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Prologue
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THE KNOCK WAS LOUD, almost desperate. Naomi stared at the door, hesitant to open it. The scent was familiar, but just that moment, with every bit of her fighting herself, she couldn’t place it. It was a full moon, and she wasn’t confident enough to let whoever it was in, trusting they would leave before the moon rose. She had more control over herself these days, but it wasn’t perfect, and she preferred not to kill anyone, especially someone she knew.

The next knock was almost a thump that nearly took the door off its hinges. She frowned. The door was specially reinforced, made to hold a werewolf on a full moon. There was only one creature strong enough to nearly rip off that door, and only one vampire she knew well enough. Huffing, she opened the door, staring into a face she hadn’t seen in months. Jason looked almost exactly the same, but his eyes were clouded, dull, and there was something almost like despair in them. There was also wariness as he regarded her. 

“Jason,” she said. “What do you want?”

Jason knew better than to come to her this night of all nights. Yet, here he was, and it was causing all her alarms to ring. 

“Naomi,” he greeted. “Not going to invite me in?”

She considered the vampire before her. Jason had an imploring expression on his face, and the lopsided smile was hesitant. Any other night, she wouldn’t have paused. 

“It’s the full moon,” she said gently. “So, if it’s going to take time, I would advise you to come back later.” The last thing she wanted was to hurt the vampire. 

Jason’s face fell, the smile disappearing in the blink of an eye. “I know. This won’t take long.”

“All right,” she said, stepping aside. “Come in, Jason.”

There was so much tension in his frame, but he seemed to marginally relax as he stepped inside. Naomi couldn’t help a spike of worry for him, but she was even more concerned for the shift that would be on her soon. Already she could feel the pull of the moon, the magic drawing out something from within her. 

“What is it that couldn’t have waited till tomorrow?” she asked, crossing her arms across her chest.

Jason looked torn, and she could clearly see the bags under his eyes. “Alvin is alive,” he said.

The breath whooshed out of her lungs. She didn’t ask how. That wasn’t important. “You’re on the run,” she said.

He gave a laugh which held no humour. “What do you think he’s going to do to me when he finds me?” 

She bit her lip. She didn’t want to be involved in this. This was the vampires’ internal matter, and Alvin Rayes didn’t take kindly to anyone interfering in his business.

Except this was Jason, and she owed him. More than that, she wanted to help him. He was her friend, family in a way neither could explain. 

“You’re here to call in that favour I owe you,” she said.

“I’m sorry,” he said, and she could hear the ring of sincerity in his tone. “But I need to get away. Before he starts looking for me. Right now, he’s still too weak, recovering, but that’s not going to last.”

Not that he needed to tell her. If Rayes was in full strength, Jason wouldn’t be standing here now. 

“What do you need?”

“A place to stay tonight, and a means to leave the country,” He paused. “A magic that only a shifter can do.”

She sucked in an audible breath. “Jason-”

“You know he’ll find me otherwise. This… This is the only way for me to be safe.” Jason sounded desperate, and as much as Naomi would have liked to say no, she still owed him. 

“What if this blows over?” she asked, gently. “You won’t even know to come back.”

“What if I don’t want to?” His blue eyes held so much pain. “Why would I?” His eyes held a hint of apology now. “I sound like an ungrateful bastard, don’t I? I’m sorry, Naomi.”

The time was drawing close, and she knew she couldn’t tarry further. She was reluctant still, but she nodded. “We’ll talk about this in the morning. You can stay here for the night. Lock me in the cellar.”

Jason looked uncomfortable. “I don’t want to kick you out of your house,” he protested.

“You’re not. The cellar’s the safest place for me anyway. Full moon, remember?” The change was bubbling just under her skin. “I don’t want to hurt you, Jason. The cellar is the only choice.”

“It doesn’t have to be,” he said, a strange look in his eyes.   

Her heart was now pounding, rabbit fast, as she looked at him. “You don’t have to,” she said. “I don’t want to owe you another favour, Jason.”

She wanted what he offered desperately, the strength of that want shocking even her, but she was not going to bind herself more inextricably in this coil than she had to.  

“It won’t be a favour,” he said. “I... I need someone to talk to.” A faint smile graced his lips. “Just stay and talk to me till I sleep, and we’ll call it even.”

She sighed. “It’s only going to be another black mark against you in Rayes’ books.” She was only making a token protest and they both knew it. 

“At this point, I doubt anything I do or don’t do will make any difference,” he said, grimacing. “Even if I crawl to him on my belly and kiss his feet, he’s still going to kill me. So, let me at least help you.”

She knew he was right. From what she knew of Rayes, it wasn’t like him to forgive. At all. Of course, she could still argue that since she didn’t know him personally, she shouldn’t form opinions or judgements, but Jason did know him. Intimately at that, and who was she to gainsay that knowledge? Besides, she wanted this, wanted it with an intensity that boggled her mind. 

