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Nice Girls Don't Live Forever (Jane Jameson, Book 3
Book Jacket
Series:Jane Jameson [3]

SUMMARY: UNEXPECTED UNDEADBREAK-UPNothing sucks&lromance out of world
travel like a boyfriend who may or may not havekam up with you in a hotel room in Brussels.
Jane Jameson's sexy sire Gabriel has always beeedictable, but the seductive, anonymous
notes that await him at each stop of their intéomatl vacation, coupled with his evasive
behavior over the past few months, finally pusheJamto the next flight home to Half Moon
Hollow -- alone, upset, and unsure whether Galugtlended their relationship without actually
telling her.Now the children's-librarian-turned-vaine is reviving with plenty of Faux Type O,
some TLC from her colorful friends and family, ame plans for a Brave New Jane. Step One:
Get her newly renovated occult bookstore off thmugd. Step Two: Support her best friend, Zeb,
and his werewolf bride as they prepare for the moogg birth of their baby...or litter. Step
Three: Figure out who's been sending her threagdeiters, and how her hostile pen pal is tied
to Gabriel. Because for this nice girl, survivingraken heart is suddenly becoming a matter of
life and undeath....

“MOVE OVER, SOOKIE STACKHOUSE—THERE’'S A NEW KID INOWN.”
—Susan Andersen,New York Timesbestselling autfiderding the Rules*

Acclaim for the “wry, deliciously

fun” series featuring Jane Jameson,

a librarian with a really long shelf

life ... check out Molly Harper’s

Nice Girls Don’t Date Dead Men

“Harper’s latest is just as fast-paced, mysteripassionate, and hilarious as the first.... This
great sequel is sure to please fans and keep tueghihg as they navigate their way through one
awesome story.”

—Romantic Times(4Y2 stars)

“With its quirky characters and the funny situasdhey get into, whether they be normal or
paranormal,Nice Girls Don’'t Date Dead Menis an anmnovel, deserving ofRomance Reviews
Today’s coveted Perfect 10.”

—Romance Reviews Today
Nice Girls Don’'t Have Fangs
A Romantic TimesTOP PICK for

April 2009!
“Jane is an everygirl with a wonderful sense ahbuand quick sarcasm. Add in the mystery
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and romance and you have your next must-read riovel!

—Romantic Times(4Y2 stars)

“Hysterical laughs are the hallmark of this endivanparanormal debut.... Harper’s take on
vampire lore will intrigue and entertain.... Janaauky first-person narrative is as charming as it
is hilarious.... Harper keeps the quips coming witrmeerdoing the sarcasm.”

—Publishers Weekly(starred review)
“Quirky characters, human and vampire alike.”

—Bookilist
“Charming, sexy, and hilarious.... | laughed untfied.”

—Michele Bardsley, bestselling author ofOver MyaddBody
“Wicked fun that had me laughing out loud.... Motharper has a winner.... | read it all in one
delicious sitting!”

—Candace Havens, bestselling author
ofDragons Prefer Blondes
“A brilliantly written adventure chock full of cleer prose, hilarity, and hunky vampires!”

—Stephanie Rowe, national bestselling author oflce
“Molly Harper’s debut novel is the first in a hdply long line of books featuring Jane and her
entertaining crew.Nice Girls Don’t Have Fangsise@nderful treat.”

—Romance Reviews Today

“If you are a fan of humorous vampire storiesagkepick upNice Girls Don't Have Fangs. Jane
is such a great character, and there are so many fines and scenes that | dog-eared my copy
just to go back and re-read them. This was a fukladl around and right now it's my choice for
my favorite humorous romance for this year.”

—All About Romance

“This debut novel is very lovable. The author hasonly managed to create a new vampire type
and make it her own but she has also managed te iftksh and original.... Fun, witty, and

very tasty, this looks like a series to watch.”

—Amberkatze’s Book Blog
“The word that just keeps popping into my head.igncredible. That about sums it up.”

—Books, Books and More Books

Other Jane Jameson adventures
available from Pocket Star Books

Nice Girls Don’'t Have Fangs

Nice Girls Don't Date Dead Men
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The sale of this book without its cover is unauitted. If you purchased this book without a
cover, you should be aware that it was reportetiégublisher as “unsold and destroyed.”
Neither the author nor the publisher has receiaanent for the sale of this “stripped book”
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Pocket Star Books

A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

This book is a work of fiction. Names, charactgtaces,

and incidents either are products of the authonagination

or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to acewnts or locales
or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidénta

Copyright © 2010 by Molly Harper White

All rights reserved, including the right to repuseé this book
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Americas, New York, NY 10020
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to your live event. For more information or to baokevent
contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau 661288-3049
or visit our website atwww.simonspeakers.com.
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For Brandi Bradley,
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{0

The worst thing you can do in a relationship, vampr otherwise, is actually telling your
partner that you don’t trust him. Even if it’s true
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—Love Bites: A Female Vampire’s Guide to Less
Destructive Relationships

My life didn’t begin until | died.

Pre-vampire Jane worked Saturdays and holidaysiapdther days that no one else on the
library staff wanted to work. | had never done &inyg for myself. I'd never traveled. And now, |
was my own boss. I'd had the opportunity to kiggign soil. Actually, it was the tile in
Heathrow Airport’'s Sunproof Lounge on the verytfgsop of our trip—London. | think my
worship of solid ground embarrassed my sire/bogttjesabriel Nightengale. And the
pickpockets were able to peg me as a tourist aglaty. But | was really, really happy to be off
that plane.

I have claustrophobia issues.

I'd never had a healthy adult relationship ave girl. Then again, I'd just abandoned my 150-
year-old boy-friend in a hotel room in Brusselspsaybe this one didn’t count, either.

I’'m pretty sure it was Brussels. We’d made quifeva stops since London.

My 'round-the-world romantic getaway with Gabrietned sour early on, right after we checked
into our first hotel in London. There was a notating for Gabriel at the front desk, fancy linen
paper addressed in spidery black ink. Whateveidt, $t put him in a very foul mood. The
minute we’d settled into the exceedingly posh robenput his flowy black coat back on, said he
had to make some phone calls, and disappeareddstrahthe night. My newly purchased
trunkload of lacy underthings took this very pei@bn When he returned, he gave me a cursory
kiss good night and collapsed into sleep. | manageady, “What the hell?” in about fourteen
languages.

You know how after you've hung around a persorefarhile, you can tell when they’retryingto
have a good time? Well, this phenomenon was jigitening in Gabriel. He was like a Carlson
Wagonlit agent on crack, manically planning allhtigxcursions to museums, the opera, beer
gardens, fancy intimidating parties with his famaymidating friends—anything that would keep
us out of the hotel room from dusk till dawn. Gabs credit-card company put a fraud watch on
his accounts as we switched hotels on a whim, twbree times per city. Each time we checked
in, a creamy linen envelope was waiting for hinthat front desk. And each time, his eyes got
just a little more Manson-ish. Charles or Marilyake your pick.

His cell phone rang incessantly, and every tintkd} he either let it go to voicemail or
whispered, “Business,” and took the call outsideied to ignore the warning signs. | tried to
give Gabriel the benefit of the doubt, but a gahonly bury her head so deep in the sand. He
had told me months before that he was having igdseesuldn’t tell me about. There were
frequent business trips during which I couldn’tale&im by phone. And I'd found out that on
several occasions, he’d lied about where he’d bideid assured me that it wasn’t another
woman, despite the fact that the name “Jeanine’ploaged up on his cell phone several times.
Never had | wished so much that my stupid, incdaestamind-reading powers worked on my
sire.
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Even though | still had (raging, screaming) doubltsd chosen to believe him. And now, | was
starting to feel like one of those women at whorogbe yell, “How stupid can you be?” when
they inevitably appear onDr. Phil.

| suppose one should expect a certain amountaohain a relationship that started with one
party dying in a muddy ditch off a dark countrydo&adon’t like talking about the night | was
turned. All young vampires eventually get drunkhatiheir buddies and share war stories about
how they became undead. | do not partake in suaries. Why?

The short version is this: | was (unfairly, unceomiously) fired from the library and replaced
by my supervisor’s barely literate firebug stepdaeg But instead of getting a severance check,
I got just enough of a gift certificate to get gperting drunk at Shenanigans. | met Gabiriel,
flirtation ensued. | sobered enough to drive, lsud @aesult of unfortunate circumstances, my
ancient car, Big Bertha, died halfway home. | wastted walking down the road by the town
drunk, Bud McElray, who mistook me for a deer ahdtsne. | was left in the ditch to die, only

to be found and turned by Gabriel.

You don’t become a vampire just by being bitteamypirism isn’t a germ or a curse or karmic
justice for overtanners. To make a childe, a vaenpitl feed on a human until he or she reaches
the point of death, then feed the initiate as muathead blood as he or she can take. The process
takes a lot out of the sire, which is why a vampiiik only turn a handful of “children” in his or
her lifetime.

Gabriel being my sireandmy boyfriend caused soomeptications in our relationship. It was his
job to lead me through the transition to vampirider, since | rarely listened to him, that didn’t
work out so well. And confrontations between the tvf us tended to get sort of violent ... and
naked. So, instead of indulging in accusationsfidelity and undead Johnny Depp hotel
theatrics, | bit my tongue. Hell, | bit a hole thgh my tongue. Fortunately, | had vampire
healing, so it grew right back. But then we checked the Mandarin Oriental Hotel in Munich,
and a linen envelope was waiting.

The look on Gabriel's face made a bellboy cry.

Our itinerary became even more packed. | was &ety left alone with Gabriel’s strange Euro-
vampire friends as he held urgent “business mewtimgccasionally woke up at dusk and
couldn’t figure out where Gabriel was. Of course, switched locations so often, a few times |
woke up and couldn’t figure out wherelwas. But ttiain’'t make me feel any better when
Gabriel crept into the room with lame excuses albaoming out for a newspaper or a fresh bottle
of blood. Even my “white lie acceptance” level liagts.

When Gabriel was in the shower one night, | hapddn peek into the wastebasket, where he’d
left the torn remnants of his latest note. | sawdsdike “bloodmate” and “love you.”

| swear, it wasn’t my fault that the basket tippeer and those little bits of paper somehow
managed to reassemble themselves perfectly intodhginal order. OK, fine, | abused my
jigsaw-puzzle skills. But if Gabriel didn’t want nneading the note, he probably should have
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burned it. My vision tinged red as | made out pasdgke “Remember what we are to each
other,” “Remember what we have,” “The woman youwiigh can’t satisfy you like | do.”

Satisfy you like Ido? In the present tense? Gahad recently been satisfied by this woman? |
fell on my knees, stunned by an explosion of paimy chest. If my heart beat, | would have
sworn I'd blown an aorta. He’d promised. He'd swtrat he was faithful to me. And, like an
idiot, I'd believed him.

The phone rang. With numbed fingers, | knockedptihene off its cradle and heard the voice of
my best friend, Zeb. | launched into a paranoidritie on cheating boyfriends. I ignored all
attempts on his part to make me think like a nonpeason or believe that all of this could be a
very complicated coincidence.

“Whose side are you on?” | hissed, listening f@ sound of Gabriel’s shower running. | swiped
the little bits of paper back into the wastebasket.

“Um, logic and reason?” Zeb suggested. “And ashrag| enjoy paying ten dollars a minute to
listen to you rant hysterically, | called to letwknow there was a burglary at the shop last
night.”

After my masterful string of profanity, Zeb explad that two nights before, someone had
thrown a brick through the front window and ransatkhe stock. Oddly enough, some of the
more valuable items—figurines and crystals androereal objects—had been ignored in favor
of tearing through boxes of books. Books were threside, their spines cracked and damaged,
Zeb’s descriptions of which were enough to makepnoeluce distressed sounds in several
different languages.

Zeb said in a soothing voice, “Fortunately, then& know how valuable some of the books
were, because they didn’t take anything.”

“What kind of underachieving burglars don’t take/thing?” | asked, grasping at any excuse not
to think about the nauseating ripple of pain shieglthrough my body. | could do this. | could
get through this. I just had to focus on what Zets waying.

“l don’t know. Mr. Wainwright was out on the towrith your aunt Jettie, so he was no help. It's
my theory that one of the adult-video store’s didnts just got confused and was searching for
his recommended daily allowance of visual stimui¢b said as | pulled my suitcase out of the
closet. “Dick thinks it was someone looking for ssihing specific, who couldn’t understand
your weird shelving system.”

“Yeah, alphabetical order is revolutionary.” | steal. “So, how much damage are we talking
about here?”

“Not much. Other than the window being broken #melbooks being tossed around, nothing.

Which, to me, says the thieves were over thirty.aNgry teenager could pass up the chance to
mess up newly painted walls and a shiny new esprasshine.”
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“Look, I'm coming home on the next flight,” | saichndomly tossing clothes into my bag.

“What? No, Jane, there’s no reason to do thak Bid Andrea can take care of everything.
Andrea’s almost as anal-retentive as you are. Stwigy a great job.”

“I'm coming home, Zeb,” | repeated.

“Jane, don’t turn this into a— You’re hanging uprme now, aren’t you? Dang it, Jane!” he
cried as | snapped the phone back into the cradle.

Gabriel emerged from the bathroom, his hips swhihe huge white towel. His deep gray eyes
tracked warily from my packed bag to the phone. 8Mrere you talking to?”

My head snapped up, and it took everything in mtgathrow the nightstand across the room at
him. I wanted to scream, to strike at him untilhuet as much as | did. But | couldn’t. | had
become numb. Empty. | took a few deep breaths,cuslb my jaw, and concentrated on keeping
my tone even, unaffected.

“There’s been a break-in at the shop. | need tbayoe and take care of it,” | said, clicking the
suitcase shut. “If you could send the rest of noff$stome, I'd appreciate it.”

I looked up, hoping to see some response fromi€&abomething to show that he wanted me to
stay. But he seemed relieved. He blew out a braadslid into a pair of black jeans. “Well, if
you have to go, you have to go. It's probably beties way.”

And then he helped me pack.

It was like being slapped with indifference. Hanbstly did not care whether | was there or not. |
could have just announced that | was going to taltging leap off the roof, and he would have
just nodded obligingly.

“Well, OK, then,” | muttered, throwing my jackeho‘I'll see you when you get home. After
you've finished your business.”

“I'll see you soon,” he promised as gave me alstpeck on the forehead. It was a dismissive
and fatherly sort of kiss. “This is really for thest. | think we can both agree that this trip Hasn
quite worked out as we’d hoped. I'll call you.”

As the door literally hit me in the butt on my wayt, | was struck by the realization that Gabriel
had just used classic brush-off platitudes on nié.hHe just break up with me and not even have
the decency to tell me? Now well and truly pisdexhrted my luggage to the front desk.

You know those French movies, where a weary loligbs into a taxi wearing an oversized
shawl and Jackie O sunglasses as Paris slowly tadag? And as she’s driven to the airport,
they might show a single glistening tear slidingvdcher cheek? Yes, the image is dramatic and
glamorous, but living it just plain sucks.
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If one is undead and hell-bent on travel, | musfgest Virgin Airlines’ Vamp Air. Trust Richard
Branson to find a niche market involving carefidhyaded windows and a selection of blood
constantly warmed to exactly 98.6 degrees. Plug pirents are willing to bring crying babies
onto a plane full of vampires, so it’s blissfullyigt. | dragged my sunscreened, jet-lagged
carcass through the Nashville International baggéajen at four A.M. to find Zeb waiting for
me, holding a sign that said, “Undead Tourism Burea

| propped my sunglasses on top of my head andksthifWhat were you going to do if
someone else fit the bill?”

“What'd you bring me? What'd you bring me?” he edkhopping up and down.

“Tiny liquor bottles from the minibar,” | said, lding up my suitcase proudly and thumping it
into his chest.

“Sadly, that’s the same thing my uncle Ron gavdan€hristmas.” He snorted, taking my little
carry-on bag onto his shoulder.

“I wrapped them in hotel towels from four diffetezountries,” | added.
He grinned. “Excellent.”

| actually had gotten him and Jolene fancy 50@dtrcount sheets and some very expensive
snacks from Harrods. The hotel towels were for me.

We reached Zeb'’s car, threw my luggage into tlekdeat, and took our places up front. Zeb
started the car and paid the exorbitant parking“tée, tell me everything. Where did you go?
What did you see?”

“Went to some parties, met strange and snottylpe@aw some great museums and restaurants,
but being in France and not being able to eat dateds downright masochistic. Oh, we
sawCarmenperformed in Vienna. Did you know the whkt song is about cigarette smoke?”

“I didn’t know that,” Zeb admitted. “But I'm surgedyoudidn’t know that.”

“Oh, ha-ha. So, where’s your lovely wife?” | askasiwe pulled onto the interstate. “What’s she
doing letting you take off for Nashville after might? Doesn’t she know you get lost?”

Zeb grimaced. Things between Jolene and Zeb hedtease lately. They were still trying to
build a home on the land I'd given them as a weglgiresent. The house was slow to finish
because Jolene’s family was pressuring them to rbaek onto the McClaine family compound.
Werewolves are notoriously territorial, and Jolaras the first McClaine to live “off-site” since
they'd settled in the Hollow two hundred years befd he family owns multiple businesses in
the Hollow, including several construction firmsadwhat they don’t own they could influence
with scary male werewolf dominance. So, to say ithagas difficult for Zeb and Jolene to get
contractors to show up—risking pissing off Jolertl@éis—much less finish their work, was an
understatement.
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To top it off, the brand-newish trailer they'd begffered as an incentive to live on McClaine
land had mysteriously evaporated when Zeb and d@enounced they were building their own
home, leaving the newly-weds with the camper rdgesaicated by Jolene’s stoner cousin, Larry.
And one could live in the close quarters of a chisiaaturated camper for only so long before
one’s marriage began feeling like the last halfr& Bhining.

I would say that Zeb was a saint to put up witthsimterference from his in-laws, but his
family’s no prize herd, either. Let’s just say tloake of the Lavelle family’s favorite Christmas
activities is to gather around the TV and watchrthighlight reel from the “Rowdy Rural
Towns” episode of COPS.

Zeb’s mother, Ginger Lavelle, had a number ofsaago shun me lately, the least of which was
that | refused to let her ruin Zeb’s honeymoonbastardize Harry Potter, | was Zeb’s “Secret
Keeper” for his honeymoon destination. Zeb toldfaigily that he and Jolene were going to the
mountain retreats of Gatlinburg, when he, in femdk his blushing bride to Biloxi, for a week of
Gulf shrimp, putt-putt, and blessed silence. Theiel information was sealed in an envelope and
given to me with the instructions that it was todpened only if someone was dead or
incapacitated ... well, more incapacitated than usual

While contrite over her wacky antiwedding antig'gma Ginger could remain chastised for only
so long. Incensed that she could not locate heaftencalling every hotel in Gatlinburg, Mama
Ginger called me to demand that | give her thetlonaand phone numberright now,because she
was having chest pains and was being taken todsgital. Used to this ploy, | refused. She
switched tactics and said that she needed the nuselsause Zeb'’s father, Floyd, had dropped an
automatic cigarette lighter into his lap while diniy and was being treated for several third-
degree burns in sensitive areas.

While that scenario was far more plausible, | stithheld the number, which prompted Mama
Ginger to announce that she would never speak tagam. | was not properly devastated by this
announcement, which just made Mama Ginger andviama Ginger had long held out hope that
Zeb and | would one day wed, but now that she kaleout my “unfortunate condition,” she was
slightly ashamed to have wanted a vampire as gawnShe was still less than civil to Jolene.
But she now preferred her daughter-in-law to meahse at least Jolene wasn’'t a vampire. Of
course, Zeb hadn'’t yet broken the news about hishrale being a werewolf, but that was
neither here nor there.

I'd promised myself that | was going to back affdestop interfering in Jolene and Zeb’s
relationship, but it was so much healthier thakimgl about my own relationship. So, I think |
earned a pass just this once. “Tell me you haveen watchingThe Howlingagain,” | groaned.
“You know it’s just a movie.”

Zeb gave me a distinctly not-amused look, thehegig“Marriage is a little harder than | thought
it would be. Just normal stuff, you know. Thingattget on each other’s nerves.” He began
ticking off Jolene’s numerous faults on his fingé&he chews her fingernailsandher toenails.
She cannot stop herself from answering the quesfromJeopardyout loud, even when she
knows she’s wrong. She sheds. She puts ketchuproegg rolls.”
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“Blasphemy.” | shuddered. “And as much as it wooddin my own personal interest to interfere
with your marriage and reclaim your full attentigrou do realize that you are married to
arguably one of the most beautiful women on thagtlaAnd you are a male kindergarten teacher
who collects dolls.”

“Action figures,” he corrected.

“And she stuck with you, despite the fact thatrymother tried to make wedding-party casting
changes during the rehearsal and had you hypndiigedfive-dollar psychic so you'd dump
Jolene at the altar.”

“Her family put out a bear trap for me!” he huffed

“Well, that just means that your families cancatle other out.”

He snickered, his expression softening. “She’gpaat.”

My jaw actually hit the middle of my chest. “Wetlhat explains the egg rolls and ketchup.”

My throat tightened at the thought of Zeb havirgaly. This was so huge, the last step toward
Zeb really growing up. I'll admit | was a littlegéous. | was being left behind again. Zeb was
doing something | would never do. But, as I'd dismed last year when Zeb’s mom dumped an
infant on my doorstep in an attempt to jump-staytiiological clock, | am not cut out to nurture.
And because | no longer have a pulse, | can’t lsadren—which works out nicely.

“But this is a good thing, right?” | shook his sthaer. “I'm going to be an honorary aunt.”

“It's a great thing, except the idea of being wspble for a whole family sort of scares the crap
out of me. We wanted to have kids right away, amdrghow fertile her family is, we knew there
was no contraception on earth that would work. tBat’s not really our problem. Her mother
comes over every single day. Her aunts are alwaggibg over food, or they’re putting up
curtains that they made, or they’re moving our éssaround in the cabinets without asking. And
Jolene just lets them. And the men! If they domitlb off and let a contractor come out to finish
the house, we’re going to be raising their grandahi a pot-soaked RV. Is that what they want?
I’'m just frustrated and feel ... impotent.”

“Well, obviously, that's not the case. When is sle?”
“In about four months,” he said.
“What? You guys were pregnant before the weddig® you didn’t tell me!”

Zeb rolled his eyes. “No. It's a werewolf thindhd average wolf pregnancy is only about sixty
days. Werewolves sort of split the difference vittle months.”

“Wow. So, you have very little time to get ready this baby—babies? How many kids is
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Jolene going to have? Is it going to be like @it
Zeb looked horror-struck.

“Seriously, you hadn't thought of that before’&isked him as little beads of sweat popped out
on his forehead. “There are four sets of twins gusbng Jolene’s first cousins.”

“I’'m still processing everything!” Zeb shouted.
“Maybe | should drive,” | suggested.

“No, let’s talk about why you think Gabriel wouddiddenly start cheating on you. That will keep
me awake.”

“Let’s not,” | told him. “I don’t want to rehasiné whole thing. | just want to pretend it didn’t
happen.”

“Because denial usually works so well for you.”

“I’'m going to deny that | just heard that. Should stop by the shop? I'd like to see the
damages, know what I'm getting into,” | said.

“Your internal clock must be off, world travel@rhe sun’s going to rise soon.” He nodded to the
lightening blue-gray sky on the horizon. “We’ll Feajust enough time to get you home.”

As the sky turned toward lilac, | snuggled undetamket and dozed the last hour or so before
we reached the family manse, River Oaks. More Bhglountry cottage than sprawling
Georgian plantation, River Oaks is at its heart gusold family farm home that happened to be
built before the Civil War. Despite my having spére last few weeks in buildings that were
much older and far more elegant, my house had reemed so beautiful.

| kissed Zeb’s cheeks, mumbled a good night, asiheld for the door with the blanket over my
head. In my room, on sheets that were weeks olckgiatly musty, | lay down and, for reasons |
hadn’t quite processed yet, cried.

2

@

Successful relationships are about compromigaufagree not to bring up his undead ex-
girlfriends during arguments, he should agree aseek out your old human boyfriends and kill
them.

—Love Bites: A Female Vampire’s Guide to Less
Destructive Relationships
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The problem with sleeping during the day is thedpge tend to overestimate the joys of early-
morning visits.

It started about an hour after | finally fell a=pe when Aunt Jettie sauntered into the house and
discovered my carry-on by the door.

“Baby doll, you're back!” she cried, materializiagg my bedside.

“Gah!” | screamed, leaping off the bed and clirggia the ceiling. “Knocking! Aunt Jettie! We
have a rule about knocking!”

My ghostly favorite aunt/roommate placed her tpament hands on her hips. “Oh, get down
from the ceiling and let me look at you. | havesgen you in weeks. Don’t make me float up
there, it makes me dizzy.”

Jettie Belle Early, sister to my grandma Rutleektme under her wing when | was around age
six and when Ruthie and | both figured out thatwese basically incompatible. (Grandma
Ruthie wanted to give me a home perm and entenrtieeiLittle Miss Half-Moon Hollow
Pageant. | hid in her attic all day to avoid thenpepretending that | was Anne Frank.) | spent
entire summers with Jettie at River Oaks, whichisherited after spending her formative years
caring for her elderly father. This was a greatc&io Grandma Ruthie, who had already made
plans to overhaul the house in time for the logstldnical society’s annual tour of historic homes.

Aunt Jettie was a linchpin in every major momeniny life. It was Aunt Jettie who helped me

fill out financial-aid paperwork for college. It waAunt Jettie who persuaded me to stay in school
and get my master’s in library science so the lpcdlic library would have no choice but to hire
me. It was Aunt Jettie who helped me through tinst hight as a vampire. It was Aunt Jettie
whose upside-down face was now smiling up at meebantly.

“I missed you, too, Aunt Jettie,” | grunted asdehgaged my fingernails from the plaster and
hopped down to the bed. “Is Mr. Wainwright here?”

She smiled as she thought of her beau, who ajspem@d to be my recently deceased boss. “No,
he’s really beating himself up over this breaksia he’s standing guard at the shop. | told Zeb
not to bother you with it, but he insisted you’dnv#o. Why are your eyes all puffy?”

“Oh, it's just the French,” | said, wiping at tbl-so-attractive bloody tear tracks drying on my
cheeks. “They were so damn rude.”

“I thought you were in Brussels,” Jettie said atirhbed back into bed. Outside my bedroom
window, creeping fingers of sunlight were flirtimgth the edges of my blackout curtains. My
internal clock told me it was almost six A.M., andas so tired | could actually feel the drag on
my limbs. Aunt Jettie pulled the covers up to mincks she asked, “Where’s Gabriel?”

“Still in Brussels,” | said. “He had some thingstéke care of.”
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Jettie studied my face in that unnerving X-raymoetof hers. Fortunately, any penetrating
wisdom on her part was cut short by my mother'sisndappearance at my bedroom door.

“Hi, baby!” Mama cried. “Thank goodness you're kéc

“What the hell is wrong with you people?” | howlethucking a pillow at her. “What are you
doing here so early?”

“Oh, I've been coming by every day to check onglexe,” she said, throwing her arms around
me. “Let me look at you! Oh, don’t ever go away tieat long again, honey. | got so nervous not
being able to see you or check in on you.”

Mama’s idea of a good vacation spot was the Blnedpple Motel in Panama City Beach,
Florida. She did not see why it was necessary ®tarsee the world or why it was necessary to
run off “God knows where” and share hotel roomdwaitman | was not married to. She insisted
that the hoteliers would know that we were not arred couple and we would give people a bad
impression of America. | told her that if Americeurists hadn’t already done that by eating
string cheese while they toured the Louvre, | dedlyhy premarital sleeping habits would bother
them all that much. She didn’t laugh.

Mama’s predictions of travel tragedy included neytmg mugged. (I have superpowers, so it
wasn't likely.) Or developing food poisoning. (Ibeat, so that was even less likely.) Or
getting a rash from hotel soap. (OK, that actudippened, but it cleared right up.) But | doubt
she foresaw me getting dumped in such a halfhedrsfdassed way. She definitely would have
warned me.

Wait a minute. My brain finally caught up to wisdie’'d just said.
“You come by the house when I'm not home?” | asked

Mama gave me her patented “Well, of course, I'wading your privacy, silly!” expression.
“You gave us a key for emergencies. Someone hlasdp your plants watered.”

“I don’t have any plants.” | pressed the pilloneovmy head and muttered, “I'm getting a moat.”

Mama pretended not to hear me, instead dropppilg @f envelopes onto my lap. “Here, honey,
I got your mail while you were away.”

“Touch that curtain, and | won’t give you your peat.” | didn’t bother looking up as Mama
approached the window. Mama considered for a moarghthen backed away.

In general terms, Mama had stopped trying to riditetb me out of being a vampire. This was
good, because | was out of the coffin to most efdbmmunity. | was one of a few vampires in
the Hollow who chose to live out in the open andntaan relationships with the living. Studies
showed that most vampires turned since tax comglutampire Arnie Frink outed us with his
right-to-work lawsuit dropped out of sight and mdwe big cities like New York or New
Orleans. They assimilated into the large populat@ivampires and learned how to adjust to
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their new lifestyles ... or their neighbors claimedtve no idea how they managed to fall into a
puddle of gasoline, then trip into a burning ledé p

Thanks in no small part to my former supervisors Mstubblefield, the news of my vampirism
had officially made the beauty-parlor and kitcheuwit. Mama said people had stopped talking
whenever she walked into the pre-church coffeeSwrday mornings, which meant the
congregation of Half-Moon Hollow Baptist Church wasare as well. She took to her bed for a
few days. But ever since a well-known member ofdast ofAll My Childrencame out as the
parent of a vampire and Oprah did a show featUufimends and Family of the Undead, Mama
figures my being a vampire makes her “current.” 8w introduces me as her “vampire
daughter,” even to people I've known since | wésda She’s got a little bumper sticker with two
inverted white triangles on a black background,ititernational symbol of support for vampire
rights. She’s even insisted on attending a meetirige Friends and Family of the Undead,
which, fortunately, had suspended activities &fterforeclosure of the Traveler’'s Bowl, the
hippie restaurant that hosted our meetings.

Of course, Mama still stocked my freezer with harade pot pies to tempt me off my liquid

diet. She showed up while | was sleeping and opemedows, hoping that | would slowly build
up a tolerance to sunlight. As much as she loveémaebeingen vogue,Mama was determined to
have a normal daughter. Even if it killed me.

| sifted through the alarming pile of mail whileawha bustled about my room, gathering dirty
clothes. I'd been approved for an obscenely higfiticredit card that | hadn’t applied for. I'd

been accepted as the newest member of the Half-Motdow Chamber of Commerce, which |
had applied for. My letter to the editor for the Ancan Library Association newsletter regarding
the nationwide need for more vamp-friendly resosii@ed hours was rejected. The fancy linen
envelope stuck out like a sore thumb among theg;lgassy promotions. My hands shook a

little as | turned it over in my hands. Had Gabsiehysterious pen pal finally decided to contact
me? Imagine my horror when | saw the neat prirabelladdressed to “Miss Jame Janeson” from
the Half-Moon Hollow High Alumni Committee insteddiliss” was underlined. Twice.

“Oh, no.”

“What is it, hon?” Mama asked, folding my jeanshasharp creases.

| opened the overtly elegant invitation decoratéith a palm tree. “My tenth high school reunion
is this year. Ugh. And SueAnn Caldwell is our clpsessident. | would rather face a den full of

zombies than go to this thing.”

“Well, why on earth would you say that?” Mama dri&You had such a good time in high
school.”

“No, that was Jenny, the cheerleader. | was tleevath the braces and the tuba.”

Mama winced at the venom in my voice when | saithy’s name. My older, perfect sister was
not speaking to me for various reasons, includggdismissal of her lawsuit against me. The
judge had this wacky idea that property that wdked/ito me in a legal and binding last
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testament should remain mine, even though | wdemger technically living. This, combined
with her overall disgust with how | handled theiongtof our potential step-grandfather as a
ghoul, had prompted her to tell Mama that | wagc@tlly dead to her. Even Mama saw the lack
of logic in that statement, but she declined to w@nt on it.

Crafty, blond, and born with a naturally disdairdurl to her lip, Jenny was the twin-setted,
Martha-worshipping yin to my never-even-considepa#ting-from-scratch yang. She was the
undisputed “good daughter” between the two of be 1@rely disagreed with Mama. She
enjoyed most of the things Mama loved: quiltin@dieg inspirational romance novels about
Amish girls, actually ironing clothes instead o$fjahrowing them in the dryer for a few minutes.
And she’d done her duty to the family by bearing bnoxious spawn, Andrew and
Whatshisface.

Life was oddly quiet and stale without Jenny’'sdieg and disapproval. I'd always thought |
would be so much better off as an only child, bawnl sort of missed her. Of course, | would
never admit this, even under pain of death andtbremtenedBaywatchmarathon.

Mama rolled her eyes in a gesture that was sométodlvdismissive and loving. “Oh, you have
to go. Jenny went to her tenth reunion, and sheahadnderful time.”

| scanned the invitation. “Jenny organized hehtsghool reunion. I'm sure she had a great time.
Oh, come on. Our reunion theme is ‘Enchanted Pseddivhich was our senior prom theme.
They haven't had an original idea since then!”

“I just think it would be good for you to go baakd see that some of the people you went to
school with weren’t as scary as you made themabet You gave them a lot of power over you.
Maybe it would do you some good.”

“Hmph.”

“When | went to my tenth reunion, everybody hattegobald and fat. The Prom Queen was
married to the Septic Tank King.”

“That makes it slightly more tempting,” | admitted
“I'm going downstairs to get your laundry startgal You get your rest.”
“That’s not necessary, Mama, really.”

“Oh, don’t be silly. I'm sure you didn’t have tinte find a laundromat when you were
gallivanting around God knows where.”

“Actually, the hotels had very nice laundry seedcl didn’t even know hotels did that.”
“You let a stranger wash your clothes, but you'want me to?” Mama gasped.

“If it will make you happy and let me get backsleep, wash away,” | told her.
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“No problem, honey.” Mama grabbed the freshly &aldirtyclothes and walked out. She popped
her head back into the bedroom doorway. “You wes¢ teasing about the zombies, right?
They're not real?”

| pulled a sleep mask over my eyes and did novens
My mother ironed my jeans. With starch.

And because | am obviously incapable of washingomg clothes properly, Mama gathered all
of my clean clothes out of my closet and washeddhwhile | slept. So, without other pants
options, | was basically moseying into the shopnJd/ayne-style.

On the drive to Specialty Books, | worked on d-Beprovement plan, a personal to-do list, if
you will. I had taken way too much time adjustiogny new vampire lifestyle, using it as an
excuse for just floating along, reacting to proldess they came up. It wasn’t surprising, really,
when you considered that if there was a “Most lykel Be Paralyzed by Fear of Change” award,
a picture of me cringing would have been prominefgatured in my high school yearbook. |

had to get proactive. | had to demand things frieenuniverse. | had to start kicking some ass ...
though not in the physical sense, because I'd aligiost or nearly lost every fight I'd gotten

into since being turned.

Moving on.

My plan to become a Brave New Jane went a littleething like this:

(1) Develop a healthy, normal romantic relatiopsipreferably with Gabriel. (2) Create a
fulfilling career for myself. (3) Demand that mynfidy love me without judgment. Even if it
means | have to rent a new family over the Interf@tFind a solution for world peace.

| can live without that last one, though | knois fiar more likely than the other three.

Considering that | was estranged from a sibling) atoyfriend, so far I'd failed miserably at the
list—with the exception of the shop. It was bamdgognizable, and not just because we’d torn
down a wall and expanded into the porn store neat.dOther than the plywood Dick had nailed
over the broken window, there were no signs ofeak+in. Books that might have been damaged
by the hands of thieves were laid out carefullylembar. The rest were piled haphazardly under
heavy plastic drop cloths.

The space had been realigned, expanded. Thedoanter, still the same antique leaded glass
and maple affair Mr. Wainwright had left behinddhHzeen moved closer to the door. New beige
carpet had been installed and was prepared fdyahe needed for the new shelving system, a
shelving system that would actually allow custonterBnd what they want and navigate their
way back out of the store, neither of which wasoemaged by the previous system. While |
planned on offering general-interest books andsadgerature, the inventory would focus on
vampire needs: cookbooks, history, finance, investradvice. | had already ordered two
hundred copies ofThe Guide for the Newly Undead.
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The walls were painted a cheerful midnight blutghvai sprinkle of twinkling silver stars—
Andrea’s suggestion, to keep the place from beiag Serious.” | could have gone with the
stereotypical blood-red walls and black-lacquenradbses, but | didn’t think that would be very
restful for the customers. If not for the blood mar next to the espresso machine and the
chalkboard advertising a “Half-Caf Fat-Free Typ&lAcha Latte” (Dick’s attempt at bonding
with our yuppier customers), the store would la&k any intentionally whimsical small-town
bookstore. It was remarkable progress, considehagthe first time I'd come into the store, |
narrowly missed having a shelf collapse on top ef m

Despite my wandering into the shop one night @adranging stacks without permission, the
former owner, Mr. Wainwright, had hired me on tipetsfor my organizational skills and rabid
love of books. He became a surrogate grandparemgngor, and a close friend. Even though
he’d died the previous year, he was the happiédtdwer been, quite content to haunt the
Hollow and pursue a logic-boggling relationshiphwity aunt Jettie. When he left me the shop in
his will, I'd considered closing it. But, aside finathe library, Specialty Books was the only place
where I'd felt at home. I loved the smell of theoks, the odd and nonsensical variety of titles. |
loved the memories | had of Mr. Wainwright, hisrifsi his stories of a lifetime searching the
globe for paranormal creatures. | could just imadiim, standing at the end of the counter,
giving me that fond, slightly befuddled smile.

It was at that moment that | realized | was nagming Mr. Wainwright. He was standing at the
end of the counter, giving me that fond, slightéfuxidled smile.

“Mr. Wainwright.” | sighed at the apparition arfdrgetting that he was noncorporeal, tried to
throw my arms around him. | ended up falling thdodgn, a clammy got-in-the-shower-too-
early sensation that set even my teeth on edge.

“Where have you been?” | asked. “I haven't seemsiace | got back. I've missed you.”

“To be honest, I've been rather ashamed to face Yy said, twisting his hands. “I spent less
and less time at the shop while you were gonevé lieen ever since ...”

“You started enjoying my great-aunt’s company.”

“Yes, thank you.” He cleared his throat. “And &&irned out, the shop being in such upheaval,
well, it upset me more than | anticipated, andvdmét wanted to spend as much time here.”

“Oh, no.” | was stricken. When Mr. Wainwright hgiven me his blessing to burn the shop for
insurance money if necessary, | charged aheadtigthenovations, thinking that if he was
onboard for arson for hire, surely a little remadgouldn’t bother him. | was an ass. A
complete and utter ass.

“I just didn’t realize how much change you woukkdh necessary. | don’t take it as a personal
insult, dear. | didn’t expect so much to happefast.”

“I'm so sorry, Mr. Wainwright—"
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He waved away my apologies. “The point is thatld tyou I'd keep an eye on the shop while
you were gone, and it was my fault that someonkéebdno. | wasn'’t here.”

“Hey, do not play the self-blame game with the i@hampion, OK? It's not as if they did a lot
of damage, Mr. Wainwright. It's not a big deal. Bles, you’re not tethered to the place. You're
allowed to have a life ... or not, as the case mbgringed. It took Mr. Wainwright a beat to
grasp the insensitivity of what | had just said, then he hooted. | laughed, and then it turned
into an all-out ghostly giggle fest, which was budkus emotional icebreaker.

| wiped at my eyes, trying to compose myself. “Adga who might have broken into the shop?
Have there been suspicious characters hanging @ddore suspicious than the characters we
normally get?”

“No. If there had been, | would have given thematwour aunt Jettie calls the usual.”

Cold chills, goose bumps, a vague feeling of uaeasif they've left the iron on?” | asked. Mr.
Wainwright nodded. “Why don’t you go visit Aunt fleP” | suggested. “I'll be here for a while.”

“Well, we did get rather used to having the hotaseurselves while you were gone—"

“No details, please,” | said, holding my hands ‘Upist go and enjoy yourselves, in a way that |
never have to think about.”

“Thank you,” he said, fading slightly. “And Janddboked up, and he smiled at me. “I missed
you, too, dear.”

Mr. Wainwright winked at me and dissolved intanthair.

Outside the shop, | heard the motor of Dick’s Bh@ino roaring to a stop. | laughed and ran to
the door. Richard Cheney, who, for reasons | didnderstand, insists on being called Dick, had
enjoyed annoying the hell out of Gabriel since thveye children in the pre-Civil War Hollow. In
their last human years, Dick had developed a ki ghmbling problem and lost his family
plantation house to Gabriel in a card game. Gabrglilt over winning against an incredibly
drunk Dick and Dick’s pride-fueled refusal to teake house back led to a rift that lasted long
after they were both turned into vampires. Immdstddad just given Dick a lot more time to
think up insulting nicknames and juvenile practicddes.

A mystifying mix of fierce loyalty and moral fleility, Dick was the local go-to guy for under-
the-table commerce. And he had fallen hard for Aadthe first woman to turn him down in
about a century. Andrea didn’t put up with muchhe way of bullshit from Dick, which,
apparently, was what he was looking for all aldBige was the only woman he was willing
(intentionally) to make a fool of himself over.

They were now shacking up in a big way. He sloluy surely had moved his vaguely obscene
T-shirts andDukes of Hazzardmemorabilia into heairsey condo. Before she realized it, they
were cohabitating. It's by far the sneakiest tHimg ever seen him do, and that's saying
something.
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For her part, Andrea didn’t seem to mind. Theynttideem to have the adjustment problems that
Gabriel and | had. Neither of them had really clehg\ndrea was still the same classy,
ethereally beautiful redhead with the elegant wabrdr Dick was still the same guy you wouldn’t
want to take home to Mom. But he spent a lot mione &t the shop and way less time in back
alleys negotiating for counterfeit concert tickdikat’s progress, right?

To be fair, Andrea had more experience that ladidating the undead. When she was in college,
her rare blood type caught the attention of a vaenmiofessor, who convinced her to drop out,
move in with him, and be his personal human wirllaceA few years later, Andrea was
unceremoniously booted by her fickle vampire loleaying her with no education, no job, and a
family that refused to speak to her. She’d movetthéoHollow, where she worked part-time as a
blood surrogate and, now, full-time as an emplayfe®pecialty Books and a part-time dog-sitter.

In addition to her clerk duties, Dick and AndresgpkFitz for me while | was out of town. As
much as Jolene and Fitz loved to play, it can gusing for weres to spend a lot of time with
dogs. There are food-competition issues.

Fitz bounded into the store and nearly knockedloven with the weight of his hello kisses. Fitz
is a pound find, the apparent result of a nighteckless passion between Scooby-Doo and a
bean-bag chair. The only thing remotely dignifiedat him is that | named him after Mr.
Fitzwilliam Darcy fromPride and Prejudice.

Despite being the size of a small tank, Fitz wasnich of a daytime guard. Now that I'd had
one of those “shock collar” invisible fences inkdlaround the property to keep Fitz from
bothering Jolene and Zeb, he mostly just enjoypthfparound the acreage, protecting the
perimeter from roving bands of squirrels.

“Hello!” | squealed, scratching behind Fitz's edi®h, who'’s a good boy? Did you miss me?”

Andrea and Dick stepped through the front doohu8le smile stretched across Andrea’s face.
Dick usually greeted me with a wildly inappropriatagle entendre, but today he had an agenda.
“That dog,” he informed me as Fitz licked my nefik,a menace.”

“Oh, he wasn't a bother, were you?” Andrea cooeéitz rolled over for a belly rub. “Were
you, buddy? No.”

“Are you wearing a golf shirt?” | asked, fingeritige light blue material of Dick’s collared
attire.

Dick seethed a moment before slapping my hand atkeyate my favorite T-shirt!” He kissed
Andrea’s temple and stalked off. “I'm going to gea something.”

“Sorry,” | called after Dick, who continued to &ds he went about gathering boxes for the
trash. “The shirt will probably pass in a few ddydurned to Andrea, who threw her arms
around my neck. “He seems really pissed. When idehgawas going to steal something, did he
mean from me?”
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“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “Dick loves Fitkle would ignore Fitz and scold him for
getting up on the couch, but the minute | leftithem, Dick was scratching his ears and baby-
talking to him worse than | do.”

“Dick was using baby talk?” | said, limping asolunded the counter. “You've neutered him.
What's next? Sweater vests?”

“So, what are you doing back?” she asked, squgemmtight. “I told Zeb not to call you. The
break-in wasn’t that bad.”

“Yes, I'm very glad to be back, and | missed yma,” | responded in a flat voice, avoiding the
guestion. “Keep this barrage of homecoming welcgamiag, and | won't give you your
presents.”

“Presents!” Andrea cried, clapping and hoppingaog down.

“From the snottiest personalparfumeriein Frantedused to hand her a little lavender gift bag.
“I have to tell you that the chemist was slighthynerved that | was able to describe your natural
scent in so much detail, but it was important tbthge blend that would complement you.”

“I'ma little unnerved that you could describe matural scent in such detail,” she admitted. “Did
you get Dick what he asked for?”

“Yes, | got him shot glasses from every countrywigited. And in every gift shop | entered, |
was glared at and called a ‘horrible American $aid, rolling my eyes as | handed her the
tinkling box of extremely embarrassing trinkets Al got him this!”

She squinted to read the wrinkled red T-shirt $\walding up. “It's in Italian.”

“It says, ‘My friend went to Italy, and all | getas this stupid T-shirt,” | said. “I thought I'cdd
some class to Dick’s T-shirt collection.”

“I just got rid of most of the tackier ones.” Ardr groaned.
“So ... you framed my dog for T-shirt theft, huh?idrrowed my eyes at her.
“If you were laundering a “Federal Bikini Inspectd-shirt what would you do?”

“I would not use an innocent dog to mask my attesnap giving my boyfriend a makeover,” |
told her.

“I’'m not trying to change all of him,” she whisget, eyeing the back of the shop, where Dick
was working. “Just the tackier T-shirts. And thesnvith crusty armpits.”

Andrea eyed my hesitant gait as | rounded the teoufDid you get a rash while you were
traveling?”
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“Mom, jeans, starch. | don’t want to talk abouit itshuddered as | climbed onto one of the high,
cushioned bar stools I'd ordered in a deep eggplioiw do you guys do it? You make it look

S0 easy. You've only been dating for a little whaed your personalities are so different.
Frankly, your googly-eyed happiness is startingiss me off.”

“Well, to be honest, we had a little outside heghe said, her tone a bit sheepish. She
disappeared to the self-help section, then camle ik a large pink book with pouty fang-
puckered lips from the cover.

“Love Bites: A Female Vampire’s Guide to Less Destive Relationships.” | read the title
aloud. My eyes narrowed at her. “You read this @tap

“We sell this crap, you hypocrite,” she said, ngs pinched into an expression that would have
made Jenny proud. “Besides, there aren’t a lobokb out there for mortal women dating
vampires. | think the psychiatric world at largdiéxees that if you're dating a vampire, you have
other issues that need to be addressed beforaeglationship problems. But this was really
helpful. It's written for women who have recentlgdn turned and are having a hard time
adjusting to dating their undead peers. Theresdbistuff about healthy expectations and
boundaries and violent tendencies. So, do you veatatik about it?”

“NO_"

Andrea walked to the coffee bar. A few secondsrJdhe espresso machine roared to life.
“Right, because what would | know about being nelationship with a much older vampire you
may or may not be able to trust?”

“Dang you and your logic.” | pressed the heelsngfhands into my eyes and took a deep,
unnecessary breath. Andrea was the first humaewviéd fed from. It tends to bond gals for life.
Andrea helped me bridge the gap from semi-sociabjahcloset vampire to respectable undead
citizen. Thrilled finally to have someone to takasses with after years of an empty social
calendar, she enrolled us in yoga classes, ceranaisses, jewelry-making classes, even cake
decorating, which we agreed later was a mistake’dtasically become the girlfriend I'd
always tried to make Zeb into. If | couldn’t talik her about this, whom could | talk to?

| sighed. “He’s probably cheating on me. And htthhe might have broken up with me ... but
without saying the actual words.”

Andrea chewed her plump bottom lip. “Gabriel isratty direct person. I'm sure he would
have—"

“He said, ‘If you have to go, you have to go.’ Atieén he said, ‘This is for the best. This trip
didn’t exactly work out as we’d hoped. I'll call yo” | caught the flash of horror cross her
features. “See? You flinched! | knew it!”

“Let’s go back to the beginning. Why did you thiBlabriel might be cheating on you? Not
impressions or feelings, actual facts.”
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| ticked the offenses off with my fingers. “Weipthone calls that he refused to take around me,
manic behavior, constant changes in our hotel plaotes at our hotels that he wouldn’t let me
read. And what | could read wasn'’t good. Lots @gent-tense words. But I'm just being
paranoid, right? | mean, there’s probably a ratiexglanation for all this, right? Like he’s an
undead secret agent? That'’s plausible, right?”

Andrea winced as she poured me an espressorig white demitasse. “Well ... probably not.
That'’s all pretty suspicious stuff. When Mattiagated on me, he had a lot of late ‘faculty
meetings.’ He took calls from his ‘teaching assisten another room.”

“Please stop using the quotation marks, | needlifiei lesson to be unvarnished and without
ironic subtext.” Andrea pushed the fancy cup atagen. | considered claiming some sort of
vampire aversion to the high-octane concoction Angdrea was well aware that while we lack
the digestive enzymes to digest solid food, we havproblems with most liquids. Sometimes
it's a pain that Andrea is so well informed.

| was not a big coffee drinker in life. Iced frajgginos from Dairy Queen were about as
adventurous as | got. But Andrea insisted thatwas going to sell coffee, | had to know what |
was talking about. And now that the machinery wasid running, she was my self-appointed
caffeine pusher.

“Do | have to?” Andrea shoved the cup at me withrerforce. | took a sip. “Gah! That's awful!
My cousin Muriel isn’t that bitter, and she has tgay ex-husbands ... who now live together. Is
that how it's supposed to taste?”

“Sadly, yes. It's an acquired taste,” Andrea atiditas she sipped her own coffee without
making Edward G. Robinson faces. “So, invisibletgtion marks aside, when Mattias cheated
on me, he stopped taking me to familiar restaurdr@sause he’d started taking her to our places.
It was new restaurants all the time. He was on ddgeaccused me of being paranoid when |
asked legitimate questions like ‘Why did you chagger e-mail password?’ or ‘Where did you
sleep yesterday?"”

| groaned. “I'm going to be miserable and aloneth@ rest of my long, long life.”

She shrugged. “Oh, it's not so bad. We still hgoga on Thursday nights.”

“Oh, yeah, that will make up for the loss of comjsaaship and sexual gratification.”

Andrea grinned salaciously. “Well, you never knatat you mightlearnin yoga.”

“Perv.” | chucked a coffee filter at her.

Andrea finally gave me the full report on the e@a She’d arrived early a few evenings back,
expecting a delivery of comfy chairs for the regdnook, and found the front window bashed in.

She called the cops, who were sadly familiar whi neighborhood, and they chalked it up to
drug addicts, teenagers, or drug-addicted teenag@erging precisely why I hired her in the first
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place, Andrea had already filed the insurance peqrét arranged for an antiques appraiser from
Louisville to come by to estimate the damage tadiheks, and contacted a glass repairman to
replace the front window the following afternoon.

“So, really, there was no reason for me to commaéhdl said, awkwardly stuffing my hands into
my pockets.

Andrea arched an eyebrow at me. “Yeah, | wish smadnad thought to tell you that.”

3

@

In an undead relationship, it's best not to foonghe “nots.” Not being able to have children.
Not being able to legally marry. Instead, focusarat you can have, true long-term
commitment.

