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Recollections Of Loyalty
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There was something uniquely profound and exhilarating about my body careening down the highway, moon lighting my way, wind in my hair, and the smell of earth and river filling my senses as I rode. There wasn’t a time I’d ever rode and didn’t feel this way. It was the same excitement each time, and when surrounded by my brothers—my pack, my ride or dies—it just accelerated it.

It wasn’t always like this. Back in Minnesota, when we were under the thumb of my father and his sadistic pack, anything I was forced to do was a chore. A simple errand to please my father. Or worse, something exponentially more violent. 

So much violence.

I looked ahead at my cousin, Shep, AKA Psycho, as he led the pack on our way to our meeting with the Nighthawks for some supposed information they had on a guy we’d been hunting for months.

A piece-of-shit vampire who’d kidnapped Psycho’s wife and a bunch of other girls and was now on the run. But we’d find his bloodsucking ass and make him pay. Psycho had already shared with me about a dozen ways the guy was going to suffer before he met the sun, and we would watch him burn.

I can’t fucking wait.

Violence was simply in my veins... Thanks, Dad.

We entered the French Quarter and steered our bikes through it until we reached an industrial area and the Nighthawks’ clubhouse. This was the first time we’d been invited here, and I was worried about what would happen. While the ’Hawks were our allies, there was a general mistrust of vampires among wolves. It wasn’t anything we could help. It was something ingrained in us from birth. No amount of deconditioning or teaching could help us not to feel that way on some level. It didn’t help that I was raised to be distrustful of them. To hate them. To kill them. Shepard and I had to retrain ourselves once we broke out from under my father’s thumb to become better people, to be leaders, but to keep our guard up. We didn’t fuck with you unless you fucked with us or those weaker than you first. That remained a silent motto among us and one we passed down to the pack we’d formed here in New Orleans. One we were proud of.

We parked our bikes outside of a very busy nightclub called the Cobalt Room and made our way inside. Four large vampires stood watch outside while checking IDs of the humans and vampires entering. A Saturday night meant lots of patrons. I imagined the place stayed busy a lot. Most vampire clubs were low-key feeding grounds for them, the vampires using their freaky hypnosis on the humans after feeding to make them forget they’d taken a few ounces of their life force. But I’d heard that some humans offered themselves voluntarily.

I shuddered at the thought.

Psycho, Chaos, Menace, Wizard, and I dismounted our bikes and made our way toward the front. Before we could approach the bouncers, Viper, the president of the Nighthawks MC, emerged, flanked by Shadow, Phoenix, and Face.

“Thanks for coming. Let’s head to my office,” Viper said, motioning at us to follow.

We received a few sneers from the vampire bouncers, but they were smart enough to keep their mouths shut.

The club was very busy with people dancing to a live band, the large bar against the wall packed deep with people waiting to order drinks. It seemed they were doing well, and I wondered what else they did to make money. I assumed it was probably similar to what we did. Not-so-legal things disguised as legal to stay under the radar of the human cops.

The smell of vampire stench was strong in this place. I breathed through my mouth as I always did when vampires were around, because their smell activated my hunting instinct to tear them apart with my teeth, and there was obviously no place for that here. I was trying to retrain my brain to make that a reality, but my wolf was having none of it. In fact, deep in my chest, I felt him trying to claw his way to the surface to tear the throat out of the pasty-white fuckers standing in front of me.

“Calm the fuck down,” I snapped at him.

He growled and whimpered in response.

“Face, go ahead,” Viper said, indicating the young-looking, too-pretty, model-like vampire standing next to him holding an electronic tablet.

He cleared his throat, as if he needed to do that, and that told me he was a fairly young vampire. The rest of the guys here were old, especially that huge redheaded fucker, Phoenix. 

“At least three security cameras have facially-recognized the Deon person in Minneapolis,” Face started.

My cousin and I immediately whipped our heads toward each other, our eyes wide. Minnesota? That couldn’t be a coincidence.

He continued, “All at night of course, and all within a ten-mile radius.”

“Of what?” Psycho asked, his arms folded across his cut.

“Of this area.” Face turned the tablet around and showed us a map of Minneapolis, with a red circle around a suburb of downtown that was definitely not very popular.

I swallowed hard and glanced at Psycho, because that was where the Hellcats’ clubhouse was. Our old stomping ground. Our former club.

“We can’t figure out why he’s there,” Face continued, “but it’s the last place he was seen.”

“When was this?” Psycho asked.

