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Chapter One
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It’s hard enough finding a job these days, but try adding the word “vampire” to your resume and you can forget it. At first I thought it would be easy. All I needed to do was find something at night. Most people didn’t want the graveyard shift, or so I thought. The truth is most people don’t want to work with vampires. They want to observe them from a safe distance and the really brave ones want to poke one with a stick. 

Sure there were nightclubs that catered to fang bait, but I’d never bartended or waited tables and those positions were filled, even if I had experience. It was for these reasons that my unemployed ass was on its way to Notte Oscura. That’s the name of the large theme park near the beach. It’s Italian for Dark Night. What’s the theme? Anything macabre. They’ve got vampires, werewolves and everything in between. They’ve also got a nightclub that serves blood; it’s called Midnight Jamboree. 

I was grateful for my superhuman speed, because my car was out of gas and I couldn’t afford to fill it up. None of this was as depressing as it would have been if I was still human. After all, I didn’t have to worry about buying groceries and willing victims could still be found. Most of the time. The main problem with that was I was a new vampire and hadn’t quite figured out all of my powers of persuasion yet. So, rather than trying to seduce someone and failing utterly, I was going to the club. I had just enough cash for a pint of warm blood.

I stopped running a few feet away from the line outside the front gate and ran a hand through my hair. The line moved quickly. When the vamp at the gate said, “That’ll be thirty-five dollars,” I realized I wasn’t going to be able to afford a drink and the entrance ticket.

Maybe it was my hesitation that brought him to my rescue, but for whatever reason someone said, “I’ve got it.”

I turned toward my savior and saw a handsome man in a dark blue, pinstripe suit. He looked immaculate. His hair was perfect, his skin flawless. He looked too good to be human, but apparently he was because I didn’t sense that he was a vampire and he didn’t smell like anything else. That may sound strange, but my senses are how I tell who or what I’m dealing with.

“Thank you,” I said, offering him a smile. 

“May I join you?”

“Sure.” What else could I say after he bought my ticket?

Notte Oscura looks like the biggest Mardi Gras party (with a variety of monsters) known to mankind and it covers several acres. I’ve never been over the entire park. It’s a new attraction to Panama City two years in the making. In the six months since it opened, Notte Oscura has made the news at least once a week.

My strange companion and I entered through the front gate and started walking across the grounds. Music thumped from the direction of the nightclub and screams of delight echoed from other attractions.

“Do you come here often?” he asked.

I shrugged. “This is my third visit. I was on my way to Midnight Jamboree.”

“Do a lot of vampires go there?”

I stopped suddenly and looked at him. Ordinary people shouldn’t be able to tell what I am. Not by looking at me. I’m not one of those “vamp pride” people who do their best to stand out. “Why would you ask me that?”

His perfect smile unnerved me. “You flashed your fangs when you smiled.”

Liar. I never flashed my fangs. That’s a dead give-a-way that you’re dealing with a newbie and I’d worked really hard practicing my smile. Still, he was nice enough to pay for my ticket and I didn’t want to be rude. Apparently, he had no such qualms.

In an instant his smile was gone and his expression was stern. “You’ve obviously got no interest in me and I’ve got no interest in you. You’re starving and from the looks of you, you haven’t fed in days.”

“Who the fuck—”

I had a really good streak of curse words ready for him, but he cut me off.

“Just listen. You’re out of work, right?”

“Yes, but—”

“What part of shut up do you not understand? There’s something here I need and I’ll pay you to get it for me. If you’re wondering how I knew you were out of work, that’s simple. Lots of people are out of work, especially vampires. You look hungry and you ran rather than drive a car.”

Wow. He’d been watching me since I arrived. That was creepy. I took a step back, putting my hands on my hips. “After the way you just spoke to me, you’re lucky I’m not into tearing people’s throats out.”

“I’m offering you a job.”

“Stick it up your ass.”

“One thousand in cash for information.”

I almost choked. “Information?”

“Nice to see I finally have your attention. Yes, that’s all I want.”

“What kind of information?”

He reached into his coat and pulled out an envelope. When I was reluctant to accept he elaborated, “Anything, everything. Just observe. See if they’re hiring. I’ll pay more for inside information.”

“About what? Since you’ve already broken the asshole barrier I’ll tell you straight. I hate it when people aren’t specific. What are you, competition? You want to know how they make their rides, how they do magic tricks?”

He laughed. “Nothing that elaborate. Just tell me what you see, what you hear. I’ll decide if it’s important or not.”

