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“Just as a snake sheds its skin, we must shed our past over and over again.” ~Gautama Buddha
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Heat of the Night 

––––––––
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Hot Louisiana wind whipped me in the face as I flew down the highway. A glance up told me the moon was full and we’d probably be very busy tonight. 

Damn werewolves.

I steered my Harley toward the water, needing to be alone and think before the night started. I had big news for my men, and I had to contemplate how to tell them. Shadow could hold down the clubhouse while I mulled over my decision.

I reached Cross Lake fairly quickly and parked my bike in the lot. Patting my pants to ensure my knife was in my pocket and my revolver tucked in tight, I strolled toward the dock and stopped at the edge, where it stretched out onto the lake. The water was very still, like a sheet of glass, the moon a perfectly round white ball reflected on its surface. I briefly wondered what Cross Lake looked like first thing in the morning with the orange sun rising behind it. I hadn’t lived here the last time I’d seen a sunrise. No, I’d been in California, where I was born and raised. I don’t remember my last sunrise, but I do remember my last sunset. It was in 1987.

“Sweet swells today, dude!”

I grinned and high-fived my best friend Randy. We’d graduated high school together twelve years prior and pretty much had been living as beach bums since. We surfed, worked menial jobs, and practically never left Huntington Beach. As we sat in nothing but swim trunks with our surfboards by our sides, we reminisced about how awesome the waves had been that day, watching the large, orange ball sink below the Pacific Ocean’s horizon. 

I flicked my sand-splattered blond hair to the side. It had been permanently bleached by the sun—even though, by then, a few gray hairs had begun popping through. We sat in silence until the dark descended and a blanket of stars began to break through the dark-navy sky.

Randy got up and brushed sand from his shorts. “Okay, man. Gotta get ready for work. Spring break bitches gonna keep us busy tonight!”

I chuckled. Randy tended bar at a local nightclub. “Have fun.”

“Stop by if you’re not busy,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder before shuffling off in the sand to head to his car, his surfboard under his arm.

The sound of an approaching motorcycle bolted me out of my memory, and I turned my head to see one of my club members come rumbling up on his Harley. He killed the engine and dismounted his bike before heading toward me.

I furrowed my brow, my hands on my hips. “This better be a fucking emergency.”

He shrugged and grinned at me. I couldn’t see his eyes behind the sunglasses he never took off. “Eh sort of.”

I sighed and looked out at the water, wondering how he’d found me. This was my so-called happy place and now I would have to find a new one. “What is it, Kovah?”

“This lake is a good place to unwind. A buddy of mine likes to come fishing out here when he wants to be alone.”

“I know the feeling,” I replied dryly. “How did you find me, anyway?”

Kovah lifted one shoulder and let it fall. “Eh, I have my ways.”

“You’re an annoying ass, you know that?” I replied.

“Well, we’ve got a wolf on the loose near the clubhouse.” He looked up at the full moon. “I told the guys to inform you, but they said you weren’t there. You didn’t answer your cell, so I tracked you down.”

I pulled my phone from my pocket and swore. “It’s off.” I powered it back on and re-pocketed it.

“I figured. Anyway, Venom won’t let me kill him. He was mid-shift when we got the call. It was cute, him trying to bark orders at me from inside his cage.”

I sighed and ran a hand down my face. “Fucking wolf. Should have never let one in the Nighthawks. Should have kept it vampires-only.”

“And one human-vampire hybrid,” Kovah added, throwing me a cheesy smile that looked so out of place against his dark hair and sleeves of tattoos.

I chuckled and turned my head to look out over the water. “You’re lucky I didn’t kill you the night I found you sleazing around my clubhouse.”

“You almost wrecked my baby though. Good thing my buddy’s a bike mechanic or I would have sent you the bill.”

I raked a hand through my hair. “Apprehend the wolf, lock him up, and I’ll be back shortly. If Venom has an issue, he can take it up with me.”

“Ten-four.” Kovah saluted me like an idiot and then got back on his bike and left.

I pulled my phone from my pocket to see I’d missed three calls and five texts while it had been off. I had a love-hate relationship with this damn device. I looked up over the calmness of the lake and wanted to throw the phone into it and never have to deal with one again. I remembered what it was like to not be burdened with having to be on call all the time, but as the leader of the Nighthawks, I had a responsibility to my men. To my team. And that meant always being available for emergencies. Which seemed like we had one every fucking day. 

I stared at the lake and blew out a breath. Emergencies I brought on myself and my men. I’d chosen the life of a hunter and now had a couple dozen other hunters by my side. Mostly a band of misfits who’d found a place to belong by joining the Nighthawks. Supernatural creatures with nowhere to go after becoming what they now were.

A low growl from behind me bolted me from my thoughts. My silver knife was in my hand faster than I could blink as I spun around. A large gray wolf paced back and forth twenty feet from me, blocking my exit to the parking lot. 

I narrowed my eyes at the beast. “What do you want?”

Of course, it didn’t answer me since they couldn’t speak aloud in their wolf form. It could understand me, though. That much I knew. It just stared at me as it prowled.

I waved my knife as I walked closer to it. “Are you lost? Or do you have a death wish?”

As I saw now it was a male, he stopped at my warning and seemed to narrow his eyes at me. 

“Shoo,” I said, getting more annoyed with each passing minute. “You’re going to get out of my way, and I’m gonna get on my bike and go. We’ll both leave here unscathed and alive. Deal?”

I didn’t want to kill the creature, since we only did that when we caught them threatening or harming humans or us, but I wasn’t going to let this fucker hurt me, either.

The wolf didn’t move so I shrugged. “All right, man. If this is the hill you wanna die on...”

I threw the dagger toward his torso to scare him, and it missed by centimeters as he bounded out of the way at the last second, bolting away into the night. At least he wasn’t going to be a problem to me now. I used vampire speed to bolt to my bike, picking up my beloved knife on the way. The thing was not only made of pure silver, it had sentimental value as well. 

I tucked the knife into the leg pocket of my trousers and got on my bike. Before taking off, I looked around and saw that everything was quiet. Normally those bastards traveled in packs, so I wondered if this one was just lost.

Stupid fucking wolves.
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Chapter 2
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Den of Vipers

––––––––
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I smelled the wolf blood the minute I killed the engine. 

Our clubhouse sat in the middle of the warehouse district in downtown Shreveport, and I had never regretted the decision to establish it here. It was deathly quiet at night so we could hear if anyone or anything approached. I’d bought the entire building and had used a fictitious LLC to keep the locals out of my business. As far as they knew, we simply manufactured motorcycle parts and repaired bikes here, nothing more, nothing less. And it wasn’t a complete fabrication, we did work on our bikes here, we just got the parts from somewhere else. The back end of the clubhouse had a full mechanic’s shop. I was never interested in learning how to repair them, but we had a couple guys and one girl who were pros. In their spare time, they bought and flipped bikes for profit.

Wrinkling my nose at the stench of wolf blood, I plugged the code into the door and went inside. The familiar beeping sound echoed throughout the space, indicating someone had come through the door. A little added security never hurt.

I stalked through the main open space of the warehouse and looked around. The upstairs catwalk area was clear and quiet, but straight ahead, where we kept three cages we referred to as cells, I saw Phoenix, Shadow, Face, and Kovah standing in front of one of two occupied ones. A large brown wolf lay panting on the cement floor, blood leaking from its left hind quarter. 

I could still smell the gunpowder. “You shot it?” I asked as I approached.

Shadow lifted a shoulder and let it fall. “It was either him or me.”

I stared at the creature and it stared back at me.

“Isn’t it supposed to shift back into a human when it’s hurt?” Face asked.

“Not necessarily,” Phoenix answered. “Only if they’re dying. Otherwise, he’s stuck like that until the moon goes away and morning comes.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Are we just going to let him bleed out like that?”

Kovah chuckled. “You gonna go in there and tend to his wound? It’s not like he can do it himself if we throw him some medical supplies. No opposable thumbs.” He wiggled both his thumbs and grinned.

“Well, at least sedate the fucker. Then maybe we can see what we’re working with when morning comes,” I said. 

“On it,” Shadow said, heading toward the offices where we kept a small armory of weapons and other supplies.

The wolf woofed once at me. Then, the other wolf in the cage next to it also woofed.

I looked at Venom in his wolf form. “You can tell me what he said when morning comes. Now be a good little Nighthawk and go to sleep.” 

He woofed again and I just shook my head. I hated having to lock him up every full moon, but he understood. He seemed to have a handle on his wolf in that form, but he was fairly new to the club, and I didn’t trust him fully yet. In my experience, werewolves were unpredictable and dangerous—even in their human form. I’d taken a chance on Venom because he’d proved himself by saving Phoenix’s life. Plus, having a wolf in the club could be to our advantage. For instance, right now. Wolves had a telepathy of sorts, the way they communicated in their beast form.

A pop and then a yelp caught my attention as I watched the dart enter the brown wolf’s neck area. He whimpered a few times and then went quiet, lying on its side. It looked dead but I could see its stomach rising and falling as it slept.

“Fuckin’ wolves,” Shadow said, slowly entering the cell to tie a bandage around the now sleeping wolf’s leg.

He was rewarded by an angry bark from Venom.

I looked at Phoenix and Kovah. “Get him some food and water. We’re not savages.”

They headed toward the kitchen area and I looked at Shadow. “What happened?”

He jutted his bearded chin toward the creature. “I went to take the fuckin’ trash out and this mutt attacked me. Jumped out from behind the dumpster. Thank fuck I had my piece on me.” He patted his right hip where the pistol hid under his leather jacket.

“Doesn’t make sense,” I said. “They don’t usually attack us, because they know if they bite us it’s not going to taste very good.”

That was an understatement. It downright burned their tongues and throats.

“I dragged it in here and the guys helped me throw it in there.”

I looked at the trail of smeared blood leading from the front door to the cell. “Well, these things are getting braver. I was at the lake earlier and one seemed to appear out of nowhere. It didn’t attack but just kind of stared at me. I had to throw my knife at it to get it to move along. I hate that we can’t communicate with them while they’re like this.”

“At least it’s only once a month that we have to deal with them,” Kovah said, opening Venom’s cell door and setting down two big bowls. The wolf immediately dug into the raw steak, making disgusting slurping and snorting sounds as Kovah closed the cell door and threw the bolt closed at the top of the cage.

“Get that blood cleaned up and let’s meet for church,” I said, jutting a thumb toward the red smears as I headed to my office.

“On it,” Phoenix replied, heading toward the kitchen.

Before I reached my office, I stopped and popped my head into the mechanic’s shop. There were two bikes up on lifts and another lay in pieces on the ground. 

Dash turned his head when he heard the door open. “Hey ’sup, boss?”

I hated when they called me that, but I couldn’t get them to stop, so I mostly just ignored it. “Anything going on?” I asked.

He shook his head, his long ponytail sliding along his T-shirt as he turned back to the bike he was working on. The pieces were on a red cloth spread out on the metal table. He looked like he was putting together a metal jigsaw puzzle. “Nothin’,” he replied.

“Church in five,” I said, looking at the other two, a man and a woman, sitting around drinking coffee.

I left the shop and made a pitstop for my office before heading to the chapel. It was actually more like a bar, but it was the only place in the warehouse that could seat us all for church, so it had been dubbed the ‘chapel.’ The fact that fully stocked bars took up the length of two walls, and the irony wasn’t lost on me.

Seeing most of the group was already seated, I headed toward one of the bars and pulled out a wine bottle before yanking the cork out. I lifted a glass and poured the bottle’s thick, bloody contents into a glass. I put the bottle back and headed to the front of the room. 

After a sip, I set the glass down on the podium and opened up my notebook I’d retrieved from my office. Face told me he could put an app on my cell phone where I could take notes, but I preferred hand-writing them. Technology, not my favorite thing.

I pounded the gavel, and the room went quiet. Before I spoke, I looked out at the group of vampires who made up the Nighthawks and felt a little bit of pride for the men and women who had chosen to follow me and help me keep the streets of Shreveport relatively clean. I hoped the bombshell I was about to drop on them would be taken well.

Clearing my throat unnecessarily, I thanked them for being here, and then said, “I have some news.” You could hear a pin drop now as they all stared at me in rapt attention. “I’ve decided to move our main operation to New Orleans.”

Whispers and murmurs sounded throughout the room, a few hands in the air like school children wanting to be called on.

I held my hand up. “Let me finish. All your questions will be answered.” I took a gulp of my bloody cocktail and set the glass down. “The move will take place over the next six months. This clubhouse will stay here, and I’ll be asking for three volunteers to stay behind to run it, and to monitor the activity in Shreveport. I’ve already secured a location twice this size for a fix shop, offices, an armory, living quarters, and detention cells. There’s an adjacent bar-nightclub I’ve purchased for extra income. I’m upping our recruiting efforts for more vamps to help us run the new place, as the dozen or so of us won’t be enough. I want to emphasize that recruiting means willing participants. I will not, under any circumstances, tolerate turning any humans against their will. We will accept both men and women, as long as they can pass the initiation process. All prospects will go through me. My lieutenants already know about these plans and they will be my right-hand men in completing this transition.”

Without raising his hand, Dash asked, “Can I ask why?”

I nodded. “The answer is simple: The supernatural crime rate is quadruple there than it is here. Plus, the Rebel Riders already take care of most of it here in Shreveport.”

A fairly new member of our club, Jewel, snorted. “Those old coots. Humans. They won’t last long.”

I glared at her. “Yes, but for now, they take care of business. They’re also recruiting younger members.”

“Don’t underestimate them,” Kovah added. “They kick ass.” He grinned, his sunglasses reflecting the lights from the ceiling. He took a swig from his beer. Lucky bastard was a human-vampire hybrid and could not only go out in the sun, but could catch a good buzz from booze. I hadn’t been drunk since 1987.
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Chapter 3
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Heartache Tonight

––––––––
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Huntington Beach, California – 1987

––––––––
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The crash of waves in my ears was deafening as I sat and watched the sun set over the Pacific Ocean. My buddy Randy and I had been surfing most of the day and I was pretty exhausted. He’d left to go get ready for his job bartending at a local rowdy bar on the beach. I too worked a menial job in a surf shop, usually a few days a week so I could make my half of the rent I shared with another guy who I rarely saw. I realized at thirty years old I should probably grow up and get a real job, or even try to go to college, but I just didn’t care that much, to be honest. All I wanted to do was surf and party, and I had my deceased parents’ inheritance I was draining to do it.

I sat there a few minutes longer until I started to get cold. Nights in California didn’t stay as warm as the days. I stood and picked up my board, slid on my flip-flops, T-shirt, and baja hoodie, and headed toward the main street that lined the beach. I didn’t have a car; I walked everywhere. I strolled quietly, looking at the retail shops that were closing up for the night. The fun part of the beach would be a couple of streets over where the bars and clubs were. I thought about going to hang out with Randy while he worked but decided I was feeling tired from all the sun and surfing and thought a beer and some TV sounded better. I had to work tomorrow, anyway.

As I rounded the corner to my apartment, something hard smashed into my face. I dropped my board and bellowed out in pain as I fell to the ground. Before I could blink or cry out again, I was flat on my back, a frighteningly beautiful woman on top, straddling me, pinning my arms to my side. 

I balled up my fists. “What the fuck? Get off—”

She slapped me across the face. “Shhh.” She put a blood-red nail to her lips.

Pissed as hell, I tried bucking her off, but she was freakishly strong. I slowly stopped resisting because of the look in her eyes. It was calming me somehow. That calm was short-lived, though, because after her eyes turned complete black like a demon, she opened her mouth, and I saw a set of very sharp fangs. My eyes widened, and before I could yell, she slammed her face down to my neck and bit into me—hard. My screams were muffled as she smashed her hand down over my mouth while she ravaged my neck. Relaxation began to overtake my senses, and when she removed her hand from my mouth, I lacked the energy to do anything but whimper and blink, trying to keep my eyes open. Eventually the darkness won, taking me under its blanket and putting me to sleep.

