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Аннотация
Voodoo priestess Amie Baptiste usually leaves the spells for the customers until one night, in her loneliness, she gives in to temptation. Amie weaves a spell to call "the perfect man for her." ....But she should have been more specific since her ideal man apparently died in 1811.
Dante Montengro has been haunting St. Louis Cemetery Number One, waiting for his true love to call him back to life and end his wandering ways. Emerging from the cemetery: Hot, human and very much alive Dante's first stop is Amie's voodoo shop.
When the drop-dead sexy zombie appears at Amie's door she has only one thing in mind and that's to put him back into the ground. That is, unless he can convince her to try a few other things...
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Special thanks to intrepid readers Michelle McMurry and Julia Grace, who braved St. Louis Cemetery Number One as well as the back streets of New Orleans to take site pictures and answer lots of (rather odd) questions.
To Koren Cota and Sandie Grassino for the translations. Also to Jessa Slade for hanging out at RWA Nationals and brainstorming �the perfect word� to describe a rat. (Hey, these things are important.) You, my dear, are resplendent.

Chapter One

Amie could barely see her customer as the woman lurched toward the counter, arms loaded with a voodoo love spell kit, fat pink altar candles, a well-endowed Love Doll, a twelvepack of Fire of Love incense, and �breath mints,� the woman huffed. She dumped everything on the mosaic countertop and reached for the Altoids display, a nervous smile tickling her lips. �Not that I expect all of this to work right away.�
Amie couldn�t help laughing as she caught a supersize bottle of Heat Up the Bedroom linen mist before it rolled under an arrangement of Good Fortune charms. �You never know.�
Her customer couldn�t have been more than forty, with gorgeous green eyes, a warm, well-rounded face, and a lonely heart. Amie could see it as clearly as the glow-in-the-dark Find Your Lover charm at the top of the heap.
Well, Amie had just the thing.
She closed her eyes, blocking out the pink and green painted walls and loaded display tables.
Wind chimes at the back of the shop swung in circles. Their limbs, carved from bayou swamp trees, clacked together.
She let her magic well up inside her, vibrant and sweet. �Now.� She reached across the counter and found the woman�s hands. She braced herself as the power flowed through her. �You�ll find what you need.�
She squeezed once and let go. Once was all it took.
That�s when the growling started.
It began as a low rumbling at the back of the shop and continued until a thin line of smoke seeped from behind the Voodoo Wash Yourself Clean soap display.
�It�s a faulty heater,� Amie said, well aware that it was July. �Ignore it.�
�Sure,� the woman said, watching Amie pack her things in two overflowing bags. �Some of this is bound to work, right?�
�Voodoo can be very powerful,� Amie said, �if you believe.�
Amie smiled to herself as the door swung shut against the sweltering New Orleans heat.
Flower petals and grave dust sprinkled down from the spell bundle she�d hung from the vintage tin ceiling. Made from an old family recipe and wrapped in her lucky green scarf, it warded off evil spirits and helped cut down on shoplifting.
Amie scooted around the counter, her bracelets jangling as she smoothed back her thick black hair.
�Okay, you big, bad beast, you can come out now.�
A red leathery creature the size of a swamp cat burst out from behind a display of bath fizzies. He resembled a small flying dinosaur. �By thunder and lightning and Papa Limba,� he said with a thick Congo accent, blowing out a breath as a pink and white begonia threatened to land on the tip of his beak. �You are giving your magic away to people off the street?�
Isoke was small for a Kongamato. His wingspan was only about three feet. He had leathery skin, gorgeous blue eyelashes, and all the tact of a battering ram.
�You need to stay on your perch.� At least while customers were in the store. �What if that poor woman had gone back for another Mango Mamma bath melt?�
�Go dunk your head in the Jiundu swamp. I am not here to be a ceiling decoration.� He sniffed at his usual place, where he hung upside down near a display of rainbow-colored wind socks.
His eyes glowed yellow. �I am here to protect you,� he said, flaunting two rows of razor-sharp teeth. �Maybe next time I will bite the woman. That will keep her from robbing you.�
�My magic is freely given,� Amie insisted, straightening the bath fizzie display. She might not mind grave dust on her floor�that had a purpose. But the rest of her shop was immaculate.
The dragon watched her with a guarded expression. �Amiele Fanchon D�Honore Baptiste, you waste your magic. It�s bad juju. First, your mother and now you.�
Amie�s back stiffened at the insinuation. Her mother had lived fast, died young�and left Amie very much alone. Well, with one rather obnoxious exception.
�Your mother wasted her love magic on a legion of men. You give yours away to strangers. In three hundred and eighty-six years, I have never seen anything like it.�
�You�re being unfair.� She refused to look at him. Instead, she busied herself rearranging a sagging display of gris-gris bags near the front of the shop. The bright red and yellow bundles contrasted against the hot pink walls and silver posters of Erzulie, the spirit of love, and Papa Ghede, lord of the erotic. �Mom gave her love magic away to men who didn�t appreciate it,� she said, with more than a twinge of regret. There had been many, many men.
�And she received none of it back,� he replied, his voice low in his throat. �I watched her waste away. I�m not going to watch you too.�
Amie fingered a Fall in Love bag before stuffing it back down with the rest. �Ah, but there is a difference. I am getting bits of magic back. You don�t think I�m going to feel that woman�s happiness? She might not know what I did, but every time someone is grateful, it filters home.�
�Crumbs,� Isoke declared. �You need a man, someone who will take your love magic and give his to you tenfold.�
Amie�s stomach dropped as she tidied an already perfect row of voodoo history books. �I�ve tried that.�
She�d dated. None of the men fit the bill. New Orleans was a wild city, and she wasn�t going to lash herself to some beer-guzzling party boy just to save a little magic.
�When? When did you last see a man?� the Kongamato prodded.
Amie opened her mouth to answer.
�A man you trusted with your love magic?�
Her smart answer died on her lips.
�Nine years.� Her stomach twisted at the realization. Nine years since her last boyfriend. And, no, he hadn�t returned her love magic. If her mother was any indication, men never did.
Isoke cocked his head. She felt his hot breath against her leg, even through her gauzy yellow skirt.
�Look, I�m fine the way I am. I don�t want to worry about when some guy is going to call or how to act on a date or whether he�s going to turn into a cretin if I sleep with him.�
�Eeking out a life is not fine.� Isoke huffed like a blast furnace.
�Stop it,� Amie admonished, �you�re going to singe the floor again.� She couldn�t keep throwing rugs everywhere. Her landlord was suspicious enough when he found the hot tub in her back storage room full of muddy water, sticks, and Spanish moss. You could take the Kongamato out of the swamp, but you couldn�t take the swamp out of the Kongamato.
Just then, a group of giggling teenagers burst through the door. Isoke froze midsnarl while Amie went to help them. After they�d left, loaded down with passion fruit incense, Amie returned to her display. Isoke resumed his grumbling, his tail dragging along the floor.
�Stop it. You�re messing up the grave dirt.�
�Even your dirt is organized?�
�Yes.� It had to lay where it fell. �What kind of Kongamato are you?�
�One who is about to lose his tail.�
�Excuse me?�
�For three hundred and eighty-six years, I serve. I help the women of your family fulfill their destinies as women of voodoo. But with you? I get stressed. You do everything wrong. And when I stress, I molt.�
She planted a hand on her hip. �So your tail is going to fall off if I don�t go out with some rum-swilling boozehound?�
�Yes. I mean, no.� His wide nostrils quivered. �You do not go out with a boozehound�you go out with a man!�
Amie rubbed her fingers along the bridge of her nose to tamp down the dull ache forming there.
Did she really have to discuss her dating life with her dead mother�s mythical monster?
No. She didn�t owe the Kongamato anything. Not after he blew flames out the upstairs window last week. Sure, he�d managed to lure a half dozen firemen into Amie�s bedroom, but she�d had a devil of a time explaining how seven 911 callers had been mistaken about the fire.
Too bad for Amie, Kongamatos were as stubborn as they were loyal. �I worry about you,� Isoke said, following her. �This is not natural. The women in your line�they are passionate.�
�I am passionate,� she said, fighting the urge to stuff him in a doggie carrier and mail him back to Zambia. �Look at this store. This is my passion.� Couldn�t he see what she�d done here?
She was damned proud of it.
Every detail was perfect. Everything was in its place.
His yellow eyes drilled into her. �The women in your line are women of action.�
What did he want from her? �You know what? The women in my line are gone. Mom is gone. You have me now. This is how I am and I like it.�
He studied her for a moment. �No. You are unhappy.�
�I am happy!� she shouted.
�That�s better,� he said, utterly delighted as Amie clapped a hand over her mouth. She never yelled.
Amie waited to make sure nothing bad was going to come out before she spoke. There was nothing wrong with being in control. �Okay, it�s not that I wouldn�t like a man in my life.� Who wouldn�t, right? �I�m just not going to settle for anything less than perfect.�
Isoke growled.
�And no more firemen.�
He rolled his eyes. Drama queen.
Amie selected a Love and Happiness candle from the shelf next to the organic bath oils and lit it. �See? Look. I�m starting already.�
Isoke landed on the multicolored countertop next to the candle, clipping a wing on the cash register. �Eyak. This store was not made for Kongamato.�
Amie managed a weak smile. �I didn�t know I�d inherit you so soon.�
�I could not save your mother, which means I will try doubly hard with you.� He folded his wings like a bat. �Please, for the sake of my tail, you must consider it.�
Amie ruffled the three stiff feathers on the top of his head. �For you, Isoke. I will try.�
Nine years. The shop had been busy all afternoon and still she couldn�t get it out of her mind.
She hadn�t had a date in nine years. Amie closed her cash register and said good-bye to the young couple who had just purchased a fertility doll and an extra large bottle of sandalwood massage oil.
She had to think of something else. Her eyes settled on the poster of Papa Ghede, laughing and cavorting with his latest lover. Yeah, that didn�t help.
Okay, so it had been a long time�too long�but Amie had been busy. She�d graduated college, opened her own shop, fixed up the apartment upstairs. The second floor had needed a lot of work. Her landlord had used it as storage. It still had the French-style mirrors on the ceiling from its glory days as a bordello. Okay, so Amie had left the mirrors. But she had done a lot to the place.
It�s not like many people held down jobs and decorated their apartments and dated, right?
Oh hell. Maybe she did have a problem.
She glanced at the Kongamato settling in on his perch. He hung from the ceiling, folding his wings around him like a giant bat.
She hoped Isoke wasn�t the type to gloat when he got his way.
True, she would never be able to bring herself to go out with any of the men she saw up and down Bourbon Street at all hours of the day and night. And she definitely didn�t want a man like the kind her mother had dated. They might appear nice at first, but all of them were drunks, gamblers, or cheaters in the end.
Luckily for Amie, she knew another way.
She fingered her blue and silver beaded necklace, a Do Good charm she�d fashioned years ago. My power is both a gift and an obligation. Let good works flow through me. She�d been using her spells to help her customers find love. So why hadn�t she used it on herself? Because men were brash and unpredictable.
But what if she could eliminate the risk?
She�d tried that once, with her last boyfriend. He�d been nice and safe, soft and accommodating, with an average build and eyes that focused on ESPN more than her. She�d composed entire grocery lists while they made love and more than once had been tempted to stop midcaress so she could make a quick note about the need for more bananas or bread. He�d never surprised her, never challenged her, and when he left, she hadn�t cared.
While she was quite pleased that she hadn�t been hurt like her mother, Amie also knew she�d wasted her time.
But if she could control things, perhaps she could welcome some passion into her life�without the pain. She could actually let herself feel, dream, give her love with absolutely no fear that he�d break her heart.
She could summon Mr. Right!
He�d know how to act, know how to dress, and know how to please her. He wouldn�t complicate her life.
At last she�d have someone to spend her evenings with, to walk the French Quarter with, someone who might want to try out the mirrors over the bed. The mere thought of it sent heat pooling to her belly. Yes, the Kongamato had a point. Perhaps it was time to voodoo herself a valentine.
Amie locked the shop early that night, feeling nervous, as if she were heading out on a date. Ideally, the spell should be performed at sunset. Of course Amie knew better than anyone that love spells took time, and they only worked if a girl was ready to accept love into her life.
Was she ready?
Amie already loved her shop, and her life. But, yes, there had to be something more.
She turned off the metal, industrial-style VOODOO WORKS sign outside and punched in the alarm code. With the waning sun and soft security lights to guide her way, she gathered a single sheet of blank white paper and two quartz crystals from the SALE table. Then she ducked under the counter to find her odds-and-ends box.
She�d put together a selection of colorful jewelry-making kits a while back and had stashed the extra weaving thread��Here,� she said as her fingers located the red and black strands.
Amie swallowed her excitement as Isoke, bathed in shadows, stirred on his perch.
She hoped she could finish before he woke up to go hunting. If she was smart, she�d wait until after her Kongamato was gone for the evening. But Amie didn�t know how long her courage would last.
Isoke sank back into his slumber, a bit of drool sizzling down onto the floor. She was never going to get her security deposit back at this rate. She slid a copper incense burner under him and fought the urge to straighten the three rumpled feathers that stuck out from the top of his head.
She eased into the back room of the shop, closing the EMPLOYEES ONLY door behind her.
The cloying incense was stronger back here, mixed with the heady scent of beeswax altar candles. Isoke�s hot tub hummed in the center. On two sides of the room, wooden shelves held boxes of merchandise while drying herbs hung along the third wall. In the very back, under a small stained-glass window, stood a humble wooden altar that had been her great-grandmother�s. Amie touched the battered surface reverently as she laid out her spell ingredients and closed her eyes.
The air was thick and warm. She inhaled deeply, letting peace wash over her. To anyone else, this might have looked like a highly organized, if unusual, storage room, but to her, it was a special place. Here, she was surrounded by the things she loved.
The crickets had begun to chirp outside. Paired with the earthy bubbling of Isoke�s hot tub swamp, Amie almost felt like she was back in her grandmother�s old stilted house on the bayou.
Amie focused on the affection she felt for her mother, her grandmother, and all her ancestors. These women had passed along their power, their strength, their passion�their love.
Love.
Amie lit the fat red altar candles.
She relaxed, letting her mind take her where she needed to be. She saw her perfect man�cultured and refined. He was lean yet strong. He was passionate, determined. He wouldn�t drink to excess, like her mother�s men had. He wouldn�t lie, cheat, steal. He wouldn�t leave. No, he would wrap his strong arms around her and keep her safe. She could almost see him in her mind. Almost. It was as though he was barely out of reach.
Amie cracked open one eye. The spell would work better if she were naked. Amie wasn�t particularly fond of stripping in her storage room. But if she was serious about finding the right kind of love�and she was�
She adjusted the altar candles, tested the weight of her crystals, her stomach twisting with indecision. She was stalling and she knew it.
Slowly, her fingers trailed down her sides and found the edge of her cami top. Her breath hitched as she drew it over her head. The bra soon followed, along with her flowing yellow skirt and her hot pink panties.
Amie ignored the cool breeze along her back as she ripped the paper, shredding it into two rough hearts. She placed them together and, her voice hoarse, chanted, �I call on Erzulie, loa of the heart; Papa Ghede, loa of passion; my ancestors, women whose blood boiled strong with the love of their men.�
She now saw her ideal man clearly in her mind�s eye. He had a small scar above one arched brow, dark brown hair clipped short and tight, and the most arresting blue eyes. Sharp recognition wound through Amie.
He seemed to be looking right at her.
She drew the crystal against her bare chest, the roughened stone teasing her smooth skin, sending shivers down the length of her body. Her nipples tightened. She could feel the vibrations in the gemstone as she lowered it over the paper hearts.
�Send to me�� She paused. The man I just saw. In her haste, she hadn�t quite decided how to word her request.
She knew the more specific the better, but really, it wasn�t about six-pack abs or a body that sent her pulse skittering.
She wanted someone she could love.
How hard was that?
Amie swallowed. �Send to me,� she said, her voice husky, �the perfect man for me.� She didn�t care if he had that square jaw or that rugged look about him. She needed someone kind, loving, hers.
A man she could give her love magic to without being afraid.
Her stomach tingled at the thought.
Slowly, she wove the black and red threads into a homemade ring. All the while, she filled her mind with thoughts of love in its purest form�passion, giving, acceptance.
�The perfect man for me,� she repeated, tying off the ring and slipping it onto her right ring finger. She was careful to blow out the candle in a single breath before gathering up the hearts.
The room was nearly dark, which meant the sun had almost slipped under the horizon. Good. Because Amie was naked and she still had to bury the torn hearts.
She hesitated at the back door. This was the French Quarter, but still, what would the neighbors think?
Do it fast.
Amie double-checked the key in the pocket of her skirt before throwing the whole thing over her shoulder. She slipped out into the back alley, squinching her nose at the smell of old beer and garbage.
Never mind. The spell was complete. The burial only sealed it.
Luckily she kept a flowerpot filled with consecrated earth for that very purpose. Now if she could only keep Mrs. Fontane down the way from filling it with geraniums. Amie reached past the roots of the plant and buried the torn hearts deep.
�Earth to earth. Dust to dust.�
Now all she had to do was wait.

