
        
            
                
            
        

    WITCHED TO DEATH

DEANNA CHASE



CONTENTS

Copyright


About This Book


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Epilogue


Magic and Mayhem World




Copyright © 2016 by Deanna Chase
First Edition 2016
Cover Art by Janet Holmes
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in, or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the publisher of this book.
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locals, business establishments, or persons, living or dead, are entirely coincidental.
Bayou Moon Press, LLC





ABOUT THIS BOOK
Witched to Death is a Kindle World offering featuring Ida May from the Pyper Rayne novels.

There are worse things than being a ghost summoned from New Orleans to Asscrack, West Virginia… especially when you wake up mortal, naked, and in the arms of the oh-so-sexy Diesel Jacobs.
Diesel Jacobs is the new wolf in town. Plagued by a curse that leaves him shiftless, he seeks out Zelda, the healer of shifters, for help. But when her spell to cure him produces Ida May, his former sort of girlfriend, suddenly he has a lot more problems than being unable to shift.
Still smarting from being dumped over a hundred years ago, Ida May is in no mood to help…and unfortunately for Diesel, she’s the only one who can get his shift back.
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There’s only one thing that could tame a pissed off ghost who’d been suddenly snatched from her beloved New Orleans to the backwoods town of Asscrack, West Virginia… and that was waking up a solid, flesh and blood human.
Naked.
And in the arms of the sexiest man I’d ever laid eyes on. Diesel Jacobs.
Who wouldn’t want to press her bare breasts up against the rock solid chest of a badass wolf Shifter?
Too bad I was still pissed at him.
“What hole did you crawl out of?” I asked, glaring at him, trying not to swoon at his whiskey-colored eyes and impossibly long eyelashes. Seriously, it should be criminal for a man to have lashes that pretty.
“Ida May?” he gasped out, his eyes wide as he hastily set me on my feet. “What are you doing here?”
“How the hell should I know? Just a second ago, I was on Bourbon Street admiring a Harley, and now I’m here. In the dead of winter, freezing my ass off. Literally.” An ice-cold chill had seeped into my bones at the loss of his body heat and my teeth began to chatter. Somewhere deep inside, I knew I should care why I was here, but honestly, I really didn’t. For some reason, I was flesh and bone and in the presence of a smokin’ hot wolf Shifter. Life could’ve been a hell of a lot worse. Especially since I’d been dead for almost a century.
“Well, this is awkward,” a female voice said, heavy on the sarcasm.
“That’s an understatement,” a male replied.
I turned and spotted a pretty red head bundled up in a gorgeous wool pea coat. She was wearing formfitting jeans and this season’s rich caramel-colored Prada boots. I knew that because what else did a ghost have to do all day long? Browsing fashion mags was just as good a pastime as anything else. And holy hell, I lusted after those boots almost as much as I did Diesel.
Next to her was a tall, equally gorgeous male with dark hair and dark eyes. He had his hand on the small of her back and after giving me a quick nod of acknowledgement, he carefully averted his eyes, staring instead at Diesel. “I’m fairly certain this wasn’t the outcome you were expecting.”
Diesel shook his head, stunned disbelief still written all over his face.
I crossed my arms over my chest, more to keep warm than to try to maintain any sort of decency. My breasts had probably seen more admirers than the Mona Lisa. Or at least it seemed that way. Working in Storyville—the former red light district of New Orleans—during the early twentieth century meant clothing wasn’t really a priority.
“Jesus, Diesel, are you just going to let her stand there and freeze to death?” the woman chided.
“Oh, right.” My ex-flame proceeded to pull his T-shirt over his head, exposing his lick-worthy pecs and abs that went on for days. How old was he now? A hundred and thirty? Two hundred? One never knew with Shifters. They lived ridiculously long lives. So did certain witches and warlocks. And yet, I’d died at the tender age of twenty-seven. Life sucked sometimes.
He held the gray shirt out to me. “I’m not sure where you came from or why you’re, uh, naked, but you might want to put this on.”
“I came from New Orleans. Where else would I have been?” I asked, taking the shirt. His warmth still clung to it, along with his faint oak scent. Memories of him holding my hand as we walked through Jackson Square, our heads bent together, flashed through my mind. Anger flared to life in my chest as it always did when I thought of him, and I slammed the door on memory lane.
The frigid winter air seeped into my bones and I started to shiver. The shirt wasn’t going to do much in that department, but it was better than nothing. Gritting my teeth, I tugged the Diesel-scented shirt over my head and tried to forget we ever shared a past.
“Oh, hell,” the redhead said, and shrugged out of her coat. Handing it to me, she jerked her head toward a small path in the woods. “Let’s get inside before you lose a foot to frostbite.”
I took the coat, but eyed her boots. “Those babies would go a long way to keeping my toes safe.”
“Not on your life, honey. These boots are going with me to the grave.”
I let out a humorless chuckle. “Fat good they’ll do you there.”
She raised an eyebrow in question.
“Just sayin’. Unless you die in them, they’ll be no use to you.” I should know. I’d been wearing the same dammed outfit for almost a century.
“Hm. I hadn’t thought of that. Well, for now, that’s the plan. So no boots for you. But follow me. I have a whole wardrobe of clothes that have been, let’s just say broken in, that you can borrow until we can get you some of your own.”
The redhead and her hottie escort turned and disappeared down the path.
I followed, wincing at the small rocks and twigs digging into the bottoms of my feet. As irritating as that was, the sensation was also exhilarating. It meant I was alive, once again part of the human experience. Oh sure, I’d appeared in solid form a time or two in my post life as a ghost, but this was different.
For the first time in almost a hundred years, I felt alive. I sucked in the ice-cold air, enjoying the stinging in my lungs.
When was the last time I’d actually felt something? Anything? I didn’t even know.
“Ida May?” Diesel said from behind me.
I glanced back, and nearly stumbled on a root as my gaze fixated once again on his spectacular man-chest.
“Careful!” he closed the distance between us in two steps and grabbed my shoulders, steadying me.
A sharp pain shot through the arch of my left foot, and I bounced on the right one as I cried out, “Ouch. Mother effer!”
Diesel glanced down, inspecting my injury. “You’re bleeding.”
Sure enough, there was bright red blood dripping onto the jagged rock I’d stepped on. Before I could say anything, Diesel swept me up in his arms once again and proceeded to carry me through the woods.
I thought about making a fuss, demanding that he put me down and take his hands off me. That’s what my stubborn, badass inner-self told me to do. But I squashed that bitch right quick. Why would I want to walk through the forest on an injured foot when I could ride in comfort in the strong arms of such a beautiful man?
Yeah, no. Diesel could carry me. I could fall on my sword of self-righteousness later when I wasn’t enjoying myself as much.
“So what… or should I say who… have you been doing for the last ninety years?” I asked him as we moved through the trees.
“What?” he asked, seemingly startled by my question.
“Let me guess, Ophelia, right?”
He jerked to a stop. “How do you know about Ophelia?”
A small self-satisfied smile claimed my lips. “I always knew about her. Didn’t you know all of the clients at Josephine’s were vetted?”
His face paled, then a brief flash of anger lit his whiskey gaze. “Clients?”
I shrugged and stared at the widening trail in front of us. “I had to tell Josephine something, didn’t I? The ladies of the house weren’t exactly supposed to be entertaining for free.”
He let out a low, almost inaudible growl as his grip tightened on my shoulder for just a moment. Then he started walking again and said, “Ophelia isn’t… let’s just say we aren’t exactly on friendly terms these days.”
These days. Like that mattered. The last time I’d spoken to him, he told me he’d gotten word from up north and he had to leave suddenly, but then I’d spotted him in town a week later with Ophelia. It was then I’d had him investigated and found out he’d been engaged to the prissy socialite. It was also when I’d learned he was a Shifter and that witches and warlocks existed. Talk about a shock. Most of them lived their lives hiding in plain sight, with regular mortals never being the wiser. Josephine’s investigators were very thorough. While I’d gotten over him…eventually, I hadn’t ever quite forgiven the betrayal.
“I see,” I said, reining in my lingering anger. “Well, that’s unfortunate. She was very pretty.”
He snorted. “Right. Pretty.”
We broke the tree line and a large white house with a grand wraparound porch came into view.
I let out a low whistle. “Fancy place.”
“It’s Zelda’s. The redhead who gave you her coat.”
“And where do you live?” I asked, curious where he’d ended up.
“New York state. In a small town in the Finger Lakes area.” He glanced down at me. “It’s where I’ve been since I left you in New Orleans.”
My mouth dropped open. He’d told me he’d been called back home to lead his pack in upstate New York. “So you did go there, then?”
“Yes.” He climbed the stairs to Zelda’s house and just as we reached the door, a perky blonde wearing a skin-tight sweater pulled the door open, letting us in.
“Looks like you finally found yourself a bed partner, Diesel,” the blonde said, winking at him. “That’s probably a good thing for all of us. Because if you stayed available for too much longer, I was going to have to ask Jeeves how he feels about threesomes. And I’m not quite sure he’s ready for that conversation.”
“Do you mind?” he asked, jerking his head to the right, indicating she should step out of the way.
“Not at all.” She grinned at me. “He’s just crabby because he hasn’t been laid in forever.”
“Sassy,” he hissed. “Get out of the way.”
“See?” Her grin was infectious and I laughed, liking her style.
Once we were inside, I held my hand out to her. “I’m Ida May.”
She slipped hers into mine and pumped as she said, “Sassy. I exist to blow things up and to annoy Zelda.”
“And everyone else in town,” Diesel mumbled.
I frowned up at him. “You can put me down now.”
“Not yet.”
“But—”
“Your foot, remember?” He crossed the room, his boots echoing on the hardwood floors, while I wondered what it would be like to get busy on the overstuffed, extremely comfortable-looking sofa.
Better than the fainting couch in the lounge at Josephine’s that was for sure.
Diesel strode into the largest kitchen I’d ever seen, and made a beeline for the oak dining room table. He carefully set me down in one of the twelve chairs and pulled another one close, propping up my injured foot. “Zelda? Do you have a first aid kit? She cut her foot.”
The redhead, who was pulling coffee mugs out of a cabinet, glanced over her shoulder at us. “Sure. It’s in the bathroom down the hall.”
“I’ll get it,” Sassy said and disappeared.
Zelda placed her mugs and a carafe on a tray and joined us at the table. “Coffee?”
My mouth watered and I nodded. “God, yes. Extra sweet, please.”
She set a steaming mug in front of me and passed a cup of sugar. “Have at it, girl.”
It’s possible I went a little overboard. Three teaspoons of sugar and enough cream to turn the liquid blond. Hey, I’d been dead for almost a century. If I wanted to go into a sugar coma and fatten up on cream, who cared?
Taking a sip, I let out a low moan and wondered if I should’ve asked for a private moment.
“Damn. What’s in that mug?” Sassy asked, tossing the first aid kit on the table. “Because the last time I made that sound, Vinny Peppers had his tongue—”
“Oh, goddess, not again,” Zelda said. “We don’t need to hear about every sexcapade you’ve ever engaged in, Sassy.”
“Buzz kill.” Sassy grabbed a mug and fixed her coffee. After taking a sip, she shrugged. “It’s just okay. Nothing to get orgasmic about.”
“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said and then took a long sip, luxuriating in the rich, yummy goodness.
She put her cup down and sat back. “Whatever you say.”
Diesel grabbed the first aid kit and went to work on cleaning up my foot. I tried to ignore him, to imagine his gentle touch belonged to some random healer, but it was no use. With each brush of his callused fingers, a tingle of desire skittered over my skin.
Holy hell. This was not good.
As soon as he fastened the bandage over my cut, I pulled my foot away and tucked it under my butt, ignoring the relentless dull ache. “So,” I said between sips of the coffee, “which one of you is going to explain how I ended up here.”
Sassy propped her elbows on the table and rested her chin in her hands. “Oh, I bet this is going to be good.”
Diesel cast a nervous glance at Zelda.
Zelda let out an exaggerated sigh. “Mac?” she called.
Her tall, dark, and yummy escort from earlier strode into the room. “Yeah?”
“Can you grab one of my old robes for Ida May? I’m getting more than an eyeful here.”
“Huh?” I glanced down, noting that the coat wasn’t exactly covering all of my assets. “Oops.” Looked like I was still giving the honey away, only this time for free. After a quick shift in position, I rearranged the coat, making sure none of my girly bits were exposed. “Better?”
“Marginally,” Zelda said.
Sassy laughed and Diesel stared at the ceiling.
The man Zelda referred to as Mac returned and handed me a thick terry cloth robe and matching slippers.
“Thanks,” I said, as I replaced the jacket with the robe and stuffed my still-frozen toes into the slippers. And oh, sweet baby Jesus, they were warm as if they’d just come from the oven. I wiggled my toes and sighed in pleasure. “Now this is living.”
“Seriously?” Sassy frowned at me. “It’s just a robe and slippers. It’s not like she handed over her Louboutins and her favorite vintage Chanel dress.”
“Who cares about that? I have heated slippers.” I stuffed my hands in the robe pockets and cuddled into the fabric. If I died…again…this is how I wanted to go.
Diesel chuckled.
I eyed him, then propped my elbows on the table and mirrored Sassy by resting my chin in my hands. “All right then, let’s hear it. How did I end up here in Asscrack?”
“Assjacket,” Zelda said. “The name is Assjacket.”
I shrugged. “I prefer Asscrack.”
“That works, too,” she said.
Diesel sobered. “It’s because of me, I suppose.”
“Oh, it’s definitely because of him,” Zelda added.
Diesel shot her an annoyed look.
“What? It’s true.” She turned to me. “Diesel’s lost his ability to shift.”
“Oh?” Now that was interesting. Being a shifter who couldn’t shift, especially one who was a leader for his pack, must’ve been a real blow to the ego. “Well that sucks. But what does that have to do with me?”
Zelda shared a look with Diesel, and when it was clear he wasn’t going to say anything, she cleared her throat. “It appears that you, Ms. Ida May, are the key.”
I frowned. “The key to what?”
She gave me a small smile. “The key to getting his shift back.”
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I glanced between Zelda and Diesel, my mouth hanging open in surprise. And then suddenly, I started to laugh. Just a chortle at first, but then the hilarity took over and my chuckles turned to a full on cackle. “You’ve got to be joking,” I finally spit out, wiping at my eyes. “You think I have something to do with his shift? I haven’t seen him in almost one hundred years.”
“It’s because of the curse,” Zelda said.
Diesel grimaced and sat back, crossing his arms over his chest.
That got my attention. Back in New Orleans, I knew a witch or two, and they were always dealing with some sort of curse-crisis of the week. “What curse?”
“It appears Diesel pissed off the wrong witch.” She cast him an apologetic smile. “And she decided to pay him back by taking away his ability to shift. Something about ‘atoning for his sins.’ I don’t know.”
“The exact words were ‘May the sins of the Shifter render him shiftless. No magic shall pass through his veins until he proves his worth.’” Diesel stared at me, studying me. “But when I asked Zelda here, the Shifter Whisperer, for help, her spell to counteract the curse produced you.”
“Zelda is the official Shifter healer. We call her the Shifter Whisperer,” Sassy supplied helpfully.
Diesel studied me. “Are you a witch?”
“Me?” That got another chuckle out of me. “Not even close. I’m a ghost.”
“Really?” Sassy reached over and jabbed me with her finger.
“Hey!” I jerked back, rubbing my arm. “That’s going to bruise.”
“You don’t look or feel like any ghost I’ve ever seen.”
“You’ve got me there.” I took another long sip of the coffee and longed for something to go with it. “Hey, Zelda, you got any cupcakes or pastries in this joint? I haven’t eaten anything in… oh, forever.”
Before Zelda could answer, Sassy stood. “I bet you’re ready to chew someone’s arm off. I’ll rustle you up something.”
“Thanks.” I cut my gaze to Diesel. “So, you think I’m here to fix your…ah, problem?”
Diesel shook his head. “I don’t know why you’re here.”
Zelda tapped her long fingernails on the distressed table as she contemplated the issue. Then she fixed her gaze on Diesel. “It looks like you have something to prove either about or to Ida May.”
Diesel’s frown deepened. “But that makes no sense. We dated for a while, but we parted on good terms. Why would she have anything to do with this?”
“On good terms. Right,” I said before I could stop myself.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Diesel asked.
“Nothing.” I wasn’t about to spread my business around to people I didn’t know.
“Here we go!” Sassy returned with a plate of coffee cake and set it in front of me. “If you ask me, Diesel has to prove his worth to Ida May. Then he might have a chance of getting his furry butt back in the game.” She smiled sweetly at him.
He ignored her.
“Maybe.” Zelda got up. “But first I need to make a phone call and find out why she’s here in human form. I mean, I’m pretty fabulous, but bringing ghosts back from the dead is a new one for me.”
“Tell Baba Yaga Boo Boo I said to find a new stylist!” Sassy called as Zelda disappeared into the other room.
“Baba Yaga Boo Boo?” I mumbled through the sinfully delicious coffee cake crumbs.
Sassy laughed. “She’s the big Kahuna of the witch world. Thinks she knows everything. She also always dresses like she’s prepared to jazzercise or be an extra in a bad eighties movie. It’s really unfortunate.”
I sighed, unable to hide my melancholy. “That sounds like heaven. I always wanted to dress like Madonna. The short skirts, lace stockings, and wild curly hair. I was born for that look.”
“Oh, honey.” Sassy shook her head. “No. Those days are long gone. Now hurry and finish stuffing your face so we can get you set up with some real fashion. With that figure, you’re going to have the men lined up around the block.”
“No she won’t.” Diesel stood abruptly, his chair making a loud screech against the hardwood floors. “She’s going to be with me.”
“Like hell.” I rose, grabbing another piece of coffee cake. “If you think I’m wasting even one moment of this new lease on life, you’re crazy. And that time does not include dealing with whatever drama you’ve got going on.” I turned to Sassy. “You said something about fashion?”
The blonde’s eyes lit up with excitement. “Let’s go. Zelda’s closet is waiting.”
I followed her out of the room, but stopped when I spotted Zelda rummaging through a desk. “Hey, um, Sassy said something about finding some clothes? Is that okay with you?”
Her head snapped up and she let her gaze drift over my robe-clad body. “Yeah. Okaaaay.” She squeezed her eyes shut and mumbled something under her breath. When she opened them she shot Sassy a stern look. “Stay out of my walk-in. And don’t touch any of the boots.”
Sassy waved her hand. “Yeah, sure. Fine. Don’t worry about a thing.”
“Thanks,” I said to Zelda. “I can, I don’t know, clean up or do some sort of chores for you. I used to be a decent cook.”
Zelda waved an impatient hand. “Don’t worry about it. Naked Dude is kind of a shopaholic. I’ll live.”
“Naked Dude?”
“Yeah. My familiar… I mean my father. He… oh never mind. It’s not important.” She pulled a piece of paper out of her desk and picked up her phone.
“Thanks.”
As we were making our way up the stairs, Zelda called out, “Hey! Stay out of my underwear drawer. That’s just too much sharing, if you know what I mean.”
“No worries.” I waved down at her. “I’m used to going commando.”
“You, too, huh?” Sassy said. “Although I do like those pushup bras. Cleavage gets a lot of free beers.”
“Did you say beer? Is there a pub around this place somewhere? Because if there is, I’m totally down.”
“Right on!” Sassy raised her hand for a high-five.
I obliged and followed her into a spacious bedroom.
“This way. You’re going to die when you see this.”
“Oh, gods. I hope not. I already did that once,” I said, pressing my hand to my throat.
She paused and turned around, her face beet red. “Oops. My bad. But you know what I mean.” She pulled open two folding doors, revealing the mother of all clothing collections. “I arranged everything by designer last week. What’s your poison? Dior? Chanel? Marchesa?”
I peered in at the overwhelming choices of dresses, skirts, and designer jeans. “Holy shitballs. You could dress the entire population of Basin Street with these.”
“Basin Street?” she asked, pulling out a little black dress that was covered with sequins.
I waved a hand. “Just my old stomping grounds back home. Don’t worry about it.” Eyeing the dress she held up to me, I shook my head. “Too tame. I want something really eye-catching. Something that will—”
“Show off your assets?”
“Exactly.” I glanced down and pulled open the robe. “These babies haven’t seen any action since prohibition. It’d be nice to take them out for a spin.”
Sassy tilted her head, studying my boobs. “Yeah, those are good ones. Not too small, but not so big they give you back problems. Nice and round, too. Diesel’s a lucky guy.”
I snorted. “Lucky my ass. He’s not getting anywhere near these works of art. Nope. Tonight I’m looking for Mr. Tall, Dark, and Easy. Know a good place?”
A slow grin spread over her face. “Do I ever.”
“Good. It’s a date.” I glanced behind me at the shower. “Mind if I wash up?”
“Go on. Take your time. I’ll find you the perfect complement for your girls. Don’t worry about a thing.”
I stood there watching for a few minutes while she rummaged through the closet, pulling out garment after garment like a professional stylist. She waved me toward the bathroom. “Get a move on. These dresses aren’t going to try themselves on.”
“Right.” No time to waste. I had ninety years of grime to scrub off.

