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​Chapter One
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Call it what you want.

It was that untamable, undeniable, inescapable hunger I had, and it grew with every passing hour. Some might compare it to the first time you heard the roar of a Camaro—the only way it was meant to be heard, with eight cylinders and nothing holding it back from ripping itself right out of the car. Others might think of it as that unfed monster that dwells in your gut after the first time you’ve flown, that taste of the sky and the edge of the earth that leaves you wanting more and more. Voracious. That’s it. The hunger I had was voracious, and it grew worse by the day.

Little did I know exactly what that meant for me.

I suppose I had always been restless. I was the kid who couldn’t sit still. I turned into the teenager who chased things in cyberspace when I wasn’t earning speeding tickets or getting shot down by girls far out of my league. When my job offered the chance for a transfer up North, I packed up my Southern roots and replanted them in Connecticut, no matter who got left behind.

Despite trying to put a thousand miles between this feeling and me, it was still there. Every day, it seemed to grow a little more. The hunger was a black hole threatening to swallow the galaxy of my life. No matter what I tried, I couldn’t seem to find what would fill it. I tried. Believe me, I tried, but the hunger was insatiable.

It was voracious.

The first night when that black hole seemed poised to suck everything into it at last, I woke up with the mother of all hangovers. It was so bad that it had swallowed much of the night before, which had been my goal in the first place. Anything to escape my life’s monotony, though it usually didn’t work.

I peeled my eyelids apart, but when the bright light assaulted me, I shut them again. After a few moments, I gave it another shot and managed to look around, learning I’d fallen asleep on my sofa. That was unusual. I usually made it to the bed.

Last night careened through my mind in the briefest of flashes. Most of it was the same as always, but there was the occasional intrusion of a woman across the room. She stared with an intensity one didn’t usually enjoy without either being fucked senseless or found cut up in the freezer two months later. 

Pushing myself up to a seat, I realized the television was playing. In all the brief flashes of memory, I didn’t have one of me turning it on. If I’d had my choice, it definitely wouldn’t have been the news, which was what was playing.

“Senator Joshua Clancy has issued a statement regarding the disappearance of his daughter, fourteen-year-old Sandra, last January...” I half-listened. I remembered hearing about that a few times. The teenaged daughter of a state senator doesn’t disappear without making some headlines. The newscaster continued. “The Connecticut senator was instrumental in the passing of the Preternatural Rights Act of twenty-ten, also known as Cameron’s Law, the controversial legislation making all preternatural creatures legal citizens. It’s feared that the disappearance of Miss Clancy is retribution for his role...”

I started drowning the woman’s voice out again, but couldn’t help but think that sounded pretty shitty. I mean, I didn’t like the idea of grocery shopping with werewolves any better than anyone else, but kidnapping a guy’s kid? That just seemed low, if that was the case.

Turning off the television, I dragged myself to the bathroom and tried to brush the cotton out of my mouth. The shower was next, hoping to slough life off. That didn’t work, but I got the dirt, sweat, and oil. It was a start, though looking in the mirror afterward, I saw dark shadows under my eyes that were pronounced against my pale complexion. At least they matched my hair. Even so, I looked and felt like hammered shit.

Whatever the hell I had ended up drinking last night, I made a sober promise to never drink it again.

By the time I returned to the living room in a clean pair of jeans and an equally clean black T-shirt, I smelled better but still felt like roadkill. I slumped in front of my shiny custom-built computer and booted it up, waiting through the usual startup routines and typing distractedly through password protection windows. When it was done, I looked at my desktop and saw that it was 8:30. The darkness through the window assured me it was PM and not AM. Damn. My boss was going to be pissed. How had I managed to sleep through the entire day?

I hadn’t even managed to open a program before the door to my apartment slammed open and bounced against the wall. The sound ricocheted off the inside of my skull, and I spun to face the intruder.

“D, where the fuck have you been?” My lovely girlfriend Raven screeched in a way appropriate to her nickname. (Her real name was Henrietta Lowenstein, but it was death to anyone who used it. I called her that a lot and remained remarkably alive.) She slammed the door closed with a platform-encased foot. “I’ve been waiting on your sorry ass for over an hour now!”

