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“I urge anyone who is a fan of urban fantasy and paranormal romance to put Sharon Ashwood at the top of their list!”—Night Owl Romance

Praise for Ravenous

“A multilayered plot, a fascinating take on the paranormal creatures living among us, plus a sexy vampire, a sassy witch, and a mystery for them to solve . . . Ravenous leaves me hungry for more!”

—Jessica Andersen, author of Skykeepers

 

“Sexy, suspenseful fun. Ashwood really knows how to tell a story.”

—New York Times bestselling author Kelley Armstrong

 

“Strong world building.... Readers will look forward to the sequel.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“Intriguing and darkly entertaining—not to mention sexy. Ashwood is definitely making herself right at home with this genre.”

—Romantic Times

 

“The world is interesting (I look forward to seeing more of it!), the romance gorgeous, the sex sizzling. There’s plenty of action, as well.”

—Errant Dreams Reviews

 

“This tongue-in-cheek, action-packed urban fantasy hooks the reader from the opening moment . . . and never slows down.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“A fast-paced urban fantasy . . . nonstop action that will keep the reader turning pages long into the night. Ash-wood has created a wonderful fantasy romp that’s tough to put down until the end. I look forward to reading the next installment in this series.”

—Romance Junkies

 

“The world building is complex and absolutely terrific. But, most of all, it’s the powerful attraction between the spunky witch heroine and her sexy vampire partner as they battle evil that makes this story a real page-turner! With demons, hell hounds, weres, and vampires waiting in the wings, I can’t wait to see what happens next!”

—Alexis Morgan

 

“I think I have found a new favorite series.... I guess I have to wait for the next story, hopefully not for too long!”

—The Romance Studio

 

“Ravenous is a fantastic read, filled with action, suspense, lush details, sizzling romance, and very memorable characters. Ms. Ashwood has created a very compelling world and left us with enough questions about the fate of certain characters to have us hoping that this is the start of a very promising new series.”

—MyShelf.com

 

“Ms. Ashwood has created an intriguing world where both good and evil dwell in the shadows and things are rarely what they seem. Ravenous is a well-written and sexy read that makes for a great escape from the norm. I look forward to the next visit with the Dark Forgotten.”

—Darque Reviews

 

“Ravenous is packed with action, humor, and a droolworthy vampire. The demons and the hellhounds and the evil house with a killer mind (oh my!) are what set it apart from the fold. A whole new mythology surrounding the supernatural and how humans police them is introduced, and I can’t wait to see where Ashwood takes it. This book earns 5 tombstones for creativity, sex appeal, and one kick-ass house.”

—Bitten by Books

 

“Sharon Ashwood hooked me from the first page! Ravenous gets off to a roaring start and the fast pace never relents. Ravenous has all the elements of a top-notch urban fantasy tale.... It will be hard to surpass this book! I can’t recommend this one highly enough!”

—CK2S Kwips and Kritiques




Also by Sharon Ashwood

 

 

Ravenous




SIGNET ECLIPSE

Published by New American Library, a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street,

New York, New York 10014, USA

Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario M4P 2Y3, Canada (a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) Penguin Books Ltd., 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

Penguin Ireland, 25 St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2,

Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd.) Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty. Ltd.)

Penguin Books India Pvt. Ltd., 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park,

New Delhi - 110 017, India

Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore 0632,

New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd.)

Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty.) Ltd., 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, South Africa

 

Penguin Books Ltd., Registered Offices:

80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

 

First published by Signet Eclipse, an imprint of New American Library, a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

 

First Printing, December 2009



 

Copyright © Naomi Lester, 2009

All rights reserved

 

SIGNET ECLIPSE and logo are trademarks of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

 



 

Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

ISBN : 978-1-101-56373-1

 

PUBLISHER’S NOTE

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party Web sites or their content.

 


 

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

http://us.penguingroup.com




This one’s for my emergency readers. 
It wouldn’t be a deadline without you.




October 1, 7:15 p.m.

101.5 FM

 

“Good evening to all you fanged and furry listeners out there in radio land. This is Errata, your hostess from CSUP, the FM station that denies and defies the normal in paranormal. It’s October first and a crisp evening up here on the Fairview U campus. Looks like there’ll be frost on the pumpkin tonight.

“We have our usual dark and dangerous lineup ahead, but first a special alert. It’s come to our attention that a certain demon detective is back in town. Word has it he’s been lying low for the past while, but my informants spotted this local bad boy out and about last night. Welcome back from the dark side, detective, but be careful of all those bridges you burned last year. I think the footing’s a little treacherous.

“Oh, and by the way, I wouldn’t count on running a tab at the local watering hole—I think a Thanksgiving turkey has a better chance of long-term credit.”




Chapter 1

So, they buried her at a crossroads.

Some folks just bring that out in people.

Conall Macmillan shoved his hands into the pockets of his Windbreaker. Autumn dusk closed around him in shades of blue and charcoal, heavy with seaside moisture. It would be dark in minutes. He could hear the wash of waves in the silence. St. Andrew’s Cemetery was empty, except for the dead. And him, of course, though where he fit on the whole dead/live continuum was open to debate.

The grave lay at the intersection of two white paved walkways, smack in the way of joggers and dog walkers. Not much of a crossroads, but enough to keep her down. It said something that the ones doing the burying had been vampires. They didn’t scare easily, but the woman now resting beneath the earth had been a demon, a monster’s monster, evil pure as . . . What was the right comparison, anyway?

Mac looked up at the fading horizon, memories as black and sharp-edged as the cedars etched against the ocean. Sudden, cold nausea invaded his gut, riding a wave of remembrance at once intimate and brutal.

