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Chapter 1

Jenna

 

“Oomph!” I landed on my butt—hard! This fighting wasn’t getting any easier. In fact, it was getting tougher. 

“Dude, you better not mess up my pants! They’re brand new.” I hated it when vampires attacked for no good reason.

“Doll, I wouldn’t worry about your pants if I were you.” The vampire who’d thrown me to the ground was coming back to get me again, but I was ready this time.

I got the guy in the gut with a roundhouse kick Rico taught me. The vampire’s eyes narrowed, and he actually seemed shocked I was able to get in a good kick. These past six months had done wonders for my fighting abilities. Well, to be honest, they were non-existent before Rico and his pack took me and my sisters under their wing.

The vamp backed up a few steps to get out of the reach of my legs. Next thing I knew, the bloodsucker was behind me and had his arm around my neck. Grabbing his arm, I bent at the waist and tossed him over my shoulder. Again, he seemed stunned I was fighting back.

“Grrr, I’m done playing with you. You are going to submit to me—tonight!” He licked his lips and focused on the throbbing vein in my neck.

I’ll be honest: it was tiring fighting him. My skills were improving daily, but fighting an actual vampire when I knew my life was on the line was very different from sparring with the wolf-shifters who happened to be my friends.

It was time for the big guns.

Pulling out the wooden stake from inside my jacket, I got into my fighting stance. Feet spread shoulder-width apart, knees bent, and fists out in front of my chest. One hand gripped the stake and was ready to strike the second this bloodsucker was close enough.

“Okay, Buffy. You got me. I surrender.” The vampire was very sarcastic. He must have been a newer vamp if he knew that pop-culture reference.

“Funny, I didn’t take you for the Spike kinda guy. You seem like the kinda guy who gets spiked.” I smirked.

“If I remember correctly, Spike and Buffy got it on more times than anyone can count. I’m up for the same relationship if you think you can handle me.” 

His smile disgusted me.

This guy was nothing like Spike. Real vampires weren’t like what we watched on TV, either. They were more evil and more interested in having humans be their daily blood supply than friends.

“Not in this life, creep.” I moved closer to him. The sooner I killed him, the better. He gave me the creeps.

His wicked smile was enough to gag on. “Hmm, sounds like you’re ready for the next life. Good. Let’s get this going. I’m hungry, and your blood is calling to me.”

“Shut up and make your move, fangboy. I’m ready to get home and take a nice long, hot bath. Your stink is all over me.” I blinked, and he was next to me. Spinning around, I slammed the stake into his chest, but missed his heart. Grunting, I said, “This is harder than Buffy made it look.”

The vampire laughed and pulled the stake out of his chest. Throwing it far away, he moved behind me. Grabbing my hair, he pulled back my head to give him access to my neck. I could hear him smack his lips before he bit down.

“Ahhh!” I screamed when his fangs broke the skin. As the pain made its way through my head, I realized I needed to do something, and fast. “You’re right, I do want to jump your bones,” I said. “The bad guys are always the best lovers. Let go of me, and I’ll be happy to go with you.” 

It was the only thing I could think of to get his fangs off my neck. He was way too strong for me to pull away from. If I didn’t stop him, I’d be too weak to fight him when he did let go.

He pulled his head back and licked my blood off his lips like it was ice cream. “Hmmm, your blood is sweeter than it smells. I can’t wait to get you back to my room. You made the right choice.” He licked my neck and lightly nibbled on my ear.

It sent chills of disgust up and down my spine. How could anyone enjoy this? It hurt! “What’s your name?” I wanted to be able to tell Rico who I’d killed tonight if I made it out of here alive.

“You can call me Spike, if you like.” He continued to kiss my neck and ear. If he didn’t let me go soon, I’d be puking.

“No, your real name. What do I call you in front of others?” If I kept him talking, maybe he would begin to relax and let go of me, or give me a chance to grab the other stake in my boot.

“Master. All acolytes call me master. However, when we’re alone you may address me as Derek.” He turned me around and kissed my mouth full-on. Gross!

His tongue tried to part my lips. I could taste my own coppery blood as he tried to get me to open my mouth for his tongue. This was it. How far should I let him go before I fought back?

I couldn’t do it.

