing I could do about it as he plucked the iPhone from my pocket.  
 
    I could feel his own slow breaths as his chest rose and fell against my own. One slow one of his for every two of mine. 
 
    His eyes shifted to the phone screen and I watched as a mixture of emotions passed through his gaze. Relief? Fear? Concern? All three? 
 
    He chewed the inside of his cheek before tucking the phone into his pocket. Then, all at once, his weight left me. He stood, holding out his palm. 
 
    I recoiled on instinct, glancing over my shoulder, searching for the gun. He strode around me, plucking it from the mud and jamming it into the back of his jeans. 
 
    In the meantime I gained my feet, my head spinning a little as I returned upright. 
 
    I considered running, but Colt would outpace me easily with my injury. So I gazed at him warily, awaiting his next move. 
 
    “Alfric's dead,” he growled. “But I'm guessing you already know that?” 
 
    I nodded, my throat constricting. 
 
    “I still can't let you go,” he said. “You'll hand me in to the Watchers.” 
 
    “I wouldn't,” I said quickly. But why would he believe that? 
 
    My situation was suddenly ten times worse. He now had information that made me completely expendable. The only reason he hadn't killed me before now was Alfric's orders to keep me alive. 
 
    I took several steps backwards and my spine collided with the mare. Her head swung over my shoulder, and I clung to her, reaching for the reins. 
 
    Colt sighed, taking out the gun. “Don't,” he growled, lifting it to point at me. 
 
    I pressed my lips together, furious at the unfairness of the situation. “I don't care who you are,” I snapped. “Just let me go. You can leave this place. You can disappear again. Even if I did tell someone about you, you would be long gone before they ever came looking for you.” 
 
    “It's not that simple,” he said in a low tone. He moved toward me, lowering the gun to his side, evidently reluctant to use it. Maybe he had a machete stashed up his shirt he'd rather use instead. 
 
    “No one's come looking for me for nearly twenty years. If you run off telling people you've seen me, you'll restart the manhunt. I can't live like that again, scared of my own damn shadow, moving to a new place every week.” He ran a hand over his short hair, looking torn. 
 
    The conclusion he was drawing was obvious to me. But I couldn't understand why he hadn't already made the decision. Why would an infamous Hunter killer stay his hand now? I was an obvious threat. So why wasn't I dead yet? 
 
    “Then kill me,” I said, my throat barely releasing the words. It was a bluff, but I didn't have much choice. I couldn't run. I couldn't fight. So I was at his mercy. Either he was going to kill me or he wasn't. I just had to hope for the latter. 
 
    He strode toward me at a slow pace. The mare backed away, leaving me alone. 
 
    Fear pinched my heart. Maybe this was it. After all I'd done, I probably deserved a violent death. That didn't make me feel any less terrified as Colt eyed me. 
 
    “No,” he said at last and I released a breath I hadn't realised I'd been holding. “But you're going to do as I say. Everything I say.” 
 
    “Like?” I questioned, my relief obvious. I'd have to go along with anything he wanted for now. Until I got another chance to escape. I doubted he was going to make that easy, but I wasn't giving up yet. 
 
    “Hold out your hands.” 
 
    I resisted for a few seconds longer before complying. He tugged his belt loose and looped it around my wrists, tying them tightly together. I bowed my head in defeat, furious at having to give up. 
 
    Colt led me to the stallion and lifted me onto his back, tying the belt to the saddle so I wouldn't be able to get down. He took the stallion's reins, guiding him over to the mare before tethering her to my saddle. Colt braced his hands behind me and dragged himself up onto the stallion, locking his arms around me as he took the reins. 
 
    Colt kicked the stallion on and the mare grumbled a little, stamping her foot, but he soon got her trotting behind us in the direction we'd come from. Back to the house. The attic. And, no doubt, a very angry Lynch. 
 
      
 
    Three Months Ago 
 
    The men who came to the games weren't all bad. And I could more-or-less choose who to spend time with. It felt good to have company at last. At first, I had struggled to watch the games. The blood. The screaming. The brutal deaths. It wasn't my thing. And sometimes I pitied the girls. Mainly, I distracted myself with the guests, putting on a show of flirtation. Sitting in laps, pouring drinks into their open mouths. It was my very own game. And the more I flaunted my body, the more power I felt. Eventually, the men would want more. Sometimes I'd give it to them. But not always. That was up to me. But sometimes my mother would steer me in the direction of a particularly wealthy spectator. I'd learned a thing or two about sex. If I wasn't into it, I'd block out the world until it was over. And if I was, I'd figured out how to enjoy it. 
 
    Varick hounded me day and night. And I loved feeling of his eyes on me when I was draped over another man. I got my power kick from him a lot of the time. Father had let him have his muzzle off whilst he guarded me at last - on my request. The first time I'd seen him without it, I'd been struck with how handsome he was. And now he was fed regularly, he had a rugged look about him none of the spectators possessed.  
 
    I stole glances at him whilst I was wrapped around another man, picturing his hands on me, sometimes even his teeth. The fantasy had grown a little wild over the years. But Varick was pretty much the only constant in my life beyond my family. 
 
    He never showed desire, not beyond the hungry look in his eyes. And perhaps that was why he intrigued me so. As the years turned into decades, I drew power from that feeling. I'd spend a night teasing one man, only to go to bed with another who had been drooling over me all night. And all the while Varick would watch, remaining close in case I needed saving. I grew bolder with him, teasing, pushing barriers that should never have been pushed. But only when my mother wasn't looking. 
 
    Occasionally, I'd run a hand down Varick's firm chest, or whisper in his ear. Once or twice, when my parents left the games room, I'd slip into his lap and enjoy the way he eyed my neck, dying for the blood in my veins. That was the truest power of all. Much more so than sex. Varick wanted my body in an entirely different way and something about the forbidden desire, made me want it too. 
 
    One morning, Varick was stood in my room, his face to the wall as I dressed myself. Always so proper. He never overstepped the mark with me, no matter how much I flaunted myself. Every other man that came to Raskdød, was under my spell. But Varick was untouchable. Impossible to entice. And it started to drive me mad. 
 
    "Va-rick," I sang and he glanced over his shoulder. I was dressed in nothing but a flimsy night dress, practically see-through. He turned back to the wall. 
 
    "Look at me, silly," I teased, jogging up behind him. Taking his hand, I turned him. He tugged free of my hold, folding his arms. 
 
    "Stop it, Mercy," he growled. 
 
    "You can't tell me what to do. You're my slave, remember?" I giggled, pushing his chest. 
 
    His scowl grew. 
 
    "You're always so serious," I complained, tugging on his sleeve, trying to make him move. He didn't. 
 
    "It is not appropriate for me to be present whilst you're dressing," he said, monotone. "Your father would-" 
 
    "Have you tortured, I know, I know. Blah blah blah. He'd have to actually find out for that to happen." I took his hand, pressing it to my waist. "Remember when you taught me to dance like a proper woman?" I tilted up a brow and he tugged his hand away. 
 
    "Enough of this," he growled. "I will be outside." He walked toward the door and I sprang around him, throwing my arms wide, a grin on my face.  
 
    "Stop playing games," he snarled. 
 
    "Or what?" I teased. "Would you bite me, Varick?" I snapped my teeth together, laughing.  
 
    His eyes darkened and he stepped back, seemingly tempted to do just that. He let out a growl of frustration. "You would have me executed for the sake of your games." 
 
    I slumped against the door, pouting. I liked teasing him. He was grumpy most of the time and every now and then I could coax a smile out of him. It was sad to admit, but Varick was pretty much my only friend in the castle. Especially when the V Games ended. Through the summer, Varick and I would play card games and chess. He didn't seem to mind. He was as bored as me most of the time. Despite that, I knew very little about him. Even when I asked, he tended not to answer. 
 
    "Sometimes I think you hate me," I huffed, striding past him and throwing myself onto the bed.  
 
    I didn't fancy going down to the games room today. Sometimes the men were suffocating. I needed space. Varick excluded. 
 
    "Sometimes I think you like me," he retorted, equally sharp. 
 
    I sat upright. "I do like you." 
 
    He shook his head. "I'd like to hear you tell your father that." 
 
    I folded my arms. "Maybe I'll do just that." 
 
    "That would almost be worthwhile just to see his expression. But he would most likely behead me and replace me with a Vampire you don't like." 
 
    I flopped back onto the bed again. "You're always talking about beheadings, or whippings or beatings. It's so depressing. Would you talk about something different for once?" 
 
    "What would you have me talk about, ma'am?" 
 
    He always played this game. Pulled the slave card on me. "Urgh!" I huffed at him. "Stop pretending we're not friends." 
 
    "We're not friends," he stated. 
 
    "We are!" I stood up, grabbing a robe and pulling it on. "You've just forgotten what friendship looks like." 
 
    "You are a very confused girl," he remarked. "And I am not foolish enough to believe that you won't have your father kill me one day if I do something to upset you." 
 
    Hurt flashed through me. I'd never hurt Varick. And it struck me in that moment like a blow to the head. Truly, I cared about him. Perhaps in a way even I didn't understand. Our relationship had bloomed over the years. At least, it had for me. I even hid it from the rest of my family, the moment they were in earshot. Sometimes I'd throw insults at Varick just to keep up the rouse. But the truth was, he was the only person in this place that knew me at all. 
 
    We usually got along just fine. I mean, sure, he was a grumpy bastard, but mostly he responded politely to me. But he'd been different recently. A new game was about to begin. New girls were all lined up in their cells. He'd brought three back from a prison in England last night and had been snappy with me since. 
 
    "What's got into you?" I demanded. 
 
    He shook his head.  
 
    "Come on, we talk to each other, don't we? Your secrets are safe with me." I meant it, but he didn't seem convinced. 
 
    He heaved a sigh. "It's difficult dealing with the girls sometimes, that's all." 
 
    "They're criminals," I said quickly. Daddy always reassured me the girls who came here were bad news. They deserved this fate. Even if it was a little extreme. Mostly I tried not to think about it. 
 
    "Mm," he grunted, turning away again. 
 
    "What is it?" I urged, but he just shrugged and I knew I had to let it go. 
 
      
 
    *★* 
 
      
 
    The new game began and I soon noticed the way Varick eyed one of the contestants. He never usually watched the games, but this time he was glued to the screen. Selena Grey. Soft, pale cheeks, crimson lips and ebony locks. Nothing like me. And that bothered me something fierce. 
 
    Varick was mine. He had been my companion for nearly a hundred years and now this girl had turned up and stolen his attention. 
 
    That was why I finally let him drink from me. The first time, then the second. I was growing wild with desperation as his eyes turned to her daily. Flaunting myself had done nothing. So at last I'd given him what he'd wanted. Blood. His mouth on my skin had meant more to me than all the kisses I'd ever received. 
 
    The more days Selena survived, the more I feared she'd win the title. That she'd be given to Varick to feed on. That perhaps he would grow to desire her like he had never done with me. 
 
    When he wasn't watching the game, he was out on the island, spending nights at the checkpoints with the girls. With her. 
 
    When I got him alone once more, I knew I had to up my game. I'd made him promise he'd come to me and he eventually arrived, knocking on my bedroom door. 
 
    I wrenched it open immediately, soaking in the sight of him. He still felt distant, distracted. I wanted him to look at me the way he looked at her. 
 
    Please, please see me. 
 
    “Where have you been?” I demanded, taking his wrist and encouraging him inside. 
 
    “The men were asking my advice,” he said and I huffed, dropping onto my bed. The spectators always bothered Varick, thinking he had some insight into who might win the games.  
 
    “Well you'll have to make up for lost time.” I grinned, beckoning him over with my index finger. He didn't smile at my playful tone, but he did come closer. He moved to the bed, taking my wrist and drawing it to his mouth. Shivers darted through me and I suddenly wanted more. I needed to give him more. To make him forget all about Selena Grey. 
 
    I tugged my hand free, shaking my head. “My neck today.” I swallowed at the thought, a little flicker of fear going through me. 
 
    Is this a good idea? What if he loses control? 
 
    But I cared too much about him to think of my well-being. 
 
    I took his arm, encouraging him forward, shifting the golden locks from my throat. His eyes flickered with doubt, but hunger blazed in them. He bent low, but resisted at the last moment.  
 
    “I can't hurt you,” he said softly, drawing away from me. 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed, taken aback. 
 
    He backed away, rubbing his eyes. “It's too much Mercy. The way I feel about you. It's all too sudden.” 
 
    His words struck me like a lightning bolt. The way he feels about me? Does he really mean it? 
 
    There had been such a change in him recently, perhaps I'd misread the signs. Perhaps my blood had given him the ability to care for me at last.  
 
    “Oh Varick, it's my blood. It's let you love me at last.” I raised my arms, wriggling across the sheets with joy. He loves me. And I don't care what anyone thinks. We can run away from this place and be free. 
 
    “I think you're right,” he said with a taut frown, filling me with another spiral of joy. 
 
    “Come, drink more,” I offered, baring my neck, but he shook his head. 
 
    “No, I wont. I can't.” His brows drew together sharply. 
 
    As he backed away, I stood, hurrying across the room to stop him leaving. I couldn't let this moment pass us by. He loved me. And I needed to feel his hands on me. 
 
    I offered my neck to him again and he hesitated a second longer before digging his fangs into my throat. The forbidden feeling filled me with joy. I was defying everything I'd ever been taught, and it felt incredible. 
 
    Eventually, Varick pressed me back, his expression tortured. “It's too much for me, Mercy. I need time to process these feelings.” He wrenched the door open and I gazed after him as he marched down the hall, his shoulders tense. 
 
    I leant against the frame, watching him pass into the stairwell, soaking in the feel of the cool patches his hands had left on my skin. And in that moment, I knew I had to save him. I had to set him free from this place and give him back the life my family had stolen. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I thought back on that time as I was jostled side to side on the stallion, Colt's arms keeping a tight grip on me. He was silent as ever, leaving me with my memories. My heart was split open as I recalled Varick's betrayal. How he'd lied, telling me he loved me, only to buy himself time to save Selena Grey. I wasn't sure I'd ever get over it. The best moment of my life had been a lie. But looking back, how could I blame him? I hated to admit it, but between Selena and I, it was hardly a choice. Why would Varick love me when he thought of me as his captor? He probably saw me as a witch who'd tormented him for years. I wondered if he'd ever cared for me at all. If the friendship I'd thought we had meant anything to him. 
 