—Love Bites: A Female Vampire’s Guide to
Less Destructive Relationships

I could smell that Jolene was pregnant, a new, gogen sort of scent that hit me the moment
she opened the creaking trailer door.

| put on my “ignoring my surroundings” smile, thee that said, “I do not see the huge streaks
of rust lapping down the pink wall panels or thepeding that may be Astroturf.” Zeb was
overseeing a PTA meeting that night and had aslestbraheck in on his bride. She’d missed
me, he said, and was a little put out that it lzkeh me three days to make it over to their place.
Fortunately, | was carrying two recently reheatetipes to win my way back into her good
graces.

“Hey!” She beamed until she saw what | was holdi@h, no.”

“What?” Jolene loved Mama'’s pot pies. For the leestr, they were the only thing that kept her
enormous appetite at bay when she visited my h@&isee she and Zeb became my neighbors, |
brought them over regularly for Jolene to snackAmd now, the mere presence of my folil-
wrapped gift seemed to be turning Jolene a deligbtfade of “bleh.”

“I'll be fine,” she whimpered. “I'm just a littlsensitive to smells right now. Hormones
combined with werewolf nose make it so much worsd was brownin’” hamburger the other
night, and | had to run out of the room to throwtwjre. And | can’t eat the foods | usually love.
| couldn’t get enough of your mama’s pot pies a feanths ago, and now, just the thought of
breakin’ the crust—" Jolene took a deep breath@nded her lips.

“I'll leave it outside,” | said. “You sit down.”

ABC Anber LIT Converter http://ww. processtext.com abclit. htn



ABC Amber LIT Converter http://wwmv processtext.com abclit. htm

| went to the kitchen and managed to smack mysélfe face with a half-attached cupboard
door while | poured Jolene a glass of water. Thietr was snug, to say the least. The kitchen
was what Jolene’s mother, Mimi, called a “two-buatidel,” meaning no more than two butts
could fit side by side between the stained faux-dvgmain counters at any one time.

“You're out of Saltines, so | grabbed some Ritaokers,” | said.

“Thanks,” she said, the color of her cheeks retgrever so slightly as she opened the wax-
paper tube. “So, how was your trip?”

I launched into what was now the standard, headited description. Lovely hotels, rude
people, beautiful museums. Jolene paused mid-chdwlapped a hand over her mouth. With an
“Oh, God,” she ran for the bathroom door and redghiéfully.

Like a doofus, | followed her into the tiny batbro. “Are you OK?”
| pressed my hand over my nose as Jolene’s siek smacked me in the face.

“This is as close to pregnancy as | ever wanetd’ ¢ handed her the water glass. “I thought
morning sickness was just supposed to be, wethérmorning.”

“My ass. It's around-the clock- ‘no-warnin’ sicksg™ she wheezed. “One minute, I'm a
perfectly fine, functioning human being, and th&tn&m tossin’ up everything I've ever eaten.”

“And that's saying something,” | marveled. Shergthat me. “Not helping, sorry.”

“I threw up in the parkin’ lot at the Piggly Wiggthe other day. | had to tell Bitty Tate | was
pregnant, because | didn't want her telling evedybbve got a drinkin’ problem. Everything
makes me sick. | ate a salad the other day, a,saitdtbut any meat at all. ’'m gonna waste away

to nothin’.

| eyed her belly paunch, which made her look albmut months along in human terms. “I
wouldn’t worry about that.”

She glared up at me. “I'm gonna hit you, just@snsas | can stand up.”
“Fair warning.”

“I'm so miserable,” she said, tears welling ughar eyes. “And | should be grateful that we
made a baby so easily. Some mixed couples canitkgow. And | can’t complain to my mama,
because she’ll camp out here in the living room r@fidse to leave until the baby is in college.
And | can’t complain to Zeb, because he gets tlEsdy frightened-rabbit look in his eyes if |
imply that I'm anythin’ but one-hundred-percent @ame. I'm just—I'm glad you're here,
Jane.”

“Well, you look great,” | told her, pushing herihback from her sweaty forehead. And it was
true in an infuriating way. Even the sweaty glovd avater retention of early pregnancy only
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bumped Jolene down to what would be consideredegugifor most humans. It just wasn't fair
to the four billion or so other women on the plahéy only consolation was that eating a Ritz
cracker had just made her throw up.

“So, how's your family?” | asked, helping her banto her chair.

“Well, Mama’s overjoyed. Calls me six or sevendsra day. She says hi, by the way. Daddy’s
sort of torn between pride and the horror of kndwihat his little girl's been up to. I think up
until now, he’d been tellin’ himself that Zeb andiére sleepin’ in bunk beds. My cousins are
sort of holdin’ their breath, | think, because theypw my aunts are gonna make a huge fuss
because it's my first baby. And my cousin Vance fugsaway with a carnival.”

I shuddered, picturing the none-too-bright cowsitth unnatural feelings for Jolene operating a
Tilt-A-Whirl. “Is this one of those things wherénbpe that you’re kidding but assume that you're
not?” She nodded. | tried to use a nonchalant &snleasked, “How are you and Zeb doing?”

She sighed again. “Weird. He’s so quiet. He’s nenget, except for when, you know, under a
whammy. Oh, man, you don’t think Mama Ginger scriablnis brain again, do you?”

“No. You know what | think?”

“Obviously not, or we wouldn’'t be havin’ this cagnsation,” she muttered.

“I think Zeb’s just scared. Scared of growing 8pared of not being able to take care of you and
the ... litter.” Jolene got it together enough to skneny arm. | winced, glad that bruises didn’t
last long on me. “OK, think about what happens tomad people with children in Zeb’s family.
They end up drunk and angry and living in matchnagers in their relatives’ backyards. He’s
terrified of ending up like Mama Ginger and Floythink he convinced himself that he could
handle the transition to husband pretty well, bbatl will only refer to as his spontaneity and
your superabsorbent eggs came back to bite botbwbn the butt.”

“What do | do?”

“Stop putting ketchup on your egg rolls, for ohang. That's gross. And maybe your family
could spend less time rearranging your cabinetseiQhan that, hell, I've never been married or
pregnant. What do | know?”

She huffed. “Well, you're a big help.”

“I do what | can. Or don’t, as the case may bewNell me, how is Mama Ginger? Is she still
all skittish and sorry? Or has she returned taleeanged, yet strangely effective, ways?”

“No, thank the Lord.” Jolene rolled her eyes. “Skems to feel just bad enough to stick to
snippy comments when Zeb’s not around and therpdét’ not to know why I'm upset.”

My brows lifted. “Comments about?”
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“About having everythin’ handed to me. How it mbstnice to have a family that will give you
a trailer, friends that will give you land and mgrie build a house. About how | need to cut the
apron strings and stop letting my family boss neeiad. | guess, 'cause she wants to be the one
bossin’ me around. Then she’ll start makin’ suggaston how | could make her son happier.
And then | just mention how you might be droppig; Bnd she gets really quiet.”

“She knew | was out of the country, right?” | agdkdolene nodded. “Well, it’s not as if | can
teleport home.”

“She doesn’t know that.”
“Have you told Mama Ginger about the baby yet?”

“No,” she said emphatically. “I was thinking we wd wait for the baby to be a year old or so.
Maybe in kindergarten.”

“That is not unwise,” | said, picturing what Mar@nger might consider appropriate boundaries
and advice for an expectant mother. “So, how doissithole werewolf pregnancy work? Zeb
already told me about the shorter-gestation trBug.what else is different? | mean, can you still
transform? Are werewolf babies born able to tramsfbDo you give birth in a big cardboard box
with towels in it?”

“That’s not funny,” Jolene said, glaring at me.
| held up my thumb and forefinger, measuring teelibit funny.”

“I can phase for about another month. After titatan be stressful for me and for the baby,” she
said, rubbing her belly. “Pups can’t phase unghpthe at least five. Their little bodies can’t
handle it until then. Mama always said it was Gaodés/ of keepin’ them from runnin’ off and
never being seen again,” she said. “I'm going teeha perfectly normal human birth with a
perfectly normal baby. And even though the womemynpack have given birth at home for the
last twenty generations, I'll be givin’ birth infepspital. Zeb’s sort of insistin’ on it. | thinkeh

idea of not havin’ doctors, expensive machines,tagh-test drugs—for him, not me—makes
him a little panicky.”

“Well, you can't really blame him.”

“Oh, no, I'm sort of relieved to have an excusgaao a hospital,” she admitted. “I've always
hated attendin’ the births on the farm. | meamadw | don’t exactly have modesty issues, but the
idea of being laid out like that and, you know,taHt stuff coming out while my aunts and
cousins come runnin’ in and out of the room, takiictures and smokin’ and describin’ their

own horrible births. No, thank you. Mama'’s a littlsappointed, and | think it hurts the aunts’
feelin’s. But to be honest, | think everybody dkseort of interested in what it's gonna be like to
wait around in the hospital for a baby. It will @aévicClaine family first.”

“But what about prenatal care? Ultrasounds? Wanfbctor notice that you gave birth to a full-
term baby four months early?”
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“There’s a midwife in town who'’s been takin’ carkthe family for years. She helps with the
births and prenatal care. She helps us fake thécaledcords and the birth certificates so they
appear normal. The humans will just assume | wagnant before the wedding, which | can live
with,” she said, toying with her glass. “But | haadavor to ask you.”

“If this involves the words ‘birthing coach,” myawer is ‘I'm touched, but no thank you,” |
told her.

“No.” She laughed. “I was hopin’ you would comethere at the hospital, as sort of a
referee/bouncer. Keep my family from invadin’ taddr room and Zeb’s family from killin’
each other.”

“And | don’t have to see anything or hear anythangagain, see anything?”
“‘Nope.”
“Then I'm your girl.”

I should have suspected something was wrong WwélHalf-Moon Hollow Chamber of
Commerce as soon as | saw the chamber seal was pink

It had been a while since I'd attended a chamlesting—ten years, to be exact, since | was
awarded a $1,500 Chamber of Commerce good citizatislarship for writing an essay on
“Patriotism: What Living in Half-Moon Hollow Mearte Me.” It was May 1995. | was a senior.

I was $1,000 short on tuition and faced living atfe and attending the local community college.
| would have written it in limerick form if they'dsked.

That dinner was unremarkable, the main differdraiag that the chamber seal was still navy
blue and gold. | was served bland chicken whilectiember president gave a speech on the
perils of youth and supporting good, decent youagpe where they could find them. | was
handed a check and dismissed so the chamber ciselasd the possibility of attracting a rubber-
band manufacturer to the Hollow.

The present-day chamber office had moved to algempart of downtown, to a restored
Victorian townhouse with a dizzying amount of gingead. With the pink and white seal
proudly presented on the lawn, the place lookeckrtike a sorority house than the place where
our community’s collective business interests met.

To be honest, joining the chamber was sort ofa Reopening the shop and trying to attract a
larger clientele meant | was going to have facdithreg public with much more regularity. I'd
managed to operate on the fringes of polite sod@tthe past year or so. And frankly, | had no
confidence that | wasn’t going to get staked bgradom customer in a disagreement over a
senior discount. | wanted to see if | could moveaghumans again. Plus, it was important for
Specialty Books to shed its obscurity and ententagstream business community. Too many
Hollow residents had no idea what or where we wénelrea and | wanted to be the sort of
establishment that welcomed all beings, dead oeaedand their money. Joining the chamber
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was the first step in becoming legitimate.

| was greeted at the door by a wall of high-pittkbatter. All around me, slender blond women
in knockoff designer suits sipped wine spritzerd swished their hair back and forth in slow
motion. A few of the braver, thinner souls were mregsuit jackets paired with capris, which to
me has always seemed like the professional equitvedavearing hot pants to the office. But on
these girls, it looked fashion-forward.

They were all so ... shiny. The last time | was athis much pink, it belonged to Missy
Houston, the vampire real-estate agent who tridchtoe me for murder, steal my house, and kill
me. | shook through my color phobia and built umtewer psychic defenses | could muster
against the waves of rampant thoughts. It wasHééng a really insecure mosquito buzzing
around the surface of my brain. Given the “justvfia from the tanning bed” glow most of the
girls were sporting, | was absolutely sure | wasahly vampire in the building. And somehow, |
didn’t think it would be a good time to bring it.up

The floor was highly polished and very old. | fiely own sensible flats slip across the polished
surface and wondered how these women negotiatedhibse stilettos. | plucked at the
conservative navy pantsuit I'd chosen in the hdpasit made me appear to be a serious
businesswoman. Even with vampire hotness on my kfd# a little dowdy. | checked to make
sure that at the very least, I'd worn matching shoe

| decided to give it three minutes before | boltex the building as if my eyebrows were on

fire. There was a sign-up table offering “Hello, Myame Is” tags and pastel gel pens. But none
of the other ladies was wearing one, because,wkepthey already knew one another. | snagged
a copy of the meeting agenda from the refreshnad tIt was printed on pink paper with

brown polka dots, the kind you might buy from atremely perky stationery store.

That's when | realized. There were no men. Anywhalot a single whiff of testosterone in the
place. Had | accidentally stumbled into a man-gatioven? Was | going to be sacrificed as the
ugly brunette?

| decided that my three-minute limit was up andiea dash toward the door, bumping into a
willowy blonde as she poured another chardonnag.dsbpped the bottle, which | quickly
snagged before it hit the carpet.

“Fast hands,” she said, tinkling out a laugh. “lucky you caught that, or Courtney Ahern
would have torn out my eyes for ruining the Persian I'm Courtney Barrow. | own the Unique
Boutique, the sterling-silver shop over on Dogwdod.

Courtney Barrow was just as cute as a button v&isetiny, curvy, and had an intricately braided
silver necklace looped around her neck. Though rayipity to a substance | was highly
allergic to made me somewhat nervous, CourtneyoBawas the only genuinely friendly face

I'd seen that night, so | was sticking close to. her

“Jane Jameson, Specialty Books.”

ABC Anber LIT Converter http://ww. processtext.com abclit. htn



ABC Amber LIT Converter http://wwmv processtext.com abclit. htm

Her slick, coral lips quirked. “Isn’t that an atlatore?”

“No, no, there used to be an adult store next.ddorwe bought them out and expanded into
their space. We pretty much gutted the store aartest all over. You couldn’t have used that
space for anything else, anyway. There was a Istezm-cleaning involved. | don’t know when
to stop talking sometimes.”

Courtney was unfazed by my babbling. “A bookstdteat’s so interesting. What made you go
into the book business, Jane?

“I was too tall to be a ballerina?” | offered.
Courtney giggled. “You'’re a hoot! Oh, you just ea@ meet Courtney Harris. She’d love you.”

“All right, then,” | said as she wound her armaihgh mine. “Wait, she’s named Courtney, too?
How many Courtneys are there here?”

“Twelve.” Courtney sighed as she led me deepertim crowd of shimmering Courtneys. | was
introduced to Courtney Gordon, who had startedvamteplanning company for children’s
birthday parties, and Courtney Stephenson, wha rgpecialty shop for baby bed linens. None of
them seemed even remotely interested in my booksima}j to be honest, | couldn’t figure out
how | would cross-promote occult items with luxaryb sheets. | was starting to think I'd made
a huge mistake joining the chamber. | wonderedifitthey Barrow would release me

voluntarily or if | would have to gnaw off my arnké a coyote stuck in a trap.

“It was so confusing when we all joined at oncee @idn’t want to call each other ‘Courtney H,’
‘Courtney B, ‘Courtney G.’ This isn’'t second grag®u know?” | smiled and nodded, because
there was no derailing this chick’s train of thoudso, we tried nicknames, ‘Short Courtney,’
‘Blond Courtney,” ‘Cankles Courtney.” But some bétgirls’ feelings were hurt, so we ended up
having to use Courtney H, Courtney B, Courtney @nary. We still use Cankles Courtney, but
only behind her back.”

“Hmm.”

“Oh, I know that sounds mean,” Courtney concedBdt trust me, you’ll know her when you
see her.”

OK, itwasmean, but | did recognize Cankles Cowyrtinght away. Sadly lacking in lower-
guadrant definition, she was cowering before thiidable Courtney Herndon and receiving a
stern talking-to regarding the chamber newslettiers style. Apparently, Cankles’ version of
Curlz wasn't curly enough.

“Courtney Herndon is the head Courtney,” CourtBayrow whispered. “She’s been the
chamber president for the last four years.”

Did she just say “head Courtney”? There was a @eyrhierarchy?
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“Courtney!” my guide exclaimed. Several women tigbout the room turned to us, realized we
were referring to someone else, and went backetio wine. Courtney Herndon gave me an
appraising look and a thin smile.

“This is Jane. She runs a bookstore where the gfuop used to be!” Courtney Barrow squealed.
“Isn’t that interesting?”

“Super,” Courtney Herndon said, though her voiaeagthe distinct impression that she couldn’t
give arat’s ass.

“Are you from the Hollow originally, or are youteansplant like us?” Courtney Barrow asked.
“I'm a native,” | said. “What do you mean, ‘trarapt’?”

“Oh, well, we all married boys from the Hollow."o@rtney Herndon snorted derisively, as
though she did not appreciate being uprooted.

Courtney Barrow smiled fondly, ignoring Courtnegrddon, as she said, “My husband, Gary,
told me he couldn’t imagine living anywhere else] fust followed him home. Same with all of
the Courtneys. None of us really has to work, betrevself-starters. Except for Lisa over there.”
Courtney lowered her voice and nodded toward avbeary blonde in a suit even more
conservative than mine. “She runs her family’s aotmg firm.”

“Well, that explains why I've never met most ofu®l turned to Courtney Herndon. “Courtney,
what do you do?”

Courtney Herndon stroked back a stray blond ¢udo home demonstrations for women
interested in cosmetic products. | do home panrekeovers, special kits.”

I nodded. “So, it's like Mary Kay?”

Courtney H's jaw twitched as she hissed out, “ls nothing like MaryKay!” She turned on her
ice-pick heels and stomped toward the wine table.

“All right, then.”

“Mary Kay asked Courtney H to resign because hlasstactics were too aggressive,” Courtney
Barrow whispered, a conspiratorial grin tilting ties. “She would point out a flaw and then
recommend a product to fix it. Only, Courtney carréally, really ... honest sometimes. And
some customers complained. So, Courtney sent gteroers letters to tell them why they were
wrong ... and then Mary Kay’s corporate offices fitbé restraining order.”

| stifled a laugh. “Who’s she working for now?”

“She says she’s an independent contractor.”

“So she’s mixing up her own makeup in her baseth&@iten the restraining order, that can’t
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be—"

Courtney Barrow lowered her voice even more. Bvgh vampire hearing, I'm sort of surprised
| could hear her. “She’s still selling the Mary Kstyiff. She had loads of it when she quit. You
know, your upline always tells you that you caell rom an empty wagon? Well, she took it
seriously. She has enough lip plumper to sink &ership. She just takes off all the packaging
and replaces it with her own stickers she printsoate.”

“That is both brilliant and deranged,” | whispetgatk. Courtney Barrow giggled again, which
was becoming less annoying.

She nodded to a tense blonde in the corner, wétoae to be scanning the room over and over,
searching for some sort of infraction. “That’'s Ciogly Ahern, the one who’s crazy about the
carpet. This house used to belong to one of hiavirs; but she persuaded her husband to give the
tenants the boot and renovate the place for owtdueaters. But now she’s paranoid one of us

will do something to ruin the house’s potentialalesvalue.”

“What does Courtney A do?” | asked. “Sell somegtimat's nothing like Amway?”
Courtney Barrow guffawed. “I’'m going to like you!”
“Oh ... good.”

Courtney Herndon stood, cleared her throat, ded&@d the room. The various Courtneys filed
into the meeting room, where we were directed tytea chairs instead of the usual folding
monstrosities. | sat through the approval of theutes, the agenda, and the pledge. | came up
with my own identification system for the Courtneassthey debated the proper color scheme for
the annual business directory. Courtney Barrowptilg one who’d bothered to be friendly, was
“Nice Courtney.” Courtney Herndon was “Head Couyth€ourtney Gordon, who appeared to
be some sort of sycophant/enforcer, was “Toady tDeyr’ Courtney Ahern was “Coaster
Courtney.” | couldn’t come up with a better-fittimickname for Cankles Courtney and felt a
little bad about it. | moved on to picking whichachber member | would eat first if we were
stuck on a desert island. | settled on Courtnegeleror “Fitness Courtney,” because it was
obvious that woman hadn’t even seen a carb in yaatshigh-protein diets give blood a rich,
oaky finish. I'd almost nodded off when | heard ngme being called.

“What?” | almost shouted, bolting upright in myn&y laced chair.
“It is Jane, right?” Head Courtney demanded. “Y¥euhe new member?”
“Er...”

Head Courtney’s smile tightened as the other atiitered. “We were just discussing the Fall
Festival charity for the animal shelter.”

This was so much worse than being caught sleapinmth class. | nodded and slapped on my
“pleasant face.” On my right, Nice Courtney sazé&o in her chair, a Stepford smile pasted on.
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“Now, Jane, | think it would be a great idea iuygathered together the prizes for the games?
Normally, we solicit donated items from businessethe community. And since you’re new,
you probably have all kinds of contacts that wedméveven thought of yet!”

Well, | could ask Dick about that trunkload ofgiedKnight RiderDVDs | gave him the year
before ...

“So, we’'ll just put you down to head the prize cuittee.”

“It's just my first meeting,” | said. “I don’t knw if I'm qualified—"

Head Courtney’s eyes narrowed. “There’s no better to get to know us better than just to
throw yourself into the work. Really, it's the begiy to make friends here at the chamber,
showing what a team player you can be. You do wartb think you're a team player, don’t
you?”

Why wasn’t my sister in this club? Seriously?

“I’'m willing to help with—"

“Great!” Head Courtney cried, interrupting my atigt at shirking the games in favor of
decorations or something less “commitment-y.” “Lygi#l give you all of the information from
last year.”

From across the room, Lisa rolled her eyes ancedreacommiserating look with me. This was
followed by a report from the jack-o’-lantern contt@e and the treat committee, who lamented
the lack of volunteers for making gluten-free srsadkad never so earnestly wished that | could
die of natural causes. Boredom was a natural caigbe? After the game committee and the
inflatable committee, | wondered whether there aagne in the room who was not on a
committee.

“Now, the planning committee has come up witrsadf acceptable costumes. | know some of
you older members like to get started on your katstumes early.”

The oldest member in the room looked to be abjuditfive. And she did not look as if she
took that as a compliment.

| raised my hand. “So, wait, this is a Halloweeamtp?”

“No, if we call it a Halloween party, some famsiavon’t come. So it's a Fall Festival.”
“But we’re going to have pumpkins ... and costumesnd candy.”

Head Courtney glared down at me. “Is there gainiget a problem, Jane?”

There could be a problem. Believe it or not, vasegpiend to hole up on All Hallows Eve and
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refuse to come out until the last trick-or-tredtas been dragged home kicking and screaming.
You'd stay home, too, if you were confronted withaiday that parades around the worst
cultural stereotypes pertaining to your particslaecies—bluish pallor, black capes, stupid
accents exaggerated by clownish fangs—and prege#sall in good fun.”

“Right, sorry,” | said. “It's just that ... is thehamber really supposed to hold fund-raisers?” |
asked. “I thought the Chamber of Commerce was atmmaimunity building and economic
development, bringing in new employers—"

“Well, this is the waywerun the Chamber of Comnegrtiead Courtney said through gritted
teeth. “The Half-Moon Hollow Animal Shelter is ause we’ve supported for years. Why, just
last year, we collected five thousand dollars ishcdonations.”

“People will just give you cash for the shelterthwut a carnival?”

Head Courtney’s disapproving sneer was now aoudldeath glare.

“Right. Sorry,” | mumbled, staring down into myplas a sign of submission.

For the rest of the meeting, | sat still and gil@rst praying to get out alive. And | was
incredibly angry with myself. Why the hell was taitl of these women? If | wanted to, | could
beat them all senseless, take their fancy foufsigder wallets, and make them forget | ever did
it.

Not that | would ever do that.

4

@

The best way to show that you’re independenttisadly to be independent. Develop outside
interests, attend cultural events, anything to sfiow wayward vampire mate that you're not
sitting at home pining away.

—Love Bites: A Female Vampire’s Guide to Less
Destructive Relationships

I slunk up my front-porch steps, exhausted argknous need of sedatives and/or lobotomy
instruments. Andrea, on the other hand, looked andlcollected, stretched out onmyporch
swing, scratchingmydog behind the ears, and sippitadj icy beverage that | promptly stole
from her.

“Hey!” she cried. “I used your best liquor to makat! And there wasn’t much to choose from.”

“It's an emergency,” | told her between swigs dfaw| think was a daiquiri. Because of my

ABC Anber LIT Converter http://ww. processtext.com abclit. htn



ABC Amber LIT Converter http://wwmv processtext.com abclit. htm

sordid history with the demon alcohol and the iteMiy humiliating results, | don’t usually
imbibe. But tonight | was making an exception.umped onto the swing with Andrea and
sighed. “Not that you're not welcome here at Ri@aks, but has it occurred to you that making
yourself frosty cocktails while I'm not home is bieng and entering?”

“Yes, it did. But | was thirsty, and you left mewr key ring to close up.”

“I'm way too trusting. Am | going to come home omight and find you taking a bath in my tub
and wearing my clothes?” She arched her eyebrakjrig from her own stylishly cut silk
blouse and slacks to my suit—which had been puethbeg my mother. “Never mind.”

“I’m not going to go all single white female onwydut | do love this place. I still have a hard
time believing you own a home with a name.”

“Well, for all of this, my sister is willing to ®ume, steal from me, and have me audited. So, you
might want to reconsider your whole romantic imagegentility.”

Andrea sighed heavily. “Why must you destroy nhysions? How was your networking?” she
asked as | tried to beckon my dog. Fitz sniffed eesled his head on his paws.

“I’'m not trying to say anything about sisterhoadwomen in power, but what a bunch of
bitches.”

Andrea laughed and pulled a pitcher of daiqunasf behind the porch swing. She poured
herself another drink, grinning as she said, “Uifa you might feel that way. My boss at the gift
shop used to complain about the meetings.”

“You knew?” | cried, chucking a cushion at herdlv¥knew, and you let me walk into that den
of iniquity unprepared?”

“Hey, hey! If you can’t respect the daiquiri, ekt respect the shirt,” she griped, swiping at the
liquor I'd made her spill on her celery-colored ide. “I know better than to ask you to respect
me.”

I blew her a kiss and poured more daiquiri as Aadvegan her tale in an ominous tone. “Margie
said it happened slowly. One cold October nigl@partney attended her first meeting, then
another and another. It was as if the chamber vimgegbeing invaded by really perky
Africanized bees. And pretty soon, they were progpsxtra events and creating committees to
run those events, and they built a power base. €hexyed themselves as officers, moved the
headquarters, rewrote the bylaws, and made lifenalide for the old-school members. One by
one, the charter members all left. Margie quitrattey gave her a demerit for wearing brown
shoes with a black suit. To Margie, that transldatedrou’re over forty, get out.”

“What happened to all the men?”

Andrea shrugged. “I don’t know. | guess they msit, or they got too many demerits ...”
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“I think the Courtneys ate them,” | countered.
“Your guess is there’s some supernatural reasotihépink chamber seal?”
| nodded. “My guess: coven of succubi.”

“Well, you should fit in well, being a vampire aatl.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “You did
tell them that you're a vampire, right?”

| sipped my drink to avoid answering.

“I thought you said you weren’t going to live imet coffin anymore!” Andrea cried.

“I’'m not living in the coffin. I'm just not volurgering any information that wouldn’t come up in
an introductory conversation. Do you walk up togleand say, ‘Hi, I'm Andrea. I'm a natural
redhead.”

“I’'m not a natural redhead.”

“| knew it!”

“Don’t deflect the question. So, | guess you’ré going back, huh?”

“I have to,” | mumbled. “I'm in charge of the pég for the charity carnival.”

Andrea hooted. “They’ve pulled you in!”

“They did not!”

“They made you their prize bitch! And not in thegdshow way. You might as well have given
them all your milk money and then done their homwor them.”

“I told you, they’re scary. And blond. We’'ve edliabhed that | don’t do well with scary blond
people. And you're starting to talk like me the mtime we spend together. | think we can both
agree that having one person in the world who télesme is too many.”

“Jane, maybe you could see this as an opporttmigyow as a person, to face your fears, to be a
little less wracked by insecurity.”

“I am not wracked by fear and insecurity. | haeenpletely normal fears: failure, clowns,
spiders. What's weird about that?” | groaned. “@hp am | kidding? It's all gone pear-shaped.”

Andrea patted my head. “No moreKitchen Nightmaregbu.”

“It's Gordon Ramsay. | can’t help myself. All tiyelling and the cursing ... it's so forceful. And
he takes off his shirt at least once every episoddange into his chef’s uniform.”
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She snorted. “Freak.”

“Look, I'm going to stick it out. | have to. Joimg the chamber is good for the shop ... it's going
to be good for the shop. Please, God, let it beldoothe shop. And at least we know that they'll
let you quit if it’'s not the place for you ... or yexceed the maximum weight allowances.”

Andrea snickered. “You know, maybe you’d be ddithore confident if you jazzed up your
wardrobe a bit.”

| smirked. “You're just looking for an excuse @ké me on another humiliating shopping
excursion.”

“Keep it up, and I'll put you in a stylish ponchshe said, giving me a mock evil glare.

| shuddered. “Vampires should not wear ponchomadte kissing noises and beckoned my dog.
“Come here, Fitz.”

Fitz yawned and scooched even further under thehpgwing, nuzzling his head into Andrea’s
hand.

“Traitor,” | muttered.

“Oh, you got a shipment at the shop. | put it onryhall table,” she said, rising and dislodging
Fitz’'s head from her knee.

“Why didn’t you just leave it at the shop?” | adkéollowing her through the front door, pitcher
in hand.

“Well, | thought maybe you’d want these for youfSeshe said, smirking, handing me the
opened box. About a dozen books with blazing nétas winked out at me.

“Forbidden Thirst. Blood Lust. Penetrating Fanse Misadventures of Millie,” | read,
thumbing through the slick paperbacks. This went tieyond the cover of your average bodice-
ripper. Let’s just say more was being inserted tlaaugs. “I didn’t order this! This is ... porn!
Vampire porn, but porn all the same.”

“I think the publishers prefer the term ‘erotic¢a.’

I shot Andrea my best withering glare. She shrdgg# wide, innocent eyes betrayed by her
madly twitching lips. “Well, you said you were ggito be lacking in sexual companionship. |
thought maybe you decided to expand your horizons.”

“Your perception of me is disturbing.” | shudderéid there a packing slip?”

“Hope you enjoy these samples. Let me know aloodéring. Talk soon, Paul,” Andrea read
aloud before showing me the innocent slip of whaeer. “Who’s Paul?”
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“Paul Dupree, one of my suppliers in Atlanta. lgedalizes in vampire publishing. Normally,
he sends me diet guides and self-help books.”

“Technically, that could be considered a form ef-felp.” Andrea wriggled her eyebrows
suggestively.

“Ew. I'm leather-bound editions, not this!”

“Maybe he just got stuck on leather-bound,” shid,sacking her head to get a better look at
Millie, who seemed more than thrilled to be tied banging upside down, and leered at by a
vampire with implausible pecs.

“Did Dick give you a list of dirty quips? You'renying this way too much.”

She snorted. “I've seen some of the titles in ymensonal library. | don’t think | would be too
judgmental.”

“I’m not going to enter into a censorship debaithwou. | have other things on my mind right
now— Stop laughing!” | cried when she collapsedocatchair. “All | can say is thank goodness
Gabriel’'s not here to see this. He’d probably geraPaul and rip his arms off for sending me this
sort of thing, professional relationship or no .. hetd just say, ‘This porn stash is probably for
the best’ and gift me with a lifetime supply of tesites.”

Andrea doubled over, laughing. | was glad somemn#d enjoy my pain. The truth was, | didn’t
need any form of artificial stimulation. My bodyfused to believe that Gabriel and | were no
longer together, unwilling to give up the orgasraggave me, even if they had to be
manufactured in my dreams. Every night, | had vitidli-color dreams of Gabriel, his body, his
lips, that thing he used to do with his index fingdy cruel subconscious dredged up memories
of real encounters or provided elaborate scendikasthe dream where Gabriel was a police
officer and | had to use all my wiles—and a lapaarto persuade him not to give me a
speeding ticket. Or there were the dreams whejedtstalked into the house, threw me down on
the kitchen table without a word, and took me. Eaigiht, | woke up in the middle of a
screaming, head-spinning orgasm and was brougstiagdown when | realized that | was
alone. | was caught between being afraid to gdetepsand wanting to go to bed hours too early.

Finally recovered and rubbing at the stitch in$ide, Andrea wiped her eyes. She sighed. “Still
haven’t heard from him?”

“Nope.” She followed me into the kitchen, wherdrdpped the empty pitcher into the sink and
pulled a Faux Type O out of the fridge. “And I'muggnt in that hellish ‘I want to call him, but |
would rather he call me, because that proves héswanalk to me’ limbo. When did my life
become a tragic episode ofFelicity?”

“l don’t know what that means.”

“It means that | feel like I'm waiting for that mespecial boy to call, only that very special boy
isn’t breathing. And he told me it was probably floe best that we part ways more than three
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thousand miles from home,andhe hasn’t deemed @&ssacy to contact me in two weeks. Not
even to make sure my plane didn’t crash into tHamic. At this point, I'm not entirely sure he’s
not going to stay in Europe until he hears tha¢ imoved away or become a nun or something.”

She patted my head fondly. “Well, next to beingmea, a girl likes to be crossed in love a little
now and then. It is something to think of and giliesa sort of distinction among her
companions.”

My face softened into a smile. “You readPride &nejudice.”

Andrea rolled her eyes. “Well, | figured if I'm g to survive working at the shop, | would
have to. And you only hinted that a person of angligence was required to read at least one
Jane Austen book, like a thousand times.”

| tapped a finger to my chin. “That doesn’t soamything like me ...”

It was two days from the reopening. The cash-tegdrawer was stuck. We were missing a
rather large shipment of what | considered our emtone product,The Guide for the Newly
Undead.And | was beginning to suspect that Andraa slipping extra espresso into her magical
mystery coffee potions because “caffeinated Janeisgd her.

The only thing we had going for us was a locatythat was willing to deliver to an account as
small as ours and to a location as bad as ournglatt tn fact, it was a delight to come downstairs
from Mr. Wainwright’s old apartment to find a tatlan in an indecently tight blue Half-Moon
Dairy uniform stocking our little coffee-bar fridgdgth half-and-half and heavy cream.

“Wow, is that our dairy guy?” | whispered. Andréian’t bother removing her eyes from the
sight of Dairy Guy'’s delicious blue-clad bottom sivey as he loaded the fridge.

“Yep,” Andrea answered absently.
“He’s going to be coming here regularly, right?”
We simultaneously tilted our heads as Dairy Gims changed angles. Andrea sighed, “Yep.”

“Maybe we should arrange for Dick to be elsewtmrealelivery nights,” | whispered. “Because
you're drooling. And | don’t blame you because ndikes a body goooo— Oh, my God.” My
jaw dropped as Dairy Guy turned, and | recognizedds little Jamie Lanier, whom | used to
babysit every summer.

Jamie loomed four inches over my tall frame. H&w green eyes twinkled at me from under a
faded blue ball cap he’d slapped over his wavy @okd hair. (Curse my weakness for all-
American boys!) Every inch of him was toned and tard he smelled like Irish Spring soap. I bit
back a sigh.

This was the danger of living in the small townemdnyou grew up. Local hotties have to start
off somewhere, and generally, it's as the annoyawgheaded Little Leaguer who would only eat
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smiley-face pancakes from ages five to seven.
“Miss Jane! Hi!” He flashed those devastating desp“It’s great to see you!”

“Jamie. How’s your mom?” | asked, flinching at ise of “Miss,” a sure sign that he thought of
me as a senior citizen. “Still teaching?”

“Yep. But she says she’s going to retire now tmatgraduating and she and dad are going to
have the house to themselves.”

“You're graduating from college?” | said, an insamote of desperation in my voice as | tried to
do the age math in my head.

“Actually, I'm still a senior at Half-Moon Hollowigh. I'm just working at night to save for
tuition.”

Forgive me, Lord, I'm the biggest pervert in therld.
“Say hi to your mom for me,” | said as he packedis hand truck and headed out the door. He
waved at us from the delivery van as he pulled awstared at the ceiling, then told Andrea,

“You may laugh now.”

She guffawed, collapsing against the bar as shiehee side. “I'm sorry. It's just, the look on
your face when he said he was graduating fromhegba!”

| rubbed my hands over my face. “My eyes, theyntur

“I can't believe | get to relive this humiliatiomith every delivery,” Andrea said, rubbing her
hands together in anticipatory glee. “This is alyemy favorite job ever!”

“I think you forget sometimes, | am fully capalotehurting you—" We turned to the front door
as a woman in a smart peach raincoat came intshibye, clutching her purse close to her side
with one arm and carrying an enormous beribboneldiavith the other. Courtney Barrows,
Nice Courtney, eyed her surroundings suspiciowgiparently afraid to touch anything.
“Courtney?” | said.

“Jane!” She sighed, relieved to see me.

“And it isn’t even my birthday!” Andrea was clegthrilled that one of the chamber members
had showed up for my brainwashing initiation sorsd&he whispered, “Which one?”

| cleared my throat. “Courtney Barrows, this is asgociate, Andrea Byrne. Andrea, Courtney
Barrows. Courtney owns the Unique Boutique, thdistgsilver shop over on Dogwood.”

“Nice to meet you,” they chorused. | half exped@mlrtney to curtsy.

“It's not that I'm not happy to see you again, ldtat are you doing here?” | asked.
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Courtney let out a breathy laugh. “I know! | dondrmally come into this part of town,
especially at night. But your store hours are gasbdd, | wanted to make sure | caught you,” she
said, hauling the giant gift basket onto the courfiehe chamber sent you this, and | volunteered
to bring it by. It's a welcome muffin basket. Thisran orientation folder, a directory, the
memory book, and a suggested list of places whaweskiould go begging for game prizes.”

Well, that capped it. If I'd learned anything fravlissy the psycho real-estate agent, it was never
to trust people bearing gift baskets.

“Memory book?” Andrea asked.
“It's a little scrapbook for our special eventsndl-raisers, that sort of thing.”

“Like a yearbook!” Andrea exclaimed cheerily, trerowled when | pushed the basket at her
with more force than was probably necessary. Sfiedsa giggle and took it to my office. “I'm
taking these muffins, by the way! They're of no tsgou!”

Courtney shot me a questioning look. | smiledn'bn a no-carb, no-sugar, no-gluten diet. But
Andrea will love them. It was really nice of youlidng it by. You didn’t have to come all the
way down here.”

“Well, I just liked talking to you so much at theeeting, | thought I'd come by for a visit. |
just— | joined the chamber to make some friendd e ladies at the chamber ... | didn’t know
what | was getting into when | joined. They're soft..”

“Scary?” | suggested.
“And blond?” Andrea shouted from the back of thes

| shot Courtney an apologetic smile, but she dideém offended in the least that I'd been
talking about the chamber members behind theirdades. But you were so nice. You know,
you're the first person I've met at one of thosestimgs that hasn’t made fun of the fact that my
husband runs a construction company. As if my maserty or something, just because my
husband’s not a doctor or a lawyer.”

“| was raised by a teacher and a meddlesome hoketianock no one,” | told her, then
amended, “unless they deserve it.”

“You've lived in the Hollow your whole life. Youah't know what it’s like to try to meet people
here when you don’t know anybody.”

“I think you've been hanging around the wrong Helbon Hollow residents. See, | would
imagine your husband probably outearns ninety{iiseent of the people in this town. Frankly, |
admire anyone who can operate heavy machinery wutittarting innocent bystanders.”

She giggled. “See? | told you! You're a hoot.”
ABC Anber LIT Converter http://ww. processtext.com abclit. htn



ABC Amber LIT Converter http://wwmv processtext.com abclit. htm

“That you did. Pull up a seat.”

Courtney gave an exaggerated look around, herdjaee and pleasant as she climbed up onto
the bar stool. “Your shop is, um, really interegtin

“Thanks. Coffee?” | asked. | pushed a bunch ofdngt and hoped a cappuccino would come
out. Andrea came running at the rumble of the capipo machine, like a mama bear protecting
her young. She shooed me away and finished makbugt@y’s drink herself.

Courtney seemed almost shy as she handed mie pilitk-wrapped box. “And | had a little gift
made up for you.”

“Oh, thanks,” | said, opening the box. Inside \&dgtle keychain attached to a silver disc
inscribed with my initials. “That was really nice.”

Vampires are allergic to silver. Touching it felgk® a combination of burning and being forced
to watchGlitterover and over again. Your eyes btirare’s an unpleasant squelching sound, and
you're left with dirty gray streaks that are verth to wash off. | knew what | was in for when |
politely held the little circle in my palm.

Andrea’s eyes widened as my hand began to sikeléacon. | mouthed, “I know!” Andrea
started asking Courtney incredibly complicated ¢joas about how she wanted her coffee. As
soon as Courtney’s back was turned, | put the kayobn the counter and silently yowled,
shaking my hand back and forth as the dirty grajndaded from my skin.

“You OK, Jane?” Courtney asked, smiling sweetly.

“Fine.” | chuckled. Andrea rolled her eyes in mygedtion. “I'm just fine. | just have some
allergies, a little eczema acting up ... Wait, nas th stupid. Courtney, you should probably
know that I'm a vampire, have been for about a yeav. If that's going to get me banned from
the Half-Moon Hollow Chamber of Commerce, so béjiist don’t have the time or energy to
try to fool you into thinking I'm normal.”

“Oh, | knew that,” Courtney said, patting my arnddurning over my burned hand to examine
my palm. “The keychain was just a test to make.dBug it was obvious the other night what you
are. You didn’t touch any of the food. Your teeth a little sharper than they should be. You're
so pale and, well, sort of glowy. Your skin drovedd Courtney crazy, by the way. She kept
trying to figure out what you use on it. | didndysa word.”

My forehead wrinkled. “So, what do you plan onrapwith this information?”

“Nothing,” she said, smiling pleasantly and sigpher coffee.

“I’'m confused,” | told Andrea, who shrugged.

“It's just, you’re so much nicer than any of thasecalled normal girls,” she said, patting my
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hand. “I figure, if you're up front with me, you a be all bad. And personally, | want to see
how long it takes the other girls to figure it @nd how many different ways they manage to put
their collective foot in their mouth.”

“You've got a bit of a dark streak in you,” Andredd her. “My boyfriend’s going to love you.
On second thought, maybe | should keep you tworagpa

Courtney giggled. “Besides, | experimented adlittlith vampires in college. Every girl does.”
| arched my brows at her. “You know I'm a complgtgtraight vampire, right?”

Courtney threw her head back and laughed. ShedumAndrea. “Don’t you just love hanging
out with her? You never know what she’s going t@'sa

“Every day’s an adventure,” Andrea said dryly.

5

— {0

Remember to fight fair. No name-calling, no usavofds likealwaysandnever, no bringing up
old issues to avoid the topic at hand—and no disbezimg.

—Love Bites: A Female Vampire’s Guide to Less
Destructive Relationships

“Are you sure the whole pewter-figurine thing ist@o kitschy?”

| repositioned the graceful fairy statues nearsalection of amethyst geodes, which I'd moved
because | wanted to make room for a display of Thiel&for the Newly Undeadnext to the
register. Now | was moving them around like my gvemsonal nude pixie army. | bit my lip and
bounced up and down on my heels as | consideradctimeent formation.

“It's too kitschy.”

“If you rearrange the fanciful bric-a-brac one mtime, I'm going to stake you,” Andrea
promised. “I thought we agreed that you would gitileday’s sleep before the opening.”

To say | was a nervous wreck on reopening dayavasssive understatement. | must have
changed my outfit ten times, which is almost pdifdu someone who doesn’t care that much
about clothes. First, | put on an embroidered bbpeand some jeans and decided it looked too
casual. So, | changed into a red T-shirt and araimskirt—too hippie-dippy. The khaki slacks
and polo shirt made me look as if | worked at BRasg. Finally, | embraced the cliché: black
slacks, black beaded top, tear-shaped carneliamgathat looked like little drops of blood, and
the black boots Andrea had practically forced miuyp at gunpoint. And then | got to the shop
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and immediately wanted to run home and change wkaw Andrea’s crisp white blouse and
beautifully cut gray slacks.

Mr. Wainwright had come by and given his wholebs@support, then promptly disappeared,
saying that he didn’t want to make me nervous orfirayyday. He promised to bring Aunt Jettie
back at the close of business to celebrate myéprgneurial triumph.”

It was oddly lonely to have the shop open withoytformer employer’s spectral presence. But
Dick and Andrea were there for me, running lastutererrands, cleaning up last-minute messes,
holding a paper bag to my face when | did somerfastte hyperventilating—the irony of the
latter compounded by the fact that | didn’t teclatlicbreathe.

“I tried to sleep, and then, despite my very sipeaind effective internal clock, | was lying there
at noon today with a racing brain. | kept thinkimgally jumped into this without thinking it
through,” I said, putting the Spring Blooms fairgttind the Autumn Mystery fairy and then
switching them back again. “I mean, | figured, l'aleeady got a location, stock, and more capital
than | needed. What else would | need for a sutiddsssiness? What if | picked the wrong
types of books? What if there were no bookstoresifpally catering to vampires because most
vampires are out living their unlives instead adieg? What if the coffee bar was a stupid
idea?”

“Well, it was certainly a stupid idea to give yshat amounted to three double espressos last
night.” Andrea sighed, arranging pastries from Hation Hollow Sweets onto a fancy doily.

“I knew it!” | hissed at her. “| knew you were gfiing me extra caffeine.”
“I thought it would be much funnier than this.”
“I'm so sorry my wacky antics—which you caused—ooger amuse you,” | said flatly.

“Call it a misguided experiment,” she mutteregsiag the pink bakery box aside and wiping
down the counter. An array of muffins, cookies, sé&rdon bars winked out at me from the glass
case, mocking my inability to digest solids.

It may have seemed like a bad idea to give pesipiky pastries and staining liquids, then invite
them to peruse our books. But | wanted the shdyettine sort of place where you could sit for
hours at a time and feel welcome—and thereforgygeilough to buy several expensive books.
As an added precaution, we’d put the rarer volumesglassed-in special collections case, to
which | carried the only key.

“We open in ten minutes, and nobody’s here yesditl, switching the fairies back to their
original position. Andrea reached over and smackgdhand.

“Ow! No hitting!”

I shot a significant look at her boyfriend, whosa@nscientiously stacking midnight-blue
shopping bags embossed with the new Specialty Blogksnear the register. | considered it a
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supreme gesture of trust to allow Dick to stand thase to an unlocked cash drawer. At my
indignant glare, he shrugged and slung an arm drbisnglaring girlfriend. “I've seen you fight.
My money’s on her.”

“I’'m not paying you, right?”

Dick shook his head.

| muttered, “Good.”

“Am | your first customer?” | looked up to see fiagher standing in the doorway.

“Daddy!” | cried, throwing my arms around him aneéarly bowling him over. “Yes, you are.”
If there was anyone who could help with my “Impeaelationships with family” goal, it was
my father. | am an unabashed Daddy'’s girl. Not laol Anne Mussler, whose home life took
on a decidedly creepy aspect after she dedicateeryBreath You Take” to her father at the
high school’s annual talent show. But what mordaddo than pledge my undying favoritism
for the man who gave me my lifelong love of rea@ifidne man who defended me from Mama
and Grandma Ruthie’s repeated attempts to maketmaiJenny clone? The father who loved
me unconditionally, despite my growing catalogudlafs? If Daddy hadn’t decided to give me
the unfortunate middle name of Enid, he would Hasen a parent without fault.

Daddy stroked my hair back from my eyes. “Whatis matter, Pumpkin, afraid no one will
show up?”

I mulled that over for a millisecond. “Um, yes.aftwould be it.”

Daddy opened his wallet and handed me his Master8#/ell, point me to the coffee bar, and
start a tab for me. And then bring me one of tHmsaks on how to be a better parent to an adult
vampire.”

“Well, if you gave me a valid credit card, you'get my vote for Father of the Year.”

Dad took a long look at the ritual candle seletti®oes that mean you can give me a good deal
on a magic wand and an owl!?”

“I would respond, but we just established a stadewno-hitting policy,” | said, poking him in
the ribs.

He tucked a hand under my chin. “It looks greatjdy. Everything. | can tell how much work
you girls put into it. I'm very proud of you.”

“Thanks, Daddy. Is Mama coming?”

Daddy cleared his throat. “Mama sends her suppapirit. But Jenny had some meeting
tonight, and she needed Mama to babysit.”
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“Hmm. Convenient.” | rolled my eyes.

Behind us, the bell tinkled, and the door operedoth teen with a pasty face, pierced nose, and
lime-green-over-dirty-blond ringlets slumped inte tstore. She was a vampire, but she was so
young. And she was obstinately avoiding eye contdobk the direct approach, saying in my
most pleasant tone, “Hi, welcome to Specialty Bo@an | help you find anything?”

She stopped and stared at me. | think she wasgyithe to disappear. OK, then.

“Are you looking for something in particular orsjubrowsing?” | asked, dialing down the
cheerful factor a few points.

The green-haired teen queen was now staringthroegh
“I think she’s pretending to be invisible,” Andrednispered from behind the counter.

| did not want to alienate my first non-blood-teld customer, so | stepped out of her way. As
she passed, | reached out to her, gently pryitigea¢dges of her mind. Generally, | can’'t read
vampires, but she seemed so new, | guess wouliebgdrd, that | wanted to see if | could get a
few impressions.

Instead, | was flooded with the chaos of adolestteyught bubbles. She was lonely and was
afraid of what would happen if her mom found owt’didriven the family car into the worst part
of town. She wished | would just leave her the hidhe so she could look for the
latestBuffySeason 8 comic and read it in peacenena those cool purple chairs. She wished
she’d brought enough cash for the comic and a miadteg because the coffee smelled pretty
good, and she loved,loooovedchocolate and misdike itrazy. She even missed her mom
telling her that chocolate gave her zits. Her madm'tl talk to her much at all these days. Her
whole stupid family seemed afraid of her, but theye even more afraid of kicking her out of
the house. It was justgreatto be allowed to stapimr own room because your dad’s afraid to
talk to you. She didn’t know why | was hassling;hewasn’t as if she was going to steal or
anything. Old people always followed her aroundtores because of her hair. She wished she’'d
never dyed it green, but then her mom made suoh @dal out of it that she felt she had to keep
dyeing it over and over just to try to get a liligention—

I had to fight to pull myself out of the swirlingortex of her thoughts. | shook my head, trying to
throw off the feelings of gloom and isolation.

God, I was glad | wasn’t a teenager anymore.

“You'll find theBuffycomics over in our graphic-nels section, near the back,” | murmured
quietly. She turned, eyeing me warily. “Andrea, Idogou get our first official customer a tall
mocha latte with the ‘special’ syrup? On the hoadeourse.”

TheBuffylover, whom I'd decided | was going todikeven if it killed me, had eyes the size of
saucers when | winked at her. “Th-thanks,” shetastedl, in a voice that was higher, shakier, than
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the voice in her head. “I'm Cindy.”

“Really?” | asked, eyeing the nose piercing. ‘dl diot expect that. Cindy, I'm Jane. That's
Andrea. Let us know if you need anything.”

“OK.” She turned on her heavily booted heels aedded for the graphic novels.
“And for the record, I'm not that old,” | calledtar her.

A remarkably more cordial Cindy parked in a clvaith her comic and sipped her coffee. She
proved to be quite the good-luck charm, as hevarkirought a stream of steady peals of the
front entrance bell. Several vampires, whom I'dereseen before, came in and sipped warmed
blood and discussed forming an undead book club.afhe Jolene stopped by for pastries (for
Jolene) and a book titledThe Drama of the Half-We@ndd(for Zeb.) They cozied up at the bar
near my dad and chatted about the impending LavEfley still hadn’t told Zeb’s mother about
the pregnancy. After Mama Ginger broke into thédrarearranged all the furniture, “organized”
their mail and bills, and cleared most of the food of Jolene’s fridge, Jolene had adjusted the
disclosure date to when the baby left for coll&gjee’d also added those biometric fingerprint
locks to her plans for the new house. Seriously,don’'t mess with a werewolf's food supply,
even under the guise of being “helpful.”