[image: image]

The throbbing in my head woke me. I blinked my eyes open and realized I most certainly was not in my room back in my dinky apartment. How much did I have to drink and whose bed did I wind up in?

Groaning, I went to get up to use the bathroom out of habit but realized I couldn’t. Seeing my right, and then my left arm tied with rope to the bed I lay alone on made me wake up real fast. I yanked at my restraints and sat up, thankful my feet weren’t restrained as well. I wore nothing but a loose pair of dark-blue pajama bottoms that certainly weren’t mine. Looking around the large room, I could see Victorian-era décor, including the bed I was on. It was a four-poster, with gaudy bedclothes matching the rest of the furniture. I blinked again in disbelief, trying hard to remember the last thing that had happened before I went to sleep.

“Think, think,” I muttered to myself.

I suddenly felt a huge wave of nausea overtake me. Since I couldn’t get up to use the bathroom, I leaned my head over the side of the bed the best I could and emptied the contents of my stomach. Not only was I shocked to see a large metal bowl on the floor that had caught my spew of sickness, but even more shocking was the fact that my vomit was mostly red liquid.

“What the...?” I whimpered, tasting the coppery regurgitated blood.

I sat back up and used my bare shoulder to wipe my mouth off. 

Ugh, I need some water. So thirsty.

I closed my eyes and tried to remember.

Surfing with Randy.

Heading home.

But I didn’t make it home, did I? 

My eyes slammed open. That Halloween-costumed bitch, she’d attacked me in the alley behind my apartment!

“Holy shit!”

Unable to get my hand to my neck to feel if I still had her bite marks on me, I began to thrash violently, trying to get the rope to snap. I had to get the hell out of here. What kind of weird shit was this chick into? I wasn’t sticking around to find out. I was already vomiting blood, for God’s sake. I clearly needed medical attention. Knowing that crying out for help would just make her, or someone worse, come in here faster, I tried to find a way to free my right hand. I stared at the knot in the rope against the bedpost. Looked pretty complicated, like the ones they tied on the boat when I used to go out on my buddy’s family’s yacht as a teen. They’d tried to teach me nautical rope ties, but it was lost on me. I just wanted to sit and watch the ocean. Wished I would have paid more attention—not that it mattered, now. It would take a sharp instrument of some kind to release me.

I looked around the room again. I could see a large window to my right, but I couldn’t tell how big it was because it was covered by heavy velvet draperies that matched the god-awful bedspread I sat on. Hell, I didn’t even know if it was night or day at this point. I assumed morning since I’d just woken up.

There was nothing I could use to break these binds. I straightened my fingers to make my hand as small as possible and tried to yank out of the binding at my wrist, but all that did was scrape the shit out of my skin and draw blood. I hissed in pain. The rope didn’t give at all. I looked up to see the ropes might slide off the post at the top, so I sat up with my back to the wall and tried to slide both arms up at the same time, but the ropes would not budge an inch. After ten minutes of trying to loosen them, I gave up. Beginning to get discouraged, my panic rose. I had to get out of here.

A noise from the doorway caught my attention, and I watched as the woman and another man walked in. The man was very young and thin and wore nothing but a pair of jeans and was barefoot. I stared at him and then her. 

“Oh, good. You’re finally awake,” she said with a creepy smile. I stared at her pale, flawless, skin, dark wavy hair, and freakishly light-blue eyes. She was dressed like a villain from a comic book, leather pants, boots, and tits spilling out of her tight-ass top.

“Why do you have me tied up in here, you crazy bitch? Let me go,” I snapped.

She folded her arms over her chest and grinned. “No.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “You attacked me last night. Why did you bite me, you freak?”

She tilted her head back and laughed. “Last night? Honey, that was three days ago.”

My eyes widened in shock and I sucked in a breath. “What? No...”

“Yes,” she said, grinning in triumph at my shock.

I looked at the man, who seemed to be waiting on an order from the woman, and then back to her. “What do you want?”

Her frightening smile got wider. “Oh, honey, you’re here for your own protection.”

What the... “Protection from what?”

“From yourself,” she answered a split-second before her eyes turned solid black.

I gasped out loud and tried to scrabble up the bed further, but my back was already pressed tightly to the wall behind me. 

Before I could blink, she was on the bed, yanking me down flat and straddling me once more as she had that night.

“Get off me!” I screamed, trying to buck her off once more and wondering how I could use my legs. I lifted my knee and smacked her in her backside, but it had no effect. She just continued to straddle me, staring down at me with those freaky eyes. 

“Come here, Sam,” she said, and I watched as the young man obeyed. Sam sat on the bed next to us and craned his neck to the side, almost robotically.

“What are you doing?” I asked, mortified as the realization came over me that she had kidnapped me for some freaky orgy she wanted to have with me and this Sam guy.

“Shhh,” she hissed, smoothing back my too-long hair from my face. “Listen to Sam’s heartbeat. Close your eyes and you’ll hear it.”

I looked at the woman, then to Sam, then back to her. “No! What are you doing? Get offa me. Let me out of here!”

Her eyes went back to blue, and an angry countenance overtook her already frighteningly stunning features. A piercing sting warmed my face as I realized she’d slapped me clean across the face. “Shut up, close your eyes, and listen to his heartbeat, Vane. I won’t ask you again.”

“How do you know my—”

Another slap that shut me up. I obeyed to avoid any more abuse and closed my eyes. 

“Listen to its steady rhythm,” she whispered.

Concentrating, just to appease her so I could figure a way out, I did as I was told. Sure enough, I could hear Sam’s heartbeat. 

Okay, now what?

“Do you hear it, love?” she purred.

“Yes,” I answered with a nod.

“Open your eyes,” she commanded.

When I did, Sam was sitting inches from me, his head turned to the side. I could see the blue vein throbbing in his neck and was suddenly mesmerized by it. I watched in fascination as it pulsed in rhythm with the sound of it beating in my ears. My mouth began to water, and I felt something sliding out of my gums. I opened my mouth and closed it again, rewarded by a sharp fang piercing my bottom lip—my own fang. 

What the hell is going on?! I screamed inside.

But outside, I couldn’t really move.

“Taste Sam. Drink from him,” she demanded, pushing his neck to my mouth.

Oh fuck! No!

But I couldn’t help it; it was too hard to resist. I leaned forward and bit down into that throbbing vein. I was rewarded by a rush of sweet liquid pouring down my throat. I sucked at Sam’s neck as he moaned.

My dick getting hard was what drew my attention away from drinking and back to the present. The woman rubbing it through my pajama bottoms had me withdrawing my mouth from Sam’s neck, shrinking back from him, and trying to kick the woman away.

“What the fuck did you do to me!” I screamed, kicking at them both, blood dribbling down my chin. I wanted to lick it away but then told myself that was disgusting. What I’d just done was abhorrent, unnatural, and downright sickening. “What have you done?” I whispered this time.

She grinned evilly at me. “I’m Agnes. Welcome to my world, Vane Matson.”
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Chapter 4
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Bad Company

––––––––
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Present Day

––––––––
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After a few hours of daytime sleep, a hot shower, and some clean, fresh clothes, I left the house I shared with Shadow and drove to the clubhouse on my Hog. The night wind blew my hair back and I sucked in a deep breath I didn’t really need as I drove. After I parked, I put in the code and walked in, ready to start my evening.

Most of us had our own places, and a few of the vampires all lived together in larger homes, but we did not keep living quarters at the clubhouse. We did keep one cot in the offices with a blanket and pillow for emergencies, along with a couple of comfortable couches.

When I started this club, I thought it best to keep personal and professional lives separate—not that many of my men and women had lives. The Nighthawks were their only family for most—me included. My parents had died in a boating accident long before I was even turned, and the trust fund they’d left their only child was how I was able to afford this long life I led. I had lucked out and found an awesome investment banker at Randy’s bar one night who’d been able to double the million they’d left me. It had since quadrupled, thanks to the stocks I’d learned to invest in, and hence, how I afforded to pay cash for my houses, vehicles, and the Nighthawks’ needs.

I headed straight to the cage where a man dressed in athletic shorts sat. He was scrawny, dirty, and was currently munching on a sandwich. I looked at the cell next to his to see it empty, the door open. I looked back at the wolf, who stared up at me with frightened eyes, a touch of defiance behind his fear as he chewed his dinner.

I smelled him before he spoke. “Hey, boss.”

Clapping Venom on the shoulder of his white T-shirt, I said, “What’s the good word?”

He was also eating a sandwich and used it to point at the thin man in the cage. “Name’s Dave. Won’t say what pack he’s from. That’s all I could get from him.”

I looked at Venom. “That’s it?”

He nodded, shoving the rest of his sandwich down his gullet with one finger. 

I looked at the scraggly wolf, noticing his leg wound was nothing but a scab and the bloodied bandage lay in shreds next to him. “Why did you attack Shadow?” I jutted a thumb over my shoulder, sure Shadow was here somewhere.

No answer. He just stared at me.

I nodded and ran my fingers over my chin. “All right. You wanna play deaf-mute, that’s fine. You can spend another night in that cage. Is that what you want?”

Still, no response.

Venom pulled his cell phone from his pocket and waved it at the wolf. “We filmed your transition back to human this morning. Maybe we’ll put it on YouTube. You won’t say what pack you’re from, but when that shit goes viral, I’ll bet they’ll come looking for you. Maybe we’ll even ask for a ransom.”

Dave’s eyes went wide. “Code.”

Venom chuckled. “You think I give a shit about the code? Look who I roll with.” He pointed at me, and then the other vampires who had gathered behind us to watch the interaction.

“Filthy traitor,” Dave growled.

“Answer the fucking question,” I demanded.

Shadow came to stand next to me. “Yeah, answer.” Then, he disappeared.

Dave gasped, looking to where Shadow once was and then to me and Venom. “What the hell, man?”

I shrugged casually. “He could be anywhere.”

“Vampire speed,” Dave grunted.

“No, not vampire speed.” Venom chuckled. “The fucker can literally disappear. Why do you think we call him Shadow?”

“Boo!” Shadow said, appearing inside Dave’s cage.

Dave screamed.

Shadow disappeared again, reappearing next to me.

All the vamps behind me laughed.

“Talk,” I demanded again.

“Fuck off,” he said.

I looked at Phoenix and nodded. With a flick of his wrist, he shot a stream of fire at the wolf and it set his foot on fire. Dave screamed before he dumped his water bowl on it to extinguish it. 

“Asshole,” he said.

“Spit it out,” I snapped.

“Okay, okay,” Dave replied, panting, but not taking his eyes off Phoenix. “Cedar Grove pack sent me here. To see what you bloodsuckers were up to.”

Wow, one zap of fire and he’d sung like a canary.

Venom laughed. “Cedar Grove pack? That bunch of mangy mutts?”

Dave spat at Venom, and the wad of spittle landed on his boot. “Fuck off, traitor.”

Venom’s smile dropped as he looked down at his boot. “You dick.”

Annoyed, I said, “Keep talking.”

“We know you been killin’ wolves. Just tryin’ to find out why.” He glared at me. 

I glanced at my watch to check the date. Last night had been the third night of the full moon, and I was grateful he wasn’t going to turn again while we had him. We needed answers.

“We kill rogue wolves who attack humans,” Face pointed out.

Dave looked at Face and then back to me. “It doesn’t matter. The pack wants penance for killing one of their own.”

“You mean one of your own,” Venom said, producing a candy bar from his pocket and unwrapping it before taking a bite. Did the guy ever stop eating?

“Let me out of here. I told you what you want to know,” Dave said, now sounding scared and irritated.

I looked at Venom and jerked my head toward Dave. “Let him make a call. I want to meet with the pack leader.”

Venom took out his phone and tossed it at Dave. “Start dialing.”

I walked away and headed toward my office. My men could handle the rest. Once the pack leader arrived, I would go out and make my presence known. Until then, I had paperwork to do.
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“I’m shocked he even showed up,” Venom said, staring at the large man seated inside the chapel. 

He stood about six-foot-four, his leather jacket reflecting the lights from above. He had tried to bring his whole posse inside, but I’d only allowed him one crony to accompany him. 

My five lieutenants, Phoenix, Shadow, Venom, Kovah, and Face, all stood by my side as we stared at the two wolves. “You sent your little lap dog to spy on us. Why?” I asked.

“You killed my lieutenant,” the man said, a wad of dip in his lower lip.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Larry,” he answered. “This is Mick.” He pointed to the wolf next to him. 

Damn, these fuckers were huge. Shadow was tall as well, standing at least six-foot-seven, but he didn’t have the bulky muscle mass these wolves did. I supposed morphing into animals once a month gave you some of their DNA.

“Listen, Larry,” I stared. “If we killed a wolf, it was for good reason. We don’t just wander around looking for wolves to murder.”

“Coulda fooled me,” Mick responded, glaring at us. “He wasn’t doin’ nothin’ wrong.”

I sighed. “You’ll have to be more specific. When did this happen?”

I wasn’t sure why I was entertaining wolves or hearing their side of the story, because at the end of the day, I knew what we did here was on the up and up. We didn’t kill wolves for the hell of it, we only did it when we were protecting our own or humans from them. And wolves weren’t the only creatures we had killed, either. There were a lot out there.

“Couple months back,” Larry said, using an empty glass to spit his wad of chew into. I was sure Kovah had offered them drinks, if not for any reason but to help them loosen up and talk.

I rolled my hand, encouraging him to continue.

“Down by Cross Lake. One of you bloodsuckers took him out,” he said. 

We all just stared at him. Definitely not enough information, because nothing was jogging my memory. But it did confirm there was a pack down near the lake. I tucked that little nugget away to chew on later.

“Mindin’ his own business, chasing a squirrel. He was hungry, that’s it.”

“How do you know it was us?” Shadow asked.

Larry glared at him. “Y’all shot him with a silver bullet. He came back to the lair bleeding from the stomach and reeking of vampire stench. Died within the hour.”

“That’s it?” Phoenix laughed lowly. “You automatically assume it was us?”

“Who the fuck else was it?” Larry asked, irritated by Phoenix’s cavalier attitude.

“Well, it wasn’t us.” I looked at my men. “Any of you recall this?”

They all shook their heads. 

“No, boss,” Shadow replied.

I looked at Larry, “Well, you got the wrong vamps.”

“You got other motorcycle ridin’ vamps sleazing around Shreveport then?” Larry asked facetiously.

“If they do, they ain’t with us,” Phoenix replied.

“What is it exactly you do here?” Larry asked, looking around the chapel.

“None of your fucking business,” I replied. “Just know that if you or any of your pups get out of line, we take them down. That’s all you need to know. Now take your mutts and get the fuck out of my clubhouse.”

Larry and Mick glared at me.

“Today,” Shadow said, walking toward them.

They stood with hands up in surrender and walked out of the chapel and into the main clubhouse area of the warehouse. Kovah unlocked Dave’s cage and shoved him toward his wolf brothers. They left without incident.

We watched them drive off in their pickup trucks, and then I shut and armed the door. Raking my hand through my hair, I said, “The sooner we get to New Orleans, the better.”

Kovah snorted. “More troubles are gonna find us the minute we move in.”

I clapped him on the shoulder, looking into his sunglassed eyes. “I know, brother. I know.”
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Chapter 5
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Seek & Destroy

––––––––
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Huntington Beach, California – 1987 

––––––––
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I’d spent almost two months tied to this fucking bed and I was about to snap. Sam was sent in once a night for me to feed from, and I was given no human food whatsoever, but never once did I crave it or feel like I was malnourished or even hungry. Nor did I ever need to use a bathroom. Agnes also came in once a night to bring me water and liquor and taunt me about becoming a vampire and inflict some light torture on me, physically and mentally.