“Yesterday,” he replied.

Fuck. He could be anywhere now.

“Can you send me the photos and the map?” Wizard asked, pushing his glasses up his nose as he looked at Face.

“Of course, man,” Viper replied for him, nodding at Face, who began to tap the tablet.

“Is that it?” Psycho asked.

“Yeah. What else did you want?” Viper asked, seeming annoyed.

“I mean, you could have texted that to us,” I said.

I heard Wizard make a noise of approval next to me.

Viper narrowed his eyes at me, his gaze traveling to my cut, then back to me. “I was doing you a professional courtesy. Trigger.”

I needed to remember these guys were old, still getting used to technology.

“All right,” I replied.

“Now fuck off back to the bayou. You smell,” Shadow said, narrowing grayish-colored eyes at us as he ran his fingertips down his beard.

Psycho chuckled, and so did I. But really, he had some nerve telling us we stunk when all our wolves were clawing at us to rip their throats out at the stench in here. Not that we could in human form, and these dicks knew better than to come near us during a full moon.

“Let’s go,” Psycho said, and we filed out of Viper’s office, through the club, and out the front door.

The loud music was an assault on my ears and I was glad to be out in the warm, humid Louisiana night.

“Church,” Psycho grunted as we headed to our bikes.

“Sending the notification out now,” Wizard said, typing on his phone.

We sped back down the highway, not wearing helmets, of course, and made it back to the Bayou Wolves’ compound in no time.

We parked our bikes in front of Rumble, which was busy with people drinking and dancing at this hour. 

When we entered, Psycho was met by his wife, Nera, her platinum hair bright under the lights. She leaned up and kissed him on the mouth and smiled at him. Then, she whispered something in his ear that I could tell he was trying to keep a straight face from. He signaled the DJ to cut the music with a slash of his hand across his throat, the club went silent. A few groans came from the crowd.

“All non-members, get out,” Psycho said. “Everyone else, church.”

Nobody protested and I watched as the partygoers filed out the front door. A flash of purple hair caught my eye, and I watched as Charlie helped everyone to the door. Even though she was just a prospect, I admired her take-charge attitude. She always had it. It was one of the things that attracted me to her. An attraction that I had to keep tamped down because I knew we couldn’t be together. 

One night was all I’d had with her, and it would have to be enough. I had a club to run with my cousin, and fucking prospects was highly frowned upon, even if I was second-in-command. I had to set the example and lead by example.

The podium seemed to appear out of nowhere, and I followed my cousin on his way up to it, standing at his side with my arms behind my back.

Chains, the bartender, locked the front door and then went back to his spot behind the bar.

“We have a lead on Deon, the vampire,” Psycho started, Nera at his side, his arm wrapped protectively around her in a show of support. The woman had been through a lot and I figured this was triggering to her. We all knew she wanted Deon caught as much as we did.

A few growls erupted from the crowd. While we were a werewolf MC, we had a few humans in our club. They served to help keep the place running smoothly during a full moon, and they knew what we were.

“In a strange turn of events, Deon has been spotted in Minnesota, not far from where Trigger and I grew up. We’re assuming this is a coincidence at this time, but we’re not ruling anything out. We are going to ride up there tomorrow morning at first light.”

“Who’s we?” Charlie asked Psycho, but she was looking at me.

“That’s what I was getting to,” he continued. “Myself, Trigger, Wizard, Chaos, and two prospects. Which of you wants to go?”

Charlie immediately raised her long, delicate hand, along with about five others, and a thrill shot through me as I watched her light brown eyes linger on mine.

“Okay, Charlie and Metal, y’all will be with us. The rest of you will hold down the fort,” he instructed.

Knowing it was an eighteen-hour drive, I wondered if he planned to do it all in one day, but I kept that question to myself for now.

“Any questions?” Psycho asked.

“What if he’s not there when you get there?” Cutter asked.

“Then we gather what intel we can as to why the fuck he’s there to begin with,” Psycho replied. “He was spotted there yesterday, and we’re hoping he’s still in the vicinity.”

I had an idea and pulled my cousin to the side while he covered the microphone with the palm of his hand, leaning in to me. 

I whispered in his ear, “We should leave tonight. Take the Suburban and take turns driving.”

He nodded thoughtfully, and then announced, “Trigger had a great idea. We leave now. Go pack your shit, we’ll take shifts driving. Meeting adjourned.” He pounded the gavel.