Several members of the Friends and Family of théddd, a group dedicated to helping the
loved ones of newly turned vampires, perused néxases in the self-help section and were
thrilled when | offered to host the meetings atshep on Thursday nights. A few of my
currently human former library patrons braved thd part of town and bought up Anita Blake
titles they probably wouldn’t have purchased imainstream” bookstore. They also floated the
concept of forming a book club focusing on suparratworks, starting with Alice Sebold’sThe
Lovely Bones.

I missed the children and children’s books. | mikeld tattered copies ofHarold and the Purple
Crayonand tracking down the copy ofBehind the Atlallthat had been lost and nearly kept by
careless girls (including myself) a total of fowmetimes. But this new enterprise was certainly
rewarding. We actually sold books. To live custosn&hich hadn’t happened at Specialty
Books in a while. Of course, by live, | mean pres#rthe time of sale. | couldn’t guarantee heart
or lung function.

I was helping books find their way to people agaimould have teared up a little if I'd had time.
These misty thoughts were interrupted by the agpearof a petite brunette with a heart-shaped
face and high, sharp cheekbones. She had on &thigited blouse paired with a long black
skirt. A delicate cameo pin secured the neck. She awampire, and she stared at me for a while
before finally approaching the counter.

“Can | help you?” | asked.

“No, | believe I'll just browse about for a whilethink you might have exactly what I’'m looking
for.” She smiled, the tips of her fangs peeking @tdr her thin, whitened lips.

ABC Anber LIT Converter http://ww. processtext.com abclit. htn



ABC Amber LIT Converter http://wwmv processtext.com abclit. htm

‘0...K”

Directing two men who | suspected could be ghtulke financial-planning section kept me
distracted from this odd customer. There was somgthot quite right about this woman, and it
wasn't just her taste in old clothes. Her eyes vieverish and bright, and | couldn’t seem to look
into them for too long. Her skin was pale even by standards. She smelled wrong, like liniment
and camphor, the combination of which was almostpewering when she approached the
register carrying copies ofLove Bites, How to SuevBire Abandonment, 30 Days to a Healthier
Undead You, I'm OK, You're Undead,and, oddly eno@givalk to Remember.

“You have a wonderful selection,” she said, hekdgyes boring through me.
“Thank you. Did you find what you were looking 5r

“Not quite. But this will do for now.” Her voice &s flat as she handed me cash, which was
quickly becoming my favorite medium of payment.

“Well, please come back. And let me know if | ¢eeip you find it.”

“I’'m sure you can,” she said, smiling at me withiatensity that, frankly, was starting to weird
me out a little.

She faded into the crowd (crowd!) of customers aumcthe door. An hour before closing, my
feet were so sore | didn’t even think of asking Agadwhether she’d noticed Creepy Cameo
Chick. Instead, we totaled out the drawer, rejoioeer every large bill, and promised each other
that Cindy the Goth Good-Luck Charm would be weledmfree lattes whenever she wanted
them.

Mr. Wainwright and Jettie reappeared and admitbealtiny fib. Mr. Wainwright couldn’t stand
the idea of missing my big night and had spent mmbg&twatching the sales floor in invisible
ghost mode. Mr. Wainwright waxed poetic over evaale and declared that the shop had
probably made more in-store customers that nigrt th the previous year. He declared Andrea
and me to be marketing geniuses. Aunt Jettie jnged and claimed to have “known it all
along.” Dick popped a bottle of champagne so experigdared not ask where he got it, and we
sat at the coffee bar toasting a good night.

All'in all, Gabriel certainly picked the right m@nt to walk back into my life.

“Jane?” he said, tentatively walking toward mdding a bouquet of fat, vibrant yellow
sunflowers tied with raffia and ribbon.

I was surprised at how much trouble | had lookiirg in the eye as he crossed the room, and at
how gratifying it was that he looked like ten mitefshad back-country road. Gabriel was paper
pale, the hollows of his cheeks dramatic and dra\mal if | wasn’t mistaken, there was a little
nervous twitch to his upper lip. If he felt halflaad as he looked, well, the vindictive part of me
thought that was a pretty good start. And | washead that he knew | would know that
sunflowers meant “adoration” and “warmth.” But exadter weeks of missing his voice, his face,
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| found that more than anything, | just wanted Igome. | didn’t want to have this conversation
now. | wanted to bask in my success for just eelitthile longer. | should have known better. If
my history has taught me anything, it's that onseatt enjoying a little good fortune, the karmic
balance shifts to kick me in the face and restiogestatus quo.

“Hi,” he breathed, as if he had spent an entienawy planning that single syllable.
“Hi,” | conceded after considerable thought.
“How have you been?” he asked.

Really? We were starting off with awkward pleasas®? Because | was in an “apologize or be
destroyed” sort of mood. Hmm. How have | been? @@ng a lot of stakes. WatchingKill
Billover and over again ...

Gabriel pressed the flowers into my hands asé@skVhat are you doing back?”
He shrugged and smiled. “It's your big night. lwlen’t miss it.”

“Well, you did miss it. You've missed a lot of higg recently. So many nights, in fact, that |
started to think maybe you weren’t coming back.nksafor putting me in that position.”

“Jane, that’s not fair,” he said quietly as Jettel Mr. Wainwright disappeared. Dick and
Andrea had a sudden and overwhelming desire t@hkesmisplaced stock.

| sat down and laid the flowers aside. “Look, Galbt'm tired, and | don’t have the patience for
empty banter. I've had a very long night. A greight in fact. And you weren't here for it. | did
all of this without you. The funny thing is, | didmeed you. | didn’t need you to protect me or
take care of me or shield my delicate self in yimigrstrong manly arms. I'm getting to the point
where | kind of like not needing you. In fact, I'decided to start a no-strings-attached, purely
carnal relationship with Dick to meet some of mgd® so you don’t even have to show up for
that.”

Dick’s smirking face rose over the diet and heatidintenance shelves. “Well, Stretch, if you're
offerin'—ow!” he cried as Andrea’s hand snaked tgni behind and slapped the back of his
head.

Gabriel pushed through an obvious distaste fonthetal picture the words “purely carnal”
invoked and said, “Jane, let me explain. | havealtled because I've been stuck in meetings
every night for the last few weeks. First, a mantfang plant I'd hoped to purchase in Leeds
had labor problems. And then a real-estate ddahielugh in Italy. | had to soothe some very
insulted Czech tempers when my interpreter calteglaf them a ‘horse’s ass’ when | was trying
sell them a film-processing plant—"

“You're lying to me.” At this point, | was thankffor the gut-burning anger that was preventing
tears from welling up.
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Gabriel started. “What?”
“You're lying, right now. To my face.”
“‘No, I'm not.”

“Yes, you are, because when you lie, you getlittiis wrinkly line between your eyebrows.” |
tapped him on the forehead. “You don’t think I'veticed, but it happened every time you got
one of those fancy linen envelopes and tried tda@xjit away as business correspondence. It's
like a little exclamation point in the middle ofyoforehead that screams, ‘I'm lying!™

“l do not!” he cried.

“You've got one right now!” | yelled, pointing tois head, over which he slapped a protective
hand.

“I've explained to you—"

“You've explained nothing to me. Nothing. And tlissnot an issue that will go away if we
ignore it hard enough. Weirdly timed ‘businesslgéim not allowed to overhear. Secret notes at
every hotel that you destroy immediately after regdNotes that talk about what you and some
other woman ‘are’ to each other. How | can’t sgtighu the way she ‘does’—”

“You read the notes?” he demanded, his voice regdhat “boyfriend in trouble” pitch that
only dogs can hear.

“l didn’t want to, but damn it, Gabriel, what elsdat | supposed to do? Just keep pretending
that nothing was going on? Pardon me if the ondyclal conclusion | can come up with is that
you're cheating on me. If there are other lessycomtions, please tell me. | would love to hear
them.”

“| can’t believe you would think, after all we\leeen through, that | would want to be with
someone else!”

“Which is something that someone who is cheatingld say.”

“Stop!” he yelled. “Just stop it, Jane. I've tgldu, there are things going on right now that |
can't tell you about. It's for your own good. | &skyou to trust me, and you can’t stand to be
happy, can you? You're just waiting for the othleoes to drop, and when there are no problems,
you invent them.”

“Well, that’s ... painfully accurate. But let's exjpe why | might look for problems, shall we?
Since I've met you, I've died. An insane blond Reatried to frame me for murder so she could
turn my family home into a tacky condo developméfy.sister is suing me because she’s
decided that | don’t deserve any part of my fansilgistory. My grandmother has stopped
speaking to me, a vampire, but she’s perfectly Ot Wweing engaged-to-be-engaged to a ghoul.
My tenth high school reunion is coming up, and thm only Undead American in my graduating
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class. Oh, and my suppliers believe I'm lonely egioto need porn.”

Gabriel's eyebrows drew up at this, but | contohuey tirade. “And despite all of that, the only
thing that's really knocked me on my ass is thigkihat, yes, you’ve been with someone else.
That you’ve touched someone else, told her you kmredespite all of your sire-childe, ‘I'm
drawn to you because of your innocence and how goadmell, I'm going to love you forever’
bullshit. If there’s another explanation, | woutté to hear it. Because what in the world could
be worse that that? What could be so bad that gaott think | could handle it?”

“Please, just trust me,” he said, clutching myefaetween his palms like a life preserver. “Trust
that everything | do is to protect you. Trust thaging you being threatened tears at me in a way
that | can’t explain. Just trust me, Jane.”

“Threatened in what way? What the hell are yokingl about?” | pried Gabriel’'s hands away.
“And why should | trust you? You're jealous andretiwe, and you have a tendency to kill
people, somehow deluding yourself that it's for oayn good. | don’t want to trust you. | don’t
care anymore, Gabriel. | just don’t care what yauehto say. | wish you and her—at least, | hope
it's a her—my best.”

“‘Jane—"

“Shut up! I've given you a dozen chances to explaihe more | spoke, the angrier | got, until |
was shouting loudly enough to rattle the windowsl §ou do is make excuses and tell me half
of the truth. This is a textbook bad relationstipd you know what? I'm glad | am discovering
this now, before | spent one hundred years of fethinking that | was lucky to have you.”

“I hope all your books keep you warm at night!”"yedled, stomping toward the door.

“Hey, you're room temperature at best, buddy. Yieuer kept me that warm to begin with!” |
shouted back, tossing a particularly weighty Tatki®lume at his retreating back.

Well, there went my “healthy, normal relationshgwal.

“Ow! What is wrong with you?” he roared, stalkibgck to me.

“You!” | yelled.

“So, hit me, but don’t bother with the books,” deemanded, grabbing my shoulders.
“You don't get to touch me!” | slapped his hand&ag.

Dick emerged from the back room, his face thungeis he told Gabriel, “Son, you'd better
back off,now.”

Gabiriel's face softened, and his hands droppdisteides. “Just let it out, so we can get through
this.” He was almost begging now. He leaned histliead against mine and pulled my hands
gently into his. “This is what we do. So, let'stjfight and then fight some more until we get this
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out of our system and we can go back to normahagai

“No,” | said, my own voice shaking as | backed gvram him, toward my office. “I don’t want
to feel like this anymore. And we are anything botmal. Just stay away from me, Gabriel.”

“But | love you.”

“I know you think so.” | nodded and stepped baekibd the closed office door, waiting until |
heard the front doorbell tell me that he’d walked. o

6

@

If a man is callous and fickle in life, being amaire won’t suddenly make him sensitive to your
needs.

—Love Bites: A Female Vampire’s Guide to Less
Destructive Relationships

There is nothing sadder than a vampire in herrbb#) drinking Hershey’s Blood Additive
Chocolate Syrup straight from the bottle and watghatal Attractionover and over again.

| hadn’t gotten so much as a call from Gabrietsithe ugly scene at the shop. Even though |
probably would have hung up on him if he had calkexicould have at least made the gesture of
letting me hang up on him. But it appeared thatrgédbhad learned his lesson from the first time
| stopped talking to him. Complete radio silenceeify once in a while, | thought | could sense
his presence outside the house, but it seemeavigdgul thinking on my part. | walked outside,
hoping to catch a glimpse of him. But there wa$imgf, not even a trace of his scent on the
breeze.

Gabiriel, it seemed, had moved on. And if he haai@ved on, he was doing a damn fine
impersonation of someone who had. So | decidedltow suit.

For the past four nights, I'd served coffee, hdlpastomers select books, and kept our new
mascot, Cindy, in comics and lattes. The crowd wagrite as big as opening night, but it was
certainly respectable. And we seemed to be devedagigulars, human and vampire.

But when Sunday night, our closed night, cameuhtfi myself in my bathrobe in the kitchen,
staring down the Hershey’s bottle. The phone rand,even though | really, really hoped it was
Gabiriel, 1 was still contrary enough not to ansyust in case itwasGabriel.

Instead, Mama'’s voice echoed from my answeringhim@cthrough my impossibly empty

kitchen. “Jane, honey, it's Mama. Daddy told meabibut what happened with Gabriel. | don’t
know why you told Daddy about it instead of me ..t &dayway, | think you just need to stop
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being silly and call him. It's not like there ardo& of available vampires out there. And you two
are so good together. Whatever Gabriel did, | tiyok just need to—"

The machine cut her off. God bless technology.

Before Mama could call back, Andrea and Joleneechanreling into the house like the cavalry,
armed with DVDs; dessert blood, obviously for no& cream, obviously not for me; and wine,
obviously not for Jolene. There was also an alagnagsortment of junk food, including ready-
made cheesecake filling in a tub, which | didn’eexknow existed. And now that | was aware of
it, | was extremely disgruntled that | couldn’t @aty of it. At the sight of this cornucopia of gl
comfort, | promptly burst into tears.

“I love you guys.” | sniffled. “I'm fine. I'm notrying 'cause of Gabriel. | just really love you
guys.”

Jolene wrapped her arms around me and made sfffingunoises as | snotted up her T-shirt. |
had really good friends, girlfriends, which was sthing I'd never had in life. Somehow they
complemented each other to form some sort of piéyfbalanced break-up safety net.

“Aw, honey, it’s all right,” Jolene soothed. “Heésbastard. Zeb was too busy mumblin’ empty
threats to make it clear what Gabriel did, but lzetsstard.”

“Oh, have we already reached the ‘calling Gabréghes’ portion of the festivities?” Andrea
asked, returning to the kitchen with my corkscrédwhought we’'d at least get her drunk and
watch a movie first.”

“I thought we were supposed to get her drunk artchpr panties in the freezer,” Jolene said, her
pretty face scrunched in confusion.

“I think you’re mixing up your female-bonding costs,” | told her. “That’s ‘thirteen-year-olds
at a sleepover,’ not ‘vampire boyfriend may or may have cheated on you, but either way, he’s
an emotionally unavailable asshat.”

“Oh, how the hell am | supposed to keep up witlyalir weird human rituals?” She grunted,
prying the lid off Ben and Jerry’s Mint Chocolatedkie and digging in. “If this was a werewolf
thing, we’d just go pee on his front porch so neeotfemales would come near him for months.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” | admitted.

| surveyed Andrea’s outfit of artfully worn jeaasd what was obviously one of Dick’s T-shirts,
advertising the joys of Hot Springs, Arkansashtiught you said you were getting rid of Dick’s
tacky T-shirts.”

“Oh, this isn’t tacky, this is vintage,” she satidtning proudly to show off the way the shirt
hugged her curves. “I put a seam here and thése little more tailored, so instant classic.”

| peered down at my own happy-face pajama pamtadaggy T-shirt advertising the annual 4-
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H Hog Call. “I hate you. What'd you bring?” | examed the stack of videos. “Steel
MagnoliasandBeaches? Are you trying to comfort mgeb me to commit suicide?”

Jolene shrugged. “When | want an excuse to amatthSteel Magnolias.”
“What about this one?” | held up a copy of9 to 5.

“I think Jolene got confused about the theme,” Aadsaid. “But still, female empowerment,
dosing your boss with rat poison. It could work.”

“I’'m your boss,” | reminded her.
“That does pose a problem,” Andrea agreed as ray egrrowed.

“Zeb said we should bring over the first seasdudfly the Vampire Slayer,but Andrea thought
you'd get all depressed,” Jolene told me.

“Yeah, because what'’s the point of watchingBuffyolu’re not watching the second-season
episodes with Spike in them?” | asked, uncorkirglibttle of wine. Andrea poured me a large
glass. “Hmmm. | wonder if it would be unethical foe to turn James Marsters? And then force
him to fake the Cockney accent? And then make hynhove monkey?”

“Yes, the Council would probably notice that.” Ard snorted.

“Frankly, I'm surprised some crazy, recently tudrian girl hasn’t already thought of it,” |
muttered into my wine.

Andrea pulled a DVD case with a blank cover ouh@f purse. “l also brought this. It's an
unrated version of the BBC production ofPride angjilice,the Colin Firth version. Dick got it
from one of his ... sources. There’s a rumor thainduthe bath scene, you get an accidental
peek at Mr. Darcy’s bum.”

“Oh, Lord, she’s crying again,” Jolene groaned gave her neck another moist hug.
| blubbered, “I'm just so happy!”

We indulged in buttoned-up Austenian dramedy ftevahours, consuming more calories than
should be allowed by law. | painted my toes a lsgdplant, which Gabriel had always disliked.
He said it made my feet look hypothermic. Thanksdpbaccelerated pregnancy, Jolene’s brief
flirtation with crippling morning sickness was ov&he polished off the Mint Chocolate Cookie
and the Cherry Garcia but not the Chunky MonkeyictviAndrea specifically chose because
Jolene hated banana. | became concerned aboutas@rime-to-ice-cream consumption ratio
and what sort of color she might turn my carpehi¢ got sick. But then | had a few glasses
myself and just didn’t care. Fitz couldn’t decidaam he’d rather spurn me for, Andrea or
Jolene, both of whom he adored. But since he Heettar chance of Andrea sharing food with
him, he snuggled up with Andrea.
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“Do you consider yourselves Colin Firth girls ool@ Farrell girls?” Jolene asked, munching on
her thousandth or so mini-Snickers as Mr. Darcgrimied Elizabeth that he most ardently
admired and loved her.

“Can’t | have both?” Andrea asked with a dreamiy ebleer. “One of them could run the video
camera.”

“That answer, by its very nature, makes you arCeérrell girl.” | snickered.

“I’'m just saying what you're both think—" Andreatlout a shriek and dropped her half-melted
tub of ice cream on my floor.

At least it wasn’t vomit.

“What?” | squinted at her whitened face in thek#ring light of the TV.

“There’s somebody out there!” she cried. “| saertth They were looking in the window.”
“Who was it?”

“I don’t know!” she cried. “It was all blurry.”

“l can’t imagine why,” | drawled, looking pointedht the two empty wine bottles at her feet.

“Jane, I'm serious, there was someone standing tisatching us through the window!” Andrea
insisted.

I shook my head. “But | haven'’t picked up on amygfy’

I looked to Jolene, who shrugged. “I usually htovbe pretty focused to sense something
watching me.”

Jolene and | went to the window and saw nothifigeted back at us but darkened woods.
“Hit pause. I'll go check it out.” | sighed.

“What if it's Gabriel? Or what if it's some townleokin’ to mess with a vamp?” Jolene asked.
“And you’re wearin’ your bathrobe.”

“Either way, | get to hit something, so yay. Theyprobably gone by now, anyway.” | shrugged.
Andrea did not look convinced. “Fine.”

I shrugged out of my robe, reached into the HaBet, and pulled out a Louisville Slugger,
which had been sharpened to a wicked point.

“Why do you have that giant phallic symbol in ydall closet?” Andrea asked, pointing to my
bat.
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“I'm a woman living alone in the country. Vampioe not, | feel the need to take some
precautions. Why do you think | keep that pair efdtly men’s boots out on the porch?”

“I thought it was a tacky decoration,” Andrea salrugging.

“I'm comin’, too,” Jolene said, rolling her shoeld in a way | knew meant she was preparing to
wolf out.

“You're not going anywhere, pregnant lady. Youtjsiay here and keep your belly covered.
Besides, someone has to keep Lushy here compaal.the door behind me. Call Dick if things
get weird.”

“When aren’t they weird?” Andrea grumbled as | keal out the front door. | crept around the
house, bat on shoulder, to the den window. TheearMaesh smear of scent on the air, a cold,
angry presence. Someone had been standing outgidénalow, watching as we gorged
ourselves and watched silly movies. Someone haddetl on what was supposed to be my
sanctuary.

That just pissed me off.

The scent was emotional, unfamiliar, dark andared desperate. | followed it to the tree line
and, against my better judgment, walked into thesdegrove of oaks that surrounded my house.
Night is rarely quiet in Kentucky, especially irethazy weeks of late summer. Mosquitoes
buzzed near my head but apparently knew bettertthaag to graze on my undead skin.
Bullfrogs croaked their love songs from the slowwng creek that flowed into the long-
abandoned pastures. Growth had given way to rigesma rot, a wet, sad smell that rose up to
meet me with every step, covering the trail ofititeuder.

I moved quickly through the trees, cringing withegy acorn that crackled beneath my feet. A
draft of icy, frigid air seemed to snake aroundankles, rising to twine around my body and
squeeze at my chest. | froze, turning toward a ledioplar trees on my left, the source of the
strange sensation. | couldn’t see anything, anyewen with my clear, inhuman vision. | closed
my eyes and tried to search for the mind of who&uaes out there. It was like scratching my
fingers at a slick marble wall, cold, hard, and asgible to get a grip. Even with my limited
psychic practice, | could tell that the clammy blafsair clinging to my skin wasn’t coming from
whoever might be out there. It felt like an intdrakarm, an organic warning even stronger than a
sense of dread or foreboding. My body was tryingetome that something bad was coming.

I took an instinctual step back toward the houseere | could lock several doors against this
sense of impending doom. Instead, | locked my &gsnst the impulse to run. The time for
running was over. Time to be proactive, | told nifyse

Mustering up all the bravado | could, | yelled,e¥4 | know you’re out here. | don’t care who
you are. | don’t care why you're here. If you haagnething to say to me, you don’t skulk
outside my window like a peeping Tom, understand@ ¥ome to my door and approach me like
a grown-up evil being.”
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| waited another few beats, but the only preséiiel was the frogs, their tiny hearts fluttering
in the dark. “I thought so. Stay away from my hqus®i freaking coward!”

| turned on my heel, stepped into a mud slick, ardt flying, landing on my back with a thud
and whacking my head against a stump.

Through the lacy green canopy of leaves, the stankled, mocking me.

“Oh, shut up,” | huffed, pulling myself to my feétwas lucky | hadn’t impaled myself on my
bat or some handy branch. Now fully sober and distiggd, | trudged back to the house.

Jolene and Andrea, who had cleaned up the icercneass in my absence, fired questions at me
as | went upstairs to change out of my muddy ckthe

“I’'m pretty sure therewassomeone out there, sed gou an apology,” | told Andrea.

“Who do you think it was?” Jolene asked, rubbireg stomach nervously. “I cracked the door
open just a little to get a sniff, but | couldrélit Also, Andrea closed the door on my face.”

“She told us to stay inside,” Andrea said, as §jamd patiently as she could. “And some of us
don’t have superpowers.”

“Do you think it was Gabriel?” Jolene asked.

“Well, it wouldn’t be completely out of charactegnsidering he pretty much kept watch outside
my house for the first few months | was a vampaet it didn’t smell or feel like anybody |
know. It smelled ...”

“Angry,” Jolene finished for me. “And desperatalaort of like bug spray.”

“That’s about it.” | nodded. “So, who's ready félizabeth to visit Pemberley?”

“Aren’t you going to call the cops?” Andrea demedd

“And tell them what?” | laughed. “That | smelled mtruder? After several glasses of wine?
And | chased after him in my pajamas with whatr@yably considered an illegal weapon? No.
I’m going back downstairs, and I'm going to finiglatching our movie. I'm going to drink that
Hershey’s syrup straight from the bottle. And iEpgng guy wants to come back, he’s getting a
crotchful of my left foot.”

“What if it's Gabriel?” Jolene asked.

“Especially if it's Gabriel,” | muttered.

Andrea leaned over to Jolene and whispered, “Whetlgood news is, she seems to have moved
on to the angry stage.”
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The next night, Dick greeted me at the door wepaiii -shirt that | can only guess he rescued
from Andrea’s culling process. In blurry white ks, it read, “If you can read this, please put me
back on my bar stool.”

“You are all class, my friend,” | told him.
“Come on, Stretch, we’re going out.”
“Andrea told you what happened the other nighdndishe?” | grumbled.

“My lovely lady friend keeps no secrets from men@ on. Andrea’s taking care of the shop
tonight. We're going out.” Dick hustled me up thaiss, where he threw open my closet door

and selected a clingy red tank top that | normalbye as a camisole under other shirts. He tossed
it at me, along with a black push-up bra that wasgng out of my underwear drawer. When he
tried to open the drawer a bit to peek inside, &sked his hand. | went to the closet to pick an
overshirt, but Dick shook his head. “Just weart#nk top.”

“It's not meant to—"

“Wearing something on top of that is a waste afry@od-given gift of cleavage,” he insisted.
“It's practically blasphemy.”

“I know I'm your first female friend, so it's takesome adjustments for you. But we’re not going
to have in-depth mammary discussions. Also, I'malanging in front of you,” I told him. Dick
rolled his eyes and turned his back.

When | remained clothed, he sighed his martygh sind slunk outside my bedroom door,
calling in, “Whatever you girls did to banish thé@t of Jackasses Past obviously didn’t work,
because you're all still sulky. So, you're goinga@e this like a man. No ice cream. No fruity
drinks. No movies where whiny women ‘find their paw You're not a girl, Jane.”

“I think my God-given gift of cleavage proves atwese,” | muttered as | pulled the tank top
over my head.

Dick snickered. “You know what | mean. You're ti&e other girls. If you were, you'd be
sitting in a dark room somewhere, making a scraplmdgainful memories and readingWomen
Are from Mars, Men Are from Uranusor something. Yetsort of a guy at heart, Jane. And you
know what guys do when we’re suffering?”

| poked my head out of my room and informed hithiHis involves going to the Booby Hatch
and watching my cousin Junie do her tribute to fasnaterns, I'll pass.”

Dick ignored me. “There are three things guys #emwe’re suffering. We drink, and we don’t
talk about our feelings.”

“Oddly enough, I find that extremely appealing. &k the third thing?”
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Dick handed me my purse and ushered me out the dicell you later.”
“Why do | see cow tipping in my immediate future?”

When | found myself sitting in the parking lottbe Cellar, staring at the sputtering neon sign, |
asked Dick if he’'d lost his ever-loving mind.

“It's the Cellar, you loved the Cellar,” Dick saiiggling my shoulder. “That one time. Come
on, Norm asks about you all the time.”

“As in ‘Whatever happened to that girl who got hes handed to her in my parking lot and was
suspected of setting Walter on fire?’” | snorted.

Dick dragged me out of the car. “No, as in ‘Whatelappened to that girl who kept me from
being a Norm-shaped smear across the parking lot?”

The Cellar was packed compared with the singlbtrig spent there the previous year. Norm,
the ironically named cuddly bartender, was busywuork complicated by the house band blaring
painfully earnest Elton John covers. But there wem@ans and vampires on the dance floor, and
everybody sitting at the bar seemed companionabiykd

“Norm!” Dick crowed over the din.
Norm shook his broad, balding head and chuckl€dat never gets old.”
“Place is busy tonight,” Dick observed.

Norm opened his mouth to answer but started wieesalv my face. “Jane! | almost didn’t
recognize you! Haven't seen you around here siwe#, the night Walter died.”

I smiled and hoped none of Walter’s friends ovarlighis conversation. Technically, Missy did
the actual killing, but that report wasn’t as wigleirculated in the vampire community as the one
accusing me of setting Walter on fire. ... Oh, wdfglter didn’t have any friends.

“I've been meaning to thank you,” Norm said, giaggmy hands in his own warm, thick paws.
“Most vamps, especially newborns, probably wouldehaanted to stay out of that mess and let

me fend for myself. You helped me, and | apprediatéou don’t pay for drinks here, ever, got
it?”

If I could have blushed, | would have. Insteagist gave him a crooked smile and said,
“Thanks.”

“Hey, | was there, too,” Dick objected.

“You were in the can,” Norm said with consideraldgs warmth. “And I've seen you drink.
You’d run me out of business. What can | do for¥ou
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Dick grinned liked a winsome, irresistible toddl&k bottle of tequila and two shot glasses,
please, Norm.”

“That’ll be twenty-five dollars, up front,” Nornotd him.
“l ask you, where’s the trust?” Dick grumbled &sdug bills out of his wallet.

Norm handed over his best bottle of tequila, whichuld only imagine was a nod to me, a bowl
of lime slices, salt, and shot glasses.

I grimaced. “I'm not so sure about this. | knovistls going to shock you, but I've never actually
done tequila shooters. I've always been more ofi&ed drinks that taste like snow cones’ kind
of girl.”

Dick poured two shots and nudged a lime slice ray.WI'll bet you're a natural, honey.”
| sighed. “Set me up.”

Following Dick’s motions, | licked the salt, pineth my nose, and knocked back the shot,
wheezing when it hit my throat. Dick forced the drno my lips and | bit down, careful not to
swallow any vomit-inducing pulp. The heady, anttsepurn of the liguor mixed with fresh, tart
citrus juice. Dick laughed and tapped his shotgtasce on the bar. “What do you think,
Stretch?”

“I think my throat is melting.” | coughed, thoudjire room started to tilt pleasantly. “Give me
another one.”

“That’s my girl!” he crowed, pouring another shot.

Three shots later, | was a much mellower vampiedl, | was even admiring the finer points of
the band’s rendition of “Rocket Man.” So, when l4 teandsome vamp came my way and asked
me to dance, | was just relaxed enough not to embamyself completely.

OK, what | said was, “I have to go to the bathrgoamd then | ran to the back of the bar. Which
was only a little embarrassing.

In the ladies’ room, | stared at the ceiling armhdered why | didn’t get any share of the Early
feminine wiles, so aptly handled by Jenny, Mama, @randma Ruthie.

“You are a ridiculous person,” | told myself. “Tthaas a perfectly nice-looking, nonthreatening
person, who, for some reason, seems not to findgpuisive. And if you were a woman who
had normal emotional responses and a regulatee sépsranoia, you would actually give that
man a chance to take you home tonight. Go backeue, and stop being a spaz.”

| shoved the door open, fully committed to nonzsjmem, and heard someone on the other side
yelp. | stepped out to see that | had smacked smoeguy with the door and spilled his beer

ABC Anber LIT Converter http://ww. processtext.com abclit. htn



ABC Amber LIT Converter http://wwmv processtext.com abclit. htm

down the front of his shirt.
“Well, there goes that,” | said. “I'm so sorry!”

The vampire now wearing his beer laughed and wourtdnis shirt. “So, are you anti-drinking,
or do you just really hate plaid?”

I laughed at the situation and the funny. “Botttually. | had a traumatic childhood involving
hard-drinking lumberjacks.” His smile was widegfudly, his fangs incongruent with the sweet
chocolate eyes. “Can | buy you another beer taaepivhat you're wearing?”

“Nah,” he said. “It was my friend’s round, andteeds to buy domestic. But you can dance with
me. To cover my chest, so no one will see the staimy shirt ... that you caused. Not to make
you feel obligated or anything.”

“Why would | feel obligated?” | laughed and letrhlead me to the dance floor as the band
struck up “Your Song.” | hadn’t slow-danced sinabzand Jolene’s wedding, when Gabriel
twirled me around the floor to the strains of “Mgé&tt Will Go On.”Oh, thinking about Gabriel
was really not going to help me right now. | pushigmse images away as this delicious man,
who smelled pleasantly of Polo cologne and bedrprguarms around his neck and pulled me
close. Normal, healthy relationship, | repeatedr@rel over in my head. Normal, healthy
relationship.

“I'm Charlie.”

“Jane.”

“I noticed you earlier, you know. You're one oktbhnly women in here whose smile looks real.
Sometimes when people are turned, they lose tfsahite to meet someone who hasn’t.”

“Thanks.” | smiled.

“See? There it is again,” he teased, his dimple&ing as he smiled back.

Charlie was the type of guy | would have loved timgewhen | was living. Sincere, friendly,
open, and out in the world. Of course, | never werdars when | was living, so technically |
wasn’t out in the world.

“So, how's a nice girl like you doing shots inlage like this?”

| smirked. “Why don’t you guess?”

“You lost a bet?” Charlie asked. | giggled—ye's ggathetic, | know—and shook my head.
“You’re new to Alcoholics Anonymous, and you're Uear on the rules?”

“Good guess, but no.”
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Charlie bit his lip and considered. “You're in tivéness-protection program and that guy is
your inept federal handler?”

We glanced back at Dick, who was giving Charlie ‘thhnale relative” death glare.

“That’s my friend Dick. I've been having a roughe lately, and he’s trying to cheer me up
with good booze and bad Elton John music, forggtiiat | intensely dislike both. But | do like
Dick, so I'm making the best of it.”

“That’s nice of you.” There was the smile agairgwing my attention to his mouth. It looked
soft and sweet; obviously, he made Chapstick aiprio

As we swayed and turned in silence, listenindgheinbsistently poignant music, | caught sight of
Dick watching us from the bar. He looked concermed ,necessarily judging me but definitely
concerned. One didn’'t have to be a mind readezltdhiat he was wary of Charlie and the fact
that Charlie’s hands were making contact with dctle. It was only the skin on my arms, but it
still seemed to disturb Dick.

I turned my back on him. Charlie took this asr ko hold me closer, so that his lips brushed
my forehead. It felt good, uncomplicated. His hasiiisked my back in slow circles, urging me
ever closer. It would be so easy to tip up my heradllet him kiss me. But something was
holding me back. Actually, it was several somethirtbe knowledge that Dick was watching,
doubt over whether a nice girl would move on thist fafter breaking up with her vampire sire,
and the possibility that for all I knew, this w&® tguy who had lurked outside my house the
other night. | really didn't like that last one.

Why couldn’t | be the casual-romance girl? Whyldatt | pick up some strange guy at a bar,
flirt and kiss, and have no-strings-attached seky Wd my brain always prevent me from
behaving like a normal person?

Kissing. | would start with kissing.

So | did. | parted my lips and felt the cool, wktle of his mouth across mine. He slipped his
hands under my chin, tilting my face toward hisweacould take even more of my mouth. He was
gentle. He was sweet. And it felt wrong.

You know when you can tell you're making a hugstailte—not just buying ugly shoes because
they're on sale or choosing the wrong Christmatsfgifyour mother but “the world is off its

axis, spinning out of control into the abyss ofcgiavrong? | was making a huge mistake. Even
though it was possible Gabriel was out, enjoyiriguaely carnal” relationship with a woman

who enjoyed high-quality stationery, at that vergment, it felt wrong for me to be kissing
someone else. It felt like a betrayal.

| pulled back from him and sighed. “I'm so sor@harlie. You're really nice. And that was
areallygreat kiss. | don’t want to lead you on@nd out mixed signals, which is, ironically,
exactly what I’'m doing right now. But I just gottoof a weird relationship, and I'm not ready to
do this yet.”
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“I can be your rebound guy,” he offered affabllg.Won’t hurt my feelings, honest.”

| stared at him for a beat, my hormones wagingagainst my more rational parts. Stupid
rational parts! | groaned. “That’s really temptitigist me. But I'm more of a wallowing-in-self-
pity/angry-outburst type than a rebounder.”

“Story of my life.” He sighed. He pulled out hisallet and handed me a business card for Dr.
Charles McCraffrey and his ear, nose, and thraattjwe in nearby Willardsville. He was a
doctor. A vampire doctor but a doctor all the satheas a good thing my mother wasn't there to
witness this. “If you change your mind, please givea call. It was very nice to meet you, Jane.”

“You, too, Charlie.”

“What happened with Mr. Hands?” Dick asked, glgrim Charlie’s direction when | slumped
back to the bar stool.

“You're the one who wanted me to share my ‘giftttwthe world,” | reminded him. “Pour me
another drink.”

Dick obliged, asking Norm for a bottle of watepparently, | was being cut off. “That was a
really nice guy,” I told Dick. “And a doctor. Do udknow what the chances are of meeting a
nice, noncrazy vampire doctor at a bar in Half-Métoillow? | have a better chance of being
struck by lightning and winning the lottery at teeme time.”

“Well, maybe we should go out and buy some tickd&ck said.

“Don’t humor the cranky vampire. What is wronghvine? Why can’t | just meet a nice guy and
go home with him? Why do | have all these weirddiaps about feelings and meaning and
making sure | have this intuitive bell going offnmy head before | can let someone into my
pants? You know, even when Gabriel and | had sethéofirst time—"

“I don’t know if | want to hear this,” Dick saidghaking his head.

“I had to be all angry and ‘out of control.” | dda’t just get lost in the moment. | needed an
excuse, which is ridiculous, because there’s nsam@otto want to have sex with Gabriel. |
mean, he has anamazingbody—"

“What part of ‘drinking and not talking’ did | nobhake clear?” Dick demanded.

The band kicked into “Benny and the Jets.” A skirpimpled vampire and two of his buddies
appeared behind Dick and tapped him on the shaulidalk, | want to talk to you.”

Dick looked thrilled for the interruption. “Todthank God. What can | do for you?”

“I want my money back for those Springsteen tisketodd demanded, his Adam’s apple
bobbing indignantly.
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Using a patient, paternal voice, Dick said, “Nawgdd, | gave you a good deal on those tickets. |
didn’t even charge a handling fee. You couldn’t@etice that good from Ticketmaster.”

“Those tickets were to a concert two years agadd shouted, a cue for his companions to put
on their mean faces and look intimidating. | roltegl eyes and took a swig of water, which did
nothing for my thirst, blood- or liquor-wise.

“They were collector’s items!” Dick shouted baék’s not my fault you didn’t look on the
tickets to check the date. | never told you theyenfer a concertthisyear.”

“Well, you sure the hell didn't tell me they wei#hTodd whined. “I took a girl all the way to
Memphis for that concert. There was nothing th&tatcy was convinced | was trying to trick
her into something. | felt like an asshole!”

“But Todd,” Dick said, giving Todd what could bertstrued as a sympathetic headshake,
“youarean asshole.”

A lot of things seemed to happen at once. OnendlE friends took a swing at Dick, missing
and pinning me against the bar as he fell. | redahi® my purse, feeling for the little keychain
canister of vampire mace Gabriel had given me fmigdmas, but couldn’t find it. It wasn’t
attached to my keys or caught loose in the lin®m@p. | thought about stepping out of the way
and letting Dick handle this, but then Todd smashedsner over Dick’s head. | yelled, “Hey!
What the hell are you doing?” and shoved Todd b&hk.smaller of Todd’s buddies gave me an
admirable upward right hook to the jaw, knocking lmaek on my butt.

Have | mentioned that most male vampires haveonapeinctions about hitting girl vampires?

| scrambled to my feet, picked the Girl Hitter apd slammed him to the floor. Todd spun me
on my heel and punched me in the eye.

Ow.

The dance-floor crowd was now circled around thekus, cheering Dick on as he kicked Todd
in the kneecap and hit him in the throat with alpue. The taller of Todd’s friends
smashedanotherpilsner and the tequila bottle owdd'head, so | kicked him in the crotch and
felt a vicious little thrill when he howled and wpd over.

As Todd turned and advanced on me, | grabbedig sidestepped him, and broke it over his
back on “B-b-b-benny” and knocked him to the floor“the Jets.”

“Outside, Dick, now!” Norm yelled, apparently g his limit in terms of broken bar
paraphernalia. Dick grabbed a pool cue and chasethtee of them out of the bar. | felt | had no
choice but to follow, along with most of the patsan the bar. The gentleman with the spanking-
new crotch injury elected to get into his car ratihan suffer further humiliation.

Todd was getting winded, and his other friend whsing about something in his face being
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broken.
“Just give me my money, and we’ll call it a nigitpdd wheezed.

“I'll tell you what, you get in your car and gétet hell out of here, and I'll keep my girl here
from kicking you in the goods, too.” Dick smirké&he’s done it before. She’ll do it again.”

Todd look one look at my size-nine boots. | smiley fangs fully extended over my lip. Todd
ran for it. The crowd groaned in disappointment dispersed.

After | handed over cash to cover the broken staal pitchers, a more forgiving Norm allowed
us back into the bar to press ice to our rapidbling faces.

“You should know better,” Norm told Dick.

“Hey, Jane threw just as many punches as | didtkBried.

Norm shook his head. “She was hitting in self-de& You started it.”

“Todd hit me first. Besides, how was | supposekintow he was dumb enough to head all the
way to Memphis without even looking at the stupoeteéts? | thought he would have figured it
out weeks ago.”

Norm pointed a fatherly finger at Dick. “You knamhat | mean. If you didn’t do your back-
alley deals at my bar, | wouldn’'t have all that m&ghts. Why did you even come tonight,
anyway? You knew Todd would come looking for yoog ou know he loves Cover Band
Night.”

“| forgot all about it,” Dick said, avoiding ey@ntact with me. Norm muttered something under
his breath and turned his back to help anotheoouest.

| stared at Dick, who busied himself pouring temaining ice from his face pack into my water
glass and stretching his freshly healed jaw. “Dwgkat’s the third thing?”

Dick stared at me, his face blank. “Did you gebacussion, Stretch?”

“The third thing that men do to get over a break{drinking, not talking about your feelings,
and then what?” | said, growing suspicious. “lighting, isn’'t it? You set this up.”

“I don’t know what you're talking about,” Dick gdhistill not making eye contact.
“You set this up,” | repeated, poking him in thées.

“Yes,” he mumbled in the tone of a little boy whddurnt his Mother’s Day breakfast in bed. He
smirked. “I didn’t arrange for him to hassle met bfigured, you're sad, you're angry, you

didn’t get to hit anything the other night. Toddsagoing to be there anyway, so why not let you
get some stuff out of your system? | always feéidbafter a good cathartic tussle.”
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“You did all this for me?” | laughed.
He shrugged. “You feel better, right?”

| thought about it for a second and realized tiaid. That beating the tar out of a Bruce
Springsteen fan with poor attention to detail hadlenme feel better than all the liquor and ice
cream and Bette Midler in the world. “I sort of &you, Dick.”

“While my heart and all my other parts belong tegtain adorable redhead, | love you, too,
Stretch,” he said, giving my shoulder a brief squ@eéYou’re the sister | never really wanted.”

“Nice.”

7

@

When you're having relationship problems, charyoelr energy into productive projects. Join a
charitable group, or volunteer with an animal srettr a soup kitchen. (It's best to avoid the
temptation of blood drives.)

—Love Bites: A Female Vampire’s Guide to Less
Destructive Relationships

Once | decided not to let moping take over my, lifevas a lot easier to get up and going in the
evenings.

| cleaned the house from top to bottom, somethahgeglected during the busy months before
the shop opened. | did a total inventory of thaighles to make sure Jenny and Grandma Ruthie
hadn’t managed to sneak into the house while law®f town. | reorganized my library, and
found about fifteen paperback copies ofPride amjuBice.l also found a few titles that Mr.
Wainwright had sent home with me from the shopeip ime “acclimate to my new

culture”:Love Customs of the Were,a few volumesgratic were species, andThe Spectrum of
Vampirism. Mr. Wainwright loaned it to me the yéwfore to help me find my way through the
subtle levels of vampirism. Honestly, it's like 8otology. | boxed them up and set them in Big
Bertha's trunk, so I'd remember to return themhe $tock.

And finally, | packed up everything associatedw@&abriel: the ticket stubs from our first movie
date, the little platinum unicorn necklace he’degivme for Christmas, the travel guides I'd pored
over before we left on our trip. | put them in adizoard box and took them down to the root
cellar. Maybe one day, I'd be strong enough to thken out again or even throw them away, but
for the moment, | just wanted them out of sight.

In the wake of our repetitive bonding experien@egjrea, Dick, and | developed a new
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schedule at the shop. Andrea and | would open, bodfee, go through mail, and prepare orders
for shipping for about an hour before customerdesiashowing up. Andrea generally needed a
nap around midnight, so Dick would show up and gneea hand until closing. In the interest of
keeping Andrea from being completely nocturnal, gbeWednesdays off, and Dick helped me
open. The routine was relaxed but organized entwmghit my compulsive librarian’s soul.

So, imagine our surprise when we arrived on a \Weday night to find a man in wrinkled
khakis sleeping against the front door of the sl&aally, it wasn't all that odd to find a drunk
sleeping it off in our doorway, so Dick rousted hiith a few shoves to the shoulder, while |
gathered the delivery parcel Rip Van Winkle wasigsis a pillow.

“You're going to have to find some other placedst your head.” Dick sighed, pulling at the
man'’s shirt. “Come on, buddy.”

Rip snorted and yawned. “Jane Jameson?”

“I told you not to put it on the door!” Dick exdtaed, pointing at the little sign that read, “Jane
Jameson, Proprietor. You have enough problems utigivngthe crazies your name.”

“I’'m looking for Jane Jameson,” the man said, yagrand scratching at two days’ worth of
beard growth. “I'm Emery Mueller, Gilbert Wainwriggh nephew.”

As advertised, Mr. Wainwright's nephew, Emery, ath milquetoast and mealy-mouthed.
Emery was the son of Mr. Wainwright's only sistéargaret, who had moved to California in
the 1960s and married a radio evangelist. Mr. Wagiw had only seen Emery on rare visits to
the Hollow before Emery moved to Guatemala to tdaatjish at a mountain seminary. He’'d
described Emery as an odd little boy who’d growo &n odd little man. And considering the
level of oddity in Mr. Wainwright, that was sayisgmething.

The cherry on this sundae of genetic improbabilias that Emery and Mr. Wainwright also
happened to be Dick’s descendants. Dick had watotedthe Wainwright family, the
illegitimate product of a prevampirism dalliancdlwa servant girl, for generations. He
considered Mr. Wainwright to be the “pick of theedr,” stepping in to pay for his college tuition
and proudly watching as Mr. Wainwright became ohihe first Hollow boys to volunteer for
duty in World War 1l. Dick was afraid that his lefmn-upstanding connections might put the
family at risk, so he’d only confessed to the iielathe previous year, after Mr. Wainwright
died. Watching those two bond, a vampire who apgaetr be in his thirties giving fatherly
advice to a ghost in his seventies, was as mingfbagas it was touching.

Dick was obviously not as impressed with the kabeanch of the Wainwright family tree. |
thought living in South America was supposed to enabu all tan and scruffy-sexy, like

Harrison Ford. Emery just seemed pale and clamike/ gone-over cheese. He wore hornrimmed
glasses and a permanently constipated expressi®skid was pitted with old acne scars, which
might have remained unnoticed if not for his tergeto flush and blush at the slightest
provocation. His hair and his eyes were the sart@,oohich | can only describe as “dust.”

Ever since Emery had responded to Mr. Wainwrigti€ath with a telegram telling us to proceed
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with the funeral without him, Dick and | had a rummpbet about when Emery would show up. |
guessed four months, Dick guessed six months, antMdinwright guessed a year. We still had
no idea how we would collect a wager from a ghost.

“Four months!” | cried triumphantly to Dick, whdapped a twenty-dollar bill into my hand.
“Hi, Emery, I'm Jane,” | said to a clearly confasEmery. “This is my friend Dick.”
“You sent the e-mail.” Emery yawned. “To let meoknabout Uncle Gilbert.”

“Yes, several months ago,” | said, smiling in thaerly sweet way only Dick knew was
insincere. “Why don’t you come inside?”

“Oh, thank you. | drove that rental car all theywiieom Louisville without air conditioning. It
was terrible,” he said, heaving himself off thegrd.

My lips quirked involuntarily at his pronunciatiarf Louisville. Not because he had an accent or
anything. One’s Kentucky street cred can be detegthbased on how one pronounces
Louisville. Luh-vul, you're from west Kentucky. La#ville, east Kentucky. Louis-ville, you're
from lllinois.

“I know it seems odd to show up unannounced atttime of night. And it's so nice to meet
you,” Emery simpered as we led him into the shahile | dearly love doing the Lord’s work,
I'm so glad to be back here. | spent many hous @sld in the store, poring over the books.”

“Really?” | said, arching a brow. “It's just thttey’re all, you know, occult books. Mr.
Wainwright said you were very devout, even as &lchie said you tried to baptize him with
bottled water when you were nine.”

Emery flushed pink and cleared his throat. “Yesllvspending time here was a taste of the
forbidden fruit. | was fascinated by the books hseathey were so different from anything in my
house. It drove my mother crazy.”

Mr. Wainwright appeared behind Emery and noddei@. did spend a lot of time here. And it
was his predilection for the woodcarvings of the@utuals practiced by eastern European
vampire clans that upset his mother. | had to hitithe books that bared what his mother called
‘lady bumps.’ It was horrifying.”

Dick excused himself so he could go out to théiparlot and laugh. | was stuck chewing on my
lip and praying for a straight face. | flipped dwe tlight switch, and Gilbert gave a loud gasp at
the appearance of the shop. “It’s so different!”

“Yes, well, we've renovated extensively since yeere here last.”

“You must have spent a fortune!” he exclaimeds‘“tertainly nicer than anything in the
neighborhood ... you might have outpaced yourselethe
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I shot a “What the hell?” look at Dick, who hagfuvalked back in.

“And look, everything is so orderly! You could firanything you wanted now. Uncle Gilbert
never did have a head for alphabetizing.” Emerylseadi. “But | guess he had you for that,
among other things. He wrote to me about you odeewas very fond of you, a young, pretty
vampire girl who was willing to spend so much timiéh him. Obviously, he had to be fond of
you, if he sank all his money into renovating thesand leaving it to you. I'm glad he had
someone to make his last months so pleasurablees®@who took care of him. Even if it was
only an employee.”

Call me oversensitive, but had Emery just imptieat | exchanged sexual favors for cash and
redecorating?

“I don't think | appreciate what he’s implying,” MWainwright said, staring at his nephew.

“Me, neither,” | muttered, to which Emery gave meonfused look. | cleared my throat. “Mr.
Mueller, I don’t want you to get the wrong idea abmy relationship with Mr. Wainwright and
how his will was written. | didn’t set out to tak@er the shop or get in good with your uncle. |
was just lucky enough to be hired by one of theetest men on earth, and he became a close
friend. | didn’t know he planned on leaving me #®p, and | wasn’t even sure | was going to
keep it at first. In fact, | was thinking very smssly of selling—"

“Oh! | think that's for the best, the right thing do,” Emery said quickly. “I'll do anything I can
to help speed things along.”

| was caught off-guard by his sudden enthusiasim Was he to be so enthusiastic about tossing
out his uncle’s legacy? Especially when that legachnically belonged to me now?

“Give him what for, Jane,” Mr. Wainwright said, sking at what he recognized was my temper
building. Emery wasn’t smart enough to see it hilnse

“As | was saying, | thought about selling. Butdaitled the best way to honor your uncle’s
memory would be to keep this place going. So | saglown money into renovations. It didn’t
cost your uncle a penny. And the business seeims taking off, so we’re not going to be
closing anytime soon. Um, for now, anything you wartake, you're welcome to, especially
stuff from his personal effects or private colleos. He didn’t spell that out in the will, but |
wouldn’t feel right keeping everything.”

“That’s very kind of you.” Emery sighed, picking tis duffel. “For now, I’'m going upstairs to
bed. I'm sorry if I'm being rude. I'm just so tiredet lag, you know.”

“Oh,” | said, exchanging a look with Mr. WainwrigliActually, there’s no apartment there
anymore. We turned it into storage and office spacan recommend some hotels in town,
though, depending on how long you're planning @yisig.”

Emery’s lips thinned in a way that showed thaias clearly insulted by this change. “I see. |
didn’t anticipate that.”
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“I'm very sorry,” | said. “If I'd known you werea@ming, | would have made hotel arrangements
for you.”

