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			For everybody who loves Dick Cheney.
The vampire, not the vice president.

		

	
		
			Acknowledgments

			or 

			Before We Get Started . . .

			For years, readers have asked me when Dick and Andrea will get their own book. Their love story took place in the background of the Jane Jameson series. So while we saw the high notes of their relationship, we didn’t get a close look at how they conquered Andrea’s distrust and Dick’s inappropriate T-shirt collection. This story is a flashback, told during the time of Nice Girls Don’t Date Dead Men. Mr. Wainwright has just passed away. Dick has been relentlessly pursuing Andrea with no success, something that he finds incredibly confusing. Jane is caught between the drama surrounding her best friend’s werewolf wedding and her grandmother’s recent engagement to a murderous undead gigolo. All in all, it’s an exciting time to be alive (or undead) in Half-Moon Hollow.

			I’d like to thank all of my readers for their fervent support of one of my favorite (although, I will admit, sketchiest) characters in my League of Adorable Weirdos. And thank you to my editor, Abby Zidle, for letting me try something a little different.
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			Not all relationships between vampires and humans end badly. A very, very small percentage of them end happily.

			—Surviving the Undead Breakup: A Human’s Guide to Healing

			If I moved even one inch, I was going to be crushed by a stack of werewolf mating guides. It would be a weird and yet entirely appropriate-to-my-lifestyle way for me to die.

			Visiting Specialty Books was like living in an episode of Extreme Hoarders: Bibliophiles. My librarian-turned-vampire friend, Jane Jameson, had done her best to organize her boss’s collection of obscure occult books, but the store was still impossible to navigate for anyone who wasn’t Jane or Mr. Wainwright. Unfortunately, Mr. Wainwright died yesterday, so if anything happened to Jane, we’d have to burn the shop down.

			I mean, sure, there’d be other repercussions of Jane dying—heartbreak, a lack of smartass literary references, relative calm—but, mostly, burning down the shop would be a pain. And . . . arson. I was too pretty for jail. This was why I never spoke at funerals. Because these were the types of morbid, inappropriate thoughts that filled my head when I was confronted with death.

			So there I stood, in the mess of Specialty Books, trying to provide wordless support as Jane sorted copies of The Guide for the Newly Undead, Life on Loch Ness, and Mating Customs and Love Rituals of the Were. She was oddly calm for someone who’d found her boss’s body under an avalanche of hardcovers just a few hours earlier. But it seemed that Mr. Wainwright’s spirit was still hanging around the shop, just in case something interesting happened. And judging by the steady stream of chatter Jane was keeping up, he was in a pretty good mood.

			Vampires, ghosts, werewolves. I’m sure it should’ve worried me that I’d accepted the existence of these creatures so easily. I’d become enmeshed in the supernatural world almost immediately after vampires came out to live in the open. I’d made my living as a blood surrogate for years, providing live feedings for vampires who didn’t want bottled blood but couldn’t risk biting a random stranger. The World Council for the Equal Treatment of the Undead, the governing body for vampires worldwide, had pretty strict rules about that sort of thing. It wasn’t a job that required qualifications beyond good people skills and my exceedingly rare, tasty AB-negative blood.

			It was scary at first. Sure, my new customers were referred by trusted clients, but that didn’t guarantee they’d be gentle or kind. I’d had to cut a few weirdos from my roster, but now I had a steady stream of regulars. I’d fallen into this job when my life went pear-shaped after I left college. Not graduated. Left. My family might have cut me from the Christmas card list, but I’d found a supportive community among the vampires. I built a solid base of regulars, and it turned out that a lot of them were moving to Half-Moon Hollow, Kentucky, so I had followed. I still kept a sales position at a local gift shop so I could have contact with living people, but honestly, most of my real friends were undead, and Jane was becoming the closest among them.

			Jane Jameson was a relatively new vampire. She was pretty in that quirky, casual way, with slightly mussy brown curls and puckish hazel eyes. A children’s librarian fired from her position at the Half-Moon Hollow Public Library, Jane was a big fan of jeans, cardigans, and T-shirts with book-centric logos. She dressed as if she didn’t give a damn what people thought of her . . . because she honestly didn’t give a damn.

			I’d been her first live feeding, something her sire had insisted on. It was awkward and weird, and based on the experience, she’d decided to stick with bottled blood. But since she’d made so few contacts among her new peers, she was open to a friendship with me based on our mutual exasperation with vampire males. Of course, the first night we went out together, she ended up being charged with the murder of another vampire. But she decided to keep hanging out with me anyway and added me to her growing circle of supernatural super-friends.

			And now we were cleaning out the shop because Jane organized when she was upset. Besides, it was sort of traumatizing for her to see the books in disarray, reminding her of how she’d found them piled on top of Mr. Wainwright’s body after his heart attack. I sighed, standing and rolling my shoulders against the ache gathering between the blades. It was times like this when having vampire strength wouldn’t have been so bad.

			“Hey, Red. As much as I’m sure those books are enjoying you leaning up against them, do you mind getting out of the way so I can move this?”

			I turned to find the one drawback to spending time with Jane standing behind me holding several ratty boxes of sword-and-bustier fantasy paperbacks. I still had trouble understanding why Jane was friends with Dick Cheney—the vampire, not the vice president. It wasn’t that I didn’t see his charm. It wasn’t even that Dick wasn’t attractive. He was dangerously so, in that scruffy, roguish way every girl’s mother warns her about before giving her a dime to keep squeezed between her knees.

			Dick was tall and well built with shaggy dirty-blond hair and deep-set sea-green eyes. He had dimples that winked from the corners of his mouth when he smirked, which he did almost ninety percent of his waking hours. He walked with the sort of swagger you expected with a Stetson and chaps, though his wardrobe was composed almost entirely of inappropriate T-shirts and ass-hugging jeans. God help me, the jeans.

			To complete the “pre–Civil War–born scoundrel” package, Dick made his income in a way that was . . . less than reputable. Like Rhett Butler—if instead of sneaking whiskey and silk across blockades, Rhett had sold counterfeit Uzbekistani-made iPods out of the back of his wagon. Let’s just say Dick would never be invited to join the Half-Moon Hollow Chamber of Commerce.

			He was clever and funny and seemed to have figured out the secret to being completely content while living a no-frills existence on the edge of the criminal underworld. Dick made no secret of the fact that he found me attractive, in a relentless, shameless manner that grated on my nerves half the time and made me blush the other half. But while it was a little bit of an ego boost, I’d had enough of rakish, handsome, and clever to last a lifetime. So I turned him down flat every time.

			Without a hint of a smile, I told him, “Not your best work.”

			Dick shrugged as he passed by, hauling the boxes toward the back exit. If Jane had been oddly calm about Mr. Wainwright’s passing, Dick had taken it particularly hard for someone he didn’t know very well. He’d been melancholy all evening, and his flirting hadn’t been up to its usual standard.

			I stared after him. Something was going on with Dick, a strange tension that everybody seemed to understand except me. Was it possible that Dick was finally over his crush on me? I wasn’t sure if that made me relieved or a little sad.

			“When are you going to let him off the hook and go out with him?” Jane asked, carefully stacking a copy of Most Potente Magick on top of other guides to Wicca. The more dangerous magic books, the ones that told readers how to do things like rip people’s toenails off with the power of their minds, Jane was keeping in a locked room in her house. Frankly, we found it a little scary that those books had been floating around the shop unsupervised for years.

			“I thought you were the mind-reader,” I shot back.

			“Yes, but I don’t go poking around in people’s heads without their permission. It’s rude,” she said, suddenly turning her head to look over her left shoulder. “Mr. Wainwright also thinks you should ‘take pity on the poor fellow because he’s obviously smitten with you.’ ”

			“If I find out that Mr. Wainwright’s ghost isn’t really there and this is all an elaborate practical-joke-slash-coping-mechanism, I will be really upset with you,” I told her, shaking my head.

			It was at times like this that I wished everybody—not just vampires and the endless supply of weirdos with their own cable shows—could see ghosts. It seemed unfair that regular humans couldn’t join the Friendship Beyond the Grave Club simply because our perception wasn’t broad enough.

			Jane shrugged. “I get that. The only reason I’m so comfortable with it is because Aunt Jettie’s been following me around since I got turned. You get used to ‘invisible friends.’ ”

			“Well, I’m sorry I can’t see you, Mr. Wainwright. I’m going to miss the other voice of human reason around here.”

			Jane smiled fondly at the chatty blank space. “He says he plans on sticking around for a while. And he’ll find a way to make his presence known.”

			“You know, from anyone else, that would come across as a threat,” I told the invisible shopkeeper, feeling more than a little silly. “But I find it comforting.”

			Jane’s voice brightened. “So, mistress of subject changes, when are you going to take pity on poor Dick?”

			“We’ve talked about my romantic history, Jane. You know why I’m not rushing into anything.”

			Jane turned her head toward Mr. Wainwright’s “space” and whispered, “I’ll tell you later.”

			I threw up my hands and gave Jane my “really?” face.

			“Sorry, that’s probably distracting,” Jane admitted. “And dating someone you’ve known for months is not rushing into anything.”

			“It is when you barely know them and what you do know isn’t great,” I said, tossing a roll of masking tape at her. And of course, with her vampire reflexes, she caught it before it hit her in the face. I rolled my eyes and scooped up a stack of flattened cardboard boxes. “I’m going out to the trash alley, where it’s normal.”

			“Sometimes I don’t think she listens to the things that come out of her mouth,” Jane said, obviously speaking to Mr. Wainwright.

			“I heard that!” I called over my shoulder.

			I carried the boxes out to the alley, where I found Dick silently staring at a brick wall.

			I only wished this were the weirdest part of my night so far.

			“Uh, Dick?”

			He turned, an expression of anguish twisting his features. I frowned. I hadn’t realized he and Mr. Wainwright had been close. As far as I knew, Jane had met Mr. Wainwright before Dick even came into the picture.

			“You OK?”

			“No.” He shook his head. “You’re not supposed to bury your children. It’s unnatural and wrong.”

			The words coming out of his mouth made no sense. And in my confusion, my eloquence produced “Uhhh . . .”

			“Let me guess, ‘everything about my life is unnatural and wrong,’ right?” He snorted derisively, like he was trying to beat me to a joke.

			“I wouldn’t say that. Dick, what’s going on?”

			He dragged his hands through his hair. “I don’t know. I just, I just—” Dick grunted, a frustrated, desperate sound. There was a blur of motion, and then he was in front of me, pinning me against the rough brick wall. I froze, because that’s what you do when you’re confronted with a predator who’s hovering over you with his mouth uncomfortably close to your jugular—no matter how clever his T-shirts. I’d never seen Dick like this, unhinged and unsmiling.

			I held my breath, staring at his open mouth as the tip of his nose brushed down my cheek. He was breathing heavily, despite the fact that he didn’t have to breathe at all. He lunged, and it was all I could do not to flinch. But instead of the pain I’d expected, I felt his lips, smooth and cool, against my own.

			My eyes popped wide open. Dick threaded his fingers through my hair and cupped my cheeks in his hands, angling my face so he could get better access to my mouth.

			Holy hell. I was kissing Dick Cheney.

			And Dick Cheney was a pretty incredibly freaking good kisser.

			Dick’s hands skimmed my jaw, slid down my shoulders to my ribs, and settled around my hips, pulling me even closer. He bit down gently on my bottom lip with his blunt teeth, making me gasp. He groaned into my open mouth, sliding his tongue between my lips and letting it dance with mine.

			I twisted my fingers in his hair so I could arch against him, because I didn’t seem to be touching him enough. We had too much space and far too many layers of clothing between us.

			I’d had lovers in the last few years: nice, stable guys who treated me with respect and were about as exciting as a lukewarm bath or cold oatmeal. This was hot and dirty . . . and sort of uncomfortable with the brick scratching at my back. I could feel the excitement building in my chest, the thrill of something illicit and ill-advised. I hadn’t felt this way since college. I hadn’t felt this way since Mathias.

			No.

			No.

			I would not make this mistake again. I’d worked so hard to put this sort of flawed decision making behind me. My hands went cold and a shudder ran down my spine. I couldn’t believe I’d fallen into this trap again. Grief did indeed make people do strange, stupid things. I would not be a funeral sex statistic.

			But I was still kissing him.

			Oh, no.

			I pulled back, pressing my lips together, and put a hand to his chest. To his credit, the moment I pushed away, Dick took a step back. “What?”

			“I can’t.” I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I just can’t do this.”

			I turned, running back into the shop as Dick yelled, “Andrea!”
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			Vampires tend to be very literal. They do not tolerate mixed messages, such as not liking them “that way” or “necking.”

			—Surviving the Undead Breakup: A Human’s Guide to Healing

			Dick Cheney was bad news.

			And not just in the political sense, or the hunting-accident sense.

			Thanks to Jane’s prattling to an invisible dead man, I managed to get through the cluttered shop and grab my purse without having to explain why I was paper-pale and shaky. I’d kissed Dick Cheney. Hell, I was pretty sure I had been about to round third base with Dick Cheney. All those months devoted to holding him at arm’s length, to staying aloof and unapproachable . . . wasted.

			I couldn’t talk to Jane about this. She tended to do jazz hands when she did her little “I told you so” dance. No one deserved smug jazz hands. Of all the weapons in a vampire’s arsenal, they were the most demoralizing.

			White-knuckling the steering wheel, I drove across Half-Moon Hollow to my cute little townhouse apartment. Compared with Jane’s centuries-old stone farmhouse, River Oaks, it was sort of short on personality, but it was comfortable, airy, and in a nice part of town. And my neighbors weren’t nosy about my weird hours and tendency to get dressed up and go out late at night. My last landlord fielded a lot of complaint calls about “the hooker” living in my apartment.

			I dropped my keys in the little crystal bowl, shut the door behind me, and closed my eyes as I slid the lock in place. My apartment was my sanctuary, my safe little corner of the world that I kept to myself. I’d spent years creating a warm, calming environment in soft blue and green tones, light fabrics, and plush, comfortable furniture. This was where I retreated when the world got too loud and I needed to restore myself with rest and quiet. And iron supplements. Lots and lots of iron supplements.

			I brewed a cup of chamomile tea, then went upstairs and ran a nice hot bath. I stripped out of my shop-cleaning clothes and stood in front of my mirror. I wasn’t under any self-loathing misapprehensions about my looks. I was what my dad called a stunner. I never had an awkward phase. I wasn’t vain about it; it was just the way it was. I had a certain elegance of features—good cheekbones; soft, clear, peachy-pale skin; wide, deep-set blue eyes; and a waterfall of smooth, wavy red-gold hair—combined with an hourglass figure that made some aspects of life easier . . . and other aspects much harder.

