


[image: 001]




Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Acknowledgements

 


CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

 


EPILOGUE




PRAISE FOR THE ACCIDENTAL HUMAN

“Ms. Cassidy’s knack for the outrageously hilarious is evident throughout the story . . . Has a laugh-out-loud twist. I could not put this one down.” —Fresh Fiction

“I have to admit that Dakota Cassidy is one of my favorite authors. I haven’t come across any of her books that didn’t deliver a strong, funny, and fabulous story line packed with passion, and The Accidental Human is no exception. You won’t want to miss this one!”

—Fallen Angel Reviews

“A delightful, at times droll, contemporary tale . . . Dakota Cassidy provides a fitting twisted ending to this amusingly warm urban romantic fantasy.” —Genre Go Round Reviews

“A paranormal romance with a strong dose of humor . . . The characters are fun as hell.” —Errant Dreams

 

ACCIDENTALLY DEAD

“Funnier than hell. If you like the writing styles of MaryJanice Davidson or Katie MacAlister, then you will love Dakota Cassidy. She’s in a class all her own!” —Bitten by Books

“A laugh-out-loud follow-up to The Accidental Werewolf, and it’s a winner . . . Ms. Cassidy is an up-and-comer in the world of paranormal romance.” —Fresh Fiction

“Jumping from one supernatural species to another . . . Cassidy’s snappy dialogue and outlandish situations ensure snickers aplenty.”

—Romantic Times

“An enjoyable, humorous satire that takes a bite out of the vampire romance subgenre . . . Fans will appreciate the nonstop hilarity.”

—Genre Go Round Reviews

 

THE ACCIDENTAL WEREWOLF

“Cassidy, a prolific author of erotica, has ventured into MaryJanice Davidson territory with a humorous, sexy tale.” —Booklist

“If Bridget Jones became a lycanthrope, she might be Marty. Fun and flirty humor is cleverly interspersed with dramatic mystery and action. It’s hard to know which character to love best, though—Keegan or Muffin, the toy poodle that steals more than one scene.”

—The Eternal Night

“A riot! Marty’s internal dialogue will have you howling, and her antics will keep the laughs coming. If you love paranormal with a comedic twist, you’ll love this book.” —Romance Junkies

“A lighthearted romp . . . [An] entertaining tale with an alpha twist.” —Midwest Book Review

 

MORE PRAISE FOR THE NOVELS OF DAKOTA CASSIDY

“The fictional equivalent of the little black dress . . . Funny, sexy, and a must-have accessory for every reader.”

—Michele Bardsley, national bestselling author of Over My Dead Body

“Serious, laugh-out-loud humor with heart, the kind of love story that leaves you rooting for the heroine, sighing for the hero, and looking for your own significant other at the same time.”—Kate Douglas

“Dakota Cassidy is going on my must-read list!” —Joyfully Reviewed

“If you’re looking for some steamy romance with something that will have you smiling, you have to read [Dakota Cassidy].”

—The Best Reviews

“Ditsy and daring . . . Pure escapist fun.” —Romance Reviews Today




Berkley Sensation titles by Dakota Cassidy

 

KISS & HELL

 

 

 

 

THE ACCIDENTAL WEREWOLF

 

ACCIDENTALLY DEAD

 

THE ACCIDENTAL HUMAN 
ACCIDENTALLY DEMONIC




[image: 001]




THE BERKLEY PUBLISHING GROUP  
Published by the Penguin Group  
Penguin Group (USA) Inc.  
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA  
Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario M4P 2Y3, Canada 
(a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) 
Penguin Books Ltd., 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England 
Penguin Group Ireland, 25 St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd.) 
Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia 
(a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty. Ltd.) 
Penguin Books India Pvt. Ltd., 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi—110 017, India 
Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore 0632, New Zealand 
(a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd.) 
Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty.) Ltd., 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, 
South Africa

 

Penguin Books Ltd., Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

 

This book is an original publication of The Berkley Publishing Group.

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

 

Copyright © 2010 by Dakota Cassidy.


 

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions. BERKLEY® SENSATION and the “B” design are trademarks of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

PRINTING HISTORY 
Berkley Sensation trade paperback edition / February 2010

 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

 

Cassidy, Dakota. 
Accidentally demonic / Dakota Cassidy. 
p. cm.

eISBN : 978-1-101-17163-9

1. Vampires—Fiction. I. Title 
PS3603.A8685A67 2010 
813’.6—dc22 2009038687

 



 



http://us.penguingroup.com




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Thanks to the usual suspects; Renee George, Michele Bardsley, Terri Smythe, Jaynie Ritchie, Vicki Burklund, Erin, Qwill (you rock the mod, baby), Kaz, Sheri Fogarty, my group of “Accidental Fans” and “The Babes.” Also to my son’s friend Terrence. Dude, I love your accent so much I based a character on you, who has one that I hope reads just like it. So in your honor—“Fo sho, you da bomb- diggety!”

Mucho thanks to the makers of Guitar Hero World Tour and Rock Band—uh-huh, you read that right. I know what you’re thinking: but she’s too old for video games. Ah, but old people rock, too. Just not as hard, or nearly as long before we need Ben-Gay massages and warm milk. Anyway, you have no idea how many plot issues have been solved while I beat those drums during the Foo Fighters “Everlong”—or the utter and pathetic joy I feel when pretending I’m the drum player for Boston.