“I don’t enjoy hotels,” Emery said sulkily. “Youewer know who’s stayed in the room before
you or whether the facilities have been cleaneggnly.”

“He is absolutely phobic about germs.” Mr. Waingtri chuckled. “But only American germs,
for some reason. He thinks people in other countare cleaner than we are. Don't let him talk
you into staying with you, Jane. The last time fzs\& guest in my house, | woke up at three
A.M. to find him steam-cleaning the inside of mghiivasher.”

The thought of Emery staying with me hadn’t eveowred to me. Yes, | had room to put
Emery at my house, but ... no. | was not inviting @uth-breathing stranger into my home. A
vaguely rude mouth-breathing stranger at that.ndeoed if Dick would invite him to stay at
Andrea’s place. But given the way Emery was fastidiy wiping at his hands with hand
sanitizer, as if we had some sort of germ thatmae powerful than what they had in
Guatemala, Dick didn’t seem inclined to bond wiiimh

“Come on, Emery,” Dick said, taking Emery’s dufBelg onto his shoulder and patting him on
the back. “I know a good boardinghouse in town.yMdean. The owner owes me a favor. I'll get
you settled in.”

Dick escorted Emery to his car and came backthre#shop under the guise of forgetting
something. “That’s the fruit of my loins?”

“I think your genes lost their mojo somewhere gltime way,” | teased.

Dick was indignant. “Those are not my genes. Maiganust have mated with a jellyfish or
something.”

Mr. Wainwright shook his head. “You're not too faf.”

“Look at Gilbert. He wasn'’t exactly strapping whieswas young, but he had guts! He had
gumption! He wasn't afraid of hotel sheets!”

“Thank you, Dick,” Mr. Wainwright said, smiling pudly.

“And you!” Dick cried. “What are you thinking, teig him he can have anything he wants from
the stock? What if he runs off with something vale&”

“Well, he’s probably got more rights to anythingré than | do,” | said.

Mr. Wainwright winced. “Oh, please, don’t say tiafront of him, dear. He’'ll take everything
that’s not nailed down and donate the proceedgjieeationable charity.”

“Are you softening up to the doughy young missrgf?a Dick asked me.
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“There’s nothing wrong with missionaries,” | sagtinning at him. “Besides, he is your great-
great-grandson, your own flesh and blood. And wié& Baow you could use a little churching up.
It might be interesting for you to talk to him,hear things from his point of view.”

Dick made a sour face. “His point of view is tiag're evil and should be struck through the
heart with a stake wrapped in wild roses.”

“Wow, that seems harsh.”

Dick walked out, putting his “determined to beitgslface on. | busied myself with getting the
coffee bar ready for that night’s crowd.

“How have you been, Jane, dear?” Mr. Wainwrigleds “Your aunt told me about your
difficulties with Gabriel. She said you took itlnat hard.”

“Well, after going through the female and maledbrep recovery rituals, | can determine that,
one, I'm going to be OK. And two, the male breakritipal is more fun but harder to heal up
from. I'm fine, really. I'm just keeping busy angying not to think about it.”

“I can haunt Gabriel’s house for you, if you’ddik Mr. Wainwright offered.

“Thank you, that’s very sweet, but | don’t thin&wycan really scare someone after you've spent
Christmas Eve with them. Unless you’re my grandrathiR.”

Mr. Wainwright chuckled. | rummaged through thawlers behind the bar and then got on my
hands and knees, searching for the tiny canisteampire mace. It had obviously been detached
from my keyring at some point, and it didn’t showvin a thorough postfight search of my purse
and house. And it wasn’t the sort of thing | waniygdg around the shop.

“Mr. Wainwright, have you seen a little metal tulbbout the size of a Chapstick?” | asked,
lifting a chaise longue with one hand to searcheumd Mr. Wainwright, who was always
entertained by my feats of vampire strength, shoskead. “Great. Either I'm going to have to
wait for Fitz to pass it or pray | don't step oraitd mace myself.”

The front bell rang, and Zeb walked into the shpgde and shaking. Wordlessly, he walked to
the coffee bar and climbed onto a stool.

| snapped my fingers in front of his face. “Zete gou OK? What's wrong? Is it Jolene? Is the
baby OK? Did one of Jolene’s relatives get trappgthe Department of Fish and Wildlife? Did
the police find your dad’s still? What?”

“Two of them,” he said, his eyes oddly dilated.

“One of Jolene’s relatives was trapped by the Btepent of Fish and Wildlifeandthe police
found your dad’s still? What are the odds of that®bndered.
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He snapped out of his funk long enough to lookoged with me. “No, two of them, on the
ultrasound. There’s two babies.”

“Twins?” | laughed. “But that’s great! And considey the number of multiple births in Jolene’s
family, not entirely unexpected.”

“Congratulations!” Mr. Wainwright cried, and thée caught sight of Zeb’s stricken expression.
“I'll be going now.”

Zeb scrubbed his hand over his face as Mr. Wagiwifiaded out of sight. “I was prepared for
one baby. I don’t know if | can handle two.”

“It's a little late for that. There’s a very strico-return policy on babies.”
“I don’t know what I'm going to do, Jane.”

“Well, what do you want me to do? Take one offiybands? There’s not much | can do, except
pay someone else to babysit. Are they boys or3jitlasked.

“Don’t know yet; it's too early to tell. To be hest, | didn’t catch much after ‘two heartbeats.’
One of them was doing a sort of Homer Simpson shintim guessing that’s the one that takes
after me.”

“Look at it this way: you’re lucky it's not tripte or quadruplets.”

That seemed to cheer him.

“If you keep going, you can form your own baskdtteam,” | suggested. He furrowed his brow
and frowned at me. “Too soon?” He nodded. “I'll figu some herbal tea. It's soothing,” | said,
patting his hand. “How’s Jolene? Is she cravindlpg and ice cream yet?”

Zeb groaned. “If only. It's more like Canadian ba@nd ice cream. Peanut butter and turkey
sandwiches. Tuna noodle pie. She actually made s¥teatalled ‘bacon chip cookies’ the other
day—a chocolate-chip cookie recipe with bacon @eanstead of chocolate chips. She said it's
her body’s way of getting as much protein as pdsddy the babies, but | swear if | see her eat
one more of those pies, I'm going to yark.”

“Well, the good news, is whenever | regret nohigeable to eat, I'll call those images to mind.
I'll never want solid food again.” | shuddered, bitig my stomach.

Zeb perked up as he said, “By the way, | got Afaain the reunion committee today. They
wanted some pictures of you for the memorial wall.”

“But I'm not dead!”

Zeb smirked. “Well, that's not the way the comeetisees it.”
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“That’s it. ’'m not going to this thing.”

“Oh, come on,” he said, accepting a cup of charerfiYou've got to go to the reunion. It'll be
fun! You can scare the crap out of all our formeassmates.”

“It will be fun for you. You're married to a beaful woman who adores you to the point that
she’ll probably maul the first doofus who triesgige you a commemorative wedgie. And she’ll
be pregnant, so everyone will know you’'ve had sék ter. 1, however, will most likely be
going solo which will probably just cement all tledesbian rumors. Oh, wait, dead lesbian
rumors.”

“So, you haven't made up with Gabriel yet, huh?”

I shook my head. Cindy the Goth Good-Luck Charrntkecthrough the door, acknowledged me
with a nod, and headed for the graphic novels. “Kioow, | used to be alone, and | got along just
fine. It's simpler this way. Less messy, less caogéd. Less time wondering what the hell is
going on in my own life and whether it's my faultt least, this way, | know it's my fault.”

Zeb grimaced. “Well, that’s cheerful.”

“I do what | can,” | said, shrugging as the frdabrbell rang. “I met a really nice doctor the
other night. And then he saw me beat a guy sersseded don’t think he’s going to want me to
call.”

“You beat some guy senseless?” Zeb cried.
“Dick made an attempt to cheer me up. It was eighiear fight or cow tipping.”
Zeb’s nose wrinkled. “You and Dick have a compgkchrelationship.”

I shrugged. I put a mocha latte on the counteCiady and left it out for her, like cookies and
milk for an Emo Santa Claus. “Besides, Adam Morogobing to be there, and I'm still feeling a
little weird about him.”

I'd had a huge crush on Adam since elementarydchi® was the blond, dimpled football hero
to my tuba-toting band geek. | never really gotrahat teeny-bopper obsession with him, which
was why it was so difficult for me to see that &fforts to get “reacquainted” a few months
before had nothing to do with me and everythinddavith Adam’s weirdo sexual fascination
with vampires. It turned out that despite attendiolgool with me for twelve years, he hadn’t
remembered the name of that “egghead who usedtmydnim in class” until someone reminded
him at my almost-grandpa Bob’s funeral. | droppeth like a clove of garlic and mended
damaged fences with Gabriel before it was too late.

Of course, | didn’t realize at the time that itsxsdready too late and Gabriel had moved on to

Jeanine. I've really got to work on rerouting mpuight process so every subject doesn’t come
back to Gabriel.
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It seemed unfair that | felt some measure of bugaknxiety over Adam when we never
technically went out. But to this day, | couldnitem hear his name without a rush of guilt and
embarrassment. | would have enough to deal witheateunion—such as my placement on the
memorial wall—without delving into those issuesiaga

“But crushing Adam’s hopes and dreams is goingnéie the reunion even better! You, the
untouchable hottie that he can’t, well, touch. ¢jtsng to be such a blow to his ego!” Zeb
exclaimed. “I never told you this, because you tied thing for him in school, but | always
wanted to just punch that guy in the face with‘®is, I'm tall and blond and dreamy, and
everybody loves me because I'm such a nice guitlshtlaybe there were other guys in the
class who were just as nice. Maybe there were guye in the class who should have been
Swing Choir president but didn’t get elected beeaidam was ‘so dreamy.” Maybe there were
some guys who wanted to take Dawn Farber to Homegpbut ended up going stag because
Dawn was holding out for Adam ‘just in case.”

“Maybeyoushouldn’t go to the reunion,” | said, thog through the day’s mail. “Should | start
putting horse tranquilizers in your tea?”

As Zeb ranted on, | sifted through the day’s nmraibstly bills and publishers’ catalogues. An
ivory linen paper envelope slipped out and flutieie the counter. | stared at it for a moment,
wondering if | was imagining the spidery black wrg that spelled out my name and the shop
address. There was no return label. The postmaskmédalf-Moon Hollow.

“You OK, Janie?” Zeb asked, reaching over to gggly shoulder. “You're pale. Paler than
usual.”

I nodded and handed the heavy envelope to Zelthdvgs were shaking. “Could you open that
for me?”

Zeb arched an eyebrow, concern stretching his Imiow grim line. “Sure.”

| took the letter from his hands and laid it oe thar to keep it steady enough for me to read.
There was no opening greeting, just cramped pgpagrerowding the elegant slip of stationery.
You don’t know who | am, but | have been watchyog for a long time, Jane. Gabriel
Nightengale isn’t the man you think he is. He’s eoén the vampire you think he is. Gabriel
takes advantage of those who are weaker. He daege’tfor you. He is incapable of caring for
anyone but himself. Even his jealousy and possessss, his claims that he wants to protect
you, come from his desire to own you, to keep yohimself, like a favorite toy, until he is
through playing with you. | was once like you, ygusnd innocent. Gabriel claimed he was
drawn to me because of that innocence, my goodhlessaid he could follow my scent across
the world, that it was part of what bonded me to.hHie said he loved me. Foolishly, | thought
he was exciting and dashing—a dark prince takingamay from a life of boredom, from a
gilded cage of limitations and demands. He killesl e damned me, as he has damned you.
You are nothing special. You are not different frany girl who has ever walked the earth,
despite what he may have told you. And when yoelsrved your purpose, he will grow tired
of you. He will use and abandon you as he usechbaddoned me. | know where you go. | know
with whom you spend your time. You seem to enjoynitle life. For your sake, for the sake of
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the people you care about, you should stay awawy abriel. A Concerned and Vigilant Friend

I looked down and saw the corner of a photo stiglaut of the envelope. | tipped it and slid
several photos out into my hands. | gasped asogrezed the subjects. Gabriel and | in a hotel
room. The camera was obviously outside a window) bad no idea where we were or when the
picture had been taken. We were stretched out erobthe wide hotel beds, a rare moment of
relaxation on the Trip from Hell. My feet were degpacross Gabriel’s lap as he painted my
toenails a delicate strawberry color. There wagraricture of us in London as we walked
toward the theater. | was wearing the red dresbdigght just to attend a performance ofAs You
Like It. There was a photo taken while we were onfe. | was sitting at a little outdoor cafe,
alone and looking worried, because Gabriel hadgaten up to take another “business call.”
Another photo of me, this time alone on my frontgboswing, readingNew Moonby Stephenie
Meyer, a book I'd chosen in hopes of exorcisingowy traumatic vampire break-up issues. The
camera seemed focused on the teardrop trailing coyvoheek, as if that was the whole point of
the picture. The final photo featured Andrea, JeJemd me sprawled out in my living room,
watching TV.

Andreahadseen someone at my window that nighs périson had taken pictures of us, laughing
and eating junk food. They'd probably followed mé mto the woods on my idiot’s errand. |
realized how foolish I'd been to leave the houd@s person could have doubled back to the
house and hurt Andrea, hurt Jolene and her baldigstomach twisted into a cold, watery knot.
This person had followed us for months, had beery po intimate, happy moments | wanted to
keep private, had enjoyed watching me work thropggh. My fangs snuck over my lip. The
razor-sharp tips caught the tender flesh and mhxtel vell into my mouth, sending my senses
into overdrive. | growled.

“Janie, what's wrong? What does it say?” Whiledsweading, Zeb had stepped around the bar
and had an arm wrapped around me. “Bad news?”

| fought to get my temper in check, to get my aom under control. | didn’'t want to worry Zeb
with this. He had enough to deal with, worrying o¥elene and the babies. Through force of will
and a barrage of unappetizing imagery (basicatly,episode ofCSl), | made my fangs retract.

“No.” | blew out a breath and faked a smile asfblded the letter over the photos and stuck
them under the counter. “It's fine. Just reallyg&ent junk mail.”

“It doesn’t look like junk mail. What's with alhe pictures?”
“Don’t worry about it, Zeb.”

Zeb didn’t seem convinced, but then customersestaroming in, and | didn’t have time to
answer questions. | waited until Zeb’s back wasddrto fish the letter out and read it again.
Obviously, this “concerned and vigilant friend” wii® same person who sent Gabriel letters in
Europe. Was it the mysterious Jeanine, the womars&vhame had popped up frequently on
Gabiriel’s cell phone in the last year? And if itsyavho the hell was she? And how long ago had
Gabriel “used and abandoned” her? And perhaps tds important question, what was she
doing in the Hollow?
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It's important to remember to spend time with yéamily. It's important to temper your
absorption into the vampire culture with contadtwhe human world.

—Love Bites: A Female Vampire’s Guide to Less
Destructive Relationships

When a smell is powerful enough to wake a vamyirat noon, it's time to call an exorcist.

The sex dreams hadn’t subsided since that hoffidgfie with Gabriel at the shop. In fact, they
seemed to grow more intense after Gabriel’s retarthis particular dream, | was strapped into
complicated Victorian underwear. Gabriel was wagan old-fashioned cut-away tux. We were
in an expensive-looking hotel room, lit by gas lamtill clad in his white shirtsleeves, an
enthusiastic Gabriel peeled my corset away, pustetack onto the bed, and kissed his way
from the curve of my linen-covered breast to thuy liittle pantaloons | was wearing. He smiled
up at me, the way he used to when we made lové] ass the most beautiful creature on the
planet. | felt my human flesh grow warm and pliabheler his hands. He stripped the last of my
underthings away, lapping away at my core withrgjreure strokes. He nibbled and kissed until
| was panting. When he finally touched the verydiihis tongue to that vital little bundle of
nerves, | exploded, screaming his name as | rode atier wave of dark, shuddering ecstasy.

And then | felt the pain. My eyes flew open. Gabsifangs were sunk deep into the flesh of my
thigh, twin trickles of blood flowing onto the sheeas he fed greedily. He snarled up at me, my
blood dripping obscenely from his fangs. | screamgain, for entirely different reasons. And he
launched himself at me, snapping his teeth ageagghroat and draining me. He rolled away,
sated, and disappeared into the sheets. Horrlfireised my bloodied hands and saw them turn
slowly gray. They seemed to decompose before myexs. | was a corpse, rotting and
decayed.

That certainly explained the smell.

| woke up with a start and immediately clampediagd over my nose. As | shook off the last
blood-smeared images of the dream, my stomachdrdilead not smelled anything that foul

since an eighteen-wheeler packed with live hogstoueed near my elementary school. My
nostrils actually burned with the scents of decgyish and ammonia. | sat up slowly, my body
sluggish in the wake of the peaking sun. | felif asvas swimming through molasses. | pressed a
dirty sock against my nose, which frankly smellddtebetter than whatever was wafting through
my house.

“Aunt Jettie!” | yelled. “Has there been a sepaak explosion?”

ABC Anber LIT Converter http://ww. processtext.com abclit. htn



ABC Amber LIT Converter http://wwmv processtext.com abclit. htm

Ignoring the weird cotton-wool sensation of dalgtigonsciousness inside my head, | padded
toward the stairs. The smell was getting stronigeteadied myself and resisted a strong urge to
gag. | crept downstairs and checked the bathroomatke sure there hadn’t been some sort of
sewer mishap.

“Whatcha doing, honey?” Jettie asked, appearirey ow shoulder as | carefully took the lid off
the toilet tank. “Do you have any idea what yougeking at?”

“Not particularly. I'm just trying to figure out ere the stench of death is coming from. No
offense.”

“None taken. What stench?”

“You don’t smell that?”

“I don’t smell anything. | don’t have a nose,” Aurettie reminded me gently.
“Trust me, you got the better end of the deal.”

| wandered toward the front door, my eyes wateasghe smell took on a new hideous note
with every step. It was coming from the porch. kites waiting by the door, thumping his tail on
the floor because he thought | was about to letdutn Obviously, whatever was out there, Fitz
was desperate to roll in it. Considering the GEBdd Skunk Caper of 2002, this was not a good
sign.

| put on the Jackie O sunglasses, a heavy raiddaint Jettie’s, and a floppy straw hat and
wrapped a scarf around my face. | pulled back theldout curtains and hissed at the slap in the
face even obscured noontime sunlight dealt meuihsed through the light. | couldn’t see any
dead animals or toxic waste strewn across the lauin} did seem to get stronger the closer | got
to the window glass. | snapped the curtain shuttmo#ted away. Fitz whined and did the “let me
out to play” dance.

I gently shoved him away from the door. “Sorryddy, | don’t think they make doggie
shampoo strong enough.”

There was no way | could leave the house to dlegm so | was stuck. | went to the attic, the
farthest point of the house away from the porch, €lapt on an old velvet sofa. Well, | tossed
and turned and kept a pillow clamped over my face.

When the sun finally set, | grabbed my car-wagipses out of the garage and dragged the hose
to the porch. There was a slimy, creamy yellow g smeared on the front door, the banister,
the porch swing, the railing, the boards of thechatself. It smelled like burnt almonds and the
orifice of a dead horse. Smashed against the oot was a weird-looking round hull the size of
a volleyball. It looked like a spiky, greenish cact.

“What in the name of all that’s holy is this?” bmwdered, holding the shell at arm’s length.
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| turned to see Zeb’s car pulling to a stop imfrof the house.

“Hey, Jolene sent me over with some flyers forribgt FFOTU meeting.” His head tilted at the
curious object in my hand. “Where did you get—motbieGod!” Zeb yelled. “What is that
smell?”

“I don’t know. | think my front porch has beenrskd or possibly defiled by a sea monster.” |
held up my fingers to show him the buttery yuckvélbeen trapped in the house all day while
this stuff baked in the hot sun. | just wish | kneWvat this thing was, so | would know which
haz-mat team to call.”

A smug grin spread across Zeb's face, and he @ddssn arms and leaned back in the porch
swing.

“What?” | asked. “Care to let me in on the joke?”

He examined his fingernails nonchalantly. “I'mtusveling in knowing something you don't.
So, this is what it feels like ... to be the smarpestson in the room. | like it. | feel all ... tingly

“ZEb.”

“Sorry,” he said, nudging the husk with his fd@that’s a durian. | saw it on the Travel
Channel. That guy who thinks turtle gall bladdeesagreat lunch option swears they're a
delicacy. He did a whole segment on them for hiiresia episode. You know, people are
seriously injured, even killed, by these thingsrgweear? They fall out of the trees when they're
ripe, andsplat. It's like having a spiny cannonlgatipped on your skull.”

Zeb sniffed. “The odor is so strong that Asiangownents have banned them from subways,
elevators, hotel rooms, basically any enclosedespdiere people can’t escape the smell.”

“You're enjoying your position as smart guy wap tmuch,” | told him. “So, someone brought
stinky fruit all the way from Indonesia to play tiverld’s cruelest olfactory joke on me? How do
| get rid of it? Burn down the house?”

Zeb rolled up his sleeves and held out his haoda brush. “A little elbow grease, some borax,
perhaps a nuclear device.”

“Thank you, that’s very helpful,” | said, slappitiie scrubbrush into his palm.

The smell did not come out. We scrubbed for htwideslime the porch, but apparently the
wood of River Oaks is very absorbent. The projédtgive us quality time to spend together not
talking. | resisted my natural urge to jabber amt jvorked. Companionable silence was sort of
nice. It felt mature.

Zeb finally broke when he realized that we’d ngadrubbed the paint off my porch but hadn’t
made a dent in the smell.
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“I think we made the smell angry,” Zeb said, witing his nose. “The good news is that we just
happen to have intimate information of a persoma#lire about a certain vampire who knows how
to obtain a pressure washer at eleven P.M.”

“One, | hope you mean Dick,” | said as he dialeddell phone. “And two, whatever intimate
personal information you have about Dick, pleas@tdghare it with me.”

We went inside for some cold drinks. Zeb strippedshirt off, wiping the durian remains from
his hands. “You know what, | have to say the whoilkempt-workman thing is a good look for
you. You should go home to Jolene right now allaweand manly.”

“I can’t. | smell like ...” He shuddered. “I can’bghome to Jolene like this. I'm always telling
her not to come home stinky after she’s rolledamsthing dead.”

| stretched out on the porch steps, flexing nmadtilegs. “Wait, you do mean in wolf form,
right?”

“Yeah,” he said, looking at me as iflwas the cramg.

“Your marriage is not like other marriages,” Iddiim. “So, how are you guys? Have you
adjusted to the whole twins thing yet?”

“You were right,” he said sheepishly.

| smirked. “I usually am.”

“I don’t have much of a choice in the matter. Tabies are on their way, so the best thing to do
is just hold on and enjoy the ride. And when yaaktabout it, it's pretty cool,” he said, pausing
to take a drink. “Besides, Jolene’s cousin Raylsri®ving triplets, so it could be worse.”

“Well, there you go.”

Zeb wiped his forehead off and considered. “Thiskg-fruit drive-by is a weird thing to do to
someone. Do you think Gabriel did it?”

“This isn't really Gabriel’s style. This involvescertain whimsical malice that he lacks. Besides,
he’s not mad at me. He just can’t seem to grasplmmynad at him, which is infuriating. And
even when he was mad at me, he was much more tikédgture me sternly or give me a
spanking than leave putrid fruit paste on my pdrch.

“I’m going to ignore the spanking reference,” lagdsunder his breath.

“Probably for the best,” | agreed.

“So, who do you think is the fruit bomber?”

| shrugged. “Could be some random person in toWwa doesn’t like vampires. Could be a
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member of the Chamber of Commerce who has decidsddon’t want me there after all. Now,
that's the place for whimsical malice. Heck, thigild be Dick’s idea of a hilarious practical joke
to lift my spirits. It could be anybody.”

“That’s not comforting.” Zeb said.

Or, | thought, it could be my mysterious pen palping | would be disoriented enough from
lack of sleep and olfactory overdrive to stumblé @ftthe house in full daylight to investigate the
smell.

“It sucks to be this popular,” | said, reachintpithe front hall to pull out my purse. “Which is
why | went to the scary sporting-goods store lagtitnand bought this.”

| pulled my new stun gun out of its holster andgsed the trigger, smiling as the arc of current
connected between the two prongs.

“You bought a stun gun?” he cried. “Why did yowlaustun gun?”

“Do you want to smell my porch again?” | askedh&Fe’s some stuff going on right now, Zeb. |
need something for protection, and | lost the n@abriel gave me. And | lost Gabriel. | can’'t
depend on anybody to protect me. | think we caeagrat buying a gun would be much more
likely to end in my shooting myself or innocent taysders.”

“But you're a vampire! You have superstrengthelaeen you kill someone with your bare
hands. Well, there was a wooden stake in your hanels. But still.”

“I don't like carrying this thing around with meither, Zeb. You know me, | only resort to
violent impulses when | feel | have no option—"

“Or you're cranky or startled, or your blood sugaftow, or you have a hangnail—"

I cut him off with a glare. “This will keep me da too much damage to the other person while
still giving me enough time to get away. And thidl Wweep me from getting my hands dirty or,
you know, dusty.”

“You know you're going to end up electrocuting yseif, right?”
“I know it’s highly likely,” I conceded.

As if I didn’t have enough odd, emotionally hamsiy men in my life, Emery Mueller started
spending a lot of time at the shop. A lot of tirB@ough time that | started to consider making up
with Gabriel just so he could reach into Emery’aibbrand wipe out any memory he had of where
the shop was located. It was a skill neither Diok Inpossessed.

After seeing that | would not be closing the shfter all, Emery claimed that he wanted to keep
an eye on the “family interests.” So, he spentewght at the shop, annoying the hell out of
Andrea with questions about her “alternative Iist’ It appeared that he’d developed a bit of a
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crush on my favorite blood surrogate and frequeadked her to join him at church. When she
refused, he blamed it on the influence of her “ufioate choice of suitors” and spent most of his
time giving her the moon eyes. Andrea spent mokeotime trying not to be creeped out by her
boyfriend’s great-great-grandson’s advances.

How many women could say they hadthatproblem?

Dick stopped showing up on Wednesday nights, arajrhe was calling in sick for “terminal
disappointment.” At least he offered an excuse.\Mainwright just disappeared.

Emery became my own personal Mr. Collins, anatirig rash in human form. And just like the
supercilious, socially inept minister fromPride d@rejudice,he got bolder with every visit. First,
he asked to see a copy of his uncle’s will, whitiappily provided, along with copies of his
uncle’s bank statements at the time of his deatiweéver, | started to get annoyed when Emery
demanded copies of the current books for the sklopg with inventory lists, my own financial
records, and a list of any books | may have takem the shop. He commented on the number of
sales per night, on the high overhead involvedhéndoffee bar. Then he took up residence
behind the counter and casually went through drewerhad no business opening. The more
time | spent with him, the less | wanted to givenhl felt the need to protect Mr. Wainwright's
possessions from his sweaty, grasping hands.

“Do you happen to know a woman named Jenny McBYFitlasked after he requested the
contact information for Mr. Wainwright’s lawyer $@ could set up an appointment with him.
“About yea tall, blond, judgmental?”

Hey, considering that my sister was inadverteintlgahoots with Missy the psycho Realtor, |
considered it a fair question. Emery’s responseavasxpression both confused and constipated.
For some reason, his not comprehending exactlydrowying his behavior was brought all of
my repressed Gabriel-related anger to the surfdeti.the need either to slap Emery or warn

him that | was about to slap him.

“I’'m only looking after my uncle’s legacy, Jandé sniffed. “You’'ve made valiant attempts to
organize the stock, but, to be honest, you've omyle a small dent in the problem. You have
library experience, but that doesn’t make you gmeeixon antique or rare occult books. Frankly, |
don’t think you know what you have here. You colelda priceless volume walk out of this store
for a song and not even realize it. | think youlddshut down for a few days and let me bring in
an appraiser to look over the older stock.”

“With all due respect, Emery, since your uncle teat legacy to me, it's mine to sell if | want
to, at any price,” | said. “In fact, I'm not legglbound to offer you anything beyond mementos
from Mr. Wainwright’'s personal effects, but I'm ing to be nice. Now, when | took over the
shop, | got a new insurance policy. And | havenestes for the value of the stock. I'll give you
copies of that, but as far as giving you a comgletentory or letting you have some outsider go
through the stock title by title, I'm afraid that®t going to be possible.”

“And why not?” Emery demanded, his face flushinguiapleasant shade of purple.
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“Because | said no,” | said in my “talking to pcésolers” voice.

“I don’t see why you listen to every bit of advidadrea and that Dick character give you, but
you just write off everything | have to say. Theynd have the vested family interest in the store
that 1 do.”

“They’re my family,” | shot back, tapping into nmgservoir of Gabriel-related anger. “And they
spent more time with your uncle in the last morthsis life than you did in the last ten years.”

Emery blanched as if I'd slapped him. “I thinkhosild go somewhere else before we say
anything we’re going to regret.”

Emery made a show of slinking out the door withicked-puppy-dog expression.

Andrea poked her head out of the supply closegrevshe’d been hiding. “You got Emery to
leave after less than an hour. Can you teach methol that?”

Unfortunately, by “somewhere else,” Emery did m&an he was leaving the shop permanently.
Oh, no, he stayed and stayed and ... stayed. He¢ that eoffee bar and made moon eyes at
Andrea. He hung around in the stacks, claimingetéobking for a few books that held special
sentimental attachment for him. (I'd hidden the kowith the naked-lady-bump engravings.) He
annoyed newly turned vampires by trying to get therake religious tracts. Hell, even Cindy
the Goth Mascot would turn and walk out if she gawnery. She’d gone four consecutive days
without a latte. | was starting to worry.

For me, the breaking point was when Emery intéadipny reading yet another letter from my
“concerned and vigilant friend,” this one tellingerhow Gabriel had taken her from an innocent,
sexually inexperienced girl to a strung-out lovekjie by assuring her that he enjoyed her
naiveté, her unpredictability.

| remember feeling Emery standing over my shouédel read:

“Gabriel told me that he liked not knowing whatduld do or say. He said my innocence was a
refreshing change. | don’'t have to ask whetheram the same to you. He says this to all of the
women he beds. He is as skilled at lying as helsvang. His ability to manipulate emotions
through just the right mix of sweetness and feigmeerprotection is unparalleled.”

“What do you have there, Jane?” Emery asked.drigph him.

| remember Emery clearing his throat and holdiisgtdo-soft hand out imperiously, as if | was
caught readinghismail. My upper lip pulled backniray teeth in what | considered a warning
expression. But Emery was oblivious to it and tbstite tension that seemed to be rolling off me
in waves. | remember turning my shoulder slightly,my back was to him, and continuing to
read. Emery’s fingers closed over the top of thgepand pulled it out of my hands. I think | had
some sort of rage blackout, because | do not rereesmarling and flashing my fangs so
viciously that Emery ran out of the store. But Agalisaid there was a small urine stain on the
carpet to prove it, so | had to believe her.
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Andrea and | both made elaborate and sadistiathegainst Dick if he didn’t take his great-
great-grandson out for some quality time. Andréla‘sats were far more effective, as they
apparently involved refusal of certain “privilegeSo, Dick took Emery out for an evening of
bonding and bowling, practically by force. | hogeehery would end up with a really
embarrassing tattoo.

With the shop cleared of Emery’s presence, | gell®K, Mr. Wainwright, you can come out
now. It's safe.”

He materialized, looking a little chagrined.
“So, what have you been up to?” | asked cheerfthign glared at him.
“‘Jane, I'm sorry.”

“Uh-huh,” I said, narrowing my gaze but eventuatyiling despite myself. “You said Emery
was eccentric and personality-free. You didn’t ted that he was ...”

“An enormous pain in the rear?” Mr. Wainwright gegted.

“I was going to say ‘infuriating pustule on thetbaheek of humanity,” but yeah. He’s driving
me crazy! He questions every decision | make. Kmuates himself into conversations and
situations that are none of his business. It's li&aging out with my mom, only without the
loving part.”

Mr. Wainwright put his insubstantial hand on mypslder. “He has that effect on people. I'm
surprised you lasted this long.”

“Hmph. | just don’t think I can let him come aralithe shop anymore, Mr. Wainwright. | mean,
he’s chasing customers away. | just got the plgcend running, and he’s killing sales.”

“By all means, toss him out on his sanctimonioeister. It will be good for him.”

“Excellent,” | breathed.

“By the way, | thought you had a Chamber of Conwaaneeting tonight?” he asked. “You have
it marked on the calendar in the office with litskeulls and crossbones. Really, you executed an
amazing amount of detail with a Sharpie.”

“Yes,” | grumbled. “I do have a meeting. But | Hgalon’t want to go.”

“But | was so proud of your joining the chambeinald no patience for that sort of thing, really.
There were too many people involved.”

“There still are,” | muttered. “I really don’t thk the chamber is for me, after all, Mr.
Wainwright. Those women are just—well, they're jostan! They've called every day for the
last week to remind me that as the newest memiaen, lesponsible for bringing at least three
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kinds of mild cheese, wheat crackers, and fouldmtf California white. And I'm supposed to
submit weekly progress reports on how my questrémbies is going. When | suggested that this
was excessive, | was given five demerits. | domdreknow what that means! There has to be
something going on. Demon possession or a mangheatith or—ooh! Witches! They could be
witches.”

“Isn’t that kind of obvious?” he asked.

“Don’t use logic on me.”

“Jane, you're not a quitter.”

“Well, that’s just not true.”

Nice Courtney was the only chamber member whohaapy to see me walking through the
door with my basket of yuppie goodies.

“Jane, honey!” she cried, breaking from the pacgreet me at the door of the chamber house
and relieve me of my boozy burden. “I'm so glad 'yeunere. We just got another new member.
You've got to come meet her.”

A blonde in a shell-pink twin set turned when N@eurtney tapped her on the shoulder.
Jenny gasped. “What the—"

“Hell?” | finished for her.

Jenny looked around furtively and dragged me tnéofoyer. “What are you doing here?” she
demanded.

“ joined last month. What are you doing here8hobt back.

“l joined tonight.”

“You're not a business owner.”

“Yes, | am,” she shot back, handing me her busicasd.

“What, so | started a business, and suddenly ywe ko start one? How transparent are you?”
Jenny rolled her eyes. “This has nothing to ddwdau.”

“Well, it's a hell of a coincidence.”

“I've wanted to start my own business for yearg] aow the boys are getting older. There’s a

huge market out there for people who would lover&ate a kind of memory craft but can’t so
much as cut a straight line. People like you. lustjmaking it a little more upscale. And
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technically, you didn’t start one, you inheritegdjitst like you've inherited everything else. The
house, Missy’s holdings, the shop—is your long-tetem based on making friends with the
elderly chamber members so they remember you inliks?”

“There are no elderly chamber members. The Coysteacrificed them to their evil god,” |
growled, ignoring the confused look on Jenny’s faseshe searched the room for a face over
forty. “And | don’t think I’'m going to take crap bsomeone who was trying to smuggle
valuables out of my house in her craft bag.”

Jenny protested, “l wasn’t stealing—"

“What do you call taking items that don’t belomgybu from someone else’s home without their
permission? Aggressive borrowing?”

“I’m not going to have this conversation with yoaw, Jane. You're being ridiculous. Look, no
one here has to know that we’re related,” Jenny, ggancing around. “We can pretend not to
know each other. You can be some person | donwkihat well and don’t want to spend time
with.”

“Fine, fine, it'll be just like school. You stayho/our side, and I'll stay on mine.” | turned on my
heel and rifled through my bag. “Where the hethis wine?”

| stuck my fingernail in the cork and used a tirityof vampire strength to pop it out. | did,
however, manage to resist the urge to glug strdight the bottle and snagged a wineglass
instead. Full glass in hand, | stomped off to fiside Courtney. She gave me a questioning look
as | took her wine glass and drained it. “Do yoo kmow each other?”

“Apparently not,” | muttered.

Head Courtney called the meeting into sessiotewed while Jenny was introduced and
officially welcomed into the group. There was claggpand squealing and cooing. It was a
noticeably warmer reception than what | receivdteyleven gave her a little pink rose corsage.

Typical.

My sister had decided to take her love of scraglmgpto another level. The scary level. She
started a company called Elegant Memories, a paliged and customized scrapbooking service
using specialty handmade papers made from the difairgrkish virgins or something. Of course,
she was accepted into the fold like a Borg retgninthe Collective.

The fact that | could correctly make a referercthe Borg was probably part of the reason |
was not being accepted into the Collective.

| spent most of the meeting plotting ways of gettlenny out of the chamber. (Shaving her head
came up, or telling Head Courtney that Jenny waataral brunette. Somehow all of my

solutions were hair-related.) And then | switchedirying to find ways of getting me out of the
chamber, which was less productive, since | wastapted by—
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“Jane?” Head Courtney repeated sternly.
“Huh?”
“| asked how the prize collections were going.”

Crap. Head Courtney had sent me a strongly woed®ail listing the acceptable prize options
for the Fall Festival: gift baskets, gift certiftea of no less than $100 each, vacation packages.
Very few businesses (that were not chamber membens) willing to give up such treasures for
what was essentially a children’s carnival. So &adpctor’s office had given me oversized
promotional pens advertising a drug for erectilsfdgction, and I'd charmed a local beauty shop
out of a gift certificate for a free lip waxing.

“Not well, actually. | managed to get a few thingat with the number of participants you're
talking about, it’s just not going to be enougkds thinking maybe we need to change our focus
for the carnival prizes. | was thinking we mightnaior smaller items, so we would have plenty

of small, inexpensive prizes instead of a few byiggs. Things like stuffed animals and candy,
you know, things thatkidswould like to win.”

Since this was supposedly a kids’ carnival and all

Head Courtney’s lips pressed together in a tigissed-off line. “Jane, | must not have explained
your assignment thoroughly enough in the repeat®@diés | sent you.”

“It's not that. | just think—"

Head Courtney snapped, “I didn’t tell you to thihkold you to gather prizes for the Fall
Festival.”

| had a brief, colorful fantasy of latching ontermeck and drinking her dry. But | reconsidered
instantly. I'd read somewhere that Botox turnshte®d bitter and astringent. Instead, | smiled
thinly and said, “That’s kind of condescending.”

Head Courtney sniffed. “Maybe you’re not chambetenal after all, Jane.”

A way out! A way out!

| started to reach for my purse, “If you reallglf¢hat way ...”

Toady Courtney stood up and whispered to Headt@eyrsomething along the lines of, “But
none of us wants to do it, either.”

Dang it.

Head Courtney cleared her throat. “Since you'negglling with your very simple assignment,
Jenny is going to be joining your committee.”
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“What?” Jenny cried.

“Why?” | yelled. “Why would you do that?”

“Jenny has the organizational and people skiltesgary to complete the task.”
Damned if she didn’t have a point there.

Jenny spluttered. “Courtney, | don’t think thisaigood idea.”

“Now, Jenny, new chamber members are expectedke sacrifices. You want to make a good
impression, don’t you?”

“But-but-but,” Jenny stammered.

OK, that made me giggle a little.

Nice Courtney leaned over and whispered, “What'fusny?”

“Nothing,” | assured her. “Absolutely nothing.”

Jenny and | were assigned a meeting scheduldpacmied chart to record our progress, and
little pamphlets with suggestions on what phrasasse to wheedle, | mean, encourage
donations. If we didn’t collect at least two hurdiieems by the next meeting, we would both be

given twenty demerits.

Eventually, | was going to have to ask Nice Coeytwhat that meant, exactly.

9

{0

It's normal to “relapse” into old patterns. Thepantant thing is to try to avoid hurting
bystanders.

—Love Bites: A Female Vampire’s Guide to Less
Destructive Relationships

| was not invited to the McClaine clan baby shawdter my participation in Zeb and Jolene’s
disastrous wedding events, | was considered & laih @vent jinx by Jolene’s family. So, they
held it at noon, outdoors, at the McClaine faméynh.

I’'m not sure if my absence made the party bettevarse for Jolene.
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Apparently, because the McClaines are such addatmily, baby showers aren’t so much gift-
giving occasions but a recycling of the most redefties’ clothes, blankets, and so on, for the
use of the new arrival. They do wrap the itemgfiernew mother to open, though.

There was cake. There was a corsage of roses fnaawléiny baby socks. There were hostile
cousins who still resented Jolene as the golddd ohthe pack, despite her humbling experience
at her wedding rehearsal, when Zeb dumped her whiler the influence of posthypnotic
suggestion.

It's a long story.

As Jolene’s pregnancy progressed, the McClaindstegped up their campaign to keep Zeb
and Jolene’s home from being built. The pack hadestoff every construction crew in three
counties, showing up during the day to “supervibe’work. When the more obtuse crews didn’t
pick up on the subtle intimidation, the pack wouge scary subliminal wolf behavior to scare
them off—prolonged stares, low growls, and, in ors#ance, peeing on a plumber’s van. The
Lavelle house was basically a concrete pad and $@mework that had been up for so long it
was starting to buckle under the elements. JoladeZab had no choice but to hire Buster
Dowdy, the laziest contractor in this end of thetestHe frequently spent his billable hours at the
site, in the back of his truck, drinking beer argping.

The climax of the shower was a weird diaper-relateower game in which the prize was being
allowed in the delivery room when Jolene’s babiesaAborn. Jolene had not been informed of
this, and she vehemently protested when her causlane, the current president of the We Hate
Jolene Club, was named the lucky winner.

“Stop laughing!” Jolene cried later, as she tokland Andrea how she tried to explain that
watching her deliver twins wasn’t something Jolese willing to raffle off. We were an odd
combination—the vampire, the human, and the weepergwolf. But it felt right, somehow, for
us to be sitting in the trailer’s tiny guest rosurting through baby clothes and comforting
Jolene. Andrea and | were now a safety net for her.

Jolene wailed, “It's not funny! They just do natgvhy | don’t think that was a wonderful way
to end the shower. Aunt Vonnie said that they visfiag to help keep me from abandoning
family tradition altogether, since my human husbendsisting | go to some silly hospital
instead of having a home birth, like every othemaa in the family for the last thirty
generations. And then Lurlene got to pretend tleatéelings were hurt because | wouldn't let
her ‘share’ in this moment and ‘help’ me throughda We both know damn good and well that
Lurlene doesn’t give two sniffs about being ther&tep laughing!”

“I'm sorry,” | cried, trying to stifle the gigglethat were so clearly pissing off the hormonally
imbalanced and extremely swollen werewolf. “It'slignant laughter ... on your behalf.”

Jolene sniffed as she tried to fold a tiny pirdegler for the fourth time, finally bunching it irdo
ball and tossing it into a laundry basket. “AndrtiMama said they had a surprise for me, and |
thought, ‘Oh, Lord, what now?’ and they coveredeygs and led me across the pasture, and
surprise! There’s a brand-new trailer sitting therth ‘The Lavelles” already burned onto one of
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those little wooden porch signs? Mama said thelfawanted to help me and Zeb, since they'd
heard how much trouble we’d been having with baddihe new house. They took me inside,
and it was so big.” She looked around the crampedies of the camper. “It was one of those
big double-wides, with a gas fireplace and a mdsadiroom with separate shower. They already
had it all decorated, and ...” She sighed. “It wapiaity and new and clean. Did | mention it
was new?”

Andrea smiled gently and patted Jolene’s handdeWAtimes. So, are you going to be moving
in?”

“No,” Jolene said, fully tearing up now. “Becauken they showed me the nursery, and they
already had it all set up. They'd already picketlaluthis Noah'’s Ark stuff, quilts and a crib set
and this big mural thing on the wall. | mean, tliegtbne everything. And they hadn’t even asked
me. They never ask me. They always just assuméhégte doing what's best for me. Aunt
Vonnie started talking about how silly it was foe o want to move off the farm anyway, since |
was going to need so much help with the babieshamdit would just be so much easier for
everybody this way. And | realized it was nevemgpiio change. I'd be stuck there, and they'd
just be constantly coming in without being invitead taking over everything and treatin’ Zeb
bad. And | lost it.”

“What exactly does ‘lost it' mean?” | asked, knagifull well that werewolf family arguments
usually devolved into full-scale riot situations.

“I told them no. For the first time, | really, cahetely, no doubt about it, said no. No to the
nursery, no to the trailer, no to the little woodsggn. Just no. | told them | knew that the reason
we were having so much trouble finishing the homuas that they were scaring off all the
contractors. | told them | wasn’t going to move &z the farm ever, no matter what they did. |
told them they’d be lucky if Zeb and I told themevhwe were going to the hospital to have the
babies, much less allowed them to barge into theeig room. | told them | would raise my
babies how | saw fit and that if they wanted tat\after the twins were born, they would have to
call before coming over, otherwise we weren't anmgwgethe door.”

Andrea’s jaw was hanging freely at this point. Adould do was mouth, “Wow.”
Jolene sighed. “Yeah. And Mama burst into tearsitA ola kept asking everybody what | really
meant. Aunt Vonnie said that if | felt that wayethshe guessed | didn’t want their shower gifts. |

told Aunt Vonnie to take her used Diaper Genie simalve it up her ass sideways.”

“Ouch,” | said, putting an arm around her shouddérknow that was hard. But I'm proud of
you.”

Andrea nodded. “And it certainly explains why yatower haul is so skimpy.”
“| didn’t take anything.” Jolene sniffed, wiping laer cheeks. “I just left.”

“This whole situation sucks now, but it's goingdo you a lot of good in the long run. I'm sure
Zeb will appreciate not having to live on the farirsaid, rubbing Jolene’s back.
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“I've never understood why people pick Noah's Aok a nursery theme anyway,” Andrea said
breezily, folding a tiny pair of socks.

“Really.” | snorted. “I mean, who wants remindefsa natural disaster, literally of biblical
portions, on their baby’s walls? What are you sggpiato say, ‘Oh, drowning sinners, isn’t that
precious?”

Jolene looked up at me through glassy eyes. “¥oweird.”
“I hear that a lot.”

My concerned and vigilant friend’s letters increéién frequency. Once a week, then twice a
week. It was creepy. And they rarely varied from theme ofGabriel hurt me, he’ll hurt you. He
made promises to me. Ruined me forever. You'reggddiiidiot for trusting him.

OK, that last part was implied.

One night, | sat at the shop counter, sortingughothem as Dick sipped an Americano and read
aTales from the Darksidecomic. | tried to divide thtters into piles, based on threat level. But |
kept getting the “I hate him,” “I love him,” and ‘I hurt you” piles mixed up with the larger “I
can make your life a living hell if you don't listeo me” pile. | sighed and rubbed my eyes.
There was also a disturbingly large pile of phatbgours truly taken with a telephoto lens.

Frankly, it was at times like this that | missedd@el’s overprotective caveman tendencies.
Even if it insulted my feminist sensibilities, itaw sort of nice knowing someone was out there
watching my back. Going through this without himdeane feel incredibly alone, even though
I'd told Dick and Andrea. Going home alone eachhibeing unsure of what was waiting for me
there, was weighing on my nerves.

| muttered, “For a stalker, this chick is all ovke place. She’s angry and focused in one letter
and erotomanic the next. Or at least, I'm assumaimgs erotomanic for the sake of my pride.”

Dick’s face was blank. “Erotomanic? That soundg/se a way that's ... not.”

“It means someone believes they're in a relatignslith someone, but that person usually isn’t
aware that their so-called lover exists. You haweryasic I-want-to-become-famous-by-killing-
someone-famous fellas. And there are the delusptia ones who think Ryan Seacrest is
sending them secret love messages through thesielevThe most dangerous ones are the
people who actually know you, whom you run acrosgaur everyday routine, because the
people around you really don’t know whether youytieag when you say you're not involved

with your stalker. Hence my confusion. Gabriel cblbé the victim of a stalker, or he could be a
plain old cheater. But since he’s acting more &keheater than a victim ... What?” | asked when
| caught the befuddled expression on his face.

“You read up on stalking?”
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“I had someone paint ‘Bloodsucking Whore’ on my agear ago. It merited a Google.”
“I don't like it,” Dick said, grimacing.

“I think the very wordstalkingimplies that you'ret supposed to like it. Otherwise, it would be
called ‘fluffy harmless observation time,” | saichewing my lip. “And, considering that this
woman might be dangerous, | don’t know whether &annGabriel, which would mean | would
actually have to talk to him. Or just let whategegbing to happen happen to him, because a tiny
part of me thinks he deserves it.”

“Well, you know my vote, Stretch,” Dick said, tumg his attention back to his comic.

| think the stalking talk made Dick uneasy, beedls didn't want to leave the shop that night
until | was safely tucked in Big Bertha. But he Ivalsit he would only call “special plans” with
Andrea, and | needed to stay late to go over soeerlet orders, so he had no choice.

Around one A.M., | put the stacks of letters in puyrse and headed out the rear staff entrance.
As | pushed the key into the deadbolt, | saw a deale shape reflected behind me in the glass.
Even if | hadn’t seen it, | would have felt him. Ndgenly developed sense of paranoia was a
wide-open channel to the towering male presence.

| snaked my hand into my purse and ran my fingéysg the leather stun-gun holster. | felt the
body behind me advance, so | turned, whipping tinie gun out and proceeding to shock the
ever-loving hell out of my ex-boyfriend.

“Gah!” Gabriel screamed as the current shot thinduig body, dropping him to the concrete like
a sack of potatoes.

“What iswrongwith you?” | yelled as the currentaezhis torso arch off the ground. | may or
may not have held it to his chest a teensy bitdortigan absolutely necessary.

“S-stop sh-shocking m-m-me!” Gabriel grunted thglbchattering teeth.
“Sorry,” | said, pulling the stun gun away to ietool off.
“Why do you have a stun gun?” he demanded, hefingelf off the ground.

“Because people have been sneaking up behindlrsaid, glaring at him. “Honestly, why
would you surprise the most spastic person you Riow

“I knew you’d do something to avoid talking to fifiggou saw me coming,” he said, dusting
himself off. “And what do you mean, people keepadireg up behind you? Are you all right?
Has someone been bothering you?”

“Yes, you. When you know someone will try to evgoe if you try to talk to them, that’s called
a hint. You need to learn to interpret social cdesl sarcasm, but that's not exactly urgent to the
situation at hand. Why are you here? | haven’tdhé@m you for weeks, and you show up now?
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What do you want, Gabriel?”
“I miss you,” he admitted.

Despite the tiny crack that made in the hard cerslell I'd built around my heart, | kept my
teeth gritted together, my tone flat and unaffecteidw sad for you.”

“I miss you,” he said again, backing me againstghop door. The cold of the glass and the
remaining images of that horrible Victorian corpgseam were the only weapons | had to battle
against the smoky comfort of his scent, the wedgjltitis hands on my arms.

I pushed him back, without any real heat. “Thats really my problem. And you don’t miss
me, you're checking up on me because you don't mesto take care of myself.”

“I miss you. | miss your laugh and your voice, amden miss your insults.” He smiled, wistful,
tracing the lines of my fingers with his own, up aryn to stroke the edge of my collarbone.

“Look, about opening night,” I told him. “You sasbme really hurtful things.”

“So did you,” he countered.

“Well, you're way better at them.”

“We can talk later. Right now, please, just adiijou miss me,” he said, pressing me to the
glass again, using exactly the right parts to @opitessing. | didn’t answer. Because, frankly, |
was doing very well to stay upright and clothethi point. Bastard.

As his mouth pressed ever so softly against nifegced my lips shut to keep from shouting
that yes, | missed him. Yes, having his hands ommage me feel more settled than | had in
weeks. Yes, his grinding me against the door waslate heaven, and if he did it slightly to the
left, it would mean the end of a disturbingly lorwgking-orgasm dry spell. Fortunately, Gabriel
started biting my lips, which limited my speakingtions even further.

Gabiriel’s fingers stroked up my throat, trailitg ttips along my jaw and into my hair. He
ground his mouth down on mine, drinking in my greas | pulled blindly at his lapels.

This was just not fair.

“Tell me,” he demanded between kisses. “Tell me yoss me.”