Tonight was no exception.

As usual, I refused the booze but took the water, and asked her the same question I asked every night. “When are you going to let me out of these ropes?”

She stared at me hungrily like she did every night but didn’t answer.

I attempted a weak smile. “I need to shower. I feel disgusting.”

She leaned in close and ran her nose along my chest, neck, then face. “You smell fine to me. Divine, actually.”

I shrank back from her. “Please, Agnes. Why do you keep me tied up? I’ve done nothing to prove to you that I need to be restrained.”

“Just a little bit longer, baby.”

Baby? She’d never called me that before.

“How much longer? And why?” I asked, hating the desperate pleading in my voice.

She got up from the bed and stood over me, her arms folded across her chest. She stared as if she was contemplating telling me something. Finally, she said, “We need to make sure you can be controlled. That you can be in control of your new... urges.”

Confused, I responded, “But I’m in total control.”

“You haven’t been around humans yet. We can’t let anyone know about our kind. It’s my job to teach you. But I don’t think you’re ready.”

“I do just fine around Sam.”

“You’re restrained so he has control when to stop the feed.”

“Why did you turn me into a vampire”—even the words sounded ridiculous when I said them, but she’d insisted I embrace it—“if you were just gonna leave me tied up like an animal?”

“You’ll need to prove to me you’re ready.” She lifted her chin and regarded me carefully.

“You haven’t even given me the chance to prove I can control myself, Agnes. Take me out of this house tonight. Show me.” 

I was so desperate to get out of here, I would probably agree to come back here afterward just to get out. But the darker part of me knew I’d probably just kill her and run off. I was going insane in here. She’d brought in a television and left it on one channel playing soap operas all day and cheesy sitcoms at night, and I didn’t even have a way to shut off the sound when I wanted to sleep. The only time it was quieted was when she came in and pushed the button to turn it off. Then, she would pull the knob to turn it back on before she’d leave.

She looked down at me, her gaze raking over my body.

“Please,” I whispered. “I’ll do anything.”

She lifted a brow. “Anything?” 

I cleared my throat unnecessarily. “Anything.”

Meaning, the second she untied these ropes, I was going to kill her. I could already feel myself becoming stronger. I was currently working on snapping the thick wooden bedpost in half so I could slip the rope off of it and get the hell outta Dodge. I felt I was close to having it cracked right before she came in.

She crawled up the bed like a hungry panther and slid my pajamas down. I closed my eyes. I knew I’d have to fuck her at some point, but I could think of worse things I’d have to do to get outta here.

Agnes looked into my eyes and stroked me while she licked her lips. It had been a while since I’d gotten any so it didn’t take much to get my cock to harden. She slid my pajama bottoms off and threw them on the floor, and in the blink of an eye, she lifted up her black dress and then impaled herself on me. It felt good, but I still had to grit my teeth. A biological response I couldn’t help. She yanked the top of the dress down and bared her tits to me while they bounced as she rode me. She had to do all the work since I obviously didn’t have use of my hands.

I had an idea. “I want to touch you,” I lied.

She repulsed me, but I could put on a good show. Did a little acting at the local theatre after high school while I was deciding on a career. Which I had obviously never settled on.

Agnes licked her lips and looked down at me, as if in contemplation. I bucked my hips, jamming myself deeper into her. 

She leaned her head back and moaned. “Oh, yes, right there.” Then, she moaned out my name as I felt her tighten around my cock.

With her riding me harder now, I couldn’t control myself—I shot into her hard and deep as she screamed out to God.

I shuddered, and not in pleasure.

Out of breath, she collapsed on top of me, and then rolled over to rest her head on my chest. “Your dick is amazing,” she said throatily.

I resisted rolling my eyes. “Yep, now untie me.”

She let out a girly sigh and began to rub circles on my chest. “No, I don’t think so. Not yet, anyway. I want to lay here for a while.”

Well, I didn’t, and she was pissing me off. I gritted my teeth while we lay there. She, in postcoital bliss, me seething in anger that I’d had to have sex with the witch and she still had me tied up.

“Come on, Agnes. Please?” I again hated the desperation in my voice.

“No, I don’t think so, not right now.”

I was about to lose my shit. “Listen, I did my part, now you do yours.”

She raised her head and looked at me incredulously. “Your part? You’re an asshole.”

“Untie me or get the fuck outta here!” I screamed, pissed she hadn’t loosened my restraints.

She hopped off the bed, now clearly livid. She slapped me across the face. “Fuck you, Vane.”

After she stormed out of the room, I made sure the door was closed before I yanked as hard as I could on the bedpost. It finally cracked in half and I had to suppress the urge to yell in happiness. I made quick work of untying the rope holding my other hand hostage, using my fangs to bite away at the rope on both wrists and then threw it to the ground. I ran to the closet where I’d seen my clothes and shoes. Agnes kept a whip in there she sometimes flogged me with to show me how quickly I could heal.

I slid on my swim trunks, tee, baja hoodie, and flip-flops and went straight to the window. Yanking back the curtains, I was relieved it was nighttime. Not that it was any sort of surprise, I could pretty much detect the daytime, as it made me sleepy—plus, Agnes only came around at night. Except that one day she came in and ordered Sam to pull the curtain back to allow the sunlight to burn the skin on my leg. I’d screamed in pain and she claimed she was only teaching me a lesson—keeping me safe to reiterate that the sun could kill us. All while she stood in the corner of the room, away from the stream of light. 

Sadistic bitch.

I looked out to see I was on the second floor of this house. Again, not surprised, since with my enhanced hearing I could hear voices down below. I was just holding onto hope that it was a basement, but of course, I was not that lucky. I was in the middle of a suburb, it seemed. I looked back at the closed door and then tried to slide the window up. It was stuck, but I could see the lock engaged, so I turned it and the window lifted easily. I didn’t want to have to break it and draw attention to myself. I breathed a sigh of relief and then sucked in some fresh night air. I could smell the salt from the ocean, and I wanted to cry in happiness. Looking down, I blew out a breath, knowing I was going to have to jump. I just hoped I didn’t break a bone. But even if I did, I’d rather have broken bones than spend one more minute in this fucking house. 

I put my head out and braced myself while I put one foot on the ledge. As I was pulling my other leg up to the ledge, I felt a cold hand grip my ankle.

“Where the hell do you think you’re going?” Agnes hissed, her fangs out, eyes black. She yanked my body to the ground, and I fell face first with a thud onto the hardwood floor.

Quickly turning around, I jumped up and backhanded the witch, and she went flying across the room. I made a beeline for the window, but she was too fast. She caught me around the waist and dragged me back down. We rolled around on the ground, her trying to claw my eyes out and me throwing punches. I had never hit a woman in my life, but this was no woman. She was a goddamn monster.

I was able to finally get on top of her. Smiling, I gripped her head with both hands and began to slam it over and over against the hardwood as it cracked and splintered. She was weakening but she wasn’t out cold. Her claw-like fingernails were digging into my forearms and ripped the sleeves of my hoodie. I didn’t care.

A cry from the doorway made me look. Sam stood there mortified. 

The distraction was all she needed. “Go get help, Sam!” she yelled.

The man scurried out the door.

She got to her feet, but so did I. As she lunged at me, I dodged her easily enough and then grabbed her from behind by the waist, pinning her arms down by her sides. For the first time since I was turned, I felt a deep, bitter darkness inside me. It began to well up until it came out of my mouth. My fangs descended and I slammed them into her neck, sucking as much blood out of her as I could. When I felt her too weak to fight, I grabbed her head and twisted it, breaking her neck with a satisfying crackly crunch.

I doubted it would kill her, but it was the time I needed. I could hear footsteps pounding up the stairs and wasted no time diving head-first out the window. A quick body roll, the one I did when I was underwater and a big ocean swell threatened to pull me under, had me landing on my feet. I’d lost both flip-flops in the melee, so my bare feet were immediately scraped and bloody as I landed. But I didn’t care. I steadied myself, looked back up at the window to see three pale faces staring down at me, and then... I ran for my fucking life.
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Chapter 6
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Big Easy State Of Mind

––––––––
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Present Day

––––––––
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Phoenix put his hands on his hips and looked up at the massive warehouse-turned-clubhouse. Then he looked around the neighborhood, then back to me. “What kind of artsy-fartsy bullshit is this?” He gestured around to the posh neighborhood.

I chuckled and shook my head. “New Orleans’s warehouse district isn’t like other cities’. They’ve spruced it up with art galleries, coffee shops, and upscale bars and shit.”

“I see that. Don’t think we’re gonna run into any trouble being around this many people? Especially at night?” Kovah asked.

“Yeah, not so quiet out here,” Shadow commented, running a hand over his shaved head.

“That’s the idea, to blend in,” I said, rolling my eyes and heading inside. My guys were tough and could kick massive amounts of ass, but sometimes I questioned their logic. Guessed that was why I was the leader. Still, I loved every one of the bastards.

The guys followed me inside, and I heard low whistles and sounds of approval. The massive 25,000 square foot behemoth made our Shreveport location look like a doghouse. On the upper tier were the living quarters. The men and women with families were more than welcome to live anywhere in New Orleans with their families, but our single guys and gals would be given room and board here, if they wanted it. They were small apartment-type homes with one bedroom, complete with one king-sized bed and one wardrobe, one bath (shower and sink only, no toilets), and a kitchenette (fridge and sink only, no stove or oven). And one of the apartments was fully outfitted to accommodate a human, if need be.

I pointed out the ivy that crawled up the walls and staircase. I explained how it had crept through the ground during the time the warehouse was abandoned, but I had told the remodelers to leave it, as I thought it gave the place character. The bottom floor held the same structures as the other warehouse: A huge motorcycle repair shop in the back with its own entrance and bay doors, and a small office for customers to wait, as we were going to start repairing bikes for profit. Next to the shop, a row of offices sat on the right side, an armory full of all my lethal and nonlethal goodies and toys hidden behind a secret wall in my office. 

On the left of the warehouse were five fully built metal jail cells instead of the oversized cages we’d been using. A three-quarter wall with a door had been built around them to hide them from any non-club members who happened inside. No chapel this time, as I owned the bar next door and we’d be using that for church. The rest was just open space, and I would take suggestions on what to use it for. The floor had been completely covered in gray epoxy and the fluorescent lights reflected off it.

“This is fucking bad ass!” Kovah said, looking around. 

“Thanks, man,” I replied with pride, accepting his fist-bump.

“Go pick out your rooms, you single assholes. Just not that one”—I pointed to the larger unit that sat in the corner—“that one’s mine.”

Phoenix, Face, Shadow, and Venom all raced for the stairs like a bunch of kids. Kovah stood next to me.

“What?” he asked. “Manta already found us an apartment around the corner.” 

I perked up. “Yeah?”

He nodded, pulling a can of chew from his pocket. “Yeah, overpriced piece of shit it is, too.”

“But it’s nice?” I asked, hopeful he and his wife would be happy here.

He smacked the can against his palm to loosen the tobacco. “Yeah, nice as fuck. Too nice for my ass. But my woman deserves it. It has all the modern bells and whistles and shit. Plus, we were tired of making the drive to Shreveport and back to see each other. Her field office is here in the city.”

I knew his wife worked for the BSI agency—some offset from the Justice Department that kept tabs on the supernatural. I had been shocked to learn they had actually hired a vampire. I thought they policed them, not employed them.

“I was so damn relieved when you said we were opening a chapter here. I love this fuckin’ city.” He shoved a wad of dip into his mouth.

I made a face and pointed. “I thought you quit that shit.”

He smiled around the dip and looked real stupid. “I quit smoking.”

The guys came down the stairs. 

“Happy with your accommodations?” I asked. 

They all responded positively, and I gestured for them to follow me out the front door. It was a short few steps to the Cobalt Room next door, and I used my key to open the front door. I would eventually have an enclosed walkway built between the two buildings so we wouldn’t have to go outside to reach the club.

Set up like a standard bar, it boasted two large wooden bars stocked full of liquor. Blue and white recessed lighting lit up the place, and one large dance floor sat off to the right. The brass railing along the entrance ramp glittered under the lights.

Multiple tables were set around the place, and there was plenty of space to hold church. The bar would only be open at night, obviously, and I’d already decided church would be held as soon as the sun went down, and then the club would open at 8 p.m. each evening. I already had Jewel, Dash, and two new prospects enrolled in bartending school. Dash had wanted to stay behind at the Shreveport location, but he was needed here. He insisted on keeping busy, so he’d repair bikes a few days a week and help out serving drinks the others.

“Very nice, boss,” Shadow said, patting me on the shoulder as he walked by to inspect the place.

I watched as Kovah went over to the digital jukebox mounted to the wall where people could pay to listen to whatever they wanted to hear through the massive speakers strategically placed around the bar. He began pressing buttons, trying to figure it out. 

“You break it, you buy it,” I called out.

He flipped me off and I chuckled as I headed toward the back room. One office and a supply room were all that was back here. The office was small, but the desk and computer served its sole purpose. I didn’t really plan to work on the books back here, as I had my office in the clubhouse, but it might prove to be a nice place to hide out when the bar was busy. Sometimes crowds gave me a proverbial headache. But I needed the extra income and a place to hold church so I figured a bar in such a busy district of the city would make me some extra dough.

“This place is sweet!” Face said as he walked toward me. “Pool tables, too? Damn, I think I’ll set up my apartment in the back and just live here.”

I laughed. “It’s only a stone’s throw from the clubhouse to here. You can come play pool whenever you want.”

He beamed his too-pretty mug at me. “Thanks, man.”
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“I thought we were opening the club tonight,” Phoenix commented as we rushed to our bikes parked out back of the new club.

“Tomorrow,” I said, slinging my leg over my Hog and starting it up. I slammed on the gas and peeled out of the parking lot with my men following behind me.

It had taken me three months to get the clubhouse to how I wanted it, and the Cobalt Room as well. And yet, only two nights in the city and we were already being called to take care of a problem.

I stopped when we reached the deserted farmer’s market. It was 2 a.m., and while things were anything from quiet in the French Quarter, the area right outside it, where the daytime tourists loved to visit, was pretty calm. Except for the snarling pack of wolves standing twenty feet from us.

“What’s the deal?” Kovah asked, pulling out his beloved dagger. That thing had killed so many creatures I was surprised it wasn’t permanently stained red.

“Wolves been creeping around the Quarter. Scarin’ the tourists,” Shadow said, staring at the snarling beasts.

“No, not just scaring them. Two dead humans in an alley a couple blocks from here,” I said, pointing behind a building to our left, just beyond St. Louis Cathedral. “Throats torn to shreds, hearts missing.” I’d gleaned that little factoid from an anonymous tip.

“Asshole dogs,” Face said, his near perfect Hollywood jaw bunching in annoyance.

We were in front of the world-famous pastry shop and knew we’d need to dispose of those bodies before morning when the tourists came to get their powdered-sugar goodies for breakfast.

I looked up at the full moon blazing down on us, then back to the wolves. “Get the fuck outta here and go back to wherever you hang out during the day. Or go jump in the Mississippi. I don’t give a flying fuck. Just stay away from this area and the humans or I’ll have my friend here make the nearby businesses wonder why they smell burning dog hair when they open up tomorrow morning.”

Phoenix’s hand blazed to life, fire dancing on his fist, a smirk on his face.

The wolves seemed to understand me, and they looked at each other, obviously having one of their telepathic discussions. Was this really up for debate with them? What was the alternative?

“I’m gonna count to five, and then I’m gonna start shooting.” I pulled the pearl-handled revolver from the back of my pants and cocked the hammer with my thumb, the muzzle aimed toward the sky. For now. “One...”

Of course they couldn’t just fucking listen. The damn things pounced at us. With a sinister laugh, Kovah lunged right at one, slicing the leg off the first one as it yelped and fell to the ground. He shoved his beloved knife into its chest and hopped off before the thing morphed back into a human.

