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I splashed cold water on my face, as if that could wash away what I’d seen. Tonight’s nightmare was the same as a few nights before. It doesn’t happen every night, but for the past three months I kept dreaming of her, a young woman covered in blood. I usually woke up when she screamed, but not tonight.

Tonight I got a really good look at her eyes. Other details were not as clear, but I will never forget those eyes. Before that moment I thought I was having visions of a victim. I was seeing a murderer. The hatred in her gaze gave me a chill that I could not shake. I looked once more at my haunted reflection before pulling on a thick robe.

My hands were cold, but I refuse to wear gloves in my own home. Gloves are my usual defense against the rest of the world. Often when I touch people, I see things. Sometimes it’s a premonition of things to come, and other times it is a vision of the past. However it occurs, I typically see whatever I am going to see on contact, not later in my dreams. Things I have seen in my dreams before were about me, not someone else. But I don’t know this woman and can’t figure out a connection.

I shudder to think that I came in contact with her and accidentally touched her. Occasionally, I get visions from touching objects if someone experienced a strong emotion while holding it. That doesn’t happen often, thank goodness. Otherwise, I’d never be able to touch anything with my bare hands.

I climbed back in bed, but there was no way I could sleep now. I turned on the TV and there was an advertisement for Notte Oscura. It’s a huge macabre theme park near the beach. Notte Oscura has been open for nearly two years and I still haven’t gone.

According to all the commercials it looks like a Mardi Gras/Carnival party, only with vampires, werewolves, and other creatures of the night. My friend Liza goes there fairly often. She really enjoys the night club, Midnight Jamboree. The main reason she hasn’t been able to talk me into going with her yet is because I avoid crowds. The last time I went to a night club, a man bumped into me and his bare hand touched my arm. I saw that he was about to die. He was going to be hit by a buss as soon as he left the building. The club was crowded and when he touched me, he quickly apologized and kept moving toward the door. I tried to fight my way through the crowd to reach him. I even yelled for him to stop, but the music was too loud. I didn’t make it in time. Just as I stumbled outside onto the sidewalk, the bus ran him down. All I could do was scream.

That was two years ago and sometimes I still see his face when I close my eyes.

“Come on down and join us,” the man on the commercial said with a smile. “We are open every evening, from dusk till dawn.”

I looked at the clock. It was just after midnight and I wasn’t going to sleep any more tonight. I’m not sure why, but I suddenly felt compelled to go. Maybe I would find answers to these upsetting dreams, or maybe I would simply forget to worry for a few hours. Either way, I decided to get dressed and pay Notte Oscura a visit.
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I put on my favorite jeans, knee-high boots, and a tight black sweater. It was early January and cold as shit. People think that it doesn’t get that cold in Florida. Trust me when I say that cold air and high humidity do not mix well. The temperatures may not drop as low here, but wet cold is so much worse than dry cold. At least, in my opinion. The thermostat on my porch said it was twenty degrees. For once, my gloves wouldn’t look out of place.

The good news was, this was the off season for Panama City. However, there was still traffic backed up down the street in front of Notte Oscura. I remember reading somewhere that the theme park’s name was Italian for Dark Night. After I finally found a parking place and got a better look at the park, I had to say the name was appropriate. Commercials didn’t do it justice. Even what I could see from the outside was impressive.

The sounds of laughter and screams could be heard from the parking lot and as I made my way to the ticket booth, I heard music as well. The combined scents of fresh salty air and cotton candy reached me as I drew closer. I already felt better. This was a good decision. I smiled as the cold wind whipped my long curly hair across my face. I hadn’t felt this good in months. Maybe Liza was right, maybe I did need to get out more.

The line out front was long, but it moved quickly. After I bought my ticket, I stood inside the gates, shivering for a moment, wondering where to go first. The top of a huge Ferris wheel could be seen behind a large building labeled, “Midnight Jamboree,” in neon purple letters. Music thumped loudly every time the doors opened. To my right I saw another building labeled, “Arena 1.” There was a poster nearby of a talk man in a cloak with lightening in the background. It was labeled, “Frankenstein.” Beside this was a poster of the sexiest man I’d ever seen. He was dressed all in black, with a cloak pulled back to reveal his dark hair and striking features. I stood there for a moment, as if in a trance. There was something in his eyes that seemed to capture me. And those lips!

“Fuck me,” I said in an undertone.

There was no label on this picture, so I had no idea who he was, but I was guessing he was a vampire.

I had taken a few steps toward Arena 1 when a swarm of bats flew out of the entrance and scattered into the wind. This was followed immediately by a crowd of screaming women. It looked like they were trying to catch the bats.

“What the hell?” I said to myself.

I was still staring at this bizarre spectacle when a werewolf nearly ran me down.

That’s right, a werewolf. I’d never seen one up close before and as he reached out clawed hands to steady me, all I could do was stare.