    The stables came in to sight up ahead and I blew a lock of hair from my face. I guess I had bigger things to worry about right then. 
 
   


 
  

 Jameson 
 
    I hit so many rocks as I was carried down the river that I imagined I resembled a bruised peach as I hauled my arse out of the water. I'd washed up on a small, stony beach as the canyon made a horse-shoe bend. I stood on aching legs, searching the water for the others. Oh who was I kidding? There was only one person I was looking for. 
 
    “Firefly?!” I called, trying to catch sight of her crimson locks. “Shit, shit, shit,” I muttered, kicking the stones beneath my feet. 
 
    One plus? We'd apparently shaken off those creepy bug things. Apart from a dead one which was presently stuck in my arm. I yanked it out so its razor-sharp pincers came loose, followed by a spurt of blood. I held the thing up to my eyes to get a better look. I shook it, swore at it, then threw it into the river. 
 
    Howling suddenly caught my ear. “Holy shit,” I gasped, turning to gaze up the sheer cliff wall behind me. I knew those howls. They were as familiar to me as my own voice. 
 
    I resisted the urge to call out to my pack, my gut telling me it was a bad idea. The last I'd seen, they'd been under Ulvic's command, being ordered onto that helicopter. So no doubt they were still very much under his control. And if they were out here, that meant they were looking for me. And hell if I was gonna be dragged back to Ulvic like a disobedient puppy. So back into the river it was.  
 
    I waded back into it, letting the gentle tug of the current carry me forward. Then I started swimming in fast strokes, heading around the horse-shoe bend. After a while, I simply floated on my back, gazing up at the mossy canyon walls and the birds swooping between nests in the rocks. It might have been peaceful, had I not been so anxious to find Cass. But wherever this river was going, it was taking her, too. So all I had to do was stay with it and I'd find her. 
 
    Unless she'd already drowned. 
 
    Or been eaten alive by mechanical bugs. 
 
    Or Silas had found her and they'd had an impromptu wedding and headed off to honeymoon in Hawaii. 
 
    I started swimming again, increasing my pace downstream. No one puts a ring on Firefly's finger, but me. Course, I still had to find a way to explain things. And buy a ring. But as she was pregnant, she'd probably think I was going all 'shotgun wedding' on her. How did normal people do relationships? 
 
    I thought of Selena and Varick. That wasn't exactly normal either... 
 
    In fact, I didn't have many normal influences in my life. My pack members had been forced into pair bonds by Ulvic. Which was real normal. 
 
    The more I thought about it, the more difficult I found it to come up with a single relationship I'd been exposed to in my life that could be considered 'the norm'. From my absent parents, to being taken in by Varick's father whose wife had died years before I'd met him, to the pirate crew bedding women and whores at every port, to me travelling the world solo for years and continuing my pirate life-style, to Ulvic and the pack, to...now. Varick and Selena were the only couple I'd known who had chosen to be together for the long-haul. No wonder I hadn't had any romantic tendencies until now. The most I knew about love was what I'd seen in films and TV shows. But if there was one thing that Die Hard had taught me, it was that people go yippy ki-yay for their soulmates. 
 
    Another howl drew my attention to the jungle above the cliffs. Further along the river this time. Damn, I was heading toward them now. But I couldn't stop, not if this river was leading me to Cass, too. I increased my pace again, my shoulder muscles flexing as I forward-stroked my way downstream. 
 
    As I rounded another bend in the river, my worst fears unfolded before my eyes. Okay, so not quite my worst fears. Cass was not standing on the rocky beach in a wedding gown vowing to love Silas forever and ever. But she was on her knees between Silas and Lorena. And my three pack mates stood behind them. Enormous, bloody wolves. I'd never realised how fearsome they were until right then. And it was clear they were waiting for me. 
 
    I swam toward the beach, tugging myself out of the current and wading onto the shore. Silas, Cass and Lorena were completely bedraggled, their hair dripping wet. Blood trickled from small cuts all over them where the bugs had attacked. But Lorena was the worst for it. Half her face was covered in blood and one of her arms was in such a bad way that it didn't look like she had any use of it. 
 
    She was deathly pale, barely able to stay upright on her knees. Mekiah, in his ruddy brown form, moved around her, approaching me. He lifted his head and I pressed a hand to it in a silent understanding. I knew this wasn't a choice, though from the look on Lorena's face, she wasn't going to be so forgiving. 
 
    Cass and Silas knew the truth. She gave me a look of apology as if she could have done more. But of course, she couldn't have. 
 
    Reason barked, then Nadine moved toward her, tugging a bag free from her back, tied on by rope. They both began to change into their human forms and Mekiah moved to join them. A minute later, the three of them were entirely naked and looking unfazed by that fact. Nadine silently opened the bag and pulled out three guns and clothes for them all. She was as beautiful as ever, with her golden skin and dark silky locks. As she caught my eye, she silently mouthed an apology. 
 
    I nodded, waiting whilst they all got dressed in simple jeans and shirts, before each taking a gun. 
 
    “We have to take you back,” Nadine was the first to speak. Reason pulled her long white locks into a high ponytail, looking uncomfortable. She could no doubt feel everyone's emotions with her supernatural gift, and from the pained expression on Lorena's face, she was in agony. Reason moved toward her, taking the bag from Nadine's grip. She produced a bottle filled with V blood and a tube of Larkspur. I rushed forward and she let me take the Larkspur. I immediately walked to Cass, dropped to my knees and uncapped it. Her alabaster skin was ripped and torn. She'd protected me, taken the bites that were meant for me. I applied the cream all over her skin and she watched me, her eyes never leaving my face. When I'd finished applying the cream, I let her help me with my wounds. 
 
    Silas and Lorena drank the V blood and in moments they were healed. Lorena's shoulders slumped with relief as she looked up at Reason. “Thank you,” she breathed. “I thought you were going to kill us, but you're here to save us, aren't you?” 
 
    “We'll take you to the institute,” Reason confirmed and I could tell she was evading the real answer. That they were here for me and Cass. Still, we'd been heading to the institute anyway, so perhaps this wasn't the end of the world. And in the meantime, we could figure out a way to defeat Ulvic. From their beaten down expressions, I could tell my pack were done with being ordered around as much as I was. 
 
    As Nadine walked toward me, I was hit hard with Ulvic's old command to pair bond with her. I tried to fight it, tried to summon the power I'd used before to break his orders, but I couldn't do it. I walked forward, embracing her, planting a kiss in her hair. She gripped me tighter, a small sob escaping her throat. Then she leant up and kissed me.  
 
    Kissed me. 
 
    Lips on lips. 
 
    Right in front of Cass. 
 
    I pulled her against me instead of pushing her away. And my mind screamed at me for it. Fury rattled uselessly through my body. 
 
    When we broke apart, I stole a glance at Cass. She was up on her feet, gazing at us, her eyes as round as two discs. Then she turned immediately away, striding off to join the others. 
 
    Nadine gripped my wrist, not letting me go after her. “I'm so glad you're alright. When the ship went down-” she choked on the rest of her words. I turned to her, giving her one of my cocky smiles - and hating myself for it. 
 
    “You know me, babe. Indestructible.” 
 
    Mekiah led the way up the cliff, following a steep track, his broad form taking up most of the path. He was muscular with a capital M. The guy looked like he'd been carved from stone and brought to life. 
 
    As I walked, I noticed the track was lined with large paw prints where they'd descended earlier. I kept up the back of the line with Nadine in front of me. Which gave me an unfortunately good view of her butt as the steep path made her bend forward to steady herself. 
 
    I looked away every time, my loyalty to Cass flaring like a beacon in my heart. Not that she had any idea. It was about the biggest protest I could manage though.  
 
    As we climbed out of the canyon, I didn't spare much thought for the sheer fall beside me, or what fate might await me at the institute. All my brain-power was focused on how to break this bond with Ulvic. I went over and over in my mind of how I'd done it before. When I'd been pressed up against Cass in the narrow food lift, ordered to kill her. I that felt the answer lay in my love for her. But that didn't help me much now. Perhaps I'd only be able to break a bind if she was in direct danger because of Ulvic's commands. And I didn't think kissing Nadine's face off counted as life-threatening. Unless Cass choked on her own vomit induced by our sickening display. Yeah, I could hope for that... 
 
    So how did I make being with Nadine a life-threatening situation to Cass? That was the answer I searched for as we finally reached the top of the cliff. Because, cheesy as it was, my heart was probably going to give up on life if it had to pretend to love Nadine much longer. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Cass 
 
    Jameson can kiss whoever he likes. It doesn't bother me one bit. 
 
    I made a silent vow that if he ever tried to kiss me again, I'd rip his lips off and shove them up his arse. Not that he had eyes for anyone but Nadine now she'd shown up. 
 
    I was essentially the anti-Nadine in terms of my looks. Not that I cared. I wasn't self-conscious. I had a lot of pride in my own appearance. But the fact he was melting all over her like a snowman in the sun, definitely picked the scab off an old wound. 
 
    Seeing him with Nadine, confirmed what he'd told me. Jameson clearly wanted her. I had to accept that. But it was hard to ignore the fact, that even in our current predicament, he was happy to shower affection on her like a puppy with its favourite toy. 
 
    It made me sick to watch, so I tended not to as we headed on through the forest. I kept at Silas's side, soaking in his company. Silas was hot. And he cared for me. And he had even offered to provide me with somewhere to live and raise my child. For free. What wasn't to like? 
 
    Reason kept casting curious glances in my direction. She walked a few feet away from me, forging a path in the undergrowth. I raised my brows in a question. “What's up?” 
 
    “It's just...I can't feel anything you're feeling.” 
 
    Selena had told me this about Reason, that she could sense other people's emotions.  
 
    Reason frowned, gazing from Silas to me again. “Are you really one of us now?” 
 
    “Well, I'm only half Werewolf,” I explained. 
 
    She nodded. “I saw you turn, back on the ship.” 
 
    I gave her a smile. “I haven't be able to do it since, though.” 
 
    “You'll work it out,” Silas said, his shoulder bumping mine. 
 
    “What remains of the Vampire part of you?” Reason asked. 
 
    Silas explained it better than me, so I let him take the lead. It struck me that I was strangely grateful to him for the new life I'd been given. My feelings toward him would always be soured by the fact that his father had transformed me against my will. I hadn't asked Silas if his father would be present at the institute on this island. Probably because I feared the answer. I didn't want to meet the man who'd decided my fate for me. Who'd decided to have me cut open to replace my heart. No matter what I was because of it, I could never forgive that fact. 
 
    As Silas began telling Reason about my diet, I started to notice the burning sensation in my throat. My mouth grew dry and I sucked my lips as I tried to stave off the desire for blood. 
 
    “You're hungry,” Silas cut off mid-sentence as he noticed my expression. 
 
    Mekiah glanced over his shoulder, narrowing his eyes on me. Most of Ulvic's pack were wary of Vampires, probably because Ulvic himself despised them. 
 
    I felt eyes on me all round and I halted, backing up from the wolves. “I'll find you soon. Keep walking.” 
 
    “But-” Silas shifted toward me. I shook my head firmly, widening the gap between us. 
 
    I caught sight of Jameson and Nadine watching me from the back of the line, his arm slung over her shoulders. My fangs dug hard into my tongue as Jameson's gaze slammed into mine. I could tell he was on the verge of arguing my decision, clearly having heard me with his bloody wolf ears. 
 
    Before he could utter a word, I turned and strode off into the trees, letting the jungle envelop me. It wasn't long before the group were out of sight, but I'd find them easily enough with my heightened senses. I wasn't in any hurry to get back though. Being alone suddenly felt like a breath of fresh air, and I allowed myself to meander through the ancient trees, soaking in the earthy scent and the sound of twittering birds. 
 
    After a while, I paused amongst a copse of teak trees, their huge trunks at least twice as wide as me. I ran my fingers across the rough bark of the closest trunk, gazing upwards into the canopy, breathing in deeply as I searched for the scent of something big enough to sate me.  
 
    Another scent found me instead and I turned as the mellow smell of Jameson washed over me. Irritation spiked through me. I didn't turn around as he approached, cracking twigs beneath his shoes. I didn't want him to think I was angry with him. Because then he'd know that I cared about him being with Nadine. That seeing them together made jealousy rear its ugly head inside me. It was turning me into someone I didn't like. Someone I'd been a very long time ago when I'd discovered my ex was cheating on me. 
 
    I'm not that girl anymore. 
 
    I forced my features into a look of casual disinterest, turning and raising a brow. 
 
    His expression was slightly disarming; his eyes were like burnished brass and his mouth was curved down tightly at the corners. I could probably count the amount of times I'd seen Jameson frown on one hand. It didn't suit him. And it also meant he was hurting. Which, despite my best efforts, tugged at my heart strings.  
 
    “Something wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” he murmured, then cleared his throat. He pointed to his neck, a smile finally finding its way onto his lips. Looking more like himself, he said, “Thought I could save a critter or two from a premature death.” 
 
    My hunger urged me toward him in two steps, but I forced myself to halt. 
 
    Don't you dare drink from him. 
 
    I shook my head. “Go back to the others.” 
 
    I moved to walk away, but Jameson caught my hand, his rough palm encasing mine wholly. My heart beat a desperate, hungry tune. 
 
    “Come on, I don't taste that bad, do I?” He tilted his head to one side, his expression playful, but I could see a flare of hope in his gaze. 
 
    A swell of bitterness hit me and I decided to hit him with a little stab of my own. “Look, I never told you before...but when I drink from you, I see snippets of your memories. Moments from your past.” I took a sharp breath before delivering the painful blow. “So I'd rather not have to witness fifty one-night stands today, thanks.” 
 
    I pulled free of him and he let me go. I started walking, but his footsteps followed, making my shoulders stiffen in frustration. 
 
    “You can see my memories?” he asked, not sounding annoyed as I'd hoped, but kind of happy. Elated even. What was the matter with him? 
 