When I still hesitated he thrust the envelope into my hand. “Just take it.”

“How will I contact you? I don’t even know your name.”

“It’s Adam,” he said, handing me what looked like a business card. “And I’ll contact you.”

I looked at the card. It was completely blank except for his name written in the same dark blue as his suit. “Adam,” no last name.

He was already walking away when I said, “Don’t you want to know my name?”

Without turning back he answered, “No.” 

The bastard left me fuming and with no recourse except to stand there and look pissed. He also left me with an envelope full of cash. “Holy shit.” I gave the contents of the envelope a quick glance and it looked like a thousand to me. Why did I feel like I’d just made a deal with the devil? 

Since I’d been out looking for a job, I was wearing a black suit and green, silk shirt. I’d tried to look appropriate to the places I’d gone job hunting. I fit in well with the crowd here, right down to my fangs. I liked my suit, but I didn’t have a pocket to hide the envelope. For some reason, designers never think that a woman’s suit should be functional as well as look good. I tucked Adam’s card in with the money and stuffed the envelope down my pants at the small of my back. I figured if people in movies could hide guns there, I could hide some cash.

Even though I had the money for a drink now, I was concerned about how easily Adam had identified me. Most people didn’t know I was a vampire until I told them. Not that I went around bragging or anything. 

On my way to Midnight Jamboree, I stopped at the restroom. By the way, vampires don’t actually need bathrooms unless we over-drink, which I have only done once. And if you’re wondering, our urine is stained pink, just like our tears. 

No one seemed to notice as I took a good look at myself in the mirror. It was true I hadn’t fed in two days, but I hardly looked starved. The lighting made my hazel eyes look darker and my long, red hair seemed to glow. I was pale even before becoming a vampire, so that hadn’t changed. I smiled at myself, just like I’d smiled at Adam. Not one hint of fang. I widened the smile sarcastically as I wondered how he’d known. At the time I was too pissed off to really let his words sink in. He’d seen me running at superhuman speed. Obviously, I was a vampire or a superhero. Since superheroes weren’t real (to my knowledge anyway) that left one option.

“Nice fangs,” said a young blond as she washed her hands. “Where’d you get them?”

“Outside a club in Atlanta.”

I watched as my meaning became clear to her and couldn’t help but laugh as she replied with a startled, “Oh.”

Maybe my reaction to her had something to do with the rough night I was having. Or maybe it was because I hated wannabes. She was wearing what I’m sure was supposed to be a sexy vampire costume. After the way I’d been discriminated against trying to find a job, I wanted to strangle her with her garish cape. Instead, I gave her a broad fang-filled smile and walked out of the dungeon-looking restroom. 

It was late January and there was still a chill in the air, even in Florida. I’m not sure if it was the warmth coming from inside or fate that made me walk into the main arena that night. The air was filled with the scents of cotton candy and lots of liquor. Needless to say, Notte Oscura was for the twenty-one and over crowd. 

I hadn’t taken in any of the attractions on my previous visits, so I had no idea what I was walking into, or why most of the women in the crowd reeked of sexual arousal. I heard the crackle of electricity, and then I saw him. He was well over six feet tall and stood directly in the center of the stage. He was stripped to the waist and though the man had many scars, they did not distract from his beauty. His head was down and mounds of long, black hair trailed over his chest. It looked like the beginning of a live S&M show. His arms were bound to what appeared to be enormous antennas, the way he was turned showed off the well sculpted muscles of his arms. It also revealed what looked like a completely metallic right elbow. He twitched slightly and lightning arched between the poles and from numerous other places around the stage. As the flashes of light and crackle of electricity came to a peak, he tossed back his hair and with a primal yell, broke free from his chains. 

He smiled. The crowd went wild and in that instant, looking at that smile, I knew I was lost. The lightning stopped and with a dramatic flair the tall man slipped into a cloak. 

“My name is Frank, and I’ll be your host this evening. Welcome to Notte Oscura.”

The crowd cheered again and I took an involuntary step forward. Though he used his hair to cover the right side of his face, I could tell he had another scar there. I was trying to get a better look when someone pinched my ass. I can think of few things that piss me off more. I reached behind, using my superior speed to grab the pincher by the wrist. I was a bit surprised to feel fur, but that didn’t stop me. I twisted the arm with a violence born of the frustration of my night and locked his elbow in place, taking the werewolf to the floor with a pain-filled howl. This all happened just as Frank said, “Please allow me to introduce...” His words trailed off as the spotlight hit us. “Our new werewolf tamer!”

