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				Dedication

				To Susan Hannon & Heather Winger,
for introducing me to horror movies and comic books.
Thanks.

			

		

	
		
			
				There’s a stake in your

				fat black heart

				And the villagers never 

				liked you.

				They are dancing and

				stamping on you.

				They always knew it was you.

				—“Daddy” by Sylvia Plath

				You just make friends everywhere, don’t you?

				—Beatrice Alexander to Oliver Montrose

			

		

	
		
			
				One

				Brotherly Love

				I think I just officially realized I am a true-blue freak. Drat.

				For the past two months—God, has it only been that long?—I’ve been fighting the good fight against creatures of the night, and you know what? Sitting in this Starbucks, drinking an overpriced coffee, surrounded by people chatting with friends or working on their novel, it dawns on me: There isn’t one normal thing about my life. I am not a part of this world anymore. I live in a mansion in the middle of Kansas with psychics and monsters, jetting to places like Butte, Montana, and Trenton, New Jersey, in order to stop homicidal, preternatural nasties. Now I drink my coffee in the middle of the night in diners, sitting across from either a werewolf eating more meat than a pack of lions, or a vampire grinning at me with bloody teeth. Meeting my brother, who I almost accidently killed a few months ago, is the first ordinary thing I’ve done in awhile. How freaking sad.

				To say Brian hates me is an understatement. He blames me for killing our mother eighteen years ago. On a bad day, I blame me too, but I didn’t force her head into our gas oven, though try telling Brian that. As if the “you ruined my life” thing wasn’t bad enough, he’s also deathly afraid people will judge him for being related to me. To a man who models everything he does, down to what brand of socks he buys, on other people’s reactions, having a sister who can pick up a Buick without lifting a finger doesn’t exactly scream normal. 

				When he was living just a couple of hours from me, he never spoke to me or bothered to call except when absolutely necessary. Yet when I’m a plane ride away, I get a call to meet for coffee. He can’t stand to be in the same room as me, and now he’s volunteered to do it? This is not going to be fun.

				I’ve been waiting ten minutes, growing more apprehensive with each passing second. I don’t know what to expect. The last time I saw Brian, I almost killed him. Accidently. Really. I had no control over my curs—sorry, gift. He was calling me nasty names and I blew my top; came close to literally blowing his off too. No excuse, I know, for almost giving someone a brain aneurysm, but it was bad. Really bad. Thank God there was no permanent damage, at least to his physical self.

				I pull down the sleeves of my turtleneck and make sure the high neck covers the two circular scars the size of pencil erasers. The long sleeves cover the chunk of skin missing from my arm. I feel like a walking hot dog in the July heat, but it’d be just too hard to explain the marks. As far as my family knows, I’m running a daycare program for a national company and living alone in a crummy apartment. I wish the government could have come up with a more glamorous cover story. That way I could have driven Oliver’s Jaguar convertible to this meeting instead of a seven-year-old Camry. At least then I could console myself with the fact my materialistic brother would turn green with envy.

				I see Brian before he sees me. My defenses immediately go up. I tense as he walks up to the door, cell phone stapled to his ear as always. The person on the other end says something very amusing judging from the smile on Brian’s face. Smiling, that’s a good sign. He closes the phone a moment later, and walks in. Within seconds, he catches sight of me, and the smile disappears. Bad sign. Very bad sign. This is going to be heck.

				Avoiding my gaze, he walks around the other tables to my booth. He’s out of place here in his gray suit and red tie, surrounded by people in jeans and tank tops. They probably think he’s here for a business meeting. It would never cross their minds that we’re brother and sister. Well, technically we’re half brother and sister. Different fathers. Brian’s was some musician who dumped our mother when she was five months pregnant. All she told me about mine was that he was mysterious, handsome, and “the one night we shared together was the most magical of my life.” In other words, I am the product of a one-night stand with a man whose name she never bothered to get. Both Brian and I inherited Mom’s brown eyes and thin lips, but the similarities stop there. He has straight, medium-brown hair cut short and is a thin six feet tall. I am stuck with frizzy, wavy brown hair and a sturdy peasant build that no amount of time on the treadmill can make pass for “slim.” I should be the one who hates him.

				As he slips into the chair across from me, I give him a smile. It isn’t returned. “I didn’t order for you,” I say.

				“It’s okay,” he says, “I can’t stay long.”

				“Oh. Why?”

				“I’m just in town to get some contracts signed. Hugh Jackman is filming a movie here.” Brian’s in entertainment law. He can name drop with the best of them. “Nana wanted me to check on you.”

				“Oh.”

				“You look … well. Lost weight?”

				“Yeah, a little.”

				He glances at his watch. “Good. Good.”

				“You look good too. How’s the job going?”

				“Fine. Yours?”

				“Fine. Interesting.”

				“Oh.”