“I’m so sorry. You all right there, darlin’?”

Wow. Was that a Kentucky accent I detected? A lot of people don’t realize there is a difference in Southern accents, but there is. I had an aunt from Kentucky; it is not an accent you could easily mistake.

I looked up into the face of the wolfman and probably surprised us both when I laughed.

“I guess I should be screaming,” I said, jokingly. “And yes, I’m fine. I take it you work here?”

He gave me what I’m sure was a smile, but it was scary as hell.

“And I take it I’m not the first werewolf you’ve seen?”

“Up close? Yeah, you are. But if you are on this side of the gate, I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt.”

I can’t say for certain why I wasn’t afraid of him, I simply wasn’t. If anything, this seven-foot wolfman made me feel at ease. That made no sense at all. He was a full-on beast, with massive claws, teeth that could easily bite off a body part, and a cock that hung to his knees. Yeah, he was just a little bit intimidating. Obviously, Notte Oscura is for the twenty-one and over crowd only. I also hear it’s avoided by religious nutters and prudes, or anyone else who would be offended by werewolf cock. Liza had warned me, but I really wasn’t prepared. I couldn’t stop staring.

He laughed, a strange sound coming from a werewolf.

Since he’d caught me looking and I was a grown woman I saw no reason to be embarrassed.

“Nice,” I said.

“I’m Edward,” he said, extending a clawed hand. I also noticed he was covering up that accent I detected a moment ago.

“I’m Rosalie. Pleased to meet you. So, do screaming women chase a swarm of bats here every night?”

He laughed again. “This is your first time at Notte Oscura?”

As he said the name of the theme park he made a grand, dramatic gesture toward the scenery around us and I laughed. Seeing a fully transformed werewolf with an obviously human personality took me by surprise. I guess I expected more “wolf” and less “man.”

“Yes, it is. I thought I would check out Midnight Jamboree.”

“Good choice. As for the bats, that was Kurtis, our resident Dracula impersonator. He’s good, sometimes a little too good.”

“Are you saying that he had to turn into a swarm of bats to escape being molested by a mob of women?” I couldn’t keep the laughter from my voice.

Edward shrugged. “It happens. He should be making an appearance at the club shortly though. He’s there most every night, to help create a certain atmosphere.”

About that time a tall man in a long black cloak stepped out of the arena and waved at Edward. I recognized him as the man from the “Frankenstein” poster.

“Did he get away?” the man called.

“Yeah.”

The man in the cloak laughed and went back inside.

“That’s Frank,” Edward said. “He owns the place. I better get back inside, my act is up soon. It was nice meeting you, Rosalie. Tell Reid I said to hook you up, that’s the bartender at Midnight Jamboree.”

“Thanks, I will. Is he a werewolf too?”

“Yeah, but he shouldn’t have his dick hanging out or anything.”

I laughed as he turned to leave.
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Techno-goth music pumped loud and hard out of the club as I made my way through the door. I was greeted by a gyrating ocean of bodies. As lights passed over certain areas of the crowd, some people’s eyes reflected the light differently. Some looked red, others were amber, and even electric blue. Clearly the majority of this crowd was not human. I stood there observing for a moment and realized this did not bother me in the slightest. Midnight Jamboree is two stories high, but judging by the way everyone was packed in, and the roped off stairs, I guessed the top floor to be a VIP lounge.

Despite me not being a fan of crowds, I felt more at ease here than I had in a long time. I moved slowly through the crowd, still catching glimpses of otherworldly eyes here and there. The only skin I had showing was on my face, and no one touched that. My long sleeves and gloves blocked everything else, so as people brushed against me, I didn’t have to worry about random visions.

I looked up toward the ceiling. At least a hundred streamers of plastic bats ran from the ceiling straight down. Others ran side to side. Each had a tiny mirror attached so the strobe lights bounced like crazy. Purple, red, and green lights flashed over the crowd almost in time with the music.

The bar was near the back of the building, two steps down into the floor. I selected a barstool all the way on the left side. Two seats were empty to my right and no one could get on my other side.

The bartender was about six feet tall, with shaggy brown hair, and dark eyes. He smiled easily enough when he noticed me.

“What can I get for you?” he asked.

“Are you Reid?”

He raised an eyebrow. “That depends on who’s asking,” he said playfully.

“I’m Rosalie. This is my first time here and Edward said to ask you to hook me up.”

“Ah,” he said. “I’ve got just the thing.”

I watched the crowd and took a few deep breaths while he mixed my drink. I couldn’t believe how much better I felt. I was still unnerved by my recent dreams, but the loud music made it hard to think about anything else. That was a blessing.

A short while later, Reid put a huge margarita in front of me, complete with a little bat umbrella.

“Awesome,” I said, smiling.

“So, how do you know Edward?” he asked.

