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“In order to rise from its own ashes, a phoenix first must burn.”

~Octavia Butler
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Bitter

––––––––
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I scowled at the witch being dragged kicking and screaming from the clubhouse. She didn’t deserve twenty years of sleep. She deserved death.

“I thought you’d be smiling.”

I didn’t need to turn and look to know it was Shadow who’d asked the question. “I’m laughing on the inside,” I groused.

But really, I wasn’t. She should have burned at the stake while we watched her melt and scream. Mortal sleep was too easy a punishment. And it really wasn’t a punishment until the person awakened. Trust me, I knew. I refrained from admitting that last part aloud, due to the fact that Craig was currently dating a witch himself.

“I bet you think she should just be beheaded. That would be fun to watch.”

I turned and looked at him, my arms still folded across my cut. “Something like that,” I murmured.

He snapped his fingers. “Ooh, even better. Burned at the stake. Bonfire!”

I shook my head. I really disliked how that fucker could get inside my head. I thought I was a closed book, but all of my club brothers seemed to be able to read me for some reason. And I hated it.

“Have you actually smelled burning human flesh and hair?” asked Bloome as she walked up to us and looped her arm through Shadow’s.

I glanced down at her. “Unfortunately.”

She wrinkled her little freckled nose and said, “It’s nasty. Trust me, the mortal sleep will teach her a lesson.”

I scoffed, “She wouldn’t have to be taught a lesson if we just executed her.”

“Ouch,” Bloome said, biting back a smile.

“C’mon, babe. I’m tired,” Shadow said, grabbing her by the hand.

“Goodnight.” Bloome waved and gave me a small smile.

It wasn’t that I disliked the girl personally, I just loathed all witches. I tolerated her because of Craig, and because of her red hair and freckles, she reminded me of my long-dead little sister. But I kept Bloome at arm’s length and probably always would.

I watched as they disappeared up the stairs and knew I wouldn’t be far behind them. I was hungry, but it was still daytime, so I would have to resort to the blood bags in the refrigerator. After choking one down cold, I headed upstairs for some shuteye. We normally hit the hay when the sun was coming up, but due to the witch emergency, we’d been forced to stay up to deal with her. Venom, our resident wolf, and Kovah, the vampire-human hybrid, were our only sun-resistant brethren in the club, so they’d been tasked with taking Nora to the witches’ coven for her sleep sentence.

I slogged up the steps to my room and closed and locked the door behind me. Not that any vamp in this place couldn’t get in if he or she wanted to, but it still gave me a small sense of security and privacy. After stripping down, I started the shower and waited for it to heat up. I braced my arms on the sink and stared at my reflection in the quickly fogging mirror. The bloodshot whites of my eyes made the iris look even bluer. My auburn hair needed to be cut and I made a mental note to do that tonight when I was in the Quarter.

Groaning at the pounding heat of the water, I rested my head against the shower tiles and let the water relax me. Being in the presence of so many witches today had put me on edge. I was still trying to navigate this new world I found myself in, and I believed I’d heard Viper’s wife, MyAnna, refer to it as “anxiety.” After some research, I realized I was most likely the poster boy for it. Not that I had any plans to let it slow me down, but I did need to learn to control it—and I liked to think I’d done a pretty good job at it so far.

After all, I had every reason to be anxious around the witchy creatures.

The pain in my stomach was excruciating. I lifted my trembling hand up from my belly to my face as I lay on a carpet of leaves. Blood covered my entire hand, and I whimpered at the sight.

“Stay with me, Gabe.”

I looked over to see my fellow Confederate soldier, Andy Jones, sitting up as he tied his belt around his left thigh, which was squirting blood from presumably the same musket that had shot me. Well, a damned Yank had shot us both. I began to feel lightheaded as the world swam in and out of focus. Was this how I was going to die? Yes, I’d willingly signed myself over to the Confederate army because I’d believed the South could win this. But I was only twenty-five, I had a whole life ahead of me.

A scream bolted me out of my self-pity, and I looked over to see a scraggly-looking woman in a dirty white dress on top of Andy. She had her hand over his mouth and her face in his neck. What the hell was going on here?