Chapter Two

Amie took a long, hot shower and changed into a simple white nightgown. She traded her contacts for glasses and eased onto the edge of her wide four-poster bed to comb out her hair. Amie loved her bedroom, with its gauzy white drapes and comfortable furnishings. Everything in here was well-used and loved.
She�d chosen the smallest of the three upstairs rooms as hers because it was the only one that faced the back of the house. She liked to forget she lived smack dab in the middle of Royale Street, in the heart of party central.
The old bordello�s main boudoir had become Amie�s living room�or given the bookshelves that lined every wall, her library. She�d converted the rest of the space into an efficient kitchen and eating area.
Amie smiled to herself as she slipped into bed. Perhaps before long, she�d have to set another place at her bright yellow kitchen table.
She�d just about drifted off to sleep with the latest Charlaine Harris novel when three distinct knocks echoed through the house.
�What the�?� She scrambled upright and managed to bump her glasses off the end of her nose and onto the floor.
The knocks sounded again.
�Isoke?� Amie slipped out of bed, using her toes to locate her glasses on the hardwood. Leave it to the dragon to be dramatic. It�s not like she hadn�t taught him how to disable the alarm.
Bam. Bam. Bam.
�Coming!� She shoved on her glasses and hurried for the back stairs. No telling what mythical monster fists could do to her back door.
Isoke claimed Kongamatos were bad with numbers. Well, if he couldn�t memorize a simple alarm code, she had a good mind to install a perch outside.
Bam. Bam. Bam.
�Hold your tail,� she said, flicking on the lights and punching the alarm code on the back door. �If you can�t remember how to let yourself in the house or to stop leaving muddy Kongamato tracks on my floor or dead mice in my shoes or��
Amie flung open the door and gasped.
A man stood on the slab of concrete that was her back porch. Not just any man, either. Broad shoulders, tousled dark hair, a strong jaw�the man from her vision.
His lips quirked in a smile and he gave her a heated look that would have melted her into a puddle on the floor, if she�d been susceptible to that sort of thing�which she was not.
He strode straight for her, cupped her face in his hands, and kissed her. The rush of sensation shocked her, poured through her. His mouth was hot and demanding.
So this was what sheer desire felt like.
His touch stirred something deep inside her, an urge she hadn�t even known was there.
She couldn�t talk, could barely think as he wound his fingers through her hair and urged her closer. Her body collided flush with his. Her skin tingled. She�d never felt anyone so strong and hard and good.
He groaned deep, his hands sliding down the exposed skin of her arms, leaving goose bumps in their wake. He smelled earthy and elemental. Real. And she was a powerful, sexy voodoo mambo. Wild pleasure shot through her as she wound her arms around his shoulders.
She wanted to feel him, connect with him. No man had ever affected her in such an intense and immediate way. She�d never let one get close enough.
But now here he was, the man from her vision, and he was just as mind-blowingly perfect as she�d imagined. He slid his hands down to the small of her back, urging her closer, until she could feel him�every rock hard inch of him�against her.
It was the craziest thing she�d ever done. He was a complete stranger and yet he made her want to do things that she hadn�t let herself think about in years.
He nipped at the sweet spot behind her ear, trailed scorching kisses down her neck. She gasped with pleasure. He must have just gotten up in the middle of the night and come straight to her. It was insane.
�What are we doing?� she asked on a moan.
His hands circled her waist as his lips touched her collarbone. �You are going to be the love of my life,� he said, his voice husky, his Spanish accent pronounced as he turned his impossibly blue eyes up to her.
How could he even presume to know that? Amie traced her fingers over the faint scar above his right eye, exactly where she�d envisioned it. Unbelievable.
His eyes darkened as he stood and pulled her close. Her heart sped up. It all felt so right.
�My one true love,� he murmured, drawing her in for a slow, sensual kiss.
Mmm�he could say what he wanted. She wouldn�t argue. Not now, at least. For once, she could pretend to be in love. She ground against him. Or perhaps in serious lust.
He was merciless. She melted a little with every hot, hungry kiss until she was positively aching for him. She wound her fingers through his short dark hair. She gripped his muscled shoulders. She slid her hands down his back, past the sweat-slicked skin at his waist, to where his pants should have been.
If he�d been wearing pants. Amie gasped as her hands closed around his bare butt.
By Kalfu�s gate! This Adonis of a man was as naked as the day he was born.
Amie broke the kiss, her eyes darting over his wide shoulders, down his well-built chest, past the narrow stretch of hair that began just below his belly button, to where she should not have been looking at all.
Heat shot through her. �I�m sorry,� Amie said. Great juju, the door was still open. She slammed it behind him, averting her eyes as he strolled past her into the storage room. The space suddenly seemed quite a bit smaller.
He didn�t seem to be bothered at all by his complete lack of clothing. As she watched his firm backside, Amie had to admit her mystery man had a lot to be proud of.
Amie shoved her hair out of her eyes and adjusted her glasses. He was going to turn around again. She had to get it together.
She scanned his handsome face, strong chest, flat abs�oh my! She wasn�t going there again.
�Forgive me,� he said, noticing where her eyes had gone. The man was impossibly tall. �I�ve never appeared naked at a woman�s door.� He ran a hand down his chest. �Or naked anywhere, for that matter.�
Amie tried to avert her eyes, but it didn�t work. She hadn�t seen anything like that in a long time. Ever, in fact.
She felt the color rise to her face. �How about we find you something to wear?� she said, reaching for the first thing she could get her hands around�a silk wall hanging of le grand zombie, a very powerful snake spirit.
He wrapped the green and gold cloth around his waist like a towel. Amie wished she could close her eyes. If anything, the fabric accented his hard, stiff�
�Much better,� he said, double-checking the knot.
If he only knew.
She�d asked for moonlight walks through the French Quarter, not this.
�Why on earth were you��
�Naked?� he asked. �Not the best circumstances, I admit.� He drew her into his arms. Her heart fluttered as she leaned against the full length of him and let him brush his lips over hers. �Still, when you think about it logically, you cannot expect clothes to survive almost two hundred years.�
Amie�s gut dropped.
He frowned as she escaped his embrace. �Are you all right?�
She took two steps back, thought about it, and took two more. �By Ghede.� She wiped at the cold sweat on her brow. Her mouth felt dry. Amie took a deep breath and asked the question she really, really didn�t want the answer to. �Where did you come from?�
�You called me,� he said, as if that explained everything.
Dread slicked down her back. She�d asked for her perfect man. She didn�t call anyone from anywhere. In fact, she was hoping she�d meet a cute guy in church or maybe over a beignet at Caf� Du Monde.
�I�ll ask you one more time,� she said, as calmly as she could manage. �Where did you come from?�
He took a step toward her. �St. Louis Cemetery Number One.�
She froze on the spot. �Oh no.� She blinked hard. �You�re,� she forced herself to say it, �dead.�
He stood inches away from her, dark, brooding, and sexy as hell. �Not anymore.�
Her heart sped up. By Papa Legba, what had she done?
This was unnatural. This was wrong. She�d misused her magic in the worst possible way. How could she be so irresponsible?
�Thank you,� he said, touching her cheek. �You do not know how long I have waited for a second chance.�
Amie knew she was gawking, but she couldn�t help it.
She�d spent her life promising herself she�d never repeat her mother�s mistakes. She�d never date men who gambled her money away, who lied, who cheated. No. Her man would be different.
And he was.
He was a zombie.

