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“The more hidden the venom, the more dangerous it is.” ~Margaret of Valois
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Ocean Deposit

––––––––
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I could taste the beach air before actually seeing the ocean. I pushed the throttle on my bike and caught up with Phoenix, who was slightly ahead of me. I pointed to the sign indicating the next offramp and he acknowledged me with a nod.

Glancing at the impending sunrise ahead, I quickly checked my watch to see the sun would be up in all its glory in about an hour. As we exited the highway, I went ahead of him and drove into a rest stop. A few campers were parked around the lot but no people, being it was so early. I pulled into one of the spots and killed the engine as I waited for Phoenix to do the same.

We never bothered with helmets, so I raked my fingers through my hair as he put the kickstand down. 

“What’s up?” Phoenix asked, also smoothing down his wind-whipped red hair.

“Sun’s up in about an hour,” I said.

He nodded. “Yes, I know. You wanna stop here or ride another hour?”

It must seriously suck to be a vampire. Blood as a diet and the sun your worst enemy. I cared for this group of vampires, though, they’d given me a family when I had none. Phoenix—Gabriel—in particular, was who I was closest with. We went way back before I’d joined the Nighthawks.

“It’s entirely up to you.”

“I think we’ll be okay, it’s kinda cloudy this morning, anyway. I think we can make it to Jacksonville in an hour if we put the pedal to the metal.”

I dismounted my bike. “Cool, let me take a leak and then we’ll head over there.”

“Take your time, man.”

I wandered into the humid men’s room of this dirty rest stop and wondered why I didn’t just take care of this once we got to Jacksonville. But we’d been riding all night and I did have to go pretty badly, been holding it for miles. Vampires didn’t have to use the bathroom and I didn’t want to have to keep stopping for this. I was, however, very hungry, so Gabe was going to have to deal with me needing to find breakfast once we got there.

We quickly hopped back on the road and made it there before sunrise. After checking into a hotel for the day, I told Gabe I was going to get some food.

“Okay, I’ll probably be out when you get back,” he replied with a yawn.

I helped him put blankets over the window and, making sure I had the key card, I left the room and wandered downstairs. The hotel had a Starbucks in the lobby, so I ordered two meat and egg breakfast sandwiches and a decaf coffee, and sat alone while I ate them.

I was tired from being up all night, but that was nothing new. I had adapted to the vampires’ sleep and wake schedule because I had to. And I didn’t mind. It was no different than working the graveyard shift at the shipyard like I had for years. Even before that, I found myself working jobs that were at night and sleeping all day. I was pretty sure it was a wolf thing, anyway. We loved the night and the power we drew from the moon. With no romantic entanglements or relationships at all, I could keep these hours and do what I want, when I wanted.

“Why can’t you get a normal job?” she screeched, throwing the wooden spoon at me. Spaghetti sauce flung all over the kitchen cabinets and me before it slapped me in the chest and plopped to the floor.

I stared at the object then back at her. “Are you done?”

“Oh, no, Harlan, I’m so far from being done. If you can’t get a regular job, with normal hours, then you should just get out.”

I scrubbed my hand down my face, trying to steel my emotions. The full moon was approaching, and I was already on edge. “I have a regular job. I’m sorry you don’t like the hours, but the pay is better if I work the warehouse on the graveyard shift.” 

“You do it to avoid me. I just know it. Use me for sex and to make your meals, and I get nothing in return,” she snapped, narrowing her gaze at me.

“You know that’s not true, now stop it.” I was trying very hard not to lose it on this impossible woman.

“I can’t do anything with you working those fucking hours and then sleeping all day. You expect me to plan this wedding all by myself?”

I honestly couldn’t give two shits what colors we had or what the cake looked like. No way could I tell her that, though. “Amanda, listen. I have full faith in you. I’ll go along with whatever you want. It’s your day.”

“No, it’s our day. And I can’t do it all by myself!” She reached into the drawer and pulled out another spoon, angrily stirring the sauce.

I picked up the dirty one from the floor, placed it into the sink, and tried to hug her, but she pushed me off. “Go away, Harlan.”

I sighed and went into the bedroom. How was I going to tell her that I’d never have a “day job?” The shift was a perfect cover for the three nights a week I had to go romp around in the mountains as a beast controlled by the full moon. Fairly sure the inconvenience of my job’s hours would pale in comparison to that if she ever found out.