As she lifted her face from his neck, she gasped in a deep breath, blood running down her chin. Then, I stared in horror as her fangs, which I’d just noticed, bit into her wrist. She dribbled her blood into Andy’s mouth. He looked dead or unconscious but then seemed to come to life and began to suckle from the woman’s wrist.

I’d seen enough. Either I was hallucinating from the pain or I was already dead, stuck in Hell with creatures from scary bedtime stories. I tried to get up but found myself being pushed back down onto the ground.

“Shh,” the woman hushed, her hand over my mouth.

I tried to yell, but it only came out muffled. She wasted no time biting into my neck as I tried futilely to buck her off me, but she was unbelievably strong. The pain was unreal and then everything went black.

The water turning cold pulled me from a memory I’d thought about every day since I’d awoken from my own mortal sleep.

I turned off the water, dried myself off, slid on some pajama bottoms, and slipped into bed, praying for a nightmare-less sleep. Of course, no one ever heard my prayers, because even regular dreams would be a welcome change to the nightmares that usually inhabited it.
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My phone pinging on my nightstand woke me. I scrubbed a hand down my face and fumbled around for the phone. I saw a message in our group text: Church in 30. Time on my phone read 4:45 p.m.

I took another shower to wake me up, and after dressing in jeans, a black tee, boots, and my cut, I headed downstairs. I choked down another blood bag and then made my way through the warehouse and into the walkway that led to the Cobalt Room.

I saw Viper, our club leader, sitting at a table with his old lady, and gave him a fist bump before sitting at the table with him. Kovah, Shadow, Face, and Venom were already seated.

“Long night. Or day?” Venom asked before forking a bite into his mouth. I looked down at his plate to see some kind of bloody red meat and what looked like smashed potatoes next to it. The juice from the meat ran across the plate, turning the potatoes pink.

I refrained from making a face. “Something like that,” was my only reply.

“Got a lady up there or something?” Kovah asked, that shit-eating grin on his face. I didn’t need to see his eyes behind his sunglasses to know that he had a mischievous glint in them.

I narrowed my eyes. “No.”

Viper got up from the table and pounded the gavel twice on the podium. “This is going to be quick. We have a hostage situation of sorts in the Quarter. Two wolves have two vampires trapped inside Zombies.” 

A few hands shot up, but Viper put one of his up in a stop motion. “I’m well aware it’s not a full moon. Let me finish. These are wolves in their human form. They have shotguns and are refusing to let the vamps leave. We have no idea why. Theo called me about thirty minutes ago. He cleared the club, so it’s just the four of them, plus one female bartender. They haven’t given any demands nor have they gotten violent.”

“Yet,” Face added.

Viper nodded at the pretty boy. “Yet. So, let’s head down there and see what they want.”

“Did they ask for us?” I asked.

Viper shook his head. “No, they haven’t said anything, so Theo called for help. Can’t bring NOPD in on this due to the nature of the creatures.”

Obviously.

“Who are the vampires?” Shadow asked.

“Not sure. Church adjourned. Let’s ride.” He pounded the gavel, and we all made our way out the back door of the Cobalt Room and toward our bikes.

So much for that haircut.
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Hostage Situation

––––––––

[image: image]


Zombies nightclub was in darkness, a stark contrast to the other buildings around it, which were alive with people, lights, and noise. Nothing out of the ordinary for a Friday night in New Orleans.

“How do you know they’re wolves? You get close enough to smell ’em?” Viper asked Theo, the owner of Zombies, as we all sat on our bikes. Theo stood next to our club president.

Theo shook his head and folded his arms across the chest of his dress shirt and tie. “No, their cuts.”

“Cuts?” I asked, putting the kickstand down on my Hog and walking toward the duo.

“My thoughts exactly,” Shadow remarked as he walked close behind me. “The only wolf who wears a cut around here is Venom.” He jutted his thumb behind him.

“Not anymore. They’ve been frequenting the bar for the past few weeks. Not only does their stupid name give them away, I followed a couple of them one night, saw ’em on the verge of shifting. Like, how do they not know it’s a full moon and they need to stay inside?” Theo asked to no one in particular.

“Some of the newer wolves try to push the envelope on full moon nights. Think they have time for a beer and can be home in time to wolf out,” Venom supplied.

“What’s their stupid name?” Kovah asked, staring at Theo from behind his sunglasses.

Theo smirked. “Bayou Wolves.”