Picture me, fist held high, index and pinky finger skyward, my tongue hanging out à la Gene Simmons and hear my rebel yell, “Rock and Roll, Hoochie Koo!”

Next up to conquer: Dancing with the Authors.

Huge, huge thanks to my editor, Cindy Hwang, who gives my whacked sense of humor a forum. Elaine Spencer, my agent, and everyone at The Knight Agency. Crystal Jordon, whose librarian skills bar none.

And always the fans. You gave the accidentals a shot—you’re the reason I can’t go to a reader convention without someone asking “Is this in my color wheel?” You crack me up when you let your heads hang low and sheepishly tell me narrowed of eye with hushed defiance, “I like the color  yellow—so—so there!” That my crazy has spread speaks devotion—and forever I’m beyond grateful to every single person who’s picked up a copy of one of my books, shared it with a friend (you brave warriors), got it from the library, or even bought it from a bargain bin. Thank you, thank you!

Never to be forgotten, Rob—a man who loves me even when I wander around in my pajamas with greasy hair, bemoaning my lack of word count, and worrying I’ve written myself into a corner. A man who totally understands that this profession means sometimes he takes a backseat. With my dirty laundry revealed publicly, it only goes to show you that true love really does exist, even if it needs glasses and a thorough psychiatric evaluation.

Dakota[image: 002]

forum.wordreference.com  
www.vikinganswerlady.com  
www.tshirthell.com/hell.shtml  
www.speakjamaican.com/jamaican-slang-glossary.html  
www.straightdope.com




CHAPTER 1

“Wandaaaaa!” Casey Schwartz whispered low and harsh into the mouthpiece of a black phone attached by—of all the demeaning, degrading things—a rusty chain to its base. It was debilitating. No, that wasn’t the right word. It was debasing. Debilitating meant to incapacitate.

Oh. My. She was officially so freaked she had the disease known as contextual error.

Though, in her defense, and despite her almost sickening anxiety, this situation could very well be debilitating, if, say, Big Sue next door decided to make good on her threat to yank her intestines out through her belly button.

“Casey?”

Her gulp was undoubtedly audible, but she refused to allow her voice to wobble. If Wanda knew just how hysterical Casey was, she’d only get hysterical, too. The Schwartzes hysterical together equaled hysterical to the millionth power. “Ye—” She cleared her  throat, wiping away the squeak and hoping to keep the tremor of her bottom lip in check. “Yes, Wanda, it’s me. Your long-lost sister who never calls you.” Well, except when she’s in some deep doody. Like now. Yes, now would be the kind of doody one might call deep. Either way, that wasn’t exactly how she’d hoped her opening line would come out.

If she’d ever felt like complete shit for not calling Wanda and her parents more before today, it would never compare to the steaming pile that was her remorse right now.

“Oh, honey.” Wanda’s tone grew gentle and admonishing all at once. “Don’t be like that. I told you to call me whenever you’re able, didn’t I? No strings attached. I know your life is busy and getting away from that tyrant you work for is difficult. I totally understand your not being able to even so much as pick up a phone until maybe as far into the future as when Mars and Venus align. Really, I do. But believe it or not, I can’t talk right now. I’m on my way for a girls’ weekend in lovely Connecticut with Marty and Nina. We’re off to a B and B for some quality girl bonding.”

“Yeah.” Casey heard a disgusted grunt in the background. “Quality girl bonding, Wanda. Is that what we’re calling dragging me to stupid-assed antique store after antique store to look at overpriced junk while in between hunting garbage we stop at quaint little sidewalk cafés and order prissy tea with names I can’t even pronounce—or drink—then have massages by some weird guys with weirder names like Bjorn who really just wanna see chicks naked.”

“Nina!” Casey heard yet another voice interrupt, much sweeter in tone. “First of all, no one forced you to come, whiner. We only invited you to scare off anyone who might potentially want to become our friend anyway. Because honestly, the idea of adding someone else to our friendship mix when we have you is about as appealing as inviting the devil himself to play Russian roulette with  the gun of his choice. Second of all, she’s on the phone with her  sister. You know, the one who lives in Manhattan and doesn’t visit much. Just shut up, already!”

Casey sighed into the mouthpiece, avoiding at all costs letting her lips so much as graze the black, marred surface. Another pang of regret settled in her stomach knowing Wanda’s friends were apparently aware she was a total slacker when it came to keeping in touch with her family. She’d dwell on that if there weren’t more pressing matters at hand.

Like her life.

Or, at the very least, her wool socks—which, oddly enough, they’d let her keep and were no doubt warm and desirable in a place like this. But definitely not worth the threat of sawing off your feet with a nail file for.

Nausea turned her stomach in waves. Casey pressed a hand to her belly.

Her orange-clad belly.

A rustle of what sounded like material scraping against the phone ensued; then Wanda growled with a snap, “Nina, Marty, knock it off, now! You know damned well I’m not kidding with the two of you, either.”

