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“The most powerful weapon on Earth is the human soul on fire.” 

~ Ferdinand Foch
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Proposals & Perfidy

––––––––
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The last time I could remember sweating this much was when I played football in high school. The motorcycle I had been restoring just didn’t want to start. Who the hell bought a 1999 P.O.S. Kawasaki crotch-rocket and expected it to run, anyway?

I used a red oil rag to wipe my forehead and tossed it into a nearby bin. I had my coveralls stripped off before I reached the men’s room. Those too went into a bin, and I scrubbed my hands as best I could. After drying them off, I looked at my grimy fingernails, the dirt and grease smeared under them. I could vaguely remember my older sister’s warning when I told her I wasn’t going to college, but was going to restore old motorcycles instead. 

“Your hands will never be clean,” she had scolded as she made a face. “No girl wants to be touched by hands that look filthy all the time.” 

But I had proven her wrong. I’d been told many times that my hands looked strong and protective, despite the permanent half-moon of black under each nail.

I grabbed my backpack from out of my locker in the grungy men’s room and fished out my keys. My red and white Ducati Monster was parked right out front. I looped my arm through the other strap of the backpack and mounted my bike. It started with what passersby probably thought was an obnoxious rumble, but sounded more like a purr to me. I was about to shove the matching helmet on my head when I heard my name.

“Nolan!”

I slid the helmet back up and whipped around to face the direction of the voice. “Yeah, boss?”

The shop’s owner, Archie Ross, a man in his late fifties who lived hard and fast like he was still in his twenties, came lumbering out, waving an envelope. “Got the pay done early due to the holiday weekend ’n all.” He gimped up to my motorcycle, a wad of dip in his bottom lip.

I took the envelope and smiled at him. “Thanks, boss. This’ll come in handy this weekend.”

Archie reached up and scratched his head, the gray in his hair shining under the setting sun, a diamond stud glinting in his left ear. Archie was still in his coveralls, but I knew he would be in his leather vest and pants later tonight when he met with his motorcycle club. Archie walked with a limp from a stab wound to the thigh he’d received in the 1980s during a bar fight—or so I’d been told. 

He spat a wad of chew in a brown stream out onto the sidewalk and looked at me, raising his voice over the rumble of the bike. “No problem, kid. You gonna go show off the new bike this weekend?” He pointed at it.

I shook my head. “Nah, gonna take the car. My girl doesn’t like the bike so much.”

Archie laughed and shook his head as he limped away. “Women.”

I smiled again, folding the envelope and put it in my front pants pocket. I slid on my helmet. With a twist of the handlebar and a pulse of my foot, I was off, zooming down the street and weaving in and out of traffic with horns blaring at me.

It didn’t take much time to reach home. The large apartment complex was only five miles from the shop. It was one of those fancy ones with the immaculate landscaping, gym, tennis courts, and swimming pool.

Because a swimming pool wasn’t a luxury in Louisiana, it was a necessity.

Shreveport, a city with a small-town feel, was large enough to be the home to several big-name businesses, but was also known to be very family-oriented and slow-paced. There wasn’t much to do, but I had lived here all my life and I knew where the all hot spots were.

I parked my bike under the covered carport in spot 272 and dismounted the bike, my helmet under my arm. I sprinted up the stone steps to my apartment and slid the key in the lock. The place was clean and tidy, just the way I’d left it.

I always laughed when people would act shocked at my clean apartment. Just because I was a grease monkey and stayed dirty all day didn’t mean I liked my home that way, too. Refusing to get a roommate for that very reason, I was happy to live alone. I was twenty-one years old and enjoyed my solitude.

I closed and locked the door behind me. Dropping my backpack on the sofa, I then tossed my keys onto the kitchen counter. After snatching a bottle of water from the fridge, I cracked it open, practically downing its entire contents in one gulp. The humidity always made me thirsty, and since it was the start of the Fourth of July weekend, the heat was relentless. I pitched the empty bottle into the recycle bin and had most of my clothes peeled off my sweaty body before I reached the bedroom. I left them in a pile on the floor and went into the adjoining bathroom and started the shower. As it heated up, I looked at my reflection. I had a smudge of dirt—or was it grease?—on my forehead and I wiped it away. Lime-green eyes stared back at me, and I lifted a sleeved-up tattooed arm, flexing my bicep, admiring my newly developing biceps. I sucked in my stomach, which really wasn’t necessary since there was no fat there anyway, and ran my fingers over the bumps of an evolving six-pack. Scrubbing a hand along my short light-brown hair, I huffed at the light five o’clock shadow on my face. I grabbed the razor and shaving cream and decided to shave in the shower today.

As soon as I was as clean as I was going to get, I wrapped a white towel around my waist and padded into my bedroom. I was a bundle of nerves and excitement thinking about the upcoming weekend. I felt myself being pulled as if by an invisible rope to my sock drawer. I slid it open and plucked out the small black velvet box. I turned it around in my hand and carefully opened its lid with a squeak. Staring at the one-carat princess-cut solitaire diamond, I sighed. 

I remembered going to Sarah’s house while she had been at school and speaking to her father, asking for his permission to marry his daughter. Her father was a friendly man, but was overly concerned with education, and hadn’t been at all thrilled that I didn’t want to go to college. But with my natural charms and strong argument about how most good mechanics could make as much, if not more, than a lot of businessmen, her father had eventually relented and gave his blessing. I smiled at the memory.

I closed the lid, placed the box in my pocket, and wandered over to my closet, removing a large duffel bag to begin packing. I couldn’t wait to take Sarah to New Orleans this weekend and ask her to be my wife.
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I parked the bike in my usual spot in front of her condo and trotted up the slatted stone steps, excited to pick her up for our special weekend. I tried the doorknob before inserting the key she’d given me—one of my quirky habits—and was surprised to find the door unlocked. I eased the door open slowly with a furrow of my brow.

“Hello?” I called.

“Oh, shit!” said a male voice. 

My eyes went wide as time seemed to stand still, and then slowly propel forward as if in slow motion. I saw a tall man wearing absolutely nothing, holding one of the couch cushions in front of his family jewels, his brown eyes wide. Sarah, also wearing absolutely nothing, jumped up from the couch, her hair a nest of a mess. With smeared makeup, her lips looked swollen, and her hazel eyes were huge. Her cheeks were bright red, not only from embarrassment, but whisker rash, I was sure. The two were frozen as I stared at them. 

Sarah threw an arm across her breasts and yelled in shock. “Nolan!”

Then time seemed to speed up and stun me like a lightning bolt, and I flew into action. I threw my keys and phone to the floor and launched myself at the man, pushing him back down to the couch. Sarah moved away just in time, running into the bedroom as we went rounds. The guy was throwing punches in defense, but I had my hands wrapped around his throat, and I was squeezing. He managed to kick me in the chest and I went flying to the ground. The man jumped on me, but I pushed him off and pinned him to the ground. I had my right hand around his throat, and I was throwing left hooks at his face in quick succession. Blood flew out from the guy’s nose and splashed the light-colored carpet. I didn’t give a fuck.

Sarah came out and was now dressed, screaming at me to stop. I barely registered her demands, thinking she was going to be next if she didn’t shut up. I felt fingernails digging into my neck and shoulders as Sarah began to pull. Then, she slapped at my head.

“I’m gonna call the police if you don’t stop, Nolan! You’re gonna kill him!” she screamed.

That was enough for me to let up, and when the guy got a leg free, he gasped in air and immediately kicked me in the stomach. I bent over, coughing and sputtering. The asshole grabbed a pile of clothing from the floor and scurried out the door, covering himself with them as he raced down the stone steps.

I stood, panting from the kick to the gut with a hand wrapped around my middle. With eyes burning with unshed tears, I turned to Sarah and glared at her, half in disbelief and half in rage.

“Nolan, please,” she whimpered, trying to touch me. “You weren’t supposed to be here until six. I’m sor—”

I coughed once more. “Save it. I don’t ever want to see you again. Your shit will be on my porch, come get it by midnight or I’m burning it.”

With my arm still wrapped around my stomach, I grabbed my keys and phone from the floor, stalked to the door, and slammed it behind me. Sarah was screaming for me to wait, but I barely heard her. I wouldn’t hear her. I got on my bike and drove off with no destination at all.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter 2
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The Blue Room

––––––––
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Reds and golds painted the heavens of the horizon. The lake was calm as the sun began to set where the gently rippling water met the sky. A few broken clouds were scattered throughout the sunset, but the scene was otherwise breathtaking. There was only a slight warm wind, and the air was as thick and as heavy as my heart.

I sat on the pier’s wooden dock next to a boat slip on Cross Lake. The dock jutted out into the lake and I had my bare feet in the water. A small cane fishing pole was set next to a bucket of lures and worms, its line lying lazily in the water, but I wasn’t getting any bites. Just my luck, I thought as I stared at the sad pole.

I gazed back up at the beautiful sunset and wondered what I’d done; where I’d gone wrong. Hadn’t I given her everything? What else could she have possibly wanted? 

I hadn’t seen or spoken to Sarah in over a month. She’d tried calling my cell, the motorcycle shop, even my parents’ house, but I wouldn’t take her calls. What could she have to say? She was sorry? There was no coming back from that. There was no Hallmark card for “I’m sorry I fucked some dude on the couch you bought for me.” No amount of talking, apologizing, or justification could make me forgive her. She’d never bothered to come get her stuff, so I threw it in a box and wrote “FREE” on it before setting it on the curb outside the apartments. It had been gone by the next day.

Apparently, during the scuffle, the damn ring had fallen out of my pocket in Sarah’s apartment. After she’d finally given up on the phone calls, she’d had the decency to return it to my parents. I had yet to go pick it up, because that would mean facing my parents, too. Not to mention the embarrassing and arduous task of either trying to return it or, or worse, taking it to a pawn shop and getting a third of what I paid for it.

Now that I thought about it, I should have just let her keep the defiled hunk of metal and stone.

And that jerkoff who so carelessly violated her on her couch, no thoughts about anyone other than himself and his needs. I vowed if I ever saw that guy again, I was going to fold his teeth back with my fist.

My stomach roiled and my heart clenched painfully in my chest at the thought of her face. Despite the pain, I was angry at myself for missing her. I tried to keep thinking about that day, the gravity of her betrayal and disgusting behavior, but all I kept remembering were the happy times. The beginning of our relationship to the end, and what was once the happiest day of my life when I’d bought that ring and booked that trip. Her shiny blonde hair and playful hazel eyes floated through my brain and I closed my eyes, wishing the visions away. 

My stomach grumbled, this time in hunger, but I ignored it. I’d just have to poke another hole in my belt because the thought of food was still revolting to me.

I glanced at my cell phone sitting to me. I gasped a little when I realized I’d been here for three hours. I collected the pole and lures, shoved my phone into my pocket, and stood up, wincing at the pins and needles zipping down my legs from too much time sitting. I normally never sat this long, but lately, I’d not had much energy for anything else, and fishing helped clear my mind.

As I drove back to my apartment in town, I gazed at the lake once more as I rushed by it, grateful for its beauty and solitude to help ease my aching soul. I felt as if Sarah had ripped a piece of it out when she’d left, and I resolved that no other woman would ever do that to me again.
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I trudged up the stairs to my apartment and had just opened the door when my phone chirped with an incoming text. I set my things down and clicked on it. My friend Parker was urging me, once again, to go out to a club with them. I let out a breath, and with my thumb hovering uncertainly over the screen, I debated on how to respond.

I had to admit that I was getting tired of sitting home on the weekends, watching TV and drinking beer alone. My friends, Parker Mathis and Brennan Diaz, had been sympathetic to my plight, and felt a night of partying would cure my heartsick condition.

In a moment of weakness, I responded I’d be there and asked for details. I plugged my phone into its charger on the dining room table and went into the bathroom to shower.

After washing away my melancholy under the hot water, I got out and swiped a hand over the mirror to clear the fog. I began brushing my teeth as I studied my face and rubbed at the dark smudges under my eyes. It was clear the fitful sleep was catching up to me, along with not eating properly. I no longer had to suck in my stomach, as it was concave on its own, all the hard work of the six-pack I’d been developing at the gym before the breakup now gone. I could even see a few ribs poking through. I shook my head and became angry that I’d allowed that whore to do that to me.

No, Nolan, you allowed it, a little voice told me. You should have been a better boyfriend. I shook my head again and realized the little voice could suck it. “You can’t help how you feel, but you can control your actions.” I parroted the words of my big sister, who loved to dish out advice and clichés like ice cream.

But had I allowed it? Hadn’t I given her all she ever wanted? Maybe that was the problem. Women these days... they wanted men who were assholes to them. The bad boys. Maybe I should turn into a raging jerk player like my friend Parker; maybe I’d get a woman who was faithful to me. I shook my head. No matter how hard I tried, there was no way I’d be able to treat women like Parker did.

I went back out to my kitchen, wrapped in nothing but a towel, and checked my phone again. Turned out Parker had invited me to a new club that had recently opened up in the industrial section of town. Strange place for a club, I thought, but then Parker explained that abandoned warehouses not only have great space and acoustics, they also don’t get complaints from neighbors about noise.

Padding back to my bedroom and over to my closet, I chose a red button-down shirt and some fitted jeans. I slid them over my lithe body, tightening the brown leather belt to the very last notch to keep them up, and sprayed my newest cologne across my body. I gave myself the once-over in the mirror. I thought I looked pretty damn good, considering I’d been tinkering with motorcycle parts for a few hours before my fishing trip, and had just had my heart ripped out over a month ago.

