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“In your soul are infinitely precious things that cannot be taken from you.”

~ Oscar Wilde
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Chapter 1

[image: image]




[image: image]

Sunlight, Bloody Sunlight

––––––––
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Nolan

I slipped on my aviator sunglasses, then slid my red and white helmet over my head. After slinging my right leg over the seat of my Ducati Monster, I pumped my foot and pushed the start button, revving up the obnoxiously loud machine and peeling out of the parking lot of my apartment complex in Shreveport, Louisiana.

I drove faster than I should have, just wanting to get to work and into the shelter of Archie’s Garage, where I restored motorcycles for a living. Since it was September, the sun was shining down hard, and quite frankly, irritating the shit out of me.

During the short five-mile drive to the shop, I again racked my brain as to why the sun was suddenly bothering me. I used to love it. I would lie out on the small deck attached to my apartment and let it bronze my skin. Now, I just wanted to avoid it. To be inside and away from the hot, annoying ball of fire in the sky.

I parked in my regular spot and didn’t remove my helmet until I was inside the garage. I went to the backroom and put my belongings into my locker. Then, sliding my coveralls on, I strolled into the hot garage. Archie was on his back under an old Harley, grease covering his hands.

“Hey, boss.”

Archie didn’t look up. “Happy Monday, kid. There’s a Honda with your name on it in the corner.”

I looked up and saw a sad yellow Honda Supersport at the far end of the garage that Jimmy was tinkering with. I strolled up to him. “What’s goin’ on, Jim?”

Jimmy, the new kid, who had his hands wrist-deep in the engine of the Honda, looked up at me. “Hey.”

I bit back a smile and pointed at a Mitsubishi part lying next to the bike. “You’re not putting that fuel pump on this Honda, are you?”

Jimmy stood up and wiped his hands on his coveralls. “Yeah, why?”

I stared into Jimmy’s anxious brown eyes and grinned. “You can’t do that. That’s not a Honda part.”

The newbie looked stressed and nodded, picking up the part and walking toward the parts room.

I pulled my phone from the pocket of my jeans and saw I had three missed texts. They were all from Charity. I grinned at the simple messages, telling me to have a good day and informing me of which new restaurant she’d like me to take her to this upcoming weekend.

I thought about Charity and a smile lit up my face. If there was one bright spot in my otherwise dark world, it was her. I remembered how her ginger hair had reflected the early morning sunrays when we sat at Cross Lake. She hadn’t run away, afraid of the monster I might become, but had stayed, telling me she was with me until the end. Charity was just what I needed in my life, and I was glad she felt the same way. I sometimes felt like things were moving a bit fast for us, but then I realized that because of the intense week we’d spent together, that maybe it had sealed our friendship-turned-infatuation into something more. I had to admit we’d cooled things off a bit in the last week. I still hadn’t slept with her yet. Oh, I wanted to. I thought I’d get lucky the day I had realized the sun wasn’t going to fry me, and we’d gone back to my place to sleep it off, but no such luck. We were both too physically and mentally exhausted to have engaged in anything. We’d both passed out and slept the day away.

“You gonna stand there all day with your thumb up your ass, or are you gonna train the rookie?”

I looked up to see Archie standing next to the Honda, his arms folded over his coveralls, a wad of chew in his bottom lip. 

I grinned. “Oh no, Arch, no screwing off here. I’m happy to train Jimmy.”

Archie’s hazel eyes scrutinized me carefully, the earring in his left ear catching the light from the headlamp of a nearby Harley. “It’s good to have you back, kid. I thought I’d lost you.”

I smiled big. “Well, you didn’t.”

Archie’s eyes cautiously scanned our surroundings, then fixed back on mine.  “Have you given any thought to joining the Rebel Riders?”

“Not a whole lot, but you’ll be the first to know if I do.”

Archie seemed satisfied with that, and after nodding, limped off back to the old Harley he’d been tinkering with. I suspected it was going to be another of Archie’s to add to his personal collection.

