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Chapter 1


Peach’s, the number one independent bookstore in all of Atlanta, had a vampire problem tonight. Anger and disbelief tore through Vince as he watched the creature smoothly pull out a chair for his fiancé, Kaia, Vince’s human friend, then slide into his own across the small café table from her.


He uneasily eyed them from across the store. Christmas was six days away, customers were frantic to find the perfect last minute gift for everyone left on their list, and Vince couldn’t concentrate on work to save his life. Did Kaia know her fiancé was a vampire? He almost felt like a hypocrite for even wondering.


He looked down at the business card the creature had secretly slipped him. It was pretty ordinary, on plain white paper with plain black type. What wasn’t ordinary was that the words ‘Come to the Club. All Supernaturals Welcome.’, disappeared almost as soon as Vince read them. An address was now firmly in place and he found himself scared to look away in case it disappeared, too. He quickly memorized it, then wrote it on his hand for good measure before slipping the card into his back pocket.


His shakes were getting bad tonight. He’d agreed to work an extra long shift since it was the least he could do for all the times he called in sick. But they were so busy that he hadn’t been able to take a break for a few hours and go eat, which only made him all the more exhausted.


He flicked a glance back at the café. He knew it was stupid to even consider mixing with other supernaturals since having a foot in their world didn’t mean he was one. That honor had skipped right over him for some reason. A shifter who couldn’t shift…


But he wasn’t so sure other supernaturals knew that about him. And since he tried to stay away from them, the only other super he knew and associated with was his mom. Some nights his life felt really pathetic.


Kaia and the vampire, Anthony, looked pretty cozy with each other. Kaia was a regular customer Vince had gotten to know over the years, a nice person, a nice human, and it bothered him to see her sitting there, oblivious to the danger she was in. With supernaturals it was better to stay invisible, like Vince always tried to. Kaia wouldn’t know that, though. Humans weren’t supposed to know about their kind.


His spying on their date ended when a customer either accidentally or on purpose smacked him with her giant purse, then followed it up with a whap from an even bigger shopping bag as she walked by the table of books he was supposed to be straightening. He turned on her in irritation, but her quickly mumbled apology deflated his anger as she shambled off, looking frazzled and weary.


The holidays were taking their toll on him, too. He was twenty seven years old, no family besides his mom, and no friends besides her, either. They were alone in Atlanta, always had been and always would be. It wasn’t the life he’d dreamt about as a kid, but once his illness took hold of him and hung on tight, there was nothing he could do about it.


He was shaky and tired every night, and it was a challenge to have the energy to pull himself out of bed some days just to get to work. He was lucky to have a job and a boss that was flexible with him on his sick days, especially the night of and the day after full moon. He couldn’t shift into the jaguar he should be able to, like his mom could, but that didn’t stop the moon’s spell from torturing him every month anyway.


Weary bitterness ate at him. The holidays were a time for family, something he’d never have on his own. Not that he didn’t want to find love, like the vampire and Kaia might’ve, but he wanted more. He wanted a wife, children, and a home of their own. He wanted a life, but he didn’t dare dream of it. He couldn’t burden the woman he loved with his problems, and he refused to even think about bringing a child into his world, not with the possibility that he’d pass on his illness to an innocent little person.


He went back to straightening everything on the discount book table even though it’d be a disaster again within minutes. It was the only thing Shelly, his manager, would allow him to work on this late into his shift… already dinged up books. He couldn’t blame her. His coordination issues were what they were.


He glanced towards the café again, unable to stop staring at the creature. He knew better than to pay so much attention to it, but he’d never had a human friend get mixed up in their world before. Not that he and Kaia were close, but she was one of very few people he felt at ease around. He growled under his breath as he fought with his conscience over whether he should say something to her or keep himself safely over here, away from the vampire.


The man looked like scary hell with long dark hair and a craggy scar taking up half his face, but his mannerisms were formal, stiff and precise. He looked like a well-paid hit man… cool, calm, expensively dressed, and aware of everything around him without purposely trying to stand out in any way. He oozed danger, and Vince wondered what Kaia found attractive about that.


His stomach dropped when he realized the monster had probably bespelled her.


Oh hell. He had to do something. This wasn’t right. She was human. Supernaturals could screw with each other’s heads all they wanted, but humans should be off limits. Still, what could a sickly, half hybrid werejaguar do against a vampire? Probably the same as he could against a full-blooded shapeshifter, which was nothing except get his ass kicked. He cursed at his personal failings, his attention jerking to the creature when a shiver washed over him that made his skin crawl.


The vampire stared straight at him. His lips didn’t move, but Vince knew it was him when a voice in his head said, ‘My name is Anthony Foster, not ‘the vampire’. Please address me as such.’


He didn’t say anything to that. Most supers he’d ever come across were shifters, and if they even bothered to talk to him it was to remind him that he was nothing to them. Vampires were a whole other level of trouble that he had no experience with.


‘I’m not here this evening to cause you trouble.’


His blood pumped hard in his veins as his temper rose. ‘Get out of my head, leech. And get out of hers, too.’


Anthony narrowed his eyes, an angry frown quickly appearing, then disappearing. ‘Kaia’s in no danger from me. Insult me again at your own peril.’


They stared each other down for a heartbeat before Anthony looked away, though Vince could still feel him in his head.


‘Your attention on me this evening is distracting. Did you wish to speak to me privately?’


Vince knew better than to keep staring at the man, but dammit, Kaia could be in danger. ‘No.’


Anthony inclined his head. ‘Very well. I didn’t smell pack on you. Jaguar shifters are rare, but you’ll find more at the club. The address is on the card I gave you.’


He blurted out loud, “Really?” He didn’t know which surprised him more… that jaguars were considered rare, or that this vampire was telling him where he could find others.


A customer gave him a strange look and he quickly remembered this place was full of humans. He tried to act natural as the feeling of static electricity made his skin itch.


The vampire, er, Anthony, also tried to seem casual and not like he was having a head to head conversation with him as he followed Kaia out of the café and into the store. She randomly browsed the books and gifts, looking way too casual about it. There was no way she knew Anthony was vampire.