My gaze instinctively sought Charlie, and I caught her hurrying out of Rumble to go pack, and whatever else chicks did to get ready for a trip. 

She better hurry because we waited for no one.
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Nothing Else Matters

––––––––
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I felt cramped in the Suburban with so many bodies, even though the vehicle still had empty seats. I sat up front while Shep drove, and the rest napped in the back. It would require most of us to take small shifts to get us there by tomorrow afternoon. I had suggested he and I fly up there, but he told me there were no more flights out at this late hour, and by the time we got there on a flight tomorrow, we could have driven. 

I myself hadn’t flown ever. I spent my life in Minnesota and hadn’t really been anywhere. It wasn’t like I had a happy childhood where my parents took me to Disneyworld so we could have some fun. My childhood was spent trying to keep from getting my ass whooped.

From my father.

From my cousin.

From strangers.

From vampires inside and out of the ring.

From other werewolves.

My father thought it was fun to put us in the ring like fight dogs. And I had the scars to prove it.

As I stared at the passing landscape, I could tell Shep was getting tired. We’d been driving six hours, and in about three we’d hit St. Louis. It was a good halfway stopping point.

“Why don’t we stop in St. Louis? We could lock the van and all get some shut-eye for a couple of hours.”

“It’s a good idea, boss,” I heard Charlie pipe up from the back. I turned and looked at her, nodding in thanks.

“No,” Psycho grumped. “We have to get there ASAP.”

I nodded. “If you get sleepy, please say something and I’ll take over.”

“Or I can,” Charlie piped up.

I looked back at her again and stared a little too long at her. She smiled at me in the way she always did, and it made my stomach clench, so I did what any guy would do and dropped my smile and turned back to face the road.

Truth be told, a few months ago, when I’d had my neck snapped by that filthy vamp and almost died, I was happy that hers was the first face I saw when I woke up from the three-day healing period. My neck hurt like a bitch, but just the sight of Charlie made me instantly feel better. I could tell she’d been crying a lot, and she even seemed thinner to me somehow. We never talked about it again, and I supposed I owed her some kind of thanks. I was an asshole for not thanking her. I’d been told by Nera, who was a nurse, that Charlie had kept a bedside vigil for me the entire time.

We spent the next three hours in silence, and once we reached St. Louis, my cousin gave up driving and Chaos took over, since he’d pretty much snoozed most of the trip. The clock on the dash read 5:43 a.m.

We stopped at a convenience store to use the bathroom and get some food and gas, but after that, we headed north to Minneapolis, knowing we’d be there before sundown. The idea of being back “home” and near my father again was unsettling. The mere thought of him made me regress back to that kid again, the one scared of the sadistic bastard.

But I wasn’t a kid anymore.

I leaned the seat back and covered my face with my jacket, folding my arms across my stomach to get some rest before what I was sure was going to be a shitshow tonight.
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I was only able to sleep for a few hours, but it was enough. I’d done more on less. The familiar skyline of Minneapolis greeted us. I heard my cousin groan from the backseat. He was just as thrilled to be here as we were.

“How you holdin’ up?” I asked Chaos.

He lifted a tattooed shoulder. “I’m fine. Bored.”

“It’s too bad you can’t draw and drive at the same time.” I chuckled. “I could have switched off with you a while ago when we got gas.”

“I’m good. Just tell me where we’re going.”

I turned and looked at Shep. “Where should we stop?”

“He was spotted in the Linden Hills neighborhood. Let’s start there,” he answered.

I nodded and turned back around. “I’ll give you directions once we’re out of the heart of the city. It’s sort of a suburb but not.”

A little while later, after some traffic, we left the freeways, skyscrapers, and stadium behind, and entered the area. 

“He was spotted on West Fourth Street, which looks to be two streets down from this one,” Wizard piped up. That seemed to be the first time he’d spoken this whole time.

We reached the street and Wizard said, “Stop!”

Chaos slammed on the brakes and I stared at Wizard. “What?”

He pointed to a mechanic shop. “Harrison Automotive. That’s where the camera footage we got came from.”

Chaos pulled over and parked on the street in front of the establishment. It was a little before four p.m., and the place was busy. 

“What would a vampire be doing here?” I asked.

“Vampires have cars, too,” Charlie commented.

I chuckled.

“Let’s get out and stretch our legs,” Psycho suggested.

We piled out of the SUV. My back and legs were definitely stiff, and I did some stretches to work out the kinks. Congregated next to the car, we looked at Psycho for guidance.