Truth was, the appeal of joining the Rebel Riders was calling to me. I also knew there was something terribly wrong with me physically and was determined to get to the bottom of it. I unzipped my coveralls and pulled Joel Reichert’s card from the pocket of my jeans. I flipped it around in my fingers. I wondered if I should call the old vampire and beg him for answers to all the unanswered questions swirling around in my brain. Then I remembered killing Ansel, Joel’s oldest vampire friend in the world, and realized that wasn’t such a good idea after all.

My mind eventually drifted to the succubus, Eva. I wondered if she somehow knew that I’d survived the change. That I hadn’t turned into a vampire after all. I contemplated whether that myth was even true. Maybe a succubus taking the soul of a human man didn’t result in him turning into a vicious, soulless vampire. Maybe it was just folklore.

I thought back to all I’d endured during that week from hell and shuddered.

Maybe it wasn’t.
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The workday was long over. I had worked until almost 8 p.m., losing myself in helping Jimmy restore the old bike. I’d worked far longer than any of the employees and had closed down the shop by myself. Taking off on my bike, I decided to head to the warehouse district in Shreveport. I was glad the sun had set, as the night made me feel alive.

Lifting my weary head, I stared at the huge cobalt sign illuminating the sign to the Blue Room. I could hear country music pumping out of the doors, and the distant sounds of laughing partygoers as they entered the club for country night. My bike was parked at the very back of the parking lot, hidden in the shadow behind a jacked-up Chevy 4x4 on oversized tires. I leaned on the handlebars, staring intently at the club and its patrons, hoping maybe I’d see her go in. Then I remembered what Charity had told me—that their parents owned the club, and that Eva had sort of taken it over. I quickly realized she’d never enter through the front door like a regular patron. She was too good for that.

I slid a hand over my shorn, light-colored hair and blew out a breath. The night wind was warm and muggy, but I could feel a slight cooling in the air, as if fall may just come early. Something about that made me smile a little; I realized fall meant shorter days leading to winter. Less sun. Why this pleased me, I would never know, but I did know I should probably go see a doctor soon. I wasn’t even 22 yet, but I felt sick during the day. The sun and its rays weren’t friends of mine anymore.

I leaned up on my bike and prepared to crank the key to the Ducati’s engine when my phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out and looked at the text on the screen.

Charity: Are you still at work? I miss you. Come see me.

I smiled a little, really wanting to see her. And knowing her evil twin probably wouldn’t even hang out at her own club on Country Night, I turned on the bike and peeled out of the parking lot, heading straight for Charity’s dinky flat that was set above the small Stop-N-Shop where she worked.
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The night was fully dark and quiet now. The sun had set, and one small streetlight illuminated the dank parking lot. The dull red lights to the Stop-N-Shop’s sign were on, and just a few random paper signs hung in the windows of the sad store. It was otherwise dark inside.

I went around back, found the large, gray backdoor ajar, and pushed it open. I went inside, and as I closed the heavy door, I peered at the set of concrete steps that led up to Charity’s small apartment. I took a deep breath and began climbing them.

As I reached the top, I knocked once, but the door was yanked open before I could lift my hand. She grabbed me by the front of my T-shirt, and before I could speak or take a breath, I was pulled inside with my lips being crushed to hers.

I smiled against her warm mouth and began kissing her back, my tongue snaking into her waiting, willing mouth. I dragged her into the kitchen and pushed her against the refrigerator as I continued to assault her mouth. After a few minutes, I broke away and inquired, “Why are we in your kitchen?”

She gave me a coy grin and said, “Are you hungry?”

I lifted a pale eyebrow at her. “Are you serious?”

She giggled. “Yes. But I really do mean food.”

I looked down at my pants, which seemed to have shrunk two sizes, and said, “You expect me to think about food?”

Charity pulled away from me and scooted me back from the door of the fridge. Pulling it open, she lifted a package of sausage from the top shelf. “I’ll make you some red beans and rice with sausage.”

I backed myself up onto the counter of the tiny kitchen. “I’d rather be eating something else.”

Her freckly cheeks flushed red she and turned back around, the sausage in her hand. Leaning down, she plucked a pan from the cabinet and placed it on the gas burner without turning around. “I bet.”

I sighed and made my way to her small living room, planting myself on her couch, hoping to distract away my arousal. After picking up the remote control, I began to channel surf. “There’s nothing good on.”