				We sit in silence, neither looking at the other. The elephant in the room practically trumpets. It’s my elephant, I’ll put it down. “I was surprised to hear from you. Glad, but surprised. I thought—”

				“Look, whatever you thought, you thought wrong. I am here simply because Nana asked me to see you while I was in the Midwest. Nothing else.” His phone chirps. When he reaches for it, the gold ring on his left hand catches my eye. “And now I can tell her you’re alive with all limbs intact.” He opens the phone, scanning the message. “Damn it!” 

				Brian stands, flipping the phone closed. He doesn’t give me so much as a glance as he walks out of the shop. I’m not even worth a goodbye.

				I sit glued to my seat, my mouth slack. That’s it? I drove an hour to have my brother take one look at me and leave? Now, old Bea would hang her head, slink back to her car, and cry her eyes out. She’d make excuses for him. She’d let him get away with this. But the new and improved, monster-hunter Bea picks up her purse and follows the jerk out of the coffee shop.

				I catch sight of him right away in the parking lot. “Brian!” He glances back but continues walking. I run after him, but he refuses to stop walking.

				“Leave me alone,” he says, still walking.

				“No. We need to talk. I’ll follow you to your hotel if I have to!” This stops him. I’ve hit his Achilles heel: introducing his oddball sister to his colleagues.

				He spins around. “I have nothing to say to you.”

				“Well, I do!” 

				He folds his arms. His anger rolls into me like a tapeworm. I hate when emotions hit so unexpectedly that my stomach doesn’t have time to prepare. “Then speak!” 

				“Please don’t yell at me! God, I’m trying to apologize here!”

				“Right,” he scoffs. “Well, I don’t want your fucking apology. You tried to kill me.”

				“That was an accident.”

				“I could give a damn! I had to miss two days of work because I was in the fucking hospital being poked and tested! I still get migraines, and will for the rest of my life. Not to mention you scared the hell out of Nana. So, your apology means shit to me.” He starts playing with his wedding ring. “The only consolation out of the whole debacle is you moved a thousand fucking miles away from everyone I care about so you don’t almost kill them too. And if you give a damn about any of us, you’ll stay here and never come back. We don’t want you there.”

				“Does that we include your wife?”

				His righteous anger disappears, replaced with the look of a young boy caught looking at Daddy’s secret magazines. “Nana told you?”

				“Your wedding ring told me.” He stops playing with it, and I’m chagrined to hear my voice grow quieter. “You got married and weren’t even going to tell me about it?”

				He clears his throat, refusing to look at me. I’ve learned through two months of investigating that this is a sign of a guilty man. He squares his shoulders to regain some dignity. “I didn’t want you there.”

				“Is it Rennie?”

				“Of course it’s Rennie.” He’d been dating Renata Goldman, daughter of Hollywood producer James Goldman, for almost two years. She’s the one who got him the entertainment lawyer gig at Sunrise Studios. (That’s one other thing Brian and I have in common: our love of old movies. Nana’s influence.) I’ve only met Rennie a few times in passing. Skinny, rich, beautiful, classy, but Nana says she’s sweet. It’s just typical; my brother marries into the movie world, and I don’t even have time to watch them anymore. Life stinks.

				“And you’re going to find out eventually, so I might as well tell you now. She’s pregnant.”

				This time I’m the one with the surprised look. “Really?”

				“Yeah. She wants to have it. I couldn’t convince her otherwise.”

				I’m taken aback. “Why would you?”

				He scoffs again. “Why the fuck do you think? It could be like you. Some … freak. Just what I need in my life, another you.” He sneers. “Just stay away from my family, okay?” He glances at his watch. “Shit, I’m going to be late now. Don’t follow me.” He turns his back and walks away. I don’t move until his car, a Mustang convertible, pulls away. He doesn’t look back once. Good. He doesn’t see me wiping away stupid tears. Yes, even freaks cry.

				_____

				Jab. Jab! Jab. Right hook! Jab. Kick! Jab. Die. Kick! Stupid. Uppercut! Bag! I stop attacking the defenseless hardbag to catch my breath and wipe the sweat off my face. My arms quiver as I raise them. Crud, I overdid it. I won’t be able to pick up so much as a pencil for the next hour. So worth it though. An hour of crying in the car followed by an ice cream sundae, a Cary Grant movie, and a half hour of hitting an inanimate object just makes things better for some reason. It was probably more the sundae than the punching though. Sugar tends to quell my homicidal tendencies.

				“You are a stalking, creepy pervert who needs a hobby,” I say, pulling the straps off my gloves.

				I look over my shoulder at the gorgeous creature filling the doorway. Oliver Montrose, vampire pain in my butt, leans against the door sipping what I’ll pretend is fruit punch from a yellow mug with “Florida” written on it. At least it’s not his “World’s Greatest Lover” mug. Even better, he’s not shirtless as he usually is around me. He looks just as good though in a sky blue dress shirt and khakis—more like an investment banker on Martha’s Vineyard than a creature of the night. He must be going to town. That’s the only time he retires the red silk and leather jacket.