“I don’t really, we just met. We sort of ran into each other. I think he was following a swarm of bats being chased by screaming women.”

“Ah, so you witnessed my daring escape.”

I turned toward the sound of the smooth masculine voice. The man behind me had short, black hair that was slicked back, blue/green eyes, and a magnificent smile that flashed his fangs. I instantly recognized him as the gorgeous man from the poster. He was about six feet tall, wearing a three-piece black suit and lacy, white cravat. He was the very definition of what most people thought of when they heard the word “vampire.” How had he gotten so close without me noticing?

“That was you?” I said. I couldn’t help but return his smile.

“I’m Kurtis,” he said, extending his hand.

“Rosalie.”

When we shook, he held onto my hand a moment longer than was necessary. I knew vampires had heightened senses, and I wondered if he could hear how fast my heart was beating now. Maybe not above the music.

“Are you still cold enough to need these?” he asked, caressing the back of my black leather glove. “Even in here?”

“They are more necessary than you think.”

“Tell me about it,” he said, taking the seat beside me.

The barstools were so close together that if someone sat beside you, you couldn’t help but touch them. His thigh brushed against mine, and through my jeans I felt his warmth. That surprised me. I always thought of vampires as being cold. Kurtis turned his body toward me and the scent of his cologne made my heart flutter, just as his nearness kicked my libido into overdrive. Damn, he was sexy.
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It isn’t like me to open up to people about my abilities, so it shocked me when I said, “If I touch people directly, skin against skin, I sometimes have visions. I prefer to avoid that.”

Maybe I was so honest with him because I knew everyone who worked there could relate to being “different.” Part of Notte Oscura’s claim to fame was that they employed, almost exclusively, preternatural creatures. I’m sure they hired some humans, but not many. They didn’t openly advertise this. I’m assuming that was so they wouldn’t be sued for discrimination against humans. It was one of those facts everyone in the area had probably heard by that time. I heard it from Liza. I think she heard it from someone at Midnight Jamboree.

“You have a psychic ability?”

“I’m not sure what you’d call it.”

“Can you tell me more about it?”

He seemed genuinely interested and I found that when he asked, I couldn’t seem to shut up. The only person other than my grandmother who knew about my ability was Liza. But for the next hour, I practically told Kurtis my life’s story. It wasn’t just because he was handsome and it wasn’t simply because I was lonely. I felt compelled to seek a connection with him. I can’t explain it.

“Have you had these visions all your life?” he asked.

His voice was deep, smooth, and mellow. He could probably read the phone book and make me drool.

Reid sat a wine glass in front of him, but I knew the dark red liquid was not wine. Seeing him take a sip of blood didn’t bother me in the slightest. The bartender noticed this and smiled at me.

“No,” I said. I paused to finish off my margarita. “The visions started shortly after I hit puberty. As if being a teenage girl wasn’t hard enough. I was a late bloomer, as the expression goes. One day I was at cheerleading practice and I went to boost another girl up in a stunt. The next thing I knew I was seeing her screwing her boyfriend behind the bleachers.”

“Damn.”

“Yeah, that about sums it up. It took me a while to realize what was happening, and that it was caused by touching people. And not all of my visions were so benign. I saw all kinds of things that I never wanted to know. At first everyone thought my gloves were a fashion statement, but then it just got weird. Rumors went around that I’d been disfigured somehow over summer break. When the weather is hot, I wear thinner gloves, but normally I wear the ones that go all the way up to my elbows, like the kind that go with formal dresses.” I shook my head. “It’s strange that talking about something that happened so long ago is still upsetting. I mean, it’s been ten years since I was in high school.”

Kurtis reached over and gently caressed my gloved hand. “It’s not strange at all. If something is painful, it is painful, regardless of the passage of time. Believe me; I know a little something about having your life turned upside down. The gloves actually sound kind of sexy,” he said, smiling. “Not to make light of your situation at all, I simply like to see a woman who doesn’t blend in with the crowd.”

That smile of his certainly didn’t blend in with the crowd either. Those full lips and subtle hint of fang was making me wonder if I’d remembered to buy batteries for my vibrator.

“That’s kind of you to say,” I said, realizing I’d been staring.

“It’s true. It takes courage to be different, and I find courage to be very appealing.”

I smiled as a warmth spread throughout my body. I wanted so badly to touch him, and not through these damn gloves. Many times over the years I had regretted my need to withhold a part of myself, but never more than now. I wanted to strip him naked and run my bare hands over what I’m sure was a fabulous body beneath that suit.

“People take their sense of touch for granted,” I said. “The softness of someone’s hair, the gentle warmth of a hand. It’s all so commonplace.”

I hadn’t meant to sound vulnerable, or to let so much of my loneliness be seen. But there it was, and I couldn’t take the words back.