We all laughed. 

“You can’t be serious,” Kovah replied, chuckling.

“It’s not like humans would know, though,” I said through my own laughter. “They’ll just think they like wolves or something. Nobody believes in werewolves until they see one.”

“It’s true, most people have to see things with their own eyes to believe,” Face added.

I glanced over at the club. “Let’s go take a look,” I said to Shadow.

Of course, the fucker was already at the window by the time I got there. Disappearing asshole.

Two young male vampires sat in the middle of the dancefloor tied to chairs with what looked like rope. Two huge wolves in human form wearing cuts and jeans stood behind the bar watching the vampires. One held a shotgun. They were drinking beer and staring at the vampires, who glared back at them. I looked at the vests. The words Bayou Wolves with a wolf’s head logo were stitched on the back. 

Wow.

“What the hell?” I whispered, looking at Shadow.

“Why don’t the vamps just break free and kill them? Those ropes look tight, but you or I could easily break them,” he replied.

I shrugged and we watched for a few more minutes until a human female came out from the back room and went through the bar to the vampires. They glared at her and one said something I couldn’t make out because I didn’t read lips.

She smiled and put her hands on her hips as the two huge wolves came over. One said something to the vamps, but the vampires shook their heads. One flipped the middle finger at the wolf. The wolf backhanded him, and his chair fell over with him in it. 

The woman then righted the chair and then touched the ropes binding him. I watched in fury as colorful sparks spewed from her fingers and the ropes tightened, causing the vampire to have to arch his back. He then spit on one of the wolves.

I looked at Shadow. “Let’s go.”

He nodded. “I’m heading inside. You go tell the others what happened.” And with that, he disappeared into thin air.

I blitzed back to the group and relayed what we’d seen.

“So, they basically have a witch in there, keeping them tied up,” Viper stated.

“Seems like they owe the wolves money or something,” Venom said.

I shrugged. “I don’t read lips and with the street traffic, it’s too noisy for me to hear.”

“I say we bust in there and break it up. Why are they using my club for this shit? On a Friday night, no less.” Theo blew out an exasperated breath.

I grinned. “Craig’s already inside.”

“Of course he is,” Viper groaned, but I could tell he was trying not to smile.

“You got the key to the back door?” Viper asked Theo.

He shook his head. “Nope. When I got back from the liquor store, I was caught by surprise by the wolves. They took my wallet, keys, and my piece.” He pulled both pockets of his dress pants out to show they were empty then pointed to his empty pistol holster on his belt.

I ignited a flame in my fist and shrugged one shoulder. “I could burn the door down.”

Theo stared at me in horror. “Absolutely not.”

I extinguished the flame by making a fist and chuckled.

“Guess we wait for Craig to come out then,” Venom said, pulling out a pack of gum from his pocket and unwrapping a piece. “I mean, he’ll be able to get more info on what’s going on if he’s stealthy.” He folded the gum and shoved it into his mouth.

Viper smirked. “He may be able to disappear but ‘stealthy’ isn’t exactly a word I’d use to describe the big-ass fucker.”

He wasn’t wrong. Craig stood at least six-foot-seven and was like a bull in a china shop most of the time. We could only hope he was keeping a low profile in there.

I was about to suggest we check the window again to make sure Craig was all right when he materialized next to us, of course, startling us all.

“For fuck’s sake, how do you even do that?” Theo asked, hand over his heart.

“Raw talent,” Shadow replied with a bow.

Viper shook his head. “So, what’s the deal?”

“Seems the two vamps threatened the Bayou Wolves and now one of theirs is missing. The wolves think the vamps know where she is.”

“Okay, but why my club?” Theo asked.

“Not sure,” Shadow replied. “Could be they got lucky and found them both in one spot and took advantage of the situation.”

“Well, it’s time to break it up. This is stupid.” Viper looked at Venom, me, Shadow, and Face. “You guys restrain the wolves, the rest of us will get the vamps out. If possible, I want them all brought back to the clubhouse for questioning.”

“Only brought the one van, boss,” Face said, pointing to it parked on the side of the club.

“I have an SUV, but those animals took my keys,” Theo said, pointing to a black Cadillac Escalade. “Not that I want wolf stench in it.”