I scrubbed a hand through my too-long hair. Gone was the buzz cut, replaced by something longer that would require some sort of hair product. I searched the bathroom drawers until I found some and rubbed it onto my head, leaving it messy-looking. I’d get a haircut during the week sometime. I had forgotten to shave, too, but didn’t care about that, either. I thought the stubble matched my purposely-messy hairstyle.

Content that I wasn’t getting any younger staring at my reflection, I wandered into my kitchen and pulled two slices of cold pizza from the fridge. I munched on them as I scrolled through the text messages on my phone. I had received four while getting ready.

One from a girl I met last week at a coffee shop, whom I gave my number to in a fleeting pass of bad judgment, and now regretted. 

Delete.

Two more from Parker with directions and a demand of assurance, asking if I was still going. I responded with the affirmative.

The last was from my mother, saying hi. I supposed I should be grateful my mother actually texted and didn’t call all the time like most mothers did. She only lived across town, and I always tried to visit my parents on weekends, so I shot a quick text back saying I was fine and would be by tomorrow for a long-overdue visit.

With two pieces of cold pizza forced down the hatch, I checked my wallet to ensure I had some cash, to which I realized I only had a five-dollar bill, and remembered my paycheck. I sprinted over to my hamper and searched the pockets of my jeans until I located the folded paycheck. I ripped open the envelope, tore off the stub, and placed it in my wallet for deposit at the ATM on my way to the club to meet the guys for a night of who knew what.

I walked out of the comfortable air conditioning of my apartment and into the heat and humidity, inhaling a deep breath, feeling as if I was breathing in pea soup.
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My Ducati thundered to a stop in front of flashing blue lights. I got out and parked it on the side of the building, away from the flashy sports cars and jacked-up trucks.

Until I’d reached the club, the warehouse district in Shreveport had been eerily quiet. The club had a strange feel to it, being in such a deserted area. I let out a breath when I saw Parker and Brennan standing at the front of the line. A large bouncer stood at the door, checking IDs under a large blue sign that read The Blue Room in fancy script writing. It was the only fancy thing about the place.

Parker, with his short, dark hair, tanned skin, and blue eyes, always got whatever woman he wanted. In fact, he appeared to be talking to one right now. My other friend, Brennan, wasn’t so lucky. Dark, but neat hair, brown eyes, and barely clearing five-foot-seven, he always had on boots and a hat to try to make himself taller, but still never got much play from the ladies.

I made my way over to the boys and bumped fists. They were dressed similarly to me, in nice club wear and smelling manly.

“Have you ever been here before?” I asked Parker, pointing to the large blue sign.

Parker shook his head. “Nope, it just opened last weekend, man.” He smirked at me, giving me the once-over. “I’m glad you could make it. Although you look like you could use a sandwich or two.”

I nodded. “Yeah, don’t get me started...”

Brennan adjusted his baseball cap. “What kinda music they play here?”

“Hip-hop and Top-40, I think,” Parker said, looking into the sky as if the answer was there.

I laughed. “Yeah, can’t you hear Kanye’s voice pumping out through the door?”

Parker pulled a piece of lint off his black shirt. “Yeah, well, I don’t care what kind of music they playin’ in here. I came here for the hot girls. I heard it was off the chain last weekend.”

I looked around. “Looks like it might be the same this weekend, too.” I motioned to the line.

We finally reached the door, showed IDs, paid our covers, and wandered inside. We made our way to the bar and each ordered beer. Strolling back into the shadowy recesses of the club, we stood around the dark establishment, watching people on the dance floor as they bumped and grinded to the booming bass blasting out of the massive speakers mounted to the ceiling and walls. A DJ booth was displayed at the helm of the dance floor, and an Asian guy with a large set of headphones was running the show, sweat already dribbling out of his spiky haircut. He was mixing music as if it was the only thing in the world he was meant to do.

As I lifted the beer to take a sip, the bottle paused at my lips when I spotted her. A gorgeous redhead with a short, straight haircut swaggered into the club on a set of white stilettos, a beautiful pair of creamy legs poured into them. Her white shorts and sky-blue tank top made her red hair stand out. She had a vixen look about her; harsh slices of eyeliner smeared around her pale-blue eyes, pink lip gloss popping off her mouth like a set of strobe lights.

She briefly made eye contact with me and smiled, chomping on gum and giving me a wink as she sauntered up to the bar. She was flanked by three girls, a blonde, a brunette, both with long wavy hair, and a beautiful Black girl with sleek raven-colored hair. All girls were dressed similarly in high heels and shorts or skirts.

I went to nudge Parker—or Brennan, whoever was closest—but realized I didn’t need to. They were already staring at the quad of girls, along with every other person in the club, male and female. They looked like the Southern version of the Pussycat Dolls—and we could tell that they knew it, too.

“Holy shit,” Brennan breathed. “That blonde is way hot.”

Parker took a sip of his beer and nodded his head. “They all are.”

I whistled through my teeth. “That redhead is awakening parts of my anatomy I thought were out of commission.”

The three of us laughed at my joke and watched the girls until they all had colorful drinks held in their well-manicured fingers. They made their way to a VIP seating area in the corner of the club marked RESERVED.

“Should we go talk to them?” Brennan asked, downing the rest of his beer. 

I laughed and used my bottle to point toward the girls. “Yeah, dude. Take a number.”

The four girls already had a line of male admirers trying to get into the VIP area of the club. A large, tattooed Black man, with a small strip of hair in a mohawk at the top, was picking them off one by one. And one by one, each dejected male would leave the area with their heads down, the promise of talking to the pretty girls a lost hope of the night.

I stared at the girls again. The club was dark, and I strained to see them sitting under the harsh red lights of the VIP area, but I could definitely see the redhead. Her hair made flaming by the club’s lights, she seemed to look at me again, and I swore I saw her wink at me once. 

“I think we should go talk to them,” I suddenly said, the liquid courage of my third beer setting into motion what was the first in a series of bad decisions.

Parker and Brennan looked at me like I had a tree growing out of my forehead. 

“Are you blind, dude?” Brennan asked, pointing with his second beer. “Those other guys just got bounced by the bouncer.” He then laughed at his own pun.

“Seriously. But you should go try. In fact, next round is on me if you can get through Mr. T over there,” Parker mused.

With my confidence rising by the second, I displayed a cocky grin and said, “You’re on, asswipe!”

We bumped fists.

I began walking—no, swaggering—over to the VIP area. I kept my gaze locked on the redhead, and she glanced back occasionally, offering me a lippy smile. I stopped at the bar once more and ordered something a little stiffer—a Jack and Coke. After tipping the bartender, I flicked the little black straw into a nearby trashcan. I downed most of it in one gulp, trying not to wince at the burn, wandered over to the VIP area, and spoke directly to the bouncer.

“Hi, I think Red over there wants to invite me in.” I looked at her, and without breaking eye contact, said, “Don’t you, sweetheart?”

Holy crap, where did that come from? 

Her friends broke out in a laugh as they watched the interaction. I turned my attention back to the very large and scary-looking bouncer, who was clearly not amused. He had his massive arms folded over his chest, and after staring him down for a few intimidating moments, I turned my attention to the redhead, seemingly for permission. She bit her lip ever so slightly, as if trying to make a decision she knew she had already made, and then nodded to the bouncer. 

Before entering the VIP, I finished the rest of my cocktail, and said, “I’m happy to join you, but my friends are gonna need some company, too.” I hooked a thumb toward Parker and Brennan, who practically had their mouths open, and then looked back at Red. She grinned as if amused, then nodded to the bouncer again. I slowly turned back around and beckoned my friends over. They practically tripped over themselves on their way over to the lounge. 

Before entering the VIP area, the bouncer pat-searched us one by one, running his large hands over our chests, waistbands, and pantlegs to ensure we had no weapons. I had my arms spread out on either side of me, keeping eye contact with the redhead as I got searched.

Once the bouncer was done, I walked up the two steps and took a seat right next to her. Parker and Brennan took seats randomly on the black leather couches amongst the other beautiful ladies.

I went to take another sip of my drink, not breaking eye contact with the redhead, when I realized it was now empty. My head was starting to spin from the booze, so I set the glass on a round table in front of me. “Hi, I’m Nolan. Thanks for the invite.”

She laughed. “I’m Eva, and I didn’t invite you. But you’re persistent, and I like that.”
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Chapter 3
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Succubus

––––––––
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Parker and Brennan seemed to be having the time of their lives. Brennan fingered a curl of the blonde’s hair, and Parker was sandwiched between the brunette and the dark-skinned beauty. He looked to be in pure heaven.

Eva ran a shiny black fingernail down the buttons of my shirt while looking at me. “So, Nolan, what do you want to talk about now that you’ve wormed your way into the VIP area?” she asked with a smirk. 

I thought her voice sounded like a melody, purring from her mouth in breathy tones that made me want to do wicked things to her.

I scrutinized her shiny pink lips and looked back into her light eyes. “First, you tell me how you got into this VIP area. You pay for a couple hours or somethin’?” I asked.

She threw her head back and laughed again, her straight red hair swishing along her shoulders. “No, silly. My uncle owns the club. I get first dibs on whatever lounge I want.”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “Seriously? Your uncle owns this place? Since when?”

She ignored my question and said, “So, what do you do, Nolan?”

With my hands resting on my knees, I replied, “I restore old bikes.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Bikes? Oh, like motorcycles?”

“Yeah.” I laughed. “It’s kinda like getting paid for doing a hobby.”

She looked down at my hands and said, “You do have strong hands. I bet you can do a lot with them.”

I just laughed again and said, “Oh, yeah. So, you didn’t answer my question, Eva. When did your uncle buy this place?”

She licked her lips as her blue eyes shifted around before coming back to mine. “Okay.” She moved in very close to me. “My daddy actually owns it too, but don’t tell anyone, okay?”

Now, she was an inch from my face. I could smell the alcohol on her breath and the strawberry scent of her lip gloss. I sucked in a breath, nervous, but excited. Not since Sarah had I been in this close of proximity to a woman. I had to admit—it had been a while. Eva was awakening parts of me I thought were closed for business. With the alcohol still running through my system, and my inhibitions tossed away, I made up my mind that if this extremely hot woman wanted to come home with me tonight, I was game. 

I inhaled her scent and felt my entire body relax more. “I won’t tell anyone. I can keep lots of secrets, Eva.” I fixed her with an intense stare as I licked my lips.

Her mouth twisted into a half-grin. Then she opened those pillowy pink lips and moved in closer to me. Her mouth softly brushed mine as she whispered, “That’s good, Nolan, because I have a lot of secrets.”

With no more control left, I leaned forward and captured her mouth, hungrily accepting all she returned. Her tongue playfully mingled with mine, causing goosebumps to pepper my entire body. I lightly placed my hand on her jaw. Her hand that was resting on my thigh slid up into dangerous territory, and I gasped when she boldly went where no woman had gone in a very long time. 

Or, at least it sure felt that way.

She pulled her mouth back slightly, and suddenly, the room seemed to go still. As I gazed into her eyes, no more music could be heard. No lights were flashing. My friends were gone. The room went black and the only thing in my vision was her piercing blue eyes framed in violent black, and a blunt line of red bangs curtaining them as if they were going to shut down the show at any minute.

As she sucked in a breath right out my mouth, I lost all my air. I lost my sight. I lost my sense of smell. I lost my mind. The only sense I had left was touch, and every nerve-ending felt as if it were being doused with ice water. She tipped her head back and made a brief but odd screeching-sucking noise that jerked me back into reality. I blinked, unseeing, at her beautiful face.

Life resumed again, the thudding bass from a hip-hop song played in my ears with fierce intensity. The smell of alcohol and sweat floated into my nostrils, and I jerked my head forward and looked right into Eva’s eyes. Eyes that were now blue again where I could have sworn had been jet-black with no pupils at all just seconds ago. My jeans felt like they’d shrunk two sizes, and as I looked into her smiling face, I noticed her cheeks were red and flushed. 

I ran the tip of my finger down her pallid, freckled arm. Then, leaning in close, I breathed in her ear, “Wanna get out of here, sweetheart?”

She sucked in her cheeks and gave a condescending smile. “No, Nolan. I think I’m good.”

Shock rippled through me and I couldn’t compose myself as my mouth opened slightly. I was going to say something, but then closed it again, unsure what was left.

My chest felt heavy. My mind fuzzy, but my thoughts were disturbed. My emotions seemed nonexistent. I flipped my head around to look at my buddies and noticed they were smiling at their female companions. They seemed to be having a good time, oblivious to my moment of confusion and the bizarre kiss I’d just had with the redhead.

I stood and looked down at Eva, who had a large cocktail glass to her lips, the pink liquid inside it sliding into her mouth with ease. A cocky grin formed around the glass as satisfaction and flirtation danced in her eyes.

I grew angry—no, anger wasn’t the right word—I felt indifferent. I suddenly couldn’t care less about this woman. I felt dead inside. Nothing about me cared for her any longer. She didn’t even seem that attractive to me anymore. My head spun. I needed to get home.

“Hey, guys, I’m gonna take off,” I shouted over the music, my eyes flicking between Brennan and Parker and their dates.

Neither of them hardly took notice of me. The blonde’s hand was slithering up under Brennan’s shirt. Parker’s hand was on the brunette’s bare thigh, his eyes closed, and her palm glided over his hair as she kissed his neck.