				“I am simply—”

				“Admiring the view,” I cut in. “Yeah, get a new line please.” I yank off the gloves and hang them on the bag. “Seriously, I am close to taking a restraining order out against you. Every time I come down here, there you are!”

				“How long have you known I was standing here?”

				“Since you got there. I could feel your eyes on my behind.” I so have to remember to wear my sweatpants instead of the spandex ones. 

				He glides—yes, glides—into the room. There is nothing clunky about this man or anything he does. Ballerinas could take lessons on grace from him. “And yet, you let me stay.” He stops a few feet away, a small all-too-familiar grin plastered on his face. I call this one “Oliver Full of Himself, Number Three.” With the other two, he resembles a fanged Cheshire cat.

				“Because I don’t have the energy to deal with you tonight,” I say, picking up my towel and wiping my cheeks. “So, let’s just sum this up. ‘Oh, Trixie, you are so sexy sweating like that. Let’s you and me do something in my bedroom where we can sweat together.’ ‘Oliver, Paris Hilton will be a member of MENSA before that happens.’ The end. See, saved us ten minutes.” I collect my water bottle and walk past him. Darned if I don’t feel his eyes on my derriere again.

				“Something has upset you,” he says. I turn back around. “You attacked the bag with the ferocity of a lioness defending her cubs.”

				“Well, I was thinking about you,” I say like a mouthy teenager. “That must explain it.”

				“The meeting with your brother did not go well I take it?”

				My mouth drops open. “How did you know about that? I didn’t tell anyone.” Well, not anyone who is currently in this house, and I doubt Will said anything, especially to Oliver.

				“There are no secrets in this house, my dear.” He steps closer, meeting my eyes. “What did he say to distress you so?”

				I don’t want to tell him. I want to superglue my lips together, but those gray eyes rimmed with thick black lashes do something to me. It’s not vampire magic, as numerous boring tests in the lab have proven I’m immune to for some reason. No, it’s that look. That look of “If you share with me I will do everything in my power, I will rearrange heaven, to make it all better.” It’s moments like this where I almost want to … well, lips in naughty places are involved. I look away before I become the whore of Kansas.

				“He said the usual. I’m a freak, he wants nothing to do with me, and I should never set foot in California again. Oh, and then he told me he got married and didn’t invite me. And that my new sister-in-law is pregnant, but if the kid turns out like me, it won’t be an Alexander for long. So yeah, great meeting. Thanks for making me relive it again. Good night, I’m going to get plastered.” 

				I turn back around and poof ! He’s moved five feet in a millisecond. I’ve actually gotten used to the “poofing” by now. Maybe in two more months my knee will be ready for his groin when he does it. “Move or I move you,” I say.

				“No.”

				“Seriously, don’t mess with me tonight, Oliver. I’m just itching to make something bleed, okay?”

				“He should not have said those things to you. It was done solely to hurt you.”

				“Well, it worked, didn’t it?”

				“He remains in town still?”

				“I suppose. He didn’t exactly share his plans with me.”

				“Would you like me to take care of him?”

				“Um …” I’m stunned into silence. I wait for him to crack a smile but wait in vain. The expression I’ve only seen about six times in two months remains. It’s usually followed by violence. “Did—did you just offer to kill my brother?”

				“You said it, I did not. Is that what you wish?”

				Honestly, the thought crossed my mind, but to have it out there … “You’d do that for me?”

				He doesn’t move or even twitch. I meet his eyes again. I should be scared, right? That is the appropriate response. Then why do I have the strongest urge to smash my lips against his? I laugh nervously instead and look away. “Good one. I’m going to tattle to Will, you know,” I chuckle. “Finally give him a reason to stake you.”

				“If it brought a smile to your beautiful face, it would be worth it.”

				“Right. Thanks for the offer, but I’ll take the chocolate and vodka route instead.”

				“Well, if the desire for another guilty pleasure strikes you, it will be my great honor to satiate it for you.”

				“Remember those snowmen in hell I’ve mentioned a million times before? Don’t think they’ve arrived yet.”

				He isn’t paying attention to my banter. His head cocks to the right, listening to something I can’t hear. “My dear, excuse me. I believe I am receiving the call I have been waiting for. Will you be alright?”

				“I’m fine.”

				“I will check on you later.”

				“That won’t be nec—” 

				He disappears.

				He always gets the last darn word. 

				_____

				Vodka, God’s greatest invention next to antibiotics and Gandhi. It’s even better with … um … that orange stuff made from oranges. What’s it called? Whatever it’s called, it rocks. This stuff, plus From Here to Eternity, almost makes me forget my crappy brother and crappy ass life. Oops, I said a bad word. I owe Nana a nickel. 