Putting her hands on her hips, which I’ll grant were part of a decent enough figure, she fixed me with a glare. At least, I thought it was a glare. It could be hard to read her expression under the black lipstick and pale face powder, as well as blue eye shadow that no one had mentioned wasn’t supposed to go up to the brow like that.

“For fuck’s sake, keep your voice down,” I murmured, getting up from my desk and crossing to the couch. Like that would help me escape. “What are you talking about?”

She huffed. “You forgot about me, didn’t you?”

I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes. “Obviously,” I said. My brain tried to retreat from the auditory assault, but it didn’t get far.

She sat down beside me and smacked me upside the head. “Hey, dickwad! You’re ignoring me again!”

“Trying to ignore your bitching when I have a pounding fucking headache is justified.” I pried an eye open to glower at her. Normally, the low-cut top would be enough to pull me out of my bad mood, but this pit was too deep to see sunlight. Or boobs, even.

She glared right back. “Don’t get an attitude. You are the one who forgot me tonight, after all, so I get to be the pissy one.”

That part was hard to argue with. “Could you be pissy on mute?”

Cupping her hands around her black-painted lips, she shouted, “No!”

I sunk into the couch cushions and pulled the pillow over my head. “Get out of my apartment, you fucking psycho.” I waited until I heard the door shut before looking out. I was relieved.

Normally I didn’t aim to be quite such a bastard, but I felt miserable, and her lack of sympathy brought out the big bastard in me.

After a while, I forced myself to my feet. Wandering to my window, I looked out over the city that truly never slept. Maybe it used to be New York, but now that Adelheid, CT, was the hub of preternatural life, the humans took over the day and the fangs took over the night, with the rest somewhere in between.

I wasn’t too keen on any of them, but I’d hardly known this place for what it was when I moved here several years ago. By the time Cameron’s Law was a done deal, I couldn’t afford to go elsewhere, so I just tried to avoid most of the populace.

Leaving the window, I was headed back to my computer when my cell rang, mangling Moonlight Sonata in a way that only technology can. I looked at the ID, but answered it anyways.

“D,” Geoffrey blared in my ear. “Where the hell are ya, man?! We’re all waiting for you. Rave is already down here hittin’ the shooters.”

“Yeah, she was here and left in a bitchy huff. I think we’ve broken up again, so I’m not sure anywhere near her is really where I want to be.” I didn’t owe him an explanation. Fact was, the guy tended to annoy the hell out of me, but my aching head apparently forced me into honesty.

“Oh, come on, D, we’re all dying to know if you ever found out who that chick was staring at you last night.”

I paused. They had noticed that? I wondered if any of them knew more than I did and could give me some clues; name and phone number would be nice. Hey, I was newly single, right? It was enough to entice me to leave my apartment after all. “I’ll be there in a bit.” I hung up without saying good-bye, because I didn’t need his loud voice in my ear anymore.

Slipping into my heavy boots, I grabbed my wallet and keys and made my way onto the streets. It was a warm summer night, so I didn’t need anything else. I drove to the center of town where Phoenix was, wondering if tonight might actually be a night where something new happened.
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​Chapter Two
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With an ugly fluorescent hand stamp of what was supposed to be a phoenix, but just looked like a dead chicken, I walked into Phoenix. It was...the same as it always was: stuffed from wall to wall with people either drinking around the edges or all crammed onto the dance floor, shuffling in the same drug-induced stupor. It wasn’t exactly dancing, but it wasn’t quite an X-fueled rave either. If one didn’t know better, they might think it was a mass breakout of the zom-pocalypse.

Now that was a thought that was gonna fester.

It didn’t take long to find my friends, or at least the people I hung out with. With Geoffrey being quite as flaming gay as he was, I could find him like a beacon of light in any crowd. Not that I had a problem with it. It was probably the only interesting thing about him, aside from the way he came to the club every night looking like he’d been beaten with a glitter stick and enjoyed it.