Chapter Three

He brushed her hair out of her eyes. �It�s okay, Amie. It�s not every day you meet your ideal lover. This is overwhelming for me too.� He leaned down to kiss her.
�Stop it,� she croaked. He wasn�t her better half. He was a mistake. And how did he know her name? Of course, she�d called him. She�d asked for him. She�d practically given him her cosmic Social Security number. Think. I need to think.
He stepped back, giving her space. �I could use a bath.� He brushed at his muscled arms. �Grave dust.� He caught her gaze and held it. �Or once you calm down, perhaps we can take one together.�
�Oh no,� Amie stammered, �out of the question.� She wasn�t letting this man take one more step into her shop or her house, much less into her bathtub.
She already felt like he�d undressed her with his eyes.
�Do not worry. I will marry you first, if that is what you desire.�
Amie crossed her arms over her chest. He had to be kidding. This man wasn�t going to walk her down the aisle. He was going back to his grave.
Then she was going to take a long, cold shower and never date again.
While she was mentally reprogramming her life, he slipped past her into the shop.
�Stop,� she ordered as he clanged into the bowl she�d set down to catch Isoke�s drool.
Amie flipped on the lights to find her Spanish zombie inspecting her colorful display of gris-gris bags.
�Hands off,� Amie said.
�Of course.� He nodded, looking at her as if she was the one in the towel.
Amie wrinkled her nose at the smell of singed�floor. The Kongamato drool!
With one eye on the zombie, she rushed to the counter for a rag. She could feel his eyes on her.
�Can you wait in the storage room?� she asked, her rag smoking as she sopped up the mess he�d made.
�There�s no need. I�m much more comfortable in here,� he said, touching off a set of wind chimes. �I find your store utterly fascinating. Very well done, mi corazon. Beautiful and colorful, just like you.� His fingers closed around a glass bottle with a bejeweled skeleton label. �Florida water,� he said, turning the bottle sideways and watching the shaved orange rinds�her family�s special ingredient�float through the liquid.
�Give me that.� She dropped the rag and shoved the bottle under her arm. �And I�m not your love,� she said, retrieving the rag with two fingers and depositing it in the trash. Why had she ever thought she needed a man in her life? �This is a big mistake.�
Huge.
Her grandmother had told stories of voodoo mambos calling zombies, mostly to work in the fields at harvest. One particularly powerful voodoo queen asked for a bodyguard and gained a mobster with a price on his head. Little Mickey was killed (again) as soon as he set foot in New Orleans. It was considered gutsy to call a zombie. Rarer if one came, and even though zombies looked�and acted�like their human selves, to her knowledge no one had ever tried to date one.
Zombies lingered until they�d completed their task, and then they returned to their graves.
Well, she didn�t want this love zombie to do anything for her�or to her. She had to put him back and end this mess.
What she needed was a zombie neutralizing spell.
She�d have to look it up, but right off the bat, she knew she needed Florida water. She glanced at the bottle under her arm. Check. She�d need a pair of black candles�
Amie took two candles from the display next to the counter. While he browsed the books for sale, she grabbed a hemp bag off the hook behind the counter, tossing the ingredients inside.
She�d need grave dust. She looked her zombie up and down, from his strong jaw to his wide toes. �I think we have that covered.�
�Ah, The Complete Illustrated Kama Sutra.� The blue of his eyes deepened as he gave her a smoky look.
Desire tangled in her stomach. She ignored it because, well, it was just plain ridiculous. The kiss was amazing, before she knew what he was, but she certainly hadn�t asked for this. Amie stomped up to him with her hand out. �Give it back.�
He grinned. �The spine is creased.� He flipped through the pages. �Right here. Do you look at this book sometimes?�
The next time Isoke had any great ideas about finding her a man, she�d tie his beak shut with a fire hose.
He examined the Moon position. �Now that looks interesting,� he said, his fingers splayed wide over a couple having a lot more fun that Amie ever had. She felt the heat rise to her cheeks.
�Stop it. We�re not doing the Kama Sutra. We�re not going to fall in love. I don�t even know you.�
�You will be my true love,� he said, as if he was informing her of the weather or how the Hornets had played the night before. �I can prove it.�
�How?� Amie asked, not sure she wanted to know.
He closed the book and placed it back on the shelf, seeming to forget about the Moon, the Lotus, and the rest of the positions she couldn�t quite get out of her head. �Come. You will go with me back to my grave.� He took her hands in his and kissed her on the top of the head.
Amie yanked her hands back and wiped them on her nightgown, ignoring his frown. His touch would have felt good, if she hadn�t known what he was.
�You know what?� Amie said, as she let a plan of her own take shape. �That�s a good idea. Let�s go see where you were buried.� She really didn�t want to put him back to earth right here in the storage room. There was the matter of the body. She couldn�t just carry it down Canal Street and back to the cemetery. But if she could follow him back to his grave, it would be like zombie express delivery.
His face lit up. �Fantastic. No one has visited my grave since the Roosevelt administration.�
�But you have to wait right here while I get ready, okay?�
�Absolutely, my dear.� He resumed his assault on her bookcase, one hand at his waist holding his silk wrapper closed.
She paused on the bottom step. �I�ll also find you something to wear.�
Amie almost asked him what he wanted to show her at his grave, but stopped herself. She didn�t want to be any more involved in his undead life than she had to be. Besides, she�d put him down as soon as they arrived. �Be back soon,� she said, taking the steep stairs as fast as she could manage.
�During that time, do you mind if I remove a few geraniums from the pot outside? We�ll be passing my grandmother�s vault on the way in.�
�Knock yourself out,� Amie called. She�d prefer her zombie outside anyway.
Amie dashed into the library and found her spell book. She flopped it on the kitchen table. �Zombie�zombie care, zombie feeding, zombie summoning�
On rare occasions, zombies can be called with a spell in order to assist with a task.
Ah, so that�s what her love life had come down to. Great. Evidently, his task had been to kiss her silly.
A zombie will deteriorate and die again once it has fulfilled its purpose or once the voodoo mambo no longer requires its services.
Well, Amie didn�t require his services. And she certainly wasn�t going to let him fulfill his purpose�not if he thought it meant marrying her.
She flipped through the book again and pressed her finger to a final entry, �zombie termination.� She made a mental list of the ingredients she needed before shoving the book in her bag. Digging through her kitchen drawers, she found a flashlight and a box of matches.
Amie caught her reflection in the hand decorated mirror above her kitchen sink. Her black hair frizzed about her face and her eyes were wide with shock.
�If you get out of this,� she told herself, �you will never wish for another date. Because this is what happens.� Men were trouble every time.
And undead men were worse.
Amie blew out a breath. She didn�t have time to be feeling sorry for herself.
In less than a minute, she�d changed into a long orange skirt and a yellow top. She pulled on her barely used tennis shoes, grabbed him a pair of sweat pants, and headed down for the shop.
�Hi.�
�Ga!� She clutched her chest and pitched forward. She fell the last three steps and directly into his arms. He was warm, strong.
She lurched away. �What are you doing? You were supposed to be outside.� He didn�t feel dead. She remembered what it felt like to have his arms wrapped around her. And his kiss had been downright electrifying. Didn�t matter. He was dead.
He eased a lock of hair behind her ear. �Here I am, bursting into your home, ready to marry you tomorrow.� He raised a brow. �Or tonight if you know a priest.� When she couldn�t quite move her mouth to respond, he continued. �It occurred to me that we haven�t been properly introduced.�
Every cell in her body screamed for her to close the distance between them. Feeling his arms around her reminded her too much of how it had felt when he kissed her. That�s what she got for making him her first kiss in nine years. Damn the man.
He was clearly wrong in more ways than one. She refused to marry a dead man, or kiss him again. She didn�t even want to talk to him.
Amie took a deep breath. She made a mistake and she�d fix it. He was going back into the ground.
�I don�t need to know your name,� she said, inching past his massive form and plucking an extra cleaning rag from under the counter. She�d be glad to have it if things got messy.
�My name is Dante Montenegro,� he said, bowing slightly, his accent even more pronounced.
Okay, well good. At least she knew what grave they needed to find.
�Put these on.� She handed him a pair of her largest sweatpants, the kind with the string tie.
He held them up. �Canary yellow?�
�Deal with it.�
He ignored her sarcasm like the gentleman he was. �Actually, I used to own a pair of breeches in this very shade.�
His civility was making her uncomfortable. �Okay, well just put them on,� she said, turning away. She did not need to see him undressed again. Plus, she needed one more thing from the shop.
She had to find something of hers that she could burn, dust to dust, ashes to ashes. It should be small, so she could carry it. It had to have been in the presence of magic. �Preferably something I�ve owned for years,� she said to herself, as the perfect sacrifice came to mind. She hated to lose the Lisa Simpson keychain she had looped over the corner of her register, but desperate times called for desperate measures.
Amie stuffed the keychain into her bag.
Let�s see, she had candles, water, Lisa Simpson, grave dust, a zombie. She glanced back at the man behind her. She�d give him one thing�he was the Don Juan of the zombie world.
She shook her head. It didn�t matter. He didn�t belong here.
�After you,� he said, as she led them out into the night.