				I love this movie. Burt Lancaster is my ultimate, super-duper fave. So strong, so virile, so funny. If he were still alive, I’d so have wild hot monkey sex with him. Is it weird having sexual fantasies about a dead man? Oh, wait, make that two dead men. No. Not allowed to think about him. I am so not going there tonight. 

				Oh, here it is! The scene! Yep, there they go. The ocean drenches their locked bodies, but they don’t notice because they’re so into each other. God, that’d be nice. I tried to get my ex-boyfriend Steven to act out that scene, but he refused. Didn’t want to get sand in his pants. Stupid Steven. He was never that adventurous, reason number thirty-six we split up. I do miss him—well, the idea of him—sometimes, like tonight. I could use a semi-pleasant distraction for a few minutes. A very few minutes in his case. Heh, heh. Alas, the only person I’d even seriously consider as a distraction is somewhere in nowheresville Maryland on vacation, and I’m not even sure he wants to distract me.

				God, it’s so unfair! My stupid, jerk, poopy ass—damn, another nickel—brother gets a gorgeous, rich woman who probably makes him chocolate cake in the nude, and soon a cute little baby to hold and play with. Meanwhile, I—who has saved countless lives and am nice to old people and animals—am stuck in flipping Kansas with only Mr. Shaky in the nightstand for company. Sure, I could throw myself at the living dead man, but alcohol hasn’t totally eaten away my reason. Three more drinks maybe. Oh, Will, why aren’t you here? I would have already jumped your bones by now, whether you wanted me to or not.

				Stupid Will. Why did he pick now to go on vacation? He’s been gone for a week, with one more to go, camping and fishing and running with the wolves or whatever. One of the packs invited him for some male werewolf bonding. Got their own compound and everything. How he can still go camping, I don’t know. His wife became steak tartare and he was turned into a werewolf on a camping trip years ago. He won’t talk about it but still camps, go figure. 

				Two months, and the only things I know about him are he’s brave, he’s a natural leader, his butt looks perfect in jeans, and I make his skin crawl. Well, I don’t make his skin crawl, my curse does. At least that’s what he says. Like it matters, crawling is crawling. 

				I hate my life. Damn my brother. Maybe I should call a witch and have her put a curse on him. Yeah, all his hair could fall out. That’d be awesome! Oops, drink’s empty. Time for another.

				I toss off the covers, and with glass in hand, walk toward my good buddy vodka and its friend OJ. Okay, the world’s a little wobbly. At least this time it’s not due to a concussion. Shoot, how many have I had? Three, but all mild. That’s still a lot.

				This time, three parts vodka and one part juice. That’s the word I couldn’t remember! Juice! I pour and taste. Lord! My body shimmies. Strong. I am so paying for this in the morning. Still worth it. No more homicidal or suicidal thoughts here. I am incredibly horny, though.

				Someone knocks on the door. Oh, bloody heck. Why can’t people just leave me alone? Nancy literally popped into my room and did her best to cheer me up by talking nonstop about the new Johnny Depp movie. I hate living with a teleporter. No privacy. I managed to stand her babbling for fifteen minutes before kicking her out. Even Irie and Agent Wolfe stopped by to check on me after their date. They’re probably off distracting each other like crazy right now, having hot pyrokinetic/special agent fun. Jerks. I hate them. 

				Eff it, whoever’s at the door will go away soon enough. I can’t stand any more cheering up. The person knocks again. “I can hear you breathing in there,” Oliver says on the other side. I don’t move, and even stop breathing. Maybe he’ll take the hint. “Please open the door.” Guess not.

				“Sleeping,” I shout. “Come back tomorrow. Or never. Never is better.”

				“If you open the door, I will give you a gift,” he teases.

				“Oh, I can just imagine what that ‘gift’ is. No, thank you.”

				“Please open the door. I will wait here as long as I must.”

				He will too. I once made the mistake of saying I’d go to a movie with him but changed my mind and decided to watch NCIS with Andrew. (Hey, Andrew is not very social, so I had to take the opportunity for camaraderie when it presented itself.) Oliver stood outside my door for over half an hour, humming and knocking. I finally had to push him down the hall with my mind. He shot like a missile, breaking the vase on the end table. Sometimes I don’t know my own strength. So, I know I have two choices: torture us both by making him wait a few hours while he knocks every thirty seconds, or give him the satisfaction of me giving in. If Burt wasn’t on … 

				“Open, my dear. I really do have a gift for you.”

				“If this gift involves any part of your anatomy, I swear I will send you flying through the wall again,” I say as I wobble toward the door and fling it open.

				He leans against the doorframe, both hands behind his back, with that cat-that-killed-the-canary grin, Number Two. Slight fang action. He’s still prepped out in khakis, but now his shoulder-length brown and golden hair is slicked back, held in a ponytail. Bar sluts beware.