Stuffing my hands in my pockets, I walked up to the table, adopting the look of the anti-socialite trying to be social. Tony was there with a girl under each arm. They were spending most of their attention on each other. Geoffrey was sitting on the lap of some muscle head without much by way of intelligence in his eyes. And then there was Rave, lip-locked with some goofy-looking bastard I didn’t recognize.

“Wow, Raven, didn’t even take you half an hour,” I commented. I don’t know why I bothered, but I couldn’t seem to help myself. 

She pulled herself away to fix me with my third glare of the evening. “Fuck you, D.”

I smirked. “You already did, and quite frankly, you could have tried harder.”

Tony’s two girls separated long enough to give the appropriate ‘owned’ noise while Raven huffed and puffed and dragged her new boyfriend away.

“Gee, I wonder what set her off.” I dropped myself into the now-empty seat.

“You really are an ass, D.” This was from Geoffrey, who was only paying half of his attention to me. He laughed. From the glossy look in his eyes, I knew he was high on something, but damned if I cared that much.

Five minutes and already I felt twitchy. Aside from my apparent break-up, there was nothing different about tonight. It all felt the same. It was the same damn stuff every damn day with blinding monotony. The DJ played the same bass-thumping ‘music.’ The people dancing all danced the same moves, like a badly drawn animation. The pounding came back, and I knew it wasn’t my hangover. It was the hunger. It growled again, looking for that magical something I didn’t know. I almost got up to leave but instead forced myself to let my eyes roam instead.

They happened on a small cluster of people nearby. I recognized one of them from television: Sadie Stanton, poster girl for preternatural rights. I knew she was a vampire.

“Who invited the fang crowd?” I muttered, turning back to the table and slouching in my seat. Every head turned toward them and then back toward me.

“Watch out, D.” This from the girl with Tony I thought was named Liza. “Their hearing is better than your ability to be quiet.”

I turned my head back to see the three of them looking in my direction. All wore dark expressions and one—a thick man who looked Hispanic—took a step toward us, and I felt a gut level fear for my throat. My hand almost went to it, but Stanton put her hand on his arm. She said something I couldn’t hear, and he stepped back, but continued to glare at me. I sighed inwardly with relief. They didn’t want to do anything to fuck up Cameron’s Law and give others a reason to rescind it. My sense of safety returned, and I looked at my ‘crew’ again.

“What do you have against them anyways?” Geoffrey giggled as his boy toy’s hand slid into his lap under the table.

“I don’t know. It just bothers me.” I shrugged. It was the truth, after all, though I knew I should have a better answer. “It’s unnatural, and now they are fucking everywhere. I wouldn’t complain if they went back to whatever shadows they came out of.”

Tony smiled. His eyes glazed over. I didn’t know if it was from some illicit substance in his blood or the way the girls were simultaneously sucking on his ears. “So long as none of them bite your neck, what do you care?” Liza moved to his neck. “Unless you ask, of course.”

I rolled my eyes. “You guys are ridiculous.” My patience broke. I pushed away from the table and went to the bar to escape.

Ordering a whiskey sour, I hunched my shoulders to shield myself against the rest of the bar. Why did I even stay? But where the hell else would I go? I had chained myself to this continuous replay of events, unable to tear myself from it out of...what? Fear of change? Lack of desire to adapt? I guess the boring feeling at the bar was less so than the one at my apartment. 

“You look like a man who wants to buy a girl a drink.”

It took me a couple of moments to realize that the husky voice was speaking to me, and I turned to see a woman sitting on the stool to my right, watching me with patient intent. In fact, I still might not have believed she was talking to me if not for the perfectly manicured hand she laid on my arm. It sent a ripple through my spine, and for a speechless moment, I just stared.

She was, in poor excuse for description, gorgeous. Every feature was exquisitely formed with black hair falling in glossy waves over her shoulders, dark eyes bearing a minimum of make-up, and very red lips that took my brain to all kinds of places it shouldn’t have been going while looking at a stranger.

After that moment, though, I realized that she wasn’t entirely a stranger. This was the woman watching me the night before, embedding herself in my thoughts. That bolted through the haze the previous night remained shrouded in.