    I increased my pace and he increased his. We entered a ridiculous game of cat and mouse. Every time he sped up, so did I, not letting him get a hand on me. 
 
    “Cass, stop,” he begged. “If you can see my memories, then you have to drink from me!” 
 
    “You're insane!” I called back in exasperation, but a niggling thought entered my mind again. Was he really responsible for all of his actions lately? Was he trying to show me something? 
 
    In a flash, I halted, turning to face him. He nearly crashed into me and had to brace himself on a tree to stop. 
 
    “Please.” His metallic gaze was full of longing and it broke my resolve. Jameson was not normally one for begging. 
 
    “Alright,” I gave in, moving toward him, curious. “But I can't control what I see.” 
 
    He nodded, his Adam's apple rising and falling. I stepped into his personal space and his breath sent a whisper of air across my neck. “But maybe I can...” 
 
    I nodded, our eyes clinging to each other's until I dropped my mouth to his throat. His scent was all-consuming. Desire and hunger collided. I lost control, sinking my fangs into his neck and forgetting everything but how good his blood tasted, how sweet and warm and sating it was. 
 
    I shut my eyes, vaguely aware of digging my nails into his back to keep him in place. Not that he was struggling at all. 
 
    Flashes of memories crossed my mind, but nothing was tangible. I kept drinking, relaxing as the Vampire part of me took over. 
 
    A memory burst across my vision in full force. I was dragged back to the first day I'd met Jameson, sitting beside him in a cell in the Helsings' castle. The bloody remains of a body sat across from us; a man we'd killed together, forced out of our right minds to do so. Jameson wore only a pair of navy boxers as he sat beside me. It was strange to see what I'd looked like on that day. A newborn Vampire. Dressed in jeans and a white vest, all stained with fresh blood. I was as pale as the moon, my eyes wide and alluring. Nothing like how I looked now. It hit me how much I'd changed since. Back in a time when I'd considered ending my life just so I didn't have to endure another day as a dead, blood-thirsty thing. But now I realised, I didn't feel that way about Vampires anymore. Not after getting to know Varick and Kodiak and all the other Vs I'd met in The Sanctuary. 
 
    The memory played out before me through Jameson's eyes. 
 
    “What were you, before all of this?” He nudged me with his bare knee. 
 
    Past-me grimaced as she answered. “I was still a monster. Now I just have the fangs to match.” 
 
    Jameson's thoughts carved a path through my mind. 
 
    Is it weird I find her super hot even though she's dripping in blood? I can't stop looking at her, she's mesmerising. She's like...fire. 
 
    Jameson rocked back and forth. “Funny, 'cause you don't look like that to me.” 
 
    “What do I look like?” Past-me asked, seeming wary, but somehow hopeful. 
 
    Jameson tilted his head to look me in the eye. “You look like a firefly; the first light I've seen in all this godforsaken darkness.” And I think I just met my next obsession. 
 
    The memory rippled and changed. Ulvic's face came into view. He was standing in Jameson's bedroom back in The Sanctuary, looking fierce. 
 
    The ground rocked beneath my feet and the vision disappeared. I stumbled backwards, my fangs coming free of Jameson's neck. 
 
    “No-wait-” He reached for me, but a tremor shook the ground again and he finally noticed, his gaze dropping to the earthy forest floor. 
 
    “What is it?” I gasped. 
 
    “I don't know,” Jameson growled. “Let's get back to the group.” 
 
    We started jogging, then running as the ground continued to tremble. The trees whipped past my ears as I picked up my pace, running at full-speed, listening out for the others. I heard them calling out our names. It wasn't long before I spotted them through the foliage, just up ahead. 
 
    The forest floor crumbled away beneath my feet. I screamed in alarm, dropping like a stone. My torso smashed into the side of a pit and I clung on for dear life. A new sound met my ears, a whirring, slashing noise. Something dragged at my legs and I realised I was being sucked downwards. 
 
    I glanced down into the hole, spotting a rotating blade, sharp and silver, spinning at high speed, causing the suction. I cried out in fear, clawing my way upwards. Jameson's hands were on mine in seconds, hauling me out.  
 
    “Keep going!” I shouted as he tried to check me over. He kept close this time as we pelted back toward the group. They were running ahead of us. Pits were opening up all over the place. Whole trees were sucked into them, and a shredding, tearing noise filled the air as the entire structures were digested, reducing them to nothing but sawdust. 
 
    A hole fell away before us and I tugged Jameson sharply to my side as he nearly ran straight into it. 
 
    We weaved through the plain of death, the undergrowth concealing the pits as we moved. The sound of the rotating blades was so loud as it devoured parts of the forest around us. The only other noise I could hear was the thumping of my heart in my ears. We leapt over two more pits before we caught up with the group. 
 
    The ground suddenly dropped away sharply and the whole world seemed to crumble around us. The forest floor was dragged forward down an enormous slope. I fell, slamming into the ground, trying to find something to catch hold of. 
 
    Mud, bushes and branches slid past me as I rolled and rolled. Screams filled the air. 
 
    I gazed down into the huge pit which had opened up before us, the size of a valley. The whole jungle was being swallowed by an enormous blade, spinning so fast, I could feel the wind dragging me down toward it. 
 
    I slammed into a small tree jutting out of the ground, catching hold of the bendy trunk and gripping on with all my might. I spotted some of the others further up the hill, the three of them clinging to a large boulder. Mekiah, Reason and Silas. 
 
    I gazed desperately around for Jameson, spotting him far below me, running down the hill. 
 
    Down? 
 
    I screamed his name, then spotted the reason he was defying all logic. 
 
    Nadine and Lorena were in serious trouble. The two of them were clinging to a fallen tree, but the roots holding it in place were snapping one by one. It was going to be ripped free at any second. Jameson fell forward, wrapping his arm around a group of sturdy vines before climbing onto the tree trunk, boldly making his way toward the two girls. The vines holding him started to break, the cords fraying and ripping. My heart almost went into cardiac arrest. 
 
    He's going to die. 
 
    Making a wild decision, I let go, stumbling and running down the hill. Jameson caught hold of Nadine and Lorena, guiding them up onto the trunk of the fallen tree. Two of the vines holding Jameson snapped and he skidded forward, crashing into the girls. He grasped Nadine's hand and she held Lorena's, the three of them screaming as the drag of the vortex pulled them backwards.  
 
    Jameson was down to one vine. 
 
    I nearly fell a hundred times. One trip would be the end of me. But I couldn't stop. If anything, I increased my pace. I caught sight of the final vine holding him, keeping them all alive. It was wound around another tree that was still planted in the ground further up the hill. 
 
    The sinews were breaking. Any second now, the vine was going to snap and all three of them would be killed. 
 
    Sweat sailed down my brow. I pushed my legs harder and faster than I ever had in my life. 
 
    I reached the upright tree just as the vine broke. I jumped. 
 
    I caught it, slammed into the ground and was dragged down the hill, bruising my hips as rocks battered my skin. I dug my heels in, tugging hard backwards before slamming into the tree trunk they were all clinging to. 
 
    I held them in place and Jameson climbed the vine as I dug my heels into the roots of the tree. It was going to be unearthed at any second. 
 
    I couldn't think beyond getting Jameson back at my side. But what then? How were we ever going to climb out of this valley? 
 
    Jameson clambered up the trunk-one handed, keeping Nadine's wrist in his grip. Lorena clung to Nadine's arm with both hands, following her as they climbed toward me. The tree groaned as it was uprooted and I cried, “Jump!” 
 
    Jameson, Nadine and Lorena dove forward, crashing to the ground beside me. The trunk flew away behind us, cascading down the hill into the blades. Everyone was sucked backwards. I clung to the broken roots in the ground with one hand whilst Jameson held onto me and the others hung from him. 
 
    Fear took hold of my heart. 
 
    We were done for. We couldn't move unless that blade stopped. My arm was being wrenched from its socket. 
 
    Jameson lifted his head, his eyes widening. A hand slammed onto my shoulder and I turned, finding Mekiah, Reason and Silas all attached to vines around their waists, holding onto each other in a line, just as we were doing. Reason took my hand and I gripped on firmly, hauling myself upwards. Mekiah was at the head of the line, looking fierce as he battled his way uphill, one slow foot after another, heaving his way up the vines. Everyone followed suit, moving upwards, pulling each other along. 
 
    Slowly, impossibly, we closed in on the top of the valley. I started to hope there was a chance we'd still survive. A tree flew overhead and everyone ducked as it slammed into the ground beyond our group. 
 
    Incredibly, we all made it to the top. Mekiah led the way behind an enormous boulder that didn't seem to be in danger of being uprooted. He slammed his back to it and we all followed suit, wedged up against each other. Jameson was sweaty as he dropped down beside me, his arm crushed against mine. He patted my knee. “Thank you,” he panted. 
 
    “Any time,” I breathed, resting my head back against the mossy rock. The groaning of the forest continued on and on until it seemed the entire world would be sucked into the blades. But the whirring eventually stopped and the remaining forest grew quiet once more. Everyone was silent, panting, tending injuries as Reason passed out V blood and Larkspur.  
 
    Next, she handed out bottles of water. “What was that?” 
 
    “The third security ring. We must have passed through another force-field without noticing,” Silas answered. “We need to get out of here.” 
 
    “No shit,” Mekiah muttered moodily. 
 
    “Thank you for coming back for us, Jay,” Nadine said, dropping her hand onto Jameson's. 
 
    Jay? 
 
    I tried to ignore the sight in the corner of my eye as Jameson slipped his fingers between hers. My gut felt like it was being shredded in those rotary blades. 
 
    “Well we'd be looking like ground beef right about now if it wasn't for Firefly.” Jameson nudged me and I managed to form a smile. 
 
    Nadine leaned around him, placing a hand on my arm. Sweat gleamed on her brow, her eyes wide and full of thanks. I softened toward her, smiling more naturally this time. “Thank you. Really,” she pressed. “I don't know what we'd have done without you.” Guess it wasn't her fault Jameson was in love with her. 
 
    Lorena nodded her agreement. “Gracias.” 
 
    Mekiah stood up before I could say anything in response, stretching his spine. “Well, we can't sit around here thanking each other all day. We need to get to the institute.” 
 
    “We still have one more security ring to face,” Silas said, standing and offering me his hand. 
 
    I took it and he pulled me smoothly to my feet. He picked a collection of twigs from my hair. 
 
    “Thanks, I bet it looks wonderful now,” I teased. 
 
    Silas coughed a laugh. 
 
    “Here.” Reason weaved her way through the group, taking a hairband from her wrist. 
 
    She moved behind me, scooping my hair up and tying it into a high ponytail. There were still plenty of loose strands that couldn't be contained within the band, but I immediately felt a little cooler, the breeze on my neck like a godsend. I thanked her as Mekiah started into the forest and our group moved to follow. 
 
    Reason stayed at my side. The forest was quiet in the wake of all the destruction and we had to walk for several minutes before we reached a part of the jungle that hadn't been swallowed by the blades. 
 
    Lorena held a gun in her grip, alert as she moved. 
 
    Silas walked at Mekiah's side and his conversation drifted back to me. “What's happened at the institute? Has Rockley taken over?” 
 
    “I was kept in a room twenty-four-seven, what do I know?” Mekiah hedged, his shoulders bunching. 
 
    “You must know something,” Silas growled. 
 
    Mekiah shrugged his huge shoulders. “Your men let us in when Ulvic told them we'd come from the shipwreck. They gave us rooms. I stayed in one with Reason. Ulvic and Rockley don't exactly invite us to their meetings.” 
 
    “So Ulvic never forced you to attack anyone?” Silas asked anxiously. 
 
    “Nope,” Mekiah said simply. 
 
    Silas ran a hand down the back of his neck and Mekiah picked up his pace, evidently not wanting to continue the conversation. Of course, for all we knew, Ulvic could have ordered them to lie to us. We could still have a fight to face when we got there. But it sounded like Silas had a lot of workers at his institute, surely Rockley and Ulvic couldn't have overpowered them all?  
 
    As the group moved ahead, I dropped behind a little, growing wary at the thought of reaching the institute. Reason stayed with me and when we'd fallen far enough behind, I spoke in a whisper, hoping Jameson wouldn't hear. “Has Ulvic commanded you guys to do anything...strange recently?” I kept my tone casual, but Reason's eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Strange?” she echoed. 
 
    I didn't think Reason even knew about Jameson and I, so I felt comfortable asking more. “Jameson's just acted a bit off lately,” I said. 
 
    Reason's brow furrowed. “Ulvic's been harsh on him. I reckon he thinks if he gets Jameson to cooperate, we'll all fall in line...” 
 
    “Why does he care? He can already command you to do whatever he likes anyway,” I said, somewhat bitterly. 
 
    Reason sighed softly. Everything about her was so gentle and refined. It was hard to imagine her hurting anyone, even as a wolf. “Ulvic doesn't want it to be this way. I think he wants things to go back to how they used to be. When we were happy. When he didn't have to make us do anything.” 
 
    “But controlling you all isn't going to bring that back, especially after what he did to your pack.” 
 
    Reason dipped her head, a white lock of hair sliding over her shoulder. “Maybe not. But Ulvic's not thinking reasonably right now. He's hurting.” Her brows drew tighter together. “It's more difficult for me to hate him than the others, because I can feel his emotions. I feel how much pain he's in, and how much he still loves us.” 
 
    My mouth twitched in a sad smile. No matter what Ulvic was feeling, I didn't have a scrap of sympathy for him. But Reason wasn't like me and I had to respect that. 
 
    “But,” Reason said out of the blue. “I'm starting to see things differently now...like how Ulvic ordered Mekiah and I to try and pair-bond. Forcing us to sleep in a bed together every night, to spend time with each other.” She heaved another sigh. “We're so different, but Ulvic won't let it go...even now.” 
 
    I gave her a sympathetic look, then a thought entered my mind that begged for attention. “Is that why Jameson and Nadine are together now?” 
 
    Everything hung in the balance as I gazed at Reason, trying not to give away how desperately I needed that answer. 
 
    “No,” Reason said simply. “From what Nadine told me, they chose to be together. I think they bonded during their time in The Sanctuary. And after our pack was killed, they only had each other to rely on. I'm happy for them, in a way.” 
 