Growled? Wanda had growled? Had the second coming of Christ been scheduled, and she’d missed the memo? Wanda didn’t growl. She didn’t swear, either. Wanda always went in whatever direction took her as far away from growling and swearing as she could get. Baffled at her sister’s confrontational tone, Casey cocked her head to listen more closely.

“Casey, honey?”

“I’m still here.” Still. Here.

“Did you hear me? I can’t talk right now. Especially with these two beasts in the car. If you only knew what road trips are like with the two of them. Hell, I tell you. Utter and complete hell. Like  total submersion in the ninth level of Purgatory. How about I call you when we get back from Connecticut on Monday? We can set up a time that’s convenient for you. Maybe when the Big Dipper’s in full view?”

Panic rose to lodge in her throat despite the fact that Wanda was taking a potshot at her. She peered over her shoulder at the line forming behind her. “No! No, you don’t understand, Wanda—”

“No, sweetie, I really do. I’m just teasing you about your utter lack of communication and acknowledgment of any and all familial ties. Honest. Now, you go do all the important things that keep you from pressing my number on speed dial and we’ll talk next week—or next year—your call.”

“Wanda!”

“Casey?”

“Please just listen to me.”

“Of course I’ll listen, but wait. Hold on for just a second.”

Hold on? Sure. She could hold on. She could hold on for as long as she could hold off the very angry mob of people closing in on her. A rather imposing, large woman with a small head and square shoulders like a linebacker butted up against her and whispered so the guard wouldn’t hear, “Hey, four eyes, hurry it the fuck up or you’ll be reading Braille.” Casey self-consciously pushed at her glasses, glasses a very nice guard had given her a Band-Aid to hold together after they’d been viciously stomped on with a red stiletto worn by a woman with a thigh the size of a tree trunk. She clamped her fingers firmly above the rims in case the hardened bully behind her decided to make good on her threat. “Wanda?” she squeaked, fighting for composure.

“One more sec, Case. Nina!” Wanda bristled once more. “Give Marty the frickin’ map and give it to her now. You know good and well you couldn’t read a map even if your IQ suddenly shot up fifty points. Hand it over, and hand it over this instant. I knew we  should have taken Marty’s car. She has GPS.” More rustling occurred; then she heard her sister’s exasperated sigh. “Do you see why I can’t talk now, baby girl? It’s just madness when the three of us try to do anything like normal girlfriends do. An all-consuming trip into insanity.”

“Wanda!” She’d resorted to a whisper-yell to get Wanda’s attention. And really, who, in the position she was in now, wouldn’t at the very least whimper?

“I’m just not getting through to you, am I? What’s this sudden need to talk all about, Case? You almost never want to talk. Not willingly, anyway. And to reiterate, I’m not blaming. I’m just stating a fact. I only wish you’d chosen a better time to call. If the timing were right, I’d yak with you for all of the three seconds you devote to saying the words I’m fine. But I just can’t right now. We’re lost somewhere in New York City, and believe me when I tell you: no one wants to be lost with Nina and Marty. No one. In fact, I’d bet the man upstairs himself would rather have a do-over of World War Two than he would be lost with Marty and Nina.”

“One minute remaining,” an automated voice boomed in her ear.

“One minute remaining?” Wanda queried. “Are you calling me from a pay phone, Casey? Do they even still have pay phones anymore? Where’s your cell, honey? I didn’t even check my caller ID to see who was calling. I—”

“Wanda! Quit talking and listen closely!” she yelped, finally blurting out the most heinous statement she’d probably ever make in her entire life. “Seventh Precinct, lower east side of Manhattan. Come get me—please, please come bail me out!” She realized her voice had risen to stratospheric proportions, but her mounting hysteria couldn’t be contained.

“Bail you out?”

A click in her ear meant the one minute she’d had remaining  was up, but it wasn’t up before she’d heard the disbelief Wanda’s voice left ringing in her ear.

Yes.

Bail her out.

Of jail.

Of the poe-poe.

From the big house.

From the hoosegow.

For assault and battery.

Of an off-duty police officer.

 

 

A half an hour later, Wanda showed up just in time for the scheduled visitation with her two friends in tow. “Oh, Casey!” her sister fairly shrieked, gathering Casey in her arms and hugging her tight to her slender frame. Despite her dire circumstances, she couldn’t help but notice how pretty and healthy Wanda looked these days. Since she’d married Heath, her cheeks were always glowing and her eyes were bright. More ugly guilt ate at Casey’s gut. Seeing Wanda reminded her she hadn’t been able to take time off to attend Wanda and Heath’s wedding on the Island. Noooo, she’d been too busy catering to the grown women she literally babysat.

Wanda pushed a strand of Casey’s tangled chocolate brown hair from her forehead. “Are you okay?”

“Don’t ask her that, Wanda. Of course she’s not okay,” a blonde with shoulder-length hair, and a chic sapphire blue, formfitting sweater dress with a gold chain-link belt draped casually over her hips, chastised. “She’s wearing orange—a color I assure you isn’t even close to her color wheel. It makes her look sallow and almost yellow around the gills. And she’s in”—the blonde leaned in and whispered—“jail. Jail, Wanda. There’s nothing okay about jail.”

