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Chapter One
The Missing Bride
The bride was missing.
Isabel stared into the dressing room. The beige walls loomed empty where she expected to find Deanna fiddling with her wedding dress. Perhaps she had merely ducked out to use the bathroom, or maybe take a peek at her gorgeous groom. Creed was a sight to bring joy to any woman’s eyes. Perfectly normal. No reason to hyperventilate. Still, something was wrong. She knew it. Her skin prickled; her heart raced. Icy fingers climbed her spine.
Calm down. She took a deep breath, as deep as she could while wearing her ridiculously tight bridesmaid dress. The turquoise satin clung like a second skin, and the silly three-inch heels tottered to one side. She gripped the doorframe and peered up and down the short hall. A strand of her blonde hair covered one eye. She tucked it back behind her ear impatiently.
No lost werewolf bride came around the corner. She could hear the guests arriving, the rumbling happy chatter of a hundred or so people mingled with the sound of piped in harp music percolating down the hall. But no Deanna. Isabel rubbed her head and tried to think. There wasn’t that many places a girl, or even a large, shape-shifted wolf, could disappear to.
So where was she? Why would she leave? Isabel closed her eyes and called up her inner sight. The gift that was sometimes a curse tingled over her skin like goose bumps. Her senses spread out, and the physical world blurred, becoming shadowy and grey. As the walls melted away, she could see the wedding guests, werewolves, her sister’s demon lover, blazing like lights within a hundred feet of her true sight, but no Deanna.
She was just here! Isabel snapped open her eyes and gazed back into the dressing room. A few scattered white rose petals lay on the floor near the big mirror. The frost-covered window was cracked open, but what did that mean? Werewolves burned hotter than humans. Isabel held out her hand. A discordant quiver hung in the air like a sound one couldn’t quite hear. Why were her senses blazing?
“Isabel?” Arlene slipped through a doorway in the hall. “Is Deanna ready? We’ve almost cleared the foyer.”
Isabel forced a smile for her sister. “I’m sure she is. I just can’t find her.” The smile died instantly. “Have you seen her?”
Arlene strolled toward her, seeming at ease in her heels, her white skin nearly translucent under the fluorescent lights. She wore the same clingy, turquoise dress, but hers flowed like water. Arlene’s wintry demon-magic brushed over Isabel. Her sister’s blue eyes were now silver tinged thanks to her boyfriend’s timely gift of magic blood. I wonder what our parents will think of their “normal” daughter now? Isabel smothered the unfair thought.
“What do you mean you can’t find her?” Arlene frowned. “The sanctuary is full, and the pack is on edge. We better get this show on the road before things get too tense. Or anyone gets too hungry.” Arlene put her hands on her hips. “Can’t have the sheriff biting off the heads of his constituents, can we?”
Isabel chewed her lip. “I left her in the dressing room. Now she’s gone.”
Arlene closed her eyes. A wash of icy air blew against Isabel’s face. Demon magic. Her sister opened her too-pale eyes. “She’s not in the building.”
“She has to be! She’s in her wedding dress…”
A small line formed between Arlene’s eyebrows, and she bit her lower lip. “I’ll check the parking lot. She wouldn’t have run away, would she? I mean, she’s crazy about Creed, and I thought she liked the rest of the pack.”
“Of course she likes the pack. They’re pack!” Isabel rolled her eyes. “Werewolves don’t run from pack unless they are forced out…or forced away.” Her thoughts were definitely turning to panic.
Deanna would never leave. Something had happened. Visions of the groom losing control of his beast flashed bloody before her eyes. They needed help, but Creed would take one look at her and sense her fear. He was so edgy that he might start changing into a beast right there in the church. That seemed like a bad idea. “We need some help. Not Creed. Someone else. Get Christopher, Deanna’s brother. If Creed sees me, he’ll know something’s up.” Oh boy, would he. Isabel was starting to sweat in her satin dress.
Arlene nodded and took a deep breath. “Okay. Maybe she just forgot something in her car. She’s a werewolf. Who would touch her?”
“No one,” Isabel answered, trying to reassure herself. Deanna had to be the safest woman in Cedarville. She was not only marrying the alpha of the local pack, she was marrying the county sheriff. “I’ll go out to the parking lot and check. You go get Christopher to sniff her out.”