    My throat stopped letting in air. I nodded, forcing a smile, but my insides were on fire with jealousy. Jameson and I had spent so much time together in The Sanctuary, I couldn't imagine when he'd spent time with Nadine. Except at night. Which made me feel all the more ill. 
 
    “We should catch up,” I said, not wanting to discuss it any further.  
 
    Reason nodded and we jogged up a little hill, finding the others moving in a line through the trees beyond it. The group moved more cautiously, huddling closer together. Jameson cast a wary eye over his shoulder, seeming to relax as he spotted Reason and I bringing up the rear. 
 
    Mekiah held up a hand, halting us, his foot pressing down on a branch. 
 
    Everyone fell silent, waiting for him to explain himself. He gazed keenly out into the forest before us, a vast stretch of thin trees reaching away from us on both sides. 
 
    Mekiah lowered to a crouch, taking the branch from under his foot. He stood, then chucked it forward between two trees. It sliced in two before it hit the ground and I inhaled sharply, moving forward to try and see what had caused it. 
 
    As I joined Mekiah's side, he pointed, angling his head to one side. I mimicked him, following his line of direction into the trees. My gut coiled at the sight of the shimmering green lasers between the boughs. They were cast in a zig-zag of lines, barely visible beneath the clouded sun. 
 
    “Great,” Lorena murmured as she pressed against Mekiah to view the lasers. 
 
    Nadine moved forward, crouching down, her toned leg muscles flexing. “We'll just have to be careful.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Mekiah growled. “You're at least half the size of me, Nadine. And I'm not much of a gymnast.” 
 
    Jameson pressed a hand to his shoulder. “Nonsense, Kiah. I've seen your dance moves. You're as graceful as a swan.” 
 
    “A dead swan, maybe,” Reason muttered, flexing her neck as she joined Nadine's side. 
 
    Mekiah growled something incoherent. 
 
    I floated toward Silas. “You up for this?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded, giving me a grim smile. “Yes, but it's strange knowing that if I'm killed, that's it.” He ran a hand over his hair to flatten it down. 
 
    “Problem?” Jameson appeared, evidently having followed me. 
 
    “This is the only body I have,” Silas explained, which I realised would make absolutely no sense to Jameson. I'd never had a chance to tell him about Silas's Reaper clones. 
 
    “Yah, that's kinda how it works,” Jameson said, looking confused. “Everybody gets one.” 
 
    “Not Silas,” I muttered. By now, we'd attracted the rest of the group's attention. 
 
    “Explain,” Jameson demanded. 
 
    Silas rattled off a quick explanation about how he used Reapers to make clones of himself. The expression on everyone's faces was complete confusion. 
 
    “Clones?” Jameson questioned in a snarl. He looked ready to hit Silas, but I wasn't sure why. “Don't you think your company's done enough damage, without screwing with nature like that?” 
 
    Silas folded his arms, looking his usual composed self. “Well that's rather hypocritical, don't you think Jameson?” 
 
    Jameson lifted a brow, waiting for an explanation. 
 
    Silas went on. “You clearly chose to become a Werewolf.” 
 
    “Says who?” Jameson fired back. 
 
    “It's obvious,” Silas said simply. “You think rather a lot of yourself – not that that's a bad thing, I happen to feel the same way about myself – so you chose an immortal life. I've done the same, minus the dog drool. There's no difference.” 
 
    Jameson looked ready to start a fight and I pressed myself between them. “Can we focus on the problem at hand please?” I gazed between them, willing the tension to dispel. 
 
    Nadine took hold of Jameson's tensed arm and he turned to look at her. “She's right, Jay. We need to move.” 
 
    “Sure babe,” he murmured and I felt like a rabid animal was feasting on my insides. “But we need to decide what happens when we get to the institute. I'm not walking into Ulvic's hands willingly.” 
 
    “We don't have a choice,” Nadine said softly. 
 
    “I'll handle it,” Silas said, lifting his chin. “I promise I'll help you all.” He reached for Jameson's hand, but he didn't take it. 
 
    “I know we have our differences Jameson, but I'm not going to let you down.” 
 
    My heart beat harder at his words. 
 
    Jameson nodded stiffly. “I'm relying on you,” he snarled, firmly taking Silas's palm. 
 
    “Trust me,” Silas said softly and Jameson released him. 
 
    Nadine stepped closer to the lasers. “I'll go first,” she announced, rolling her neck to loosen up. 
 
    Jameson nodded, his fingers skimming over her shoulder before she dropped to the ground. She moved with perfect grace, sliding beneath the first laser, slithering under the next. The third wasn't as easy, cutting a diagonal path right down to the ground. 
 
    Everyone watched in silence as Nadine navigated her way forward with incredible agility. She was soon standing upright a few trees deep into the field of lasers. 
 
    “Maybe there's a way around this...” Mekiah said, looking disgruntled. 
 
    Jameson rolled his shoulders, moving toward one of the lasers. “Come on. The institute's probably just on the other side of this extreme laser quest.” He dropped to his knees, army-crawling under the first two lasers before rolling under the next and standing upright beside Nadine. “Easy.” 
 
    We fanned out across the edge of the tree line, readying to undergo the maze of lasers. It was everyone for themselves. I forced my attention fully onto the path I was going to take. Bending low, I dropped flat to the ground and dragged myself forward, digging my hands into the mud. I could hear a faint humming just above me, warning me of the laser's position. As I moved under and over the next few beams, I used my heightened senses to feel out how close each of them were to my skin. I tried my best not to think about what would happen if I touched one of them, keeping my thoughts on each movement. 
 
    Duck, crawl, stand. Roll, duck, crawl. 
 
    I could hear the grunts of effort from the surrounding group. Glancing over, I spotted Silas ducking under a low beam. He caught my eye as he crouched on the other side of it, sweat gleaming on his brow. 
 
    “You alright?” I called. 
 
    “So long as I think about the decent meal waiting for me at the institute, I can manage this.” Silas smiled, dropping to his knees and shimmying under a low beam. 
 
    I continued forward, taking slow breaths as I moved in controlled movements through the maze. 
 
    “Reason!” Mekiah's booming voice filled the air. 
 
    I turned sharply as Reason cried out and a hissing noise followed. A lock of my hair was cut clean off, falling to the ground. I cursed myself inwardly, creeping forward until I was out from beneath the beam. 
 
    “Get away from it!” Mekiah called again. 
 
    I gained my feet, pressing myself close to a tree to avoid the proximity of the next laser. 
 
    I spotted Reason struggling forward through the beams, then the dark shadow that pursued her. 
 
    “Taste...” 
 
    Reaper. 
 
    “Don't let it bite you!” Jameson shouted, turning to face Reason. Both he and Mekiah closed in on her to help, weaving back through the maze of lasers. 
 
    “Taste.” I glanced to my other side, spotting another Reaper moving through the forest, scuttling on all fours under and over the beams with terrifying speed. 
 
    “Go!” Silas shouted at me. 
 
    I stepped over the next beam, swinging my leg high to keep above it, before ducking under the next. I moved in fluid twists, ducks and turns, placing all my trust in my instincts. I tried not to pay attention to Silas to my right, or on where I'd last seen Jameson. 
 
    Just keep going. They'll be fine. 
 
    Claws dug into my leg.  
 
    I stumbled, my knees hitting soft earth. Silas cried out. A shadow moved in my periphery then a hand caught my shoulder and dragged me backwards. I gasped as I came eye level with a laser beam, glimmering like star dust. I should have been dead. But I wasn't. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder as the hands on me released. Silas was on the ground, being dragged away by the Reaper. 
 
    “No!” I screamed, shifting forward and aiming a hard kick to the Reaper's skull-like face. It hissed at me, baring pointed fangs. 
 
    Silas wriggled free, kicking out and sending the Reaper's head wheeling sideways. I took his arm, tugging him forwards and we scrambled under the next beam. A humming sounded in my ear and pain tore into my shoulder. Blood leaked over my arm, but I didn't stop, just kept crawling, tugging Silas after me. 
 
    The Reaper held back, scuttling off in a different direction, searching for easier prey. Silas and I helped each other through the maze, moving as fast as we could. Finally, we broke through the tree line and I spotted Jameson running toward me, blood pouring down one shoulder, but remarkably okay beyond that. Perfectly alive. He dragged me to my feet and I shook him off, turning to help Silas. He gripped my arm, wincing as he put weight on his leg. 
 
    I spotted the others just beyond Jameson, killing a Reaper with harsh stamps to its head. A hissing cry carried from the trees and I glanced back, spotting a horde of them moving toward us at speed. They wriggled under lasers, pressing low to the ground. Some sliced off their own limbs in their haste. 
 
    “Go!” I cried and we started running. I kept at Silas's side, helping him along. 
 
    “Give him V blood!” Jameson shouted at Reason. She fled toward us, passing out a bottle from her bag. I snatched it, giving it to Silas and he drank it in one go. In a heartbeat, he was healed, quickening his pace. 
 
    I spotted Lorena behind us still back in the maze of lasers. She'd fallen behind. I'd been so focused on Silas, I hadn't checked we were all together. A Reaper's skull exploded as she took a shot at it. Her hair spun around her as she turned to shoot another. But there were so many of them. 
 
    Jameson turned back just as she stumbled. Her cry was cut off as she lost her footing. A Reaper had hold of her leg. With a scream of horror, she fell onto a laser. I caught Jameson's arm, my gut curdling at the sight of Lorena's body severing down the middle. The Reapers dove on her and all I could do was watch as they ripped into her. 
 
    “It's too late,” I gasped and Jameson nodded, turning me and pushing me onward. I tried to blink away the sight of the blood imprinted on my vision, but it wouldn't leave. 
 
    We met the bottom of a hill and I just spotted a glimpse of white up above. 
 
    The institute. 
 
    The Reapers closed in on us from behind and gunfire ripped through the air as the Werewolves took fire. 
 
    “Hurry,” Silas barked at me and I pushed myself harder, my thigh muscles flexing as I sped up the hill. 
 
    So close. We're so close. 
 
    Mekiah led the way onto a white dome that must have held the entrance to the institute. He ran down a dip in the middle, leading to an iron doorway. 
 
    “Open up!” he roared, pounding his fist on the door. 
 
    The Reapers were hot on our heels, pouring onto the dome, some of them now in Lorena's form. A motorised whirring noise sounded around us and electronic guns sprang up along the perimeter of the dome. They moved in quick succession, firing shot after shot. Our group pressed harder against one another. Bullets sprayed through the air. I winced against the drill of noise. The Reapers exploded in a shower of bones, pieces of their bodies strewn everywhere. But we were fine. Impossibly unharmed. 
 
    The door behind us clunked loudly and we practically fell inside. 
 
    I came eye to eye with Ulvic. Shock tore through me, followed by rage. In a flash, I dove at him, my hand outstretched, but I never reached him. Reason, Mekiah and Nadine wrenched my arms back, restraining me. 
 
    “I'm sorry, we're under orders,” Reason whispered in my ear. 
 
    I snarled at Ulvic, feeling like a feral animal as he gazed at me, his eyes dark. He seemed as angry to see me as I did him. “Jameson,” he growled. “Come with me.” 
 
    Jameson headed after him, throwing me a lingering look over his shoulder. 
 
    Several guards closed in on Silas. “Sir, are you well?” 
 
    “Yes.” He drew his shoulders back, his posture suddenly commanding despite his bedraggled appearance. “Bring spare clothes and a hot meal to my room.” He took hold of my elbow, guiding me forward. 
 
    “Wait-” I glanced back at the Werewolves. 
 
    “It's alright,” Nadine said, her gaze resigned. “We have our own room. We can't stay with you.” 
 
    I nodded, relaxing marginally.  
 
    “Come,” Silas said and I moved to his side. 
 
    Jameson had been taken away again. But perhaps things would be different now. Silas clearly had power here. Maybe a deal could be made. 
 
    We followed the guards down a white corridor, passing into a stairwell. “Rockley Jones?” Silas inquired of his men. 
 
    “He's well, sir. He seemed quite concerned for your safety.” 
 
    Confusion spilled through me. 
 
    “Well?” Silas snarled. “He took this place by force, did he not?” 
 
    “No, sir.” The man seemed equally confused. “He has been staying here as a guest. He's been practically sleeping in the security quarters, keeping an eye on you out on the island.” 
 
    “Then why wasn't the security system turned off!?” Silas roared, halting the man and giving him a deadly stare.  
 
    Nerves trickled through me. 
 
    The man seemed at a loss, glancing at his colleague. “We thought it had been, sir. Rockley sent the Werewolves to bring you in.” 
 
    Silas's eyes turned Arctic. I'd never seen him look so fierce. “You're dismissed,” he growled, glancing at the other man. “Both of you. I want you out of this institute by sundown.” 
 
    “But sir-” the guard gasped. 
 
    “You're fired,” he reiterated. “Get out of my sight.” 
 
    The two men skulked away, looking like berated dogs. 
 
    “Silas, was that really necessary?” I asked. “Rockley can be charming, maybe he tricked them?” 
 
    “Don't question my authority,” he bit at me, then his eyes softened and he sighed. “My apologies. I'm not used to feeling so out of control.” 
 
    I nodded, resting a hand on his arm, though I was a little rattled by his outburst. 
 
    He remained silent, heading down another level and guiding me into a corridor. We arrived in a room of white walls and sparse furniture. The large space was filled with a double bed and a table and chairs set up beside it. 
 
    “You can stay here.” He backed out the door. “My room is just next door. There's a bathroom through there.” He pointed to a plain door. 
 
    “But what about Jameson? You said you'd help him,” I insisted. 
 
    “I will,” Silas promised. “But we need to regroup. Take a break, okay? Trust me.” 
 
    I hesitated a moment longer then sighed. “Alright.” I had to admit, I was longing for a shower. 
 
    “I'll have someone bring you some food soon.” 
 
    I smiled and he paused, his dark eyes running over me. “Come here,” he said softly and I moved quickly forward, raising my brows expectantly. His Adam's apple bobbed and he lowered his tone. “I nearly lost you today.” He brushed a lock of hair behind my ear and heat rose in my veins. Silas had saved my life. I'd been an inch from death and he'd pulled me aside. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, stepping closer. 
 