Chapter Four

Laughter and conversation from the party crowd erupted in waves on the other side of the wall of buildings as Amie and her zombie hurried down the alley that led to Canal Street. For the first time in her life, Amie wished she could be one of them, instead of running side by side with a dead Romeo through the back streets of New Orleans.
How had she gotten herself into this?
He actually believed he was going to marry her.
If he thought he was going to convince her based on something they�d find in a cemetery at one in the morning, he was even crazier than she�d imagined. No true love of hers would act this way.
This little trip through la-la land was her penance for thinking, believing, dreaming she could step out of her normal life and expect more than she had any right to expect. Hadn�t her mother taught her that? Her grandmother? The women of her line were destined to be alone. She had to stop listening to bossy red monsters and start behaving like a proper voodoo mambo.
Sweat trickled down her back. There was no escaping the humid heat of New Orleans, even after midnight.
Amie felt a familiar tug as the white stone walls of the graveyard came into view. Her calling as a voodoo mambo gave her a certain kinship with the dead. It was part of the job. Still, she didn�t like the way the ingredients in her bag began to stir.
St. Louis Cemetery Number One used to be located at the outskirts of the city, which now meant the edge of the French Quarter. The cemetery closed at dusk to keep vandals and criminals at bay. Visitors were often robbed in broad daylight. Drug deals went down day and night. Tourists were always encouraged to visit in groups.
More than one hundred thousand former New Orleans residents rested inside those walls. Most had been buried in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Entire extended families shared mausoleums separated by narrow pathways. Many of the dead had practiced voodoo. Their power called to her. She�d have to put her zombie down quietly and get the heck out.
Amie kept a hand on her bag as she followed the zombie down the deserted sidewalk past the front entrance, with its tall gate topped by a simple wrought-iron cross. She stiffened as they passed the crumbling tombs inside. A red spiral of energy curled from one of the graves closest to her, the filmy tendril reaching for her.
She�d never seen a red apparition before. Her breath hitched. She really didn�t want to learn anything new tonight.
�This way,� he said, leading her to an area at the north edge where the streetlights were widely spaced and foot traffic was nonexistent. He mounted the thick white stone wall like a Marine and reached down for her.
�Oh no,� she said, refusing his outstretched hand. While Amie was all for getting inside, she was even more interested in having a way out. �Can�t we find a back gate or something?�
�Do not argue, my love,� he said, his face obscured by shadows as he reached for her again. �This is the quickest.�
�I�m not your love.� She took a step backward. �And you can�t possibly expect me to�eek!� He caught her by the wrists and vaulted her up onto the top of the wall.
She pushed against his chest, but it was like fighting with a boulder. �Listen, Tarzan. I don�t know what century you�re from, but��
�I told you, I don�t like to argue.� He wrapped an arm around her waist as they thundered to the ground. She felt the impact vibrate through his body as her toes scraped the rocky path on the other side of the wall.
She shoved away from him. This time, he let her. �You could have killed me!� she hissed. She could have broken her neck or smashed her head in or�
He shot her a withering look. �Death is not something to speak of lightly,� he said in a coarse whisper. �Now come. We are not alone.�
Lovely, just lovely.
Amie glanced back at the eight-foot-high wall. Last night, she�d been snuggled in bed with a book. Tonight, she was in a haunted cemetery with no way out and a dead guy telling her what to do.
Once they left the shadows of the trees, the moon lit their path. She followed him, cursing at his round, firm backside as he wound through mausoleums of all shapes and sizes. The place smelled like mold and concrete and New Orleans heat. Wrought-iron gates with thick spikes hugged some of the white stone vaults, while others lay neglected, their plaster falling away to expose redbrick skeletons. Still others had sunk into the ground, their inscriptions worn and barely visible as earth swallowed them whole.
Amie paused as she heard men�s voices a few rows away. They sounded tense and angry. Wonderful. Amie cringed. She just hoped they were grave robbers instead of muggers. Either way, she didn�t want to run into them.
The zombie touched a hand to her shoulder and silently bid her to continue. Amie nodded. They needed to keep moving.
The cemetery was alive. She caught another wisp spiraling skyward, like a paranormal spotlight. It was a fine time to be trapped.
She held her bag to her side, wishing she was hauling around a ferret instead of restless spell ingredients. The zombie moved silently ahead of her, like a bloodhound on a scent.
That was another problem. After she put him back to ground, what was she going to do? Avoid the muggers and the apparitions until the gates opened in the morning? She certainly couldn�t scale the wall.
�Stop.� He reached behind him to steady her.
�What?� she rasped, trying to keep her Maglite from clanking against the bottle of Florida water.
�Dominga Deloroso El Montenegro,� he said, bowing his head before a squat white vault. The plaster had crumbled away around the arched top, revealing brick and a small cropping of weeds.
Right, his grandmother.
He placed the geraniums on the uneven pavement at the front of the tomb. �Que or� por mi segunda oportunidad,� he said, �y ahora est� aqu�.�
Amie fidgeted. He�d said something about second chances. Written Spanish she could do. Hearing it out loud could be tough. And she didn�t like to think of him having a grandma.
She studied the other names etched into the gray stone and stiffened as she read the curling inscription dedicated to the memory of DANTE MONTENEGRO 1779-1811. EL HOMBRE ADORO DEMASIADO.
He loved too much?
He�d also died too young. Well, she�d known that already. Her stomach quivered. Seeing it in stone made it real.
�Now I will show you,� he said. �You see?� He touched a circular area on the front of his tomb where some of the rock had been chipped away. �It is a symbol of the sun. Placed here when I decided to wait for voodoo to bring me back. You etched it deeper when you brought me back tonight.�
She�d never heard of anything like it. Of course, she didn�t know any zombie raisers. Amie squinted at the crude carving. It looked more like a squashed bug than a sun. �You think I�m going to fall in love with you because of a defaced piece of rock?�
He flinched as if he�d been slapped. �This is proof.�
�Not in my world.�
�You want more proof?� He turned back to the tomb and placed his hands on either side of the stone marker. �Fine. I will go get it.�
Amie�s jaw slackened as he lifted the stone away, opening the grave. She wasn�t going to ask. She just stared at the gaping hole that led into the crypt.
She wrapped her arms around her as an unwelcome chill seeped through her. She�d called up a man from the dead. Amie could never have imagined she�d had that kind of power. She was shocked. She was awed.
And she was scared to death.
If her ancestors could only see her now.
Amie�s fingernails dug into her arms. Please help me fix this.
A cloud moved over the moon and the cemetery plunged into even deeper darkness. She fought to ignore the churning in her stomach and was almost glad for the shadows as the zombie crawled back inside his grave.
Scraping sounds echoed from inside the vault as Amie set her bag on the concrete path and unloaded her supplies. This will all be over soon.
Please let this be over soon.
Everything was too dark and too scary and too�dead.
She had to make this right.
Amie quickly lit the black candles and rubbed their sides with the grave dust he�d left on her arms when he touched her. She sprinkled Florida water over everything.
�How�s it going?� she asked in a rough whisper, forcing her voice to remain even. She needed to focus her power, but she�d have a hard time concentrating knowing the zombie could pop out of his grave at any moment.
A frustrated sigh echoed from the tomb. �I�m having trouble finding it. It�s dark. There are many fragile things on all sides.�
Yeah, like bones.
Amie adjusted her candles, one in front of her and one behind. Their flames created twin oases of orange light. If she did this right, he�d be just another pile of bones.
She closed her eyes and focused her power.
Earth to earth. Dust to dust.
She felt her life force well up inside of her. Amie took her Lisa Simpson keychain and held it over the flame in front of her, watching the plastic smoke and curl.
�I give of my magic,� she whispered. �I give of myself. To let this man go back to ground.�
Amie removed the ring she�d woven and dug her fingers into it, separating the black and red strands.
�We are not connected. We are not bound. As it began, so does it end.�
She felt the power stir inside her.
She stood slowly.
She almost had him.
Amie approached him from behind, her fingers burrowing into the pocket of her skirt for the two dirty paper hearts she had unearthed from the planter outside her door. She ripped them in half and sprinkled them over the only part of him she could see�a muscular calf and a very large foot. The magic shot off orange sparks where it touched him.
Such a waste, she thought as she willed him back down, into the ground, to the earth.
�Ow!� He banged against something inside the tomb and came out rubbing his head. He brushed the torn hearts away like they were fireplace embers.
�What is this?� He saw her supplies and his eyes went narrow. �Are you trying to kill me?�
Amie�s breath hitched. She really didn�t want to watch this�watch him turn from a fine man to dust and bones. Her heart tugged.
In his own deluded way, the creature had loved her.
She held her breath. Waiting for the collapse. This was her doing. Her mistake. She owed it to him to watch him go back to ground. As if forcing her to witness what she�d done, the moon chose that moment to emerge from behind the cloud. It shone full once more on the man Amie had condemned.
Amie waited for the end.
And waited�
And waited.
Instead of crumbling to powder, he straightened and stood over her, looking gorgeous and unkempt with a smudge of dirt along his cheek.
Amie stared at him.
Damn the man. He should have been dead. She couldn�t mess this up too. She chewed her lip as she ran through her spell in her mind. She�d done it correctly.
So why was he still here?
�I ask you again��he took a powerful step toward her��my love.� He ground out each word as she took three steps back, scattering her candles across the pavement, �Are you trying to kill me?�
Amie froze. She dug her fingernails into her palms as dread blanketed her. She was trapped. In a cemetery. With the undead. A second later, she snapped.
It was too overwhelming, too intimidating, and frankly�too absurd. �Of course I tried to kill you,� she said, her voice an octave higher than it should have been. �What am I saying? I�m not killing you. You�re already dead! You see your name on that tombstone? I do. Dante Montenegro. Dead.�
He gave a mirthless laugh. �What does that have to do with anything?�
He had to be kidding. �It has everything to do with�everything. I can�t marry a dead man.�
�Ah!� he said, the twinkle back in his eye. �Every couple has issues they need to work out.�
�Work out?� Amie stammered. �No.� Out of the question.
He leaned against his tombstone, clearly amused.
Anger rocketed through her. �Oh is this fun for you? Well, this is not fun. This is wrong. This is unnatural. You are deceased, demised, buried for goodness sake!�
The zombie hitched his thumbs under the waistband of his borrowed pants. �Not anymore.�
Of all the cocky��That is completely beside the point.�
�Your bag is on fire.�
�Ohhh!� Amie rushed to where one of the scattered candles had ignited her mother�s hemp sack. She stomped out the blaze.
If he thought this was the end of their conversation, then maybe he�d been reanimated without a brain.
�Don�t you understand?� she said, refusing to even spare a glance at the smoldering remains of the bag. �This is one giant horrible mistake. I�m not kissing you. I�m not picturing you naked.� Where had that come from? Never mind. Amie plowed forward. �I�m not marrying you, so you might as well admit that your usefulness has ended and you can rest in peace.�
Fury rolled off him in waves. �You called me,� he said, as the night breeze scattered the torn hearts down the narrow path. �You burned a resurrection symbol into my grave.�
�I didn�t know,� she said, her hope for an easy answer spinning into oblivion with those hearts. Even if she chased them down, she�d never be able to recover enough pieces to perform the spell again.
What would it matter anyway? It hadn�t worked. Everything in her tidy little world was hopelessly, horribly out of control. And here he stood, all gorgeous and dead, expecting her to accept that. She just couldn�t do it. She raised her chin. �I thought I wanted you, but obviously not you.�
He stalked up to her, close enough to kiss. �Listen, sweetheart. It�s not my problem that you don�t know what you want.�
He strode past her and took the last lit candle.
�Hey! Give that back!�
�Come and get it, darling,� he said, ducking back into the tomb.
Amie wanted to bang her own head against the nearest vault. What kind of a zombie-killing fianc�e was she if the zombie started taking her spell ingredients? And she couldn�t imagine what she was going to do now that her spell hadn�t worked. Now that he knew she wanted to kill him. She�d have to find another way to put him down and, frankly, that might be tough.
He eased back out of the grave, looking triumphant, a gold wedding ring in hand.
�You�re married?� she gaped. She shouldn�t have felt betrayed, but she did.
�I was.� He placed the candle on the ground and made a move to slip the ring onto his finger. �Now look. It will not fit anymore.�
The ring seemed to resist as he drew it over his finger. It stopped less than an inch down, refusing to go farther.
What did that have to do with anything? �Maybe your knuckles swelled.�
Anger flashed across his face. �No. I can no longer wear this because I have found my one true love,� he said, gripping the ring between two fingers, holding the shimmering gold band between them. �That is you. Why do you find this so hard to accept?�
�Oh, I don�t know. Because it�s impossible?�
He looked mad enough to spit. �It is true!�
�So you say.�
�So I know! I feel this with every breath in my body and I will not stop until you understand what it is you mean to me.�
Amie�s gaze drifted down the path. She had to pick the determined zombie. �How did I get into this?�
�Quiet.� He stiffened, his eyes fixed out into the night. �Do you hear that?�
Amie strained her ears. Yes. She heard a definite crunching coming from the graves to the left. This was too much. She�d better not have called up a whole army of lovers. How would she explain a harem to poor Isoke? He�d lose his tail and his top feathers too.
Amie crouched closer to Dante�s grave. If only it were a hoard of zombies. Then she would have been safe. As it was, her breath quickened as she saw two scarlet shadows fall across the path in front of her.
Oh no.
Her heart skittered. She�d heard of this�residual ghosts called up by voodoo magic. But she�d kept her magic contained.
Until it had escaped down the path.
Holy hoodoo.
How could she have been so careless?
�This is my fault,� she said under her breath, warning him. She didn�t know what was coming, but it couldn�t be good.
He stood next to his grave, waiting. �I know.�
She glanced at the long, dark path behind her. It would feel so good to run. The kicker was, there was nowhere to go. Besides, she had to fix her mistakes. She glanced at the zombie. Okay, she�d fix the most recent mistake.
Gripping her bottle of Florida water, she crouched low. One hand curled around the moldering brick tomb. Her heart beating low in her chest as the red shadows grew longer.
They were going to find her. She stiffened, unscrewing the bottle with shaking fingers.
By Papa Ghede! She gasped as a pair of thugs stepped out onto the path in front of them. Their eyes glowed red with possession.
A chill ran though Amie. She�s seen the dead possess the living during voodoo rituals. The chwals she knew only allowed themselves to be taken by clean spirits. These men hadn�t done as well.
�I believe these are the men we heard before,� Dante said under his breath.
They moved like predators, and they were armed.
�What do they want?� Amie stammered.
Dante hesitated. �You.�
As they drew closer, she could see their gang colors and the fiery burning of their eyes. The one on the left snarled, his face a mass of anger and hate.
This was her fault. She�d never learned about death magic. She didn�t know what could happen if it escaped. She�d been too rash in coming here.
Amie�s fingers tightened around her blessed water. They were looking straight at her.
She could exorcise the spirits if only she had a bottle of 151 proof rum and a live chicken. Without them? She�d have to do the best she could. Amie poured her Florida water onto a patch of dirt, rubbing her fingers frantically into the mud.
�I command you to the earth,� she said, low in her throat. Focus your power. She dug harder. �I command you to the earth.�
The one on the right laughed. It was a hollow, menacing sound. He turned the barrel of his gun toward her. As if the world had slowed to contain only that moment, she watched the thug�s trigger finger squeeze tight.
Dante slammed into her as the shot cracked the night, ringing in her ears. Her cheek hit the ground as she watched blood splash onto the white gravel in front of her.
�Oh my god.� She clutched at the path.
The zombie leapt for the first mugger, knocking the gun from his hand.
Amie scrambled for the gun as her zombie barreled for the second man. Dante kicked the gun out of his hands and crashed into a crumbling brick vault. The second gun skittered into the night as Amie closed her hands around the first.
�Freeze,� Amie commanded, aiming the weapon at the men. �Now get out or I�m going to send you straight to hell.�
The thugs spasmed as the spirits roiled out of their bodies. Their eyes rolled up into their heads. Two red masses shot into the night before the men crumpled to the ground.
Dante climbed to his feet and put his fingers to the neck of the closest man. �He�s out cold.�
Heart hammering, Amie hunched next to the other man and lifted his eyelid. The pupils were clear. He�d have a massive headache, but he should be awake by the time the first tour group rolled through in the morning.
�Come.� Dante reached a hand down to her. His wide shoulders shook with tension and his left arm was a bloody mess.
�Oh my god.�
He ignored her. �We have to go.�
Amie laid the gun on the path next to her and grasped the neck of the bottle. It was mostly rubbing alcohol anyway. But it had been smashed on the ground. She used the broken edge to rip a strip of cloth from the bottom of her skirt. She closed her eyes for a moment, fighting the fabric. When she had enough, she wadded it into a bandage and touched it to his arm.
�Ow!� He jerked back.
�Calm down,� she said, her own pulse racing as she wiped the blood. �Hold this on there. We can clean it out at my house.�
He gave her a long look. �As long as you promise not to try to kill me.�
She rolled her eyes as if she hadn�t been trying to do that very thing a few moments ago.
Only before, he wasn�t quite human. Now, she didn�t know.
By Gedhe, this was such a mess.
Amie watched Dante seal the guns in his vault and grab the ring. Who was this man who had burst into her life, kissed her silly, and brought her here?
Is that what he was?
A man?
She didn�t quite believe it. In fact, this entire night had been one big surprise after another.
�Dante,� she said, watching him startle as she called him by name for the first time, �let�s get out of here.�

Chapter Five

His upper arm howled in protest, but Dante didn�t care. Pain meant he was alive. As for her attempt to kill him, he�d deal with that soon enough.
She dialed in the alarm code at the back of her building. Amie moved with liquid grace, strong yet undeniably feminine. She was all curves and substance, with large almond-shaped eyes and a lush mouth. But what he really liked was her squared-off chin. It was bold, defiant. Too bad she�d grown from delectable to downright infuriating. She seemed to sense his anger as she opened the door to the storage room.
�Hell-o!� A Kongamato lounged in what looked to be a pit of mud and sticks.
Amie cringed. �Dante, this is Isoke.�
If she was counting on the creature to save her, she was sadly mistaken.
Dante bowed toward the Kongamato. The beast was positively beaming.
�Isoke, this is Dante.�
He showed a double row of teeth. �Charmed, rafiki. She is quite a catch, no?�
She would be, once she understood what was happening. Dante ran a hand down Amie�s back, pleased at the way she stiffened. She might fear him, but she still wanted him.
Isoke launched himself out of the tub, sending sticks and pieces of moss flying. �Would you care for a soak? I was just going to go for a cool-down swim in the Mississippi.� He waggled his brows at them like a proud uncle as he shook a wet leaf from between his toes. �This mud is good for your pores, no? And very romantic.�
�We have to go,� Amie said, leading Dante through the door to the shop.
�Have fun, kids!� Isoke called. �And just so you know, I will not be leaving gifts in your shoes if you are busy making love!�
She seemed embarrassed. �I�m sorry. He�s just��
�A Kongamato.� Dante had seen voodoo mambos in the cemetery.
�Right,� Amie said, avoiding his gaze. They were back to being polite. It would not do.
�This way,� she said, leading him upstairs to her apartment.
Her living space was as colorful as her shop and stacked with books and various homemade oddities. Yet instinct told him there was more to this woman than she�d revealed.
He would get to the bottom of it.
She led him into a small bathroom off of the library and flipped on the bright overhead light.
Amie gasped when she saw his injury clearly for the first time. �I�m so sorry.�
The wound was ugly, his olive skin ripped and torn.
He shrugged and immediately regretted the move as hot fire shot down his arm.
There didn�t seem to be any major damage, but there was a lot of blood. Her fault, but he wouldn�t get into that right now. Her knee bumped against his leg. This was the closest she stood to him�voluntarily�since she�d kissed him.
�I�ll fix it,� she said, earnestly.
Dante held his temper as he watched Amie wrestle with an impossible number of tubes and jars in a miniscule cabinet over the pedestal sink. That�s not to say anything was out of place. If he wasn�t mistaken, the items were actually lined up by size. He just didn�t understand why a woman would need that many.
Some things never changed.
He turned her to face him. �Forget the bandages. We need to talk.�
She seemed wary, afraid. It was ridiculous.
He�d proved to her tonight that she was his one true love. He�d shown her the mark on his tomb. He�d been unable to wear the wedding ring his former wife had given him. Despite that, Amie had rejected him outright.
She might have reacted with shock at first, then joy and absolute glee, as any woman would. But outright denial? He never would have imagined it.
What more proof did this modern woman need?
Her gaze fell on his arm. �I agree. We need to talk. But not with you looking like that.�
�Amie,� he warned.
She turned back to the medicine cabinet.
His fists clenched and his shoulder burned. He wanted to be a gentleman, but, �I am done with excuses.�
Amie was supposed to be his one true love�a once-in-a-lifetime connection�a woman who could call him back from the grave and give him a second chance at love and at life.
She was passionate. Her kiss at the door had proven that. His body tightened just thinking about it.
So why was she fighting?
It was insulting as hell. �Why did you call me?� Why put him through this for nothing?
She didn�t answer. Her lips pursed as she selected bandages and clanked through the bottles in the medicine cabinet�as if that was the most important thing they had to deal with.
Damn it to hell, he wouldn�t be cast aside.
He reached for her, ignoring her squeak of surprise as he took her by the waist and slapped her down on the edge of the sink.
�Ow!� she protested.
�It does not hurt.� He brushed his fingertips along the trembling at her collarbone. �Mi corazon.�
Her breath quickened. She tried to buck off, her thick hair falling over one eye. �Don�t you manhandle me.�
Hands on her hips, he pulled her up against him so that she was forced to see him. �Then don�t play games with me.�
She drew a careful breath, her fingers absently tracing the velvety soft skin he�d just touched.
He�d have a conversation with her if it killed him. What he hadn�t counted on was the lick of desire that slid down his spine.
He pushed closer, just to test her and watched the rosy flush creep up her cheeks. �I�ll ask again,� he ground out. �Why did you call me?�
She touched her lips together nervously.
Madre de dios. His whole future hung in the balance and this woman, this savior of his couldn�t even answer a simple question.
She chewed at her delectable lower lip, her eyes wide, her hair damp around her face. �Look,� she said, �I made a mistake.�
No. �That kind of power doesn�t come from accident. You did this on purpose.�
At first he had been amused that she could be so powerful that she could call him and not understand what it meant. But if she didn�t want him anymore, that was downright terrifying.
�Why do you care?� she demanded.
Damn it to hell. �Because it�s not supposed to be this way. Not for me.�
Dante had never been an overly patient man, but he�d haunted the cemetery for two hundred years. The one thing that had kept him going was the one in a million shot that someone would call him back and give him another chance.
Tears filled her eyes. �Just let me fix you.�
He stepped back. �I am afraid that is impossible.�
Dante sat on the edge of her tub, his head in his hands. He had to make her understand.
She leaned over him, her yellow sleeve brushing his cheek, her nose red. �This won�t hurt a bit,� she said, right before she poured molten lava down his arm. He cringed.
She sniffed and wiped at her eyes. �It�s iodine,� she explained, dabbing at him again with the cotton ball. �It�ll help, I promise.� She swallowed. �I was actually hoping you�d be healed by now.�
�And why was that?� He asked, teeth gritted.
�Well, you�re�� She paused, obviously trying to think of a polite way to say what he probably didn�t want to hear. �Undead. Or should I say reanimated?�
He planted his hands on his knees and felt a drop of sweat slide down his back as she resumed her assault. �I regret to inform you that while I may be reconstituted, as it may. I have always been, and I remain, a mortal man.� All the pity. �I can age and I can certainly die.�
Her lips parted slightly.
The hollow feeling in his gut grew.
Dante didn�t know how much time he had, but if Amie didn�t offer him more of her magic, freely and completely, their bond would wear away. Then he�d be truly and forever dead.
He couldn�t let that happen.
�Put those things down,� he said, taking the cotton and the iodine from her and placing them behind him in the tub. �Now,� he said, standing, �I will show you just how alive I am.� He held out his hand to her.
Amie hesitated. He could see the wild pulse at her neck, hear her shallow breathing. The air in the small room had grown quite warm. Slowly, he reached for her hand. She swallowed hard as he drew her closer and placed her hand over his beating heart.
She exhaled as they both felt his heart pound against his chest.
He took her other hand and touched it to his lips. �I am human. Just like you.�
She blinked once, twice. Confusion trickled across her features. �But back in the cemetery, you went after those possessed men unarmed.�
�Yes,� he said. He�d do it again.
She lingered on his arm. �You mean, if this had hit you in the chest, you would have died?� Realization dawned in her. �You almost died for me? Why?�
He felt the corners of his mouth tug as he returned his tired and battered body to the edge of the tub. �I didn�t want to watch you die.�
She sat down next to him. �Nobody ever stood up for me like that.�
He closed his hand over hers. �I�m sorry to hear that,� he said. And he meant it.
Why today�s women did everything on their own was beyond him. In his day, most came from large, extended families. They spent lifetimes building large networks of friends. People helped one another.
It was one of the things he�d missed most of all, haunting the cemetery alone after his family had passed on.
�The bleeding isn�t stopping,� she said, worried.
�No,� he said. He couldn�t fully heal himself. Not until she could open herself up and give him a little of the magic she�d used to call him, the magic he needed to survive.
Still, she was wary of him. He�d have to proceed carefully.
He watched as she wound a thick white bandage around his arm.
What had his grandmother always said? Patience. Small steps. He�d never been good at that. Dante drew his fingers slowly over Amie�s as she secured the bandage with medical tape. Perhaps he�d learned to temper himself over the past two centuries. He�d gotten her talking, which was no small thing.
And perhaps she understood him a little better too.
Life was precious. He knew that now.
Now all he had to do was convince her.
Tomorrow, he thought, as he moved to her library and sank into a soft recliner. He�d do it. Somehow, he�d convince her he deserved a second chance at life.
And perhaps he�d show her a thing or two about living as well.

Chapter Six

For the first time, Amie regretted the mirrors on her ceiling. They used to be fun and funky. Now all she could do was stare at herself lying in bed amid an immense pile of books she�d dragged in from her library.
Past the sleeping zombie.
At least someone was getting some rest. It was five in the morning�nearly dawn. Amie stared at her reflection. Her hair frizzed at odd angles, her eyelids had puffed to twice the normal size, and she had a line down the side of her face from falling asleep on top of a hardback collector�s edition of Out of the Darkness: The Ethnobiology of the Modern Zombie.
She looked like hell. And why not? She�d certainly put herself through it in the last five hours. Five hours? Is that all it took to ruin a life?
The past night had been a disaster.
Well, except for that kiss. And the strong beat of his heart on the palm of her hand. The gesture had been oddly comforting. It made her feel safe, which was ridiculous.
Dante was dangerous, unpredictable. She shouldn�t like it. Men like him were nothing but trouble.
She wriggled at the memory of Dante�all of him�as he pulled her flush against him and kissed her senseless. Well, there was nothing wrong with having a moment or two. She couldn�t deny that she enjoyed his touch. She just needed to keep things in perspective. The only difference between this and her mother�s failed attempts at love was that Amie knew Dante was going to leave.
A zombie will deteriorate and die again once it has fulfilled its purpose or once the voodoo mambo no longer requires its services.
She refused to let him hurt her on the way out.
Amie rubbed her eyes, red and gritty from lack of sleep. Why hadn�t she gotten a zombie who would clean her shop? Or keep Isoke from chasing alligators? But no. She�d called up a man who wanted to make her fall in love with him. Amie tensed as she heard him moan in his sleep. She could almost see him stretched out shirtless on her green La-Z-Boy. Part of her couldn�t believe a man like that wanted her. Zombies wouldn�t come unless they were called to do something they wanted to do.
She rolled over into the pillow. Bosou! What was she thinking?
This time yesterday, she�d been totally in control. Oh for the days of all work and no play, when men were boring and life made sense.
What she�d discovered reading through her research books, well, she still couldn�t believe it. Amie rolled to her side and reached for a thick red book with a broken spine. She�d snapped the binding when she threw it off the bed earlier this morning. She brushed through its crushed opening pages. Her fault, when she�d fisted them out of sheer astonishment. She opened the book to the place she didn�t really want to see again. Still, she had to look. It was like a shocking accident�she couldn�t look away.
A love spell can only be used to call a zombie if said zombie is the voodoo practitioner�s one true love.
Ridiculous.
Laughable.
If she didn�t have the niggling suspicion that it could be true.
�Oh god, oh god, oh god�� She shoved the book off the bed and watched it land in a heap on the floor.
He couldn�t be. He just couldn�t. Dante was temporary. He was leaving. He was all wrong.
And Amie was always right.
Dante needed another cup of coffee. Hell, he needed another pot. His head swam as he braced one hand on Amie�s living room window and watched the sun rise over Royale Street.
He was not going back into that kitchen.
The Good Girl�s Guide to Love Magik lay open on the flowered tablecloth, right where he�d left it. The thick tome was pink, which made it worse.
Besides, he didn�t need to look at the starred, underlined entry to know what it said.
A love spell will bind for a maximum of three days and nights. If love magik is not exchanged during that time, the spell will be broken.
She�d made it clear she didn�t want him. She had no desire to fall in love with him. Now he had three days to convince her. It wasn�t enough time. Hell, he�d been engaged to his late wife for six months and he hadn�t known she didn�t care until he found her in bed with their neighbor.
Maybe he just hadn�t wanted to see the truth.
Dante swiped at the blood trickling down his arm. He�d need to find a new bandage. The wound throbbed, refusing to heal.
It wouldn�t get better without her love magic. He didn�t have the ability to heal himself. Not until the spell was permanent.
Did he even want that anymore?
He watched a few industrious shopkeepers hose off the streets in front of their stores. His former wife, Sophia, had married him out of duty. Their fathers ran a shipping business together. Sure, she�d been attracted to him. At least, she had been at first. But like the feathered hats she collected, Dante was one more object to be had, one more conquest. At least she�d admitted it.
While she�d been pleading with him not to shoot her lover.
He felt the stab in his gut as if it were yesterday.
The kicker was�he�d loved her. Now she was dead and he might be�again�sooner rather than later.
Dante rubbed his chin, feeling the start of a beard and gave a small chuckle. He hadn�t had to shave in one hundred and ninety-eight years.
Now he had another chance at life. Dante opened the window and let morning filter into the room�birds chirping, the smell of sunshine and fresh cut grass, shopkeepers laughing and calling to one another. He stood for a moment and just listened. He�d enjoy the little things while they lasted.
Dante glanced behind him at Amie�s closed door. He�d take one day at a time, because right now, his one true love didn�t seem to know what she wanted and he was running out of time.
He sighed.
Well, he�d rather be dead than have another woman pledge herself to him out of obligation. His feet moved on their own until he stood outside her green painted door. He detected a trace of her honeysuckle perfume and placed a hand on the smooth wood. If Amie didn�t want him, he�d leave. But first, he�d do his damnedest to show her just why she�d brought him back.
Amie rolled over and stretched. Mmm�something was baking. She detected the heavenly aroma of cinnamon and bananas, along with fresh brewed coffee. Her house never smelled like this. She certainly didn�t cook.
She cracked her eyes open. She couldn�t believe she�d actually fallen asleep. Sunlight streamed in from her window. Delivery trucks rumbled down the alley. Then she heard Dante singing low and deep.
Yawning, she extricated a book out from under her cheek and rubbed at her face.
She�d give it to him. The man had an amazing voice. She sat up slowly as the cobwebs cleared from her head.
For a moment, she thought she recognized the song. �I Can�t Help Falling in Love with You,� only different.
Plaisir d�amour ne dure qu�un moment.
A haunting melody.
Chagrin d�amour dure toute la vie.
He sounded like a Spanish Elvis. And from the sound of it, he was in her tub.
She pushed her way through the books, to where her bedside clock lay facedown. She lifted it enough to look at the big, red numbers. It was only nine in the morning. She let go of the clock and it tumbled down, face-first again. According to her books, zombies had to sleep at least twelve hours a night. Just who did he think he was?
J�ai tout quitt� pour l�ingrate Celeste.
Elle me quitte et prend un autre aimant.
Water splashed in her tub as he hit a low note. She lurched out of bed and made her way to the kitchen.
Coffee gurgled on the stove. He�d used her grandma�s ancient pot instead of the plug-in KitchenAid on her counter. To each his own. She opened the oven and peeked at the bubbling dough inside. He could cook too. It figured.
Wouldn�t it be nice if her life was really like this? Waking up to a hot breakfast and a hot man.
It was such a tease.
Amie pulled an I BRAKE FOR UNICORNS mug from above the sink and sampled the brew. She closed her eyes at the rich flavor with just a hint of vanilla.
She scanned her countertops for the package he�d used. She hadn�t bought any vanilla coffee.
Her fingers tightened on her cup when she saw one of her spell books open on the kitchen table. He�d been doing some research of his own.
It was the pink love magic book, one of her mother�s. Amie groaned. She hadn�t had time to go through all of her mom�s books yet. This one was well used. It figured her mom would resort to voodoo.
And now Amie had too.
Terrific. Just like Mom.
She sighed. Well, at least she wasn�t taking any strange men to bed. She dragged a hand across her face. She was just letting them in her tub.
Water splashed as he got out. She heard the towel bar clank. As if she needed him in her kitchen too. She topped off her coffee.
Fingers shaking, Amie rubbed at her temples and told herself she had about two minutes to get it together.
She was wrong.
The bathroom door swung open. �Ah! You are awake.�
Water droplets beaded at his shoulders as he strolled through her front room with a towel wrapped around his waist, a fresh bandage white against his skin. His short black hair stood at spiky angles, which only accented the sharp planes of his face.
Amie straightened, felt her toes curl.
She took a quick swallow of coffee, just to do something�anything. �Of course I�m awake,� she said, telling herself the heat in her belly was, in fact, from the coffee. �The real question is why are you awake?�
�Community Coffee Dark Roast,� he said, as he pulled a HOUSE OF BLUES mug from the sink and poured himself another helping. �I find myself acting like a complete zombie before my first cup.�
�That�s not funny,� she said, momentarily distracted by a water droplet that slid down his perfect back and settled under the towel.
�Breakfast?� he asked, using one of her grandma�s woven pot holders to pull a tray of banana fritters out of the oven.
They looked like a cross between a doughnut and a pancake. �You made these?�
He sprinkled a plate with powdered sugar and set it in front of her. �I watched Cook do it many times. Then I merely dreamed about them for twenty decades.�
Amie bit into a warm, doughy fritter and almost had an orgasm.
They ate in silence. It was almost too domestic. Amie squirmed in her seat. She had no business wanting this.
She welcomed the distraction of gathering up the plates and insisting he take the last cup of coffee.
�Now that we have eaten, there is something we need to discuss.� He leaned against her yellow countertop and took a long sip from his mug, eyeing her as he did it. �You used a love spell to call me from the grave.�
�Yes,� she said, folding her hands in front of her, �but I didn�t call you necessarily.�
Amie fought back a sliver of guilt. Who was she kidding? She did call him. She saw him in her mind�s eye. He�d responded voluntarily because he could love her back. Now, here he was, her perfect man.
And if he could somehow touch her that deep, then having him and losing him would be worse than all of her mom�s heartbreak put together.
She just wasn�t ready.
She didn�t think she�d ever be ready.
To her relief, he let it go.
�Give me three days,� he said.
�Excuse me?� He couldn�t be serious. She didn�t know if she could ever open herself up to the kind of hurt she might find in a real relationship, but, rushing certainly wouldn�t help. �Three days? I can�t decide anything in three days.� It had taken her longer than that to pick out her kitchen curtains. �Besides, I have a life. I have a shop to run.�
Dante set his mug on the counter behind him. �Yes, but is this the life you want?� he asked, walking straight for her.
�Yes.� Mostly. How could he look confident and inviting when what he was asking was absurd? �You don�t understand.�
He took Amie�s hands in his. They were warm and strong. She could feel the heat radiating off him, calling to her. It traveled from where he still held her hands, up her arms, to her shoulders. It was both exciting and nerve-racking. She wanted to run, but she knew it would kill her to destroy this moment. So she didn�t. She waited. He leaned down to her, his face inches from hers.
Was he going to kiss her again?
Would she let him?
�Let me court you,� he said, a breath from her ear.
She wet her lips. �For real?� she asked, warmth settling in a place she�d rather not think about. She liked it when men opened doors for her, but to be courted? By an eighteenth century gentleman? In a towel?
The man needed to start wearing more clothes.
His hands traveled up her arms, burning a path to her shoulders. �Si. If it is right, three days will be enough,� he said, his expression intense, earnest. �If it is not, I will accept that.�
She searched his face, his blue eyes so electric and sincere. �Will you really?� She was suddenly disappointed that it could be over so soon.
�I will leave,� he said solemnly.
�Knowing that it took me more than three days to decide if I even wanted to go out with my last boyfriend?� she said, giving fair warning.
The lines around his eyes crinkled as he gave her a tight smile. �Yes.�
Interesting. She�d had him pegged as the stubborn type. Unless he had a plan he wasn�t telling her about. �Why do you want to do this?�
He touched his fingers to her chin, rubbing his thumb back and forth on the soft patch of skin below her lips. Heat curled through her. �Believe me, querida, I have waited two hundred years for you.� He brushed his lips against her forehead. �You called me back. Now I will show you why.�
�I already know why.� She�d been weak. She�d been lonely, and only too human.
If she wasn�t careful, it was going to hurt something terrible when he left.
She forced herself to stand tall, ignoring the insane desire to touch him back.
�Let me court you.� His lips brushed her cheek.
She broke away from him. �Look, I�m not an eighteenth century miss. I don�t expect love poems and flattery. I know better than to think roses cure everything. I�d think you were crazy if you threw your jacket over a puddle or expected me to simper around while you do manly things. I have a mind of my own, a successful business, a life, for goodness sake, and I�m not going to fall in love and make a lifetime commitment because somebody says I should.�
�Are you finished?� he asked.
She lifted her chin. �Yes.�
His head dipped toward hers. �Three days,� he whispered in her ear.
She knew she shouldn�t want it, but she did.
Amie wet her lips. What harm could come in three days? If she knew she couldn�t have him past that, then she wouldn�t expect more. He would be fulfilling his purpose, hopefully with more fritters and coffee, and then she�d be free of him. Better yet, she could relax and have fun, with no strings attached. This could be safe if she watched herself.
It would certainly be exciting.
�Okay.� She shivered. �Three days.�
Heaven help her.