			My parents pinned certain expectations on me because of my good looks, and none of them were exactly what you’d wish for in terms of your parents’ ambitions for you. They didn’t want me to be a doctor. They wanted me to marry a doctor. They made it pretty clear that while it was “nice” that I got good grades in high school, I was being sent to Northwestern to earn my MRS.

			It was that sort of low expectation that kept my self-esteem in balance.

			Staring in the glass, I fanned my fingers over the raw red patches on my throat left by Dick’s stubble. I sighed. Stupid, stupid girl.

			I twisted my coppery hair into a knot on top of my head and slid into the just-short-of-scalding bath. I didn’t bother with salts or bubbles. I wasn’t in the mood for flowery scents or foam mountains. I just wanted to soak, to feel clean. Sinking until the water hit my chin, I winced at the sting of it on my scraped skin.

			What the hell had I been thinking?

			Dick Cheney was charming and winsome and naughty. I did not need charming and winsome and naughty. I’d had a pant-load of all that from Mathias Northon. And that had ended badly.

			“So very badly,” I murmured, making little bubbles ripple over the surface of the water. I sank further and let my face slide under, enjoying the warm sensation of the water soaking through my hair to my scalp.

			Mathias had been my European History professor at Northwestern. He taught evening classes, naturally, bringing tales of his ancient childhood to life with his lilting Nordic accent. Picture a well-built, paperback-romance Viking in jeans and a faded corduroy blazer. He tied his wheat-colored hair back with a strip of leather he claimed he’d been carrying since the seventh century.

			I was an innocent teenager out in the world on her own for the first time and confident in my ability to make my own choices. Which, of course, translates to: I was a total idiot. I had fallen into the classic undergrad trap, plunging headlong into an ill-advised affair with a man who “understood” me as the “mature and independent woman” that I was at the ripe old age of nineteen. He assured me that it was the “bright inner light” of my soul that drew him to me and not the delicious rarity of my AB-negative blood.

			Well, to be fair, he also liked the way I did his laundry.

			I broke through the surface of the bathwater, sweeping my hands back over my wet hair and wiping my eyes. I leaned back against the rim of the tub and wished I’d brought vodka upstairs instead of tea.

			By the end of sophomore year, I had been practically living in his off-campus apartment, providing his evening meals, folding his socks, and grading his tests. I was basically an unpaid-teaching-assistant-slash-human-juice-box. When my parents found out that I was “consorting with the undead”—thanks to the ill-timed surprise visit to the dorm room I was barely living in—they cut me off. Completely. They just couldn’t risk someone from the club or church or my dad’s business circle finding out that their child was tainted by association with vampires. For all intents and purposes, I was no longer their daughter. No tuition. No mention in the annual family newsletter.

			So I was an uneducated, unpaid-teaching-assistant-slash-human-juice-box.

			My parents couldn’t have made it easier for Mathias to take advantage of me if they’d written him a manual. Without their support—financial and emotional—I was so vulnerable that I was open to anything he suggested. I officially moved in with him—without any other faculty knowing, of course. He didn’t want anyone to “misunderstand” what was happening between him and his former student. And I went willingly because I was just so grateful to have someone who I believed loved me for me.

			What followed was six months of subtle, carefully designed put-downs detailing my many failures. Oh, sure, I found wildly inappropriate e-mails from his undergrad students that he’d printed out and left on his desk. But I forgot to pick up his dry cleaning that time. Did I have any idea how that made him feel? Knowing that I didn’t care enough to retrieve his precious pleated slacks? I didn’t keep the apartment clean enough. I didn’t read the right books or listen to the right music. I didn’t eat the iron-rich (disgusting) foods that made my blood tasty for him. He couldn’t take me to faculty gatherings because my conversational skills—or lack thereof—embarrassed him.

			With each new criticism, I twisted myself into knots trying to improve myself, to mold myself into the sort of girlfriend who would make Mathias proud. But he kept raising the bar. I spent too much time around my silly human friends, he said, so I withdrew from those circles and spent more time at the apartment with Mathias. My food expenses were too much for his budget, and besides, I was getting a little too “hippy,” anyway, so I limited myself to the blood-enriching diet Mathias recommended.

			He kept finding faults until I’d changed so much I barely recognized myself. And then Mathias found fresher, younger sources, and suddenly I wasn’t needed anymore.

			By the time I found my stuff neatly packed into boxes outside of what was no longer my apartment, I was a hollowed-out husk of a person. He’d taken everything from me—my blood, my love, my time. I had given him what I believed was most precious, and he had thrown it away like it was nothing.

			Also, I had no savings, no job, no housing, no car, no credit. I tried to think of it as a blank canvas upon which to paint my brand-new life, but mostly, I was just broke and homeless.

			I couldn’t go home to my parents. Over the previous years, I’d tried to reach out to them. I’d sent Christmas letters and cards for their birthdays, which they’d sent back marked “Return to Sender.” Eventually, I gave up and skipped my usual Father’s Day card. They took this opportunity to contact me and tell me how disappointed they were that I was no longer groveling as expected. That was the last I’d heard from them.

			I crashed on the couch of the last human friend I had, or rather, a former roommate of that last human friend I had. Terri stopped talking to me after I canceled a third brunch date with her. (I’d overslept.) But Julie was super-nice and willing to accept dog walking in exchange for short-term rent. I went online, pouring my heart out in a support group chat room for women who’d survived abusive relationships with men, both undead and living.

			I was reminded by several of the chat room members that I shouldn’t close myself off from the world of vampires. Mathias Northon was not a dick because he was a vampire. He was just a dick. They referred me to a counselor and suggested a number of ways I might be able to support myself using my familiarity with vampire culture, such as providing my services as a blood surrogate. It turned out to be a career choice that fulfilled me and healed a little bit of the pain I associated with the undead. I followed my clients on their migration to the Hollow. And my online friends may have exacted some revenge on Mathias that I never spoke of publicly, in order to prevent my being called as a witness for the prosecution. I was happy and settled, but if you guessed that this story ends with “And she never relationship-ed again,” you’d be correct.

			It’d be fair to say that my heart still felt as if it had been run through a meat grinder. I wasn’t ready to let someone get close to me. I wasn’t ready to trust. I wasn’t ready to share so much as a stick of gum with someone else. I turned down any man who approached me, living or dead. And I maintained what I knew to be a doomed and superficial crush on unattainable vampire Gabriel Nightengale because I could tell myself my life wasn’t sad and weird if I was waiting for someone.

			To be fair, it turned out he was attainable for Jane. He liked his women unruly and a little disaster-prone.

			Still, I was happy with my choices. Solitude simplified my life considerably. I made meaningful connections with my clients. I made new friends. I joined a book club and took Bikram yoga classes, both of which I promptly quit because I was not good at balancing while sweating or talking about books I didn’t finish. I was able to volunteer for a network that supported victims of abusive relationships. I was alone, but I assured myself that didn’t mean I was lonely. I was calm. I was in control.

			And then I met Dick Cheney.

			The carefully constructed walls I’d built around my heart cracked with each single-entendre he sent my way. Yeah, he was a criminal and a bit of a pervert, but he made me want to be wanted again. I found myself looking forward to every little interaction with him as an indulgence. It was like ice cream. I knew it wasn’t good for me, but it always made me feel better. As long as he stayed in his little box marked “Nope!” I was safe.

			But damned if Dick didn’t keep showing me his layers, like in the alley this evening. Why had he been so upset about Mr. Wainwright? I mean, we all loved the elderly bookstore owner; we saw him as a surrogate-grandfather-figure-slash-Team-Jane-mascot. But Dick had to have known and lost lots of humans over the course of his immortal life. Why had this one death affected him so deeply?

			And the kiss.

			I ducked my head back under the water.

			That was not the kiss of a guy who planned to run off at the first sign of twilight. It was like the parts of me that hadn’t felt passion or excitement in years woke up all at once. And they were screaming at me to drag Dick Cheney back to my apartment and make him my love monkey.

			Maybe I was just confused by the pairing off in my group of friends. Jane and Gabriel were obviously heading toward a meaningful relationship. And I was happy for them, even if it was a little awkward having received the “let’s just be friends or maybe even less” speech from him.

			And Jane’s longtime friend Zeb and his fiancée, Jolene, were hurtling down the aisle, despite the efforts of Jolene’s werewolf relatives to kill Zeb before he reached the altar. That was not hyperbole. Her cousins had dropped a running chainsaw on him and taken one of his pinkie toes.

			Maybe this recent square dance of partnering up in my peer group was just reminding me that I was alone. And because I was too anxious to really connect with anyone, maybe I was latching onto Dick because fretting over a possible relationship prevented me from going out and finding an appropriate nonfelon date.

			I broke through the surface of the water again and rested the back of my head against the lip of the tub.

			Yeah, that was it. Dick was a mirage of my own insecurities and self-destructive urges. I didn’t like him. I liked the idea of him. It had nothing to do with the way his bottle-green eyes took on a naughty sparkle when he made a joke, or the way he was covertly so kind to Jane, helping and supporting her even when it was clear that doing so wouldn’t result in either sex or money. It had nothing to do with the fact that he was respecting my boundaries even though he could use his vampire strength against me at any time. Nope, it had nothing to do with any of that.

			This was doing nothing for my confusion.

			I sank back down into the warm water, feeling for the tub plug with my toes. Maybe I should start hanging out with more werewolves.

			As the water drained, my coral-frosted toes peeked up from the surface. Nope, no werewolves—I liked my pinkie toes too much.
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			While it’s important to shake things up, set new routines, and break free from destructive patterns, there are some habits that you should hold on to—like going to work, paying taxes, and performing basic hygiene.

			—Surviving the Undead Breakup: A Human’s Guide to Healing

			I needed space. I needed normal. I needed some daylight, because my pale skin had gone, well, beyond the pale. I was reaching creepy, transparent cavefish levels. So, the next morning, I did what any reasonable person did when they needed human interaction and vitamin D: I went to work.

			Riverfront Gifts wasn’t exactly the jewel box of the downtown scene. But it was a nice, comfortable, circa 1913 brick building with pressed tin ceilings and oversized plaster medallions above the door. The owner, Margie McClintock, was a mostly reasonable employer who tried to balance the stock between the more refined tastes of the tourists who came into town on riverboat tours (snow globes, blown-glass sculptures made by local artists, handmade lap quilts) with items locals would buy year-round (“I’m with Stupid” T-shirts, “I’m with Stupid” keychains, “I’m with Stupid” aprons—we had a whole “I’m with Stupid” corner). Margie knew about my evening hours but maintained a strict “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy—other than telling me to wear a scarf over any tell-tale bite marks on my neck, because customers didn’t want to think about blood swapping when they were focusing on making vacation memories, of course.

			Sorting through the various “I’m with Stupid” products, the Half-Moon Hollow commemorative spoons, and the tiny replicas of the Civil War memorial statue on the park square was soothing. I didn’t have to think about Jane and how much she missed Mr. Wainwright. I didn’t have to think about Dick and how his mouth felt against mine. I just had to count and fold and tell a mother of three that, sure, a commemorative Half-Moon Hollow shot glass could be considered a “tiny educational juice glass” appropriate for her children’s souvenir collections.

			Margie dollied a case of little snow globes in from the storeroom as I bade the shot-glass mom good-bye.

			“I know I shouldn’t judge your sales tactics, but sometimes it’s a little freaky that you can do that with a smile on your face,” she said, smoothing her braids back from her heart-shaped face.

			Margie had smooth, teak-colored skin, wide brown eyes, and cheekbones I would’ve killed for. She was currently smarting from her recent ejection from the Half-Moon Hollow Chamber of Commerce. And while it was rumored that her being shown the door was related to her being African American, it had more to do with her age and the demerits she had been assigned for wearing the wrong shoes with her off-the-rack pantsuit. The Chamber of Commerce had suffered some sort of sorority coup and was run by a bunch of evil, pink-worshipping women, all named Courtney. Margie read the demerits for what they were—writing on the wall reading: You’re over forty. Get out.

			“Well, if you want to have a conscience, you probably shouldn’t pay me based on commission,” I told her.

			“That’s a good point,” she admitted. “I hear Jane’s having a hard time.”

			“She really got close to Mr. Wainwright while she was working with him, sort of a surrogate granddaughter,” I said.

			“Well, I’m glad Gilbert had someone toward the end of his life,” Margie said. “He was a really lovely man. He never had much of a family—just that creepy nephew of his, Emery.”

			“You’ve actually met Mr. Wainwright’s elusive nephew? I thought he was at some missionary center in South America.”

			“He still is.” Margie shuddered. “I only met him once, a few years ago, when Gilbert had some minor surgery. You know I volunteer in the hospital gift shop on weekends. Gilbert went in to have his gall bladder removed, and in swans Emery, acting like he owned the place. He was already talking about living wills and not prolonging his uncle’s suffering. Gilbert didn’t even have any complications! He came through the surgery just fine, but his nephew already had his hand on the plug.”

			“Poor Mr. Wainwright!” I exclaimed. “Did Emery really hate him so much?”

			“No,” Margie said, shrugging as she carefully lifted the little snow globe boxes from their crate and stacked them on the register counter. “But Emery is Gilbert’s only heir, and he wanted to make sure that he got his hands on his inheritance as soon as possible. He claimed that he wanted to donate it to the church, where it could do the most good, but I just didn’t trust him. There was something about him that made my skin crawl. I mean, who stays that pasty when you live in the jungle?”

			“Inheritance?” My jaw dropped.

			“Of everything I just said, that was the word you picked up on?” She snorted.

			I protested, “But I thought Mr. Wainwright was basically broke. His shop is a decrepit old mess. And he lived above that decrepit old mess.”

			Margie shook her head. “He has—or had—a big old Victorian house on the outskirts of town. He owned the shop building. And the contents of the shop . . . there are a lot of rare, weird old books in that shop. Who knows how much they’re worth?”

			“It’s next to an adult bookstore!” I exclaimed.

			“And that adult bookstore used to be a really nice furniture shop,” Margie said. “Turns out there’s more money in porn.”

			“They should put that on the Chamber of Commerce sign,” I muttered, making Margie snicker. “So basically, Jane will be fired, again, when this nephew rolls into town?”

			“Probably.”

			“Don’t suppose you’re looking for another salesclerk?”

			“You probably shouldn’t have framed that as Jane being fired ‘again’ before you asked,” she said.