What could compare to the desperate, terrifying hunger that had flayed him until he shrugged off humanity like a tattered bathrobe? What could compare with the silver  sweetness of each human soul as it slid over his teeth and down his throat like a delicate summer wine?

Each life was a drop of relief in a desert of desperate need. That was the thirst of a demon, a soul eater. A murderer. He knew, because the woman beneath the crossroads had made Mac just like her. Walking evil.

The brass plaque on the headstone simply read: GENEVA. It had been a year since she was placed, suddenly human and instantly dead, beneath the dirt.

A breeze hushed through the leaves that littered the lawn, an anticipatory sound. The wind was changing as the sun bloodied the sea, carrying in the smell of brine. Mac walked around Geneva’s last home, viewing it from every angle.

What am I looking for? To reassure myself she’s really down there—human, deceased, and rotting the way she’s supposed to? Not a good thought. Geneva had been beautiful, for all her wicked ways. The memory of her still brought heat to his flesh.

He’d always gone for the wrong women, the kind who weren’t interested in forever. After years on the squad, his heart was entombed in dead bodies and paperwork, insulated against a cop’s daily dose of carnage. A quick and dirty grapple in the dark was all he had to give and those mad, bad babes fit him to a T.

So when a pretty blonde had invited him for a drink, he’d considered it lucky, but business as usual. Bad mistake. Life-ending mistake.

Now the forever kind of woman was beyond his grasp. Even if he dared to make her his own, one day he might fall off the wagon and then it would be, “Sorry, darling. I scarfed down the kids.”

A short brick wall encircled Geneva’s plot, holding in the sod. The site was on a hill and had views of everything: the ocean, the acres of yew trees and headstones, even glimpses of the strip mall to the north. It was fitting. Geneva had loved to be in the center of things.

Dead center, ha-ha, Mac thought bitterly.

A desolate feeling stole over him. It was bad when you had to laugh at your own lousy puns. Fortunate that he wasn’t a drinker. It would be far too nice to forget everything, even for just a little while.

Thunk!

A knife thrummed into the dirt at his foot, silver blade quivering as it struck. The dark steel hilt had the elegant simplicity of all vampire armaments.

Mac hunched, his spine itching at every spot where the knife might have struck. “What?” he snapped to the empty air.

The answer was dry with sarcasm. “You finally showed up. It’s been a year.”

Mac had forgotten how much he hated that low, smooth, arrogant voice. His teeth clenched so hard, pain shot up his left temple.

Between one blink and the next, Alessandro Caravelli appeared on the other side of the grave, his weight resting on one hip. Yes, it had been a year since they last met. Shrink-wrapped in leather, the vampire still had the rock’n’ roll biker vibe going on: boots, studs, and attitude. Curly wheat blond hair fell past his shoulders; his amber eyes were steady, unblinking, and not at all friendly.

“The sword’s a nice touch,” Mac said. “Very retro.”

The vampire held the huge blade loosely at his side. “Special edition. It kills everything. Even demons.”

Despite himself, Mac felt a sizzle of fear. “I’m not a demon anymore. I’m not evil. I’m cured.”

Caravelli’s chin lifted; he took a subtle sniff of the breeze. “Faint, but the demon stink is there.”

Mac’s lip curled at the insult. “Oh, yeah, and seeing you brings back all the good times, Caravelli. I’ve so missed your bad-assed sheriff-to-the-Undead routine.”

“I still keep the law among the supernatural citizens in Fairview.” Without a flicker of expression, Caravelli took a step closer. “And you’re still a danger. You were Geneva’s thrall. Our enemy.”

“Yeah, well . . .” Mac trailed off. The events of a year  ago were confused in Mac’s mind, but he remembered the essential facts. Geneva picked a fight with Fairview’s supernatural community—werebeast and vampire, demon and fey—in a bid to control the territory. Yes, he had fought with the black hats, being a demon and all at the time.

His side lost. Holly Carver, a witch, had turned the tide, blasting Geneva with a spell so powerful that it had stripped away the demon’s powers. The moment Geneva became human, her own soldiers had killed her. Drained her blood. Left her corpse to the mercy of her enemies.

It’s hard to get good help when you’re an archvillain. It’s even harder to change careers from henchdemon to harmless civilian.

Caravelli frowned, a slight movement of his foot signaling his impatience.

Oh, crap. Shifting his weight, Mac forced himself not to bolt, though the urge burned along every nerve. Never show a vampire fear. He couldn’t take his eyes off Caravelli’s sword. How come I’m walking around unarmed? Stupid! He’d lost the habit of carrying weapons during his demon days.

Mac played his only card. “Hear me out. I was caught by the same spell as Geneva. If she was made human again, so was I.”

It worked. The vampire lowered the blade an inch or two. “Then tell me this. You disappeared after the battle. We looked for you. The queen offered a reward for your return. Where have you been?”

“Out of my mind.” Mac looked away. “Yeah, I feel guilty. I was a cop, for God’s sake. Geneva made me turn against everything I stood for.” Heat rushed up his face, but he forced himself to meet Caravelli’s gaze. “I didn’t join her willingly. She corrupted me. You know that. You were there.”

For the first time, Caravelli showed emotion. Damn him, it was pity. “That would’ve been the point, with her.”

Mac used a few pithy obscenities. “Yeah, ain’t that the truth.”

It had taken only one long, hot kiss to infect him with that craving for human life. A hunger he hadn’t entirely lost. Not that he was going to mention that to Caravelli and his meat cleaver.