Another woman, as dark as the blonde was light, and a stark  fashion contrast to her in faded jeans and a sweatshirt that read, “Yellow Sucks,” nudged the blonde hard with a flat palm to her shoulder and an irritated look. “Shut the fuck up, Marty. A—the color wheel bullshit is now a thing of the past. Or did you forget Heath, the director of marketing you hired, shot that shit all to hell and renamed it an ‘Aura Arc’ or some such crap? B—stop whispering the word jail like it’s the plague or something, and quit acting like you’re all above this, Miss Hoity-toity. Jesus! Don’t you think the poor kid feels bad enough without being reminded her color wheel’s out of whack, and she’s in jail? Sometimes you’re so fucking insensitive.”

The blonde—Marty, from what Casey had distractedly gathered—gasped and fiddled with the black coat she had draped over her arm, clenching tight fingers on the collar as though she was warring with the idea of a little physical violence. “Excuse me, but if you remember, I voted Heath down on the ridiculous idea a color wheel should be anything but what it is. A color wheel. And me? Insensitive, Nina? Um, helloooooo, Miss Potty Mouth. Who’s insensitive? Wasn’t it you who just the other day—”

“Nina, Marty, knock—it—off!” Wanda intervened with a stern look, putting a hand up between both women. “Now, my sister’s in crisis. This isn’t the time to have a knock- down, drag-out about arcs and wheels—especially here where I just might allow the nice policeman in the corner over there to haul you both off to cells. You know those dank, dark cages where you all have to share the facilities and some woman named Inga makes you her cellblock missus? Cut it out and behave accordingly.”

Wanda turned back to Casey, plastering a forced smile on her lips, but it didn’t hide the disgust she just knew her sister was undoubtedly experiencing. Casey could see it in the wrinkle of her pert nose and the pinch of her glossed lips. “Now, back to you. Are you okay?”

Casey glanced at the other prisoners in the gray, institutionally colored visiting area and blanched. Oh, Jesus, oh, Jesus, oh, Jesus—she was in jail. She fought for the calm, unruffled demeanor that was almost always her outward appearance. She liked to call it her “work face.” The face she used when someone had to remain calm in the midst of all the chaos and madness her employers’ twenty-something daughters created.

How you did that in the visiting room of the pokey while surrounded by criminals with something called a “grill” in their mouths was going to be a primo effort. Casey gathered what was left of her sane, levelheaded self and laid it right out there for her sister to see. “I’m about as good as can be expected in jail. Did you pay the bond? I know it was a bundle of money. I swear I’ll pay you back for all of it—every penny. I have most of it in my savings account. The rest I’ll make payments on every month. Promise.”

Wanda threw up a dismissive hand as though money was no issue. “Don’t be silly, honey. The money isn’t the problem at all. I took care of it, and I know you’re good for it. Here’s the real problem—you assaulted an off-duty officer, Casey—in a bar. What the ef, young lady? You’re standing here in front of me all stoic, like this is no big deal. I don’t even know who you are.You were always so studious—thoughtful—quiet, and I can’t ever remember you going to a bar. Don’t you remember how we were always saying, ‘That Casey, always with her nose in a book. She’s so quiet.’ So quiet in fact, now we hardly ever hear from you. Since when did you go all vigilante?”

Good question. If someone had the answer, she’d be all in for hearing the explanation. “I don’t know.” And she didn’t. She couldn’t remember past . . . well, she couldn’t remember. Period. Fear rose again like the swell of froth on a freshly tapped beer. “I don’t even remember what happened, Wanda,” she blurted out, then silently damned herself for not thinking before she opened  her big mouth. Shit. Casey let her head hang low, dropping it to her chest to hide her eyes—and, okay, her shame.

But Wanda would have none of that. She tilted up her sister’s chin and forced Casey to gaze into blue eyes so different from her own. “You can’t remember? But you always remember—everything. Details are your thing. Wait . . . were you . . . drunk?” Wanda frowned with distaste, whispering the word so no one would hear her—as if that was the worst offense you could commit in a place like this. Wanda’s nostrils flared in an obvious effort to find alcohol on her breath.

Hah. Drunk.

As if there was ever enough time to so much as breathe the air designed especially for her when she was too busy breathing it for the Demonic Duo, Lola and Lita—her boss, Calvin Castalano’s, twin daughters. Spoiled, self-centered socialites who did virtually nothing but plan their eyelash-curling time around their next Botox injections and drive-by implants. Though drinking wasn’t a vice she heartily pursued—if anyone could drive someone to become a shoo-in for AA, it was Lola and Lita.

Casey focused on Wanda’s face again and replied with as much succinct calm as she could muster, “No. No, I wasn’t drinking or drugging or doing any of the things that would make me forget how I ended up here in jail for . . . assaulting an officer.” Casey cringed, folding her fingers together to rest at her thighs. She’d hit a police officer. Her. Casey Louise Schwartz.

And she hadn’t just hit him. According to what she’d overheard, she’d slammed one Arvin Polanski up against the far side of the bar’s wall—with just a single, delicate hand.