I finished the sandwiches and shook my head to clear the memory. Relationships and me did not mix. Humans were out of the question since there was no way to explain my monthly full moon disruption, as I’d proved with Amanda. And female wolves were, well, batshit crazy—most of them, anyway. It was too late for me regardless. I was turning forty next year and didn’t really see the point. I was getting too old for pups of my own and was starting to think I was just meant to be alone.

A terminal bachelor forever I’ll be.
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I woke before Gabe, brushed my teeth, and hopped in the shower. Once I was done, he was just waking up. 

“Evening,” I said, a towel around my waist, steam following me out of the small bathroom.

“How did you sleep?” he asked, getting up from his bed and stretching.

“So-so,” I said. “Too close to the elevator, the dings kept me up.”

He nodded. “I heard them too.”

I jutted my chin at the bathroom. “It’s all yours. I’m gonna head down and grab a coffee in the lobby. You want one?”

Gabe shook his head like I knew he would. “Nah, I’m good. I gotta find someone to eat before we head out though.”

I chuckled. “Okay.”

Once I got back up to the room with my plain black coffee, he was already showered and dressed. We’d decided since this wasn’t a business trip, we’d leave the cuts and chains behind. Jeans and tees for us.

Gabe held up his phone. “Looks like the place is only about three miles from here. Let’s take an Uber so we don’t have to deal with anyone fucking with our bikes.”

I lifted an eyebrow. “They could get fucked with here, though.”

“True, but I trust them here parked by the front doors more than by the docks with less eyes on them.”

“Okay. There are some people downstairs having ‘happy hour’, so maybe you can get in a quick bite before we leave.”

“Thanks,” he said, grabbing the keycard and putting it into his wallet before leaving the room. 

Normally, the guys paid for blood from willing donors, but in a strange town, I assumed he’d have to do that hypnotism shit on someone. The people downstairs were already pretty intoxicated on the free wine and beer the hotel handed out between 5 and 7 p.m.—so the sign had read.

I pulled up the car service app on my phone and saw the ride would be here in ten minutes. I shot off a quick text to Phoenix to let him know then checked the reservation in my email to make sure I had it ready for when we arrived.

When I got down to the lobby, I saw happy hour was still in full swing, so I took advantage by grabbing a few finger sandwiches and a beer. I sipped on it while looking around for Gabe. I quickly spotted him leaving the restroom area with a woman who looked happy and punch-drunk on vampire pheromones. With my keen eyesight, I saw two healing wounds on her neck.

He noticed me right away and I jutted my thumb toward the front door, just as I got a text that our car was out front.

The ride there was quick, and I wished I could see the ocean in all its sunlit glory, but the city lights and the half moon reflecting off the water was what I got instead. 

After I tipped the driver, he left, and I pointed to the small shack at the end of the dock reading Fishing Rentals.

“I guess I should have asked this before we left, but do you have it?” I asked as we walked toward the shack.

Gabe pulled the pendant out of his front pocket and held it up by its leather strap. A witch had used it to curse him to a 150-year mortal sleep and then his girlfriend had been kidnapped by the witch’s daughter last month in order to barter to get it back. The thing was dark, dangerous, and indestructible. It also gave me seriously creepy vibes and I just wanted it out of my presence.

“Good, let’s get this over with.”

We reached the rental shack, and I showed the guy working inside the boat reservation on my phone. He led us to a small speed boat and asked if we knew how to drive one. 

“Yes, I’ve driven this type several times,” I assured the man. 

He handed me the keys. “Poles and bait are onboard, all ready for you.”

“Thanks,” I replied as we climbed aboard. 

The first thing I’d done when I’d moved to the South from Colorado was go fishing. I loved the water and especially enjoyed being alone out on the lake or river all day trying to catch a fish. I’d done some ice fishing back home, but those were small row boats, nothing like this beast.

I put the key in and started the engine. “Sit and hold on, the first thrust will knock you on your ass.”

“That’s what she said, mmph!” he teased, making a thrusting motion with his hips.

I chuckled, purposely pushing the throttle full force before he was completely seated just so I could laugh at the big oaf falling. Unfortunately for me, his vampire reflexes had him seated before he could fall.