‘She does, actually. I’d be surprised if she knew what you are, though. And I’ll only say this once, shifter. If you ever harm her, your apparent coordination issues will be the least of your troubles.’


His temper flared and he couldn’t help thinking back at him, ‘Fuck you’. So much for staying under this super’s radar.


‘It’s not a threat. Simply a fact.’


‘Did you bespell her?’


Anthony clenched his jaw and narrowed his eyes at him. ‘No, and that’s enough of this. You’ll find more of your kind at the club.’


‘Why do you want me to do go the club so bad? Need more vampire food?’


The instant look of fury that crossed Anthony’s face as he stared Vince down, and the terrifying feeling of suddenly not being able to get enough air told him more than he wanted to know about his vampire abilities.


His voice vibrated painfully through Vince’s bones. ‘I caution you against speaking to me in such a tone. We have rules here in Atlanta and I’m the ultimate enforcer for vampire and shifter alike.’ The tight feeling in his chest eased and he sucked in beautiful, wonderful air. ‘The club is for everyone, no matter their alliances. You can be free to be yourself there, but violence isn’t tolerated. You’re not in my family and you’re not vampire so I care little about what you do in Atlanta, only that you’re keeping your other nature hidden from humans. Are we clear?’


He nodded and kept his mouth shut and his thoughts to himself while Anthony stared him down, daring him to do something. Vince wasn’t stupid enough to start something here, or anywhere with the man, so he looked away in a sign of submission, something he was all too used to doing around supernaturals. The irritating, prickly feeling crawling up Vince’s spine soon faded, and he spared a glance to see Anthony turning his attention back to Kaia.


**


Anthony wasn’t sure what to do about Kaia’s anxiousness tonight, though she was trying to hide it. Ever since he’d asked her to be vampire with him, she’d been more distracted than usual. Not that he blamed her for her anxiety, he just didn’t know how to ease her worries.


He’d hoped to have a relaxing night with her by recreating the first time they’d met, here in the bookstore, but between her wandering attention and her friend Vince distracting him, he wasn’t sure this was going so well.


He followed her as she took her time browsing, then guiltily pulled his phone out to text Zach about the loner jaguar. He’d want to know about someone new in his territory, though Vince has clearly been here a while.


Kaia didn’t seem totally interested in looking at books, and was soon waving at Vince. She turned back to Anthony with a barely hidden scoff as the sight of him on his phone.


“Business?”


He felt bad talking around the truth with her, but she seemed to have enough on her mind already. Finding out her friend was a shifter would no doubt make her even more tense.


“No. It’s Zach. I’m reminding him where I am this evening. Just in case.”


Her irritation faded and his guilt multiplied. They’d promised to not keep secrets from each other, but Vince’s secret wasn’t his to tell.


With a smirk she said, “Tell him to get a girlfriend and go on his own date.”


Anthony gave her a look, trying to determine her mood, and she broke into a chuckle. With the jaguar’s attention elsewhere, finally, he felt able to focus on her again.


He smiled as he finished his text and put his phone back in his pocket, then took her in his arms. “You seem stressed tonight. Would you like to go somewhere else?”


Her shoulders stiffened, and she was anxious when she said, “Yes. I want to get chocolate, and cheese, and…”


He quietly said, “You don’t have to do this. You can still say no.”


She stilled, then slowly said, “I’m just nervous.” They watched each other, and she took a deep breath as he frantically hoped she’d still go through with being turned.


“I’m not backing out. I just want to experience a few things before, well, you know.”


Yes. He knew. “Before you can’t anymore.”


It felt like there were many things they should be talking about right now, but he wasn’t sure where to start, or if he even should. For many things, he relied on her to tell him what she needed. So far, that worked out mostly all right.


She relaxed for the first time tonight and put her arm around his waist. “Let’s go. There are too many people here. This wasn’t how it was when we first met.”


His heart felt good seeing her smile, and playful memories of that long ago night flooded his mind. “I didn’t notice anyone but you that night, my sweet.”


A lovely shade of pink filled her cheeks, and a tempting, teasing glint in her eye made him wonder how he’d survived so long without her in his life.


**


Vince clocked out soon after Anthony and Kaia left. He avoided eye contact with customers as he made a beeline for the door, the business card in his pocket feeling like a monkey on his back as he dodged cars through the busy parking lot.


The thought of meeting other jaguars was tempting, but he knew he’d only be putting himself in danger by going to the club. He had way more strength and speed than a human, but he didn’t know how strong he actually was for a supernatural. It didn’t matter. He tired out so quickly, he’d be stupid to put himself in the midst of a bunch of territorial animals that had always made sure he knew how beneath them he was.


It was a mystery why he was always so shaky and sick. After all, his mother was a fully functioning werejaguar, and supposedly the father he’d never met was one, too. He’d long ago stopped trying to figure out why his body was constantly at war with itself and just accepted that he had one foot in both the human and supernatural world, and didn’t fully belong to either. He smelled shifter enough for other supers to mistake him for one of their own, though.


The door to the once lovely maroon Nissan Maxima he shared with his mom creaked as he slipped inside. He automatically turned on some music, the Dead Kennedys calming him with their familiar noisy, surf punk sound and in your face, anti-establishment lyrics. He turned it down so it was more like background noise as he stared over the oxidized hood at weary shoppers busily coming and going. Telling himself he was only looking for curiosity’s sake, he pulled his phone out and mapped the address for the club. It was in Brookhaven, a suburb not far from here. He had about an hour and a half to kill before he needed to pick his mom up from work…


He scoffed. That world was nothing but trouble. Wasn’t it? He wasn’t stupid enough to think just because a powerful vampire invited him to their club that it would be a casual thing. Besides, would other jaguars be able to tell he wasn’t a full shifter, or was he just shifter enough to blend in? More importantly, if he didn’t go, would he ever get another chance to meet in-betweeners like himself? After all, he couldn’t be the only one of his kind, could he?


That thought burned in his chest as he turned the key in the ignition, the sick car thankfully sputtering to life. The annoying as hell automatic seat belt slid up the door track and over his shoulder, and cold air spewed out the vents and into his face as the engine warmed, giving him a moment with his indecision.