Viper went over a plan of action and we all split up on separate areas of the club. Shadow disappeared and went inside, unlocking the back door from the inside for us. As we snuck in, we heard shouts.

“We don’t know where your fucking bitch is, you hairy asshole. Now untie us right now, this is getting old.”

Viper nodded at the four of us, and we went through the back kitchen and came out behind the bar. The witch spotted us first, but Shadow appeared next to her and twisted her neck until she fell in a silent heap. I wasn’t sure if she had some spell on her that kept her from death, but if she didn’t, she definitely wasn’t getting back up from that.

Next, Face and Venom lifted their tranquilizer guns and shot both wolves twice in the back.

They turned around, furious, and went to lunge at us, but fell to the ground with loud thuds before they could take three steps. Animal grade tranquilizers. Set to “Elephant”, I assumed.

Viper and Kovah were escorting the two vampires out by their arms by the time we turned around. Theo threw Viper the keys he’d fished out of the now-sleeping wolf’s pocket and said, “Don’t scratch her.”

They put the vampires, who were quite compliant once they saw Viper’s cut, into the Escalade as we painstakingly dragged the two heavy wolves into the white cargo van and shut the door. They were restrained with heavy metal cuffs attached to the floor of the van in case they woke up before we could get them to the clubhouse.

I watched as all the lights popped back on inside Zombies. Theo turned on the open sign and began to blare music to attract patrons.
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Black Market Milk

––––––––
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The vampire glared at Viper from where he found himself, yet again, restrained to a chair. 

“Answer the question,” I said.

He jutted his chin at the wolves, who were sleeping it off inside two metal cages. “Like I told Pork and Beans over there, I have no idea what the hell you’re talking about.”

“So, you have no idea why they took you hostage. In the middle of a club. On a Friday night. Pretty risky, if you ask me,” Viper said. 

“Yeah, well, wolves ain’t too bright, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

Venom growled low.

The vampire glared at Venom. “What, you like wolves or something?”

Most of us chuckled until Venom flashed yellow eyes at the man. “Yes.”

“I heard about him,” the other vampire spoke up. “I thought it was an urban legend, a dog in with the Nighthawks.”

Venom lunged at him with a growl, but Shadow and I grabbed him. “Keep your head,” I reminded him.

“What are your names?” Viper asked.

The two looked at each other, and now that I got a better look at them, I could tell they had to be related.

“John,” he said, pointing to himself, “and Jack, we’re brothers. We aren’t from here, just passin’ through, ya know.”

“So why do these wolves think you have their mate, or sister, or whatever?” Viper asked.

Jack snorted. “In their case, she could be one and the same.”

Another growl from Venom, but he kept his cool.

“What the fuck!”

We all look over to see both wolves waking up, clearly unhappy with their current accommodations.

“Let us out of here, now.” The larger of the two rattled his cage with his big, meaty fist.

“Shut up, you’re next,” Shadow said, heading toward the cages.

“Tell us where Talia is now!” the other wolf yelled at John and Jack.

The cages were about five feet high and just as wide, so it wasn’t like they could stand up in them. I bit back a smile at how stupid they looked hunched inside. Food and water bowls sat in the corner.

Viper and I looked at the vampires. “Do you know where their ‘Talia’ is, boys?”

They shook their heads. 

John said, “We were just enjoying the club and these thugs came up to us.” He jutted his thumb in the direction of the cages. “Started harassing us.”

“Because you were hitting on her two nights ago in that zombie club, and now she’s missing!” one of the wolves snapped.

“Dude, you were hitting on a wolf?” Kovah asked, amused. He bit into a green apple and waited for an answer.

John made a face. “No. I was asking for directions. And how are you eating food?”

“Since when do men ask for directions?” 

We looked over toward the breakroom to see Bloome and MyAnna giggling together. At Viper’s stern look, they both stopped laughing and disappeared into the breakroom.

“You got bitches in here? Nice,” Jack said with a grin.

Shadow slapped him upside his head. “They’re not bitches. They’re our old ladies. Now shut the fuck up and answer the questions.”

“How am I to shut up and answer questions?” he asked snidely.

“We’re clearly not getting any answers out of these two. I say leave them out in the sun and let them burn.” I ignited another fireball on my hand. “Or we can cut out the middleman and I’ll save the sun some work.”

John and Jack gasped and tried to scramble back by scooting the chairs away with loud screeches.