Charity opened a drawer in the small kitchen and pulled out some tongs. “I only have ten channels. You’re lucky I even own a TV.”

Sighing, I flicked the TV off, rose from the couch, and strolled back into the kitchen. “You’re right. I can think of other ways to occupy our time.”

With her back to me at the stove, I came up behind her and slid both hands around her slim waist. I reached under her shirt, rubbing her taut stomach with my thumbs. I began to run soft kisses up her neck, and once I reached her ear, I murmured, “We can skip dinner. I’m really not hungry.”

She turned around, her blue eyes blazing up at me. “B.S. You’ve been working all day. I know you’re hungry.”

My gaze flicked to the stove where the sausage was frying and the water was boiling for the rice. Then I licked my lips. “Not for red beans and rice.”

She smacked my hard bicep. “Nolan Bishop! You really want our first time to be in this stupid apartment?”

I grinned a little and then ran my hand along the back of my neck. “I don’t care, Charity. I just want you. All of you.”



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter 2
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Rebel Riders

––––––––
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Eva was lying in bed, her pale arms folded behind her head as she stared unseeing at the white ceiling. She felt weak, but the anger ebbing away at the hole in her chest was giving her strength. She had felt differently since a few nights ago, the one-week mark of when Nolan would have become a vampire. 

Hadn’t she taken his soul like every other chump she’d been with? Why was she feeling so empty and restless inside? Her mind twirled and her rage was began to bubble. Eva disliked not being in control. She knew how things should be and didn’t appreciate the change. The big, gaping hollow in her chest was a constant reminder that whatever she’d done to Nolan, hadn’t worked. She’d taken his soul—his essence—and had felt satisfied. It had filled her up to elation and completeness, sating the gap inside her where her own soul should be, the one she’d given up in exchange for beauty, bloodlust, and immortality. She remembered devouring it that night, and then she’d found a random to feed on for blood. But a week later, she began to feel the hunger again. The hunger that normally took weeks to months to come back was gnawing at her again. This time, she felt utterly starved—famished—as if she hadn’t fed in years. Her chest ached and burned, and her mind felt foggy. 

There was nothing like the flush of a fresh soul seeping into her body. The burn was like a shot of whiskey traveling down into her very center; it was incomparable to any other rush of pleasure she could possibly experience. Stealing a soul refreshed her and made her feel vibrant, glowing, and beautiful. She felt powerful and invincible after consuming one. And Eva had felt like that after meeting Nolan at the Blue Room over a week ago. As she had bored her gaze into Nolan’s, she’d known the soul she was sucking down and feeding on was pure and good. The cleaner the soul, the longer she could go without having to feed. She felt like she had won the supernatural lottery when she had spotted Nolan in the club that night.

But now, there was nothing. Yesterday, she had awoken with a scream as the pain from the shot to her chest had bolted her out of her daytime sleep. She should have been resting comfortably at that stage after feeding. Not now. She was restless and agitated, unable to sleep, unable to function. Eva couldn’t figure out why she was feeling this way, but she knew there was only one way to find out. She’d track down Nolan Bishop and find out if he’d turned into a vampire. 

Normally, the victims would come to her for help—if they had survived the change and had had the brains to stay out of the sunlight. And once they did, she either killed them or made them into a sex slave or just a personal servant. Like Brad. He’d been a victim, a nearly pure soul she’d taken a few years back. He’d been tamer than most of the feral vampires she’d turned, and Eva had decided she could tame him further and had kept him at her beck and call.

Eva knew exactly where to find Nolan. He’d been hanging out with her annoying twin sister. With a pained smile, she decided that was an excellent place to start.
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Nolan

Archie, along with myself and five other men were sitting around a table, playing cards. A large, tacky lamp with a beer logo was set above us, illuminating our game in an orange glow.

“Your turn, Bishop,” Archie said, looking at me.

I nodded, gazing around Archie’s small house—his bachelor pad—before surveying my cards once again, trying to decide on a move—which hand to play.