Feeling damned if he did and damned if he didn’t, he cranked the music louder, pulled into crazy holiday traffic, and headed for this so called ‘club’ before he lost his nerve.


 




Chapter 2


A Harvey Wallbanger was four parts orange juice, one and a half parts vodka, and half a part Galliano L’Autentico. It was all parts delicious as far as Penny was concerned, and it was the thing she’d miss most when the end of the world came. Luckily Chester, the old wolf bartender, knew how to make them just right. She took a sip wishing she could actually get drunk off this stuff, but her werecoyote metabolism was too fast for alcohol to do much more than give her an extremely short lived buzz.


It’d have to do. Anything to get her mind off the doctor’s office server upgrades. She was tired of problems with SQL code, routers and administration clients, all of which had some quirk or another that were making what should be a smooth transition out of nineties era technology nothing but a nightmare. Not that it mattered, because when zombies took over the world after a biological warfare attack, figuring out how to get to the patient charts on Dr. Williams’ computers would be the least of everyone’s concerns.


She took another drink as she watched Chester work, not caring even a tiny bit about how pathetic she looked sitting at the bar all by herself. Not… one… bit.


“Hey Chester.”


He looked her way and cocked his untamed, bushy eyebrows, shuffling closer as she leaned forward.


She lowered her voice and said, “Something big going on in wolf land? Some of you guys have been acting weird lately.”


He scowled. “Penny, you know better than to get nosy about other animals’ business.”


She frowned. Chester always was a do gooder.


“But I tell you what, I feel it too.”


That got her heart going. “Yeah? Tell me more!”


And just when she was hoping for a juicy bit of gossip, the eternally-single-even-though-he-was-gorgeous Alpha Jaguar, who was just a little too old for her, plopped his laptop down between them. She groaned at the sight of it.


“Please don’t tell me you got another virus.”


“I think I have a virus.”


“Agh! Zach, what did I tell you about those porn sites you visit? You need to stop. There are plenty of legit sites out there, though I don’t get why you watch that stuff anyway. It’s not like you don’t have women hanging all over you.”


He got a cocky smirk and barely even had to look Chester’s way for a drink to be put in his hand. He took a sip of what smelled like the bitter sweet scent of whiskey. “Just fix it please. You know you’re good at it.”


“So are other people. Why don’t you bring it up to the office for someone else to work on? Why do I always have to do it?”


“I can’t trust them with my porn!”


“But you can trust me with it?” She wanted to smack the instant condescending look off his face. “What, you think I’m celibate or something?”


He took another drink, his jerky smile still plastered to his ugly mug.


She grumbled, “Not on purpose, jackass.”


He quietly chuckled. “I know. Not on purpose. Just fix it, will you?”


“Did you disinfect it?”


“I don’t watch porn on it. I have a TV for that.”


She cringed and covered her ears. “Right. Don’t tell me any more.”


He pointed to the laptop and looked a question at her. “So, yeah?”


“Yeah.”


Of course she’d fix the stupid thing because it never hurt to be friends with an alpha, let alone someone as in the know as Zach was. And she wasn’t above hunting and pecking around on his computer to see if she could find out anything exciting about this place. He either didn’t care about her nosiness or didn’t keep anything important stored on his hard drive. Probably the latter.


She pulled the laptop closer and opened it up, not believing for one minute he didn’t watch porn on it. She knew he did because she’d seen his search history the last time he got a virus. No porn sites in his most recent history, though. Just a bazillion visits to social media sites. If people gathered anywhere online, Zach was part of the group no matter how obscure the topic.


“Seriously. Why do you watch porn anyway? You can pick almost any woman here and get a little some-some anytime you want.” Not that she really cared. She was done with serious relationships. They didn’t suit her, or at least the guys she’d been dating didn’t. Either way, she was done.


He didn’t look at her as he took another sip of whiskey, and she got the distinct impression he was avoiding her question.


She curiously asked, “What’s your type anyway? Your real type? The type that gets your heart pounding?”


He mocked surprise. “My type? I thought you knew. I love all women.” His fake smile irritated her. She’d thought they were friends, but more and more she realized how good he was at cozying up and getting people to open up to him without ever actually revealing his true self in return.


He leaned conspiratorially closer. “What’s your true type? Those end of the world survivalists you like to hang out with? Or is it the tech nerds you secretly fantasize about? All numbers and codes and being quick typers.” He smirked as he pretended to type on the countertop, making a couple naughty gestures as he did.


His joking was almost funny, except that her pride still hadn’t recovered after being dumped a couple months ago by a guy from her apocalypse survival group for a prettier, nicer, and much more polished woman. Her temper blossomed bright and hot inside her at the reminder, but before she could give Zach a piece of her mind, he startled and pulled his phone out of his back pocket. A small frown crinkled his brow as he looked at it, and her curiosity at finally seeing a real emotion from him overrode her irritation as she cocked her head to peer at his screen. He turned smoothly away from her at the exact same time, then turned the phone off and slid it back in his pocket.


With movements that almost looked choreographed, he knocked back his drink, then swiveled off his stool with over exaggerated panache. The jaguars were all incredibly graceful, but Zach was the only one she knew of that actually made fun of his otherworldly sleekness. “See you later, Penny.”


“Where are you going?”


“Pack business. If I told you I’d have to bite you.”


“Har har.”


“You’ll fix my computer?”


“Yeah, sure. Might take a day or two though.”


“Great. I’ll pick it up in the morning.”


He was gone before she could tell him where to shove it, though it wasn’t like she had anything more exciting to do tonight. Chester was busy stocking and cleaning the bar, so she put her headphones on to drown out the boring conversations of the people around her and got lost in the thrilling wonders of malware and computer viruses.


 




Chapter 3


Oversized red and gold bows decorated lamp posts along the main street of what looked like downtown Brookhaven. Unadorned pine trees looked festive all on their own from a light coating of snow at their peaks. A few smaller ones were dotted with brightly blazing colored string lights. They silently sat outside the sidewalk shops, encouraging the already overflowing holiday spirit of gift buying.


Vince took a right and followed the directions he’d mapped on his phone. The busy-ish town traffic died away and he was soon driving along a secluded, winding road. Tall, dense trees closed in on both sides of him until they eventually created a dark canopy with occasional streetlamps lighting his way. A foreboding feeling crept up his spine until the road and forestry finally opened up to a large, sprawling manor.


