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DEDICATION:

This book is for Tammy, Dominic, and Brittany. Thank you for giving me Kovah (and Manta!). And Dominic—from the bottom of my patriotic heart, thank you for your service.

READING ORDER:

Soul Rebel

Soul Redemption

Soul Release

Kovah: Soul Seeker
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Author’s Note:

While it’s not necessary to read the first three books in the series to enjoy Kovah’s story, it’s highly recommended! CLICK HERE to start with Soul Rebel. It’s free to download, so why not? Hope you enjoy the series! ~C.J.

“None of us are promised a tomorrow. Death dances in the shadows of all of us.”

- Klaus Mikaelson
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Chapter 1
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Leave The Past Where It Belongs

––––––––
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There wasn’t a single night that drifted by that I didn’t think about the past. And each night I told myself I shouldn’t live in there. It wasn’t my home. I should concentrate on the future. Wasn’t that what most normal people did... focus on the exciting promises of what was to come? The bright and positive possibilities of what it held for them?

But I wasn’t a normal person—I was a fucked-up hybrid trying to eke out my existence in this world, trapped somewhere between vampire and human. It was a condition I wasn’t sure I could accept at first, but eventually, I realized I had no choice in the matter. I had come to the sad realization over twenty years ago that I was always going to be suspended in a life where I was frozen in time while those around me lived their lives and reached their goals—and then celebrated, or cried, in victory or defeat, over attaining or missing those goals. Maybe they even learned a lesson or two in the meantime.

It was like watching their lives whiz by at unreal speeds. Them moving on while mine was just stuck here. I couldn’t move on, and I couldn’t go back and fix what had happened to me. So I managed to live this life as best as I could and told myself that a stable life and a love for a lifetime with one special girl just wasn’t in the cards for me. I even lied to myself on a daily basis that this was what was meant to be, and that I was okay with it. What else could I do? Survival was my number one goal, and the hell if I was going to let what that succubus—that evil, redheaded vampire bitch—had done to me, get me down. 

My name was Kovah Sanagra and I was a motherfuckin’ survivor. 

Trapped in that dreary, cloudy place between dreaming and awake, I slowly cracked my eyes open and shook off the latest dream. They were pretty much nightmares I had every night, and while I told myself I had gotten used to them, the reality was that nobody got used to that shit. I didn’t care how tough they thought they were. 

Brought back to the present, I slipped my cell phone I’d fallen asleep with onto my nightstand and lay back against my pillow with a smile on my face. The phone call earlier with my new boss, Archie, had gone just as planned.

Moving to Shreveport, Louisiana, had turned out much better than expected. Leaving the hustle and bustle of the northeast and moving to the deep South was a decision I’d made easily. Looking back, it seemed like a choice so detrimental that it should have been hard, but it wasn’t. I had to get the hell out of New York and disappearing into a small town seemed like a good idea. Meeting Archie at a gun show at the one and only pavilion in Shreveport was definitely fate—or whatever—intervening. I needed a job, and he needed a mechanic, and that was how I ended up renting a small room above Archie’s Garage.

Sighing at the memories, I absolutely hated being restless. Sleep never found me easily, especially at night, and I knew it was part of my curse. The curse the succubus had delivered to me with her piercing black stare, her full red lips, and her provocative fangs that were both frightening and inviting. Her seductive, pale body and full breasts that had called to me. That mouth of hers that had promised sexual fantasies. But I had shown her. She was now nothing but a shriveled corpse buried somewhere in upstate New York... food for the worms. 

I had thought about digging her up, just to make sure she was still there, but it had been over twenty years since that fateful day, and even with my keen eyesight and impeccable memory, I wasn’t sure I could locate the exact spot. I could feel my eyes finally begin to drift closed, the memory of when I used to be Dominic... and that fateful night infiltrating my brain, visiting me in dreamland—or maybe it was more of a nightmare...

Your friends are leaving, my drunk brain said to me. But I didn’t care. My three friends, their names not important anymore, left the dark club with their arms slung around three pretty party girls. Of course, I had struck out again. But I didn’t want to leave. They hadn’t even hollered last call yet, and I had room for another shot of Jack. 

I signaled to the bartender, a silly smile on my face I could see in the back-bar’s mirror, pointing to the empty glass set before me on a cocktail napkin. He came over, shook his head, and poured me straight Jack from the bottle. I slid him a five-dollar bill and lifted my glass to him in thanks before slamming it back.