I yelled over the sound of the waves as we sped deeper across the Atlantic Ocean under a starry night sky. “Tell me again why you couldn’t just dump that fucking thing in the Mississippi?”

“What if it washed up on shore?” he replied, still holding the cursed thing in his fist. “The bitch would have found it. It seems like this piece of shit has a mind of its own.”

“Then you better not call it a piece of shit. It might crawl out of the ocean and find you!” I teased.

“True. Even for as much as it’s worth, I still don’t want it. I’d rather it be lost forever.”

BSI Agent Bishop had done some research for him as a favor, and told Gabe it was worth thousands and thousands of dollars by the stone alone, combined with how old it was.

When we were a good mile out to sea, I slowed the boat down and killed the engine. Once we were calmly bobbing on the water, I got up and said, “Well, do what you came here to do.”

Gabe nodded and looked down once more at the pendant. He ran his thumb over the giant opal stone and stared at it. He then wrapped the strap around the metal and stone and tucked it in so it wouldn’t come loose. He lifted his arm, and, with vampire strength, he chucked it as far away from the boat as he could, like a seasoned baseball pitcher. We both watched as it flew so far it drifted from our eyesight, seeming to disappear into the vast nothingness of the ocean.

“Well, that was anti-climactic,” Gabe said, shrugging.

“That’s what your girlfriend said, mmgh!” I thrusted my hips like he had.

He laughed. “Nope, never.”

I laughed too, patting him on his shoulder. “Let’s go get a drink.”
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Bayou Wolves

––––––––

[image: image]


We arrived back at the Nighthawks’ clubhouse very early the next morning after having that drink and then checking out of the hotel and driving all night. We’d told the guy at the boat rental that we had a family emergency and had to leave, hence not catching any fish. Boy, how I’d have loved to have caught one or two, brought it back here, and cooked it up. I could only imagine the whining and complaining of the smell from everyone who lived here. I chuckled to myself at the thought.

“What’s so funny?”

I turned to see Shadow standing at the doorway to the breakroom where I was heating up some leftovers I’d brought back from a Chinese place a couple days ago.

I lifted the food from the microwave and sat down. “Oh, nothing.”

Shadow made a face at my food, and I was really getting tired of it. I didn’t make comments or faces when they sucked on blood bags. I would occasionally razz them about it but not constantly. Everyone had to eat. They couldn’t picture having to eat food and I couldn’t fathom needing blood to survive. I’d tasted blood plenty, mostly in my wolf form, and was not a fan.

“Church in ten,” he said.

I held up my cell phone. “Yep, I got the text too.”

He took one last look at my food and left without another word. Usually, he was friendlier than that, so I had to wonder if something serious was going on.

After wolfing down my food – ha – I wandered over to the Cobalt Room for church before the club opened.

I stood at the front of the room with Viper, along with Shadow, Phoenix, Face, and Kovah. As all the prospects and other club members gathered inside, I looked curiously at a new face.

Viper pounded the gavel and the room quietened down. “I have two announcements tonight, so grab a drink if you don’t already have one.” He took a sip of his bloody wine mixture from a wine glass then set it down. “First, we have a new prospect. His name is Andy. Andy, will you please stand and tell us a little about yourself.”

I recognized the newcomer as Phoenix’s friend from the restaurant last month when we were celebrating the twins’ mother making a full recovery from MS with the use of vampire blood and a little magic.

“Hi, I’m Andrew Jones, I’m about a hundred and eighty years old. Was born in the United Kingdom, then came to America when I was five.”

I could hear a slight accent as he spoke, as if it was once strong and he was fighting to sound more American.

“I fought in the Civil War with my good friend Gabe here. I’m sorry—Phoenix. We fought, died, and were turned together. I’ve mostly been moving around from city to city every twenty years or so since then. While living in Texas, I met my fiancée Amber online and she lived here in New Orleans, so I moved out here about six months ago. I’ve lived here before, in the mid-1800s before Gabe went missin’ on me.” He grinned at his friend. “I’m glad to be a part of your club and look forward to learning all about it.”

“Well, welcome, Andy.” Viper looked at the rest of us. “Andy here has a law degree and license to practice and is apparently a pretty kickass at both criminal and real estate law, so his knowledge and certifications will be put to good use. He’s just what I’ve been needing for the club. Damn sharks been draining me at 500 an hour for any little thing.”