Pushing him back, I reached down with one arm for the stake in my boot and pulled it out while he was laughing.

“I knew you were lying, little hunter. Good, this just makes it all the sweeter.” He lunged at me.

This time I did hit the mark.

With wide eyes, he looked down at his chest before he slumped to the ground.

I wish it was like in the movies or TV shows. Stake a vamp, and poof. But no, in real life their lifeless body is still there.

Joseph, the pack’s alchemist, told us that the vamps’ bodies have to be set out where the sunlight will hit them in the morning. Then the bodies go poof. However, the body needs to be put in a place where no one will get to it before the sun comes up. If regular humans found it, they would know vampires were real.

I wished I could just dump it in a trash bin, but then the sun wouldn’t hit it. Hiding it in bushes wouldn’t work, either—not enough rays from the sun would get to it. Besides, animals would probably find it before enough sunlight did hit the body.

Leaving it out in the open was certainly not an option.

Pulling my phone from my jacket pocket, I dialed Rico.

Not long after I met Rico, we hired him to help us find a friend of ours who had been abducted by a vampire. The cops were no help to Acadia’s sisters when they reported her missing. Rico went down to the police station, and they gave him the CCTV footage showing Acadia leaving a nightclub with a vampire.

Rico and his pack protected New Orleans and her inhabitants. He was also the CEO of a very successful private investigation firm. Sometimes he even worked with the local police. They respected him so much, they gave him whatever he asked for.

Rico answered on the second ring. “Hey, Jenna! What’s up?”

“Hi, Rico. I could use some help.” Sighing, I told him what happened.

“You what? Of all people, I would think you would know better than to go out at night all alone. What were you thinking?” I could hear his anger, as I’m sure anyone within several blocks of him could.

I pulled the phone away from my ear and shook my head. That guy had a set of lungs on him. “I thought it would be safe to go out for Chinese. There’s this little hole in the wall only a few blocks from my apartment. It was never an issue before. I’m actually surprised no one came running when I screamed.” This was not going well.

“Where exactly are you? I’ll see who’s the closest and send them to you. Is there a store or restaurant you can wait inside of?”

“Um, I’m in an alley close to the Chinese restaurant, Uncle Wong’s. I’ll head there. What do I do about the body?” I looked around at my surroundings and noticed a few things I could use to cover up the body temporarily.

“Never mind, I’ll just put some trash over him. I doubt anyone will look too closely at stinking garbage.” Walking over to the dumpster I’d eyed earlier, I picked up some mostly empty boxes and dumped the contents on the vamp. 

They were full of rotting vegetables. Great. At least the stench would keep away any lookie-loos. 

 


Chapter 2

Jenna

I heaved a huge sigh of relief when I walked into Uncle Wong’s. “Hey, Jimmie. Do you have my order ready?”

“Jenna? What happened to you? Why do you have blood on your neck and shirt?” Jimmie was actually Uncle Wong. 

Who ever heard of a Chinese restaurant called “Uncle Jimmie’s?” Wong isn’t even his last name, it’s Ang. Not the best name for a restaurant. I liked the name Uncle Wong—it flowed off the tongue.

“I was attacked in the alley.” I held up my hands when Jimmie started to get upset. “I called a friend, and he’s sending someone to help me. I’ll be ok after I get some of your famous wonton soup and a bath.” Sitting down in a chair, I looked to the TV he had in the bar area. It was currently showing the weather report.

Jimmie rushed into the back and came out within a minute carrying a steaming-hot cup of wonton soup. “Here, take this while you wait. It’ll help give you nourishment. Can I get you some tea? I think tea would be good.” He ran to the back again.

I called out, “Thanks, Jimmie! It looks worse than it really is.”

Looking around, I noticed there weren’t any other customers in the place. Normally, Uncle Wong’s was really busy this time of night. It was close to eleven at night, but he always had to make people leave when they closed at one in the morning. Wong’s was a very popular place to hit up after the clubs or the parades.

Since no one was around, I put the bowl to my lips and slurped it. Jimmie wouldn’t care. “Mmm, this is exactly what I needed! Thanks, Jimmie.”

He walked out of the kitchen with a cup of piping-hot tea. I could see the steam coming off the cup. “Drink this, and don’t slurp my wonton soup! It’s not ladylike.” Jimmie pursed his lips and took the seat next to me. “Tell me, what happened? Who did this to you? And where are they? Should I get my cousin to teach this animal some manners?” 