Two fortresses stood solidly outlined by a half lit moon, one offset behind the other. Row upon row of uniform windows stared down at him. The buildings themselves were stylized versions of the old cotton mills that could still be found in many places around Atlanta. The whole estate was a mixture of neatly manicured landscaping and Mother Nature barely kept at bay. It gave everything a welcoming feel, but the unexpected enormity of the buildings made him think of a sinister institution.


He slowed the car and crept toward the curb as he took it all in, hoping the engine didn’t die in the meantime. Adrenaline calmed his usually relentless shakes, but he’d pay for it as soon as the rush passed. His body would then betray him by making him even shakier and more uncoordinated than before.


He scanned the street in both directions. The road continued on past the buildings, so he took the time to do a drive by. There was only open space mixed with more looming forest all around, so he circled back and found a spot to park in the street across from what looked like the main entrance.


This didn’t look like a place that would hold a club for supernaturals, so he checked the address again. Bright white numbers stood out on a dark glass door, and they were definitely a match to what was on Anthony’s business card. Even so, he watched for a time, and though it was dark out, it wasn’t too dark for him to pick out the people coming and going.


A couple average looking guys having an animated conversation with each other walked out the front door and disappeared around the far corner of the building. As he sat wondering if he should really be here, car lights flashed in his rearview mirror and he froze. An SUV drove past him and into the driveway, a man and a woman in the front seats. Vince waited for a time with his hand on the ignition, just in case, then relaxed when the couple finally emerged from the parking garage with a couple of kids.


He was transfixed by them. The boy and girl were maybe five and seven, the parents looking distracted as they called out to the kids to watch for cars. The dad pulled up the rear, his hands full of bags, jackets, and a child’s sized backpack, the mom’s hands full of grocery bags. The little girl was talking to herself, or maybe singing something, while the boy was focused on a toy in his hands. Vince couldn’t make out what it was from here. A robot or something.


They eventually disappeared into the same building the other dudes had come out of, and he found himself disappointed to see them go. He hadn’t imagined he’d find families here, and his mind briefly wandered. What would it have been like to grow up in the midst of a whole community of people like himself?


Almost like him, anyway.


He glanced at the time and decided it was now or never. Either they’d accept him as one of their own… or they wouldn’t and he’d be in the same situation he was in now.


Alone.


He kept his eyes and ears open as he approached the front door. Crickets chirping in the background and the creeping ivy that was fanned out on the building helped to keep him calm. If nature didn’t run away and hide from what went on here, then maybe things were ok.


Even so, he could just as easily get his ass kicked as he’d find anyone even remotely like him inside. Not having to pretend he was one hundred percent human around other people was too tempting, though. And his shifter senses might not be very strong, but he still recognized a whole heap of power when he felt it. The buildings literally pulsed with invisible energy… and it teased the supernatural part of him in a way he’d never felt before. He couldn’t help but be excited by it.


The pristine dark glass door opened from the inside, looking at odds with what Vince could now see was really old brick siding the building. A muscular guy with an overly thick neck stood in the entryway looking totally bored. Shifter. Had to be. His earthy scent rushed out ahead of him as the cool night breeze mingled with the warm air of the foyer.


“You new here? Looking for the club?”


This was it. Stay or go. Was he going to be a coward and walk away, or forge ahead into the unknown and possibly get some answers to questions he’d had his whole life?


“Yeah man. Thanks.” He hopped up the two front steps and opened his senses wide. It was a rush to suddenly be hyper alert, able to feel even the tiniest ripples of energy up to about twenty five feet away. He’d pay for it tomorrow when he’d barely be able to pull himself out of bed, but tonight he’d use every advantage he could to fit in.


He stepped inside and past the door guard. The man’s energy vibration was definitely too fast and heavy to be human, but was he jaguar? Vince wished he knew how to tell. Another man sat on a stool, further back, reading a magazine. Before Vince had a chance to get a sense of what he was, sounds of someone talking and a child crying caught his attention.


An old woman hobbled down a hallway towards them with an upset toddler in her arms. She didn’t seem at all worried about Vince or the guards being here as she sweetly consoled the little girl, then rounded the corner and hefted herself and the squirming child up a flight of stairs.


The door closed behind him with an audible latching sound, and his attention snapped back to the bored guard with the thick neck. He scoffed at Vince, then stepped back from him, looking like he’d tasted something rotten.


“Hmpf. Cat.”


He curled his lip and Vince finally understood why a lot of shifters he’d run into over the years looked down their noses at him. Jaguars must not be thought very highly of in the supernatural community. Great. Just great.


He ignored the guy, his attention now on the other doorman, or guard, or whatever he was. His energy felt cold and hard, just like a vampire, and his scent was like a breath of crisp night air. There was no thump of a heartbeat in him, either.


The shifter guard said in growing irritation, “You know the rules?”


“Rules?” He wracked his brain to remember what Anthony told him. “He said no violence allowed. Got it, man.”


The man sneered, “You got invited? By who?”


He mentally groaned. It was too soon for this dominance crap. He wasn’t even inside the club yet. He flicked a look at the vampire guard to see if he was just as big of an asshole, but he couldn’t tell. The man just sat there watching them and not saying anything. “A vampire. Anthony… Foster. Yeah, Foster. Long dark hair, big scar on his face.”


A visible jolt when through both guards, and they suddenly looked alive.


The vampire hopped off his stool and briskly opened a door to Vince’s right. “The club is this way, sir. Would you like an escort? I’m afraid Master Anthony isn’t here right now, but if you’re a friend, I can certainly get ahold of him for you.”


The vampire stared him down, not unkindly, but the insinuation was clear. If he was lying about knowing Anthony, things could go bad, and quick.


“That’s all right. I talked to him and his fiancé, Kaia, already tonight. He gave me his card and said I should come by sometime.” He pulled it out of his jacket pocket and handed it to the man.


He fixated on it for a moment, and Vince swore he felt a spark of something in the air, but it was quickly gone and the vampire’s energy was calm again. It was the opposite of the shifter guard, who still had an irritated anxiousness to him.