I stumbled out of the club, dizzy, confused, and trying to catch my breath. When I reached my bike, I bent with my hands on my thighs and sucked in gulps of hot, Louisiana night air. I felt as if I had run a marathon and was suddenly very sober.

I tried to internally digest what had just happened. Sure, I’d kissed plenty of girls before. All right, that was kind of a lie. I’d kissed five. One in middle school, a few in high school, then Sarah. But none had felt like that. None had had the intensity of the one I’d shared with Eva. None had taken my breath away and made the world disappear temporarily. So why didn’t she want to continue the passion back at my place—or hers? I couldn’t figure it out, but I suddenly realized that I didn’t care. Shouldn’t I be feeling something? Disappointment? Anger? Frustration? I felt nothing. All I felt was hungover and tired.

Shaking my head, I fished my keys from the pocket of my jeans. I flung my leg over the leather seat of the Ducati, started it up, and thundered off down the street. I didn’t bother with the helmet or the law as I headed toward my apartment to sleep off whatever this was.
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The shrill of the ringtone bolted me out of sleep. Without opening my eyes, I patted my nightstand until I located the offensive device and hit a button, dragging it to my ear.

“Yeah,” I mumbled.

My eyes opened halfway and I closed them again. Yellow light streamed in through the blinds I forgot to close the previous night and assaulted my sensitive pupils. I rolled over and sat up, placing my feet on the floor. I ran a hand through my hair with the phone still to my ear.

“What time is it?” I asked my sister on the other end.

My eyes flew fully open. “What! Damn. I musta been more tired than I thought. I’ll be over in a bit. Give me thirty.”

I ended the call and stared at the screen incredulously. How did I sleep in until two in the afternoon? I slogged out of bed and tossed the phone onto it. Stripping off the clothes I was still wearing from the night before, I started a hot shower and waited for it to heat up. I looked in the quickly-fogging mirror like I always did and realized I didn’t look as bad as I thought I would for being as hungover as I felt. My eyes were a bit bloodshot, but the dark circles were gone and I looked rather pale.

I opened the glass shower door, and after closing it behind me, I watched how it quickly fogged back up. Dipping my head under the shower, I groaned as the hot water rained over my body, massaging my very taut muscles. I scrubbed hands over my face and grabbed for the shampoo bottle, then squirted some into my hand and massaged it into my hair. After a good head-to-toe scrubbing, I emerged from the shower feeling somewhat better. I still couldn’t believe I had slept in until two! I completely missed brunch at my folks’ house, but was headed there now to see them. 

After throwing on a pair of shiny black athletic shorts and an LSU T-shirt, I snatched up my motorcycle keys and phone and darted outside.
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I rounded the corner to my parents’ house. They still lived in the home I’d grown up in, a large ranch-style house on two acres of property. My parents raised and boarded horses as their retirement income, but I had always had a horse growing up. As I rumbled to a stop outside the home, I turned off the ignition. I looked out to see my brown and white horse, Juniper, grazing in the field. My parents had since erected a large set of stables that could house up to twenty horses, and I was happy Juniper had such nice accommodations.

Without knocking, I walked straight in, making my way to the living room where I knew everyone would be. A pitcher of sweet tea sat on an antique tea-cart in the corner, and next to it was a blue tin of cookies. 

My sister, Natalie, popped up off the couch, ran over, and threw her arms around me. “Hey, sleepyhead!”

I wrapped my arms around my much shorter sister and kissed the top of her head. “Late night,” I mumbled into her dark hair.

She looked up at me. “I’m just glad you got out. Who were you with?” she asked, leading me to the sofa to sit.

“Where are Mom and Dad?” I asked, snatching a cookie from the cart before sitting on an adjoining loveseat.

“Dad’s out back, and Mom’s in the bathroom.”

Just then my mother, Abby, came out. Her face lit up when she saw her only son. “Come here, boy. Where you been?”

I hugged my mom. “Sorry, Ma, I’ve been away. Just haven’t felt like I’d be very good company lately.”

“Oh, nonsense. I know you’re still upset about Sarah, but we’s family, boy. You don’t let some dumb girl keep you from seeing your mama.”

“Mom. He knows that. He just needed some time to himself,” Natalie said, defending me.

Our mother nodded and sat on the sofa after pouring herself a glass of sweet tea. She set the sweating glass on a coaster.

“So, you didn’t answer my question. Who did you go out with, Nonie?” 

I cringed; I hated that nickname. “Just Parker and Brennan.” I looked down at my fingernails subconsciously. My sister always commented on how dirty they were so I was checking to be sure they weren’t.

“Those boys are trouble, but at least you got out. Where did you go?”

Geez, what is this, an inquisition? I sighed. “To that Blue Room place in the warehouse district.”

Natalie wrinkled her nose. “I haven’t heard good things. Lots of fights and stuff.”

I lifted a shoulder in a shrug and swallowed the bite of cookie I’d been munching on. “I didn’t have any problems.”

Mom beamed. “So did you meet anyone special?”

I laughed and shook my head. “At a bar? No. I was talking to some redhead, but she was just a big tease is all she was.”

“Nolan Andrew Bishop!” my mother snapped.

I heard the back screen door slam and we all turned to see my father come in. He was in his overalls and rubber wading boots. He yanked off his canvas gloves and set them on the counter. Smiling as he spotted me, he hurried over and hugged me. 

“Hey, son! Where ya been, boy? I was beginnin’ to worry about ya!”

“Hey, Dad. I’ve been around. I’ve missed you. You been cleaning out the lake again?”

My father laughed. “It’s more like a pond, but yeah. Horses like to mosey over there and drink from it. I was skimming it for algae and such.”

My father, Mark, was a big guy, well over six foot, with receding wavy blond hair and a permanent reddish-brown sunburn on his skin. He had the same lime-green colored eyes, while my sister shared brown hair and light-brown eyes like our mother.

Dad went to the breadbox on the kitchen counter and slid the door up by its small knob. He pulled something out of it and walked over to me. “Here.” He plunked the object in my hand.

I looked down to see the small black ring box and frowned. 

“Sarah dropped that by some months ago. We kept it safe for ya in case you wanted to try to return it or somethin’,” my dad said with a sympathetic look. He then walked away and began scrubbing his hands in the sink.

My eyes were still on the black box. I swallowed the lump in my throat and cursed myself for still being upset about the breakup. I couldn’t believe how much emotion the box itself stirred up in me, and I didn’t have the heart to crack the lid open and look at the sullied ring. I felt an arm around me.

“Come on, come sit back down,” my sister said, patting the sofa.

I sat, the box still burning a hole in my hand, and I didn’t look up from it. 

Natalie reached over and gently pried it from my fingers. “If you have the receipt, I can go return this for you.”

I shook my head. “I do, but they won’t let you. I have to do it, they want to see the credit card I used, ID, and all that. I already called.”

“I’ll go with you,” she said, squeezing my hand.

I stood up, shoved the box into my pocket, and said, “I think I’m gonna go.”

“No! You just got here. Please stay for dinner? I’ll fix your favorite,” my mother pled, standing.

I looked into my mom’s sweet brown eyes, then snatched a glance at Natalie, who had the same look on her face. Not feeling like eating, but knowing I needed to stop being a big, sulking baby, I sighed. “All right.”

The four-hour visit turned out to be good for me. I always felt better being around my family and I vowed I wouldn’t stay away so long next time. My dad walked me out to the driveway and whistled through his teeth. 

He eyed the Ducati and said, “What happened to the Honda?”

I pointed at the bike. “A rich dude came in with three older Ducatis and said if I fixed the other two for free, I could keep the older one. This one’s almost six years old, but of course I’ve fixed it up a little.”

“Well, that was a good deal.”

I snorted. “Took me almost a month to restore the other two, but yeah, totally worth it.”

I gave my father a manly one-armed hug, and with the offensive ring box still in my pocket, I got on my bike and drove away into the night, suddenly feeling very tired and drained again. On my way home, I remembered I needed a few things at the store. Cursing myself for bringing my bike instead of the car, I told myself I’d only grab the bare necessities and go back tomorrow for more with the car.
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Chapter 4
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B.S.I.

––––––––

[image: image]


I pulled into the lot of the Stop-N-Shop and parked my bike on the side of the small building. After entering the store, I snatched a green shopping basket and made my way to the coffee aisle. I stared at the not-so-large selection of coffee and decided on a generic brand. As I plopped the orange bag into the basket hanging over my arm, I looked up and saw her. I froze as my eyes fixed on the redhead at the end of the aisle, who was loading items into a wall freezer from a small cart. Something looked different about her, but I couldn’t figure it out, as my eyes were fixed on her icy blue ones.

She, too, was frozen on the spot, staring at me, but her face was a mask of confusion mixed with intrigue.

I made my way slowly toward her, and the corners of my mouth twisted into a slight grin. “Hi, Eva. I didn’t expect to see you here. Or, ever...”

She placed the items back in her cart and removed her gloves. She frowned, plunking her pale hands on her slender hips. “I’m not Eva.”

My eyebrows bunched together in confusion, and I looked at her closely again, realizing her red hair was very long and curly, but her face was the same. I kept a polite expression, but was confused. “What do you mean? We met last night, or do you not remember me fighting every man in the place for a spot next to you on the VIP couch?”

Her face grew even more grave. “Eva’s my twin sister. You met her last night? Where?”

A look of surprise was quickly replaced with chagrin. “Uh, yes, I suppose I did. At The Blue Room. You two must be identical...” I replied.

“You didn’t kiss her, did you?” she asked.

I was taken aback. “Um, that’s kind of a personal question. Why do you want to know?”

“Tell me!” she demanded.

I was very put off by her and shook my head, walking away from the deranged girl. I concluded both twins were crazy and hoped I never saw neither one ever again. After I paid for my items, I couldn’t leave the store fast enough.
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As my motorcycle rumbled up to the apartment complex, I pulled into my parking spot under the carport, but noticed a plain white sedan parked in the spot next to my Charger. A man sat in the sedan but quickly got out when he spotted me.

I ignored the guy and made my way to the stone staircase that would take me to my apartment.

“Nolan Bishop?”

I closed my eyes. Great, what did I do now? Only cops drove those not-so-inconspicuous plain white Fords. I turned around, holding my backpack in one hand and my keys in the other. “Yeah?”

The clean-shaven man who approached me smiled slightly, trying to look nonthreatening. He looked to be in his early forties and wore a plain, dark three-piece suit with a navy-blue tie. His hair was thinning, but not gone, and his light eyes regarded me. He slid a small, black ID holder from his breast pocket and flipped it open. “Special Agent Roger Nelson, U.S. Department of Justice. Do you have a minute?”

I felt a rush of adrenaline zip through my body and flush my face. I was alarmed, wondering what on earth the Justice Department could want with me. “Uh, sure. What’s this about?”

Agent Nelson smiled. “I just need to ask you a couple of questions about your whereabouts last night. Is there someplace private we could speak?”

I swallowed hard. What the hell could he want with me? “My apartment’s just up there.” I pointed.

“That would be great,” said Agent Nelson with a friendly expression.

We reached the top, and as I nervously unlocked the door, Agent Nelson said, “It’s a nice night, isn’t it?”

“Uh, yeah. Hot, but nice, I guess.”

I flipped on lights as I went in and pointed to the couch. “You can sit there. I need to put these away.” Out of my backpack, I pulled out the grocery bag that contained three items: Milk, creamer, and coffee. I had been too flustered by seeing Eva, or whoever she was, at the Stop-N-Shop to remember what else I needed. I carefully put the items away and turned and looked at the agent.

“Uh, do you want something to drink? I have beer, water, and uh, coffee.” 

Agent Nelson replied, “No, thanks. I’m good.”

I went to the living room, sat on the recliner next to the sofa, and said, “What is this about?”

“You went to The Blue Room last night?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

The agent cleared his throat. “Had you ever been there before?”

“No. First time.”

“I see,” Agent Nelson said. He was writing on a small notepad. “And did you meet anyone new while you were there?”

I was already annoyed by the questions, and this stranger wasn’t helping my already sour mood. I lifted an eyebrow and folded my arms. “Judging by your questions, I’m thinking that you already know I did.”

“I see,” he said again. “So, the woman you met... what was her name?”

“She said her name was Eva. I didn’t get a last name.” I took a deep breath and continued before the agent could fire off questions I already knew he would ask. “She had short, straight red hair, a lot of makeup, long legs, and a great rack.”

Agent Nelson chuckled a little and continued writing. “Okay, fair enough. Great... rack. Got it. So, what did you and this Eva talk about?”

I shook my head. “You know, not much. I just asked how she got into the VIP area, she said her uncle owned the club. But wait... that’s what was weird. Then she said she lied and her daddy really owned it. Or something. It was really strange, but I was pretty buzzed and didn’t really care. I just wanted one thing.”

The agent lifted his gaze from the notepad and smirked, then looked back at his pen. “Well, I can certainly appreciate your honesty.”

“Hey, just keepin’ it real, Officer.”

“I’m a special agent, not an officer,” he replied dryly.

“Okay, whatever. But why does the Justice Department care that little ol’ me went to a club and tried to pick up a girl?”

Special Agent Roger Nelson slapped his notebook closed, placing it back in his breast pocket. He looked right at me and set his hands on his thighs. “Because that was no girl you kissed last night. That was a succubus, and I believe she took something that belongs to you.”