Oh, and then she’d hurled herself at him, suspending him approximately three feet above the ground, but not before she made an extra special effort to threaten to sacrifice the heart she’d rip from his chest in a ritualistic offering of satanic worship.

And sheep.

There was also a reference to sheep she neither understood nor wanted clarification for.

That the two arresting officers had even been speaking with the smallest, most remote reference about her and satanic rituals might just mean a psych eval was in her very near future.

She’d never raised a hand to anyone in her life, but clearly, when she chose to throw down, she did it with a thundering hand and wild abandon. And that could be handy info to have on her side should she ever encounter, say, a mugger.

Or a brutal serial killer.

Whichever came first.

Yet those moments she’d only heard bits and pieces of as they were booking her remained a complete blur. The only thing she did remember was the aftermath. The aftermath that included hog-tying her and hurling her like a sack of potatoes into the back of a police car while Lola and Lita stood mortified on the outskirts of the biggest crowd she’d seen since the last Flock Of Seagulls concert she’d gone to as a teenager.

“Casey? Care to explain that statement?” Wanda pressed, giving the visitors area the once-over with a scathing glance. “Because here you are. In jail not remembering how you got here.”

“Here I am,” she confirmed. In jail. To say anything else, to defend herself without all the details, would just be stupid. She’d clearly blacked out, but the how and why was a big, honkin’ blank.

“Did you have a drink?” Marty asked, her eyes warm and clear with concern. “I read an article a long time ago about how dangerous it can be to set one down in a bar. Freaks put all sorts of things in them—like maybe psychotropic drugs or something. You can’t ever be too careful these days.”

“I didn’t have anything to drink,” Casey said, thwarting that idea. There was never enough time to do anything as self- indulgent  as get your own drink when you were too busy finding the best champagne in the house for the demon twins.

Wanda’s one hand went instantly to Casey’s forehead, prying one of her eyes wide-open with the other to gaze into it. “Did you hit your head? Are you having some kind of neurological issues you haven’t told me about?”

She shrugged off her sister’s fingers, forcing down her irritation. “No.”

“No,” Wanda repeated plainly. “That’s all you have. Just no.”

Yep. That about sized it up. “Yes.”

Nina stuck her head between the two of them. “Am I outta line here or would it be too much to ask you two to worry about the explanations and memory recon missions later? You know, after we get the fuck out of here,” Wanda’s friend Nina said, saving Casey from having to offer any further explanations. “I hate to rub salt in the wound, but we are in the slammer. And I’m not much likin’ the seedy dude over there in the corner who, if he keeps eyeing my booty and thinking the shit he’s thinking, is gonna be pulling my fist from his throat by way of his ass. I know I said I’d almost rather do anything than go to that fucking spa slash B and B with you two wing nuts, but this wasn’t high on my list. So can the interrogation, Wanda, and let’s get Casey home before I beat the fucking snot out of that freak.”

Wanda gave Casey one last sympathetic glance before she nodded her head in agreement. “For once, Nina, you have a point. They have to out-process you or something police-ish like that, is what I’m told. Paperwork, I guess. We’ll meet you out in front of the jail,” she said with intended emphasis. “In the parking lot.”

Casey watched her sister tuck her purse between her arm and side, her short, quick steps brisk and efficient as she and her friends exited the visiting area’s locked doors. Just as Nina passed the “seedy dude,” she leaned in with a narrow gaze of her black eyes, letting loose an odd, menacing sound from her throat.

A shiver ran the course of her spine.

The Nina chick was scary.

How she’d become friends with her sister, meek and about as confrontational as Mother Teresa, escaped her.

When she broke out of the big house, Casey made a mental note to make nice with the scary chick at all costs.

 

 

“OFFICER?”

“If you’re here ta file a complaint, sit over there.” The police officer pointed a finger to the left without looking up, his Brooklyn accent distinct. “If you’re here ta bail somebody out”—he thumbed over his shoulder—“it’s the room on the right.”

Clayton Gunnersson stuck his hand under the officer’s nose, giving him a cheerful grin. “I’m not here to file a complaint.”

“Then it’s the room on da right, buddy,” he offered distractedly.

“Actually, I was wondering if the Unabomber has visiting hours. I baked a cake for him. Chocolate. It’s his favorite.”

The officer’s head snapped upward, eyeing Clayton. “Yer a funny guy.”

“Now that I have your attention, I’m not sure exactly where I need to be. So before I take door number one or two, I was hoping you could help me.”

“Look, pal . . .” He drifted off when Clay captured his eyes, holding them in a stare.

Clayton leaned over the high desktop and smiled. “I only need a moment of your time. Promise. I’m looking for someone who was involved in an incident at Crimson Lips. I don’t have her name, but there was only one arrest, so it shouldn’t be difficult to locate her.”

The policeman began to move his head in an “absolutely not”  fashion, but Clayton caught him, directing his attention back to his eyes. “Nuh-uh-uh, now, don’t go all rules and regulations with me. Be nice and help a guy out. Ready?” Clay motioned his fingers up and down, and the officer’s head followed with obedience. “Nice. Now, where’s the girl who was arrested at Crimson Lips?”

His eyes were shiny and glazed, but his lips moved in a sluggish response. “Posted bail—her sister, I think.”

