
        
            [image: Cover]
        


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I KISSED A ZOMBIE AND I LIKED IT

 

Paige Tyler


 

Copyright © 2017 by Paige Tyler

 

All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the author.

 

Cover Design by JJS Marketing and Design


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With special thanks to my extremely patient and understanding husband, without whose help and support I couldn’t have pursued my dream job of becoming a writer. You’re my sounding board, my idea man, my critique partner, and the absolute best research assistant any girl could ask for!

 

Thank you.


 

[image:  ]

 

 

Sign up for Paige Tyler’s New Releases mailing list and get a FREE copy of SEAL of HER DREAMS!

 

Click here to get started!

http://www.paigetylertheauthor.com/


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CURSED

 

THANK GOD HE was good at multitasking, Drake Parrish thought, otherwise he would have had a hell of time focusing on what his elderly client was saying with the man’s beautiful, much younger wife in the room. It didn’t help that she openly flirted with him. Too bad he had a rule about doing married women because he wouldn’t have minded taking her to bed, that was for sure. But banging women who had a ring on their finger always led to messy situations, so he’d have to pass. That was okay. He was more interested in Bertrand’s money than his wife anyway. The man had millions to invest with Graystone and Burke, the financial firm where Drake worked as an analyst, and Drake was determined to get his hands on that money today.

Drake leaned back in his chair and gave the man a smile. “So, are you going to play it safe, William, or have you decided to go with the high–yield bonds I’ve been telling you about? Remember, big risk means big reward.”

The other man laughed. He was going to go for the big reward, Drake could see it in his eyes. But before Bertrand could reply, the door to Drake’s office burst open and an old, black woman stormed into the room. She was tall and thin, her long, dark hair an unruly tangle of curls around her ancient face. For some reason, the look in her dark eyes made the hair on the back of Drake’s neck stand up and he automatically got to his feet as she advanced on him.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Parrish,” his secretary said from the doorway. “She barged right past me.”

“It’s okay, Anne. I’ll take care of it.” He came around to the front of his desk, intercepting the old woman. “Can I help you?”

She didn’t answer, but instead looked him up and down coldly. Drake racked his mind, trying to remember if he’d met her somewhere, but he couldn’t place her face. Maybe she was some poor woman who’d lost all her retirement money in the markets and was at Graystone and Burke looking for someone to blame. Well, she’d picked the wrong shoulder to cry on. He was way short in the sympathy department.

He was thinking maybe he should call Security when she finally spoke. Unfortunately, it was in some foreign language he didn’t understand. He held up his hand to tell the old woman as much when he recognized one of the words she said. Cia.

Drake frowned. Oh, shit.

Cia Devereaux had been a college intern at the investment firm whom he’d seduced on a whim a couple weeks earlier. It hadn’t been that big of a deal. One of his coworkers had bet him a hundred dollars he couldn’t get the shy, quiet girl into bed. Drake had won the bet, but the fallout from the victory had been messy as hell. After only a week of wooing, the naïve Cia had fallen in love with him and thought he felt the same about her. It was so ludicrous Drake couldn’t help laughing when she’d confessed her feelings for him the morning after they’d had sex. He’d expected Cia to call him a bastard and run out of his office, but instead she’d made a scene, bursting into tears and babbling over and over about how much she loved him. He probably would have been embarrassed for her if it hadn’t been so pathetic.

He groaned inwardly at the memory. The old woman must be the girl’s relative there to chew him out for how he’d treated Cia. Considering the angry way the woman was looking at him, he was definitely going to need Security. She looked like she was ready to cut off his balls.

Swearing under his breath, he picked up the phone and started to dial the number, only to hesitate as the woman reached into the pocket of the long, gray dress she wore. He tensed, afraid she was going to pull out a gun and shoot him. Shit. But when her hand came out, she held only a fistful of dirt, which she promptly threw in his face.

Drake jumped back, sputtering to get the dirt out of his mouth. While he was relieved she wasn’t toting a gun, he was still damn pissed, especially since he was wearing a ten-thousand dollar suit. Crazy old bitch.

Jaw tight, he wiped the dirt from his face and brushed off his clothes, By the time he lifted his head, the woman was already gone and Bertrand and his wife were staring at him in stunned silence.

Ignoring them, he punched the number for Security. “This is Drake Parrish on the thirtieth floor,” he said when a man named Carter answered. “Some psycho old woman assaulted me in my office and I want her arrested.”

Drake gave the man a quick description of the woman, then said he’d hold while they picked her up. He didn’t want her ambushing him in the lobby later.

