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            Chapter One

          

          Hannah

        

      

    

    
      For the third night in a row, no clouds veiled the near-full moon. Its bright, honey glow brought out the sapphire shade of the sky and beckoned my inner wolf to come out and play.

      But it wasn’t just the moon that had me ready to strip my clothes and shift. It was the icy air that swirled into the night sky every time I exhaled, like smoke from my grandfather’s pipe. It was the feeling of winter that chilled my gooseflesh-covered arms and sank in to my bones. Winter was home, and home meant tearing through fields of freshly-fallen snow with my pack.

      But Scarlet Harbor was a long way from Nowheresville, Vermont. And October in Maryland was still autumn, which meant no snow. Plus, the whole point of going away to college was to be away from what was comfortable and easy. It was about not spending my entire life in a small town where I knew everyone and everyone knew me. It was about not taking over the family shop and settling down with a mate just because that was what was expected of me.

      Living in Scarlet Harbor wasn’t easy. Stripping naked in the city street was generally frowned upon. As was being a wolf.

      So for the third night in a row, I stared up at the moon while I followed my roommate on a wild goose chase. The latest string of murders plastered all over the news had her worked up. I’d never met anyone so passionate about chasing down a serial killer. Okay, I’d never met anyone else who’d want to. But I could scour the earth and never find anyone quite like Ashley King.

      “The wooden stake thing, that’s not real,” my roommate explained, as she turned down a dim, damp alleyway.

      If I remembered right, we were headed toward the scene of the second murder. But I was sure Ashley knew exactly where she was going. She put her fist over her heart in a stabbing motion and stuck her tongue out to the side.

      I smiled. She had told me all of this before, a hundred times, stake-to-the-heart gestures included. But when she got excited, she just couldn’t help herself, and I got to hear it all again. Like most people, I was convinced the murders were the work of a deranged psychopath. Ashley was certain they were the work of vampires.

      “Oh yeah?” I took in the scents of garbage and mildew, rats and discarded beer bottles.

      A spider web of alleyways just like this one spread throughout the city, a stone’s throw from campus, the affluent neighborhoods, and the postcard attractions of the harbor. Tall, brick buildings encased us, each built fifty years ago or more, each coated in a film of green growth that was resilient enough to thrive in the dark. Homeless people gathered under overpasses, junkies in dark passages. This place was a stark contrast to the small town I’d grown up in. Maybe because she was from Scarlet Harbor, Ashley seemed numb to the poverty and the creeps that stared at us. She was fearless. She never seemed to care who was around, unless they sported fangs. Which no one did.

      Ashley was too enthusiastic about the hunt to notice that I wasn’t paying much attention to the conversation. Instead, I listened to the little noises all around us and kept watch for danger. When on the hunt for a murderer, I figured it was best to remain vigilant.

      As soon as the vampire talk started, I tuned out. It didn’t matter anyway; I already knew what she was going to say. ‘You have to destroy the heart,’ and ‘a lot of the rumors were actually started by those who wished to conceal vampires’ true weaknesses.’

      Ashley’s obsession with vampires was all-consuming, and had been since before we’d been assigned to live together freshman year. With people getting slashed up and eaten two miles from campus, she’d only grown more eager, and had conducted more research. She was convinced that the chatrooms and wiki pages online had given her the ‘real’ facts about vampires. I loved her anyway.

      “Yeah, I mean, if you completely destroy the heart, that’ll do it,” she said, and adjusted the book bag on her shoulder. “But the stake doesn’t have to be wood. That’s how they kill each other, you know, rip out the heart and drink the blood. But that’s pretty rare.”

      “Right,” I said. With a deep breath, I took in the cool, crisp night air.

      I could smell the feline before he bolted from between metal trash cans, paws flickering in a flurry of fear. A little black cat. The lid of one of the cans clanged as it hit the ground and echoed through the alleyway.

      Ashley’s green eyes sparkled with excitement as she scanned the alley for the source of the noise. But there was still no vampire, so she kept talking.

      And I responded automatically. “Yeah.”

      “And they especially love to eat girls named Hannah who don’t listen to their friends.”