The tall dude handed the card back and held the door open as he gestured to the stairs. With a curious smirk he said, “Welcome to the club.”


**


Vince descended the softly lit stairwell and opened the door at the bottom to a room that looked like a big hangout. There were exposed rafters overhead, a dyed and polished concrete floor, and dim lighting to his left, brighter above a couple pool tables, one of them currently in use. Straight ahead and taking up the back right quarter of the room was a restaurant that looked more practical than fancy with smallish tables and worn, dark wooden chairs to match. A well cared for bar nestled in on the left edge of the space, bordering a hall that went further back into darkness.


Mismatched and various sized paintings lined the wall to his right, looking like it was a rotation for different artists to hang their creations. It was the usual mix of some mostly good pieces and some that shouldn’t be allowed to see the light of day. The remainder of the club had scattered overstuffed couches and TV’s mixed with bar tables and stools closer to a small stage area. It was a little of everything, with some offices or rooms of some kind along the left of the back wall. Most were darkened rooms with wide open doors waiting for who knew what to happen inside.


Everyone here seemed uneventfully normal, which was oddly exciting. Still, he was cautious as he stepped away from the staircase and let the door close behind him. He knew he was no one special in the supernatural world, and especially not since, like it or not, he wasn’t even fully one of them, but he wasn’t totally human, either. Of either side, the supers should be the ones to accept him as one of their own.


He slowly wandered around while he got a feel for people with his senses open as wide as he could get them. It was exhausting to push his piteous excuse for powers like this, but he had to know for sure because he didn’t want to expose himself in front of any humans.


Just supers. All he felt were supers. It was both scary and invigorating. He wouldn’t seem so strange to these people if he let go of the human act. His quick movements and abnormal strength would be normal here. This still might be some kind of hangout for the wrong type of people, but that wasn’t the feeling he got by looking around. This crowd could be in any bar or restaurant anywhere in town.


His eye caught on an old bartender waving someone over. Vince turned to see who he was gesturing to, then realized it was him. The old dude looked harmless enough, and the bar was as good a place as any to hang out and get his bearings while he soaked in the atmosphere.


He stepped cautiously closer, perking up when he noticed a seriously sexy woman camped on a stool at the end of the bar, closest to the dark hall. She had a drink by her side as she worked on a laptop, and from what he could see in the bar mirror, she was gorgeous. She had funky, spiked black and red wine streaked hair, a snug, dark t-shirt that wasn’t quite long enough and left her lower back exposed, not that he minded, and hip hugging cargo pants that did their best to keep her sexy ass contained. His eyes wandered over her, and he fought a deep down urge to slink up and wrap himself around her curvy body while he nuzzled and licked a long, hot line up her neck.


He smiled at his thoughts as he approached, then reluctantly forced himself to think of something else before his eyes started glowing. Wait. There were only shifters here. He shouldn’t have to hide anything about himself in this place.


**


Penny lazily turned her head when she noticed Chester reaching over the bar with his hand extended. Whoa. Good looking guy alert. She pulled out her earbuds as casually as she could.


“You’re new here. I’m Chester.”


New guy had a smile that could melt the sun as he shook the old wolf’s hand. “Vince. It’s that obvious?” Penny fumbled with turning her music off, finally getting the stupid app on her phone to close.


Chester cautiously said, “Huh. Jaguar. I suppose you’re here to see Zach, then.”


“Who’s Zach?”


Ah crap. There went her hot fantasies. She dejectedly chimed in, “He’s the Alpha Jaguar here in Atlanta. You’re not one of his pack, so where are you from? Are you one of those Savannah jackasses?” Not fair. He was the hottest guy she’d ever been in the nearish vicinity of. He was a tall Asian guy with broad shoulders, a square jaw, wide, flat cheekbones, and seriously intense eyes. He looked a little tired though.


Chester said in his old man’s warning voice, “Penny…”


She snapped back, “What?”


“Jaguar business is Zach’s business. Don’t be nosy.”


Whatever. She scoffed at Chester as she toyed with her drink and Vince smiled at her. It was a wasted effort on his part since there was no way she was getting friendly with one of Zach’s enemies, no matter how yummy he was.


He edged just a little closer as he said, “It’s ok man. I’m an Atlantan through and through. Never even been to Savannah.”


Oh. Well all right then. She quit scowling and sat up straighter.


Chester gave him a curiously suspicious look. “Is that right?”


“Yep. Born and raised here.”


Hallelujah. She’d sworn off relationships after what’s his name a couple months ago, but it might be fun to hang out with this one until the ride ended. She’d just protect her heart better this time.


Chester kept studying him, but said in his usual neighborly tone, “Get you a drink? First one’s free for a newbie.”


Vince sank onto the stool right next to her as her hormones raged. “Sure man. Thanks. How about a beer?”


“I’ve got a pilsner and a pale ale on tap.”


“Pilsner.”


Hot stuff turned to her as Chester took his time with the tap. She was going to be dreaming about those eyes tonight. And that body hovering over her…


He asked, “You’re not a jaguar?”


“Coyote.”


His eyes flicked down her body and it instantly irritated her.


“God save the Queen.”


“What?”


He gestured to her shirt. Oh. “You listen to the Sex Pistols?”


“From time to time. They’re in my music rotation.” Huh. Well that was a first. Someone around her own age liking the same music as her.


Sebastian stepped out of the kitchen just then, and she couldn’t help noticing the fierce Alpha Wolf as he strode into the restaurant and immediately snapped his attention on Vince. He frowned and made his way over, so she grabbed her drink and put it on the other side of Zach’s computer, shuffling everything a little further away. People and prized possessions weren’t always safe when Sebastian had that kind of look on his face.


Chester handed Vince his beer as Sebastian sat down smack on his other side. Vince barely flicked a glance at him, his attention still on her, though she wasn’t exactly sure how she felt about that. She might give Zach a hard time, but she did actually know better than to get into his business. Besides, once Vince got to know her, he’d probably dump her just like every other guy she ever gave her heart to.


“I’m Vince, by the way.”


“That’s what you said.”


He smiled and his eyes started to shine. “You’re mouthy, aren’t you?”


