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To my grandmothers Melba and Doris, I miss you both.

And to Paula for the naked gnomes.

A note from the author:

I just want to give a quick shout out to all my peeps who saw a sexy wolfman on the cover of this book and thought, “I’d totally touch that.” You know that’s why you’re here and I am all for it. 

Psychopomp & Circumstance

Notte Oscura, Book Three

By

Red Dawn
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Chapter One
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“I see dead people.”

That’s all I could manage to say as they approached me, asking questions. One of them moved ahead of the rest, closer to me. He was tall, well-built, with shoulder length blond hair that captured the lights of the Ferris wheel beside us. Why the hell was I standing beside a Ferris wheel?

“Are you all right?” he asked gently. “Can you tell me your name?”

I heard and on some level understood him, but I couldn’t respond the way I wanted to. It was like there was a disconnect between my body and my brain.

“I’m freezing,” I said through chattering teeth.

“Sweetheart, that’s because you’re naked,” he said.

I gasped and looked down. Not only was I completely naked in public, I was covered in blood. I was also relatively certain that I was awake, and not having a nightmare.

“Oh, God,” I moaned. “Oh, what the hell? What’s going on?”

He moved closer and I caught the sultry scent of his cologne on the cold night air.

“Are you hurt?” he asked. “May I come closer to help you?”

All I could manage was a nod.

“Here,” a woman said. She removed her long dark coat and moved close enough to hand it to him, then stepped back. “She’s going to be hypothermic if we don’t get her inside,” she said.

Her long red hair blew wildly on the breeze and I couldn’t help noticing, even under these circumstances, that she had an otherworldly glow about her. I was vaguely aware that she was most likely a vampire. But my mind wasn’t capable of processing all of this at the time.

I couldn’t seem to get beyond naked in public and covered in blood.

“What happened to me?” I asked.

The man smiled down at me and the kindness in his dark eyes nearly overwhelmed me with emotion. There was something so genuine and unfiltered in that look. He wrapped the coat around my shoulders as he said, “I was hoping you could tell me that, darlin.”

He kept one hand on my shoulder as he turned back to the redheaded vampire and said, “I think she’s newly turned. This must be her first transformation.”

“Poor thing. We really need to get her inside. Too many people are starting to crowd here.” She turned to a tall, dark haired man beside her and asked, “Can you do something about them?”

“There’s nothing to see here,” he said, turning to the crowd gathering behind them. “Go back to what you were doing. Have fun.”

He turned back, his green eyes glowing in the semi-darkness as he said with a wink, “They’ll listen to me.”

“You really can’t keep hypnotizing the crowd at random,” she said, but she looked relieved.

“That was what you were asking me to do though, wasn’t it?” he asked.

“I suppose it was. Will you get Frank, please?”

He nodded and disappeared in a flurry of tiny bats.

“What do you mean first transformation?” I finally managed to ask.

“I can help you, if you’ll let me,” the blond man said, looking back down at me. “I promise, we mean you no harm. I think this might be your first transformation. It can be very disorienting for some folks, especially if you go through it alone.”

“I think it would be disorienting for all folks,” the redhead said.

I just wasn’t getting what he meant. “Transformation?”

He smiled at me kindly again. “Into a werewolf.”

“I’m not a werewolf.”

He leaned closer and sniffed my hair. The gesture was strangely erotic.

“You smell like a werewolf.”

“Does that mean I smell bad?”

Those were my last words before I blacked out.
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Chapter Two
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The sound of boot heels clicking on a floor, the feel of a warm body pressed against mine, flashing lights. Someone was holding me tightly in their arms, with my face pressed against their chest. I was being carried somewhere.

“We’re gonna get you help, darlin,” a man’s voice said softly. “Hang in there.”

“You smell good,” I mumbled.

“Hey, you’re breathing. That’s always a good sign.”

“Am I dying?” I asked, trying to look up at him, but unable to lift my head.

“Not if I can help it.”

The next thing I was aware of was a woman speaking to me softly, unintelligible words meant for comfort. I was being washed, very carefully. I felt a towel being draped across my breasts and another over my pelvis.

“What about all the blood?” someone asked.

“These seem self-inflicted,” a different man’s voice responded.

“She has scars, but no new wounds to justify this level of blood loss,” the woman said. She sounded like the vampire from before. I couldn’t open my eyes to be certain.

“That’s because she’s already healing,” the man said.

I managed to barely open my eyes and found myself looking at the vampire woman from before, the tall good-looking man I’m assuming carried me here, and another man dressed in scrubs.

“That’s not possible,” I said, my voice weak. “I can’t be healing that fast. I’m human.”

The vampire lifted up her hand and swiped some blood from my arm. “May I?” she asked me.

I guessed she wanted a taste and nodded my consent.

She ran her tongue across the blood on her fingers and paused, looking thoughtful for a moment. “It doesn’t taste exactly like werewolf blood, but it doesn’t taste human either,” she said.

“Is it my blood?” I asked.

“I didn’t think of that,” she said with a sigh.

I couldn’t keep my eyes open, but I could still hear them talking.

“We can run some tests later, with her consent,” the man in scrubs said. “For now, let’s just get her clean and let her rest.”

“Do we know her name?” the woman asked.

“She didn’t exactly have any I.D. on her,” the tall blond said, “but I could certainly pick that body out of a lineup.”

