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      The temperature had to be just right. Not too hot, but not cold, either. Body temperature was preferable—ninety-eight-point-six degrees Fahrenheit, to be exact. Using a microwave always made that temperature hard to replicate, but typically, one minute did the trick. I should be grossed out. Anyone of my kind would be. But I’ve had so much practice in the art of heating blood bags, it’s a skill I should add to my resume.

      The microwave beeped to let me know it was done and I opened the door, grabbing the blood bag by the tip. A little bit of steam billowed out and I knew I might have overheated this one. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea; she always complained that the middle was cold.

      Holding it by the corner of the bag, I dropped it onto a plate. I wanted to pour the blood in a cup, but Amy preferred to drink it straight out of the bag. In her words, it was like drinking a Capri-Sun. I shook my head. She definitely had a twisted sense of humor. I went to the freezer, got my tub of ice cream, and with her plate in hand, made my way back to the living room.

      “Here, freak.” I handed it to her over her shoulder.

      She peered up at me and smiled warmly. “You’re a doll.” She grabbed the plate and licked her fangs. None of this grossed me out like it should have. Roman, my ex, who also happened to be a vampire, got me used to a lot of their customs.

      “So, what are we watching?” I asked as I popped the top off the Chunky Monkey ice cream.

      “How about that Stranger Things show that everyone watches?” she suggested. “We’re kind of late to the party, but at least we can binge all three seasons at once.”

      I scrunched my face. “I don’t know, Amy. We try to stay away from fantasy. Our life is a fantasy.”

      “Kenz,” she sighed. “There are demogorgons on the show.”

      I had a mouthful of ice cream in my mouth when I straightened. “Demogorgons?” I asked, the word coming out muffled. She nodded. I quickly swallowed the Chunky Monkey, nearly giving myself a brain freeze when I said, “Count me in.”

      She quickly turned the TV on at the same time my phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out and looked at the screen. Sebastian’s serious face stared back at me. It made me chuckle. He refused to smile for a picture.

      “Hey Bash,” I answered the call while getting comfortable on the sofa. “How’s it going?”

      “Mackenzie,” his voice was deep through the phone line as he sighed my name. “We’re doing well. Everyone is settled in.”

      Since the Brooklyn Pack lost their home when Enzo and his followers burned it down, they’ve had to take temporary residence at Cadwell Estate until repairs could be completed. Which meant Bash and I were hours away from each other, and I couldn’t leave the city because of work.

      “That’s good. How are the Lunas?”

      “You don’t have to always ask about them. They’re safe, Mackenzie,” he reassured me for the hundredth time. Unfortunately, it didn’t ease my troubled heart. Lunas didn’t have the best of luck at the Estate, and it worried me. “I miss you,” he whispered.

      I deflated, and my cheeks warmed. “I miss you too,” I mumbled. “I can’t wait for you to come home.”

      “Gross,” Amy groaned as she laid on the living room floor and clutched at her heart dramatically. I threw a pillow at her.

      “I can’t wait to come home, either,” Bash said, “but I have to be with the Pack. You understand, don’t you?”

      “Of course.” I nodded as if he could see. And I did understand. It’s just that it had been three weeks since he left, and the distance was starting to get to me. I was tempted to make a weekend trip up to Little Falls just to see him, even if Charles hated the sight of me. “Amy and I are going to watch some TV.”

      “Then I won’t take up anymore of your time. I just wanted to say goodnight and I love you.”

      “Goodnight, Bash. I love you too,” I said before ending the call. I bit my lip as I looked at my phone, wishing I could see him, touch him. I felt like a love-sick teenager. The thought made me roll my eyes.

      “Just have some phone sex,” Amy interrupted my thoughts. “It’s what Jackson and I do.”

      “Amy!” I shrieked.

      “What?” She shrugged. “It relieves some of the tension.” She smirked, and I threw another pillow at her before she hit play on the television.

      We were starting season two when we hit pause. We were spread out on my living room floor with an empty tub of ice cream and two empty blood bags. The lights were turned off and every little sound made us jump.

      “I didn’t realize how scary this was going to be.” Amy stared at me with wide green eyes.

      “Yeah, but Eleven is a total badass.” I grinned wildly. “This show is so messed up, but fuck, I can’t stop watching.”

      “Facts.” Amy pointed at me and yawned. “But I have to get going.”

      “I thought you were spending the night?”

      She shook her head and began quickly grabbing her things. “I can’t. I have to get back to the cathedral.”

      “For what?” I asked casually as I cleaned up the mess we’d made in the living room.

      “Stuff,” she answered evasively, shrugging and nibbling on her lip piercing.

      “Stuff?” I chuckled.

      “You don’t have to know everything, Kenz!” Amy exploded.

      I froze. That was not the response I expected. That was defensive and not Amy-like at all. I slowly turned to face her and her eyes were wide, as if she just realized what she said.

      “I know I don’t have to know everything,” I whispered. “I only asked because we’re having a conversation. But now I’m super curious. What’s going on, Amy?”

      Her shoulders were tense and she wasn’t breathing. Although it was normal for a vampire, she typically tried to make the motions because it was still weird for her.

      “Nothing’s going on, Kenz. I overreacted.”

      “Overreacting, my ass. You’re having a full-blown meltdown. What’s happening at the cathedral tonight, Amy? Tell me, or I’m calling Lucian.”

      She ran a hand through her flaming red hair and I could see the war brewing in her eyes. “If I tell you, you can’t freak out.”

      Deep down, I knew I was going to freak out. But I nodded anyway.

      She swallowed and squeezed her eyes tightly shut before looking at me. “I told Lucian I was taking the cure.”

      I stared at her and shrugged. “Okay?”

      “He called the Elders. They’re having a hearing tonight.”

      I frowned. “I’m not following.”

      Amy rolled her eyes. “They’re meeting about the cure, Kenz. Whether I can take it or not.”

      It took me a moment to process what she said, but once I did, my whole body began to shake, my nostrils flared, and my claws extended.

      “I told you not to freak out, Kenz. I’m handling it.”

      “How?” I growled.

      “I get to attend the hearing and speak for myself. Lucian will also speak on my behalf. Between the two of us, the Elders will have no choice but to allow me to take it.”

      “They shouldn’t be deciding to begin with! It’s your choice! Just take the damn cure.”

      “I know, but if I take it on my own, they might kill me for disobeying. I need to follow their laws.” Amy rubbed at her tattooed arms as if she were cold.

      I couldn’t believe she hadn’t told me what was going on. How long has she been keeping this from me?

      “You’re not going alone,” I announced as I moved from the living room to my bedroom to get ready. She followed behind me.

      “I won’t be alone. Lucian will be with me.”

      “And I’ll be there, too,” I replied as I changed clothes.

      “You can’t go, Kenzie! It’s only vampires.”

      “And now a Lycan.” I stared her down, daring her to fight me on it.

      “Lucian will kill me when he finds out I told you. He specifically told me not to,” she said, her green eyes following me around the room. “Please let us handle this, Kenz.”

      I stopped moving and my unblinking, gray eyes drilled into her.

      She sighed. “Fine,” she relented. “But keep quiet and let me and Lucian do the talking.”

      I nodded and continued getting ready.
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        * * *

      

      The only reason Amy was a vampire was because she died and I was too selfish to let her go. There was a time when she hated me because of it, but we worked through our dysfunctions. In the meantime, I’d searched high and low for a cure for vampirism, and finally found it. Jonah sacrificed his life for it, and she was now ready to take it. But I’d fight tooth and nail if these Elders tried to stop her, because there was no way Jonah sacrificed his life for nothing. There was no way Amy would be stuck as a vampire for all eternity because of my selfishness. Not if I had any say over it. I promised I wouldn’t get involved, and I wouldn’t. Not unless they gave her the answer she didn’t want to hear.

      “How long will Bash be gone?” Amy made small talk as we strolled through the city in the middle of the night. Contrary to popular belief, Vampires could walk in sunlight; they were just extremely sensitive to it, so they mainly stayed indoors during the day and came out at night. Having a vampire best friend also made my sleep schedule somewhat erratic.

      I lifted a shoulder. “Until they rebuild the warehouse, the Pack is staying at Cadwell Estate. It’s also a good opportunity for Charles to keep a watchful eye on Bash.”

      “Does Charles blame Bash for what happened with Enzo?” Amy turned to look at me.

      I chuckled. “Aims, this is the Brooklyn Pack’s second strike. First was the massacre of the Lunas, second was the full-blown attack on the Pack that ended in their home being burnt down. I was a part of both. Charles doesn’t blame Bash, he blames me.”

      “That’s bullshit, Kenz. He can’t blame you for everything.”

      “His son died. He can blame me for the sky turning gray and the wind blowing west. It doesn’t make a difference.” I hung my head and looked at the empty space beside me where Jonah should have been. I didn’t hate Charles for hating me. I sometimes hated myself. But I was working on it. I couldn’t mourn him forever. I let Jonah go for a reason—so he could find peace, and I hoped he found it. Now it was my turn.

      “Well, Charles is driving Jackson crazy,” Amy said. “He can’t wait to come back home.”

      I snorted. “I bet.” Their relationship had always been rocky. Jonah was the one who bridged the gap, but with him gone… Well, it was tough for the Cadwell men. “It’s good they’re spending some time together up at the estate. Bash was so stressed out after everything went down. The Pack needs time to regroup.”

      We continued to walk to the cathedral, making idle chit-chat, and when we arrived at the church, I was shocked by what I saw. Typically, St. Paul’s cathedral was a ruin. It had always lain in shambles, but it got worse when part of it burned down during the Freedom War. The gothic church that had once barely stood, littered with garbage, was now fully restored to its former glory. The stained-glass windows were intact, the building was fully erect, and the grass around it was actually green.

      “Where the hell are we?” I gaped at the ornate stairs that led up to the church doors.

      Amy grinned. “We’ve had some renovations of our own, in preparation for our guests. You should really see the inside.”

      “I’m almost afraid,” I muttered as I gazed around me.

      “Come on.” Amy hooked her tattooed arm in mine and dragged me up the stairs.

      She pushed the heavy doors open and they groaned on ancient hinges as they gave way. The smell of incense was the first thing to attack my senses as we passed through the dark entrance into the cathedral. We approached the fountain of holy water on muffled steps and I dipped my fingers inside, making the motion of the cross starting at my forehead, down the center of my chest, and then side to side. I wasn’t religious by any means, but we were going to need all the help we could get, even from the big man upstairs, if this hearing was going to go our way.

      The pews were in neat rows facing the altar, a slew of vampires seated in them. It was the first time I’d ever seen so many of them congregated in one place since the Freedom War. At the altar was a table with ornate, throne-like chairs behind them. No one was seated in them, but I imagined that was where the Elders would be. Below the altar was Lucian, dressed in his customary black slacks and button-up with his blond hair tied at the nape of his neck, pacing.

      As Amy and I walked down the center aisle that separated the pews, we could hear the murmurs of the vampires on either side as we passed. The whispers of She brought the wolf rang through the cathedral as their accusing eyes followed us. Lucian saw us before we got to him, and his dark eyes grew darker under furrowed brows as we approached.

      “Amelia,” he reprimanded in a hushed tone. “What did I tell you?”

      “Nice to see you too, Luce,” I snorted. “And thanks for the invite.”

      “You should go, Pet.” He turned to me. “This is vampire business.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. That cure is my business. Amy is my business. And the fact that you both thought you could get away with not telling me is insulting.” I crossed my arms over my chest and gave an imperious sniff. “Now, I will be staying for this bullshit hearing, and you better make sure it goes our way or we’re going to have some serious problems.”

      Lucian’s nostrils flared as he watched me. “Mackenzie, you will behave.” He only ever called me by my name when he was pissed. “Or I will have you escorted out.”

      I grinned. “I’d like to see your vamps try.”

      “Okay, enough.” Amy pressed a palm on each of our shoulders and stood between us. “Fighting amongst ourselves won’t solve anything. We need to prepare what we’ll say during the hearing.”

      Lucian exhaled. “Amelia is right. The Elders are wary of change. We need to prepare our arguments.”

      “And who are these Elders?” I quirked a brow. Besides Lucian, Roman and Amy, I didn’t know much about vampires. For the most part, they kept to themselves and stayed out of trouble.

      “They’re the oldest vampires alive,” Lucian answered, “and our governing body. Just like the wolves have their monarch and summits, we have the Elders. They’re comprised of five ancient vampires, Pet, and there’s nothing on this earth they haven’t seen. That said, this cure is an anomaly for them.”

      “What do you think they’ll say?” I asked, true curiosity in my voice. I looked to Amy with concern. Amy was like the sister I never had. All I wanted to do was protect her.

      “Honestly, Pet, I don’t know. It has been decades since they visited my city, and they’re a fickle bunch. Real old school.”

      There was a general shuffling of feet and hushed voices as the vampires around us stood from the pews. Our attentions snapped to the front of the church where behind the altar, four men and a woman came from the back room in a single file line, made their way to the table situated for the Elders, and took their seats.

      They ranged across different ages and ethnicities. The first one on the right was a younger looking man with a bald head and almond-shaped eyes that narrowed further as he scanned the crowd. Beside him was a woman with long, auburn hair braided back from her face, revealing one of the loveliest women I’d ever seen. To her left were two gentlemen who looked much older than the other two. I assumed they must have been changed in their later years. The last one on the end was a man who looked to be in his thirties, boasting a head full of dark hair and twinkling, navy blue eyes that made me do a double take as I noticed the smirk on his face that was directed at me.

      Lucian directed Amy and me to stand before the front row pew, and when the bald Elder motioned with his hand, everyone took a seat. The quiet in the church was deafening, and I couldn’t shake the look the vampire at the end was giving me. His eyes hadn’t left me since he entered, and the intensity of his stare made my hackles rise.

      “I see we have an unexpected guest,” the one with the navy-blue eyes spoke as his grin widened. “A wolf?”

      I went to stand and speak for myself when Lucian beat me to the punch. He stood and adjusted the collar of his black shirt, moving to stand before the council.

      “Isaac, apologies for not giving you notice, but I thought it was imperative that Mackenzie Grey, Princess of the Lycans, be present for our hearing since she was the one who acquired the cure for Amelia.”

      Lucian smoothly took the blame, and I hated that he’d done so. I also hated that he used my title as well. A title I had yet to accept.

      “How did a wolf come to acquire a cure for vampirism?” the female vampire asked, leaning forward on the table.

      “She had a warlock make it,” Lucian answered evenly.

      “And where is this warlock?” The woman raised a perfectly plucked eyebrow.

      “Long gone, Stella.” Lucian bowed his head. “He disappeared after the Freedom War.” That was a lie, but I imagined Lucian didn’t want to involve Bobby Wu in the matter.

      Stella huffed but leaned back in her chair, flipping her braid back where it had fallen across her shoulder.

      “Can we see this cure?” the bald vampire asked, extending his hand out to Lucian.

      I tensed, my eyes widening slightly. I didn’t know he’d brought the cure here, and the idea of it being in the Elders’ hands made me nervous.

      Lucian moved forward, stuck his hand in his pocket, and pulled out the vial, handing it to the vampire. Every molecule in my body screamed a litany of insults at the stupidity of his gesture. They could easily smash it with one squeeze, and there went all of Amy’s hopes and dreams. Her future. I didn’t trust these vamps. Something felt off.

      The bald vampire uncapped the vial and sniffed it, closing it again and inspecting it closely under the church lights.

      “What do you think, Ephraim?” Isaac, the blue-eyed Elder asked.

      “I smell blood,” Ephraim remarked as he held on to the vial, his bald head gleaming under the lights.

      Lucian cleared his throat. “A willing sacrifice had to be made to complete the cure. We lost a dear friend.”

      “A vampire?” one of the older vampires asked.

      Lucian shook his head. “No, Francisco, a wolf.”

      Francisco, the older vampire grunted to his partner, “Vampires consorting with wolves. What is happening in this region?”

      I growled. I couldn’t keep it in any longer. Isaac’s gaze trailed over to me and he smiled, as if he expected this reaction. Maybe he was. My identity was no secret, but I didn’t think my reputation would have reached the oldest vampires in the world.

      “Let’s hear from the girl,” Stella demanded, waving Amy forward.

      Amy’s small frame stood from the pew and tentatively walked to stand beside Lucian in front of the assembled Elders. They watched her every move as shrewdly as I watched theirs.

      “Your name?” Ephraim commanded, his eyes still on the vial.

      “Amelia Fitzgerald.”

      “How long have you been a vampire, Amelia?” Isaac’s eyes roamed her tattooed body while rubbing at his chin.

      “Less than two years.”

      “Are you unhappy with being a vampire?” Stella raised an eyebrow.

      Amy lowered her head and cleared her throat. “I didn’t choose this life.”

      “You were changed without consent? By whom?” one of the older vampires asked.

      “By me, Abdul,” Lucian revealed. “Amelia was killed during the Freedom War, and I thought I could save her life.”

      “She was killed?” Isaac confirmed, his eyes widening.

      Lucian nodded. “Her neck had been snapped.”

      Stella gasped. “And she survived the change to vampirism? That’s remarkable.”

      I never thought about how Amy became a vampire. How she’d already been dead when I asked Lucian to change her. I’d been so desperate at the time, I would have tried anything. I never once questioned how the hell Amy’s survival was possible.

      Lucian placed his hands behind his back and began to wring his fingers. “Amelia is a special young woman, but this is not a life she has chosen for herself. I believe it is only right that she is given the cure, especially when it was made specifically for her. She deserves to live a long, human life.”

      “Technically, her life already ended,” Ephraim refuted, his gaze lifting to meet Amy’s. “And if she reverts back to human, she’ll know our secret.”

      “I already knew your secret because of Mackenzie,” Amy admitted, “and I kept quiet. I will continue to do so.”

      Francisco placed his palms on the table and pushed his chair back to stand. The others stood with him. “We will deliberate and return with our verdict.”

      They filed out of the altar, taking the cure with them. My jaw clenched, and although I wanted to jump after them, when I saw the plea in Lucian’s eyes, I refrained. He shook his head, giving me a silent, Not now.

      After the Elders walked out, there was barely any movement from the assembled witnesses. I sat quietly and watched the vampires murmur between one another, Lucian and Amy standing patiently before the altar waiting for the Elders to return with their ruling. My insides twisted with anxiety and I had to take deep breaths to calm my racing heart. Everything would be okay. They had no reason not to give it to Amy.

      After twenty minutes of deliberation, the doors behind the altar opened and the Elders re-entered, taking the same seats as before. Everyone stood as the Elders took their seats. Ephraim still held the cure clenched in his hand, but he motioned with his other hand for everyone to take their seats.

      “After much consideration, we have come to the conclusion that Amelia is a very valuable vampire in a unique position, due to the miraculous nature of her transition,” Isaac announced as he clasped his hands in front of him. “It would be a shame if she were to take the cure and revert to her human status. There is much to explore with Ms. Fitzgerald. It is because of this, that we deny the request to attempt the cure.”

      I held my breath. Or I couldn’t breathe. I didn’t know; all I knew was that everything in the room stopped and my heart clenched.

      “We will confiscate the cure until further notice.” Ephraim put the vial inside a wooden box and sealed it shut. “For safe keeping.”

      “No,” Amy whispered. “Please, I beg you, I don’t want to be a vampire!” Lucian held her back as she tried to step toward them.

      “Your fate is sealed, Ms. Fitzgerald, and our verdict is final,” Stella smirked. “Eternity is a gift. Learn to appreciate it.”

      That was the last straw. My claws extended and my canines slid out as I shifted into a half wolf, half woman. I roared into the quiet of the church and jumped from the pew, my eyes flashing their MacCoinnich silver.

      “Give her the cure,” I demanded. My body vibrated with the need to kill, the bloodlust trembling beneath my skin, ready to consume me. I couldn’t let it.

      “This is no business of yours, wolf,” Abdul sneered, pointing a bony finger in my direction.

      “The hell it’s not,” I growled. With supernatural speed and reflexes, I vaulted up to the altar, bypassing Amy and Lucian, my clawed hand extending with deadly accuracy to swipe at Ephraim’s neck. His stone body stilled and his hand unclenched, releasing the cure. I caught the vial in my hand before landing with a resounding thud on top of the table. The cathedral was deathly quiet as his bald head rolled down the steps of the altar, fifty shocked vampires witnessing the murder of one of their Elders.

      Adrenaline coursed through my veins and my heart pumped at the speed of light. My gaze flashed around the church until they landed on Amy and Lucian, their eyes wide with fear. But it was Amy’s green, tear-filled eyes that triggered me out of my stupor. When her pierced lip mouthed Run, I snapped out of my shock.

      “Kill her!” Stella yelled to the crowd of staring vampires.

      I didn’t waste any time. I leapt off the table and ran straight for the stained-glass window, bursting through the colorful shards. Soaring out of the window and into the New York City morning sun, I ran.
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      Although I knew vampires didn’t typically go out in the day time, I didn’t stop running until I was far away from the cathedral. I didn’t trust that they wouldn’t brave the sun to find me, or else send other supernaturals instead. My hands were shaking as I replayed what I did.

      I’d killed before, so it wasn’t that my delicate sensitivities had been crushed. But I knew that what I’d just done could start a war between the werewolves and the vampires. Even if it didn’t, I was shocked that I’d broken the law. I was a cop – a detective with the Supernatural Investigative Unit, and I killed an Elder in cold blood. I was a murderer. If they brought this to the SIU, I could go to prison. I looked down at the vial in my hand. I’d screwed myself every which way possible for this cure, but at least I was able to retrieve it. Now I had to find a way to hide it. I couldn’t walk around the city with it, and I definitely couldn’t go home.

      I went into the first open bodega I saw and bought a prepaid cell phone. Before I did anything, I had to disappear. I stepped outside of the store and pulled out my old phone, transferring the few numbers I needed into the prepaid phone. Then I removed the memory card and the SIM card, throwing all of it on the ground and stomping on it, smashing it to pieces. If the SIU got involved, I knew the first thing they would do is track me through my phone. I threw my shattered phone in the garbage. I’d get a new one if I made it out of this alive. The first part of my disappearance complete, I started for the bus station.

      I had a plan and I needed to hurry before too many people were alerted to my disappearance and what took place at St. Paul’s cathedral. I took multiple taxis to make sure no one followed me, and when I made it to the bus station, I kept to the shadows, avoided the security cameras, and kept my head down. Even though it was still early in the morning, this was the city that never slept and the station was busy. I observed humans going about their usual activities, including early morning commuters, those traveling in and out of the city, and a single woman with a stroller. Her baby was peacefully asleep, and she was headed in my direction. Just as she was about to pass by, I grabbed her arm, halting her and turning her to face me.

      “What the hell?” she exclaimed, gripping the stroller.

      “Listen to me closely.” I looked deep into her hazel eyes. They quickly dilated and she stiffened beneath my grip.

      “I’m listening,” she replied robotically.

      “You will go to the front desk and purchase a locker under your name. What is your name?” I asked, handing her money.

      “Marissa Cruz.”

      “Marissa, once you have purchased the locker, you will put this box inside it and lock it. When you finish, you will come back to me and tell me the locker number and combination. Understand?”

      “I understand.” She nodded and mechanically pushed her stroller to the front desk to purchase a storage locker. I stood in a hidden alcove, watching every move she made as she held the small wooden box that held the cure to vampirism. I hated compelling humans, but this was one time it was necessary. I had to hide the cure somewhere no one would think to look. Somewhere they wouldn’t think I’d go. A bus station locker was the perfect place. Even if they did think of it, I wouldn’t open a locker under my name, or show my face where someone might recognize me. I’d get a human to do it. The thought of using someone like this gnawed at my gut and grieved my conscience. I was crossing so many ethical lines.

      Marissa strolled back with her baby to where I stood. “The locker number is twenty-five, seventy-three. The combination is twenty-three, four, fifteen,” she said, her emotionless eyes drilling into me. The compulsion was working perfectly.

      I quickly tapped the information into my prepaid phone and put it away. “Marissa,” I looked at her, “you will forget me and everything you just did. You never opened a locker or put anything away. You were standing here rocking your baby to sleep.”

      She blinked a few times before she started to rock the stroller back and forth. Without glancing back, she walked away.

      I exhaled the breath I’d been holding. I was never the best at compulsion. I never had a desire to learn because I thought it was wrong, but I was glad it worked. I hurried out of the bus station before I caught anyone’s suspicion.
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        * * *

      

      I wandered the city for a bit, but I knew I had to make the call I dreaded the most. If I didn’t, the SIU witches could easily do a locator spell and then I’d definitely be in hot water. So I pulled out my burner phone and called Bobby Wu.

      “Talk quickly,” he answered after a few rings.

      “Bobby, its Mackenzie,” I blurted before he could hang up. “I need your help.”

      “Princess?”

      “Yeah,” I whispered. I usually hated when he called me princess, but right now I was in no position to throw a diva fit. “I’m in trouble.”

      There was silence in the phone line and for a second, I wondered if he’d hung up on me. “What kind of trouble?”

      “The kind where I need to go into hiding. And fast.”

      There was shuffling in the background. “I’m texting you an address. Meet me there as soon as possible. It’s one of my safe houses.”

      I released a breath. “Thank you, Bobby.”

      “Don’t thank me just yet,” he answered grimly, then he ended the call.

      Within seconds my phone beeped, and a text message came through with an address that took me to an apartment in the Bronx. I flagged the first cab I saw and got in, told the driver the address, and we sped away. In the meantime, I pulled out my phone again and made another phone call.

      “Hello?” a groggy, still-sleepy voice came through the phone.

      “Jackson,” I sighed, thanking the heavens he answered. “Don’t tell anyone it’s me.”

      “And who is me?”

      “Mackenzie.”

      He cleared his throat. “Why are you calling so early in the morning? What’s wrong?”

      “Don’t panic,” I bit my lip and looked out the car window, “but …”

      “But what, Kenz?” He sounded more awake. “Where’s Amy?”

      “The vampires had a hearing with the Elders about whether they would allow her to take the cure. They denied her request and confiscated the cure.”

      “What the hell? Why didn’t she tell me?” he growled.

      “She didn’t even want to tell me, Jack. I forced her to take me to the hearing, but that’s not all that happened,” I whispered. “When they made their decision, I lost it. I beheaded one of the Elders and swiped the cure. Now they have Amy, and I’m on the run.”

      Jackson’s breath hitched and he was quiet for a moment. “What have you done, Mackenzie?”

      I shut my eyes and squeezed them tightly. “I know, Jack, I know.”

      “I don’t think you do, Kenz. The Elders are the oldest vampires known on the planet. Killing one of them could start a damn war!”

      “Shh! Don’t you think I know that? I do!” I ripped my eyes open. “But they were going to take the cure away. Jonah didn’t sacrifice his life for nothing, just so a group of ancient vampires could take it. I wasn’t going to let that happen.”

      “So what are you going to do?”

      “I called Bobby Wu,” I reluctantly told him; his answering curse whispered through the line. “I need help. It won’t be long before the SIU gets involved, and I need to stay hidden until I figure things out.”

      “Kenzie, you can’t do this alone. I’m coming home,” Jackson said, and I heard the rustling of bedsheets.

      “You can’t tell Bash, Jack, please,” I begged. I know I called him for help, but it had to stay between us. No one else in the Pack could know about what was going on. If Bash found out, it would just get him into more trouble, and I didn’t want to involve him. Charles already thought I was the root of Bash’s issues. He didn’t need more fuel.

      “I can’t lie to my Alpha, Kenz,” Jackson groaned.

      “The massacres of the Lunas, the revolution, Jonah’s death, then Enzo. The Brooklyn Pack hasn’t had much luck since meeting me.” I gulped as I admitted to something I’d never before said out loud. “Charles is the only one who has called me out on it, and he’s right. I bring trouble to Bash’s doorstep, Jackson, and that’s why I need to keep him out of it. I know Sebastian; he’ll want to help. But right now, he needs to worry about the Pack.”

      Jackson’s breathing grew heavy as he contemplated what I said. He knew deep down I was right. “Fine,” he relented. “I’ll tell them I miss Amy and I’m coming to visit.”

      “Perfect. I’ll text you the address of the safe house.”

      “I’ll be there tonight,” he said as he hung up the phone.

      My leg bounced as I rode the rest of the way in silence, using the time to think of my next move. I couldn’t stay holed up in Bobby’s safe house for the rest of my life. I had to figure out what to do next and think five steps ahead. The vampires usually kept to themselves, but they were smart. As one of the longest living supernatural races, they hadn’t survived that long out of pure luck. Lucian would go through the proper channels and contact the SIU, but those Elders seemed old school, like they would take matters into their own hands. I could have enemies coming at me from multiple directions if I wasn’t careful.

      The taxi pulled up to the curb and stopped in front of a two-story brick house with red doors. I paid the driver and got out. As the car sped away from the curb, I double-checked the address and the house at which I’d just been dropped off. I looked around the neighborhood and was surprised that it looked very up-and-coming suburban. I walked around the front garden area and up the ramp, taking a moment to marvel at the doorbell before I rang it. Instead of a push button, it was an actual bell cord that I had to pull. The house seemed old from the outside, like one of those pre-war houses, but appeared to be very well kept.

      I raised my hand to knock when I heard it unlock and the door swung open. Bobby Wu stood in the threshold and hurried me inside. The house was dim, compared to the brightness of the morning sun outside. Bobby looked like he was still in his pajamas, standing before me in a pair of sweatpants and a hoodie.

      “Sorry for the roughness, Princess, but only the inside of the house is cloaked. Once you’re inside, no one can do a locator spell on you,” he explained, waving me further inside the house. While the outside looked dated and old, the inside was beautifully renovated with a sunken living room, high ceilings with hand-hewn wood beams, and a wood-burning fireplace. Polished wood floors gleamed in the morning light. A soaring archway led to the dining room and kitchen, where there were marble countertops and stainless-steel appliances, opening up to a covered patio. The overall effect of the house was stunning.

      “Hungry?” Bobby offered, and I nodded eagerly.

      “Coffee, please.” As he started a pot, I dug for details. “So, how long have you lived here?”

      As he moved around the kitchen he answered, “I don’t. I only come here when there’s an emergency.”

      “Well, thanks, because I’m in a serious bind.” I sighed and sat on a stool at the kitchen counter.

      “Are you going to tell me about it, or am I just going to keep making breakfast in my pajamas?” He turned to look at me with a raised eyebrow.

      I shook my head ruefully and proceeded to tell him everything that happened, except for the part about where I hid the cure. I hadn’t even told Jackson. That was one secret I planned to keep to myself. I didn’t trust anyone, especially not Bobby Wu.

      When I finished, Bobby stared at me and silently slid me a mug of steaming coffee, his mouth hanging open. If he stayed like that much longer, I wouldn’t be surprised if I saw drool drip down his chin.

      I waved a hand in front of his dumbfounded face. “Hello? Earth to Bobby.”

      “What the hell, Princess?” he breathed. “You killed Ephraim.”

      I sighed. “That’s what I said.”

      “And what do you expect me to do? Because you know I don’t get involved in wars. I did once for you, but never again.” He wagged a finger at me.

      “For now, I just need a place to lay low,” I answered grimly, taking a sip of my coffee. “I’m sure Lucian has already contacted the SIU. I broke the law.”

      Bobby chuckled. “Well, I’ll be damned. The almighty Mackenzie Grey is now a criminal?”

      “This isn’t funny.”

      “I find it thrilling.” He bit into his toast. “All the flack you’ve given me over the years, and now you need me for my criminal connections? Oh, how the tables have turned.”

      I looked away, my face heating up with shame. “What do you want, Bobby? A favor? Money? You got it.”

      He scoffed, “After this, Princess, I own you.” The sight of his wicked grin made my stomach drop.

      This would be the end of me.
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      As nightfall approached, I was still anxiously awaiting Jackson’s arrival. My nerves were shot, because now that it was dark outside, I really couldn’t leave this house. It was vampire hour, and I was number one on their hit list. They would be out in full force right about now, looking for me.

      I heard heavy footfalls on the stairs and I looked up from the sofa to see Bobby coming down from the second floor. He’d showered and changed and looked like he was about to leave.

      “Where are you going?” I scrambled from the couch and followed him to the foyer of the house, where he grabbed a set of keys.

      “Did you think I was going to babysit you all day?” He rolled his eyes. “Think again, Princess. I have work to do.”

      I grabbed his arm and stopped him. “You promised to help me, Bobby.”

      His eyes darted to my hand and up my face. “And this is me keeping that promise. If I just disappear, they’ll suspect something. We need to find out what’s going on with the vampires. I’m meeting with one of my vamp friends to get the scoop. Now, will you let go of me?”

      I released him quickly and sagged in on myself. “Can you find out what they’ve done with Amy and if she’s okay?”

      He nodded. “I’ll bring you some clothes tomorrow morning. Pick a room upstairs to sleep in. Each bathroom has a personal hygiene kit for you to shower and freshen up.”

      “Thank you,” I said, and then watched anxiously as he left.

      The house was eerily quiet once he was gone. I knew I was safe inside, but the thought of being alone made me a bit claustrophobic. I shook my morbid thoughts away and headed upstairs to check out the rooms.

      There were four bedrooms. The master was already taken by Bobby, but the other three were equally as big and beautiful. I chose the one situated toward the back of the house because it had a balcony facing the garden. It had an en suite bathroom, and just like Bobby said, it contained everything I needed to shower and brush my teeth. I didn’t delay. I took a shower, washing the day’s grimy filth away. It felt like the longest day of my life.

      I didn’t want to put on the same clothes I’d worn all day, but luckily there was a robe behind the door. I slipped inside the furry robe and tightened it around my waist. Wrapping a towel around my wet hair like a turban to keep from dripping on the floor, I used the provided toiletry kit to brush my teeth. My skin felt clean, even though my hands still felt dirty.

      I killed in cold blood.

      I leaned forward on the bathroom sink and squeezed my eyes shut. I couldn’t think like that. Not now. I had to stay focused. There was too much at stake, including my life, and I wasn’t ready to give up just yet.

      At that moment, the doorbell rang and I snapped out of the funk I was in. With a hand holding the towel above my head, I ran downstairs and through the hallway foyer, stopping in front of the door. Taking time to control my breathing, I quietly looked through the peep hole, making sure it wasn’t a troupe of girl scouts (or worse), and confirmed it was Jackson standing outside. I unlocked the multiple locks on the door and flung it open, allowing him inside the warded door.

      “You’re finally here!” I cried and grabbed his arm, hauling him inside. I slammed the door and pulled Jack into a hug.

      “I got you, Kenz. It’s okay,” he whispered as he dropped his bag and embraced me.

      We held each other for some time until I was finally able to relax just a smidge. Don’t get it twisted – there was nothing romantic between me and Jackson. Hell, there was a time when he hated my guts, but we’d gotten close as the years passed, and after Jonah, his twin brother, died, we became inseparable. I trusted Jackson with my life, if that wasn’t clear by now. If I hadn’t needed Bobby Wu’s protection, Jack would have been the first person I called.

      When we finally pulled away from each other, I wiped the few stray tears that managed to escape and cleared my throat. “Bobby just left to meet with a vamp friend tonight. He said he’ll find out about Amy and see if she’s okay.”

      His shoulders relaxed. He and Amy had been in an on-again, off-again relationship for a few years now, but they were currently on. I was pretty sure it was permanent now. If anything happened to her, Jackson would lose it.

      “Tell me again exactly what happened,” he demanded as he grabbed his bag from the foyer and we moved deeper into the house to settle in the living room.

      After we sat down, I told him in excruciating detail about everything that happened from the time we left my apartment, up until the point I burst through the church window. I skipped the part about the bus station, fast-forwarding to the point when I contacted Bobby and ended up here.

      “And where’s the cure?” he asked shrewdly, catching onto the one detail I tried to hide.

      I bit my lip and looked down at my sweaty hands. “I can’t tell you.”

      Silence reigned in the house as he let that statement sink in. “I thought you said you took it from Ephraim?”

      I nodded. “The first thing I did when I escaped was hide it.”

      “Then why can’t you tell me where it is?”

      I looked up at him with pleading eyes. “Because I can’t tell anyone. No matter what, it must remain safe.”

      He scoffed, “You think I’d tell someone?” Jackson jumped up from the couch, throwing his hands in the air, obviously exasperated.

      I shook my head. “I think we’re all capable of revealing secrets if properly motivated,” I replied. If any of us got captured by the vampires, they would do anything to get their hands on the cure. Including torturing and threatening the ones we love. I didn’t want to put anyone in that position. It was my burden to carry.

      Jackson swallowed, and those familiar chocolate eyes stared at me intently. “Is it safe?”

      “Extremely. No one will find it.”

      “Good,” he sighed, and I relaxed with the knowledge he wouldn’t push me any further. It was why I knew I could trust Jackson, because I knew he trusted me. And that’s what I needed, someone who didn’t doubt me. “Now – what the hell are we going to do, because I know we’re not staying locked up in this house.”