Clay smiled once more with approval. “Excellent. And what’s the young lady’s name and address?”

“I can’t give you that inf—”

Clayton gave him a mock pout. “Oh, Officer Kilpatrick, you do know it’s pointless to deny me, don’t you?”

Kilpatrick nodded, transfixed by Clayton’s stare.

“Perfect. Now, do me this—look it up on your computer, and then write it down on one of those sticky things for me. I forget a lot lately, and this is important.” Clay pointed to the stack of sticky notes, his eyes never leaving the officer’s face. “Use a yellow one, please.”

Officer Kilpatrick gave him no trouble at all, typing in a few words, then transferring the information to the sticky note Clay requested. He took the note from him, sticking it to the front of his jacket and holding it out to show Kilpatrick. “So I’ll remember.”

He nodded again, slow and wooden.

Clay reached over and slapped him on the shoulder. “You’re a good egg, Officer Kilpatrick.”

Looking down at his shirt, he glanced at her name, saying it with a silent movement of his lips, then cringed.

He’d done a bad, bad thing.

With a grimace, he pondered this Casey Louise Schwartz.

She was in for a surprise.

Though the throwing of confetti was probably inappropriate.




CHAPTER 2

Casey led the women to her apartment off the main living quarters and though they remained silent for the most part, the occasional grunt from Nina bounced off the cavernous walls of the Castalano residence.

“Nice digs out there,” Nina commented with a thumb over her shoulder as Casey flipped the light on, illuminating her small living room.

Marty set her purse on the coffee table. “Wanda? Did you see the Picasso? I think it’s real. Like, really real.”

“It is,” Casey confirmed, flopping on the couch, drawing a worn blanket over her shoulders. “Worth millions, I think.”

Nina snorted. “That big-assed thing hanging in the hallway? It looks like a kindergartner finger painted it after slam- dunking too many gummy bears.”

Marty sat on the arm of the chair Nina had positioned herself in and flicked Nina’s dark hair. “You’re such a heathen,  Nina. You wouldn’t know real art from the pictures in a comic book.”

In anticipation of Nina’s response, Wanda raised a threatening finger. “Shut. It.” She turned to Casey, tucking the corners of the blanket under her chin. “Now, what do you say we talk about how you landed in the pokey?”

A groan escaped her lips. How could she possibly explain to Wanda that she had absolutely no clue how she’d found herself in jail? How could she explain threatening an officer of the law if she didn’t remember doing it? In fact, she only remembered what happened just before she’d apparently offered to kill an innocent man, and she was so embarrassed by the lengths she’d gone to protect Lola and Lita, she for sure didn’t want Wanda to know what she’d been trying to prevent before she’d blacked out. When she finally spoke, her shame kept her words simple. “Let’s not.”

“All right, then. How about we talk about what’s all over your shirt?” Wanda pulled apart either side of the blanket to point at the angry, dark splotch on her white, tailored blouse. “It looks like blood, Case. So what is it?”

The proverbial broken record continued to play when she repeated, “I—I—”

“Don’t know,” Wanda finished in that uppity older-sister tone. “Right. Got that part. If you don’t know what happened—and blood was involved—I hate to be the one to point this out, but that’s a pretty big ‘I don’t know.’ Blood was shed, Casey.You know, the stuff that runs in your veins or, say perhaps, drips from your finger when you have an owie. From the looks of your shirt, there was a lot of it, too. How could that have happened without your knowing? There were witnesses who identified you. People in the bar who saw you accost this officer ‘like you were possessed,’ as one man described it. It’s obvious we need to talk.”

Indeed. Talking would be fine, but pointless if she couldn’t remember a damned thing about how she got blood on her shirt. Plus, she just didn’t know if she had any words left in her to talk with. She’d been up all night, hovering in the corner of a damp cell filled with angry hookers and female knockoffs of the Zodiac Killer. All while she gnawed her nails to their cuticles, trying to make herself as small and unnoticeable as possible. “There’s nothing to explain,” she said once more, for lack of anything valuable to offer.

Wanda pursed her lips. “Um, wasn’t it just me who paid a butt-load of money to get you out of jail? It costs a lot of money for the kind of bail you’re given when you assault an off-duty officer and end up in jail. Jail, Casey Louise Schwartz. I think I deserve at least an attempt at an explanation.”

Which seemed to be the ever-elusive most popular quest of the day. An explanation. “If I don’t have one, then I can’t give you one, Wanda.” Which was a very logical answer, considering her very illogical position. She avoided her sister’s eyes by scrunching farther into the couch and bowing her head, then found herself face-to-face with the ugly stain on her shirt. How she’d missed that when they’d out-processed her could only be chalked up to exhaustion.

Wanda wasn’t buying it. Her eyes grew determined and her tone no-nonsense. “How could you not have an explanation for being arrested? What happened before you beat the off- duty officer up?”

Cutting Wanda off, Nina snorted with a grin she obviously fought. “And threatened to sacrifice some organ or other while you fed it to a sheep. Believe me, I don’t say this often, kiddo, but I’m not worthy of your kind of creative threats. You da man.” She tilted her head at Casey in apparent admiration.