Really not wanting to use my gun because of the noise it would attract, I dodged the fangs of another and then tackled it to the ground while its back was to me. I didn’t want to kill it, but with it snarling, biting, and bucking under me, I had no choice but to break its neck. The sickening crack sounded right before it began to change shape back into a human.

Shadow disappeared and then reappeared in front of one, also breaking its neck quickly and dropping it to the ground.

Phoenix raised his hand, ready to set fire to another, and I grabbed his wrist. “Wait.” 

He nodded in acknowledgment.

Seeing the flame dancing on his fist, the mutt turned tail and bolted off in the opposite direction, the remaining four or so bounding behind it. They quickly disappeared from sight.

Seeing the threat gone, I gestured for my men to take the three now-human wolves and dump them in the river. The NOPD could fish them out in a few weeks when their bloated bodies showed up on shore, but they would never figure out who killed them.

After they were disposed of, we went into the alley behind the famous cathedral. The human victims’ bodies lay prone, their eyes open, blood covering their necks and chests. 

“Let’s clean this up,” I said.

“I say we leave them,” Phoenix said, the moonlight glinting off his shiny red hair. “If we throw them in the river, their families will wonder what happened to them.” He pierced me with a serious stare. “Trust me, that’s way worse than knowing they’re dead.”

He was right. I crouched down, closed their eyes with my fingertips, and we left the area. We could have prevented their deaths had we known these wolves were sleazing around the Quarter, picking off tourists. 

“Call nine-one-one, at least they can get this cleaned up before morning,” I said to Face. He always kept an untraceable burner phone on him.

“Got you,” Face said, reaching into his pocket.

This would be the last time they did this. I was going to find the rest of these mutts, their leader, and their entire pack, and end them.
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Chapter 7
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Hell To Pay

––––––––
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Most of us in the club didn’t have relationships for a reason—it was too complicated. Relationships were work and being that we were pretty much on-call 24/7 made little time for personal connections. Being vampires, we could not procreate, so the only reason to have a committed relationship was for the companionship. The Nighthawks had become my family and that was the way I liked it. I’d had hookups with club whores and randoms to satisfy my primal needs in the past. A night here, a week there, but it never went past that, and I never wanted it to.

We’d been in the new clubhouse almost a month now. We’d recruited six new members who were currently working as prospects. They did our grunt work and had to prove themselves. Once they passed all the tests and the initiation process, they’d get patched and tatted. The wings of the Nighthawks were required to be tattooed anywhere visible on the body. Arm, chest, and back were the common locations. My wings spread across my entire chest because I was proud of what I’d started and managed to keep afloat for years.

So far, our biggest income was the Cobalt Room. I wasn’t a huge fan of the name, but the club came with it, so I left it. It was already pretty successful when I bought it, so there was no need to go confusing the regulars who frequented the joint. They would know it was under new management, but there would be no really big changes except a tweak of the hours so we could hold church.

A rap on my office door broke me out of my concentration. “Hey, boss.”

“Paz, what’s up?”

He had that same look all prospects did; nervous to talk to me, but that hopeful gleam in his eyes. “Are we allowed to bring our old ladies to the club?”

“You have a wife?” I asked, biting back a smile.

He nodded as he ran his fingers through his dark-brown hair. “Girlfriend, but yeah, two years now.”

“Okay. She know what you are?”

“Yeah, she’s a vamp too.”

“You two live together?” I asked. No reason to know that other than I was just curious.

“Yes. She works from home doing customer service over the phone for some big company.”

I nodded. “Okay, well, yes she’s welcome at the club. Obviously she knows to keep everything a secret.”

“For sure,” he replied with a smile. “Thanks, boss.”

“No problem. Now, did you get the cells cleaned out?”

“Yep, they’re spotless. Anything else you need?”

I waved a hand. “Go find Shadow, he’ll find something for you to do, I’m sure.”

“You got it, boss.” He disappeared behind the door and closed it on his way out.

I stared at the screen for the order of liquor I was trying to place. The chapel in Shreveport was just booze for us so I didn’t order it very often since the spirits rarely did anything for us. But this was different. I referred to my bar owner’s book I had picked up in a local bookstore and it told me how much of each type of spirit to order for the size of the club. I’d bartended for years before joining my first MC, but things were different now. There were so many new brands and types of liquor, plus the populations were higher, so the book definitely came in handy.

After that was done, I was about to move on to supplies—cocktail napkins, stirrers, bar snacks, et cetera, when there was another knock on my door.

“Come in,” I called out.

Shadow popped his head in. “I got a tip on that pack leader. What do you want me to do?”

“Follow up. Take Face and Phoenix. Full moon tomorrow night and we are not going to have a repeat of last month.”

He nodded. “You got it, boss. Also, we’ve got a rogue vamp on the loose in the Garden District. Want me to handle that as well?”

I shook my head and stood up. “No, follow up on the pack leader. Text me the details on the vamp and I’ll take a couple guys with me and take care of that.”

“Copy that.”

He left the office with me right behind him. I grabbed my jacket and keys and went into the main area of the clubhouse. Kovah and Venom were sitting in the large breakroom shooting the shit. Kovah was drinking a beer. Venom was shoveling a very large slice of pizza into his mouth. I made a face. Human food literally repulsed me since I was turned. “Rogue vamp in the Garden District. Let’s ride.”

They both put their items down and rushed out the door after me.

We parked our bikes a few blocks away from where this alleged wild vamp was last seen. The scent of jasmine mixed with blood hit my nose as soon as we arrived in front of the cemetery. 

“Garden District’s kind of a big place,” Kovah commented. “Where exactly was he seen last and who reported it?”

I pulled out my phone and read the details to him and Venom. “Spotted feeding from a human in or near Lafayette Cemetery.”

I stared out at the old cemetery and looked at my brothers. 

Kovah turned to look at me. “You’re telling me that asshole is creeping around that cemetery and we have to find him in there?”

I lifted a shoulder and let it fall. “I guess that’s where we start.”

“That’s a big-ass cemetery though,” Kovah commented.

“Who reported it?” Venom asked, pulling out a toothpick and putting it between his teeth. I could only imagine what kind of shit he had stuck in there.

I pulled my phone out and read Shadow’s text. “Anonymous tip.” I looked at the guys. “Remember Face set up that snitch text thing for supes. Anyone can report anything via text, and it stays anonymous.”

“Yeah, I figured. Description?”

Looking down at my phone. “Vague. White male, dark clothing.”

“Oh, that narrows it down,” Venom said with an eyeroll. “That describes half the population of the damn city.”

“True,” I said. “I’m sure if anyone is inside there at this time of night it’s not for a good reason. So we just capture anything or anyone in there. Got it?” I asked.

“Okay, let’s go get this fucker,” Kovah said, loading a bolt into his crossbow pistol.

Venom pulled out his knife and I made sure my pearl-handled revolver was still tucked into the back of my pants.

The gate to the cemetery was closed so we decided to go around the back first before breaking the lock in case we didn’t need to. The report had said he was seen feeding behind the cemetery.

Kovah was right, this was a big-ass place, spanning an entire city block. The entrance was straight from the street, and the backside had some kind of house or business across the street from it. Using vampire speed, I arrived at the back first. There was a lot of blood on the dirty white wall and in the grass beneath it. It was fresh and it was human. But there was no body. Venom and Kovah arrived a few seconds later. 

I pointed at the blood. “Human blood.”

Venom bent down and dipped his fingers in it, then lifted it to his nose. “Very human. Very fresh, mixed with vampire stench. I’d venture to say victim is female too, but I haven’t mastered that quite yet.”

“You’re old as dirt. If you haven’t mastered it yet, you never will.” Kovah threw him a smartass grin.

Venom flipped him off. “Fuck you, freak.”

“Okay, let’s go find this guy. He couldn’t have gotten far,” I said.

“Got his scent,” Venom commented.

I nodded and we followed him around to the side of the cemetery. 

“Scent stops here.”

“Weird. He must be inside then.” I pointed at the stone wall surrounding the creepy place.

“Fuck,” Venom said. “Guess we climb over.”

“I can jump over,” I said. “I’ll boost you guys over first.”

Kovah tossed his crossbow pistol over the wall while Venom tucked his knife back into its sheath on his belt. I put my hand down and let Kovah, and then Venom jump up. After they were on top, I crouched down and jumped, landing on the top. The wall was quite thick, to where we had to take a few steps across to get down to the other side.

We jumped down and I put my finger to my lips as we began our search.

Venom waved at us to follow him as he obviously caught a scent. We weaved our way through above-ground tombs and mausoleums as Venom quickly led the way. Our feet pounded the pavement, and I tried to breathe through my mouth, as the scent of death was threatening to choke me. Most of the corpses here were long dead, but I could smell some sort of fresh death here as well. Not like, just-died-yesterday, but within the past year or so. I had learned through my research that families shared crypts here and they would open one up to put a new family member in once they died. The concept of burying the dead above ground was pretty gruesome to me when I learned about it, but it made sense for a city that literally sat below sea level.

Venom stopped short and we almost barreled into him. He pointed straight ahead, and I saw a man crouched down next to a large crypt holding a girl, his head moving wildly against her neck.

“Hey, asshole,” Kovah called out.

I lifted my gun while Venom took on a defensive stance, knife in hand.

The vampire looked up, his skin alabaster in the moonlight, blood covering the bottom half of his chin and his entire neck. He dropped the very dead girl, who was damn near decapitated from the feeding, and used vampire speed to run away.

Kovah fired two bolts from his crossbow, and from the yelp and then smell of vampire blood, at least one hit him.

“You guys go that way, I’ll go this way!” I called out, speeding around the graves to where he was heading while the other two chased behind him.

I caught him careening toward the wall at the side of the cemetery, but he was too slow for me. I grabbed his ankle as he was about to jump and slammed his face to the ground. I flipped him over and he snarled and spat at me.

This was no ordinary vampire. It seemed to be one of those feral ones—the ones the succubus bitches made when they turned a guy. Note to self: Locate all the succubae in the city and kill them all. They were nothing but redheaded menaces.

Venom and Kovah caught up to me quickly. 

Kovah’s lip lifted in disgust. “Feral fiend. Succubus victim.”

“Finish him,” I said on a sigh.

“I got it,” Venom said, waving a hand. He leaned down and quickly sliced the guy’s head off while he snarled and tried to bite my wolf friend.

I jumped up in time to watch him turn black, then gray, then to ash. It happened very slowly since he was a newly made vampire.

“That’s one for the books,” Kovah said with a head shake. He frowned and pointed to the ash. “We gotta find the succubus who did that.”

“Agreed.” I nodded.

That poor kid probably was at the wrong place at the wrong time and fell victim to one of those witches’ charms. Never stood a chance.
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Blood & Bone

––––––––
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Venom stood next to me holding a whiskey and chuckled. “Looks like the trash is gonna take itself out tonight.”

I smiled at his metaphor. “You’re not wrong. I mean, of all the clubs for the bitch to wander into.”

We vampires could sense each other. It took me a really long time to learn it, but when a succubus—who was nothing more than a vampire who fed on souls as well as a little blood—came prancing into my bar, we were all on high alert. Venom being a wolf scented her and her human friends immediately.

I pulled out my phone and texted Kovah, who had the night off. I knew he had plans with his vampire wife, but also knew he wouldn’t want to miss this. 

Me: Get to the bar stat. You’ve got to see this.

It took him ten minutes to reply.

Kovah: Is it an emergency?

Me: If you consider a succubus in my club an emergency, then yes.

Kovah: OMW

I chuckled and pocketed the phone. His pretty wife would be pissed but I knew I’d never hear the end of it if I didn’t let him in on this. The reason for Kovah’s hybrid existence was because of a succubus and he had a personal vendetta against every single one he came across. Nobody better to get rid of this one than him. I’d been a vampire almost four decades, but when I heard his story, it was definitely one for the history books. 

If vampires kept history books.

Shadow materialized next to me and almost made me jump. “Don’t fucking do that!”

He grinned. “Sorry. I was in the clubhouse and was too lazy to walk over here.”

“Asshole.” I shook my head.

“Whatcha got?” he asked, stroking his thick beard with his fingertips.

I tilted my head toward the succubus and her human girlfriends. They were ordering shots by the dozen, and I was gonna keep taking her money until I decided it was time to escort her outside and kill her.

Can’t take it with you, babe.

“So, what’s the plan?” Shadow asked.

“Once she, well, at least her friends, are good and drunk, we’re going to ask them to leave. Then you and Kovah will be out back to end her.”

“Judge, jury, and executioner, huh?” He chuckled.

I nodded. “Something like that.” I turned to look into his grayish-colored eyes. “You know I don’t usually get down like this, but succubae are a hard no for me. She may seem innocent, but anyone whose soul she takes turns into that feral thing we killed last night. No poor, unsuspecting human deserves that. I know she can’t help what she is, but a lot of these redheads choose to be turned, knowing the consequences. So... she needs to go. I got ninety-nine problems and this bitch ain’t gonna be one.”

He laughed.

Face came to stand next to us. “What’s the good word?”

I stared into his Hollywood-ready mug, his blue eyes, square jaw, long eyelashes, and perfectly coiffed hair bordering on annoying, and said, “Go over there and tell them you’re the manager and ask if everything is up to their standards.”

“You got it, boss,” he replied. 

He straightened his spine and put a little swing into his swagger as he wandered over to them. With my enhanced hearing, I could hear that he was doing exactly as I asked. Half the table sat there with their jaws hanging open as he spoke. The other half fidgeted with their hair and stuck their chests out while batting their eyelashes at him.

“Fuckin’ pretty boy,” Shadow said with a scoff.

“That’s why I sent him over there.” I folded my arms across my cut.

“Are you in a motorcycle gang?” I heard one ask, pointing at his cut. “Is your name really Face?” she continued without waiting for an answer.

He threw them a charming grin. “The Nighthawks keep the peace, ladies. Nothing more.”

The succubus’s smile dropped. She turned around and scanned the club until her gaze landed on us. She eyed our patches and then narrowed her eyes at us.

Just then, Kovah showed up and stood next to me. Her gaze moved to his name patch and then she flipped him off. She even mouthed a “fuck you” to really drive the point home.

Shadow and I looked at the hybrid. “You know her?” I asked.

Kovah chuckled and blew the redhead a kiss. “My succubus-killing reputation precedes me.”

“Well, she’s all yours. Though, I would get out of here if I were you. Go hide out back. We’ll wait a bit and then ask them to leave once they try to order more drinks. Say we’re ‘cutting them off.’”

“Good one.” Kovah grinned and headed back to the office where there was a door leading to the alley behind the club.

Seemed our plan wasn’t needed. Shortly after the succubus spotted Kovah, she asked for the bill, and once the server delivered it, she paid in cash and she and her friends made their way to the front door. 

On her way out, she looked me up and down with disgust. “Girls, this place sucks,” she drawled, looking at her friends. “Never coming here again.” She threw me her best mean mug, and with her chin held high, she walked out the front door.

I pulled my phone from my pocket and texted Kovah.

Me: Succubus leaving out the front door now

Kovah: On it

Me: Face and I got your back

I watched as the group headed down the street, their high heels clacking on the pavement. As they passed the first building, Kovah popped out from the alley separating it from the next one, and snatched the redhead by the waist. They disappeared from sight. Face and I used vampire speed to catch up to the five young ladies standing around wondering what had just happened. I grabbed three, Face grabbed two, pulling them into the alley.

“Ladies, look at me.” I stared intently at all of them. Once I had them locked, I began, “What’s your red-haired friend’s name?”

“Renee,” they answered in unison.

“Well, Renee ran off with a guy she met at the bar. They fell madly in love, are getting married, and moving to Spain. She’s never coming back. You’ll never see her again.”