She arched an eyebrow at him, still not sure how to read him. Was he being cocky and trying to get her to fall all over him like lots of girls probably did, or was he being genuinely nice? Hard to tell.


“What are you working on? Looks pretty technical.”


She sighed and curled her lip. “Zach’s got a virus on his computer again. I’m debugging it.”


He smirked. “A punk rock computer geek.”


“I’m not a geek, jerk.”


Judging by his quickly hidden frown, she realized she’d been a little too bitchy. Guess she wasn’t over feeling trampled on by every man on earth…


**


Vince tried hard to hold onto the feeling of freedom by being among all these shifters. Penny was freaking gorgeous with her darkly lined eyes and punk rock look, not to mention her sexy, curvy body, but it was obvious he wasn’t getting anywhere with her. Her venom got her point across loud and clear.


“All righty then.” He turned his attention back to the bar and took a healthy swallow of beer, the friendly old bartender watching their exchange in amusement. Vince looked lazily around and frowned when he realized the surly blonde dude sitting on his other side was focused pretty hard on him. That irritated him more than it maybe should have. He’d already been harassed by the thick necked shifter upstairs because he was a cat. Just because he wasn’t fully shifter didn’t mean his animal side liked having to back down all the time. He submitted a lot because he’d gotten his ass beat more than once for standing up for himself when he should’ve just walked away, but tonight… well, Anthony said no fights allowed. Vince wouldn’t push it too far.


He said loud enough for the guy to hear, “What’s the deal, dude?”


Surly dude flatly said, “Just wondering what a Savannah jaguar is doing here. You got business with Zach, you take it up with Zach. Don’t make a scene in the club.”


He frowned and turned to face him. “Who says I’m making a scene? And what’s with everyone thinking I’m from… oh shit.” His heart pounded in his ears as he stared in shock at this stranger.


It was no secret Vince looked a lot more Asian than his mom, who was a light skinned, petite blasian. She was part black and part Korean, leaning more towards looking like a very unique combination of the two. His nonexistent father had to be pure Asian since Vince looked more that than anything else, especially with his strong ethnic features. His wide shoulders and the fact that he was over a foot taller than his mom also told him his father wasn’t a small man. He’d always guessed his father might also be Korean like some of his mom’s dad’s side of the family, but he really wasn’t sure.


And his mom always swore she didn’t know much about his father, or how to find him. All she knew was that he was jaguar. Could he be one of the jackasses from Savannah? Everyone seemed surprised to see a jaguar looking like he did in Atlanta…


Surly dude kept an eye on him as Vince’s head reeled in shock. He hadn’t been expecting this twist to his night. He wasn’t even sure what to think about it. Had Anthony known all along? Was that why he’d urged him to come here?


Or maybe his mom knew more than she’d ever let on. Maybe his father wasn’t just an anonymous one night stand, and maybe that’s why she didn’t want him associating with other supers. She didn’t want him to find out who he really was.


He scowled. He didn’t want to believe she’d lied to him all these years, but a heavy feeling settled in his gut. He took a deep breath and tried to focus. Surly dude was seriously packed with muscle and looked like he knew exactly how to throw his weight around. Something about him screamed danger and a whole lot of hurt if Vince ticked him off, but he couldn’t stop himself from asking, “What’s with the Savannah jaguars? Are they the only Asian jaguars around?”


“Talk to Zach. Jaguar business isn’t wolf business.”


“You’re a wolf?” God that felt weird to ask out loud.


The man nodded once. He wasn’t a talker, but he also wasn’t taking his eyes off Vince.


Feeling anxious and on the verge of being irritated, he snapped, “Fine. But I have no idea who Zach is, man. Can you point him out?”


Surly dude folded his arms across his chest and said, “Sit tight. He’s on his way here.”


Vince looked around himself in a daze. People ate at the restaurant beside the bar, more people hung out and played pool across the club, and Vince might be learning who his father was tonight. None of this was what he’d envisioned by coming here.


He glanced at gorgeous, mouthy Penny, who gave him a strange look before he turned back to his beer, took a big, healthy swallow of it, then decided this was all too surreal for him.


His mom sacrificed so much over the years to keep him safe and hidden in plain sight, from both humans and shifters, while he grew up with way too much strength for a normal person to have, but no animal to be considered a shifter. They moved around a lot when he was a kid just to keep their anonymity, and luckily, because they were so poor and the welfare system was so overtaxed the way it was, no one ever followed up with them on why he’d changed schools so many times, or why he’d missed his annual doctor appointments every single year. She’d given up too much of herself for him, so he felt like he was betraying her by sticking around this place. It was a longshot, anyway, that someone might know who his father was, even if it might help him figure out what the hell was physically wrong with him.


He finished off his beer, turned around, and was nearly ready to take off when surly dude grabbed his arm and held it in a vice grip.


“Let go of me.”


“Stay put. Zach’ll be here soon.”


“That’s awesome, but I’ve changed my mind. Let go.”


The dude narrowed his eyes at him and Vince started to feel claustrophobic.


“Zach wants to talk to you. Wait here.”


He tried to jerk his arm free, but it was no use. This guy was strong. Through gritted teeth he said, “I don’t want to wait here.”


His heart nearly stopped when the guy’s face started shifting into the meanest, scariest looking werewolf he’d ever seen. The only werewolf he’d ever seen, actually. Vince went stock still and weakly said, “I’ll just stay here.”


People began moving away from their general vicinity, and no one wasted any time about it. Wolfman had stopped shifting by this point, but he still looked damn mad. Then, for no apparent reason, he let him go and turned away.


“Who the hell does Yi Min-jung think he is sending his family here? We had an agreement to stay out of each other’s territories. Does he need his ass kicked again?”


Vince cautiously swiveled around on his stool, now face to face with a dark haired man at least five years older than him, and looking more than a little irritated. All fight went out of him as he stared into his intense, deep green eyes because something about his energy felt like home, even as mad as the guy was.


“Are you Zach?”


He scowled and took a step back. “Yeah. Give me your message in private. This way.”