    Tension sparked through the air, his gold-flecked eyes boring into mine. 
 
    “Kiss me,” he breathed and I did. Without thought, or reason. I fell into his embrace, needing the reassurance, basking in the heat of his mouth on mine. His fingers slid into my hair and my heart raced. 
 
    We parted and Silas stepped out of the door, a smile dancing around his mouth. 
 
    I mirrored him as he departed, rushing to the shower and flinging off the remains of the dress I'd worn the night the ship had sunk. I slipped into the heated stream of the shower, the water reviving me with every drop. 
 
    Perhaps things were not quite as bad as they'd seemed. If Rockley Jones had lied about the power he'd held here, then Silas was now back in command. And with that thought, I sank into peace.  
 
    Safe at last. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Mercy 
 
    After enduring a silent ride back to the stables then an equally icy walk back to Alfric's house, Colt led me inside. Lynch strode into the hall, a bottle of V blood in his hand. He'd drunk most of it and the wounds I'd inflicted on him were gone. The rage in his eyes, however, was not. 
 
    “Look what the cat dragged back.” Lynch approached me with a sneer. Colt's grip on my arm tightened. 
 
    “Give her here,” Lynch growled. “I've got a couple of words I'd like to say to this one in private.” 
 
    Colt tugged me back a step. “No. Pack your bags, we're leaving.” 
 
    “Leaving?” Lynch's thick brows pulled sharply together. “What do you mean leaving?” 
 
    “Lord Alfric is dead,” Colt said. 
 
    “Yeah, so I heard,” Lynch said calmly. “Which means we're free men. Free to do whatever we like.” He licked his lips, shifting toward me again. 
 
    “He may be dead, but his son isn't. I doubt Alfric's sending our paychecks in the mail. So we need to talk to Ulvic.” 
 
    Lynch grimaced. “I ain't working for that homo.” 
 
    My nose wrinkled. 
 
    “You don't have to work for him, but you do have to get paid by him. So if you'd rather give up the last month's pay for the sake of your homophobia, be my guest.” 
 
    Colt strode toward the stairs, dragging me with him. 
 
    “Don't see why we have to keep caring for the girl, though,” Lynch called after us. 
 
    “Is that what you've been doing?” I muttered. I caught Colt's eye and my gut twisted at the realisation that, of everyone, he had cared for me. Day in, day out. Even if he'd done so because of orders. But he hadn't been supervised. If it had been Lynch looking after me, I was sure I'd have died of an infection a long time ago. 
 
    Colt led me up the creaking stairs into the musty hallway above. He guided me to his room, shut the door, locked it and gestured for me to sit on the bed. I did so, watching as he silently took out a backpack from the wardrobe and started packing. 
 
    “How are we going to find Ulvic?” I asked, but Colt didn't answer. “Do you really think he's going to pay you? He has no allegiance to you,” I went on. 
 
    Colt continued his apparent vow of silence. 
 
    “And if his father's really dead, what's to say he'll be remotely welcoming when you see him?” 
 
    “Stop talking,” Colt said gruffly. 
 
    “I'm just stating the obvious.” 
 
    “Well you're obviously stupid then.” He turned, raising up to his full height. “Do you really wanna convince me not to go and see Ulvic? Even though he'll probably offer you freedom the moment we show up asking for our pay?” 
 
    My throat tightened sharply. Did Ulvic care about me? Would he spare me? I thought back to the time he'd saved me in Rockley Jones's resort. He hadn't decided to help me, though. Simply stumbled across me and offered me a lift. And why did Colt care about that anyway? He was the last person who wanted me free. Why would he take me to someone who could offer me that? 
 
    I narrowed my gaze. “You're lying. We're not going to see Ulvic.” 
 
    Colt blinked, his expression impassive. He returned to packing without another word.  
 
    I knew men. And I especially knew lying men. I'd hit the nail right on the head; we weren't going to see Ulvic at all. My brain struggled to fit all the pieces together. Of what I knew about Colt, of where he might want to go. Then of the message from 'RJ'. 
 
    I sucked in a breath, realisation hitting me in the centre of my chest. “We're going to see Rockley Jones.” 
 
    Colt's shoulders bunched – the only sign he'd heard me. 
 
    “Aren't we?” I pressed. “We're going to see your father.” 
 
    Colt slammed his backpack down on the floor, turning to me with magma flowing through his eyes. “Get off my back,” he demanded. I suddenly sensed the danger in him, the murderer that had killed eight Hunters. My mouth dried up and I nodded weakly, returning my gaze to the wall. Guessing where we were going wasn't worth dying for. But I still reckoned I was right. And the prospect frightened me. The last time I'd seen Rockley Jones, I'd defied him, spoken out against the death games he and my parents were notorious for. I'd played a hand in bringing down his resort. How much he knew of that exactly, I wasn't sure. But probably enough to kill me for it. 
 
    “Here.” Colt tossed a pair of leggings into my lap, followed by a shirt and a jumper. “Put them on.” He stalked from the room with his bag hanging from his hand, leaving the door ajar as he waited outside. 
 
    I changed into the clothes. The leggings were actually long-johns. Which would have been totally humiliating had I not been frozen to the bone. They were probably the only thing that would fit me in a house full of men's clothes anyway. I wore the large shirt and jumper over them, leaving the sodden coat on the bed with the rest of my damp clothing. 
 
    Colt pushed the door open a crack further and the hinges whined. “Done?” 
 
    “Done,” I answered and he stepped back into the room. His gaze travelled to the long-johns and he smirked, making my pulse race. He didn't comment on them though, just jerked his thumb toward the door. I stood, hobbling as I followed him into the hallway. My leg was throbbing from how much strain I'd put on it in the past hour and I could tell the pain was setting in for the long-haul. 
 
    Colt directed me to the stairs, looping his arm around my waist to help me down them. 
 
    “I can manage,” I insisted, leaning on the banister. It groaned as if it might break under my weight. 
 
    “Termites,” Colt explained. “The house is riddled with them. But if you insist on breaking your neck because you won't take my help, then go right ahead.” 
 
    I huffed my annoyance before gesturing for him to help me. I clung to his shoulder, but he simply whipped me into the air and I fought the urge to punch him for it. Several moments later, we met the bottom floor and Colt carried me to an old kitchen. It smelt vaguely of onions, making my nose wrinkle. There was a large fridge on one side of the room, shining and new, looking completely out of place in the ancient house. 
 
    Lynch was sat at a small table at the heart of the room, sipping on a cup of steaming black coffee. His eyes followed me as Colt walked to a chair opposite him and helped me into it. A moment later, Colt opened the fridge and gleaming light fell over the table in a rectangular shaft. I spotted row after row of Vampire blood, stored in small bottles. Guess Alfric had lied when he'd said he didn't keep the stuff. 
 
    Colt plucked one out, placing it down in front of me. 
 
    “Hey!” Lynch objected, but Colt lifted a hand to shut him up. 
 
    “We have to take her with us. She's only going to slow us down if she's injured. And I want to get to Ulvic ASAP.” 
 
    “She's more likely to escape if she can run,” Lynch countered. 
 
    “More my problem than yours, don't you think?” Colt folded his thick arms. 
 
    Lynch shrugged, leaning back and placing his feet up on the table. “On your head be it, then.” He sipped his coffee, rocking onto the back legs of his chair. “But I vote we snuff out the problem here and now.” His eyes met mine as he sipped casually from his mug. I glowered at him, giving him my best scowl. Which I knew from experience, was pretty damn good. 
 
    Colt didn't answer, moving across the kitchen. 
 
    “You used to kill Hunters for fun,” Lynch continued. “You could always teach me the ropes...” 
 
    Colt remained silent as he poured two more coffees from the brewed pot then placed one in front of me. He sipped his own, staying on his feet as he eyed his colleague. 
 
    Tension crackled through the air. 
 
    Lynch licked his thin lips, his eyes still trailing over me. 
 
    Colt placed his coffee down, moving around Lynch like a hawk. 
 
    Lynch didn't seem to notice, continuing his cocky speech. “So how did you do it, huh? Did you have your fun with them first?” 
 
    Colt's hand slammed down on Lynch's shoulder, forcing the front two legs of his chair to crash onto the tiled floor. 
 
    In a flash of movement, Colt brought a huge kitchen knife to Lynch's throat, dropping his mouth to his ear. “The easy part is slicing through the oesophagus. But it takes a hell of a lot of strength to cut right through the spinal cord, the bone. Then the head just...falls away.” 
 
    Lynch turned deathly white, then a violent shade of green. He laughed nervously, reaching for Colt's hand which was still holding the knife at his throat. Colt retracted it smoothly, throwing me a glance, a ghost of a smile on his lips. 
 
    I didn't know whether to be terrified or amused. 
 
    “So what's the plan?” Lynch asked, trying to recompose himself, but the colour hadn't yet returned to his cheeks. 
 
    “We ride to Montague,” Colt said, dropping into the seat between Lynch and I, picking up his coffee as calmly as if hadn't just threatened to behead someone. “He can get us to Ulvic.” 
 
    A part of me was happy to be leaving the old house. Even if our destination was Rockley Jones. 
 
    Colt pushed the bottle of V blood toward me. 
 
    I picked it up, downing it quickly, despite the vile metallic taste it left in my mouth. A tingling sensation swept through my body, travelling directly to my bad leg. In moments, the pain eased and ebbed away entirely. A smile caught hold of my mouth. 
 
    I may have been on route to Rockley Jones, but these two had to get me there first. 
 
   


 
  

 Jameson 
 
    “Broccolli Jones,” I announced loudly, rolling the R. From the look on his face, he didn't much appreciate that nickname. 
 
    He stood in what I guessed was Ulvic's guest bedroom, seeing as his stinking trench coat was hanging on a hook on the wall. Rockley had a gun tucked into a fancy-looking holster on his hip. He was dressed like an upside down mermaid. Which just wasn't a good look for anyone. 
 
    Ulvic shut the door behind us, pressing his back to it.  
 
    “Ah, de mutt,” Rockley said, smiling coolly. He stepped closer and Ulvic muttered an order for me to keep still. “You are quite de thorn in my friend's side of late.” 
 
    “Yep,” I replied. 
 
    Rockley glanced over my shoulder in the direction of Ulvic. “You sure he's worth de trouble?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ulvic replied immediately. 
 
    “Den I will make a deal with Silas,” Rockley said, stepping past me. 
 
    I snorted a laugh. “Good luck with that.” I may not have liked Silas much, but I didn't think he'd be selling me out anytime soon. 
 
    Rockley frowned as he passed by and the door clicked shut a moment later. 
 
    Ulvic came into view, glaring at me like he was an angry father. 
 
    “How is Cassandra still alive? I ordered you to kill her,” Ulvic demanded. 
 
    Satisfaction sprawled through me and a grin took shape on my mouth. “Your chains are breaking, Ulvic. One by one. Reckon I’ll be free soon actually.” I examined my nails, pretending I was as cool as a cucumber in sunglasses. “Are you scared?” I asked casually, sparing him a glance. His face had discoloured to a nasty shade of purple. My smile grew. “I’d be terrified if I were you. You know why?” I soaked in every drop of this moment. I had a little bit of power again. And damn did it feel good. 
 
    Ulvic grabbed my throat. “Don't fight back,” he growled the order and I felt it take hold of my body. I ground my jaw. “You're bluffing,” he said satisfactorily. “I still have control of you.” 
 
    “Do you feel like a big man right now?” I gazed down my nose at him and he dropped his hand from my neck. “Because you're looking pretty small from my perspective.” 
 
    “You won’t get free,” Ulvic hissed, but I could see the doubt in his eyes. “It’s impossible.” 
 
    I raised two fingers, index and middle. “Actually, there are two ways I can get free. One: you die and the pack bond dies with you. Or two: I shake off your commands and kill you with my bare hands. Or teeth. I might even string you up like a puppet and play games with you for a while to get some payback first.” Ulvic lifted his chin, working very hard not to seem afraid. “Either way, your death is on the cards, friend. You can consider it prophesised.” 
 
    I clapped a hand on his shoulder and his knees nearly gave out. 
 
    “You won’t get free,” he repeated, but seemed less certain this time. 
 
    I tilted my head, scratching an itch behind my ear. “High stakes, Ulvic. The bet’s your life. You sure you wanna play your hand?” 
 
    Ulvic reached for a blade at his hip, his gaze growing cold. “There is an easy solution to your rebellion, Jameson.” 
 
    I snatched Ulvic's wrist, drawing the knife for him and bringing it to my throat. I'd had a seriously long day and I was not in the mood for games. I pressed the blade hard enough that blood dribbled down my neck. “Go on then, Ulvic. Make me go away.” 
 
    I felt his hand trembling in my fist. It was a bold move, but I was acting on more than just a hunch. Ulvic loved me. Kinda like a son, I reckoned. Which was its own special brand of screwed up. 
 
    Ulvic gritted his teeth, his lips peeled back. His face said murder, but his eyes didn't. He shoved me hard as he retracted the blade. 
 
    “Can I move now?” I muttered and he nodded. The command released me in a wave. “So where does this leave us?” I asked, moving to his bed and dropping down. “I've been giving this a lot of thought actually. So I reckon this is where we stand: I'm not going to stop fighting you. Period. And you're not going to stop commanding me to do things and feel pissed off when I fight back. So I'm thinking...you cut your losses and expel me from the pack.” 
 
    Ulvic toyed with the blade in his grip, seeming to consider my words. “That's not going to happen.” 
 
    “Why?” I demanded. “Is this really what you want? To force me to stand at your side no matter what?” 
 
    Ulvic sighed, bowing his head. “Of course not.” 
 
    “Then what do you want?” I begged, feeling at my wit's end. “Just let me go, Ulvic. End this insanity.” 
 
    He drifted toward the door. “I can't,” he said softly, his gaze trailing over my face. Love blazed back at me. Fatherly love. Urgh. 
 
    “Stay here,” he commanded, opening the door. “There's clothes in the wardrobe.” 
 
    He stepped out of the room and I heaved a sigh, standing and heading into the en-suite. 
 
    Guess I might as well wash. 
 