			“She wasn’t fired from the library for performance reasons. You’ve met Mrs. Stubblefield. She’s incompetent and petty as hell. And after Mrs. Stubblefield fired her, Jane was almost immediately mistaken for a deer, shot, and turned into a vampire. Hasn’t she suffered enough?”

			“I barely have enough business to justify your salary,” Margie said. “But I’ll keep my ears open.”

			“Justify my salary,” I harrumphed, tossing the empty box behind the sales counter. “See if I sell any more of your tiny educational juice glasses.”

			Several hours and an alarming number of “I’m with Stupid” potholder sales later, I arrived home to my apartment and considered another contemplative bath. It was long after sunset, and my living room was dark when I locked the front door behind me. I had a few hours before I had to be dressed and ready for an appointment with Sophie, a local Council member who needed me to help a reluctant newborn through her first live feeding.

			Shy biters were always a little tricky. They could panic, clamp down too hard, and drain too much. Or they could overcome their aversion too quickly and drink too much. I only took the appointment because Sophie was a high-ranking Council official and had the influence to keep my business safe and profitable for years to come. And I liked to think that someone who had the nerve to go by only one name decades before Cher tried it would have the strength to control a newborn vampire if things got out of hand. I walked into my kitchen to down some iron supplements and eat a little something so I would be prepared.

			“Do you always walk around your apartment in the dark?” a rough voice asked from the direction of my couch. “That’s not safe.”

			“Holy hell!” I yelped, turning and flinging the heavy round paperweight from my hall table toward the voice.

			“What the— Why did you just throw that at my head?”

			I flicked the lights on and found Dick Cheney sitting on my couch, holding the glass paperweight centimeters from his face.

			“How did you get inside my house?” I demanded, determined not to notice the languid, casual grace with which he was draped across my sofa. I stared at the window behind him with great determination. Great. Determination.

			Dick lifted the glass orb to eye level, and I had to switch my determination to not noticing how much he resembled a redneck David Bowie in a backwoods version of Labyrinth.

			Maybe it was time for me to get back in touch with my therapist.

			“Why did you throw this at my face?” he asked again.

			“How did you get into my house?” I asked again, dropping my purse on the table.

			“Do you really want to know?” he asked.

			I shook my head. “No. I honestly don’t want to know what you’re capable of. Please, just don’t do it again. And if you do, don’t sit on my couch in the dark, waiting for me to come home. It’s creepy.”

			Dick wiped his hands on his jeans and stood. He was wearing a T-shirt that said, “Gettin’ Lucky in Kentucky,” which—compared with the rest of his collection—was very sedate and dignified. “I wanted to apologize for last night.”

			“Whatever do you mean?” I asked, smiling blithely, though my hands shook as I took a glass down from the cabinet.

			“The kissin’ thing,” he said. I could hear every measured footstep as he approached me from behind. I busied myself with pouring a tall glass of filtered water. “I was pissed at myself, and it splashed out on you. And I’m sorry about that.”

			“I thought we’d agreed not to talk about this.”

			“I never agreed to any such thing,” he protested.

			“OK, maybe that was just me.” I turned, and he was standing right in front of me, not quite pinning me against the counter but not giving me a lot of maneuvering room, either. And despite the inches between us, I could still feel him like a crackle of energy brushing over my skin, raising goose bumps.

			Dick gave me a lopsided smile. “I’m not sayin’ I regret kissin’ you, but I—I wanted the first time I kissed you to be different. I just wanted to explain why I was in such a weird place last night.”

			“Everybody’s upset over Mr. Wainwright dying, Dick.” The smile fell from his face, which only added to my confusion. But I continued, “You seem to be taking it awfully personally, though.”

			Dick took a step back, and I immediately felt his absence. “Dick?”

			He ran his hand through his hair and let his palm rest against the back of his neck. “Uh, yeah. You see, Mr. Wainwright—Gilbert—he was my family, my great-great-great-great-grandson. He was the last of my family—the last in the Cheney line—with the exception of Emery, who I’m considerin’ testing for Cheney DNA.”

			I stared at him, speechless. “What do you mean?”

			“Well, I know it’s not nice to make fun of your own grandkids, but honestly, the boy’s got all the personality of a dish sponge. I figure it’s possible his mama slept aroun—”

			“No, no. I mean how is it possible—biologically—that you have grandchildren?” I asked him. “I thought vampires didn’t have working—”

			I glanced down toward his crotch. I couldn’t help it. You try thinking about the functionality of vampire reproductive organs without glancing downward. Honestly.

			“My eyes are up here, Byrne,” Dick muttered.

			“Sorry,” I said, though I couldn’t help but giggle a little bit. I clamped my bottom lip between my teeth to prevent undignified grinning.

			Dick sighed. “Back before I was turned, I had a, let’s say, ‘fondness’ for the family laundress. Eugenia was a sweet girl and very pretty. My father would have called her ‘comely.’ We enjoyed each other in a tender but vigorous—”

			“Please don’t go into details.”

			“Well, I guess you’ve figured that part out. She got in the family way. But she told my father, instead of telling me, and he sent her away before I found out. She had my son, and then, well, she fell on hard times—single mother with a ruined reputation raising a baby. Back in those days, that meant more and made life more difficult, and she got desperate. She jumped in the river, and the baby was sent to an orphanage.”

			“Wh-what?” I sputtered. “What are you telling me?”

			Dick threw up his hands. “I never even knew about the baby until after I was turned. I was too late to help Eugenia, but I could help Albert. I was able to watch my son grow up from far away. By then, I’d made more than a few, well, I don’t like to use the term ‘enemies’—”

			“People you screwed over in business dealings?” I supplied.

			He nodded. “I left money for Albert when I could, tried to make his life easier. I watched him make all of the same mistakes I did—marry, have a son, not stick around to raise him. So I became a sort of benevolent long-lost uncle to the bloodline, dropping in when they needed something and finding a way to get it to them.

			“When Gilbert was born, I could already tell there was something different about him. He was kinder, smarter, and just better than any of us ever tried to be. When he needed schoolbooks, he got them. When he needed glasses, he got them. When he needed college tuition, well—I don’t want to tell you what I had to do to get that for him.”

			I stared at him, a bit dizzy over the rapid shift in how I viewed Dick Cheney. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Dick Cheney was a father? A grandfather? Suddenly, his comment about burying his child made so much sense. But looking back, remembering how sweet he’d been with Mr. Wainwright, I could see it. He was always so deferential toward him, so kind. And now I was sort of ashamed that I had assumed Dick was buttering him up for some sort of multilevel marketing scheme.

			“I put off telling Gilbert about us being family. That’s why I was so pissed at myself at the shop. I always thought I had more time, you know? Maybe that’s the danger of living forever; it makes you take time for granted,” Dick said, wiping at the reddish moisture gathering at the corners of his eyes. “Gilbert went off to war, traveled the world, made a life here in the Hollow. And I was able to see it all. I tried to approach him so many times. Over and over, I would get as far as his door and then run back to my car like a coward. I told myself, Not yet. Give it a few more years. I thought I would have more time to get to know him better and, eventually, tell him who I am. And when Jane’s gettin’ hired on at the shop meant spending time with him, I thought, This is it. This is my chance. But I kept putting it off because I was afraid he’d be embarrassed or ashamed to be related to me. Plus, I didn’t want to complicate Jane’s job. She was so happy there, and Gilbert honestly needed her help. And now I’ve lost my chance.”

			“But I thought that he was still hanging around the shop in his ghostly form?”

			“He is.”

			“So you still have time to talk to him!”

			“I did. I told him before you showed up about Albert and his mama and about how I’d watched out for him over the years. He was happy, grateful even, and that made me feel like an even bigger ass. I could have had a relationship with him. We could have gone fishing or traveled together or something. And I missed out on it because I’m a coward.”

			“But you can still spend time with him.”

			Dick stepped back to lean against my kitchen table, looking glum. “It’s not the same.”

			“Well, cry me a freaking river, Dick!” I exclaimed.

			He stared at me, eyes wide. “The hell, Red?”

			I clapped my hand over my mouth. What was wrong with me? Why did grief bring about such horrifyingly inappropriate responses from me? Maybe I’d taken some sort of psychotropic, truth-serum-type drugs instead of my iron supplement?

			Still looking slightly shell-shocked, Dick moved closer and pried my fingers away from my lips. “No, I think I want to hear this. You were saying?”

			“I have parents who refuse to talk to me. I’ve been permanently removed from the family tree—with a blowtorch—because my parents are elitist, deadist snobs who are hyperaware of appearances. But you—you still have the opportunity to build that bond with Mr. Wainwright, to love him and let him love you, and you’re too much of a wuss to do it.”

			“Hey!”

			“You are! Man up, Cheney.”

			He pulled a pouty face.

			“Tell me I’m wrong,” I challenged him.

			He grumbled, “You’re not.”

			I preened, but only a little bit. “It’s great that you told Mr. Wainwright. Now he knows what you did for him, that he wasn’t as alone as he thought he was. You said he was happy and grateful to hear that you were related. That’s not going to stop because of timing issues. Now, be the vampire I know you can be, get some perspective, and build a loving relationship with your grandson. Or do I need to keep insulting you for a while to get my point across?”

			“No, nope, I got it.” Dick nodded and wiped at his cheeks with vampire speed so I wouldn’t notice the traces of moisture on his skin. “Now, what’s with all the iron pills, Red?” he asked. “You feeling all right?”

			“Oh, I’m fine. Sophie set up an appointment for me later tonight with a new vampire who’s nervous about feeding. I’m heading out in a bit.”

			“I could come with you, you know. Make sure you’re safe during the meet-and-bite and then take you out to get rehydrated,” he said, leaning against the counter and crossing his arms over his chest. “I could be your entourage. Your water-bottle-carrying, over-protective entourage.”

			“Yes, because nothing sets the tone for what is already an uncomfortable experience like bringing along a bodyguard. I like my clients to know that I don’t trust them as soon as I walk in the door.”

			“I’m just not comfortable with you going out on these appointments for money,” he told me.

			“Could you please rephrase that so I don’t sound like the title character in that ‘Roxanne’ song?”

			Dick muttered, “I worry about you. “

			“I appreciate that, but I’m a grown woman. I don’t need you to keep tabs on me.”

			“I don’t think of it as keeping tabs. It’s more like observing closely in a manner that you might not always be aware of but is mostly harmless.”

			“Dick.”

			“I said mostly!” He scowled. “What more do you want from me, woman?”

			“I wish you were less charming while stalking me. And I’m sorry about the yelling and the ‘cry me a river’ thing,” I said, patting his arm. “My reaction to death is bizarre and socially unacceptable.”

			“That’s OK. You’re kind of adorable when you’re yelling at me . . . in a supportive fashion. Other types of yelling from you are still pretty scary,” he said. “Also, I wouldn’t mind kissing you again, under better circumstances.”

			“Now you’re pushing it.”

			“And I was hoping that you might go with me to Zeb and Jolene’s wedding,” he added. “As sort of a trial date? In fact, maybe we could go to the rehearsal together and you could decide whether to go to the wedding with me. Like a pretrial date or a hearing . . . wait, no . . . that’s not right.”

			I laughed. Jane had known Zeb since they were small children. He was a sweetheart—a goofy, unflappable guy Jane just sort of pulled into the supernatural world along with her. He wasn’t the alpha-male type. He was a kindergarten teacher, for goodness’ sake. And somehow he’d attracted the attention of one of the most ridiculously beautiful women I’d ever met—who also happened to be a werewolf. Jolene adored him, and he was comfortable with letting her be the alpha in the relationship. Their wedding promised to be the supernatural social event of the season—if everybody survived.

			“You’re throwing around a lot of quasi-legal terms right now, Cheney, which makes me doubt the wisdom of agreeing to any sort of date with you.”

			“But I do have you intrigued,” he noted. “Admit it.”

			“I admit nothing.”

			“Have I mentioned that it’s a Titanic-themed wedding?” he asked, grinning broadly.

			“Of course it is. Why don’t you just go find some other girl to harass?” I asked him.

			“I don’t want to harass other girls. I want to harass you.”

			“You don’t know when to quit, do you?”

			That familiar grin parted his lips, and somehow everything seemed right with the world for a brief second. “Never.”
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			Find ways to fill your time and meet new people. Join a club. Attend local support group meetings. Avoid rom-coms and ice cream.

			—Surviving the Undead Breakup: A Human’s Guide to Healing

			I didn’t really trust Dick not to follow me to my appointment, so I followed him back to his trailer—the new trailer to replace the one recently blown up by his crazy supervillain-with-benefits, Missy, the murderous Realtor—and made sure he had intentions to stay there. Because that was normal behavior, right?

			I drove to the Lucky Clover Motel, where Sophie and her friend were waiting for me in room 140. Consisting of one squat story of battered, white cinder block, the Lucky Clover wasn’t quite a rent-by-the-hour flophouse . . . because city ordinances banned innkeepers from renting their accommodations by the hour. The neon sign sputtered to spell “L__ky _lover.” The parking lot was dark and occupied by a handful of beat-up cars. And I would not touch the worn-thin Kelly-green comforters on a dare.

			But Sophie had wanted to meet on neutral ground, away from the Council offices, because the Council didn’t want bite-for-hire transactions to occur on the premises. Not because they were trying to protect me from other vampires who might be provoked by the scent of my blood but because no liability insurance carrier would touch them otherwise.

			That made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside.

			The vampires were waiting for me when I arrived. Sophie was standing precisely in the middle of the dingy room’s even dingier once-beige carpet, where she was least likely to touch any furnishings. Tall, platinum blond, and the owner of an inordinate number of black pantsuits, Sophie exuded a sort of European elegance that set her apart from the vast majority of Half-Moon Hollow’s population.

			“Sophie,” I said, nodding in deference.

			I didn’t know much about her. Nobody did. Even those who’d worked with her for years didn’t know her last name. She was beautiful in that overtly perfect, plastic manner that made her ethereal and timeless and sort of creepy. In other words, she immediately made me feel inadequate, frumpy, and shabby when I walked into the motel room.

			A tiny, mousy blonde in an embroidered pink cardigan sat on the corner of the bed, which was enough to make me question her judgment. She refused to look at me as I crossed the room and set my handbag on the table. And she was wearing thick-framed pink glasses, a weird affectation when you considered that when she had been turned, her vision had automatically become twenty-twenty. Given her strange, hunched posture, I thought maybe the eyeglasses were like a security blanket—perhaps the pane of fake prescription glass made her feel protected from the world.