      I laughed. “No, we’re definitely not.”
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      Left without much of a choice, I shrugged into my dirty jeans and looked through Bobby’s clothes for a clean shirt. Once I was dressed, I met Jackson downstairs. The smart thing to do was stay in the house under the cloaking spell Bobby enacted, which would keep me hidden, and wait for his return in the morning. But I was antsy and I needed to get some answers of my own.

      “Uh, Kenz?” Jackson said as he looked down at his cell phone.

      “What’s up?” I answered as I tucked the front of my shirt into my jeans.

      “You might want to call Bash.” He turned the screen of his phone toward me. “He’s been trying to get ahold of you, and he’s worried because you’re not answering.”

      I read the text messages Bash sent Jackson.

      Bash: Have you spoken to Mackenzie? I haven’t spoken to her all day.

      Bash: If you see her, tell her to call me!

      Bash: Did you tell her?

      Bash: Jackson!

      Bash: As your Alpha, answer me!

      “Why didn’t you text him back?” I looked at Jackson wide-eyed.

      He shrugged. “My phone was on silent. He’s called like, twenty times.”

      I smacked a hand on my forehead. I’d completely forgotten about calling Bash. Of course, I knew when I did, he’d freak out. We were used to texting each other throughout the day, and I’d been radio silent all day. “I got rid of my phone this morning and got a burner in case the SIU was tracking me.”

      “If you don’t talk to him, Bash will drive to the city to find you, Kenz. If you want to keep him out of it, you have to call.”

      Jackson was right. I couldn’t stay under the radar from everyone; it would be too suspicious. I just hated lying to Bash. Plus, I sucked at it.

      “Fine, give me your phone.” I extended my hand to Jackson for his phone. He placed it in my palm and I pressed Bash’s name to make the call.

      It rang only once before Sebastian’s gruff, demanding voice came through the line. “Well? Did you see her?”

      “I’m fine,” I croaked, and had to clear my throat. “Everything is fine.”

      He exhaled loudly. “What the hell, Mackenzie? You nearly gave me a heart attack. Where have you been?”

      Typically, this would be some serious clingy behavior, but after everything we’d been through, it was PTSD at its finest. If I hadn’t heard from him all day, I’d be worried something happened, too. Since we were in constant danger all the time, it was a given.

      “I lost my phone.” I looked straight at Jackson when I spoke, and he nodded his head for me to continue. “I didn’t think. I’ve just been so busy.”

      The phone line was silent. I worried he didn’t believe me. Hell, I wouldn’t. What kind of bullshit excuse was that?

      “Did you work today?” His voice was clipped, and I knew I was busted. I knew it deep in my gut.

      “Did I work?” I repeated, widening my eyes at Jackson, who shook his head vehemently. “No, no I didn’t.” Sebastian didn’t deserve this. I knew he would find out, and when he did, he would hate me for it.

      “Then what kept you so busy?”

      We were past this, but I didn’t have a choice. I had to revert to old ways to get the spotlight off me. It made me sick to do this, but I would rather have a momentary fight than get him involved in another Mackenzie Grey fiasco.

      I straightened my back and narrowed my eyes as if he were here. “Why do I feel like I’m being interrogated?”

      “You’re not—”

      “You’re asking me questions like you don’t believe me. Are you calling me a liar?”

      “That’s not what—”

      “Then what are you saying, Sebastian Steel?”

      “Will you let me speak, woman?” he growled.

      “I think we’re done talking!” I yelled. I could only imagine the fumes coming out of him.

      He huffed a few times before saying, “You’re right; I think we are. Put Jackson on the phone.”

      I didn’t bother saying goodbye because I knew my voice would crack from the tears threatening to burst. I handed Jack his phone and hurried out of the living room to hide. Once out of the room, I slid down the wall and gasped, trying to hold in my sobs. That wasn’t even one of our worst fights; it was just the ugliness behind it that made me want to break down. The fact that I had to damage my relationship even fractionally hurt. When this all came to light, I knew Bash would eventually forgive me. I just didn’t know if I could forgive myself.

      “Mackenzie?” Jackson called from the living room. I took a few deep breaths and stood up. As I came around the corner, I greeted him with a smile as if everything was okay. I could have eavesdropped on their conversation with my sensitive hearing, but I’d wanted to give them privacy.

      “Yeah, ready?” I answered, acting for all the world as if nothing had happened. Grabbing my things, I started to leave.

      “Kenz,” he repeated, and I stopped. “He’s not mad, just worried. He told me to keep an eye on you.”

      My chest caved in on itself and I couldn’t stop the laugh/cry that escaped me. “That stupid wolf.”

      He chuckled. “He suspects something’s up, but he’s not pushing. I think he’s so flooded with Pack business, he’s willing to let me help you.”

      “Did he tell you that?”

      Jackson shook his head. “Just a vibe I got.”

      “Well, let’s hope your vibe is right.”
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      After Jackson placed his things in one of the bedrooms and I grabbed one of Bobby’s hoodies, we scampered out of the house and raced to Jackson’s beat-up SUV. There was no way I could wait until morning to leave, and I couldn’t depend on the validity of Bobby’s information. I had my own ways.

      After making our way back into Manhattan, I gave Jack directions to The Third Eye—a supernatural bar that was notorious for lowlifes, and most importantly, vampires. If any gossip was being funneled, it’d be through there. Who better than a bunch of drunks to give you all the details you didn’t know you needed? We just had to be stealthy about it. Wolves weren’t very popular there, unless they were lone wolves passing through.

      When Jackson pulled into the parking lot, I raised the hood of the sweatshirt and covered my face in case I was recognized.

      “Are you sure about this, Kenz?” Jack asked as he put the SUV in park. “I can go in by myself.”

      “I’m not afraid.”

      “I know you’re not, but it doesn’t hurt to be cautious.” He peeked under my hood.

      Jackson was right. If there were any vampires in there who happened to witness my spectacle in St. Paul’s cathedral last night, I was dead. They wouldn’t let me leave the bar, at least not alive. But it was a risk I had to take.

      “C’mon, let’s just get this over with.” I unlocked my door and got out of the car.

      The Third Eye was by no means little. It was one of the biggest supernatural bars in New York, and at night, it came alive with all sorts of creatures. There’d been many times the SIU had been called to break up fights or do big busts at the bar, but it was never enough to get it shut down. There were rumors that the owner knew someone high up in the chain of command at the SIU and had them in their pocket, which was why they got away with so much, but they were just rumors. Luckily for me, that suspicion would work to my advantage.

      With my head down, we walked inside the bar and the noise grew by ten decibels. The air was pungent with the smell of beer and the lights were dim. I couldn’t see much without looking up, but from what I remembered, the area was scattered with tables and the walls were lined with booths. To my left should be the bar.

      Before we left the house, I’d pinned my hair up beneath the hoodie to secure it to my head. It wasn’t foolproof, but it was an added layer of security in case things got rough. I didn’t want my identity coming to light. This came in handy as we walked through the bar and I was jostled a few times. It was packed tonight.

      Jackson led us to the back corner of the bar and we took a seat on two stools at the end.

      “There’s an emergency exit behind you,” Jackson whispered in my ear. I nodded. “Two beers,” he ordered from the bartender. When the bartender started asking which kind, he and Jackson started a conversation and I tuned them out. Instead, I zeroed in on other conversations around me.

      “That last dead body gave me heart burn. Do you think they were sick?”

      “Maybe they had cancer. It happened to me once.”

      “I wish they would come with a warning next time.”

      I rolled my eyes. Damn Ghouls. I kept scanning the room.

      “I heard the Mermaids are planning to come inland,” someone whispered. “If they do, the Water Nymphs won’t be pleased.”

      “Of course, they won’t. Those Sirens keep expanding their territory. It’s unfair, if you ask me.”

      Not my problem. Finn could handle that territory dispute. The Nymphs loved him. I chuckled to myself.

      Next, “Can I have a B positive?”

      “I’ll have an O neg.”

      “I don’t know how you can drink that O neg crap. It tastes horrible.”

      My hand went to Jackson’s forearm as I listened intently to the two vampires who just put in their drink order. If I was hearing correctly, they were situated at the other end of the bar.

      “I’m listening,” Jackson whispered, and I released him. He slid me a beer and I grabbed it, pretending to take a drink from it. Even though I detested the taste of beer, I had to play the part.

      “Hey, sorry I’m late, guys,” another voice joined them.

      “What’ll you have?” the bartender asked.

      “AB positive, if you have it.”

      There was no response, but I assumed it was a nod.

      “So, what happened, man?”

      One of them blew out a breath. “Shit’s crazy,” he whispered. “The minute I woke up, they had us on a man hunt. You guys are lucky you weren’t there.”

      “Fuck, did they find her?”

      There was silence.

      “The Elders are pissed. Lucian shouldn’t have let her stay in the first place. I don’t know why he fucks with those wolves, anyway.”

      “Hundred bucks says they kill Lucian.”

      “Oh, for sure. There’s no way he’s getting away with this.”

      A small gasp escaped me, and I had to bite my bottom lip. They couldn’t kill Lucian. Not for my mistake. I couldn’t take any more of this. We had to get Amy and Lucian out of the vamps’ clutches as soon as possible.

      I was about to zero in on their conversation again when I heard a familiar voice.

      “Check everywhere. The bathrooms, the backroom … I want every square inch of this place covered. She’s in here,” Cassidy Chang commanded from the entrance of The Third Eye.

      “The SIU is here,” I whisper-yelled to Jackson as I slid off the barstool and started to back away. I spun around and looked up, and sure enough, directly behind me was an emergency exit door.

      “Shit,” Jackson growled. “There’s a damn horde of them in here. Let’s get the hell out.”

      As we pushed the door open, an alarm started blaring and blazing red lights began flickering everywhere. We must have tripped the alarm. It could either work in our favor or against us. We slipped outside.

      The exit took us to a back alley that was fenced off, so we had no choice but to jump the fence. For two wolves, that was a piece of cake. Jackson and I looked at one another and grinned. Getting a running head start, we dashed up to the fence and scaled it with three expertly-landed jumps. Landing on all fours, we didn’t wait or look behind us, we just ran. As soon as we emerged from the alleyway, we made a hard right onto the busy street and swerved between the mass of people, attempting to get lost in the crowd, yet not lose each other. When the traffic light turned green, we hurried to cross the street and went down another dark street filled with houses. The shouts of Get off my lawn! followed us as we cut through people’s backyards, but we just kept running and jumping fences, trying to put as much distance between us and The Third Eye. As soon as we made it to another busy street, we saw a couple exiting a taxi and ran to catch it before anyone else.

      The biggest mistake we made was parking Jack’s SUV at The Third Eye lot, because now when they checked the car registrations, they would know Jackson was with me. There was a slim chance they wouldn’t run the tags, but I doubted Cassidy was that reckless. He knew I didn’t have a car, which was to my advantage. Either way, we would have had to ditch the car and take a taxi back to the Bronx and the shelter of Bobby’s safe house. Luckily it was only a twenty-minute drive, and I noticed the SIU didn’t have the witch with them to do another locator spell on the spot. Knowing my team, they were probably still searching the streets for me.

      We finally made it to Bobby’s safe house, and even though we had a lot to talk about, there was nothing but silence between us. Our adrenaline was still pumping from the thrill of the chase, but mainly because we had both hoped to hear something about Amy by now, and we hadn’t. Hopefully Bobby had better luck than we did.

      “They’re gonna kill Lucian,” I finally said.

      “We don’t know that,” Jackson retorted as he paced in front of the kitchen door.

      “Those vampires at the bar were pretty sure.”

      “We can’t put any stock on idle gossip, Kenz. Let’s wait until tomorrow morning to hear what Bobby says.”

      I ran a hand through my mangled dark hair. “I fucked shit up. I royally fucked up, Jack. I’m going to get everyone killed.”

      He didn’t say anything, but he didn’t need to. His grim look was all the confirmation I needed. In my misguided effort to save Amy, I condemned her to death. And this time, it would be for real.
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      The next morning Jackson and I were up bright and early, waiting for Bobby to walk in and give us information about what was going on with the vampires. After almost getting busted by the SIU, we were in no mood to take any more risks. It was obvious I had a locator spell on my ass and a bounty on my head. Things weren’t looking too bright, and the safest place for me was this house. I hated to admit it and I’d deny it if asked, but Bobby was right; I should have just stayed indoors. The adrenaline kept me up last night and I barely slept a wink. When I did sleep, nightmares of Lucian and Amy getting killed plagued my dreams. To say I was restless this morning was putting it mildly.

      “Coffee?” Jackson asked as I stumbled into the kitchen.

      “God, please,” I groaned as I shuffled in and slouched on one of the bar stools. “I feel like death.”

      He poured two mugs of steaming coffee and pushed one towards me. As the smell of java hit me like a five-ton truck, I perked up real quick.

      “No sleep?”

      I shook my head and accepted the coffee, inhaling deeply before taking a large gulp.

      “I didn’t sleep much, either,” Jackson admitted.

      “We’ll get her back, Jack.” I eyed him carefully. Unlike most wolves, Jackson was more level-headed and tactful. It was what made him a good leader. But this was different. It was Amy. There was only so much he could contain before his animal took over. “Before you know it, she’ll take the cure, she’ll be human again, and this nightmare will be over.”

      He exhaled loudly. “I don’t even care anymore, Kenz.” Jackson looked me dead in the eyes, unblinking. I’d never seen him this serious. “She can stay a vampire, for all I care. I love her just the way she is, Kenz. I just need her back. Safely.”

      I nodded and sipped my coffee. It was a big deal for Jackson to accept her the way she was, and I wished Amy would’ve been here to hear him say it. When she became a vampire, it put a strain on their relationship. So much so, that they’d broken up. Then again, she bit him, but I digress. Historically, vampires and wolves didn’t get along, and Jackson was definitely not a vamp lover back then. He eventually got over his prejudices, but it took them a lot to get to the place they were at now.

      Just then, the front door knob started to jiggle, and Jackson and I quickly looked at one another. Either we were getting robbed, or Bobby was back. We ran out of the kitchen and to the foyer hallway where we met the warlock halfway.

      “Honey, I’m home,” Bobby grumbled as he lugged a duffle bag over his shoulder and kicked the door shut behind him.

      “Long day at the office?” I smirked and leaned against the wall, watching his clearly out-of-shape-self struggle with the heavy bag.

      “A little help would be nice,” he replied sarcastically. “This is your stuff, by the way.”

      “C’mon, little guy.” Jackson relented and took the bag from him like it weighed no more than a feather.

      I raised a brow. “What did you do, bring my whole closet?”

      Bobby shrugged. “I figured you wanted options, and let’s be honest, your apartment is a mess. I just grabbed what I could and left.”

      That caught my attention. My eyes widened. “You were in my apartment? How?”

      “I’m a warlock, duh?”

      I rolled my eyes. “That doesn’t answer my question. I’m surprised they’re not staking out my place in case I return.”

      Bobby snorted. “Oh, they are. I had to use an invisibility spell to get in and out. Which, might I add, isn’t easy to perform, and is quite taxing.”

      “Well, thank you.” I took the bag from Jackson and started to look inside. Fresh undergarments, clothes, shoes, hair products … everything was in there. I wasn’t surprised to see that my gun and shield were missing. They were probably taken the minute the SIU went into my apartment.

      “So, what did you find out?” Jackson asked, getting straight to the point. We moved from the foyer back to the kitchen, and I left my belongings in the living room.

      Bobby sighed. “You were right about the SIU getting involved. They’ve started a formal investigation and there’s already a warrant for your arrest, Princess.” I wasn’t surprised about that. “As for the vampires, they don’t care about the SIU. They want to mete out their own punishment. Right now, it’s a race for whomever finds you first.”

      “That’s not good, Kenz.” Jackson looked at me with a worried face. “The vampires are ruthless. They won’t kill you; not right away, at least. Not until they exhaust themselves torturing you. And since they’re immortal, that could last a long time.”

      I gulped. I was better off with the SIU, but that was only if I turned myself in.

      “What else, Bobby? What did you find out about Amy?” As dire as my situation was, I couldn’t think about anything else. I’d been tortured before, but Amy’s well-being was still my primary focus.

      “Your friend was captured. She’s not being mistreated that I could tell, but she’s their prisoner and is being kept in a cell. They’re hoping you’ll return for her.”

      This was exactly what I was worried about, and why I had to hide the cure somewhere unpredictable, somewhere they wouldn’t think I, of all people, would hide it. Because I was that predictable. I would plan a rescue mission to get Amy out, because that’s who I am. They already knew so much about me because I’m the damn Freedom Princess.

      “Fuck!” I shouted, flinging my mug of coffee at the wall. The glass shattered everywhere, splashing caramel-colored liquid across the walls.

      “Hey!” Bobby shrieked. “That’s wall paneling! Easy with my house.”

      “Relax, Kenz! We’ll figure this out,” Jackson promised, approaching me like a feral animal. “They think you’re on your own, but you’re not. That ignorance will be their fatal flaw.”

      I shook my head and brushed him away. “We can’t possibly break her out. It’s too dangerous.”

      “Damnit, Mackenzie!” he yelled. “We’re not leaving her there!”

      “They know my every move, Jack!”

      “And when they realize you’re not coming for her, what do you think they’ll do to her then? She’ll be considered disposable to them,” he growled.

      “Lucian won’t let that happen,” I muttered, but even I barely believed my own words.

      “Lucian has no clout!” Jackson screamed. “Not anymore. If anything, we might need to bust him out, too.”

      A million thoughts raced through my mind. I couldn’t slow them down enough to follow the thread through, but one thing he said was certain. We couldn’t depend on Lucian to step in, because if those vampires from the bar last night were right, then Lucian’s life was in danger. And the minute Amy ceased to be of use to those vamps, so would she.

      “Might I give a suggestion?” Bobby interrupted. I nodded stiffly. “If you’re going to do a jail break, your best bet is to do it during the day. The cells are underground, which is the tricky part, but I might be able to help with a spell or two.”

      Jackson’s chocolate eyes gleamed, and for a moment, he looked so much like his brother as he smiled excitedly and a small, almost invisible dimple peeked out. It almost shattered me into a million pieces.

      “With a good, formulated plan, we can do this, Kenzie,” Jackson pleaded. “We just have to trust each other. Do you trust me?”

      I didn’t even have to think about it. “Of course I do.”

      “Then let’s do this. Let’s go save our girl.”
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        * * *

      

      My Achilles heel will always be the people I love and my desire to keep them safe. While I might be known as the Freedom Princess and others might think my true fight is injustice, it’s really keeping those I love alive. I would sacrifice everything for Amy. I’d done it many times before and would continue to do it now, even if it killed me. Even though we weren’t blood related, she was the closest I would ever have to a sister. She was my chosen family, and I’d proven countless times before that I would do anything for family.

      “I made you this potion.” Bobby handed me a small vial with purple liquid inside. “Once you take it, it will cloak you for four hours outside of this house. After four hours, it’s fair game. The SIU will find you.”

      I eagerly took the potion from Bobby and nodded.

      “All vampires sleep underground during the daytime, so you’ll have to be very careful,” Bobby cautioned. “The only advantage you’ll have is that they’re weak during the daytime, whether they’re in the sun or not. If you can, lead them upstairs to the cathedral, where I’ll be waiting to shatter the windows and let the sun in, thus giving you the upper hand. Once you have her, get out as fast as you can.”

      “Any chance your secret friend gave you a map of where the cells are?” Jackson asked.

      Bobby shook his head. “You’re going in blind. If you had something of Amy’s – a lock of hair, blood, anything I could trace her with – it would help to find her, but you’ll just have to do the best you can.”

      “Wait!” I jumped down from the bar stool. “Did you pack my hair brush?”

      “I think so, why?”

      I ran to the living room where I’d left the duffle bag and dropped to the ground, tossing items from the bag. I sifted through all the underwear and tank tops, looking for my hair brush. Tangled in a bra strap, I found the royal blue hair brush and pulled it out of the fray. I stood and ran back to the kitchen, holding it victoriously.

      “Check for red strands of hair,” I practically yelled at Bobby. “Amy’s always using my stuff, including my brush.”

      Jackson and I both leaned forward on the kitchen counter with rapt interest as the warlock looked through my messy hair brush for a lock of Amy’s bright red hair.

      “You really need to clean this more often,” he grimaced.

      I rolled my eyes. “I’ll put it on my to-do list.”

      After a few tense seconds of searching, Bobby slammed the brush on the counter and held up a piece of long, curly red hair. “Eureka! With this, I can make an amulet that will point you in Amy’s direction. Jackson will have to be the one to wear it, though, because the magical properties will interfere with your potion.”

      I didn’t care. What mattered was that we had a way to find her.

      “Give me an hour and it’ll be ready.”

      We left Bobby to work on the amulet, deciding to use the time to shower and get ready. We had to be prepared to leave as soon as it was ready. I didn’t want to waste any time or give the vamps a fighting chance during the evening, so the earlier we left, the better.

      Once I had on clean clothes, I felt like a new person. Having to wear the same clothes for almost two days, even though I’d showered, was really gross. I tossed my dirty clothes in the washer and met Jackson downstairs.

      “No killing,” he said as I took a seat across from him in the living room.

      I did a double take. “I wasn’t planning on it. Why would you say that?”

      He looked down at his feet and shrugged. “You’re impulsive, Kenz. I just wanted to reiterate the rules with you. We don’t want to start a war with the vampires.”

      I laughed. “You don’t think this mission to free Amy is already a declaration of war?”

      “I’m serious, Kenz.”

      “I am too, Jackson. What we’re about to do will start a war between vamps and wolves. Are you prepared for that? Because if you’re not, back out now.”

      We sat quietly in the living room for a few minutes as he processed what I said. He had to be one hundred percent sure he wanted to do this. Once we got started, there would be no backing out. What I did was an isolated incident as a lone wolf, but his involvement complicated things. It was an outright pronouncement. He had to be ready for the repercussions.

      “My dad is going to kill me,” he groaned.

      I chuckled and patted him on the back. “Don’t worry, my father will, too.” He relaxed a little as we bonded over the thought of our mutual destruction meted out by our parents. Luckily for me, Alexander was more forgiving than Charles. “But to answer your earlier plea, I promise not to kill. Snapped necks only. Scouts honor.” I raised three fingers in salute.

      Jackson bumped my shoulder with his. “You’re not even a girl scout, Kenz.”

      “You never know, I could have been.”

      We continued to hash out our plan while Bobby finished up the tracking pendant for Amy. Tensions were high as time inched forward and we started losing daylight. For now, we had a solid plan as long as nothing went awry. But we had no contingency plan in case it did, and that always made me nervous. It was a deadly risk.

      “Alright, the amulet is ready.” Bobby walked into the living room holding a gold chain with an amber, almost see-through stone as a pendant. “Here you go,” he offered proudly, handing it to Jackson.

      I peered closer at the necklace and noticed there was a swirling liquid contained within the stone. “What’s that?” I scrunched my face.

      “It’s a replica of Amy’s essence.” Bobby shrugged as if it were no big deal.

      “Her what?!” Jackson and I shrieked at the same time.

      “Her essence. It will call to her the closer you get. It will feel warm, and then you’ll feel a tug around your neck telling you which direction to take,” Bobby informed us as he cleaned his fingernails. None of this seemed to bother him, but I was having a minor freak-out. Having a part of her essence in that stone was like having a piece of her soul. If I’d known this was what he was doing, I would have thought twice about agreeing to it.

      “Let’s just go, Kenz,” Jackson urged. “No point in stressing about it now.”

      He was right. What was done was done.

      “You knew I dabbled in dark magic, Princess,” Bobby sighed. “Don’t act surprised.”

      I growled but didn’t say a word. Beggars couldn’t be choosers, and right now, I was begging for help.

      Taking a deep breath, I followed Jackson out of the house, drinking Bobby’s concocted potion on the way out so I wouldn’t be tracked by the SIU. The minute I stepped outside, I was cloaked and invisible to prying eyes.

      Our first stop was to The Third Eye to pick up Jackson’s SUV. Luckily, it was still there and hadn’t been towed. Now that we had our own wheels and a means to escape, the three of us made our way to St. Paul’s Cathedral—the headquarters for the New York City vampires.

      It was mid-afternoon, and I had less than four hours to find Amy and get back to the house under the cloaking spell. We parked the car across the street from the church so that in case any patrolling vampires braved the sun, at least the car wouldn’t be close. Bobby accompanied us that far, but would stay at the entrance of the church as a look-out, keeping the door open and filtering sunlight into the darkened space.

      Jackson and I quietly ran down the middle, between the pews, and went to the door behind the altar. The barely discernable smell of incense told me it hadn’t been used since the trial. Once we emerged through the small door behind the altar, we took a winding set of stairs to the basement. This was the tricky part, because the space was dark and windowless. If we woke them up and they found us, we would be cornered.

      I let Jackson lead the way since he had the locator necklace. We passed many rooms as we went through the labyrinth of the church’s underground, but since the doors were shut, I assumed they were the vamps’ private rooms. The dreary atmosphere was punctuated by walls of gray concrete. With metal lamps overhead that flickered in and out, the deathly stillness made this a horror movie scene just waiting to happen.

      “Ah!” Jackson yelped, pulling the necklace away from his chest.

      “Shhh!” I quieted him, mouthing, Shut up! and placed a finger over my lips.

      “It burned me,” he whispered as he pointed to the amber-liquid stone, which I noticed had started glowing a golden orange color.

      We must be close. I looked around, seeing that we stood between two rooms. “She could be in either one of these rooms,” I murmured.

      

      “Her room will be locked.” He smirked and tried turning the knob of one of the doors. It turned with ease, but he didn’t push it open. Jackson went to the door across from it, but when he attempted the knob, it was locked. “She’s in here.”

      “We can’t get in without starting a commotion,” I whispered. If we busted her door down, it would be a proclamation to the vampires that we were here.

      Jackson nudged me out of the way and leaned against the door. Placing his hand on the knob, he gave a hard twist and the knob yanked free, opening the door. Not gonna lie, I was impressed by his breaking-and-entering skills.

      Inside, we saw Amy’s frail body chained to a bed by her ankle, lying with no pillow or blankets. Her normally radiant red hair was dull and flat, and she was curled in on herself like a child, shivering with cold.

      “Amy,” I murmured and ran inside. Not caring who heard, I ripped the chain from her ankle and shook her shoulders. “Wake up, Amy, its me.”

      I was relieved to see her tired eyes flutter awake, revealing her emerald greens, but the light in them was diminished. Her gaze was lazy, and I knew it was because of the daytime. Roman was always extra tired during the day, even when encased in darkness.

      “Mackenzie?” she said groggily. “Is that you?”

      “Yeah.” I smiled warmly. “I’m here to bust you out.”

      “No, no,” she groaned, pushing me away. “You have to go. You have to get out.”

      I nearly fell backward. “What are you talking about, Amy? We don’t have time for this. We have to go.”

      “It’s a trap,” Amy whispered, and the blood drained from my face.

      I turned to Jackson, who had heard our conversation as he stood guard by the door. “We knew it was a risk coming here. We have to at least try.”

      I nodded and turned back to Amy, who was having a hard time staying awake. “Come on, up you go,” I said, pulling her to a sitting position. I flung her arm over my shoulder and rested my arm and hand behind her back. My other hand went beneath her knees and I cradled her in my arms. We’re going to get out of here.

      Once she was settled in my arms, Jackson led the way and we speed-walked back upstairs. No longer caring how much noise we made, we practically ran through the maze of corridors within the basement. We had just made the last turn toward the long hallway that led to the stairs when we heard the clicks of opening doors. Ignoring them, we kept running. If anything, we ran even faster.

      We made it halfway to the stairs before the first vampire came out of his room. Jackson was closest and snapped its neck easily. Our advantage was that the newbie vamps were like zombies during the day. The older ones would be harder to put down.

      Jackson paved the way for us against emerging vampires as we pushed further through the cathedral, but now we had to worry about the vampires at our backs. I set Amy down and she slid down against the wall. “Sit tight,” I said to her and faced off against two oncoming vampires.

      One tried to run toward me at vamp speed and almost got me, but with my better-than-average wolf reflexes, I clipped him in the throat. As he coughed and gasped and stopped in place, I took the chance to snap his neck. It wouldn’t kill him, but it would put him to sleep for a little while. Just long enough for us to get the hell out of there.

      I could tell the second vampire was new because of how slow he was. He swung a languid punch at me that I side-stepped effortlessly. When he tried to grab me, I spun around so that we were back-to-back. I grabbed him by the neck, lifted him above the ground, and slammed him down, breaking his neck.

      I looked back at Jackson, pleased to see he had cleared the way in front of us. Behind us more vampires continued to stream out of their bedrooms, but I was still pretty sure we could make it to the stairs. Jackson backtracked and picked Amy up off the floor, carrying her the rest of the way up the stairs as I followed behind and kept the vamps off our trail.

      Once we made it to the altar, I slammed the door behind us, securing it with a chair wedged under the doorknob. It wasn’t much, more symbolic than anything, since vampires were strong. They could easily bust through the door, chair and all. But I was hoping that with their limited strength and sluggishness in daytime, luck would be on my side and it would give us a few extra seconds of a much-needed head start.

      We just made it down the altar and to the pews when I heard, “Mackenzie!” Lucian’s voice reverberated throughout the church, like an unflinching angel of death. “Do not take a single step out of this church. You will leave Ms. Amelia here.”

      I spun around to see Lucian emerge from the side door beside the altar that led to his office and library.

      “You know I can’t do that, Luce,” I responded tightly as I looked at him with sad eyes. “I’m taking her home.”

      “You will do no such thing. You will stay and answer for your crime.” Lucian’s blond hair was disheveled, and war brewed in his eyes. He had always looked out for me, even when I didn’t know it. But now we were on opposite sides, and I could tell he didn’t like being in that position. I didn’t like it, either.

      “Your people are wrong, Lucian. What they were going to do—”

      “What you did was a million times worse, Mackenzie!” he spat. “You killed an Elder! Have you no morals?”

      His accusation was like a slap in the face. I jerked back from shock.

      “Don’t speak to me about morality.” My voice was deadly. I was angry now.

      His jaw tightened, but he had nothing more to say. His Elders had no morals and he knew it. I wasn’t perfect and I knew I made many mistakes, but I would never allow someone to point out my defects as if they were free of imperfections.

      “I will leave here, Lucian, and I’m taking Amy with me. You can either let us go, or you can fight me. It’s your choice.”

      Lucian stomped out from behind the altar, walked past the front pews, and stood in the middle, directly in my line of sight.

      “I can’t let you go.”

      That was my answer.

      “Jackson, get Amy out of here,” I commanded over my shoulder. My pulse quickened as I looked into the vampire’s dark gaze. No matter how much bravado I had, I knew I wouldn’t fare well in a fight with Lucian. He had centuries of experience on me, and I was no match for his particular brand of skills. I swallowed deeply and readied myself in a fighting stance.

      Lucian snarled and lunged for me, his fangs elongated. With vampiric speed, he was on me in an instant. I took a blow to the face and gut before I even saw him move, then he grabbed my neck and slammed me on the ground. I could hear the tile beneath me crack from the impact. He squeezed the column of my neck with ease, as if I were nothing but a puff of dust. His eyes were wild as they looked into mine and I scrabbled at his hands, clawing at them, trying to get him to release me so I could catch a breath. Lucian was ancient, so while he wasn’t at full strength, he was still strong during the day and could withstand the draining effects that sunlight had on the newer vamps. He showed that force now with ease. I gasped like a fish out of water as the corners of my vision dimmed.

      Just then, there was a loud bang and all six windows in the church shattered. Glass rained around us like falling stars, which was just the distraction I needed to unhook his hand from my throat and push him off me. I gulped ragged breaths as Lucian slid across the church floor on his knees as sunlight streamed through the shattered windows. He raised his arms up to cover his face, squinting his eyes against the brightness. The force of the sun’s rays was too much, even for him. Rubbing my neck, I stumbled over to him and kneed him as hard as I could in the face.

      My body felt sluggish, as if all the blood had rushed to the top of my head. I wiped blood from my face and leaned over his body, peering down at Lucian as he cowered from the sun.

      “You chose the wrong side,” I growled. Raising my steel-toed boot, I kicked him in the side of the head, knocking him out.
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      Jumping into the back seat of Jackson’s SUV, we sped back to the house, trying to make it back before our four hours were up. Bobby sat in the front seat as Jackson drove, while Amy was wrapped in a cocoon of blankets to shield her from the sun. I held her in my arms, a rush of joy and relief flooding me that she was finally safe.

      “We’re almost there, Amy,” I whispered. “Hurry, Jackson!” I banged on the back of his seat as I looked at the clock on the dashboard. We were cutting it short.

      “Uh … Mackenzie, we might have a problem,” Jackson said as he glanced up at the rearview mirror. “Someone’s tailing us.”

      I spun around and looked through the back glass. All the cars around us appeared normal from my viewpoint, until one changed lanes and I saw the unmarked police car that was behind it.

      “Shit, it’s the SIU!” I yelled, turning to Bobby with accusing eyes. “I thought you said I had four hours!”

      “You do!” he shouted back. “They didn’t find you using a locator spell.”

      “Kenz,” Amy murmured. “I’m sorry.”

      “Shh, it’s not your fault, Aims,” I promised, though I worried who was tailing us. Jackson stepped on the gas and started making erratic turns into side streets that took us further away from the house, trying to lose them.

      “You can’t lead them to the house,” Bobby demanded, grasping the handle above his car door as Jackson took a sharp right turn.

      “I know,” Jackson growled. “What do you think I’m doing?”

      We turned down a desolate street, but just as we were coming up to a bridge, a black cloud entered the car and engulfed us.

      “Stop the car!” I screamed as I shut my eyes, knowing who it was. “Jackson!”

      I held onto Amy tightly as the car swerved left and right, the tires squealing as we spun heedlessly until we hit something head-on. I clasped Amy to my chest, but we still hit the back of Jackson’s seat from the force of the crash.

      I shook my head and struggled to open my eyes, seeing stars from the impact to my head. The black smoke started to dissipate from the car interior, and when I looked beside it, Finn’s body emerged from the clouds. I was so disoriented, I was seeing two of him as he stood there unmoving. I squinted to see him clearly.

      “Everyone okay?” Jackson groaned from the front seat.

      “I’m fine,” Bobby muttered, “but you’re definitely not driving again.”

      “I’m alive … sort of,” Amy slurred.

      “We’re good back here,” I offered, still looking at the multiple Finns as my door was suddenly ripped open. Literally. Hinges and all. Cassidy Chang stood there in all his over-six-feet glory, muscles protruding out of his shirt, with a police badge slung on a chain around his neck.

      He reached into the car and grabbed my arm, hauling me out and slamming me onto the side of the vehicle, facing forward. “Mackenzie Grey, you are under arrest. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law …” Cassidy continued to read my Miranda Rights as he clamped handcuffs around my wrists.

      Jackson burst out of the car in a half shift, his canines, muzzle, and claws elongated, growling as he lunged for Cassidy. Chang didn’t see him coming and was knocked to the ground. The two wolves grappled on the ground, fur and teeth flashing. Finn was about to get involved when Amy leapt out of the car and landed on top of him, snarling in his face. Even though she was weak, she was braving the sun for me. Bobby was nowhere in sight, and I figured we wouldn’t be seeing him any time soon. He cared for himself and only himself.

      A gunshot rang in the air and everyone froze as we looked over to where the sound came from. There stood Garrett Michaels, my human partner, with his gun pointed in the air.

      Jackson and Amy backed away, hovering near me protectively, even as Amy swayed woozily.

      “Stay out of it, Cadwell,” Cassidy growled at Jackson. “We only want her. The rest of you are free to go.”

      “Mackenzie isn’t going anywhere,” Jackson barked, taking a menacing step forward, thereby blocking my view.

      Cas huffed out in agitation, “Your father won’t be pleased if he hears of this.” That was a low blow.

      “Fuck my father. Why don’t you go tell him that?” Jack sneered.

      I knew then that I had to intervene. Charles already hated me because of what happened to one son; I couldn’t bear for him to hate me for another.

      “Enough,” I whispered. “I’ll go.”

      Jackson whirled around and grabbed me by my shoulders, my wrists still handcuffed behind me. “The hell you will! We’ll find another way, Kenz. We didn’t make it this far to give up now.”

      I smiled at him, and in that moment, he reminded me so much of Jonah. So unwaveringly faithful. I wished I could give him a hug for standing by me until the end. “It’s better they find me instead of the vampires. Like you said, we’ll find a way to fix this.”

      His eyes dimmed and lost their shine as he turned to Amy.

      “Kenz, I’m so sorry!” she wailed, tears rolling freely down her cheeks.

      I tried to smile. “Aims, it’s not your fault. If you thought I was going to leave you behind, you’re crazy. You would have done the same for me.”

      She nodded.

      “I’ll be okay,” I coaxed as Michaels sauntered over to me and lightly nudged my arm to direct me towards the unmarked police car. I let him take me as my friends watched me go.