      I heard her words, somewhat, but my attention was on the cat that hid from us. His tiny heart fluttered as quickly as his legs had moved. I had never wanted to be a cat, but I envied his ability to roam the city. If I shifted and ran around on four paws instead of two feet, there was no way I could blend in so easily with the surroundings. If a shifter other than me lived in the city, he’d probably be happiest if he could change into an alley cat. Or maybe even a rat, though I’d never met a shifter that could do either.

      People went running when they saw a wolf. A cat, not so much.

      “Sure,” I replied, noticing that it was my turn to speak.

      “Hannah, what did I just say?” Ashley asked, as she turned with her hands on her tiny, model-sized hips. A crease formed between her perfectly-shaped brows as she scowled at me.

      Whoops, I’d spaced just a bit too long.

      “What?” I asked.

      Ashley’s plum-painted lips pursed. Busted.

      “I don’t get why you don’t believe me,” she said, dropping her arms. “With the whole werewolf thing going on, you should be more open-minded. There’s plenty of doubt out there about your kind too.”

      “Wolf shifter,” I replied.

      “Whatever. Paranormal weirdness, no offense.”

      “None taken.” I said, and I meant it. After only a year and a half together, Ashley and I were like sisters. She knew my secret, and she didn’t care. Maybe she even liked me more for it.

      “But that’s my point,” I continued. “Until I moved here, I lived with other wolf shifters my entire life. I’ve met bears, tigers, foxes—I’ve even heard stories about dragons.”

      Ashley’s green eyes lit up.

      “Stories,” I repeated, and her shoulders sank. “But I’ve never seen or heard of vampires outside of books and movies.”

      “Maybe they’re just that good at hiding, or maybe there aren’t that many of them. Maybe we’ve seen them a thousand times, every time we come out here hunting. And maybe when we find them, they just glamour us into forgetting the whole encounter.”

      “Maybe,” I said.

      “I wonder if there’s anything that can stop a glamour. Or maybe just some hypnosis therapy that would allow us to check back in time, to the deepest recesses of our memories. You know, just in case.”

      My skepticism must have shown, because Ashley sighed.

      “I guess we should get back to campus,” she said, defeated.

      Even though I thought the idea of real vampires was silly, I hated to see her disappointed.

      “How about just one more block,” I said, and took her hand.

      Ashley smiled. “Thanks, Hannah.”

      We strolled out of the alley and waited at the light for the little walking man symbol to glow green. Midtown was still busy at this time of night. Cars flew by in both directions, cheap and ritzy alike. It was one of the things I liked most about being in Scarlet Harbor—it was a microcosm of the world, people from different backgrounds, from different places, all crammed together in a hundred-mile radius. Every metered spot along the curb was taken, the rustic bars and restaurants packed and full of life.

      We crossed the busy street with a crowd of men and women, all dressed in jackets and coats, scarves and hats. A group of guys about our age laughed loudly, and an elderly couple held hands. Skin tones ranged from pale as snow to dark as mahogany. All together, moving as one. Diversity really was the best part of the city. Plus, when I’d taken the tour, there wasn’t a single scent of another shifter. Scarlet Harbor was so different from home. Which was exactly why I chose this university.

      When we reached the other side of the street, the crowd dispersed, and I led Ashley down another alley, just like the last. This one too was empty of human and vampire life. The streetlights faded behind us as we turned behind the row of buildings. Just like the last, the walkway smelled like garbage.

      Our path ended with a chain link fence stretching from the warehouses that flanked it. Barbed wire topped its twenty-foot height. Maybe it was a prison. Either way, we weren’t going any farther.

      “Okay,” Ashley said, “let’s head back.”

      I nodded and we turned around, only to find three shadowy figures blocking our way. Impossible.

      “Pinch me,” I said.

      “What?” Ashley asked.

      “Is this a dream?” I asked. “Ouch.”

      She really pinched me. And I wasn’t dreaming. There was no way I could have missed their approach. With the advantage of being a shifter, I should have heard their footsteps. Their breathing. Their heartbeats. Yet, I sensed nothing. No scent. No sound.

      They moved closer, three dark figures that I shouldn’t have feared. Something about them was wrong.

      A knot formed in my stomach. My hair stood on end. My instincts screamed 'shift and run like hell.' But no way I was leaving Ashley. I squeezed my friend’s hand and prayed that my instinct to run was wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Bennet

        

      

    

    
      Taste died when the heart stopped. It wasn’t just an inability to appreciate complex flavor combinations, but the total cessation of style, and lack of regard for human life. Or at least that was the case with Walter.