I turned with my back to the bar, elbows resting on it, and watched the partygoers. I wasn’t quite sure if this was supposed to be some posh nightclub, or just a bar. My muddled brain decided it was the latter. The dance floor was tiny, and only one couple was entertaining it. Although they didn’t seem to notice the rest of us there, as they were tangled up in each other with no regard for anyone else. I would have thought it sweet, but it just annoyed me. I turned back around and faced the bar once again, staring at my reflection in the large mirror.

I lifted the glass to my lips, only to realize it was empty. I watched in the reflection as someone sat on the barstool next to me. Setting my glass down, I turned my head and stared—no, I gaped—at the woman who had planted her fine ass on the empty barstool. I briefly looked around the bar, noticing the crowd was thinning out. What I also noticed was that there were probably a dozen empty barstools, but she had chosen the one right next to mine.

Her long, straight hair glowed blood-red in the club’s lights, and I couldn’t be sure if she was actually a redhead, or maybe a blonde. I didn’t really care much. I wasn’t picky, especially at one a.m. on a Saturday. I watched as she ordered herself two shots of tequila with lime and salt. Her lips were full and her skin, porcelain smooth, with that crimson glow lighting up the side of her face. Her breasts were pure perfection and the tight black dress she wore showed me every luscious curve of her figure. I was surprised my body was able to react to her beauty after all the whiskey I’d poured down my gullet tonight. 

But it did. Almost painfully.

She paid the bartender and then turned to me, putting out a dainty pale hand with shiny black fingernails at each tip. “Hi, I’m Suzette. What’s your name, handsome?”

Suzette’s words sounded well-rehearsed, and it hit me that she might be a working girl. I bit back a laugh, but answered her anyway, “Name’s Dominic. Nice to meet you, Suzette.” I lifted her hand to my mouth and kissed her delicate knuckles. Her skin was soft but icy under my touch.

“Your skin is cold, sweetheart.”

Pulling her hand gently from mine, and with her lips contorted in a grin, she lifted one shot of the tequila. “This will warm me up.” 

I nodded in understanding. Watching in fascination as she used her tongue to slowly lick the top of her hand, she then poured salt on it. I briefly thought of something else I had that she could lick. She pounded back the shot with as much class as possible, squeezing the small lime wedge between her plump lips, and then she licked the salt from her hand. 

My pants had suddenly shrunk two sizes, right there in the bar.

She grinned in triumph at her actions getting the reaction she’d intended, then held the other shot out to me. “Wanna do the next shot, Dominic?”

I pointed to my empty glass. “Probably don’t want to mess with Jose when Jack’s been keeping me company all night.”

She laughed, throwing her head back. “No, silly, I will drink the shot, but you have to provide the salt and the lime. It’s called a ‘body shot’—haven’t you heard of them?”

I nodded. Of course I had. The dudes in my fraternity did them all the time. I’d also done a few.

“Sounds great,” I said. “But I’ve changed my mind. I think I do want tequila after all.”

I grabbed the shot from her and used my tongue to wet the space right between her cleavage, and she gave up no resistance at all. She giggled as she gazed down at me while I sprinkled salt there. She smelled like expensive perfume and something else edible I couldn’t quite describe. I leaned back, and with the shot between my fingers, I tossed it back. Then, snatching the second lime wedge, I instead put it between her teeth and watched with appreciation as she sucked it dry. Then and only then did I drag my gaze away from her ice-blue eyes and down to her perfect tits, where I slowly licked the salt from her cold skin. Every grain of it. I continued to lick up to her collarbone, where my tongue was replaced by my lips, soft kisses trailing up the side of her neck slowly. I kissed along her jaw and then finally to those lips that had been taunting me for the past few minutes.

She eagerly returned the kiss, and when she suggested we leave, I didn’t have to be asked twice. It hadn’t even occurred to me when my buddies left earlier that I was without a ride, as my roommate, Bryan, had driven us to this dark bar whose name I couldn’t remember. But I supposed that was on purpose. I’d have to take a cab home, and in my condition, it was the only option, anyway.

Suzette led me to the dark parking lot where broken beer bottles and cans littered the pavement, one orange light barely illuminating our way. She used a keychain remote to disarm a black late eighties model Datsun 280ZX that gleamed under the streetlamp. I opened the driver’s door for her, and after closing it, climbed into the passenger side. I really wanted to drive the beauty but knew that killing us both or wrecking her sports car was not in my best interest. The drunken hiccup that erupted from my lips confirmed my decision.

What part of Rochester she drove us to I didn’t know, nor did I care. I didn’t pay much attention on the drive to her apartment, which didn’t seem like it was very far from the nightclub. The minute the elevator doors closed, we were entwined in each other’s arms, my hands wandering wherever they wanted, her mouth sucking my breath away. 