      I didn’t look back.
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        * * *

      

      The drive to the precinct was relatively quiet as I sat in the back with Michaels, while Cassidy and Finn rode in the front. No one said a word at first, even though I knew they had a million questions running through their minds. The only one out of the three of them who had already been in this position was Michaels. He’d had to arrest me before, ironically enough, for murder in the human world before he knew anything about supernaturals. Maybe that was why he was handling me with care, unlike the others.

      “You’ve really done it this time, Grey.” Finn was the first to speak. He usually wasn’t afraid to speak his mind, so I had to prepare myself for him not holding back his thoughts. “Killing a fuckin’ vampire Elder? The hell were you thinking?”

      “She wasn’t. As usual,” Cassidy replied, and I glowered at him from the backseat.

      “Let’s wait until we’ve done our investigation before we pass judgment,” Michaels muttered. I looked over at him gratefully, but he wouldn’t meet my eyes.

      “This is an open and shut case,” Cassidy grunted.

      No one said anything for the rest of the ride to the station, including me. I wouldn’t speak again until I got my one phone call.

      When we arrived, they parked the car at the front of the building and escorted me inside. It was embarrassing to have your coworkers, people you considered your colleagues, see you as one of the criminals we brought in every day. I wanted to put my head down in shame, but the wolf inside me wouldn’t allow that. Instead, I looked forward, avoided eye contact, and held my head high.

      We went up the elevator to our floor, and when we made it to the squad room, a hush fell over the entire department. All heads turned our way as I endured a literal walk of shame on my way to the interrogation room.

      The thick concrete walls prevented anything from being heard from the outside. A single metal table stood in the middle of the small room with two metal chairs sitting opposite each other. In each corner, cameras were mounted, red lights blinking to alert us that they were recording. The wall on my right side held a one-way mirror.

      Michaels uncuffed me and I took a seat where directed—the chair facing the mirror. As they filed out of the room, I knew the drill. I would be left there for hours with no interaction. I still hadn’t been processed, and I wondered what the delay was.

      The air conditioner kicked in and the air was unusually cold, more so than even I could handle. I huddled in my metal chair and laid my head on the table, rubbing my arms to keep them warm. The cold wormed through my feet, shooting throughout my body, giving me chills. It was an unfamiliar sensation because I was hot-blooded and didn’t get cold easily. They must have done this on purpose. I closed my eyes and tried to shut out the cold and everything else, mentally preparing myself for what was to come, because it would only get harder from there on out.

      The door to the interrogation room finally opened and Cassidy walked in. Alone. This couldn’t be good.

      He took a seat across from me and leaned back, staring at me as if I would start spilling my guts to him without provocation. I knew the others, including our lieutenant Owen Briggs, were watching behind the mirror.

      “Comfortable?” he asked, and I knew he meant the air conditioner. I shrugged noncommittally. “So, talk to me, Grey. What happened?” I didn’t say a word. I stared back stoically. After several minutes of tense silence, his nostrils flared in frustration. “I can’t help you if you don’t talk to me.” He leaned forward, leaning his elbows on the cold table. “And trust me, Grey, I want to help you.” His eyes softened, and I believed him.

      My team wasn’t bad. We worked well together and had each other’s backs when needed, but in this case, I knew they couldn’t help me. The only thing they could possibly do was get me a shorter sentence at Ironwood Penitentiary. I couldn’t go there. I’d be going to the place where my enemies were, the people I’d sent to prison. It was the worst place for a cop to be. It was a death sentence.

      “Damnit, Grey!” He slammed a fist on the table. “Give me something!”

      I cleared my throat. “I want my phone call.”

      He slumped back in his chair in defeat and nodded. “Right, your phone call.” He rolled his eyes. “You’ll get it when I find a phone.” Cassidy pushed his chair back, making it screech against the floor, and stormed out of the interrogation room.

      It was a tactic we used with suspects when they asked for their phone call. I knew I wouldn’t be getting my call anytime soon, but that was okay. It gave me time to contemplate my next words, because who I called for help was a big deal. Once I made this move, there was no going back. I had to make sure it was a good one.

      I wasn’t calling Bash. I wasn’t calling my parents or my brother. I was calling Alexander.
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        * * *

      

      When I was finally able to make my call, Michaels escorted me into a room with a phone so I’d have some privacy. The one call I needed to make was in Scotland, but I didn’t care that I was about to rack up a serious phone bill. When Michaels left, I waited a whole sixty seconds before grabbing the phone and dialing the number I’d memorized by heart. I’d done so for emergencies and was glad I did, because this was definitely an emergency.

      Shame filled me as the phone rang. I was running to my father—to the King—for aid, but my hands were tied. I didn’t know what else to do but use my privilege.

      No answer. I got his voicemail. I hung up and called his office. Margaret, his secretary, answered right away.

      “Castle Mac, office of King Alexander MacCoinnich, how may I help ye?” she said in her thick Scottish brogue.

      “Margaret! It’s Mackenzie. Is my father in the office?” I practically yelled. I jumped from my seat and tried to calm myself down. I didn’t want anyone to know who I was calling.

      “Mackenzie, darling! How are ye?”

      “Not so good, Margaret. I really need to speak to Alexander. It’s an emergency,” I urged her, because she could talk your ear off for hours if you weren’t careful.

      There was a sharp intake of breath. “Oh, dear. He’s currently in a meeting, but let me run in and get him. Hold on, darling.” I heard her put the phone down, followed by the clinking of her high heels running across the marble floor of the castle.

      I drummed my fingers on the table as I impatiently waited for someone, anyone to get back on the phone before Michaels returned to tell me my time was up. Beads of sweat rolled down the side of my face as I watched the door. “C’mon,” I muttered, bouncing my leg anxiously.

      I heard heavy footsteps through the phone line and sighed in relief when I heard his voice. “Mackenzie, what’s wrong?” Alexander’s deep voice boomed through the phone, music to my ears.

      I nearly cried. “I’m in trouble,” I whispered. “I did something bad, Alexander, and I’m in serious trouble.”

      Without hesitation he said, “Whatever it is, we’ll fix it. What did ye do?”

      “I killed a vampire Elder.”

      Crickets.

      You could hear a pin drop, that’s how silent the line went. I shut my eyes, imagining the disappointment in his face. I was not the heir to the throne he wanted, at least not the one he deserved.

      “Tell me everything that happened, Mackenzie,” he said somberly, and I did.

      I rushed to tell him everything that had happened from the very beginning up until now, to my arrest. “—now I’m waiting to be processed. They’re going to send me to Ironwood. Alexander, as a cop, I can’t go there. I’ve put too many people away. They’ll kill me.”

      “I will nae let that happen, Mackenzie. Do ye hear me? If I have to smuggle ye out of that bloody country, I will.”

      I smiled. I hadn’t realized I was crying until tear drops fell on my forearm. I quickly brushed them away and straightened, vowing not to show weakness.

      “Ranulf is here and has been listening in. He has an idea.” Ranulf was Alexander’s right-hand man, his most trusted advisor, and head of security. I should have known he was there.

      “Hey Ranulf.”

      “Stupid girl, the things ye get yeself into,” he barked, and I rolled my eyes. He would always call me stupid girl until the day I died. Which might actually be sooner than we thought. “We’d already started your claim for Scottish citizenship, which you’ll need when you take the throne. I’ll go put a rush on that. Since ye’re royalty, we might be able to grant you diplomatic immunity if we register ye as a diplomat in America.”

      I froze. “I can’t get diplomatic immunity in my own country!” I whisper-yelled. My eyes were wild at the absurdity of the scenario. I’d known about the citizenship bit; we’d started that before I left Scotland a while back, but everything else just sounded like a movie.

      “Ye can if ye denounce yer country,” Ranulf continued. “Then it won’t be yer country.”

      I nearly dropped the phone. They wanted me to give up my United States citizenship. The country in which I was born and raised. My home.

      I knew one day I’d have to leave for Scotland to take the throne, but to denounce and strip away my rights just sounded … wrong.

      “I-I can’t. This is my home. What happens when I’m cleared of the charges? I’ll no longer be a citizen of this country.”

      “Ye’ll be a diplomat,” Alexander replied calmly. “You can stay or come to Scotland, Mackenzie.”

      I would be able to work at the SIU—not like they would want me anymore—but I would have many restrictions.

      “We need to find another way,” I said just as the door opened and Michaels came in.

      “Time’s up,” Michaels said, making a hand gesture for me to hang up the phone.

      “I have to go; my time is up, but there has to be another way. Call and talk to Amy,” I instructed, not waiting to hear what Alexander said before I hung up. I could have sworn I heard him say I love you, but I refused to believe it. We were still building a relationship and it was going great, but some things were still awkward. We hadn’t gotten to the I love you’s just yet. Either way, I had too much on my plate to worry about my daddy issues.

      “Thanks, Michaels.” I pushed the phone to the middle of the table. I was about to stand and follow him out of the room when he stopped me.

      “Let’s talk,” he suggested, taking a seat in the chair across from me. This room wasn’t made for interrogations. It was for the one phone call and that was it, so I knew no one was listening in. “I trust you, Grey. More than anyone on this team.” His voice was thick with a New York accent.

      “I trust you, too.”

      He nodded thoughtfully. “And it’s because I trust you that I’m telling you this. Things are looking bad. The vampires are out for blood – no pun intended – and they want us to throw the book at you if we don’t hand you over to them outright. We’re obviously not going to do that. Briggs said we could, but we protect one of our own. So, we’re stuck between a rock and a hard place, Grey. Either we hand you over to the vamps, or we give you the maximum sentence. And none of us want to do either one.”

      Garrett Michaels and I had been partners for years, since I was his intern, so we had a sense of loyalty to one another that was different from the rest. I appreciated him giving me the scoop and letting me know what they were facing. It gave me an understanding now as to why Cassidy was so frustrated with me.

      “If you hand me over to the vampires, at least I’ll have a chance to escape. At Ironwood, I’m already dead.”

      His face was solemn as he processed what I said and the accuracy of it. At Ironwood, every supernatural’s powers were suppressed, so I’d be human against the masses. And while I knew how to fight and could defend myself, I also knew I wasn’t invincible. I’ve learned that lesson a couple times.

      “Tell me you have a better plan than that, Grey.” His eyes begged me. “At least give me some details about that night. Anything that could help your case.”

      I bit my lip and thought hard about that night at the cathedral. I’d retold this story so many times, but never revealed all the details. Like how everyone looked, what it smelled like, who was there. All of which matters in an investigation.

      “There was something about the Elder named Isaac that bugged me. He kept staring at me and smirking, almost like he was waiting for me to do something. It might be a stretch, but do you think maybe they denied her the cure on purpose just to antagonize me?”

      “Hmm,” Michaels contemplated. “Possibly, but it’s circumstantial, at best. And why would they want to do that? Especially if it risks one of their own.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. But if I was investigating, I’d start with Isaac. Something’s fishy with him.”

      “Anything else?” Michaels pulled out a notepad and started to take notes.

      “Keep an eye out for Lucian. I heard they’re gunning for him. He needs to be kept safe.” It didn’t matter that we were fighting, I didn’t want any harm to come his way. Especially if it was because of me.

      “Who’s after him?” he quirked a brow.

      “The Elders.”

      That made him raise both eyebrows in shock. “Now that’s something I can work with.”

      “Really?” I answered, surprise in my voice. I leaned forward to look at the notes he’d taken.

      Michaels nodded. “It might just be vampire business, but according to the SIU guidelines, the Head Vampire of New York City falls under our jurisdiction. So, if anything happens to him, it’s our business. Didn’t you read the handbook at orientation?”

      “I skimmed it.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I’ll bring it to you for some light reading while you’re sitting in your jail cell. You’ll need it when you come back to work.”

      I grimaced. “I don’t think I’m coming back after this, Garrett.”

      His head whipped up from his notepad. “Oh, you’re coming back, Grey. I’m gonna get you out of this. One way or another.”
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        * * *

      

      The team had seventy-two hours before I had to be processed and prepared to be shipped off to Ironwood, by law. Now that I’d spoken to Michaels, I knew why they were holding back. They were working the case. Trying to figure out a way to get me out of it. For starters, they could have been a little nicer about it, but according to Michaels, no one wanted to get my hopes up. Which was reasonable. I didn’t want to get my hopes up, either. But if push came to shove, I’d tell them to hand me over to the vampires. I’d stand a better chance with them; I just had to be ready for a lot of torture. No biggie.

      I laid on the cot in my jail cell, grasping the SIU handbook across my chest. Each of us was given a copy the day we were hired, which held all the rules, guidelines, and special supernatural laws we had to abide by. Michaels brought it to me as soon as they locked me in, and I remembered why I never finished it. I made it to page four before I quit and laid down. I stared at the ceiling, imagining everyone working double-time to get me out of this mess and here I was, unable to do a damn thing. Feeling useless was the worst feeling ever.

      “No one likes a pity party,” Finn said as he clanked his ring on one of the cell bars. “But misery does love company.”

      I turned my head to look at him leaning against my cage. “Come to join the party?”

      “Why the hell not?” He shrugged and pulled a chair from the officer’s desk, dragging it to the bars. He sat down, leaning back and putting his hands behind his head. “I would have brought you a drink since the situation definitely calls for it, but since you’re as clean as they come, I brought you water.” Finn rolled me a bottle of water. I sat up and stopped it with my foot.

      “Thanks,” I chuckled and lifted the bottle up. It was cold and coated with condensation. I uncapped it and gulped half of it in one shot. “How’s it going out there?”

      Finn clucked his tongue. “Not good, Grey. Not good at all. Michaels says you want us to turn you over to the vampires.”

      “Worst case scenario.”

      He nodded. “I think it’s your best shot if we can’t figure this out. But I’m afraid the others won’t agree to it.”

      I leaned my elbows on my knees and blew out a breath. “Then you have to convince them, Finn. You have to pull the trigger. Metaphorically speaking, of course.”

      He nodded again. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      Finn and I continued to have an easy conversation after the heavy stuff was out of the way. We never really had the chance to speak like this; the Reaper kept to himself most of the time, but in this moment, he opened up. Maybe it was because my death was imminent and he pitied me, who knows, but I appreciated the time he spent just shooting the breeze with me.

      Once he left, I was alone once again, aside from the officer on duty. I was unable to do anything in my defense, and it drove me crazy. Being in a cage didn’t help. I’d caged my wolf for so long, now that she was stirring, the confinement was making her antsy. It wasn’t a good feeling.

      “Easy, girl,” I muttered to myself, trying to calm my wolf from raging out and shifting. I could only imagine how she would feel if we got sent to Ironwood. I shook my head. I couldn’t let it happen.

      I drifted off to an uneasy sleep. I didn’t know how long I was out before I heard the clanging of the cell bars and stirred awake. I uncurled myself from the cot and looked up to see Cassidy unlocking my cell.

      “Get up,” he instructed indifferently. I wasn’t going to lie, it stung a little. “Your lawyer is here.”

      I frowned. “My lawyer?” I never called for one, and I definitely didn’t ask for a public defender. In all honesty, it wouldn’t do me much good in a supernatural court. Guilty was guilty.

      “Yeah, Grey. Whoever you called, or maybe your friends, whatever, got you a lawyer and they want to see you.” He swung the door wide open, motioning for me to exit.

      I scrambled to get up and hurried out of the cell. I followed Cas toward one of the private rooms that didn’t have cameras or mirrors, but before I went inside where my lawyer was waiting, I stopped him.

      “Listen, I know you’re pissed,” I started, grabbing his arm and halting him. He turned to look at me. “Rightfully so, I’ll admit. But you know how I am and that I’ll do anything for the ones I love, no matter the cost. And I understand that it’s not fair to my friends when I put them in situations like these where they feel like they have to help me. So, don’t feel obligated. You don’t owe me anything, Cas.”

      His gaze narrowed. I was still holding onto his arm and I could feel his muscles flexing. “You’re not the only one who will do anything for the ones they love, Mackenzie,” he offered in a serious tone. If I hadn’t been paying attention, I would have thought he said something upsetting.

      My heart softened. No matter how pissed he was at me, he would still do whatever he could to save me. I didn’t deserve it. The relationship between me and Cas was like one of a brother and sister, and I cherished it deeply. He helped me through some of my worst times back when I had no one, and that was something I’d never forget.

      “I don’t deserve your friendship, Cassidy Chang,” I pronounced with a sad smile as I turned to go into the room. I didn’t want to hear his response. He was still upset. Sometimes we say things in anger, and I didn’t want him to say something he’d regret.

      Once I entered the room, all hope of beating my charges left me in one fell swoop. They say not to judge a book by its cover, but I was totally judging. Seated in one of the chairs at the table in the center of the room was a man in his mid-twenties. Way too young to be a lawyer. At least a good one with experience. He was blond, green eyed, and devilishly handsome. When I say the man was smokin’ hot, I mean damn, he was killer. If Bash wasn’t in the picture, well, I probably wouldn’t do anything because I have no game, but let’s pretend I did. In which case I’d say I’d totally tap that. Even though he was seated, I could tell he was tall and very well built. Not too muscular, but not too lean. Just right.

      “Mackenzie Grey?” He smiled warmly at me and I almost forgot my name, looking at those pearly white teeth.

      What the hell?

      I shook myself out of my stupor and stuck my hand out. “Yes, and you are?”

      “My name is Mason Kincade.” He shook my hand and I felt the callouses of rough hands used to hard labor.  Not the baby smooth softness I expected. Which meant there was more to this lawyer than met the eye.

      I sat in the seat across from him and eyed him thoughtfully. “So, Mr. Kincade, who called you on my behalf?”

      He shrugged. “No one. I took on this case myself.”

      Well, that was certainly different. I laughed casually to hide my shock. “And why would you do something like that?”

      Mason placed his forearms on the table and leaned forward conspiratorially. “Why would I want to miss the opportunity to defend the Freedom Princess? That’s a once in a lifetime opportunity … although, looking at your track record,” he pointed to a thick manila folder on the table, “… it may not be once in a lifetime.”

      “Funny,” I deadpanned.

      He arched a brow. “But true, is it not?”

      I lifted a shoulder. “Believe what you want.”

      He quickly lifted his hands up defensively. “I’m not judging, Ms. Grey. I admire you, truth be told. You’ve overcome so much in the short amount of time you’ve been a wolf. Not many could have done what you have.”

      I twisted my mouth to the side. He sounded more like a fan than my lawyer. “Look, I like my ego stroked just as much as the next girl, but why are you here?”

      “Fair enough.” He nodded, all businesslike. “I’m here to set you free.” Mason shuffled his papers and folders and put them back inside a briefcase that he placed on the floor by his feet.

      “Say what?” I didn’t think I heard that right.

      “You heard me correctly, Ms. Grey.” He smiled charmingly. “I got a judge to sign off on your release. You’re free to go.”

      I didn’t know how to feel about that. Elated, overjoyed, but also nervous. I was safe at the SIU. If I left the confines of the station, I would more than likely fall into the hands of the vampires. But wasn’t that what I wanted? Ugh, this was just too complicated.

      I waited in the room for my lawyer to process my paperwork and get me out of there. I didn’t know if it was daytime or nighttime, but either way, I’d make a run for the Bronx, back to the safety of Bobby Wu’s house. I hoped everyone was still there and Bobby hadn’t kicked them out.

      Before I had a second to react, the door burst open and an even angrier Cas barged in, scaring the living shit out of me.

      “Fuck, Cas!” I yelped and jumped out of my seat.

      “What is this bullshit, Grey?!” he yelled, holding up a legal document. “It says we used excessive force on you and because of that, your arrest isn’t valid!”

      My eyes widened, and I snatched the paper from him. I scanned it quickly and sure enough, it detailed my arrest and the force used to detain me. While the methods were unorthodox, we were supernaturals, for God’s sake. That meant we had to think outside the box.

      “I didn’t know, Cas, I swear!” I couldn’t believe that damn lawyer. He got me out, alright. Using underhanded tricks and throwing my team under the bus.

      “If you leave, Mackenzie, we can’t protect you. The vampires will come for you in force, and we won’t be able to stop them.” I heard the concern in his voice.

      “Just do what you can on your end, and I’ll worry about my hide.” I smirked, but he didn’t find me funny. “I’ll be okay, Cas. I have help.”

      His face turned grave. “Don’t tell me you’ve gone to Bobby Wu.”

      “Then I won’t tell you.”

      “Mackenzie, he’s bad news, I’m serious. I’ve told you this plenty of times. Stay away from him,” he growled.

      I ignored him and reached for the pen in his shirt pocket. “Here is my temporary number.” I scrawled it on the back of the court document. “Keep me updated, and I’ll do the same.” I handed him the paper and pen and he reluctantly took it.

      “You ready, Ms. Grey?” Mason popped his head in and called for me. I nodded, but before leaving, I hugged Cas. It was one sided since he was still pissed, but I needed the human contact. Then I left.
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        * * *

      

      It was early evening when we left the precinct, just a few hours before dusk. I had no ID, no phone, and no money. It would definitely be interesting getting back to the Bronx from the city.

      “Need a ride?” Mason offered as we walked out of the SIU together.

      I furrowed my brows in contemplation. I was still pissed at what he did to my team and because of it, I didn’t trust the guy. But right now, unless I wanted to walk, I needed that ride.

      “Sure.” I followed him to a restored Mustang in excellent condition. It was cherry red and stood out like a beacon in the sea of inconspicuous cars around it. “This is your car?” My jaw dropped.

      “Yeah, she was my dad’s. We worked on her when I was younger and when he passed, he gave her to me,” he said as he slid into the driver’s seat.

      “Sweet ride,” I remarked, dipping my head in appreciation as I climbed inside. I didn’t know squat about cars, but she sure was pretty. He revved her up and when it was clear, he jetted off into traffic.

      Mason didn’t say much at first, and the quiet between us made the tension in the car a little awkward. So, I set him straight on a few things.

      “Look, Mason.” He was no longer Mr. Kincade. “I appreciate you getting me out of lock-up, but if you pull an underhanded stunt like that again, I’ll fire you. Since you’ve done research on me, you know I’m SIU, and that’s my team back there that you threw under the bus. I don’t appreciate that. Cross me again, and you deal with me.”

      A hush fell in the car and I thought maybe I’d gone too far. But even if I did, it meant he wasn’t tough enough to handle my case.

      Then he said, “Fair enough. I apologize. I only wanted to get you out as soon as possible.”

      That gave me pause. Why would he go to such extremes to get me out? There was something not right with this lawyer. He was too good looking to be real, his hands were rough like he worked in construction instead of behind a desk, and his interest in me was just shy of abnormal.

      I turned to look at him. “You’re not a lawyer, are you?” I surmised, watching his expression warily.

      For a minute, Mason continued to casually drive as if I hadn’t said anything out of the ordinary, until a grin spread across his face. “What gave me away?”

      “Let’s just say some things didn’t add up.” I scanned the car. My stomach tightened as I started to worry about where he was taking me. I hadn’t given him any directions, and we weren’t going toward my apartment.

      “Easy, wolf,” he chuckled. “I’m a friend.” He raised a hand in defense as I growled.

      “Who are you?”

      He pulled into a dead-end road and turned the car off. “I wasn’t lying when I said my name is Mason Kincade. We probably have an hour before they realize that release form is a fake and come looking for you again, so I’ll make this quick. I’m a vampire hunter.”

      I faced Mason and stared at him for at least two minutes straight before bursting into a fit of laughter. And I mean uncontrollable, loud cackles. The most unladylike I’ve ever been. I think I even snorted a couple of times.

      I finally wiped away the tears that leaked from the corners of my eyes and controlled myself. “Did you just say, ‘vampire hunter’?”

      His nostrils flared in aggravation. “Yes,” he gritted.

      “What are you?” I continued to chuckle, unable to stop myself.

      “What do you mean?” He arched a brow.

      “I mean like, what’s your brand of freaky? Your species.”

      “Ah!” The lightbulb flickered on. “I’m human.” He said it with such pride. He puffed out his chest and lifted his chin.

      I shook my head. “Hold the fuckin’ press. You mean to tell me you’re a human vampire hunter, who managed to get into the SIU undetected? Hell, a human who even knew about the SIU, and managed to fool everyone there as an undercover lawyer?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m telling you,” Mason said, and once again, those green eyes were all business.

      I fell back in my seat and let out a breath. “I swear I can’t make this stuff up.”

      “Why is it so absurd to you that there are vampire hunters in your midst?”

      I scoffed, “Because I don’t understand how you’re okay talking to a werewolf, but not with a vamp. Also, how come we don’t get hunters? That’s some B.S. discrimination, right there.”

      Mason straightened. “Oh, trust me, wolves have hunters, too. But your kind is tracked more in rural areas. Not so much in the city. And I don’t have any qualms with shifters. You stay to your kind and don’t mess with the humans. But the vampires, on the other hand, don’t know how to stay away from humans. Someone needs to keep my kind safe.”

      “And that someone is you?”

      “There are more like me,” he informed me, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel. “But for now, I’m all you got. What you did to Ephraim hit the grapevine, and now everyone is out for blood. But most are too afraid to confront the Elders.”

      This all sounded like a bunch of nonsense to me, like Buffy two-point-o was out for a vendetta. The reality of the situation was that I was just trying to stay alive.

      “I can’t give you what you want, Mason,” I replied, getting straight to the point. “I’m not in the business of killing vampires.”

      “They’re an abomination.” His angelic face grimaced. “They feed on the innocent, sometimes to the point of death. They must be stopped.”

      He must not have done enough research on me if he didn’t know my best friend was a vampire. If he had, there was no way he would try to recruit me to his cause. Not when Amy’s life—even Lucian’s—was on the line.

      “I’m not a hunter. It just so happened that one of them ticked me off and I was having a bad day.” I shrugged. “I don’t make a habit out of it. But you got the wrong chick.”

      “I know why you’re hesitant.” He faced me. “You’re worried about your friend. The red head.”

      I didn’t let the shock show on my face. I schooled my expression and kept cool under his gaze. “What about her?” I asked nonchalantly.

      “If you help me, I won’t hurt her. She’ll be off-limits,” he bargained.

      Frustration consumed me and I rolled my eyes, throwing my hands in the air. “I’m not some assassin for hire!” I shouted. “Thanks for the assist at the SIU, but I’m no vampire hunter.”

      Mason shook his head as if I hadn’t been listening to a word he’d been saying. “I don’t want you to be a vampire hunter. I just want to hunt four specific vampires—the Elders. Think about it: with them out of the way, you’ll be safe, and so will your friend. You’ll be free of their tyranny.”

      My eyes widened. Holy shit balls. This kid didn’t want to go on a killing spree; he wanted to take out the head of the snake. That’s ballsy.

      “You don’t have to answer right away.” I had to admit, I was left speechless. “Here’s my card.” Mason reached into his suit jacket and produced a business card. “Call me when you’ve made a decision.”

      I took the small piece of cardstock paper and looked at it. It consisted of his name, phone number, and email.

      “I’m not making any promises.” I twisted my mouth to the side and he nodded.

      “Here’s some cash.” He handed me a couple of bills. “I’m sure you can find your own way from here.”

      And with that, I got out of his car and he sped away.
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      I made it back to the Bronx in record time, right before darkness blanketed the city, and banged on the red door to Bobby’s safe house. I really hoped they were there or else I was screwed, because now it was nightfall and the vampires would be out in full force. I rapped my knuckles on the door again, and after a minute that felt like an eternity, it finally swung open. Jackson stood there, his eyes wide as he took me in.

      “How?” was all he said.

      “Long story,” I muttered as he pulled me into the house. He gave me a one-arm hug and walked me through the living room and to the kitchen.

      “Amy is still asleep. She should be getting up soon, though,” he said, then he pointed to the coffee maker, asking if I wanted a cup.

      “Please,” I all but begged. “Where’s Bobby?”

      Jackson snorted. “Oh, you mean the little traitor warlock who bailed at the scene of the accident and showed up at the house like nothing happened? Yeah, he’s in Chinatown running his business. I’m supposed to call him with any updates.”

      I wasn’t surprised or upset. Mainly because I was exhausted, but also because I knew Bobby Wu, and that behavior was par for the course. I knew who I was dealing with from the very beginning, and this was what I signed up for. I had to be prepared to get left up shit creek when the tough got going.

      “Don’t worry about it, Jack.” I waved it off. I could tell by the shocked expression on his face that he was going to worry. A lot. Because we—more like I—had made a deal with the devil.

      “I don’t trust that little worm—”

      “Mackenzie?” Amy’s soft voice floated from behind me and I spun around to see her standing at the threshold of the kitchen. She had a serious case of bed hair, and she rubbed her still-sleepy eyes as if she wasn’t sure what she was seeing was real.

      “It’s me, Aims.” I went to her and she pulled me into one of her tight bear hugs. Except now with her added vampire strength, they were a little painful.

      “You’re squeezing too tight,” I choked, and she loosened a little.

      “How did you get out?” she shrieked. “I’m so sorry, Kenz! I swear I wish you hadn’t come for me. This is all my fault, I—”

      “Amy, stop.” I covered her mouth with my hand. “I’ll always come for you. Always.”

      Tears slipped from her emerald eyes and she pulled me into a softer hug. This time, it was because she needed it.

      Once the hug fest was over, we settled at the counter with some much-needed coffee and I told them everything that happened since my arrest. From Alexander and Ranulf’s bright idea—I say that with much sarcasm—to my fake lawyer turned vampire hunter. It was quite a tale, and after re-telling it, I had to chuckle to myself at the absurdity of it all.

      “I can’t believe Alexander wanted to strip you of your U.S. citizenship,” Amy mused as she sipped on her coffee. “It’s so extreme.”

      “It would have gotten you out of prison, but it wouldn’t have saved you from the vampires,” Jackson said. “They don’t care about that political crap.”

      “I think Alexander was planning to whisk me away to Scotland and keep me there, safe in Sheunta Village.”

      “You’d have to stay there forever,” Amy said. “The vampires would never stop hunting you.”

      “There’s no way that’s happening,” I scoffed. “Remind me to call Alexander so he doesn’t execute that idiotic plan.”

      “What about the hunter?” Jackson inquired. “I’ve heard of many things, but that was definitely a first.”

      “What about him?” I raised a brow. “He’s a total whack job. I don’t do crazy.”

      I might have been exaggerating in the crazy department, but I didn’t want them interested in that guy more than they already appeared to be. It seemed dangerous and a total risk. Besides, the man was human. What could he really do against a vampire? He would be nothing but a liability.

      “Let me see his business card.” Jackson reached out his hand. Hesitantly, I pulled it out of my back pocket and gave it to him. “I say we look him up. Run a background check.”

      “The guy wants to kill me,” Amy deadpanned. “I’m definitely not on his Christmas list.”

      “He did say he’d stay away from you,” I added. “As a sign of good faith and all.”

      “Damn.” Amy leaned back. “He must want you bad if he’s going against his religion.”

      Amy had a point. He sounded like a hardcore vamp hater, but was willing to let one slide just for me. There must be a catch in there somewhere. He relented too easily, and if I’d learned anything in the few hours I spent in his company, it was that he liked to play tricks.

      “Fine.” I nodded to Jackson. “Run a background on him.”

      It’s better to know thy enemy.
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        * * *

      

      I left the others in the kitchen while I went upstairs to shower and clean up. I’d spent almost two days at the station and I felt beyond gross. Once I was freshened up, I picked up my burner phone and called Alexander. He needed to know I was free, and I needed to stop him before he did anything rash.

      He answered on the second ring.

      “Mackenzie?” he answered, hopeful.

      “Yeah, it’s me,” I said. I hadn’t given him my new number, but I supposed he was answering all unknown calls from America in hopes it was me.

      “How are ye, darling?” he asked, his voice breaking on the last word. I hated how much stress I was putting him through. I guess I was making up for the rebellious teenage years he missed out on.

      “I’m free, so there’s no need to worry about getting me diplomatic immunity. It would have been pointless, anyway. We’d still have the vampires to deal with.”

      “They cannae touch ye in Scotland,” he answered defiantly, and I smiled. It was exactly what I thought he’d do. Sequester me in Sheunta Village to keep me safe. But I couldn’t hide for the rest of my life. Especially if I were to take the throne. What kind of message would I be sending to the Lycan? It would be a sign of weakness, and I would be challenged at every opportunity just to keep the crown.

      “Running away is not always the answer, Alexander.”

      “Then let me come to ye. I have the jet fueled and ready to go.”

      I shook my head as if he could see me. “Don’t start a war on my behalf. You have enough on your plate. I shouldn’t have called.”

      “Yes, ye should have,” he huffed. “I want ye to always call on me when yer in trouble. I have to do something, Mackenzie. I cannae just sit around and wait.”

      I didn’t know what he could do. I called Alexander because I was only thinking of saving my own ass, and I didn’t care if he started a damn war between the Lycan and the vampires. But now that I’ve had time to think it over, the desperation has slinked away. I couldn’t be that selfish. Not with him, and not with the future of the Lycan. I’ve always fought my own battles, obnoxiously so, but this one had me stumped—vexed, if you will. Maybe it was because I killed someone for selfish reasons. Or because this cure was tied to Jonah, whom I couldn’t seem to let go. Or maybe it was my obsession with fixing Amy. Honestly, it could be many things, but all I knew at this point was that I needed to get myself out of this mess fast.

      An idea popped into my head. “Maybe there is something you can do for me. Can you contact Lucian? Talk to him, get as much information as you can out of him. He might talk to you.”

      “I can do that,” Alexander said. “Anything else?”

      “Yeah.” I cleared my throat. “What do you know about vampire hunters?”

      There was a choking sound on the other end of the line. “What did ye say?” he sputtered.

      “You heard me,” I grinned.

      “Bloody hell, Mackenzie. Please tell me ye have nae been dealing with hunters,” he groaned. “They’re bad news.”

      “How do you think I got out of jail?” I chuckled. “One pretended to be my lawyer and got me out. So, what do you know about them?”

      “Ruthless humans who should stay out of supernatural business and feck off, is what I know. They’re murderers, and no friends of ours.”

      I snorted. “Well, this one seemed super friendly.”

      “Be careful, Mackenzie. They believe vampires have no souls and they’re all bad. Don forget yer best friend is a vampire, and so is mine.”

      The irony.

      We spoke for a little while longer before ending the call and promising to speak soon. Alexander was still worried, especially after hearing about the hunter, but at least he wasn’t going to show up in the States with Ranulf to start an international scandal.

      I looked out the window to the backyard garden to see that night had fallen, which meant I was locked in the house until daytime. Well, at least until Bobby returned with more of that potion that cloaked me from locator spells. Going from one prison to another drove me crazy, but it also gave me time to think. I needed a game plan if I was going to get out of this situation.

      The cure was safe for now, but the minute I was captured by the vampires, they’d start torturing me for information on it. So, maybe working with that hunter wasn’t such a bad idea. If I got rid of the Elders, I got rid of the problem. But then who would lead the vampires? If left leaderless, would they revolt against me? I needed someone on the inside. Someone I could trust, who wasn’t happy with the status quo. I needed to go back to The Third Eye. The bar was a hub for gossip, and I was sure to find an unhappy vamp in the midst who could be my eyes and ears inside the cathedral. Bobby had a connection, but I needed to get one of my own. I didn’t trust the warlock.

      I went downstairs and told Jackson and Amy my idea.

      “Are you stark raving mad?” Jackson’s mouth fell open. “We barely got out of there alive the last time!”

      “This time we’ll be prepared.” I shrugged off his concern.

      “How about Jack and I go, and you stay here? Where it’s safe,” Amy suggested.

      I shook my head ruefully. “I need to be there.”

      “Why?” Jackson shouted. “Why the hell do you need to risk your life? Again.”

      “Because it’s my life, and if I want to risk it, so be it.” I threw my hands in the air. “Look, I’m not trying to be an asshole, but this is my mess. I need to be the one to fix it.”

      Amy frowned. “Kenz, this is my fault just as much as it is yours.”

      I knew she was saying it to make me feel better, but I knew I was to blame. As always, I reacted without thinking. My animal instinct took over, and the human side didn’t have time to catch up. Now I was paying the consequences. But I was learning, slowly but surely, from my mistakes.

      I ignored Amy’s admission. “So, we go tomorrow night?” Jackson and Amy looked at one another and then to me and nodded. “Perfect,” I smirked. “Now, this time, I want to wear a disguise. Go completely method. Change my hair color and everything. Really get into character.”

      Amy rolled her eyes. “This is what you’re thinking about?”

      “My name will be Daenerys Targaryen—Mother of Dragons—and I’ll be a dragon shifter.” I nodded thoughtfully.

      “You need Jesus,” Amy sighed. “No one will believe that.”

      “They won’t believe I’m the Mother of Dragons, or they won’t believe I’m a dragon shifter?” I quirked a brow.

      “Neither!” she shouted and slapped a palm to her forehead. “We’ll go incognito, but no characters. It’ll only get us into more trouble.”

      “I don’t know, Amy,” Jackson shrugged, “I kind of like the idea of being Fabio, Merman of the Seven Seas.” He looked wistfully ahead as if daydreaming.

      I laughed. “You want to be a mermaid?”

      “Merman!” he corrected.

