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Prologue

Alice


“Very good Alice.” Daddy beamed with pride. “That's enough for tonight.” 
I lowered the wooden sword I was using to my side, taking a moment to catch my breath before looking up at him with a pleased smile. I took to the sword effortlessly. Walking over to a table, I returned the wooden sword. I looked at the other weapons that filled the table wistfully — one day. Hopefully soon, I'll be able to train with those items too.
“Daddy, why does mommy not like the word Hunter?”
“Your mother doesn't approve of the Hunter lifestyle.”
“Why?” I frowned, looking back up at him. “You said Hunters protect.”
“Hunter is just a name.” He explained, kneeling to be at eye level with me. “It was given to the brave men who picked up a weapon and fought against the supernatural.  A very, very long time ago, the supernatural terrorized humans. Being a Hunter was very dangerous back then. They didn't have the skills, knowledge, or weapons we have today. You must remember, Alice, the relationship between Hunters and the supernatural was different when Hunters first emerged. Back then, it was kill or be killed.”
“Is mommy still afraid of them?”
He took hold of my hands. “She is very afraid. She is even more afraid of you going after them and getting hurt.”
“Mommy doesn't need to be scared.” I told him confidently. “You said there is peace now.”
“Peace never lasts long.” He kissed my forehead before standing back up. “Go clean up. I’m taking you and your mother out tonight.”
I hugged Daddy. I was excited to see where he was going to take us. I ran up the two levels of spiralling stone stairs to Daddy’s study. Once upstairs, I slowly opened the door leading to the hallway, looking in both directions. No one was around. I slipped out of the study, turning to close the door very quietly.
“Alice Marigold Thorpe!” An all too familiar accusing tome came from behind me.
“Eep!” A startled sound escaped me.
“What do you think you’re doing?”
“I, uh, was looking for Daddy.”
I turned around very slowly to face Mommy with a sheepish grin. If she knew what I was doing, it would only scare her, and I don’t want her scared. She stared down at me disapprovingly, her arms crossed. She must know I lied. She always seems to know when I lie. Her eyes narrowed as she took in my attire.
“Go shower. You look like you've been rolling around in the dirt.”
“Yes, Mommy.”
I scurried past her. After the much-needed shower, I found a dress on my bed. Mommy would have set it out for me while I was in the bathroom. I dressed and then sat at the vanity set in my bedroom to brush out my long hair.
“Here.” Mommy entered the room. Taking the brush from my hands, she began smoothing out the strands. “You need to be on your best behaviour tonight. There will be many important people will be at this dinner.”
“Of course.”
She styled my hair in a simple half-up crown braid. “There. You look so pretty.”
“Not as pretty as you.”
“Thank you.” She smiled, kissing the top of my head. “Let’s go. Your father is waiting for us.”
Daddy stood at the bottom of the stairs. His smile was bright and loving as he looked up at us. We met him at the bottom, where he pulled Mommy in for a kiss before leading us out the front door. A car was already pulled out of the garage and waiting for us. I slid into the back seat, my parents occupying the front. Daddy drove down the driveway, onto the street, and out of our gated neighbourhood.
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I gawked as Daddy pulled up to our dinner destination — a large royal-looking residence with a wide welcoming staircase and gold adorning the outside. A valet took the keys from Daddy. We followed other guests into the house. The inside of the house was just as grand as the outside. Staring up at the sparkling chandelier, I fell behind as my parents continued into the house.
“Alice?” Daddy called.
“Coming.”
I rushed to rejoin my parents. Daddy waited for me at the door to the parlour. The many guests mingled in the large room. I stayed quiet as my parents mingled with the guests. Eventually, Mommy wandered off to chat with other women at the event. I slipped my hand into Daddy’s, wanting to stay with him.
“Hunter.” A wonderfully musical voice spoke from behind us.
“Queen.” Daddy turned from the gentleman he was speaking with.