Arlene hurried away, nearly jogging in her high heels.
Isabel turned in the other direction. She peeked into the men’s dressing room on her way out. Just in case. Aftershave hung in the air, and jeans lay tossed into the corner. No stray brides jumped out from behind the vanity mirror.
She cut through the church’s high-ceilinged foyer. Evergreen intertwined with white roses decorated the front room, the large table to the side covered with gifts in shiny paper. Harp music drifted out from the open sanctuary doors, but she kept well away from the crowd. She didn’t want any of the werewolves to smell her fear—they were darn good at sniffing out people’s emotions, and then it would just be panic and questions. Soon enough for all that.
How could this be happening? Isabel pushed through the outer doors of the church and into the chill, winter air. The first snow of the season had fallen last night during the rehearsal dinner, but had turned to brown slush mixed with gravel, a veritable minefield for her deadly heels. The cold air bit into her bare arms, causing her to instantly shiver. She staggered forward, eyeing the perimeter around the parking lot.
Tall cedars wore frosty cloaks of silver, their top branches thrusting up toward the bruised purple twilight. The sky promised to become full dark soon, and already the shadows gathered like a waiting legion of night. Beyond the lot, and down the forested hill from the church, the white rooftops of their little downtown showed, and the Cascade Mountains to the east glowed with reflections from the last of the western light.
It was a lovely evening to get married—and dark enough that just about anything could be moving around. I knew she should have got married at noon…in July. I told her that. But no, she wanted Henri to come. Henri might have saved Deanna’s life once, but Isabel found it hard to trust a man who should have been dead for centuries.
She crunched over the gravel parking lot, breathing in the cool, crisp-smelling air.
Now where was Deanna’s Jeep? There it was. Red and shiny with dealer plates and mud splatters around the tire rims. Isabel rushed forward, nearly falling in her heels as they splashed through the slushy puddles. Please be inside. Please be inside.
She caught herself on the hood and blinked. Through the silver shimmer of the clouds reflecting in the glass, she saw the empty leather seats. Her moment of hope mocked her.
She ground her teeth. Terror tasted like blood in her mouth. She would have to tell Creed, and tell him now, but not with the crowd around him. Who would do this? Who would dare? The alpha’s mate was untouchable, protected by the entire pack to their last breath, and no human could take Deanna. She was werewolf, for Goddess’ sake.
But something had happened. She had disappeared in the space of a moment.
A dark-clad figure stepped silently around the front of the car. A scream lodged in her mouth, her body jerked, and her heels slipped.
Cool fingers caught her elbow, and with effortless, scary strength, the man steadied her. In front of her stood an animated corpse with no aura—no living magic around him. Vampire. “Henri,” she hissed out her breath. “You scared the spit out of me.”
His thin lips gave the slightest smile. He was not tall or bulky—more on the short side with a lithe body and a young man’s face. His eyes were old. Older than she wanted to think about. Sometimes he had blond hair, and sometimes green, and sometimes black—she didn’t know why he did that or if the colors came from a bottle or were some kind of magic. If it was magic, she didn’t sense it. Then again, vampire magic was outside her sphere.
Solemn-faced and sandy blonde today, his dark eyes seemed like chips of obsidian set among his lashes. Dressed in black jeans and a t-shirt with a yellow happy face on the front, he might have been a college student on his way to class but for his eyes. He studied her before speaking. “The Mistress of Seattle has kidnapped Deanna. If you want to see her alive again, you must come with me right now.”
She stared at him in horror. “Why would she do that? This will mean war! Does she know—”
“She knows.” A fleeting bleakness sapped his stoic face. “You must come. Creed will follow as he can.”
He tried to take her hand, but she staggered back. “I’m not going with you!” Was he crazy? Was she just supposed to trust him? A wind stirred through the pines, bringing with it the smell of the forest. Power tickled over her skin. “I thought you were Creed’s friend. How could you let this happen?”
He shook his head, his dark eyes staring into hers. “It’s on you, Isabel. She wants you.” He reached out slowly for her arm, as if she would startle away.
She grabbed his wrist. Goose bumps rose on her skin. His flesh was cool, and she couldn’t feel a pulse. She shuddered. “What are you saying?”
“She will kill Deanna to get to you.” He looked away, back toward the church. “I have a plan, but we must hurry.” He tugged free as easily as one would break the hold of a baby. “You need to come with me.”