				“What? I’m missing a shirtless Burt Lancaster for this.”

				“You reek of alcohol.”

				“Sorry, Dad.”

				“The hangover tomorrow will be intolerable.”

				“Problems I don’t have right now. What do you want? And where is my present?”

				“May I enter?”

				I stretch my arm across the doorway. “No. Go away. I have more vodka to drink.”

				“We have an assignment,” he says.

				“I didn’t hear the alarm.” Even drunk—heck, even dead—you can’t miss a Klaxon bell louder than an Ozzy Osbourne concert.

				“Special assignment. Just you and I. George will brief you on the particulars tomorrow when you are more … receptive.”

				I raise an eyebrow. “I’m not going anywhere alone with you.”

				“You do not trust me?” he asks with amusement, but the grin drops.

				“No comment.”

				Grin Number Three returns. “Perhaps it is yourself you do not trust.”

				I scoff. “You wish.”

				“I did not know you were a mind reader as well.”

				“An amoeba could tell what’s on your mind right now. You do know that trying to get me into bed on your way to pick up other girls isn’t the best tactic, right?”

				“I am giving you a chance to have me all to yourself.”

				“No, you’re not; you’re here to annoy me with stupid sexual innuendo like ‘special assignment’ because I’m all vulnerable. I am not having sex with you. Deal!”

				“I believe you were the party who brought up sexual relations, my dear. I am here solely on official business. And to give you this.” Arms move and out comes something black and lacy. Big shocker. He holds it by the straps with crooked fingers and that grin, Number One, the one with the raised eyebrows and massive fang action. I haven’t seen something like this getup outside of Frederick’s of Hollywood. It’s a bustier with black lace over dark purple satin, and a corset with boning complete with a lace-up back. Jenna Jameson meets Jane Austen.

				“You’ll look cute in it. On your way to Rocky Horror?”

				“Clever. No, it is for you.”

				“I am not wearing that, you pig.”

				“You will.”

				“And why would I do that?” He releases one of the straps and yanks at the side of the corset. The fabric rips off with the sound of Velcro. 

				Oh, wow. In between where the boning was are thin silver throwing daggers with crosses for handles and more engraved on the blades. “Awesome.” 

				“I thought you would enjoy that.” He reattaches the cover so it’s skanky as new, handing it to me. “It should fit.”

				“What exactly am I supposed to do with this thing?”

				“Practice.” He makes a graceful little throwing motion. 

				“Why? What’s the assignment?”

				Grin Number Three surfaces again. “I cannot wait to see you in it. Till tomorrow.” He turns and walks down the hall, out to hunt for a distraction. I gaze down at my sexy/deadly present. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.

				Nothing in my closet matches it.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				Special Assignment

				Concentrate on the red circle. No, be the red circle. There are no black circles around it, no white background. There is nothing but that red circle. Holding the blade by the cross hilt, I raise my arm to the level of my head and throw with all my might at the target. Crud! The handle reaches the wall first, not even close to the target. Darn it! Once, just once, I’d like to get near the stupid piece of paper. Rambo made it look so easy.

				“I’m blaming the hangover,” I say.

				“Or you can blame it on your weak ass arms,” Irie says, still pumping away on the exercise bike.

				“Like you could do any better.”

				“I don’t have to. He gave you those knives for a reason. You better learn to use them by tonight.”

				I walk over to the wall and pick up the six knives from the blue mat on the floor. They’re so thin, probably less than a millimeter, but sharp as heck. “You ever had to use these?”

				“Couple times. The bra was too big, but the knives did the job. Not enough to kill, unless you hit the heart several times. Hurts vamps and weres like a motherfucker, though. Makes them stop chasing you every time.”

				“So this assignment has something to do with vamps or weres?”

				“If I had to guess, this ‘special assignment’ has more to do with getting you alone wearing next to nothing than any fighting.”

				“That thought has crossed my mind.” I walk back to my position twenty feet from the target and stare down at the knives in my hands. “But just in case …” All the knives float out of my hands into the air, lined up in a row. As fast as bullets, they shoot across the room, three hitting the bull’s eye and the rest surrounding the red eye. 

				“Nice,” Irie says.

				I stroll back to the target, tugging at one of the knives. Shoot, it won’t come out. I pull a few more times, and out it comes. I have the same problem with the other five. “Maybe I do need to work on my upper body strength.”

				“Oh, I’m sure Will won’t have a problem staring down your shirt while you sweat and moan on the bench press,” she says in an insinuating tone a deaf man could catch.

				Three times a week Will and I exercise together, if you can call it that. He basically makes me weight train for ten minutes—my complaining always gets the better of him—then he “teaches” me martial arts. Judo, Krav Maga, anything he thinks is useful. Of course, I spend most of the time on my back, and not in a good way.