AN HOUR LATER, smelling of French vanilla with my copper-brown curls swept up on top of my head, I made my way down the grand staircase. The lace-up, black ankle boots clattered on each step, announcing my presence.
“You look like a steampunk princess,” Sassy said from behind me. “Diesel isn’t going to be able to keep his eyes, or his hands for that matter, off you.”
“Diesel can shove it,” I said under my breath and smiled at him when his mouth dropped open.
“Oh man. Not my leather corset,” Zelda whined. “Tell me you’re wearing something underneath that. A strapless bra? A tube top? Muslin?”
“Of course she isn’t,” Sassy said, her tone flippant. “Why in the world would she do such a thing? That would just add bulk that she doesn’t need.”
“Because she’s going to get boob juice on it. I’ll never be able to wear it now.” Zelda grimaced then dropped her eyes to my feet. “And my new Louis Vuitton boots. For the love of witches everywhere, are you trying to rip my heart out?”
I stopped on the last step, not sure what to say or do. “I’m sorry. Did we make a mistake and end up in the wrong closet?” I glanced back at Sassy. “I thought you said you borrow these clothes all the time?”
“She does,” Zelda said, shooting a death glare at Sassy. “She stretches everything out, and never bothers to get anything cleaned. One of these days I’m going to throw her out on her ass.”
“Puh-leese.” Sassy shook her head. “You have more clothes than Paris Hilton.”
Just then the door slammed open, and in walked a huge man with green eyes. He was holding two shopping bags. One read: Marc Jacobs and the other Hermes.
“See!” Sassy pointed at him. “More goods brought to you by the man voted most likely to die at a designer blowout sale.”
Zelda rolled her eyes then turned to the man, flashing him a giddy smile. “You’ve been shopping!”
“I told you I was going to pop on over to Paris for the morning. You didn’t think I’d come away empty handed, did you?”
“Fabio?” I gasped. “Is that you?”
The man dropped the bags on a side table and turned in my direction. “Yes?” He peered at me, brows furrowed. “I’m sorry, do we know each other?”
I let out a laugh and sauntered over to him, swaying my hips like I had in the old days. “Why yes. We spent many, many pleasant evenings together down in New Orleans. Don’t tell me you don’t remember.”
His eyes widened and his mouth dropped open. Then he shut it and shook his head. “I don’t really recall.”
“Oh come on, now.” I took two steps and placed my hand on his chest, pressing my finger to the bare skin peeking out from his open collar. Smiling up at him, with my lashes lowered, I moved my finger in a circle, caressing him. “You were a regular at Josephine’s. One of my best clients there during the winter of 1916.”
He let out a choking noise.
“Oh, hell,” Zelda said. “This isn’t happening right now.”
“Ah, right.” Fabio grabbed my wrists and pushed me away from him. “What did you say your name was again?”
“Jeez, Naked Dude,” Zelda said, throwing her hands up. “You can’t even remember her name? You’re a pig.” She shook her head, grabbed the shopping bags, and hightailed it out of the room.
“It’s Ida May,” Diesel said, irritation coloring his tone.
I glanced over at him and grinned like a fool. “Jealous?”
“No.” But he crossed his arms over his chest and scowled at Fabio.
“Why does Zelda call you Naked Dude?” I asked Fabio.
He shook his head. “Long story.” Then he swept his gaze along my body, lingering on my breasts. A flush crept up his neck and colored his cheeks. “Now I remember.”
I grinned. “It’s nice to know I left a lasting impression.”
Sassy let out a wolf whistle. “Damn, it’s getting hot in here. And a little creepy. Thinking about you and Zelda’s dad getting it on is even a little much for me.”
“Just don’t think about it,” I said to her, but then winked at Fabio. “But you go ahead and think about it all you want. And later tonight, if you find yourself in need of a little female companionship, maybe we can get reacquainted.”
“Well, I…” he started.
“Forget it.” Zelda was back, her arms crossed over her chest. “Ida May has to stay close to Diesel. If she doesn’t, it’s likely she’ll transform back into a ghost.”
“What?” Diesel and I said at the same time.
“Baba Disco Queen says your condition is likely only temporary. That my healing magic gave you some sort of boost in order for you to help aid in reversing Diesel’s curse. But if you’re separated, she thinks the connection will fade and you’ll end up back in New Orleans where you came from. So unless you want to be ghostly again, it’s best to stick with your Shifter.”
Baba Disco Queen? These witches were crazy.
“Looks like you’re with me,” Diesel said, slipping his arm around my waist.
“Whoa, buddy. Not so fast.” I pulled away, putting distance between us. “Sassy and I have plans.”
“Did you not hear Zelda?” he asked, incredulous. “If you just take off your days are numbered.”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “Don’t act like you care about me. This is all about you and getting your shift back. And I might even be willing to help with that, if I had any idea how, but tonight Sassy and I have plans. So if you want my help, you’ll tag along with us. Got it?”
“That’s the Ida May I remember,” Fabio interjected.
Diesel growled his displeasure.
I ignored the wolf and beamed at Fabio. “I knew you couldn’t forget me.”
“Christ.” Diesel let out a breath and threw up his hands. “Fine. I’ll drive. Where are we headed?”
“The Pink Toad,” Sassy said. “You two go ahead. Jeeves and I will meet you there.”
“Jeeves?” I asked.
“My boy toy. If we’re going dancing, I need someone to maul during the slow numbers.” She wiggled her fingers, and then bounced out of the house.
“She’s my kind of girl,” I said to no one in particular.
“She’s crazy,” Zelda said, turning to Diesel. “Let me know if I can be of any more help.”
He thanked her, nodded to Mac who was leaning in the kitchen doorway, and then put his hand on the small of my back to nudge me out the door.
I didn’t want to admit I liked the way that felt, so I twisted and blew a kiss to Fabio. “Raincheck?”
He chuckled. “Sure, Ida May. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
I laughed. “If memory serves, that leaves the door wide open.”
Zelda moaned. “Holy balls. Someone kill me now.”