They just stared at me, confused.

“Repeat what I just told you.”

“Renee is never coming back, getting married, moving to Spain,” they all said in unison.

“Good girls.” 

For whatever reason, maybe to make them feel comforted, and because using that compelling shit always made me feel guilty, I kissed each one on the forehead before commanding them to go back onto the street and continue to enjoy their evening out.

Face met up with me shortly after. “Make up a good story?” he asked.

“She met a guy, got married, moved to Spain,” I deadpanned as we walked back to the Cobalt Room.

He laughed. “Same. Except Paris, not Spain.”

“Well, I’m sure they’ll be arguing about that until the end of time whenever Renee’s name is mentioned.”

“True,” he replied, with another laugh.

We found Kovah nursing a drink at the bar, chatting with Dash. He grinned when he saw us.

“How did it go?” I asked.

He held his hands up. “Didn’t even get my hands dirty.”

“And the body?” I asked, knowing succubae didn’t turn to ash. They turned into hideous shriveled corpses like from an Indiana Jones movie. Just less juicy.

He jutted a thumb behind him. “In the dumpster, lit it on fire, along with her purse and phone. Hopefully that’ll get rid of most of it.”

I shuddered at his indifferent attitude but had to understand what he’d been through. Killing bad things was his therapy—especially a succubus. This had to have been like a treat for him.

He downed the rest of his drink and stood. “Well, boys. I left Manta tied to the bed, so I better get back.” 

I lifted an eyebrow. Ever since my horrible ordeal after my turning all those years ago, I had yet to tie a woman or anyone to a bed since. “You do realize she can break those restraints easily, being a vampire herself.” 

He mock-punched me in the arm and lifted his glasses. His eyes, completely white with no pupil at all, he winked at me. “She wouldn’t dare.” He made a spanking motion with his hand, slammed the glasses back into place, and left the bar.

“Fuckin’ freak,” Shadow said, shaking his head.

“Brave freak,” I corrected him.

“You never did give me a report on those wolves,” I said when our conversation lulled.

“It was a dead end.” He signaled the server over, a prospect named Ally. She would be our third female Nighthawk if she passed the initiation. “Whiskey, honey. Something local.”

“Yes, Shadow.” She walked back to the bar and we were both quiet as we appreciated the swing of her hips and the curve of her ass and small waist.

“Why do you waste my good whiskey?” I asked, looking up at him. Tall bastard.

“I’ll pay full price. The taste alone is worth it.” He chuckled.

“It’s your dough,” I replied with a shrug.

We watched more humans pour into the bar as the night wore on. Ally brought him his bourbon and he groaned as it slid down his throat. “God, that’s good shit.”

I’d watched Dash pour his drink. “That’s Sazerac. Rye whiskey. Glad you like it. I think it tastes like crap.”

“Suit yourself,” he replied with a shrug.

“Continue about the wolves,” I prompted.

He swallowed the rest of his drink and set it on Ally’s tray as she passed by. “Like I said, dead end. I found one wolf. He wouldn’t talk or tell us shit. I put a bullet in his head.”

I raised my eyebrows. “That’s it? Is the art of torture lost on you? We have cells at the clubhouse for a reason.” I gritted my teeth as my jaw ticked, and looked out at the bar. “Don’t do that again.”

He turned to me. “Listen, man, it wasn’t about torture. The asshole was feral. Just like that vamp y’all killed last night. Never seen nothin’ like it. Foaming at the mouth like he got rabies or somethin’. Wouldn’t talk. Obvious danger. Decided he couldn’t and shouldn’t be let loose.”

I turned to look at my friend. “Should have tranq’d him and brought him in.”

He sighed and blew out a breath. “Duly noted. But... I got his ID. Maybe we can have Face run him.”

“Where’s the ID?” I asked, my curiosity now piqued.

He pulled a Louisiana driver’s license from his pocket and handed it to me. Read James Lawson. Lived in the West End district according to his listed address. I handed the license back to Shadow. “Have him run a full background.”

“On it,” he replied, disappearing into thin air.

I wished he’d stop fucking doing that.
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Bad Wolves

––––––––
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It wasn’t like I set out to kill wolves. Only the bad ones. Were there good ones? I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that it was time to get my shit together and find these bastards.

The following night, I wandered into one of the offices and saw Face on the computer.

He looked up when I walked in. “I got all the info on James Lawson. Well, the legal stuff, anyway.”

“Hit me,” I said, sitting down in a chair next to the computer.

“Twenty-nine years old, born and raised in the area. Parents died when he was sixteen”—he turned to look at me—“probably wolves. Went to live with an aunt and uncle.”

“Last known address?” I asked.

“The one on his license. The one he’s lived at since he was sixteen.”

I looked at him. “And he’s twenty-nine?”

Face chuckled. “Well, he was twenty-nine, but yeah.”

“Pack’s den,” I said. “Jackpot.”

“Exactly,” he agreed.

I put my finger to my lips. “If he was as feral as Shadow said, how could he maintain the same residence for thirteen years without being kicked out? Seems shady.”

Face lifted a shoulder and let it fall. “Dunno. Maybe he just used the address for his license. Maybe he’s normal and calm when he’s not shifted into the wolf.”

“Or maybe Shadow just hates wolves,” I said under my breath.

Face, of course, heard me. “He tolerates Venom, though.”

I stood. “Text me that address and his phone number. Then go get Kovah, Shadow, and Venom. Oh, and grab Dash, too. Teach the rookie how to kill a wolf.”

Face left the room as I went out back to where our bikes were parked. I hopped on mine and started the engine. It was less than a minute before the rest of the guys came out and we headed toward the west end to find this wolf den.

[image: image]

I had no intention of sneaking up on them. The five of us rumbled to a stop in front of the two-story house. It was set out by itself behind a large field. Its brown and white exterior could use some paint and upkeep, but it wasn’t what I would call “rundown” or anything of the sort.

I plucked my phone from my pocket and dialed James’s phone.

I was surprised when someone answered it. A female voice. “Hello?”

“Hello, with whom am I speaking?”

“Well, who is this? You’ve called my dead nephew’s phone.”

The aunt. Well, that worked. “Ma’am, may I please speak to the pack leader?” I laid the politeness on thick. It was either that or just bust down the door, guns blazing.

“Pack leader?” she asked, but I could tell she was walking somewhere, as the music that had been in the background was fading.

“Yes, the wolf pack leader. Put him on the phone. Please.”

She hesitated and then said, “Who is this?”

“Viper,” I replied.

“What kind of name is—”

“Who the fuck is this?” a gruff male voice asked.

“Sir, please step outside your residence so we can have a talk.”

“Answer the fuckin’ question, asshole,” he replied.

I bit back a smile at his crankiness. “Viper. I’m the head of the Nighthawks, and I wish to have a civil conversation with you. Now please, step out. We’re outside your house now.”

I heard a shotgun rack and the call ended.

Dammit.

I looked at my men. “He’s got a shotgun. I’m not sure if he’s going to come out shooting, but be ready. Don’t turn your bikes off.”

They nodded their reply. Dash looked the most concerned of them all.

A tall, scruffy, overweight man wearing a dirty white wife-beater tank and jeans stepped onto the porch holding said shotgun. He had it pointed right at us. 

I put my hands up in surrender. “No, guns here, see?”

“The fuck do you want?” he asked.

“Like I said, to talk. I’m Viper.”

“Who the hell’re the Nighthawks?” he asked.

“Put the fucking gun down and I’ll tell you,” I replied, slowly lowering my hands to the handlebars of my bike.

The man—the werewolf—eventually lowered the gun and stepped down off his porch. “What do you want?”

“Like I said, to talk.” I killed the engine of my bike and put the kickstand down. I stood next to the bike as the man slowly approached, shotgun at his side, his finger hovering near the trigger. I looked up and saw several faces watching through various windows. One pale face on the second story caught my attention. I stared at her a bit too long before she flicked the curtain back into place.

“Talk about what? I don’t even know you”—suddenly he wrinkled his nose and his lip curled into a snarl. “Fucking leeches.” He raised the gun once more.

“We’re here about James,” I said quickly. “We know he’s dead. Are you the pack leader?”

He growled. “Yeah, he’s dead. No thanks to one of you pieces of shit.”

“I’m well aware,” I replied. “Answer the question.”

“I am the pack leader, ever since my brother died. James was his kid. He was next in line. I ain’t got no sons.”

Tough break.

“Was James feral?” I asked. “My resources tell me that’s why he was put down.”

“Put down... he wasn’t no fuckin’ mutt, you asshole.” His finger twitched over the trigger.

“Lower your gun and tell me your name already.” My patience was wearing thin.

“Just kill his fucker,” Shadow said, appearing next to me suddenly, whispering in my ear.

“What the fuck...” the wolf said, backing up, shotgun still raised.

Finally, something to frighten him with.

“This is Shadow,” I said. “What. Is. Your. Name.”

He glanced at Shadow, then me. “John,” he replied.

“John, this is your one and only warning. Keep your wolves out of New Orleans. Stay to the unpopulated areas. We know one of your pack is responsible for those deaths behind the cathedral the other night. It’s hard enough to keep our kind a secret. We don’t need the humans thinking there are wild animals roaming their precious city. They have enough superstitions as it is.”

“You mean, you don’t want them to know there are wild animals roaming around?” Shadow spat back in disgust.

“Fuck you, bloodsucker,” John said, narrowing his eyes.

“Okay, that’s enough,” Venom said, killing the engine to his bike and coming to stand next to us.

John sniffed the air and his eyes got big. “You fucking traitor. Hanging out with these leeches? The hell is your problem?”

“Packs like yours,” Venom replied, narrowing his eyes. “The Nighthawks don’t go around killing for no reason. Unlike wolves. Get a fucking handle on your pack or I’ll personally make sure you watch us end every last one of you before we kill you last.”

Under the light of the half moon, I could see John’s face get red. He aimed the gun at Venom and took a shot, missing him by inches.

I dove, hitting the ground. Face and Dash took off on their bikes but quickly returned on foot with guns blazing. Every male from that house was now out shooting at us. We had our weapons out by now and were in a full-blown gun battle.

Shadow blitzed over to John and quickly disarmed him. He hit him in the face with the butt of the weapon and knocked him unconscious. Like us, shooting them would not kill them but would incapacitate them. I did have a small revolver full of silver bullets in my boot, along with my silver knife, but I wasn’t ready for murder just yet. 

A few wolves went down with a groan. I turned my head when I heard a moan behind me to see Dash had gone down, a gunshot in his thigh. “Get to cover and use your belt as a tourniquet until it heals,” I yelled back at him before continuing to fire.

When all the wolves were on the ground, either unconscious or too hurt to stand, we stopped firing. I looked at Face. “You stay here, shoot anyone who tries to get up.” I looked at Shadow. “You, come with me.”

“Yep,” he replied with a nod.

We entered the house, guns drawn, and saw five females huddled on the sofas in the living room. 

“Please don’t kill us,” an older woman said, staring at me with frightened eyes.

“Shoot me, I dare you,” came a voice from the kitchen doorway.

I looked up to see a huge woman standing there with her hands on her hips. 

I chuckled. “I didn’t come here to shoot anyone.”

“I’ll do it,” Shadow replied with a shrug, raising his gun.

I put my hand on his pistol to lower it. “No.”

“Party pooper,” he murmured before walking down the hallway.

“Who else is in here?” I asked her.

She lifted her chin and then flipped me off with both hands.

“Okay, then.”

I climbed the stairs and cautiously cleared every room. As I was about to leave the last bedroom, a slight motion caught my eye. The bifold doors of the closet had moved and I could hear labored breathing coming from behind them.

With vampire speed, I blitzed across the room and pulled the door off the hinges before tossing it to the floor.

A small female standing there let out a squeal and then squeezed her eyes shut. I quickly covered her mouth with my hand. “Shh. I’m not gonna hurt you.”

She slowly opened her eyes and stared up at me. Big, soulful brown eyes stared back at me. She looked half terrified and half defiant. Long, black hair framed her face, and she was dressed in a dirty white V-neck tee, jeans, and black Chucks on her feet.

“Why are you hiding in here?” I asked.

She stared at me but said nothing. 

“Answer me,” I demanded.

Her teeth dug into her full, cherry-red bottom lip in hesitation. Then she looked toward the door.

“Don’t think about it. Answer the question.”

“They... they told me to hide up here.”

“Who? The females downstairs?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No, the monsters. The male monsters.”

“They’re werewolves,” I replied. “You’re not?” I gave her a discreet sniff. Definitely not a wolf.

“I know. They keep me here. I’m not allowed to leave.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What the fuck... what do they keep you here for?”

Again with the lip-biting.

“Answer me!” I snapped.

She shook her head.

I don’t have time for this shit.

I holstered my weapon and picked her up by the waist, slinging her over my shoulder. She squealed and began kicking.

I carried her down the stairs and out the door, then planted her feet on the ground. 

“No, you can’t take her! She belonged to James!” one of the least-hurt wolves called out.

I ignored him as I tossed her onto my bike. She tried to get off, but I grabbed her by the shoulders and stared into her eyes. “You will hold tight to me and stay on the bike until we reach the clubhouse. Do you understand?”

I felt her shoulders relax. “Yes, I understand.”

“Asshole!” the wolf called out as he watched me compel the girl into compliance.

I grinned at him and started up my bike.

Face and Shadow walked backward with their weapons trained on the downed wolves before using vampire speed to hop on their motorcycles. 

We raced off into the warm Louisiana night at top speed.
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Look What The Vampire Dragged In

––––––––

[image: image]


A snarl lifted my lip as I stared at Face. “Don’t you have women to take advantage of, or something?”

He ignored my dig and replied, “I’m just saying, you can’t keep her in that dog-stink cell. It’s not nice.”

I grunted. “Yes, because nice has always been my middle name.”

He chuckled. “No, it hasn’t, boss. Just FYI,” he replied before whispering in my ear, “apartment seven is vacant. Just sayin’.”

I didn’t appreciate his proximity to my person, so I reached out to slap his head, but he dodged out of my way. “Asshole,” I said to his retreating figure.

“I’ll be at Cobalt if you need me, your majesty.” He bowed before disappearing behind the door that led to the walkway between the clubhouse and the Cobalt Room.

I turned to look at the tiny human sitting in the cell. She again stared up at me with huge brown eyes full of fear and mistrust.

Folding my arms across my chest, I said, “You know, I have ways of making you talk.”

The slight lift of her chin in defiance did not go unnoticed by me. “So... what is your decision?” I asked.

She again stared at me. This level of frustration wasn’t something I had any patience or time for. If she didn’t talk soon, I would throw her out on her ass in the middle of the Quarter.

“Would you at least tell me your name?” I tried, lowering my voice to sound more friendly. Not sure if it worked.

The chewing of the lip again. Her gaze darted around the clubhouse, then went wide as she looked behind me. I smelled Venom before I heard him speak.

“Give the girl a break,” he said, his hot breath too close to my neck.

I turned around and stretched my arm toward him. “Arm’s length, dude. You know my rule.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he replied to me, but stared at the girl as he backed up a few steps.

The woman glared at me, then Venom. Finally, she spoke, “You’re one of them.”

We both darted our eyes toward her.

“One of who?” Venom took the words right out of my mouth.

“One of the monsters,” she replied.

He chuckled. “You’re not wrong. We are monsters. I’m just one of the good ones.”

She stood up in the cell and rushed toward the bars. Her tiny pale hands wrapped around the metal until her knuckles turned white. I found the V that formed between her brows cute. “There’s no such thing as a good monster.”

Biting back a smile, I asked, “Oh, and how do you know?”

She slowly dragged her angry-kitten gaze from Venom to me. “You’re a monster, too. I just don’t know what type. I heard Mama April talking about the other monsters, but she only called them leeches. You’re a monster leech.”