Truthfully, I knew only the bare minimum about poker. After Googling the rules, of course. Archie had invited me to hang out with his outlaw friends, and I wasn’t going to turn down my boss. I was just grateful the game was at night, as the sun was still bothering me and not getting any better. If anything, the sun was annoying me more and more.

I spied the pile of plastic chips on the center of the table then looked back at my cards. My brow furrowed as I saw nothing but high numbers and no kings, queens, or aces. “Pass.”

Archie snorted and I looked up. Blue smoke swirled through the air, as if attracted by the lamp. I tried not to cough. It seemed as if my sense of smell had kicked into high gear in the past few days, along with all the other weird shit happening to me.

“Your poker face sucks, kid.” Archie chuckled, wrapping his tanned and scarred fingers around a glass tumbler containing something honey-colored. He slammed the liquid then set the glass back down, studying his cards. “Flush, assholes,” he said with a smile, fanning his impressive hand of cards on the table with a proud flourish.

I was glad the game was over, and tossed my cards onto the table. My true intention of going to Archie’s was to get a feel for the other members of the Rebel Riders. As I looked at the other five men, I thought they seemed like a normal group of worn and ragged bikers, but I knew what they really were—a bunch of rebels who rode around at night, looking to kill vampires. A month ago, the thought of such a thing would have been ludicrous and comical. I still couldn’t believe it myself. How had my world been turned on its head in such a short time?

“Wanna ride with us?” Archie asked cautiously as I plucked my keys from my pocket, getting ready to leave.

I raised an eyebrow with a frown. “Where to?”

“To where the bloodsuckers are,” Archie replied with seriousness lacing his tone.

Reeling with shock at the invitation, I reluctantly decided I had nothing else to do. Charity had to close the shop tonight, and I had to admit the curiosity of what this rebel band of bikers did to rid the world of vampires had piqued my curiosity to epic levels.

With a lift of my shoulder, I replied, “Sure, boss.”

Archie smiled, a big wad of dip in his bottom lip looking out of place against his happy face. “I knew you’d join us.”

I snorted and kept my hands on my hips. “I’m not ‘joining you’,” I replied, using my fingers as air quotes. “I’m just tagging along.”

Archie laughed and limped off toward his garage. I went out through the front door and started the Ducati, getting ready to follow the old rebels to God knew where to hunt for vampires.

How has my life become this? I grumbled to myself. 

[image: image]

It shouldn’t have seemed awkward, sitting there with a group of bikers, watching an old house, but it was. Awkward, creepy, too quiet... what other words could I use to describe the surreal scene I now found myself in?

I flicked my eyes at the mansion. It was beyond enormous. Its old, white structure was probably built in the early 1800s but looked to be restored recently as far as I could see—with a precise eyesight I couldn’t remember ever having before. The windowpanes looked fairly new, and the paint was so fresh, it looked almost still wet. Each window was framed in jet-black paint, and the slate roof tiles were definitely of the modern persuasion. It was flanked by a sprawling set of lawns that seemed to go on forever and was protected by a fortification of black wrought-iron gates that boasted sharp points on each end. They reminded me of the Vlad the Impaler photos I’d seen on the Internet during my vampire research, and I shuddered just a little. 

Kovah, the youngest member of Archie’s little band of vampire hunters, looked at his watch, then up at the sky. “It’s eight-thirty, and the moon is damn near full,” he said, looking at Archie, the other bikers, then at me. “I imagine the bloodsuckers will be out any minute.”

I studied Kovah, his youthful appearance seeming out of place amongst the other half a dozen older bikers, and I wondered what had caused him to join the rebel gang. Kovah’s dark hair was shorn almost to the scalp, and he wore sunglasses, even at night. This intrigued me.

Archie nodded. “It’s Friday night, they’ll be heading into the city to feed.”

And the vampires did not disappoint. As if on cue, two males and one female walked out the front door, laughing amongst themselves, but all I could think was how beautiful they were.