It was a good ten minutes before Carter came back on the line. “I’m sorry, Mr. Parrish, but there’s no sign of her.”

“What do you mean, no sign of her?” Drake demanded. “She was just here.”

“I don’t know what to tell you, sir. She wasn’t on any of the elevators or surveillance cameras and no one else in the building remembers seeing her.”

Drake clenched his jaw. “Well, she didn’t disappear into thin air. She’s a hundred years old, for God’s sake. Keep looking.”

“Yes, sir.”

Drake slammed the phone down. If he were any other twenty-seven-year-old junior analyst, his order probably wouldn’t have carried nearly as much weight, but thanks to the wealthy clients and millions of dollars he regularly brought in for Graystone and Burke, he was the youngest investment broker with a corner office. When he told someone to do something, they damn well did it.

He swore silently as he abruptly remembered Bertrand and his wife were still there. Giving the couple a smile, Drake brushed off his suit again and sat down at his desk, picking up the meeting right where he’d left off. While he was a little off his game because of the bizarre incident with the old woman, he still managed to get Bertrand to invest several million dollars in high-yield bonds before the couple left two hours later. Cha–ching. His bosses had been looking for someone to pick up those damn bonds for weeks now. His cut of the commission was going to be huge.

Luckily, the rest of the day was a hell of a lot less eventful. Drake kept an eye out for the old woman as he left the building that night just in case, but there was no sign of her. If it hadn’t been for the foul odor the dirt she’d thrown at him had left on his suit, he might have thought he’d imagined the whole thing.

By the following day, Drake had completely forgotten about the woman. Of course, that probably had something to do with the pair of cute cocktail waitresses he’d hooked up with the night before. Damn, they’d been hot.

He was still thinking about the more adventurous and flexible of the two women when his secretary walked in a few minutes later. She took one look at him and made a face.

“What kind of women have you been going out with lately?” she asked.

His brow furrowed at the question. Though she’d never come out and said so, it was no secret Anne disapproved of his playboy lifestyle. “The usual kind. Why?”

She lifted a brow disdainfully as she dropped a stack of file folders on his desk. “Because from the looks of that hickey you’ve got on your neck, you must have been making out with a chainsaw.”

Confused, Drake lifted a hand to his neck, but didn’t feel anything unusual. Not that he’d actually feel a hickey, of course, if that’s really what it was. While both women had spent the better part of the night exploring his body with their mouths, they’d been more interested in the anatomy below his belt than above his collar.

Figuring he’d better see what Anne was talking about, he went to the restroom to check in the mirror and found an ugly, purple welt running along his neck. What the hell? He loosened his tie and unbuttoned his shirt, his eyes going wide when he saw the discoloration covering his chest and most of his stomach. It looked like he’d been beaten with a damn baseball bat.

Alarmed, Drake left the office without even bothering to tell his secretary and went straight to the nearest emergency room. He had to wait almost two hours before someone examined him, but after one look at the rash, the doctor on call put him in isolation, then brought in a dermatologist and an infectious disease specialist.

Within an hour of being admitted, the purple discoloration had turned a sickly looking shade of gray and spread over most of his body. It didn’t hurt, but he was scared shitless anyway. Though the doctors tried their best to hide it as they went about taking blood and skin samples, he knew they were just as freaked out. They looked at him like he was some kind of monster.

“Have you been involved in some type of industrial accident?” one of the doctors asked. The nametag on his lab coat read Meredith.

Drake frowned. “Industrial accident? No. Why? Do you think I came into contact with some kind of hazardous waste?”

The doctor shook his head as he wrote on his clipboard. “We’re not sure yet. We’re simply collecting information at this stage, Mr. Parrish. Do you have any food allergies?”

“No.”

“Have you gone hiking or camping recently?”

“No.”

“Do you own some exotic pet, like a spider or snake?”

“No.”

Dr. Meredith looked at him over the rim of his glasses. “Have you come into contact with anything unusual recently?”

“Unusual?” Drake asked.

“Out of the ordinary,” the man explained.

Drake ground his jaw. “Yeah, I know what the word unusual means. And no, I haven’t. Not that I’m aware of.”

“Have you been out of the country recently?”

“No.”

The man scribbled something on the clipboard. “Have you been using any form of homemade laundry detergent?”

Did he look like the kind of weirdo who made his own detergent? Hell, he didn’t even do his own laundry. “No.”

“Have you been using any form of recreational drugs?”

Didn’t everyone sometimes? But not since he was an undergraduate in college. He shook his head. “No.”