      “We’re getting off track here!” Amy interjected. “No one is being anything. It’ll only lead to trouble.”

      “Fine,” I said, exasperated. “You’re no fun. But I’m still going to ask Bobby to give me a disguise. I can’t walk the streets looking like myself. I’m too recognizable.”

      “Agreed,” she nodded. Thus settled, we continued to plan for tomorrow night.
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        * * *

      

      As daylight crept across the sky, sleep overtook Amy. It was coming for Jackson and me, but we had to wait for Bobby’s return. Jackson had called last night to notify him of my return, so we were expecting him. Except the warlock was taking his sweet ass time, and we fell asleep in the living room until the afternoon, when he burst into the house and we startled awake.

      “What the hell?” I garbled when the front door banged open. I jumped up from the recliner and Jackson rolled off the sofa and onto the floor. Not so gracefully, I might add.

      “Good morning!” Bobby sang as he strolled in with a messenger bag slung across his chest. “Rise and shine.”

      I looked at the time on my phone. “It’s the afternoon, Bobby!”

      “Meh, semantics,” he replied airily. “Welcome back, Princess. How was lock-up?”

      I gazed at him through bleary eyes, and if looks could kill, he’d be a pool of molten lava right about now. “Not so pleasant. Thanks for the assist.”

      He held up his hands. “There’s only so much I can do. I’m not God.”

      “Although you like to pretend to be.” I gave him a scathing look.

      “Well, someone came back from the slammer in a mood.” Bobby narrowed his eyes at me. “Nevertheless, I’m here to give you aid. I was told you needed another cloaking potion?”

      “And a disguise,” I said. This made him raise a brow.

      “Come again, Princess?”

      “I need to look like someone else for the night. You can cloak me all you want, but the minute people see these eyes, they’ll know who I am. There’s no hiding it.”

      In the Lycan world, gray eyes came from one bloodline only, and that was the MacCoinnich. When they glowed silver, it not only announced the arrival of my inner wolf, but it was a dead giveaway of who I was. Because there was only one Luna—female wolf—in America who had them. And that was me.

      Bobby twisted his mouth to the side in contemplation. “I can temporarily give you a new face and hair, but one thing I cannot do, is change your eyes.”

      I frowned. “Why not?”

      “You know there’s Fae magic tied to your bloodline. A magic so powerful, not even I can touch it. Your eyes are coated in them. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before.”

      I attempted to hide the shock from my face, but I didn’t think I was doing a good job. According to Drusilla, the Fae Queen I killed, she’d endowed my family with Fae magic to keep us strong when she fell in love with one of my ancestors before he left her for his soulmate. It was why she was a bitter harpy. But I digress. Fae magic was why Alexander assumed I was able to become a hybrid; not only a Lycan, but an oracle like my biological mother, Adaline. Which was supposed to be impossible. That must be the Fae magic Bobby saw in my eyes—the oracle sight. I didn’t say anything to him, because my hybrid nature was a secret that only a few trusted people knew.

      “Can you get me colored contacts?” I suggested, trying to steer the conversation away from the magic in my eyes.

      “Now that, Princess, I can do,” he smirked. “So, tell me. Who do you want to be?”

      I turned to Jackson, who was picking himself off the floor. He looked like he had the biggest hangover, without actually having consumed an ounce of alcohol.

      “Jack, what do you think? Should I go blond? They do say they have more fun.” I grinned.

      He rubbed his hands up and down his face. “I can’t believe you’re doing this. Bash would lose his mind.”

      “I thought he liked blonds,” I bitterly commented.

      “I’m so not answering that.” Jackson backed away.

      “Good boy.” I gave him an evil smile. “Now, help me find a new face. Amy’s not here to help.”

      We spent the next few hours letting Bobby work his magic—quite literally—in building my new persona. Since Jack and I were sleep-deprived from having stayed up with Amy, Bobby let us get some sleep while he worked. But he told me that when I woke, I’d awake as a brand-new person. The thought of being someone else was a little terrifying, but also exciting to the point I almost couldn’t fall asleep.

      Alas, I knocked out and awoke hours later in the evening. I reached for my phone to see it was already eight at night. I noticed my arm and hand were whiter than my normally tan skin. My nails were painted bright red, and I cursed at the sight of them. I never painted my nails. Especially not red.

      I hurried out of bed and to the bathroom that was attached to the bedroom. With my eyes closed, I entered and stood in front of the mirror. It was the moment of truth, and my heart raced with fear of being turned into the hunchback of Notre Dame. It would be something Bobby would do.

      I slowly peeked one eye open and gasped, my other eye snapping wide in shock. I didn’t recognize the woman in the mirror. The structure of my face had completely changed. It was heart shaped, with thicker lips and a cute button nose, and a smattering of freckles that covered my cheeks. My hair was golden blond with highlights that flowed to my mid-back, and I had bangs that fluttered on my eyelashes. Then there were the gray eyes that stared back at me. Those damn recognizable eyes. Hopefully, he’d gotten the contacts. Nonetheless, I was beautiful. A total blond bombshell. And a complete stranger.

      Goose flesh rose on my skin as I stared at my reflection. I couldn’t believe the extent that magic could go. How dangerous it could be. It made me shiver.

      With that thought, I walked out of the bathroom, threw on some clothes, and realized everything fit a little tighter. I was about to burst out of my shirt when I realized what had happened and I ran downstairs.

      Bobby, Jackson, and Amy were in the living room chatting when I stormed in.

      “You enlarged my breasts?!” I shouted at the warlock.

      Jackson and Amy stared at me wide-eyed like I had three heads sprouting from my neck.

      “Kenz … is that you?” Amy whispered.

      “Yes, it’s me!” I shrieked. “Bobby! You were only supposed to touch my face, you perv!”

      The warlock was on the recliner laughing his ass off, to the point he was coughing and his eyes were tearing.

      I’d been so stunned by my facial reconstruction that I hadn’t noticed the double D’s on my chest. Okay, so maybe they weren’t doubles, but they were huge.

      “Sorry, Princess,” Bobby gasped between laughs. “I couldn’t help myself.”

      I growled. “When does this wear off?”

      “Twenty-four hours and you’ll be back to your lovable self.” He tossed me a small white box. “Here are your contacts. I thought hazel would be a nice color.” He chuckled, still finding this all very amusing.

      I caught the box and barely controlled the urge to throttle him. Why couldn’t I just be some random blond chick and not a walking stereotype?

      “You should take a picture and send it to Bash.” Jackson grinned.

      I turned the full force of my glare onto him.

      He lifted a shoulder. “What? He might like the new model.”

      “I’m gonna kill you.” I vaulted over the coffee table to strangle him, but Jackson was fast and hopped off the sofa, out of my reach within seconds. As I chased him around the room, it turned into a playful game. Bobby yelled at us to be careful with his antiques, and Amy joined in when she pulled out her phone and started to record me. I definitely did not want any proof of my transformation. I’d burn everyone’s phones if I had to.

      “Say cheese!” Amy yelled. I spun around and saw the flash go off. I hated being tag teamed.

      When I’d had enough, I flopped onto the couch and surrendered. “Fine, whatever.” I waved them off. “Show Bash once this is all over. Just don’t send it now, or he’ll freak.”

      Jackson tumbled onto the sofa next to me, put his arm around my shoulders, and took a selfie. I glared hard into the camera while he smiled from ear to ear.

      “I’m sending that one out in next month’s Lycan newsletter,” he smirked.

      “You don’t even have a newsletter.” I rolled my eyes.

      “You’re not subscribed?” Amy raised a brow. “It’s supposed to only be for the Northeastern Pack, but I signed up,” she said with pride.

      I couldn’t believe there was an actual newsletter. And he wouldn’t dare.

      “Jackson, I will murder you in your sleep if you share it with the Northeastern Pack,” I growled. He only grinned conspiratorially.

      “Are you children quite done?” Bobby interjected, looking at his watch. “It’s time for you to get going, and for me to go to sleep. So, get out.”

      Not wanting to get sidetracked again, we all nodded our heads obediently and prepared to leave. I went back upstairs to put on my contacts, which were a bitch to put on. God bless my twenty-twenty vision, because I poked my eyeballs one too many times. But once I finally had them in, my look was complete. I didn’t look so bad with hazel eyes. I might just keep the contacts to see how they looked with my real face. It could come in handy in the future when I needed to hide who I was.

      With my eye color changed, I grabbed a hair tie and pulled my hair into a high ponytail, letting my bangs hang over my forehead. I tried to find the dressiest outfit I owned – which, let’s be honest, I didn’t really have – and settled on non-ripped jeans, a black V-neck shirt that was way too tight on me but showed the girls, and a pair of Converse low tops. It was the best I could do. I definitely didn’t have dress shoes. It was either sneakers or boots—and the only boots I had were combat or work.

      Checking to make sure I had money in my back pocket, I went downstairs and met the others by the door. Bobby had my potion waiting for me like a mom with medicine. I slammed it back in one shot, and we were out the door. Even if we went over the four-hour life-span of the cloaking spell, it was okay because I was undercover. No one would know it was me, and I left my ID at the house.

      Jackson’s SUV was still in the shop after the accident, but his insurance gave him a rental in the meantime, so we still had a ride to The Third Eye. The whole ride there, we spoke about the plan and where to meet if things went awry.

      This time, we learned from our past mistake and didn’t park in the bar’s parking lot. Instead, we parked a couple of blocks down. Once we exited the vehicle, I let Jackson and Amy go on ahead of me. They would go in as a couple. Amy needed the back-up in case any vampires recognized her. But it wasn’t her they really wanted, it was me.

      I stayed by the car for a good fifteen minutes before I made the trek toward the bar. It was eleven-thirty at night, and at midnight, all the creatures would come out to play. The streets were already full, and by the time I made it to The Third Eye, it was packed. You could barely fit a soul in there. For a second, I thought I wouldn’t be able to get in.

      “It’s okay, honey, come on in,” the bouncer by the door said as he looked at my chest. Not once did he look at my face.

      “Eyes up here, buddy.” I pointed two fingers at my eyes and then at his. He looked up shamefully and nodded.

      I entered and had a moment of déjà vu for a second, remembering my time as a bouncer at a little dive bar. Granted, I wasn’t a creeper like that guy, but it seemed like a lifetime ago. Hell, it was another life. It was where Bash found me. An ache in my gut appeared and I frowned. There was a tug in my abdomen, a longing, and it changed my whole mood. I missed him. He should be here with me. Helping me. I shook my head. I couldn’t be that selfish. Bash had already sacrificed so much for me, I couldn’t ask for more.

      I blinked a few times as if coming back to reality and buried the feelings away.

      I stood at the entrance of The Third Eye and scanned the room. I needed to find the vampires. I walked around between the tables, past the booths and bar. I saw Amy and Jackson standing at a high top. They were laughing, and it looked like they were doing nothing more than having a good time with some drinks. The opposite direction held the pool table area, so I decided to start my search there.

      Gathered around one of the pool tables was someone I knew very well. It was just my luck he was hanging out with some vampires.

      I strode toward them, snatching a pool stick from the rack, and entered their group.

      “Can I play?” I batted my lashes and gave them the sweetest voice I could form as I leaned on the stick.

      The four guys looked at one another and grinned. Two of them were vampires, but the other two were clearly Fae.

      Fae continued to have a bad rep since the Freedom War, and though much of the supernatural community didn’t want anything to do with them, some were starting to warm up to them. They were coming out more, from the looks of it.

      One of the Fae, boasting shoulder-length, auburn hair that was braided at the sides and plainly showed his pointed ears, stepped up and smelled the air.

      He smiled ruefully. “What’s a Luna doing out here without her Pack?”

      We all had different scents, and Lycan had a very earthy, woodsy scent. It was very recognizable and made us easy to distinguish among other supernaturals.

      “I’m just looking to blow off some steam.” I shrugged playfully. “Is this a boys-only club?” I looked at them through hooded lashes.

      I sucked at flirting, but I hoped my new persona would lend me some courage and game that I seriously lacked as Mackenzie Grey.

      One of the vampires, a Hispanic with curly dark hair, stepped forward and showed his fangs. “This is most definitely not a boys-only club, señorita.”

      “Good,” I purred. “Then whose team am I on?”

      All but one raised their hands and I chuckled slyly. The one who didn’t raise his hand was the other Fae. He watched me carefully, as if he had something to say but was holding back. I knew what it was, but I had to keep my lips sealed.

      “I’ll sit this one out. She can take my spot,” the stoic Fae, Malakai, said with narrowed eyes. I only nodded his way.

      Malakai was a Fae rebel during the Freedom War. He went against the Fae Queen and started a small rebellion in the Fae realm. When the Freedom War began, he joined our side and helped us defeat her. Not many people knew or wanted to believe that there were some Fae who actually fought against Drusilla and all her evil, but Malakai was one of them. What he was doing here with two vampires was a mystery.

      So, the game began. The other vampire, who had a head full of beautiful dreadlocks, broke and picked stripes.

      “I’m Carlos, by the way,” the Hispanic vampire introduced himself. “And this is my buddy Damon.” He pointed to his other vampire friend, who winked.

      “And I’m Arion.” My partner for the game held out his hand. I gave him mine and he quickly pulled my hand closer and gave me a gentle kiss on the top of it, followed by a smirk.

      I couldn’t stop the flush that rose up from my neck. “Charming,” I said, pulling my hand from his grasp. It was one thing to flirt for my cover, but it was quite another to let them get handsy. I’d have to keep an eye on Arion.

      “And you?” Carlos took a shot and made it into the corner pocket.

      “Me, what?” I asked dumbly.

      “Your name.”

      “Oh,” I laughed awkwardly. “Celeste.” I’d thought about it in the car, and I looked like a Celeste. Well, that was what babynames.com told me, anyway. It was the prettiest name out of the bunch on such short notice.

      “Celeste.” Damon let it roll off his tongue. “I like it. Sounds like you have an old soul.”

      “Maybe not as old as you,” I quipped at the vampire, and they all burst out laughing. “Sorry.” I gave him a flirty smile.

      “No, it’s okay, I like a girl with a sense a humor,” Damon smirked. “And I am old. A hundred and forty years old.”

      That made me raise both brows. I knew vamps were old, but damn, I hadn’t met many besides Lucian and Roman who were of a certain age, I guess you could say. It was definitely an eye raiser to see them so casually in the wild.

      “Your turn, Arion,” Carlos said, and we watched the Fae as he lined up his cue, aimed, and shot the ball into the left side pocket. He did it one more time before he missed. I saw Carlos nudge Damon from the corner of my eye and then ask, “So, what Pack are you from, Celeste?”

      I had two options. I could lie and say I was from Queens, but then I could easily be caught in a web of lies if they questioned me and I answered wrong. Or, I could say I was from the Brooklyn Pack, where I knew the ins and outs and could string a better story. I went with my best bet.

      “The Brooklyn Pack,” I shyly answered as Arion motioned for me to take my turn. I leaned over the table and lined up my cue. I was actually a decent pool player, but for the sake of my cover, I’d flounder a little to keep the game going. I missed on purpose and frowned apologetically. “Sorry, Arion.”

      “It’s okay, sweets.” He grinned like it really wasn’t a problem, but that sly look on his face concerned me.

      “Brooklyn, eh?” Carlos looked to Damon. “So you must know that lone wolf, the Luna Princess.”

      I had to hold back my expression because I really wanted to roll my eyes. These guys were not good at playing subtle. Their curiosity had been piqued, and they were going to try to interrogate me. If they only knew I was the one interrogating them.

      “Mackenzie?” I played stupid. They nodded slowly, but I saw the gleam in their eyes. They thought they’d hit the jackpot. It was no secret I was dating the Alpha of the Brooklyn Pack. Their rationale might be that I’d sought solace within the Pack. “What about her?”

      Damon shrugged nonchalantly. “She’s kind of a big deal to your people, right?”

      “She’s just a Luna like me,” I blurted, and the guys froze to stare at me. I quickly realized that might have been a mistake. In my quest to not boost my own ego and tone down my reputation, I might have raised some red flags. I bit my lip. “But she is our Freedom Princess,” I corrected and wanted to barf. I hated being called that.

      “Thanks to Queen Drusilla,” Arion murmured.

      Now that made me freeze.

      “Arion!” Malakai barked. “That’s enough.” He’d been so quiet behind us, I’d forgotten he was there. I peered over my shoulder and saw he was looking directly at me, his eyes unwaveringly intense.

      “It’s true,” Arion said. “She got her fame by killing our elders. First the Fae, and now the vampires. Who’s next? Her father?”

      “She would never do that!” I snapped back. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Was this how they viewed me?

      The Fae looked at me sympathetically. “I’m sure she seems nice, Celeste, and no offense to your people, but she’s a wild card. If they don’t reign her in, she’ll be your destruction.”

      I gaped at him stupidly, unsure what to say or how to react. What did you even say to that shit? I really wanted to say fuck you, but I was working on my attitude, so I swallowed the obscenities.

      “Don’t act like you liked Drusilla, Arion,” Malakai scoffed. “You were one of the first to join the rebellion. And I’m sure some of you weren’t fond of Ephraim, either.”

      I raised my gaze to the two vampires, who had stopped the game and were staring at one another.

      “Ephraim was a dick,” Damon said with a chuckle.

      “Damon!” Carlos scolded, but the other vamp just rolled his eyes.

      “It’s true.” He shrugged. “He withheld that cure on purpose. You know it just as much as I do,” he lowered his voice.

      Carlos leaned forward. “Doesn’t matter,” he whispered. “The Elders are still in town, and if they hear what we’re saying—”

      “They’ll stake us?” Damon snorted. “Those old timers can come for me if they want to.”

      “No one’s coming for anyone,” Malakai said and stood from the stool he was sitting on, walking toward us. “We’re just having a casual conversation with our new friend.” He grinned at me. There was something in Malakai’s expression, a mischievous, knowing look, and I could have sworn he knew who I was.

      I cleared my throat. “I don’t understand what’s going on.” I acted oblivious and let it show on my face as I looked at each one of them.

      “You really don’t know?” Carlos asked me, and I shook my head. “Where have you been?”

      “The Brooklyn Pack has been out of town since our warehouse burned down. I just got in to stay with a friend today,” I said by way of explanation.

      The lightbulbs in their heads clicked and it made sense to them.

      “She might be hiding with the Pack,” Carlos suggested to Damon.

      “Who? Mackenzie?” I asked. Carlos nodded. “She’s been in a fight with our Alpha. We haven’t seen her in weeks,” I lied effortlessly. It wasn’t necessarily a lie, but more like a stretched truth.

      The guys looked at one another and frowned. Their one and only lead just went down in flames. I pushed for them to tell me what happened and finally, our pool game forgotten, they directed me to a high-top table and we all sat down. Arion ordered some beers and we settled in for story time.

      “Mackenzie Grey killed one of our Elders,” Carlos started, going on to tell the story about the night of the hearing and the cure for Amy. Some details were left out, but overall, the tale was left intact. Between Damon and Carlos, they repeated what happened, though I could tell they were on opposing sides.

      “The Elders have us running around searching for her, when there are more important things to worry about,” Damon said as he took a swig of his beer.

      “But you’re not looking for her now,” I noted.

      “That’s not necessarily true,” Malakai chimed in. “It’s why Arion and I are here.”

      Carlos nodded. “If she comes in, they’ll know.”

      I swallowed deeply. “How so?” I squeaked. I needed to eject myself from this group A.S.A.P., or I was in deep shit.

      “With Fae magic. It’ll notify us if she’s here,” Arion offered.

      Oh, fuck. “Why would she come in here? Seems kind of silly,” I chuckled.

      Damon lifted a shoulder. “She was spotted here by the SIU not too long ago. She might have some unfinished business. It’s worth a shot.”

      I could feel Malakai’s gaze on me and I wanted to disappear. Was this all a trick by him and Arion? Who was working the magic, and why hadn’t they busted me yet? The anticipation was killing me, and I just wanted to get out of there. I knew what I needed to know, and I’d pass the info along. Jackson and Amy could do the rest, but I needed to go.

      “I’m really sorry about your Elder,” I apologized to the vampires. “Although he was a dick, no one deserves to die. I’m sure it wasn’t Mackenzie’s intention. But it’s getting late, and I’d best be going,” I excused myself and got off the stool.

      “Aw, Celeste don’t go,” Carlos said. “We’re sorry we ruined the night with talks of our problems. I promise we won’t speak of it again.”

      “No, it’s okay, I really must go,” I said, when suddenly Arion grabbed my upper arm, a little too tight for comfort.

      “Don’t go,” Arion urged and his fingers tightened, digging into my skin.

      Malakai got off his stool, but before he could intercede, I stepped into Arion’s personal space like I was about to hug him. He grinned to the others, as if he was going to get lucky, when I kneed him in the balls. When he hunched over, I kneed him in the face. He fell back, knocking down a couple of chairs with him.

      “Mackenzie Grey taught me that,” I snapped before stepping over him. “It was nice to meet you, boys,” I called over my shoulder as I walked away.

      I was maneuvering my way through the crowd when I heard my name. Well, my other name.

      “Celeste!” Malakai called out in the midst of the loud crowd. “Wait up!”

      I stopped in the middle of the bar, in a throng of supernaturals, and waited for the Fae to approach me.

      He grinned widely. “You don’t make it easy, Kenz,” he said, laughing.

      I couldn’t hide the shock. “Excuse me?”

      He rolled his eyes. “You can fool them, but not me. I actually know you, and I’d recognize your scent anywhere. Even when you’re wearing someone else’s face.”

      My eyes narrowed, but when I realized he wasn’t going to give in, I finally relented. “Damn it, Malakai. My scent couldn’t have given me away.”

      He chuckled. “You’re right. It’s that damn tattoo on your hip. My magic bounced off it. That’s when I knew it was you.”

      I frowned. “But it only protects me from malicious magic.”

      He grinned. “I know. I was testing a theory.”

      I smacked his arm. “You son of a bitch! What if you were wrong? You could have hurt someone!”

      “Ouch!” he rubbed his arm. “But I wasn’t wrong. I knew it was you.”

      I furrowed my brows. “So why didn’t you bust me in front of your friends?”

      “Yeah, right,” he snorted. “I’m not handing you off to those idiots. Whatever you did, I know it had to be for a good reason. I trust you, Mackenzie. Now get out of here before they start to suspect something.”

      I smiled. “Thank you, Malakai.”

      He nodded, and before I knew it, he was lost in the crowd.

      I scanned the bar and found the empty table at which Jackson and Amy had been sitting. I did a quick walk-thru of the bar, and when I found they were no longer there, I left. I headed down to our meet-up point, which wasn’t where the car was parked, but at a diner a couple blocks down the street.

      It had been a while since I’d been outside and actually had some fresh air, so I took advantage of my temporary freedom as I strolled through the busy streets of New York City. The noisy streets were loud, cars honking, sirens blaring, and people yelling, but it was music to my ears.

      When I made it to the diner after a twenty-minute walk, I found Jackson and Amy in a back corner with a perfect view of all the exits. I quickly made my way over and took a seat opposite them.

      “Yummy, coffee.” I plopped down across from them and reached for the pot and a mug.

      Amy let out a mild shriek. “Gosh, I’m still not used to seeing you like that,” she gasped, clutching her chest.

      “What? Blond and perky?” I tilted my head.

      “Yes,” she said, exasperated. “It’s weird.”

      “Well, it got me good intel tonight,” I said as I rubbed my left eye. “Except these damn contacts are so itchy.”

      “What did you learn?” Jackson leaned forward on his elbows.

      “For one, there are rumors flying around that I’m going to kill my father next. I’m so not cool with that.”

      “What?” Amy gasped.

      “Yeah.” I nodded. “They’re saying that since I killed the Fae Queen, then a vampire Elder, I’ll be coming for the Lycan King next.”

      “That’s absurd, Kenz. You know that,” Jackson said as if it were common sense. It didn’t make it sting any less. For anyone on the outside looking in, it looked like a pattern. I couldn’t deny that.

      “You’re not feeding into this nonsense, are you?” Amy asked with a pierced brow raised up.

      I scoffed, “Of course not,” but deep down I wasn’t sure. I knew I wouldn’t do anything to hurt Alexander. At least never intentionally. But— I shook my head. I couldn’t think that way. They were right. This was ridiculous. “Anyway, I met a vamp we might be able to tap into. I got a vibe he might not be all gung-ho for the Elders.”

      “Which one?” Amy asked.

      “Damon. The one with the dreadlocks,” I answered. “He commented that Ephraim was a dick, and overall just didn’t agree with what they were doing. I think there’s more to it, though. What do you know about the Elders, Aims?”

      She shook her head. “Not much. I didn’t learn about them until Lucian told me about the hearing that night. All I know is that they’re the governing body of the vampires, and are the strongest. Almost invincible.”

      “I might know someone who can help,” Jackson said. “Jonah once dated the supernatural archivist. She might be able to give us more information on the Elders. What are you looking to find?”

      I leaned back in the booth and sighed heavily, blowing my bangs from my forehead. “I don’t know, I just got a vibe. Damon mentioned they had much more important things to be dealing with than this, so what’s making them go up in arms? It must not be because I killed Ephraim. It must be because of the cure. At the hearing they acted like they didn’t care for it, but maybe they do. There’s something bigger at play, and I’m being used as a scapegoat.”

      Jackson nodded. “Let’s talk to the archivist. She might give us some insight.”

      “Archivist?” Amy and I said in unison.

      I’d heard of many things in my short time in the supernatural community, but this was a first.

      “There’s one in every major city. A historian, if you will,” he replied. “We must protect our history and make sure it doesn’t land in the hands of humans.”

      “And Jonah dated her?”

      “Why, jealous?” Jackson smirked.

      “What?” I said, taken aback. “Not at all. Just wondering who the hell didn’t Jonah date, is all,” I added with a grin.

      “Funny,” he deadpanned.

      Jackson tossed a few bills on the table for the coffees and we got up to leave. I pulled out my phone and noticed I only had an hour and a half until the cloaking spell wore off, so we were on a time crunch. Stepping into the crisp night air, I followed them to where they parked the rental car and we got in. We drove in relative silence for twenty-five minutes until we got to our destination. Traffic was heavy, and what would normally have taken ten minutes, took much longer. We were still in the city, parked before a clock tower I’d never noticed before. And I prided myself on the fact that I knew just about every square inch of Manhattan.

      When Jackson turned off the car and got out, Amy and I followed him as he walked toward the tower. The structure boasted gothic architecture and had an ancient, otherworldly feel.  It looked like we were going inside, and I wondered if the archivist worked inside the clock tower. If so, that would be pretty cool.

      As Jackson opened the front gate, it whined from non-use and we went inside. The entrance was dark except for a single lantern at the entryway. As if he’d done this a million times before, Jack grabbed the lantern and kept walking forward, lighting the way.

      “This is spooky,” I murmured, my voice echoing down the path. My voice carried, and the sound of multiple wings flapping resonated around us. In my mind, all I could think of were bats. Bats aiming for my neck, bats tangling in my hair. I scrunched up my shoulders to hide my neck and scanned the area, but it was too dark to see anything.

      Amy clamped a reassuring hand on my shoulder. I flinched. “Relax, Kenzie,” she soothed. “It’s just pigeons.”

      We traveled up a winding staircase until it brought us to a landing where there was finally some light, and what it illuminated was amazing. All around us were stacks upon stacks of books, along with endless rows of bookshelves. I couldn’t believe this all fit in a clock tower.

      “Whoa,” I muttered as I spun around. “This is dope.”

      “Annette?” Jackson called out. “It’s Jackson Cadwell. Jonah’s brother?”

      We waited by the stairwell for a few minutes, just basking in the enormity of the collection. If this was the history of the supernaturals, we would definitely find what we needed to know. Hopefully. Hell, Bash and I might even be able to ask her about our soulmate bond.

      “I don’t think she’s here,” Amy said, tugging on his sleeve. “Maybe we should go—”

      “Jackson?” A woman I assumed was Annette came out from behind the stacks. She was the studious type, I could tell right off the bat. Her hair was braided down her back, and her reading glasses hung on a gold chain around her neck. In a pair of well-worn jeans and a sweater, she walked over to us with a warm and welcoming smile. “Goodness, it’s been so long.”

      “Hey, Annette.” Jack approached her warmly and they hugged.

      “I’m so sorry about Jonah.” Her face turned solemn. “He was a wonderful person.”

      “Yes, he was,” he whispered, hurt still lacing his voice. “These are my friends, Amy and …” He frowned, not knowing what to call me.

      “Celeste,” I finished for him.

      “Right,” he said.

      “Nice to meet you all,” she greeted as she shook our hands. I couldn’t tell what kind of supernatural she was, and it was driving me crazy. I wanted to say witch, because it was the only thing that made sense, but I didn’t feel any magic.

      “We’re here because we need some information that we’re hoping you might be able to shed some light on,” Jackson continued. “About the vampire Elders.”

      Her smile wavered. “Oh,” was all she said.

      The guys at the bar must have been right. Everyone in the supernatural community must know what’s going on. Even Annette, from the looks of it. Only my persona Celeste was living under a rock.

      “Is that an Oh no, or an Oh yes, I can help you?” Amy jumped in. “Because you don’t look so confident right now.”

      Annette bit her lower lip. “I’m sorry. This is about that Luna, Mackenzie Grey, isn’t it?”

      I shut my eyes ever so slowly. If I wasn’t famous before, I was now. Did these vamps have the whole damn world looking for me?

      “Does it matter?” Jackson said. “Your job is not to choose sides, Annette, just to record history.”

      She had the good sense to look embarrassed. She reddened. “I was visited by Isaac.”

      “The Elder?!” I stepped forward a little too aggressively.

      Annette stumbled back. “Yes. He wanted my records on her, but unfortunately, I don’t have much. Most of what I did have had already been requested and was shipped out.”

      That made me do a double take. “What do you mean, had been requested?”

      “It happens. The West Coast archivist requested all files associated with Mackenzie Grey a few months ago, so there was nothing to give him.”

      My frantic gaze turned to Jackson and Amy, and my heart pounded wildly in my chest. I turned back to Annette. “Why would the archivist request my—Mackenzie’s files?” I quickly corrected.

      She shrugged. “Someone must have asked for them—”

      “Who?!” I demanded.

      Her eyes widened, shocked. “I don’t know.”

      Amy’s soft hand went to my arm and she pulled me back. I’d been inching forward.

      “Maybe we’re getting off track,” Jackson said. “Did Isaac say why he wanted her files?”

      Annette shook her head, her eyes gliding to me and then to Jack. “He asked about a cure for vampirism. If it had ever happened before. I told him it’s never been done, that it was impossible, but that there had once been a cure for a warlock.”

      That caught my attention. Bobby told me he’d reverse engineered that cure to make it work for a vampire, and then told me the story about the warlock who wanted to be human. I’d dumbly assumed he could just stop practicing magic, but Bobby schooled me that a witch or warlock does not simply stop practicing. In his words, it was like what blood was to vampires. They craved the magic, feeding from it. If they stopped, they died. The need for more would drive them mad.

      “I know that story,” I said dismissively. “Did you give him that file?”

      She nodded.

      “What could they want with the cure?” Amy said, running a hand through her hair, her frustration evident.

      Annette frowned. “Are you sure you know the whole story?”

      “Yeah,” I scoffed. “A warlock wants to be human and creates a cure. Boom. He does it and lives happily ever after.”

      “No, that’s not the full story,” Annette corrected, and the blood in my veins ran ice cold. “Waldo Wagner’s intention was to turn human, and he did for a time. He’d created the cure, but there was a binding element that he accidentally added after the fact, that gave him the opposite effect. It made him immortal.”

      “Like a vampire?” Jackson asked.

      She shook her head. “No. Vampires can die with a stake to the heart, fire, decapitation, or having their heart ripped out, so they’re not truly immortal. What Waldo created was true immortality. Where nothing could hurt him.”

      “Wait a minute …” I raised my hand up. “You mean to tell me this dude still lives to this day? And he’s unkillable?”

      “Exactly,” Annette answered primly.

      “Son of a bitch,” I whispered, looking to my two partners in crime.

      It seemed like we just solved our mystery.
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      We sped home to beat the clock before our four hours were up. Although our eyes were focused on the dashboard clock, our mind raced with possibilities. We threw around theories, each sparking a new wrinkle. It seemed painfully obvious what was going on; the Elders wanted to replicate what Waldo Wagner did. And since I had the cure, I was the obstacle standing in their way. That hearing was a load of shit from the very beginning. They never planned to let Amy take the cure, because the minute they heard about it, they planned on taking it for themselves. How they planned on splitting it between all of them was beyond me, but I didn’t care. What mattered now was that we were ten steps ahead of them. Now the real planning started.

      We walked into the house just in the nick of time. Bobby was asleep, so we convened in the kitchen, brewing a pot of coffee to fortify our plotting.

      “We need to get our hands on Waldo Wagner’s file, and then we need to find out what the binding element was,” I said as I started to make the coffee.

      “Agreed. We can’t make the same mistake,” Jackson replied as he ran his hands through his hair. I could tell he was tired.

      “Should we tell Lucian?” Amy suggested. “If he knew what they really wanted to do, he’d be against it.”

      I was still a little salty with Lucian, and didn’t trust him a hundred percent. He should have been on our side from the very beginning.

      “We should use Damon,” I suggested. “Hold off on Lucian for now.”

      I debated whether to bring up the vampire hunter. This would be the prime time and a perfect excuse. These Elders were crossing a line. Waldo did it on accident, and was probably miserable since all he wanted was to be human. But these vamps just wanted more power, motivated by nothing other than selfish greed. They were a danger not just to the vampires, but to other supernatural communities as well. They must be stopped.

      “We can trust him, Kenz,” Amy argued. “You don’t know the pressure he’s under. Even though he had orders to follow, he took care of me and made sure I was okay.”

      I never doubted he would look out for her, but in my gut, it just wasn’t enough. “Not yet,” I reiterated. “If we tell Damon what the Elders plan to do, he’ll be pissed. It’ll give them more power than they already have, and if we’re lucky, he might tell a few of his friends who agree with him.”

      “And if he doesn’t?” Jackson asked.

      The blissful aroma of freshly-brewed coffee permeated the kitchen and I poured myself a cup before handing the pot over to Amy.

      “Then we make him tell them,” I said, blowing the steam away in my cup. “But I have a feeling he will. From the sounds of it, the Elders have had their thumbs on the vamps for quite a while now, and he wants to get out from under it. I can guarantee Damon’s not the only one.”

      “How do we get this information to him?” Amy asked as she took a sip.

      “You’ll have to approach him,” I proposed, nodding to her. “It has to come from another vampire, and who better than you? The one they captured and refused the cure.”

      While they marinated on the information, I had enough time to finish my first cup of coffee. I poured myself another cup, deciding I would probably stay up tonight.

      “You can find him at The Third Eye again,” I declared. “He and his friend Carlos are staking out the place, keeping an eye out for me. Carlos is not on our side, so you’ll have to approach Damon when he’s alone. It’s best if I stay away, since they have two Fae with them who are working their magic to look for me.”

      “I’ll go with her,” Jackson offered. “I noticed Malakai was one of the Fae. Since when were you on his shit list?”

      I chuckled. “I’m not. He pegged me from the very beginning, but kept quiet. He’s a friend.”

      “Nice.” Jack nodded.

      I bit my lip and eyed them, deciding whether to broach the subject of the vampire hunter again. Jackson hadn’t brought up the subject of a background check, but now was as good a time as any to dive into that dilemma. Especially considering what we just learned.

      “What do you guys think about me contacting the hunter?” I posed cautiously, tapping a finger on the side of my coffee cup.

      “You want to get the vampire hunter involved?” Amy arched a pierced brow. “That’s kind of a nuclear option, don’t you think?”

      “This is sort of a nuclear situation,” I grunted. “The Elders want to use the cure to make themselves invincible. If they get their hands on it, it’s game over. They could start a war with the wolves – with any faction, really – and wipe us off the map. You saw the gleam in Isaac’s eyes. He’s dangerous.”

      “What if it’s only Isaac?” Amy countered. “Stella seemed uninterested, and the oldies were just Lycan haters. Though, to be fair, I would have included Ephraim in with Isaac, if you hadn’t killed him.”

      She had a point. Isaac was the one who seemed most interested, aside from Ephraim. “I wouldn’t knock Stella off the board just yet. If Isaac and Ephraim were in on this together, Isaac will need a new partner-in-crime. He might look to her.”

      Jackson rubbed his tired eyes. “Either way, I think we need to inform your father, Kenz. He needs to know.”

      Shit, Alexander.

      I pulled out my cell phone and looked at the missed calls. I had over twenty, all from Scotland. He must be freaking out. I showed them my phone.

      “Yikes,” Amy grimaced. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s already on a plane headed this way.”

      I let my head fall on the counter, my forehead slamming onto the marble. “I had my phone on silent,” I mumbled.

      “We’ll leave you to call your father.” Jackson patted me on the back sympathetically. “I’ll run a background on our hunter first thing in the morning.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered, and they quietly exited the kitchen.