3

“This is beyond delicious.” I sopped the gravy up with a fresh piece of herbed bread.
“Apparently.” Diesel had wolfed down two steaks, a baked potato, a pound of sautéed mushrooms, and a loaf of bread. Now he was sitting back watching me bathe in country gravy and fried chicken.
“You’re missing out,” I said and sucked down my third mug of the house craft beer.
His lips twitched as he eyed me. “I think I got enough, and plenty more to keep me entertained.”
I glanced at his empty mug. “You need a refill.” Without waiting for an answer, I waved to the waitress, indicating we needed yet another round.
He raised an eyebrow, “You drank both of those.”
I glanced at the mugs. “Really?”
“Yep.” And when the waitress dropped the mugs on the table a few minutes later, he pushed them both toward me. “Go on. Indulge. It’s fascinating watching you enjoy this so much. Kind of sexy even.”
“Only a wolf would say something like that,” I said and tore into a chicken leg.
His eyes started to smolder as he watched me, his whiskey gaze turning liquid.
“You’re disturbed.” And he was. In the best possible way. I was five seconds from asking for a doggie bag and begging Diesel to take me back to his place… wherever that was…because my entire body was on fire with that hungry gaze of his. And let’s face it, ninety some-odd years was one hell of a dry spell.
I gulped down another swig of beer and was just about to demand Diesel dance with me, when Sassy appeared with a young man in tow; one who could only be described as “alternative.” With guyliner, purple nail polish, and a head full of braids, he looked ready to join the cast of Pirates of the Caribbean.
“Ida May, Diesel, this is my boyfriend, Kyle. But call him Jeeves, otherwise he likely won’t answer.”
“Hi Jeeves,” I said, holding out a chicken drumstick. “Hungry?”
“Um, thanks, but…” He glanced around, his eyes shifting back and forth in a nervous manner. “I’ll order something.”
Sassy squeezed into my side of the booth and grabbed my beer, already waving the waitress over.
Diesel scooted over, making room for Jeeves. The man sat perched at the very end, as if he were ready to jump up at any moment.
“Are you a witch, too?” I asked him.
“He’s a Shifter,” Diesel said.
“Kangaroo.” Jeeves tapped his fingers nervously on the table.
Sassy giggled.
I turned to look at her. “What?”
“Oh, I was just thinking about this thumping thing he does. You know, when we’re naked and—”
“Okay.” Diesel dropped his fork and pushed his plate away. “That’s all we need to know about that.”
The tips of Jeeves’s ears turned bright red, but he smiled at his date none-the-less.
“I’d give anything for a good thumping,” I said on a sigh.
The waitress appeared, her order pad in hand.
Jeeves ordered them both roast duck.
“Thank you,” Sassy said to him, then whispered to me, “Jeeves knows his food. He always orders the best thing on the menu. My skills lie with the alcohol portion of the evening.” She beamed up at the waitress. “Bring Diesel another beer and a shot of whiskey. He needs something to take the edge off.”
I snorted. Diesel scowled.
“I’ll have a long island iced tea, a cosmo for Jeeves, and…” she waved a hand at me.
“Pink-tini. And keep ’em coming.” I stared at Jeeves. “Cosmo? Really?”
Sassy shrugged. “He loves Sex and the City.”
“Kill me now,” Diesel said.
“Maybe later,” I quipped.
“Excuse me,” he said to Jeeves. “I need to go see a man about a bear.”
“It’s a man about a horse,” I called after him as he headed to the restroom.
“Wolves. So testy.” Sassy finished off Diesel’s beer and nudged my arm. “You gonna hit that later, or what?”
“Sassy.” Jeeves frowned at her. “That’s none of our business.”
She tsked. “Please. If two people ever needed to get it on, it’s them.”
I had to agree. And if I had my way, then we’d for sure be getting down to business in zero minus sixty and counting. But right then, Diesel was leaning against the wall, his feet crossed at the ankle while he smiled down at some barely dressed teenager. Her skirt was so short that if she bent over, more than just the moon was going to come into play. Not that I minded. On principle, nudity wasn’t an issue for me. But when the girl’s assets were catching the eye of the man I had my sights on, then I started to get a little irritated. Okay, a lot irritated.
Our drinks arrived. I grabbed mine and elbowed Sassy. “Let me out. It’s party time.”
She glanced around the room. “What? Are you going to join Diesel in the john?”
I tilted my head as if I were contemplating that. Then I shot another look at him. He was laughing, those whiskey eyes crinkled at the edges as he stared at the infant.
“No. I’m going to dance.” I pointed across the room at a ruggedly handsome man wearing clean jeans and a black T-shirt. His matching black hat was pulled down far enough I couldn’t see his eyes, but he had a strong chin and enough five o’clock shadow to tickle all the right places.
“Oh, nice choice.” Sassy’s eyes flashed with interest, but she shook herself and smiled at Jeeves. “But I bet he has nothing on you in the bedroom.”
Jeeves pumped his eyebrows at her, but said nothing.
“See you two later.” With pink-tini in hand, I sauntered over to my mysterious cowboy. Without saying a word, I slipped my hand into his and led him out onto the dance floor.
He glanced down at my ample cleavage and smiled. “Hello there, darlin’.”
“Hello yourself.” I raised my drink in salute, and then downed it. After discarding the glass, I tilted my head up, licked the sugar off my lips, and asked, “Well, are we going to tango or what?”
He let out a low rumbling chuckle. Then he swept me up into his arms and proceeded to lead me around the room in some sort of country and western two-step one might expect to see in the movie Urban Cowboy. My movements were rusty, but I’d danced enough in my day that it wasn’t a problem to follow along. By the time the number ended, I was almost an old pro.
“I’m guessing you’re not from around these parts,” he said, brushing a fallen tendril of hair off my neck.
His touch sent a small thrill through my body. “What was the giveaway? My accent?” I knew my soft southern lilt had a touch of French. Nothing like the folks from the mountains of West Virginia.
“That and I would’ve noticed a fine looking beauty like yourself.”
Only he wasn’t looking at my face. The man’s eyes hadn’t left my chest once since we’d stopped dancing.
“I need a drink,” I said, fanning myself.
“Yes, you do.” He grabbed my hand and tugged me across the battered wood floors over to the equally battered bar. “Four whiskey shots. And one of those fru-fru pink drinks with the sugar on the rim.”
“Pink-tini” I said, resting on one of the barstools. Being a flesh and blood human was taking a toll on my poor feet. But damn, the boots were cute, so I’d grin and bear it.
The gruff bartender pulled out four shot glasses and expertly filled them with the amber liquid. My dance partner handed me one. “To a night of indulgence.”
“Ha! I’ll drink to that.” I clinked my glass to his and then knocked it back. The pleasant burn of the liquor stung my throat and made my eyes water, but I immediately picked up another shot glass. “Ready for round two?”
The handsome stranger tipped his hat, and together we made short work of the whiskey.
“What’s your name, darlin’” he asked, handing me my pink-tini.
“Ida May. Yours?”
His hand slipped from the small of my back to my hip as he pulled me to his side. “Willard Buckeye Pierce. You can call me Will.”
“I’ll call you Bucky,” I said, slurring just a little. Then I giggled and took a gulp of the sweet liquid.
“You can call me whatever you want, sweetheart, just as long as you don’t stop looking at me like that.”
I grinned up at him. “And how is that?”
His brilliant blue eyes glinted as he adjusted his hat to meet my gaze. “Like you’ve already decided to take me home tonight.”
“Smooth talker, aren’tcha?” I lowered my eyelashes, playing coy, and barely noticed when he pulled me off the stool, tugging me back onto the dance floor. My head was sort of fuzzy and when I stumbled, he caught me and pulled me in close, wrapping his arms around me.
“Careful, Maybelle,” he murmured into my hair as his hands slid lower, inching toward my butt.
“Ida May,” I said automatically, wondering what had happened to my pink-tini. Damn, those things were delicious.
“Sure, sweetheart.” He removed his hat, revealing thick, wavy brown hair. The kind a girl could really sink her fingers into. Then he dipped his head and brushed his lips over my pulse.
“Well, that’s nice.” I was somewhat surprised that my pulse wasn’t racing, but his attention was welcome all the same.
“Nice?” He pulled back and fixed me with a stare that had challenge written all over it.
I shrugged. “You wouldn’t want me to lie would you?”
His arm tightened around my waist, pulling me in so that my body was molded to his.
That was nice, too. He was tall, with muscles in all the right places. Smelled of fresh air and hay, exactly what one would expect from a cowboy.
“Look at me, Maybelle.”
“Ida—”
His lips came down on mine, silencing me. He tasted of whiskey and cigarettes, and I immediately started to push him away. But his grip tightened and his kiss became more insistent, more demanding, his tongue thrusting and teeth biting.
I finally tore my mouth free and was just about to read him the riot act, when Diesel came out of nowhere.
“Back off, buddy.” My ex pulled me away from Bucky and stepped in front of me, blocking me from the cowboy.
“Who the hell are you?” Bucky reached for me, but Diesel moved to the side, cutting him off.
“Her date. Now go bother someone else.” Diesel turned, already shuffling me back toward the table.
“Hey.” I stopped and planted my feet.
Too bad my borrowed shoes had no traction, and with one tug on my arm Diesel was able to literally drag me back to where Sassy and Jeeves were making out. She’d moved to the other side of the table and was sitting with her legs wrapped around him, attacking his mouth like it was made of cheesecake.
“Let go!” I yanked my arm out of Diesel’s grip and glared up at him. “Who do you think you are?”
“I’m the guy who’s going to keep you from being assaulted.”
“I—”
“You’re drunk and have no idea who that guy is.” He crossed his arms over his chest and stared me down.
“That’s none of your business,” I said haughtily.
“The hell it isn’t.” Diesel took a step toward me, trapping me between him and the table.
“Whoa,” Sassy said, finally coming up for air. “You two need a little privacy?”
We both glared at her.
“Hey, I was just asking. Because the electricity rippling between you two, it’s enough to blow a transformer, if you know what I mean.”
“Go home, Sassy,” Diesel said. “Take Jeeves back to Zelda’s or out to lookout point. We’ve got it under control here.”
I pointed to her and then my lips, making a circular motion. The red lipstick she’d applied earlier was now smeared practically all over her face. “You might want to do something about that.”
“You’re one to talk,” Diesel said, turning his glare on me.
“Hey! Mine can’t be that bad. I barely even exchanged spit with that guy.”
“That’s not what it looked like from here.”
“How would you know?” I eased away from him, waiting for Sassy to untangle herself from Jeeves. “Last I checked you were too busy flirting with a teenager.”
His whiskey eyes flashed with irritation. “What are you talking about?”
“Nothing.” I waved an impatient hand. “Just seems every time you’re supposed to be with me you’re off with someone else. Younger and prettier.”
“Ida—”
“I don’t want to hear it.” I tucked my arm through Sassy’s, who was standing next to the booth adjusting her rumpled top. “Ready to freshen up?”
“Yep.” She blew a kiss to Jeeves. “I’ll be back in a second. Then we can decide where we want to finish this.”
Her boyfriend nodded and took a sip of his cosmo.
On the way to the restroom, my anger started to fade and along with it any hope of sobriety. The last of the whiskey had finally hit my blood stream, and if I wasn’t mistaken, my tongue was starting to go numb.
That would really suck for later in the evening. I’d had big plans of tasting every inch of Diesel. Or was it Bucky? Damn, was he still around? Or had Diesel run him off?
“Looks like you have the makings for a little ménage à trois,” Sassy said as she held the ladies’ room door open for me.
“Huh?” I glanced in the mirror and blinked twice trying to clear my vision. It didn’t work. There were three of me, each of us with bright red lipstick smeared on my left cheek and mascara smudged under one eye. “Damn, who did this to my face?”
“Hot cowboy. I thought he was going to do you right there on the dance floor.” Sassy passed me a paper towel, and went to work on cleaning up her own appearance.
“Bucky,” I said, hating the way his name sounded. “Bucky,” I tried again. “What kind of crappy name is that?”
“So no ménage à trois?” Sassy asked, patting her blond hair into place.
I shook my head, hating that idea. Even though dancing with the cowboy had been fun, the mauling I’d endured without the benefit of an invitation wasn’t exactly what I’d call a good time. As much as I hated to admit it, I was glad Diesel had stepped in. And he was going to be rewarded for it. Big time. “Diesel isn’t into sharing.”
She nodded. “I can see that.”
I headed into one of the stalls, and when I returned to wash my hands, the bathroom was empty. No Sassy anywhere. “So much for no girl left behind,” I muttered.
“Did your friend ditch you?” a woman said, coming out of another stall. She had long auburn hair and was dressed in a short black dress with black leggings. But it was her shoes that caught my attention. They were black with red laces.
“Yeah. It would appear that way.” I clutched at the counter to keep the room from spinning.
“Whoa.” She put a hand on my shoulder, steadying me. “Hold on a sec. Let me help you.”
“I’m fine.” I shrugged her off, but teetered on my heels and clutched at her arm, laughing. “Oops. Looks like I’m a little tipsy.”
“A little. Come on. You probably could use some air.”
I let her guide me out of the bathroom and down the hall to the back door. The moment we stepped into the chilly air, my mind started to clear. “Holy ice balls!” I clasped my arms around myself and shivered. “What is it, like negative ten degrees out here?”
She scoffed. “More like twenty. But don’t worry, I’m going to warm you up.”
I frowned. “Huh? You got a jacket—ouch!”
The long-haired beauty grabbed my upper arm, pinching until it made my eyes water.
“What are you doing?”
“Getting you the hell away from my man.” Her expression morphed into one of pure hatred as she started to drag me across the dimly lit parking lot.
“Let go!” I struggled, trying and failing to twist out of her grip. “I’ll leave him alone. Geez. We were just dancing.”
“Right.” Long-haired beotch yanked me forward, making me trip and fall to one knee.
A rush of anger seared through me, and I reached out, grabbing her ankle with both hands.
“What are you—”
I yanked. Hard, sending her flailing to the ground, ass first. She landed with a thud, her pretty face contorted with hate. “Not so pretty now, are you?” I spat and then moved back toward the bar.
I’d just grabbed the door handle when a sharp, stabbing pain hit me in the back and I froze. A small ball of heat seared my shoulder, intensified, and crawled over my skin at a rapid rate. I let out a cry and let go of the door as a red glow coated my skin.
“Burn, Ida May. Burn in hell,” I heard a faint raspy voice say from behind me.
Move, Ida May! I ordered myself. But it was useless. The magic held me firmly in place, my skin on fire. A scream was caught in my throat, and the last thing I saw before I blacked out were those stupid black shoes with red laces.
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“I don’t know how you ended up here, but you were supposed to die a long time ago.”
I heard the words, smelled the overly sweet stench of honeysuckle and started to gag.
“That’s right, Ida May. Let go. Leave Diesel in peace to suffer his fate.”
Diesel? Who was this crazy person? And what did any of this have to do with me. My brain was too fuzzy to make sense of anything.
Pain radiated over my skin, stabbing me with a thousand tiny little needles. “Why?” I finally gasped out, heaving in a ragged breath as my lungs burned.
“Why should he suffer? Because he’s caused too much pain already.”
I shook my head, nausea making my eyes water. “No. Why are you doing this to me?”
She let out a loud cackle that made the pain in my head pulse. “Because you weren’t supposed to be here. You were supposed to be dead. You can’t help him.”
I forced myself up, barely managing to get my arms and knees underneath me as the asphalt dug into my skin. I had to get up. Had to do something other than lie there and let this crazy witch kill me. But just as I grabbed onto the door handle again to try to pull myself up, another bolt of red light slammed into me.
Pain exploded in my lower back, and I collapsed onto the ground, barely gasping for breath. Footsteps approached, and I curled into the fetal position, certain the witch had backup. This was it. They were going to finish me off or toss me into the woods. After all these years as a sassy ghost in New Orleans, I was going to die at the hands of a jealous lunatic and end up roaming the backwoods town of Asscrack, West Virginia. Son of a—
“What in the fresh hell do you think you’re doing, bitch?” came a familiar female voice.
Without warning, another red ball of light flew past me, heading straight toward Sassy, who’d stopped just a few feet from me.
But she threw her hands out and sent a ball of puke-green flames directly at the red light. The two collided, setting off a massive explosion. Asphalt debris rained down on us, followed by shouts and cries of alarm.
“What happened,” I heard Diesel say. Then he cursed and was crouching down beside me. “Ida May?” he asked, his voice soft.
I blinked, squinting up at him. “Yeah?”
“Are you all right? Can you move your arms and legs?”
“I think so.” I gingerly sat up, leaning into him for support. Everything ached from the attack, but as far as I could tell, there wasn’t any permanent damage. “Boy, did you piss her off.”
“Who?”
“The one who did this to me.” I glanced up at him and frowned. “She said you need to suffer.”
His jaw tightened and a muscle in his neck started to pulse. “Did she say anything else?”
“Something about me and how I was supposed to be dead.” I pressed a hand to the back of my head and felt something wet. “Oh my god! Am I bleeding? I have a head injury. A concussion. Crap, I’m going to die… again… in this shitty parking lot without getting any action. This human vacation sucks ass!”
“Uh, Ida May?” Sassy said.
“Yes?”
“You’re not bleeding. You fell in garbage juice. Worst case you’re lying in rotten orange peels. Best case, yesterday’s gravy.”
“Oh. Right.” I brought my hand close to my nose and nearly gagged again. “Oh, gods. It smells like the inside of a dead chicken. Someone get me out of here and into a bath. I can’t stand it any longer.”
Diesel didn’t waste any time. He bent and picked me up, his strong arms cradling me once again against his rock hard chest. Then without a word or complaint, he carried me to his truck.
Sassy followed. “I’ll fill Baba Waba Ding Dong in on this attack when she calls. Don’t you worry about a thing.”
“She’ll call?” I asked, resting my head against the seat of the truck.
“Or show up. You never know with that one. But that bitch just used illegal magic, so I’m sure it will register on the anointed one’s radar sooner rather than later. Anything you want me to tell her?”
“Um… just that the crazy witch clearly wanted me dead and she said that Diesel was supposed to suffer.”
Sassy frowned and turned to Diesel. “Do you have an idea who that was?”
He shook his head. “No. I didn’t see her. Though I suppose it could be the one who put this curse on me. I just have no idea who that could be. Once we get back to my cabin, I’ll see if Ida May can help me with a description.”
“Might not matter if she’s transformed herself.” Sassy’s gaze darted back and forth between us. “You two have any common enemies?”
“None that I’m aware of,” Diesel said, and then he shut my door. A second later, he was in the truck, the heat turned way up and barreling down the highway. Taylor Swift was on the radio singing about never ever getting back together.
“I guess that says it all,” I muttered.
“What?” He glanced over at me, his eyes troubled.
“Nothing.” I leaned against the cold window and let out a sigh. “It’s not important.”