I bit my lip. His brows drew together as | feltvhslide what | called my “sensible shopkeeper”
skirt over my hips. His fingers slid over my pastidrawing little circles against my skin through
the damp material. His hand glided over my thighgeel away my panties. He tucked them in

his pocket.

“Tell me,” he said again, pumping one and then fiwgers inside me with aching slowness.
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My head slid back against the glass as my vissemed to blur. Gah! He wasn't letting me
think. If | was about anything, it was the thinkirkdjs thumb glided over my oversensitive flesh,
then plucked it like a guitar string, sending aithming wave along my nerve endings. |
whimpered.

“You can lie to me, Jane, but your body can’tahd¢eel how much you’'ve missed me, how
much you want me right now.” Keeping my eyes lockéith his own, he brought his fingers to
his lips and tasted me. He smiled. “Just as mudwast you.”

My jaw dropped as | watched him lick his fingelsam. Screw thinking.

“I miss you,” | whispered, hating myself as | fals lips curve against my neck. | slid my hand
between us and fumbled with Gabriel’s belt bucdabriel’s own hand slipped along my rib
cage, cupping my breast. He bent his head to peastg little kisses over the thin fabric of my
blouse before closing his mouth over my nipple.

| dropped my bag so | could slip my hands arouatr@l’s neck and pull him closer. The
contents spilled around his feet as he cuppeddndsiunder my butt and hitched me higher. His
kiss was the center of my universe. Without itdud go spinning off course into the dark,
seeing nothing, feeling nothing.

Through the haze in my head, | heard the faideshif a zipper and locked my legs around his
hips, crossing my ankles at the small of his back.

| grabbed the lowest rung of the fire-escape laflatdeverage as | began the long, slow slide
onto him. | threw my head back, gasping, and nezatyge right there. | let go of the ladder and
twisted my hands in Gabriel’s hair, yanking hisdheéack, claiming his mouth with lips, fangs,

and tongue. This was mine. He was mine.

| clutched at his shoulders, arching my hipsnmetiwith his. A stream of promises, profanities,
and pleas poured from Gabriel’s mouth against niy. dlicupped the back of his head, cradling
his face against mine. | closed my eyes, inhaledtent, and smiled, even when his fangs
extended and scraped lightly across my collarbone.

If he kept doing that, keeping his mouth in synthvais movements—

I howled and put my dizzying dream orgasms to shdmvrithed and convulsed around him,
pulling him tight against me with all the strendithad. | may, at some point, have said some
extremely dirty things in Portuguese.

Gabriel was smiling, a big, goofy grin wreathing face as he came, as if my muttering
anatomically detailed instructions in foreign toegwas some sort of gift. And for some reason,
that made me laugh, which resulted in some intgesiftershocks.

Gabriel was triumphant. “And to think you werestBiwveet, inexperienced librarian when | met
you.” He panted, pushing my hair out of my faceotilook at you, you're a goddess. You can
bring me to my knees with a word.”
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I blinked owlishly at him. Something about thatisded familiar and wrong. Something about
Gabriel. The letters, in the letters, she’'d saat thabriel had enjoyed educating her from
innocent to—

Just as | was able to cobble a coherent thoughkther, Gabriel glanced down at the contents of
my purse and dropped me on my barely covered bwtiuld say it was undeserved, but | had
just Tased him.

“What is that?” he demanded, pointing to the lieenelopes as | scrambled to my feet.

“You dropped me,” | pointed out.

“What the hell is that?”

“You dropped me!” | repeated. “On my ass, justithéou may not have noticed, which I'm
starting to think may be part of our problem asapte.”

Gabriel dropped to his knees to look at the erpedo“Jane, answer me. What are these?”
“Letters,” | told him, plucking the papers off thencrete before he could grab them.

“She’s been writing to you?”

And there it was, confirmation. My concerned fdemasn’t just some crazy person with an
affection for linen paper. She wasn’t making up ¢@mnection to Gabriel. Gabriel knew who she
was, and obviously, he didn’t want me getting infation from her.

| had two options here: calmly and rationally diss my feelings of confusion and abandonment
and encourage Gabriel to enter couples counselithgme ... or pitch a tantrum, demand
information, and make a giant ass of myself.

Any guesses about the route | chose?

“Excuse me,” | seethed. “But you don'’t get to lmeéack into my life, after weeks without a
word, pin me to a wall with your penis, and themded answers.”

“I'm not demanding answers. | just—"

“Who is she, Gabriel? Tell me what’'s going on.sWiould be so much easier if you would just
let me in.”

“I can’t. | can't tell you. What has she— Do yoelieve what she’s saying?”

“I don’t know what to believe, Gabriel. | meang&hsaying some things that sound pretty
familiar. Her scent is what drew you to her. It'bat kept you close to her. That she was special.
That you loved her. That you enjoyed her beingamable and unpredictable, particularly in the
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sack. Do you know where | might have heard anyisfibefore?”

“It's not what you think,” he promised, edging amfaom me.

“What do you mean, it's not what | think? | dokitow what to think. Because you don't tell me
anything! Look at me. This is the result of youam freaking plan to protect me!” | yelled.

Gabriel started to turn away. | grabbed his armsandamed, “Look at me!”

Gabriel's face in the moonlight was a mask of myisthe shadows against his bone-white skin
sharp and stark. I didn’t have to be a mind re&mleee that he wanted to disappear.

“This is your handiwork, Gabriel. This neurotic $s8eof a vampire standing here. You made me
what | am. | hope you’re proud.”

Looking as if he’d been kicked in the gut, Gabhatked away from me into the shadows. Hot,
bloody tears spilled down my cheeks as | shoutedn™t come back! Don’t watch my house.
Don’t come by. Don't call me. Just stay away!”

Gabiriel’s silver-gray eyes reflected back at meéhadark. | could hear his footsteps on the
pavement as he walked briskly away from me witlamgther word.

Somehow, it seemed so much worse than the fin&t ti sank to my knees, crying until my eyes
ran dry. | cried until | was embarrassed to be ched in an alleyway, shedding tears for
someone who obviously didn’t care enough to shechtfor me. | pulled myself together,
grabbing my purse and straightening my rumplechelst

“Damn it.” | sniffled, looking around. “Where’s mynderwear?”

| didn’t want to be that friend who shows up atiydoor with raccoon eyes and hysterics,
complaining about her love life.

That's why | didn’t wear mascara.

Andrea opened her door, wearing Dick’s “Virgingafor Lovers” T-shirt and no pants, drinking
a Budweiser from the can. AWrestlemaniahighlightdDwas playing in the background.

“Baby, who is it?” Dick asked, coming out of thigicken, wearing one of those beer-drinking
helmets, jeans, and no shirt.

“I take it back, you are not the same woman | angéar ago,” | told Andrea.
Andrea burped noiselessly under her breath. “Mvara.”
“Everything OK, Stretch?” Dick asked, taking dfiethelmet. He didn’t, however, bother to turn

down the wrestling match. Apparently, someone visiato shave Vince McMahon'’s head
again.
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Andrea rolled her eyes at him and turned the TV“@¥hat’s going on, Jane?” | tried to ignore
the unsaid “this time” that hung in the air.

| opened my mouth, but | just couldn’t find thend® to express the mishmash of frustration and
plain old mad | had spinning through my head. | ety lips. | narrowed my eyes. | made
angry hand gestures. But no words came out. kestaot pace, gnawing my fingernails to the
quick. Fortunately, they grew back almost instantligich meant | had an endless supply.
Andrea stopped me in my tracks by grabbing my klera. “OK, sweetheart, I'm all for
nonverbal forms of communication, but you're stagtto look like an extremely pissed-off
mime. Use your words.”

“| Tased Gabriel!” | blurted.

“Sweet!” Dick shouted. Andrea shot him an annolgexk. “Right, sorry.” Dick tried to look
remorse-stricken, but the minute Andrea’s back twased, he gave me an enthusiastic double
thumbs-up.

“What are you doing with a stun gun?” Andrea crigkhd how long have | been working in
close proximity to you and said stun gun without knpwledge?”

| threw my hands up, exasperated. “Why is everygmsurprised that | have a stun gun?”
“Because I've seen you staple your hand to a mselorder,” Andrea told me.

“Well, | can’t return the damn thing now. | uséd®n Gabriel. Why can’t | get a reaction on
that?”

“OK, why did you zap Gabriel?” Dick asked, his syggeaming. “Don’t be afraid to go into
details.”

“He snuck up behind me, and | just zapped himal$ an accident. At first.”
“That’s my girl,” Dick crowed.

“And then | had sex with him,” | said, grimacirfi@ut just a little bit.”

“I'll be in the kitchen,” Dick said, beating a lgsetreat to another beer.
“And then he dropped me!” | cried, burying my faosemy hands.

Andrea gasped. “He broke up with you? Again?”

“No, he literally dropped me, on my ass, on thearete!”

Dick turned on his heel and flopped onto the coticban stay a little while.”
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Andrea gave him a silencing glare and patted noylsler. “So, you had a little accidental sex,
big deal. It's like falling off the wagon. I'll judake away your thirty-day Gabriel-free chip, OK?
Wait, you didn’t stun him again afterward, did yda2?hat why he dropped you?”

“No, | dropped my purse, and a bunch of the crdettgrs fell out. Gabriel saw them and asked
if ‘she’ was writing to me. Which means that thég't just some random crazy. This is someone
from his past, someone who sent him into somed@hirley MacLaine inTerms of
Endearment-style panic at the idea of her commtingavith me. And you know what pisses me
off?”

Andrea nodded. “I've got some idea.”

“He just runs off, skulks away like some thiettie night. He gets me all riled up and angry, and
then he leaves me all this crap to deal with, withelp from him. It’s like a relationship hit-and-
run.” | cleared my raw, aching throat and lookedntp my friend’s pitying eyes. “Andrea, |

never thought to ask you directly, because | jastined you would tell me. But just in case
you're trying to protect him or something ... couloytell me—do you know who Jeanine is?
I’'m pretty sure she’s my ‘concerned and vigilameifid.” The letters say that he made her, but
maybe I'm being too literal. Or maybe she’s jushdyout her ass. Is it possible that she’s
Gabriel's sire? Because he won’t share that stitlyer.”

“Jeanine’s not Gabriel’s sire,” Dick blurted oalearly without thinking. And when Andrea and
| turned our attention on him, he muttered, “Awgt

“Dick, who's Jeanine?” Andrea asked.

Dick sighed, rubbing his hand over his face. “Tikisne of those ‘it’s better if | keep my big
mouth shut’ situations, honey.”

“Aw, damn it, Dick,” | moaned. “Not you, too.”

Andrea’s lips pursed. She crawled into his lap evadle a pouty face. Dick groaned. We both
knew he was powerless against Andrea’s pouty faceeally, any face that Andrea made. “OK,
fine, if you won't tell us who she is, tell us wkbe isn’t. How do you know Jeanine is not
Gabriel’s sire?”

“Because Gabriel’s sire was a woman named Jes8ick blurted out as if he’d been dosed
with truth serum. He had the sense to look chagdrivut buckled when Andrea kissed his
earlobe. He cleared his throat. “Irish gal, sorsdoty. And she was, is ... not very nice. They
met at a party hosted by my parents. | don’'t know khe found the party or how she chose
Gabriel. But she led him away from the party intwoéon crib, had her lascivious way with him,
and bit him. She didn’t give him the choice. Werdidhave the rules we do now. Back then, no
vampire would say a word if you didn’t necessawigit for written permission to turn someone.
Jessica thought Gabriel would be amusing, but sheayed waiting for him to rise. She had,
well, has, a really short attention span. She wht{éwithout thinking about what might happen
if he was discovered or got hit with sunlight while was still sleeping it off.”
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“He was turned against his will?” | shuddered, gméng the torture such a violation would incur
today. Eager to keep up a pleasant, harmless puldige for vampires, the Council for the Equal
Treament of the Undead enforced strict laws agéaomsibly turning humans. The punishment
included the Trial, a combination of sunlight, silvand sometimes a coffin full of bees, a
veritable trifecta of capital punishment.

“Well, it's more like she bit him and made him affer he couldn’t refuse,” Dick said. “He
caught up to her during WWII, feeding on orphardgkd in the English countryside. When he
saw her again, when he saw what a monster she wasigeh as he resented her abandonment,
being left to figure out this vampire thing all bymself, he knew he probably would have grown
cruel and bloodthirsty with Jessica. He was gratéfat he was left alone. But he knows that his
turning out so ass-numbingly dull was all a mattiechance. That’s part of the reason he felt he
had such a responsibility to you. He wants youaweetthe right sort of influence, to become all
that you can be, and all that.

“Stretch, I've known Gabriel my whole life. Fomhito get this worked up over something, to
put you through all this, he’s got to have yourtheterests at heart. Just hold on for a while, let
him work it out for himself.”

“Whose side are you on?” | grumbled.

“Mine,” he said. “If you two patch things up, | wo have to hear the pair of you whining all the
damn time.”

“The pair of us?” | asked suspiciously. “You'vedpetalking to him, too? Damn it, Dick!”
“We agreed you wouldn’t speak to the enemy campidrea yelled.

“All I did was go over to his house and threaterkitk his ass on your behalf,” Dick said
defensively. “It was after the store opening, arev| saw how hurt you were, | couldn’t stand
it. | went over there and told him he was gettimg beat-down he’d deserved since 1878. And
then he cried!”

“He cried?” | asked.

Dick’s teeth ground together, his expression disgl “Yes! He took all the fun out of it. How
am | supposed to kick a man’s ass when he’s bawkea baby? It was horrifying. | found
myself comforting the jackass.”

“What did you tell him?” | asked.

“I told him that whatever he was going throughu yeere worth— No! No, | am not going to do
this,” Dick said, standing and waving the pair efaff. “I don’t want to get caught in the middle
of all this. And Gabriel swore me to secrecy ... vihputs me right in the middle of this. Dang it,
he’s better than | thought.” He pulled his beerleatk into place and yelled, “I am Switzerland,
do you hear me? Completely neutral. Work this stutfyourselves. Now, could everybody
please be quiet, so | can watch Macho Man Randgdgakeat the crap out of somebody?”
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“But, Dick—" Andrea cried.
“Shh!” Dick shot back, turning back to the wrestjimatch with a determined air.

Andrea and | watched Dick with bemused expressi@igat's my boyfriend,” Andrea said, sort
of meekly.

“At least yours didn’t drop you on your ass,” lipied out.

10

@

The best way to get over a messy break-up iséndspme with a supportive group of friends.
The best way to chase off a supportive group ehfis is to talk constantly about your messy
break-up.

—Love Bites: A Female Vampire’s Guide to Less
Destructive Relationships

To say | had some pent-up anger would be likengglritney Spears had minor impulse-control
issues.Love Bitesencouraged me to channel thoseamaan a positive direction, so | decided to
pay Zeb’s contractor a visit.

The minute there was enough twilight shadow fortoneove unscathed to the future site of
Casa Lavelle, I ran through the trees at full sp@eth said that Buster, who was known for high-
quality carpentry work before his interest in agstual buzz outstripped his desire for a growing
clientele, took off at exactly five P.M. every désaving a pile of empty beer cans in his wake.

The battered green Dowdy Construction truck wakeghin the shade of a huge elm tree, where
Jolene had talked about hanging a tire swing ferkils. Buster was dozing with his mouth open,
his old faded Cardinals cap perched over his dyasy and lanky, he looked like a young Don
Knotts, complete with droopy eyes and a twitchy lip

Somehow the construction site looked even moreedemg than the last time I'd been there.
The place was haunted by the ghost of “supposéed.tacChalk outlines showing where the
interior framework was supposed to be situatedltiag since faded into pale scribbles. Sitting in
what was supposed to be the living room, a rolhstilation looked as if it was molding from
exposure to the rain. Frayed plastic sheetingwlaatsupposed to be protecting the framework
flapped shroudlike in the breeze.

It looked as if Buster unpacked his tools every aiad did just enough to make it look as if he

was working, without making any actual progresstated at the sleeping Buster, my lip curled
back. I let my fangs fully extend. This man hadtkapy friends dangling for months. He’d made
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Jolene cry. This was not going to be a happy mgétinhim.

With one lithe, soundless spring, | hopped in®lthck of the truck and sat on the lip of the bed.
| cleared my throat and hollered, “Buster!” staugjihim into consciousness.

“Wha!” he shouted, sitting up. “Whassat?”
“Wake up, Buster, we need to talk.”

“Debbie?” He yawned, scratching his head and biimkn the low purpling light of the setting
sun. “Honey, | told you, I'm sorry | said that abqour sister—”

Buster’s eyes slowly came into focus, and he zedlthat | was not his angry live-in girlfriend.
“Oh, hey, Jane,” he said, yawning again. “Whassup?

“We need to talk about your timeline for completihe house, Buster. | mean, walls painted,
hardware on cabinets, light switches screwed iogplaverything. What's your ETA?”

Buster cleared his throat and tried to use hiefgssional” voice. “Well, it's hard to say. So
much of that depends on when | can get material®eatra guys out here to do some of the work.
I’'m just one person, you know.”

“Cut the crap, Buster. What month are you aimm@’f

“It's OK, the McClaines explained it all to me, UBter said in a conspiratorial whisper. “They
want Zeb and Jolene to give up on the house blighdays. Jim McClaine even promised me a
bonus if | could get them to move back in with defs parents before her due date.”

| exhaled loudly through my nostrils. One day, whelene’s hormone levels were normal, we
were going to have a long talk about her dad.

“The McClaines aren’t bankrolling this project,tdld him. “I am.”

“That’s not what Jim—gak!” Buster yelped as | yadkim up by the collar and pulled him out
of the truck and into the barely framed housel Btlding his shirt, | hoisted him against the
strongest of the wooden ribs and pinned him bythiheat. Normally, | would be nervous around
this much exposed, fractured wood, but Buster wasrightened to think about staking me.
“Listen to me, Buster, look at me. Really look a.m

He spluttered and coughed, taking in the too-lrayes, the pale skin, the fading light glistening
off long, sharp fangs. “Yeah, I'm a vampire. I'nvampire going through a really rough
emotional transition. And Zeb and Jolene are anmbedew people in my life who don’t piss me
off right now, so I'd like to keep them happy. lilat means checking up on you every day,
beating the tar out of you to make sure you're sabe doing the work you promised, I’'m going
to do it.”
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| dropped him to his feet, and he promptly santheoground like a sack of potatoes. “But the
McClaines—"

“The McClaines have told you it’s in your bestdregst not to finish the house. Don’t worry
about that. Right now, | think you need to decidech of us scares you more.”

“I don’t do the work that | used to do,” he mundhleubbing at his reddened throat.

“Because of the drinking? Well, consider me yowngersonal recovery program. The steps
are, you build my friends’ house—on time and indjocondition—and then you get to keep all of
your limbs. Sound fair?”

Buster nodded, mute with fear. He sobered corsigas we went room to room in the shell of
the house, discussing what would have to be redwwe Jong each phase should take. By the
time | was ready to leave, Buster seemed almosteekabout coming back the next day. Or, at
least, excited to keep all of his limbs.

“Bright and early tomorrow, Buster,” | told himAhd if Zeb or Jolene asks, we didn’t have this
conversation.”

Buster's smile was stiff, as if he couldn’t remeanbow to be a “people pleaser” and was
working to recall the skill. “What conversation?”

Eventually, Mama found the shop. The bad newsthatsMama found the shop in time for the
first meeting of the reconstituted chapter of therids and Family of the Undead.

The good news was that seeing that many vampat®ed in one place freaked Emery out so
badly that he found an excuse for leaving juswvar@nutes after he walked in. Maybe we could
hold the monthly FFOTU meetings every week ...

The FFOTU used to meet at the Traveler's Bowkstaurant featuring healthy “global” cuisine
that spiraled into bankruptcy, not just becauseotheers tried to sell soy cheese to Hollow
residents but because the police seized all dfglass sculptures” they sold at the restaurant gift
shop. It took Police Chief Don Parker several siit recognize that they were bongs and not
very complicated ashtrays. Unfortunately, it ordghk his son, DJ, one visit. Once you sell a bong
to the offspring of a small-town police chief, iBspretty safe bet that anyone who so much as
pauses in your parking lot will be ticketed. Wilteir handful of customers scared off, the owners
had no choice but to close.

The support group consisted of twenty or so peop#dl races, ages, and socioeconomic classes,
all of whom were bonded through the shock of kngwimat (1) a loved one had died, and (2)

that loved one still walked around and sometimebwialent episodes. Plus, there’s the
embarrassment and stigma that can come with besareted with the undead in a small rural
town like the Hollow, where vampires still occasatip suffered household “accidents” involving
pointy wooden objects. It helped new vampires &edl families to be able to meet in a safe
location just to talk or vent or learn that youmheturned son is not avoiding Sunday dinners
because he doesn’t love you anymore but becausseywa said dinners with the good silver and
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he can no longer digest solid food.

The group operated under guidelines that weresammash of Alcoholics Anonymous and
PFLAG. We did not reveal our last names. Persarfatination revealed during the meetings
was confidential. We were not required to dischvbether we were vampire or human. But after
a few meetings, you figured out who was eatingstiecks and who wasn’t. The common ground
was that each member hurt. Each offered understgragid sympathy to the other members.
Each tried to keep a sense of humor.

Zeb and Jolene actually met at an FFOTU meetolgng was still recovering from the dusting
of her recently turned childhood friend, and Zelsstll weirded out by my new dietary habits.
Zeb brought me into the group a few months later.

The meeting started out well enough. I'd set umglanentary drinks and snacks around the
“lounging area” as a sort of welcome gesture. Vdreinvited Cindy in the hopes of giving her
some resources to deal with her awkward familyasiden. | gave her the usual latte, and she sat
in the back, not attempting to socialize with argion

All of the regulars I'd come to know were themggluding DeeDee, the de facto leader of the
group. DeeDee’s banker husband was voluntarilyeiin the midst of a midlife crisis. Instead

of buying a sports car or having an affair, he dedihe wanted to stop the aging process
altogether. She’d felt pressured to be turned Heesging a little every day while her husband
remained forever forty-seven. In the end, she textexrl to remain human, and her husband left
her. She was now dating a very nice accountantfainted at the sight of blood. But she stuck
around to help other people through the transgioth welcomed new members to the group. And
the newest addition to the group was my mother.

Stupid grocery-store community board.

| turned my back for two seconds, and there was&jaarrying a plate of brownies and
wearing a black T-shirt with the vampire rightsdaan it. And a name tag that she’d brought
from home that said, “Hello, my name is: Jane’s M&m

Was it too late to changemyname?

| turned on my heel, hoping to escape the roorssipty get as far as Borneo, before | heard,
“Janie! Baby! It's Mama!”

Cringing, | turned back to where Mama had DeeDesniarm-lock and was dragging her over
to me.

“Now, DeeDee, this is my daughter, Jane. She waed last year! This is her shop, isn't it
wonderful? I'm just so proud!” Mama cooed. “Jarigs s DeeDee.”

“I know, Mama, I've known her for a while,” | wipered. “Miss DeeDee, would you please
excuse us for a second?”
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DeeDee winked at me and made her way to the gatta free latte.

“I love your little shop, honey!” Mama cooed, walg me around the lounge area like a show
dog and mouthing a breathless hello to every paersohumped into. “I just love what you've
done with it. The colors and the chairs and allghesty little knickknacks. Did Andrea pick all
this out?”

“Nope, that would be me. | did this,” | informedrh

“Well, it’s lovely, but | probably would have gorelittle lighter on the wall color. You know,
Jenny says if you paint a room too dark, it's lizeing ten percent of your square footage. You
might have called her and asked her advice.”

“Well, since my lawyer has advised me against lspgao her without a transcriptionist present,
that might have been difficult,” | said, smiling setly.

“Oh, now you're just being silly.” She sighed ahen saw Jolene and Zeb come through the
front door. Zeb saw Mama and turned on his heghdrto usher Jolene out for a quick escape.
But there was no escape. This was the Thunderdbperental intrusion. “Zeb! Oh, honey,
come see what Jane’s done with the shop!”

“Mama, he’s seen it,” | told her. “He’s been heefore. In fact, he helped me paint. | appreciate
that you're being so supportive, but could you bigla less, | don’t know, forceful about it?”

“l don’t know what you mean.” Mama sniffed andniHaunched herself at an unsuspecting
Jolene for non-consensual belly rubbing.

Andrea smirked at me. | glared at her. “Am | ngké&tbrmally, when | have this dream, | look
down and I'm naked.”

“I know, it’s terrible. I'm sorry,” Andrea said,dvely able to control the twitching corners of her
mouth.

“You don't look sorry.”

“I'm terribly, terribly sorry,” Andrea promised, snicker escaping when she turned her back to
fetch a bottle of hazelnut syrup.

“You're just humoring me because | sign the cheaksn’t you? | would say | don’t need your
pity, but obviously, that's not true.”

Zeb joined me at the bar, having abandoned his twwiMama’s pregnancy interrogation, the
coward. Zeb gave me a sympathetic shoulder squéereant to tell you. DeeDee put ads on
bulletin boards in the supermarkets, Walmart, trents calendar in the newspaper ...”

| groaned. “I knew this community-involvement thiwas going to come back and bite me on
the ass. You know what we could do instead? An emess crusade for vampires who use
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sunless tanner. Nothing’s as obvious as an oraaggpive.”

“It's good for business,” Andrea told me. She shdérce look at Zeb as she hefted a king-size
tray of fruit, veggies, and cheese cubes. “I'm gaim go rescue your wife with a plate of
nutritious, baby-building snacks, you weenie. Jameama doesn’t scare me.” She cleared her
throat. “Much.”

Zeb chuckled, watching as Andrea managed to iasinlierself between Mama and a grateful
Jolene.

“So, how’s the house coming along?” | asked.

Zeb's face flushed with an incredulous smile. “@&ré@uster actually started putting up interior
framing this week. He’s got a crew coming out tatla® roof soon, and he said we might be
ready for Sheetrock before next month. And wheenksk dad came out yesterday to give Buster
the stink-eye, Buster just kept his head down aacdked his butt off. Even Lonnie had to admit
that Buster was doing good, solid work. We mightially be moved in by Christmas. Can you
believe it?”

“Wow,” | intoned, trying to sound appropriately pmessed. | kept my eyes wide and innocent.
“You must have really put your foot down with Buste

Zeb puffed his chest out a bit and tried to sooumiachalant. “If I've learned anything from my
scary in-laws, it’s all about tone of voice.”

As everybody circled to start the meeting, | sdvked to sit next to Mama, so | could control ...
um, introduce her. Mama had apparently taken the to memorize the Pledge, a collection of
five truths the group repeated before every megtind was louder than the rest of us combined
as we promised: “l will remember that a newly turvampire is the same person with new
needs.

“I will remember that a loved one’s being turnatbia vampire does not reflect on me.

“I will remember to offer my vampire loved onescaptance and love, while maintaining
healthy boundaries.

“I will remember that vampirism is not contagiawsess blood is exchanged.
“I will remember that | am not alone.”

Before DeeDee could stand up to introduce herstiina bounced to her feet. “Well, hello,
everybody! I'm Jane’s mama, Sherry. I'm just sopam be here!”

“Hi, Sherry,” the group chorused, despite my afieto pull Mama back into her seat by her
sleeve.

“I'll admit that | went through a bit of bad patelfter Jane came out, but I've come to accept that
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| cannot change what Jane is,” Mama said, her \qieerering. “And | need to do whatever | can
to make her feel accepted and loved by her farBNen if she tries to avoid spending time with
us. And isn’'t speaking to some of us.”

“That’s my Mama,” | conceded.

“Well, Sherry, it's refreshing to see a parenvesoally supportive of her child after they come
out,” said DeeDee.

I rolled my eyes. Can we talk about the fact tieat“bad patch” involved force-feeding me pot
pie and trying to give me a tan? | sulked througteDee’s discussion of the pain and confusion
of new vampires adjusting to a human world anduglhoher preplanned talk on subconscious
conversational slips that can be highly insultioggard vampires. | couldn’t help but think this
last topic was directed toward Mama, and | wasoalit. But she was so caught up taking notes
and beaming beatifically at DeeDee that I'm prstiye the clue sailed right over her head.

The group broke up to socialize, which was usualjyfavorite part of the meetings, but this
time, | was dodging my mother with a sudden, ex&lgmrgent search for coffee filters in the
stockroom.

“‘Jane?”

“Gah!” | cried, jumping and whacking my head osheelving unit.
“Are you all right, hon?” Mama asked, cooing owgy new contusion.
“No, no, I'm not,” | grumbled, rubbing my forehead

“I'm sorry. | just wanted to catch you in privdteshe whispered. “l just wanted to see how
you're doing, you know, since Gabriel broke up withu. Your daddy and Jolene said you took it
awfully hard.”

“Wha—G-gabriel did not break up with me. | brokewith him. And what is Jolene doing
talking to you about that? If she thinks she cditedebelly questions by baiting you with
information about me, well, that’s just evil andll@nt, actually. | don’t think | give her enough
credit ...”

“Oh, you're so silly. Now, I'd like to talk to yoabout your grandma’s birthday,” Mama said
breezily. “Your grandma Ruthie wants to make surne gpologize to Wilbur so we can all enjoy
dinner without any unpleasantness.”

“Hmm. Unpleasantness like bringing up the fact ivdbur tried to stake me with his cane the
last time | saw him?” | asked. Mama made a “disaed” face.

Sometimes newly turned vampires are only giverughdlood to enable them to wake from the
death sleep. They have none of the vampiric stheogspeed ... or charm. They're called
ghouls. 1 only know this because my grandma Ruthigost married one of them eatrlier this
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year. Despite the fact that Wilbur looked like Stef and may have bumped off several of his
wives to sustain his endless after-death retirentenand Grandma Ruthie decided to keep
dating.Afterhe tried to dust me with his cane.

It turned out that Wilbur and Ruthie were a perfeatch. After all, Grandma Ruthie’s four
husbands and previous fiancé all died under eqsalpicious circumstances, involving a
speeding milk truck, a brown recluse bite on treéde of the throat, a previously unknown
allergy to Grandma Ruthie’s famous strawberry-ribolpae, a golf-related lightning strike, and a
miscalculation of Viagra dosage. Wilbur and Grand®ughie seemed very happy together,
though | guess when you never know when your lovight facilitate your release from your
mortal coll, it's important to keep up the appeamnf happiness. Frankly, | was glad they were
still so lovey-dovey. For me to win the “dead powith Zeb and Dick, either Wilbur or Grandma
would have to meet a grisly end in a botulism cegkrnext spring.

“No. Absolutely not. You all can just celebratehaut me,” | told Mama. “I do not apologize to
people who try to kill me. It sets a bad precedent.

“Oh, but your grandma Ruthie will be so hurt ifuydon’t show up!” Mama protested.

“No, she won't,” | told Mama. “You know she won$he’ll be much happier, and things will be
a lot less tense without me there. In fact, thditlv@ my gift to her this year, not showing up.”

Mama looked resigned but unhappy, which was g#gdraw we both felt when negotiating the
logistics of family gatherings. “Sometimes | jusintt understand the things that come out of
your mouth, baby,” Mama said, pushing my hair backn my face.

“| hear that a lot,” | told her.

Mama chuckled, rolling her eyes. “Now that we hthet out of the way, how are you doing,
really?”

“Other than spending an unhealthy amount of tiakénig answers to magazine quizzes so | get
better scores, I'm fine,” | told her. “The shopiging well. | have sweet, patient friends with a
high tolerance for whining. Zeb and Jolene keepnmelved in their never-ending baby-name
debate. Dick is the older brother | never reallyeaisfor. Andrea wants to start a belly-dancing
class next month. My life is very full.”

“Do you want to talk about it?” Mama asked.
“No, 1 do not.”

“Honey.” She sighed, tipping my chin toward hdrkfiow it hurts right now, but whatever
Gabriel did, I'm sure he’s sorry. And if he’s nataybe Adam Morrow is still interested ...”

“No. Mama, | love you. | love that you're beingpportive and that you want to put me back up
in the saddle. But trust me, trust me, you don’htwvae dating Gabriel ... or Adam. I'm better off
alone right now.” | kissed her cheek. “But | loveuy’
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“I love you, too,” she said, squeezing my che&tee let out a cleansing breath and returned to
her normal cheerful tone. “Maybe it would help ihvited Adam’s mama to the meetings. You
know, maybe if she learned to be a little more epemded like me, it would make it easier on
the two of you if you just happen to start dating.”

| thought about making a smart comment, but ferdake of this newfound bridge of mother-
daughter understanding, instead | said, “Maybe heilsin’t makemoreconnections with the guy
who has a fuzzy perception of personal boundaries?”

“Oh, you're so strange sometimes,” Mama said at tbne of voice that always left me unsure
of whether she was going to pay attention to wisaid.

The gears in my brain whirred, searching for activdy that would keep Mama occupied and
safely away from Adam Morrow’s mama. When all thectmnery clicked into place, a wide
smile spread over my face.

“Mama,” | said, putting my arm around her. “How wd you like to throw Jolene a baby
shower?”

| received a “reminder” e-mail from Head Courtriegt | had yet to submit a progress report on
my collections for the prize committee. She wasngjyme three demerits and told me to meet
with Jenny to “better implement a synergisticaligative approach” to my begging freebies
before a progress meeting with the Courtneys. |geasg to find the person who sold Head
Courtney her copy ofWho Moved My Cheese?and snisaikt

With an obvious expression of disdain, Jenny dathrough the shop’s front door with her
hand sanitizer at the ready. She seemed surpnsethdt she saw. She even smiled, just a tiny
bit, at the fanciful little pottery dragon grinniag) her from a table by the front window.

“How can | help you?” | asked, smiling pleasarntythe point that it was hurting my face. “We
just got a shipment of self-help books. Can | ie¢éryou in a copy ofHow to Stop Being a
Raging Bitch in 30 Days?”

Jenny’s lip curled back, and | could practicaliy ghe acid response forming, but she bit her lip
and exhaled loudly through her nose. “This is & piace,” she conceded. “Good light, nicely
arranged. Probably not a color scheme | would lchesen.”

“I'm sure.” My teeth were grinding as | led herttee counter. | didn’t offer her coffee or a
scone, despite the fact that they were arrangeptiegty under a nearby glass dome. This was
not a social visit. This was business. OK, fineefiJenny had been making me feel unwelcome
for years, and now | was having a tiny bit of reyen

She smiled sweetly, or what passed for sweetlywoe’'ve had enough Botox to paralyze an
elephant. “Mr. Wainwright must have been fond of yo have left you all this.”

“Here we go,” | muttered.
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Jenny shrugged, her eyes wide and not-quite-comgty guileless. “I'm just saying, it must be
awfully nice—"

“You think I like the fact that Mr. Wainwright di®” | asked coldly. “Do you think | wouldn’t
rather he was here right now?”

Technically, he was there at the moment, hoverireg his favorite copy ofFrom Fangs to Fairy
Folk: Unusual Creatures of Midwestern North Amerigat | wasn’t about to tell Jenny that.

“I think I'll pop out to see how your aunt Jetsedoing,” Mr. Wainwright whispered.

“Coward,” | muttered. | turned back to my sist&/hy did you come here, Jenny?”

Jenny tried, and failed, to look surprised by mg lof questioning. “Courtney told you. We have
to go over our collection plan before the meetinganted to talk to you about getting some of
the car dealerships in town to offer some detaitiagkages. | think I might have an in with the
owner of Nelson Ford.”

| searched Jenny'’s face. | even thought aboutipgahkto her thoughts, but past experience with
Grandma Ruthie had shown me that only prolongedtgement, it didn’t help me win it.
Fortunately, I'd known my sister long enough tocéis the acquisitive, gleeful look in her eye
when she was bordering on social triumph. And & slas really going to forge some sort of
tenuous connection with the largest auto dealeiighipwn, she would have been dancing some
uptight little jig.

My eyes narrowed. “No you didn’t. We could havediad this whole thing by e-mail. That's
how we’ve done it so far, why change now?”

“Fine. | want to talk to you about the house,”@¢Baid, sighing.

“No!” | threw up my hands. “My lawyer said I'm nsupposed to talk to you about the house or
its contents without him being present. That's wigyve been handling this frustrating yet not at
all rewarding task over e-mail!”

“Jane, | think we can settle this without the lans;”

“How do you figure?”

Jenny actually had the good grace to look sligtithyd, twisting her wedding band around her
finger as she said, “Well, your situation has cleghgrou need to stay close to town now that
you're running the shop. And besides, you don’thiéat big old place, all by yourself—"

“If you finish that sentence, I'm going to puncbuwyin the head.”

“Don’t you threaten me,” she said, shoving my dteu
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“Don’t you tell me what | need,” | said, shovingriback, sending her chair scooting across the
floor.

“Jane, you have so much stuff! | don’t understeungt you needeverythingthe family’s handed
down! You're all alone. No one even sees all tHosautiful things. They won’t be appreciated in
your house like they would be in mine.”

“I’'m not having this discussion with you again,tdld her, pushing back from the table. “Let’s
just get through this carnival from hell, I'll fira way to fake my death and escape from the
chamber, and you can fight Head Courtney to théhdea her position as queen of the evil hive.
And then we never have to see each other againcsiopretend | died or something.”

“You did die,” Jenny said, rolling her eyes.

“So it should be easy for you.”

“Why can't you just discuss this with me like dioaal adult?” she demanded.
“Why? Are you going to behave like a rational a@dul shot back.

She grunted and tossed her folder of chamber raltacross the bar at me. “l can't talk to you
when you're like this, which isall the time. 'migg.” She huffed and puffed while she slung her
purse over her shoulder. “But this isn’t over, Jar®u’re going to have to deal with this sooner
or later.”

Jenny blew back out of the shop like a bitchy icane, leaving a trail of scattered prize
committee papers in her wake. And when she’d toksedblder at me, she’d knocked a huge
stack of mail off the counter.

Perfect.

| ran around the shop, picking up sheets of pdptiling Jenny’s campaign to wheedle free
floral arrangements and colonics out of the HollWisiness community. | also cursed a rather
impressive blue streak that eventually began tonghgnd was soon coming out in iambic
pentameter.

Andrea had enrolled us in a poetry seminar.

And when [ finally managed to assemble the paperthe bar, | was confronted with the
envelope. I'd been avoiding the mail for the pamtpie of days. Frankly, between the creepy
Jeanine letters and my Visa bill, the U.S. PostaViSe wasn't exactly bearing me good news
lately. But | couldn’t ignore today’s note, the @ney linen envelope stuck between humdrum
bills and catalogues.

| seriously considered tearing it up without resaylit. Insight into my sire and his crazy possible
ex’s relationship didn’t exactly make me happy. Big more | read, the more | wanted to know.
Whoever this woman was, Jeanine knew exactly hoshnmformation to reveal, how much to
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play close to the vest, to keep me confused, wayma@nd coming back for more. She should
have been a mystery author or maybe run for Corgres

| took a deep yoga breath and prepared myseiif@tever obsessive looniness the letter had in
store for me. And as | scanned the page, one wonggd out at me: “whore.”

| really hated it when people called me that.

“I saw you. | saw you with him, rutting in an alléke some common whore. | warned you, but
you wouldn’t listen. What do | have to do to makeiynderstand that you have to stay away
from Gabriel? Do | have to do something drastigegbmy point across? You have no one to
blame but yourself now.”

“Oh.” My hands trembled, and the letter fluttetedhe counter. My stomach pitched, pushing
the salty-sweet remnants of synthetic blood intothngat.

The fact that someone had watched me engagenmaiet acts in an alleyway seemed far more
pressing than the fact that she was threatenifdotsomething drastic.” Personally, | thought

the drive-by fruiting of my front porch was prettyastic. But she’dseenus? Someone had
watched Gabriel and me having sex behind the sBbop seen my sex faces? Heard the noises
I made? Watched when Gabriel dropped me on myldsfi7as if I'd been doused in ice water.
What if she’d taken more pictures? What if she sieeitn to people | knew? Posted them on the
Internet? What if that's what she meant by haviagne else to blame?

| tried to imagine explaining nude online pictutesny mother. If she thought me becoming a
vampire was embarrassing, how would she reactdadantal amateur porn star’? | leaned my
forehead against the counter. “Oh, not good.”

What do you do in a situation like this? | cerbawasn’t going to the police, who weren't
exactly helpful in cases where vampires were caorazkrl’d probably pressed Andrea’s and
Dick’s nerves to the limit with my “erotomania” kahnd the relationship hysterics. Zeb didn'’t
need to be dragged into this, what with his pracreavorries. That left one person, one man
who would understand the situation, my feelingparanoia and guilt and revulsion.

And | wasn't talking to my sire at the moment.

My computerized calendar alarm sounded from thester. Andrea had set it so | wouldn’t
conveniently forget my scheduled progress meettngas being held at Puerto Vallarta, the only
restaurant in the Hollow that served Mexican foathowut a drive-through window. The theory
was that the planning committee would build bett@nections and work more creatively in a
social setting. Basically, it was an excuse for@airtneys to get knee-walking drunk off half-
priced margaritas on a weeknight. And because Q@#&tney wasn’t a committee head, |
wouldn’t even have her as a social shield.

“Forced bonding time with inebriated Courtneysirestaurant, where I’'m going to have to hide
the fact that | don’t eat,” | groaned, flopping imgad onto the counter. “Peachy freakin’ keen.”
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11

@

If you're new to a relationship and your planstlee evening involve alcohol, consider this
formula to determine your consumption: however malephol units it takes to get you to start
complaining about your last boyfriend minus 100cpet.

—Love Bites: A Female Vampire’s Guide to Less
Destructive Relationships

| was, of course, the first person to show ugatrestaurant, because, silly me, | assumed that
when a meeting starts at seven, that's when yauipposed to show up. The rest of the
Courtneys, and Jenny, showed up at 7:20, justasi@for ten became available in the crowded
dining room. Apparently, | was the designated taialeer.

This was going to be a fun night.

Puerto Vallarta was run by the Gonzalez familstfgeneration Mexican-Americans whose
parents had come to Kentucky in the 1970s to feabssnal work on the tobacco farms. The three
siblings served affordable, delicious Mexican aweswith just the right amount of “authentic”
mariachi-ized ambience and a smile— even whenated butchered Spanish while ordering
“case-o-dillias.”

Hector, the oldest Gonzalez, led us to the backitavhich was set up for large parties. When
Head Courtney saw the unassuming spot under avgssedl guitars and a neon sign for Dos
Equis, she shook her head and said, “We wouldlifiesenttable,” with loud, deliberate
pronunciation. Then she repeated the phrase wgthshiooping hand gestures.

Apparently, Head Courtney didn’t think that Hecspoke English. But she did believe that
when you speak really slowly and loudly, Englistoaatically becomes whatever language is
understood by the person you're yelling at.

“We wantthattable,” Head Courtney said, pointiogihother long table underneath huge
hanging bunches of dried garlic and chili pepp&h&n she added more hand gestures.

Hector, who had been the go-to grammarian for onobhs English class at Half-Moon Hollow
High, looked to me with a puzzled expression. leeimy eyes and shrugged.

Several of the Courtneys seemed to be watchingawee approached the table. As we were
seated, | mentally reviewed the benefits of beloggo the Chamber of Commerce. Legitimacy,
contacts, free advertising. | said it over and omany head, like a mantra to keep me from
strangling one of the Courtneys with their imitatiGoach purse straps.

“Thank you,” Head Courtney said loudly. Hector ded.
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“Good to see ya, Jane. I'll have a server withlyrajust a few minutes,” he said in his perfect,
heavily-Southern-accented English. Hector, whostesi on being called Heck in school, had
always looked a little like Lou Diamond Phillipscasounded a lot like Larry the Cable Guy. |
winked at him.

Head Courtney looked momentarily confused butlduiforgot her ethnic profiling as she
watched me settle in with a menu, ignoring thetelusf dried garlic hanging over my head.
Contrary to what movies would have you believe, pmes aren’t allergic to garlic. It does,
however, smell to high heaven, and we have sup&tsennoses. But it had been a long time
since the specimens overhead had remotely resemgédade food. The smell was strong but not
unpleasantly so. It reminded me of coming to Puetien | was living. Zeb and | would come on
Tuesday nights to split a carne asada platter hativeith Hector over cheap beer.

“Are you OK here, Jane?” Cankles Courtney askedkimg carefully over her menu. She
nodded up to the garlic. “Jenny said you have .ergiks.”

I'll bet she did. | glared Jenny’s way, but shersed completely absorbed by her menu. | smiled
sweetly at Cankles Courtney. “Thanks for askind,Itoa fine.”

Cankles Courtney gave Toady Courtney a triumploanit, as if to say, “See, | told you! She’s
not a vampire.”

| sighed, making a show of studying the menu.ds®d carne asada. And chocolate. And ice
cream. And lasagna. And cheeseburgers. Basicattisded all food, except brussels sprouts. It
still irked me that my last meal had consistedabfo skins and liquor. People who get the chair
receive a better culinary sendoff.

| wasn’t going to order the carne asada, becdwsemould just be depressing, even if | used
Jolene’s disgusting food-craving imagery. | decideadamales. They were mushy and messy,
and it would be difficult to tell how much, if ariyhg, | was eating. Plus, I'd never liked them
much, so staring at them for an hour or so witlimihg able to eat them would be bearable.

Our server suffered through our ordering pronuraa with a brave face. When he came to me,
| ordered the tamales, and whatever remainingastéhe Courtneys had in my eating habits
seemed to melt away. The server stared at melforgamoment and then asked, “And to drink?”

| thought about sweet, fortifying tequila, sindech the Courtneys were planning on bellying up
to the margarita trough. But | wanted to keep migwabout me so | wouldn’t get wrangled into
cleaning up after the petting zoo or any of theentindesirable jobs Courtney had lined up.
“Water’s fine, thanks.” The server seemed to senseakening in my resolve and continued
staring at me. | took the bar menu from the liptl@stic console in the middle of the table.
“Actually, I'll have a beer.”

The Courtney on my left gasped in horror. Jenrgesed as | looked over the beer selections.
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“El Torrente Sanguineo?” he asked.

For a moment, | and my three years of poor Span&huction thought he was asking if |
wanted a raincoat with that. | squinted at him.gdeted to a selection near the bottom of the
menu. The little dark brown bottle on the illusipatlooked like any beer. | knew that Sanguineo
probably had something to do withsangre, whichsiaed to “blood.” Andtorrenteprobably
meant “river” or “stream.” So it probably transldtes something like “blood stream” or “vein.”
Was he offering me synthetic blood?

I looked up at the server, who smiled back atlowking a little dazzled. Now that they’d been
thoroughly horrified by my choice to drink beerablic, the Courtneys weren’t paying attention
to what | was ordering. | guess they figured vaepiwvouldn’t drink beer and order tamales.

“Please!” | said emphatically, smiling back.

The waiter practically scrambled over the adjayjiooth in his rush to get our drinks back to
us. He set the brown bottle in front of me witHaufish, a slice of lime carefully balanced in the
lip. | thanked him as he served the margaritastaokl a long pull from the bottle.

Ahh. Sweet, slightly spicy, a thick coating of #yetic blood rolled down my throat and soothed
my nervous stomach. | was going to have to rememhiiebrand. The waiter watched me
expectantly. | wanted to smile, but | was prettsesmy teeth would be blood-stained for the next
few minutes. Also, my fangs were trying to creepauny mouth. | pressed my lips together but
nodded enthusiastically. | was going to have tdHip guy in a serious way. The waiter backed
away from our table but promised to be back soon.

“If Jane’s done eye-flirting with the server,” He&ourtney said, clearing her throat and pursing
her thin, cranberry-glossed lips, “we should stagtmeeting.”

Crap, I'd totally forgotten why | was there.

It was a good thing I'd elected not to drink. Cioely tried to stick me with petting-zoo clean-up,
sitting in the dunk tank,andputting down the deposithe inflatables (out of my own pocket,
apparently, with the hope that the Courtneys woeldember to reimburse me).

Each of the committee chairs was given a progreakiation. Head Courtney wasn't pleased
with our work. Cankles Courtney, who was in chasfod, had neglected to think of
vegetarian options for the festival attendees. é8se nothing says old-fashioned family fun like
a tofu dog.) Short Courtney, who was in chargeutfiigity, had yet to secure an interview with
the local morning radio show, so that Head Courtayd educate the masses on the importance
of the chamber’s philanthropic efforts. Also, Shédurtney had ordered the promotional posters
in an autumnal burnt orange instead of the chamlsgghature pink, so five demerits for her. |
was failing miserably, and | was lucky that Jenraswhere to save my butt. Head Courtney
placed her right hand on Jenny’s shoulder whilemwbaounced this. Jenny tried to preen subtly
but failed. | was reminded of the scene inThe OnfemwDamien realizes the extent of his evil
power.
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Seriously, could | buy my way out of this gig? WH4d justgaveHead Courtney $5,000 for the
animal shelter? And then moved and changed my name?

By the end of the “meeting,” Head Courtney had fmpty margarita glasses next to her plate
and was starting to tell the other Courtneys whatreally thought of them. Short Courtney
needed to get her roots done. Cankles Courtneywwlt] ,cankles. Toady Courtney had almost
reined her in when Head Courtney’s gaze fell onAtehis point, I'd been pushing tamales
around on my plate for two hours while watching sister get fawned over. As far as | was
concerned, Head Courtney could bring it on.

Head Courtney was swaying in her chair, her ctisidond hair clinging to the light sheen of
drunk sweat on her cheeks. “You think you're so msimarter than the rest of us. That we don’t
know what you really are.”

“Courtney, | don't think you're feeling very weéllToady Courtney said loudly, her brown eyes
wide with alarm. “Those enchiladas must have beenid!”

“Oh, don’t interrupt her, Courtney,” | said, smijj and tilting my head. “I think she was on a
roll.”

The jig, apparently, was up. And I felt a littleotish for picking at those damn tamales. Oh,
well, I might as well have some fun with it.

“Jenny told us all about it. You think we wouldvedet you in if we had known?” Head
Courtney hissed. “We would never—and now, we ckigk you out because you people sue for
discrimination at the drop of a hat. We don’t wgati to pull a Frink on us.”

Did she just call me “you people”?

The whole table was suddenly quiet, as if Courtmay dropped a glass dome over us. Suddenly,
it all made sense. The stupid tasks, the poor padnce reviews, the general bitchiness. It
wasn'tjustthat they didn’t like me. They wanted taeuit. They’d managed to weed out
everyone who didn’t live up to their standards tlgio intimidation and misery, but they couldn’t
get rid of me because | scared them. | was makamgthiserable by my mere presence. | smiled,
letting my fangs peek out just the tiniest bit.

“Jenny, I'm surprised at you,” | said in my blast&ne. “I thought you'd be too ashamed to tell
anybody about your sister's shameful vampire caoonlit mean, really, where’s the benefit in
outing me? Aren’t you afraid of tarnishing your uégtion?”

“Shister?” Head Courtney slurred. “What do you meésister’?”

The silence was broken, and a rush of whispensded the table of Courtneys. Now it was my
turn for my jaw to drop. | stared at Jenny. “Yoldtthem I'm a vampire, but you didn’t tell them
I’'m your sister?”

Jenny’s jaw clenched. Her face turned a pastyesb&dyster gray. “There was no reason to. My
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sister died last year.”

| waited for the twist in my chest, the pain ofrigerejected by Jenny once again so she could
spend time with people who were better, more ingodrthan me. But it didn’t come. | was used
to it. She’d made her feelings clear a long time. adnere was a freedom in just not giving a
damn anymore. And Jenny had granted me this gifad free. | could walk away. Part of me
wanted to, to give Jenny and the Courtneys whatwanted. | could quit and walk out the door
so they'd have to pay for my synthetic-blood tabt Bie more perverse part of my personality
was intrigued by the possibilities. So, | did sonieg that shocked the Courtneys.

I laughed.

Everyone at the table winced as | threw my heat bad laughed like a big old donkey. |
giggled until my sides ached. | laughed for evetygirl, bookworm, and wallflower who’d ever
felt powerless in the wake of the Courtneys ofwieeld. | laughed because | knew that when |
got up, Jenny was going to have to explain to tbertteys why she had lied to them. She was
going to be left holding the conversational bagdoce. | laughed because this was such a silly
high school drama to find oneself enmeshed inatitie old age of twenty-eight.

