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CHAPTER

1

“Will I sparkle in the sunlight? Because confession: I’m uncomfortable sparkling,” Samuel McLean said.

“Oh, dude, if you go out in the sunlight, I can promise there’ll be no sparkling. Now sparks? Hmmm. Could be. Definitely some fucking flames. For sure a whole lotta screaming, ‘Oh, my God, it burns!’ but no sparkles. Though, I gotta give it to you, dude. With what you’re wearin’, you give sparkly a whole new level of ugly.”

He ignored the crude woman’s crack about his dress. According to the lady in the thrift store, he’d gotten a good deal on it, and it was a hot color this season. So, yeah. “Another pressing thought?”

“Shoot.”

“Do I have to pick a team? I don’t want to screw with Edward or Jacob’s self-esteem.”

A cackle with a definite hint of devious pleasure threading through it followed Sam’s question. The deep chuckle literally clanged in his ears to the point of painful, leaving him feeling like one full-bodied raw nerve. He shifted in his chair at the basement offices of OOPS, pulling uncomfortably at the front of his red sequined dress to create some much-needed airflow.

Christ, it was hot. Why was it so damn hot?

From behind him, the lingering presence of the woman who’d plowed into the office like he owed her money was downright imposing. When she leaned over his shoulder, Sam forced himself to forget he was wearing a hot little number. He mentally put his man-suit back on and asked, “You are, again?” with as much of an arrogant, I’m-still-in-charge-of-this-situation tilt to his penciled-in eyebrow as he could muster.

For which the imposing female wasn’t at all fazed. “Nina. Nina Blackman-Statleon. Vampire. The non-sparkly kind.”

The breathtaking brunette in jeans and a sweatshirt clamped a hand on his shoulder. She clenched it with fingers of steel that burned clear through his shifting shoulder pads and made his big hoop, clip-on earrings sway. “Man, as soon as I heard you were here, I skipped right over like I was on my way to the flippin’ Ring-Ding factory VIP tour. So. Jazzed. Look.”

She came to stand in front of him, holding out a basket before she unceremoniously plunked it in Sam’s lap. “When Marty called me, I got so fucking excited you weren’t a whiny female this time round, I threw this shit together. We’ve never had a legit dude accidentally bitten before. So call it my Vampire Welcome to the Clan gift.”

She grinned, beautiful and maybe just a little too smug for his liking, quite obviously pleased with her generous contribution to this vampire thing.

Samuel’s eyes trailed down to the wicker basket in his lap and pushed his skirt toward his knees in the effort to keep his man bits properly covered—still too dazed to respond. Though not so dazed he missed the packet labeled BLOOD in bold black letters. It glistened, red and delicious, taunting him from its plastic casing.

Hungry, Sammy?

He clenched his jaw again, grinding his teeth together—which wasn’t easy, considering their recent growth spurt. Fuck. He was actually eyeing the blood like it was a filet. Apparently a delicacy, as part of Marty’s Welcome to the Night Dwellers Club information packet, he’d never eat again.

“Oh, look,” the aforementioned Marty remarked in dry tones, leaning against a chipped desk with her arms crossed over her chest. “Nina the Sensitive was kind enough to make you a vampire care package, Mr. McLean. Suppose you could’ve waited until he knew everything he was in for before you threw him into the dark overlord deep end of the pool, Nina?”

The brunette turned her middle finger up at the blonde with a smirk. “Blow me. He’s a man, Marty. He’d better take it like one. Which means he needs to get used to the fact that if he goes out in the sunlight without that goddamned SPF two trillion, he’ll burn like a Yule log. And he’s got to feed or he’ll shrivel up just like all of his useless organs have.”

Sam fought hard to keep the man in his male equation intact and not flinch when Nina reminded her friend his organs were now persona non grata and his time-share in Aruba was going to be a future Craigslist ad.

He squared his shoulders. Not that it was easy to do in a sequined red dress and heels.

Project his manliness, that is.