If only my breath had been the only thing she had sucked away that night.

The minute we were in her apartment, it was on. Clothes went flying, the trail of my jeans and T-shirt and her dress leading anyone who would happen by to know exactly where to find us. The only light in her massive bedroom came from two large windows on one wall. I could see the entire city from there, but I didn’t get to enjoy the view long. She pushed me on the bed and tore off my boxers. In nothing but a black lace bra, panties, and some sheer black stockings, she kicked off her red high heels and slithered up the bed toward me. 

“Do you have protection?” I asked, thinking of the latest news about the new sexually transmitted virus that had no cure. It was all over the TV and radio, calling it a ‘gay disease’ but I knew better, and the hell if I was taking any chances on my dick falling off. 

No thanks.

She shook her head and wagged her finger at me. “You won’t need one. I’ve got a talented mouth, so you just lie back, sweetheart.”

My eyes went wide, and I swallowed thickly. 

Well.

She definitely delivered, and once she was done, she went into the bathroom, came back out, and straddled my thighs.

“I don’t know what I have left to give you, sweetheart...” I murmured, my body ready for sleep.

She placed a manicured finger against my lips. “Shh. It’s my turn.”

Then she looked into my groggy, drunk eyes, and as I was about to close them, I noticed her blue eyes were now brown. 

Wait, no. 

I shook my head in confusion. They weren’t brown, they were fucking black. All black, no whites to them whatsoever, like something from a horror flick. I gasped in a deep breath, readying myself to yell and push her off me, but she again stole my breath. Gazing into my eyes, I strangled the scream that was about to escape and instead was blanketed by a strange calmness. Suzette stared into my eyes for what seemed like forever, until she blinked a few times and then let out a screech that wasn’t human. 

The pager I carried on my belt began to chirp from where my pants lay on the floor. I shook my groggy head and pushed this weird bitch off me. 

“What are you doing? Come back to bed,” she purred.

I ignored her and looked at my pager. It was my sister’s number with ‘911’ on the screen. She was due to have a baby any day and I knew this was probably it. I began to get dressed and I noticed Suzette was lying on the bed watching me.

“Leaving so soon?” she asked.

“Gotta go, emergency,” I said, lifting the pager in the air.

“Walking home?” she asked, amusement in her eyes.

I raked my hands through my hair. Shit, I didn’t have my bike.

Before I could blink, she was off the bed and in my face, staring into my eyes. They were black once again, and before I could let out a curse, she whispered something and my world went black.

Hours later, I woke up alone in my own bed in my dorm, fully dressed, lying on top of the covers.

My pager was nowhere to be found.

I sat bolt upright in my bed, gasping. Scrubbing a hand across my face, I resisted the urge to yell out in frustration as my fists formed into balls. How many fucking times was I gonna have this goddamn nightmare? I punched the mattress.

I’d lived it... not dreamed it... I was supposed to wake up from a nightmare, relieved that it wasn’t real... but no, I had lived this shit. Now I had to relive it over and over. How was that fair? Hadn’t I been through enough?

Deciding yet again that a pity party wasn’t in my nature, I lay back down and took a deep breath, staring at the plain white ceiling of my tiny apartment.

I needed a distraction from the succubus who had changed my life forever, so I laced my hands together behind my head. Twenty years had passed since I had met that red-haired demon, and yet, I wasn’t sure a day had gone by that I hadn’t thought about her. And how could I avoid it? She was obviously still infiltrating my thoughts and dreams, even from the grave.

Which made me wonder if she was really and truly dead.
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Chapter 2
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Life In The Dirty South

––––––––
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I woke the next morning not completely rested but awake enough to function. Feeling this way was nothing new to me. This was how I existed daily. The night was my friend. The day, not so much. But in order to stay functioning like a “normal” person, I kept the human schedule. 

I showered, and after slopping some goop into my short, dark hair, I went down to the garage and realized I had another day of ordinary work ahead of me.

Make no mistake, I loved working on motorcycles, and I had learned a long time ago that not every minute of every day was going to be filled with adrenaline-fueled excitement. So I endured the mundane so I could afford to live for the excitement of vampire hunting. After all, it was a dangerous job and I lived for danger. But living a long life is freaking expensive, and I realized about ten years ago that I needed to live frugally and save money so I could continue doing what I loved... which was sending undead bloodsuckers back to hell.

My boots made prints in the oil and dust on the floor of Archie’s Garage as I entered with my backpack slung around my shoulder.

“Hey, kid,” Archie greeted, his bottom lip full of dip as he stood near a bike that was in about a million pieces. My coworker and friend, Nolan Bishop, lay under the bike tinkering with the exhaust pipe. I watched with mild interest until Archie broke my stare.