    When I was done, filthy water circled around the plughole of the shower. I headed back to Ulvic's room, picking out the only clothes that would fit me: some grey joggers and a t-shirt that I had to squeeze into. 
 
    I gazed at the door, longing to go out there, to find Cass. And knowing, that any chance of freedom was now firmly in Silas's hands. 
 
    Don't let me down, bro. 
 
   


 
  

 Cass 
 
    When I was dressed in a vest and leggings, I waited for Silas to return, chewing on my thumb. Food was brought to my room and I drank the glass of blood and ate the cheese sandwich in three bites. I'd been ravenous. Now I was finally starting to feel myself again. But the longer I waited, the more anxious I grew. 
 
    Perhaps Silas was talking with Rockley? Making a deal? I knew he'd pull through for Jameson and I. He had to. 
 
    The door opened and I turned sharply to face it. 
 
    Silas entered, dressed in trousers and a shirt, his expression flat. 
 
    “What's going on? Have you spoken to Rockley?” I asked, hurrying toward him. 
 
    He gripped my hand, giving me a soft smile. “Yes. He's quite insistent that Ulvic keeps Jameson. And he wants you, too.” 
 
    I tsked. “And what did you say?” 
 
    “I told him he can't have you,” he replied evenly. 
 
    “And Jameson?” I asked, stepping closer. 
 
    He remained silent. 
 
    “Have your guards get rid of Rockley and Ulvic,” I insisted. “You have plenty of employees here. So make them leave the wolves behind!” 
 
    Silas sighed wearily. “I'm sorry, Firefly.” He stuffed his hands into his trouser pockets, his expression grave. “It's not that simple.” 
 
    “Why isn't it?” I demanded, my blood burning in my veins. 
 
    “This whole thing has gotten out of hand.” He rubbed his eyes, turning his back on me. 
 
    “What's gotten out of hand?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “All of it,” he growled. 
 
    “Silas!” I snapped, growing frustrated. He glanced back and guilt was plastered across his beautiful features. 
 
    “Oh Firefly,” he sighed. “Please don't hate me.” 
 
    “Don't give me a reason to, then,” I whispered, my hackles rising. Every instinct in my body told me to beware. But I didn't know why. Silas felt like the same guy. A little messed up, but I'd come to trust him in a way even I didn't understand. But that apologetic look in his eyes struck fear in my heart. 
 
    “Sit, please.” He gestured for me to do so and I complied. I dropped down onto a chair at a small table, looking up at him, unsure why I'd responded so easily. He sat opposite me, reaching for my hand, but I extracted it out of reach. He scraped a manicured nail across the table, drawing his hand back to his side. 
 
    “It's been so good having you this close,” he said softly. “In all honesty...I'm afraid I've developed feelings for you.” He swallowed, his eyes darting between mine. “It wasn't my intention, I assure you. But you have captivated me...more than any woman ever has.” 
 
    The admission didn't feel romantic, it felt dangerous. I straightened my spine, waiting for the penny to drop. Something was wrong. Seriously wrong. 
 
    Silas took a slow breath, relaxing back into his chair, his usual calm manner washing over him like a peaceful wave. “Here is the truth.” He examined me as if committing me to memory. As if I might not exist after this conversation ended. “I am, and have always been the CEO of IDAHO. My father, Jonah Madigan, died before I established it. I made every decision during your time on my ship, from the raid on The Sanctuary, to your transition, to your trial.” 
 
    My heart thundered in my ears. I was frozen in place. Anger pumped through my veins, betrayal. But I didn't act, not until he'd finished. Not until he'd spilled all of the truth. And I could tell more of it was about to pour out of his treacherous mouth. 
 
    He smoothed his hair back. “As much as I have grown fond of Jameson Fairfax, unfortunately, he is not going to be the father of the child growing inside you.” 
 
    I stood, my chair screeching backwards. I cupped my belly as if saving my baby from Silas's words. 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” I demanded. 
 
    Silas stood too, his expression detached as he soaked in my fear. “The child is still his. For now anyway. But not for much longer.” 
 
    I shook my head almost violently. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I gained your loyalty so I would have total control over you. I have been patient. Loyalty is not something I can engineer. It took commitment. Time. I theorised you'd have the same obedience curse as the Werewolves. It is not an easy trait to breed out. I let you believe I tried to create you as human as possible. But that was another lie...” He moved closer and I backed up. “I could not have predicted the foundering of my ship, or us washing up on this island. But I believe it's been worth it. That you are worth it.” 
 
    I backed up, waiting for him to go on, fear radiating through me. “I don't understand,” I breathed. 
 
    Silas folded his arms. “Have you not noticed you've been doing everything I ask since I saved you from that Reaper?” 
 
    I shrank away, shaking my head again. “That's not true.” 
 
    “Stay still,” he said softly and I did so as he approached. 
 
    No, this can't be happening. It can't be. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” he sighed, his sweet breath trailing over me. “I truly have come to care for you. But my work will always come first. Emma will always be my priority.” He placed his hand on my stomach and I stiffened, unable to push him off. “I had Emma's DNA harvested years ago. As IDAHO's scientific techniques advanced, I realised there might be a new way to bring her back. But I need a strong mother. I don't want her born human. I want her Immortal. The loss of her original body was a sore less, but I was prepared for it. With every passing year, I knew regenerating her organs would be more and more difficult. So I devised a backup plan...” 
 
    He tilted his head down, resting his forehead against mine and I dug deep for my strength as I tried to move. But I was rooted to the spot. My feet were as good as glued to the floorboards. “I've waited years to find the perfect woman. A genetically enhanced Immortal in the early stages of pregnancy...” He leant back, running a thumb over his chin in thought. “I trialled the procedure with other Hybrids, but I wanted everything to be perfect when it came to using Emma's original DNA. The mother was the missing piece in this project. I'm a perfectionist, I suppose...I guess you've come to learn that about me anyway. But it's paid off now.” 
 
    “You're mad,” I breathed, my lower lip quivering with rage. Everything I thought I knew about Silas came crashing down around me. He'd been manipulating me all this time. And I'd fallen for it completely. I'd actually trusted him. 
 
    This can't be happening. 
 
    “When you're in the optimal stages of pregnancy, we will harvest genetic material from your child to enhance Emma's form. Unfortunately, your child will die in the process. But its Hybrid abilities will be a gift to Emma. By the time we do the procedure, her embryo will be developed and ready to replace yours. My tech team already have everything underway.” 
 
    “No!” I gasped, clutching my stomach. “Please. You can't do this. Just let your sister go. This isn't right!” 
 
    “You will do as I ask,” he said smoothly. He lifted a hand, skating his knuckles across my cheek. “And she was never my sister, Firefly. Another lie, I'm afraid. She was – is - my daughter. And now she'll be yours, too.” He dipped his head, his eyes searching mine, full of guilt. “If it is of any comfort, you are a much more worthy mother than her previous one.” 
 
    He stepped back and fear spiked through me. “Please-” I started but he held up a hand to halt me. 
 
    “Don't argue.” 
 
    My lips stuck together, holding back my plight. 
 
    “I understand how hard this is for you,” he said apologetically. “I truly am sorry for deceiving you. And I'm willing to give you a chance to say goodbye to Jameson, of course. But I've waited for you for so long...I can't just let you go. In time, maybe you'll come to terms with it. And once Emma is born, I'm sure you'll love her as much as I do.” 
 
    A tear sailed down my cheek, silent and useless. “Silas,” I choked out, desperate, but trapped under his command, unable to do anything but stand there and accept this fate. 
 
    “I'll bring Jameson to you. You may move.” He walked from the room, shutting the door with a slow click. 
 
    I nearly fell to my knees, grief and terror ballooning in my chest. “I won't let him touch you.” I whispered, gripping my stomach. But I didn't know if I could keep that promise. And that was the most frightening thought of all. 
 
    When Jameson entered the room, he looked confused and a bit pissed off. “What's up with him?” 
 
    I didn't pause to answer, rushing forward and throwing my arms around him. He stiffened in surprise before pulling me even closer. The tears came and he ran his hand over my hair, hushing me until I calmed down enough to speak. I leant back, gazing into his eyes through the blur of my tears. 
 
    Everything was broken between us. But my heart still beat for him, harder and louder than ever. And in that moment, it didn't matter what he'd done, because I was probably never going to see him again anyway. I tip-toed, pressing my lips to his until all I could taste was the saltiness of my tears and the sweetness of his mouth. I wanted to be stronger. I was angry with myself for breaking down, for crying. But I was so afraid for our child that it had snapped something inside me. 
 
    It struck me that Silas hadn't ordered me not to tell Jameson everything he'd told me, and I was soon rushing through an explanation. 
 
    When I was done, Jameson planted his fist in the nearest wall. “I'll kill him,” he snarled, moving to the door. I could see he was about to wrench the handle clean off, so I rushed forward, stopping him. 
 
    “You can't take him on alone. He's surrounded by guards. And even if you did kill him-” I sucked in a breath, “-he can just come back.” 
 
    Jameson looked like he was ready to murder everyone in the institute, rip Silas's clones limb from limb, and burn the whole place to the ground. The sentiment was definitely shared. But acting now was impossible. Silas and Ulvic had control of us full-bodily. 
 
    Jameson's gaze became desperate. “I trusted him!” he roared. His anger turned to panic. He closed in on me, resting his hand against my stomach. “What do we do? What can I do?” 
 
    I shook my head in answer. He began to tremble, with rage or fear, I didn't know. I drew him into my arms, nestling my head into his neck. 
 
    After several seconds he said in a hoarse voice, “Drink from me.” 
 
    “What?” I tried to pull away, but he held me in place. 
 
    “I think I can show you my memories like I started to before. I need you to see something, Firefly. Please. This might be my last chance.” 
 
    He sounded so desperate that I didn't argue any further, gently sinking my canines into his neck. As the blood hit my tongue, the thirst gripped me and I drank steadily from him. 
 
    A flash of images crossed my mind, but nothing was focused. Then all at once, I was staring at my own face, a golden mask in place over my eyes, my hair pulled up into an elegant bun, a regal dress hugging my figure. 
 
    Jameson and I stepped into a glitzy lift of golden walls and my heart beat faster. The memory was from Rockley Jones's resort. My mouth moved with Jameson's words as I experienced the memory through him. Words I remembered all too well. 
 
    “No more of this,” he said. “If I can't have you, then I need it to stop.” 
 
    My expression was cold, distant. A look I'd spent years perfecting. The one that said I didn't care. But I did. I felt it all again now: the longing to give in to him on that day, the pure desire, the fear. But Jameson couldn't see any of that. All he could see was the ice queen standing before him and the words she spoke, “Consider it stopped.” 
 
    Pain lanced through me. His pain. Jameson's heart hurt. He'd longed for me to contradict him, but I hadn't. His thoughts blazed through my mind, scoring away all of my own. How am I ever going to stop wanting you? 
 
    The memory rippled and changed until I was gazing at Ulvic in Jameson's bedroom in The Sanctuary. He looked forbidding. The lights were low, his face cast in shadow. He drew himself up to his fullest height before saying, “I command you, Jameson Fairfax, never to touch, never to kiss, never to screw that disgusting Vampire ever again. So long as you live. And if she asks you why you don't want her anymore you will tell her that you wish to be with Nadine. That you have always wanted Nadine. In fact, you will tell her whatever you have to to make her believe you. And you may never speak of the command you are under.” 
 
    My heart – Jameson's heart-  crashed into his throat. 
 
    “No – wait – wait,” Jameson begged. “You can't do this.” 
 
    His thoughts exploded across my mind. Not now. Not today. “Ulvic, I'll do what you want. I'll get the pack back together. But don't do this to me. You can have me, but not my heart. Not my fucking soul.” 
 
    “You'll do as I say.” Ulvic moved toward the door, glancing back, his chin held high in defiance. He opened the door, muttering, “You can move, but stay in this room until tomorrow. We leave first thing. And we never had this conversation so far as anyone else knows.” 
 
    The memory morphed again and I could feel Jameson's arms tighten around me in real time like he was frightened of the next thing he was going to show me. 
 
    Suddenly, I was back on the sinking cruise ship, jammed up against Jameson in the narrow service elevator. I was looking at myself through his eyes, my crimson locks plastered to my cheeks, my skin as pale as snow. 
 
    Jameson's hands were pressed to the walls either side of my head, trapping me. I wriggled hard, trying to climb over him, but his arms tensed, keeping me enclosed. 
 
    His thoughts flared through my mind. I will not hurt her. 
 
    “Jameson?” I breathed. 
 
    “Kill me,” Jameson growled through his teeth and I could feel him battling the bone-deep urge of Ulvic's command. It felt like a craving, an intensity that could so easily have guided his actions. But he didn't give in. “It's the only way to stop the command.” 
 
    “No,” I gasped. 
 
    Pain flared inside Jameson's chest. He was going to break. Any second now, he was going to grab my throat and squeeze the life out of me. His body trembled with the effort it took not to give in. 
 
    “I'd rather die than hurt you,” Jameson admitted. 
 
    His thoughts filled my mind again and my heart beat madly in response. I love you, dammit. I love you. Can't you see that? 
 
    I glanced up at the hatch above us, then slid my hands around Jameson's neck. Moving closer, I drew him into an embrace. “You can fight it,” I said by Jameson's ear, my body trembling. 
 
    Jameson suddenly didn't feel cold, I could sense his heated reaction to where my hands lay on his skin. He pressed his palms flat to the metal shaft, bracing himself against it. The water level was rising, lifting us toward the open hatch above. 
 
    He gazed into my eyes. It felt so strange to look at myself like that. All I could see was how much I loved him. And yet it felt as though I'd hidden it well. But it was obvious to me. A swooping sensation filled Jameson's chest, like a dam bursting. His shoulders shuddered, and he gasped as he was released from Ulvic's command. Surprise rocketed through me. He'd fought it off. He'd won. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Jameson yelled, cheering so his voice rang around the metal shaft. “I did it! I fucking did it!” He grabbed me by the back of the neck, his urge to kiss me obvious now. His forehead slammed into mine, still bound by one of Ulvic's commands. 
 
    “Ow,” past-me groaned, rubbing her head. “Why'd you do that?” 
 