Jimmie’s cousin was in a gang. I wanted nothing to do with them. I had enough trouble just keeping up with a pack of wolf-shifters.

“I don’t think you have to worry about him. He won’t be coming around here.” Did Jimmie know the truth? How should I handle this?

A little voice in my head said, Change the topic.

“Jimmie, I thought the hurricane was going to dissipate before hitting land? According to the news”—I pointed to the TV over the bar—“it looks like we might be seeing another hurricane hit our poor town. Turn up the volume. I want to know when it’s going to hit land.”

“Don’t worry, it won’t be hitting until sometime tomorrow early afternoon. Sasha—she’s my favorite weather girl—said it wouldn’t be any stronger than a Cat 2. She thinks it might even be downgraded to a tropical storm by then.” 

Jimmie had goo-goo eyes for Sasha, the local weather girl. She wore those super low-cut and very tight dresses that the men loved so much. I didn’t think much of her; she was usually wrong. However, all the weather people were wrong most of the time, didn’t matter how hot they were.

“Is that why the place is empty? Are people evacuating? Has it been ordered yet?” I looked over my shoulder at all the empty tables and booths.

“We closed early tonight. I only stayed here for you to pick up your order. When you came in, I was in the middle of packaging all our leftovers to take on the road. I was going to leave once it was all packed up. Now I know why you were so late.” Jimmie scrunched his nose. “Jenna, you need a bath. Sorry, but you stink.” He leaned away from me enough to let me know he wasn’t kidding.

“Sorry, Jimmie. I fought back. We were in an alley filled with rotten vegetables and who knows what else. Probably dead rats, too.” I shivered.

We both turned when the bell above the door rang.

“Damien! Thank you so much for coming so quickly! Were you the closest?” I stood up to greet my friend, who also happened to be a pretty tough wolf-shifter and the pack’s beta.

“Jenna, thank goodness! Rico is out of his mind with worry. Hi, Jimmie! You have any more food? I think you’re going to be inundated with a few pack members.” Damien came over and was about to hug me, but he scrunched his nose and stepped back. “Jenna, you need a shower. Badly.” He fanned his nose.

Jimmie stood up. “Sure thing, Damien. How many are coming?” 

“Probably at least a dozen. You know how they get when they’re patrolling. I would imagine they’re going to be very hungry.” Damien took a seat at my table.

When Jimmie went to the back, I leaned forward and whispered, “Does Jimmie know? About you guys?”

“Of course, most of the shop and restaurant owners who stay open really late have had run-ins with vampires. Not all know we’re shifters, but Jimmie does. One of my guys saved him and his wife from an attack a few years back. Now this is one of our favorite places to patrol. Jimmie always gives us wonton soup when we come in.” Damien looked up to the TV.

No wonder Jimmie’s wife was never here at night.

“Did you see the report?” I asked. “Looks like the city is going to get hit with a hurricane after all. What do you guys do during hurricanes? Do you evac?” I had never considered what they would do during an emergency. 

Last hurricane season I didn’t know these guys. This was the first one heading our way since I’d met them.

“We have a place a few hours north of here. If the hurricane is projected to be Cat 4 or above, we send our young and elderly there for safety. Otherwise, we can withstand quite a bit.”

“Yeah, you guys are pretty tough and fast.” I reached up and massaged my neck close to where the vamp bit me. The muscles were sore. Stupid vamps!

Damien’s eyes darkened when he looked at my neck. “How much did he drink from you?”

“Not a lot. I tricked him into letting my neck go before he got too much. Although, it still hurts. It wasn’t as bad as the last time I was attacked. That bloodsucker must have wanted to inflict as much pain as possible. I’m just glad you all arrived when you did and were able to tear him apart.” Sighing, I tried to push aside the memory from over six months ago when I first met Rico and his pack.

Jimmie came in with a bowl of wonton soup and a cup of tea for Damien. He also had a teapot on his tray and refilled my tea.

“Thanks, Jimmie.” I took a sip of my full cup of green tea and sighed. It was the best tea—besides my rose tea, of course.