I tilted my head to the side. “A what? And what did she take? I had my wallet when I left.”

The agent shook his head. “Not your wallet, son, your soul. I don’t just work for the Justice Department. I work for a special branch called the Bureau of Supernatural Investigation—the BSI—and I’m afraid you’re going to be in a lot of trouble if you don’t listen very carefully to me.”

“Okay...” I said, feeling weirded out. “I think you need to leave.” I stood.

“Sit down.”

I glared at him, but slowly sat.

“I hate to tell you this, but you have seven days to kill this Eva creature, or you will become a vampire.”

I barked out a laugh and stood back up. “You’re shitting me. Did you just tell me to kill someone?” I shook my head. “I think you need to go. I don’t know where you got that very authentic-looking badge, but I’m gonna call the police if you don’t get the fuck outta my apartment.” I folded my arms over my chest. My heart beat double time underneath it.

Agent Nelson grinned and stood up. “I get that a lot. It’s okay if you don’t believe me. You will in seven days when you try to go outside and get the worst sunburn of your life. Your throat will turn dust-dry, but no amount of water will quench it, and then you’ll puke your guts out if you try to eat any sort of regular food. But hey, I guess you can learn the hard way.”

I had absolutely no response to that. “Have a nice night, Agent Nelson,” I replied. 

As I went to close the door, he turned around and said, “Oh, and Nolan... you have to kill her, nobody else. You understand?”

I shook my head without a reply as I closed and locked the door. I reeled in shock as I sat on the couch and stared at the wall. I only had one thought: I had to go find Eva’s twin sister—and fast.
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After Googling “secret division of the Justice Department” and coming up with absolutely nothing but weird books, websites, and a bunch of X-Files results, I left my apartment. Of course, the first place I looked for that chick’s twin was the Stop-N-Shop. The conversation with that agent—if he really was one—had taken way too long, and by the time I got to the store, it was closed. In that part of town, nothing stayed open twenty-four hours. It just wasn’t good for business. I briefly wondered if I should visit The Blue Room again. Maybe I could find that red-haired bitch and ask her myself.

As I sat on my bike and stared at the quiet, dark Stop-N-Shop, I wondered if I had truly just lost my mind. How does someone get their soul taken? It wasn’t as if I actually believed this. Did I?

I replayed the previous night’s events in my mind over and over. The whole club had been enamored by the group of girls. Were they all succubuses...? What was the plural to succubus? I’d have to look that up. Yeah... in my spare time.

I’d admit that kiss she gave me was something else, and not in a breathless, erotic, toe-curling way. It was eerie, if I could even remember. If I were honest with myself, I’d admit that I didn’t remember the actual kiss. I remembered vying for her attention in the VIP section, then leaning in to kiss her. Then stumbling out of the club, my alcohol buzz gone, replaced by a different kind of fog. It was like someone had removed my brain and wrung it out like a wet rag, then replaced it, dry and useless. Even as I had slept it off, I had still awoken the next day tired and groggy.

As I drove home, the warm August night wind blowing my too-long hair and caressing my bare arms, I racked my brain as to how I was going to try to find Eva’s twin sister. I didn’t even know her name. I concluded I’d just have to keep coming by the Stop-N-Shop until I found her.
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Chapter 5
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Which Redhead is a Witch?

––––––––
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The next day I went to work and barely got anything done. I put the wrong part on the wrong motorcycle and installed a set of wires completely backward. 

“What’s the matter with you, kid?” Archie asked as he found me cursing at the undercarriage of a Harley. A cigarette bounced out of the corner of his mouth as he spoke.

I slid out and wiped the grease from my hands with a rag. Standing up, I replied, “Nothing, boss. Just tired, that’s all.”

Archie, still dressed his coveralls, a blue bandana around his head, eyed me speculatively. “You sure? You seem... off today.”

“Nah, just girl trouble, Arch. I’ll be all right.”

Archie let out a fatherly chuckle and flicked the cigarette to the concrete, grinding it out with his worn, steel-tipped boot. “Yeah, women. Who needs ’em?”

I nodded and went into the back room to change out of my coveralls and go home. It had been a long, unproductive day and I was in no mood to talk about my troubles.

My exhaustion wasn’t just from stress. I’d been plagued with nightmares the night before—nightmares of her. Her icy eyes boring into me right before I kissed her. Whispers of temptation flitting through my dreams, her breath and voice soft and alluring. 

I stopped by the Stop-N-Shop on the way home, but she again was not there. After I got home, and after eating some leftovers, I fell asleep on the couch watching some reality TV show I didn’t know the name of. When I woke, I checked the clock and saw it was one a.m. I dragged myself to my bedroom and fell back to sleep the minute my head hit the pillow.

When my alarm went off at seven that morning, I felt like I’d slept for about six seconds total the entire night. After a shower, I stopped at the Stop-N-Shop to pick up a premade sandwich and a Coke for lunch later and to see Eva’s sister. I placed my things on the belt and froze as I spotted the redhead behind the check-stand staring at me with the same piercing blue eyes that had been haunting my dreams.

Early morning light filtered in through the store windows and cast a bit of an orange halo around her head. I blinked in shock at how identical they were, as her crystal eyes met mine.

The only thing I could think to say was, “I need to talk to you.”

Her look turned smug. “I bet you do.”

Since the store was virtually empty, I felt like there was no time like the present. “I need to find your sister.”

She sighed, placed my sandwich and Coke in a grocery sack, and handed me my change. “I thought you’d say that.”

I tapped my booted foot. “Well?”

“Well, what?” she shot back.

“Where the hell is Eva? She and I need to have a little chat.”

She measured me with a long stare. Placing both hands on the cash register in front of her, she snapped, “My name is Charity, by the way, thanks for asking.”

My expression softened. “I’m sorry, Charity, my manners have gone out the window lately. I’m Nolan.”

She smirked a little and slid some of her unruly ginger hair behind her ear. “To answer your question, I don’t know where Eva is. I heard she hangs out at that club you said you met her at, but other than that, she’s been pretty elusive.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Really? You and your sister not very close then? You sure as hell look alike.”

She huffed. “No, we’re not. I mean, we used to be, since we’re twins ’n all, but over the past few years, we’ve drifted apart.”

I folded my arms over my chest. “I see.”

“So, I take it you kissed her?” she asked in amusement.

I sighed. “Obviously. Where can I find her?”

She lifted her hands off the cash register and folded her arms over her chest, which was hidden under a plain white shirt covered by a blue apron. “Seriously, Nolan, I don’t know. She hangs out in clubs, but we really don’t speak.”

I blew out a breath and raked a hand through my light-brown hair. “What do you suggest?”

Her blue eyes shifted around the nearly empty store. “Meet me back here at sundown.”

I lifted an eyebrow. “Sundown? Are you serious? What is this, Cloak and Dagger?”

A small smile lifted on a corner of her pink lips. “Of course. Eva can’t go out before sundown.”

I looked at her, my eyebrows dipping in confusion.

“She’s a vampire.” She rolled her eyes as if it had been completely ludicrous that she’d had to explain that to me.

A gasp escaped my lips. Either I was dreaming, or had slipped into the Twilight Zone or an episode of Supernatural.

“What the hell?”
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After a long day at work, I zipped down the street on my bike, the word vampire flitting through my head, taunting my brain.

An ironic grin found me when I thought about the ridiculousness of it. I would find Eva, shake the truth out of her, and be on my way. I had to admit I was a little disturbed that both Charity and that agent from the Justice Department had mentioned the word vampire regarding to Eva, but maybe it was a coincidence. Maybe the agent had gotten to Charity, too. Maybe Eva was a wanted felon and they were using me and her sister to find her.

A thought suddenly came to me. As I went inside my apartment and closed the door behind me, I pulled my phone from my pocket and hit the contact icon for Parker.

“What’s up, man?” he answered.

“Hey. I have a question. Did you hook up with any of those chicks from The Blue Room when we were there?”

There was a slight pause and Parker sighed. “No. I was about to kiss that hot brunette when the music stopped and the damn fire alarm began to blast. Apparently, some dumb girl had lit her lighter against the sprinkler in the ladies’ bathroom and made the alarms and sprinklers go off. We all had to evacuate. It was chaos.”

My eyebrows bunched together. “Why would she do that?”

Parker laughed. “Word was, she was there on a date, and he ditched her for another chick. She got pissed and brought the rain down on him—and all of us for it.”

I shook my head. “Well, that’s stupid.”

“Tell me about it.”

“So did Brennan hook up?” I asked.

Parker replied, “Nope, he didn’t even get to first base, man. He was still flirting with the blonde when the fire alarm went off. We all kinda scattered. Haven’t seen those chicks since.”

I sighed. “I see. You or Brennan didn’t happen to get their numbers, did you?”

Parker laughed. “Not even close. What’s with the twenty questions, dude?”

“It’s nothing. But I have one more.”

“Okay...”

I closed my eyes and slumped down to the couch, my left hand massaging the back of my neck. “No cops or strange government officials have been by to see you, have they?”

Parker laughed again. “Uh, no, they have not. What’s going on, Bishop? You rob a bank or something?”

“No, nothing like that. I think I need to get more sleep or something.”

“Yes, yes, you do. Gotta go, time for work. Later, dude.”

Parker hung up and I was back at square one. I just hoped Charity could help me locate Eva. As absurd as the vampire notion was, I had a strong feeling both she and Agent Nelson were telling the truth.

And that scared the living shit out of me.
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As promised, I met Charity at the Stop-N-Shop around sundown, which really wasn’t until around seven-thirty in late August. I sat straddling my bike and wiped a bead of sweat that dripped down through my new haircut I had gotten earlier today.

I smiled when I saw a shimmer of unruly auburn hair bouncing out of the store. She untied her apron and balled it up, shoving it into her big green handbag. I could see she was pretty fit, a nice, slim hourglass figure with a decent sized chest and slender legs. She had on white cutoff shorts under a fitted black tank top. I shook my head, thinking I already knew her physique; it had to be the same as Eva’s, which I had studied extensively a couple nights prior in The Blue Room.

Charity walked over to my bike, grabbed a handful of red curls, and twisted them up to the back of her head, securing them with a small clip. 

“Hi,” she said, smiling at me.

I watched as the fading sun cast orange and pink beams onto her freckled face, and her lips glowing pink. I looked down at her mouth, then into her brilliant blue eyes. 

I cleared my throat. “Hi, Charity. Where to first?”

She shrugged a freckled shoulder. “I don’t know. All I know is Eva hangs out in clubs.”

I huffed out a breath. “Seriously? That’s all you got?”

Her orange eyebrows lifted her hairline. “What else do you think I have? I already told you I don’t talk to her.”

“Fine, get on. We’ll find her.”

“You want me to get on that donorcycle?” she asked incredulously, eyeballing the Ducati.

I chuckled. “Scared of a little rumble and muscle?”

She lifted her chin. “No.”

“Then get on, sweetie. We have a vampire to find.”

“Do you at least have a helmet?” she asked.

“There are no helmet laws in Louisiana.”

She stomped her foot. “I couldn’t give a crap about the law. I don’t want brain damage when you crash this death machine.”

I laughed again. “I ain’t gonna crash.” I had left my helmet in my apartment, but didn’t want to tell her that.

“Yeah, well, I must already be brain damaged to get on this thing with you.” And with that, she huffed, slung one long leg over the seat of my Ducati, and put her arms around my abdomen. I pumped my leg, starting the donorcycle, and sped down the street.
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I watched as the sun sank behind the horizon. Colors illuminated my face as the wind whipped through my newly shorn hair. The feel of a soft pair of arms around my waist was oddly comforting.

I pulled off the back country road, steering my bike to the side of the dirt road. I killed the engine and dismounted, leaving Charity standing there, looking dumbfounded. Dust and dirt billowed up around her bare legs.

“I can’t keep driving around. I need to know where we’re going,” I simply stated.

Charity turned her head in curiosity. “I told you, I don’t know where she hangs out.”

I studied her for a long minute. “How are y’all twins and you don’t speak? I mean, I thought twins had some kind of psychic link or somethin’?”

She shook her head. “We never had a psychic link. We did have a bond, but that was broken when she was turned.”

I turned my head to the side. “Turned?”

“Yes, into a vampire. She was messing with a really weird crowd about three years ago. Then one night, she disappeared. I didn’t see or hear from her for three months. It was awful.”

“Then what happened?” I asked, totally intrigued.

She sighed, fingering a stray red curl that had escaped from the clip. “Well, she literally just showed up one night at my job. I was stocking pickle jars and dropped one when she walked in. It shattered, but barely made a sound as far as I was concerned. I looked into her face and couldn’t believe it. I screamed and ran to her. I had truly thought she was dead.”

I was quiet, waiting for her to continue, hanging on every word.

“I hugged her so tight I thought I was gonna hurt her. But she barely hugged me back. I looked into her face, and through my tears, I saw a void, empty expression. I wiped the tears from my vision and looked into her eyes. They were dead and emotionless. I no longer saw the fire and curiosity in them I had seen when we were growing up. I grabbed her shoulders and asked her what was wrong. She just shook her head and told me, ‘Nothing.’ It was so weird. I knew something was wrong, but I didn’t know what.

“I walked with her out of the store and into the dark parking lot. She really didn’t say much, just that she didn’t want me to be worried and that she wanted me to know that she was all right. And that was it.”

My brows pinched together and I looked at the ground, then back up at her. “That is quite strange. She didn’t say where she’d been?”