THE LOG CABIN Diesel had rented for his stay in Asscrack was on the small side, but it had been remodeled recently and had every modern convenience. The kitchen was upscale, with stainless steel appliances and granite countertops. The gleaming floors were knotty pine hardwood, and the living room had floor to ceiling windows to enjoy the vast beauty of the forest. But the best part was the bathroom.
I lay submerged up to my neck in the clawfoot tub, bubbles tickling my chin, as I stared up at the oak ceiling. Or tried to. My vision was still slightly clouded from my alcohol binge at the bar. Soft lighting shone from the sconces on the walls, and candles flickered in the now-defunct fireplace. All I needed was a bottle of wine and a manservant to complete my evening.
Instead I had cheap beer and a scowling wolf.
“I already told you,” I insisted for the fourth time, “I don’t know who she was. I’ve never seen her before. Besides, my vision was slightly impaired from the whiskey… and beer… and pink-tinis.”
“Right.” He put down the notebook he’d been scribbling in and leaned against the vanity. “I guess that’s enough.”
I took a pull of the beer and grimaced. “Do you seriously not have anything else other than this? Cabernet? Whiskey? Vodka? Absinthe?”
“Absinthe.” He let out a soft chuckle. “I’d forgotten that used to be your drink of choice.”
“It was the early nineteen hundreds. What else was I going to drink?” I put the beer down and wrinkled my nose. “No one drinks it these days. Now it’s all mojitos and hand grenades and daiquiris. People don’t know how to drink anymore.”
“What about hurricanes?” he asked, raising one eyebrow.
“They’re okay I guess. Not very original if you ask me.”
“But a pink-tini is?” he teased.
“Back off, buster. That stuff is made by angels.” I glanced at the domestic beer. “Unlike that monstrosity. With all the options out there, this is what you pick?”
He shook his head. “It was already here. A welcome gift of sorts.”
“Figures.”
Silence fell between us. And not the comfortable kind either. Suddenly I was very aware that I was naked in the tub while he stood there, arms crossed over his body, fully clothed…staring at me. And although he couldn’t see anything—the bubbles were way too thick—after my attack, for one of the first times in my life, I started to feel vulnerable.
Exposed.
I picked up the beer and chugged the contents.
“Are you sure you’re not an alcoholic?” Diesel asked.
“Of course I’m not. I haven’t even been human for twenty-four hours. I’m just… adjusting.”
“Right.”
“Let’s see how much control you have after being dead for ninety-some years,” I snapped.
He held his hands up in a stop motion. “Fair enough. Anything else you’d like to indulge in this evening?”
“You sure there isn’t any wine in this house?” The idea of sipping a nice red while soaking in the fabulous tub was enough to make me swoon. And I wasn’t much of a swooner. More like a full-steam-ahead, live-life-to-it’s-fullest kind of girl.
“Have you not had enough?” he asked, not unkindly, as he eyed the beer.
“Sure I have. But who knows how much time I have here. And I want to live it up while I can. What’s the worst thing that happens? I wake up hungover in your bed? Oops!” I pressed my hand to my mouth, then pulled it away. “Too late!”
He shook his head, but there was amusement lighting his eyes. He turned to leave the bathroom and glancing back at me, he said, “I’ll check one more time.”
“You’re the perfect man,” I said, sighing. As the words flew out of my mouth, every nerve ending in my body came to life. I sat up and called, “Wait.”
Turning around, he paused and cocked his head to the side, eyeing me. “Yes.”
“I thought of something else I want to indulge in.”
His lips curved into an amused smile. “And what might that be, Miss Ida May? A brandy? An after dinner Irish coffee? Or the homemade apple pie that’s waiting in the fridge to be heated up?”
I shook my head, trying to clear the alcohol cobwebs, and pulled myself up out of the bath. Standing there completely naked with the bubbles dripping off me, I said, “All I really want is you.”
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His mouth dropped open at the same time his gaze wandered down my body.
I stepped out of the tub and moved toward him, and although I stumbled slightly, I was still confident this was exactly what I wanted. I couldn’t remember a time when I hadn’t wanted him. Not even after I’d spotted him with Ophelia and realized he hadn’t left New Orleans all those years ago. That he hadn’t been called back to New York, and that he’d only used that as an excuse to let me down easy.
The yearning had still been there.
He was the one person who I’d dated back then who hadn’t expected special favors from me. Who hadn’t assumed that just because I was a working girl that I was giving the milk away for free. He’d understood that I wanted and deserved respect. And he’d never once tried to take advantage of me. Even though he could have.
Because I’d craved him from the moment I’d met him.
And I still did.
Standing in front of him, I lifted my hand and cupped his cheek, loving the gentle brush of his stubble on my palm. “It’s been a very long time, Diesel.”
He tore his eyes from my breasts, and met my gaze with his heated one.
“I always thought we’d end up like this eventually. But time ran out. And now that we have a second chance, I—”
He wrapped his fingers around my wrist and gently lowered my hand. “This isn’t a good idea.”
“Says who?” I placed my free hand on his chest, and leaned into him, brushing my lips gently over his.
He pulled back, abruptly putting space between us. “You’ve been drinking.”
I frowned. “So?”
“And a little over an hour ago you were attacked by magic. I don’t think now’s the time to…ah, get intimate.”
I waved an impatient hand and stepped forward again, following him out into the main cabin. “You’re seriously turning me down? Just because I’ve been drinking?”
“Not just because of that.” He stalked over to a closet, reached in and pulled out a white towel. “Can you please put this on?”
“No.” I stood there in the living room, livid that he didn’t appear to want me. I was naked for goddess’ sake and he was going on about me being drunk. And yeah, okay, I had imbibed a little more than my fair share, but I was clearly coherent. I was standing wasn’t I? Even if the room was spinning a little bit.
“Ida May—”
“Forget I said anything.” I turned and stalked back into the bathroom, pausing only to call out, “Don’t forget the wine. And while you’re at it, bring the pie.”
Before he could answer, I slammed the door and slipped back into the tub. Screw him. A girl could figure out her own orgasms. But only after more wine and pie.