Now Mac let himself take a step back, then another. “I’m sorry for what I did. I’ve prayed for some means to atone. It’s not enough, but there’s nothing else I can offer.”

“Not so fast.” With a rush of wind and leather, Caravelli sprang into the air, sailing lightly over Geneva’s grave. For a moment, he hung there like a biker bird of prey.

Mac scrambled backward, the instinct to run winning out. His legs felt clumsy, as if he were trying to run on bags of water. Caravelli’s arms stretched out, the moonlight kissing the sword and the studs on his coat and boots. He had barely touched down when he bounded again, right over Mac’s head. Mac spun. The vampire landed with a muffled thud, his boots sinking into soft grass as he turned to face him. The force of his landing stirred up the smell of dewsoaked grass and leaves.

Crouching, Caravelli lifted the sword in both hands, the tip level with Mac’s chest. “You have to pay,” he said softly. “Sorry or not, you broke the law. We can live among the humans only so long as we do not harm them. You drank them down like cheap beer. Perhaps it’s not your fault, but demons destroy. It’s their nature.”

Caravelli said it with the tired cadence of a cop reading a criminal’s rights. Mac wondered whether he’d sounded the same when making an arrest—utterly, remorselessly cold.

“Not anymore. I’ve lost the ability to feed,” Mac replied carefully, keeping his own voice level. He would not beg to live. He would never beg Caravelli, the bloody-fanged poseur, but he had to set the record straight. “I eat spaghetti now. Bagels. Frosty Flakes. No souls. I’m corporeal. No magic tricks. I must be human.”

The lie was ash on Mac’s tongue. They both heard the falsehood.

“But you’re not human, so what the hell are you?” asked the vampire.

I’m hungry. He might have lost the ability to feed, but not the desire. “I haven’t a clue.”

The statement hung between them, the deepening darkness giving a hazy aura of nightmare. “The spell didn’t Turn you all the way back,” Caravelli said neutrally. “It’s not over.”

An involuntary shiver made Mac cross his arms. The pain of the spell’s blast had been surreal, almost beyond his perception. “I was at the edge of the spell’s power.”

“Too bad. I might have been able to pardon you if it had worked.” His regret sounded real.

Mac’s temper snapped like rotten elastic. Blood rushed to his face. “What the hell, Caravelli? Why bother? I’m already dead in any way that matters. Everyone I ever loved is terrified of me. I’ve lost my friends. I’ve lost my family. I’ve lost my job. The very essence of who I was has been twisted and perverted. Anything you do is plain overkill.”

“And yet,” said the vampire, “killing you is why I’m here.”

Fright and anger narrowed Mac’s vision until all he could see were Caravelli’s burning amber eyes. He hated him. Why the hell did this bloodsucker get to pass judgment? Mac stabbed his finger in the air. “Go sit on a stake. Leave me alone. I came back here to figure this out.”

Caravelli hoisted the sword, taking a slow, deliberate practice swing. He was toying with Mac, drawing out the kill. Stalling. “Figure what out?”

“Damn you! Isn’t it obvious?”

Caravelli looked up, eyebrow raised. “What?”

“I want my old life back. I don’t destroy. I’m the guy with the badge who saves people. That’s who I need to be.” Mac sucked in a deep breath. “I want to be human again.”

To his utter fury, Caravelli laughed. He laughed.

That pushed Mac’s misery one step too far. Faster than  a human eye could follow, his hand shot out, grabbing the vampire’s sword arm by the wrist. The laughter jerked to silence. Caravelli tried to tear away, out of Mac’s demonstrong grip. Not a budge. Caravelli swore in some other, antique language.

Satisfaction blossomed, an ugly bloom born of frustration. Mac tightened his fingers long enough to make a point, and then shoved Caravelli backward as if he were no more than a boy.

The vampire stumbled, but somehow made it look like a dance step. His look was sharp, as if he had just solved a puzzle. “You were holding back. I thought so. I needed to know.”

“You pushed me till I fought back.”

“Anger doesn’t lie. Now you’ve told me just how dangerous you really are.”

Mac cursed. He’d been trapped by the shreds of demon still festering inside. Brute strength to go with his brutish, voracious appetite.

The vampire slowly shook his head. “We’re all Pinocchio, wishing we were real boys. If only we are good enough, save enough lives, perform the right rituals, sacrifice ourselves—or someone else—we can turn back into the humans we once were. I apologize. I laughed only because what you said was so familiar.”

“Give me a chance.”

“I died when men still thought the world was flat. I didn’t survive by being charitable.”

There was a moment’s pause. Distant traffic merged with the rush of the ocean. The sharp autumn air carried a tang of wood smoke. It was finally cold enough for Fairview’s residents to stoke up the fireplaces and curl up in the warmth and safety of their homes.

Caravelli passed the huge sword from hand to hand as if it weighed no more than a ballpoint pen—a not-so-subtle show of his own strength. Mac wouldn’t count on surprising him twice.

The vampire seemed to be musing, taking Mac’s measure. The air between them hummed with raw male willpower. Demon rage pulsed against the eggshell of Mac’s human facade. It was hard, so hard, not to revel in it, lap it up and surrender to an orgy of fury.

And get chopped to pieces for his trouble. The silence sawed through Mac’s nerves. “So, are you going to execute me or what?”




 Chapter 2

 The blade swept out of nowhere, too fast for the eye to track. Mac dodged, more by instinct than by any conscious decision. Caravelli swung again, using the impetus to wheel in an airborne circle of leather and steel. The followthrough would take Mac’s head for sure.