How the hell did women keep these skimpy dresses in place? For that matter, how did they keep their legs closed, their nylons from ripping, their bra straps from digging a hole in their skin, apply false eyelashes with diamond studs on them and not end up with glue all over their faces, and walk in heels all at the same damn time?

Suffice it to say, Sam did not enjoy being a girl. He looked down at his chest in disgust, adjusting his half deflated gel bra with impatience when the third woman in the trio spoke.

“Did you say manly?” a chestnut-haired brunette remarked with a snort at Nina’s comment. “You mean like the way you took it, Nina? All manly?” she taunted with a raised eyebrow, her eyes gleaming with laughter.

Nina made a face, distorting her beauty, and plopped down in a chair behind a duplicate of the desk Marty stood in front of. “Shut the hell up, Wanda. I did not either cry.”

Wanda. Yes. Sam remembered now. The elegantly dressed, gracious lady was Wanda Schwartz-Jefferson—the werevamp. At least that’s what he recalled her saying when he’d woken up in their office to find himself being hurled into a chair with the declaration that he had the ugliest pumps ever. Though, they’d assured him, his color something or other was spot on.

That had been Marty’s contribution to his condition.

Marty Flaherty … the woman. Who’d lifted all six-foot-five and two hundred and thirty pounds of him like he was nothing more than a curling iron. Marty the werewolf-woman, that is.

So. Much. Crazy.

Wanda clucked her tongue. “No. You didn’t cry, badass. You pissed and moaned and carried on for days. That’s what you did.” She snapped her fingers together to shush Nina, who was quite obviously ready to react. With venom, if Sam was accurately reading her vibe. “Now, before things get out of control like they always do, shut up, Nina. Yes, you’re the expert on vampires here. Yes, I’m sure you’ll have plenty to add to Mr. McLean’s misery because that’s all part of the Nina genius. But you’re not going to do it for the pathetic glee the shock value brings you. Not today, Elvira. I refuse to have one more accidentally turned client fill out that infernal comment form Casey insisted we put on our site with another negative review about your skills as a paranormal crisis intervention counselor. Refuse.”

Nina brushed imaginary lint from her sweatshirt that had a thumbs-up sign and read, VAMPIRE SEX. 24 PEOPLE LIKE THIS. “Oh, please. We all know that dude was a total dick. Of course we weren’t helpful or whatever the fuck he said. He wasn’t really accidentally anything—except maybe a moron. He was no more accidentally turned into a dragon than I am the new Miss Fucking Universe. He had eczema—not scales. Bet he’d take that shit off the OOPS site if he knew his ass was in for a poundin’ from me. Shoulda just killed him when I had the little douche in the trunk of the car.”

Wanda took a deep breath, her hands gripping the edge of her desk. “The point being, he should have never been in the trunk of your car, Nina! For the love of—you can’t just throw someone who makes you angry in the trunk of your car and threaten to make them a pair of cement Louboutins—even when they send us on a wild-goose chase! We are professionals. Now, false report or not, Chester wasn’t the only one who left a comment that was less than favorable about you, Mistress of the Dark. So knock it off! This is someone’s life—not a game where the poor, accidentally turned is the hunted and you’re the hunter. So stay seated, quiet your ever-unhelpful mouth, and let us assist Mr. McLean.”

Nina’s lips formed a thin line, but upon Wanda’s order, she leaned back in her chair, letting her ankle rest on her knee.

Watching their interaction, one that had a certain rhythm to it, Sam was capable of only one assessment. It was damn obvious these women were experienced in this sort of thing. So had it just been luck that he’d landed here? Or was it a calculated stop, drop, and roll on the doorstep of three women who just happened to claim they were supernatural? His usually sharp-as-a-tack mind couldn’t process much further than the scenario before him.

Maybe he was being punked by his new poker buddies? How did he know these women were telling the truth about all these accidents they lay claim to? Seriously, who thinks a werewolf looks like a dog, and did vampires really have dental plans?

If you listened to Wanda and Marty and the tales they’d told him about their accidental events, apparently, they did.

How did he know they could really help him? Sure, they claimed they knew what was happening to him and that they could assist, but how did he know he had what they had?