Frank began to clap and the crowd soon joined him. 

“You’re hurting my arm,” the werewolf growled, though he was careful to keep his voice fairly low. Obviously, he didn’t want the crowd to hear. 

“I should break it,” I said, pushing down harder to emphasize my words.

He yelped again, but I let him up. He ran onto the stage, snarling and growling on all-fours. With a gesture from Frank, I followed.
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I was on a stage between Frankenstein and The Wolfman and I hadn’t even worn a cape. Frank was saying something to the crowd about helping with tonight’s demonstration. I didn’t hear most of what he said because I didn’t like to be in front of people. It wasn’t exactly stage fright, more like mild anxiety. And he was freaking huge. I felt like a dwarf standing beside him. His cloak could have been used as my bed sheet. I’m five-four and I was wearing heels. Judging by how much Frank still towered over me, I estimated him to be around six-foot-six.

When he took me by the wrist my heart leapt. I looked up at him and all I was feeling must have shown in my eyes. 

“Don’t be afraid,” he said softly. His deep voice so close to my ear made me shiver. “I won’t hurt you.” His words were spoken at a volume for my ears alone. Not even the snarling werewolf across the stage could hear us. From the reaction of the crowd, we must have looked very intimate. Cat-calls echoed off the walls as some guy in the front row yelled, “Give it to her, Frank!”

Everyone laughed and I did my best to smile, that is until he placed a long whip in my hand. Okay, now I was afraid. Frank stepped behind me, placing his large hands over mine. When he bent forward, I found myself pressed back against his body and as his cloak fell open, I was almost completely covered. 

“What the hell?” I whispered, looking back at him.

He winked down at me and I noticed for the first time that his eyes were gray. Not like a normal bluish gray, but like metal.

“Just play along,” he said. “It’ll be over soon.”

The crowd was loud, the werewolf was freaky, and I was pressed against the most imposing man I’d ever seen. And he wanted me to play along? I took some small comfort in the fact that he smelled good. Really good.

“My heart hasn’t beaten in more than a year,” I said, more to myself than anyone else. 

Frank growled low and sexy against my ear and I trembled so violently I would have dropped the whip if he hadn’t been holding my hand.

“Relax.” His size and the strength I could feel in his hands should have terrified me. But I felt safe. “I know you don’t need to breathe, but take a deep breath for me.” For a second I wondered how he’d known I was a vampire. Then I remembered how fast I’d moved to grab the werewolf’s hand. If Frank had seen that move, there was no other explanation for my speed. 

I did as he asked and Frank started the show. Holding my hands as if he were instructing me, he cracked the whip at the werewolf, who put on a good show of being pissed off. This continued for several minutes, ending with Frank stepping from behind me and pinning the wolf underneath a chair with silver legs. At least, he told the crowd they were silver. They had to be stainless steel because real silver would have burned against the werewolf’s skin. Still, everyone seemed really impressed and applause echoed throughout the arena. 

Frank took a bow as the werewolf fled backstage. 

“And now please welcome, The Wizard, Reese!”

In a flash of smoke and glitter the next performer appeared as I walked to the back of the stage, following Frank behind a large, black curtain. He paused suddenly and I stopped short of running into his back. As he turned toward me his cloak moved fluidly about his impressive frame. With a tilt of his head, his hair fell at just the right angle over his face to conceal the scar I knew he carried there. Only the lower part of the scar was visible. It ended at his jaw line. He had a full, sensuous mouth and his smile seemed to come easily enough.

“Thank you for playing along with our little show tonight. From the looks of the way things got started I believe Edward owes you an apology.”

“Edward?”

About that time the werewolf in question walked around the corner at the end of the hallway. He was using one of his claws to puncture the top of a soda can and for the first time I realized he was completely naked. Obviously, I had known he wasn’t wearing clothes before. But now that he stood up straight, making him a few inches taller than Frank, I could see everything. And I mean everything. I can’t say I was unimpressed.

“That’s me,” he said, his voice low and gravelly. “Edward Gore.”

I laughed. “You’re E. Gore.” I laughed harder and Edward frowned, though I saw a smile tugging at the corner of Frank’s mouth. Have I mentioned how odd it is to see a werewolf frown? It’s like watching a very large, very confused dog slowly becoming angry with you.