Once I'd recovered, | wiped at my eyes, hoping thare weren't streaks of blood tears running
from my lashes. Other diners had lifted their hfaol® their tacos and were starting to stare. |
stood up, prompting another communal flinch, ars$éd some bills on the table, enough to
make up a 40-percent tip for my buddy the waiter.

“That is my big sister,” | said loudly. “Always ¢&ing out for number one. You girls are
hilarious! Courtney, what a sense of humor you hatead a great time tonight. Thanks for
asking me. I'll see you at the next meeting!”

| took two steps, then turned around, promptirggehtire table to press back away from me,
knocking Short Courtney off her chair. “By the wélye waiter figured it out faster than y’all did.
And he had a hell of a lot more class about it.”

| giggled all the way from the table to the fralator, to the point that Hector stopped me at the
door and asked if | was OK to drive.

“I'm fine,” | assured him. “Sober as a judge.”

“You haven’t seen Judge Frye in here after abunget beers.” Hector snickered. “He wears a
sombrero and everything. Hey, Jane, are you gaitiget reunion? It's coming up pretty soon.”

“I don’t know ... | haven't really thought it throtg’
“What's to think through?” he asked. “You see satftefriends, laugh at everybody who got fat
and bald, get drunk off spiked punch, and go habaene on, I'll need someone to listen to my

bad jokes. | miss seeing you and Zeb around hexe.uged to come in all the time, you know,
before ...”
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| winced but realized that Hector was standinglase to me as he always had. The friendly
warmth in his eyes was genuine. “Yeah ... before.”

“Look, I don'’t care. | haven't been attacked byaanpire yet. | don't figure you're going to be
the one to do it. | am a little hurt that you dottime in here anymore. But | figure you have your
reasons.”

‘l can’t eat.”

Hector chuckled. “Well, that's a reason. But we ghat bottled-blood stuff on the menu for a
reason, Jane. We don’t turn away anybody’s money, laead or undead. You're always
welcome. But try for Wednesdays, because | wanttgaee Judge Frye do what he thinks is the
Mexican Hat Dance.”

“Thanks, Heck.”

“Anytime,” he said, giving me a brotherly punch thie arm. “And the reunion, think about it,
OK?”

“I will.” I laughed and bopped his bicep lightly.
“Ow,” he said, rubbing his arm dramatically. “Ydidn't hit so hard in high school.”
“People change,” | told him, giggling as | walkedt the front entrance.

Andrea and | were backed up on several days’ wairtteliveries that we hadn’'t had a chance to
open. So, we sat at the coffee bar, pretendingst @hristmas.

“I think that’s the cookbooks | ordered,” | satdking a load of packing peanuts to the trash as
Andrea picked up anAmazon.combox. “Apparently, samef in New York was turned and is
doing amazing things with drinkable sauces thatas® and won’'t make vampires vomit. So |
got a dozen of them.”

Andrea bounced the package gently. “It seems d&irigjht for a dozen books. | think it's
probably that unnatural number of Jason Statham £y ordered.”

“He has to have filmed a nude scene at some pohis career. | don’t care how many shoot-
‘'em-up action movies | have to watch, | will finl’il said solemnly. “Oh, yes, I will find it.”

Andrea rolled her eyes as she pressed the brem®atMr. Wainwright used as a letter opener to
the packing tape. “I know money isn't really thaich of a concern for you anymore, but have
you ever stopped to examine some of your odderdipgrabits?”

“I’'m comfortable with the balance I— Do you smetimething?” The back of my throat itched

as Andrea sliced through the tape. She squealed thikebox hissed and then spattered her face
with a sheer silvery mist. | tried to call out terhbut my throat wasn’t working right.
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| screamed noiselessly as smoke rose from my avinskin crackled and burned. | think |
made a very undignified, strangled screeching nasskesmacked the box off the counter to the
floor.

Dick emerged from the back room, coughing.

| heard Andrea screaming, “What is it? What i5while | dropped to my knees and gave
hoarse, choking, rattling coughs. My throat wasiclg up. | didn’'t have to breathe, but the
inability to draw in air was even more painful ththe slow flames of pain licking at my face. |
was going to die. For real this time, | could feeMy strength was ebbing out of my limbs, and |
could feel my body shutting down.

Gabiriel. 1 would never fix things with Gabriel. tilrthat moment, | hadn’t realized | had
expected that | would. As the edges of my visiogameto darken and blur, | struggled to tell
Andrea to find Gabiriel, to tell him how sorry | was

“Get it out of here!” Dick yelled as he swoopedivel the counter. “Keep the door open.”

Andrea, still wiping frantically at her cheeksss$ed the box out through the front door. Dick
propped me up against his chest and dragged afiiaigjacross his wrist. “Come on, sweetheart.
Come on, Jane, please, calm down and drink.” Daclgbed slightly as he pressed his wrist to
my mouth. He hissed in pain as my mouth touchedlirs The flesh against my lips sizzled and
turned black as his skin reacted to the silver grfane. He murmured soothing words as |
struggled to swallow. “Good, good. You need thisvill help. There’s a girl. Long, slow sips.”

Despite the fact that our organs are no longertfoning, vampire cells actually reproduce at a
rapid rate. When we’re injured, tendrils of tisgunel muscle reach out to each other to replicate
the previous alignment, which is why we don’t gaight or age. Drinking the blood of another
vampire, particularly an older one, speeds thege®along. The blood pouring down my throat
was a balm. The comfort was almost instantaneoysskih stopped smoking; the burning
subsided. My throat relaxed, allowing Dick’s blomdsoothe and heal.

And laced through it all, like a gold ribbon stkery through the pain, | felt love. Dick really did
love me, in a sweet, brotherly manner that senthtwaghts scattered in a million directions.
Images whizzed by without rhyme or reason. Our mngeh the parking lot at the Cellar. Dick
coming to River Oaks and realizing that Gabriel wagssire. Me introducing him to Andrea.

Dick bickering with Gabriel while | refereed. Himatler exploding. Dick spending time with Zeb.
Andrea and Dick dancing at Zeb’s wedding. SittinthvAndrea at her kitchen table. All of these
little scenes were tenuously connected to his kngwe. He saw his life as being better after he
met me. He didn’t want to lose that.

Aww,

| broke away from him and let him wrap his arnsugad me, hugging me close. “Don’teverdo
that to me again, do you understand?” Dick demaniiedvoice rough. | nodded, squeezing his
shoulders, before he released me and checked tiegaao my face. | didn’t mention the
visions, even though we both knew what I'd seerckvasn’'t much for big emotional displays.
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Gently, he leaned me against the cabinet. | pdeteseative fingers against the raw, ravaged skin
of my cheeks as Dick rummaged for a wet rag. “Whhke. Hell. Was. That?” | wheezed.

Rubbing his wrist as the flesh reformed and hedleck said, “You were having the vampire
version of a bad allergic reaction. Can you exptaime how you managed to release aerosol
silver directly into your own face? What’s next f@u, stake juggling?”

And with that, Dick had recovered from his fitfoditernal devotion.

“Why are we assuming that I did this to myselfgirbwled, my voice still hoarse. Dick gave me
a flat stare. “It was worth a shot,” | said, swigithe rag across my cheeks. “Andrea! Andrea
opened the box. Is she OK?”

“I'm fine,” she said, peering over the countehbing her own face with a dust rag. “It doesn’t
even hurt. I'm sorry | screamed. It just freaked ong”

“Eh, just promise you'll let me have the pani@ak next time we’re accosted by the mail.”

Dick seized Andrea’s shoulders and hugged her émghard. “Dick ... can’t ... breathe,” she
wheezed.

“Sorry, delayed reaction to you using your panitkeice. | love you like crazy, woman. It does
strange things to me,” he said before kissing Herwinced as the silver sizzled against his lips.
He pulled away, carefully sniffing her face.

“That was so sweet,” Andrea said. “Until you sedfme.”
“Colloidal silver,” he announced. “A pretty strodgse of it.”
“The health-supplement stuff?” | said, raisingessebrow.

“Why am | not surprised that you know what it igidrea grumbled, rinsing her face under the
coffee-bar tap. “OK, geek girl, would you mindifilgy in the people who don’t memorize
everything they read?”

“It's basically microscopic clusters of silver giales in liquid. New-age types use it for
everything from burns to eye infections, becausepposedly keeps germs from being able to
metabolize. Hundreds of health-supplement Web si#st. It's perfectly safe for humans, with
the exception of people who take too much oveng feeriod of time. They have a tendency to
turn blue. But obviously, it seriously screws wittmpires.” Andrea stared at me, her expression
amazed and amused. | shrugged. “I saw it onOprah.”

“But how did it get sprayed at us from what wapmused to be a box of books?” Andrea griped.
“What supervillain did you piss off this time, J&ie

Dick examined the box carefully. “It looks likepgetty simple device. Once the tape was
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ruptured and the box top split, a lever compressethis spray can and sent the silver into the
air. In fact, if that had happened in a room fiilhamans, it wouldn’t have been a problem. But
obviously, someone thought there would be a goat@h you would be opening the box.”

“You seem to have to figured that out awfully fastommented dryly.

“It's a common trick if you've pissed off a vamejf Dick said. | narrowed my eyes at him. He
gave me his best impression of an innocent persndignant protest. “Not that I've ever done
it.”

“So, basically, we're looking for the UnabombenbacGyver,” | muttered. “Why is someone
always trying to kill me? This never happened towhen | was alive.”

12

@

Don’t be afraid to be vulnerable. Sometimes weehtavbare our souls to our vampire mates and
say, “Yes, I'm invincible and immortal, but you cstill hurt me.”

—Love Bites: A Female Vampire’s Guide to Less
Destructive Relationships

We’d underestimated how far the silver had sprayeduld see faint misting spatters of the
grayish liquid along the far wall of the shop. Sedly very weary, | wondered how long it would
take to clean up the mess. Not that | was much inglpat department, anyway. Andrea and Dick
forced me to sit across the room, farthest fronotigid zero,” with an ice bag on my cheeks,
while Andrea wet-vacuumed the carpet. Dick was wgaa surgical mask and elbow-length
rubber gloves to wipe down the bar with disinfettan

| sat there, feeling sort of useless, as Gabarlecroaring through the front door, his eyes wild.
From the panicked, crazed look on his face, | thoihg’d finally snapped and was going to go to
all bunny-boiler on me. But when his eyes conneutitd mine, there was such powerful relief
there that | couldn’t be afraid. He bounded actbesoom and tenderly cradled my blistered face
between his palms, poring over the damaged skieanEwugh | was still mad at him, even
though I still had enough of my pride to stingte¢ thought of him seeing me in full Freddy
Krueger mode, | threw my arms around him and bumgdace in his neck.

“It's OK. It's OK.” | sniffled. “I'm fine.”

| relaxed into Gabriel's arms and let him rock gaemtly back and forth. | knew things weren’t
settled yet. We were going to have to have a ldébmd, long talks about trust, fidelity,
communication, and not dropping one’s sexual padmaked ass onto concrete. But for the
moment, | was willing to skip it all. | just wantsdmeone to care whether my face disintegrated
or not. | don’t think that’s a violation of femirtiprinciples.
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“What ishedoing here?” Andrea demanded, givingrigathe Glare of One Thousand Suns.

“I called him,” Dick muttered.

“You what?” Andrea cried.

Gabiriel lifted his head from my shoulder and grxvait Dick, “How could you let this happen?”

Dick looked sheepish. “I can’t watch her every ut@) son. How was | supposed to know she’d
be attacked by ground shipping?”

The two of them shared a look over my head. Ghbragle several threatening faces. Dick
responded with rude gestures. Eventually, theydddike two inebriated mimes having a dance-
off.

“Would someone clue the scabby girl in on the @vsation?” | demanded.

“Dick was supposed to be watching you,” Gabriehated. “He’s been watching you for me for
a while now.”

“Well, that explains why you’ve spent so much tiatehe shop!” | took a swipe at Dick, who
lithely stepped out of the way toward Andrea. Stmacked him in my stead. “I do not need the
Dick and Gabriel Secret Service Detail!”

“I'm sorry. I'm sorry,” Gabriel whispered. “It'sat that | didn’t trust you to take care of
yourself. Between the letters and the pranks, Iseased. | just wanted to protect you.”

“Which is probably what put me in danger. JacKassaid, halfheartedly slapping at his arm.

“I love you. Love you so much,” he whispered img neck. “I don’t know what | would have
done if you'd been ... | am a huge jackass.”

“That’s the sweetest thing you've ever said to"mé&ld him, ignoring Andrea when she said,
“That’s just sad.”

“She’s fine,” Dick said. “Really, Gabe. She’s ggito be OK. She’s a tough little nut.”

“Dick saved me,” | told Gabriel. “Without him, lauld be a little pile of Jane ashes waiting to
be vacuumed up.”

“Thank you,” Gabriel told Dick. Dick seemed to Wwaiting for a punchline, so Gabriel repeated
it. “I mean it. Thank you.”

Dick would have blushed if he was capable. Insteadnade a study of the floor.

“Can | see the device?” Gabriel asked.
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Dick retrieved the box, which we had wrapped oiear plastic bag.

“The label was intact, undamaged,” Dick said, simgwzabriel the address flap. “You couldn’t
even tell the box had already been taped onceymiitook off the second layer.”

“So, whoever it was would have had to monitor Bumpster closely enough to wait for a
barely damagedAmazon.combox with an intact labéktthrown away?” | made a face and then

winced at the pressure on my burnt cheeks. “Yowknahink I'm more upset by that than | am
the silver thing.”

“The silver is very pure,” Gabriel observed. “Incemell it, even from here. Colloidal silver
tends to be higher in concentration than the medus defense sprays, and this seems to be a
particularly potent batch. If this had sprayed giectly in the face, instead of Andrea, you
might not have survived. It would be like someort®ws allergic to bee stings stepping on a
hive. Your healing ability would have been overwhetl, and you would have been stripped
down to the bone. Young vampires rarely come bemk finjuries like that.”

“Didn’t you say your new friend Courtney runs arfhg-silver shop?” Dick asked.

“Who’s Courtney?” Gabriel asked.

“I met her at the Chamber of Commerce.”

“You belong to the Chamber of Commerce?”

“Hey, | haven’t been sitting around moping afteuyl am a very busy and important woman.”
Andrea gave me a smirking yet disapproving loaknkended, “I moped a little bit.”

Dick rolled his eyes. “Someone who runs a jewbliginess would be pretty well versed in the
different forms of silver, especially high-concextion stuff.”

“Oh, come on, guys, don’t do this,” | whined. 8ally like Courtney. Well, that one, at least. |
just want one normal human friend without a frigimg agenda. Please don’t take that from
me.”

“I think that hurts my feelings,” Andrea muttered.

“Besides, | think we all know who—" | was interiigol as Emery sauntered from the rear of the
shop. He stopped and sniffed delicately at thehhdisinfectants, shuddering.

“What's that smell? It smells like burnt popcomhere,” he said, gagging.
“Emery, how long have you been here?” Andrea asked

“I just arrived, Andrea, dear,” he said, offeringr an overly gooey smile. “I came in the staff
entrance.”
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“It was locked,” Dick noted, his jaw set as helgdlAndrea just a little bit closer.
“I borrowed a key,” Emery said in the dismissivad he always used when talking to Dick.

“You're going to give that back now,” | told himpt bothering to disguise the irritation in my
voice.

Emery ignored me, his eyes sweeping over the dedbeé room. “What happened?”

“Someone sent Jane a can of aerosol silver, wdpciyed all over the shop,” Dick said,
watching Emery carefully for a reaction.

“Did it get on any of the more important booksé&y demanded with a shriek. “Does liquid
silver stain? Have you contacted your insurancet&je

Sadly, that was exactly the reaction I'd expecteihcerely looked forward to the day when
Dick revealed their blood connection to Emery ... #meh Dick took his great-great-grandson
out to the woodshed for an old-fashioned ass-whoopi

“And I'm fine, thank you,” | muttered. | felt avo growl rumble deep in Gabriel’'s chest. | placed
a restraining hand across his shoulders. As mutlaagreciated Gabriel’s indignant response,
Emery couldn’t help that he was raised to be aatlyalueless tool. Plus, spilling Emery’s blood
would probably damage more books.

“Well, of course, I'm concerned for you, Jane, bhviously, you're fine,” Emery said, giving
another delicate shudder at the sight of my ravéagesl “But who knows what kind of damage
this little prank has done? Who knows how many lsdukve been ruined?”

“We’re not really worried about that right now, Erng,” Andrea said. “We’'re just grateful that
Jane’s all right.”

“Of course, you are. You're such a good frienddfga.” Emery pressed Andrea’s hands
between his. Dick’s eyes narrowed into dangerdtls §lits.

“We’ll start checking the books just as soon adwee all this cleaned up,” Dick told him.
“Why don’t you head on home to the boardinghousthemalt shop or wherever you
wholesome types spend your evenings?”

“But | can help,” Emery protested. “You probablgnt to clean the silver off the books as soon
as possible if you're going to salvage them. Besidavouldn’t do for poor Jane to stumble
across a book soaked in silver months from now,lavit® We can’t have those sorts of hazards
just lurking around the shop for her or our vamgmstomers. I'm willing to examine every
single book if it means making the shop safe foeJa. and her friends.”

“Andrea and | can handle it,” Dick told him.

ABC Anber LIT Converter http://ww. processtext.com abclit. htn



ABC Amber LIT Converter http://wwmv processtext.com abclit. htm

“Wouldn't it be better to have an extra pair ohta helping you?” Emery countered. He gave
Andrea a long simpering look. “Besides, it's obwsdbat Andrea is shaken by the incident. I'd
like to pitch in and help her however | can.”

“Emery, look.” | stood on wobbly legs. My head smaand the floor tilted toward me. “I don’t
feel so well.”

“You're going home,” Gabriel told me as he caugiytelbows and kept me from smacking my
head on the floor. “Dick, would you mind closing?ip

| was too dazed to object or hear Dick’s respoB$ek and Andrea could figure out what to do
with Emery. | let Gabriel lead me to his car ancktine into the passenger side.

| stared out the window, unsure of what to sayhedrove me to River Oaks. When we got
there, he let Fitz out to run and took me to thstaips bathroom, where he carefully stripped me
out of the silver-laced clothes. While Gabriel tathwater, | caught a glimpse of my face in the
mirror and was relieved to see that it no longekéa like raw hamburger. | had a few shiny,
pale pink patches across my cheeks and nose, hikenan recovering from a bad sunburn.

Gabiriel let me slip in under the bubbles, and&etl my eyes to avoid looking at him while he
ran a sponge down my still-healing arms and legspélred some of my “fancy” antifrizz
shampoo into his palm and massaged it through myAyaparently, he didn’'t expect me to talk
about my feelings or how awkward it was for medbhim see me naked again, especially with
my fabulous shiny pink healing burns. It was justagell. | wasn’t sure how | felt about him
seeing me naked again, with or without shiny pie&limg burns.

When he tilted my head back to rinse my hair,ugtd him staring at my face. You'd expect
someone in his situation to be sneaking looks abmt inches south, but he was wholly
concentrated on my face. The burns must have beesewhan | thought.

“I know, it's bad,” | told him. “But I'm feeling dot better.”

“No, you're almost completely healed. | just—I'nyihg to take in as much as | can before
you're strong enough to drop-kick me out the door.”

“Why are you being so sweet?” | asked.
“Because you're letting me,” he said, a sad littigsided smile tilting his mouth. “I'm so sorry.”
“I missed you, too. But I didn’t do anything wrarergo no apology.”

“I can live with that.” He nodded, gently pourimgrm water over my head. “l would like you to
consider moving to my house for a while, Jane.”

“I couldn’t do that. It would feel weird. And | a¢t think living together would be right for us at
the moment. There’s too much going on.”
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“Well, then move into Andrea’s place, at leastiluhe threats stop.”

My eyebrows arched, the new skin around themcstireg tight. “Andrea’s place, where Dick
lives? You must be scared.”

“I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

“I'll be fine. And I'll be much more careful whelnopen the mail, | promise.” He gave me a
withering fatherly look. “I'll let Andrea open thmail from now on?” When that didn’t satisfy
him, I huffed. “I'll take it to the airport and havt X-rayed?”

“I will be spending a lot more time at the shophayou,” he said. “You don’t even have to
acknowledge my presence. | will just sit in thelkband watch you, to make sure you're safe.
Wherever you go, | go.”

“Like a stalker.”

He nodded. “Yes. Jane, | don’t care what capagitylet me have in your life. | just want to be
there. And if that means | have to keep my distahitelo that.”

| sighed. If ever there was a time for me to llhyrgy cards on the table, this was it. Naked,
wounded, and vulnerable. “So, here’s my basic @mblith us, the reason | can’'t seem to relax
into a relationship with you, the reason | find lpems where none exist and | push you away.
I—I can’t figure out why you’re with me!” | exclaied, clapping my hand over my mouth. |
hadn’t meant for that part to come out. | had méaisay, “You lie and hide things from me.”

Gabriel pried my fingers away from my lips. My llgrtrembled as stuff I'd been feeling for
months tumbled from my tongue. “I know that makesmaurotic and sad, but | can't figure out
why you want to be with me. Every other woman inryiife is exotic and beautiful and has all
this history. And I'm just some drunk girl you folled home from a bar, some pathetic human
you felt your usual need to protect, and you gatlswith a lifetime tie to her because she was
dumb enough to get shot. | can’t stand the idetaythia feel obligated to me. | know I'm insecure
and pushy and spastic, desperately inappropridiees$ and just plain odd at others. And | can’t
help but wonder why you would want that when treeeobviously so many other options. |
can't help but feel that I'm keeping you from somedetter.”

I let out a loud, long breath. It felt as if sommemendous weight on my chest had wiggled loose
and then dropped away. No more running. No moifig along and waiting. My cards were on
the table. If Gabriel and | couldn’t have a futafeer this, it wasn’t because | held back from
him. Now | could only hope it didn’t blow up in nigce in some horrible way.

| wasn’'t sure my face could handle much more.

Gabriel sighed and cupped my chin, forcing meotklhim in the eye. “I didn't follow you that
night because | wanted to protect you. | followed yhat night because you were one of the
most interesting people I'd met in decades. Youthallight about you, this sweetness, this
biting humor. After I'd only known you for an howou made me laugh harder than | had since
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before | was turned. You made me feel normal, ateefor the first time in years. And | didn’t
want to lose that yet. Even if it was just watchowgr you from a mile away, | didn’t want to
leave your presence. | followed you because | didiant to let you go. Even then, | saw you
were one of the most extraordinary, fascinatingldeaing people | would ever know. Even
then, | think | knew that | would love you. If yalon't love me, that’s one thing. But if you do,
just stop arguing with me about it. It's annoyifig.

“Fair enough,” | conceded. “Why the hell couldpdu have told me this a year ago?”
“I've wanted to. You weren’t ready to hear it.”

The water cooled. Gabriel helped me out of theatuth wrapped my robe around me. | snuggled
up under the covers and pulled him under with meeheld me close for a long, silent moment
before I finally said, “Tell me about Jeanine. Trakk everything. | won’t get mad, no matter how
bad it is.”

Gabriel turned me to face him, stroking my haimtt Jeanine on one of my first visits to Paris.
Her family had old money, very old. Her parentsddshen she was young, leaving her to be
raised by a criminally indulgent grandmother. Jeals mother had been prone to ‘spells’ during
which her grandmother attended to her every neede8nine learned early on that being weak
and sickly was the fastest way to get attentiotdBias of doctors, nurses, and maids catered to
her every whim around the clock. And yet they candder find exactly what was ailing her. Her
symptoms shifted like the sands, leaving her grasber frantic that she would lose another
beloved girl. Jeanine was never forced to studyestoshe found boring, never forced to meet
family or social obligations she found unappealmgyer made to do anything that didn’t suit her
down to her stamping little foot. The end resulswagirl with a woefully limited education, little
empathy, and no apparent conscience.

“She spent so much time pretending to be ill #in&t convinced herself she was. The whole of
Paris society spoke in quiet admiration of thidépase’ who only braved the trials of public
appearances every so often for the opera or anrtengarty. She was beautiful. Mahogany
hair, always curled into the latest fashions. Botass eyes the color of bluebells. Her skin was
so—"

“I get it. She made tuberculosis hot,” | said stgs“On with the story.”

In a slightly less admiring voice, Gabriel assumsgl “I found her to be manipulative, spoiled,
and not nearly as wan or silly as she wanted beglieve. She was what you would have quite
freely called a pain in the ass. But she was atsp olever. Most of her ‘incapacitation’ was
spent reading.”

“I thought you said she didn’t study.”

“Oh, she read what suited her. Romance noveld)iGborror. Unfortunately, some of her
library included Gothic romance tales,Varney thengaeandCarmilla.”

“Those are pretty hard-core books for the timesbinmented. “Surely, well-bred and invalid
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young ladies did not read lurid lesbian vampiradares.” Gabriel arched an eyebrow at me.
“Not that I've read them ... Moving on.”

“As | said, her grandmother was indulgent. Sheld@o to any lengths to lift poor Jeanine’s
spirits, including discreetly procuring naughty keoJeanine recognized what | was right away.
She approached me, throwing herself in my path ewezrl went, the ballet, parties, even a late-
night card game at a friend’s home. It was becoraijgke among my friends. Her grandmother
encouraged the infatuation, because she seemehkahat whatever got Jeanine out of bed and
into the world was a good thing. One night, Jeasoraered me at a ball and told me she knew
my secret, but not to worry, she wouldn’t tell ails@ll | had to do in return was to make her
what | was.”

“She wanted to be turned?”

Gabriel muttered, “For someone who spent so minod dn her deathbed, she was terrified of
death. The idea of becoming old and not havingtigece of being confined and ill was horrible
to her. She thought by becoming a vampire, sheaviinglly be free from iliness, stronger, able
to get out from under the control of her grandmgtiWnom she began resenting long before. |
refused, told her she was mistaken. | even useturgeoning powers to wipe all thoughts or
memories she had pertaining to my being a vampineher obsession ran deeper than my reach.
Within a few weeks, she was back again and moerigted. She was everywhere. | switched
hotels endlessly to dodge her. She excelled at kigpmy schedule before | did. Everywhere |
went, there was a note from her, cajoling, wheegllpromising me her undying devotion,

endless love, and companionship.”

“That sounds vaguely familiar,” | said dryly.

He sighed. “Finally, she found the hotel whereakvgtaying. | came home one morning to find
her on my bed.”

“Slut.”
“Fully clothed with both wrists slashed,” he added
“Ew.”

“She was on the brink of death. She had just emduegath to whisper, ‘Help me, please.’ | knew
it was wrong—"

“But, being unable to pass up a damsel in distreglsich is a bit of a pattern with you, by the
way—you intervened,” | said, cupping his chin in hgnds.

“Yes. | felt it was my fault she had done thikaldn’t been forceful enough in dissuading her. |
could have done more. There was no blood leftke feom her, but | gave her my own.
Afterward, | felt used, angry, helpless. I'd parédkand turned someone who was going to be an
undead terror. | was ashamed of what I'd done elkwhat sort of evil she would be capable of,
and yet I still couldn’t bring myself to destroyrh& keep her from rising and walking the earth.
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“| slept—on the floor of the hotel room—and wherose that night, | took her to the home of a
friend, a fellow vampire. A woman, Violette, who svilnree hundred forty years old at the time
and less likely to be manipulated by Jeanine. Edapat when she arose, Violette would prove
to be a mentor, a stabilizing influence. By thatdj I'd booked passage to China.”

“Dramatic,” | noted.

“Necessary,” Gabriel countered. “Jeanine is a praxample of a vampire who changed not at
all after she was turned. She’s just as neuroticsaif-absorbed now as she was then. She’s the
only hypochondriac vampire I've ever met. She tlmvath a humidifier, for God’s sake. She’s
so convinced that every place she goes will béfimad resting place’ that she carries all of her
possessions with her in a moving van.”

| snickered, but he continued, “And when vampirgioin’t change the way she looked at
herself, the way she felt, she blamed me. Sheussishe’s a lesser vampire. She said that |
didn’t turn her properly. She believes she’s stdlak and sickly, so, obviously, she didn’t get
enough of my blood. She wants me to try to turrapain.”

“Is that even possible?” | asked.

“Once your transformation is complete, that's weey you’ll remain for the rest of your
existence. The point is that | did turn Jeanine gletely. | gave her more than enough of my
blood. She refuses to believe me. I've tried tk sime sense into her, to teach her restraint, but
when she doesn’t get what she wants, her tantrumsut to be massacres. She became
convinced that the only ‘cure’ for her conditionsmhe blood of those who had lived in high
altitudes, so she drained every nun in a convemthat. She’s butchered hospitals’ worth of
doctors because they can't find any way to helg’her

“She’s spent almost one hundred years tryingacktme down, doing what she can to isolate
me, ruin my friendships, my relationships with wam8he’ll become dormant for a few years,
while she ‘recuperates’ at a mineral spring or aastery or some other supposedly curative
location. And then she’ll get restless and staragain. When it became clear that she was
beyond my help, my focus became keeping her aveay the people, the places | cared about.
That's the reason I've spent so much time bounbetgreen the Hollow and, well, the rest of the
world for the last century. She says | owe het tmaade her, and now I’'m responsible for what
she’s become. And she’s right. She’s my creati¢r Blood of every person she’s ever killed is
on my hands.”

Gabriel pressed his face against my shouldergicrinas if he expected me to start screaming
and hitting him. | waited a beat before saying,,“®@ally, 'mnotthe craziest girl you've ever
dated. That's a relief.”

“Your grasp of the weight of this situation is azimay,” he retorted.

| shrugged. “I'm just saying.”
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“So ... you're not angry?” he asked.

“Of course, I'm angry!” | exclaimed. “I'm freakinfyrious with you right now. If | was up to

full strength, | would kick your ass from here ton8ay. | can’t believe that this is what you kept
from me all these months. | thought you cheatechehYou let me suffer and mope and
gomonthswithout seeing you because of some issieaviaratty childe? You and your stupid
overactive conscience! From now on, you are gainggiuge the severity of your actions by
answering the question, ‘Would Dick think this wveagood idea?’ and if the answer is
no,that’'swhen you know you've done something reaétglly wrong. Either way, just tell me
about it so we avoid these dramatics. If you héditee about this months ago, | would have
helped you track her down and lock her in some wvaemut ward.”

“That’s exactly why I didn’t tell you. | didn’t wiat you to know what I'd let happen, that |

wasn’t even trying to stop her anymore, just outren | shouldn’t have lied to you. And it kills
me that | hurt you in a misguided attempt to proyet, especially when it seems that isn’t doing
any good. All I can say is that | panicked. | wahamed. | was trying so hard to cover my tracks
that | lost sight of what was important—you.”

“Why were you ashamed?” | asked.

He lifted my chin, meeting my eyes. “l was a coavdf this had happened to you, you would
have stopped her. You would have gone after hdr moth barrels and talked her into
submission. And when you left me in that hotel robmas torn between wanting to drop to my
knees, tell you everything, and beg your forgiverssd wanting you to leave, to get away so
you would be far from Jeanine and her madnessudit I'd feel better once you were home,
but | was decimated. | sat in that hotel room faregek, unsure of what to do, where to go, how
to feel, all the while hoping you would come back knowing that you shouldn’t.”

“Technically, decimated means ‘the reduction aiiatary force by one-tenth,” | pointed out.

“Mmm, | love it when you do that.” He sighed, pse®y his face into my hair. “| haven't had
anyone to correct me or fill my head with uselessa for months.”

“You poor soul,” I muttered, smiling despite myséBesides, | wouldn’t say you're a coward.
You pushed a tree on top of a guy for me.” | lasgdarms around his waist and pulled him
against me. “So, you were wrong.”

“I was absolutely, unequivocally, undeniably, dnexdred-percent wrong,” he agreed, accenting
each word with a soft kiss on my throat.

“Which would mean ...”

“That you were absolutely, unequivocally, undetyabne-hundred-percent right,” he said,
again with the kissing.

“You know, a woman waits her whole life to heangh words.” | sighed. | straightened, lifting
my head. | looked up into his face and caughtckdii of uncertainty. “What? What's with the
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face?”

“Well, | can believe Jeanine sent you letters,’shal. “And maybe even rubbing your house

with exotic, unpleasant fruit. But the silver, tisgems rather aggressive for her. She’s absolutely
phobic of any sort of silver, claims she’s moressive to it than most vampires because of her
delicate constitution. For her to send it to ydwe smust be getting desperate.”

“Either that, or | have another stalker,” | wisatked. “Oh, crap. You said you've turned three
people including me. Who was the third?” | pokech kvhen he didn’t respond. “Total honesty.”

“It's a much shorter story. | met Brandley in th@50s in London. He was a young medical
student, brilliant. He spent most of his time ilal, studying vaccines. From the moment | met
him, I could tell that he was very ill. There watamt to his scent, an undercurrent of decay.
Leukemia. But when | thought of what he could acplish, how he could benefit mankind when
he had unlimited time to conduct his researchykedam a choice: impending natural death or
everlasting life. He took it. | was so careful tungnhim, staying with him until he rose, coaching
him through those first few days. And at firstwiés wonderful to have a companion, someone to
hunt with, to talk to. Like yours, Brandley’s learg curve was quite steep. He adjusted
beautifully to his new life. But unlike you, Bramyl had an enormous aptitude for cruelty. He
had no interest in study or science when he cquadd his nights drowning in the blood of his
victims. | tried to teach him patience, pity fostiood, but for him, the meal seemed incomplete
if they survived.”

I chewed my lip. “Should we worry about Brandleyning after us, because | don’t want to go
through this whole bratty demon stepchilde thingiag

“Brandley’s dead. He was killed by an angry Watsbb who objected to his tendency of
feeding off their very young daughters.”

“Are you sure he’s dead?” | asked.
“Well, they cut his head off, so, yes.”

| was quiet for a long moment. “You have realbally bad luck when it comes to vampire
children, don’t you? | mean, how could you have keorup the nerve to turn me? Because it
could have gone just horribly, horribly wrong.”

“Who's to say it hasn’'t?” Gabriel muttered. “Antbp using adverbs twice, it's insulting.”

“Seriously, why would you put yourself through tlk&hen you’'d had such terrible experiences
as a sire?”

He kissed me, pressing his lips ever so softlyresganine. “Because you were different. When |
told you that your goodness and your innocencg@egpart, | meant it. I'd had reservations
when | turned Jeanine and some reluctance abouhtuBrandley. But when | saw you, bleeding
and dying, | knew without a doubt that you deseraegcond chance, that you would make the
most of your vampire life, without cruelty, witholbeing petty or selfish. You're the best part of
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me, Jane, the gift | could give the world to magear past wrongs.”

“That’s either incredibly beautiful or alotof psege to put on me.”

Gabriel snorted. “I love you.”

“I love you, too. Idiot.”

“Agreed.” He sighed. “I've never had a lover I'meet as a human and known as a vampire. I've
never made love to someone | sired. | didn’t caminy feelings of love and concern and
responsibility twisting into such a confusing méss.

“So, I'm your first?”

He seemed startled by the question. “Yes! Thethkasy on my mind was sex with Jeanine, and,
well, Brandley was a man.”

“So, you've never ...”

HNO!H

| threw up my hands. “Hey, vampires are hyperskesigatures. Our boundaries are not like
those of humans. And then, of course, there’dhall tension between you and Dick. You can't
really blame me for thinking—"

“Jane!”

| shrugged. “OK. You're totally heterosexual.”

“You're enjoying my discomfort right now, aren’oy?” he growled.

“Immensely,” | told him, snickering as | bit dovam his bottom lip. “This is my proposal,
simple and to the point: we track this Jeanine tlwivn and kick her ass.”

Gabriel sighed again, burying his face in my Haihat's my girl.”

I would have gotten into a long-term relationsygars ago if someone had told me about the
almighty power of makeup sex.

We talked long into the night about our monthsrapde seemed to see it as a competition, who
missed whom more. | described my bathrobe-encasgihgn He countered with the fact that he
let Zeb take him to karaoke night at the Cellasitgy sad break-up songs, including “There’s a
Tear in My Beer.” | told him about my evening ofrtking with Dick, carefully omitting the bar
fight, for Dick’s sake. Gabriel confessed to kegpame of my T-shirts in bed with him so he
could smell me while he slept.

“You are now officially a sixteen-year-old girll"'giggled, stroking his back. “Wait a minute,
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what did you do with the panties you stole in they®”

“It's best we don’t discuss that,” he said, nuzglimy collarbone. “We’ve already established
that | missed you more than you missed me. Le#igdet at that. | am the truly pathetic winner.”

“I wouldn’t call it winning, per se,” | said, shailg my head. “But | think | have you beat.”

“What can be more pathetic than sexually objeictgyyour New Kids on the Block T-shirt?” he
asked, arching a brow.

I rolled, letting his weight pin me pleasantly augh the mattress as | held his face over mine.
“My body craved you so much that | couldn’t sleepdill the sex dreams | was having. Full-
color, surround-sound, waking up in the middle ailtiple-orgasm extravaganzas that tortured
me every single night. | didn’t know whether todegry at my subconscious for not being able
to let you go or grateful that | was able to hotdto you even in that empty, barely satisfying
way.”

Gabriel's mouth went slack, and | think | heard biain shatter like glass. He wheezed, “Tell
me.”

I launched into detailed descriptions of my dregnesause | figured, why suffer alone? 1 told
him about what was basically a reimagining of nsirlg my virginity in college, only it was
Gabriel hiking me up against the stacks of the Rns®lklore section of the university library.
And we ended up christening the special-collectrmasn as well as the reference section. He
groaned when | told him about the one where hermaboss and | had to be “disciplined”
against his desk for improperly filing a reportetounted the scenario involving him and a pint
of Chocolate Overload ice cream just to be meareMitgot to the Victorian dream, | left out
the bloodier, upsetting aspects to focus on thengednd the fancy clothes. | stumbled over the,
um, oral exam, because | was new to the dirtydatk couldn’t seem to find the balance between
sexy-dirty and gross-dirty. Seriously, Naughty Jeae only keep up the facade for so long.

“Don’t stop now,” Gabriel said, his eyes dark afightly unfocused. “I'd like to know how this
one ends.”

“It's a little embarrassing,” | confessed, sudgenhanting the bed to open up and swallow me.
I’d gone from wet and ready temptress to stutteniogice in three seconds flat. If | could have
blushed, my face would have lit up like a flamewill say that you kissed me somewhere that
you've never kissed me before.”

“Like in the backseat of a car?” he asked, higttwasing.

“Yes, you kissed my Honda.” | snickered, slappatdnis shoulder as he spread kisses in the
valley between my breasts, the little dip in mylyobutton. When he nudged the tip of his nose to
the lace waistband of my panties, my hips buckeftamp the bed. “What are you doing?”

“I told you, | want to know how this one ends,” $ad, peeling my underwear away. | let out a
slow, jittery breath as the cool air hit my damjgkling flesh. | made a noise between a yelp and

ABC Anber LIT Converter http://ww. processtext.com abclit. htn



ABC Amber LIT Converter http://wwmv processtext.com abclit. htm

a sigh when Gabriel's tongue made that first laupingly slow slide against me. Gabriel
murmured, “How will we know if the dream was acdearanless we let it play out?”

My hips bucked up, pressing me against his mosithmslips danced across my center. His
hands slipped under my butt and lifted me closgr]ays slipping over his back. He nipped and
kissed and teased while my body pitched. Hot spatgdeasure coiled in my belly, stretching
each nerve until every stroke of his mouth was atrpainful. And just like my dream, the
moment the tip of his tongue flicked at that ligheisive pearl of nerves, | came, howling.

Pushing my thighs apart and settling between ti@&abriel slid up the length of my body,
kissing and nipping until he reached my mouth. Bstbngue, still tasting of my own arousal,
swept into my mouth, he filled me to the hilt. Wénatr breath we had left was released in one
long sigh.

He spread my knees wide, tucking my ankles ardn@dmall of his back as he withdrew. |
whimpered just as he snapped his hips and droygedelde brought me to my peak over and
over and then pulled back, drawing out our relebksst track of time, of rhythm, of anything
but the delicious friction. Gabriel brushed hislipver my closed eyelids. My eyes fluttered open
as his fangs peeked over his lips. He smiled, lmgnkiis head to my throat and delicately
scraping his sharp teeth against my skin. | archgeeck. He sank his fangs into my skin,
drawing blood to the wound with insistent, gentlegsure. | turned my head toward the palm
cupping my face, biting down on the skin just belug/wrist as his movements became more
frantic.

He gasped as | swallowed the first mouthful olloThe connection, the flow of blood seemed
to open up some little window between us. I'd nesarght so much as a hint of what Gabriel
was thinking before. And now | could feel everythime felt—the love he had for me, his relief
at being able to touch me again, the pleasure Ignasg him. It was all laid open for me. And
when | thought, “I love you, too,” he gasped agam|f he heard me. The thought sent him
toppling over the edge and dragged me with him.

In my head, the lesser, dream version of Gabras sent packing with his stupid tuxedo jacket
thrown after him.

13

@

There comes a time to accept that some relatiprttierns will never change. The problem
with being a vampire is that it can take hundrefdgears for that time to come.

—Love Bites: A Female Vampire’s Guide to Less
Destructive Relationships

Mama had outdone herself.
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With little effort or prompting on my part, my ni@r had pulled together a baby shower that
would have made Martha Stewart turn chartreuse evitly.

“Oh. ... my.” Jolene sighed as | helped her waddieugh the front door of my parents’ house.

Since the ultrasounds had been unclear as faedwsins’ gender, Mom had kept things
charmingly gender-neutral. A hand-sewn banner shgi€Congratulations!” in appliquéd pink
and blue letters hung over the foyer table. Ortdbée, guests could “sign in” by autographing a
little baby album for Jolene and offering her availlnable piece of parenting wisdom. To our
left, the parlor’s chairs were arranged in a ciaerleund a small pile of beautifully wrapped
presents. A clothesline was strung on one sideeofdom, artfully hung with little gender-
neutral baby outfits, matching socks, and hatsikiMama wouldn’'t have been able to resist
buying for the twins. To our right, Mama had drestde dining table with little votives of
wildflowers between plates of rattle-shaped cookied candy-colored petit-fours.

“It's all so beautiful.” Jolene sighed again. “And one’s naked.”

“Well, if that’s not a baby shower prerequisitestould be,” | said, shuddering as Mama came
into the dining room with a huge bowl of her spéstaawberry “shower punch.” | groaned.
Every Southern woman prides herself on her owniapgicower-punch recipe, whether it's
combining lime sherbet and ginger ale or creatifrgzen ring of pulverized pineapple in a
bundt pan and letting it slowly melt in a punchbdwl of orange juice. Mama had never
revealed her secret punch formula to me. Persqrallpever understood the appeal of
combining bizarre ingredients in unnecessarily docafed ways when popping the top of a
Coke can was so much easier.

That's probably why | wasn't in charge of the sleow

“Oh, Mrs. Jameson, it’s so ... thank you.” Jolen#flenl, throwing her arms around Mama'’s
neck. Mama, who was not familiar with werewolf sigth, winced in Jolene’s grip but patted her
on the back.

“Oh, honey, I'm happy to do it. Zeb means a lododin and me. That means you do, too,” she
said, gently peeling Jolene’s arms away so shaldmalathe. “Now, Jane said you’d had a pretty
hearty appetite lately. So | made you a little &tacpick at before everybody gets here. Why
don’t you go make yourself at home in the kitchen?”

| arched an eyebrow as Jolene followed her ndsetfire kitchen. Through the door, | heard her
squeal, “She baked me a ham!”

“Zeb told me Jolene could go through a lot of fdddama said, carefully placing the
punchbowl on the table. “You sure do have an isterg group of friends, sweetheart.”

“Thank you, Mama,” | said, kissing her cheek. “Rgat’s beautiful. Hey, what did you mean
by ‘everybody’? It’s just going to be me, Gabrigick, Andrea, you guys, Aunt Jettie, and Mr.
Wainwright. You've put together a gorgeous spreadfbunch of people who don'’t eat.”
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Both Jolene’s and Zeb’s relatives were conspiclyalssent from the guest list. | think we can
all agree that was for the best.

“I may have invited a few more people,” Mama sdichere are a lot of parents who know Zeb
from school, people my age who knew him when heliitéss who want to help him celebrate
the babies. Plus ... | may have sent invitationdltgaar aunts and cousins, making it sound like
Jolene was somehow related to them.”

“Mamal!”

“Well, I had to go to all their showers and theg&ughters’ showers,” she huffed, looking slightly
embarrassed. “And you’re not going to need oné&nsaalling in all your chips for Jolene. No
one can remember half of the names in this fammiyneay. They’'ll show up, give her a present,
and walk away thinking they’ve done their duty &odistant relation.”

“That’s ...” | laughed. “Actually kind of brilliantl underestimate you.”

“Constantly,” Mama told me. “Now, | don’t want yaa worry about the boys. Your daddy’s got
a card table set up out back with enough beer akdrghips to keep them entertained for hours.
He’s actually pretty excited about spending somme twith Dick and Gabriel. He has this list
with all kinds of questions about the Civil War. @\hm so glad you and Gabriel have come to
your senses, honey. You're perfect for each o#kégou have to do now is get him to put that
ring on your finger ...”

“Mama, I'm not legally allowed to get married,tdld her. “There wouldn’t be much point in
our getting engaged.”

“Honey, | know this is a sore subject. | wouldtjteel better if | knew you were settled.”

“Mama, I’'m going to live forever, and so is my lhiognd. | think that's about as settled as you
could expect, considering the circumstances.”

Mama considered that for a moment and seemedisdtis

“Besides, | think we have a more immediate probl&sxmuch as | appreciate you planning this
expanded shindig for Jolene, what are we goingtalibut the extra guests? What if people
don’t want me around because of the undead isshis?vbuld be the first time I've seen a lot of
the aunts and cousins since ... Oh, wait, is Grandathie coming?”

“| decided it was best not to invite your grandimdama said, carefully adjusting the folds of a
chair cover. “And honey, if anybody has a probleithwou being here, they can get the hell out
of my house.”

I blinked back the mysterious moisture gatherinthe corners of my eyes. “Thanks, Mama.”

“Who's ready for some Texas Hold 'Em?” Daddy bodnas he came downstairs in his silly
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translucent green dealer’s visor. It went well vhitk lucky rainbow suspenders.
Dick was going to eat my father alive.

“You guys aren’t playing for money, right?” | aske

I will admit to sweating a little when the doorbeng.

The first guest to arrive was Iris Bodeen, a distalative of one of my step-grandpas and an
avid “band mom” when Zeb and | were in the Marchitt@ler Band. She handed Jolene a case
of diapers and told her what a catch she’d snagged.

“Zeb was always good to my Jessica, even whenmvalsgyoing through her awkward phase,”
Mrs. Bodeen said of her daughter, who had develdeéditating acne our sophomore year. “He
was kind, even when it would have been easierabet He’s going to be a wonderful father.”

Jolene beamed at her.

Nina Tipton, whose rambunctious twins had made<Zie hell his first year of teaching,
almost cried when she talked about Zeb’s patierittetivemn. “A lot of teachers would have just
washed their hands of my boys ... especially afterctbwn incident. But your husband worked
and worked until they were able to sit still fowhole day without punching or kicking or trying
out new wrestling moves. They would have been dagdtom elementary school if it wasn’t for
Zeb Lavelle.”

And on and on it went. It was a shame that Zelddroiuhear these testimonials, as he was
sequestered on the back porch. An avid fan of thefkermovies, Daddy was doing his best
riverboat-dealer shtick for Dick, Gabriel, Zeb, avid Wainwright. | frequently snuck to the
back window to check on the “menfolk.” Mr. Wainwhigseemed to be floating silently behind
Gabiriel giving Dick clues about Gabriel's handehsAunt Jettie outside to even the playing
field.

So far, I'd managed to stay under the radar, hglgindrea keep the plates filled while Mama
handled hosting duties. The guests | did come aaw’'t seem surprised or alarmed to see me.
Well, my cousin Junie was making it a point nosp@ak to me. But that had far more to do with
my discussing her stripping career near a microplatra family funeral the year before than any
vampire issues.

“Janie, honey, how have you been?” asked Loralem&/, who worked with Mama at A Stitch
in Time. Loralee’s usual mode at any party wasaimg next to the buffet and watch the
proceedings from there. She was a fan of tiny falmeldidn’t have to cook herself.

| lifted an eyebrow and searched for potentialldeuneanings in Loralee’s words. | couldn’t
find any.

“I'm fine, Miss Loralee. How are you?”
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“Oh, my hair’s grayer, and my butt’s bigger, butat else is new?” She snorted. “You know,
your mama told me about your, um, big changesythiatve been going through.”

| could only imagine what Mama and Loralee talkéddut while trapped in the quilt shop for
hours. On Mama'’s frustrated days, | doubted | caomess in a flattering light. “I'm sure she
did.”

“You know, my sister’s boy, Jason, he was turreetl year.” She sighed. “But it turned out to be
the best thing for him. He actually had to thinkabwhat he did before he did it. Was it safe for
him to leave the house? Did he have enough blogettbim through the week? Was he talking
smart to a vampire who was older and stronger tigawas? He had to do a lot of growing up.
He’s almost tolerable to be around now.”

“Well, there’s something to strive for,” | mutteke
“Your friend Jolene,” Loralee said quietly. “Sheist quite human, either, is she?”

“Please don't tell anybody,” | whispered, lookittgsee if the other guests overhead her. They
were far too engrossed in Jolene’s opening whag¢agpl to be a vibrating musical baby swing
with five speeds.

“Oh, honey, | don’t care,” Loralee said. “The wiagee it, you vampires and whatever Jolene is,
you're just making things more interesting for thet of us. Are there any more sausage balls?”

And with that dizzying change of subject, the censation was over. No one in this crowd, it
seemed, cared that | was a vampire. These werdep@bp had known me since the day | was
born. Their children had attended my birthday eartirhey’d attended all of my step-grandpas’
funerals. Being with them now was no different framen | was a human. As long as | kept the
frothy punch flowing, | was welcome. Now, that wada say that | would be welcome in any
crowd. There was a good chance that for the niixtyfears, | would walk into any conversation
with a human who knew me before | was turned expgsiome sort of insult or rejection—
which was a result of my own neurotic nature, sedlumans were neither all good nor all bad.
And just as in my interactions with vampires, | Wbbhave to approach each of them on a case-
by-case basis.

The fact that it had taken me this long to com#i® “stunning” conclusion made me a little
sad.

I wiped my hands on a tea towel and made my way tovJolene, who was cooing over the
double bassinet Andrea and Dick had given her.

“Dick wanted to buy you a breast pump.” Andrearseth “I learned never to take him into a
baby store. Ever. He snickered every time he himravord ‘nipple.”

“Well, that's what you get for dating a giant twelyear-old,” | told her, sitting on Jolene’s left.

“Oh, honey, they're all that way,” my mother’s b&gend, Carol Ann Reilly, told me in a world-
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weary tone.
“Look who's all smug and secure now that she’s enapl with her boyfriend,” Jolene said.

“My boyfriend is more of a giant fourteen-year-gldmuttered. “Just as emotionally immature
but somehow more dangerous.”

“Oh, honey, they're all that way, too,” Carol Aassured me again.

It was far from the small family shower | had pted, but Jolene was positively glowing with
every exchange. We cooed and awed appropriatelyewesy little outfit, crib sheet, and stuffed
animal. Hell, I got a little emotional over Jolesehiny new wipes warmer.

By the end of the evening, my relatives were cooed that they remembered Jolene from
family reunions when she a little girl. She wasitedg to join several Mommy and Me groups and
a sewing circle. Mama considered her baby-showatem social debts settled.