    Now I knew. 
 
    I pulled my teeth free from Jameson's neck, my eyes locking with his. He looked so vulnerable that I wished I could let him in my head for a moment, too. 
 
    It all made sense at last. 
 
    The casing of my heart cracked like a chrysalis. It felt as if a small, hopeful creature emerged from within it, taking flight and landing delicately in his palm. Wholly vulnerable, frighteningly breakable. But for the second and most profound time in my life, I gave my heart to somebody. 
 
    It took me several seconds to say anything at all. Ulvic had constructed this whole thing. I'd suspected so in part, but I had no idea how vindictive he truly was, or how deep his orders ran in Jameson's veins. My world spun on its axis as my reality altered. And Jameson came in to focus so clearly, so vividly. A man who'd fought with all his might to be with me, who'd had to endure my hatred for him, who'd had to see me grow closer with another man. Shame washed freely through me. All along, he'd been exactly who'd I'd come to know back in The Sanctuary. Who I'd come to love. And I wished I'd let myself trust him. So we wouldn't be standing there now...two pillars, parted by a hopeless void. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Jameson 
 
    Cass knew everything. The truth. And with that, came freedom. The confines of Ulvic's command came crashing down around me and all the words I needed to say tumbled into one another in my mind. I didn't have time to piece them back together in the right order. I just had to get them out.  
 
    “I love you,” was the first and most important thing to say. I half-laughed, half sighed with the relief of saying it, my whole body slumping as the weight of that admission finally left me. “I know you've been hurt, and dammit I know I've caused it. But karma has been its notoriously bitchy self and its taken its cut of me too.” I pounded my chest and a tear slid down Cass's cheek. “I'm offering what's left of me. Hell, I know it's not much, Firefly. But it's yours. I'm yours.” 
 
    Her fingers threaded between mine. “I'm so sorry,” she said, her voice cracking. Guilt burned in her eyes, regret. 
 
    “Don't,” I growled in anger. “You couldn't have known.” I shook my head. “It's Ulvic's fault, all of this.” 
 
    “If I'd only figured it out,” Cass said, looking tortured. 
 
    “Please don't blame yourself.” I brushed my fingers along the line of her jaw, capturing her chin between my finger and thumb. I tilted her head up to look at me and another tear escaped her eye. 
 
    “I love you,” she said on a sob, laughing a little through her tears. 
 
    Her words trailed through my mind like rays of sunshine. 
 
    She loves me. This effing, beautiful, feisty half Werewolf, half Vampire loves me. Take that every other man in the world. Especially you Silas Madigan. 
 
    “I won't let anyone touch our kid,” I promised. The oath took up residence in my veins, as thick and as essential as blood. 
 
    I ran my fingers into her crimson locks, memorising her, this moment. I dipped my head and her lips found mine. Her kiss was desperate and longing. Mine was tangled with the promise I'd made and the love that ran so deep for her, I could barely believe there had been a time I'd existed without it. She was woven into my heart with threads of gold. The three sisters of fate couldn't have cut her out. 
 
    One of Silas's men knocked on the door, shouting out a two minute warning. Apparently, it was time for us to part. But hope was painted across my heart in vivid colours and they were going to have to tear me limb from limb if they wanted to get near Cass. Much as I adored my pack, Cass was my mate. And she was pregnant with my child. A child Silas effing Madigan was going to murder if I didn't get her out of here. So I was gonna have to do everything in my power to save her. Pack or no pack. 
 
    Silas and Ulvic had already made some vital errors. I could kill every one of the guards in this place, so long as Ulvic didn't command me to stop. 
 
    I shifted into action mode, striding across the room and heading into the bathroom. I rifled through the single cupboard, grabbing a wad of cotton wool. I hurried back to Cass and she gave me a quizzical look. “We're leaving. We fight our way out.” 
 
    Cass had a hundred questions in her eyes, but as her hand drifted to her stomach, she nodded. I held up the cotton wool and understanding filled her gaze. She turned her head, pushing her hair behind her ears. I pressed a knot of wool firmly into one ear before doing the other. I spoke and she nodded to confirm she couldn't hear me as I filled my own ears. 
 
    I pointed to the door and we crept towards it. Cass stood beside it, giving me an encouraging smile before I ripped it wide. In a flash, she was upon the first guard, tearing out his throat with her teeth. 
 
    Holy hell. 
 
    I dove onto the next guy, smashing his head into the nearest wall. Blood smeared across it as I finished the job, throwing his limp body to the ground. A bullet ripped into the door behind me and I pushed Cass forward, flying down the corridor away from the shooter. We darted into a stairwell, sprinting upwards at speed. Guilt spread through me, knowing I had to leave my pack behind. But Ulvic wouldn't harm them. They'd be safe until I could figure out a way to come back for them. 
 
    Cass and my unborn child were my priority. I couldn't let Silas have them. I'd die first. 
 
    Two guards flew through a door and Cass dove at them. Without my hearing, we had no warning of oncoming footsteps. So we had to react as we met with danger. 
 
    A gun went off as I snapped the second guy's neck. I twisted around in alarm, but found Cass standing above a guard, a gun in her palm, a bloody wound growing on the woman's chest. 
 
    I nodded to her, but her eyes widened as she looked over my shoulder. She dragged me through the doorway and I glanced back, catching sight of a group of guards tearing down the staircase from above. 
 
    Adrenaline surged. My heated blood cried out for me to turn into a wolf. 
 
    We charged down the white corridor and I prayed there was another way to get upstairs. There had to be an elevator close by. 
 
    Cass fired shots over her shoulder and I glanced back, spotting the guards hesitating. They weren't shooting. And I quickly realised why as I spotted Silas amongst them, barking orders, stopping them from shooting at us. He cupped his hands around his mouth, crying out, surely to Cass. But she was safe from harm. So long as she couldn't hear him. 
 
    The guards split up, heading down a fork of corridors, leaving a small group behind. I feared what that meant as Silas turned back into the stairwell. 
 
    I pressed a hand to Cass's back, encouraging her on, despite the fact we were already running flat out. I spotted a sign for an elevator and veered left, dragging Cass after me. There was no one to stop us as we reached the shiny doors and they slid smoothly open as Cass pressed the call button. 
 
    We stepped into the metallic space and I jammed my finger onto the button for the top floor. Fire coursed through my veins. Blood coated my hands.  
 
    Cass adjusted the gun in her palm, her jaw set. 
 
    We're getting out of here. 
 
    Before the lift opened, we took up position on either side of the doors. The lift jerked to a halt and they slid silently apart. I had to chance a peek into the hall, unable to hear anything. Two cloudy eyes gazed back at me. His face was barely recognisable. Ulvic was cold. Distant. And most of all, angry as hell. 
 
    Nadine, Mekiah and Reason stood at his side. Nadine was the only one in human form, the others snarling at her heels. As Ulvic spoke, they charged toward us. 
 
    “Shit!” I cried. 
 
    Cass bashed her hand against the close-doors button. They slid across, closer and closer. Mekiah's nose wedged between them. I tried to force them closed, but he pushed through, shouldering them wide. I lunged at him. Grabbing his neck, trying to disarm him. He tried to pin me down and as Nadine sprung over him, I figured out their plan. 
 
    “No!” I roared, fighting Mekiah with all my strength. 
 
    Cass was cornered by Reason, both of them trying to disarm the other. Cass's blows were hard, but not hard enough to maim. Reason threw her weight against her, the full tonne of her wolf body slamming into her. Cass hit the floor, writhing beside me. 
 
    Mekiah's paws weighed down on my chest. Nadine bent down, plucking the cotton wool from my ears.  
 
    “I'm sorry,” she breathed, a tear falling from her eye, hitting my cheek and rolling onto my neck. 
 
    I shook my head, desperate as Ulvic's order found me. “Stop fighting!” he roared and I did, falling still, my chest heaving. 
 
    “Wolves,” Ulvic growled and the pack retreated. Cass cried out and her gaze caught mine, full of  desperation. Her body began to contort and shift. She screamed louder and louder until her cries turned into a howl. 
 
    “Hold her down!” Ulvic roared, but it was too late. Cass sprang in front of me, her body shifted, the red fur down her spine rippling as she lowered into a fighting stance. 
 
    She sprang forward and I rolled to watch, dragging myself after her. My stomach lurched as I spotted the cotton wool had come free from her ears during the change. 
 
    Cass charged toward Ulvic, but Mekiah and Reason stepped in front of him, their teeth bared. Cass dove forward and Mekiah intercepted her, slashing her muzzle with his paw. “Restrain her!” Ulvic bellowed and Reason leapt toward Cass, trying to pin her down. 
 
    Cass rolled upright, flying at Reason, throwing the weight of her shoulder against her. Teeth snapped. Snarls tore through the air. 
 
    “Stop fighting,” Silas echoed Ulvic's command. 
 
    Cass let out a distressed noise. 
 
    I rose to my knees, gazing at her. 
 
    Silas strode toward Cass, gazing down at her. “Change back,” he commanded and Cass dropped to the floor, doing as he said. Within moments, she had returned to her human form. Silas laid his suit jacket over her and she gathered it close to her, getting up on shaky legs.  
 
    Silas reached out to her and she flinched away, hurrying to my side and encouraging me to my feet. 
 
    “Say goodbye,” Silas growled. 
 
    I glared at the two men who had control of us. Silas Madigan was now tied for first place on my kill list with the man beside him. His eyes met mine, a smugness in them that tore my insides apart. I encircled Cass in my arms, lowering my head to kiss her, planting my claim on her before fixing her in my gaze. “This isn't the end.” 
 
    “I know,” she breathed, cupping my face between her hands, her thumbs skimming my cheekbones as if she was memorising me. 
 
    Don't say goodbye yet. 
 
    “It's time, Firefly,” Silas said, perfectly calm, like he wasn't tearing two fate-bound lovers apart. Keyword: fate-bound, arsehole. This is not over. 
 
    “Don't call me that,” Cass snarled, turning to face him. “Ever. Again.” 
 
    That's my girl. 
 
    Silas's jaw tensed. He nodded, gesturing for her to exit the elevator. Cass looked up at me one last time and I brushed a loose lock of hair behind her ear. 
 
    She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Remember, no matter what they do to us, they can't control our hearts.” She placed a palm on my chest and I nodded, my brow furrowing deeply.  
 
    “Come here,” Silas ordered. 
 
    As Cass let go of my hand, moving to Silas's side, murder ran through my veins. 
 
    I locked eyes with the man taking her away from me and growled, “You're looking at your death, Silas. One last chance to save yourself, just let us go free.” I gave him my darkest smirk, reserved only for the biggest bastards of them all. Van Helsings, Hunds, and now Madigans. 
 
    Silas expelled a short laugh. “I like you, Jameson. And just so you know, I'm not a fan of what Ulvic's got planned for you, but it's in your best interest.” He gave me a wink, dragging Cass away. Our eyes clasped each other's until the very last second. 
 
    As she disappeared around a corner, my stomach car-crashed into some other vital organ. I moved toward the door, but two guards stepped in to my way. 
 
    In that moment, I was a man exposed for what I really was: a boy, childish in my notion of loving someone. Childish in my wanting and needing and not knowing why. But wholly certain my heart would pine for that girl until she was given back to me. 
 
    I desperately tried to find a loophole in the commands I'd been given. But Ulvic could harm my pack. Silas could harm Cass. I was boxed in on all sides, being herded toward an unthinkable fate like an animal to slaughter. 
 
    As I approached Ulvic, he ordered me not to touch him. Evidently my face had an imminent head-butt written all over it. Though I was fairly sure that counted as 'fighting back' anyway. 
 
    I had to fall back on the one, tiny piece of sway I still had with Ulvic. That he, in some messed up way, cared about me. Or else I'd be dead by now. That I was sure of. 
 
    “Ulvic, do you know what Silas is planning to do?” I pleaded. “Cass is pregnant with my child and Madigan's going to rip it out of her and replace it with his own kid!” 
 
    Ulvic's face turned ashen. “His experiments have always been controversial...” 
 
    “Do you even hear yourself? That's a goddamn violation of human rights!” I roared. 
 
    Ulvic took a measured breath as if considering whether to say his next words or not. “She isn't human, and neither are you.” 
 
    My face contorted. “Who are you?” I growled, disgusted and heartbroken. “I don't recognise you anymore, Ulvic. You saved me once. You saved all of us. You cared about Werewolves, about other Immortals too. Maybe not Vs, but-” 
 
    “Things have changed,” Ulvic cut me off. “And perhaps if some of those Immortals had shown me any courtesy, any thanks, I might not have to be so harsh now.” 
 
    “So that's what you want? A thank you?” I spat. “We're family.” I gestured to the other wolves and Nadine let out a sob, barely able to look at us. “We looked out for each other. Is this really about gratitude?” 
 
    Ulvic visibly swallowed. “This isn't just about you, Jameson. There are big changes happening in the world. And I'm not going to be caught in the crossfire. I won't stand on the losing side any longer.” 
 
    “What changes?” I demanded, my blood heating up. It took everything in me not to morph into my wolf form. 
 
    “Silas plans to reveal the existence of Immortals to the human world. And if that happens, we must be ready. Hunters will be needed in the transition. People will be frightened-” 
 
    “Oh so you're really just a hero, right? You're gonna stand up and show the world how easy us Immortals are to tame?” 
 
    “Easy?” he echoed on a laugh. “What about this do you think is easy? You fight me on everything. You have made my life near impossible of late.” 
 
    “Then get on with it,” I growled, brows raised. “You clearly have some big punishment planned for me to show my pack who's boss. Well go ahead. Make your example.” I opened my arms wide and Ulvic hesitated a second longer before nodding. 
 
    “As you wish,” he muttered. “Come,” he ordered and I followed him, my heart beating harder and harder the further we walked along the corridors. My pack padded behind us but I didn't turn back, unable to face them. 
 
    Ulvic paused by a door, rapping his knuckles on it. A nurse opened it, dressed in green scrubs, a surgical mask pulled over her face. 
 
    A doctor appeared over her shoulder, a woman with eyes like coal. “Come on in, we're all ready for you.” 
 
    My legs froze and the urge to run gripped me like a hurricane. 
 