Except Mac slammed to the ground, using the downward slope of the lawn in a quick roll-somersault-vault maneuver that took him over the low iron railing that enclosed a family plot. He heard the sword whoosh through the grass, the quick scrape of metal on gravestone. Shit! He bounded over a series of low fences and grave markers as if they were track-and-field hurdles.

I’ll take that as a yes on the planning to kill me question.

Feet pounding the grass, Mac ran, not daring to turn to look. He knew Caravelli was behind him. Yeah, running looked weak. He could stand his ground—maybe even take Caravelli despite the sword—but the price was too high. If cornered, Mac’s demon instincts would grab control. Those episodes gave new meaning to mood swing.

Breath came sharp, laced with the scent of his own sour sweat. He headed for the roadway north of the cemetery, where there was traffic. Even psycho vamps hesitated to slice and dice their victims in front of human witnesses.

Again, Mac ducked, a sixth sense saving him as a blow lanced out of the sky, perfectly silent. The wind in the trees had masked the rustle of air through Caravelli’s clothes.

Frigging leech!

Mac zigzagged to make himself a harder target. He dodged angels and crosses, urns draped in stone veils and the virgin weeping granite tears. He knew he was running too fast for a human, saving himself through sheer speed.

From the corner of his eye, Mac saw Caravelli land on the branch of an oak, coat eddying around him, pausing before he leapt again. Mac veered beneath the hawthorn trees, hoping their twisting branches would shelter him. He could see the road now, make out individual cars and streetlights. The bus shelter glowed like a holy temple of safety.

Mac jumped another grave, almost stumbling over it before he saw the overgrown marker. It was a bad takeoff and he landed awkwardly, the lumpy ground wrenching his foot. Crap! He let himself roll into the fall and back onto his feet, pelting forward.

This time he heard Caravelli’s approach, the vampire’s boots on the grass, and he jerked aside. The tip of the sword kissed his ear, a nip meant to be a killing blow. Shit!

Gathering a last push of speed, he sprang over the low iron fence of the cemetery, thumping to the sidewalk just in time to see the city bus rumble around the corner. Mac sprinted toward the bus shelter, waving his arms for the driver to stop.

For God’s sake, Caravelli, stay in the graveyard with the other dead things!

The bus loomed, its bright bulk slowing as Mac ran forward. The door wheezed open and Mac ran up the steps into a hot fog of humanity. At the smell, a sudden rush of soul hunger ached in his gut. He turned and looked, but the vampire was nowhere in sight.

Thank you, God.

He grabbed the sticky pole as the bus lurched forward, using his free hand to dig in his jeans pocket for coins. They clanked as they fell into the fare box.

“Nearly missed me,” said the driver, steering back into traffic.

“Yeah,” said Mac, still breathing hard. “Lucky I caught you.” Life-saving lucky.

He picked his way over feet and backpacks until he found a sideways seat near the back exit. Advertising lined the bus walls.

PREGNANT AND NEED HELP?

WEREWOLF PACK SILVERTAIL VOTES FOR LEASH-FREE PARKS!

CHEAP PAYDAY LOANS!

ADDICTED TO VAMPIRE VENOM? YOU’RE NOT JUST ANOTHER JUNKIE. WE CAN HELP.

Mac read the bus number. The five. That route went downtown, which was where he lived, anyway. Not that he could go home. Caravelli would be waiting. What the bloody hell am I going to do?

He checked his watch. Just after eight. His arm felt heavy with spent adrenalin. All over his body, nerves pinged as they reset to a normal resting state.

So are all the vamps after me, or just the Fanged Avenger? Hard to say. Mac had been back in town a few weeks, but had only just started to venture outside his apartment for more than groceries. The places he’d been scouting for gossip didn’t cater to vamps. Still, it was safest to assume the worst.

So what next? He couldn’t think. He was too pumped on fear and outrage, his pounding pulse making all else seem bizarrely slow.

A droopy guy across the aisle was staring blankly at Mac, the wires from his earphones trailing like white brainspaghetti to the pocket of his hoodie. The girl slumped next to him was chewing gum like a nervous sheep. Peppermint weighted the stuffy air.

Nothing special. Just humans. They had no idea how precious ordinary was. Once upon a time, Mac had been them.

The whole supernatural thing had started in Y2K, just after he’d made detective. The vamps had come into the  public eye at the turn of the millennium, creating a ratings bonanza for more than one euphoric talk show mogul. The other supernatural species had followed. The reason for the big reveal: the shrinking, computerized world made it impossible to live in secret any longer. The supernaturals wanted integration. Citizenship. Credit cards. A piece of the economic pie.

Good luck. Humans were quick to give lip service to pan-species rights legislation, but slow to make real changes. Too many humans wanted the spooks and weirdoes gone. Others wanted to exploit them.

Meanwhile, as the humans bickered about what to do, the monsters were building houses, businesses, and communities. In ten years, few of the students riding this bus would remember a time when an ad for Zom-B-Gone perimeter fencing was anything but normal.

But Mac would. And I remember when old friends would say hello, not cross themselves and run the other way.

The vehicle took a corner too fast, forcing him to grab the stained vinyl seat for support. He could see the lights of the downtown now, with the dense sparkle of the Fairview University campus to his right.

The bus stopped, and a woman got on, towing a stroller, a toddler, and an armful of grocery bags. Mac got up and let her have his seat. He stood in the aisle, grabbing the overhead rail as the bus jolted back into motion.

Then Mac heard a footfall on the top of the bus, too soft for the humans to hear. His gaze automatically tracked the sound to a point above the exit door. He heard it again, and then again—the scraping scuff of boots. Annoyance needled him as he realized what was going on. Caravelli hadn’t given up. He was on top of the bus, just waiting for Mac to get off.