“Really, Ed?” she scolded.

“Just an observation, she’s got a killer physique.”

“We’re not here to ogle, we’re here to help,” she said, more softly, and went back to washing my arms.
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I was awakened by the smell of coffee, good strong coffee, judging by the robust aroma. I opened my eyes and looked around the room. There was equipment and a bed like you’d expect in a hospital, but the surroundings were much nicer, cozy even.

The soft lilac curtains matched the linens on the bed, and were pulled back to reveal a beautiful ocean view. The delicate hint of wood smoke mingled with the coffee and I found myself smiling at how pleasant it was.

I rose slowly, scooting myself up onto some pillows. A blanket of bright sunflowers had been laid across my legs and I was wearing a pale pink night gown, not one of those horrible ass-hanging-out hospital gowns.

At the foot of the bed was a white antique looking fireplace and in a red velvet Victorian chair in front of it, sipping coffee and reading, was the most handsome man I’d ever seen.

I recognized him immediately as the one who had helped me before, only now I could fully appreciate the sight of him. His pale golden hair reached just below his shoulders and shined in the light streaming in through the double windows. He was lightly tanned and the beginnings of a darker shade of beard were on his cheeks, as if he hadn’t shaved for a day or two. He was wearing a deep red t-shirt and a black vest that looked like velvet. It went well with his worn jeans and black biker boots. A smile touched his pouty lips and I couldn’t help but ask, “What are you reading?”

He looked startled and then his smile made the room even brighter. “You’re awake. How do you feel?”

I took a moment to think that over as I looked down at my arms. I had some pale pink lines, like claw marks across my forearms. I pulled back the covers to find more of the same on my legs.

“At the rate you’ve been healing, those marks should be gone completely in a few days,” he said.

“Wow. I feel all right, I suppose. Could I get some of that coffee?”

“Sure thing,” he said, putting his book and coffee mug aside. “Do you take cream or sugar?”

“Both, and lots of it,” is said, laughing softly. “Where am I?”

“The small clinic on the backside of Notte Oscura. Most people never see this building. It’s for staff only, but considering how you showed up, we didn’t know what else to do. Taking you to a regular hospital didn’t seem like the greatest idea, not with the rate you were healing.”

I took in this new information while watching him pour coffee from the ornate serving tray on a cart near the fireplace.

“Notte Oscura? The theme park?”

He smiled again, turning back to me with coffee in hand. “That’s us,” he said. “Have you been here before?”

“With my clothes on,” I said, accepting the coffee with a smile. “Thank you.”

I took a sip and let the warmth of the liquid and the deep, rich flavor soothe me.

“My name is Edward,” he said softly, taking a seat at the foot of the bed. “Can you tell me now what happened to you the other night?”

“Wait...the other night? How long have I been here?”

“Two days.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Is that what I should call you?” he joked.

“Oh, I’m sorry. All this time and you didn’t even know... I’m Persephone Willis.” I put the coffee on the nightstand and reached over to take his hand. “Thank you, Edward, for getting me out of the crowd and bringing me here. I appreciate your kindness. And the woman that helped, who was she?”

“That’s Katherine. We’d just finished our act and were going to get a bite to eat, well, drink in her case, when we saw you.” He hesitated a moment. “Were you attacked?”

I shook my head and winced when the movement hurt. “I don’t think so. I don’t remember anyone trying to hurt me.”

“What do you remember?”

I sat back and crossed my legs underneath me, taking the coffee back from the nightstand. I took a big sip and tried to remember what the hell happened to me.

“I had a job to do,” I said after a moment. “I remember getting my stuff together and getting dressed. I remember bringing a coat because it’s freezing, even though this is July.”

“Ah, that’s because The Wild Hunt is in the area, or so I’ve heard.”

For those not familiar, The Wild Hunt has many myths surrounding who they are and what their purpose is. The most widely known version is that seeing The Wild Hunt means some sort of catastrophe like war or plague is on the way. People also used to believe that anyone who saw The Hunt would die or be kidnapped and transported to the land of the dead. But that’s ridiculous. The Hunt consists of a variety of fae, goblins, elves, and more than a few werewolves as well, though the wolves are not usually of fae descent. It’s actually much less common for someone with fae blood to contract lycanthrope, but I digress. The Hunt is led by The Horned God, Cernunnous, who I’ve heard is a very good dancer.

Cernunnous is the grim reaper of the magical world. Though they certainly can be subjected to human laws, the fae like to handle their own trouble makers whenever possible. When someone in the magical fae community is sentenced to death Cernunnous is the one who carries out the sentence.

I had no idea why they were in the area and didn’t intend to find out.

“I’ve heard that too. I suppose it must be true, what they say about the cold following them, for these temperatures, not that I’m complaining. Absolutely fuck Florida in the middle of summer.”

He laughed and the deep rumble made me smile in return.

“I don’t get involved in fae business,” he said. “But I enjoy when The Hunt rolls through and drops the temperatures.”

“Same here.”

“What kind of work do you do? And how is it you know about The Wild Hunt? Most people would have been surprised or confused by that information.”

“Well, Edward, I’m sure you can tell already that I am not most people.”

“True enough,” he said, giving me another wolfish grin. “And I seem to recall you saying you see dead people when we found you.”