How did he know they had anything to begin with? Maybe what they’d shown him had David Copperfield properties to it, and he’d fallen for it because, let’s face it, he’d lost a day of his life—somewhere—somehow in a bizarre comatose-like state. He’d have called drunk for all the ensuing craziness, but the fuck of it was, he hadn’t had a drop to drink the night this had all begun. He never drank on the job …

Maybe he was just tired, and all that snarling, shedding, and showing of the fangs they’d given him as proof was his eyes playing tricks on him.

Or …

Sam, Sam, Sam. Don’t be an asshat. Did you not bear witness to what that Marty called the shift? You’ll be picking fur out of your teeth for days for all the openmouthed horror you displayed.

Okay. There was no denying what he’d seen, whether he was recovering from a bender he couldn’t remember having or not. This was real. Marty had turned into a werewolf right in front of him, and Wanda had lifted not one, but both desks with a mere two fingers from each hand.

He’d seen. Fuck. It had been like that crazy show his ex-girlfriend used to watch. Super-something with men she’d called lickable that were always fighting, not only with each other, but with Lucifer and his demons because they were vessels. Shit. Was he a vessel, too?

Damn. It would suck to be a vessel in a dress and these big hoopy earrings.

How could this all really be true?

“Mr. McLean? Are you still with us?” Wanda asked, her worried glance to the other two women making him reposition his slouching frame.

Be a man, Sam. All man. “Sam. Please, call me Sam.” Or Vampire. Mr. Vampire.

Wanda perched on the edge of her desk, crossing her slender legs. Her black heels clacked together in an abomination of sound so sharply distinct, Sam gripped the arms of the office chair they’d given him to sit in upon his awakening. It was all he could do to keep from screaming at Wanda to shut up. Everything was so loud and abrasive. “Okay, so here we go, Sam. Obviously, you realize you’ve got a … problem.”

As problems went—this probably would classify. He was in the office of women who declared they were paranormal crisis counselors and ran an organization titled OOPS. He had no idea how he’d gotten here. Add to that, he had on a dress, matching heels, nylons, fake eyelashes, and a blond wig. Definitely problematic.

Sam watched Wanda’s pink-glossed lips nibble at the end of her pencil while she waited for him to answer. “Yes. I think these”—he lifted his upper lip, taking care not to poke himself with the Lee Press Ons still stuck to his fingertips, and revealed the fangs the women had shown him he was now the proud owner of when they’d made him run his fingers along his newly elongated teeth—“are a definite problem. There’s also the small, but quite possibly deadly issue of my urge to eat anyone who has blood pumping through their veins—which I’ll be honest enough to tell you, I’m really fighting. I’m guessing ‘I’m a vampire’ won’t be a solid defense in a court of law where murder’s concerned.”

Insanity be thy name.

“I’d like to attribute this to the world’s worst hangover, but as far back as the night this happened, I can’t remember even having the chance to grab a beer.”

Marty’s hand shot up, her bracelet-covered wrist shiny under the brash ceiling light. “Hold on. You were rambling just a little when we dragged you in here. Let’s hear what happened once more for posterity so Nina’s filled in?”

Sam’s mind raced back to two days ago when he’d been talked into going to his new friend Joel’s Halloween costume party. Dumbest ass thing he’d done in a long damn time. But Joel had convinced him he needed to mingle more instead of burying himself in his work. “I think, to my best recollection, it happened at my friend Joel’s costume party—”

“So you don’t always dress like Marilyn Monroe OD’d on steroids?” Nina queried with a wave of her hand at his torn dress and cracked heels.

Sam pushed a blond curl from the wig he was still wearing out of his eyes. Eyes that had taken one look in that hand mirror these bunch of women had given him when they’d spouted their paranormal pitch, and had nearly fallen out of his head.

And it wasn’t due to the fact that he didn’t need his glasses to see his reflection clearly anymore, but more because he had absolutely no reflection, period. “Um, no. It was a costume party. You know, Halloween? I thought it would be funny if—”

Nina cut him off again with a flap upward of her hands. “No judgment here, dude. You can be whatever you want to be. If you dig dressing up like a chick and bein’ swishy, you won’t hear me point out that the dress you’re wearing is a shitty color for your stupid color aura—or whatever. But I’m crushin’ on your earrings.”