I WOKE the next morning to a splitting headache.
“Son of a wine whore,” I mumbled and rolled over, finding the bed just as empty as it had been when I’d climbed in well after midnight the night before. “Maybe that last glass of wine had been a little too much.”
“Perhaps,” Diesel said from across the room.
I propped open one eye and spotted him in an armchair, one foot resting on the opposite knee. “Where have you been all night?”
“I slept on the couch.” He rose and brought me a glass of water and a couple of pills. “Take these. They’ll help.”
Groaning, I rolled over and buried my head in the pillow. “Forget it. I’m just gonna die right here. Undersexed and jonesing for eggs benedict.”
I heard the thump of the glass on the nightstand. “The eggs benedict I can handle.”
“What did you just say?” I rolled back over and eyed him with suspicion. “Don’t mess with me, wolf boy.”
A self-satisfied smile claimed his lips. “I’ll be in the kitchen. If you decide dying isn’t in the cards, join me in about thirty minutes. Your breakfast will be waiting.”
Damn.
Now that was sexy. A man who brought pain killers and made you breakfast. Who knew those still existed? Too bad he was such a tease. Because my girly parts were getting all hot and bothered again just thinking about him.
I had to snap out of it. He wasn’t the only wolf in the forest. Surely I could find someone else worthy to meet my womanly needs.
Groaning at the dull ache throbbing at my temple, I gulped down the pain killers and most of the water then headed for the shower.
And oh goddess, was the shower glorious. It was the kind with five shower heads, three massage settings, and a bench to use while shaving your legs. If there hadn’t been a promise of breakfast and a hot man in the other room, I might’ve stayed there all damned day. Instead, I luxuriated in the fancy smelling soap and shampoo and shaved everything south of my neck. A girl had to be prepared, right?
Twenty minutes later, smelling of vanilla scented soap and with my headache nearly gone, I stood wrapped in a towel, wondering what I was going to wear. The outfit I’d borrowed from Zelda smelled like the inside of a dumpster. Putting that on was out of the question. My only real options were to hang out in the cotton towel, or snag a few things from Diesel.
I glanced down at my barely covered body.
Yeah, back in the day on Basin Street the towel would’ve been plenty. Here in Asscrack in the middle of February, not so much.
I moved to the small closet. Inside I found a couple of jackets and hiking boots. But I had much better luck with the dresser. Before long, I had a clean T-shirt, a zip up sweatshirt, sweatpants, and a pair of socks. Obviously no bra or underwear. But I could work with that. As long as I had something to keep my ass from freezing, I was good.
But as I was closing the sock drawer, something silver caught my eye. Something I hadn’t seen in a very long time. Smiling, I pulled out the pocket watch and ran my fingers over the engraved fleur-de-lis. It was the one I’d given him as a birthday present so long ago. The one that had belonged to a good friend of mine before he’d died at the tender age of sixteen.
Happy tears stung my eyes, and I pressed the timepiece to my chest, reveling in memories of sitting down by the river on warm autumn nights, dreaming of our futures. Futures that ended entirely too soon.
Reining my emotions back in, I opened the metal clasp and let out a small surprised gasp. Inside was an old, yellowing black and white photo. One I hadn’t seen before. But there was no mistaking the identity of the laughing woman with wide almond-shaped eyes and wild curly hair—it was me.
I hastily pulled on the too-big clothes, and after rolling up the sweatpants, I grabbed the pocket watch and strode into the main cabin. The rich scents of bacon and coffee filled the air.
“There you are.” Diesel smiled at me as he reached for a couple of mugs. “Good timing. I just set the plates on the table. Did you want coffee or—what’s wrong?”
“I found this in your sock drawer.” I held the watch up.
He put the mugs down on the table and moved to stand in front of me. “Okay.”
“Okay? What does that mean?” I asked, impatience coloring my tone.
“Nothing. I imagine it’s quite something to find items you used to own in your past life. If I’d thought about it, I’d have offered to give it back—”
“I don’t want it back!” I cried. “I gave it to you as a present. What I want to know is why you’re still carrying it around.”
He jerked back, clearly startled by my outburst. “Because it’s a good watch? Because I like being reminded of my time in New Orleans. I’ve just had it so long, it’d feel weird to not carry it. I have a smart phone, like most people. I’m not a total luddite, but—”
“Why do you have a picture of me in it?” I threw the watch at him, hitting him squarely in the chest, no longer acting as if what he did way back then hadn’t gutted me. That lying to me and leaving me for Ophelia hadn’t left a huge hole in my heart.
Diesel stood in the middle of the room, unmoving for a moment. Then he slowly bent down and picked the watch up. After inspecting it for any damage, he tucked it into his pocket and moved forward, closing the distance. But he was careful to not touch me. “Because the watch always reminds me of you. Is it wrong to want a memory?”
Anger boiled over and if there’d been anything heavy nearby, I’d have likely clocked him with it. “It is when you threw me away.”
“What?” He took a step back as if I had really decked him. “What are you talking about?”
“Please, Diesel. There’s no need to lie to me. I know what you did. I know why you broke things off with me. No wonder the curse Zelda tried to reverse for you resulted in me being back here. You weren’t honest with me. And you never deserved my heart or my trust. I guess you’re just going to have to remain shiftless until you prove to me you’ve changed. Prove you’re worthy of me or any woman for that matter.”
If I’d thought he was shocked before, it was nothing compared to what I saw now. Wide eyes, open mouth, complete deer in the headlights, blank expression.
“Yeah, the secret’s out, buddy. I know all about Ophelia and your engagement. That you didn’t leave me to go back to New York. That you married that woman instead. You didn’t have to lie—”
“Whoa!” Diesel snapped out of his frozen trance and in two steps, closed the distance between us. “Is that what you’ve been thinking all these years? That I left you for Ophelia?”
I squared my shoulders and met his intense gaze head on. “Don’t try to deny it. I saw you with her. You were down by the river. The same spot you and I used to go to. You were holding her hand and your heads were bent together just like you were sweethearts.” I let out a strangled laugh. “But of course you were, weren’t you? It was then I had Josephine’s investigators vet you. And you know what they found out? That you were promised to that high society cow and engaged to be married!”
Some of the indignation went out of his eyes as he studied me. Then his shoulders relaxed. “So…the investigation came after we weren’t seeing each other, then? I wasn’t just like any other client?”
Hells bells. I had told him that hadn’t I? Well, it hardly mattered now. “No,” I said quietly. “You weren’t like a client. You weren’t anything like a client at all. Our private lives were our own. I just said that because you hurt me.”
“Dammit, Ida May,” he said, his tone just as quiet as mine. “I should’ve told you about her and for that I am truly sorry. But it’s not what you think.”
“How can it not be?” I shot back. “You were engaged to her, weren’t you?”
His shoulders slumped in defeat. “Yes… and no.”
“No? What the hell does that mean? Either you were engaged or you weren’t. Please, just be honest with me.”
He reached out and took one of my hands. “Can we sit and have breakfast? I’ll explain everything.”
My headache was trying to needle its way back into existence and the nausea was starting to kick in. “Fine.”
I sat at the small pine table and gingerly took a bite of the eggs benedict. The creamy rich sauce hit my tongue and my eyes closed as the flavors sent me into a state of pure bliss. “Ohmigod. So good.”
When I opened my eyes again, Diesel was sitting in his chair, elbows on the table just watching me. I swallowed and put my fork down. “Thanks for the food. But I’m still waiting for your explanation.”
He sat back and blew out a breath. “Ophelia’s parents had a connection to my pack. They were longtime allies, so when I came to New Orleans it was natural for me to spend time with them.”
I took another bite of my breakfast and nodded. “Sure.”
“I should probably mention that Ophelia is a witch, so being paranormals meant that whenever there was ever any problem we tried to help each other out when we could. Back then it was sort of an unwritten agreement.”
I’d learned she’d come from a family of witches after the investigation, and over time had come to understand that paranormals usually stuck together. I nodded again.
“Well, right before I was called home, there was some sort of scandal with the man Ophelia was supposed to marry, and apparently both our families decided I was the answer to her problems.”
“Like an arranged marriage?” I asked, making no effort to hide my skepticism.
“I guess. Not really. They were just strongly pushing it. Her parents were worried her reputation would be ruined. Mine decided a witch for the pack wasn’t a bad idea.”
“Seems like a tidy little solution. What happened?” I blew on the piping hot coffee, wondering if he was feeding me a line of complete crap.
“What happened is, no one bothered to consult me about this little plan. So when I got word that I needed to go back to New York, that’s when you and I said goodbye.”
I raised my eyebrows, wondering what he expected me to say to any of this. Because so far, I hadn’t heard anything that was making me feel better. He’d still stayed in New Orleans and hadn’t told me.
“But, a few hours before I was headed out, Ophelia showed up on my doorstep. She claimed wedding preparations were already well underway and that if I left town she’d be ruined. She made it sound like a huge scandal. That our parents had taken matters into their own hands and I ended up staying in town to deal with the situation.”
“So you’re saying you were engaged, but that you never asked her to marry you?” I put my mug down and leaned in, narrowing my eyes.
“Exactly. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to hurt you or drag you into it. Especially because Ophelia acted like she didn’t want to get married either. So we were trying to figure out the best way to discourage our parents. To make it all go away. It turned out that it was all lies. Ophelia had told her parents we’d made it official and that we wanted a wedding before I left. That’s when they involved my parents. In the end, she was sent off to Savannah to live with her aunt while I went up to New York. And the entire thing was never spoken of again. I never married her. And certainly never wanted to.”
He reached out and placed his hand over mine. “Ida May, what I had with you was real. I even came back to New Orleans three years later. I looked for you, but you were already gone.”
A profound sadness washed over him with those last words, and he started lightly tracing his thumb over my palm. Then he pulled the pocket watch out and placed it on the table. “I carry this with me because you were my first love. And we were good friends. I regretted our time was cut short.”
I stared at the pocket watch, and memories of our time together came roaring back. My heart swelled and nearly burst. He was right. We had been good friends, then later, something more. But it had been innocent. Never going further than stolen kisses down by the river. He’d never cared how I made my living, understood that ladies without families didn’t have a lot of opportunities, and that I did what I had to do. But it hadn’t been part of our relationship and he’d never made me feel like it was an issue.
What we’d had was sweet, and had I never spotted him with Ophelia, I’d have had warm memories of him all these years with no regrets. What had really hurt was the idea that he’d lied to me. That all along he’d had a thing with Ophelia. If he was telling the truth now, then I’d spent the last ninety-odd years being mad only because he’d been trying to protect me.
“How do I know you aren’t making all of this up just to get me on your good side? So that maybe my forgiveness will get your shift back?” I asked.
He let out an ironic chuckle, got up from the table, and grabbed a nearby laptop. After a few keystrokes, he passed it to me.
“What’s this?” I scanned the page. It was a dossier on Ophelia going back the last one hundred and twenty years. All the places she’d lived. Known love interests. Her accomplishments as well as scandals.
“The Witchy Way. It’s the sister site to Shifters Secrets. Nothing is private anymore. It’s like IMDB for paranormals.”
“I see.” How did I not know about this? I guessed being a ghost meant I missed quite a lot of technological updates. I took a moment to scan Ophelia’s history. She was currently living in North Carolina, had a long, long string of partners, though she had never married. Then I found it. Back when Diesel and I had known each other, right about the time he’d left, she’d been linked to him, but then had moved to Savannah where she’d immediately hooked up with a warlock from the United Kingdom. It had lasted two years before a curse rendered him impotent.
“Yikes,” I said and pointed to the sad fact. “That sucks for her.”
“And him,” Diesel added.
I laughed and immediately felt bad. “That’s not really funny.”
“Not for him, but for her it is. She’s a manipulative bitch and if I never see her again it will be too soon.” He stood and tugged on my hand, pulling me up with him. “I was naïve back then, Ida May. Idealistic. I wanted to believe the best in people. I thought I’d see you again; that I’d have another chance with you.”
I stared up at him, my insides melting. “You wanted a chance with me?”
He brushed my unruly hair behind my ear, his touch sending tingles straight to my toes. “I was more than a little intimidated by you back then.”
I couldn’t help the stupid grin from claiming my lips. “Why?”
He let out a bark of laughter. “Didn’t you know I was a virgin?”
“You have got to be kidding me.” I actually took a step back, putting space between us.
“Hey.” He tugged me back, this time pulling me in so close that my body was pressed up against his. “I was only seventeen.”
“Seventeen!” I’d only been twenty-four, but still. That was quite the age difference back then.
He chuckled. “I knew nothing. But one thing I did know was how beautiful you are.”
I flushed at that.
“And I’m definitely not a virgin now.”
Oh holy hell. Desire heated me from the inside out and my pulse started to race. Diesel certainly wasn’t that sweet boy I’d known back then. No. He was all man now, the kind that made panties melt. Or would if I had any.
“And don’t think I don’t know what you were up to in the tub last night.” His voice was husky, full of lust. “I nearly lost my mind when I heard your self-satisfied moans. It was all I could do to not rip the door off and take you right then and there.”
My face flamed as fire crept over my cheeks and I thought I’d die on the spot from total embarrassment. “Well, I…you know. It’d been a long time.”
“And even longer since you’ve been touched by a man. One who has spent literally decades imagining what he’d do to you if given the opportunity.”
My throat went dry and when I opened my mouth, no sound came out.
His whiskey eyes started to glow with liquid heat and his smile turned wolfish as if he was going to devour me.
I nearly came right there in his sweatpants.
“You turned me down last night,” I finally managed to say.
He pressed his thumb lightly to my rapidly beating pulse then traced the line of my neck, sending shockwaves through my veins. “Only because I wanted to be sure you didn’t regret this. That it wasn’t the booze talking. And that you wanted this with me, not just anyone. Because, Ida May, I’ve been waiting a lifetime to live out my fantasies with you.”
“Oh goddess,” I breathed. “Yes. Yes to it all. Now.”
Those eyes turned gold with my words, and then he swept me up in his arms and kissed me.
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The bedroom door crashed open, and instead of carrying me to the bed, Diesel pressed me up against the wall, one hand gripping my ass and the other cupping my breast as he teased my already erect nipple.
“Oh, boy,” I whispered, my legs tightening around his waist. “I think I might combust right here.”
“Tell you what,” he said between mind-blowing kisses. “How about we see just how many times we can make you orgasm. Because I’m pretty sure you have some major catching up to do.”
“I can work with that,” I said as I pulled his T-shirt off, desperate to feel his bare skin. And oh man, he was just as glorious as I remembered. Broad shoulders, narrow hips, muscles for days, and a dusting of chest hair. He was perfect in every way. “You should come with a warning label.”
“What?” He peeled the sweatshirt off me and went to work on the T-shirt I was wearing.
“One taste of you and I bet the ladies are ruined for good. It’s like having to go back to ground beef after having filet mignon.”
He dipped his head and laved at the hollow of my throat.
A shiver went through me and I tightened my legs around him, moaning when I felt his hard shaft press up against my center.
“There’s nothing wrong with ground beef,” he murmured, trailing his lips along my collar bone.
“No, I suppose not. But it’s not nearly as mouthwatering.”
I felt his silent laughter rumble through him, and I decided right then and there that if this was my last day on earth, it was all worth it. Every last bit of it.
I’d never been so turned on in my life. Never felt so worshiped, and we’d barely begun. I slipped my hands to the front of his jeans, working the button.
“In a hurry, Ida May?” he whispered in my ear, just before he caught my lobe between his teeth.
“Hell yes. Get these jeans off. I want to feel every inch of you pressed up against me.”
“In good time,” he said, but he still spun and carried me to the bed. After laying me down, he stood over me, his hands on his hips, studying me for a moment. “I think you might be the most gorgeous creature I’ve ever laid eyes on.”
“Those eyes better not be the only things you lay on me,” I said and pushed the sweats down, making myself completely naked before him.
His eyes flashed that gold color again, and then he gripped my knees, slowly spreading my legs as he kneeled before me. “I can’t wait to taste you.”
“Thank the goddess,” I said, already closing my eyes in anticipation.
His rough, calloused hands moved slowly up along my thighs, teasing my tender flesh. I quivered in anticipation.
“Do you want my tongue on you, Ida May?” he asked, his voice gruff.
“Hell yes.” I widened my legs, giving him easier access.
Chuckling, he dipped his head and kissed his way up my thigh. His light, feathery kisses nearly drove me mad.
“Diesel.” I moaned. “Please.”
“Tell me what you want, Ida May,” he said and blew on my sex.
“You,” I said, nearly writhing with anticipation.
His fingers inched higher, barely brushing my opening.
“Diesel,” I all but begged.
“Tell me,” he coaxed.
“Your tongue. I want it on me, inside me, tasting me. Now, Diesel. Make me come.”
He didn’t hesitate. With my words, came my reward. His mouth was on me and I was lost to the pleasure, moaning with each stroke of his glorious tongue, feeling each new height as he worked that bundle of nerves. And then when he paused for just a second and scraped his teeth over my most sensitive spot, I shattered. A tidal wave of pleasure crashed through me, spurred on by his relentless attention. Ripples and aftershocks carried me away.
And when I finally came back down to earth, with Diesel kissing his way up my body, I gave him a whisper of a smile.
“You liked that.” It wasn’t a question.
“I think that’s fairly obvious,” I said, running my hand through his thick hair.
He paused at my breast, taking the nipple between his teeth, gently tugging, while his hand moved to the other one, pinching with his thumb and forefinger until I let out a low moan.
“Your body is fucking amazing,” he said, his lips now inches from mine.
“Yours isn’t so bad either,” I said, running my hands down his back, only stopping when I hit the band of his jeans. “These need to go.”
He rolled, taking me with him so I was sprawled over his chest. He glanced up at me. “I couldn’t agree more.”
I laughed, and immediately went to work on his button fly. Within moments, I had my hand down his pants, sighing with pleasure when I felt his velvety shaft heavy in my palm. “This,” I said, “is glorious.”
He reached for his jeans, tugging them off his hips. I sat up and helped him, nearly gasping when I finally saw the full effect of his naked body.
He was pure perfection. Muscles everywhere. Slightly tanned skin. And a shaft I couldn’t wait to test ride.
“Diesel?” I said, resting my hand on his abdomen.
“Yes, gorgeous.”
“Tell me what you want.”
He shook his head. “Sorry, babe. Today is all about you.” He reached for me, but I shook my head and placed a hand on his arm, stopping him.
“No, it’s about us. Mutual pleasure, the way it’s supposed to be.” I scooted down on the bed, wrapped my hand around him and said, “Trust me when I say, you want my mouth on you.”
He started to say something, but when I wrapped my lips around him, all that came out was a strangled moan.
Pleased with myself, I released him and ran my tongue from base to tip, then tasted him again, working the base of his shaft with my hand while loving his tip with my tongue.
“Ida,” he said, burying his hand in my hair as he trembled beneath my ministrations. His breathing became ragged and just when I was certain he was going to lose control, he pulled me up and flipped me onto my back. Hovering over me, he stared into my eyes, his body trembling with the effort to control himself. “I’m going to fuck you now. Make you mine. Make you come so hard, you’ll never want to leave my bed.”
“Thank the gods,” I said and pulled his head down, claiming him with a searing kiss as he plunged into me.
I wrapped my legs around his waist, letting him go even deeper, and when we were fully joined, he stilled, waiting for me to adjust to his intrusion.
“You okay?” he asked.
“Better than okay. Perfect.”
Something tender flickered through his eyes, but when I dug my nails into his shoulders, that intoxicating lust came roaring back and he started to move.
Holding my gaze, he thrust into me, slowly at first, torturing me with his relentless control.
“Diesel,” I breathed, and lifted my head, kissing him with a passion so fierce I barely recognized myself. My tongue warred with his as we each struggled to dominate the other.
And then his control broke and he slammed into me as I rose up to meet his thrust, taking him so deep I cried out from pleasure and pain.
“You’re mine, now, Ida May,” he growled into my ear.
“Yours,” I agreed, willing to give him anything he wanted as long as he didn’t stop.
And he didn’t. For hours, until finally we lay in his bed, spent and exhausted.
“I need food,” I said, rolling over to kiss his shoulder.
“Breakfast is still on the table,” he mumbled, pulling me in so I was snuggled up next to him.
I glanced at the clock. “Hmm, breakfast was six hours ago. I think maybe we need a new plan.”
He kissed my temple. “Ida May, how many times did I make you come?”
“Uh, I don’t know. Five? Six?” I smiled up at him, completely content. “I lost count.”
“Exactly. I think I did my job. Now I need to rest if you want a round two.”
“Round two?” I said, my tone rising a few octaves. “You mean round ten?”
“Whatever you want to call it. But once I get my strength back, we’re going to have a repeat performance.”
I giggled. “Now you sound like me.”
He opened one eye. “You’re not complaining are you?”
“Hell no. But I am going to go get some food.” I got up, darting away from his hand as he tried to stop me from leaving. “Nope. Food. Or I’ll pass out, and no one likes an unconscious bed partner.”
“True,” he agreed. “Get enough for two.”
I shook my head at him and padded into the other room. Ten minutes later I was back with a cheese platter, complete with three types of cheese, prosciutto, and crackers. And as a bonus, I found another bottle of wine hiding in a cabinet.
“Hey, this looks great,” Diesel said, finally showing some life.
“For a wolf Shifter, your recovery period is kinda crappy,” I teased.
“Excuse me?” He ran a hand through his mussed hair, making me smile at how freakin’ sexy he looked sitting in bed naked with just a sheet covering his groin. “I believe my energy reserves should be commended. Five or six times, remember?”
I handed him a glass of wine and sat across from him, letting the quilt fall to my waist.
His eyes immediately focused on my bare breasts. “Hmm, looks like you might have a few love bites.”
I glanced down and grinned at the teeth marks he’d left. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
“Good.”
We sat on the bed, working our way through the snacks until I said, “I wonder if you can shift now.”
He’d had his mouth open, getting ready to bite into a cracker, but he froze. A second later, he discarded the snack and said, “You know, if you were the key, then I should be able to. You forgave me right?”
“There was nothing to forgive,” I said. “But if you were supposed to prove your worth, then I’ll be damned if you didn’t do just that.”
“And I will again the first chance I get,” he added.
I rolled my eyes, but a bolt of anticipation rippled through me and I wondered exactly when that might be.
Diesel stood, his glorious godlike body nearly making me swoon.
“For the love of all that’s holy,” I said. “I think you should be required to never wear clothes.”
He raised a curious eyebrow. “Are you suggesting that I become a nudist?”
I gave him a half shrug. “It wouldn’t be the worst thing ever. I mean, everyone could use a little more beauty in this world.”
It was his turn to roll his eyes. “Sure. Except I’ll end up freezing my ass off. You wouldn’t want that, would you?”
“I suppose not.” I shoved a piece of gouda in my mouth and washed it down with a gulp of Cabernet. “Well? Are you going to get your shift on, or what?”
“I’ll try.” He lowered himself to the floor and propped himself up on his hands and knees. “Here goes nothing.”
He wasn’t kidding. After a full minute, he was still in the same position, his head bowed as he concentrated. No shift in sight.
I opened my mouth to say something, but then a pale light shimmered over him and I swore something started to happen. The light sparked, and I expected to hear bones cracking or see them elongating, but nothing happened… except a butt full of fur.
I couldn’t help it. I laughed.
Diesel, on the other hand, scowled and let out a growl of frustration.
“I’m sorry,” I said between giggles. “That just caught me off guard.”
He stood and walked over to the full length mirror, checking out his partial shift. “Son of a…”
“Can you shift back?” I asked, trying to be helpful.
He shook his head. “No, it’ll probably rectify itself on its own, but who knows how long that will be.”
“You should probably be ready to seek medical attention. You know what they say about a shift that lasts longer than four hours—”
“Too soon, Ida May. Too soon.”
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“Do you think Zelda would let me borrow some more clothes?” I asked Diesel as I helped him wash the dishes. “At least until I can figure out what to do about money. I can’t wear your sweats forever.”
He paused and cast me an appraising look. “What do you need clothes for? All the plans I have include being naked.”
Butterflies danced in my belly at the thought of more bedroom gymnastics. “I bet they do.”
“It’s settled then. All you need are some socks. I’ll take care of the rest.” He bent and brushed his lips over mine, lingering there for just a moment. “That wine tastes good on your lips.”
I picked up my half-full glass and took a sip. “Yes, yes it does.”
“How about after we’re done here, we get comfortable by the fire and forget the wine while we get reacquainted… again.”
“Only if your ass doesn’t need to be shaved,” I teased.
“Funny. Very funny.” He pinched my back side, making me yelp, then picked me up and set me on the counter. He was just moving in for a kiss when a sharp rap sounded on the door.
“Expecting someone?” I asked, pushing my out of control hair out of my eyes.
“No. Wait right here. Do not move. I have plans for you.”
I leaned back against the counter, happiness welling up from that long forgotten place in my soul. It wasn’t that I was an unhappy ghost. I wasn’t. But this… living, it was precious and I intended to take full advantage, no matter how long I happened to be here. Because no matter how much I wanted to pretend this was real, it wasn’t.
Zelda had said temporary. It was best to not forget that.
Diesel peered through the side window and frowned as he opened the door. “Alice? What’s going on?” He glanced at the wall clock. “Kind of late for a social call.”
The squat woman, with short, purple hair strode in as if she owned the place. She was dressed in overalls, a Hawaiian floral shirt, and sparkling pink sequined chucks. “There’s been an attack on a were fox. She was killed in an explosion, and Zelda’s friend Sassy has been implicated.”
“What?” I hopped off the counter and ran over to them. “When did this happen?”
“Last night, outside the Pink Toad. Since Sassy says you two were with her last night right before the alleged attack, Zelda is requesting you come to her house. The powers that be want to question you.”
The memory of puke green flames, followed by a small blast echoed in my mind. Had Sassy accidentally hit an innocent when she’d been protecting me? Holy hell. “I’ll get some shoes.”
“Of course. Is Sassy in custody?” I heard Diesel ask the woman as I stuffed my feet into Zelda’s ankle boots.
“Not yet. But Baba Yaga is expected to show up sometime soon. That’s why you’re needed ASAP.”
“I’m ready,” I said, striding back over to them.
Alice scanned the length of my body and snickered. “Nice outfit.”
Seriously? This person with her overalls and Barbie shoes was giving me crap about what I was wearing? I glanced down at myself and held one foot out, admiring it. “You gotta admit, these shoes are A-mazing, though, right?”
“I guess. But they aren’t going to help you in a were fight.” She turned and disappeared off the porch.
“She has no imagination,” I said to Diesel.
He eyed my feet, studying the spikey heels. “In your hands, I’d guess those things should be registered as a deadly weapon.”
“Damned straight.”