Both of the males, a blond and a dark brunette, were tall, dressed in stylish clothes, and boasted modern hairstyles. They looked as if they could grace the cover of any magazine. The female had long, black hair, a perfect figure, and her fresh marble-like skin glowed under the full moon. I thought she was beautiful and was inexplicably drawn to her, wanting to get to know more about her for some reason. I even thought I felt my pants tighten a little at the sight of her. I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

“Close your mouth, kid,” Archie said, chuckling as the rest of the band and I positioned ourselves on their bikes, getting ready to follow after the black Mercedes the vampires had piled into while I had been gawking.

I just nodded, my hand hovering nervously over the key to the bike’s ignition, anxious to follow them for more reasons than one.

Once the vampires’ luxury car was out sight, Archie twirled his finger in the air in a rally sign and all the bikes started up in a glorious roar of fierceness and power. I waited for them all to take off, and then took up the rear of the group, wondering what the night held for us. 
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“What the hell are we doing here?” I yelled into Kovah’s ear over the heavy metal blasting through the speakers of the dark bar.

Kovah threw back a shot of something clear resembling water, but I knew it definitely wasn’t water. “We’re gonna watch the bloodsuckers. Once they feed on humans, we’re gonna pull them out back and end their existence.”

My eyebrows rose to my forehead. “You’re going to kill them, just like that?”

Kovah set his shot glass down and turned his face toward me, but the sunglasses were still on, which made it hard to get a read on the guy. “First off, you can’t kill something that’s already dead.” He pulled a pack of Marlboro Lights from his pocket and slammed the pack over and over against his palm as he spoke. “Second, vampires need to die. They only cause death and destruction. You should know this, man.”

I watched as Kovah pulled a lighter from his pocket and lit the cigarette he’d just shaken from the pack. Smoke wafted up toward the black-painted ceiling of the bar.

“I’m not sure you can smoke that in here—” I started.

“Fuck off, Bishop. Nobody cares, and nobody’s gonna say anything to me.”

I stared at him, realizing he stood eye to eye with me, matching my six-foot-three height. Kovah looked like a badass with attitude, and for the first time, I noticed his arms were strewn with multiple tattoos. One on his inner forearm of a voluptuous redhead baring vampire teeth caught my eye.

“That’s a cool tat,” I said, pointing at it.

Kovah looked down and laughed. “Reminds me to stay away from beautiful women. They’ll suck the life out of you.”

“Don’t I know it,” I murmured under my breath.

“Seriously, man. Chicks will suck you dry. Stay single, it’s easier.”

I folded my arms over the black T-shirt spanning my chest. “Jaded much?”

Kovah chuckled and nodded. “Maybe. But no more than you. Those redheaded succubus bitches ain’t no joke.”

My eyes grew wide. “What do you know about them? The succbuses anyway?”

“More than one succubus—succubi. Yes, I’ve done my homework. Anyway, one tried to feed off me, but was interrupted. I was left like this.” Kovah snapped off his sunglasses.

I gasped as I stared at Kovah’s eyes—ones almost devoid of color except white. What little pigment left in the irises was such a light blue, it almost blended in with the white.

Stepping back involuntarily, I pointed and asked incredulously, “A succubus did that to you? How?”

Kovah slammed his glasses back on his face and threw me a grin shrouded in arrogance. But to me, he didn’t seem like an asshole. He seemed like he was hiding something. I got the feeling we had more in common than we wanted to admit. The feeling was strong; it tugged at my gut like nothing I’d ever experienced.

“Yes, I did. I was about to get my soul taken, but my beeper went off, bolting me out of whatever trance she’d had me in.”

I studied him for a minute. “Who is she?”

“Some redhead succubus I met in a bar. I had half my clothes off back at her place, but my sister began blowing up my pager, as she was at the hospital having her baby.”

I stared at him, confused. “Pager? Who carries those anymore?”

Kovah chuckled. “Yeah, it was a long time ago.”

“I was almost a victim, too,” I admitted.

“So I’ve heard,” Kovah said, setting his drink on a nearby table and resting his hands on the hips of his low-riding dark-blue jeans.

I raised an eyebrow. “What exactly have you heard?”

Kovah scrubbed a hand over his dark shorn hair, taking a long drag from his cigarette. “Just that some succubus got to you. What I don’t get is how you didn’t turn into a bloodsucking freak that we love to hunt and kill.” He pointed at the bikers, then back at himself.
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