“Who is this?” She questioned.
Her bright green eyes rested on me. Distracted by her beauty, I almost forgot my manners. The woman was stunning in her sleek black dress. Taking hold of the skirt of my dress, I curtsied just like Mommy taught me.
“Alice Thorpe.” I told her.
“My daughter. She will replace me in due time.”
“Ah.” Understanding flickered on the woman’s features before a serene smile graced her lips. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, young Hunter.”
“This is Queen Ana.” Daddy explained. “She reigns over all the vampires in Stellacote and the surrounding cities. She’s also in charge of the Sanguis in the country. Tonight, Queen has graciously opened her doors for us.”
“A pleasure to meet you Queen Ana.” I curtsied again. “You have a very pretty home.”
“Let me introduce you to Joel and Josie Walker.” Queen gestured to two similar-looking brown-haired children who came to stand on either side of her. “They will be your daytime contacts, young Hunter.”
The chiming of a bell announced dinner. I joined a separate table with the other children. Josie and I became fast friends. Joel, on the other hand, scowled at me the entire time. I tried to befriend him but couldn’t get him to remove that scowl. However, Josie’s bright personality more than made up for his sourness. 
After dinner, Daddy guided me to a room in the back of the house. This room contained one large table with many chairs. The chairs around it slowly filled with men from tonight’s dinner and their sons. At least, I think it’s their sons. The boys appeared to be around the ages of six to thirteen.
Once every male was seated, Daddy stood to speak. “Thank you, fellow Hunters, for coming. I know it has been a long trip for many of you. At this meeting, I officially want to introduce my daughter, Alice, as the next Hunter in the Thorpe line.”
Murmuring erupted around the table. I offered a tentative wave from my seat next to Daddy. Being the only female in this male-dominated room, I felt small and insignificant. From further down the table, a red-headed boy waved back. That single gesture offered me a little confidence to smile at the group. Subtle nods, small smiles, and soft clapping soon greeted me from the other Hunters.
Suddenly the doors to the room swung open with such force that they banged against the walls. All eyes were on the figure standing in the doorway.
“What’s all this?” The figure demanded. “The Hunter Society altogether, and no one invited me?”
I sunk back in my chair. Something about this man sent a sliver of fear up my spine. The tiny amount of confidence I’d gained vanished in an instant. The man’s eyes swept over the room. There was something primal and dangerous in his gaze.
“Alex Kingsley.” Daddy took point answering him. “You have been removed from the Hunter Society.”
“And why is that?” The man glared.
“You do not follow the Hunter guidelines.” Daddy stated bluntly. “Therefore, you do not have what it takes to be a Hunter.”
“I don’t have what it takes?” The man let out a harsh laugh. He strolled deeper into the room. “I handle the supernatural, something none of you seem to appreciate. You’ve all gone soft. Having dinner in the home of the vampires, letting wolves run around with humans. You have no pride as a Hunter.”
“You are harming the peace.” Someone said.
“The balance needs to be maintained.” Another person continued.
“Alex.” Daddy spoke with an air of authority in his tone. “Leave now while you still have dignity in your name.”
The man scowled, looking around the room again, meeting the eyes of every Hunter around the table. “You will all regret this decision.”
His pale green eyes fell on me. A slow smile curved his lips. I shivered. Daddy threw an arm out, blocking his view of me. Two Hunters stood suddenly. They each took hold of the man’s arms and roughly escorted him out of the room. Daddy sat back down in the chair heavily. I don’t understand anything that just happened. Still, I reached out to take Daddy’s hand in mine. He smiled softly, pulling me closer to kiss the top of my head.