“They were a total steal at some place in the mall called Claire’s. And hold on,” he protested. “Marty said it was a good color for me … and it was a costume party …” Hey now. He stopped short, clamping his piehole shut.

“Nina!” Wanda chastised, her frown disapproving. “I’m sorry, Sam, but if you choose to work with us, she’s a part of the deal. Forget your color wheel and your dress and those ghastly heels and try to focus on the fact that Nina mostly knows what she’s talking about. She is the vampire in our equation. Full vampire, as opposed to my only half.”

Right. Wanda was halfsie, as she’d jokingly referred to herself on a snort Marty had mirrored. That he could remember any of this after waking from what felt like a coma continued to amaze him.

Wanda rustled on the desk, regaining Sam’s attention. “Please, continue, Sam.”

He scratched at his legs, ripping another hole in his pathetically shredded pantyhose. “Anyway, I went to this costume party where I met a woman dressed as a vampire and …” And she’d been hot as Hades. Maybe hotter.

They’d made sizzling eye contact over the apple-bobbing barrel and the rest was as clichéd as it got. He wasn’t one for one-night stands as a rule, but this woman, mysterious, round in all the right places, and with a pair of eyes so oddly tinted violet, he couldn’t help but pursue her.

But he wasn’t going to share those thoughts with a roomful of females who’d made it clear they could take on an entire football team while they polished their nails.

“Oh, pick me! I know what happened next,” Nina teased, maniacal amusement glinting in her coal black eyes. “Your man parts thought getting your wonk on with a complete fucking stranger at a costume party was a good idea. The two of you left the party, went to some skanky hotel, she gets ya all juiced, and bam, you wake up Dracula. And they say the male gender is the superior one.”

“Hey,” Sam scoffed, affronted. “It wasn’t a skanky hotel.” A weak defense but a defense nonetheless. It hadn’t been a skanky hotel—it had been a perfectly fine Days Inn, even if the rest of what Nina had retold was mostly the truth. And he’d paid for the taxi.

“It wasn’t a skanky hotel,” Nina mimicked his protest with a laugh and a roll of her neck. “Is that the best ya got, Romeo?”

“Ohhhh, listen to the pot calling the kettle black, Nina Statleon!” Marty accused. “Sit down and still your trapdoor, girlie, before we have to remind you of your premarital ‘Oh, look. An unsuspecting man who needs an ego shredding with his one-night stand’ days.”

Nina’s eyes narrowed at Marty. “You wanna try vampire versus werewolf and see if I don’t take you out?”

“You wanna lose those elephant tusks, Fang?” Marty countered, hands on her svelte hips.

Wanda was up in a shot, moving to the middle of the room, glancing Sam’s way with a look of apology, her jaw tight. “Do you see why I’ve put them in separate corners, Sam? I swear on all that’s holy, it’s like crack-induced kindergarten. Nina, Marty—do not make me! Never you mind about one-night stands and skanky hotels. That’s Sam’s business! Now shut it!”

Sam’s teeth tried to grind together again while he fought to remember he was, first and foremost, a gentleman—rare one-night stands aside. “Yes. My cave-dweller instincts got the best of me. I hang my head in shame. I’m an utter and total pig. The moment I find some spare time, I’ll make it my mission to put that on a billboard—all big and readable. But because I’m an in-the-moment kind of guy, I really think addressing my new teeth, my lack of lung function, the fact that I can not only hear but almost see noises, which means I can hear Marty’s blood course through her veins from clear over here, presents a bigger problem than my cad status or even my red dress.”

Nina leaned forward in her chair, smiling at him—the tension between the two women as though it had never been. “Hah. Dude’s got a sense of humor. Good thing, too. You’re gonna need it, living as a vampire.”