I laughed. “Oh, my God. That’s all you’ve had to go on for days.” I laughed harder. “I’m sorry, it really shouldn’t be funny.”

“But, it kind of is,” he agreed. “You show up, bloody, naked, with no name, no I.D., and all you can tell us about yourself is that you see dead people. As far as entrances go, that one takes the cake.”

“I’m a psychopomp.”

His eyes widened. “I wasn’t expecting that. I’ll admit all I know is it has something to do with the dead. My knowledge on the subject of psychopomps is very limited.”

“I’m impressed you’ve heard of us at all.”

“I read more than the average werewolf,” he teased. “Please, enlighten me.”

“Hmmm.” I looked him up and down more closely. “That explains your comment about the way I smelled, and sniffing my hair.” Then I remembered what I’d asked him before blacking out. “Do I smell bad? You never answered. I’m not sure what it means when you say I smell like a werewolf.”

He leaned closer to me, but not close enough to touch, and breathed deeply. “It means that you have a very specific type of pheromones, and with the full moon only two weeks away, they’re putting in overtime.”

“You really think I’m a new werewolf? For your information, I wear some badass perfume that was mixed by a local witch. Couldn’t that be what you’re smelling?”

He smiled and slowly shook his head. “Not likely.”

“Why did I change now? Or, two nights ago, I mean. I thought werewolves only transformed on the full moon.”

“On the full moon, we have to transform at some point. Many of us become completely wolf, only a much larger version. And those of us more in control of the beast only ever make it somewhere in between. It’s what has widely become known as the wolfman form.”

“But if that’s what happened, why would I turn now?”

“It’s not unusual for someone to turn when they first contract lycanthropy. An immediate transformation is something that usually happens when the one doing the biting is very powerful.”

“Like I said before, I wasn’t bitten.”

I took another long drink of coffee and steadied myself for the task of puzzling this bullshit out.

“You’re not at all alarmed by this?”

“I escort the souls of the dead into the light. I think I can handle someone telling me they’re a werewolf. Actually, now that I look at you more closely, I think I’ve seen your act.”

“That’s not exactly what I meant, but I can’t tell you how flattered I am that you can recognize me in human form,” he said with a wink. “I’d really like to hear more about what you do. Maybe over breakfast, while we try to sort this all out?”

“Maybe after I get some proper clothes,” I said, laughing softly. “I’m not even wearing a bra.”

Edward laughed and by the look on his face I was expecting a sarcastic remark, but we were interrupted.

“Why didn’t you tell me she was awake?” the man asked.

I recognized him as the man in scrubs from a few nights ago, though now he was wearing a dark blue dress shirt and black slacks. He had dark closely cut hair and bright blue eyes.

“I’m Dr. Connor,” he said, extending his hand to me as he walked around the bed to face us. “And I’m relieved to see you feel well enough to talk and drink coffee.”

“I’m grateful for your help, Dr. Connor,” I said, shaking his hand.

“I’m afraid all I was able to do is clean you up, with the help of Katherine, and give you a place to rest. Normally, we would have given you some fluids too, but werewolves don’t always need them. Can you tell us what happened?”

So, the doctor was also convinced I was a werewolf. I shook my head and again paused because this hurt. You’d think I’d learn.

“I can give you something for that headache, if you’d like,” Dr. Connor said when I began to massage my temples.

“That would be great. I was just telling Edward that I don’t remember anything past getting ready for work. The next thing I remember, I was here, naked.”

“She’s a psychopomp,” Edward said, clearly excited by the news.

“Oh?” the doctor said, taking some pills from a nearby cabinet. “I’ve never met one of those before. Is this something that has happened before, job related somehow?”

I laughed softly. “Goodness, no. If it had I’d be trying my hand at another job.”

He handed me two of the pills. “Take one and wait an hour. If you have the metabolism of a werewolf, this won’t be enough to knock out the headache. If that’s the case, take the second one too.”

Okay, now I was getting worried again. “What is it?” I asked about the pills.

“A strong dose of acetaminophen.”

“You really think I’m a werewolf?” I used the coffee to wash one pill down, then realized I didn’t have a pocket to put the second one and placed it on the bedside table.

“You have several classic signs of someone who just experienced their first transformation.”

“But I’m certain I have never been bitten by a werewolf. I don’t remember being attacked, not by anyone, human or werewolf. Were there any bites on my body?”

“No,” the doctor said.

“I feel like I should tell you I was turned by a scratch,” Edward said.

“You were?”

“I’ll tell you the whole story later, if you want to hear it, but yes. I’ve always guessed that the werewolf who scratched me had been fighting and had the blood of another wolf on its claws. That’s the only way I can think to explain it, since either blood or saliva in an open wound are necessary for someone to be turned.”

I put down the coffee and put a hand over my heart. “I think I might have a panic attack.” I laughed weakly, trying to lighten the mood. “So much for not being alarmed.”

“I’m sorry,” Edward said softly, moving closer. “It’s a lot to take in, I realize that.” He patted my back gently. “Take a deep breath,” he said. “Whatever happened, we will help you figure this out. You are not alone, Persephone.”

Hearing his smooth, deep voice say my name was both calming and arousing.

“That is incredibly kind of you. Why would you go out of your way for a stranger?”