Marty slapped at Nina’s black leather-clad shoulder again. “That was not what they told us at the police station, mouth. They said she threatened to sacrifice his heart in some satanic ritual that involved sheep. God, Nina, get the facts straight. Don’t make things worse than they already are.”

Her mortification made her slide to the edge of the couch, preparing for a quick exit if necessary. Jesus, Joseph, and Mary. It  was true. What those police officers had said was accurate. A farm animal? She didn’t know the first thing about farm animals. The only pet she’d ever had—still had—was a goldfish, for shit’s sake. Not to mention the fact that she knew absolutely nothing about satanic rituals.

This had to be some huge mistake. Huge. Ginormous. Monumental. A disastrous case of mistaken identity.

“And please don’t embarrass yourself by telling me there must be some mistake,” Wanda said, reading her mind.

Hookay. No denial. Instead, she opted for more uncomfortable silence while each of the women stared her down, waiting.

A knock at her door almost made her sigh with relief until she realized it would probably be her boss, who would no doubt fire her. After last night, she shouldn’t much care, but there was the issue of eating. Something she sort of needed to do if she hoped to get all crazy and not starve to death.

Casey popped up, racing to the door as fast as her loafer-clad feet would carry her. She cracked it open to peer out only to have Lola, reed thin and dressed in a tight, pink belly sweater, shove her way in. “Omigod, Casey! Thank God you’re okay!”

Crap. She didn’t want Wanda to know the kind of degradation she suffered chasing after her employer’s grown children like she lived in servitude. And she sure as shit didn’t want her to know what had happened before she’d suddenly become a candidate for Amnesiacs Anonymous.

“Yeah,” Lola’s twin, Lita, dressed identically, agreed, stroking the ends of her thick, platinum blond ponytail. “We were soooo worried about you.”

Huh. Last time she’d checked, when you were worried, you didn’t let the cops drag the person you were worried about off like a hog to slaughter without saying word one about why the worried for had done this heinous thing she’d done and she couldn’t remember. However, instead of losing her cool, she did what she always did, no matter the trouble the twins caused—even if the trouble now had involved her. She stared blankly at them and waited. It always freaked them out when she expected them to complete a sentence.

Lola played with the earring in her eyebrow, nary an ounce of remorse on her face. “We totally couldn’t believe you were encapsulated.”

Someday she was going to handcuff these two to a chair and force them to read the dictionary. Every frickin’ word. “Incarcerated. I was incarcerated, and no, I’m sure seeing me pepper sprayed and handcuffed wouldn’t tip you off that maybe, just maybe, I might be  incarcerated.” Casey clamped her lips shut to keep from going any further. Again, the eating issue, and maybe even the fear of ending up in a homeless shelter, kept her silent.

Lita frowned with a cutesy innocence that might work on their father, but only pushed Casey closer to the edge of a place she couldn’t remember even coming close to. The girls definitely brought her their fair share of grief, and yeah, this was an extreme case of it because she’d ended up in jail, but the angry niggle that had begun as Wanda grilled her began to increase with hot pulses along her spine. “We tried to tell them what happened. They just wouldn’t listen.” Lita pouted her full lips prettily. The way she had when she’d mutilated her father’s vintage Vette.

Wanda was up off the couch in a shot at Lita’s statement, glaring down at the two twenty-two-year-olds who held her paycheck in their destructive hands. Marty and Nina, too, gathered right behind her, planting themselves in the small entryway, leaving Casey  suddenly feeling oppressed, like if she didn’t get air to her lungs, she’d explode.

“What did happen?” Wanda eyed the girls with a hawkish glare.

“Oh, I love your sweaters, and they match. Sooo cute,” Marty cooed to the twins. “Where’d you get them?”

Nina rolled her coal black eyes. “Shut the fuck up, Marty. This isn’t a trip to Neiman Marcus. Leave the Double- knit Twins alone, and let Wanda find out what happened, seeing as Casey”—she swiped two pairs of index fingers in the air—“can’t remember.”

“No!” Casey roared, then clamped a hand over her mouth when several surprised glances cast her way.

“Dude,” Nina barked, hovering over her with a suspicious frown. “If they know what happened, and you don’t, why the fuck wouldn’t you want them to tell your sister? The sister who fucking spent a lot of greenbacks to get you the hell out of the slammer.”

Because, you interfering, meddlesome piece of trailer-park trash—it’s no one’s business but mine. Casey slapped her hand over her mouth again to fight a gasp, her eyes wide. Where had that thought come from? And had she just thought that about Nina? Lest she forget how scary Nina was. Hello, badass in da house. She threw an apologetic glance at Wanda’s friend. Even though she hadn’t spoken the words—that she had merely thought them appalled her. “I just—”

“So, ladies, why don’t you tell me what happened?” Wanda interjected again, sending Casey’s anger up yet another spiky notch.

Nary a warning came before that little niggle of irritation turned into a heated push of irate, irrational fury. “Goddamn it, Wanda, I said—no! Now stay the hell out of it!” Casey fairly howled, her words gravelly and deep to her ears as she grabbed each of the girls by the arm and gave them a shove out the door. Her chest  throbbed, but she managed, “I’ll talk to you two tomorrow.” She slammed the door with a harsh slap of her hand and cheeks that grew hot, then eyed Wanda. “When I tell you to stay out of it, you’d friggin’ better stay—out—of—it! Got that?”