“There’s a Harley in the corner with your name on it,” Archie said, jutting his goatee toward the corner of the garage.

Nolan slid out from under the bike and sat up, looking up at me. “What’s up, Kovah?”

I grinned at my friend. “Nothing, man, just another manic Monday.”

“I bet that was your favorite song when you were a teenager,” he came back with a mischievous glint in his green eyes. “My mom loved it, too.”

“Fuck you, Bishop,” I said, biting back a grin and heading toward my assigned Harley to get to work.

I had met Nolan through Archie and learned that he, too, was having succubus problems. We’d sort of bonded over it and he loved to make comments referring to my real age. Nolan was only twenty-one, and once told me his mother and I were the same age. Unfortunately, his pretty mother and I didn’t look even close in age, and never would, as I was only twenty when the succubus took my soul and froze me in time.

I zipped up my coveralls, opened my toolbox, grabbed a wrench, and went to work on the Harley, but my mind was elsewhere... 
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Twenty Years Ago, Rochester, NY

I blinked repeatedly up at the ceiling of my dorm room, trying my hardest to remember what the hell had happened the night before. My head pounded in time with the analog clock on the wall, its second-hand ticking much, much louder than it normally did. I pressed my hands to the sides of my head to try to lessen the throb, and knew I needed to get up and find some aspirin.

I staggered to the small closet afforded to me in my dorm room and rummaged through the box I kept on the floor there. Relieved to find some aspirin, I knew there was no way I could swallow them dry since I already had the worst case of cottonmouth ever. I dragged myself out into the hallway and went into the communal bathroom, turning on the cold water tap and sticking my mouth under it to get some cool water down my parched throat. I swallowed the pills easily enough and then cupped my hands under the water, getting enough to splash my face with. I looked up into the scratched mirror and watched the water drip down my face. I was already sporting a five o’clock shadow at nine o’clock in the morning. I shook my head.

Damn Italian genes...

I narrowed my dark-blue eyes against the harsh light of the bathroom and used the water to slick my black hair off my forehead. I so needed to get back to bed. 

Slogging back to my room, I heard, “Dominic!”

I turned around a bit too quickly to see my roommate, Bryan, headed my way.

“Yo,” I said without enthusiasm.

“Where’d you go last night?” he asked.

I cocked an eyebrow at him and said, “What do you care? You and the other brothers ditched me at that fucking dive bar.”

He raked his fingers through his blond surfer haircut and then narrowed his eyes at me. “Dude, we tried to get you to leave. You told us to fuck off. You were pretty wasted, bro.”

I waved a hand and continued to walk to our dorm room as he followed. I didn’t say anything else because I really couldn’t remember much. 

As I flopped on my bed, Bryan continued to talk as he pulled a huge textbook from his backpack and flipped it open. He sat on his bed, looking over at me. “You didn’t get back here until, like, four this morning.”

Squeezing my eyes shut, I pinched the bridge of my nose and tried to will my headache to go away. “I don’t know, man. I met a chick, she took me back to her place, gave me a blowie, and I don’t remember what happened after that. She must have put me in a cab or something because I don’t remember getting back here.”

I cracked an eye open and looked over at Bryan, who stared at me with an eyebrow cocked. “A blowie?”

I chuckled, but it hurt my head. “Yeah, so? Don’t be jealous.”

“Nice,” he said, smiling and looking down at his textbook. 

I closed my eyes and flung an arm over my face, hoping his studying would be done so quietly so I could sleep some more. I really didn’t remember much past the fun of last night, let alone how I got here. I chalked it up to mixing tequila and whiskey and vowed not to drink hard liquor anymore.

As I drifted back to sleep, I suddenly remembered that the woman I’d been with last night had been a beautiful redhead. Suzette... that had been her name. She’d been stunning and sensual, but there was something else about her that was unforgettable:  Her black eyes. 

My eyes flew open as I finally remembered last night. All of it. What the hell? My head felt foggy and confused, and I couldn’t understand why I wasn’t more freaked out than I should have been. Why wasn’t I leaping off the bed in a frenzy, trying to figure out what happened?

Because I kind of didn’t care. Why didn’t I care? I was starting to get a migraine from trying to analyze this whole thing. I felt like I should be getting a sick feeling in my stomach and becoming angry about why I’d even gone home with that chick, or why I couldn’t remember how I’d gotten back to my dorm room... but I didn’t. I just kind of felt... nothing.