“Because after we’ve all seen you naked, we feel it’s only fair,” Dr. Connor joked.

I laughed hard enough that I forgot to panic for a moment.

“Seriously though, it’s what we do,” Edward said. “We help people like us to figure things out.”

“And you think that I am people like you?”

“Well, you’re certainly not normal,” Dr. Connor said.

“That’s true enough. Look, I appreciate all of this, but I seriously can’t remember anything. I was hoping my planner might point me in the right direction, but I need to go home to get that. It is safe for me to leave, isn’t it? As much as I want to be in my own home, I also don’t want to take a chance that I might freak out on innocent people, since I don’t know what happened to me.”

“With your permission, I’d like to run some tests,” Dr. Connor said. “It may help us to understand what we’re dealing with exactly.”

“What kind of tests?”

“Honestly, I’m not sure, but a blood test is a safe starting point. Will you consider staying with us until the next full moon?”

“Your stay would be free of charge, and not in our medical facility,” Edward added.

“The next full moon is two weeks away, that should give us a little time to figure this out,” the doctor said.

“I’m not sure what to say.” I paused for a moment. “But, since I don’t know what I’m dealing with either, I’ll accept your help. I mean, I don’t have any better ideas and I need to know what was done to me.”

“So, you believe someone did this? Like an attack or maybe a curse?” Dr. Connor asked.

I shrugged. “Who knows? The sooner we find out though, the better I’ll feel.”

“Is there anyone we should notify for you? To let them know you’re all right?” Edward asked.

“That’s his not-so-subtle way of asking if you’re single,” Dr. Connor said with a smirk. “Is now really the time, Ed?”

“I have an ex-husband and a son that I talk to regularly, but our son is with him at the moment, learning his family’s trade.”

“Which is?” Edward asked.

“He sells magical ingredients and the occasional artifact. He runs a shop in Atlanta called Merlin’s Beard.”

“You’re the ex-wife of Theodore, the dryad?” This seemed to surprise and amuse Edward. “That explains how you knew about The Wild Hunt.”

I wasn’t surprised, because everyone with the slightest bit of magic in their blood seems to know Theo.

“That little green devil,” Edward said, laughing softly.

“That’s an excellent description,” I joked. Theo is the only man I’ve ever dated who is shorter than me. Since I’m five-foot-two that is saying something.

Edward laughed again. “I knew the man had charm, but I truly had no idea. If you have a young child you need to check on, you can use my phone, or the one in the office,” he said.

“My son is twenty. I’m sure he’s fine, but we do talk often, so I’ll send him a text when I finally find my phone. I don’t want to worry him unnecessarily.”

The shocked expression on the werewolf’s face was priceless and certainly made me feel better about myself, sitting there in a night gown looking like God-knows-what.

“He’s twenty? You’re joking, right? Are you part fae?”

I couldn’t help smiling. “Not that I’m aware of. Though there is plenty of magic in my blood, it’s of the human variety.”

“Well, that explains why you aren’t more upset about all of this strangeness,” the doctor said.

“I am well-versed in weird,” I agreed.

“I don’t mean to be rude by asking a lady her age, but ...”

“I turned forty-two in April.”

“Wow,” Edward said at the same time Dr. Connor added, “I would never have guessed that.”

“Yoga and clean living,” I joked. “But seriously, thank you for the flattery. Now, I need to find some clothes and my phone, before my grandmother tracks me down. She’s the one we should worry about being upset by my lack of communication. Have you ever dealt with an eighty-five year old necromancer when she loses her temper?”

They both looked stunned.

“Your grandmother is a necromancer?” Edward asked.

“Yep. Now, about those clothes.”
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Chapter Four
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I used Edward’s phone to call my grandmother while Edward went to talk to someone he called Frank. He said Frank owned Notte Oscura and would want an update.

“But you’re all right?” my gran asked for at least the fifth time.

“As far as I can tell, yes.”

“And you trust these people to help you?”

“I do, actually. They seem genuine enough, and the werewolf is ...” I searched for the right words to describe Edward.

“Alluring?” she asked.

“To say the very least, even under these odd circumstances.”

“Is he the one from the werewolf tamer act, with the massive shlong?”

“Gran!”

Her throaty laughter made me smile and though I didn’t embarrass easily, I could feel my cheeks burning.

“Well, is he?”

“I believe so.”

“Good,” she said with another snort of laughter. “Getting laid might be the best thing in the world for you right now, while you sort this bullshit out. I swear, if someone has had the nerve to put a curse on my granddaughter, I will—“

“I don’t think you should worry about that yet,” I interrupted. “And sex is not the answer to everything.”

“My dear girl, I never said it was, but it might certainly help. Are you sure I don’t need to resurrect anyone to help find who did this to you? I have a few ex-boyfriends who—“

“No, Gran, please don’t resurrect any of your old boyfriends on my account.”

She sighed loudly, no doubt disappointed.

“And here I thought hot flashes were the worst of what to expect in my forties.”

She laughed again. “Oh, having your magic go wonky is much worse. Just hope that once you start the change it doesn’t affect you like it did me.”

“Right now, the change has taken on a new meaning for me. And before you ask again, I don’t think I need any zombies to help figure things out.”

“Well, if you’re sure, dear. Keep me updated.”

When I hung up and turned around I saw Edward standing by the door with a smirk on his face.