Jason loomed over her, cupping her face, his scent filling her senses, citrus with an underlying smell of blood that made her wolf snarl in anticipation. “Jason,” she said, unable to stop the words. “I will still help you even if you don’t do this.” 

That decision had perhaps been made on the day he had saved her from the hunters and had helped her bury her brother, and held her as she wept. That decision had been made the day he had come to her, broken, after learning who had been responsible for his brother’s death. That decision had been made the day he had killed Alvin Rayes and had come to her, and she had held him through his storm of tears. That decision had been made every time he had come when she needed him, every time she was there when he needed her. 

His blue eyes were inscrutable. “I know,” he said, and his lips were on hers, a chaste press, but she could feel his power surging into her, the magic that would enable her to keep her wolf at bay even on full moons. He stepped back as she gasped, and fell on to the floor, on her knees. 

“Are you all right?” he asked, sounding worried. “I’ve never done it before. Did it work?”

Did it? She could no longer feel the forcible press of the moon on her mind. She tried shifting, and it rippled through her, the change, painless and fluid the way it was meant to be. She could see the wariness on Jason’s face, and she changed back. Werewolf bites weren’t fatal to vampires, but it slowed down their healing to almost human levels. 

“Thank you,” she whispered. She wasn’t sure why this made her feel more grateful than him saving her life from a group of hunters six years ago. 

“I’ll take the couch,” he said softly, and only now was she noticing the level of exhaustion on his face. 

“You don’t want to talk?” she asked softly.

He smiled at her. “I just need to lie down and then we’ll talk. I... There’s something you should know... Something I need you to know... If... Someone needs to know.”

She nodded, though she had no idea what he meant by his disjointed sentences. “The couch then,” she agreed. 

She had only two bedrooms, Roy’s and hers. Roy’s... She couldn’t let anyone sleep in there. Hers, she could offer, but Jason wouldn’t accept. 

“I’ll get sheets and a pillow. It gets cold at night,”

“Vampire.” He smiled at her. “Don’t exactly feel the cold.”

Right. She had forgotten. For all that, she knew Jason liked having blankets. Naomi went into the bedroom, rummaging for clean sheets and pillows in the closet. Considering the history of both their species, it was strange how she and Jason had this level of trust. It was so implicit that they no longer even wondered at it. There were wolves she trusted just enough not to kill her in her sleep, and she was certain Jason had vampire associates like that too, but she and Jason had never questioned the other, never doubted the other. 

He was still standing where she had left him, statue still. When she shook out the sheet, he moved. “I’ll do that,” he said. “Just leave them, Naomi.”

“All right.” She let him, as she moved to the kitchen. “Do you need some tea?”

“Please,” he said. 

“Dinner?” she asked. She hadn’t made anything since it was a full moon. She mentally went over the items she had in her refrigerator and pantry.

“Whatever is fine,” he said. “I fed off someone last night, so just need something to keep the craving at bay.”

“I’ll order some takeout then,” she said. “Pizza?”

“Cheese and corn,” he said.

“A vegetarian blood drinker,” she said, her tone teasing, a smile breaking through despite the shadow on her heart. She had never before teased him about his food habits, and now she wouldn’t have a chance to. If she did as he asked, she was losing her friend for good. He would be safe, but was it really so? Was this safety? Yet, she had told him she would help him, and she would. 

He gave her a tired smile. “I drink blood out of necessity,” he said. “I wouldn’t have chosen this life, but I was born as this.”

Something he was not happy about. Naomi could understand that. Till this night, she had hated what she had been born of as too. “I’m having a cheesy chicken,” she said as she placed the order, and put her phone aside. “If you need to wash up, the bathroom’s down the hall. I may be able to scrounge up some clothes.”

The clothes belonged to Roy, and from the expression on Jason’s face, she could see that he had guessed it. Roy had been with her when the hunters had found them. Jason had been too late to save him, but he had helped her bury him, and had stayed with her while she grieved, made certain she had food and water, and had coaxed her to rest, even using his magic to make her sleep. He had held her when she had nightmares and had made her loss just that much more bearable.  

“I’d like that,” he said, as he rose and shuffled his way to the bathroom, stopping at her side to place a hand on her shoulder, squeezing lightly before moving on. 

Naomi exhaled loudly, before going to Roy’s room, which she still kept clean and tidy, though it was never used. It no longer even had his scent, but that was all right. She was used to the room smelling like all the cleaning products and detergent on the sheets, but she couldn’t contemplate having an actual person smell in there. Her pack would have helped her, but they had all died by then. Human hunters were extremely thorough, especially when they got tips from vampires. Jason was the only vampire she knew who had ever tried to help the wolves. She hadn’t trusted him at first, wouldn’t believe his arrival was a coincidence. 