Wow, wow, wowee. Once more, surprise at her harsh, downright ungrateful words to Wanda, who’d been nothing but good to her, made her want to crawl out of her own skin.

Silence pulsed between the women. Nina looked at Wanda, who looked at Marty, who looked bug-eyed at Casey.

Gawking.

Awkward.

Nina was the first to speak, closing in on Casey and cornering her. Her words were threaded with quiet intimidation, spat from clenched, incredibly white teeth. “What the hell is wrong with you? Look here, exorsistah, you ungrateful little whiner, you’d better start spilling and stop wasting our friggin’ time. I don’t have all fucking night to sit around and listen to you piss and moan like some pansy-ass about how you don’t remember what went down. Especially after Wanda, you know, the sister you don’t spend two minutes on the phone with unless it’s a timed phone call from jail, begging for cash—the one who just spent an ass load of money to bail you out. Now spew, Sybil, or I’ll beat it the fuck out of you.”

“Nina!” Both Marty and Wanda yelled.

Casey felt her eyes narrow, her chin jut upward, her posture stiffen, all while she stared up at Nina—who, lo and behold, she quite suddenly wasn’t so afraid of.

Well, huh.

A shot of pure adrenaline rocketed through her veins with such a swift surge it jolted every muscle in her body—invigorating her. As if the opportunity to spar with the menacing, überscary Nina was a full-on smackdown she’d invite.

What. The. Fuck?

But abruptly, her mouth opened and words spilled out. “Were I you,” Casey said in a tone that was deep and filled with condescending arrogance, “I’d back off, bitch.” She pointed up into Nina’s face, letting her index finger rest just under her nose.

Casey heard the room fill with more gasps, but her vision had narrowed to nothing but Nina’s beautiful face. A face she wanted to ram her fist into—but good.

Nina’s eyebrow rose to a perfect arch, but she didn’t budge. “Were I you, I’d watch my hindquarters, Miss Priss. I so know you didn’t just call me a bitch. You’d better hope I didn’t hear right,  bitch, because I’ll shove my fist so far down your throat they’ll have to get the Jaws of Life to extract it.” Wanda and Marty hovered behind Nina’s right shoulder, but she held her hand up with an angry flip of her palm.

Casey crossed her arms over her chest in defiance. “Oh, but you heard me per-fect-ly.”

Nina’s lips thinned. “Hookay, I’m gonna to give you one last op to shut that yap of yours because your sister’s my friend. But if you don’t knock it the fuck off right now, it’s on, Princess. Got that?”

For the briefest moment, she warred with herself, an odd struggle of socially acceptable decorum and the need to take Nina out so rife it was palpable. Casey fought it for all of maybe two seconds before the rising fury, so unexpected and uncharacteristic, consumed her. Her last semi-sane thought was, omigod, she was totally going to call her sister’s friend a bitch to get a rise out of her. And then—she did—with a roar so earsplitting and fierce, Nina’s long, wavy hair ruffled from the whoosh of her breath. “I’ll say it once more for those in the room who struggle with English comprehension—back—off—bitch!”

So it was on.

Nina planted her hands on either side of Casey’s smaller frame and let her face loom mere inches away. Her mouth, tight and  pinched, sneered; her next words became a snarl. “You do know we’re game on, don’t you?”

Cockily, she jammed her face in Nina’s. “Guess what, badass? This is me not afraid of you.Yeah. That’s right—I went there!” She flicked a finger in the air, grazing Nina’s hair.

Nina snarled. “This is me telling you, you should be very afraid, little girl.”

“Nina! That’s enough—you know better!” Marty yelled, yanking at her shoulder from behind while Wanda tried to get between them. “Back off! You’ll hurt her if—”

“Bring it, bitch!” Casey bellowed, shoving at her so hard, she heard the crack of her palm against the leather of Nina’s jacket. Out of nowhere, Nina was easily ten feet away from where she’d been almost plastered up against her.

And Casey was staring down at her.

Which was undoubtedly odd because Nina was at least five inches taller than she was.

“Nina! Nooooooooo! You’ll kill her!” Casey heard Wanda scream.

Yet, she found she cared little because she pointed her finger at Nina again when she attempted to round on her once more. “What about back off, bitch don’t you get, biiitch?” Somewhere, way deep down, she knew she’d tacked on that extra bitch because it would make Nina freak. And she liked it—reveled in it—relished it with lip-smacking anticipation.

Somewhere, way deep down inside, she also knew her ass was so in for a lickin’. Yet, also somewhere way deep down inside—she didn’t give a flying fuck. So she emphasized that way deep down inside disregard by pointing at Nina again and screeching, “Bitch!”

At the top of her lungs.

While Casey Louise Schwartz, always the calm in the middle  of chaos, watched flames, bright orange and crackling blue, shoot from her fingertips and headed straight for her sister’s “not as scary as she once was” friend.

And then . . . oh, holy Heaven.

Set Nina’s hair on fire.
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