She must have read my expression and liked the story it told, because those perfect lips curved in a seductive smile. She leaned toward me, and my eyes fell down the neckline of her shirt. I couldn’t help myself. It was biological programming. “Cat got your tongue?”

I swallowed hard. My mouth had gone very dry. “I figured I’d better just stare for a while longer,” I managed to say without stammering or gasping for air like a man just escaping strangulation. “You’re a helluva sight to see.”

“Aren’t you a charmer?” She seemed pleased and straightened back up. “Do you remember me?”

“You’d be a damn shame to forget.”

She smiled again. I felt like I was regaining my equilibrium, if slowly. It helped that my drink arrived and I drained half of it in one swallow. It dimmed the buzzing in my head and the way my eyes blurred when I looked at her, like they were melting.

“I wanted to talk to you last night, but you seemed pretty...involved with the people you were with,” she continued. Every word slid from her lips, perfectly enunciated. “But you don’t really look like you belong here.”

Now her words snapped my attention away from her mouth, surprised by what she said. “What do you mean?”

She rolled her shoulders in a fluid movement, an elegant shrug with the deeply tanned skin of her shoulders bare but for a pair of thin straps. “If you pay close enough attention, you can just tell these things.”

I tried to figure out her game by eyeing more than her cleavage, but nothing came to mind and I kept getting distracted by the little things, like her lips and her skin and her shoulders and her eyes. “It’s what I have.” I knew that sounded defensive, but it was also the only answer I had. She spoke words to match what I felt. I just never realized it was so obvious. “I guess you were paying pretty close attention.”

“I was.” She didn’t say anything else about it and let that just hang in the air between us for a few moments. “I know a place more...suited to conversation. Free of mindless droning and monotony. Want to go for a ride?”

Several parts of my brain screamed that I really shouldn’t go anywhere with her, but louder parts screamed that this was just what I was looking for: something new.

I finished my drink and tossed some money on the bar. “Yeah. Yeah, I do.”
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​Chapter Three
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I had no idea what I was doing when I followed her out of the bar. I felt the way the stares of my friends burned into my back, but I ignored them. Who cared what they thought anyway? The glinting eyes alone were enough to keep me entirely wrapped up in the woman leading me. She was just under a foot shorter than I was, but we both knew who had all the power.

As we left the artificial darkness and heart-regulating bass beat behind for the warm streets, I stuffed my hands in my pockets and looked at her. “So, do you have a name to go along with all that sex appeal?”

“Cielle,” she replied, lips curving around the word as she smiled and didn’t even bother looking in my direction, yet I couldn’t escape the feeling of her focus being wrapped sinuously around me. I followed like a dog on a leash, though one who noticed the way her shoulder blades and spine shifted. Her shirt had no back to speak of, so why not enjoy the view?

“Amazing name.” It took effort, but I managed to put my attention back on the sidewalk.

She finally tossed a look over her shoulder. “What’s yours?”

My mouth was dry, but I could still speak. “D.”

Her brows rose as she turned forward again. “I like a man with a little mystery to him.”

I would be the last person to tell her that was the only mystery about me. If she thought I was mysterious and intriguing, I was going to ride that train as far as it would take me. As soon as she realized I was boring, this odyssey would end, and I wasn’t ready for that to happen yet.

Her hips swung around the corner into a darker part of the street, and I experienced my first real moment of hesitation. She couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred pounds soaking wet. If she tried anything short of a gun, I’m sure that I could take her, but still... There was that gut-level, evolutionary response.

It didn’t take long for me to get over it. Balls over brains, as usually happens with men. She was too hot not to follow. And then when I came around the corner and saw the car she was leaning against, the last neurons in my brain hanging onto modern sensibilities vanished beneath the weight of caveman instincts.

My first car had been a heap. It had an engine that could have run the Daytona 500, but the rest of it was held together with hope and prayers. I had scraped and saved my money from my first job to get it, paying for it all my own. No matter what anyone told me, it had been a golden dream, and it had been solely mine. Now I would never claim to be a gearhead—my talents lie in other areas—but in the months leading up to my intimate purchase, I had read everything I could about that car and its predecessors. What I saw before me reignited that teenage fire and dumped jet fuel on it.