				“I liked you better when you weren’t getting any. You’re about as smutty-minded as Oliver now.” I start placing the daggers back into the corset.

				“I’m happy! Is it so wrong I want everyone else to be happy too?”

				“No, it’s just annoying.”

				“Come on, Bea. It’s just us girls here. You can admit you miss him. Just a little.”

				“Yeah, I so miss getting my butt kicked three times a week by a werewolf. Fun times.”

				“You don’t miss being pinned under him, your slick bodies touching, his musk filling your every sense …”

				“Definitely liked you better when you weren’t getting any.”

				She chuckles, and pedals even faster. “Seriously though, has he called at all?”

				I climb onto the bike next to her. Cardio time. “Just once or twice to check in.” Or maybe five times, each lasting over an hour, but who’s counting?

				“And you don’t think it’s strange that he’s only called you?”

				I groan. “Will you please stop? We’re friends, end of story.”

				“Well, I know he’ll be pissed when he hears you and Oliver went off to destinations unknown, one of you wearing lingerie.”

				“It’s not lingerie, it’s a weapon. And hopefully, Will won’t find out. I’m tired of pulling those two apart. I feel like I’m back at elementary school.”

				“We used to just let them go at it. It was funny.”

				Poof ! Nancy, teenage teleporter, appears like magic dressed literally head to toe in black. Black hair cut like Bettie Page’s, thick black-framed glasses, sweater, Capri pants, and Mary Janes. She’s going through a black phase now, which in my opinion is a vast improvement on the polka dot phase last month. My black sweater hangs on her rail-thin body. I’ve been looking for that. The past two months have made me realize I’m happy I never had a sister. “Hey,” she says. “What you up to?”

				“What the hell are you doing teleporting? What if your tutor saw?” Irie says.

				“She’s gone. Chill. I’m not, like, totally brain dead. I’ve been sent to get Bea. George wants you. What’s going on? He wouldn’t tell me. What’s that for?” she asks, pointing to the bustier. “And why did Oliver leave me a note asking me to let you, like, borrow my clothes?”

				“He what?”

				“Yeah. Like all my Goth shirts, even my chains and stuff. I left them on your bed. But they’ll all, like, be too tight on you.”

				“That’s probably the point,” Irie says.

				“The point of what? What does she know that I don’t?” Nancy asks.

				“Nance, you know about as much as I do.” I climb off the bike and pick up my secret weapon. “George in the briefing room?”

				“Yeah,” Nancy replies.

				“I’ll drop off my slut clothes later,” Irie says as I walk out.

				“Yeah, because they’re so gonna fit me,” I call back.

				The gym takes up half of sub-basement two, with the gun/skills training center taking up the other half. There is a small concrete cell where Will wolfs out once a month, but I hate going in there. It smells. I walk through the tiny hallway to the elevator. Up one floor to sub-basement one, home to our briefing room and Oliver’s bedroom, the only room in the house I haven’t been in. I won’t even take a peek. I’m sure red satin lines the walls with a black silk bed taking up half the room. The briefing room is the first door on the left, which is where George awaits me.

				Dr. George Black, Ph.D., the man who runs the whole F.R.E.A.K.S. show. He does the research, deals with the bureaucracy, and makes a mean Chimichanga. He’s been part of the team for over forty years. First as a consultant, then as the head of the F.R.E.A.K.S., a clandestine offshoot of the FBI. Technically, we don’t exist, but here we are, smack dab in the middle of the country like Area 51. (Not that I’ve been there; I’ve asked, but I’m not allowed to take a tour.)

				George sits at the head of the long table, his face obscured behind the file marked “Classified,” so only his gray hair shows. He looks up when I clear my throat. “Sorry,” he says. “I was just familiarizing myself a bit more with the case.”

				“What?” I ask, sitting across from him. “You didn’t prep it?”

				“Afraid not. Oliver left it on my desk this morning with detailed instructions as to hotels and supplies. I have to say, he does a better job than I do.”

				“I doubt it. So, what’s the deal? Am I acting as trashy bait or what? Let me guess, he’s cast me as either a stripper or a hooker. Or possibly a stripping hooker?”

				George points the remote in his hand at the projector on the back wall, and the lights dim. We use this room to watch movies sometimes with our feet up on the table—only time we can get away with that.

				Up pops a picture of a thirty-something woman standing behind a bar with enough booze to supply a frat party. George flicks to the next slide of a teenage girl. Pretty, skinny, dressed in a long blue gown with a clean-cut boy standing next to her in a tux. The next picture is of an African American man in his forties sitting on a motorcycle.

				“Who are they?” I ask.

				He flips to a photo of a girl in her late teens in full Goth garb. Black hair, black lips, dog collar, and fake white skin. Then another of a picture of a man and woman my age holding up wine glasses in a toast. “That’s the last one.”