Something about the way he said it must have made the doctor think he was lying because the man regarded him dubiously. “Mr. Parrish, I couldn’t care less about what you do in your free time. I’m trying to help you here. So, let’s try this again. Have you used any drugs recently?”

“No, nothing,” Drake said, then added, “Not since college.”

That must have satisfied the doctor because he moved on to the next question. “Okay, then. Have you recently had unprotected sex?”

“No.”

More scribbling. “Have you had sex with any species other than human?”

“What? Hell no!” Drake said. “What the fuck kind of question is that?”

The doctor didn’t reply, but merely wrote down Drake’s answer. “Do you have any reason to believe someone might be trying to poison you?”

Drake hesitated a moment before answering. He wasn’t so sure about that one. He worked on Wall Street, which didn’t make him a great human being in some people’s minds. And most of his coworkers sure as hell didn’t appreciate his meteoric rise up the ladder. But for the most part, he was known for simply making a lot of people very rich, so he seriously doubted anyone would want to poison him.

He shook his head. “No.”

Drake could tell by the way Dr. Meredith looked at him he didn’t believe any of Drake’s answers, and that annoyed the hell out of him. But he was too terrified by what was happening to him to be angry with the man for long, especially since they moved him to a quarantine room in a separate wing of the hospital. He got even more concerned when the doctors came in wearing biohazard suits. What the hell was going on? Was he contagious?

The doctors wouldn’t answer his questions. Instead, they kept telling him to relax and that everything was going to be fine. He didn’t believe them, not after overhearing them talking among themselves out in the hallway when they thought he couldn’t hear.

“I’ve never seen anything like this before,” one of the doctors said.

“At first I thought it was some aggressive form of leprosy,” another muttered. “But this is so much worse than that. His entire left arm is completely dead, no blood flow at all, and yet he’s still able to move it. It’s unbelievable. And did you see what happened when I took that last skin sample? He actually jumped. That shouldn’t even be possible. Hell, as badly decayed as that arm is, I keep expecting it to fall off any minute.”

“It won’t get the chance.” The first doctor again. “At the rate this thing is spreading, it’s going to reach his heart soon. I don’t care what you say about his arm, there’s no way he can live once it does that. Best case, he’ll make it until morning, but I’m betting he’ll be dead before midnight.”

Drake’s blood went cold at the words. He was going to die. He swallowed hard, struggling to breathe with the sudden crushing weight on his chest.

He wanted to call someone to stay with him so he wouldn’t have to be alone, but then he realized there was no one to call. His parents had passed away a little while after he’d moved to New York and he was never particularly close to his brother and sister, so he hadn’t kept in touch with either of them. Come to think of it, he didn’t even have their phone numbers. That left his coworkers. He wasn’t close to any of them, either. The senior management only liked him for the money he brought in and his fellow analysts pretty much despised him. Even his secretary thought he was a pig. And while he slept with a lot of women, none of them cared about him enough to sit by his bedside.

It struck him then how lousy he was at interpersonal relationships. Hell, he was lousy at being a human being. He’d been in New York for more than two years and hadn’t made a single real friend. That was a sad realization. But it was too late to change anything now. So instead, he lay in bed and stared up at the ceiling, regretting the things he hadn’t done and preparing himself for the inevitable.

The waiting quickly became unbearable, however. He desperately wanted to slip into a peaceful sleep so he wouldn’t have to think about what was happening to him, but every time he closed his eyes, visions of the orderlies coming to take his decaying body away for disposal while he was still alive made him jerk awake. So instead, all he did was lie there and wait for his body to slowly die around him. He lifted his arm, cringing at the blackened skin. Shit, he looked horrible. Like he was rotting from the inside out. He glanced at the clock on the wall. Almost midnight. If the doctors were right, it wouldn’t be too much longer. At least he wasn’t in pain. He was thankful for that.

By five the next morning, however, he was still alive and kicking, even though the doctors couldn’t find a heartbeat. That disturbed Drake, but not as much as learning his face was now as black and disgusting as the rest of his body. He knew it was bad when a cute, blond nurse took one look at him and ran out of the room with her hand over her mouth like she was going to be sick. Shit. Okay, he’d had enough. As much as he didn’t want to die, he wished his body would get it over with already.

But two hours later, whatever disease had stricken him disappeared in the span of a few minutes and his skin returned to its normal, healthy color. When the doctors came in to check on him, though, they were even more alarmed than before. Apparently, they could understand a person dying from some exotic, unknown disease, but they couldn’t puzzle out how he’d made such a miraculous recovery. They wanted to keep him for observation so they could run more tests and call in more experts, but Drake shook his head.