			“Andrea, how lovely. Thank you for joining us,” Sophie purred.

			“Sorry I’m late. It was unavoidable.” Opening my purse, I tucked a small leatherette toiletry bag under my arm. I took a deep breath, trying to center myself for “surrogate mode.”

			“I’m sure it must’ve been very important for you to have delayed your arrival,” Sophie said, shaking her head. I chose the better part of valor, which was keeping my mouth shut. “Andrea, this is Darla. Darla, this is Andrea, a fully qualified blood surrogate on retainer with the Council to assist in special situations like yours.”

			Darla glanced up and gave me a barely audible greeting, then immediately returned her gaze to the hands twisting in her lap.

			“Hello, Darla. It’s nice to meet you.”

			From what I’d read in the file Sophie sent me, Darla was a brand-new vampire, barely a month turned. As a human, she’d worked at the local Property Valuation Administrator’s office, attended services at the Half-Moon Hollow Baptist Church, and volunteered at the local animal shelter. She’d been turned by her boyfriend, who had apparently wanted more of a three-week thing rather than eternity. He’d dumped her, leaving her high and dry and in the care of Sophie, her Council-assigned foster sire. The trauma of her abandonment had left her with a severe drinking disorder. She shied away from live feeding because she couldn’t stand the sensation of her fangs sinking through skin. A few failed experiments left her unable to drink donor blood. She could drink bottled blood but only certain brands, and only tolerated those brands for a few days at a time before her body rejected that, too. So, basically, Darla was a colicky newborn vampire.

			I wasn’t sure what Sophie had done to deserve such a delightful foster assignment, but I would milk every single contact I had at the local Council office to find out.

			“I don’t want to do this. I’m fine with bottled blood, really. Surely there have to be people who survive on bottled blood only.”

			“Yes, there are, and we make fun of them at the meetings. Now, stretch your fangs,” Sophie told her sternly.

			“So, Darla.” I gave her a reassuring smile and sat next to her on the bed. I would burn my slacks later, I promised myself. “I understand that you’re having some trouble with feeding?”

			“I just can’t,” Darla whispered in her high, tinny voice with its thick bluegrass accent. “I hate it. I don’t like the biting. I don’t like the way the blood fills my mouth. Everything tastes like pennies. I just can’t do it.”

			It was rare for a vampire to completely reject their feeding instincts, but it did happen, especially in cases where the vampire had an extremely passive personality as a human. That type of vampire attempted to rise above their thirst, ignoring their natures, which was the worst way to handle it, because eventually those vampires got pushed beyond their control and went on blood-soaked rampages that ended up on the evening news. Sophie was trying to avoid a PR nightmare by offering Darla the training-wheels version of feeding.

			This was what I liked about my job—helping people. And yes, I considered vampires people. Despite my experience with Mathias, I knew that vampires were as good or as bad as regular human beings. It was a matter of choice and morality, not pulse.

			“Well, I’m going to try to help you through all that,” I told Darla, rolling up my sleeves. “Let’s work on one issue at a time. If we skipped the first step—the biting—do you think you might be able to relax enough to drink?”

			Darla shrugged. “I suppose so. I get so tense thinking about that weird, squishing feeling of my fangs going through skin that I can’t swallow, and I get all choked up.”

			“OK, so we’ll start there,” I said, opening the kit. I took a pre-packaged sanitizing wet wipe from my purse and swiped it along my wrists. I withdrew a small scalpel and uncapped it. With practiced care, I made a short incision a safe distance from my major veins.

			As the blood welled up from the wound, I heard the telltale snick of Darla’s fangs dropping. She was shaking her head so fast that her glasses slipped down her button nose. “No, I don’t think I can. The smell. The smell is freaking me out.”

			“It didn’t hurt,” I assured her, which was a lie because cutting that delicate skin stung like a bitch. “Now, all you have to do is raise my arm to your lips. Let’s try for three swallows. You’ll feel better after you do, less shaky. And I’ve been told that my blood is delicious, like melted Godiva chocolate. Just give it a try.”

			Darla whimpered.

			Sophie huffed and tapped her Prada-shod foot on the carpet. “Darla.”

			The little blonde shuddered. Meanwhile, my blood was running over my wrist and dripping onto the carpet. Frankly, I didn’t think the future guests would notice.

			“Darla,” Sophie said, what little motherly patience she’d shown before having evaporated from her voice.

			Darla slid her hands under my wrist and slowly raised it toward her face. She sniffed delicately. “Smells OK.”

			“Thank you,” I said, laughing lightly.

			She pressed my wrist to her mouth and, grimacing terribly, wrapped her lips around the wound. She yanked her face away and blanched, as if my blood tasted like battery acid and kale. But after a glare from Sophie, she put her mouth back on my arm and took one weak pull from the wound.

			She raised her head, licking at her lips. “It’s not so bad. It’s not rushing into my mouth like the others.”

			“See?” I asked brightly. “Give it another try.”

			Darla nodded and lifted my arm to her mouth, latching on properly this time. She took a good, strong pull from the wound, so strong that it actually hurt a little. I fought the urge to gasp in pain, because I didn’t want to scare Darla. I watched her throat work as she swallowed several mouthfuls. She cradled my arm against her slight body like a favorite teddy bear. She moaned as she took one long gulp of my blood, lasting a full ten seconds.

			The usual euphoric feelings I experienced during feedings, the warm flush of happiness and endorphins, were notably absent. I didn’t trust Darla’s responses. She’d gone from reluctant and skittish to snuggling my arm far too quickly. She wasn’t in control of herself, which meant that I had to be focused enough for both of us.

			By my estimates, Darla had taken almost a half-pint, which was well within acceptable loss ranges. And if I had to pry her off my arm, I was going to need to start pulling away before she got too close to the limit of safe blood loss.

			“OK, Darla, I think that’s enough for now,” I said gently, sweeping her golden hair back over her shoulder with my spare hand. I meant it to be a motherly gesture, to snap her out of her violent fugue. But she shrugged me off, pulling my wrist tight against her. She raised her head, dropping her lower jaw and letting her fangs extend fully before snapping them back around my wrist.

			“Hey!” I yelped, looking to Sophie, whose only reaction was to raise her eyebrows.

			I yanked my arm toward me, but Darla held on. Her small frame contained full vampire strength, which she used to shove at my chest and pin me back against the bed. Darla hovered over me, lips stained red, and sniffed at my neck before striking, sinking her fangs deep into my jugular. I let loose a strangled scream. Through the pounding in my ears, I could hear pounding on the walls and someone yelling at us to keep it down. I could hear Sophie dispassionately telling Darla, “That’s enough, now, Darla.”

			But all of Darla’s repressed instincts had risen to the surface, and she was in a full feeding frenzy. She dragged me up the length of the bed, pulling me against her and drinking down my blood as fast as she could—as if she could sense that her “treat” was about to be snatched away from her.

			“Sophie!” I rasped around the head wedged against my throat.

			“Darla, that’s enough!” Sophie insisted, but I noticed through fluttering eyelids that she didn’t actually move to help me. I threw my hand up, swatting off the little vampire’s unnecessary glasses.

			“Darla,” I wheezed, but Darla was busy gulping down my blood. I could feel the life ebbing from my body, cold spreading through my chest and taking my breath away. My fingers felt numb and useless, and my lips tingled. She was going to drain me completely. I was going to die in this grubby motel room on this disgusting bed because Sophie didn’t want to rumple her suit long enough to save me.

			Summoning all of my upper-body strength—which I admit wasn’t a lot even when I wasn’t fighting off a vampire attack—I yanked my left arm up and managed to jam my thumb into her eye. It was more of a glancing blow, but it was enough to make Darla disengage from my neck. I swung my arm up a second time and swatted her eyelid again.

			“Ow!” she cried, now loosening her hold on me and letting me slide down the bed.

			Even vampires are less predatory after being slapped in the eye.

			An expression of pure horror slid over Darla’s face. At vampire speed, she scrambled back across the bedspread, wiping the blood from her mouth with the backs of her hands while gibbering and whimpering.

			I tried to sit up, but the moment I lifted my head, the room tilted at an alarming angle. My snobbery over body contact with the bedspread had evaporated. Everything was swirly, and not in the fun, “recreational pharmaceuticals” fashion. It was all I could do not to vomit all over everything.

			“Well, I see we’ve gotten past some of our sensory issues,” Sophie drawled. “Well done, Darla. Now we just have to work on your control . . . and stain removal.”

			Yes, hilarious, because my blood was spattered all over Darla’s adorable pink cardigan. But at least I’d learned something about Sophie. Sophie was a bitch.

			Normally, I would be able to come up with more descriptive insults, but I was pretty sure I’d just lost forty percent of my total blood volume. Most of my brain function was devoted to keeping the rest of my blood pumping through my organs.

			Right now, the best I could produce was “Everything hurts. I hate everybody.”

			“Are you all right, Andrea?” Sophie asked, while checking the polish on her nails.

			Despite the fact that I was dizzy and nauseated and I was pretty sure that if I stood up I would collapse like a balsa wood weight bench, I nodded. (The nodding hurt.) I didn’t want to scare Darla, who was already cowering against the headboard with her arms thrown over her face, muttering “I’m sorry” over and over.

			“I’m just a little light-headed,” I said, sliding toward the foot of the bed while still on my back. “Can I have a glass of water?”

			“Yes.” Sophie managed to sound solicitous and annoyed at the same time. She walked toward the bathroom and picked up a drinking glass that wasn’t wrapped in protective plastic and had lip prints on the rim.

			“Never mind,” I told her. “Never mind. I’m OK.”

			Shivering, I scooted down the bed until I felt my feet hit the floor. I pushed up from the mattress with my eyes closed so I couldn’t see the room spinning. It took a few tries, but I managed to unfold myself into a standing position. “See?” I said.

			“Yes, you stood up, good for you,” Sophie said, handing me my purse.

			I sank back down on the bed but raised my arm long enough to flash her a thumbs-up. Sophie hauled me up from the mattress by the elbows. “I’ll drive you home. Darla, you will stay here. Do not leave this room for any reason. If you do, there will be consequences from which you will not recover.”

			Oh, sure, pinning me down and snacking on me wasn’t a punishable offense, but leave a gross motel room and Sophie would go all Fugitive on her. I tried not to let that hurt my feelings.

			Darla nodded, still looking ashamed of herself. “Of course. I’m so sorry, Andrea.”

			I waved my hand dismissively, as if the effort to move my arm wasn’t Herculean. “Don’t worry, Darla. I’ll be fine. Don’t let this scare you off live feeding, OK? Once you adjust to it, it won’t be as dramatic.”

			This was a difficult speech to deliver while Sophie was basically controlling me by my elbow like a puppet.

			“Are you sure you’re all right?” Sophie asked as she loaded me into her Mercedes. And by “loaded” I mean she had to open the door and then physically lift me into the seat. I managed to buckle my own seatbelt . . . after four tries. I noticed that Sophie shut the door before I could answer.

			“I’m fine,” I assured her as she slid into the driver’s seat and checked her lipstick in the rearview mirror. Being a high-maintenance blood surrogate meant that you got fewer assignments from the Council. Being involved in an incident that required one of the Council leaders to fill out copious amounts of paperwork was a certain way to become an unemployed blood surrogate. Also, the Hollow was a tiny, semirural job market where I rented a very expensive apartment. I liked my heavily padded savings account too much to endanger it, thank you very much.

			“I just need to get hydrated and get some sleep. I’ll be right as rain in the morning,” I told Sophie, even as her face doubled and swam before my eyes.

			She smiled at me, although, much like the rest of her, there was no warmth in it. “That’s the spirit.”

			Teeth chattering from full-body shivers, I drifted in and out of consciousness as Sophie drove me to my apartment. She waited for me to unlock my front door before she whipped her car back out of my driveway. I was wobbling as I stumbled into the house, lost in that strange floating sensation where I knew I was about to pass out but couldn’t seem to communicate to the rest of my body to get to some soft location for landing.

			I just needed to make it to the couch. If I could make it to the couch, the room would stop spinning and I could collect myself long enough to avoid throwing up on my nice, clean carpet. I should call Jane. She’d know what to do, and if she didn’t, she’d Google it until I was on the road to recovery. Digging through my purse, I closed my cold, trembling fingers around my phone before I dropped the bag on the floor.

			I flopped face-first onto my sofa, muttering an “ouch” when my forehead collided with a remote control. Vertigo had my head spinning again. Shivering, I pulled a chenille throw from the back of the sofa and dragged it over my body. I prayed for some warmth from the thin material to seep into my skin.

			I held the phone in front of my face, struggling to remember how to open my contacts and dial Jane’s number. My eyelids were so heavy it was difficult to focus on the lit screen in front of my face.

			Suddenly, a loud ping sounded from the phone. I winced at the noise and squinted at the text scrolling across my screen from Dick.

			Hey, Red, just checking in. Jane gave me your # for emergencies.

			I frowned. I definitely wasn’t going to tell Dick about my current predicament. He would only use it against me in the argument against my profession. Jane would do the same thing, but she’d be gracious enough not to be smug about it.

			Everything is fine. Or at least, that’s what I thought I typed. I couldn’t seem to move my thumbs to the right buttons.

			I squinted at the screen. It appeared that I had typed Ensrygtuhn so eufd.

			What? Dick replied. You drunk, Red?

			Mp, I typed. Jisr q litwwe dixxo.

			Where was autocorrect when I needed it? I tried to backspace, undo the message, and explain that I was just a little dizzy, but I ended up hitting send.

			Great. Now Dick thought I was some sort of wino. I would have blamed this on autocorrect if I could have seen the stupid screen.

			Seriously, you OK?

			I wiped at my eyes and forced myself to focus on the phone. The texts were so blurry. The outer edges of the screen were blurry, too, and dark. Getting darker.

			The last thing I remembered was my phone ringing—the sound barely rippling across the murky depths of my head. My whole body collapsed like a marionette cut loose from its strings. I felt my hand slap against the side of the couch and heard the clatter of my phone hitting the leg of my coffee table. I couldn’t muster the strength to reach down and pick it up. My head was heavy, and I couldn’t seem to get a deep enough breath. Was this death? After years with vampires, was I going to get taken down by some newborn in a pink cardigan?

			A spike of fear flared through my chest. I couldn’t fall asleep. If I fell asleep, I might not wake up . . . I might not . . .
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			You will resist being vulnerable again. You will avoid connecting with others, both human and vampire. This is not healthy. Everybody needs that one friend who will bail them out of jail, no questions asked.