      I huffed out a loud breath, dreading the phone call I needed to make. I dialed the number and let it ring. Surprisingly, it rang only a couple times before he answered.

      “Mackenzie!” I imagined him saying my name with a glower. “Nice of ye to call me back.”

      “I’m so sorry, Alexander. I got caught up in a lead and my phone was on silent. Honestly, there’s just no excuse.”

      He was silent for a moment. “Ye cannae do this to me, Mackenzie. I thought something happened to ye. I was going out of my bloody mind.”

      My heart ached for the suffering I put him through. Unintentionally, of course. I couldn’t imagine being an ocean away and knowing something was wrong with him, and there was nothing I could do to help. That thought made me shiver. Alexander was my family. I was all he had left besides granny, but their relationship was still rocky. He couldn’t lose me.

      “I won’t do it again,” I whispered into the phone as I shut my eyes. “I promise.”

      “Thank ye,” he sighed in relief.

      “I have news that I think you need to hear,” I started. “I figured out why I’m being targeted so aggressively by the vampires. They want the cure. Have you heard the story of the warlock Waldo Wagner?”

      “No, I have nae.”

      I took a deep breath and told him the whole story from beginning to end, including the fact that Isaac went to the archivist to pull Waldo’s file. What I decided to keep from Alexander was the fact that someone had already pulled mine. That was a tidbit I’d investigate at a later date. One problem at a time.

      “Our theory is that they’re trying to figure out the binding element Waldo accidentally used in his cure that turned it to an immortality potion, and that they’re trying to recreate it. All of which leads back to me, since I stole the cure and they’re hunting me to get it back.”

      “Ye cannae let them have it, Mackenzie,” Alexander demanded. “This could start a war between our people.”

      “I know,” I breathed. “But the cure is safe, so even if they find me, they won’t find the cure.”

      “Let’s hope not.”

      “Were you able to talk to Lucian? Did he tell you anything?” The last time I spoke to Alexander, I asked him to call Lucian and get as much information as possible. I thought maybe he’d talk to his best friend, since he sure as hell wasn’t talking to me.

      “Sorry, darling, but he’s nae talking.”

      “Are you fuckin’ kidding me?” I yelled into the empty kitchen. “He won’t even talk to you?”

      “I think he’s under surveillance. I don think he can talk,” he answered. “But Lucian will nae do anything to hurt ye—”

      “He almost killed me!” I shouted without thinking. The day we fought in the cathedral, I knew I wouldn’t win in a fight against Lucian. Vampires were strong, and he had centuries of experience under his belt. Even though I knew he wouldn’t hurt me, I figured he would knock me around a bit to teach me a lesson and call it a day. Except he came out of the gate swinging, and swinging hard. He didn’t hold back, and in that split second when his hands were wrapped around my neck, I feared for my life. I couldn’t believe it was at the hands of Lucian.

      “Nae, Lucian—” Alexander mumbled.

      “Yes, Lucian. If my friend hadn’t been there to bust out the windows of the church and let the light stream in, I wouldn’t be here talking to you.” And that was the cold, hard truth.

      There wasn’t much to discuss after that conversation stopper. Alexander got quiet and didn’t know what to say. What could he say? How did you choose between your lifelong best friend and the daughter you just met? The choice should be obvious, and although I knew in the end he would choose me, it didn’t make it any easier. I didn’t envy his position. Soon after, we said our goodbyes and ended the call, promising to talk again soon.

      I tossed my phone onto the counter, feeling completely drained. I didn’t expect the conversation to take that turn, or for me to feel the way I did about Lucian. I hadn’t realized how much it bothered me. It was just something I never expected—not from him.

      With those final thoughts, I gathered my things, jumped off the stool, and dragged my tired ass to bed. I’d worry about everything tomorrow.
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      It was noon and the sun was streaming into the bedroom when my eyes finally popped open. While this bed was comfy, I really missed my apartment. Hell, I missed my job, my life. Speaking of my job, I should probably call Michaels. Or go to the SIU, since I had a new face.

      I rolled out of bed and trudged into the bathroom to wash my face and brush my teeth. When I was done, I made my way downstairs where I found Jackson in the living room with a laptop, sprawled on the couch.

      “Morning,” I grumbled as I shuffled in.

      “Good afternoon,” he corrected.

      “Whatever. Where’s the coffee?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Haven’t you had enough? That shit will rot your stomach.”

      “That computer will rot your brain, but you don’t hear me complaining,” I countered, turning to head to the kitchen.

      You could say many things to me, but never, and I mean never, talk about my coffee. I’ll cut a bitch.

      “It’ll give you yellow teeth!” he yelled at my back.

      “I use whitening strips!” I called over my shoulder and kept walking.

      I turned the coffee maker on and waited as the smell of percolating coffee consumed the kitchen. Bobby had left a few more vials of the cloaking spell potions for me on the counter, which led me to believe he’d already left for the day.

      I put my blond hair up in a messy bun and blew my bangs away from my eyes. They were starting to get on my nerves, and I looked forward to getting my old self back.

      When the coffee was done, I poured myself a cup and went into the living room to chat with Jackson.

      “So, whatcha’ doing?”

      “Looking into our hunter,” he answered, his eyes glued to the screen. “His background is squeaky clean. Not even a parking ticket.”

      “That’s bullshit,” I scoffed. “That guy got a judge to sign off on some very legit-looking court docs to get me out of lock-up, and it was all a scam. He’s a pro. Unless he’s scrubbed his history clean, he must have some hiccup down the road.”

      “None that I can see. At least, not in the human world. And since he’s human, that’s all we got.” Jackson shrugged.

      “Then our best bet is to contact him,” I said. “Alexander says we can’t trust hunters, but I think he’ll be a good asset, considering what we’re up against.”

      “I think the decision should be up to Amy,” Jackson refuted. “It’s her life on the line.”

      I hadn’t thought about that. If we worked with the hunter, he promised to keep Amy safe, but could we trust him? Alexander insinuated we couldn’t, but Jack had a point. Ultimately, Amy should have the final say.

      “Speaking of your woman,” I smirked, “how is that going?”

      He froze. “What do you mean?”

      “You know, are you guys on, off, or is there a dimmer switch?”

      “Are you for real right now?” he deadpanned.

      “As a heart attack.” I crossed my heart. “I noticed you guys aren’t sharing a room.”

      “You’re so damn nosy.” He lowered his head and looked back at the computer screen. “Ask her.”

      “Pfft, I’m asking you. Now spill.”

      Jackson looked as if he were about to tear my head off. His nostrils flared and he cracked his knuckles in annoyance. “We’re on, if you must know. But she needs her own room to sleep in during the day.”

      That did seem like a hindrance. Due to her nighttime proclivities, she needed her own space, and sharing a room didn’t seem conducive. Even so, they still weren’t the lovey-dovey type like they used to be. Something was up.

      “Something’s wrong though, isn’t it?” I hinted as I placed my cup of coffee on the table. “What has you guys on pause?”

      Jackson eyed me for a moment, his gaze narrowing ever so carefully before he spilled his guts. “I think she’s hesitant because she’s waiting for the cure, but I don’t give two shits about it. I just want her. Fangs and all.”

      “Have you told her that?”

      “Many times, Kenz, but it’s like she doesn’t believe me. I guess I’ve given her reason to doubt what I’m saying is true, but I just wish she’d trust me.”

      Their relationship was a complicated mess, and I was the last person to be playing Dr. Phil when my own relationship was on the rocks. But if anyone had to survive, it was Jackson and Amy. They fell hard for each other from the very beginning and it was magical. I wasn’t a champion for it at first. I wanted to castrate Jackson when I found out, but when I saw how he was with her, it changed my whole viewpoint. Obviously, he changed when she became a vampire, but no one was perfect. All that mattered was that he was making up for it now.

      “She may not come around,” I said thoughtfully. It was a hard truth. “Amy knows you love her, but she knows you’d prefer her fang-less. Whether that matters to you now or not, it doesn’t change the past. She wants to be human for herself, but I think deep down, she’s excited to get back to normal with you, too.”

      “Things will never be normal again,” he replied sadly.

      “She doesn’t know that.”

      “Then she’s living a lie.”

      That might be true, but it wasn’t my place to tell her. There was only so much I could say to my best friend before I was overstepping my bounds.

      “You need to tell her, Jack. Give it to her unvarnished and make her understand.” I gave him a sly smile. “Maybe you’ll finally get laid.”

      He threw a pillow at me. It hit me on the head, knocking my messy bun askew.

      “You need help,” he laughed.

      “No, my friend, you need help.” I stood up and gathered my coffee cup. “I’m gonna get ready to leave. I have an errand to run.”

      His forehead furrowed. “Oh yeah? Where to?”

      I smirked. “I gotta see an old friend.”
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      With the cloaking spell in place, I took the train into the city. After a few transfers and a couple of buses, I stood in front of the SIU building. While I was still in my Celeste persona, it would wear off before too long, so I had to make this trip quick. I crossed the street and sat on the grimy bench that faced the building. Zooming traffic separated me from the SIU building as I pulled out my phone and dialed Michael’s number.

      “Garrett Michaels,” he answered after a few rings with his thick New York accent.

      “If it isn’t my partner-in-crime!” I said cheerfully. “What’s the crime world been like? Miss me yet?”

      There was a pause. “Mackenzie?” he whispered, as if trying to avoid being heard by others.

      “The one and only, in the flesh. Why don’t you come outside and say hello? I’ve missed you.”

      I heard rustling in the background and imagined him hurrying to get up from his desk. “Where are you?” he growled into the phone. “I’ll be right back,” he called out, away from the mouth piece.

      “I’m across the street. Bus bench. Hurry.” I ended the call, not waiting for a response.

      I patiently waited as people walked by and traffic hurtled past. Horns blared and tires squealed. The city was alive with sound, the smog hanging heavily in the air. But I only had eyes for the entrance of the SIU building.

      Suddenly, the front door burst open and Michaels ran out, his eyes going directly to the bus bench across the street. I saw his expression turn to confusion and I smirked, lifting a hand and waggling my fingers. His eyes widened in shock, and it took him a split second before jumping into action and crossing the street, almost getting run over in the process.

      “Are you for fuckin’ real?” he yelled as he was halfway to me. “You got plastic surgery?”

      I choked on a laugh. “Are you kidding? And permanently change my beautiful face? You’re crazy, my friend. This is nothing but run-of-the-mill, ordinary magic.”

      Michaels stopped just a few feet in front of me, punching his hands on his hips, the gleam of the badge clipped to his belt glaring in my eyes. “You’re enemy number one, Grey! You and your fake lawyer. Why the hell are you here?”

      I grinned. “I have information for you. Information that may be useful to your investigation … if you’re still trying to help me, that is.”

      He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Of course we are, but you’re not making it easy.”

      I patted the seat beside me. “Good. Now sit down and let’s chat. We have much to discuss.”

      Michaels’ jaw dropped and he stared at me dumbfounded, like he couldn’t believe what I was saying. Eventually, he gave in and sat down. Loosening his tie, he slouched in his seat and sighed.

      “This better be good, Grey.”

      “It’s gold,” I boasted, and proceeded to tell him everything. I felt as if I’d told this story a million times already, but just one more time would do. I told him about my fake lawyer and how he ended up being a vampire hunter. Then I told him about the cure.

      “I followed your lead on Isaac, but got nothing,” he grumbled.

      “You got nothing, because you didn’t know where to look.”

      We sat on the bench for almost two hours as I told him about the archivist and the story about Waldo Wagner and the cure. Sharing my secrets was cathartic, and I described all that had happened in the last few days since my release.

      By the time I finished, Michaels was leaning forward, elbows on his knees, his chin propped on his fists. “This is exactly what I need to go to Briggs … except I have no actual proof, other than your word, which ain’t worth much, nowadays.”

      “Go to the archivist. Speak to her,” I advised, leaning forward as well. “I’ll give you her location. She’s in a clock tower in the city.”

      “Even if I talk to her, we still don’t have any physical proof, Grey.” Michaels turned to face me. “We need that, and if you continue to pursue this, you’ll contaminate any evidence you find.”

      “Are you asking me to sit this out? You know I can’t do that.” I shook my head. “This is my life, Michaels, not to mention Amy’s life that’s on the line. I need to protect us both.”

      “What does your father have to say about this?”

      I shrugged. “He wants me to tuck tail and run to Scotland, but I can’t do that. I won’t hide from this.”

      “What about the cure? Where is it?”

      I squirmed uneasily. “It’s safe, and that’s all you need to know.”

      “You’re really not trusting anyone with the location?”

      I shook my head. “It’s the only security I have to keep me alive.”

      He laughed. “Smart.”

      I tapped my head with my finger. “Gotta be five steps ahead.”

      In that moment, Cassidy walked out of the SIU building and looked around until his eyes landed on Michaels. He jogged toward us, stopping traffic to get across the street.

      “Oh, shit,” I muttered.

      “Just play it cool,” Michaels mumbled back.

      “Hey, we’ve been looking for you,” Cas said as he approached. He looked between us and arched a brow. “Who’s this?”

      “Uh …” Michaels uttered. “A friend. She’s been helping me track Mackenzie.”

      “Oh!” Cas perked up. “You’re a Luna. Brooklyn?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I know her well,” I replied, trying to disguise my voice.

      “I’m sure you do, since she’s been training you all,” Cas answered nonchalantly. “Aren’t you supposed to be up in Cadwell Estate? I can’t believe Sebastian gave you leave to be here. I can’t imagine he knows half of what’s going on.”

      “He doesn’t,” I added. “Our Alpha is very stressed at the moment, and we’d rather not add to his list of worries.”

      “I’m sure,” Cas snorted. “Mackenzie is a handful. I don’t envy him for getting stuck with her.”

      I held back a growl. Stuck with me? Was that really what he thought? I wasn’t easy, but damn, I didn’t think I was a nightmare, either.

      Michaels eyed me like he thought I’d do something irrational, but I forced myself to stay calm. I wouldn’t blow my cover over some hurt feelings. I wasn’t that Mackenzie anymore.

      “My friend here was giving me some information on Grey,” Michaels redirected the conversation. “Word on the street is that the Elders don’t want her because she killed Ephraim, but because they want the cure. They want to turn it into an immortality elixir.”

      “Where did you hear that?” Cas looked to me with unconvinced eyes.

      “The archivist. According to her, Isaac came looking for Waldo Wagner’s file, the originator of the cure. Unfortunately, instead of a cure, he accidentally created an immortality elixir. Isaac wants to replicate it.”

      Cas blew out a breath. “Son of a bitch. I thought Wagner was a myth.”

      I shook my head. “All true, and now Isaac has all the information he needs to make the cure work in his favor.”

      “Thank God Grey has the cure,” Michaels said.

      Cassidy nodded. “She’s smart. She’ll keep it hidden and safe. No one will find it unless she wants them to.”

      “So, what do we do?” Michaels asked. “This is what we need to free Grey.”

      “I agree, but we still need more.” Cas crossed his arms over his chest and pondered over what he’d learned. “Wait a minute—how do you two know each other?” All the camaraderie came to a screeching halt as Cassidy narrowed his eyes at us. “You don’t typically associate with any supernaturals besides the ones on the team.”

      Michaels and I looked at each other wide-eyed.

      “Uh …” he stammered.

      “We met through Mackenzie,” I blurted out. “She tried to set us up one time. It didn’t work out, but we remained friends.”

      Michaels whipped his head around to me. He was a confirmed bachelor, but it wasn’t a stretch that I would set him up with someone.

      Cassidy frowned. “She never tries to hook me up with her friends.”

      I bit my lip to hold back a laugh. Really? That’s what bothers him in this precise moment? Jesus.

      “Concentrate, Chang.” Michaels snapped his fingers in his face. “We’re not here for blind dates, we’re trying to keep Grey safe.” Bless my partner’s heart.

      “Right!” Cas snapped back to reality. “I’ll let Briggs know about this development, and maybe we should pay the archivist a visit. See if we can dig up some more information.” He jogged backward and waved to me as he headed back to the SIU building. “It was nice meeting you!”

      I waved back as I watched his retreating figure cross the street and enter the building. Once he was gone, my tense body relaxed. “Fooling you guys is way too easy,” I chuckled.

      “Laugh all you want, Grey, but when this is all said and done, he’s going to want a blind date.” Michaels stood to leave.

      Shit, he was right.

      “I’ll find a Luna for him.” I lifted a shoulder nonchalantly. “There’s something else I need you to do when you go to the archivist.”

      “What’s up?”

      “She mentioned that someone pulled all of my files. I need to know who. Can you do some digging on the side?”

      His brows shot up in surprise. “Sure thing. What are these files about?”

      “According to Jackson, it’s my life story. That’s what an archivist does. They record history, and apparently, I’m part of history.”

      The thought made me shiver. I knew the Freedom War was important, but I didn’t think my whole life was that big of a deal. Yeah, I was Alexander’s daughter, but in the grand scheme of things, it didn’t really matter. What worried me most was how much this archivist knew. Did she know I was a hybrid? Because if she did, whomever had my file knew it, too.

      “I’ll find out what I can.”

      “Thanks, Michaels. I owe you big time.” I pulled him into an unexpected hug. He tensed for a moment, but I held on until he relaxed and patted me on the back. He wasn’t the sentimental type, but we were partners, and that meant something.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as I left the SIU, I felt the magic wearing off on my disguise. It started with the red on my fingernails fading away, and I rushed to the train station to hide in the bathroom until I was completely back to my normal self. I locked myself inside a bathroom stall and breathed deeply as the transformation took hold.

      Making sure no one was around, I exited the stall quietly and looked in the mirror above the sink. My dark brown hair was back, but I decided to leave the contacts in. It was better to be safe than sorry if I ran into anyone. Maybe my best bet was keeping them on permanently until this whole fiasco was over and done with.

      I slipped out of the bathroom and took the train back to the Bronx. I still had time left from the cloaking spell, but I decided not to push my luck. Amy would be waking in a few hours anyway, and I wanted to be there to come up with a game plan. Now that we knew what the Elders were really after—they could not care less about my ass or Ephraim—it was time to contact the hunter.

      “Honey, I’m home!” I called out as I walked into the house. I was surprised to find the first floor quiet, since I expected to find Jackson and Amy there waiting for me. The lights were dimmed, and I could hear hushed whispers coming from upstairs. I ignored it, not wanting to eavesdrop, and went to the kitchen.

      I certainly didn’t expect to find Bobby there. He didn’t spend much time here to avoid raising suspicion.

      “Yo,” I said as I walked in, catching him carefully mixing some potion and herbs.

      “I’m busy,” he murmured without looking up.

      “Hey to you too,” I huffed. “Where is everyone?”

      He sighed dramatically. “What am I, the babysitter? They’re around here somewhere.”

      As I watched Bobby Wu tinker and mix his concoction, I narrowed my gaze. I couldn’t help but remember what he said when I first came to him for help.

      “After this, Princess, I own you.”

      The gleam in his eyes was unmistakable, like he’d just won the biggest prize known to man. Maybe he did. A Lycan on retainer—a Princess, no less. That wasn’t something you saw every day, and now he could do whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted. I was in deep shit with this one.

      The only thing I had going for me right now was the fact I was in hot water and far too recognizable. But the minute I was safe, he effectively owned my ass, because his services didn’t come cheap and I’d been using him like my own personal warlock on speed dial.

      “What are you doing?” I inquired as the liquid he blended turned purple and started to froth at the top.

      “Something for a client,” he peered up at me, “which doesn’t concern you, Princess.”

      “You need to remember that,” I blurted, not caring how elitist it made me sound or how much I hated the title. I needed him to remember who I was for the sake of this bargain. And for my life.

      His gaze snapped to mine and his hands froze. “Remember what, exactly?”

      “That I am a princess.” I inwardly cringed. “I’m the daughter of King Alexander MacCoinnich, and there are lines I cannot cross.”

      He tilted his head and smiled as if he found this all so very amusing. “Are you scared, Princess? Are you afraid that you might have made a deal with the devil?”

      “I’m serious, Bobby.”

      He shrugged. “I am too. You cannot renege on our bargain, Princess.”

      “What is our bargain, precisely?”

      Bobby set all his things down and gave me his full attention. “A life for a life. I’m saving your life, and in exchange, it will belong to me.. When this is all said and done, Princess, you will be mine to wield.”

      “I belong to no one,” I growled. The temperature in the room started to rise, and I felt my inner wolf stir awake.

      He chuckled. “That’s where you’re wrong. The deal has been struck. You no longer have a choice in the matter.”

      Without thinking, my canines slid out and my claws extended. A rumble deep in my throat sounded and I was ready to rip Bobby Wu apart, consequences be damned.

      Bobby tsked. “Simmer down, Princess. You try to kill me, and you won’t like what happens.”

      I couldn’t stand the sight of him. If I stayed in the kitchen for a second longer, I would rip his throat out. Instead, I spun on my heels and stormed out of the room before I did something I knew I’d regret. I didn’t know what Bobby had up his sleeve, but I’d be stupid if I wasn’t worried.

      I climbed up the stairs to the second floor, realizing the hushed whispers I heard earlier were coming from Jackson’s room. They were much clearer now, and though I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, I heard my name.

      “Mackenzie is fine,” he said. “You have nothing to worry about. We’re being careful, I promise. I won’t let anything happen to her.”

      That made me raise an eyebrow. Was he in there with Amy, reassuring her that I was okay? But why? So many questions, and zero answers. His door was shut, and I didn’t want to risk getting caught listening, so I tiptoed back to my room and quietly closed the door.

      What the heck is that about? I said to myself as I straightened up my room, picking up all the clothes and making the bed. I wasn’t the neatest person by any stretch of the imagination, but I tried. In reality, I was just looking for busy work to keep me from running back downstairs and killing the warlock.

      After thirty minutes, there was a knock at my door. I opened it to see Amy standing in the doorway. Her flaming red hair was pulled back in a messy bun, and her full-tatted arms were on display.

      “Morning.” She grinned.

      “Evening.” I smiled back and stepped aside to let her in. “You just waking up?”

      She walked in and flopped onto the bed. “I just got out of the shower. It’s nice to see your face again.”

      “Aw, you missed me?” I blinked sweetly at her.

      “Duh.” She rolled her green eyes. “You looked weird as a blond. And honestly, seeing you run with double D’s was just cringeworthy. You’re definitely not meant for big breasts.”

      “Funny,” I deadpanned and went to lay at the foot of the bed. “Where’s your boyfriend?”

      “I think he went downstairs to talk to Bobby, but we got the all-clear to contact Buffy the Vampire Slayer.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” I winced. We were taking a huge risk for Amy by calling Mason Kincade. If Alexander was right and they really hated vampires that much, then that promise he made to keep Amy safe might not mean anything.

      “If he tries anything, I’ll just eat him,” she replied nonchalantly as she plucked some lint off her pants.

      I laughed, but she wasn’t laughing with me. Damn, she was serious. I’d only seen her drink from blood bags. Never from the vein.

      “Well, then,” I cleared my throat to hide the awkwardness, “let’s shoot our fearless hunter a text.”

      I reached for my phone on the nightstand and scrolled for Mason’s phone number. I decided to send him a text instead of calling. It was better to have things in writing.

      This is Mackenzie Grey. I’m ready to chat. Let’s meet.

      I hit send.

      I set my phone down and was about to strike up a conversation with Amy, when my phone beeped. Amy and I looked at one another, surprised.

      “Well, that was fast,” she joked.

      “It can’t be him,” I grimaced. “That was like, lightning fast. Almost like he was sitting by the phone waiting for me.”

      “Maybe he was. Or maybe he’s just a super-fast texter.”

      I picked up the phone and opened the message. It was from Mason.

      About time. Meet me at Washington Square in one hour.

      I quirked an eyebrow and showed the phone to Amy.

      “We have to tell Jackson.” Amy climbed out of bed in a rush and hustled out of the room. I trailed behind her as we headed downstairs. “Jack!” she called out as we crossed the living room and went into the kitchen.

      Jackson was there with Bobby in deep conversation, but they quieted the minute we arrived.

      “What’s going on?” Jack asked when he saw us.

      “I spoke to the hunter,” I blurted. “He wants to meet at Washington Square Park in an hour.”

      There was surprise on his face, I guess since it happened so fast, but he quickly schooled his features and prepared for a game plan.

      “Alright, you’re not going alone, first and foremost. We don’t know anything about hunters, so we automatically don’t trust them,” Jackson commanded. “Amy, you might want to sit this one out.”

      She shook her head. “No way. Don’t bench me now. If he tries anything, I’ll be ready.”

      “We’ll be in a public place anyway,” I agreed. “There will be tons of people. He won’t make a move with an audience. We’ll be safe.”

      They both nodded, and we went back upstairs to get ready. Within minutes we were dressed, standing by the front door. After swigging my cloaking spell potion, we were off to meet the hunter.
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      Jackson drove us into the city, but there were a lot of people milling around Washington Square and parking was tough, so we had to park the car a lot farther from our meet-up spot.

      We were cutting it close to the hour mark when we finally made it. Standing by the fountain, we scanned the surrounding area and different faces, on the lookout for the hunter. I wouldn’t be surprised to know he was already there, scouting us. He seemed like the type.

      “Stay alert,” Jackson mumbled, but we all heard him above the din of the crowd.

      Washington Square Park was in Greenwich Village in Lower Manhattan. There was a big fountain area where people loved to sit and hang out, but its most popular feature was the Washington Square Arch that lit up at night. It was an interesting place to meet, and I wondered why he chose it instead of somewhere more private.

      “Mackenzie,” Mason’s voice sounded from beside me. “Nice of you to come.”

      I turned to face him, struck again by his otherworldly looks. He was truly a sight to behold. “Thanks for seeing me on such short notice.”

      He smirked. “I had some free time.”

      “I see that,” I replied. “I brought my friends.” I nodded over to Jackson and Amy who stood a few feet away, watching us intently.

      “Ah, the vampire best friend.” He eyed her carefully, his gaze as sharp as a tack. “Never fear; a promise is a promise.”

      My jaw ticked. “It better be, or you’ll become the hunted real quick.”

      Those emerald eyes glistened as they turned their attention to me with precision and curiosity, as if he found me quite interesting. I didn’t know whether to be creeped out or not. I was still on the fence with this guy.

      “I wouldn’t dare,” he purred, stepping closer to me. Jackson and Amy inched closer as he moved in. “Now let’s talk. What made you contact me?”

      “The Elders are up to something, and we have to stop them.” I tried to keep it vague. I didn’t trust him enough to give him the full details on what was going on.

      “And what, pray tell, are they up to?” he whispered in my ear.

      I took a step back. The guy was hot, but I definitely wasn’t interested. “Your seductive tricks won’t work on me, friend. You’re losing an uphill battle.” We might be fighting—albeit a stupid and manufactured fight—but my heart belonged to Sebastian Steel. No amount of this hunter’s charm or good looks would sway me from that fact.

      He smirked as if the joke was on me. “What are they up to, Mackenzie?” he reiterated.

      I put some space between us. “Don’t worry about it. Just know it’s not good, and I’m ready to hear what you have to say.”

      “Well, then, I’ve never been a fan of much talking. Let’s see what you got,” he clipped, and then he closed the gap between us and kissed me. Square on the mouth.

      My eyes were wide open, and it took me a split second to react before I pushed him off me and punched him in the face. The commotion startled a few people around us and they moved away, but I quickly realized that was what he wanted. The prick.

      Jackson and Amy rushed to my side, Jack ready to lay another punch, when we saw the gaggle of vampires that surrounded Washington Square. My gaze widened as I looked over at Mason, who was calmly wiping the blood from his split lip.

      That kiss was intentional. It was a signal. We were set up.

      “You son of a bitch!” I yelled, but Mason’s face showed no emotion.

      Jackson, Amy, and I stood back-to-back as we watched a swarm of at least two dozen vampires circle us.

      “If you want to survive, you must kill them,” Mason chided from somewhere to the left of us. His voice was no more than a distant murmur beneath the staccato of my racing heart. All I heard was the blood pumping in my ears.

      “I’m going to kill you,” I growled as I went into a half shift. My canines and claws extended effortlessly as my muzzle protruded, Jackson following suit.

      “Not yet, sweetheart. You’ll see why,” the hunter teased at the same moment a vampire charged for me.

      I readied myself in a fighting stance, but before I got the opportunity, Mason was there with a wooden stake aimed straight for the vamp’s heart. Before I had time to register what was happening, the stake connected and all that was left was ash. A slight breeze blew the vampire remnants away. I stood there, shocked, not understanding what was going on.

      “I told you, Mackenzie. You’re not going to want to kill me.” He smirked as stakes shot out of the sleeves of his jacket and connected with their intended targets. More ash. I shook out of my stupor and jumped head-first into the fray.

      Jackson and Amy were fighting the vampires behind us, while Mason and I battled the ones in front of us. I didn’t want to kill them. It wasn’t their fault they were a vampire. I snapped as many necks as I could to temporarily put them down, ducking and diving, swerving around flying fists. Vampires were fast—much faster than most supernaturals—so it took a lot to outmaneuver them.

      My heart sank when I realized there were too many of them. My wolf stirred deep within me, uneasy. She was frustrated, and her self-preservation was kicking in. I tried to tame her, but the building pressure was too much and I let out a mighty roar. The soundwaves alone knocked back a couple of vampires in my path. My eyes turned silver and I was no longer in control. The wolf was.

      I charged forward, slashing my claws at anything in my way. Without hesitation, I jammed my hands into a vampire’s chest and ripped out his heart. He turned to dust around me. Another one charged me, hissing and showing his fangs, and I took two clawed fingers and poked his eyeballs right out of their sockets. As he screamed into the night air and fell to his knees, I flicked his eyes off my claws, letting them roll on the ground. Then I twisted his head, three hundred and sixty degrees, completely removing it from his shoulders.

      The atmosphere in Washington Square changed. Fewer vampires approached me, and it wasn’t because we had the upper hand. No, they still had the numbers, but now they feared me and what I could do. My bloodlust ran rampant, and I was ready for more.

      “Come on!” I shouted at them as they stood around and watched me in horror. I was coated in blood, but I didn’t care. “Come and get me,” I growled with a sly grin.

      There was hesitation. Even my friends watched the scene unfold with concern.

      As if they were waiting for someone to make the first move, one vampire sped out of the park with lightning speed. Within seconds, the rest of the vampires followed in his wake.

      I stood there with wild, glowing, silver eyes, my heaving chest thumping rapidly. I had to calm down, but I didn’t know how. My wolf had finally been let out to play, and she wasn’t ready to be locked up again.

      “Kenzie?” Amy approached me like she would a feral animal. “Come back to us.” Her hand slipped into mine and she tightened our hold.

      I began to tremble as I fought to re-gain control. The feeling of the wolf was like fire spreading through my veins, liquid hot and burning me alive from the inside out. I had to put it out before it completely engulfed me.

      I shut my eyes and squeezed them tightly, trying to push the wolf to the furthest parts of my conscious. She wasn’t always like this, but lately she’d developed this hunger—a raging bloodlust—that I couldn’t seem to satisfy.

      The trembling finally stopped, and I felt my silver eyes go back to their normal grey. I shifted back to human and gasped, as if the wolf had just been holding my body hostage. In all reality, she did.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, looking down at the ground, ashamed. I couldn’t bring myself to look my best friend in the eye.

      “There’s nothing to be sorry about. What’s important is that you’re safe.” She gave my hand another squeeze.

      “As for you, asshole,” Jackson growled at Mason as he stood to the side, watching the events unfold. “What the hell was that?”

      I lifted my gaze to look at the hunter. Though his outfit was rumpled and he had some blood splatters, overall, he was okay.

      “I needed to see Mackenzie fight, and she did not disappoint.”

      I scoffed and stepped forward. “So you’re saying this was a test?”

      “I wouldn’t say test, per se, more like an observation. You’re a known vampire sympathizer. I had to know if you’d be willing to kill vampires.”

      My mouth hung open, and for the first time in many years, I was speechless. And that, my friends, was a big feat. I always had something to say, but in that moment, I had nothing.

      A vampire sympathizer? What the fuck?

      Amy let my hand go. “Are you kidding me? She killed a goddamn Elder! What more does she have to prove?”

      Mason snarled—he actually fucking snarled at Amy. “I don’t need to explain myself to the likes of you.”

      “Don’t talk to her like that,” I seethed. “You’d better explain yourself to all of us. I don’t have time for games, Mason. Especially when it comes to my life.”

      Mason took a deep breath and steeled his expression. “Neither do I, but I had to be sure. You proved tonight that you’re not afraid to get your hands dirty. So, you and I, Mackenzie, can definitely work together.”

      I looked around at the empty park. The few humans who had been there had dispersed when the fighting began.

      “What do you propose?” I relented. I didn’t fully trust this crazy, zealot vampire hunter, but he was another resource I could use to help defeat the Elders and get me out from under the vampires’ thumbs.

      “How do you feel about being bait?”
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      The car ride home was filled with constant bickering—Jackson and Amy ganged up against me, but I wasn’t fighting back. I sat quietly in the back seat of the car, waiting until we were back in the safety of the house cloaked in magic.

      When Mason told us his plan, it started a shit storm. I told the hunter I’d get back to him, that I had to think about it, but I already knew my answer.

      “This is bullshit, Kenz!” Amy yelled as we walked into the house. “There’s no way I’m letting you be used as bait. They’ll torture you!”

      “I’m well aware of that,” I answered softly, in a voice I never used.

      “I swear, Buffy is up to something else. I don’t trust the bastard,” Amy continued. “Right, Jackson? Back me up, here.”

      “Of course, babe,” he agreed, twinkling those milk chocolate eyes at her. “The guy is a worm. What he pulled tonight could have gone sideways fast if you hadn’t gone ape shit, Kenz.”

      “I know.”

      “Then why aren’t you saying anything?!” Amy shouted at me. “You told him you’d think about it, when your answer should have been hell no.”

      “Because the idea has merit,” I declared. “By letting myself get caught by the vampires, we have an automatic ‘in’. And if we manage to get through to Damon, he can be our connection to the inside.”

      “They won’t treat you like they did Amy,” Jackson clarified. “They’ll torture you just to find out the location of the cure. It won’t be pretty.”

      “I’ve been through worse.” I shrugged. It was true. What was a little more torture to add to my resume?

      “I’ve seen how they do it,” Amy whispered. “Please don’t do this.”

      “I said I’d think about it. For now, let’s focus on recruiting Damon. He’s our best shot at turning some vamps against the Elders.”

      Amy’s jaw was tight, but there was nothing she could say that would change my mind. If I had to take one for the team, I would. Lord knows I’d been through my fair share of shit. This might be a cake walk. Now, I was just talking out of my ass, but a girl could dream.

      “Amy, let’s get ready.” Jackson took her by the arm, nodding upstairs. “C’mon.”

      With a huff, she glared daggers at me before spinning on her heels and following Jackson upstairs to get ready to return to The Third Eye, where they would hopefully find Damon.

      “Trouble in paradise?” Bobby sauntered out of the kitchen and into the living room.

      “Fuck off,” I mumbled, rolling my eyes.

      “Aw, don’t tell me you’re still upset with me, Princess,” he chided as he took a seat in one of the chairs across from me.

      “What do you want, Bobby?”

      He shrugged. “All this hoopla for a vial I concocted. A cure that’s all of a sudden vanished,” he mused. “Tell me, Princess, where did you hide the golden ticket?”

      My grey eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Why do you want to know?”

      “Curiosity.”

      “Curiosity killed the cat,” I snapped with a sharpness that could slice through paper.

      “Touchy, touchy, touchy.” He clucked his tongue. “It must be a good spot. I dare say, practically untraceable.”

      I didn’t like where this was going. If Bobby was inquiring about the cure, it meant he had something up his sleeve. Nothing good ever came of that.

      Since he put the cure together, I imagine he could trace it if he wanted to. And since I wasn’t in a position to trust anyone, especially a witch or warlock, I didn’t put a cloaking spell on it. That meant the only person who could find it would be Bobby. For the right price. If the Elders were smart, they’d pay it, and then I’d be in deep shit. Bobby didn’t give a shit about the cure, he only cared that I stayed alive long enough to cash in his favor. For him, it was an easy deal to make.

      “Remember what team you’re on,” I reprimanded. “Playing both sides could get you killed.”

      He smiled. “Have no fear, Princess. I would never betray you.”

      I snorted and looked away.

      “I mean it, Mackenzie.” All playfulness from earlier vanished, and his voice took on a serious air. It caught my attention because it was the first time he’d ever used my real name. “I won’t betray you.”

      His almond eyes drilled into me with a gravity I was unused to sensing from him. His face was solemn, composed with a weightiness I’d never seen before. For a moment, I almost believed him. It was hard to understand, but the way he looked at me with such somberness, I could tell it was the unvarnished truth. Maybe trusting him made me naïve.

      “We’ll see,” I muttered, not really knowing what to say.

      “We’ll see,” he repeated, never leaving my gaze.

      After a few long seconds, I looked away. It was getting too intense for me, and I didn’t know where this was headed. It didn’t feel romantic, rather, it was more of a protective vibe I sensed from Bobby, which was strange. He was usually the first one to split when things got tough. The one to run when the enemy was near. Which was why this was decidedly odd behavior.