Sam yanked off his wig, pushing his own matted hair back. “So let me be clear on this just one more time. There’s no going back, right?” Marty had been, at his request, straight up about that much when they’d explained his current situation. He wanted to deny what was happening to him, but there was no denying he wasn’t breathing, and the hand he’d placed on his fake gel-breasted chest where his heart should be wasn’t feeling a steady rhythm.

Wanda hesitated momentarily, clearly measuring her words. “We wouldn’t rule anything out at this point, Sam. Not anything. We’ve seen some pretty crazy things since this happened to us, but more than likely, you’re a vampire for good. You’ll eventually be able to fly, read minds, kick some serious butt without much effort. Almost everything you’ve ever heard, read, seen in a movie pretty much applies to you now.”

“Except for the sparkling thing.” Why he couldn’t let that go seemed ludicrous, but of all the things he’d have to incur if what Wanda said was true, sparkling had to be the worst of all offenses.

“Yeah,” Nina’s response was dry. “Except for the sparkly stuff, Twilight. That’s the least of the shit you have to worry about.”

“So you remember absolutely nothing after that night in the hotel? Maybe this vampire lady’s name?” Marty inquired.

If he wasn’t a candidate for induction into the Shithead’s Hall of Fame after admitting he’d copped to a one-night stand, he was well on his way for what he was about to confess now. Own it, McLean. You were on a strictly don’t-ask, don’t-tell basis. Straightening his back, Sam looked them each square in the eye. “We didn’t exchange names.” There. The lack-of-name-sharing bomb dropped.

Kaboom.

However, Wanda, whether purposefully or not, granted him a reprieve. “So we have no idea not only who accidentally turned you but who was responsible for dumping you on our doorstep like you were a newborn on the steps of St. Mary’s.”

Nina rolled her tongue in her cheek, her eyes narrowing to black slits. “We also have no idea if this woman Sammy wanted to slam was really a vampire. He can’t remember shit after meeting her. How do we know what really happened to him from the time they went to the hotel until he woke up? And BTW, who says this was a fucking accident, Wanda? First, don’t you think it’s suspicious that he was dropped here? With us? And second, I gotta tell ya, most of us, the decent vamps anyway, would own biting someone by accident just like Greg did with me. This shit ain’t sittin’ right with me.”

Both Wanda and Marty gasped in unified horror. Wanda was the first to speak. “You think someone did this purposely, Nina?”

Sam held up a hand to stop that idea in its tracks. “Wait. I do remember this much. I don’t know where I was or when it happened during that night, but I remember the words, ‘I’m sorry—I didn’t mean it. It was an accident.’”

Yes. He remembered that much. The pleading tone to mystery woman’s voice when she’d whispered those words.

Nina scowled. “We’d better hope the fuck so. Otherwise, it means we have some rogue vamp running around, biting innocents like pretty boy here.”

Now Sam was astonished. In fact, he’d gasp—if he still could. “You mean you vampires really do this on purpose?” That wasn’t what Marty and Wanda had said. Quite the contrary. After they’d told him about their no-humans-harmed policy, and that he needed blood in order to survive, he’d had visions of himself stalking the surrounding farms around his cabin upstate so he could suck the life out of some poor herd of sheep in the name of survival. But it didn’t entail sinking his teeth into humans.

Jesus.

“No. Draining humans, even just drinking from them, is a big no-no in my vampire circle,” Nina informed him. “That’s rule number one in Vampire-landia. We buy blood from an approved donor. So all those crazy urges you’re having while you watch Marty’s pulse beat in her neck end now, bloodsucker. Or I’ll kick the living shit out of you. You have to learn to keep that shit to yourself. And if anyone ever drains Marty dry, it damned well better be me for all the bullshit discount designer mall shopping she makes me do with her.” She snickered.

Instantly, Sam’s eyes fell to the hem of his dress in guilt. Yeah. The blonde’s neck was looking better than any beer he’d ever had. “No people bloodsucking,” he repeated, fighting a shudder of horror mingled with an unbidden sick delight at the thought. “Got it.”

“Because I will stop you, but not before I yank your sacs off,” Nina warned, growling at him. “With my teeth.”