I must have drifted off, because when I woke hours later, I was alone in the room. I got up slowly, went to the bathroom, and took a shower. Not caring about my appearance whatsoever, I threw on a T-shirt and jeans, snatched my keys and wallet from the back pocket of last night’s pants from the floor, and flew out to the parking lot and to my motorcycle.

The grumbling vibration of the bike comforted me somehow, and when I pushed the throttle to get me going, I smiled ever so slightly as I tore off down the street with really nowhere in mind. I just needed to ride. I just needed to think. Like a magnet, I was drawn to the water, and within what seemed like a blink of an eye, I found myself at Seabreeze Amusement Park. I slowed the bike down and stopped at the edge, staring out at the sparkling, choppy water. After killing the engine, I dismounted the motorcycle and then shoved my keys into my pocket. I walked woodenly to the water’s edge. As I stood and stared at it, I watched the slow, lazy waves lick at the tips of my boots. 

Numbness... there was no other way to describe what was in my head and my heart. Trying so hard to analyze what had happened the night before, I began to get that headache again, the one that throbbed at my temples. It was almost like a warning, like I wasn’t meant to remember last night.

But I did. I know what I fucking saw. That crazy bitch went down on me, then afterward, as I was drifting off, she turned into some sort of monster. Her eyes had been black, I do remember that as clear as day... as they had been a very light crystal-blue beforehand, that much I knew, but after our... encounter... she’d looked a little crazy and deranged. 

“Argh!” I yelled with my hands pressing against the sides of my head. I crouched down and tucked my head into my center, growling low in my chest. This restless, panicked, anxious feeling in my gut was driving me crazy. I realized I’d been rocking back and forth when I felt a warm hand on my shoulder. I stood immediately, sucking in a deep breath to face whoever had touched me.

Encountering a pale, elderly lady, I immediately relaxed.

“Are you okay, young man?” she asked.

I nodded and swallowed thickly, raking a hand through my hair. “Yeah...”

She narrowed cloudy eyes at me. “You don’t look okay.”

Her small white dog began to bark and tug at its leash. I looked down and saw that it was baring its teeth at me, growling low in its throat. I then heard another growl and was horrified to realize it was coming from me.

The lady’s cloudy eyes bulged in their sockets and she bent down, gathered up her small dog, and shuffled away from me as quickly as she could.

Confused as to why I had growled back at a dog, I fished my keys from my pocket, ran back to my bike, and took off with no destination.
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Chapter 3
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Vampire Hunting

––––––––
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Present Day, Shreveport, LA

As if Mondays weren’t bad enough, I’d dropped a wrench, knocked over a bike, and had said the F word in front of three customers. To say my day was going to shit was an understatement.

“The hell is your problem, kid?” Archie asked, spitting chew into a white Styrofoam cup in his hand. He set the cup on his desk and went around it to sit down. 

I lifted a shoulder and let it fall, trying to act casual, but I was nervous as hell. “I... I don’t know. Not sleeping.”

This is ridiculous, I told myself. I never slept well. Was I really using the sleeping excuse? It was lame, at best. In all honesty, I hadn’t had a vivid-ass dream about her in such a long time, that it had shaken me... and that had just pissed me the hell off.

“Boss, it won’t happen again. I’m not sleeping well but I’ll try to fix that.”

Archie lifted an eyebrow at me. “I hope not.” Just then, his cell rang. He fished it from the pocket of his pants and answered it. “Yeah?”

There was silence, then his face went stony and somber. Finally, he spoke. “Riders meet tonight. Gonna nail those vampers.”

As he ended the call, I was still staring at him. “Care to share?” I boldly asked.

“Think you can drop the clumsy act long enough to go on a ride?” he asked with a wicked gleam in his eye.

By ride I knew he meant a hunt. Because the stupid succubus bitch was responsible for my current state of restlessness and apparent clumsiness, I forced a smile at killing one of her kind, put out my fist, and said, “Fuck yeah.”

Archie smiled and bumped his fist with mine. “We ride tonight, brother.”
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I stared in disbelief at the Greyhound bus station before us. 

“The bloodsucker is taking a... bus?” Ollie, one of the Rebel Riders asked. I looked at his salt-and-pepper Hollywood-style pompadour on his head, matching goatee, and tats that covered him from the tips of his fingers to his neck and hoped I looked as cool as him when I was in my mid-forties. Then I remembered I was in my forties but would never get gray hair.

Nor would I ever wear a fucking pompadour.

Archie nodded. “Yup. I wouldn’t believe it if I didn’t see it myself.”

“The shit-bag couldn’t hypnotize a human into taking him wherever he needed to go?” I asked, an unlit Marlboro loosely hanging between the two fingers of my right hand. I itched to light it.