“She sounds like a real pistol.”

“Don’t kid yourself. That woman is a loaded shotgun with a hair trigger.”

His laughter made even my headache seem bearable and I couldn’t help smiling again.

“I’m sure she’s an absolute delight,” he said. It was then I noticed his sexy southern drawl was not of the local variety. I’d been too preoccupied before to pay closer attention.

“She’s actually my one of my best friends, besides being my grandmother, and she’s wonderful, provided you aren’t on her bad side.”

“I will keep that in mind.”

Someone huffed loudly and I finally noticed that Edward wasn’t the only man in the room. This guy was shorter, with brown hair, blue eyes, and a look on his face that made me wonder if he’d snorted a skunk or something on his way through the door.

“Are you going to stand here flirting all day? Because I have a job to get back to,” he bitched.

“Don’t be an ass, Greg, you’re just putting out stock. The park doesn’t open until dusk anyway.”

“And some of us have to work to be ready for that,” Greg snapped.

“Well, aren’t you a charmer,” I quipped. “Are these for me?”

When I asked he passed over an armload of clothes. While he did this he looked me up and down, ruthlessly.

“So, you’re what’s got everyone talking?”

“Excuse the fuck out of you,” I said, giving him my full attention. “If everyone is talking about me, then I’m sure you already know I’m not exactly having a great time here. Beating the shit out of a little weasel like you might actually improve my day.”

Edward gave me a startled look that quickly turned to a smile of unbridled appreciation. It made me smile again.

“You don’t have to threaten me, okay,” Greg said. “I’m not having the best day either. Look, I’m sorry. I hope the clothes fit.”

“Just get back to it then,” Edward said, “and try not to piss anyone else off along the way, yeah?”

As soon as Greg huffed his way out the door I turned to Edward. “I don’t know what came over me. I take less and less shit with every birthday, but that was a bit much for me, even on a bad day.”

“You’re probably hormonal.” By the look on my face I’m sure he could tell that was the wrong thing to say to a woman. “I mean in the werewolf sense of the word,” he rushed to explain. “Don’t get me wrong, the little shit had that coming. If I’m right though, about what’s happened to you, the change can sometimes wreak havoc on your hormone levels. It makes some people more aggressive at first as they adjust to ...” He hesitated.

“To being a werewolf. It’s all right, you can say it. I know that’s what you believe has happened.”

“I do, and most people I know had all kinds of crazy hormonal shit going on at the beginning. It’s even more common if you’re turned really young, like late teens, early twenties, or after forty, when a lot of people are already having hormonal changes.”

“Really? I didn’t know that.”

“It can also send your libido into overdrive,” he said with a sultry grin. “That can happen to any of us when in the presence of a stronger wolf, not just those who are new.”

I held up the t-shirt Greg had given me. It was a black, off-shoulder number with a sketch of Ed in werewolf form. “Grab Life By The Fangs,” it said in bold purple letters underneath his picture. “Really?” I repeated, smirking at him over my shoulder.

“That was my idea, yes.” He smiled, then said quickly, “Oh, and this. It isn’t a bra, but it’s better than nothing.”

I laughed as I accepted the sports tank top with fangs on the boobs. “I appreciate the thought,” I said. “Something is always better than nothing when you’re a D-cup.”

I pulled the night gown over my head and started to pull on the oversized t-shirt.

“Whoa,” he said, turning sideways to face the door.

“What?” I laughed softly as I stepped into the black and white striped tights and matching bedroom shoes.

“It’s not to say that I don’t want to look at ... um, you’re a very beautiful woman, Persephone, but I didn’t expect—“

I reached for his shoulder and gently turned him to face me. “You’ve seen it all before, and please, call me Seph.”

“I brought you these too,” he said, taking a pair of bat-shaped sunglasses from his inside vest pocket. “They’re not the most stylish, but if you’re experiencing hangover type symptoms, they can really help.”

“They’re hilarious,” I said, putting them on to soothe my aching eyes. “Aww, are you blushing, Edward? I’ve got all my clothes on now.”

He moved forward quickly, and I immediately took several steps back in response. The sudden bold move might have looked aggressive if anyone was watching, but there was a playful smile on his face as he backed me against the wall.

“Persephone Willis, are you teasing me?” he growled sexily.

He leaned down close to me and to my surprise I turned my head, baring my throat in open invitation. Edward put a finger beneath my chin and turned me to face him. His hands reached for my face as his rock hard body held mine in place. So slowly, and still with that smirk, he removed the bat glasses. As I looked up at him his warm brown eyes slowly bled to amber and through his toothy grin I saw his fangs begin to lengthen.

“Are you frightened?” he asked, the beast rising up in his already deep voice.

“Why? Should I be? Is the Big Bad Wolf threatening to eat me?”

He moved closer to my lips, so close that I began to anticipate the feel of his mouth on mine. And then he gently nipped the tip of my nose with his teeth and laughed as he took a step back.

“Damn, you talk some mad shit,” he said, licking his fangs. “But you are experiencing a lot of changes right now, and as tempting as you are, Ms. Willis, I will not take advantage of the situation.”

“Can you take advantage of an invitation?”

His only response was a wide, devious smile.

I looked him up and down, boldly. “You’ll change your mind, wolfman.”