“Hey, you’re still gonna be payin’ me,” Andy came back. “You’ll just get the Nighthawks discount.” He grinned.

“What’s his club name, boss?” Dash asked from behind the bar where he was stocking bottles as he listened.

“We haven’t decided yet,” Viper said. “I’m up for suggestions.” It was then I noticed Andy wore a plain black vest with no name patch.

“How about Badass?” Andy came back, putting on his most charming smile and lifting his arm into a muscle man pose.

“How about no?” Phoenix said, biting back a grin.

Andy flipped him off, laughing.

Viper shook his head. “Second order of business: The Bayou Wolves are requesting an audience with us,” he said, reverting to boss mode.

“For what?” Kovah asked.

“They, apparently, need help with some human hunters.”

Fuck. It must be bad if they were asking for our help. From the brief meeting I’d had with them last month, they seemed like a strong, proud group of wolves. I couldn’t wait to hear what they had to say.

[image: image]

We had agreed to meet them in a neutral location. I still didn’t know where their clubhouse was, but I was going to find out. Something about the Bayou Wolves intrigued me and it didn’t take a shrink to figure out why.

I looked around the abandoned warehouse and thought it was pretty cliché to meet here, but it worked. Psycho, who seemed to be their club leader, stood against the back wall of the warehouse with his arms folded across his cut. He was a huge fucker. Three more big-ass wolves wearing cuts flanked him.

“Thanks for meeting with us. Normally, we just handle shit like this ourselves, but this fuckery is getting out of hand,” Psycho said.

“Explain what’s going on,” Viper urged.

“We’ve lost two prospects and one family member so far to these assholes. They got their hands on some wolfsbane and have managed to shoot up wolves with it. Once they’re down, these hunters are cutting out their hearts.”

“In wolf form or human?” I asked.

Psycho measured me with a hard stare before answering, “Human. I truly don’t think they have the balls to try to take on a wolf—tranqs or not.”

“Agreed,” I said, even though I wasn’t really that confident. I’d been around human hunters before. Most of them were psychopaths. 

“Do we have an ID on them?” Viper asked.

Psycho shook his head. “Only photos.” He nodded to the guy next to him, whose patch read Demon, and grabbed the tablet from him after he’d tapped the screen. Psycho held up the electronic tablet. “The old lady of one of the prospects who was killed by these pigs was there when it happened. They attacked them down by the riverfront and she got a good look at them. Saw them a few days later and took these.”

The photos showed three men eating in a restaurant during the day, and then of them walking down the sidewalk seemingly after they’d left the restaurant.

“Why didn’t they kill her, too?” Kovah asked.

“Because she’s human. They did threaten her though, to stay away from the Bayou Wolves and all wolves and shifters in general. She’s under our protection now.”

See? Stupid to get into a relationship with a human. Poor woman could have been killed.

Psycho continued, “She was smart to snap these and then hand them over to us, so now we’re trying to handle it. But they haven’t been spotted since.” 

“Can I get those sent over? I have some new software I could try to identify them with,” Face said.

Psycho handed the tablet back to Demon and nodded. “Yes, get him your info.”

“And you’ve done nothing to antagonize or otherwise threaten these hunters for them to just go around killing wolves?” Shadow asked.

Psycho narrowed his eyes at the giant. “No.”

“So... if we identify them, you want them killed on the spot, then?” Viper asked.

“The endgame is death, but we’d like to chat with them first, make sure they don’t have any more hunters out there lurking in the shadows. Basically, they’re wanted dead or alive, but preferably alive.”

Viper nodded. “Understood.”

“So, you’ll work with us on this?” Psycho asked.

“Yeah. I’m sure if they know of the existence of our kind, then they’ve got it out for us, as well. Human hunters have long been a problem over the years, which I will never understand. They may get a pot-shot in every once in a while, but they almost always end up dead by those they hunt,” Viper replied.

I agreed. I’d seen a few over my lifetime too and it never ended well for them—ever. Why would a fragile human take on monsters that were faster and stronger than them?

“They’re cocky little fucks with balls of steel,” Psycho replied. “They only got to Donny and Paxton because of the wolfsbane. I need to find out where they got that shit from, as well.”

“Probably a witch in the Quarter,” I commented. 

Well, just not Maria, she’d threatened to spray Phoenix and me with holy water. I bit back a grin at the memory. If she had wolfsbane, she surely would have threatened me with it.