Charity shook her head. “No, not really. When I asked, she said she had been staying with some friends and had gotten into some bad stuff, but was okay now. I thought it was drugs.”

“And it wasn’t?” I asked.

She let out a humorless laugh. “No, it so wasn’t drugs.”

“The vampire thing?”

“Yes.”

I turned my head to the side “How did you figure that out?”

She put her hand on her hip. “Why, I followed her, of course.”
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My motorcycle zoomed down the Louisiana back country roads, scattering dirt and waking the neighbors in the quiet neighborhoods we flashed past. I slowed the bike as I approached the large, wrought-iron gates of a huge estate. 

I killed the engine and placed both feet on the ground to steady the bike. Craning my neck around, I glanced at Charity. “What now?”

“Well, this is where I had followed her to a few months ago. I don’t know if she lives here, or what.”

I looked at her incredulously. “You could have told me this from the get-go.”

She snorted. “Maybe I just wanted a ride on your death machine.”

I couldn’t help but grin. “Oh, yeah, I’m sure that’s why you kept this info from me.”

“Seriously, though, I didn’t think of it ’til you said something. I wouldn’t have been able to tell you where it was, anyway. I had to drive here to see. I never pay attention to street signs,” she said with a blush.

“Well, what kind of car did she leave in when she showed up at your work that one time?”

She sniffed. “That’s what was weird. She just kinda left on foot, disappearing into the night. I got into my car and saw her walking, but then, after a mile or so, she got into a big fancy black car that had pulled up next to her.”

“And the vampire part?”

She jutted her chin toward the mansion looming behind the large, black gates. “Do normal people live in homes like this?”

I laughed. “Uh, yeah, they actually do, Red.”

“Don’t call me Red,” she replied narrowing her eyes.

It was the in I’d been looking for. “Oh, you don’t like that?”

“No.”

“Okay.” I chuckled. “So, you just assumed she was a vampire because she came to this big, scary-looking mansion next to a swamp? You watch too much TV.”

She snorted and stomped her foot. “No, you jerk. I followed her for weeks, wearing disguises. I saw what she did to guys at different clubs around town. One night, some bikers were in the parking lot of the Beach Club downtown and I heard them say her name, and then they called her a succubus. I couldn’t believe it. I went home and Googled that shit.”

“And you believed it?”

She nodded, pulling a piece of gum from her mouth, and flicked it to the dirt ground below. “Yep, and it all made sense then. Plus, I saw her feed on a guy in the back of a club once. It was totally gross and it freaked me out bad. I cried for like two days. I never thought vampires were real.”

I raised my eyebrows, as I was sure disbelief swam in my eyes. 

“So, we just gonna go knock on the door, or what?” she asked, staring at the large, brooding house.

I dismounted the bike. I shoved the keys in my pocket and helped her off. “No, not we.  You are. They’ll let you in. I’ll stay here, and once you’re inside, I’m gonna sneak round back.”

She stared at me for a minute, then nodded. Surprisingly, the large gate wasn’t locked and opened with a wail when she pulled on it. She began the slow trek up the walkway, which was lined with pristinely manicured shrubs that set a barrier against lush, trimmed green grass. Light from an almost-full moon lit up her path as I watched her black Converse take slow, measured steps up the concrete path.

She pulled a gray knit beanie from her pocket, shoved it on her head, and took a deep breath. As I ran toward the back of the house, I hoped she’d be okay.
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Chapter 6

[image: image]




[image: image]

Sister Succubus

Charity 

I knew what I was getting into. This wasn’t the first time I’d dealt with Eva’s friends. I knew exactly what Eva was and what her friends were, and knew I had to play the game in order to stay alive while trying to get information. Truth was, I had thought of doing this before, but knew doing it alone wouldn’t be the smartest idea. But who could I have asked to come? Nobody. I would have sounded insane.

My heart clenched at the reason I was out here tonight looking for Eva. I knew she had stolen Nolan’s soul, and he had to be confused about what he was feeling—or not feeling—and just wanted answers. Eva could give him answers. However, the other reason I’d never come here before was that I just didn’t know what I would say to my twin. She knew where I lived and worked, and had made no effort to see me. She obviously didn’t care about me, so I had sort of taken the same attitude about her. I missed my only sister, but I wasn’t going to be rejected. That being said, I knew this day would come. I knew one day I’d have to find her when she had truly hurt someone. And now that I was standing on her doorstep, my emotions were raging a battle inside my heart.

With a deep breath, I raised a pale hand to the large, round iron knocker on the door and gave it three raps. It wasn’t long until a good-looking dark-haired man in his early twenties answered the door. He narrowed his light eyes at me, then his features softened.

Before I could speak, the man said, “Eva, what are you doing? I thought you’d be halfway to New Orleans by now.”

That surprised me, but I managed to rein in my astonishment. Thinking fast, I shrugged a shoulder and decided to roll with it, since obviously Eva wasn’t here. I confidently pushed past the man. “I was, but I forgot something... uh, including my key.” I jutted a thumb at the door.

The man snorted. “You’re such a ding-dong. You sure you ain’t a natural blonde?”

Screw off, was what I was thinking. Instead, I muttered, “Very funny.”

I quickly climbed the stairs, not sure where the hell I was going, but I knew I had to keep up the ruse. Thankfully, the man didn’t say anything else or follow me, and I was left alone to wander down the long upstairs hallway of the dark and creepy house. 

I felt as if I were in some reality show episode. Any minute now, a film crew would pop out of one of the rooms with a light in my face and tell me I’d been Punk’d. The hallway had wood floors lined with a long, red paisley throw-rug complete with gold tassels on the ends; there were paintings on the walls of people dressed in old world clothing whose eyes seemed to follow me. Dark wood paneling was halfway up the white walls, and all the doors were very dark and ornate—and closed. No, forget Punk’d; I was in a frickin’ Scooby-Doo episode.

I stopped in the long hallway and wondered which door to choose. One of them had to be Eva’s room. I decided on the first door. Taking a deep breath, I turned the squeaky oval antiquated doorknob slowly and cracked the door open. What I saw as I peered in was a large bedroom was a nineteenth century-style canopy bed that looked like it had vomited lace and ruffles. The room was cloaked in darkness, save for the moonlight streaming in through the open window. A heavy, black velvet drapery flanked the one large window on either side, but it was otherwise quiet. I had no idea if this was Eva’s room or not, so I wandered inside, shutting the door behind me.

There weren’t many personal effects in the room. A sitting area with a large, ornate vanity mirror and table complete with a padded chair sat in the corner, and I strolled over to it. I sat down and slowly pulled open the delicate top drawer. Reaching in, I plucked out an assortment of photos and papers. As I began to flick through the pictures, my heart fluttered as I came across one of Eva and me as children. We wore identical yellow dresses and had short pixie haircuts. We had our arms around each other and appeared to be laughing. I grinned at the realization I had reached Eva’s room on the first try.

I slowly flipped to the next picture and saw the two of us on the day of our high school graduation, dressed in blue caps and gowns, with our arms around each other. I smiled sadly at the memory. Eva’s face was caked with tons of makeup while I had barely worn any. I knew it would be god-awful hot and it would melt off anyway. With a sigh, I gently set the photos down and unfolded a piece of paper with my own handwriting. It was a letter I remembered penning to my twin one time after Eva had tried to move in on my middle school crush. I grinned as I read the letter and the young teen angst that was scrawled into emotion-filled words, with lots of exclamation points and underlining.

As I put the photos and papers back into the drawer and closed it, I looked at the surface of the dressing table. Picking up an old-fashioned pink glass perfume bottle, my eyebrows scrunched together as I studied the small, thin hose coming from the top of it. At the end of the hose was a large bulb with a white tassel attached. I gingerly picked it up and ran my fingers along the bottle. Lifting it to my nose, I sniffed it and was surprised at the familiar scent. It was Eva’s favorite. I pondered at how Eva got the popular, modern perfume into the old-fashioned bottle. I squirted a couple of sprays on my neck.

I stood and looked around the room again with my hands on my slender hips. I put my hand on my head, making sure the beanie cap was still in place and no stray curls had escaped. Eva had short, straight hair and my long, wavy locks would definitely raise suspicion. Although the guy who’d answered the door didn’t seem like the brightest bulb in the box.

The bed had nightstands on either side, and I saw a laptop on one of them. It appeared to be charging with a cord plugged into the wall, and when I wandered over to it, I could see it was a newer model. I lifted the lid and watched as the screen flickered to life. Sitting softly on the large bed, I pulled the machine into my lap and clicked on the Internet icon. While I waited for it to load, I snuck a glance behind my shoulder to make sure nobody was coming into the room. I wondered if I should lock the door. 

As the homepage came up, I quickly found the browsing history and my eyes went wide at Eva’s last Internet search: A huge ball in New Orleans celebrating, witches, vampires, and everything freaky. It was happening in two days, and I rejoiced at my discovery. At least I now knew why the creep at the front door had commented on her being in New Orleans.

A floorboard creak caused me to almost drop the laptop. I smacked it closed and left it on the bed, then bolted to the closet door. I opened it, throwing myself into darkness as I shut it quietly.

I could hear the door to the room being opened with the same creak I’d caused as I’d entered. The door to the closet was slightly ajar and I peered through it with one eye to the gap, a slice of light illuminating my eye. I saw the same guy—vampire?—who had answered the door wander into the room. Knowing he thought I was Eva, I figured I didn’t need to hide. As I was about to emerge from the closet, I turned around and saw all of Eva’s clothes hanging neatly inside. I recognized the flirty blue summer dress I had let Eva borrow and had never seen again. My eyes slid down to the shoe rack at the bottom of the closet and I scanned the massive shoe collection until I spied the matching white sandal-type heels she said would look “to die for” with the dress. I frowned at the memory. Angry, I reached down and plucked the shoes from the rack.

Shaking myself out of my reverie, I backed out the closet holding the dress and shoes. 

“Oh, here it is!” I exclaimed.

The dark-haired vampire whipped his head around and stared at me in shock.

I, in turn, looked at him with mock surprise. “What are you doing in my room?” 

He stammered, “I... I was just wondering where you’d gotten off to.”

Damn, I wish I knew his name.

“Well, get outta here! I just came for this dress, and, uh, my perfume.” My eyes shifted to the dressing table.

The vampire rushed over, picked up the perfume bottle, and sniffed it. “Who you trying to impress with this chemical crap? Your natural smell is much sweeter.” He lifted his eyebrows as if daring me to refute his claim.

“Fuck off. Give that to me,” I said, internally cringing as I hated to cuss, but knew Eva didn’t.

He handed it to me, letting his fingers linger on mine a bit longer than necessary. When I looked down at his hand, I could see the letters B-R-A-D tattooed on each finger of his right hand.

Bingo.

“Brad, go away,” I said with more confidence than I felt, so hoping his name wasn’t really Darb or Darby.

He smirked at me, his light-blue eyes playing at mine. “How about a quick roll on that big bed of yours for old time’s sake?” He jutted his chin at the ridiculously large canopy bed.

I scrunched up my nose. “No. Go away.”

“All right. Then how about a taste? I’ll let you have one in return.” He swiped a finger down my neck and was practically drooling at my neck.

I shuddered, and a spike of panic shot through me at the thought of being bitten, so I gasped. “Absolutely not. I need to go, gonna be late for the ball and all that.”

Brad made a face and stepped back. “You smell funny. You just eat?”

I was confused by this, and then remembered reading that vampires had an acute sense of smell. I was glad I had sprayed the perfume. “Uh, yeah, just ate. Had me some blood from a nice, fresh human, and sucked me down a really good soul, I did.”

He looked at me again, biting back a smile, but then his brows furrowed. “What’s wrong with you? You drunk or somethin’?”

“Maybe. Leave me alone.” I brushed past him for the second time that night, flying down the hall and toward the back of the house, hoping I would find Nolan and the back door.

I heard Brad yelling “Eva” after me, but I ignored him. I had to find Nolan and get the hell out of there. I looked down at the blue dress in my hand and wondered where I was going to store it and the shoes while on the back of Nolan’s bike.

Because I was so not giving them back.
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I saw Nolan peering into the windows at the back of the house as I scurried out the back door. His eyes went wide as he spotted me. He glanced at the dress in my hands and then slid his gaze back into my eyes, and I felt a bit chagrinned as I lifted the arm with the garment draped over it. “My sister borrowed this three years ago. I never thought I’d see it again.”

His gaze slipped down to the white shoes in my hand and he grinned. “Gonna wear those on the bike? ’Cause that would be hot.”

I snorted. “Absolutely not.”

He put his hand out and I grabbed it. He dragged me around the house and through the gates. We both let out the breaths we had been holding as we reached his bike. I made to get on it, but he held up a hand. “No, let me walk it a bit before I start it up, it’s loud.”

I nodded. “Good idea.”

“Did you find anything?” he asked.

“Yes. Eva’s on her way to, or already in, New Orleans.”

His eyebrows went up. “Really? Did you find out why?”

“Well, at first I wasn’t in a position to ask because the creep in there thought I was her.”

He lifted a brow. “And then?”

“Well, after telling him to get lost, and then some good sleuth work, I found out she was doin’ Internet searches of some big masquerade ball in Nawlins.”

“...and?”

“And, it’s tomorrow night.” I looked at Nolan for a response.

He shook his head. “Okay, Cinderella. Guess we’re gonna go to a ball.”