He busted out laughing and his eyes changed back to that warm honey brown. “That’s what Kurtis calls me. He’s our resident Dracula impersonator.”

“Oh, I think I saw him last night. No, wait, I’ve been asleep for two days. You know what I mean.”

He nodded. “I do. Are you ready to go track down your stuff?”

“You’re going with me?”

“I did say I was going to help. Besides, do you even know where your car is?”

“Actually, no, that’s a good point. Not to be indelicate, but after being asleep for days, I just realized how bad I need to pee. Shouldn’t I have had to go before now?”

“Shifters’ bodies are very efficient at preventing dehydration. If necessary, we can go for days without having to pee, if we’re not getting any liquids.”

He walked to the fireplace and flung himself back into the large Victorian chair. “Take your time, I wanted to finish this chapter,” he said, picking his book back up.
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Chapter Five
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I wished I had longer to watch him like that, lounging by the fire and reading. It was such an appealing sight. But, my bladder felt ready to explode as I dashed into the adjoining bathroom.

I don’t think I’ve ever taken such a long or glorious piss in my life. I felt dizzy when I finally stood up again and as I rested my forehead against the wall to get my bearings, I noticed how lovely the room was. The walls were painted a soft, smoky lilac, and all of the trim work around the door and at the ceiling and baseboards was dark gray. A full tub and shower were to my left, with a beautiful curtain of sunflowers pulled back slightly in invitation.

I tried to focus on the sunflowers and how wonderful the air freshener smelled. The room was still spinning slightly as I turned around to wash my hands. There was still a bit of blood underneath some of my fingernails, but otherwise they did a great job cleaning me up. Of course, I still planned to take a hot shower as soon as I got home.

It was about that time I finally looked in the mirror. “Holy shit,” I said, staring at my wild red hair.

“Everything all right in there?” Edward called.

“I think, um, maybe.”

“Do you need me?” He was obviously right outside the door when he spoke again. Holy shit, how fast could he move?

“I locked the door,” I said, feeling a strong wave of disorientation. “It’s a habit, sorry.”

“That won’t stop me from getting in there if I need to. Do I need to?”

“No, it’s such a pretty door, don’t break it down.” I hesitated. “Just give me a minute.”

“Okay.”

“Can you stay right outside the door?”

“Sure thing, sweetheart.”

I absolutely loved the way he automatically threw in endearments like that. It’s a southern thing, and not everyone’s cup of tea, but it was a major turn on for me.

The slight smile this brought to my lips helped me to focus more easily on staying upright.

“Why don’t you tell me what’s happening right now?” he said, his voice calm and smooth. “Take a deep breath, and walk me through it.”

“I was feeling a little dizzy, but then—“ I paused to take another deep breath. “I looked in the mirror.”

His laughter was soft and very masculine. “Honey, there ain’t nothing wrong with what you’re seeing in the mirror, I promise you that.”

This made me laugh, and helped to slow my breathing further. “You don’t understand, it’s my hair.”

“Darlin, that is a fucking glorious mane and you should be proud of it,” he said, his accent coming through stronger.

I gasped again, caught between breathing too quickly and laughing. “No, Ed, it’s grown about six inches since I’ve been asleep.”

“What?!”

I took one more steadying breath and turned to unlock the door. There he stood, like a brick wall, ready to catch me if need be.

“It grew six inches,” I said, falling into his chest.

Edward held me against him, hard, but not crushing. “That’s not unheard of,” he said softly. “But I can understand it’s a shock.”

“My hair went from touching my bra to tickling my ass.”

The deep sound of laughter rumbled through his chest and I loved the feel of it beneath my ear. I took another deep, slow breath, savoring the scent of his sexy cologne.

“Werewolf pheromones would still affect me, whether or not I’m becoming a wolf too, right?” I asked.

“Are you saying you’re attracted to me?” he growled softly.

“I’m sure you already know the answer to that.”

“Yes, they would, and the closer it gets to the full moon, the stronger the effect.” He bent down and took a deep breath of my hair. “How do you smell this good without having a shower in days?” he purred.

“Just lucky, I guess,” I joked.

“Well, your roots aren’t showing. Are you telling me this bright, glowing red is natural?”

I laughed, but was still a bit too dizzy to pull back to see his face.

“I like it,” he continued. “I just didn’t know this color could be found in nature.”

“It can’t. My hair is naturally red, just not this red. It’s a spell, and it was damn expensive.”

“They have magical hairdressers?”

“I swear, Edward, I have laughed more in the brief and strange time I’ve been here than I have in the past month.”

He stroked the top of my head, seemingly examining my long hair. “Laughter is good for the soul. Besides, there’s enough serious shit to deal with in the world. I try to bring a smile to people’s faces whenever possible.”

“That’s a sweet sentiment. If not for you, I’m sure I’d be having a panic attack at the moment.”

“And what would you do without me, to cope with that?”

“Catch my breath and probably smoke a joint.”

He laughed again and I realized the sound was enough to make me feel just a little bit better.

“Do you feel like you’re experiencing the worst hangover of your life right now?” he asked. “I’m talking about disorientation, possible migraine level headache, weakness, dehydration, nausea, and any other unpleasant symptom you’ve ever felt from overindulging.”

“Besides the hair growth, yes.”

“That’s why I brought the glasses,” he said. “The headache tipped me off.”

