
  
    [image: FOR DAWS TO PECK AT]
  


    
      
        
          [image: FOR DAWS TO PECK AT - Title Page]
        

      

    

  

    
      Contents





    

    
      
  	Chapter 1: Children of the Night




  	Chapter 2: Jonathan




  	Chapter 3: Ravena




  	Chapter 4: The Party




  	Chapter 5: A Good Offense




  	Chapter 6: Secrets




  	Notte’s Book of Knowledge




  	Lexicon




  	No One Writes Alone




  	About the Author




    

  

    
    
      Copyright

Copyright © 2019 by Ruthanne Reid

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, without prior written permission.

NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

www.ruthannereid.com

Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.

For Daws to Peck At/ Ruthanne Reid. – 1st ed.


                    
                        [image: An image saying HUMAN AUTHORED from the Author’s Guild, showing that this story was created entirely without the use of AI.]
                    

                

Reg #: 9052032, https://authorsguild.org/human

      Formatted using Lacuna

    

  

    
      
        For Bennett, who reminded me gazpacho is best served cold.

      

    

  

    
      “Natural selection, as it has operated in human history, favors not only the clever but the murderous.”

―Barbara Ehrenreich
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Children of the Night





    

    
      Vampires do not grow old, nor do they sicken. They heal from injuries quickly—at least, when they have something good and red to drink—and never do they simply languish.

This was just one reason why Jonathan was strange. 

In no one’s memory had he been well. They’d tried everything to help him—favors called in, deductive spellwork used, and dietary changes enacted—but nothing helped. It was as though Father’s blood fought something inside him, something that didn’t quite manage the transformation to Night-Child the way things were supposed to go, and the resulting carnage left Jonathan’s body frail. He was practically the traditional cursed prince, ailing until someone, somewhere, could provide him with a curing kiss.

At least there was nothing wrong with his mind. Whoever educated him had been thorough, and he spoke a dozen languages, and he played a dozen instruments, and he wielded a paintbrush with skill that echoed Bosch or Dong Yuan. He was nice; he was thoughtful; he was also clearly dying, albeit agonizingly slowly, and his adopted family of the Blood didn’t know what to do.
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            * * *

        

“All I’m saying is, has anybody taken him to a regular doctor, like?” said Liza distractedly, and tossed the black-handled dirk into the air.

“Sure,” said Terrance, sprawled on the sofa like a melting teenager and staring grimly at the ceiling. “Did nothing. They couldn’t tell nobody nothing about us, anyway.”

Liza tossed the dirk again, fascinated by its shine, more fascinated by the way her new sight could follow it and her new hands could catch it every time, every time.

Terrance sighed. “Sorry, love. Didn’t mean to drop this on your head, you being young, and all.”

Liza laughed. “We’re family, right? It’s good to not hide things from me because I’m young, or so said Arabelle.”

Terrance shrugged slightly, his leather jacket creaking with the movement. “You didn’t see Da’ leave Jonathan’s room this morning. I know him, Da’. He was concerned. Real concerned. And now he’s off, and Roderick’s in charge, but he’s not paying attention to the details like a brother who’s always sick and might be getting sicker.”

Liza stopped tossing and stared at him. “Sounds to me like you think Roderick’s botching it.”

“Well, it won’t be the first time I’ve thought that,” said Terrance, his Irish lilt abruptly stronger. Rogue-like, he peeked at her sidelong and winked, green eyes dangerous, thin lips sensual and somehow far from safe. But then his gaze turned inward again, and he looked away.

How bizarre.

Liza knew who Terrance was, of course; Father’s knife, the assassin, the hard hand beneath the silk glove, the only member of Notte’s family to actually kill people on the regular. 

Well, tonight, he was apparently killing time, and he’d slunk in here, plopped on the sofa, and started talking.

She didn’t have a role like knife yet. Her Beast was just under control, enough that she was permitted to roam the halls instead of staying safely tucked in the Newbie Night-Child rooms. All things being logical, she wasn’t sure why Terrance was telling her this.

Maybe because she brought with her a talent these older magical beings often forgot: pragmatism. “So what do you want to do about him, then? Jonathan, I mean,” she said.

Terrance sighed. “There’s nothing.”

“No,” said Liza patiently, and handed him back his dirk. She sat next to him, not bothering to adjust skirt or halter top because intimacy meant new things these days and nip-slips no longer mattered. “You’ve come in here, presented a problem, and now you’re frozen. No good, mate. We have the issue. What are we going to do about it?”

“It’s ‘we’ now, is it?” said Terrance, the rogue’s grin making a return.

“I’m family now, right? Blood,” she said. “It’s already we. And you didn’t answer my question.”

They didn’t look like blood. Terrance was all pale and scattered freckles, lanky and sharp and orange. She was dark and shapely (a word Arabelle had used and she liked very much), her kinky afro bigger than Terrance’s whole body, and there wasn’t a sharp place on her body except for very particular teeth.

But they were blood. It was found family and made family, a strange and glorious weaving, and nothing would change that now.