      With thirteen deaths in three days, all likely at the hands of thrall, the situation was on the verge of tipping from complicated to dire. It was our duty to hunt down the rabid creatures before the local human authorities deemed the maulings the work of a serial killer and called in the feds. The last thing any of us needed was a fearful population and more cops on the streets.

      Walter spearheaded the hunt in a black cloak and top hat. Nothing said inconspicuous like his Jack the Ripper costume. Except it wasn’t a costume, and he was far more fearsome than any mere human man.

      Gazes glided past as if the three of us didn’t exist. We walked among them—the unknowing herd of which I used to be a part. But after so many years, it was hard to imagine myself as one of them.

      Four hours of searching the streets, and we had yet to discover a single sign of thrall. No scent of blood down secluded alleys or dark corners, or at least no more than usual. Screams of horror were only of the typical type, accompanied by violence inflicted by one human on another. What we searched for was darker.

      “Nothing.” Charlie adjusted the collar of his leather jacket over the tips of his chin-length, blond hair.

      I nodded.

      “How about you, Walter?” Charlie asked, with a glance at his sire’s face.

      Walter’s sharp face was impassive. He said nothing in return, and continued walking. Not that I expected him to answer. If my blood brother had noticed any sign of thrall, we’d know it.

      “I still don’t get it,” Charlie said. “If they’re like us—”

      “They’re not,” Walter replied, without sparing a glance for his progeny.

      “Okay,” Charlie said. “So if these thrall guys are all creeping around at night, in a totally different way than we do, and they just tear bites out of people, how is that our problem?”

      “We do as we are bid,” Walter said.

      Charlie’s shoulders sank.

      “Imagine you need to feed,” I said. “And you walk up to some college girl, who’s just your type.”

      “Uh huh,” Charlie said. “I’m with you.”

      “Then when she sees you, before you’ve had a chance to glamour her, she screams and runs away,” I said.

      “That would suck.”

      “If the populace believes there’s a killer on the streets, you’ll find less prey and more resistance,” I said.

      “Okay,” Charlie said. Then he nudged Walter’s arm. “You could have just told me that to begin with.”

      Walter ignored him.

      After another block, I decided it was time to split up. We all may have been sent to complete the same task, but there was no need for Walter and me to stay together. We’d cover more ground apart.

      “Going street by street is ineffective. There has to be a better way than combing the city hoping to grow close enough to sense one of the creatures,” I said.

      Walter nodded.

      “Like all three of us on our own?” Charlie asked. “How will I know when I find one if I don’t see him gnawing on anyone?”

      “You’ll stay with me,” Walter said. Then he stopped, with his face contorted into a wicked grin. He’d sensed something.

      Walter raced around the corner into a dank alleyway. He froze, cloak settling behind him, and I followed him to find what had drawn his attention. There was no screaming, no bloodshed. Only the normal beating of two hearts. The first was inconsequential. A human, with blond hair and heavy makeup. The second was a different story. She caught my attention.

      Even in the black of night, I could clearly see the long, silky waves of her dark hair. With each step, her soft curls bounced, and her wide hips swayed in a sensual rhythm. My fangs drew. I needed a taste.

      We were there only a moment before she turned, though I couldn’t say how she’d noticed our presence. My kind was invisible, silent, and perceived as a trick of the eye, a part of the shadows. Yet she saw us. Her eyes flashed to where we stood—not past us, not through us, but to us.

      Her eyes were shining jewels of electric blue. My indifference was broken, and I felt something. The sensation was alien, unnerving. She wasn’t human, wasn’t vampire, wasn’t thrall. What was she? Her lips parted, as if to speak. And Walter moved.

      Soundless footsteps fell with inhuman speed. Whipping through the air behind him, the black fabric of Walter’s cape became one with the shadows, cloaking him in darkness. The woman’s blue eyes flicked, sensing his approach.

      “I’m getting hungry,” Charlie said, shifting his weight between his feet. He cracked his neck, left and right, showing the impatience of his immaturity. “Think he’ll share?”

      If he’d learned anything from his sire, he should have known the answer was no.