“No way,” he said. “I’ve been poked and prodded enough.”

“I’m sure you have,” Dr. Meredith said. “But you really should stay so we can do some more tests.”

Drake folded his arms across his chest and fixed the man with a hard look. “Am I contagious?”

“No, we don’t think so, but—”

“Then I’m leaving.”

Effectively putting an end to the conversation, Drake got dressed and went back to his office at Graystone and Burke. To his surprise, no one at the investment firm even noticed he’d left early the day before.

“Your suit is wrinkled,” was all his secretary said before she went over his calendar for the day.

Determined to forget the horrific episode ever happened, Drake buried himself in his work. Four days later, however, the skin on his right leg started to tingle during a meeting with some extremely wealthy investors from South America. He discreetly pulled up the cuff of his pant leg and was horrified to see the skin was a sickly grayish color. His pulse started to race. Shit, it was happening again.

Walking out right in the middle of the meeting, he jumped in a cab and headed to the emergency room again. By the time he got there, his whole leg was black. The color spread over half his body within a few hours and the doctors still couldn’t figure out what was causing it. They took a hundred blood samples and performed every test they could think of, then called in their colleagues from other parts of the city to take part in the circus that was becoming his life. Somewhere along the way, they had stopped treating him like a person. Instead, he was some curiosity to oooh and aaah over. He felt like a fucking sideshow attraction.

That night, as if by magic, the strange discoloration disappeared of its own accord like it had the first time. Drake left the hospital the moment he was back to normal. In the cab ride to his loft in the Financial District, he promised himself if it happened again, he wasn’t going back to the emergency room—no matter how disgusting he looked. The doctors couldn’t do anything to help him and seeing the look of revulsion on their faces was worse than his fear of whatever disease he had contracted.

Things went steadily downhill in the weeks after that. He had to leave work whenever the condition flared up, which happened frequently and without warning. Sometimes it lasted a few hours, other times it lasted for days. Sometimes the discoloration affected only a small part of his body, other times it covered him from head to foot and got so nasty it was hard to even look at himself in the mirror. Since he’d decided not to go back to the hospital, he had no choice but to lock himself in his overpriced loft each time and pray it would go away as it had before.

He missed a lot of work because of his condition and after two months of unexplained absences for which he couldn’t even give them proof he was sick since he wouldn’t go back to the hospital, his superiors at Graystone and Burke finally had enough and fired him. The way they figured it, if he wasn’t in his office, he wasn’t making them money, and if he wasn’t making them money, he wasn’t of any use to them. Drake supposed he couldn’t blame them. If he were in charge, he’d fire his ass, too.

For the first few weeks after getting canned from Graystone and Burke, Drake hid in his loft, afraid to even go to the coffee shop down the street for fear he’d turn gray and moldy. There were some days he wasn’t sure if he wanted to go on living, much less get out of bed. But he was too much of a coward to end it.

The worst part was going without female companionship. Oh, who the hell was he kidding? The worst part was going without sex. He was used to sleeping with three or four different women a week and being forced to go cold turkey was absolute hell. But as much as he hated going without sex, he couldn’t take the chance he’d turn right in the middle of a sack session.

After a month of staring blankly at the television, drinking way too much and living like a pig, he finally pulled out of his funk and convinced himself he had to at least try to beat whatever it was that had taken over his life.

The first thing he did was research his condition on the Internet. To his consternation, he couldn’t find anything even remotely close to his kind of problem. Apparently, he was the only person in the world—or at least the only one with an Internet connection—who had an issue with random parts of his body dying whenever they felt like it. Next he joined several medical chat loops, but he didn’t learn anything from those, either. When he described his condition to the medical personnel hosting the sites, they thought he was making the whole thing up and insisted what he was talking about was medically impossible. Then they accused him of trying to get attention and banned him from their groups. Nothing like getting tossed from a psoriasis chat loop to make you feel good about yourself, Drake thought dryly.

Unwilling to give up, he finally looked into alternative medicine. Unfortunately, there was no way to do that over the Net, which meant he had to leave his loft. That proved to be tricky, but after three months of dealing with his condition, he’d started recognizing when an episode was coming on. It was usually preceded by a mild tingling on some part of his body that slowly turned into an itch right before the skin started to discolor. Sometimes, the process could take a few hours, but never less than forty-five minutes. Which meant he had to constantly be on guard and rush back home any time he felt the slightest tingle. It was a nerve-racking way to live, but it was the only way he could get out and try to find help.