      “You’re acting weird.” I furrowed my brows and cocked my head. “What’s your deal?”

      “I’m always weird, Princess. Haven’t you noticed?”

      I sighed. “Yes, but tonight, more so than usual. What gives?”

      He chuckled. “How is one more weird? You’re either weird or you’re not. There’s no scale. Now, what I want to know is what’s going on with you and your beau? Why isn’t he around?”

      “Nice change of subject,” I grunted. “What do you care about Bash? It’s not like you guys like each other very much.”

      “Correction,” he lifted a finger, “he doesn’t like me very much. I think your alpha is fairly ... masculine.”

      “Masculine? That’s all you have to say about him?”

      He shrugged. “I’m a man of few words.”

      “Now that’s a bold-faced lie,” I accused. “What do you want, Bobby?”

      He grinned, a hint of the wily Bobby Wu I knew. “Just a little chit chat between us girls,” he hinted. “I overheard you and your friends … talking, so to speak, and I heard that you’re thinking about turning yourself over to the vampires. That’s very admirable of you.”

      “Your point?”

      He sighed heavily, crossing one leg over the other and clasping his hands together at his knee. “Princess, you’re an investment. One I’m not willing to let go of very easily. So, whatever I must do to keep you alive, I will. Going to the vampires is a death sentence. Tell me… What do you plan to do when you get there?”

      “I plan to take out each one of the Elders.” I said it with such arrogance that even I had to do a double take.

      “Oh, Princess.” He shook his head. “You managed to kill one because you caught him off guard. They won’t make that same mistake again. You could barely fight off Lucian Young—the Head Vampire of New York City. What makes you think you can take on the Elders?”

      “Hopefully, I’ll have help on the inside—”

      “Doesn’t matter,” he cut me off. “How are you going to fight them?”

      Way to burst my bubble. Yes, I was cocky enough to say I was a badass, but I was also realistic enough to know that these old-ass vamps could kick my butt on their worst day. Any chance I had of defeating them was slim. My only advantage was that they wanted that damn cure, and I was the only person who knew its location. Part of me wished they would just make their own cure, but one of the key ingredients was the donated blood of a willing sacrifice. Unfortunately, there weren’t a lot of people out there willing to do that. Even if there was, we would still face the problem of an indestructible, truly immortal vampire. That was a problem for all supernaturals. One that could start wars.

      “I’m cunning enough to win a fight without using my fists too much,” I said artfully. “Or in my case, claws.”

      “I don’t doubt your skills, Princess. But don’t doubt theirs.”

      “I won’t. I’ll kill the Elders … even if I die trying.”
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        * * *

      

      The night dragged on as I waited impatiently for Jackson and Amy to return from The Third Eye. They took so long, I ended up falling asleep and not waking up until the next morning. I woke with a start, completely disoriented as the flood of sunlight streamed in from the window.

      I shot out of bed, still wearing sweatpants and an old t-shirt, and ran to the bathroom to quickly brush my teeth and wash my face before running downstairs. Amy’s door was shut while Jackson’s was open, revealing an empty space.

      “Jack!” I yelled as I ran down the stairs, through the living room, and to the kitchen where he stood by the counter having breakfast.

      He stared at me with his mouth open and full of food, as if I’d caught him doing something he wasn’t supposed to be doing.

      “Why didn’t you wake me up when you guys got in last night?” I fumed as I went straight for the coffee pot.

      He swallowed his food. “You were knocked out. We thought we’d let you sleep.”

      “So, what happened? Did you find Damon? What did he say? Is he going to help us? Was he there with—?

      “Kenz, relax,” he stopped my blabbering. “We spoke with Damon. We got him alone, without his friends. At first, he was hesitant and ready to sound the alarms on us, but when we explained to him about the cure, he perked up. Seems like those Elders have been power-hungry for quite some time now.”

      “Really? He started to insinuate something the other night, but I didn’t know exactly what it was.”

      Jackson nodded. “Well, he spilled the beans last night. Damon says the Elders consider vampires, Lycans, fae, and witches/warlocks to be the top supernaturals in the food chain. Not so much the fae since the Freedom War, but whatever. According to our new friend, the Elders fear an uprising between the factions. You know relationships between the vamps and the Lycans have always been unsteady. Witches and warlocks are sort of like Switzerland, but they hold a lot of power and can sway any war, depending on whose side they fall on.”

      I cocked my head. “So what? They’re paranoid. Sounds legit. What does this cure have to do with any of that?”

      “Damon didn’t know the story behind the cure, but according to him, the Elders have a very powerful warlock working for them. It’s all very hush-hush. So, our running theory is, they plan to have their warlock manufacture more of this immortality elixir by using the original—your cure.”

      “Is that even possible?” I breathed. “If they can reproduce multiple elixirs from just one antidote, we’re fucked. They’ll have a whole damn army.”

      “Which will be the total power the Elders have always wanted. They’ll be the only ones at the top of the food chain.”

      My eyes widened with fear at a world crawling with truly immortal vampires who could never, ever die. “How could Lucian not tell us?”

      Jackson shook his head. “I don’t think he knew. I still don’t think he knows.”

      I bit my lower lip. “How can you be so sure?”

      “I’m not. I never trusted him like you did,” Jackson revealed. “But he never seemed like the type to be this sinister. He did right by you and Amy, which is why I just can’t imagine him being okay with this.”

      Jackson was right. No matter how angry I was at Lucian, he wasn’t a malevolent person. He would never want true immortality. At least, I didn’t think so. I knew he wouldn’t have wanted to get the cure this way; taking away Jonah’s sacrifice from Amy. He wouldn’t. And Jack was right; he did do right by me and Amy. I had to have faith that he’d do right by me again.

      I knew what I had to do.

      “So, what’s our status with Damon?” I asked as I filled my coffee mug and took a nice gulp, letting it burn its way down my throat.

      “He’s down for being our man on the inside. He also knows of some other vamps who aren’t big fans of the Elders, that he says we can trust. He’s going to reach out to them and let them know what’s going on, as long as it stays on the low.”

      “Good.” I nodded and took another big guzzle. “Now we just need one more man on the inside.”

      “Who’s that?”

      I grinned. “Lucian.”
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        * * *

      

      I spent the day lounging in my jammies, watching TV and getting some much-needed rest. I had a feeling that in the next few days I wouldn’t get much. After loafing around all day, I was showered, dressed, and ready by sundown when Amy awoke.

      “Whatcha up to?” she greeted in a sing-song voice as she sashayed into the living room and sprawled on the sofa beside me, placing her feet on my lap.

      “Just texting,” I answered, entranced with my phone. I was currently trying to come up with the perfect message.

      “Ohhh, are you finally reaching out to your boo?”

      I glared at her. “I wish. You know I have to stay away from him.”

      She exhaled deeply. “Just tell him what’s going on. I think it’s romantic how protective he is of you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, it’s all romance and flowers until he loses his alpha position with the Brooklyn Pack because of my nonsense. I won’t let that happen. I’m protecting him this time.”

      “You really think they would strip him of his alpha status?” she asked quietly.

      I thought about her question for a moment. “I think Charles Cadwell hates me enough that he’ll target anyone around me, and he has more than enough ammunition with Bash.”

      A moment of quiet passed between us at the hard truth being spoken aloud. Having Enzo come back from Sebastian’s past and burn down the Pack’s home was the last straw for Charles. One more incident, and he would take it to the Summit. Unfortunately, all this became clear to me the night I overheard a phone conversation when Bash thought I was sleeping. I felt the waves of anger and desperation that exuded off him that night. Even if he didn’t express it verbally, I knew he didn’t want to stop being an alpha.

      “So, who are you texting?” Amy asked, breaking the silence.

      “Lucian.”

      “What?!” she shrieked, jumping up from the couch and almost kicking me in the face. “Why are you texting him?”

      I shrugged. “Because we need to kiss and make up.”

      “I could have told you that. I thought you were pissed because he almost killed you—” She suddenly stopped, as if rethinking her train of thought. “Not that I’m trying to dissuade you or anything.”

      “Trust me, I’m still pissed, and we’re going to have words. But we need him on our side. I don’t think he knows what’s actually going on with the Elders. It’s time we clue him in.”

      So I texted.

      I know what the Elders are truly after, and it’s not me. This is much more serious and dangerous than any of us thought. Please, Lucian, let’s talk. Let me tell you what’s going on.

      I hit send before losing my nerve.

      Unlike with the hunter, I knew I wouldn’t hear back from Lucian right away, so I tucked my phone in my pocket and released a long breath.

      The way I worked it out in my head was that if I got caught, it would be by Lucian’s hands. If the rumors were true, then he was in as much trouble as I was. And if he was the one who caught me, maybe they would back off him, even for a bit. The Elders needed to be convinced of his loyalty. I would help prove it to them.

      “What are you scheming about over there?” Amy raised a pierced brow. “I know that look.”

      I laughed. “Just hatching up a plan for when I get caught.”

      Her smile fell in an instant and her nostrils flared. “I thought we went over this already. You’re not using yourself as bait.”

      I scooted closer to her and grabbed her trembling hands. “Aims, I know you want to protect me as much as I want to protect you, but I have to do this. It’s me they’re after, not you. I think I’ve known from the very beginning this was how it had to end.”

      Her flaming red hair swished as she shook her head vehemently. “They’ll kill you,” she murmured.

      “They can try.” I grinned, but she wasn’t as hopeful as I was.

      Instead of mouthing off some more stuff she most likely didn’t want to hear, I pulled her into my arms and hugged her. Amy was like the sister I never had. We’d been through so much together, that the thought of losing each other was unbearable. I knew what it was like losing her, but she had no clue. I thought it was what she feared the most.

      We sat there quietly for some time before we untangled and I turned on the TV. After ordering take-out, we had one of our infamous binge-watching sessions. It was a much-needed girl’s night in. I hated to sound morbid, but if this was it, I wanted to enjoy my last days on earth.

      We were wrapping up season two of Stranger Things when my phone beeped. I hit pause on the TV and pulled my phone out of my pocket, pushing away my plate of pizza with which I was currently stuffing my face.

      It was a text from Lucian.

      Meet me at Gray’s Papaya in 30.

      I showed the message to Amy. Lucian knew that was mine and Amy’s spot, so I supposed that by arranging the meeting there he was declaring it a neutral zone. In any event, I had to hurry. There was no way I’d make it into the city in thirty minutes.

      “Tell Jackson where I’m going. I’ll be back,” I said as I rushed to put on shoes and barreled to the front door. Jackson had gone to do some food shopping, amongst other things he didn’t specify.

      “Hold up, I’m coming with you,” she insisted. “In case he double crosses us, and this is an ambush.”

      I thought about it for a moment and nodded. She was right. Lucian could be playing us and leading me to a trap. But it was a risk I had to take.

      Instead of waiting around for public transportation, we ordered an Uber to get us into the city faster. We left the suburbs of the Bronx and made it to Gray’s Papaya just a few minutes late. Lucian was already waiting for me at the dining counter.

      “Wait outside,” I told Amy. Her jaw clenched as if she wanted to fight me on it, but she nodded. If this was a trap, I didn’t want her to get caught in the crosshairs with me. She needed to escape so she could tell Jackson what happened and call for back-up. On the ride there, I texted Alexander and filled him in on recent events. I still hadn’t heard back.

      I pushed the door and walked inside Gray’s Papaya, heading to the front and ordering a hot dog and a frozen piña colada—virgin, of course. They were quick with my order since it was late, and I noticed the place was relatively empty, which was rare. It was always busy, no matter what time it was.

      I grabbed my food and went to stand by Lucian at the dining counter. He was dressed head-to-toe in his customary black. His blond hair was pulled back with a tie secured at the nape of his neck, and his hands were crossed behind his back. He stood rigidly, looking outside the window. I didn’t speak as I put the condiments on my hot dog.

      “You managed to get me out of the cathedral,” he started, “though I’m sure it wasn’t to eat hot dogs,” he finished without looking away from the window.

      “Hey, you were the one who wanted to meet at Gray’s Papaya, not me.” I shrugged, taking a big bite of my hot dog. I’d just had almost a whole large pizza to myself, and I was still stuffing my face. Where did it all go?

      “I thought you’d feel safe here,” he alleged, his British accent light. “I heard what happened at Washington Square.”

      I took a sip of my frozen piña colada and looked up at him. “What did you hear?”

      “I heard you took great joy killing some of my vampires. You were nothing like when you came to rescue Amy.”

      When I came to rescue Amy, I refused to kill anyone, so I snapped their necks to avoid any casualties. This time around was different.

      I looked away from him, ashamed. “There was no joy in what I did. Only regret that it had to come down to that.”

      “You have the vampires rattled,” Lucian noted blandly. “They don’t want to confront you for fear of what you’ll do. There are very … exaggerated rumors floating around about you.”

      “Like?”

      “Like, you drink the blood of your enemies, type of rumors,” he replied dryly.

      I wrinkled my nose. “That’s your department, not mine.”

      “In any case, the Elders are extremely frustrated. They’re growing more and more agitated by the day.”

      I snorted. “I bet. They want their precious cure, is what it is.”

      At that, Lucian finally turned to look at me. “And why is that?”

      I took a deep breath, looking around the food establishment to make sure no one was close enough to hear, and then told him everything we’d learned from the archivist about Waldo Wagner and Isaac’s visit. Everything. I even told him about the rumors I heard about him. How his life was on the line right now because of this incident. And although it was just some rumor by a random vampire, I believed it. I wouldn’t put anything past these Elders.

      Lucian looked away, his attention riveted back outside the window. “That’s quite a tale,” he mused.

      “It’s the truth, Lucian. The Elders are after more power, and you know it. They have a warlock ready to duplicate the elixir once they have it in hand, and when that’s done, it will be pure chaos. No one should have that kind of power. No one.”

      His face tightened, and for a moment I couldn’t tell whether he agreed with me or not. And that worried me. My palms got clammy and I felt droplets of sweat roll down my spine as I waited with bated breath for his response. Was it possible that they’d gotten to Lucian? That he already knew what was going on? No, I couldn’t believe that. Not from him. Not from the man who saved a lone wolf from a Pack and helped her escape to Los Angeles to start a new life. Lucian just wasn’t that kind of person.

      He relaxed his shoulders and released his hands from behind his back. “If what you’re saying is true, then we have a serious problem. How do you propose we fix it? Because I assume you contacted me with a solution.”

      “Of course, Luce,” I said with familiarity, even if we were still at odds with each other. “One of my main concerns is that they want to kill you because of your affiliation with me. So, I want to re-establish your loyalty with them.”

      “Don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself,” he huffed as he adjusted the collar of his pristine, button-up black shirt.

      “I know you can, but I want you to be the one to catch me and turn me over to the Elders,” I proposed. “You’re the only one I trust.”

      Those dark eyes snapped to me, narrowing to slits. “Come again? You want me to do what?”

      “We have to take out the Elders, and the only way to do it is from the inside. They won’t leave the cathedral, and if they do, they’re very sneaky about it. I’m the one they want, so it makes sense if I’m the one who goes in.”

      “You’re mad as a hatter,” he grumbled. “They will bloody torture you, do you understand? Your father will never forgive something like that. He will start a damn war.”

      “Let me handle Alexander,” I replied dismissively, grabbing Lucian by the arm. His body went rigid, tensing beneath my touch. “I can handle torture, Lucian. You, better than anyone, knows what I’ve been through. This will just be something else to add to my growing list of pain.”

      He relaxed beneath my hand. “Why add to it, Pet?” he chided softly.

      When he used his nickname for me, I smiled. Now I knew everything between us would be okay.

      “What can I say? I’m a glutton for punishment,” I chuckled.

      Those dark eyes softened, and I could tell he was worried.

      “Now tell me,” I changed the subject, “how did you get out of the cathedral?”

      He grinned, and then we spent the next hour talking about everything under the sun—or the moon, in his case. Lucian even ordered a hot dog, and I invited Amy inside to join us. For the first time in a long time, everything seemed to be getting back to normal, even as I still had the lingering question: Why did you almost kill me? But right now was not the time to ask. Maybe when it was all over, but not yet. Not when our relationship was so fragile.

      After we went our separate ways, Amy and I headed back to the house. I looked up at the sky and noticed it was almost a full moon. I hadn’t shifted in days, and I should probably get with Jackson to go for a run before I let myself get taken. I needed all my strength to fortify me for the coming days. The last thing I needed was to be out of control and taken over by the wolf.

      If things were truly back to normal, I would have shifted with Bash. I sighed. I wonder what he’s doing?
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      All the puzzle pieces had been put into place. I was the last one left, and we were just waiting for the full moon to pass so I wouldn’t be stuck in a cell while my wolf raged. I wasn’t moon-bound anymore, but I still felt the effects a little stronger on full moons. In an already agitated state, it wouldn’t be a good idea for anyone.

      “How are you feeling?” Jackson asked during our drive to the state park later that night.

      “I’m fine,” I answered noncommittally. It was just me and him. The other day when Amy and I left to see Lucian, he’d gone to run some errands that took all night and most of the morning. I didn’t ask questions, but I was surprised that Amy didn’t, either.  “So, where did you go?”

      His hands tightened on the wheel. “Go?”

      “The other day when you were gone all night. Where did you go?” I asked nonchalantly.

      Jackson cleared his throat. “What are you, my parole officer?” He laughed awkwardly. “I just had some stuff to do.”

      Some stuff to do? Stuff to do, my ass. He was up to something, and I didn’t like it. “This isn’t the time to have trust issues between us.”

      “You know you can trust me, Kenz. On Jonah’s honor, I swear I’m not doing anything that will hurt you or mess up our plans.”

      I stayed quiet. If he swore he wasn’t up to something, then I believed him. At least that meant he wasn’t up to something that could put a kink in our plans. Everything had to go as smoothly as possible. My life was on the line.

      Jackson pulled into the park and we got out of the car. From what we could tell it was empty, but you could never be too sure. With flashlights in hand, we entered the dense forest and went deep into the woods until we found the perfect spot.

      “Here,” he said. “There’s an alcove beneath the tree we can put our things in.”

      At my nod, we dropped our flashlights and started to undress under the starry night and its round, full moon. Carefully folding our clothes, we tucked them into the little hideaway under the tree. Clicking the flashlights off and placing them on top of our clothes, we stood before each other completely bare.

      I remembered a time when this used to frighten me; when being naked in front of someone made me turn redder than a tomato. By now, I’d shifted in front of so many other wolves, I didn’t care who saw me. I was comfortable in my own skin.

      I dropped onto all fours just as Jackson did, feeling deep inside for my wolf. C’mon, Wolfey. Come out to play! I taunted. That was exactly what she wanted to hear. She awoke with a ferocity I felt deep in my bones, and I felt the liquid fire run through my veins as my spine arched and snapped, my bones cracking and making way for the wolf. This process used to hurt when I was moon-bound, but now it was more of a relief whenever I shifted.

      My arms twisted in unusual angles, my muzzle protruded, and my canines and claws slid out as I turned into a full, black as night, wolf. My eyes turned silver as I bristled and shook my fur. I padded around the area, looking for Jackson—my night vision making the inky darkness clear as day.

      A honey-brown wolf with amber highlights and golden eyes brushed up beside me and I huffed as I saw Jackson. He looked just like Jonah. It made my wolf want to cry. She missed him so much. Instead, I licked my canines and bumped his hindquarters, then made a mad dash through the forest, giving him a silent invitation to follow me.

      Let’s run.
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        * * *

      

      We spent almost two days at the state park in wolf form. Had we been at Cadwell Estate, we would have continued for a third day, but time was of the essence.

      With twigs in my hair and my body black from the loamy soil, I lay on the ground naked, staring up at a canopy of trees and squinting my eyes at the setting sun.

      “We should get going,” Jackson said from behind me. I looked back and found him standing there barefooted in low-slung jeans, carrying all our things. “Have a good run?” he smirked, tossing me my clothes and the cloaking spell potion.

      I caught them as I sat up, downing the potion immediately. Bobby told me they could only track me, not the wolf. “You know I did.” I smiled broadly. We’d spent it mostly together. Hunting, playing, and trying to stay away from humans.

      “Ditto,” he replied, refreshed. “I brought some waters. They’re in the car. Although they’re probably not cold anymore. I put them in a cooler.”

      “It’s all good.” I pulled my shirt over my head. “I’ll drink it hot. I’m just thirsty.” I stood and put on my jeans, following Jackson out of the woods.

      We got back to the car and dumped our shoes and other miscellaneous items in the backseat. Jack went to the trunk and took out two water bottles. He tossed me one and I gulped it down greedily.

      “Any messages?” I asked as I watched him check his phone.

      “Yeah, Amy wants us back at the house. She sent it last night.”

      I reached in the car for my phone and checked for messages. I had a few. Some from Amy, Alexander, Mason, Lucian—and my brother, Ollie. That made me raise a brow. Seemed like I was a popular girl. I ignored everybody else’s messages and opened the one that Ollie sent two nights ago at midnight.

      Miss you. Want to Skype?

      It was all he said, which was weird as hell. Why would he want to video chat in the middle of the night?

      I didn’t wait to respond. Especially since I didn’t know when I’d get to talk to him again.

      Sorry, I’ve been busy at work. Just seeing your text. You ok?

      I sent it and checked the others. Alexander was just responding to my updates, Mason wanted to know what the plan was, and Lucian was giving me the all-clear. And just like with Jackson, Amy was calling us back to the house.

      “I got the same text as you,” I told Jackson. “Call her. Make sure everything is okay.”

      He nodded and walked away for some privacy to make his call.

      I looked down at my phone and wondered about Oliver’s text. Something didn’t sit well with me. Was something wrong with my brother? Why the late-night chat? Ugh. Just what I needed, something else to worry about just as I was about to be taken and tortured. And there would be nothing I could do about it.

      “We might have a slight problem,” Jackson said as he came back toward the car. “It’s Bobby.”

      “What about him?” I frowned.

      “Amy overheard one of his phone conversations. Apparently, he was discussing the sale of the elixir.”

      I tightened my hands into fists. My nails dug so deep into my palms, crescent moons formed on my skin. “That two-timing son of a bitch,” I growled.

      “How can he have the cure?” he asked. “You haven’t told a soul where it is.”

      I shook my head. “I think he can track it. He did create it, after all,” I mused. “Now, I’m no witch, but the only way he could do that is by using something of Jonah’s to track it.”

      “He’d have to use my blood,” Jackson offered. “That’s all we have left of Jonah.”

      I paced by the car, my jaw clenching and unclenching with frustration. I couldn’t believe I trusted that slime ball for even a second. The other night when we were talking, I really thought he wouldn’t betray me. He actually made me believe it.

      “Let’s get back to the house,” I finally relented. “And you better sleep with one eye open, Jack. There’s no way in hell you’re giving that piece of shit your blood.”
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        * * *

      

      We made it back to the house and surprise, surprise, Bobby wasn’t there. He’d left for Chinatown and wouldn’t be back until morning. If that was really where he went. I didn’t know what was true anymore with Bobby. He was always coming and going, and we never really questioned him. That was my mistake.

      “What are we going to do?” Amy asked as we glumly sat around the kitchen counter.

      “There’s nothing we can do at this point,” I replied. “Now it’s up to us to finish this. We need to stay on track, kill the Elders, and be done with it. Then there will be no one to give the cure to.”

      Jackson sighed. “What if he’s the Elders’ warlock? Bobby is extremely powerful and well connected. He could be the one.”

      “Then why hasn’t he turned me in?” I asked, shaking my head. “He only recently started asking me about where I stashed the cure. No, I don’t think he’s their warlock. But something in the game changed for him, and he’s playing both sides. For now, we pretend like nothing’s changed. We know nothing.”

      “The minute you leave this house,” Amy started, “I’m leaving. And I hope you come with me, Jack.”

      “You know it, babe.”

      “You guys don’t plan to stay here in the safe house? It’s safe.”

      “It was safe for you.” Amy reached over to grab my hand. “But we don’t need this level of protection. When you’re free, you can find us at your apartment.”

      I squeezed her hand. She was right. They were just staying in this house for me. I was the only one who needed the cloaking spell, not them.

      “Alright, then.” I let her go and shuffled to the coffee pot, pouring myself one last cup. “Just one more before I go.”
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        * * *

      

      I left the house without taking the potion. Jackson and Amy came along to offer moral support, driving me into the city and straight to the SIU building.

      It started to rain the minute we left the house, which I felt was an omen of what was to come. I didn’t really believe in signs, but when the thunder started, well, it was hard not to believe.

      When Jack pulled up in front of the SIU building I stepped out of the car and into the deluge, drenching my jeans, Converses, black t-shirt, and leather jacket within seconds. Lucian stood beneath the overhang at the front of the building, waiting for me.

      I turned to look at Amy, who exited the car quickly. Her flaming red hair was plastered to her cheeks as she squinted to see me through the downpour. “Are you sure you want to do this, Kenz? Please, think about this!” she yelled against the intensity of the rain and noises of city life.

      “I’ll be okay,” I shouted back. “You know what you have to do.”

      She nodded once and then pulled me into one of her bear hugs. I squeezed her just as hard, closing my eyes. I would do anything for Amy. She was my heart and soul, and without her, I would have been lost a long time ago. Everything I did, I was doing for her.

      “I love you, Aims,” I whispered in her ear.

      “I love you too, Kenz,” she choked out.

      I pulled away, thankful the rain hid the tears rolling down my cheeks.

      Jackson exited the car next, clearing his throat. “Bash is going to lose his shit. You better make it out of this alive.”

      I smiled. “That means you better keep your blood to yourself.”

      “I have faith in you, Mackenzie,” Jackson announced solemnly, lightly punching my arm. “I always have.”

      This felt too much like goodbye, like they didn’t think I’d make it out alive, and they wanted to make sure I knew how much they cared.

      I pulled Jackson into a hug and whispered, “Thank you.”

      After saying our goodbyes, I jogged across the street to meet up with Lucian. Jackson and Amy watched my retreating figure from where they stood at the car. Just as I approached Lucian, he clutched my upper arm seconds before Cas, Finn, and Michaels burst out of the building. Their locator must have informed them that I was there.

      Lucian and I spun around to face them, his grip tightening on my arm.

      “What the hell is going on?” Cas yelled to be heard over the rain.

      “I’ve just caught the elusive Mackenzie Grey and I’m taking her to the Elders,” Lucian purred.

      While I couldn’t see well in this weather, I could very well imagine the look of shock etched on Michaels’ face.

      “Give her to us,” Cas proposed. “We’ll have a fair trial, but let us handle it, Lucian. Please,” Cassidy begged. I felt sorry for him. He really was worried.

      “Gentlemen, you know the rules,” Lucian chided. “Whomever catches her first, lays claims. You almost had her, but you weren’t fast enough.”

      Finn hung back quietly behind Cas and Michael. He was the only one out of the three who wasn’t surprised.

      “Grey, why were you here?” Michaels asked suspiciously. I could tell he didn’t understand why I would have come out of hiding. I’d been playing it so safe since I went on the run. To suddenly pop out in the open like this just didn’t make sense. Hopefully, Finn would help them piece it all together.

      I ignored his question. “Whatever happens from here on out, just know it’s self-defense,” I shouted over the lashing rain.

      “What?” Cas looked taken aback. “What’s going on, Grey?”

      “Be ready when the time comes.” I looked directly at Finn. I knew he couldn’t see me well through the barrage, but he nodded, acknowledging my request. “Trust me.”

      With that last statement, Lucian tucked me against his body and whisked me away with vampire speed. In a flash, we were gone.

      We stopped a few blocks around the corner from the building and I struggled to catch my breath. I’d never experienced the speed of a vampire before. The world around me tilted and I felt extremely dizzy.

      Lucian held me up straight to keep me from falling. “Easy there, Pet,” he murmured.

      “A heads up would have been nice,” I groaned, feeling like I was about to barf.

      “No time,” he said, clasping his hand in mine. “But let’s get a move on before they send out a search party.”
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        * * *

      

      Soaking wet from head to toe, we stepped inside the cathedral, Lucian gripping my upper arm unyieldingly for effect. He dragged me inside kicking and screaming. Even if I’d wanted to, I wouldn’t have been able to pull myself away from his hold. That was how strong he was. Imagine if this was actually real.

      “Let me go!” I shrieked, beating and clawing at a chest made of stone. He didn’t even flinch. “Let me go, you son of a bitch!”

      “What is all this commotion?” a man’s voice came from behind the altar. It was too dark to see, but my attention was focused on thrashing in Lucian’s hold as he dragged me mercilessly between the pews.

      Suddenly, Lucian threw me to the ground with such force, I slid across the polished marble floor until my back hit the first steps to the altar.

      That was when I saw him.

      Isaac.

      He stood at the top of the steps and looked down upon me with disdain. A shaft of light silhouetted his dark figure, giving him a halo, and I was able to see him clearly now. That head full of ebony hair and those stunning navy-blue eyes. They gleamed with malicious excitement as they drank me in, as if he’d just won the grand prize.

      “My liege.” Lucian bowed to him. “As requested, I have acquired Mackenzie Grey.”

      My body trembled, not from fear, but because I was lying on a cold marble floor in wet clothes. Plus, the vamps kept the temperature in the church at a frosty level more suitable for penguins. My body needed time to acclimate.

      “When you first asked me to release you to find her, I doubted you, Lucian. Please forgive me,” Isaac conceded with an imperious nod. “I see your loyalty has never wavered.”

      I spit at Isaac’s feet. “Fuck you.”

      He grinned. “You’re a wild thing, aren’t you? Reckless and out of control.” He squatted and lowered himself to my level. “We’re going to have so much fun, Mackenzie Grey. I have so many things planned for you.”

      “I know what you really want,” I whispered, “and I’m not giving it to you.”

      Isaac’s smirk faltered a little, and for a moment, I saw beneath his crafty façade. It wasn’t pretty.

      He didn’t waste any time. He grabbed a clump of wet hair, taking a nice handful from the roots, and hauled me up the steps to the altar, dragging me to the back door.

      I careened off walls and furniture along the way, bruising and battering my body. During the first moments of what I knew would be a long, excruciating ordeal, I focused on Lucian’s cold eyes until we disappeared into the depths of the church.

      I was taken to a room that appeared to be a dining hall. It was dark and windowless, yet held a table of dark wood that looked like it could seat at least fourteen guests. Isaac continued to drag me by the hair until he arrived at the head of the table and released me, but then he dusted his hands on my wet shirt to remove the few strands he managed to rip out of my head. He sat in the chair, unfolded a white cloth napkin, and placed it gracefully on his lap. I sat on the ground, unsure what to do.

      “If you try to run, I will throw this steak knife into your spine,” he said with ease as he uncovered the food before him, releasing the aroma of well marinated meat into the room.

      “So, I’m just supposed to sit here while you eat?”

      “You are a dog,” he sniffed as he took a bite of his food.

      I growled.

      “Precisely.” He set his utensils down and looked at me. “Between you and I, you did us a favor by killing Ephraim. He was holding us back from our true mission.”

      “Which is?”

      He smirked. “Wouldn’t you like to know? Anyway, that’s in the past now, and we’re moving on.”

      “Then why were you hunting me? And why am I being held as a prisoner? Let me go,” I demanded.

      “You must still be punished,” he remarked as if it were obvious. “My people will see it as a sign of weakness if I just let you go.”

      “Are you going to kill me?” I looked up at him, struck again by his navy-blue eyes; so rare, you could get lost in them.

      “Not yet.” He smiled, though it was without cheer. “We still have much to do together, Mackenzie.”

      Isaac finished his meal in silence and I didn’t probe for any more answers. At this point in our game, I knew he wouldn’t divulge his secrets. After he finished eating and drank his wine glass of blood, he dragged me out of the room again by the hair. I felt the pounding tendrils of a migraine coming. He hauled me downstairs, under the church. My back ached from being tossed down the steps, and I was pretty sure bruises blossomed all over my body.

      It was a maze underneath the cathedral, and after a dozen turns down the twisting corridors, I lost track of how to get back. I had the sneaking suspicion he was making random turns on purpose so I would get lost.

      When we finally reached the room he wanted, he plucked a key on a hoop keychain from his pocket and unlocked the door. Inside was a cage. But it wasn’t just any cage. I swallowed the bile that rose up my throat and the fear crawling over my skin.

      It was a silver cage.

      “Home sweet home,” Isaac taunted as he pushed me inside.

      “No, no, no, no,” I murmured, crawling backward, already feeling the effects of the silver.

      Isaac grabbed me by the neck, his nails digging into my skin and hauling me forward. “Yes, little wolf. This is where you’ll be sleeping from now on.” He swung open the cage door and tossed me inside as if I weighed nothing. He shut the door behind me with a resounding clang of metal on metal and locked it.

      It wasn’t like I had the strength to fight him. I was already weakening from the silver. My lids were growing heavy and my limbs were tingling and numb. I could barely hold myself up.

      “I’m going to kill you,” I muttered, not really hearing myself. Everything sounded so far away, even to my ears.

      “I have no doubt you’ll try,” he agreed amiably as he leaned against the cage bars, smiling at his new catch.

      I didn’t have the strength to keep myself upright so I collapsed to the ground, slamming my cheek against the concrete floor and jarring my teeth together from the impact. Though my eyes were barely open, I could still see him standing there watching me intently as I took shallow breaths. My breathing was ragged and I couldn’t seem to gather enough air to fill my lungs. I worried that being trapped in the silver cage for a prolonged period of time would kill me, but I didn’t have to worry long. The corners of my vision started to darken and my vision dimmed. Soon, everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke to water being tossed on my face. I gasped as if I were coming up for air and sat up, startled. My body felt heavy, and my mouth felt like it had been stuffed with cotton. I rubbed my eyes and saw Damon standing by the cage with two water bottles in hand, one empty and one full.

      His dreadlocks bounced as he shook his head, a sad smile on his face. “Sorry to have to wake you up like that, but I’ve been calling you a couple of minutes now and couldn’t get you up,” he offered apologetically, tossing me the full water bottle. “I don’t have much time. Your friends sent me.”

      “Thank you,” I croaked, chugging the water as if I were stuck in the dessert. “How long have I been out?”

      “A whole day,” he winced. “Last night they celebrated your capture. It was a big feast.”

      “I can’t stay in this cage,” I groaned, barely able to hold myself up. “I don’t have any strength.”

      “That’s the purpose,” Damon explained. “They don’t want you to be strong. Everything around here is laced with silver. You’re damned if you do, and damned if you don’t.”

      I rolled the empty bottle back to him, not having the strength to toss it.

      “Listen, I have to go.” Damon started to make his way to the door. “Stay strong. The torture begins today.”

      I nodded, lacking the ability to say anything in response. I scooted over to the wall, as far away from the silver bars as possible. Not that it made much of a difference, but any distance would be a blessing. Now, it was a waiting game.

      I sat there for what felt like hours, my energy zapping away from me, before the door to the room opened. Stella walked in on bright red stilettos that clicked on the concrete floor when she walked. Even more stunning than the last time we met, she wore her auburn hair in loose curls, a stark contrast to her porcelain skin and ruby red lips. Stella wrapped crimson-tipped fingers around the bars and leaned between them to look at me.

      “Well, look what we have here,” she tutted. “A bird with her wings cut off. Pity.”

      My head lolled to the side as I tried to keep it up. “Funny seeing you here,” I muttered. “I thought you were the smart one. Guess not.”

      She smirked. “Your childish taunts won’t work on me, darling.” She popped a hip to the side. “I know all about you, Mackenzie Grey. You’re almost an urban legend. It’s almost funny to see you now, completely at our mercy. What Isaac has in store for you is … well, it will be rather painful. Unless you tell us what we want to know.”

      I half chuckled, half coughed. “I know what you want, and you’ll never get it.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Oh, we’ll get it.” Her heels clicked as she walked to the door and banged on it two times with the side of her fist. She stepped aside as the door swung open and two vampires entered. They went straight to my cage and unlocked it. I readied myself as they came toward me and hauled me to my feet.

      “Where are you taking me?” I asked as they grabbed me under my arms and dragged me forward.

      “We’re going to play a game,” Stella answered from behind me.

      A moment later, a hood was placed over my head and everything went black. I had to rely on my enhanced senses of smell and hearing from here on out. My sneakers splashed through puddles of water and dampness clung to my skin from the humidity in the air. We turned down several more corridors, and my sense of direction was hopelessly lost within the depths of the catacombs beneath the cathedral. I heard soft murmurs up ahead, accompanied by the sound of clinking metal.

      We walked closer toward the sounds, and as they got louder, I could count how many people were in the area. I determined there were at least three distinct voices, one of them being Isaac’s. We were upon them now, and the two vamps who were escorting me situated me where they wanted, while another set of hands stretched my arms up and to the side so they could clasp chains onto my wrists. When they were finished, they chained my ankles.

      The hood was finally lifted from my head and my hair fluttered around me. I squinted my eyes, adjusting to the flickering light that beamed overhead in the dungeon-like room, and looked around at the crowd before me. The sizable room was filled with a vast array of torture devices that reminded me of the Spanish Inquisition.