The wolfman sighed. “I was about to apologize, but now I’m thinking about how I haven’t had dinner yet and you’re just about bite-size.”

I took a step forward, meeting his challenge. “What are you going to do, beat me to death with that club you’re carrying?” 

When I gestured toward his cock the werewolf burst out laughing. “I like her,” he said to Frank. 

To my surprise the giant behind me answered, “So do I. It’s obvious you don’t like being on a stage, but you handled yourself well. I think you could have taken Edward if I hadn’t interrupted.”

Edward choked on his soda. “Now wait a minute.”

“What should I call you?” Frank asked.

“Katherine.”

“Katherine,” he repeated. My name had never sounded so good. 

His voice was deep, with just enough of a rumble to make me feel weak in the knees. He’d have made a wonderful DJ. Frank’s voice reminded me of those guys who are on the air in the middle of the night that only play sexy, slow R&B. The front of his cloak was open and when I glanced at the long scar that ran across his chest, he closed it. An unreadable expression passed over his face and his gray eyes seemed to smolder. It was a little bit frightening. 

“I’d like to talk to you in my office.” Frank turned as if to walk away and when I hesitated, offered me his hand. “I’ve got a proposition for you.” I knew my hands were cold, especially because I needed blood. But he didn’t flinch when he touched me and I felt the warmth of his touch down to my bones.

His eyes were kind when he looked down at me. As if sensing my need he asked, “Would you like something to drink?”

“That would be great.”

His office was nothing like I expected, but it suited him perfectly. The first thing I noticed was the enormous mahogany desk. No doubt it had been ordered to size. The blood red leather of the chair behind it contrasted well with the dark wood of both the desk and the floor. Draperies gave the illusion of windows and added as much warmth to the room as the electric fireplace on the left wall. I suppose I was expecting something more like the antennae setup he’d had on stage. 

Edward followed and closed the door behind him. I’d never been as close to a fully transformed werewolf before as I was that night. It was intimidating and strangely entertaining at the same time. Here was for all appearances what most people would refer to as a beast. Yet, he acted like a person. He even had the same mannerisms. I couldn’t stop looking at him. I’d met werewolves before, but always assumed they would lose who they were when they transformed. Maybe some did, but Edward wasn’t one of them.

“Please, have a seat,” Frank said, indicating a chocolate colored sofa. 

The leather creaked as I sat down.

“Mind if I sit down?” Edward said, sarcasm obvious in his tone.

“Claws off the leather.”

The werewolf sat beside me, making sure not to puncture the leather while he continued to slurp soda noisily from the can.

“So, if the show is over, why are you still...?” I gestured toward him.

“Still in wolfman form?” He shrugged. “Turning back too quickly drains your energy. If I stay this way for at least an hour, I feel better afterward.”

“Oh. I didn’t know that.”

“I’ve got some synthetic blood and the real thing in O positive,” Frank said, looking into the small fridge behind his desk.

My favorite was AB negative, but I’d take what I could get. “O positive of the real thing, please.”

I watched as he emptied half the contents of a small bag into a glass and placed it in the microwave. 

“Most people don’t know to warm it first,” I said, accepting the glass when he offered it. “Thank you.”

Frank smiled. “You’re not the only vampire around here.” 

I raised the glass to my lips, savoring the first taste as he walked back to the desk. When he propped against the desktop, his cloak fell open, revealing the ridges of his abs and the well sculpted muscles of his legs beneath tight, black pants. My eyes were drawn to his thighs as I imagined what it would feel like to touch him. I shivered, before taking another sip.

“Let me get to the point,” Frank said. “We are in need of a new werewolf tamer and I think you could more than do the job.”

Well, getting a job here was going to be a lot easier than I’d thought. Looks like I had timed things just right. 

“What happened to the last one?” I asked.

“She got eaten,” Edward said. 

When I gave him a strange look, Frank laughed. “She met a guy and moved to California.”

“Like I said, she got eaten,” Edward added.

Frank smiled, but didn’t otherwise comment. I glanced at the long scar on his chest again and Frank closed his cloak as if he’d just realized it was open. Why would a man so willing to show himself on stage cover up in his own office? He did this with surprising grace. In fact, anyone else might have thought he’d suddenly become cold, but I knew discomfort when I saw it. He didn’t like me looking at his scars. 

“You just met me. Why would you offer me a job?”

“Because this is a job a human can’t do. An accidental scratch could cause infection.”

“Not that I’ve ever scratched anybody,” Edward said.