So, he waited for those periods in between episodes to visit different nontraditional medical practitioners all over the city. He looked into anything and everything he’d been able to find—holistic medicine, traditional Chinese medicine, Indian Ayurveda balancing, acupuncture, acupressure, healing stones, guided imagery, even reflexology. While some of the people were probably charlatans, others seemed like they genuinely wanted to help him. Until he went into greater detail concerning his symptoms. Then even the most compassionate ones usually threw him out. He didn’t hold it against them. He terrified himself sometimes.

Drake was walking along Flatbush Avenue through Little Haiti in Brooklyn after yet another such discouraging visit when an unusual storefront caught his attention. He couldn’t help stopping to gawk at the macabre collection of skulls, candles and eerie looking dolls in the window. The sign over the door read simply Madam Bijou’s.

He stood there a moment, debating whether to go in. What the hell? He’d tried everything else. Voodoo spells couldn’t be any crazier than holding healing crystals to his forehead.

Dimly lit, the shop smelled of burning incense inside and had just enough of a creepy vibe to make him rethink his decision. But then he remembered how desperate he was.

There wasn’t anyone at the front counter, so he wandered around looking at the various items for sale. Never having been in a Voodoo shop before, he didn’t know what to expect, but he was a little weirded out by what he saw. Damn, there was some strange shit in here. In addition to the statues and candles lining the shelves, there were colorful little bags filled with stuff that smelled dreadful, bottles of potions and oils, more incense than a drug den, rolled-up pieces of parchment claiming to bring a person their every desire, and of course the requisite Voodoo dolls.

Drake picked up one of the cloth dolls to take a closer look at it when a young, black girl came out from behind a curtain at the back of the shop. No more than eighteen, she had long, wavy hair and eyes so gold in color they were almost mesmerizing.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

Before Drake could answer, the curtain behind her parted again and an old woman stepped out. Tall and reed thin, she reminded him of the ancient crone who’d stormed into his office so many weeks ago, except her face was less lined with wrinkles and her dark eyes were a hell of a lot more kind. Around her neck, she wore an open-work pendant shaped like a heart with one crystal in the middle of it and another dangling below.

The old woman gazed at him for so long in silence he wondered if his skin had suddenly started to turn that sickly gray color again. After a moment, she leaned close to the younger girl to whisper something in her ear. Whatever the old woman said must have taken the girl by surprise because her gold eyes widened in amazement. The old woman whispered something else to the girl then. She frowned and shook her head vigorously, but the older woman simply pointed at the curtain with a bony finger. The girl opened her mouth to argue, but snapped it shut again when the old woman gave her a stern look. Glaring at the older woman, she turned on her heel and disappeared through the curtain into the back of the shop.

Abruptly realizing he still had the Voodoo doll in his hand, Drake quickly set it down on the table. He didn’t want the woman thinking he was interested in buying it.

The old woman turned to regard him with shrewd eyes. “Someone done be puttin’ a bad hate on you, boy. Got you livin' near the Other Side, boy. What di’ you be doin’ to earn tha’ hate?”

The knowing look in her dark eyes chilled him almost as much as her words and he couldn’t suppress a shiver. “This was a mistake,” he mumbled.

Eager to get out of there as fast as he could, he turned to go, but her next words stopped him in his tracks.

“Where you be goin’, dead boy? You got someplace you dyin’ to be?”

She laughed as if she found her own words hilarious. Her cackle made him think she might be insane, but after what she said, it was impossible for him to simply walk out. His heart pounded at the possibility someone might actually know what was happening to him.

He walked back over to where she stood. “You know what’s wrong with me, don’t you?”

She inclined her head, but said nothing.

“Can you help me?” he asked.

She regarded him in silence for what seemed like ages before slowly circling him. When she came to a stop in front of him again, her eyes were filled with sadness.

“I can’t help you, boy,” she said. “Only you can do tha’. Who you wronged so bad, anyway?”

Drake was taken aback by the question. “I haven’t wronged anyone.”

The old shopkeeper lifted a brow. “No?” Grabbing a shiny, black box from the counter beside her, she opened it and shoved it under his nose. “You ever smell tha’ before, dead boy?”

He started to push her hand away, only to stop when an odor caught his nose. The powder smelled exactly like the dirt that crazy old bat had thrown at him in his office. That was one smell he would never forget.

“No need to be sayin’ yes, boy. Old Bijou be seein’ it in your eyes.”

She didn’t wait for him to confirm or deny it, but shambled over to the door and flipped the sign on it from Come In, We’re Open! to Sorry, We’re Closed, then slowly made her way to the far side of the shop.