“Let’s go inside with a photo of Deon and see if anyone’s seen him,” he suggested.

That was exactly what I was thinking. 

He didn’t wait for an answer and stalked toward the front door of the mechanic shop.

The familiar smell of grease and exhaust filled my nostrils as we walked in. A few people were sitting in worn chairs, either watching the small television playing a nineties sitcom, or scrolling on their phones. A small water station sat in the corner, along with a vending machine along the wall.

Psycho approached the greasy-looking guy staring at a computer screen with black fingers and grease smudges on his face. 

His eyes widened slightly when he caught sight of us in our cuts and chains. I always wore a 9mm Glock pistol unconcealed on my right hip and a knife on my left because I didn’t give a fuck and didn’t trust anyone.

“Can I help you?” he asked, reaching up to scratch at the scruff on his chin.

Psycho looked at Wizard and nodded.

“Have you seen this man recently?” Wizard asked, thrusting his electronic tablet in the guy’s face.

“I mean, I don’t know. The photo’s dark, and he’s kind of generic-looking,” he replied, handing the tablet back to Wizard.

“He’s tall,” Charlie said. “Like six-four at least, maybe taller. Likes to party. Charming, with dark skin and nice teeth. Dresses well.”

“Well, that’s great, but what kind of car does he drive? I remember cars better than people,” the mechanic replied.

We are getting nowhere...

“He was seen outside your shop two nights ago,” Psycho said.

The guy lifted a shoulder. “Well, I ain’t here at night. And how do you know that anyway?”

Time to go.

“Thanks for your time,” Psycho said, turning on his heel and leaving the shop.

We met back at the Suburban.

“That was a dead end,” Chaos said.

I agreed with a nod. “What now?” 

“I could try to look at more cameras—” Wizard started.

“Excuse me!”

We turned to see a woman heading toward us. She looked behind her a few times before she reached us. Once she was on the driver’s side of the SUV, she seemed to relax, as if the massive vehicle was shielding her from the prying eyes of the shop.

“I heard you asking Phil about that guy that was here a couple ’a nights ago. I saw him,” she said.

I studied the woman. She seemed to be in her fifties with graying blonde hair and wore too-tight leggings and a tee shirt.

“Tell us more,” Wizard said, his tablet prompted, his thumbs ready to type.

She bit her lip and pulled a cigarette from behind her ear. She fiddled with it between her fingers—something I’d seen my aunt Angela do several times after my father, her brother, had stressed her out about something.

“I’m Michelle. I work here part-time. Yesterday I had doctors’ appointments so I was workin’ late into the evening to make up for my lost hours.”

She again seemed nervous, so we waited for her to continue. “I was in the back room of the shop, figuring out our quarterly taxes, when someone came into the shop. I thought Phil had locked the front door, so I was alarmed when I heard the overhead bell chime. I came out and saw a tall Black guy walk in. He was dressed very nicely and was very charming.”

“What did he want?” Psycho asked.

“I...” She chewed her lip and looked out into the distance. “I don’t know. I remember him coming in, but I don’t know what happened after that. It’s all fuzzy, ya know?” She flipped the cigarette between her fingers nervously again. “I wasn’t drinking or nothin’, just so you know.”

I locked eyes with my cousin, who gazed back at me with a knowing look.

“How long did he stay?” Psycho asked.

“I... I’m not sure. I remember him coming in, but all I can recall after that is that I was in my office again, doin’ the taxes, like nothing happened. I had a weird feelin’, so I got up to check the door to make sure it was locked, but the lock was broken.” She looked stressed. “Phil was not happy when I texted him about it later that night. But it wasn’t my fault! The guy must have broken in. I’m... Crap. I’m not sure.”

Psycho put his hand on her forearm. “Thank you, Michelle. You have been very helpful. I appreciate you coming forward.”

“You’re welcome. But who is that guy? How come I can’t remember anything?”

You’re lucky you remember him at all...

“We’re investigators, and we’ll get to the heart of it. I promise.” Psycho handed her a business card. “Text or call that number if you remember anything else.”

“Thanks”—she looked down at the card—“Shepard. I will.”

She walked off while lighting her cigarette, and once she was out of earshot, we all said at the same time, “Vampire coercion.”

“Yep.” Psycho slid his fingertips down his beard. “He came into the office for a reason, after hours.” He gestured at Wizard. “See what you can find.”

“Already hacking into their computer system as we speak,” he said, pushing his glasses up before typing furiously on the tablet. “Crap. I need my laptop for this.” He opened the back door and grabbed its case.