“I feel the same way about the sense of taste,” he said longingly. “What I wouldn’t give to be able to taste a jelly doughnut.”

I laughed and it felt really good.

“You wear that smile well,” he said, flashing me another charismatic grin. “But I get the feeling that you don’t wear it often enough.”

“You’re very perceptive.”

He winked. “It’s part of my job, but that should not suggest that I don’t have a genuine interest in you.”

“Is that so?”

It was then I noticed that a small crowd of women was forming around us. Some of them were obviously breathing hard. I couldn’t tell if they were aroused, or if they’d been running. Maybe it was a little of both. Some of them looked near violence, judging by their facial expressions.

“Damn,” Kurtis said softly. “I forgot that they can see me now.”

“How did you get in here without being seen?” I asked.

“Oh, I can turn to mist.”

“Wow. Just like Dracula in old movies?”

His smile flashed me some fang again. “Just like Dracula. I’ve got to get out of here. Do you want to meet me down by the beach?”

“I would love to, but I have some work to finish.” It was true. I had to email several files before 8 am, and I hadn’t even finished typing them yet. I wanted to go with Kurtis more than I could express, but I couldn’t abandon my job.

“What do you do?” he asked, glancing at the women as they moved closer.

“I’m a medical transcriptionist. It’s something I can do from home, and not have to risk touching anyone.”

He looked at the women again. “Don’t take this as a sign of rejection, but I’m about to have to disappear,” he said, laughter in his voice. “Will you do me the honor of meeting me here tomorrow? If I don’t disappear, and there aren’t any women chasing me?”

“How could I refuse such a sexy offer?”

“I’ll ask Edward to meet you at the gate. Wait, you don’t know what he looks like as a human.”

I laughed. “I’ll figure it out.”

“Does dusk work for you?”

“Perfect.”

“Until then, it was nice meeting you, Rosalie.”

He kissed the back of my gloved hand, and an instant later he vanished.
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As Kurtis vanished the women moved forward. I balled my fists tight, preparing to punch the one closest to me when a tall, slender man with blond hair stepped in the way. He was wearing dark slacks, and a bright blue dress shirt that seemed to glow beneath the lights. I thought of Kurtis’ earlier remark and couldn’t help noticing that this man didn’t blend in with the crowd either. It wasn’t just the way he was dressed, it was his presence. There was something different about him.

“Nothing to see here, ladies,” he said, waving his arms around. “Now, kindly back up before I put a spell on you.”

“That’s Reese,” the bartender said, leaning close to me. “He’s a wizard.”

“Any particular reason your names sound so similar?” I asked.

“Nope,” they answered together as the wizard sat down beside me.

“Reese,” he said, extending his hand.

“I’m Rosalie, and thanks for your help just now.”

“Not a problem.” He raised an eyebrow at my gloves, but didn’t comment otherwise. “Women get a little crazy when Kurtis is around.”

“He’s sexy and all, but aren’t they taking it to the extreme?” I asked.

Reese looked at me more closely then. “Ah, he didn’t use his powers on you. That says a lot.”

“What powers?” I asked.

“Kurtis is a very powerful hypnotist. You should see what he can do with a crowd sometime, it’s pretty entertaining.”

“I thought that went against The Laws of Vampiric Tolerance.”

Reese looked impressed. “You actually read those?” He laughed. “Not many people even remember they exist.”

“And that’s a shame,” the bartender interjected. “Most of the time, it’s the vamps being treated unfairly but they’re afraid to speak up.”

“You must be referring to the part that says, ‘Those possessing the ability to hypnotize either with their voice or their gaze shall not do so on unwilling individuals. Use of such abilities in public can carry punishments ranging from fines to death depending on the severity of the circumstances,’” Reese said.

“Wow. Did you memorize them?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I work in a place full of vampires and I have an excellent memory. But to answer your question, it’s technically illegal, since the crowd hasn’t signed a consent waver. BUT, he doesn’t harm anyone, and no one has ever complained.”

“And what does it say that he didn’t use these powers on me?”

The wizard smiled. “It says that he likes you. If Kurtis is actually interested in a woman, he never uses his powers on her.”

“And if he had, are you saying I’d be part of that mob following him around?”

Reese shrugged. “Possibly. I don’t know how much you know about vampires, but they each have a ‘gift’ of sorts. Kurtis’ gift is his charm. When he switches it on, women are powerless.” He paused. “And some men.”

“Don’t go trying to play matchmaker again, they already have a date for tomorrow,” the bartender said. Then to me he added, “It’s his specialty, always meddling.”

“Suck my balls,” Reese said to him.

“How about a vodka tonic instead?”

“You read my mind.”

I instantly liked the wizard, I couldn’t help myself. There was something very welcoming about him.

“As much fun as I’m having, I’m going to have to call it a night,” I said to them as I rose to leave.

“But I just got here,” Reese said playfully.
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