“Okay, fine,” John said. “We were trying to score some wolf’s milk.”

The room went dead silent. Like, what do you even say to that?

“Come again?” Viper finally replied.

“It’s a black-market thing,” Venom said. “Witches use it in spells. It has magical properties that are very powerful but obviously hard to get a hold of.”

“You dick,” one of the wolves said to John. Then, he looked at Viper. “Talia’s my sister. She just gave birth, but her milk is for her pups. Not for sale.”

“Where is she?” Viper asked.

John looked at Jack, who shrugged.

“Today,” I said, playing with the fireball, letting it crawl up my arm and circle around my forearm before it slid back down into my palm.

“First off, that’s weird,” John said, pointing to me. “Secondly, fuck you.”

I threw a fireball at the base of his chair, and he screamed like a little girl. Thankfully between the concrete floor and the metal chair leg, the fire had nothing to feed it, so it extinguished. I narrowed my eyes at him, fire still dancing in my palm. “Next time I aim it straight for your dick.”

“Okay, okay! We left her in a warehouse on Seventeenth with a breast pump and instructions that she wasn’t getting released until we got what we wanted.”

“And what do you want it for? Or who?” Face asked.

“A witch in the Quarter,” he supplied, his eyes on the fireball floating in my hand. I’d never seen a vamp so scared of fire before.

“Name,” Viper demanded.

John sighed and seemed to clam up, as if gauging which one, the witch or us, would hurt him worse. I blew on the flame in my hand and it turned into a raging inferno, engulfing my entire arm.

“How does that not burn you?” Jack asked, intrigued.

“Because I control it.” I looked at John. “Name, now.”

“Agatha,” he said on a sigh.

Venom walked over and punched John in the jaw and said, “Get the fuck outta town.” Then he walked to the cages and freed the wolves. They thanked him with handshakes and he handed them back the weapons we’d confiscated from them before putting them in the cages. I overheard them murmur an offer to Venom to leave the Nighthawks and join the Bayou Wolves. I bit back a grin.

Kovah and Face untied the vamps and they blitzed out the front door of the clubhouse faster than the eye could see.

“Go get your sister and accept our apologies,” Viper said to the taller of the two wolves. I just now noticed his cut’s name patch read Psycho.

Psycho grunted something under his breath and left with his fellow wolf without another word.

“You really shouldn’t have apologized. We helped find his sister,” I said to Viper once everyone had left.

MyAnna came up to him and circled her arms around his waist from behind. “I agree,” she murmured into his back.

She was always watching from the doorway of the breakroom when we had interrogations in here. Now that she was a vampire herself, I didn’t understand why he didn’t let her in on the torture and fun.

“We imprisoned them for no reason.”

“We had a reason,” I countered.

“I agree,” Kovah said.

Viper grabbed his old lady, tucked her under his arm, and walked toward the front door. “I know, just tryin’ to keep the peace in this city.”

Couldn’t disagree with him there.

Now it was time I looked for this Agatha bitch myself. Maybe we could give her a little warning that wolf’s milk wasn’t for sale unless she found herself a bitch who was willing to sell voluntarily.
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I glanced at my watch to see it was now 2 a.m. and the Quarter was still hoppin’ and poppin’. With Viper’s blessing, Venom and I set out to track down this witch. We were to give her a stern warning and that was it. Shadow couldn’t come because he had plans with his woman, and Face had work to do. Kovah had left for the night to meet his wife, an FBI agent and a vampire—don’t ask me how that even came about—to join her on a stakeout.

Yawn.

I preferred a smaller crowd, anyway. While I loved all my club brothers, Venom was my favorite—we went way back. He and I got along, mostly due to his easygoing personality, but of course the main reason being was that he had saved my life and that was something a man never forgot. He didn’t like it when I brought it up, so we never talked about it.

“Shouldn’t we have asked Bloome where she thought this Agatha witch might be?” Venom, whose real name was Harlan, asked after we’d parked our bikes and began walking toward Bourbon Street.

“Good idea,” I said, plucking my phone from my pocket and shooting off a text message to Shadow.

Me: Hey ask your girlfriend if she knows a witch named Agatha.

Shadow: She already told me she didn’t, cuz I asked her the same thing as soon as everyone left.