“Let me guess, a lot of new werewolves go through this?”

“Not all, but certainly more than a few. It happened to my alpha too, that’s why he was so willing to help me.”

“There’s an alpha werewolf in Florida? I thought the closest one was Marco Barak in Atlanta?”

“I’m talking about Samuel James, from Texas. He’s alpha to the second largest pack in the country, and Marco’s mentor.”

“Really? I think I’ve seen him on TV before, in connection with one of the preternatural night clubs around here. He’s handsome, if I’m remembering the right man.”

Edward poked my ribs playfully and I laughed, steadying myself against his chest enough to stand on my own.

“Don’t ever let Sam hear you say that, you’d have him eating out of your hand. Besides, he has a weakness for redheads.”

I shrugged and forced myself to take a step back. “Doesn’t everyone?” I teased. “I keep having dizzy spells, but I think I’m all right otherwise. I’ll never know what happened if I’m not able to get my shit together enough to leave this room.”

“It could be your blood sugar,” he said, taking my elbow, and leading me to the foot of the bed. “You have been out for two days. Let me get you some juice before we go anywhere. Do you think you could eat something or do you feel sick?”

“You are so thoughtful, and juice is fine. I’m hungry, but I don’t think solid food is a good idea just yet.”

He nodded. “The kitchen is down the hall, I’ll only be a minute.”
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Chapter Six
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When Edward returned he passed me a large black, knit sweater. “I meant to give you this before, but I left it in the kitchen. It’s mine, if you’d like to borrow it. Today is supposed to be another July scorcher,” he joked.

“Thanks. Don’t you need a coat too?”

“Most wolves run a bit hot, but even I will put on a coat before we go out today.”

When I took my first sip of orange juice I realized how thirsty I was. “God, I’m parched,” I said, trying not to gulp.

“Easy,” he said softly. “Take your time and I’ll look for my keys.”

I gave him a questioning look.

“They must have fallen out in here somewhere. I realized when I picked up the sweater that they weren’t in the pocket, like I thought they were.”

“I think I saw some keys on the table beside your book.”

“Ah, thank you. Oh, that’s right, I didn’t finish my chapter. Do you mind? I only have three pages left.”

“By all means,” I said, gesturing toward the chair by the fire.

I took another moment to finish the juice, but was careful not to make any noise as I sat the empty glass on the night stand. He was completely engrossed in whatever it was he was reading and my curiosity got the better of me. I was sneaking slowly in his direction when he looked up from the book with a wicked smile on his face.

To distract him from the fact that I was sneaking up to see what he was reading, I asked a question. “So, what was that you were saying about people’s hormones can go crazy sometimes when they’re a new werewolf?”

“Like I was saying earlier, that happened to my alpha.”

“The sexy one from Texas?” I teased.

He laughed and shook his head. “You should never meet Sam. But, he’s a good example of what I was talking about. He was bitten later in life. He went through some crazy shit as he learned control. For him though, control came very quickly. I’ve also heard that the rougher the transition, the badder the beast. That proved true in his case.”

“So, is that where you’re from, Texas? And did you have a rough transition?”

“No, and yes, I did. I’m from Kentucky, but my alpha is from Texas. He was visiting family in the area around the time I was turned. A friend of mine, guy I grew up with, had recently moved back into the area. He was with me the night it happened and he knew Sam. Since I had no idea what was going on, he put us in touch.”

I moved close to him again, seemingly unable to help myself. I’ve always been bold, and upfront about my thoughts and feelings. But I had never been fearless before. Maybe I was becoming something more primal? Maybe I was a werewolf? Whatever was happening to me, it was more thrilling than it was scary.

I deliberately bumped my thigh against his knee and Edward uncrossed his legs. I took a dominant stance over him, straddling one of his muscular thighs.

“And are you a bad beast?” I teased.

He looked up at me and smiled, his fangs showing once again. “Truth be told, I was blessed to meet an alpha like Sam. The transition was so rough for me, I don’t know if I would have made it without him.”

“Wow, really?” It was then I noticed what he was reading. I snatched the book from him and laughed, taking a step back.

“Hey, that’s private,” he said, but he didn’t sound angry.

“Bitten?” I read the title aloud. “What’s this about? The cover looks nice and raunchy.”

His smile widened. “It is both nice and raunchy. It’s a vampire reverse harem. The author is from Florida, and I’m all about supporting local business. Now, give it back. You can borrow it when I’m done.”

I passed the book back, letting him see I’d kept his place with my finger.

“Well, thank you very much,” he said, putting his bookmark in place.

“You don’t strike me as the romance novel type.”

“You’d be surprised how many men read this stuff; they just don’t want to admit it. But darlin,’ I’ve seen the checkout list from our on-site library.”

I laughed so hard it hurt my head. Again.

“I don’t believe in love at first sight or fated mates, or any of that other romance novel bullshit. It’s hot to read, but it isn’t real.” While I spoke I walked over to the bed and put on the sweater he’d let me borrow.

“Are you so certain, Ms. Willis?” There was a definite invitation in his voice and a bit of the devil behind his smile.

“We can only perceive the world through our own life experiences.”

“True enough. So, what do you believe in, with regard to relationships?”

“I believe in the power of true friendship, the bonds of blood and family, and the power of a good hard fuck.”