**


Penny couldn’t keep her eyes off sexy Vince as he walked away with Zach. She was mad at herself for being such a bitch to him, but he made her nervous. He was dangerously sexy with that imposing gaze from eyes that looked older than they should be. Even so, he seemed pretty easy going, even a nice guy on top of that, so of course it scared her that not only was he seriously making her hot for him with his overly masculine vibe, but when he totally knew a song from the Sex Pistols, and even knew that her shirt was a Sex Pistols album cover, she freaked out and was a witch to him. She’d spent too long being the butt of stupid jokes to most of the jackasses around here, girls and guys both, so her bitchy self-defense mechanism was always firmly in place.


Most of the people around here deserved it tenfold for relentlessly mocking her about anything and everything that they knew pissed her off. Vince wasn’t one of them, though. He was obviously new around here and just trying to make conversation.


Shit.


 




Chapter 4


Vince followed Zach to a door along the wall opposite the bar, and couldn’t help a twinge of jealousy at his smooth, catlike movements that were so much like his mother’s. So much unlike his own.


Once inside a small, minimalistic office that had the crisp, lingering scent of a vampire, Zach leaned against the closed door with crossed arms and blurted out, “What’s your name?”


“Vince. Who’s Yi Min-jung?”


“What?”


“Who’s Yi Min-jung?”


Zach gave him a withering glare. “I heard you the first time. Are you seriously trying to screw with me?”


“No.”


If possible, he frowned even harder. “You’re not in Min-jung’s pack.” It was a statement, not a question.


Vince gave him some time to absorb this since it was obviously bothering him, then firmly said, “No.”


Zach didn’t like that answer, either. “Are you from Savannah?”


“No.”


Silence grew between them as Zach studied him head to foot. “Where are you from then?”


“Atlanta. Born and raised here.”


His eyes went wide. “Do you work at Peach’s Books?”


It was Vince’s turn to be surprised. “Wow, did that vampire tell you that? Word travels fast.”


Looking shocked, Zach shuffled further into the room and pulled out a desk chair. He sat down and stared at Vince while he reluctantly dropped onto the sofa that was jammed up against the wall behind him.


“Who’s Min-jung? You think I look like his family?”


Zach looked upset and Vince wasn’t sure why.


“You’ve been in Atlanta your whole life?”


“Yeah. Who’s Min-jung?” He was getting tired of repeating himself and wondered again if it was a mistake to be here.


Surprisingly, Zach finally answered him. “Yi Min-jung’s a Savannah jaguar. He’s the second to his father, the alpha.”


“And I look like him?”


Zach’s jaw clenched and unclenched. “Well, yes. Him and his brothers. I mean, I’m no expert, but there aren’t any Asian werejaguars in Atlanta.” He gestured towards him and said, “Your build resembles the Yi’s. Tall and wide.”


“How many are in Savannah?”


Zach ignored his question. “Do you have a pack here?”


“No. Not like you mean.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


He shook his head. “Nothing. No pack.”


Zach narrowed his eyes at him, then sniffed the air. “You’re all alone, then? I mean, no one to run with?”


“I don’t run with anyone, no.”


Zach sniffed the air again. “You smell like you’re telling the truth, but something’s not right. Why don’t you tell me what it is.”


He scoffed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


By the look on Zach’s face, he knew that was bullshit.


“Why are you here tonight, Vince? You’ve been in Atlanta your whole life, yet this is the first time I’ve ever met you. Why is that?”


“I don’t mix with supers.”


He chuckled. “Why not?”


“They’re nothing but trouble.”


That got a good belly laugh out of him. “Maybe sometimes, but not all the time.” He studied Vince some more. “So why are you here if we’re nothing but trouble?”


He shrugged. “My friend Kaia said she’s marrying your vampire friend. He slipped me a business card with an address on it, then talked to me in my freaking head. He told me I should come here.”


Zach seemed unfazed as he leaned back in his chair and stared at him.


“So what’s with the Savannah jaguars?”


“What do you want to know?”


“I want to know about the family there. What their names are. How many there are. Stuff like that.”


“Why?”


His heart pounded as they stared each other down. He finally said, “Because my father might be one of them.”


Zach frowned sharply. “You’re trying to find your father?”


“I don’t know. I just want to know something about him. I want to know…” He wanted to know if his father was like him. Part shifter, part human, and a whole lot of issues. If his father was just a one night stand for his mother, maybe she mistook him for a full blooded were-animal. Shifters did that to Vince all the time. They’d tried their dominance games with him often enough for him to know they thought he was one of them. He supposed he should be flattered, but mostly he felt like a fake. Like now.


He stood up. “Forget it. It’s a longshot and I need to get going anyway. Nice to meet you, man. Maybe I’ll see you around.”


Zach popped out of his chair and chuckled. “Wow. That’s awesome. You’re such a loner.”


He frowned at his mocking. “Fuck you.”


Zach laughed louder. “Oh, this is going to be interesting.” He calmed down, but never stopped smiling. “Ok, where are we going?”


“We? We’re not going anywhere. I’m leaving.” Zach didn’t say anything, but he did follow him out. Vince caught Penny looking their way as they left the office, too. A lot of people were watching them, but no one said anything, so he kept going.


Zach followed Vince all the way through the club, up the stairs, out the door, and across the driveway to his car.


“What’s up man? You’re not coming with me.”


“Aw, come on. Don’t make me pull rank on you. I just want to ride along.”


“Why?”


“I want to get to know my new pack mate.”


He was getting seriously irritated with this guy. “I’m not in your pack just because we met.”


Zach’s eyes shone brilliantly, then, and Vince had the uneasy sensation of wanting to look away from him. He finally lowered his gaze and cocked his head so his neck was exposed. Fear bloomed throughout his body and he wasn’t sure if it was Zach tricking his mind into feeling the sensation, or if it was because he’d never truly felt the need to back down from someone and submit to them like he did now. He usually did it just to avoid trouble. It scared the hell out of him that it wasn’t his choice this time.


Zach’s voice was less friendly when he said, “I told you I didn’t want to pull rank on you. I’m the Alpha Jaguar of Atlanta and any jaguar living in my territory will be part of my pack.”