“Come with me, boy. Come with me.”

Drake hesitated, but in the end, his need for answers outweighed his trepidation and he followed her into a small room off the main part of the shop. There was a tiny table with two chairs inside and she gestured for him to sit. As she closed the door behind them, he looked around the room and saw it was lined floor to ceiling with shelves filled with hundreds of boxes similar to the one she held.

Once seated across from him, the old woman set down the small box on the table between them.

“I’ve smelled that powder before,” he said. “What is it, poison of some kind?”

The old woman shook her head. “No, boy, tha’ no be poison. Though there be poison in it. Tha’ be the ashes from a dead man’s grave. And not just any man—a man hung by the neck until dead. Tha’ be powerful Voodoo magic, dead boy.”

He stiffened. “Voodoo magic? You’re kidding, right? And why do you keep calling me ‘dead boy’?”

She shrugged. “It’s wha’ you be, boy. Dead, black and rotting. Not everyone can see it right now, but old Bijou can see it. Can’t nobody hide nothin’ from me.”

Drake felt like he’d been punched in the gut. Dead, black and rotting. Some of the doctors at the hospital had used those same words to describe him when they’d thought he couldn’t hear them. Even though his skin wasn’t that sickly grayish black color at that precise moment, somehow the old shopkeeper knew.

“What’s happening to me?” he asked.

“You be cursed, boy. A bokor put a powerful strong curse on you, stronger than even old Bijou could be puttin’ on ya.”

“A bokor?”

“A Voodoo priest who practices both good and dark magic.”

Drake almost laughed at how insane it sounded. A curse. Voodoo magic. It had to be a joke. But then the old shopkeeper went into great detail about what had been happening to him and she was correct about all of it, right down to the decaying skin. Though he wasn’t sure whether to believe her about the curse or not, he found himself telling her about the crazy woman who had come to his office.

When he was finished, the old shopkeeper nodded. “Female bokors are few, but this one gotcha good, didn’t she, boy? You must have done somethin’ dreadful bad.”

He clenched his jaw. The bitch had gotten him good, all right. “Can you make it stop? Can you cure me?”

The old woman shook her head. “A curse like the one put on you is a punishment for wha’ you did, boy. Only the bokor who pu’ it on you can take it off. You will have to find her if you want to be normal again. Perhaps she will remove the curse for the right price.”

Drake snorted. If the old bat had gone to all the trouble to punish him for what he’d done to Cia, he seriously doubted she would remove the curse because he gave her some money. Even if he could find her.

Thanking the old woman for her help, Drake got up to leave. At the door, however, he stopped to give the shopkeeper a curious look.

“Is there a name for what she turned me into?”

“Does it matter what the name is, boy?”

He had his suspicions since she told him about the curse the bokor had put on him, but he needed her to confirm it. He needed to be sure. “Yes. I don’t know why, but it does. What am I?”

The old woman regarded him in silence before letting out a heavy sigh. “In my home of Haiti, you would be called les morts qui marchent, the dead tha’ walk.”

His brow furrowed. “You mean like a…zombie?”

She nodded sadly. “Yes, I think tha’ is what they would call you here.”

Drake swallowed hard, suddenly unable to take a breath. A zombie. How the hell was he supposed to live the rest of his life as a zombie?


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Eight Years Later

 

DO YOU THINK he wears boxers or briefs?”

Simone Kent looked up from the salad she was absently pushing around on the plate to see her friend pursing her lips thoughtfully as she eyed their good-looking waiter.

“Then again,” Megan added, “as tight as those jeans are, he probably has to go commando. And with a body like his, isn’t that a damn fine visual?”

Simone took a closer look at the blond-haired man standing on the other side of the restaurant, letting her gaze run over his long legs and tight butt as he wrote something down on his order pad. He did have a great body and normally she would love debating his choice of underwear with Megan, but right now she was too preoccupied with other things.

When Simone didn’t say anything, her friend turned to her in exasperation. “You haven’t been listening to a word I’ve said, have you? Don’t bother to deny it because I can see it on your face. What’s wrong? Spill it.”

Simone chewed on her lower lip as she tried to decide whether to confide in the other woman. With her blond hair pulled up in a ponytail and a sprinkling of sun-drenched freckles across her nose, Megan Elliott looked more like a California surfer woman than one of New York’s top literary agents. Simone had been damn lucky to get someone so sought after to represent her when she was first starting out as a writer and the two of them had been friends ever since. If Simone couldn’t talk to Megan about her problems, who could she talk to?