Crap. Sure, he could call 911 on his cell to report that a homicidal vamp was bus surfing, but why bother? Even if the cops came pronto, Caravelli would be long gone. Human law enforcement just couldn’t keep up anymore.

Silently cursing, Mac turned to get a better view out the  window. They’d reached the city center. As the bus trundled to a stop, half the passengers stood, gathering backpacks and newspapers.

Keeping his head down, Mac left the bus right behind sheep girl. The cold night air bit at his face, heavy with the greasy fog of the burger joint on the corner. Mac hustled, staying with the throng past the big-box bookstore, past the pharmacy, past the stereo shop. He could feel Caravelli looking for him, the weight of his predator’s gaze sliding over Mac’s skin. This is getting old, fast.

Frustration raked through Mac, a whip snap of rebellious temper. Damn it! He spun, searching the street, but could see nothing but humans hurrying about their lives. But he could hear—or was it his imagination?—the vampire’s chuckle.

Temper leeched the color from Mac’s sight. Knuckles cracked as he clenched his fists, aching soul hunger souring to an urge to rend and tear. I’m going to kill him.

No, you’re not. He’s goading you. Making you easier to kill. Making you a monster.

The demon inside him trembled with eagerness. It was a hairbreadth from grabbing his mental steering wheel. Mac drew in his breath. I will not surrender. Not to him. Not to myself.

Walk away. But where? His apartment was too obvious. He needed to hide. Where?

Mac had an idea, then wished he hadn’t. But it made sense. Nanette’s strap-’em-and-slap-’em funhouse was open around the clock, a place mostly for weres with liberal views on pain. Caravelli wouldn’t think of looking for him there. It was a good place to lie low for a few hours. Very low. Like under the bed.

Mac dodged traffic across the busy main drag. He slid into the revolving door of the department store, passing through the stench of the perfume section—that should hide his scent—and then into the connecting shopping center. From there, he exited onto a side street.

He couldn’t feel Caravelli’s presence any longer. With  luck, he had lost him. In two more blocks, he turned the corner into an alley. The flashing neon from Nanette’s Naughty Kitty Basket caught the metal of the iron gates that stood open at the alley entrance. The alley itself was dark and cramped, paved with the same crumbling cedar bricks laid down when the city was young.

And it was empty. Nanette’s back door—the one Mac wanted—was far down the alleyway. There was another door he had to pass first, and it usually had at least two hellhounds keeping watch. Caravelli kept them on his payroll. Mac approached cautiously.

Tonight there were no guards. Sloppy.

Then again, the door hardly needed security. No one was ever, ever going to break in. There was nothing anyone wanted to do or witness across that threshold.

Hell has no atmosphere and the cafeteria sucks.

Mac’s pulse pounded in his temples, quick and fast. He didn’t like having to pass that doorway in the old brick wall, but he had to and he turned to look at it. It was about nine feet high, the vertical oak planks reinforced with black iron straps. A heavy bolt secured it from the outside. It looked like something out of Tolkien.

Behind it was a land of nightmares. He’d been there. It wasn’t literal hell, but a place called the Castle, a prison for the supernatural. It might as well have been the real pit of fire, because he’d be damned if he ever went back inside.

“Macmillan.”

Mac turned to see Caravelli wheel around the corner of the alley, sword in hand. The neon caught the aureole of his curly fair hair, turning it to a multihued halo. The iron gates framed him, a lattice silhouette around the dark, threatening form.

“Back off, fangster.” Mac kept his voice level, but anger rose on a flood tide. He waited as Caravelli approached with the cautious grace of a matador.

“You deaf as well as dead?” Mac said, the words stumbling. The demon inside struggled for control. It would feel so good to let it loose, so easy, so free.

Mac fell back a few steps, bumping his shoulders against the wall. I can still walk away. I don’t have to be the thing I hate.

The vampire was right in front of him now, all aggression. Caravelli’s hand slammed against the bricks, barring Mac’s path. Mac jerked away, but Caravelli leaned in. The vampire’s face, with his strange golden eyes, was inches from Mac’s. “You might have just spared me the trouble of cleaning my sword. There is the Castle door. Go inside and don’t come back.”

Nuh-uh. Mac’s hand slammed into Caravelli’s midriff, sending the vampire sailing across the alley to smack with a slap of leather and flesh into the ancient bricks. The sword fell with a clang, spiraling end over end before it skittered into the wall.

Mac didn’t notice the half dozen hellhounds slouching out of Nanette’s back door.




 Chapter 3

The mountain of dark brown fur, high as a man at its shoulder, swung his head to growl at Constance, lips curling to reveal scythe-sharp teeth. Drool pattered from the werebeast’s jaws to the floor; ruby eyes flared like coals of hellfire. The beast’s—Viktor’s—deepening rumble vibrated in her breastbone, warning thunder.

There was only one thing that would appease the horrifying monster.

His great, glowing eyes fastened on the spit-soaked, raggedy doll in her hand. Gingerly, Constance held up the toddler-sized toy, doing her best to avoid the damper sections. Viktor hunkered down on his front paws and slid the growl into an expressive whine. As a final plea, he gave a tongue-lolling head tilt.

“Ha!” Constance flung the tattered doll into the murk of the damp, stone corridor, vampire strength giving it distance. The stuffed doll sailed through the air, vanishing against the shadowy ceiling before landing with a faint thump in the dust. “Go, boy! Fetch!”