      The remaining Elders – Isaac, Stella, Francisco, and Abdul – and the two vampires who escorted me occupied the room. Francisco and Abdul appeared much older in age than Isaac and Stella, proof that they had been turned in their sixties or seventies.

      I looked up at my hands, not surprised to see the chains were silver. Of course. But at least the effects wouldn’t be as bad as being enclosed in a cage. Here, I could at least think straight, although the unyielding metal on my skin burned.

      “Kinky,” I muttered as I swiveled my head around, searching for whatever advantage I could find. But there was nothing. I only saw one exit, and they were blocking it.

      Isaac stepped forward with that all-knowing smirk on his face and caressed my cheek. “You have such beautiful eyes, Mackenzie. One of a kind, really.”

      “Not really,” I countered. “There’s tons of people with gray eyes. Just walk around Time Square.”

      “Not many who are Lycan,” he corrected. “It would be such a prize to collect yours.”

      I swallowed loudly. I feared many things, truth be told, but when I was in Scotland and was blind for a split second—it was the scariest thing in the world at the time. I couldn’t imagine being permanently blind. I would no longer have the prestige of being one of the Sisters of the Sight like my biological mother who was an Oracle, because he would literally take my eyeballs.

      “Don’t be such a creeper, Isaac,” I scoffed. “Only serial killers collect trophies.”

      His upper lip twitched, and I knew I’d irritated him. I had that effect on people.

      “Where’s the cure?” He skipped all formalities and went straight for the jugular.

      I grinned. “At the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean. You better bust out your swimming gear.”

      “Do you think you’re cute?” Stella called out from behind him.

      I chuckled. “Actually, I do. I’m quite adorable, really.” I turned to look Isaac straight in his navy-blues. “They say it’s my eyes.”

      He grabbed me by the front of my shirt and pulled me toward him. The chains bit into my skin and I winced. He brought his mouth to my ear and whispered, “I’m going to enjoy every bit of this, Mackenzie Grey.”

      I steeled myself and tensed. I refused to cower and show them fear—it wasn’t in my nature. “Bring it on.”

      When he backed away, I could tell I rattled him. This wasn’t the response he expected from me. I didn’t think he expected me to be sniveling at his feet, but maybe he didn’t fully believe the rumors. The joke was on him.

      “Shift,” Isaac demanded.

      I looked at him like he was crazy. “In chains? I’ll dislocate my joints. No.” With the way I was stretched out, there was no way I could shift. If I tried, I could possibly kill myself in the process. And even if I did manage to shift safely, I could kill them. And while that was my ultimate goal, the possibility of that happening here and now was almost nonexistent.

      With a sharp nod to one of the vampires that escorted me in, Isaac smiled as the vamp walked behind me. “I said, shift.”

      “And I told you no. So, fuck off.”

      “Shift!” he shouted, his voice echoing in the room. The sound bounced off the cement walls, making my ears hurt.

      I was just about to yell back when there was a crack, followed by sharp pain on my back that pushed me forward. I couldn’t stop the scream that poured out of my throat. My eyes watered, my hands fisted in their silver cuffs, and my toes curled from the pain. The sting on my skin was vibrating, sending shockwaves throughout my body. That bastard had just whipped me.

      “Shift,” Isaac repeated, and I wanted to wipe that smirk off his face.

      “No,” I growled.

      The whip cracked again, but this time I was prepared. I gritted my teeth and pushed forward, arching my back.

      My wolf awoke, and she wasn’t pleased. I shoved her down as hard as I could, not wanting to give them what they wanted. Not even a half shift. They deserved nothing.

      On and on it went. I refused to shift, and they whipped me every time I said no. I’d lost count by now, but I felt the angry welts rising on my back and the blood dripping down my skin. My shirt was in tatters, barely hanging on. I was sweating profusely and could no longer hold myself up. Dangling by the chains on my wrists, the silver cut so deeply into my skin, blood rolled in rivulets down my arm.

      Isaac came to stand in front of me. He pushed the hair away from my face and softly commanded, “Shift.”

      “No,” I mumbled, hardly audible. The whip cracked behind me, but I barely felt it anymore. It was silly, but in the back of my mind all I could think about was my skin. How if I didn’t shift, I’d carry these scars forever. How ironic was that?

      “Cut her down,” Isaac ordered.

      I heard the rattle of chains a split second before I fell to the ground. It all happened so fast, I didn’t have time to catch myself. I hit the ground so hard, my head bounced on the grimy concrete. Still dazed, the next assault came in the form of cold water being poured on the raw skin of my back. I screamed so loud, I was sure they heard me in the next borough. My elongated nails scraped on the ground and Isaac flicked his head in my direction. I didn’t realize my claws had slid out until it was too late.

      One of the vampires grabbed the chain attached to one of my wrists and lifted it up to Isaac, who stood beside him. I was in so much pain, I didn’t understand what was happening.

      With my hand firmly gripped in one hand, and a pair of pliers in his other hand, Isaac clipped them to one of my claws and ripped it out. The pain blinded me for a moment and I screamed again, my voice becoming raw. The pain made my claws retract, but the damage had been done.

      As soon as Isaac released my hand, I clutched it to my chest and tried to fight the tears that fell down my cheeks. Luckily, I was sweating so much it all blended together. I curled in on myself on the ground, not knowing what else to do.

      “That’s what you get for not doing as you’re told,” Isaac sniffed as he picked up my claw from the ground like a war trophy and tucked it away in his pocket. “Clean her up.”

      The custodial vampires hauled me up from the floor as the Elders exited the room. I was released from my ankle chains, the hood was placed over my head, and my senses went dim.
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      I sat in the bath tub shivering. The water had long ago turned cold, and the water was crimson from the blood that continued to seep from my wounds. I stared straight ahead at the dingy wall and the gaping holes that revealed exposed pipes behind the studs, and held my knees against my chest with shaky arms.

      The vampires who escorted me never left my side, continuing to watch my every move. Apparently, they were my babysitters. I didn’t care. I was zoned out. I was held in that room with the Elders while they watched me being tortured for what seemed like hours; the only relief I could find was by retreating inside my mind for a time.

      There was a knock at the door, but I didn’t turn to see who it was. I heard hushed whispers, and through my peripheral vision I saw my babysitters walking away. I couldn’t move or look, but I didn’t want to, either. I was stuck looking straight ahead at the pipes in the wall.

      “Mackenzie,” Lucian whispered as he brushed my hair away from my face and tucked it behind my ear. “Pet, are you okay?”

      I couldn’t find my voice to answer. I knew this would be hard. I was under no false illusions that this would be a walk in the park. I’d kept a brave face for everyone else so they wouldn’t worry about me, but I had my own fears. Now that I was here, I could hardly think straight, which meant my head wasn’t in the game.

      “Bleeding hell, Pet,” Lucian cursed. “Look at me.” He turned my cheek to face him.

      My head fell to the side and I knew I was looking at him with empty eyes. Detached, I noticed Lucian was squatted down by the bath tub, but my two babysitters were gone.

      “Talk to me, Pet, please,” he pleaded, worry etched all over his face. “I could hear your screams from upstairs. I need to know you’re okay, up here,” he said, tapping my head lightly.

      “They whipped me,” I croaked, “and then they ripped out one of my claws. I need to heal.”

      He winced. “Your claw will grow back in time. But if you shift and heal, they’ll know.”

      A big, fat tear rolled down my face. “I’ll be scarred for life.”

      “I know,” Lucian nodded. “Let me call Alexander—”

      “He’ll start a war,” I cut him off.

      “Then let him!” Lucian all but shouted.

      I shook my head. He didn’t understand. No one did. If I let Alexander start a war against the vampires over me, it would be yet another series of troubles and misfortunes that I’d be bringing into his life.

      “He cannot know I’m here, Luce,” I said. “Promise me.”

      His jaw clenched and his eyes hardened. “I didn’t know about the silver cage,” he offered, avoiding my request. “Had I known, I would have told you. With you in a weakened state, it puts us at a disadvantage. We need to find a way to up your strength.”

      I nodded. “The Elders might trust you now, but they’re still watching you. So, get a message to Damon. Have him send a message to Bobby through Amy about what’s happening, and see what he can do about it.”

      I didn’t trust the warlock, but he needed me alive –that much I knew –so if I asked for this, he would make it happen.

      “I’ll make sure he gets the message out tonight,” he promised. “Hang in there, Pet. You’re stronger than you know.”

      “I don’t feel so strong right now, Luce,” I whispered, feeling defeated.

      He placed a hand on my knee and sighed. “Mackenzie, you are the definition of bravery and fortitude. No one can stand in your way. In that aspect, you’re just like your mother. She would be so proud of you.”

      I looked into Lucian’s dark eyes, and for the first time since I’d known him, they watered. He really did love Adaline. If only someone would actually tell me about her someday.

      “Thank you, Lucian.” I placed my hand over his and squeezed. “How did you get in?”

      “Money talks,” he grinned. “And it also buys silence.”

      I wanted to laugh, but didn’t have the energy. “Go before you get in trouble.”

      He placed a kiss on my forehead and stood, walked back to the door where the two vampires were waiting, and left.

      I was strong. I refused to give up now.
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        * * *

      

      After my bath, I was back in the silver cage, feeling high as a kite, sluggish and hungry as hell. A wolf’s appetite was no joke, and I hadn’t eaten in over a day now. My stomach grumbled and I curved in on myself, feeling as if my insides were eating themselves.

      “Hungry?” Isaac sauntered in and I smelled the turkey leg he carried.

      My mouth watered. I didn’t care too much for turkey, but when you were hungry, you didn’t really care.

      I swallowed hard and licked my lips. “Are you here to taunt me?” I was no fool. I had enough pride that I wasn’t going to beg.

      “Not at all, Mackenzie,” he said, and tossed me the turkey leg between the bars.

      I caught it without hesitation and took a big bite out of it. I ate as if I hadn’t eaten in years, and it showed. I looked like an animal. I was certainly being treated like one.

      “You’re clean, you’re fed … now tell me, where is the cure?” Isaac queried as those navy blues followed my every move.

      I scoffed, “You think just because you showed some decency after you tortured me that I’m just going to magically give you what you want? Not in this lifetime or the next.”

      “It’s another day, Mackenzie,” Isaac hummed. “You will tell me what I want to know. Even if I have to beat it out of you.” He went to the door and turned back to look at me one last time. “Enjoy the daytime.” And then he left.

      I relaxed just a tad when he said that. If it was daylight, that meant the vamps were going to sleep, which meant I was safe for the time being. I could shift safely. Or maybe that was what they wanted me to think.

      It was that kind of paranoid thinking that kept me sitting in the cage looking at the wall for the next four hours. I didn’t move, I barely breathed. I worried this was a trap, but if I waited any longer, those scars on my back would be permanent. I didn’t care if I was being vain; I didn’t want to live with it. I already had the ugliest burn mark on my hip from that time the Mad Hatter burned off my Triquetra tattoo that kept me safe from malicious magic. I didn’t need any more markings on my body. Especially any that I wouldn’t be able to explain to my human family.

      Groaning and wincing from the pain in my back, I shed the clothes I was wearing and got on all fours. “It’s time, girl,” I murmured to myself as I reached down for the wolf and brought her out. She was angry. A fire like no other burned through me as my bones broke and made way for the wolf, my eyes silvering, until I was no longer human.

      I whined as I pawed around the cage, feeling the ache of the silver. I bristled and sniffed the air. There was no one near, at least not outside the door. Apparently, they didn’t see fit to guard me during the day. That was good to know for when I got my strength back.

      Even though I was weak, I sighed with relief when I felt my skin knit together and heal . I plopped down and laid on the ground, resting for the first time since I got here.
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        * * *

      

      I’d overslept, and the sound of people shuffling around made my ears perk up. I had to shift back before someone saw me. I didn’t know why Isaac wanted me to shift, but I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of doing what he asked.

      I pushed my human side forward to hasten the shift, but I was blocked. By my wolf.

      She growled and paced the cage, looking at the door, just waiting for someone to come so she could attack. She was angry and hurt, and our innate sense of self-preservation was kicking in. But right now I needed her safe. We already had a claw missing; I didn’t want them taking anything else.

      I pushed again, but she was stubborn. She wanted to protect us, to fight recklessly like we usually did. But I was smarter now. Wiser. I had to be careful.

      Heavy footsteps sounded out in the hallway, followed by others heading this way. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was the Elders. I had to shift.

      As the steps grew closer, the wolf snapped her canines. I wasn’t in control; I needed to get back in the driver’s seat.

      They were nearly upon us.

      I pushed against her, establishing dominance until she finally let out a whimper. My bones began to crack, and I shifted back to my human form just as the door to my room opened.

      The Elders walked in, finding me naked in the middle of the cage, hunched over on my knees, my arms covering my breasts.

      “Looks like we just missed the show,” Isaac commented dryly. Abdul huffed, not impressed.

      “And look at that blank canvas,” Stella said maliciously, staring at my now healed back. “Ready for us to start again.”

      I thought this would happen, but it was a risk I had to take. I needed to heal, and they would have tortured me either way. Now, at least I won’t be in unbearable pain. At least not yet.

      “Get dressed.” Isaac motioned toward my discarded clothing.

      I hated taking orders from others. It was like a trigger for me. A tick. But I had to play it cool. I grabbed my clothes and got dressed. They’d given me a new t-shirt since my other one was destroyed, and they gave me sweatpants since my jeans were all bloodied. I looked like I was wearing pajamas.

      Isaac unlocked the cage and waved me over. Cautiously, I walked barefoot over to where the Elders stood.

      “Walk with me,” he said casually, and led the way out the door.

      I looked at the others warily, but Stella nodded in invitation, so I followed Isaac out the door with the others tailing behind us.

      “Tell me, Mackenzie, do you think I enjoy hurting you?” Isaac posed as if truly pondering the thought.

      I gave an unladylike snort. “That gleam in your eye is unmistakable. You’re a sadist.”

      “Believe what you want, but I don’t. It’s messy and time consuming. Really, it’s just hard work.” He continued walking, his head held high.

      We walked through the underground maze until we reached the stairs. By then, I was out of breath. The effects of the silver really did a number on me.

      We were heading up the stairs when halfway up, I felt a kick behind my knees. I buckled and fell forward onto my knees.

      “Oops. Sorry,” Stella hissed as she walked over me and continued on her way.

      “Bitch,” I mumbled. “What are we, in high school?”

      I stood up and dusted myself off, and then continued up the winding staircase until we were out of the underground and back at the church’s altar .

      I shouldn’t have been shocked to see the pews filled with vampires, but I was. Whatever they had planned for me, there was going to be an audience. Delightful.

      I followed the Elders, and when I made it to the center of the altar, I saw what was in store for me. In front of the altar and pews lay a bed of fiery hot coals.

      I began to sweat.

      I scanned the crowd for a familiar face, even Damon, whom I barely knew, but couldn’t find one.

      “Vampires of New York City!” Isaac called out, and a hush fell over the church. “Today, we have a treat for you. We caught the bloodthirsty wolf who killed my dear friend Ephraim.” He lowered his head as if grieving.

      What a crock of shit.

      “A man who didn’t deserve what this beast did to him,” he continued. “But you know what we do … We get justice for our own, and we like to take our time.” He grinned wickedly.

      Thunderous applause and wild cheering rocked the crowd with Isaac’s words. It made me sick. They were in such an uproar, Isaac had to raise his hand to calm them down.

      “She has also taken something of ours that we want back,” he began, and I rolled my eyes, not caring that everyone could see. “So, as punishment, she will stand barefoot on these coals until she tells me where it is.”

      As murmurs of agreement echoed in the cathedral, all I could do was stand there. My face was impassive, but I think it was because I was in shock. This can’t be what breaks me! I’ll endure this all day long if I have to, because I’m not telling them dick.

      “Now, Mackenzie Grey,” Isaac turned to me, those navy-blue eyes alight with excitement, “do you want to tell me where the cure is?”

      I looked out at the crowd, then at the bed of coals, and my eyes landed on a cross with Jesus Christ on it. I thought about how funny it was that they had something so holy in such a corrupt place. Then my eyes fell on Isaac.

      “I’d rather give away my left tit than tell you.” I said it loud enough so everyone in the cathedral heard.

      Stunned silence fell across the church as the vampires waited for Isaac’s reaction. I stared him down unflinchingly, challenging him.

      Didn’t he know? I’m an alpha. There’s only one top bitch here, and that’s me.

      His nostrils flared as if I’d disappointed him. He really thought the threat of coals was all it would take. Idiot.

      “So be it,” he snarled.

      Rough hands grabbed me from either side and pushed me toward the coals. I stumbled, but overall, I didn’t fight it. I was in a room full of at least a hundred vampires, and I’d spent the last couple days caged in a silver box that sapped my strength. There was no way I could fight my way out of this one.

      The coals sizzled, and flecks of fire snapped in the air above them. I closed my eyes, anticipating the burn.

      Think about the monks. They do this all the time. Just pretend you’re one of them.

      I lifted my foot cautiously, feeling the waves of heat on my skin, when I was suddenly pushed forward. I stumbled onto the coals, screaming from the pain that lashed at the bottoms of my bare feet.

      Tears streamed down my cheeks as my flesh blistered and burned. On shaky legs, I tried to walk over the coals in hopes it would ease the pain, but that only intensified the agony. I gritted my teeth as I held back the scream that threatened to burst forth, spittle flying from my mouth. I gripped my pant legs tightly as if it would ease my pain, but nothing could distract from the smell of charred skin or the torment of burning flesh.

      Stella came into view. “We can make this all go away. Just tell us where it is,” she coaxed, crossing crimson-tipped hands over her chest demurely.

      “Fuck you!” I yelled, the sound echoing as it bounced off the walls and high ceiling.

      “You’re making this difficult on yourself,” she sighed and looked at her nails. “Don’t be so stubborn.”

      “Stubborn is my middle name,” I gritted and looked Stella dead in the eyes. “And you better watch out, because when I kill you, I’m gonna make sure I do it real slow.”

      There was an air of arrogance to her as she flipped her hair back dismissively. She would regret that. I would make sure to remind her.

      Isaac took her place, but instead of offering taunts, he only watched me as if observing an animal in the wild. I could tell he was thinking of different ways to break me, but I wouldn’t make it easy. He was starting to realize he would have to get creative.

      I stood there for half the day while each of the Elders asked me the same question over and over again. Where is the cure? To my credit, I was very colorful with my responses.

      The soles of my feet had turned numb from the pain, and although it was there, it was distant. I stared straight ahead at the doors to the cathedral and daydreamed of better days. Of a day when this would all be over, and I’d get to see Bash. Those blue eyes that were as clear and cold as the ocean, but warm when I looked into them. That was all I thought about, because it was the only thing that ebbed the pain and kept me sane.

      I daydreamed of Bash busting into the church and saving me. I was no damsel, but damn, was I in distress. Even chicks like me wanted to be held once in a while. I couldn’t maintain the tough act all the time. This was one of those times.

      The smell of scorched fleshed filled my nostrils and my stomach turned. I wouldn’t be able to eat meat for a good while after this. Of that much I was sure.

      I wiped away the sweat that dripped into my eyes with the collar of my shirt. When I looked back up, I saw a familiar face in the crowd. My gut clenched, and I had to choke back a sob.

      Lucian.

      He maneuvered himself into my line of sight, his face unreadable, but his eyes—those dark eyes told me all I needed to know. He was five seconds away from whisking me away, consequences be damned.

      I shook my head slightly. It could have easily been seen as a tremor, but he knew what I was telling him: Don’t do it. Don’t do anything stupid.

      Lucian put his hands in the pockets of his slacks, I’m sure to hide his clenched fists, and I worried what he would do. I was afraid he would call Alexander.

      As Isaac came into my line of sight, I tore my gaze away from my friend. “You’ve lasted longer than we expected,” he remarked, almost upset. “It seems that whatever I try isn’t good enough, Mackenzie. I’m slightly offended. Tell me, what is it you fear?”

      That statement sent shivers down my spine, even though I stood on a bed of lava. The things I feared—truly feared—weren’t something I would ever voice. No matter how much they wanted this cure, I didn’t think they’d cross that line. Then again, I honestly didn’t know.

      What I feared most in this world was Logan St. James. I know, I know, the man was dead. I killed him. But I feared what he represented. What he was capable of doing to me. What he almost did to me. The thought made me tremble.

      “I know you’re thinking it.” Isaac grinned, inching forward. “Tell me.”

      “Suck my burnt toe,” I growled and stared him down. “What kind of dummy do you think I am? Tell me?” I mocked. “You’re the worst villain in history. Go back to school.”

      Isaac’s whole face tightened with rage, and I could tell I’d plucked the last straw. He’d had enough of me. He reached for me and grabbed me by the throat, lifting me in the air. My feet dangled, and I had a temporary reprieve as a cool breeze washed over the soles of my sautéed feet. But it was gone as quickly as it came when Isaac slammed me down onto the bed of coals and smashed my face into them.

      “Disrespect me again, little girl, and see what I do to you,” he sneered as he shifted my face to the side so he could see me.

      The right side of my face sizzled as it burned, the fire eating away at my flesh. I let out a bloodcurdling scream that could be heard throughout the city. As the anguish of pain became too much to bear, black spots danced along the edges of my vision until I blacked out.
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        * * *

      

      I groaned as my eyes flickered open and I stared at a gray concrete ceiling. I was lying on my back, and without looking, could feel the draining effects of the silver cage. They’d locked me up again. My face ached, and I could barely move the right side. I lifted my hand to touch my cheek, feeling the dry, flaky, charred skin. I winced and whimpered at the same time, remembering what happened. When I blinked, the eyelashes on my right side almost got stuck together. Everything ached. I couldn’t stand up even if I wanted to. My feet were destroyed. I knew I needed to shift so I could heal, but I couldn’t risk it, not yet at least.

      “How are you feeling?”

      I swung my gaze to the voice outside the cage and found Damon lounging by the bars.

      “I’ve been waiting for you to wake up for a while now,” he said, twisting his dreads between nervous fingers. “They sure did a number on you.”

      I instinctively touched my face again. “I’ll heal,” I mumbled.

      He screwed up his face. “About that … you might want to do that now.”

      I wished I could be more expressive, but I just couldn’t. My face hurt too much. “Why?” I asked, barely moving my mouth to speak.

      “From now on, they plan to have you watched during the day. So hurry up and shift before they come busting in here. I’ll keep an eye out for you.”

      I didn’t have to be told twice. Still seated on the ground, I shimmied out of my clothing and started the change.

      With Damon as my look out, I was able to shift without a hitch and heal, which was the most important part. I also didn’t have to fight my wolf on this. Since our little tug of war the last time, she’d been quiet. I almost felt bad. The last thing I ever wanted to do was isolate my wolf. Our bond was everything, but right now she was a little out of control, and I needed to be rational.

      “Better?” Damon asked as I shifted back and put my clothes back on. My skin was baby smooth again.

      “Much,” I sighed. “Aren’t you afraid of getting in trouble?”

      He shook his head. “I know the guards. Here, catch.” He reached into his jeans pocket, pulled out a little glass bottle, and tossed it to me.

      I caught it and swirled the liquid inside, a sea glass green. “What is this?”

      “What you requested.” Damon smirked and tapped his fingers on the cage bars. “Your freedom.”

      My eyes widened as I tightened my hands around the bottle. I knew Bobby would come through. “What will it do?” I asked, my eyes never leaving the liquid.

      “According to your friend, it’ll give you immunity to silver for a few days, which means you should get your strength back.”

      I grinned wildly. Damn, Bobby. I hate you, but I can’t quit you.

      I popped the cork and chugged the sweet potion, letting it go down smoothly. Within seconds, I could feel its effects. The fuzziness in my head went away; my muscles tightened, leaving behind that languid feeling, and my eyes silvered.

      “Let the games begin,” I said, crushing the bottle with my hands, scattering tiny little pieces across the floor.
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        * * *

      

      During the day I was watched like a hawk, but by the time they arrived it was too late; I’d already shifted and they were pissed. I languished around the cage, pretending as if the effects of the silver still wore on me, because I didn’t want them to know. I needed the element of surprise. My senses were sharper than ever now that I was at full strength. I heard Isaac’s footsteps way before he entered the room.

      “Mackenzie,” he mused as he came in alone. Odd. The Elders tended to do things as a group.

      “Isaac,” I countered. “What brings you to my humble abode?” I waved to the cage with a pretend-heavy arm, letting it flop to my side limply.

      “I thought we’d have a chat. One-on-one.”

      I gave him a mocking smile. “Oohh, ominous.”

      I knew what happened when I taunted him too much, but I just couldn’t resist. He made it all too easy. I’d take the beating every time.

      As if reading my thoughts, he began, “I’ve realized my tactics aren’t working. You seem to be able to withstand pain, and although I’ve barely scratched the surface, I have a feeling nothing I do will make you tell me where the cure is.”

      “Glad we finally agree on something.” I sighed heavily. “I guess we’re at an impasse. What to do, what to do?”

      He gave me his signature smirk and I realized it wasn’t over. Far from it. “You might be physically strong, Mackenzie. But how about mentally?”

      “Give it your best shot, Isaac, but nothing in this world will force me to tell you where it is.” I shrugged. “I’ll clue you in on a little secret.” I scooted closer to the bars to get near him and winced so he thought the silver still bothered me. I waved him over so he’d get closer, and was secretly pleased when he hesitated for a moment before taking a step closer and squatting down to be at eye level with me.

      “That cure was made with the sacrifice of a man I loved very much. If you think I would give him up to you, you’re insane. I would die before I ever did that. Your efforts are futile. You can’t break that kind of love. But what would you know about that? You’re a cold-hearted bastard. I pity you.” I leaned back, regarding him with disgust.

      His face contorted in fury as he took me in. He had a horrible poker face. I, on the other hand, reveled in it. I only spoke the truth. Yes, I was doing all this for Amy so she could be human again, but I was also doing this for Jonah. Jonah’s sacrifice was embodied in that cure. And even though we were never together romantically, I loved him more than he ever could have known.

      That pure love for Jonah was what would get me through this. I knew it.

      “You think you have it all figured out, don’t you? Think again, Mackenzie. You don’t stand a chance against a Reaper.” At that, Isaac stood and banged on the door twice. It opened, and in came a woman with long, black hair and intense, violet eyes.

      I shuffled to my feet as quickly as I could without giving away that I was at full strength. My eyes widened as I took in the Reaper. They were no joke. Finn—one of my teammates at SIU—was a Reaper, and he was our secret weapon. The things they could do would bring a grown man to their knees. How the vampires got one in their pocket made me question the city’s alliances.

      “Let’s get this over with,” she said in monotone, as if bored. In a flash, the woman turned into a cloud of black smoke and drifted into my cage, reappearing again beside me. It always tripped me out when Finn did that. “Before I do this, I’ll give you an out. Tell them what they want to know.”

      I shook my head stubbornly. “Not a chance.” I stood straighter and steeled myself for what was to come.

      “Your funeral,” she sighed, and then placed her hand on top of my head.

      The minute her palm touched my forehead, my eyes rolled to the back of my head and my eyes closed. The room around me disappeared and I was falling into a pit of pure darkness. My stomach dropped and I screamed as I felt the icy wind blow past my cheeks from the speed of the descent.

      Instead of landing on the ground, I landed on a mound of scurrying rats, their high-pitched squeaks filling my ears. I shrieked and jumped to my feet as they crawled over me. I kicked and brushed them off my legs as I ran and tried to get away.

      I dug deep within me, trying to wake the wolf, but she was noticeably absent. I hated rats, but my wolf had no fear of the rodents. I needed to shift. I kept running until the rats were just a memory, finally coming to a stop in front of a door. My heart was pounding so hard, I thought it would burst out of my chest. My skin crawled with the memory of tiny, cold, rat feet scurrying across my body .

      How the hell did I get here? One minute I was in the cage and the next …? I shook my head sharply, trying to remember.

      Frustrated, my hand went to the door knob, eager to find a way out of this maze. I twisted it and pushed, letting in a gush of frosty air as I walked into another room of darkness.

      “Hello?” my voice echoed in the vastness. “What the hell?” A shiver ran up my spine and I wrapped my arms around my middle to fend off the chill.

      Suddenly, hands came out of the shadows and started to claw at me. Dozens of hands. I slapped them away, but there were too many. No matter where I ran, more hands darted in, grasping feverishly. One of them grabbed my foot and tripped me, and I fell flat on my face. I turned onto my back and then hands became arms and they pinned me to the ground.

      “Let me go! Stop!” I gurgled as a hand came up to cover my mouth. Struggling in their tenacious grasp, I noticed a sudden shift as the ground beneath me began to liquefy. My eyes became as wide as saucers as I realized I was sinking.

      No. I can’t drown!

      I thrashed violently in their clutches, but it was futile. Their grip on me was iron tight. The liquid was up to my ears and I could no longer hear. As sound became muffled, the panic really set in. I blinked back tears as I sank deeper and deeper, until I was completely submerged.

      I held my breath, holding my eyes tightly shut against the thick, gooey liquid. I didn’t know how long I would last, but I couldn’t panic anymore. That wasn’t how I would spend my final moments.

      Struggling to relax, I eased my mind and made my body languid. Floating, I flipped through memories and thoughts of my family and friends. I never got to say goodbye. I would die here, and no one would know where the cure is. No one would know …

      Wait a minute.

      I thought about that for a second. Why would they kill me now? It didn’t make any sense. They still didn’t have the cure. No, this had to be a trick. My body tensed as panic tried to claw its way up again and I had to force myself to relax. I took a deep breath, which was when I realized I hadn’t suffocated yet. I didn’t inhale liquid and there was no burn in my lungs. I moved my arms and they pushed against the thickness, but it seemed like I was free of the roaming hands.

      This is all in my head. It has to be.

      Slower than I wanted, I reached my hand toward the surface and tried to pull myself up. I had nothing to hold onto, but I gritted my teeth and kicked with my legs. It didn’t propel me up or anything, but it brought me up an inch. I kept kicking—slowly, might I add—until my hand shot up and above the surface and I felt the delicious rush of cool air. I kept going until my head popped up, and I gasped for air as if I hadn’t breathed in eons.

      My eyes opened and I realized I was still enclosed in darkness, and half my body was still submerged.

      “No,” I muttered. “This isn’t real. None of this is real!”

      I started to shake. I felt the foundations of wherever I was tremble, and I knew it had to do with me. With what I was coming to terms with.

      “Show yourself!” I yelled at the darkness. “Whoever you are, fight me!”

      Everything shuddered and the liquid sloshed around my ankles, the viscous fluid dissolving and turning into actual water. Lights flickered around me and then I fell back, my eyes rolled to the back of my head, and everything went black.

      I gasped, sucking in a large amount of air as I stumbled backward and fell on my ass. In front of me stood a woman with long, black hair and a fierce, angry stare. The Reaper.

      I looked around and realized I was back in the silver cage with my grim friend. Isaac was just outside of it, staring at us with a confused look.

      “What just happened?” he asked. “Why is she awake?”

      The Reaper snarled, “Because she kicked me out.”

      “Stay the hell out of my head, you freak!” I spat, glad Finn wasn’t around to hear me say that. I should have known it was her digging her claws into my brain.

      “I wish I could,” she mumbled. “But the pay’s too good. Now, let’s see what you’re afraid of …”

      She reached for my head again, but this time I was ready. I kicked her between the legs with all the force I could muster, and when she hunched over, I kicked her in the face—hard. I quickly stood and backed away, meeting the wall. I was cornered, which was a very uncomfortable place to be.

      “You bitch!” she grumbled as she held onto her bleeding, broken nose.

      “Come for me again and see what I do to you next,” I threatened. “That pretty face will be unrecognizable when I’m through with you.”

      The Reaper was torn. She looked to Isaac first, and then back to me. I flashed my silver eyes. Try me, bitch.

      Her eyes widened. “You didn’t tell me she was a MacCoinnich,” she gasped, still staring at me.

      “Does it matter?” Isaac all but rolled his eyes.

      She swung her shocked gaze to him. “Yes, it matters! Are you planning to start a war?”

      He grunted and narrowed those navy blues. “She’s a throwaway. They don’t care about her.”

      Isaac was either stupid and hadn’t done his homework, or he was playing it smart and hoping he could play her. I betted on the latter.

      “If she’s who I think she is, she’s no throwaway,” the Reaper interjected. Smart girl. “Our deal is off. I’m not fighting the Lycans.”

      She morphed into a cloud of black smoke and glided through the bars, materializing in front of Isaac. “If you were smart, you’d release her.”

      Before I knew it, Isaac’s fangs were out and in her throat. She screamed and blood splattered everywhere, but it was pointless. He drank her blood so fiercely that within seconds, he’d snapped her neck. She fell limp in his grasp and I couldn’t hear her breathing any longer. He dropped her like a sack of potatoes.

      “That, Mackenzie, is how you tie up loose ends,” he mused, his mouth covered in crimson. “Remember that.” Isaac reached into his suit pocket and pulled out a silk handkerchief, dabbing his mouth and chin fastidiously.

      I stood there, practically vibrating with hatred for this piece of shit. I didn’t know that Reaper –hell, she tried to mind-fuck me for a dollar –but damn, the minute she learned who I was, she stopped. If she’d been allowed to leave, she might even have sent word to Alexander. Not that it would have been a good thing, but still.

      I calmed my racing heart and took a couple deep breaths before I spoke. “You’ve tried hurting me physically and mentally, but I won’t break. And that pisses you off.” I stepped toward the bars and got closer to him. “Admit it, Isaac. You don’t like being on the bottom,” I smirked.

      He rushed the bars as if to attack. I could smell the copper in his mouth. I didn’t flinch, much less blink. I only stared into those navy blue eyes.

      “Testy,” I said with a glint in my eyes. “Girl on top not your favorite position?”

      “Shut your mouth or I’ll shut it for you,” he sneered and I visibly tensed. I had to tread carefully.

      “My lips are sealed.” I pretended to zip them with my finger and throw away the key.

      That sneer turned disgusting and my eyes narrowed. He was up to something. “You didn’t like that, did you?” he said, eyeing me with curiosity. “Interesting.”

      I kept quiet, not wanting to put my foot in my mouth. I had a tendency to do that, and had a feeling I would do just that if I said anything.

      Isaac reached between the bars and caressed my cheek. My face heated and I slapped his hand away. “Don’t touch me.”

      He laughed. “My, my, my! Now this is quite a development. Personally, I abhor men who push themselves on women. It’s distasteful.”

      “I feel a but coming …” I mumbled.

      “But,” he smiled, “I finally know what you fear.”

      “You don’t know jack shit,” I snapped with so much venom, I could have been a rattlesnake.

      “If that’s what you think …” He winked at me. “Sleep well today.”

      After dropping that little nugget of wisdom, he spun around and left the room.
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        * * *

      

      I slept like shit during the day.

      When they say sleep with one eye open, it was the truth. Now that Isaac knew what I truly feared, I worried he’d send someone in the middle of the day when I thought it was safe and was sound asleep. The thought alone kept me up. The fear drove me insane.

      I wanted to believe that maybe that was all it was: fear. That he wanted me to be paranoid, but that he wouldn’t really do something so depraved. But I honestly didn’t know, and was too scared to take the chance.

      I was so sleep-deprived that when Lucian came into the room, I had a migraine.

      “Pet, are you alright?” he said as he squatted down by the bars.

      “Just peachy,” I murmured. “Why, whatcha got?”

      “The team is ready when you are. Do you have your strength back?” he asked, eyeing me with concern. I was sure I looked like shit right now. Lack of sleep would do that to a girl.

      “Don’t worry about me,” I offered, standing up. “If they’re ready, then I’m ready. Let’s get this over with.”

      Lucian nodded, standing up as well. “I’ll let the others know.” He bit his bottom lip and I saw worry in his gaze.

      “What is it, Luce? What’s wrong?”

      He straightened and blew out a breath. “Once this happens, I’ll need to go into hiding. The vampires will want to seek their revenge for the death of the Elders. I’ve spoken to Alexander …”

      “You’re going to Scotland, aren’t you?” I finished for him.

      He nodded again. “It’s the only place I’ll be safe.”

      I closed my eyes and let my forehead fall on the silver bars. “No, Lucian. This can’t happen. You’ll lose your title.”

      He reached over and grabbed me by the back of my head, bringing his forehead to mine. “It’s all worth it, Pet. This was long overdue. The Elders … we’ve needed to be rid of them for some time. It’s just that no one has ever stood up to them before now.”

      I shook my head, still in his grasp. “The vampires need you. I need you.”

      “I’ll always be here for you, Pet. Always. And when you take your rightful place on the throne, I will be by your side. I believe in everything you are, Mackenzie Grey. And you need to believe it, too.”

      I didn’t realize I was crying until I licked my lips and tasted the saltiness. Lucian was my guardian. Losing him was like losing a parent. Since entering this supernatural world, he’d been a constant in my life. I couldn’t fathom not having him around.