Chapter Seven

Amie stuffed her feet into her white Keds, thankful that Isoke hadn�t left her any gifts last night.
She hoped the Kongamato hadn�t given Dante too much trouble. She�d sent him downstairs with directions to her friend Oliver�s store, and asked him to find something to wear. She hoped that something included a shirt. She didn�t need to be drooling over Dante all day. Control was key.
Besides, Oliver owed her. She�d used her magic to find him a man, and a decent three-year lease on a building down the street.
When Amie hopped out into her living room, tugging on the back of her sneaker, she realized her friend had failed her in the worst possible way. Dante sat at her kitchen table with the newspaper spread out in front of him, sipping coffee and looking better than he did half-naked.
He wore a black T-shirt that should have been modest. Instead, it hugged his chest and arms in all the right places. And if that wasn�t bad, he�d chosen a pair of tan cargo shorts that made him look relaxed and sexy as hell. A pair of black flip-flops completed the outfit.
Damn Oliver.
�Are you ready?� Dante said, easing back from the table.
Would she ever be?
He�d even cleaned her kitchen.
Enjoy it while it lasts.
�What�s the plan?� she asked just to have something to say. He was looking at her as if he�d like a repeat of what they�d done when they�d met.
Amie straightened. Get it together. She�d be in trouble if she couldn�t maintain her focus.
He approached her, athletic and strong. �No plan,� he said, easing an arm around her as he led them to the door.
�That�s right,� she said. �You�re probably not familiar with the city anymore.� He smelled like Ivory soap and pure man. Three days, she reminded herself. One foot in front of the other. Shoulders back. And no drooling.
Of course Isoke had left them love and fertility presents on the stairs.
�Your dragon works fast,� Dante said, navigating her past a series of mud-coated rocks and hairballs. �I had these cleaned up a half hour ago.�
�You should have seen what he did for my birthday.�
Amie tamped down the urge to clean before they left. It wouldn�t help, not if the Kongamato was determined to bring them his brand of luck.
But love charms didn�t work on the unwilling, and Amie knew her limits. Whatever she had going on with Dante would end in three days.
She leaned against her zombie as he lifted her over a particularly tricky spot.
Isoke would say she was settling for crumbs again, but he wasn�t the one who had to bear responsibility when things got out of control�and they would if she wasn�t careful.
Lasting love didn�t happen to the women in her family. Wishing for it would only make her end up like her mom.
Much to Amie�s relief, she and Dante escaped VooDoo Works without Isoke trying to help them further. She kept the CLOSED sign in the front window of the store, feeling strange and, for the first time in a long time, free.
The sunshine warmed her face as they strolled past the people and shops that crowded Royale Street. Two- and three-story buildings lined the way, topped with wrought iron balconies and rich with flowering plants and vines. Amie breathed deep. Mmm�jasmine and roasted almonds.
And dead rat?
The acrid odor touched Amie�s nose a second before she spotted a red Kongamato tail disappear into The New Orleans House of Wax.
A muddy brown rat flew out of the door behind him, very dead and sporting a necklace of white Life Savers breath mints.
�Isoke!� she hissed, as the rat skittered across the pavement.
She zigzagged around the festooned rodent as she barreled through the door.
What was he thinking?
No Kongamato went out during the day. Isoke would be seen. She didn�t want him hunted, hounded�or worse.
Amie closed the door of the wax museum and almost tripped over the stack of free tabloid newspapers and coupon books at the front. She breathed a sigh of relief as she spied Isoke in the front entryway, posed next to a life-sized statue of voodoo queen Marie Laveau. The Kongamato�s teeth shone in rows of white and his face and body contorted into a giant snarl.
�What are you doing?� Amie hissed, glancing around the small front room.
Isoke dropped the pose. �I am helping you fall in love. Did you get my rat?�
Amie squinched her nose. �Yes,� she said, peeking out the door. �Dante is cleaning it up right now.�
Isoke brightened. �Good. Lots of love magic in that one. And breath mints! You know, for before you kiss.�
�Stop it. Go home now. You know this is against the rules.�
A teenager in a House of Wax polo shirt stepped out from the main lobby. �Can I help you?�
Amie jumped. �Err�� She eyed Isoke, who had fallen down dead dragon-style at Marie Laveau�s feet.
�Ticket sales are this way,� the girl continued.
Isoke refused to budge, except the edges of Isoke�s mouth seemed to tip into the start of a smile.
Amie hesitated. What was she supposed to say? I can�t leave without my bullheaded-pain-in-the-neck-better-go-home-if-he-knows-what-is-good-for-him Kongamato?
And now she couldn�t even look at him because she sure as heck didn�t want the ticket girl noticing anything.
�You behave,� she said to the Marie Laveau statue before turning on her heel and leaving the Kongamato to obey�or not.
Outside, Dante leaned against a streetlamp as if nothing had happened.
�I told him to go home,� Amie said.
�You think he will?�
�No,� she said, glancing back, �but he�s also going to keep hiding in plain sight until we leave.�
�Then come,� Dante said, offering his arm, �let�s oblige the little monster. Isoke must handle things his own way.�
That�s what worried her.
Amie fought the urge to glance backward as she and Dante continued down Royale Street.
She wished she knew more about her own city. Truth was, she didn�t leave the neighborhood much. �I can suggest a few things to do,� she said, enjoying the tingle of excitement as she leaned against his hard frame. They did need a plan.
�No,� he said, his fingers lingering at the top of her pink silk skirt. She sucked in a breath as he found the warm skin just above her waist.
�We could go to the information office,� she said quickly.
�No.� His fingers drew lazy circles on her skin.
�Tour guide?� she suggested, ending in a squeak.
Rat or no rat�in a minute, she was going to have to drag him behind Ed�s Oyster Stand or run like hell.
He laughed at that, delighted. �No.� He took her hands in his, not bothered at all by the people who had to walk around them. It was as if he was carving out a little piece of New Orleans just for them. �I think we will do quite well on our own. Relax.�
�I�m relaxed,� she said too quickly.
He wrapped an arm around her and they began walking again. �Why is it so hard for you to simply let things come?�
�I don�t know. I�m a modern woman.� She trailed one hand over a sculpted guitar outside Manny�s Jazz Club. �Besides, what�s so wrong about knowing what I want?�
It was certainly keeping her out of trouble today.
They wandered past vendors and street musicians and mimes. They made it to St. Louis Cathedral, where his youngest sister had married, and to the spot just to the right of it where the wedding party had fled after guests pelted a beehive with rice meant for the bride and groom.
�You have to understand the dresses back then,� Dante said, holding his hands wide.
�I have some idea,� Amie said, trying not to laugh.
�For a moment, we believed a bee had gotten up there. I wasn�t going to check and my sisters were scattered everywhere. I looked over to Antonio,� he said.
�Another brother?� she asked.
�The groom,� he corrected.
Amie gasped. �He didn�t.�
�He escorted her directly behind that wide oak for a quick inspection.�
Amie gave an exaggerated gasp. �The morals of the eighteenth century.�
�Scandalous,� he agreed.
Danted leaned in to kiss her and Amie was about to close her eyes when the tree above them shook. A giant black rat hit every branch on the way down and thwumped at their feet.
�Isoke!� she shrieked.
Then she noticed the gold band tied to the rodent�s tail.
�My apologies.� Isoke flapped his wings as he settled on a high branch. �I saw you heading for the church and wanted you to be ready!�
Amie opened her mouth for the lecture of the century when Dante touched her arm. �Don�t.�
A crowd had begun to gather, murmuring questions.
Two boys rushed up. �It�s a rat!� they yelled, to a chorus of eeews!
Amie kicked the rat�s tail until the ring came loose and Dante�bless him�pocketed it. No telling where Isoke had found the gold band, but he would return it.
�Come on.� Amie grabbed Dante�s hand and dragged him over to Caf� du Monde, muttering, �The little beast is going to get himself captured.� Or killed. And dang it, she really would have enjoyed that kiss.
�Let him be,� Dante said, pulling back a chair for her. �Maybe he�ll give up.�
He didn�t know Isoke.
At least the crowd hadn�t noticed the red Kongamato waving to Amie and Dante from the high branches of the ancient oak.
Amie introduced Dante to caffe lattes as they watched the small mob disperse.
�I swear that monster has nine lives.�
Dante�s gaze slid over her, warm and sensuous. �Let�s just hope I only need two.�
Afterward, they kept an eye out for rats bearing gifts as they wandered to the Farmers Market. There Dante completely lost his mind over the variety and flavors of hot sauce. Amie bought him a bottle of Gib�s Bottled Hell and he rewarded her with an utterly blissful shrimp jambalaya upon their return home.
She pushed back from the yellow table, unable to eat another bite. �Amazing.�
Dante leaned over her to take her bowl. �Don�t thank me.� He nodded to a book open on the countertop. Smiling crawdads holding forks and knives danced over the cover of The Rajun Cajun: Recipes from New Orleans. It had been a gift from Oliver. Naturally, she�d never cracked it open.
Dante rinsed the bowls and poured himself another cup of coffee�his third since they�d returned. Then he leaned against the counter and smiled for no reason at all.
It made no sense, but she found herself smiling too.
She could almost excuse the last twenty-four hours as something that had been done to her. He�d showed up at her door. He�d suggested a date. He�d asked permission to court her. She flushed, remembering the purple cone flower he�d picked for her from a stray plant along the way. She�d tucked it behind her ear and felt every inch the lady.
Maybe it was time for her to do something back. She�d been thinking about kissing him all day and now was her chance. Amie stood.
�Querida?� he asked, setting aside his coffee mug.
Amie drew close to him. Their first kiss had been mind-numbingly intense. She�d waited, expected him to kiss her again today. He�d held her hand, touched her side, laughed close. But he�d never taken the next step. She couldn�t believe she was actually going to be the one to make a move.
He was so beautiful, so alive. After her dull dating history and nine dry years, she�d earned this. Amie practically sighed in anticipation. She knew just what she needed�and just how much she was willing to give.
Amie slid her arms around Dante�s neck, warm and strong. �Thank you,� she said. �This has been a wonderful day.�
She raised her lips to the long column of his throat and was delighted when he let out a soft groan. She licked his ear and he shuddered. She touched her lips to his and he pulled away.
�Amie, wait,� he whispered against her.
�It�s just a kiss,� she said, nuzzling him. A small thing, really.
They�d done it before. They�d almost done it this afternoon. Nothing had changed.
�You don�t mean it,� he said quietly.
�Yes, I do,� she coaxed, nibbling at his lower lip.
He gathered her into his arms. �No,� he said, touching his forehead to hers. �You don�t.�
She could feel him�all of him�pressed full against her. He wanted this.
Dante rubbed his hand along her back. She could feel the tension in him, and the longing. �It has to be real. This either means you want me,� he said, �that you�re willing to at least try to love me. Or it doesn�t. You tell me which.�
�Dante,� she protested. This was a big step for her, to go out with a man who wasn�t safe. Besides, what did he expect? He was leaving soon. �I�m out on a limb here as it is.�
He brought his hands to her waist and held her there. �I don�t want you out on a branch. I need you to jump.�
She drew back, hurt. �You know I can�t do that.� This was her first date in nine years. She�d closed her shop. She�d shared the whole day with him. She�d dodged rats bearing gifts. She�d told him what to expect from the start. This had to be enough.
Amie saw the pain in his eyes. �I will not settle for less than the real thing,� he said. �Not this time.�
�You�ve got to be kidding.� She�d just tried to give him more than she�d given anybody and he somehow needed more? �What do you want from me?�
He gave her a penetrating look as his hands snaked up her back, leaving ribbons of pleasure in their wake. �You know.�
Love magic. Amie closed her eyes. She couldn�t imagine what it would be like to share love magic with a man like him. It would be passionate, explosive. It could eat her alive and leave her with nothing.
She shook her head. �I�m sorry.� She couldn�t do it. She couldn�t risk it. Not in a million years.