				“So, who are they?”

				“Missing persons from the Dallas area.” He looks in the file. “The first two are Suzie Thal and Kate Bending. Suzie disappeared two and a half months ago, and Kate weeks after that. The man was Antoine Baker, police officer with Fort Worth police. He went missing a week after Kate. The Goth was Donna Zahn, missing two weeks. Finally, the couple are Don and Linda Costarello, both vanished one week ago.”

				“What’s the connection?”

				“Nothing, as far as I can tell. All different races, ages. The FBI and local police have treated them as separate cases.”

				“And we know better?”

				“The only commonality was their enjoyment of the night life, but none frequented the same clubs, according to the reports. The Costarellos and Donna Zahn lived in Dallas, Bending in Grapevine. Suzie Thal worked and lived in Weatherford.”

				“But Oliver found a connection. How?”

				“One of the reasons he was brought on the team was his … network of associates. He is fairly well known in the vampire community.”

				I scoff. “As what?”

				“He told me ‘a fun man.’ We’ve found it handy in situations like this.”

				“So, someone called him and said all the people are connected?”

				“Yes.”

				“Who?”

				“I have no idea. He never reveals his sources,” George says.

				“Then how do we know this person isn’t making this up to ambush us or something?”

				“Oliver hasn’t been wrong in the past.”

				“Then we all go investigate. Why the special assignment?” I ask.

				“Oliver feels, and I agree, that an undercover operation is the best tactic in this situation.”

				“So, I am supposed to be a stripping hooker?”

				He chuckles. “No, nothing that extreme. Your cover is lovers looking to join the Dallas vampire scene. You infiltrate and discreetly ask questions. According to the source, the disappearances can be attributed to a group of approximately seven vampires traveling together.”

				“A cabal? Perfect.” A cabal is a group of vamps who live and play together. I’ve only heard bad and worse things about them. I shake my head. “I’m sorry, but shouldn’t Irie be the one going? All I can do is toss things at them, she can burn them up.”

				“Oliver was insistent you go. For experience.”

				“Of course he was. There’ll be kissing and touching involved?”

				“There is no way Oliver would put his lustful feelings over the well being of others,” George says as if I’ve just insulted the Pope. “I trust him, and so should you.”

				He’s right. Lecherous though he may be, Oliver is great at this job. “I’m sorry. I just really don’t want to go.”

				“There’s no reason to be nervous. You’ll be in communication with us the entire time. We’ll be an hour away by plane if anything should happen. This is simply a fact-finding mission on your part. When you locate the cabal, the rest of the team will join and help take it out if necessary. It isn’t the first time we’ve done this. You’ll be fine.” He stands up. “The plane leaves in an hour. All the supplies you need are loaded already. We’ve arranged for a service to pick you up at the airfield and take you to a hotel that caters to vampires.”

				“So, I’m the dutiful girlfriend making sure her man gets there safely. I think I can manage that.”

				“Excellent. I have no doubt you’ll do just fine.” He pats my hand as he passes out the door.

				Well, that makes one of us.

				_____

				He has got to be kidding. I look … like my grandmother’s worst nightmare. I wouldn’t wear this stuff on Halloween. Black mesh top under a bustier? Tacky. Too-tight black leather mini-skirt? I think I can see my cellulite imprinted on the fabric. I’ll put the black stiletto boots on before we land and not a moment sooner. It’ll be a miracle if I can take two steps in them. I haven’t even decided on makeup, except red lips with lots of powder and eyeliner. If sexy was the aim, we’ve missed the target by about fifty feet and landed in the red light district. I feel ridiculous. Crud, it’s time to go.

				This is going to suck so bad—pun intended.

				I zip up my suitcase with a sigh. Why is he doing this? What does he think, I’ll be so wrapped up in our cover that I’ll just fall into his arms? If he puts one hand on me—

				The telephone rings. This is a rare occurrence, since most of the people I now know on this planet live in this house. I only get two calls a week, if that. One from Nana, the other from my best friend, April, and they both called in the past few days. I pick it up. “Hello?”

				“Hello,” says a voice that lets loose every variety of butterfly into my stomach.

				“Oh! Hi!” I say, my voice raising an octave. “How are you? How’s it going? You good?” Stop babbling, Bea.

				“I’m fine,” Will says. “I’m sorry I didn’t call yesterday. How did things go with your brother?”

				He remembered. He called to check on me on his vacation! I am squealing for joy inside, but not outside. Cool is my middle name. I sit on the bed as best as I can in this skirt. “About what I expected. Nasty names, hurt feelings. I should have known better, I don’t know what I was thinking.”

				“You thought he’d act like a brother. As he should have. Nothing wrong with that.”

				“He seemed to think so.” I sigh. “I’ll know better next time. I did sort of deserve it. You know, the whole ‘almost killing him’ thing.”