“Let’s drive around,” Psycho suggested. “He may still be here while Wizard works his magic.”

Chaos, Menace, Metal, and Charlie piled into the vehicle while Psycho and I stayed outside.

“I don’t need to tell you how dangerously close to the clubhouse we are,” I reminded him.

“I know.” He shook his head. “Five blocks that way.” He looked off to the east. “This can’t be a fucking coincidence.”

I sucked in a breath and blew it out. “No, the fuck, it cannot.”
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Everybody’s Fool

Charlie

––––––––
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I sat quietly in the SUV while I watched Trigger and Psycho talk. I obviously couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it looked pretty intense. I could tell they were both stressed about something, and it wasn’t just the fact that we’d missed Deon by hours. I knew they were both from Minnesota, and they’d left here for a reason, and I had a feeling that was why they were both on edge.

I watched Trigger talk animatedly with his cousin, his light-brown braid that reminded me of a Viking shining against the orange sunset. My gaze roamed his face, to the small black nose ring, to the tattoos on his arms and hands, to his muscles bunching as he talked. 

I had never been more attracted to a man in my life.

But we couldn’t be together. He’d made that clear the one and only time we’d hooked up. It was a drunken Tuesday night. We’d been at Rumble, bored, and doing shots of Jack. Whiskey was never my friend and I hadn’t touched it since. It made me do things I normally wouldn’t do, and made my inhibitions lower.

Still, I didn’t regret that night and probably never would. It was clear Jake regretted it though. He treated me like a buddy and there was nothing I could do about it. He hadn’t mentioned it again and of course I hadn’t either. I was going to live my life and hope to become a patched member of the Bayou Wolves one day. As I was a woman and also not a werewolf, I didn’t have high hopes, but I quite literally had nowhere else to go.

“My mom will put us up,” I heard Psycho say.

“I don’t think we should let anyone know we’re here,” Trigger, replied, who was now driving. 

My heart lurched at seeing him there in the driver’s seat. I wondered when that would go away. Maybe I would meet someone else and my feelings for him would fade. I would look back on this non-relationship we had as a joke, something I could laugh at later on when I was married with a few kids and living out my sunset years with my soulmate.

Yet, as much as my overactive imagination brain could conjure that pretty picture, I knew it would never happen. I’d met my soulmate and he didn’t want me. Just because he’d “rescued” me from a vamp attack outside of Zombies in the Quarter didn’t mean he felt anything for me. He probably had some ingrained male protective thing inside of him that made him do the right thing at the right time. I had been collateral damage at the time, and he likely hailed himself a hero for helping me.

The thought made me want to growl. Yet, it turned me on at the same time. Even though I knew deep down that Jake would never think of himself as a hero. He just wasn’t like that. I was pretty sure I knew him better than he knew himself.

I watched the way his finger and thumb on his right hand rubbed together when he was stressed.

The crease between his brow when he was trying to keep his cool but couldn’t keep the anxiety off his face.

The difference between a fake smile and his genuine one.

The way he shot his crossbow pistol into the tree over and over when he needed to be alone and think because he had a big decision to make. 

The way his shirts were always a size too small—not that I complained but it didn’t look comfortable.

All the tattoos he had that I knew meant something but didn’t have the nerve to ask him about.

The pain in his eyes when his past was mentioned. He always tried to hide it with the set of his jaw and a furrow of his brow, but I could see it.

I saw everything.

Yet, he barely noticed me. It was something I’d come to accept, but I wouldn’t stop watching him, making sure he was okay. When he’d had his neck broken that night at Shark Bait, I had almost passed out in anguish. My tears didn’t stop that night and I couldn’t leave his side. Not for a minute. I hated to get up to use the bathroom, even if it was inside the infirmary room. Cutter had been nice enough to bring me meals and snacks so I wouldn’t have to leave. He always brought them to me with a knowing, sympathetic smile. I was okay though, and I sometimes wondered if I could confide in the warlock chef.

I thought back to that night. I’d volunteered myself as bait because I wanted to please Jake—I wanted to please all of them. Show them I was tough enough to do this. I wasn’t some weak woman to push around. I could defend myself. But honestly, vampires scared me. They seemed impossible to kill without a stake to the heart or a beheading—if you could get close enough. They either used that super-speed to get away, or could hypnotize you with just a glance of their eyes. It was obvious that was what happened to Michelle back there. Deon made her forget why he had been there. I was surprised she even remembered him at all. 