A wave of dizziness washed over him once more. The same wave he’d experienced shortly after he’d woken up at OOPS. He gripped the arms of the chair again to keep from wobbling.

Marty and Wanda were at his side in a blink. Marty tipped his head back, gazing into his face, the scent of her perfume assaulting Sam’s nose. “He needs to feed, Nina, before he passes out.”

Feed. Such an odd word.

Nina slapped her hands against her thighs, rising to come toward him. She picked up the basket from his lap and dug around in it, pulling out the packet labeled BLOOD. “Marty’s right—you look like shit. That’ll happen if you don’t feed a lot in the beginning stages of your turn. So, seeing as you’re all man, I guess we don’t have to deal with a bunch of snot while we hand you a buttload of tissues and lie to you about how everything’s gonna be all right. Let’s move on to the next dealio at hand, Sammy. The rest of the minutia can wait till your head’s clearer.”

Becoming woozier by the second, Sam’s head fell back on his shoulders with a boneless flop. He stared up at Nina, who took hold of his chin and shook it, knocking one of his bargain-basement hoop earrings to the floor. “Feed?” he managed.

Nina’s eyebrow rose; her lips flirted with a mocking smile. “Yeah. Like drink blood. It does a vampire good. And by the looks of you, you’re fading fast. So let’s get you juiced before we do anything else.”

Sam cringed, making a weak attempt at pulling from Nina’s grasp. He fought to find clarity in his next words. “I think this might be where I have to get off the merry-go-round. I know I was all about taking this like a man, and you have to admit, I haven’t shed a single tear, nor have I retreated to the corner and assumed the rocking position. But I gotta draw the line at blood.” No blood. Whether his stomach was doing handstands filled with anticipation about it or not. No. Blood.

That couldn’t be the answer to his sudden weakness.

Nina used her teeth to rip open the package. “Don’t go pantywaist on me now, pal. You have to feed or risk the chance of being expunged. You don’t want that, do you?”

His hand gripped Nina’s wrist. “Who says I’ll be ex … ex-whatever?” He slurred the last word, unable to make his tongue cooperate.

Nina squeezed harder, making his lips pucker like a goldfish. “Expunged, Sammy, and Nina the Vampire says so.”

“You’re Nina?” a voice from behind them said, warbled and distorted to Sam’s ears, but clearly laced with astonishment.

Nina’s head popped up, her eyes scanning the door just behind his chair with suspicion. “Maybe. Who are you?”

A woman rushed in, her scent sitting in Sam’s nose when she stopped short in front of them. The heat of her body swirled around him, enveloping his every sense while his vision cleared enough for him to momentarily focus on the woman.

A redhead with creamy skin and full red lips, her eyes were gray blue, her bangs partially covering the thick fringe of dark lashes around them. She wore a white shawl, casually slung over her shoulders. Her rounded hips were encased in a sleek, gray skirt that fell to just above her knees, knees that were attached to shapely legs.

The click from the heels of her suede boots was brisk as she paced and asked, “So you’re really Nina? The Nina. I can’t believe it’s really you.”

Sam caught the hesitation in this woman’s voice, heard a faint glimmer of worry, maybe even fear, but he was, at this point in his vampiric state, rendered immobile. All he could do was observe in a limp slump from his chair. For a man like him, it was infuriating.

Nina’s fingers dropped from his mouth, leaving it slack and wide open. She cornered the woman in preylike fashion, looming over her by maybe an inch. “Yeah. I’m Nina. Now who the fuck are you, Flame-haired Barbie?”

The woman, though shorter than Nina, didn’t cower when growled at by the fierce vampire. There was only a slight tremble of her peach-glossed lower lip to indicate she was intimidated.

Instead, she sighed with a roll of her eyes. “Wow. You really are cranky, aren’t you? Ah, well. I should have known better, but silly me and my impatience.” She waved a gloved hand under Nina’s nose, making her large hoop earrings sway. “Never mind. Listen, we really need to talk. Is there somewhere private we can go?”