The boys were allowed back into the house afeetaties left, trailing cigar smoke and chip
crumbs in their wake. Considering what Gabriel Bhdd been up to, | fully expected to burst
into embarrassed flames at being in the same roitimbeth him and my father. Let’s just say
that we’'d spent several evenings experimenting,vegid figured out that | could read Gabriel's
mind if | was drinking his blood during exactly thrgght moment” during sex. Unfortunately, his
thoughts tended toward the possessive grunty nateophis personality. We were still working
on deeper, more meaningful communication, hencsgbataneous combustion of parental
shame.

| focused on helping Mama with the dirty-dish patiThe heavily pregnant Jolene, despite
having eaten her weight in sausage balls duringltlegver, tucked into a heaping bowl of ice
cream and Canadian bacon. Daddy, Andrea, and Zdb m#urtive grab at whatever food Jolene
hadn’t claimed.

When Daddy finally took a break from grilling Diead Gabriel about their nineteenth-century
childhoods, Gabriel took Dick into the parlor arahtled him a little leather portfolio containing

the deed to the Cheney family manse. Consideriagthiey’d spent the evening gambling, | took
this as a bad sign. But it seemed to be somethiigGabriel had been thinking about for a long
time.

“I want you to have it back,” he told Dick. “Théseno way | can ever really repay you for being
the kind of friend Jane needed, but | can give tyial”

“I can’t,” Dick protested. “You know what that betbst us. To take it back now would just make
it all pointless.”

“Not to be rude, but it was all pointless,” | ndtgom across the room. Four eyes narrowed at

me. “What? | said not to be rude. That'’s like sgyi@od bless them’ right after you say bad
things about someone. It means it doesn’t count!”
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“What are they talking about?” Daddy whispereéacly fascinated.

“Did Dick win at cards tonight?” | asked Daddy. ddly nodded. “Well, he tended to play drunk
when he and Gabriel were human, so he usuallylDosk. lost his family’s house to Gabriel. The
pair of them are so stubborn that it's taken theis lbng to get over it.”

“Wow!” Daddy couldn’t have been happier than apdgate housewife watching her favorite
“stories.”

Gabiriel cleared his throat. | had the good semse¢m sheepish and mouth, “Love you.”

“After all you've done for Jane, it's the leastdn do,” Gabriel said, pressing the portfolio into
Dick’s hand.

“I don’t know what to say, son. I'm sorry we léfget this far. I've missed having you around the
last hundred or so years,” Dick said, looking thestrhuman he had since I'd met him. He
looked younger somehow, more vulnerable. He toekptrtfolio but then looked up, his eyes
pleading. “Can | still irritate the hell out of y@u

“I don’t know what | would do if you didn’t,” Galel said honestly. “I think you would sicken
and die.”

They shook hands and gave each other manly puchiém® arm. Dick announced to Andrea
that they were moving up in the world, to a delaxéebellum home that she could redecorate to
her heart’s content. Then he lovingly fed her aldewegg. Andrea blushed, especially when
Dick tried to kiss her afterward. Deviled eggs ao¢ a sexy food.

“Does this mean that we’re going to be doublerdatiow?” | asked. Andrea rolled her eyes.

Gabriel's grin was wicked. “Yes, because | thitik only fair that since Dick got my girlfriend
into a bar fight, | should be able to take hisfgehd out on the town and put her in danger while
he watches. Maybe we can go to a biker convention.”

Dick growled. “Hey, Jane fared better in that fighan | did.”
“I thought you weren't involved in the fight witWalter,” Gabriel said, his brow furrowed.

“Not that one, the other one, with Todd. The ong/ou don’'t know about.” Dick grimaced.
llCrap-ll

“You got her into another bar fight?” Gabriel eaiched. “You were supposed to be looking out
for her, notputtingher in harm’s way! That’s it.dRj Jane, from now on, all of your play dates
are supervised. Andrea, sweetheart, I'm takingsfgudiving. It's only fair.”

Daddy laughed and headed into the kitchen forterabund of beers. Andrea climbed into
Dick’s lap and suggested alternative activitieghsas bull riding, swimming the Ohio River
during peak barge traffic, motocross racing withleeimets, and letting me cook for her. Dick’s
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scowl grew deeper with each suggestion. Havingied the world’s most disgusting sundae,
Jolene was propped up against Zeb'’s side, botheaf hands gravitating to her enormous belly.
Jettie was distracted from inventorying Jolenets lwith a fond pat on the cheek from Mr.
Wainwright.

I had a family. A family that loved me, withoutdigment, without reserve. And my parents had
somehow fallen right into this motley crew and wengoying themselves. Sure, there were blood
relatives out there who couldn’t stand the sightnef but | could fall back on these people. They
would fight for me, kiss my booboos, take me outtémuila shooters when life got me down. |
didn’t need more than that. All was right with mpnid.

So, it made sense that my grandma Ruthie chosentinent to come storming through the
door.

“Jane Enid Jameson!” she thundered, slammingdlbe loehind her. Grandma was in a fine

froth, her snowy white hair frazzled and her chetkshed. She was dressed in a pink and orange
plaid pantsuit, the kind of thing that would sengn@Jettie into a giggle fit when she was living.
Apparently, it worked its wonders after death, toecause my ghostly aunt was laughing her
invisible ass off. And she wasn’t alone.

“Enid?” Dick snickered.

I ignored Dick’s low laughter as Grandma screechiddw could you embarrass your sister that
way? She told me what you did at the Chamber of @erne meeting. How could you? You
know how important her public image is with thissnleusiness she’s starting. How dare you
attempt to sabotage her by telling prominent mesbéour community that she’s—"

“Related to me?” | tried to keep my voice calm aaid, “Grandma Ruthie, as you can see, |
have guests. Maybe we can have this discussiamo#tier time.*

“Don’t you tell me when and where | can talk tauygoung lady!” she yelled. “This is your
mother’s house. I'll come and go as | please.”

“Mama, what is all this fuss about?” my motherexblas she came out of the kitchen. “Just calm
down.”

“Don’t tell me to calm down, Sherry,” Grandma Rietsnapped. “It's bad enough that you've
continued to let Jane into your home, but now y®lietting her drag her undesirables into your
living room? Hosting parties for them? This foohglss has gone on long enough.”

“Don’t talk like that in front of my friends,” Idld my grandmother.
“Oh, don’t mind us,” Jolene said, transfixed bg tamily feud unfolding in front of her. I'm
sure it was a novelty for her, considering that nmMdsClaine family disputes ended in both

parties phasing and proving their werewolf fightsigjls. Usually naked.

“Theseare your friends?” Grandma Ruthie sneeresgrwving my motley group, my chosen
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family. “Theseare the type of people you spend tivit under your great-great-grandfather’s
roof?”

“Watch it, Grandma,” | warned her, seeing the egpion of insult on Andrea’s face. Dick, on
the other hand, was used to that sort of commeaht@mained unperturbed.

“Now, let’s all just calm down,” Mama said in dfdrent tone from the one she normally used
during these confrontations. She wasn't tryinglacate Grandma. She was just trying to keep us
from coming to blows in her parlor. That was weird.

Grandma drew herself up to her full height andduser matriarch voice. “I will speak my mind,
Jane.”

“Well, then, you’ll speak it in the kitchen.” | pmy hand under Grandma’s elbow and not-quite-
gently led her through the kitchen’s swinging door.

Mama warned, “Now, Jane, be careful.”
“Mama, I’'m not going to hurt her.” | sighed.

“No, no, | know that,” Mama assured me. “It’s jdisat all of my nice dishes are sitting out on
the counter. Try not to break anything.”

| barked out a laugh. “Mama!”

“Oh, she’s had it coming for years,” Daddy told.rfi¢our mama’s just not ready to do it herself
yet.”

“I’'m working on it,” Mama promised. “She can’t ke¢alking to you that way. I've let it go on
for far too long. Maybe if I'd stood up to her yeaygo, we’d have a better relationship. You and
I might have had a better relationship. I'm tryiegset some boundaries with her, honey, but
she’s so old. And I'm so—"

“Scared of her?” | suggested.

Mama nodded. “Give her hell, baby.”

That said, | squared my shoulders and marchedhet&itchen to face off with my tiny
septuagenarian foe.

“Be as rude to me as you'd like,” | told her. “Biddn’t ever insult the people in that room in my
presence, do you understand me?”

“Don’t you talk to me that way,” Grandma snapp&tbu were raised to have respect for your
elders, Jane.”

“| was raised to have respect for people who stespect to me. That's something you have
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never done. Now, why don’t you go home to your {a@éd fiancé and let me and Jenny figure
out our issues for ourselves?”

Grandma stamped her size-six orthopedic shoe. Wih@apologize to your sister, Jane. And
you will end this foolishness with the lawsuit agide Jenny her share of the Early legacy. |
command it.”

| goggled at the raging geriatric before me amshthurst out laughing so loudly that Gabriel
stuck his head through the doorway to check onlnmvaved him away as | leaned against the
counter for support and let the bloody tears rolvd my cheeks. “I'm sorry,” | said, giggling.
“Did you justcommandme to do something? Have we?rits that ever worked for you? Jenny
got her share of the ‘Early legacy.” She took it of the house one piece at a time, without
asking. And so did you. You've been smuggling vilaa out of that house since Aunt Jettie’s
funeral. Don’t pretend otherwise.”

“Let me tell you something about your precioustalettie,” Grandma spat.

In the corner of my eye, | could see Aunt Jettjeiisting at the dry-erase marker Mama kept on
her refrigerator. She grasped it and began to $amauhe front of the fridge. Ruthie’s face froze
in horror as an invisible hand eked out, “RuthieThis is Jettie ... | need ... to tell you ...
you've gotten fat.”

“Jane, | don’'t know how you’re doing that, butsit It's morbid,” Grandma scolded, her face
paling.

“I'm not doing it,” | said. “I'm telepathic, nottekinetic. Aunt Jettie, maybe you shouldn't ...”
Aunt Jettie winked at me. “Honey, she’s had tlismg for years.”

“Jane, stop that right now!” Grandma yelled asidetlled her a “natural brunette,” underlining
“natural” three times.

“It's not me, it's Jettie,” | said. “She’s beenumding the house ever since she died. | wasn't able
to see her until | was turned.”

“Of all the sick jokes,” Grandma Ruthie spat. “Hdare you use my sister's memory this way!”
“Oh, come on, you can believe in vampires butinghosts?”
Grandma Ruthie sneered at me.

| sighed. “What if | told you something that ordlgttie would know?” | asked as Jettie leaned in
to whisper in my ear.

Grandma’s mouth flapped open like a beached ggpf¥n not going to—"

“Aunt Jettie says that if you don’t cut me someck| she’s going to visit your mother and tell
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her all about what you were doing in Edgar Olivérdskseat when you were supposed to be at
Bible study.”

Ruthie blanched. “How could you—my mother’s dead.”

“Yes, but Jettie can go over to the Half-Moon ldallWomen’s Clubhouse anytime she wants
and visit Grandma Bebe. That's the way ghosts wbinkey can haunt wherever they choose,
move from place to place. They even visit eachrgthe

OK, that last part was a total bluff. Grandma Belas a sweet old lady who had no unfinished
needlework, much less unfinished business, whenliglte She moved into the light a long time
ago. But Ruthie didn’t know that. And | told heatlso | could tell her this: “Jettie’s even visited
Grandpa Fred a few times. He’s haunting the galfse.”

Jettie cackled with glee as Ruthie’s cheeks ddagfecolor. “You tell her to stay away from my
Fred.”

“Tell her yourself, Grandma. She can hear you. Muoetter, in fact, than she could in life.
Besides, you're engaged. Why should you care? Atahit think he’s your Fred anymore.
Remember till death do us part? He's dead. Youaregal. Grandpa Fred’s on the market again.”

Ruthie turned a sickly white under her artfullyphed Elizabeth Arden powder. “You lifeless
Jezebel! You stay away from my Fred!”

At this point, it seemed a moot point to note thaht Jettie had actually broken up with
Grandpa Fred earlier this year to take up with Wainwright. Aunt Jettie, obviously enjoying
Grandma’s discomfort, seemed to think so, too.

“They can't ... all be yours. Though you ... certaihlgd more ... than your share,” Jettie
scribbled out in surprisingly legible script.

“Dried-up old maid!” Ruthie yelled.

“Black widow!” the refrigerator spat back.

“Unclean spirit!” Ruthie gasped.

“Varicose-veined ho!” Jettie scrawled, promptimgiadignant gasp from Grandma.

“I will not stand here in my daughter’'s home arditsulted!” Ruthie shrieked. “Jane, you tell
your great-aunt that | will not set foot in Riveak® until she can keep a civil tongue in her
skull—which, by the way, never had the bone stmectihave. And she was always jealous!”

“She can—"

The door slammed in dramatic fashion.
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“Hear you.” | finished.
Jettie slumped to the floor, clearly exhaustedhdrytelekinetic efforts.

“That was awesome,” | marveled. “Telling Grandmargthing you've ever thought about her
doesn’t mean you have closure and you’'re movingloes it? | was just getting used to having
you around.”

Aunt Jettie reached up to stroke her transparamd lalong my cheek. “No, | could have insulted
Ruthie while | was living. I'm sticking with you,i#do.”

“Lucky me.” | chuckled. “My relationship with Grama isn’t ever going to change, is it?”

Aunt Jettie led me over to the swinging door, vehery friends were crowded, listening. “No,
baby, it's not. You and Ruthie have exactly thedkiri relationship you want with each other. It
was the same with us. Ruthie and | chose not &déch other. I'm not saying that’s right, but
it's the way things are. There’s no law that saymsifies have to be best friends. You can choose
your own family, which you have. Of course, you e#so choose to want a better relationship
with people you were born to. It's up to you. Unkien, sit at the fountain of my experience and
learn Ruthie’s weak points.”

“Vericose-veined ho’ was one | hadn’t heard befdt admitted as we pushed through the door,
gently popping an eavesdropping Dick in the sidthefhead.

Dick cursed. Aunt Jettie shrugged. “You leaveTheon during the day. I've watched a lot
ofMaury Povich.”

14

{0

When you've taken all you can, walk away. Be tlggér person. Or at least find a bigger
person, and use your vampire strength on themthi&sporting thing to do.

—Love Bites: A Female Vampire’s Guide to Less
Destructive Relationships

Given my history with my sister, it was inevitapteally, that we would end up wrestling in the
mud, beating each other senseless with piecesaaf fabber.

The Half-Moon Hollow High parking lot was carefytbrganized into a carnival grid: flaccid,
half-inflated bouncy houses in the south quadifaoil booths in the east, and no fun to be had in
either.

At a normal Hollow charity carnival, the signs wérand-painted posterboard affairs. The games
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consisted of tossing pool rings over two-liter kasttor softballs into bushel baskets. You paid too
much for a corn dog and a stuffed bear, you feit gsu contributed to your community, you
went home.

This Halloween hell hole involved professionaltyesen-printed signs and catered low-carb
treats. I'd suggested a cotton-candy machine, ssatilCourtney gave me a look that would have
vaporized lesser women. And forget any preconcemeibns of streamers or balloons. This was
strictly a Martha affair, pumpkins as far as the eguld see, artfully arranged with corn and
various raffia accoutrements.

God help us all.

The spookiest thing about this extravaganza was gie women in matching pink sweatshirts
manically scrambling to make the parking lot intHa@loween casbah, each terrified that Head
Courtney would find her efforts wanting and put bercleanup duty. Given Head Courtney’s
less-than-enthusiastic response to the prize boxas unloading from Big Bertha and the fact
that the rest of the Courtneys had shunned mewwoilpmy “outing,” | already knew who was
going to be manning that stupid push broom all nigh

Gabriel had wanted to accompany me to the carrvell asked him not to come, just in case |
ended up stuck in the dunking booth. I didn’t wiaimh to witness my humiliation. Fortunately,
this carnival didn’t have dunking booths. Or clowwich, for me, was another bright side.

Andrea was covering the shop for me while | semvsgdcarnival sentence. She and Dick would
have the place to themselves for the evening. Efmadyannounced his intentions to attend a
Christian-themed haunted house called “Hell Howsegks before. Emery had been spending
less and less time at the shop lately. Andrea htdpsidneant he’d found a girl to go to prayer
meetings with.

We didn’t have time to overanalyze that possis#or to consider warning the girl—because
we were expecting a big Halloween-night crowd. Aslgkeeking a safely scary atmosphere.
Teenagers looking for supplies to summon the BMtch. Having Emery standing in the aisles,
trying to hand the customers religious tracts, wWqubbably spoil the ambience.

Andrea was dressed up like Glinda the Good Witokered in pink sparkles from head to toe.
The voluminous tulle skirt of her rented costumeehgafit behind the coffee bar. Somehow she’'d
managed to talk Dick into wearing a Scarecrow austuHe looked like an extremely
embarrassed Raggedy Andy doll and planned to sttheistockroom for most of the night.

“Quit trying to put off going to the carnival,” Alniea had told me, filling a bowl with those rock-
hard peanut taffy candies wrapped in orange waerméw/e’ll be fine here.”

“I’'m going, I'm going,” | muttered, sliding into gnPepto Bismol pink Chamber of Commerce
sweatshirt.

“And | hope that you realize that as a witch, | eaiming double overtime for you making me
work on a religious holiday,” she said, gesturiagnér girlie ensemble.
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“Watch it, or I'll drop a house on you.” | sneerasl | walked out the door.

Since Jenny had yet to show up, Nice Courtneyheiging me unload and distribute the prizes

to the various game booths. Zeb was pitching im, bait | think he was just there to get first

crack at the funnel cakes. Imagine how sad he vieeswe found out that this wasn’tthat kindof
carnival. The closest thing he could get to junidfevas a sugar-free caramel apple. Nonetheless,
he’d promised to come running, yelling that Jolesas in labor and we had to leave right away,

if things got bad with the Courtneys.

“Well, it’s still pretty much a high school parkjriot,” | said, hefting a box of free tote bags out
of the trunk. “But I'm sure after everything is liated, it will be a magical autumn wonderland.”

“Just keep telling yourself that.” Nice Courtneyckered. “Where do you want the popcorn
balls?”

“Wherever Head Courtney won’t see them,” | muttietérowing a blanket over the individually
wrapped offerings from the A&P. “Don’t you know $his a no-carb charity carnival?”

Nice Courtney giggled. “I'll smuggle them to thiel& under the guise of giving them their
complimentary hand sanitizer.”

“I've had a bad influence on you,” | said, gaspingnock surprise. When | made my escape
from the chamber, | hoped that Nice Courtney acauld keep in touch. If nothing else, she’d
proven to me that just because people are shinpempy, that didn’t make them automatically
evil. It was entirely a matter of choice. She’dgd@zhandedly undone a lot of damage that had
been inflicted in high school.

“Jane!” Judging from the look on Jenny’s face laes Isarreled across the parking lot, | guess
she’d heard about my visit with Grandma Ruthie. Aethg Grandma’s favorite and confidante,
it was up to her to set me straight.

Speaking of shiny and evil personal choices.

“Oh, what now?” | muttered.

“Who do you think you are? Are you out of your ehiscaring Grandma like that?” she yelled,
her face only inches from mine. “How could you dattto your own grandmother?”

“Let me get this straight. You're yelling at me foy behavior during a conversation with
Grandma Ruthie, in which Grandma Ruthie yelled atfon how | behaved during a conversation
with you?” | sighed. “Do you two organize a ‘bearpin Jane’s ass’ schedule?”

“She could have had a heart attack!” Jenny ingiste

“Oh, please, Ruthie’s an unstoppable force of ieatike the Black Plague or Richard
Simmons.”
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“That’s it,” Jenny growled through her clenchedtte “Stay away from my family. Mama,
Daddy, Grandma, the kids, everybody. You obviodsly't care about us or what we think. So,
just stay away from us.”

“I know you’ve been lobbying for this since theydavas brought home from the hospital, but
you can’t kick me out of our family, Jen,” | toleéth

“It's not ‘our family,”” she spat. “It's mine.”
“Who the hell do you think you are?” | cried.

“Oh, don’t pretend you care about being a pathisf family.” She sneered, snagging a foam-
rubber “combat hammer” from the jousting game HE€adrtney had banned from the midway.
She jabbed it into my chest, backing me into tlikaiable bouncy house. The giant clown head
that hovered over the entrance leered down at ntkngy latent coulrophobia forced me to
change directions toward a muddy patch behindttgirey area. But not before | was able to
grab a foam weapon of my own.

Jenny poked me again with the hammer. “You've heaiiing to get away from us for years.
We're not smart enough for you, not sophisticateolugh. Do you think we don’t notice when
you make your little jokes under your breath? Yewvanted to get out of the Hollow for years.
Why don’t you just go? We certainly don’t want teep you.”

“How would you know that | want to leave?” | dendaa, smacking her arm with the foam.
“How the hell do you think you come close to knogvimow | feel about anything?” Jab to her
chest. “From our long heart-to-hearts? All thogghts you came over to watchSex and the
City?” Smack to her other arm. “Do you realize ttie last time you and | had a conversation
that ranged beyond the weather and whatever mrsnafiton Mama’s fed you was at Aunt
Jettie’s funeral luncheon? And | think you’d had taany toddies to remember.”

“Oh, you're just all about the open, sisterly coomtation, aren’t you?” She landed a
respectable blow to my face, knocking me on my imtitt the mud.

Considering my vampire strength and speed, thatjust embarrassing.

“When have you ever made an effort to spend tintle me? To get to know me?” She hit my
head to punctuate each point. “Oh, no, you’re $osfreaking above it all, you couldn’t bring
yourself to stop sniping for five minutes and jbstmy sister. Boring old Jenny with her husband
and kids. Lame Jenny who likes to play Pictionaihwer friends on Friday nights. Silly little
Jenny and her silly little hobbies.”

“You're mad because | won't scrapbook with you2isked, dumbfounded, though I'm sure it
was more from the ringing blow to my skull afteeshanaged to rip the foam off the plastic bar
that supported it. | shook it off and jumped to fegt.

“Even when we were kids, you thought you were schmbetter than me!” Jenny yelled, panting

ABC Anber LIT Converter http://ww. processtext.com abclit. htn



ABC Amber LIT Converter http://wwmv processtext.com abclit. htm

as we circled the mud pit. A crowd had gatherededng us on. “I never had to worry about you
copying me like a normal little sister. No, you vanit lower yourself to my level. | didn't like

the right books. | didn't like the right music. lan’'t sarcastic enough for you. Not good enough
for Jane. And then you get turned into a freakiagpire! | have to hear from Mama about your
fabulous undead makeover, about your undead rggbtgp and your hundred-and-fifty-year-old
boyfriend. How can | compete with that?” Each seo¢ewas punctuated with an impressive
smack upside my head.

“You're mad because I'm cooler than you?” | guelsagain, but Jenny was too worked up to
notice I'd said anything. With a cry that would leawade Xena proud, she swept my leg. My
feet went flying out from under me, and | landedwva wetthwapon my back.

She growled. “You're always saying that I'm thedate, that you get treated like a child.
You're always bitching about Mama bringing food ote your house and folding your laundry.
Do you know how many times she’s brought dinnerr ea@eny house? Twice. After each of the
boys was born. | had to go through twenty-threerfiofilabor without drugs just to get a damn
pot pie! You think Daddy ever just drops by my hetsr a chat and some pizza? You think
Mama calls me before | leave for work or checksr@nat night when I’'m home alone? No,
because ‘Jenny can take care of herself. She neeels any help,”” she cried, throwing her head
back and screaming at the sky. | used her distratti knock her back on her butt and pummel
her repeatedly. Jenny, on the other hand, hadtesstwr flinging mud at me. Literally.

“Because you're perfect!” | yelled, throwing a glof muck into her face. “Do you think it was
easy growing up withtheJenny Early as your oldstes?”

Jenny spluttered as she spit the mud out and deawlémpressive clump in my hair, considering
that she couldn’t see. “Do you think | ever walleeth a classroom where the teacher didn’t say,
‘Oh, you're Jenny Early’s sister, we know what tgpect from you?’ | have to live up to the
example of a woman who color-codes her underweawelr. ‘Jenny’s so responsible. Jenny’s
house is always immaculate. Jenny cooked an €fttimaksgiving dinner and still had time to
make place cards out of acorns and rice paper!"txeime me because you've had to live up to
your own hype.”

| pushed up onto my feet, scraping several lagkmnsud from my face. “And frankly, I'm tired
of hearing ‘Oh, that’s just the way Jenny is’ agthé didn’t do it to hurt your feelings, she just
likes things a certain way.’”

“When have | ever hurt your feelings?” She gaspegthg and failing to stand. She slumped to
the ground and looked up at me, squinting throbghbtood and sweat dripping in her eye.

“Let’s see, holidays, birthdays, graduations, fgrdinners, baby showers, church functions,
school plays. You put me at another family’s tadtlgour wedding reception, Jenny.”

“Because | didn’t want Grandma Ruthie to drive yoazy with questions about when you were
going to get married,” Jenny protested.

“And because | embarrass you,” | said, wipingadaf dirt from my cheeks.
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“You don’t embarrass me! You annoy me. You irgtate. You drive me up the damn wall. But
OK, wait, the vampire thing, that did embarrassantié¢tle bit. But still, | don’t hate you.”

Awkward silence. | looked into the future and sae two of us, fighting and sniping at each
other like Grandma Ruthie and Aunt Jettie. Thowdivjously, | was immortal, ageless, and way
hotter than septuagenarian Jenny. | didn’t wartt thehose not to have that kind of relationship
with her. But | didn’t know how to fix it.

Fortunately, Jenny did.

“So, | hurt your feelings?” she asked, the corméiser mouth lifting slightly.

“Well, you don’t have to look so dang pleased dbpul muttered.

“I'm not, | just, | didn’t know I could have tha&tffect on you,” she admitted. “You seem ...
unflappable sometimes.”

“It's all a clever ruse,” | said, blowing my bangst of my face. “I'm extremely flapped most of
the time.”

Jenny wiped at her eyes, but | think that had nmo with her impromptu facial than emotion.
“You’re going to outlive my boys, Jane. And thelildren, and their children. Don’t you think
I've thought of that? When my grandchildren aradyin the nursing home, you’re going to be
the one packing up everything they own and decidihg gets what. You're the sole survivor,
no matter what any of us does. You're going toagitus all. | think that's why | went so crazy
about all those family heirlooms. | figured, it'eigg to come to you in the end anyway, so why
don’t you let us just borrow it for a little whileé®d when you said no, | don’t know what came
over me ...”

“To be honest, the stuff doesn’t matter that miacine, Jenny. | just like to screw with you, and
this seems like the only way to get you. I'm sdive been a little petty about the heirlooms. |
just wish you would have told me things like thefdre, you know, | died,” | offered.

More awkward silence.

“What do we do now?” | asked, hesitantly sittirexnto her.

“I don’t know,” she said, sinking back into the dylearly exhausted by her emotional
unburdening.

“You could stop being such a hag at every singteilfy gathering,” | suggested.
She lifted her head to glare at me.

“Too soon?” | asked. She nodded.
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“Well, we could stop sniping at each other anduour anger where it belongs,” | said.
“Mama?” Jenny asked. | nodded.
“It won’t be like this forever,” Jenny promisedaping a tentative hand on my shoulder.

“Yeah.” | sniffled. “Someday Grandma Ruthie wik lbcked safely away in a home for the
elderly/criminally insane.”

“Jane!”

| brightened. “Can | pick the home?”

“Jane!”

“That wasn’'t a no.”

“This has been good,” Jenny said, laughing. “| feelighter somehow.”

“It's amazing what a little foam battering can’diosaid, nodding.

“Well, it's a good thing we stopped where we daduse | was this close to kicking your ass.”

| nodded to the mutilated grass behind us. “Weataays jump back into the mud pit and settle
things once and for all.”

“This is one of those things where I'm just gotegassume you're joking.”

| sniffed, wincing at the sting in my lip as itdled. “Probably for the best.”

Jenny watched as my skin closed and the bruisidgd away. “That is really cool.”
“Just one of the perks,” | said, grinning as lledlher to her feet.

Head Courtney came running over to the foam and wreckage. “What do you think you’re
doing?”

“Just settling some family issues.” Jenny chuckleiging a spot of blood from her nose.
“I cannot believe you two! This is achildren’scaad! You're ruining everything. Do you
realize what you’re going to have to do to worktbis many demerits? Never in the history of

the Chamber of Commerce—"

Zeb came running up, frantic. “Jane! Jane! We'sktg go! Jolene’s mom just called. She’s in
labor!”

Head Courtney seemed supremely annoyed at threupti®n, but her laser-beam gaze did not
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falter from its target. My head.
“Zeb, it's not a big deal. You don't really hawefake Jolene being in labor.”
“I'm not faking!” he screamed, his voice reachergalarming soprano octave.

Turning my back on Courtney, | forced Zeb to bemdr and take some deep breaths. “Zeb,
calm down. Do you have the bag?”

“Yes, it's in the car. Jolene packed in June. Bbaldn’t let me help.”

| reached to pat his shoulder, but when | saw hmwdy my hands were, | pulled away. “I think
we can all agree that was a wise choice. How abdwne to the hospital?”

“No, no, | can handle it,” he said, showing me W@ thought was a set of keys.
“Zeb, that’s a pair of pliers.”
“Maybe you should drive,” he conceded.

“Jane, where do you think you're going?” Head @oey thundered. “I'm not done with you
yet.”

“My friend is in labor. I’'m going to the hospital.

“I did not excuse you!” Head Courtney shriekedotlstill have duties here at the carnival.
There are balloons to be blown up. Garlands toupghLights to be strung.”

“My. Friend. Is. In. Labor,” | repeated very slgwl'I’'m going to be with her.”

Courtney put a restraining hand on my shouldeau’¥e not leaving. Abandoning an
assignment at a special event will result in aomatic suspension, Jane.”

“And then what? Detention? Expulsion? Firing squadon’t have time for this. I'm leaving,” |
told her.

Head Courtney turned an apoplectic purple. “If yalk out now, I'll assign you to scoop horse
poop after every Founders’ Day parade for the heehty years!”

“You know what, Courtney? | don’t think I'm chambmaterial after all. So, you can take your
precious Fall Festival and shove it up your—”"

“Jane, we've got to go!” Zeb yelled from the car.
“Dang it, | was really looking forward to that ar@ourtney, | quit.”

“This is what | get for letting some filthy bloadgisker into the Chamber of Commerce!”
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Courtney howled. “We’re going to destroy your bopgsty ass, do you understand me, you
undead bitch? When we get done with you, you wioa’'able to sell so much as a—"

| had stepped forward, ready to belt Head Couringlge manner she deserved. But | was cut off
by Jenny, who had cocked her fist back and kno€kmatney onto her ass, into a crate full of
stuffed Spongebobs.

“Jenny!” | laughed, staring at her in surprise.

“Nobody talks to my sister that way,” Jenny saidhbing her knuckles gingerly.

“You talk to me that way,” | pointed out.

“But that's different. I'm your sister. I'm allovek but no one else is.”

Tears sprang into my eyes, and | threw my armgratder. “Thanks, sis.”

Jenny stiffened, then relaxed and squeezed me t@kbkwell, anytime.”

Zeb cleared his throat. “I hate to interrupt tesutiful family moment, butmy wife is having
babies. Jane, get in the car!”

We arrived at the hospital to find Mama Gingeepting to wrestle her way past a formidable-
looking nurse into the maternity ward. Unfortungtielr Mama Ginger, the nurse was obviously
a John Cena fan and maneuvered Mama Ginger inte sorhof pretzel arm-lock position in
which she was powerless.

At the sight of his mother, Zeb stopped in hisksaand muttered several of the seven words
you're not supposed to say in polite company.

“How did she know Jolene was here?” | demandethdught you said you weren’t going to call
her until a few days after the babies are home ttwrhospital.”

“I don’t know,” Zeb said, at this point on the pusf tears. “She must have staked out our house!
| thought | saw her car driving up and down ourdrgasterday, but | told myself even Mama
wasn't that crazy.”

“Obviously, you haven’t paid attention for thetl#sirty or so years.”

“I've got to get to Jolene,” Zeb said, his eyearsung the hall wildly. “If Mama sees me, Ill
never get past her in time.”

“Calm down. This is why Jolene appointed me wagiioom bouncer,” | told him. “Because I'm
willing to do things like this.”

“Like what?”
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“Like this.” | shoved Zeb behind the admissionsideut of Mama Ginger’s sightline.
“Mama Ginger, what are you doing?” | called, wayexcitedly.

Mama Ginger whirled at the sound of my voice, aragler struggling with the hospital’'s
linebacker. With Mama Ginger distracted, Zeb slandund the admissions desk, behind her
back, and into the maternity ward. She didn’t Iptdased to see me, but | did provide the excuse
to complain about her treatment in a really loutt&o

“This silly woman says they don’t have a patieated Jolene Lavelle listed here, but | know
she’s here! | saw her mother’s car out in the paykot!” she cried, her voice reaching hysterical
levels. Several nurses poked their heads intoahevdny, but seeing who it was, they ducked
back into the patients’ rooms.

“Jolene must be listed as a private patient, M&@mager,” | said, keeping my voice soothing.
She shied away when | tried to loop my arm throlgts, so | took her elbow and led her into the
waiting room. “That means the nurse can't tell yioghe’s here. It's against the law.”

When we walked into the waiting room, Jolene’srergack was waiting there. It was fortunate
that very few women in town seemed destined to kalween babies, because there would
have been nowhere for their expectant familiesttdslene’s aunts, uncles, and cousins were
lounging on every available surface. Jolene’s makives had that healthy, hearty, but blank
look about them. Yes, they were nice to look at,dduhotness aside, I'd like to spend my time
with someone who doesn't live his life accordingdnets set forth onWalker, Texas Ranger. The
aunts were convened in a corner, eyes darting fnoenside of the room to the other, absorbing it
all. They all seemed to be enjoying the noveltyhef experience, with the exception of Aunt
Vonnie, whose mouth was puckered and unhappy.

Mimi and Lonnie McClaine, the only McClaines wlikeld me, were pacing the room, their
stances defensive and agitated. Lonnie McClainepickéng a giant bouquet of carnations to
shreds. But fortunately, there were backups. lkéoboas if the babies were about to be coronated.
The room was absolutely packed with flowers anffesfuanimals. Half of the flowers were pink,
the other half were blue. They had teddy bearsiwgamtus and bears wearing baseball
uniforms. And a ham, which | guessed was gendetraleu

Nothing like covering all of your bases.

Now that Jolene’s presence in the labor room wasitned, Mama Ginger started screeching,
“I have a right to see my grandchildren born!”

The entire pack flinched at once. | threw myseltap of Mama Ginger, both to keep her from
launching herself toward Jolene’s delivery room tmderve as a shield—just in case Jolene’s
relatives still held grudges about Mama Ginger'sléieg-related sabotage. From the floor, |
looked up to find a circle of emotionally high-stguwerewolves glaring down at us.

“Mimi?” | called. “Could you keep your family fropyou know, committing public homicide?”
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“Come on, y'all, calm down,” Mimi chided, rolliniger eyes. “My baby’s having babies, | can't
take time to bail your asses out of jail.”

The pack let out a collective huff and backed doBecause Mimi was the alpha female and
they pretty much had to.

“They’re my grandbabies,” Mama Ginger whined. &ldng in that delivery room! I've been
waiting Zeb’s whole life for this. | have the rigtat be in there with him!”

Mama Ginger tried to push up off the floor, arfdrced her back down. Please, Lord, don't let
someone | know see me wallowing all over the hasfihor on top of Mama Ginger. Or the
cops, who would probably assume | was trying fdycib drain her. “No, you don’t, Mama
Ginger. Whosoever’s hoo-ha is on display, thatéssghrson who decides who gets to be in the
room. And Jolene didn’t even ask her own mothdretan the room, so that should tell you
something. Zeb will come and get us when they'redgand ready to see us. Now, just sit down
and read a damn magazine.”

Mama Ginger flopped onto a couch and petulaniypéd through a year-old copy ofRedbook.
In the choice between sitting with Jolene’s extehi@enily, most of whom didn’t like me much
better than Mama Ginger, or with Mama Ginger hérsehose to lean against the wall. This
proved to be a good call, as | had to launch myfef Mama Ginger from time to time
whenever she made a break for the delivery rooms.

| could only fly-tackle a fifty-year-old woman soany times before | started losing my sense of
humor, so | was grateful when my sensitive vameaes picked up the sound of two strong cries
down the hall.

15

{0

The element of surprise is vastly overrated in ratgtionship.

—Love Bites: A Female Vampire’s Guide to Less
Destructive Relationships

Jolene had two perfectly healthy babies, in aguélsf normal delivery, in a perfectly normal
hospital room.

It was a McClaine family first.
After the inevitable squabble between Mimi and Ma@inger over who held the babies first
(Mama Ginger was lucky she lost the struggle andsay, a finger) and the pack was allowed to

sniff the babies to their hearts’ content, | figathade it back to Jolene’s recovery room. An
exhausted, beaming Zeb handed me a squirming pinélé, and | fell in love. Little Janelyn,
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my namesake. The daughter | would never have. &hg bcould love and spoil and then
immediately hand back to her real mother. Now hki®w Aunt Jettie must have felt, to love a
child so completely, to want to be a part of hi, leven if you weren’t a parent.

When Zeb placed a sleeping baby Joe in my hahsisemed like an embarrassment of riches.

“They’re beautiful,” | told Jolene, who was fighgj hard not to doze off in her hospital bed.
Jolene smiled, her contentment so complete thadlisimé have to respond. My eyes pricked
with hot, happy tears as Janelyn studied me wittblgeblue eyes. Her little hand crept out from
under the blanket and wrapped around my finger.

“Hello, little baby,” | cooed. “I'm Auntie Jane. Wén your mama says it's OK, I'm going to take
you guys to the library and museums and movidgeBd you food that'll make you hyper and
nauseous, and then I'll bring you straight homiéhBlp you hide your first tattoo. We’re going
to have a great time.”

“Nice,” Jolene muttered, her mouth quirked inttred smile. | snickered.

| stroked a finger along the curve of Joe’s dowoft-cheek, and for a moment, | felt a keen
sense of loss for not being able to have a balmyyobwn.

Janelyn, who seemed incredibly strong for a newpbeven in my limited experience with
babies, pulled my finger to her mouth.Chomp!

The moment passed.

“Ow!” | exclaimed. | gently pulled the baby’s lipack to find a full set of perfect, tiny white
teeth with particularly sharp-looking canines. “Wtae?”

“It's a wolf thing,” Zeb said, looking completelynperturbed by his babies’ having more teeth
than their paternal grandfather.

Jolene, whose eyes were still closed, raised &ed And waggled her finger at me. “Let that be a

lesson on what happens when you plan on interfeiiithi responsible parentin’.

“No biting the namesake, kid,” | told the unreenttinfant. “Especially when the namesake has
fangs.”

Jolene yawned. “That just means she’s happy tyceé

“I hope she’s never happy to see you when youirsing,” | muttered. Jolene opened her mouth
to protest. “If you launch into some story about thiracle of werewolf nipples, | will leave.”

Jolene rolled her eyes and snuggled into Zebs. $i& wrapped his arm around her and cleared

his throat. “So, we wanted to talk to you about etiimg. We wanted to wait until the babies
were here safely, because we didn’t want to jincselves.”
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| noted with pride how right it seemed now for Zehise the wordwewhen it came to him and
Jolene. And now he had two more little people td tadthat unit. When he’d first found Jolene,
it bothered me. I'd felt left out, abandoned. Zel &dused to be a we. We werethewe. But now,
Zeb had the we he was meant to have. And | hadwmyvee with Gabriel. This was the way it
was supposed to be; growing, changing, finding youn we.

| really needed some sleep.

“We would like you to be godmother to the twinggb said. “We’ve thought this over very
carefully. And we can’t imagine asking anyone elseso, no pressure.”

“But I'm not all that religious, Zeb. You shouldgtbably appoint someone who, you know,
hasn’t been tossed out of their church for beingramly monster, to head the kids’ spiritual
development.”

“It's more of a guardianship thing,” Zeb assureel. fiif anything ever happened to me or Jolene,
we would want to know that you would be there fog kids. No one would take care of them like
you, love them like you would.”

“And you're the least crazy person available fa job,” the barely conscious Jolene added.
“Well, that's sort of sad,” | told them.
“We know,” Zeb admitted. “Doesn’t make it untrue.”

| peered down at the sleeping bundles in my aifiine.burden of their weight seemed just a little
bit heavier. Could | accept this kind of respongys Despite working with children for most of
my adult life, I'd never really taken care of ahgidn’t have the kind of life that was conducive
to child-rearing. | slept all day. There was rarstyid food in my house. There were lots of
pointy, breakable objects down at child-eye lelelanted to travel, to spend time with Gabriel,
to run my shop. Was | really willing to turn all tifat upside down if something happened to Zeb
and Jolene? Could | raise two kids?

Baby Joe wrapped his little fingers around anottienine, mirroring his twin. | stared down at
them.

Yes, | could.

| placed the babies on either side of Jolene lar@t my arms around Zeb. “I will do everything
| can to give the kids the kind of childhood we eekad, Zeb,” | promised. “Unconditional love,
holidays without drunken nudity, and birthday pestivhere they don’t end up crying. Of course,
we’ll have to go underground to get away from yfaumilies. But I'm sure Dick can forge the
necessary paperwork.”

Zeb squeezed me back. “You know, when | picturetiaving this conversation, | didn’t think
nudity and forgery would come into it.”
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| sighed heavily. “And you think you know me sollve

| basked in the new parents’ happy glow for a fe@re minutes before | excused myself. |
wanted to call Gabriel, to ask why he and Dick andrea hadn’t made it down to the hospital
yet. But when | walked out into the waiting roomal§iel was waiting for me. | threw myself
into his arms, gave him a smacking kiss on the fidsy, I've been wondering where you guys
were. You finally dragged yourselves down heregto the babies?”

Gabriel's face was blank, taut. He had that lookis eye, the “I have bad news, and I'm trying
to think of a way to break it gently” thing thatalys sent me into a panic. A nervous bubble of
laughter escaped my throat, even as it constrit¢abriel, what is it?”

Gabriel swallowed hard, reaching out to take mydhdlt's Andrea.”

“What do you mean, it's Andrea? Is she hurt? @ichething happen?” | babbled, panic racing
through my chest.

My brain reeled through a number of horrible scesa Car accident. Robbery at the store.
Halloween prank gone awry. The last thing I'd daidher was, “Watch it, or I'll drop a house on
you.” And she’d laughed. Oh, God, what if she waadland those were my last words to her?

“Dick was at the store with her, and he went to an errand right before closing. When he came
back, Andrea was gone. Her car was missing. Butdlisa register was full. And Dick could
smell ...”

By now, tears were streaming down my cheeks. “W/i&=briel, what's going on?”
“Dick could smell blood, Andrea’s blood.”

| don’t remember much about Gabriel driving ush® shop. The darkened streets of downtown
passed by in a blur as my mind raced. Where couldréa be? | tried to convince myself that it
was perfectly reasonable to think that she migketsamply hurt herself at the shop, that she’'d
driven herself to get help. It was so much bettantthe alternative, that someone had taken
Andrea, dragged her, bleeding, out of the shogemrshly pink ballgown. What if it was one of
us? I'd been so stupid. | put her right in the lofdire, working in a vampire shop when her rare
blood type called out to the undead like a fineesistible wine. | wiped at my eyes, knowing it
was pointless to try to stop the tears from falling

“Dick called the police,” Gabriel said, his voibkeak. “He’s waiting at the shop for them.”

I moaned softly, leaning my head against the $eatDick to be willing to call the police, the
situation had to be desperate.

We would have been better off calling Barney Fife.

Gabriel dropped me off at the shop. He thoughtilmie would be better spent contacting the
local Council members and various underworld cltaraavho might have information about
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Andrea. So far, | had a lot more faith that he migid her than in the combined forces of the
Half-Moon Hollow Police Department.

To say that the police were not exactly conceatsulit finding a woman who worked in an
occult shop and lived with her vampire boyfriendulebbe a grand understatement. Sergeant
Russell Lane, whom I'd gone to school with for téemn years, seemed far more interested in
treating us like suspects than in taking down afigrmation about Andrea.

“Didn’t your boss die under strange circumstaroa® last year?” Sergeant Lane asked, as he
scribbled notes in his duty notebook. He lookeBiak and me with a gleam of distrust, even
malice, in his eyes.

“I don’t consider a seventy-nine-year-old man hgva heart attack while moving heavy boxes
to be strange,” | said, struggling to keep calmak a giant, exposed, twitching nerve just
standing there, waiting for news, trying to keegnirflashing my fangs at Lane.

Lane shrugged. “I just think it's kind of a weitdincidence that your boss dies in the store, and
a year later, your employee disappears from the Stbe said, giving me a long, appraising look.
“Andrea Byrne was a registered blood surrogatenivabe?”

“What does that have to do with anything?” Dickwgted.
“And you would be?” Lane asked.
“Dick Cheney. | live with Ms. Byrne.”

“That name sounds familiar,” Lane said, scratchimg his little notebook for future reference.
“So, let me get this straight. She lives with a pae works for a vampire, and spends her free
time letting vampires feed from her.”

Sergeant Lane closed his little notebook. “Web;linkkeep an eye out for her. But we can't do
much until an official missing-person report igél”

“I thought | was filing a missing-person reporkriow a person who is missing, and I'm
reporting it to you,” | said, placing a restrainingnd on Dick when he took a menacing step
toward the officer.

“Look, she could have run out to the grocery storall you know. Or gone to a costume

party,” Lane said. “It's Halloween. It's a busy higor us. We’re not going to be able to do much
for you, anyway. Why don’t you wait twenty-four hreutand come down to the department to file
a report if she doesn’t turn up?”

“But she could be anywhere!” | cried. “Look, myefinds and family members have been
abducted before, | know the signs when | see them.”

“I’'m sure that being associated with you has rtshtems.” He ignored the enormous amount of
stink-eye | was sending his way. “But | can’t dg/daing about a woman who just decided to
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flake out of work. Besides, she’s a grown womashié wants to take off for a while, she can.”

| opened a door into Sergeant Lane’s brain andtkese things. One, he seemed to think that
Dick and | had drained Andrea dry and stashed tigly and were reporting her missing to cover
our tracks. Two, if we had killed Andrea, or eveéshe was legitimately missing, he thought she
probably got what she’d deserved. What could asgiplect when she hung out with this kind of
crowd? He planned to go back to the station, mgk&eabout it at roll call, and forget Andrea
ever existed. And three, he had been staring digops through the entire interview. At this
point, I've come to expect this of human men aralize that it has nothing to do with me. They
want to see all women naked. Except for their nmsthe

“Andrea doesn't just flake out,” I told him. “This completely out of character for her. If you
think we did something to her, then take us tostladion and question us so you can get that out
of the way and you can start looking for her.”

“Well, | can’t exactly hook you up to a lie detectvhen your heart doesn’t beat, now, can I?”
Sergeant Lane pointed out.

“Pardon me for being blunt, but she’s a missirgftgryoung woman,” | told him. “We both
know there’s going to be a CNN van parked outsiderainute. And I’'m going to be more than
happy to tell the nice reporters all about youklatinterest in finding my friend.”

Lane was smug now. “I think once they hear abosit B{rne’s background, they won't be all
that surprised.”

| growled. “Is it uncomfortable to have your hgathmed that far up your—”"
“Jane!” Dick said, locking his fingers around myist, to keep me in place.
“You two have a Happy Halloween, now.” Lane sndexed ambled out of the shop.

| let loose a stunning string of profanities ahdaked the pewter fairies across the room,
shattering one of the little tableside reading lamexpected Dick to be having the same
reaction, but when | turned, he was sitting onftber, rubbing a hand over his chest.

“l can’t take this,” he said, his sea-green eyesd and wet. “I can’t—I can’t take not knowing.
What if she’s hurt? What if she’s scared? Whahig ts my fault? What if someone | made one
of my stupid back-alley deals with came here adt teer to get back at me? | shouldn’'t have
left her alone. But | wanted to—it seemed so imguatrto surprise her.”

His hands shaking, Dick took a little blue vellseix out of his back pocket and opened it. Inside
was a simple white gold band set with a little heasliaped ruby. It was obviously old and worn
but had recently been cleaned. “I went to pick tigsl thought I'd go the whole traditional,
down-on-one-knee route. | thought she’d think isviiany, getting a proposal while she was all
dressed up like a princess. When | got back, sisegoae.

“She’s my happy ever after, Jane,” he said quiéWhat am | going to do without her?”
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“You won't have to worry about that,” | told hirhwas trying so hard to keep my voice upbeat,
hopeful, that my throat seemed to burn. “We’ll fimek.”

Dick’s face crumpled in on itself, for the briefed moments. He sniffed and pushed to his feet.
“I have to go somewhere, do something, or I'm gdimgo crazy. You just stay here, OK? In
case she calls or the police ... Wait for me or Gaha call you. You call me if you
hearanything. Got it?”

I nodded. “Dick ...”
He kissed my forehead and disappeared out thedsbmp

Sitting at the counter staring at the phone wakimgame crazy. | needed to do something with

my hands. | cleaned up the mess I'd made of thkdoréamp and put the damaged fairies in my
office. | wiped down shelves, restocked the coffae | found a pile of unclaimed special orders
under the counter with a note from Andrea: “Fore]Jaashelve using your ‘crazy system.”

Caught between laughing and bursting into tednauled the books to the shelves, replacing
them in the stock one by one.Zombies: Fact vsidiicOn the Hunt for the Wendigo,
Chupacabra and Other Demons of the Southern Heemisgimd finally,Rituals and Love
Customs of the Were. | ran a finger down the waines of the final title.

“Oh, crap.” | sighed, thinking of the box of Mr.aMwright’s books I'd culled from my personal
library all those months ago. With everything thais going on, I'd put them in my trunk and
forgotten about them. | grabbed my keys and retdathe box from Big Bertha, finally realizing
how early it was when | saw the pink streaks of Wlavweeping across the horizon. There was no
time to make it home, and | didn’t want to leave shop at this point, anyway. | wondered idly
how sun-safe the storage room was, flipping thrahhghbook covers on my way back into the
shop.

| shelvedRituals and Love Customs of the Werewithother copy and tookThe Spectrum of
Vampirismover to the special-collections displageaWhen he’d given it to me, Mr.

Wainwright had said it was a particularly rare ok} written by a respected Harvard academic,
meaning that | felt even worse about leaving iy trunk for so long. | carefully wiped off the
cover with a soft cloth and unlocked the displageca

The sheer violent force of the blow to my backtsee crashing into the case, splintering the
glass. | landed with a thump on the carpet, rahargs shards jutting from my arms. One of them
must have hit an artery, because my blood was fayrairather large pool on the carpet.

Ow.

“So, you've had it the whole time?” an indignaoice above me growled.

Through the gray haze of pain, | looked up aretltto focus on Emery’s face. He sneered down
at me, just as pasty as ever but not quite as gwiedfact, there was a subtle radiance to his,pale
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round face. His eyes were no longer dusty browrahziéar, liquid amber color. And his teeth
were brilliant, white, and ... pointy.

Shit.
| shouted, “Emery, who the hell was dumb enougtuto you into a vampire?”

I tried to push up from the floor, but the itchittyment of my skin expelling thousands of tiny
glass slivers left my arms weak. | glared up at.Hikmew that eventually, the shock of Emery’s
betrayal would catch up with me, but for now, keegpiip a sarcastic, condescending front
seemed for the best.

“My mistress, Jeanine, only granted me the gféiva short days ago. First, | had to prove | was
worthy.” Emery sighed. “She found me. She showedhadruth about the world, about
vampires. She gave me answers I'd been lookinglfany life. She saved me. And she asked so
little of me. And | failed!”

Emery kicked out like a preschooler having a tamtat Wal-Mart. His foot caught me in the
ribs, knocking me back against the counter. Dakzllowed his line of sight to the book still
clutched in my hand. Even through the sharp thfgtaom, my brain spun. The break-in. Emery’s
overzealous interest in the inventory. His neesetarch through every single title. He'd been
looking for one specific book all this time. Andllhad it in my trunk. If | hadn’t been bleeding
profusely, | might have laughed.