I watched, fascinated, a few months ago when the Nighthawks came into the club to help the victim girls forget about the vamps who’d kidnapped them. They didn’t take away their memories completely, just the supernatural aspect. As far as those girls knew, the kidnappers were simply crap humans. I knew they’d never be caught—not by human police, anyway. That was what we were here for. It did restore my faith in vampires a little bit to see that the hypnosis could be used for good.

“Okay, we know from the camera footage that he entered the shop at eight fifty-two p.m. and spoke with the woman. He hypnotizes her to do something on the computer. Dang it, I wish these people would get surveillance video with sound.” Wizard huffed, and I bit back a smile. “I’m looking now at what she was doing in the computer.” He typed some more. “It looks like she searched the customer base. Here it is. A James Hanson. He brought in a 1994 Harley for repairs.”

“Fuck,” Psycho and Trigger said at the same time.

I knew Jake’s last name was Hanson so this couldn’t be good.

“My dad,” he said. 

“How does Deon know your dad?” Chaos asked curiously.

“Find us a hotel and book three rooms, Wiz,” Psycho said, dipping his head at Wizard.

“On it,” he replied, typing on his laptop.

“Meanwhile, find us food. I’m fuckin’ starving,” Psycho said to Chaos.

“You got it, boss.”
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I sat in the hotel room by myself while Metal, who I had to share a room with, was down at the bar with the rest of the guys. I told them I didn’t feel well because I just didn’t want to go for some reason. I wanted to be by myself.

They, of course, throughout dinner and even once we got here, never mentioned the coincidence of Jake’s dad having done business with that shop, and why Deon was asking about him. That was their business, I guessed. I felt sort of useless on this trip, so I was going to sit in the room and watch TV and get some sleep. I slept like shit in the SUV, only getting an hour here or there.

I must have eventually drifted off to sleep because I woke a few hours later to Metal coming into the room. I could smell the alcohol on him and he wasn’t exactly being quiet. I wished I could have shared a room with Wizard because the guy didn’t really drink and he was quiet. Well, of course, Trigger would have been my first choice but I knew better than to even suggest it.

I chuckled when Metal face-planted on the bed fully clothed and began to snore. It looked very uncomfortable, so I got up, yanked his boots off, slid off his jacket, and pulled the sheet over him. He stirred onto his side and went back to snoring.

Now I was awake and staring at the ceiling, wondering what I was doing with my life. I didn’t feel trapped with the Wolves, they had taken me in like family because I had none. I had been born to a teenage mother and given up for adoption, where I lived with a loving family until I was twelve. But, then my parents died in an accident. It was foster care from then on, and at eighteen, I was thrust into the world, working odd jobs and couch-surfing until I met a friend and we shared a place for three years. Then, she met her now husband and I had to move out, which I understood. She was living blissfully as a stay-at-home mom and I was happy for her.

My introduction to the supernatural was not a pleasant one. I got a job doing bottle service at a large and popular New Orleans hot spot. I was making enough to live on my own and had enough left over to treat myself occasionally. The job required I look put together, so hair, nails, waxing... I did it all. They hadn’t been very happy when I dyed my hair purple, but I strangely made even more tips after that, so they let it slide.

One night, I scoped out Zombies, another popular nightclub in the Quarter. I wondered if they employed bottle girls and thought maybe I could double-dip. Start saving up money for a house or an education. It was clear to me from a young age that I was on my own and it would only be me caring for me. 

Upon entering, I got a weird vibe. The patrons in this place weren’t like the other bars. There was something about them that gave me pause and made me do double-takes. Men with freaky yellow eyes. Women who moved unnaturally when they walked or danced, or sat very still. I thought I even saw sparks flicker from one woman’s hand.

The place was packed, though. It was my night off, so I sidled up to the bar and ordered a martini. A very pale bartender with spiked black hair and a grin that gave me the creeps handed it to me while looking at me like he wanted to eat me. I thanked him while a shiver ran down my spine.

I sipped my drink while hip-hop music played loudly from the speakers. The place was dark like most clubs, strobe lights making every move look freaky. I felt someone’s eyes on me and I glanced across the floor to see a tall blond man staring at me. He smiled but it didn’t quite reach his eyes as he lifted his drink in greeting. I smiled back and lifted mine. Then, I looked away. I didn’t want this guy to think I was eye-fucking him. He was certainly attractive but a bit too pale for me, like the bartender. Did these people never go into the sun? 
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