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Chapter One

Ryan


Twenty-Two Years Later 

This is the third time in the past two weeks that my partner, Detective Bret Michaelson, and I have been called to Capital Hill. A gated community housing the most influential families in Stellacote. Because of this, we’ve been pressured by Captain Hugh Forest and the mayor to catch the killer.                                                                                                                      
An officer on the scene greeted us at the front door. He briefly summarized what we’re about to walk into: three victims, each found in separate rooms, with no evidence thus far of the killer. Same M.O. as the past two crime scenes we’re still trying to solve. With nonverbal communication, Bret and I split up. He went to view the crime scenes while I went to speak with the house owners.
The sounds of sobbing guided me to a luxurious front parlour. I recognized the elderly man sitting bone straight on the couch as Judge Colt, his arm around his wife. She leaned into him, her face stained with tears. A middle-aged man sat on the other side of her. I assumed it was their son. A glance at family pictures framed on a few pieces of furniture confirmed my suspicion. The son’s hands clenched in his lap as a junior detective — Baxter Jones — took their statements.
“Evening.” I interrupted, maintaining an apologetic tone. “My name is Detective Ryan Lune.”
“Curtis Colt.” The judge acknowledged with a curt nod.
“Could you please recant the evening events until the victims were discovered?”
“We’ve already told him.” The son jerked his chin to Baxter.
“And I appreciate that. We will have a written report of the events on file. I would like to hear the events for myself.”
“Very well detective.” Judge Colt replied coolly. His stern expression was unfamiliar to me outside of a courtroom. “We were out at the opera house earlier today. There was a matinee showing of La Cenerentola. Then we came home and had supper. My wife and I then made our way upstairs shortly after for bed. We have an early flight out tomorrow.”
I nodded. Very little detail, but straight to the point. Protocol dictates that I should tell them not to leave town in case I need to contact them again. Though, leaving town might be safer for the Colt family. Besides, I don’t believe they are the killers in tonight’s crime.
“What time did you come home?” I prompted for more information.
“About four, maybe four-thirty.”
I turned to their son. “What did you do after supper?”
“I went to the study.” The son’s tone was irritable. “I had two brandies when I thought I heard a sound. Going to investigate, I found the body in the kitchen.”
“What time was this?”
“Around six.” His brows knitted together as he thought about it. “Yes. I remember glancing at my watch when the butler came in to see if I needed anything else. That’s when I heard the sound. I had him clean up the brandy glass while I went to investigate. After finding the body in the kitchen, I called the police and checked on my parents.”
“What was the sound you heard?”
“A thud, like something heavy was dropped.”
“Were there any signs of someone else in the house?”
“No.”
“Detective.” Mrs. Colt sniffled, trying to regain her composure. “Find the villain who did this.”
“We will do our best.” I pulled a business card from my wallet, handing it over for any of them to take. “If you can think of anything else, no matter how insignificant it may seem, call me.”
The son tentatively took the card. I don’t expect to hear from them, but offering never hurts. The families in Capital Hill tend to keep their private lives very private. I left the Colts in their parlour. With Baxter following me, we went in search of Bret. We found him in the study, kneeling over a male body. It appeared to be the butler. The overpowering scent of a slowly rotting corpse hit me hard in the sealed-off room. I scowled, wishing there was a window that could be open.
“Anything?”
“Nothing new here.” Bret looked up at me from over his glasses. “Jugular has been ripped out just like all the other victims.”
I turned to Baxter. “Have the coroner get the bodies ready. Maybe he can find more when he gets them on a table.”
The young man nodded, leaving my partner and me alone with this body. I watched him go, ensuring we were alone, before returning my attention to Bret.
“What else?”
“The unknown vampire’s scent is strong. Lingering on the bodies and in the room but nowhere else in the house. Except, of course, the other two crime scenes.”
“Which collaborates the Colt family’s testimony of finding the bodies today and immediately calling the cops.” I ran a hand down my face. “I’ll try contacting Queen again. There is no way she knows nothing about these murders or the killer.”
Bret stood as the coroner entered the room. “She shut you down in record speed last time. So, what makes you think she’ll talk to you this time?”
“I won’t take no for an answer.” I let out a low growl of annoyance.