Ollie lifted one massively muscled shoulder in a shrug. “Guess not. But we’ll get him.”

Archie pulled a can of Copenhagen from the back pocket of his worn jeans, screwed open the lid, and grabbed a huge pinch. When his bottom lip was full with the stuff, he looked at me. “The bus says it’s going to Kansas City.”

I glanced at him curiously and shoved a hand in my pocket for my lighter. “I say we stake him now. He may eat half the passengers on that damn bus.”

Archie curled in his bottom lip, scratching at the gray hairs at the top of his goatee. He leaned on his cane as he stared at the vampire in thought. We knew the bus wouldn’t leave for ten more minutes, but we had a decision to make, and I was itching to kill something.

After spitting a brown stream onto the concrete in front of the Shreveport Greyhound station, he turned to look at me. For the first time, I noticed the usual diamond stud he wore in his left ear had been replaced with a little gold cross. I bit back a laugh. “I agree. Kovah, you get on the bus and try to lure the leech to come off.”

I smiled, shoving the lighter back into my pocket and shoved the unlit cigarette behind my ear. “You got it, boss.”

I left my renegade comrades behind and made my way toward the obnoxious, rumbling diesel machine that threatened to take our vampire suspect out of our reach. 

This particular bloodsucker had gone on a rampage in Shreveport. We’d linked him to no less than five murders of human beings in the city. Three were homeless men and two were single women who frequented bars. This vampire prick was out of control, and the hell if the Rebel Riders were going to just let him slip out of the city and go on to terrorize another town. The leech had to be stopped and I was more than happy to do it. All of my rage, bitterness, and sorrow of losing my human life was poured into taking out pretty much any vampire who crossed my path. I held no belief that any of them could be “good” or even “rehabilitated.” No, that was for pansy, softhearted assholes who didn’t get what it was like to be around these monsters who had no regard for human life.

I stepped onto the bus, when the bus driver, an older Black man in a uniform with kind brown eyes, said, “Ticket?”

Shit.

I pulled off my sunglasses and waited for him to gasp at the milky-white color of my irises. When he did, I smiled. Capturing him with my gaze, I said, “I gave you my ticket about ten seconds ago. Surely you remember?”

He nodded in agreement and said, “Yes, you gave me a ticket.”

Replacing my glasses, I walked to the back of the bus where my newest victim sat gazing out of the window. I noticed his small suitcase sitting on the floor between his feet. 

He looked to be in his mid-twenties, but I figured, like me, he was much older. With modern eyeglasses and a clean haircut, he almost had a Son of Sam, nerdy but handsome, preppie look about him. I bit back a smile.

The vampire sniffed the air, thinking I wouldn’t notice, and then turned to look at me. I looked down at the empty seat next to his when his eyes met mine.

“Well, hello,” he said very friendly-like, his expression bordering between confusion and excitement. I’d seen that look before. I wasn’t sure how I smelled to vampires, but I was fairly sure I displayed both human and vampire scents, and that afforded me a very nice distraction as the leeches struggled to figure it out.

My sunglasses still firmly in place, I slipped into the empty seat and sat down, slinging my arm over the back of the seat. “Hey, vampire. Where ya headed?”

His eyes widened in surprise and I chuckled at the response I knew I’d get. He went to stand, but I shoved my hand down on his shoulder forcefully and smiled. “Stay, Michael McCoy. We have a lot to talk about.”

His blue eyes were still bulging in their sockets at the use of his real name, and as he quickly caught on, his expression turned dark as his eyes morphed to completely black. His fangs popped out, thrusting out of his mouth and poking him in the bottom lip.

I laughed, the dagger already in my hand. With one lightning-fast gaze around the bus, which was mostly empty except for a couple of humans seated near the front, I said, “Your fangs don’t scare me, asshole.” I didn’t even think before I plunged the dagger into his chest. I stood up and backed off quickly as his surprised face turned gray, then into ash, then into a big pile of something that required a broom and dustpan on the seat where he once sat.

Chuckling, I reached down, brushed ash from my black boots, and picked up Mr. McCoy’s suitcase. I whistled the theme to The Love Boat as I discreetly walked off the bus and over to Archie and the other riders with a grin on my face. I heard the driver put the bus into gear and then watched with satisfaction as it took off toward Kansas City with a bus full of humans and a seat at the back piled with gray ashes and human clothing.

I really couldn’t give two shits whether or not they questioned the ashes and clothing. Because honestly... it wasn’t my problem.

I thrusted the suitcase into Archie’s arms. He looked down at it. “What is this?”

“McCoy’s,” I replied, fishing the cigarette from behind my ear and the lighter from my pocket.