			—Surviving the Undead Breakup: A Human’s Guide to Healing

			I was swimming through some immense darkness. My head ached with a dull throb that I felt in my teeth, my mouth was so dry that my throat made a clacking sound when I swallowed, and I was shaking so hard that I couldn’t move my fingers.

			I wasn’t sure how much time had passed. The living room was dark, but I could see weak sunlight peeking around the edges of my window shades. I blinked my eyes and saw pale hands hovering over me and felt a sharp pinch in the back of my hand. Cool fingers stroked my forehead, and Dick’s face appeared over me.

			He was smiling, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. Those vibrant green orbs were practically glowing with anger and worry and despair. With one arm, he pulled me up on the arm of the couch and propped me against some pillows so I was in a sitting position. He held a glass of water to my lips.

			“Come on, Red. Come on, sweetheart. We need to get some fluids in you any way we can.”

			“Fluids?” I rasped. I forced my eyes open and saw an IV pole standing next to my couch. I followed the lines from the bag of saline and another of donor blood to the IV ports in the backs of both of my hands. An empty IV bag marked Human Donor Blood lay discarded on the floor.

			Dick Cheney had put IV lines into both of my hands. I wasn’t sure how to respond to that.

			“’M fine,” I told him, batting my hands at the water he was trying to force into my mouth. When I turned my head away, I felt the pull of medical tape against my skin. A fresh new bandage the size of a postcard had been applied to the bite on my neck. A smaller bandage had been taped over the cut and the bites on my wrist.

			“Yeah, you’re a regular Chuck Norris. Come on, baby doll, please drink for me,” he pleaded.

			I stared at Dick, doubtful expression in place. But maybe a glass of water would make the freeze-dried squirrel taste in my mouth go away. I nodded and let him lift the glass to my lips.

			The water was positively ambrosial—clean, just the right temperature, and somehow a little minty. I gulped the whole thing in five seconds flat, prompting Dick to pick up a second glass and press it on me. While I was drinking, he rubbed soothing circles on my back. The tension lines in his face gave way with every mouthful of water I swallowed, but he still seemed pretty pissed off.

			I noted that the donor bag was marked AB negative. I had no idea how Dick managed to get a pint of my rare blood type, much less several, but I would never criticize his shady connections again. God bless Dick’s criminal underbelly. Sitting beside me, he carefully arranged my legs over his lap and pulled a thick fleece blanket up to my shoulders.

			“You can’t ever do that to me again, Andrea. Do you understand?” he demanded, his voice cracking a bit over my name. He never used my real name. This was very bad. “When I broke in here, you barely had a pulse. Your blood pressure was next to nothing, and your breathing was so shallow I had to double-check it against a mirror. Damn it, you could have died. You can’t do that to me. I just lost Gilbert. I can’t lose you, too.”

			“Dick—”

			“You scared the hell out of me,” he said. “Did you even realize that your shirt was soaked in your blood? I had to cut it off to clean you up.”

			I glanced down. I appeared to be wearing nothing but my lacy white camisole, which was crusted in rusty red stains. And my couch, which was a lovely periwinkle color, was smeared with the same coppery smudges. This was not a good night for my stain-removal budget.

			“Damn, I really liked that blouse.”

			Dick did not look impressed with my glibness.

			I grimaced. “I’m sorry. It was a new client. She didn’t know the limits. And I don’t know if Sophie realized how much she took.”

			“Sophie was there?” He seethed, his eyes narrowing dangerously. “And what did she do when she saw that you were damn near drained?”

			“She dropped me off at home.”

			Dick’s nostrils flared. “Really?”

			I nodded, even though the motion made my head ache. “Thank you for taking care of me,” I said.

			“Well, hell, what else was I going to do?” he scoffed. “I wasn’t going to let you go gentle into that good night—not when you have plenty of insults stored up for me.”

			“We don’t ever have to tell Jane about this, OK?” I said, forgetting my drained brain’s assurance that Jane was the one to call. “She’s been dropping hints about how risky my job is. I’ve basically handed her this I told you so on a silver platter.”

			“I won’t tell her, Red, but I happen to agree with her. I don’t think your job is safe. I know you like your clients, but if this is the risk, it’s not safe. It’s just not.”

			I nodded. “I’ll consider it.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Why didn’t you just take me to the hospital?” I asked.

			“No time,” he said. “I barely had time to call my contact at the blood bank and have him meet me here.”

			“What? Why?” I asked, shaking my head. “Why did you even come over?”

			“You weren’t making any sense, and I knew you wouldn’t drink on a night you were doing a feeding. I was afraid something like this had happened.”

			“And you just happened to know a guy who had access to the rarest blood type in America?”

			“I might’ve had some set aside at the blood bank for you, just in case.”

			“You had a backup plan just in case a client drained me?”

			Dick shrugged. “I have backup plans for the people and things that are important to me.”

			I didn’t know if it was the brush with exsanguination or the bashful, tender expression on Dick’s handsome face, but for some reason, my eyes welled up just a little bit. Dick Cheney cared about me enough to have contingency plans in place to protect me from myself. I’d always assigned selfish motivations to Dick’s schemes, but there could be nothing gained from arranging “backup blood” for me. Dick had done something utterly selfless—and most likely very expensive—for me.

			I cleared my raw throat around the lump gathering there. “Why didn’t you just turn me?”

			Dick absently checked the port in my left hand, stroking down the medical tape there. “We never talked about it. I didn’t want to make that decision for you. Everybody has the right to make that call for themselves, Red. I wouldn’t take that from you.”

			I pressed my lips together, tangling the fingers of my left hand together with his, even though it tweaked the port. “Thank you.”

			“Here,” he said, twisting so he could reach the high, narrow table I’d set up behind my sofa. He retrieved two large coffee-house-sized mugs. One smelled sort of herbal and yeasty, while the other contained a dark brown meat-scented liquid.

			“Beef consommé and barley tea. I know it sounds disgusting . . . because it is. But you need the iron. And the barley tea is supposed to help your hemoglobin levels.”

			Sniffing the barley tea delicately, I sipped at it and shuddered, but he tipped the cup against my mouth, making me take a much longer drink.

			“How do you know how to start an IV?” I asked him, wiping my mouth. I winced when the medical tape pulled at my skin.

			“You know, over the years, I’ve developed a lot of life skills. It hurts me that people don’t believe I have them.”

			I drained the cup because I figured it wouldn’t be so gross if I just took one long drink. I was wrong. It was still gross. “It’s just that those skills are so random, we don’t know what’s real and what’s hyperbole. You’re like Half-Moon Hollow’s Davy Crockett.”

			I pulled a face as I handed him the empty mug. He nodded toward the consommé, and when I didn’t immediately drink it, he lifted the broth to my lips himself. It was considerably tastier than the barley tea. He said, “I met Davy Crockett once. He was a tool. Wore that stupid cap long after the joke stopped being funny.”

			“Davy Crockett died at the Alamo, before you were even born.”

			Dick squinted at me. “He did, did he?”

			“Don’t do that. You can’t just claim a random historical figure is a vampire just because you think it’ll make your story plausible and somehow cooler.”

			“I believe I can. For my future reference, have you ever thought about whether you’d be turned?” he asked, his tone intentionally light and teasing.

			“I’ve waffled about this over the years, but I’m still undecided.”

			Dick snorted, brushing my tangled hair back from my face. “That’s very helpful.”

			I grinned at him. “I don’t want to die. I’m too young and beautiful and fabulous, obviously.”

			“Oh, obviously,” he said, his face finally relaxing into a genuine smile.

			“But I don’t know if I want to upset the natural order of things. I have no problem with the way vampires live. Hell, I already keep your hours. I clearly have no problems with your feeding habits.” I ignored Dick’s grumbling at that comment. “And I’m certainly not interested in having kids.”

			“Really?” he asked. “I think you’d make a great mom.”

			I laughed. “What about me screams ‘great mom’? I like my dry-clean-only clothes and my breakables too much for toddlers,” I told him. “I mean, I’m not antichild. I like the idea of children. But I spent a very long time trying to meet the needs and expectations of other people—people who couldn’t be pleased, by the way. And now I’m sort of going through a selfish phase. Healing, but permanent.”

			“I can respect that.”

			“Anyway, despite all that, I’m just not sure I want to be a vampire. It seems like a long, lonely road to walk. I suppose I’ll know the moment I’m faced with the decision to breathe my last or drink from my sire.”

			“Well, I hope I’m there to see that,” he said softly. He paused for a long moment. “I’d like to rephrase that.”

			I nodded, sighing as I sank against his side. “I’d be more comfortable if you did.”

			“So, full disclosure, I went through your kitchen drawers looking for medical supplies.”

			“OK.”

			“And I saw the picture.”

			I blinked up at him for a long time. “Oh . . . Oh.”

			He’d seen the picture—the framed four-by-six photo of me wrapped in Mathias’s long arms, cuddling in his lap while he pontificated on some point in arcane history. Whenever I felt lonely for Mathias, I put that photo out on my coffee table. I didn’t use it to remind myself of happy times. I put it out so I could see the look on my face—the total, addlepated devotion, the eagerness to please. Meanwhile, Mathias’s whole body was oriented away from me, focused entirely on the person he was talking to. I might as well have been a potted plant in his lap for all the attention he was paying me. So whenever I felt like I was forgetting my righteous rage, I would stare at it until my spleen felt like it was on fire.

			I hadn’t needed that sort of aversion therapy in a long time, because I hadn’t felt longing for Mathias Northon in a long time. And I hadn’t felt the need to bolster myself against vampire relationships. I hadn’t even thought about the photo for months.

			“It had his name on the back. I Googled him. Good-looking, professional guy. I could see how breaking up with him would really do a number on you.”

			I lifted an eyebrow at the uncertain tone of his voice. Dick never sounded unsure of himself. He was always frighteningly smug when it came to his own merit. It was sort of funny that he was intimidated by Mathias, who was awesome on paper and yet secretly a scumbag, while Dick was so inadequate on paper but sincerely kind in person.

			“It did do a number on me, but I got over it.”

			“How?”

			“I had a collection of friends who helped me find a new life. And when I was settled into that new life, some of those friends contacted the IT department at the college where he worked to alert them to some inappropriate material in his browser history. Colleges really frown on that sort of material showing up on their servers, even if the professor in question claims to have no knowledge of how it got there. They particularly frown on it if the material also shows up as part of a PowerPoint presentation he’s giving at a trustees luncheon.”

			Dick’s jaw dropped.

			“I have very talented friends,” I told him.

			“So I guess that’s why you’ve never mentioned him. There was no point. You destroyed him.”

			“I don’t know about that. I never followed up, but I’m not sure he works at that college anymore.”

			“I need to make some calls,” he said, digging his phone out of his shirt pocket. “Because while you were unconscious, I may have made some requests of some of my friends in the Chicago area that feel like overkill now.”

			“What did you do?”

			Sheepishly, he admitted, “I was going to have all of his utilities shut off and then have a hundred deep-dish garlic and anchovy pizzas delivered to his house in twos for the next six months.”

			“Aw . . . that’s adorable.”

			“Oh, hush, so you’ve out-supervillained me one time. I was distracted by providing your vital medical care.”

			I burst out laughing.

			“Sometimes you make it very difficult to be your white knight,” he grumbled.

			“You can try again sometime,” I told him.

			“Count on it.” Dick chuckled and wrapped an arm around me. I closed my eyes and rubbed my forehead against the line of his jaw. He always had the appearance of having a five o’clock shadow, but his skin was surprisingly smooth and soft. I took a deep breath, inhaling his spicy bergamot scent. The familiar smell enveloped me and sent a shudder down my spine. I gasped but covered the noise by sucking air through my teeth as if I had been shivering. I pulled the blanket up to my chin.

			“Cold?”

			I nodded.

			“That happens sometimes with the saline,” he said, as he gently pushed me back against the arm of the sofa and climbed under the blanket with me. “Here. Shared body heat.”

			“You don’t have any body heat. You’re room temperature.”

			“Just snuggle up, woman.”

			I snorted, carefully arranging us so my back was tucked against his chest. His arms wrapped around my front and enveloped me in an embrace that was oddly warm. He tucked his face into the crook of my neck, on the opposite side of my Darla-related wounds.

			I had no doubt I was safe. It’d been a long time since I’d been able to trust someone to get this close to me.

			After Mathias, I didn’t trust my perceptions of people. I didn’t trust that I could be loved, that I was worth loving. As much as I valued my clients, professional decorum and survival instincts kept me a little bit on edge. And now I felt . . . safe and cherished . . . and completely at peace, despite the fact that my head was still pounding and I was snuggled up to a T-shirt that was extolling the virtue of sex in the bluegrass state.

			“This is nice,” he rumbled, burying his face in my hair.

			I closed my eyes and relaxed against him. “Mmmhmm.”

			“See, I’m not such a bad guy.”

			I snickered. “Well, you’re not a good guy.”

			“Is this because I have my hand on your boob?” he asked.

			I yawned widely, noting that he did not, in fact, move his hand from my left breast. “That, too.”

			I slept so deeply that I don’t think I moved for twelve hours. At one point, I felt Dick get up from the couch, fiddle with my IVs, and pull the blanket up to my chin. Somewhere inside my barely conscious brain, it bothered me that he was leaving me, running off like I was some one-and-done. But at a weirder subconscious level, it was sort of a relief to have my worst suspicions (about Dick and the rest of the male population, dead and undead) confirmed.

			I drifted back to sleep, relieved that I hadn’t wasted years on bitterness and . . . yet more bitterness.

			I fully woke up hours later, and the room was totally dark. Once again, I had a room-temperature body wrapped around my back, and his hands were respectfully tucked around my arms. Dick’s chin was cradled in the crook of my neck. The IV lines had been removed, so I could roll over freely. My hands ached from the punctures, and all of the extra fluids made me feel sort of sloshy, but I had to admit I felt better. The throbbing in my head was gone and my mouth had something resembling moisture in it, which was nice.

			As I cuddled against Dick’s chest, my eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness.

			He looked so sweet when he was asleep. His face was relaxed and untroubled. The puckish bend to his mouth was missing, and he looked—I knew I was going to feel strange about thinking this later—innocent.

			Dick Cheney saved me. He’d come back. He didn’t want me to wake up alone. He wanted to take care of me. I’d never been with someone who wanted to take care of me instead of the other way around. I leaned closer, letting my nose brush against his. He didn’t stir. Licking my lips lightly, I pressed forward and brushed my mouth against his.