“Then it’s best we confront her now.” Bret suggested. “Before she has time to learn about these murders and devise another excuse to turn you away.”
Making our way out of the house and to the car, I paused with a hand on the door. “Who were the other victims?”
“A young maid was found in the bathroom; she appeared to be cleaning the toilet when attacked. The chef was the other victim, found lying on the kitchen island sprawled out like a meal.”
I cringed at the description. Then, yanking the car door open, I slid inside and started the vehicle. Bret slid into the passenger seat and closed the door more gently than I did.
“A butcher knife was in the wall as if she threw it at her attacker.” He continued. “I had forensics bag it and test it to see if she nicked him.”
“I doubt it, but worth a shot. That must have been the sound the son heard, which left the butler alone in the study.”
“When are you going to tell the Hunter?” Bret questioned casually as he buckled himself in.
“I won’t be.”
“Captain Forest won’t be able to keep this one out of the media. She will find out, and when she does, she won’t be happy with you.”
“I can handle her.” I ground out.
Bret’s lips twitched. “I’m sure you can.”
I frowned at my partner. The comment is far too knowing and far too amused for my liking. Placing the car in drive, I began leaving the Colt driveway when my phone, connected to the car’s Bluetooth, began to ring.
“Detective Lune.”
“Ryan.” The Hunter’s panic-stricken voice echoed around us.
“Alice?”
I hit the brakes waiting for her to answer. Silence on the other end had me panicked.
“Murder. My house. Va-ahh!” Her words cut off with a scream.
“Alice?” My heart pounded wildly in my chest. “Alice!”
There was no answer. The line had cut abruptly. I didn’t think, only reacted. If Alice is in trouble, I need to be there. I hit the gas pedal and floored it out of the Colt driveway. Bret held onto the safety bar as I took corners fast, driving deeper into Capital Hill to the Thorpe residence.
I’d met Alice roughly five years ago when I was tracking down a newly changed wolf who was abusing women. I found the wolf at her feet with a silver dagger buried deep in his chest. She claimed it was self-defence, and I didn’t think twice about it then. But, I’ll admit, I was distracted by how beautiful I found her and by the scent of candy apples that seemed to wrap around her like the world’s most enticing perfume. Her scent stirred my wolf into a frenzy that I struggled to keep at bay.
I thought it was a coincidence that I’d smelt her sweet scent at another crime scene just a few months later. Then I became suspicious when she seemed involved or at least nearby with every supernatural crime scene I encountered in the following couple of years. Eventually, I tracked her down and confronted her in her apartment. Our identities as Alpha and Hunter were exposed during a heated conversation, leading to an unexpected passionate kiss. My wolf urged me to claim her in that heated moment.
I knew I couldn’t have her, didn’t deserve her, but it didn’t stop me from being protective and possessive of the Hunter with every rare meeting. She usually met me at her apartment whenever I itched to see her again, while she came to the station occasionally. I’d use the pretext of wanting her help with a case involving the supernatural as my excuse to see her again. She became a drug I never want to give up, a harsh reminder of what I can never have.
I could smell her interest with each visit, adding to her intoxicating sweet scent. It’s a battle to keep my wolf in check whenever she’s nearby. She keeps me at bay by using our status in the city as an excuse. Part of me wants to throw her reasoning out the window, but another part is glad for her justification. A monster like me doesn’t deserve to be happy or loved. She deserves someone better than me.
The Thorpe driveway was lined with various cars, and lights were on in almost every room. There must be a party going on. Parking as close to the door as possible, Bret and I jumped out. Partway up the steps to the front door, a scream pierced through the night. I continued to the house as Bret shifted directions and headed to the back, where the scream came from.