“Where’s the vamp?” Ollie asked through a lip full of chew.

I lit the smoke and blew a stream into the air. I narrowed my eyes at Ollie. “Dead. Again.”

A smile lit up his face and Archie put out his fist. “Nice.”

I bumped it with my own and watched as Archie set the case on the ground and unzipped it. Clothes, a bag of toiletries, a small black book, and a large, strange-looking box. He pulled it out and tore off its lid. A wave of smoke—or maybe it was steam—wafted out of it.

“Dry ice,” Archie murmured. He dumped the box upside down and out came half a dozen bags of blood.

Ollie made a face. “That’s fuckin’ disgusting.”

I nodded. “Hell yeah, it is.”

Archie put the bags back into the box, then the box into a nearby dumpster. He replaced the clothes and toiletries into the suitcase but kept the little black book. I watched as he re-zipped the suitcase and pulled out his lighter, flicked it to life, then tossed it onto the case, carefully setting it on fire. We all watched in reverent fascination as it burned down to almost nothing. Then Archie tossed what was left into the same dumpster.

We watched as Archie opened the little black book to find out that it was, in fact, a real, life little black book. Names and phone numbers, some with notes under the name, were scrawled in neat handwriting, all in alphabetical order throughout the pages.

“Flip to the back, where the Vs are,” I said, curious about something.

With his yellowed, calloused fingers, he flipped the pages until we found a handwritten subheading that just read “Vampires.”

“Wow, real discreet, this one,” I said dryly before taking another drag from my cigarette.

“Fuckin’ jackpot,” Ollie said, his eyes lighting up with excitement.

Archie nodded, smiling. “Got that right. These vampers ain’t so smart, are they? We got ourselves a kill list here, boys.”

“Yeah, we do!” Ollie said, punching the air with his fist.

His gesture reminded me of a time I had felt a small victory of my own...
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Twenty Years Ago, Rochester, NY

My bike seemed to have a mind of its own as it steered me to the dive bar where I’d spent my time the night before. In the harsh light of day, it didn’t hold the same magic. Its plain brown front and rickety ramp leading to the single entrance door looked bland and unremarkable. The cloudy windows with the unlit alcohol signs just looked sad. I sat straddled on my Harley, the engine still running and vibrating against my legs as I stared at the place.

Why had I come here?

I didn’t know.

What was I hoping to accomplish?

I didn’t know.

Where did Suzette live?

Now, that, I thought I knew.

A small but crazy smile began to form on my lips as I veered my bike away from the bar and toward downtown Rochester to see if I could locate where I’d been last night.

The wind sailed through my hair, which was a little shorter in the front than it was in the back. It reached my collar back there and looked pretty nice when I actually combed it. At this point, I didn’t care about my hair or anything else. I pushed the throttle faster, determined to find this Suzette chick and make her answer some questions. 

As I weaved in and out of traffic, I began to grow more anxious and agitated with every minute.

My driving grew erratic and unforgiveable. I cut off everyone and wove between the cars stopped in traffic, but I did not care. I could not care. I chanced a glance at the horizon and saw that the sun was sinking fast, and I smiled. The thought of the oncoming darkness of night made me happy for some reason. I craved it; I welcomed it.

The streets of downtown Rochester were eerily quiet as I made my way into its heart. The tall buildings shadowing the streets below lay quiet, and to respect the ambiance of the neighborhood, I killed the engine to the Harley. I sat quietly straddling my machine once I reached the modern high-rise condos that lined the glittering water’s edge. I sat and pondered what my next move should be.

There was no damn way I could remember what apartment number this Suzette chick lived in. I was far too wasted to have paid attention to that, not to mention we had been in a serious lip-lock when she’d unlocked her door. I sat wondering why I had even come here in the first place.

Looking over, I could see that what was left of the daylight was gone. The horizon was lit in dark pinks and oranges, and I could already see stars beginning to poke out overhead. Not sure why I was smiling, I turned my attention back to the apartment building to see a stunning but pale woman with long red hair in a black leather miniskirt and blood-red pumps come out of the apartment building. It was her, I just knew it. I watched as she walked half a block to a dark-colored Datsun 280ZX. I was off my bike faster than I knew I could move. Before she could put the key in to unlock her car door, I was in right on her.

“Suzette?” I asked, barely a foot in front of her.

She looked me up and down, and with an annoyed glance said, “Yeah? Who are you?”

“You honestly don’t remember me? I was in your bed less than twenty-four hours ago,” I said, incredulous.

She licked her teeth and then rolled her eyes, turning away from me to get into her car.