He looked at me and said, “Can you find out who?”

I nodded and pointed to myself and the other Nighthawks. “We can sure try. No sane witch would sell me some, though. However, they may sell to a vamp.”

“While we’re here, I have a question,” Viper said.

“Go ahead,” Psycho grunted.

“How long have the Bayou Wolves been in New Orleans? We’ve been here ten years, hadn’t heard of you at all until a couple weeks ago with the incident at Zombies.”

“We’re newly formed. I had a club back home in Minnesota. Moved down here last year and started a new one with a couple buddies.”

Viper nodded. “That answers my question. Please know the Nighthawks don’t consider anyone enemies until we feel threatened. You guys seem to be on the up and up, but there have been plenty of packs around here who’ve preyed on and killed humans. Last year, a pack kidnapped and tried to force the woman who’s now my wife to marry into the pack and breed for them. We rescued her, but we’ll not stand for any of that here in New Orleans. You dig?”

Psycho’s face turned red, and I watched as one of his fists balled. “Who are these wolves? We’ll take care of them immediately. We don’t fucking get down like that. Period.”

“Oh, they were all wiped out, trust us. Haven’t heard a peep from any of the chicks we left behind, either,” Shadow replied.

“You killed the men and left the women?” he asked, looking from Shadow to Viper.

“Yes, we couldn’t tell which were human or wolf in the midst of the chaos. We knew most of the men had to be wolves, so we just got rid of them all,” he replied.

Demon looked at Psycho. “We would have done the same thing if they were vamps, boss.”

Psycho nodded slowly. “Well, you ain’t gonna have to worry about that with us around. We police our own and have zero tolerance for any kind of unnecessary kidnapping. We don’t put up with rapes or attacking women or any of that type of shit either.”

“Good to know. I look forward to working together to keep the peace here in New Orleans,” Viper reiterated.

I watched Face approach Demon with his tablet, and they exchanged information. Then we left the abandoned warehouse. Guessed they didn’t trust us enough yet to show us their clubhouse. 

Not that I blamed them.
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Shifting Family

––––––––
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Boulder, Colorado – 2001

––––––––
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My body was burning up, and the icy mountain wind was a welcome reprieve. I stopped, closed my eyes, and let the wind cool me off.

“Don’t stop, Harlan! We gotta beat him to the top!”

I looked over to see my cousin, Aaron, staring at me with crystal-blue eyes. The wind whipped his white fur around in circles. 

“I know. Just trying to not overheat here. I’m burning up,” I replied.

“You won’t overheat, I promise. Just keep moving. We can rest when we get there. I can’t let Jeramy best me again! I’ll never live it down!”

I had a love-hate relationship with wolf telepathy. It was obviously very handy since wolves couldn’t speak through their mouths except for a few woofs, barks, and whines. But it subjected me to stuff in my packs’ heads that I so did not want to hear sometimes.

But he was right about Jeramy. That shithead was as competitive as they came, and he couldn’t stand to let anyone beat him in a race.

I picked up the pace, the wind gliding over my black fur as I raced behind Aaron. Jeramy was his older brother, and they were constantly in competition for everything—their parents’ affection, physical strength, and, of course, girls.

I was only nineteen and was still getting used to being a wolf. I’d known that on my eighteenth birthday I’d be turning—I grew up spending three nights every month babysitting my two younger brothers while my folks roamed the mountains—but nothing they explained to me ever prepared me for that first shift. I was the oldest of three, so I had to endure it first. Robbie and Jordan were in their mid-teens and were anxious and excited to become wolves. They had no idea the hell they were in for, but I just kept my mouth shut when they’d talk about it at the dinner table. They were going to have to find out the hard way like I did, that it was nothing like the movies. Wolves weren’t heroes and badasses. We were the fucking villains.

“Yes!” Aaron yelled as he reached the peak of the mountain mere seconds before Jeramy.

We were belly-deep in snow, but it felt good, refreshing. I panted, trying to catch my breath.

“You guys are fucking cheaters!” Jeramy snapped.

I looked at my older cousin. “How did we cheat? We’re just faster than you.”

Of course, he didn’t answer because he didn’t have one. He just hated to lose.

“Let’s find some food. I’m starving,” Jeramy replied instead.
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