“Well, I guess we could run him through all the tests again, or drag some member of the Sun in here to see if they could heal him, but that’s been done,” said Terrance. “Nobody even knows what’s wrong. He’s a medical mystery, he is.”

Liza sat back, studying the ceiling beside him. All problems presented a solution eventually when looked at the right way. She held her hands up as though miming some sort of cube, turning it to see different sides.

Eyes lidded, Terrance watched her. 

“Well,” said Liza after a moment. “Anybody asked him?”

“Asked who?” said a voice from the doorway, and in came Salome, literally butting her way inside as her hands were occupied with a large tray.

“Jonathan,” said Liza promptly, because she liked Salome, respected Salome, maybe a little bit wanted Salome, which was only to be expected.

“Oh, he’s a mess,” said Salome, and didn’t smile because she never did. If Terrance was aping a 1950s look and Liza liked playing in the 1970s, Salome chose to stay where she’d been made, back in the roaring 20s, and her drop-waist dress and pageboy haircut might as well have been created for her waifish self.

“Said as much,” said Terrance.

“I need you to sniff this,” said Salome, holding up the tray on which she’d balanced a dozen little ramekins with clear liquid. “New scents I’m testing.”

Leaving Terrance spread like miserable peanut butter on the sofa, Liza got up to sample, sniffing delicately over the tray. “This one. I really like this one.”

“Bergamot and wild orange as a base. Never fails,” said Salome. “So you want to ask Jonathan what’s wrong?”

“Well, yeah,” said Liza, leaning on her east London accent. “Has anybody actually tried that yet?”

“Sure,” said Terrance, then frowned. “Probably.”

“You didn’t,” said Liza. “I know I didn’t—I barely met him beyond the welcoming ceremony.”

Salome shrugged. “I didn’t, either.”

“Well, that cinches it,” said Liza. “I say we go. I say we go right now and ask the bloke if he has any inkling what’s wrong.”

There was a moment of silence, and then Terrance moved.

He didn’t stand like an ordinary person. He slid like a blade from a sheath, rose like blood in a wound, and his playful tone didn’t fit. “Field trip it is, then.”

“Eh, might as well.” Salome put her tray on the coffee table. “Father’s gone, anyway, so it’s boring. Roderick is boring.”

Terrance smirked, suddenly intense and dangerous as a hunting dog. “That’s why Roddy’s in charge. Boring people don’t rock the boat.”

And then they were going, walking with purpose through the manor as if on mission. Well, that was easy, Liza thought with some surprise. Who knew? Maybe they could actually do some good.
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Jonathan





    

    
      Night-Children were all connected.

Father called it the skein: one thread tying them all together, linked unbroken through the thick wool of their family to its core. The older ones could feel one another if they tried, find one another across vast distances, for all that it was a vague and watery connection. 

Apparently, Father’s connection was not watery, and he felt every single Night-Child intensely, all the time.

It sounded like a nightmare to Liza. Her maker had told her that making a Night-Child was like sacrificing part of your brain, and that part experienced your new child’s joy and your new child’s pain forever. It could not be switched off.

That was quite a commitment, and it could grow. If Liza ever chose to make a Night-Child, Arabelle would be aware of that person in the same way. 

Liza had no desire to make a Night-Child. 

Still, the whole thing had its uses. Right now, for example, Terrance knew exactly where Jonathan was.

She followed her two older siblings deep into Notte’s magically expanded manor, past the largely empty rooms for newbie vamps, past the weird spaces populated by misty, bow-tied ghosts dusting artworks, past the vaults of vast uncounted treasure, and into Notte’s personal halls.

Up here, only the first-born slept. These were rooms for Night-Children Notte had made himself, which at present numbered eight.

Or maybe nine. Jonathan must have been first-born because he was here, leaning in his doorway, waiting for them.

There he stood, ethnicity undetermined, green eyes slanted, his lips too full to swing him into handsome. He looked like a stiff breeze could destroy him, his olive skin made pale by his silk and mahogany surroundings. The simple Mandarin-collared suit he wore failed to hide how thin he’d become.

In spite of that, he was so pretty that Liza felt the puerile urge to touch him. 

Terrance slowed. “Didn’t expect to see you up,” he said carefully. “You waiting for something?”

“Thank you for coming,” Jonathan replied as though he’d requested their presence. He glanced up at Liza, straight black hair hanging into his eyes, and she suddenly knew he’d expected her, expected all of them. 

A strange dizziness came with this, light, barely there, as if the train she rode had tilted on its track.

He looked at her, his long fingers clutching at one another restlessly, his gaze steady. He was waiting for her to respond. Her.

Why? 

Liza clenched her jaw. Her grandmother had not raised her to spook this easily, damn it. “I’m here,” she said.

“Thank you.” Relief slumped Jonathan’s shoulders, and when he looked down, his long lashes lay like full black brush strokes against his cheeks. “Please come in.”

“Lay it on thick, why don’tcha,” Terrance muttered, but accepted Jonathan’s waved invitation to his room.

It was large and lavish, as was much of Notte’s home—romanticized by default, tapestries competing
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