He left that challenge hanging in the air for a minute before saying, “It’s not such a bad deal to have someone to watch your back, is it? I mean, damn man, there are only fifteen of us in the midst of thousands of werewolves and hundreds of werecoyotes and vampires. Don’t you want some allies?”


He swallowed, hard. “What’s the price of having allies?”


The intense fear and feeling of wanting to submit to Zach eased, and his voice sounded friendlier when he said, “Putting up with me. Now where are we going?”


Vince stared in shocked awe at him. He’d had his ass kicked before by a shifter, but never because he felt inferior to them. Never because he had a feeling that he needed to submit. Was this what it felt like to be a real shifter?


“What?”


“Nothing. I, uh, need to pick up a friend. I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to come along.”


“Hmm. Part of what you just said was a lie. I can smell it. I’m thinking the part about it not being a good idea for me to ride along was the lie, so let’s go.”


Vince frowned and Zach smiled.


“Don’t worry about me, Vince. I can handle myself against just about anyone.”


“Just about?”


“I’m not going to press my luck against Anthony. Other than that, yeah.”


That startled him. “Anthony?”


“The Master Vampire of the Atlanta territory. The biggest badass around. Stay on his good side please. You don’t want to see him when he’s mad.”


Zach stepped past him and opened the passenger door of his car.


“Hey! How did you do that? It was locked. And how did you know that was my car?”


“Your scent is around it. Come on. We don’t want to be late picking up your mom.”


He felt the blood drain from his face. “I never said I was picking up my mom.”


“I do actually have some brains to go along with this pretty face. I can smell a woman on you, but not in an intimate way. I took a guess it was your mom. Now get a move on, bud. If she’s anything like my mom, she’ll kick our asses if we’re late, and I don’t want to make a bad impression on her.”


Vince shook his head and finally slid in behind the wheel. He was crashing from all the adrenaline of being here, and of course his stomach started growling.


“You hungry?”


He mumbled, “I’m always hungry. Why all the pressure to have us in your pack? Are you lonely or something?”


Zach didn’t miss a beat when he turned to him and said, “Are you?”


He frowned and looked away.


Zach finally cut the cryptic crap when he more flatly said, “Don’t you want to be around more of your own kind? You’re jaguar and there aren’t that many of us.”


Vince sighed and pulled onto the road. “Mom’s not going to like this.”


Zach shot back, “That’s what we’re going to find out.”


**


After driving in blessed silence for a time, Zach bluntly said, “What’s with your shakes?”


He wanted to growl at him for pointing it out because most people had the decency to look the other way when they noticed. He was thankful at least that his muscle twitches had been mostly calm in the club while he was so amped up on being there. Now that the rush of excitement was mostly over, he was crashing and his fatigue washed over him in a bad way.


“I’m just tired. They’ll calm down a little after I get some sleep.”


“They’ll calm down just a little?”


This time he did growl. “I don’t know what’s with my shakes, ok? They just are. They started when I was around ten or something. I can’t remember.”


Zach regarded him for a time. “You need to see our doctor.”


“No doctors.”


“He’s a shifter.”


Vince blinked at him, then regretfully said, “I don’t have insurance.”


“You don’t need it. Family doesn’t pay for doctor visits. He’s in another building back home.”


“Back home? You mean where the club is? You live there?”


“There’s more than just a club at that address. People live in the apartments above, I share a place with Sebastian and Anthony below, and the doctor is in the other building. There are other things, too. School rooms, a gym, a library… lots of things. Just for supers, though. The club is for everyone in the community, the rest is just for Anthony’s family.”


“Who’s Sebastian?”


“The Alpha Wolf. You met him tonight. The blonde guy at the bar.”


Huh. That must’ve been the surly dude. “And Anthony? You share a place with him, too? A vampire?”


“Yep.” Zach paused, then said, “You don’t know anything about the supernaturals in this city, do you?”


They came to a red light and Vince slowed to a stop. He wasn’t sure if being ignorant about a community he was supposed to be a part of was a good or bad thing.


The car shuddered and a whiff of exhaust hit him in the face. Ugh. When it cleared, he was stuck by the fact that he notice a distinct scent from Zach, and it made him feel like a fraud that he struggled so much with his animal senses. They were hit and miss, but for the most part he knew vampires smelled like stark, crisp night air, and shifters smelled like humans with a thick undertone of earthiness. Beyond that, he couldn’t tell the different were-animals apart. Now, he suddenly wanted to. Or at least the jaguars.


He tried to be discreet when he took a deep breath through his nose, but Zach immediately focused on him.


“Something wrong?”


“Ah, no. Just…”


“Getting used to what another jaguar smells like?”


He was about to make up some dumb excuse for why he’d been smelling the air, something he was used to doing around humans, but Zach wasn’t human. Besides, he acted like it was normal for Vince to be scenting him.


His voice came out a little quiet when he said, “Yeah.”


“So what do I smell like?”


Still feeling weird being so openly shifter in front of someone other than his mom, he cautiously took another couple sniffs of the air, then frowned. “I don’t know. You don’t smell like anything… different.”


“Because I’m not. I’m jaguar. Like you. I shouldn’t smell different. Only the other animals should. And vampires.”


Vince stared at him as that hit home. Zach had his own unique smells, like any person did, but underneath it all he didn’t have the heavy, earthy scent some shifters had. He smelled more like a warm blanket fresh from the dryer. He smelled of scents Vince associated with home.


Zach pointed to the green light out the dash, so Vince pulled himself out of his thoughts and started driving again. “It’s really only supers at the club? No humans?”


“No humans besides Kaia.”


Good. He wouldn’t have to try so hard to act human if he went back there, and curvy Penny was there, too, except she obviously hated him.


“There are only fifteen jaguars in Atlanta?”


“Fifteen besides you and your mom. Nine werefoxes, about two hundred fifty vampires, a few hundred werecoyotes, and a couple thousand werewolves.”


“That many werewolves? Really?”


There was a hint of contempt in his voice when he said, “Really. We should be sticking together, Vince.”


He wasn’t ready to just give in and join forces with this complete stranger, this powerful complete stranger, so he kept quiet.


Zach kept right on talking, anyway. “So if you’re not in a pack, I’m assuming you’re not in a family, either. Am I wrong?”
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