“OH, Ida May,” Sassy said, as she jumped out of Jeeves’s truck in front of Zelda’s house. She ran toward me with her arms out, her boobs nearly bouncing right out of her skin-tight tank top. How was it she wasn’t freezing her tits off? “Can you believe this?” she wailed.
I shook my head just as she slammed into me, nearly knocking me on my ass.
“Whoa,” I said, grabbing onto her to steady myself.
“Sorry. Just a little overly stimulated.” She slipped her arm through mine and together we walked up the porch stairs and into Zelda’s brightly lit house. As we stood in the foyer, she leaned over and whispered, “How did it go last night? Did you rock his world?”
I pulled back, staring at her like she was a crazy person. “Have you lost your mind?”
“So you two didn’t knock boots?” she asked, glancing between the two of us.
Diesel cleared his throat and I blushed. Blushed for goddess’ sake.
“Oh, you did!” she clapped her hands together and bounced up and down like a kid in the candy store. Then she leaned into me. “Does he have a jack hammer move?”
“For the love of the baby Jesus, will you please start taking this seriously?” Zelda said as she strode into the living room, looking as if she’d just stepped off a runway in Paris. She wore black skinny jeans, an off-the-shoulder silk peasant blouse, and a silver pendant necklace that stopped somewhere around her bellybutton. “If we can’t find proof that you aren’t responsible for this, you’re going to end up on the first train back to Salem where you’ll spend the rest of your days in cell block D. Without me to torture.”
Sassy frowned, considering Zelda’s words. “That would suck ass, wouldn’t it? As bad as it was when we were there, at least I could entertain myself by pissing you off.”
Zelda rolled her eyes.
“You were both in jail?” I asked, astonished.
“Witch’s jail,” Sassy supplied. “Zelda killed her familiar. Ran over it with the car three times… on purpose.”
“I did not run him over on purpose. How many times do I have to tell you that?” Zelda practically yelled at her.
“Whatever. And it turns out her familiar was her dad. Fabio. Talk about fucked up family relations.” Sassy lifted her hand to the side of her face, shielding her mouth from Zelda and then stuck her tongue out.
“I saw that.” Zelda scowled, and her face turned almost as red as her hair.
“Whatever.”
Zelda shook her head in exasperation. “If you think Baba Daba Ying A-ling is going to go easy on you after you slept with her boyfriend, you’ve lost your mind. Instead of standing here irritating the shit out of me, you might want to start thinking about how you’re going to clear your name.”
“You slept with her boyfriend?” I asked, not sure if I should be amused or horrified. Messing with the queen witch was never a good move.
She waved a hand, brushing it off. “That was a long time ago.”
“And the reason she was in the witch pokey,” Zelda added.
“Wow. And I thought we had a lot of drama down in New Orleans,” I said.
Heavy footsteps sounded on the stairs, and Mac appeared with Jeeves in tow. “Zelda, perhaps we should go over last night’s events over coffee?”
She nodded, still eyeing Sassy with irritation. “You’re probably right.”
I followed Diesel into the next room, Zelda’s boots clacking on the hardwood floors.
“You need a wardrobe change,” Sassy said to me as she wrinkled her nose.
I eyed her skintight jeans and her leopard print tank top that was cut so low her boobs were nearly hanging out. “Speak for yourself.”
She eyed her ample bosom. “What? It’s sexy.”
“Whatever you say.” I snuggled into Diesel’s sweatshirt and asked, “Aren’t you cold? I mean even though there’s no snow, it’s still winter and freezing out there.”
“Na. It’s the magic. Keeps my blood warm.”
“Must be nice.”
The six of us took our places at the table just as Fabio appeared and started the coffee. He was dressed in dark jeans and an expensive-looking sports jacket. His hair was perfectly groomed, and the only thing that was out of place was the bright red lipstick staining his white collar. Looked like Fabio had just gotten home from a date.
“So, what happened?” I asked.
“It appears,” Mac said, “that a small group of Shifters arrived in town yesterday. One of them wanted to see Zelda about correcting an enhancement spell that had gone bad.”
“An enhancement spell?” Sassy snorted. “Please let this be a penile implant.”
“Why me?” Zelda muttered. “What did I do in this life to deserve this torture.”
“You ran over your familiar,” Fabio answered helpfully.
“Oh shut up, Naked Dude. You’re not helping.”
He grinned at her and placed a fresh carafe of coffee on the table.
“As I was saying,” Mac continued, “one of the female foxes was here to call on Zelda. According to the victim’s friends, they stopped at the Pink Toad for a late dinner and while they were walking back to their car, there was a spell that backfired, and the attack ended with an explosion and one casualty.”
There was silence all around the table, all bickering forgotten.
After a moment, I asked, “What kind of explosion?
“The kind that leaves a faint trace of puke-green residue,” Mac said, his gaze landing on Sassy.
I sucked in a sharp breath.
Sassy stood up. “I didn’t attack anyone. Well, that’s not true. I attacked that jealous bitch who tried to beat Ida May’s ass, but no one else.”
“Wait, what?” Zelda asked.
I cleared my throat. “At the Pink Toad, I was dancing with some cowboy. After we had some shots, he got a little handsy, which was, whatever.”
Diesel’s eyes narrowed at my words, but he didn’t say anything.
“I didn’t think much of it, was kinda drunk—”
“Kinda?” Sassy interjected with a laugh. “There was no kinda about it. The girl was wobbling all over the place.”
“Thanks for that,” I said dryly.
“Anytime!” Sassy winked, ignoring my sarcasm.
“Anyway, after Diesel practically blew a gasket, I ditched the cowboy and went to the bathroom. While I was there my head started to spin. Another woman was in there and offered to help me outside to get some air. Only when we got out there, she attacked me. Kept saying I was to stay away from her man and that I should burn in hell. Told me to stay away from Diesel, that he was supposed to suffer, and I was ruining everything. I don’t know what her deal was, but the witch was completely off her rocker.”
Zelda turned abruptly to Diesel. “It has to be the witch who cursed you. She’s trying to stop Ida May from helping you get your shift back.”
“I know,” Diesel agreed. “But Ida May didn’t recognize her, and she disappeared after Sassy attacked her, so there’s not much to go on.”
“Anyway,” I continued. “I think my attacker would’ve done some serious damage if Sassy hadn’t been there. Sassy threw some crazy puke-green magic at her, which yes, resulted in a small explosion, but I didn’t see anyone else. Only the one witch. After that Diesel and I left. Sassy was supposed to report the incident. She didn’t tell you?”
“Oops!” Sassy clapped her hand over her mouth and giggled as she glanced at Jeeves. “We, uh, got a little distracted.”
Zelda stared at the ceiling and started mumbling to herself. “Maybe I should let them take you to Salem. My life would be so much easier.”
“You say that now, but you’d miss me,” Sassy quipped.
“Try me.” Zelda picked up her mug, but didn’t drink it.
“The only problem with that,” Mac said, “is there’s a crazy witch running around cursing people and trying to kill Ida May. So letting the blame fall in Sassy’s lap isn’t really a solution.”
“I was only joking… mostly,” Zelda added.
Sassy beamed at her. “I know you love me.”
“So where do we go from here?” I asked, squeezing Diesel’s hand.
“We need to talk to Baba Yaga, fill her in, and pray she believes Sassy’s story,” Zelda said. “But Sassy’s not her favorite witch, so this could be tricky.”
“Neither are you,” Sassy said under her breath.
“But I’m a witness,” I said. “I was there.”
“Did you see where Sassy went after the attack? Did you see her leave?” Mac asked me.
“No, but Jeeves was with her.”
Sassy’s beau hadn’t said a word since we’d arrived, but he was sitting straight up at the table, his eyes darting around the room in a nervous fashion.
“Were you with her all night, son?” Mac asked the kangaroo Shifter.
He nodded enthusiastically. “Yes. All night. All day, too. She didn’t attack anyone.”
“No one who wasn’t Jeeves, anyway,” Sassy added.
The two shared a secret smile and although they were gag-worthy, they were also pretty sweet.
Sassy, leaned over and covered his mouth with hers, practically sucking his face off as she kissed him.
Everyone grimaced at the scene. Okay, correction. They were vomit inducing.
“Enough,” Zelda said and stood. “No one wants to see that.”
“If I’m going back to the pokey, I don’t want to waste precious time.” Sassy pushed one of Jeeves’s braids behind his ear. “I mean, how will I survive without this fine specimen to keep me warm at night?”
Zelda’s eyes practically rolled out of her head. “You’re not going to the pokey. Once Baba Yaga gets here, we’ll explain everything.”
“When will that be?” I asked, glancing at the clock. It was already well after midnight.
“Early. She’s dealing with another crisis up north. Everyone is to stay put until she gets here. Got that, Sassy?” Zelda stared pointedly at the other witch.
“Got it, but if Jeeves and I get a little loud later, it’s because I want to make sure he remembers me in case things go south.” Sassy grinned at Jeeves and for the first time all night, he grinned back.