I couldn’t hide my smile anymore. “How do you know that?”

“You’re pale and you only come out at night. The pale ones. The leeches.” She tried to throw daggers at me with her gaze, but it only made her cuter. I loved feisty women.

“We’re vampires, sweetheart.” I’d been standing about six feet from her cage, but I advanced quickly toward the bars and was now inches from her face. She released the bars and scrabbled to the back of the cell with a frightened squeak.

“You’re a dick,” Venom said with a chuckle.

“I know,” I replied, staring at the girl.

“How... how did you do that?” she asked, eyes as wide as saucers.

I pointed at my chest. “Like I said, vampire. Name’s Viper. And you are?”

She glanced at Venom, then her eyes went wide again as she looked behind us. Shadow, Face, and Kovah’s scents drifted into my nose so I didn’t need to turn around to know they were backing me up.

“Are you going to suck out all my blood and kill me?” she asked, her bottom lip wobbling.

I regarded her carefully, staring at her intently. She seemed genuine in her concern, and I didn’t detect she was faking her fear. After a long, purposeful and uncomfortable pause, I said, “No, we wish you no harm. It’s why I removed you from that filthy wolves’ den.”

An annoyed growl from Venom met my response, but I ignored him.

“Wolves, yes. That’s what the monsters were,” she said, nodding her head, eyes still wide.

“Answer the question,” I said curtly.

“What... oh. Name is MyAnna Lawson.”

I looked back at my men and folded my arms across my chest. “Lawson. That’s the name of the pack leader and the wolf who died. James. James Lawson.”

Her teeth found her damn bottom lip again. The more she did that, the more it made my dick twitch behind my jeans. “Yes. James is my husband.” She cocked her head to the side. “Or, he was.” 

I watched for a modicum of emotion to reflect in her face, but there was none. No tears, no glossy eyes, no crumpled countenance. Simply a plain face, as if she’d just told me what she’d had for breakfast this morning.

Huh.
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I paced the floor of the Cobalt Room, my men flanking me as I’d called an emergency meeting with my lieutenants. It was 3 a.m., and all was quiet. I’d raked my hand through my hair too many times to where now it flopped into my face. “Since when do fuckin’ wolves take humans as mates?”

Venom swallowed a bite of banana. “It’s not that uncommon. A wolf mates with a human, we get a wolf child. As strong as two wolves mating. Our genes are very powerful.”

Resisting an eyeroll at his boastful statement, I said, “But she didn’t seem to give a rat’s ass that he was dead. None of you found that bizarre?”

Shadow chuckled. “I didn’t. Most of those rat bastards force those chicks to stay with them. She’s probably happy be to rid of the fucker.”

“Hey, that’s not always the case,” Venom shot back.

I looked at the only wolf in our club. “I know, man. It’s just strange she was mated to him but didn’t seem to care he was dead.”

“It’s possible they hadn’t actually mated yet,” Venom replied. “If they hadn’t consummated their union under the full moon, it wasn’t an official marriage.”

My eyebrows hit my hairline. “You’re telling me, under the full moon, as he’s a damn wolf, they have to fuck like that? She’s human, so how does that work? Doggie style?”

Shadow wrinkled his nose. “That’s disgusting, man.”

Venom held up a hand. “No. Humans and wolves do it as humans right before he turns. We’re not savages, you dicks.”

“Coulda fooled me,” Shadow muttered, running his fingertips over his beard.

Venom reared back his arm and punched him in the face.

Shadow’s head rocked back at the assault, but he quickly swung back. Venom moved out of the way too quickly, though.

I rushed over and separated them. “If you two can’t get along, I’ll put you both in the fucking cells.” My gaze darted between my lieutenants. “You dig?”

They both nodded, their faces red, heat emanating off Venom. He always did have a temper—hence his name. He struck without notice and once he had his hooks in you, you would be permanently poisoned and ruined for life. It was part of the reason I let him into the Nighthawks. I had never dreamed of letting a wolf into the club, but he was so different from any other werewolf I’d ever met, so I’d taken a chance on him. The fact he was in his forties probably helped. His maturity level was higher than most wolves. Usually.

“So... what do we do with her?” Face asked, staring at the other two.

Kovah jutted a thumb over his shoulder. “I say just drive her to the Quarter and let her out. She’ll find her way.”

Cocking my head to the side, I said, “Find her way where? Back to the wolves’ den? What the fuck was she still doing there, anyway, with James being dead?”

“They were probably going to mate her up with another wolf,” Venom commented, tossing his banana peel into a nearby trash can.

“No,” I said. “Not no, but hell no. That’s not gonna happen. This girl is obviously young and got caught up in some wolf shit she didn’t need to be involved in. She even admitted that they wouldn’t allow her to leave. She was their prisoner. If I can get her to talk, I’ll find some place for her.”

“I agree,” Venom said. “They’ll just toss her to another wolf for mating. I can talk to her if you want. Maybe she’ll feel more comfortable around me.” He shrugged.

“Maybe,” I agreed. “But I want to talk to her first. I found her... rescued her. She has to trust me a little at least.”

Face took a swig from his beer and said, “Yeah, but it’s possible she views you as the enemy as well. Maybe she was comfortable in that house. You never know.”

“From the look in her eyes, I highly doubt it. She didn’t even seem to know all the names of the wolves living there,” I replied defensively.

Why was I being defensive?

“Well, the first thing you need to do is get her out of that cage and into more comfortable accommodations,” Face said. “I wouldn’t tell anyone shit if they had me locked up like a fuckin’ dog.” He looked at Venom. “No offense, man.”

Venom flipped him off. Both hands this time.

Guessed it was time I began to trust Venom during a full moon. He really didn’t turn into some savage feral beast that time of the month. Just chilled in the cell like a depressed canine.

Unlike half the human women I’d dated during their time of the month.
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Chapter 11
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Wherever I May Roam

––––––––
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Huntington Beach, California – 1987 

I ran for what seemed like hours. I, invariably, found myself at the beach. The very same one I’d left two months earlier to head home to my apartment. No way had I known my life was going to change so drastically that day. I once thought the carefree life I lived was me “living the dream,” and in a way, it was.

Ignorance of the supernatural was definitely the way to live. Riding sweet waves during the day, partying at night, not a care in the world except making my rent was definitely the stress-free beach life. I knew the money my parents had left me was dwindling, even with the investments I’d made, but I told myself I would get a “real job” soon. I would find a career, go to college... do something with my life. But for now, while I was young, I was going to have fun and no regrets.

I longed for that time, because now, I wasn’t living a beach dream life, I was living in a dark and dismal nightmare. I sank my toes into the cold sand and put my head between my knees. Gripping my too-long hair, I rocked back and forth, wondering just what the hell I was going to do now. It wasn’t like I could just go into Randy’s bar and tell him what happened. I was sure my face was on the side of a milk carton by now—and maybe that was where it should stay.

I pulled my head up, staring at the foamy black-looking waves that rushed toward me and then receded into the vast Pacific under a partially full moon. I had every opportunity to disappear. I could just get up right now, hop a bus, and disappear.

Standing, I wiped the sand from my hands and shorts and scurried off the beach. I wasn’t sure if my roommate still had my shit in the apartment, but I did still have a key.

I stayed in the shadows as I made my way to the complex. I pulled the hood of my hoodie up and walked with my head down, glad it was dark so nobody could see the dried blood and shredded sleeves from Agnes’s nails on it. I fished the key to the apartment from the back pocket of my swim trunks and sagged in relief when the knob turned. I knew my roommate worked nights at a local dance club and was grateful the apartment was in darkness. I had no need to turn on any lights, as I could see just fine.

My room was just as I’d left it, save for a few things being moved around. I was sure someone had called the authorities at some point with me being gone so long. I quickly changed into a pair of black jeans, a black hoodie, and my black Converse. Grabbing a duffel bag from the top of my closet, I shoved everything I could fit inside it. Mostly clothes, a couple of pairs of shoes, my toothbrush and paste, the wad of cash from my sock drawer, and the framed photo of Mom and Dad. Nothing else would fit, nor did I care about anything else. It was all replaceable.

After sneaking out of the apartment and locking the door, I threw my old clothes into a nearby dumpster and took off into the night, heading toward the downtown Greyhound bus station in hopes of a fresh start.
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I stared at the massive board in front of me. So many destinations to choose from and I had no idea where to go. 

Dallas? Really hot. I think?

Denver? No, too cold.

Minneapolis? Too much snow.

New York City? Too crowded.

San Francisco? I contemplated that one. No, too expensive to live.

Seattle? Too much rain. 

The rest of the places were a mystery to me. I had no idea what they were about because I’d never left California. The only thing I knew about any other parts of the country I had learned by watching television shows. 

“What’s it gonna be, kid?” the grumpy attendant asked me.

“Florida,” I finally decided. Even though daytime surfing was out for me, I knew it was similar to California with tons of beaches, and I could at least still surf.

He rolled his eyes. “What city?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t care, as long as it has a beach.”

He chuckled this time. “They all have a beach, man.” He punched in numbers on some kind of machine and handed me a paper ticket reading Tampa, Florida. I looked at it, then him. “Bus leaves in thirty,” he commented.

I handed him two twenty-dollar bills with a thanks and went into the station to find the platform I’d need to board.

The bus ride was long and grueling. My dumb ass hadn’t thought about what I was going to do during the day, when the sun was out, and I spent most of the three-day bus ride hiding in the bathroom or with my jacket over my head, pretending to sleep in my seat. Stupidity on my part.

When I reached the bus depot in Tampa, I was thankful it was nighttime. The warm, humid air hit me like a smack to the face as I disembarked the bus. I looked around, wondering where I would go next.

I never really felt any sort of fear. I felt more sadness than anything. I loved living in California and knew it would be a very long time before I would ever get to go back. Aside from Randy and my roommate, and maybe my employer at the surf shop, I was grateful nobody would miss me there. The thought was also kind of depressing, but at least my parents were at rest and wouldn’t be worried sick about my disappearance.

I found a cheap motel near the bus station and paid for a month in advance so I could have time to think about what the hell I was gonna do. Once inside my room, I shooed away the cockroaches and spent the entire night scrubbing the nasty place top to bottom. Once I was satisfied it was clean, I opened the curtains and stared out the window. Streetlamps were starting to go out to prepare for the morning, and the occasional car passed. Probably some dumb schmucks on their way to jobs they needed but hated.

That got me thinking. I needed a job, but more than that, I needed to eat. It had been almost four days since I’d snacked on some guy in the Greyhound station bathroom before boarding my bus and I was ridiculously weak. I was starting to get foggy brain and that would not be good, as I needed clarity.

The sun wasn’t up yet, but I wasn’t risking going outside, the memory of the sizzle on my foot Agnes and Sam had delivered still fresh in my mind. I wandered out of my room to the motel’s laundry facilities and saw a girl sitting reading a book while she waited for her clothes to wash.

“Hi,” I said.

She looked up from her book and said, “Hi,” then went back to it.

“Hey, so do you think you could show me how to work these machines? I’ve never used one before,” I lied. I used them all the time in the apartment complex back in Cali.

“Where’s your clothes?” she asked.

Shit. That was dumb of me.

“Uh, up in my room, I just wanted to make sure the machines worked before I lugged it all down here. You know.” I threw her my most charming grin. Then, I stared deep into her brown eyes, the same way Agnes had done to me the night she attacked me. I wasn’t sure if it would work but I had to try. I was famished.

Looking around to ensure nobody was coming in, I licked my lips and stared into her eyes again. “Just relax, this will be quick.”

Letting my fangs descend, I used the same feeding method I had used on Sam and the guy at the Greyhound station bathroom, and quickly inserted a fang into her carotid. She didn’t even scream, even though her eyes exhibited terror. After a few pulls of her deliciously pure blood, she moaned as I fed, growing slack in my arms. I listened as her heartbeat began to slow, and I reluctantly pulled out of her neck. I swore after my ordeal with Agnes I would never kill a human while I fed, especially after hearing the bitch brag about all the humans she had “accidentally killed” until she had learned to “control her feeding.” Right. Being that she attacked and turned me so quickly, and just her sadistic behavior in general, I knew she didn’t give a shit about those humans she’d killed. But at least she’d taught me how to listen to Sam’s heartbeat and had been good for that one lesson.

I licked the fang wounds closed and then slowly set the now-sleeping girl into the chair she’d vacated. I placed the book, open and facedown, into her lap and slunk out of the laundry room, ready to sleep the day away.

Once I reached my room, I realized I’d have to choose between a blanket to cover me or risk getting sizzled. With an annoyed grunt, I set the blanket over the curtain rod and tucked in the sides around the window as best as I could. The sun was rising fast, and I was growing very sleepy. Once I was satisfied I wouldn’t die by sunlight, I flopped onto the bed and fell asleep almost immediately. 
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Chapter 12
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Only The Lonely

––––––––
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Tampa, Florida – 1987 

I woke the next evening with a renewed vigor. I had a plan. Find a job working nights, then find an apartment. Then make some damn friends. These past two months had been lonely, and during all the time I had to lie there and contemplate life while tied to that bed, I realized I needed to forge some meaningful relationships in my life. People who would actually miss me if I were to go missing... again.

After putting on the nicest clothes I had, which was a pair of jeans and a button-up shirt, I hit the pavement, asking directions from passersby how to get to the bar and restaurant scene. It was almost a thirty-minute walk, but I reached it easily enough. After wandering into the first hip spot I found, I realized I had a huge problem on my hands: The manager wanted references. How was I going to give them what I didn’t have? Everyone in Cali thought I was dead or missing. No use in waking that sleeping giant. The other problem? I didn’t have a valid telephone number. So, I quickly realized I’d have to resort to something darker. 

A restaurant-slash-lounge called the Bunny Hole was next in line down the street, so I wandered inside and asked the pretty hostess about a job. She wore an outfit with short-shorts, a puffy tail, and a top that had her breasts spilling out of it. It was complete with shiny rabbit ears on a headband on top of her head. She said she’d be right back. With a wink.

I looked around the place and quickly realized why it was called the Bunny Hole. Aside from the costumed waitresses, women in various stages of undress were on the stage, slithering around poles and throwing off their garments while men tossed dollar bills onstage. Seeing that none of the wait staff were males, I figured I’d have to lie my ass off to get a job behind the bar.

A sweaty overweight man with a bad combover wearing too many rings greeted me. “I’m Gino, can I help ya?”

“Yes, I’m looking for a job. I have a ton of bartender experience, as well as having done some security, too.”

He looked me up and down while he puffed on a cigar. I had to breathe through my mouth before I choked on its pungent stench.

“Down a bartender. We do have an openin’. You got references?”

I nodded. “Sure. Got somewhere quieter we can talk so I can show you?” I patted my pocket as if it contained paperwork. Well, it contained papers, but they were pages of newspaper I’d picked up on my way over here.

He led me to a back room where another man sat smoking a cigarette and poring over paperwork. 

“Tony, go fetch me a drink, will ya?”

The man left and I breathed a proverbial sigh of relief. No need for witnesses.

“Lemme see these references,” Gino demanded, sitting back in his chair and putting the cigar between his teeth.

“Sure, sure,” I said, pulling out the pages and setting them on the desk. He went to reach for them, but I said, “Hey, Gino. Right here.” I pointed at my eyes.

“What...”

As soon as I had him locked, and he got that glazed-over expression, I started. “I’ve got five years of bartending experience and graduated from the best bartending school in Florida. You called all my references, and they checked out. You’re going to hire me, and I start tomorrow night. You’re going to give me top bartender pay.”

Gino repeated after me and I looked away to break the connection. He sort of shook his head to clear the daze as I picked up the papers and shoved them back into my pocket. With a smile, I put out my hand. “Thank you so much, sir. You won’t regret it.”