She shook off thoughts of the past as she opened the closet and found a pair of sweatpants and a hoodie. Her hands shook only very slightly. She had never touched them except to wash them. She swallowed. This was Jason. Her brother would be happy his clothes were finding some use to the guy who saved her, even if he was a vampire. She pushed her grief back into its box and left the room with the clothes. 
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ALVIN WOKE UP, his heart pounding and a scream dying in his throat. He checked the time, as he pushed the sheets aside. Four AM. He had slept for exactly two hours. He sat on the edge of the bed, burying his face in his hands, his fingers bumping against the ridges of the scar on his forehead. That was the only scar in his entire body, having been inflicted on him when he was dead. The ritual that brought him back to life had necessitated it. It was a ritual Alvin had only heard of. 

As far as he knew, no vampire had ever been brought back from the dead successfully. Whoever performed the ritual on him must have been powerful and skilled. They had also not stayed, leaving him to crawl his way out of the shallow grave he was buried in during the ritual, and make his way to the bottle of fresh blood on the riverbank and the clothes left for him in a plastic bag.

If he thought back, Alvin could still feel the dirt under his broken nails, the stench of his own rotting flesh, the soil, the moonlight on his naked body as he staggered his way to the river, of how his flesh had reformed, knitting itself together as the blood made its way down his parched throat, the taste of copper and salt and an aftertaste of cinnamon. He could recall with vivid clarity the feel of the water washing away the grime and the blood and the clean smell, the coolness of it on his body. The crackle of plastic and the softness of the cotton sweatpants and T shirt. The scar on his forehead was the only thing that didn’t disappear, the only relic of that night. 

When he came back home that night, all he could feel was rage, murderous fury at Jason. That anger had not abated in six months, except now it was tempered with grief as well. 

How do I keep missing the man who killed me?

There was no getting around that fact. Jason had killed him. Even after everything he knew about Brandon’s death, he had killed him rather than talk to him. 

Why do I still feel so hollow when I think of him?

Falling in love with Jason had been so easy, so natural. Alvin had allowed Jason to change him, to be lenient enough towards the wolves that he had no longer encouraged humans and his own people to go after them. He had kept them at arm’s length, but he had not attempted to actively harm them. He had even turned a blind eye towards Jason’s friendship with Naomi. It had all been worth it to see Jason happy. 

Four years of love. 

Alvin swallowed as he got up and padded to the window. It was no longer dark outside. Though his vampire eyes could see in the dark, he could also see the dark. He pressed his forehead against the glass, gazing out into the grey of the pre-dawn. It had taken time to track down Naomi, but he had done it. If anyone knew where Jason was, it would be her. That was something Alvin was certain of. There were other wolves Jason was friendly with, but Naomi was the one he was closest to. She was his friend. 

Alvin’s vision blurred. Was it supposed to hurt so much? He blinked his eyes. He was here now. He had to find Jason. This couldn’t go unpunished. In the business he was in, he couldn’t afford to be seen as weak. The three months he had stayed dead had already had an impact. While no one had encroached into his territory—Jason had made sure of that, at least—he had still lost clients and contracts. Not that he had made any attempt to re-renter the field since his resurrection. 

There was a knock on the door. Ras. Alvin turned from the window, saying, “Give me a minute.”

He washed the traces of tears and sleeplessness from his face, brushed his teeth and examined his scar. It looked fresh even now. It probably would till the day he died. Death didn’t give Alvin nightmares. It was not like he could remember it. What frightened him so much was the feeling of panic he had felt in the moments before, the sure knowledge in his bones that the man he loved was behind it, the heartbreak, the sense of betrayal, the despair. 

Nothing appeared on his face, as he examined himself in the mirror. His amber eyes were hard. The mirror showed no hint of the struggle inside him, the rage or the grief. Alvin turned away from it, feeling somewhat deflated. Had he always appeared so unemotional? Was that why Jason’s love had died so quickly? Did he actually deserve to die? 

Alvin shoved the thoughts aside as he dressed. Jeans and T shirt had become his favourite things to wear since his resurrection, the bespoke suits something left behind in his grave. A large part of who Alvin Rayes had been left behind in the coffin where Jason had put him. He had tried, but found he simply was not that person anymore. The vampire who had crawled out of the dirt and pushed himself to his feet on a full moon six months ago was someone who still didn’t know who he was. 

Ras was waiting for him when he left the room. Alvin didn’t know when Ras had become this steady presence, this reliable figure, this constant. His past self would have scoffed, looked for an ulterior motive. Jason had been the only one that Alvin had ever let in.

Look where that got me.