I took a brief moment to register a small crowd of people at the end of the hall. Their nervous chatter was muffled by my heart pounding in my ears. Underneath their varying scents laid the scent of that vampire. It isn’t normal to be able to smell the vampire outside of one particular room. My muscles tensed, and the fear of Alice being a victim forced me to focus on the scents. My nose led me upstairs. I burst into a room where I found Alice in the arms of some dark-haired male. I wanted to rip them apart and hold her close.
“Ryan.” She whispered, relief evident on her face.
“Miss Thorpe.” I stood my ground, reminding myself of our current location and her constant reminder of our social standings. “Are you okay?”
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Chapter Two

Alice


I sat still as the make-up artist and hair stylist worked. My butt was killing me, and my legs were going numb. Finally finished, they took a step back, admiring their work before leaving me alone in my bedroom. Standing from the chair they’d set me in, I moved to the full-length mirror to examine the whole ensemble. I scowled at my reflection. Though the make-up and hair were simple, elegant, and very pretty, I didn’t recognize myself. The form-fitting floor-length maroon dress made me feel restricted and uncomfortable. I itched to wash the make-up off and to strip into jeans and a T-shirt. 
“You look stunning.” My mother complimented, coming into view behind me, a pleased expression reflecting in the mirror.
“Maybe.” I partially agreed. “But this isn’t me.”
Ignoring my discomfort, she continued. “You are bound to find a fiancée tonight. No man in their right mind wouldn’t give you a double take.”
“Mother, this isn’t right.”
“Nonsense. It was at one of these social gatherings that I met your father. We were married within the year. With the number of young bachelors coming here tonight, I do not doubt that you’ll find someone that gets your heart racing.”
I bit the inside of my cheek. Of course, if she knew someone outside what she’d call ‘our social circle’ has already captured my heart, she would freak out. But I swear, my mother already has a vision of what my perfect match would look like.
“What if that doesn’t happen? What if I don’t find that person among the guests you’ve invited?”
“You can’t stay twenty-eight forever.” Her gaze sharpened on me through the mirror. “I do not doubt that you will find someone tonight. That young man will have the honour of protecting you from the dangers that lurk in this world.”
“Mother.” I let out an exasperated sound.
“Put some jewellery on and come downstairs.” The older woman spun on her heels. “Our guests should be arriving shortly.”
Five years ago, I tried moving out. I got an apartment and finally felt free. Barely a month later, my mother dragged me back to Capital Hill. Well, sort of dragged. She’d heard about women being attacked by an unknown assailant and insisted I return home. Little did she know I dealt with that assailant. I’d vehemently refused to return to this house until my father explained the situation.
It took only a day for my mother to break down. He took her to see doctors and therapists. They’d tentatively diagnosed her with separation anxiety disorder. The disorder is commonly seen in children who do not want to be away from their parents, and my mother was showing similar symptoms. However, the doctors and therapists said she could also have an adjustment disorder characterized by symptoms such as anxiety. It was challenging to determine for sure. Either diagnosis was terrible.
I moved back home for my mother’s mental health, and I’ve felt stuck in a gilded cage while walking on eggshells.
For my sanity, I would sneak out when my mother was asleep at night to fulfill my duties as a Hunter. And to get that freedom I so desperately crave. It has only been the last couple of years since my mother showed signs of healing when I carefully broached the subject of wanting to move out again. Which is how this match-making party came to be. The only way to leave this house is with a fiancée.
I grabbed a pair of floral ear cuffs and a matching necklace from the drawer of the vanity set. I paused in front of its mirror to plaster a smile on my face. My mother looked up and smiled approvingly at me when I came down the stairs. I stood by the front door with my parents, greeting everyone who came in: husbands, wives, sons, and a few daughters. I felt like an art piece the way I was quickly scrutinized as each guest entered.
The guests were directed into the parlour room, where drinks and hors d’oeuvres were served on silver platters. After the last guest entered, I followed my parents to the parlour room. I went around the room, politely playing the perfect daughter for my mother as she introduced me to each potential fiancée and his family.
Once the tour of the room was complete, I
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