“What did you do to trick the vamp?” Damien asked before taking a sip of his tea.

Jimmie’s eyes widened. “You were attacked by a vampire and survived? Mad props, Jenna.”

“I told him I wanted to jump his bones if he let my neck go.” I blinked and watched as Damien choked on the tea he was drinking.

Jimmie busted up laughing. “Oh, Jenna. I always knew you were my kind of girl! Free wonton soup for you!”

“YOU.TOLD.HIM.WHAT?” 

I froze when I heard Rico’s voice. If he was angry earlier, I had no clue what this emotion was. Something primal inside me knew to cower. I slowly turned around, and could swear steam was coming off Rico’s head.

The next thing I knew, a wolf was standing right in front of me and sniffing my body.

“Jenna, don’t move. He won’t hurt you. Just sit there and let him get his fury under control.” Damien stood up, holding his hands in the air like it was a stick-up. “Rico, she’s fine. She tricked the vamp into getting his fangs off her neck, nothing more. Calm down and shift back. Let her tell you the whole story.” I had never heard Damien talk so softly or comfortingly before.

Should I be afraid? I wasn’t really sure. My head knew that Rico would never do a thing to harm me. But something inside me was screaming to get away from the scary wolf who had its nose on my neck.

Rico continued to sniff my entire body. Before he was even halfway done checking me out, he sneezed. Most likely the stench of vampire, or the alley, caused an allergic reaction. Couldn’t be sure which one. Once he was done, he magically shifted back into the human I knew. 

Rico was wearing blue jeans and a tight black t-shirt which showed off his gigantic biceps. Despite his yummy arms, it was a relief to know whenever he or the others shifted, they would be fully clothed. 

Since their shift originated from magic, anything they had on their body when they changed forms was held somewhere else. Maybe another dimension? I’d have to think about it more later. Right now, I needed to deal with Rico’s grumpy face.

Taking a deep breath, Rico asked, “What happened? Don’t leave anything out.”

I looked between the three men in the room and bit my lower lip. “Well, I placed an order with Jimmie. We order at least once a week from him. Never has there been an issue with walking here. It’s only about five blocks from home. Usually there are a lot of people on the streets and in the alleys. I guess the pending hurricane has sent people packing already.” I shrugged. Most residents didn’t bother leaving the city unless the storm was predicted to be over a Category 1. We were all used to them.

Sighing, I thought back to how it all happened. “I’m not really sure where the vamp came from, but he grabbed me and dragged me into the alley as I was walking by.” Looking at Rico, I said, “Thank you so much for the training you’ve given me over the past six months. I don’t think I could have walked away from that if you hadn’t trained me so well.” I put my hand on Rico’s forearm and gave him a light squeeze. 

He took the chair next to mine and sat down. “Your training isn’t finished. It’s only just begun.” The heat in Rico’s gaze sent chills down my spine. The kind where I wondered what pain and torture the beast would come up with next.

The day after Acadia was brought home safely, Rico insisted all of us begin training. I have three adopted sisters; we’re known best as the Voodoo Dolls. We run a voodoo doll shop in the French Quarter. We’re also a local indie rock band on our way to becoming famous—or infamous, depending on what happens next.

He was a terrific teacher. However, for the first few months I was covered in bruises after every session with him. So were my sisters. We all tried to get Damien or Joseph to train us, but Rico wouldn’t hear of it. At least seventy-five percent of the time, we were trained by Rico. The only time someone else worked with us was when more bodies were needed, or Rico was called away on a mission.

 “Don’t change the subject. What happened?” Rico practically growled.

Okay, he wasn’t calming down. Maybe he needed some soup or tea?

“Jimmie, I think Rico might need some wontons and any type of calming tea you have.” I licked my lips and tried very hard not to show Rico my fear. It would only upset him if he knew he was the cause.

Jimmie went to the kitchen to get Rico something to eat and drink.

“Rico, chill man. She’s fine. Her training saved her, and maybe a little bit of her snarky attitude helped.” Damien was a lifesaver! He was also pretty smart and handsome. I couldn’t understand why he didn’t have a girlfriend. The guy was built like a wrestler and looked like a movie star. I had seen him without his shirt on once and almost drooled. The man had a chiseled chest and rock-hard abs to die for. 