			He inhaled sharply and jerked awake. His eyes flew open wide, and I leaned back, a cold flash of fear in my belly warning me that I might have gone too far. One does not poke a sleeping predator. And making out with him without permission? Probably not a good idea, either. But in the darkness, I could see Dick’s lips curve upward. He lowered his forehead against mine, and after a long moment, he kissed me back. His lips were cool and smooth and molded against mine. I melted into him as I felt his hands sweep over my back and pull me even closer.

			I wound my leg around his, bringing his hips closer to mine. I moaned into his mouth as his hands made their way from my back to caressing my bare arms. I twisted my fingers into his T-shirt. And, glancing down at the “Gettin’ Lucky in Kentucky” logo, I tugged at it until he reached for the hem and pulled it over his head.

			Finally, I got to see what Dick Cheney was hiding under those smartass T-shirts.

			Wow.

			Why did he wear shirts at all? It was practically a crime against humanity, or at least against the female half of the population. Dick wasn’t beefy and overbuilt, but he had a lovely swimmer’s physique—a long, muscled torso, impressive pecs, and rangy, sinewed arms. And those arms were wrapped around me. It was heavenly.

			Before I could make some awkward remark, he pressed his mouth against mine, effectively (and mercifully) shutting me up. I could feel his fangs growing against my mouth. I flicked my tongue, letting it flutter against the sensitive enamel of his canines. Dick growled, clutching my face between his hands as he sucked on my bottom lip and nipped at it. I hissed at the sharp, but not entirely unpleasant, sensation.

			Dick retreated, rolling onto his back so I was straddling his hips. His hand slid up the back of my neck, tangling in my hair before cradling my cheek. He was panting, eyes closed, and seemed to be counting to himself. I watched as his fangs withdrew back into line with his blunt teeth.

			He was getting himself back under control. For me. I scrambled up the length of his body to basically attack his mouth. A strange response to a man’s demonstrated resistance to violence, but good God, Dick Cheney restraining himself for my sake was one of the sexiest things I’d ever seen.

			This self-imposed “cooling off” did not seem to affect the rather respectable bulge growing in his jeans. I rolled my hips, enjoying the little whimpering sounds he made in his throat as the growing warmth between my thighs made contact with that impressive erection. I grinned against his mouth, pleased and just a little smug.

			He spread his large hand with its long, graceful fingers over my breast, pushing the lace camisole aside. He thumbed my nipple, while his other hand caressed the length of my spine. Those same long fingers pressed against my ass, pinning me against him as he bucked his hips. He nosed along my jaw, pressing cool, wet kisses that left me shivering in his wake. His forehead bumped against the bandage on my neck. I hissed against the throb of pain and he drew back.

			“Sorry,” he breathed.

			“It’s OK,” I told him.

			Dick pushed my hair back from my face and cupped my cheek. “How are you feeling?”

			Sighing, I sat up, and he followed, grabbing his shirt and dropping it back over his head, effectively killing whatever this was. I couldn’t help but pout a little. Good-bye, admirable abdominals.

			“So . . . that happened,” he said.

			“Yes, it did.”

			“But I won’t blame you if you want to blame this on me and my vampiric nature taking advantage of you in your weak state.”

			I shook my head. “I kissed you because I wanted to kiss you. And not trusting you has nothing to do with your being a vampire. I didn’t trust you because you’re so damned charming. I don’t trust charming. I don’t trust myself to choose correctly.”

			“I trust you.”

			“That’s because I just made out with you.”

			“That’s probably true. But just so you know, I don’t do that with just anyone.”

			“That’s not what I’ve been told. You have a reputation, Cheney.”

			“Slander, honey, and falsehoods. I kissed you because you’re special.”

			“Because of my blood type.”

			“Because of you. Because you’re funny and smart and a little scary when you need to be. And because you’re becoming sassier every day, and I love it. It’s like watching someone put temporary tattoos on the Mona Lisa. It shouldn’t be awesome, but somehow it is.”’

			“It has nothing to do with you wanting to take a bite out of me?”

			“If all I wanted to do was to take a bite out of you, I would’ve done that when you were helpless and unconscious. Of course, if you want to discuss some mutually agreed-upon nibbles, I wouldn’t say no. But that’s not why I want to be with you. I want to be with you because of you.”

			My lips twitched. “Thank you.”

			“So are you going to go out in public with me or just use me for my snuggling skills?”

			I sighed. “It’d be wrong, wouldn’t it? Just to use you for your body?”

			Dick stared off into space for a moment, eyes slightly glazed over.

			“Dick?”

			“Sorry, I need a minute to collect myself,” he said, squirming uncomfortably in his jeans. “OK, I’m collected. I’d be fine with you just using me for my body. It’s mutually beneficial.”

			“I knew you would be,” I said, rolling my eyes.

			“So you’ll go to the wedding rehearsal with me?”

			“Yes,” I told him. “If for no other reason than I think Jane’s got some sort of disaster brewing with Zeb and Zeb’s mom and the werewolf aunties. You know, she’s a generally nice person. Why do so many people get so mad at her?”

			Dick shrugged. “It’s part of her charm. It’s sorta like goin’ to a drag race just because you want to see a crash.”

			I pursed my lips. “You’re a horrible human being.”

			“Not a human,” he said, shaking his head. “Oh, but if we’re going to go on a date, you can’t do that with your mouth. It makes me want to do this.”

			And with that, Dick gave me another long, lingering kiss.
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			You will find love again. You just have to be open to what life or undeath throws at you.

			—Surviving the Undead Breakup: A Human’s Guide to Healing

			I sat in Specialty Books at a heavy leaded-glass and maple desk that had been cleared of the many layers of dusty books in the last week, cataloguing the shop’s ceremonial athames. Mr. Wainwright had stocked an alarming number of knives for a bookshop.

			The former shopkeeper’s funeral service had been quiet and unorthodox. He’d asked to be cremated and sprinkled into the Ohio River, so he could spread out into the Gulf of Mexico and circulate all over the world. Even odder, Mr. Wainwright was attending his own funeral as a spirit. I couldn’t see him or hear him, but Jane assured us he was there and was enjoying the proceedings immensely. He’d agreed to stay in town for the foreseeable future to build that relationship that Dick craved so badly. Also, he’d taken a liking to Jane’s deceased Aunt Jettie, who was haunting Jane’s house.

			There were stranger romances in Half-Moon Hollow, but I couldn’t come up with an example off the top of my head.

			The reading of Mr. Wainwright’s will had been full of surprises. I’d received a token from the old sweetheart: a silver claddagh ring that had belonged to his lost love. I’d only attended the reading to support Jane; I’d never dreamed that he would leave me a remembrance. Dick was none too pleased that said remembrance would burn and blister him upon contact, but I liked the idea of keeping him on his toes.

			We were keeping the new developments between the two of us . . . between the two of us. Jane would find out that we were edging toward coupledom soon enough. She had plenty on her mind, what with her grandmother being engaged to a ghoul and Mr. Wainwright leaving her the shop. The bequest had knocked her flat on her rear. She’d expected a rare book or two, but her former boss had changed his will and left her the whole shop.

			Jane was overwhelmed and grateful and had been agonizing over what to do with the place for days. The shop had just barely broken even the last few years, and Jane had no significant retail experience. But she also knew how difficult it was for vampires to find employment in the Hollow, particularly vampires with such book-specific skills. Jane also anticipated some resistance from Emery, the nephew languishing in South America under the impression that he was Mr. Wainwright’s sole heir. But ultimately, after a very stern heart-to-heart with him, she’d decided to keep the place open.

			I was happy for Jane, who was currently upstairs in Mr. Wainwright’s former apartment getting another pep talk from her ghostly mentor. With most of the dust and debris cleared, I could see the potential in the place. There weren’t any independent bookshops in the Hollow, so with the right product and personal touches (and by somehow convincing the customers that there was no adult bookshop next door), Jane could do very well.

			Meanwhile, I had my own employment issues to work out. At twilight, as I was leaving for the shop, I’d opened my front door to find Sophie standing on my stoop wearing jeans and a sweater. I’m not sure if it was the casual wear or the appearance of someone so closely associated with my recent violent trauma, but I recoiled at the sight of her. And wished desperately that Dick hadn’t decided to stay away for a few days to “give me some space.” Damn his considerate, but absent, ass.

			“Sophie!” I cried, stumbling back into my apartment. “What are you doing here?”

			All of Sophie’s slick Euro-cool charm had disappeared as she glared across the threshold at me. What the hell? She couldn’t be pissed at me over the Darla incident. I hadn’t told a soul besides Dick. And I was hale and healthy thanks to my undead nurse, so it’s not like there’d be repercussions for her. So why was she giving me the face-melting death glare?

			From behind Sophie, a tall, slender brunette teenager stepped out of the darkness. She was wearing velvet hot pants, a peasant blouse, and a floppy straw hat. Because head Council official Ophelia Lambert believed that a jailbait-worthy outfit wasn’t an outfit unless it had a theme. I’d never actually seen Ophelia commit an act of violence. The rumor about her use of an enemy’s femur to club said enemy and then stake him out for sunrise was enough to secure her reputation among undead and living alike. She only had to look at a vampire sideways and they hopped to do her bidding.

			And considering the additional rumors about Ophelia’s past entanglements with Dick, I had to wonder whether I was about to suffer some vampire version of a spurned ex-girlfriend beatdown. That still didn’t explain Sophie’s jeans, though . . .

			“Sophie, I believe you have something to say to Ms. Byrne?” Ophelia prompted her, while leaning against my porch railing.

			Sophie sighed. “It seems I was hasty in dropping you off at your home the other night. I didn’t follow protocols to secure your health and well-being before leaving you. And for that, I owe you an apology.”

			This speech was delivered with all of the energy of Matthew McConaughey on Quaaludes.

			“And?” Ophelia said, nudging her with an elbow to the ribs.

			“And please accept this extremely exorbitant check as a symbol of my sincere regret,” Sophie deadpanned as she held out a creamy linen envelope.

			I reached out tentatively to take it, fully expecting her to grab me in some sort of wrist hold and rip my throat out.

			Sophie gave me one last glare before asking Ophelia, “Am I done now?”

			Ophelia gave her a frosty smile. “Quite. I’ll see you at the next meeting.”

			Sophie strode off the porch without so much as a backward glance. I turned toward Ophelia. “What just happened?”

			“I’m sorry that Sophie dropped the ball so dramatically. She knows better,” Ophelia told me. “But she’s always been a bit oblivious to human needs. I doubt she realized you were in danger of being drained until you were nearly dead. And she figured as long as you were walking around, you’d be fine. Also, she had a dinner party she was trying to get to and didn’t want to be held up.”

			“Yes, how inconsiderate of me, taking up so much of her evening,” I muttered.

			“She’s been removed as Darla’s foster sire, if that makes you feel any better.”

			“That does, actually.”

			“Dick arrived at the Council headquarters after your disastrous appointment, angrier than I’d ever seen him. When my secretary tried to stop him from marching into my office, he tossed her desk into a wall and walked right in. I’d never seen him show anything but oozing charm toward a female, so I had to admit I was intrigued. After explaining the state he’d found you in and how Sophie was responsible, he informed me that I needed to ‘put my boot up Sophie’s ass’ or he was going to do it for me.”

			“Hence the begrudging apology and the ‘exorbitant’ check?”

			“And she’s on probationary status as a Council officer for the next three years. Before you mock the check, you might want to count the number of zeros,” she said, smirking at me.

			Brows quirked, I opened the envelope, scanned the check, and pronounced several elaborate curse words I’d only heard Jane say when she’d gotten her hand caught in one of Mr. Wainwright’s bite-y relics.

			“There you go,” Ophelia drawled.

			Sophie had given me enough money to take a very nice vacation . . . for the next several years. It wasn’t exactly retirement money, but I certainly wouldn’t have to worry about the Council keeping me on retainer. My savings and cozy apartment were safe as long as I kept some reasonable income stream.

			“And Mr. Cheney says that you’d like to limit the number of surrogate appointments you keep with the Council’s constituents. Actually, I believe he said, ‘She’s never going to risk her neck for one of your frickin’ appointments again,’ but I thought you’d like to clarify for me. We would hate to lose you as a surrogate.”

			“Isn’t it sort of counterintuitive to try to get me to stay in your employ right after handing me a big fat check that eliminates my need to keep a second job?”

			“Well, the big fat check was the polite thing to do,” Ophelia protested primly. “Also, it hit Sophie where she lived, so it was a fitting punishment. I don’t want to hold financial security over your head, Andrea, though I will admit that would be the quickest and simplest solution. I want to provide the best for the vampires living in my region, and you’re the best. And that requires your willing and enthusiastic participation in the process.”

			“Thank you, that’s very—”

			Ophelia continued, “Because I’m bound by a host of very annoying human laws about your safety and well-being.”

			“It was so close to being something nice,” I told her. Ophelia shrugged, and I continued, “I would like to limit my appointments . . . to nearly nothing. To be honest, I’m not sure if I want to continue at all, but if I do, I’d like to help out in the occasional special case. And only under Dick’s direct supervision or yours.”

			Ophelia’s dark brows drew together. “You have become close to Dick, haven’t you?”

			I wasn’t going to comment on that. For all I knew, the whole conversation was a trap. Instead, I just continued on my rant. “And I will also stop seeing my private clients, though I’d appreciate it if you kept that to yourself—both for professional discretion and because it’s going to take me a while to work up the nerve to tell Jane.”

			“She’s going to be completely obnoxious about it, isn’t she?”

			“Yes, she is,” I said. “I appreciate all of the kindness the vampire community has shown me over the years, but the risk has just become too much for me.”

			“I can’t say that I blame you, or that I’m not disappointed. I’ll do my best to work with you to find clients and keep you safe. Call my office and we’ll set up a meeting to discuss parameters,” she said.

			“That is very generous of you,” I told her, and she preened a bit. “I have one more question.”

			“Yes?”

			“Why was Sophie wearing jeans?”

			Ophelia burst out laughing, which was somehow also terrifying. “Before he stormed into the Council office, Dick snuck into Sophie’s house, stole all of her pantsuits, and ran them through an industrial wood-chipper.”

			Well, that explained where Dick went while I was sleeping. He’d had a very busy evening trying to out-supervillain me.

			Now, sitting at the Specialty Books register counting pointy objects, I didn’t know what to make of Ophelia’s offer. I knew it was a considerable concession for her to be that flexible. And I appreciated the “blood money” the Council had forced Sophie to hand over. But honestly, I didn’t know if I could continue working as a blood surrogate at all after the Darla experience. I’d had close calls on appointments before but nothing like this.