				“No, you don’t,” he states emphatically. “You have to stop beating yourself up over that. It was an accident. And you’ve made sure it will never happen again. That’s more than most people would do. Focus on that.”

				“I’ll try,” I say with a smile.

				“Still, I wish there was something I could do.”

				Hop on the next flight and ravage me when you walk in the door? My smile widens from cheek to cheek. “That’s sweet, thank you. I’m over it for the most part. You know me, I try not to dwell on things.”

				“I know. It’s one of the things I admire most about you. You’re a good person.” Neither of us says anything for a few seconds. This is standard for almost all our conversations, uncomfortable silences. We’re working on it. We didn’t start with awkwardness, that’s progress. I broke it last time, so it’s his turn now. “Am I missing anything else interesting there?”

				Crud, he just had to ask. Okay, I have two choices. I can tell him about Operation Lovebirds and he’ll either A) dwell on the fact Oliver is leading an operation without him, but do nothing, or B) in a grand romantic gesture, order me not to go and hop on the first flight back to stop me. Either way, it’ll ruin his first vacation in years, and I’ll still have to go. Plus, if he goes with Option A, it could break my heart. On to my second idea. “Nothing. Same old, same old. I’m boring. What about you? Having fun getting in touch with your inner wolf ?”

				“I suppose. I’m learning a lot about …”

				“Your gift?” He hates calling it that as much as I do. As if turning into a wolf against your will, or almost giving your brother a brain aneurysm, is something akin to a bracelet from Tiffany’s. “What have you learned since we last spoke?”

				“I think I have partial transformation down.”

				“What’s that?”

				“If I concentrate hard enough on one part of my body, I can change it from human to wolf and back again.”

				“Wow! Really? Like your hand can become a paw?”

				“Yeah, but it’s getting things back to normal that I have problems with. Yesterday, I spent the whole day walking around with a paw. Everyone acted like it was nothing.”

				“That must be refreshing.”

				“Not really. I’m actually still homesick. I think it’s getting worse by the hour.”

				“You miss us?” I ask.

				He pauses. “Some more than others.”

				My smile could light up Vegas. “Well, Nancy misses you horribly.”

				“Does she?”

				“Yeah. She’s moping around. Told me she’s constantly thinking about you. It’s downright pathetic.”

				Another pause. “Well, tell her the feeling is mutual. I miss her more than I thought I would.”

				I feel my cheeks flaring up, and I clear my throat. “So, they still treating you okay?” They being the Eastern Pack, a group of werewolves who hold domain over all the wolves from the Mississippi River east. Will met them right when he turned and got on with the Alpha, or leader, Jason Dahl. Will has an open invitation to permanently join them but probably never will. Too much kumbayaing and rules. 

				“I guess. It’s all too upbeat for my taste, but otherwise I guess I’m having a good time.”

				“What do you mean, upbeat?”

				“The whole time I’ve been here, they’ve been drumming into my head this ‘proud to be a werewolf’ rhetoric. I wouldn’t be surprised if they asked me to be in a parade or something.”

				“I’d like to see that,” I chuckle. “You’ll all be carrying banners and howling in Baltimore.”

				“Well, if it happens I’ll send you a plane ticket.” 

				“We can march and chant together! I’ll even dress up! We can wear matching fur coats while singing ‘Who Let the Dogs Out’.”

				“No singing. I’ve heard you sing. We wouldn’t want to clear the streets.”

				“Shut up. I’m not that bad.”

				“You really are,” he chuckles. “But I’d let you walk with and hold my leash, how’s that?”

				“I’m honored you’d trust me with that responsibility,” I laugh.

				Someone knocks on my door, and it opens before I can respond. Agent Wolfe, Irie’s nighttime playmate and one of the actual FBI agents assigned here, pokes his head in. “The plane’s waiting.”

				“Is someone there?” Will asks.

				Covering the phone with one hand, I wave Agent Wolfe away mouthing the words, “Just a minute.” Releasing the receiver I say, “Will, sorry, I have to go. Nancy’s waiting for me.”

				“Oh, okay,” he says, sounding disappointed. The feeling is mutual.

				“I’m sorry. She’s been waiting for half an hour. I’ll see you in a few days, okay? Try to have fun. Bye.” I hang up before he says another word.

				“You didn’t tell him, did you?” Wolfe asks.

				I stand up, pulling my skirt down. “Of course not. And you better not either.”

				“And have him eat the messenger? I don’t think so.” Wolfe steps into the room, picking up both my suitcases. He glances at me and smiles. “You look … nice.”

				I pick up my boots from the floor. “Shut up. I look like an Elvira reject.”

				“Then you’ll fit in with everyone else there. And don’t be nervous. Just stick close to Oliver and follow everything he says. Do that, and you’ll be fine.”

				Right. I am so doomed.
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