I WOKE to Diesel rummaging around in the room.
“What’s going on?” I asked, sitting up, rubbing at my eyes. It was still dark out, but the moon shone through the window, illuminating my Shifter as he pulled on a pair of jeans.
“There’s been another attack. Zelda and Mac are going to check it out. Fabio and I going with them,” he finished buttoning his pants and sat to pull on his boots.
I swung my legs out of the bed, my feet hitting the cold wood floor. “I’m coming with you.”
He reached over and placed a light hand on me. “No. Stay here with Sassy. I’m going because I want to see if I can identify the attacker. But since I’m still shiftless, it’s going to be enough to keep myself safe. I don’t want to be worrying about you as well.”
I frowned, not liking that at all. “Do you have to go?”
“I’m afraid so.” He leaned over and kissed the top of my head. “If I want to break this curse, I need to figure out who’s behind it. There’s a good chance this new attack is the same witch.”
His answer wasn’t what I was hoping for, but it was hard to argue his logic. “What happened?”
“Another shifter was almost taken out by the same puke-green magic. A were beaver this time. He was on his way here to have his teeth fixed after they were knocked out in a bar fight.”
I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “A toothless beaver? That really sucks balls.”
“It would for sure.”
“But this means Sassy is cleared, right?” I asked. “I mean she was here all night.”
“She was as far as we know. But even that’s not conclusive since we were all sleeping. The attack happened less than a mile from here. What if she slipped out?”
“Dammit!” I climbed out of bed then, knowing any possibility of sleep wasn’t going to happen now. “This is really effed up.”
He wrapped his arm around me and pulled me in, brushing his lips over mine. “You’re right. It is. But we’re going to figure this out. Try not to worry. And stick close to Sassy and Jeeves. They can protect you if anything happens.”
“All right,” I slumped against him, taking in his oak scent. “Be careful, okay?”
“I will.” Then he dipped his head and caught my lips in a fierce kiss that left me breathless. A second later, he was gone.
I pulled on the cotton pajamas, robe, and thick wool socks Zelda had loaned me. If I was going to be awake, I was going to make myself useful.
Tiptoeing past the room Sassy and Jeeves shared, I heard low murmurs, followed by a giggle, then a satisfied moan.
“I guess she wasn’t kidding when she said she was going to make sure he didn’t forget her,” I said to myself and made my way down to the kitchen. Flicking the light on, I peered around the gourmet kitchen and smiled to myself. Even if the world was going to shit, there was still coffee and plenty of bacon.
A half hour later, I had a full platter of maple bacon, a giant stack of pancakes, and warm buttermilk biscuits. A carb fest, sure, but who cared? Diesel and I would work the calories off later.
I’d just poured a large helping of warm, real maple syrup on my pancakes when I heard a knock at the door.
I froze. “Who is it?”
“Open up,” a woman’s voice called. “It’s Diesel. He’s hurt.”
I jumped up from my spot and ran to the back door, throwing it open. “What happened?”
No one answered. Unease made my stomach roll as I peered out into the darkness. “Hello? Diesel?”
A blast of puke-green light came out of nowhere, nearly blinding me. I flung myself to the side as the light rushed past me, lighting my robe on fire. I let out a startled cry and rolled, putting the fire out before I went up in a blaze of glory.
“On your feet,” the woman said, now standing in the doorway.
Without even looking at her, I rolled under the table, taking cover.
“You have been the bane of my existence for the last time,” she said.
From under the table, I spotted the black shoes with the red ribbons. It was the witch from the Pink Toad. Of course it was. No wonder she was using puke-green magic. It was what Sassy had used on her the night before. Using the same spell and leaving the residue behind was the perfect plan to pin all the mayhem on Sassy.
“What is your problem with me?” I asked, frustration turning to rage. “I don’t even know you.”
She let out a bark of humorless laughter. “Oh, you know me all right. But more importantly I know you, you whore.”
“Whore?” I said in a mocking tone. “Is that all you’ve got? Not very original.” I scooted backward, keeping an eye on those damned shoes.
“How about low class, dirty, money-chasing skank?”
I rolled my eyes and slipped between two chairs, wondering when the hell Sassy was going to notice there was a crazy bitch stalking me in the kitchen. If she was riding Jeeves and screaming her head off, she might be a while.
“What, too close to home? Does poor little Ida May Belvins think her knight in shining armor is going to come save her? Does she really think he’s going to marry her and take her off to the pack where she’ll be respected and treated like a lady of class instead of the low class whore she really is?”
Belvins?
BELVINS? This crazy bitch knew my last name. The one I’d left behind almost a century ago when I’d started working at Josephine’s. She knew me.
I suddenly stood up, my fists clenched, and rage churning in my gut. And when my eyes locked on my old rival, there was no surprise, just hatred. It consumed me, ate away at me, and fueled an all-encompassing desire for revenge. “Hello, Ophelia.”
“Ida May. It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?”
She had to have used some sort of appearance modification spell the night before, because even in my drunken state, I’d have recognized her hook nose, full lips, and dead eyes anywhere. I raised one eyebrow. “Seems like it’s only been about thirty hours since you last tried to kill me.”
Her eyes crinkled and she laughed at that. “Yes, too bad that witch showed up. I thought there might be some sort of sweet irony if you died behind a bar, just like your poor mother did.”
“Unlike your mother who blew herself up,” I shot back, shaking from the effort to not rush her.
The witch’s dark eyes turned red with anger. Looked like I hit a sore spot.
“I might have been the one forced to sell my services to survive, but at least my parents never tried to force me into a marriage for their own gain. To marry a man who was riddled with scandal and destined to ruin your reputation. It must suck to know they only valued you for how much gold you were worth.”
“You have no idea what you’re talking about.” She raised one hand and hurled that disgusting green light at me. I jumped through the kitchen doorway, and flattened myself against the living room wall.
“No? So you’re saying you weren’t engaged to five different men within two years? That four of them were two and three times your age, and that the only reason you wanted to marry Diesel is because you’d have finally had enough money of your own to get out from under the thumb of your own mother?”
“I loved him!” she cried as she barreled through the doorway. “He was the only person I ever loved, and we would’ve been married if it wasn’t for you.”
I threw myself at her, bringing my clasped hands down on top of her head, knocking us both to the floor.
“You bitch,” she sputtered.
“Gold digger,” I shot back and grabbed her long blond hair, pulling viciously until she cried out in pain.
Footsteps barreled down the stairwell, followed by light flooding the room. “What the hell is going on down here?” I heard Sassy yell.
But neither Ophelia nor I stopped to pay any attention as we wrestled on the floor, each of us going for the other’s throat.
“You did this to him, didn’t you?” I said and rolled, straddling her, one hand on her throat, the other still yanking at her hair.
“All he had to do was ask me for help,” she got out between gasps of air. “Instead he summoned you. And now you’re going to pay.”
Her eyes narrowed and a second later, I received a solid punch straight to the gut. I rolled, still hanging on, but gasping for air. I dug my fingers into her throat, satisfied when her eyes started to bug out.
“That’s enough!” Sassy cried.
Icy water came out of nowhere, soaking both of us straight to the bone. It was enough to break our holds on each other, both of us scrambling in opposite directions.
“Sorry about that,” Sassy said, moving to stand next to me. Without missing a beat, she sent out blast after blast of magic, counteracting the ones Ophelia kept lobbing our way. “Had to do something to stop her, and blowing you both up wasn’t an option.”
“I appreciate that,” I said, tracking Ophelia as she made her way toward the front door. “We have to stop her before she gets out of here.”
“How?” Sassy tossed out another ball of magic, blowing a hole in Zelda’s beautiful wood floors. “All I can do is blow her up.”
“And Jeeves?”
“He took off to find Diesel.”
“Crap.” And I had no magic. All I could do was hurl lamps and insults.
“Your time here is running out,” Ophelia called, standing in the doorway. “You were never meant to return from the dead.”
“Oh, ouch,” I said sarcastically. “Tell me something I don’t know.”
“He never loved you,” she spat.
“Well, one thing’s for certain. You’ve lost your chance now, Crazytown. If you think this is going to get Diesel to run into your waiting arms, you’re insane. Worse than insane. Delusional even. And when Baba Yaga finds out about this, you’re going to have a nice comfy spot inside a brick cell for a very long time.”
“Yeah,” Sassy added. “And there’s no haircuts. No razors. No color for that tacky, brassy hair color you’ve got going on. Good luck with your hairy legs and unibrow. Should be good times all around.”
Ophelia let out a frustrated scream that made the house shake and pictures fall off the walls, then hurled a fireball right at my feet.
I jumped back, barely keeping my toes from being burned to a crisp while Sassy, in a moment of quick thinking, grabbed a quilt from the back of the couch and extinguished the flames.
When we looked up, Ophelia was gone.
“Oh, baby Jesus,” Sassy said, sinking into a nearby chair. “Zelda’s going to kill me.”
I glanced around at the destruction with a heavy heart. “This isn’t over.”
Sassy shook her head. “No, it’s not. Not until Baba Yaga gets here and hauls her ass off.”
“No. I mean it’s not over now. She’s out there. Waiting for him.”
“Who? Diesel?”
I nodded. “Now that her secret’s out, she can’t risk me telling him. She’ll have to find him first.”
Sassy shot to her feet. “Then we have to stop her.”
I flashed my friend a grateful smile and took off through the front door.
The sky had just started to lighten with the first signs of daybreak. But that was no help when we entered the canopy of the forest. Even in the winter with the deadening of leaves, the trails were dark, hidden in shadows.
“Where do you think they went?” I asked Sassy.
“It’s hard to say, but none of their cars are gone, so they went on foot.”
I nodded, sticking close to her. “You can’t do some sort of finding spell?”
“Haven’t you been paying attention? I blow shit up. It’s my special talent. Anything else is a complete shitstorm.” She leaped over a fallen log and when I followed, we both froze.
The area opened up to a small clearing. On one side there was Ophelia, her blond hair streaming out behind her. On the other was a kangaroo, pacing nervously in front of Diesel.
“Jeeves,” Sassy breathed.
Ophelia turned and stared right at us. Then without even looking their way, she threw a fireball right at them, her aim spot on. It hit the clearing just a foot in front of Jeeves, sending sparks everywhere.
“You bitch!” Sassy took off, sprinting straight for the vindictive witch.
I stood frozen in horror as the sparks hit the dead leaves and a fire roared to life in a giant whoosh, the flames fanning more than six feet tall.
Diesel grabbed Jeeves and started to run toward me, but he wasn’t fast enough. The magically fed fire turned and headed straight toward him, cutting off his path.
“Diesel!” I cried as he disappeared behind the wall of flames.
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Heat and smoke filled the forest, making my eyes water and my lungs burn. I squinted, unable to see anyone. Not even Sassy. Although, I could hear the rhythmic blasts of her magic exploding across the clearing. With the fire blazing out of control, I could only hope she had a clear line of attack targeting Ophelia, and that Diesel and Jeeves wouldn’t be caught up in friendly fire.
As much as I hated to admit it, the only thing I could do was to hightail it back to Zelda’s and get help. It would be a suicide mission if I tried to move through the forest, unable to see, with no magical powers. I’d never find Diesel that way.
He was with Jeeves though and they were both Shifters. With any luck, they could use their natural abilities to find their way back to the house. With tears of frustration and smoke singeing my eyes, I turned and ran, praying I could find help.
My heart raced, and roots rose up, tripping me. I fell twice, barely registering the pain. The forest was going up in smoke, and the people I cared about were in danger. Nothing mattered but getting to the phone.
Please let there be a working phone, I prayed.
Relief rushed through me when I finally burst through the trees and spotted the gleaming white house. I sped up, taking the stairs two at a time.
Almost there.
I barreled through the front door going full speed and ran smack into Ophelia.
“Oomph!” I bounced backward, landing flat on my ass.
She stumbled, but somehow managed to stay upright.
“What the hell?” I cried, scrambling to my feet. “You were just in the forest.”
Her lips curved into a twisted smile. “I’m a witch, remember? I can teleport.”
“You’re the worst kind of person, evil. You just left them there in the forest? Left them to burn? What is wrong with you?”
She shrugged, moving slowly toward me. “The witch can use her magic to save her lover if she wants. It’ll just mean it takes her longer to get here.”
“What does that mean?” I backed up a step, inching closer to the side table where Zelda had a pair of heavy silver candlesticks. Just because I didn’t have magic, didn’t mean I couldn’t fight back.
“She can put him in a bubble, but it will tax her magic. It just means we have a little more time before the party shows up.” She stalked toward me, nearly closing the distance.
“You need psychological help,” I spat, grabbing for the candlestick. And without stopping, I swung, aiming for her head.
She ducked and lunged for me.
I rolled and ended up behind that large comfy couch I’d admired just a couple days before. “I don’t get it, Ophelia. What’s your beef with me? I didn’t do anything to you.”
She scoffed. “You’re here aren’t you?”
“But I don’t know why. I didn’t ask for this.” Not that I was complaining about my time with Diesel. That was a gift, and one I’d cherish for the rest of my cognitive days. “I don’t even know why I’m here. Not really.”
She let out a huff of laughter. “Because, Ida May, I stupidly thought that if I chose someone who was dead as the catalyst for the curse, that there was no way Diesel could break it without coming to me for help. That I’d be the one to help him get his shift back and that finally, finally, I’d have the life I’ve longed for.”
“And what life is that?” I crawled over to the recliner and peeked out at her, finding her just standing there, her head bowed. I frowned. What was she doing?
“One where I’m in charge. Where people listen to what I have to say.” She raised her head and stared straight at me, her eyes blazing with pure hate. “Where I don’t have to justify my very existence.”
I recoiled, understanding that she was truly unhinged. And in a very quiet voice, I asked, “What about love? What about finding your true mate?”
The floor started to rumble, and the crystals on the chandelier clattered together, a handful of them falling to the floor. “My mate?” she called out. “My mate died when I was sixteen! He was killed in a stupid bar fight, trying to defend some stupid whore! Why do you think my parents were always trying to marry me off? They knew I’d never find true love, but at least I could help them gain a better position in society.”
Whoa nelly. No wonder she hated me so much. I represented everything she’d ever loved and lost. And in her eyes, I’d stolen Diesel right out from underneath her. Even though that was ultimately her fault. If she hadn’t cursed him, I’d never have come back.
“What about you, Ida May? Did you ever find your mate?” She started moving toward me again.
“No,” I said. “I was just a human, though. We don’t mate for life.”
“But you’re with Diesel now. What about him?”
“We’re not mates. And I won’t be here for forever. I’m only temporary.” I scrambled to stand up, unable to move fast enough to keep a comfortable distance from the crazy witch who was stalking me. My heart thundered against my ribcage as I prayed my arguments would be enough for her. That she’d drop this crusade against me and Diesel, realize we weren’t the ones standing in her way of happiness.
It was a nice thought. But no dice.
“Then no one will miss you when you’re gone.” She strode toward me, her steely gaze locked on me as I backed up, unwilling to take my eyes off her.
“You don’t need to waste your energy on me. Think about it. What will Diesel do when he learns you killed me… again?”
“He’ll kill her with his bare hands,” Diesel said from behind me. I twisted, catching sight of him. There was soot covering his face and burn holes dotting his clothes, but there was no denying it was him. His eyes were flashing gold and when he spoke, there was an underlying growl. “Stand down, Ophelia. Your crusade is over. Stop this madness before you cause even more trouble for yourself.”
“Diesel, you don’t understand,” she started.
“I understand perfectly.” He took a step forward, putting himself between me and the witch. “You cursed me in order to manipulate me. And when that didn’t work, you went after my girl. Your idea of what passes for the foundation of a relationship is fundamentally flawed. Now stand down, or I will be forced to take you down myself.”
She scowled. “You never were good enough for me.”
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I muttered.
“Shut up!” she screamed, making the floor shake again from her sheer, raw power.
“Ophelia,” Diesel growled and reached for her.
She snapped. All the power she’d been harnessing started to glow beneath her skin, and I had the horrible feeling she was just going to explode, taking both of us with her. But then her pale blue eyes zeroed in on Diesel.
Terror rose up and nearly strangled me. “No!” I darted in front of him, my arms outstretched, shielding him from her wrath.
Magic slammed into me, lifting me off my feet until I was hovering in the middle of the room, glowing with puke-green light.
Her laughter cackled through the room.
“Ophelia, no!” I heard Diesel cry just before he launched himself at her.
But it was too late. The magic had already filtered into my system and just before he reached her, there was a deafening boom, followed by white light and nothingness.
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A  weird thing happens when you die. Or at least a weird thing happens when I die. There’s a period of time when I’m not exactly sure what’s happened. When I float in and out of consciousness, catching random images and snatches of conversation.
But there’s no pain.
There’s no sorrow.
Only a sense of everything is the way it should be.
It was weird, because I definitely didn’t want to die. Either time. But given the alternative, I was happy to give up my life for others. And in this case, I’d given up something that wasn’t mine, something that wasn’t permanent for someone I was certain I’d loved. Someone who’d given me a precious gift and a new truth: That I’d been loved and had been worthy of love. Dying again had left me with a reason to remember to love, even in the afterlife.
“She saved me,” Diesel said. His voice was clear as a bell, though I couldn’t see him.
But then the whiteness faded and I stared down at the front of Zelda’s house. A redhead dressed in a ruffled jean skirt, a matching acid-washed jean jacket, and fingerless gloves was out front expertly shackling Ophelia with ropes of magic. There was no question she was Baba Yaga, the leader of the witches and the most powerful witch in the world. No one could mistake her even while she was dressed in her eighties-rocker outfit.
Ophelia struggled against the magical chains, her face contorted in rage, but Baba Yaga only tilted her head, watching the witch have a meltdown. Then she snapped her fingers, sending the unhinged witch to what I assumed was the magical prison.
Good. She wouldn’t be bothering Diesel again.
Sassy was standing on the porch, hugging Jeeves, tears streaming down her face. Zelda and Mac stood near the witch leader, both of their expressions somber. But Diesel was nowhere to be seen.
The whiteness took over again.
“He’ll shift again. It just takes time,” a deep male voice said.
“It seems like there’s more I should be doing.” That was Zelda. Her voice was unmistakable.
They were talking about Diesel.
My heart ached for him. He still couldn’t shift. How long had it been? I had no way of knowing. Time stood still in my limbo afterlife.
“I could bring her back again,” Zelda suggested.
“Do you think that’s wise?” Was that Fabio?
“He needs closure. Without it, he’s never going to be the same,” Zelda said.
“But he can almost shift. You saw him. I’m sure in time he’ll get there.” Yes, that was definitely Fabio.
“You call that almost shifting?” Zelda asked him. Then she said something else, but their voices faded away.
I floated for I don’t know how long, then the whiteness cleared, and I felt a tug in my belly. It was a grounding force, calling me back to something important.
Someone important.
Strong arms wrapped around me and pulled me into a fierce hug as the faint trace of oak and fresh air filled my senses.
“You made it,” Diesel said, his voice gruff, full of emotion.
“Diesel?” I said, my words barely audible even to my own ears.
“Hey, Ida May.” He loosened his hold on me and leaned back to stare at me. “You’re really here.”
I glanced around, finding we were once again back in the clearing with Zelda and Mac. And I was once again naked and fully a flesh and blood human. “What am I doing here? Have you been cursed again?”
He let out a small chuckle. “No. Not cursed. But not myself either. You see, my heart was broken.”
“Because of me?”
“Not exactly.” He set me on my feet and Zelda stepped up, handing me a pair of boots along with jeans and a sweater.
“Thanks.” I took the clothes and hastily dressed, still a little disoriented.
“Ready?” Diesel held his hand out to me.
I met his hopeful gaze, and suddenly everything became clear. Zelda had brought me back… for him. I smiled and took his hand. “Ready.”
He let out a short sigh of relief, then pulled me in and kissed me on my temple. “Welcome back, Ida May,” he whispered.
“Thanks,” I said, but I met Zelda’s watchful gaze and knew this was once again temporary. Then I glanced around at the forest and frowned in confusion. There weren’t any signs of charred foliage, no carnage left over from the blaze Ophelia has started. “I didn’t imagine the fire, did I?”
Zelda shook her head. “No. You didn’t. After Yaba Daba Doo Doo came and hauled the evil witch of the south out of here, she waved her sparkly wand and fixed it. Her magic is quite something.”
“Geez, I guess so.” But then so was Zelda’s if she managed to bring me back not once, but twice. “And everyone else? Are they okay? Sassy? Jeeves? Fabio?”
“Everyone is fine, Ida May,” Diesel said. “At least now that you’re here.”
As I glanced up at him, seeing the relief in his eyes, I knew he was talking about himself. Before I’d come back, he’d been the only one who hadn’t recovered. I squeezed his hand and moved in closer, knowing our time was limited. I just hoped somewhere along the line, we found a way for both of us to say goodbye.