He smiled weakly and nodded. “Sure, sure, kid. Can’t wait to have ya onboard. Hey, what’d ya say your name was again?”

“Vane.”

“See you tomorrow night, man.”

I walked out with a smile on my face. It felt like cheating but what other choice did I have? 

I vowed I would not use that hypnotism or whatever it was very much. It was pretty creepy, and I knew it was downright dangerous if I abused it. I hoped it didn’t give humans brain damage or something.
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Two weeks later, after struggling through learning the art of cocktail mixing and working the cash register, I was catching on. The other two bartenders couldn’t believe I got hired with such inexperience, but I just told them that Gino had agreed to give me a chance. They didn’t know he was paying me head bartender pay. That was my little secret. Thankfully, I was a quick study, and with the little “cheat sheet” they kept behind the bar, I was down to mixing drinks like a pro in no time.

Tonight, I was grateful to have the evening off because I had to go find a place to live. I was so done with living in that motel, and with my first paycheck cashed and burning a hole in my pocket, I wandered around town looking at different apartment complexes. I checked the newspaper to see if anyone had rooms for rent, even though that wasn’t ideal. I preferred to live alone at this point. 

I came upon an apartment dwelling painted turquoise with its vacancy sign lit up. I wandered inside and inquired about a one-bedroom or studio apartment. The kid working behind the desk told me I had to come back tomorrow during business hours to speak to the manager.

Fuck.

“Can I get the phone number? Perhaps I can just call then.” 

He jotted it down without interest and went back to watching the small black and white television he kept behind the counter.

Several other apartments were the same way, and I realized I’d have to convince someone to show me a unit at night or put a deposit down on one, sight unseen. Then, I got lucky.

The Palm Reed Apartments, just a few blocks’ walk from the Bunny Hole, had a manager on duty. 

“Damn kids can’t show up for work,” she muttered, taking a draw from her cigarette and then blowing smoke out of the side of her mouth. Her bright-pink lipstick left a ring around the cigarette. Her hair looked like it had enough hairspray in it to trap a nest of rats, and her fingernails matched her lipstick.

“Can you show me a one-bedroom or studio?” I asked politely.

“Sure, sure,” she said, grabbing a key off the rack behind her and bidding me to follow her up a set of stairs.

The one-bedroom unit was clean enough and would do. I gave her first and last month’s rent and was glad it didn’t cost me anything to eat because I had about ten dollars left to my name until my next payday, minus tips I’d make. I’d had to dip into my cash stash for this, but it would be worth it. She said I could move in in two weeks, which was perfect since I’d paid the motel a month in advance and I was two weeks in. 

Before returning to the motel, I knew I needed to find someone to eat. I hated that I needed to feed on humans, but if I wanted to continue to live—or whatever this was—that was my fate. I briefly wondered if animal blood would sate my hunger and made a mental note to catch one of the squirrels that frequented the motel’s lawns and trees sometime.

I wandered into a dark bar with no cover charge and sat on a stool. I ordered a one-dollar happy hour special beer and nursed it until I could decide which victim would be my meal for the evening.

There were very few people in here, and when I saw a very drunk young man stagger to the bathrooms, I knew it was my chance. I left my barely touched beer on the bar-top and followed the man inside.

Washing my hands and pretending to preen over my reflection as the man used the urinal, I quickly dried off my hands as he zipped up. Before he could turn around, I grabbed him from behind and pressed my hand to his mouth.

“Shh, this won’t hurt a bit,” I murmured in his ear. 

He struggled a little bit but didn’t have much fight in him in his condition. I sank my fangs into his neck, and he cried out behind my hand. It wasn’t long before his already slow heartbeat began to get even slower. I really wasn’t fully sated and wanted more, but his heartbeat was too slow for my liking. I licked his wounds clean so they would heal quickly and dragged him to a toilet stall. I closed the lid and sat him there and hoped he wouldn’t fall off, but I couldn’t care about that. After checking my reflection to ensure my face was clean, I exited the bathroom and then the bar with my head down.

I found myself thinking about the guy as I left, hoping he’d be all right. Why I cared, I wasn’t sure, and told myself to get over it. I’d never see him again, and I could only hope his human healing ability helped him regain the blood loss.

I wasn’t even a block away when I heard shouting coming from the direction of the bar. “He’s not breathing!” and “I can’t find a pulse!” and “Call nine-one-one!” was all I heard.

I closed my eyes. 

Fuck.

I walked faster and rounded the corner. Deciding spending fifty cents on a bus ride would be in my best interest, I caught the one that was idling at the bus stop and took a seat. I had no idea if this one was headed to my apartment, but I didn’t care. I had to get out of this area.

Unfortunately, I had to ride the damn bus for almost an hour before it reached my area of town, and I got off and walked the rest of the way. Once inside my room, I stripped my clothes off and took a long, hot shower, saying a little prayer for that guy. I felt like shit because I thought I’d been in control. Obviously, I hadn’t been, and hoped he got to a hospital in time. Note to self: Drunks don’t always make the best meals.
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Chapter 13
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Isn’t She Lovely

––––––––
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Present Day

Like a creepy-ass stalker, I stared down at MyAnna as she slept. Taking Face’s suggestion, I put her up in the vacant apartment number seven—the one that accommodated humans. I’d built ten apartments here for club members, and six were occupied. The rest of the club members chose to live in their houses or condos out in the city. Some had spouses. 

With her black hair splayed out against the white pillow, her lashes causing a shadow on her cheeks, she looked so innocent and pure. The thought that she had been married to that wolf, James, made my fists ball up. Had he taken advantage of her? Taken her innocence? She didn’t look that old. Anger surged in me once again.

Why the hell was I feeling so protective over this human?

She’d had nothing but the clothes on her back when I’d taken her from that filthy wolves’ den, so I had no way to look at a driver’s license or ID card to see her age or legal address. I had Face running a background on her now. 

With my arms folded across my chest, I looked down at her. Her breathing was even, and she slept with her lips slightly parted. I wondered what she dreamt about. 

Why did I care?

“You gonna keep her?” whispered Shadow from behind me. I’d smelled him before he approached so I wasn’t startled.

I turned to look at him slightly and scoffed. “She’s not a puppy.” 

Then I left her room, her apartment, and closed the door behind me. I slid the bolt I’d installed closed so she couldn’t sneak out. I’d left her an iPad by the bedside with a note to click an icon to alert us she was awake. Face had set it up. I had no fuckin’ clue how the hell it worked.

“I know,” Shadow said, walking with me. “But still, are you gonna keep her?”

We walked along the catwalk and down the metal stairs into the main area of the warehouse. He followed me into the offices area and to the office where Face sat behind the computer—his computer. I’d just given him the whole office. He was the computer whiz, might as well have his own shit.

“I don’t know yet, to answer your question, you nosy ass,” I said to Shadow.

He chuckled in response.

“Whatcha got?” I asked Face.

He turned the monitor toward me, which showed a large photo of her Louisiana state-issued ID card. “She doesn’t have a license, just an ID card. MyAnna Lawson, twenty-seven years old. Five-foot-one, one hundred twenty-five pounds. Same address we found her at listed on the ID.”

I got closer to the screen. “Says this was issued six months ago. Any previous addresses or licenses?”

Face turned the screen back to him and began typing. “It’s hard to say, there’s a marriage license here filed six months ago in Jefferson Parish. It’s between her and James. I got her maiden name from the marriage license. She’s definitely a local.”

“I could tell by the way spoke. She’s got that unique accent,” Shadow commented.

“Agreed,” I added.

“Maiden name Jones, and I’m pretty sure this is her,” he said, turning the monitor toward us once again. 

It showed a driver’s license of a teenage MyAnna Jones issued eleven years ago.

I furrowed my brow. “Why would she have a license and then go to just having an ID card? That’s odd.”

“Agreed,” Face said, turning the monitor back to him. He typed some more and told us that was all he had on her. Then, his attention turned toward the other computer monitor as a sound chimed. He clicked a button and told us to look. “The princess has awoken. And... she doesn’t look happy.”

A camera pointed at her bed showed her sitting up, the iPad in her lap and her angry face yelling, “Let me out!” at the camera.

I chuckled and made my way toward the apartment. Shadow went to follow me, but I turned and said, “Do me a favor and check on the garage. Make sure they’re not just sitting around shooting the shit. If they are, give them some cash to go buy another bike to fix up.”

“On it,” Shadow said, disappearing into thin air.

I rolled my eyes as I climbed the stairs. I unbolted the door to apartment seven and opened it up to find MyAnna standing there with her arms folded across her chest. 

“How dare you lock me in here. You’re no better than those wolf monsters.” She narrowed angry brown eyes at me.

“It’s to protect you from the wolves,” I pointed out. “We want to keep you here until we’re sure you won’t sneak out and go back to them.”

Her mouth dropped open, and she stared at me in horror. “I would never.”

I held out my hand. “Okay, then. Let’s go downstairs and get you something to eat. This apartment’s kitchen hasn’t been used yet and there are no utensils or cooking supplies. We have a full kitchen downstairs.”

I’d sent a prospect out to get a few human food items. He’d been recently turned so he knew what to get. I would probably stand in a grocery store and stare aimlessly at all the shit humans had to choose from now. I’d heard it was exponentially more diverse than it was in 1987.

She reluctantly took my hand and then pulled it away with a gasp. She looked up at me, eyes wide. “Your hand is freezing!”

I put my hand in my pocket. “We’re the opposite of wolves. Cold-blooded.”

She chewed her lip. “Like a snake? Is that why they call you Viper?”

I chuckled. I hadn’t heard that one before, but it was fitting. “No, sweetheart. They call me that for much darker reasons.”

MyAnna frowned and backed away from me.

Shit.

I ushered her out the door with a flourish without touching her. I led her down the stairs and to the kitchen area. I pointed to the refrigerator and cupboards and told her to help herself to whatever she’d like to eat. I noticed a brand-new, shiny silver toaster plugged in next to the microwave that we kept around for warming up blood bags.

Dash and Jewel sat around the table drinking coffee. Both new vampires, they hadn’t gotten rid of the comfort of coffee yet, and I didn’t say a word. They’d soon see for themselves that it was a useless habit. 

MyAnna glanced at the prospects nervously and lifted her hand in a small wave before heading to the refrigerator. 

“Dash, Jewel, this is MyAnna. She’ll be our guest for a short time.”

“Nice to meet y’all,” she said quietly before opening the fridge door.

They both looked at me questioningly and I just shrugged. “Show her where the plates and shit are.” Then, I walked out.

Dash rushed out after me, still holding his coffee mug, which I just now noticed had a Dracula-themed graphic on it. 

“Cute,” I said dryly, pointing at the mug.

He smiled proudly at me. “I ordered it off of Amazon.”

“What do you want, Dash? I have shit to do.”

He glanced back at the kitchen, then to me. Lowering his voice, he asked, “Is she here as a blood slave?”

My eyebrows hit my hairline and I had to pull my hand down before I punched this punk in his nose. Instead, I grabbed him by the collar and slammed him up against the nearest wall. “Motherfucker, when have you ever seen a blood slave here? Nighthawks don’t roll like that. Touch a hair on her fuckin’ head and you’ll have me to deal with. You dig?”

He swallowed hard and put his hands up in surrender. “Absolutely, boss. Just wanted to clarify. I know we have some club whores for sex, didn’t know if we kept blood whores as well.”

“Get the fuck out of my face.” I released him and stormed off toward my office instead of pummeling the asshole for even suggesting it.

Blood slaves! Right. We didn’t need them. None of us had any trouble feeding off willing humans. Sure, some called them blood whores, but they were out in the streets and sometimes in my club. But we didn’t keep them here as fucking slaves. We had dozens of blood bags in the freezer as well. None of us were going hungry.

I sat in my office fuming. Surely, he was the only dipshit around here who had such ridiculous thoughts, right? Guessed I better hold another meeting. 

“Face!” I called out.

He appeared in my office’s doorway ten seconds later. “Boss?”

“Send out a message. Church in thirty.”

“You got it,” he replied, then disappeared back into the hallway.

My phone chimed a minute later with the group message. I didn’t know how the fuck that kid got all this technology shit done but he had set up an app on all our phones where we could all get messages at once. I was glad he was around because I had a love-hate relationship with the shit. I loved how easy it made things, I hated how complicated it was to learn.

Twenty minutes later, I found MyAnna sitting at the table talking to Jewel.

“Those are pretty rings,” she drawled, pointing at Jewel’s fistful of jewelry. “Where did you get them?”

I bit back a snort. She’d fucking stolen them. All of them. She’d been a jewelry thief when she was human. Choosing her club name had come easy.

“Oh, here and there.” Jewel smiled at her from the rim of her coffee mug. I noticed hers read Lady Boss on it. I resisted an eyeroll.

I saw that MyAnna was finishing up some kind of hot sandwich from a package and munching on what I thought was carrot sticks. She dunked them in some kind of white sauce. One paused at her lips as she saw me come in.

“Let’s go. We’re having church and you’re coming along,” I murmured.

Jewel got up to put her cup in the sink.

“Church?” MyAnna asked, following me. “You guys go to church? But it’s Thursday. How do you even go to church when it’s held in the mornings? Wait, wouldn’t you guys, like, catch fire if you stepped foot in a church with all the crucifixes and holy water? I saw in a movie once...”

Dear God, I couldn’t get this chick to talk and now she wouldn’t shut up.

“No, we’re having a meeting. We call it church.” I snorted.

“Oh, well, now I feel dumb,” she drawled before looking away and then down at the ground.

I stopped and made her face me. Using my fingers, I gently tipped her face up to look at mine. “Don’t feel dumb, you didn’t know. I’ve been at this a long time, so I sometimes forget not everyone knows the terminology.”

“Your fingers are cold,” she said. 

I removed them immediately. Guessed I’d never be touching her again. Damn.

We continued to walk through the newly-constructed walkway between buildings that led to Cobalt. What the fuck was wrong with me... who cared if I could never touch her again? She was out of here in a few days, anyway. I already had Face finding her an apartment and getting her name legally changed back to Jones. I was gonna dump ten grand into her account and send her on her merry fucking way. It was going to take a few weeks to get all the paperwork straightened out, though.

My five lieutenants, three prospects, and the other twenty or so club members—vampires—all sat at the tables, waiting for me to speak. The podium had been put out for me and I stood behind it. A few nursed beers. I glanced at the clock to see it was 5 p.m. Club would open up in a few hours and they had shit to do, so I needed to make this short and to the point.

“Everyone, this is MyAnna. She will be staying with us for an indeterminate amount of time. She’s human and is not to be touched. As you all know, we rescued her from a wolves’ den. We have reason to believe they’ll be looking for her, so she stays here within the safety of the club. She is not to be allowed inside Cobalt while the doors are open to patrons. Anyone tries to harm her, you’re to defend her. You’re also to treat her with respect. No feeding on or trying to fuck her. Got it?

MyAnna gasped and stared at me with wide eyes, then back to the crowd. Then, she slid behind me and pressed herself against my backside.

What the hell?

I grabbed her by the arm and pulled her out to stand beside me. “They’re not going to hurt you. Not even close. Anyone tries, you come straight to me or one of my lieutenants. Okay?” I pointed at them.

She nodded slowly, her bottom lip captured in her teeth once more. God, she needed to stop doing that.

“Any questions?”

When nobody had any, I pounded the gavel and said, “Church dismissed. Now, get to work.”
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Chapter 14
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Highway To Hell

––––––––
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Tampa, Florida – 1988

I’d been working at the Bunny Hole for six months. With my apartment fully furnished with mostly hand-me-downs and newspaper ad finds, I’d grown comfortable in Tampa. I’d made a few friends at work and we even hung out some nights when I would have some time off. Giving excuses for missing Fourth of July picnics and Labor Day barbeques was something I’d learned to lie about, and while it made me a little melancholy to miss these things, it wasn’t like I had a choice. It would forever be the sun versus me, and the sun would always win.