Chapter Eight

Dante was still hard as a rock when he woke up twelve hours later. His shoulder throbbed. Well, what else was new? He pushed the thought aside and cranked the La-Z-Boy to a sitting position.
Amie was in the kitchen with a fresh pot of coffee, French roast if he wasn�t mistaken. Dante planted his feet on the floor. The cargo shorts dug into his waist. He stood and let them fall naturally. They�d been uncomfortable as hell to sleep in, but he�d been too tired take them off.
The fatigue had come on quickly last night, and he�d slept in today. The spell was wearing off. He�d better make today count.
He could hear Amie in there talking to herself. The woman was trouble�more so than he�d imagined.
Dante ran a hand through his hair. It had all seemed so simple. A powerful woman, truly meant for him would seek him out. He�d have a new life and a new love at the same time.
At last�someone who could love him back.
Now he had Amie, who could be that woman if she gave herself half a chance. Instead, she wanted to give him scraps of herself. Well, he wouldn�t do it.
Dante tucked his shirt into his shorts, his gaze settling on the wedding ring he�d left on the top shelf of her bookcase. Amie needed to decide what she wanted. He�d already married one woman who didn�t care enough. He�d rather die than go through that again.
�Latte?� she asked, as he made his way into the kitchen. Amie wore an orange sheath dress that accented her curves�and her breasts. For a moment, he lingered only on her. Then he saw she�d been busy while he slept.
The woman had not only bought a cappuccino maker, she�d laid out jeans and a dark green button-down shirt over one of the kitchen chairs.
�Thanks,� he said. He would have been embarrassed if he�d let himself think on it too long. He couldn�t remember anyone, save his mother, buying gifts for him.
He leaned against the counter and watched her make foam.
She gave him a sideways glance. �Four cups a day keeps the zombie away.�
�Then I�d better stick to three,� he said, as Amie handed him a fresh latte.
He took a long sip, savoring the sweet warmth. He took her delicate hand in his and squeezed it.
If he did die again and if he had to go away for good this time, he�d know he had this moment.
�Come on,� she said, �let�s try to get out before Isoke wakes up.�
Dante showered and dressed before they headed downstairs.
Amie�s shoulders dropped slightly when she saw the empty perch at the back of the store.
Dante touched the top of her arm. �I�m sure Isoke is fine.�
Amie sighed. �I just wish we knew where he was.�
Dante opened the door for her, as had become their habit, and Amie hadn�t even hesitated today when she left the CLOSED sign on the door of the shop.
�Why VooDoo Works?� he asked, admiring the display of love charms in the window.
She glanced at the industrial sign that she�d commissioned. �Because it does.� She laughed. �Sure the spirits can be unpredictable, but the everyday practice of voodoo is really quite practical.�
�You�re kidding me, right?� he said as grave dust wafted down on the other side of the door.
�Well, you can�t always predict exactly what results you�re going to get,� she explained, slipping her hand into his, �but you usually get what you truly need.�
Indeed.
Amie got her wish when they boarded the St. Charles Steetcar and spotted a Kongamato roof ornament. Dante could hear the beast�s claws clattering against the tin roof the entire way from Canal Street and into the Garden District. Dante pointed to a corner of Audubon, which was packed with neat, modern homes. �I used to live right about there.�
She leaned against him. �Do you miss it?�
�No,� he said, surprised. Rather, Dante found the new houses most intriguing with their wraparound porches and big yards, perfect for raising a family. His old life was dead and gone. Amie was his future. �Although,� he said, drawing close, and breathing in her honeysuckle perfume, �I do miss the crawfish.�
Amie wrinkled her nose. �I never cared for them. Too ugly.�
�Well, you would have loved our crawfish. We used to catch them in the freshwater stream out back. The most handsome crustaceans you�d ever meet.�
�I am a sucker for a handsome face,� she said, fighting a smile and not succeeding.
They reached the end of the line�twice. Each time, the streetcar tracks ended, the driver would flip the shiny wood bench seats in the opposite direction. They�d pay a dollar twenty-five and continue on their way.
Dante laughed out loud when she described the young girl who�d bought a love potion for her two turtles.
�I didn�t have the heart to tell her she had two boy turtles.�
�Well what�s wrong with that?� he asked.
�She wanted babies.�
�Ah,� he said, delighting in it. �I can see where that could be a challenge.�
She grinned up at him, radiant.
For the first time, Amie understood just why her mother could want a relationship like this. She couldn�t remember a time when she felt so good. Dante brought out the best in her. It was invigorating and electrifying, and addicting if she wasn�t careful. Luckily, Amie was always careful.
He toyed with a curl of hair at her shoulder. �Speaking of creatures, tell me about Isoke.�
She gave him a sideways glance. �He�s a pain in the rear, that�s for sure.�
�Watch it,� she heard from the roof.
�And he has supersonic Kongamato hearing.�
His claws dug through the metal roof. �Aye mambo! They have spotted me!�
Amie clutched the edge of the window as Isoke shot up into the sky.
�By Ghede�s ghost!�
�At least he�s gotten away,� Dante said, as a confused group of tourists ranted to a nearby police officer and pointed toward the empty blue sky.
Amie leaned back against the bench in relief. �He�d better behave.� She�d grown more accustomed to that Kongamato than she�d like to admit. He was, in essence, the last of her family.
�I�ve only had him since the holidays,� she said. �He came to live with me after my mother passed.�
�Is your father still with you?� Dante asked.
Amie gave a brittle laugh. �My mom didn�t even know who my dad was. She wasn�t what you call picky.� She paused, swaying against him as the streetcar rattled over the tracks. He waited, as if he understood she needed time to gather her thoughts. He really was a gentleman.
She took a deep breath and let it out. �Mom dated. A lot.� Amie frowned hard, remembering. �If she didn�t go for a loser, she went for a drunk. If they weren�t stealing our grocery money, they were cheating on her. Every one of them crushed her on the way out the door.�
It had hurt so bad to watch it happen, over and over again. Every time her mother wept, Amie lost a piece of herself too.
Dante watched her carefully. �And you were afraid of dating men like that.�
�Of course not,� she said, shaking off his concern. �I�d never do that to myself.� She let out a small sigh. �If you�d have seen how she looked when one of them left�like he�d ripped out a part of her.�
Dante drew her into the crook of his arm. �Love can hurt immeasurably.�
�I know,� she said, letting her head rest against his shoulder. She had watched her mom give until she had nothing left. �I still can�t believe she�s gone.�
Dante nodded and held her closer. Here he�d been trying to get her to understand him, when he�d also needed to learn about her. He kissed Amie on top of the head. A small gesture, meant for comfort and nothing more. Still, she pulled away from him, her eyes red around the edges.
�I�m certainly not going to go through that.�
He fought the urge to close the distance between them. �I see.�
She shook her head. �I�m sorry, Dante. I know you think you love me and that we�re supposed to be together, but I�m not the kind of girl who falls in love. It�s just not in me.� She wiped at her eyes, but not before he saw the start of a tear. �I�m sorry.�
�I am too,� he said, as the full weight of her declaration settled around him. She could never love him. It would be the end of him. He should have been angry. He wanted to be the kind of man to take that love from her. She called him. She owed it to him. But he didn�t. Dante would not demand what she couldn�t give, what she couldn�t understand.
�You�ll have another chance,� she said, her back against the hard bench, looking out the window as he settled his arm on the seat back behind her.
He didn�t respond. He didn�t want her pity, or any halfhearted attempts at love.
They rattled down Carrollton, past the restaurants, old houses, and a small cemetery.
There was so much left to say, but still it startled him when she spoke. �You were a ghost for two hundred years.�
Dante nodded, knowing it would be personal. They were beyond the polite stage.
She watched him for a few seconds. �Why did you stay? Did you have a bad life?�
He spied an older couple cuddling on one of the balconies overlooking the street. �Bad? No. Just incomplete.�
She tilted her head toward him. �How so?�
Dante looked away from her, out into traffic. Perhaps sharing secrets wasn�t such a wise idea.
�What was your wife�s name?� She touched his arm.
He didn�t respond. After two hundred years, it still hurt to think about it. This was going to be harder than he�d thought.
�Did she have something to do with your death?�
�No,� he said much too quickly.
�I think she did,� Amie said quietly.
The kicker was, she was right. He�d eat his eyeballs before he�d admit it to her, but he wouldn�t be riding down Carrollton Street with a voodoo mambo if it weren�t for his former wife.
Sophia. Beautiful, treacherous Sophia.
Everyone in his large family had found someone to love them�his five sisters, his parents, his grandparents. Going to a family gathering could be downright depressing.
You�ll find someone.
She�s out there.
Yes, Sophia had been out there. But she never loved him back.
He followed Amie�s gaze to where he�d been absently stroking his ring finger. Damn.
�Did you get shot for her too?� Her expression darkened. �You did. I can see the blue in your aura.�
�I didn�t know voodoo mambos believed in that.�
�I do.�
Well hadn�t he hit the jackpot?
�Yes, I was shot,� he ground out.
She closed her hand over his. �Why?�
If she really wanted to hear, he�d tell her. Maybe then she�d be sorry she asked.
He took a deep breath and let it out. �I loved my wife with all my heart,� he said. �Alas, she did not feel the same.�
�You can�t possibly know��
�I found her in bed with another man.�
�Oh.�
Dante gritted his teeth at the reminder. �I challenged that man, as we did back then. He shot me here,� he said, running his finger over the puckered scar above his right eye. �I was dead. She married him.�
�I�m sorry,� Amie said on an exhale.
He didn�t want her sympathy.
The past was the past. Sophie had moved on a long time ago. She�d joined her lover in the afterlife.
Dante looked down at Amie, glad to see the sympathy gone from her eyes.
�And you never left.�
�No.� It would be hard to spend eternity as the odd man out. He smiled to himself. He�d met Marie Laveau in the cemetery. She understood him. He told her how he wanted, needed a second chance. That�s when she told him about zombies. She�d said he had to be chosen to come back. That there would be much love behind that calling.
He had to believe that.
�You waited all that time?� He could see her surprise. Strange. Who wouldn�t wait for real love?
�I couldn�t leave if there was a chance,� he said. �I still can�t.�
He leaned down and kissed her. A soft taste, simple and pure. A kiss worthy of her. She sighed against him and deepened their kiss. He touched the back of her neck and drew her closer. She was trembling as he pulled away.
�I don�t know what to say,� she whispered.
�Mi corazon.� He wrapped his uninjured arm around her even tighter, letting her bump against him as the streetcar rattled down the tracks.
He supposed neither of them had a reason to trust. But since when was love reasonable?
Dante smiled down at her. She felt good against him, solid. �My family would have loved you.�
Pleasure soaked her voice. �You really think so?�
�Without a doubt.� He certainly did. Dante turned to look at the gates of Tulane University.
He loved her.
There was no sense fighting it. It was only natural. Love magic had called him to her.
His chest tightened. He only hoped he hadn�t fallen for another woman who couldn�t love him back. At least this time, he didn�t have to stay.
�Dante?� She looked up at him with those big brown eyes.
�Yes,� he said, careful to mask his emotions.
�Let�s ride again.�
That evening, as they reached the bluffs overlooking the Mississippi River, Dante let himself tumble to the soft ground. He could feel himself tiring quicker than before. The spell was wearing thin.
He lay in the grass with his arm around her, watching the endless flow of the river. He knew she feared loss. He did too. There was nothing so awful as to lose the one you love. But that did not mean she should stop feeling. If she did that, she would be as dead as he once was.
Dante refused to let her hide.
He touched her at the waist, his lips skimming hers. �Do you think there is a chance, however remote, that you can love me?�
She drew back, her fingers tracing the outline of his face. �Can�t this be enough?�
He felt the energy drain from him. She looked at him imploringly as he felt his hand twitch against her waist.
More than anything, love had to be a choice. �If that is all you can give, then it will have to be enough.�
He kissed her and drew her to her feet in the soft grass. The night had cooled somewhat and a slight breeze had found her hair. He closed his eyes at the sensation of her pressed up against him. �Let�s go home.�
�Mmmm�yes,� she said, hands trailing down his back. �And this time, don�t worry.�
A riverboat horn sounded in the distance.
�No?� he asked, nipping her lips.
She gave him one last kiss and then snuggled against his chest. �I won�t lead you on,� she said. �I promise.�
He nodded, even though a part of him had just split in half.
Hadn�t he said he wanted all of her or nothing at all?
Fatigue crept up on him with bone-wearying tendrils.
Tomorrow would be enough, he told himself.
He only hoped he was right.