He choked a bit on the coffee he’d just picked up. “So, you and Theo never experienced ...?”

“Magical true love at first sight?” I laughed. “No, but that doesn’t meant the relationship was bad. We should get going while I don’t feel dizzy. I’m sure you can understand I am really anxious about figuring this out.”

“Of course.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Seven


[image: ]




The sun was well up by the time we made our way across the main area of the park. I’m guessing that’s why there weren’t a lot of people around.

“Are all of your employees supernatural in some way?” I asked.

“Well, they’re not my employees. Frank owns the park, Kurtis is his partner, though less invested, and I am kind of a silent partner. Meaning that I invest money here and there, give an opinion when asked, and otherwise keep my mouth shut and let people who know how run the place.”

I smiled and took a deep breath of what smelled like cotton candy and hot pretzels.

“You didn’t exactly answer my question. Damn, that smells good. Are they cooking already?”

He followed my gaze to a nearby food booth. “No, they won’t open again for several hours. How strongly do you smell the food?”

“Almost as strongly as if it was fresh.” I sighed. “Shit. That’s not a great sign.”

Edward offered me his arm and I pulled closer to him both for warmth and the simple pleasure of being near a sexy werewolf. We took a few more steps in silence, our shoes crunching on the gravel as we entered one of the parking lots. The wind whipped through my hair and I found the sensation even more exhilarating than usual. The cold breeze also brought another whiff of whatever fragrance Edward was wearing. I licked my lips and tried to not seriously consider tackling him in the parking lot.

“Most of the people here are supernatural in some way,” he said, changing the subject back. “But we do have a lot of human employees too, with and without any magical abilities.”

“Is that guy with the attitude human, Greg, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah, Greg is human and usually not a prick. I’m sorry about that.”

“What’s the deal with him? He seemed to have a problem with me.” I remembered what he said about us flirting and asked, “Does he have a thing for you?”

He laughed. “Wouldn’t do him any good, but I have no idea about his sexuality. I think Greg’s problem is I wouldn’t turn him when he asked.”

“Oh?”

“Not only is it not the greatest idea to go around making your own werewolves willy nilly, but we actually have a policy against it.”

“Seriously? Is it that big of an issue?”

“You might be surprised how often I get asked. Especially once they work here long enough to figure out I’m an alpha. But an alpha without his own pack should definitely not go around making werewolves. That could be perceived as a threat to other pack leaders and cause a whole mess of bullshit that I just don’t want to deal with.”

“You’re an alpha? So you weren’t just talking shit about being a bad beast,” I said playfully.

“Actually, you’re the one who said that about me, and yes I am. I said that about Sam.”

As we continued toward a large, separate garage I asked, “You don’t have anything better to do today than help a stranger figure out why she showed up naked and bloody in a theme park?”

His grin was wicked. “Darlin,’ I can’t think of anything I’d rather be doing, and I have the next few days off. Besides that, I wouldn’t consider us strangers anymore.”

“And what are we then?”

“Getting to know each other,” he said with a wink.

“It doesn’t deter you in the slightest that I’m possibly a brand new werewolf who speaks to the dead and was turned under circumstances I can’t remember?”

He shrugged. “All relationships have issues.”

I laughed, loud and hard, and put a hand to my aching head, though even the pain couldn’t stop my smile.

“Are you always so forward?” I asked.

“Look who’s talking, Little Miss what-dirty-book-are-you-reading,” he said with a hint of growl in his voice. Damn, that was sexy.

“Fair point.”

“I do have a flirtatious personality by nature,” he admitted. “And you are pretty forward yourself, Ms. Willis.”

The way he said “Ms. Willis” was such a charming tease.

“I was actually thinking about that earlier. I’ve never been shy about anything, but I feel absolutely fearless now. As scary as the prospect is, I am afraid you may be right about me. But the fact still remains that I was not bitten, and we don’t know if anyone scratched me or if I made all those marks by myself.”

“Fearless? In what way?”

I paused beside the door to the garage and looked up into his warm honey-colored eyes. “Boldly coming onto a handsome man I just met, under these circumstances, when I’m sure it’s a terrible idea, that kind of fearless.”

“You can boldly come with me any way you’d like,” he said, grinning wickedly.

“You are not helping me to control myself,” I said, running my hands inside his jacket.

“Am I meant to?” he purred.

I ran my hands over the velvet of his tight black vest and forced myself to take a step back.

“I’m not saying I don’t want you, Ed, obviously. I’m simply saying I agree with everything you said before, that now is not the time. I know that, but my body? She has other plans.”

“I believe you’re paraphrasing.” His sexy side of the mouth grin was irresistible. “That fearlessness, that’s the wolf talking,” he purred. “The beast knows what it wants, and it is not indecisive. No games, no mincing of words. Does that frighten you?”

I took a step back and considered the question. “Honestly, it’s very refreshing. Whatever the reason, I’d say something is definitely wrong with my hormones.”

I didn’t share this part with Edward, but I hadn’t felt so turned on since I was a teenager. Certainly a woman still experiences desire with age, and I’m not anywhere near old. But this was like being plugged into a light socket of sexual tension. It was that mad rush you get when your body is going crazy and your mind can’t keep up. It felt exactly like being sixteen again and discovering sex for the first time.
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