Ras had been a friend of Jason’s too, but for some reason he had stayed with Alvin, taken care of things for him. He had been deeply bothered by what Jason did, though he refused to discuss his feelings, his friend or anything that went down in those months. 

“We’re here only to talk,” Ras reminded him as they walked to the elevator. “This is wolf territory and Naomi is more than an alpha. Unless you want an all-out war with the wolves, we have to keep that in mind.” The elevator doors slid open as they approached and they entered, Ras saying, “Ground floor.” It started moving. 

“I just want to find Jason,” Alvin said. “I haven’t bothered the wolves in years.”

“This is unofficial and unconfirmed, but there are rumours Jason gave her control.” Ras spoke softly as the elevator halted and the doors opened. 

They exited, Alvin’s mind in more turmoil than ever. That was the only thing Alvin had asked Jason not to do in his friendship with wolves. He wasn’t surprised, though. It was such a Jason thing to do, for one. Besides, Jason had killed him. Had he been expecting him to respect his wishes? 

If only he could stop hurting every time he thought of Jason!


Two
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DEE WATCHED THE TWO vampires approach, a small frown on her face. The one way glass on the window made it easy to spy on people who came here. Alvin Rayes was easily recognisable by the scar on his face. It was unheard of for a vampire to have a distinguishing mark on them. 

For all the confidence she exuded, she knew Naomi was nervous. She glanced at Milla, who gave her a reassuring smile. They had chosen this meeting here because it was wolf territory. The full moon had been two days ago. Not that Naomi had anything to fear from it now. Dee wished she could find a vampire friend who would grant her control. The only vampires in her life so far had been supercilious assholes who seemed to think she was an animal. 

“Who is that with him?” she wondered aloud. “His bodyguard?”

“His second in command,” Naomi said, poised and calm. “That’s Ras. Jason used to be his friend.”

Jason. The one they would all like to talk about but couldn’t. Dee had given up on trying to get anything out of Naomi. All they had was rumours. He was no ordinary vampire in any case. After all, Alvin Rayes wouldn’t have sought a meeting in the heart of the wolf territory just for a chance to ask Naomi Jason’s whereabouts if he had been. 

She focussed her attention on Ras. Dark brown skin, shaved head, watchful brown eyes. Easy strides, air of confidence. Ras was hot. Dee gave herself a mental shake not to drool over the vampire. He dwarfed Rayes which wasn’t too difficult to do to be fair. She was pretty sure she would be taller than him too. For all that, there was something about Rayes that drew the eye. 

She studied him, the easy fluidity of his movements, the watchfulness in the amber eyes, the dark hair that lay in waves, framing his delicate features. The determined cast of his jaw belied the delicacy of his appearance, just as the coiled power that was evident in his movements. 

A dangerous predator. Dee was sure her hackles would have risen had she been in wolf form.

Milla moved towards the door and Dee moved to stand behind Naomi. Naomi gave Milla a nod, and she opened the door to let the vampires in. Rayes and Ras walked in shoulder to shoulder, pausing inside. A quick glance around the room before Rayes’ attention centred on Naomi. Ras’ eyes didn’t leave hers and Dee lifted her chin, meeting his gaze squarely. An amused smile appeared on his eyes, as he inclined his head as if in apology. Or perhaps acknowledgement. 

She turned her attention back to Rayes, thankful that the spike in her heart rate was so momentary that it would have gone unnoticed even by the vampires’ keen senses. 

“Naomi,” Rayes said, a slight inclination of his head.

“Rayes,” Naomi responded, guarded, tense. “Please have a seat.”

“You know why I am here,” he said, taking the proffered seat. 

“I do, and I’m sorry you’ve had a wasted trip.” Naomi’s voice was steady. 

“I can hear the thumping of your heart. I can practically smell your fear,” Rayes said conversationally. “What would change your mind?”

Naomi scoffed. “I may be afraid, but there’s nothing you can do that will make me sell out Jason.”

“Brave words, but I wasn’t thinking of threats.” He leaned back, crossing his legs, and regarded Naomi with a cool gaze, a speculative gleam in the amber eyes. “I was thinking more in terms of incentives.”

Dee could feel unease finding its way to the fore of her mind. Surely, this couldn’t be good. 

“You think there’s anything you can offer me that will make me betray Jason?” Naomi sounded scornful. Dee didn’t know why she was prolonging this. The vampires didn’t belong here. She was intensely aware of Ras’ eyes on her though she was not looking at him. 

“Not for you, personally,” Rayes said. “For your pack. What if I agree to grant control to every wolf in your pack, no strings attached, except you tell me where to find Jason.”

Dee sucked in an audible breath and could hear the soft gasp from Milla as well. She saw how pale Naomi had gone. While she could appreciate her alpha’s dilemma, this wasn’t a hard choice. Jason was
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