Bile burned Isabel’s throat. How had this become her fault? Oh God, Deanna, be all right. Live. “Why didn’t she kidnap me then? I’m human. Why risk Creed’s wrath? Why ruin Deanna’s wedding?”
He gripped her upper arm, his fingers as unbreakable as a vice, and he tugged her toward a blue Toyota Prius parked nearby. She stumbled forward, his firmness hauling her through her shock. He talked as he guided her. “She doesn’t care about the wedding. It was a convenient place. Deanna was a choice to motivate both of us. She knows I am…friends with Creed.”
She found herself sitting in the passenger seat. How had she gotten here? He crouched down and gazed at her. His face was marble, impossible to read. “I’m sorry. She didn’t tell me what she was up to.” A breeze blew strands of his fine hair back from his forehead. The cold didn’t bother her anymore. It was as if everything had grown distant and strange. I feel like Alice falling down the rabbit hole.
“If I come, will she release her? Will she keep her word? Did she send you here to blackmail me?” Her voice sounded odd to her, like it belonged to someone else.
He shrugged. “She called me. Can you trust me, Isabel?”
Isabel laughed—a broken, horrified sound. Trust a dead man? “No. I don’t. I don’t at all. But go. Let’s go quickly.” Before I lose my courage. Vampires. Poor Deanna. Tears blurred her vision.
He nodded and closed the door. Within moments, they drove away from the church. A long, echoing howl split the air behind them, but she didn’t turn in her seat.
Chapter Two
Welcome to the Funhouse
Deanna opened her eyes as a hand slid over the taut skin of her stomach. A cool hand—not Creed’s. Her love always exuded heat. As the strange fingers slipped up over her satin-covered breast, she let out a rumbling growl and grabbed the wrist with inhuman speed. She yanked the offender to one side and with a snap, broke the bone.
The hand jerked free of her hold and cruel laughter echoed against concrete walls. She was underground—with dampness, mold, candle wax and human perfume blending in with the overpowering reek of vampires. On top of those smells came the strange, drifting scent of a carnival: buttered popcorn, cotton candy, and machine oil. The oddity stirred a sort of confused terror in the back of her animal brain. A whine escaped her mouth before she could clamp her teeth.
She jumped to a crouch, though her body hurt. Creed! Her mind howled and reached for her alpha, but only found emptiness. Around her, Christmas lights sparkled over beams in the ceiling, and candles burned from sconces while colored silk drapes hung at odd angles, creating partitions and obscuring her vision. Deanna turned her head, trying to figure out this nightmarish landscape. Some dank gasp of air moved through the room, fluttering the curtains.
A clown crouched in front of her in a white costume with a wide lace collar and huge buttons down his suit. A crimson frown sprawled across his face, and black harlequin makeup adorned his eyes. Pale hair drifted back in silky waves, curling about his shoulders. His eyes gleamed bright and cold. “Little wolfy wokey uppy.” He grinned through his makeup. He straightened his wrist with a snap of bone, and as she watched, he healed. Fangs elongated over his lower lips. Vampire.
Deanna glared around her. Humans and vampires gathered nearby, though she couldn’t see them. Shadows moved behind the curtains, doing strange things. Two cartwheeled away, and someone laughed, a high, mad sound that echoed as if the room were cavernous.
She jerked to one side as another vampire danced by her dressed as a ballerina. This one’s face was painted like a doll’s. She spun on her pink toes as she yanked Deanna’s loose, dark hair. A perfect pirouette, and the vampire twirled beyond Deanna’s reach.
Deanna jerked and found herself fettered. Something held her around the neck—a shackle that connected to the floor—and the pain wasn’t just from bruises. A silver collar bound her. The chain lay as thick as a child’s arm and dangled down, hot against her skin wherever it alighted, even through her torn and dirty wedding dress. It glowed moonlight bright in the gloom. She yanked as hard as she could despite the burn of the silver—but the ring in the floor didn’t budge. This was why she couldn’t reach Creed. Silver. Being unable to feel her pack was like having part of her body cut off.