    “Enter,” Ulvic commanded. “And do only as I say.” He turned to my pack. “Go back to your rooms. Pack our things. We leave as soon as this is done.” 
 
    Nadine's eyes locked with mine. She looked angrier than I'd ever seen her. And hurt, too. I longed to apologise for how I'd treated her, but she had to know Ulvic was to blame. Not me. 
 
    Ice slid through my chest as I walked into the room. A hospital gurney lay at the heart of it with a hole at one end like a masseuse table.  
 
    Ulvic closed the door and I had the terrifying feeling that something awful was about to happen. 
 
    “Have him lie down,” the doctor said. 
 
    Monitors bleeped and blinked. The space was cooled by air-conditioning, making the hairs on my arms stand to attention. On Ulvic's command, I lay flat on the operating table, pressing my face into the hole. I took several slow breaths, trying not to panic. But hell, I was freaking out. 
 
    The sound of an electric razor filled the air and I tensed as someone shaved a patch of my hair away, running over the soft piece of flesh at the base of my skull. 
 
    My mouth went dry. “Ulvic?” I asked, despising myself for the tremor of fear in my voice. I felt him lay a hand on my shoulder and squeezed my eyes shut. “Please don't do anything stupid, I'll behave, alright?” I begged, my heart beating so loud and fast, I imagined everyone in the room could hear it. 
 
    “It's too late for that,” Ulvic said softly. “This is for the best. For everyone. Even you. You'll see that soon.” 
 
    I took several slow breaths, filling my mind with Cass's face, of the vision of us one day living somewhere together, in a place of our own, bringing up our child. 
 
    I'll make it happen, Firefly. I promise. 
 
    “Stay completely still,” Ulvic ordered. 
 
    I couldn't hold back a dog-like whimper as a scalpel cut into the back of my head. Slicing, teasing strokes followed and fire blazed through my skull. My hands were balled into tight fists. 
 
    A pushing sensation followed and I was sure someone's finger was pressing into the back of my goddamn brain. 
 
    Jesus H Christ. What are they doing to me? 
 
    “All done,” the doctor announced at last and the agony eased a fraction. 
 
    The pressure released from the back of my head then a needle hooked into my flesh as someone stitched me up. A low groan was the only noise I made the entire time. 
 
    “We need to give the disc a moment whilst it does the scan,” the doctor explained, probably to Ulvic. Apparently I wasn't being offered the same courtesy. “Ah, here we are.” 
 
    “You can look if you like,” Ulvic muttered to me. 
 
    I lifted my head with a sharp stab of pain, my eyes drawn to the screen they were looking at. A weird scribble of coloured lines and patterns appeared on the screen, all flashing and firing in different rhythms. 
 
    The doctor pointed to a red set of lines, zig-zagging through the strange graph. “This is pain...” She gestured to another section of the map. “The programme breaks emotions down into different categories. We've learnt to recognise everything from stress, to happiness, to love. But if you want to remove patterns completely, it's easier simply to remove the memories attached to them.” 
 
    “What?” I murmured. Can they do that? Is that even possible? 
 
    “The disc we've implanted will find the memories you want to remove, and essentially shield them with a small electric pulse.” 
 
    “Not destroy them?” Ulvic confirmed. 
 
    “Destroying them would mean damaging parts of the brain tissue completely. Something which is very dangerous and couldn't be reversed if anything went wrong. Of course, Mr Madigan said we can do whichever you prefer...it's up to you.” 
 
    Silas. He'd done this. Organised it. How had I ever trusted him? 
 
    My whole world hung in the balance as Ulvic made the decision. 
 
    “Please. Don't,” I begged, my heart squeezing like it was clamped in a vice. 
 
    “Shielding will suffice,” Ulvic confirmed after a beat. 
 
    “Ulvic,” I pleaded, all of my earlier anger with him melting into desperation. “I'll do whatever you want. Just don't do this to me.” 
 
    It was probably the first time I had ever truly been broken. Pleading was not my style. But I realised now, taking my life had never been enough of a threat to break me. Taking Cass away, however, would be the end of me. There had always been hope for us until now. I had been able to cling onto little slivers of it. But for the first time in my life, I felt utterly defeated. Completely beaten. 
 
    Ulvic's dark boots appeared beneath the gurney and his voice sounded close to my ear. “You've had too many chances, I don't know what else to do with you. Silas offered me a solution...” He sounded as desperate as me. 
 
    “Why can't you let me go? What do you want with me?” 
 
    His hand ran a line down my back and my skin prickled where he touched. “You're my wolf,” he murmured to himself. “You're mine.” 
 
    I let out a roar of frustration that filled the room, cursing everyone in that place, vowing to kill them violently, to gouge out their eyes, rip out their throats. None of it did me an ounce of good. 
 
    “The disc has collected enough information,” the doctor announced. 
 
    “Good,” Ulvic answered promptly. “Now get on with it.” He sounded impatient and I could hear him start to pace the room. 
 
    “Get him up,” the doctor ordered. 
 
    “Stand, Jameson,” Ulvic prompted. 
 
    My body moved of its own accord. 
 
    “Can I take back a time period? Erase the past few months for example?” Ulvic asked and I gaped at him in abject horror. This couldn't be happening. 
 
    “Of course, just have him think of a day you'd like him to return to,” the doctor said, fiddling with a dial on the screen. 
 
    Ulvic stood before me, wringing his hands, barely able to meet my eye. 
 
    “Coward,” I breathed. “Pathetic, worthless, waste of oxygen.” 
 
    Ulvic shut his eyes for a moment, taking a shaky breath. When he opened them, he gazed at me with a decision in his eyes. “Recall the day before you went to Ignus. Before you ever entered the V Games, before you met Selena Grey, or reunited with Varick. Before Cassandra was even a blip on your radar. The day we spent at home with the pack. The day before everything changed.” 
 
    At his order, the memory was dragged to the forefront of my mind and the doctor's machine started bleeping. It was all I could think about: that day when I ran through the snow-caked forest with my pack, completely at ease. When my pack were all still alive, happy and free. 
 
    The doctor was saying something, but I could barely hear her now with my thoughts pinned firmly on that day. Of my paws pounding across the frozen lake, the way the sun had shone on the ice, reflecting in it like molten glass. 
 
    “Now,” Ulvic growled. 
 
    Pain flared in the back of my head. A white light exploded before my eyes. My knees crashed into the floor as memories poured across my vision. Thoughts of Cass, the first day I'd met her, her eyes as shining as two emeralds. The day we'd escaped from the Helsings together, the first time I'd kissed her, how she'd tasted like the sweetest thing on earth. 
 
    Then, like a whole city powering down, those memories vanished. As if they'd been plucked directly from my brain. I held onto the very last one for as long as I could. One that had occurred just moments ago. Cass's mouth forming the words, “I love you,” and then, “They can't control our hearts.” 
 
    Yes they can, baby. I'm sorry. 
 
    Then she was gone. 
 
    “Sedate him. I don't want him waking up until we get out of here.” Ulvic's voice. 
 
    A needle dug into my neck and I drowned in confusion, my thoughts struggling to realign.  
 
    “Ulvic?” I murmured as someone rolled me onto my back. I blinked up groggily as Ulvic loomed over me. He looked different, his hair thicker, a beard growing on his chin. Strange. 
 
    “It's alright, Alpha,” he said soothingly. “I'm here.” 
 
    I smiled dreamily, clutching his arm before falling into a peaceful darkness.  
 
    Today is going to be a good day. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Epilogue: 
 
    Varick 
 
    Raskdød was in bad shape. The Helsing castle evidently hadn't had any visitors since its destruction. I'd half-wondered if distant family members would have turned up to pilfer it. But even the armoury was fully-stocked. A fact we took quick advantage of, setting ourselves up in the east wing which had avoided most of the carnage. Snow had fallen inside parts of the west wing. And it satisfied me to my core to see the destruction Jameson had caused there. I'd repay him the favour as soon as I could. But for now, we had no leads on where he, Cass or the others might be. For a time, I'd been tempted to take a boat and start searching the high seas at random. But Selena had convinced me it was pointless. 
 
    I sat in the bedroom the two of us occupied. For the most part, we'd taken up residence in the east tower which was full of rooms for the spectators. I'd chosen a room that wasn't too similar to the one I'd been a slave to for all those years. A black rug sprawled across the centre of it and the king-size bed was a four-poster, unlike my own had been. The similarities were in the red velvet armchair, the exposed brickwork walls and the general chill in the air.  
 
    I knew this castle like the back of my hand. And that was something I had taken advantage of since our arrival. I gave Brendan access to a part of the laboratories which hadn't been purged by fire. And he'd spent his days since setting up his work, including all of the kit we'd brought with us from The Sanctuary. 
 
    The door opened and I glanced up, finding Selena standing there in jeans and a t-shirt. It was strange to see her looking so at home in this place. After everything that had happened to her here. 
 
    “Brendan wants you to come downstairs. He's ready to do the tests.” 
 
    I nodded, a little tremor of nerves rolling through me. Since I had learned of my miraculous ability to heal, I'd had little rest. But nothing else had occurred that led me to believe I was truly turning back into a V. Still, that didn't expel the idea entirely. So I felt as anxious as Selena looked as we walked side by side down the spiral staircase. 
 
    She didn't ask me of my concerns. We'd already discussed them extensively, and she knew how riled up it got me. Instead, she slid her hand silently into mine and I drew comfort from her closeness. 
 
    When we arrived in the laboratory, I was impressed to see how well set-up Brendan was in the place. A metal gurney had been propped up against a wide hole in one of the walls. It looked like a grenade had taken it out. A plain blanket had been thrown over the gurney to keep the draft out. 
 
    The lab worktops were now filled with Brendan's blood samples and the various machines he used to conduct his experiments. 
 
    He turned to me, his eyes heavy with dark circles. He'd been working day and night on his preparations and I was eternally grateful for it. 
 
    “Take a seat, Varick.” He gestured to a reclined chair with shackles on the arms and headrest. I dropped into it, trying not to recall the times I'd been strapped into this thing in the past. The cruel torture Ignus and his father had put me through... 
 
    Selena kept to my side, her hand resting on my shoulder.  
 
    Brendan approached, pushing a little trolley full of scientific instruments. I wasn't afraid. I trusted Brendan with my life. He'd more than proved himself to Selena and I since we'd met. 
 
    “I don't think the shackles will be necessary,” Brendan said, chuckling. 
 
    A grin caught my mouth. “So long as you're not planning on dissecting me?” 
 
    Selena playfully slapped my arm. “Don't even joke about it.” 
 
    I laughed, watching Brendan as he picked up a scalpel.  
 
    A rattle of sound caught my ear and I glanced over to the propped-up gurney. The blanket flapped a little in a breeze. 
 
    “There's a lot of odd noises down here. Mainly the wind,” Brendan reassured me, stepping closer. “Now, if you'll allow me to, I'd like to do a little incision on your arm?” 
 
    “Of course.” I offered it and he gently placed the edge of a scalpel against my forearm. He didn't cut at first, simply held it there, lifted it, then returned it to my skin. “Good,” he murmured. 
 
    Selena shifted closer, watching her father. “Why's that good?” 
 
    “This is a silver blade. If Varick is turning back into a Vampire, I would expect some reaction to it. But there's nothing.” 
 
    I released a small sigh of relief, but knew the tests weren't over yet.  
 
    Another rattling, metallic sound carried from the concealed hole in the wall. Brendan cleared his throat, grabbing my attention again. “I'll just make a small incision.” 
 
    I nodded and he sliced the blade across my skin. Almost the second he lifted the scalpel, the cut healed over, the skin stitching back together. 
 
    Brendan made a couple of notes on a pad before wiping the blood from my arm with an antiseptic wipe. He placed the scalpel down, picking up a thermometer and instructing me to open my mouth. I held the cool end beneath my tongue for a couple of minutes before he concluded my temperature was as normal as any human's. After a few more tests, from blood pressure to heart rate, he concluded my body was functioning in an entirely human way, apart from the healing. 
 
    Brendan stood back, looking stumped. “Well I think it's safe to say you're not turning back into a Vampire. But there are a few other tests I'd like do...” 
 
    The lights blinked and went out. 
 
    “Darn system keeps failing,” Brendan grumbled. “I think there's water in the fuse box. Give me a moment and I'll have it back on.” 
 
    I gazed at him, then to Selena. And she gazed back at me, too, a brow creasing her forehead.  
 
    “I can see,” she announced. 
 
    “Me too.” I sat upright, reaching out to her.  
 
    A clamour of noise reached my ears and the upright hospital gurney flew across the room. A screech followed a blur of movement. A snarling, haggard V flew toward us from the hole in the wall, his eyes bloodshot and wild, his clothes nearly entirely burnt from his body, the rest of his skin caked in soot.  
 
    “Varick!” Selena grabbed my arm, dragging me to my feet. 
 
    The V's nostrils flared, glancing between Selena and I before diving at her. I lunged for his throat, just as he swiped his claws. Selena screamed, stumbling backwards. I saw red, grabbing the Vampire by the neck and slamming it to the ground. I followed it down to the floor as it battled to get up. But I didn't let go, choking and choking until a harsh snap sounded through the air. I gazed down at what I'd done just as the lights flickered back to life, making me squint against them. Blood was pooling around me as I knelt over the dead Vampire. And I knew it was dead because its severed head was clamped between my hands. 
 
    I threw it aside, unable to believe what I'd done. What I was capable of doing. Adrenaline surged through my muscles. I felt as strong as I'd been as a well-fed V. 
 
    “Varick,” Selena gasped and I turned to her, spying the slash marks torn across her abdomen, her t-shirt in tatters. My stomach lurched sharply. But somehow the gouge-marks on her skin were healing, knitting over, dissolving by the second. 
 
    Brendan stepped toward us, his eyes on Selena as her skin healed. 
 
    “Impossible,” he gasped. 
 
    I stood, moving to her side, checking her over to be certain she was alright. Glancing back at her father, I spoke in a low growl, “What the hell is happening to us?” 
 
    He shook his head, his face paling as he looked from the Vampire I'd just beheaded with my bare hands, to Selena's now-healed wounds. “Good Lord...I have no idea.” 
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