Admittedly, I was beginning to crave being around people who were like me. I knew a personal and sexual relationship was out of the question, so the occasional hookups with me sneaking out of her place before dawn would have to do it for me. But I longed for others of my kind. It was clear that vampires were rare, as I’d never met one aside from Agnes. And who knew where that crazy bitch was. Not that I had any desire to seek her out.

Maybe our rarity was why she had turned me into this. Maybe she had wanted a companion she didn’t have to keep any secrets from. But turning guys against their will and tying them to beds and damn near torturing them wasn’t going to get her very far. I was loath to think about how many more men Agnes had captured and turned in my absence. Instead of just breaking her neck, I should have turned it all the way around and removed her head. 

On an average Thursday night, I was working my bartending job at the Bunny Hole when a young man sat at the bar and ordered a gin and tonic with a lime. I fulfilled his request and when our eyes met, he paused. There was something about him that was mesmerizing. He slowly smiled at me, and when his eyes turned black with no whites at all, I gasped. 

“You,” I breathed.

“Me, what?” he asked, still smiling, his eyes returning to their previous blue.

“I’m Everett, and you are?” 

I detected a slight accent as he spoke.

I shook his proffered hand. It was just as cold as mine. “Vane.”

He grinned. “Very nice to make your acquaintance.”

I didn’t know what to do. I was borderline desperate for other vampires, but this guy seemed kind of weird. He looked young—maybe late twenties, but when I looked into his eyes, he seemed much older. What was that about?

“What time do you get off, Vane?” he asked as he sipped his gin and tonic.

“Uh, two. When we close.”

Grinning, he said, “Very good. Mind if I stick around until close, so we can chat in private?”

“Uh, no, that will be fine—”

“Yo!”

I looked over to see a college-age kid and his friends crowding the end of the bar. “We need some beers over here!”

I smiled at the vampire stranger and went to help them. Drunk college kids tipped pretty well, and I needed the money. I refused to touch what was left of my inheritance. Not only that, it sat in a bank account in California I was unsure how to access. But after saving here, I almost had enough to buy a used motorcycle so I didn’t have to walk everywhere. I still hadn’t seen the beach and I was dying to feel the sand between my toes. Even if it was under the cool moonlight and not the warm sun.

Everett sat perched on that barstool all night until close. When it was time to lock the doors, I told him I’d meet him out back, as taking out the trash was the very last thing I did before my trek home.

“Thanks for meeting me,” he said with his very proper English. 

I dumped the trash into the dumpster and closed the lid. “No problem.”

“They said there was a vamp working in this club, but I didn’t believe it. I just had to see for myself.”

I looked at the man. He wore what looked like expensive designer clothes. Even his haircut looked costly. He looked like an old soul wearing the mask of a young man. I started to walk toward my apartment. 

“Why did you need to see it for yourself? Do vampires not have jobs?”

Everett chuckled. “No, my man. They usually do not. Unless it’s just to pass the time.”

I raised my eyebrows at him. “Well, that must be nice. I have rent to pay and a bike to save up for.”

He gripped my arm, which caused me to stop walking. I looked down at it and then up to him, waiting for him to speak.

“Come with me, I’d like to introduce you to some people.”

I hesitated. Some people... he meant vampires. Surely he meant some of “my kind”... right? Shit. I had nothing to lose. Nothing at all.

With a shrug, I said, “Sure, lead the way, Ev.”

He paused at my use of a nickname but looped his arm through mine and led me down the street. We garnered quite a few looks from passersby, but I paid them no mind. They could think what they wanted. 
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“What the fuck is this?” I snapped, backing away from Everett, intent on bolting for the door.

I’d let him lead me several blocks away from the direction of my apartment to a large house set in some kind of suburb-type area. The house was several stories, and once inside, I realized it was most likely a house of horrors. Blood, that I could still smell, spattered the walls of the entryway, and didn’t wane as he led me up to bedrooms on the top floor. The post-traumatic memories of being tied to a bed by a sadistic female vampire flooded my mind. When we reached the top of the stairs, we entered a room where a man, looking like a vampire from the movies with a cape and black hair, sat in a large, ostentatious chair in the middle of the room.

“Master, this is Mr. Vane.” Everett bowed. He fucking bowed at this creepy fucker.

The man in the chair—or was it a throne?—regarded me carefully. After his head-to-toe assessment of my Hawaiian shirt, cargo shorts, and the moccasins on my feet, he wrinkled his nose. He looked at Everett. “Thank you, Everett. That will be all.”

I folded my arms across my chest. I wasn’t gonna let his Bela Lugosi wannabe intimidate me. I watched as he rose from his chair and came toward me slowly.

“How long have you been a child of the night, Mr. Vane?” he asked, sniffing me discreetly.

This vampire gave off power in waves. I knew better than to fuck with him, but I also wasn’t going to stand here and be treated like one of his lackeys.

“Not quite a year. Why do you ask?”

His face grew angry before he reined it in. “You don’t ask the questions here, boy. I do.”

I set my jaw and it bunched in annoyance as I nodded slightly.

“All new vampires to this area are to report in with me.” He lifted his chin as he crossed his arms behind his back.

“Well, I didn’t... ah, get the memo on that.” I put my hand in my pocket. “Sir.”

He ignored my sass, went back to his throne-like chair, and sat. “Where have you come from, Mr. Vane?”

I suppressed a huff. “First off, it’s just Vane. That’s my first name. Second, I came here from California after a crazy vampire bitch named Agnes attacked me and turned me against my will.”

A couple of men stationed around the room I hadn’t noticed gasped audibly at my insubordination. I glanced at them briefly, both dressed in black suits and ties. Must get hot wearing that shit in Florida. Not that I can recall being hot. Or cold. Or anything since being turned. They must be vampires, too.

“I see,” he replied. “And why are you here, and not still in California?”

I sniffed and held my head high. “Because I almost killed the witch while escaping. She had me tied to a bed for months. I couldn’t take it anymore, so I fucking bolted. Is there anything else or can I go home? I’m tired.”

“Vampires don’t get tired,” he replied haughtily.

I scoffed. “Wanna bet? Dawn’s almost here and I need sleep.”

He looked at one of his cronies and said, “Show Mr. Vane to a room.”

What the...

“No. Seriously, I don’t need a room. I just want to go home. Mister...?”

“Name’s Dick Sheridan.” He lifted his chin. “I rule Tampa.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You rule... Tampa?” I chuckled. I shouldn’t have laughed, but I did. 

“Why is that funny?” he asked, a murderous look on his face.

Suppressing the need to make a penis joke, I said, “Well, Dick, I just didn’t know anyone ruled anything. Especially in today’s America.”

“You fucking peons,” he said, standing up from his chair, his fist balled. “You young bastards know nothing of what once was. The good ol’ days where we ruled without ridicule. Everyone respected us.”

I had no idea what he was talking about. “Okay, great. Thanks for the history lesson. Can I go now?”

I didn’t have time to even breathe before two arms were gripping me and dragging me out of the room. 

A little while later, I awoke in a strange room. Bed, dresser, adjoining bathroom. No windows at all. 

Fuck.

Memories of Dick and his insistence on how all vampires new to Tampa were to report to him flooded my brain. I got up from the bed and banged on the door when I realized it was locked. “Let me out!”

A full hour I stood there pounding with no reply. What had I gotten myself into? Why had I trusted that Everett guy, and where was he now?

I sat back on the bed and contemplated my dilemma. Were they gonna feed me? Surely, they’d feed me, and when they came in to do so, I’d attack them and get the hell outta here.

On my third day of being imprisoned with no contact at all, I was pacing a hole in the floor. I’d tried to figure out how to escape, but it was impossible, as the room was windowless, the door locked from the other side. I stopped after hours of the task when I heard a noise near my door. Using vampire speed, I rushed to the door and listened.

“Open it, shove the bag inside, close the door. It’s easy.” 

The voices were whispering, but I could hear easily enough.

“The doors should have slots like a mailbox. We could shove this shit through,” another voice said. “I saw it on a TV show about prisons. Brilliant feeding plan.”

I smiled because he was right. There really should be some sort of slot to deliver food. Because as of now, he had to unlock my door to feed me. 

“Okay,” he said quietly. “Well, we don’t have those, dumbass. Just open it and throw the bags in.”

I watched as the lock was turned, and as soon as the door swung open, my primal vampire side was unleashed. After tonight, I knew I would never be the same.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter 15
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Fade To Black

––––––––
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Tampa, Florida – 1988 

I stood staring down at the bloodbath I’d caused. My chest heaved in and out at a rapid pace, and I told myself to get a grip on my breathing or else I would hyperventilate and pass out. Then I remembered I barely needed to breathe at all, and hyperventilation wouldn’t happen to me.

Make a run for it! I screamed inside.

Staring down one last time at the two vampires whose heads I’d practically torn off and whose blood I’d gorged myself on, I quickly picked up the two bags of blood they’d attempted to deliver and flew down the stairs. Before I could blink, I was outside the house, standing on the walkway. Lush lawns spread out on either side of me under a blanket of twinkling stars.

What just happened? One second, I was in that house of horrors, the next I was standing in this very spot! How did I get here so fast? I looked up at the sky to see the moon shining bright. It was almost full and provided more than enough illumination to light my path. I glanced up and down the street, trying to get my bearings.

Think, Vane, think! I chastised myself.

I supposed it didn’t matter which way I ran. Anywhere away from this place. That man—that sick vampire Dick—and back to my apartment downtown.

“Get him!”

I turned to see two men looking out of the downstairs window. I didn’t know who they were talking to, but I wasn’t about to wait around and find out. With what I thought was adrenaline pumping, I sped down the street and followed the route I had taken to get here, glad I had remembered it. 

As I was about to turn the corner to the main drag that would take me past the Bunny Hole and toward my apartment, I felt myself being grabbed by the collar and thrown to the ground. Two men—two vampires—jumped on top of me and slammed my head against the concrete.

“Fuck!” I yelled. That hurt. But then, the pain dissolved. I screamed, “Get off me, you assholes!”

One had a knife and he twirled it with a sadistic smile on his face before he plunged it into my stomach. “Nobody leaves Dick’s mansion. Nobody.” He laughed like a comic book villain.

I bellowed in agony as the knife sliced through skin, muscle, and then my stomach organ. The pain was excruciating. I watched as blood leaked through my colorful Hawaiian shirt and began to pool on the sidewalk. They’d attacked me in a small, dark alley between a deli and a pharmacy so there really wasn’t anyone around. All the partygoers were cruising the main strip just a half a block away. 

“Get the hell off me!” I yelled, trying to buck them off. They were the black-suited goons from Dick’s bedroom—throne room—whatever. One sat on my legs, the other right over my crotch. 

Sick assholes.

The knife still embedded me, I yelled again. “Someone help me!” It was a pathetic cry, but I didn’t know what else to do. Could vampires bleed out and die? I had never lost this much blood before. The world began to swim in and out of focus, the two lackeys smiling down at me as I started to lose consciousness.

Dammit... once they brought me back to that creepy house, that would be it for me. I was gonna be Dick’s prisoner for the rest of my life. I fought to keep my eyes open as I pushed at the man’s chest who was sitting closest, trying to get him off. I feebly grabbed for the knife that was draining my life force, but was too weak.

Suddenly, I heard two loud pops, and then both men were no longer on top of me.

I felt myself being dragged out of the alley by the armpits and toward the street.

“Can you walk?” 

I looked up to see a blurry version of my friend Alan who worked at the Bunny Hole with me, a smoking pistol in his fist. He yanked the knife out of my gut and tossed it away as he lay me on the ground.

I yelled at the pain. Then, nodding weakly, I said, “Yes, get me the hell outta here.”

He shoved the gun into his pants and then yanked me to my feet, wrapping my arm around his shoulder, helping me walk as I gripped my stomach. When we reached the main street, passersby gasped at my bloody show. 

“Take me to my apartment. Please, Alan.”

Alan looked at me incredulously. “Shouldn’t I take you to a fuckin’ hospital, man?”

I shook my head. “No, I’m okay. I’ll explain later.”

“You don’t look okay,” he muttered under his breath.

“Did you shoot them in the head?” I asked, hopeful.

“Yes,” he replied shakily. “I... I’ve, ah, never killed anyone before. I’m gonna have to contact the police and let them know it was in self-defense. Dammit. What if they don’t believe me, Vane? You’ll vouch for me, right?”

I couldn’t exactly tell him that the goons weren’t going to die, that they were just gonna sleep for a while. So instead, I said, “Okay, yes, tomorrow. Just get me to my apartment, stay with me tonight. Please, man?”

“Of course,” he replied. “Yeah, your apartment. We’ll come up with a story there.”

Story... ugh. I just wanted to sleep. He wouldn’t need a story, but I couldn’t tell him that. I was too damn tired to care.

We went into the building and took the elevator up. My wound had closed by the time I went into the bathroom to check it, but I needed Alan to stay with me, so I showered and then put on a loose tee and pajama bottoms before crawling into bed.

“The sofa is a futon. Pull it out and sleep there.” I handed him the blanket from my bed. “Here, take that. I’ll wake you tomorrow if I wake up first.”

Alan’s brow furrowed as he stared at me with concerned brown eyes. He brushed his long hair from his face and said, “Are you sure you don’t want me to sleep on the floor in here in case you need help?”

I mustered up a painful chuckle. “No. This apartment is the size of a postage stamp. If I need you, you’ll know.”

“Okay, then.” He wandered out of the room and went to sleep on the futon.

I glanced at the bedside clock-radio: 2:42 a.m. Lucky for me I’d caught Alan as he’d been getting off after closing up the bar. What I was going to tell him in the morning was still a mystery. Also... was the guy always packing heat? Who knew. I was just grateful he’d had his piece on him tonight.

Then a thought hit me: That Everett asshole knew where I worked... but not where I lived. Not that I had any illusions that he couldn’t find out eventually. Hypnotize a cop into running a background check on me. 

Guessed I was out of a job, dammit. I really liked that freakin’ job. But the more I thought about it, I realized that actually, I needed to leave Tampa altogether as soon as possible. Another wicked vampire I had to be on the run from. Why couldn’t I meet any decent ones like myself, for cripes sake?

Fuck my life.
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Chapter 16
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Why Me?

––––––––
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MyAnna

––––––––
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As I sat cross-legged on the bed, I stared up at the camera pointed down at me. They claimed it was there to keep me safe. To be sure I didn’t leave the apartment. Whatever. I picked up the iPad and checked the time: 2:03 p.m.

My sleep schedule was all messed up. These monsters, they slept all day and were up all night, unlike the last monsters I’d lived with before. At least they’d kept to a normal human sleeping schedule. Well, not during the full moon, but that was a whole other story.

I closed my eyes at the memory of the day they’d kidnapped me. 

I’d had myself a nice job and an apartment in Jefferson Parish. I’d just broken up with my boyfriend Braden of two years but was doing okay on my own. I was waiting tables at a fancy restaurant, and when I went out back, responding to an urgent text message from my ex, I was horrified to find three scary-looking men standing there with a gun to Braden’s head.

“Get the fuck out of here,” they told him, and he took off into the night without so much as a look back, the phone still in his hand.

The smaller and younger-looking one of the three came toward me.

“What do you want?” I asked, backing up, wiping my sweaty palms on my server’s apron.

“Come here, we just want to talk,” he said. “I’m James. This is my Uncle John and cousin Terry.”

“What do you want?” I repeated.

James grabbed me around the waist and covered my mouth with his gross, meaty hand. They tossed me into a van, kicking and screaming. Once inside, they tied my hands together and stuffed a rag into my mouth. The van took off at high speed.

“Well, that was too fuckin’ easy,” Uncle John said, looking back at me and laughing.
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