“Wolfy wolfy caught in a trap,” the clown sang. An echoing chorus repeated his words back to the far corner of the room. A human dressed in a lion costume capered from behind a yellow curtain. He smelled of blood and madness; his eyes roamed over her with a hopeless sort of lust. He licked his lips and put down a box in front of the clown—it was an old-fashioned wind up jack-in-the-box. The clown patted his head as one might pet a dog.
Perhaps if I shift. Deanna longed to badly, but she would be helpless during the change, even if it were only moments.
“I’m under pack protection.” Her voice sounded strong despite her fear. “I’m the alpha’s mate.” And today was my wedding day. She wouldn’t let her thoughts dwell there—despair and horror would only slow her down. She had to survive minute by minute until Creed saved her. Her fingers found the back zipper on her silk dress and she pulled it down as she talked. “What do you want? A war? Are you people as crazy as you look? Creed is on good terms with six packs right here in Washington. They’ll all come after you for this.” If I’m still in Washington. She couldn’t have been out for more than a few hours, but underground in this strange place, she felt disconnected from the real world. I’ve slipped into a nightmare.
“The puppy barks.” The high-pitched girl’s voice cut through the amused laughter.
The curtains jerked on tracks, rattling on their rails. The colored drapes of silk, bright splashes of red, green, and blue whirled about her, and so did the crazy spectators. A huge plush dog jumped past her, smelling of human, and then a purple cat, and once more, the ballerina twirled by, except this time, her fangs gleamed over her red-painted lips. Another clown, this one clad in scarlet, walked on his hands, dangling his huge, black shoes over his back. Carnival music cranked out from somewhere—and for a moment, as the curtains parted, she could see an entire carousel turning with horses and strange animals.
A low growl rumbled from her chest. The curtains stopped their mad turning and the shadows paused in their odd tableau—some still on their hands, others in positions that could be called pornographic—a head between a pair of legs, hips together, a woman being spanked.
“Puppy. Do you think I care about your pack?” the girl’s voice replied. “Little dogs running after me…” A giggle cut through the air.
Deanna suddenly wanted to cry. If they weren’t afraid of a pack war, there was little she could do to hold them off. Still, I’ll make them pay for it. Oh, Creed. My love. I wish I could have spent my life with you.
Movement caught Deanna’s attention. The white-clad clown jumped like a grasshopper, long legs pushing upward. He crashed into her, driving her down, but she rolled and tossed him to the floor. He scrambled on her again before she could take a breath. One hand tangled in her hair and the other twisted her arm. She drove up her knee—wondering if such a move would disable a vampire. She had no idea. His nails raked her arms. Her knee made contact and he fell back, gasping in pain. Good, he has balls like any man. But his red-glowing eyes denied his humanity, and she remembered the bloody pieces of her grandmother scattered across their family room. She had plenty of reasons to hate vampires.
And how the hell could she fight a room full of them? Well, if they wanted to kill her, they would, but she would make it painful. Was this how fate laughed at her? One moment she was thinking her life couldn’t get any more perfect, and the next she was vampire bait. Sobs clenched her chest.
The vampire leapt at her, but this time, he flipped. He twisted midair and raked his nails down her back. Her dress ripped away, falling in shreds to her waist. Long stripes of pain tore a cry from her, a howl that brought more chuckles from the shadows.
She twisted to face the vamp, growls rising from her throat, but he was gone. Instead, a red clown vaulted toward her—coming so fast he was only a blur. He tried to dig his sharpened, black nails into her shoulder, but she caught his wrist and wrapped the chain around it. Though it burned her hands, she clenched the silver to his skin. He screamed and collapsed to his knees, his flesh smoldering. He snapped his fangs at her like a rabid dog, but she wedged her other hand against his forehead and managed to keep him back. With a jolt from his legs, they both toppled over.
They tumbled to the concrete floor, legs and arms tangled, and the chain a burning length tying them together. On her raw hands, the silver blistered her flesh. Still, she held on. She snarled in the vampire’s face, enjoying the reek of cooked skin. Eat silver, you shit.
His teeth found her shoulder. Twin needles punctured her skin—but there was no artery. Instead, he ripped into her, tearing muscle, and she screamed, finally letting go. Blood splattered to the floor. Her wolf roared up inside her, and she began to change. With silver on her neck, the shift was horribly painful, but at least the vampire pulled away. Everything in the room faded as she dissolved into the transformation, bones popping, skin turning itself inside out, flesh oozing…and then the strength poured into her.
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