Chapter Nine

He was worse by the time they arrived home. She�d seen signs of it all day. His hand would shake slightly as he held her. His eye would twitch, but then be fine. Dante had ignored it, or maybe he didn�t realize what was happening. Amie was worried.
�I think I can help you,� she said, reaching for her zombie reference guides as he sank, bone weary, into the La-Z-Boy.
He leaned back, his profile clean and strong, even as he began to lose his grip on life. �What I need isn�t in a book,� he said, his eyes widening slightly as he held his hand out in front of him. His pinkie and the two fingers next to it had begun to twitch.
�Um hmm, and who�s the voodoo mamb�� She gasped. His left foot had begun to jerk uncontrollably. Amie gripped the book tightly. This was worse than she thought.
Dante followed her gaze before leaning his head back, spent.
He was being far too calm about this. �What? Have you seen this happen before?�
�Once,� he said, not looking at her, �about seventy years ago.�
�And?� She didn�t have time for him to hold back on this.
�It didn�t end well.�
Her stomach tightened.
�I�m not going to lose you,� she told him, and herself.
She grabbed two more books off the shelf and plopped down on the floor. The answer had to be here�somewhere. She scrambled through the index of the first book, her mind racing until she forced herself to take a step back and focus. Think. So the spell was wearing off. She could fix this.
Amie reached back to the bookshelf. Heart pounding, she dumped all of her zombie books on the floor around her. She brought him here. She could keep him here.
Seven books later, her head was pounding. Worse, she still wasn�t any closer to a solution. None of her spell books talked about reanimating an already animated zombie. It was as if she was missing a crucial step.
�Where�s the pink book?� she asked. The entire left half of his body twitched uncontrollably. Could he even hear her anymore? She forced her voice to remain even. �You know. The one you had out on the table yesterday. My mom�s pink book.�
�With the cookbooks,� he mumbled, not even opening his eyes.
Well, no wonder she hadn�t seen it. She hurried into the kitchen and found it next to her mother�s old Betty Crocker Homemaker�s Guide.
She turned back to find him trying to stand.
�Dante!� She rushed to him.
He reached out to her for a moment, before his entire arm dropped lifelessly to his side.
�Just�hang on.� She helped him back into the chair. Blood soaked through the bandage on his arm. �You need another one,� she said, thankful to focus on something as mundane as a gunshot wound.
As for the rest, Amie didn�t know what she was going to do.
She�d just gotten Dante back into the chair when she heard the alarm beeping downstairs.
Isoke!
The alarm gave a low bong sound as it rejected whatever code he�d dialed in. Typical. Still, her heart lightened. She�d welcome Isoke and a dozen dead rats if he could just tell her what was wrong with Dante. The Kongamato may not know how to string a set of numbers together, but he had eight generations� worth of practical voodoo.
Amie she rushed downstairs, dashed through her shop and threw open the storage room door.
�Yak!� Isoke jumped backward and stumbled into a flowerpot. His beak flew open and he dropped the large black rat he�d been carrying. �Kipofu! You have ruined the surprise.�
Amie let out a shriek as the rodent ran straight for her. �Get it out of here!� Luckily, the rat seemed to know where he was going. It dashed under the Kongamato�s spread feet and out into the night.
�Quickly,� Amie said, ushering him inside.
The Kongamato flapped his wings as he maneuvered sideways through the door. �What�s the rush?� Isoke grumbled, folding his wings and waddling past Amie. �I�m ignoring all of my instincts letting that resplendent creature go.�
She closed the door behind him. �It�s not important right now. I need your help.�
Worry clouded his features as he read the look on her face. �What have you done?�
Amie chewed her lip. Would he even want her to see Dante if he knew the truth? She�d hate to see Isoke if he was trying to discourage a romance. �I called up a zombie,� she admitted.
There. She said it. She was a failure as a voodoo mambo and as a human being. She�d called a man from the dead and if she wasn�t careful, she was going to kill him again.
Isoke�s mouth dropped open, showing a double row of razor sharp teeth. In the strangled silence, two red scales pinged to the floor.
Oh no. The last thing she needed was trouble with the Kongamato. �Are you alright?�
The feathers on the top of his head shook, along with the rest of him. �Have you been smoking mlima leaves?� he barked. �Of course I am not alright. I leave you with a nice healthy man and you call up a zombie.�
Amie took a breath. �The nice man is the zombie,� she confessed.
The Kongamato looked puzzled for a moment, then broke into a grin. �Ah! Well, why didn�t you say so? This is fine.� He puffed out his chest. �This is wonderful!�
�No, it�s not,� she said, leading Isoke toward the stairs. �He�s sick. The spell is wearing off.�
�I�ve never heard of such a thing,� he said, following. �Then again, your line does not have the best luck with men.�
Yeah, well it was worse than that.
�Hurry.� She urged Isoke through the door upstairs.
Dante lay on the recliner. He looked like death. His eyes were sunken behind dark circles. His skin had gone pasty and his entire left hand twitched uncontrollably.
�It was an accident,� she insisted, crouching close and taking his hand. �I woke him as part of a love spell.� But now? She�d never touch him again if that�s what it took to save him.
Isoke landed on the arm of the recliner and leaned forward to inspect Dante. He was shaking badly. Blood trickled from under his bandage.
She�d thought she wanted love, but she didn�t. Not this way.
Isoke looked at Amie as if he blamed her too. �Something is very wrong. I have seen soul mates raised. It is a beautiful thing. This is not.�
�I know.� Amie touched her hand to Dante�s forehead. It was cold. He shivered, and she wanted to curl up in his lap and cry.
He was going to be taken from her forever. There would be no one else. She couldn�t handle it. Besides, she knew there would never be another man like him.
Isoke leaned his head against her. �It is powerful magic to bring back the dead. You must need him very much.�
Needing was one thing. Having was quite another. �I�ll leave him alone forever if you can help me fix him.�
She swore she�d never follow in her mother�s footsteps and she wouldn�t. It was going to be safe and boring from here on out.
Isoke drew away from her. �I�m sorry,� he said, �there is no spell for reanimating a zombie. And if he dies again, he is truly and forever dead.�
Her heart stuttered. �We have to do something.� She couldn�t lose him. Not yet.
�I will leave you alone,� Isoke said, waddling across the room. �Follow your heart, bembe.� He closed the door softly behind him. �This is something you must do on your own.�
He�d said Dante was her soul mate.
�Amie,� Dante murmured, his lips barely parting.
Not here. Not now. The tears welled in her eyes as she squeezed in next to him. He was cold. She wrapped herself around him, trying to keep him warm. �We have another day,� she said, embarrassed at how her voice cracked.
�We don�t,� he said.
�Dante. Please.� There were so many things to say and she had no idea how to go about them all. He�d showed her so many things about herself in such a short time. She needed more of him. She needed to know if she was truly meant to be with him. It couldn�t end this way. �I don�t want you to die.�
�That�s not enough,� he said, on what might have been his last breath.
Her heart constricted. �But I don�t want you to leave.�
Dante�s eyes cracked open, dazed. �That�s not enough.�
Her tears flowed freely as he closed his eyes once more.
He wasn�t moving anymore. He was barely breathing.
He was leaving.
�I love you,� she whispered. Heaven help her, she loved him. And it was awful. She already felt the loss, the dread. Amie took his face in her hands and kissed his cold lips, his cheek, his chin. She felt her magic build inside her as she opened herself to him, in honor of him.
Amie closed her eyes and savored the moment, her last time with him. She focused on the beauty and the happiness she�d found as the love magic thrummed through her. She touched her lips to his and released it in one glorious wave.
It poured into him, brilliant and whole. The air around them shimmered as pure love glowed between them. She held nothing back. For the first time in her life, she gave everything. She had to think that he felt it, that he knew.
This magic would never come back and she didn�t care. She gave it to him, brilliant and true, because she loved him. It was the most natural gift she could give. It was her love spun out like silk. She needed him to have it before he died.
Amie laid her head on his cold hard chest, drained, yet more at peace than she�d ever been.
Her heart fluttered as traces of her love magic sizzled between them. Her breath caught. She didn�t know exactly what she was feeling, only that her magic was slowly growing instead of diminishing.
The traces weren�t flowing to him, but from him and through her and back to him. She could see it like golden cords between them. She raised her head and discovered him watching her. �Dante?�
He cocked a weak grin. Amie wet her lips. His face had regained some color. He still looked tired, but��What�s happening?�
�You love me.� She went weak as he reached for her, his arms holding her tight.
She buried herself against the warmth of his chest. �Yes,� she sobbed against him.
�And I love you.� He leaned forward and kissed her lightly, tasting the salt of her tears. �More than I can ever say.� He pulled her to him, kissing her long and hard. She felt the power this time, a soul-deep tug as it spiraled through her. It warmed her, fulfilled her and��Oh my.� She drew back. If he hadn�t been weak and bleeding, it would have her doing indecent things to a chair-ridden man.
�I�m going to be fine,� he whispered. She followed his gaze to the empty place on her bookshelf. His wedding ring had disappeared.
�Really?� Her heart squeezed. �You�re really going to be fine?� She almost couldn�t allow herself to hope.
�Fine,� he said against her lips. His arms slipped around her and he demonstrated exactly how he had recovered.
It was beautiful and intense and�confusing. �Wait. How?�
He drew her back down to him. �Because you love me.�

Chapter Ten

Dante had never met a woman who had mirrors over her bed. Then again, he�d never encountered anyone like Amie.
He drove his feet into the tangled sheets and hissed out a breath as she flicked her tongue over the sensitive spot at the base of his ear. Warmth flooded him.
�That�s it.� He flipped her over onto her back. �I can�t take it anymore.� He ground himself against her, naked, and more ready than he�d ever been.
�What?� she asked. �You�ve waited two hundred years for this and you can�t take another twenty minutes of foreplay?�
�Something like that.� He lifted her and in one swift motion, pinned her against the antique cherry headboard.
She wrapped her arms around his neck and skimmed her lips against his before drawing him down for an utterly lethal kiss. He felt her power burning between them, hot, wild, and sexy as hell.
Her love magic had sealed the spell that had brought him back. It had healed him, made him fully mortal once again. But more than that, it had given him the woman he loved, one who could�at last�love him back.
And while he had her here�
Amie never imagined feeling this way in her safe, warm bed. Dante was everything she didn�t want�wild, unpredictable, and undeniably hers.
She was about to tell him that when Dante lowered his mouth and began doing spine-tingling things to her neck, her ears, her breasts. Her magic flowed into him, warm and steady, and rocketed back to her, spinning and sparking, catching on the ribbons of pleasure that wound through her until she thought she�d die from the pleasure of it.
At long last, Amie managed to lift her head and croak, �You. Here. Now.�
She flung her head back. �Dante,� she pleaded as he kissed and nipped his way up her body.
�Yes, dear?� He nuzzled her neck, gasping as she ran her tongue along his ear.
�I love you,� she whispered.
His voice caught. �I know,� he said hoarsely, and drove home.
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