Frank continued, “Another wolf might have their own beast triggered by his change. A vampire doesn’t have to worry about any of those things.”

“And you’re very easy on the eyes,” Edward said. At this comment Frank smiled once more, and I noticed he didn’t object to the wolf’s opinion.

I finished the blood while I considered his offer. Sure, I needed a job, but I didn’t want to sound overeager. Before I could answer Frank said, “How about I give you a tour while you decide?”

“Sounds good to me.”

“Great. Give me a few minutes to get ready and we’ll start.”

Frank turned to the bookshelf beside his desk and removed a thick leather volume. When the bookshelf moved to reveal a door I nearly dropped my empty glass. I thought passageways hidden by bookshelves were only found in movies and old English castles.

“My apartment is below ground,” he explained. “You’re welcome to follow me.” When I hesitated he added with a wink, “Consider it part of your tour.”

Behind the heavy iron door was a set of stairs leading down. “The iron isn’t pretty,” he said, “but it keeps out the fairies.”

“Fairies?”

“Yeah, they’re bad about messing with things just because they can. The little ones, brownies and things like that.”

I followed closely, trying not to step on his cloak. The stairs were fairly steep and as he spoke Frank reached back to take my hand once more. While I wasn’t too wild about going underground, I liked holding his hand. 

“I had no idea that fairies were real.”

“Oh yeah. The last time one got in we had a bogart in a staff member’s underwear drawer for three weeks. That’s when I decided we needed a wizard on staff.”

I laughed. In my mind I pictured some kind of little goblin wearing underwear on his head. “So, Reese is a real wizard then?”

“Yes, but his act is mostly that of a regular magician. He prefers to keep it that way.”

The stairway finally opened into a huge reception area and I stood staring in awe. With a sweep of his hand Frank said, “We run a hotel for vampires. You can’t get much safer from sunlight than being this far underground.”

When I remembered he’d said he lived underground too I asked, “You’re not a vampire, are you?” Because if he was, I couldn’t sense it.

“No.”

Before I could say more a tall, skinny vamp greeted us. Well, more correctly, she greeted Frank. 

“Hey there, boss. Got a new guest?”

“Not exactly. This is Katherine.”

She seemed confused and nibbled on her lip piercing before asking, “Is she staying with us or not?”

Apparently, she was the one who checked people into the hotel. She also seemed to be bothered by my presence. 

Still refusing to greet me she said, “Well, what is Katherine doing here if she isn’t staying with us? The reason I ask is that we’re booked up.”

She clutched the clipboard she’d been carrying to her chest and gave me a fake smile. “I’m Sally, by the way.”

I didn’t return her greeting as it took all I could do not to slap the shit out of her. I hadn’t encountered anyone so rude in a long time. Yes, I considered her worse than the Adam creep I’d met an hour or so before. I suppose that’s because Adam’s rudeness seemed to be just his general manner. The way Sally looked at me, this was personal.

Frank released my hand and took a step toward Sally, giving her a stern look. “Is there a problem here?”

“No,” she said, looking down to avoid his eyes. “We just don’t have any room.”

“Well, if Katherine decides to stay, she can stay with me.”

The way she looked when he said that made everything perfectly clear. It also made me feel sorry for her. A little bit.

“This way,” Frank said, putting a hand against my back to lead me down the left hallway. He leaned closer as we walked. “I’m really sorry about that. Sally has never behaved that way before.”

“Give her a break,” I said, then laughed at his shocked expression. “She’s obviously into you.”

“Sally?” He looked like the thought had not only never occurred to him, but it was completely impossible.

“Yes, Sally. She was giving you the fifty-yard puss pass back there. Don’t tell me you didn’t notice.”

His laughter echoed down the elegant marble hallway and a few people stopped to stare.
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Chapter Three
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The hotel’s architecture was a cross between a Roman style and something out of a Victorian decorating magazine. Lush furniture with lots of marble flooring gave it a really stylish flare. I admired the tall columns along the hallway while Frank continued to laugh at my comment about Sally.

“I think that women are naturally threatened by the presence of other women,” he said.

I stopped and when he turned to face me I felt weak. It wasn’t just his imposing size or the small glimpse of flesh exposed underneath his cloak. It was how much I wanted to touch him that left me shaken.

When I spoke the huskiness in my voice surprised me, “I assure you I am not in the least threatened by other women.”

His smile was knowing and completely masculine. “So I see.” He took a step closer. “What about men?”
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