      “I must go before they come looking for me.” As he pulled away, I sniffled. “But be ready, because tomorrow, we go to war.”
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        * * *

      

      I couldn’t sleep after Lucian’s visit. He left me with so much to think about, such as the choices I’ve made thus far and what I could have done differently. But in the end, I realized it all would have led me back here. To this moment. I just had to accept it.

      The door swung open, but this time instead of Isaac, it was Stella. I tilted my head to the side as I warily watched her approach the cage. She wore a tight, short dress and her long nails were bright and sharp, scraping the bars of the cage as she came closer.

      “Hello, birdie,” she said sweetly. “I see you survived the night.”

      I shrugged. “This bird won’t stay caged for long.”

      “If you say so. You have so much spirit. Hope. It’s going to be fun crushing it.”

      I chuckled. “And it’ll be fun watching you try.”

      Stella unlocked the cage and reached for me, digging her nails into the back of my neck and dragging me out of the room and into the hallway.

      Her heels clicked against the concrete floor as she marched us toward her destination. I shuffled alongside her, trying to keep up while her nails dug deeper into my skin. It was not a comfortable position.

      We weaved through the murky underground tunnels, passing by many doors with vampires who watched us stomp past. I was surprised they didn’t put a hood on me this time. They were getting complacent.

      This was my opportunity. I counted how many turns we made and memorized our steps. I looked into each room and saw who was in them. I observed everything.

      We made it to a polished wooden door with a golden placard mounted in the center. I didn’t recognize the symbol etched into the gold, but it must have been a house crest or something. Before I could get a good look, Stella kicked the door open and tossed me inside.

      I fell onto my hands and knees right inside the doorway. Blood dripped from my neck from the puncture of her sharp nails, but I didn’t even wince. I felt no pain.

      I slowly picked my head up and a chill ran down my spine as I realized I was surrounded by a circle of vampires. But I wasn’t afraid of being beaten. No, that wasn’t what bothered me. I feared the look in their eyes, the hunger for something other than bloody violence. Then I noticed the bed on the other side of the room.

      I looked back at Stella, who stood there grinning like a fool, and felt sick. Isaac was nowhere to be seen, and for a second, I thought maybe he didn’t know. Maybe this wasn’t something he’d do. Or maybe this was just something he couldn’t stomach. But she could. The fact that a woman could do this to another woman made it a million times worse.

      I stood on shaky legs and got to my feet, spinning and eyeing each man who stood before me. I silvered my eyes and growled. I wouldn’t go down without a fight, and if I had to take my own life, so be it. But this wouldn’t end the way they wanted it to. I wouldn’t allow it.

      “Isaac told me what you fear the most,” Stella said almost cheerfully, “so I found some … volunteers who wouldn’t mind keeping you company.”

      I stopped caring. I reached inside for my wolf and she didn’t hesitate to answer my call. I extended my claws and canines, and let out a thunderous roar that shook the foundations.

      Stella’s smile faltered a little. She was afraid. She should be.

      A hand reached out and grabbed my upper arm, but I slashed it with my claws. When he released me, I dug my other claws straight into his throat, making blood sprout everywhere. I lifted him up a few inches off the ground and flung him toward two other vampires, making them fall like bowling pins.

      Another grabbed me from behind, pinning my arms behind me, but I slammed the back of my head into his, causing his grip to falter. I twisted out of his arms, dug my hand in his chest, and ripped his heart out.

      There were three more left in the room, but they were wisely hesitant now. They circled me like a feral animal. Maybe they were right. They rushed me together, two of them going to grab each arm, while the third pushed me back toward the bed. I thrashed against their hold, but they were vampires and impossibly strong.

      But I was angrier.

      I roared as hands roamed my body and I started to shift. Fuck this shit. My bones cracked beneath their grips as they tried to strip me of my clothing. My body contorted in odd angles until finally, the wolf burst free. My midnight black fur bristled as they hurried to release me, and I bit the first leg in my way. I chomped down, shredding the meat and chomping on the bone. He fell to the ground and let out a bloodcurdling scream. I silenced him when I went for his neck.

      Blood dripped from my muzzle as I sauntered over to the other two, growling as they backed away. I didn’t waste any time; I had no remorse. I leapt onto one of them and clawed at his face like I was digging a grave. When he could barely whimper, I ripped out his throat. Just then, something hit my side and I was flung back.

      The last would-be vampire rapist had snapped off a piece of the headboard and hit me with it.

      “C’mon, bitch!” he yelled confidently.

      Bodies and blood were littered all around us and Stella was nowhere to be seen. She must have scurried away to get Isaac.

      I better hurry this up before they find me in wolf form.

      I darted near his ankles and snapped, but every time I did, he swung that piece of wood at me. I couldn’t get close without getting hit. My ears perked up and I heard footsteps approaching. I had run out of time.

      I growled my disapproval.

      Instead of attacking, I darted to a corner and shifted back to my human form. I was butt-ass naked, but I didn’t care. I went toward the last vampire and his eyes widened with fear.

      “This is what you wanted, fucker,” I growled as I stalked toward him. His eyes roamed my body, but not in a sexualized way. He was scared shitless.

      He went to swing his makeshift bat, but I caught it with my hand just as the doors burst open. I didn’t pay attention to the newcomers, but the vampire did. I took control of the weapon, slammed it into the vamp’s face, and knocked him down on the ground. Still not finished, I took the plank and smashed it onto his neck, applying pressure until his head was cut clean off.

      I was breathing heavily as I tossed the headboard to the side and turned to look at my audience. The Elders stood by the doorframe, watching me with furious eyes.
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      We were back in the dungeon-like room where I’d first been whipped. They chained me up, but only my wrists this time. I knew what was coming and tried to brace myself.

      The whip cracked on my bare back and I arched, gritting my teeth. Sweat dripped down my face and I trembled as I grabbed onto the chains to hold myself steady.

      “You will tell us where the cure is, or I will whip you raw and make sure you don’t ever have a chance to shift,” Isaac snarled as he faced me.

      I kept my head low and avoided eye contact. “I’m not telling you dick,” I muttered, gasping when the whip lashed my skin again.

      “Tell me!” Isaac roared into the room, spittle flying in my face.

      I barely batted an eyelash. “Fuck off.”

      The strokes came back-to-back after that, and I think I passed out at one point. My hands slipped from the chains and I hung limply from them, the silver chains biting into my skin. I couldn’t hold myself up any longer.

      I was barely conscious when the door burst open and a vampire I didn’t recognize rushed in. He whispered into Francisco’s ear and then they mumbled something to Isaac.

      “Cut her down. Give her some clothes and take her back to her cage. I want her watched around the clock. She doesn’t get to shift,” Isaac ordered, and the vampire lackey nodded.

      The Elders left in a hurry, and the other vamp started to loosen my chains and unshackle me. Though he wasn’t gentle, he wasn’t overly rough, either. He dressed me, and when he lifted me up, I screamed when his arm touched my raw back. I blew out a breath and tried to control my breathing until he deposited me back in my cage. Then he sat just outside of it, watching me disinterestedly.

      I didn’t know what time it was or whether it was day or night. It had been a while since I’d been here, and with a guard now, I would have a hard time figuring it out.

      I curled up in a corner and tried to ease the pain. It was no worse than the first time, but it was still painful. I had just drifted off to sleep, hoping I could sleep the pain away, when I was awakened by the sound of my name.

      “Mackenzie! Mackenzie!”

      I stirred awake with bleary eyes. I rubbed them open as I looked outside the cage and got a look at who called me. Damon!

      His dreadlocks were pulled back in a low ponytail and he looked excited. Beside him lay an unconscious vampire.

      “What’s going on?” I mumbled.

      “It’s daytime,” he answered a little sleepily.

      I perked up and rushed to my feet, wincing at the pain in my back. I bit down on my lip until I tasted blood. “I guess it’s time to bust out of this joint,” I said and walked toward the cage door.

      Damon took the keys from the unconscious vamp and opened my cage. As soon as I exited my silver prison, I turned and ripped out my guard’s heart.

      “What’d you do that for?” Damon gasped.

      “They all die,” I growled and kept moving.

      It wasn’t just the Elders I was angry with, but all the vampires who went along with their maniacal plans. The ones who cheered them on, the ones who volunteered to do God knows what to me … all of them deserved what they got and more. It wasn’t just the apple that was rotten; it was the whole tree.

      Damon led me down the hall toward the bedroom I was in earlier. I noticed there were rows of bedrooms with the same golden crest on the door. He pointed to one of the doors and gave me a thumbs up. I twisted the door knob slowly and slipped inside. Quietly, I tiptoed into the dark room. There was barely anything in there but a bed and a dresser. I saw a figure lying on the bed and realized it was Abdul.

      There was a conveniently-placed stepping stool beside his bed, which I climbed to get a better angle. When I hovered above him, I saw he was sound asleep, without a care in the world. It seemed almost unfair to kill him, but then I thought about how much he despised Lycans and how he stood by and watched the cruelty inflicted upon me without complaint. No, he deserved to die.

      Without another thought, I stuck my hand inside his chest and clutched his heart. His eyes popped open and glared up at me.

      “Feel that, old man? Wolfey’s got your ticker,” I whispered, ripping it out before he could yell for help.

      I dropped his heart onto the bed beside him and wiped my hand clean on his sheets. I thought I’d feel better when I finished, that a weight would be lifted from my chest, but no. I only felt more anxious. Three more to go, and that wasn’t including the other vamps in the church. None of them were innocent.

      I slipped out of his room silently and met Damon outside, who was keeping a watchful eye in case anyone came around. Just as I stepped out, there was movement down the hallway and I saw a group approaching. For a moment my whole body tensed, but as soon as I saw their faces, I relaxed. Amy was leading the group, followed by Jackson, Lucian, and the vampire hunter Mason. The latter had a crossbow in his hand, though they all looked ready for battle.

      No one said a word, even though we were all brimming with nervous energy. All I wanted to do was engulf Amy in a hug, but I refrained. With a single nod, we all knew what to do. Everyone dispersed and went into a room like shadow walkers.

      I went into the next room and stumbled upon Francisco’s room. I didn’t dilly-dally with quips or snide comments. I killed him quick and swiftly. Which meant I only had Isaac and Stella left. The ones I hated the most.

      My hands were sticky with blood as I turned the knob for the next room and saw Stella lying on her bed. As I approached, she appeared so peaceful. Her auburn hair was perfectly splayed on her pillow and she looked almost angelic. Except she wasn’t. She was the devil incarnate. I’d promised to make her death slow, and I kept my promises. I looked around the room until my eyes landed on a belt. Perfect. I quietly went over and grabbed it, then I made my way back to her side and shook her awake.

      “What?” she gasped, and I stuffed the belt in her mouth, wrapping it tightly so it muffled her sounds.

      I punched her in the face and then twisted her wrists until I heard bones crack, which wasn’t easy to do to a vampire. Goes to show how pissed off I was. She tried to scream, but the belt stuffed in her mouth ensured she couldn’t.

      “I told you that when I killed you,” I whispered, “I would make sure it was slow and painful. I keep my word, Stella.”

      I extended my claws and, looking at the one missing on my finger, dug them into her neck and strangled her. “You’re the worst kind of woman,” I murmured. “You turn on other women, and that’s disgusting.” I leaned in close to her ear and squeezed tighter as she scratched and wailed at my hand. “You repulse me.” I wasn’t constricting her breathing. Vampires didn’t breathe. But I was digging my claws past skin and crushing her windpipe. “I should just rip out your throat.”

      Her eyes widened, and she shook her head rapidly.

      “Nah, I won’t rip out your throat.” I pulled my claws away. “I’ll just cut off your hands.”

      I didn’t give her a second to think about what I said. In a flash, I dug my claws into her left wrist and ripped her hand from her arm. Her scream was muffled, but it would have been toe-curling. I did the same with her right hand.

      She thrashed on the bed and I clapped with her hands.

      “Was that painful?” I tilted my head and grinned, though none of this brought me joy. It made me sick, but I had to do it. She deserved this and so much more. They all did for what they did to me. For what could have happened to me. For the welts on my back that hadn’t healed yet.

      With vampiric speed, she lunged for the door, but with no hands, she couldn’t open it or pull the belt off her mouth. She spun around and looked at me in wide-eyed horror.

      “No one’s coming to save you, Stella,” I whispered. “They’re all dead.” It wasn’t the complete truth. I still had to deal with Isaac.

      She started to cry. Her muffled screams increased in volume, and I worried someone would come to investigate the noise. I charged at her and snatched a handful of beautiful auburn hair, flinging her over to the bed. It was time to end it.

      Forcing her to stand upright, I glared into eyes filled with fear. I should have felt bad. I should have had mercy. But I had none.

      I dug my clawed hand inside her chest and clutched her heart. She choked as my nails pierced the organ pumping steadily in my hand.

      “The almighty Elders,” I scoffed. “You were supposed to be a challenge. You were supposed to be the strongest vampires in the world.” I squeezed her heart and she groaned. “But you were easy. Your fatal mistake was underestimating me.  Don’t make the same mistake in the next life.” With those final words, I ripped out her heart and watched as she collapsed to the ground with a loud thud.

      My eyes were dead as they looked at her. I dropped her heart to the floor and it flopped around on the ground, making a wet, smacking sound. This kill made me feel a little better, but the one that mattered most was Isaac. He would put up a fight. That much I knew.

      I slipped out of the room, the euphoria of a fresh kill thrumming in my veins, and then everything stopped. In the middle of the hallway lay Damon’s body, his head detached from his neck. I looked down the hall and saw Isaac’s door was open.

      I didn’t care about making noise anymore. I ran over to his room and cursed when I saw it was empty.

      He knows. He killed Damon.

      Jackson was coming out of a bedroom coated in blood when he saw Damon’s body and then me. He did a double-take and looked at me for enlightenment.

      “Isaac,” I said by way of explanation.

      “Fuck,” he expelled.

      Mason came out of a room, crossbow in hand, and grinned. “The hallway has been cleared.”

      “We have a problem,” I gritted. “Isaac is loose, and he knows we’re here.” Looking around, I realized two people in our party were noticeably absent. “Where are Amy and Lucian?”

      Mason shrugged his shoulders, unconcerned. “I figured they’d be here, since all the rooms have been cleared.”

      My eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Did you do something to them?” I stepped closer to him and growled. Still coated in dark, sticky blood, I knew I looked menacing.

      “Mackenzie,” Jackson warned, holding a hand out to stop me. “We’ll find them. They might be upstairs.”

      My chest rose up and down at a rapid pace and I couldn’t help but worry. Mason was a hunter; his prejudice against vampires knew no bounds. He may have promised to stay away from Amy, but he never promised to stay away from Lucian. I didn’t trust him.

      I nodded and then followed the guys through the maze of corridors under the church, until we arrived at the stairs and made our way back up to the cathedral. I heard the grunts and shouts before we made it to the back of the altar. When we approached the scene, it was a full-on battle between Isaac, Lucian, and Amy.

      Amy was on the ground, looking tired and beat up. Her flaming red hair was matted to her face with sweat and she could barely hold her weight. Lucian was facing off with Isaac, but I could tell he was drained. Isaac, on the other hand, looked as if none of this bothered him. Like the fight took no more out of him than if he were swatting gnats. If Lucian couldn’t defeat him, I knew I didn’t stand a chance in hell.

      Jackson ran to Amy and helped her up, pulling her to the sidelines. Good. She needed to stay out of it. I needed her to stay safe.

      Mason and I were standing near the altar, trying to decide how to jump into the fray, when I yelled, “Isaac!”

      His gaze swiveled to me and his smirk stretched across his face. “Ah, yes. The woman of the hour. I should have known you had a trick up your sleeve.”

      “Leave her out of this!” Lucian snarled, but the effect wasn’t as strong as he might have hoped. He’d taken one too many punches. It was time for him to tap out.

      “None of you stand a chance against me,” Isaac sniffed, puffing out his chest importantly. “Make this easy for everyone, Mackenzie. Tell me where the cure is.”

      I narrowed my eyes onto my target as battle blueprints and assault plans rushed through my mind. I had to be strategic. I couldn’t just let loose and wail on him, no matter how much I wanted to. The urge to be reckless was embedded deep within me, like an itch I needed to scratch. But being reckless would get my friends—my pack— killed.

      I stepped down from the altar and prowled closer to Lucian, whose back was to me, his always-pristine hair falling out of his ponytail.

      “It’s you and me, Isaac,” I taunted, placing a restraining hand on Lucian’s shoulder and urging him to step back. I placed my body in front of him protectively, daring Isaac to attack. “You’re so desperate for something I’ll never give. So c’mon. Fight me.”

      “Mackenzie,” Lucian warned, but I held a hand up to quiet him. I wasn’t trying to be rude, but there was a method to my madness.

      Isaac laughed. “Little girl, you may have killed the others, but it won’t happen with me.”

      Something whizzed past me, ruffling my hair, and Isaac caught it seamlessly. It was one of Mason’s bows. Faster than my eyes could track, Isaac flung it back and it hit its target. Mason’s shoulder.

      “Argh!” Mason yelled, falling to one knee with a crash.

      “Nice try, hunter, but you’re a dime a dozen. I eat your kind in my sleep.” Isaac rolled his eyes. “Now, Mackenzie, let’s be reasonable. You’re injured. It wouldn’t be a fair fight.”

      I curved up the corner of my mouth. “It’ll be fair.”

      There was something in my voice that set him off. I didn’t know if it was the fact I insinuated he was just as broken as me, but he was furious. He came for me full throttle, flashing across the room, grabbing my shoulder, and catapulting me toward a row of pews. As my lacerated back made impact with the hard, wooden benches I winced, gritting my teeth against the fresh blossom of pain.

      I darted to my feet, but he was already there, ready with an iron punch to the stomach. As I doubled over, he kneed me in the face and I heard the sharp crunch of cartilage snapping in my nose. I wavered on my feet woozily before he reared back and punched me in the face with the force of a small hurricane. My head snapped back and I stumbled backward, tripping on a pew. He gripped my shirt, lifted me above his head, and slammed me on the ground. The marble floor cracked from the impact of my body, shattering it into shards that splintered around me. The force was like a bucket of ice water on my body. It rattled me. There was a wetness on my back and I know it was bleeding.

      “You wanted a fight,” he sneered, “but you’re not doing much fighting, little wolf. I thought you were a scrapper.”

      I chuckled, blood spewing from my mouth, which was like waving a red flag in front of a bull. Enraged, the brutal assault continued as he rained punches to my head and body. My eyes had almost swelled shut and it was difficult to see as Isaac flew around me with vampiric speed.

      Suddenly, there was a pause in his onslaught and I heard a growl from somewhere close by. I imagined it was Jackson. When I tried to stand, I found I lacked the strength to lift myself off the ground.

      Lucian hurried to my side and grabbed my arms, lifting me up. “What are you doing?” he whisper-yelled. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

      “It’s all part of my master plan.” I wobbled on my feet before turning and seeing Isaac launch Jackson toward the altar like a football.

      Seizing the opportunity while Isaac’s back was toward me, I jumped on it, not too gracefully, I might add. I wrapped my legs around his waist and my arms around his neck. My vision was a little dim and my body was heavy, but I squeezed as tightly as I could.

      “This must be a joke,” Isaac laughed, reaching over his shoulder to grab the back of my shirt and fling me ass-over-tea-kettle to land with a thud on the unyielding floor. “Where is the cure, Mackenzie?” he snarled, striding toward me with purposeful steps.

      I scrambled to my feet sloppily. We were at a good distance from each other. I tried to look as defeated as I could. I was thoroughly beat up, of course, but I still had my secret reservoir. As he came within reach, I swayed on my feet.

      “Tell me!” he yelled in my face.

      I flinched, then answered smugly, “It’s been under your nose this whole time.”

      He jerked as if I’d slapped him. “What?”

      “I am the cure.”

      I was lying through my teeth, but it was all part of my plan. I stood there, swaying drunkenly as if I’d tip over at any moment.

      “That’s impossible,” Isaac muttered as he watched me more closely, but I could tell he was intrigued.

      “The cure runs through my veins. I was the only way to keep it safe. It was foolproof,” I chided. The others were starting to come toward us. Amy’s eyes had grown to the size of saucers.

      I saw a myriad of emotions flit through Isaac’s eyes. The possibility was there, and the idea had merit. If I knew how to do it, I might have done it from the very beginning.

      His nostrils flared as realization finally hit him. He’d almost killed me, the vessel that held the cure.

      “You—” he sputtered, stumbling back in shock.

      I took a step forward.

      This was it, my opening. He thought I was weak, that I had no more fight in me. How wrong he was. I hadn’t pulled my wolf out yet. That was my reserved energy. He stood there, numb and in shock. Now he was the defeated one. I could go in for the kill. I could—

      The doors to the church burst open and a man walked in with none other than Sebastian Steel. The man’s hand was outstretched, his palm toward us shooting out a beam of yellow electricity that hit Isaac as he stood wide-eyed beside me. The impact of the jolt caused his body to seize, and he stood paralyzed in front of me.

      “Now, Mackenzie!” Bash yelled as they continued to walk toward us.

      I didn’t question him or how the hell he knew what was going on.

      I turned toward Isaac, his eyes still saucers of horror as they darted from side-to-side between me and the man who electrified him as if it were a tennis match.

      “Good luck in hell, Isaac.” I grinned and effortlessly pulled out my wolf, extending my claws and swiping across his neck, decapitating him in one fell swoop.

      His body and head fell to the ground in a loud thud that echoed in the otherwise quiet cathedral. As I watched the last of the Elders expire, I released a pent-up breath. It was over. Finally.

      My head was lowered, but I lifted it up to meet a pair of ocean blue eyes. Bash stood beside a man dressed in an impeccably-pressed suit. He had a short, trim beard, and a head full of dark hair that fell to his shoulders in light waves. After what I just witnessed, I knew he was definitely a warlock.

      “Bash,” I sighed, wanting nothing more than to run to him, but refraining. I had so many questions. The others came closer and surrounded me.

      “Perfect timing, boss.” Jackson grinned.

      Sebastian shrugged. “What matters is that I got here.”

      I eyed the warlock, who stared just as intently at me with a smirk that tugged up one corner of his mouth. I frowned. “Are you going to introduce us?” I nodded toward the mystery man.

      Bash cleared his throat. “This is Waldo Wagner.”

      I could have fallen over from the million concussions I probably had. This was Waldo Wagner?

      “What?” everyone practically yelled at the same time. Everyone except Jackson. He didn’t look surprised at all.

      “A pleasure to meet you all.” Waldo bowed slightly.

      “Wait a minute, back the fuck up.” I held up my hands and shook my head.

      “I told you her vocabulary wasn’t necessarily the best,” Bash muttered apologetically.

      I ignored his little jab. “How the hell did you know what was happening?”

      Bash sighed. “Mackenzie, do you really think I wouldn’t know? I’ve known from the very beginning. And trust me, it’s taken all my willpower to stay away.” He tightened his fists and clenched his jaw with visible restraint. “But I couldn’t just sit around and not do anything. So, I went in search of Waldo.”

      “How’d you find out?” I asked, my eyes never leaving his.

      “I had a man on the inside.” He winked.

      I whirled on Jackson. “Traitor!”

      He lifted his shoulders. “Sorry,” he winced. “It was for your own well-being, Kenz. All good intentions.”

      Good intentions, my ass.

      “Now who’s that guy?” Bash raised a brow and pointed to Mason, who was seated on one of the altar steps, clutching his wounded shoulder.

      “That’s Buffy the Vampire Slayer,” I answered with a shrug.

      Mason rolled his eyes.

      Ignoring him, I turned my attention back to Bash, crossed my arms over my chest, and popped my hip. “Well?” I raised an eyebrow. “Are you going to kiss me or not?”

      Bash chuckled. “There’s my girl.” He raced toward me and lifted me off the ground, his mouth finding mine eagerly. I wrapped my arms around his neck, loving the way his muscles bunched. As I melted into him, I relaxed for the first time in weeks.

      “Get a room!” Amy yelled, followed by a chorus of chuckles.

      I laughed and pulled away, sliding down Bash’s body. This was different. We usually didn’t do public displays of affection, but I needed it now. I needed him.

      “About this cure,” Waldo interrupted. “May I be of some assistance?”
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      I left the church on my own two legs. Even after repeated protests that I needed to go on a run to heal, I brushed them all away. I was a mess, I looked like I’d been run over by a truck , and the looks I got on the street confirmed it, but I didn’t care. Waldo Wagner offered to make sure the cure was conducted properly so the same mistake that happened to him, didn’t happen to Amy. He said since he created the original serum he’d performed the ritual for others and it was a success. I could have kissed the man. Well, no, not really, but you know what I mean. I didn’t care about healing my body; all I cared about was Amy getting the cure, so that was where I was headed. To get the cure.

      I made it to the bus station in record time, ignoring the shocked looks from people as I weaved through the crowd. Luckily, I had everything memorized in case I lost the burner phone ... which I had. I approached the locker and punched in the code. As the locker door opened with a soft click, I saw the wooden box. I opened it and sighed with relief when I saw the cure nestled securely inside. Thank God. So many things could have gone wrong.

      With this task complete, I shut the locker and left the station with my most prized possession. We were all meeting at my apartment now that it was safe. My things should already be back there from Bobby’s house, since Jackson and Amy brought them after I left to turn myself over to the vampires.

      I got to my apartment and everyone was there, even Mason. That made me raise a brow. We hadn’t shared this little tidbit with him. He wasn’t in the know about the cure, so I wondered why he was still there.

      I handed the box to Waldo and he took it to the kitchen, where he’d set up a temporary laboratory.

      “What are you still doing here?” I asked Mason.

      “Welcoming as ever,” he snorted.

      I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m just surprised. I thought after you killed your fill of vamps and after knowing the Elders were dead, you’d be off to your next hunt.”

      He nodded. “You’re not wrong. I was just waiting for you. I didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye.”

      “Oh,” I mumbled, not really knowing what else to say.

      His smile broadened. “You’re tougher than they say. It’s been nice fighting alongside you.”

      I didn’t know whether to take that as a compliment or not, but decided to give him the benefit of the doubt. “Thanks. Maybe you should re-think your plan to kill all vampires. There are some good ones out there.”

      He exhaled loudly. “This was a one-time deal, Mackenzie. You know what I am.”

      “And you know what I am. You come for mine, and I’ll come for you,” I threatened, looking him straight in the eyes.

      Following alpha code, he didn’t look away. “Duly noted.”

      We were in a stare-off, and I was determined not to blink first. I didn’t have many vampire friends. Hell, I could count them on one hand. But they were still my friends. If I ever found out they were being hunted by one of these hunters, I’d go to the ends of the earth to find and destroy them. That was a promise.

      Mason finally looked away. “Goodbye, Mackenzie. Hopefully we don’t run into each other again.”

      “Hopefully not.”

      With that, he left my apartment and was gone.

      “Everything okay?” Lucian asked behind me.

      I took a deep breath before turning and facing him. “Yeah, just peachy.” I smiled tightly.

      

      “I heard,” he replied. “Way to be subtle, Pet.”

      “Subtlety is not my forte. I’m a straight shooter.”

      “That, I know very well.” Looking uncomfortable, he peered down at his feet. “I just spoke with your father.”

      “Oh?”

      “The jet is waiting for me at the airport.”

      I hated this. I wanted to scream at the unfairness of it all. But if Lucian stayed, there would be repercussions. He turned on his own people, and it didn’t matter if what they were doing was wrong. And of all supernaturals, he sided with Lycans. To the vampires, that was an unforgivable act. He was no longer safe here, even with the Elders gone.

      “I’ll visit all the time,” I promised. “And as soon as I can, I’ll make it safe for you, Lucian. I’ll make it my mission.”

      He grinned. “Ah, Pet. Don’t stress. I’ll be fine, and I’m sure we’ll see each other soon. For me, time moves fast. Next thing you know, you’ll be in Scotland as Queen of the Lycans.”

      I snorted. “Don’t hold your breath.”

      “Call me psychic, but I see it already.” His grin widened. “You know what they’re calling you now?”

      “Who?”

      “The few vampires who survived, and with whom I’m still in contact. They’ve given you a name.”

      I sighed. “Great. Just what I need; vamps and more name-calling when I’m out in the street.”

      Lucian chuckled and shook his head. “No, Pet, it’s not like that. They know what you’re doing for Amy. They’re calling you ‘Curse Breaker’.”

      My cheeks reddened, and I was just about to tell him how ridiculous that sounded when Jackson popped his head out of the kitchen. “He’s ready.”

      Lucian and I both looked at one another and walked to the kitchen together. Bash, Waldo, Amy, and Jackson stood around the counter. Waldo held the vial in his hand.

      “The cure is ready to be administered. You might want to lie down for this,” Waldo said to Amy.

      I could tell she was nervous. Her emerald green eyes looked up at me with trepidation and excitement. Amy was petite, but in that moment, she looked even smaller than she already was.

      I held her hand. “Come on. Let’s go to the couch.” I led her to the living room and everyone followed. She sat down, and I sat on the coffee table in front of her.

      She chuckled nervously. “I really thought you had the cure in you.”

      I smiled. “I had to make something up. He was kicking my ass. Lucky for us, he bought it.”

      “Yeah, he did,” she whispered. “His guard was down. You could have killed him, even without the guys walking in. I saw it.”

      I nodded. “It doesn’t matter anymore. What matters is what’s happening right now. Are you ready?”

      She blew out a shaky breath. “Yeah, I am.”

      Waldo stepped beside me. “You must drink it all,” he instructed, handing the vial to Amy.

      With unsteady, tattooed hands, she took the vial. She peered at its contents, then up to me, and then to everyone else in the room before landing back on me. “Bottoms up,” she announced, and threw it back.

      Jackson sat next to me on the coffee table, watching expectantly until she drank the last drop. Waldo took the empty vial from her.

      “Babe, are you okay?”

      Amy stared at Jackson through glazed eyes. He took her hand, but she wasn’t really seeing him. It was as if she was seeing through him. She swayed side to side until her eyes rolled back in her head and she fell against the couch. I caught her before she tumbled to the ground.

      “Easy there,” I coaxed as Jackson and I situated her on the sofa so she was lying down.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Jackson demanded from Waldo, furious. His chocolate eyes flashed a golden warning.

      “Relax, Jack.” I held up a hand to stop his charge toward the warlock.

      “She’s in transition right now,” Waldo answered. “Now we wait.”

      “Calm down.” Bash put a soothing hand on Jackson’s shoulder. “It’s part of the process. She’ll be okay.”

      The next few hours were spent huddled around Amy, watching and waiting. According to Waldo, it was almost the same process as becoming a vampire, except in reverse. A conversion was working its way through her body, flushing out all of her vampire parts, working its way from the inside out.

      Lucian tried to stay for the whole process, but unfortunately, he had to get to the airport. He couldn’t stay here any longer. It wouldn’t be safe. He said his goodbyes and kissed Amy on the forehead, wishing her well.

      Day morphed into night before we saw it.

      “Guys!” Jackson yelled, and we all ran over. “Look,” he muttered.

      He pointed to her porcelain-like skin that looked like stone, which we saw had started to gain its color, making way for a blush on her cheeks. The translucent filter on her skin disappeared, and for the first time I realized how drastically Amy had changed when she became a vampire. Even her tattoos lost their brilliance and dulled a little.

      We watched with amazement as the process continued all throughout her body, and were startled when she gasped and shot up from the couch.

      Jackson was the first one by her side. “Amy?”

      She was breathing heavily. She’s breathing!

      “Jack?” she gasped, looking around the room, disoriented.

      “I’m here, babe, I’m here.” He hugged her and she clutched him like a life raft, shutting her eyes tightly.

      Bash came to my side and nudged me, tilting his head toward the kitchen to give them privacy.

      I looked down at Jackson and Amy. Waldo was now with them, checking her vitals.

      I nodded to Bash and followed him to the kitchen. He was so big and muscular. I could see the coiled muscles on his back moving with each step he took.

      He ran a hand through his midnight hair and looked at me with cold blue eyes. “I’m angry with you, Mackenzie.”

      Of course he was. I knew this conversation was coming, I just thought I had more time.

      “I know.” I didn’t deny it.

      “You should have come to me. I should have been the one protecting you,” he growled.

      I could tell he was holding back. He was angrier than his words allowed, but he was refraining from showing me the depths of his ire.

      “I needed to protect you,” I refuted, lifting my chin defiantly. “And if I had to do it again, I wouldn’t change a single thing.”

      He frowned. “What do I need protection from?”

      “Charles, the Summit, take your pick. I drag you into so much crap, Bash.” Agitated, I started to pace. “Everything bad that happens is because of me, and even when it’s not, it’s still my fault. I can’t do that to you anymore.”

      His eyes were fierce as they locked onto me. “What are you trying to say, Mackenzie?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged.

      “Are you ending things with me?” he growled, the fury just under the surface. His eyes flashed into sapphire orbs and his jaw ticked in exasperation.

      “I’m too selfish to do that,” I looked down, “but I’m selfless enough to know that I can’t keep involving you in my messes.”

      “Look at me, Mackenzie,” Bash demanded. When I didn’t, he strode toward me and gripped my chin, lifting my head to look at him. “I love you. Every single part of you. No matter what, that will never stop. I don’t care what you do, Mackenzie. You can burn this whole system down, and I’ll stand by you, Summit be damned. Do you understand me?”

      I could only stare at him. My throat constricted and I couldn’t speak. If I did, it would come out as a sob. I didn’t deserve him. He had to know that. I was fucked up, and I came with a lot of baggage. I had to do better. For him. Hell, for my fuckin’ self.

      “Kenz!” Amy burst into the kitchen, killing the moment, a bright smile on her face. “I’m human!”

      She ran to me and jumped into my arms. I caught her with ease and that’s when I heard it. Her heartbeat. Amy was human.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I went for a run, but unfortunately, I had waited too long to heal and I was left with light scarring on my back from the lashes. Sebastian was more upset than I was. I thought it would bother me more, but I just shrugged it off. It would be a reminder of the evil some people were capable of inflicting.

      After a full night’s rest followed by most of the morning, I woke up to find Bash in my kitchen with the coffee pot already turned on. My hero.

      “You,” I pointed to his bare chest as he stood there in his boxer briefs, “are a god among men for making coffee.” I went to the pot and poured some in my favorite mug.

      “Or maybe I just know you too well,” he replied with a grin.

      “That too.” I winked. “Where did everyone go?” I’d passed out soon after celebrating Amy’s transformation. After my run, we went out for dinner and I was just too exhausted to be my usual delightful, witty self.

      “Waldo went back to his hotel room, and I think Jackson and Amy went to find a hotel room,” Bash chuckled.

      “They’re going to be fuckin’ like rabbits,” I murmured. “Not that they weren’t before, but it looks like things are finally back to normal.”

      “As normal as they can be,” he said. “Go shower and get dressed. I want to take you somewhere.”

      I raised a brow. “On a date?”

      He snorted. “No. Now hurry.”

      “I don’t take orders from you, Sebastian Steel,” I smirked.

      “Oh yeah?” He leaned on the kitchen counter and stood straight as he prowled toward me.

      “Yeah,” I answered, inching backwards.

      He ran toward me, grabbing me and lifting me up, throwing me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. He tickled my waist and I squirmed.

      “Bash! Put me down!”

      “You’re taking a shower.” He smacked my ass and carried me to the bathroom.

      Sometimes he was such an Alpha.
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        * * *

      

      Sebastian drove me to a neighborhood in Brooklyn that was lined with brownstones. The houses were similar to one another, although there were a few that boasted different facades and styles. But all of them had a stoop that led up to the door. We stopped in front of one and Bash put the car in park.

      “What are we doing here?” I asked curiously as I followed him out of the car.

      “You’ll see,” Bash answered vaguely as he walked up the few steps, pulled a key from his pocket, and opened the door. He held it open for me and I walked in.

      As soon as my eyes adjusted to the light, my jaw dropped. It was beautiful; completely modernized, compared to the outside. There was still some construction being done, but the space was huge. I walked further inside and saw the kitchen’s stainless-steel appliances, French doors that led to another room, and industrial light fixtures hanging throughout that gave the space such a cool vibe.

      “What’s going on, Bash?” I croaked, whirling back to face him. He was standing by the staircase that led to the upstairs floors. “Bash?”

      “I bought it,” he answered, watching me warily.

      “You what?!” I shrieked, my eyes bulging. “What about the warehouse?”

      “We’re rebuilding one just around the corner. I won’t be far. It’s literally a two-minute walk.”

      My brows furrowed. I didn’t understand. Why would he buy a house if they were rebuilding the warehouse? And why would they move the warehouse?

      “Why? Why not rebuild the one in the old location? Why are you moving?”

      Bash stepped forward and grabbed my hands, and I noticed his were shaking.

      “Because it’s time, Mackenzie. This isn’t just for me. It’s for us.” Those blue eyes penetrated my soul and I was frozen in place. “It’s time we start thinking about a family.”

      And there was the bucket of ice water that drenched me from head to toe.

      Here we fuckin’ go.
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