Viktor wheeled and plunged toward the toy. His jaws champed the air with ferocious glee, the banner of his tail thrashing as he gave a puppyish bounce. Constance lifted her long skirts and sprinted after. Her shoes were silent,  drowned out by the scrabble of Viktor’s nails on the stone floor of the corridor.

She kept poor, mad Viktor in sight. He might forget what he was chasing and go trotting off to parts unknown, stuck in his beast-form, dangerous, doomed, and dim-witted as a loaf of bread.

They had been chasing the wretched doll for hours, and her feet were starting to hurt. Still, a game of fetch was about Viktor’s only pleasure. She wasn’t going to deny him. Besides, it wasn’t like she could rule her loved ones from the kitchen, the way her mother had. First, she didn’t have a kitchen. Second, vampires were notoriously bad cooks. She had to come up with something besides mealtimes to keep the household together—so she threw the doll.

Giving what we can is what families do. What does it matter if we’re not blood relations?

Mind you, not every family had a senile werebeast on its hands—though she did dimly remember a human uncle who’d come close after one too many pints of ale.

Constance stopped running long enough to push her hair out of her eyes. She watched as Viktor scooped up the doll and shook it with nightmare fury. The sheer savagery in Viktor’s growl scuttled over her skin, raising gooseflesh.

Some creature of the night you are, Constance. Scared of a dog.

She would have been happier by a bright fire, or anyplace with light. It was always dark in the Castle’s windowless, cavernous halls. The maze of hallways and chambers, stairs and archways, audience rooms and lifeless grottos meandered into infinity around her. It was all stone—irregular, gray, damp, and mortared with magic a millennium old.

Torches dotted the corridors, set into black iron brackets in the walls. They wavered, but never went out, throwing smears of smoky light for a scant few feet beyond the flames. It was never enough to really see what was there, hiding in the shadows. The Castle liked its privacy.

Understandable. The Castle was a prison for foul things like her. There was no outside, just the endless, rambling  interior. Prisoners roamed free to make alliances, to set up kingdoms and networks of spies, to make war, or to suffer as the slave of another.

Memories made Constance edgy. Her fingers brushed the knife she wore at her belt, the bone and steel hilt worn smooth with time. It was useful for a thousand daily tasks, but she’d fought with it, too. She passionately hated violence, but in the Castle weakness was an invitation to worse than death.

She had been trapped in this world between worlds as soon as she had been Turned—or at least mostly Turned—when she was barely seventeen. She’d been an ordinary servant girl on an Irish farm who had played with the dogs and her brothers and sisters and had gone to work as soon as she was strong enough to carry a pail of milk. So long ago. So much change.

But parts of her hadn’t changed. She still played with dogs. Constance grabbed the leg of the doll, wrestling with it. Viktor whined, hanging on as she made a show of struggling. Finally, he wrenched it free and galloped into the darkness.

“Stop!” she called after him, breaking into a run again. “Get back here, you sorry lump of fur!”

Viktor ignored her, pausing midlope to chase his tail. He understood her well enough, but had lost the ability to return to human form. His brother, Josef, had escaped to the world outside. That desertion was hard to forgive, but still Constance loved them all: Viktor, Josef, and young Sylvius. They are everything I have.

That was true now more than ever since they had followed their master to this deserted corner of the Castle. Atreus of Muria, sorcerer and king, had been exiled. Constance had been his maidservant since she came to the Castle, so now she was in exile, too.

It was a relief. Finally, Constance had time to do more than dodge backstabbing courtiers eager for favor and power. She could dream. To her, exile was another word for peace, a calm that allowed for fantasies of her own home,  with a big kitchen table and loved ones gathered around, telling stories, making music, sharing plenty. Happiness.

How she yearned for that home to be real.

Constance whistled around her fingers. Viktor came trotting on paws the size of platters. The toy drooped from his jowls, stuffing leaking like entrails.

“There’s a good lad.” She thumped his shoulder.

He wagged his tail all the way to his haunches, sporting the idiot grin of a happy dog.

Then Constance heard footsteps.

She froze.

Boots. Several pairs. Crossing the corridor up ahead. Viktor gave a low whuff, dropping the doll. She shrank against the wall, just in case the owner of one of those pairs of boots would turn and see her. Oh, bollocks.

Every prison has its jailers. The Castle, dungeon for all creatures possessed of magic, had the guardsmen. Once ordinary men, they had been taken from their homes and forced into service. The Castle gave them strength and immortality but took away the kernel of whatever made them human.

The guardsmen had snatched Constance, just risen from her grave, and put her in this terrible place. If Atreus hadn’t taken her in as his serving girl, they would have broken her as they had so many others, one indignity at a time.

Her gut twisted at the memory, a sick feeling welling into her throat. She threw the doll again, farther this time, to trick Viktor into running safely out of sight of the marching men. For once doing what he was supposed to, the beast bounded after it.

Constance began walking backward, too nervous to take her eyes from the guardsmen for more than a moment. As she retreated, her fingers trailed along the stone wall, whispering over cold, rough stone punctuated by grit-filled seams. The solid feel of it reassured her.

A change in the air currents behind her said she was backing toward another hallway, somewhere she could vanish from sight. Then she would circle around and find  out where the guards were going. What could they want in this deserted corner of the Castle? There was no one here but her family.

She spun on her heel, and then sprang back with a hiss. A dozen steps away stood the guardsmen’s officer, his feet planted apart, his hands clasped behind his back.

“Captain Reynard!” Her hand was on the hilt of her knife.

“Constance,” he replied. “Did I startle you? If so, I do apologize.”