If I thought I had been wrapped around her finger before, I was now slave to this masterwork of woman and machine standing side by side.

She was temptation itself, bending over to reach into the open driver’s side window. The ground-shaking hunger I could feel building within me was given a voice as the keys were in the ignition, powering up the monster of an engine. The headlights came on, blinding me in awe. What stood before me was a 1969 Chevrolet Camaro, as black as the night around us, beckoning almost as much as the femme fatale who showed it to me.

My swarthy seductress leaned back against the driver’s side door, waiting with the absolute patience of one who knew what was coming next. Despite the hesitation, she knew I would follow her. She’d never had any doubt. Her arrogance had been justified, because there I was, just seconds away from drool running down my chin as my eyes desperately tried to look at the car and at her at the same time. 

“Are you coming?” Her dark eyes flashed in the dim light. It was a loaded question.

“Where are we going?” I asked, even though we both knew I was getting in that car. Of course she knew; my feet betrayed me and had started me in the direction of the passenger’s side door without a second thought.

“To somewhere we can talk,” she replied without telling me anything and then tilted her head. “You aren’t scared, are you?”

I was, a little, but I certainly wasn’t going to admit it. “Of course not. You aren’t anything to be scared of, right?” I flashed my most shit-eating grin, even though I wasn’t so sure of the possibility of handling myself against her. This woman had power, and I’m not talking about the 8-cylinder beast thrumming between us.

Cielle laughed softly, the sound falling somewhere between a seductive chuckle and a heated purr. Any remaining surviving brain cells fried. “I suppose it’s a matter of perspective, but I don’t think I’m that frightening.”

There were no more words. The temptation to ask her if I could drive swelled and deflated in an instant. This was more than a car, it was a possession, which I could tell by the care with which she opened the door and slid her electrifying legs inside. This beast had more fondness from her than I had felt for any woman, and probably ever would. It fit her like a glove.

After watching her, I felt medieval as I fumbled my way into the passenger seat. As if taunting me, she revved the engine a few times, and the whole car shimmied with the barely constrained power. She slipped it into drive in a way a part of me hoped I would find out firsthand how it felt—firm and confident. We pulled out of the alleyway and onto the modestly busy street, no sound between us but the purr of the engine and her throaty laugh of pleasure.

Streetlights and business front neon signs passed, shining an alternating rainbow spectrum on her face. I tried to hotwire my thoughts, but I couldn’t seem to get past the pronounced curve of her cheekbones or the way her lips were locked in a feline smile. Every time I tried to push past it, I stalled. I could tell she knew what was going through my mind as surely as if she were feeling it herself, and it amused her to no end.

Occasionally, I managed to tear myself away long enough to glance out the window. We left the heart of the city, driving toward the outskirts. Nowhere in Adelheid actually slept at night, but it was quieter and darker out this way. Right at that moment, I didn’t know if that was comforting or not, though the baser part of my consciousness felt quite at home with the idea.

She pulled into the parking lot of a bar I’d never been to and had never even heard of. Sticking the Camaro in park, she unbuckled her seatbelt and twisted slightly to face me. Being caught in that gaze was like the canary facing the cat, but I kept my brave face on. “I would have expected you to be full of questions.”

I was, but her heady presence and the rarity of my misadventures thus far had kept me quiet. My sense of social self-preservation was, fortunately, well detached from the libido-driven antics thus far. “I figure it will all play out in time. Why not enjoy things as they are? I can be patient.”

“That’s a good trait in a man.” Her smile deepened, and she climbed out of the car.

Without hesitation, I followed. Momma always said I tended to run headlong into things.

As I walked alongside her down the dirt parking lot up to a two-story Victorian with all the windows dark, I tried to figure out the place’s clientele from the cars I passed but came up dry. I saw muscle cars like the one Cielle drove. I saw trucks with over-sized tires, compacts, hybrids, sedans. There was no discernable pattern, so I moved on to studying the building. The observant cynic within bailed me out of looking completely like the lapdog following its master around and let me regain my focus on what I was getting into. Keeping my eyes unglued from her wasn’t a bad thing at the moment either.