I shook my head at him with a small laugh, then looked one last time over my shoulder at the big, creepy old house. I couldn’t believe that had been my sister’s home for the past few years. 

I let out a sad sigh.

I missed my sister. We had grown up as close as sisters could. We shared everything; clothes, shoes, food, and most of all, secrets. Being identical, we had fun tricking friends, boyfriends, and teachers. We had even tricked our dad once, but were caught when he realized the ruse. While Eva had been good at math, I excelled in English and grammar. So we would often swap places in high school classes and do each other’s homework. We were true mirror-image twins.

I shook my head at the memories and cursed myself for not taking the photos and letters from Eva’s room. I also found myself fighting back a tear. I still loved my twin sister, and as I slid a glance at Nolan, I bit my lip. I knew Nolan had been told to kill my sister. Kill her. It made my chest ache and my breath hitch in the back of my throat. Yes, Eva had become a monster, a vampire—a succubus, but that didn’t mean I wanted to witness her murder. I suddenly wondered what I was doing on this mission with Nolan. Could I truly sit back and watch as he plunged a knife or a stake through my only sibling’s heart? Shoot her with a gun? Or worse, decapitate her with God knows what?

“What?” Nolan asked as he looked over at my stressed expression.

I shook my head and plastered on a smile. “Nothing.”

“Oh, come on,” he said, “I can tell you were deep in thought. I lost you there for a second.”

I nodded slightly. “Can I ask you something?”

“Of course,” he said, his hands still on the handlebars as he steered the heavy bike down the dirt path lined with swampland on either side of us. He risked a glance behind us at the fast-disappearing path to the house, and then looked back at me.

I eyed the muscles bunching in his arms as he gripped the bike, then back into his eyes. “What are you going to do when you find my sister?”

He sucked in a breath. “Charity, I don’t know. I just don’t. I mostly have questions.”

My eyebrows knit together. “You’re not gonna kill her?”

He smirked. “I don’t think I’d do well in prison.”

“Yeah, you’d definitely be somebody’s bitch,” I said, nudging him with my elbow, feeling relieved.

“Hardly!” he retorted.

He looked back one last time and hopped on the bike, patting the seat behind him. “Get on, I think it’s safe.”

I awkwardly climbed on, holding the shoes. I had already stuffed the dress into my crowded backpack. 

“Sure you don’t want to wear the shoes?” he asked with a mischievous glint in his lime-colored eyes.

“No.”

“All right. Let’s get the hell out of here then.” Nolan pressed on the gas with his foot and pumped the handlebar, leaving a wake of dirt from his tires as we left the creepy mansion in the dust.
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Chapter 7
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Putting the ‘A’ in Awkward

Nolan 

Hot, humid wind whipped us both in the face as the motorcycle zipped along the Louisiana highway. The sun had set, but that didn’t mean the temperature would cool off. It just meant that the sun wouldn’t add to the already miserable climate.

I steered the bike back to my apartment complex. As I parked in my designated spot, I killed the engine and dismounted.

Charity looked at the tall apartments. “Why are we here?”

“I need to grab some things if we’re going to be in Nawlins for a while.”

She raised a ginger eyebrow. “A while?”

I shoved the keys in my pocket and crossed my arms over my chest. “Unless you know exactly where your sister is, I doubt what needs to be done can be accomplished in a day.”

“And what exactly does that mean?”

I shook my head and turned on my heel, heading toward the stone staircase that led to my second-story apartment.

She trailed behind me into my apartment and stood in the living room as I went into my room and filled a duffel bag with clothes and toiletry items. She followed me to my room and watched me, eyeing my queen-sized bed. The look on her face was indecipherable and then she slid her gaze to me. She couldn’t seem to take her eyes off my tattooed arms as I packed my bag, and I wondered if she was having the same thoughts about me as I’d had about her.

But I had to push that from my mind. I had some serious things to deal with once we reached New Orleans, and the unknowing of it all was stressing me out the most. I wasn’t even sure I believed what was going on.

I yanked my phone charger from the wall in the kitchen and shoved that into the duffel bag, too. After plucking a purple and yellow LSU baseball hat from the counter, I shoved it on my head and said, “Let’s go.”

She nodded and followed me out. As I locked the door, I led her down the steps and to my Charger.

“Is this your car?” she asked as I disarmed the muscle car.

“No, I just decided to steal it,” I replied, biting back a smile.

Her blue eyes went wide.

I laughed and shook my head. “Of course it’s mine. Get in. Unless you’d like to take the trip on the bike? Because I really don’t mind—”

“No, this will be fine.” She cut me off.

I grinned and started up the car with a loud, obnoxious rumble that made my teeth rattle.

As I drove down the street, she looked at me and said, “I need to stop at the shop real quick.”

I glanced at the dash clock and then back at her. “They close in ten, I doubt we’ll make it.”

She cleared her throat. “I don’t need to shop. I need to grab a few things.”

I lifted an eyebrow at her, waiting for her to elaborate, then put my eyes back on the road.

She sighed. Looking straight at the dark street ahead of her, she said, “I live there. In a small apartment above the shop.”

I nodded and pressed on the gas with a loud grumble.

When we reached the convenience store, I parked in the small lot and watched as she quickly got out of the car and went around to the back of the building. I followed her inside a small back door, which led to a dark staircase. 

“I’ll only be a minute,” she said as she unlocked the door with a key she’d pulled from her backpack.

Once inside, she hung the key on a hook and set the backpack and shoes down. She wandered over to a dresser, opened the top drawer, and began rifling through it.

I watched her and then looked around the small studio apartment. It had no decorations at all, and the small kitchen was nothing more than a fridge, a microwave, and a very small oven. There was a double bed in the corner of the room and the dresser she currently had open. A small laptop was on top of an overturned gray milk crate she used as a makeshift nightstand.

After she had removed some things and then stuffed different clothing into her backpack, she picked up the white shoes and tossed them into a plastic bin full of shoes that was set next to the dresser. Then she made her way to the kitchen and pulled the lid off a red Folgers coffee can. I watched in curiosity as she dug a wad of cash from it. She shoved the cash into her backpack, along with her beanie cap. She looked sheepishly at me as she smoothed down her unruly copper hair. I grinned at her. She was cute when she was embarrassed. A blush creeped up her neck and into her freckled cheeks. 

She looked away from me and peered around the apartment. “I think I got what I need.”

I pointed at her bag. “Got your toothbrush and stuff?”

She put her hair up into a clip and nodded. “Yes, I always carry that stuff in my backpack.”

“Okaaayy. Well, let’s get going then. We’re going to be driving most of the night. Do you have any idea where we’re gonna stay?”

She knit her eyebrows together. “No, but we’ll find someplace. If you have a smartphone, I can make a reservation as we drive.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, I have a smartphone. You don’t?”

She shook her head as we both left the apartment. As she locked the door, I watched her long, slender fingers work the key into the lock. Then I signaled for her to walk ahead of me. I enjoyed the view of her long legs and tight shorts.
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The drive was quiet. I had given her my phone, and she quickly made us a reservation at a chain hotel near the Quarter. We didn’t speak much, but I did glance over at her a few times. I didn’t want to stare at her, because then I would want to touch her. I had had the sudden urge to run my fingers over her smooth leg, but of course I didn’t. Instead, I said, “Tell me about Eva.”

She glanced over at me, and with a shake of her head she said, “Well, the most important thing you need to know about Eva, is that she always gets what she wants.”

I nodded. “She seems the type.”

“I was thinking earlier, when I saw you, that she probably knew exactly what she wanted the minute you’d entered our father’s club.”

My brow furrowed. “Why’s that?”

She cleared her throat and seemed nervous. “Well, look at you. You’re tall, good-looking, and are a nice guy. A perfect victim. The purer the soul, the better the feed.”

I laughed. “There’s nothing pure about me, trust me.”

“Well, I don’t know how a succubus knows, but they do.”

I changed the subject. This conversation was too weird and was making me uncomfortable, even though I was secretly happy she thought I was good-looking. “So, your dad does own that club? Eva had told me that. Does he live around here?”

“Yes. Our parents still live in a nicer part of Shreveport. My dad and his brother bought the warehouse a few months back and turned it into The Blue Room. Then he was stupid and let Eva pretty much take it over. He still doesn’t know what she is, and I have no idea how I could even tell our parents about Eva’s... transformation.”

“They don’t question as to why they only see her at night?”

Charity shook her head. “Eva has always been a free spirit and did what she wanted, when she wanted. So, when she showed up late or not at all on holidays or whatever, our parents didn’t seem to question it. Just my mom would briefly complain. That was when she was human, though. Now, she doesn’t come around at all.”

“She sounds like a real peach,” I said dryly.

She laughed, but there wasn’t much humor in it. “Eva always made me mad when it came to stuff like that. I’d always been the good girl, the one to take care of everyone else, the one to protect my sister. And sometimes it felt like I lived in her shadow. Now, even after all the selfish moves and neglect, I still give a crap about her wellbeing. I don’t know why I bother.” 

Her wellbeing? What did that mean? I wanted to ask her, but decided not to. She almost seemed to be talking to herself instead of me. I guessed she has issues.

After a couple of hours, I cut over three lanes of traffic to get off the interstate as I spotted a familiar exit in Lafayette I always used when I went to New Orleans. Then I thought about Sarah and now we were supposed to go there so I could propose before she ruined it. The memory of the day I discovered her betrayal tugged at my brain and then smacked my heart like a broken guitar string, reminding me that times were simpler and happier then. Now they just seemed to be getting complicated and ugly.

I shooed the memory of Sarah out of my brain and stopped at the gas station. As I got out of the car, I watched as Charity wandered into the station’s store. I eyed her legs and butt, marveling at how much better they’d look if she’d worn the white high-heels she left at the apartment. The Converse sneakers didn’t do them justice.

As soon as the gas pump clicked indicating my tank was full, I saw her emerge from the shop with a small plastic bag in her hand. She pulled out an energy drink and handed it to me, along with a bag of beef jerky. I was kind of impressed.

I popped open the energy drink and took a large swallow. “How’d you know I like beef jerky and caffeine?”

She grinned. “You’re a guy, it wasn’t difficult.”

I chuckled. I couldn’t argue with that, so I replaced my gas cap and helped Charity into the car. 

I chugged the last of the drink, then crushed the can and tossed it into a nearby trashcan. I then threw the bag of jerky into the backseat. We were soon back on the interstate, only a couple more hours away from reaching New Orleans.
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Big city buildings and factories with smoke billowing out of their stacks were now in clear view of the night sky. Big bridges stretching over the Mississippi River loomed in the distance, illuminated against the dark sky. It was nearly two a.m., and both Charity and I were exhausted. 

I pulled up a map on my phone that instructed me where to go. When we finally reached the hotel, we parked in a nearby parking garage. After grabbing our backpacks, we exited the car and headed to the front desk.

Charity slid a stray curl behind her ear. “Hi, checking in,” she said.

A dark-skinned girl in a smart blue suit working behind the counter grinned at us with perfectly white teeth. “Sure, Name?”

“Charity Sheridan.”

She nodded and typed into her computer. “Ah, here you are. Two keys?” she asked, her brown eyes flicking between us.

Charity nodded. “Yes, please.”

The hotel worker fumbled with some card keys then asked for a credit card. She bit her lip and looked at me. “Do you have one? I don’t use credit cards.”

“Can I pay with cash?” I asked.

The hotel attendant’s eyebrows dipped into each other. “Well, no, sir. We need a card to hold the room. For incidentals.”

“I only have a debit card,” I responded.

She nodded. “That should work.”

I handed her the card and waited with my breath held as she ran it. 

With a smile, she handed it back to me. “Okay, that worked. Here are your card keys, room two-zero-one on the second floor. Y’all have a pleasant stay.”

We silently took the elevator to the second floor. Finding room 201, I slid the card key into the room’s door. When the light turned green, I turned the knob and then groaned when I saw a single king-sized bed in the room. I’d forgotten to ask for two beds. I swore under my breath and set my duffel on it. 

She did the same and looked around the room.

“I’ll sleep on the floor,” I said quickly.

Charity huffed out a breath. “This is stupid, I requested two beds online. Or, at least I thought I did. I’m so sorry.”

I shook my head, and as I wandered into the bathroom, I said, “It’s not a big deal. It’s just a place to sleep. We’ll find Eva at that event tomorrow, get our answers, then leave. No worries.” I closed the bathroom door before she could respond.
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Chapter 8
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Nothing Easy About the Big Easy

––––––––
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After a long, hot shower, I emerged from the bathroom to find Charity lying in bed. She was tucked neatly under the covers with her long, curly hair splayed out on the pillow, her breathing even and steady. I watched her for a few minutes. It was so tempting to slither into those cool, white sheets and sidle up to her soft body. I could wrap my hand around her hip and nuzzle my face into her neck. 

I shook my head clear of the fantasy and slid the mirrored closet doors open, searching for an extra blanket and pillow. Relieved to find them both, I lay down on the floor and hoped I could get some sleep on the hard hotel carpeting of the cheap room. I tried not to think about what may or may not be trapped in it, and told myself to just let it go. I punched the lumpy pillow a few times and covered myself in the thin blanket as the day’s exhaustion overtook me.

“Nolan, I need you.”

I pant, my lips just millimeters from hers. “No, Eva, I can’t.”

“I know you want me.” Her crystal-blue eyes drill into mine. Mine are locked onto their diamond depths, unable to break the gaze.