She set down her fork with a sigh. “I’ve sort of hit a snag with this new book I’m working on.”

Megan looked at Simone over her glass of iced tea, her eyes narrowing. “What kind of snag?”

She gave Megan a sheepish look. “The I-don’t-know-where-to-go-next-with-the-story kind of snag.”

Her friend set down the glass on the table so hard some of the iced tea splashed onto her hand. “Please tell me you’re joking. You’re supposed to turn it in to Carrington in a few weeks.”

“I know, I know,” Simone muttered. “But I haven’t written more than a page in over a month. Actually, that’s not true. I’ve written twenty or thirty pages, but they were such crap I deleted them.”

Megan covered her face with her hands. “Oh, God. How can this be happening? You’ve had eight books on the bestseller list. Writer’s block doesn’t happen to authors like you.”

Simone slumped back in her seat and folded her arms. She never thought it would happen to her, either. Writing had always come easily. In fact, she’d been knocking out two books a year for the past five years like some sort of machine. She usually had a dozen different story lines running through her head at any one time. Now there was nothing. It was like she’d run out of ideas.

“Well, it’s happening to me now,” she mumbled.

Megan lifted her head to fix Simone with a determined look. “Okay, let’s relax. We can work through this. First, tell me exactly what’s going on. Where are you in the book?”

Simone picked up her fork again and distractedly pushed a cherry tomato around on the plate. “I’m stuck in the middle of chapter two. The hero and heroine have bumped into each other at a coffee shop a couple of times, and while there’s some obvious chemistry between them, I can’t figure out where to go from there. Should he ask her out on a date? Should she ask him? Or should they show up at a crowded restaurant at the same time and decide to share a table because the place is full?”

Just talking about how stuck she was made her blood pressure rise and she stabbed viciously at the cherry tomato. Damn, this was so frustrating.

“Wait a minute. I’m missing something here,” Megan said. “How can you have a problem figuring out where to go when you’re working from an outline?”

Simone popped the tomato in her mouth instead of answering. She’d been hoping Megan wouldn’t bring up the outline. She didn’t want to admit she’d scrapped it. From the way her friend was looking at her, though, Simone knew there was no way around it. She could keep shoving salad in her face all day, but sooner or later, she was going to have to answer Megan’s question.

Deciding it was better to get it over with, Simone took a sip of water and swallowed the last of the tomato. “I couldn’t make the outline work, so I junked it. I figured I’d wing it on this one.”

Megan stared at her like she had announced she was going to give up writing romance books and become a nun. “Okay, who are you and what have you done with my writer? Simone Kent has worked from a detailed outline for every single book she’s ever written. Why would she change now?”

Simone shrugged. “Because the outline was crap. I read it over when I got done with it and realized it looked exactly like the last book I wrote. I tried to change it up, but then it stopped making any sense at all, so I went ahead and scrapped it. I figured as long as I’ve been writing, I’d be able to come up with a story on the fly, but it isn’t working. I’m thinking maybe I should forget about what I’ve got and start from scratch.”

Megan held up her hand. “Whoa, wait a minute. Don’t you think that’s kind of extreme? Especially since you have a deadline coming up. Have you talked to your editor about this? Surely she can give you one or two hints to get you back on track.”

Simone absently fingered the design on her water glass. “I’m not sure if one or two hints are going to be enough. Not that it matters because Rebecca went on maternity leave. And before you ask, yes, they did assign me to another editor, but I don’t want our first conversation to be, Hello, I’m Simone Kent and I’ve forgotten how to write. Nothing like coming across as an incompetent idiot to someone you don’t even know.”

“Hmm, good point.” Megan regarded Simone thoughtfully. “Maybe you need to focus on something else for a while.”

Simone eyed her warily. She was almost afraid to ask what her agent meant. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m saying you need a distraction. Something to relax you and get those writing pathways cleared.”

Simone was really worried now. She hoped Megan didn’t suggest going to one of those fancy spas in California and getting a seaweed wrap or something equally freaky because that wasn’t happening.

“What kind of distraction?” she asked hesitantly.

“A tall, dark and handsome one.” Her friend grinned. “Or a tall, blond and handsome one. Like our waiter.”

She should have known. Megan couldn’t go half an hour without thinking, saying or doing something sexual. Sometimes Simone thought her friend should be a romance writer instead of an agent. But at least Megan hadn’t suggested she get a seaweed wrap. Her answer was still the same, though.

“No.”