His accent spoke of wealth and education—all the advantages she’d never had. She pressed her lips together, saying nothing. Why are you here? she wondered.

“I thought a vampire’s hearing would detect my approach,” he went on. “You must have been distracted.”

He walked toward her, tall, aristocratic, and darkly handsome. His captain’s uniform—a faded remnant from his human life—was neatly mended, every bit of gold braid shining in its proper place. He might have been whisked out of his old life centuries ago and put in charge of this slice of hell, but he still had the discipline of a British officer.

He paused a few feet away, looking down at her. Next to him, she felt small as a child, pinned by his pale gray eyes. She swallowed, nervous. Reynard wasn’t as brutal as his men, but he still held the keys to the jail. He might be friendly, but never a friend.

“You shouldn’t wander alone, pretty Constance,” he said. “That little knife of yours just isn’t enough.”

“Viktor’s with me, sir.”

Reynard folded his arms and looked around. “That would be more effective if he was actually visible. He comes to anyone’s call, you know, even mine. He’s too daft to know his own master.”

“That doesn’t worry me, Captain, sir. I have teeth of my own.”

“Like a tiny little tabby cat, and about as fearsome.” His mouth quirked, a hint of a sad smile.

There was no flirtation in it, but still she looked away,  flustered by an involuntary twinge of interest. She liked a different kind of man, but the captain was a fine specimen nonetheless. It reminded her that hundreds of years past, she’d been a young woman. Now she was a monster that existed only because the magic of the Castle kept her alive.

Reynard reached out, one fingertip touching the pendant that rested just below her collarbone. The slight pressure made her shiver.

“A skilled piece of work. Bronze, is it?”

“Yes, sir. Sylvius made it from an arrowhead. He said it is a reminder to see the possibilities in what’s around us.” She avoided the captain’s eyes, instead watching the torchlight dance on the gold braid of his coat. “He’s taken to working with his hands.”

“Not a natural warrior, then.”

“He’s just a boy, sir,” she replied, her tone stiff.

Reynard retreated a little under the sting of her words. “How is Atreus? Is his mind still wandering?”

“He is the same.” It was a lie. Her master was failing, but she wouldn’t betray his dignity.

“Poor Constance. I’m sure the burden of his care falls on you.”

“There is little to do, sir, and it is my place to serve him.”

“But what about visitors?”

“No one bothers to come to this part of the Castle.” Except you. Why are you here? Why are your men here?

“Isolation doesn’t bring safety, especially when fear is in the air.”

She gave a sour laugh. “There’s always fear, Captain. There are always wars between the vampires and the werebeasts, or between one warlord and the next. To tell you the plain truth, sir, I’m tired of worrying about it.”

“This is different.”

“How, sir?”

His shrug tried to be casual, but it showed tension. “There are stories running like roaches through the halls.  Whispers and murmurs claim that in the darkest corners of the Castle, the corridors have collapsed. Rooms are vanishing. Creatures have been driven from the deeps and wander the halls at will.”

Constance leaned against the cold stone wall, now a little amused. “But, sir, surely no one believes this? There’re plenty of monsters here without adding fairy tales.”

But the shadows in his eyes grew deeper.

Holy Mother, there’s something to this. Her stomach grew hard and chill.

“Myths grow with the telling,” he said. “Both guardsmen and prisoners teeter on the edge of panic. It gives new fuel to the wars, and you know the guards aren’t invincible. No new recruits have come since my time. There aren’t enough of us anymore to stop every skirmish.”

Constance frowned, her mind scrambling to sort through the conversation. “Captain Reynard, why are you here? Why are you telling me this? Were you with the patrol? What has any of this to do with my family?”

“That was no patrol.” Reynard lowered his eyes from her face. In that instant, he seemed to age a decade, the lines around his mouth and eyes falling into bitter grooves. “We’re on a different errand. You know I will do what I can to keep peace here.”

She nodded, not liking his tone.

“There is something they all desire—Prince Miru-kai, Shoshann, and all the other warlords and sorcerers of the Castle. This thing is a danger to both the prisoners and my men, and it is left carelessly unguarded. For a time, the warlords lost all knowledge of its location, but now their spies have found it. Precious secrets don’t lie hidden forever.”

His harsh expression, even more than his words, fanned her anxiety. “Then you must lock it safely away!”

He lifted his chin. “That’s my intent.”

“Why are you telling me this? What is it?”

“I want you—of all people—to understand.” He said it quickly, the words clipped, and turned away.

Constance grabbed his sleeve. “Captain, wait! Why does it matter what I think? I’m no one.”

He pulled himself free, his touch nearly as cold as her own. His eyes had gone flat, all sympathy between them ended. “You’re still an innocent, Constance, despite all that you’ve seen. Maybe I’m looking for absolution for doing my duty.”

Constance let her hand fall away. “What is this thing that everyone wants?” she demanded.

But Reynard strode away from her instead, stiff and silent. He moved as if the uniform alone kept him from crumbling to ash.

She slumped against the wall, bewildered. She didn’t have patience for this sort of riddle. Captain Reynard should have just spit out what he had to say. Now he’d made her afraid.

Deeply afraid.

Up ahead, she could hear boots on the stone floor. Reynard had joined his men. Now four guardsmen were marching toward the part of the Castle where her family lived, and she had no idea what they wanted. Their mysterious treasure? Why are they looking for it here?

She whistled for Viktor. After a long moment, he came bounding out of the shadows with his doll. She dug her fingers into his heavy coat, grateful for his reassuring warmth.

“Come on, boyo,” she whispered into his ear. “We have to go home. I don’t know what we’re going to do about our visitors, but Atreus isn’t himself and Sylvius is too young to help him. You and I have to be the level heads.”