“Your blood, it calls to me. I know you desire me, Nolan. Don’t fight it. Your soul belongs to me. I can feel its light inside my dark heart. I can feel its purity shining into the very core of my being.”

My eyes drift down to the mouth emitting the enchanting and frightening words. “My soul was never pure,” I breathe.

A tiny laugh floats from her mouth, and like bubbles in a champagne glass, they seem to penetrate my brain. “Oh, my sweet, hot lover, yes, it is. More than you know.”

I look back into her eyes. Her fingernails rake through my short hair and my own eyes roll back in my head as her scratches soothe me.

“Kiss me.” Her voice seems to come from far away as I slowly re-open my eyes to meet her gaze. Instead now, where there was once brilliant blue, is solid black with no whites at all. An evil grin lights up her frighteningly pretty face.

I yell in terror.

Morning light flooded the room, and I jumped as Charity bolted upright in bed and looked down at me. I was sitting up, my hands on either side of my head as I looked down at my bent knees.

Charity jumped off the bed and laid a gentle hand on my knee, which was still under the blanket. “You okay?”

I nodded my head and blew out a breath. “I think so.”

“Was it a nightmare?”

I slowly lifted my head and met the stare of eyes that had just obliterated my sleep. I gazed into their blue depths for a moment longer, curiosity and concern reflecting back at me, and nodded. “Yes, nightmare.”

“Care to talk about it?” she asked, her eyes flicking between mine. Her hand was still on my knee.

I looked down at her soft, pale hand and she jerked it off with a flush of her cheeks. I looked back into her eyes. “I was dreaming about your sister.”

She blinked several times, letting it sink in, before she groaned. “Eva... ugh. Figures.”

I scrubbed a hand over my tired face. “Yes, and she’s close by. I can feel it.”

Charity’s eyebrows went up. “You can feel her? That’s odd, but it doesn’t surprise me.” She regarded my tired face for a moment, then said, “Tell me more about the dream.”

“Well, her eyes were black. It was scary as shit.”

She cocked her head to the side. “You’ve never seen her eyes like that before?”

Confusion colored my features. “What do you mean? I only met her the one time, so of course not.”

“I bet she wiped your memory,” Charity murmured.

“What?” I got up and sat back down on the bed. 

“Her eyes would have turned black as she kissed you that first night, if she did, in fact, take your soul. It’s what they do.”

“They? There’s more than one of her?” I asked in horror.

“Yes, succubi. They are female vampires, femme fatales.”

I stood and put a shirt on. I could tell she was trying not to stare at the muscular plane of my chest and stomach. I saw her gaze land on the small tattoo of script writing on my right hip as the shirt slid lithely over my torso. 

I ran a hand through my hair again and said, “How do we even know she took my soul, or whatever? I mean, I know that cop, or whoever he was, told me. But how the hell does he know?”

She stretched and looked at me. “Honestly, I’m surprised to hear you say a cop visited you, because I can assure you none of the locals around Shreveport know anything about the succubus problem.”

I shook my head. “It wasn’t Shreveport PD. It was a fed.”

Charity’s eyebrows shot up. “Did he say what branch of the feds he was from?”

“Yes, but I don’t remember. I do remember the Justice Department, but nothing beyond that. I thought he was bullshitting me and I asked him to leave.”

She gasped. “You did?”

I put my hands low on my hips. “Yes, I thought it was a joke. I mean, come on. Didn’t you flip out a little when you found out this stuff?”

“Yes, but only because it involved my sister. I wouldn’t have believed these creatures existed otherwise.”

I grinned and folded my arms over my chest. “So, do you see why I asked the fed to leave? It was too silly to comprehend.”

Charity paused in thought for a minute. Then she looked up at me. “But you knew from the moment she kissed you that it was wrong—that she was different. Right?”

I ran my palm along the back of my neck. “I just don’t know. I did feel strange, but of course I didn’t attribute it to anything like that. I thought I was just hungover or something.” 

“And now the nightmares.” She stared up at me.

I slowly nodded, knowing I’d be unable to deny it since this one had woken us both. “Yes, I admit it’s pretty disturbing.”

“I bet. I think it’s part of the process.”

I turned my head to the side. “What process?”

She sighed and looked down at her delicate hands in her lap. “The transformation to vampire.”

I opened my mouth to speak, then closed it again.

She looked up at me, then stood. “I’m gonna use the facilities.” She pointed at the bathroom before she disappeared behind its door.

I watched her bare legs under her short silky shorts as she walked away. Shaking my head, I slipped on a pair of jeans and began folding up the blanket I’d used. I made the bed, then piled the blanket and pillow I’d used on it when she came out.

“I’m gonna brush my teeth and whenever you’re ready, we can go get something to eat, then go see what we can find in this city on succubuses and vampires. Maybe even an exorcist and a witch-doctor, if we’re lucky.” I smirked.

She punched me in my bicep. “Very funny. You better start taking this seriously or you’re gonna regret it.”

I snorted. “Okay, Red.”

I heard her huff as I closed the bathroom door behind me, a grin etching my features.
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Since we were staying downtown, we decided to just walk to wherever we needed to go. The city was tourist-friendly and easy to navigate, and after walking a few blocks, we found a small café to eat breakfast.

We both ordered coffee and omelets and I stared at Charity as she gazed out the large plate-glass window. The morning sun cast a glow on one side of her pretty face, her freckles looking orange in the sunbeam. Her nose was small and a little upturned, and her blue eyes glistened and seemed as if they might water. She had pinned her wild hair up, but a few curls had escaped, wrapping themselves around her neck and ears. She had her cherry-red lips pursed in thought, when she seemed to feel my gaze on her.

She brought her hand down from her mouth and fixed her eyes on mine. “What?”

I grinned. “Nothing. You okay?”

She opened her mouth to speak, but the young server brought over two steaming plates. He set them down and looked at us. “Y’all need anything else? More coffee or anythin’?”

I looked at Charity, who shook her head. I looked back up at the server. “No, we’re good. Thanks.”

He walked off and we ate our breakfast silently.

When we couldn’t eat any more, Charity set her napkin on her plate and looked at me. “So, where are we gonna go?”

I wiped my mouth with my napkin. “I was thinking we should start with some historical places, like museums or libraries. I bet there is some serious supernatural history in this town—it is famed to be the most haunted in the country, right? So there has to be some documentation somewhere, I would think?”

She nodded and her lips twitched. “I’m sure. Did you want to take a ghost tour?”

I rolled my eyes. “No way. I want to find some real stuff.”

“That’s my boy.”

I bit back a smile as the server returned to retrieve our plates and set the bill on our table. 

After paying and leaving, we strolled down the streets until we found a place giving away free tourist maps of the city. I grabbed one and stopped walking. After spreading it out on top of a metal trash can, I scanned it quickly. Charity leaned in close and looked over my shoulder.

I tapped on a drawing of a small building. “Looks like there’s a historical library only a few blocks from here. I say we start there.”

Charity nodded. “I agree.”

I folded the map and shoved it into the back pocket of my cargo shorts. Charity watched the action with curiosity and I could tell she was trying not to stare at how good my ass looked in these pants.

Heh...

“See something you like?” I asked, biting back a grin.

She rolled her eyes and started walking. As we strolled, I stared at all the old, historic buildings and Gothic structures which sat quietly along the street. To our right was the Mississippi River, and a warm morning breeze blew onto the street. I toyed with the idea of grabbing her hand as we strolled, then quickly dismissed it. She probably doesn’t even think of me in that way, I mused.

We stopped short when a policeman on horseback clambered off his horse and put handcuffs on a man who had been urinating into the grass in front of St. Peter’s Cathedral. The guy was clearly drunk and I watched the entire episode with raised eyebrows. The smell of booze and piss saturated the air.

I turned to Charity and shrugged. “It’s five o’clock somewhere.”

She giggled at the joke. We walked around the cop’s horse and kept strolling until we reached the street sign indicating we needed to go north to reach the library.

The eloquent building was not hard to miss. Almost resembling a church, the old structure had chipped black and white paint, and regal steps leading up to its antique-looking front double doors. We walked up the steps. I pulled on the right-side door as it wailed on its hinges, and with a wave of my hand, I indicated for Charity to go inside.

The library was something one would see in an old movie. Cool air conditioning blasted us as we walked in and I sighed in relief. The smell of old books filled my nose. I looked up to see the ceiling was ornate and intricate; its height reaching well over twenty feet above us. It was so silent, we could hear each other’s breathing. I walked past the librarian’s desk when I heard a quiet voice.

“May I help you?”

I turned to see a woman, maybe mid-forties, wearing a green dress and a white sweater sitting behind a desk. She brushed a strand of black hair behind her ears and adjusted her glasses.

I contemplated asking the question, staring at the woman a few seconds longer than I should have. Deciding I had nothing to lose. I could feel Charity’s stare on me, waiting for me to take the lead.

I cleared my throat. “Uh, yeah, my friend and I”—I pointed at Charity—“we’re doing research on succubuses and that sorta thing.”

The librarian looked at us both, then pushed up her glasses again. “I believe the plural is succubi.” She grinned. “But let me look.”

My eyes wandered down to her nametag, which read Wendy. As her attention was focused on her computer, her face lit up by its light. “Oh yes, section twelve, aisle three.”

I smiled politely. “Thank you, Wendy.”

She dipped her head. “I’ll be here if you need anything else.”

We wandered over to aisle three and began scanning the large, old books which sat neatly on the shelves.

A large, red, leather-bound book titled Vampyre Mythology caught Charity’s eye and she used both hands to pull the book from its comfortable spot on the shelf.

“What’cha got there?” I asked.

I followed her to a reading counter where she set the book down and opened it to the table of contents. I stood behind her, easily able to read over her shoulder with my height. Her finger scanned the table of contents and stopped on one of the last sections: Vampyre Variations.

She turned to the appropriate page and she and I were greeted with intricate, hand-drawn illustrations of all sorts of creatures. Some resembled devils and demons with human bodies, but horns, tails, and fangs; some were beautiful, voluptuous women with fangs and red eyes. There were animals resembling gargoyles tearing humans apart with their teeth. The beautiful topless women, of course, caught my eye. 

I tapped the photo of one woman with fiery red hair and huge boobs. “There’s your sister.”

Charity jabbed me in the stomach with her elbow. “Stop it.”

I snorted at my own joke, but remained otherwise quiet.

She looked down and read the caption aloud: “A succubus is a beautiful vampyre with the power to enchant and control in order to feed off the blood and essence of unsuspecting but willing males.” She frowned and looked up at me. “Well, that’s not useful.”

“I know,” I agreed. “That doesn’t tell us anything we don’t already know. Except she didn’t take my blood.” I scratched at my right elbow with my left hand and stared at the bookcase. “I don’t think.”

Silently, we both scanned the rest of the book, skimming through chapters, looking for keywords like “soul” and “seven days” and “black eyes” but did not find any.

Back to the bookshelf we went. We each chose books that specifically had the word “succubus” in the title or contents, and skimmed over those. The information in the books was vague and did not cover in-depth what exactly a succubus was or how she could steal souls and turn humans into vampires. Frustrated after two hours, we both met back at the reading table.

“I got nothin’,” I said with a shrug.

She sighed. “Me either.”

“Guess we should go look elsewhere.”

She grinned. “You sure you don’t want to take a ghost tour?”

I narrowed my eyes at her and suppressed a smirk. “You know, they offer vampire tours here too. At night, of course.”

She snorted and rolled her eyes. “Yeah, no thanks.”

As we made our way toward the front of the library, we thanked Wendy. But before we could reach the front door, Wendy called out to us. “Didn’t find what you were looking for?”

We both turned around. I put on my most disarming smile. “Not really. We were looking for something extremely specific.”

Wendy adjusted her glasses, folded her hands together on her desk, and eyed us both, her brown gaze searching me curiously. “Such as?”

I cleared my throat. “Well, we had heard that a female succubus can steal a man’s soul with a kiss, and within seven days, he becomes a vampire.”

I did not get the laugh or the look of mockery I was expecting, so I continued cautiously. “I mean, this is all for a research paper on Mythology, you see,” I lied. “I just wanted to report what true history says on the matter.”

Wendy regarded us carefully, and then removed her glasses, setting them on her desk. “I don’t think you’re gonna find anything with that sort of detail in it... in these books, unfortunately.” She inclined her head toward the book stacks. “However,” she said, sliding open her desk drawer and pulled out a small card, “I know a person who could help you get more detailed information.” She handed me the card.

I looked at it and my eyebrows dipped together. “Li Grand Zombi?” I looked at the librarian. “Ma’am, with all due respect, I don’t understand.”

She replaced her glasses and her eyes drifted back to her computer screen. “Just visit him at the address at the bottom. He will have some more information on the answers you seek.”

I looked at Charity, then back at Wendy. “Well, okay. Thanks.”

We left the library, making our way to the address on the card. Which wasn’t difficult, since it was on the next street over.
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Chapter 9
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Southern Voodoo

––––––––
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Charity and I stood on a hot, cracked sidewalk in front of a small building with peeling pink paint. It quite easily could have been a house, but was now converted into a small business. A sign swaying on a white post on the lawn read: Tarot readings and more.

I looked down at her. “Are we gonna go in?”

She lifted a pale shoulder in a shrug. “I guess we kinda have to if we want answers.”

“Do you think this person is gonna want money for answers?”

She laughed. “I’m quite positive of that.”