Me: Thx.

I pocketed the phone. “No luck.”

We passed a place that had smoke coming out of its doors and Venom dragged me inside. The smell of cooking meat made me suppress a gag.

“I’ll wait outside,” I said, leaving him to his order of barbequed whatever.

Not that the smell of human sweat and piss was any better, just less overwhelming than having meaty smoke shooting up my nose.

I spotted a palm reader’s shop across the street and poked my head back into the restaurant and told Venom I’d be in there.

Remembering what Craig had told me about the last palm reader/psychic he encountered being an actual witch, I wandered inside. There was no one there, but I could hear voices in the back. One called out, “Please take a seat, I’ll be right with you.”

“Thanks,” I replied, but I didn’t sit. I went to the counter and looked at all the trinkets and jewelry that was displayed in a glass case. 

Just then, Venom came in holding a paper boat with some kind of meat inside a bread bun. He had barbeque sauce on his salt and pepper beard. He wiped it with a napkin and picked up the sandwich. 

Before taking a bite, he said, “It stinks in here, what are we doing?”

I couldn’t argue with him. The smell of incense was so strong it was making my eyes water.

An older woman wearing a long dress and a lot of jewelry came out from the back, followed by a young human man.

“Thank you, Maria. I will never forget this,” he said with tears in his eyes. He pressed some cash into her palm which she quickly shoved into the pocket of her dress.

After he left, she looked at us. “Can I help you?”

With more bravery than I felt, I said, “Yes, we need to speak to Agatha.”

Her brow furrowed and she said, “Well, Agatha isn’t here. Why would she be?”

I mustered up a charming smile and said, “My bad. I thought this was her shop. Can you tell me which one is hers?”

Realization dawned as she eyed our cuts. She narrowed her gaze at both of us and said, “I think you both should leave.”

“We didn’t mean to disturb you, ma’am, and we mean Agatha no harm. We just need to speak to her about a private matter.”

The witch grabbed something from the counter and waved it at us. I could see it was a metal flask with a large black cross on the side. “Stay back. This has holy water in it. Now get out.”

I chuckled under my breath. “We’re not demons. That doesn’t work.”

I saw it on a television show once. I didn’t even know if demons existed.

Venom calmly set his food down on the glass case, took a very intimidating step toward the woman, and let his eyes turn yellow. With a loud roar, her hair and clothes blew in his reverberating growl and she was knocked down to her ass. 

With tears in her eyes, she said, “She owns Agatha’s Psychic Room on Chartres.” She sniffled and said, “Now, get out!”

I tried to help her up, but she slapped my arm. 

We thanked her and left.

“Well, that was unnecessary,” I said with a chuckle.

Harlan threw his food into a nearby trash can and laughed. “Ya think? We should have just kept walking, we would have found her shop easily enough.”
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Transformation

––––––––
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Jackson, Mississippi – 1865

––––––––

[image: image]


I woke up choking on metallic-tinged liquid. My head was lifted as I spit out the foul taste and tried to catch my breath.

“Sleep now, soldier. For, in three days, you will be the strongest of all the soldiers. Just stay out of the sun. You hear me?” The crazy woman with the fangs who’d bitten me smoothed back my hair before kissing me on the forehead. “Tell me you understand!” she demanded. I nodded weakly and thought I was hallucinating again when she disappeared.

I could barely move. I looked over to see Andy lying motionless on the leaves. He didn’t look like he was breathing, and I wondered if the woman had killed him. Was I going to be next? I tried to get up, but my body felt like it weighed a metric ton and was made of lead. 

Remembering the gunshot wound to my stomach, I slowly put my hand under my jacket and shirt and felt sticky drying blood but no hole.

What in the world...?

I tried to stay awake, I really did, but sleep took me once again.

“Gabe! Gabe!”

My eyes fluttered open and then closed again.

My body was shaken. “Gabe, wake up!”

I opened my eyes again to see my friend Andy standing there. He literally looked like a walking corpse. Blood covered his face, neck, and leg, and his skin was as pale as a stone. I attempted to sit up. “Andy, what’s going on?”

He handed me a chamber pot, in which I vomited. It was red and watery. “How did you know I was going to be sick?”

“You’re green, mate. Plus, I upchucked when I woke up a few minutes ago, too.”
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