Viktor looked doubtful.

“Best leave the talking to me,” said Constance.

He woofed agreement, drooling around the doll.

With one hand clutching the werebeast’s fur, she followed the guardsmen, keeping a long way back. Viktor padded at her side, possessively close. What do they want with us? she wondered. We’ve already lost everything we  had. Constance turned hot, and then cold as anger and apprehension chased each other through her blood.

There were no gates or fences to define the borders of her family’s home, but everyone in the Castle knew where their neighbor’s territory lay. Atreus’s corner of the dungeon was a handful of chambers clustered around a square hall.

The guardsmen strode directly into the hall and formed a semicircle, standing an equal distance apart. Constance lingered in the doorway like a half-remembered ghost, Viktor still at her side.

Despite the four visitors, the room felt bare. There was furniture, but it was plain wood pitted with centuries of use. At one end of the room was a high-backed armchair, sculpted like the throne of an ancient king. No subjects waited at its feet.

Atreus sat on it, one finger tapping his lips, watching but saying nothing. That stillness meant the calm before a storm of temper. Either Captain Reynard didn’t know, or didn’t care.

“Sorcerer,” Reynard said, with the merest sliver of a bow—a show of courtesy, not subservience.

“Captain.” Atreus nodded. He shifted on the great chair, light playing over the soft folds of his jeweled blue robe. A sleek circlet of gold bound his mass of ink-black hair. His face was strong, rough-hewn and swarthy, the visage of a prince. “You trespass here, you and your guardsmen. This is my place now.”

Reynard gave the specter of a smile. “You cannot bar the door from us. You have no army.”

“I have followers.”

“You have a dog.” Reynard’s eyes slid toward the door, where Constance hovered. “And a vampire who’s never tasted blood. Almost a human. Lovely to look at, but weak.”

Constance felt hot shame crawling up her cheeks. A look of surprise flickered in Reynard’s eyes, as if he hadn’t expected his words to sting. He looked quickly away. “You  must negotiate with us, Atreus of Muria, if you expect to live here in peace.”

Atreus rose, taller than even the largest of the guardsmen. “I ruled a kingdom within this Castle. I kept order over the demons and werebeasts when you could not. Who are you to give or take permission? You are merely turnkeys, lackeys of the prison.”

Reynard locked gazes. “It’s no secret your magic has rotted away to nothing.”

“Lies and rumors.”

“Truth. Your subjects chose a new king and left you to scrape an existence out of dust. You’re finished. A ghost with barely a chain to rattle.”

As Reynard spoke, Atreus’s face flushed dark with rage. He fingered the hem of his wide, draping cuff, kneading it as angry tension soaked the air.

“I speak the truth,” Reynard repeated softly, almost in apology. “Think of the loyal few who stay with you. For the sake of their welfare, you must listen to what I have to say.”

Atreus looked over Reynard’s head, as if the guardsman were beneath notice. The seam of the cuff was starting to give, the ancient silk shredding between his hands. “I ruled. I held the power and wealth of the Castle’s vampire clans, the prides and the packs, between my hands. I took tribute from those who came to me for refuge from your beatings and your shackles. Do not speak to me of sacrifice for the sake of my subjects. I have sheltered them for a hundred of your lifetimes.”

Among the guardsmen, there were impatient shuffles of feet and shared glances. Constance heard tearing cloth, and winced. She was running out of thread to mend her master’s robes.

Reynard shook his head. “Prince Miru-kai sends spies deep into your territory. Soon his warriors will take what little you have left. You need our help.”

“You would help me as a jackal helps a wounded lion.”

Constance slipped from the doorway into the room, past  Reynard, and took her place at her master’s side. She gave the guardsman a hot glare.

Atreus glanced down, dark eyes barely focusing on her face before he turned back to Reynard. She put her hand over her master’s, stilling his fingers, smoothing the hem of his sleeve.

The Captain rested his hand on the hilt of his sword. “We will keep you from harm, but first there is something that you must surrender. It tempts others.”

“But you said yourself that I have nothing.”

“You still hold one object of great value,” said Reynard.

“Do I?” Atreus returned.

“Something others will try and take.” Reynard gave Constance another of his sad looks.

“Oh!” She suddenly understood. Holy Bridget, no. She should have guessed. Should have known. Reynard had tried to prepare her—as if that were even possible.

Constance felt suddenly light-headed, as if a void had opened where her stomach should have been. Reynard, you cold bastard. This is what you consider your duty?

She looked up at her master. “No, don’t let them!”

Atreus gave her a quelling glance, his fingers working at his robe again. “Whatever I have, I can defend.”

Reynard narrowed his eyes. “I think not.”

“Don’t let them!”

“Be silent, girl!” Atreus warned, his voice sharp and dark as an obsidian blade. “You’re not a fishwife bickering at the market. The wrong word at the wrong time is as fatal as a plague.”

Constance nearly bit her tongue in her haste to close her mouth. Part of her wanted to die and turn to dust. The rest—the bigger part—wanted to explode with fury.

Atreus put one hand on her shoulder, gripping it tight. “Silence.”

Constance squirmed, until he squeezed all the harder.

Reynard took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Give us what we want, and we’ll keep your enemies away.”

“And if we do not?”

“If I were in your position that is a chance I would not care to take.”

Atreus dropped his hand from Constance’s shoulder. “What do you want?” he asked. “A spell book? A jewel?”

Reynard’s eyes grew hard, skating past Constance as if she weren’t there. “The incubus you call Sylvius.”

My son.
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