Megan frowned. “Why not? He’s cute and he’s not wearing a wedding ring.” She glanced over at him, then back at Simone. “Oh, by the way, he’s coming over here. Now’s your chance.”

Simone looked up as their waiter appeared beside the table. He grinned, flashing her a pair of sexy dimples. He was awfully cute. And he was eyeing her like he might be interested. Any other day, she would have flirted right back at him, but she was too hung up on her book to even consider jumping in the sack with some guy.

“Anything else I can get for you ladies this afternoon?” he asked.

Across from Simone, Megan lifted a brow, her dark eyes teasing.

Simone smiled up at the waiter. “Just the check, thanks.”

He winked at her. “Sure thing.”

Megan looked at her incredulously as he walked away. “Why didn’t you ask for his phone number? He’s obviously into you.”

“If he can’t help me with my book, I’m not interested in him or his phone number.” Simone sighed. “I know you’re trying to help, Megan, but the only guy I want to get to know better right now is the hero in my story. So, unless you have his number, you can forget about hooking me up with anyone.”

Megan drummed her fingers on the table thoughtfully before finally picking up her handbag. Unzipping it, she dug through it for a moment before coming up with a metal business card holder. She opened the lid and pulled out a card, then held it out to Simone.

“Normally, I’d never even consider suggesting this to you unless it was an emergency, but I think this definitely qualifies.”

Simone took the card and eyed it curiously.

 

Drake Parrish

Consulting Editor

Drake312@yahoo.com

 

She frowned. “A consulting editor? What the heck is that?”

The other woman blinked. “I can’t believe you’ve been writing for five years and you don’t know what a consulting editor is. It’s an independent editor who helps writers polish their manuscripts for publication.”

“I think I have a long way to go before I have to worry about polishing my book.”

“I know that. But sometimes they do more than polish a manuscript. They do everything from a simple grammar edit all the way up to a complete rewrite when the author isn’t proficient at writing—like an actor or an athlete.”

Simone looked at her aghast. “You’re kidding, right? Why would someone do all that work and not want any of the credit?”

“The usual reason—money. We keep Drake on retainer for situations like yours. He’s an expert at getting writers out of tight spots.”

“He? You want a man to help me write a romance book?”

“Why not? Don’t be so sexist. He’s helped a lot of other romance authors I work with. Not only can he repair plotlines and revamp screwed-up characters, but I’ve even had writers ask him to add some fire to a sex scene when there’s no heat there.” She pressed her hand to her heart and sighed theatrically. “And woman, let me tell you, he’s so romantic, he’ll make you cry.”

“A guy who’s romantic?” Simone laughed. “Isn’t that an oxymoron?”

Megan scowled at her. “I’m serious. Drake is without a doubt the best consulting editor in the business. You’re damn lucky Hewitt has him under an exclusive contract. We have to beat the other agencies off with a stick sometimes. I’m telling you, he can work absolute magic with a romance story. Your little problem will be a piece of cake for him.”

Simone’s brow furrowed. “Megan, it sounds to me like these consulting editors are for writers who don’t know how to write. I know how to write. I’m simply having a little problem doing it at the moment.”

“I know you can write. You’re a great writer. But right now, you’re in a funk and the best way to get yourself out of it is to ask for help from someone who specializes in getting writers back on track. There’s no shame in asking for help now and then, you know.”

Simone chewed on her lower lip as she considered that. She didn’t mind asking for help when it came to other things, but asking for help with her writing was like admitting she was a failure. She was so desperate right now, though, she’d be willing to try almost anything.

She glanced down at the business card, then back at Megan. “So, what’s this consulting editor of yours like?”

Megan sipped her iced tea. “I’ve only spoken to him through email, but he seems very nice.”

Simone didn’t like the sound of that. “You want me to pour out my literary soul to a guy you’ve never even met?”

“No one at Hewitt has met him,” Megan protested. “But from what the other writers have told me, he’s very easy to work with.”

Simone’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean, no one’s met him?”

Megan shrugged. “A lot of consulting editors work from home. For all I know, he lives in Montana. Besides, what do you care what he’s like? It’s not like you’re going to hook up with him.”
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The prequel novella to my SEALs of

CORONADO Series is now FREE for a

limited time - you just need to tell me
where to send it!

When Navy SEAL Kurt Travers fills in for his
buddy during career day at school, he
doesn’t expect to fall for the teacher. But
Melissa Drake lives by one hard and fast
rule. She doesn’t date Navy guys—ever.

Kurt is making is difficult to follow that rule

as he pulls out all the stops to attract her

attention. Will saving her life change her
mind?
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