I became instantly enraged. I grabbed her by her ghostly white upper arm, spun her around, and looked into her eyes. “You have got to be fucking with me. You need to tell me what the hell you did to me last night. I don’t feel right. Did you put something in my drink? I won’t press charges, I promise, just tell me so I know how to get rid of it.”

She laughed without any humor, then tossed some hair behind her shoulder. “You have the wrong lady. Now piss off. I’m busy.”

Yanking her arm from my grasp, she reached out and pushed me hard in the chest with both hands, sending me flying back onto my ass. Her strength was incredible, and, momentarily stunned, I watched as she quickly got into her car, peeled out of the spot, and sped off down the street.

Shaking off the assault, I grew irate. I growled in the back of my throat and stalked inside the apartment building. I found a directory posted on the wall. Unfortunately, it was listed by last names, and four out of the twenty names listed had “S” as a first initial. Furthermore, Suzette might not even be her real name. I was still fuming from the way she’d treated me outside when I heard a voice.

“Who are you looking for?”

I turned to see a balding old timer in jeans, a checkered shirt, and suspenders looking at me with untrusting brown eyes.

Instantly trying to quell my anger, I offered him a fake smile and said, “Suzette, the redhead. She... ah, owes me some money.”

Lame excuse, but it was all I could come up with on the spot.

His wizened face lit up with amusement, and he cackled, leaning on his cane. “Suzette don’t owe nobody no money, boy.”

I swallowed down more anger that wanted to rise but kept the smile plastered on, happy he at least knew who I was talking about. “Which apartment is hers?” I asked, pointing to the board.

He shook his head and walked away, and then without turning around, called out, “Get lost, boy, she ain’t here. I think she works nights.”

Yeah, she works nights, all right, I thought. 

I didn’t even acknowledge the old man, but ran out to my bike and took off. I had to get some more sleep and think of a plan as to what I was going to do when I returned tomorrow evening.
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Chapter 4
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Formulate A Plot

––––––––
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Present Day, Shreveport, LA

We had picked off six of the twenty-two vampires listed in vampire Michael McCoy’s little black book the idiot had so nicely left us after I’d killed him.

Some had been fairly easy to locate, as we would call them and pretend to be blood dealers or donors, and they’d meet us in seedy, dark places where we’d instantly end them with a knife or a stake. The next vampire on the list had proved to be a little more elusive.

Manta LaRae was how the black book had her listed. We couldn’t figure out exactly what she was about. We weren’t sure if she had been a love interest of Michael’s, a vampire prostitute (yes those existed), or maybe a dealer herself. She never answered her phone, and the one time I’d left her a voicemail asking her to call me back in my most charming voice, she never did. Archie suggested we skip her and move to the next one on the list, but something about this one intrigued me; nagged at me. I loved a good challenge and wanted to find this Manta vampire.

Archie reluctantly agreed to let me try alternative methods to track her down, and with me being the most social media savvy of the bunch, I finally hit paydirt when I typed her ridiculous sounding name into one of the big social media sites on my phone.

I’d spent more than an hour perusing her page. Manta LaRae was one hot topic. I knew I’d found the right person when I had checked her profile and it showed she lived near Shreveport. I sent her a friend request, and after waiting a couple of days, she accepted.

I liked a few of her posts and then I watched what she was doing on social media—which wasn’t much, but a few days later, when her feed showed that she was attending a local event, I knew we’d know exactly where she’d be—and when. 

“What the fuck?” I said, my face two inches from my phone screen.

Archie threw back the shot he’d ordered and didn’t even wince at the whiskey burn. We sat at our favorite bar, Rico’s, relaxing after a long work week. 

“What?” he asked, staring at me with a questioning gaze.

“Vampire Ball? What in God’s name is that?”

One of the Riders, Aspen, piped up. “Oh, don’t get too excited”—he waved a dismissive hand—“that stupid-ass costume party goes on every year.” He pounded back the shot of Jack the same way Archie had.

“You boys sure it’s just a costume party? I mean, this vampire bitch just RSVP’d to it on Facebook,” I said, trying to sound smart.

Archie signaled for the waitress and she came over. “Annie, another round, honey.”

Annie, the waitress who had to be pushing fifty by now, smiled sweetly as she adjusted her top to try to accentuate her cleavage, and winked. “You got it, Arch.”

He grinned in triumph and turned his attention to me as a Metallica song began to play from a corner jukebox in this dive bar. “From what we’ve gathered, there are both real vampers and some posers that attend it,” he said. “But we have yet to figure out why the real ones go to this thing. Either to feed or to find new prospects, we aren’t sure.”
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