      The blue-eyed woman squared her shoulders and stepped in front of her companion, shielding the blonde from us. A brave stance, though the flutter of her pulse betrayed her fear.

      “Leave before you regret it,” she said. Her voice was sultry yet soft, with a purposeful edge to her threat.

      “Hannah?” the blonde questioned, still unaware of our presence.

      Her name was Hannah.

      Walter’s pale fingers grasped Hannah’s neck, lifting her off of the ground.

      The blonde shrieked, seeing the threat for the first time. Then instead of running, she dove forward in an attempt to help her friend. Walter tossed the human woman across the ground with a flick of his wrist.

      “Ashley,” Hannah growled between gritted teeth. Her eyes remained on the blonde that lay upon the ground, as she held tight to Walter’s arm. Brave, and loyal—qualities I respected, though they’d cost Hannah her life. “Run,” she said, with unshaken authority.

      “Hannah,” the blonde cried, rising to hands and knees.

      “Go.”

      Without another word, the blonde did as she was told, and ran from the dark alley, past Walter and her endangered friend, past me and Charlie. The young vampire inhaled as the girl went by, like a ravenous dog getting the first whiff of his dinner. Mascara-laced tears streamed down the blonde’s face, and her heart raced, but my eyes were locked on Hannah. I couldn’t say why. The sensation was strange. But for some reason, I cared.

      Charlie disappeared from my side, chasing after the blonde. Walter squeezed Hannah’s neck, and I could feel the fear and strength within her, the gasps she took to fill her lungs, the fervor with which she scraped at his jacket sleeve. I knew it shouldn’t matter. My brother had fed night after night for over a hundred years, and I'd watched, unflinching. When I'd felt the need, I’d done the same. And I knew this woman should have meant nothing to me. Somehow, though, I knew she should be mine. I couldn’t watch her die.

      My feet moved without me giving them direction, without regard for the consequences that would likely await me if I drew my brother’s blood. I ran for her, for the woman I knew nothing about. It was my only choice.

      Her nose wrinkled above bared teeth, and elongated. The long, flowing hair atop her head grew short as animal-like fur grew through her fair skin. Popping and cracking filled the dark alley, as her tight jeans, jacket and t-shirt grew loose. Walter dropped the changing beast to the ground, as I closed the distance to where they stood. Clothing tumbled to the damp concrete, leaving a majestic creature of shining onyx.

      Wolf. Black as night itself, her coat shimmered in the moonlight. It had been decades since I’d watched the transformation of a shifter. None before had ever affected me. Hannah’s head turned as she jumped back from Walter’s advance, and I glimpsed those same bright blue eyes she’d had in human form.

      A silver blade slid from Walter’s sleeve, slashing at the wolf’s fur. He was too fast, faster than she could recoil.

      “Looking to share, Bennet?” Walter flashed me a sharp-toothed grin, with his fangs fully descended. “Scraps only. Main course is mine.”

      With that, his seax pierced her skin. The scent of her blood overtook the rest of my senses, and I dove at Walter.

      “Let her go.” The words were grating from deep within my throat, as my shoulder slammed into Walter’s side. The first hit was free. After that, he’d be ready.

      “Overestimating your claim to my prize,” Walter said, turning his blade to me. I drew the seax our sire had gifted to me upon my rebirth. The pearl hilt felt natural in my hand. But for every night I’d practiced with my weapon, Walter had done the same.

      I struck first, catching the edge of his cape with my blade. His counter struck home. Pain radiated from the hole in my side. Wet, hot, stabbing pain. I clutched the wound, just above my hip, and sliced a second time at my blood brother. I clipped his arm. Not good enough. His second strike severed the tendon in my shoulder. I clenched my teeth and fought the instinct to make peace with my brother. My actions made no sense. I knew they didn’t. She shouldn’t have mattered. She shouldn’t have been worth this. But she was. I knew she was.

      “I’ve changed my mind,” Walter said, his sharp face contorting into a horrific grin. “I’m not going to share. Not one bite. I’ll drain her and leave you here to suffer with nothing to feed on. Seems it’s been too long since I taught you a lesson.”

      “Feed some other time,” I said, wincing as I tried to move. “We still have a job to do.”

      I turned to where the she-wolf had been. She wasn’t there. Had she run?

      Walter grinned at me, and flipped his blade in
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