			The one thing I had no doubt about was the fact that I’d spent a very enjoyable evening in the arms of Dick Cheney. Dick had shown me a whole new side of himself, taking care of me, showing such concern and consideration. Hell, he’d mentally counted down from ten to keep his fangs under control. I wouldn’t tell him right away, but at the moment, I trusted Dick more than ninety-nine percent of the vampires I knew. (Jane and, to a lesser extent, Gabriel excepted.)

			I scrubbed a hand over my face, carefully applied makeup be damned. I needed a coffee, desperately. Between the occupational stress, the occasional Darla-fueled nightmare, and reliving the delicious kisses courtesy of Dick Cheney, I hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep all week. But I’d seen the coffee pot in the recently unearthed break room. I wouldn’t drink anything made in that pot even if I was immortal.

			I craved a latte but figured it’d be a poor show of support for Jane to abandon her to her doubts while I ran to Starbucks.

			“Andrea, you OK?”

			At the sound of Jane’s concerned tone, I steeled my mind against any potentially alarming thoughts. I mentally checked off the list of things I shouldn’t think of lest Jane pluck it from my mind—making out with Dick, vocational doubts, nearly becoming vampire kibble. And I closed a mental shield around my brain to keep her out. It was nothing personal. She just didn’t need to know about any of that stuff until I was ready to share it with her.

			I smiled at Jane as she approached the cash register. “You look tired,” she said.

			Apparently, I hadn’t applied the under-eye concealer quite as effectively as I’d hoped. “I’m fine,” I told her. “I’ve just been working a lot lately. Two jobs, you know, lots of commitments.”

			“Well, I wanted to talk to you about something,” Jane said.

			I tried to keep my face neutral, because it was possible—though unlikely—that Jane didn’t know about that mental checklist of no-no subjects. I wondered which topic I’d have to have an awkward, defensive conversation about: Dick, biting, or money. And then I stopped wondering, because I didn’t want Jane to overhear me.

			“What would you think about working here at the store with me?”

			My eyes went wide. That was not what I expected.

			“Ahh . . . goo-he-ber,” I stammered.

			“Well, that was less eloquent than usual.” Jane giggled. “What was that?”

			“I don’t know, I just—why?”

			“Because you have retail experience,” she said. “I know how to put books in people’s hands, but I don’t know about the more practical parts of running a shop. You know inventory systems and the scary financial tracking programs. You could be my assistant manager, if titles are important to you. You’d make your own hours, and we can discuss pay scale . . . as long as you’re willing to handle those scary financial programs. Because I do not do math.”

			I mulled that over. I liked Margie. I didn’t particularly enjoy working at the gift shop, but it was stable. For all I knew, Jane could decide to close up shop next week. Then again, I had Sophie’s hush money padding my pockets. Maybe it’d be worth the risk to be part of something unique and to work with my friend.

			“Can you let me think about it for a few days?” I asked her.

			“Sure. It took me a couple of days to decide to keep the shop open, so you take a few to decide whether you trust me with your financial well-being,” she said. “No pressure.”

			“Funny,” I muttered.

			“Also, just so you know, since you’re still able to eat solid foods, you’d run the coffee bar.”

			Once again, I had to wonder whether Jane had overheard my thoughts and latte lust. I nodded, pointing to an area of the shop currently housing an off-putting collection of anatomically correct fertility idols. I could visualize a big, beautiful dark wood bar with a shiny brass espresso machine and comfy stools. But given Jane’s tendency to break nonbook valuables, I’d have to throw myself between her and the delicate machinery and demitasse cups. Frequently.

			“A coffee bar is a good idea. You have to have a coffee bar if you’re going to have an independent bookshop. People need a reason besides books to come here.”

			Jane frowned. “That makes no sense, but I’m going to trust your judgment.”

		

	
		
			7

			[image: ]

			Try to think of your first postrelationship date as an adventure, within reason. A key rule of thumb: Fun, sexy adventures generally don’t result in emergency room visits.

			—Surviving the Undead Breakup: A Human’s Guide to Healing

			Zeb and Jolene’s wedding was exactly the sort of spectacle you’d expect from nuptials involving a giant Styrofoam iceberg and a fourteen-table buffet. And, of course, this followed a rehearsal that had been interrupted by a penis cake, brainwashing, and threats to and from the mother of the groom involving Precious Moments figurines.

			According to Jane, this was actually pretty standard for Hollow weddings, with the exception of the werewolves and vampires.

			The ceremony itself was held on the McClain pack compound, in the special pasture with the cow pond and the gently sloping hill. It was prettier than it sounded. And in fact, it’d taken quite a bit of fancy talking to get passage onto the compound for the human guests. And for the vampires, it had taken a signed “no-bite agreement” from both sides.

			I wished the happy couple all of the luck in the world, but I was just happy to have survived their rehearsal. And I was grateful that the fistfighting and chaos prevented any first-date jitters I might’ve had. Dick was a perfect—if distracted—gentleman all night, between his wedding party duties and the fact that he’d had to drop me off early so he could assist Jane in a deprogramming rescue of the groom.

			It still wasn’t the weirdest or worst first date I’d ever been on.

			But now that Zeb was “un-whammied” and ready to get hitched, Dick was a devoted and attentive escort. He’d even brought me a white rose corsage to pin to my favorite floaty coral chiffon sundress, which warmed my pale skin and brought out the red tones in my hair. The dress also allowed me to wear a shawl that covered up the bite wounds and bruises on my neck, which were turning a lovely shade of purple-green. So far, Jane hadn’t questioned my above-average use of scarves and high-collared shirts in summer. But I feared that once she was no longer distracted by Zeb’s premarital woes and Mr. Wainwright’s bequest, she would notice my out-of-season accessorizing. I’d have to invest in some neck makeup, the kind strippers use to cover unsightly scars and tattoos.

			I was truly a classy lady.

			I was a little overdressed for the wedding—compared with some of Jolene’s relatives who were wearing flip-flops and cut-off jean shorts—and my gold-toned, high-heeled sandals kept sticking in the mud. But it was worth it to see the pleased expression on Dick’s face when he showed up at my door. He was actually wearing a vintage tuxedo printed on a T-shirt. Between that and the corsage, it was like I was being taken to prom in 1976.

			There was something to be said for old-fashioned manners. When Dick opened the passenger door of his El Camino for me, he handed me in like he was helping me board a horse-drawn carriage. When I was negotiating the pasture in my heels, he held my elbow to help me keep my balance. And though his duties as groomsman kept him up front with the rest of the wedding party, he scanned the groom’s side every few minutes to check on me, to make sure I was OK. And though I knew I was perfectly capable of opening doors and paying my own bills, having someone show that sort of consideration for me made me feel safe—cherished even.

			But I’d never admit this to Jane, as she and her feminist sensibilities would mock me forever.

			The ceremony was lovely. Jolene was, of course, breathtakingly beautiful, because her genes aligned in a way that was completely unfair to all of the other two-legged creatures on the planet. And the bridesmaids’ dresses that Jane and her cousins were forced to wear—the “Ruffles and Dreams”—defied description . . . because describing them would be mean, so very mean.

			It wasn’t the most comfortable wedding I’d ever attended. The fact that I giggled at Jolene’s cousins while they wore the dresses—and the fact that I was in no way related to her family or the circus of crazy that was Zeb’s family—meant that I sat by myself.

			But Dick was handsome in his tuxedo T-shirt, staring at Jolene and Zeb with this sort of wide-eyed wonder you normally saw in baby shampoo commercials. I swore I saw just the tiniest bit of tremble in his bottom lip when the vows were exchanged.

			Dick Cheney was a true romantic . . . and it was sort of adorable. OK, it was completely adorable. As was the grin on his face as he walked Jane down the aisle during the recessional.

			I waited for him at a table a safe distance from the buffet, because you did not get between were-creatures and food. Even if they were less than enthusiastic about the wedding, werewolves were always eager to get to Swedish meatballs.

			“I brought you something,” Dick said, handing me a club soda with lime.

			“Thanks. I didn’t see club soda behind the bar. And by ‘bar,’ I mean the back of Jolene’s dad’s pickup.”

			Dick snickered. “I know, I dropped it off earlier. I know you like it, and I didn’t know if it’d be a good idea for you to be drinking alcohol so soon after nearly being drained dry. It can really mess you up when your electrolytes are out of balance.”

			“And if I wanted to drink anyway?” I challenged him. “If I wanted to drink all of those fuzzy navel wine coolers currently being iced in a galvanized metal trash can?”

			“I would gladly hold your hair back as you threw up,” he said. “Or possibly drive you to the emergency room when you eventually passed out from alcohol poisoning. But either way, I’d support you in your terrible, needlessly defiant choice.”

			“Rather than try to stop me from drinking?”

			“Yes, because you don’t respond well to people who try to control you, and you might drink more just to spite me.”

			I smirked at him. “Oh, I wish you knew me less.”

			“I’ll never be perfect,” Dick told me, leaning in slowly for a friendly peck on the lips. “I’ll leave that to you.”

			“Better and better,” I told him, murmuring against his mouth. I gave him a longer kiss, making him grin happily when we parted. “But I’m not perfect.”

			“No, but you’re as close as it gets. This should probably go without saying, Andrea, but I like you. So much. It feels silly to put it like that, but I know I don’t love you yet. I don’t know you well enough to be able to say that and have you believe me. But I could love you so easily. And I want you to love me, too.”

			I kissed him, even harder this time.

			“The T-shirts are going to have to go,” I said.

			“Some of the T-shirts,” he agreed.

			“Around seventy-five percent.”

			“Sixty,” he countered.

			“Done.”

			Just as he leaned down to kiss me, we heard someone scream, “I’M KING OF THE WORLD!” We turned to see Zeb and Jolene standing on top of the Styrofoam iceberg in the classic Jack and Kate stance, arms raised, while one of Jolene’s male cousins piloted the craft across the pond with the trolling motor attached to the back.

			“You know, at any other wedding, this would be weird,” I said, nodding.

			“They’re happy,” Dick said. “Ridiculously, crazy-in-love happy. So you gonna be my girl?”

			“No, but I might let you be my vampire,” I said as his lips brushed against mine.

			“I do love your sass.”

			“Good, because you’re in for a pant-load of it,” I told him.

			And with that, I was kissed very thoroughly by the vampire Dick Cheney.
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			Vampires are solitary creatures, trained over the centuries to survive by secrecy and isolation. Expecting them to live in a dorm situation is a recipe for bloodshed and disaster.

			—Big Vamp on Campus: Strategies for Successfully Integrating the Undead into Postsecondary Education

			Four hundred years spent sowing terror and discord across the globe, and now I was forced to use a communal shower.

			This was what happened when you got overconfident. Ophelia Lambert, acknowledged teen queen of vampires in the western Kentucky region, humbled by hubris. Since my time as a simple pre-Colonial schoolgirl, I’d built up my personal empire of secrets kept and favors owed. I’d developed a perfectly respectable network of lackeys and informants. I’d honed skills that made experts in the none-too-gentle arts of torture twitch with envy even while they cowered in fear. I rose to power in the infancy of the World Council for the Equal Treatment of the Undead, when it was a ragtag group of vampires meeting in secret dungeons by torchlight. It was a hell of a lot more fun back then, before we had to play “domesticated” for the humans.

			Despite my body’s permanent adolescence and slight stature, I was death incarnate. I’d been called the Terror of Amsterdam as an endearment. And I’d lost it all. Because I’d filed inappropriate expense reports.

			The Council’s financial department was incredibly unforgiving when it came to undeserved reimbursements.

			The Terror of Amsterdam had become the Al Capone of vampires—a terrifically violent logistical genius brought down by pencil pushers. Personally, I thought this was unfair on both counts as poor Al had been a bit of a softie—particularly generous with women and children—and had trusted his taxes to his accountants. I’d done my own paperwork. Let that be a lesson to me. Never leave a paper trail.

			Paper trails led directly to shared shower facilities.

			I shuddered as I stepped into the chamber of horrors located just a few doors down from my own (shared) bedroom. The slap of my rubber flip-flops echoed off the beige tiles, making the room seem much larger than one containing only the eight or so shower stalls provided for the thirty female vampire students living in the wing. I didn’t necessarily need the flip-flops—vampires couldn’t contract athlete’s foot—but honestly, it was the principle of the thing.

			New Dawn Hall, a recently completed residence hall added to the far side of the University of Kentucky campus, had been built with coed, commingled living in mind. The college was eager to be one of the first in the country to prove that all students, pulsed and nonpulsed alike, could coexist peacefully in an environment that nurtured such relationships . . . attracting the growing undead student population and their generously distributed federal loans.

			I supposed New Dawn was a pleasant enough place to sleep between classes. The building was unique in that only three floors showed aboveground—containing a special cafeteria catering to living and undead tastes, a study room that included soundproof pods, and the administrative offices required by the people who “supervised” us on campus.

			Below ground level, the floors alternated between living and undead students, male and female, like a layer cake of false security. My undead floormates tried not to take it personally that the doors leading to the human floors were made of silver-reinforced steel three times the thickness of those leading to the vampire floors. They tried to see it as much a protection for the humans as the carefully crafted HVAC system (funneling the human students’ rather pungent odors out of the building) was a protection to the vampires. Living belowground was supposed to make the humans appreciate how it felt for us vampires to be without the sun. Of course, they could walk out into the sun anytime they wanted, but being without windows certainly seemed to make them edgy.

			There were some perks. Every window on the aboveground floors was equipped with light-tight shutters that could be activated at the slightest hint of ultraviolet light. A barista in the lobby prepared all the donor or bottled blood a vampire could need before night classes. The third floor lounge featured board games from every decade since 1850 to encourage play between the various age groups.

			I hated it. I hated it all so much. I’d lived on my own for nearly four centuries, doing as I pleased, sharing my space with no one but my little sister, Georgie. I did not enjoy being packed into an educational environment like a sardine. The only things that made life tolerable were the little luxuries I allowed myself under my new Council-approved budget.

			I squeezed my little bottle of imported, hand-blended bodywash, personally prescribed for my scent by the parfumerie in Paris I’d used for more than a century. It was sinfully expensive, but the scent reminded me of the deep, misty woods that had surrounded our home in the old country—one of the few pleasant associations I had with that godforsaken patch of dirt. Also, Jamie followed the elusive traces of amber and floral notes until his nose was buried in the creases behind my neck, my knees, and any number of more interesting locations—so it was worth every penny. It was important for any woman to have a signature scent; for a vampire, maintaining that air of mystery and allure was barely scratching the surface of essentials.