Like most of the wolf-shifters, he had thick, brown hair. He kept it just above his collar. I always wondered if their human hair length determined how long the hair on their coat was when they were shifted.

“Jenna, forgive me. I’m not angry with you, only with myself for not being there to protect you.” Rico looked down at his hands, which were balled up on the table.

“Rico, you can’t be with me at all times. You have a pack to run as well as a business. Your training worked. I might be a little bit injured, but overall I’m fine. He got very little blood from me, and in the end he was the one who died. Not me.” I knew Rico was going to be glued to me every night for at least the next few weeks after this. He was always so overprotective of me.

Plus, the training was going to be brutal. Epsom salt baths for the next month, at least.

“Shh, turn up the volume on the TV. They’re talking about all the missing co-eds. Do you guys know anything about this?” I had seen a few reports of freshmen from the local college going missing.

The college said the girls had just up and left. They did leave notes for their roommates and even took their stuff. The current thought was it was too tough on them, and they left. So far, none of them had been reported missing by family back home. I wondered if it was something else, like maybe vampires luring them away to life as acolytes.

“This just in. Another freshman girl has gone missing from the University of New Orleans. Stephanie Cervantes was last seen leaving class almost one week ago. She has long brown hair and is five feet, four inches tall. She was last seen wearing blue jeans and an UNO baseball team shirt.

“Her roommate never reported her missing. It wasn’t until the dorm monitor noticed that Stephanie’s personal belongings were gone that an official report was filed.

“Stephanie’s roommate had a note and gave it to school officials, but we have received a copy. It stated classes were too tough, and Stephanie was going to travel around and see the country before going home. This is the fourth such note we have heard of this semester. School officials have assured us this isn’t uncommon for freshman to take off in the middle of their first term without a good reason.

“Stay tuned for more on this developing story. Sasha, back to you for an update on the hurricane.” 

Sasha came on with her fake boobs and low-cut dress, which only served to distract the men from her report. A report which was usually wrong.

“Alright, you can turn it back down. She’s probably going to spout some more nonsense.” I shook my head and laughed at the open-mouthed stare on Jimmie’s face.

Jimmy was happily married, but it didn’t stop him from being under Sasha’s charms.

It wasn’t long before ten more wolf-shifters showed up. For a place that was supposed to be closed, Uncle Wong’s was pretty busy.

***

Rico walked me home after we’d all eaten. “Jenna, please don’t go anywhere at night alone anymore.”

I wished I had brought the van. The rain started coming down much harder than before. Maybe Sasha was right after all. 

After only two blocks, the winds picked up as well. With the rain coming down and the gusts at least ten miles an hour, I would be drenched by the time I arrived back home.

“Rico, I can’t promise that. We’re training to fight for a reason. I don’t want to let the vampires own the night. If they aren’t going to play by the rules, then I’m going to kill them. Plain and simple.” There was no way I would take the coward’s way out.

“Vampires are no better than terrorists. You can’t let them win. I’m standing up for all humans. I bet once we start killing a few, the queen will make sure they play by the rules. Your council will make sure, right?”

“Jenna, the council has other things to worry about right now. A few rogue vamps who attack women walking alone at night are not on their radar. Not even a little bit. No matter what I say.” Rico pulled me to a stop next to him.

“If you want, you and your sisters can come out to my place and ride out the storm. We have a few boats in case the levees break again, or the water level gets too high. Either way, I think it might be safer if you all stayed with us for the next couple days.” Rico swept a wet, stringy lock of hair out of my eyes.

A few months back, Rico had asked me out. I shot him down. The timing was all off. Since then, he’d backed off. I wasn’t sure if it was what I wanted or not. 

Times like this, when it was just the two of us and he touched me, was when I wondered if I’d made the wrong choice. He had to know my heart was beating a mile a minute. Part of me wanted him to kiss me, and another just wanted a long soak in a hot bath. Alone.

“Thank you for the offer, but what about our store? We have to get everything up off the ground floor before we can think about leaving. I would feel better if we could bring our instruments with us. Will they be safe at your place?” 

Our instruments were among our most treasured possessions. We could lose the store and be okay. The loss of our guitars and drums would kill us.