“WHY DID YOU DO IT?” Diesel asked, pulling me tighter into his embrace as the wind picked up, blowing dry brown leaves across the clearing.
“Do what?” We were sitting on the porch swing on his back deck, bundled up together under a thick quilt.
He ran his fingers through my curls, taking his time before he answered. When he finally did, he said, “You sacrificed yourself for me. I need to know why.”
I sat up, eyeing him and smiled, almost amused. “You need to know why?”
He frowned. “Yeah. I don’t understand. I was there, protecting you… and then you stopped her. Why?”
I tilted my head, studying him. “Because. It was you. She was going to take your life and it wasn’t your time.”
“And it was yours?” He threw the blanket off and got up, pacing. “How do you know that? Did you know I still can’t shift properly? Without you here, after losing you, nothing is right. I don’t think it was your time either. And that’s why I asked Zelda to bring you back… even if it’s only for a week, a day, or even an hour. There are things to say.”
I sat back in the swing. “Okay, then, let’s say them.”
He smiled at that, then came to sit next to me again. “Do you have any idea how much I’ve enjoyed having you around these last few days?”
I glanced inside the house, my gaze landing on the bedroom door. “I have some idea.”
“Ha.” He clasped both of his hands over one of mine. “You were my first love, Ida May. The one I never got over.”
His words touched a place deep inside my heart. Words I’d once longed to hear and treasured now, knowing he was expressing his truth. I gave him a gentle smile and spoke another truth we couldn’t ignore. “But I’m not the last, Diesel. You have to know that.”
“No, I don’t know that. And you don’t either,” he said, almost defensively.
“Yes, I do. Shifters mate for life. It’s a magical connection. And while I won’t deny there’s something special between us, it’s not a magical relationship. It’s not forever. If it was, we’d have known it all those years ago. And you’d have never left me in New Orleans to go back to your pack.”
“That doesn’t matter to me. I—”
I held my hand up. “It matters to me. I sacrificed myself because I love you, Diesel. I always have and I always will. You were my friend first, remember? But it wasn’t your time. It was mine. It still is.”
He was silent as he stared out into the woods. “Life sucks.”
I laughed. “No truer words were ever spoken.”
“That doesn’t make me feel any better.”
I got up, tugging on his hand until he stood next to me. “Listen. There’s something else you should know.”
He wrapped his arm around my shoulders, pulling me close. “What’s that?”
“When I leave here, and we both know that’s going to be sooner rather than later, I want you to be open to finding your mate.”
He glanced down at me. “You do?”
“Yes,” I said adamantly.
“Why?” There was genuine curiosity in his tone.
“Because, Diesel,” I turned into him, resting my hands against his chest, “you deserve to be happy. You deserve to be in love and to be loved.”
“And what about you?” he asked, smoothing my hair back from my face.
I smiled up at him. “My mission is a little bit different. I’ve loved a lot of people in my short life. Now I spend my time watching over a certain medium, making sure she laughs, loves, and enjoys her life. It’s enough for me.”
“You’re remarkable,” he whispered and brushed his lips over my temple.
“I know.” I laughed and grinned up at him. “But so are you, and right now, all I want you to do is show me exactly how remarkable you really are.” I cast a suggestive glance down his body and when I looked up, I was rewarded with scorching desire shining in his eyes.
“Ida May, my gorgeous girl, nothing would make me happier.”
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I woke early in the morning, sated, with a perma-smile claiming my lips. The echo of Diesel’s touch still seared my skin, and the taste of him still lingered on my tongue. I rolled over, reaching for him, but found the bed empty.
Frowning, I lifted my head and cocked an ear, listening for him. Nothing. No water rushing through the pipes, no sounds of breakfast preparations, no coffee aroma wafting from the kitchen. Only a heavy silence.
Curious, I wrapped myself up in Diesel’s robe, stuffed my feet into his oversized slippers, and shuffled out into the living room. The pale light of the early morning sun shone through the windows, illuminating the falling snowflakes that had blanketed the earth while we’d slept.
A sense of peace washed over me, and I moved to the back door, taking in the magical scene. I couldn’t remember a time when I’d seen actual snow fall before. Maybe once as a kid during an especially cold winter. It was rare for snow to fall in New Orleans, and if it did, it never stuck around. But this, what was happening outside was a wonderland. Full of possibilities and hope.
“Hey,” Diesel said from behind me as he slipped his arms around my waist.
I jumped, startled by his stealthy approach. “Where did you come from?”
He pointed to the chair across the room. “I was watching the snow fall, enjoying the silence when you emerged from the bedroom.”
“I’m sorry,” I said, leaning against him. “I didn’t mean to spoil your morning.”
“You didn’t.” He nuzzled my neck. “In fact I was hoping you’d wake up so I could share this moment with you.”
I turned in his arms and gazed up at him, contentment filling me all the way to my toes. “You could’ve woken me up.”
“You just looked so peaceful. If you hadn’t gotten up, I would’ve eventually come for you.”
“Come on,” I grabbed his hand and started tugging him toward the back door.
“What are you doing?” he asked, laughing.
“Living.” I grinned over my shoulder as I threw the door open and ran outside.
Diesel followed, easily catching up with me.
I let out a squeak of surprise when he grabbed me around the waist, swinging me around in a happy circle until finally he set me back down on my feet. He glanced down and frowned. “You aren’t wearing proper shoes.”
“So? It’s all part of the experience, right?” I reached up and clasped my hands around his neck, threading my fingers together. “Diesel?”
“Yes, gorgeous girl?”
“Kiss me.”
A slow smile claimed his lips. “My pleasure.”
Standing there, with my toes freezing in the snow, Diesel lowered his lips to mine, and kissed me with the passion of a starving man. I gave everything I had back to him and when we broke apart, everything had heated, even my toes.
Our eyes met and suddenly I felt like something passed between us. Something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.
“Thank you,” he said.
“For what?” I asked.
He lowered his head again, and this time when he kissed me, it was slow and tender and full of love. It was sweet and my heart swelled until I thought it would burst.
And this time when we parted, he stared down at me for a moment, his eyes shining. Then he let me go and walked to the edge of the forest.
I stood perfectly still, not at all surprised when he stripped his clothes off and shifted into the most beautiful silver wolf I’d ever seen.
He glanced back, his eyes glowing that familiar gold color.
I lifted my hand and gave him a tiny wave, my heart swollen with love for him, knowing he was whole again.
He hesitated, and then as if on impulse, he ran back over to me, nuzzling my hand with his muzzle. I kneeled before the wolf, wrapped my arms around him, and as I hugged him I whispered, “I love you, Diesel. Live a full and wonderful life.”
The wolf pressed his body against mine, then turned and ran, disappearing into the trees.
And as the snow continued to fall in the silence of the morning, the cold disappeared and my body started to tingle and fade away until all that was left was the robe and the slippers.
The human Ida May ceased to exist. I was once again the sassy ghost from New Orleans. Only now I carried with me something precious.
The gift of love.





EPILOGUE
Spring was in the air. Birds were chirping. Were rabbits were mating. And Sassy and Jeeves were making out in the hammock as if Zelda and Mac weren’t sitting on the porch only a few feet away.
I was there, but none of them knew it. Ever since my time in Asscrack as a human, I’d found that when I missed them, it was easy to pop in to check up on my favorite crazy witches and Shifters.
Today they were having a barbeque. Diesel was there, working the grill. It turned out he’d bought the small cabin we’d stayed in during our long weekend and had made a habit of vacationing in Asscrack. He looked adorable in the frilly pink apron Sassy had made him wear.
“Hey Diesel,” Zelda called from her place on the porch.
He glanced over at her. “Yeah?”
“Can you put another filet on the grill? We have a last minute addition.”
“Sure.” He disappeared into the kitchen just as a copper wolf ran into the yard from the forest.
“There she is,” Zelda pointed her out to Mac. “She’s new in town. I met her at the market yesterday.”
Mac squinted, studying the new wolf. “Where’s she from?”
“Somewhere in Pennsylvania. She’s here for the spring, working on a book set here in Assjacket.”
Asscrack, I mentally corrected her.
The wolf in question trotted around to the side of the house, and a few minutes later, a gorgeous brunette wearing a sunshine yellow sundress and flip-flops retraced the wolf’s path. She waved at Zelda and climbed the steps, holding her hand out to Mac. “Hi. You’re Mac, right?”
Zelda’s mate nodded and shook her hand. “Yep, that’s me.”
“I’m Andi. New Shifter in town. Thought I’d introduce myself, let you know I’m here, and offer my services should you need anything that’s pack related.”
He inclined his head. “Thanks. I appreciate that. Things have been quiet around here for the last few months—”
Sassy let out a shriek as she fell out of the hammock and landed on her ass. “Ohmigod, Zelda! Did you see that?”
Zelda sent her a bored look. “See what, Sassy?”
“The hammock. It’s defective. Look at it.”
Everyone turned to look at the hammock in question. The only thing out of place was Jeeves and the fact his jeans were open, exposing his yellow ducky boxers.
“Um, this is a family show,” Zelda barked. “Zip it up. And if I catch you with your pants down on my porch again, you’re banned. Got it?”
Jeeves’s face turned beet red and he nodded, mumbling an apology as he tried to haul himself out of the hammock. Instead, he tripped over the hem of his pants and joined Sassy on the porch, his ass sticking up in the air. And as an added bonus, in his clumsiness not only did he lose his trousers, but his boxers too, and we were all treated to a view of his lily white buttocks.
Sassy laughed.
Zelda scowled and covered her eyes.
Mac groaned.
Andi and I joined Sassy in her laughter.
What I wouldn’t have given to have another night out with Sassy and Jeeves at the Pink Toad.
“Hey, new girl,” Sassy said to Andi. “You got a boy toy?”
She shook her head. “Nope. I did, but when he came home with his chest waxed, I cut him loose. I can’t handle a man who’s more groomed than I am.”
“Warlock?” Zelda asked.
Andi laughed and nodded. “How did you know that?”
“Everyone knows warlocks are way too high maintenance. Selfish, too.”
“I’m right here,” Fabio said from the other side of the porch.
Zelda waved a hand at him. “Andi, meet Naked Dude… er my dad. But don’t date him. He has an unnatural fixation for his ball sack.”
That was true. He did. And I’d know considering he’d been a client of mine back in the day.
“Not anymore,” Fabio insisted. “That was when I was a cat.”
“A cat?” Andi asked, seemingly unfazed.
“He was my familiar. He spent the entire time licking his ball sack. He says he’s over it, but I find that hard to believe, considering how much time he spent in the general vicinity.”
She wasn’t wrong. The things I knew about him… And the fact that he was a warlock meant there were things he could do that others couldn’t necessarily replicate. But it’s not exactly polite to talk about such things.
Fabio let out a huff of irritation and disappeared back into the house.
The entire group fell out laughing, including Andi.
“What did you people do to Fabio?” Diesel asked as he reemerged from the house, a filet on his plate.
“Zelda was on his ass about his ball sack again,” Sassy supplied.
Diesel glanced over at her and Jeeves and then grimaced when he spotted Jeeves rearranging his junk while zipping up his pants.
The look on his face had me giggling. Gods, I missed these crazy people.
Diesel strode back over to the grill, and I floated over to him. As I neared, he stilled and lifted his head staring right at me. Or he would’ve been, if he could see me. It wasn’t the first time I had the feeling he could sense me. And honestly, it made me feel good to know we still had that connection.
But then Andi crossed the porch, a beer in her hand. And suddenly our connection was broken. Diesel turned, watching her make her way toward us. The sun illuminated her golden limbs and bounced off her beautiful copper curls.
“Hi, there handsome,” she said, grinning up at him.
“Hello, yourself.” He flashed her his easy smile.
“I hear you might be the one to talk to about getting a decent drink around here.” She held up the beer can and wrinkled her nose. “This was all I could find.”
Diesel laughed. “Sassy has a taste for light beer. Very light, very cheap beer.”
“Sassy is the bouncy blonde that’s really good at pissing off Zelda, right?”
Diesel rummaged around in the cooler at his feet and came up with a craft beer. The same we’d been drinking at the Pink Toad. “Yep. It’s Sassy’s mission in life to see how often she can get Zelda to roll her eyes.”
Andi laughed, and then snorted with amusement. So did I. She was adorable. He could do way worse.
Diesel’s lips twitched into a whisper of a smile.
“Oh, man,” she said, her face flushing. “That was embarrassing.”
He grinned and handed her the beer. “Not at all. In fact, I happen to have a soft spot for women who aren’t afraid to show their real selves.”
“Well then, Diesel, you’ve found the right girl, because I don’t know how to be any other way.”
His eyes softened as he scanned her body. Then when he met her gaze again, he gave her the look. That same look he used to give me.
And that’s when I knew. My time visiting Diesel had come to an end. Whether he knew it or not, he’d just found his mate.
The relaxed scene at Zelda’s house faded away, replaced by jazz music and a wedding party marching down Bourbon Street in the traditional second line. I floated in front of the café where I spent most of my time and scanned the crowd.
Among the tourists, I spotted a handsome man dressed in low slung jeans, a tight white T-shirt, and a fedora. And the best part? He was staring right at me.
Thank the gods. There was a hot new ghost in town.

Ida May is a reoccurring character in the Pyper Rayne novels.
To read more about Pyper Rayne and Ida May’s shenanigans check out:
Spirits, Stilettos, and a Silver Bustier
Spirits, Rock Stars, and a Midnight Chocolate Bar
Spirits, Beignets, and a Bayou Biker Gang
To learn about Deanna’s new releases sign up for her newsletter here. Do you prefer text alerts? Text WITCHYBOOKS to 24587 for news and updates.
Website
Facebook





MAGIC AND MAYHEM WORLD
Other Great Magic & Mayhem Series Authors
Robyn Peterman (Kindle World Creator)
Magic and Mayhem Series Page
Releases in Magic and Mayhem Kindle World

Michele Bardsley
Website
Amazon Author Page

Kris Calvert
Website
Amazon Author Page

Deanna Chase
Website
Amazon Author Page

Claudy Conn
Website
Amazon Author Page

Melinda DuChamp
Amazon Author Page

Eliza Gayle
Website
Amazon Author Page

Renee George
Website
Amazon Author Page

Melanie James
Website
Amazon Author Page

Renea Mason
Website
Amazon Author Page

Donna McDonald
Website
Amazon Author Page

H.M. McQueen
Website
Amazon Author Page

Isabel Micheals
Website
Amazon Author Page

Rose Pressey
Website
Amazon Author Page

Lori Ryan
Website
Amazon Author Page


cover.jpeg
te

lltmiimm

e hed
T"I) atah
| \ *
""DEANNA

CHASE






images/00001.jpg