Nina’s eyes narrowed. Whoever this woman was, she either sucked at social cues, or she was a glutton for an ass whoopin’, because Sam noted, she didn’t back down. “Did I not speak in words small enough for you to understand, lady? Because I’m kinda busy here. Now who—the—fuck—are—you?” she repeated, intentionally condescending and slow.

The woman’s shoulders slumped just a little from Sam’s vantage point, but she took a deep breath and straightened. “I really don’t think you want to do this in front of your colleagues and … well … Mr. Fancy Pants.” She waved a dismissive hand toward Sam and winced.

Hey. He was not fancy and he wasn’t wearing pants.

Shut up, Sam. Red dress and heels. ’Nuff said.

Right. Shut up. Plus, he was too weak to even consider responding, though not for lack of trying. When he attempted to move, he fell to the side of the chair in a heaping slump.

Marty and Wanda were instantly at Nina’s side, tugging at her arms. “Nina!” Wanda admonished, her brow furrowed. “Back off!”

Nina gave them a hard shrug and growled. Like really growled into the new woman’s face. “I’m not going anywhere with you until you tell me who the hell you are and how you know me.”

Marty jumped between the women, placing a firm hand on Nina’s shoulder. “Nina, back up! Let the poor thing breathe.” She turned to face the redhead, a smile on her face Sam could tell was phony even from his blurred observation. “Now, what’s your name and how can we help you, dear? Oh, and pretty hair. I want to accuse you of getting it from a bottle, but that would just be me sick with envy.”

The redhead smiled, preening at Marty’s compliment even with Nina’s evil eye glued on her. “Thank you. I take great pains to keep it in tip-top shape.” She stuck her hand out to Marty. “I’m Phoebe Reynolds. A pleasure.”

“Well, that settles it,” Nina crowed. “I don’t know anyone named Phoebe. So conversation over.”

Phoebe stepped around Marty and reached for Nina’s arm, clasping it. “No. It’s not over.”

Noooo, don’t do it, Phoebe. Vampire red alert! Sam wanted to warn, but couldn’t manage.

Even in his growing stupor, he recognized Phoebe had just made an epic mistake, and he couldn’t do anything to save the poor woman from the wrath that was the crabby Nina. Instead, his mouth fell open wider and his body began to slide from the chair to the floor like he was some kind of human slinky.

And his legs had spread open. No fine, upstanding lady would ever allow that to happen—even under such trying circumstances.

Nina looked down at Phoebe’s hand like it belonged to Lucifer himself. “I know you didn’t just put your hand on me, princess.”

Phoebe’s eyes glinted determination. “But I did, and if you’d please just listen—”

“I’m busy here. I don’t have time to listen to whatever you’re selling, lady.” Nina swung back around with flashing eyes and a menacing stance. “Now take your hand off my arm. Or I’ll chew it the shit off.”

Damn. Phoebe was too cute to be eaten alive so young, Sam reflected when his spine became Jell-O and his legs crumbled beneath him. He slid completely to the floor, his mouth now impossible to close due to the size of his teeth—which, ironically, had grown in seconds.

Phoebe’s eyes widened, then went soft as though she understood Nina’s outrageous reaction toward a complete stranger. She smiled again—this time with a definite appeasing hint to it. “You’re exactly like my mother described, er, times ten maybe, but exactly. But it’s okay. I knew we’d have some bumps in the road upon our first meeting. It’s to be expected. I’ve caught you unaware. Still, I’m convinced we can make this work. So as soon as you’re done here, let’s go somewhere quiet, maybe have a latte and chat? On me, of course.”

“Your mother?” Nina ground out her disbelief, her stance ominous from Sam’s still semiconscious vantage point on the floor where, excuse him, no one seemed to remember he was ex … Expiring? Excommunicated? No. Nina’d said expunging. Yes. He was going to expunge in a roomful of angry, perfumed, supernatural females while Nina tore Phoebe limb from limb and he wore a dress. How inhumane.

“Yes,” Phoebe answered in solemn tones. “My mother.”

Nina appeared to Sam as though she’d been caught off guard. “That’s it! Lay the fuck off the cat and mouse and tell me who the hell you are!” Nina roared, making Sam wince from the floor—where it was hard, and he was trying not to peek up Phoebe’s skirt. But he couldn’t move his head, no matter how hard he willed his body to work in his favor.