			Unfortunately, when I squeezed the bottle a watery, weak green substance splattered against my bath puff. The normally thick, luxuriant foam was replaced with what could only technically be considered lather in that there was a bubble or two.

			I hissed an irritated, unnecessary breath through elongating fangs.

			Brianna.

			My campus-assigned roommate, Brianna Carstairs, was a recently turned wannabe Goth from West Virginia who called herself Galadriel Nightshade. She actually referred to herself as a “night child,” in a totally un-ironic fashion.

			Turned by her boyfriend in some sort of prom night pact gone tacky, Brianna was eighteen years old, with all of the entitlements you’d expect from someone who called growing up in a gated community outside a place called Shepherdstown her “living hell.” In addition to her deplorably messy feeding habits and her tendency to lose any object she was not currently holding and then accuse me of stealing it, Brianna also helped herself to anything on my side of the room. Whether it was my Fang-Brite Fluoride Wash or my vintage Chanel purse, if she felt like she needed it more than I did, she took it. I once laid an outfit on my bed to wear to my evening classes, only to turn around and find her wearing it.

			And now, she’d used most of my hideously expensive imported bodywash and thinned it out with water, hoping I wouldn’t notice. Like I was some insipid suburban parent too stupid to keep track of the levels in her vodka bottle. This time she’d gone too far.

			I rinsed off the thin bubbles and slapped my fuzzy pink robe around my damp body. My superhuman grip twisted the metal door handle into a useless coil as I burst out of the tiny cubicle. As angry and righteous as any conquering queen, I strode down the hallway, terry cloth clutched at the neck. I would have my revenge. I would put Nair in her shampoo. I would grind fiberglass into dust and sprinkle it on her sheets. I would inject colloidal silver into her blood supply.

			When Jane Jameson had insisted on sending me to the university for my rehabilitation, I’d begged the Council’s upper echelons to let me live in off-campus housing. There were any number of lovely, vampire-friendly apartment buildings near campus. But no, I’d been informed that learning to live in harmony with humans in less than luxurious circumstances would encourage personal growth. And I’d been denied a private room, because the Council (Jane) thought that sharing a nine-by-nine cell with another person would be yet another opportunity to build my character.

			I had enough damned character. What I didn’t have was my bodywash.

			I threw open the bathroom door, face in full snarl. Several of the girls from my floor, female vampires ranging from eighteen to one hundred and eighty, were scattered around the hall, chatting happily, discussing assignments or even the upcoming Wildcats basketball season. But when they saw the furious expression on my face, they simultaneously stopped talking and ducked into their rooms, like a herd of antelope scattering when they sensed a lion coming near. Doors clicked shut. Whispers echoed through cheap pressed board. Good. It was nice to know I hadn’t completely lost my touch.

			I turned the corner toward room 617 and nearly mowed down a tall, masculine body—a tall, masculine body that happened to smell very familiar: fresh-cut grass and leather.

			Jamie.

			I relaxed against him. Sweet, affable Jamie Lanier, with his all-American farm boy good looks and easy smile, had caught my eye when he was still human a few years ago in Half-Moon Hollow. Our courtship had been the stuff of teenage vampire movies. I’d watched him from afar, coveting his sun-drenched beauty and his open, sincere expression. He was so unlike anyone I’d ever wanted, so genuinely kind and warm. I hadn’t met a good person in such a long time that it took me months to realize his kind nature wasn’t a carefully constructed ruse.

			Unfortunately, I hadn’t realized that my little sister, Georgie, had noticed the change in my habits. I hadn’t realized she’d followed me out to spy on me while I spied on Jamie. My sister was not yet ten years old when a now perfectly treatable illness forced me to choose between losing her and facing the dire consequences of turning a child into a vampire. Her small size made it much more difficult for her to see over the steering wheel when she tried to drive during her surveillance. She’d hit Jamie in the process, fatally injuring him right in front of Jane Jameson’s stupid bookshop, and Jane had turned him.

			Jane’s presence in Jamie’s life as his impromptu sire and mentor made getting to know him much more difficult. She and I had never quite seen eye to eye on, well, anything. Because of our history, and . . . reasons, so many reasons. Still, I worked around her and found that Jamie was noble and sweet and genuine enough to overcome even my cynical nature. I liked that about him. I was cold and mercenary enough for the both of us. I’d tried relationships with alpha male types, which didn’t work out. They spent all of their time trying to prove they were smarter, stronger, more formidable than I was, when their time would have been better spent proving that they were worth my time in bed.

			I’d taken full advantage of my appearance throughout my long life. I was tall, willowy, with long light-brown wavy hair that framed my cameo-oval face. In the New World, I’d wandered into villages pretending to be a poor lost lamb, separated from my family. In the fifties, I’d worn poodle skirts and ankle socks, keeping dirty old men in flannel suits mesmerized with the swing of my ponytail while I eyed their jugulars. With Jamie, I’d had to play to my sneakier, more underhanded skill set, approaching him as a concerned older vampire hoping to make his transition easier.

			I’d tamped down my more aggressive tendencies, presenting Jamie with a younger, more vulnerable version of myself. The girl who had befriended an ancient vampire on the ship taking her family to the New World and let him change her to avoid dying of some now easily treatable disease. I wanted him to see the sweetness I’d hidden so long to keep my enemies at bay.

			After spending time with Jamie, I saw the depths hidden by the sunny exterior. He had pain he never spoke to anyone about. At first, I thought he was angry over his life being cut short in its prime, but it was the reaction of his neighbors to his condition and the abandonment of his family that were his greatest hurts.

			Being with Jamie helped me make contact with that goodness I thought I’d lost long ago. In some ways (detectable only to Georgie), he made me a better person. Coincidentally, he also made me a desperate person, hence my hiring a witch to put a magical hit on someone I saw as a rival, leading to my dismissal from the Council and exile to postsecondary Siberia. It was all one big circle.

			Jamie’s quick reflexes and recognition landed me in the protective cradle of his arms. He peered down at me with his wide, bright smile.

			“Hey, babe . . . uh, you’re not wearing clothes,” he said, steadying my shoulders as we untangled limbs and terry cloth.

			“I’m aware of that,” I growled, though I could feel my fangs receding just from the comfort of Jamie’s presence. He chuckled and gave me a kiss softer than I deserved in my bloodlust. I lifted a self-conscious hand to my mussed hair, curled slightly by the shower steam.

			I supposed I should be grateful that I’d managed to sling on my robe despite my fit of pique. At least I wouldn’t become a dorm oddity like Naked Jason, the sophomore who insisted on walking to his floor’s shower room wearing nothing but a towel slung over his shoulder. And when the dorm staff tried to intervene, he claimed that he was a nudist and that trying to force him to wear clothes in his home environment was a violation of his civil rights. While I did my best to avoid Naked Jason, I had to admire his ability to use the administration’s terror of social injustice against itself.

			“You OK?” Jamie asked as another boy I’d barely noticed bent to pick up the shower things I’d dropped.

			“No. No, I am not OK,” I told him. “Brianna used my bodywash and added so much water it barely qualifies as soap. So I’m going to get some duct tape, wait for her to fall asleep, and apply it to her eyebrows until she can’t make surprised expressions anymore.”

			“You said the same thing when she drank your last Faux Type O.”

			“And if you hadn’t kept me from going to the hardware store, I would have pulled it off,” I grumbled. “Literally. I would have pulled off her eyebrows. And kept them as trophies.”

			“Yes, and it would have been amazing, but hey, look who I ran into,” he said in that oh-so-subtle manner he had of changing the subject. He slung an arm around the tall human boy with sandy hair and bright green eyes who had picked up my dropped shower things. The young man was smart enough to take a step back when I gave him a halfhearted smile.

			I liked him.

			I recalled his face from somewhere, but clearly hadn’t cared enough when we met to commit his name to memory. This was a common problem when you lived for a few hundred years. And people got so offended when you didn’t remember meeting them at some lame party two centuries before that I’d perfected the art of pretending to know who that person was, but being too aloof to refer to them by name.

			Jamie knew about this trick, though, like he knew about/blithely ignored most of my tricks. So he rolled his eyes a bit and nudged me. “Ben Overby, remember? Gigi’s ex.”

			Right, Gigi Scanlon. The reason I was sequestered in this educational hellhole in the first place.

			“Oh.” I tried not to make a disdainful face at the cute little human. He couldn’t help it that he had horrible taste in women. “Lovely to see you again, Ben.”

			“Nice to see you, too,” he said, with a cautious little smile. What was it about Half-Moon Hollow that fostered such “aw, shucks” harmless charm in their young men? Ben had the same sort of affable sincerity as Jamie, highlighted by a healthy pink flush to his cheeks. Was he so intimidated by me that he was blushing? Or did he not appreciate my adorable-but-oblivious beau’s reference to him as “Gigi’s ex”?

			One I could enjoy . . . and the other I could enjoy and use to my advantage. I smiled sweetly and Ben relaxed his shoulders ever so slightly.

			“I ran into Ben in the laundry room at my building. Turns out he lives two floors down from me. We thought we’d stop in and see you and give you this book before we head over to the gym.”

			As Jamie handed me a textbook from our shared biology class, I tried not to let my irritation show. I didn’t need the reminder that Jamie had been allowed to live in a nice vampire-friendly off-campus apartment building. Yet another step on Jane’s part to keep her childe separated from me.

			“Jamie, sweetheart,” I said, “we don’t need to go to the gym. Our bodies never change form and we have superstrength.”

			Jamie shrugged. “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy a good workout.”

			I shook my head. I loved him, but sometimes, I didn’t understand him.

			“I am not spotting for you,” Ben said in a tone that implied that he’d made the statement before. “And I came to see my friend Jason, who lives on one of the human floors.”

			My eyebrows rose. Was Ben friends with Naked Jason? Somehow, that made Ben slightly more interesting.

			“How are you enjoying your semester so far, Ben?” I asked.

			“Eh, it’s my senior year. I’m just trying to coast on electives while I search for a good job,” he said, shrugging with that disdainful boredom so common to his generation. He apparently noticed the flicker of annoyance cross my face and straightened his shoulders, formalizing his tone as he added, “Jamie said this is your very first experience with modern education. How are you enjoying it?”

			“Classes are . . . not what I remember them to be,” I said, thinking of long-ago childhood mornings spent in a freezing cold schoolroom, memorizing religious texts that would be considered advanced secondary material by today’s standards.

			“And have you chosen a major?” Ben asked.

			I frowned at him and Jamie winced. Ever since the Council had sentenced me to an undergraduate program, I’d struggled with choosing a degree. I didn’t know what I wanted to study. Frankly, if the vaunted scholars that ran this campus allowed us to count life experience, I could have walked out of this place with a doctorate in about a week.

			Science had never appealed to me. I didn’t want to major in something as mundane as accounting, though I’d always excelled at bookkeeping. Well, I excelled at keeping my considerable finances organized, inappropriate expense reports notwithstanding. Art? Sure, I was a decent draftswoman and knew enough about the history to put my human professors to shame—which I had, on multiple occasions since the semester started. But I would never be able to get a job with an art degree, according to the rants I’d read on the Internet, unless it was in “digital media.” But honestly, I didn’t really need a job. For right now, I was undeclared and that was a bit of an embarrassment.

			Even Jamie had a major, and he was only nineteen years old. He was already a hit in the sports medicine department and was on track to serve as an assistant trainer for the baseball team in the spring. He was limited to assisting with indoor weight training and night games due to our sunlight aversion, but he still had a job. It was embarrassing, at my age, to be considered directionless. I was lost. And I was never lost. Jamie was so at ease here, surrounded by people close to his own age and making friends left and right. This was the life he should have started just a few years before, but while being able to eat solid foods and go out during the day without self-immolating. Maybe my punishment for contributing to his loss of that life was my own difficulty in settling into a similar contentment.

			I supposed the problem was that while he was choosing what he wanted to be when he grew up, I’d already lived several lifetimes. I’d learned so much already, it was difficult to find a new subject that interested me. And Jamie was so young. He’d seen so little of the world. No matter what Jane said, I didn’t want to keep him from it—quite the opposite. I just wanted to be there with him when he saw it.

			“Uh, Ophelia’s undeclared for right now,” Jamie said, squeezing me against his side.

			“Well, you’ll figure it out,” Ben assured me.

			“And how is . . . Gigi?” I asked, trying to keep the growl from my voice.

			The sparkly smile disappeared from his button face. “Oh, uh, we haven’t really talked much since this summer. We broke up, you know, and she’s been real busy adjusting to being a vampire. I mean, we parted as friends and all, but you know how it is when you say you’re going to stay friends—you never really stay friends.”

			I had no idea what he was talking about. No paramour I’d parted with had ever asked me to remain friends. Mostly, they asked to remain attached to all of their limbs. But given her tendency to enthrall every man with whom she came into contact, it didn’t surprise me that Gigi had left Ben a morose shell of the man-puppy he used to be.

			“Ben was seeing some girl he met interning at Microsoft,” Jamie added in his helpful tone. “But she dropped him like a silver cross when she went back for her senior year. She saw an old boyfriend and they got back together. She says it’s ‘like they’d never split up.’ ”

			Ben said dryly, “Thanks for bringing that back up, buddy. It’s not embarrassing at all.”

			Jamie grinned. At times like this I had to remind myself that the awkwardness that stemmed from Jamie’s obtuse nature was genuine. Convenient and amusing, but genuine.

			I would have to think of some more appropriate woman to distract Ben. It would keep Jamie from being his undead wingman and it would irritate Gigi when she saw her ex wandering around campus with attractive arm candy. Sure, Gigi had moved on with one of my more reliable operatives, Nikolai Dragomirov, but that didn’t mean she would enjoy seeing her ex canoodling with a beautiful vampire.

			I added “connect Ben with a trustworthy vampiress” to my mental to-do list. Also “copy Jamie’s schedule from his iPhone to mine” so I could try to find more time with him. He’d been so busy with classes and his friends and a lot of other things, I hadn’t seen him much since the semester started. Fortunately, he was pretty careless with phone security.

			But for right now, I had bodywash to avenge.

			“Well, it was lovely to see you again, Ben. Please don’t be such a stranger.” I paused and gave Jamie a kiss. “Enjoy your workout. I’m going to go have a conversation with my roommate.”

			“Be nice,” Jamie told me.

			“I will be the very picture of civility, all smiles and sweetness,” I promised him.

			“I’ve seen what you’re capable of while you have a smile on your face,” Jamie noted while Ben blanched. “That does not make me feel any better.”
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