“You're an evil henchman, Emery? Seriously?Youleroko the shop while | was out of town?
Why would you do that? And why the big charade \aithving weeks later all scruffy and jet-
lagged? | would have given you anything you askedWhy are you doing this?” | asked. |
wasn’t sure what made this situation worse, myidttypor the choking regret over my stupidity.
I'd felt sorry for this doorknob, guilty for not by nicer to him. And he’d been working for
Jeanine since the moment I'd met him. He'd deceuwedll, turned on his only family to help
that crazy bitch terrorize me. | felt my fangs ext@ver my lips as | ground my teeth together.
The anger felt good. It felt clear compared witimazzy confusion of pain and worry.

Emery smiled down at me. In a patient voice, he, shneed that book, Jane. | needThe
Spectrum of Vampirismto restore Mistress Jeanireetdull health.”

“Anything except that,” | spat, rising to my fe@lass tinkled to the floor from my sleeves.
“Now, tell me where Andrea is.”

Emery shoved me back down onto the floor, whitvemgthe woozy feeling in my head, was
probably where | needed to be anyway. Still holdingo the book, | crawled behind the bar to
the fridge. Emery followed, seemingly undisturbgdtee blood trail | was leaving.

“I'm a new man, Jane. Capable of things | neveadred of,” he intoned with a faraway

expression. “Mistress Jeanine touched me with heg wisdom. | worship at her feet. | lick the
ground where she treads.”
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| took three bottles of Faux Type O from the fedand poured one after another down my
throat. Wiping my mouth, | peered up at him. Myietswas starting to clear. My wounds closed.
| was able to flex my arms. My legs felt strondexas practically Popeye the freaking Sailor. |
hefted myself to my feet. “Adolescence left deegepiscars on you, didn’t it? | think you need to
meet this guy | went to high school with. Name’safd | think you’d get along,”

The dreamy note vanished from Emery’s face. Hedd jealized his mistake, not taking the
book from me immediately. Being so new, he didadlize how quickly we recovered with the
help of an infusion. He took a menacing step towaed my hands tightened around the cover. I
need that book. The mistress demands it. If | donitg it to her, she will plant her heel on my—

“I do not want to hear about your sexcapades @itzy Jeanine,” | told him.
“Oh, no, | am not worthy of the mistress’s attens,” he said in a hushed, reverent tone.
“Then why do you keep calling her ‘mistress’?”

“Because she controls everything | do,” he safdhat | eat, when | sleep, how long I'm
allowed to go without—"

“I get the picture, Emery. Please don't give m&ade And stop talking about her feet, it's
icking me out.”

“I’'m finally coming into my own, Jane,” he growletDo you know what it’s like, living your
whole life, waiting for it to start? Knowing thdtdre’s something out there for you, something
that will complete you, but not knowing what it’is?

“All 'm is hearing is ‘blah, blah, blah, 'm a tmy tune enjoying my moment,” | told him.
“Now, tell me where Andrea is.”

“If you don’t give me that book, Jane, I'm goirghave to take it,” Emery said, drawing himself
up before rushing at me. Fully charged from my tipsnack, | punched him in the forehead
with all the force | had. And now that he’d losetelement of surprise, Emery wasn’t that much
of a fighter.

“Ow!” he cried, collapsing in a heap on the floor.

“Emery, please don’t do this. You're Mr. Wainwrigghfamily. As much as | hate what you've
done, | don’'t want to—dang it.” | sighed as he ¢gearme again, and | punched him in the
forehead. Again. “Stay down, Emery.”

“Give me that book,” Emery demanded.

“Hmmm ...No,” | roared.

“Jane, you leave me no choice.” Emery pulled gdavooden crucifix out of his jacket.
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I gave him an acidic smile. “Sorry, I'm kind of peace with the whole Christianity thing.”

“I thought you might say that.” Emery pressed¢kater of the crucifix, and a stake snicked out.
He raised the stake and charged me again. Anddhaahhim in the forehead. Again.

“Why aren’t you learning from this?” | gruntedaghg down at Emery’s crumpled body.

I almost felt bad about the whole thing, rightwmpil | got knocked unconscious. One minute, |
was looking down at Emery, and the next, whiteg®h sliced through the back of my neck,
paralyzing every muscle in my body. My legs foldedler me, and | crashed to the floor, my
breath wheezing out in a weak “uhhf” just before eyglids slid shut.

And for the record, yes, my own stun gun was usedcapacitate me.

16

— {0

Change is inevitable. It's necessary for the ghoefta relationship. But most of the time, it just
plain sucks.

—Love Bites: A Female Vampire’s Guide to Less
Destructive Relationships

When | came to, | was tied up in the basementwafrg old home. My mouth tasted like old
pennies. And the back of my neck was stinging tilezy. | sat up. But the swishing sensation in
my head made me flop back to the stone floor. Hieng above was solidly constructed and
oddly familiar. | looked around, recognizing seVearithe old boxes and crates.

“Crap,” | groaned.

I'd been abducted and taken to River Oaks. This jwst embarrassing.

| made another attempt at sitting up, wincinghattaw hemp rope binding my wrists and ankles.
Double crap. | leaned against a box of old Christehecorations and squinted toward the low,
small cellar window. It was dark outside. What timas it? Had | been out all day? Where was
Emery? Where was Gabriel? He had to be franticdwy. n

Through the fuzzy sensations lingering in my headed to remember if | kept anything down
here that could cut through the ropes. | scanneddbm for the outline of gardening tools or a
saw. In the dark, | could make out the faint pildwgof a polyester Halloween costume.

“Andrea!” | whispered at her prone form. “Andreae you OK? Please, answer me. Andrea?”
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Andrea was clothed, thank goodness, and lyingooiditable of my grandpa’s. Her clothes
were stained with old blood. She looked as if shes sleeping, but there was no breath, no pulse
that | could hear. She was so pale and small. Mytleaught in my throat, the edges of my
vision tinged a bright, angry crimson. Something watting into my lip. It took me a few
seconds to recognize that it was my fangs andltezllwelling into my mouth was my own,
stoking an already scorching hatred for Emery.

“I’'m afraid our Andrea is indisposed,” Emery s&ihdly, emerging from a corner to sit at
Andrea’s shoulders. “She’s so beautiful, like anpeiss in a fairy tale.” He chuckled, stroking her
hair. “Only, the prince’s kiss is what put her teep.” Emery’s smile was sudden, sharp, and
vicious. “She was delicious, your Andrea. Well,’slray Andrea now.”

“I’m going to kill you,” | promised.

Emery’s cool, calm Lestat demeanor changed atanshhtone. “I did it for her!” he hissed. “For
my mistress! To prove that | am worthy of her dgifk” He seemed to compose himself. “To
hurt you. Oh, how she loves to hurt you.” He smilethiimself. “Andrea was my very first kill. It
was so much easier than | thought it would be.rAdtenking that horrible bottled blood, it was a
pleasure. You must know. You have to have tastedahéeast once. Giving her my own blood
wasn’t as easy, though. The mistress is rightgitise exhausting.”

“You turned her?” The division of my feelings tadole through my chest, shock and horror
that Andrea had been forced out of her humanrigigef that she wasn'’t entirely gone, grief for
Dick.

“The mistress promised her to me,” he said, rugihiis hand along her still, white cheek. He
smiled up at me. “And she said | could have yowel | have needs, Jane, needs I've denied
for far too long. And since I'm not worthy of thestress’s attentions ...”

“Oh, just back up the crazy truck, there, Foot Bbyere will be nohaving. Got it?”

“You have such a ... unique way with words, Janesoft, feminine voice chuckled in the
darkness. Cindy, our latte-loving teen good-luciram stepped into the dim light. The green was
washed out of her now-dark hair. It was drawn batk a high, Victorian style, oddly in sync

with her ornately embroidered black skirt and wisiti blouse. She wasn’t wearing makeup, and
her black nail polish had been removed. My insttogirotect the girl I'd grown so fond of
jumped ahead of my logical thinking skills.

“Cindy, get out of here!” | cried. “You could getir—oh, for God’s sake, you’re one of them,
aren’t you?”

Shetsked and shook her head sympathetically. “Pae.”
“I trusted you. | was nice to you. | gave you foedfee!”

She smiled and pinched my cheek. “Yes, and it gaweime to watch you, to listen to you
whine and complain to your friends when you thoughés reading. It's amazing what people
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will say when they think no one’s listening. It neadriting those letters so much easier.”
“Wait a minute, you're Jeanine?” | gasped. “Bsalv inside your head. You're a newborn!”

Jeanine took out a vial of rewetting drops andstesied her eyes. She dabbed delicately with a
lacy handkerchief. She flashed a simpering smilenay as Emery reverently lowered a red
velvet ceremonial cape onto her shoulders. “I'negy\talented actress. | could have been one of
the great ladies of the theater, if Grandmama Haded me to pursue it. But theater people

were barely better than circus folk at the timay gee. Really, you were disappointingly easy to
fool. | knew you'd try to read my mind, so | camgwith that story about poor little Cindy, the
misunderstood, lonely newborn, looking for a plaxéelong. | let you see that much. | knew

you wouldn’t be able to turn me away. You nevemesaspected me. Of course, at the end of the
day, | had to flush the toxins from your wretchedfee out of my system, but it was worth it. |
learned so much about you, Jane, and it helpedinaet &mery in how to best ... instruct you.”

“Where exactly did you two meet up,psychoticsisgtem?”

Jeanine’s hand snaked out from under her capgantpthe stun gun against my arm. The quick
metallic sting of the current locked my jaw musci&w!” | grunted.

“There’s no reason to be rude, Jane. | don’t degtive two of us can’t be friends,” Jeanine said,
smiling guilelessly. “I mean, honestly, we havensach in common. A love of reading,
complicated relationships with our mothers, lovihg same man. With Gabriel as a sire, we're
practically sisters. So let’s talk, the two of dast a couple of girlfriends.”

“I am not braiding your hair,” | growled.

In a cheerful voice, she said, “I'm just a goodHh@dic girl at heart, Jane. I'm very comfortable
in churches, convents, monasteries. After Gabadlso callously rejected my latest round of
calls and letters, | traveled all the way to Guatkmto rest in a little seminary high in the Serr
Madre de Chiapas. And one day, | wandered intetiapel to find Emery.”

“She was an answer to my prayers. | thought slseeamaangel.” He sighed. “My dark angel.”

“I think | just threw up a little bit in my mouth| muttered, wincing when Jeanine gave me a
light zap with the stun gun.

“Emery was so eager to please,” she said, strakemdingers along the curve of his face. He
leaned into her caress like an adoring spaniel ct8widerate. He promised to do anything he
could to restore my health, even when it meantdomigpn me the blood of every student in the
seminary. Imagine my shock when | found out he fr@® Half-Moon Hollow, the birthplace of
my dear sire. Emery told me about his uncle’s bbogsabout a book he remembered from his
boyhood, which described a ritual to ‘revampiriae’ailing immortal.” She lifted the copy ofThe
Spectrum of Vampirism,stained with my blood. “Itsvate, you see, the book, Emery, Gabriel,
all circling this silly little town. | wanted to &ve immediately, but then he got a message from
you, saying that his uncle had died. And he leathatlyou’'d been given the store and all of its
contents. That complicated matters for us. So, aied and we watched.”
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Her lip curled. “And | saw you with him, with myabriel. How could | help but reach out to
him? You took my sire away. He stopped thinkingutbne when you came along.”

I narrowed my eyes, thinking of all the stressdlipait Gabriel through. “He stopped thinking
about you a long time before that.” | let out addGah!” when she shocked me again. “OK, |
will admit that was not a constructive thing to Say

“I don’t suppose you've guessed what my specidityls, have you, Jane?” She preened, as if
she hadn't just sent thousands of volts into myyb&dou might call it having a ‘one-track

mind.’ If | focus on someone hard enough, | cand tinem anywhere. No matter where they are,
no matter how hard they try to hide, | just havenack for guessing where they’ll turn up next.”

“Your special power is you're a supernaturallytgif stalker?” | panted. “Gabriel reallydidscrew
up by turning you.”

She ignored me, possibly because the stun glihatilto recharge after the last round. “I'll
admit Gabriel's given me a challenge over thefastdecades. He’s become very skilled at
keeping his plans vague, at bouncing between tnistte little shanty town and the rest of
civilization. | was always guessing with him. Butwy oh, Jane, you were very easy to follow.
You were a considerable help to me while Gabriafjded you from city to city, hotel to hotel.
You were practically a homing beacon. | didn’'t ebave to try, which was fortunate for me. |
find travel to be so draining. It was all | could th write those notes and leave them at your
hotels before collapsing into a tea-tree and eptatybath. They're very restorative, you know.
You might try it sometime, Jane. You're lookingiathed.”

“I'm not tired, I'm concussed.”

She chuckled, making calf-eyes at Emery as tselieral oil hurricane lamps I'd kept in storage
for power outages. “Meanwhile, Emery stayed heeewdsn't very happy with you either, Jane.
You took over the store. You were handed everythisgincle had left in this world. He wanted
to punish you. It's another interest we share.l $&,my Emery indulge his need for petty
revenge. | helped him learn to guard his thougtdarad you. | let him play his little games with
you. | even fed him a few ideas. Rifling throughugpurse and finding that silly little can of
vampire mace was particularly inspiring.”

Suddenly, the disappearance of my mace madenaoliet sense, though | had to wonder what
sort of evil vampire ninja skills Jeanine had engplibto get at my purse without anyone seeing. |
grunted, wanting to smack myself on the foreheddold her to help herself to coffee whenever
she needed a refill. My purse was under the counter

No more trusting teenagers, ever.

I smiled nastily. “Well, it backfired, because darg me a box full of silver is what brought
Gabriel and me back together. So ... thanks for'that.

A black sneer flickered across her features besheeforced them back into her mask of serene
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control. | waited for her to shock me again, bt $ting didn’'t come. When | opened my eyes,
Jeanine was holding the book in her hand, porireg athatever ritual she was convinced would
turn her into a real girl.

“Are you sure this is the right book?” she demahds Emery cowered before her.
“Of course, mistress,” he simpered.

She growled. “But there’s hardly anything in héfeere’s no special ceremony for re-turning a
vampire, just a footnote about whether it's possibhe footnote says, ‘Highly unlikely.”

Emery blanched at her tone, spluttering, “B-butddidn’t make any guarantees, mistress, | said
| vaguely remember reading something as a child—"

“You said a little more than that, Emery. As lakcyou seemed sure that you knew how to cure
me. You promised!” She stamped her foot.

I hissed out a hoarse laugh. “Emery is your ggttp in this scenario? You're the worst nemesis
I've ever had.Mama Gingerhas better plotting sKills

“Emery,” she said absentmindedly. Emery reacheaod backhanded me, his fingers striking
my jaw with bone-buckling force.

Ow.

As | stretched my aching jaw, | realized Jeanims trying to prevent hurting me too badly. The
stun gun was enough to keep me in line, but sh@tdidist herself to really lash out. She needed
me. And the only reason | could think of for keepme alive would be to—

“Gabriel,” | groaned. “You want Gabriel here fohatever weirdo ritual you have planned. I've
been relegated to bait. This is insulting.”

“Don’t be insulted, Jane,” she said, her lip drawminto a bewildered pout. “It's a compliment,
really. Gabriel cares for you. He’s almost obsessitll your safety and happiness. As soon as he
realizes you're not at the shop, he’ll come runrhiege looking for you. And your ...

predicament is just the incentive he needs to aat@eDo you realize that I've been trying to
contact him for decades, but the first time he egsponded in any way was when | told him |
was going to talk to you, to hurt you? Personadltyon’t see the attraction.” Her rosebud features
grew dark, petulant. “It's not fair. He cared enbug turn you completely, to make sure you
could take care of yourself, fend for yourself. tdmed me into less. He made me into a ghoul.”

“You are not a ghoul. You're a hypochondriac. Ymavel with a humidifier, for goodness sake.”
When a lightning-quick flash of insane fury crossednine’s features, | had an idea. If there was
no bait, there was no trap, no reason for Galwibkthere. Jeanine would be left with no big evil
plan. She wouldn’t be able to hurt him. And with gene, Jenny would finally get the house.
Now that my life seemed to be finally, truly comitzga close, | found I didn’t mind so much.
Annoying her didn’t seem so important now. It rgallicked that | was reaching some level of
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emotional maturity moments before imminent death.

| snickered loudly, making my voice as condescegdind Courtney-like as possible. “You
don’t even have the guts to come after me yourseli. had Foot Boy do your dirty work for
you.”

Jeanine rolled her eyes but didn’t respond. | diegper into the bitchy-insult well, lowering my
voice to a sly, sneering tone. “You know, Gabra#titme all about your little crush on him, when
you were human. Following him around like a ligeppy dog, making a nuisance of yourself. |
pointed out that not much has changed, since yatilte&loing pretty much the same thing. And
we laaaaaaaughed. Did | mention we were lying irbexy, naked, at the time?”

Jeanine’s teeth ground together as she barkedeuagry!”

Emery turned and really walloped me. Unfortungtely did it at just the right angle, so that my
temple barreled into the corner of a china crastumped to the ground, my head spinning, blood
seeping through the neck of my sweatshirt. | wagiely aware of my arms being pinned under
my back, the ropes biting into my wrists. So, iastef dying to protect my beloved, | was going
to wake up with a headache and a serious case®#pid-needles in my arms.

Overall, not my most well-thought-out plan.

As unconsciousness tinged the edge of my visighared up at Jeanine. “I don't like you.”
Jeanine grinned, patting my cheek. “I'm glad wege that out in the open.”

From the dark, bottomless pit of oblivion, | heatbuting. | blinked a few times. | heard Dick’s
pained howl! and his voice moaning, “No, baby, ravgr and over. When my eyes could focus, |
saw him in the corner, Andrea’s body pressed aghaiashest, his face buried in her neck.

Gabriel’s voice was louder, stern. “Stay down, Bytie

| sat up, wincing at the numbness in my armsob&my head, trying to fling away the last
fuzzy spots in my head.

“Gabriel?” | peered up, seeing Gabriel choking Bnegainst a wall as Jeanine stood nearby,
wringing her hands. She looked so helpless andcchadi It seemed that faced with the object of
her obsession and fury, our mutual sire, all oftigh-flown evil plans had evaporated, and she
was reduced to dithering like a flustered schoblgalmost felt sorry for her.

But not really.
Gabriel dropped a barely conscious Emery at thedof my hoarse whisper. Emery slumped
against a stack of crates, toppling them overarthdeanine gasp as one of the unlit hurricane

lamps shattered near her feet, soaking her clo#eilamp oil.

“Jane?” he murmured, probing my temple gently withfingertips. Between the barely healed
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cuts on my arms, the head wound, and the dryingomablood soaked into my sweatshirt, |
imagined | wouldn’t be winning any beauty contesien. Sadly, at this point, | think Gabriel
was used to seeing me this way.

“I’'m really sorry about this. Emery got me fromhed.” | groaned. “That's not what it sounds
like.”

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“Bored and annoyed, a little worried about Emeryisntal state. But yeah, I'm fine,” |
grumbled, trying to push to my feet. “Nope, | wanag, my head really hurts.”

“Come upstairs,” he said, taking my arm and suppgmy weight. “Jeanine, I've called the
Council here. You've gone too far this time. Whbayt see ...” Gabriel's voice broke as he took
in the sight of Dick huddled protectively over Aedr “There’s nothing | can do to help you.”

“That’s not true,” Jeanine mewled. “You and | haviwng-owed debt to settle, Gabriel.”

“I don’t owe you anything,” he growled, pushingspaer and dragging me with him.

“All of this is your doing!Yourfault. You made nwhat | am!”

The pitiful voice, the sight of Jeanine’s twisteaby-doll visage, were playing Gabriel's guilt
strings like a virtuoso. | could see the conflitzypout on his face. After everything, he wanted to
try to find a way to help her. He turned, leaving ta stand as my sense of equilibrium returned.
“I shouldn’t have left you alone, Jeanine,” he sakhd I'm sorry for that. But | was afraid of
you, afraid of the things you would do. | was askdraf you. | thought that you would listen to
Violette, that she could teach you.”

“She didn’t teach me anything!” Jeanine poutetiwds just more rules! More rules than my
Grandmama had. Don’t feed from the weak. Don’tfkitlthe sake of killing,” she said,

mimicking a heavy French accent. “It was so muchse&ahan my life. You left me with that. |
didn’t have anyone to turn to. Please, just givenmaee of your blood. Make me whole. The
Council will understand that | was sick and notrig right mind, that | had no choice but to do
what I've done, especially when you talk to them.”

He took a deep breath. “I won’t do that, Jeanimegon’t speak for you and | won't give you
another drop of my blood. There’s no such thing as-turning.”

“Yes, there is!” Jeanine screamed.
“Jeanine,” he growled.
| cleared my throat. “Gabiriel, let’'s not antag@nike crazy with the stun gun.”

“Jane, don’t help. Wait—she has your stun gun?”
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| shrugged my shoulders, my expression apologetic.

“I can make you happy, Gabiriel, if you just give the chance. But now that you haveher,you
don’t even think of me,” Jeanine begged, her voésgly and desperate. “Can’t you see what
she’s done to me, by coming between us? | need you.

Oh, Lord, it was Gabriel’s kryptonite, a lady iistless. But instead of reaching out to Jeanine,
he simply shook his head.

“I can’t keep living like this,” Jeanine cried,algears of blood streaming down her cheeks now.
“I won't keep living this half-life. | want the difof immortality or no life at all!”

“I gave you the gift of immortality,” Gabriel sagidis voice cold now. “And you’ve wasted it.”

With a mad cry, Jeanine sparked the stun gun anadit to the hem of her cloak. “I'll end it
now. I'll take you all with me.”

“You won't do it. You're terrified of death,” I 1d her. | thought reminding her of the immediate
dusty consequences would make her drop the sturbgtideanine seemed to take my words as a
challenge. She sneered and pressed it down, tied akectrical energy combusting the lamp-oil-
soaked cloth with a bright orange glow. Within sedsy her clothes were engulfed. Gabriel threw
me behind him. But Jeanine stood perfectly stilhacked look freezing her face in a mask of
horrified regret, as if she couldn’t believe whia¢ iad done in a toddler’s fit of temper. Her
panicked hands beat at the flames as they lickdteuplothes, toward her face. There was a
horrible scream as Jeanine’s body seemed to disateebefore our eyes. Her face turned gray,
then black, then crumbled into dust. The flamingakl crumpled to the floor.

| watched as the puddle of oil caught, the firehing toward the piles of boxes and wooden
crates. The flames speared higher and higher, luhtilught they might be brushing against the
ceiling. We would be trapped. River Oaks would bdime cellar was going to catch like a
Roman candle if—

| shrieked as a blue-white cloud exploded in ngefdick was standing over Jeanine’s remains
with the fire extinguisher | kept near the cellsps. With tears streaking down his deadened,
inanimate face, he sprayed foam over the remaimingpots, dropped the red tank with a clang,
and shuffled back to Andrea without a word.

The cold blast from the fire extinguisher seenwerkevive Emery, who slowly pushed himself up
from the floor. Gabriel sprang to his feet, putthigself between Emery and me.

“Mistress?” Emery mumbled. His dull, unfocused £gaught sight of the pile of ashes and the
red cape, absorbing what it meant. He howled, “Nd'N

Emery scanned the room for signs of Jeanine,f@axplanation of what had happened. Seeing
Dick crouched over Andrea, Emery cried, “That is mgte!” When he advanced on them, Dick
looked up with what can only be called a predasmgrl and roared. Even | jumped back.
Gabriel’s grip tightened around my arm.
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“Emery, | think you should back away and sit stilitil the Council gets here,” Gabriel seethed.

Emery’s brow furrowed, even as he circled Andtaang to find a weakness in Dick’'s defenses.
“What council?”

“The Council for the Equal Treatment of the Und€eHae governing body of vampires who are
going to lower the boom on you after what you'veed | said.

Emery snorted derisively. “We’re vampires, Jane’id/above the law, the constraints of human
society. There are no rules for us anymore. It'y Wvanted to be a vampire in the first place.”

“Actually, there’s a whole butt-load of rules, EmeThe Council has rules for everything,
especially when it comes to abducting and forcibiyping humans. It’s bad for our public image.
All those months at the bookshop, and you neverdyet] reading anything, did you? You
bought into Jeanine’s promise of a ‘dark gift’ vath even thinking about it. And now, you're
going to get the Trial.”

“What's the Trial?” Emery asked, his bravado sudggone.

“What you’ve done to Andrea is going to pale ilmgarison.”

As if on cue, Ophelia arrived at the top of thiacavith her Council posse: gaunt and grumpy
Peter Crown, a Colonel Sanders lookalike improbabiyed Waco Marchand, and cool blond
Sophie. | was never so glad to see bureaucratknmydife. It was like a pale, elegant cavalry.
Emery had lost all nerve at this point and was cowebehind a junk pile.

Ophelia, a 300-year-old teenager who was weakimnyg dark-wash jeans and a Jonas Brothers
T-shirt, took in the sight of Andrea’s crumpled pothe pile of ashes on the floor, and my
bloodied, chainsaw-massacre-survivor look.

“What did you do this time, Jane?” she demandating her eyes.

“This time, it really wasn’t me,” | protested.

“You always say that,” she pointed out.

“It was this newborn, Emery Mueller,” Gabriel saiifagging Emery up by the collar and
pushing him toward Peter. “He kidnapped Andrea Byand turned her against her will. Under
the direction of his sire, Jeanine, he also attechp kill Jane with aerosol silver weeks ago, then
assaulted and kidnapped her tonight.”

“That’s quite the rap sheet for a newborn,” Opdashid, nudging Jeanine’s remains with her toe.

Gabiriel cleared his throat. “When Dick ... when hade to speak, he will corroborate my
story.”
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“| see,” she said, mulling that over as she satdhe ashes from her hot-pink Converse
sneakers. “And | take it this is Jeanine?” Galwmdded curtly. “When | told you to take care of
the matter, Gabriel, | didn’t mean to set her oe.fi

| raised my hand for permission to speak. “Actyadhe did that to herself.”

“You've said that before, too,” Ophelia noted rbgned, hoping Ophelia wasn’t going to sic
Sophie on me. I'd just gotten over Sophie’s brairaping brand of interrogation from our last
encounter at a Cracker Barrel.

Mr. Marchand nudged her with his elbow. “She’sereied to us before, Ophelia. She’s no good
atit.”

Ophelia sighed, “Fine. Emery Mueller, | herebydaaou into the custody of this tribunal on the
charge of forcibly creating a vampire. Your Trigischeduled in two days.”

“Like a hearing?” Emery whispered. He seemed cabgtween being terrified of Ophelia and
wanting to kissherfeet.

Peter smiled nastily. “No.”
Emery whimpered as Peter and Sophie dragged hag.aw

“I'd like to say | hope | don’t see you for a wéijlJane, but somehow, | don’t think it will work
out that way,” Ophelia said.

“That seems fair,” | grumbled.

Ophelia cast a long glance at Dick, a puzzledesgon marring her beautiful face. “Let me
know if you need ... help over the next few days.”

With that, the Council swept out of the room ilesce. | honestly didn’t care whether | ever saw
Emery or Ophelia again. Gabriel and | slowly appheal Dick. | laid a hand on his shoulder.
Dick inhaled sharply, but he didn’t snap at us whengently pried Andrea away from him. Dick
allowed Gabriel to carry Andrea upstairs to onéhefguest rooms. | washed her neck and face,
trying to remove any traces that Emery might haeldehind. When she woke, | didn’t want her
to smell him. | cut the bloodied costume from hedyand slipped a soft cotton nightgown over
her head. Even though | knew | would be talkingpeo, laughing with her again soon, it still felt
like funeral preparations.

| went downstairs and found Dick and Gabriel in kitghen, an open bottle of Faux Type O
between them. | had to try to swallow the lump i throat twice before | could manage, “Dick,
I’'m sorry. It's my fault. If I'd just—I didn’t eversuspect Emery. | was so self-centered. | thought
Jeanine was focused on me. It didn’t occur to raé gshe would go after my friends like this.”

Dick’s voice was raw, a harsh whisper between. sksu couldn’t have guessed, Jane. None of
us did. We’re going to lay blame at Emery’s feehbeve it belongs.”
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“Um, | was dead drunk when | was turned,” Dickdsquietly, staring into his glass. “l can’t
remember a thing. | just woke up, and there | was-puiise, no breath. I, um, | need to know,
Jane, does it hurt? To die, | mean? Does it huidsbe suffer?”

His eyes pinned me, tears slipping down his cheeks

“No, it's just like falling asleep,” | told himutcking his hair behind his ear and giving him a
sisterly kiss on the cheek. “It doesn’t hurt at’all

“I’'m going to stay here for a few days if that'«KQ Dick said. “I don’t want to move her
again.”

“You're more than welcome,” | said. “I'll lay owome sheets and some towels for you.”

| pushed away from the counter to do just that nparms and legs were suddenly so tired. |
stumbled against the kitchen table and felt Gabrlednds on my arms, steadying me. “Sorry, |
think the blood loss and head injuries are catchimgvith me.”

“I can take care of myself, Stretch,” Dick sai@dbe, take her upstairs, and make her get some
sleep. | don’t care what you have to do to convimee | just don’t want to hear anything.”

| smiled at the half-hearted insinuation. To jalk®ut my sex life, Dick must be feeling a little
better. I let Gabriel lift me bridal-style and came up the stairs. Now it was my turn to be
undressed and tucked into bed. When he slid uhéeshieets behind me, pulling me to his chest,
I turned to him and buried my face against his .skin

“I lied,” I told Gabriel, wiping at my eyes. “Whdrsaid it doesn’t hurt to die. I lied. It's agony.
It was like drowning on dry land, being crushed, lbming able to breathe. It hurts. But | couldn’t
tell Dick that. | lied.”

“I know, sweetheart,” he said, brushing his lipsng my brow. “| remember. Even without the
added pain of being shot, taking that last braatiyrts. But sometimes we have to lie to protect
the ones we love.” | narrowed my eyes at him. Karmdd his throat. “Though obviously, | will
never be doing that again. But you did the rigimgly

“How will this affect Dick?” | asked him. “Will itbe weird for him to be with a vampire he
hasn’t sired?”

He shrugged. “It's not a requirement. There ate ¢d vampires in very successful
relationships.”

“Are they going to be OK or not?”

“It's a violation,” Gabriel agreed. “Dick will beeminded of it every day. He'll feel he failed her
somehow, that he didn’t protect her. But he lovers He will set it all aside to be with her.”
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“It seems my life is just as uncertain and outaftrol as when | was human. | thought I'd
changed, learned. | thought | was more in contiol scared of what's to come, what | don’t
understand yet.”

| closed my eyes as Gabriel murmured, “Jane, wott evorry about the future so much that you
miss out on the present. And I'll be with you. Natter what.”

| slept that deep sleep that requires that youewgkwith a patch of drool drying on your face.
Vaguely, | remembered falling asleep with Gabniedking at one point when it was dark
outside, and finding him awake next to me. | wasdny but far too tired to leave the bed, so he
held his wrist to my lips and let me drink from hifrthere were a few more “sleepy patches,” in
which | woke, fed, and went back to sleep. But navas just confused and had serious bed hair.

“What time is it?” | asked, squinting in the twght.

Gabriel stroked a thumb down my temple, wherdlggh was smooth and unmarred now. “Six
P.M. On Thursday.”

| bolted out of bed. “Holy crap, | slept for thrdays?”
“You were exhausted,” he said. “And you had aofdtealing to do.”
“Andrea?” | asked, slipping into some clean jeans.

“Rose late last night,” he said, smiling. “She wagenous. She went through your entire supply
of synthetic blood and the Hershey’s syrup. Dicksdae owes you.”

“I think I'll let it slide this once.” | snorted'Just pry Dick off of my couch before tomorrow
morning. | don’t want him getting too comfortable.”

Gabiriel followed, laughing, as | tore out of bedi@own the stairs. Andrea was standing in my
living room, balancing my coffee table on one harkere was a huge grin on her pale, angelic
face. Dick looked like a human who’d been starintha sun for too long, dazzled and dazed. |

launched myself at her, knocking the table rightbddick’s head as | hugged her. Dick was still

smiling, even as he threw the wreckage over hisilsleo.

“Hey!” She giggled, punching me on the arm. Gdbvigo had followed at a less frantic pace,
snickered at Andrea’s display of newfound strength.

“Ow.” | rubbed my arm and glared at her. “I dotitnk I’'m going to like you having
superstrength ... or being all giddy. It's disconireyt’

“Don’t be sorry,” she said. “I mean, let's be hehéMy entire life was leading to this. I'm lucky
it didn’t happen long before. Of course, | wouldv@anuch rather that you or Dick turned me
when | had, you know, a choice in the matter. BaéwI think about it, what was | staying
human for, anyway? Emery made the choice | shoale Imade a while ago. My family doesn’t
speak to me. Everyone I love is going to live fame\And how would my relationship with Dick
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work out in the long term without a change?”

“You're really OK with this?” | asked, giving herlong, appraising look. She’d been merely
beautiful in life. She was stunning now. Her skiasna perfect creamy pearl color that set off the
fiery red of her hair. Her lips were soft and pamd full, curving over glistening white teeth. |
searched her face for some sign of regret, of oot found nothing. There was a new
exuberance to Andrea. It was if she’d finally figdrout what she’d been missing all these years:
fangs. “Because | had some ... adjustment issueydiaion’t seem to be having.”

Andrea shuddered delicately. “Well, the blood this gross. Even after spending so much time
with you, | have to admit it's weird drinking it reglf. But look at all the pros. | can climb walls
and lift tables, and, frankly, my ass has nevekéabbetter.”

“EW.”

“I’'m looking forward to eternity, Jane,” she sagliding onto Dick’s lap. “Besides, at least now,
vampires won'’t see me as a snack.”

“I never saw you as a snack, baby doll.” Dick dtied, kissing her neck.

“I love you so much,” she cooed, crushing himéo.h

“Me, too, honey. Me, too.” Dick stroked his fingewver Andrea’s. | noticed that she was
wearing the little ruby engagement ring he’d shamenon Halloween night. | felt a rush of relief
for both of them. Emery may have turned Andrea,ok had marked her forever. She was his.
It was that simple. And | felt sorry for whoeveidsatherwise.

But instead of giving voice to these emotionallgtare thoughts, | took the “disgusted teenager”
route. | groaned. “Ugh, are you two going to gatlgh some sort of gross honeymoon phase?
Because you're going to have to do that somewHsee’e

“Maybe we should consider another trip,” Gabrigjgested. “The Southern Hemisphere should
be far enough away.”

“Oh, calm down, both of you,” Andrea said, smiririYou might as well get used to it.”
“Remind me to write a ‘PDA in the workplace’ pafitor the shop,” | muttered to Gabriel.

“Now that all the newborn angst is settled”—Andst@t me a stern look—"can we talk about
why you don’t need a stun gun?”

| put up my hands in a defensive stance. “OK,ima$ight, it was not my wisest purchase.”

17
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@

Love is about facing fear. The fear of rejectithe fear of intimacy, the fear of being hurt. With
vampire relationships, the fear quotient tendset@ Hittle higher.

—Love Bites: A Female Vampire’s Guide to Less
Destructive Relationships

When Gabriel helped me out of his car, | fusseth Wis tie, straightening the blue-gray silk
before giving his bottom lip a nipping kiss.

“What was that for?” he asked.

| kissed him again and adjusted the straps of wiy ldood-red silk party dress. “For
guaranteeing that | will no longer be rememberetPsed Jane’ by my classmates.”

“Why do | get the feeling that I'm being used foy pretty face?” he asked as we passed under a
white and blue balloon arch and a banner that r&sdicome Back, Howlers! Class of 1998!”

“Hush up, arm candy,” | muttered.

Half-Moon Hollow High School's gym smelled exacthe same, like BO and anxiety. The
reunion committee had tried valiantly to transfdira gym into an Enchanted Paradise using the
same props they used at our prom ten years béfers.see, transparent plastic palm trees lined
with twinkle lights? Check. Giant papier-maché \awmio with fake flame streamers blowing out?
Check. Giant parachute billowing artfully from tbeiling to give the impression that we were
extremely well-dressed castaways under an improstgiter? Check. Ignoring the fact that said
parachute’s storage closet was rumored to be theeption site of Coach Kelly’'s love child with
Mindy Noonan? Check.

“This is a rite of passage?” Gabriel asked, eyéegfaux volcano. “What exactly does this
signify?”

“Nothing, let's go,” | said, turning on my heeldamaking what would have been a brilliant dash
for the door if Gabriel hadn’t caught my arm.

“We agreed this was an important part of your éomat development.”

“When did we agree to that?” | demanded as heg#idgne toward the registration table.

“You said it, | agreed to it. It's similar to anml contract.”

“You're not a nice man,” | told him.

“I think we’ve established that,” he said as henpéd me firmly in front of the table, where a
brunette in a cantaloupe-colored suit turned toantle pasted-on smile. | searched her face. Huh.

| was expecting to be confronted with someone whor'tlired me in the cafeteria or mocked me
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in math. But | had no idea who this person was.
“Jane!” she cried. “It's so good to see you!”

“Hey ...” | zeroed in on her name tag. | didn’t evexcognize the little senior photo that was

laminated next to her name. Like so many of us gidaoluated from HHHS in the 1990s, she
suffered from poufy bangs combined with the hoplaid flannel of the grunge period. (Pop-

culture influence had only so much sway over Hollgivis. We could not be persuaded to put
away our curling irons.) | scanned the name. “Maegh. How are you?”

“Oh, you know me.” She chuckled as she handed sneame tag. | winced, because, no, |
didn’t. “I'm always busy. I'm just so glad to seewhere. You look great. And who is this?”

“This is my boyfriend, Gabriel,” | said as sheibbted out a guest name tag with a Sharpie.

Mary Beth winked broadly at him. “Well, you bettgatch her, Gabriel. She was always one of
the sassiest girls in the class.”

“Not much has changed,” Gabriel informed her.
“I can’t wait to find the two of you later so wart catch up,” she cooed.

“See? That woman seemed very happy that you're’hlee said as we walked away. “She said
you were sassy and seemed to think it was a gond.'th

“l have no idea who that woman is,” | told him.

“It still counts. So, that’s what you looked likehigh school?” he asked, staring at the tiny
yearbook photo embossed on my name tag.

| pinched his arm. “l went through an unfortunhger era. Don’t judge me. You used to wear
stockings.”

“They were in fashion at the time,” he protested.

“So were the permed bangs. Thank God for cruéégelgirls and a roommate who
readCosmo.”

He snorted.

I hadn’t seen most of my classmates in a whilen&of them had actually managed to escape
the Hollow and establish life on the outside. Ahd bnes who did live in town had daytime
schedules, so our paths didn’t cross often. Evatytaoked ... smaller. Not weightwise,
because a few people had packed on some poundsoBehow | remember these people as
giants, looming over me. Most of them were smilimgking polite conversation. And the social
boundaries that had defined us ten years ago seeniade melted away. The former jocks were
mixing with the AV club, the Homecoming queen had#fectionate arm around the softball
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captain. We ambled past a display of photos, saded by white votive candles. In glittery
silver letters, it said, “We Remember Fondly ...”

“I'm on the memorial board!” | gasped. “I thoudrhbok care of that! | RSVP’d, for goodness
sake. Dead people don’'t RSVP!”

“Well, at least they remembered you fondly,” Gabsaid, trying to find a silver lining.
“Gah!” | huffed.
“It says fondly!” he said again.

“Oh, Jane, it's so nice to see you back from thadyl’ | heard Jolene drawl from behind me.
Jolene was dressed in a simple sleeveless red deeddit by the low votives on the tables. Even
with a baby tucked in her arms, her hotness waeniablle. She was smirking, obviously
enjoying the premature reports of my demise.

“You brought the kids?” | asked, taking Janelyonfrher.

“Zeb sort of insisted on it,” she said, rollingrleyes. She nodded to where Zeb stood with Joe,
surrounded by girls who wouldn’t have given him timee of day in school. They were all cooing
and making funny faces at the baby. | couldn’t Hrlpthink he was trying to show them what
they had missed by turning him down as a prom date.

“Something about proving to the jerks from woodskhat his ‘boys swim.” And we weren’t the
only ones.” She gestured to several other couglaading uncomfortable-looking babies in their
Sunday best.

| scoffed. “Well, the twins are obviously the bé&sbking babies here.”

She smiled adoringly at Janelyn. “Obviously.”

“Having a good time?” | asked a grinning Zeb asbfed the baby on one hip.

“This is awesome!” he cried as another group om&n flocked around his beautiful children,
cooing and ahhing. He handed Joe to me, takingnd@l@rm and dragging her toward Adam
Morrow, Rick Mullen, and most of the former basébadm. “I think some of the guys over there
haven’t seen Jolene yet.”

Adam spotted me from across the room, and a sinilp his perfect, even features. He
straightened his tie and was two steps toward menv@abriel slid his arm around my waist and
commented on how fetching | looked with babies ynarms. Adam blanched, seeming to size
Gabriel up in one long look, and took two stepsktagvard safety. | snickered.

“What's funny?” Gabriel asked.

| considered telling him, but | remembered Gabhesd threatened to literally put a boot up
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Adam’s ass the previous year. | didn’t think amaduction would go over very well.
“Not a thing. Here, can you take one?” | said, aaidly shifting both babies in my arms.

“Er, | don’t think I'm qualified—OK, then.” Gabrlegrimaced as | tucked Janelyn into the crook
of his elbow. He looked into her little face andarled his throat. “Um, how do you do?” He
seemed offended when | laughed at him. “I've ndxadd a baby before! It's not something men
did in my time. Even if they were your own.”

“No, you're doing beautifully,” I promised, kisgirhim.

“Hey, cut that out, there are impressionable chitdoresent,” Dick said, taking Joe from my
arms and making silly faces. Joe, who thought ek the funniest person alive—in his limited
worldview—qgurgled hysterically.

Dick had been in high spirits for the last weelsor With Andrea’s almost seamless transition
into vampirism and his renewed friendship with Gelbthe only thorn in his side was Emery’s
sentencing. Of course, Ophelia had lifted that bora few days before, when she arrived at the
shop, looking for a copy of the latest Michele Bdeg novel. Dick had asked her what the
Council had decided to do with Emery. She gave dmazor-thin smile and said, “There is no
Emery.” And then she flounced out of the shop indsaial unsettling manner. Knowing that
Emery had suffered hideously at the hands of then€ibhad given Dick and Andrea some
measure of closure. Dick and Mr. Wainwright mourtieelend of their bloodline but, given
Emery’s example, agreed it was probably for the.bes

“I don't think you qualify as impressionable anymapDick,” Gabriel said dryly. “But the child
label certainly fits.”

Dick responded with a hand gesture that was aksppropriate for underage viewing.

“What are you doing here?” | asked. Dick had adadnis chest declaring that he was Martin

Gruber, president of the Chess Club and the Laizie®y. Even in the short-sleeved plaid shirt
and Clark Kent glasses (complete with white tajpeirad the nose piece), Dick looked nothing
like poor, gangly, bespectacled Martin. “And whigg gou going to do if Martin actually shows
up?”

“Claim identity theft. There was no way | was gpiio miss this.” Dick snickered. “Zeb said
there was a distinct possibility you might freak and smack some people around. Maybe even a
cheerleader. You know how I love it when you dd'tha

| rolled my eyes and focused on Janelyn, who pégreg up on Gabriel's jacket. The twins
giggled and drooled, oblivious to the fact thatythere surrounded by monsters. Seriously,
werewolves on one side of the family, vampireshendther. What were these kids going to be
afraid of?

“There’s always clowns,” | muttered to myself, ddering.
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Jolene swooped in as | struggled to keep Janélyarsd mop up the mess on Gabriel's
shoulder.

“Um, something'’s leaking from somewhere,” | sdid|ding Janelyn at arm’s length as she
dribbled from her tiny rosebud mouth.

“Come here, baby,” Jolene cooed, tucking the batoyher arms and producing a wet wipe from
her purse.

“That is the best part. | can give them backgltitGabriel quietly.
Gabriel asked, “Where’s Andrea?”

Dick nodded to the stunning pale redhead stanoyrifpe punchbowl, chatting with Hector
Gonzalez and a girl I used to take French with.r&advas pretending to be Dora Grady.
Overweight, cursed with bad skin and a shock ofilymed frizz, Dora was our very own Carrie
White, without the telekinetic revenge. While | didexactly participate in the locker-room
abuse of Dora, my social paralysis, my failure dcadything to help her, still haunted me years
later. If anyone deserved to reemerge as slim,tbeb@indrea, it was Dora. | wondered where
she was and hoped that she’d found some measheppiness, that she wasn’t here tonight
because she’d decided her former classmates wevertt her time.

And that she wasn’t lurking in the eaves of thengwaiting to trap us inside and kill us in a
well-deserved inferno.

| shook off these thoughts. Andrea was adjustingaimpire life far faster than | had. She was
already used to nighttime hours. She didn’t haeentioral confusion | did about feeding from
donors, having been in their shoes. And she anddrapire boyfriend, now fiancé, had settled
most of their issues before she was turned. | conlg hope that she wouldn’t ask me to be a
bridesmaid.

| thought back to my plan for a Brave New Janedea would never need one, but so far, I'd
made impressive headway on mine.

Normal, healthy relationship? As normal and hegdth | was ever going to get, so: Check.
Fulfilling career? Check.

Loving, nonjudgmental family? I'd created my owmdamanaged to include a few blood
relatives, so: Check.

Plan for world peace? I'd get right on it.
| was standing there, admiring my friend, when @dlbapped me on the shoulder.

“Can | talk to you for a minute?” he asked, legdme away from the punchbowl, oozing
infants, and our friends.
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“Where are we going?” | asked as we quietly leé iym and headed for the electives building.

“To sneak around the campus for a little bit ia tfark. Isn’t this what couples do in the
movies?” Gabriel asked as we passed the metal shop.

“Yeah. The horror movies where loving coupleskalled by maniacs wielding farm
implements. Please don't tell me that after ali typu’re leading me to my death.”

“Well, you're already dead, and I've gotten usedh&ving you around.”
I laughed. “Right back atcha, sweetheart. Buiosesty, what are we doing out here?”
“I gave your sister a present today,” he saigypstig his hand into mine.

“You're dragging me out in the hall to tell me ygave my sister a present? This is just like my
sixteenth birthday.”

“I’'m bringing you out here to tell you that | wettt your sister earlier tonight and offered her the
deed to my house.”

| arched a brow. “You mean the deed to one of yocer rental properties?”

“To my house on Silver Ridge Road. | asked if gloeild like to have it, and she accepted.
Actually, I'd barely uttered the word ‘deed,’ anee&d accepted. She’'d like to move in as soon as
possible.”

| found that didn’t bother me as much as | thoughiould. Our muddy catharsis seemed to have
exorcised the old, almost instinctual resentmenigatd Jenny, though it was sort of weird to be
around her now that we’d called an unofficial trulceas so used to automatically rejecting any
invitation to family gatherings that | stumbled ovelling Mama that, yes, I'd come to
Thanksgiving and to tell Jenny that I'd bring myrodessert blood. When we talked, Jenny
couldn’t figure out where to put her hands. It wiks a bad commercial audition. Also, now that
she wasn’t openly knocking me to Grandma Ruthieraomg, | don’t think they were spending as
much time together as they used to. Mama was bésigel!f with joy, even though I still turned
down half her invitations.

| said that Jenny and | had reconciled, not tlsbgjdne crazy.

“But that's a huge part of your family history. Wtvould you give it up?” | exclaimed.

Gabriel shrugged. “Eh, I've lived there for a htedland fifty years. | was getting bored with it.
Besides, nobody will take better care of the ptaesm Jenny. And | suspect she’ll let your mother
put the house on the Historical Society’s SpringfTaf Homes, which will indirectly cement

your mother’s affections for me even further.”

“So, you're basically homeless now?”
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“No, I still have the houses in—" Gabriel caughhkelf. “Yes, yes, | am.”

| crossed my arms. “So, where do you plan on ¢j?in

“Well, I was thinking | might move in with you.”

“Why don’t you wait to be asked?”

“Because I'd be waiting forever,” he mutteredalmery deliberate motion, he squared my
shoulders in front of his and clasped my armsndw | could never ask you to leave River
Oaks. It means a lot more to you than my familyds$e means to me. Your aunt Jettie is there.
It's your home. | would like it to be my home, tdavant to make a life with you, and for most
people, that means living in the same house.”

Gabriel kissed me, as gentle as an angel’s winghting across my lips. “You’re my bloodmate
in every sense of the word, the person | choospead the rest of my immortal life with, if you
can stand me that long.”

“That’s what that means?” My forehead wrinklecconcentration, and | tried to remember the
first time I'd hear that word. “Wait, you told Migshe crazy Realtor that she’d suffer dire
consequences if she hurt your ‘bloodmate.” That mvase than a year ago.”

“I knew even then. You're it for me, Jane. You'ng eternity.”

“Well, why couldn’t you have told me?” | exclaimed

Gabriel shrugged. “You—"

“I wasn't ready to hear it yet,” | finished forrhi “I'm sorry.” But as the enormity of what
Gabriel had just said sunk in, a huge grin splitfeye. | brought it under control, so | could
narrow my eyes at him. “So, you're saying you well me everything now. You won't try to
protect me or keep me in the dark. You'll trust tmenake a rational decision about bad news
after | have my inevitable, initial panic attack?”

He nodded solemnly. “I will.”

“And when | have my spastic fits of insecurity, @vhl make inappropriate jokes and wonder
aloud why you love me, you'll understand that thés nothing to do with you but years and
years of conditioning by my mother?”

He smirked. “I will.”

“Will you agree never to accept invitations isstogdmy family unless you check with me first?”

He nodded. “Absolutely.”
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| giggled, throwing my arms around him and kissimg deeply. “I love you.”

“Wait, it's my turn,” he said, cupping my face baas locked in that bottomless gray gaze of
his. “Do you promise to trust that | want to belwyou and no one else? That I'm not going
anywhere? Will you promise to stop trying to findlplems in our relationship where there are
none, to give us time to work on the problems wéake?”

“What problems?”

Gabriel huffed out a breath. “Jane.”

“I will,” I promised.

“Will you quit trying to push me away?”

“I will.”

“Will you promise never to let Dick move into oouse?”

I snickered. “I will ... but, um, there’s one lakirg.”

Gabriel frowned. “What'’s that?”

“Can we wait on telling my mother that you're mogiin? As much as she likes you, she has
this thing about ‘living in sin.” The minute shadis out, the pressure for you to make an honest
woman of me will start. She’s already making noilesut us getting engaged. | think this would
just fuel her fire.”

“I could always propose,” he suggested, kissingcimgek.

Suddenly, my mouth went dry. As much as | coultmagine my life without Gabriel, | knew
that neither one of us was ready for the rice-agitlroute just yet. We’d only reconciled a few
weeks before. As sure as | was of his love, | neéedere time before | could accept a ring from
him.

What can | say? I'm a contrary soul.

“Thank you, but I'm not ready yet,” | told him. Gel tried and failed to tamp down the flash of
disappointment on his face. “| won’t marry anyong you, Gabriel Nightengale. But for now,
let’s just see if we can live together without angaetting hurt. And the family thing, it won't be
that big of a deal. It just means you can'’t leamg @vidence of you living there lying around
where my family can see it, like clothes or persaieans or your car. It's just for the next few

decades, until, you know, they die.”

“Let me get this straight. You can face down psyihvampires and legions of anal-retentive
entrepreneurs, but you're afraid to tell your pésehat I'll be living with you before marriage?”
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I nodded. “Yes, that's exactly it.”
“We’ll have to talk about this,” Gabriel said dyyl

“But hey, between Jenny’s new attitude and haymgpresent at Christmas, | may be able to
escape the holidays unscathed.”

Gabriel blanched, his face even paler in the mghbnfiltering through the window. “Christmas?
With your relatives?”

I smiled, my fangs nicking my lip. “Welcome to tfamily, honey.”

Gabriel smiled back and kissed me, long and d&epan live with that.”
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