The building itself looked like it had once been a house. It was well-maintained, but nothing made it stand out. The sign was wooden, hung from an old-fashioned wrought iron frame, painted white with a simple 5 in red.

“The name of the place is Five?” I couldn’t keep the dubious tone from my voice.

“It is,” she agreed. “It has special meaning to the owner.” I waited for more, but none was forthcoming. I considered prying but realized it didn’t really matter that much and I might be bound to learn why anyway.

There was no bouncer at the door or corded-off waiting line with a string of people waiting to get in. In we walked, down a short dark corridor into a dark room. It was far darker than I was used to, but I could just make out shapes of people. No music and no dancing. Everyone just sat around. A faint metallic tang hung in the air as she led me to the bar.

Behind it stood a mountain, or maybe it was a man. It moved. It turned out to be a man after all. He had to be 6’6” or maybe more, practically as broad through the shoulders and chest as he was tall. His skin was so dark he blended into the background, except when he moved his eyes or flashed a smile, which he did when Cielle leaned over the polished wood toward him.

“It’s always good to see you.” It wasn’t a voice so much as a rumble, like a volcano contemplating eruption. He leaned forward, and they kissed cheeks. My eyes slowly adjusted, and he swung his bald head in my direction. “Who’s your friend?”

“This is D.” She turned toward me and waved me forward. I obeyed. “D, this is Quintus.”

Quintus, 5, it made sense now. “Hey,” I greeted with a nod, feeling singularly eloquent in that moment, but I didn’t want to let either of them see how uneasy this place made me. My general sense that I could handle myself was shaky at best. There was something in the air that made me feel like eyes were on me, though when I glanced around, I could just about tell that no one had any interest in myself or Cielle.

“Well said.” I saw by a flash of his eyes that he turned back to her. “Let me guess—backroom? Less likely to be interrupted.”

“Please,” she said.

“It’s all yours.”

I kept away from the scant few occupied tables as I trailed her down a short hallway beneath a staircase. The well-dressed door at the end was opened and revealed a room decked in opulence and old-world treasures. The opulence was not hideous or gaudy but lent an age to the house that spoke of a deep-seated history. 

Cielle crossed the room ahead of me and stood before a mahogany chaise, watching as I stood just inside the doorway, looking around for a moment before turning to her.

“Why did you bring me here?” I finally had to ask a question. I had done well to avoid it for this long, but now the time had come to be an ass. “I mean, if you’re after me for a good time, this hardly looks like the room for it. A cheap motel would be fine, or even a remote back road if you’re okay with getting the back seats a little wet.”

She chuckled, poised watchfully like a sultry sentry. “And if I wanted more than flash-in-the-pan romance?”

“Then there’s coffee and old books, or my place and a threat to behave. The way you walk and the way you talk, I’d be on my best damned behavior.” Mostly. “So I ask again: why here? With the dim lights and the old friend tending bar, why a backroom that looks like if I break something in a fit of passion, I’m going to be in debt until I die?”

She shrugged slightly, stepping toward me with the click of her heels on the hardwood floors. “Because it’s a comfortable place, for people like me,” she explained. Those clicks suddenly seemed louder.

The phrase ‘people like me’ gave me a chill. “People like you?”

She smiled, flashing a pair of neatly pointed fangs, and I figured it out. The sexy airs, the well-kept car, the old-word style that was out of place in this day and age. 

Hell, the interest in me from the get-go was enough.

I should’ve seen that one coming.
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​Chapter Four
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They say that hindsight is always 20/20, and that was most assuredly true for me at that moment, because the clues had been there: her otherworldly beauty and unnatural heights of sex appeal. I hadn’t asked any questions, because I hadn’t wanted the answer. And now that I had the answer, I didn’t like it. I wanted to bolt, but I doubted I’d make it far. Well, bitch would at least get a fight out of her meal.
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