“Of course. You can bring anything you want. How about I come over tomorrow with one of our vans and help you pack up? I can even have a few of the wolves help clear out your store just in case the water level rises too high.” 

We lived below sea level. Hurricanes and tropical storms hit all the time. We had a system for when the weather turned bad, like it would in the next day or two.

“Thanks, Rico. That would be wonderful. Now, can I get home and take a hot bath? I really want this stench off of me.” I laughed. 

He had to be smelling me. Not to mention the fact of how I must look like a drowned cat by now. I only had a light hoodie on, which did nothing to keep the rain off my clothes and hair.

“Of course. I’ll walk you home and then go take care of the trash you left behind.” Rico winked and walked ahead of me.

 


Chapter 3

Jenna

“Where have you been? I’ve been trying to call you for the past hour!” Kat stopped yelling and stared at me when I walked in the door. Rico was right behind me.

Sam ran and almost tackled me with her hug. “Oh! My! Gosh! Are you alright? What happened? Why didn’t you call us? We were worried sick!”

“I’m fine. Or at least I will be once I take a long soak in the tub. Do we still have any Epsom salt? Or that lavender rose bath ball? I’ll probably need both.” I motioned for Rico to come in and shut the door.

“Once you’ve done that, don’t forget to clean off with rubbing alcohol.” Kat’s nose twitched when she got close enough to smell me.

Sam pushed me back. “Sorry, but can you at least go shower now? Then tell us what happened?” Her eyes were watering.

Great, I didn’t realize my scent was enough to invoke a physical response. Why didn’t anyone tell me it was so bad before? Maybe Rico’s sneezes should have been enough to warn me. Oh well.

“Thanks, what a way to be welcomed home. Fine. I’ll go shower really quickly and get the vamp scent off with the rubbing alcohol. Once I’ve told you all the story, then I’m taking a long bath. Maybe two.” I rubbed my neck where the idiot vamp bit me and walked to the bathroom, leaving Rico to field their questions.

***

Vampires were predators, the type who loved to steal from other vamps. They left a scent on their human acolytes to tell other bloodsuckers to stay away. Rogue vamps were attracted by the scent of other vampires. Kat had learned a long time ago to cover the scent by using rubbing alcohol.

Showering with rubbing alcohol wasn’t something I normally did. “Ouch!” Rubbing alcohol stings on open wounds. 

Thank goodness for Band-Aids and Neosporin. I lathered the gel on my bite marks and covered them up with a Band-Aid after I dressed. 

Towel-drying my hair as I walked into the living room, I called out, “Did Rico tell you I killed my first vamp tonight? All by myself, too!”

“He also told us you were looking to get in bed with that vamp,” Sam said. “Really, Jenna. You should know better than to play house with a bloodsucker!” Sam shook her head while stifling a laugh.

“Ha, ha!” I looked around the room. “Where’s Rico?”

“He said something about needing to run off some steam? What happened? He said he would be back in the morning to help us pack. What does that mean?” Kat stood in front of the stove while a teapot simmered.

“Um, I agreed we would all go to his place tomorrow to sit out the storm. Looks like it’s going to be a Cat 2.” Chewing on my lower lip, I wondered how much work we had before us.

“Yeah, we heard,” Kat said. “We started clearing out the floor downstairs just in case. We aren’t done, though. There’s still at least five hours of work to be done. You should probably get some sleep and help with the rest early in the morning.” She poured me a hot cup of my favorite rose tea.

Indie rolled her eyes. “I don’t see why we have to evacuate. It’s only a Cat 2. We can totally weather the storm right here above our shop like we normally do.” 

It was a bit much to evacuate for this storm.

“I think it’ll be good for Rico,” I said. “Plus, they have an awesome game room.” Yes, I was using the wolf pack for their toys.

My sisters stopped what they were doing and looked to Sam as she entered the kitchen. We all laughed. Sam had a crush on one of the guys in Rico’s pack. It was also going to be a chance for Sam and Kyrie to spend more time together.

Sam came up and hugged me. “That’s much better! I don’t smell the rubbing alcohol. Did you use it?”

“Yes, and I covered my body in lavender lotion. Hopefully I’ll be able to sleep. If I can’t sleep, I’ll get up and start packing. I can always sleep once we’re at Rico’s.” 

The pack all lived together in a sort of commune outside
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