Phoebe wavered then. Not a lot, but just enough for Sam to see she was indecisive. Then her expression changed and the look of determination returned in full force. Squaring her shoulders, she tilted her chin upward in a defiance that rather resembled Nina’s and said, “All right. But please remember, I did ask you for some privacy.”

Nina poked her in the shoulder. “Spit it the fuck out, princess!”

“I’m your sister.”

Wow. Silence really did have sound to it.

Nina’s angry glare made the hair on Sam’s arms rise. Oh, Phoebe. From the very little I’ve borne witness to, I’d advise you to run long from the Nina experience, but my tongue’s out of order.

The sharp gasps from Wanda and Marty, followed by the eerily long silence one could only describe as the calm before the all-out tsunami, might have deafened him. Except, as described by Wanda, he now had bionic hearing and he could hear blood coursing and heartbeats pumping wildly.

When Nina finally replied, it was low and threatening. “My what?”

“I said. I’m your sister. S-I-S-T-E-R. You know, sisters. Like the kind that tell each other secrets, share clothes, and stay up all night talking about boys? Okay, I’m only your half sister if we want to be crazy technical, but we’re family regardless. So I don’t see why it would prevent us from talking about boys or all sorts of things, for that matter,” Phoebe said with a breathless almost excited hitch to her words.

And then, at least from Sam’s point of view, things got a little unnecessarily out of control. As a point of reference, should he decide these women were the best candidates to help him through this paranormal crisis, he’d make damn good and sure he remembered Nina was like a snake, easily riled, always coiled and waiting to go in for the venomous kill.

Now there was the rush of footsteps as Marty and Wanda came to someone’s aid, hopefully poor innocent Phoebe’s, because it was clear they understood their friend Nina’s short fuse. Phoebe, as brave as she’d like to appear on the outside, was no match for Nina the Hun.

Next, someone stepped on his index finger in a tangle of rutting feet—which was okay due to the fact that he couldn’t feel it anyway. Observing it, knowing he should react to it was rather like an out-of-body experience.

And there was the cursing. Creative and punctuated by more than one cautionary, “Nina, remember your strength!” and “If you harm one hair on her head, we’ll be forced to put you in the duct-taped time out!”

Sam thought what ensued next could be described by some—okay, him—as euphoric and others as catastrophic. It just depended on whether you were a glass half-empty or half-full personality.

Nina, as Nina was clearly wont to do, went in for the kill. Or maybe kill was too harsh a word, but when she stalked toward Phoebe, covering the inches between them in seconds, she, in her defense, probably hadn’t planned on Phoebe actually backing down.

Though, Sam didn’t blame her one iota for doing so. The mask of death Nina wore would make even those with the ability to cold-bloodedly kill cower in fear.

The trouble with that, Sam realized while he lay motionless and numb from head to toe, was Phoebe had picked the worst time ever to not just back down from her warrior sister, but back away from her, too.

As Nina took those threatening steps toward her newly found relation, Phoebe, her bravado gone, stumbled on Sam’s—dubbed ghastly by Wanda—high heels, tripped, and fell backward to land on his chest. Thus jamming her cute butt right up against his slack mouth.

He heard her scream of shock, and assumed it was probably mixed with some pain.

The pain having to do with his overgrown fang imbedded in her bottom to at least a quarter of an inch deep.

Which covered the euphoria part for him.

Huh. Nina was right. This feeding thing definitely made him feel better. How unexpected and maybe even a little gory all at the same time.

The catastrophic part, well, he figured that was on Phoebe.

Surely she’d find it catastrophic that, if the chain of vampirism was as he’d been told, because his teeth had pierced Phoebe’s flesh and he’d tasted her blood, she was now a vampire, too.

And he’d done it all while in drag. Nice.

Though, somehow, Sam had the distinct impression Phoebe, in all her obvious good taste in clothing and makeup, wouldn’t mind at all if she ended up sparkling in the sunlight.
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