I put my hand out for her to take. She looked at it, then back up into my face, and smiled. My palm was sweaty, but then again, so was hers. Aside from the humidity and heat, we were both nervous.

I rang the doorbell and squeezed her hand.

Almost a full minute passed before the door creaked open and a large Black woman wearing a long, colorful dress and an even more colorful headwrap opened the door. She narrowed her eyes at us.

“Yeah, may I help you?” she asked in a heavy accent.

I cleared my throat again and clutched the card in my hand. “Yes, ma’am, we’d like to see Li Grand Zombi.”

She stared at me for a minute before bursting out laughing. “Boy, da snake diety has not been alive fo’ many years. Li Grand Zombi is da name a’ our shop.”

Me, a bit chagrinned, but already growing annoyed, forced a polite smile and said, “Well, we were looking for some information. May we come in?”

The woman again regarded us carefully, then dipped her head in a nod. With a flourish, she ushered us inside.

I tried not to stare at the multiple figurines and religious artifacts that were littered around the small house. A strong, smelly incense that burned my nose and eyes wafted throughout the small area. It was dark inside, and a single large sunbeam dancing with dust motes was our only light. A curtain of pookah shells rattled as the woman walked through them to the kitchen area. There was a bald man with dark skin and bright green eyes sitting at a polished oak table. With precision and practice, he was shuffling a deck of what looked like oversized playing cards. Two tall, tapered candles encased in glass flanked him on either side, and more incense burned in a small bowl next to the sink.

“Who is this, Babet?” the man asked in a deep voice, looking at the woman.

“They be lookin’ for some help,” she replied.

The man nodded and set his cards down carefully into a neat pile. He indicated for us to sit. “What can I do for ya?”

I looked at Charity, and she nodded. I pulled a wooden chair out for her and then sat myself in the one next to it.

“Well, sir... should I call you sir?”

He nodded. “Mathieu is what I am called.”

“Okay, Mathieu, we were told you might be able to give us some information on the history of the succubus.”

He stared at me hard, then flicked his eyes to Charity. He seemed to stare a little bit longer than necessary at her hair, making her squirm. Looking back at me, he said, “Yet, it is more than history you seek. You seek information on a particular succubus, isn’t dat right?”

“Yes, sir,” I replied.

Mathieu picked up his cards and began spreading them out on the table. I recognized them as tarot cards.

“I am going to do a reading on you both. But it is twenty dollars each.”

I shook my head. “Oh no, we don’t want a reading, we just want—”

“It’s non-negotiable, young man. I cannot help you find this demon you seek until I know who you are first,” he replied, cutting me off. His voice was calm, but firm.

Charity flinched a little at the demon comment, but kept her mouth clamped shut.

I pulled two twenties from my wallet and laid them on the table. “Okay, proceed.”

I was annoyed. I didn’t believe in any of this fortunetelling voodoo bullshit. I sat and wondered what the hell I was even doing in this strange shop, in this strange city, with a girl I barely knew. How had my life become so complicated in such a short time? It felt like a dream I might wake from at any moment. I went from barely believing in God to having to believe in every aspect of the supernatural in one day. But I knew it wasn’t a dream. I was having plenty of those, and they were just about as unpleasant as they came. The dreams about Eva were constant; every time I closed my eyes, she haunted me with a fierce aggression that disturbed me to my very core. She always taunted me, and sometimes they were so erotic, I’d wake up embarrassed. I had left that part out to Charity. I didn’t see a reason to divulge that—although something told me she already knew. 

“I am not liking these cards,” Mathieu said. He stared at me, his deep voice breaking me out of my thoughts.

I narrowed my eyes at the cards, then back at the strange man. “And why’s that?”

He held up a card depicting a hooded skeleton on a horse. “This is the card of death.”

I was slightly amused. “Are you saying I’m gonna die soon?”

“Boy, this is no game. This succubus you seek, she took your very soul, didn’t she?”

I sighed. “So I’m told. It’s my understanding I need to find her and kill her. But honestly, I don’t think I could kill her—or anyone, for that matter.”

Mathieu’s eyes once again drifted to Charity. He quickly shuffled them again and pulled out a card with what looked like a child sitting on a horse with a sun behind it. “This card represents the sun. You are the light to your other half, which is the dark night.”

She frowned a little. “That is right. My twin sister is the succubus we need to find.”

The man grunted and put the cards down. “That is very unfortunate. Because your friend is correct. If he wishes to not become a night-dwelling demon, he must kill your twin, and do it soon. I can already see your aura turnin’ black, where it was once very bright yellow.”

“Yellow? What does that mean? Uh... sir?” I asked.

Mathieu chuckled softly. “A yellow aura is someone who is always struggling to maintain control in their life. These people don’t like to not have control of their surroundings, but are also very compassionate, generous people. Your yellow aura is fading into black, much like when the day turns into night along the horizon.” Mathieu moved his gaze from mine to look over my head. “You must not squander this opportunity to get your soul back, boy. This is life or death. You will not be human any longer in three days’ time.”

Charity gasped as tears sprang to her eyes. “He really has to kill my sister?” She whimpered.

“Yes, girl. He must. I’m sorry. The world will be better off if he rids it of this demon who used to be your sister. She is your twin no longer. I’m sorry, child.”

“Excuse me.” She got up and left the room.

I sucked in a breath and looked right at the fortuneteller. “You’re sure? There’s no alternative?”

“Not dat I know of, son. I’m sorry.”

“Any particular way? Stake through the heart? What?” I couldn’t believe those words just came out of my mouth.

“It matters not,” Mathieu answered. “Three days at the most, but the sooner, the better. The effects will be more permanent, the longer you wait.” He looked back down at the cards, and the last one he flipped over was a card depicting a naked man and woman looking up at something in the sky. He smiled a little to himself and looked back up at me. “Card of lovers.”

“What?” I asked. 

He shook his head. “You have more pressing matters in which you need to tend to.” He put the card of lovers back into the stack. “Now, go handle ya business, boy.”

With my shoulders slumped in defeat, I thanked the man, gathered up Charity, and left the house.

I could never kill someone. Even if she wasn’t human any longer. 
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“For whatever it’s worth, I’m sorry,” I murmured as Charity and I walked back in the direction of our hotel.

She sniffed and just nodded.

“Say something,” I pled.

She looked up at me with bloodshot eyes. “What do you want me to say? Please don’t kill my twin sister?”

“Yes.”

Shock registered on her pretty face and then her copper eyebrows dipped into her forehead. “What?”

I stopped walking and took her hand. “You don’t actually think I want to kill someone, do you? I don’t particularly like Eva, but I don’t have it in me to murder her.”

“But to save yourself... anyone in your shoes would. And nobody would blame you. Like he said, she’s a demon now.”

I continued walking but kept hold of Charity’s hand. While looking straight ahead, I said, “I don’t know. I need more proof or something. This whole thing is straight outta Hollywood. It’s too unreal for me.”

Trying not to choke up, she swallowed hard. “Let’s just find Eva. Maybe she can tell you what happened. Maybe succubi are a myth and she just took some of your blood.”

I could tell she knew she was grasping at straws. She knew exactly what her sister was, but was trying to comfort me somehow.

I nodded. “She’s going to that fancy ball tomorrow night, right?”

“Yes, and I think we should go. I was doing some Internet research and it seems that people wear masks and such, so she might not even recognize us. We’re gonna have to find some clothes, though, it’s pretty dressy.”

My mouth twisted into a grin. “I know just the place.”

Twenty minutes later, we found ourselves inside an eclectic costume shop I had noticed on our walk earlier. The store was small and crowded with costumes of all types, complete with props, costume jewelry, and accessories. Mannequins adorned the small front window and a counter with a cash register sat on the far right wall. 

A tall, thin man wearing eye makeup, pale skin, and shiny black windswept hair smiled at us between chomps of gum. “Hey, folks. Lookin’ for something specific, or just browsin’?”

Charity nodded. “We were wondering what people wear to that vampire ball. We want to fit in and look nice, but not stand out.”

The man came out from behind the counter and placed a hand on Charity’s arm. “Oh, honey, I have a dress that I know will look to-die-for on your tiny little frame!” he drawled.

She followed him to the back wall. There were poles littered with poufy, gawdy gowns hanging off them, and the shop clerk began maniacally rifling through them. He pulled out a strapless dress boasting a black bodice and black-and-white checkered skirt. It reminded me of the floor of a barbershop or an old diner.

She wrinkled her nose. “Seriously? It looks like a checkerboard.”

The shop clerk threw his head back and laughed. “Darlin’ this is mild compared to what people are going to be wearing there—or should I say, not wearing.”

I gasped at his comment and turned around holding a plain black tuxedo I’d found on a rack. “You’re jokin’.”

The man grinned. “Absolutely not. Some people show up in just body paint. Sometimes you have to look real close, but I can assure you, it’s a trip.”

Charity’s eyebrows rose. “You’re sure I won’t look like the bride of the Mad Hatter in this thing?” She pointed at the dress.

The clerk again grinned. “Sweetheart, you absolutely will look like the bride of the Mad Hatter in this thing, but that’s the point.”

She pawed at the dangling price tag and shrugged a pale shoulder. “Well, it’s only thirty bucks. Can I try it on?”

“Of course,” he said, ushering her toward the back of the store with a flourish.

I shook my head and went back to the racks. There wasn’t much of a selection for men, and an even smaller selection for tall men, but I was still clutching the black and white tuxedo. It looked a bit dated, like maybe some prom date had worn it in the late nineties, but I really couldn’t care less. I just wanted to get into this ridiculous party and find Eva and get some answers. I held the garment up to me and then wandered to the back of the store where the fitting rooms were. Yanking open a curtain, I went inside and stripped off my cargo shorts and T-shirt. I pulled the pants on first. They fit, mostly, and then I shrugged on the white button-up shirt. It barely buttoned across my chest, but I huffed in satisfaction as I got the last button secured. Lastly, I pulled on the jacket and stretched my arms back and forth to ensure it wouldn’t tear. Since there was no mirror in the crude little dressing room, I pushed back the curtain in search of one. As my eyes scanned the shop, they fell on Charity, who was also just exiting her fitting room.

The gown fit her like a glove. Her pale chest and shoulders were an elegant contrast to the black bodice of the dress, and made the black and white checks of the dress look like it was made for her. I noticed her gaze scan me from head to toe.

“That looks smokin’ on you,” I blurted out. 

I looked over at the shop clerk, who was grinning in satisfaction.

She sucked in a breath. “Tuxedo, huh? I never pictured you to clean up that nice, but I have to say, it suits you. No pun intended, of course.”

I shook my head and laughed, then wandered back into the fitting room and put my T-shirt and shorts back on. Carefully hanging the tuxedo back on its hanger, I wondered where I was supposed to get tickets to get into this big ball. What if they were sold out?

Fifty dollars poorer, we exited the vintage clothing store when we heard someone shout. “Kids!”

Charity and I turned around and saw the clerk walking quickly out of his store. 

“You’re gonna need these.” He held two black feathered masks with sticks attached. “On the house.”

Charity and I looked at each other and laughed.

“Thank you,” I said with a bow of my head.

“Have fun!” he called out with a wave.

We headed back to our hotel to put our new garments up. On our way in, I stopped at the front desk.

“Hi, folks. Can I help you?” asked the clerk.

“I need to pay for another night,” I said.

She smiled. “Sure, room number?”

“Uh, two-oh-one,” I said.

The woman punched keys on her keyboard and gave me my total.  She ran my debit card and re-swiped our card keys. As we went into the room, we carefully hung up the garments. I pulled out my phone, doing a search of New Orleans balls. One came up, a vampire ball being held downtown. 

I laughed and turned the screen so she could see. “Is this the one?”

She squinted at the screen and said, “Yeah, it is.”

“So stupid,” I muttered. “This thing looks like a bunch of Gothic freaks obsessed with vampires and playing dress-up. I just wonder why your sister is interested in going.” I looked back down at the phone and began clicking links to see how to buy tickets.

Charity gasped. “Oh, my God.”

I looked up, alarmed. “What’s wrong?”

“My sister has been to this ball before. In fact, she goes every year. I can’t believe I’m just remembering this now.”

“Huh?” 

Charity had her thumbnail in her mouth, gnawing on what was left of it. “Every August she comes here. She always used to ask if I wanted to go, and I said no. I thought she was partying here. I am not into the party scene, really. She always was, though. Always dragged me to wild pool parties in high school and stuff. I refused to come here with her every year, though.”

A thought hit me. “Do you think this is where she met someone who made her a succubus?”

She nodded slowly. “Yes, I’m positive of it. When she disappeared three years ago, it was right after one of her trips here. I’m thinkin’ this ball is more than a bunch of posers.” She looked up at me. “We’re gonna have to be careful.”

I looked back down at my phone and punched in my debit card numbers as I bought two tickets to the vampire ball. “Well,” I said, “I won’t leave your side, and once we find Eva, we’re outta there. I mean it.”

She seemed happy with my sincerity and need to protect, and said, “Thanks.”

“I guess we’ll need to formulate a plan. What are we gonna do once we find Eva?”
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Chapter 10
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Vampire Ball

––––––––
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Charity fidgeted with her dress, pulling up the strapless number to ensure everything was covered. She continually smoothed down the black and white checkered skirt and toddled awkwardly on high heels. Partygoers stood in front and behind us, waiting in line to enter the large hotel that was very dark inside, from what we could see.
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